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The Lemmy Caution Novels
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Whitechapel, London, 1896 — Peter Cheyney was born in Whitechapel in 1896.
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Cheyney as a youth, with his mother


This Man is Dangerous (1936)
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First published in late September 1936, this was Cheyney’s first novel. He had previously worked as a police reporter, crime investigator and as the author of a number of short stories.

The plot introduces us to Lemmy Caution, a seemingly accomplished criminal, who is equally fast with his fists or guns, fearless in action and prompt as an executioner when execution is called for. Lemmy is in England and works his way into an American gang, who are planning to kidnap for ransom the beautiful, rich and foolish Miranda van Zelden, an American heiress who thinks it’s fun to go slumming with gangsters, gamble with the underworld and associate with felons. Before the end of the story, Lemmy helps her understand this is not a good idea, but not before a number of corpses are strewn across the English countryside as a consequence.

Critics of the time applauded this book: “…he makes, if this does not sound too paradoxical, polished use of his chosen idiom: it is certainly astonishing that an Englishman  can so ‘keep it up’ throughout this long and breathless epic of American kidnapping in the United Kingdom. For the headlong pace of ‘This Man is Dangerous’ I have nothing but praise” said one, whilst another offered advice: “If you are inclined to be at all squeamish you mightn’t like this — the gun and corpses are many and messy and the language straight from Chicago. But if you like an unusual book that will give you plenty of excitement, here it is.” Some less verbose critics pointed out that, “This story, though one long hair-raising thriller, is nonetheless so carefully worked out, so neatly trimmed and finished that Freeman Wills Croft himself could not complain of an untidy end.” Another said that, “as a compendium of criminal slang this story is in a class by itself!”

This novel was adapted for Australian radio and kicked off a series of shows based on Cheyney’s work; this story aired in January 1944 when Caution was played by Clifford Cowley: the show was sold to a number of radio stations around the country, but appears not be have been sold internationally. This Man is Dangerous was also adapted into a comic strip that was serialised in the Western Mail (Australia) from November 1951 to October 1952.

Perhaps the most well-known adaptation was the 1953 film of the same name, directed by Jean Sacha and starring Eddie Constantine as Lemmy Caution. Constantine would go on to appear as Caution in a further eleven films and one TV miniseries, whilst Cheyney would write a further ten novels featuring his hero.
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Cheyney, 1938
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The first edition
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The first US edition
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The 1953 film adaptation


THIS MAN IS DANGEROUS
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OKLAHOMA POLICE HEADQUARTERS calling all cruisers, all Highway Police....

Look out for Lemmy Caution who has today broken jail at Oklahoma City, after killing a guard and Deputy Sheriff.

Last seen proceeding in the direction of the State line near Tahlequah. Is probably proceeding to Joplin. Be careful. This man is dangerous!

He is driving a dark green Ford V. 8 Sedan, with the near side driving window broken. The car is carrying Missouri State plates but these will probably be changed. Caution is armed. He is a killer.

Caution was serving a twenty years’ sentence for the shooting of an Oklahoma State policeman last year.

Oklahoma Police Headquarters calling all police cruisers, all Highway Police....

Look out for this man. Warn garages between Tulsa and Tahlequah that he will probably need gas.

Go get him boys! Go get him boys!


I. THE PICK-UP
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EVEN MIRANDA VAN Zelden couldn’t spoil the pipe-dream I had on the corner of Piccadilly and Haymarket.

It was one of those nights. You know what I mean. Everything was O.K., and you feelin’ that you’re a go-getter and that you got ’em all beat to the game. I felt on top of the world an’ I don’t often get that way.

Take a look at me. My name’s Lemmy Caution by rights but I got so many aliases that sometimes I don’t know if I’m John Doe or it’s Thursday. In Chicago — the place that smart guys call Chi just so’s you’ll know they’ve read a detective book written by some punk who always says he nearly got shot by one of Capone’s cannoneers but didn’t quite make the grade — they used to call me “Two-Time” because they said it always took two slugs to stop me, an’ in the other place where coppers go funny colours when they think of me they call me Toledo.

I’m tellin’ you I’m a big-shot an’ if you don’t believe me just take a look at any dump where they got a police record and a finger-printin’ apparatus an’ you’re mine for keeps.

All of which is very fine but it don’t get you no place an’ it don’t do anything about that smart jane Miranda Van Zelden who is a baby who has caused me a whole lot of trouble an’ I don’t mean maybe.

But Haymarket was lookin’ fine to me. You see I ain’t never been in London any before an’ I’m tickled the way I made it gettin’ here. Somebody out in New York was tellin’ me that these English coppers is so smart that they even arrest each other for practice; they told me that I got as much chance of bustin’ the passport check-up as a nice blonde had of stayin’ that way in Ma Licovat’s love parlour at Greek Alley an’ Twelfth... well, they was wrong.

I made it. I slipped over via Marseilles where some old punk who takes a keen pride in twicin’ Customs’ guys sold me a first-class American passport for four hundred dollars with a real guy’s name on it an’ a picture that looked like me after I’d had a smack in the puss an’ everything complete.

I’m walking down Haymarket an’ it’s eleven o’clock, an’ I’ve had a swell dinner an’ I am wearing a tuxedo an’ a black fedora. If you must know more then I’m goin’ to tell you that I weigh two hundred pounds an’ I got that sorta mug that dames fall for in a big way because it is a relief from the guys in the Russian ballet. I have also got brains an’ some girl in Toledo nearly drunk herself to cinders on bad hooch because I gave her the air, which, they musta told you, means sex-appeal, so now you know.

I said it was a nice night. I was meanderin’ down Haymarket just thinking things over quietly to myself, because I do not want you to think that I am a guy who takes a whole lot of chances that ain’t indicated. This Miranda Van Zelden business wasn’t no baby’s play-time hour I’m tellin’ you, an’ I knew that there was one or two guys would iron me out just as soon as take a look at me if they had known what the real schedule was.

Maybe you folks have heard of the snatch racket. You pinch some guy or some dame, or maybe a kid — they gotta be classy of course, an’ you just take ’em away to some hideout until their folks cough up plenty dough. Some of the nicest guys I ever knew was in the snatch racket. It’s a classy game an’ pays if the Feds don’t get their hooks on you.

Which brings me back to where I was just before I turned off, don’t it. Feds.... Special Agents of the Federal Department of Justice — G men — the little fellers who can do no wrong. Well, I sorta had an idea that one of these palookas was on the boat comin’ over from Marseilles... still, I guess we can come back to G men a little later on.

Presenting Miranda Van Zelden — glorifying pulchritude. Ladies an’ gentlemen give the little girl a hand. Now you know each other I’ll wise you up about Miranda. This dame is an heiress to about seventeen million dollars — does it make you gasp some? She is also as wild as they make ’em, an’ she is about the swellest looker that ever a tired business man dreamt about while he was bein’ kept late at the office.

The first time I ever spoke to Miranda was at the Honeysuckle an’ Jasmine Inn which is out on the main Toledo Road. This was the night when Frenchy Squills decides that he will have a little argument with the Lacassar mob that is runnin’ the dump. You can take it from me that the amount of jasmine an’ honeysuckle operatin’ that night would have stuck in your eye. It mighta been called Lead Alley because the amount of hot iron that is flyin’ about that Inn is nobody’s business.

It was about one o’clock in the morning an’ I am leanin’ up against one of the ornamental pillars in the dance room, waitin’ for something nice an’ hot to pop. I have also got an eyeful of Miranda who is dancin’ with some gorilla of Lacassar’s — she was interested in mobsters at that time — an’ I am thinkin’ that Miranda is easy to look at. She is lithe like a panther with a figure that could bust up a diamond wedding an’ she dances like a fairy. I was just thinkin’ that it was durn silly for a swell dame like she was to go hangin’ around that sorta place just for the sake of gettin’ a thrill outa rubbin’ shoulders with a lot of punk that wasn’t fit to clean her car sump.

Before I go any further I guess I’d better wise you up as to what the position was in Toledo with these boys. What I was doing up there is just nobody’s business. I sorta go around looking for trouble any time there’s anything good hanging on the end of it, and I’d gone there from Oklahoma where things was gettin’ a bit hot for me at that time, also I’d heard about Miranda.

Nobody wasn’t quite certain as to who was chasing who. Mr. Roosevelt, President of the United States, and a guy called J. Edgar Hoover, of the U.S. Department of Justice, had said they was goin’ to run mobsters out of America. The Police Department heard ’em and said so too. But at this time whether the mobsters was chasing the police or the other way round nobody knew by rights. Repeal never stopped a thing. There was more scull-duggery an’ a bigger rake-off after repeal than there ever was before.

Frenchy Squills reckoned that he was running Toledo. He was a king high bootlegger, highjacker, racketeer, an’ what will you, in those parts up to the time Tony Lacassar showed up. Tony blew out of Chicago after some argument in a garage where four coppers, three G men and a travelling salesman who was so drunk that he thought he was in Oshkosh, all got filled up so full of lead that they just didn’t know.

Tony got the tip to push out for a bit, so he went up to Toledo, and he took up there with him the finest bundle of go-getters that was ever in a racket. I’ve seen some bad guys but the Lacassar mob was just pure poison.

Tony starts to muscle in, an’ when he muscles in on a dump he don’t mean maybe. Frenchy tries to put up a show but after they find one of his muscle men nailed up on a tree near Maumee Bay with 4-inch nails an’ a note sending Tony’s kind regards to Frenchy stuck in his mouth, it looks as if Frenchy is beat to the game.

There’s a meeting an’ a sorta truce is arranged. Things are quiet for a bit an’ even the fact that Frenchy is now only running one dump — the Honeysuckle an’ Jasmine Inn — which is a roadhouse where anything you like can happen an’ did — don’t satisfy Tony. He has to have that. An’ it looks like he figures to take the place over on the night I’m telling you about.

I was just interested. I thought maybe when these guys was finished bumping each other off, somethin’ might come my way, and I’m a patient sorta cuss. I got medals for waiting for all sorta things — dough, dames, district attorneys and what have you — and I was interested in something else. I knew darned well that Lacassar wasn’t really the big shot. I always had a hunch that there was some guy behind Lacassar, who was just a big mouth stuck up to hide the real feller. I also had an idea that this real guy is a feller called Siegella, who is really a big guy, an’ is just poison. The things that this feller Siegella had done was just nobody’s business.

I was telling you, it was about one o’clock in the mornin’, an’ I’m leaning up against a pillar watching Miranda doing her stuff with Yonnie Malas, who is Lacassar’s star machine gun man. This guy Malas is good-looking after the manner of wops and he can certainly dance. So can Miranda. I tell you that pair was good, but it sorta got me somewhere under the belt to see a nice piece of goods like Miranda, who was anyway American, dancing with a cheap yegg like Yonnie.

It was a hot night — one of them nights when every time you try to breathe you wonder where you’re gonna get the air from. My collar was beginning to wilt. I had the sorta feelin’ that I wished it would rain or somethin’ just to clean things up a bit. The dance room was big, but it was hot. Dance rooms always are hot. The whole place was full of toughs, city fakers, play boys, “come-on” girls, an’ all the rest of the hoodlums that you get round a place like that. I reckon about thirty per cent of the guys in that place had got a shooting iron stuck on their body somewhere or other an’ knew how to use it.

After a bit I walked over to the bar at the end of the room an’ ordered myself a high-ball.

“Nice place you’ve got here!” I says to the bar-tender.

“Oh, yeah!” he says, “ain’t you original? So what?”

“Say, listen,” I says to him, “there ain’t no need to get that way. I was just passing the time of day, you know.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” he says. “Passing the time of day don’t hurt nobody, but that high-ball costs a dollar.”

I told him that I reckoned a dollar was a lot of money to pay for a highball, to which he cracks back to me that a dollar is a lot of money to some guys anyhow. By this time I have come to the conclusion that this bar-tender is just about as much good to me for purposes of information as a couple of sick headaches. So I walk through the dance room again, out on to the veranda and round the back.

The garage which is at the back of the Inn is a long low shed running parallel with a road which curves round behind the main road in front of the Inn. Standing at the end of the garage shed, leaning up against a post an’ looking down the road is some guy. He is wearing a tuxedo an’ a white fedora. He is smoking a cigarette an’ just thinking about nothing at all.

I have seen guys looking that way before, an’ they are usually look-out men waiting for something to break. He sees me an’ he takes a look at me, an’ he puts his hand into his right coat pocket, which if you have been in America as long as I have is a thing you take notice of.

I throw my cigarette stub away an’ I walk over to this guy. “Howdy, pal?” I say, “can you give me a light?” I take two cigarettes out of my pocket an’ I give him one. He looks at me and by the look of his eyes this guy is a dope.

There he stands smiling and showing a whole lot of fancy teeth. He brings out a lighter and he gives me a light. Then he looks down the road again.

“Don’t you like it inside?” he says.

I mop the back of my neck.

“It ain’t so good in there. It’s too darned hot. It’s bad enough out here. Why the hell a guy hangs around this sorta place, I don’t know,” I go on. “When you come to consider all the things a guy can do an’ he has to hang around a dump like this drinking lousy liquor an’ getting hot!”

He looks at me. “Don’t you like it, kid?” he says. “Well, why don’t you scram out of it?”

“Well, where do I scram to?” I says. “It looks to me as if you don’t like it either. What about coming an’ having a little drink with me?”

He puts his hand back in his pocket. “Listen, kid,” he says. “If I want a drink I can go buy myself one. Supposing you scram. I’m busy!”

I knock the ash off my cigarette. “Sorry, pal,” I said, “I wouldn’t know that. Expecting somebody?”

He looks at me like a snake. “Listen, baby,” he says. “Didn’t I tell you to scram out of here. You know you’re one of those curious guys who is always liable to get himself into trouble.”

I threw my cigarette stub away. “Well, there ain’t no need to get that way about it,” I says. “I never meant a thing. Good-night!”

I take a quiet look round an’ there’s nobody around this place. Then I make a movement as if I’m going to turn away, but just as I do this I spin round and I smack this guy right between the eyes. He just goes out like he was poleaxed. I take him by the collar an’ I drag him to the far corner of the garage which is dark, an’ I prop him up behind a car. I then proceed to frisk him.

This guy has got a Smith & Wesson Special in a shoulder holster under his left arm, an’ a .38 Colt automatic in his right hand tuxedo pocket. Stuck in his pants’ waistband he is packing a seven-inch Swedish sailor’s knife. In his left hand pants’ pocket he has got a small egg bomb. I’m tellin’ you the New York armoury has got nothin’ on this guy.

I prop him up against the wall an’ I start pinchin’ his nostrils which is a good way of makin’ a guy come back to earth, an’ after a bit he starts to shake his head. Then he opens his eyes.

“O.K. wise-guy,” he mutters. “Just you wait a bit, will you? I’m goin’ to do something to you for this, sucker. When I’m done with you I guess your own mother would change you for an old pair o’ pants. You wait till Lacassar gets his hooks on you.”

“Skip it, baby,” I says smackin’ him one across the puss. “Listen to me — I’m talkin’ right now. I don’t want to hurt your feelin’s or anything, but I just want to know who you’re waitin’ for an’ it’s no good tryin’ any cracks because I’ve got your cannons in my pockets. Now, sweetheart,” I says, “do we play ball or do I bust in your face with a spanner?”

“Say, listen,” he says, “I don’t know nothin’. I was just takin’ the air. Can’t a guy take the air?”

“Hooey,” I says. “I’m wise to you, pal, you’re one of Lacassar’s mob, ain’t you? Say, do you think I’m so dumb that I ain’t realised that about half the staff around this joint are his people. There’s waiters in there that never waited on anything or anybody before — except maybe the cops — waitin’ for something to break. The maitre d’hotel has got a bulge under his left arm where he’s packin’ a shoulder holster that makes him look like he was deformed, an’ if the bar-tender ain’t carryin’ a Smith an’ Wesson in each of his hip pockets then I’m an Indian princess with the ague. In fact,” says I, “there’s a sorta atmosphere around this dump tonight that smells as if there might be a gun battle at any moment. So all you got to do is to talk an’ talk quick, kid, before I start my big act with this spanner.”

“What the hell,” says he. “I don’t mind telling you what I know. Maybe there will be a bit of trouble around here tonight.”

“O.K.,” I says, “that’s fine!”

He grins. “That’s all right by me, pal,” he says, “now perhaps you’ll give me my shooting irons back.”

I tell him not to be silly an’ I hit him some more. He goes down like a log an’ I truss him up with some electric wirin’ I find in the corner. I then stick a handkerchief in his mouth and push him inside a saloon car with one wheel off that is nearby. I reckon nobody is going to use this car for some time.

After that I take a walk round the road an’ light myself a cigarette. After a bit I go back to the garage an’ look at the cars. Presently I find a big roadster with “M. van Z.” on the door, an’ I start her up an’ drive her down the road, away from the Inn. I put this car in a little spot behind three trees, an’ I leave it with the engine runnin’.

Then I walk back. About a hundred yards down the road there is a rise an’ from the top of this rise I can look over the country straight down a steep road. Right away in the distance I see the lights of some autos and I reckon these will be Frenchy’s cars. I also reckon that they will pull up by the side of this road, off the main road, about fifty yards away where there is a copse.

I’m right about this, because fifteen minutes later they pull up there an’ I can see that the fat guy in the first car is Frenchy Squills. I reckon it’s now time for me to get back to the Inn, so I slide round the back way, get in over the veranda and walk back to the dance hall. I go up to the bar, buy myself another highball an’ walk over to a corner.

After a minute I signal to some cigarette girl an’ she comes over. “Listen, sister,” I say to her. “How’d you like to make five bucks?”

She grins up at me. She is a pretty kid.

“What can I lose,” she says.

I slip her five. “You see that dame over there,” I says to her, “the one dancing with a slim feller. I want you to go over to her an’ tell her that she is wanted urgent on the telephone. See? An’ I reckon I’d do it right now. Tell her the call’s in the booth down the passage way.”

“O.K.,” she says, “that looks easy.”

She walks straight across the dance floor and she goes up to where Miranda and Malas is dancing, an’ I see Miranda stop an’ say something to Malas an’ walk across the floor.

Well, I reckon I’ve got this in time pretty good, because just as Miranda gets off the dance floor the band stops. It stops for a very good reason. It stops because some guy has shot the saxophonist clean through the guts, and this feller is yelling like hell on the band platform. Right then the glass windows on the veranda side of the dance room is bust open and without so much as by your leave some guy starts across the floor with a tommy gun right into the thick of five Lacassar mobsters who are drinking scotch at a table in the other corner. At the same time three of the waiters who are Lacassar boys unload an’ proceed to open fire on the windows. In about five minutes’ time the place is like a butcher’s shop on Friday night.

There is some fat palooka who ought to have been home with his wife and kids and who couldn’t get off the dance floor in time, trying to drag himself off it with one leg broke by a bullet from the tommy gun. But he don’t make it before he gets hit again. He has one in this time through the head so he decides to remain dead.

The cigarette girl, who has still got the five bucks I give her clasped in her fingers, is hit just as she is gettin’ off on the other side of the floor. She flops down with a funny surprised look on her face, holdin’ one hand, with the five dollar bill in it, to her side which is dyed red... poor kid.

I just stand nice and quiet up against the wall. I’ve got a wooden pillar to one side of me, an’ I reckon I’ve got as good a chance as anybody else. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Miranda, who has by this time discovered that the telephone call is phoney, an’ has also heard the battle in progress, standing at the top of the passage-way leading away from the telephone booth, with her head round the corner watching the war.

Believe me that girl is a marvel, her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are bright. She has a little blonde curl which keeps swingin’ over her left eye and she keeps pushing it back so as she can see better. Anybody would think that this dame had paid ten dollars an’ was looking at a slug contest or a baseball game.

Presently things eases off a bit. Some of the Lacassar guys outside the Inn have opened fire on Frenchy’s boys from the rear, an’ the fight is proceeding to tail off down the back road towards the place where Squills has parked his cars. It looks to me as if he is getting the worst of it, and I am thinkin’ he is a punk to try an’ pull something on Lacassar who anyway is organised.

I think this is a good opportunity to make a move, so I start to edge over towards the passage-way where Miranda is. When I get near I call across quietly:

“Say, Miss Van Zelden,” I say, “why don’t you scram out of here. This ain’t no place for you, sister. An’ when these boys have fixed things up between themselves they’re not going to get funny about bumpin’ you!”

“Well, what do I do about it,” she says smiling. “My car’s in the garage. How do I make it. They’re shooting out there now.”

“Don’t you believe it, Miss Van Zelden,” I says. “Your car is just up the road away from the garage on the other side of the Inn. You’ll find it parked just off the road behind three trees. I put it there myself. Now take a tip from me and scram out of it.”

“O.K.,” she says all brightly. “Say, that’s nice of you, stranger, I like you for that.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I says. “You’ll be seeing some more of me sometime. So long, sister!”

She turns round and goes down the passage. I follow her and three or four minutes later from the front entrance of the Inn where I’m standing in the shade, I see the tail lights of her car going off in the dark.

This ain’t so bad anyway. She was out of it. Now don’t you get me wrong. Don’t you think that I’m a little hero looking after forlorn women, because I ain’t. No, sir! But I reckon it didn’t suit me to have Miranda Van Zelden get into any spot of bother round that Inn. I had got my own ideas in pickle for that dame.

I stand there watching the tail lights of her car as they get fainter and fainter. Suddenly I get an idea that there’s somebody around. I turn my head and standing just behind me looking at the tail lights too is Siegella.

In case you don’t know Siegella is a tall guy nearly as big as I am. He is thin an’ he has a thin white face and a thin hook nose. He has got eyes like a pair of gimlets and everything that is lousy in the world looks at you out of ’em.

He looks at me and he smiles. Then he looks at the Van Zelden rear lights again. Then he looks at me again. Then he says very quietly:

“A nice snatch, eh, kid?”

I put on a surprised look. “I don’t know what you mean, pal,” I says, but I’m not feeling so hot.

The fact that Siegella is around this dump at this time shows to me that my idea about his backing Lacassar is right, and any minute I expect to feel a lump of hot iron tearing into me from some place. But nothing happens.

Siegella takes a cigarette case out of his pocket and hands it to me. I take a cigarette an’ he takes one. Then he brings out a lighter and lights my cigarette.

By the flame of the lighter I can see him grinning. He snaps out the lighter and puts it back in his pocket.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you,” he says. He nods an’ walks down the passage towards the dance floor, where everything is quiet now.

I scram. I walk over to the cloakroom, take my hat. Then I slip out of the side door up the road, keeping in the shadows to where I’ve got my car parked in some bushes. I get in the car an’ I step on it, because as I’ve told you before I’m not a guy who takes unnecessary chances, but I’m worried.

Whilst I am hitting up the road I’m thinking of that crack of Siegella’s.... “A nice snatch, eh, kid?” I’m wondering whether Siegella is on to my game....

It’s funny how quick you can think; all this has gone through my head, as I am walking down Haymarket, London. By this time I am just about opposite the Theatre Royal. The show is just over there and the folks are coming out. I stand there for a minute because getting into a car on the other side of the road I see a very swell dame, an’ I’m telling you that if I say that a dame is very swell then that is what that dame is. She also has a swell car. An’ as she gets into it, I sorta get the idea that she has looked at me and given me one of them “come-on” looks.

Anyhow, whilst I am ruminating on whether this is an accident or whether this dame is giving me the once-over, the car drives off. It crosses the road and it crawls down by the pavement just a few yards in front of me. Through the back window of the car I can see this dame looking at me an’ she definitely smiles. Then the car stops.

I’ll try anything once, and what would you have done? I walk to the car an’ I take off my hat. She looks at me out of the window, and I’m telling you that this dame is as pretty as paint. She has got this an’ that an’ she certainly knows how to wear clothes. I’ve seen a lot of dames, but I’ve got to admit that this one has got what it takes.

“Well, Lemmy,” she says, “and so you were going to pass me up!”

I grinned. “Say, listen, lady,” I say. “I think you’re marvellous and I reckon you’ll think I’m just no good at all when I tell you that I can’t even remember you and how could I forget a dame like you anyway?”

She smiles and she has little even teeth like pearls.

“Listen, Lemmy,” she says. “Don’t you remember that night in New York when you drank some bad hooch and somebody took you home. You know that night Scholler threw that party at the Ritz?”

I whistle. “So it was you....” I said. “Well, ain’t life funny?”

I remember this dame. I got in some party an’ I had some bad liquor an’ bad liquor is poison, I’m telling you. This was the dame who took me home, at least that’s what she said, an’ it must have been her otherwise how would she know.

“Well, what do we do about it?” I say.

“Get in, Lemmy,” she says, “I want to talk to you.”

I tell you I’ll try anything once, so I get in the car. It drives off and we turn down Pall Mall. There’s no doubt that this dame knows me all right, because she is talking about people I know and places I’ve been. She also tells me that another dame I know called Lillah Schultz is over in England with her, and that we should drink a highball to celebrate. By this time we are in Knightsbridge. Way down in Knightsbridge we turn off some street, then we turn down another street, and then we stop in front of some swell block.

We get out and we go up in the lift; when we come to the door of the apartment she turns round and looks at me.

“You know, Lemmy,” she says, “this is swell seeing you like this. It’s marvellous meeting an old pal in this burg.”

A lot of things is going through my head. I’m thinking that it’s all wrong for me to get short-circuited with dames when I’m over here on this Miranda business. At the same time I’m also telling myself that a man must live, that this dame is a very swell dame an’ I’m wondering just what she is thinking about me.

Whilst this is going on she opens the door an’ we step into a hallway. She snaps on a light. “Take your things off, Lemmy,” she says, “and come in.”

She goes through a door on the left of the hallway. From the room inside I can hear the clink of ice in glasses which is a very nice sound to me. I hang up my hat and I follow her through the doorway, and on the other side of the doorway I stop dead, because sitting on the settee on the other side of the room with an automatic which is pointing straight at my guts is Siegella.

“Well, sucker,” he says, “come in.”


II. MONEY FROM HOME
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WAS I SURPRISED? I’m telling you that for about ten seconds I am having a meeting with myself and the agenda is whether I am standing on my right ear or my elbow. Because, this is London, England, and here right in front of me is the whole Siegella set-up. Siegella is parked on the settee, looking like the model of the well-dressed gent from Squire’s window on Toledo Boulevard. Around the room grinning at me and drinkin’ highballs are Yonnie Malas, Lefty (“Twicer”) Scutterby, the English dude who bust out of Auburn prison with a dummy pistol made outa cardboard, German Schultz, Willie Carnazzi and his brother Ginto — the finest bunch of hot killers that ever worked a tommy gun.

Behind Siegella is Toni Rio, Frank Caparazzi, Jimmy Rikzin the Swede, and some more thugs I don’t know.

In fact if I hadn’t known I was in London I mighta thought myself back in the Paris Club in Toledo or in any other mobster hang-out.

I looked at the woman. She had sat herself down on a sofa and was waitin’ while Malas fixed her a highball. She was smilin’ at me sorta old-fashioned.

I grinned back at her.

“Have a good laugh, sister,” I says. “That was nice work I’m telling you. It was just too easy wasn’t it? Just fancy framin’ me like the young man who just come down from the butter an’ egg farm! O.K. You’re the berries an’ you have your laugh whilst the goin’s good because one of these bright nights I’m goin’ to smack that grin off you with a wet bath towel.”

They all start to laugh at me bein’ so burned-up at this dame, which is just exactly what I require, because at this moment I need to do a spot of hot thinkin’. I do not like the look of this layout not one little bit.

Siegella nods to Malas and Malas walks over to me an’ starts to frisk me. Now I do not mind bein’ frisked by a copper, but I certainly am not goin’ to have a gun I am not carryin’ taken off me by Malas. So in spite of the fact that Siegella is still holdin’ the gun I give Yonnie a smart Japanese clip on the neck gland an’ he goes down like a skittle.

Siegella snarls but I chip in first.

“Say, listen, Siegella,” I say, “I don’t know what this lay-out is an’ I don’t care, but if you think that any of your thugs is goin’ to go over me you’re wrong. Try something funny like that again an’ I’ll make such a noise that some guy will ring a fire-alarm. If you want to talk turkey, I’m listening, but I don’t want any fresh stuff from cheap mobsters. Get me?”

Siegella nods.

“I get you, Lemmy,” he says. He looks at Malas who is gettin’ up on his feet rubbin’ his neck an’ looking like a mug at bein’ clipped like he was. “But ain’t you gettin’ a bit fresh?” he goes on.

“Look here, Siegella,” I says. “Just pull yourself together will you? This ain’t Toledo or Chicago or even New York. This is London, and if you think that you can get away with this sorta stuff around this burg, well, you ain’t so hot as I thought you was.”

Siegella looks at Malas again.

“Has he got a gun?” he asks.

Malas shakes his head.

Siegella grins.

“O.K., Lemmy,” he says to me, “now I’m goin’ to tell you something. You’re goin’ to work for me. See? An’ you’re goin’ to like it, an’ the first thing you gotta learn is that if I tell Yonnie to frisk you then you’re goin’ to be frisked. Just so you won’t forget I’m goin’ to get the boys to give you a good beatin’ up here an’ now, an’ we can talk afterwards — when you come to!”

Siegella nods to Scutterby and Schultz an’ they are just movin’ over to me when I shoot out my arm, and catch Yonnie Malas in a neck crook. I hold him in front of me so that if Siegella — who I can see has got a silencer on his gun — starts shootin’, he has got to shoot Malas first, which is a fact that Malas is appreciatin’ by the amount of wrigglin’ he is puttin’ up.

“Listen, Siegella,” I says. “Just call your cheap bums off, will you, before I break this punk’s neck? An’ if I get another crack outa anybody here I’ll break it just as sure as you’re a second class wop!”

Siegella is as white as death, but he sees that I have got the goods on him this time. He makes a motion with his hands and the boys sit down again. I think it is time that I made what the politicians call a gesture, so I make one. I throw Yonnie Malas against the wall hard an’ he sorta crumples up an’ flops on the floor — out for ten.

Now I reckon that this is one of them moments when anything you like is liable to happen. German Schultz is already slippin’ his hand around to his hip pocket, an’ Willie and Ginto Carnazzi are just gettin’ outa their seats previous to doin’ a big rush act, when the dame starts to talk.

Mind you there is something very come-on about this dame. She ain’t exactly like the usual sorta mobster’s pet, not by a long chalk when you come to think of it. She has got some sorta class, an’ she is tall an’ graceful and her voice is sorta low an’ husky. I know a whole lot of guys would have gone for that dame in a big way.

“Listen, boys,” she says. “What is this — a slug festival on Saturday night at the Bowery Club? Don’t you think that the whole lot of you ought to be qualifying for some Home for Mental Rest. I go out of my way and I get Lemmy along here to talk turkey and before anybody can roll their own somebody has started something that looks like ending in the local morgue.

“Listen, Ferdie,” she says to Siegella, “why don’t you put that cannon away and be your age. You ought to know that Lemmy isn’t the sort of guy to get frightened just because somebody starts doing an act with a gun. Yonnie got what was coming to him. He got fresh, and guys who get fresh always get smacked down some time. Now cut out all this palooka and let’s have a drink and talk this thing out like regular fellers.”

This sounds good to me, but I don’t let on. I just look sorta casual, an’ I walk over to where Yonnie Malas is picking himself up, an’ I get hold of him by the collar an’ I yank him up to his feet with a grin.

“Say, Yonnie,” I say, “I’m kinda sorry I had to smack you down, pal, but you know how it is when a guy gets annoyed.”

He manages to smile. He looks as kind as a couple of mocassin snakes with the earache.

“That’s all right, kid,” he says eventually. “Skip it, it’s O.K. with me.”

Siegella puts his gun away.

“Well,” he says, “I reckon Connie is right. We won’t do any good by startin’ something here. One of you guys give Lemmy a drink an’ let’s talk.”

I sit myself down in a big chair an’ Connie mixes me a highball. When she brings it over I give her a quick once-over an’ I see that she is lookin’ at me very old-fashioned like. An idea runs through my head that it would be durn funny if Siegella’s girl was to fall for me in a big way, an’ that if she did I might manage to make things very uncomfortable for that wop. As she hands me the glass she looks right into my eyes an’ believe me or believe me not I got a kick out of it... it was a swell look!

I grin over at Siegella where he is sittin’ lookin’ at me an’ I take a drink.

“Well,” I says, “let’s talk.”

He holds his glass up to the light an’ looks at it. I am watchin’ his eyes an’ he looks more like a snake than ever. I’m tellin’ you that this feller Siegella is pure poison.

“Well, Lemmy,” he says, “here’s the way it is. I reckon we need you, an’ I reckon that you gotta string along with us because if you don’t it’s goin’ to be curtains for you. You know me, I ain’t the sorta guy to let anything stand in my way that I want out of it.

“I know what you’re over here for. I reckon you’re over here on the same racket as we are, an’ I reckon I know when the idea first came into that head of yours.

“You’re here after Miranda van Zelden. Well, am I right?”

I grin.

“Maybe you are, an’ maybe you ain’t,” I says.

“O.K.,” says he. “Now I’ve been aimin’ to snatch Miranda for a long time, but I got too much sense to pull a snatch like that in U.S.A. The place wouldn’t be big enough for any guy who snatched old man van Zelden’s daughter.

“So we’ve been keepin’ an eye on this dame for months. We knew sooner or later she’d come to Europe, an’ I had everything set to come after her. Every guy in this mob was fixed up with a good an’ proper passport an’ we’re all over here officially on some business or other. We’re all business men.

“You gotta admit that the idea is pretty good. We snatch Miranda in England, an’ we get the money out of the old boy over the long distance telephone. He don’t even know which country his daughter is in. Maybe we tell him we got her hidden away in France or Germany or Italy.

“In other words he is goin’ to get so scared at the idea of not knowing where his little girl is that he will pay plenty just for the chance of gettin’ her back.

“We make him pay through the Dutch Bank in Rotterdam. He’s got to put a credit there for us for three million dollars an’ when we have drawn the dough well then maybe we’ll let the girl go an’ maybe we won’t.”

I nodded my head.

“Maybe it would be pretty dangerous to let that girl go after you got the money, Siegella,” I says. “She’s goin’ to talk ain’t she, an’ we want to go back to the U.S. some time or other.”

He grins.

“I don’t think that we’ll let her go home,” he says with a leer. “Maybe I can find some other use for Miranda, an’ when I’ve done with her, well... I reckon there’s got to be some sort of accident... eh, boys?”

He takes a look around him at the mob. They are all grinnin’. You never saw such a bunch.

“O.K.” he continues. “Now I had my eye on you up in Toledo, Lemmy,” he says. “I guessed that you weren’t hangin’ around Miranda van Zelden just for the pleasure of lookin’ at her, an’ when she come over here an’ you trailed along after, I took a couple of guesses an’ I come to the conclusion that you have got some game on with Miranda yourself. Right?”

“O.K.,” I says. “I might as well tell you that I had a scheme. You see, I got an idea that this dame Miranda might fall for me. I’ve spoken to her once or twice, an’ I heard that she was a spot interested in yours truly. So I reckoned that I might come over here after her, an’ rush her into a marriage. Then I calculated that when old van Zelden heard that his daughter was married to a mobster that he would pay me plenty to get her divorced quick.”

Siegella nodded.

“It ain’t a bad idea,” he said. “but it’s a piker idea compared with my set-up. Maybe van Zelden would have dropped a few grand for a divorce, but he wouldn’t have paid what he’s goin’ to pay us for Miranda. I want three million an’ I’m goin’ to have it!”

Siegella gets up and walks over to me. He takes my empty glass outa my hand and mixes me another drink. Then he brings it back.

“Now, listen, Lemmy,” he says, “I got you taped. I know all about you. You’re the fellow who shot two coppers in Oklahoma City four years ago. You got a fifty years’ sentence and you bust outa the big house sixteen months afterwards. That was a nice break, Lemmy. Sometime I’d like to know how you did it.

“You used to call yourself Price Fremer in those days, didn’t you? Then you got mixed up with some mob in Kansas and you had to make a quick break outa there, because if I ain’t mistaken you shot another guy round there, an’ from then onwards you’ve been musclin’ in on any job where you could muscle an’ that looked good.

“You’re the guy for me, Lemmy, because your record’s too bad for you to rat on us and because you know me well enough to know that I don’t stand any nonsense from any guy. Play ball with me and you’re O.K., but get this — from the moment you leave this dump tonight somebody is looking after you, an’ if you as much as move half an inch either way from the schedule I’m going to give you, then it’s curtains for you, because I’ll have you bumped whether you’re in England, Germany, France or Iceland as sure as my name’s Siegella.”

He meant it all right. I grinned.

“Never mind the tough stuff, Siegella,” I says. “I’m playing ball if I get my deal, an’ I don’t want any dealing from the bottom of the pack. How do I cut in on this job?”

He brings a piece of paper out of his breast pocket.

“There’s twenty-five of us in on this,” he says, looking round, “and everybody’s got their share fixed. Do what you’re told, Lemmy, and pull this job off, and you’re on 250 grand.”

I whistled to myself. 250,000 dollars is a lot of money. I must say it looked as if this guy looked at things in a big way.

“That suits me,” I said. “250 grand is nice dough. After that I’ll retire an’ start chicken farming or somethin’. But you ain’t told me what I’m doing.”

Siegella laughs.

“That’s easy,” he says. “You just go ahead with what you was going to do. Contact Miranda. That shouldn’t be difficult. Play around with her, take her places, be nice to her. You know you can make her fall for you if you want to, Lemmy. Why,” he looks round at the boys with a grin, “I reckon there’s more women looking for you in the United States than any other guy. You certainly have got a way with dames.

“All right, we all know what Miranda’s like really, she’s a nice kid, but she likes to pretend she ain’t. She’s one of them girls who’s had too much money an’ too much of her own way. I reckon she’ll fall for you like a sack of coke.

“Now you’ve got to work fast. I reckon you’ve got two or three weeks to make Miranda fall for you. By that time I’m going to arrange a little house party way down in the country. I’ve got a house fixed, a nice quiet old manor house with lots of atmosphere. It looks like a film director’s dream. I’m going to throw a party down there, an’ you’re goin’ to bring Miranda.

“You’ve got to tell her that this party is something very special, that she’s going to meet a whole lot of funny fellows down there, that she’s going to get a thrill out of it, an’ you’ve got to fix it that she comes down by herself. We don’t want any maids or secretaries trailing around.”

I nodded.

“Ain’t she got anybody keeping an eye on her?” I asked.

Siegella grins.

“You bet,” he says. “You don’t think old man van Zelden is such a fool as to let his daughter go running round Europe without a watch dog. She don’t know, but he’s got a private tec, a big guy called Gallat, trailing round after the dame. Wherever she goes, Gallat goes too. He parks himself in a nearby hotel and he tails her.”

“What do we do about him?” I asked.

Siegella grins and looks at Yonny, and Yonny grins back.

“Listen, Lemmy,” he says, “don’t you worry about Gallat. We’re going to take care of him, and we’re going to take care of him quick. It’ll be done so nice that he wont ever know what’s happened to him.

“Now that’s all you’ve got to do. You get Miranda down to this house, an’ then you’re very nearly finished. After that you’ve got to keep out of the way, because people over here will have seen you getting round with her. Once she’s down in that house you don’t have to worry about her, we look after Miranda.

“An’ what you do is this. You go back to London, and you put a long distance telephone call through to a guy in New York. I’ll give you his name and address. This guy will go to van Zelden and tell him that his daughter’s been snatched and he’ll fix that van Zelden comes through on the long distance telephone to you the next day for more information.

“Now all you’ve got to do is to tell the old man that his daughter’s been snatched, that you yourself don’t know where she is, but you’ve got an idea I’m moving her over to Germany or somewhere.

“I’ve got a yacht over here and after we get her down to the house, we’ll take her out of England in no time.

“Then you tell van Zelden that we want three million dollars placed to my credit in the Dutch Bank at Rotterdam. He can do it all right, he’s worth about twenty millions, an’ you can also tell him that if the money ain’t there in ten days, including the day that you speak to him, I’ll send him his daughter’s ears in a registered envelope. You can tell him that if the money ain’t there within fifteen days, he won’t ever see his daughter again. She’ll be dead! An’ you can tell him that it won’t do him no good goin’ to the coppers because there ain’t a police force in Europe will know where Miranda is.”

I give myself another drink.

“It looks good to me, Siegella,” I says. “He’ll just have to put that money there.”

“Right,” says Siegella, “an’ I shall go and get it myself.

“Now when you’ve done that, you lie low. Hang around London for a week or two, and then take a boat back to New York. But before you go you’ll get an address near 42nd Street. Go round there and you’ll find 250 grand waiting for you. Is it a deal?”

“It’s a deal, Siegella,” I says. “It looks easy to me. Why, I ain’t doing a thing for the money.”

“Well,” he says, “you ain’t doing as much as some of the other boys, but maybe your work is more important. We can’t snatch that girl in London, we’ve got to get her down to that house, an’ another thing,” says Siegella, “nobody must know she’s going down there. You’ve got to fix it so that you get her down sudden like. She mustn’t even tell a maid or anybody where she’s going. That’s what you’re getting your money for, and,” he finishes with a little smile, “I wouldn’t slip up anywhere if I was you, Lemmy, because if you do we’re going to look after you, an’ it won’t be so nice for you.”

“You needn’t worry about that,” I says. “This looks easy to me.”

“O.K.,” says Siegella.

He holds out his hand and we shake on it.

“Now get busy,” he says. “I know where you’re staying. You’ve got an apartment down on Jermyn Street. We’ve had a tail on you there for days, ever since you got to this country. You’ve got to start work tomorrow morning.”

I got up.

“That’s O.K. by me,” I says. “I’ll be getting along.”

“Right, Lemmy,” says Siegella, “I’ll be in touch with you maybe sometime soon. Goodnight!”

I says goodnight, and I nods to the boys. I take my hat from the hall an’ I walk down the stairs out into the street. I’m feeling pretty good because I reckon that muscling in on this racket of Siegella’s is going to be a good thing for me, and maybe if I use my brains an’ keep my eyes skinned, I can still find some means of double-crossing this wop.

By this time it’s after one o’clock in the morning.

When I get into Knightsbridge, they are washing down the streets. It’s a nice night and I went swinging along, feeling fine. The idea of me having 250,000 dollars made me laugh. Just think what a guy could do with that money.

An’ if I could get hold of this money an’ somehow upset Siegella’s apple cart I reckoned it’d be all the sweeter.

By this time I’d got to the Green Park Station an’ I asked some copper where there’s a telephone box. He tells me that there’s one in the station, and I go in. I have MacFee’s number written in pencil on the tailor’s tag inside my breast pocket. I get him right away.

“Well, Mac, how’re you making out,” I says.

“O.K., buddy,” he says. “How’s things with you?”

“Not too bad,” I says. “Say, listen here. I just been having a meeting.”

“You don’t say,” says Mac.

“I’m telling you,” I says. “I just left Siegella. He’s planning to snatch Miranda, and I’m in on the racket, an’ it looks like big money, baby.”

I heard him whistle.

“Pretty good, Lemmy,” he says. “Are you going to use me?”

“Not for a minute, big boy,” I says. “I’ve got to go easy on this thing because you know Siegella. He ain’t a nice guy to cross. Just stick around, Mac, will you? I’ll phone you in a day or two.”

“O.K., buddy,” he says.

I lit myself a cigarette and walked up the stairs out of the station. Just outside parked against the curb is a smart roadster. I take a look at it, and I see Connie, Siegella’s girl, the dame who picked me up, sittin’ at the wheel. She looks at me an’ she grins.

“Did you have a nice phone call, Lemmy?” she says.

“Listen, Connie,” I says, “ain’t you the curious dame? I’ve been phoning because like a big mug I left the outside key to my rooms inside. I was ringing the porter downstairs to see if he was up, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to get in.”

She smiles.

“I’ll drive you home, Lemmy,” she says. “Get in, I want to talk to you.”

I get into the car an’ she drives me back to my rooms, where I have to go through a big business of knocking up the porter to let me in when I’ve got the key in my pocket all the time. When he opens the door, she’s still standing there.

“Ask me up for a drink, Lemmy,” she says. “I want to talk to you.”

“Anything to please a lady,” I said. “Come on, Connie.”

I took her upstairs, opened up the flat, took her wrap and gave her a highball. As she stands there in the middle of the room, it strikes me that this Connie is a very swell dame. I wonder just how much I can trust her supposing I get the idea to pull a fast one on Siegella. But she soon puts me right on that point. She walks over to my big arm-chair, an’ she sits down.

“Now, listen, Lemmy,” she said. “I like you. You’re a nice guy, and there’s something about you that maybe I could fall for. Anyhow, I didn’t come along here tonight to tell you that.

“Siegella sent me along to give you this. He didn’t want you to have it in front of the boys.”

She threw an envelope on the table.

“Inside that envelope,” she says, “is 10,000 dollars. That’s for expenses in toting Miranda around. Siegella wants you to do this thing in a big way, expense don’t matter. Now, Lemmy,” she goes on, “you listen to me. I know your sort. You’re a born racketeer, you’re a good crook and a nice worker. We know all about you, you’ve always worked solo, an’ maybe you don’t like the idea of having to string along with Siegella an’ the boys.

“Now I’m giving you the tip off. You do what you’re told, and like it, because Ferdie Siegella is wise to the fact that you might try to pull a fast one on him.

“Remember, he ain’t quite certain of you, so he’ll be watching you like a cat, an’ if you side-slip he’ll get you if he has to do it with his own hands.”

She gives herself a cigarette outa the box beside her an’ then goes on.

“You see, this Miranda snatch means a lot to him. The Feds are after him in America, he’s got a record out there that’s so black that it would make the devil’s schedule look like a prayer book. He’s got to have a lot of money and he’s got to have it quick in order to straighten things out. He’s made up his mind to pull this Miranda snatch, an’ he’s got the job so well planned that I know he’s going to get away with it.”

She walks over to where I’m standing in front of the fireplace, an’ she stands right in front of me an’ she looks right into my eyes. This dame Connie has got very deep brown eyes. I told you before that she was a swell dame.

“Now, Lemmy,” she says, “string along, be a good guy, get your job done and take your money.”

She walks over to the chair and picks up her wrap.

“When it’s all straightened out,” she says, “maybe you and I can have a little talk. Maybe I could fall for a guy like you, Lemmy,” she says sorta sad.

I grin.

“So what, Connie?” I says, “an’ you Siegella’s girl?”

She smiles.

“That’s the way it is, Lemmy,” she says. “You don’t have to tell the world but I don’t like Ferdie Siegella, but what can I do? I’ve got to string along too, and I’m clever enough to like it. Still, there’s lots of time.”

I laugh.

“That’s O.K. by me, sister,” I says. “I’m a pretty good guy at waitin’ around if it’s worth it; but comin’ back to the main job for just one little minute, there’s one thing I don’t like so much an’ that is this guy Gallat.”

She laughs.

“Be your age, Lemmy,” she says. “This guy is a punk. He’s a big broad-shouldered kid just out of college an’ old man van Zelden pays him good to string along an’ keep an eye on Miranda. Don’t you worry about him, because Siegella will take care of him.”

“That’s as maybe,” I says, “but it ain’t so good my startin’ operations on Miranda with this feller gum-shoein’ around is it? Supposin’ he gets wise to my game.”

“Come an’ help me put this wrap on, Lemmy,” she says. An’ when I hold it up for her she looks at me over her shoulder.

“Listen, kid,” she says soft like. “Don’t you worry about Gallat. Right now he’s livin’ round at the Strand Chambers, next to the van Zelden dame’s hotel. Well, tomorrow night he’s going to get a telephone call, see... a sorta urgent call, an’ he’s goin’ to go out an’ keep an appointment. I reckon he won’t worry you any more after that....”

I grin. “Siegella’s going to take him for a ride, eh?” I say.

“Don’t be so curious an’ give me a kiss, Lemmy, she says.

That dame certainly can kiss. After a minute she goes over to the door.

“I’ll be seeing you, Lemmy,” she says.

I take her down to the street, put her in her car an’ watch her as she drives off. It’s funny that this dame should decide that she might like to fall for me some time.

Then I go upstairs and I lock the door. Then I open the envelope on the table. Sure enough there is ten grand inside it, twenty 500 dollar bills. I stand there looking at these bills for a few minutes an’ suddenly I get an idea.

I go into my bedroom, an’ I unlock my trunk. Down in the bottom drawer I got a book. This book is a pasting up book and in it I’ve got pages cut from the U.S. Federal Police news, because I’ve found that this is a very clever thing to do. It lets me know what the mobs are doing, and who the Feds are after.

Pretty soon I find what I’m looking for. Its a police report on the hold up of the Third National Farmers’ Bank in Arkansas. Now everybody knows that this job was pulled by the Lacassar mob which means Siegella was behind it. On the next page is the page from the Police News giving the numbers of the stolen bank notes — the big denomination bills.

I take the book back to my sitting room an’ I check up with the numbers of the notes that Connie has just given to me. I’m dead right. It was Siegella who pulled the Arkansas stick-up an’ the ten grand he has given me is the ten grand that he pinched from that bank. This proves to me that Siegella has been planning this Miranda business for a long time.

I start to put the notes back in the envelope. Changing these notes over here in London will be easy. The stick-up was done in Arkansas six months ago, an’ there won’t be any check up in this country I figure.

I take the envelope an’ I put it in a drawer in my bedroom. Right then I start thinkin’ about this guy Gallat who is Miranda’s protection man that she don’t know about. I can imagine this guy — one of them big college kids with no brains an’ full of la di da. I reckon this guy is not goin’ to feel so good when Siegella gets his hooks on him.

But I think that it will be a good idea if some guy I know is keepin’ an eye on this Gallat proposition, so I walk back into the sitting room and I telephone MacFee. I give him the layout an’ I tell him that this guy Gallat is on the spot an’ that Siegella will probably bump him some time tomorrow night an’ that it might be better if MacFee hung around an’ saw what was breakin’ — just so I knew that everything was cleaned up properly.

I then go to bed because I am very tired havin’ had a very busy day. As I go off to sleep I can see Connie’s brown eyes — that dame has got nice eyes — lookin’ at me.

I have got ideas about that dame.


III. GOYAZ CUTS IN
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NEXT MORNING WHEN I wake up the sun is shining, and I am feeling pretty good. I have a very good breakfast with six cups of coffee, and whilst I am drinking same I proceed to do a little quiet thinkin’ about this Siegella set-up.

It’s all the tea in China to an egg-flip that this Siegella has got a very swell organisation functionin’ in this country; it is also a stone ginger that I have not seen the half of it. The bunch of tough eggs that I contacted round at the Knightsbridge flat are all guys — with the exception of about six — that I have seen around in the United States some place.

I reckon that there must be a lot more people in this thing. If Siegella has got somebody tailing me it must be somebody I don’t know — otherwise I’m goin’ to spot ’em right away, an’ Siegella is too clever by a mile for that.

By the time I have finished with the coffee and started on a bottle of bourbon I am gettin’ worried as to how I can figure out some way to get wise to the whole Siegella outfit here. I am a guy who likes to know what he is doin’ an’ what is goin’ on around an’ I do not fancy takin’ some chances against something I don’t know.

In the middle of this Siegella comes through on the telephone.

“Say, Lemmy,” he says, how’re you feelin’ this mornin’?”

I say I am feelin’ O.K. an’ he then asks me if I have got the jack which he told Constance to hand over to me — ten thousand dollars.

I say I have got it all right. I also say that I know where he got it from, an’ I can hear him laughin’.

“There ain’t any flies on you, Lemmy,” he says, an’ suddenly his voice goes serious. This Siegella is a funny guy, when he means business his voice droops sort of — it gets thin, an’ low an’ menacin’.

“Listen, kid,” he says. “Here’s where you start work. We gotta get a move on an’ I want you to get busy right away. Your little lady friend is stayin’ down at the Carlton. What about gettin’ along there an’ makin’ that contact. I want to get this job movin’ as soon as I can.”

“That suits me,” I says. “Directly I’ve finished this bourbon I’ll be gettin’ right along.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” he says. “I’ll be seein’ you.”

“Right, sweetheart,” I says “an’ don’t do anything that you wouldn’t like photographed.”

I hang up on this crack an’ proceed to do a little more thinkin’.

At twelve o’clock I get dressed. I have got some very good English clothes an’ some swell silk shirts that I bought the day before, an’ by the time that I am ready to go along and see Miranda I am lookin’ like all the flowers in May.

I finish the bourbon, an’ walk down the Haymarket and turn into the Carlton. I go up to the reception and I ask for Miss Van Zelden.

They tell me that Miss van Zelden is not there. Also they do not know when Miss van Zelden will be there. They think she has gone away for a few days.

This is not so good, I think. I then ask if Miss van Zelden has got a secretary or a maid, as I have some very urgent business, an’ after a lot of palooka I go up in the elevator an’ I am shown into a drawin’ room. I give my name to the bell-hop and I sit down an’ wait.

Presently in comes a jane that I take to be the maid. I am right in one guess. This dame is a neat baby an’ she looks good an’ knows it.

She hands me some stuff about Miss van Zelden bein’ out of town for some days.

When she has finished I get up.

“Listen kid,” I says. “I have got some very important business with Miss van Zelden, an’ I am a guy that she will see almost any time. Now I want to get in touch with her an’ it ain’t no use your tellin’ me she’s away an’ you don’t know where she is. Now where is she baby? I guess you gotta know something?”

Whilst I am talking I have pulled a fifty dollar bill out of my pocket an’ am foldin’ it nice an’ straight. I see her eyes fasten on the bill.

“Honest I don’t know, Mr. Caution,” she says. “But maybe this will help you.”

She goes off an’ in a minute she comes back with a bit of notepaper which she hands over to me.

“I found this waitin’ for me when I went in with her early mornin’ tea,” she says.

I look at the note. It says:



“I shall be away for two or three days. M. van Z.”



I give the maid fifty bucks.

“An’ you haven’t an idea where she is?” I says.

She shakes her head.

“Honest — I don’t know a thing,” she says.

I pass her a couple of wisecracks an’ I then scram. Outside I start walkin’ towards Strand Chambers which is where Gallat — Miranda’s bull-dog — lives according to Connie, an’ whilst I am walkin’ I am still doin’ some heavy thinkin’.

First of all it is a bit screwy Miranda bein’ away at a time when Siegella gives me the tip-off to contact her. I know Siegella ain’t the sort of guy not to know what she was goin’ to do. I do not like this one little bit.

Pretty soon I arrive at Strand Chambers which is a block near Trafalgar Square. I go into the entrance an’ walk along a little passage until I come to a side window that looks out front. I have a careful look through this an’ I see some guy standin’ over the other side of the road pretendin’ to read a newspaper. I guess this guy is keepin’ an eye on the Gallat proposition. He is a fat, dark guy an’ looks like a mobster, but I don’t know him to look at. He might be one of Siegella’s mob an’ then again he might not.

I walk back to the elevator man, and ask if Mr. Gallat is around, an’ he says yes, an’ we go up. On the third floor this guy gets out an’ shows me along the passage to a room. He knocks on the door an’ I go in.

Inside, readin’ a newspaper an’ eatin’ breakfast is a big, young-lookin’ feller. He is a blond guy an’ he has one of them faces that make you think of when you was young.

“What can I do for you?” he says. An’ by the way he says it, I sorta get the idea that this guy is expectin’ something to happen an’ he don’t quite know what, an’ that is why he has given orders that anybody who comes along an’ asks for him should be shown right up.

“Right now you can give me a drink, Gallat,” I say, “an’ then you an’ me can talk a little bit. By the way,” I says casual like, “I suppose you wasn’t expectin’ anybody about now?”

He goes over to a sideboard an’ gets a bottle of whisky an’ a glass an’ he pours out a stiff one which he hands to me.

Whilst I am drinkin’ this whisky he looks at me. I put the glass down an’ I light a cigarette.

“You wouldn’t know where Miss Miranda van Zelden was, would you?” he says.

I blew a puff of smoke an’ grinned at him.

“Say buddy, I thought that was your job knowin’ where that dame was an’ what she was doin’” I says.

“And how would you know that?” he says.

I grin some more.

“There’s an old proverb that says that two watchdogs are better than one.”

He thinks this over for a bit.

“When did you find out she was gone?” he says after a while.

“Just now when I went round to ask for her,” I say. “You see I’ve got some business with her. I’ve known her for some time.”

He nodded.

“I reckon she knows too many bad eggs like you,” he says.

I get up.

“Thanks for the whisky, buddy,” I says. “An’ so long. If you don’t know where she is, I guess you’re no good to me. Remember me to your mammy when you write.”

He gets up too.

“Say listen,” he says. “Just who are you?”

I do some quick thinkin’.

“I’m John Mulligan, representin’ the Illinois Trust Insurance,” I say. “Miss van Zelden is carryin’ a very big jewellery insurance with us, an’ the firm ain’t particularly sure that it’s worth their while. You know how she gets about an’ loses jewellery or just leaves it about where somebody’ll pinch it.”

He nods, an’ I guess he is fallin’ for this line of punk I am handin’ him.

“Well, to cut a long story short I’m supposed to check up on Miss van Zelden an’ see what the risk looks like, an’ if my report is bad then the firm won’t renew, that’s all. I went round this mornin’ to see her an’ the maid told me that she had scrammed, leavin’ a note sayin’ that she’d be back in a few days. It looked a bit screwy to me.

“I knew about you because my firm was advised that old man van Zelden employed you to keep an eye on the girl, an’ I thought you might know something about where she was, that’s all.”

He picked up my glass an’ took it to the sideboard and filled it again.

“Sorry I was rude, Mulligan,” he says. “But I’m a bit burned up about that girl. I wish I knew where she was. I’ve a scout in the hotel, but he couldn’t tell me a thing.”

I sat down again and lit another cigarette. The whisky wasn’t too bad, but it was not as good as my bourbon.

“Listen, Gallat,” I says. “Maybe I’ve been knockin’ around a bit longer than you have an’ I’ve seen one or two things. Now when I come in here just now I see some guy over the road who is keepin’ tabs on this place.

“Now it stand to reason that either Miranda van Zelden has just slipped off for a day or so on some scheme of her own or there is something screwy goin’ on. If there’s something screwy afoot then whoever is behind it is goin’ to keep an eye on you just to see what your reaction is goin’ to be, an’ it looks to me as if that is just what is goin’ on.

I take him over to the window an’ I show him this guy on the other side of the road, still readin’ the newspaper.

In a minute he comes back to the table.

“It don’t look so good to me,” he says.

“Well, what are you goin’ to do?” I says. “You can’t do a thing. If you dash around callin’ coppers into this an’ Miranda is merely on some joy stunt she’ll murder you an’ she won’t be so pleased with her old man for havin’ her tailed, so you can’t do that.”

“Well, what can I do?” he says.

“I’ll tell you what to do,” I says. “Just you stick around here until this evenin’ at about eight o’clock. Keep an eye on the other side of the road an’ just watch what that guy does and who relieves him. Then at eight o’clock pick up a bag — just as if you were goin’ some place — and go downstairs an’ order a cab. Drive to No. 4 Priory Grove out at Hampstead. If what I think is right that guy or whoever takes his place is goin’ to follow you.

“When you get to Priory Grove you get out of the cab an’ you walk straight through the passage an’ out the back way. This guy will come after you, won’t he? Well, I’ll be waiting in Priory Grove an’ I’ll grab him. Maybe I can make him talk.

“Then you come straight back here pronto, an’ wait until you hear something from me,” I says.

He looks relieved.

“It’s an idea,” he says. “It’s swell of you to take all this trouble.”

I grin.

“Not a bit,” I says. “I’ve got my job to do, an’ I can’t make my report until I’ve seen an’ talked to Miss van Zelden an’ made a lot more enquiries as to what she’s getting up to over here. I tell you my firm ain’t pleased with this jewellery risk. Maybe you’d like to have a look at this?”

I pull out a leather case and show it to him. It is an official card of the Investigation Department of the Illinois Trust Insurance — I pinched it off some guy four years ago, an’ it’s been very useful to me.

That clinched it.

“That’s good enough for me,” he says. “I’ll do what you say.”

“O.K. brother,” I says. “Now get this straight. You leave here at eight o’clock tonight an’ you take a cab to No. 4 Priory Grove, Hampstead, an’ you walk straight through the passage an’ you come straight back here. Have you got that?”

He said he had. So then I went straight back to my rooms on Jermyn an’ telephoned MacFee.

I waited ten minutes. Then I went out. I had some lunch in a dump near Piccadilly Circus. I come out at two o’clock an’ I got a cab. I drove to Green Park Station and took the subway to Knightsbridge, then I got out and took another cab and drove to the top of Park Lane. I changed cabs again here and drove to 4 Priory Grove, which is where MacFee hangs out. I reckon that if any guy was tailing me I have shaken him off by now.

MacFee is sitting playing solitaire at a table, drinking whisky. In case you don’t know MacFee is a feller of about middle height, thin faced with a perpetual sorta grin that nothing could ever knock off.

He passes the bottle over to me.

“Well, what do you know, Lemmy?” he says.

“Listen, MacFee,” I says, “something is breaking round here. This morning Siegella telephones me to contact with Miranda. She’s staying at the Carlton Hotel. I go down there and she had blown out of it leaving a note for her maid that she will be away for two or three days.

“Now it doesn’t look so hot to me because you can betcha sweet and holy life that if she was going away, Siegella would have known it. So I do something I don’t want to do. I go down and see this guy Gallat, because I figure this way: Supposing somebody has got Miranda out of London, I reckon it ain’t Siegella, an’ I reckon I want to know who it is.

“Outside this guy Gallat’s rooms is some feller keeping an eye on the job, an’ it looks to me like this guy is a mobster. I see this feller Gallat an’ he is sure worried. He knows Miranda is gone an’ he don’t know where she’s gone. This guy looks like a kid that is chasing its own tail.

“I pull a lotta punk on him, an’ I tell him that I’m John Mulligan, representing the Illinois Trust Insurance firm that is carrying a lot of jewellery insurance for Miranda, an’ that I’ve been instructed to check up on the risk. He falls for this.

“I also tell him to stick around till eight o’clock tonight, an’ that then he should come out of the place with a grip as if he were going somewhere, an’ that the guy who is watching the place will follow him.

“I tell this guy Gallat to come along here to Priory Grove an’ I reckon he is going to check in here at about 8.30. Now listen, Mac, at 8.20 you have the elevator on the ground floor. This guy Gallat will walk straight through the passage and out back way, after which he will go home. I reckon if this feller who is keeping tabs on Gallat is in earnest he will go through the passage after him. When he does you stop him — I will be right behind.

“We get this guy and we talk turkey to him, see? We find out where Miranda is, that is if he knows. Does that make sense to you?”

MacFee nods.

“I get it,” he says. “You’re going to give him the rough stuff.”

“You’ve got a brain, baby,” I says. “That’s the way it is, because it looks to me as if some other guy is trying to muscle in on this job, an’ I think we oughta know who it is.”

“O.K.” says MacFee.

I have a drink with him, an’ I go back to my apartments on Jermyn. I go to bed because I have an idea that I’m going to be rather late. I sleep until five o’clock, when I have a cup of tea — English fashion — a bath, an’ I stick around until half past seven. At half past seven I take a cab an’ I drive round by Long Acre around to the Strand. At Trafalgar Square I pay off the cab an’ I meander over to Strand Chambers.

After fifty yards off I stop, an’ have a look round. Sure as a gun there’s some guy leaning up against the wall just doing nothin’. I hang around in a doorway. At 8 o’clock Gallat comes out of Strand Chambers, an’ he is playing his part very well. He has got on a big travelling ulster and has a suitcase. He stands on the pavement an’ after a few minutes he signals a cab. He gets in an’ he drives off.

The guy on the other side of the road orders another cab and goes after him, an’ I jump a third one and trail on behind. Gallat is pretty good. He drives all round London before he makes for Hampstead with this guy sticking close on his heels.

Eventually at a quarter to nine Gallat pulls up in front of 4 Priory Grove. The other cab is about a hundred yards behind him, an’ I am the same distance behind that. Gallat gets out, pays off his cab, an’ the second cab stops.

I stop too. I give my cab driver a pound note, an’ I walk over to the other side of the road, an’ I watch. The guy in the second cab hangs around and watches Gallat go into Priory Court, and then very quietly he walks along after him.

I shoot over the road an’ I go into Priory Court close on this guy’s heels.

We can see Gallat walking down the passage an’ going out the back entrance. The guy who is tailing him gets half-way along just to where the lift is when MacFee steps out.

“Just a minute, buddy,” he says to this guy, “I want to talk to you.”

This Priory Court is a deserted sorta place. There ain’t nobody around. As MacFee speaks the guy slips his hand round to his hip pocket, but before he can do anything I’m there first. I take his gun off him an’ as he turns round I just smack him right across the nose.

“Listen, baby,” I says, sticking his own gun into his stomach, “I got an itchin’ trigger finger, so just step into the lift and like it, will you?”

He gets into the lift — MacFee an’ I get in after him. MacFee works the buttons and we go up.

We take this guy along to MacFee’s rooms. He is a smartly dressed feller, young, an’ he looks like any cheap mobster that you’ll find around any city. I tell him to sit down.

“Listen, kid,” I say, “we ain’t got a lot of time to waste. You’ve been keeping tabs on Gallat at Strand Chambers. How come? Who’re you working for, and where’s Miranda van Zelden?”

He grins.

“Now wouldn’t you like to know, big boy?” he says.

MacFee looks at me.

“Listen, kid,” I says to this feller, “we don’t want to get tough with you, but you’re going to talk, see? Now are you going to cash in or do we give it to you?”

He takes a toothpick out of his pocket, and he starts picking his teeth.

“You make me laugh,” he says.

I walk over to him an’ I smack him right between the eyes. He goes over the back of the chair. He gets up an’ he walks round to the other side of the table. MacFee gives him another one. This guy gets up and spits out a coupla teeth. I walk round to him an’ I sit him down on the chair again. I pick the chair and him up, an’ I throw the whole outfit against the wall. The chair busts an’ this guy falls down on the floor. He is covered with blood an, he is not looking so hot.

As he gets up MacFee gives him another haymaker right on the point of the jaw. He goes down some more. I stand over him.

“Are you talking, buddy,” I says “or do we really start work on you?”

He leans up against the wall, his nose is bust in an’ one eye is closed. He is feeling around to see if the rest of his teeth are there.

“O.K.” he says “I get it. I’m talking.”

“Right, baby,” I says, “suppose you have a little drink.”

We fix him with a chair and we give him a drink. We sit down.

“Now spill it,” I says.

He takes a gulp.

“I don’t know anything much,” he says. “I was told off to look after Gallat. You see, The Boss wasn’t sure how much he knew. I’m workin’ for Goyaz.”

I looked at MacFee and he looks back.

“So Goyaz is in on this,” I says. “Where’s Miranda van Zelden?”

This guy is having a bit of trouble with his nose, so I lend him a handkerchief.

“I don’t know,” he says, “but it’s this way. Goyaz is working in with Kastlin. It looks like he figures that Miranda van Zelden will go for gambling. He contacts her some place and she falls for the idea that she can get a kick out of playing.”

“And where’s the play going on?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” he says.

MacFee walks over to him and he puts his hands up.

“Don’t give it to me again,” he whines. “I tell you I don’t know.”

I signal to MacFee to lay off.

“O.K. baby,” I says. “Now you tell me where Goyaz is operatin’ from, where d’you meet him? Where d’you go for your instructions?”

He gives me an address back of Baker Street.

We tie this guy up and we chuck him in MacFee’s coal cellar. I’m hoping that MacFee or I will be around the place within the next two or three days to let him out, otherwise it don’t look so good for this guy.

After this we have a drink.

“Where do we go from here, buddy?” says MacFee.

“Listen, baby,” I says. “I got to find out where Miranda is. I think I’m going along to this Baker Street dump. Maybe I’ll be trying a little strong arm stuff. Stick around here for an hour, an’ if you don’t hear anything from me, go down an’ contact Gallat at Strand Chambers. Tell him you’re working in with me — John Mulligan of the Illinois Trust Insurance an’ stick around until you hear something from me. I reckon I’ll phone you sometime before midnight.”

“What about the punk in there?” he says indicatin’ the coal cellar.

“You should worry,” I tell him. “Just leave him there. If you get back within a day or so maybe he’ll be alright. If you don’t we’ll have to think up something else, an’ don’t forget, when you meet Gallat, you’re my assistant an’ I’m Mulligan of the Illinois Trust Insurance.”

“O.K. brother,” he says... “but I don’t like this Goyaz stuff one little bit.”

I grin.

“I don’t like it neither,” I says. “It’s tough enough trying to string along with Siegella — but with Goyaz too, it’s like takin’ tea with rattlesnakes.”

“You said it,” says MacFee. “Say, Lemmy, do you remember the time when we said we’d lay off all this stuff an’ take that chicken farm down in Missouri — you know, that time that Krimp slugged you in the leg.”

“Aw shut up,” I says. “Chicken farmin’ — you make me puke!”

But as I am goin’ down in the elevator I think that maybe MacFee is right an’ that it would be a durn sight more healthy for me to be kickin’ around some chicken farm in Missouri than playin’ ball with the mobs.

Outside I get a cab an’ tell him to drop me off at Baker Street.


IV. ONE FOR SIEGELLA
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SITTIN’ BACK IN the cab I am thinkin’ about Goyaz, tryin’ to make sense outa this thing.

Goyaz is sure one tough egg. He was runnin’ a mob in Kansas in the old days when men was men an’ hi-jackin’ was a swell profession. He was mixed up in every big killin’ that happened around there, an’ Pretty Boy Floyd, who helped along in the Kansas City Massacre when they shot four coppers on the depot just to rescue some punk who didn’t want to be rescued, coulda taken lessons from him.

Goyaz had contacts with Siegella in the old days. His racket was mainly gambling joints, an’ he had a boat the Princess Christabel that used to lay off the coast towns and run games so big that a millionaire could lose his suspenders without feelin’ excited about it. The games was crooked as hell an’ anybody who won anything never got home with the dough. They either took it off ’em on the boat, or they chucked ’em overboard from the motor launch that used to take ’em back to the wharf an’ talked big business with ’em before they pulled ’em aboard again.

One time, I know, Siegella contacted with Goyaz over some snatch he was plannin’ an’ he figured to use Goyaz’ boat to make the getaway in.

But one thing was stickin’ out a foot an’ that is that this punk that we just beat up was no Siegella mobster — he talked too easy, one of Siegella’s boys woulda put up a better show; an’ the second thing that proves to me that there ain’t any connection between Siegella and Goyaz on this particular business is that the punk told us that Goyaz was workin’ in with Kastlin. Kastlin is a cheap mobster who works for anybody. He strings along mostly with Goyaz because he knows about runnin’ boats, an’ I know that Siegella wouldn’t touch Kastlin at any price. He don’t like him an’ he don’t trust him further than he can throw a coupla baby elephants.

Well, what’s the answer? The answer is that Goyaz has somehow got wise to Siegella’s game an’ has muscled in an’ made a try to hi-jack Miranda, an’ it looks as if the job has come off.

Is this one for Siegella or is it? I can just imagine what Siegella is goin’ to do to the Goyaz-Kastlin outfit when he gets wise to what has been goin’ on.

It also looks as if this Goyaz has been puttin’ in some very neat work on his own account. He must have been tailin’ Miranda around an’ contacted her at some party or racket or something — you must get it that this Goyaz is a nice, well-spoken sort of wop specialism’ in charm an’ all that sorta stuff — after which he has told her the tale about his gambling ship an’ Miranda has fallen for it like a dog for a hamburger.

She would. It’s just the sorta thing that that dame would go for. The idea of losin’ a lot of money aboard some boat would strike her as bein’ excitin’. She wouldn’t wait a minute to consider if the game was goin’ to be on the level or just a common or garden ‘take’. She’d just go for it. I gotta admit that this Miranda has got a good nerve.

By this time we have made Baker Street. I pay off the cab an’ I walk down the street to the place that the Goyaz bird told me about. I turn down a side street an’ there, at the bottom is a mews. I go along this mews keepin’ close to the wall, an’ way down at the end I see the flat, over some old stables. There is a light showin’ between the curtains.

In my vest pocket I have got a little ·20 automatic. One of them nice things for killin’ flies with. I am carryin’ this in addition to the ·38 automatic I have got in my hip pocket. I take this little gun outa my pocket an’ I fix it inside a clip I have fixed in the inside of the top of my soft felt hat — this is an old racket of mine an’ has been very useful once or twice. This way the gun is restin’ on the top of my head supported by the crown of my fedora.

I light a cigarette an’ I walk up to the flat door by the side of the stables an’ I knock two or three times.

After a minute the door opens a bit and a Japanese looks out at me. This gives me a bit of a kick because I know that Goyaz always used Jap servants.

“Is Mr. Goyaz in?” I ask, “because I want to see him pronto.”

He opens the door.

“You wait here,” he says, “I go an’ look.”

As he turns round I smack him just behind the ear — just where the bottom of the skull joins the neck — with a very pretty short arm jab, an’ I catch him as he falls. I then prop this guy up against the wall an’ shut the door an’ I go upstairs.

At the top of the stairs is a door. I open this an’ there is a passage in front of me with two or three rooms leadin’ out of it on each side. At the end on the left there is a door half open with a chunk of light comin’ through an’ I can hear voices and glasses chinkin’.

I gum-shoe down the passage an’ I stick my head through the door an’ then I open it an’ go in.

There is four fellers sittin’ round a table playin’ poker. In the corner of the room restin’ her feet on a chair an’ readin’ a newspaper is Lottie Frisch, who is Kastlin’s girl. It looks as if I have found the joint alright!

“Well, guys,” I say. “How’re you goin’?”

I have got my gun outa my hip pocket an’ I let ’em see it. They don’t move, they just put their hands on the table in front of ’em in the good old-fashioned way.

“Good evenin’ Lottie,” I say. “How’s Kastlin? Now listen, people, don’t let’s get all burned up over this thing, just let’s play along together. I don’t want to waste your time an’ you don’t want to waste mine. Just give me a little information an’ you can get on with the good work.

“Where’s Goyaz?”

The guy opposite me — a big guy with dank hair, grins.

“Why, if it ain’t Lemmy Caution,” he laughs. “Just fancy seein’ you around here — an’ with a gun too! Ain’t that too sweet? Say, piker, you don’t think you can shoot that off here, do you?”

I grin.

“Listen, babies,” I says. “You’ve known me to shoot it before. Cut out the punk. Where’s Goyaz?”

“You search me,” he says, “we don’t know, do we, boys, an’ if we did we’d forget about it. Say, Lemmy, I thought you was out in Missouri runnin’ a liquor repeal racket?”

“Shut up,” I says, “an’ get on with it. If you don’t tell me where Goyaz is I’m goin’ to shoot your nose off.”

The dame speaks up.

“Oh shucks,” she says, “what’s all the mystery about? If he wants to know where Goyaz is tell the sucker. I reckon Goyaz can deal with him direct in his own way. What’re you tryin’ to do, Lemmy, muscle in on something? You won’t do any good around here I’m tellin’ you.”

“Cut it out, Lottie,” I say. “I’m dead serious. Where’s Goyaz?”

She gets up.

“I got his address here,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s down some place in the country.”

She picks up a little black silk handbag off the table and she opens it. It looks to me just as if she is taking a piece of paper out of her handbag, and then I learns somethin’. I learn that I can still be caught short on a bad market, because this jane has got a vest-pocket automatic in her handbag and she shoots through the bottom of it.

She gets me. I feel as if somebody has stuck a red hot poker through my right arm. My wrist drops, an’ before you could say sap the four guys at the table are on top of me. They give me the works. By the time this bunch have done with me I’m feeling like a communist demonstration in New York when the coppers are bad-tempered. What those guys do to me is nobody’s business.

Eventually they tie me up with some rope that the Japanese servant brings, an’ they chuck me up against the wall.

The guy with the dank hair goes over me, an’ I’m feeling very pleased with the fact that I’m not carrying the 10,000 dollars. I have just got a thousand dollars of my own money an’ they help themselves to the wad. This feller then steps back and has a look at me.

“Well, sucker,” he grins. “How do you like that? Just fancy now, Lemmy Caution, the big mobster, being trussed up like a ten-cent chicken. Why don’t you keep that big nose of yours out of things that don’t concern you?”

Lottie walks round. She has a look at me an’ she laughs.

“Ain’t you the big mug?” she says. “Didn’t they tell you that dames sometimes has a gun in their handbag? Have a piece of shoe, honey!”

She steps back and she kicks me in the face. I don’t know whether you’ve ever been kicked in the face by a dame, but high heels can hurt considerable. I don’t say anything much. I seem to be bleeding from everywhere an’ my right arm is giving me hell.

“O.K. playboys,” I say. “Just you wait a minute. Say, listen, do you think that a four-flushing twicer like Goyaz could ever pull anything on a feller like Siegella? What do you think is going to happen to you when he gets to hear about this?”

Lottie laughs again.

“Don’t be a mug,” she says. “After tonight Siegella nor anybody else won’t be seeing us around here.”

I fade out. I wriggle myself back against the wall, trying to make myself as comfortable as I can. They have tied my hands behind me, an’ the pain in my right arm is not very pleasing. I reckon that Lottie’s bullet has gone through a few inches above the wrist, but the bleeding is easing off and it looks to me as if she has missed the bone and the artery which is somethin’ to be thankful for. She goes back to her chair an’ goes on reading the paper. I can see she is readin’ an article called “You must use Charm,” and believe me if she was to use charm half as well as she kicked me in the face that dame would get some place. The other four guys go on playin’ poker an’ drinkin’ highballs.

Somewhere in the neighbourhood I hear some church clock strike ten. I am feeling lousy, an’ I think that I am a bit of a mug to have come along to this dump on my own. I’m still a bigger mug to be caught out by a jane like Lottie.

After an hour the guy with the dank hair, who seems to be winning all the money, rolls his wad up, and puts his coat on.

“Come on, fellers,” he yelps, “we’d better be breaking outa here. Say, Lottie, what are we going to do with this punk?”

He looks at me where I am leaning up against the wall. I’ve got my eyes closed an’ I am pretending to be almost out.

“Don’t worry about him,” she says, “you boys get along. Hirka and me’ll take him along with us. Goyaz will fix him later.”

She goes off into another room.

These four fellers put on their things and scram out of it, and the Japanese guy Hirka comes into the room an’ starts cleaning up. Somewhere in the flat I can hear Lottie singing. Right under the table is my hat. It was a lucky break that when these guys rushed me my hat fell off and it fell down the right way. Inside the crown of that hat is my little gun, an’ if I can get my hands free maybe I can still pull something.

I open my eyes.

“Say you,” I say to the Jap, “why don’t you listen to me? You don’t think this sorta stuff is going to do you any good, do you? One of these days I’m going to get my hooks on you an’ what I’ll do to you, you yellow slug, won’t be on any menu.”

He grins.

“You make me laugh,” he says.

Just then Lottie comes in.

“Say, listen, girlie,” I bleat. “Why don’t you have a heart? You know durned well you’ve plugged me through my right arm. It’s bleeding like the garden spray. What about tying something round it or do you want me to die on you?”

“I’d like to put a hot poker on it, baby,” she says, “but maybe you’re right.”

She goes to her handbag and she gets her gun out.

“Listen, Hirka,” she says. “Untie his hands — he can’t move, an’ tie a towel or something round that arm of his, it’s spoiling the carpet. An’ listen, Lemmy,” she says, “just you make one move an’ I’m going to give it to you right through the pump, an’ you know I can shoot.”

“That’s O.K. by me, sister,” I say, “I wouldn’t try an’ do a thing.”

The Japanese goes out an’ comes back with a towel, some peroxide and a bandage. He cuts my arms loose, an’ I move my right arm round and look at it. As I thought, Lottie has put one clean through my forearm, and the bullet has gone out the other side. The Jap cuts up my coat sleeve, washes the wound, plugs each end with a bit of cotton wool, an’ ties the bandage round it. My arm is feeling numb and stiff, and the Japanese, remembering the smack on the nut I gave him, is not being too gentle.

I lean back against the wall an’ I closes my eyes and groan. Lottie is standing over on the other side of the table, the gun in her hand, looking at me. The Jap has just straightened up an’ is standing on my right.

“Don’t you like it, sucker?” says Lottie, “I thought you could take it.”

I let go a groan.

“Gee, I’m feeling bad,” I moan.

As I speak I shoot my head forward. I pick up my legs which are tied together an’ I kick out at the Jap. I get him just under the knees an’ he falls forward across me just as Lottie fires.

The Jap gets it. I hear him howl. I push him off me with my left hand, and dive forward under the table just as she starts some more artillery practice. Right under my left hand is my hat an’ about two feet away I can see Lottie’s ankles. I skip the hat business for the moment. I take another dive. I get her ankle in my left hand an’ I pull it. Over she goes like a ninepin. As she falls I get her right arm which has the gun in it, an’ twist it. She drops the gun.

I take a quick look over my shoulder at the Jap. He is not so good. He is lying on one side coughing. I reckon that Lottie has got him through the lung. I pull her under the table an’ I put my legs, which are still tied, across her so as she can’t move. Then with my left hand I get the gun out of my hat.

“Now listen, sweetheart,” I say, “just untie my legs, pronto.”

She gets busy. In two minutes I’m standing on my feet, mixing myself a highball. The Jap is still doing a big coughing act on the floor, and Lottie is sitting in a chair on the other side of the room smoking a cigarette. She is not feeling so pleased.

“Well, baby,” I say, “how do you like it now?”

She tells me all about it. She tells me all about me, an’ my father an’ my mother, an’ what she hopes will happen to any descendants of mine. I’ve heard some tough dames in my life, but that dame could compete with the marines any time an’ leave ’em cold. I finish this act by slinging a cushion at her which knocks her off the chair. She gets up.

“Well, where do we go from here?” she says.

“Don’t worry your head, sister,” I say. “You an’ I are going places together, but first of all turn that guy over and let’s have a look at him.”

She turns the Jap over. As I thought, she’s shot him through the back of the shoulder an’ it looks to me as if she’s got the top of the lung. I make her tie him up an’ prop him up against the wall.

“Where’s the car, Lottie?” I say.

“In the garage next door,” she spits at me.

“O.K.,” I say. “We’ll just tie that guy up so as he can’t move, an’ then you an’ I are going to get the car, an’ if I were you I wouldn’t try any funny business on the way.”

After the Jap is tied up we go downstairs. Next door is a garage and in this garage is a big tourer. I make her drive it round to the front of the flat an’ then we go upstairs again.

“Now, sister,” I say, “you’ve got to understand this. I ain’t letting this Goyaz guy an’ your little playmate Kastlin get away with this Miranda stuff. Now you’ve got to talk an’ you’ve got to talk quick. Where is Goyaz, Kastlin and Miranda?”

She looks at me an’ she laughs.

“Go on, big boy,” she pouts. “You try anything you like, I’m not talking.”

I grin.

“O.K., sister,” I say. “I’ve heard dames talk like that before. Go an’ put your little hat on, honey, we’re going riding.”

I take her in next door an’ I wait while she puts her hat on and powders her nose. Then we go downstairs. I shut the front door of the flat, put her in the driving seat an’ I sit behind.

“Drive to Knightsbridge,” I say, “an’ step on it.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” she says, “but you get a load on this. One of these days my sugar Kastlin is going to get his hooks on you an’ I’ll just promise you one little thing. We’re going to give you a paraffin bath an’ I’ll just love to light it myself.”

About twenty-five minutes later we pull up outside the flat at Knightsbridge, the place that Connie took me to. I’m hoping to blazes that Connie hangs out in this place because if not I’m in a spot. When we get there I slip my gun in my right hand pocket an’ I tell Lottie to get out.

“Walk in front of me, sweetheart,” I say, “an’ don’t make any mistakes, because if you do there’s going to be a nasty accident.”

We go up in the lift an’ we stop at the flat. I play a tattoo on the door and does my heart give a jump when Connie opens it. She is wearing a negligée that would make the Queen of Sheba look like the hired help.

“Well of all the—” she says. “Say, what is this?”

“Listen, Constance,” I say, “this is just going to be a nice clean little party. Just keep your eye on this little dame, will you? She’s working in with Kastlin and Goyaz, an’ they’ve snatched Miranda.”

“Well, may I be burned alive?” says Connie. “Come in, baby,” she says.

She gets hold of Lottie by the nose and she pulls her into the flat, an’ then she gives her a kick that sends her flying across the room. Lottie bounces off the wall and finishes up on the floor. An’ is she peevish?

“Now, Connie,” I say, “what is this Goyaz stuff?”

“Listen, Lemmy,” she says. “It’s easy. Here’s the story. Goyaz was in with us on this snatch originally. We were going to use his boat. Then he got funny over money and Siegella gave him the air. He’s pulled a fast one, that’s all.”

“You’re telling me,” I say. “He certainly has pulled a fast one. The set-up’s easy. Goyaz has contacted Miranda, promised her a swell time on that gambling boat of his somewhere, got her aboard and unless we do some quick moving we ain’t ever going to see that dame again.”

Constance nods.

“You’re right,” she says, “where is this boat an’ where is Goyaz?”

“You ask her,” I say. “But she says she ain’t talking.”

I indicate Lottie who is sitting in a chair rubbing herself an’ lookin’ like Satan’s ma-in-law.

“Oh, she ain’t, ain’t she?” says Connie. “Well, just fancy that now.”

She walks over to Lottie.

“Listen, pretty,” she says. “You’re going to talk an’ you’re going to talk quick. Just come in here with me, will you?”

She gets hold of Lottie by the back of the neck an’ she pulls her to her feet. Lottie shoots out a foot and kicks Constance on the shin bone. Then Connie gets to work. She’s a fine big girl an’ what she don’t do to Lottie is just nobody’s business. Eventually, she drags her into the room next door.

I help myself to a cigarette from a box on the table an’ light up. My right arm is as stiff as hell and the stiffness is going up higher and higher every minute. It don’t feel so good to me.

Suddenly from the next room I hear a muffled yelp by which I gather that Connie is giving Lottie the works properly, an’ has got a pillow over her mouth to stop the neighbourhood getting excited.

I’m right about this. Two minutes later Connie comes to the door. She is grinning like the cat that swallowed the canary. Inside the room I can hear Lottie sobbing.

“It’s all right, Lemmy,” says Connie. “She’s talked. Goyaz has got his boat moored outside the three mile limit off the Isle of Mersea, which apparently is some dump near Colchester. But we’re O.K. because the boat ain’t pulling out till six o’clock tomorrow morning. We’ve got a lot of time.”

“We’ve got a lot of nothing,” I say.

Connie takes a look over her shoulder at Lottie, then she comes into the room, shutting the door behind her.

“Don’t worry about her,” she says, “she ain’t got enough guts to do anything to anybody now I’ve finished with her. Now, where do we go from here? I’d better contact Siegella.”

Now that don’t suit me at all.

“Contact nothing, Connie,” I say. “What we’re going to do is this. I know this Goyaz and Kastlin mob. They ain’t gangsters, they just think they are. I’m going to pull a big rescue act on my own. Don’t you see how it would go over with Miranda if I get her out of this. Then I’m the little blue-eyed boy, an’ I can do anything I like with her.”

Connie nods.

“You’re right, Lemmy,” she says.

She looks at me old-fashioned.

“Say, listen,” she says, “you ain’t stuck on this dame Miranda, or anything, are you? You know she’s a nice looking piece.”

“Oh, shucks, Connie,” says I, “I don’t go for women, you know that. Miranda ain’t so bad looking, but she ain’t in the same street as you, is she, baby?”

I give her a hug.

“O.K., Lemmy,” she says. “Skip that, we’ve got business to do.”

“You’re telling me,” I say, “the first business you’ve got to do is to fix my arm. It feels like a bunch of red-hot pokers.”

She gets busy. She leaps back into the bedroom, an’ she takes a look at Lottie. Just to make certain of this dame she ties her to the bedposts with towels. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a funnier sight in my life than Lottie Frisch. She looked like a Turkish bath attendant’s dream.

“That’s that,” says Connie. “Now, listen. I’m going to scram out of here an’ get some stuff to fix you up with. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“O.K., honey,” I say, “and bring the car back with you because we’re going to make this Isle of Mersea place right away.”

Connie goes out. I wait till I hear the lift go down an’ then I grab the telephone book. I get the number of the Strand Chambers an’ I ring Gallat. Inside of me I’m praying that Siegella is not going to try to bump Gallat tonight, because if he does, there’s liable to be a whole lot of trouble with MacFee kicking around.

Gallat answers the telephone an’ I get him to bring MacFee to the wire.

“Now, listen, Mac,” I say, “there’s a whole lot of besuzus flying about here. What’s been going on ain’t nobody’s business. The inside stuff is this. Goyaz and Kastlin have snatched Miranda and have got her down on some boat, which will probably be the Princess Cristabel calling itself something else, moored outside the three mile limit off the Isle of Mersea. You get down there with that guy Gallat, but don’t pull anything until I get there.

“Connie, Siegella’s girl, is driving me down, an’ I got to arrange to dump that dame somewhere before I meet you guys. When you get to this dump find the wharf, the place that a motor-boat from the Princess Cristabel would tie up, an’ stick around there until I show up.”

“O.K.,” says MacFee. “When will you be there?”

I look at the watch inside my left wrist. It was a quarter to twelve.

“Listen, Mac,” I say, “it’s a quarter to twelve. This place is about sixty miles, an’ as we’re going to step on it I reckon we’ll be there just after one o’clock. I’ll be seeing you.”

“O.K., buddy,” he says. “So long!”

I hang up and I light another cigarette. Five minutes afterwards Connie comes back. She has rounded up bandages, iodine an’ all sorts of stuff, an’ she gets to work on my arm.

This Connie is a swell looker, I told you before. She has got nice curves and long tapering fingers, an’ while she is doing my arm the perfume she is wearing smells good to me. She fixes up my arm good and bandages it.

“You can take it, Lemmy,” she says, “you’re a tough guy, ain’t you?”

“What’s the good,” I say. “Nobody appreciates it.”

She smiles.

“Don’t you think so, Lemmy?” she says.

She gives me a kiss, and for just one minute I forget everything. For some reason which I don’t know I start thinking about chicken farming in Missouri. Then I come to.

“Come on, Connie,” I say, “we’ve got to scram out of here. I’m sorry to have to take you but you’ve got to drive.”

“You bet you’re taking me,” she says. “We’ve got to get Miranda. Now, will Siegella be burned up when he hears about this? What he won’t do to that Goyaz mob is nobody’s business.”

She gets me a hat an’ we take a final look at Lottie. This dame is so done up that she ain’t got a squeal left in her.

“I’ll come back for you, baby,” says Connie, “and when I come back I’ll tell you what I’m going to do to you. Think it over, honey, it’ll pass the time away.”

We went down in the lift. Outside the roadster is parked. We get in an’ Connie proceeds to step on it.

As we move off she takes a big Luger automatic from the door pocket.

“Have a piece of this, Lemmy,” she says. “I gotta idea you’ll want it tonight.”

Was she right or was she right!


V. MERSEA ISLAND BLUES

[image: img23.jpg]

CONSTANCE IS SWELL with a car. The only time we ain’t doing round about sixty is when we are near some copper. We get across London, and pretty soon we are going through Stratford — and by this time it is about half-past twelve — and I am having a meeting with myself as to how I am going to ditch this baby, because one thing is certain an’ that is that it’s going to do no good at all for her to meet MacFee and Gallat who will be hanging around down at this Isle of Mersea dump.

It ain’t so easy to pull anything on Connie because as you will have guessed by now she is a very clever dame, in fact I would go out of my way to say there are no flies worth swatting on this young woman at all.

I savvy that I have got to get away from her somehow before we get to Mersea. Stuck in front of me in the pocket of the car I see an Automobile Association book and a flash lamp. I take this book out an’ I turn on the flash lamp an’ I make a big play that I’m looking up the distances to the Isle of Mersea, but what I am really doing is seeing where the nearest garage is. Eventually, I get the set-up. Ten miles from the place we are going through is a garage.

I keep my eye on the speedometer and I wait until we have done over five miles. Then I proceed to do my stuff.

“Say, Connie,” I say, “just pull up for a minute, will you? There’s a nasty rattle somewhere round the back nearside wheel, an’ I don’t like it. We don’t want any accidents, so hold everything while I go an’ have a look.”

I’ve got a very old-fashioned idea. I always carry a safety razor blade in a little holder in my vest pocket. I use it for clipping cigar ends and things. I get out of the car and I walk round the back an’ I stick this blade right through the rear near side cover. I leave the blade there because I reckon when the wheel has revolved a half a dozen times this blade is going to work out an’ there’s going to be a blow out. After a minute I get back into the car an’ I say everything is O.K. an’ we go on.

It works. We do about another two and a half miles, an’ Connie is getting the speed up to a clear fifty, when the tyre goes pop. We skid across the road an’ it’s only due to some nice handling by my girl friend that we keep outa the ditch. I get out and I look at the tyre.

“Now what do you know about that?” I say. “Ain’t it like women not to have a spare wheel?”

She looks glum.

“This would happen,” she says. “I punctured the spare and it’s being fixed at the garage.”

“Well, that ain’t goin’ to help us,” I say, “you can’t drive that car like that. Stick around here. I’m going to see if I can find a garage.”

I pull the A.A. book out once again an’ I tell her that there’s a garage two miles away. I tell her I’m goin’ to scram down there, pick up a car an’ come back for her. She says O.K. I break into a quiet trot an’ I make this garage, which is not so far away, very soon. My arm is givin’ me hell!

They have got a Chevrolet for hire.

I rent this car, an’ then I write a little note to Connie. I tell her that I reckon it’s so late that I’d better get straight along to Mersea Island, that I’m sending the garage man back to fix her flat, an’ that she had better come along afterwards. That when she gets there she had better hang around at the nearest railway station an’ pick me up, this being the only place I can think of to meet at.

I give this note with a pound bill to the garage man, an’ he says he’ll go an’ locate Connie. I step on it. I bet nobody in this country has ever seen a car driven the way I drove that car, an’ it is about a quarter to two when I get to this Mersea Island. That place ain’t really an island, there’s sea all round it except the back where there’s a little stream that is crossed over by a bridge. It’s a funny sorta place, murky dark an’ damp.

I drive along until I pass some guy an’ I ask him if they have got a pier or a landing wharf round here, an’ he tells me where it is. I go down till I get to this place, an’ leave the car by the hedge at the side of the road, an’ I walk down to the wharf.

This wharf is a deserted flat platform supported by piles. There’s nobody on it. I look around but I cannot see any sign of MacFee or Gallat, an’ I begin to wonder whether they have been held up too, or whether MacFee, thinking that somethin’ else has happened to me, has taken a chance an’ gone out to the Princess Cristabel.

I meander around this place but I cannot see any guy at all. Way out I can see some ship lights twinkling, an’ I reckon this is Goyaz’ boat all right. I walk back off the wharf an’ I turn off a side road leading off the main road through which I have come.

Way down on the left I can see a light twinkling in a window along there. It’s a sorta fisherman’s shack and standing in this doorway is a feller with a blue jersey smoking a pipe.

“Howdy, pal,” I say, “it’s a nasty night, ain’t it? You don’t happen to have seen a coupla mugs round here, have you? They was due to meet me down at the wharf.”

He smokes for about twenty seconds before he says anything. This, guy must be one of them saps you read about in the papers who always think what they’re saying in case they talk too quick. After a while he starts to talk:

“Oh, yes,” he says, “there was two men down here. I reckon they was looking for you. Then they thought that maybe you wasn’t going to turn up, thought perhaps you’d had some trouble gettin’ down here.”

“Fine,” I say. I slip him a ten shilling note. “Where’d they go to, pal?” I ask him.

“They’ve gone out to that there ship,” he says. “They hired Jim Cardew’s launch.”

I nod.

“When was this?” I ask.

“Maybe twenty minutes ago,” he says, “maybe half an hour. I don’t know.”

“Have you got another boat round here,” I ask, “something that will take me out there?”

He shakes his head.

“Cardew was the only feller round here with a motor launch,” he says, “an’ he’s a bit fed up because they wouldn’t let him go with them. They hired the boat and went off on their own. He charged them plenty though. There ain’t nobody will row you out this time of night. The tide’s too strong, you wouldn’t make it.”

“Thanks, buddy,” I say, “you’re a great help.”

I say goodnight an’ I walk down the road back to the wharf.

I am in a jam, an’ I don’t see what I can do, but it seems that it ain’t any good sticking around on this wharf, an’ when I am thinking I like to walk about. So I turn off the wharf, an’ I walk up the road past the car, wondering what the hell I am goin’ to do. I reckon I must have walked a hundred yards down the road, when I hear something coming along.

It’s pretty heavy and sounds like a lorry. Suddenly an idea strikes me. Supposing for the sake of argument that the four mobsters who were around at Baker Street with Lottie Frisch had left early because they had to pick up provisions or stores of some sort for the Princess Cristabel, this might be them!

I stand in the shade of the hedge at the side of the road, an’ in a minute the lorry comes along. I give myself a pat on the back because I am dead right. It’s a big ten ton truck and it’s loaded up with all sorts of cases an’ stuff. Right on the top where the tarpaulin cover has blown away I can see a case of whisky. Sittin’ in the driver’s seat is the big guy with the dank hair. Two other fellers are sitting alongside of him, an’ I reckon the fourth man is somewhere on the back.

The lorry goes straight past me, but instead of drivin’ down to the wharf it turns right and goes towards the shack where I spoke to the fisherman. Presently it stops. I skeedaddle across the corner over the grass towards it, an’ I hear a lot of palooka goin’ on, an’ it’s obvious to me that the driver has taken the wrong road an’ is preparing to back the lorry on to the right one, so as to get her down to the wharf. The road being very narrow he has some trouble about this, an’ while he is about it I scram back, get into my car, an’ drive it straight across an’ park it right in the middle of the side road.

I then get out an’ stand round behind the car. In a coupla minutes the lorry backs towards the car and stops about ten feet off it. The driver pops his head round an’ yells to me to take that so-and-so car out of the way an’ can’t I see he is trying to make the wharf.

I don’t say a word. I just crouch behind the car. After a coupla minutes I hear ’em getting down. As they walk past my headlights I can see it is the whole four of ’em in a bunch. When they have got round the car I am waiting for ’em with the Luger in my mitt.

“Reach for the sky, suckers,” I say. “Well, how’re you feeling? You didn’t expect to see me, did you?”

The guy with the dank hair don’t look so pleased.

“You dirty so-and-so,” he says, “so you made a getaway, did you?”

“You bet I did,” I say, “and will you tell me why I shouldn’t slip you a coupla slugs a piece an’ chuck you in the lake? Just come an’ line up here facing the car with your backs to me, will you?”

They line up with their hands up in the air, an’ I am feeling very glad that this Isle of Mersea is a deserted place and there ain’t nobody kicking around, otherwise they might think this was Barnum Circus, maybe.

I frisk these guys. Each one of ’em is packing a rod an’ I drop ’em in a little heap behind me. I also help myself to the 1,000 dollars which the big dank guy took off of me round on the Baker Street Mews, an’ I help myself to another 400 which he has won off these other guys playing poker. I don’t see why I should not make a profit out of this deal. Naturally this guy does not like this and becomes very abusive about me personally.

Then I get rough. I smack the first three guys over the head with the butt of my gun. They just flop on to the ground. Then I talk to the last feller, the little one.

“Listen, buddy,” I say, “I am a tough feller, an’ I wouldn’t like you to die before your time. Now I tell you what you’re goin’ to do. You’re goin’ to load these three guys back on that lorry an’ you are goin’ to drive it back to London an’ you are goin’ to keep goin’, because if I see you anywhere round here I’m goin’ to blast daylight into you. Now you get outa here an’ don’t stop till you see Charing Cross.”

He looks pretty scared. I guess he ain’t feeling so good. After a lot of trouble he gets these three saps loaded back to the lorry. I move the car an’ he backs it down on the road.

“Listen, kid,” I say, “just a minute before you go. In about five minutes’ time you are going to be off this island. You see that telephone box over there.” I point to the booth at one end of the wharf. “When you’ve been gone five minutes I reckon I’m going to put a phone call through to the Essex Constabulary. I am going to tell ’em that I am a resident round here an’ that I have seen a lorry driven by a suspicious looking guy with three unconscious fellers on it heading for London.

“Now I reckon if you was to get pinched by these English coppers they’d want a whole lot of explanation from you, wouldn’t they? It wouldn’t be so good for you. It wouldn’t be so good for Goyaz or Kastlin. Now you get out a here and keep running. Got me, sweetheart?”

“O.K.,” he says, “but you bet your sweet an’ holy life somebody is goin’ to get you some time for this, an’ when they do they’ll get you good!”

“Don’t make me cry, sweetheart,” I say. “Get a move on before I give you the heat.”

He drives off an’ I see his tail-lights disappear in the distance. I reckon I won’t have no more trouble with this guy. Needless to say I don’t telephone no police, because at this moment I wouldn’t like to have any truck with any coppers from anywhere.

I then chuck the guns into the water, after which I go into a huddle with myself and do a little more heavy thinkin’.

Two things is stickin’ out a foot. The first one is that it is a certainty that some boat is comin’ in to the wharf from the Princess Cristabel to meet the lorry an’ take the stores aboard, an’ the second thing is that it looks as if I have got to do something about Constance who will be hangin’ around the railway depot — wherever that may be — and will start something if I do not head her off. This Constance will certainly get some sort of action because she is not the sorta dame who will stick around doin’ nothin’ at a time like this.

So I reckon that my first play must be Constance. So I start up the car an’ I drive off. I reckon that the railway depot will be somewhere along the main road along which I have come, an’ a spot of investigatin’ soon tells me that I am right first time.

This railway depot is a little dump off the main road on the left. It is quiet an’ deserted because this Mersea place is the sorta place that only has trains on Christmas Day an’ Leap Year.

Outside the palings I can see Connie’s car. This dame is very pleased to see me. She is sittin’ behind the wheel smoking a cigarette.

“Howdy, Lemmy,” she says. “I’m glad to see you all in one piece. Say, why did you make that breakaway like you did? What did you have to ditch me for?”

“It’s durn lucky I did,” I say.

I tell her what has happened an’ that if I hadn’t been around these four thugs would have made the Princess Cristabel an I wouldn’t have stood a dog’s chance of gettin’ aboard.

She looks glum.

“Look, Lemmy,” she says. “Just what is goin’ to happen when you do get aboard? What do you think Goyaz is goin’ to do to you? Do you think he’s goin’ to be pleased with you? This guy is goin’ to bump you an’ throw you in the ditch afterwards just as sure as my name’s Constance.”

“Grow up, baby,” I say. “Get a load of this. Goyaz don’t know anything about me in this set-up, does he? Alright, when I blow aboard I tell him some fairy story about how I was kickin’ around with some boys I met in town an’ how they told me that he has muscled in on Siegella’s racket. I then tell him that Siegella has got wise to the game an’ has hi-jacked the lorry that was comin’ down here an’ beaten up the boys.

“Well, Goyaz is goin’ to listen, ain’t he? I then proceed to wait my chance to pull a fast one, an’ you can bet your life I’m goin’ to find some way to do it.”

“O.K.,” she says. “It’s your funeral, Lemmy.”

“Maybe,” I crack back, “but you shut your head an’ grab your earphone. I reckon that some boat is comin’ off the Princess Cristabel to pick up the stuff off that lorry. You an’ me has got to get down to that wharf. When the boat comes in we gotta see how many guys there is aboard, an’ you gotta fix it so’s you get ’em ashore somehow.”

I then get her to park her car alongside the palings an’ I load her into mine an’ we drive down to the wharf. I pull up in the shadow where the car can’t be seen an’ we wait.

It is about three o’clock when we hear the chug-chug of a motor-boat, an’ presently we see a twenty-foot launch slipping up to the wharf. There is two guys in this launch. They pull alongside an’ one of ’em ties the boat up whilst the other feller gets out an’ looks around.

Connie, as we have fixed, is standing at the end of the wharf in the shadow. She walks across and she goes up to this guy.

“Say, listen,” she says, “I’m Connie, Lottie Frisch’s pal. Things ain’t so good. The lorry had a smash up gettin’ down here. She’s about two miles away with one wheel off. Lottie says that you guys had better get down the road an’ give a hand.”

“Oh yeah!” says this guy. “Where is she?”

“She’s down the road,” says Connie.

He goes back and he has a few words with the feller in the boat. Then he comes back to Connie.

“O.K.,” he says, “I’ll come along with you, but this guy has got to stay with the boat.”

He an’ Connie walk down the road. I wait ten minutes an’ I slip over the grass on to the main road an’ start walking down towards the wharf as large as life. The guy in the boat is sitting in the stern smoking.

“Hey, you,” I say, “we need you, come down an’ give us a hand. It’s all we can manage.”

“Yeah,” he says, “well, I ain’t comin’. I ain’t leaving this boat; it looks to me as if there’s something screwy going on around here.”

I am sorry I have to get tough with this guy, but I have no option.

“Get out of that boat, kid,” I say, “an’ look slippy, otherwise this cannon might go off.”

He don’t say anything but just gets out an’ steps on the wharf. As he straightens up I let him have it with a left hook that jolts this feller considerable. He crumples up an’ I drag him round an’ stick him in the car. I go over him but he hasn’t got a gun.

I am very sorry to leave Connie to carry the baby but I have no option. I ran back to the wharf, jump in the boat, untie her an’ start her off. I turn her nose out to sea. Away in the distance I can see the lights of the Princess Cristabel.

It is a nice night although it is dark. There is a big tide running an’ I am very glad that I didn’t try to get out to the Princess Cristabel in some row boat. I light a cigarette an’ I begin to think of all the stuff that has come my way since two nights ago when I was walking down the Haymarket just before Connie picked me up. It is funny what a lot of things can happen so durn sudden.

But I am feeling a bit worried. What is going to happen when I get on this boat, I don’t know. I don’t know what MacFee an’ Gallat have pulled, whether they are on top of the situation or whether they have got in bad. I am also wondering just what Connie is going to do with this guy that she took down the road when he finds out that there ain’t no lorry an’ I wonder what the guy I have left in the car will do when he comes round.

Still I reckon that Connie has got enough brains to handle this stuff. I also make a mental note that when I go ashore again, that is if ever I do get ashore again, I must do something about this guy that we left in MacFee’s coal cellar. I reckon this feller must be considerably bored by now, but maybe he likes the dark.

It seems a long time before I get anywhere near the Princess Cristabel. I steer the launch towards her stern, an’ believe me there is plenty noise coming from that yacht.

The Princess Cristabel is a long smart rakish looking yacht that was built for some millionaire. How Goyaz got it I don’t know, but he has made considerable money outa this boat.

Right now I can see the lights in the portholes an’ somewhere aboard a band is playing. I reckon this Goyaz does things in style. By this time I have switched off the motor an’ have floated up under the stern. Most of the noise on this dump is coming from the fore part an’ the saloon amidships. I take a chance.

There is a coil of rope in the launch an’ after throwing one end of it up at the stern rail a half a dozen times, I get it over the rail an’ back to me. I tie up the launch to the two ends of this rope an’ I shin up. In a few seconds I am aboard. The stern of the Princess Cristabel is deserted. There is a big deck house running three-quarters the length of the boat, an’ there is plenty noise coming from this.

Way forward I can see couples in evening dress sittin’ on deck chairs with coats on an’ there are one or two tough looking guys in white jackets serving drinks. When the breeze comes my way I can hear somebody talking French, an’ reckon that Goyaz has brought this boat over via one of the French ports. If I know anything of him he has probably got aboard the usual crowd of cheap playboys and their sugar babies.

You gotta hand it to this guy Goyaz that he has got plenty nerve to come bustin’ around this part of the world workin’ a racket boat just as if he was layin’ off San Pedro or some place in U.S. where men is men an’ women are durn glad of it. The idea of his doin’ his stuff just outside the three mile limit off the English coast is good because no other guy has thought of it. Outside the limit you can do what you durn well please an’ nobody can pinch you.

I reckon I have got the Goyaz set-up alright. It looks to me like Connie said that Goyaz was comin’ in on the Miranda snatch with Siegella; that the first idea was that this wop should load up his boat with this mob, bring her over to England an’ get Miranda aboard an’ scram with her. But it would be like him to want all the dough an’ I reckon that Siegella found out that Kastlin was workin’ in with Goyaz an’ turned ’em both in. Siegella wouldn’t trust Kastlin, who is a guy who got a nasty smear on his record when he turned State’s Evidence in Kansas on Freddy Frickle — the guy who got boozed an’ shot two Protective Association men thinkin’ they were cops — an’ so saved himself from the chair. Freddy got fried an’ Kastlin went free.

My arm is givin’ me the jumps. It has got sorta stiff up to the elbow an’ although I can use it it don’t feel so good. Still I reckon I was lucky to get properly tied up by Connie who is swell at that sorta stuff.

Sittin’ there in the darkness I got to wonderin’ where Siegella picked up Connie. That guy has certainly got brains an’ he don’t make a lot of mistakes where dames are concerned. Too many mugs who have been swell racket workers have slipped up over bein’ too chancy in pickin’ their janes, an’ more mobsters have been dragged in by the cops just because some dame has got a fit of the jealous blues an’ gone off shootin’ her mouth to the cops outa spite, than I could count on both hands.

I reckon women is alright so long as you don’t tell ’em anything an’ so long as you got a whole lot of ’em at once. It’s the single dame that gets you. Play ’em all an’ it’s swell. Stick around with one an’ as sure as you’re born one of these fine days she won’t be feelin’ so good about some little thing an’ she’ll go an’ put her little blonde head on some guy’s shoulder an’ spill the works, an’ in nine cases out of ten this sympathetic guy with the nice ways is a Federal Dick or a copper of some sort, after which the fireworks begin an’ she’s sorry for ever afterwards.

Which is a helluva lot of good to you when you are all set to take a nice long rest-cure in the electric chair. You’re tellin’ me.

But this Constance was different somehow. It seemed a sorta pity that she should be kickin’ around with a wop like Siegella, although he certainly is a wop with brains an’ he goes for the big stuff like this Miranda snatch.

All this is goin’ through my head whilst I am sittin’ in the shadow of a capstan or whatever they call the durn thing, gettin’ my wind back an’ tryin’ to fix up some sorta plan in my head.

I am all burned up about MacFee, because I cannot understand why this guy has not done his stuff like I told him an’ stuck around an’ waited for me. The only thing I can think of is that this guy Gallat was all excited about Miranda bein’ aboard an’ was hot to get on the boat an’ that MacFee couldn’t stop him an’ had to stick along.

When I was a kid I can remember some guy tellin’ me some proverb which says “When in doubt don’t.” I have always found this a very good proverb, an’ whenever I am uncertain about some situation I just stick around an’ don’t do anything. I guess somethin’ always turns up.

It looks to me as if there must be a whole lot of mugs on this boat. I can see ’em coming out of the deck house forward, an’ there is no doubt about it that most of them is just about as full of hooch as they can be. Knowing the sorta cheap liquor that Goyaz usually totes around on his boat I reckon that most of these guys aboard will be so blind that I could get in amongst them an’ nobody would notice me, except maybe Goyaz or Kastlin an’ any members of the crew or the mob, who I reckon would jump right outa their skins if they knew Lemmy Caution was aboard.

Just at this moment a door in the darkness at the end of the deck house facing the stern opens and some dame comes out. She is a heavy blonde, a swell looker, an’ she is dressed in a white satin evening gown covered with diamante or whatever they call it. She also looks as if somebody has dragged her through a coupla hedges. Her hair is all mussed up an’ she is staggerin’ about like as if she didn’t know where she was. I reckon that this dame has either been looking on the wine when it was very red or else some guy has slugged her with a blackjack.

She comes staggerin’ over towards where I am sittin’, so I think I had better do somethin’ about it, an’ I get up.

“Well, honey,” I say, “how is it goin’? You don’t look so good to me.”

She looks at me an’ her eyes are glassy. She is not a bad looking dame. She has got a nice mouth, except she’s using the wrong sorta lipstick, an’ she’s licking her lips which I reckon are pretty dry. She looks at me just as if she couldn’t see anything.

“I feel lousy,” she says. “Say, don’t you think that Goyaz is a mug to start pulling this sorta stuff on this boat? Why can’t he lay off rough stuff, there’s plenty trouble in the world without making some more of it.”

She looks almost as if she is going to take a fall, so I put my arm around her an’ I walk her over to a seat by the stern rail an’ sit her down.

“Say, I’d like a drink of water,” she moans.

“Take it easy, sister,” I say. “What’s eatin’ you? What’s going on around here?”

“It’s them guys,” she whispers, “the stiffs! When we left the U.S. coast I told Goyaz I reckoned there’d be trouble on this trip. Why couldn’t he stick around there, where he’s always made good money. No, he has to take the boat over to France an’ the mug gets stuck inside the three mile limit an’ we get chased out of it. Now he’s got some other scheme over here. He’s got some dame aboard, an’ he’s taking her for plenty. I reckon that girl’s lost twenty grand tonight.”

I listened. This must be Miranda.

“Well, that’s all right, sister,” I say. “That’s how it goes, you know. But nobody can’t do nothing to Goyaz here, he’s outside the three mile limit.”

She looks at me again.

“Don’t talk hooey,” she says, “you can’t get away with what he’s been doin’ tonight any place, three mile limit or not. Gee, would I like some water?”

She hangs over the rail an’ it looks to me she is so keen on water that she’s going to jump into it in a minute. It is stickin’ out a mile that this dame is not feeling so good. I pat her on the shoulder.

“O.K., kid,” I say, “take it easy, I’ll get you a drink.”

I get up an’ I walk along the deck. Suddenly out of one of the doors on the port side this end of the deck house comes a guy in a white jacket. I take a chance.

“Hey, steward,” I say, “I want you.”

He looks at me, and he comes towards me.
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I’M A BIT windy whilst this steward guy is walkin’ towards me, but in a minute I see it is O.K. This feller has been samplin’ the rye himself an’ is not quite certain about anything very much. He asks me what I want.

“There’s a lady here ain’t feeling so well,” I tell him. “Go get me a glass of water, will you, an’ bring along a big shot of bourbon. I could use it.”

He goes off an’ I go back to the dame. Presently the guy in the white jacket comes back. He has got a bottle of bourbon, a carafe of water an’ a coupla glasses. I take these off him an’ he goes off.

I give the dame some water an’ I help myself to a shot of bourbon, after which I feel a little bit better.

“Now, girlie,” I say to this dame, “what are you gettin’ so excited about? Life ain’t so bad. Howdya get on this boat? You been with Goyaz long?”

She nods.

“I’ve been kicking along in his racket for years,” she says. “I work ashore round the coast ports, an’ get ’em to come an’ play. It ain’t bad in the States, but I don’t like this business of going away from the U.S. coast. I sorta got suspicious tonight when he told me to keep away from the cabin — the one he uses as an office. You know how it is, big boy,” she goes on, “if somebody tells you you shouldn’t do somethin’ you must go an’ do it. When they started playin’ I went along an’ I poked my head round the corner of the door, an’ it wasn’t so hot.”

I nodded.

“Was that when you come out just now. Out of that door over there?”

“That’s right,” she says, “I didn’t want to go back the same way, otherwise he might have tumbled to what I’d been up to, so I came through the kitchens an’ I got out this way.”

“O.K.,” I say. “Now listen, sister. You must be feeling pretty cold, eh, baby? Take a walk round the deck an’ go in the saloon through the forward companion way. He won’t know a thing, he’ll think you’ve been on deck for some air.”

She just nods an’ she gets up and meanders off.

It’s evident to me that this dame is not at all pleased with herself. Right now, at the back of my neck, I am beginning to feel a bit hot, because I have got one or two ideas in my head which are not very pleasin’.

Directly she has scrammed out of it, I get up an’ I walk towards the back of the deck house, an’ I slip through the door where she came out. Inside it is as dark as hell, but somewhere ahead at the end of a passage I can see a light an’ hear a lot of dishes being rattled. I gum-shoe along this passage an’ I look through the door at the end.

It seems to me as if I am lookin’ into the kitchen because there are a couple of wops in dirty white coats washing up dishes an’ pullin’ corks. I wait there for a minute an’ then I walk straight through putting on a bit of a roll as if I was tight. I reckon so many guys are tight on this boat that nobody ain’t goin’ to notice one more.

Anyhow, neither of these guys says nothin’ an’ I walk through the kitchen and out through the door the other end. I find myself in another little corridor. There is two doors on the right and three on the left. I open the two doors on the right of the passage but these are just sleeping berths — empty — so I try the left. The first two are open — they are berths too — but the third one is locked an’ if this is the cabin that the dame I have just been talkin’ to got into I reckon she must have had a key.

The fact that this door is locked gets me curious. The lock is just nothin’ at all, an’ it takes me about two minutes to fix it. I go inside and shut the door behind me. This cabin is as dark as Marpella Alley an’ for some reason which I don’t know I get a sorta feeling that I am goin’ to get a coupla nasty surprises.

I strike a match an’ take a look round, an’ believe me I am right. On a desk in the middle of the cabin I can see an electric lamp an’ I switch this on.

Lying against the wall opposite in a pool of blood are two stiffs. It don’t take me long to see that they are Gallat and MacFee. It is also quite plain to me that they are both very dead. It looks to me as if Gallat has been shot two or three times through the stomach while MacFee has got it through the neck an’ head. These two guys evidently have not been popular on this boat.

I reckon I have seen a lot of killing in my time, an’ I don’t get burned up every time some guy gets himself bumped off, but I feel very annoyed that these two guys have got theirs like this, especially MacFee who is an old buddy of mine, an’ who has been stringing along with me for more years than I care to remember.

On the table are two guns. One of ’em I can see is MacFee’s iron, an’ the other one I suppose is Gallat’s. I look at these guns an’ I smell ’em. Neither of them has been used so it looks to me as if somebody has given these two the works without their having a dog’s chance, an’ I reckon that this must be the Goyaz wop.

I stick MacFee’s gun in the waistbelt of my trousers because I have got a feeling that I would like to pack another rod just in case somebody is goin’ to start some more skull-duggery around here. It looks like this Princess Cristabel can be a not very healthy place sometimes.

I then switch off the light, open the cabin door, get out into the passage an’ walk back to the stern through the kitchens. When I get on deck I walk up the starboard side of the boat past a dozen couples who are necking about the place or arguin’ about cards or money or somethin’, an’ right forward leaning over the rail I find the dame I was talking to. I had an idea that this dame wouldn’t go back to the saloon. She’d be frightened that Goyaz would call her up for what she’d done.

“Hulloa, sister,” I say. “Take a little walk with me. I wanna talk to you.”

I take her by the arm an’ I walk her back to the stern. She comes like a lamb — it looks to me as if this dame would do anything that any guy told her. I sit her down on the seat by the stern rail.

“Now listen, baby,” I say. “It looks to me as if what you were saying about this outfit is correct. I don’t think that Goyaz has got any sense either. You tell me somethin’,” I say. “Do you know how them two stiffs in the office cabin got theirs?”

She looks at me an’ her eyes are wider an’ glassier than ever.

“So you’ve been there? Say, who are you?”

“If you don’t ask no questions you won’t get no lies,” I say. “Maybe I am Santa Claus an’ maybe I ain’t. But if you’re a wise little girl you’re goin’ to tell me what’s been happening round this boat tonight. Did you see them guys come aboard?”

She starts to cry. Another rule of mine is that when a woman turns on the water I never stop her, they always feel better afterwards. She sits there sobbin’ an’ shakin’ just as if she was real sorry about somethin’ or other. Presently she quietens down a bit.

“Come on, baby,” I say, “spill it. You’ve got to talk sometime, you know.”

She gulps.

“I was with Goyaz in the saloon,” she says, “when these two guys came aboard. They came in some motor-boat from the shore. Selitti, the chief steward — one of Goyaz’ wops — comes in and tips off Goyaz. Goyaz don’t say anything for a bit, but he’s thinkin’ and thinkin’ hard. Presently he signals to me to go over. Then he tells me that there are two guys just come aboard who can make plenty trouble for everybody if they want to, an’ just at this moment he don’t feel like having that trouble.

“I ask him what, an’ he says I am to go up on deck an’ take these two guys along to his cabin, an’ that I am to tell them that he will be along in a minute. He says that I am to get them talking in front of the desk an’ that when I hear a gramophone start playing in the berth next door I am to move to the right of the desk.

“I get an idea that Goyaz is goin’ to pull something screwy, an’ I tell him that I don’t want to be mixed up in any business that is really serious, but I reckon that he has got a lot on me an’ he tells me that if I don’t do what he says he will give me the works. Then he looks at me, an’ he sees I am looking a bit shaky I suppose, so he tells me to lay off, an’ he puts Freda — another dame who works for him — on the job.

“She don’t mind, she’s as tough as hell. She goes up on deck, but I am plenty curious to know what is goin’ on in that cabin. After a bit I see Goyaz go, so I slip out the door on the other side up on the starboard side, an’ I walk down round the stern, an’ I look through the ventilator of this cabin because it is not quite closed. Inside I can see Freda talking to these two guys. Just then I hear somebody coming, so I scram out of it down in the shadow at the end of the deck house, an’ at this minute I hear the gramophone start playin’.

“Just then Goyaz walks along the passage. He has got a gun in his hand with a silencer on it, an’ he fires six shots through the ventilator. Then he scrams an’ the gramophone stops.”

She starts cryin’ some more an’ I light myself a cigarette an’ watch her. After a bit she eases up.

“Well, honey, it ain’t no good cryin’ over spilt milk an’ these dead guys aire certainly spilt,” I crack. “After all, they asked for it musclin’ aboard without an invitation an’ Goyaz has got to look after his business, ain’t he. You gotta remember these guys might a been dicks.”

“Supposin’ they was,” she says, “he mighta given ’em a chance — the dirty so-an’-so.”

She gets a big idea all of a sudden an’ gives me a smart look.

“Say,” she says, “who the hell are you, anyhow? I ain’t seen you on this boat before.”

“Correct, sweetheart,” I say, “an’ if you don’t stop askin’ questions you won’t see nobody any more, because if I have any smart cracks outa you I’ll throw you in the lake as sure as my name’s Lemmy Caution.”

She sits up — her eyes poppin’.

“My, are you Lemmy Caution!” she says. “I guess I heard about you.”

“Yeah,” say I, “an’ what did they tell you, baby?”

“That you was about the toughest mobster that ever bumped a copper,” she says.

“All right, that’s about how it is,” I say, “an’ if I was you, sister, I’d just keep my little trap shut about me bein’ on this boat an’ anything else about yours truly, otherwise I’m goin’ to give you the works, just like they told you about me.”

“I ain’t sayin’ a thing,” she whimpers. “I don’t wanna make any more trouble around here.”

“That’s fine,” I say, “an’ now that you an’ I understand each other, honey, everything’s okey doke. Now you scram outa here an’ just go forward an’ become part of the evening’s festivities once more, but you don’t have to say one little word about seein’ me, otherwise I’m goin’ to fix you.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” she mutters. “Honest — I’m just dumb.”

She went off forward, an’ I lit myself another cigarette.

I am very sorry about this dame being in such a state because if she’d had any guts I reckon I could have used her. I’m telling you I was feeling pretty lonely aboard this boat because it was as plain as the nose on your face that Goyaz wasn’t being particularly nice to anybody who came butting in on his racket but was doin’ his talking with a gun. I reckon I had it in for this guy Goyaz. I owed him one for MacFee.

I sat there for a few minutes an’ then I made up my mind that I would take a chance an’ go forward an’ see what was happening. As I got up off the seat I heard the chug chug of a motor boat somewhere near me, so I waited. Presently I can see a little motor launch coming towards the stern. By this time the moon has come up an’ do I get one big surprise when I see that the guy driving the motor launch is none other than Yonnie Malas, Siegella’s head man.

I reckon this is a bit of luck. I start giving him the Indian eye sign over the stern rail an’ he sees me. He gets his boat under the stern an’ ties her up to mine. As he looks up I can see he is grinning all over his face.

“What do you know, Lemmy?” he says. “Say is this a party or is it a party?”

“I don’t know, kid,” I say. “Are you asking me or tellin’ me? Listen, you cut out all that big stuff an’ shin up that rope an’ get aboard. I want to talk turkey to you.”

He comes up the rope hand over hand like a trapeze artist. I’m telling you this Malas is strong, maybe nearly as strong as I am. He gets over the rail an’ he sits down beside me.

“Well, you son of a so-and-so. What are you doin’ around here?”

“What do you think?” he says. “When Connie went out to get that dressing for your arm at Knightsbridge, she phoned Siegella an’ he told me I’d better scram down here just to see that nobody bumped you. He thought you might need me around, an’ he told me I’m taking orders from you.”

He grins.

“Connie sends her love,” he says. “She’s going to tell you all about it when she sees you.”

“Say, is that dame burned up, Yonnie?” I say. “But what could I do? I just had to get aboard.”

“That’s O.K. by her,” he says, “only it was lucky I arrived. When I got here I saw her car away down the road past the station an’ she is in a tough argument with the two guys that you left ashore. They ain’t so pleased neither. Well, I fixed ’em. We got them tied up on the wharf. They won’t trouble nobody. Now what’s the layout?”

I do a bit of thinking.

“Say, listen, Yonnie,” I say, “I bet Siegella ain’t so pleased, is he?”

He grinned.

“Is he burned up?” he said. “What he won’t do to Goyaz when he gets his hooks on him ain’t nobody’s business. I reckon this guy Goyaz muscling in the way he has has upset Siegella considerable, an’ it has upset me too because we are all set tonight to bump this guy Gallat.”

“You don’t say!” I say, “an’ just how was you goin’ to do that?”

“This guy’s living in a place called Strand Chambers,” says Yonnie, “an’ I was putting a phoney call through to him to meet me some place. We reckoned we was goin’ to push him in a car, give him the heat an’ chuck him out some place in the country. But I found when I phoned that this guy ain’t in. Just when I’m gettin’ good and bored with this proposition one of the boys comes along from Siegella an’ says that Connie’s phoned that Goyaz has snatched Miranda an’ you two are going after her. Siegella tells me to string around. He also phones for a boat to be waiting for me down here, and here I am. Where do we go from here?”

“Don’t ask so many questions,” I crack back at him, “an’ listen, Yonnie, as for Gallat you don’t have to worry about that guy because Goyaz has bumped him an’ a pal of his.”

He looks surprised.

“You don’t say, Lemmy,” he says.

“I’m telling you,” I told him.

I then proceed to spill the beans about what has happened on this boat, except that I told him that this guy MacFee is a friend of Gallat’s an’ that I don’t know him.

“Now listen, Yonnie,” I go on. “Here’s the set-up. The main job is to get Miranda off this boat, an’ the sooner we do it the better. Now it looks to me as if most of these guys round here is blind, the question is whether we are going to be brainy or tough.”

He grins.

“If they are boozed, Lemmy,” he says, “let’s be tough.”

“O.K.,” I say. “The gaming saloon’s way forward. Here we go!”

I get out the Luger automatic in my right hand, an’ MacFee’s gun that I had got stuck in the waistband of my trousers in my left. Yonnie is packing two, one under each shoulder. We walk forward along the starboard side of the deck house. It’s pretty cold by now, an’ most of the people have gone inside. I am gettin’ a kick out of this business, so much so that I am almost forgetting about my arm which is burning like hell.

When we get forward I signal Yonnie to stop an’ we look through one of the ventilators into the saloon. This saloon is big and is about half the length of the boat. It is crowded with people an’ you never saw such a bunch in your life.

There are guys an’ their dames that I have seen playing around the U.S. Coast resorts for years. There is a very hot syndicate that used to work the race track game at Agua Caliente. There is Mardi Spirella, the star thug from Oklahoma, an’ Persse Byron who shot Augie Siekin in Ma Licovat’s because he didn’t like the colour of his shirt; there is Big Boy Skeets from Missouri an’ Rachel Manda his girl; there is Wellt from Los Angelos, an’ Pernanza who used to run the liquor around San Pedro.

All these guys are there with dames, most of ’em a bit screwy, an’ they are all on holiday, you bet. I never saw such a lotta jags in my life; also there is about sixty other people I never saw before. But none of these others are English guys by the looks of ’em, so it looks like Goyaz had laid off gettin’ anybody from off the shore here. Evidently he is takin’ no chances, an’ I think he is right.

Right in the middle of this saloon is a roulette table an’ everybody is crowding round this. Goyaz is runnin’ the bank an’ on one side of the table facing us, her lace flushed an’ her blonde hair sparkling in the light of the electric lamps, wearing a swell gown an’ looking like a million dollars, is Miranda. She looks swell. Say, has that dame curves or has she curves?

I look over my shoulder at Yonnie. He is just lighting himself a cigarette. A little bit further on there is a slidin’ door half open leading into the saloon.

“Let’s take ’em, Yonnie,” I say, an’ we step in.

Everybody is so struck with this game they don’t see us, an’ the first thing they know is when Yonnie bawls out:

“Reach for the sky, suckers, an’ keep ’em there!”

You should have seen these people’s faces when they turn round an’ see us. About eighty pairs of hands went up at once. It was obvious to me that these guys had been stuck up before the way they put their hands up.

“Now ladies and gentlemen,” I say, “if anybody wants to start anything they had better start it now, because we are very very busy, an’ we are not nice guys.”

I look at Goyaz. He is standing at the head of the table lookin’ very sick, but he makes a good attempt at a grin.

“Say, what is this,” he says, “a stick-up?”

“What do you think?” I tell him. “Does it look like Mother’s Day in Oshkosh?”

He grins some more.

“What do you want, boys?” he says.

“Nothin’ much, Goyaz,” I say. “We just want Miss van Zelden. I reckon her Pa’d be all burned up if he knew that you had a little idea to snatch this dame.”

I put my guns away seein’ that Yonnie has the situation in hand, an’ I walk round the table. The crowd parts an’ I go up to Miranda.

“How’s it goin’, Miss van Zelden?” I say.

She smiles. Has that girl got nice teeth or has she?

“Why, if it isn’t Mr. Caution,” she smiles. “Now what is all this about? it seems to me that every time I go some place I find you around there.”

“Listen, lady,” I say. “I’m little Lord Fauntleroy an’ I’m your good fairy, but you don’t know it. My middle name’s Santa Claus an’ I come down chimneys. Do you remember the Honeysuckle and Jasmine at Toledo?”

She laughs.

“I’ll never forget it,” she says. “I got a kick out of that.

“You’re too fond of kicks an’ thrills, Magnificent,” I crack back. “One of these times you’re goin’ to get such a real kick that you’ll think you was in the ice box you’ll be so thrilled.”

I point to Goyaz.

“I’ll tell you a coupla things about that guy an’ the rest of these hoodlums,” I go on. “First of all this game is as screwy as hell, an’ the only time Goyaz ever played a game straight the other fellow got paralysis through shock. Secondly all these thugs round here have committed so much crime that if they was added up they would make Hell look like a charity committee of the female Elks Society at Cold Springs, Pa. Point number three is that this sucker was goin’ to snatch you this mornin’ an’ hold you for ransom, an’ how d’ya like that?”

She clasps her hands.

“You don’t say,” she says, “how thrilling!”

But for the first time in my life I see her lookin’ surprised.

“That’s how it was, sister,” I say. “Now what have you lost?”

She opens her evening bag an’ looks inside.

“I had 10,000 when I came here this evening,” she said, “an’ it looks to me as if I have got about five hundred dollars left.”

“O.K.,” I say.

I turn to Goyaz.

“That’s goin’ to cost you plenty, Goyaz,” I say. “I want the 9,500 Miss van Zelden’s lost, an’ I’ll take 10,000 interest, an’ you will like it.”

“Say, listen,” he starts — but just at this moment Yonnie sticks a gun in the middle of his back an’ he shuts up.

“O.K.,” he says, “but I’ll remember it.”

“You’re telling me,” I say. “So will I.”

I help myself to 20,000 off the table an’ I give 10,000 of it to Miranda.

“Now, baby,” I say to her, “you’re goin’ home.”

She don’t say a word. On the back of a chair behind her is a wrap an’ she puts this on. Then we make for the door with Yonnie backing behind us with his guns on the crowd. When we get to the door I talk to ’em.

“Listen, mugs,” I say, “nobody’s moving outa this saloon for ten minutes, an’ if they do we are goin’ to give it to ’em. Get it?”

They get it.

We get out on deck an’ I shut the door. I lead them towards the stern.

“Now listen, Yonnie,” I say, “I tell you what you’re going to do. You get into your boat with Miss van Zelden, take her back to the wharf and hand her over to my sister Connie.”

I give him one big wink, an’ he gets it.

“What about you,” he says, “you ain’t staying on this health resort, are you?”

“You betcha life I’m not,” I say. “But I have got some business to do right now. Get busy.”

I watch the pair of ’em as they go towards the stern, then I see Yonnie help Miranda over the rail. As she goes down the rope I can see her laughing. I reckon she’s gettin’ a thrill outa this. Then Yonnie goes after her an’ a coupla minutes later I hear the chug chug of the motor as the launch goes back to the wharf.

I walk back to the saloon an’ open the door, the Luger in my hand. These mugs are still standin’ there, an’ we have got ’em so well trained that as I put my foot inside, their arms reach up for the ceilin’

“Listen, Goyaz,” I say, “I want to talk to you. Come here an’ keep your hands up.”

I step backwards through the door, an’ I wait for him to come through.

“Now boys,” I say to the crowd, “my pal has got you covered through the ventilator on the other side of the saloon, so don’t move for another ten minutes.”

I shut the door.

“Say, Lemmy,” says Goyaz. “What is this, what are you doin’ over here an’ what are you trying to pull?”

“You come with me, Goyaz,” I say, “an’ I’ll tell you.”

I take him to the stern. When we get there I tell him to sit down. He sits down. He is lookin’ puzzled because he cannot get this business.

“You know, Lemmy,” he says, “I don’t get this at all. What are you easing in on this job for, an’ what have you held me up for 20,000 for. You ain’t got an interest in this dame, Miranda, have you? Besides, if you have, let’s do a split. I’m always fair—”

“Shut up, Goyaz,” I say. “Now listen, I don’t like you an’ I never have. You’re a punk, you’re not a mobster, you’re a yellow wop. Do you know what I am goin’ to do to you?”

He looks up at me an’ I can see some beads of sweat standin’ out across his forehead.

“I’m goin’ to give it to you like the lousy rat you are,” I say.

He starts to whimper.

“Jeez, Lemmy,” he says, “give me a break. I’ll give you plenty dough. I ain’t done nothing to hurt you, I ain’t—”

“Skip it,” I crack. “You gave them guys Gallat an’ MacFee a hell of a break tonight, didn’t you.”

Then I grin.

“Well, maybe I was wrong, Goyaz,” I say, “I got sorta angry with you, but perhaps I’ll change my mind. Say, look at that!”

I look over his shoulder as if I was seein’ something on the water. He gets up an’ he turns round to look an’ I let him have it. I shoot him five times through the heart an’ the spine, just a couple for Gallat, two for MacFee and one for myself. He slumps over the rail. I put my foot under his legs an’ I kick ’em up, an’ he slides over with a plop into the water.

I look back at the saloon, everythin’ is quiet there. Then I shin down the rope into my own boat, start her up an’ head for the shore.

A mist is beginnin’ to come up an’ as the lights of the Princess Cristabel get dim I can hear the noise start. Over the water I hear the sound of a champagne cork poppin’ an’ somebody starts up some dance music on the radio.

Sittin’ steerin’ the boat an’ smokin’ I reckoned I was pleased with the evenin’.

Except for MacFee it was nice work.


VII. SOME MORE LOTTIE
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WHEN I FLOATED up alongside the wharf I was wondering what the set-up was going to be. I reckoned that Yonnie and Constance had had lots of time to get rid of the Goyaz boys they’d got parked around there, an’ I was right about this. There was nobody around the wharf except Constance, Yonnie Malas an’ Miranda, an’ I must say they put on a very nice act for Miranda’s benefit.

We go along an’ we get the cars. Constance goes back in her own car an’ Yonnie is driving my hired car back to the garage. I go back with Miranda in her car which we get out of the local garage where she left it.

Going back Miranda is burbling good an’ plenty about the evenin’s work. Is she pleased with herself? Anybody would think that to get into a racket that she’d just got into an’ then to get yanked out of it was funny. I reckon this dame has got a screwy idea about what is good, but that’s how a lot of ’em are.

You will know by this time that I am not a guy for any sorta moralisin’, but it looks to me as if a lot of these dames whose fathers have made plenty money are just plain nuts. In nine cases outa ten the old boy starts as a farm hand up in some hick town, works like a nigger for about fifteen hours a day, goes into the big city and works some more an’ eventually pulls a coupla lucky breaks and makes himself a few millions.

Just when he starts gettin’ old, one of his kids will start sky-rocketting all round the place, gettin’ into trouble looking for thrills just because they don’t know any better, an’ they think that’s the works. I reckon that’s how it was with Miranda.

Yet this dame has got a certain amount of brains.

While I am thinkin’ all this she is telling me how she got into this Goyaz thing. It looks like that one night she goes out by herself an’ has dinner at some swell joint. Then she goes to a theatre. Just as she is coming out some good-looking guy comes up an’ tells her he met her some place in U.S. Miranda has met so many guys that she wouldn’t know anyhow, so she falls for it.

This guy then proceeds to spill a lot of stuff about the Goyaz gaming boat an’ of course Miranda falls for this an’ chips in an’ says she wants to go along. So she goes.

All this time I am waitin’ for her to ask me how I knew she was down there an’ all about that, an’ I start thinkin’ up a story for her. After a bit she notices that I am having some trouble with my arm, which by this time is feeling like an iron bar, an’ she takes the wheel over.

She is driving so fast that she ain’t got any time to talk, for which I am very grateful, an’ I get my story all set.

I tell her that I see her coming out of the Carlton the other day, an’ that I strung along to say a few kind words an’ that the maid has told me she has gone off for two or three days, an’ that as I was comin’ out I meet one of Goyaz’ boys an’ we have a drink together an’ this guy tells me he reckons that she was goin’ down to play on the boat.

I tell her that I knew that Goyaz was running a crooked game an’ that in any event he will probably try a snatch, so I come along there with my sister an’ a friend of mine an’ muscle in on the job.

She looks at me outa the corner of her eye, very old-fashioned like.

“Why didn’t you go to the police, Lemmy?” she said with a little smile.

“Listen, Miranda,” I say, “do you mind keeping your eye on the road otherwise we’ll be in the ditch, an’ as for that police stuff don’t you know better than that? I don’t like cops.”

She laughed. I tell you this dame Miranda has got a swell laugh.

“I bet you don’t, Lemmy,” she says. “Say, tell me, what do you do? You’re a gangster, aren’t you? What’s your particular line of business?”

I grin. I feel that I had better make myself out to be a little hero whilst the goin’ is good, so I lay it on a bit.

“Aw hell,” I say, “I suppose I am maybe, but I’m being a good boy now. I ain’t done a thing for a long time.”

She smiles.

“Didn’t you shoot a police officer in Oklahoma?” she says.

I tell her yes.

“I had to shoot this guy,” I say, “if I hadn’t shot him, he’d have shot me. It was just a matter of who squeezed the gun first.”

I also proceed to tell her a lot more hooey about myself an’ by the time I have finished with this dame she thinks I am a mixture of Paul Revere, Dick Turpin, Robin Hood an’ what-have-you.

“I guess your arm’s pretty bad, Lemmy,” she says. “What’s the matter with it?”

“Here’s where you have a big laugh,” I say, “but when I am gettin’ over the rail of that boat tonight I have got a gun in my hand an’ I slip an’ it goes off, an’ I give myself one through the arm. What do you know about that? I’ll get it fixed up when we get back to London, it wants a new dressin’, that’s all.”

She smiles.

“I’ll do it, Lemmy,” she says softly.

It is seven o’clock in the mornin’ when we get back to the Carlton Hotel. We go upstairs to Miranda’s suite an’ she gets the maid up and sends for some stuff to do my arm with. I am pretty lucky about this arm, because it looks like the wound is clean an’ there is no inflammation. I am a pretty tough guy an’ I reckon in a coupla days it is goin’ to be all right.

Whilst Miranda is tying up my arm I am havin’ a look at the maid who is running about with the bowls and bandages. This maid is a pretty neat piece of goods an’ also she looks as if she has got some brains some place. I think maybe I can use this jane.

When Miranda has tied up my arm we have some coffee an’ I tell her I have got to get along. She says O.K. but that she wants to see some more of me an’ that I should come back an’ have dinner with her at nine o’clock that night. This suits me very well.

After a bit I go, Miranda is yawning her head off, an’ I tell her that she needs a piece of bed. The maid shows me to the door, takes me along the corridor an’ rings for the lift, I have a look at her.

“You know, honey,” I say, “has anybody told you that you’re easy to look at?”

She smiles.

“I got an idea some guy told me that once,” she said, “but it didn’t get him any place.”

“Too bad,” I crack back. “We gotta do somethin’ about that. What about taking a bowl of chop-suey with me one night, that is if they’ve got chop-suey in this country?”

She smiles again slowly. She is a cunning looking little piece.

“Well, what can I lose?” she says.

I grin.

“Well, it looks like a date, sister,” I say. “Do you have any time off?”

“I shall tomorrow night,” she says, “Miss van Zelden’s taking dinner with some friends of hers.”

“O.K.,” I say.

I make a date to meet her at a restaurant I know in Greek Street, an’ I go off.

I walk along Pall Mall an’ up St. James’s. When I get to the end of Jerymn Street I look down the street. Sure enough opposite my apartment is some guy smoking a cigarette an’ lookin’ tired. I reckon this is one of Siegella’s boys who is keepin’ an eye on my apartment just in case I get lost or somethin’ an’ it looks like Siegella ain’t trusting me any yet.

When I get into my apartment, I give myself a shot of bourbon an’ I sit down and think things out. I reckon everything is going along very nice but it looks to me that the guy that things are goin’ nice for is Siegella. I also reckon that MacFee being bumped off like that has made things very difficult for me, an’ I do not like that one little bit.

But I reckon it is no good trying to think anything out very much just now, I am good an’ tired an’ my arm is aching, so I go to bed. I reckon that bed is a great place. If more guys was to stay in bed for longer instead of gettin’ around so much, there would be a lot less trouble in the world.

Now it is six o’clock that evening when the valet at the apartment comes in an’ tells me that there is a gentleman of the name of Siegella would like to have a few words with me. I say O.K. an’ to show him in an’ also to bring some whisky an’ some coffee.

In a minute he comes back an’ Siegella is with him. The wop is lookin’ very good. He has got evening clothes on with a white tie, an’ I reckon the pearls in his shirt front cost a whole lotta money.

I sit up in bed an’ I yawn.

“Well, how does it go, Siegella?” I say.

He sits down and gives himself a cigarette out of a platinum case. He has got a thin mouth an’ it is smiling. I reckon Siegella is one of them guys who always smiles with his mouth an’ never with his eyes. They are always just cold an’ hard, just like bits of blue ice. Most big mobsters have got eyes like that. He lights his cigarette an’ he takes a few puffs, then he looks at me.

“You know, Lemmy,” he says, “I got to hand it to you, the way you handled this situation aboard the Princess Crisabel last night. You can be good when you want to.”

“Aw, hell,” I say, “you’re telling me. That was easy stuff an’ anyway who the hell is Goyaz?”

He grins and blows a ring of smoke across the room.

“Well, I reckon Goyaz ain’t goin’ to worry anybody no more,” he says.

He looks at me straight in the eye.

“What do you mean, Siegella?” I say.

“I mean it was nice work, Lemmy,” he says. “That guy is better outa the way than stickin’ around. I’m very glad you gave him the heat.”

“You don’t say,” I crack back, “an’ how d’you know I gave him the heat?”

He grins. He has got very nice teeth.

“What do you think I was doing last night, Lemmy?” he says. “When Constance came through on the telephone an’ told me that Goyaz had got Miranda on that boat, it didn’t look so good to me, specially when I heard that Lottie and that mob had held you up on Baker Street. So I got around. You didn’t know it,” says he, “but myself an’ six of the boys was hangin’ around on the sea side of the Princess Cristabel for three hours last night just in case you slipped up.

“After we saw you introduce Goyaz to the high diving act over the stern rail I reckoned we could call it a day, so we went home.”

“Oh, well,” I say. “These things happen along, an’ I reckon Goyaz was gettin’ too fresh.”

He nods.

“You didn’t do so badly last night, did you, Lemmy?” he says. “Did you give that 10,000 back to Miss van Zelden, the ten grand she lost?”

“What do you think?” I say. “Of course I did.” Which was quite true. “An’,” I go on, “I made another ten grand on the deal that I took outa Goyaz that I didn’t give her. She didn’t have to make a profit anyway.”

“That’s O.K.” says he. “Well, you ain’t doin’ so bad, are you, Lemmy? You get ten grand from me for expenses, you get ten grand out of Goyaz an’ the pleasure of bumping him. Are you satisfied?”

“You bet I’m satisfied, Siegella,” I tell him. “I got medals for looking after myself too.”

He grins again and pours himself out a little shot of bourbon.

“That’s the way I want it to be, Lemmy,” he says. “I like everybody to be happy. I think you are a good guy, an’ I think you’re doin’ your stuff nice an’ pretty. So just so you’ll feel good an’ comfortable here’s another five grand.”

He puts five monkeys down on the table an’ stands there smilin’.

“That’s to pay for the arm,” he says. “You know, Lemmy,” he goes on, “I got a lot of ideas about you an’ me. I reckon that when we have pulled this Miranda snatch after things have blown over, we’ll go back to the U.S. an’ we’ll run every mob in the country.”

I laugh.

“Listen, Siegella,” I say, “when I get my cut outa this I don’t have to be a mobster no more. 250 grand is good enough for me.”

He laughs.

“What are you goin’ to do, Lemmy?” he says.

“I wouldn’t know,” I say, “but I’ve got a whole lot of ideas about chicken farmin’.”

He brings me over a shot of bourbon, which I drink. As he hands me the glass I look at his long white fingers. I reckon if hands can be cruel this guy has got the cruellest pair in the world.

“I can imagine you on a chicken farm, Lemmy,” he says. “I reckon you’d be screwing their necks every day just to keep your hand in. But now let’s get down to cases.”

He draws up a chair by the bedside an’ he lights another cigarette. I have one myself an’ I look at him through the smoke.

“I reckon we get a move on this weekend,” he says. “Today is Wednesday. On Friday I’m taking the boys down to the house I am taking. It is a place called Branders End near Thame. Now this is a fine old place an’ I reckon I shall have about thirty couples down there. They are all very nice an’ they all know me very well. Now have you got the set-up for gettin’ Miranda down there?”

“That’s easy,” I tell him. “Miranda is strong for me, especially after this Princess Cristabel business. I’m dinin’ with her tonight. But I’m not goin’ to say anything about the weekend. Between now an’ then I will pull some story on her about being in a little bit of trouble myself, somethin’ that necessitates her coming down to this Branders End dump with me, somethin’ that is so personal and confidential that she don’t even tell nobody that she’s going. Well, I reckon I got her out of a coupla jams an’ I reckon she’s just got to say yes.”

Siegella grins, then he passes his tongue over his lips, a habit he’s got.

“That’s the lay, Lemmy,” he says. “You get her down there on Saturday night, an’ then you’re very nearly through.”

“An’ after that?” I ask.

“That’s easy,” he says. “Your job’s very nearly done. You come back here on Sunday an’ you put the call through to a man in New York whose address I’m goin’ to give you when you get down there. This guy will arrange that on Monday morning van Zelden himself will ring you an’ you’ll spill the beans to him.

“You’ll tell him that his daughter’s been snatched an’ that she’ll be moved outa England within two or three days. You’ll tell him that we’re goin’ to give him one week to get that three million credit in the Dutch Bank, Rotterdam. If he don’t,” says Siegella — and here he starts to grin some more—” you can tell him that we’ve got a very swell idea. Ask him if he knows what his daughter’s teeth look like, because every day after the week that the credit is late we’re goin’ to send him one of her teeth by registered post, an’ you point out that we ain’t goin’ to give her gas either when we take ’em out.”

He gets up.

“I’ll be gettin’ along, Lemmy,” he says. “There’s just one little point I’d like to mention before I go. You’ve got a lotta brains, an’ you’re tough. Maybe you think you’ve got as much brains as I have. Well, that’s all right, but don’t try anything — remember you can’t do a thing or go any place unless I know it. It ain’t because I don’t trust you particularly, Lemmy,” he says, “it’s just because I’m a guy that don’t take any chances, an’ I tell you that if you try to cross me, I’ll know about it before you’ve done it, and I’ll get you.”

He stands there looking at me like a whole bunch of snakes.

I grin.

“Listen, Siegella,” I say. “What do I do, get frightened and take a run-out powder? Be your age. I reckon it’s payin’ me to string along with you an’ I’m stringin’. I want that 250 grand.”

“O.K. Lemmy,” he says. “Do your stuff an’ you’ll get it. So long!”

He goes out.

After the wop had gone I lay flat in bed smoking an’ looking at the ceiling. You gotta understand that I am pretty burned up about this big punk Siegella. He is just one piece too durn sure of himself for one thing, an’ secondly I reckon he is right when he says that he has got a whole lotta brains an’ wisecracks me about thinkin’ I have got as much as he has. Well, maybe I have an’ maybe I haven’t, but I reckoned that before I was through I was goin’ to pull a fast one on that thin-faced grinnin’ baby that he wouldn’t forget in a helluva hurry.

But I gotta watch my step. When he said that if I crossed him he’d get me he was about right. An’ when I remembered all the stunts that Siegella had pulled in the States I calculated that I had got to be pretty good to pull one on him. Feds, State coppers, an’ every other sorta copper had been tryin’ to get their hooks on him for years an’ they never had a dog’s chance because that baby never come out in the open but always has somebody frontin’ for him whilst he financed the jobs and thought out the set-ups.

Siegella had the low-down on most of the cheap mobsters, because he had education in a sorta way an’ because nobody ever knew who was working for him an’ who wasn’t.

But the idea of me goin’ in with him in a big way after we had pulled this Miranda snatch, made me laugh in about sixteen places at once. I reckoned I would as soon string along with Siegella as go to bed with a coupla boa-constrictors — in fact I would rather kick around with the snakes.

An’ it sure looked as if he had got me well tied up over the Miranda snatch. I had been relyin’ on MacFee to give me a hand when we come down to the brass end of things an’ that silly palooka has to go an’ get himself shot up just at the time that I needed him.

I was worryin’ around tryin’ to think up something that I could pull good and fast before the weekend. It was stickin’ out like the Manilla Bay pier that if once he got Miranda down to the Branders End place he would get me back to London so as to put through the long-distance call for the ransom an’ then I could scram out of it an’ get back to U.S. an’ collect my dough an’ go to sleep.

I am sure in one big spot because now that MacFee is dead there ain’t anybody I could trust so’s you would notice it. I can’t wiseup Miranda as to what is goin’ to happen because she would simply scram outa the country an’ Siegella would get her some other place as certain as sure, an’ it looks to me as if the only other way I could spoil his racket is by goin’ an’ blowin’ the gaff to the coppers here. An’ that just now would be bughouse anyway because Siegella hadn’t got any record in any country — the coppers had never had their hooks into him any place at all, an’ he would simply laugh the whole durn thing off an’ wait until he could get Miranda over in France or Spain or some other place, an’ snatch her there.

Suddenly I get an idea into my nut that Siegella has gotta whole lot of ideas about Miranda besides gettin’ ransom money outa the old man. He was very keen for women an’ he had a nice taste in ’em — Connie for instance, an’ she was good to look at, I’m tellin’ you — an’ it looks as if he might collect over Miranda an’ then try some funny stuff with her. Afterwards you can make about six guesses as to what would happen to that dame when Siegella was through with her.

I reckoned he’d get the ransom money all right. He’d get it because he was talkin’ straight when he said he’s send one of her teeth to old man van Zelden each day. He’d do it all right an’ he’d probably get a helluva kick outa watchin’ some guy pull ’em out; he was like that, because I remember MacFee tellin’ me that when the Lacassar mob pulled a fast snatch out in Kansas City — a job that was laid out by Siegella — an’ the husband whose wife was snatched wouldn’t ante up, the mob used to send him a handful of her hair that they’d pulled out every day, an’ when after a bit he got the ransom money together why the jane was very nearly bald as a coot. I reckon this was Siegella’s idea of humour by which any guy could see that he had a durn funny brain about that sorta stuff.

It was pretty fly of him to know that I had bumped Goyaz too, that was one little thing that I thought nobody wouldn’t know, an’ it was clever of the wop to stick around off the Princess Cristabel, lyin’ out there somewhere in the darkness, an’ watch what my game was after I had sent Yonnie Malas an’ Miranda off. It just showed me that this guy Siegella wouldn’t trust nobody an inch; that he was a hot guy when it come down to business.

Anyway I reckoned that the only thing I could do would be to play along an’ after a bit I got up an’ looked at the five grand that he had left on the table. I got out my pasting-up book an’ checked up on the notes an’ I see that this lot also is some of the take from the Third National Bank pinch in Arkansas. I put these notes with the other lot because I am goin’ to save as much money outa this business as I can, an’ one way an’ another I am not doin’ so bad what with the money I had got outa Goyaz an’ the fifteen grand that Siegella has cashed in with. I must say when it comes to money he certainly is no mean piker.

By this time it is nearly eight o’clock so I get up and take a shower and begin to get into a tuxedo. I take my time over this dressin’ business, an’ I walk around and do a little quiet thinkin’, because I am already playing with the idea that it might be possible for me to cross the wop up somehow although it is plain to me that if I am goin’ to do this I must somehow fix to pull it down at this Branders End place.

I have already wised you up that I have got an idea at the back of my head, but this idea is not one that I would like to pull unless I have to because it looks a bit chancey to me. But I reckon to figure it out some more before I keep the date that I have got on Thursday night with Miranda’s maid.

I reckon that by now I am darned tired of thinkin’ round about this business so I light myself a cigarette an’ go out. It is a very nice night too, an’ the idea of eatin’ dinner with Miranda is certainly a swell one.

She was waitin’ for me in the hall down at the Carlton an’ I must say that this girl was an eyeful. She was wearing some shimmery sorta gown made of some stuff that just clung around as if it liked her plenty.

When she saw me she comes forward holdin’ her hand out and smilin’ like some turtle dove.

“Well, Lemmy,” she says, “it’s good to see you. How’s the arm?”

I tell her that it is goin’ on fine an’ we go outside an’ get into her roadster. We have an argument about what place to eat at an’ eventually we decide that we’ll go to some place called the Cafe de Paris out on the Maidenhead Road.

Drivin’ along with Miranda I felt swell. She don’t say nothin’ much but she just puts her hand on my arm sorta friendly an’ it makes me feel good. I wonder just what this dame would say if she knew that I was up to my neck in a deal to snatch her within the next two or three days, but sentimentality ain’t a long suit of mine an’ so I put this sorta punk outa my head.

When we get on the Kingston Road, I put my foot down, an’ we made some nice speed. Then, as I look into the drivin’ mirror I get an idea that there is a big black roadster coming right behind me an’ sorta stayin’ about fifty feet in my rear. Every time I put on more speed this car does likewise. It is a big horse-powered Stutz an’ it can pass us easily if it wants to.

For a minute I begin to wonder if Siegella has got somebody tailin’ me, but it is as plain as the nose on your face that if he was — an’ he ain’t likely to be keepin’ tabs on me while I’m with Miranda — he wouldn’t be doin’ it so that the whole world would know. In fact it looks like this car behind is makin’ it obvious that it is tailin’ me an’ that it wants me to know it.

I don’t say nothin’ to Miranda, an’ when we get to this Cafe de Paris, an’ she goes off to powder her nose I watch this car, which has passed us an’ gone on, come back again.

It swings around and pulls in the courtyard in front, an’ then it stops. I am totin’ the Luger in a shoulder holster under my left arm an’ I sorta slip my hand on the butt just in case of accidents when the car door opens an’ out gets Lottie Frisch.

She has a look round and then she comes in my direction. I sorta walk off to a corner where I can’t be seen from outside an’ she comes after me.

She steps up an’ she says:

“Listen, Lemmy, we don’t want no post mortems on last night. I reckon you was too good that’s all, but I’m here to tell you from Kastlin an’ the rest of our boys that if you wanna talk turkey we’re willin’.”

I have one eye on the door of the ladies’ room just in case Miranda comes out in the middle of this business, but everything is O.K.

“What’s the set-up, Lottie?” I ask. “I hope you don’t think you can get away with any fast stuff.”

“Be your age, Lemmy,” she says. “I know who I’m talking to. There ain’t nothin’ funny or screwy about this. Here’s the lay-out: The Princess Cristabel sailed early this morning, but Kastlin stopped off here. He ain’t goin’ with her. Some punk — one of Siegella’s men I reckon — has shot Goyaz, so Kastlin has handed the boat over an’ stayed ashore.

“Now here it is. It looks like you was workin’ on your own the other night except that you got Yonnie Malas along they tell me, an’ Yonnie is stringing along with Siegella — he’s his head man. Now Kastlin an’ me reckon that if you was to string along with us we could make Siegella look sicker than an old cow. We could cross him up to hell, an’ we could get away with a packet of jack. Well.... are you listenin’?”

“I might,” I say, an’ I think that maybe I can use these guys. Anyhow I ask her where we can talk.

“Kastlin an’ me are stayin’ at the Parkside Hotel,” she says. “Come around at two or three tonight. We’re registered as Mr. an’ Mrs. Schultz of New York.”

“O.K. baby,” I say. “I’ll be there, but I wouldn’t try any funny business if I was you. By the way, how’s that Japanese sap that you put a bullet into?

I grin at her an’ she grins back.

“You certainly slipped it across us, Lemmy,” she says. “I gotta hand it to you. Well, that guy is gettin’ on pretty well, except that every time he coughs it sounds like the tide coming in. So you’ll come around, Lemmy?”

I nod.

“I’ll be seein’ you between two an’ three o’clock,” I say, “an’ tell Kastlin not to get any ideas about who’s goin’ to do the talkin’, otherwise I’m goin’ to get tough. Now scram outa here.”

She goes out an’ in a minute she gets into the car an’ it goes off. As it turns around I reckon that I get a glimpse of Kastlin sittin’ in the back, an’ I reckon it’s like that dirty little dog to get a woman to do his talkin’ for him.

Just then Miranda comes out, an’ we go an’ eat.

We talk about all sorts of things an’ we have a swell meal. I sorta get the idea that this Miranda is pretty well interested in me an’ I am doin’ my stuff plenty.

Then we go off an’ dance an’ we drive about the road till midnight. This England is a good place for drivin’ around after dark.

It is one o’clock when I pull the car up outside the Carlton. Miranda gets out an’ stands there lookin’ at me.

“Aren’t you comin’ up for a whisky an’ soda, Lemmy?” she says, lookin’ at me old-fashioned.

I say no, because I am hot to get on to this Kastlin proposition, an’ this gives her the needle.

“Maybe there’ll be a time when you’d like me to give you a whisky an’ soda,” she says, “an’ maybe then I won’t feel like it.”

I think now is the time, an’ I do my stuff.

“Listen, Miranda,” I say, “I got some place to go now an’ I gotta make it, but if you want to do somethin’ for me I guess you can, an’ I don’t know anybody else in this burg who could do it.”

She comes close to the car an’ looks at me.

“Why, what’s the matter, Lemmy?” she says.

I tell her, an’ do I do it good? I tell her that I am being blackmailed by some woman who has got a lotta papers that could get me well balled up an’ that this dame was goin’ to be at some house party over the weekend at some place down the river an’ that I was goin’ down to meet her. Then I ask Miranda if she will come along an’ see if she can help me to pull a fast one over on this dame and get back the papers.

She falls. She falls for it like a bird for a worm, an’ she promises me that she won’t say a word about it to anybody an’ that nobody will know where she’s gone to, so that everything will be O.K. for me.

I tell her that I will pick her up at four o’clock on Saturday afternoon an’ that we will drive down, an’ then I say goodnight.

She shakes hands with me an’ she is lookin’ at me with her eyes shinin’ like stars.

“Goodnight, Lemmy,” she says. “You know I think I’d do anything for you.”

I said somethin’.... one of them things you say at that sorta time, but I wasn’t thinkin’ of what I was sayin’; I was wonderin’ what the Kastlin set-up was goin’ to be and whether I could use those guys to double cross that wop Siegella.
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IT IS HALF past two when I get to the Parkside Hotel, an’ I reckon that when I get there I have shaken off any of Siegella’s boys who are tailing me. After I left Miranda I hired a car from a garage. I drove out to Wandsworth after this, just to make certain nobody was coming after me, left the car there, took a cab back via Hammersmith, an’ I went into the Parkside Hotel through the back door.

The night porter was expecting me an’ I went up in the lift. On the third floor in a drawing room I found Lottie Frisch, Kastlin, the four guys who gave me the works in the Mews flat on Baker Street an’ about three other fellers. I reckon these guys are the remnants of the Goyaz mob who have been operatin’ over here with him.

On the table is cigars and a lot of liquor. Kastlin is a fat guy. He is seated in a corner an’ looking very depressed. I told you I ain’t got any use for Kastlin. He was a cheap yellow dog but I reckon he was desperate an’ when a guy gets desperate maybe he’ll have some guts because he’s got to have ’em. Anyhow, I reckon I got to use these boys an’ you can’t pick and choose when you’re in a spot.

Kastlin is half German an’ he speaks slowly and distinctly just as if it was a trouble talking.

“Listen, Caution,” he says, “I reckon this is a showdown. I got Lottie to tail after you an’ try an’ get you to come up here an’ see us because we’re in a spot. She can talk better than I can so she’ll do the talking.”

Lottie who is wearing a pink silk wrap an’ fluffy slippers, gets up an’ pours me a shot of whisky. She pushes the cigarettes over the table.

“See here, Lemmy,” she says, sittin’ down again an’ lighting herself a cigarette. “I reckon we know you’re on top of the job, you’ve got the lowdown on us, but maybe you’ll be interested in doin’ a spot of business.”

“I’m listening, Lottie,” I say, “I’ll always do business any time. I’m a business man.”

She nods.

“Here’s the way it is, Lemmy,” she says. “I don’t know whether you know what Siegella’s game is; I don’t know whether you was in it in the first place — although I don’t think you was — an’ I don’t know whether you just happened to be around in this country an’ muscled in last night. Because I reckon it wouldn’t be the first time you muscled in on somethin’; but Siegella, who is a dirty double-crossin’ wop, has given us the air, an’ given it to us good, an’ we don’t feel so hot about it.”

I nod.

“Wasn’t you in with him on this thing originally?” I ask.

“You betcha,” says Lottie, stubbin’ her cigarette out. “I’m telling you we found the money for this job.”

I get interested.

“So what?” I say.

“Here’s the way it is,” she goes on. “Last year a guy who is fronting for Siegella comes to Goyaz an’ Kastlin, an’ tells us that there is a hell of an idea goin’, nothing more or less than snatching Miranda van Zelden. But he says that this thing has got to be done in a big way. He reckons that the girl will be goin’ to Europe within the next eight or nine months, an’ the idea is to snatch her some place out of the States. Now it is stickin’ out a foot that two things is required for this job. One is plenty dough and the other is a boat. That’s where Goyaz an’ Kastlin here come in on the job, because Goyaz is the only guy in the States who has got a seagoin’ boat with a proper captain and crew who know how to work an’ who can mind their own business and not shoot off their mouths about what’s goin’ on aboard.

“Well, it looks as if Siegella is pretty clever this time because he has one hell of an idea for raisin’ the dough. Just before this meetin’ Siegella has muscled in on the Lacassar mob’s racket, but Jake Lacassar ain’t feelin’ so good about the deal he is getting from the wop, an’ Siegella reckons to kill two birds with one stone, to get the money out of Lacassar an’ to get rid of Lacassar at the same time.

“Well, it’s easy. An idea is put up to Jake that it will be a good thing to stick up the National Farmers Bank in Arkansas. This job is easy an’ Jake says O.K., but Siegella has got a double-cross waiting for him because the idea is that after the stick-up Jake Lacassar an’ the three boys who are pullin’ the job with him are going to change cars at the cross roads near Little Rock.

“Siegella’s guy suggests that the Goyaz boys shall be waitin’ there with a new car, but that instead of changing cars and letting Lacassar make a getaway, they bump him an’ the three boys and take the dough. This kills two birds with one stone. It finances the Miranda snatch an’ it gets rid of Jake.

“Well, it works. Three of the Goyaz boys wait around for these mugs on the cross road on Little Rock an’ when Jake Lacassar’s car comes they let him an’ his mob have it. They hi-jack the dough and it is handed over to Siegella.

“Now everythin’ is hunky dory. We have the jack. We have got the boat. A set-up is all laid out. Now you can betcha life that it cost Goyaz an’ Fritz here plenty money to get that boat over from the States; plenty money to get that crowd aboard so as to make it look like a party, but when we get over here an’ contact with Siegella he gives us the air. He pulls some phoney story about not likin’ Fritz here, an’ he tells Goyaz that if he don’t like it he can go an’ give himself a coupla hot baths.

“It looks like he has bought himself a steam yacht with some of the dough that we hi-jacked outa Lacassar, so he’s sittin’ pretty.

“Well, what can we do? Siegella has got a bunch of gorillas over here that would just burn babies for the fun of doin’ it, so Goyaz has to say yes, but he don’t like it, neither does Fritz, an’ neither do I.”

If you could have seen this jane sittin’ there with her eyes glitterin’ like a rattlesnake, you bet she could have done something’ pretty to Siegella if she had him tied up. She gives herself another cigarette.

“Well, can you blame us if we tried to slip one across him, Lemmy?” she asks. “We made a big play that we was fadin’ out of the job, but Goyaz has an idea that it’s goin’ to be easy to get this van Zelden dame to go aboard any boat where there’s a game goin’ on.

“An’ he’s right. Some of our boys have already got fed-up with the whole works an’ gone back to the States, but there’s still a bunch of us stickin’ together round here, an’ we are reckoning that we can pull this Miranda snatch ourselves.

“An’ I reckon it would have come off except for two things, one is a smart private dick called Gallat who is keepin’ tabs on Miranda an’ he somehow gets a line that she is comin’ down on the boat. This guy Gallat an’ some other mug that we don’t know come aboard an’ instead of playin’ them along nice and quiet Goyaz, who is feeling brave for once, has to put a lotta hot work in with a gun. By this time — nobody knows why — you’re stringin’ along in this thing, Lemmy, an’ the upshot of this bezusus is that with Goyaz dead — an’ we don’t know who bumped him but we reckon it must have been Yonnie Malas — Frenchie, the skipper of the boat tells Kastlin he’s pullin’ out good an’ quick. There is one hell of a row an’ what with some of the guys we’ve got on that boat going funny an’ one or two other little things that is happenin’ around there, Fritz here began to get a bit jagged about the nerves, so he comes ashore an’ let’s the boat go.

“Now here’s the thing. You ain’t done so bad outa this, Lemmy. You hi-jacked Goyaz for twenty grand, ten grand he took outa the van Zelden piece, an’ an extra ten you took for luck. Well, that ain’t so bad to start with, is it?”

I grin.

“It’s all right,” I say, “but what’s twenty grand to me? I’ve had jack before, you know. Twenty grand won’t get me no place.”

“You betcha,” she says, “but I reckon we can still make some real money outa this Miranda business, Lemmy.”

I give myself another drink.

“Well, spill it, Lottie,” I say, “I’m burnin’ to hear the answer.”

“It’s easy,” she says. “You can take it from me that Siegella is goin’ to pull this snatch, an’ he’s goin’ to do it quick. Now we ain’t quite dead from the neck up, an’ it looks to us as if you’re workin’ in with him.

“Now with Goyaz runnin’ the mob, we wasn’t so good, but I reckon if you was runnin’ it, Lemmy, we could get some place, an’ I reckon we could pull a fast one on that wop, because you’re tough, you’ve got brains an’ you’ve been runnin’ around in the States for years doin’ what you like an’ nobody’s got their hooks into you.

“Siegella reckoned to get three million outa this snatch, an’ here’s our proposition. Come over to us, take over the mob here — we’ve got nine good boys — muscle in on the Siegella business an’ snatch this dame ourselves. Well, how do you like it?”

“It looks all right to me,” I say, “how do I break?”

“We’ve talked that over,” she says, “we reckon that you take two million an’ we’ll split the third. That’s pretty good terms, ain’t it, Lemmy?”

“It suits me,” I say. “But how do we get this dame out of England, because you know these English cops are pretty hot an’ although they ain’t got any idea what’s goin’ on over here, if they start smellin’ around they can be very funny, an’ another thing is they tell me you can’t graft ’em either.”

“That’s right enough,” she says, “but don’t it stand to reason that Siegella has got his boat stuck around somewhere? Why shouldn’t we play along an’ let him snatch this girl? If we can get our hooks on that boat we’ve got him taped.”

“It’s an idea, Lottie,” I say, “but it wants a whole lotta thinkin’ out.”

I think for a minute an’ I make my mind up quick.

“Now listen, you boys,” I say, “I’m goin’ to tell you somethin’. Siegella is goin’ to snatch this dame on Saturday. I happen to know because I’m the guy who is gettin’ her down to the place where she’s goin’ to get it. Now I am coming in with you, I am running this mob, an’ I am taking two-thirds of the dough. Another thing, you’re goin’ to do what I tell you an’ like it from now on. Believe me,” I say, “I would also like to slip one into Siegella, an’ I reckon we can do it.

“Now listen, I reckon we don’t need no boat, because it looks to me like this Miranda jane is beginnin’ to get herself interested in me personally. I got an idea that I can play that dame along. Siegella’s plan is this. When I’ve got her down to this dump on Saturday, I suppose he’s goin’ to give her the works an’ tell her what the game is. I’m supposed to come back to London an’ put the call through for the ransom money. After that I’m supposed to be through.

“I don’t know where they’re goin’ to take her, where they’ve got the boat or anythin’ else, an’ Siegella ain’t likely to tell me, because that wop don’t trust me further than he could throw a coupla baby elephants.

“Now here’s the thing. We gotta fix it so that on Saturday or Sunday your mob is way down in the country near this dump of Siegella’s, stickin’ under cover. We have got to wait until Siegella has let the van Zelden dame know what the works is. Instead of me coming back to town an’ puttin’ any ransom call through, I reckon I gotta stick around. We have got to pick our time an’ hi-jack Miranda. In other words we’ve got to do another big rescue act.

“An’ we’ve got to try an’ do this nice an’ quiet. Maybe there’ll be shootin’ an’ maybe there won’t. If there is any we have got to do it, but if we can do without it we’ve got to.

“Now get this. Once we have got Miranda back in London away from that mob, we got Siegella where we want him because we’ve got a criminal charge on him an’ Miranda herself can prove it. You’ve got to realise,” I tell ’em, “that nobody in this country has got a thing on Siegella, an’ until he actually pulls that snatch everythin’ is O.K. legally, but once he’s done it an’ we’re sittin’ pretty with Miranda, why it’s just easy.

“It looks to me as if when Siegella has found out that he’s beat there’s only one thing he can do, he’s got to take his boat an’ scram back to the States just in case Miranda goes callin’ coppers around here, and then we are well away.

“We are sittin’ pretty with the dame, an’ we go back to my original scheme. One that I came over for.”

Lottie looks at me an’ raises her eyebrows. She grins.

“An’ what was that, Lemmy?” she says.

“Just this,” I say. “I reckon I’m goin’ to get Miranda to come over to France with me, an’ I reckon I’m goin’ to marry her, an’ I reckon that when old man van Zelden hears I’ve done it, he’s got to pay plenty money to get his one an’ only daughter out of a marriage with a first-class mobster like I am, especially havin’ regard to the fact that I have saved this jane from being kidnapped about three times.

“It’s soft an’ it’s easy. The only tough part is hi-jacking this dame from Siegella.”

Lottie gives herself another drink. Round the room I can see the boys grinnin’.

“Gee, Lemmy,” says Lottie, “you’ve got one helluva brain.”

I tell her to lay off of that sorta stuff, because compliments don’t mean a thing to a guy like me, an’ I then proceed to get the set-up for this job. I have to be pretty spry about what I am doin’ because I am thinkin’ from two ways at once. First I am thinkin’ what is likely to happen to Miranda on Saturday night an’ just how I can cross this wop an’ get away with this dame myself, an’ secondly I have to make the set-up look good an’ legitimate from the Kastlin point of view.

Kastlin himself don’t worry me any because he is a big sucker anyway, an’ anybody could play him along for a mug, but Lottie Frisch is no gargoyle above the neck, that baby knows her stuff I’m tellin’ you, an’ she is one of them cantankerous sorta dames that when she’s crossed-up she’s just as likely to blow a hole in you as the next guy. She’d just have to turn the heat on somebody.

I smoke a coupla cigarettes an’ Lottie gets some coffee an’ we get down to hard cases. It looks like there is five of these guys who has the necessary nerve an’ is tough enough to pull this job off. These are the four guys who bust into me at the Baker Street dump — Merris — the one with the dank hair — Durient, Coyle, a half-breed Canadian, an’ a wop called Spegla; there is also another guy who they tell me is a sorta half-brother of Lottie’s.

It looks like that Lottie has got a Tommy gun that Kastlin — who came off the Princess Cristabel with this half-brother of Lottie’s — has brought with him, an’ I reckon that this will come in plenty useful.

After a bit I give them the say-so. This is how I have got it figured out: Merris, Durient an’ Coyle will go down to this dump Thame on the train very early on Saturday mornin’. They will look around at this Branders End place an’ case the job so that when we start something we know which way they are goin’. These three guys will fix themselves up at some little roadhouse, an’ they will stay inside all day. They will not take any chances of any of Siegella’s gorillas havin’ a look at them.

Late on Saturday night Spegla an’ Lottie’s half-brother Willie Bosco will go down in the car with the Tommy gun, besides which everybody will be carryin’ a rod, if not two.

Now I reckon that Miranda an’ me will arrive at this Branders End place at about five o’clock on Saturday, an’ I also reckon that Siegella is not goin’ to pull anything at all that day. He’ll have this party he’s talking about an’ when it’s over, good an’ early on Sunday mornin’, I reckon he will wise up Miranda as to the real situation an’ — carryin’ out his usual layout — will get her to write a letter to old van Zelden askin’ him to pay the dough good an’ quick, so that this letter will reach Pa van Zelden about five or six days after he has got the say-so over the long-distance telephone, an’ will gyp him up a bit over gettin’ the money.

Well, I reckon that Miranda will put up one helluva show an’ that she won’t write the letter an’ that Siegella will get burned up an’ will start workin’ on this dame good an’ plenty. If it goes like this then he is goin’ to get her aboard his boat — whereever he has got it — on Sunday and scram out of it.

So it looks to me that everything that we are goin’ to pull has gotta be pulled early on Sunday mornin’. I fix this time because I reckon everybody will be sorta thinkin’ that the job is O.K. an’ maybe most of the gorillas will be blind to the world.

Lottie says yes to all this. She reckons it’s the works, so the set-up is that about midnight on Saturday night Merris an’ the rest of the boys will meet at some place near Branders End. They will get up as close as they can an’ that I will look out for them an’ make a contact. Then as soon as I get a break I bust out of it with Miranda an’ if any of Siegella’s mob start to get funny then Merris an’ the boys will turn on the heat an’ cover up my getaway.

Once we get away we stand a chance because Siegella will be all set to leave anyhow an’ he will have to get out of it somehow just in case Miranda takes it into her little head to go about shoutin’ the story around town.

Well, we sit around and we talk this thing out until we have got all the details fixed and everybody knows just what they are doin’ on the schedule.

An’ it is fixed that Willie Bosco is to be my contact man, an’ that on Saturday afternoon when I call down at the Carlton for Miranda he will fix to slip me a note givin’ me a plan of what the neighbourhood is like down there. I reckon this will be safe enough because by that time Siegella will have taken his tails off me.

Havin’ fixed all this I say goodnight to this mob, an’ I scram outa the hotel by the back door — like I come in. It is good an’ late, but I walk around by Hyde Park for a bit turnin’ things over in my mind, an’ I come to the conclusion that I am takin’ a big chance if I trust this Lottie Frisch an’ the Kastlin crowd all the way.

After all it is as sure as anythin’ that there ain’t nothin’ to stop this crowd pullin’ a fast one on me after we have crossed up Siegella an’ I know the mobs too well to take any chances.

But still I reckon that pullin’ in with Lottie an’ the remains of Goyaz’ mob is goin’ to help me some in fixin’ Siegella an’ you gotta take a chance sometimes.

I am pretty satisfied with things in my mind when I get back home. I open the front door an’ start walkin’ up the stairs which is a thing I do not like, but naturally the lift ain’t workin’ an’ I am feelin’ good an’ tired.

Just when I am goin’ up the last few stairs an’ my eyes are on a level with the landin’ above me I look along the passage an’ I see a light under the door of my sittin’ room.

I stop an’ have a meetin’ about this. What guy is in my sittin’ room anyway? It might be Siegella an’ it might be Constance, but I reckon that neither of these is goin’ to hang around an’ wait for me when they could phone.

I slip out my gun an’ gum-shoe along. When I get to the door I throw it open an’ step into the room.

Sittin’ in an arm-chair in front of the electric fire is Miranda’s maid — the jane I have got the date with. She looks good an’ cold to me an’ she has a coat wrapped round her.

I told you this dame is a neat piece. She has got a nice fresh skin, an’ big blue eyes, an’ her face is open an’ frank like she was one of them dames — an’ they are few an’ far between they tell me — who just couldn’t pull a fast one even if she was paid for it.

She gets up, as I throw my hat on a chair, an’ put the shootin’ iron back in its holster.

“Well, if it ain’t Sadie,” I say. “Well, baby, who’s been run over or what; or is it my sex-appeal? How long you been here?”

She gulps.

“I been waitin’ for hours I guess, Mr. Caution,” she says, “because I’m worried sick an’ I don’t know what to do. So I thought I’d come around an’ ask you an’ I got round here just before midnight.

“I told the valet that it was important that I just gotta see you, an’ he said that he didn’t know when you’d be in an’ I better wait.”

I tell her to sit down an’ I light myself a cigarette.

“Take it easy, kid,” I say. “There ain’t nothin’ so bad that it couldn’t be worse, an’ anyway worry is bad for the eyes. What’s on your mind?”

“I got this,” she says.

She hands me an envelope an’ inside is a letter. I pull this out an’ I read it an’ as I go along I begin to think that this guy Gallat was not such a mug as I thought he was.

The letter is addressed to Miss Sadie Greene, care of Miss Miranda van Zelden at the Carlton Hotel, an’ it says like this:



Dear Miss Greene — 

I am only writing you because it is necessary that I make a contact with someone close to Miss van Zelden.

I am a private inquiry agent employed by Mr. van Zelden for the purpose of keeping near Miss van Zelden and maintaining some sort of protective influence. You will know her aptitude for making strange friends and seeking thrills and excitement which are not always conducive to her safety.

I have contacted a servant at the Carlton and it seems that Miss van Zelden has disappeared. I have also contacted two other men, one of whom purports to be an investigator to an insurance society which carries Miss van Zelden’s jewellery insurance.

At the instigation of these people I am going down to the Isle of Mersea as they tell me that Miss van Zelden is there.

But candidly, I am not quite satisfied in my mind. I feel that a closer check should in future be kept on Miss van Zelden’s movements, and I propose when I return from this journey to contact you and, with your help, to maintain a closer watch on Miss van Zelden in the future. I am relying on your assistance and help because you know that this is what her father would desire you to do.

Naturally you will say nothing of this to Miss van Zelden who objects strongly to any sort of surveillance.

I shall therefore get into touch with you almost as soon as you receive this. If I do not contact you by midnight on the day of the receipt of this letter then you may take it that something serious has happened and I would like you to telephone at once to Scotland Yard the English Police headquarters and after showing them this letter request their assistance.

I am, Yours truly,

Robert Gallat.”



I folded the letter up, wonderin’ as I did so, just what this dame has done.

“I got that this mornin’, Mr. Caution,” she says, “an’ I been waitin’ all day to see if this Mr. Gallat turned up, but there’s never even been a smell of him. Tonight about eleven o’clock I thought I would ring up the Police like he said, an’ then I reckoned that if I done this an’ Miss van Zelden got to hear of it, she’d give me the air just as soon as she could hand it out.

“Then I thought of you. I knew you’d been with her wherever she was, because you brought her back, an’ I sorta liked you. Say, Mr. Caution, what am I to do?”

I grin over at her.

“You’re a good kid,” I say, “but you’re worrying that little head of yours over nothin’. This guy Gallat is a proper punk, I’m tellin’ you, an’ the fact of the matter is he has been made a sucker out of.

“This is the way it was,” I says, “this guy Gallat thinks he is one helluva dick, an’ so some of the boys — friends of Miss van Zelden’s — strung him along that she had gone over to France. So the big sap went over there after her, an’ I suppose he wrote that just before he went.

“Anyhow,” I say, “you don’t have to think about it. You can take it from me that everything’s O.K.”

She looks relieved an’ so am I because I have got the jitters about this business. That letter of Gallat’s might have caused plenty trouble if she’d gone flashin’ it around the place.

“Gee, I’m glad, Mr. Caution,” she says. “I was gettin’ myself worried about all this business an’ I just didn’t know what to do. You know it’s not so easy bein’ maid to Miss van Zelden. She’s very easy to upset an’ I wouldn’t do that for the world. Well, I’m glad I came an’ I reckon I’d better be goin’ along now.”

She gets up an’ I go over an’ give her a squeeze, an’ she likes it.

While she has been talkin’ I have been doin’ some fast thinkin’, an’ I have got a set-up in my mind that looks to me as if I can look after myself down at this Branders End place supposin’ I can get this Sadie Greene to listen to reason an’ do what I want her to.

“You don’t want to go yet, baby,” I tell her, “because I wanna talk to you. I’m glad you come around here tonight because I got something on my mind about Miss van Zelden that I was goin’ to tell you when I saw you.

“It ain’t anything to get worried about, it’s just a little thing you can do that would maybe save a whole lotta bother, an’ you won’t be doin’ yourself any harm neither because when I get back to the States I reckon I’m goin’ to tell old man van Zelden that you did your stuff an’ I reckon he’ll probably slip you a very nice present.”

She looks pleased.

“I reckon I’ll do anything I can for anybody,” she says, “an’ I would certainly like to please Mr. van Zelden.”

I tell her to sit down, then I go off an’ make some coffee an’ I bring it back. I give her some an’ a cigarette an’ I proceed to tell her one helluva story, because I have got it figured out that she can’t do any harm anyhow an’ if she strings along then I reckon I can protect myself against anything that Lottie and the Goyaz boys might try to pull down at Thame.

She sits there holdin’ her coffee cup an’ lookin’ at me with her big blue eyes.

“Listen, honey,” I tell her. “Here’s the way it is.”


IX. HOT MONEY
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SHE SITS THERE drinkin’ coffee an’ smoking a cigarette an’ lookin’ at me, an’ I proceed to tell her the hell of a tale. I tell her how I am goin’ down to some house party with Miss van Zelden on Saturday afternoon an’ the guy who is giving this house party is very keen on the van Zelden dame. I tell her that I am goin’ along because I have got an idea in my head that this feller may try to get funny, an’ that she need not worry because if there is any nonsense I will knock seventeen different kinds of r hell outa this guy.

She falls for this all right. She tells me she knows just how it is an’ there is always a certain type of guy who does not know how to be fond of women without makin’ himself objectionable. I say fine an’ I see she has got the whole idea.

I then go on to tell her that it looks to me like this party might be a bit rough, an’ that her coming round to see me tonight over this Gallat business has given me a swell idea. I say that I am goin’ to suggest to her that without sayin’ anything at all to Miss van Zelden she should put herself in the train on Saturday evening about six o’clock an’ take herself down to some hotel in the neighbourhood and just stick around there just in case this party should get so rough that I might decide to take Miss van Zelden away.

“I get it, Mr. Caution,” she says, “you mean if this party gets really sort of objectionable like, you bring Miss van Zelden back to me an’ I can look after her at the hotel.”

“You’ve got it, Sadie,” I say, “an’ there’s another little thing you might do. Suppose everythin’ goes O.K. an’ the party is nice an’ quiet, then I reckon you’ll want to be back at the Carlton Hotel in case Miss van Zelden comes back some time Sunday.”

She says yes, she reckons that’s how it is. I then arrange with her that she should telephone from the hotel at which she is stayin’ at Thame to the Branders End House. I tell her she can get the number from the inquiry directory. I also tell her I reckon she should stick around until about three o’clock on Sunday morning an’ if by that time she ain’t seen Miss van Zelden or me, she is to phone through to the Branders End House and ask to speak to me.

Now I reckon this is a wise move on my part because I calculate that by three o’clock on Sunday morning I shall know just how the works are down at Branders End, that Siegella will either have shown his hand an’ we shall have crossed him up an’ got Miranda out of it or else having done so Lottie Frisch an’ her mob will have had time to try any funny business that they’re goin’ to try. If they do then havin’ this girl around at the hotel in the neighbourhood is goin’ to be pretty useful for me.

First of all I can park Miranda there if I am in a jam, an’ secondly I have got somebody who can do some heavy phoning if I want ’em to.

While Sadie is gettin’ herself another cup of coffee, I go an’ get the ABC directory an’ look round for an hotel. Then with the aid of an A.A. map that I get off the valet I find some place called the Hollybush Hotel which is about fifteen miles from this Branders End place.

This looks like the only place that would be suitable for Sadie because I do not want her stuck around anywhere near Branders End where any of the mob could get wise as to what we was at. The only bad thing about this hotel is that it is off the main road, an’ the road leadin’ from Branders End to this place is a bad one, an’ it is goin’ to take a bit of time to drive over. Still I reckon if I ain’t in a hurry the road won’t matter, an’ if I am I won’t be able to let it matter, so that’s that.

Maybe you might think I was a mug for pullin’ Sadie Greene in on this racket, but what’s a guy to do? I reckoned I was goin’ to be stuck down there at this Branders End right in the middle of the finest bunch of thugs that ever went after some jack. I am also goin’ to be totin’ around a very temperamental dame — this Miranda woman — an’ the idea of having somebody who looks as if they was at least straighter than a corkscrew somewhere around the neighbourhood looks good to me.

While Sadie is drinkin’ her second cup of coffee, I do some more come-on stuff with her. I tell her that she has got the loviest eyes that I ever saw except maybe some film star that I once knew by accident up Hollywood way, an’ by the time I have finished doin’ my stuff with this dame she is ready to eat outa my hand.

When I have got her nice an’ docile I tell her that when she rings me through at the Branders End dump she is to do it at three o’clock in the mornin’ sharp, an’ when she speaks to me if everything is O.K. then I will tip her off, in which case she can get up early on Sunday mornin’ an’ get back to the Carlton so that she’s there if Miranda should decide to go back that day. If everythin’ ain’t all right I can tell her so an’ tell her what I want to do.

I’m feelin’ not so good about this telephone call because I have not got any idea what is goin’ to be happenin’ around this Branders End at three o’clock, but I have always found you have got to take a chance sometimes.

Sadie falls for all this. It looks like this dame is an adventurous sorta cuss, an’ I think she is rather enjoying the idea of stringin’ around on this thing. I give her a hundred dollars as a sweetener, an’ when she’s finished her coffee I go downstairs an’ I look up an’ down the street. There ain’t nobody around. I go upstairs an’ tip her off that she can go, an’ she goes.

I now think that there is nothing else that I can do about this job. I have just got to sit down an’ wait an’ see what happens, but I reckon I can cross up Siegella with the Goyaz boys, an’ that if they try anything funny afterwards I’ve got to rely on usin’ this dame Sadie Greene to get me out of it. I then go to bed.

Next day is Friday, an’ I stick around an’ don’t do anything very much. I called off the date I had to eat chop-suey with Sadie Greene because I reckon there is not very much sense my being seen around any more with this dame at this moment. I stick around most of the day an’ smoke because I reckon that Siegella will maybe get in touch with me some time during the day, an’ I am right about this because at seven o’clock Constance arrives.

She is lookin’ pretty swell an’ is wearing an outfit that would knock your eye out. Siegella is evidently very fond of this dame, because he buys her plenty clothes.

Constance gives me the tip off that everything is ready, that Siegella an’ the boys have already gone down to Branders End, an’ that they will be expecting me about five o’clock next day.

She tells me the idea is that I shall stick around there on Saturday night, when she says there is goin’ to be a nice party, an’ that I shall leave on Sunday morning, which makes my idea look right that Siegella will not try anything on Saturday night.

Connie says that when I come back on Sunday I am to stick around until she either sees me or telephones me either on Sunday night or Monday morning an’ lets me know the name of the guy I am to telephone in New York, the feller who is going to make the contact with van Zelden an’ get him to ring me.

I tell her this is all fine. Then I ask her just what the wop is goin’ to do with Miranda on Sunday. She smiles.

“Listen, Lemmy,” she says, “you oughta know better than that. Curiosity killed the cat, didn’t it? I reckon that when you’ve got that jane down there an’ come back here, your job’s done. All you’ve got to do is to take your money an’ sit pretty.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” I say, “but you’re forgettin’ one little thing. I reckon one of the things that you was thinkin’ of when you pulled me in on this job is that I’ve been pretty clever in my time at gettin’ outa jams. Now it is all very well for you to say that when I get this dame down there I’m finished, an’ that’s O.K. so long as somebody don’t start somethin’ afterwards an’ the cops don’t get to hear about it. If they do I reckon I ain’t finished. But what I want to know is that Siegella has got this job so laid out that there ain’t goin’ to be no comeback.”

She laughs.

“Be your age, Lemmy,” she says, “you oughta know better than that. Don’t you know Ferdie well enough to know that he looks at everythin’ about six hundred times before he moves an inch. That guy is the most cautious an’ the most desperate feller that I ever struck. He cases a job until there ain’t no possibility of a mistake, an’ I reckon he’s got this Miranda thing worked out fine.

“Anyway, nobody ain’t goin’ to talk to coppers, Lemmy,” she says, “or anybody else, because you can take it from me that if Siegella just as much as smells somethin’ that looks like a dick’s grandfather, he’ll put a coupla bullets into this dame an’ scram. After which I reckon we can all look after ourselves. You’re gettin’ plenty money for this job, you know, Lemmy.”

I say alright because it looks as if Connie is not very keen on tellin’ me anything, an’ I think it will not be a good play to try an’ find anything out now.

“O.K., Connie, I say, “I guess I don’t wanta hear anything that I shouldn’t, only “ — an’ I look at her with a come-on look in my eye— “I guess I wanted to know when I was goin’ to see you again.”

She thinks this over for a bit an’ then she says:

“You’ll be seein’ me alright, Lemmy, I guess I’ll be knockin’ around town some time on Monday mornin’ an’ I can contact you some place. Maybe I’ll phone you.”

Now this gets me thinkin’ because if Connie is goin’ to hang around town on Monday next it looks to me as if she ain’t goin’ along with Siegella after he has pulled the Miranda snatch. Maybe just he an’ one or two other guys are aimin’ to make a quick getaway with the Miranda dame an’ don’t want any other women stringin’ along.

I give Constance a drink an’ then she looks at her watch an’ says that she guesses she’d better be getting along, as she is drivin’ down to Branders End right away.

She stays on for a few minutes an’ we wisecrack a bit, an’ then she comes over an’ gives me one of them kisses I told you about — you know the sort that makes you feel as if your hair’s standin’ on end — an’ then she scrams out of it.

I see her to the door an’ we shake hands.

“Well, you great big beautiful brute,” says Constance, “I reckon I’ll be seein’ you, an’ don’t you go makin’ a play for the Miranda bit on the way down. I know you an’ your little ways with the dames.”

“Hooey, Magnificent,” I say, “since I seen you I ain’t even looked at a woman — they just don’t mean a thing to me, an’ I wear your picture next my heart an’ it’s burnt a hole in my undervest.”

Constance smiles at me as she steps into her roadster.

“You’re the little smart guy, ain’t you, Lemmy?” she says. “Well, baby, you wait till we got this Miranda business in the can, an’ when we’re all sittin’ pretty then I guess I’ll have a little time to devote to you. Goodnight, sweetheart, an’ don’t do anything I wouldn’t do myself.”

She slips in the gear an’ she goes off, an’ I stand there lookin’ after the car. This Constance is a funny dame I’m tellin’ you. She’s that sorta woman that you never quite know how to take; you never know whether you’d do yourself more good with her by rushin’ her or by standin’ off an’ usin’ the old ice-box tactics. She’s one of them janes that you never really get to know.

But she is also one of them janes that causes all the trouble. When I look back an’ I remember all the stuff I’ve seen in my time, an’ the tricks that the mobs have pulled, one thing is always stickin’ out a mile an’ that is the fact that there would be durn little crime if it wasn’t for women like Connie. Fellers get into rackets because they want to buy some dame swell clothes, because they wanta make her, or because they wanta look like great big he-men, so they get around the place, shootin’ and racketin’, bumpin’ off coppers an’ each other, heistin’ banks, snatchin’ people and generally kicking hell out of everything.

I once read in some magazine that crime costs the American people four million dollars a year, an’ I reckon if somebody had dipped Constance in a bucket of cold water five minutes after she was born that maybe the U.S. taxpayers would have saved one million, which shows you that I think this dame is pretty good.

But as far as I am concerned she makes me wonder whether she is a bit batty over me or whether she is just jollyin’ me along and does the same to every other guy.

After a minute or two I go upstairs again, an’ mix myself a highball. I’m just sinkin’ this drink, when the telephone goes an’ this time it is Willie Bosco. I gave him my number at the Parkside meetin’, in case anything urgent should break that he wanted to contact me over.

“Listen, Lemmy,” he says. “Everything is nice an’ orderly. Siegella and his bunch left town about two hours ago. We watched ’em drive off an’ I been stickin’ around your place just to see if I could contact you an’ talk about this Branders End place.

“I just seen that dame of Siegella’s leave your apartment an’ I reckoned that it would be O.K. to telephone you.”

“O.K., Willie,” I say, but I am doin’ some hot thinkin’ while I am sayin’ it because it is a new one on me that Lottie an’ Kastlin should know where Siegella was hangin’ out in London — which was a thing that I didn’t even know myself — so that they can watch him go off, an’ I am wonderin’ just how many more things they know that I don’t.

He goes on:

“We got the ground cased out, Lemmy,” he says. “Here’s the way it goes. This place Branders End is a big swell sorta house standin’ in its own grounds, about a quarter mile off the main road. There is a wall around the grounds but not enough to keep anybody out.

“There is a sorta lawn all round the house an’ paths leadin’ off this lawn to different gates in the wall. At the back of the house is a thick shrubbery place an’ there is two paths leadin’ through this. One of these paths leads to a gate in the wall directly facin’ the centre of the back of the house, an’ the other path which is just a little one, a sorta footpath, leads to some place where the wall has broken in an’ you can get through. Now this path is the one for you because we reckon that Merris will stick around by the wall at the end of this path from late Saturday night until the time when you contact him an’ give the word to blow the works. On the other side of the wall, near this path, is an old road runnin’ through some trees that leads to the main London road. We reckon we can park two cars here an’ make a swell getaway.

“Now we had a whole lotta luck. Coyle went down last night an’ nosed around this place an’ he found a furnished cottage not a quarter mile from this Branders End dump that was for rent. So we took this place for a month an’ paid for it, an’ the gang’s there. They’re stayin’ under cover an’ they got the car parked in some bushes at the back of the cottage. Nobody is goin’ to put his foot outside the cottage until the balloon goes up so there ain’t a chance of Siegella gettin’ to know a thing.

“I’m goin’ down late tonight with Lottie, who reckons that she might as well be in on this job. We are leavin’ Kastlin behind because anyway he is a mug an’ likely to ball things up at the last minute by gettin’ het-up an’ jittery.

“I am takin’ the T. gun an’ half a dozen pineapple bombs in the car with me an’ we shall go straight to the cottage an’ park the car in the bushes with the other one. Both cars will be loaded up with petrol an’ ready for a quick scram tomorrow night. We have got all the roads cased out an’ if you say yes we reckon to do this:

“When we’ve snatched this dame we run straight across country, back to London, through London to Camber. Lottie has it fixed that we got a thirty-foot motor-launch waitin’ for us at a place near there where there’s a sea-wall, near Dymchurch. We run both cars into the sea an’ ditch ’em there, take this boat an’ land on the French coast early Sunday mornin’. Kastlin is fixin’ fake passports for the lot of us an’ one for this Miranda jane, because Lottie reckons to slip her a coupla Spanish drops that will keep this dame quiet good an’ plenty, an’ we can say she is a sick jane. Directly we make Paris, we are O.K. because Lottie has plenty connections over there an’ we can lay low an’ let you handle the thing the way you want. How does that go?”

“It doesn’t go at all,” I say. “It’s all O.K. except that French stuff. We ain’t goin’ any place except London when we have got that jane. There ain’t no reason to scram over to France an’ it’s out an’ that’s all there is to it.”

“That’s O.K., Lemmy,” he says. “If you say so, only Lottie is afraid that if Siegella gets burned up he is just as likely to start a gun battle in the middle of Hyde Park as not. You know that guy, he ain’t got no sense of decency at all, an’ he just don’t give a hell for anything if somebody gets him good an’ annoyed.”

“I’m chancin’ that, Willie,” I say. “An’ with the exception of the pleasure cruise the set-up’s O.K.

“Now get this: I’m arrivin’ down there with Miranda about somewhere between five an’ six tomorrow evenin’. There’s goin’ to be a party an’ I reckon that everybody will have a first-class jag on by about eleven o’clock. You tell Merris that at twelve-thirty I’m goin’ to get outa that house somehow an’ get along that path through the shrubbery at the back — the one that leads to the hole in the wall. You tell him that he’s gotta be stickin’ around there at twelve-thirty, because by that time I shall know just what the works look like an’ I shall have got some idea of what we are goin’ to pull.

“All the boys will be standin’ by from that time on, an’ the cars ready with the engines runnin’ but no lights on, at the back of this cottage.

“One of these cars will have to be ready to come down to this hole in the wall if I say so, an’ you wanta see that the boys drivin’ these buses know their business.

“Every guy has gotta have a silencer on his gun, an’ if you gotta use that Tommy gun, which is a thing I don’t want, then you’d better fire the thing through an old blanket or a cushion or somethin’ just so that the inhabitants don’t get the idea that somebody’s declared war on England some more. Another thing is that if I find any guy has been drinkin’ too much I guess I’m goin’ to beat him up with a piece of lead pipe.

“The last thing is that when you an’ Lottie get down there tonight you get into that cottage an’ no guy is to stick his nose out of it except Merris, an’ he stays there until it’s time for him to contact me tomorrow night. Got it, Willie?”

“I got it, boss,” he says. “Well, here we go an’ good luck.”

“O.K., Willie,” I say, “an’ the same to you an’ here’s mud in your eye and a million dollars.”

I hang up.

I reckon that you guys have heard of somethin’ called instinct, well that is a thing that I have got. After all it stands to reason that a feller cannot get around with the mobs the way I have for the last two-three years without gettin’ an idea ahead of the starter that something hot is blowin’, and I get just this idea after the talk I have just had with Willie Bosco — nothin’ definite, mind you, just a sorta vague idea that there’s something wrong somewhere.

All this stuff about thirty-foot launches an’ takin’ Miranda over to France all sounds screwy to me after I have taken the trouble I have to explain to these guys that I can handle this thing nice an’ easy if I am left to myself an’ allowed to hand Miranda the stuff I figured out.

Another thing that I do not like is that Willie Bosco should telephone me instead of slipping me the layout on my way down to pick up Miranda as arranged. It is a fact that I have given this guy my telephone number so that he can contact me in case of some urgent slip-up, but I have not asked him to telephone the set-up through to me, because I know by experience that telephone conversations can be very hot things sometimes an’ talking over a telephone can be as bad as talkin’ too much to a dame.

I am doin’ a lot of considerin’ as I get into a dressing gown an’ figure out just where I am breakin’.

First of all this guy Siegella is not to be priced cheap. He has got a brain an’ he is as reckless as a coupla rattlesnakes when it comes to the push. If Siegella is crossed murder don’t mean a thing to him an’ he would just as soon bump off any guy who crossed him up as he would look at him twice, even if the bump meant that the wop had got to fry in the chair for it.

An’ I am not too certain that Siegella ain’t got an idea that I am trying something crooked. If I was him I would think so.

Another thing. Supposin’, just for the sake of argument, the wop should pull a very fast one on me. Supposin’ that after I have got Miranda down there he figures out that there is no further necessity for my kickin’ around. If he got an idea like this into his headpiece I reckon it would take him about four minutes to give me the heat an’ chuck me in the sewer. After all he has bumped plenty fellers before an’ got away with it.

Also it is goin’ to be very simple for him to get some other guy to telephone the call through to the man in New York who is to contact old man van Zelden about the ransom money — any guy could do that.

So this is where I have got to get some sorta scheme to look after myself, just in case somethin’ breaks while I am down at this Branders End place, because although I am a guy who has taken a lotta chances in his lifetime, I have a very strong objection to becomin’ very dead like Gallat or MacFee for a few years, because there are quite plenty things I want a do before I start gettin’ measured up for some angel’s wings an’ totin’ a harp around instead of a Luger automatic.

But here is one place where Siegella has not been quite so wise.

I go into the other room, an’ I open the drawer of my travellin’ trunk, an’ I take out the money that Siegella has given me. Altogether I have got fifteen grand here, all of which is part of the dough that came from the Third National Farmers Bank hold-up in Arkansas. I take this money back into my sitting-room, an’ I get the typewriter which I have got, an’ a sheet of plain paper, an’ I sit down an’ I type a letter to the Assistant Secretary of the American Embassy in London, an’ this is what I say:



DEAR SIR — 

Maybe it would interest you to know that a guy called Lemmy Caution who is over here in this country on a dud passport, has this mornin’ changed fifteen 1,000 dollar notes for English money at the London branch of the Third National Farmers Bank in Pall Mall.

This money is some of the dough that was pinched from the head office of this bank in Arkansas eighteen months ago. You will remember this holdup. It got plenty publicity.

This guy Lemmy Caution is living at the Carfax Apartments on Jermyn Street, and whilst I have not got any proof that he was in this Arkansas hold-up I reckon that the Feds in the States might like to ask him one or two questions about how he got it, because you will know that they are still looking for the guys who pulled that job.

This guy is going off for the weekend he tells me, but I reckon he is coming back to London some time Sunday night, and maybe you would like to slip the word to these English dicks over here so that if they want to ask him any questions about it they can.

I am giving this information because I reckon I aim to be a good citizen, and also because this guy Lemmy Caution once four-flushed me for a century in a poker game, and I reckon here is where I cause him a little inconvenience.”



At the foot of this letter I type the signature “A friend of law and order” — which I think is a good one! An’ I then seal this letter up an’ stamp it because I reckon that next morning I am going down to change this fifteen thousand an’ I am also goin’ to post this letter so that they get it at the Embassy on Saturday night.

Now I reckon if it looks like Siegella is goin’ to pull some funny stuff on me down at this Branders End then I can tell this guy that I have got very good reason to believe that the English dicks will be looking around for me just in order to ask me about this money, an’ that England is not a very big place, an’ that I have read in a book somewhere that these English coppers are very efficient guys an’ have got an old-fashioned way of cleanin’ up anything they go out for.

I reckon that this is goin’ to make Siegella think a bit, because he will know that if I am alive I can get away with some explanation to these coppers, because I have done a lot of explaining to coppers in my time, but that if I am good an’ dead then they are goin’ to want to know why, an’ they are goin’ to keep a very close eye on ports an’ railways so that it won’t be so easy for him to make a getaway with Miranda.

In other words I reckon I have created a situation that will make it look to Siegella, if he is goin’ to get hot with me, that he had better have me kickin’ around alive than dead. After I have done this I give myself a shot of bourbon an’ I light a cigarette. I reckon there ain’t anything else that I can do, an’ from now on this business is in the hand of fate as the guy said when he fell off the skyscraper.

I reckon this Siegella is a clever wop, but when they was handin’ brains out they also handed a few to this baby.

I look up an’ I see myself in the mirror over the mantelpiece, standin’ there with a glass of bourbon in my hand. I hold it up. “Here’s to you, Lemmy,” I say, “an’ Miranda, here’s mud in your eye, an’ good luck all the way.” I drink the bourbon, an’ I go to bed, which as I have told you before is a good place, that is if you like beds.


X. THE SNATCH
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THE SUN IS shining an’ I am feeling like a coupla million dollars as I drive down to Thame with Miranda parked beside me. She has got on some flowered sorta dress with a cunnin’ coat an’ a little hat, an’ she looks like the Queen of Sheba only better. As we are doin’ a mean fifty on a nice piece of road I am thinkin’ to myself that if there wasn’t such a lotta hot business breakin’ round about now that maybe I’d think I was sittin’ pretty for once.

An’ is this dame pleased with herself! I’m tellin’ you that the idea of thinkin’ she’s helpin’ me out of a tough spot is going like jake with Miranda.

When I met her at the Carlton I told her that the dame who is pullin’ this blackmail racket on me has got some letter which could put me on a spot, an’ that I, knowin’ this dame like I do, reckon that she will fall for Miranda an’ that the idea is that Miranda should sorta pal up with this dame — who will be at the party — an’ that later when my girl friend has had a coupla drinks, which I say she is certain to do, that Miranda who has by this time found out which room this wild cat is sleepin’ in will scram upstairs an’ try to lay her hands on the letters. This is as good as anything else I can think of an’ it keeps Miranda quiet, so it’s O.K.

On the way down she is workin’ the pump handle like steam. It is as plain as a breach of promise plaintiff that Miranda is very interested in me, an’ she is askin’ me this an’ that an’ tryin’ to find out everything she can, which, havin’ regard to my come-backs, is just about enough to put in your eye an’ lose it.

It is a quarter to six when we pull in at Branders End, an’ I’m tellin’ you that when Willie Bosco has said that this is a swell place he is just about right. I have seen millionaires’ dumps on Long Island which ain’t got anything on this place.

It is a big house standin’ right back off the main road, an’ round it there is a ten-foot wall. When we go in we go through some big iron gates an’ we drive along a wide carriage drive that winds in an’ out of the lawns an’ trees until we see the house.

Behind the house, in a sorta half-circle, is a thickly wooded bit of ground, and stretchin’ away from the front an’ sides of the lawn around the house I can see the paths that Willie has told me about.

Siegella an’ Constance is waitin’ for us on the front steps an’ behind them is some other people. There is a butler — at least there is some guy called Chicago Bull, who I knew in the States an’ who beat a rap for murder an’ escape — pretendin’ to be a butler — an’ so far as I can see the place is full of people an’ servants an’ what have you. I gotta hand it to Siegella that when he fixes to do somethin’ he certainly does it good.

Constance takes Miranda off to powder her nose, an’ I am still sittin’ in the drivin’ seat when Siegella comes down the steps an’ leans over.

He is grinnin’ like the cat what swallowed the canary an’ he is sure pleased with himself.

“Swell work, Lemmy,” he says. “Now we’re gettin’ some place. I reckon it won’t be long before you’re nearly a millionaire an’ able to buy yourself that chicken farm on Missouri that you wanted.”

I grin back.

“Well so long as the chickens lay gold bricks, that suits me,” I say, an’ I start up the car an’ drive round to the back which is where they tell me the garage is.

Whilst I am handin’ the car over to the guy who looks after the garage I have a look round and get next to the look of the land around the back of the house.

Right behind is a lawn about thirty yards across, an’ on the other side of this is a wood runnin’ round the back of the house. Away on the left I can see a wide pathway runnin’ through the trees, an’ on the right, as I stand facin’ the wood I can see the little footpath that Willie Bosco has told me about.

I reckon that is about all I want to get acquainted with, so I walk back round to the front of the house an’ go in.

Just inside the double doors is a big hall all done in old oak panellin’ an’ lookin’ very good to me if it is a bit dark. Away on the right hand side of this hall there is a bar an’ there is another opposite on the left, an’ there are plenty guys at these bars an’ a lot of janes swillin’ up liquor like they never had a drink before they got down here.

An’ I see plenty folk I know, I’m tellin’ you. All these people are all dressed up an’ lookin’ fit to go to the White House, but here an’ there I pick out guys I have known in the States an’ they are all bad men and proud of it. I reckon that two outa every three guys stickin’ around them bars was a killer an’ some of the women had squeezed a mean guntrigger finger before now, an’ I don’t mean maybe.

An’ there is more than a sprinklin’ of foreign guys around. French an’ Germans mostly an’ a coupla Italians that I don’t know. It looks like Siegella is pullin’ an extra meetin’ of the League of Nations around here.

I go to some room off the hall, an’ I wash up, an’ then I go over to the bar and order myself a double shot of whisky. I get crackin’ with some of these guys an’ everybody is talkin’ nice an’ polite and being perfect little ladies an’ gentlemen so that you would think that none of ’em had ever been inside in their lives, although lookin’ around I reckoned if you added up the jail sentences that there was in that hall you would have enough to last you until the last instalment was paid on the grand pianner, an’ that’s sayin’ something.

Siegella is just gettin’ around sayin’ a word here an’ a word there an’ bein’ the perfect host. I reckon he musta been readin’ it up somewhere because he was good that I will say.

Presently a bell starts ringin’ an’ everybody goes off to dress for dinner. I stay put because I am not dressin’ anyway as I have not brought any dress clothes because I am not stayin’, but I put in some very good work in the bar because the liquor is English liquor an’ it is very good.

After a bit I begin to stroll around and sorta get acquainted with the layout. Right at the back of the hall are some more big doors an’ on the other wise is the dinin’ room. This is a helluva big room with big windows, but they have all got the curtains drawn although it is still daylight. Runnin’ down the centre of the room is the dinin’ table which is already laid an’ I can see that there is seats for about sixty or seventy people.

After a bit I go back to the bar where folks have begun to drink some more, and pretty soon Miranda comes down. It looks like Miranda was rather pleased at bein’ at this party, because she is smilin’ an’ lookin’ about her an’ she tells me that even if the company is a bit strange it’s interesting.

I sit her down at a table in the room on the right of the hall, which is used as a sorta bar-lounge with fellers in white coats servin’ drinks, and I get her a sidecar. She drinks this an’ she asks me where is the dame who is workin’ the black on me, the one who has got the letters, an’ I say that she has ditched me by not comin’ down here, an’ that bein’ so we had better forget her an’ make the best evenin’ we can.

“Alright, Lemmy,” says Miranda. Suddenly her voice changes an’ she becomes sorta confidential. She leans across the little table an’ she says:

“You know, Lemmy, there’s something about you that I like. I don’t know what it is but it’s there. What do you think it is?”

I grin a lot, because I am thinkin’ that if this dame knew what was in the bag for her she wouldn’t be so stuck on me but would pick up her skirts an’ run like a couple of boa-constrictors had come up an’ asked for her telephone number.

Pretty soon after this some guy comes in an’ says that dinner is served an’ we all go into the big dining room. Siegella comes up an’ takes Miranda off an’ I find a card with my name on it half way down the table. Siegella is sittin’ at the top with Miranda on his right hand an’ Connie on his left, an’ I can see him doin’ his stuff an’ talkin’ to Miranda who is smilin’ back and wisecrackin’ with the wop.

Dinner starts an’ it was a good one. I don’t know who organised this thing but it was good an’ the service an’ wine an’ everything was perfect. It was a slow meal though an’ took a whole lot of time, an’ after about an hour I can see that a lot of these guys an’ their dames are beginnin’ to get a bit part worn. There is some guy near me who is already dead drunk, an’ away down the table a coupla janes are tellin’ each other all about it an’ tryin’ to get at each other. Two guys are holdin’ them off an’ laughin’ their heads off.

Near the top of the table, drinkin’ water an’ keepin’ an eye on everything I see Yonnie Malas. When his eye catches mine he slips me a wink an’ I return it. Yonnie is lookin’ pretty well pleased with himself an’ I reckon that he thinks he is goin’ to do himself some good outa this snatch.

Presently, after a helluva time, Constance gets up an’ the women go out. A whole lot of them is not walkin’ so well, an’ one dame who has been mixin’ bacardi with champagne is singin’ a song an’ tryin’ to accompany herself on a silver fruit plate which she thinks is a ukelele.

But all around the room, watchin’ everythin’ an’ behavin’ like a lot of statues, are the servants with the butler — Chicago Bull — supervisin’ everything.

By the time I have got out into the hall it looks like Miranda has disappeared an’ after a minute Constance comes up to me an’ tells me that Siegella has taken her to see some interesting collection of photographs that he has got which is in the drawin’ room upstairs.

I think it is about time that I start to do a little bit of plannin’ for myself, so I take Constance along to the bar in the hall which has now opened up again, an’ I begin to take a lot of liquor an’ to put up a front that I am gettin’ good an’ tight. I can see the little curl on Constance’s lip as I start hiccuppin’ all over the place an’ it looks like she is fallin’ for the line I am puttin’ up.

Pretty soon a whole lot of people go upstairs to the drawin’ room where there is some sorta concert or something goin’ on an’ I take Constance up an’ we sit down on some settee an’ begin to talk. While Connie is sayin’ her piece I look over at Miranda who is lookin’ through the book of pictures with Siegella. She is wearin’ some pretty flowered dress an’ with her blonde hair all wavy she certainly looks a picture. Connie, sittin’ beside me in her black frock with one big diamond brooch an’ her dark eyes an’ black hair is certainly a handsome piece, an’ I think to myself that I could be pretty good an’ comfortable with either of these dames, that is if I had a certificate that Connie wouldn’t cut my throat some time when I was sleepin’.

All the while the waiters an’ people are bringing cigars an’ coffee an’ more liquor, an’ I go on drinkin’ an’ pretendin’ to get more an’ more boozed. After a bit I get up an’ I go down to the hall an’ I get the waiter down there to give me a large glass of bacardi rum. I take the glass in my hand an’ I go outside an’ I gargle with the bacardi an’ then spit it out, after which I go back upstairs, staggerin’ a bit an’ flop down beside Connie. As she turns I breathe at her an’ she pulls a face as the smell of the bacardi hits her.

“Gee, Lemmy, are you a sap?” she says. “Just fancy drinkin’ bacardi after all that champagne an’ stuff you been drinking. If you don’t lay off you’re goin’ to feel good an’ ill before the night’s out.”

I hiccup so it could be heard a mile away.

“You’re tellin’ me, Connie,” I say. “Ain’t that just like my dear l’il sister to worry about her big bad brother. Say, Connie, I reckon that I don’t feel so good, an’ wanna go an’ lie down.”

She gets up.

“Come on, Lemmy,” she says. “You give me a pain in the neck. I thought you was a guy who could carry his liquor.”

I start mumblin’ a lotta stuff about not feelin’ very well all day, an’ she takes me along a passage on the first floor an’ shows me into some bedroom an’ tells me to lie down for a bit an’ then wash up in the bathroom that communicates outa the bedroom an’ then come back to the drawin’ room.

I say O.K. an’ I lie down on the bed an’ pretend that I have fallen asleep. I lay there breathin’ like a coupla elephants an’ she is standin’ by the bedside watchin’ me.

After a bit she switches off the light an’ I can hear her singing hey-nonny-nonny as she goes. She is a cool cuss — this Connie.

After a minute I get up an’ go over to the window. I look out and see that this room I am in is on the west side of the house lookin’ towards the front an’ that there is a drain pipe within arm’s reach of the window an’ that I can use this to shin down to the ground.

I take a look at my watch an’ I get a surprise because it is twenty minutes to one o’clock, an’ I have never realised how the time has been goin’, an’ I think that I had better get some action.

I open the window an’ get my leg over an’ make a jump for the drain pipe. I catch it an’ it stands for my weight. It don’t take me long to shin down this an’ trot round the side of the house until I am at the corner an’ I can see the little footpath leadin’ through the wood to the place where Merris is supposed to be waitin’ for me.

I reckon that if I can get the Goyaz boys through this wood an’ sorta concentrated on the edge of it we can easy get into the house an’ take the whole durn lot of them directly somebody starts something.

I pussyfoot round the edge of the lawn at the back until I reach the shadows where the trees are an’ then I run for the footpath. Just before I turn into the little wood I take a look round at the house. Practically every window at the back is lighted up an’ I can hear the noise of poppin’ corks an’ laughin’ an’ talkin’ goin’ on. This sounds good to me because it looks as if the party was still goin’ on nice an’ quiet.

Then I turn round again an’ start to trot along this path through the trees. I cannot make very good speed because the path is windin’ and there are broken branches an’ things lyin’ all over the place.

It is as dark as hell an’ I cannot see a durn thing for a long time, an’ I am cursin’ an’ swearin’ good an’ hard because the last thing that I want to do at this time is not to connect with this Goyaz mob, who I reckon will start somethin’ on their own if I do not show up, because I think that Lottie Frisch is very steamed up with Siegella an’ would pay plenty for the pleasure of emptyin’ a tommy gun into his guts.

After a bit the trees begin to thin out an’ soon I can see the black shadow of the wall ahead an’ the place where it is broken down an’ the moonlight comin’ through.

I get there an’ I step through the hole an’ I look around but there is no sign at all of Merris. There is nothin’ but a big empty field in front of me with some trees over in the distance an’ a little light shinin’ through them from some cottage way out over the fields.

I do not like this one little bit because I know that Lottie is a great girl for keepin’ arrangements, but although I stick around this place until a quarter after one there is no sign at all of this guy Merris.

I reckon that the best thing I can do is to get along to this cottage where the mob is hidin’ out an’ find out what has held these boys up, an’ I start walkin’ across the field towards where the light is because I reckon that this must be the cottage as it is the only place where there is any sorta house.

Whilst I am walking across this field, I don’t feel so good. I don’t like the fact that there is a slip-up somewhere, an’ I am wonderin’ just how this could have happened.

By this time it is gettin’ on for half-past one, an’ there ain’t a lotta time to be wasted. After a bit I get over to the cottage. It has got a sorta hedge round it an’ a little white gate. I go through the gate an’ I walk round to the back of the cottage, an’ there I see the two cars. They have got their headlights out, but the engines are runnin’, so I reckon I have got the right cottage.

I walk up to the back door an’ I look through a window just on the right of this door. Inside is a room with a light on, an’ I can see that there is a table covered with dirty plates an’ glasses, and half empty bottles of whisky, but there is nobody inside.

I try the door an’ it is unlocked, an’ I go in. I take a look around the ground floor an’ there ain’t anybody there. Then I go upstairs an’ have a look round there. This place is as empty as a second grade clerk’s pocket on Friday mornin’ an’ it looks good an’ ominous to me.

All round the place is signs that the mob have been using this place up till a little while ago. The lights are on downstairs an’ at one end of the table in the living room there is the stub of a cigar still warm. I reckon that twenty minutes ago the mob was here.

Now I am a pretty tough sorta guy an’ it is not my way to get frightened of things, but I’m telling you that I do not feel quite so hot about all this. I go outside the cottage, an’ I go over to the cars. I put my hand on the radiators an’ I find that these cars are only just beginning to warm up. I reckon they was switched on about twenty to twenty-five minutes before, an’ what has happened between the time some guy started these cars an’ now, an’ what has happened to Merris, Lottie an’ the rest of ’em is somethin’ that I just don’t know, an’ I can’t guess neither.

I open the car doors an’ I look inside. In one of ’em there are guns an’ four pineapple bombs. The rest of the bombs is in the other car, but there is one thing missin’; although I look everywhere I cannot see a sign of the tommy gun Willie Bosco said that he and Lottie were takin’ down with ’em.

I sit down on the running board of one of these cars, an’ I light a cigarette an’ I do a bit of thinking. It looks to me as somebody has pulled a remarkably fast one because it looks like somebody — an’ I’m layin’ six to four that that somebody is Siegella — has got wind of my arrangements for tonight an’ crossed me up somehow.

All of a sudden I get an idea — Sadie Greene. I get so steamed up I get on to my feet an’ start walkin’ up an’ down. Supposin’ Sadie Greene ain’t the little innocent blue-eyed that I thought she was; supposin’ she was workin’ in with Siegella!

This looks like sense to me because after all I reckon if Siegella wanted to get his hooks on this girl an’ make her work for him he’d do it by some means or other, an’ he never was particular as to means.

Well it looks like it ain’t no good wasting any more time, so I take the bombs outa the second car, an’ put ’em in the first one, an’ I jump in an’ I drive down the car track on to the main road. At first it looks like I oughta get straight back to Branders End in case I have been missed, but on second thoughts I come to the conclusion that I had better get round an’ see if Sadie is down at the Hollybush Hotel as arranged, because if she ain’t there then I can bet my last red cent that I’ve been crossed up from the one party that I thought was on the level, an’ that I reckon from now on I can look out for myself good an’ plenty.

I drive down the road like hell an’ I get to this dump at a quarter to two. The whole place is in darkness, but after kickin’ on the front door for about fifteen minutes some night guy gets up an’ opens the place up.

I was right first time, this guy tells me that there ain’t never been anybody like Sadie Greene staying around there. I say O.K. an’ give him a half a crown, an’ light another cigarette because it looks like that it’s goin’ to be a showdown for me good an’ quick. I get back in the car an’ I drive back to the cottage. I think maybe I might find somebody there, but the place is just like I left it.

I turn the lights out, shut the place up, an’ I walk across the field back to the broken wall at Branders End. Still there ain’t no sign of anybody there. I walk through the little wood an’ when I get through it an’ on to the edge of the lawn behind the house I get a surprise, because the whole house is in darkness. There ain’t a light or a sound comin’ from this place. It is as quiet as a morgue an’ it looks like one to me.

I stand there for a minute an’ then I start to walk across the lawn towards the back of the house. It is not a nice business this walkin’ across the lawn, because any moment I am expectin’ to get a bullet, but nothin’ happens.

I walk round the left hand side of the house round to the front, but everythin’ is still quiet, an’ when I push the big double doors at the front of the house they open.

I go inside. I light my cigar lighter an’ find the electric light switch, an’ switch it on. There are the two bars still set up with bottles an’ glasses but there is nobody behind the bars an’ nobody in front of ’em. I go into the dinin’ room an’ it is the same. I go upstairs in the drawin’ room an’ there is not a soul. This Branders End place is deserted an’ it looks like there hasn’t been a guy in it for years except for the stuff that is lyin’ all over the place.

I light myself another cigarette an’ I stand there an’ I think, although thinkin’ is not a lot of good to me because it looks like a lot of my ideas have been wrong. It looks like Siegella has been one too good for me, because he has fixed it so that he makes a quick getaway from this place, an’ maybe if I had been around they would have given me the heat too. Perhaps it was lucky I was outside.

I go outa the drawin’ room an’ I start walkin’ along the corridor towards the room where Connie took me to lie down. I look into this room, but there ain’t nobody there. Half down this corridor I find another electric light switch an’ I switch on the lights. Then I walk down further with my gun in my hand just in case they have left some guy behind to settle up with me.

Right at the end of this passage there is a door an’ this door is up two little steps — the sorta thing that you get in these old houses — an’ I see somethin’ which does not look so good to me, because running under the crack of the door an’ down the two little steps is blood.

I try the handle of the door an’ I push it open. I stand there with my gun in my hand waitin’ for something to break, but nothing breaks. Then I feel round on the left of the door, an’ I find the light switch an’ I turn it on. This room is a bedroom, an’ in the right hand corner opposite me there is a window open, an’ lyin’ up against the wall in the corner with the tommy gun in her right hand an’ shot up to hell is Lottie Frisch, an’ whoever has given it to her has given it to her plenty, because I reckon she has been shot in about fourteen different places.

I walk over an’ I have a look at her. Then I have a look at the drum on the tommy gun, which like I said has got a silencer on it, an’ I can see that Lottie has fired about twenty shots outa this gun before they gave her the heat. Also I can see where her bullets have hit the wall on the other side of the room. I look outa the window an’ outside propped against the window ledge I can see a long ladder.

Now I reckon I have got the set-up. It is stickin’ out a foot to me that Merris an’ the rest of the mob have sold Lottie out to Siegella. Either he got a line on what was goin’ on or else they got breezy. I reckon that Lottie overheard them talkin’ about it or they gave themselves away somehow, an’ she went outa the cottage, grabbed the tommy gun, came up to the house through the hole in the wall an’ stuck this ladder against the window an’ got up, an’ it looks to me like somebody was waiting for her an’ as she started shootin’ they gave her the heat.

I take the counterpane off the bed an’ I throw it over Lottie, because anyway even if she was a bad one she had got some guts, which was a durn sight more than these other guys had.

Then I go downstairs to the hall where I have seen a telephone. I take off the receiver an’ I ring the Parkside Hotel London an’ I ask for Mr. Schultz, because I reckon that unless somebody tips off Kastlin that Lottie has been bumped, an’ that the rest of the Goyaz boys have gone over to Siegella, he is likely to get the heat too. I guess they’re not goin’ to have him pussyfootin’ around London tryin’ to find out where Lottie is.

After a minute the reception clerk in the Parkside Hotel comes back to the phone an’ tells me that Mr. Schultz has gone, an’ when I ask him when he went this guy tells me that a quarter of an hour before there was a long-distance call from Mrs. Schultz asking him to go off an’ meet her some place at once, an’ that Schultz packed his bag, paid his bill an’ scrammed out of it.

I say thanks a lot, an’ I hang up. It looks like I am too late, because I reckon that wasn’t no longdistance call from Mrs. Schultz, who is lyin’ upstairs under a counterpane as full of holes as a nutmeg grater.

I reckon that the phoney Mrs. Schultz was none other than Connie, an’ I reckon that when Kastlin gets to the place they’ve told him he’s goin’ to get his all right.

I am not feelin’ so good. I have flopped on this job all right. They have got Miranda an’ the next guy for the bump is me an’ don’t I know it.

I am feelin’ lousy, but that’s the way it goes, an’ after a bit I slide round the bar an’ I mix myself a good one. There is nothin’ like whisky when a guy is up against a stiff proposition, and the stiffer the proposition, well I reckon you can always make the drink as stiff.

Another thing is that I am a guy who has gotta lot of ideas about not takin’ the count until I can’t hear ’em countin’. Just at this moment it looks like Ferdie Siegella has got me tied in knots. It looks like I have been crossed up good and plenty by that lousy Merris an’ the rest of ’em.

I reckon that if I had handled this job with Lottie that she an’ me could have pulled it, but I wasn’t to know that these lousy dogs was goin’ to start pullin’ fast ones, was I?

At the same time I am sorta takin’ myself to task about a whole lotta things I should have noticed an’ didn’t, an’ presently I start thinkin’ about Miranda.

I wonder where this dame is an’ what is happenin’ to her. Between you an’ me an’ the local bootlegger I am not feelin’ so good about that dame. First of all because she has gotta lotta guts an’ is liable to spit right in Siegella’s eye when he starts doin’ his stuff, an’ if she does this then that yellow wop is goin’ to get good an’ tough with the dame, an’ although I think that Miranda is a silly jane, yet at the same time she has got guts an’ I am liable to go for any dame who has guts.

All of which shows you that the guys who have always said that I was so tough that I used to eat French nails was wrong. Really I am a soft-hearted sorta cuss, only what with one thing an’ another I don’t sorta remember this fact much — at least not so anybody would notice it.


XI. THE PINCH
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SOME GUY SAID that the postman always knocks twice, an’ I reckon this palooka knew his onions.

Standin’ there in the hall, with an empty glass in my hand, leanin’ against the bar, I started passin’ votes of censure so quick that it sounded like a street meetin’ at the Ironworkers’ strike, but after a minute I reckoned that this line of business ain’t any good to me, an’ that if I had found myself in the same spots again I calculate I should have used the same tactics. I trusted the Goyaz boys because I had to, an’ there wasn’t no doubt in my mind that Lottie was on the straight, an’ so was Kastlin. They was hot to get one back at Siegella an’ they meant to play straight with me, an’ it wasn’t Lottie’s fault that Merris an’ the rest of that crowd of yeller rats had sold her out.

It looked like that Merris or one of the others had contacted Siegella some time before Saturday afternoon an’ blown the whole works an’ the wop was just stringin’ me along for the rest of the day. The only thing that surprised me was that he didn’t try to bump me pronto, but I expect he’s got something hot on the grill for me.

I reckoned if I knew anything of Ferdie Siegella he had got something good and hot waitin’ for me round the corner an’ it looked like I had got to look after myself.

I slip behind the bar an’ I mix myself another stiff one an’ then I go upstairs an’ sorta straighten Lottie out a bit. After this I get around the place tryin’ to get a line on somethin’ but there ain’t nothin’ to be lined up. The whole works looks just as if suddenly everybody had packed up an’ finished an’ gone off just leavin’ everything as it was.

Downstairs in the servants’ quarters there was white coats an’ cooks’ hats hangin’ up all neat an’ orderly. It was just plain that Siegella had the whole thing arranged just so that if anybody thought they was goin’ to pull anything he was goin’ to spoil it by stoppin’ short in the middle of the doings an’ makin’ a break for some dump that he had got ready-eyed.

An’ for all I knew he was on his way over to France or some place else with Miranda in the bag. An’ that he’d dispensed with my services was as sure as shootin’.

I reckon that I’d a sneakin’ sort of admiration for that wop. He certainly was a clever guy.

I went back to the bar in the hall an’ mixed myself another highball an’ then sat down on the top of the bar an’ started to figure out what the next move was goin’ to be.

It was plain that Siegella had been ready-eyed for everything. I reckon that one of the Goyaz crowd — the wop Spegla I should think — had, after we had got the whole bag of tricks planned, scared the others into goin’ over to Ferdie Siegella, an’ they, like the yeller dogs they were, had fallen for the idea, an’ I reckon that Siegella had paid ’em good an’ plenty too.

But of course they didn’t say anything to Lottie. She had come down expectin’ everythin’ to go off as arranged, an’ I reckon that between the time I crawled out of the bathroom window an’ went down to the broken wall to meet Merris an’ the time I come back after goin’ lookin’ for Sadie Greene, Lottie had made up her mind to shoot it out with Ferdie Siegella — I suppose the other guys had just pushed off casual like without sayin’ a word, leavin’ the motors runnin’ in order to give her the idea that everything was goin’ through on the schedule.

But Lottie — an’ she was a wise jane — had smelt something wrong an’ had got out the tommy gun from one of the cars an’ come over to Branders End to investigate. Maybe they’d left somebody behind to fix her an’ that somebody had certainly given her the heat.

After a bit I got off the bar an’ went through the front doors, an’ shut ’em an’ then started a hike right round Branders End, over to the cottage.

I found this dump in darkness just like I left it, an’ I went in and had a good look round just to see if I could pick up any indication at all of what had been goin’ on around there.

There just wasn’t a thing. Everything was just as the mob had left it, an’ there wasn’t anything that would give me an idea about a thing.

I went outside an’ took the guns outa the cars an’ the pineapple bombs. A few yards from the cottage was a pool of water an’ I dumped the rods and the pineapples in there. Then I went back an’ got in the car an’ started off back to Branders End.

I drove straight round to the garage at the back of the house. The door was wide open an’ it was empty; when I had been there before I reckon I had seen about thirty to forty cars parked around the place. I reckoned — as it was a dry night an’ plenty of dust about — that I might pick up some sorta car tracks that would give some indication as to which way the mob had gone, but there wasn’t an earthly chance of this because although there were plenty car tracks runnin’ down to the carriage gates, once there they spread all over the place an’ it looked as if some of ’em had gone one way and some another. Anyhow I reckon that this is what they would do.

I pulled up by the side of the road an’ began to think things out. One thing was durn certain an’ that was I wasn’t finished with Siegella nor him with me, an’ it may sound sorta funny to you just now but it sorta seemed to me that I had somehow got Siegella where I wanted him an’ that this time I would get him good an’ proper. That he would go out to get me was a stone ginger, but I reckoned that with a bit of luck the letter I had posted to the American Embassy was goin’ to be a trump card so far as I was concerned. I was pretty pleased with myself over that bit of business.

I turned the car an’ with a final look at Branders End I started off towards London. I was not drivin’ too fast because I was thinkin’ hard just what Siegella would do an’ what his next move was goin’ to be. I was also keepin’ my eye open for a telephone box, but the country around there was pretty deserted an’ there wasn’t a sign of any place to phone from.

Pretty soon I see some guy ridin’ towards me on a bicycle, an’ as he comes closer I see that this guy is a copper. I pull up an’ I wave to him an’ he comes over to me an’ looks at me through the window of the car.

“Good morning, Sir,” he says — ain’t it wonderful to hear a copper say “Sir,” I reckon I know why England is a great country, guys ain’t afraid to say “Sir”— “an’ what can I do for you?”

“Just a little thing, officer,” I say, “but it might do you a lotta good. You gotta notebook? Right, well, how soon do you get somewhere near a telephone?”

He looks a bit mystified but he tells me that his cottage is about two miles away an’ that he has a telephone there.

“O.K.” I say. “Well, I want you to do this. Directly you get back to your cottage you put a call through to the American Embassy in London an’ you ask for the second secretary an’ you tell him that in reference to the note he got yesterday about that guy Lemmy Caution, that this guy is on his way back to his apartment on Jermyn now, an’ it might be a good thing if somebody did somethin’ about it, otherwise it looks like this guy might get himself spilled all over the place as there is goin’ to be a little heavy gun play around London if he ain’t corralled quick.”

He starts to talk back at me, because he is certainly surprised, but after I have pushed a coupla pound notes into his hand an’ told him to get off an’ do it an’ be a good guy, he says O.K. he will take a chance an’ off he goes, an’ I only hope he means business because I have got an idea back of my head that Ferdie Siegella is goin’ to start a big rubbin’ out act with me pretty soon.

When this cop has ridden off I start up again an’ I tread on it, an’ by four o’clock I am in London.

I leave the car at a garage an’ tell them that I will come for it next mornin’ an’ I walk along to my apartment on Jermyn wonderin’ what the hell is goin’ to break an’ hopin’ that it is goin’ to break good an’ quick, because between you an’ me I am beginnin’ to feel just a wee bit het-up. Two or three times when I am walkin’ along I see some guys standin’ in doorways, but I don’t take any notice, I just go straight along like I can’t see a thing.

I open the front door of the Carfax apartments an’ I do a big gum-shoein’ act up the stairs because believe it or not I am not goin’ to be the slightest bit surprised if I see Yonnie Malas or one of the mob sittin’ there waitin’ to give it to me, an’ I have made up my mind that if anybody is goin’ to start any shootin’ around this dump it is goin’ to be yours truly.

When I get into my own corridor I gum-shoe along an’ wait outside my sittin’ room door. There ain’t any light on in the room an’ I can’t hear anything so I open up the door an’ I go in an’ turn the light on.

An’ there is Constance, lookin’ as large as life an’ twice as natural, wearing a big black velvet evenin’ cloak with a big fox fur collar an’ smokin’ a cigarette an’ srnilin’ at me like all the rattlesnakes in hell.

I slip my hand into my armpit for the rod, but she waves a hand at me an’ grins.

“You needn’t worry, Lemmy,” she says. “I ain’t come here to bump you because it wouldn’t be the thing to do just now, although I’d pay a couple of grand to put some slugs through your yellow guts, you dirty so-and-so. I just come along here to have a few words with you an’ then I’m goin’ to scram out of it an’ I hope I never see your ugly mug again, because this is what you are.....”

Constance then proceeds to tell me just what I am. Well, I have heard some descriptions in my time, but I ain’t never heard anything like the stuff that Connie pulled. Was she good or was she good? She called me just about all the things that you could think of an’ some that even I had never heard of before. She went into my birth an’ my mother’s profession an’ the manner in which I was born, an’ what was goin’ to happen to any children I might have some time, an’ all sorts of nice an’ charmin’ things, an’ she only stopped when she was almost blue in the face for want of breath.

I go over to the table an’ I pour myself out a shot of whisky an’ one for her. I hand it to her an’ she chucks it in the fireplace.

“Do you think that I’d drink with you, you double-crossin’ punk?” she says. “I’d rather take a dive in the lake.”

“That suits me, sweetheart,” I say, “an’ if ever I get the chance I’m goin’ to be the guy who pushes you in. Alright, you’ve spluttered a mouthful, an’ now you’re goin’ to listen to Uncle Pete who is goin’ to tell you just where you get off the tram!”

I sit down opposite her an’ look at her. I’m tellin’ you she looks lovely with her eyes flashin’ an’ her little white teeth on edge. This dame is as wild as a coupla hell cats.

“Listen, you brown snake,” I tell her, “what the hell’s the use of your comin’ here an’ gettin’ all steamed up just because I have tried a cross an’ it ain’t come off? What is the good of your puttin’ out all that stuff an’ cussin’ my head off? Did I ask you to take me into this racket or did I? Did I muscle in or did you do a big sister Ann act on Haymarket an’ pull me round to the dump on Knightsbridge where Siegella pulls a gun on me an’ wishes me in or threatens me with the works? Is that a fact or is it a fact?

“An’ what am I supposed to do? I started this Miranda stuff first an’ she’s my bit of business an’ I’m goin’ out to get that dame in my own way an’ anybody who tries anything on with me is liable to get crossed up just like I tried to cross Siegella.”

She laughs.

“You cross up Siegella?” she says. “Why, you big sissy, you couldn’t cross up a Good Friday bun. You’re so dumb you oughta be lethalised. You’re a heel. You was put in something big an’ you wasn’t good enough to go through with it, you have to start musclin’ around with them Goyaz pikers, an’ you have to start doin’ your short arm stuff with Sadie Greene who has been stringin’ along with us ever since she went to work for the Zelden family!

“Say, do you think you got any brains? Because if you have you’ll want ’em good an’ plenty to get you outa the spot you’re in now.”

I grin.

“O.K. sister,” I say, “an’ if that’s all you’ve come to spill you can wish yourself out of this apartment, an’ go jump in the lake, an’ you can tell Ferdie Siegella that I’ll be seein’ him back in the States an’ I’ll let him have a coupla my visiting cards out of the end of a forty-two automatic.”

She shakes her head at me.

“Listen, Lemmy,” she says, “why won’t you stop being a sap? You know as well as I do that Siegella ain’t even goin’ to let you get back to the States. You don’t think he’s goin’ to let you get around after tonight, do you? You’re on the spot an’ you know it, an’ he’s goin’ to give it to you good an’ quick. By tomorrow night you’ll be singin’ songs in heaven as full of lead as a shell factory.”

“Well, maybe I will an’ maybe I won’t,” I say, “but I’m feelin’ a bit tired an’ you’re beginning to bore me, Connie, so if you’ve said your piece just bow outa here, will you, an’ shut the door quietly because I don’t like noise.”

She gets up.

“Listen, piker,” she says. “Siegella is goin’ to give you one chance an’ if I was you I wouldn’t slip up on it. Tonight in that schemozzle with Lottie Frisch when she got hers that bum stepbrother of hers, Willie Bosco, made a getaway. Now Bosco was in with her, an’ he wouldn’t come over with the rest of the boys. He was sap enough to think he could play your an’ her game against Siegella. Well, he’s on the run but it’s a stone certainty that he’s goin’ to try an’ contact you, an’ it’s a stone certainty that he’s goin’ to come here.

“Well, Siegella says that he’s got to be bumped, same as Lottie was, an’ he says that you’re spotted to do it, an’ he says that if you ain’t bumped Willie Bosco before tomorrow mornin’ then it’s all fixed that you’re goin’ to get yours some time tomorrow afternoon or evenin’ an’ how do you like that?”

I grin some more.

“So Siegella’s afraid of Bosco now,” I say. “Hear me laugh. I suppose he is afraid of Bosco tippin’ off the cops.”

“Don’t be a fool,” she says. “Bosco can’t go to the cops any more than you can. Bosco bumped off Price Gerlan last night when somebody turned the heat on Lottie — he was with her doin’ a big gun act — an’ Price is deader’n mutton. So how does it look for Bosco to go to the cops?

“You might as well say that you could go to the cops. Maybe you could, only I reckon we got enough evidence that you bumped off Goyaz on the Princess Cristabel to fry you any day of the week an’ you know it, so you might as well talk turkey.”

“I ain’t talkin’ anything, Connie,” I say, “I’m listenin’ an’ my ears are hurtin’ too. Say, listen I’m tellin’ you I ain’t bumpin’ Bosco or anybody else just because Siegella feels that way. I reckon that Bosco was a good kid, at least he stuck to the bargain Lottie made with me instead of goin’ over to you yellow-bellied thugs an’ standin’ by whilst Lottie got ironed out.

“So you can tell your little playmate Ferdie that, an’ you can also tell him that I don’t like his taste in women neither, an’ you can get outa here an’ stick out because I reckon that you are lower than a coupla rattlesnakes, Constance, an’ it hurts me to look at you.”

She picks up the whisky bottle off the table an’ she takes a swipe at me with it. I duck an’ she misses. I put out my hand an’ I grab her an’ I put her across my knee an’ I give it to her good an’ hot. By the time I have finished she is white with rage an’ if she had gotta gun she would have tried to iron me out as sure as my name’s Lemmy.

She sits on the settee gaspin’ an’ lookin’ at me like I was something that crawled outa the sewer.

“Alright, Lemmy,” she says. “You’re a big guy, ain’t you.... so what? You wait till I get through with you I’m goin’ to make you look like something that the cat brought in, but just now I ain’t losin’ my temper with you. I’m just givin’ you the straight tip.

“Willie Bosco will be comin’ around here. He’s got to. He ain’t got no friends an’ no money because we’ve taken care of Kastlin an’ he ain’t goin’ to worry nobody no more. An’ when Bosco comes here you’re goin’ to give him the heat an’ when you’ve done it you’re goin’ to come round to my place at Knightsbridge an’ tell me, an’ then maybe I’ll decide what I’ll do with you.

“An’ if I don’t hear from you by tomorrow night, then I’m goin’ to fix that you get the heat good an’ quick, an’ that’s the way it goes.”

She pulls her wrap round her an’ she gets up.

“Listen, sweetheart,” I say, “just before you go let me tell you somethin’. I reckon you’re feelin’ sore in more ways than one because I certainly smacked you plenty just now, an’ I hope it hurt you more than it did me, but I ain’t goin’ to bump Bosco an’ I ain’t goin’ to do anything else for Ferdie Siegella, an’ you can tell him so with my compliments.

“Another thing is he ain’t goin’ to bump me because he ain’t goin’ to have a chance, an’ I’ll tell why.”

I then proceed to wise her up to the fact that on Saturday morning I have taken down the fifteen grand that Siegella gave me an’ changed it for English dough down at the National Farmers Bank’s agents on Pall Mall, an’ I then tell her about the letter that I have written to the second secretary at the U.S. Embassy.

Does she look surprised or does she? She stands there like a statue an’ I can see her brain workin’. Constance is certainly steamed up for once.

“Alright, honeybunch,” I tell her, “an’ now what happens. Just this — an’ here’s where Siegella ain’t goin’ to get me. I’m just stickin’ around this apartment until the English coppers come for me. See?

“Tomorrow mornin’ if not sooner these cops are goin’ to move. They gotta pull, me in an’ they’ll pull me in. I’m goin’ to tell them a story about that money that sounds as screwy as hell. I’m goin’ to sorta suggest that I had a hand in that Arkansas stick-up. The U.S. Embassy will be all steamed up at the idea of gettin’ the guy who stuck a bank up for a million an’ they’ll ask for extradition. An’ I won’t oppose it, see? I’ll let them get their extradition order an’ I’ll go back to the States under police escort. An’ if Siegella wants to iron me out he’ll have to shoot his way into a jail here before he’ll get me, an’ when I go I’ll have a coupla cops lookin’ after me. An’ how do you like that, precious?”

She stands there lookin’ as livid as hell. She is so mad she can’t even think of anything to say — at least nothin’ that would really relieve her feelin’s.

“You go and tell your little Ferdie that he’s got to get up plenty early in the mornin’ to string ahead of Lemmy Caution,” I say, “an’ you can tell him another thing too. When I get back to the States I can beat the rap. I can prove that I wasn’t anywhere near Arkansas when that bank stick-up was pulled, I was in New York an’ I can prove it easy. So they gotta let me go, ain’t they, an’ when they do I’m goin’ to get after Siegella so fast that he’ll think he’s being chased by lightnin’ conductors.

“I’ll raise every hoodlum in New York an’ I’ll go after that yellow thug an’ I’ll shoot seventeen different kinds of hell outa him, that is if I don’t decide to burn him alive or something.

“Now you run along an’ tell him what I told you, an’ scram outa here while the scrammin’s good, because if you stick around here much longer I’m goin’ to take a rubber belt to you an’ give it to you good an’ hard because you are a nasty piece of work, Constance, an’ I believe that your mother was a chicken-stealer.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” she says in a cold sorta voice, “I’m goin’, but I’m tellin’ you that I’m goin’ to get you for all this. Maybe you’ve outsmarted us just for a minute but whether it’s when they let you out here, or when they get you back to the States we’ll get you just as certain as I’m standin’ here an’ when we get you, Lemmy, it’s goin’ to take a long time for you to die.”

“Sarsaparilla,” I say, bowin’ to her. “When you see Siegella tell him I’ll take a raspberry ice cream with him some time, an’ you get outa here because I’m tired, an’ the sight of you makes me think of beef drippin’.”

She walks over to the door, an’ I go after her, because I think that it would be a good thing to see Connie off the premises.

When we get to the front door I tell her to wait because down the street I can see a taxi-cab comin’ along. I signal tliis cab an’ it pulls up.

“Hey, driver,” I say, “here’s a pretty lady I want you to take home.”

He grins at me, an’ steps down an’ opens the door for Connie. While he is doin’ this two guys suddenly come outa the doorway next door. One of ’em grabs me by the arm, an’ the other quick as lightnin’ gets my gun outa my shoulder holster.

I can see Connie lookin’ outa the window at me with her eyes poppin’.

“Are you Lemmy Caution? “says one of these guys, an’ when I tell him yes, he goes on. “I’m a police officer an’ I am arrestin’ you on a warrant chargin’ you with possessing and changing notes the property of the Federal Government of the United States of America, knowing those notes to have been the proceeds of robbery under arms. I am chargin’ you at the request of that Government for the purposes of extradition an’ I must warn you that anything you may say may be used as evidence against you at such extradition proceedings.”

Connie is still lookin’ out of the cab window, so I look up an’ I grin at her.

“Well, baby,” I say to her as the cab driver lets in the clutch, “what did I tell you... give my love to Miranda, honeybunch, an’ don’t do anything you wouldn’t like your mother to know about.”

The cab drives off.

After a minute a police car comes round the corner, an’ these two guys bundle me in. An’ they are takin’ no chances either. I can see that there is another police car behind us.

We certainly speed. It take us about four minutes to get to Scotland Yard.

They stick me in the little police station they have around there, an’ I am there about five minutes, then they take me upstairs, an’ along a corridor.

They open the door of a room an’ I go in.

Sittin’ round a table are six guys. Two of ’em I don’t know, but the other four are Grant, the Assistant Secretary at the Embassy, Schiedraut — a special agent who worked with me once before — Lintel of the liaison department at Washington, an’ MacFee’s brother, Larry.

The guy who took my gun off me hands it back an’ Grant of the Embassy puts out his hand an’ introduces me to the guy at the top of the table.

“Commissioner,” he says, “this is Lemmy Caution, Special Agent of the Federal Department of Justice, handling the van Zelden case. This,” he says to me, “is Colonel Sir William Hodworth, the Commissioner of Police.”

I shake hands. The other guys come over an’ shake too.

“Well, Lemmy,” says Schiedraut, “I reckon we thought you’d got yours this time. How’re you makin’ out?”

“O.K.,” I say, “but tell me, I don’t want to appear pressin’ but has anybody got a tail on my little friend Connie?”

The Commissioner smiles.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Caution,” he says, “that cab driver who picked her up just now outside your chambers is looking after that.”

“That’s fine,” I say, “an’ by the way, Commissioner, just to sorta cement this international police drag-net arrangement you don’t happen to have a little drink around here, do you?”

Schiedraut grins an’ goes for his hip pocket where he always has a flask.

“Here you are, Lemmy,” he says, grinnin’ at the Commissioner. “You ain’t acclimatised yet. Don’t you know they don’t keep it in police headquarters in this country?”


XII. SHYSTER STUFF
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NEXT MORNING WHEN I wake up it takes me about five minutes to remember just where I am, because I am in Brixton jail, an’ believe me the few hours’ rest in this jail, where they have looked after me very well, has been a great relief to me.

Before I came over here I spent an hour over at Scotland Yard fixing up what we was goin’ to do, an’ we have got everythin’ very nicely scheduled. The fly cop, who was fronting as the taxi-cab driver, who picked up Connie the night before, has taken her back to the flat in Knightsbridge, an’ the English dicks are keepin’ tabs on this place an’ it looks like Connie ain’t tryin’ to move.

Now I have been thinkin’ about this Willie Bosco stuff. First of all I was very surprised to find when I got back to my apartment on Jermyn the night before that there wasn’t somebody waitin’ for me with a gun, an’ when Connie began to do all that talkin’ I sorta guessed there was something funny flying about, an’ that Siegella an’ Miranda was still somewhere around in this country. My idea about this is supported by the fact that Constance is still stickin’ around, because I do not believe that Siegella would go off and leave her behind.

But the interestin’ thing is this stuff about Willie Bosco. Now it is quite true what Connie has said. Willie Bosco has made a getaway after the shooting on the Saturday night down at Branders End. He has got no money an’ no friends, an’ therefore it’s a stone certainty that he is comin’ around to the Jermyn Street dump to contact me. But what are they makin’ all this schemozzle about Willie Bosco for?

Connie was right when she said that he couldn’t go shootin’ his mouth to the cops because his own record wasn’t so good, an’ if this is so what do they want to make all this excitement about gettin’ him bumped off for?

It looks to me that there is one reason, an’ that is, somehow Willie Bosco knows something — something that is so important that he has got to be blasted outa the way. It looks like they think that Willie is goin’ to come to me an’ tell me this thing, an’ it looks like that once I know the information that he has got I can still be dangerous so far as Siegella is concerned, an’ therefore I think that the information that Willie Bosco has got is where Siegella an’ Miranda are.

I reckon that maybe whilst Willie was gum-shoein’ around Branders End looking for Lottie just before the shootin’ took place, maybe he overheard something. Anyway the English cops have got a drag-net out for Willie an’ if they are lucky they reckon they will pull him in within twentyfour hours, an’ I hope they do. Because if they don’t an’ Connie or any of the wop’s gang find out where he is then it is goin’ to be curtains for Willie.

At eleven o’clock Schiedraut comes in to see me. I get up an’ I have some breakfast in the warden’s room, an’ Schiedraut shows me the mornin’ papers where I see that what we arranged last night has been done. On the front page I read a splash report that an American gangster by the name of Lemmy Caution was arrested at his Jermyn Street apartment the night before on a charge of possessing an’ changin’ the notes which were got in the Arkansas hold-up. Then there is a long splash about the Arkansas hold-up an’ how many fellers was killed an’ a lot of other stuff.

The report finishes up saying that the arrest was made at the request of the American authorities, who are applyin’ for extradition, an’ that this Lemmy Caution is being brought up at Bow Street on Tuesday. It goes on to say that Caution denies the charges an’ insists on bail, an’ that it is expected that bail will be set in a very high figure.

This arrangement looks as if it is goin’ to work very well. Because I figure it this way. Supposin’ Siegella hasn’t got his hooks on to Willie Bosco by the time I get out on this bail thing, all of which is arranged, then the next thing is that he knows that Willie Bosco, who will certainly read the papers, will immediately try to contact me. He also knows that Willie will give me whatever information he has got an’ I reckon that Siegella will then try to get the pair of us, after which he is O.K.

Thinkin’ it out I have come to the conclusion that Siegella has probably moved to some place in some part of the country where he can easily get abroad, an’ another thing I reckon is that he is not using any boat. It looks to me that he threw the Goyaz-Kastlin crowd over in the first place because he changed his plans. I guess he came to the conclusion that he didn’t need a boat, an’ I reckon therefore that he is stickin’ around on some part of the coast an’ that he is goin’ to get Miranda over on to the Continent by aeroplane, an’ he can still do this if he is lucky, because although all the ports and airports are being watched it ain’t too difficult to get a plane or a coupla planes to come over at night an’ land in a field and pick anybody up, so I reckon we have got to get a move on.

Schiedraut tells me that my case is all framed to come up at Bow Street tomorrow afternoon about three o’clock, so as to give Constance an’ the rest of ’em lots of time to read the papers, because I have been gettin’ an idea in the back of my head that Constance will put up the bail to get me out an’ will she be laughin’ at the idea of getting me out of stir when I have taken so much trouble to get into it?

Schiedraut an’ I reckon that she will be laughing some more on the other side of her face when she finds out that I am a “G” man, an’ the whole bezusus has been laid out for her to walk into.

After a bit Schiedraut goes off because he is acting as contact man between myself an’ some guy called Chief Detective Inspector Herrick who is lookin’ after the English side of the job. Before he goes he leaves me his hip flask which is a very useful thing because they have not got a bar in this Brixton prison, an’ I do not like to keep on sendin’ out for whisky, an’ he also leaves me all the correspondence in this case between my own chief in the Bureau at Washington an’ the English cops.

When he was gone I lay on my bed an’ I read this, an’ it makes sweet readin’. It is dated eight months before.



Department of Justice,
United States Government,
Washington.

The Commissioner of the Department of Justice for the United States Government has the honour to present his compliments to his Britannic Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs, and to thank him for the co-operation which has resulted from his recent request to the Commissioner of Police. It is thought advisable to present hereunder the circumstances leading up to the situation in which this co-operation between the Federal Bureau of Investigation of the U.S. Department of Justice and the detective and police forces operating in Great Britain became necessary.

For the past three years the Federal Bureau of Investigation has been engaged in a long and systematic probe into the well-organised criminal activities extending not only over the nation-wide area of the United States but also into other countries.

The organisation of this international gang was traced to an American citizen of Italian descent — Ferdinando Phillipe d’ Enrico Siegella, but owing to the clever and calculated methods of this man it has been entirely impossible to secure sufficient evidence in any State in order to bring and sustain successfully criminal charges against him.

It was known that the kidnapping of the child — Thelma Murray Riboux, successfully carried out near Versailles in France, eighteen months ago, was the work of this criminal organisation, and it will be remembered that, even though a large sum of money was paid as a ransom when demanded, the body of this unfortunate child was found in a packing case in a small town in Missouri some seven months afterwards. Five distinct cases of kidnapping in the United States, three in Germany and one as far afield as Scandinavia, have in turn been investigated by the Federal Department, and in each case there have been indications that the same organisation was responsible.

It was felt that the most drastic steps were necessary in order to obtain sufficient evidence to bring definite and provable charges against the man Siegella. Some months ago a series of bank hold-ups took place over six different States in the United States. Large sums of money were obtained from these hold-ups, and in each case the original gang responsible for the hold-up was either taken over or put out of existence by the Siegella organisation. Yet it was noted that none of the notes or gold certificates obtained by means of these robberies were put into circulation, and it seemed thai this money was being carefully kept as capital for some specific purpose.

Within a year of this Department becoming possessed of evidence which led them to suspect the man Siegella of being the key-note and leader of this subversive and criminal organisation, steps were taken in order to assist in the investigation. It was known that the majority of special agents operating from this Department were known either to the Siegella gang or to smaller gangs operating under his influence, and for this reason a special agent of the first class — Lemuel Henry Caution — who had been operating as a Secret Service agent in the Philippine Islands for the previous five years, was recalled to America.

Caution, however, did not report back to headquarters. He returned to New York from the Philippines on a stolen passport and once there he gradually implicated himself on the edge of petty criminal activities on the waterfront. He was arrested twice within the first six months, was released the first time on probation after serving a few weeks and the second time completed a two months’ sentence. He afterwards proceeded to two or three other States in America where by means of undercover co-operation with special agents of this Department he was arraigned from time to time on different criminal charges.

Eventually he was arrested on a carefully framed charge of shooting a police officer and was sentenced to twenty years’ imprisonment, his escape being carefully arranged so as to appear as a cleverly planned escape plot some two months afterwards.

By this time Special Agent Caution had secured for himself a reputation of a mobster of the worst description, and was contacting more closely with subversive influences which were slowly but surely bringing him into touch with the Siegella organisation.

Soon after this it was discovered that the Siegella organisation had planned a coup on a grand scale. This was nothing less than the kidnapping of Miss Miranda van Zelden, the only daughter of Gustav van Zelden, who is probably one of the richest men in the United States.

Mr. Caution was able to inform this Department that this kidnapping would take on a definitely international aspect, as having regard to the tightening up of the legal system in the United States and the intensive war which was being waged by this Department on crime of all descriptions, Siegella had decided that the kidnapping of Miss van Zelden would take place outside the United States.

Unfortunately the character and temperament of Miss van Zelden made this plot more easy to carry out. This young lady, who is of a headstrong and wilful disposition, was in the habit of proceeding to different countries at a moment’s notice, and under the impression that she was studying life, making the acquaintance of all sorts of underworld denizens in her search for new excitement and thrills.

Mr. Caution believes, and it is the considered opinion of this Department, that the Siegella organisation intend to carry out their kidnapping plot against Miss van Zelden on the occasion of her next visit to England. This is extremely probable as kidnapping plots have already been successfully carried out in France and Germany, and it will probably be considered that a plot carried out on English soil with the transportation of the victim within a few days to some other country on the Continent, would enable the extortion of a huge ransom to be successfully made against Mr. van Zelden.

This Department has therefore two very definite angles of action:

1. It considers that this Siegella organisation should be encouraged — if such a word may be used — to carry out this kidnapping as soon as possible in order that a definite provable and coherent series of charges may be brought against the man Siegella and all members of this international criminal organisation taking part in the plot, and

2. That the co-operation of the British police well in advance of such activity should be secured.

It is therefore confirmed that the conversations on this matter previously held between the Hon. Derek C. Washburn of this Department, the representative of His Britannic Majesty’s Home Office, and the Chief Commissioner of Police in London, in which conversations the organisation for combating any criminal attempt on Miss van Zelden within Great Britain was planned, should be put into effect on the lines laid down in those conversations.

The general routine to obtain is confirmed as follows:

During the interim period between the writing of this document and the next visit of Miss van Zelden to Great Britain, Mr. Caution, in his capacity as a gangster whose services are at the disposal of any one who will pay for them, will obviously make endeavours to contact and obtain the acquaintanceship of Miss van Zelden. It is felt that this process will bring him to the notice of the Siegella organisation, which will conclude that Caution the gangster has himself designs on Miss van Zelden.

On Miss van Zelden’s planning to leave the United States for Great Britain and applying for her passport for that purpose, Caution will himself apply under a false name for a U.S. passport to proceed to London. This application will be refused officially, and Caution will proceed to follow Miss van Zelden to England on a passport which he will obtain by some illegal method.

These careful steps are being taken in order to ensure that throughout all his activities Mr. Caution maintains his character, which he has successfully held up for the past two years, as a gangster.

On the same boat Special Agent James W. MacFee, travelling on a United States passport as a Special Agent of the Department of Justice, will come to England unofficially to act as under-cover assistant to Caution, and should his identity be discovered at any time to act as a Special Agent of this Department in pursuit of the gangster Caution who broke gaol a year before.

On the arrival in England of Miss van Zelden and Caution the latter must be left to make his own arrangements and to keep contact so far as is possible through Special Agent MacFee.

If Siegella is desirous of putting his kidnap scheme into operation the obvious presence in London of the presumed gangster Caution will inspire him with the idea that Caution is himself planning some coup, and it is confidentially expected that Siegella following his usual procedure on occasions when he expects to meet with opposition will find the means to contact Caution and will, in all probability, offer him a considerable inducement to join forces.

This is the situation desired and from this point should this situation obtain Caution will endeavour to discover the exact modus operandi to be used by the Siegella organisation, and will, in co-operation with MacFee and the British police, make such arrangements as may be necessary for the protection of Miss van Zelden and the apprehension of Siegella and his associates.

Unfortunately it will probably be necessary to allow Siegella to actually obtain possession and custody of Miss van Zelden in order that the charges against him may be pressed fully. If this situation can be organised through the activities of Special Agent Caution then the United States Government will ask for extradition of Siegella and his associates in order that the many other charges which have, through bribery or some other subversive methods, been shelved on previous occasions, may also be pressed, and this criminal organisation broken permanently.



There was a lot more of this stuff an’ there was the minutes of the conversations between our boys and these English cops, an’ it all looked very swell to me except that I was a bit worried about this van Zelden dame.



By now, you have got a pretty good idea of this wop Ferdie Siegella. I reckon that his own life didn’t mean very much more to him than anybody else’s, and it looked a certainty to me that if he thought that the law was goin’ to get him he would most certainly bump off Miranda an’ shoot it out with the cops afterwards.

That is why I am backin’ this bail idea to get me in touch with the mob again. I reckon that Siegella will think I am not so pleased at bein’ in the big house here; that he will certainly think that I think he has scrammed outa this country an’ that once I get out he will get his hooks on me an’ will certainly clean up the pair of us.

I take it easy all day and just hang around smoking an’ drinkin’ Schiedraut’s applejack an’ playin’ draughts with some prison guard — jailers they call ’em here — who is certainly a scream an’ who makes me laugh considerable because he talks English so funny, an’ when I read the evenin’ editions I see a lot more stuff all about me an’ how I am comin’ up before the magistrate at Bow Street next day an’ a lot more punk.

But at seven o’clock I get one big thrill.

Schiedraut comes in an’ says that some English lawyer who has been briefed by some friend of mine is already gettin’ busy an’ is goin’ to make a big play to get me out on bail next day, an’ that he is sayin’ that the cops have got no right to pull me in here at all, an’ that I am the victim of circumstances, an’ that the courts here have got no right to take any criminal record I may have in America as evidence in an English court, an’ that therefore if somebody puts down the dough they will certainly have to spring me tomorrow.

At about eight o’clock the warden comes along an’ tells me that some guy wants to see me an’ gives me a card. I read this card an’ on it is “Alphone Kranz, representing Soners, Schiem and Hyften, Attorneys at Law, State of New York, an’ I say O.K. I will see this guy.

They rush me back to a cell an’ lock me in an’ after a bit in comes this guy Kranz. He is a shifty lookin’ cuss an’ it don’t take me two guesses to reckon that these Soners, Schiem and Hyften, who are a very hot firm of shyster lawyers in New York are workin’ in with the Siegella mob an’ are now preparin’ to pull a fast one on me if they can.

Kranz starts tellin’ me a lotta stuff an’ eventually it comes out that he has been instructed by Mrs. Constance Gallertzin — an’ this was the first time that I knew Connie was a Mrs. or that her name was Gallertzin — to instruct a firm of English lawyers to act for me an’ to get me out on bail.

I say that’s O.K. but maybe I don’t want to get out on bail at all, an’ this guy then proceeds to pull a lotta stuff about there being a lot of misunderstandin’ between Mrs. Gallertzin an’ myself, but that I can take it from him that everything is okey doke an’ that if I am a good boy an’ do my stuff Constance an’ her friends — an’ I reckon that this means Siegella — are all for me an’ that when they get me out we are all goin’ to be boys together once more an’ all that sorta business.

After a lot of persuadin’ I say all right an’ this guy tells me that next day when I come up before the magistrate that there will be a very good lawyer lookin’ after me an’ that Constance is goin’ to put up the bail if they will take it an’ that I will be sprung by tomorrow night.

He then goes off an’ I proceed to do some more thinkin’.

First of all it looks to me that it is a swell idea of Constance to spring me outa this jail into which she thinks I have got myself with a lotta trouble an’ pay good money for bail just in order to bump me off when they get me out, but I am thinkin’ that there is a durn sight more in it than that, an’ it looks to me as if Siegella is off some place an’ that Constance is runnin’ things on her own and gettin’ good and het-up about what Willie Bosco might do, that is supposin’ — as I believe — that he knows a helluva lot about something that he ought not to know an’ that if he starts shootin’ his mouth it ain’t goin’ to do the Siegella bunch any good at all.

As a matter of fact I have come to the conclusion that that big scene that Connie put up in my apartment on Jermyn is just pure bluff. I reckon in fact that neither Siegella nor Connie want to bump me. I am still too useful. They want me for something else first, and the threatening act that Connie put on was just so as to get me in the right frame of mind.

It is eleven o’clock an’ I am playin’ patience in the warden’s office when Schiedraut busts in an’ says that the cops have picked up Willie Bosco. Willie is bein’ held at some station house out at Hampstead an’ he has been pinched on a charge of bein’ a suspected person an’ is shoutin’ for these coppers to ring me up at the Jermyn Street place an’ tell ’em that he is an honest to goodness travelling salesman or something like that, by which I conclude that Willie Bosco has been so busy running around that he has not seen the papers saying I have myself been pinched, which is just as well because otherwise he would probably have been too scared to ask for me.

I reckon this is great news. After a few minutes this Chief Detective Inspector Herrick, who is a nice guy an’ seems to have a whole lotta brains, Schiedraut and myself get in a police car an’ go over to the Hampstead Police Station.

We go downstairs an’ we see Willie Bosco in a cell. Willie don’t look so good, I’m telling you. He has got a two days’ growth of beard an’ he looks like he has spent a whole lotta time runnin’ backwards through hedges, an’ is he glad to see me?

“Say, listen, Lemmy,” he says, “these guys have pulled me in on some frame-up. They say I am a suspected person or somethin’, an’ I don’t know what they mean. Anyway, I ain’t talking, an’ if you will get me a lawyer or—”

“Skip it, Bosco,” I say.

I put my hand in my pocket an’ I show him my badge.

“I am a Special Agent of the Federal Department of Justice U.S., Willie,” I say, “an’ I am cooperatin’ with Chief Detective Inspector Herrick of the English Police in wiping up this Siegella mob. Now listen!”

Willie’s eyes pop, his mouth sags open an’ some beads of sweat start to stand out across his forehead.

“Jeez,” he whimpers, “you — Lemmy Caution — a fly cop. Well I’ll be...!”

“That’s fine, Willie,” I say. “Now we’ll do a little quiet talkin’. You can take it from me that the game is shot to pieces. You can take it from me that in about three days we are goin’ to have Siegella where we want him. In the meantime things don’t look too good for you, do they, baby? Because what is goin’ to happen? It’s a stone certainty that within the next two-three weeks you’re goin’ to be brought up here for extradition. That’s even supposin’ the English police don’t want to bring charges against you here for any illegal stuff you’ve pulled over in this country.

“Now I reckon Inspector Herrick here will support me when I say this. If you’re a good kid an’ come clean, I’ll get the Federal Department to ask the English police to waive any charges they’ve got against you. We’ll get you extradited, an’ you’ll stand trial in a Federal Court in the States as an accessory to attempted kidnappin’. But if you do your stuff now then I reckon I’m goin’ to have a special plea put in for you that you rendered assistance to the Department in cleaning up the Siegella mob, and if you behave yourself, I’ll get you off with a two-three years’ sentence. Otherwise, baby, I have got enough on you to get you fried maybe. Well, are you talking?”

He don’t wait a minute.

“Well, of all the—” he says, “just fancy you a cop! Well, after that I don’t know anythin’ at all. I’m talking, Lemmy.”

“O.K.,” I say. “Now listen. First of all I want a know what happened to you down at Branders End, an’ how Lottie got hers.”

“I’ll tell you,” he says. “Lottie an’ I went down on Saturday night. We took the T. gun with us in the car. We got down to the cottage about eleven o’clock. We drove the last two or three miles down there with no lights on an’ we came up to the cottage across those fields at the back so as nobody would see us. We parked the car outside with the other car, an’ we go in.

“The mob is there. We stick around an’ have a drink, an’ at a quarter past twelve Merris says he reckons he’d better be gettin’ across to meet you as arranged. He goes off. He’s back at the cottage at twenty to one, an’ he tells us that he has seen you an’ that the boys are to go across with him an’ hide out at the back of that wood behind the house so as to be ready when you want ’em.

“I reckon this was all hooey, they was just framing us, but it looked as if it was right because it was what we had arranged. Lottie an’ me is goin’ along, but Merris says no, that you have said that she an’ me are to stay behind in the cottage and to wait fifteen minutes an’ then start the cars up so that they’ll be nice and warm for us to make a getaway. So we stay behind.

“We wait fifteen minutes an’ then we go outside an’ start up the cars, an’ then Lottie gets an idea that somethin’ is screwy, because she finds that the mob has not taken the T. gun, the extra rods we left in the cars or the pineapple bombs. Lottie tells me that she don’t like the look of this, that she reckons she’s goin’ to take a walk across the field and see what the boys are at. She goes off.

“I stick around for a bit but Lottie don’t come back, an’ I can’t make out what’s goin’ on. Everythin’ seems sorta screwy, so I take the T. gun outa the car an’ I scram across the fields, keepin’ in the shadow, an’ I get to the broken wall. I don’t find a sign of Lottie or anybody, so I start goin’ through that little wood at the back of the house, an’ just when I get to the edge of it I see Lottie hiding behind a bush. The back of the house is in darkness except for some room on the second floor, where there’s a light, an’ the window open.

Alongside the wall on the right of the house we see a long ladder an’ Lottie an’ me put this ladder up against the window quietly, an’ she takes the T. gun off me an’ she tells me to wait, she’s goin’ to have a look round. So she goes up the ladder an’ I see her gettin’ across the window-sill. Then she gets inside the room. A minute after this I hear a shot, just one. Then I hear Lottie firin’ a burst of about ten outa the T. gun.

I reckon I have gotta take a hand in this, so I yank out my rod and climb up the ladder. Just as am gettin’ to the top I see Lottie at the window. She’s hit bad because the whole front of her dress is covered with blood, but she has still got the T. gun an’ she has also got a big document wallet. She chucks this out to me, an’ says, “Willie, scram outa this.” Then she turns round an’ fires another burst, then I hear some more single shootin’ an’ I hear Lottie give a sorta squawk. I reckon I can’t do anythin’ else. I scram down the ladder an’ through the wood, an’ up to the broken wall, but I am too clever to go back to the cottage for one of the cars because it looks to me like Merris an’ the rest of the boys have ratted on us, so I turn right and run along towards London in the fields.

“Pretty soon I get a lift and that’s how it is. This evenin’ the cops picked me up.”

“O.K., Willie,” I say, “now that explains a lot to me. Do you know what’s in that document case you’ve got, an’ where is it?”

“It’s under the floor boards in the room I got near King’s Cross,” he says, “the cops never even searched the place.”

“What was in it, Willie? “I say.

He grins.

“A whole bunch of stuff,” he says. “I reckon there’s enough stuff in that wallet to fry Siegella an’ the rest of his mob about two hundred times over.”

“O.K., Willie,” I say, “you be a good boy and take it easy, an’ maybe I’ll look after you like I said.”

Herrick an’ Schiedraut an’ me get back in the car an’ drive back to Brixton. We are feelin’ pretty good. The whole thing is now clear to me. I know why it is that Constance is so keen to get me out an’ I know why it is she wants me to get Willie Bosco, she wants those documents. It looks to me like it is a nice situation, it looks to me like Siegella, the mob an’ Miranda, are parked somewhere in the country, an’ Connie is behind lookin’ after the job of gettin’ these papers back.

I reckon the idea is to get me out, because Willie Bosco has got to come back an’ find me, because not knowing I am a cop he thinks I am the only friend he’s got.

Connie knows he will give me the documents because he reckons I will be able to do a trade with Siegella for him an’ for me.

And there you are. A sweet set-up!


XIII. APPLE-SAUCE
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HERRICK, SCHIEDRAUT AN’ me take a fond farewell of Willie Bosco, who by this time ain’t quite sure whether he’s standin’ on his ear or his elbow. The fact that I am a fly cop seems to have knocked him for a home run.

We get back into the car an’ we streak across to this dump in King’s Cross that Bosco has told us about. This place is a dirty roomin’ house at the back of some street near the King’s Cross depot an’ sure enough, there, under the floorboards, is this leather document case.

We don’t waste any time goin’ through this, an’ it looks like Bosco was doin’ a spot of exaggeratin’ when he says that there is stuff here to fry the Siegella mob, because it looks to me that the best part of the papers are in some sorta code.

However, there is a lotta weather forecasts and wind directional reports — the sorta stuff used for flyin’ — an’ there is also some night flyin’ charts. The weather forecasts are over the period of a week ahead of us an’ it looks to me like I thought that Siegella never intended to use a boat but is goin’ to take Miranda wherever she’s goin’ by plane.

Herrick says that the fact that these documents are in code don’t matter any because they have got guys round at Scotland Yard who can work these things out in no time, so we scram back there good an’ quick an’ he hands these papers over to the right department to get this job done.

When we get there we have another meetin’ an’ I have to tell Larry MacFee that his brother is bumped an’ Larry don’t like this very much, an’ gets a bit keen to get out after somebody an’ get some of his own back. I tell him not to worry, that we will clean these guys good an’ proper before we are through.

We also get some interestin’ reports from the Chief Commissioner who has just got a wireless from New York. This shows that Siegella is goin’ through with the job as planned. By this message it looks like that Siegella had started makin’ other arrangements about some guy in New York to contact old van Zelden over the ranson money good an’ early on Saturday mornin’ so I am right when I think that the rat Merris went over an’ sold Lottie out very late Friday night, an hour or so after our meetin’ at the Parkside Hotel. This decoded message says:



FEDERAL BUREAU INVESTIGATION U.S. DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE TO F.B. OPERATIVE ATTACHED AMERICAN EMBASSY LONDON ENGLAND STOP ADVISE CAUTION AND ENGLISH CO-OPERATION TELEPHONE CALL RECEIVED GUSTAV VAN ZELDEN THAT HIS DAUGHTER MIRANDA KIDNAPPED RANSOM OF THREE MILLION DOLLARS PAYABLE DUTCH BANK ROTTERDAM WITHIN TEN DAYS IN BEARER SECURITIES INTERNATIONALLY INTERCHANGEABLE UNLESS IMMEDIATE ASSENT BY TELEPHONE TO UNKNOWN AGENT IN NEW YORK ONE OF VICTIM’S TEETH WILL BE DESPATCHED EACH DAY BY REGISTERED AIR MAIL UNTIL ASSENT RECEIVED ANY ATTEMPT POLICE INTERFERENCE WILL RESULT IN TORTURE OF VICTIM STOP ASSENT HAS BEEN DULY MADE AND ARRANGEMENTS FOR RANSOM TO BE DEPOSITED AFTER FOUR DAYS’ INTERVAL STOP YOU HAVE FOUR DAYS EFFECT RESCUE OF VICTIM OTHERWISE VAN ZELDEN INSISTS RANSOM BE PAID STOP HE REFUSES TO CREDIT DEPARTMENT’S ASSURANCE THAT IN ANY EVENT VICTIM WILL BE MURDERED STOP

ACKNOWLEDGING YOUR PREVIOUS MESSAGE RECORDS DEPARTMENT HERE SHOWS WOMAN CONSTANCE TO BE MRS. CONSTANCE GALLERTZIN ORIGINALLY WIFE OF UNION SICILIONE MOBSTER PATRICK SCARZZI NOW COMMON LAW WIFE OF SIEGELLA MOBSTER YONNIE MALAS STOP SHE IS WANTED FOR MURDER AND ESCAPE IN TWO STATES STOP DIRECTOR FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATIONS ON BEHALF U.S. GOVERNMENT EXTENDS THANKS FOR BRITISH CO-OPERATION STOP PLEASE INFORM CAUTION BUREAU EXTENDS BEST WISHES FOR SUCCESS STOP



By this time we are all pretty tired an’ Herrick, Schiedraut, MacFee an’ me go back to Brixton an’ we teach Herrick to play poker. This guy thought that he knew how to play it before but we showed him something. After this I have some more of Schiedraut’s applejack an’ I go to bed.

The next mornin’ the fun begins to start good an’ proper. At eight o’clock Schiedraut and Larry MacFee come bustin’ in with the transcript of the Siegella papers that the decodin’ department have been handlin. An’ was this stuff sweet? In these papers an’ lists was the name of practically every Siegella operative in three countries an’ my idea about the aeroplane thing was right because there was arrangements about aero transit hangar accommodation and a lotta stuff like that, an’ it looks like that Siegella has got two three planes operating for him between England, France an’ Italy, which will account for the mysterious night plane stuff that was appearin’ in the English press about a year ago, when a lotta guys said that they had heard aeroplanes dronin’ overhead at night but nobody knew who they was. It also looks like that this French kid Riboux was snatched by plane an’ taken to Germany an’ shipped over to the States from there.

Siegella has made the one big mistake that every big mobster has to make when he gets big enough. He has gotta start puttin’ things down on paper. Practically every big shot pinched by the Federal Bureau durin’ the last coupla years has slipped up because he has been checked either through the Income Tax people or the State revenue officers.

When he is a little mobster it don’t matter. He don’t have to worry any about accounts, but directly he gets big he’s gotta know where the money is comin’ from and where it is goin’ to. Mobsters who muscle in on the liquor racket, gaming houses, vice houses, an’ all that sorta stuff are doin’ business in such a big way that they even have to put their own accountants in. These guys have got to make reports and directly you get papers you get trouble because in the long run somebody always pinches ’em or gets hold of ’em somehow, just like Bosco did.

There is only one thing that ain’t in these documents, an’ that is where Siegella an’ Miranda is just now, an’ it looks to me like we’ve got to find out pretty quick, because I know that wop, an’ if he says he’s goin’ to send one of Miranda’s teeth to her old man every day if he don’t get the ransom you can betcha sweet an’ holy life he’ll do it, an’ maybe he’ll throw in a finger or two for luck.

I told you before that this guy Siegella was responsible for nailin’ a feller to a tree up in Toledo. One of our agents who was up there workin’ with a mob told me that he heard that the wop stuck around an’ watched this guy die.

Now although I reckon that Miranda needs a lesson all right to stop her gallivanting around the places like a big kid, I reckon she has got one by now, an’ the idea of them pretty white teeth of hers being yanked out by some thug like Yonnie Malas don’t please me any, in fact I am a little bit worried about what has happened to her up to now. But already I have got a pretty good idea as to how I can get next to this racket providin’ everything goes all right, although I am a little bit windy about it because it might not be so good for me.

Sittin’ there in the warden’s office at Brixton with the Siegella papers in front of me, I start thinkin’ of the marble tablet that is let into the wall in the main hall of the Federal Bureau of Investigation at Washington. There is a long list of names on that tablet. It is a record of special agents of the Bureau of Investigation who have got bumped whilst in the line of duty, an’ I can sorta see my name stickin’ at the bottom an’ it don’t make me feel good any, because although I have very nearly been bumped quite a lotta times it has always been for somethin’ that might have been worth it, an’ the idea of gettin’ ironed out just because this silly hell cat Miranda likes to go rushin’ about the place doin’ her stuff with a lot of punk mobsters an’ generally behavin’ like a two-by-four idiot, don’t give me any real satisfaction, at least not so you’d notice it.

Now I get rid of this grief on the application of a little of Schiedraut’s applejack, after which the world appears to be a better an’ a brighter place. I stick around an’ have a good lunch an’ after lunch we put on the big act. Some guy sticks a pair of handcuffs on me an’ they stick me in a patrol wagon that they call the Black Maria, an’ they take me round to Bow Street. I am taken downstairs an’ presently a copper comes up to me an’ grabs me by the arm an’ takes me up some stairs an’ shoves me in the dock.

There is plenty people in this Court because it looks like the inhabitants of London are keen to get a look at this mobster they have heard so much about in the papers. Down in the well of this Court I can see Herrick, Schiedraut an’ Larry MacFee lookin’ very stern. I also see the legal expert to the Embassy sittin’ around there. I look at these fellers with great contempt just like real mobsters do on the pictures, only I don’t spit.

Then they start movin’. Some guy gets up an’ starts tellin’ a long spiel about me by which it looks like I am about the worst guy that ever happened. By the time this guy has finished talking about me everybody is thinkin’ that I am the guy who taught Al Capone his business originally, an’ the people in the Court are lookin’ at each other an’ wondering if I am goin’ to produce a tommy gun outa my ear.

The magistrate, which is what they call this judge, is just sittin’ listening with his head on one side, but everythin’ is nice an’ quiet an’ there ain’t no wise-crackin’ from the people around like you get in the States an’ nobody has to bang with a gavel for order.

Presently this feller sits down an’ after this the two guys who pinched me on Jermyn Street give evidence on the arrest an’ the fact that I was carryin’ a gun when I was arrested. When this is over, some nice-lookin’ guy of about fortyfive who is sittin’ next to Kranz who is workin’ for Connie, gets up an’ I must say this guy puts up the marvellous act on my behalf.

He says first of all that the fifteen grand that I changed down at the bank was done quite openly an’ that if I had known this money was pinched I would have changed it some place else, an’ not down at a bank. He also says that I am not a mobster at all, that I am the victim of circumstances an’ that although things may look very black against me I am a well-known Kansas City business man. That I am over here for my health an’ the fact that I am carryin’ a gun don’t mean a thing because as everybody has read in the papers a lotta guys carry guns in the States. He also says that although I have not got it with me I have been granted a permit to carry a gun in the States owing to threats which have been made against my life.

He then says that I am not opposin’ being extradited in the slightest degree an’ he makes out that my one idea is to be sent back to the States so as I can answer any charges which are brought against me.

The magistrate is still noddin’ his head an’ lookin’ very stern, and having regard to the fact that the whole of this business is a frame-up I think he is playing his part very well.

This guy who is doin’ the talking then says that there is no reason so far as I am concerned why the normal extradition proceedings should not take place, but that I should be allowed five or six days to complete my business affairs in this country, an’ that friends of mine are quite willin’ to find any reasonable security or bail for me, an’ that during this period pending extradition I am quite prepared to report to the police every day.

This magistrate guy then asks Herrick whether he has any objection to me being let out on bail an’ Herrick says that providin’ the amount of bail is big enough he ain’t got any objection. The magistrate guy then says that he will allow bail in two securities of £5,000 each, an’ up gets Kranz’s pal an’ says that is O.K. by him an’ that it will be fixed immediately.

Everything looks okey doke, but Herrick now gets up on his feet again an’ refers the magistrate to a second charge against me which is bein’ in possession of a Luger automatic an’ ammunition without a licence.

Now I think this is very clever of Herrick because it makes this thing look good, an’ there is a lot more palooka about this gun an’ eventually I am fined forty shillings on this charge an’ the gun is to be surrendered to the police.

They then let me out of this dock an’ I go to some office where there is a lotta papers an’ things signed, an’ after a bit Herrick comes up to me very stern an’ says that I have got to report every evenin’ at Cannon Row, an’ that if I don’t, an’ I don’t behave myself good an’ proper then the ten thousand will be pinched and that I will be pinched too, an’ that it won’t be so hot for me.

I say thank you very much an’ I go outside. Down at the bottom of the steps leading from this Court I see Connie’s roadster an’ inside it is Connie. She waves to me an’ grins outa the window. I go over to her.

“Well, Lemmy,” she says, “get inside. I reckon you’ve been a whole lot of trouble to us one way an’ another, but it ain’t no good you thinkin’ you can get away.”

I laugh.

“Well, it’s cost you ten thousand to get me out, Connie,” I say, “an’ at the moment I would like a drink. Another thing I have got no money because these guys have taken everythin’ I have got an’ I shall not get it back till tomorrow.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” she says, “I guess we’ll look after you. In the meantime I think we’ll get outa here.”

She starts up the car, an’ we drive to some restaurant in Piccadilly where we have tea. On the way there Connie don’t say very much, but lookin’ at her sideways I think she has got a very nice an’ kind expression for a dame who is wanted for murder an’ escape an’ who is anyway the common law wife of Yonnie Malas.

When we have finished tea, durin’ which time I wise-crack about anythin’ I can think of, Connie gets down to cases.

“Now listen here, Lemmy,” she says, “I’ve been havin’ a long talk with Siegella on the phone about you, an’ although you may think he is a tough guy, he is sometimes very understandin’ an’ I reckon he knew just how you felt about this business. After all, what you said was right, you was in on this Miranda thing on your own an’ we brought you into it whether you wanted to or not. Well, you tried to cross him up an’ you fell down on the job, but he ain’t bearin’ any hard feeling. We’ve got Miranda an’ old man van Zelden is goin’ to pay that money an’ he is goin’ to pay it quick.

“We’re sittin’ pretty. Now you know as well as I do that you oughta be bumped, an’ you know that if it was anybody else except you Siegella would do it without thinkin’ about it. But he reckons you’re a great guy, you’ve brains an’ you’ve got a whole lotta guts an’ he says that it is stickin’ out a foot that you two guys should be workin’ together, an’ that between the pair of you once we’ve got this Miranda thing fixed up you can do pretty well what you like.”

“Listen, Connie,” I say, “do you mind turnin’ off that soft music dope, because it’s givin’ me a pain right behind the left ear. Are you tellin’ me that that wop has gone to all that trouble to get me outa stir for nothing, an’ believe me he’s gone to plenty trouble to do it, an’ you can betcha sweet an’ holy life that it’s cost him the forty thousand dollars bail because I’m goin’ to skip just as soon as I can. They ain’t stickin’ me in any more prisons about here. I don’t like it an’ I don’t like the food, neither.”

“Well, you put yourself there, Lemmy,” she said, “an’ one time it didn’t look as if we was goin’ to get you out, but you’re right about one thing, Siegella does want you to do somethin’ an’ I reckon you’ve got to do it for your own sake just as much as for his.”

She then tells me the story about the documents an’ by what she is sayin’, allowin’ for a few lies which she slips in here an’ there, it looks like that when Lottie Frisch was gettin’ up that ladder Siegella was sittin’ in that room talking to Yonnie Malas an’ a few more of the boys about what they was to do, an’ generally givin’ them instructions, an’ he has got all those papers on the table in front of him.

Then when he’s finished he puts the papers back in the document case an’ everybody walks across the room an’ goes outa the door. Yonnie Malas, Connie an’ Siegella are the last, an’ as they get to the door they turn round an’ they see Lottie get through the window on the other side of the room.

As they turn round Lottie brings the T. gun into action, but her shootin’ is bad an’ she fires a burst into the wall. This was the shootin’ that Willie Bosco heard while he was waitin’ down on the ground. But Yonnie, who is very quick with a gun, drops to the floor, pulls his rod an’ shoots Lottie through the lung twice, but Lottie manages to get to the table an’ chucks the document case outa the window. I expect she guessed that these papers was the works an’ that it would get Siegella pretty mad if Bosco got ’em. This don’t take a second, an’ then she falls on the floor, but she makes another go to use the T. gun an’ she manages to fire a few more shots, but by this time she ain’t feelin’ so good, an’ she don’t hit anything. While she is doin’ this Yonnie lets her have some more an’ by the time he is finished shootin’ she is very dead. By the time they get the other guys lookin’ for Bosco he was well away.

“Well, that’s the way it is,” says Connie, “an’ those papers are pretty incriminatin’, an’ another thing, Lemmy,” she says, lookin’ across at me with an arch look, “is that your name is amongst them papers. It won’t be so hot for you if anybody finds ’em.”

I nod.

“So what?” I say.

“Well, now, Lemmy, be your age,” she says. “Ain’t it stickin’ out a foot? You bet wherever Willie Bosco’s hiding, he’s in London, an’ you bet that when he reads in the papers that you’ve been let out on bail he’s coming round to see you, because he ain’t got any money an’ he ain’t got any place to go, but he’s got those papers an’ he knows durn well that if you had ’em you could do a deal with Siegella; that he’ll pay plenty money to get those papers back, an’ you an’ Willie would be sittin’ pretty.”

I nod.

“That sounds like sense to me,” I say, “so then what?”

She takes a cigarette outa my case which is lying on the table an’ she lights it, an’ she looks at me through the smoke.

“Listen, big boy,” she says. “We got to get outa here, all of us. The whole thing’s planned out and ready-eyed. It’s easy! But before we go we’ve got to have those papers an’ we have got to get Willie. Now here’s the way it is. You go back to your apartment on Jermyn, it’s a certainty that some time today Willie Bosco is goin’ to come through to you on the telephone. You tell him to come round late tonight. He’ll come an’ he’ll bring those papers with him. Well, then it’s easy, when you know the time he’s comin’ you telephone me — I’ll give you my number — an’ when he gets up to your place you give him the heat, grab the papers, an’ I will be waitin’ for you with a car some place near. By next morning, big boy, you an’ me, Miranda an’ the whole works will be coolin’ our heels in a nice little place in Corsica, an’ everythin’ will be hunky dory, an’ not only that, but if you’re a good boy,” she says smilin’, “an’ you do your stuff properly this time, you’re on one million; Siegella says so.”

I pick up my cup of tea, an’ I look at it, then I drink it an’ I put out my hand.

“Say, Connie,” I say, “it’s a deal.”

Pretty soon after this I said goodbye to Connie an’ went round to the Jermyn Street place. Before I left her she gave me a Knightsbridge telephone number which I reckon was the number at the flat where she’d been all the time.

When I got to Jermyn Street there was a package waitin’ for me. I opened it an’ inside was my gun an’ a note from Herrick. He was a thoughtful guy, this Herrick. He didn’t talk much, but he was pretty good. In the note he told me that in the bathroom I would find a direct private line through to his office at Scotland Yard — an’ I call that very quick nice work — an’ that he would be waitin’ in to talk to me.

I got through right away an’ I told him about my meetin’ with Connie, an’ what the idea was. Then we fixed this.

Willie Bosco was to be released. He was to be given the document case with the papers inside, an’ he was to go over to a telephone an’ ring me up at Jermyn Street. Then when he came through I was goin’ to tell him to come around an’ see me about eleven o’clock that night. We didn’t want him to come till it was dark because of one or two other little things we had in mind. When he got round to my place it was arranged that I would give him further instructions.

I then fixed up with Herrick what we were goin’ to do afterwards, because the way I figured things out if we slipped up anywhere it wasn’t goin’ to be so good for me or Miranda, in fact it looked like it would be curtains for the pair of us. But Herrick told me I needn’t worry about his end of the job because it looks like these guys in England have got a very smart radio system workin’ in conjunction with their police cars — the Flying Squad is what they call it — an’ Herrick said that this end of the job would be O.K.

Schiedraut an’ Larry MacFee would be stringin’ along with him. After we got this all fixed up I take a shower an’ finish Schiedraut’s flask of applejack which was very good stuff, an’ just as I am doin’ this Willie Bosco comes through on the telephone.

This guy starts shootin’ off his mouth an’ askin’ a lot of questions, but I tell him to shut up an’ do what he’s told, otherwise he will very likely finish up in the morgue before another day is out. I tell him that he is to come round to my place on Jermyn Street at eleven o’clock sharp an’ he is to walk down Shaftesbury an’ right across Piccadilly Circus, so that if anybody is keeping tail on him they can see that he is comin’ my way.

He will have the document case under his arm, an’ that when he gets to my apartment he will be shown straight up. He says O.K. an’ I then go to bed because what with one thing an’ another I reckon I am goin’ to have a very busy night.

At nine o’clock I ring up Connie an’ she is certainly sweet on the telephone, in fact if I did not know that this dame was a hot potato I would think that butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. I told her that Willie Bosco has been through to me on the telephone an’ that he is comin’ round to me at eleven o’clock an’ that he is bringin’ the papers with him. I tell her that Willie has got a very swelled head about having these papers and that he reckons that Siegella has gone outa the country, an’ his idea is that we should get in touch with a friend of Siegella’s in New York on the telephone an’ tell him that we wanted plenty money to be sent over to England or else we were goin’ to walk round to the American Embassy with these papers.

I tell Connie that I have told Willie that this is a good idea, an’ we have got Siegella in the bag, an’ that Willie is very pleased with himself. I also tell her that when Willie comes round I will look after him all right, but that I am relyin’ on her to fix that I make a quick getaway.

“Listen, Lemmy,” she says, “don’t you worry about that, all you’ve got to do is to fix Willie, an’ get along with those papers. Now listen, what time will you have the job done?”

I tell her that what I am aimin’ to do to Willie will not take me very long. Maybe about five seconds, an’ that therefore I oughta be available for her at the outside at a quarter past eleven. She tells me that at a quarter past eleven she will be in a tourin’ car which will start drivin’ up Lower Regent Street from the Pall Mall end very slow, an’ she calculates that this car will be passin’ the Regent Street end of Jermyn at a quarter past, an’ if I am not waitin’ on the corner by that time she will turn right at Piccadilly Circus, go down Haymarket, turn right again an’ up Lower Regent Street. She has also cased the traffic controls an’ she tells me that there is a traffic stop at the junction of Regent Street an’ Piccadilly Circus. The chances are that the car will be held up in a traffic block an’ I can slip into it. This car is goin’ to be a dark green Ford V.8 with black wings.

I say O.K. an’ that I reckon I will be standin’ on the end of Jermyn Street at fifteen minutes past eleven. When she has rung off I go into the bathroom an’ I get on to Herrick again an’ I give him a description of the car. After which I go to bed some more because I have told you before I am very fond of bed.

I get up at a quarter past ten an’ I get the valet to bring me a man’s size steak. I then dress an’ put on my shoulder holster with the Luger in it, although I have got an idea that this gun is not goin’ to be much use to me.

At five minutes past eleven Willie Bosco shows up. He has got the document case, an’ inside is Siegella’s papers which have been photographed. I give him a shot of whisky, an’ I tell him that he will stick around at the apartment until such time as the cops come an’ pick him up. I also tell him that I have spoken to Schiedraut about him an’ in case anything not so nice should happen to me Schiedraut will see that when he is sent back to the States he gets a break, an’ that if he is lucky he will get away with a two-three years’ sentence.

Willie says thanks very much for the whisky. I stick around till it is sixteen minutes past eleven, an’ then I take out my safety razor blade, an’ I cut the top of Willie Bosco’s finger. I then arrange some blood spots on my left hand shirt cuff. After this I say so long to Bosco an’ tell him not to drink all the liquor, an’ I pick up the case an’ I go out.

As I am walkin’ down Jermyn Street towards Regent Street I am not feelin’ quite so hot, because it looks to me like this is goin’ to be a very near thing, but I don’t see any other way of handlin’ this job because if someone had been able to show me some other way I would have took it.

At the end of Jermyn Street I stand on the corner an’ after two to three minutes I see comin’ up very slowly a dark green Ford V.8, an’ I can see that Constance is drivin’ it. I cannot see anybody in the back of the car. Connie pulls over in front of an omnibus, slows down an’ leans over an’ opens the door. The car is by this time goin’ at walkin’ pace. I get in an’ sit down beside her, an’ as I do so the traffic cop at the top signals go. Connie puts her foot down an’ we slide round into Piccadilly.

“Well, Lemmy,” she says, an’ I see her lookin’ at the blood spots on my right shirt cuff; because Connie has got very quick eyes. “I see you got the papers. Did you have any trouble with Bosco?”

“Not a bit, Connie,” I say, “not the way I fixed it. When I’d finished with him I folded him up an’ stuck him in my steamer trunk, an’ I reckon they won’t find him for days. So that’s that, an’ now where are we goin’?” I ask her, because it looks to me that we are goin’ in the direction of the Knightsbridge flat.

She looks round at me an’ she smiles.

“We’re goin’ to see Miranda,” she says. “She’s not far from Oxford. Siegella an’ ten of the boys are down there an’ we’re leavin’ tonight by aeroplane.”


XIV. SHOWDOWN
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WE SLIP THROUGH Kensington an’ we do a quick streak down the Western Avenue, an’ it looks to me by the way Connie handles things that she has made this journey plenty times before.

I don’t say anything much except to make a lotta casual remarks about this an’ that, but I am keepin’ my eyes pretty well skinned an’ I start to acquire some admiration for the way these coppers work over here.

Down Knightsbridge we was tailed by a little two seater sports car with two young guys in sporting coats in it, an’ this outfit dropped us near Kensington an’ we was picked up by a florist’s delivery van. The guys drivin’ this faded at the Western Avenue, but when we had done about two miles a fellow an’ a girl in a sports car come out of a side turnin’ an’ run with us for about a mile an’ then we go on for a bit on our own because I suppose these cops are wirelessin’ ahead all the time an’ gettin’ us picked up just where it suits ’em.

But I am hopin’ good an’ strong that the wireless is goin’ to work alright because if they are expectin’ us to keep on goin’, an’ the cars that are goin’ to pick us up an’ tail us are goin’ to be too far ahead, an’ if we turn off suddenly, up some side road we are goin’ to be ditched — at least I am — an’ I am not lookin’ forward to any little meetin’s with Siegella, that is unless I am at the right end of the gun, because I reckon that there is goin’ to be a showdown pretty soon, an’ when the time comes I want to have all my friends around me otherwise I am not goin’ to be worth my keep to any guy.

About ten miles on the other side of High Wycombe we come to a sorta track leadin’ up a hill on the left hand side of the road. Connie has a look around but there ain’t anybody about an’ we turn up this track an’ at the top we run into a sorta drive that goes through some trees an’ at the end of this drive is a house.

I cannot see anybody around an’ no cars an’ it looks like what I was afraid of has come off, an’ that the next police car is too far ahead. Anyhow there it is an’ it ain’t any good cryin’ about it.

I notice that on the left of this house is a very big flat field that looks like it might make a first class runaway ground for an aeroplane to land or take off from, an’ this idea is probably right because at each corner of this field I can see a sorta shed place an’ I reckon that there is a lighting system of some sort worked from these sheds to signal the landing ground to planes at night.

It is pretty plain to me that Siegella has got this thing darn well organised, an’ I reckon that if I was a gangster I would certainly like to work for a guy like him because he has got brains although he has also got a tough way of usin’ ’em.

Connie runs the car into a garage at the back of the house. There are two-three other cars in this place an’ I make a note of this for future reference. Then we walk around an’ go in the front door which somebody opens from inside, an’ standin’ in the hallway grinnin’ is Siegella.

He looks pretty pleased with himself an’ he is holdin’ a glass in one hand an’ a bottle in the other, an’ as I go through the door he pours out a stiff one an’ hands it to me.

“Listen, Lemmy,” he says, while I am drinkin’ this bourbon — an’ it was nice stuff too—” don’t let’s have any hard feelin’s between you an’ me, maybe we have both pulled a fast one an’ now we’re quits.”

“That suits me,” I say. “I reckon that we gotta let bygones be bygones and start off fresh. But there’s one thing has got me burned up an’ that is leavin’ forty grand with these cops for the bail which we will certainly have to lose unless we axe goin’ to try an’ hold up the Treasury here.”

He laughs some more.

“You should worry,” he says. “Why, in a week or so we’re goin’ to be worth over a million each, an’ then we can start operatin’ properly.”

He leads the way an’ me an’ Connie follow him into some sittin’ room that is there on the ground floor. I am carryin’ the document case under my arm but up to now he ain’t asked for it, an’ I just throw it down on some chair.

Connie sits down an’ helps herself to a drink and Siegella goes over to a window an’ looks out at the moonlight. I see that most of the windows in this place have got iron bars across ’em outside an’ shutters inside.

I light myself a cigarette.

“How’s Miranda?” I ask him.

He turns round an’ grins.

“She’s fine,” he says. “Mind you, I wouldn’t say that she was pleased with things, an’ she’s been behavin’ a bit high-hat, but she’s alright. I guess we’ll teach her a little bit of reason within a few days.”

I laugh.

“I suppose she wouldn’t come across with the usual agony column stuff for old van Zelden,” I say. “Don’t you usually get ’em to write a letter?”

“You’re right, Lemmy,” he says, helpin’ himself to a cigar out of a big box an’ lightin’ up. “She just told us to go jump in the lake, but that’s alright, I rather like ’em that way. However, when we get the lady outa this country I reckon we’ll talk to her in a different language.”

He walks across to me holdin’ the cigar under his nose so that he can smell the aroma.

“Howd’ya like to up an’ talk to her, Lemmy?” he says. “What about tryin’ out that sex-appeal stuff of yours on the little lady? Take him up, Constance, an’ let Miranda take a crack at him.”

“O.K.,” says Connie, “but that dame makes me sick. An’ why you stand for all that stuff instead of smackin’ her down when she opens her mouth too wide I don’t know. I know what I’d like to do to her. I’d like to do what I did to Lottie Frisch round at Knightsbridge.”

“There’ll be plenty time for that,” he says.

Connie gets up an’ I go after her. We go up two flights of stairs an’ along a corridor, an’ there is a guy standin’ outside a door smokin’. Connie takes a key off him an’ opens the door an’ we go in.

Miranda is standin’ over against the other wall, lookin’ out of the window which is barred like the others. The room is nice and comfortable, an’ well furnished. Her hands are tied with manilla rope.

She is lookin’ O.K. except that she is a bit pale, an’ she looks at me like I was a large beer stain.

“Well, here she is, Lemmy,” says Constance, “take a look at the millionaire girl. She wanted to know the gangsters, an’,” Connie goes on with a grin, “she knows ’em... so there you are!”

She hands me the key.

“Lock the door when you come down, Lemmy,” she says. “I’m goin’ to wash up, an’ if you want to get gay with her go ahead. She can’t do nothin’ to you. She’s just gotta to be a good girl, ain’t she?”

She gives me one of them looks an’ she goes out.

I listen till her footsteps die away an’ then I take out my case an’ offer Miranda a cigarette.

She says yes, an’ I put it in her mouth an’ light it for her.

“Well, Lemmy,” she says. “I suppose I asked for it an’ I got it, but I was disappointed about you. I don’t know why but I somehow didn’t think you was in on this sorta stuff.”

I look at her an’ I can see she has been cryin’ a helluva lot.

“All that friendly stuff you put on was just applesauce, I suppose,” she goes on, “you were just playin’ me along so that I would walk into this, an’ now I suppose you’re laughing your head off.”

“Why not?” I say. “You knew I was a mobster, didn’t you? What did you think was goin’ to happen, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “I expect I’ve been a fool, and I suppose if you go on being a fool long enough something does happen — this kind of thing.”

“Right first time, Miranda,” I crack back, “an’ why shouldn’t it happen? People who play with hot coals get burned, an’ the devil of it is that sometimes they get other guys burned too.”

“Meanin’ what?” she says.

“Meanin’ nothin’.” I get out my safety razor blade, an’ I start work cuttin’ the rope round her wrists.

“Now you keep your head shut an’ don’t start askin’ a lotta fool questions,” I say. “You do as you’re told an’ we might have a dog’s chance, because the way things look around here if anything goes wrong then I reckon we are both booked for slabs down at the local morgue wherever that may be.

“First of all don’t you believe that you are goin’ to get outa this job easy, anyhow. Even if your old man was to pay that ransom six times over he wouldn’t see his little ewe-lamb daughter no more, because Siegella is all set to bump you directly the ransom money’s paid, that is after he an’ any of the others who fancy you get through with you, an’ I don’t reckon that you’d have a good time neither, because these guys are not at all nice, an’ they didn’t learn manners on Park Avenue. What they wouldn’t put you through before they finally gave you the heat would be nobody’s business.”

She looks at me sorta frightened, an’ I guess this was the first time I ever saw her look that way.

“Just what do you mean by that, Lemmy Caution?” she says.

By this time I have got the cord cut an’ she is rubbin’ her wrists which look pretty numb to me.

“I don’t understand, Lemmy,” she starts... but I butt in.

“You don’t have to,” I say, “all you gotta do is shut up an’ listen before I start gettin’ really rough with you. I had to come down here just to find out where you were, otherwise I’d have paid plenty to stay away from this death house, because that’s what it can be an’ darned easy too.

“Now get this. I like livin’ an’ I’m goin’ to do the best I can to go on livin’. An’ it only wants a false move an’ we’re both for Lead Alley.”

I then tell her that I am a Federal cop an’ that I reckon by this time the English dicks will have started to concentrate around this house. I tell her that they cannot start anything until they get some sorta indication from me because they know durn well that one false move means curtains for both of us.

Then she starts to cry. Which is the sorta thing that dames do just when you don’t want ’em to. After a bit she eases up an’ looks at me like I was the Leaning Tower of Pisa or somethin’ screwy, an’ she starts to do a big act.

“You just can that, sister,” I tell her, “because it makes me laugh. I’m doin’ this because I get paid for it, an’ it burns me up that I should have to get around lookin’ after a fool dame like you just because you ain’t got enough sense to come in outa the rain.”

She shuts up then an’ starts dryin’ her eyes with a little handkerchief about as big as a stamp. While she is doin’ this I am indulgin’ in some heavy thinkin’ because I do not know where we go from here.

Just whether Schiedraut, Herrick an’ the rest of the boys are wise to just where this house is, an’ whether they actually had a tail on us all the way I don’t know, but in any case this house is a darned hard place to get near because it looks as if Siegella will certainly have his usual lookout guys, an’ it is a marvellous night just because I don’t want it to be an’ the way this house is fixed standing on its own it is difficult for anybody to get up to it without bein’ seen.

By this time Miranda is finished with the eye dabbing act an’ I take out my gun an’ stick it under the mattress of the bed which is in the corner of the room. We have been talkin’ pretty quiet in case the guy who is standin’ outside in the corridor has got big ears, an’ I walk over to the door an’ have a look out. I see that this guy has wandered down the corridor a bit an’ is lookin’ through a window out over the fields, an’ I reckon that this fellow is doin’ double duty — keepin’ an eye on Miranda an’ keepin’ a lookout along the path that Connie an’ me drove up.

“Now,” I say to Miranda, “just you get a load of this: Under that mattress is a gun an’ it’s the only one I’ve got. Don’t you use it unless you have to, but if you gotta shoot anybody shoot ’em good so that they’re goin’ to stay dead, because if we get as far as that it is goin’ to be serious business.

“I’m goin’ to go downstairs an’ see Siegella. I’m goin’ to tell him that you are bein’ a good girl, an’ that you’re goin’ to do what you’re told, an’ then I am goin’ to take a walk around on some excuse that I gotta think up. If I can see some of these cops around here then I will start something if it looks like we can pull it off quick, an’ if you hear any shootin’, then you grab that gun an’ just shoot your way outa here if you can, because it will mean that something has happened to me an’ I can’t get along.

“Once you get outa here just keep down the path over this hill place until you get on to the main road an’ somebody or other’ll pick you up alright because if anything ain’t gone wrong this part of the world oughta be lousy with coppers.”

“Alright, Lemmy,” she says. “I reckon it isn’t much good my saying anything now, but I think you’re a great man, an’ if ever I get out of here I’m goin’ to find some way to make that plain to you.”

“O.K.,” I tell her, “that’s alright by me an’ if you like you can get old man van Zelden to build me a coupla monuments like Nelson’s column somewhere around fortysecond street where the boys know me.”

An’ with this crack I get out.

When I get out into the passage I turn around an’ shut the door an’ pretend to lock it. I am holdin’ in my hand a yale key that I have taken off my own key ring, an’ I then walk down the corridor an’ hand this key — one that won’t open Miranda’s door — to the fellow who is lookin’ outa the window. He is a wop an’ a nasty lookin’ piece of work an’ I am wonderin’ where I have seen his ugly mug before.

Then I go downstairs an’ I go into the sittin’ room. Siegella is there at the table smokin’ his cigar an’ goin’ through a lotta papers. Connie is sittin’ in the corner of the room readin’ the photogravure section of some dames’ paper an’ there are a coupla tough eggs hanging around just doin’ nothin’.

Siegella looks up.

“Well, how’s the dame, Lemmy?” he says. “Is she listenin’ to reason?”

I grin.

“She’s all right,” I tell him. “She’s just a bit worked up that’s all, an’ wouldn’t you be if you was snatched? I talked to her an’ she listened all right, an’ she says she’s goin’ to be a good girl an’ string along because I told her that’s the way she has to be if she wants to see the old home town some more.”

He nods.

“Like hell,” he says. “Only whatever she does she won’t see nothin’ of the old home town.”

He starts grinnin’ again, an’ I think I would like to smack that grin off him with a baseball bat.

“I reckon that when we have got this ransom money an’ everything is hunky dory, that I know a guy in the Argentine who will pay a little money to take Miranda over,” he says, “an’ that is the easiest way outa the job, because then when she don’t show up no more we can tell her old man that she decided to go to Buenos Ayres an’ we couldn’t stop her goin’. An’ we will fix it so that we can prove she went there, an’ if they like to get busy an’ find out what has happened to her, well, I reckon that’s their business.”

I take one of his cigars out of the box an’ I light it.

“Do you reckon that that is necessary?” I say. “What’s the matter with lettin’ the dame go when we get the money? There’ll only be a lotta trouble if she don’t show up.”

“Be your age, Lemmy,” he says. “Do you think that I’m goin’ to have this dame kickin’ around shootin’ off her mouth about us? She knows who we are an’ all about it, an’ I personally ain’t goin’ to get myself in any spot where I can be identified by some dame that I have snatched. Sendin’ her to the Argentine is better than bumpin’ her because I reckon that when she’s been there a week or so she’ll be durn glad to bump herself off. The guy she’s goin’ to has got medals for makin’ women wanta commit suicide.”

I get up.

“Alright,” I say, “you’re the boss. Well, I reckon I am goin’ to get a little air, because these cells in this Brixton dump of theirs ain’t so airy, although they are better than one or two I been in way back home.”

“O.K.,” says Siegella, “You get around, Lemmy, but if you’re a wise guy you won’t go far. I have got guys all around here in the woods an’ shrubberies keepin’ an eye open, because when it gets a bit later we’re goin’ to put on a light or two so’s the plane can see where to come down. I reckon we’ll be outa here in about an hour’s time an’ then it’s goodbye England for us.”

I walk out an’ I cross the hall an’ open the front door an’ I go out. It is a grand night an’ so light that you can see fine. I take a walk around the house an’ I can’t see nothin’, except in two-three places I see guys hangin’ about, an’ then I start to wander down the path that Connie an’ me drove up when we arrived — the one that leads down to the main road.

This path is a sorta cart track an’ on one side is a wood an’ the other is just plain fields with hedges. Away on the right, formin’ a sorta table top on the hill is the place where the planes are goin’ to land an’ take off, an’ believe me Siegella has certainly picked a spot for it, because this place is as lonely as a desert, an’ if we had not got tapes on it the way we have I reckon that he would have got away with this business as easy as easy.

An’ I am not quite certain that he is not goin’ to get away with it now.

I am peerin’ about all over the place, an’ although from where I am standin’ against a tree at the side of the track I can see the main road, way down in the distance, I cannot see a sign of a car or any cops or anything, an’ I am beginnin’ to think that this does not look so good an’ that maybe the wireless stunt has gone wrong like I have known it to slip up before an’ that Herrick an’ his cops have gone some place else.

While I am standin’ there I see, all of a sudden, comin’ up the road from the High Wycombe direction a car, an’ believe me it is goin’ some. I think for a minute that maybe this is the first Flyin’ Squad car, but I am wrong because when it gets to the place where we turned off it shoots round an’ after a minute or two I see it comin’ up the hill, an’ it is stickin’ out a foot that it is goin’ to pass me an’ go right on up to the house.

An’ whoever is drivin’ that car is either drunk or silly because it is swayin’ and shootin’ all over the road.

I stand by the side of the road, outa the way, an’ in a few seconds the car comes up towards me.

It is goin’ pretty slow now an’ I can see that it is a racin’ sports car an’ that it is bein’ driven by Yonnie Malas.

He has gotta cap pulled down over his head, but underneath the cap I can see that he has got his head tied up an’ the blood is runnin’ down one side of his face.

I jump out an’ wave to him an’ he stops the car, an’ I go over.

“Hell, Yonnie,” I say, “what’s the matter. Are you hit bad? Let’s have a look at you.”

He is breathin’ hard an’ it is durned easy to see that he is hit bad.

“Come here, Lemmy,” he says, “I gotta tell you somethin’.”

I lean over the car an’ he shoots his head out and he catches me by the coat collar, an’ I can see that in his other mitt is a gun. He is lookin’ at me like all the devils in hell an’ I can see the little trickle of blood runnin’ down his neck from where he has been shot somewhere in the head.

“So I got you,” he says, “you double-crossin’ rotten cop, an’ I’m goin’ to give you yours, an’ right now.”

“Say, listen, Yonnie,” I say. “What the hell are you talkin’ about? Are you bats or screwy or what?”

“You bumped Bosco, did you, you yeller liar?” he says. “Well, let me tell you somethin’, we ain’t so darned dumb as you thought we was, an’ I stuck around after you’d left your place in Jermyn an’ I saw them cops come an’ take Willie Bosco outa that dump of yours, an’ I shot the dirty so-an-so just as they was gettin’ him into a car, just the same way as I’m goin’ to give it to you, you lousy double-crosser.”

“Don’t be a fool, Yonnie,” I say, “Look, here they come!”

He does what I want him to. He turns his head for a minute an’ I smack him across the face with a dragged punch, an’ get my hand on the gun. He makes a bit of a struggle but he is pretty weak, an’ I pull the gun outa his hand.

Like a mug I think I am on top of the situation an’ I step back an’ as I do this he steps on the accelerator an’ the car shoots forward.

I take aim for one of the back wheels an’ fire, an’ while I am doin’ this Yonnie who has got another gun in the car turns around at the wheel an’ lets me have a couple.

One of ’em gets me. Right across the top of the shoulder where the nerve is, an’ I give a squeal an’ drop because that nerve hurts plenty when hot lead hits it, an’ by the time I have changed my gun to the other hand an’ got up again Yonnie is a good way up the hill.

I fire four more shots at him an’ I hope to cripes that I have got him, an’ I then start to run up this hill like hell, because I reckon that the game is well bust open now, an’ that if Yonnie arrives with the good news then they will iron out Miranda pronto.

My only chance — an’ I am backin’ on this — is that I have hit this guy an’ that what with the other wound he has got he will not last out until he gets to the house.

An’ when I get up to the top of the hill that is the way it looks because ahead of me I can see the car is goin’ very slow an’ snakin’ all over the place, an’ I can see Yonnie doubled up over the wheel an’ it looks like he is certainly handin’ in his dinner pail good an’ fast.

I run like hell, because I reckon I gotta get to that house, an’ good an’ quick, but he evidently knows I am comin’ along, because he makes an effort an’ puts his foot on the gas.

The car shoots forward just as I am almost up with it, an’ Yonnie drives clean up the front steps of the house an’ smacks through the open double doors, an’ right into the hall, an’ the car smashes into the wall on the left.

I think I can still make it, an’ I put on a spurt an’ get into the hall just as Siegella an’ Connie an’ some more thugs get outa the sittin’ room.

Yonnie pulls himself up over the wheel. His face is covered with blood an’ I can see where I have hit him again through the neck.

He points to me.

“We’re crossed up,” he gasps. “That dirty... the cops!... the cops!...”


XV. CONNIE PULLS ONE

[image: img23.jpg]

I YANK UP my rod an’ am just about to start a little fireworks when I realise that the gun is empty, an’ before I can do anything about half a dozen guys are on top of me an’ they are not bein’ particularly gentle.

Eventually when I get on to my feet, I can see Siegella bendin’ over Yonnie, an’ then he straightens up an’ looks at me with his usual grin.

“Shut the doors, boys,” he says, “an’ fix it so they won’t open.”

Then he looks at me.

“So you did it again, you rat, did you?” he says. “So you shot your mouth to the cops, did you? Alright, well, you see what we’re goin’ to do to you.”

I straighten up. From up the stairs an’ outa the other rooms a whole lotta guys have streamed in. There are about fifteen of these toughs an’ they are all hardboiled as hell.

“Listen, Siegella,” I say. “Get this straight. I ain’t been shootin’ off my mouth to the cops, because I am a cop, see, an’ I’m takin’ you an’ the rest of this bunch.”

He starts to laugh.

“So you’re takin’ us, are you, Mr. G man?” he says. “Listen to me laughin’. We ain’t goin’ to be taken by nobody an’ I reckon I’m goin’ to give you a paraffin bath, an’ Constance here will light it for you.”

I stall for time.

“Listen, wop,” I say. “Here’s how it is. You ain’t got a dog’s chance, an’ this place is lousy with cops. They’ll be here in a minute anyhow, an’ you can see for yourself. Now why don’t you be your age an’ not make it any worse for yourself than it’s goin’ to be?”

“Nuts,” says Siegella. “You an’ your tin badge make me sick. Just like your little frame-up with Miranda upstairs made me sick. Connie just got that gun off her when she tried to do a big wild west act with it, an’ we’re goin’ to give it to her too, an’...”

Just then some guy busts down the stairs.

“Boss,” he croaks, “they’re all round the place. They’re in the signal huts on the other side of the field.... they’re comin’ across now.”

“O.K.,” says Siegella, an’ he starts to laugh.

“Here’s the showdown, boys,” he says. “Close the place up — pull the shutters an’ get two Tommy guns on the roof. It’s them or us an’ if they take us we’ll die anyhow, because there ain’t a guy here would get away anything so easy as fifty years.”

He signals to Ritzkin.

“Take him upstairs an’ chuck him in that room with little Miranda,” he says, “an’ then get some guy to sneak out the back way round to the garage an’ get half a dozen tins of petrol. Say, boys, you remember what we did to that guy at Joplin — the one who crossed us up there — well, we’ll repeat the dose.”

He turns to me.

“Lemmy,” he says. “I reckon I finish here, an’ I’m goin’ to see that you get yours. In about five minutes we’re goin’ to give you a nice little bath, an’ Miranda can watch you take it before we give her the heat. Take him up, Tony.”

The place is bristlin’ with guns as Ritzkin takes me up the stairs. I am feelin’ pretty lousy because this wound I have got in my shoulder is not so good.

Ritzkin takes me along to the room where I left Miranda, an’ some other guy who is with us ties up my wrists an’ they chuck me in the room an’ lock the door. I can see Miranda is tied to the bedposts an’ is tryin’ hard to smile.

Just then there is a burst of fire from somewhere above us, an’ I reckon that somebody has opened fire on the cops from the roof with a Tommy gun. I can hear shootin’ from all around the house.

I flop down on the floor an’ lean up against the wall, because it looks like to me this was the end of the story so far as I am concerned an’ it don’t look so good for Miranda either.

Presently she starts talkin’.

“What will they do to us, Lemmy?” she asks.

I try to grin.

“Why ask me?” I say. “What do you think? I don’t allow that they’re goin’ to give us the freedom of the city. I reckon that this is where we get the heat good an’ proper. It’s curtains for two, Miranda, an’ if you’ve got religion or anything like that in your system, I’d get down an’ say my prayers nice an’ quick, just so’s you don’t get interrupted.”

While I am talkin’ the door opens an’ I can see it is Connie. The shootin’ has died away a bit, although there is an occasional rattle from upstairs as the guy on the roof starts to play tunes with the Tommy gun.

There is a light in the passage outside an’ behind Connie I can see a guy with a lotta tins of petrol on his way. Down the passage I can hear ’em emptyin’ this stuff into a bath.

Now an’ then a fierce beam of light comes in through the window, an’ I reckon the cops outside have got a searchlight from somewhere playin’ on the house, but I don’t know that it is goin’ to do me any good, because I reckon that they cannot rush this place an’ are goin’ to take their time about it, because I suppose that they believe that after this waitin’ about Miranda an’ me are already ironed out.

At this moment I am wishin’ more than anything else that I had a cigarette.

Just then Connie opens the door wide an’ comes in. She walks over to me an’ she puts a cigarette in my mouth an’ she lights it, an’ then she does the same to Miranda.

From the roof above there comes another burst of firin’, an’ downstairs somebody gives a howl as he gets some hot lead.

“Listen, Lemmy,” says Connie, “I wanta talk to you.”

I look up at her. She has shut the door behind her but the moon is now shinin’ through the window an’ I can see her pretty plain. She has got an automatic gun in one hand an’ a cigarette in the other, an’ she is sorta smilin’ a faraway smile like the look on the face of your favourite film star when she does a close-up — all teeth an’ what have you got.

Anyhow I know that Constance is as screwy as hell, an’ I would just as soon believe anything she said as I would listen to a travellin’ salesman, but I reckon that she is goin’ to pull some act, an’ when she gets that faraway look in her eyes I know that she is goin’ to talk about love or something else just as screwy.

I can see Miranda lookin’ at her, an’ then at me an’ she looks like a tiger. I reckon that if Miranda an’ Connie got down to it good an’ proper an’ no stallin’ they would just about tear each other to pieces, because these two dames were just opposites. Miranda was a thrill-seekin’ sportin’ young woman who had been brought up to believe that she was entitled to anything she wanted, an’ Connie, like the rest of her sort, had brought herself up to know what she wanted an’ go out an’ get it.

Anyhow Connie comes over to where I am, an’ she stands there lookin’ down at me, an’ I can see that she has sure got swell feet an’ ankles, an’ it’s durn funny, but even fixed as I was there with darn little hope, I got comparin’ Connie’s ankles with Miranda’s which just goes to show what mugs some guys can be, don’t it?

Then Connie starts to talk:

“Listen, big boy,” she says, “I gotta talk quick an’ you gotta listen an’ think quick. I don’t know why it is, but you know, Lemmy, I’ve always had a soft spot for you, an’ I suppose that underneath everything I’m a woman same as any other one.”

“I wouldn’t know that, Connie,” I say, “I ain’t looked, but I’m prepared to take your word for it. So what?”

“Well,” she says, “What about you an’ me doin’ a deal? I reckon that if I can get you two guys outa here, then you ought to give me a break. You ain’t got anything on me anyhow, except this kidnappin’ business, an’ if I get Miranda outa this then I reckon I’ve squared the book.”

“Ain’t you marvellous, Connie?” I say, an’ I am hopin’ that Miranda will kill that look of hope that is comin’ over her face—” but you gotta remember that you been an accessary right the way through, an’ all I could do for you would be to prove that you did your best to get us outa here when you knew the game was up, an’ that we had got Siegella in the bag, but if you’re content to do that then it’s O.K. with me.”

“Alright,” she says. “Well, here I got another proposition. I gotta car parked near here. I had it for two days hidden in a dump in the bushes down the road. If I spring you two guys outa here an’ we three get off together, will you give me a break an’ let me get away in that car, an’ see if I can beat the cops to it. I reckon that’s fair enough..... if they get me they get me, an’ if I am smart enough to make a getaway I reckon I’ve given you a fair deal.”

“It sounds good,” I say, “an’ what is Siegella doin’ while all this is goin’ on.”

She smiles.

“Don’t you realise that I’m for you, Lemmy?” she says. “I reckon that I’ve always been stuck on you, an’ I just can’t bear the idea of your dyin’ the way Siegella has fixed for you. Can’t you see I’m tryin’ to give you a break an’ this silly jane too?”

I start breathin’ again because it looks to me as if Constance means what she says an’ am I tickled at the idea of even gettin’ a chance to get outa this hell-broth that I am sittin’ in.

“O.K.,” I say, “but the first thing you can do is to cut my hands an’ give me a gun, an’ then I’m agreein’ an’ not before.”

She don’t say anything. She just comes over an’ takes my safety razor blade outa my pocket where I tell her an’ cuts the cord around my wrists; then she does the same for Miranda, an’ then she hands me the automatic.

“I can’t do much fairer than that, can I, Lemmy?” she says sorta piteous, an’ when I look at her I see tears in her eyes.

“Now listen,” she goes on. “In a minute Siegella is goin’ into one of the back rooms downstairs to burn some papers he don’t want the cops to get their hooks on. I’m goin’ to get myself another gun an’ when he’s in there I’m goin’ to let him have it. I reckon I gotta choose between him an’ you, Lemmy, an’ I’m choosin’ you.”

“That’s swell, Connie,” I say, “but there’s just one thing that I wanta make certain of an’ that is that the wop does get his, an’ I don’t mean maybe.”

“Don’t you trust me, Lemmy?” she says.

“You bet I don’t,” I tell her. “I been listenin’ to people like you for a long time, Connie,” I go on, “ever since I first started gettin’ around with the mobs an’ it don’t get me no place.”

I walk over to her.

“Listen, baby,” I say, “I’m for Siegella gettin’ his quick, first of all it saves a whole lot of trouble an’ secondly, that is supposin’ they extradite him when they get him, that he don’t pull any of his usual stunts with the jury. You gotta remember that this guy can pull a lot over the other side that he wouldn’t be able to pull here. But if these cops get him then I reckon that Uncle Sam is goin’ to ask to try him first an’ there’s just a chance that the wop might pull a very fast one an’ get away with it, so I’m all for execution on the spot, an’ I don’t know anybody who’s better suited to do it than you, an’ if you do it then I’ll believe you’re tryin’ to play straight with me.”

She looks at me sorta piteous again.

“I’ll fix him, Lemmy,” she says. “I gotta make you believe in me. I gotta show you I’m trying to make out. Just stick around for a minute an’ I’ll fix him.”

“Okey doke,” I say, “but I didn’t sorta reckon that you would take a run-out powder on Siegella, Connie. Ain’t this a bit sudden?”

She is almost at the door an’ she spins around.

“Ain’t you got any sense, Lemmy,” she says, “or are you dead from the neck up? The cops are all around us. They’re closing in from the runaway side of the field. They’re down on the road, an’ it’s just a matter of an hour or so before they’ll get us.

“Well, ain’t I entitled to a chance? What has Siegella done for me anyhow? I reckon I hate that punk, an’ I allow that here’s where I give him his, an’ what’s more I’m goin’ to like doin’ it.”

“O.K., sister,” I say, “only mind he don’t see you comin’. Otherwise he might iron you out first an’ what would we do without our little Constance.”

While I am speakin’ there is a grunt from outside the door. The guy who has been standin’ at the window in the corridor has got his. Some cop has registered on this guy’s neck an’ he slides down to the floor in a lump and dies. Connie goes over to him an’ she takes the rod out of his fist an’ she sorta looks wise at me over her shoulder an’ she goes off.

Miranda comes up for some more air.

“Oh, it’s wonderful, Lemmy,” she says. “We’re goin’ to get out of here. I didn’t think we had a chance.....”

“Pipe down, gorgeous,” I say, “an’ don’t start countin’ any chickens yet.”

I walk over to the window an’ standin’ with my back to Miranda I pull the ammunition clip out of the automatic that Connie has just given me. It is empty. There ain’t a shell in it, which just goes to show you what a sweet little four-flushin’ twicer this dame Constance is. I tell you the dame is so screwy that she would make a corkscrew look like a West Point flagpole.

“Listen, Miranda,” I say to this jane, who is still rubbing her wrists, “if you think that you’re outa this jam — come again. You ain’t an’ you might never be. This Connie bit has just handed me out an empty gun an’ I don’t like it, an’ if I know anything of her she’s goin’ to pull a fast one in a minute so watch your step, Miranda, otherwise some guy will probably have you on a catsmeat stand next week.”

After a minute or two we hear Connie comin’ back. She comes in an’ she is very white about the mouth, an’ she is cryin’ like smoke.

“I done it, Lemmy,” she says. “I bumped him. He was in the back room an’ I gave it to him. He fell over the desk sorta lookin’ at me an’ it made me feel like hell. Now come on an’ let’s get outa here!”

She leads the way down the passage, an’ we go through a room at the end an’ down a stairway, an’ we cross the room at the bottom an’ go along some balcony an’ into a sorta loft and from here we drop down into the garage.

Connie is leadin’ the way an’ she has got her handbag under her arm, an’ just when she gets to the doors of the garage I pull the handbag away from her an’ I open it.

“Now, don’t get excited, sweetheart,” I crack, “because upstairs you issued me with a gun that ain’t got any lead, in it an’ when I use a gun I like one that shoots.”

I take the gun she has got in the handbag an’ put the empty automatic in its place. She don’t say nothin’, she just leads the way out of the garage an’ we start to make for the path leadin’ down to the road.

From away over at the right I can hear a lotta shootin’ an’ I reckon that the cops are closin’ in on the house from that side, an’ they are not worryin’ much about this side because they have got plenty people down on the road, an’ they reckon that nobody can make a getaway from this direction.

When we have got about one hundred yards down the track Connie takes a path leadin’ off to the left an’ we go down this for a bit an’ away at the bottom I can see a clearin’ an’ on the other side of it is a roadster standin’ there with the moonlight shinin’ on it.

An’ my nose tells me that a whole lot about this business is screwy so I let Connie go well in advance of me, with Miranda bringing up the rear, an’ I am just waitin’ for something to happen, an’ as we walk into the clearin’ it happens.

Siegella gets up from behind the car where he has been hidin’. He is grinnin’ like a coupla hyenas. He has got a rod in his hand and he don’t seem to be worryin’ about the one I’ve got. I get a sorta sickenin’ feelin’ that there is something wrong about this rod too.

Connie suddenly springs ahead an’ runs round the car to Siegella. I jerk up my gun, an’ she starts laughin’.

“Be your age, Lemmy,” she says. “That gun ain’t loaded either. I thought that you might get clever about the first one an’ pull mine off me so I took the shells out. Well, how d’ya like it?”

“Nice work, Connie,” I say, “but one of these fine days somebody is goin’ to give you yours an’ it won’t feel so good.”

Siegella laughs. He is pointin’ the gun at me, an’ it looks like he is enjoyin’ himself.

“Well, sucker,” he says. “I’m goin’ to give you two the heat an’ then we’re scrammin’ outa here. I reckon that you fell for that little story of Connie’s pretty good, didn’t you! Maybe we’ll get away with it, and maybe we won’t but we’ll make a certainty of you two first. So if you believe in Santa Claus you can get down an’ say a few prayers, Mr. G man, because I’m goin’ to blast you an’ I’m goin’ to give it to you in the guts.”

Miranda has been standin’ behind me, an’ I feel her move. She walks round to my side.

“Just one minute, Mr. Siegella,” she says. “I think that you’re forgettin’ something.” She takes a coupla paces forward so naturally that he don’t do anything an’ then, quick as a knife, she throws her shoe straight at him. While she was standin’ behind me she had been slippin’ it off.

The wop fires, but his aim is deflected an’ he gets me through the top of the shoulder — which is the second one that night. I reckon that there ain’t anything to it but a showdown an’ I go straight for him, an’ I am lucky because the next time he fires the automatic jams which is a very nice thing to happen when some guy is shootin’ at you.

I jump straight for the car an’ out the other side as he is backin’ away. I go straight at him an’ I hit him with my head as I arrive which is an old trick I learned in the Philippines.

The wop is no fool at infightin’ an’ he lets me have it in the stomach with his knee an’ I feel that I have been kicked by a squad of racehorses, but I grab him again, an’ we roll down a bank into a sorta dip beneath.

We do everything we know, an’ the wop is fightin’ like he never fought in his life. I am not feelin’ so very good myself, because my shoulder is givin’ me hell, but I am pullin’ a lot of dirty tricks that I have learned since I have been gettin’ around with the mobs an’ by the time I have got my thumbs in one of his eyes an’ am screwin’ his head round with my leg an’ kickin’ him in the face every time his head jerks back he is not feelin’ so good either.

But I know that I am gettin’ weaker every minute because I can feel that I am bleedin’ from my shoulder an’ this wop is in good condition an’ I reckon that I have gotta pull a fast one on him otherwise it is goin’ to be curtains for Lemmy.

So all of a sudden I go sorta limp, as if I was finished. I let go with my hands, an’ I relax with a grunt, an’ the sucker falls for it. For just a split second he lets go, an’, as he does so, I shoot out my two legs, scissor him an’ throw him flat, then, before he can move, I get a leg lock round his neck an’ after a minute I get a first-class Japanese neck hold on him.

This neck hold is a daisy. It was shown me by some Japanese judo merchant that I once got out of a hole, an’ it’s something like a half Nelson only a durn sight worse, an it hurts good and hard.

By this time I have got him turned over on his face, an’ he strugglin’ and workin’ against my right arm which is under his neck, an’ tryin’ to move my left arm because he knows I am hurt at that shoulder, but I am buttressin’ my left arm with my left leg an’ he can’t do a thing.

He tries to throw me, but I hit him a flat one across the back of the neck with my leg an’ I tighten my grip with my arms.

“Listen, wop,” I tell him, “An’ you ought to listen because you ain’t goin’ to hear any more after this. I’m goin’ to make a certainty of you. I’m goin’ to finish you like the lousy rat you are. Have you got that?”

He groans.

“Listen, Lemmy,” he pants, “I can give you plenty dough. I can make you a big shot. I can—”

I smack him another one across the neck.

“You can’t do a thing,” I told him. “An’ you ain’t never goin’ to anything after today, sweetheart, except push up flowers wherever they stick your bum carcass. But before I give you the works you gotta listen to this.

“For a coupla years an’ some months I been stringin’ along with your lousy friends an’ your cheap mobsters. I just had to do it because that’s the way Uncle Sam’s workin’ these days, an’ I had to like it.

“You an’ your sort ain’t worth two shakes in hell. You’re lousy and you’re yellow. You’d walk out on your own mother just like you an’ your lady friend Connie have taken a run-out powder on the mob that you’ve left up there in the house. Them guys are rotten too, but they was decent enough to stick to you an’ you ratted on them like you’d rat on anybody.

“An’ you was goin’ to sell the Miranda woman to your pal in the Argentine when you’d got the ransom money, huh? an’ you reckoned that that was funny because you never thought she’d last the life that she’d get out there for a month. She’d have killed herself an’ you was countin’ on that.

“Listen, baby. We know you was the guy who kidnapped that kid in France an’ let her die in a packin’ case after the ransom money had been paid. We know that you was the guy who snatched the two Grotzner girls last year an’ I’m the dick who found them in a vice house in Bakersfield where you sent ’em when you was through with ’em.

“Well, I reckon that there’s some rotten rats in the mobs, but the two worst ones that I know was you an’ Goyaz. I gave Goyaz his. I gave him five. Two for MacFee, an’ two for Gallat — a poor guy that didn’t have enough sense to know that he was alive, an’ one for me an’ I’m goin’ to give you yours.

“You ain’t goin’ to get no chance to get extradition an’ try to pack a jury or frame anybody. You’re through with bribin’ officials because there ain’t goin’ to be no officials except me. I guess I’m the judge, the jury an’ the court, an’ I’m sentencin’ you, Siegella, an’ here it comes!”

I put the leverage on my right arm, an’ I force my left arm down, an’ I press with my leg over the two arms, an’ it works.

His neck snaps like a rotten twig.

I get up an’ I look at him. He is lyin’ all huddled up like the cheap punk that he was.

I climb up the bank an’ at the top I find Miranda who has been chasin’ around trying to find where I have been. Constance has made a getaway, but I am not worryin’ about this dame because I know she will not get far.

My shoulder is aching pretty bad an’ I sit down an’ lean against a tree. Away to my right through the bushes I can hear the cops workin’ up towards the house. The shootin’ is dyin’ down an’ I see Schiedraut drinkin’ applejack out of his flask.

Now this seems a good idea so I send Miranda over to borrow this flask before he has given it the works, an’ I watch her walkin’ between the trees an’ I see that this dame Miranda has got a swell walk — you know what I mean, one of them walks that give you a whole lot of ideas that ain’t in the training manual, an’ I get a big idea that I could go for this Miranda in a big way, an’ I don’t mean maybe, an’ I think that when I get all this business cleaned up may be I will think about this.

An’ what would you have done, anyway?
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Federal Bureau of Investigation,
NEBRASKA.
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Special Agent Lemuel H. Caution,
Operating, Alliance Area,
NEBRASKA.

From: Director Federal Bureau of Investigation,
United States Department of Justice,
Washington.

Operation 42-7-3-36.

Special Agent Lemuel H. Caution will proceed to New York for the purpose of effecting under-cover contact with Federal Special Agent Myras Duncan, Chicago “G” Division, from whom further instructions will be obtained.

Special Agent Caution will assume the identity of Perry Charles Rice, travelling bond salesman: home town Mason City, Iowa. Contact with Myras Duncan to be made casually at Moksie’s Cafe, Waterfront, New York.

Duncan will have assumed identity of Harvest V. Mellander, rich middle western manufacturer seeking good time in New York. He may be identified by top joint of little finger missing from right hand. Special Agent Caution will prove identity by razor cut scar running from lower wrist across left palm.

Necessary funds available local “G” office. Take immediate action.

Read, learn, destroy.



WAS I pleased or was I? I’m tellin’ you that kickin’ around Alliance Nebraska never pleased me any; more especially when I say that I have been rusticatin’ in this dump so that I am already beginnin’ to think I am growing hay in my hair. But I reckon that the ways of the main “G” office is nobody’s business, an’ I have also got an idea at the back of my head that they have kept me kickin’ around this spot all this time so that the bezuzus I started over the Miranda van Zelden case could die down.

It looks to me like they have got something pretty good boilin’ up for me because I reckon if they are pulling Myras Duncan down from Chicago and plantin’ him to contact me in New York, the job is not goin’ to be one for sissies, because I’m tellin’ you that this Duncan is a tough ace “G” man, and that guy has got more medals for cleaning up mobs than you ever heard tell.

I reckon a train is a great spot for thinkin’ things out. All the while I have been in this train I have been sittin’ back letting my mind play around. There is a lot of guys think that being a “G” man is a mug’s business and that’s as maybe; but I’m tellin’ you that if you are a guy like me who likes to see things happen sometimes an’ who falls for contrast, it’s a great business, that is if they don’t get you first, an’ all the time I am wonderin’ just what the lay-out is going to be on this job an’ just what is going to happen to Lemmy Caution before I hand my ticket in and sign off the charge account.

It is eight o’clock when I arrive. I check out of the depot and get along to some hotel near West 23rd Street where they don’t know me, and I register myself as Perry C. Rice, an’ I do a little talking in the reception that would show anybody that I was an egg and butter man who thought New York was a nice place for strangers only a bit big.

After this I give myself a bath an’ I dig myself out a tuxedo, the sorta cut that a guy like this fellow Rice would wear. After which I get around the town a bit, absorb a little bourbon, an’ about ten o’clock at night I jump myself a taxicab and I scram down to Moksie’s on Waterfront.

This Moksie’s is the usual sorta dump. It’s a place I don’t know because I ain’t acquainted with New York any too good, my not havin’ operated around there very much, which looks to me like the reason I have been picked for this job. But it is the usual sorta waterfront dive where you can win yourself any amount of bad hooch an’ anything else you’re looking for including a split skull an’ a free dive in the East River with a flat-iron around your neck.

When I go down the steps a lotta tough guys give me the once over, but they don’t look very surprised so I imagine they have seen guys in tuxedos before. In one corner is a bar an’ behind this bar is a big guy — I hear ’em call him Moksie — an’ I tell him that I am drinking rye straight an’ that he looks as if he would like one too. I am right about this. I then start givin’ him a lotta dope about good times in Mason City where they make bricks an’ beet sugar, an’ by the time that I am finished talking these guys have got a definite idea in their heads that I am such a hick that ferns will start growing outa my ears any moment.

I stick around this dump for about twenty minutes and then some guy comes down. He is middle-sized guy an’ he is round and plump an’ smilin’. He is wearing a good grey suit an’ he has got a big pin in his scarf. His right hand is stuck in the armhole of his waistcoat an’ I see that the top joint is missing from the little finger, so I do some mathematics an’ conclude that this is Myras Duncan, my contact, otherwise Harvest V. Mellander.

He’s got a coupla dames with him an’ it looks to me like he is making a play that they have been showin’ him around the town. They go over to a table an’ they sit down an’ presently some thin feller comes in an’ takes the two janes away.

I just don’t do anything at all. I just stick around.

Pretty soon this Harvest V. Mellander comes prancing up to the bar, an’ believe me he is puttin’ on a very good act that he is good an’ high. He buys himself a four-finger shot of bourbon an’ whilst he is drinkin’ it he looks at me an’ sorta grins.

“Listen, kid,” he says, “I wouldn’t try anything on with you, but ain’t your name Rice an’ ain’t you from Mason City?”

I look at him an’ I tell him yes, an’ say how would he know a thing like that. He tells me that he knows it because he once had a car smash on Main, an’ don’t I remember taking him in for the night.

I then do a big recognition act an’ we start buying drinks for all an’ sundry, and in about an hour’s time we have got this place jazzed up good, an’ plenty so that nobody takes any notice when this guy Myras and myself scram off to some table at the end of the room with a bottle of bourbon an’ start tellin’ stories about the old days.

I turn my hand over so that he can see the razor cut which I got off some mobster four years before. He pours me out a drink.

“O.K. buddy,” he says. “Now get a load of this. You an’ I are chasing daydreams because believe me the job we’re on is so slim that nobody knows anythin’ about it including me. I suppose you don’t know nothin’.”

“You’re dead right,” I tell him with a big hiccough. “I don’t know a thing, Harvest. What’s it all about? Is somebody goin’ to shoot the President or what?”

He lights himself a cigar. All around the other guys in this place are making plenty noise an’ we can talk easy.

“It ain’t quite so bad as that,” he says, “but it’s this way. The Bureau’s got this tip-off that somebody is goin’ to try something funny with a gold shipment that’s goin’ to Southampton England in a week’s time. Well, how anybody in the Bureau reckons that any palooka can get at that gold I don’t know, but that’s the idea that’s flying about, an’ you gotta handle the works. I’m here to give you the low-down as far as it goes an’ I’m scrammin’ out in a coupla days leaving you to carry the baby.

“The Bureau reckons that they’ve forgotten you down in this part of the world an’ anyway you’re elected.”

I light myself a cigarette and have a little more bourbon. I reckon this sounds good to me.

“Listen, Harvest,” I say, “where do they get all this fancy stuff from. It sounds to me like a pipe-dream from a police nose. Maybe the cops around here have been goin’ to the movies or somethin’.”

He grins.

“That’s what I figured in the first place,” he says, “only it ain’t like that. It’s this way. One night there is a schlmozzle in some swell joint, an’ some tough egg gets smacked over the front-piece with a bottle of White Rock, an’ it don’t do him no good neither, see? This guy just goes out like he had listened to two lullabys at once an’ he never comes round again.

“Any how they run this wop down to Bellevue in a patrol wagon, an’ he gets delirious an’ starts shootin’ off his mouth about this and that. Finally this guy starts talkin’ about the gold shipment an’ does he know all about it or does he? He knows the amount to be sent over, the boat it’s goin’ on, the U.S. Treasury order for movin’ it an’ what will you. He knows the whole piece an’ where he got it from is nobody’s business.

“Carson, a New York ‘G’ man, was takin’ it all down in shorthand, after which this palooka passes out and hands in his dinner pail before he comes round again, an’ so that is that, an’ where do you go from there?”

“You certainly ain’t got a lot to work on,” I tell him. “Ain’t there anything else on the job?”

“That’s just it,” he says. “I can’t tell you a thing. All I’ve been doin’ is to go around here an’ try an’ get contacts with the outside of the mobs so as we can try and get wise to any one who is plannin’ to pull something funny over that shipment, but up to the moment I have drawn a blank.

“Now you know as well as I do that there are only about five bad men around this City who are big enough to try and get away with a pinch of a shipment of bar gold worth about eight million dollars, so I reckon all you can do is to contact those five guys here, get in somehow, let ’em play you for a sucker, lose your money, but try an’ get next to ’em.”

He pulls a toothpick out of his vest pocket, an’ he starts gettin’ to work on his back teeth. All of a sudden he gets a big idea an’ I see his eyes change. He looks across at me an’ he grins again.

“Say listen,” he says. “I’ll tell you something else that might amuse the children. Directly Carson shoots in a report to the Bureau they put me on this job an’ I pick three good boys from police headquarters an’ start to do a little investigatin’. I put these guys on doin’ a quiet muscle-in act on any mob or really tough egg they can contact, an’ the joke is that the whole lot of ’em has had the works one way or another. McNeil — a nice kid from Queens — got himself shot near Brooklyn Bridge, nobody knows how. The second guy — Franton, a wise dick — was found in East River with a card in his pocket inside a waterproof tobacco pouch he used to carry with ‘Come around again some time’ written on it, and the third feller, a tough copper with brains, was taken off the dope squad to do this one, an’ he got smacked down with a blackjack so hard that he never even knew they’d hit him. So what do you know about that?”

He stops talking because a lotta new guys have come down into this dive, an’ a bunch of ’em come around our table.

“O.K.,” he says, lettin’ out a phoney hiccough that could be heard a mile away, “now get a load of this. I’ve got one or two people workin’ for me, people I’ve picked up, people who get around places and hear things. I don’t mean ‘G’ men, I mean just ordinary pikers. I gotta scram outa here now. You meet me at Joe Madrigaul’s place at one o’clock this morning. Maybe I can show you somethin’.”

With this he shakes me warmly by the hand, an’ waltzes out of this dump.

I sit there an’ I do a bit of quiet thinkin’ because this job does not look so easy to me. It looks like chasing a needle in a whole lotta haystacks. At the same time what Mellander has said is true. There are only about five mobsters left the in City of New York who would have the nerve or the organisation to try and pull a break like this and even then they’d be bughouse, but I reckon his system of musclin’ in on this case from the outside on the chance of picking something up is good, an’ that looks like the only way this job can be pulled.

In any event I have always found it a very good thing not to start any trouble until it comes up an’ hits you. Too many guys have had to use hair restorer over goin’ out an’ meeting a whole lot of grief before it got there, an’ I have been too long in this thug chasing game to get excited about anything very much.

The only thing that is worryin’ me at the moment is that my good friend Mr. Mellander has left me to pay the bill which when you come to weigh it up is not so hot, an’ while I am waitin’ for the guy who is lookin’ after our table to bring me my change I am doin’ some quiet thinkin’.

I am thinkin’ that this is a break for me anyhow. It looks like a job for the brain trust all right, and I start to hand myself a bouquet for getting it.

Then I come back to earth. I remember also that I have not got through with this yet, an’ that I am just as likely to win myself a royal smack in the puss an’ a nice bronze casket, as a citation from the Director, an’ it looks to me as if I had better look out for myself plenty.

Still, after I have finished the bourbon, and got my change it looks to me like this New York can be a very interestin’ place.

Also, they tell me, they have some very swell dames around here which is a thing that I am very interested in at any time providin’ that it does not interfere with the business in hand.

And after these ruminations I scram.

I go back to my hotel dump, an’ I lay on the bed an’ I begin to do some heavy thinkin’ about this gold bullion bezuzus. Because it looks to me like there is a leak somewhere if all these police dicks have got themselves bumped off just hangin’ around and tryin’ to make some sense out of what is goin’ on. Mark you I ain’t surprised that these coppers have got themselves in bad because I have often noticed that a police dick will go out for too many contacts in order to keep himself wised up as to what is goin’ on, an’ some of these contacts are not so good an’ go shootin’ their mouths off all over the place, after which some mobster gets wise to the game an’ starts a little target practice on the bull.

That’s why they started this “G” man business. They reckon that we have got to work on our own an’ not get tied up with the coppers unless we have to, which believe me is a thing we don’t do unless the have is spelt with one helluva big “H.” Another thing is that we are a mixed lot of guys an’ you can pick practically any sort of class of guy from a “G” division any place. There is guys who meant to be lawyers an’ guys who meant to go on the stage an’ guys who have taken a run out powder on some dame — in fact there is every sorta guy you can think of an’ a lot you’d never dream of.

I am also feelin’ a bit pleased that they have put me on to this job because it is a big sorta job, an’ if they are takin’ Myras Duncan off it an’ leavin’ it to me then I reckon that they think I am the cat’s lingerie, an’ I don’t mean maybe, an’ I am also thinkin’ that they musta been sorts pleased with the way I handled that Miranda van Zelden case in England with the English cops.

From here I start rememberin’ Miranda an’ what a swell piece she was. Believe me that dame had got a figure that woulda meant a lot to a blind man. I also start wonderin’ just what sorta dames I am goin’ to run across in this case that I am on, an’ whether I am goin’ to contact any swell lookers whilst I am tryin’ to rub in on the mob that is plannin’ this gold snatch.

Because I am a guy who is very interested in women, an’ I am tellin’ you that women are very interestin’ things an’ that if a woman ain’t interestin’ then she oughta go an’ see somebody about it, because even if you are as ugly as a bunch of stale frankfurters you can still have that sorts something that makes guys go goofy an’ start writin’ in an’ orderin’ correspondence courses on “How to acquire a mysterious personality” an’ all that sorta punk.

I’m tellin’ you women are the berries an’ I mean just that, because I have noticed things about women in cases I have been in on an’ in nine cases outa ten if you handle a dame the right way she will spill the beans an’ wise you up to something you are after even before she knows that she has got her little mouth open. In fact I will go so far as to say that some swell mobster’s pet in Missouri once gave me the low-down on a hot ice proposition just because she liked the way I showed my teeth while I was yawnin’ my head off when she was tellin’ me how much she would like to tear her best friend’s ears off.

By now it is half after midnight, an’ I reckon that it is time that I got a move on an’ met up with Harvest V. Mellander at Joe Madrigaul’s place, which is only a ten minute run in a cab from where I am. So I doll up a bit, an’ just before I go I have a meetin’ with myself as to whether I should pack the old shooting iron because Lemmy Caution without a Luger under his arm is about as much use as a lump of pickled pork to a rabbi, especially when I come to consider that these palookas have been givin’ the heat to these previous guys, but after doin’ a bit more thinkin’ I conclude that this guy Perry Charles Rice would not pack a rod, so I leave it behind an’ believe me havin’ regard to what happened this was a durn good thing for Perry Rice an’ Lemmy Caution as I hope to tell you.

You oughta know that it was a swell night when I got outside an’ what with the shot of bourbon an’ me gettin’ this bullion case I am feelin’ like the guy who four-flushed the pot in a poker game when the other guys forgot to ask him to show his openers.

Pretty soon I get around to this Joe Madrigaul’s place which is called Madrigaul’s Club Select, which looks to me like a good crack because this Joe Madrigaul, who is a Greek, was one of the original forty thieves if some of the stories I have heard about him are O.K.

It is a swell dump — like the night club you always see on the movies, only with real liquor. There is a gold sorta entrance an’ then you go along a wide passage an’ up a few stairs an’ through some doors an’ you check your hat at a place on the right. In front of you is a few more wide stairs an’ then a dance floor with tables all around it an’ a curtained-off stage on the floor level right at the end. Away on the left, half-way to the stage, is a little passage with a blind end an’ some telephone booths in it. Right dead on the right-hand side down near the doors is a bar with a couple of bar tenders in fancy white coats shakin’ ’em up. The band platform is on the right of the stage with a little door beside it, and there is a band playin’ some hot tune with a swing that would make Caruso wish he had been a song an’ dance guy.

I check in my hat an’ cross over to the bar, an’ as I open my mouth to say “rye” I catch a look at a guy who is on the other side of the room. Now there is something familiar about this guy because he is pretty high an’ is yet steady on his feet an’ when I have another look I see that this guy is Jerry Tiernan, a reporter on the Chicago Evenin’Sun an’ Gazette, an’ I get the jitters because this palooka knows me for Lemmy Caution an’ I reckon that I have gotta tell him to keep his trap shut about my being a “G” man otherwise there is likely to be some sweet complications.

Now you oughta know that this Jerry Tiernan is a right sorta guy an’ that I have made use of him once or twice before now, an’ that he is very hot at findin’ out things that you do not want checked up through the office. He is also a guy with a lot of sense an’ knows how to keep his trap shut, so I ease over across the floor and grab him just as he is about to stagger off some place.

“Listen, Hangover,” I say, “just take a pull at yourself an’ meet your old friend Perry Charles Rice who is down from the old bond-sellin’ racket in Iowa, an’ I hope you ain’t too drunk to get that, big boy, an’ like it!”

Mind you this Hangover is well gone — he was one of them guys who is always half cut anyhow an’ I don’t suppose he’d ever been any other way for years — but his brain is workin’ all right because he looks at me an’ grins an’ says:

“Well... if it ain’t the old Perry.... What are you doin’ down here you ol’ son of a hoodlum. An’ how’s the big bond salesman? Let me promote you to a big drink, Perry....”

An’ with this he grabs me by the arm an’ takes me back to the bar where I tip him off that I am down here on a little business an’ that he is not to forget that I am Mr. Rice — the stuff you use at weddings — an’ that if he does I am liable to go haywire an’ cane the pants off him with stingin’ nettles.

After which I turn around and start to give the once over to this Joe Madrigaul’s place. This is a swell place I’m tellin’ you an’ cost some sweet dough to sling together. There are plenty people there eatin’ and drinkin’ and they look like heavy spenders to me.

I was wonderin’ just why my friend Harvest V. Mellander had got me to go along to meet up with him there, an’ just how this place broke in the little bit of business we had on, an’ I am not surprised anyhow because I reckon that more thuggery starts in night clubs the world over than in any other sorta place.

Just then I see something that makes me catch my breath an’ gasp. I see a dame!

This dame is comin’ out of the little door by the side of the band platform at the end of the dance floor on the right. An’ although I have seen plenty swell dames in my life I have never looked at one in this class.

I reckon that some of you educated guys have heard of that Greek dame Helen whose face launched a thousand ships. Well I’m tellin’ you that this honey’s face would have launched the United States Navy an’ a couple submarines. She was tall an’ she moved like a queen. She had a figure that would have kept Rip Van Winkle awake just so’s he could wonder whether he wasn’t dreamin’ it. She had an oval face that was as white an’ as perfect as marble, an’ there was two lovely eyes lookin’ out of it that sorta looked right into you an’ then out the other side.

Was she swell?... I’m tellin’ you that this dame had a mouth that was so perfect that you had to look again so that you knew you wasn’t takin’ yourself for a ride.

An’ she had a guy with her. This guy was so ugly he could have got himself a free scholarship into a college for gargoyles. I’m tellin’ you that it hurt you to look at him. He was short an’ plump an’ white faced. An’ he was frightened sick. I’ve seen some scared guys in my time, but none of ’em had anything on this baby. When it came to bein’ frightened he was ace high.

They stand there for a minute in front of the door as if they was undecided about somethin’. Then, just as it looks as if they was goin’ to sit down at one of the tables near the band platform another guy comes out of the door an’ joins in.

This last guy is a slim, wiry, good-lookin’ feller. He has gotta clean cut sorta face but he looks so tough that he would like to pull cats’ legs off. You know, one of them cruel mugs. He is certainly dressed up an’ looks swell, an’ he has gotta coupla diamonds twinklin’ in his shirt front that never come out of no five and ten.

He smiles at the lovely dame an’ says somethin’ an’ then she turns around to the gargoyle an’ says somethin’ to him. After this they turn around an’ go back through the little door.

I am sorta interested in this set-up, an’ I turn around to the bar lookin’ for Hangover so’s I can ask him one or two questions about these people, because I reckon that Hangover is the night club king, there ain’t any place in Chicago or New York that he ain’t next to. I don’t know whether I told you before, but Jerry Tiernan is one swell crime reporter an’ his paper just lets him do what he likes an’ he gets around plenty I’m tellin’ you, an’ has been of use to me more than once in jobs I was on.

I look around this place some more. It is certainly a swell joint. It has filled up considerable an’ they have a good trade. There is lots of champagne corks poppin’ and some of the women are pretty lookers an’ can swing a mean hip.

Hangover is standin’ by the end of the bar drinkin’ rye and talkin’ to some red neck who is payin’ for it, so I ease over an’ I get the news-hound on one side an’ I ask him if he knows who the dame was that just went through the little door. I tell him that she was a very swell dame an’ a heavy looker an’ does that help him in the identification parade.

He looks at me an’ he grins. This guy Hangover has got a sickly sorta musical comedy grin; maybe because he’s met so many murderers. He says:

“That’s Carlotta, Perry. Don’t you know Carlotta? Well... you’ll have to meet the lady, only mind your eye Perry, because you might get yourself burned. Didn’t you ever hear that dope about the moth an’ the flame?”

He takes another gulp at the rye.

“She’s a honey,” he says, “but oh boy, is she bad? An’ Perry, can she sing?”

He then goes on to tell me that this Carlotta is a dame who sings in the cabaret at this club, that she is a hot momma an’ that plenty guys have handed themselves a smack by getting next to her. This dame, according to Hangover — an’ I’m tellin’ you that he knows his stuff — has gotta sorta Cleopatra complex an’ she believes that every guy with a wad that looks like bein’ worth takin’ is good to play Marc Antony opposite her. Hangover also tells me strictly confidentially that the gargoyle-faced palooka is a fellow called Willie the Goop by the boys around the night clubs.

This Willie the Goop has got a real name — Charles Frene — but nobody ever thinks of using it, an’ apparently he has got one big crush on Carlotta an’ is hangin’ around tryin’ to make her good an’ hard.

By what Hangover tells me this Carlotta is plenty tough, an’ she is aimin’ to cash in on the Gargoyle proposition, this guy having more money than he rightly knows what to do with.

Well, I was gettin’ so interested in pickin’ up this local colour that I very nearly forgot my date with Myras Duncan — or rather Mr. Harvest V. Mellander — an’ when I look at my watch I see that it is twenty minutes past one and that he is good an’ late, which surprises me because I have always heard that this guy is a dead shot for bein’ any place at the time nominated.

I stick around for a few more minutes and then I have an idea that I will get through to this Moksie’s dive on Waterfront where I contacted Duncan, an’ find out if he has left any message or tried to contact me — that bein’ the only place where he would know he could get me — an’ so I feel in my pocket for a nickel an’ I walk around behind the tables on the left-hand side of the Club up to the little passage where I’d seen a telephone booth.

When I got to this place I see that it is a little passage about fifteen feet long an’ there are three telephone booths in it, all painted cream an’ gold to match the decorations and with little pleated curtains over the windows. The passage is lit with three little electric bulbs like lilies, one over each booth.

I go down to the end booth an’ I open the door. I oughta tell you that I went to the end booth because you can see the other two — they bein’ opposite each other — from the club floor an’ I am not particularly keen on drawin’ attention to myself.

I take a look at the directory an’ I find the number of this Moksie’s dive an’ I get my nickel ready an’ I open the door, an’ I get a considerable shock.

Because propped up against the wall with the telephone receiver in his hand an’ his hat slipped over one eye an’ a little trickle of blood runnin’ down on the floor is nobody but Myras Duncan, otherwise Mr. Harvest Mellander, an’ somebody has given him the heat good an’ plenty, having shot him three times at close range, there bein’ obvious powder marks on his light grey suit.

Now this business does not please me at all because it stands to reason that I cannot find out very much about this business now, Duncan being very dead, an’ it also looks like there was some folks around here who are not very well disposed to “G” guys like myself, an’ that they are probably plannin’ to make things a bit difficult for me now that they have disposed of Mr. Mellander.

So I close the door an’ I go back to the bar an’ I have a shot of rye all by myself an’ I do a little quiet thinkin’. After which I go outside to the place where I checked my hat an’ I ask the jane behind the counter if she has gotta bit of cardboard about twelve inches by twelve inches.

This baby is a nice jane an’ she falls for the come on look I give her, so she cuts out the bottom of a white cardboard box she has got an’ she gives me this an’ also a bit of string that I asked for. I then slip her a buck an’ go off to the wash-room.

Up in the wash-room, which is up a little flight of stairs, I take out my fountain pen an’ I start doin’ a big printin’ act on this bit of cardboard, an’ when I have done it I run the string through two little holes I have punched in the corners, an’ I put it under my coat an’ I go back into the club.

I have another rye at the bar an’ then I ease round to the little telephone passage on the left an’ I take a quick look in the end booth an’ I see that Mr. Mellander is quite undisturbed and is still very dead.

I then shut the door, an’ havin’ done this I hang the notice that I have printed up in the wash-room, which says “OUT OF ORDER,” on the door handle of the death booth, and I ease out again an’ go over to the bar an’ buy myself a big one.

Because it looks to me that this case is goin’ to be a very interestin’ case.


II. ONE FOR WILLIE
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BY THIS TIME I have come to the conclusion that there is some guy around this place of Joe Madrigaul’s who knows a coupla things. It is also a cinch that whoever it was bumped Myras Duncan is pretty well on to the fact that he was operating on this bullion case an’ it looks like that the same thing is goin’ to go for me.

So it looks that someone in this bezuzus is a fellow who has got some sorta access to things pretty high up which must be a fact when you remember that Duncan told me that the original thug in this case who was slogged over the head talked a lot of stuff when he was bughouse as to what was an’ what was not goin’ to be done about this bullion.

All of which does not help me any an’ it looks to me that the only thing that I can do is to stick around this dump an’ just wait for something else to pop, although I have got a sneakin’ conviction that the next thing that is goin’ to happen is that somebody is going to pull one on me.

The thing that concerns me right now is just how long Myras Duncan has been stuck in that call booth. I am also interested to know as to whether he got himself shot before he had made the call or afterwards, because I am thinkin’ that maybe he was calling me an’ that if he got the heat after he rung up there might still be some message for me at Moksie’s; so it looks like it is goin’ to be a good thing for me to do to get through to Moksie’s an’ ask whether anybody rang up with a message for Mr. Rice, but on second thoughts I reckon I will ask Hangover to put this call through because just at this minute I feel I would like to stick around by the bar an’ not go any place where somebody could iron me out.

So I ease over to him an’ wise him up to the fact that I would like him to go over to the phone box an’ ring through to Moksie’s an’ ask if anybody put through a call for Mr. Rice, to which he says O.K. an’ I watch him as he goes round the left of the dance floor stoppin’ here an’ there to wisecrack with guys he knows. I see him turn into the little telephone passage an’ I see too that he does not go into one of the boxes that I can see from the bar, but is evidently goin’ to walk down to the box at the end. After a bit I see him come back an’ go into one of the other boxes, an’ I breathe a sigh of relief because it is a stone certainty to me that he has seen the “Out of Order” notice on the end box an’ given it the go-by.

Anyhow he does this phoning an’ comes back an’ tells me that nobody has called up Moksie’s an’ asked for me, after which he says he has got a date some place and asks me where I am stayin’ in New York an’ fixes to come round an’ have a drink with me. He then has some more rye an’ scrams.

Two three minutes afterwards the band put up a big roll on the drums an’ the lights in the club begin to fade out. Right then the whole place is in darkness except for just an occasional wall light here an’ there throwing a dim light round the tables at the sides. Then a spot light is put on the curtains at the end of the floor. They part an’ standing’ there in a black dress that looks as if she was poured into it is Carlotta. Say, what have I been doin’ all that dame’s life!

I guess that Hangover was right when he said that dame could sing. I’m telling you that most of them mugs in that place of Madrigaul’s had sampled mostly everything goin’. I reckon they’d heard plenty singers before, but when this dame starts handin’ them out a slow swing about how she was always lookin’ for love an’ never gettin’ any, well I reckon you could have heard yourself wishin’.

By the time she has come to the end of the chorus an’ has started on the second verse, I am thinkin’ that maybe I could go for this dame plenty — that is providin’ I could look after myself in the process, an’ not get my fingers all burned up like Hangover said.

It also looks to me that when she has finished her song she will probably go over an’ join Willie the Goop, the gargoyle-faced guy, who is parked by himself at a table on the right — the table nearest Carlotta, an’ I have got an idea that I would like to get better acquainted with these two guys. It looks to me that I owe this Joe Madrigaul’s place one for Duncan. Besides which I am a naturally curious cuss.

So I leave the bar an’, takin’ it quiet, I start edgin’ my way round the backs of the tables on the right of the club up towards Willie’s table. I am careful not to make any noise or draw attention to myself.

When Carlotta is about half-way through the second chorus, I reckon I am about ten feet from Willie the Goop’s table, but I cannot see him because the electric wall bracket that is behind his table is not switched on owin’ to it bein’ too near the stage. I am just goin’ to light myself a cigarette when I hear a sorta plop. It is a sound that I have heard before. It might be a champagne cork bein’ pulled only it is too soft. There is a funny metallic tinge in it. I know what this noise is. It is the sound that an automatic makes when its fired with a silencer fitted over the barrel.

Right now Carlotta has finished the chorus. She makes a bow an’ the lights go up, an’ there is a roar of applause, but believe me it stopped good an’ quick when everybody in that place saw that somebody has blasted Willie the Goop good an’ proper. He was slumped forward on the table in front of him, an’ his head had knocked over the vase of flowers that was standin’ in the middle of the table. The white tablecloth an’ the napkins were stained red and the stain was gettin’ bigger.

I just stopped where I was. I was watchin’ Carlotta. She never bat an eyelid. She just took a sorta quiet look at what was once Willie the Goop an’ then turned an’ walked up-stage, an’ the curtains came down behind her.

I reckoned she had gone off to her dressin’ room.

The next thing I know is that Joe Madrigaul is standin’ on the steps at the entrance to the dance floor. This wop looks good an’ scared I’m tellin’ you.

“Latees an’ gentlemens,” he bleats. “I wanta you to keep mos’ quiet an notta move or anything until the cops come, because it looks like to me thata they may wanta ask plenty say-so because somebody has shoot dees guy!”

An’ with this he shuts the double doors behind him an’ locks ’em. There is one helluva hubbub goin’ on in this club. Everybody is talkin’ at the top of their voices an’ crowdin’ round the table havin’ a look at what was Willie. A lot of the women are pretendin’ to be very shocked, but I notice that they only get shocked after they have had a good look.

I take advantage of this spot of hey-hey to ease up past the back of the table an’ to walk through the little door on the right of the band platform which is now empty, the bandmen having joined the rest of the mob on the floor. I find myself in a little passage runnin’ down by the side of the stage an’ I walk down this, cut across backstage an’ go through another passage. This looks to me like dressin’ rooms an’ at the end I can see one door a little bit open an’ a light inside. I reckon that this will be Carlotta’s room an’ I also reckon that I can hear voices inside an’ I make two guesses that Carlotta is havin’ a conversation with the well-dressed hard-puss guy who was talking to her an’ Willie the Goop just after I came into the Club.

I walk along an’ I push open the door, an’ I go in. I find that I am right in my guess because Carlotta is sittin’ down in front of her dressin’ table with her chair screwed round talking to the guy who is sittin’ in the corner of the room smokin’ a cigarette. He looks up.

“And what do you want, feller?” he says.

I grin.

“Sorry to butt in like this people,” I say, “but I was just lookin’ around and it seemed funny that you guys should decide to hold a meetin’ out here just when somebody’s got themselves shot on the dance floor. Say,” I say, lookin’ at ’em both, “wasn’t this guy a pal of yours?”

She didn’t say anything an’ he throws his cigarette stub away an’ gets another one out. He is lookin’ at me most of the time with his eyelids drooped over his eyes.

“Why the hell don’t you mind your own business, pal?” he says. “I reckon this is a free country, ain’t it, an’ I’d like to know who asked you to go gumshoein’ around the place askin’ questions. Who are you anyway?”

I grin some more.

“My name’s Rice, from Mason City, Iowa, an’ I’m around here because a pal of mine, Jerry Tiernan, a reporting guy, promised to introduce me to this dame. He was just goin’ to do it, but he had to go, so I thought I’d come around an’ do it myself.”

I look at the dame.

“How’re you makin’ out, kid?” I crack.

She looks up and she speaks. Its a funny thing but I’ve never known a swell looker whose voice matched her face and figure, but this Carlotta dame was the exception that didn’t prove anythin’. She’d got a voice that was as good-lookin’ as her face. It was maple syrup, I’m tellin’ you, but it didn’t go with the expression in her eyes while she was lookin’ at me. I told you they was lovely, didn’t I, but you shoulda seen ’em now. They was lookin’ at me like a pair of hard green cats’ eyes. They was just tough.

“I’d be glad to know you, Mr. Rice,” she said, “but it looks to me as if this ain’t the time for introductions, an’ it looks to me as if you might be answering a few questions yourself instead of asking them.”

She turned to the fellow in the corner.

“I saw this guy, Rudy,” she said. “I watched him while I was singing my number. I saw him coming up behind Willie’s table, and I reckon that he might know something about that shooting himself.”

Rudy looks at me an’ he grins.

“Maybe you might at that,” he says. “It looks like the cops might like to talk to you, Mr. Rice.”

I grin some more.

“O.K.,” I say, “but you know it ain’t as easy as that. If you shoot a guy you have to have a gun, an’ a gun is a thing that I never carry. They go off an’ hurt people sometimes.

“Listen, baby,” I say, “talkin’ about who killed this guy outside. It looks to me like somebody could have ironed this guy out through that little door on the right, the door that leads back-stage.” I grin some more. “I wonder if you got a gun,” I ask him.

He gets up.

“Listen,” he says. “You scram outa here. Nobody asked you to come around in this dressin’ room, an’ you’re not wanted. Scram, otherwise it might not be so good for you. If anybody wants to ask questions around here, its all right if they’re a copper, otherwise they might get a smack in the puss.”

I tip my hat to the dame.

“O.K., children,” I say. “Mr. Rice is never a guy for sticking his nose in where it ain’t wanted. I’ll be seein’ you. So long. An’ don’t do anything I wouldn’t do myself!”

With this crack I turn around and walk back through the little door on to the Club floor, where there was a lotta excitement breakin’. Some police lieutenant an’ four guys from the Homicide Squad are kickin’ around there askin’ questions, an’ no sooner do I appear than this lieutenant guy, whose name apparently is Reissler, gets his hooks on to me an’ starts givin’ me the works, because it looks like Joe Madrigaul an’ one or two other palookas have seen me easin’ round the side of the Club gettin’ up towards Willie the Goop’s table, an’ it looks as if they are spottin’ me for being the killer.

The lieutenant gets very tough with me, but I tell him to ease off an’ that if he is accusin’ me of murder I would very much like to see the gun that I did this job with, but that if he wants to ask me straight questions nice and quiet maybe I’ll do business.

He then asks me where I have been, an’ I tell him that I have eased off in in order to have a few words with Miss Carlotta who is a very swell dame, an’ the sorta proposition that we do not meet very often in Mason City. I also point out to him the little door at the back an’ that somebody could have croaked this guy Willie the Goop by comin’ through the little door which was in darkness whilst Carlotta was singin’ her number, giving him the heat an’ then scrammin’ outa the dance floor.

The lieutenant tells me that when he wants my advice he will ask for it, to which I crack back that that is O.K. by me an’ that I have read detective books myself.

Just at this moment Carlotta an’ the guy she calls Rudy come through the door an’ the lieutenant lines them up too. To cut a long story short this cop, who is pretty good an’ intelligent, pulls it down to the fact that it was somebody within about ten fifteen feet radius of Willie that gave him the heat, an’ he reckons that he is taking everybody who was within that radius at the time, includin’ me, down to headquarters for a little pow-wow.

He also lines up Carlotta an’ her boy friend Rudy an’ takes ’em down too, because he says he reckons it was a bit screwy them being out the back instead of bein’ on the dance floor after this guy was shot.

Whilst all this palooka is goin’ on I do not say anything at all. I have lit myself a cigarette an’ I am wonderin’ just how long it is going to be before some smart guy discovers that there is another perfectly good stiff in the shape of Myras Duncan alias Mr. Harvest V. Mellander who is still stuck in the telephone box with the receiver to his ear.

I am also wondering very quietly to myself whether the exchange will be able to tell me at what time that phone box was disconnected, that is if somebody has been tryin’ to get through on it, after Myras Duncan was shot, because if this is so it will give me a very good idea as to the approximate time that somebody ereased Myras out.

I am disturbed in these ruminations by the arrival of the patrol wagons, and we are all shepherded down to headquarters, where they proceed to do a big questionin’ act. By keepin’ my ears open I get myself some information and discover that Carlotta’s name is Carlotta de la Rue which sounds good an’ phoney to me an’ makes me imagine that her real monniker is maybe Lottie Higgins.

The guy with her is a guy called Rudy Saltierra, an’ I must say that this guy seems pretty calm an’ collected an’ don’t seem to be worryin’ about anything at all.

When they start to give me the works I tell ’em that I am Perry Rice from Mason City, Iowa, an’ let it go at that. But I am not mug enough to show ’em my Federal badge or do any big acts as to who I really am, otherwise I reckon I may spoil the whole bag of tricks, an’ I am only hopin’ that by some means or other I will get through this check-up without the works being blown.

It looks like Carlotta an’ this guy Saltierra are all right because everybody could see where Carlotta was an’ she tells ’em she walked back stage because when the lights went up an’ she saw this guy Willie was ironed out she thought that she was goin’ to faint. This guy Saltierra had got a cast-iron alibi because some guy back-stage who works the lights says that from where he was he could see the door of Carlotta’s dressin’ room which was open, an’ that Saltierra was sitting there at the time the shootin’ was done.

Just when I am beginning to be good an’ bored with all this, a diversion arrives in the shape of Hangover, who has absorbed a whole lot more rye an’ is standin’ up only by force of will an’ a copper’s arm.

It looks like he has heard about this shooting business an’ scrammed back to Joe Madrigaul’s place right away where he has discovered that I have been taken down to headquarters, an’ he has blown in to tell this Reissler that I am a perfectly good an’ innocent citizen an’ I have just come down to New York; that I have never been in Joe Madrigaul’s place before an’ that I am the sorta guy who would not know what to do with a gun even if I won one at a church raffle.

All this stuff, combined with my general attitude which has been just like how I think Perry Rice would behave, gets me outa this jam, an’ the lieutenant comes over to me an’ tells me I can scram out of it, but that I had better not be quite so fresh when cops are askin’ me questions, to which I ask him how would he like me to be because I am that way, an’ also that I am not very used to talking to smart city coppers, after which he tells me a few things about myself an’ I scram.

When I get outside I wait for Hangover an’ when this guy comes out I say thank you very much, an’ he says he thinks that we should go an’ drink some bourbon some place because it is obvious to him that without him lookin’ after me I am liable to get myself into trouble around New York.

I say that this is O.K. but that I have got one or two private things to do, an’ that he will be doin’ me a big favour if he comes round an’ sees me tomorrow mornin’ at my hotel as there are one or two things he can do for me. He then falls into a cab an’ goes off some place.

I hang around for a minute or two, an’ I start walkin’. When I have walked half a block I see this guy Rudy Saltierra lightin’ himself a cigarette, an’ he sees me. He grins, an’ I see that when this guy grins he looks more like a coupla tigers than ever.

“Well, Mr. Rice,” he says, “I reckon you had a swell experience your first night in New York. You’ll be able to tell ’em all about it when you get back home.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “I reckon that’s a swell first night for anybody to have in New York. They always told me this was a tough place.”

He grins.

“Well, that’s the way it goes,” he says. “Say, what about comin’ along an’ having a little drink some place with me? I reckon I could show you a thing or two that wouldn’t hurt your eyesight.”

I say thanks but I have got something to do. Another thing to go on all I want is some coffee, I am off liquor at the moment. I say this because I can see way down the block an all night coffee bar an’ I think maybe he will fall for the idea. He does.

“O.K., buddy,” he says, “you can get some coffee along here. I’d like to buy you a cup — New York hospitality.”

He grins some more.

We go along to this coffee bar an’ he orders two cups of coffee, then he puts his hand in his pocket to pay for it an’ the light from behind the bar falls on him an’ I see somethin’ that is very interesting to me.

I have told you that this guy Rudy Saltierra is a very snappy dresser, an’ I am wonderin’ just why it is that his tuxedo does not match up with his pants, because I can see that his evening pants are made of a sorta barathea cloth but that his jacket is a black herringbone, an’ I think that this is a very interesting thing for reasons which I will wise you up about in a minute.

Whilst we are drinkin’ this coffee, this guy asks me a lotta questions about Mason City, but he don’t win anything here because I know all about this place an’ could answer up like I was really born there.

After a bit I say that it is about time I was goin’ an’ I say thanks a lot, an’ I tell him that I hope I will see him again round Joe Madrigaul’s place. He says that I surely will but that it would be a good thing if I did not go walkin’ around back-stage unless somebody asks me to, an’ he sorta suggests by his attitude that this dame Carlotta is his own personal property and that anybody else who plays around is liable to get a poke in the snoot.

Just at this time a yellow cab is passin’ which I stop an’ I tell the driver to drive me back to the Hotel Court where I am stayin’, an’ I do this good an’ loud so that Rudy can hear me. When we have driven a coupla blocks I tell the driver to change direction an’ drop me somewhere around the back of Joe Madrigaul’s Club, because I have got a whole lot of ideas floatin’ about in my brain box that I would like to check up on.

When I get outa the cab I go round to the back of this club an’ I see that it abuts on a sorta alleyway. There are some windows on the street level which are all barred up an’ I reckon that about eight feet below them will be the club floor. I walk along a bit an’ I see a little window just above my head, an’ I work out that this will be the window that looks into the dressing room passage.

There is nobody around in this alley an’ after I investigate a bit I find a garbage can. I take this garbage can back an’ I stand on it, an’ I do a little heavy work on the window with a little cold steel tool I always carry, an’ within about five minutes I have got this window good an’ open. I get down an’ take the garbage can back to the place I got it from. Then I go back to the window, take a jump, pull myself up, get through it an’ shut it after me.

It is pretty good an’ dark inside an’ the only light I have got is a little tiny flash that I have got in the cap of my fountain-pen, but I do my best with this an’ I find that I am right about being in the dressing room passage.

I walk along this an’ over the stage part of the floor an’ through the curtains an’ into the middle of the club floor. I have seen some depressing sights but I do not think there is anything so depressin’ as a night club when it is closed. The cleaners have not been at work owin’ to this killin’ I suppose, an’ away on the left in the dim light that is coming through some glass windows at the top I can still see the red stain on the table cloth where Willie the Goop handed in his dinner pail.

I walk across the floor an’ I go into the little telephone passage. I see that my “Out of Order” notice is still on the door an’ I look inside an’ I see that Myras Duncan is still there. It looks to me like nobody has been around here an’ discovered him yet. I then go back an’ sit down at a table. The guys who was at this table must have been a bit upset at the shootin’ because I see that they have left a bottle with some bourbon in it there, so I help myself to a drink an’ I proceed to do a little quiet thinkin’.

Sittin’ at this table in the sorta dim light with this dead guy Duncan standin’ in the telephone booth not thirty yards away, tryin’ to get a hunch on just how all this business around here broke, may seem funny to you, but then maybe I am a funny sorta guy. I do not mind dead men one little bit; it’s the live ones I’m afraid of.

Out in the middle of the dance floor is a long white streamer — you know one of them things that you throw at other guys; that sorta unwinds itself, an’ it seemed to me just at that moment that life was like one of them streamers, only in the case of Mr. Harvest V. Mellander someone had broke it off with a snap. I am also thinkin’ that although I do not know this guy Duncan very well, yet he seemed a good guy an’ had got himself a good rating as a “G” man, an’ it looked that I would have to do something about him bein’ bumped off like that.

An’ then — I don’t know why it was — I got an idea. It was so funny an’ screwy that just for a moment I thought I had gone a bit nuts myself, but after thinkin’ around things it did not seem so strange. Maybe, if you’ve been listenin’ to what I’ve been sayin’ you mighta got the same sorta idea yourself.

But I soon bring myself back to earth because it don’t do anybody any good to indulge in pipe dreams in the middle of deserted dance clubs at four o’clock in the mornin’ an’ the thing that I had got to do was to find where Rudy had thrown his other dinner coat.

Just at this moment I wasn’t worryin’ too much about the Myras Duncan bump off. That could look after itself for a bit. The thing that was engrossin’ my attention was Willie the Goop bezuzus, an’ this was the way I reckoned that it was done.

I told you that this Rudy Saltierra was a snappy dresser an’ that I noticed at the coffee stall that he was wearin’ an odd dinner coat. Well it looks to me like Rudy had slipped through the little door by the side of the band platform while this Carlotta was doin’ her number an’ had sorta walked quietly in the darkness up to Willie the Goop’s table. When he got there he had shot this mug Willie through the pocket of his jacket after which he had scrammed good an’ quick an’ changed it. If this is right then he had that jacket parked some place an’ it looks to me like the place was Carlotta’s dressin’ room.

I get up an’ I walk quietly through the stage curtain an’ through to the dressin’ room passage. Carlotta’s room is locked but I have got prizes for doin’ little jobs on locked doors an’ it takes me about two minutes to fix the lock an’ open the door.

I go in an’ I lamp around. The air is sorta sweet an’ heavy — you know how a room gets when the window ain’t open an’ the dame who has the room uses a lotta powder and perfume there — an’ I stand there sniffin’ an’ it is almost as if this dame Carlotta is in the place because I reckon this honey uses a swell sorta perfume that I wouldn’t even forget if I was dead.

I start gumshoein’ around this place openin’ drawers an’ lookin’ into closets but I don’t discover nothin’ very much only that this dame Carlotta has one helluva nice taste in lingerie — an’ that she wears stockin’s so sheer that it was almost a sin to turn ’em over in the drawers.

After a bit I give up lookin’ around here an’ I go out in the passage and start lookin’ for a likely place for a gent to temporarily park a tuxedo that he don’t want to be found wearin’, an’ whilst I am workin’ around this passage with my fountain-pen flash I am thinkin’ that Rudy Saltierra is sure comin’ back for this jacket some time an’ it might not be so good for Lemmy if he decided to come back right now, especially having regard to the fact that I am not heeled having left the old Luger at home because I am playin’ at being Perry Rice.

Right down at the end of the passage, near where the window is that I came in through, is a wash-basin — the sorta thing that it put there for stage hands to use, an’ up on the wall, well above this basin is a cistern. I look around until I find a step-ladder which I see at the other end of the passage an’ I put it up against the wall an’ I feel along the top of this cistern, an’ oh boy am I right? I get one helluva kick out of this because parked on top of the cistern is a tuxedo an’ when I look at it close I see that it is made of barathea an’ also that there is a flower in the buttonhole just as it was when I saw Rudy wearin’ it earlier in the evenin’.

I get down the step ladder an’ turn the coat over an’ sure as shootin’ there is the bullet hole through the right hand pocket an’ it looks as if my idea about the way that Willie the Goop got his is dead right. I then slip my hand into the breast pocket of this tuxedo an’ I fish out a letter an’ I get kick number two because I can see that this letter is addressed to Miss Carlotta De La Rue at Joe Madrigaul’s Club Select, an’ I begin to wonder just what this letter is doin’ in Rudy’s pocket.

I then read the letter which is written in a pretty lousy sorta handwritin’, just as if the guy who wrote it had been comin’ out of a jag at the time, an’ it says:



Carlotta,

I have not the time to write much to you just now, but I must see you and talk to you tonight. I am both worried and frightened at my discoveries of today, and I am even more worried and frightened for you.

Why it was necessary for you to string me along when you are already tied up to Saltierra I don’t know. Maybe it was for money, but even if this is so and even if you are as heartless, as cruel, as mercenary and as scheming as I have been told, I must still see you for a few moments this evening.

I cannot possible telephone my news. It is too important and much too secret. I shall see you at the Club tonight and speak to you after your number.

Willie.



I put this letter back in the envelope just like it was, an’ the envelope back in the tuxedo an’ then I walk up the ladder an’ I put the tuxedo back where I found it an’ I leave it for Saltierra to find when he comes for it.

When I get down the ladder I sit down on one of the rungs an’ do some more thinkin’. It is a stone ginger that this letter is in Saltierra’s coat because Carlotta had given it to him to read after she has got it. It stands to reason that this Willie the Goop had come along to Joe Madrigaul’s place to shoot his mouth about somethin’ or other, an’ Rudy just wasn’t goin’ to have it; an’ it looks to me like this dame Carlotta has probably given Rudy the tip off that it is about time that somebody gave this Willie the Goop an earful of hot lead an’ Rudy has listened and said yes.

I reckon that I am not too displeased with things just at this minute because they are beginnin’ to shape up a bit, an’ maybe if I wait a bit I shall have somethin’ I can get my teeth into.

I listen a bit but everything is quiet, so I take a chance and light myself a cigarette, an’ then I gumshoe back across the dance floor an’ I go over to the telephone passage feelin’ my way along in the darkness an’ I go into one of the booths at the entrance of the passage an’ after puttin’ my handkerchief over the transmitter so that some wise guy will not recognise my voice I ask for Police Headquarters.

When I get it I ask for Lieutenant Riessler. Presently this guy comes to the telephone. I ask him if he is him an’ he says yes an’ who am I.

“Listen, honeybunch,” I tell him. “I know that you are just a big flatfoot with leaves growin’ around your knees through standin’ in one place too long, but there are a couple things I think you oughta know.

“First of all let me tell you that if you will send a patrol wagon around to Joe Madrigaul’s place you will find a stiff in the telephone box. This stiff is a guy called Harvest V. Mellander an’ somebody shot him tonight three times, so it looks as if they meant it. Secondly this guy has still got the receiver in his hand so that this telephone box will have been disconnected since the time he was shot.

“Now maybe I can tell you some more, so if you are a good guy and will check up with the telephone company what time this phone box got disconnected through the receiver bein’ picked up, an’ will put an ad. in the personal column of the New York Evenin’ Mirror tomorrow tellin’ me what the time was, then maybe I will telephone you again some time.

“The second thing is that you oughta believe in Santa Claus, because I’m him, an’ what would you do without me, sweetheart?”

I then hang up an’ I scram outa this Joe Madrigaul’s place good an’ quick, because I reckon that the lieutenant will be down pronto. I get through the little window an’ I walk around a block or two an’ I get myself a cab an’ I go back to my hotel an’ I proceed to get myself to bed, because believe it or not, I am very tired an’ my old mother usta tell me that a man needs three things. Lots of good nourishin’ food, lots of sound sleep an’ the love of a good woman. Well anyhow I have got the food an’ the sleep part an’ I am still gumshoein’ around lookin’ for part three.

Somehow I wish this dame Carlotta was good, but my unfailing instinct — as the lady writers call it — tells me that she is just another of them dames who would prise the gold stoppin’ out of a sleepin’ guy’s tooth.


III. A SPOT OF HOOEY
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NEXT MORNIN’ I get up good an’ early an’ whilst I am shavin’ I take a long look at myself in the mirror an’ wonder just how long I am goin’ to be all in one piece, because you have gotta realise that this business of mine can be a not very healthy profession. I have known lots of guys in the service who have been just as big as I am — an’ I am tellin’ you that I weigh two hundred pounds an’ have a face that is so ugly in a nice sorta way that dames are always inclined to lean on me in moments of trouble — an’ who have got all sorts of things that I have not got such as education, but even this has not prevented them from gettin’ themselves ironed out by some thug.

Which just goes to show that education ain’t everything.

At the same time I have got something that the Director calls a “nose” for satisfyin’ my natural curiosity in ways not always adopted by other guys, an’ they tell me that this is what makes me a good dick. But just at this moment I have come to a conclusion about a coupla things, one is that I am very interested in this guy Willie the Goop, whose real name is supposed to be Charles Frene, an’ point number two is that I have got to remember that I am investigatin’ this bullion snatch an’ I reckon I must not worry myself about these murders except when an’ where they touch this gold business.

But it looks to me like it will be a very good thing if these New York coppers, who will be hot to find out who has bumped Myras Duncan an’ Willie, do not get ahead too fast, otherwise all my ideas are goin’ to be all balled up.

When I read the newspapers I see that the killings of Charles Frene an’ Harvest V. Mellander, whose body was discovered by this cop Riessler about thirteen minutes after I telephoned him, have been put down to some mobsters who was operatin’ in the Club. It also says that the cops think they will be pinchin’ somebody within two three days.

This is a thing that any cop, in any country, thinks, an’ it don’t mean a thing.

Well it is a cinch that they have not got anything on Rudy Saltierra because he is alibied by this electrician guy who works the lights at the club an’ who said that Saltierra was sittin’ in Carlotta’s dressing room the whole time. But as I happen to think, personally speakin’, that it was Saltierra who bumped off Willie the Goop, than I reckon this electrician guy is in on the game, an’ I reckon that I am goin’ to have two three words with this palooka an’ maybe will try a little rough stuff with him.

So having thought all this out, I take myself down to the telegraph office an’ I send off a wire to the Director’s Office in code:



SPECIAL AGENT LEMUEL H. CAUTION TO DIRECTOR, FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION WASHINGTON (DECODING ROOM.)

REPORT MYRAS DUNCAN SHOT LAST NIGHT JOE MADRIGAUL’S CLUB SELECT NEW YORK IDENTIFIED BY ME TO NEW YORK POLICE AS HARVEST V. MELLANDER STOP REPORT MAN ABOUT THIRTY BLONDE BROWN EYES OVERSIZED NOSE AND MOUTH VERY UGLY WEIGHT APPROXIMATELY 185 POUNDS HEIGHT APPROXIMATELY FIVE FEET EIGHT INCHES KNOWN AS WILLIE THE GOOP OTHERWISE CHARLES FRENE SHOT SAME VENUE WITHIN SAY TWO HOURS OF DUNCAN KILLING. PLEASE ARRANGE DELAY INVESTIGATIONS OF LOCAL POLICE IN ORDER THAT SITUATION MAY DEVELOP STOP PLEASE ARRANGE GIVE ME FULL INFORMATION OF CHARLES FRENE HOTEL COURT UNDER COVER OF BOND ADVERTISEMENT CIRCULAR ADDRESSED PERRY C. RICE STOP PLEASE ENCLOSE FULL DETAILS NEXT GOLD MOVEMENT UNITED STATES TO ENGLAND AND ADVISE WHETHER BULLION WILL BE MOVED TO SHIP FROM UNITED STATES ASSAY OFFICE OR FEDERAL RESERVE BANK OF NEW YORK STOP AM TEMPORARILY CLEARED OF SUSPICION ON PART OF LOCAL POLICE IN CHARLES FRENE KILLING, BUT AM PROBABLY STILL UNDER OBSERVATION SUGGEST MY REAL IDENTITY NOT DISCLOSED ANYWHERE STOP



Having got this off my chest, I then go back to the hotel an’ give myself a shot of rye because I think that very soon a lot of interestin’ things are going to happen around here shortly — anyway I hope so.

At half-past ten Hangover arrives an’ he is full of news an’ bourbon. He asks me whether I know that there has been another killing at Joe Madrigaul’s place an’ that some guy Mellander has got himself bumped off in the phone box, an’ I says yes I have seen this in the papers. He says that it looks to him as if this stuff is goin’ to make a pretty good story an’ he is goin’ to get around and get himself a coupla lines on it. I reckon he is very pleased with all this bein’ a reporter.

He also says he does not know what I am doin’ around Joe Madrigaul’s place last night but that he guesses that I am on a job of some sort, an’ that if he can be of any use to me I have only got to say the word.

Now I have been thinkin’ about Hangover an’ I have come to the conclusion that it is much the best thing for me to do to tell this guy what I am really doin’ in New York. Maybe you will think that this was not such a hot thing to do, but it looked to be right just at this time, an’ I feel that I am goin’ to follow my nose for a bit, so I tell him about the stuff that I got from Mellander last night.

I tell him who Mellander was an’ I also tell him that it looks to me like these two killings was tied up with this suggested attempt that is goin’ to be made on the bullion. That this is a cinch as regards Duncan an’ probably it goes for Willie too. I also tell him that he will be doin’ a very good job of work for me if he will give me the low down on this guy Rudy Saltierra an’ that I would like to have this pronto.

He is very pleased with all this an’ says that I am a great guy to wise him up about this story, an’ he will keep it under his hat until I give him the say-so to break with it an’ that when I say go he reckons that this is goin’ to be one of the biggest crime stories that he has ever pulled in a long career of liquor, dames an’ what have you got. After which we drink a little bourbon an’ he goes off to see what he can find out.

By this time it is twelve o’clock an’ I put on my fedora an’ I go round to Joe Madrigaul’s place an’ I ask to see this guy, an’ I see him in his office. This Madrigaul is not at all unpleased to see me, because he is a bit excited about havin’ all these murders around his club, an’ I don’t think that he minds the idea very much because it looks to him like a lotta guys will come around just to see the place where these fellows got bumped, which just goes to show that most guys is only interested in some other guy after he is dead.

I put on a very good act about last night, an’ bein’ taken down to headquarters an’ grilled, an’ I tell him that when I get back to Mason City I bet I will make the folks’ hair stand up when they hear about the sorta stuff that goes on around here in New York an’ that I have been pulled in as a suspect. I then tell him that I have always been interested in detective stories, that I practically read one every week an’ that I reckon if I had been a dick I would have made very good. I also say I have got a lotta theories myself about these murders; that it looks to me like this guy Willie the Goop was shot by somebody who came through the pass door on the right of the band platform.

He falls for this an’ says that this is not so because just on the other side of the door, fixed up on a platform on the wall, is the electrician who works the lights an’ this guy can see all round back-stage, an’ that the only fellow who could have come through an’ shot Willie was Rudy Saltierra, an’ this electrician guy says he was in Carlotta’s dressing room all the time.

I say that this is very interestin’ an’ has this guy got any theories about what happened. He falls for this too an’ takes me across the club floor to where this electrician is at work looking after the lights, an’ I have a talk with this guy whose name is Skendall, an’ this guy tells me how nobody back-stage could have done any shootin’ or gone through the pass door unless he had seen ’em.

This Skendall is a big sorta guy an’ looks tough. By this time I have come to the conclusion that he is a first-class liar an’ that he is fixin’ an alibi for Rudy Saltierra very nicely. I also reckon that I will have a few quiet words some time with this Skendall an’ will probably argue with him with a sledge hammer.

Anyway it looks like I am doin’ a good mornin’s work an’ so I suggest to Joe Madrigaul that we should sample a little rye at my expense an’ this idea goin’ with him we go back to his office an’ we proceed to do a little quiet drinkin’.

This Joe Madrigaul is the usual sorta wop who runs joints like this, an’ he is not a bad guy in his way, an’ after I have talked for a bit to this cuss I come to the conclusion that it is more than likely that he don’t know what is going on around this dump an’ is probably bein’ played for a sucker by the Carlotta-Saltierra mob who are certainly givin’ themselves a pretty good break some way or another.

So I tell him that this Carlotta is a nice piece of work an’ that I could go for her in a very big way myself an’ he says that is all very well, but that this Carlotta is Rudy Saltierra’s girl, and that I had just as soon start playin’ baseball with a coupla Bengal tigers as try an’ muscle in on the same. I also get it out of him that it is Rudy Saltierra who got this dame the job singin’ at the Club which is why he is always hangin’ around.

Madrigaul wises me up that Saltierra is a tough baby an’ that he is a racketeer in a big way. Nice an’ quiet mind you, but still big, an’ that he is a very nasty tempered fellow an’ can always get somebody to do a big rubbin’ out act with any guys who start gettin’ fresh. The wop goes on that it looks like Rudy is real stuck on the bundle of frills an’ that Madrigaul wouldn’t be surprised if Rudy didn’t do somethin’ silly like marryin’ her or somethin’ equally screwy because it looks like Rudy has said to Madrigaul that this time it is different an’ that he is goin’ for this dame in a different sorta way to all the others, which is all very well but still sounds like a lot of hokum to me because I know these racketeers an’ their little way of takin’ a run out powder on a dame after they have told her a lotta bedtime stories about what they will do for her if she is nice an’ says yes papa all the time.

After this pow-wow with the Greek I scram outa this place and get myself some eats at a quick lunch an’ do some more quiet thinkin’. It looks to me like I have gotta force the pace a bit if I am goin’ to get next to what these guys are at; that the best thing I can do is to get around an’ have a little talk with this Carlotta dame an’ try an’ see just how she is shapin’ in this business.

Maybe you will think that this was not a clever thing to do, but I have always found that takin’ the bull by the horns is somethin’ which gets results — even if it is the bull who gets the results.

I then go into a drug store an’ look up the name of a florists near Joe Madrigaul’s place, an’ when I have got this I ring the Club an’ say to the girl that I am the florists an’ that Miss de la Rue has ordered some flowers from us but that we have lost the address an’ can they oblige. She falls for this an’ gives me Carlotta’s address on Riverside Drive at West 113th Street an’ I jump a cab an’ go around there pronto.

When I get there I see that this is a pretty swell sorta apartment house an’ that by the looks of the place this Carlotta must be makin’ some sweet dough doin’ this torch singin’ act around night clubs. I get her name off the indicator on the ground floor an’ I go up in the lift an’ walk straight along the corridor until I come to the door of the apartment an’ then I rap on the door an’ stick around until it is opened by some coloured maid who is all dolled up like you see ’em in Franch farces.

As this girl opens the door I look over her shoulder an’ I see another door — on the opposite side of the hall behind her — close, an’ I reckon that Carlotta is in alright, but when I tell this maid that I want to see Miss de la Rue she says she reckons that Miss de la Rue is out an’ that I had better get in touch with her at the Club Select where she will be that evenin’, because Miss de la Rue don’t receive at her apartment.

I tell her that for what Miss de la Rue don’t receive I hope she will be truly thankful, an’ as she steps back to shut the door I put my foot inside an’ just push. She then begins to do a big squawk, so I tell her to behave herself an’ not get excited, an’ I walk across the little hall an’ I rap on the door opposite an’ I open it an’ go in.

It is a swell sorta drawin’ room an’ looks very pretty. It is full of women’s fall-di-lala, an’ Carlotta wearin’ a very attractive loungin’ gown is sittin’ at a table writin’ a letter. When she heard me she spins around an’ looks at me like I was somethin’ that crawled out from under a rock.

“An’ what do you want,” she says. “Didn’t somebody tell you that I wasn’t at home?”

I put my hat down an’ I sit down an’ I light a cigarette. She is tappin’ on the floor with her foot because I’m tellin’ you that she was properly het-up, an’ I might also tell you that this dame has got the swellest feet an’ ankles that I have ever seen an’ I have seen considerable.

“Now listen, Miss Carlotta,” I say, nice an’ gentle like. “Don’t get me wrong, because I wouldn’t like you to come to any wrong sorta conclusions about me because I am a guy that has gotta terrific respect for women because believe it or not my mother was a woman an’ my father always taught me that it was wrong to hit a woman while there was a good train service runnin’.”

This Carlotta then gets up an’ does a big high hat act. She says that she is really not interested in what my father said to me, an’ that will I please state what I want otherwise she is goin’ to ring for the lift guy an’ have me thrown out on my ear. I then look very sorrowful an’ say that I have always known that my lack of education an’ book learnin’ would get me in a jam some time, an’ that if I had known I was goin’ to meet up with her I would have spent my whole life takin’ correspondence courses so I would talk like a radio announcer.

She then starts tappin’ with her foot some more, an’ I tell her that when I saw her the night before she just hit me for the boundary an’ that I have never seen anything like her before, an’ that I am just plain nuts about her, an’ that my pal Jerry Tiernan had promised to introduce me to her only that was all messed up by this shootin’ business, an’ that I have taken a great liberty in bustin’ in like this but that I am due to leave New York almost any time now an’ that I just couldn’t go without seein’ her.

All the while I am doin’ this this dame is lookin’ at me in a very suspicious sorta manner, but at last I see that I am beginnin’ to get away with it, an’ I see her eyes sorta soften, an’ I reckon that she has fallen for this spiel that I have put up.

Because it is a funny thing but it don’t matter who or what a dame is or how tough she is you have only gotta pull a lotta stuff about bein’ nuts about her an’ in nine cases outa ten she will fall for it just because women — ever since the world began — have wanted guys to fall for ’em. An’ you can take it from me that if the serpent in the Garden of Eden hadn’t been wise to this fact then we none of us would even be here, an’ Adam would still be wearin’ smoked glasses an’ not noticin’ anything about Eve at all — at least not so it mattered.

She then says that maybe that is O.K. but that I should not go around bustin’ into people’s apartments an’ anyhow what do I want.

I say that I am very worried because I reckon that the police are very suspicious about me an’ this killin’ last night, an’ that although they have let me go I was very upset because there seemed to be some sorta idea flyin’ about that I had shot this guy Willie the Goop which was a thing which was quite impossible for me to do anyhow because I would not hurt a fly.

When I have finished this business she gets up an’ she gets herself a cigarette out of a box an’ lights a swell silver ornamental lighter on a little table an’ she brings the cigarette box an’ the lighter over to me an’ she gives me a cigarette an’ lights it for me.

She stands in front of me while she is doin’ this an’ I tell you that this dame was certainly a honey. She has got a figure that is nobody’s business an’ she walks like a queen oughta walk if she knew her stuff. She is wearin’ the same perfume that I remember from the time when I turned her dressing room over while I was lookin’ for Rudy’s other tuxedo, an’ was that stuff perfume or was it? I’m tellin’ you that it certainly was. It just did somethin’ to me an’ what with her standin’ there lookin’ down on me with those big lovely eyes sorta soft an’ droopin’ I had to remember that I was doin’ a job otherwise I might have qualified myself for a big sentimental act an’ messed up the whole bag of tricks.

Which is the way it always goes. Because I have found out that if ever you are on a case an’ you meet a good woman — you know the sort that your mother wants you to get acquainted with — then she is always one of them with squat heels an’ a square fringe an’ she talks high hat an’ makes you feel that you oughta take a course in table manners an’ how to eat asparagus without havin’ to wear a slicker; but if she is a bad one like this Carlotta then you can bet your last dime that she has got all the makin’s an’ that she wears the right sorta scent an’ french heels an’ that she looks like she was poured into her clothes an’ she talks in that sorta voice that makes you think of raisin’ a family quick, so as to get some new voters functionin’ for Mr. Roosevelt’s new deal before it starts gettin’ any older.

After she has lit this cigarette for me she sits down beside me on the couch an’ she waits for a minute an’ then she says.

“Listen Perry, I reckon that you are the sorta man that I have always felt attracted to an’ I reckon that it was something more than mere chance that sent you to Joe Madrigaul’s place last night.”

She gives a little sigh an’ then she goes on.

“Yes... I think it was Fate that sent you there because I needed help so badly.”

Then she goes on to say that she is sorry that she sorta suggested that I had anything to do with the Willie the Goop bump-off the night before, but that when I came around to her dressin’ room she was very very upset, but that anyhow they knew that I couldn’t have done it because I hadn’t gotta gun. Then when she has said all this she looks at me sorta sad an’ says what do I think about it because she can see that I am a man with a whole lotta brains an’ that she is gettin’ some ideas into her head about these killin’s which are distressin’ her a whole lot.

I then say what I said the night before, an’ while I am talkin’ I am watchin’ her quietly in a mirror that is on the wall on the other side of the room, an’ I can see that she is lookin’ at me with those hard cats’ eyes of hers an’ I reckon that she is weighin’ up just how much I am guessin’ an’ just how much I have guessed right.

I say that it is a cinch that nobody on the Club floor could have shot Willie the Goop because I am standin’ just near his table, an’ that although his table was in darkness because the wall bracket was not switched on, yet nobody could have got past me, and so I reckoned that somebody musta come through the pass door on the right of the stage curtain and shot Willie.

I then ask her if that wall bracket by his table was always put out when she sang her numbers an’ she says no but she reckons that something had gone wrong with it, an’ I think she is right too because I bet this guy Skendall the electrician was in on this bump-off an’ fixed it so that that particular light wasn’t workin’ so that the gunman could get away with the job. All of which makes me very determined to do a little talkin’ some time with this Skendall.

After a bit she gives another sigh an’ she says that it looks to her that I think that it was Rudy Saltierra that did the shootin’, an’ I say well I don’t see how anybody else coulda done it, an’ she reminds me that the electrician who works the lights back-stage had alibied Rudy Saltierra by sayin’ that he never left her dressin’ room, an’ that besides this Rudy hadn’t got a gun.

Now this is a new one on me because it is a fact that Rudy hadn’t got a gun when we went down to headquarters, an’ if he had used one on Willie he would have to have dumped it some place in the Club an’ if this was a fact then I’d have thought that he would have left it along with his other tuxedo. But this don’t mean anything really because I reckon that Rudy had a lotta time to slip the gun to somebody else, an’ anyhow I am certain that there are more thugs in this game than I have counted on up to the minute.

But I play along with my little Carlotta an’ I say that if she says that, well then I reckon it wasn’t Rudy because this is the thing she wants me to say.

Then she gives another sigh an’ she gets up an’ she says that she reckons that I must run along now, but that if I stick around in New York she will always be glad to see me, an’ then suddenly she sorta breaks down an’ she sticks her arms around my neck an’ before I know what I am doin’ I am kissin’ this dame like nothin’ on earth just because it seems the right thing to do, an’ believe me I didn’t find it no hardship neither, an’ you do not have to get excited about this anyway because I have always been partial to kissin’ pretty women, that is providin’ that it does not interfere with the business in hand.

Anyway this Carlotta hangs on to me like a clam on a lighthouse. She tells me that she is very unhappy an’ that she is in a very bad jam, an’ she sorta suggests that she is not really very stuck on this guy Rudy Saltierra, an’ that she is beginnin’ to go all goofy where I am concerned.

Now I take all this with a very large helpin’ of salt because I reckon that this dame is playin’ me along for a sucker.

After a bit I tell her that she should take a pull at herself an’ that if she gets into any sort of tough spot she can always rely on Perry C. Rice, after which I say that if I do not have to leave New York too quick I will be around at Joe Madrigaul’s place tonight so as to hear her sing some more, and she says that I must excuse her for breakin’ down but that she ain’t met a lot of men like me in her life, an’ that I remind her of the countryside an’ the wide open spaces, but I do not tell her what she reminds me of because I have got to keep this party nice.

I then take a fond farewell an’ I leave, but when I get outside I walk round the block an’ I come back the other way an’ I stick around an’ keep my eye on the apartment and sure as smoke about ten minutes afterwards a roadster pulls up an’ out gets Rudy Saltierra lookin’ like all the flowers in May an’ he goes in.

I light myself a cigarette an’ I scram out of it. I am very pleased with the afternoon’s work because it is a cup of coffee to all the tea in China that this dame is spilling the works about me to Rudy an’ that the pair of ’em have got the jitters about me an’ that they will probably try something on which is just what I want ’em to do, because if you can get guys a bit rattled then they always do something they never meant to do an’ give themselves away some place.

So I buy myself a cab an’ I get back to the hotel an’ I have a shot of bourbon an’ lay down on the bed to do a little quiet thinkin’. After a bit I get up an’ I take a look through the window an’ down on the other side of the street opposite the hotel entrance I can see some guy standin’ up against a cigarette stand an’ just doin’ nothin’ at all. The guy is wearin’ a light grey fedora well over one eye an’ he is just smokin’ an’ ruminatin’ an’ keepin’ an eye on the hotel.

Which pleases me very much because it looks to me like Rudy has got some mobster to keep an eye on me, an’ this is one of them times that I like bein’ kept an eye on.

But I reckon that from now on I am goin’ to pack my shootin’ iron because it looks to me that maybe these guys have got me marked for the spot an’ I am tellin’ you that I do not intend to go gettin’ myself killed with my boots on, not unless I fall in the river after too much bourbon or some nice an’ innocent reason like that which is a thing that can happen to anybody.


IV. ROUGH STUFF
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AT SEVEN O’CLOCK I gave myself a shower an’ changed my clothes, after which I packed my grip an’ I rang down to the desk to send me up my bill because I have got an idea in my head that when I have scrammed outa this Hotel Court I am not comin’ back to it any more but will go live in some place where Rudy does not know where I am, because you have got to realise that I have got an instinct for trouble an’ I have got a very large idea in my head that somebody is goin’ to start somethin’ with me pretty soon.

Because the way I figure it out at the moment is this: I reckon that this big act that Carlotta has put on with me this afternoon is for the purpose of getting next to me by puttin’ the idea in my head that she is the little forlorn dame who has by some means or other got herself into the power of the wicked mobster Rudy, instead of which, as I have told you, Joe Madrigaul has told me that it was Rudy who got this dame the job at the Club, an’ I reckon that the pair of ’em think that they are playin’ me for a sucker.

I also think a lot of other things but as these are more or less theories at the moment I am not goin’ to worry you with ’em, but I reckon that I will see how they turn out.

I then have my dinner an’ at nine o’clock Hangover comes through on the telephone. He tells me that he has been hangin’ around in the reporters’ room at police headquarters an’ that he has got a line on this guy Saltierra. Hangover reckons that Saltierra made plenty dough outa the liquor racket while repeal was on, an’ since then he has been runnin’ protection rackets around town.

I do not have to tell you what a protection racket is. You go along to some guy an’ you tell the guy that he needs protection an’ you say that you are goin’ to do the protectin’. If he pays up, O.K., if not then you fix it so that he really does need protection, after which the guy either pays or else he usually wins himself a good-lookin’ funeral.

Now accordin’ to Hangover this Saltierra has got a whole lotta brains, that is he don’t drink too much, nor talk too heavy, an’ the guys who work for him are a very select bunch of thugs. They know their stuff an’ they do not suffer from the usual mobster’s habit of shootin’ their mouths when they have been samplin’ the rye well an’ truly.

Hangover then asks me when is he goin’ to see me, an’ I tell him that I reckon that I will be around Joe Madrigaul’s place soon after midnight an’ if he wants to do me a big favour he will find out where this electrician guy Skendall lives because I wanta talk to this guy. He says this will be easy an’ that he will meet me at the Club half after twelve.

I then go downstairs an’ pay the bill an’ I tell the clerk that I have gotta scram but that I will be around some time next day an’ that I am expectin’ some advertisin’ matter that he might keep for me until I call in for it.

I then walk outside an’ get a cab an’ I can see that the guy in the grey fedora gets in one an’ comes after me. I tell the wop who is drivin’ my cab to run around a bit an’ pull up in some quiet place an’ he does this. When we pull up I see outa the back window that the other cab has pulled up about thirty yards behind us an’ I get outa the cab an’ I walk back along the sidewalk until I come to this cab an’ I swing in suddenly an’ pull the door open an’ inside sittin’ there smokin’ is the guy in the grey fedora.

“Listen wise guy,” I tell him, “I have been followed around before. I am now givin’ you official notice that I do not like your face an’ unless you scram outa here good an’ quick I am goin’ to bust you in the puss, an’ how do you like that?”

He is about to say somethin’ an’ leans forward an’ as he does this I catch hold of him by his scarf an’ pull him towards me, an’ I let him have a haymaker on the nose. This guy subsides in the corner nice an’ quiet an’ I then tell the driver that he had better stick around until his fare comes up for air.

Maybe this will seem to you to be forcin’ the pace a bit but I know that a war is about to start at any minute now an’ I reckon that I might as well be the guy who starts it, because strange as it may seem, I do not like these mobsters one little bit, first of all because they are mean cusses an’ secondly because they have ironed out one two pals of mine at different times.

I then go back to my cab, drive around for a few minutes an’ then stop at some little hotel where I check myself in as Perry Rice an’ give myself a large shot of bourbon just to square things off.

I unpack my grip an’ stick around for a bit, after which I go an’ see a newsreel an’ then I go back to this hotel which is called the Delamere an’ I put on my shoulder holster with my Luger in it, an’ I get myself a cab an’ go around to Joe Madrigaul’s place.

I reckon this wop Madrigaul was right about being pleased with the killin’s because there is a lot of people around this place lampin’ all over it an’ gettin’ a kick outa being in some place where some guys got themselves bumped off, which will go to show you the sorta thing that amuses people in these days.

Joe Madrigaul is standin’ about the place dressed up an’ with a red carnation in his buttonhole, lookin’ very pleased with life an’ we have one or two drinks together, an’ tell each other stories. He also tells me that the police have been around to see him an’ that they have got an idea that it was somebody who got outa the Club who shot Harvest V. Mellander an’ that they probably left some pal inside who was sittin’ at one of the tables behind me, an’ that this was the guy who shot Willie the Goop, an’ they reckon that this guy must have got up behind me an’ shot round behind my back an’ then scrammed out of it an’ got through the doors before Joe closed them.

Madrigaul cannot understand this theory because the girl in the cloakroom which any guy would have to pass in order to get outa the Club says that nobody went by her, but still I reckon the police are doin’ their stuff an’ just layin’ things off for a bit, an’ that Washington has probably given them an instruction as per my telegram.

Pretty soon Hangover comes in. As usual he is half cut but fulla brains, an’ he comes over to me an’ says that he reckons things are goin’ O.K. and that he hopes the information he gave me about Saltierra was of some use, an’ that he reckons he can find out some more in a day or so. He also tells me that he has got another line but that he will not blow any thin’ until he has checked up on it. He says that he has got an idea in his head that this guy Willie the Goop whose name was supposed to be Charles Frene, is not Charles Frene at all but somebody else, and that he thinks he can find out who this guy really was an’ will let me know.

He also tells me that he has got the address of this Skendall; that this Skendall seems a right sorta guy an’ has not got any sorta record with the cops in New York an’ that he lives over some down-town garage. He then gives me this address an’ I say that maybe I will have a talk some time with this Skendall.

Pretty soon Rudy Saltierra comes in an I see that he has got himself a new dinner suit, because his tuxedo an’ pants are matchin’. He is also very nicely dressed with a white carnation an’ pearl an’ diamond studs an’ buttons. He is very affable to me an’ buys me some rye an’ sorta suggests that when I have got tired of stickin’ around this place he will take me some other places an’ I think it is a good thing to tell him that I will probably like to get around with him a bit that night, although believe me I have not got any such intention.

He then gets very friendly an’ I say that I reckon he is a very lucky guy to be tied up with this dame Carlotta because I reckon that this dame is the swellest femme I have ever seen in a long career, an’ the guy who is next to a dame like that must be a swell guy. He says he reckons that is how it is an’ that maybe after she has done her number we might drink a little glass of champagne together just to show we are all friends an’ that there is no ill-feelin’ about the tough cracks we had the night before.

He also sorta suggests to me that these killin’s are nothin’ to get very excited about, that they very often happen around a place like New York an’ that nobody is goin’ to get particularly het-up about them because these guys who get themselves bumped off are always tied up some way or other with mobsters, who are very bad people to get tied up with.

After a bit there is a roll on the drums an’ Joe Madrigaul goes into the middle of the floor an’ he says that how last night he is very sorry to tell everybody whilst Miss de la Rue was singin’ her number with a spot light on her, that a guy was bumped off. He also says that some other guy was found ironed out in the telephone box an’ he winds up by sayin’ that he hopes nobody will mind this very much because they can always be sure of havin’ a good time at Joe Madrigaul’s an’ that he will now present the famous Carlotta.

He then scrams out of it an’ the lights go out an’ a spot light goes on the curtains an’ there is Carlotta. I have told you that this dame was a honey before, but if you could have seen that dame standin’ there dressed in some flame coloured gown that sorta caught the spot light an’ held it, I tell you it would have made your heart stop beatin’.

She sings the same number that she sang the night before, an’ when it is over she goes back through the curtains an’ the lights go up an’ Rudy Saltierra gives me the wink an’ we go up an’ we sit down at the table that Willie the Goop was sittin’ at, only this time I notice that the wall bracket behind him has been mended, so I reckon that this guy Skendall has been puttin’ in a little heavy work on it.

After a bit Carlotta comes out an’ sits down. She smiles at me an’ I say how do you do, an’ Rudy orders a bottle of champagne.

In a minute the band starts again an’ everybody begins to dance. I am wonderin’ why Saltierra does not dance with this dame Carlotta but he don’t make any move an’ I think that maybe the reason is that if he dances with this dame then he thinks that I might ask for one an’ he is not so hot on the idea.

After a coupla minutes Carlotta says I have got a pencil because she wants to show us somethin’ funny. So I give her the little silver pencil that I have got an’ she shows us a little puzzle which she draws on the table cloth, which is very good if you like that sorta thing, but she does not return the pencil to me an’ after a bit whilst Rudy is watchin’ somebody on the dance floor I see her writin’ something on the table cloth under her bread plate. She has a quick look at me an’ then looks down at the plate, an’ I get the idea that this dame has written some message down for me to read, an’ I grin to myself because I think that these guys are goin’ to start somethin’ with me good an’ quick.

I stick around for about another ten minutes an’ then I say I must get along because I have got to see somebody an’ as I get up, Saltierra asks this Carlotta if she would like to dance. I say goodnight an’ they start dancin’ an’ I lean over the table an’ move her plate, an’ I see that she has written “apartment 3 o’clock,” an’ I reckon this is the tip-off that I should go round an’ see her at three o’clock that night. Having absorbed this information which I do not think is so hot I scram back to the bar an’ look for Hangover, but this guy has gone. I then check out my hat, grab a cab an’ go back to my hotel.

When I get there I do a little thinkin’ an’ I come to the conclusion that I had better get this Skendall business over, because I reckon that this is important, an’ that if I can pull an act with Skendall then maybe I can get confirmation about my ideas regardin’ Saltierra.

I am realisin’ all the time that I am walkin’ down a blind alley, but at the same time you gotta understand that I had got a definite hunch that somehow I am slowly gettin’ near to somethin’ on this gold snatch which is the main business that is worryin’ me right now.

This guy Skendall lives in a garage down town near Spruce Street. Hangover tells me that this place is a two floor place an’ that Skendall lives over the garage. I have also discovered from Madrigaul that Skendall is goin’ off early tonight havin’ been kept late at the Club the night before over the shootin’, so I reckon that I am goin’ to talk to this palooka before he turns in an’ gets too sleepy to think.

I change out of my tuxedo into a day suit an’ I stick the Luger in my trousers waistband, an’ then I go out an’ jump a yellow cab an’ tell him to drop me on the corner of Spruce.

While we are goin’ downtown I wonder just how tough this Skendall is an’ whether I am goin’ to have trouble with him, but after a minute I think that anyway I will soon know so I might as well think about somethin’ else. This is what they call logic.

After a bit we arrive on Spruce an’ I pay off the cab an’ stick around for a bit. Pretty soon I see the garage on the corner, two-three blocks down Spruce, an’ I walk down the street an’ light myself a cigarette standing on the opposite side of the roadway an’ havin’ a good look at the dump.

It is not much of a place. There is room for three or four cars, an’ there is an old gas pump. There is a side door on the right of the garage that I reckon is a sorta private entrance to Skendall’s place upstairs an’ also, at the back of the garage, there is another door that might also lead up to the apartment above.

I pull a newspaper outa my pocket an’ push my finger through so as to make a hole to see through an’ then I stand, underneath a lamp an’ pretend to read the paper, but all the time I am keepin’ my eye on the fellow who is workin’ about the garage, and who, right now, is fixing a flat tyre on one of the cars.

Just at this minute the door at the back opens an’ a guy puts his head around the corner an’ speaks to the guy in the garage. I see that the guy in the doorway is Skendall an’ also that he is sending the other guy out lor somethin’ because the other guy scrams an’ I can see him hurryin’ to a cigarette stand down the street, so I reckon that Skendall has sent him out to buy some.

Skendall stands for a minute in the back doorway an’ then he goes, so I reckon that he has gone upstairs again. I look down the street an’ I can see the garage guy still standin’ at the cigarette stand an’ so I ease across the road pretty quick an’ go into the garage an’ stand in a dark corner which is full of shadows.

A couple minutes afterwards the guy comes back with the cigarettes an’ I watch him as he goes over to the door an’ upstairs. A minute afterwards he comes down again and begins to play around with the flat tyre which is on a car in the front of the garage an’ it is quite easy for me to slip across to the door an’ open it and walk through, pullin’ it shut behind me.

I find myself at the bottom of a flight of wooden stairs an’ at the top I can see a slit of light comin’ from a door. I go up the stairs, an’ look around the edge of the door an’ I look into a bedroom an’ in the corner is Skendall in his shirtsleeves fiddlin’ with a radio.

I pull out the Luger.

“Well, Skendall, how’re you makin’ out?” I ask him.

He spins around. He looks as surprised as if he’d trod on a snake, an’ then he recognises me.

He grins.

“Why, if it ain’t Mr. Rice,” he says, just standin’ there with his big hands hangin’ down by his sides, “an’ why the rod, Mr. Rice, an’ what can I do for you?”

“You sit down there an’ shut your head,” I tell him, “an’ take a tip from me an’ get some quick thinkin’ an do what you’re told otherwise this gun’s liable to go off an’ you’re liable to get yourself a coupla slugs in the guts.”

He sits down, but he is still lookin’ pretty cool, an’ the idea crosses my mind that this is not the first time this guy has had a gun held on him.

“Say, Rice,” he cracks. “Just what is this, a hold-up, an’ what are you after anyway?”

I think I will try something on this guy, because I have figured out that if he was in on the shootin’ of Willie the Goop then he must know the reason for it, an’ it looks to me as if Willie knew somethin’ that he wasn’t supposed to know an’ that’s why they ironed him out.

“Listen, punk,” I say. “You know this ain’t a hold-up, an’ you know what I’m doin’ here. You guys gave it to Willie the Goop, who was a friend of mine just because he knew somethin’ too much for you. Well let me tell you that you’re going to tell me all about it an’ like it, an’ if you don’t then I’m going to take you for a ride that you’ll remember when you’ve got white whiskers an’ double lumbago.”

He gets up. This guy has got nerve alright.

“Yeah, bozo,” he says. “Well now I’ll tell you a few. If you fire that gun off up here there’ll be half a dozen of my buddies around here inside ten seconds an’ what they wouldn’t do to you is nobody’s business. You take a tip from me an’ put it...”

He breaks off an’ takes a sudden dive at me across the room. I drop the gun an’ my head an’ connect with his jaw with my left elbow. He goes down, but he is up almost before he has hit the floor an’ aims a nasty one at my head. I block it an’ swing a right which misses, an’ then we get into a wrestlin’ act with nothin’ barred.

I’m telling you that this guy Skendall was strong, but I’m also tellin’ you that I am a little bit stronger, an’ when I have thrown him an’ fell on top of him an’ banged his head on the floor half a dozen times he starts to go a bit funny an’ weaken.

I get my fingers round his throat an’ press my two thumbs on his windpipe. His eyes start poppin’.

“Now listen, sweetheart,” I tell him. “Are you goin’ to play ball or are you? If so indicate in the usual way. If not I’m just goin’ to go on squeezin’ until you are duly elected for the local morgue.”

He is almost black in the face when he nods his head, an’ I ease up the pressure.

“Now get this, Skendall,” I say. “I reckon I’m on to you. First of all I want you to tell me about that little business last night at Joe Madrigaul’s place. How did Saltierra kill Willie the Goop an’ why? That’s question number one, an’ question number two is, who killed Harvest V. Mellander an’ why? Now think quick and splutter before I start puttin’ your eyes out.”

I get up an’ he gets up too. He is movin’ pretty slow because he has got his hand to his throat an’ I reckon that he is hurt some. The pressure I put on his throat would have strangled a coupla ordinary guys. He makes as though he is goin’ to sit down on a chair that is standin’ by the wall when suddenly he makes a dive for the door.

I have been expectin’ somethin’ like this, an’ I get there first. I slam him one into under the heart with my right an’ I follow with a left hook to the jaw. He tries to shape up an’ so I give him a smasher on the mouth, an’ what his teeth don’t do to my knuckles is nobody’s business. He goes down with a wallop an’ I pick him up with my left hand an’ smack him down with my right again just for luck because these mobsters like Skendall are just a pain in the neck to me anyway.

I sit down an’ watch him. He is pretty well finished. He crawls up to his feet an’ flops down in the chair by the wall with his head lollin’ an’ his tongue hangin’ out. I reckon this guy is about all out for none.

“O.K. little precious,” I tell him. “Maybe you won’t start gettin’ funny around here any more, because if you do I’m goin’ to give you some treatment that I learned off the Phillipinos on the Islands, an’ very likely you will be nutty when I have done with you. Now are you goin’ to talk turkey or do I really get to work on you?”

He nods his head weakly. The last bust in the puss I have given him has hurt him an’ there is a tear stealin’ down one of his cheeks.

“Just too bad, ain’t it?” I tell him. “It’s O.K. for you guys when you are shootin’ people in the dark at restaurant tables or givin’ guys like Mellander the heat in call boxes, but when you get a smack in the puss yourself it don’t feel so good, does it?”

“O.K.” he mutters. “I’m talkin’.... Ouch....” He lets go a groan, an’ is swayin’ so that it looks as if he is goin’ to fall off his chair. I fall for this an’ seein’ that this guy is pretty badly knocked about I get up an’ go over to him; but as I am gettin’ near him I see his eyes move to the door an’ I spin around.

In the doorway is the guy from the garage an’ he has got a rod in his hand an’ as I jump he squeezes it.

I feel the bullet cut through the sleeve of my coat just above the elbow, an’ before he can fire again I am on him.

I’m tellin’ you that I am annoyed. I reckon that there is plenty trouble in this world without any more from these lousy bums who are always durn brave when the other guy ain’t got a gun. I fix this guy.

I punch seventeen different kinds of hell out of him. I paste him until he don’t know which way he’s pointin’ or what his name is, an’ by the time I have finished bustin’ these two guys around the place I am really beginnin’ to take an interest in the job. I just put my heart right into my work.

I lay off ’em when the garage guy is layin’ on his face in the corner cryin’ like he was needin’ his mammy, an’ Skendall has only got two teeth left, then I pick up my gun an’ put it in my pocket. I take the shells out of the garage guy’s gun an’ throw it in the corner, an’ then I run downstairs an’ pull the garage shutters down. I close the place up, lock the doors, turn off the lights, an’ then I go back again to my little playmates upstairs.

They are still lyin’ where I left ’em, an’ they are not takin’ any interest in anything at all.

I walk along the passage an’ I find a bathroom. I full a jug with water an’ I bring it back an’ throw it over these two heroes. Then I give ’em a drink out of the rye flask I have got in my hip pocket an’ sit ’em both up on the bed like nice children.

Skendall does a bit of weavin’ about an’ then he opens his eyes an’ sits up an’ takes notice. His face looks like a map of China an’ the garage guy’s would have won prizes in the blancmange business.

I sit there lookin’ at them. I wait two three minutes till they have got their wits about them an’ then I dive into my secret pocket an’ I bring out my Federal badge. I flash it at ’em.

“My name’s Caution,” I tell ’em. “Lemmy Caution. The guy who bust the Siegella outfit. The guy who brought in Mirandaz and Yellt. I wiped out the Green gang in Arkansas an’ I pulled in Willie Jerelderez who used to like to see guys die slow.

“Now listen. You guys are either goin’ to spill the beans or you’re goin’ to Headquarters booked on a charge of first degree murder of Willie the Goop and Harvest V. Mellander, an’ an attempted murder charge of me — a Federal Agent. I know you never killed either of those guys but I’ll pin it on you an’ you’ll fry for it.

“Now are you talkin’ or are you talkin’?”

Skendall’s eyes are poppin’.

“Jeez,” he mutters.... “Lemmy Caution.... We give up. We’re talkin’.”


V. RUDY GETS TOUGH

[image: img26.jpg]

OVER IN THE corner I see a box of cigars, so I help myself to one, an’ I make myself comfortable in a big chair that I pull outa the corner of the room. I have got the Luger lyin’ on my knee just in case these guys should think they’ve got a chance to try somethin’, although from the looks of it I do not think they will ever try a muscle act with anybody any more.

“Now listen,” I tell ’em, “if you guys wanta make it easy for yourselves you’re goin to be wise palookas an’ come clean. You’re in one big spot an’ you know it. The only chance you’ve got is to shoot the works, an’ what you’ve got to do right now is to answer the questions I’m goin’ to ask you an’ no holdin’ out.

“Now first of all I wanta know what you know about the Mellander bump-off last night.”

Skendall licks his lips.

“Honest, Mr. Caution,” he says, “we don’t know a thing. How that guy got his I don’t know an’ who stuck him up in that call-box is nobody’s business. But I do know one thing, it wasn’t Rudy Saltierra who done it, an’ I’ll tell you for why. I was workin’ back-stage the whole evenin’ an’ the first time Rudy went on the club floor was when he went through the pass door with this de la Rue dame — the one they call Poison Ivy — an’ this guy Willie the Goop just before she sang her number.”

“How did that dame get the monniker?” I ask him, “An what do you know about her anyway?”

He grins.

“She’s a hot mamma alright,” he says. “An’ has she got what it takes or has she? I’d take a chance an’ leave home myself if I could get my hooks on a honey like that — Poison Ivy or no Poison Ivy.”

He takes a pull at himself an’ I can see that his mind has been strayin’ from business — if you know what I mean — an’ I don’t exactly blame him because this dame has certainly got the works. When they was handin’ out the sex appeal they gave her an extra wallop for luck.

Skendall sorta sighs an’ then he goes on.

“Rudy picked her up some place. She was singin’ in some little dump; had got herself a trial night an’ some playboy that Rudy was acquainted with an’ who was tryin’ to make this dame takes Rudy along just so’s to stop any opposition from one or two other tough guys who was also tryin’ to get a drag on Carlotta. Well, Rudy goes along an’ this dame takes a peek at him an’ lamps his diamond waistcoat buttons an’ then she gives him one of them look-me-over-kid-I’m-hard-to-get sorta looks, an’ Rudy falls like the guy who fell off the Empire State Roof. He goes bats about this dame an’ in about two days she’s got him right where she wants him, an’ he ain’t been the same guy ever since. All he thinks of now is just bustin’ things wide open so’s he can make a lotta jack an’ get spliced up with this baby. But I reckon she’s playin’ him for a sucker because I usta see a lotta things at that place of Joe’s an’ I reckon that she was out for Willie the Goop who was more her style an’ who they say would be durn rich one day.”

I nod.

“How did Saltierra get into the club from back-stage?” I ask.

“He came in the back way,” says Skendall. “There’s a little door at the back that the staff uses. He always used to come in that way an’ he used to leave his hat in her dressin’ room.”

“O.K.” I say. “Now what about Willie? It was Saltierra fixed him, wasn’t it?”

Skendall nodded.

“It was him all right,” he said. “While the dame was singin’ her number I saw him easin’ across the stage at the back. He’d got his hand in his tuxedo pocket an’ I knew he was goin’ to bump somebody. Just when he gets underneath my perch he looks at me an’ winks. Then he pulls the gun outa his pocket, an’ I can see him lookin’ at the silencer on the barrel. Then he puts his hand — the one with the gun in it — behind his back an’ he opens the pass door an’ goes through.

“He comes back right after an’ he looks up at me an’ says. ‘Don’t forget that I ain’t been outa that dressing room over there. Remember you can see the door from that perch. Got that? ‘“

He shrugs his shoulders.

“An’ what was I to do?” he says. “I ain’t takin’ no chances with Rudy Saltierra.”

I grin.

“So he’s tough, is he?” I said. “Now what did he want to shoot Willie the Goop for?”

He shrugs his shoulders some more.

“Search me,” he says. “I don’t know, but I reckon he’s gotta way of fixing anybody that he don’t want kickin’ around. I wouldn’t mind seein’ him fried,” says this Skendall, “so long as he didn’t get me first, because I wouldn’t be the first guy in my family that he’s fixed.”

I look at him.

“Yeah,” I say, “who else has he been executin’?”

“He creased my brother,” said Skendall, “an’ I ain’t forgot that yet. He bust him over the head with a bottle just because he’d had one or two too many an’ gotta bit fresh.”

I do a big memory act an’ I remember the original guy that Duncan told me about — the fellow who talked about this gold snatch in his delirium — was hit over the head with a bottle. I nod my head.

“This was the guy who died down in Bellevue without comin’ round, wasn’t it?” I say. “What was he doin’ with Saltierra anyhow?”

He grins.

“He was a big guy with Saltierra,” says Skendall, “he knew all his business, but he was a close cuss an’ he never talked to me. He got me that job around Joe Madrigaul’s place, an’ Saltierra used to look after me. He’d slip me fifty or a hundred dollars every week just for doin’ my job there an’ for doin’ any odd thing he wanted done.”

I turn to the other guy.

“An’ what about you,” I say.

He looks up.

“I don’t know a thing,” he says. “All I know is I run the garage here. It belongs to Saltierra. I look after the cars an’ I keep ’em fit to go out on the road. This guy got me my job.”

“That’s right,” says Skendall. “He didn’t know a thing. He knows this place is screwy an’ he knows it is a hang-out of Saltierra’s. Say, can I have a smoke?”

I threw him across a cigarette an’ he feels in his jeans for some matches an’ lights it.

“We ain’t big timers with Saltierra,” he goes on, “I reckon he don’t tell anybody much his business except maybe that dame Carlotta.”

“Oh yeah,” I say, “the dame. Tell me about her.”

Skendall laughs, at least he tries to an’ he stops when his face hurts him.

“He’s nuts about her. Just plain nuts. Everybody knows he’s bats about her an’ I reckon she’ll give him the works.”

The cigar is not so hot so I throw it away an’ light myself a cigarette.

“So she’s a hot momma,” I say.

He grins.

“An’ how,” he says. “I reckon that she an’ Saltierra was takin’ this guy Willie the Goop for plenty.”

“Where did this Willie the Goop get his dough from?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

“I wouldn’t know that,” he says, “but I know he had plenty, an’ I know that this dame Carlotta was playin’ him along, an’ I know that Saltierra knew it. I’ve seen ’em winkin’ at each other behind his back.”

“O.K.” I say, “an’ that’s all you guys know?”

Both these guys hold their heads an’ the way they do it makes me grin because they have got a swell pair of stiff necks between them through trying to get rough with me.

“Listen Skendall,” I say, “there’s just one more little thing. Where is Rudy Saltierra hangin’ out? Has he got one dump or more? Where does he live an’ has he got an office?”

Skendall hesitates for a bit an’ I think that maybe he will hold out on me, but he does a bit more thinkin’ an’ then comes across.

“He’s got a place on Ninth Avenue,” he says — he gives me the number— “You go up the stairs,” he goes on, “an’ when you get to the top there’s the front door of an apartment right in front of you. That’s where he hangs out. But this apartment is a sorta office dump, although its furnished to look like an apartment. Rudy lives in the flat next door, the one on the left as you stand facing the door of the screwy one. All he did was to knock a door through the wall and stick a bookcase arrangement in front of it. He’s at this dump pretty well every night. That’s where the guys come to see him. When he wants to be out he just goes into the dump next door an’ there you are. After that I don’t know a thing.”

I look at him.

“You wouldn’t make a mistake about not knowin’ any more, would you?” I say. “Otherwise I’m goin’ to get plenty tough with you guys.”

“That’s the works,” he says, “the whole works, an’ I wouldn’t hold out on you because I know we’re in bad.”

I believe him. I reckon anyway that these two guys are only small timers just kickin’ around on the edge of the mob lookin’ after the cars, runnin’ the garage an’ doin’ the odd bits of dirty work that every mobster has to have done. The thing is that I have got to fix these two guys some way so they keep their traps shut, an’ don’t go spillin’ the works about who I am.

It looks to me there is only one way I can fix this job. I’ve got to get these guys pinched an’ although I don’t want to contact anybody around here, this is the one time I have to do it. I speak to the garage guy.

“Listen you,” I say. “You got any rope around here?”

He says yes, there is a coil down in the bathroom. I send him along to get this an’ when he comes back, I stick him an’ Skendall back to back on the bed, an’ I tie ’em up so they’ll stay that way.

When I’ve finished with ’em they’ve got about as much chance of getting loose as a pat of butter has of jumpin’ outa hell. Then I get my hat.

“Now listen, you guys,” I say. “I’m goin’ to tell you something. I’m goin’ to have you pinched, an’ when the cops come for you you’re goin’ to keep your traps shut, you ain’t goin’ to say anythin’ about what’s happened here tonight, an’ you ain’t goin’ to say anythin’ at all about me. You’ll be smacked in a cell an’ you’ll be kept there for two weeks. You won’t ask to see anybody an’ you won’t talk to anybody. If you do your stuff like I tell you you can go at the end of that time, but if either of you guys so much as opens the corner of his trap about whom I am or what I’ve been askin’ you I will frame you each for a coupla years if not more. Have you got that?”

They say they have got it all right. I say:

“Well, now stick around an’ tell each other fairy stories, and when you gets outa this jam take a tip from me, go get yourself some job where you don’t get mixed up with guys like Saltierra an’ you won’t get pushed around so much.

“So long, maybe I’ll be seein’ you.”

They don’t say a word. Both these guys have had quite enough to go on with. I switch off the light, I close the door behind me, an’ I go downstairs through the garage, open the shutter, get underneath an’ pull it down behind me. I have a look up an’ down the street an’ way down just past the cigarette stand where the garage guy got the cigarettes I see a call box.

I start walkin’ towards this call box, an’ when I have walked half-way I stop to light a cigarette. I look over my shoulder, an’ behind me comin’ round the corner of the street is a maroon coloured V.8. There is a guy drivin’ it an’ one by his side. This car squeals round the corner with its brakes on, an’ then it shoots down the street in my direction like a streak of lightning.

There are some times when you do not even think, you just do somethin’. I did. I dropped flat on my face an’ as I did so some guy in the back of this car starts playin’ tunes on a tommy gun that is stuck outa the window. He sprays the wall behind where I was standin’ an’ I can hear the click as the bullets bite into the brickwork. Before I can look up the car is gone.

I get up, finish lighting my cigarette, then I scram across the road through a passage I see there, an’ start doin’ a double cut all over the place. Behind me as I go I can hear windows go up as the folks around stick their heads out to see what the shootin’ is about.

I do five minutes quick walking turnin’ this way an’ that, after which time I come to the conclusion that I must have shaken off any guys who are still lookin’ for me. Then I find a call box an’ I go in.

I dial for operator, tell him it is a government call an’ ask to be plugged through to the New York “G” Office. In two minutes I get ’em. I give ’em my code number an’ tell ’em I’m workin’ direct with Washington an’ that I’m sorry to trouble them, but there is two guys tied up in a garage two blocks down Spruce. I tell the agent at the other end I’ve bust ’em about good an’ plenty.

“I want these two guys pinched,” I say, “frame ’em on some charge, anythin’ you like, but keep ’em inside for a fortnight an’ don’t let ’em see anybody, an’ they ain’t to talk to anybody. I’ve made that plain to ’em, you might do it too.”

“O.K.” he says, and I hang up.

When I get outa this call box I light myself another cigarette an’ I think about what I am goin’ to do next.

Now I have always had an old-fashioned idea that if you are tryin’ to find somethin’ out a great thing to do is to start as much trouble as you can, because when trouble starts people begin to do a lotta things that they wouldn’t do normally, especially if they are hidin’ something up their sleeve an’ I reckon by startin’ trouble wherever I can an’ makin’ myself as unpleasant as possible that maybe I will get a line on this gold snatch.

You have gotta realise that up to the present in this business you know as much as I do, which you will agree is not a lot, except that there are one or two things stickin’ out a foot which I am wise to an’ which tell me I have got to be very careful about what I do unless I want to win for myself a nice casket in some cemetery which is a thing I am not particularly partial to.

I look at my watch an’ I see that it is half past three an’ I reckon that there is still time for me to have a little interview with Rudy Saltierra because there are one or two things I want to say to this guy, because I naturally do not like fellows shootin’ at me with tommy guns, an’ I think that anyhow it is time that somebody told this Saltierra mug just where he gets off.

Well, I think that first of all I will go back to my dump an’ I will have a look an’ see if Washington has sent down the information that I have asked for, so I jump a cab which I find crawlin’ along, an’ I go back to my original hotel an’ I ask the night clerk if he has got this advertisement folder for me. He says yes an’ hands it over.

I then get back into the cab which I have kept waitin’ outside an’ go round to my new hotel an’ go up to my room an’ I tear open the folder which is nothin’ but a lot of bond selling copy an’ right at the bottom I find the code sheet in answer to my wire. I decode this an’ it says:



YOUR REPORT RECEIVED STOP NEW YORK POLICE WILL BLOCK INVESTIGATION OF MELLANDER-FRENE KILLINGS PENDING FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS THIS OFFICE STOP REFERENCE CHARLES FRENE THIS MANS NAME IS CHARLES VELAS CHAYSE STOP HE IS ADOPTED SON OF HARBERRY VELAS CHAYSE WELL-KNOWN NEW YORK WALL STREET OPERATOR AND SOCIALITE STOP MURDERED MAN WAS OF NO OCCUPATION AND HAS REPUTATION OF BEING HEAVY SPENDER PLAYBOY MOST OF HIS MONEY GOING IN NIGHT HAUNTS AND ON DUBIOUS WOMEN STOP HAS HAD SOURCE OF FINANCE CUT DOWN SEVERELY OF LATE BY FATHER WHO WAS UNABLE TO CONTROL HIS NOCTURNAL ACTIVITIES AS MURDERED MAN TOOK THE NAME CHARLES FRENE IN ORDER TO DISGUISE IDENTITY STOP DETAILS NEXT GOLD MOVEMENT UNITED STATES TO GREAT BRITAIN AS FOLLOWS ADDITIONAL MOVEMENT OF TWO MILLION WILL GO FROM FEDERAL RESERVE BANK NEW YORK TODAY AND WILL GO TO SOUTHAMPTON ENGLAND ON ATLANTIC CARGO AND PASSENGER LINER “MAYBURY” SHIPMENT ORIGINALLY INTENDED TO GO ON S.S.”QUEEN MARY” BUT ALTERED AT LAST MOMENT IN ORDER TO MISLEAD ANY CRIMINAL ATTEMPT STOP “MAYBURY” WILL LEAVE NEW YORK WITHIN SHORT PERIOD OF DELIVERY OF BULLION STOP TAKE IT THAT YOU HAVE MADE NECESSARY CONTACTS IN THIS MATTER VIA DUNCAN. YOUR IDENTITY NOT DISCLOSED STOP GOOD LUCK STOP.



Now I reckon that this wire does not tell me anything very much except it is interestin’ about this guy Willie the Goop, who looks to me to have been the usual rich man’s son playin’ around an’ spendin’ all the dough that he could get outa the old man who has got tired of the business and closed down on it.

With reference to the bullion shipment I cannot understand this at all because it looks as if by now this gold must already have been removed from the Federal Bank to this boat Maybury which will be clearin’ out pretty soon if she has not already done so.

I reckon it was clever of the Federal authorities to take this bullion off a big boat an’ slip it on to a small cargo an’ passenger boat, that is unless whoever is after this stuff has been wised up to this move by somebody inside.

But anyhow if this gold has been got away it looks as if all this business is just a lotta hot air, an’ that this brother of Skendall’s who was the guy who did all the talkin’ whilst he was unconscious at Bellevue must have been dreamin’ it. Yet it looks durn strange to me that he shoulda known all the details an’ I reckon that maybe there is somethin’ to it after all.

Because right at the back of my head is the idea that Willie the Goop was ironed out because of somethin’ to do with this gold snatch. It is stickin’ out a couple miles that somebody gave Myras Duncan the heat because they knew he was workin’ on this job.

I am in a bit of a spot because I don’t really know anything very much yet. I know that it was Rudy that bumped Willie an’ I have also got another very big idea as to how Duncan got his too, but I am still not gettin’ any nearer to this gold bezezus which, when you come to think of it, is what I am drawin’ my pay for.

Anyway, I burn this wire an’ give myself a shot of rye, after which I go downstairs, an’ I go into a call box in the reception an’ I get the telephone number of this address that Skendall has given me on Ninth Avenue where Rudy Saltierra is hanging out, after which I do a little business with the reception clerk.

I slip him ten dollars an’ I tell him that I am about to play a joke on some friends of mine an’ I give him Rudy’s telephone number which I have just got an’ tell him that he is to ring this number in twenty minutes’ time an’ ask for Perry C. Rice which is me. He says O.K. he will do this an’ I then get a cab an’ drive round to this place.

It is not a bad sorta dump an’ there is some night guy downstairs an’ when I ask for Mr. Saltierra he says O.K. he is on the third floor. I go up in the lift which is one of those things you work yourself, and when I get out I see the little flight of stairs like Skendall told me leadin’ up to this doorway, an’ there are other apartments on either side of the door an’ I reckon that the right hand one is Saltierra’s second apartment just like Skendall said, an’ that it is a pretty good idea for him to have an arrangement like this because it means that he can get outa his own flat through this door on the right if he wants to.

I slip my hand into my arm-pit just to see if the Luger is working easy in its holster, an’ I ring the doorbell. About two minutes later some guy opens the door. This palooka looks just about as tough as they make ’em, an’ although he is dressed up to look like a butler he looks to me as if he should be usin’ a blackjack instead of announcin’ guys. He also looks at me with his mouth open, because I reckon that he is a little bit surprised to see me. I step into the apartment.

“Listen sour-puss,” I tell him, “you just run along and tell Mr. Saltierra that Mr. Perry C. Rice would like to have a couple words with him an’ tell him not to pull any fancy business about not being at home or something like that otherwise I am liable to burn the place down, an’ look snappy because I don’t like your face and I have a private graveyard way back home for guys whose faces I don’t like. Scram.”

This guy looks even more surprised an’ I reckon that he is doing all he can to stop himself from crownin’ me, but he slides off an’ he comes back in a minute and says will I come this way. I walk across the hallway an’ he opened the door on the other side.

I step into a room that is big an’ very well furnished. There is a fire burning in the wall facin’ me, an’ standin’ in front of it is Rudy smiling like a rattlesnake, and sittin’ on the right hand side of the fireplace is Carlotta. She is also doin’ a big grinnin’ act. Sprinkled around the room are two or three guys who might be anything at all, but I reckon they are all mobsters.

“Well, Mr. Rice,” says Saltierra, “this is an unexpected pleasure, because to tell you the truth I ain’t used to receiving visitors at four-thirty o’clock in the mornin’.”

“Just fancy that now,” I say. “Anyhow,” I go on, chuckin’ my hat in the corner, “if you ain’t very careful Rudy, you’re goin’ to be some place where you’ll only get visitors on the day before they fry you.”

I go over to him.

“Listen, you cheap punk,” I tell him. “Will you tell me why I shouldn’t smack you down an’ then kick you into little bits?”

He looks surprised.

“Say what’s eatin’ you?” he says. “What’s this all about, an’ what do you think you’re doin’ bustin’ in here an’ trying to do a short-arm act?”

I grin.

“Listen Saltierra,” I tell him. “I’m getting wise to you. Maybe you think that I ain’t guessed that it was your mob who tried to give me the heat. What’s the big idea? I didn’t know I was so unpopular around here.”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” he says, “nobody around here has tried to give you the heat. We like you Perry, don’t we boys?”

He turns to these thugs an’ they are all grinnin’ an’ believe me if that mob liked me I would much rather be hated by a bunch of starvin’ alligators.

He turns to Carlotta.

“Listen sweetheart,” he says, “wasn’t I saying just a few minutes ago that I reckoned that Perry Rice was a good guy?”

“Sure,” she says, an’ she looks at me an’ then at him with that sorta insolent look in her eyes that makes me wanta take her hair down an’ pull it.

He walks over to a little table an’ he pours out a highball an’ he hands it to me.

“Listen, big boy,” he says. “Why don’t you be your age, an’ you can drink that drink because it ain’t poisoned. Say — what do you expect — gumshoein’ around the place sticking your nose into all sorts of things that don’t concern you an’ getting all worked up when the trouble starts?

“Don’t you realise,” he says, “that you can’t do that sorta thing around here. Joe Madrigaul told me that you was easin’ around his place doing a big private detective act. You take a tip from me. You stick to your bond selling an’ give up this Pinkerton stuff, because it won’t get you nowhere.

“An’,” he goes on, “if somebody has tried to iron you out, well what did you expect? Ain’t there enough trouble around here without you stickin’ your nose in it an’ tryin’ to make some more. An’ what did you want to go round and see Skendall for? Maybe for all I know Skendall has got some tough fellows an’ they just don’t like guys from Mason City jumpin’ around the place and asking a lot of fool questions, and maybe they thought that you was better outa the way, but it ain’t got anything to do with me, an’ I don’t know anything about it, because I have been sitting here the whole evening since I left Madrigaul’s place an’ so have these boys.”

“Oh yeah,” I say, “an’ how did you know I’d been down to Skendall’s. It looks to me as if you knew what I was doing pretty well to-night.”

He grins.

“Why shouldn’t I know?” he says. “Skendall’s a guy who works for me. He came through an’ told me.”

“You don’t say, sweetheart,” I tell him. “Well, let me tell you something. Skendall never came through to you on the telephone an’ told you anything because I have bust him an’ your other guy up in the garage so good that they ain’t quite certain about what their name is, an’ they ain’t goin’ to telephone you for quite some time. They’re busy. I told ’em to beat it outa New York, an’ they’ve taken my tip an’ beat it.”

The smile fades off his face an’ I must say he looks surprised.

I turn to this dame.

“As for you, Poison Ivy,” I tell her. “You’re a swell lookin’ piece of work, but to me you’re just a big pain in the ear.”

I finish my drink, an’ I look round at the lot of ’em.

“I’m goin’ to tell you guys something,” I say, “an’ that goes for you too you black snake,” I say to Carlotta, “I got the low-down on you. I suppose you thought I was just the big rube up from the country who hadn’t got enough sense to come in outa the rain.

“As for giving an imitation of being a private detective, why shouldn’t I? It’s a sorta hobby of mine an’ way back in Mason City they think I’m pretty good at it too. I’ve had my ideas from the first that you was the guy who shot this mug Willie, an’ I’m tellin’ you Saltierra that before I’m through maybe I’ll get you fried for it just because you tried to make me look a big punk an’ just because you tried a big rub-out act on me tonight.

“It is also my opinion,” I say, “that this dame Carlotta is playin’ along with you. The guy who christened her Poison Ivy was dead right, only she’s all poison and no ivy, an’ I reckon she helped you along with the scheme, an’ I reckon when you two guys found that Willie the Goop’s dough was runnin’ short an’ he wasn’t goin’ to be much more use to you you gave him the heat. An’ how do you like that?”

The situation is what they call tense. These four other thugs who are hangin’ around the room sorta close in quietly. Carlotta is sittin’ there still smilin’ lookin’ like all the devils in hell, an’ Saltierra has sorta straightened up an’ is lookin’ at me out of a pair of eyes that are cold and hard like ice.

“Listen Rice,” he says, “I reckon you’re being rude, an’ I reckon we’re going to teach you a lesson, an’ maybe when we’re through with you you won’t want to go stickin’ your nose into nobody’s business any more because it looks to me like I might as well be really tough with you, an’ this is where you get yours.”

Carlotta gets up.

When she got up there was a sorta pause. What the poet would call the lull before the waterworks bust. There is a pause because this dame just dominates everythin’, an’ I can quite get the idea about Rudy goin’ haywire about her.

She has changed her gown an’ she is wearin’ black with a summer ermine cloak an’ boy, is she good? She looks around the room like the Queen of Sheba after an extra good facial an’ a water wave, an’ then she looks at me.

Now maybe I have told you before that I have always gone well with dames. I have got that sorta something that they like an’ even if I am as ugly as a couple bull-pups, still, it is that sorta ugliness that makes a dame go for you just because she likes to think that after people have looked at your mug an’ gasped they will look at her an’ breathe a sigh of relief.

An’ when this Carlotta — this Poison Ivy — looks at me I get the idea that, tough as she is, I might still be able to pull the old Adam an’ Eve on her.

“Listen Rudy,” she says, “you don’t want any trouble with this goop, not here anyway. This ain’t the time to start something. There’s too much on,” — she looks at him sorta knowingly— “an’ if you start something with this guy around here, what’s the good?”

She turns round to me.

“Listen,” she says, “you fool. You take a tip from me an’ get outa New York good an’ quick an’ stay out. An’ you can thank your lucky stars that I’m the sorta person that doesn’t like to see anybody bumped off, otherwise it might not be so good for you.”

“You don’t say, Magnificent,” I tell her. “Well listen, so far as I’m concerned you can save your good wishes, an’ if any of these cheap yellow bellied thugs round here like to start something they can any time they like an’ maybe it won’t be so good for ’em.

“An’ while we’re on the job, honeybunch,” I go on, thinkin’ that I will start some trouble between this dame an’ Rudy— “you don’t have to try an’ pull any of your hot pertater acts on me, because I have been vaccinated against dames like you, an’ anyway you make me think of cold boiled beef.

“I suppose you think you was takin’ me for a mug when you did that act in your apartment with me, cryin’ all over the place an’ tryin’ to make out that Rudy here had corralled you against your will.

“You take a tip from me an’ take a run out powder on yourself. Go some place — as far away as you can. Go to Hollywood an’ get yourself some good monster parts an’ you’ll do fine.”

Is she burned up or is she? She goes to pick up a decanter off the table an’ take a swipe at me, but Rudy puts his hand out. I turn around an’ talk to him.

“As for you doin’ any big acts with me,” I say, “you may like to know that a couple friends of mine know just where I am right now, an’ if I don’t get back home on time I reckon they’re goin’ to put a call through to police headquarters, an’ maybe they’ll be able to hang something on to you for once that you can’t alibi out of.”

He grins.

“Ain’t you clever?” he says. “I reckon I’ve heard that sorta stuff before, an’ I reckon we’re going to give it to you.”

He is just slippin’ his hand round to his hip pocket when the phone bell rings an’ I don’t mind tellin’ you that I breathe a sigh of relief that this reception clerk has done his stuff.

“There you are big boy,” I tell him, “there it is.”

One of these guys picks up the receiver an’ speaks. Then he puts his hand over the mouth-piece an’ looks at Saltierra.

“It’s for him,” he says.

“Excuse me,” I say, an’ I take the telephone outa his hand.

“O.K. brother,” I say into the telephone. “Thank you for callin’ an’ if I am not back in fifteen minutes do what I told you to.”

The guy at the other end is a bit mystified, but before he can do any more talkin’ I hang up. I go over to the corner of the room an’ I get my hat.

“Well, I reckon I’ll be goin’,” I say. “Take a tip from me Rudy, watch your step because I don’t like your face, an’ I’m going to stick around keepin’ my eye on you, an’ I’ll take darned good care that I’m safe while I’m doin’ it. In the meantime, so long, an’ thanks for the drink. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I turn around an’ I open the door an’ I cross the hallway. I get to the front door an’ open it. I am just goin’ to step out, when I hear a noise behind me an’ I spin around an’ there is Carlotta standin’ in the doorway on the other side of the hall.

Is she marvellous or is she? Her eyes are blazin’ an’ she is standin’ so tense an’ icy that she looks like the Statue of Liberty in a snowstorm. Her breast is heavin’ an’ she is so het-up that she has to have a durn good gasp before she can get any words out.

“O.K. Mr. Wise Guy,” she hisses. “I’m goin’ to get you for this. You’ve got away with it this time, but before I’m through with you I’m goin’ to watch you wriggle like a worm on a spike. No man is goin’ to insult me an’ live, an’ when the time is ripe you’re goin’ to get yours an’ you’re goin’ to get it slow so’s I can watch you squirm — you cheap, wise-crackin’ mug.”

I have put on my hat but I take it off an’ I make a low bow.

“That’s O.K. by me, Gorgeous,” I crack, “but take it easy or you’ll bust your brassiere. Relax honeybunch just like Dr. Hay tells you. If you ask me,” I go on, “I think you’ve been takin’ too much red meat lately, an’ maybe you need a little treatment.”

I walk over to her.

“Listen Pet,” I say. “There’s only one thing I’d like to tell you an’ that is that although you’re all the world to Rudy you’re just sour drippin’ to me. Another thing is that one of these days if I get the chance I’m goin’ to give you a beatin’ that’ll keep you perpendickler for about six years.”

I turn away an’ I go out, an’ as I get over the doorstep she throws her handbag at me, an’ it hits me on the back of the head. I spin around, pick it up an’ throw it back at her, an’ it busts open an’ everything spills out which makes me laugh. I slam the door an’ go down the stairs to the lift.

It looks to me like this interview has been very successful because I reckon that if these guys have got anything ready to spring they are goin’ to spring it good an’ quick.

An’ I hope it will be good for me, because, between you an’ me an’ the post box, it looks like this Carlotta is out for my blood an’ I reckon that she has got nerve enough to pull a very fast one if she wanted to.


VI. THE BLONDE BABY
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WHEN I WAKE up next morning I have got a definite idea in my head that there is business in the air, you know the sorta feelin’ that you get when somethin’ hot is on the grill.

I get up an’ I have a very good breakfast an’ I do not think about anythin’ at all very much because it looks to me like there is not very much to think about; all of which will show you that I am a philosopher — or whatever they call it.

About eleven o’clock I go around to the Hotel Court an’ I ask the reception clerk if anything has been poppin’ around there, an’ he tells me yes an’ gives me an envelope which he says that some guy who was half cut at the time has left with the night clerk about four o’clock last night.

Now I reckon that this must be Hangover, so it looks as if he was around there just about half an hour after I was there gettin’ the reply from Washington to my wire.

I slip this guy five bucks an’ tell him to keep his eyes skinned for me an’ if anybody comes around askin’ for me not to let ’em know that I have left this hotel but to sorta give ’em the idea that I am just out for an airin’ an’ will be back pretty soon.

I then go into some quick lunch an’ have a cup of coffee an’ bust open this envelope. It is from Hangover an’ it says:



Dear Perry,

Oh boy, oh boy, have I got the laugh on you because believe me it looks to me right now that I am doin’ very much better at this game than you are.

There is a lot of reasons why I cannot write down here all the things that I have got wise to, but believe me I have worked up a lot of information which added on to what you told me about this gold snatch makes this job look like one of the biggest bits of racket stuff that was ever pulled in this man’s country.

In point of fact it is so hot that I am seriously considering giving up rye altogether for the time-being just so I do not miss anything.

Perry, I am very sorry but I am going to do you dirt and hold out on you, but pal, I want you to realise that I am indulging in this holding out process just because I have got to do this because there isn’t any other way for me to handle this business, but I reckon anyhow that you and I are going to meet pretty soon and that I can do all the talking that is necessary and that there will still be time for you to do a big act in the way that I know you would want to. However I can give you the low-down on a certain amount and here is the way it is:

In the first place you will remember that I told you that I did not think that Willie the Goop’s real name was Charles Frene. Well I was right here because this stiff is Charles Velas Chayse and he is the adopted son of a big Wall Street guy by the name of Harberry Velas Chayse. Now I have seen this Harberry Chayse and he is burned up considerable because in spite of the fact that Willie the Goop is a no good, the old man (who is about 65 and is not so well) is not at all pleased at having his adopted son bumped off, more especially as it looks as if these two have been having one hell of a row about one or two things which I will talk to you about in a minute.

The main point is this, that Harberry Chayse is fed up to the back of his neck with the fact that the New York coppers do not seem to be making any headway in finding out who did the bumping. He also says that he reckons that there is some dirty work flying about somewhere, but that he has got a method by which he himself is going to find out who the murderer is. I am going to tell you about this method in a minute and I promise you you will get a good laugh. I will now close down on this angle just for the time being to tell you that I have also contacted another dame who is a swell blonde, and when you see her you will agree with me and you are certainly going to see her because it looks to me by what I can hear that she is going to contact you just as soon as she can get set.

Now I am going to give you a tip-off about this blonde. I have told you before that Carlotta is a pretty warm proposition and that anybody who tries to make any funny business with her is liable to get himself into a mess, but I hope to tell you that this Mirabelle Gayford is to my mind even a little bit more dangerous than Carlotta even if it is in a different way.

This Mirabelle is a classy dame. She is about twenty-eight, and she comes from an old Connecticut family. Her Ma and Pa are both dead, but originally she is engaged to Willie the Goop. Now it looks as if she is pretty stuck on Willie because she has got plenty of money of her own and I don’t think that she is after his. It also looks to me as if Harberry Chayse was very keen on this marriage going through because he thinks that this Mirabelle who is a determined sort of dame is just the right sort of girl to make Willie take a pull at himself.

Anyhow it looks as if everything was hunky-dory until not so long ago Willie starts playing around Carlotta, after which Mirabelle begins to get fed up with everybody and starts making herself annoying all round.

Now here’s where the big act comes. It looks like this guy Harberry Chayse is one of those guys who are a bit nuts on the occult, and no matter how amusing you may think it is that a guy who is running a big Wall Street combine should be interested in this sort of stuff, the fact remains that it is so, and it seems that this Harberry Chayse has got some sort of pet seer or clairvoyant, or whatever you like to call him, whom he calls in from time to time to get advised on different things that he is doing.

So when the police tell the old boy that they cannot get a line on the murder of Willie down at Joe Madrigaul’s place, a fact which the old boy does not believe because it is a stone ginger that one of about four or five people shot Willie, he sends for this clairvoyant guy, who is a fellow of about fifty years of age with piercing eyes and a grey beard, and this guy gets busy and starts using his occult powers, as a result of which he tells Harberry as follows:

He says that in order for him to find out who murdered Willie, that the scene in which the murder took place should be re-created, but that it should be re-created, in some place that is away from all antagonistic influences, and that exactly the same circumstances as near as possible to those happening at the time of the murder should also be arranged.

Old man Chayse falls for this like a ton of coal, and right pronto he has a photograph of Joe Madrigaul’s club and suggests to this occulist, whose name is San Reima, that he will build up the exact scene of Joe Madrigaul’s Club in the saloon of his yacht “Atlantic Witch” which is lying down at New London, and that he will try and get down on this boat the people who were around Willie the Goop at the time he was bumped off, which as you will realise beings you into this story.

This San Reima says that it is only necessary to have the people who could have shot Willie the Goop down on this yacht, and that he will get the band playing the same music and he will duplicate the lighting and everything, and that if the yacht is taken three four miles off the coast so as the astral influences can get busy then he will put his finger on the murderer.

All of which looks to me like a first-class pipe-dream except, and I feel I ought to tell you this, that there is no doubt that this guy San Reima is a very weird cuss because the first time I saw him he told me a lot of things about myself which nobody knew but me, and therefore although it looks a bit screwy this guy might be able to do something about this.

To cut a long story short old man Chayse has got a list of all the guys who were around Willie when he was killed, and is going to offer them all five grand each to go down to his yacht, and it looks as if he will get them down there because he says he is going to tell each and every one of them that if they are decent honest citizens they will not mind cashing in and giving him a chance to find out who bumped off Willie, and that if they will not do so then it is only because they have got something to hide.

Now I have told you, Perry, that this looks to me like a pipe-dream. At the same time I reckon that there might be a line in it that you are looking for, and knowing your faculty for following your nose on jobs like this where there aren’t any clues, possibly you will get something out of it.

Now to return to Mirabelle, after I had this talk with Harberry and his guy San Reima I saw this Mirabelle, and she tells me that she thinks this idea is a whole lot of hooey. She also tells me that in her opinion this bump-off of Willie the Goop is a job put up between Saltierra and Carlotta, and as I have told you before she is about as fond of this Carlotta dame as a bunch of rattlesnakes.

Now listen, Perry, I have got an idea in my head. Its just an idea and I’ve got nothing to support it, but I have a sneaky sort of feeling that this blonde Mirabelle Gayford is about sixteen times as dangerous as Carlotta ever was. First of all she is a swell looking piece and I cannot make out why Willie the Goop should have chucked himself at Carlotta like he did unless he had found something out about Mirabelle which wasn’t so good.

The second thing is that I know Harberry Chayse is not quite so stuck on this Mirabelle at the present time as he was, which makes it look as if he had found something out about her. The third thing is that I saw this dame having a very quiet and confidential conversation with Rudy Saltierra round at the back entrance of Joe Madrigaul’s place just when I was leaving there tonight, and the fourth thing, and this is an important thing, is that this Mirabelle has got a cousin who is very stuck on her who has got some job in the U.S. Assay Office which makes it look to me as if this dame might be the one who supplied the original dope about the bullion.

So there you are. Now I have got a couple of other lines that I am working on and I am going to get busy on them. I promised you that I would not break with this story in any newspaper until you gave me the word to go, and I will keep my word because I reckon that before we go very much further you and I will be contacting each other and we can swop notes.

Well, so long, Perry, keep your eyes skinned and don’t forget what I told you. You watch out for Mirabelle.

Yours till the cows come home,

Hangover.



Now this looks to me like a pretty good sort of letter, and it looks too as if this business is goin’ to get a little bit more involved than I thought it was goin’ to be, although to tell you the truth I am not particularly surprised at Hangover goin’ off to check up on these other lines that he says he has got.

Anyhow maybe this Harberry Chayse an’ this Mirabelle Gayford will be comin’ around some time or tryin’ to contact me somehow, so I wise up the reception clerk at the Hotel Court to call me through at the Delamere if anybody comes an’ asks for me but to keep my address there quiet an’ not to tell a soul. I sweeten this guy with another ten bucks an’ he says that he will look after that O.K. for me.

I then go back to the Delamere an’ read through the Hangover letter again an’ do a lotta quiet thinkin’ because in a funny sorta way I am beginnin’ to make sense outa this thing.

About four o’clock in the afternoon the reception clerk at the Hotel Court comes through an’ he tells me that there has been a telephone call for me from Miss Mirabelle Gayford, an’ this Miss Gayford says that she would be very much obliged if Mr. Perry Rice would call an’ see her at an address in Brooklyn that she has left. She says this business is in connection with the Charles Frene killin’ an’ that it may be well worth my while to go along. She also says that she will be around until five o’clock that evenin’ an’ that maybe I will be savin’ myself a lotta bother if I go around. This message looks to me like one of those things — you know, if I go maybe it’s goin’ to be worth my while an’ if I don’t maybe it ain’t goin’ to be so good for me!

However, this don’t worry me very much because I would not miss goin’ for a lot.

The reception clerk also tells me that there is a letter for me that is marked ‘Very Urgent’ an’ that this has been brought round by some guy from Mrs. Harberry Chayse, an’ I tell the clerk that I will send a messenger round to pick it up.

Altogether it looks like something is goin’ to happen, an’ I go out an’ I drop in at a drug store nearby an’ get the clerk to send the despatch boy around to the Court an’ pick up the letter for me an’ take it round an’ leave it for me at the Delamere as I reckon I will deal with this after I have seen this Mirabelle Gayford.

I go over to Brooklyn pronto an’ after a bit I find this place where I am supposed to meet this dame. It is a very ordinary four-storey buildin’, a sorta commuters apartment house, an’ when I ask the janitor for Miss Gayford he tells me that I will find this apartment No. 12 on the third floor an’ I proceed to do some climbin’, there being no lift.

Apartment No. 12 is at the end of a dark passage an’ does not look quite so hot to me neither does it look like a dump where a dame with money would live. I have a sneakin’ idea in my head that it might have been wise to bring the Luger with me because I have got an idea that this Mirabelle might pull somethin’ fast, but anyway I have left it behind, and I am not a guy for carryin’ a gun when I go to see a woman anyhow.

I knock at the door an’ after a minute somebody opens it. It is a bit dark inside owin’ to the fact that the window blinds are pulled down an’ it takes me a minute to get a look at the guy who has opened the door. He is a big guy with a derby hat an’ he is smilin’ an’ lookin’ as happy as a sandboy.

“Mr. Perry Rice?” he says, an’ when I say yes, he motions that I should go in.

I go into this room an’ take a look around. One window blind is up an’ by the light that is comin’ in I can see that the apartment is empty of furniture except for a coupla packing cases that are stuck about.

The guy shuts the door behind him an’ when I turn round I can see that he is lookin’ at me very old-fashioned.

“Now see here, Mr. Rice,” he says. “You sit down on one of them boxes an’ listen to me. I reckon that you got as much intelligence as the next feller, an’ I reckon that you don’t want to run yourself into any trouble, do you?”

I grin at him, an’ I sit myself down on the box on the other side of the room.

“I wouldn’t know smarty,” I say. “But I didn’t come here to see you. I came here to see Miss Gayford, an’ where is she an’ who are you anyhow?”

Just as I say this the apartment door opens an’ another guy, a very big guy, comes in. He don’t say anythin’, he just nods to the first guy and sits down on another box. This feller looks like a muscle man to me.

“Looky Rice,” says the first guy, “you ain’t goin’ to do yourself no good by bein’ fresh. I reckon you’ll see Miss Gayford when the time’s right. In the meantime we wanta ask you a few questions.”

I grin some more.

“You don’t say,” I crack back. “An’ who is we anyhow?”

He puts his hand in his coat pocket an’ he brings out a badge.

“We’re the Davance Detective Agency,” he says, “an’ we’re representin’ Miss Gayford, an’ I reckon that we don’t wanta waste any more time, Rice. So let’s get busy.”

“Listen, mug,” I tell him. “Why don’t you be your age instead of talkin’ that way. You an’ your Davance Agency make me sick an’ as a detective I reckon you’d make a helluva success as a road-mender. If Miss Gayford is around here you produce her pronto otherwise I’m goin’.”

He looks serious.

“We don’t wanta get tough with you, Rice,” he says. “Now you be good an’ talk nice.”

I am sittin’ on this box with my hands behind me an’ suddenly my fingers touch somethin’ hard. It is the sledge hammer that somebody is goin’ to use to open these packin’ cases with. An’ it looks as if it is goin’ to be plenty useful.

“Listen punk,” I tell him. “You go an’ give yourself a shower. Your brain’s dusty.”

He gets up.

“Come on,” he says to the other guy.

They start comin’ towards me an’ I reckon that it is time I did something about these guys. I pick up the hammer an’ I throw it good an’ hard at the shins of the guy who has been doin’ all the talkin’. It connects an’ he lets out a howl like a hyena an’ flops on to the floor. The other guy rushes me an’ I drop my head an’ it gets him in the guts an’ we proceed to mix up.

Luckily for me the first guy is hurt an’ is sittin’ in the corner feelin’ if his leg is all there, but this other palooka is a real tough an’ he is givin’ me all I can take.

I am not doin’ so well because he contacts me with a swing to the jaw that makes me see about a million stars an’ as I go over he jumps on top of me. He knocks every bit of breath out of me, an’ I roll over an’ drag him with me. This guy is strugglin’ to get on top an’ I want him to because we have rolled over near to the big packin’ case an’ I reckon that if this guy will roll on top of me maybe I can smack him up against the case good an’ hard because I want to finish with him before the other feller comes into action again.

It works. As he swings to get on top of me I let him, an’ as he arrived I stick my foot against the floor an’ push. He smacks up against the side of the case an’ he is so surprised because he didn’t know that it was there that he relaxes for a second an’ during that second I hit him smack between the eyes an’ knock his head back against the case. He goes right out.

I get up an’ go across to the other guy who is still not feelin’ so good an’ who starts scramblin’ to his feet. I yank this guy up by his coat collar an’ I smack him across the puss with a heavy flathander that sends him skyrocketing across the room to where his pal is. I then pick up the hammer an’ sit down on one of the boxes.

“Now listen, sweetheart,” I tell him. “Supposin’ you tell me a few things because otherwise I’m goin’ to get really rough with you guys. You gotta understand that I never did like rough tactics especially from private detective agencies an’ if you ain’t the mug I take you for you’re goin’ to behave an’ like it.”

He don’t say anything but I can see that he is lookin’ behind me at the door. I peep over my shoulder and I see the door openin’ an’ into the room comes a dame that woulda knocked your eye out.

She is a blonde an’ can she wear clothes or can she? Everything she wears is Park Avenue an’ she makes ’em look worth double. This dame is about thirty. She has got sex-appeal an’ knows it an’ she walks with a sorta insolence that takes about five generations of high hats to manufacture. She has got a haughty sorta expression on a face that is naturally durn pretty. In fact she looks so good to me that if I was wrecked on some desert island with this dame I wouldn’t even wave to a passin’ ship. I would just stay put an’ pick cocoanuts.

She is holdin’ a handbag in front of her with both hands an’ when she lets go with one of ’em I see that she has got a little automatic pistol, the sorta thing you use for killin’ gnats with.

She points this at me an’ she starts talkin’. She has got, a pretty voice that is younger than she is an’ she speaks like somebody who has learned how.

“Mr. Rice, I believe,” she says, an’ then she smiles a little bit. “It looks as if you were in command of the situation, but I think I should tell you that if you attempt to move I shall kill you.”

“Sarsaparilla to you, honey,” I crack at her. “You’re the Gayford dame, I suppose. Well, lady, you must have been readin’ some very heavy fiction if you think that you can get away with this sorta stuff. Another thing, if you think that you can start anything around here with that pop-gun you squeeze it an’ see what happens. This place would be lousy with cops before you could wink an’ what good that is goin’ to do you or me I don’t know.”

I get off the box and I walk towards her. I am still grinnin’ and I can see that this dame is burned up because I am not standin’ for this bluff. As I watch her she casts an appealin’ sorta look at the two other guys but they are not startin’ anythin’ else. They are sorta tired.

“It is no good, Mirabelle,” I say, takin’ the gun outa her hand an’ puttin’ it in my pocket, “neither of these guys feel like any more children’s hour stuff. The big feller is just beginnin’ to come back again an’ the other feller has been hit on the shin bone with a sledge hammer which is not a very nice thing. I reckon when they send you their bill in it will cost you plenty.

“Another thing,” I say, “a dame who is as swell as you are with a pretty name like Mirabelle should not employ a bunch of cheap private dicks to go leapin’ around tryin’ to bust information outa me because I am not at all an easy guy in that way.”

She don’t say anything at all, she just stands there glarin’ at me an’ not knowin’ what to do.

“Say, honeybunch,” I tell her, “if you wanted to talk to me why didn’t you come here an’ meet me? Why do you have to have a coupla short arm merchants like these frontin’ for you. Now I gotta a big suggestion to make. You come out with me and maybe we’ll go some place an’ get a drink and talk this thing over nice an’ quiet.”

She stands there an’ she hesitates for a moment, an’ while she is doin’ that I walk across an’ I take her by the arm and I lead her outa the room an’ down the passage. She comes because she is undecided an’ don’t know really what she wants to do. When we get at the top of the stairs I tell her to wait for a minute an’ I go an’ stick my head round the door an’ I tell those two near detectives to go home an’ get themselves a coupla hot baths because I think they need ’em, an’ I also tell ’em that the next time I see ’em kickin’ around I am goin’ to measure ’em for straight-jackets. I then go back to the dame an’ we go downstairs.

Parked outside the place is a big car with a chauffeur. When I ask her if this car belongs to her, she says yes, so we get inside an’ she tells the man to drive to some club near Park Avenue. I don’t say anything for a bit, I am just watchin’ this dame, an’ I am wonderin’ just how much she is puttin’ on an act an’ just how much she is sincere, because I’m tellin’ you that by the looks of her this Mirabelle is a rather nice piece of femme, an’ I think that maybe Hangover has not been right in what he said in his letter.

Still I am not a guy to take chances, so I think I will hear what she has got to say. I offer her a cigarette but she won’t have one, so I just smoke quietly till we get to this club place. This is a pretty swell sorta dump, an’ when we go inside she orders some tea for herself an’ a cocktail for me, after which she opens her handbag, takes out a cigarette, lights it an’ starts in.

“Mr. Rice,” she says, “maybe I have been misinformed about you, but the Davance Detective Agency who have been working for me on this business told me that you were a very rough sort of individual and that their method was the only possible one for getting information from you. It seems that they have failed.”

“That’s O.K. by me, sister,” I say. “Let’s forget all that, but what’s the information?”

“Mr. Rice,” she says, “I was engaged to Charles Chayse who called himself Charles Frene, and who I believe was nicknamed Willie the Goop. I have very good reason to believe that he was killed either by you, Saltierra, or that Carlotta woman, and I am going to move heaven and earth to prove it.

“If you are innocent in this matter then maybe you can be of help to me.”

I nod, although I must say that this business sounds screwy to me, but I tell her that I quite understand the situation, and I also tell her that I certainly did not kill Willie the Goop, because that was my first night in New York an’ I had never even seen or heard of him in my life.

From this she goes on talking about what happened that night at Joe Madrigaul’s place, an’ it is quite obvious to me that she is tryin’ to pump me good an’ hard. I say nothin’ but I lead this dame on to talk as much as I can. After a bit I ask her just how Harberry Chayse is takin’ Willie’s death, an’ whether he is pleased with the way the police are investigatin’ this business, an’ by the way she talks about the old man it is a cinch that she has had some sorta row with him, an’ it begins to look to me as if this dame is playin’ some game of her own.

I also reckon that havin’ regard to the fact that she hired these two tough guys to sock some information outa me in the empty apartment in Brooklyn that this dame thinks I have got hold of somethin’ that she wants to know, an’ she wants to know it pretty good an’ quick, otherwise she would have tried an easier method. I reckon that she is goin’ to try that now.

“An’ I am pretty right here because when I have had another cocktail she asks me if I have heard anything from Harberry Chayse, an’ when I ask her why he should try to contact me she says she don’t know, but she had an idea that maybe he would want to know if I could give any information about the murder.

Then I get it. It is stickin’ out a foot that this dame knows that Harberry Chayse has written me a letter. It is stickin’ out a foot that she hired this detective agency to wait for me at the apartment in Brooklyn, because they thought I would be carryin’ it with me. Well this is one time that the job didn’t come off.

But all this new business is a help to me. Things are beginnin’ to shape in my head. I have gotta hunch that the original idea that came to me when I went back to Joe Madrigaul’s place an’ found Saltierra’s tuxedo, an’ went an’ sat in the dark club room an’ watched the broken paper streamers lyin’ across the floor, was right.

Sittin’ there I gotta kick. I reckon that you guys know that bein’ a “G” man ain’t so hot sometimes. You have to take the rough with the smooth, but I’m tellin’ you that it’s mostly rough, but, as the dame said when her husband fell off Santiago pier, life has its compensations, an’ just now I’m gettin’ one of ’em.

I realise that all I gotta do is to sit pretty an’ let all these wise an’ clever people get ahead an’ pull their stuff on Lemmy.

Why? Because there never was a crook who could play a game through without trippin’ himself up some place.

Give a smart guy or a clever dame enough rope, an’ they’ll send themselves to the chair an’ take their pals along too.

Somehow, I gotta hunch that I am goin’ to get some place with this job soon.


VII. MIRABELLE

[image: img26.jpg]

I SIT THERE lookin’ at this dame. Mind you I suppose I am the sorta guy that folks would describe as tough, but I have always got a great deal of pleasure in my life through lookin’ at dames and wonderin’ about ’em; wonderin’ what they are thinkin’ an’ what they are really tryin’ to get at because it is a cinch that whatever way a dame is lookin’ she is always thinking somethin’ different, like some Spanish woman in the Phillipines who handed me a posy of flowers with a smile with one hand an’ bust me on the nut with an iron bar with the other. You never know where you are with ’em.

But lookin’ sideways at this Mirabelle she is a nice baby. She is wearin’ a very swell suit an’ the shirt she has on is made of little lines of frilly tucks an’ there is a big sorta jabot round her neck sorta framin’ her white face. She is wearin’ a little tailormade hat an’ the guy who does her hair certainly knows his business because under the side of this hat is all little gold waves and tendrils. I have known plenty fellows would have left home for a dame like Mirabelle, but just how she is breakin’ in on this business I do not know, although it looks to me that I had better find out good an’ quick because one way an’ another you will agree with me that this bezuzus is beginnin’ to get slightly involved.

I think I will try some frank stuff, so I talk to her nice an’ quiet.

“Listen, lady,” I tell her, “I don’t know what you are doin’ in this business but I reckon that you are all burned up because somebody has bumped off this fiancé of yours. I know you wanta ask me a lotta questions, but maybe you an’ me can get some place quicker if I ask you some.

“First of all let me tell you how I break in on this job. I am a bond salesman. I come from Mason City an’ I’ve been savin’ up for years to have a vacation in New York. About three four hours after I got down here some guy tells me I oughta go around to Joe Madrigaul’s. He says it is a good spot an’ I go.

“All right. Somebody gets bumped off, an’ I happen to be standin’ near this guy an’ I’m roped in an’ taken, down to headquarters an’ grilled. Two things are lucky so far as I am concerned. The first thing is that I ain’t carryin’ a gun an’ never have carried one, an’ the second thing is that a friend of mine, a crime reporter, happens to be stickin’ around an’ can identify me an’ tell the cops all about me, so they let me go, an’ that’s all I know.

“Mine you I ain’t sayin’ that I am not interested in this business. I am; like hell I am. I reckon if you go up to Mason City, the Chief of Police there who is a sorta uncle of mine by marriage will tell you that I am reckoned in the neighbourhood to be better at solvin’ mysteries than any other guy, an’ this is the only reason why I am interested in this thing.

“I am a guy who is always interested in a thing I cannot understand, an’ what is troublin’ me at the moment is why a dame like you, a swell dame” — an’ I lean over close to her an’ I look at her as if I was struck dumb with admiration— “who is so lovely an’ sweet, well it looks a bit funny that such a dame should be worryin’ about a guy like Willie the Goop.”

She spins round.

“There was nothin’ the matter with Charles,” she says. “Charles was a good fellow once, an’ I happened to love him. Maybe,” she says, “you’ve even heard of women who love men knowing that they wasn’t so good.”

I grin.

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say, “I can remember a dame who fell for me in France....”

“Were you in France?” she says.

“Have a look at me lady,” I tell her, “what would the Marines have done without me?”

“Charles was in France too,” she says. “They tell me he was a great man in those days.”

“O.K.” I say, “will you tell me this? If Charles was such a good guy an’ he had a dame like you, what’s he want to go kickin’ around these night clubs for, contactin’ women like Carlotta?”

I pause to see what happens when I mention this dame. I see her mouth tighten.

“He was a fool,” she says after a minute. “He was sorta disappointed. He was all right and then suddenly he went to pieces.”

She turns round an’ she looks at me again.

“Listen, Mr. Rice,” she says, “may be I am going to trust you a little bit. Maybe I am in so bad on this thing that I’ve got to trust somebody. I reckon that whoever shot Charles did it because he knew something.”

I look surprised.

“You don’t say,” I say. “What do you think he knew?”

“I don’t know,” she says, “that’s just it.”

She looks round the club an’ then she sinks her voice a little.

“This man they found in the telephone box,” she says, “the man they say was Harvest V. Mellander. Do you know, Mr. Rice, that this man was a Federal Agent, a ‘G’ man?”

I whistle.

“You ain’t askin’ me to believe that, are you, lady?” I say. “Just fancy! So he was a ‘G’ man. Well, what was he doin’ gettin’ himself shot in a telephone box. It looks to me as if he wasn’t a very good sorta ‘G’ man.”

“I don’t know what he was doing,” she said. “Charles and I had quarrelled. We hadn’t talked to each other for some time, but he telephoned me on the day he was shot. He told me that he realised he had been a fool. He told me that he was going to turn over a new leaf, but he said that he had something to do first. I questioned him. I asked him what he meant, but he wouldn’t say. All he would say was that he had to meet a Federal Agent that night, a man he’d seen before.

“Since he was shot I’ve checked up on everybody in that club and it seems that the only persons that Charles had been seen around with or talking to during the days previous to the shooting, were Rudy Saltierra and this man Mellander. Well everybody knows that Saltierra is a racketeer, so it looks as if Mellander must have been the ‘G’ man.”

“It just shows you, don’t it?” I say. “An’ they say romance is dead. Well,” I go on, “I think this is all very interestin’ an’ I am certainly gettin’ a kick out of it, but it don’t get us no place. Listen,” I say, “you tell me somethin’, what’s your idea in usin’ these two mugs from this Davance Detective Agency, an’ what was they tryin’ to find out?”

“I’ll tell you,” she says. “When I was having that conversation on the telephone with Charles, he told me he’d written somebody a letter, that everything depended on that letter. After he was shot and the police seemed to be doing nothing about it, I went to the Agency to see if they could help me. You were the person they suspected most, and they said if they could get you around some place where they could get at you, they’d probably discover something.”

She smiled.

“Well it seems they weren’t quite so efficient as I thought they were,” she says.

“I don’t know about that,” I say, “that tough guy certainly gave me a coupla wallops, but as far as I am concerned I haven’t got any letter from anybody.”

I try a new line.

“Look here, lady,” I say, “I don’t know anything about this, but this is how it looks to me. It looks to me like this Charles of yours finds out somethin’. Whatever it is he finds out burns him up. He feels he’s got to do somethin’, so he writes somebody a letter, this letter being a very important document. We don’t know who he wrote that letter to (I wink to myself as I say this because I reckon the letter she’s talkin’ about is the one that Willie the Goop wrote to Carlotta, the one she gave to Saltierra, the one I found in the tuxedo pocket at the Club), an’ you reckon he wrote this letter to this guy Mellander, who you think was a Federal Agent? Well, where do we go from there, ain’t you worryin’ yourself unnecessarily? What does it matter to you what letters Willie the Goop wrote? He’s dead anyhow, an’ you can’t get him back again. Mark you,” I go on, “it’s a cinch mat you want to find out who bumped him off, that you wanta have this guy fried. I reckon I’d be feelin’ the same way myself, but what’s the good of you stirrin’ up all this stuff?”

She don’t say anything, because she ain’t got any answer.

I’m in a funny position about this dame. I’m half ready to believe that she’s told the truth, an’ yet when I look at her, it looks as if she might be holdin’ out on somethin’.

After a minute she turns round again, an’ she goes on:

“Maybe there is something I can’t tell you, Mr. Rice,” she says, “maybe I’ll be able to tell them to you some time, and then you’ll know more about it.”

“Why don’t you cash in, lady?” I say. “Two heads are always better than one maybe. After all, I got brains. Maybe I can advise you.”

She shakes her head.

“I’m trustin’ nobody at the moment,” she says.

I tried a fast one.

“Not even that cousin of yours,” I say, “the guy who’s in the U.S. Assay Office?”

She looks at me like I was bats.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says.

She sorta clamps down. She sets her lips an’ I reckon she ain’t talkin’ any more.

“O.K. Miss Gayford,” I say. “Well, all you’ve gotta remember is this. There ain’t anybody can say that Perry C. Rice wouldn’t give a woman a hand if she needed one. I gotta go now, but you give me your telephone number, maybe I’ll call you; maybe you an’ me can have another little talk some time.”

She nods her head, an’ she gives me the number. Then I finish my drink an’ I shake hands with her an’ I scram, because it looks to me that there ain’t any more business doin’ around here. Outside I have a look around just to make certain I haven’t got anybody on my tail. I get a cab an’ I drive round a bit, then I tell the driver to go on to the Hotel Delamere.

When I get there, up in my room I find the letter from old man Harberry Chayse. Here it is, an’ it looks a honey to me:



The Mulberry Arms,
Park Avenue.

Dear Mr. Rice,

I am sure you will forgive me for writing to you over a matter in which I believe you have already been put to some trouble. My excuse is that the feelings of a father whose son has been brutally murdered in cold blood are such that any process for bringing the murderer to justice is excusable.

I do not have to recount the circumstances in which my adopted son was shot to death in Joe Madrigaul’s Club Select. You were present. You were I believe one of the individuals in his direct vicinity at the time of the shooting and you were one of the people taken down in the patrol wagon by Police Lieutenant Riessler to Headquarters for the purpose of being questioned.

When I had got over the first shock of hearing of the death of my adopted son, it occurred to me that the apprehension of his murderer would be a matter only of hours. He must have been shot by somebody standing within fifteen to twenty feet of the table, in other words one of these people: — Miss Carlotta de la Rue, yourself, one of the two waiters standing behind the line of tables on the top right hand side of the club, the electrician Skendall who was in charge of the lights and who was stationed on the perch behind the wall above the pass door leading from the club to back-stage. The man Saltierra was also taken to headquarters, but it seems an alibi was put forward in his case by the electrician Skendall, who — and I must say this — could hardly have been the murderer inasmuch as he would not have had time to descend from his perch, pass through the door, dispose of the weapon and regain his position. Also as the spot light on Miss de la Rue was actually moving and being worked by this Skendall this practically eliminates him from the list of suspects.

There were as you know eight or nine other people who were sitting at tables nearest that at which my adopted son was killed, and whilst I agree that any one of these people could have fired the shot yet enquiries have elicited the fact that none of them even knew him.

Apparently so far as the police are concerned the position is a stalemate. My enquiries at police headquarters receive one reply only — the matter is still being investigated and there is nothing to report. I have therefore decided if possible to evolve some system under which the murderer may be indicated, and for this purpose I have been forced outside the realm of practical thought.

I ask you not to be amused when I tell you that I have been for years a believer in certaon occult forces and that an individual by the name of San Reima, who has on many occasions given me proof of his extraordinary powers, has told me that under certain circumstances he would be in a position definitely to nominate the murderer of my boy. The circumstances are these:

San Reima suggests that a seance should be arranged in the saloon of my yacht “Atlantic Witch.” He suggests this venue because if the boat were taken a short distance out to sea he says he would be sufficiently far removed from any earthly influence in order to successfully carry out his part in the business.

He has ordained that a replica of Joe Madrigaul’s Club Select should be built in the saloon of my yacht and that the persons intimately concerned with this business should be present under the same circumstances as nearly as possible as obtained at the time of the murder.

I should tell you that the other persons concerned in this matter have agreed to be present and I ask you in the name of justice and humanity to throw out of your mind any disbelief in the powers of this man and to proceed immediately you receive this letter to the Guyle Wharf, New London, Connecticut where the “Atlantic Witch” is lying.

I enclose herewith five one thousand dollar bills to cover your immediate expense. On arrival a further sum of the same amount will be paid over to you. If you are an innocent man you will take part in this séance. If not your non-arrival will at least indicate that you have something to hide, possibly that you are the murderer.

I am, Yours sincerely,

Harberry V. Chayse.



I read this letter an’ then I sit down an’ think about it. It looks like the old man is pretty good an’ burned up about Willie the Goop bein’ bumped, an’ I can see his point of view because, havin’ just had a bit of a schlmozzle with Willie — over dough I suppose — he feels all the more sore because Willie was ironed out before he had time to make it up, which just goes to show that a lotta people would not be so tough if they thought that the people they was bein’ tough with was goin’ to get a coupla slugs put into ’em soon afterwards.

I look at my watch an’ it is seven o’clock. I reckon that the sooner I get down to this Guyle Wharf place an’ get aboard this Atlantic Witch the better it is goin’ to be for me because here’s the way I look at it:

Supposin’ this San Reima guy pulls a fast one an’ spots somebody as bein’ the murderer of Willie. Well this is goin’ to create a situation of some sort and the accused guy — supposin’ he is tied up with the people who did fix the shootin’ — is going to shoot his mouth. I reckon that it is goin’ to be very funny if this guy puts his finger on somebody else instead of Rudy Saltierra who, as I know, was the one who bumped Willie.

Mind you I reckon that all this clairvoyance an’ occult stuff is a lotta hooey, but at the same time there is a lot more things flyin’ about than we know of an’ you never know this San Reima palooka may be an honest to goodness best bet.

But it is stickin’ outa mile that my main reason for goin’ down is to see if Rudy is goin’ to be there an’ Carlotta, an’ it looks to me that they have agreed to go as otherwise this Harberry Chayse would not have got in touch with me.

After a bit I put the letter in my pocket an’ I go downstairs an’ I have a little talk with the reception clerk who is a nice sorta cuss. I ask him if there is any people stayin’ in this Hotel Delamere who come from Connecticut an’ he tells me yes, there is a travellin’ salesman called Sam Yarthers who is along in the bar. I get along an’ buy myself some rye an’ after a bit I pick a casual sorta conversation with this Yarthers an’ I do a lotta stuff an’ get him interested an’ then I get him talkin’ about Connecticut. After a bit I ask him if he knows anything about some family called the Gayfords an’ he knows a lot an’ proceeds to shoot his mouth.

It looks like Mirabelle is pretty well known in that State an’ that she is the big social bet around there an’ is absolutely stuck so full of dough that she don’t know what to do with it.

This Yarthers guy also knows about the fact that she was engaged to Charles Chayse, but of course he don’t know that the Charles Chayse he is talkin’ about is Willie the Goop who was bumped.

Altogether I get a pretty good mental picture of this Mirabelle before I am through with this travellin’ salesman, after which we have just one little one for the road together an’ then I say so long an’ go back to my room. I pack my bag an’ stick the Luger in its holster under my left arm, after which I scram downstairs an’ pay my bill. The reception clerk tips me off where I can hire a fast roadster an’ puts a call through to the garage to send it round pronto.

Then I sit around down in the hall lounge an’ smoke a cigarette an’ do a little quiet thinkin’. After a bit the roadster comes around an’ I go an’ take a look at this car an’ see that she is right for the road because I reckon that I have got to step on it plenty.

Then I go back into the hotel an’ I go into the call box near the reception an’ I put a call through to Mirabelle Gayford at the number she gave me.

A dame who sounds like a French maid answers, an’ when I tell her that I am Perry Rice she tells me to hang on an’ while I am waiting I am doin’ some very rapid thinkin’ an’ wonderin’ whether I am entitled to take the chance that I am proposin’ to take.

But it looks to me that you have just gotta take a chance sometimes an’ in this case it is worth it because if it goes the way I think it will then I am goin’ to prove something that I want to prove right now.

Just then Mirabelle comes through. Has that dame gotta swell voice or has she? Carlotta’s voice is low an’ rich an’ sorta soothin’ but Mirabelle’s is a sorta young voice with a lilt in it.

“An’ what can I do for Mr. Rice?” she says.

“Listen, honeybunch,” I tell her. “This is Perry Rice comin’ to you by the courtesy of faith hope an’ charity with bells on. An’ he is goin’ to tell you a little bedtime story that is guaranteed to make you think plenty.”

She laughs.

“Sometimes I think I like you, Mr. Rice,” she says. “I think that you’re most amusing. And what is the bedtime story?”

“So you think I’m nice,” I crack back. “Well for a dame who’s wondering most of the time about whether I bumped her late boy friend off I think that ain’t so bad.”

I get serious.

“Now listen,” I say, “I been thinkin’ about things an’ I reckon that I can advise you up on one or two late developments in this little game of blind poker that we’re all playin’.

“First of all — since you are so keen on knowin’ all about who bumped Willie, have you thought this: Whoever shot that guy did it with a gun, didn’t he? Alright; now listen to this one. When we was all taken down to police headquarters after the shootin’ nobody had a gun, an’ that means that they musta got rid of it somewhere. It might interest you to know that I went back to Joe Madrigaul’s place late that night an’ searched it good an’ plenty an’ there wasn’t no gun anywhere, although I found enough evidence to fry Rudy Saltierra for shootin’ your young man because, sweetheart, you can take it from me that it was Rudy who did it.

“Well, what does that mean? It means just this. It means that after Rudy Saltierra had bumped off Willie he went back-stage an’ he passed that gun to somebody who was out there an’ who scrammed outa the club by the back way before Joe called everybody up an’ closed the doors.

“So if you wanta help you just do a little investigatin’ into who was hanging around the back-stage entrance to the club just before the shootin’ took place. Have you got that?”

“I’ve got it,” she says. “An’ so you say it was Rudy Saltierra who shot Charles?”

“That’s right,” I say, “but I ain’t goin’ to produce any evidence to that effect until I want to, so don’t start gettin’ excited an’ don’t ask a lotta questions because I am in a great hurry.

“Now the next thing is this. I gotta letter from old man Harberry Chayse, an he tells me that he has got some palooka on board his yacht the Atlantic Witch, who is goin’ to do a big fortune tellin’ act an’ then tell us all who the murderer was. It looks like the old guy has got everybody concerned down there at some dump near New London by payin’ ’em five grand — the same as he sent me — to go down there an’ be looked over by this big occult guy. Well, I am just on my way so I reckoned that I’d wise you up just so that you could sorta keep your eye on things around Joe Madrigaul’s place while I am gone. An’ if you’re payin’ good money to those imitation flat-feet, the Davance Agency, tell ’em to stick around that club an’ keep their eye on what’s poppin’.

“Well... so long, Mirabelle,” I crack. “Be a good girl an’ don’t do anything you wouldn’t like your Uncle Perry to know about, an’ maybe I’ll be seein’ you some time.”

Does that dame get excited, or does she?

“Listen, Mr. Rice,” she calls. “Listen.... You can’t go down to New London... you can’t...!”

I hang up.

It looks like it has worked.

I grab my bag and scram out to the car. I start her up an’ I whiz. I shoot about half a dozen traffic lights an’ get away with it, an’ in half an hour I have settled down to some nice steady drivin’ an’ I can do quite a lot of peaceful thinkin’.

It is one o’clock an’ a nice cold night when I blow in to the outskirts of this New London. I stop for some gas at a gas station an’ they tell me that this Guyle’s Wharf is about five miles out on the Groten road, an’ the guy looks at me as if I was a bit screwy. I ask him what’s eatin’ him, an’ he tells me that plenty guys have been askin’ the way to this Guyle’s Wharf place, an’ that it looks as if there is goin’ to be a party or something an’ that they ain’t used to such a lotta company around this part of the world.

I move on, an’ presently the road narrows down an’ pretty soon it begins to be just a sorta asphalt track. I can see plenty car marks on it though. Away through the trees I can see the sea glimmerin’ an’ I reckon I am gettin’ pretty near this Guyle’s Wharf.

All of a sudden the headlights pick up a tree that is lyin’ dead across the track in front of me. I stick on the brakes like hell an’ pull the car up dead, an’ I am just makin’ a grab for the Luger when a guy steps out of the trees at the side.

He has gotta sawn off shotgun pointin’ pretty near my head an’ he is wearin’ a sorta jersey like a sea-goin’ guy wears.

“Say, are you Perry Rice?” he drawls.

“Dead right first time,” I tell him. “Say what is this. Are you huntin’ or do you always meet guys with a shotgun?”

He grins.

“Take it easy,” he says, “an’ get outa the car an’ come along quietly. Nobody ain’t goin’ to hurt you so long as you just play ball. But if you start anything I reckon I’m goin’ to fill you so full of holes that you’ll think you was a nutmeg grater.”

I get outa the car an’ right then two other guys come outa the trees at the side of the track. One of these guys is an old sorta guy with gray hair an’ a face tanned like your best shoes an’ the other is a little feller — very strong he looks too. They are all wearin’ these blue jerseys an’ they walk like they was an advertisement for a winter cruise.

“Take him along to the cabin,” says the old guy.

He looks at me an’ he grins.

“I reckon you’ll be right smart if you just stick around nice an’ quiet,” he says. “You won’t come to no harm so long as you just keep that way, but if you try anything then Hiram here will surely shoot you up an’ I reckon he don’t wanta do that.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” I say. “Here is one thing that Hiram an’ me both don’t want.”

I start to get outa the car an’ I am takin’ my time about it. The palooka with the shotgun is standin’ facin’ the door of the car — the one I am goin’ to get out by.

“Say Eph,” says the old guy to the little one. “You get right along an’ get on the wire an’ just say that everythin’s O.K.”

“Okey doke, Paw,” says the little guy.

By this time I have opened the door an’ I start to get out. As I am gettin’ out I lean over the dash an’ make that I am turnin’ off the ignition key. Doin’ this I have got my back turned to the guy with the gun. I do a little mental calculation an’ I hope that I am goin’ to be right an’ as I make out to step backwards outa the car I shoot my leg out hard an’ I find that my arithmetic was right because I kick the guy with the gun right clean in the face an’ he don’t like it any neither.

Before he has time to have a meetin’ with himself about this I spin around with the Luger in my hand.

“Put ’em up, sailors,” I say, “an’ let me tell you that you are the worst lotta stick-up men that never heisted a bank. Just take it nice an’ easy an’ don’t move till I tell you otherwise you’ll think the anchor’s hit you.”

I take the shotgun away from the feller with the bust nose, an’ I sit down by the side of the track.

“Now listen, boys,” I tell ’em, “just put in a little heavy work an’ move that tree outa the way so that I can proceed good an’ quick to my destination. Otherwise I am goin’ to give you the works. When you’ve done that I’ll give you some further instructions.”

They get busy. The old guy is cussin’ his head off to himself an’ the others don’t look so pleased.

While they are movin’ this tree I look at ’em. They are all nice lookin’ guys with rough serge pants an’ big boots. One of ’em has gotta snake tattooed on one arm an’ “I love Cora” on the other.

When they have moved the tree I get back into the car an’ switch on. I throw the shotgun in the back.

“O.K. brothers,” I say. “That was nice work, an’ one day I’ll let you come an’ play boats with me. In the meantime Paw,” I say to the old man, “I’m goin’ to repeat your instructions to Eph.”

“Eph” — I turn to the little guy— “you get along an’ do like Paw told you. You get on the wire an’ tell Miss Mirabelle Gayford that everything is hunky-dory an’ that Mr. Rice sent her his compliments an’ says that when he sees her he’ll buy her a big raspberry ice cream.

“An’ if you can remember it, Eph, you can say that if she used that pretty little head of hers she can work out that the reason that I got through to her before I left New York was just to see if she’d try a fast one like this.

“An’ if she gives you the air for fallin’ down on this job remember boys that the Navy needs guys like you.”

With this crack I put my foot down on the gas an’ I shoot off. I turn back an’ look at ’em, an’ they was standin’ in a row in the middle of the track lookin’ after me. All except the old guy an’ he was tellin’ the feller with the bust nose where he got off the tram.

I reckon they was three good guys, but it looks to me that they was just three nice sea-goin’ sailors.

As hold-up men they was merely a big pain in the neck.


VIII. THE PROPHET GETS HIS
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I DRIVE ON down this track. When I have done about another half mile I can see that the track branches off through the trees to my left, and then there is a clearin’, an’ then I see a sorta wooden pier. Tied up to this pier is a big yacht an’ I reckon this is the Atlantic Witch.

I slow down an’ pull the car in among the trees, then I get out an’ I start gumshoein’ back, keepin’ well off the track, to the place where I left these three sailor guys. After a bit I see ’em. Paw an’ Hiram are sittin’ down by the side of the track talkin’ to Eph who is standin’ up an’ not lookin’ so pleased with himself.

Presently Eph pulls some turnip watch outa his trousers pocket an’ looks at it an’ walks off. He passes just a few yards ahead of where I am standin’ behind a tree. I go after him. We walk pretty considerable until we come to a gate in a stone wall. He goes through this an’ I go after him.

On the other side of the gate I see we are in a sorta park. Way back is a big colonial house. There are two three carriage drives leadin’ up to this house an’ on one of ’em facin’ the entrance gates which are away on my right I can see the headlights of a car.

Eph starts walkin’ across the rolling lawns to this car an’ I stick around in the shade of the wall. Presently I start easin’ down to the right keeping close to the shrubs and the wall doin’ this. I come to a place where there is some trees so that I can start movin’ up until I get near enough to see the car.

Inside it at the wheel I see Mirabelle talkin’ to Eph. After a bit she starts up the car an’ Eph goes off, but he remembers somethin’ an’ comes back. I reckon that when she goes she is goin’ out from the main iron gates way down on my right, so I run over there pretty quick an’ stand in the shade by the side of ’em. The gates are shut so I reckon she has got to slow down anyway to open them. After a bit she comes down; when she gets to the gates she stops the car an’ I step out.

“Hulloa, Mirabelle,” I say, “how’re you making out?”

Is that dame surprised?

“Aren’t you funny, Mr. Rice?” she says. “You’re always jumping out of corners.”

I grin.

“I suppose you’re sorta relieved to see me,” I say, “aren’t you, seein’ that you took such a lotta trouble to stop me gettin’ on that boat? The worst of it is,” I tell her, “these sailors are no good at stick-ups, they ain’t experienced enough. Anyhow I reckon it was nice of you. What did you do it for?”

She don’t say anythin’, she just sits lookin’ at the steerin’ wheel in front of her.

“Listen here, Miss Gayford,” I say, “why don’t you come clean, why don’t you shoot the works? This here business is a serious business, you know, an’ maybe you know more about it than you’ve told.”

She looks up, then she takes a gold cigarette case outa her coat pocket an’ lights herself one. She looks at me through a puff of smoke an’ her eyes are sorta half closed. I reckon she is weighin’ me up.

“Exactly what are you talking about?” she says.

“What do you think?” I tell her. “Are you interested in anything else except Willie the Goop being bumped off, because if you are I am. Look here,” I say, “what do I have to think about you? You are the dame who was engaged to this guy who has got himself shot. You hire detectives to try muscle stuff with me in order to get information out of me. When I come through to you on the telephone to tell you I am comin’ down here to go aboard this yacht an’ do this seance stuff, you get excited an’ tell me I ought not to go. Why?”

I go over to her an’ I lean on the side of the car.

“Listen, Mirabelle,” I say, “I reckon you’re going to shoot the works an’ like it.”

She blows another cloud of smoke.

“Am I,” she says, “and why?”

I put my hand in my secret pocket inside my waistcoat, an’ I take out my Federal badge an’ I open the case an’ shot it to her.

“That’s why, sweetheart,” I say. “My name’s Lemmy Caution, Special Agent, Federal Bureau of Investigation, United States Department of Justice.”

She sorta smiles.

“I’m not particularly surprised,” she says.

“That’s O.K. by me,” I tell her. “Life is sometimes not very surprisin’, but the point is there’s been too much jumpin’ around in the dark. I wanta know why you didn’t want me to go aboard that boat.”

She gives me a cigarette an’ lights it with a little gold lighter. Her attitude is sorta changed towards me since she has seen I am a “G” man.

“I suppose you know the truth about Harvest Mellander,” she says. “You know whether or not he was a ‘G’ man too.”

“Yeah,” I tell her, “his name was Myras Duncan. He was a ‘G’ man all right. So what?”

“Is that all you know?” she says.

“Pretty well,” I say. “If you can tell me anything else I am listenin’.”

“You know what he was workin’ on?”

I nod.

“This gold snatch, an’ what do you know about it?”

She looks serious.

“I don’t know anything about it,” she says, “but I think something. I think that Charles was mixed up in it. I think he had something to do with it, and I think that’s why they shot him.

“You see,” she says, and she looks sorta sad. “I feel in a way that maybe I was responsible for Charles getting mixed up in this thing. He was a funny sort of man. He was a spendthrift and his old man wouldn’t let him have any more money, so he came to me and he asked me to lend him a large sum. I refused. Maybe that’s how he got mixed up with this ridiculous business.

“Well, that wasn’t really the thing that was worrying me,” she goes on, “you see the point is this. I saw his father Harberry Chayse yesterday morning. He told me all about this idea which had been suggested to him, this idea of getting this clairvoyant man to go down on the boat and to try and find the murderer. I told him that it was ridiculous and foolish and even if it was successful it wouldn’t do any good. I almost thought I had talked him out of it. You can imagine how surprised I was when you called me on the telephone and told me that you’d heard from him asking you to go down, because it means that he must have written that letter to you very soon after I’d left him. At the time I left him he was decided that he wouldn’t do it.”

“That’s O.K.” I say, “an’ there is a perfectly good explanation for that. You see I gotta pal workin’ on this job with me, a crime reporter, an’ I reckon he must have contacted Harberry Chayse some time when he had this idea in his mind. Maybe he saw him after you did. Maybe he persuaded him to go through with it, which is just the sorta thing he would do because you know what newspaper men are, they’ll do anything for a story, and another thing I reckon that if this guy talked Harberry into goin’ through with the scheme he knew what he was doin’.

“An’ where do we go from there?” I say. “Listen lady, I don’t know very much about this besuzuz, but I’ve got my job to do, an’ I reckon the only way I am goin’ to go through with it is by goin’ on that boat an’ seein’ what’s poppin’. You see,” I tell her, “a lotta this stuff you read in detective books is a lot of punk, there ain’t many detectives who solve anything by sittin’ around the fireside, an’ the only way I’ve ever got next to anythin’ is by just followin’ my nose.

“I reckon that somebody — an’ it don’t matter who it is — has persuaded old man Chayse to go through with this job of havin’ this seance on this boat, an’ it looks like I’ve got to stick around because I don’t see anything else to do, so that’s that.”

She nods her head.

“It looks rather like that,” she says.

Then she goes on to spiel a lotta stuff about she wishes that I wouldn’t go on the boat. When I ask her just why she says that it ain’t so mucha matter of knowin’ anything but that it is a matter of instinct an’ that she has gotta idea in her head that maybe I can do just as much by stickin’ around on shore as I can by goin’ to this seance.

I try everything I know, but I cannot get anything else outa this dame. She sits there lookin’ straight in front of her with her little mouth shut as tight as a clam. I reckon that this little dame knows plenty if she would only spill it; but for some reason she is holdin’ out on me.

“O.K.” I say. “Well it looks to me as if the best thing you can do is to go home to bed an’ mix yourself a little toddy an’ drink my very good health. The other thing you can do for me is just to go on behavin’ nice an’ normal an’ not start doin’ any big acts tryin’ to stick people up or something, otherwise when I get around to you next time I’m goin’ to be tough.”

She shrugs her shoulders.

“Alright,” she says. “You’re the boss. But when this seance thing is over I’d like you to come up to the house an’ see me.”

“That’s nice of you, sister,” I say. “But what do you want to see me for — you’re seein’ me now.”

“I’d like to hear about that seance,” she says. “I wish you’d let me come along with you.”

“Hooey,” I say. “You do what I tell you. You scram outa here good an’ quick an’ behave yourself. You ain’t doin’ any good by tryin’ to make me do somethin’ I don’t want to do or by tryin’ to muscle in on this job. You got that?”

“I’ve got it,” she says.

She puts the car in reverse, then she puts her hand out.

“Good luck, Mr. Caution,” she says.

I shake hands with her.

“Good luck, lady,” I tell her. “Maybe I’ll be seeing you. I hope so.”

She backs the car up the drive an’ turns it round. I walk back over the grass along the wall until I come to the gate. I cut through an’ I go back to the place where I left my car. I get in an’ I drive down to the wharf.

This wharf is a desolate sorta place. It is on the left side of a little bay an’ there is a long wooden pier on timber piles. Lyin’ up against this pier is the Atlantic Witch. She is a big long boat an’ I bet she cost a bundle of dough. There don’t seem to be anybody about to me, although here an’ there where a porthole ain’t quite closed I can see lights glimmerin’.

I pull up on the side of the pier an’ get out, an’ walk towards where I can just see a gangway onto the boat. When I get near a guy comes over. He comes up to me, an’ he shines an electric torch at me. Then he looks at a paper he has got in his hand.

“Are you Mr. Rice?” he says, an’ when I tell him yes he tells me that I should go along with him, an’ we cross the gangway an’ walk along the deck. After a bit we go down a companion way an’ he knocks on the door of a cabin at the bottom.

Somebody says to come in, an’ this guy stands on one side an’ motions me to go first. When I am inside he shuts the door behind me an’ scrams.

I am in a fair sized cabin that has got a lotta books around it. There is a desk in the middle an’ a shaded lamp on it, an’ sittin’ at the desk is some guy. He moves an’ when the light falls across his face it looks to me that this palooka is the San Reima guy.

An’ I am quite right here.

“Please you take a seat, Mr. Rice,” he says.

He speaks in a foreign accent an’ he has got the funniest pair of eyes that I have ever seen. They sorta change colour an’ they glitter like a snake’s eyes. I sit down an’ he pushes a box of cigarettes over to me an’ starts a long spiel about what all the business is for an’ how, under the right circumstances, he reckons that he is goin’ to nominate the murderer.

“An it won’t be you, Mr. Rice,” he says quietly, lookin’ at me full in the eyes, “because I see now that you are not the man who killed this unfortunate young man. I can see that you have not the aura of a murderer.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” I tell him, “but even if I ain’t got the aura of a murderer I have got one helluva thirst at the moment, an’ where can I get a little drink?”

He laughs and rings the bell on the table, an’ some steward in a white coat comes along an’ takes me along a passage an’ shows me into a big cabin that is rigged up like a bar.

An’ they are all there! There is Rudy Saltierra an’ Carlotta an’ a bunch of other guys, but I notice that the people who was sittin’ around Willie the Goop at Joe Madrigaul’s place when Willie was shot are missin’, an’ there are a bunch of people, includin’ some women in evenin’ clothes that I ain’t ever seen before.

I take a look at Carlotta. She is sittin’ in a corner on a lounge seat drinkin’ a highball, an’ she is lookin’ at me with a peculiar sorta smile that might mean anything you like.

“Hey, Rice,” says Rudy Saltierra. “I reckon I’m glad to see you. Have a little drink.”

He goes around behind the bar, an’ he mixes me a stiff highball. I walk down to the end of the bar where there ain’t any people an’ he comes down there with the drink.

“I’m sorta actin’ as bar tender around here,” he says. “Now you’ve come I reckon that maybe they will get goin’. This oughta be a funny sorta evenin’.”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “It might be at that... an’,” I go on, “it might not be so durn funny for you either....”

“Meanin’ what?” he says.

“Meanin’ that you bumped Willie the Goop an’ you know it, sour-puss,” I say. “An’ if this palooka San Reima puts the finger on you you can bet your last nickel that old man Chayse will never have a good night’s rest till he’s got you fried for it.”

He looks at me like a snake. He is wearin’ a tuxedo with diamond and ruby studs an’ cuff links, an’ his eyes are as hard as the stones. His hand that is lyin’ on the bar with the fingers around his glass is long an’ thin, but the fingers look like steel hooks, an’ I reckon that he could squeeze a mean windpipe with anybody if he wanted to — an’ I reckon he wanted to just then.

“Oh yeah,” he says. “I forgot you was the little amateur Sherlock Holmes, still stickin’ your nose into things that ain’t your concern. You take a tip from me, Rice,” he goes on, “an’ keep a civil tongue in your head. Otherwise I might start somethin’ with you.”

“Sarsaparilla,” I tell him. “You couldn’t start anything with a box of wooden soldiers, Saltierra, so don’t get funny, an’ just be your age.”

He is just goin’ to crack back at me when the door opens an’ in comes some feller.

He is wearin’ a ship’s officer’s uniform, but it don’t fit him too well, an’ he looks like he’s been hittin’ up a bottle some place.

“Everybody who ain’t in this seance thing off the ship,” he bellows. “Only those ladies an’ gentlemen who are takin’ part in this thought readin’ stuff can stick around. Everybody else scram!”

Two or three women get up an’ go out, an’ a coupla the men. I hear this ship’s officer guy goin’ along the passage bellowin’ this stuff about people who ain’t concerned gettin’ off the boat, so I reckon that there are plenty people on this boat.

I ease over to where Carlotta is sittin’. She is wearing a suit an’ believe me it is cut swell. It is a black suit an’ she is wearin’ a sorta lace shirt that just goes with her general set-up. I believe I have told you before that this dame is a honey — to look at anyway.

“How’re you makin’ out, Carlotta?” I say — an’ outa the corner of my eye I can see Rudy Saltierra watchin’ me like a snake. “How’s the little Poison Ivy an’ is business good. Are you still takin’ ’em?”

She looks at me like I was something that crawled out from under a rock.

“Listen, big shot,” she says. “You may be somethin’ to your mammy, but to me you’re just a heel. Another thing,” she goes on, “I ain’t forgotten about your last act with me. You’re pretty good at tellin’ ladies where they get off, ain’t you? I suppose you think you’re the big guy.”

“Yea,” I crack at her. “Well, sweetheart, if you’re a lady than I’m the King of Siam gettin’ himself elected President of Cuba in a snowstorm. But don’t let me worry you any, because I can see that your boy friend Rudy is about to come across here an’ pull one of his big heroic acts, an’ when he does that I always like to lay off everything else so that I can go on laughin’ without interruptin’ myself.”

Saltierra comes over. He is livid with rage. This guy is so burned up that he coulda torn a hole in me with an axe an’ liked it.

“You keep your head shut, Rice,” he says. “You don’t have to talk to Miss de la Rue because she don’t like it an’ I don’t like it — —”

“An’ I don’t like it, nor her nor you either,” I bust in, “but this is a free country an’ maybe if I wanta talk to her I’m goin’ to. If I like to tell her that she’s nothin’ but an oversize in stuffed olives — an’ I don’t like olives — then I’m goin’ to say so, an’ as for you when I wanta think up some description of you I’ll just lay off for a day so’s I can look up a lotta new words.”

He says something that ain’t in the dictionary, an’ he picks up a bottle of rye by the neck. Just then I pull a fast one I learned in Cuba. I sidestep, feint that I am goin’ to smack him in the puss, an’ as he brings the bottle up to sock me I swing around an’ give him a cut with the edge of my hand right across the hip joint at the back where the nerve is. He goes over like a skittle with his face twisted up with pain an’ his eyes lookin’ at me like all the devils in hell.

A coupla other guys get up an’ it looks like there is goin’ to be merry times for all, when the door opens an’ standin’ there lookin’ at everybody with a smile on his face is this guy San Reima.

He speaks nice an’ soft in his foreign way, an’ he sorta quiets things down just by standin’ there an’ lookin’.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “don’t you think that it is wrong to make quarrels at a time like this?”

He smiles round at us and strokes his silky gray beard with his fingers.

Everybody gets quiet. Me, I am beginnin’ to like this guy San Reima a bit. He looks to me as if maybe he has got some clairvoyance or whatever they call it, an’ maybe he can see what happened, or what’s goin’ to happen.

But just at that moment I am thinkin’ of something else. We’re movin’, an’ we’re movin’ fast. I reckon that while I was havin’ that bit of a schlmozzle with Rudy, we cast off. The vibration of this boat is just nobody’s business, an’ I reckon she is fairly tearin’ through the water, which is a bit odd when you come to think that all this guy San Reima wanted to do was to just get two three miles off shore.

He goes on talkin’.

“I have altered the arrangements a little bit,” he says. “Along the passage is the big saloon. The other people are already there. That is I believe everybody who was sitting around this young man when he was killed. The saloon is in darkness except for a little tiny dim light which will let you see where your places are.

“You will find that there is a circle of chairs. I want everybody to sit down on a chair. I want them to put their hands on their knees. Then I am going to sit in a chair facing the circle. We shall all sit there and a few minutes afterwards I shall tell you who murdered Charles Chayse.”

Nobody says anything for a minute, then Rudy pulls one.

“O.K. Professor,” he says, “that sounds swell to me, there is just one little thing. I don’t know who this murderer is. You’re goin’ to tell us that, but I reckon he knows who he is, an’ I reckon we’ve got a pretty good idea who he is.”

He looks at me an’ grins, an’ I see Carlotta lookin’ at me too.

“We reckon this guy Rice was the guy who bumped off Willie the Goop,” says Rudy, “an’ I reckon he’s carryin’ a gun now. I think we oughta have it off him.”

I get up, but before I can say anything the tough lookin’ ship’s officer guy who has come along an’ is standin’ behind San Reima comes around him an’ over to me.

“That’s right,” he says, “there ain’t no reason for anybody to be carryin’ a gun in this boat. If you’ve got one hand it over.”

There ain’t nothing to be done, so I hand over the gun an’ believe me I have never been so sorry at partin’ with that Luger in my life.

When I have done this we all follow this San Reima guy down the passage. There is a door at the end an’ beyond that I can see there is a big saloon. Upstairs on deck I can hear people movin’ about. As I have told you the speed this ship is makin’ is nobody’s business.

When we get inside the room there are two three guys there in white jackets who show us the chairs where we’re to sit down. Way back right at the end of the saloon sittin’ in front of the curtains, which look as if they might have been rigged up like the curtains was in Joe Madrigaul’s place, I see a big lookin’ guy sittin’ in a chair, an’ I think maybe that this is this Harberry Chayse.

After a minute we have all sat down. We have all got our hands on our knees like this San Reima said. He sits down in the chair facin’ the circle an’ he looks straight in front of him.

“If you please to put out the lights,” he says.

Somebody turns off the one solitary shaded light that was going at the other end of the saloon.

It was pitch dark, you couldn’t hear a thing. There was just a little bit of breathin’ goin’ on, that’s all. Nothing happens for about two three minutes then we hear San Reima start to talk.

“I see this place,” he says. “I see this Joe Madrigaul’s Club. I see and I hear Miss de la Rue singing her song. I see behind the curtain is a man coming from the passage where there are dressing rooms. He is a thin man. He is a very cruel man. He is wearing a white carnation in his buttonhole.

“In his right hand is a pistol. He walks across the left hand side of the stage behind the curtain and he says something to the man who is sitting up on a perch, the man who works the lights. He looks at the pistol in his hand, then he puts it in his coat pocket. He goes through the pass-door. He walks five or six paces and he is now about six paces away from the young man who is sitting at the table listening to the singer. The man with the white carnation shoots through his pocket.”

He stops. Nobody moves.

“Please put up the lights,” says this guy San Reima.

Somebody puts the lights up. San Reima is sitting in the chair lookin’ straight in front of him. He is in a sorta daze. After a bit he pulls himself together. He sorta comes back to earth. All the lights in the saloon are up. I see round the doorway three or four fellows, stewards I suppose, in white jackets, and behind them other guys — the crew I expect — lookin’ on.

San Reima points to Rudy Saltierra.

“That is the man,” he says. “That is the man who shot Charles Chayse.”

I look around. Nobody is movin’ an’ nobody seems very disturbed. Saltierra gets up. He put his hand in his hip pocket an’ he brings out a gun.

“Listen, prophet,” he says, “ain’t you the berries? You’re just about the best guy at solvin’ murders that I ever struck in my life, an’ I’ll tell you somethin’ — you’re dead right. I bumped Willie the Goop, because I don’t like guys stickin’ around who know too much.”

I think it is time I took a hand in this mother’s meetin’.

“Just a minute Rudy.” I say. I turn around to the rest of ’em.

“I don’t know if there are any honest to goodness guys around here,” I tell ’em, “but if there is then I call on ’em to witness that this here Saltierra has just confessed to the murder of this Willie the Goop, otherwise Charles Chayse an’...”

Rudy interrupts. He swings around with his gun.

“Can it, punk!” he says. “Nobody wants to hear you talk. I’ll get around to you presently.”

He speaks to San Reima again.

“I reckon you’re a pretty good clairvoyant prophet,” he says... “too durn good. But tell me somethin’, did you get any big ideas about this business before you came here to-night?”

This San Reima smiles. I like this guy — he ain’t frightened a bit an’ he ain’t so young neither.

“I knew,” he said. “I knew because I saw all this yesterday.... I did not have to come here to know it.”

He stands there still smilin’.

Rudy grins. He looks like a wolf that has found a rabbit.

“I reckon you know too much,” he says.

He raises the gun.

“Maybe you saw this too?”

He was sneerin’ at the old guy.

San Reima smiles. He looks as placid as a stream in the summer.

“I saw that too — murderer....”

He don’t say any more, because Rudy stepped forward an’ pulled the trigger an’ went on pullin’ it. He sent half a dozen bullets into San Reima, an’ liked doin’ it. He was grinnin’ like a hyena. Even when the old guy was lyin’ on the floor, Rudy let him have a couple more. He was a nice piece of work I’m tellin’ you.

Then he throws the gun away an’ turns around to me. I look about an’ see that everybody around here is grinnin’ at me. I see that round the doorway are some guys in white jackets — the guys who I thought was stewards — an’ behind them some more thugs.

“Well folks,” he says. “May I present to you one of the shinin’ lights of the U.S. Department of Justice” — he waves towards me— “Mr. Lemmy Caution the original gift to the Federal flatfeet — the little ‘G’ man complete with badge an’ everything.”

He stands there laughin’. They all join in. It was like bein’ in the snake house.

“Well,” he says. “An’ what do we do with this mug?”


IX. SHOW-DOWN FOR LEMMY
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IT’S A FUNNY thing but whenever there’s a good chance of my bein’ bumped off I start thinkin’ of all sorts of durn silly things. I’m like that.

Just at this moment I am thinkin’ that Carlotta has got nice ankles. She is standin’ there lookin’ out at one of the portholes that she has opened, smokin’ a cigarette. She is a cool cuss.

I come back to earth again an’ take a peek at Rudy. He is standin’ there lookin’ at me like all the devils in hell. He is grinnin’ like a fiend an’ is he enjoyin’ the situation. I reckon Rudy was a real killer. He didn’t kill because he was scared or because he had to; he was the sorta guy who liked bumpin’ people. He got a kick out of it.

An’ it looked as if I had mine comin’ to me, because it was a cinch that he was goin’ to give me the works, an’ all I wanted to do was just to get at him for one minute so’s to let him have a really good one before he got busy on me. I reckon I’ve seen a few guys bumped off in my time, but I was pretty good an’ burned up about seein’ this San Reima ironed out for nothin’ at all — poor sap.

I put my hands in my pockets an’ nodded my head towards where the body was lyin’.

“O.K. Rudy,” I said, grinnin’ pretty at him, “but there’s just one little thing I’d like to point out to you — something you forgot.”

I take my right hand outa my pocket an’ I point towards the stiff on the floor. Sure as a gun Rudy looks towards it an’ I jump for the dirty so-an’-so.

I made it. I got my fingers round his throat an’ then I let go with my right hand an’ smashed him between the eyes with every bit of weight I got. I hit him twice before the rest of ’em arrived, an’ I had the pleasure of hearin’ him yelp when he started swallowin’ his own teeth.

Then they was on to me. I reckon I’ve been in some rough spots in my time, but what that hell-club did to me was just nobody’s business. If ever a guy got the works it was me. I tell you that these guys just pushed each other outa the way in order to bust me about like nobody ever was, an’ when they was finished with me it looked like all I needed was a nice tombstone with “he did his best” on it.

My left eye was all washed up. Somebody had closed it with a bottle, an’ I reckoned that if all my ribs wasn’t broke through kickin’ it was only because they’d elected to twist ’em instead. My right arm was paralysed from a smash on the nerve with a stool an’ my nose felt like a piece of india rubber that had just been put through a mincin’ machine.

Then Rudy spoke to ’em an’ they stopped an’ stood off. Lyin’ on the floor where they’d left me I could see him outa my good eye an’ he wasn’t so pleased neither. I’d only hit him twice but both socks had been honeys. Half his pretty teeth was gone an’ one eye was closed an’ goin’ black. An’ he still had the marks of my left hand on his throat.

I tried to get up but I couldn’t make it. He walked over to me an’ he kicked me in the face, an’ if you ever been kicked in the face by a feller like Rudy you will realise that it hurts considerable.

Then he started in. He couldn’t speak very well because he was havin’ a bit of trouble with his lips which were swellin’ up pretty good. I got a kick outa that.

“O.K. Caution,” he says. “So you’re tough, huh? So you wanta play around here do you? Alright. Listen you sap, I was just goin’ to kill you nice an’ quick but now I’m goin’ to have a big time with you. I’m goin’ to think up somethin’ really nice an’ pretty for you right now. Before I’m through with you you’d give something just to get yourself shot quick. Pick him up boys!”

Some guys yank me to my feet an’ they stand there holdin’ me up. I am not feelin’ so good an’ the saloon is lookin’ misty an’ the walls are sorta openin’ an’ shuttin’, but I can see well enough to watch Carlotta walk across an’ speak to Saltierra, then she walks over to me an’ stands in front of me with her hands on her hips, lookin’ at me like a green snake.

“Well, well, well,” she says smilin’. “Just fancy the great Lemmy Caution’s got himself smacked down just like a naughty little boy.”

She turns to Saltierra.

“Throw him some place, Rudy,” she says, “while we think up something for him. Right now,” she goes on, “here’s something for him to remember me by... something just to even up that clever stuff he handed out to me.”

She smacks me on the puss. An’ when I grin back at her she does it again. Then she walks off.

“O.K. boys,” says Rudy, wipin’ his face with a handkerchief. “Throw that punk in the calaboose. Put some irons on him or tie him up an’ don’t worry about bein’ gentle with him. We’ll have a game with him later on, an’ somebody fetch me a drink an’ some cold water.”

Two of these guys drag me along outa this saloon. They take me along the passage an’ down another — a short one — at right angles. Then one of ’em goes off an’ comes back in a minute with a pair of steel bracelets. They fix my hands behind my back with these an’ then they take me along open another door. In front of me is some steps leadin’ down to some black hole that looks like it is in the bowels of this ship. One of these guys steps back an’ takes a good kick at me an’ I go down — head first, an’ when I arrive at the bottom I don’t know nothin’ at all. Life was just one big, beautiful wallop.

How long I am lyin’ down in this hole I don’t know, but when I come to I am not feelin’ so good. Every time I try an’ move it feels as if somebody is pullin’ me to pieces. My head is singin’, one eye is closed up an’ altogether I am not feelin’ so hot about anything.

This boat is goin’ like hell. The engines are throbbin’ an’ I reckon that, wherever we are goin’ to, Rudy’s in a hurry.

I stretch myself out although believe me it is not very comfortable when your wrists are handcuffed behind your back, so eventually I turn over on my face an’ find it’s a bit better that way.

Although I don’t think it matters very much, I cannot get this business at all. What Rudy is doin’ on this boat an’ how he managed to snatch it the way he has is too much for me, an’ it looks to me that anyway it don’t matter because it is a cinch that just as soon as he thinks of me Saltierra will certainly give it to me an’ throw me overboard afterwards.

I lie in this place for a long time an’ the door opens an’ a coupla guys come down. They pick me up an’ they take me along to a cabin. Rudy is sittin’ at the table with a bottle of rye in front of him. He has got a piece of raw steak over one eye an’ his face looks like a sunset — all blues an’ reds.

“O.K. boys,” he says, “you can take those bracelets off him, he couldn’t do a thing to anybody.”

I’m telling you he was right. If anybody had paid me a grand to smack a fly down, I don’t think I could have done it. They take these bracelets off me, an’ I am able to stretch myself a bit. I flop down on a seat. Saltierra pushes the bottle across the table.

“Have a drink,” he says, “maybe you’ll feel better. You see, Caution,” he goes on, “I want you to feel good for a bit, I want you to have all your brains about you just so as you can realise what a big punk you are.”

I pick up the bottle, although believe me or not it hurts me even to do this, an’ I take a swig. It is good rye an’ my head clears a bit, but I don’t let Rudy see this. I just sit there lookin’ dopey. I take a look at this guy. He’s wearin’ a nice lounge suit an’ a silk shirt, so I reckon it is daytime the next day. I cannot see whether I am right or not because the porthole is closed an’ there is a curtain over it an’ the lights are on. He has got his chair tilted back an’ he’s lookin’ at me as if he’s very pleased with himself. I get a hunch that this guy’s long suit is conceit.

Every crook has got somethin’ that he slips up on an’ whilst it don’t look to me that I have gotta chance anyhow, I am still goin’ to play along an’ do the best I can for myself an’ everybody else. I reckon I will play up to this guy.

“O.K. Saltierra,” I tell him, “you win, but believe me, you been clever. I don’t know how you do it.”

He grins. Then he sticks one thumb in the armhole of his vest. I reckon this dope I am pullin’ on him is workin’ a bit.

“You’re right, copper,” he says, “it wasn’t so bad. You know, you guys ain’t got all the brains.”

“That’s the way it’s beginnin’ to look to me,” I say, “but how you knew about Mellander I don’t know.”

He laughs an’ has another wallop at the bottle.

“You don’t know nothing,” he says.

He looks at me sorta quizzin’.

“I’m a bit sorry for you, Caution,” he says. “You’re a tough guy, ain’t you, at least you was. You’re the copper who bust the Siegella crowd, huh? I knew Ferdie Siegella once. He was a smart guy, but he hadn’t got brains like I got. This is where you slip up.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “You don’t have to prove that, I know it. Say listen,” I go on, “it don’t mean a thing now so there ain’t any reason why you can’t talk about it, but this is a nice bit of work. Where do we go from here?”

I look at him again.

“What’s the voyage about,” I say, “what is this, a summer cruise or just an exploration of the North Pole? Listen,” I tell him, “hark at those engines goin’. This boat’s movin’ some. Do I know where we’re goin’ before I get mine, Saltierra?”

He leans across the table an’ he pushes the bottle over to me again.

“Give yourself another drink, sap, make yourself comfortable an’ I’ll make you laugh.”

I take the bottle an’ I make out I am drinkin’, but I don’t. I think that maybe I will let him do the drinkin’. When I put the bottle back, he lights himself a cigarette.

“We’re goin’ to England, fly cop,” he says, “an’ how do you like that? You was the clever little Sherlock, wasn’t you? You an’ Myras Duncan knew everything, at least you thought you did, an’ you thought that we was goin’ to be mugs enough to try an’ pull that gold snatch in America. You come up for air, sweetheart, because there’s something wrong with your brains.”

He sticks his head across the table over towards me. He’s so pleased with himself he just don’t know.

“Listen, Caution,” he says, “we’re goin’ to snatch that gold in England, an’ I’ll tell you somethin’ else. You’re goin’ to help too.”

He gives himself another drink, a big one this time, an’ I can see that this rye is beginnin’ to take effect. It looks to me like Rudy has been doin’ a spot of drinkin’ before I came along, an’ I think maybe that if I annoy him enough he will do a bit more talkin’.

“That’s a clever idea, Saltierra,” I say, “swell, if you can pull it off, but you know it ain’t easy to pinch bar gold, an’ if you think you can get away with that sorta racket in England you’ll find they are pretty hot over there. They got coppers too — did they tell you? What are you goin’ to do, blow up the Bank of England? You make me laugh!”

He grins.

“We ain’t goin’ near no banks,” he says, “this is no bank hoistin’ job. If you had any sense in your head,” he goes on, “if you was anything except a lousy copper, you’d know that the easiest place in the world to pinch gold is in England if you do it the right way. Why...” an’ he leans over the table, “do you know they deliver gold in London in a van that drives up to the bank an’ a coupla clerks hand it in. It almost don’t seem possible that people could be such mugs,” he goes on.

I nod.

“So you’re goin’ to stick a van up, are you?” I say. “That’s swell, but you know Rudy, when you get it where you are goin’ to take it. You got to get outa the country with it.”

“Aw, shut up, punk,” he says, “you make me sick. We’re not stickin’ up any vans.”

I grin. I grin in a sorta way that suggests he’s talkin’ hooey. He gulps down another drink an’ then he takes some more.

“Just how we’re goin’ to get it an’ just how we ain’t goin’ to get it is nobody’s business,” he says, “but I’ll tell you one thing, you guys have been helpin’ us, an’ you’ve been helpin’ us right from the first. The best thing that ever happened to us was when I crowned that mug with a bottle an’ he started talkin’ down at the Bellevue Hospital. We didn’t know he was goin’ to do it, but my was it good? An’ you all thought that we were goin’ to try a gold snatch in the U.S. an’ you did all the things we wanted you to, swoppin’ over boats, doin’ every durn thing that would give us a hand. Say, look at this.”

He fumbles about in his pocket an’ he brings out a piece of paper which is folded up very small. He chucks this across the table to me, an’ I read it. It is in typescript, an’ here is what it says:



As you know, there have been huge flights of capital to America in the last two years, partly due to the investors anxious to profit by business recovery over there (New York’s stock and bond prices have roughly doubled in the last nine months), and partly due to scares of a war with Italy, to scares over the re-occupation of the Rhine or to scares of franc devaluation.

These are all of course major issues for all the owners of the enormous mass of liquid capital in the greatest countries in the world. Yet only three times in the last two years have the weekly exports of gold from the whole of Europe touched twenty million pounds.

Under the new Tripartite Agreement movements of gold will be only by way of reducing “earmarks,” balances between the three exchange equalisation accounts, that is the English, French, and American accounts will be supplied by “earmarking” gold in the country where it is sold for account of the country who buys it. Only when earmarks become unreasonably large will gold probably be shifted. Movements will therefore not be connected in any way with exchange rates.

Under these circumstances our operation must be planned at a time when information reaches us that “earmarks” become unreasonably large.

We know that American insurance underwriters insist so far as possible on small shipments in fast liners, nearly all of which have special bullion rooms; but in winter when trans-Atlantic passenger traffic is thin many first-class liners are taken off the route. In consequence there is a tendency to use boats without proper bullion rooms or to crowd large consignments on the few fast liners available.

Therefore if for some reason or other the Federal Authorities were to suspect an intention to operate in some way against a bullion-carrying ship they would no doubt arrange for the transfer of the bullion at the last moment to another boat, and if the time were carefully planned the only boats which might be available would be trans-Atlantic cargo passenger boats which are slow and which would give us time to put our scheme properly into execution.

It must be noted therefore that if the attempt is to be made on a shipment of roughly two million pounds the weight of the actual gold will be somewhere in the region of eight tons. Probably most of this shipment will be in U.S. Mint bars of four hundred troy ounces each, possibly an awkward weight. Remember that a 14.1” cube of fine gold weighs roughly one long ton, so that the mint bars measuring 3½” by 6¾” by 1¾” will each be as heavy approximately as a good solid suitcase. Under these circumstances you must arrange for each man at the other end of the operation to make not more than six journeys between the gold and the lorries in order that the time angle for clearing the gold may not be unduly extended.



I read this very quick, but I pretend to be readin’ it slow, an’ I also make out that I cannot see the words very distinctly because of the fact that one of my eyes is closed up. Also, in the middle of readin’ I reach out for the bottle an’ make out that I am takin’ another drink, all of which gives me time to come to some very interestin’ conclusions about this paper I am readin’.

I get to one place where I make out I cannot see at all, an’ I pick the paper up an’ hold it up to the light an’ oh boy, am I pleased with myself!

This paper is a piece of good quality linen-faced foolscap an’ the typin’ is very small and with some small spacin’ in order to get the stuff on, but the thing that interests me is just this.

This sheet of paper hasn’t got any headin’. It is quite plain, an’ the watermark in it which I see when I hold it up to the light is the same as the watermark on the foolscap letter paper that came from Harberry Chayse’s apartment on Park Avenue. In other words this piece of paper is a follow-on sheet.

I just go on pretendin’ to read, but I am doin’ some heavy thinkin’. I am rememberin’ what Mirabelle told me, that Harberry Chayse hadn’t made up his mind about having the seance, that he had said that maybe he wouldn’t have it. Well it looks as if somebody had pinched that notepaper from the Chayse apartment, and the follow-on sheets at the same time, or else they had ordered some to be made so as to be able to send out phoney letters when they wanted to.

Then I remember again that Mirabelle had said that Willie the Goop was mixed up in this gold snatch an’ it looks as if he was mixed up a durn sight more than she knew. I am beginning to think that Willie was in on this job from the start an’ maybe got cold feet when he found that Myras Duncan was hangin’ around.

Supposin’ I am right, then here is a first-class explanation for the letter that Willie wrote to Carlotta, the one I found in the pocket of Rudy Saltierra’s tuxedo. Willie was stuck on Carlotta an’ he was goin’ to give her the tip-off that Myras Duncan was gumshoein’ around lookin’ as if he might put his finger on somethin’ in a minute, an’ that it looked as if the best thing for Willie to do was to blow the whole gaff to Myras an’ so save his own skin. He wanted to see her that night to tell her to get out while the goin’ was good before Myras had heard the truth an’ started pinchin’ people.

Now I am beginnin’ to see what was in Duncan’s mind when he had the palaver with me down in Moksie’s bar. He didn’t know just what Willie the Goop was goin’ to come across with, but he knew he was goin’ to spill the works about something an’ so all he wanted to do was to put Willie on to me so’s I could get ahead with the business from that point.

Willie was gettin’ all stewed up about Carlotta. He knew that if he wanted to save her skin he’d got to contact her an’ tell her to scram out of it before Duncan started grillin’ people. Maybe Willie was goin’ to arrange some story with Carlotta that would explain her bein’ in on the job an’ would yet sorta let her out when it came to layin’ criminal charges.

Lookin’ at it from this angle everything sorta begins to clear itself up in my mind. At last it looks like I am seein’ a spot of daylight. The tough thing is that it looks like it is a spot too late.

While I am thinkin’ all this stuff I have got my hand held up to my head an’ am sittin’ lookin’ hard at the letter. Outa the corner of my eye I am watching Rudy an’ wonderin’ just what is comin’ next.

After a bit I fold up the paper an’ I hand it back to him. I am glad to say that my right arm is beginnin’ to ease up a bit but I don’t let him know this, I give it back with my left hand, an’ then I flop back in my chair like I was all out for nothin’.

He gives a big horse laugh. I tell you this Rudy was good an’ pleased with himself.

“Well, copper,” he says, “you see we got some brains runnin’ this racket an’ you ain’t heard the half of it. Now then,” — he draws himself up like he was goin’ to say somethin’ really good— “I’m goin’ to make a proposition to you, an’ I don’t care whether you take it or not, but I’m goin’ to give you the chance.”

He lights himself a cigarette an’ looks at me through the flame of the lighter with his lousy snakes’ eyes, an’ he keeps ’em on me while he shoves the cigarettes over to me.

“Here’s the way it is, sap,” he says. “I’m goin’ to tell you the whole works so you know what you’re doin’. The gold shipment all youse guys is worryin’ about so much left New York about ten hours ago on the Maybury, an’ once she was to sea I reckon the Federal Government just breathed a hearty sigh of relief an’ thought that everything was hunky dory. Well, it ain’t, because it might interest you to know that we’re goin’ to snatch that gold an’ it’s goin’ to be so simple that you just don’t know.”

He helps himself to another drink an’ gulps it down, watchin’ me all the time. This guy is beginnin’ to interest me.

“So what?” he goes on... “So just this, what you guys ain’t realised is that this racket is an international racket. This is the first time that we got boys workin’ on both sides of the Atlantic on the same job. You police palookas reckon you got organisation. Well, so have we.

“The Maybury is about as fast as a hearse. They might just as well have got a wind jammer to take that gold over. This boat you’re on is as fast as they make ’em, an’ in a couple of days we’re goin’ to be hangin’ on the tail of the Maybury. But we don’t do a thing... not a little thing.

“So what.... Why, when the Maybury gets to Southampton, England, we just stick around out to sea, just sorta hangin’ around, an’ then they’re goin’ to take the gold shipment off the Maybury an’ put it through the Customs, an’ that gold is scheduled to go up to London on a special night train. Our English mob have got that all doped out.

“O.K. Now let’s get down to real business. When they’re stickin’ that gold on the train we’re standin’ off between Selsey Bill an’ Chichester. We got the place all charted an’ we can stand right in close to the shore.

“Soon after the train leaves Southampton she passes through the right spot, an’ then what happens. Well,” — he grins at the joke— “the boys on the other side are goin’ to stick up that train. There ain’t ever been a train stick up in England before an’ they’ll be so surprised they’ll wonder what’s hit ’em.

“The engine driver of that bullion train is goin’ to find something big across the track. He’s goin’ to pull up, ain’t he? An’ the next thing he knows is that somebody pulled a gun on him. We got forty boys stickin’ that train up an’ they know their stuff. The nearest signal box will be heisted too an’ one of these British palookas who knows his railway stuff is goin’ to close the line for traffic.

“We got it scheduled that we’ll have the gold bars taken off that train an’ shipped into lorries drawn up on a road alongside the rail track inside twelve minutes, and then the lorries are goin’ to shoot across country through some place called Havant to the coast. When they get there they signal us an’ we stand in an’ take delivery of the gold in two launches pullin’ collapsible rafts that we’re goin’ to send ashore.

“We’re allowin’ fifteen minutes to get that gold aboard, an’ then we’re scrammin’. Got it.”

“By the time the news of this snatch has trickled out the English coppers will be lookin’ around for the gold in England. They’ll find the lorries left all over the place on country roads where the English mob leave ’em after we’ve got the stuff. It’s a cinch they’ll never think that somebody had enough brains to snatch the stuff on to a boat. An’ how do you like that?”

How do I like it? I reckon this is a good one, an’ it looks as if these thugs can get away with this thing. It looks to me as if this time the Federal Government has played right into their hands by thinkin’ that whoever tried to snatch this gold was goin’ to do it in the States. This way the fact that this brother of Skendall’s — the guy who Rudy smacks over the head with the bottle — shoots his mouth off while he is dyin’, is absolutely a help to the mob because it makes the Government take the gold shipment off the original boat an’ stick it on the Maybury which bein’ a slow boat just helps these guys along considerable.

Another thing, what Rudy says about it being easy to snatch the gold in England is right. If anybody wanted to do a stick-up job England is the place to do it, because nobody ever thinks that anybody is goin’ to stick anybody else up in that man’s country. I don’t mean that the English cops are saps because believe me those babies know their stuff, but crooks ain’t fools enough to do stick-up jobs in England because although they might pull ’em off they can’t get away when they’ve done the job, the country’s too small and the police check-up on the ports, roads, an’ airports is too hot.

But combined with the scheme for stickin’ up the gold train, closin’ the line so that nobody ain’t goin’ to know what’s happenin’ before it’s all over, gettin’ the gold across country in lorries an’ then meetin’ it with a boat an’ serammin’ off with it, is such a darned bit of horse cheek that it looks as if it would come off easy.

The English cops ain’t goin’ to know the gold’s gone. They’re goin’ to think that some English mob have pinched it an’ are stickin’ around with it, an’ a long time is goin’ to elapse before somebody finds out that the stuff’s been carried abroad.

An’ it looks as if this job’s been pretty well organised, an’ in this respect anyhow I gotta hand it to Rudy because I didn’t know he’d got the brains to organise a thing like that, although I do know that mobs have been workin’ together in Europe for a long time an’ that crooks are learnin’ to be international just as easy as coppers, an’ because coppers have to organise against what the crooks do, they got to wait till the crooks do it first, which makes the mobs one jump ahead of the coppers all the time, although they usually lose in the long run.

The only thing that’s goin’ to worry ’em is when Harberry Chayse finds that somebody’s pinched his boat in order to pull a gold snatch. Directly he gets good an’ busy an’ finds out what has been done this guy is goin’ to the cops an’ the cops are goin’ to get wise. They’re goin’ to smell a rat an’ try to find out what’s happened to the Atlantic Witch, an’ it won’t be very long before some bright guy puts two an’ two together an’ guesses what’s been goin’ on.

Even this way the Saltierra mob have got a lot of time to make their getaway. They got a fast boat, an’ the world before ’em, an’ I reckon that there’s plenty places they can make an’ land the stuff at before somebody starts gettin’ the Navy to work.

Altogether it looks to me like a darn good lay-out. I gotta hand it to these crooks. They are pretty good this time, an’ it looks as if I’m goin’ to hand in my dinner pail this journey.

There’s only one thing in my mind. I can’t expect any help from nobody. The Feds don’t know where I am an’ I’m all washed up, but maybe somehow there’s just a chance that I can pull a fast one, an’ if I have to hand in my pay-sheet an’ shuffle off to wherever it is “G” men go to when they’re bumped, then I reckon that I’m goin’ to try an’ take this Saltierra crook with me, and that goes for Carlotta too, because of all the lousy crooks I ever met, an’ I’ve met a few, I reckon I got it in for these two more than anybody I ever contacted.

Well... this is where I play along. I look at Rudy, an’ I screw up my face as if I was sufferin’ great pain.

“I give up,” I tell him. “I’m all washed up an’ I know it. What’s the good of my arguin’ with you. You got the low-down on me Saltierra, an’ I know it.

“What’s your proposition? I’m playing ball.”


X. PAUSE FOR EFFECT
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“OKEY DOKE,” HE says. “Well, there it is.”

He gets up an’ he opens the porthole behind me. Then he motions with his head for me to look out. Outside I can see the Atlantic — just a big sweep of sea stretchin’ for miles. It don’t look so hot to me neither. It is cold and gray an’ sorta clammy.

“I had a swell idea about you this mornin’,” he said. “One of the sailor guys on this boat tells me they used to work a big idea on cusses they didn’t like in the old days. When a guy got fresh they tied a rope under his armpits, made the other end fast to the stern rail an’ chucked him overboard. This guy got dragged through the sea considerable an’ every time he was about to fade out through cold or exhaustion or something they pulled him up an’ gave him some hot liquor, sorta made a fuss of him just till he felt good again, then they chucked him overboard some more. This guy eventually got tired of this business an’ sorta died; but it took plenty time an’ it wasn’t so hot while he was doin’ it. How d’ya like that?”

“I ain’t very partial,” I tell him. “So what? Where do we go from there?”

He grins. This Rudy looks like a coupla tigers who don’t like each other — an’ then he gets up.

“I think it’s a swell idea,” he says, “an’ up to the minute that’s the idea we got for you, an’ you can just stick around an’ think about it. Maybe we’ll do it to-morrow an’ maybe we’ll do it the day after, an’ maybe we’ll start in tonight. In the meantime I’m goin’ to move you to a cabin an’ sorta look after you — fattenin’ you up so’s we can get a bigger laugh out of a punk copper who thought he’d got all the brains.

He goes out an’ in come the two guys, an’ they take me along to some cabin an’ chuck me in. They handcuff my hands in front of me this time which ain’t quite so bad. Then they lock the door an’ scram.

I lie there an’ do some heavy thinkin’. But it looks to me like I can go on thinkin’ all day an’ all night, but it’s goin’ to take a bit more than that an’ a whole lotta luck to get me outa this jam. I reckon that I’m goin’ to live just so long until Rudy takes an extra shot of liquor an’ thinks that he’d like a little cheap amusement, after which he will start doin’ this performin’ seal act with me over the stern rail, an’ havin’ regard to the look I had at the sea it won’t be so nice neither — for me I mean.

Then I get to thinkin’ just what chance there is of this gold snatch bein’ short circuited, an’ it looks to me that they got a good chance of pullin’ it off, that is if they got the English end of the job laid out as well as they had the other end. The idea about takin’ the gold outa the country after they snatched it is swell, because if they go through with the actual pinch without some copper gettin’ wise to them, then everybody will think that this gold is somewhere in England. They will never think that it’s been taken off abroad pronto.

But there’s one way they can slip up. Supposin’ Harberry Chayse finds out that somebody’s snatched his boat, well, he’s goin’ to do something about it, ain’t he? He’s goin’ to the Connecticut State police an it’s just possible that they might contact some New York copper who knows about the proposed gold snatch an’ links the two things up, but it’s a long shot and I don’t think there’s much chance of it coming off. First of all because there ain’t any real reason why anybody should link up the yacht stealin’ episode with the gold, an’ secondly I reckon that when that gold was stored aboard the Maybury, the U.S. Government patted themselves on the back an’ told each other that everything was hunky-dory. They ain’t goin’ to be worried about the stuff bein’ stolen on the high seas — that is supposin’ they thought that was goin’ to be done — because that’s the marine insurance people’s bother, an’ anyhow they have got to know that it has been stolen before they do anything about it.

Altogether takin’ everything by an’ large it looks as if Rudy had gotta good chance of gettin’ away with everything including bumping me off, which he is certainly goin’ to do because I know too durn much.

Another thing that is worryin’ me is why they worried to get this guy San Reima on the boat. If they was just plannin’ to get their hooks on me they mighta known that when I got the letter tellin’ me about the seance that I would fall for it an’ go down. Well if I do this all they gotta do is to grab me when I get aboard an’ chuck me in the calaboose an’ wait till the boat’s at sea an’ then give me the works an’ throw me overboard. I do not see why they have to have San Reima on the boat an’ go through with all this seance business when every durn guy aboard knows just who killed Willie the Goop, an’ is in on the gold-snatchin’ scheme.

I lie on my back on this berth lookin’ at the ceilin’ an’ wonderin’ about this an’ that. Maybe you will think that I am a bit screwy to be goin’ on this way when any minute these thugs are comin’ in to give me the works, but to tell the truth I have been in some very tough spots before durin’ the time that I have been workin’ for the Federal Government, an’ I’ve been in jams that looked maybe as hopeless as this one does an’ still I have managed to break out of ’em somehow. I’m one of them guys who believes that while there’s life there’s hope, an’ I am therefore goin’ to amuse myself while I am still livin’, in tryin’ to get this thing worked out.

I would like very much to know just what it was that Hangover found out that sent him sky-rocketin’ off some place without even tellin’ me or givin’ me a hint — even if it was all wrong — as to what he was at. I can understand him sendin’ me the letter tellin’ me about the seance because it looks to me that what has happened is just this:

In the first place Hangover goes along to see Harberry Chayse an’ starts talkin’ about Willie’s bump off. The old man then tells Hangover about this guy San Reima, an’ says that if the police don’t do somethin’ he is goin’ to have this seance an’ try to find out that way. Hangover probably talks him into sayin’ that he will get ahead with this seance business right away an’ then dashes off an’ writes an’ tells me what is goin’ to be done. But maybe, soon after Hangover leaves the old man, Mirabelle arrives an’ Harberry Chayse tells her the big idea. She probably tells him that it’s a lotta punk an’ that supposin’ this San Reima does put his finger on the murderer — well then what? It’s one thing gettin’ some prophet to tell you who’s bumped somebody an’ another thing provin’ a charge of murder against the guy that the prophet picks.

Mirabelle probably tells him all this an’ maybe either Harberry Chayse believes her an’ changes his mind, or else he gets fed up with her planning the scheme an’ just tells her that he won’t do it or he will put it off so as to keep her quiet, or — an’ this looks more likely to me — so as to stop her from askin’ to be down there on the boat when it happens, because it looks as if by what I have heard that she an’ the old man ain’t so friendly as they have been, although what the reason is I do not know.

Alright, well, supposin’ that Harberry has planned to go through with the thing, an’ it looks as if he had — even if the letter that was written to me was phoney an’ he never wrote it — then where is he? San Reima got down on the boat alright. Why didn’t Harberry Chayse?

But then again I don’t know that Harberry Chayse ain’t on this boat. He might be — or maybe they have given him the works on his way down an’ he is bumped off an’ nobody knows it. It stands to reason that if these guys have gone to the trouble of ironin’ out the son they ain’t goin’ to be too particular about givin’ the old man his.

If I am right here there ain’t a dog’s chance for anybody, because the only person who can start something is Harberry Chayse if he is alive, an’ before he does it he has gotta find out that his boat has been snatched, an’ he has gotta go to somebody with sufficient horse-sense to tie up the boat snatch with the gold snatch, an’ as there ain’t nobody except the Feds who know about the gold business, then even that chance looks pretty slim to me.

I lie there thinkin’ an’ thinkin’, but I can’t make any sense outa this thing, an’ I go on doin’ it for five more days an’ still it don’t make sense.

They treat me pretty good an’ they bring me three good meals a day an’ some cigarettes, although I gotta admit that every time the door opens I think it is Rudy comin’ to tell me that I am to get set for the performin’ seal act.

I can’t find out a thing, an’ the steward — or maybe I should say the thug in the white jacket — who brings in my meals don’t say a word when I speak to him. He just grins like he was nuts.

It is somewhere in the evenin’ of the fifth day, an’ I have just finished eatin’, which is a difficult business if you have a pair of steel cuffs on, when the door opens and Rudy busts in. He has been drinkin’ considerable an’ looks very pleased with everything.

“Well, you big ‘G’ man, how you makin’ out?” he says. “You gotta admit I’ve given you a very nice little run. How’re you feelin’ about doin’ that stern rail act. It’s a nice cold evenin’ an’ I’d like to hear you howlin’.”

“Can it, Saltierra,” I tell him. “If you wanta get busy, get busy but don’t talk so much — you give me a pain in the ear.”

“Yeah,” he says, “so you’re still tough, huh?”

He sits himself down on the opposite berth, an’ lights a big cigar.

“Say, you punk,” he cracks. “I’m goin’ to make a proposition to you, an’ if you’re a wise guy you’ll say yes an’ like it. Or maybe you’d like the idea of goin’ over the stern here an’ now.”

“I don’t like it,” I tell him. “So what’s the proposition? I’m listenin’.”

“Well,” he says, “it’s this way. I reckon that sooner or later somebody’s goin’ to discover about this boat bein’ gone, ain’t they, an’ then they’re goin’ to ask themselves a lotta questions about it.

“Well I reckon that they won’t find out about this boat until we done the job in England, got the gold aboard an’ got away, after which time maybe some wise guy will be wonderin’ where this Atlantic Witch is, an’ maybe there will be requests to shippin’ to keep an eye open for her. Fishery protection boats an’ Revenue cutters will be on the look-out for this ship, an’ I got an idea to do something about it.

“Now Carlotta wises me up that some of you Federal dicks are trained in wireless. Does that go for you?”

I nod.

“Yeah,” I tell him, “I know wireless, so what?”

“Just this,” he says. “If you want to keep some life in your lousy carcass for a coupla days more — well, you can do it, an’ here’s how. I reckon the day after tomorrow will see this job done an’ the gold aboard. Alright, directly we got it we’re goin’ to stand away from the shore an’ run some place — never mind where. Well, here’s where you come in. You gotta code number haven’t you — your Federal code number. Alright, when we get away with the gold you’re goin’ to listen in for any wireless that’s flyin’ about an’ let me know what the messages are, an’ when you done that you’re goin’ to send out a radio an’ give your code number an’ say that you’re a prisoner aboard this boat an’ that you’ve bust into the wireless room an’ that everybody’s so drunk they can’t even stand up an’ that you heard that we’re goin’ to make a run for it to Mizantla in Vera Cruz, after which you’ll sign off good an’ quick.

“It’s a cinch that some boat is goin’ to pick up an’ relay this message, an’ in a day or so they will be chasin’ after this boat with the idea that she’s goin’ to the Gulf of Mexico which will lead ’em nicely up the garden.”

“An’ allow you to make a getaway somewhere else,” I say. “Well, I’m fond of livin’ an’ I’m glad Carlotta got the idea. It’s O.K. by me because there ain’t anything else I can do. But,” I go on, “what happens to me after I done this wireless act?”

“I’m goin’ to shoot you like the lousy copper you are,” he says, “an’ chuck you overboard. But anyway, that’ll be quick, or maybe,” he says with a yawn, “you’d rather try the flyin’ dive act over the stern rail with a rope round your waist.”

“No thank you, Rudy,” I say. “I never did like water. I’ll take the bullet if you don’t mind, an’ see you shoot straight, else I’ll get annoyed with you.”

“You’re a wise guy,” he says. “O.K. Well, that’s fixed.”

“Just a minute, Rudy,” I say. “I’ve been thinking. I’m a naturally curious cuss an’ I was interested in hearin’ the story of how you planned this snatch. It looks pretty good to me, but there is one thing that I ain’t on to. How did Willie the Goop come in this thing, an’ what did you bump him for?”

He grins.

“So you’d like to know,” he says. “Well, I reckon he knew too much. Willie the Goop wasn’t such a fool as a lotta people like to make out. That was one thing, an’ the other thing was he was a bit too stuck on Carlotta for my liking, an’ Carlotta’s my property, at least she’s goin’ to be directly I can get her to listen to reason.

“Willie the Goop!” He laughs. “You know,” he says, “I’m goin’ to tell you something. If I hadn’t found out what that guy was up to, you still might have got away with something. Somebody must have opened their mouth,” says Rudy, “because it looks like this Willie the Goop was gettin’ all burned up about something an’ wanted to start talkin’.

“It looks as if he was goin’ to shoot his mouth about something, but the mug was silly enough to write a letter to Carlotta to tell her he wanted to talk with her. When I saw that,” he goes on, “it looked to me as if the thing to do was to take Willie the Goop outa the way nice an’ quiet so that whether he knew something or whether he didn’t he’d be safe.”

I put on a look of surprise.

“Why, wasn’t he in on this job with you, Rudy?” I say. “I thought maybe seein’ that he was hard up he was playin’ in with you.”

He gives a big horse laugh.

“Don’t be a mug,” he says. “What would we want with a punk like him. He was just hangin’ around after Carlotta, that’s all.”

I do some quick thinkin’.

“Well, ain’t life funny?” I say. “So it looks as if he might have come across to Myras Duncan if you hadn’t shot him, then we’d have got the lot of you.”

He nods.

“Maybe you’re right, copper. You’d have had a good chance to anyway. It was just lucky I found him out.”

“It was a near thing, Rudy,” I say. “Tell me something. When did you make up your mind to bump him, because if he’d had a coupla hours more, the fat would have been in the fire as far as you’re concerned.”

He grins again.

“You’re right, Caution,” he says. “It was a pretty near thing. I found out what he was doin’ early in the evenin’ — about seven o’clock — an’ I made up my mind that he wasn’t goin’ to talk to nobody, an’ he’d got to get his that night, an’ I gave it to him.

“If I hadn’t,” he says, lookin’ very pleased with himself, “it might have been the other way round. I might have had those handcuffs on right now instead of you.”

I don’t say a word. He sticks around for a few more minutes gloatin’ over me an’ tellin’ me what a big guy he is an’ then he scrams out of it.

I lie there lookin’ up at the ceilin’ and thinking, because I have got a very very funny idea in my head. I am beginnin’ to switch around on all the conclusions that I came to on this job, an’ I’m beginnin’ to realise what a funny business the whole of this gold snatch thing is because directly I make up my mind on one line of country I find I am all wrong to blazes an’ have to start over again.

All along I been figurin’ out that Willie the Goop was in on this business from the start an’ that he got cold feet at the end an’ wanted to shoot his mouth, but now Rudy says that Willie was nothin’ to do with anything, an’ there ain’t any reason at all why Rudy should lie about it because Willie is dead an’ it looks that pretty soon I am goin’ to be too.

An’ it looks as if Rudy didn’t know anything at all about Willie until seven o’clock on the night he shot him, which means that that was the time that Carlotta showed him the letter an’ told him that Willie knew something.

But at last I have got an idea that looks like it might mean something. Rudy sayin’ that the Willie the Goop bump off was not a planned thing, but just done on the spur of the moment, has put an idea into my head that is so big that it almost makes me gasp, an’ I am not a guy given to gaspin’.

So I take it easy an’ I start workin’ this thing out from an entirely different angle, an’ believe it or not, everything begins to match up, an’ I realise that the cleverest thing I ever did was to come down an’ get aboard this boat, from one angle, an’ the darndest silliest bit of business from the other, although the way things are now nothin’ ain’t goin’ to be very much use to me.

I told you, way back at the beginnin’, at the time when I went back to Joe Madrigaul’s place, after I had been released from Police Headquarters the night that Myras Duncan and Willie got bumped, that I sat down there at a table an’ sorta got a funny idea. Well, that was O.K., but by itself it didn’t tell me a helluva lot, but now I got another idea, one that sorta matches up with the first one, an’ if I could get outa this jam I reckon I would do myself a bit of good over this besuzuz.

Nothin’ happens until the next evenin’, when I can feel that the boat has slowed down considerable an’ seems to be sorta hangin’ about. It is about ten minutes after the steward guy has taken my tray away when the door opens and Carlotta looks in with a pretty smile playin’ over her face. She looks like she has just found a million dollars an’ is certainly pleased with somethin’.

With her is the thug in the ship’s officer’s uniform an’ he looks good an’ stewed to me. I reckon that they have been givin’ themselves a swell dinner an’ pattin’ themselves on the back about the way this job is goin’.

I am sittin’ on the edge of the bunk an’ they come in an’ look at me.

“Good evenin’, Carlotta,” I say, “an’ how’s it goin’ with you. What you want around here? Come in to play with the animals?”

She smiles. I have seen some good teeth in my time, but I don’t think I ever saw teeth like hers, an’ she has a mouth that woulda made temperamental guys go chasin’ themselves round in circles.

“Why don’t you behave,” she says. “I reckon you oughta to be very pleased with me. If it wasn’t for me you’d be a shark’s meal by now somewhere way back in the Atlantic Ocean!”

“Lady,” I say, “you’re right an’ I thank you from the bottom of my heart. That was a nice little idea of yours about my bein’ wireless operator aboard this floatin’ thugs’ club, even if it was only because it let me live for a few days longer.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” she says, “an’ I’ll tell you something else. We don’t want any screwy business over that wireless act either. All you gotta do is to listen for any messages that are flyin’ about in connection with this ship, an’ weigh in with ’em good an quick, an’ you can keep your hands off the instrument key until somebody tells you to use it. We don’t want any funny business from you, otherwise we can still get tough.”

“O.K., lady,” I say, “I’m bein’ good, but is there any reason why I can’t have a little bottle of rye in here, I ain’t had a drink to-day, an’ I was beginnin’ to think I was gettin’ in bad with the steward or whoever it is keeps the liquor store aboard this ship. Another thing,” I say, “seein’ that I’m bein’ so good an’ behavin’ myself so nice, wouldn’t you be a little sweetheart an’ take these handcuffs off my wrists for just about five minutes. You gotta realise,” I go on, “I’ve had these things on for days an’ they ain’t a bit comfortable.”

“That’s all right,” she says, “maybe we’ll find you a bottle an’ I’ll check up with Rudy about taking those cuffs off you for a bit, he’s the boss around here.”

She goes off leavin’ me with this other guy, who is leanin’ up against the wall lookin’ very stewed, I reckon this guy must have drunk gallons. In a coupla minutes she comes back. She has got a little bottle of rye an’ some glasses on a tray. She puts this on the table an’ then she comes over to me an’ unlocks the handcuffs.

I slip ’em off, an’ believe me it was a relief.

“You wouldn’t try and start anything funny, would you,” she says, “just because you’ve got those bracelets off, because Kertz here has got a gun, an’ he can use it.”

Kertz looks at me an’ taps himself under the left armpit, an’ I reckon by the look on his face he’d have paid to have a shot at me.

“Don’t worry, lady,” I say, “I’m not tryin’ anythin’. Now what about a little drink?”

I get up, an’ I go over to the table, an’ I pour out three shots of rye. She is standin’ at the end of the table near the door, an’ she has put the handcuff key on the table in front of her. Just in front of me at my end of the table on the right of the tray with the glasses is a story magazine, an’ just on the right of that is an ash tray. Now I have gotta big idea in my head. If I can push the ash tray over the handcuff key so that she can’t see it, an’ I can then somehow manage to get her all steamed up, there’s just a chance she is goin’ to forget it if she goes outa the cabin in a huff. I know they’re goin’ to stick the cuffs on me again before they go, but these bracelets are self-lockin’. This Kertz guy is so shot away that he ain’t goin’ to notice anythin’.

So I start talkin’ an’ I go on bein’ very nice an’ quiet an’ amiable. I make out that the one idea I have is to play along with these guys so as to keep myself alive as long as I can, an’ I start an argument with this Kertz guy about how fast a boat like this can travel. I contradict him an’ he gets a bit excited. Carlotta don’t take any notice. She is leanin’ up against the doorway watchin’ both our faces an’ smilin’. So it is a pretty easy matter for me to start the magazine movin’ with my elbow. The magazine pushes the ash tray an’ in about five seconds I have got the edge of the ash tray over the handcuff key. So far so good.

Then Carlotta breaks in.

“Say listen,” she says, “why don’t you two guys shut up? You don’t know what you’re talking about, Caution, you’re a dick not a sailor, an’ as for you Kertz you’ve drunk so much rye to-day that you don’t know whether it’s Italy or Thursday. Why don’t you two shut up? I’m tired of you.”

Here’s my cue.

“Oh yeah,” I say, “an’ I suppose nobody is tired of you, you sour-faced cat. I suppose you think you look pretty good leanin’ up against that doorpost, just showin’ the world what a swell figure you’ve got, flashin’ them cheap teeth of yours an’ generally bein’ the little mobsters’ pet.

“Listen, Carlotta,” I tell her, “I’ve seen better things than you crawlin’ out from under sticks when the spring season starts. You make me tired. It’s dames like you who make rats like this” — I point to Kertz— “You’re the sorta swell classy baby that makes a cheap mobster like Rudy Saltierra think he’s clever an’ try somethin’ big, but where does it get you? It don’t get you no place.

“You’re all pattin’ yourselves on the back. You’re all feelin’ good. You think you’ve pulled a good job. O.K. Well, I’m tellin’ you something. You can’t win. You bumped off some coppers in New York, you bumped off Myras Duncan — a first-class guy — an’ you gave Willie the Goop his. All right, an’ you’re goin’ to give me mine. But I tell you, you still can’t win.

“You know as well as I do that the Feds are goin’ to get you before you’re through. They’ll fry the whole durn lot of you.”

Her face goes livid with rage.

“An’ I’d like to be there when they do it,” I say. “I’d like to see them bring you along from the death house with only one stockin’ on an’ your skirt slit one side so that they can fix the electrode against your bare flesh. I’d like to see ’em strap you in that old chair an’ I’d like to see that little whisp of smoke that comes outa the top of the head cap after they’ve fried you. I reckon if I was there I’d go off an’ buy myself a big drink just outa sheer pleasure.”

She looks at me like all the devils in hell.

“Go an’ put them bracelets on him, Kertz,” she says, “an’ smack him across the puss for me.”

I get up. Kertz pulls the gun from under his armpit.

“Take it easy, feller,” he says. “One crack outa you an’ I’ll present you with a coupla pounds of lead. Put your hands in them cuffs.”

I put my hands in the cuffs, an’ he clicks ’em shut. Then he puts the gun away an’ smacks me hard across the mouth. I fall back on the bunk. As I do so I grab hold of the pillow with my handcuffed hands an’ swing it at Carlotta as hard as I can. It hits her. She goes back against the door. She spits out a nasty word at me an’ — it works!

Kertz walks outa the cabin laughin’, an’ she goes after him, slams the door an’ locks it.

An’ she has left the handcuff key behind.


XI. COLD BATH FOR ONE
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I GET BACK on the bunk, an’ I lie there listenin’. There is plenty noise goin’ on in this boat. Overhead I can hear people runnin’ around, an’ I imagine something is now gain’ to happen. I stick around like this for about five minutes until I have concluded that neither Carlotta nor this Kertz guy is coming back; that Carlotta has not remembered anythin’ about the key.

Then I get outa the bunk an’ go over to the table an’ I grab the handcuff key from under the ash tray. On the other side of the cabin is a little chest of drawers an’ I stick one end of the key in between a drawer an’ the framework. By doin’ this I can work the key into the lock. I then twist my wrists an’ the cuffs open.

I take the cuffs off, then I get a coupla matchsticks outa the ash tray on the table. I break the end off ’em an’ I plug ’em down into the handcuff lock. By doin’ this I can put the handcuffs on again an’ push down the cuff where it fits into the lock so it stays like that an’ looks as if it is locked, but with one jerk of my wrist I can get it open. Then I put the key in the cuff of my pants an’ get back into the bunk.

I stick around there for about half an hour. Things have quietened down considerably. The Atlantic Witch is practically not movin’ at all. I can hear the sea goin’ plop against her sides. Then somebody unlocks the door an’ opens it an’ Rudy comes in.

He is all keyed up. His eyes are glitterin’ an’ I can see his hands tremblin’. It looks like he’s had a shot of dope.

“Well, well, Rudy,” I say, “I thought you was big enough to go through with it on your own. What’s on your mind? Have you had a shot of morphia or been usin’ a little nose candy?”

“Shut up, copper,” he says, “an’ don’t get fresh, or you’ll get hurt.”

He puts his hands in his pocket an’ he looks at me. This guy is so pleased with himself that I reckon he thinks he’s the Napoleon of crime.

“Now you big punk,” he says, pullin’ out a gun, “I’m goin’ to show you somethin’. I’m goin’ to show you organisation. I’m goin’ to show you that here is one time when we get you all beat to the works. Get outa that bunk an’ walk in front of me, an’ one move outa you that ain’t legitimate, an’ I’ll blast your spine in.”

“O.K., Rudy,” I say, “I always did like watching fireworks. So you’re goin’ to pull the big job, huh?”

I get outa the bunk an’ I walk through the cabin door an’ along the passage an’ up the companion-way. Rudy is close behind me. In a minute we are on the deck.

An’ was it good? After being cooped up in that lousy cabin with the porthole shut for days, to stand out there an’ breathe some real honest to goodness air, was worth a million bucks. I look around me. It is a pretty dark night, but nevertheless I can see that we are standin’ in about a mile off the coast. I can see white cliffs.

I walk to the side of the boat, put my arms on the rail an’ lean over.

“It is a swell night for it, Rudy,” I say.

“You betcha,” he says, “but it’s goin’ to be sweller before we’re through. I’ll tell you how swell it is goin’ to be. It’s goin’ to be swell to the extent of ten million dollars, an’ if you wants see how it’s done, just watch.”

“I am watchin’,” I say.

I look at Rudy, an’ he is standin’ there lookin’ all sorta sentimental.

“I always wanted dough,” he says, “plenty dough. Pikers money is no good to me. I want the big stuff or nothin’ at all.”

He looks at me, an’ he grins.

“Just think, copper,” he says, “if you’ve got anythin’ left to think with, in a month’s time you’ll be inside fishes’ bellies with three slugs outa this pistol in you, an’ I shall be way down in South America or maybe Mexico, livin’ in a swell white hacienda with a dame that is the biggest eye-full you ever saw in your life.”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “I suppose that’s Carlotta? An’ so you two guys are goin’ to get married, are you?”

He looks offended.

“You bet we’re goin’ to get married, an’ who’s goin’ to stop us?”

“Well, it won’t be me,” I crack. “It looks to me I’ll be married to a fish by that time. But,” I tell him, “don’t you think you’re goin’ to have a good time, Rudy, because you ain’t. You an’ Carlotta is goin’ to have a swell time! Hear me laugh. A coupla cheap killers kickin’ around in a white house down in Mexico. Rudy,” I say, “you give me just one big horse laugh. The next thing you’ll be tellin’ me that you an’ this little lady love of yours will be gettin’ up good an’ early in this little white love nest so that you can watch the sun rise, because you love beauty.

“Look,” I tell him, “it is pretty easy for you with that gun in your mitt to give me mine, but you’re still a punk. An’ as for Carlotta, she’s about the biggest ache I’ve ever seen in my life. Listen, unconscious,” I go on, “she played around with Willie the Goop, didn’t she? An’ I bet she took him for plenty. Now it looks like she’s transferred her affections to you, an’ for what? Just because it looks like you’re goin’ to have plenty dough.

“An’ you think she’s goin’ on that way, you’re goin’ to marry her. Well, well, well,” I say, “ain’t life funny? There’s only one thing I wish I could go on livin’ for an’ that’s so’s I could stick around an’ see the time when Carlotta gets somebody to give you yours, an’ get you outa the way. That’s when she’s good an’ tired of you, or maybe when she’s found some other guy who has got more dough than you’ve got. Rudy, you make me sick.”

He laughs.

“Aw, shut up, copper,” he says, “I don’t mind you tryin’ to ride me. I’ve got the upper hand. Carlotta’s for me because I’m a big guy, an’ you know it.”

He looks at me sorta quizzical.

“Maybe you was interested in her one time,” he says, “although what chance you thought you’d got with your Federal dick’s pay with a dame like Carlotta, I don’t know. Anyway,” he says, “keep your trap shut. I’m goin’ to be busy, an’ don’t move or I’ll give it to you.”

I look around. Everybody on this boat is crowdin’ to this side of the ship. There is Rudy, Carlotta, Kertz — who seems to be in charge of the ship — an’ about twenty-five other thugs, an’ believe me Rudy had picked ’em good. They was one of the toughest lotta babies I’ve ever wanted to see fried.

We stand there waitin’. After about fifteen minutes Kertz gives a yelp.

“Say, there it is, Rudy,” he says, “right ahead. Take a look for yourself.”

We look where he is pointin’. Way on the cliff top there is a little light. It twinkles, then it goes out. It goes on an’ off five or six times, then there is a pause, then it starts again. Then it stops. I have seen a light like that before; some guy has got an electric flash lamp put in one end of an iron tube so it can be seen out to sea but nowhere else.

“O.K.,” says Rudy, “here we go, boys, an’ make it snappy.”

I move, an’ as I do so I feel a gun barrel in my back.

“That don’t go for you, copper,” says Rudy. “You stay just where you are an’ don’t try anything. Otherwise this cannon’s goin’ to go off.”

About twelve of the crew have run forward. I look after ’em, an’ I see already swung out on the davits on the port an’ starboard side of the boat are two motor launches. The boat crews divide an’ half go into each, an’ in a minute the launches begin to drop way down to the sea.

The one on the starboard side starts up, circles back around the back of the Atlantic Witch an’ eases up alongside the first one.

While this is goin’ on some more guys have pulled two collapsible rafts down the deck. They open up these rafts, pump the air into the sides of ’em an’ chuck ’em overboard, an’ the motorboat crews make a raft fast behind each motorboat.

I reckon I have got the scheme. The railway stick-up has come off. These guys have got the gold. The motorboats an’ rafts from the Atlantic Witch are pullin’ in to pick it up, an’ it looks to me as if they have got away with this job. This don’t surprise me because I reckon that the only place they might fall down would be the railway stick-up. Smuggling is pretty easy these days, an’ there’s plenty of it goin’ on both in Britain an’ the U.S. There is too much coast to be watched an’ on a night like this nobody can see a thing much.

I look at Rudy. I can see that the hand that is holdin’ the gun is tremblin’ with excitement. Standin’ just behind him is Carlotta an’ on the other side of her is this Kertz. I reckon that I’m goin’ to do something now or not at all.

They’re all lookin’ towards the motor launches. I drop my hands, yank the handcuffs open an’ spin round. As I do this Rudy gets, it, but he’s too late. Before he can do a thing I hit him once between the eyes an’ he goes down like he was poleaxed. I drop my head an’ butt Carlotta I hit her right in the middle good an’ hard. She gasps, bumps Kertz an’ they both go over on the deck.

Then before anybody is on to what is goin’ on I scram across the deck an’ shoot over the starboard rail. Was that sea cold, or was it cold? I reckon this is one cold bath I don’t like. I also know that the one thing I must not do is come to the top anywhere where I can be seen because they will bump me from the deck pronto, so when I hit the water I turn right an’ swim underneath at a slant till I feel the side of the Atlantic Witch. I turn over on my back, get my nose above water an’ push myself down until I am under the stern.

Up on the deck I can hear bawlin’ an’ hollerin’ going on. After a minute one of the motorboats that has evidently got rid of the collapsible raft comes shootin’ round thirty or forty yards off the stern of the Atlantic Witch. In a minute I can see the other one come round the other way. These two launches are lookin’ for me, but those guys have thought what I thought they would think. They thought I am swimmin’ towards the shore. They don’t think I am such a mug as to paddle about under the stern.

When these two launches are well away from the ship, I swim round the starboard side an’ start swimmin’ under water towards the bows of the boat. I make it without bein’ seen. When I get to the anchor chain I get hold of the chain an’ pull myself right down under water with just my nose an’ one eye stickin’ out. I reckon I am pretty safe here.

After a bit one of the launches comes back an’ I pull myself right down under the water to let her pass. I can feel the wash as she goes past me an’ I reckon she couldn’t have been more than three or four feet away.

These boats are kickin’ around for about ten minutes, then I see one of ’em pass me again in the dark an’ ease up towards the side of the boat. I think it is time I got outa this.

Hangin’ on with one hand to the chain, I get my shoes off, then I do a somersault dive an’ get my coat off. My waistcoat is easy. Then I push off. I start swimmin’ away from the boat at an angle out to sea, the way I reckon they wouldn’t look. In any event they cannot see very far on a night like this. There is a strong tide runnin’. It is runnin’ diagonally towards the shore an’ I reckon it’s goin’ to be pretty easy for me to make it when I go that way.

I battle on against this tide until I reckon I have put about a hundred yards between me an’ the Atlantic Witch. Then I turn over on my back an’ float an’ go with the tide. It is as cold as an icehouse. I reckon if I ever make the shore I will need thawin’ out.

After a bit I turn over an’ start swimmin’. I do a strong breast stroke just to keep the circulation goin’ an’ all the time I am listenin’. I am listenin’ to hear the noise of the motor launches, but I can’t hear a thing. Then I look back. I can just see the Atlantic Witch although she is not showing any light at all, an’ I can see a sorta white blob movin’ up on her side. I grin to myself because it looks to me like Rudy is havin’ the launches pulled aboard again. It looks to me like he has got the wind up.

Do I get a kick outa this? It looks like just because I got away off that boat that Rudy has got the wind up an’ cancelled the snatch. I get my head up an’ look towards the shore an’ I can see the light on the cliffs blinkin’ away. Then there is a long pause, then it blinks again, then it stops an’ stays that way. It looks to me that these guys ashore on the cliff top have seen that there is nothin’ doin’, an’ maybe they can hear like I can the anchor bein’ weighed on the Atlantic Witch.

Even while I am swimmin’, gettin’ mouthfuls of salt water an’ feelin’ it’s lucky there ain’t no sharks around England, I am wonderin’ just why it is that Rudy didn’t go through with that job. He would have had plenty time to get that gold aboard before I could have got ashore even supposin’ I made it, which is doubtful, an’ got away with it.

After a bit I come to the conclusion that it’s no good indulgin’ in these reflections. I don’t know how far away the shore is. I just go on swimmin’. I don’t have to bother about this very much because there is a marvellous tide an’ for every stroke I take I can feel myself being pushed two or three. I reckon if the tide had been against me it would have been all over with Lemmy.

The other thing that I am worryin’ about is if I do make it, to land some place as far away as possible from these guys who are hangin’ about on the shore, because I reckon that the fellers who have got the gold will be down on the beach itself, havin’ left some of the mob to do the signallin’ business from the cliff top, so while I let myself go with the tide I swim hard off to the right the whole time so as to land as far away as possible from this spot.

I get down to it. I swim like I was a scared fish, still thankin’ my stars all the time that the tide is with me, because otherwise, although I have always been reckoned to be an ace at this swim stuff, I do not think that I would ever have made the shore.

But I make it. How long it took me an’ what I felt like when I crawled up the foreshore was nobody’s business, but I make it.

I look out to sea an’ suddenly I see some lights go on. I guess this is the Atlantic Witch showing navigation lights an’ it look as if she has decided to scram out of it.

I get up an’ I start runnin’. I run along the beach until I come to some sorta cut path up the cliff. I’m tellin’ you that path is hurtin’ my feet like hell, but all I wanta do is to keep myself warm.

But I am feelin’ good. I am one up on Rudy, an’ I have spoiled his game good an’ proper. It is easy to see that directly I went overboard off that boat an’ they couldn’t find me, that Rudy did some quick thinkin’. He knew durn well that if I reached shore alright an’ blew the works about this Atlantic Witch havin’ the gold aboard that he wouldn’t have a dog’s chance. He knew that the English police would send out a world wireless an’ that the boat would have been picked up in a matter of days. Another thing is that he was reckoning to get stores from some place because I remember that Carlotta said that there wasn’t much liquor aboard an’ I can’t fancy that mob of thugs goin’ anywhere without liquor.

Scramblin’ up this path I get another big idea: If Rudy has changed his plans, left the gold an’ scrammed all because there was a chance of my reachin’ shore, then it’s a cinch that if I hadn’t escaped an’ he went through with his original scheme, that he didn’t expect anybody would know anything about the Atlantic Witch for some time. In other words he coulda sailed that boat up an’ down the coast an’ nobody would have had any idea that it had the gold aboard. He woulda been as safe as safe.

I get to the top of the cliff an’ look around. I can’t see nobody or a thing. I look out to sea an’ I can still see the ridin’ lights of the Atlantic Witch gettin’ fainter an’ fainter. Rudy is surely on the run.

I start walkin’. I go pretty carefully because, although I have landed in a different place to where the signal lights showed, where Rudy was goin’ to pick up the gold, still I reckon that some of this English bunch may still be hangin’ around wonderin’ what has suddenly decided Rudy to cut an’ run for it, while they are waitin’ around with a ten million dollar steal.

I reckon that they soon sorta get tired of this, an’ would begin to worry about the English cops, who, by that time, must be makin’ considerable noise about the train stick-up. I think out what they will do. They will stick that gold aboard the lorries or cars or whatever it is they have got an’ they will scram with it some place. They gotta have some sort of headquarters somewhere in England where they will scram. Or maybe they will leave the gold somewhere split up an’ fix to collect it later when they have found out what all this besuzuz is about.

I start runnin’ inland, an’ my brain is workin’ like an engine. I reckon that I am not through with this gold snatch yet an’ that maybe I can still pull a coupla fast ones.

Presently I see a light, an’ when I get nearer I see it is a sorta cottage. By this time my teeth are chatterin’ an’ I am very nearly blue with cold, but beyond this I am alright. Anyhow I am better off the way I am than floatin’ about out there somewhere with a coupla slugs in me from Rudy’s gun.

I ease up to this cottage an’ take a peek through the window at the back. There is some dame an’ an old guy playin’ patience with a big teapot on a little table at the side. You can always know when you’re in England by the teapots. They have ’em around all the time.

I go round to the front an’ I start bangin’ on the door. Pretty soon the old guy comes out. He looks at me, an’ he says:

“You’re very wet, aren’t you. Have you been in the sea?” Which I think is a good one.

I tell him yes. I tell him that I have fell overboard from some boat, an’ I ask him if he has gotta telephone an’ if I can use it.

He says sure, come in, an’ I go in after him, an’ he shows me the telephone in the hall. While I am waitin’ for the operator to wake up from a heavy sleep which he is apparently enjoyin’, the old lady brings me out a cup of tea which is swell.

After a bit the telephone operator comes up for air, an’ I ask for long-distance Whitehall 1212, which is Scotland Yard, an’ when I get it I get the information room an’ say that I gotta speak to Chief Detective Inspector Herrick — who is the guy who worked with me on the van Zelden case. The guy at the other end says that he ain’t there an’ what can he do for me, to which I crack back that he can give me some dry pants if he was here, but in the meantime I gotta speak to Herrick an’ that if they have heard anything about a bullion train bein’ stuck up lately they might like to give me a little service because I can tell ’em plenty, but I ain’t talkin’ to nobody but Herrick.

This guy takes the number of the telephone I am talkin’ on an’ says he will ring me back, an’ in ten minutes the call comes through an’ I hear Herrick at the other end.

Is he surprised or is he? When I tell him that I am Lemmy Caution in a wet shirt talkin’ from some place on the coast, an’ prove it by tellin’ him one or two inside things about our last job together, he nearly has a coupla fits. Then we get down to it. We start organisin’ an’ I tell Herrick my idea for the break-off an’ he says O.K.

We fix that I am to stay in this cottage drinkin’ all the hot tea an’ anything else I can get my mitts on until Herrick telephones through to the Bognor Police an’ gets them to send a car an’ some dry pants for me. Then I am goin’ straight off to Southampton to a little hotel called the Silver Grid an’ stick around until Herrick shows up, an’ he reckons that he is comin’ down good an’ quick.

Now all this sounds very swell to me an’ when the old guy comes out I tell him that some friends of mine are comin’ around for me, an’ he takes me in by the fire an’ gives me a blanket an’ hot whisky an’ more tea which believe me is a very nice thing to have when you are feelin’ like a sick fish.

The old dame is a sweetheart too, an’ they start to teach me to play three-handed bridge, which woulda been swell if my pants seat wasn’t stickin’ to the chair the whole durn time.

Just when I am beginnin’ to feel like one big sneeze these guys from Bognor arrive. They rush me off to some place near Chichester where I get some dry clothes that don’t fit me, some food an’ when I say I am feelin’ O.K. we go off some more.

It is half-past three in the mornin’ when we arrive at this Silver Grid Hotel at Southampton. The guys who run this dump are expectin’ me an’ they have got a bedroom an’ a big fire fixed for me. I have a hot bath an’ then get myself into some pyjamas an’ a dressin’ gown that I get from the manager an’ stick around an’ wait. At half-past four Herrick arrives with some other guys.

Believe me I am glad to see this guy. If you take a quick look at him you would think he is anything but a copper. He looks like a coal agent or an insurance guy or something. He is a thin fellow, tall, with sorta luminous eyes an’ he wears a derby hat right on the back of his head. It always looks to me that the only thing that keeps his hat on his head is his ears. But as a copper he is definitely good.

He don’t get excited an’ he has got brains. I like this guy.

We get down in front of the fire an’ we talk. I tell him the whole business as I see it from beginnin’ to end, an’ I tell him what I guess is goin’ to happen now.

First of all it is a cinch that the gold is still in this country — they have took it off somewhere. But there is one thing that I don’t say anythin’ to Herrick about, somethin’ I am keepin’ in the back of my mind just because it looks so big that I wouldn’t like to make a fool of myself by blowin’ it too soon.

Maybe you are on to it too. It’s the thing that I thought when I was scramblin’ up that path up the cliffs before I found the house where I telephoned. It is just this an’ I cannot get over it. Rudy Saltierra altered his plans an’ scrammed out of it good an’ quick because I went overboard. In other words he was forced to abandon the gold snatch just when the job was nearly pulled off, just because one guy might manage to reach shore an’ know that the boat that had the gold on it was the Atlantic Witch.

This is the point an’ it makes me think plenty. I reckon that I am not lettin’ Herrick down by not tellin’ him about this idea I have got in my head, because in any event it just don’t matter at the moment.

Anyhow we ain’t got anythin’ to worry about right now. We reckon the gold is in England, cached in some place where these guys have taken it. Maybe we’ll find it, maybe we won’t, but I reckon if my ideas come off we’ve got a good chance an’ I reckon we’ll find out plenty else besides.

We sit there for two hours plannin’ the whole thing, workin’ out the story an’ our line of operations, an’ when we have done this Herrick goes downstairs an’ puts in some heavy phonin’. He comes back an’ says goodnight an’ scrams off back to London. Before he goes he leaves me some English dough an’ gives me a police identification pass.

When he has gone I go back an’ I stand lookin’ in the fire. I reckon this case is the funniest job I ever had, because I have had plenty jobs before that was screwy but never a job where there were so many odd things turnin’ up. Lookin’ back I see that there has been plenty brains behind this gold snatch. I see that this job has been worked out to the last inch, but even so somebody had to make a mistake, an’ it is a funny thing that no matter how clever crooks think they are, they always do make a mistake, an’ that’s why they don’t ever win in the long run, although I ain’t sayin’ that Rudy an’ his bunch ain’t going to win out over on this job yet.

Then I get thinkin’ about Carlotta. Are dames funny? You’re tellin’ me. Here is a dame who can sing like anythin’, who is a swell looker with a swell figure an’ personality. But with all these things she prefers to kick around with a guy like Rudy Saltierra, who is just a thug, an ordinary mobster an’ a dope, the usual sorta nose candy king who likes bumpin’ guys when he’s had a sniff of cocaine.

All of which will show you that dames are strange things. You never know which way to take ’em, but I am wise to one thing. When Rudy told me that it was Carlotta’s idea that I should not be bumped off in the first place, but that I should be kept around to receive any wireless messages that came in, an’ to send out some message with my code number in it giving’ a false destination for this boat; now that was clever. Just at the time I didn’t quite see how this idea was goin’ to work out for them. Now I do see it.

An’ so did Rudy. He knew durn well that if for some unforeseen reason somebody had accidentally seen that gold shipment goin’ aboard the Atlantic Witch that night, my wireless message pushed out an hour or so later would have mixed things properly for anybody who was lookin’ for the Atlantic Witch, although — an’ I still cannot understand this — if there was nobody aboard the boat who knew wireless they would have a helluva chance of knowin’ what I was sendin’ out, whether I was sendin’ out the right stuff or not, wouldn’t they. Maybe they was playin’ me for a sucker here. Maybe some guy did know.

Eventually I get tired of thinkin’ about this business. I smoke a final cigarette an’ go to bed, an’ as I have told you before, bed is a very swell place for those guys who like it.

An’ I like it!


XII. HOT NEWS

[image: img26.jpg]

NEXT MORNING I sleep till ten o’clock an’ then I have my breakfast brought up, an’ order the papers. They are all runnin’ something or other about the gold snatch, but I go for the Daily Sketch that is printin’ the report that I have fixed with Herrick. Here is what it says:



AMAZING GOLD ROBBERY!

Nothing in the annals of the most wild western “stick-up” romance can equal the story of the amazing and sensational gold robbery which took place in the early hours of the morning.

Gold ingots worth two million pounds which had been despatched by the American Government under the Tripartite Agreement were stolen from the special bullion train which was bringing the gold from Southampton to London.

The train was held up by armed men. The doors of the bullion train were blasted with the extract of nitro-glycerine known by criminals as “soup”; the guards were overpowered and the gold ingots transferred from the train to conveyances of some sort which were stationed in the neighbourhood.

The method employed in this unique robbery shows that the whole business was planned on a most extraordinary scale. The rapidity with which the gold was removed from the train indicates that at least fifty men were employed. At the moment — so excellent was the organisation — the police are without any clue as to the identity of the railroad robbers or the destination to which the gold was taken.

Chief Detective Inspector Herrick who is in charge of the case is certain that members of the gang are experienced in railway organisation. The method used to bring the bullion train to a standstill at a spot some three miles from the Havant level-crossing indicates this.

This amazing coup was achieved in the following manner:

The gold train, which was following a special route, was, it is calculated, some five miles from the Havant level-crossing when two large lorries, one loaded with bricks and the other with heavy iron-castings, collided whilst trying to pass each other on the level-crossing track. The wheels became interlocked and the lighter lorry was overturned.

The time was one o’clock in the morning and the spot was deserted. The operator in the Havant signals box, realising that it would take some little time to remove the lorries from the crossing, put his signals at “Danger,” thereby stopping the gold train some four miles away from the crossing.

In the meantime both lorry drivers had disappeared.

During the time that the lorries and debris were being removed from the line the gold train was held up.

The driver of the train interviewed this morning told a sensational story.

“I was about four miles from the Havant Crossing,” he said, “when the signals went against me, and I slowed down. The train had hardly come to a standstill when somebody shouted from the right-hand side of the track. Both my fireman and myself looked over in the direction of the shout, and when we turned back into the cab of the engine we saw that a man had climbed on to the footplate on the other side of the train.

“He held a heavy automatic in his hand and he ordered us to put our hands up and keep them there, otherwise he said he would shoot us like a pair of dogs. There was no doubt that he meant it. We should neither of us be able to recognise this man again. He was dressed in a long dark raincoat and had a ladies’ black lisle stocking pulled over his face with small slits cut for his eyes. This man remained in the cab.

“A great deal of noise was going on, and out of the corner of my eye I saw fifteen or twenty men approach the train from the coppice on the right of the track. It was also obvious that a number of men appeared from the other side. Within a few seconds we heard the noise of two muffled explosions, which I now know to have been caused by the blasting off of the bullion car locks with nitro-glycerine.

“After about four or five minutes another man, also masked and with a pistol in his hand, appeared and spoke to the first man, who thereupon told us to drive straight on immediately the signals gave us permission; that any attempt to do otherwise would mean our instant death. He then leapt from the cab and disappeared.”

A member of the bullion guard, which consisted of several men who were actually in the bullion van, corroborated the driver’s story.

“We felt the train slow down and stop,” he said, “but naturally we were not very surprised at this, as we knew that the bullion train was a special and was not taking the usual route. We were astounded when the front near side and the rear off side doors of the bullion van were blown in and several men appeared. They were all dressed in long raincoats, masked and armed.

“They told us that the slightest move on our part would mean our instant death. Simultaneously, a large number of men, working in two parties, one on each side of the train, proceeded to shift the gold bars by throwing the boxes out to the track where they were picked up and removed by other men. The whole business was carried out so quickly and efficiently that it had obviously been rehearsed until every member of the gang was perfect in his part.

“When the van was cleared, the man evidently in charge of the gang told us that the bullion van would remain covered from the woods on each side of the track, and that any move on our part from the train after they had left would mean that fire would be opened immediately.

“A minute after this we heard the sound of heavy lorries being driven away. I made a move towards one of the open doors of the van and was immediately fired at from the side of the track, the bullet missing my head by a few inches and embedding itself in the woodwork inside the van.”

This is the first time that a railway hold-up has ever taken place in this country, and it is this fact, together with the efficient organisation and element of surprise, which allowed the raid to be successfully carried out.

Police enquiries in the neighbourhood have elicited little information with reference to the mystery lorries which must have carted the gold away. Unfortunately for the success of these enquiries there is a large amount of night lorry traffic in this part of the country and such members of the public as are awake at that time are unlikely to notice such traffic.

Unluckily also the methods used in this robbery are unique and therefore do not point to being the work of any known criminal organisation in this country.

The police however are confident that the difficulties attendant on the disposing of such a large quantity of gold bars will provide definite clues which will lead to the apprehension of England’s first train robbers.



I turn over to the stop press, and I see this: — 

Exclusive to the Daily Sketch.

Further to Gold Robbery report on page 1, the Daily Sketch learns that Mr. Lemuel H. Caution, United States Federal “G” man, assigned to investigation into a rumour of an attempt being made to steal the gold in America before shipment, escaped in the early hours this morning by jumping overboard from a private yacht stolen in America in which he had been held prisoner, and from which he escaped at the risk of his life.

Interviewed at the Silver Grid Hotel, Southampton, at which he is staying, Special Agent Caution said:

“There is no doubt in my mind that this plot to snatch the gold is an international one. I am certain that but for my escape from the “Atlantic Witch” last night the gold bars would have been by this time on their way to some foreign destination. I am staying on here in readiness to assist the English police authorities if called upon to do so.”

Pirate Yacht Abandoned.

The S.S. Washington Trader, a trans-Atlantic cargo boat wirelessed early to-day that a yacht answering the description of the Atlantic Witch was sighted in the early hours of this morning on fire and apparently abandoned.



This looks O.K. to me, an’ Herrick has got his report printed just like we fixed. There is nothin’ to be done now except to stick around and wait until he gets a line on something an’ wises me up to what is goin’ to be done.



I take a stroll around Southampton an’ buy myself a suit of clothes an’ some other kit with the dough that Herrick has given me, an’ I then put a long-distance from a call station through to the U.S. Embassy in London an’ report where I am an’ get their O.K. to get ahead with the job.

There is only one snag about this, an’ this is that the Second Secretary — who is a guy I know — says that I had better get down an’ amuse myself by writin’ my report for the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation which, if you ask me, is a dirty crack, because I do not like writin’ reports owin’ to the fact that English is not my hot point an’ when I do write a report I have a lotta trouble lookin’ up dictionaries. Anyhow I say O.K. an’ I go back to the Silver Grid.

I get myself a pad of writin’ paper an’ I borrow a dictionary off the guy who runs this dump, an’ I go up to my room an’ do I get one big surprise because sittin’ in front of the fire with a whisky an’ soda standin’ by him is Hangover an’ what is more he is sober.

He looks at me an’ he grins an’ waves his mitt.

“So what... you big slob,” he says. “I bet you didn’t expect to see me around here!”

Am I glad to see this guy. I reckon that this is the first time that I have shook hands with him in my life, but I gotta admit I do it. Then we have a little drink together, an’ he starts to talk.

“Listen, Lemmy,” he says. “I’ve felt plenty bad about you. I blew in here a couple hours ago on the Minnetonka, an’ directly I read the papers an’ saw that you was stuck here, did I run here or did I? I’ve been feelin’ plenty bad about you, Lemmy, because when I realised that if it wasn’t for me you might not have gone down to Connecticut an’ got aboard the Atlantic Witch, an’ when I saw how near you come to gettin’ yours from that Saltierra bunch I didn’t feel so good.”

I give him another drink. “Cut out the soft stuff, baby,” I tell him, “an’ spill the beans.”

“Here’s the way it was, Lemmy,” he says. “After I left you that night at Joe Madrigaul’s place I was keen to get a line on this business — I wanted to pull a fast one on you an’ see if I could weigh in with somethin’ that really mattered. So I go spielin’ around, an’ I contact old man Harberry Chayse who is a good old guy, an’ he tells me about this guy San Reima who he says has been seein’ visions about Willie the Goop’s bump-off. After a lotta hummin’ around he makes up his mind that he will have this seance aboard the Atlantic Witch, which, he says, is what this San Reima wants. He says that the job has gotta be done right away an’ that he is goin’ to write an’ ask you to come along because you are one of the suspects an’ he reckons that you know more than you are lettin’ on.

“So I get down an’ right then I write you that letter tellin’ you what he is goin’ to do so that you could make any arrangements you wanted because I reckoned that you would be keen on gettin’ down on this boat an’ seein’ what was breakin’.

“Late that evenin’ I go to see the old boy again, an’ it looks like in the meantime this dame Mirabelle Gayford has been along an’ put him right off the scheme. First of all she says what is the good of it, because even if San Reima does put his finger on some guy that ain’t evidence in a court, an’ secondly she says that Harberry Chayse will make himself look a sap doin’ a thing like that. So he says that he ain’t goin’ to do it.

“He also tells me that just after I saw him he has been on the wire to the Captain of the Atlantic Witch an’ given him instruction an’ that he will get through an’ cancel ’em. When he tries to do this he finds out that the Captain ain’t there an’ neither are the skeleton crew who are supposed to be aboard the yacht.

“I smell that there is something screwy goin’ on an’ I find that somebody has been callin’ all these guys on the telephone an’ sayin’ that Harberry Chayse wants ’em to report to some place at Long Island to take some other boat out. This stuff is all punk because I know that he ain’t done anything of the sort. I get down to Long Island, an’ see this Captain who is wandering around lookin’ for this boat that don’t exist an’ I then see that somebody has framed the yacht crew so as to get ’em away from the boat. Right then I put a long-distance call through to you at the hotel an’ they tell me that you have already left for Connecticut, so it looks like somebody is pullin’ some funny business, because I know that Harberry Chayse ain’t been in touch with you or sent you any letter to go down to the Atlantic Witch.

“But I’m stuck down there an’ I can’t do a thing until next morning’, when I get along to New York good an’ quick an’ see the old boy an’ tell him what has been goin’ on. We grab a car an’ we run down to New London like devils was after us, an’ when we get there we find that the Atlantic Witch has sailed an’ nobody knows where or who took her out.

“Then I get it. It looks like the old boy had sent off the letter to Saltierra — the one tellin’ him the seance was to be held — an’ then got through to him on the telephone an’ cancelled it. It looks to me like Saltierra has jumped on to a great scheme for pinchin’ the Atlantic Witch an’ gettin’ after the Maybury, an’ I think that maybe he is goin’ to try a little spot of bein’ a pirate.

“But suddenly I getta hunch. Supposin’ they was goin’ to snatch this stuff over here, I think, an’ pick it up with the Atlantic Witch — which is one of the fastest yachts in the world — an’ scram off with it. Well, was I right or was I right?

“I tell all this to Harberry an’ he is burned up? An’ he is more burned up because he reckons that this business pins everything right on Rudy Saltierra, an’ the old guy swears by all that is holy, an’ a lot that ain’t, that he’s goin’ to shoot this guy Saltierra like the dog he is because he reckons now that it is a cinch that it was Rudy who shot Willie the Goop.

“So we go back to New York an’ when we get there the old guy gets some firm of enquiry agents to give the once over to Rudy’s flat, an’ they find a letter there, that Rudy has dropped in the fireplace but what ain’t burned, settin’ out some of the details about this business, an’ in this letter is the address of some dump over here.

“O.K. Well now old Harberry starts goin’ wild. He says he is comin’ over here an’ that he is goin’ to get hold of Saltierra an’ shoot the pants off him. He says he ain’t goin’ to have no arrestin’ an’ squared juries or bribery an’ this guy gettin’ off. He says he is goin’ to shoot Saltierra an’ nothin’ on earth is goin’ to stop him, an’ do I want to come along an’ sorta hold the bag.

“Do I? I ask you. With a story like this breakin’. But the old guy won’t tell me what the address is he has got. I don’t know where this place is that might be the Saltierra dump over here. Directly we blow in here we hear about this gold snatch an’ while I am readin’ the paper an’ gettin’ my land legs, Harberry blows. He scrams. He gets himself a car an’ he goes off to London — at least that is what the garage who hired him the auto say.

“Now get this, Lemmy. I reckon that Harberry is goin’ up to London an’ park himself there for a bit an’ then he is goin’ to get out after this place he knows about an’ try to find Saltierra. If he does he’s goin’ to bump that guy so sure as my name’s Tierney because he sure hates his guts.

“So what? Well, if he goes to London he’s got to stay some place ain’t he, an’ I reckon that he didn’t want to lose me, he was just so excited about readin’ about that gold snatch an’ his boat that he just scrammed off out of it in a hurry. Here’s my idea. I go up to London pronto. I find the old boy, because it’s a cinch he’ll pull up at one of the big hotels an’ when I find him I don’t leave him until I’ve got that address outa him. Directly I get it I get through to you wherever you are. How does that go?”

“It’s O.K. by me,” I tell him. “Listen, Hangover, you scram outa here an’ get the first train up. An’ you freeze on to that old geyser until you got that address. I’m stickin’ around here an’ directly you got it you come through to me on the telephone, an’ if I could hear from you quick I’d be glad.”

He looks at his watch.

“There’s a fast train pretty soon,” he says. “I’ll be gettin’ along. So long, Lemmy. I’ll be seein’ you. We’ll be on to this bunch yet.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “An’ don’t do anything your Ma wouldn’t like.”

After he is gone I get down at the desk with this writin’ pad an’ the dictionary an’ I start trying to work out this report. I’d like to tell you that I would be plenty happier fightin’ with hyenas than writin’ out reports because writin’ is not a practice of mine if I can get outa it, an’ I have often found that the guy who is swell at makin’ out reports is not always so hot at the real job. However I gotta do it so here we go:



Silver Grid Hotel,
Southampton,
England.

From: Special Agent Lemuel Henry Caution,

To: Director, Bureau of Investigation,
Federal Department of Justice,
Washington, U.S.A.

Sir,

On receipt of original operation instruction I contacted Special Agent Myras Duncan at Moksie’s Cafe Waterfront as directed. Information received from him as to proposed activity regarding gold movement nil. Duncan made an appointment at Joe Madrigaul’s Club Select for the same night in order to give me further information.

As you know this was impossible owing to Duncan being shot previous to my arrival. Charles Frene otherwise Charles Chayse, adopted son of Harberry Chayse, was also shot the same night.

After being released by the New York police I returned to Madrigaul’s place and effected entry. Evidence found in the club showed that Chayse had been shot by Rudy Saltierra. I was not very interested in this murder at the time as I considered that the Myras Duncan killing was the more important and more closely tied up with the proposed gold attempt. I also realised that it was improbable that Duncan had been shot by Saltierra.

I had previously had an idea as to the probable method by which the Duncan killing had been effected, and I had taken a step to check on this as far as was possible for me to do. The result of my check confirmed my suspicion.

I then created further situations in order to (a) check reactions from suspected killer, and (b) definitely tie up Rudy Saltierra, Carlotta de la Rue and others both in connection with the Myras Duncan Charles Chayse killings, and also in definite connection with the gold attempt. These situations were partially successful, and...



Just at this minute there is a knock at the door an’ when I say come a guy comes in. He is a very nice quiet sorta guy an’ he shows me his police warrant that makes him a detective-sergeant, an’ he hands me a suitcase an’ a letter from Herrick, after which he scrams. I am very glad at any interruption that is goin’ to stop me sortin’ out words for this Director’s report an’ so I go over to the fire an’ I read the letter from John Herrick that says:



Dear Lemmy,

The arrangements we made have been carried out in detail as follows:

1. Two selected plain clothes men — both good, good shots will be permanently on duty outside your hotel. If and when you go out they will follow you if you are wearing the white silk scarf which is in the suitcase sent herewith. If not they will remain on duty and not bother you.

2. Squad car arrangements as follows: Three squad cars will be cruising in the Southampton District from the time you receive this. These cars will be in continuous touch with the wireless officer at Southampton Police Station. A telephone call from you to him giving the code number 32/B4 will concentrate these cars or any of them at any spot nominated by you. Should operations take you into Sussex the services of a further two cars organised by the Chief Constable of that county may be secured through Southampton Police wireless.

3. After a certain amount of trouble I have got you a Luger pistol. You will find it in the suitcase with two extra clips, only I hope that you won’t have to use all the cartridges, and, my dear Lemmy, for the love of Mike, remember that you are now in England, and the Commissioner of Police does not like the countryside littered with corpses — even if the shooting is done by a police officer.

We prefer to arrest them here. If you want anything else you will get all the co-operation you ask for from Southampton.

The Commissioner asks to be remembered to you. He wants to thank you for the stone bottle of applejack you sent him after the van Zelden case was finished. He says it gave him a sore throat.

And I hope your little idea will come off. Personally I doubt it, but then I’m like that.

Yours ever,

John Herrick.



I open the suitcase an’ inside I find the white silk scarf, an’ also a Luger — like I am used to — with a coupla clips. The gun is in nice condition an’ has been cleaned an’ oiled which shows you that this John Herrick is a nice guy an’ thinks of everything.

Well, I reckon that there is nothin’ else to be done but for me to get down with this dictionary an’ do some more of this durned report, so I start in again from where I left off:



...confirmed some of the ideas I had in the first place. The most important of these operations was in connection with the electrician of Joe Madrigaul’s Club — the man Skendall. I suspected this man as being implicated in the Charles Chayse murder as he had obviously given a false alibi for Saltierra on which he secured his release from the New York police. I obtained the address of the man Skelton from Tierney a Chicago crime reporter who was familiar with the Madrigaul customers and staff and who had rendered me assistance in other cases.

I interviewed Skelton the same night and discovered that he was running, assisted by another man, a downtown garage that formed part of the Saltierra organisation. On leaving his place an attempt was made to machine gun me from a car. This attempt definitely proved to me that....



I stop again because the telephone in the corner of the bedroom has started ringing an’ I am very glad of the interruption. I go over an’ it is the Southampton Police callin’ to confirm about the squad car organisation an’ tellin’ me that everything is hunky dory so far as they are concerned.

I say thank you very much an’ after this I think that maybe I will go to sleep for a bit because there is nothing like a sleep when you have got to write a report, an’ I guess that I must be tired because directly I lay down on the bed I go off like I have never had any sleep before.

“An’ do I sleep or do I? I am woke up by the telephone ringing. It is ringing like hell an’ when I open my eyes I see that it is dark an’ that the fire is nearly out.

I jump up an’ switch on the light. On my way to the phone I look at the clock on the overmantel an’ I see that it is eleven o’clock. It looks like I have done some good sleepin’.

I grab the phone. An’ do I get a kick? It is Hangover.

“Listen, buddy,” he says, an’ I can hear the excitement in his voice. “It’s in the bag, Lemmy. I’m getting that address in an hour. Now get this. Here’s what you gotta do. Meet me at twelve-thirty tonight at Felden’s Garage. It’s way out on the Botley Road. It stands fifty yards off the road. It ain’t used now, it’s been shut up for a year or so. I’ll be along there at that time an’ I’ll bring the address with me an’ give you the rest of the dope. So long, Lemmy, an’ don’t forget. Felden’s Garage on the Botley Road at twelve-thirty.”

“Right, sweetheart,” I tell him. “I’ll be there with bells on. Good work, Hangover, we’ll make you a chief of police yet.”

He don’t say nothin’. He just hands me a raspberry over the telephone and hangs up.


XIII. CURTAINS FOR ONE
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I RECKON THAT now things will be brightenin’ up a bit because it looks like I was not very far wrong in my guess that Rudy’s English boy friends would cache this gold somewhere around the neighbourhood.

It stands to reason that these guys, expectin’ to put this gold aboard the Atlantic Witch, are goin’ to be taken by surprise when the boat scrams off. It also looks a cinch that they musta had some organisation for hiding the gold supposin’ that something went wrong between the time they stuck up the train an’ the time they got the stuff down to the beach; an’ in this case they would have some dump somewhere around a place like Southampton, where they could organise to get it away somewhere else if anything went wrong with the first scheme.

An’ Hangover’s message makes me think I am right about this. I reckon if he wants me to meet up with him at this garage place on the Botley Road then he is selectin’ this spot because it is not too far from the address he has got from Harberry Chayse.

I give myself a cigarette an’ I think out how I am goin’ to handle this proposition. After a bit I am all set on this job. I call through to the Southampton Police an’ I tell ’em that I want all the squad cars that they have got available to concentrate about two miles down the Botley Road beyond the garage. I want these cars to patrol around an’ check up on any car movements in the neighbourhood. But they are not to let themselves be seen. They gotta lie low an’ just report on what cars are movin’ around’ an where they are goin’ to.

I say that if they see anything that looks excitin’ around the neighbourhood they are to get through to Southampton police so that the police headquarters can send out any message that looks useful over the radio.

I then ask to have a police car fitted with a radio — for me to drive myself — sent around to this hotel in time to get me out to this Botley dump at twelve-thirty, after which I lie down some more because I am a big believer in havin’ a rest when you can.

I get up pretty soon an’ go downstairs an’ see that the car has arrived. I send the guy who is in it away because I have got an idea that I am goin’ to see this thing through on my own. Then I find out just where I have got to go an’ just where this deserted garage place is.

After which I go upstairs an’ stick the Luger in my pants waistband, an’ I give myself a whisky and soda an’ I go down, without any white scarves around my neck, an’ get in the car an’ drive off.

Drivin’ along I get to considerin’ the different angles on this job an’ tryin’ to work things out the way they might go from now on.

Life is a funny thing, an’ all the things a guy thinks is goin’ to happen don’t always break. It looks to me that when you work something out, fate — or whatever it is that fixes the works — makes a point of arrangin’ that something entirely different pops up. An’ what can a guy do?

Pretty soon I am well away from Southampton an’ on this Bodey Road. It is pretty deserted an’ I drive not too fast keepin’ my eye skinned for this garage place.

About ten miles down the road I come on it. It is a frame building, two storeys high, standin’ well off the main road in a sort of clearin’ amongst some trees. It looks as if there was a sort of in-an’-out drive off the main road to this place when it was workin’, but now the grass has grown over the tracks an’ the garage looks like it is standin’ in the middle of a clearin’ with a thick coppice of undergrowth an’ trees at the back.

I pull the car on to the grass an’ drive it into a dark patch by some trees well away to the left of the garage. Just as I do this the radio comes through an’ I hear the Southampton Police talkin’.

“Southampton Police callin’ squad cars,” says the message. “All cars are now concentrated fifteen to seventeen miles down the Botley road. They are coverin’ all exits from the road leadin’ to main an’ secondary roads. Up to this time there is nothin’ to report.”



I scram outa the car an’ start walkin’ towards the garage. The clock on the car dashboard tells me that it is five an’ twenty past twelve an’ I reckon that I am a bit early so maybe I will take a look around.

I go up to this garage place by the back way. There is a door at the back an’ I go through. I find that I am now on the main garage floor. The big doors leadin’ through the front way are closed, but there is a big shutter on one side open an’ the moonlight is comin’ through so that I can see pretty well.

There ain’t anything to be seen except some old junk lyin’ about this main floor. Away on the right hand side at the far end of the garage there is an inclined run leadin’ up to the floor above. This is so cars can run up, an’ I walk up this an’ find myself on a first floor that looks like it has been used for a workshop. There is glass windows here, an’ although they are dirty there is enough light comin’ through to show me that there ain’t anybody or anything here.

In the right hand corner on this floor, matchin’ up with the floor below is a flight of steps leadin’ up to the top floor which, I reckon, was probably the offices in the old days.

There ain’t a sound to be heard. I go over to the window an’ I look out on to the main road which is about sixty yards away. There ain’t a thing there, but the moonlight is lightin’ up this road an’ I reckon I can see when Hangover arrives, because it is a cinch that he is comin’ from some place in a car.

I wait for another five minutes but nothin’ happens. Then I think that maybe I will walk down to the ground floor an’ out on to the road an’ have a look-see if this guy Hangover is anywhere around, because I reckon that if he said he would be here at twelve-thirty he would be here, an’ I ain’t feelin’ too good about stickin’ around just at this time.

So I walk across the floor an’ start walkin’ down the runway that leads down to the ground floor, an’ I have just got to the bottom when I hear a noise.

This noise comes from somewhere outside an’ it sounds like some guy pullin’ up a car an’ putting a squeaky handbrake on. I scram over to the door at the back of the garage, an’ I go out an’ take a look, but I cannot see anything, an’ although I wait around there for two-three minutes nothin’ happens.

I go back into the garage an’ I decide that I will walk over to the front wall an’ look out where one of the big doors is a bit open. I am walkin’ across the floor when suddenly, right outa the darkness, comes the pop of two quick shots.

I spin around. I look across the garage, an’ I see Hangover staggerin’ down the runway from the floor above. I can see that he is hit bad. He is holdin’ one arm across his body. As I look he drops a gun he is carryin’. The gun bounces over the side of the runway an’ falls down on to the main floor.

He sorta looks after it — stupid — just like a guy looks who has been on the liquor for about three weeks. Then he staggers back from the edge an’ bumps himself against the wall. His hat falls off. He stands there lookin’ at it just as if he’d never seen a hat before.

Then he stands sorta wavin’ about an’ lookin’ after the gun, an’ then he takes a step forward an’ slips. He falls over the edge of the runway an’ flops down to the floor after the gun. He is lyin’ there on his face an’ as I run over to him he turns over an’ starts crawlin’ towards the gun which is about four feet away.

I walk over to the gun an’ pick it up an’ put it in my pocket.

“Take it easy, kid,” I tell him. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

He grins.

“Yeah?” he says. “Maybe you’ll be too late. I’m handin’ in my checks, Lemmy. I’m goin’ home.”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “So what do I do? Get excited? The only thing that’s wrong with you is that you oughta died before you was born. I’ll talk to you in a minute.”

I scram out through the back door an’ race around to the front of the garage.

I am just in time to see a gray racin’ car shoot off down the road. I reckon that I am not worryin’ very much about this car because it is a cinch that the squad cars are goin’ to pick this up.

I go back into the garage. Hangover is lyin’ where I left him. I pull him up against the side of the runway an’ prop him up there. He looks pretty bad. I feel in his pocket an’ find his usual flask an’ I prise open his mouth an’ give him a shot of his own liquor.

There is an old wooden box around on the floor an’ I get this an’ sit down. I sit there watchin’ him. I reckon that there is durn little to be done for him. One bullet has ripped right through the guts an’ the other has plugged clean through the chest. I reckon that it is a matter of minutes.

After a minute he opens his eyes an’ looks at me an’ grins.

I slip him a little drop more out of the flask. I wanta keep this guy alive as long as I can.

“Well, copper,” he says, sorta husky, “how’re you goin’...?”

I look at him.

“Listen punk,” I tell him. “You’re goin’ home, ain’t you? Ain’t you made enough trouble, Hangover? Why don’t you come clean? That was a sweet job the way you shot Myras Duncan.”

He grins some more.

“How’d you know I done it, Lemmy?” he says. “I thought that was a nice job. I thought I’d got you beat that time. You know, copper,” he goes on, “I’m beginnin’ to think you’re smart. Howd’ya find out I shot Duncan.”

“Don’t be a mug,” I tell him. “I ain’t dead from the neck up. Didn’t I tell you the first night at Joe Madrigaul’s to go an’ put that call through for me to Moksie’s dive? Well... what did you do? You passed two empty telephone booths on your way to the one at the end of the passage. What did you wanta go to the one at the end of the passage for, when you could see that it had an ‘Out of Order’ notice on the door? I’ll tell you why. Because you wondered why the hell somebody had put that notice on a booth that had a stiff in it. You just had to see if anybody had been to the booth, an’ if the body was still there. If you hadn’t known about Duncan bein’ shot you’d have gone into the first booth you come to. You shot him just before I come in.

“I didn’t get it at first, but I got it when I went back to Joe Madrigaul’s that night an’ checked up that Rudy had shot Willie the Goop. Then I knew you was playin’ along with Rudy.

“You ain’t a good crook, Hangover. You oughta stuck to crime reportin’. I had you again when Rudy tried to have me machine-gunned the night I went down an’ beat up Skendall. Nobody knew that I was goin’ down to Skendall’s but you — you was the guy who gave me the address — an’ Rudy couldn’t have had me followed because I’d altered my hotel — none of you knew where I was. It musta been you blew the works to Rudy an’ you gave yourself away doin’ it.

“You’re all washed up an’ you’re through. Why didn’t you have more sense. Ain’t you ever heard of guys who play around with the mobs an’ get sucked in an’ get theirs — the way you have?”

He gasps a bit.

“Aw shut up, copper,” he says. “You’re smart, but they’ll get you too. I ain’t the only one who’s winnin’ some lead over this. They’ll crease you, Caution.”

“Okey doke,” I say, “maybe they will. Maybe they’ll get me. That’s alright, I’m drawin’ down pay for bein’ bumped an’ if I don’t get bumped then I’m lucky. But I’m tellin’ you one thing, before I’m through with this besuzuz I’m goin’ to get my hooks into some of them hot pertato palookas that is doin’ the big ironin’ out acts, an’ maybe with a bitta luck I’ll get them before they get me.”

He groans. Then he opens his eyes again.

“Aw, hooey,” he says, “you’re all washed up, they’ll get you first, copper. You don’t know nothin’.”

“Shucks,” I tell him. “Listen, Hangover,” I go on, “you ain’t got much time around here, why don’t you spill it? Come clean. Where do we go from here? You know what’s goin’ on around here an’ so do I. But maybe you can help. Talk... an’ talk fast.”

He grins again — this time very weak.

“Be your age, Lemmy,” he says. “I ain’t talkin’. You got the low-down on me, that’s all, but I ain’t talkin’. You find out for yourself...”

His voice sorta tails off.

I lean over him.

“Listen, you goop,” I say. “Who gave it to you. Who shot you? Come on... wise me up....”

He opens his eyes again. They are startin’ to glaze over. “She done it,” he whispers...”that durn Carlotta... that Poison Ivy... the...”

He goes out.

I close his eyes an’ I straighten up. You could have smacked me down with a piece of fluff. So Carlotta had been around an’ ironed this guy out... she done it...!

I stand there just for one minute thinkin’, an’ then do I whizz or do I? I rush outside an’ I start up the car. I run her on to the road an’ I put my foot down an’ I go down this Botley Road like all the devils in hell was bein’ paid overtime to get me.

All the time I am listenin’ to see if any police wireless is comin’ through, an’ after a minute I hear it, an’ is it music?

“Southampton Police callin’.” it says. “The gray Cadillac racing car that proceeded down the Botley Road some ten minutes ago is behaving in a strange manner. This car drove for five miles at high speed, then checked down to fifteen miles an hour for two miles, then accelerated to fifty for three miles. It is now proceeding straight down the road at a rate of about twenty-five miles an hour.”

I put my foot down an’ I whizz. I have got it! At last I have got it! All this time I have been guessin’ around the place an’ I am the biggest punk detective that ever signed a contract with Uncle Sam.

I am goin’ at about seventy an’ this car can certainly run, an’ not knowin’ the road I have one or two near twists, especially as I am drivin’ on the left of the road, a business that I am not used to.

Pretty soon I catch up. Way ahead I can see the rear lights of the car I am chasin’ — the gray Cadillac. I check down an’ take it easy. As the car in front of me goes round a bend half a mile ahead, one of the squad cars shoots out a side turnin’.

I pull up. Inside is Herrick.

“Well, baby,” I crack at him, “it looks like I am right, don’t it. Just stick behind me but not too close, an’ if I break in some place don’t rush anything. Just stick around until I ask you to do something about it.”

He grins.

“Alright, Lemmy,” he says. “It’s your funeral!”

I put my foot down some more. When I get round the bend I see the gray car about the same distance in front of me. It slows down an’ I do the same. Then it pulls off the road, an’ eases in among the trees, an’ I can see that it is makin’ for some house that stands about a quarter of a mile off the road, in a sorta park.

I go down the road for about another quarter of a mile an’ then I pull off the road over the grass at the side. I drive the car in an’ out amongst the trees, gettin’ nearer to this house, an’ when I am close to the wall that goes around it I pull up.

Twenty or thirty yards from me, pulled up by a gate in the wall is the gray car, standin’ there with its lights out.

I ease over to it. It is empty, but there is a woman’s glove lyin’ on the drivin’ seat. I pick it up an’ smell it. I get the perfume at once. It is Carlotta’s glove an’ the scent is the same as I sniffed when I was turnin’ over her dressin’ room at Joe Madrigaul’s.

I grin to myself.

“I got you this time, Poison Ivy,” I say.

I search this car as well as I can in the dark. I poke my fingers all over it but I cannot find a thing, an’ after a bit I go back to my own car an’ sit down an’ proceed to have a meetin’ with myself. It looks to me that there has gotta be some very fast work from now on.

I am worried because I am tryin’ to do two or three things at once. First of all I reckon that I have gotta get my hooks on this gold which is the thing I am paid to look after an’ at the same time I am hot to get in an’ mix in with this Carlotta.

I am also annoyed with myself that I did not run the rule over Hangover before I left him lyin’ in the garage; not that I expect that any guys have been around there since I left, but it looks like I have got to get back there, which means more time, an’ I reckon that time is goin’ to be good an’ precious from now on.

I start up the car; turn around an’ get back on to the road. There is a bit of moon comin’ up, an’ the English countryside is lookin’ swell. Once I get on to the road I drive like I was nuts back to the garage.

While I am speedin’ along I am thinkin’ about this act that Carlotta has put up while she was drivin’ the car after she left the garage. I reckon she was doin’ this act — drivin’ fast an’ then easin’ down so as to give me time to catch up with her — so as to draw me on into the house, where I reckon that there was goin’ to be swell reception committee to meet me, a committee that is liable to fill me so fulla lead that I would sink in a reservoir even if I was wearin’ a cork suit. I gotta hand it to this dame Carlotta that she has gotta a wow of a nerve.

Well I am not goin’ to show up for a bit. I am not goin’ to show up there until I have fixed one or two things that I wanta fix, because I am havin’ a sorta bet with myself that I am goin’ to clean this job up tonight good an’ plenty so’s it stays cleaned up.

I come to the garage. I leave the car just off the road an’ I walk over. I lamp around first just to see that there ain’t any other guys hangin’ around waitin’ to iron me out an’ then I go in.

I go in the back way an’ I ease over to where I left this guy Hangover lyin’. The moonlight has shifted some an’ the place where he was is dark an’ in the shadows now.

I switch on the flash an’ look around. He is still lyin’ there propped up against the side of the runway like I left him, an’ it looks to me that he is grinnin’ a little bit like he knew he had still got me guessin’.

I go over him. I search through the linin’s of his coat, an’ everything else. I walk up the runway an’ pick up his hat where it has fallen off when he was staggerin’ about, an’ I rip out the linin’ an’ see if I can find anything there, but there is just nothin’.

I reckon that I am beat, but I think that maybe there is just a chance of somethin’ being in the office place right at the top, the place he musta been hidin’ in when I went upstairs to the first floor.

I go up the runway an’ across the floor an’ up the stone steps to the top room, keepin’ the flash lamp shinin’ on the ground in front of me.

I get to the top room. It is dark an’ damp. Way over in the corner I can see a sorta bench an’ there is something on it. I go over an’ look — it is a pair of gloves — new ones.

By the side of these gloves is an empty .38 automatic shell. I take the gun outa my pocket — the one Hangover reckoned to use on me, an’ I check up on the clip. There is one shell missin’, an’ I reckon this is the one an’ that he cleared it from the gun while he was waitin’ for me.

Then I look at the gloves. He didn’t use to wear gloves but maybe he was thinkin’ of fingerprints. They are new an’ when I turn ’em inside out I get one helluva kick because stamped inside is the name of “Greenes, Gentlemen’s Outfitters, Romsey.”

Maybe this will give me what I am lookin’ for.

I scram down the steps an’ down the runway on the floor below, outa the garage, an’ back into the car. I drive down the road until I come to a side turnin’ with a signpost which says that it is the way to Romsey, an’ I start doin’ some more heavy drivin’.

I do not see anything of the squad cars an’ I do not particularly want to because I reckon that if Herrick does what I have asked him to he will hang around the place where Carlotta was doin’ the big act, an’ will stay there until I show up like I told him. Maybe I am a mug to be doin’ this because perhaps I would like some of these boys around pretty soon, but I am a guy who is used to workin’ by himself an’ I get all jittery if there is a lotta flatfeet hangin’ around me when I am tryin’ to work.

Another reason I have for wantin’ to be solo is that some of my methods are inclined to be a bit tough, an’ I have got an idea that these English coppers are not so pleased with any strong-arm stuff, but I have found very often that the best way to make some guy talk quick an’ plenty is to smack him down first of all an’ then start gettin’ nice with him afterwards. All the guys who don’t believe in force are the guys who cause all the trouble in the long run because there is only one way to deal with mobsters any place in the world an’ that is with a good sock in the puss in a quiet corner.

On the outskirts of this Romsey place I pull up. I pull up because I see a white cottage with some arms over the door an’ Hampshire Constabulary written on it. I get out an’ start bangin’ on the door — there bein’ no bell — an’ after about five minutes of this some guy sticks his head outa the window upstairs an’ says what do I want an’ what do I think I am doin’ anyhow at this time of night.

This guy is the Hampshire Constabulary an’ I reckon that if I tell him what is really goin’ on around here he is probably comin’ down to start something which I do not want started, because I have found that if you tell people the truth they will very often not believe you.

I say that I am an American who has just arrived at Southampton, an’ I am lookin’ for an uncle of mine who has taken a place somewhere around here near Romsey an’ I thought that maybe he could help me because it is a matter of life or death if I do not connect this uncle.

This copper is a good guy even if he is a bit rural, an’ he puts some pants on an’ comes downstairs an’ does a big head scratchin’ act an’ goes into a huddle with himself. Durin’ this process I slip him a pound note an’ after a bit he remembers that there is a distinguished lookin’ guy has taken a dump called Playne Place, which is a nice sorta house about four miles off. He tells me where this house is an’ how I get to it.

I then ask him if the guy who has taken this house is doin’ any furnishin’, because I reckon my uncle would be doin’ a spot of furnishin’, an’ the copper says that this is funny because this is just what is goin’ on, an’ that there is a lotta stuff stored at some other dump a mile or so from Playne Place in a farmhouse which has been for rent, an’ which has been hired to store this furniture which is now bein’ moved.

I getta big kick outa this because it looks as if I am strikin’ somewhere around the right alley. I then get the whereabouts of this farmhouse outa this guy an’ slip him another pound note an’ then I tell him that I have left my brother — by the name of John Herrick — waitin’ for me at the Southampton Police Station an’ that I would take it as a great personal favour if he would put a call through to the Southampton police an’ ask them to tell my brother John Herrick that I am goin’ to the farmhouse an’ that I would be very pleased if he could cash around there in about an hour’s time from the time he gets the call.

I reckon that this way the Southampton police will send out a radio an’ Herrick will pick it up an’ will send out one of the cars to hang around this farmhouse an’ await instructions which is what the poets would call a comfortin’ thought.

I then say good-night to this guy an’ step on it some more.

Pretty soon I come to a fork in the road, an’ away up on the right I can see the farmhouse, which is a long flat sorta buildin’. I stick the car in the hedge an’ I do not walk towards the farmhouse. I walk straight up the road in front of me for about a quarter mile an’ then I turn right across the fields an’ start workin’ around slowly towards the back of this dump.

When I get near it I feel pretty pleased, because outside in the yard at the back I can see a big lorry, an’ when I get near I can hear the engine runnin’.

I keep in the shadow of the hedge an’ I get up good an’ close. There are three guys carryin’ stuff out from the back of the farm an’ loadin’ it up on this lorry.

I wait my chance an’ scram across the yard until I am behind a tool-shed where I can watch easy.

After a bit they get through with this job. One of these guys gets up in the driver’s seat an’ switches on the drivin’ lights. This leaves two, an’ one of ’em gets in the back of the lorry an’ the other guy closes up the back an’ stands there while the lorry starts to move off.

It drives outa the yard away around the front of the farmhouse on the fork road, an’ this guy stands there watchin’ it. Then after a bit he sticks his hands in his pants’ pockets an’ moves towards the door at the back.

He is whistlin’ to himself an’ he seems very happy. He goes past the end of the shed — which is a sorta lean-to place against the wail — where I am hidin’ an’ just as he passes me I let him have it.

I smack him one short sharp yudo clip just where the neck joins the bottom of the skull an’ he goes down like he was pole-axed. I grab hold of him by the collar an’ I drag him across the yard into the field beyond. There is a sorta ditch there an’ I chuck him in this an’ just sit around an’ wait until he comes up for air.

Pretty soon he starts movin’ an’ I yank his head up an’ pinch his nostrils until he is beginnin’ to remember who he is. Then I pull out the Luger an’ I show it to him.

“Listen kid,” I tell him. “You an’ me is goin’ to have a nice little quiet talk without any interruption. An’ you be good an’ do your stuff otherwise I am goin’ to paste seventeen different kinds of hell outa you.

“Now what are you doin’? Are you talkin’ or are you talkin?”

He looks at me, an’ he looks at the gun. Then he rubs the back of his neck an’ says he is talkin’.


XIV. RUB-OUT FOR THE BOSS
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I GIVE THIS guy just a few minutes to sorta get a hold of himself an’ then I tell him to take it nice an’ easy an’ just concentrate on what I am sayin’. I also tell him that if he don’t come across with what I wanta know then I am goin’ to give him the works.

He thinks this over an’ comes to the conclusion that he is goin’ to play ball with me, an’ I then go over him an’ find that he has gotta .32 Spanish automatic in his hip — one of them guns that when you squeeze the trigger either shoot the other fellow or explode an’ blow your nose off, you’re never certain which — an’ I take this off him an’ we are all set for the convention.

I ask him if he ever met up with a guy called Hangover an’ he says yes he knows this guy an’ that he was around early that mornin’. He says he don’t know very much more about this because he is not the big guy on this job, but that the boss is way back in the farmhouse an’ will start gettin’ good an’ burned up if he does not show up pretty soon.

He also says that the boxes they are loadin’ are the gold boxes alright, an’ that they arrived there the night before. He says that they are bein’ moved to this Playne Place, an’ that he does not know what is goin’ to happen to them after they are handed over there. He says that the guy at Playne Place is a guy called Melford an’ that he seems a very nice sorta cuss.

I ask him how much of this gold has gone over an’ he says that there is only one more lorry load to go an’ that the lorry will be back for it, because they are only usin’ the one truck.

He says that they are workin’ as fast an’ as quiet as they can because there has been a slip up over this business owin’ to the fact that the gold was supposed to be put on to some boat, but the boat scrammed off an’ the English mob is not feelin’ so good about things, they havin’ done their job an’ not wantin’ to do very much more about it.

I next ask him what he is gettin’ outa this an’ he says they are all drawin’ down the same, two hundred an’ fifty pounds English money, an’ that they are collectin’ tonight from the guy Jack Marpella who is runnin’ the English crowd who are workin’ in on this thing.

I ask him about this Marpella palooka an’ he says that he is plenty tough an’ has gotta helluva record on this side.

I ask him some more stuff but it is stickin’ out a foot that he don’t know much more; that he is just one of the crowd who have been pulled in on this business.

“Alright, baby,” I crack at him when he is done spielin’. “Now you get up an’ walk back nice an’ quiet an’ get on with the loadin’ business. But you don’t go back into the farmhouse. Just go an’ hang about in the yard an’ whistle until that truck comes around again, an’ remember this that I am stickin’ around an’ that I am goin’ to keep you somewhere on the end of my gun sight, an’ that if I see one screwy move outa you then I am goin’ to give it to you good an’ quick so’s you’ll be playin’ angels’ harps pronto. Now scram!”

He scrams an’ I go after him. I watch him go back into the yard, an’ as he gets there some other guy comes outa the farmhouse. This guy is a big sorta feller an’ stands around like he was a big noise.

I work around until I get back in the shadow of this shed that is in the yard an’ I stand there an’ watch this pair. They stick around talkin’ until they hear the noise of the truck comin’ back.

It comes up the fork road an’ backs into the yard an’ then two more guys come outa the house an’ they start loadin’ it up. I notice that the guy I have been talkin’ to is clever enough to keep himself well in the middle of the yard an’ not try any nonsense.

Pretty soon they start takin’ it easy an’ I conclude that they are pretty near through. I ease away from the end of the shed an’ begin to work along the farmhouse wall in the direction of the road. This way I reckon that the guy will still think that I am there an’ will let everything go through like we arranged.

In a minute I get on the road an’ I slip down it for about fifty yards an’ then stand up behind some tree. Two three minutes afterwards the lorry comes down from the yard an’ runs on to the road. I see that there are two guys up on the drivin’ seat an’ I reckon that maybe there will be one or two more on the back.

But I reckon that if the Hampshire Constabulary guy put the call through like I told him for John Herrick, then there is goin’ to be a squad car operatin’ somewhere around here an’ with a bit of luck maybe this car will be near enough to give me a hand if I should want it, although I am not worryin’ a helluva lot about these guys because I have been told that these English crooks are not so hot on shootin’ people owin’ to an old-fashioned habit that they have got in this man’s country of hangin’ killers pronto, which is one of the reasons that an English copper can get about his business without bristlin’ with cannons all the time.

By this time the lorry is justa few yards from me an’ I hear the driver change gear. I yank out the Luger an’ I put a coupla shots through the near-side drivin’ lamp which apparently causes the guy drivin’ the truck to be surprised because he slows down an’ I then step out into the road an’ do a big stick-up act.

I walk up to the lorry an’ I tell the two guys to get down into the road. I also tell ’em that if there is anybody in the back who wants to start somethin’ they had better get busy because I am goin’ to blow the pants off anybody as soon as look at ’em. They have a look at me an’ evidently believe that I mean it because they come down an’ in a minute some other guy comes around from the back.

Right now I hear a car comin’ an’ before anything can happen a squad car shoots round from the main road an’ eases up, which shows me that Hampshire Constabulary has done his stuff an’ that Herrick is on to my scheme.

I line these three guys up beside the truck.

“Bozos,” I tell ’em, “the game is bust wide open, an’ I got an idea that some of you palookas is goin’ to have a rest cure. So just take it nice an’ easy an’ don’t do anything we wouldn’t like.”

The squad car now unloads three coppers who tell me that Herrick has told ’em to hang around an’ I hand these three guys over to them an’ tell ’em to take ’em back an’ hand ’em over to Herrick. I also ask ’em to apologise to Herrick for the way I am runnin’ this business, but that I reckon that it is handled best this way, because it is goin’ to save a lotta trouble to all concerned.

They say that is O.K. by them, an’ I ask ’em if they will get Herrick to hang around somewhere near the dump where Carlotta ran in with her gray Cadillac, an’ that I have got an idea I will be along to see him pretty soon, an’ that he an’ me can then go places together an’ get some real work done.

One of these coppers says what am I goin’ to do about the truck, an’ I tell him that I am lookin’ after that bit of business myself an’ that they can leave it to me, an’ that if all goes well an’ somebody don’t take my measure for a casket then I will be seein’ ’em. I then find out from the driver who is lookin’ like a sick hyena where this Playne Place is an’ he wises me up. After which the cops pack these guys aboard an’ scram with ’em.

I get up into the drivin’ seat of the truck an’ I start her up an’ I drive down the road. When I get on to the main road I can see this Playne Place, standin’ back in some grounds with a carriage drive.

The gates are open an’ I drive in an’ stop the truck in front of the door.

Some guy comes outa the darkness by the doorway an’ calls me up.

He asks me what the so-an’-so I think I am doin’ an’ why do I not drive the truck around to the back of the house. I tell him that I will show him why, an’ he waits while I get down from the drivin’ seat. I have got the Luger in my hand which he cannot see an’ I make out that I am goin’ to tell him something an’ as he looks at me I smack him down with the Luger. He flops an’ I then drag him to the side of the porch an’ leave him there because I reckon that he won’t trouble me for a bit an’ that if he ain’t got concussion he oughta have.

I then stick the Luger in my hip pocket an’ I take out the Spanish automatic I took off the guy way back at the farmhouse an’ I work it up my right sleeve so that if anybody wants to start something quick I can pull a fast one myself, an’ I then walk around the front door an’ ring the bell.

I wait there for two three minutes an’ then a big guy dressed up like a butler comes to the door an’ says what do I want an’ I tell him that I want to see this Mr. Melford an’ I want to see him pronto because the matter is a very pressin’ one.

This palooka stalls around for a bit an’ says that Mr. Melford is a very busy man, an’ that right now it is very improbable that he can see anybody, an’ I say that is a very tough thing because if he don’t produce this Mr. Melford good an’ quick I am goin’ to take a sock at him so that he will wonder where the thunderbolts are comin’ from. I also tell him that the matter I wanta see Mr. Meford about concerns a missing bullion shipment from the U.S. Treasury, some of which I have just drove down here an’ left outside an’ what does he know about that?

He looks like he is goin’ to have a fit at any moment, but he says he will go an’ see if Mr. Melford can see me an’ he goes off an’ comes back again in a minute an’ asks me if I will go along with him.

I go after this guy down a passage that is covered with a swell pile carpet an’ I see that this Playne Place is one helluva place.

Then this butler guy opens a door an’ holds it for me an’ I go into the room.

It is a big room, furnished in red with big arm chairs an’ lounges in leather. There is a lotta books around the walls an’ standin’ in front of the fireplace which is on the right of the room is an old guy.

He is about sixty years old, an’ he has got white hair an’ eyes like gimlets. He is a thin-faced feller an’ looks as if he knew his stuff. He has gotta slim sorta young appearance like a lot of old guys have when they are able to take plenty care of themselves.

He smiles at me. An’ he has gotta nice near-English accent.

“What can I do for you,” he says, “an’ to whom have I the honour of speakin’?”

I sit down in one of the big chairs an’ I look at him an’ grin.

“Cut out the neat stuff, Mr. Melford,” I tell him, “an’ let you an’ me get down to brass tacks. I just told your butler — the guy who is probably listenin’ on the other side of the door right now with a gun in his mitt — that I drove some of the U.S. Treasury shipment along here in a truck an’ it’s outside now. That’s how it is an’ I thought that I’d like to have a little talk with you justa show you that you ain’t got all the brains in the world, an’ that even if some of the guys like me that Uncle Sam picks to take a look after things cannot speak very pretty English, an’ even if we are a bit tough sometimes, well, we can still do a little bit of fast thinkin’.”

He smiles at me. He looks like some schoolmarm reprovin’ a little boy who’s been playin’ hookey.

“All this is very interestin’,” he says, “but I’m afraid I don’t quite understand, an’ I still don’t know to whom I’m talkin’.”

I get up.

I walk over to the door an’ I lock it. Then I put the key in my pocket an’ go back. He is still smilin’.

“O.K.,” I say. “If that’s the way we’re breakin’ around here I’ll tell you. Just you sit down in that chair over there an’ listen, an’ if I was you I’d make the most of that chair because you ain’t goin’ to sit in big leather chairs for long.

“My name’s Lemmy Caution. I’m a ‘G’ man. I reckon you know all about me. If your name’s Melford then I’m the King of Siam. Your name’s Harberry Chayse an’ you’re the lousiest son of a dog that ever put people up to do the work that he hadn’t got the guts to do himself.”

He goes as livid as hell, an’ I see his fingers tighten on the arms of the chair.

“Look, Brilliance,” I tell him. “I’m goin’ to tell you a little story an’ when I’ve told it to you you’ll know why I’ve come along here. Here’s the way it goes:

“There was once a guy who thought he was durn smart. He was a big Wall Street guy an’ he knew all the right people. He’d got an adopted son who was a bit of a mug an’ who used to hang around with night club dames — they used to call him Willie the Goop.

“O.K. Well this Wall Street guy found that he wasn’t doin’ so well. In fact he was in a bad jam an’ he’d gotta get his hooks on plenty dough pronto. He used to get around with all sorts of official guys an’ he meets up with a guy in the U.S. Treasury, because this guy’s cousin, whose name is Mirabelle Gayford, is engaged to this Willie the Goop, an’ the Wall Street palooka thinks that through this engagement he can pump the Treasury guy an’ find out when the next shipment is goin’.

“Well he finds out. An’ when he’s found out what he wants to know he fixes that the engagement between this Mirabelle an’ his adopted son is bust. He does this because this Mirabelle is gettin’ burned up because Willie is still hangin’ around night clubs an’ she don’t like it. But the Wall Street guy, whose name is Harberry Chayse, wants Willie to hang around night clubs so that Harberry can pick up the thugs he wants to do a job for him.

“Well, Willie does this, an’ Harberry meets up with a first-class mobster, name of Saltierra. Harberry an’ Saltierra get down together an’ they fix a nice little scheme to knock off the bullion, but they are goin’ to do it in such a way that nobody is goin’ to suspect Harberry.

“But in between whiles some guy who is a mobster of Saltierra’s, has shot off his mouth in hospital before he dies an’ the Feds get busy. Also Willie the Goop wants money an’ Harberry won’t give him any because he ain’t got any — well, not so you’d notice it; an’ also because this Willie has realised by now that there is something screwy goin’ on an’ he has put two an’ two together an’ thinks that he will make plenty trouble.

“Well, Saltierra an’ Hangover — a crime reporter pal of his — smell out that Willie is goin’ to meet up with a ‘G’ man called Myras Duncan at Joe Madrigaul’s club, so they fix to bump both Myras Duncan an’ Willie an’ they do it very nicely. The only thing that is worryin’ ’em is that another ‘G’ man called Caution has blown into town.

This guy Caution begins to muscle around an’ the bunch realise that they gotta make it snappy, an’ so after Saltierra has had one go to bump this Caution they think that the best thing they can do is to make a clean-up an’ get Caution down on this Harberry’s boat — which is a fast one — an’ give him the works too.

This is a good scheme because it still keeps Harberry in the background. Harberry has got some tame clairvoyant called San Reima, an’ this guy starts seein’ visions an’ warns Harberry that the guy who killed his adopted son Willie was Saltierra. Harberry knows this durn well, but he tells this San Reima that they will have a seance down on the boat an’ get everybody down there.

This is a swell idea because it gets San Reima an’ Caution on the boat where they can be bumped off, an’ the boat can be used to chase over the Atlantic so’s to be off Southampton in time to pick up the bullion after their English pals have got it.

But the thing is put up to look like the yacht was snatched, because this still keeps Harberry nice an’ respectable, an’ outa the job so that he can still go on workin’ his end.

This Mirabelle Gayford who is a swell dame hears about this seance business, an’ because Willie has told her one or two things she begins to think that there’s something screwy goin’ on. She tries to stop Caution goin’ on the boat because she’s gettin’ ideas in her head about this Harberry, but Caution gets aboard an’ that’s that.

The yacht goes off an’ next day Harberry says that his boat’s been pinched. He makes out that he is a very indignant an’ he comes over on the next boat to England, where, some three four months before, he has taken a house — this house — an’ fixed up with a bunch of thugs over here who he gets to know through Saltierra, to do the stick-up of the gold train an’ rush the stuff to the Atlantic Witch.

But Saltierra has been a mug. He has not bumped this Caution while he had the chance, an’ when Caution gets ashore Rudy has the wind up because he don’t know what to do or where to go with the gold when he’s got it aboard. His orders was to stick around until Hangover gave him his instructions.

Next thing Harberry sees a piece in the paper where it says that this Caution guy is stayin’ at some hotel in Southampton. He falls for this because this guy Caution is a dangerous guy an’ has got to be rubbed out. So Hangover turns up — still doin’ the little crime reportin’ act an’ tells Caution a lousy spiel about Harberry havin’ found some address in England of his adopted son’s murderer, an’ that he will try to get this address an’ tell Caution.

Caution makes out he is fallin’ for this stuff an’ goes an’ meets Hangover at some dump where that guy aims he is goin’ to bump Caution. But he don’t, he gets bumped himself. I’ll find out why pretty soon.

But the mug has bought himself a pair of new gloves in Romsey, an’ the name of the shop is stamped inside an’ Caution checks on this, an’ so, Harberry, what with this an’ that, it looks as if the game is just about sewn right up in the bag an’ you can cash in your checks because it looks as if the pay off is here. An’ how’dya like that?”

He just sits there smilin’. Then he takes a cigar outa his vest pocket an’ bites the end off an’ puts it in his mouth.

“Very interesting, Mr. Caution,” he says. “An’ may I trespass on your good nature to ask you just how you managed to connect my poor self with this business?”

“You slipped up three times, Harberry,” I tell him, “but I ain’t got the time to start arguin’ points with you right now, so you’d better ring for your hat an’ take a walk with me. I’m goin’ to cash you in, sweetheart, an’ you can work out your next crossword in the jail. This’ll get you in trainin’ for the twenty to fifty years that’s comin’ your way when we get back to the States.”

He sighs. Then he gets up an’ goes to the matchbox on the table, an’ takes a match out to light his cigar. It don’t light very well so he puts it down an’ opens up a big cigar box to get another. I have been waitin’ for something like this an’ so when he spins around with the gun that he has got outa the box in his hand I have already slipped the automatic down my sleeve an’ I do a little sharp-shootin’ first that busts his hand up considerable. He drops the gun with a yelp.

“Listen, Harberry,” I tell him, “I don’t mind you smokin’, but don’t try any funny business.”

He wraps a handkerchief round his hand, an’ grins at me. He looks like the devil in a bad temper.

“I’m afraid you’re too good for me, Mr. Caution,” he says. “May I ask where we go from here?”

“Stick around,” I tell him. “I’ll arrange to have you collected. There ain’t anywhere you can run to anyway.”

He nods his head.

“I would like a little time to myself,” he says. “If you would be good enough to leave me this” — he points his foot at the gun on the floor— “maybe that would be the easiest way out for everybody.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” I tell him, “but if you do decide to bump yourself off, do it nice an’ quick, an’ don’t make any mistake about it. Saltierra never made any mistake about Willie, an’ Hangover gave Myras Duncan two or three, an’ San Reima got about five bullets before Rudy was done with him. So, Harberry,” I go on, “you can’t expect me to be burned up over your handin’ in your dinner pail. Well, so long, maybe I’ll be seein’ you.”

I walk across the room an’ I open some french windows an’ I go out, because I am not so keen on goin’ through the hallway, because I reckon that the guys outside thought that the shot they heard was Harberry givin’ it to me.

I find that I am at the back of the house an’ I walk around until I am on the road again. I look back an’ I see that the truck is still standin’ outside the front of the house.

I ease round through the iron gates an’ start workin’ towards the truck. Right then I hear a shot from somewhere around the back an’ I reckon that Harberry has kept his word an’ bumped himself off, which, if you ask me, is a clever thing for him to do. When I get around to the porch there ain’t anybody there except the guy I hit with the gun who is still lyin’ there dreamin’ sweetly, an’ the engine of the truck is still runnin’.

I jump up into the cab an’ I start off an’ I scram along the carriage drive an’ out the other gate. I keep goin’ until I come to the place where I turn off for the Botley Road, because the time has now come when I reckon I would like to have a little talk with Rudy and Carlotta, who, I reckon, are waitin’ for me very patiently.

Because they have gotta stick around there. I reckon that after the bullion was moved along to Playne Place that Harberry was goin’ over to see Rudy an’ fix what was goin’ to be done next, which it looks to me would be something like this: Harberry would wait around for a bit until this gold snatch was blowin’ over an’ then he would fix himself with some boat that he would charter over here an’ get the stuff moved to wherever he had planned to send it in the first place.

Maybe he would use Saltierra for this, or else he would have to fix some sort of pay off for that mob an’ arrange to get ’em outa the country, although it looks to me when I remember what Saltierra said about settlin’ down with Carlotta in some place, that the Atlantic Witch was supposed to stick around the coast here for a few hours after she had got the gold aboard so that Harberry could let Saltierra have instructions as to where he was to take the stuff.

An’ the reason why Rudy, Carlotta an’ the rest of that bunch will stick around where they are is because, if I know anything about Harberry, then he has not let these guys know where the gold is, just in case Rudy tries some sort of a double-cross, by which you will see that Chayse has gotta whole lot of brains.

Maybe Harberry was so burned up at Rudy lettin’ me get away off the Atlantic Witch that he was goin’ to scram off without even contactin’ Rudy — because, if he did this, what could Rudy do about it? He couldn’t do a thing.

I drive along slowly down the road, an’ presently a car runs up alongside an’ I look around the side of the truck cab an’ I see that it is a squad car. I pull in on the left an’ stop.

It is a sergeant guy an’ I show him my pass an’ tell him that the truck is loaded up with bullion an’ not to let anybody else try an’ pinch it. I also ask him where Herrick is an’ he tells me he will drive me along.

A coupla miles down the road we turn in to a little road an’ along a path, an’ there, amongst the trees, is another squad car with Herrick standin’ by the bonnet. Away through the trees I can see the back of the dump where Rudy, Carlotta an’ the little bright boys are waitin’ for me to call in.

Herrick grins. “You’re havin’ a good time tonight, aren’t you, Lemmy?” he says. “An’ it looks to me that you’re usin’ me just like a sorta district messengers’ office. Supposin’ you let me know what is goin’ on.”

I tell him just a little bit about what has been breakin’ an’ I also tell him that if he will just let me play along in my own way for another half an hour or so we will have all this business cleaned up.

He sees what I am gettin’ at. He knows durn well that if he had dealt with this business in an official sorta way we shoulda got nowhere at all.

But I have a lotta trouble persuadin’ him to let me go along an’ tackle the Rudy Saltierra proposition on my own, but after I tell him why he says O.K.

We arrange that the three cars that are in this neighbourhood should now concentrate around the house, two on the road about a quarter of a mile away, an’ the third — Herrick’s car — just where it is way out at the back of the house among the trees.

He gives me a police whistle an’ we fix that when I start playin’ tunes on this the cops are goin’ to close in an’ fix these guys.

He walks a little way with me through the trees.

“I ought not to let you try this out, Lemmy,” he says, “but you’re an obstinate cuss an’ maybe you know what you’re doin’, but I am not goin’ to feel so good if this Saltierra tries any shootin’ business with you.”

I tell him to be his age, because I reckon that if I can get a little talk with Rudy before he starts any ironin’ out acts then maybe he will look at things my way.

I tell him that Rudy don’t know that there are any coppers hangin’ around here; that he don’t know about Harberry, an’ that if I turn up he will think that I have done a big gumshoein’ act after Carlotta’s car, an’ then, if I have any luck, I can do what I wanta do.

Maybe I am not feelin’ so good about it myself, because Rudy is a tough guy an’ he is burned up about me, an’ is likely, if he feels that way, to bump me first an’ talk afterwards.

But I have always found that you gotta take a chance.


XV. LATE-NIGHT FINAL
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I KEEP GOIN’ stickin’ in the shadow of the trees around the house, an’ I get around it an’ start workin’ towards the back where there is usually a servants’ door or a sun window that I can get through.

I can’t see a light any place, an’ if I didn’t know better I would think that the place is empty.

After a bit I find a coupla french windows lookin’ out on to a little lawn around on the other side of the house. I take out my pen knife an’ I start work on the catch an’ in about three minutes I have got these windows open. I slip through.

I have to feel my way about because I am not takin’ any chances about using a match to see where I am goin’, an’ this place is as dark as a black coat down a coalmine. Anyhow, after a bit I get sorta used to it an’ get across the room an’ find a door.

By the side of this door is a sideboard with some bottles on it, an’ I pick up one of the bottles an’ throw it down like I have knocked it over. I then pull the Luger outa my pocket an’ start slowly turnin’ the handle of the door. I take plenty of time over this so as to allow the guys to get around an’ wait for me.

Then I step out into the passage on the other side of the door. I start easin’ along when some guy sticks a gun barrel into my back an’ tells me nice an’ quiet to put my hands up an’ keep ’em up.

I sorta know that voice. It is Saltierra!

I turn around.

“Well, if it ain’t the punk copper,” he says. “Say what is the matter with you, sap? I’m tired of seein’ you around. Still it’s nice of you to come on in like this. We been tryin’ to make an appointment to meet up with you for some time. We got some business to talk with you.”

He frisks me an’ takes the Luger.

“Take care of that, Rudy,” I tell him. “It ain’t mine, an’ I want it back again.”

He grins.

“You got your nerve,” he says. “You ain’t ever goin’ to use a gun again in your lousy life. Walk straight ahead an’ look snappy.”

I walk straight ahead down some passage. When I get to the end the door opens an’ I go into a big room.

It is a swell room, with good furniture an’ in the middle is a big table. All the curtains are drawn close, an’ there is a nice fire. There are plenty bottles on the table. They have been doin’ themselves O.K.

Sittin’ around are a lotta the guys I saw aboard the Atlantic Witch. Some of ’em are boozed an’ some ain’t. They are a lousy lookin’ lot anyhow — but tough. I reckon most of ’em was wanted for something some place.

Right at the top of the table, lookin’ like the Queen of Sheba with bells on, is Carlotta. She is flushed an’ she looks at me like I was a cheap rattlesnake.

Rudy makes a motion that I should sit down in a chair, an’ I do. He pours me out a good shot of whisky an’ hands it to me.

“Drink that, copper,” he says. “It’s a sorta farewell drink, because we ain’t goin’ to make any more mistakes about you. We’re goin’ to give it to you here an’ now.”

“That’s swell, Rudy,” I say, “but just tell me one thing before I start thinkin’ about handin’ in my dinner pail. How did you pull this off? It sorta interests me. I reckon it was clever.”

“You bet it was clever,” he says. “You didn’t know that Hangover was playin’ in with us, did you, you sap? Well, we fixed it. Directly we saw that stuff in the paper we knew that when he got here he would contact us an’ get holda you, an’ get you some place where we could get at you. Carlotta here reckoned that if she showed up an’ let you see it was her, you would follow along like the big punk you are just because you got some silly idea about always followin’ your nose. Well, you fell for it. You thought you made things pretty tough for us, didn’t you, doin’ that high divin’ act off the Atlantic Witch?”

I grin.

“Well, it mixed you up a bit, didn’t it, Rudy?” I tell him. “It made you cancel everything an’ scram off. I suppose you set fire to the yacht an’ come ashore in the motor boats.

“By the way, big feller,” I go on, “I suppose you know where that gold is, don’t you? I suppose that the English crowd ain’t likely to double-cross you outa anything?”

I grin an’ sorta look around at them nice an’ pleasant. I can see by the looks on these guys’ faces that I have touched a spot that is reactin’ plenty.

Rudy gives a horse laugh.

“Don’t take any notice of this punk, fellers,” he says. “He’s tryin’ to pull a big scare on us just so’s he can make time to think up something to get outa here. We know all about it. Carlotta here told us how Hangover wasn’t quick enough for you, how he missed with the first shot an’ you was quick on the draw an’ got him. I gotta admit you’re a good shot, Lemmy, but still the little girl was clever enough to lead you along here.”

I grin some more.

“Listen, Rudy,” I tell him. “Why don’t you be your age. Ain’t you ever goin’ to learn any sense? What do you think you guys are goin’ to do now?”

“I’ll tell you,” he says. “First of all we’re goin’ to iron you out because we reckon we don’t like your face one little bit. You caused us plenty trouble as it is. An’ after that, baby, we’re just stickin’ around. Didn’t I tell you we was international? Well, we got organisation, an’ we’re still goin’ to have that gold even if you did do your high-divin’ act an’ stall us for a bit. The coppers here ain’t ever goin’ to find them gold bars, an’ when they’re tired lookin’ for ’em, well I reckon there’ll be another boat for us to get ’em away on.”

“That means you got some pals over here lookin’ after you,” I say. “But listen, Rudy, supposin’ they ratted on you. If they hold the gold why should they worry about you. It’s their country, ain’t it, an’ they’re better off here than you. Maybe they’ll rat on you. Alright, supposin’ they do, what is goin’ to happen to you guys.

“Another thing: you’re wanted for murder in the States. These English coppers will get you sooner or later, an’ then what? You’ll go back an’ you’ll be fried, an’ you know it.”

“Yeah,” he says, “that’s what you think. You know all the answers — ain’t you the clever ‘G’ man? Whadya want to know before we bump you?”

“You know what I wanta know, Rudy,” I say. “Why don’t you be your age an’ get it over with.”

He swallows some of the whisky an’ he laughs again.

“Alright, punk,” he says. “Well let me tell you somethin’. I ain’t talkin’ now, an’ I ain’t going to talk; an’ I’ll tell you somethin’ else. Nobody in this country ain’t got anything on me, wise guy. Not one little thing. I ain’t done a thing over here. Anything I done was in the States, an’ if these cops did get me, I gotta go back there to be tried an’ maybe when I get back there is some friends of mine who can do a little fixin’, see?”

“It don’t make no difference, Rudy,” I tell him. “When you go back to the States they’re goin’ to have you fried for ironin’ out Willie the Goop.”

“Howdya think they’re goin’ to prove that?” he says. I tell him how I went back to Joe Madrigaul’s an’ found his jacket with the bullet hole in it an’ the letter to Carlotta from Willie.

“I gotta admit I was a sap about that letter,” I tell him. “I thought Carlotta gave it to you an’ wised you up to the fact that Willie was goin’ to spill somethin’. But when we was on the Atlantic Witch you gave that bit of business away. You told me you made up your mind to bump Willie about seven o’clock that evenin’. That was just when the post arrived at Joe Madrigaul’s, an’ that letter was addressed to her there. I reckon she never saw that letter — you pinched it an’ opened it. You done this because you was jealous of Willie an’ you wanted to see what he was writin’ to her.

“I go it all weighed up an’ measured,” I go on. “An’ I reckon that I can make a good guess at what happened from the start. Here’s how I figure it.

“You find that Willie is hangin’ around this dame Carlotta at some club dump, an’ you fall for her yourself, an’ get her that job at Joe Madrigaul’s place.

“Then Hangover sees Myras Duncan hangin’ around. He knows that Duncan is a ‘G’ man, an’ that he will probably be operatin’ on this proposed gold snatch business, an’ after you pinched that letter from Willie the Goop to Carlotta I reckon you two got together an’ decided that it was time that Myras Duncan an’ Willie got theirs. So you fix it like this:

“Hangover is to take Duncan an’ you’re goin’ to bump Willie. Hangover gets to the Club just before he reckons Myras is goin’ to show up, an’ you or one of your mob ring through on the telephone to the booth at the end of the passage an’ ask for Duncan. While Duncan is in the booth Hangover gives it to him with your gun that has got a silencer on it, but he never had no chance to fix anything to either move the body or close up the booth because just when he is walkin’ away from the telephone passage he sees me come in.

“Right then he knows that I will be workin’ in on this job with Duncan, because he knows who I am, an’ when I tell him that I am Perry Rice he is durn sure of it. So he has to leave Duncan in the box an’ come over an’ talk to me. He has gotta wait for a chance for fixin’ this stiff.

“But I find Duncan there, an’ I stick an ‘Out of Order’ notice on the booth, an’ then I ask Hangover to do a phone call for me, an’ like a silly punk he has to pass the other two empty booths an’ look see why somebody has stuck this notice up an’ if the body is still there. Maybe he thought you’d fixed to get it moved. From that time I was on to Hangover, an’ I played him along, because I had to find out what was happenin’.

“Anyhow I reckon that he thought that you’d had that notice stuck on the call booth an’ that this would keep anybody else outa the booth, so he comes over an’ he does a bit more stuff with me, an’ then just before Carlotta starts her number he eases out of the Club an’ he goes round to the back door, an’ he meets you there an’ hands you the gun he shot Duncan with. He sticks around there until you come back with the gun an’ you hand it over to him an’ he scrams. Then you go to Carlotta’s room an’ you’re there when I blow in, an’ that’s why you don’t have any gun.

“He knows durn well that you will be taken down to headquarters, an’ I bet he has a laugh when they take me along too. So he blows along an’ gets us both out of that jam.

“Next day I tell him the truth about everything, because I have always found that if you wanta mix a bad guy up the best thing to do is to tell him the truth. I also ask him to tell me where this guy Skendall lives. He tells me an’ he reckons that I will go down an’ grill Skendall an’ he tips you the wink that this is the time to bump me.

“So you fix it, but I knew you couldn’t know I was goin’ after Skendall unless Hangover told you, because after I saw you had some mug watchin’ the Hotel Court I scrammed around to another hotel, an’ so you couldn’t have followed me down because you didn’t know where I was.

“I was waitin’ for you to try that bump-off, an’ when you tried it I knew I was dead right, an’ that I was on to the real guys.”

I take a drink of whisky an’ I look at him an’ grin.

“It looks like I know something, don’t it?” I say.

He grins back.

“You make me laugh, copper,” he says. “Maybe you know somethin’ an’ maybe you don’t, but if what you told me is all you know you can go fry an egg. I’m goin’ to be as dumb as a clam. If the English cops ever do get me they can apply for extradition an’ send me back to the States. I reckon I can stand trial O.K.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” I tell him. “You reckon you can stand trial. Why, you big mug, even if you stand a chance of gettin’ away with the Willie the Goop bump-off what about this guy San Reima? You shot this guy on the Atlantic Witch. Howdya think you’re goin’ to get away with that? You’ll have to be pretty good, Rudy.”

“Maybe I am good,” he grins. “But when the time for the trial comes you won’t be there to give evidence.”

“So what?” I tell him. “Supposin’ I am bumped. Howdya think you’re goin’ then?”

He grins like a hyena.

“Maybe I won’t do so bad, copper,” he cracks.

“You mean you reckon you got somebody who can frame you outa this?” I say. “Well, they’ll have to be durn good, Rudy, an’ that’s a fact.”

He don’t say a word, he just sits there lookin’ in the fire an’ drinkin’ the whisky an’ grinnin’.

Round on the other side of the table is the guy Kertz. He speaks up.

“Listen, Rudy,” he says. “What is all this palaver about? Bump this guy an’ have done with him. He knows plenty.”

“Swell, Rudy,” I say, “an’ then there’ll be another rap to beat. An’ I suppose the big guy behind all this, the guy who is goin’ to get you outa all this if the English cops did get you an’ send you back, is your old pal Harberry Chayse?

“Well, let me tell you something an’ I hope it’ll make your ears burn, Harberry Chayse is as dead as mutton. He bumped himself off about half an hour ago after I had a little talk with him an’ told him that the works was bust wide open.

“An’ here’s something else. We got that gold. We got it in a house not far from here where the old guy was storin’ it. Now laugh that off!

“The other thing is that I’m takin’ you back to the States an’ you’re goin’ to the chair, an’ these palookas are goin’ to do some sweet stretches — about twenty to fifty years I should imagine — an’ how do ya like that?”

There is a silence. Sorta ominous.

“You make me laugh,” I tell ’em. “You think you’re crooks. Why, you’re so dumb you ain’t got enough sense to know when it’s rainin’, an’ as for your lady friend Carlotta she gives me a pain in the ear. Even if she looked good I wouldn’t like her. You can think about her, Rudy, an’ about that little hacienda you was goin’ to have, while you’re waitin’ on Death Row for the chair. I reckon she’ll just be sour milk to you then.”

Rudy looks grim. He raises the gun, an’ I don’t feel so good.

Then she breaks in:

“Just a minute, Rudy,” she says. “I reckon this guy thinks he’s smart. Well maybe he’s pulled a coupla fast ones an’ maybe we’re in bad, but there’s just one little thing that I’m goin’ to do. I’m goin’ to give it to him myself. I’m goin’ to kill that lousy copper if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

She is lookin’ at me with them green snakes’ eyes of hers, an’ she starts walkin’ round the table until she gets to Saltierra.

“Give me the gun, Rudy,” she says. “I’m goin’ to show you just what I’m goin’ to do to this lousy Federal dick with his little tin badge an’ his hot-pertater wisecracks.”

Rudy grins. He is lookin’ like a burned-up toad. He hands her his gun. All around the table these rats are sittin’ grinnin’.

“Give it to him in the guts, sweetheart,” he says. “It hurts more.”

I get up.

She moves over to me, an’ as she is comin’ towards me, I think that I have never seen a dame move like this one does. She is like a graceful tiger.

She stops opposite me an’ she raises the gun.

I look into her eyes. Just for one minute I see ’em sorta change. Then as she spins around an’ turns her back on me, I start laughin’.

“Stick ’em up, Saltierra,” she says in a voice that is like a piece of cold steel, “an’ all the rest of you put your hands on the table. The first person to move gets it!”

Do they have strokes? I tell you the petrified forest ain’t in it! Rudy’s jaw is saggin’ open. He looks like he is goin’ nuts at any moment.

I stand there laughin’ like I am goin’ to die. Then I start in.

“Don’t take it too bad, boys,” I say. “I was as big a mug as you. All the time this dame has been tryin’ to get next to me; all the time she has been tryin’ to tell me that she is the dame that Myras Duncan wanted to contact me up with at Joe Madrigaul’s place.

“And was I dumb? She tried to get me along to her apartment to tell me an’ I wouldn’t go. I thought it was a frame-up of Saltierra’s. She was the dame who let me get outa those handcuffs on the Atlantic Witch, an I thought I’d been the clever guy an’ done it myself.

“But tonight I got it. When I went around to that garage to keep that date with Hangover he was waitin’ upstairs on the top floor for me. He was waitin’ to bump me like he bumped Myras Duncan. An’ this little girl four-flushed you that she was goin’ down there to lead me along here. You big saps, she went there to pull a fast one for me, an’ it wasn’t until she shot Hangover just when he was drawin’ a bead on me that I got wise to it.

“You big punks,” I tell ’em. “Do you think I was sap enough to come back here on my own if I hadn’t known that if I’d had coppers bustin’ around this place tonight some of you guys might have got wise to what she’d done an’ put a coupla slugs into her?”

I look at Rudy. He looks like he is goin’ nuts.

“She shot Hangover,” I tell him. “She knew Hangover was goin’ to wait in that garage for me, an’ so she pulls one on you that she should go down there an’ lead me along here so that you guys can fix me. She comes back an’ tells you that Hangover had a shot an’ missed an’ that I did some quick shootin’ an’ got him, an’ that I will follow her along.

“You’re a mug, Rudy. That paper you showed me on the Atlantic Witch about the gold movement was typed on a follow-on sheet with the same watermark as the note I got from Harberry Chayse. That told me all I wanted to know about him, that, an’ the fact that your pal Hangover was the guy who fixed up the arrangements for the seance, so’s you could get the boat, bump that guy San Reima an’ get me, an’ all the time you could keep your big boss Harberry outa the job, so that if anything went wrong he could still look after you mugs.

“As for you, Carlotta,” I say. “Well, if you ain’t the original little sweetheart, then I am the President of Cuba, an’ I’ll think up some more compliments for you later. In the meantime we gotta get busy.”

I give her the police whistle I have got from Herrick an’ she gives me the gun.

“I’ll look after this circus,” I tell her. “Just run outside an’ stand on the doorstep an’ blow that whistle, an’ when Herrick comes along an’ you feel you wants faint just come back here quick so’s I can catch you, because even when I hated you like hell I wanted to squeeze you, an’ if anybody’s catching you when you do a faintin’ act it’s goin’ to be me.”

She gives me a little smile that makes me feel like I am the King of China on celebration day, an’ she scrams. In a minute I hear the whistle an’ in five more I hear Herrick an’ the English cops bustin’ around.

The mob are still sittin’ around. Are they burned up or are they?

While they are handcuffin’ this bunch, she comes over to me.

“What’s all this about this faintin’ business, Mr. Caution?” she says. “I don’t faint.... I’m not that sorta girl.”

An’ while she is sayin’ it she sorta gives a little gasp an’ faints.

I catch her as she flops, an’ while she is lyin’ in my arms an’ I am doin’ a first-aid act — an’ likin’ it — I get around to thinking’ that when I have got this besuzuz cleaned up, then maybe I will go for this dame Carlotta in a big way, because my old mother always told me that a guy needs three things — nourishin’ food, lots of sound sleep an’ a swell dame.

An’ did Ma Caution know her stuff or did she?
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I. SOFT PEDAL FOR SAGERS
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IS IT HOT!

I ain’t never been in hell, but I’m tellin’ you that I bet it ain’t any hotter than this Californian desert in July.

I am drivin’ along past Indio an’ I figure that soon I am goin’ to see the Palm Springs lights. An’ I am goin’ some — the speedometer says eighty. If it wasn’t so hot it would be a swell night; but there ain’t any air, an’ there was a baby sand storm this afternoon that caught me asleep an’ I gotta lump of the Mojave desert or whatever they call it stuck right at the back of my throat.

Say, did you ever hear of Cactus Lizzie? Well, there is a song about this dame an’ I am singing it. Not that I gotta voice, because I ain’t, but I am one of them guys who always feels that if Ma Caution hadda fixed it so’s I was born with some honest-to-goodness vocal cords an’ a face that wasn’t like the Santo Domingo coast line, I reckon all the lovelies woulda lined up to hear Lemmy tear off a couple of swing numbers that woulda made croonin’ history.

Revertin’ to this Cactus Lizzie. I oughta tell you that this dame was in a song; an’ for some reason that I don’t know this song is sorta buzzin’ in my head, keepin’ time with the hum of the car. I got this jingle off some cowboy on Sonora two years ago, the time I brought in Yelltz for murder an’ kidnappin’. All this cowboy had was a guitar, smokers’ throat an’ a hey-hey Mexican jane who took a run-out powder on him. He usta keep singin’ it all the time until the noise of somebody readin’ your death warrant woulda sounded like a comedy number it woulda been such a relief. Well... here we go...

Livin’ on the desert... swing Cowboy, Ridin’ on the desert... Love is sad an’ strange... Hit up that banjo... sing Cowboy, Your girl’s got the jitters an’ the cattle’s got the mange.

Cactus Lizzie... grieve Cowboy, I loved her plenty an’ she give me the air, That Cactus Lizzie she got me dizzy, Oh hear me grievin’ ‘cause the dames don’t care.

This is the jingle I am singin’, an’ it’s one of them rhythms that sorta keep with you you know, one of them things...

I am on the straight run now an’ I can see down the road the Palm Springs lights. They tell me that this Palm Springs is one swell desert town. You can get anythin’ there — a diamond necklace from a ritzy jeweller’s shop, perfume at fifty dollars a bottle, an’ a smack in the puss with a whisky bottle at some of the road houses they got out on the desert highways — the sorta places where you can save time by losin’ your reputation an’ your suspenders at the same time.

I am just runnin’ into town now, an’ I’m good an’ tired. I was tellin’ you about Cactus Lizzie, wasn’t I? Well, I reckon that there’s a lotta dames playin’ around like Cactus Lizzie. They’re afraid of spiders but they’d just as soon stick a stiletto into their boyfriend as call for a chocolate sundae. Janes are like that, but maybe you’ve had your own troubles.

Me, I like women. There’s something fascinatin’ about ’em. They got rhythm. They got technique — and how!

I am nearly through Palm Springs now. A bit further ahead on the right I can see a light an’ a neon sign. The sign says ‘Hot Dogs,’ an’ I decide that this is the place I am lookin’ for. I slow down. When I get outa the car I feel as stiff as a corpse, an’ why not? I have been drivin’ ten hours.

I ease over to this joint an’ look through the window. It is one of them fancy eats houses. Everything is just sweet an’ clean an’ there are a pair of janes servin’ behind the counter. They are swell babies. One of ’em is a redhead with eyes that indicate trouble for somebody, some time, an’ the other has gotta figure that makes me wish I was on vacation. There are one or two little tables stuck around all about the place an’ there ain’t anybody there except the girls an’ a guy sittin’ at a table eatin’ frankfurters an’ tryin’ to look wicked at the blonde with the figure.

I look at my watch. It is half past midnight; then I give the brim of my fedora a snappy tweak an’ I go in.

“H’yah, Gorgeous,” I say to the redhead. “Meetin’ up with you calls for a Hamburger an’ a cup of coffee with a lotta cream, because my mother says I need buildin’ up.”

She grins at the other dame.

“Say, Alice,” she cracks. “Here’s Clark Gable.”

She gets busy at the coffee urn.

“Not for me,” says the blonde. “For me he’s Spencer Tracy. He’s got that certain something they talk about, ain’t he? Where’s he been all our lives?”

“No fightin’ now,” I tell ’em. “If either of you honeys wasn’t here I could go for the other in a big way, but you’re a sweet pair an’ you sorta cancel each other out — an’ don’t forget the mustard an’ no onion.”

“Seein’ somebody?” says redhead.

“Not a hope,” I say. “I just never eat onion. It’s dangerous. You never know what’s goin’ to happen. I once knew a guy who ate Hamburgers with onion an’ one hour afterwards some Jane he was tryin’ to make called up the War Department for a gas mask.”

She pushes over the eats.

“You’re new around here, ain’t you?” she says.

She looks sorta friendly.

“Yeah,” I tell her. “I come from Magdalena, Mexico. I’m lookin’ for a friend of mine, a guy named Sagers — Jeremy Sagers. Some guy in Arispe has left him some dough an’ I thought he’d like to know about it. Ever seen him?”

“Ain’t that a scream,” says redhead. “I reckon we know this Sagers. I see him talkin’ to Hot Dog Annie, an’ I reckon the old girl pushed him into one of them dumps she gets around to — one of them select desert road houses around here.”

“You got them, too?” I crack. “Say, this town is the berries.”

“You betcha,” she says. “We got everything around here. Now we got you, we’re all set for a big ride!”

“Nuts to you, sweetheart,” I crack, “Say, who is this Hot Dog Annie?”

“She’s an old peach,” says blondie. “She starts drinkin’ double Martinis about six an’ by midnight she’s good an’ high. Then she comes in here an’ takes in a cargo of hot dogs. She says it sorta absorbs the poison an’ stops her from seein’ handsome cowboys where there ain’t any. That’s how she got the monniker.” She pipes down. “Hold everything, here she is,” she mutters.

I screw around.

Some dame has just blown in an’ she is certainly an eyeful. She is wearin’ a sorta juniper an’ a pair of blue hikin’ shorts. She has gotta pair of sand shoes on, an’ a jag that woulda lasted any ordinary guy for about three years. But in some funny way she has got class... if you know what I mean.

She goes over to a table an’ flops down. Behind the counter the girls are busy. They have gotta plate of hot dogs an’ a large cup of coffee all ready, an’ I pick it up an’ take it over an’ put it on the table in front of this dame.

She takes a look at me.

“An’ who might you be?” she says.

“Me... I’m a guy who believes in fairies,” I say. “Listen, lady,” I go on before she can pull anythin’. “Maybe you can help me. The girls here tell me that you gotta job for some guy I’m lookin’ for — a guy called Jeremy Sagers. I got some good news for this guy — some palooka’s left him some dough.”

She goes into a huddle with a hot dog.

“I got him hired at the Miranda House,” she says, “but he was so lousy they gave him the air. Then he fixed himself up. He’s workin’ at a dump way out on the desert — the Hacienda Altmira — an’ as far as I’m concerned he can have it.”

She starts cryin’. This dame is plumb full of stagger-juice.

“Take it easy,” I say, “an’ tell me where this Altmira is.”

She comes back to earth.

“Go through the town an’ keep goin’, cowboy,” she says, “an’ when you’re out the other side turn right at the gas station an’ take the desert road. Keep goin’ some more an’ when you’ve done about thirty miles an’ there ain’t much more road, you’ll see it away on the right. Only if I was you I’d leave your bank roll behind. They’re funny guys out there.”

I say thanks a lot; I pay redhead an’ I scram.

I drive fast an’ plenty. Bit by bit I get out into the desert. I pass plenty places, road houses, an’ hang outs an’ a dude ranch or two. Pretty soon they start stringin’ out, an’ a bit after that there ain’t nothing, nothin’ but foothills an’ Joshua trees, cactus an’ highway. The speedometer says I have done twenty, an’ so I start singin’ Cactus Lizzie again, because I have found that whenever I sing this song I seemta go faster.

I am wonderin’. I am wonderin’ just how this guy Sagers has been gettin’ along an’ if he has found life interestin’ around here. I get to thinkin’ about him. He is a young sorta guy...

Then I see the dump. The road has sorta tailed off an’ is good an’ bumpy. It curves around to the right an’ inside the curve, stuck right in the middle of a swell spot of desolation, is this Hacienda Altmira. It is the usual sorta adobe building, with a plaster veranda all the way round, an’ a laid out front with some ornamental cactus stuck around. There is a bunch of neon lights over the front, an’ as I get near I can hear hot music. Some guys are playin’ guitars an’ playin’ ’em good.

I find a place for the car an’ leave it. When I say I find a place for it I mean I leave it on one side of this dump in the shadow of a mud wall just so’s I can put my hand on it quick if I wanta get outa this place in a hurry. There have been times before when I have wanted to vacate some spot very quickly an’ I have always found it is not good to have your car stuck right in the front of the place where some guy can stick a knife in the tires.

I go in the front door. The place is built Mexican fashion, an’ there is a sorta passage with a curtain at the end. The guitar playin’ is comin’ from the other side of the curtain. I string along the passage an’ pull the curtain an’ lamp in.

I am surprised. The place is sweller than I thought. It is a big adobe walled room with a wooden floor. Dead opposite me is a bar and by the side of the bar is a flight of stone steps leadin’ up the wall, turning left to some room halfway up an’ then turning right an’ leadin’ on to a wooden balcony that goes all around the room, except on the side to my left which has got big screens from floor to ceilin’. There are tables set all around the place and there are a bunch of people stickin’ around.

In the middle of the tables there is a floor that has been planed down an’ polished, an’ dancin’ on this floor, doin’ a heavy tango with a dame that is old enough to be his mother, is what looks to me like the desert’s swellest gigolo.

He is tall an’ slim an’ supple an’ he is wearin’ a pair of Mexican breeches, a silk shirt, an’ a silly smile, an’ he is pushin’ this dame around as if he would rather have been flirtin’ with a rattlesnake. The band, four guys in chaps on a little platform on the left of the bar, is hittin’ up some swell Spanish stuff, an’ there are four or five other guys stickin’ around the bar. Most of these guys is wearin’ cowboy chaps, or breeches, an’ I reckon that maybe they come from some of the dude ranches that I passed on my way.

From above my head, in some room leadin’ off the balcony I reckon, I can hear a lotta laughin’ an’ conversation. At a table away on the left near the windows three guys who look like Mexicans are havin’ a few words over some tequila. On the right, there is a party of pretty high guys in tuxedos with some women wearin’ some swell jewellery, an’ as I have not seen any cars around this place I reckon that there must be a garage on the other side of the house where I couldn’t see it.

When I go in the guys at the bar take a look at me, an’ then go back to their wisecrackin’ with the fly-lookin’ jane who is workin’ the bar.

I pick myself a table on the edge of the dance floor, an’ I sit down. After a bit some guy, who looks like he would die any minute, he is so thin, comes over and says what do I want. I give him an order for some ham an’ eggs an’ a lotta whisky an’ he goes off. I then amuse myself watchin’ the guy on the dance floor doin’ his stuff.

He goes on pushin’ this dame around an’ by the way the guys who are playin’ the guitars are lookin’ I can see that there is a big laugh somewhere. Maybe they think that the big boy is playin’ her for a sucker, and I gotta admit that he is certainly goin’ on like a hired dance partner. When they come around opposite me he turns her around so that he is lookin’ at me an’ he gives me a sorta apologetic grin an’ a double wink.

After a bit the boys stop playin’ an’ the couple go off to a table where I can see there is a bottle of champagne, and then after a minute some guy in a swell cut tuxedo an’ a silk shirt comes outa the room halfway up the stairs. He sees me an’ sorta smiles an’ runs down the stairs an’ comes across to me.

“Good night to you, señor,” he says. “I am mos’ pleased to welcome you to Altmira. I ‘ope you get everything you want.”

I grin.

“Me too,” I tell him.

Then I shut up.

“You are in thees neighborhood a long time?” he asks me. “I deed not theenk I ‘ave seen you before. You see, señor, you are ver’ lucky to find us open at thees time — eet is nearly three o’clock — but tonight we ‘ave a little party ’ere as you see. I ‘ope we shall see you some more.”

The waiter guy comes back with the whisky. I pour myself a stiff shot an’ pass the bottle to this guy.

“Have a drink,” I tell him, “an’ who might you be?”

He smiles an’ waves his hand that he don’t want a drink.

“I am Periera,” he says. “I manage thees place. Eet is a ver’ good place, when you get to know eet.”

“Swell,” I tell him. “I’m sticking around the neighborhood for a bit,” I go on, “so you’ll see some more of me.”

He grins an’ he goes off.

After a bit the waiter comes in with my ham an’ eggs an’ I start eatin’. After a bit the guitar guys start playin’ again, an’ sure as a gun the gigolo guy gets up an’ starts cavortin’ around with the dame. This old lady is so keen on doin’ a hot rumba that it looks as if she is goin’ to bust outa her dress at any minute.

As they come swayin’ around my way, I swallow some whisky quick an’ make out that I am a little bit high. When they get opposite me I look up at the guy an’ I grin. He grins back.

“H’yah, sissy?” I say, good an’ loud.

You coulda heard a pin drop. The party on the right stop drinkin’ an’ the guys at the bar spin around. The big boy stops dancin’ an’ takes the dame back to the table an’ then he walks sorta casually over to me.

“An’ what did you say?” he asks me.

“I asked you how you was, sissy,” I tell him.

This guy is quick. He takes one step forward, an’ as I am about to get up he kicks my feet sideways an’ busts me in the nose at the same time. I go down with a wallop, but I am pretty quick an’ I shoot after him an’ mix it. I put up a quick uppercut, which he side steps an’ when I try a straight one he blocks it. I get hold of his shirt an’ yank him over to me an’ he trips me, Japanese scissor fashion, an’ we go down again. The band has stopped playin’ an’ as I flop I can see Periera comin’ across.

As I go to get up sissy smacks me down again, an’ when I do get on my feet I am lookin’ not quite so hot.

I stand there swayin’ a bit as if I was high, an’ I let out a hiccup so’s they’ll be certain.

Periera stands smilin’ at me.

“Señor,” he says. “I am sorry that you should make some troubles with people in my service. Pleese don’t do eet some more. Eef you are hurt I am sorry.”

He starts brushin’ off my coat where it is dusty.

The sissy has gone off back to his table to the dame. I look across at him.

“Pleese not to start sometheen else, Señor,” says Periera. “We do not like some troubles here.”

I flop down in my chair.

“I guess you’re right at that,” I tell him. “I guess I had too much before I come here an’ anyhow he was right to smack me in the puss. It looks like he ain’t as big a sissy as he looks,” I go on.

He smiles.

“Listen, Periera,” I say. “You go across to that guy an’ tell him I’m damn sorry, an’ that I’d like him to come an’ have a drink with me so’s there ain’t any feelin’s over this. I’m goin’ over there for some air.”

I get up an’ I stagger across the room to the side where the windows are, an’ I pick a table in the corner. Periera goes across to the sissy an’ speaks to this guy, an’ after a bit he gets up, says something to the fat dame an’ comes over. As he stands facin’ me he hands me the double wink again.

“Listen, pal,” I say, nice an’ loud, “I reckon that was a not very hot thing to say to you. I reckon that if you are a sissy then I’m in Iceland. Sit down an’ have a drink on it.”

We shake hands an’ he sticks something in my hand. I yell for the waiter guy an’ get the whisky an’ glasses brought over. Nobody much is payin’ any attention to me now, the fun bein’ over, an’ after I have poured the drinks I light a cigarette an’ start waggin’ my head an’ smilin’ like I was makin’ a lot of light talk.

Under the table I look at what he put in my hand. It is his Federal badge. I slip it back to him.

“O.K. Sagers,” I tell him, smilin’ nice an’ polite, with a swell hiccup, for the benefit of all concerned. “What do you know?”

He gives himself a cigarette an’ under cover of lightin’ this he starts talkin’ quick, smilin’ an’ gesticulatin’ like we was havin’ some airy conversation.

“Plenty,” he says, “but nothing that seems to look like anything. I come out to Palm Springs an’ started to muscle around for a job. Told ’em I’d been tryin’ for extra work at the coast studios. I contact some old lady who gets me a job at the Miranda, but pretty soon I see this is the job I want, so I get myself fired. The only way I can get in here is by doin’ this pansy dancin’ partner act.

“This place is the berries. They got everything. They’ll take you for a toothpick. There’s some play goes on upstairs that would make the Federal Reserve Bank look like a five an’ ten, an’ the roulette wheel’s so crooked that one night when some guy won something the croupier went into a decline. The guy over in the corner with the fancy moustache is runnin’ nose candy. This is the feller who beat the New York Narcotic Squad to it three years back — what he don’t know about sellin’ drugs could be typed on the back of a stamp. The guys who come here ain’t so hot, neither. Some of ’em are the usual Palm Springs daddies lookin’ for somethin’ swell with curves an’ some of ’em look like they could do with ten to fifty years. The women are a mixed bunch. Some of ’em work here an’ some I don’t know. There’s all sorts of janes around here.”

He pushes the bottle over.

“What’s your front?” he asks.

“I’m fakin’ to come from Magdalena, Mexico,” I tell him. “I’m supposed to be bringin’ you some news that a guy’s left you some money an’ that I’ve got a roll on account for you. That gets you outa here. Then I’m aimin’ to stick around for a week or so before goin’ back — that is unless something breaks. Now... where’s the dame?”

“She’s around,” he says. “She gets me guessin’ an’ she’ll get you guessin’, Caution. If she owns this place then I’m a greaser. The manager guy Periera treats her like she was nothin’. She does a hostess act around here an’ looks like she could bite a snake’s head off. She’s permanently burned up. She’s got class an’ she dresses like a million dollars. The real boss is Periera.”

“Does she live here?” I ask him.

“Nope. There’s a little rancho, way back over the intersection off towards Dry Lake. She lives there. It ain’t far — about ten miles from here. I’ve cased it. Usually there ain’t anybody around there except some woman who cleans up. Pretty often there ain’t anybody there at all.”

“O.K.” I tell him. “Now listen. In a coupla minutes I’m goin’ to blow outa here an’ take a look at this ranch. If there ain’t anybody around maybe I’ll have a look inside. When I scram you spill the beans about how this guy in Arispe has left you this dough an’ that you’re firin’ yourself an’ goin’ to Mexico to collect. Tomorrow mornin’ pack up an’ get out. Go into Palm Springs an’ make a big play that you are goin’ to Mexico. See the Chief of Police an’ tell him to lay right off this dump while I’m stickin’ around. Tell him to tell the bank manager here to keep his trap shut about that counterfeit bond. Then fade out for the border by car. When you’re well away switch; ditch the car at Yuma, grab a plane an’ get back to Washington. Tell ’em I’m here an’ all set. Got me?”

“I got you,” he says. “But I don’t like it, Lemmy. I sorta got an idea in my head that somebody around here’s leery to the fact that I ain’t an honest-to-god film extra bein’ a dancin’ partner. I reckon they’re suspicious.”

“So what?” I tell him. “Suspicion don’t hurt nobody. O.K. Sagers.”

We start drinkin’ an’ talkin’ again, an’ after a bit I put up a big act of shakin’ hands with him, an’ call for the bill. I pay it an’ give a big buenos noches to Periera who is stickin’ around the entrance, smilin’ like he was in heaven, an’ then I get the car an’ scram.

I drive along till I come to the intersection an’ I take the main desert road. It’s still plenty hot. I step on it an’ pretty soon I see this ranch. It is the usual sorta place. I pull up behind a Joshua tree an’ get out an’ take a look around. There ain’t no lights an’ there ain’t a sign of life. I go around the back an’ it’s just the same. There is a stake fence around this place an’ after a bit I find a gate an’ I go through. I amble up to the back veranda an’ knock on the door, but nobody don’t take any notice.

I think I will try a fast one, so I put in a little heavy work on the door with a steel tool I got, an’ in about two minutes I’ve got the lock open as good as any professional buster-in coulda done it an’ I step inside.

I pull out my electric flash. I am in a sorta little hallway that is furnished not too bad. In front of me is a passage leadin’ through to the front hall an’ doors each side. At the end of this passage on the right is some stairs leadin’ to the floor above. I reckon that maybe what I am lookin’ for is likely to be in a bedroom, so I ease along the passage an’ up the stairs an’ start gum-shoein’ around tryin’ to find the dame’s bedroom.

There is four bedrooms up there. One looks like a hired girl’s room an’ the other is a sorta store room — there is all sorts of junk lying around. On the other side of the hall there are the other two rooms. One of ’em might belong to anybody, an’ it don’t have any special features that attract my attention. When I try the last door I find it is locked an’ so I think that maybe this is the room I am lookin’ for.

I take a look at the lock an’ I think that it might fall for the spider key I got in my pocket, an’ I try it out an’ it works. I have the door open pronto an’ go in. Directly I get into the room I can smell that this is what I am lookin’ for — the perfume comes up an’ hits me. It’s swell — I always did like Carnation.

I go over an’ pull the shades over the windows before I switch on the flash, an’ then I take a look around.

It is a dame’s room all right. There is a wrap lyin’ over the back of a rest chair, an’ there is a long line of the swellest shoes you ever saw. Oh boy, was they good? There is little shiny patents with French heels an’ there is dress shoes in satin an’ crepe-de-chine. There is polished brown walkin’ shoes, ridin’ boots an’ a pair of pink quilted satin mules that woulda knocked a bachelor for the home run. I tell you these shoes was swell. They sorta told you that the dame who owned ’em knew her way about, an’ I reckon that if the rest of her kit was on the same level, well, she was an eyeful any time.

I nose around. I am tryin’ to figure out where a dame — a clever dame — would hide some papers so that nobody would guess where to find ’em supposin’ they figured to look. I reckon that either she’d have ’em stuck on her body an’ carry ’em around, or she’d put ’em in an innocent sorta place where no smart guy would think of lookin’ for ’em.

Over in the corner is a pile of books standin’ on a little table. I go over an’ look at ’em. I run the pages of the top books through my fingers an’ they are O.K. but when I grab the fourth book — a leather-bound book of poetry, do I get a kick or do I? Somebody has cut a big square out of about fifty pages in the book, an’ stuck inside is a packet of letters. I look at the address on the envelope of the top one, an’ I do a big grin because it is addressed to Granworth C. Aymes at the Claribel Apartments, New York City.

It looks as if I have pulled a fast one on Henrietta. I stick the packet of letters in my pocket, put the books back, close an’ lock the door behind me an’ scram downstairs. I stick around for a bit just to see if anybody has been tailin’ me, but everything is O.K.

I go out the same way as I come in, an’ fix the back door so’s it looks all right. I go over to the car an’ I head back, intendin’ to take the main desert road back to Palm Springs, but before I have gone far I come to the conclusion that I will go back to the Hacienda Altmira an’ just have a look around an’ see how the party is goin’.

I am there in about fifteen minutes.

The electric sign is turned off an’ the place is all dark. There ain’t a sign of anything. Way up on the top floor facin’ me I can see a little light comin’ between the window shades.

I go up to the entrance an’ it is all fastened up. Then I think of the screens around on the left, an’ I get around there. They are locked too, but they are pretty easy, an’ I have one open pronto.

The moon has come up an’ there is a lot of it tricklin’ through a high window above the bar.

I shut the screen behind me an’ start easin’ across the floor. I am keepin’ quiet an’ if you asked me why I couldn’t tell you. It just seems sorta strange that this place shoulda closed down so quick — especially when everybody looked like they was having such a swell time.

When I get past the band platform, where the bar starts, I stop and take a look, because from here I can see the bottom of the adobe stairs that lead up the side of the wall. There is a piece of moonlight shinin’ on the stairs an’ as I look I can see somethin’ shinin’. I go over an’ pick it up. It is the silver cord that Sagers was wearin’ in his silk shirt, an’ there is a bit of silk stickin’ to it, so it looks like somebody dragged it off him.

I turn off the flash an’ stick around. I can’t hear nothin’. I lay off the upstairs an’ start workin’ around the walls, nice an’ quiet, feelin’ for door knobs. I miss the entrance wall because I know that the passage leads straight out front.

I get over the bar because I figure that there will be a door behind, probably leadin’ upstairs an’ connectin’ with the balcony some place. There is a door all right an’ I have to spider it open because it is locked. On the other side is a storeroom. I go in an’ use my flash. The room is about fifteen feet square an’ filled with wine an’ whisky cases an’ a coupla big ice boxes. There is empty bottles an’ stuff lyin’ all over the place.

I ease over an’ look in the first ice box. It is filled with sacks. In the second ice box I find Sagers. He is doubled up in a sack an’ he has been shot plenty. I reckon he was on the run when they got him because he is shot twice in the legs an’ three times through the guts at close range afterwards. I can see the powder burns on his shirt. Somebody has yanked his neck cord off him an’ torn his shirt open.

I put him back in the ice box an’ close it like it was. Then I get outa the storeroom, lock the door with the spider an’ mix myself a hard one in the bar. I get over the bar an’ scram out the way I come in.

I go back to the car an’ drive towards Palm Springs.

It’s a hot night; but it wasn’t so hot for Sagers.


II. THE LOW DOWN
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ANYHOW I HAVE got the letters.

When I am about ten miles from Palm Springs I slow down. I light a cigarette an’ I do a little thinkin’. It looks to me as if it is no good makin’ any schmozzle about Sagers bein’ bumped off, because if I do it is a cinch that I am goin’ to spoil the chance of my gettin’ next to this counterfeit business.

I suppose whoever it was ironed Sagers out will take him out some place an’ bury him some time before dawn. As a bump off it was a nice piece of work, Because if Sagers had told ’em what I said he was to tell ’em, that he was blowin’ outa here an’ goin’ back to Arispe to get the dough that this guy was supposed to have left him, then that is goin’ to account for his disappearance, an’ who the hell is goin’ to worry about one dancin’ partner more or less. Anyway it looks like I had better have a few words with the Chief of Police around here an’ tell him about the Sagers bump off, an’ get him to lay off things while I am flirtin’ around with this proposition.

When I get into the main street I pull the car up under a light an’ I take the letters outa my pocket an’ I read ’em. There are three letters altogether. The handwritin’ is good. Nice regular sorta letters with nice even spaces between the words, the sorta handwritin’ that is swell to look at.

The first letter is addressed from a hotel in Hartford, Connecticut, and it is dated the 3rd January. It says:



Dear Granworth,

I know that you always have thought that I am a fool, and I haven’t minded this particularly, but I do insist that you credit me with a certain amount of intelligence.

Your evasions and excuses during the last two months confirm my suspicions. Why don’t you make up your mind about what you are going to do, or are you so selfish that you are prepared to take what advantage you can from the fact that the community regards you as a happily married man who has no need to sow any further wild oats, while at the same time you continue to carry on an affair with this woman.

When you denied this previously I believed you, but having regard to the events of the last day or two, and a letter which I have received from a person who is in a position to know, it is quite obvious that you have been making a fool of me and other people for some time past.

I’m fairly good-tempered, but quite candidly I’ve had enough of this business. Make up your mind what you’re going to do, and be prepared to let me know very shortly. I shall arrange to come back and hear your decision.

Henrietta.



The second letter is from the same hotel, five days afterwards, the 8th January, an’ it says:



Granworth,

I have received your letter and I don’t believe a word of it. You’re a very bad liar. I am going to have satisfaction one way or the other. Unless I do get satisfaction I am going to be rather unpleasant, so make up your mind.

Henrietta.



an’ the third is just a few lines dated four days after, on the 12th January. It says at the top “New York” and goes on:



Granworth,

I shall arrange to see you this evening. So I’ve got to be tough!

Henrietta.



I put the letters back in my pocket an’ I light another cigarette. It just shows you, don’t it, that things are not always what they’re cracked up to be. Up to now everybody believed that when Granworth Aymes died Henrietta Aymes was outa town in Hartford, an’ here is a note which definitely shows that she was fixin’ to see him on the day he died, an’ that she was feelin’ tough.

It’s pretty easy to see why Henrietta was so keen on gettin’ those letters back, but what a mug she was to keep ’em. Why didn’t she burn ’em? Anyhow it looks to me that if I have any trouble with her, maybe I can use these letters as a means of makin’ her talk, because I am beginning to think that this Henrietta is not such a nice dame as she tries to make out. In fact I am beginnin’ to develop a whole lot of ideas about her.

I get out my notebook an’ I look up the address of the Chief of Police here. He is a guy named Metts, an’ he has got a house just off the street I am parked in. I guess he is not goin’ to be so pleased about being dug up at this time of the night, but then I have always discovered that policemen ain’t pleased with anythin’ at any time.

I drive round an’ park the car on the opposite side of the street. Then I go over an’ ring a night bell that I find. About five minutes later he opens the door himself.

“Are you Metts?” I ask him.

He says yes an’ what do I want. I show him my badge.

“My name’s Caution,” I say.

He grins.

“Come in,” he says. “I heard about you. I had a line through the Governor’s Office that probably you’d be handlin’ this thing. I suppose you’re down here about that phoney registered Federal bond business.”

“You said it,” I tell him.

I go in after this guy an’ we go to a nice room on the ground floor where he gives me a big chair an’ a shot of very good bourbon. Then he sits down an’ waits. He is an intelligent lookin’ cuss, with a long thin face an’ a big nose. I guess I ain’t goin’ to have any trouble with him.

“Well, Chief,” I tell him. “I don’t want to be a nuisance to you around here. I just want to get this job I’m doin’ finished as soon as I can an’ scram out of it. The co-operation I want from you ain’t much. It is just this. When this counterfeit Federal bond business broke an’ I was elected to handle it, I got through an’ got a guy in the ‘G’ Office at Los Angeles put over here workin’ under cover, name of Sagers. He’s been working out at the Hacienda Altmira as a dancin’ partner.

“I blew in tonight with a phoney tale about his comin’ into some money so as to relieve him, but somebody got wise to the job. When I went back to this dump later I found his body in a sack in the ice safe. Some guy had given him the heat in five places. He’s still there. I’m reportin’ that to you officially because a murder around here is your job; but I don’t want you to do anythin’ about it yet. I’ll advise Washington that Sagers is due to have his name put on the memorial tablet at headquarters, an’ we’ll just leave it like that for the time being, because if you start gumshoein’ around tryin’ to find out who bumped him off we’re just goin’ to get nowhere. O.K.?”

He nods his head.

“That looks like sense to me,” he says. “That’s O.K. by me. I’ll get out an official report as from you on Sagers’ death, an’ we’ll file it and sit on it till you say go.”

“Swell, Chief,” I tell him. “Now the other thing is this. Who was the guy who sent the information through to Washington about that Federal bond bein’ phoney? Was it you? If it was where did you get your information from? Was it the bank manager? How did it happen?”

He pours himself out a drink.

“I’ll tell you,” he says. “I got it from the bank manager. When this Aymes woman came out here, she opens a checking account at the bank. The bank manager, who is an old friend of mine, told me she opened this account with $2,000. She draws on this checking account until there is only ten dollars in it, and then one day she blows down to the bank an’ sticks a five thousand U. S. registered Federal bond over the counter to the receivin’ teller an’ asks him to pay it into her account.

“Well, that bond is a nice piece of printin’. He looks at it an’ it looks good to him, and it is only an hour afterwards when the manager is havin’ a look at it that he gets hep that it is counterfeit.

“He rings up Mrs. Aymes an’ tells her that the bond is as phoney as hell. She just seems a little bit surprised, that’s all, an’ accordin’ to him she didn’t seem to take very much interest. She says O.K. an’ she hangs up. Next day he writes her a line an’ says he’ll be glad if she’ll look in at the bank.

“She blows in. Then he tells her that this business is a little bit more serious than she might think. He tells her that he has got to report that a counterfeit bond has been paid into his bank, an’ that the best thing that she can do will be to tell him just where she got the bond from an’ all about it. She says O.K. she got the bond from her husband an’ she got it with a packet of $200,000’s worth of U. S. registered Federal bonds that he bought in New York for good money an’ gave to her.

“When the manager asks where he bought ’em, she says he bought ’em from the bank, an’ when the manager says that it’s not easy to believe that because banks don’t sell counterfeit bonds, she says that’s as may be but that’s all she knows. With that she gets up and is just about to go out when he asks her where her husband is as he reckons that somebody will be wantin’ to ask him some questions.

“She turns round an’ she smiles a little bit, an’ she says she’s afraid it will be damn difficult to ask her husband questions because he committed suicide in New York on the 12th January this year. Naturally this staggers the manager for a bit, but he says to her that she ought to be good an’ careful because it is a federal offense to change bonds that are screwy, an’ that he guesses she had better bring the rest down to see what they look like.

“So she drives off an’ she comes back with the rest of this stuff $195,000’s worth of registered Federal bonds in denominations of fifty thousand, twenty thousand, ten thousand, five thousand an’ one thousand dollars, with the usual interest bearing coupons that go with them.

“In the meantime Krat, the manager, has been on to me about this an’ after she has left the stuff at the bank, I go over an’ look at it. The whole damn lot is counterfeit, but the job has been done so well that you have to have one helluva look before you see it.

“Well, there is the story. The same day I put the report through to the State. I suppose they pass it on to Washington an’ you get the job. What are you goin’ to do? Do you think she was in on this game? Do you think that she an’ this husband of hers got this stuff made before he killed himself?”

“I wouldn’t know, Chief,” I say. “Nothing matches up in this deal. I’ve handled some screwy jobs in my time, but I don’t think I’ve ever got one quite like this, an’ maybe it won’t be so hot for her before I am through with it.”

“One of them interestin’ things, huh?” he says.

“Yeah,” I tell him. “An’ how! It’s one of them funny ones you know, nothin’ matches up, but as a case it’s damned interestin’. Here’s how it goes:

“This guy Granworth Aymes an’ the dame Henrietta Aymes have been married about six years. He is a gambler. He plays the market an’ sometimes he makes plenty dough an’ sometimes he’s scrabbin’ around for the rent. They do themselves pretty well though; they live in the Claribel Apartments, New York, an’ they are heavy spenders an’ put up a good front. They are supposed to be plenty happy too, in fact this Claribel Apartments dump is just another little love nest, an’ you know how they usually end up?

“O.K. Well, at the end of last year this Granworth Aymes gets a hot tip. He plays it up well an’ believe it or not the deal comes off. He muscles in on a big stock-pushin’ racket an’ he walks out of it with a quarter of a million dollars profit. The boy is now in the money.

“Well, it looks like he has a meeting with himself an’ he comes to the conclusion that he’s had enough of bein’ up an’ down on the market an’ for once he is goin’ to be a sensible guy an’ salt down some of the profits. So he pays fifty thousand dollars into his checkin’ account at the bank and with the other two hundred thousand bucks he buys himself that much worth of U. S. registered Federal bonds. He brings ’em along to his down town office an’ he makes ’em up into a parcel an’ seals it up an’ he calls his lawyer on the telephone an’ tells him to legally transfer the Federal bonds to his wife Henrietta Aymes. He says that if it’s her money then they’ll be all right in the future because she is a careful dame, an’ will stick to the dough an’ not let him go jazzin’ it around.

“The lawyer guy gets a bit of a shock at hearin’ Granworth talk like this, but he is pleased that he is gettin’ some sense, an’ he draws up a deed of gift to Henrietta Aymes an’ the deed is registered an’ the lawyer then hands the bonds over to Henrietta, an’ the bonds he handed over was O.K., they wasn’t phoney, they was the real stuff.

“All right. Well, Granworth is on top of the world, ain’t he? He’s got a swell wife — because they tell me that this Henrietta is one swell baby — he’s got fifty thousand dollars in his checkin’ account. He don’t owe no money an’ everything is hunky dory.

“An’ it looks like Granworth is learnin’ some sense. He plans to buy some more insurance. He is insured on an annuity policy at this time with the Second National Corporation an’ he waltzes along an’ he says he wants to take out additional insurance. He wants to pay a down premium of thirty thousand dollars. They examine him for health an’ they find him O.K. They give him the new policy, but there is just one little snag.

“Two years before this guy Granworth Aymes has tried to bump himself off. He tries to commit suicide by jumpin’ in the East River. He’d been havin’ a bad time an’ was broke an’ didn’t like it. He was fished out by a patrolman.

“Havin’ regard to this little thing the Insurance Corporation make a proviso in his policy. The proviso says that, havin’ regard to the fact that he has tried to commit suicide on a previous occasion, in the event of future suicide on his part the policy is nullified. They will pay on anything else but not suicide.

“Got that? Well, everything goes along O.K. an’ he makes a bit more dough on the market, an’ on the 12th January this year he does another little deal that nets him twelve thousand. He has got forty thousand dollars in his checkin’ account at the bank, no debts, a wife with two hundred thousand Federal bonds an’ is in the best of health accordin’ to the Insurance examination of a few months before. So what? So just this. He goes an’ commits suicide. Can you beat that?

“On the evenin’ of January 12th he is workin’ late at his office with his secretary, a guy named Burdell. His wife is stayin’ in Hartford, Connecticut; he has fixed to go out to a party with some guys he knows, an’ this Burdell guy says he was plenty excited about something.

“He packs up at about eight o’clock an’ rings the garage for his car. He helps himself to a big drink, says good night to the Burdell bird an’ scrams. Burdell says he was lookin’ a bit strange when he went outa the office.

“He used to drive a big gray-blue Cadillac — a car you couldn’t forget. At ten minutes past nine he is seen by a wharf watchman drivin’ the car down to Cotton’s Wharf which is around there, an’ while this guy is watchin’ him Granworth drives the car into a wooden pile, bounces off an’ goes over the edge into the East River.

“Next mornin’ they yank the car out. Granworth is smashed up pretty good. They get him along to the morgue an’ Burdell is telephoned for an’ comes along an’ identifies him. In his pocket, inside his wallet is a note sayin’ that he is feelin’ funny in the head an’ that he reckons he had better take this way out an’ to give his love to his wife an’ say he is sorry for what he is doin’.

“All this stuff comes out at the inquest, an’ his wife is brought back an’ is knocked out by the news, an’ they bury this guy an’ that is that.

“All right. They clear up his business affairs, an’ after everything is fixed up Henrietta decides that she will come out here an’ give herself a holiday at the Hacienda Altmira which was a property Granworth had bought when he was out here two years before an’ leased to this guy Periera who calls himself the manager out there. She goes off, an’ she hands over Granworth’s office business to the secretary Burdell, because Granworth had said one time that he would like him to have it.

“All right. Well the Aymes dame comes out here, an’ she brings with her about five thousand dollars that was what she got after probate was fixed out of Granworth’s checkin’ account, an’ I suppose she brings out the two hundred thousand bucks in Federal bonds. The next thing is that Washington is advised by the State here that a phoney bond has been slipped over by her an’ that she has got another $195,000’s worth of phoney Federal bonds, an’ they put me on the job.

“I do a little bit of delvin’ around an’ I get the shorthand notes of the inquest an’ get the dope that I have just told you. I check up with this Burdell guy, an’ he confirms everything, includin’ the fact that this Henrietta was a damn good wife an’ a swell dame to get along with; that she was too swell for a piker like Granworth.

“Meantime, I reckon that it will be a good thing if somebody keeps an eye on this dame out here. So I get Sagers put on the job. He gets orders to get along here an’ fix himself a job out at the Altmira somehow an’ just case out the situation out there. He told me all he knew tonight an’ it wasn’t much. So there we go, an’ what do you know about that?”

Metts scratches his head.

“I reckon that’s damn funny,” he says. “It looks as if somebody had got the original real bonds off her an’ slipped her the phoney stuff in their place.”

“Maybe,” I tell him, “an’ maybe not. Listen Chief,” I go on, “you tell me something. When this bank manager Krat found out that the first bond she tried to slip over was phoney, who did he tell besides you?”

“Nobody,” he says. “He told me that he hadn’t said a word. He was the guy who found out that the bond was screwy an’ he told the boys in the bank to keep their traps shut an’ say nothin’ to anybody. He said that it would be a Federal job an’ the least said the better. Naturally, I ain’t told a soul. I reckoned a federal agent would be along here pretty quick an’ I never talk.”

He looks at me old-fashioned.

“Say,” he says with a sorta snarl, “you don’t think...”

“I don’t think nothin’,” I tell him, “but I’m just askin’ you to get a load of this. I got my instructions to handle this job ten days ago. I was in Allentown, Pennsylvania. I ease right along to New York, an’ park myself at a hotel dump I use on East 30th Street. The second day I was there somebody sent me a note with no signature on it. This note said that I would probably do a damn sight better for myself if I was to get out to Palm Springs an’ take a look around the dump where Mrs. Aymes was stayin’, that I might find some interestin’ letters there.

“Well, I was lucky. Sagers tipped me off about this place tonight, an’ I went over there. There wasn’t anybody around an’ I had a look around an’ I found the letters. They was hidden in a book with the inside cut out you know, Chief, the old stuff an’ these letters show that things wasn’t so good between Henrietta an’ Granworth as the world believed. More than that they show that she wasn’t in Connecticut the night he bumped himself off. She was in New York, an’ she’d gone there to have a show-down with him. An’ how do you like that?”

He whistles.

“That’s a hot one,” he says, pourin’ me out some more bourbon. “Maybe there was something screwy about that suicide of his. Maybe she bumped him off somehow. Women can get like that sometimes.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say, “an’ what does she bump him off for? Does she bump him off because she’s found that the two hundred grand in Federal bonds is phoney, huh? Does she find that out an’ get annoyed with him? That would be a motive all right, but I reckon that if she knew the bonds was fake she wouldn’t have been such a mug as to try an’ cash one in on a bank. She’d have tried a fast one on somebody who wasn’t so wise as a bank guy.”

I shake my head.

“I can’t get it,” I say. “It’s not so hot.”

He grins.

“Dames is funny things,” he says. “They do all sorts of screwy things — even the best of ’em.”

I sink the bourbon.

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “I know ’em. Dames don’t care. Once they get an idea they just do something tough.”

“Yeah,” he says. “So what are you goin’ to do?”

I grin.

“Well, Chief,” I tell him, “I’ll tell you what I ain’t goin’ to do. I ain’t goin’ to run around here flashin’ a tin badge an’ shoutin’ out loud that I am a Federal Agent. I am goin’ to check in at the Miranda House an’ I’m goin’ to keep up the front that I am from Magdalena, Mexico, that I come here to tip Sagers off about comin’ into the money, an’ that I am goin’ to stick around here for a bit an’ take a little vacation.

“Tomorrow night I am going out to this Hacienda Altmira. I am goin’ to get next to these guys. If they want to play faro, then I’m playin’. I’m goin’ to get next to this Henrietta dame an’ stick around until I find out what the hell this dame is playin’ at an’ whether she is on the up an’ up or is just another female chiseller who has tried to pull a fast one.

“I gotta find out who bumped off Sagers an’ why. I gotta try an’ get next to somethin’ solid about these phoney bonds, because, right now, it looks as if nothin’ makes sense.”

“O.K. by me,” he says. “An’ I reckon you don’t want me or the boys interferin’ around at the Hacienda?”

“You’re dead right,” I say. “Say, is this place as lousy as they say?”

He shrugs.

“It’s just one of them places,” he says. “We’ve had plenty complaints from guys who’ve lost their dough there. Gamblin’s illegal an’ we put up a raid now an’ then just to amuse the children, but what’s the use of tryin’ to stop people playin’ faro or shootin’ crap for big dough if they’re built that way? Ten months ago some guy is found out on the desert away back of the Hacienda. He’d been clubbed till he looked like a map of Europe an’ he was good an’ dead. Plenty people said he’d been done at the Hacienda after they took him for his dough, an’ I tried all I knew to get a case goin’ but I couldn’t make it. I couldn’t prove a thing.”

“O.K. Chief,” I say an’ I shake hands. “Now I guess I ain’t comin’ to see you any more. It’s no good you an’ me being seen around together. But if I want to contact you I’ll call you. If you want me I’m at the Miranda House an’ I’ll be using the name of Frayme — Selby T. Frayme of Magdalena, Mexico.”

I scram. I get the car an’ drive over to the Miranda House an’ check in. Then I go up to my room an’ drink some coffee an’ read the three letters again. But I still can’t make any sense outa this thing.

One little thing is sorta stickin’ around in my mind an’ that is this. I would very much like to know who the guy was who sent me that anonymous letter sayin’ I should find these three letters out here at Henrietta’s dump. I wanta know who this guy was, an’ I am goin’ to guess once an’ take a shade of odds that I am right. The only guy mixed up in this business who mighta known that I was stayin’ on East 30th Street would be Langdon Burdell, Granworth Aymes’ secretary, an’ maybe I am goin’ to talk cold turkey to this guy pretty soon.

But even if it was him, how did he know that the letters would be out here at the rancho? An’ how did he know that Henrietta had taken ’em?

Another thing is that I have always found this ferretin’ out business comes hard. Nothin’ in this “G” game is easy. An’ I found them letters too damn easy. Maybe I was meant to find ’em.

I go to bed because, as I have told you before, I am a great believer in sleep. If the tough guys an’ dames was to stay in bed more instead of rootin’ around raisin’ hell generally, “G” men could take time out for eatin’ cream puffs.

I am wonderin’ what this dame Henrietta is like. They say she is one swell baby. Well, I hope they are right, because if I have gotta pinch a dame I would as soon pinch one who is easy to look at.

You’re tellin’ me!


III. HENRIETTA
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NEXT DAY I just stick around. In the afternoon I ease along to the telegraph office an’ I sent a code wire to the “G” Office in New York askin’ them to let me have a list of the servants an’ people employed by Granworth Aymes at the time of his suicide an’ their locations right now, that is if they can find ’em out.

I have got a sorta hunch about this Aymes suicide. It looks to me like there is something screwy about it, an’ if I can dig up anything that is goin’ to help me along, then I reckon I am goin’ to dig.

The main difference between the sorta things that you read about in detective fiction an’ the things that happen in real life is that the real life things is always a damn sight more strange than the ones in the book. No writin’ guy ever had the nerve to write a story that he knew was true nobody woulda believed him; but in the books there is always a bunch of clues that the crook leaves lyin’ about just like they was banana skins for the dick to slip up on.

Me — I always follow my nose an’ just go right ahead. That’s my system. I don’t believe what anybody tells me on a case till I’ve checked on it, an’ even then, like as not, I still don’t believe ’em.

One snag is that the New York medical examiner says that Granworth Aymes committed suicide, and it ain’t any busines of mine to go gumshoein’ around bustin’ that verdict wide open unless it’s got some direct bearin’ on the counterfeit business. You gotta realize that I am a Federal Agent an’ it is not my business to check up on police work or try an’ prove that they are wrong not unless I have got to.

At the same time I decide that I will do some delvin’ because it stands to reason that the counterfeitin’ of these Federal bonds mighta been done in more than one way. First of all somebody might have pinched the original certificates an’ substituted the counterfeit ones after they had been handed over to Henrietta Aymes. This coulda been done without Granworth knowin’ anything about it, or else it coulda been arranged by him an’ done with his knowledge, although where this woulda got him I don’t know.

Then Henrietta mighta got the counterfeit stuff made after Aymes was dead, thinkin’ that she had a better chance of passin’ it than anybody else just because everybody knew that Aymes had given her the regular bonds. But even if this was so you woulda thought she wouldn’a have been such a mug as to try an’ push one over on a bank. Anybody will cash a registered Federal bond if they’ve got the money, an’ there was plenty of other places she coulda tried first.

Supposin’ that she is tryin’ a fast one. Well, where are the original certificates an’ who’s got ’em?

I can’t help thinkin’ in the back of my head that there is some connection between the counterfeitin’ business an’ this schmozzle that is goin’ on between Henrietta an’ Granworth over this woman just before he dies. It also looks very screwy that Henrietta was aimin’ to go an’ see him on the day that he bumped himself off; an’ here is another little thing that I cannot understand: The New York police told me that at the inquest on Aymes, Burdell, his secretary, an’ the other servants workin’ in the Aymes’ apartment all said that Mrs. Aymes was away in Connecticut until after the suicide, when Burdell sent her a wire an’ she came back pronto so’s to be at the funeral.

Anyway, I reckon that I will take a look at this Henrietta as soon as I can, an’ maybe she an’ me can do a little talkin’ an’ see if we can get some of this business straightened out.

Sittin’ on the veranda outside my bedroom window, drinkin’ a mint julep, I get to thinkin’ about Sagers. I am tryin’ to find some reason why some guy shoulda bumped him off. Nobody could know that there was any connection between Sagers an’ me, an’ the act we put on at the Hacienda Altmira the night he got his was watertight. Nobody woulda suspected that he was reportin’ to me while we was doin’ that big makin’ friends act.

So it looks to me like somebody out at the Hacienda thought that Sagers knew a damn sight more than he did, an’ when he blew along an’ said that he had come into this money an’ was scrammin’, they thought they’d better make a certainty of him an’ give him the heat. Even so I reckon he was shot in a funny sorta way.

The way he was lyin’ on those stairs looked to me that he was comin’ down ’em when he was shot. There was a powder burn round one of the bullet holes where he was shot in the stomach an’ that particular shot was fired at pretty close range — about four feet away I should think.

So I work it out this way: Sagers was up in one of the rooms leading off the balcony that runs round the inside wall of the Hacienda. Somebody shot him in the guts an’ Sagers, not havin’ a gun on him, evidently thought he’d better blow before they ironed him some more. So he turns around, gets along the balcony an’ starts runnin’ down the stairs.

The guy who is doin’ the shootin’ leans over the balcony an’ puts a couple shots into Sagers’ legs. Sagers falls down an’ the guy then walks over an’ standin’ at the top of the stairs puts another shot into his body. This would account for the fact that there wasn’t any powder marks around the other bullet holes.

The shootin’ guy then walks down the stairs, steps over Sagers’ body, an’ standin’ two or three stairs below him, gets hold of his silver shirt-neck cord so as to pull him over his shoulder. In doin’ this the cord breaks an’ the little tassel falls off the end on to the stairs where I found it. The killer then carries Sagers along to the store behind the bar an’ dumps him in the ice chest, all of which is very interestin’ only it don’t get me any place except that I have gotta sorta idea that one day I would like to bust this shootin’ guy a coupla hard ones an’ get him the hot squat afterwards.

After all this thinkin’ I go inside an’ lie down an’ read a detective magazine because it takes my mind off my business, an’ then, when the evenin’ starts arrivin’ I get up an’ I put on a very swell “soup-an’-fish” that I have got, dinner pants an’ a white serge tuxedo that makes me look like the King of Japan, after which I eat my dinner an’ wisecrack with the girl in the reception.

At eleven o’clock I get out the car an’ I take the desert road an’ make for the Hacienda Altmira. I decide I will just stick around an’ see if something is happenin’ that is interestin’.

It is a swell night, an’ when I get there I can hear the guitars goin’. A half a dozen horses are tied up around the back, an’ there are a coupla dozen cars parked in the garage round at the side. I leave the car an’ walk around to the front entrance.

Periera is there. He is all dressed up an’ I can hear from the noise comin’ along the passage that there are plenty people around. Periera says will I have a drink on the house an’ I say yes, an’ while I am checkin’ in my fedora they bring me a high ball. I say good health to him an’ drink it, an’ he takes a quick look at me an’ says that if I would like a little game of anythin’ there will be one goin’ sometime after twelve o’clock an’ that it will be in the room on the balcony right at the top of the stairs. I say thanks a lot an’ that I am game for anything that is a gamble from crap shootin’ upwards.

He laughs an’ I walk along the passage an’ pull the curtain an’ stand lookin’ on to the main floor.

The place is crowded. All the tables are full of guys and there are some swell dames with ’em. Two, three cowboys — real or dude — I don’t know are standin’ up against the bar, an’ the piece of dance floor is pack full of people dancin’. There are colored streamers hangin’ from the balcony, an’ on the walls are long Spanish shawls an’ here an’ there a Mexican blanket — the place looks swell I’m tellin’ you. The band know their stuff an’ they are playin’ a hauntin’ tune — some Mexican tango, an’ one of the guys on the band platform, who has got the sorta voice that makes a temperamental dame wanta go into a convent, is singin’ a song about dyin’ for love that is breakin’ some of them janes’ hearts.

There are two or three tables around the bank platform an’ the women sittin’ at ’em are lookin’ up at this guy like he was an angel or something. When one of the men with ’em — they look like business men from Los Angeles — says anything the dames sorta shut him up in case they miss a bit of the song, which only goes to show you that some dames are screwy as hell. These dames marry some business guy an’ he buys ’em swell dresses an’ takes ’em places where they can sling a warm look at a cheap palooka who is singin’ in a club band. Sometimes they go the whole hog an’ run off with these crooners, after which they get wise an’ spend the rest of their lives tryin’ to find another business man that can get next to an’ marry, so that they can get some more dresses an’ sling longing looks to some different band guys.

I’m tellin’ you that the place was a sight, one of the prettiest pictures I have ever seen, an’ then just as I was goin’ to move down an’ walk over to a table I see a dame walkin’ my way. She’s comin’ from the left of the room over by the windows. This dame has got what it takes — an’ then a bundle! She is tall an’ slim, an’ she has got all the right curves. She’s as pretty as a picture an’ she has got her nose stuck up in the air like she was a queen. She is a brunette an’ the way she has her hair done is aces. It was swell.

An’ she looks tough. Her mouth is set in a hard line an’ I see that she has got a jaw. Somehow for no reason at all I know that this is Henrietta.

I look back down the passage. Periera is still standin’ there wise-crackin’ with the girl who is checkin’ in the hats. I nod my head at him an’ he comes along.

“Who’s the baby, Periera,” I say, “the one who has just sat down at that table over there, the one by herself? I didn’t know you had dames around here like that.”

He grins up at me. This guy Periera reminds me of a snake. I don’t like him a bit.

“Señor,” he says, “we got everything. Thees lady ees the Señora ‘Enrietta Aymes.”

“You don’t say,” I crack.

I look surprised.

“Say listen, Periera,” I say. “She ain’t the dame that was married to that guy — what was his name — Granworth Aymes — the guy who bumped himself off in New York? I was there at the time. I read about it in the papers.”

He nods, an’ he puts on an expression like he was very sorry. Then he makes himself out to be the big guy. He says how this Henrietta came out to the Hacienda Altmira thinkin’ that it belonged to Granworth, her husband, an’ when she gets out there he has the sweet duty of tellin’ her that the place is mortgaged over to him; that Granworth didn’t pay off the mortgage, an’ that it is his place.

He spreads his hands.

“Then, señor,” he says, “there is some more troubles for thees unfortunate lady. There ees some argument about her money. She tells me she has no money. So,” he goes on, “I let her stick around. I am a good man, you understand, señor. I feel sorry for thees poor woman. I let her stay around here an’ be hostess until she makes up her mind what she would like to do.”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “It looks like you’re a good guy, Periera. How about meetin’ the lady?”

He nods, but just then I tell him it don’t matter, because goin’ towards the table where Henrietta is sittin’ is a guy. He is a big guy an’ he looks pretty regular to me. He has got a nice sorta face. I can tell by the way that this guy is lookin’ at Henrietta as he goes towards the table an’ the way that she looks back at him, that these two are pretty friendly. I grin at Periera.

“Looks like she’s got a boyfriend,” I say, “nice lookin’ guy. Who is he?”

“‘Ees name is Maloney,” says Periera. “’E comes around here a lot. He plays. Maybe he plays tonight.”

I nod.

“Well, I hope I take some dough off him,” I say. “By the way my name’s Frayme — Selby Frayme. Do you play high stakes around here?”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“What you like, Señor Frayme,” he says. “For us the roof ees always the limit.”

I say O.K. Then I go an’ sit down at a table and order myself a high ball. I decide it is not very much good my tryin’ to muscle in an’ talk to Henrietta while this guy is stickin’ around.

The time goes on. Periera takes me over an’ introduces me to some party sittin’ at a big table. These guys are pretty warm-hearted guys an’ the women with them can certainly dance. If I hadn’t had my mind on the job all the time I would certainly have enjoyed that dancin’.

About two o’clock people start movin,’ an’ in half an hour’s time the place is pretty empty, except for about ten or twelve people who were stickin’ around. It looks to me like these people are the ones who are goin’ to do the playin’.

My party scram out of it, an’ as I am sayin’ good night to ’em, Periera comes over. He tells me that play will be startin’ any minute now, an’ that I know where the room is, the one at the top of the stairs. I tell him yes but I think I am goin’ to have a walk around first. I go out the front way an’ I walk around the place sniffin’ the air. I am very funny about any sorta gamblin’. I like the game to get started before I bust into it.

About twenty minutes afterwards I go back. One of the waiter guys is closing down the windows on the left hand side of the club. The band have packed up and most of the lights are down. I walk across the floor, up the stairs an’ go into the room at the top. It is a fair sized room, with a big table in the middle. There are some guys playin’ baccarat at this table, an’ at another little table in a corner another three guys an’ two dames are playin’ poker.

Maloney is at the baccarat table an’ standin’ near to him watchin’ the play is Henrietta. All the guys up there are wearin’ tuxedos, an’ one or two of ’em at the baccarat table look plenty tough to me. It looks like everybody has been doin’ some drinkin’ too Because there is that sort of atmosphere that comes when people get high.

After a minute Periera comes along, looks in an’ then goes off some place. I just stick around and watch.

Maloney ain’t doin’ so well. He is losin’ plenty an’ he don’t look so happy about it. Also he is lookin’ a little bit puzzled as if he cannot quite understand somethin,’ an’ I am wonderin’ if somebody has been doin’ a little fast stuff with the cards.

After about ten minutes Maloney goes banco an’ flops on it. He loses a bundle. He turns round an’ he looks at Henrietta with a silly sorta grin.

“It don’t look anythin’s comin’ my way,” he says. “I never seem to get any luck at all around here.”

She smiles, an’ believe me her teeth match up with the rest of her, an’ did I tell you that she had sapphire blue eyes. Me, I have always been very partial to sapphire blue eyes!

“Why not give it a rest?” she says. “Or would you like me to play a hand for you?”

On the other side of the table is a big guy. He is a broad-shouldered fellow with a thin face an’ a lotta black hair. I have heard him called Fernandez. He is watchin’ Maloney all the time while they are talkin’. Then he chips in:

“It looks like both your lucks out,” he says. “But,” he goes on with a snicker, “maybe you always expect to win. Maybe you don’t like losin’.”

Maloney goes red.

“Whether I like winnin’ or losin’ is my business, Fernandez,” he says. “An’ I don’t need any wisecracks outa you. I don’t mind losin’,” he goes on, “but I said that I’ve got a funny habit of always losin’ when I play around here.” He grins sorta sarcastic. “But maybe it is only my imagination,” he says.

“You don’t say,” says Fernandez.

He gets up sorta very slow an’ pushes his chair back. Then he leans across the table an’ he busts Maloney a hard one right on the puss. You coulda heard the smack a mile away.

Everybody stops everything. Maloney does a swell back fall over the back of his chair. He gets up an’ he is lookin’ groggy. By this time Fernandez has walked around to the end of the table. He gets Maloney off his balance an’ chins him again. This guy Fernandez is lookin’ like a burned-up tiger. He is all steamed up an’ I get the idea that he is a dope. I stand over in the corner an’ light a cigarette. I am just beginnin’ to get interested.

Henrietta has gone back up against the wall. She is watchin’ Maloney. Her eyes are glitterin’ an’ I know she is sorta prayin’ that he can get up an’ hand Fernandez something. In the corner one of the dames playin’ poker, who is very high, starts cacklin’. She thinks it’s funny.

Maloney gets up. He is shook all right, but wades in at Fernandez. He swings a right which Fernandez blocks, an’ before Maloney can do anythin’ about it Fernandez gives him another haymaker. Maloney goes down again an’ he is not lookin’ pretty. One eye is closed up an’ his face is covered with blood.

The guys playin’ poker in the corner get up. One of ’em — a little guy — comes over.

“Why don’t you two mugs cut it out?” he says. “What do you think this is? Madison Square Garden or what? An’ what’s the matter with you, Fernandez? Why must you always start somethin’ around here?”

Fernandez turns round an’ grins at him.

“Don’t you like it,” he says.

He wipes this little guy across the face with the back of his hand.

“If you don’t like it,” he says, “get out.”

There is a sorta silence — the sorta stuff that they call atmosphere. Nobody says anythin’. Then the little guy who has just been smacked down gets up an’ walks outa the room. His party go with him. Maloney has got up. He is standin’ against the wall an’ he don’t look so good to me. I reckon that first punch of Fernandez’s — that one across the table shook him considerable.

I go over to him.

“Listen, big boy,” I say. “Why don’t you go someplace an’ get that mug of yours cleaned up. It ain’t pretty. An’ while you’re about it I’d have a drink if I was you. You look as if you could do with one.”

I turn to Henrietta an’ I grin.

“Look, lady,” I say. “Take him away an’ do a big nursemaid act. After which,” I say, “we might play a little game of cards around here.”

While I am talkin’ Periera has come in the room. He is standin’ just inside the doorway an’ he is lookin’ quite pleased. It looks like this Fernandez is a friend of his, an’ the big guy around here. Henrietta don’t say anythin’ at all, but if she had gotta gun I reckon she woulda shot Fernandez. She just grabs this guy Maloney and pushes him towards the door.

Fernandez looks over at them as they are goin’ out an’ laughs he has gotta nasty sorta cackle.

“Take that sap away an’ lose him,” he says.

Henrietta turns around. She is as white as death. She is so burned up she don’t know what to do with herself. Fernandez looks at her an’ grins. Then he walks over to her an’ before she knows what he is goin’ to do he kisses her right on the mouth.

“Run along, sister,” he says, “an’ don’t get het up because it won’t get you no place.”

He comes back to the table.

“Now maybe we can get ahead,” he says, pickin’ up the cards. The other guys, four of ’em at the big table, get set. They are goin’ to play poker.

“Are you comin’ in?” says Fernandez to me.

I nod.

“Yeah,” I tell him, “but justa minute. I gotta do something.”

I turn around and go outa the room. I can see Henrietta takin’ the Maloney bird into a room way down along the balcony. I ease along there an’ look through the door. She has put Maloney on a couch, an’ she is in the corner gettin’ a basin of water ready. Maloney don’t look so good.

I go in.

“Say, sister,” I start, “I guess your boyfriend got a raw deal. Maybe he ain’t in fightin’ trim tonight. He certainly can take it.”

She goes over to Maloney an’ starts dabbin’ his face with a towel.

“I wish I was a man,” she says. “I’d kill Fernandez.” She stops work an’ turns round an’ looks at me. Her eyes are flashin’ an’ she looks good. I always did like dames with tempers. “Jim here would have smashed him to bits,” she goes on, “but he can’t use his arm properly. He broke it six weeks ago and it’s not working properly yet. It was easy for that moron to be tough.”

Maloney starts comin’ up for air. He struggles to get off the couch, but he can’t make it. He falls back.

“Let me get at that... “ he mutters.

I do a bit of quick thinkin’. I think that maybe I can do myself a good turn by gettin’ next to this Henrietta in a big way. Maybe if I play my cards right she will talk, an’ it looks as if this is the opportunity.

“Don’t worry, Maloney,” I say. “You never had a chance with that arm, an’ he caught you off balance.” I look at Henrietta. “I was feelin’ pretty burned up myself when that lousy bum went over an’ kissed you like that,” I go on. “That was a pretty insultin’ thing to do in a room full of guys.”

“Oh, yes,” she says. “Well, I didn’t see you doing anything about it.”

I smile.

“Listen, lady,” I tell her. “When you got your friend here all fixed, just come along back to the card room, an’ you an’ me’ll have a little talk with this Fernandez guy.”

I scram.

I go back to the card room. They are waitin’ for me. Fernandez grunts like he is impatient to begin, an’ I sit down an’ ante up.

We start to play poker. They are playin’ ten dollar rises which is quite big enough for me, but I am not doing badly in the first coupla hands. I win. I look at Fernandez an’ grin like I was sorta pleased with myself. He gives me a big scowl.

We go on. There is a round of jackpots an’ finally Fernandez opens it. He opens it for fifty dollars an’ everybody plays. There is about two hundred an’ fifty dollars in the pot. While we are drawin’ cards I hear Henrietta come into the room. She comes an’ stands just by where I am sittin’.

Fernandez bets. He bets a hundred. The other guys throw their cards in. I stay in. I reckon he is bluffin’ an’ I am goin’ all out on my two pairs.

I see him. I was right. He has got two pairs sixes high an’ I am tens high.

I scoop in the pool.

“You oughta learn to play this game, sucker,” I tell him.

He looks up.

“An’ what did you call me?” he says.

I get up. I put my hands under the table ledge an’ I throw the table over, sideways. This leaves a space between me an’ Fernandez. I jump in. As he puts his arms up I drop my head an’ give it to him under the chin. As he goes back I follow with a left an’ right an’ I connect on each side of his jaw. I stand off an’ wait for him to come in. He does, but he is a bit shook an’ I sidestep an’ smash him one on the nose that busts the works properly. He goes down, an’ while he is goin’ I call him by an old-fashioned name. This sorta riles him. He gets up, an’ he comes for me like a bull. I sink my head an’ he gets it in the guts. He brings his knee up but I miss it an’ hit him again in the stomach. This hurts him plenty, an’ he goes up against the wall. I go after him an’ I paste him. I get to work on this guy like I have never worked on anybody before. Once or twice he tries to make a comeback, but he is not so good. The one I gave him on the mark has finished him for a bit.

Eventually he is just leaning up against the wall an’ I smack him down. He stays put on the floor. I look at Periera. He don’t look so pleased now.

“Listen, Periera,” I say. “You take this punk tough guy outa here before he gets me really annoyed. Because I am a guy who is liable to hurt somebody some time. But maybe I will do the job myself.”

Periera don’t say nothin’. I get hold of Fernandez by the collar. I yank him up an’ I take him over to Henrietta.

“Tell the lady you’re sorry, punk,” I say, “because if you don’t I’m goin’ to smack it out of you. Get busy.”

Just to help him along I flatten his nose — which is not so well anyhow, with my thumb.

He comes across, an’ says his stuff.

I take him outside to the top of the stairs leadin’ down to the dance floor an’ I kick him down. He bounces considerable. When he gets to the bottom he sits up like he was tryin’ to remember what his first name was.

I go back.

“Listen, Periera,” I say. “Where does this guy Maloney live?”

He says he lives in some dump near Indio, so I tell him to get out a car an’ drive Maloney home. He looks like he is goin’ to object but he thinks better of it. I tell him that he had better take the Fernandez bird off as well, an’ he says all right.

I turn around to Henrietta. There is a little smile in her eye. I give her a big wink.

“Get your wrap, sister,” I tell her. “You an’ me is goin’ to do a little drivin’. I wanna talk to you.”

She looks at me an’ she laughs.

“You’ve got your nerve, Mr. Frayme,” she says.


IV. PORTRAIT OF A “G” MAN
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SITTIN’ IN THE car, drivin’ easy with Henrietta smokin’ a cigarette an’ lookin’ straight ahead in front of her, I was feelin’ pretty good. I was thinkin’ that if there wasn’t so much crime mixed up with this “G” business it would be a swell sorta job.

After a bit I ask her if she wants to go any place in particular, an’ she says no, but that if we keep ahead an’ take a turn right pretty soon we will come to some dump where they are open all night an’ that she guesses that we might as well drink some coffee while we are talkin’.

I take a peek at her sideways, an’ I’m tellin’ you that this dame is certainly the goods. She has got that peculiar sort of way of talkin’ an’ doin’ everything that gets you guessin’. Most dames woulda been hot to know what I wanted to talk to ’em about, but this Henrietta just don’t ask a thing. She sits there lookin’ straight ahead with them sapphire blue eyes of hers, an’ a little smile playin’ around her mouth. She gets me curious because she don’t seem very interested in anything much — not even herself — an’ there ain’t many dames like that.

Pretty soon we come to the intersection that she has talked about an’ we turn right. Away ahead I can see the lights of this place where we are goin’ to get coffee. I slow down a bit because I want to put in a spot of thinkin’ myself about what spiel I am goin’ to pull on this Henrietta. I decide that I have gotta tell her some sorta stuff that is liable to make her open up an’ yet I have also got to keep who I am an’ what I am doin’ around here under cover. However, I have always found that if you are goin’ to tell a fairy story you might as well make it a good one, so I get busy thinkin’ about the idea that I am goin’ to pull on her, after which I step on the gas an’ we travel plenty.

Suddenly she starts talkin’.

“I think that was a swell job you did on Fernandez, Mr. Frayme,” she says, lookin’ at me outa the corner of her eye. “He thinks he’s tough. But maybe he’ll alter his opinion after that little session he had with you.”

“That wasn’t nothin’,” I tell her. “Anyhow, I don’t like this Fernandez. He looks to me like a punk, an’ I didn’t like to see him bustin’ your boyfriend about. He looks a regular guy that Maloney bird.”

“He’s pretty good,” she says, “I like him.”

I pull up an’ she stops talkin’.

We go in this place. It is the usual one story adobe building with a few tables stuck around an’ a wop who is half-asleep takin’ coffee to a coupla odd guys who are sittin’ at a table. Besides these there ain’t anyone else there.

We sit down an’ I order some coffee. I give her a cigarette, an’ when I have lit it she holds it up an’ looks at the smoke curlin’ up.

“I’m afraid that you won’t be very popular with Fernandez after this, Mr. Frayme,” she says, “and what he is going to do about me I don’t know...”

I ask her what she means by that crack.

She laughs, an’ I can see her little teeth gleamin’.

“Fernandez wants me to marry him,” she says. “He thinks he’s madly in love with me, but what he’ll think tomorrow after he’s had a little facial treatment and got rid of some of the black eyes and bruises, I don’t know.”

“Well, well, well,” I say, “an’ here was I thinkin’ that you was stuck on this Maloney. You don’t really mean to say that you would consider hitchin’ up with a bird like that Fernandez,” I tell her.

She smiles again. She certainly is a mysterious dame.

“I don’t know what I think,” she says. “Maybe I’ll have to marry Fernandez.” She looks at me an’ she gives a little laugh. “Don’t let’s worry about him just now,” she says. “You tell me what you want to talk to me about.”

The wop brings the coffee an’ it smells good to me. When she lifts up her cup her wrap falls off her shoulders an’ I see that she has gotta pair of shoulders that mighta been copied off this dame Venus that you probably heard about, an’ who seems to have started plenty trouble in her time. Henrietta sees me lookin’ an’ she gives me a sorta whimsical look like you would give a kid who was bein’ naughty, an’ I begin thinkin’ that this dame has gotta way with her that I could go nuts about if I was a guy who went nuts about the shape of dames’ shoulders, which is a thing I would probably do, only just when I am getting good an’ interested in things like that I get sent off to the other end of the country on some bum case or other.

“Well, here we go, I think to myself, an’ I start in on the spiel I have thought up in the car while I was drivin’ to this dump.

“Look, lady,” I tell her, “this is the way it is: I work for a firm of New York attorneys who have got a branch office in Magdalena, Mexico, that I run for ’em. Well, a month or so ago I am in New York on some business an’ I get around with a guy who is workin’ in the District Attorney’s office there. This guy starts tellin’ me about your husband Granworth Aymes bumpin’ himself off last January an’ he tells me that they have got some interestin’ new evidence an’ that they think they may reopen this case.”

I stop talkin’ an’ start drinkin’ my coffee. Over the top of the cup I am watchin’ her. I can see that her fingers holdin’ the cigarette are tremblin’ an’ she has gone plenty white round the mouth. It don’t look to me that what I have just said has pleased her any.

She takes a pull at herself but when she begins to talk her voice ain’t so low as it was before. There is a spot of excitement in it.

“That’s very interesting,” she says. “What new evidence could they find. I didn’t know there was any question about my husband’s suicide. I thought it was all over and finished with.”

She stubs out the cigarette end on an ashtray. By this time she has got hold of herself. I put my cup down an’ give her another cigarette an’ light one for myself.

“You see it’s this way,” I go on. “This guy in the D.A.’s office tells me that they have discovered that you wasn’t in Connecticut on the night that Granworth Aymes is supposed to have bumped himself off. They have found out that you was in New York an’ another thing is that they have gotta big idea that the last person to see Granworth Aymes before he died was you, see?”

“I see,” she says. Her voice is sorta dull, the life has gone out of it.

“These guys get all sorts of funny ideas in their heads,” I say, “but you know what cops an’ district attorneys are. They just gotta try an’ hang something on somebody. They wouldn’t be doin’ the job they do if they didn’t like pullin’ people in.

“You see it looks like somebody has dropped a hint around there that Granworth Aymes didn’t commit suicide. That he was bumped off.”

She flicks the ash off her cigarette.

“That seems ridiculous to me, Mr. Frayme,” she says. “The watchman on Cotton’s Wharf testified that he saw Granworth drive the car over the wharf. That looks like suicide... doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I tell her, “that’s O.K., but I gotta tell you what happened. This guy in the D.A.’s office tells me that they got information that you slipped a counterfeit registered Federal bond over at the bank here, an’ of course that was reported to the Federal Government. The Feds, evidently put a ‘G’ man on the job, an’ this guy gets around in New York an’ he grills this watchman on Cotton’s Wharf an’ after a bit he gets the whole truth about this business. What the watchman said he saw an’ what he really saw is two different things, believe me, lady, because the watchman tells this ‘G’ man that he saw Granworth Aymes’ car drive slowly down the wharf, an’ that when it was halfway down an’ in the shadow the off-side door opens an’ somebody gets out. He can’t see who it is, but he can see it’s a woman. He sees her turn around an’ lean inside the car an’ then shut the door. The car starts off again, gathers speed, bounces off a wooden pile an’ goes right over the edge into the river.”

“I see,” she says. “And why didn’t the watchman tell this story?”

I grin.

“He had a reason, lady,” I tell her. “A damn good reason. He kept his mouth shut about that little incident because a certain guy by the name of Langdon Burdell — a guy who was your husband’s secretary — gave him one thousand dollars to forget everything except seeing the car bounce off the pile an’ go over the edge.”

She looks at me as if she had been struck by lightning.

“It looks like this Burdell guy is pretty friendly towards you,” I tell her, “because when this ‘G’ man had seen him previously he said that you wasn’t in New York that night, you was in Connecticut, an’ it looks as if he not only said that but that the night after the death he had scrammed down and bribed the watchman good an’ plenty to keep his mouth shut about that woman.

“Well, what does that look like?” I say. “It looks like Granworth Aymes mighta been dead an’ stuck in that car. It looks like the woman mighta been drivin’ it, don’t it?”

She don’t say anything for a minute. I see her wet her lips with her tongue. She is takin’ this stuff pretty well, but she is frightened, I reckon. But she soon gets ‘a hold of herself again.

“If Granworth were killed they could have discovered it at the post mortem,” she says.

“Maybe,” I tell her, “an’ maybe not. But the guy in the D.A.’s office tells me that Granworth was smashed up through the fall into the river. Remember when that car hit bottom he banged plenty hard against the wind shield. His head was all smashed in, but that mighta been done before he was put in the car.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” she says. “And I don’t understand why Langdon Burdell should have bribed the watchman to tell some story that was not the truth. Why should he do that?”

“Search me, lady,” I tell her. “But I expect that the D.A.’s office can find that out if they wanta start gettin’ funny with somebody.”

I ask her if she would like some more coffee, an’ she says yes, so I order it. While we are waitin’ for it to come I am keepin’ a quiet eye on Henrietta an’ I can see she is doin’ some very deep thinkin’, which don’t surprise me because it looks like I have given her something to think about.

When the coffee comes she drinks it as if she was glad to have something to do. Then she puts the cup down an’ looks straight at me.

“I’m wondering why you took the trouble to tell me all this, Mr. Frayme,” she says. “What was in your mind? What did you expect me to do?”

“It ain’t what’s in my mind, Henrietta,” I tell her. “It’s what’s in the mind of these guys in the New York D.A.’s office. The thing is this. My friend who works there says that nobody gave a damn about whether Granworth Aymes committed suicide or not until this counterfeit business turned up. The investigation was all over an’ everything was tied up an’ put away, an’ then this registered Federal bond thing happens. Well, that’s a Federal job, an’ the ‘G’ people at Washington have made up their minds good an’ plenty to find out who it was faked those phoney bonds. If they can find that out everything’s hunky dory an’ they ain’t likely to worry about anything else.

“When I went to the Hacienda Altmira last night that guy Sagers, the feller who was workin’ there an’ who was leavin’ for Arispe today, told me you was Mrs. Henrietta Aymes, an’ I made up my mind to tell you about this business, an’ here’s why:

“Supposin’ for the sake of argument you know somethin’ about this counterfeitin’. Supposin’ you know who fixed it. Well, if I was you I’d come across. Slip me the works. Then, when I go back to New York I can hand the information quietly to my pal in the D.A.’s office an’ if it’s good enough for them to pass on to the ‘G’ people at Washington an’ satisfy their curiosity, well, I don’t guess they’ll want to re-open that case about your husband.

“You see these guys think that you must know something about that counterfeitin’. An’ if you don’t come across with some information, it’s a cinch that they’ll re-open the business about your husband’s death just so that they got something to pin on to you that will make you talk. See?”

“I see,” she says, “but I’ve no information to give any one. The package of Federal bonds which I brought with me out here was taken from my husband’s safe deposit where I kept them. I understood from Mr. Burdell that the safe deposit was opened with the key taken from my husband’s dead body by his lawyer, who handed them to me. That is all I know. As for their re-opening the question of my husband’s death and the suggestion that I was in New York on that night, well, they’ll have to prove that, won’t they?”

“Yeah. I suppose they will,” I tell her. I am thinking that all the proof wanted is in the three letters from her to Granworth that I have got stored away in the safe at the Miranda House.

“Anyhow it was very nice of you to give me this warning,” she says. “It seems that I have a lot to thank you for, Mr. Frayme, and now, if you don’t mind I think I’ll be getting back.”

We go out an’ get into the car an’ I drive back. I make out that I do not know where she is living an’ she tells me the way. I drop her at the door, an’ I wonder how she will feel when she finds out that somebody has pinched those three letters — three letters that may spell a bundle of trouble for this dame.

She says good night. She gets outa the car an’ she walks up to the door of the rancho. When she gets there she looks back at me an’ smiles.

I decide Henrietta has got nerve all right.

I start the car up an’ I just drive along. I don’t take any notice of where I am goin’ because I am busy turnin’ over in my mind what she has said. By an’ large she seems to be takin’ this business pretty calm.

There is one or two things that I cannot understand about this Henrietta. I cannot understand why she made that crack about havin’ to marry Fernandez, an’ I certainly cannot understand why she kept the three letters she wrote to Granworth — the letters that prove she saw him on the night he died — instead of gettin’ rid of ’em pronto.

But I don’t think that she knows anything about Sagers bein’ bumped off. When I brought his name up an’ said that he was the guy who was leavin’ for Arispe I was watchin’ her like a cat watches a mouse an’ she never batted an eyelid.

An’ I decide she has got enough nerve to have bumped off Aymes. Let’s do a bit of s’pposin’. Let’s suppose she goes back to New York after writin’ the letters because she has made up her mind to have a show down with Granworth about this woman who he is supposed to be runnin’ around with. Maybe Granworth meets her some place in his car, because when I talked to Burdell about it when I was in New York before I come down here, he tells me that Aymes left the office to “meet some people” an’ he was lookin’ a bit excited. Maybe he was goin’ to meet Henrietta. All right, well, they meet an’ they have one helluva row. It might be possible too, that in between whiles she has discovered that the Federal bonds he gave her was phoney. So what? Aymes is sittin’ in the drivin’ seat of the car in some quiet place an’ she smashes him one over the head with a gun-butt or something an’ knocks him out. Then she has an idea. She remembers how he tried this suicide business once before in the East River, an’ she thinks she can pull a fast one. She shoves him outa the drivin’ seat an’ pushes him over in front of the passenger seat. Then she gets in an’ drives round by the back way until she gets to Cotton’s Wharf which is pretty deserted. She don’t see the watchman standin’ at the end of the wharf. She gets out, leavin’ the engine runnin’, turns the wheels so that the car is pointin’ to the edge of the wharf, leans over an’ presses the clutch pedal down with her hand an’ shoves the gear lever into gear. Then, as the car moves she stands away an’ shuts the door. This would account for the car runnin’ into the wooden pile before it bounced into the river.

I decide she coulda done it that way, an’ I think she has got the nerve. The fact that she’s pretty don’t mean a thing. I have known pretty janes bump guys off before — an’ get clean away with it too.

I have been drivin’ back along the road nice an’ easy, an’ away in front of me in the moonlight I can see the white walls of the Hacienda Altmira. I wonder if Periera has delivered this guy Fernandez back where he lives, an’ I wonder how the Maloney bird is feelin’. It looks like this Maloney has fallen for Henrietta. I could tell by the way he was lookin’ at her earlier in the evenin’. He’s got that sorta nutty look that a guy gets when he starts gettin’ excited about a jane, an’ I am thinkin’ that he’d better watch his step with Henrietta. I guess she could play him for a sucker too, if she wanted to. Maybe she’s playin’ him off against Fernandez — you never know with dames.

I drive past the front of the Hacienda an’ turn around an’ run pretty slowly past the back. I start gettin’ curious, and wonderin’ whether they have took Sagers outa the ice safe yet an’ buried him some place in the desert. I decide that was done early yesterday mornin’.

An’ for some reason that I don’t know I think I would like to have a look. I sorta get a hunch about this, an’ when I get a hunch I always play it.

I stop the car behind some old broken down adobe wall that runs away from the end of the garage, an’ I look up at the windows an’ case the place. I can’t see any lights an’ I can’t hear anything. I keep in the shadows an’ I get around by the wall until I come to the windows on the side of the dance floor an’ in about two minutes I am inside.

The place is dark, but there are big patches of moonlight here an’ there. I listen but I can’t hear anything, an’ I ease over to the bar, get over it, an’ start workin’ on the door of the store room behind the bar. I get this open an’ go in. After I have closed the door I switch on the flash that I have brought outa the car an’ go over to the ice safes. I look in ’em both an’ I see that Sagers is gone. I thought he would be, because whoever bumped him off would get him moved before the club opened again.

Over on a shelf in the corner is some bottles. I go over an’ look at ’em, an’ I see one is a bottle of tequila that has been opened. I sit down on a box an’ take a swig at this bottle, an’ although the stuff is damn strong it is better than no drink at all.

I sit there with this bottle in my hand flashin’ the torch around an’ wonderin’ why I had this hunch about comin’ back to see if they’d moved Sagers. I mighta known they woulda done this. While I am thinkin’ about this the light flashes on a garbage can in the corner. Stickin’ out from under the lid is what looks like the corner of a letter. I go over an’ take the lid off an’ start lookin’ at the rubbish inside. There is all sorts of junk in this can, an’ I turn it over with my foot.

All of a sudden I turn over what looks like a photograph that has been torn in two. I take the two pieces out an’ put them together. The picture has been cut out of a newspaper an’ underneath it I can see the caption is unclear because it has been folded over.

I take this picture back to the box an’ sit down an’ have a look at it under the flash. I get a sorta idea that I have seen this guy in the picture before. Then do I get a start? I am lookin’ at a picture of myself cut out of a newspaper. I straighten out the caption an’ read it. It says “Portrait of a ‘G’ man. Exclusive picture of Lemuel H. Caution, the Federal Agent who brought in the Yelltz kidnappers.”

Then I remember. This was a picture of me published in the Chicago Times two years ago after the Yelltz case. I remember how burned up I was at havin’ my face in a newspaper so’s every damn crook would know me on sight.

Round at the side of the picture on the plain edge of the newspaper is some writin’. I look at it close. It says, “This is the guy.”

I get it. Now I am beginnin’ to understand a thing or two. It looks like somebody has sent this picture of me along here, an’ has written on it “This is the guy” so’s somebody would know me when I got here. I decide that somebody back in New York, who knew I had been put on this case sends this picture along here so that the guys at this end will know that something is goin’ to happen.

An’ that is why they killed Sagers! It hits me like a bullet. When I blew into the Hacienda Altmira the first time they knew who I was. They was wise to my act with Sagers. So they guessed he was workin’ with me, an’ when he told ’em that night that he was scrammin’ to Arispe like we arranged, they bumped him off. They thought he might know a bit more than he did an’ they aren’t takin’ any chances.

An’ if they’ll bump off Sagers, well, I reckon they will bump me off if they get the chance.

I take a spot more tequila an’ start doin’ a little concentratin’. Who would be the guy who would get this old newspaper an’ cut the picture out an’ send it out here so’s they would be waitin’ for me. Wouldn’t it be the same guy who went to the trouble of writin’ me that anonymous note in New York so as to get me out here after the letters that Henrietta had got? You bet.

This guy knows about the letters. He fixes to get me out here after ’em. In doin’ this he knows that he must be puttin’ the idea in my head that Henrietta bumped off Granworth Aymes, an’ he also takes the trouble to send a picture out to somebody here so’s they’ll know I’m me.

An’ what is the big idea behind all this? Is it to get me out here because it will be easier to rub me out in this place — easier than anywhere else?

I get up off the box. This counterfeit case is beginnin’ to look sweet an’ interestin’ to me. It is gettin’ so tied up that in a minute I shall think I done it myself.

But way back in my head is an idea that I’m goin’ to work on. The idea that it was this secretary bird Burdell who sent me that anonymous letter so’s I should get out here an’ get next to Henrietta, an’ maybe start something that is goin’ to end up with her bein’ pinched on a first degree murder charge. An’ if I am right about this what is he doin’ it for? Is he doin’ it because he thinks that he is helpin’ justice that way or because he’s got some reason for wanting to put Henrietta on the spot.

I take another swig at the tequila an’ I put the picture of me back in the garbage can which is where a whole lot of crooks would like to see me too an’ I scram. I get outside an’ get the car goin’ an’ I slide back in the direction of Palm Springs, because I think that it is time that I got busy on this case. I reckon that if nobody else won’t start anything then I had better myself.

When I get back to the Miranda House I find a telegraph waiting for me. It is coded an’ is in answer to the one I sent the “G” office in New York askin’ for information about the people in Granworth Aymes’ employ at the time of his death. It says:

“Aymes employees as follows stop. Langdon Burdell secretary in service seven years now carrying on Aymes business under own name New York stop. Enrico Palantza butler at apartment in service four years present location unknown stop. Marie Therese Dubuinet — maid to Mrs. Henrietta Aymes now in service Mrs. John Vlaford New York stop. Juan Termiglo chauffeur service three years present location unknown stop. Dispatching to you photographs Palantza Dubuinet and Termiglo within two days stop.”

This don’t tell me very much an’ between you an’ me I didn’t see just then that havin’ pictures of these guys was goin’ to do me much good neither.

I light a cigarette an’ I do some thinkin’. I decide that just for the moment I ain’t goin’ to do much good around here. Whether Henrietta decides that she is goin’ to hitch up with Maloney or Fernandez ain’t goin’ to get me no place.

Another thing is that I wanta have a little conversation with this guy Burdell. I bet he can tell me a coupla things I would like to know, an’ if he can I guess I am comin’ back to start something good an’ proper.

Back of my head I have gotta big idea that Henrietta is holdin’ out on me; that she is twicin’ me good an’ proper. There is somethin’ about that dame’s face that is very nice, but that don’t prove nothin’ at all.

I remember a dame in Nogales on the Arizona-Mexico border. She was a honey. This dame had a face like a saint an’ she spoke that way too. She was Mexican an’ she figured to get some more culture an’ teach herself English by readin’ the History of the Civil War to her husband every night. He was a bit older than she was an’ of a very doubtin’ disposition. While she was readin’ the History of the Civil War with one hand she was mixin’ arsenic in his coffee with the other.

One day this guy peters out. He gives a big howl and hands in his dinner pail. Some suspicious dick pinches the dame for murder although she says it musta been the History of the Civil War that give him the pain in his stomach.

When she goes for trial she gets a hot lawyer who knows all the answers an’ he tells her to put a veil all over her face an’ cry all the time she is in court. She is lucky. The jury disagree an’ another trial is ordered. This time she gets another lawyer. He don’t know anything about law, but believe me he knows his onions. He gets her all dressed up for the trial in a skin tight black lace dress an’ flesh coloured chiffon silk stockings. He sticks her on the witness stand with a hand-picked jury of old gentlemen all over seventy an’ they take one look at her an’ say not guilty without goin’ outa the box.

The judge — who is also an old cuss — gives her the once over an’ says he agrees with the verdict. After the trial he gets her a job in the local dry cleaners an’ the way the old boy used to rush around every week for his laundry was just nobody’s business.

All of which goes to show you that you never know where you are with dames — especially when they got sex appeal. The more S.A. a dame has got the more trouble she causes.

An’ Henrietta has got sex appeal plus. Boy, she has everything it takes an’ then a lot. When I was lookin’ at her when we was havin’ that coffee I was thinkin’ that maybe she was like the dame in Nogales.

Even then I guess I wouldn’ta minded bein’ her husband. I just wouldn’ta drunk coffee, that’s all.


V. NEAT STUFF
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I AM BACK in New York.

Maybe you think that I am a mug for takin’ so much trouble but the way I look at it is this:

It woulda been easy for me to pinch Henrietta on suspicion an’ bring her back here. I coulda got the New York police to re-open the Aymes inquest an’ the production of the letters she wrote Granworth woulda maybe justified it. But what good’s it gonna do if she really an’ truly don’t know anything about the counterfeiting an’ even if she did kill Aymes still you gotta realise that I am a Federal dick investigatin’ a counterfeitin’ job an’ not a guy rushin’ around tryin’ to teach New York cops their business.

Besides which I have gotta bunch of ideas stewin’ around in my head. I have gotta hunch an’ I’m goin’ to play it, an’ that hunch certainly takes in this Langdon Burdell who, if you ask me, is tryin’ to play me for a mug. You’ll see why pretty soon.

I check in at the airport, fix myself up in my usual dump, have a shower an’ change, an’ after just one little bourbon just to keep the germs away, I jump me a yellow cab an’ scram down town to the Burdell office.

Burdell is runnin’ Granworth’s old business, an’ is in the same office building.

I go up in the elevator an’ walk in. In the outer office there is a fancy dame smackin’ a typewriter about. She has got four inch French heels an’ a page-boy cut that woulda made Greta Garbo look like a big cheese.

She is wearin’ long jade earrings an’ an expression like somebody was burnin’ cork under her nose all the time, an’ when she gets up from the typewriter as I go in she has gotta wiggle when she walks that woulda won her a beauty contest anywhere where the judges’ wives weren’t around.

She uses a beauty parlor plenty by the look of her pan, an’ she has gotta mouth made up with a lipstick that is about four shades too light.

It is a damn funny thing but I have only found about one jane in sixty-four ever uses the right shade of lipstick. An’ whenever I strike this odd one she is always goin’ some place or is married or somethin’ else that don’t help me along any.

I tell her I wanta see Mr. Burdell an’ she says he’s in but I’ll have to wait because he is in conference. I crack back that any time I have to wait to see Mr. Burdell I will commit hara-kiri with a tin opener an’ I walk straight into his room which is at the back of the office behind a fancy oak door.

Burdell is sittin’ behind a big desk helpin’ himself to a shot of rye out of a swell flask.

He looks up an’ smiles.

“Pleased to see you, Mr. Caution,” he says. “Come right in, I ain’t busy.”

I stick my hat on a big bronze figure of a boxer that he is usin’ as a paper weight, an’ I sit down in the big chair opposite him an’ help myself to a cigarette out of a swell silver box.

“Listen, Burdell,” I tell him. “I wanna talk to you, an’ I want you to listen an’ not make any slip-ups, otherwise I’m goin’ to get very tough with you.”

He looks surprised. This Burdell guy is a bird about five feet four with sandy hair an’ a thin face like a weasel with indigestion. He has got red eyes an’ a pointed chin. He is one of them guys who might be good or bad or just nothin’ at all. You just wouldn’t know a thing by lookin’ at him.

“Listen here,” he says. “You don’t have to talk like that, Mr. Caution. I’ve always told you anything you wanted to know, ain’t I?”

“Sure you have,” I tell him, “but I wanta know some more that’s all. Now stay quiet an’ listen to this.

“Two weeks ago when I get put on this counterfeitin’ job I come around here an’ I ask you a lotta questions. Well, the main thing is that you say that you and the servants at the Aymes apartments have given evidence that Henrietta Aymes wasn’t in town the night that Granworth bumps himself off.

“O.K. Well next morning I get around an’ I talk to this watchman down at Cotton’s Wharf — the guy who saw the car go over the edge, an’ I grill this guy plenty. Finally he comes across that the mornin’ after Aymes killed himself you got down there an’ he told you that he saw some woman get outa that car way down the wharf. He says that you gave him a thousand dollars to keep his trap shut about that little fact, an’ that he kept it shut.

“O.K. Three days afterwards I get an anonymous note sayin’ that I oughta go to Palm Springs an’ check up on some letters that Henrietta has got. Right, well I checked up an’ I have found them letters.

“Now I am very interested in who the guy was who sent me that anonymous note, an’ I have come to the conclusion that the guy is you. You sent it to me, Burdell, an’ you’re goin’ to tell me why, because you are a very contradictory sorta cuss. First of all you graft this watchman to keep quiet about the dame; then at the inquest you an’ the servants say Henrietta Aymes wasn’t in town on that night, an’ a few months afterwards, after I have seen you an’ heard one thing from you, you send me an anonymous letter that gets me out to Palm Springs where I find some letters that might hang a murder rap on Henrietta. So what? I’m listenin’ an’ I wanta hear plenty. Did you write that letter?”

He looks serious.

“Yeah,” he says. “I wrote it, an’ I’m goin’ to tell you why, an’ maybe when you’ve heard you’ll understand why I played it like I did.

“You gotta get the set up,” he says. “In the first place I knew Mrs. Aymes was comin’ to town to see Granworth because I saw the letters she wrote. I knew she came to town on the night he died, but I kept my trap shut about it at the inquest, an’ I told the servants at the apartment to keep quiet too, an’ I’ll tell you why.

“Granworth Aymes was a lousy dog. We none of us liked him, but we liked her plenty. We knew he usta play around with a lotta janes an’ that he gave her a raw deal. But when he made that dough an’ told us that he was goin’ to give two hundred grand in registered Federal bonds to her I thought that maybe he was goin’ to start over an’ be a good guy. I believe this because he acts that way, an’ because he takes out extra insurance an’ says he’s goin’ to be a regular feller.

“On the night he died he went outa this office an’ I knew that later he was goin’ to meet up with Mrs. Aymes an’ talk to her about this dame that she was so burned up about. The next thing I hear is when the police ring up the next mornin’ an’ say that they have fished Granworth outa the river an’ want identification. I go down an’ do it.

“I also knew that Mrs. Aymes had gone back to Connecticut late the night before, because Granworth told me she was goin’ back after she’d seen him.

“Now I worked it out this way. I worked out that she’s seen him an’ told him plenty; that she’d told him he was a lousy double-crossin’ dog an’ that she was goin’ to leave him an’ after that she’d started back for Connecticut. Well, I know Granworth. He was an excitable sorta guy an’ he probably was a bit upset, so I guess he has some liquor an’ maybe makes up his mind that he will bump himself off. Knowin’ him I decide that he woulda been drinkin’ with some jane somewhere an’ that she was the woman that the watchman saw.

“But I think that if I say that he saw Mrs. Aymes that night that the police will think that the dame with Granworth was her; that they will bring her back here an’ start givin’ her the works an’ makin’ things tough for her. So I get around to the apartment, an’ I have a talk with the servants, an’ we fix to keep quiet about her bein’ in town that night. I take a thousand that Granworth had in the drawer of this desk an’ I graft the watchman to keep his trap shut. I thought then that Granworth had bumped himself off an’ I didn’t see why she should be brought into it. He’d caused her enough trouble anyway.

“All right. Everything works out swell an’ the investigation finishes an’ that’s that. But a few months afterwards you come along an’ you say that Mrs. Aymes has tried to pass a phoney bond down at the bank at Palm Springs. You ask me a lotta questions before I have time to think this thing out, so I give you the same story as I handed out to the cops during the investigation. But after you went I got down an’ I did a little thinkin’. I knew damn well that the bonds that Granworth’s lawyer handed over to Henrietta Aymes was the real stuff. They was got outa Granworth’s safe deposit where they had been kept. I started thinkin’ that if she had tried to pass a phoney bond then she musta got it from somewhere an’ knew it was phoney.

“Another thing. I looked in the drawer of this desk where Granworth had put those three letters. They was gone, an’ I remembered that when she came down from Connecticut after his death I found her at this desk one day. I begin to get a screwy idea in my head. I get the idea that maybe I have been a mug, that maybe she did bump off Granworth after all; that she was the woman the night watchman saw, an’ that’s why she wanted the letters.

“Well, I may have sympathized with her in the first place, but I don’t hold with murder an’ I began to get a bit uncomfortable. Especially with you musclin’ around because you have got a hot reputation, Mr. Caution, an’ I start wonderin’ what is goin’ to happen to me if you find out the truth. I was right here because the first thing you do is to go an’ grill the truth outa the watchman, although I didn’t know that at the time.

“So I sit down at the typewriter an’ I send you that letter, without any signature, because I work it out that way. If you get down to Palm Springs an’ get them letters, well you can do what you like about it. If you think she bumped Granworth you can set out to pin it on her, or you can leave it alone, just as you think. I thought that you might not worry about who wrote the letter providin’ you got the information, an’ I also thought that if you did pin that letter on me I would come across with the whole works. Well, there it is. That’s how it was, an’ I’m sorry if I’ve caused you any trouble by bein’ a mug an’ not tellin’ the truth first go off.”

I get up an’ I hold out my hand.

“Fine, Burdell,” I tell him. “I guess you’re a wise guy to come clean. I’m beginning to think that this Henrietta bumped off Granworth all right, an’ if she did, well she’ll have to fry for it.”

He shakes hands with me an’ I scram.

I say so long to the dame with the french heels outside, an’ I take the elevator down. I ease along pretty quick to the caretaker’s office on the entrance floor an’ flash my badge an’ grab the telephone. I get chief operator at the telephone exchange.

I tell the chief operator who I am an’ I also tell him that I have just left Burdell’s office an’ that I have got an idea that Burdell will be puttin’ a long-distance call through to somebody at Palm Springs pretty quick. I say that they are to listen in to that call an’ take a note of it an’ who the guy is at the other end who takes it. I say that they are to keep this shorthand note for me to call for an’ that they can check up on my authority in the meantime.

The chief operator says O.K.

I then go back to my hotel an’ give myself a swell cigar. First of all it is quite plain to me that this second story of Burdell’s is not so hot either. I’ll tell you why.

Supposin’ he did know that Henrietta had taken the letters outa the desk drawer because they proved she’d seen Granworth on the night he died. Well, wouldn’t it have been sensible for Burdell to think that she took ’em to destroy ’em, not to carry ’em about with her? How did he know they was at Palm Springs? There’s only one way he coulda been certain of that an’ that was if somebody down at Palm Springs had told him that she still had ’em an’ had ’em in the rancho where she was stayin’.

So I reckon that after I have got out of his office he is goin’ to telephone through to this guy an’ say that I have blown in an’ tell him that I have fallen for this story an’ that everything is O.K., an’ that the job has been played the way this Burdell bird wants it played.

An’ this brings me to another little thing. What about that picture of me cut out of the Chicago Times an’ sent down to somebody at the Hacienda Altmira at Palm Springs? Don’t it look like Burdell sent that too. An’ the reason he sends it is easy. When he has sent me the anonymous letter he knows I will scram out to Palm Springs so he gets ’em good an’ ready for me He searches around until he finds a newspaper that has gotta picture of me in it an’ he cuts it out, writes “This is the guy” on it, an’ sends it down to the Hacienda.

An’ this Burdell bird is goin’ to slip up plenty in a minute. Mind you, the guy has got brains — plenty brains. He knows that I can figure out that it was him that wrote the anonymous letter to me, an’ so he has a swell story all ready for me when I blow in; but what he don’t know is that I am wise to that picture business, an’ that is just where he is goin’ to slip up.

I guess you will agree that this business is gettin’ good an’ interestin’. It is beginnin’ to get me interested — almost!

I stick around till it is six o’clock, an’ then I get another idea. I think that I will ring through to the New York “G” Office an’ ask ’em if they have dispatched them pictures of the Aymes’ servants, the butler, the chauffeur an’ the maid, that they was goin’ to send to me at Palm Springs. I am lucky. They tell me that they have sent off one lot but they have got a duplicate set an’ they fix to send these around to me at the hotel. I also ask ’em to send somebody around to the main exchange office an’ see if they have gotta transcript of the shorthand notes of any telephone conversation that Burdell has had since I went outa the office, an’ they say they will do this.

After which I give myself another shower to pass the time an’ change into a tuxedo just so’s I can feel civilized for one night anyhow.

At seven o’clock things begin to happen. An agent comes round from the “G” Office with a note of a conversation that Burdell has had with Palm Springs. He leaves this an’ he leaves the packet of duplicate pictures an’ after he has had a little rye with me he goes. I read the note of the Burdell conversation, and do I get one big kick outa it. Here it is:



New York. Central Exchange Time: 5:24 p.m.

Report of long-distance telephone conversation from office of Langdon Burdell Central 174325 and Hacienda Altmira, Palm Springs, Calif.

Call from Burdell Office 5:24

Burdell Office: Hello. Long-distance call please. This is Central 174325, office of Langdon Burdell, calling Palm Springs 674356.

Operator: Central 174325 Langdon Burdell calling Palm Springs, California. Palm Springs 674356. Hang up please I will call you.

Time: 5:32

Operator: Hello, Central 174325. Here is your Palm Springs number. Take your call please.

Burdell Office: Hello, hello, Hacienda Altmira?

Hacienda: Yes, who are you? What do you want?

Burdell Office: This is Langdon Burdell. Is Ferdie there?

Hacienda: Sure. I’ll get him. How you makin’ out Langdon? Hang on, I’ll get Ferdie.

Hacienda: Hello, Langdon?

Burdell Office: Is this you, Ferdie?

Hacienda: You betcha. What do you know?

Burdell Office: Listen kid. Get an earful of this an’ don’t make any mistakes. Are you listenin’? O.K. Well, this afternoon this goddam Caution comes bustin’ around here askin’ plenty questions. He has fell for this business an’ he is on to me for writin’ the anonymous letter to him an’ startin’ him off after the letters at Palm Springs. I tell him the works. I tell him how I tried to cover up for the Aymes dame until this counterfeitin’ business starts an’ then I get a screwy idea that after all she has probably bumped of Granworth an’ that I do not want to be a party to a murder rap so I am cashin’ in with the truth. The big mug listens with his ears floppin’ an’ then shakes me by the hand an’ scrams. I have also wised him up to the fact that the original bonds that was given to Henrietta was O.K. an’ that she musta got the phoney ones herself. Now listen, Ferdie, I reckon that he is comin’ back to Palm Springs plenty quick an’ that he is layin’ to pinch Henrietta just as soon as he can get his hooks on her. Because if he can pin the murder thing on her an’ she gets the chair, the Feds are goin’ to take it for granted that she pulled the counterfeitin’ too because that will be the easiest way to close the case down. You got all that?

Hacienda: Swell, Langdon. Okie doke. An’ I play it the way we said.

Burdell Office: You bet your life. What you gotta do is to get hitched up to the dame. You gotta make her marry you. You can do it easy. When that big mug Caution comes back an’ starts gumshoein’ around she’s goin’ to get good an’ scared. Then pull your stuff. You tell her that the only way she can beat this murder rap is if we say that our original evidence was right that she wasn’t in New York the night Granworth did the high divin’ act. After that everything’s easy. You got all that, Ferdie?

Hacienda: You said it. I got it O.K.

Burdell Office: Give Verier a a lovin’ kick in the pants for me an’ tell him I’ll be seein’ him directly this job’s finished an’ we get where we wanta. So long, Ferdie. Keep your nose clean baby an’ no gun play if you can keep off it.

Hacienda: ‘Bye, Langdon. An’ don’t you get your nose dirty either. I’ll be seein’ you.

Call ends.

Operator: G. O. Tarnet. Shorthand notes by V. L. O’Leary.



Is this sweet readin’ or is it? It looks like I am dead right in my ideas about this Burdell guy, an’ I decide that before I am through with him I am goin’ to hand him something for callin’ me that big mug Caution. It is an extraordinary thing how all these guys who are up to funny business always think that any kinda policeman is a mug. It’s a sorta rule with them, but now an’ again they find out that the drinks are on them.

But believe me I ain’t said nothin’ yet. When I have read through the notes I undo the package of pictures. There are three of ’em — Dubuinet the maid, Palantza the butler an’ Termiglo the chauffeur, an’ when I look at this last mug do I get a kick? Because Termiglo the chauffeur is nobody else but Fernandez, the big guy at the Hacienda Altmira, the guy I smacked down, an’ threw down the stairs! Boy, is this beginnin’ to look good or is it?

So Fernandez was the chauffeur in the Aymes family under the name of Juan Termiglo, an’ now he is Fernandez the big gambler out at the Hacienda. Now I am beginning to understand about the picture of me that was sent down there. Burdell sent it all right an’ he sent it to Fernandez so’s he would know who I was, an’ it was Fernandez who let Burdell know where Henrietta’s three letters was.

But wait just one little minute! Let’s get this straight. How did Fernandez know where Henrietta had got them letters hidden?

I reckon that he knew where they was hidden because he was the guy who planted them there. Didn’t I tell you that I found them letters a damn sight too easy? The way they was stuck in that cut out book of poetry looked to me as if they was just shriekin’ to be found by anybody who had enough sense to look in the right sorta places.

An’ if I am right about this — an’ I believe I am — then Burdell is a double liar. All that stuff he told me about Henrietta findin’ the letters in. Granworth’s desk an’ takin’ ’em away is just a lotta punk.

O.K. So we found something out ain’t we? Something that is beginnin’ to look good. I have already got a bunch of ideas stewin’ around in my head about this new set-up.

I grab a piece of paper an’ a pencil an’ I write it down just to sorta analyse it in my mind. Here it is:

Point 1: Burdell gets the servants to say that Henrietta is outa town on the night of Aymes’ death. He gives the Cotton’s Wharf watchman one thousand bucks to keep his ‘mouth shut about the woman in the car.

Point 2: When the counterfeit Federal bond is passed by Henrietta and Caution is brought in on the job, Burdell tells him the same story as he told the New York cops. Right then he gets the three letters which he has found in Granworth’s desk an’ sends them to Fernandez who is out at the Hacienda and tells him to plant them somewhere where they will be found easy in Henrietta’s room at the rancho. He then writes an anonymous letter to Caution an’ tells him to get out to Palm Springs an’ grab the letters which will tell him a lot.

Point 3: Caution goes to Palm Springs, finds the letters, and also the picture and begins to think there is something screwy going on. He comes back to New York and sees Burdell. Burdell tells Caution a swell story which explains his change of front. Caution makes out that he is falling for this an’ checks up on the next phone conversation.

So what do we know? We know one thing certain an’ that is that the Burdell-Fernandez set-up are tryin’ to pin a first-degree murder rap on Henrietta.

O.K. Well if this is so perhaps you can tell me something? If these two guys are tryin’ to frame Henrietta for the murder of Granworth Aymes, then why in the name of everything that is sizzlin’ is Burdell so keen that Henrietta should get herself married to Fernandez?

Ain’t that a sweet question? Because that is the thing that is stickin’ in my mind an’ I have gotta find the answer somehow, otherwise this case is goin’ to get me nuts in a minute.

But there’s one thing you can rely on. The explanation is always damn simple. They always are when you finally find ’em out, but at the time they look tough.

Like once when I was in Oklahoma a dame who I was very stuck on hit me right on the top of the head with a tent mallet. When I come to an’ I asked her how come she said she was gettin’ so damn fond of me that she knew that unless she done something about it she would break up her home an’ family because she was so fond of my ugly mug. She said that she had thought it all out an’ the best way out was for her to sock me one with a tent mallet because it would create a situation that would clean things up.

She was right. After she had one sock I left Oklahoma.

The point is that I am goin’ to use the same technique — as the professors call it. I am goin’ back to Palm Springs an’ I am goin’ around with a tent mallet bustin’ guys wide open until somebody stops two timin’ me an’ comes across with a spot of real honest-to-God truth.

An’ here we go!


VI. WOMAN STUFF
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WHILE I AM flying back to Palm Springs I think out how I am goin’ to handle this business. First of all it is a cinch that it is no good my jumpin’ around pretendin’ to be Mr. Selby T. Frayme of Magdalena, Mexico, any longer, because it looks to me like all the guys that I don’t wanta know I am a “G” man have known about it for a helluva long time. Here is where we come right out into the open.

As far as Henrietta is concerned I reckon I have got enough on her to make her talk, because you have gotta realise that although I am certainly partial to this dame I have never allowed my personal feelin’s to interfere with my business, well, not much, an’ after all the fact that a jane is pretty don’t mean a damn thing because it is always the hotcha numbers who get into jams.

I reckon if you was to stick an ugly jane on an island where there was a coupla hundred tough guys stickin’ around nothin’ much would happen; but you plant a little lady who has got this an’ that in the middle of a jungle you can betcha sweet an’ holy life that some guy will be busy startin’ a big lion hunt just to show her what a swell guy he is.

I will go so far as to say that a travelin’ salesman in Missouri once told me that if there wasn’t any dames in the world there wouldn’t be no crime. We talked this thing over an’ after he had had half a bottle of rye he got all sentimental about it, an’ said that anyway he reckoned he would sooner have crime an’ dames.

He got his way all right, because eighteen months after some jane slugged him with a car spanner after which he handed in his order book an’ took a one-way trip to the local cemetery.

Just how Henrietta is breakin’ with these guys out at the Hacienda I do not know. This is another thing I have got to find out because it certainly looks a bit funny to me that she is stickin’ around in a place actin’ as hostess an’ bein’ kissed by some big guy who used to be the chauffeur. Maybe this Fernandez has got some pull over Henrietta, an’ is makin’ her toe the line which would account for her tellin’ me that she might have to marry him.

It is eight o’clock when I pull in at the Miranda House in Palm Springs, an’ I am good an’ tired, but I decide that I am goin’ to getta move on with business an’ not let any grass grow in my ears while I am doin’ it.

After I have had a shower an’ a meal I put a call through to the Hacienda an’ ask if Mrs. Aymes is around. Some guy at the other end — an’ I decide by the way he talks it is Periera — says what do I want with her, an’ I tell him that what I want with her is my business an’ that if he don’t get her to the phone pronto I will come out there an’ slug him one with a blackjack. After this he decides to go an’ fetch her.

Pretty soon I hear Henrietta cooin’ into the telephone an’ I ask her if she knows where Maloney is. She says yes he’s around. I tell her that I am the guy who said he was Selby Frayme an’ that I am not Selby Frayme but Lemmy Caution, a Federal Agent, an’ I wanta see Maloney pronto, an’ that he had better get around to the Miranda House good an’ quick because I wanta talk to him.

She says O.K. an’ about nine o’clock Maloney blows in.

I take him up to my room an’ I give him a drink.

“Now see here, Maloney,” I tell him. “I know that you are stuck on this Henrietta, an’ that maybe you wouldn’t like to see her get into a jam, because it looks right now that that is the way things are goin’. I guess Henrietta has told you who I am, an’ what I am doin’ around here, so I don’t have to explain any of that, but what I do wanna wise you up to is this little thing. When I come down here first of all I wasn’t interested in how Granworth Aymes died or whether he committed suicide or was bit to death by wild spiders, I was just musclin’ around tryin’ to get a line on this counterfeitin’ business. All right. Well, now I reckon that I am very interested in the Granworth business because it looks to me like the two things are tied up.

“Since I have been to New York I have found out a lotta things that make it look pretty bad for Henrietta. Maybe they’re right an’ maybe they ain’t, but it’s a cinch that she’s gotta watch her step or else...

“Now murder ain’t a nice charge. Maybe it’s my duty to advise New York about this suggestion that Henrietta bumped Granworth, but I ain’t goin’ to do that. I ain’t goin’ to do it just for one reason an’ that is it won’t help me any in the counterfeitin’ business, an’ that is the thing that I wanta clean up right now. If Henrietta did bump off Granworth then she’ll fry for it some time, but maybe she didn’t an’ if she didn’t then I’m goin’ to advise her to talk plenty an’ quick, otherwise she may find herself elected for the hot squat an’ they tell me that dames fry just as quick an’ sweet as hombres.

“O.K. Well here’s the first thing I’m askin’ you to do. You get back to the Hacienda an’ you have a talk with Henrietta, an’ you tell her that I’m comin’ out there tonight around midnight an’ that I want a statement from her an’ that she’d better make it the truth. If I think she’s tryin’ to pull anything on me or hidin’ anything then I tell you I’m goin’ to hold her right away as a material witness in this counterfeitin’ business, hand her over to Metts, the Chief of Police here, an’ produce what I know about her bein’ tied up with Granworth’s death. An’ if I do that there’s goin’ to be plenty of trouble for Henrietta. Got that?”

He nods. He is lookin’ damn serious.

“I got it, Caution,” he says, “an’ I’m certainly goin’ to advise her to come clean to you. It’s the only thing she can do. But,” he goes on, “I tell you she didn’t murder Aymes. She couldn’t do a thing like that. Why...”

“Can it, Maloney,” I bust in. “You don’t know a thing. Just because you are stuck on the jane you think she couldn’t kill somebody. I have known dames who usta go to church twice Sundays who have killed guys so I don’t wanta hear you tellin’ me why Henrietta couldn’ta done it. She can do that for herself.”

He shrugs his shoulders and lights himself a cigarette.

“All right,” I go on. “Now here’s something else you can do. Before I went to New York I had a talk with her, an’ she said that she might have to marry Fernandez. Now that was a funny thing for her to say, because I have got the impression that she is stuck on you. Maybe you got some idea about that, huh?”

He shrugs his shoulders again.

“I can’t get it,” he says. “All I know is that Fernandez an’ Periera are the big guys around the Hacienda, that they are sorta partners, an’ it might be that Henrietta feels she would be better off if she married Fernandez. It was only when I saw that Fernandez was ridin’ her an’ givin’ her a tough time that I sorta chipped in. I was kinda sorry for her an’ I think she is a swell femme.”

He sits quiet for a minute sorta thinkin’ to himself. After a bit he goes on.

“Now you come to mention it,” he says, “it certainly looks as if Fernandez has gotta nerve to think that Henrietta would fall for a punk like him. He speaks good English but he’s a lousy breed.”

“That’s all the more reason why she shouldn’t even listen to a guy like that,” I say. “Tell me something, Maloney, have you asked this dame to marry you?”

“Sure I have,” he says with a grin, “an’ she said she’d think it over. I reckon I ain’t ever been so sorry for any dame as I am for Henrietta, an’ the more so because she’s a swell kid an’ she don’t go grievin’ all the time when she’s in a jam like dames usually do.”

“O.K. Maloney,” I say. “Well, be on your way an’ don’t forget to tell her that I’m comin’ out at twelve an’ that I wanta hear some sense outa her.”

He says all right an’ he scrams.

I stick around until twelve o’clock an’ then I get the car an’ drive out to the Hacienda. There ain’t many people there, because you gotta realise that at this time of the year there ain’t a lotta people makin’ holiday around this part of the world, an’ I am wonderin’ why Periera don’t shut this place up for the bad season and scram off somewhere else like most of the other guys around here do.

The band is playin’ a hot number an’ there are one or two couples pushin’ each other around the dance floor an’ some city guys from Los Angeles makin’ hey-hey. I walk straight across an’ up the stairs an’ into the room at the top where the card playin’ goes on.

There ain’t anybody there except a waiter guy who is puttin’ the place straight an’ I ask him where Periera’s office is. He shows me one of the rooms away along the balcony on the other side, over the entrance door to the main floor, an’ I go along there. I open the door an’ I go in.

Inside there is Periera sittin’ behind a desk drinkin’ a glass of whisky an’ Fernandez is sittin’ in the corner smokin’. They both give me a cold once-over as I go in.

“Well, bozos,” I say, “here I am again, an’ how’s tricks?”

Periera looks up with a nasty sorta grin.

“Everytheeng is ver’ good, Mr. Frayme,” he says with a sorta sneer.

“Cut that out, Periera,” I say, “You know damn well that my name ain’t Frayme. My name’s Caution, an’ I gotta little badge in my pocket if you’d like to see it.”

Fernandez cuts in.

“What the hell do we care about your badge,” he says. “We ain’t got any call to be gettin’ excited about Federal badges. You ain’t got anything on us, an’ we don’t like dicks anyhow.”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “I bet you don’t like dicks, an’ I bet you certainly don’t like one who gave you a bust in the kisser like I did last time I saw you. However,” I tell him, lightin’ myself a cigarette, “my advice to you is to keep nice an’ civil otherwise I’m probably goin’ to smack you down some more. Where’s Henrietta?”

He grins.

“She’s just stickin’ around,” he says. “She’s outside on the side porch with Maloney, an’ the sooner you get done the better I’m goin’ to like it because you make me feel sick.”

“Just fancy that,” I say. “Well while you’re waitin’ for me to come back I’ll tell you something that’ll help you pass the time away, Fernandez. Just you get yourself a good story about what you’re doin’ out here callin’ yourself Fernandez an’ puttin’ on a big act when your name’s Juan Termiglo an’ you used to be chauffeur in New York to Granworth Aymes, an’ see that it is a good one, otherwise I might get a bit tough with you about some phoney evidence you gave to the New York cops.”

“You got me wrong, dick,” he says. “I never give any evidence because I never knew anything about anybody bein’ anywhere. I was at home that night an’ I never saw a thing of Henrietta or anybody else, an’ how do you like that?”

“O.K. sour puss,” I say, “but I wouldn’t be above framin’ you for something or other, Fernandez, so watch your step otherwise you’ll feel sick some more.”

He grins an’ lights himself a cigarette. He has got his nerve all right.

I go down the stairs an’ across the floor an’ out on to the side porch. Henrietta is sittin’ there talkin’ to Maloney. She is wearin’ a blue dress made of some flimsy stuff an’ she looks a peach. Maloney says so long an’ scrams out of it.

I pull up a chair an’ sit down.

“Well, Henrietta,” I say, “I guess Maloney has told you about it, an’ what are you goin’ to do?”

She looks at me an’ in the moonlight I can see that her eyes are sorta smilin’, as if she was amused at something.

“All right, Mr. Caution,” she says. “I’m going to tell you anything that you want to know. Jim Maloney says that if I tell the truth everything will be all right, an’ that if I don’t it may go hard with me. Shall I begin?”

“Justa minute, honey,” I tell her, “an’ you listen to me before we get down to cases. I don’t know what’s been goin’ on around here but I guess it’s something screwy an’ I don’t like it, an’ I’m goin’ to get to the bottom of it. Me — I like workin’ along with people nice an’ quiet an’ no threats an’ no nonsense — that is if they come clean. If they don’t, well it’s their own business if they get in a jam. Now I’m tellin’ you this, Henrietta. You’re a swell piece an’ I’m for you. I think you got what it takes an’ maybe you know it, but you’re in a jam over this business of that phoney bond as well as the other stuff, an’ the thing for you to do is to spill the works an’ not forget anything. All right, now you tell me what happened the night you went to New York an’ saw Granworth — the night he died.”

“That’s easy, Mr. Caution,” she says. “It’s all quite simple, only I’m afraid that I couldn’t very well prove it. I wrote some letters to Granworth telling him I wanted to see him. I’d heard that he was making a fool of himself over a woman and although I’d believed for some time that he was unfaithful I’d never had any actual proof. I was never very happy with Granworth.

“He drank; he was excitable and often silly, but when he made this money and said that he was going to turn over two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of bonds to me I thought that maybe he’d turned over a new leaf. He talked about starting a new life together. He even went so far as to buy some more insurance — an annuity policy payable in ten years’ time or at his death — so that, as he said, we should be able to face the future without worry. I remember him joking about the fact that the Insurance Corporation insisted on having a clause in the policy under which they would not pay if he committed suicide, because, as you may know, he tried to kill himself after a drinking bout two years ago.

“I was actually beginning to feel that maybe he meant what he said for once. I was in Hartford, Connecticut, staying with friends, when I received a letter. It was unsigned and it said that I would be well advised to keep an eye on Granworth who was making a fool of himself with a woman whose husband was beginning to get nasty about things.

“I don’t take notice of anonymous letters usually, but I telephoned through to Granworth and told him about this one. He did not even trouble to deny the fact. He was merely rude about it. Then I realised that the letter was true and I wrote him two other letters, asking him what he was going to do about it, and eventually telling him that I proposed to come and see him, and to get tough with him.”

“Justa minute, Henrietta,” I bust in. “What happened to those letters. What did Granworth do with them?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “After his death, when Burdell telephoned me an’ I went to New York, I saw them lying around on his desk with a lot of other papers. I meant to pick them up and destroy them, but I was worried and unhappy at the time and I forgot.”

“O.K.” I say, “Go right ahead.”

“I went to New York,” she went on, “and arrived early in the evening of the 12th January. I did not go home to the apartment. I telephoned the butler and asked where my husband was. He said that he was in his office. I then called Granworth at his office and he spoke to me. He said that he just received my third letter and that he would talk to me that evening.

“He asked me to meet him at a down town cafe. I went there and after a while he drove up. He was rather excited and seemed a little drunk. We discussed the situation and he told me that he was not going to give up this woman. I said that if he did not do so I would divorce him. Then he said that if I did so he would rather leave the country than pay me alimony. He was furious and his eyes were blazing, and when he tried to drink his coffee he could hardly hold the cup because his fingers were trembling so.

“I told him that I had no need to worry about alimony; that I had the two hundred thousand dollar bonds that he had made over to me. For a moment I thought he was going mad, he was so enraged. Then, after a little while he said that I’d better go back to Connecticut for a week or so and that he would think it over and write me and we could come to some decision. But he said definitely that if I divorced him his life would be ruined and he would finish everything.

“I went straight back to the depot and left for Hartford. Two days afterwards Langdon Burdell telephoned me that Granworth had committed suicide. I reproached myself terribly. I thought that perhaps I was responsible for his death; that possibly I should have handled the situation differently.

“I returned to New York immediately. Langdon Burdell told me that he had instructed the servants to say nothing about my being in New York that day; that if this fact had been mentioned the police would probably be unpleasant and question me. Burdell had told the police that I was in Connecticut at the time. I was grateful for this.

“I stayed in New York for a little while, and Granworth’s affairs were settled. In his will he had said that he wanted Burdell to carry on and to have the business and offices, and there was an instruction that certain debts including the mortgage on the Hacienda Altmira — which Granworth had built years ago — were to be paid out of his insurance.

“But the Insurance Corporation refused to pay because of the suicide clause, and so Periera who held the mortgage on the Hacienda couldn’t get his money. If he hadn’t been so unpleasant about the fact I would have paid him — or tried to do so — out of the bonds which had been handed to me and which were my own personal property, because Granworth had given them to me.

“You know the rest of the story. When my banking account ran down here I took one of the bonds down to the bank and tried to collect on it. They told me it was counterfeit, and that the rest of the bonds were too. Then I was in a spot. I had no money at all, and so Periera allowed me to stay on at the Hacienda in return for my services as hostess.

“That’s the story, Mr. Caution. Some time ago Fernandez — whose real name is Juan Termiglo and who was our chauffeur — asked me to marry him. He seems to have acquired a sort of partnership with Periera. When I laughed at him he told me that it might not be so good for me if the police knew that I had concealed the fact that I had quarreled with my husband an hour or so before his death, and when I discovered that the bonds were counterfeit he asked me again and practically suggested that the safest thing for me to do would be to marry him in order that the other servants should keep quiet about what they knew.”

“O.K. Henrietta,” I tell her. “If that’s the truth it’s a good story an’ if you made it up it’s still good. Tell me one little thing, who was this dame that Granworth was runnin’ around with?”

“I don’t know,” she says, lookin’ out across the desert, “but I believe that whoever she was she was the wife of the man who wrote the anonymous letter.”

“How’d you get that idea?” I asked her.

“For this reason,” she says. “The letter was handwritten, and it was in a manly hand. In one place before the writer used the words ‘this woman’ I could see that something had been scratched out. I looked at it through a magnifying glass and under the attempt at erasure I could see the words ‘my wife.’ I guessed he had been going to refer to his wife and thought better of it.”

“Have you got the letter?” I ask her.

“I’m afraid I lost it,” she says.

I get up.

“O.K. lady,” I tell her. “I’m believing your story because I always trust a good lookin’ dame once! If it’s true, well, that’s O.K., an’ if it’s not I bet I’ll catch you out somewhere. Stick around an’ don’t worry your head too much. Maybe something will break in a minute, but right now this business looks to me like a mah-jong game played backwards.”

She looks at me and sorta smiles. Her eyes are shinin’ an’ there is a sorta insolence about her that goes well with me. This Henrietta has got guts all right I guess.

“You’ve got it in for me, haven’t you,” she says. “Right from the beginning I’ve felt that everything you say and do is to one end, the pinning of this counterfeit business on to me. Maybe you’ll accuse me of killing Granworth next. You’re tough all right, Mr. Caution.”

“You’re dead right, honeybunch,” I tell her. “What’s the good of a guy if he ain’t tough. Me — I think you’re swell. I ain’t seen many dames around like you. You got class — if you know what I mean, an’ I like the way you move around an’ talk. In a way I’m sorry that you’re so stuck on Maloney because maybe if things was different I’d like to run around with a dame like you. But you see they ain’t different, an’ I’ve got a job to do an’ I’m goin’ to do it even if you don’t like it. So long, an’ I’ll be seein’ you.”

I scram down the steps of the porch an’ go around the back an’ get my car. I am so tired that I am almost seein’ double an’ I decide I am goin’ to call it a day an’ get back to the hotel an’ have a piece of bed.

I have got about five miles away from the Hacienda an’ am passing a place where the road narrows down an’ there is a Joshua tree standin’ way back off the road in front of some scrub on a hillock when somebody has a shot at me. The bullet hits the steerin’ wheel, glances off an’ goes through the windshield.

I pull a fast one. I tread on the brake, slew the wheel round an’ drive the car into a cactus bush just as if I was shot. Then I slump over the wheel an’ lie doggo with one eye open.

I wait there for a coupla minutes an’ nothin’ happens. Then, over at the back of the patch of scrub, in the moonlight, I see somebody movin’. As he gets out into the open I go after him. He starts to scram out of it an’ this guy can certainly run. I let him go because I have got another idea. I go back to the car, turn her around an’ step on it. I drive straight back to the Hacienda an’ ask if Fernandez is there. They say he ain’t, that maybe he won’t be around tonight. I find Periera an’ ask him where Fernandez is livin’ an’ he tells me that he has gotta cabin just off the Indio road. I find out where this place is an’ I start to drive there pronto.

As I go speedin’ down this road towards Indio I begin to think that this desert is a helluva place for things to happen. Some of these guys who are always talkin’ about the wide open spaces might not think that deserts are so good if they got around on ’em a bit more.

Presently I see this dump. It is a white cabin fifty yards off the road, railed in with some white fencin’ an’ white stones. I pull up the car by the side of the road an’ I ease over to the cabin. There is a window by the side of the door an’ I look through an’ there, sittin’ at a table smokin’ a cigarette an’ drinkin’ rye all by himself, is Fernandez.

I knock on the door an’ after a minute he comes over an’ opens it.

“What do you want, dick?” he says.

“Get inside an’ shut your trap, Fernandez,” I tell him. “Because to me you are just one big bad smell, an’ if I have any trouble outa you I am goin’ to hurt you plenty.”

He goes inside an’ I go after him. He hands over a chair an’ I sit down an’ take a look around.

The cabin is a nice sorta place. It is furnished comfortable an’ there is plenty of liquor kickin’ around. I light a cigarette an’ look at Fernandez.

He is standin’ in front of the hearth lookin’ at me. He is a lousy lookin’ guy an’ I think that I should like to give him a good smack in the puss with a steam shovel, just so that he wouldn’t think he was so good.

I have got an idea as to how I am goin’ to play this so-an’-so along. I reckon that there was never a crook who wouldn’t do a trade if he thought that he could do himself some good that way.

“Listen, Fernandez,” I tell him. “It looks to me I ain’t popular around here, some guy has tried to iron me out tonight while I am goin’ back to Palm Springs, but he wasn’t quite good enough an’ he just dented the steerin’ wheel an’ bust the windshield. I suppose you wouldn’t know anything about that, Fernandez?”

He looks at me like he was surprised.

“You don’t think I’m such a mug, do you?” he says. “What good do I do by tryin’ to bump you off? You tell me that.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I tell him, “but there’s somebody around here has got one in for me — but maybe it’s Periera.”

“I don’t get that,” he says. “Why should he wanta bump you off?”

“I wouldn’t know that either,” I say. “However, I ain’t partial to guys shootin’ at me, an’ I just wanta know which side you’re on, so you listen to me.”

I help myself to some of his rye.

“Thanks for the drink,” I say. “Now here’s how it goes. It looks to me like I am goin’ to make a pinch down here pretty soon, an’ I’ll give you two guesses as to who it is. Well, it’s little Henrietta. That dame looks screwy to me an’ I believe she knows a damn sight more about Granworth Aymes’ death than a lotta people think. O.K. Well the thing is this. There is some dame who is playin’ around with Granworth Aymes an’ this Dame’s husband is supposed to write some letter to Henrietta tellin’ her that he is bein’ a naughty boy an’ that she’d better do something about it. Well, either that story is true or it ain’t true.

“Now I hear that you are stuck on marryin’ Henrietta. Whether that is a true bill or not I don’t know, but I know one thing an’ that is this that you were Aymes’ chauffeur, an’ you usta drive him around, an’ if he was stuck on some woman you would know who it was.”

“I was for Henrietta,” he says, “an’ I offered to marry her when she was broke an’ hadn’t any friends, but maybe after that phoney bond business I sorta changed my mind. I don’t say she ain’t a very attractive number,” he goes on, “but I don’t know that a guy is justified in marryin’ a dame who is gettin’ herself all mixed up in counterfeitin’ stuff an’ who may have to face a murder rap.”

I do some quick thinkin’ because this is a very interesting situation. You will remember that Burdell told me that he was all for Henrietta until he suspected her of the counterfeitin’ job, an’ here is another guy who was supposed to be hot for marryin’ her pullin’ the same story. It looks like these guys have been takin’ time out together, don’t it.

“Looky, Fernandez,” I say. “Here’s the way it is. It’s goin’ to be pretty easy for me to find out whether Aymes was runnin’ around with a woman if I get the boys in New York on the job, but I reckon you can save me the trouble. I’m goin’ to make a bargain with you, although I don’t often do a deal with a lousy two-timer like you, an’ the bargain is this. I want the truth outa you about this woman that Aymes was supposed to be gettin’ around with, an’ I wanta know what was goin’ on. If you like to cash in well an’ good. If not, I’m pinchin’ you here an’ now on a charge of attemptin’ to murder a Federal Agent because I think that you are the guy who had a shot at me way back on the Palm Springs road.”

His eyes start poppin’.

“Say listen, Caution,” he says. “You can’t say that. I can produce about six guys who will say I was around with them all the evenin’. Besides, anything you wanta know I’ll be glad to tell you.”

“O.K.” I say, “listen to this.”

I then tell the story that Henrietta has told me. He stands there smokin’ an’ listenin’. When I have finished he starts in.

“I reckon that she is stringin’ you along,” he says with a grin. “It stands to reason that since you know she was in New York on that night she has gotta have some sorta story to give a reason for bein’ there. If she ain’t got a reason then it looks as if she just came down from Connecticut for some other reason that she don’t want you to know — such as bumpin’ her husband off. I reckon that she made up that story about the other dame.

“I used to get around with Aymes a lot,” he goes on. “I usta drive him around the place an’ he had dames all over the place, the usual sorta dames, but there wasn’t anything special about that. There wasn’t any special one that he went for. Nope, there was just a whole lot of ’em an’ I could make you outa list of ’em if you want it. But I reckon you’d be wastin’ your time.”

“O.K.” I say. “Now you listen to me, Fernandez. An hour ago some palooka has a shot an’ tries to iron me out. Now that mighta been you or it mighta been Henrietta or it mighta been Maloney or it mighta been Periera. Well, as the professors say, for the sake of this argument, I am goin’ to say it was you.”

I slip my hand under my coat an’ I pull my Luger outa the shoulder holster an’ cover him with it.

“Look, sweetheart,” I say. “I have gotta reputation for bein’ plenty tough, an’ I am goin’ to be tough with you. If I have any nonsense outa you I’m goin’ to drill you. Then I’m goin’ to say that it was you who tried to bump me off earlier tonight; that I followed you out here to pinch you an’ that you tried another shot an’ then I shot an’ killed you, an’ how do you like that?”

He stands there an’ I can see that he is beginnin’ to sweat.

“An’ if you don’t want me to do that,” I tell him, “you’re goin’ to tell me the name of that dame who was kickin’ around with Aymes. There was one, an’ I wanta know who it was. If you ain’t made up your mind who she was an’ where she is livin’ right now, by the time that I can count up to ten, I am goin’ to give it to you in the guts. See?”

He don’t say anything. I start countin’.

When I have got to nine he puts his hand up. His forehead is covered with sweat an’ I can see his hands tremblin’.

“O.K.” he says. “You win. The dame’s name is Paulette Benito, an’ she’s livin’ at a dump called Sonoyta just off the Arizona line, in Mexico.”

“Swell,” I tell him, putting the gun away.

I get up.

“I’ll be seein’ you, Fernandez,” I crack, “an’ while I am away don’t you do anything your mother wouldn’t like to know about.”


VII. GOOFY STUFF
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I DRIVE BACK to the Hacienda.

On my way I am thinkin’ plenty. I am thinkin’ that this guy Fernandez knows a damn sight more than he is lettin’ on. I figure he only blew this stuff about the dame Paulette Benito just because he was afraid that I was goin’ to blast a bunch of daylight into him, an’ even then I don’t think he woulda come clean if he hadn’t thought that I’d known something about a dame anyway.

But I am very interested in the way this guy tries to bust down Henrietta’s story about there bein’ some other woman. It is a cinch that this Fernandez an’ Burdell are workin’ together on some set-up that they have thought out, but just what they are gettin’ at — search me, I just don’t know.

An’ for all I know Fernandez an’ Burdell an’ Henrietta an’ Maloney can be all playin’ along together. I’ve known crooks put on good acts before an’ when you come to think of it I know just as much about this business as when I started in. All the way along the thing has got sorta confused with new people an’ things bustin’ in.

But one thing is stickin’ outa foot. Both Langdon Burdell an’ Fernandez want me to think that Henrietta bumped Granworth off. Everything they have done an’ said is calculated to get my mind workin’ that way. What are they gettin’ at?

I decide that I have gotta get next to this Paulette Benito. Because I figure that she is goin’ to be able to tell me more about Granworth Aymes than anybody else. If she was the woman he was chasin’ around after, an’ if he thought enough of her to give a swell dame like Henrietta the go-by for her, then she must have some little thing that the others haven’t got. She must have plenty, an’ I figure that Granworth never had any secrets from her.

Because, an’ I expect you have noticed this too, a bad guy always likes to kid himself that he is goin’ for a good dame, but in the long run he always makes a play for some jane who thinks along the same lines as he does. He does this because she always talks the same sorta language an’ believes in the same sorta things. Maybe Henrietta made Granworth feel like two cents just because she was so much better than he was an’ so he takes a run-out powder an’ hitches up with this Paulette, who knows how to play him along. In nine cases outa ten like goes for like.

I remember some high-hat jane in Minnesota. Her pa wanted her to get hitched to some young Bible student who was kickin’ about the place, but she wouldn’t have it at any price. She goes off one night an’ she runs away with a two-gun man who finally gets fried for murder, after which she comes back an’ marries the church guy with a contented mind. I guess that if she hadn’t gone off with the other guy she wouldn’ta been able to appreciate the Bible-thumper.

There is one idea that I have got in my head an’ that sorta sticks. It is that Burdell an’ Fernandez an’ anybody else who is playin’ in with them woulda expected me to have pinched Henrietta before now.

After all I have got evidence that she was in New York that night. I am entitled to suppose that she knew somethin’ about the counterfeitin’ an’ most people woulda pulled her in before now — as a material witness at least.

An’ the reason why I have not done this is just because I have got this idea that they expect me to do it, an’ I am a guy who never does what other people expect. That is why I told Fernandez the story that Henrietta had told me. I wanted to see what his reaction to it was, an’ sure as a gun the big palooka starts to throw it down, even though, if what he told me before was true, he didn’t know anything about what had happened that night in New York because he was stickin’ around at his own place.

I pull up around the back of the Hacienda, an’ walk around to the front entrance. It is a lovely night, hot as hell, but there is a moonlight that is making the old adobe walls look like silver an’ castin’ shadows all around the place like it was some sorta fairyland.

I go in the entrance an’ I see that some of the lights are out. When I get on to the main floor I see that the band is just packin’ up an’ that all the tables are deserted. I look up the stairs an’ I see a guy an’ a dame disappearin’ into the room where the play is held so I think that maybe Periera has fixed a game for tonight.

Just then I see him. He comes outa the storeroom behind the bar, an’ he opens the flap in the counter an’ walks across to me.

“Meester Caution,” he says. “There ees a little game tonight — not very beeg. I know that eet ees not legal, but I theenk that you don’t mind, eh? Eet don’ matter to you?”

“You bet it don’t,” I tell him. “I’m a Federal Agent not a Palm Springs dick, an’ it ain’t my business to worry about people breakin’ the State gamblin’ laws. Maybe I’ll come up an’ take a look.”

He says thank you very much an’ looks as pleased as if I had given him a thousand bucks. I have already told you that I do not like this guy Periera one bit. He is a nasty bit of business an’ I personally would like to take a sock at him any time, but right now I am feelin’ like playin’ anybody around here along. I want ’em all to think that they’re gettin’ away with everything, that I am just a big dumb cluck with no brains, because I figure that this way, sooner or later, somebody is goin’ to do something that is goin’ to give me an idea to get goin’ with.

So I ease up the stairs an’ go into the gamin’ room. There are a bunch of people there. Maloney is there an’ Henrietta an’ about six or seven other guys an’ a few dames. One of the waiters is servin’ liquor around an’ there is a faro game goin’ on at the top table an’ they are just startin’ to play poker at the center table.

I stick a’round an’ take a straight rye an’ just look. Henrietta is playin’ at the poker table — she is evidently playin’ on the house, an’ Maloney is sittin’ behind a stack of chips an’ lookin’ pleased. Maybe he is winnin’ for once. Periera is just hangin’ around lookin’ nice an’ benevolent. In fact it is a nice quiet evenin’ for all concerned. Fernandez ain’t there an’ I reckon that he is sittin’ way back in that swell cabin of his doin’ a spot of quiet thinkin’.

An’ what will he be thinkin’ about? I reckon that he will be thinkin’ about this dame Paulette Benito that he has told me about.

First of all you gotta realise that he only told me about this jane because he was good an’ scared an’ because he thought that if he hadn’t come across I was goin’ to give him the heat. I figure that when I pulled that gun on him he was scared plenty. An’ the reason I pulled it was just this: I knew that there was some dame besides Henrietta in this business. I always had that sorta idea an’ I had it just because Burdell, who had always talked plenty, had never even mentioned about there bein’ another dame or not. Even when he was suggestin’ to me that Henrietta took the letters she had wrote from Granworth Aymes’ desk just so’s nobody would know that she had written ’em, he never said whether she had been justified in writin’ them.

If she hadn’t been, that is if he’d known there wasn’t another dame in the business, he coulda said so then. But he didn’t say a word about the dame that brought Henrietta to New York an’ that is one of the reasons why I thought that Henrietta was tellin’ the truth.

An’ I figured to take Fernandez by surprise an’ it came off. You gotta understand that the last thing that Fernandez heard from Burdell was on that phone call, that I had been along to the Burdell office an’ heard all that stuff he pulled on me an’ believed it. Neither of ’em guessed that I had their telephone conversation plugged in an’ listened to.

Now here is another thing: Fernandez tells me that he thoughta marryin’ Henrietta but that he has changed his mind. Yet when Burdell telephoned through he tells Fernandez to go ahead with this marryin’ business. Fernandez makes out that he has changed his mind about it an’ tells me so because it looks to him that I am goin’ to pinch Henrietta, but just when he gets this idea into his head’n thinks that everything is hunky dory I pull a fast one an’ a gun an’ bust the story about this other dame outa him.

So I can certainly rely on one thing, an’ that is that when I go an’ see this Paulette Benito — an’ I am certainly goin’ to contact that dame — she is goin’ to be all ready for me. It is a whisky sour to all the beer in Brooklyn that Fernandez or somebody is goin’ to tip her off that her name has been mentioned to me an’ that she can expect little Lemmy to come gumshoein’ around. Well, they’ll be right about that, only maybe I will do the gumshoein’ in a way that they won’t expect.

Me — I think that the guys who are playin’ this business along are makin’ one big mistake an’ I’ll tell you what it is. They are concentratin’ too much on the Granworth Aymes death. They evidently think that if this death can be pinned onta somebody as a killin’ that I am goin’ to think that whoever did the killin’ was also responsible for the counterfeitin’. They will think that this idea will be the easiest way outa the business. But they got me wrong. I never take easiest ways out an’ the reason I have scored a bull in some tough cases before was because I just play along an’ talk to people without gettin’ excited about things. I have discovered that talkin’ to people who may be crooks is a swell thing to do, especially if you tell ’em the truth. Sooner or later they are goin’ to pull a very fast one, that don’t check up, an’ then you got somethin’.

An’ as I have told you before, the main thing that I am workin’ on is the counterfeit job. The death don’t matter one jig to me. I’ll tell you why. Guys are always dyin’ an’ gettin’ themselves killed some way or other, an’ it is a very good thing to grab the people who do it. At the same time a guy like Aymes more or less don’t make very much difference, but a big counterfeitin’ organization does, an’ I reckon that somebody who was organized enough to print off two hundred thousand bucks worth of phoney registered Federal bonds is good enough to get a little attention from Uncle Sam. Even if Henrietta bought them phoney bonds off some counterfeitin’ set-up, or ordered ’em to be made, the thing still stands. We gotta get ’em because their work is a damn sight too good. Why it nearly took in the bank manager an’ Metts told me he’d never seen such a swell job.

I look over at Henrietta an’ grin. She has just won a hand an’ cleaned up about fifty dollars. She smiles back at me friendly like an’ when I look at this dame sittin’ there smilin’ with her pretty little fingers pickin’ up the chips I certainly got one swell kick out of it.

I’m tellin’ you that she is a swell number. She is wearin’ a little filmy sorta cloak over her shoulders. It is made of chiffon or somethin,’ an’ every time she moves her arm it is worth lookin’ at.

She gets up. Then she hands her chips to Periera who pays her out of some bills he pulls outa his pocket an’ she looks over at Maloney. Maloney looks up at her sorta inquirin’ as if he was askin’ if she wanted somethin’ an’ she shakes her head a little bit an’ sorta glances quickly at me, as if she was sayin’ that she wanted him to lay off because she was goin’ to pull one on me or somethin’. I pretend to be lookin’ at the game an’ that I have not noticed anything.

Then she walks around to me.

“I wonder if Mr. Lemuel H. Caution, the ace ‘G’ man, is going to do a forlorn woman a good turn and drive her home,” she says. “Or maybe he’s too busy?”

I get it. When Maloney looked up he had meant should he drive her home, an’ she had signalled back no she was goin’ to ask me. I reckon that she is goin’ to try somethin’.

I give her a big grin.

“O.K. Henrietta,” I say, “an’ I won’t even make you walk. Do you want me to drive you to that rancho where you live?”

She says yes, an’ I say good night to everybody an’ follow her down the stairs. She waits on the front entrance while I drive the car around an’ then gets in an’ we go off.

There is a swell moon, an’ when there is a current of air caused by the car startin’ up I get a whiff of perfume that she is wearin’ carnation, an’ I always did go for carnation. Only it is not that heavy sorta perfume, but nice an’ mild, you know what I mean. It makes me remember the night when I went over her room an’ sniffed that scent for the first time. I remember all her shoes an’ ridin’ boots standin’ in a row, an’ I suddenly get a big idea. I get the idea that I am becomin’ much too interested in this dame, an’ that I had better watch my step otherwise I may be fallin’ for her just around the time when I am goin’ to be makin’ a pinch.

Which, I oughta tell you, is one of the loads of grief that a dick has to bear. Any sorta cop, no matter whether he is Federal, State or local, is always comin’ up against swell dames. Why? Well, because it is always swell lookin’ dames who get in jams. You never heard of a dame with a face like the elevated railway startin’ anything, didya? Well, if a guy has gotta eye for a swell shape, a nice voice an’ a well-cut pair of ankles, it stands to reason that if he don’t watch out his mind is goin’ to stray from the business in hand.

She starts talkin’.

“Jim Maloney was going to drive me home,” she says, “but I thought that I’d like you to do it. I wanted to drive back with you.”

I grin.

“I know,” I tell her. “I saw you two signallin’ to each other, an’ I thought somethin’ was boilin’.”

She laughs.

“There isn’t much you don’t see, is there, Mr. Caution?”

“Not very much, lady,” I tell her. “There have been times when I have been caught off base. There was a dame in a garage apartment near Baker Street, London, England, named Lottie Frisch, who once shot me through the bottom of her handbag when I thought she was lookin’ for a letter. I never knew what she was at until I got a .22 bullet through the arm, which just shows you that you gotta keep your eyes skinned, don’t it?”

She gives a little sigh.

“I expect you’ve seen some real life,” she says.

I look at her sideways.

“Yeah,” I tell her, “an’ I’ve seen a spot of real death too. There ain’t really a lotta difference between the two. Life comes slow an’ death comes pronto sometimes. Take for instance Granworth,” I go on, takin’ a peek at her. “I bet that guy didn’t have any idea on the mornin’ of the 12th January that he was goin’ to be fished outa the river on the mornin’ of the 13th. That’s the way it goes, ain’t it?”

She don’t say nothin’. She just looks straight ahead.

Pretty soon I pull up outside the little rancho where she lives. There is some fat Mexican dame sittin’ on the front porch, an’ she gets up an’ goes in as the car stops. This is the hired girl who is lookin’ after the place an’ cleanin’ up I guess.

Henrietta gets outa the car an’ walks around, an’ stands lookin’ at me as I am sittin’ in the drivin’ seat. Her eyes are shinin’ an’ she looks as if she was happy.

“I enjoyed that ride,” she said, “and if you’d like to come in and drink one glass of straight bourbon, you’d be welcome.”

I jump out.

“You said it, Henrietta,” I tell her. “That is just the thing I feel like, besides which I wanta ask you a question.”

She laughs as we start walkin’ up towards the porch.

“Don’t you ever stop working?” she says. “Are you always trying to find out something about somebody?”

“Most of the time,” I say. “But the thing I wanted to ask you is quite a simple little thing. I wanted to ask you what sort of a guy Granworth was.”

We go inside. She shuts the screen door on the porch an’ leads the way into the livin’ room. Her face looks pretty serious.

I don’t wonder at it, because, if you are a woman you will realise that I have asked her a sweet question. I have really asked her to tell me what she thinks about her own life, because if you ask a woman about a man she is or was in love with you are really askin’ her about herself, an’ the way she thinks.

She slips off her little cape, an’ she goes over to the sideboard an’ brings a bottle of Kentucky straight whisky an’ a glass, with another glass for a chaser. She musta been watchin’ me at the Hacienda to know that I like it that way. Then she opens the shades on one side of the room so that the air an’ the moon can come in, an’ she sits down in a rocker chair an’ looks at me.

“What did I think of Granworth,” she says. “I think that’s a question that would take some thinking over. I don’t even know why I married him, except that I was bored and unhappy and thought that in any event marriage could not be more annoying than my life at home.

“But I liked Granworth. I suppose that I didn’t believe in love very much and I thought that it was one of those things that arrived after marriage. It didn’t take me long to find out about Granworth. He was the type of man who would find it impossible to be faithful to anything or anyone. He imagined that he was a good sportsman, but he would cheat rather than lose a game. He even thought that he was an idealist and yet I’ve never known anyone with less ideals.

“He had two main troubles — money and women. He had to have both, and I don’t think that he was awfully particular about either. He was spasmodic in his business — one week he would be very industrious and the next let everything go.

“He got tired quickly. He couldn’t stick, and if anything needed concentration or real thinking he would quit.

“I believe he had a good business organization. Burdell was the clever, efficient one as regards work. I believe that he was the one who made the money when it was made. Granworth was a gambler. He had to try for bigger and bigger money all the time, and the result was that very often we were broke and then, suddenly, he’d make some money and all would be well.”

She gets up outa the chair, and walks over to the French windows. She stands there lookin’ out. She looked as miserable as hell.

“He was weak, nervous and excitable,” she went on, “and he was untrustworthy. I had ideas for a long while that he had been running around with women, but I thought that they were the usual sort of women that men like Granworth went for — chorines and such like. It didn’t matter to me anyhow because during the last three years of our married life we were practically strangers to each other. I saw him occasionally and as often as not he was drunk.

“Then, quite suddenly, he made this quarter of a million. And he seemed to take a pull at himself. He told me that he was giving me the two hundred thousand dollar bonds so that I should know that there was something for our future. He said he was going to start over again; that he was going to think ahead and maybe we could string along together like we had in the old days when we were first married. He seemed so sincere that I almost believed him.”

I light myself a cigarette.

“If you knew that he was runnin’ around with dames,” I say, “then why was you so burned up when you got this unsigned letter from this guy who said that Granworth was runnin’ around with a dame, an’ that he was goin’ to be nasty about it. Didn’t it look a bit funny to you that this guy should write you about it. Didn’t you wonder why he didn’t write an’ tell Granworth to lay off?”

She turns around.

“The answer to both those questions is the same,” she says. “Granworth knew that while his love affairs were confined to people who didn’t matter, that I wasn’t fearfully interested in either him or them, but I had told him that if he made any scandal or caused any more annoyance or bother to me that I would divorce him.

“He didn’t like the idea of divorce and so he kept his so-called love affairs out of my existence. It seemed to me that the man who wrote me that unsigned letter might have told Granworth that if he didn’t stop fooling around with his wife he would write to me.

“When I got the letter I was furious. I was even more furious when I telephoned Granworth about it from Connecticut and he seemed quite disinterested in what I had to say. I was amazed at the change in his attitude after all the protestations I had heard such a short while before. I made up my mind that either he would give up this woman or I would divorce him.”

She smiles as if she was rememberin’ somethin’.

“I suppose that I’m like most women,” she says. “In the first place I thought I could make something of Granworth. I suppose every woman who marries a weak type of man thinks that she can improve him. We are all would-be reformers.”

I grin.

“You’re tellin’ me,” I crack at her. “That’s why the bad guys get such a break. If a guy is a good sorta guy women ain’t interested in him much, If he’s a bad egg then they think that they oughta get out an’ start reformin’ him.

“I’m tellin’ you dames are the funniest things,” I tell her. “I once knew a dame in Illinois an’ she was for reformin’ some guy that she was stuck on. This guy usta drink a coupla of bottles of rye every day an’ she reckoned that she’d gotta stop this before she married him. She said she wasn’t goin’ to marry no rye vat.

“O.K. Well, I met this dame two years later. She had got so interested in reformin’ this guy that she’d taken up drinkin’ rye an’ she could drink him under the table any day. He was sore because he said if she’d only left him alone in the first place he woulda been dead through drinkin’ hooch by now an’ out of trouble, but he’d got so fed up with watchin’ his wife drink that he was considerin’ turnin’ prohibitionist. It just showed me that the reformin’ gag don’t always work out the way it seems to the reformers.”

I give myself another cigarette.

“So you didn’t like Granworth,” I say. “That’s what it boils down to, don’t it? Say, Henrietta, what sorta guy do you like? Are you sure that you wasn’t stuck on some other guy yourself? This eternal triangle business can be played two ways you know!”

The smile goes off her face. She looks damn serious at me, an’ she walks over an’ stands lookin’ down at me where I am sittin’.

“You listen to this, Mr. ‘G’ man,” she says. “I’ve never been really interested in any man in my life until now — just when it’s not likely to be of the slightest use to me.”

I grin.

“I don’t get you, lady,” I tell her. “This Maloney is a good guy. He’d probably make you a swell husband.”

She smiles at me.

“I wasn’t thinking of Maloney,” she says. “I was thinking of you.”

I am hit for a home run. I get up an’ stand there lookin’ at her. She don’t bat an eyelid. She just stands there lookin’ at me smilin’.

“You’re the only sort of person in the man line who’s ever meant a thing to me,” she says. “If I ever thought about Jim Maloney, it was because I know he’s straight and a good friend.”

She steps a little bit closer.

“I think that you’re a swell man,” she goes on, “and you’re tough and very much cleverer than you allow people to believe. If you want to know exactly what I think about you, here it is!”

She takes a step forward an’ she puts both her arms around my neck an’ she kisses me, an’ boy, can that dame kiss or can she? I stand there like I was poleaxed. I am wonderin’ to myself whether this is a pipe dream or whether it is really happenin,’ an’ all the while at the back of all this comes the idea that this Henrietta is puttin’ on one big act because she thinks that I am workin’ up to a pinch an’ she imagines maybe that she can play me for a mug.

I don’t say a word. She turns around an’ goes to the table an’ pours out another shot of the Kentucky. She brings it over an’ she hands it to me. Her eyes are smilin’, an’ she can hardly keep herself from laughin’ outright.

“That scared you, didn’t it?” she says. “I guess I’m the first woman to every scare the great Lemmy Caution. Well, here’s your drink and after you’ve had it, you can be on your way.”

I sink the whisky.

“I’m goin,’” I tell her, “but before I get outa here I wanta tell you somethin’, an’ it’s this. I think you’re a swell baby. You got everything an’ you know all the answers. I could go for a dame like you in a big way, an’ maybe forget where I was while I was doin’ it. But if you think that a big kissin’ act is goin’ to get you outa this jam you’re in, you’re wrong. I been kissed before — plenty, an’ I like it. I am also very fond of dames in general, but lady, if I make up my mind to pinch you in this business then all the kissin’ in the world ain’t goin’ to save you. So get that behind them sweet eyes of yours.”

She laughs.

“You’re telling me,” she says, imitating the way I talk. “That’s what I like about you. Well, good night, Lemmy. Come around some more when you’ve got the handcuffs ready.”

An’ with this crack she walks outa the room an’ leaves me there with a glass in my hand.

I scram. I go outside an’ start up the car, an’ ease off towards Palm Springs. I am doin’ a lotta heavy thinkin,’ but believe it or not the way that dame kissed me has got me in a spin.

There is another thing that is stickin’ out a couple feet an’ that is that this Henrietta is a clever number. She tells me that I am clever but believe me she knows her onions an’ maybe she is tryin’ to play me for a sucker.

I put my foot on the gas an’ whiz. I have made up my mind about somethin’. I am goin’ to see Metts an’ fix a little thing with him. I am sorta sick of all these people takin’ me for a ride. I am goin’ to start somethin,’ an’ I am goin’ to start it pronto.

Work it out for yourself. I been kickin’ around here talkin’ to people till I’m sick. I been back to New York an’ heard a lotta phoney stuff from Burdell. The only time I got anything worthwhile was when I pulled a gun on Fernandez an’ he told me about Paulette.

Every time I get nice with people they give me the ha-ha, an’ it looks to me that all there is left for me to do is to get myself some silk shirts an’ go in for bein’ a sissy.

Whoever is behind this business has got one helluva nerve. They have only kept me kickin’ around findin’ out sweet nothin’, but they have also ironed out Sagers an’ are kiddin’ themselves that they got away with that too.

O.K. Well, if they want it tough they can have it tough.

So here we go!


VIII. A FAST ONE
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I NEVER DID like mornin’s after. They get in my hair. You always think about the one you oughta have pulled the night before, the one you didn’t think of.

When I wake up the sun is shinin’ through the window curtains an’ I feel that I am goin’ to get movin’ so fast that some of these guys are goin’ to think they was bein’ chased by lightnin’. Me — I’m a patient sorta cuss, but there is a time when you gotta do somethin’ an’ it looks to me like the time is right now.

I get up an’ I take a shower an’ drink some coffee. While I am drinkin’ it I am thinkin’ of all the things that I oughta have pulled on Henrietta last night that I never did. Work it out for yourself that this dame is doin’ one of two things. She is either stuck on me so much that she will tell me anything I want, or else she is twicin’ me an’ has gotta put up a front that she will tell me anythin’ I want. So either way I reckon that I missed a lotta opportunities.

Sittin’ on the edge of the bed I start rememberin’ when I was back at the Federal school learnin’ my stuff. I remember some old guy who used to give us lectures on this an’ that:

“Do somethin’,” this old palooka usta say. “Don’t stick around an’ think too much. If you ain’t gotta lead, make one. If you don’t know what to do start measurin’ up the room or talkin’ to people, or creatin’ situations in which guys who are tryin’ to hide a fact you want, will get scared an’ blow it.”

Was he right or was he. O.K. This is where I start.

First of all you are goin’ to agree with me that I am entitled to think that everybody connected with this set-up is playin’ me like I was a mug who is so dumb that he has got moss growin’ out of his ears through not thinkin’. Everybody in this business is tryin’ to two-time somebody else. Start with Burdell; this guy, after doin’ a big kind-friend act with Henrietta an’ gettin’ the Aymes servants to say that she wasn’t in New York on the night of the death, is now doin’ everything he can to get the idea in my head that she bumped off Granworth. Fernandez is helpin’ him along. He pretends that he wanted to marry Henrietta until he got the idea that she was responsible for this counterfeitin’ stuff an’ then he changes his mind. Burdell helps along in this idea by sayin’ that he only started to blow the works after he thought that Henrietta was in on the counterfeitin’.

An’ what about Henrietta?

She just sticks around an’ she don’t say a damn thing that matters except to make a big play for me an’ tell me that I am the cat’s lingerie; that she could fall for me like a ton of old coke an’ that generally I have only gotta go for her an’ I am right in the front row with bells on.

Me — I could go for Henrietta all right. But I do not make a play for dames that are suspects in murder cases. I think that it would interfere with business. Anyway she knows what my job is an’ therefore she must not blame me if I kinda think she is tryin’ to pull something very fast.

Maybe some of these guys are goin’ to get surprised an’ that goes for Henrietta too, because I am goin’ to start somethin’ an’ I am goin’ to start it right now.

An’ I am not bein’ sidetracked. If Burdell or Henrietta or anybody else think that I am the sorta guy who can be locoed off the job then they have gotta think some more.

There is only two angles on this job that interest me right now, an’ I reckon you will agree with me when I say what they are. First of all I am very interested in the state of mind of this guy Granworth Aymes just before he died. It’s stickin’ out a mile that this palooka ain’t got any cause to commit suicide. He has got dough; he has got health — because the Insurance Corporation passed him as fit — an’ I am certainly not goin’ to believe that he was goin’ to commit suicide just Because Henrietta tells him that she is goin’ to take a run-out powder on him an’ get a divorce. Why should he? A guy who is chasin’ around with a lotta other dames like Fernandez said he was ain’t goin’ to get burned up just because his wife gets wise an’ jibs. The fact that he tried to commit suicide once before don’t cut any ice. When he tried it before he was so drunk that he didn’t know a thing.

When he said that he was goin’ to start over again an’ be a good guy maybe he meant it. It certainly looks like he did, because no guy is goin’ to be mug enough to take out a big insurance policy an’ pay a helluva down premium if he is goin’ to bump himself off knowin’ that the company have barred payment over suicide.

The fact that Granworth took out this policy stands out as bein’ important to me.

The other thing is this Paulette Benito. The first idea that bumps into anybody’s head is that maybe this dame has got somethin’ to do with it. But I don’t figure that this is so because you gotta realise that if Burdell and Fernandez had wanted to get her in bad they coulda blown this woman stuff before and dragged her into it. No, I reckon that nobody thought that she was important in this thing an’ that they didn’t mention her because they wanted to concentrate attention on Henrietta.

But it is a cinch that this Paulette dame has got to know somethin’. If she was aces high with Granworth then I bet he woulda spoke to her about his wife; more so if he an’ Henrietta was in bad with each other, an’ maybe this Paulette can tell me somethin’ about Henrietta that will shed a spotta light on the counter feitin’ job. I reckon I am goin’ to see this Paulette just as soon as I have pulled a coupla other things around here, an’ that dame is goin’ to talk, an’ talk plenty, even if she is in Mexico an’ outa U. S. jurisdiction; because you gotta realise that this dump Sonoyta where she is stayin’ is right on the Mexican side of the Arizona state line an’ if I have to get her into U. S. territory to make her talk I am goin’ to do it, an’ I am not goin’ to wait for any extradition either, even if I haveta take her over the line by her back hair.

An’ all of this stuff will make it plain to you that I am gettin’ good an’ burned up about this business. Somebody is tryin’ to take me for a ride an’ I don’t like it.

I put a call through to Metts, the Police Chief in Palm Springs, an’ I have a little talk with him an’ we fix things up.

Metts is a good guy an’ has got intelligence. Also he is good at co-operatin’, which is more than you can say about some cops I have known.

We fix it this way. He is goin’ to get two highway cops to run out to the Hacienda an’ pick up Henrietta. They will bring her into Metts’ office at eleven o’clock. At half past twelve, just when Periera an’ Fernandez are wonderin’ what it is all about, the cops will go back an’ pull in those two heroes an’ bring them along. After which I reckon that we will get goin’.

I fix myself up nice an’ pretty. I put on a swell gray suit I have got an’ a light gray fedora an’ a silver gray tie, just so’s to kid myself that I am goin’ places, an’ then I ease over to Metts’ office at the police headquarters an’ say howdy.

Metts gives me his office an’ a cigar an’ I sit there an’ wait.

Pretty soon the two cops bring in Henrietta. She is lookin’ good an’ surprised, an’ she is also lookin’ very swell. Boy, can that dame pick clothes an’ wear ’em!

She is wearin’ a lemon colored suit that comes from some place where they know how to cut ’em. She is wearin’ a brown silk shirt, a lemon panama with a brown silk band, brown an’ white buckskin shoes an’ tan silk stockin’s.

She sits down in the chair that they have put for her on the other side of the big desk an’ I see her lookin’ at my hat which I have got well over one eye. The two highway cops go out an’ leave us.

“Good morning, Lemmy,” she says, like we was very old friends. She smiles at me. “What’s happening?” she goes on. “Am I under arrest? An’ I do wish you’d take your hat off to a lady.”

“Nuts, sister,” I tell her. “An’ getta load of this. Whether I’m goin’ to pinch you this mornin,’ or hold you as a material witness, or just grill you, I ain’t quite decided. But I don’t have to take my hat off when I’m talkin’ to suspected crooks if I don’t wanta, an’ you can can all that nice stuff because you are beginnin’ to make me tired. Got that?”

She looks as if she had been hit with a blackjack. Is she surprised? An’ I don’t wonder at it. Last night she is doin’ a big act with me an’ maybe thinks that she has got me where she wants me an’ this mornin’ I come back with some tough stuff that shakes her plenty. Wouldn’t you be surprised?

“I’ve got it,” she says finally, sorta cold. “And where do we go from there?”

“Just this far, sweetheart,” I tell her. “I’ve decided to have the investigation into your husband’s death reopened. I’ve come to the conclusion that Granworth Aymes was murdered, an’ I think that maybe you know a damn sight more about it than you’d like to tell. I am also inclined to believe that you are holdin’ out on me over this counterfeitin’ business. I may also bring charges against you for endeavoring to pass here, at this Bank in Palm Springs, a counterfeit United States registered Federal bond, knowin’ at the time that it was phoney, an’ how do you like that?”

“It doesn’t interest me very much,” she says. “But I don’t like it and I don’t like you at all today. You’re behaving like a pig. I suppose you think that after last night...”

“Can it, Henrietta,” I tell her. “Why don’t you turn that stuff off. Say, do you think that dames haven’t tried to make me before. That’s old hooey. You thought that I was gettin’ after you; that maybe I was goin’ to make a pinch, so you try that soft stuff last night an’ think that I’m goin’ to go all goofy. You remember that guys can play dames just as well as dames can play guys.”

“I see,” she says. “I suppose that’s why you thrashed Fernandez. You wanted to get the idea into my head that you were a decent sort of man instead of a cheap, blustering Federal cop. All right, I’m wise now.”

“Swell, sister,” I say, “an’ so am I. Now you get a load of this an’ just answer my questions, otherwise I’m goin’ to make things hot for you.”

“Are you?” she says sorta insolent. “And supposing I don’t want to answer them. Supposing I refuse to answer any questions unless I have a lawyer here?”

“O.K.” I say. “If you wanta lawyer you get one, but I’m tellin’ you this, if you gotta lawyer around here I’m goin’ to send you back to New York so that the police there can grill hell outa you, so if you wanta getta mouthpiece you get busy.”

She smiles again — a sorta sneering smile. She looks at me like I was something that crawled out from under some rock.

“All right,” she says. “I’ll answer your questions. But I wish I were a man. I’d like to thrash you until all that cheap lousy conceit was knocked right out of you. Do you get that? Another thing,” she goes on, sorta gettin’ into her stride, “I’ve got a better name for you. They made a mistake when they called you Lemmy — they should have called you Lousy, it would have matched up better.”

“You don’t say,” I tell her. “Just thinka that now. O.K. Well, now, if you’ve had your little say, I’ll get busy an’ then you can get outa here an’ try some of that soft stuff on somebody else — Maloney or Periera or Fernandez or anybody else that’s around. But in the meantime I just wanta know this an’ I advise you to make it straight too. I wanta know just how you was dressed on the evenin’ of the 12th January, the time you had your last talk with Granworth? Now get busy.”

I take a sheet of paper an’ a pencil an’ I wait. When I look up I see that she has opened her bag an’ is takin’ a cigarette out.

“An’ you can cut that out too,” I tell her. “This is a police station an’ you ain’t smokin’ here. Put it away.”

She flushes red an’ puts the case back inta her bag. As she does this I take out a pack of Camels an’ give myself one. She watches me light it an’ if she coulda murdered me at that moment she woulda done it an’ liked it.

“Come on now, Henrietta,” I say. “Quit stallin’ an’ cash in. What were you wearin’ when you come up to New York from Connecticut on the 12th January? Start at the top with your hat.”

She smiles. This dame can certainly be annoyin’.

“I may not be able to remember,” she says, “but I’ll try. I suppose you want to know everything — even to the color of my step-ins.”

She hands me out another sarcastic smile that was just poison.

“To tell you the truth I hadn’t thought about your underwear,” I crack, “but since you mention it you can tell me about that too!”

She gets up.

“You cheap gorilla,” she says. She is white with rage. “I...”

“Sit down an’ take it easy, sister,” I say. “Cash in with the description includin’ color of underwear — remember you suggested it, not me — an’ get busy. If you don’t I’ll seriously consider handin’ you over to the woman warder here an’ getting her to search, strip an’ photograph you for birthmarks. So just play along before I get really tough.”

Henrietta sits down. She is almost chokin’ with rage.

“Now honeybunch,” I say nice an’ soothin’. “Here we go. Start at the top. What sorta hat was it?”

It is a coupla minutes before Henrietta can talk. She is near speechless an’ I can see her hands tremblin’. Finally she gets going.

“I was wearing a hat made of Persian lamb,” she says, an’ her voice is shakin’, “a toque — but you probably wouldn’t know what that means. Also I had on a Persian lamb swagger coat and underneath I was wearing a black suit with a white silk shirt. I had on beige stockings, black patent shoes with french heels and silver Louis buckles, and black suede gauntlet gloves.”

“An’ very nice too,” I tell her. “I woulda like to have seen you, I reckon you musta looked swell, an’ what about the step-ins?”

I look at her dead serious an’ she looks up an’ our eyes meet. She goes red an’ drops hers. Then she sticks her chin out an’ says:

“They were eau-de-nile but you wouldn’t know how to spell it.”

“Oh, yeah,” I crack, “I know. I’ve known dames before who used to wear eau-de-nile step-ins, only they wasn’t so secret about it.”

I ring the bell an’ after a minute a cop comes in. Henrietta thinks that I am through with her, an’ she gets up an’ picks up her bag an’ is just turning for the door when I start talkin’.

“Take Mrs. Aymes to the record office an’ fingerprint her, officer,” I say. “Then when you’ve done that have her photographed, front and side faces, with an’ without hat.”

Henrietta spins around. Her eyes are blazin,’ an’ for a moment I thought she was comin’ for me with her bare hands, but the State policeman puts his fist out, grabs her an’ starts to hustle her off.

She looks at me over her shoulder.

“You... you heel!” she hisses.

“Now, now, now, Henrietta,” I tell her, shakin’ my finger at her. “You mustn’t talk like that to your little playmate, Lemmy! Bring her back when you’re through,” I tell the officer.

When they are gone I look at my watch. It is just after twelve. I ring the bell again an’ another State cop comes in — it looks like Metts is keepin’ ’em hangin’ around for me — and says what do I want.

I tell him that a coupla his buddies are bringin’ Periera and Fernandez in at twelve-thirty o’clock, an’ that when they arrive at the station they are not to be brought in to me until I ring for ’em. I tell him that two rings on the bell is the signal that they are to be brought in an’ he says O.K.

I then look through the list of Henrietta’s clothes, an’ I fix it the way I want, an’ I then take it in to the stenographer in the next office an’ tell him to make three copies of it.

While he is doin’ this I light another cigarette an’ go an’ look outa the window. Pretty soon I see a police car draw up outside an’ I see the officers bring in Periera and Fernandez. These two birds are lookin’ good an’ surprised I can tell you. I then go an’ park myself in the chair an’ put my feet up on the desk.

A coupla minutes afterwards the door opens an’ the first cop comes in with Henrietta.

“Everything O.K.?” I ask him.

He says yes, that they have fingerprinted the dame and photographed her like I said, an’ the records clerk is makin’ out a card now for the index.

I say all right an’ that he can go. He goes an’ leaves Henrietta standin’ there in the middle of the floor lookin’ at me.

She looks at me as if I was a large lump of mud. She looks from the tip of my fedora down to the soles of my shoes which are restin’ on the top of the chief’s cigar box. Then she gives her lip a curl an’ looks just as if she was goin’ to be sick.

Just at this minute I press the desk button which is fixed my side of the desk twice, an’ in a coupla seconds the door opens an’ the two State cops come in with Periera and Fernandez.

I tell the cops to scram. Then I wave my hand to the two guys.

“Sit down, boys,” I tell ’em, very cheerful. “I wanna talk to you.”

I motion them to go over an’ sit on the long seat that is up against the wall. Henrietta is still standin’ in the middle of the floor.

They go an’ sit down.

“Periera,” I say, “I want you to do something, an’ you gotta watch your step in doin’ it, because if you slip up then I’m goin’ to get funny with you.”

I point to Henrietta.

“It’s about this dame here,” I go on. “I ain’t got any particular charge that I want to bring against her at the moment, but it’s on the cards that I’m goin’ to want her as a material witness for the State of New York. Metts, the Chief of Police here, ain’t got any spare room around to keep her in, an’ I’ve got to get outa town for a few days. So Metts is goin’ to swear you in as a deputy an’ it’s goin’ to be your business to keep an eye on this dame until we want her. Got that?”

He nods.

“I get eet,” he says.

I turn around to Henrietta.

“You heard what I said, sweetheart, didn’t you?” I tell her. “I’m lettin’ you blow outa here an’ you get back to the Hacienda Altmira until I want you, an’ don’t try an’ get outside the Palm Springs limit otherwise I’m goin’ to have you pinched pronto. O.K. Now you scram outa here an’ once you’re outside you can smoke as much as you like. So long, baby, I’ll be seein’ you.”

I give my fedora a sorta cheeky flip so’s it’s right over one eye, an’ I waggle my feet on the desk. It works. She blows up.

“Yes,” she hisses like a snake, “and you’ll be seeing me,” she gulps. “If you think that you can get away with this sort of thing you’re very much mistaken,” she goes on, “you’re just a conceited, insolent, rough-housing gorilla. You’re cheap and nasty, and one day I’m going to make you squirm for this. In the meantime you can take this to go on.”

She takes a quick step forward an’ before I can move she leans across the desk an’ busts me in the face with her clenched fist. I tell you I was quite surprised.

Then she steps back, turns around on her heel an’ walks out. I was watchin’ her while she went, an’ believe it or not she looked a picture. That Henrietta can certainly walk.

Fernandez grins.

“It looks like she ain’t so pleased about something,” he says.

I laugh.

“You wouldn’t be if you was her,” I say.

I take my feet off the desk an’ at this minute the stenographer comes in with the duplicate lists of Henrietta’s clothes.

“Now listen, Fernandez,” I tell him. “I gotta idea. I gotta idea that we can pin this Aymes bump off on Henrietta all right, an’ I reckon that once we got a capital charge against her I can make her squeal the rest of the stuff about the counterfeitin’. But I got to prove that she was the woman who was in the car with Aymes, an’ once I can do that I got her all set. Once I can pin that on her an’ it looks as if there’s a life sentence for her in the bag, I reckon she’ll blow the works on anything if she thinks that talkin’ is goin’ to help her any.

“Now I gotta idea how we can work. I been grillin’ this Henrietta good an’ plenty this mornin,’ an’ I gotta description of the clothes she was wearin’ on the 12th January, the day that Granworth died.”

I get up an’ I hand one of the duplicate clothes descriptions to Fernandez. He looks at it a long time, “Do you remember her wearin’ any stuff like that?” I ask him.

“I sorta remember the coat an’ the hat,” he says, “but I wouldn’t know about that day. You see, I never saw her that day. I was off duty.”

“That’s O.K. Fernandez,” I say, “but here are two guys who could swear to those clothes. One of ’em is the maid at the Aymes apartment. I figure that she packed Henrietta’s bags an’ looked after her stuff before she went away to Hartford, didn’t she?”

He raises his eyebrows.

“You bet,” he says. “Marie Dubuinet — that’s the maid — would know, an’ I can tell you where you can contact her. She’s still in New York. She’s personal maid to Mrs. John Vlaford, an’ she’d know. She’s a damn intelligent girl is Marie. She never forgets a thing.”

“O.K.,” I say, “an’ there’s somebody else too. There’s the watchman on Cotton’s Wharf. I reckon if this guy’s sight was good enough to see that it was a woman who got outa Granworth’s car, it was good enough for him to remember the fur coat an’ hat she was wearin’. I’m takin’ this description to New York, an’ I’m goin’ to get the police to check up with the maid an’ the watchman. If they can identify those clothes then I’m comin’ back here to pinch Henrietta, because I tell you now that I’m dead certain that she bumped off Aymes.

“There’s another thing, Fernandez,” I go on. “I reckon that I mighta made a mistake about you bein’ the guy who had a shot at me the other night. Maybe it wasn’t a guy at all maybe it was a dame.”

I look at him sorta old-fashioned.

He grins.

“Well, you might be right at that,” he says. “It certainly wasn’t me. Periera here an’ a coupla the boys know I was stickin’ around there all the time. But,” he goes on, “I reckon that maybe you’re right. I like Henrietta, but I don’t hold with murder an’ it looks like you say that she bumped off Granworth all right, but I’m sorry all the same,” he says, “because she is a swell dame.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “An’ it’s always swell dames who start the trouble. They’re always worse than the worst he-killer. They just don’t care.”

I get up.

“O.K. boys,” I tell ’em. “Be on your way. Don’t you forget, Periera, that you’re responsible for Henrietta, an’ thanks for the tip-off about the maid, Fernandez. I’ll take care of that job right away.”

When they have gone I sit down at the desk an’ do a little quiet thinkin’. I figure that maybe this thing is goin’ to work out, an’ if it don’t, well it’s just too bad.

Metts blows in. He is grinnin’ all over his face.

“You certainly handed it to the dame,” he says. “I thought one time that she was goin’ to crown you. I was listenin’ in the next room,” he goes on. “I just couldn’t miss it. You see I don’t get much excitement around here.”

He hands me the developed photographs of Henrietta, an’ the fingerprint card, an’ the record card. I put ’em on the desk.

“Where do we go from here, Lemmy?” he says. “I don’t know what this set-up is, but whatever it is you gotta helluva technique I will say. Can I do anything else?”

“Yeah,” I say, “there is just one or two little things that you can do around here. One is just get it around this burg that I have scrammed outa here for New York an’ that I am not expected back for a week or so. The other thing is that you can keep a quiet eye on the Hacienda Altmira an’ see that dame Henrietta don’t start gettin’ windy an’ takin’ a run-out powder on us, an’ the third an’ last thing you can do is to fix me an airplane. I wanna go places.”

“You flyin’ to New York?” he says.

“New York my eye,” I tell him. “I’m flyin’ to Yuma an’ then I’m goin’ to coast along the Arizona State line an’ bust into Mexico. I got a date with a dame.”

He grins.

“Is she a good dame, Lemmy?” he says.

“I wouldn’t know,” I tell him. “I ain’t ever seen her, but I reckon that she is due to get acquainted with me. Now will you be a good guy an’ fix that plane?”

He says O.K. an’ he goes off. I grab the telephone an’ I send a code telegram to the “G” Office in New York. I send the list of Henrietta’s clothes an’ I ask ’em to check on this list with the maid Marie Dubuinet, an’ the watchman at Cotton’s Wharf an’ to telegraph me the result back to Palm Springs to wait for me when I come back.

Just when I have got this done Metts comes in. He has been on the phone in the next room an’ fixed about the airplane. He is a pleasant sorta guy this Metts an’ he is feelin’ good an’ talkative.

I am sittin’ at the desk lookin’ at the police pictures of Henrietta. I read the record card:

Henrietta Marella Charhworth Aymes. Widow of Granworth Aymes, suicide January 12-13, 1936. Height, 5 ft. 7 ½ in. Brunette. Eyes blue. Complexion healthy. Features regular. Figure slim. Carriage erect. Speech, educated. Voice cultured. Weight, 135 pounds.

This is a pretty good picture of Henrietta I think. Then I look at the fingerprints. They have certainly made a neat job of these, an’ the photographs are very swell.

“Nice work, chief,” I tell him. “You gotta good staff around here.”

I nod. He comes around behind me an’ looks over my shoulder at the pictures an’ the fingerprint an’ record cards.

“I put you to a lotta trouble, chief,” I tell him, “so you won’t get burned up when I do this?”

“Do what?” he says, lookin’ at me.

I tear up the pictures an’ the fingerprint an’ record cards, an’ I throw ’em in the waste basket.

He looks at me with his eyes poppin’.

“What the hell?” he says.

I grin.

“Just technique, chief,” I tell him. “Just a spotta technique. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I scram. Mexico is callin’.


IX. HEY PAULETTE!
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IT IS SEVEN o’clock an’ a fine evenin’ an’ I am drivin’ along the State road that runs along the Mexican border between Mexicali an’ Sonoyta.

There is one swell moon. There is a lotta people who don’t like this desert scenery, but me, I go for it. I’m for the wide open spaces where men are men an’ women are damn glad of it.

An’ I am plenty curious about this Paulette. Speakin’ confidentially, I am keen to have a look at this dame. Why? Because I like lookin’ at dames and, speaking confidentially some more, I am hot to get a look at the dame that Aymes turned down Henrietta for, because believe it or not this baby has gotta have what it takes in a big way to get a start of Henrietta. Get me?

Besides which I am not certain just where Henrietta is breakin’. I told you how I tore up the record card an’ fingerprint cards an’ pictures of her I had taken at Palm Springs, an’ maybe you are wonderin’ why I done this. If you got intelligence you will realise that the show I put up down at the Palm Springs police station was a big act an’ if you stick around you’ll see why I played it that way.

I start singin’ Cactus Lizzie again because I have always found that I drive quicker when I am singin’ this jingle.

I go on eatin’ up the miles an’ wonderin’. Sonoyta is about ten miles over the Mexican side of the Arizona-Mexico State line, an’ it is about a hundred an’ fifty miles from Mexicali, but what the roads are goin’ to be like when I pull off the road I am on is another business.

It is eight o’clock when I get to the intersection. The left road runs inta Arizona an’ the right inta Mexico. I pull the car round an’ find myself on some helluva lousy road that shakes up my liver like a broncho. About five miles down this road I see a Mex sittin’ on the side of the road, smokin’ a cigarette an’ thinkin’ — which is what Mexicans is always doin’ when they ain’t tryin’ to come the neat stuff with a dame or makin’ a swell try to stick the other guy who is one jump ahead of ’em on the same game.

I pull up an’ ask him if he knows a jane called Señora Paulette Benito who is livin’ in some hacienda around here, an’ after gettin’ over a lotta surprise at findin’ an Americano who speaks his own lingo he says yes, an’ he tells me how to make this place which is about six miles from where we are.

After stickin’ me for two cigarettes an’ thereby provin’ that there ain’t even one Mex who will even give you some information for nothin’ I ease off an’ ten minutes later I see the hacienda.

It is a swell little dump. It is all white an’ stuck on the side of a little hill with a lotta tropical stuff an’ cactus around behind it. There are some white palisades around the front an’ an old-fashioned rancho gate, an’ I drive in, get outa the car an’ walk up to the door. There is a big knocker an’ I bang plenty.

Pretty soon the door opens an’ a Mexican jane stands lookin’ at me. She is as ugly as a gorilla, an’ by the looks of her pan I figure that there is damn little Spanish about her. Maybe she had a Spanish mother about ten generations back who didn’t know how to say no to Great Leapin’ Moose or whatever the local chief’s monniker was, an’ since then her ancestors ain’t met up with anybody except Indians.

I say good night very polite an’ I ask her if I can talk with the Señora Benito an’ she gets very excited an’ says that the Señora ain’t around an’ that she is at some dump called the Casa de Oro, after which we go inta a huddle an’ eventually I find out that this Casa de Oro is the nearest thing they got to a road house around these parts. She tells me that I can know this dump by the lamp that is hangin’ outside an’ I say thanks a lot an’ scram.

I go on down the road an’ after a bit I see this Casa de Oro. It is an ordinary adobe house standin’ off the road with an old Spanish lamp hangin’ outside. I drive the car off the road an’ park it around by the side of the house an’ I go in.

There ain’t anybody around, but I can hear the sound of some guy playin’ a guitar. I go along a stone passage, an’ at the other end I stop an’ look with my eyes bustin’ because the place is like a fairyland.

All around the patio at the back there is an adobe wall, an’ fixed on this wall is a lotta trellis work. There is flowers an’ things stuck all over this trellis an’ swung across the top from side to side is a lotta candle lamps.

All around the patio are tables with people sittin’ around. The guy playin’ the guitar is standin’ over in the far corner lookin’ like he was nuts he is so carried away with the song he is singin’. In the middle of the patio there is a sorta smooth stone floor about twenty feet square.

I sit down at a table. Mosta the guys turn around an’ take a look at me like I come out of some museum, an’ after a minute some Mexican waiter comes an’ does a big bowin’ act an’ asks what is my pleasure.

I tell him that my pleasure is usually dames, but that at the moment I’ll take a glass of tequila. Then I ask him if he knows the Señora Benito.

He nods an’ makes a gesture towards the dancin’ space, an’ as I look over a couple get up an’ start dancin’. I look over an’ I see that the dame is American an’ I know that this is Paulette.

Boy is she good or is she? Get this: I seen plenty janes an’ I’m tellin’ you that this Paulette has got the makin’s. She is one swell bundle of woman an’ I get thinkin’ that maybe if I wasn’t so busy on this case I would like to get around an’ try out my personality on this baby.

She is a honey. She is as cute as Henrietta, but in a different way. She is as different like a pineapple is to a plum.

She has got curves that woulda made King Solomon sign off the roster an’ turn into a one-woman man, an’ she has got the sorta style that woulda made that Roman baby they called Juno look lika case of gallopin’ consumption. If Henry the Eighth coulda taken one peek at her ankles he woulda figured to have got himself born about six centuries later just so’s he coulda given Anne Boleyn a quick bum’s rush an’ made this Paulette top sergeant in the royal runaround squad.

An’ can she dance? I have seen dames dance plenty an’ I reckon that she can swing a mean hip. I tell you she is as supple as a snake, an’ as she turns around in the tango she is dancin’ I catch a look at her white teeth flashin’ an’ see her red mouth smilin’ up at the guy she is dancin’ with, an’ I start thinkin’ that dames are very interestin’ things an’ that I would like to know very much just what a swell dame like this was doin’ kickin’ around with a cheap mug like Granworth Aymes.

An’ the guy is good too. He is wearin’ tight black Mexican pants with a silk shirt an’ a bolero jacket. He has got a silver cord in his shirt an’ all the trimmin’s. He is a tall, wiry lookin’ cuss, with a lotta black hair an’ a little black moustache. He dances swell an’ I reckon that if this guy went to Hollywood he would probably be such a success that maybe he could get married to some film star for a coupla months before she got sick of anteing up all the time to keep this palooka in hair oil.

He also looks dangerous to me. He has got that sorta wicked look like a rattlesnake, only I reckon that this baby wouldn’t even rattle before he started spittin’.

After a bit the music stops an’ they sit down again. I sit at my table sippin’ the tequila an’ watchin’ them. You gotta understand that it is not quite so easy for me this side of the border an’ as I don’t wanta get mixed up with the local cops I have gotta play my hand easy.

Lookin’ at Paulette I try an’ make up my mind as to how I am goin’ to play this thing, but lookin’ at her don’t help me any. You never know how a dame is goin’ to take anything. You never know with females; whatever you do they ain’t satisfied.

I remember hearin’ about some high-hat butler in some swell dame’s house in England. One day this butler guy busts into the bathroom just when the dame is takin’ a shower. Now this butler has gotta lotta tact so he just says “Excuse me, Sir,” an’ scrams, an’ thinks that he has got himself outa that one very good.

But he didn’t feel so good next day when she made him go an’ get his sight tested.

So I just sit there an’ just as I am beginnin’ to get tired of stickin’ around, Paulette looks my way an’ sorta gives me the once over, after which she gives me a sorta little smile.

I reckon that this is only because she reckons that I am an American in Mexico, but I act quick. I get up an’ I ease over to her table an’ I say how are you an’ haven’t we met some place before.

She says she don’t remember me but maybe she has met me somewhere.

“Anyhow, lady, I’ve been waitin’ years to meet you,” I tell her. “My name’s Caution — Lemmy Caution — an’ I wanta have a little talk with you some time.”

“Sit down, Mr. Caution,” she says, “an’ have a drink. This is Señor Luis Daredo.”

I sit down. The Mexican gives me a sorta look that might mean anything. I reckon he ain’t so pleased with my bustin’ in like this. He just nods.

I send the waiter to get the tequila that I have left on my table. While I am waitin’ for it I see her watchin’ me sorta interested, with a little smile playin’ around her red mouth.

“And what was it you wanted to know, Mr. Caution?” she says. “I’ll be glad to help you.”

I look at her quick an’ see a big laugh in her eyes.

I give myself a cigarette.

“It’s this way, Mrs. Benito,” I tell her. “I’m makin’ a few inquiries about a guy called Granworth Aymes who bumped himself off last January in New York. I thought that maybe you could help me. But I reckon that we can’t talk here very well. Maybe I can take you back home some time an’ have a little talk there.”

She stops smilin’.

“Perhaps that wouldn’t be convenient,” she says. “You know, Mr. Caution, this is Mexico — not the United States, and possibly I don’t want to talk about Granworth Aymes. Perhaps you’re wasting your time here.”

It is obvious to me that this dame is bein’ fresh.

“I get you, lady,” I tell her. “You mean that it ain’t possible to hold anybody here as a material witness without a lotta funny business an’ office stuff at Mexi-cali. Well, that’s as may be, but if I was you I guess I’d do what I want an’ not make too much trouble over it, an’ what will you have to drink?”

I order some drinks for all of us. The Mexican is watchin’ me like I was a bad nightmare.

She starts smilin’ again.

“I like your direct methods, Mr. Caution,” she says, “but I still don’t see why I should make appointments to talk over somebody’s death with people I don’t know.”

“O.K. lady,” I say. “In that case I’ll go back over the border an’ get extradition for you as a material witness. Then I’ll take you back an’ hold you. It’ll take me two days to get a Federal plea for your extradition through with the Mexican authorities, an’ if they ain’t quick enough for me maybe I’ll try something else. I’m a Federal Agent an’ I got a badge in my pocket that ain’t very much use on this side of the border but maybe it’s enough for me to get hold of the local Rurales officer an’ tell him you’ve got a pinched passport. Even if it ain’t true it’s goin’ to make things plenty tough for you. Get me?”

She is just goin’ to say something when Daredo puts his hand on her arm an’ stops her.

“Señor,” he says, “thees ees Mehiko. I don’ like that you talk to thees sefiora like you talk. I don’ like you at all. You get out of thees place queek or else I order them to t’row you out. Sabe?”

“Nuts,” I tell this guy. “I don’t like you neither, an’ I reckon that you’ll have to get all your friends around you before you can throw me outa any place, an’ just so’s you’ll know that I don’t mean maybe, get a load of this.”

I smack him across the puss an’ he goes off the chair pronto. He gets up an’ comes around the table an’ I bust him another one. Some guy at the next table gets up an’ starts emittin’ a lotta Mexican noise an’ easin’ over to me so it looks as if I’ve gotta start something.

I stick my hand under my coat an’ pull the gun. Around me I can see a lotta ugly mugs an’ I reckon that I gotta fix this job.

“Listen, lady,” I say to Paulette. “Get a load of this. If anybody starts anything around here, I’m goin’ to give ’em the heat first an’ talk afterwards. I’m takin’ you back to your own place for a little talk an’ if you don’t like that I’ll take you right over the border now an’ smack you in the first sheriff’s lock-up in Arizona I come to. You make up your mind what you’re havin’ — your own sittin’ room or the hoosegow — I don’t give a damn.”

She gets up.

“It’s all right, Luis,” she says. “You don’t have to get excited. Maybe I’ll go along with Mr. Caution here an’ straighten this out.”

“That’s talkin,’” I tell her, “an’ I don’t even mind if Luis does get excited. Any time he wants somebody to kick them tight pants off him I’ll elect myself for the job. Maybe he’s a big guy around here, but to me he’s just a big sissy with whiskers. Come on, lady.”

I put some money on the table an’ we go out. I have still got the Luger in my hand an’ over my shoulder I can see Luis lookin’ at me like a tiger with a gumboil. This guy is certainly not so pleased.

We get in the car an’ we go off. Outa the corner of my eye I can see Paulette lookin’ at me. She is wearin’ some swell perfume an’ I can just sniff it. I get to comparin’ it with Henrietta’s “Carnation” an’ I ain’t quite certain which I like the best.

“That’s a swell perfume you got, Paulette,” I tell her. “I could go for that stuff. I always was keen on nice smells.”

I can hear her gurglin’ in the dark. I told you this Paulette is a helluva piece.

“You’ve got a sweet nerve,” she says. “You burst into the Casa, smack Luis down, take me away just when I’m beginning to enjoy myself, and then tell me that you like my perfume. I guess you must go well with your lady friends, but you ought to remember this is Mexico.”

“You don’t say, Paulette,” I tell her. “So what? I been in Mexico before, and it ain’t ever frightened me any. Say, did you ever hear of a Mexican called Caldesa Martinguez — their ace stick-up guy?”

She nods.

“Well,” I go on. “This guy got pretty big an’ he reckoned to get over the border one day an’ pull a fast one on the Arizona mail car. He pulled a fast one — three times. First he stuck up the mail car; second time he stuck it up an’ cut the driver’s ear oflf, an’ the third time he pumped so much lead into the driver an’ the guard that they both looked like ammunition factories when we found ’em.”

I get out my cigarette pack with my left hand an’ give it to her. She lights a couple — one for herself an’ one for me.

“O.K.,” I say. “Well, the U.S. authorities got plenty mad at this guy. So they send some wise guy down to the border an’ this guy pulls a coupla fake stick-ups, an’ eventually Martinguez gets to hear of him an’ cuts him in on the business. The wise guy plays along with Martinguez, an’ one night gets him good an’ high on doctored liquor. Then he ties him on a horse an’ runs him over the border to a nice lock-up an’ a six foot drop — they still hang ’em in Arizona.

“The joke was that when Martinguez arrives at the lock-up he is nearly nuts because the wise guy has filled the seat of his pants with cactus spines an’ stingin’ nettles, an’ every time the horse bumps Martinguez lets go a howl like he was demented. If you’ve ever sat on a cactus spine you’ll get what I mean. I tell you this bad man was hard-hearted, but when they come to execute him his seat was so tender that hangin’ was just a sweet relief.”

“Very nice,” she says, “an’ who was the wise guy?”

“A palooka name of Caution,” I tell her sorta modest. “Lemmy Caution was the name.”

We go on drivin’. It is a lousy road an’ I haveta concentrate. She don’t say nothin’. Suddenly she puts her hand on my knee.

“You’re a helluva man, Lemmy,” she says. “After these... “ She sorta sighs. “It’s fine meeting you.”

She looks at me sideways.

I keep my eye on the road. It looks to me like this dame is fallin’ for me too fast even if she is a quick worker, but I play along.

“Gee, that’s swell,” I tell her. “I reckon you’re the sorta dame I’ve been lookin’ for. A swell dame an’ a swell night,” I say, noddin’ my head at the moon, “an’ what more could any guy ask?”

She don’t say nothin’. She just lets go another big sigh. There is silence for a bit an’ then she says:

“Listen, Lemmy, what’s all this stuff about Granworth Aymes?”

“Oh, it ain’t nothin’ much,” I tell her. “I ain’t really interested in Aymes. I’m interested in a little counterfeit job that’s sorta got mixed up with it. I’ll tell you about it in a minute.”

She don’t answer an’ I figure she’s doin’ some heavy thinkin’. Pretty soon we pull up at the hacienda. The Mexican jane is waitin’ in the doorway an’ she takes my hat. The place is pretty swell inside the furniture is good an’ it looks like Paulette knows how to fix herself.

“We go into some room on the right of the hallway. Paulette points to a big rocking chair that is standin’ out on a veranda that runs along one side of the house. I go an’ sit down an’ give myself a cigarette an’ she goes over an’ starts mixin’ high balls. I can hear the ice clinkin’. In a minute she comes over with a drink in each hand. She gives me mine an’ sits herself down in a chair opposite me.”

“Well, Lemmy,” she says, “shoot.”

I give her a cigarette an’ light it. As I am holdin’ the match she looks up into my eyes an’ I’m tellin’ you that I get an idea that she knows more about wireless telegraphy than Marconi. It was one helluva look. I go an’ sit down again.

“Here’s the way it is,” I tell her. “This guy Granworth Aymes bumps himself off last January. Some time before he does this he has given his wife two hundred grand worth of Federal bonds. O.K. After his suicide she gets up to some dump near Palm Springs an’ tries to cash one of these bonds at the bank. Well, it is phoney. I get stuck on this job an’ I’ve been musclin’ around plenty, but I ain’t doin’ myself any good. I know just as much about this thing as when I started on it.”

While I am talkin’ she is lookin’ out across the Mesa. I can just see the outline of her face in the dark, but it don’t tell me anythin’.

“Now I’ve got a hunch,” I go on still watchin’ her. “I’ve got a hunch that this dame Henrietta knows plenty about this counterfeitin’ business, but I can’t find any way to make this baby talk. While I am jumpin’ around on this job Langdon Burdell who was secretary to Aymes give me an idea that Granworth didn’t commit suicide at all; that he was bumped off, and that Henrietta bumped him off, an’ between you an’ me, honey, that’s just the way it looks to me.

“But supposin’ for the sake of argument I prove that she bumped off Granworth an’ pinch her for it, what good do I do. I still ain’t goin’ to find out where she got those phoney bonds an’ who made ’em, because if she is stuck up on a first degree murder charge she knows damn well she ain’t goin’ to do herself no good or get any time off or save herself from the chair by squealin’ about the counterfeitin’.

“O.K. Well, I find out that you used to get around with Granworth Aymes plenty, an’ I reckon maybe you can help me on this job. If Aymes was stuck on you I reckon he told you plenty about Henrietta, because guys always tell the ‘other woman’ a lot, an’ maybe you can slip me a little information rememberin’ all the time that the thing I want to know is this:

“First, did Aymes give her the real bonds or did he slip her counterfeit ones? Second, did he slip her the real ones an’ has she got ’em salted down some place an’ got somebody to give her a duplicate set of phoney bonds so’s she could have it both ways, takin’ advantage of the fact that everybody would think she had the real ones an’ so the phoney ones she was passin’ was O.K.?”

I throw my cigarette stub over the veranda.

“So I want you to talk, Paulette,” I tell her, “an’ plenty, because they always say that the ‘other woman’ knows the works, an’ it looks to me like you are the ‘other woman’.”

She turns round in her chair an’ she looks at me.

“Nuts,” she says. “It looks to me as if somebody’s stringing you along, but I can certainly help you, Lemmy.”

She gets up an’ she stands leanin’ against the veranda rail lookin’ down at me.

“Listen, Mr. ‘G’ man,” she says, “you can take it from me straight that Henrietta Aymes got those phoney bonds from some place and she knew they were phoney. I’ll tell you why. Granworth Aymes didn’t give her any $200,000’s worth of registered Federal bonds. I know he didn’t!”

“You don’t say,” I tell her. “But listen, honey,” I go on. “We know he had got them bonds. We know he bought ’em. If he didn’t give ’em to her, where are they? Who did he give ’em to?

“She starts laughin,’ a little soft gurglin’ laugh that makes me think of all sorts of things.”

“I’ll tell you who he gave them to, Lemmy,” she says. “He gave them to me.”

Her face gets tense an’ the smile goes off it.

“Now listen to me, big boy,” she says. “I’m going to tell you plenty. If anybody says I was running around with Granworth Aymes then that person is a lousy liar. I knew Granworth Aymes and I’m not going to say that I disliked him in spite of the fact that he did my husband down for plenty. Now listen:

“Maybe they didn’t tell you I’ve got a husband. He’s away down at Zoni, living in a doctor’s house. The poor guy’s dying of consumption. They reckon he’s got about three months to live.

“Granworth Aymes was his broker, an’ two-three years ago my husband was worth nearly a quarter of a million dollars. He wasn’t satisfied with that. He had to have some more, so he starts playin’ the market with Aymes buying stocks and bonds. And what happens? He loses practically all the money he’s got, but it wasn’t till just before last Christmas that he found out that it hadn’t been lost on the stock market. Aymes had taken him for it. He’d made a sucker outa the poor sap.

“Just at this time Rudy gets examined by a specialist. The specialist tells him that the only chance he’s got if he wants to live even for another year is to come down and live in a place like this where the climate’s right.

“Well, you can bet I didn’t feel so good when I discovered that Granworth had practically grabbed off every bean that Rudy had in the world, so I reckoned I’d go along to New York and have a show-down with this Granworth Aymes. I reckoned this wasn’t going to be too difficult because Granworth had always been trying to make play for me but I wasn’t falling for it — I didn’t like his style, at least not so’s you’d notice it.

“I go along to New York, and I saw Granworth Aymes on January 10, two days before he committed suicide, and I told him straight that I had heard that he’d made a lot of money playing the market. I told him that unless he cashed in good and quick I wasn’t going to waste any more time talking, I was going to the District Attorney to have him put in jail for defrauding Rudy the last two years.

“Granworth had a look at me and he knew that I meant it. He told me to come back next morning. He said he’d give me the money. On the morning of January 11, I went and saw him at his office and he gave me $200,000’s worth of those registered bonds. He also told me to tell nobody about it because these were the bonds that he’d made over to his wife, that he’d got them out of the safe deposit where they were being kept for her. I gave him a receipt for them and that’s the money that Rudy and I came down here on. That’s the money we’re living on now.”

“Listen sister,” I interrupt, “those were registered bonds. And they were registered in the name of Henrietta Aymes. How’d you manage to get ’em cashed?”

She looks uneasy. Forgery and false impersonation don’t make life any simpler for Paulette. “How do you suppose?” she says, and then she hurries on. “And if Granworth Aymes bumped himself off the day afterwards then I reckon it was because he had a show-down with his wife. I reckon she’d found that the bonds were gone and made it hot for him, or maybe—” she says sorta soft, “maybe Henrietta got annoyed. I reckon I’d get annoyed if he’d done me out of two hundred grand. Maybe she slugged him, you never know.

“Well, well, well,” I say. “So that’s the way it goes, hey? It looks like we’ve got this job cleaned up. So Henrietta, findin’ that the bonds are gone, thinks that Granworth has got rid of ’em somewhere else an’ promptly gets somebody to make her a new lot.”

I give myself another cigarette.

“Listen, Paulette,” I say. “Is there anybody who could confirm this story. I mean the part about Granworth Aymes makin’ a sucker outa Rudy an’ gettin’ all that money off him?”

“Surely,” she says, “Burdell can. He knows all about it. He knew what Aymes was doing, but he was only a secretary. It wasn’t his business to butt in.”

“O.K.” I say. “I get it. It looks like this Henrietta Aymes is a pretty cute number,” I say. “I don’t reckon that there’s any doubt that she bumped off Granworth. All right. Now maybe I can get ahead. By the way, Paulette,” I go on. “Did you say that this husband of yours, Rudy, is around here with some doctor? Where’s this Zoni?”

“It’s about forty miles away,” she says, “and if you go and see Rudy and ask him any questions, go easy with him. The doctor, Madrales, says the poor guy’s only got about another eight or nine weeks to go, and I don’t want him worried too much.”

I get up and put my arm around her shoulder.

“Don’t you worry, Paulette,” I say. “I’ll go easy with him. I don’t want to ask him anythin’ much. I just wanta confirm that stuff you told me about Aymes takin’ him for the dough.”

She is standin’ pretty close to me an’ I can see some tears come into her eyes. I feel pretty sorry for Paulette, because after all even if she is kickin’ around with this Luis Daredo, what’s a dame to do? I reckon she has to do somethin’ to keep her mind off the fact that her husband is slowly handin’ in his checks.

“Life can be tough,” she says. “Listen, Lemmy, go get yourself another drink. I’ll be back in a minute. I got to ring Daredo, that guy’s doing some business for me — I’m thinking of buying this place and he’s fixing it — and I don’t want to get in bad with him.”

“O.K.,” I say.

She goes outa the room an’ I mix myself another high ball an’ go back to the veranda. Standin’ there drinkin’ it, it looks as if I am beginnin’ to make some sense outa this case after all. One thing is stickin’ out a foot an’ that is that Henrietta found out that the original bonds — the real ones — was gone. She gets herself a phoney lot made an’ she gets out to Palm Springs an’ thinks she stands a chance of changin’ ’em there. That’s how it looks to me. I have just finished my drink when Paulette comes back. She comes straight up to me an’ she puts her hands on my shoulders an’ she looks straight into my eyes.

“You know, Lemmy,” she says, “a woman has a tough time. I reckon I’ve had one. A girl has only got to make one mistake an’ she pays plenty for it. Mine was in marrying Rudy. He was always a weakling and I guess I was sorry for him. If I’d have married a man like you,” she says, “things might have been very different.”

She comes a little closer to me.

“When you’ve got this job finished, Lemmy,” she says, “if ever you’re tired or you need a rest, you’ll always find me down here an’ I’ll be glad to see you.”

“That’s swell, Paulette,” I say. “That’s a little matter I’ll take up with you pretty soon. In the meantime I got to get this job finished, so I reckon I’ll go over to Zoni an’ have a few words with Rudy, an’ I won’t even be tough with him.”

“All right, Lemmy,” she says, an’ I can see that her eyes are full of tears. “You get along and see Rudy and you can give him my love. Just don’t say anything about you finding me with Luis Daredo tonight. I wouldn’t want Rudy to get any ideas about my getting around with good looking Mexicanos.”

She tells me the way to get to this Zoni, an’ she stands in the doorway watching me as I drive off.

Me — I am doing a little more thinkin’. I am wonderin’ why she couldn’ta waited until we finished talkin’ before she put that call through to Daredo.

I reckon that I am a sort of suspicious guy. An’ I reckon that this Paulette fell for me too easy. She is certainly a swell number but she can still play me for a mug if she feels that way.

But I ain’t such a sucker. Just when a dame thinks I’m fallin’ — well, I usually ain’t!


X. MEXICAN STUFF
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I DRIVE ALONG pretty slow for two reasons. First of all the night ain’t so bright as it could be an’ the road I am on is not so hot neither. Second I am turnin’ over in my mind the stuff that this Paulette dame has handed out, an’ it is sure one helluva story.

Maybe it’s true because believe me no dame with as much sense as Paulette has got is goin’ to spin a lotta hooey about takin’ two hundred grand off a guy like Granworth Aymes unless she was surely entitled to it.

An’ I feel pretty sorry for the husband Rudy Benito. I get a picture of him all right. I can just imagine him stringin’ along with Paulette, playin’ second fiddle to her all the time an’ knowin’ that he had got T. B. an’ that it was goin’ to get him in the long run. I can sorta see this guy suddenly findin’ out that Granworth has taken him for plenty an’ gettin’ good an’ excited about it an’ knowin’ that maybe the amount of time that he’d got to stick around before he was due for a casket depended on whether he could get the dough out of Granworth.

But there is something that I cannot get an’ it is this: What the hell was Paulette doin’ all that time while Aymes was swindlin’ Rudy out of his dough? What was a fly dame like that doin’ stickin’ around an’ not gettin’ wise to it?

An’ then I get another big idea. Supposin’ that Paulette was wise to it. Supposin’ that she was stuck on Aymes an’ knew that he was takin’ Rudy for the dough an’ didn’t do anything about it. Then, all of a sudden she hears that Rudy is goin’ to die unless he can get away some place where the climate is right an’ have a doctor stickin’ around all the time. An’ she feels that she ain’t been so hot. She feels that she has gotta do something to try an’ put it right. Just at this time Aymes makes a killin’ on the stock market an’ Paulette weighs in an’ tells him that unless he cashes in she is goin’ to blow what he has been doin’ to the cops.

Ain’t that just the sorta thing that a dame would do? Wouldn’t it be like a dame to make a sucker out of her husband because she fancies a bum guy like Aymes, but when she finds out that the sucker is goin’ to die she goes all goofy an’ tries at the last minute to put the job right, an’ wouldn’t this business be a first-class motive for Henrietta to knock off Granworth?

An’ then something else hits me like a rock. What about that letter that Henrietta told me about. Didn’t she say that she got an unsigned letter from some guy tellin’ her that Granworth was playin’ around with his wife. Didn’t she say that this guy had crossed out the words “my wife” an’ put in instead “this woman.” Ain’t you got it?

It was Rudy Benito who sent that letter to Henrietta.

Here’s my new idea of the set-up: Benito gets a hunch that Aymes is playin’ around with his wife, so he writes a letter to Henrietta and tells her so, but he don’t sign it. O.K. Then Paulette discovers that Benito is as sick as a rat an’ she gets all washed up an’ hates herself for what she has been doin,’ so she goes along to Granworth an’ tells him he has got to kick in with the dough.

Granworth, who thinks a damn sight more of Paulette than he does of Henrietta, hands over the dough. Maybe he thinks that he can get it back again off Paulette when she has got over this sorta sentimental stuff that has got into her about Rudy.

O.K. Then Henrietta comes along to New York an’ tells Granworth that she hears he’s kickin’ around with a dame an’ that if it don’t stop she is goin’ to divorce him. Granworth cracks back that if she does he will leave the country rather than pay her alimony. Henrietta says back that she don’t give a damn if he pays her alimony or not because she has got the two hundred grand in registered bonds. Granworth gets inta one helluva rage an’ tells her she ain’t gotta dime because he has given the bonds to this other femme.

An’ then the hey-hey starts. I figure that this news just about finishes Henrietta. I figure that when he tells her this, Granworth is sittin’ in his car just gettin’ ready to drive off maybe she is sittin’ beside him. Well, she is so burned up that she just grabs something an’ crowns Granworth. Then she finds she’s killed him an’ she works out that the best thing to do is to drive this guy down to the wharf an’ put a good front up for the job bein’ a suicide.

That’s the way it looks.

By now the road I was on which was bad anyhow has got worse. It has got narrow an’ is a sorta wide bridle path runnin’ up between the foothills. It is plenty dark an’ I cannot see very well, an’ I am drivin’ slow an’ concentratin’ on the road.

Then I hit something. I hit a coupla rocks that are stuck in the middle of the road an’ at the same time somebody jumps on the runnin’ board an’ hits me a smack across the dome with something that feels to me just like the Mexican for a blackjack. I see more stars than ever told a movie director where he got off an’ I just go right out as graceful an’ as quiet as a baby.

When I come to I am as stiff as an iron girder. The guys who have brought me along to this place ain’t been at all gentle with me. I am covered with dust an’ there is a trickle of blood down my coat where I have been bleedin’ from the crack in the dome.

My feet are tied up with cord an’ my hands are tied across my chest with enough manila rope to have started a marine store.

I am in some dump that looks like the cellar of a small house. There is a candle burnin’ on a shelf on the other side of the room an’ I can just see the watch on my wrist. It is nearly eleven-thirty, so I figure I have been out for about an hour. I have been just chucked up against the wall an’ left there.

I don’t feel so good. My head is buzzin’ plenty an’ I figure who ever took a flop at me with that club was pullin’ his weight all right. Altogether it looks like I am in a jam. Just who has taken a fancy to me like this so that they have to corral me an’ chuck me in this dump I don’t know, although I have gotta pretty good idea. I decide I had better get some action pronto.

I work myself up against the wall an’ get as easy as I can after which I start singin’ Cactus Lizzie good an’ loud. This sorta works because after five-ten minutes I hear somebody comin’ down some steps an’ then the door in the corner opens an’ some Mexican dame busts in.

She is carryin’ a lantern, an’ she looks like a coupla tarantulas who don’t like each other, an’ she weighs about three hundred pounds. I guess that this dame is about the biggest ever. She waddles over to me an’ she lifts up her foot an’ she kicks me in the face like I was a football. I’m tellin’ you that this daughter of a hellion cops me right on the top of the nose with a boot that a New York flatfoot woulda been proud to wear an’ I just see a lot more stars an’ I go as sick as hell an’ go out again.

I come round pretty soon. I am drenched with dirty water that she has thrown over me an’ my face is bleedin’ like smoke an’ she stands there lookin’ at me an’ havin’ one helluva time.

Then she starts in. She starts bawlin’ me out in a sorta bastard Spanish that I can just understand by keepin’ my ears flappin’ wide open. She tells me all about me. She tells me what I am an’ what she hopes is goin’ to happen to me an’ what my father an’ mother was an’ the amazin’ an’ extraordinary way that I was born. After which she spills some stuff an’ I begin to get the idea.

She tells me that she is damn glad that I have come around here doin’ my stuff all over the place. She tells me that directly I got my foot inside the Casa de Oro some guy recognised me as the dick who pulled in Caldesa Martinguez — the guy who I took back with stingin’ nettles in his pants. She tells me that this Caldesa was her son an’ that by the time they are through with me, bein’ boiled in prohibition whisky would just be sweet dreamin’ to what I am goin’ to go through. She tells me to stick around an’ that in a coupla minutes, after he has got through thinkin’ up just what he is goin’ to do to me, her other son is comin’ down to start operations.

By this time I guess I am feelin’ pretty annoyed with this lousy old eagle an’ I tell her the equivalent of nuts in Spanish. Just at this minute the candle lantern she is holdin’ decides to go out. She says a nasty word an’ just chucks it at me, an’ sure as a gun it hits me on the side of the head an’ knocks me back in the corner.

Me — I am beginnin’ to get good an’ tired of bein’ treated this way. I am beginnin’ to wonder just who my pan really does belong to, because the way it is feelin’ I must look as ugly as a gargoyle, an’ I am beginnin’ to realize that this old dame don’t like me at all, an’ that if she is just playin’ around with me I wonder what her big boy son is goin’ to do to me when he gets around to it sorta serious.

She calls me a dirty so-an’-so an’ she scrams.

I wait for a bit an’ then I look around an’ start workin’. The floor of this dump is earth except in the corner where I am where there is a sorta cement patch. There are plenty of cracks in this patch an’ I figure that if I get enough time maybe I can get rid of the rope.

I start workin’ myself around until I have got the lantern between me and the wall an’ then I start pushin’ it against the wall with my legs an’ when I have got it there I put my feet against it an’ press hard. It busts an’ the broken glass falls out.

I roll over on my stomach an’ work towards the biggest bit of glass. You gotta realise that I am layin’ on my hands which are tied across my chest an’ I am hurtin’ myself plenty. After a bit I get to where the biggest bit of glass is an’ I start lickin this with my tongue, lickin’ it along the floor to where there is a little crack, an’ I’m tellin you that the taste of that floor wasn’t like no raspberry soda neither. Every time I get this bit of glass moved an inch or so I have to start rollin’ again so as to get in position for another lick, but after about twenty minutes I do it. I lick it so’s it falls into the crack an’ the crack bein’ shallow I have fixed it so that a spike of glass is stickin’ up outa the floor.

I get my legs over this spike an’ after a bit I push the rope down over it an’ start workin’ it about an’ after workin’ like hell I manage to saw through the rope that is tyin’ my legs.

I stand up an’ move around quietly, stretchin’ my legs. I start workin’ my hands about tryin’ to move the rope that is tyin’ me but I can’t do it. I can just manage to wiggle two or three fingers of my right hand that is not tied by the rope, but I can’t do anything else, so I figure I have gotta think something else up.

I think about this an’ then I go an’ I stand just behind the door, so’s I’m goin’ to be ready for whoever opens it. I stand there leanin’ up against the wall an’ hopin’ that I am goin’ to get a break because, believe me, an’ I know, there ain’t anybody as cruel as Mexicans when it comes down to cases.

After about half an hour I hear somebody comin’ down the steps outside, an’ I figure that by the sound of it it is a guy this time.

I get ready. I think I am goin’ to surprise this guy, I am countin’ on the fact that the old palooka who threw the lantern at me has told him that I am all out for none in the corner.

As he opens the door I take a step back, an’ as he steps into the room I kick him straight in the guts an’ I don’t kick soft neither I’m tellin’ you.

This guy who is a big bum with whiskers an’ side burns, gives a funny sorta whine an’ just flops down on the floor. He is hurt plenty for which I am very pleased.

I figure that I have gotta work quick. I close the door quietly with my foot, an’ then I get to work on this guy. I turn him over an’ over with my feet, until I have got him away from the door. He is still makin’ funny whinin’ noises an’ he is crazy with pain. I reckon I have given him something to think about.

When I get him on his face I see that he has gotta knife in the usual place — stuck in his pants waistband at the back. I get down on my knees an’ work this knife out with the bits of fingers that I have got stickin’ out of the rope that is tyin’ me, an’ when I have got it in between the tops of my fingers I get up an’ turn this guy over on his back again.

I get up an’ I go over to the door. I stick the point of the knife into the door an’ I press my chest against the handle. This way I have got the knife fixed so that I can rub the edge of the blade against the ropes that are around my chest. In another few minutes I cut the rope. The guy on the floor is not so good. He has rolled over into the corner. I reckon I needn’t worry about this guy. He is hurt plenty.

I go over to him an’ search him because I wanta find the Luger that they have taken off me, but he ain’t got it. I leave him, open the door an’ start gumshoein’ up the stone steps. These steps lead up to the ground floor an’ at the top I find another door that opens out into what looks like a rough sorta kitchen. There ain’t anybody there, but I am very glad to see that my Luger is lyin’ on the table in the corner. I cannot see my shoulder holster which they have taken off me, so I don’t worry about it. I just stick the gun in my right hand coat pocket, a business which I am goin’ to be very pleased about a little later on.

I look around an’ I listen, but I can’t hear a thing. I think that maybe there was only one guy in this business — the guy downstairs — an’ that he was the palooka who knocked me out an’ drove me here. I got a hunch that the old dame has gone off to tell their pals that they have got me spread-eagled, an’ I think I had better get outa this quick before somebody else starts something.

I also think that I had better get my business done around here in Mexico just as pronto as I can, otherwise some of these guys are goin’ to start makin’ one big mess of Mrs. Caution’s little boy an’ I certainly am not partial to that.

I scram outa the house an’ stuck around at the back behind a horse-shack I find the car, an’ believe me I am plenty glad to find it. I get in an’ start off back again an’ get on the road to get to Zoni. I am feelin’ pretty lousy, my nose is hurtin’ considerable where the old Mexican dame kicked it, an’ generally I could do with a shot of rye.

It is three o’clock when I get to Zoni. It is the usual sorta one-horse-near-village with a few ranches an’ shacks stuck around. I pull up an’ sittin’ in the car I clean myself up as well as I can. Then I start lookin’ around. Away over on my left is a white painted house in front of some trees. It is a two-story place shaped like an “L” an’ it looks to me that this is goin’ to be the doctor’s house, the place where Rudy Benito is hangin’ out.

I drive over an’ leave the car in front of this place. Then I bang on the door. A guy opens it. He is a young Mexican an’ he is wearin’ a white coat. He also looks as if he washed sometimes which is a good sign. An’ he also looks very surprised to see me. I guess he is right because I must have looked a funny sight.

I tell him that I want to see Señor Madrales, an’ that the matter is very urgent even if it is in the middle of the night. He says all right an’ tells me to go in. I go in. I am in a big hallway with doors leading off left an’ right. In front of me is some stairs runnin’ up to the first floor. The guy in the white coat tells me to sit down an’ goes off.

Pretty soon he comes back an’ with him is another guy who says that he is Doctor Madrales an’ what do I want. He speaks swell Spanish. He is a tall thin guy; he has got a little pointed beard an’ he wears eyeglasses. He is a clever lookin’ cuss with long thin taperin’ fingers which he rubs together while he is talkin’ to me.

I tell him what I want. I tell him I am an insurance investigator an’ that I am makin’ some inquiries into the suicide of Granworth Aymes. I tell him I have had a conversation with Mrs. Benito an’ that she has said that I oughta have a few words with her husband Rudy. I say what about it an’ I hope that this Rudy ain’t too ill to be woke up as I have not got a lotta time to waste.

He shrugs his shoulders.

“I don’t think it matters whether my patient is awake or not, Señor,” he says. “As Mrs. Benito has probably told you he is a very sick man. I am afraid that he will not be long with us.”

He shrugs his shoulders again.

“It is, I think, merely a matter of a month or so. However, he is very weak and I suggest that you talk to him as quietly as possible. If you will wait here for a moment I will go and prepare him. I think I had better give him an injection before you see him.”

He goes off.

While I am waiting I am doing some quiet thinkin’. I am thinkin’ about this business about bein’ smacked over the dome while I was comin’ out here an’ I am thinkin’ that it is damn funny that somebody should have recognised me in the Casa de Oro as being the guy who pinched Caldesa Martinguez. I have got a coupla ideas about this as you will see later on.

After a bit this Madrales comes to the top of the stairs. He says I am to go up. At the top of the stairs is another passage an’ we go into a room on the left. One side of the room is practically all windows which are open, an’ in one corner there is a screen. On the other side of the room pushed up against the wall is a low bed.

I look at the guy in the bed. He is lyin’ there lookin’ straight up at the ceilin’. He has got a thin funny sorta face an’ there is a funny strained sorta look about it.

There is very little furniture in the room. Beside the bed there is a low table with a polished top an’ there are some bottles on it an’ a lamp. Madrales goes over an’ stands by the side of the bed.

“Benito,” he says, “this is Mr. Caution. He wants to ask you some questions. Just keep very quiet and don’t worry about anything.”

The man in the bed don’t say anythin’. Madrales walks over to the other side of the room an’ brings a chair. He sticks it by the side of the bed for me. Then he says:

“Señor Caution, I will leave you now. I know that you will treat my patient with as much consideration as is possible.”

He goes off still rubbin’ his hands together.

I go an’ stand over by the bed. The sick guy turns his eyes so that they are lookin’ at me an’ his lips break into a little sorta smile.

I am feelin’ plenty sorry for this guy. It looks to me like he has had a pretty low deal all round. I talk ‘to him nice an’ quiet.

“Listen, Rudy,” I tell him. “Take it easy. I am sorry I gotta come over here askin’ you things, but that’s just the way it goes. I’m goin’ to make it as short as possible. I just wanta check up on what that swell wife of yours Paulette has been tellin’ me tonight, an’ while I think of it I gotta tell you that she sent you her love. I reckon maybe she’ll be along in the mornin’ to see you. Well, here’s the way it goes.

“It’s about this Granworth Aymes business. Your wife tells me that Granworth was takin’ you for plenty since you was doin’ business with him as a stockbroker. She says that you found it out, that she went an’ saw Aymes an’ gave him the choice of cashin’ in or else she was goin’ to the cops.

“She says that Granworth turned over two hundred grand in registered Federal bonds to her an’ that’s the money you got now, the money that paid for you to be brought down here. Is that O.K. Rudy?”

He speaks very quiet. His voice sounds as if it was comin’ from a long way away.

“Sure,” he says slowly, “that’s how it was, an’ I am damned glad Aymes bumped himself off. If I hadn’t been sick I would have liked to have shot that lousy guy.”

“O.K. Rudy,” I tell him, “that’s that. An’ there’s just one little thing I wanta ask you an’ maybe I’m sorry I’ve got to ask you it because I don’t wanta make things tough for you right now. It’s this way. Henrietta Aymes, Granworth’s wife, got an unsigned letter from some guy. This letter tells her that Granworth is playin’ around with this guy’s wife.”

I speak to him nice an’ soft.

“Listen, Rudy,” I say, “did you send her that letter? It musta been you. What about it?”

There is a long pause. Then he turns his eyes over towards me again.

“That’s right,” he says. “I sent it. I just had to do something.”

I nod my head.

“Look,” I say, “I reckon we’re cleanin’ this job up pretty swell. I don’t wanta make you talk too much. You tell me if I’m right in my ideas. The way I look at it is this. Maybe your wife Paulette thought she was a bit stuck on Aymes. Maybe because you was sick you couldn’t give her the sorta attention that a dame like she likes to have, so she falls for Aymes. O.K. Aymes thinks he’s on a damn good thing. He starts doin’ you left an’ right for your dough an’ maybe the reason that you don’t find it out is that your wife Paulette is lookin’ after your business, an’ because she an’ Aymes are gettin’ around together it’s easy for him to pull the wool over her eyes. She don’t see he’s takin’ you for your dough because she don’t wanta see it. Got me?

“And then the works bust. All of a sudden at the end of last year she finds you’re not so well. She hears that you’re a damn sick man an’ that there’s got to be dough to get you down here to get you looked after. Maybe she finds out that you’ve got an idea about what’s goin’ on. Maybe you even tell her that you’ve sent that unsigned letter to Henrietta Aymes.

“She sees she’s been pullin’ a lousy one an’ she tells you that she is goin’ back to get that dough out of Aymes if it’s the last thing she does. Am I right?”

He turns his eyes my way again.

“You’re dead right, Caution,” he says. “We had a big scene. I told her what I thought about her. I said it was pretty tough for me being sick to think that she was running around with a guy who had swindled me. Well, that broke her up. I guess she was sorry, and you know” — I see a little smile come around his lips— “I haven’t very long to be around, and I don’t want to feel that I’m making things tough for anybody. She told me she’d put the job right. She told me she’d get the money from Aymes and that she was through with him once and for all, and she made good. She got it.”

He starts coughin’. I give him a drink of the water that is by the side of the bed. He smiles at me to say thank you.

“I’m a dying man, Caution,” he says, “and I know you’ve got to do your job, but there’s one thing you can do for me.” His voice gets weaker. “Just you try and keep the fact that Paulette was getting around with Aymes out of this,” he says. “I’d like you to do that for me. I wouldn’t like people to know that she preferred a dirty double-crosser like Aymes to me.”

He smiles at me again. He is a pitiful sorta guy.

“O.K. Rudy,” I say, “that’s a bet. I’ll play it that way. It won’t hurt anybody. Well, I’ll be gettin’ along. So long an’ good luck to you.”

I turn an’ I start walkin’ towards the door. When I am halfway I see somethin,’ somethin’ that is just stickin’ out behind the edge of the screen that is on the other side of the room. It is a wastepaper basket and when I see it an’ what is in it, I get a sorta funny idea, such a funny idea that I have to take a big pull at myself. When I get to the door I turn around and I look at Rudy. His eyes are still lookin’ straight up at the ceilin’ an’ he looks half-dead right now.

“So long, Rudy,” I say again. “Don’t you worry about Paulette. I’ll fix that O.K.”

Downstairs in the hall I meet Madrales.

“Listen, Doctor,” I say, “everythin’ has been swell, but there is just one little thing I am goin’ to ask you to do for me. I have got all the information I want from Benito. I got my case complete but I have got to have a signed statement from him, because he is the guy who was swindled. Can you lend me a typewriter and some paper an’ if you’ll just get him to sign it I needn’t worry him no more.”

“But surely, Señor Caution,” he says, “come with me.”

He takes me into some room off the hall which is like a doctor’s office. In the corner on a table is a typewriter. I sit down at this machine an’ I type out a statement incorporatin’ everything that Benito has said. When I have finished I go out to Madrales an’ we go upstairs. It is a tough job gettin’ this guy Benito to sign it. The doctor has to hold his hand because it is shakin’ so much that he can hardly hold the pen, but he does it. I stick the statement in my pocket and say so long to these guys an’ I scram.

As I start up the car I look at my watch. It is twenty minutes past four.

I have got one helluva hunch. I have got an idea in my head that is considerably funny, an’ I am goin’ to play this idea. Even if I’m wrong I’m still goin’ to.

When I have got well away from the Madrales dump I pull up the car an’ do some very heavy thinkin’. I am checkin’ up on the idea that is in my head. I have got a very funny hunch an’ I am goin’ to play it in a very funny sorta way.

I figure that I am goin’ to take a look around at Paulette’s hacienda, an’ I figure I ain’t goin’ to tell her either. I am just goin’ to do a little quiet house-bustin’ just to see if I can get my claws on somethin’ that I would like very much to find.

I pull the gun outa my pocket an’ lay it right by me. I reckon that if anybody else tries anything on me tonight they are goin’ to get it where they won’t like it.

The moon has come out again. It is a swell night. Drivin’ along back on the Sonoyta road I get thinkin’ about dames an’ what they do when they are in a jam.

Did I tell you that dames get ideas to do things that a guy would never even think of?

You’re tellin’ me!


XI. PINCH NO. 1
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I DON’T DRIVE up to the hacienda. When I get to within a quarter of a mile of it I pull off the road an’ start drivin’ round over the scrub. I make a wide circle, drivin’ the car slow an’ keepin’ in top gear so as I don’t make too much noise, an’ I come up two-three hundred yards behind the house.

I stick the car behind a cactus clump an’ I start workin’ towards the house keepin’ well under cover. I work right round the house in a circle but I can’t see anybody or hear anythin’ at all.

Then I get a hunch. Keepin’ well in the scrub, I start workin’ along the side of the road that leads from the hacienda to the State road intersection, an’ I keep my eyes well skinned. After about five minutes I hear a horse neigh. I work up towards this sound an’ I find a black horse tied up to a Joshua tree about fifty yards off the road.

It is a good horse an’ on it there is a Mexican leather an’ wood saddle with silver trimmin’s. There is a little silver plate just behind the saddle horn an’ on this plate are the initials L. D.

When I see these initials I know that my hunch is right an’ that Señor Luis Daredo is stickin’ around waitin’ for me somewhere. Way down on the edge of the road about a hundred yards away there is a patch of scrub an’ cactus, an’ I figure I’ll find him down there. I start crawlin’ that way, an’ when I get there I see I am right.

Luis has picked himself a good place. He has picked a place where the road is very bad an’ narrow an’ full of wagon ruts. He is sittin’ way back twenty yards off the road behind a big cactus. He is smokin’ an’ he is nursin’ a 30.30 rifle across his knees.

I come up behind him an’ I bust him a good one in the ear. He goes over sideways. I pull the Luger on him an’ pick up his rifle.

He sits up. He is smilin’ a sorta sickly smile an’ he is lookin’ at the Luger. I reckon he thinks that I am goin’ to give him the works.

I sit down on a rock an’ look at him.

“You know, Luis,” I tell him, “you ain’t got no sense, an’ I’m surprised at you because Mexicans are about the only people in the world who can keep themselves one jump ahead of a very clever dame like Paulette Benito. An’ I’m surprised at you because you didn’t tell that guy that smacked me over the head when I was drivin’ to Zoni to finish me off pronto, because I guess it woulda saved a lotta trouble for you guys. When that old battle-axe started tellin’ me that somebody had spotted me down at the Casa de Oro as the guy who took in Caldesa Martinguez, an’ that she was his mother, I knew that she was talkin’ a lotta hooey because I happen to know that Martinguez’s mother was dead years before. I knew that you was behind the job all right, an’ it’s goin’ to annoy you plenty before I’m through.”

He gets up an’ he lights a cigarette.

“Señor Caution,” he says, “believe me you got what they call theese wrong ideas. Sabe? I don’t know nothin’ about some peoples who do sometheeng to you. I am jus’ sittin’ here waitin’ for a gringo who work for me, see? I don’ know what the hell you theenk you are talkin’. Sabe?”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “Just fancy that now. O.K. Well you just listen to my renderin’ of this little piece. I figure that you’re stringin’ along with Paulette Benito. I figure that Granworth Aymes wasn’t the only guy that she took Rudy Benito for a ride over. I reckon you’re number two. I gotta hunch that you two are just waitin’ around for Rudy to die off an’ then you an’ Paulette was goin’ to get hitched up. Well, you ain’t — savvy?”

I think I will try this guy out. I get up off the rock an’ I put my gun in the pocket, an’ I make out that I am goin’ to get myself a cigarette outa my pocket, an’ he tries it. He takes a flyin’ kick at my guts an’ I am waitin’ for him. I do a quick side step, smack up his foot as it shoots at me an’ bust him as he goes down.

We mix it, an’ I get goin’ on this guy. I am rememberin’ that old sour-puss of a Mexican dame kickin’ me in the face an’ throwin’ the lantern at me, an’ I am also rememberin’ just what the guy who came down to the cellar to fix me woulda done if he’d got the chance.

I bust this Luis like hell. I close both his eyes an’ crack some teeth out. I twist his nose till it looks like it is as tender as mine is, an’ generally I give him more short-arm stuff than I have ever issued any guy with for a helluva long time.

Then I chuck him in the cactus. He is all washed up an’ he don’t even care that a cactus spine is stickin’ in his leg. He just ain’t got any interest in life at all. I go over an’ take a look at him an’ it looks to me like I won’t have any more trouble with him for quite a little while. So I go back to where his horse is, take off the bridle, the bellyband an’ the stirrup leathers, an’ I come back an’ I make a nice job of Luis. I tie him up so neat that I think it will take him about a coupla years to get outa this tie-up.

I take a knife off him which he has got an’ his rifle an’ I chuck ’em in a hole an’ bury ’em. I take his pants off him an’ bury ’em too. I do this because I reckon that even if he managed to get outa this tie-up he wouldn’t be much good without pants — it would sort of affect his morale.

Then I go back to the hacienda. I work round the back an’ I bust in through a window that is easy. I figure that Paulette an’ the Mexican jane will be sleepin’ upstairs, but I am still careful not to make any noise. The light is good an’ I can see plenty. I am in a sorta kitchen at the back an’ I get outa this an’ gumshoe along the passage openin’ doors an’ lookin’ in as I pass rooms. One is a bedroom that ain’t bein’ used an’ one is a sorta store room.

After a bit I get into the room where I was talkin’ with Paulette before I went to Zoni, an’ I look around. I am lookin’ for somethin’ that looks like a safe or a place where papers would be kept.

After a bit I find it. It is a wall safe behind a picture on the wall. It is let into the wall an’ it has got a combination lock. I don’t worry about the lock because after all the wall is only wood. So I get back to the kitchen an’ get myself a can opener an’ a strong carvin’ knife that I find there an’ I start diggin’ around the hinges of this safe until I have burst them off. After about a quarter of an hour I fix it. I get the safe open.

Inside there are two-three boxes with some jewellery in them an’ a lotta papers. I leave the boxes an’ I take the papers over to the veranda an’ I start lookin’ through ’em. After a bit I find what I want. It is a share transfer authorizing the transfer of some shares in a railway company from Rudy Benito to Granworth Aymes. It is witnessed by Paulette.

I look through this pretty carefully, then I stick it in my pocket. I take the rest of the papers back to the safe an’ I put ’em back like they was before an’ fix the safe as well as I can, an’ I put the picture back in front of it.

I am pretty pleased with the night’s work one way an’ another. I figure I’ll get this job cleaned up pretty soon. I look out over the mesa. It is near time that dawn was breakin’ an’ there’s that peculiar sorta half-light that comes between night an’ mornin’.

On the table there is a box of cigarettes. I take one out an’ light it. Then I go over to the sideboard. I give myself a drink. I have just sunk half the liquor when a light is snapped on. I turn around an’ standin’ in the doorway I see Paulette.

She is wearin’ a very swell blue silk dressin’ robe. Her ash-blonde hair is down an’ is tied up with a ribbon. She stands there smilin’ a funny sorta little smile, an’ in her hand she has got a .38 Colt.

I finish the drink.

“Well, well, well, Paulette,” I say. “Just fancy seein’ you again so soon.”

She comes into the room. She is still holdin’ the gun on me.

“So you’re back, Mr. ‘G’ man,” she says very quiet, still smilin’. “Why don’t you knock on the door when you want to come into a place?”

I take a drag on the cigarette.

“I’ll tell you why, baby,” I tell her. “I came back here because I had a big idea I might take a look around an’ find somethin’ I wanted, but I am sorry you interrupted me first. But there is just one little thing I’d like to know, Paulette. Why don’t you put that gun away?”

She laughs.

“Maybe you’d like me to, Lemmy,” she says. “I expect you would. You know I think you’ve had enough luck for tonight. Maybe it’s time you had a little bad luck.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I tell her. “Listen Paulette,” I say, “ain’t you the mug? The worst thing about you dames is that you always overplay your hand. You’re the sorta woman who would come in on a poker game with a pair of two’s just hopin’ that the other guys would think you’d gotta full house, but you made a big mistake tonight. You shouldn’t have ‘phoned through to Daredo.

“When some guy bumps me over the head on the road to Zoni, an ‘takes me off to some place to give me the works, I was wise that that was the telephone call you put through to Daredo, an’ why? Well, there can only be one reason an’ that reason was that you thought it would be pretty dangerous for yourself if I got as far as Zoni an’ saw Rudy. So you fixed with Luis Daredo to get me before I got there.

“By the time I have got to Zoni an’ seen Rudy, Luis’s pals have wised him up that I have got away, so knowin’ that I’ll take this road back to get on to the main State road, he sits behind a clump of cactus way down from the house an’ waits for me with a rifle.

“Well, it just didn’t work. I have bust Luis good an’ plenty, an’ he’s pretty sick right now.”

She is still smilin’.

“That doesn’t really matter, does it, Lemmy?” she says. “I’m still on top of the game.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I tell her. “But what’s the good of you bein’ on top of the game. Where do we go from here? Listen, Paulette,” I say, “why don’t you get yourself some sense? What do you think you’re goin’ to do with that gun? Do you think you’re goin’ to shoot me? How come? Be your age.”

She laughs out loud this time, an’ she looks as sweet as pie. I’ll tell you this Paulette has got one helluva nerve.

“Aren’t you being a sap, Lemmy?” she says. “And do you think you’ll be the first dick who’s been killed in Mexico and not missed. I’m going to kill you, Lemmy, not because I particularly want to, because in several ways I find you rather attractive, but I think you’re a little bit too consistent for my way of thinking. You’re obstinate you know. You’re the sort of man who would go on working and working, following his nose so to speak, until he might do all sorts of things that might even be inconvenient for me. I’m choosing the lesser of the two evils.”

I flop down in a chair. She is standin’ in the middle of the room right under the electric light. I look at the gun in her hand. It is as steady as a rock. I reckon this dame will kill me without even battin’ an eyelid.

I don’t feel so good. I am burned up that just when I am gettin’ ideas about this job that I should be ironed out by some dame. Me — I never thought that I would be bumped by a dame.

“You know, Paulette,” I tell her. “I think you’re bein’ silly. What you got to bump me off for? What harm can I do you? I don’t get this sorta business at all.”

She just smiles.

“Well,” she says, “here it comes, Lemmy. I’m going to give it to you. And I’ll try and do it so that it won’t hurt too much. How will you have it sitting down or standing up?”

“Justa minute, Paulette,” I say. “There is just a little thing I wanta say to you before you start the heat.”

“All right, Lemmy,” she says. “I’m listening. Go right ahead, but don’t be too long.”

I start thinkin’. I think as quick as hell. You gotta remember that earlier in the evenin’ I told you that Paulette came an’ put her hands on my shoulders when she was talkin’ to me. When she took her hands away she sorta let ’em drop down the sides of my coat an’ her right hand rested for a minute on my Luger which was in its shoulder holster under my left arm. O.K. Well, maybe she will think that the gun is still there. She won’t know that the Mexicans pinched the holster off me an’ that I have got the gun in my right hand coat pocket.

I get up. I let my hands hang loose by my sides.

“Well, well, well, Paulette,” I say. “If I’ve gotta have it I reckon I’ll have it standin’ up. Maybe you’re not very keen on doin’ anythin’ for me, but there are two favors I would like to ask you. One is that I would like to have another shot of that bourbon of yours before I hand in my checks an’ the other thing is that I would like you some time or other to send my Federal badge to a dame in Oklahoma. I’ll give you the address. You don’t have to send it now. Send it in a year’s time if you like, but I sorta feel that I’d like her to have it.”

She laughs again.

“Just fancy now,” she says, “the tough ‘G’ man getting sentimental about a woman.”

I shrug my shoulders.

“That’s the way it is,” I say.

I turn round an’ I walk over to the sideboard. I pour myself out a shot of bourbon, an’ I drink it. I put the glass back on the sideboard, an’ I turn around.

“O.K. Paulette,” I say, “here’s the badge. I’ll leave it on this table.”

I put my hand sorta quite natural in my right-hand coat pocket, an’ I fire through my coat. I fire at the electric lamp an’ I get it. Right at the same moment I drop on my knees an’ I hear Paulette fire three times. I take a leap forward like I was a runner gettin’ off the mark, an’ hit her clean in the belly with my head. She goes over backwards. I grab her arm an’ twist the gun out of it.

“O.K. baby,” I say. “Now let’s take it easy.”

“Damn you, Lemmy,” she says. “What a fool I was to even give you a chance.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say. “Why you didn’t plug me while I was drinkin’ that bourbon I don’t know. Still I never did know a dame who was really swell with a gun.”

She don’t say nothin’. She is just breathin’ hard. I throw her gun over the veranda an’ still holdin’ her by the arm I walk over to the electric standard lamp that is in the other corner of the room an’ I switch it on. Then I take a look at her. She is still smilin’ but it is a hard sorta smile.

“Well, here’s where we go, lady,” I say. “I guess you played your hand as well as you could an’ it didn’t quite come off. You know,” I tell her, “if you’d had any sense you’da shot me while I was drinkin’ that bourbon. Then I’da been nice an’ dead by now. Then you coulda got your friend Luis to chuck me in some hole around here an’ nobody would have ever known that that big bad wolf Lemmy Caution had come bustin’ around annoyin’ poor little Paulette. Tough luck, baby!”

“That’s as maybe,” she says — her voice is sorta tense— “but I’ll be glad to know what you’re charging me with. You say you’re a Federal Agent, but I’ve no proof of that. I’ve never even seen your badge. I find you here in my house in the middle of the night. I’m entitled to take a shot at you. This is Mexico.”

“That’s O.K.,” I say. “An’ maybe you could get away with a story like that. But I ain’t worryin’ about them shots you had at me. I woulda worried if they’d got me an’ they didn’t. I ain’t pinchin’ you for them shots. I’m pinchin’ you for something else.”

She flops down on a chair an’ she starts cryin’. The way she is sittin’ her robe has fallen back a bit an’ I can see a piece of leg. I get to thinkin’ that this Paulette sure has got legs that are easy to look at. I don’t say nothin’. I just stick around waitin’ for her to try an’ pull somethin’ else.

After a bit she stops cryin’ an’ looks up at me. She looks sweller than ever. She sorta smiles through the two big teardrops that are hangin’ in her eyes. I’m tellin’ you that this Paulette is one helluva actress, an’ I would back her, under ordinary luck, to kid a Bowery tough that he was travellin’ in ladies’ powder puffs an’ likin’ it.

“Get me a drink, Lemmy,” she says.

I go over an’ get her one. I give her a strong one. I reckon she needs it, an’ she will need it more before I am through with her. I take it back to her an’ watch her while she is drinkin’ it.

She puts the glass down.

“I know I’ve been a fool, Lemmy,” she says, sorta soft, with her eyes lookin’ at the floor, “but you must try and understand. I told you how I felt about Rudy, and I had an idea that you were going over there to put him through the mill. I knew that once there you would drag up all that old stuff and remind him of something that I wanted him not to remember just now — that I’d made a fool of myself over Granworth Aymes. I didn’t want him to be bothered just at the time when he is dying and trying to think all the best things of me that he can. So I telephoned Daredo. I told him to get somebody to wait for you and hold you somewhere so that you couldn’t get at Rudy. But I told him that I didn’t want you hurt.”

Some tears started runnin’ down her face again.

“You bet I didn’t want you hurt,” she goes on. “I don’t expect you to believe me, Lemmy, but I’m telling you that, even though I’ve only known you for a few hours, I felt that you are the sort of man who might really mean something in my life.”

She looks up an’ her eyes are swimmin’.

“Don’t you see, Lemmy,” she says. “Don’t you see... I love you!”

I look at this dame with my mouth floppin’ open. I reckon that when they was issuin’ out nerve they issued this kiddo with enough to run the Marines on. Here is a dame who has just been on the point of blastin’ me down with a .38 gun an’ she is now tellin’ me that she loves me!

An’ the joke is that the dame has got somethin’. She has got that sorta thing that makes you wanta believe her even though you know all the time that she is a first-class four-flushin’ double-dealin’ twicin’ sister of Satan who would take a sleepin’ man for the gold stoppin’ in his right hand eye tooth.

I look at her an’ wonder. Maybe you heard about that classy dame Cleopatra who slipped a bundle into Marc Antony when the guy wasn’t lookin’. Maybe you heard of Madame Pompadour who had the King of France so heel-tied that he thought backwards just so’s he wouldn’t ever come up for air an’ know he was nuts.

Well, I’m tellin’ you that this Paulette was born outa her time. She oughta been born in the Middle Ages just so’s she coulda pulled a fast one on Richard Coeur de Lion an’ kidded him that he was a Roman gladiator with knock-knees. This dame is so good that she almost believes herself.

“Listen, honeybunch,” I tell her. “So far as I am concerned I reckon it is a great pity that you didn’t find all this stuff about lovin’ me out before you started that act with the gun. An’ I can catch on that you certainly didn’t want me around at Zoni askin’ Rudy questions an’ findin’ out one or two things about you — such as the fact that you was stringin’ around with Granworth Aymes; that he was your sugar daddy an’ that you was the guy who helped pull the wool over the eyes of that poor sap of a husband of yours while Granworth was doin’ the big plunderin’ act.

“An’ do you think that I don’t know why you are pullin’ this lovin’ wife act now. I figure it is because you wanted to make certain that you was goin’ to have the dough after Rudy’s dead. It wouldn’ta been so hot for you if he’d left it to somebody else because he didn’t like your bein’ Granworth’s lovin’ baby, huh? It woulda been tough if after kiddin’ Granworth into handin’ back the dough he’d pinched from Rudy, an’ then dyin’ an’ gettin’ himself outa the way, Rudy told you to take a bite of air an’ handed over the money to some home for Mangy Rattlesnakes. That woulda been too much for you, wouldn’t it?

“So you start doin’ a big act with Rudy. You make out that you are the naughty little wife who only wants her sick husband to forgive her so’s she can start all over, an’ the poor mutt does it, an’ even while he is dyin’ you are kickin’ around with that lousy Luis Daredo.”

She don’t say nothin’. I just watch her like a snake just to see how she is takin’ all this hooey that I am handin’ out to her. She sits there lookin’ at me with the tears runnin’ down her face.

“O.K. Paulette,” I tell her. “You an’ me is goin’ upstairs an’ you are goin’ to get yourself dressed an’ then we are goin’ places, an’ don’t try anything on me willya, because I would just hate to get really tough with you.”

She sticks her chin up.

“Supposing I refuse to go,” she says. “I’m an American citizen and I’ve rights. Where’s your warrant? Where are you going to take me? I want a lawyer.”

“Baby,” I tell her. “Don’t get me annoyed. I ain’t got any warrant but I have got a very big hand an’ if I have any more hooey outa you I am goin’ to put you across my knees an’ I am goin’ to knock sparks outa that portion of your chassis that was made for slidin’ on. As for wantin’ a lawyer, as far as I care you can have six hundred lawyers all workin’ overtime with wet towels round their domes, but even that mob couldn’t get you outa the jam you’re in. So take it easy an’ be a good girl otherwise I’m goin’ to smack you plenty.”

I take her upstairs an’ I stick around while she gets her things on. After this I look around for the Mexican jane but she ain’t there, so it looks as if she has scrammed some place.

Paulette ain’t sayin’ a thing. She just looks like hell. When she is ready I take her outa the house an’ back to where the car is. In the car I got a coupla pair of police bracelets an’ I shackle up Paulette an’ stick her in the back so’s she can’t move.

I get in the car an’ start off. I figure I have gotta move plenty quick otherwise some of Daredo’s pals may get around an’ find him an’ he might decide to start something else. I would like to take this Luis Daredo along too, but you gotta realize that this guy is a Mexican an’ I do not want to start any complications, so I figure I will take a chance about him not startin’ anything when I have gone.

I tread on it an’ get ahead as fast as I can. I pull on to the main road leadin’ to the State intersection an’ pretty soon we pass the spot where Luis is lyin’ in the cactus without any pants. I take a peek behind an’ look at Paulette. She sees him too, an’ in spite of everythin’ she has to smile. That guy certainly did look a sight.

After a bit the road gets better an’ we whiz, an’ pretty soon we pull on to the State road to Yuma.

The day has started an’ the sun is comin’ up. I start singin’ Cactus Lizzie which, as I have told you before, is a song that I am very partial to.

I figure that I have got to do a hundred an’ fifty miles to Yuma, an’ I wanta do it quick.

There are two-three things that I have gotta fix down there pretty pronto, because if the ideas that I have got in my head are right there is plenty goin’ to start happenin’.

I light myself a cigarette, an’ I throw a look over my shoulder at Paulette. She is lyin’ back in the seat with her hands, with the steel bracelets on ’em, in her lap.

“One for me, Lemmy,” she says, smilin’.

I light a cigarette an’ lean back an’ put it in her mouth. She nods her head. I turn around again.

“You know, Lemmy,” she says after a bit. “Aren’t you taking a bit of a chance? I imagine you are holding me as a material witness, but I have yet to know the authority on which a Federal Agent can handcuff and take an American woman out of Mexican territory just because he thinks that she may have important evidence. Because that’s all you’ve got on me. I’m just a material witness. You can’t bring charges against me for attempting to shoot you, because I’m entitled to shoot any man I find in my house at night.”

She takes a puff at her cigarette.

“I think that I’m going to make things very difficult for you, Lemmy,” she says.

I look at her over my shoulder.

“Look, Paulette,” I say. “You take a pull at yourself an’ don’t talk hooey. I don’t give a damn about your takin’ a shot at me. An’ I ain’t takin’ you back as a material witness or anything else like that, so don’t start tellin’ yourself what you’re goin’ to do to me, because you’re takin’ yourself for a ride, honeybunch, an’ I’d hate to see you disappointed.”

“I see,” she says. “Then if I’m not a material witness, an’ you’re forgetting about the shooting, may I be so curious as to ask just what you are taking me somewhere for?”

“O.K. honey,” I tell her. “Here it is. I’m takin’ you back to Palm Springs just because I wanta take you there, an’ when I get you there I’m chargin’ you with first-degree murder.”

I give her another cigarette over my shoulder.

“I’m chargin’ you with the murder of Granworth Aymes on the night of the 12th January,” I tell her, “an’ how do you like that?”


XII. HOOEY FOR TWO
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IT IS ELEVEN o’clock at night when I pull the car up outside Metts’ house in Palm Springs.

Paulette seemsta have settled down a bit. She has also got the idea that she is goin’ to make a big sap outa me before she is through.

I stuck around at Yuma for a coupla hours because I wanted to telephone through to Metts an’ tell him one or two things so that he wouldn’t be too surprised when I showed up an’ I also had a spot of business to do over the phone with the Mexican authorities at Mexicali an’ another spot with the New York Office. I stuck around there for a bit so’s Paulette could get her hair done, an’ also so that we shouldn’t arrive at Metts’ place at Palm Springs before night because I have got an idea that I don’t want anybody to see Paulette. I am goin’ to keep her nice an’ secret for a bit.

I hand her over to Metts in his sittin’-room.

“This is Paulette Benito,” I tell him, “an’ I am chargin’ her with first-degree murder of Granworth Aymes. I’d be glad if you’d book her on that an’ hold her pendin’ extradition to the State of New York. I think that maybe two or three days in the lock-up here would do this dame a quite lotta good. It might sorta get her mind nice an’ peaceful so’s she feels like talkin’.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” says Metts.

He rings the bell an’ tells a cop to get through to headquarters an’ have a sergeant take Paulette along an’ book her. He says that she is to be held incommunicado pendin’ further instructions.

Paulette just stands there. She is lookin’ fine. She has got her hair done very nice like I told you at Yuma, an’ she has got a swell suit on an’ ruffles. She looks like she would have to take two bites to eat a lump of butter.

She smiles at me an’ Metts.

“Very well,” she says. “You have it your own way now, Lemmy, but believe me I’m going to make the Federal Service too hot to hold you before I’m through with you. And I insist on a lawyer. I’m entitled to one and I’m going to have one. Any objections, or are you going to twist the legal Constitution of the United States to suit yourself?”

“That’s O.K. by me, Paulette,” I tell her. “Mr. Metts here will get a good lawyer sent around to you in the morning. An’ then what? I reckon you an’ him can have a great time together while you tell him how you didn’t kill Granworth. But you ain’t goin’ to be sprung. You ain’t goin’ to get no bail or get outside the lock-up until I say go, so you can bite on that an’ like it.”

She smiles at me. She shows her little white teeth an’ I don’t reckon I have ever seen such pretty teeth — except maybe Henrietta’s.

The cop comes in to take her.

“Au revoir, Lemmy,” she says. “What a cheap flat-foot you are? You didn’t really think that I’d fallen for you, did you?”

“Me — I never think at all where dames are concerned,” I crack back at her. “I just let them do the thinkin’. Well, so long, Paulette. Don’t do anything that you wouldn’t like your mother to know about.”

The cop takes her away.

I tell Metts just as much of the works as I want him to know, an’ I tell him just how I am goin’ to play this thing from now on. Metts is a good guy, an’ he has got brains, an’ he sees that what I am doin’ is the only way to play this job. So he cuts in an’ says I can rely on him the whole damn way.

After which he gives me a wire that has come through from the “G” Office in New York.

An’ when I read it do I get a kick or do I?

I told you that I sent a wire to the New York “G” Office before I went inta Mexico. In this wire I sent ’em a list of the clothes that Henrietta was wearin’ on the night of the 12th January when she went inta New York to see Granworth, an’ I asked the New York Office to check up with the maid Marie Dubuinet and the night watchman an’ ask ’em if they could identify these clothes as bein’ Henrietta’s. Well, here is the reply:

“Reference your wire. The maid Marie Dubuinet now employed by Mrs. John Vlaford, New York, definitely identified clothes as being part of outfit packed by her for Mrs. Henrietta Aymes when proceeding to Hartford, Connecticut stop. James Fargal night watchman at Cotton’s Wharf identified hat and fur coat as being those worn by the woman who got out of the car which afterwards drove over wharf edge with Granworth Aymes in driving seat stop. Both these identifications absolutely positive.”

So there you are, an’ I reckon that I have now got Henrietta placed in this job all right, an’ I guess that when I have told this sweet dame just what I am goin’ to tell her within the next few hours then maybe she is goin’ to get such a surprise that she will not be quite certain as to whether she is standin’ on her arm or her elbow.

It is now twelve o’clock an’ Metts an’ I go into a huddle an’ we work out just what we’re goin’ to do now. Metts asks me if I was serious when I said that he could get a lawyer for Paulette next mornin,’ an’ I say I do not mind if she has twenty-five lawyers because I figure that when I’m through with her she won’t even need one of ’em.

I then have a drink with him after which I go down an’ get into the car an’ start off for the Hacienda Altmira. It is a swell night an’ while I am drivin’ along I get to thinkin’ what a lot has happened since the first time I was on this road. Life’s a funny thing whichever way you look at it or even if you don’t look at it.

Pretty soon at the end of the main street I come to the Hot Dog dump. I get out, go inside an’ get myself a cup of coffee. The two swell wise-crackin’ dames in their white coats are still issuin’ out the eats an’ the old dame they call “Hot Dog Annie,” just as high as she was on the first night I saw her, is sittin’ down at a table eatin’ a hot dog with the tears runnin’ down her face.

The redheaded dame looks at me with glowin’ eyes.

“Gee, Mr. Caution,” she says, “we was tickled silly when we heard you was a ‘G’ man. We remembered the first night you came in here an’ started pullin’ a lotta stuff on us that you came from Magdalena in Mexico. Gee, it must be a swell job bein’ a ‘G’ man.”

I drink my coffee.

“It ain’t so bad, honey,” I say, “an’ then again it ain’t so good. But you be careful or else I might get after you.”

I give her a naughty look.

“Yeah?” she says, “I reckon I wouldn’t mind. I guess it wouldn’t be so bad bein’ pinched by a guy like you.”

“That’s as may be, honey,” I say, “but the sorta pinch I got in mind for you is one that you do with your fingers! I’ll be seein’ you.”

I finish my coffee an’ I go on my way. Drivin’ along the desert road I get to thinkin’ about Henrietta. I wonder how she has liked stickin’ around the Hacienda under the supervision of Periera. I remember how she went for me the last time I saw her down at the police station when I got the description of her clothes from her an’ when I wouldn’t let her smoke. I figure I ain’t goin’ so good with Henrietta, which makes me grin a bit more. Another thing is I think that before I’m through with her tonight she’s goin’ to hate me worse than I was poison. Still I have had dames dislike me before: now.

Pretty soon the Hacienda comes in sight. The neon lights outside are twinklin,’ but there is only a few cars around. It looks like they are havin’ an’ off night. I park the car an’ walk in the front entrance an’ standin’ by a hat room on the right talkin’ to the dame who checks in the hats is Periera. He grins when he sees me.

“Buenos noches, Señor Caution,” he says. “I am ver’ glad to see you some more. Everytheeng has been very quiet around here, and the Señora Aymes eef you want to see her you find her up een the card room.”

“That’s swell,” I tell him. “You’re a good guy, Periera, an’ I guess you’ve been useful to me. Maybe I’ll find some way of makin’ it up to you.”

“They are all up there, Señor,” he says, “Fernandez, and Maloney the whole lot of them. But don’t you pay for any drinks. Anytheeng you have here is, what you call, on the house.”

I go into the dance room. There are not many people there an’ the band is sittin’ around lookin’ like bands always do when there ain’t nobody to listen to ’em. I walk across the floor an’ I start goin’ up the steps that lead to the balcony.

When I have walked up a few steps I remember that this is the place where I found Sager’s silver shirt tassel. I stop for a minute and look around.

You remember I told you that this balcony runs right round the wall of the Hacienda Altmira. It is about eighteen to twenty feet off the ground. At the top of the stone steps where I’m standin’ is the card room. Next to it way down the balcony is the room where Henrietta took Maloney after Fernandez had socked him one. Farther down in the corner is another room an’ there are two more rooms leadin’ off the balcony on my right-hand side.

I go up the stairs an’ inta the card room. There are about twelve people in there. Fernandez an’ Maloney an’ four other guys are playin’ poker at the center table, an’ the rest of ’em includin’ Henrietta are standin’ around watchin’.

When I go in Henrietta looks up. She sees me an’ I give her a grin. Her face freezes an’ she turns her back on me.

“Well, well, well, Henrietta,” I say to her, “you don’t meanta say you ain’t goin’ to say good evenin’ to your old friend Lemmy?”

“I’ve told you what I think of you,” she says, “and I’ll thank you not to talk to me. I hate the sight of cheap policemen.”

“That’s O.K. by me, baby,” I tell her. “Maybe before I’m through with you you’re goin’ to hate the sight of ’em some more, an’ if I was you, Henrietta,” I go on, “I wouldn’t get too fresh because I can make things plenty tough for you.”

There is a sorta silence. The guys playin’ poker have stopped. Everybody is lookin’ at Henrietta an’ me.

Maloney gets up.

“Say listen, Caution,” he says. “I know you’ve got your job to do, but there’s two ways of doin’ it, an’ even if you are a Federal Agent you don’t have to get tough with Mrs. Aymes.”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “O.K. Well, if you want it that way, you have it. Fernandez,” I say turnin’ to him where he is sittin’ shufflin’ the cards through his hands an’ grinnin’, “I guess you can do somethin’ for me. Downstairs outside you will find a coupla State policemen. Bring ’em up here, will you?”

“O.K.,” says Fernandez.

He gets up an’ he goes outa the room. Maloney looks serious.

“What’s the matter, Caution?” he says. “You goin’ to make a pinch?”

“Well, what do you think, Maloney?” I tell him. “That’s my business, makin’ pinches. What do you think I’ve been kickin’ around here for goin’ into this an’ that if I wasn’t goin’ to pinch somebody sometime?”

He don’t say nothin,’ but he looks very serious. I give myself a cigarette an’ while I am lightin’ it the door opens. Fernandez an’ Periera come in, an’ behind ’em are the two State cops, the guys who have been waitin’ downstairs for me like I fixed with Metts. There is a helluva lotta atmosphere in this room. Everybody is waitin’ for somethin’ to break. There is a little sorta smile about Fernandez’s face as he sits down at the table again an’ starts runnin’ the cards through his fingers. I turn around to Henrietta.

“Mrs. Henrietta Aymes,” I tell her, “I am a Federal Agent an’ I’m arrestin’ you on a charge of murderin’ your husband Granworth Aymes on the night of January 12th last at Cotton’s Wharf, New York City. I’m also arrestin’ you on a charge of causin’ to be made an’ attemptin’ to circulate two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of counterfeit registered United States Federal Bonds, an’ I am handin’ you over to the Chief of Police here at Palm Springs to be booked on those charges an’ held pendin’ extradition for trial in the State of New York.”

I turn around to the cops.

“O.K. boys,” I say. “Take her away.”

Henrietta don’t say a thing. She is as white as death an’ I can see her lips tremblin’. Maloney steps forward an’ takes her by the arm. Then he turns to me.

“Say, this is tough, Caution,” he says. “This ain’t so good. I thought...”

“Impossible,” I tell him, “you ain’t got anythin’ to think with. But if you want to be the little hero you can go back to Palm Springs with Henrietta.”

“Thanks,” he says, “I’d like to do that.”

He goes out with Henrietta an’ the cops go after ’em. I turn around to Periera.

“I wanta talk to you an’ Fernandez,” I say, “so I reckon you’d better close this dump down an’ get these people outa here, an’ you two go back to your office where we can sorta talk things over.”

Periera an’ Fernandez an’ the other guys go outa the room. After a minute downstairs I can hear people packin’ up an’ clearin’ out. I go over to the sideboard an’ I give myself a shot of bourbon. I stick around for about ten minutes, an’ then Periera comes back an’ says everything is O.K. He says would I like to go along to his office, we can talk easier there. I follow after him along the balcony, an’ we go into his room. Fernandez is sittin’ at the table drinkin’ a high ball an’ smokin’ a cigarette. He looks up as we go in.

“Well, Mr. Caution,” he says, “it’s turned out the way I thought it was going to turn out. I always knew she done it. Have a drink?”

I tell him yes. Periera hands me a cigarette an’ lights it for me.

“I guess I have played it the only way I could play it,” I tell ’em. “It’s stickin’ outa foot to me that this dame Henrietta was the woman who got outa that car, started it up again an’ sent it over the edge of the wharf, but I wasn’t certain of that till tonight. I got a wire from New York tonight that tells me that the maid Marie Dubuinet an’ the night watchman on Cotton’s Wharf identified them clothes she was wearin’. That’s good enough for me an’ it ties the job up.”

“An’ you reckon she done the counter feitin’?” asked Fernandez.

“No,” I say, “she didn’t do it, but she got somebody else to do it for her. Who that is I don’t know, but maybe when I talk to her tomorrow mornin’ down at the jail, she’ll feel inclined to do a little real talkin’. Maybe she can make it a bit easier for herself.”

Fernandez gets up an’ pours himself out another high ball. This guy is lookin’ pretty well pleased with himself.

“I’m surely sorry for that dame,” he says. “I guess she has got herself inta a bad jam, an’ one that’ll take a lotta brains to get her out of.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I say, “but you never know where you are with dames. Say listen, Fernandez,” I go on, “what was the big idea in you callin’ yourself Fernandez an’ comin’ out here after Aymes died?”

He looks up an’ grins.

“I hadta do something,” he says, “an’ I’d met Periera here, before, when I was out here a year ago drivin’ Aymes. An’ I call myself Fernandez because it don’t sorta hurt so much as my real name — Termiglo.”

He gives me a fresh sorta look.

“Anything else you’d like to know?” he says.

“Yeah,” I tell him. “The night Aymes died you wasn’t on duty, was you?”

He stubs out his cigarette.

“No, I wasn’t,” he said. “I was just stickin’ around. So what?”

“Oh, nothin,’” I tell him, “but I thought that maybe you could let me know where you was. I supposes you musta spent the evenin’ somewhere an’ I suppose that somebody musta seen you.”

He laughs.

“Sure,” he says. “If you gotta know I took Henrietta’s maid, Marie, to the movies. I didn’t know I hadta have an alibi.”

“You don’t have to have any alibi, Fernandez,” I tell him. “I just sorta wanta know where everybody was on that evenin’, that’s all.”

He looks at Periera sorta quick. I walk over to the side table an’ give myself a drink. I am just imbibin’ this liquor when the telephone bell rings. Fernandez picks up the receiver an’ then looks at me.

“Its for you,” he says. “Metts, the Palm Springs Chief of Police, wants you.”

“Say listen, Lemmy,” says Metts. “There’s a marriage threatenin’ around here an’ I wanta know what I oughta do about it. I suppose it’s O.K.?”

“What are you talkin’ about, Metts,” I ask him. “Who’s goin’ to marry who an’ why, an’ what’s it got to do with me? I thought that maybe somebody else had got committin’ some crime or something. Who is it that’s goin’ screwy an’ wantin’ to get hitched up?”

“It’s Henrietta an’ Maloney,” he says. “When they got back here Maloney says that you have pinched Henrietta for killin’ Aymes an’ on a counterfeitin’ charge as well, an’ that you’re a heel. He says that she’s broke she ain’t got any dough at all, an’ that you’re framin’ her. He says that he reckons the best thing he can do is to get married to her so’s there’ll be somebody to look after her an’ get her a lawyer an’ generally hang around. He says that he’s talked it over with her an’ she’s so het up that she’s prepared to agree to anything.

“Well, what could I say? They both been resident here an’ they’re entitled to marry, so I rang up the Justice an’ he’s comin’ around here in about half an hour to tie ’em up. After a bit I sorta got the idea that maybe you oughta know something about this an’ so I called through.”

“Thanks a lot, Metts,” I say. “Don’t you worry about it. I’m comin’ back right now, an’ I reckon I’m goin’ to stop this marriage pronto. Say, what the hell does Maloney think he’s doin’ usin’ your police office as a marriage bureau?

“Don’t you say anything until I get around. Just stall ’em an’ play ’em along, but don’t you let any marriages take place around there. Got me?”

He says he gets me, an’ scrams.

I put the telephone down.

“Fernandez,” I say, “I often been wonderin’ why you was so keen to get yourself hitched up to Henrietta an’ then suddenly shied off. I suppose it was because you thought that she’d had a hand in this counterfeitin’?”

He nods.

“That’s the way it was,” he says. “An’ when you come gumshoein’ around here it began to look to me like she knew a damn sight more about Aymes’ death than a lot of us thought, so I sorta laid off.”

“I got it,” I tell him. “Well, I gotta scram now, but there’s just one little thing I gotta say to you guys an’ that is that I’ll probably have to ask both of you to take a trip back to New York with me tomorrow. I reckon that you’re both goin’ to be material witnesses in this case against Henrietta. Anyhow, I reckon the D.A. ought to hear what you gotta say.”

Periera starts a lot of stuff about not being able to leave the Hacienda, but Fernandez shuts him up.

“If we gotta go we gotta go,” he says. “An’ personally speakin’ a few days in New York at the government’s expense wouldn’t be so bad neither.”

“O.K.,” I say. “Well the pair of you had better be ready to go back there with me tomorrow. If you got any business to clean up here you better get it fixed. We oughta be leavin’ pretty early in the mornin’. Well, so long, I’ll be seein’ you.”

I scram. I get outside an’ start the car up. I drive pretty fast for half a mile an’ then look out for the cop that I fixed with Metts to have waitin’ for me. In a minute I see him, sittin’ behind a Joshua tree off the road.

“Get along to the Hacienda Altmira as quick as you can,” I tell him. “Come in by the back way, an’ keep your mount under cover. Don’t let ’em see you. Watch the place. There’s only Periera an’ Fernandez inside. If they come out an’ go any place tail ’em, but I don’t figure they will. I figure they’ll be stickin’ around. I’ll be back in pretty near an hour or so.”

He says O.K. an’ he scrams.

I drive on. I go whizzin’ along the road to Palm Springs like somebody has put hot lead in my pants, an’ I am hurryin’ because I reckon I gotta stop this marryin’ nonsense on the part of Henrietta an’ Maloney.

But when I come to think this thing out, I sorta realize that I don’t really give a damn if Henrietta does marry Maloney. It won’t make any difference anyhow, except that it might sorta be inconvenient havin’ regard to one or two things that I got in my mind about that dame.

My old mother always usta tell me that there was only one thing worse than one dame an’ that is two dames. I reckon King Solomon musta been nuts. Just imagine stickin’ around with four hundred dames an’ tryin’ to play ball with the whole outfit. Still you gotta admit that these old time guys had something an’ if you read your history books why I guess you gotta say that as the centuries go rollin’ by guys just get more and more indifferent all the time. Maybe you figure that this English guy, Henry the Eighth, was a real he-man, just because he had six wives, but if you compare him with King Solomon he is nothin’ but a big sissy. What’s six against four hundred?

When I get to Metts’ house, I bust right in to his room an’ he is sittin’ behind the desk waitin’ for me an’ smokin’ a pipe that smells like it was loaded with onions.

“What’s all this hooey about Henrietta marryin’ Maloney?” I ask him.

He grins.

“Maloney brings her back here,” he says, “an’ she is all burned up about bein’ pinched for killin’ Granworth an’ she hasn’t got any dough an’ figures that she won’t be able to get a lawyer. So Maloney says he figures that if they sorta get married he can see her through. So he speaks to me about it, an’ I says its O.K. by me. So I dig out the local Justice an’ he’s in there now gettin’ ready to marry ’em.”

“Well, he aint goin’ to,” I say. “Look here Metts. That pinch of Henrietta’s was a fake. She never killed anybody, but I just hadta play it that way. Take me along to this weddin’.”

He gets up an’ puts his pipe away, for which I am very glad, an’ we go into the next room.

Somebody has putta lotta flowers on the table an’ standin’ in front of it, with a Justice gettin’ ready to shoot the works, an’ a coupla State cops for witnesses, are Henrietta an’ Maloney.

“Justa minute,” I say. “I think that I’m stoppin’ this weddin’ because it don’t look so good to me.”

I turn around to the Justice an’ tell him that I am sorry that he has been troubled about this an’ got outa bed but that there ain’t goin’ to be any weddin’. He scrams an’ the two cops go with him.

Then Henrietta starts in. She asks me what I think I am doin’ an’ who I am to get around stoppin’ people from gettin’ married. She says that she has got Metts’ permission an’ that she’s goin’ through with it. She says that I have been houndin’ her around, bringin’ false charges against her an’ generally ridin’ her around the place an’ that if Maloney is man enough to try an’ protect her against any more stuff on my part then he is entitled to go through with it.

I’m tellin’ you that Henrietta was burned up. Her eyes are flashin’ an’ she looked swell.

“I don’t think I’ve ever hated anybody like I hate and detest you,” she says. “I told you that you were a heel and that is what I think you are.”

She shuts up because she ain’t got any more breath.

Maloney weighs in.

“Look here, Caution,” he says, “have a heart. You’ve got no authority to stop a marriage. Somebody’s got to look after Henrietta. She’s in a bad jam, an’ you’re ridin’ her an’ makin’ it a damn sight worse. An’ let me tell you this...”

I put my hand over his mouth.

“Now shut up you two, an’ listen to me,” I tell ’em both, “an’ you can be in on this too, Metts. Henrietta, I want you to get a load of what I am sayin’ an’ remember it because it’s important.

“Just how much you don’t like me don’t matter a cuss. I’m doin’ a job an’ I’m doin’ it in my own particular way. Maybe, Henrietta, when this job’s over you’ll be inclined to take a kick at yourself for bein’ so damn fresh, but in the meantime get this:

“My arrestin’ you tonight out at the Hacienda Alt mira was just a fake. I done it for a purpose an’ with a bitta luck what I want to happen will happen, an’ then everything will be hunky dory. I hadta make Periera an’ Fernandez believe that I was pinchin’ you for this counterfeitin’ job an’ I’ve warned ’em both that I’m takin’ ’em back to New York with me tomorrow.

“O.K. Well, right now I’m scrammin’ back to the Hacienda, but before I go I wanta wise you up to something, Henrietta, an’ don’t you forget it. Sometime tonight you’re goin’ to meet Mrs. Paulette Benito — the dame that your husband was playin’ around with; the dame that got the two hundred grand in real registered Federal bonds.

“All right, now get this. I’m goin’ to pin the murder of Granworth Aymes on this Paulette. I’m goin’ to prove she did it. Now Granworth Aymes was bumped off by one of two women, because there was only two women saw him on the evenin’ of the 12th January. One was Henrietta here an’ the other was Paulette.

“Right, now I’m goin’ to eliminate Henrietta from this business by producin’ a bit of fake evidence. I’m goin’ to say that we’ve checked up at New York an’ that we know that Henrietta here couldn’ta killed Aymes because she left New York on a train that left the depot five minutes before the night watchman saw the Aymes car go over the edge of Cotton’s Wharf. I’m goin’ to say that a ticket clerk an’ a train attendant both identify Henrietta’s picture as bein’ that of a woman who was on the train goin’ back to Hartford.

“Now have you got that Henrietta? You was on that train goin’ back to Hartford, Connecticut, an’ it left the depot at eight-forty. An’ don’t forget it.”

She looks at me sorta curious. She is lookin’ tired an’ it looks like she might start weepin’ at any minute.

“All right, Lemmy,” she says. “I don’t understand, but I’ll remember.”

“O.K.,” I tell her. “Now I’m goin’ to scram.” I turn around to Metts. “Let these two stick around,” I tell him. “Henrietta ain’t under arrest for anything. But I don’t want ’em to leave here. I want ’em here when I get back.”

When I get to the door I turn round an’ look at Henrietta. She is almost smilin’.

“An’ when I get back, honeybunch,” I say, “I’ll tell you why I stopped you marryin’ Maloney!”


XIII. DUET FOR STIFFS
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I RECKON THAT I am glad I stopped Henrietta marryin’ Maloney.

As I go whizzin’ along the road towards the hacienda I start doin’ a little philosophizing in regard to dames. I have told you that they got rhythm an’ technique; but they also gotta helluva lot of other things as well some of which are not so hot.

Dames fly off the handle any time. They just go off anyhow; they are like skyrockets. You can take an ordinary honest-to-goodness dame an’ mix her with a little bitta excitement an’ maybe a spot of love an’ she just goes nuts, an’ when she goes nuts she always has to put some guy in bad just so’s she’ll be in company. It ain’t the things that dames do that worries me it’s the things that they get guys to do for ’em.

I’ve heard folks say that the difference between a man an’ a woman is so little that it don’t matter. Well you don’t want to believe these guys. They’re wrong. A man is controlled by his head an’ a woman by her instinct, an’ in nine cases outa ten a woman’s instinct is just the way she’s feelin’ that mornin’.

An’ the way Henrietta feels now is that she would like to marry Maloney just because she’s in a jam an’ because she thinks that she ain’t got any friends, an’ that I am ridin’ her like hell an’ that in Maloney she will have a good guy who will look after her an’ act as a buttress between her an’ the wicked world.

Hooey!

Maloney wouldn’t be any good at all for Henrietta. Why? Well, didn’t I see all them little shoes of hers set out in rows, the night that I bust into the rancho where she is stayin’. Them shoes told me she had class an’ although Maloney is a good guy he ain’t on the same boulevard as Henrietta, not by a mile, an’ another thing is that he only thinks he is fond of Henrietta. He ain’t really in love with her at all. If he’d been really stuck on this dame he wouldn’ta let me play her around on this job the way I have had to do. He woulda done something about it.

I figure I’ll be pretty glad when I have got this case sewed up an’ in the bag. You gotta realize that except for a coupla hours sleep I had at Yuma I have been kickin’ around for practically three days an’ three nights without sleepin,’ an’ I am a guy who is very fond of bed.

By this time I am half a mile from the Hacienda. I pull the car off the road an’ leave it behind some sage brush. Then I start easin’ over towards the house. Presently I come across the State policeman’s motorcycle where he has left it, an’ a few yards farther on I find him.

He tells me that nobody has left the Hacienda except when Fernandez has come out an’ driven a car from the garage around to the front. He says Periera an’ Fernandez have been droppin’ things into this car from the veranda over the front entrance so it looks as if my idea is workin’ out.

I do not see that it is any good havin’ this cop hangin’ around, so I tell him to scram back to Palm Springs. When I have done this an’ he is outa the way, I walk over to the back of the Hacienda. I go up past the wall that runs along from the garage an’ up to the back door that leads into the store room, the place where I found Sager’s body. This door is locked, but I work on it an’ after a few minutes I get it open.

I go inside, lock it behind me, walk along the passage an’ get down into the store room. I go across the store room an’ very quietly I start movin’ up the steps that lead to the door behind the bar. This door is not locked. I open it justa little bit so that I can put my eye to the crack an’ look out.

In front of me I can see the dance floor of the Hacienda. All the lights are out, but from where I am I can see the door of Periera’s office on the balcony along the opposite wall. The door is a little bit open an’ there is a light inside. From where I am I can just hear Fernandez an’ Periera talkin’.

I light myself a cigarette, hold it behind the door so that they cannot see the light, an’ I wait there about ten minutes. I can still hear their voices dronin’. Then I hear Fernandez laugh. After a bit the door opens an’ he comes out an’ stands in the doorway. As the light falls on his face I can see that he is smokin’ a cigarette an’ lookin’ pretty pleased with himself.

Then he goes back into the office an’ comes out again in a minute carryin’ a suitcase. He starts walkin’ along the balcony towards the place where it ends which is just over the main entrance to the Hacienda. I think for a minute that he is goin’ into the end room on the balcony, but he don’t. He passes it. He keeps on walkin’ an’ he goes to where there is a big picture on the wall.

He waits there for a minute an’ then Periera comes out. They both get hold of this picture an’ start takin’ it down. When they have done this, they lean it up against the wall, an’ I can see that behind the picture is a sorta hatchway in the wall.

Periera goes back to the office an’ closes the door behind him. Fernandez climbs through the hatch in the wall an’ disappears. I push open the door an’ step into the bar. I jump over it an’ start gumshoein’ up the stairs. I pull the Luger while I am goin’ up.

I am very quick an’ very quiet, an’ the first thing that Periera knows is that I am standin’ in the open doorway of his office with the gun on him. From this place I can keep an eye on the hatch down the balcony just in case Fernandez decides to come out.

Periera looks surprised. His mouth sags open an’ some little beads of sweat come across his forehead. I reckon this Periera is a yellow cuss anyhow.

“Well, Periera,” I tell him. “It don’t look so good for you does it? It looks as if you two guys are not goin’ to have such a good time from now on. Now you take a tip from me an’ do what I tell you, otherwise things is goin’ to look pretty bad for you. Have you gotta key to this door?”

He says yes an’ pulls it outa his pocket. I take it off him.

“O.K.,” I say. “Now I’m lockin’ you in here an’ leavin’ you in here. Just take a word of advice an’ stick around until I come for you again, otherwise I am goin’ to get very tough with you. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I step out on to the balcony, pull the door shut an’ lock it. I figure I am pretty safe in leavin’ Periera there. I don’t think he will try anythin’ because he is not the sorta guy who would. He is frightened sick. Then I gumshoe along the balcony, keepin’ my gun ready in case Fernandez comes through the hatch.

When I get to it I climb through. I find myself in a little room that would be right above the passage that leads from the front entrance to the dance floor. There is a lantern burnin’ on the floor an’ by the light from it I can see in the corner of the room a flight of iron steps curvin’ down towards some place underneath on the left.

I slip along down these steps an’ at the bottom I find myself in a long stone passage. I do a bit of thinkin’ an’ I come to the conclusion that this passage runs underground from the main room of the Hacienda along underneath the adobe wall that is at the rear end of the garage. I figure this passage was originally a sorta cellar in the house. Anyhow it makes a pretty swell hide-out.

I go along the passage until I come to a wooden door at the end. There is a light comin’ from underneath it. I kick this door open, step into the room on the other side quick. I am in a stone cellar. There is a couple of electric lights fixed up, and in the opposite corner I can see Fernandez packin’ up some papers in the suitcase stuck against the wall. On the left hand side of the cellar are two big printin’ presses an’ packed against the wall on the other side are a lotta boxes an’ on shelves above ’em are bottles, brushes an’ stencil plates.

So I am dead right.

“Well, Fernandez,” I say.

He spins around. I show him the gun.

“Take it easy, big boy,” I tell him, “because gettin’ excited certainly ain’t goin’ to get you nowhere now, an’ you know so far as you are concerned it woulda been a lot easier for you an’ Periera if you’d aimed a little bit better that night when you took a shot at me when I was drivin’ back to Palm Springs. I knew it was you all along, but I thought at the time that you might like to think that I thought maybe it was Henrietta who was doin’ the shootin’.”

I walk over to him.

“Go an’ get yourself against the wall on the other side an’ reach for the ceilin,’” I tell him, “an’ I wouldn’t move if I was you. If I see one twitch outa you I’m goin’ to give it to you the same as you gave it to Sagers, you lousy heel.”

He starts walkin’ over but keeps his hands up.

“Say what the hell do you mean, Caution?” he says. “You can’t get away with this stuff. You can’t...”

“You shut your head an’ do what I tellya, Fernandez,” I say, “otherwise I’m goin’ to execute you here an’ now, which is a thing which I would not like to do because I would hate to do the electric chair outa a good customer, an’ the day they fry you I’m goin’ to give myself a big high ball just to celebrate. Turn your face to the wall, keep your hands up an’ stay quiet, otherwise I’ll blast your spine in.”

He does what I tell him. I look inta the case he has been packin’ up. You never saw such a lotta stuff in your life. It is fulla stock an’ share certificates, United States Federal bonds, United States gold certificates, one thousand dollar bills, an’ what have you. I take some of this stuff out, walk over to where the electric light is an’ look at it carefully.

The whole damn lot is counterfeit.

“So that’s the way it is, Fernandez,” I tell him. “I thought I was guessin’ right. I guess you an’ Periera are bigger mugs than I thought you were. I knew when I told you that phoney stuff tonight about my takin’ you to New York in the mornin’ as material witnesses that you’d have to clean this stuff up so that nobody would find it while you was away. I figured if I came back here I’d find you at it. Well, I was right.

“I suppose now you’re goin’ to tell me that this ain’t a counterfeitin’ joint, an’ even if it was, you wouldn’t know anythin’ about it. Well, it was a swell idea too. I guess it was damn easy to work off some of this phoney stuff on clients up in the card room when they’d had too much liquor to tell the difference between a bad bill an’ a good one. It was a swell idea, but it ain’t goin’ to be so swell for you. Come on, let’s get goin’.”

I take him up the stairs, push him through the hatch an’ along the balcony. I unlock Periera’s room an’ I shove him inside. I go in after him an’ close the door behind me.

Periera is sittin’ at the desk lookin’ as scared as hell. I frisk Fernandez an’ take a gun off him that he has got on his hip. Then I tell him to go an’ sit down alongside Periera. He calls me a nasty name.

“I oughta had more sense,” he says. “I oughta have known that all that stuff you said about us goin’ to New York as witnesses was a lotta baloney.”

“You’re dead right, Fernandez,” I tell him. “You oughta have had a lot more sense. You guys are the fall guys all right. I put on a nice little act up here tonight in front of you arrestin’ Henrietta for killin’ Granworth Aymes an’ counterfeitin,’ an’ you fell for it. You thought that the big idea of framin’ this poor dame for the jobs you’ve been doin’ had come off. You musta thought I was a mug.

“You guys thought you’d get away with the whole works. Well you didn’t. You made your mistake an’ you’re goin’ to pay plenty for it.”

I stand there lookin’ at ’em. Periera is holdin’ his head between his hands. He looks as if he is finished, but Fernandez has got his hands in his pockets. He is tiltin’ his chair back, grinnin’.

“If you ain’t the finest pair of lousy heels in the world, I’m a Dutchman,” I say. “But you know you guys can still learn somethin’. I never yet knew a crook who didn’t get too clever an’ catch himself out, an’ that don’t only go for you neither. Your pal Langdon Burdell, Marie Dubuinet — the maid at the apartment — an’ that wharf watchman guy James Fargal, are all as big saps as you are. They’ve blown the works good an’ plenty. Maybe you’ll like to know how. Well, I’ll tell you.

“You remember when I had you two guys down at the police station at Palm Springs just before I went away, the day I pulled that big act about gruellin’ Henrietta about the clothes she was wearin’? You remember, Fernandez, I showed you a list of the clothes an’ I told you that I was goin’ to send it through to New York an’ that if Marie Dubuinet an’ the watchman identified them clothes then that would show me that it was Henrietta who was in the car with Granworth? You remember that?

“Well I just didn’t tell you guys one thing. I just didn’t tell you that I altered that list. It wasn’t the list of clothes I got from Henrietta. She was wearin’ a black Persian coat an’ hat on that night, but in the list I showed you the one I sent through to New York altered it. I made out she was wearin’ a brown leather hat an’ a muskrat coat.

“An’ the sap maid Marie Dubuinet an’ the sap night watchman, both of ’em fell for the little trap I set for ’em. They both say they identify the list as being the clothes that Henrietta was wearin’ that night. Well that told me all I wanted to know. It told me that she wasn’t the dame in the car with Aymes, it showed me that the dame in the car was your little playmate Paulette Benito, an’ it also showed me that the whole damn lot of you was in on this job, an’ how do you like that?”

They don’t say nothin’.

“I guess I have met some lousy heels since I’ve been kickin’ around in the Federal Service,” I tell ’em, “an’ I guess I’ve met some thugs who wouldn’t stop at anythin’ at all, but I think that you bunch of guys, with the big idea you’ve been tryin’ to pull, are just about the top of the list. You make me sick.”

Periera gives a moan. He starts cryin’. He is also sweatin’ considerable. I figure he is just ripe for me to fix him. I go over to the side table an’ I pour out a shot of bourbon. I take it back an’ I give it to him.

“Drink that up, big boy,” I say, “while you’ve got the chance. I reckon they won’t give you a drink on the day they fry you.”

He looks up.

“Señor,” he says, “they can’t fry me. I done nothin’. I keel nobody.”

“Yeah,” I tell him.

I take a chair an’ sit down, an’ look at him.

“Listen,” I say, “I guess you’ve got enough sense to know what sorta jam you’re in. If you’re wise you’re goin’ to make things as easy as you can for yourself. Now, right now I’m not interested in the counterf eitin’. I know that was done here, an’ I figure I know the whole story of it. The thing that’s takin’ my notice at the present moment is this:

“Somebody here — one of you two guys — shot Jeremy Sagers. Now I guess I know who bumped him. I’ve got it all figured out, but I made up my mind about one thing. The guy who shot him is goin’ to fry for it, an’ maybe the other guy will be lucky. Maybe he’ll get away with from five to twenty years for being accessory to counterfeitin’.”

I stop an’ light myself a cigarette. I’m giving these two guys plenty of time to stew.

After a bit I go on.

“Now all you two guys have got to consider is which one is goin’ to be tried for what. If one of you likes to squeal on the other, O.K. Otherwise I’m goin’ to hold you both on the murder charge, an’ if the Court don’t feel so good about you I guess they’ll fry the pair of you. But with luck one of you can get away with it. So my advice to you is to get busy an’ start thinkin’, otherwise maybe two bums are goin’ to get fried for one killin’.”

I sit there waitin’. Fernandez is still grinnin’. He has still got his chair tilted back. He just looks at me an’ sneers.

But Periera ain’t feelin’ so good, not by a long way he ain’t. He is sweatin’ more than ever, an’ his hands are tremblin’. I reckon in a minute he will start to squeal just because he is that sorta guy. An’ I am right. We stick around there for about half a minute an’ then he starts talkin’.

“I don’t shoot nobody, Señor,” he says. “Me — I nevaire keel any guy, nevaire in my life do I keel a guy. I nevaire had no gun. I tell the trut’. I nevaire keel Sagers.”

“So you didn’t,” I tell him. “All right, Periera,” I say. “Now you listen to me. I will do the talkin,’ all you gotta say is yes if I’m right, an’ all you’ve got to do is to sign a statement to that effect when I get you back to Palm Springs Police Station.”

I throw my cigarette stub away, an’ I go over to the side table an’ give myself a drink. I’m pretty pleased with the way things are goin,’ an’ I figure that maybe in a coupla hours I’m goin’ to get this job all over but the shoutin’. I go back an’ sit down. I light myself a fresh cigarette.

“Now here’s the way it goes, Periera,” I say. “When I got put on this counterfeitin’ case first of all an’ went along an’ saw Langdon Burdell in New York, I figure that he wised you guys up that the Federal authorities was gettin’ busy on this job. But he didn’t only wise you up, he found a picture of me, he cut it out of some newspaper — this is the picture I found down in a garbage can in the store room behind the bar, the place where Sager’s body was parked in the ice safe an’ when he’s got this picture out of the newspaper he writes on the side of it ‘This is the guy’ an’ sends it along to Fernandez here so that when I get down here you’ll know who I am.

“O.K. Well I get here. I blow in this dump thinkin’ that nobody don’t know me. I put on a big act with Sagers, so’s to give him the chance to slip me any information he’s got, an’ you guys know all about it. You know who I am an’ you see through the act I put on, so you guess that Sagers is workin’ with me.

“All right. That night after the place is closed down — an’you get it closed down good an’ early — Sagers comes up here an’ tells you the stuff that I’ve told him to tell you. He says that some guy in Mexico has left him some dough an’ he’s goin’ to fire himself an’ scram for Arispe. He says good-by to you guys. He goes outa this room. He walks along the balcony an’ starts goin’ down the steps on the other side, an’ I figure that Fernandez here thinks that there is just a chance that this guy knows a bit too much — for all I know Sagers may have found somethin’ out between the time that I left this dump an’ the time that I found his body. Maybe he saw that hatch or somethin’.

“Anyhow, Fernandez goes to the door an’ pulls a gun on Sagers. He fires over the dance floor. He hits Sagers in the leg. Sagers falls down the stairs an’ Fernandez has another coupla shots, but he still ain’t killed Sagers — the guy’s too tough. So Fernandez goes along the balcony, down the steps an’ puts another coupla shots into that poor guy at close range, so damn close that there was powder marks on his clothes an’ his skin was burned.

“O.K. Well by this time the guy decides to die, an’ then Fernandez leans over him an’ starts to pull him up. He pulls him up by his silver shirt cord an’ the tassel falls off on the stair where I found it afterwards. Then this big guy Fernandez yanks him over his shoulder, takes him along an’ parks him in the ice safe in a sack.”

I stop. I look at Periera. He is cryin’ like hell, the tears are runnin’ down his face.

“Well,” I say, “is that right or is it right?”

He can’t talk, he just nods his head. Fernandez looks at him.

“Aw shut up,” he says. “You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I suppose you’re goin’ to let this lousy dick frame you into sayin’ anything he wants you to say.”

“Look, Fernandez,” I tell him. “I’d hate to get tough with you. I bust you up once before, but I promise you one thing, if I get my hooks on you again, I’ll hurt you plenty. Just keep that trap of yours shut. You stay dead in this act.

“O.K. Periera,” I say, “so Fernandez shot Sagers. All right, that’s that. Now you tell me somethin,’ Fernandez, since you’re so keen on talkin,’ where did you bury the guy, huh?”

“Aw nuts,” says Fernandez, “I ain’t sayin’ a word. I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I ain’t sayin’ anythin’ until I got a lawyer.”

I laugh.

“The way you guys get stuck on lawyers drives me crazy,” I say.

By this time Periera can talk. He cuts in:

“I tell you, Sefior, I tell you the trut.’ What you say ees right. Fernandez here he keel Sagers. ’E theenk ’e know too much. ’E bury him at the end of the wall behind the garage. I see eet myself.”

I look at Fernandez. He is still grinnin’. He is tiltin’ his chair back an’ forwards. He is tiltin’ it so far back that I think that maybe in a minute he will fall over, an’ then so quick that he has me guessin’ he pulls a fast one. As he tilts the chair back he grabs at the desk drawer in front of him. It opens. He pulls out an automatic that is inside an’ He puts four shots into Periera. Periera lets go a howl an’ then starts whimperin’. He is shot in the body at close range an’ he don’t feel so good.

He slumps over the desk. At the same minute I come into action with the Luger. I let Fernandez have it. I give him two right through the pump.

He falls off the chair sideways. I go an’ stand over him. Behind me I can hear Periera still whimperin’. Fernandez looks up at me an’ starts talkin’. There is a little stream of blood runnin’ outa the side of his mouth. He is still grinnin’. He looks like hell.

“Nuts, cop,” he says. “You ain’t goin’ to fry me. You ain’t...”

He fades out.

Periera is lyin’ quiet. I reckon he’s got his too. When I look at him I see that I am right. His eyes are glazin’ over.

I look around at Fernandez. He is lyin’ sorta twisted up on the floor with his eyes starin’ up at the ceilin’.

An’ there they are — just two big guys who thought they could beat the rap. Two mugs who thought they could kick around an’ do what they wanted. Fernandez, a big, cheap walloper with nothin’ but some muscles an’ a gun, an’ Periera, a dirty little rat, trailin’ along behind him. An’ they always finish the same way. Either they get it like these two have got it or they finish up in the chair, scared stiff, talkin’ about their mothers.

These guys make me feel sick.

I step over Periera an’ grab the telephone. I call Metts. Pretty soon he comes on the line.

“Hey-hey, Metts,” I tell him. “I am speakin’ to you from the local morgue — because that’s what it looks like. I have gotta couple stiffs out here an’ I figure that you might collect ’em before mornin’.”

I tell him what has happened. He ain’t surprised much. He says that he figures that Fernandez saved me a lotta trouble by gunnin’ Periera an’ gettin’ himself bumped off.

I ask him how things are at his end. He says that everything is swell. Henrietta is stickin’ around talkin’ things over with Maloney an’ tryin’ to figure out just what the hell I am playin’ at. Maloney is so sleepy that he can’t keep his eyes open an’ Metts is playin’ solitaire by himself.

“Swell,” I tell him. “Now there’s just one little thing that you can do for me. Get one of your boys to get around an’ dig up a casket for Sagers. They got him buried around here an’ I would like to collect what’s left of him an’ put him some place that is proper. If you got a mortician handy just get him goin’.”

“O.K. Lemmy,” he says. “I’ll say you’re a fast worker. Listen, just how long have we gotta stick up around here. Don’t you ever want any sleep?”

“Keep goin,’” I say. “This little game is just about endin’. I gotta get over to Henrietta’s place an’ do a little bitta gumshoein’ around there, an’ then I guess that I am through out here. I figure that I’ll be back at your place inside forty minutes. Say, Metts, just how is my little friend Paulette?”

“She’s all right,” he says. “She is just about as happy as a cat with the toothache. I went an’ saw her down at the jail half an hour ago. She is givin’ my woman warden a helluva lotta trouble. She says she wants a lawyer an’ I’ve fixed one for her first thing in the mornin’. Last thing I heard about her was that she had turned in the walkin’ up an’ down game an’ was lyin’ down. Maybe she’s asleep.”

“Right,” I tell him. “Now listen, Metts, an’ I gotta hunch that this is goin’ to be the last thing that I’m goin’ to ask you to do for me. In half an hour’s time you wake Paulette up. Get her up outa that jail an’ bring her up to the sittin’ room in your house. If she gets funny stick some steel bracelets on her. But don’t let her meet Henrietta or Maloney or anybody until I get around. Then when I get back we’ll sew this business up.

“Okey doke,” he says. “I’ll have it all set for you. So long, Lemmy.”

I hang up the receiver. I go over to the side table an’ give myself a drink. Then I light a cigarette an’ take a deep drag on it. It tastes good to me.

Then I straighten things up a bit. I get hold of Fernandez an’ I stick him back in the chair, an’ I lay out Periera as best I can. I pick up a piece of adhesive tape that I find on the desk an’ I go over to the door an’ take a last look at these two near-mobsters.

Then I switch off the light and scram out. I lock the door behind me and seal it in two or three places with the tape to keep guys out before Metts gets his coroner to work.

Then I stand on the balcony an’ look down at the dance floor. The moonlight is comin’ through makin’ the place fulla shadows.

The Hacienda looks bum. It looks as bum as any place like that looks when the floor ain’t filled with dancin’ guys an’ the band ain’t playin’ when there ain’t any swell dames doin’ their stuff.

The moon makes this dump look sorta tawdry.

I go downstairs an’ out by the back way, an’ I eas’ along to the place where I have left the car.

It is a swell night, but I am feelin’ good. As I start up the car I realise that I am plenty tired. I step on it an’ make for the little rancho where Henrietta lives.

When I get there I bang on the door. Nobody answers so I figure that the hired girl who looks after Henrietta has gone off some place. Maybe she’s scared at bein’ alone in the dark.

I get the door open an’ I go up to Henrietta’s room. When I get inside I can sniff the perfume she uses — Carnation — I always did like Carnation. Right there in front of me is the row of shoes with here an’ there a silver buckle or some ornament shinin’ in the moonlight. Slung across a chair — just like it was before is Henrietta’s wrap.

I tellya I am sorta pleased at bein’ in this room. I am one of them guys who believes that rooms can tell you plenty about the people who live in ’em. I take a pull at myself because I figure that I am beginnin’ to get sentimental an’ bein’ that way ain’t a long suit of mine — you’re tellin’ me!

I get to work. I start casin’ this room good an’ proper. I go over every inch of it but I can’t find what I’m lookin’ for until, just when I am givin’ up hope, I find it.

I open a clothes cupboard that is in the corner. I find a leather letter-case. I open it an’ inside I find a bunch of letters. I go through ’em until I find one written by Granworth Aymes. It is a year old letter an’ it looks as if Henrietta has kept it because it has got a library list in it — a list of books that Aymes wanted her to get for him.

I take this over to the light an’ I read it. Then I put it in my pocket an’ I sit down in the chair that has got the wrap on it an’ I do a little thinkin’.

After a bit I get up an’ I scram. I lock the rancho door an’ get in the car an’ start back for Palm Springs.

I have got this job in the bag. Findin’ that letter from Aymes has just about sewed it up. I am a tough sorta guy but I have a feelin’ that I wanta be sick.

Why? Well, I have handled some lousy cases in my time, an’ I have seen some sweet set-ups. I been bustin’ around playin’ against the mobs ever since there have been mobsters an’ there ain’t much for me to learn.

But believe it or not this job is the lousiest, dirtiest bit of mayhem that’s ever happened my way. It’s so tough that it would make a hard-boiled murderer hand in his shootin’ irons an’ look around for the local prayer meetin’.

I woulda liked to have seen Fernandez fried. That guy oughta got the chair, an’ I’m sorry I hadta shoot him. But before I’m through with this job, three-four other people are goin’ to take that little walk that runs from the death house to the chair an’ when they take it I’m goin’ to have a big drink an’ celebrate.

I start singin’ Cactus Lizzie. It sorta takes the taste outa my mouth.


XIV. SHOW-DOWN
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I LOOK AT ’em.

I am in the chair behind Metts’ desk in his sittin’ room. It is twenty minutes to four. Metts is in a big armchair in the corner smokin’ his pipe an’ lookin’ as if this sorta meetin’ was just nothin’. Henrietta is sittin’ with Maloney on a big sofa on the right of the room, an’ Paulette is in a chair on the other side smilin’ a sorta wise little smile just as if we was all nuts except her.

Everything is very quiet. An’ the room is kinda restful because Metts has turned the main light off an’ there is only an electric standard lit in the corner behind Paulette. The light is fallin’ on her face an’ makin’ her look sweller than ever.

I tell you dames are funny things. Take a look at this Paulette. Here she is, a swell dame with a swell figure, good looks, poise an’ personality, but she can’t play along like an ordinary dame. She has to go around raisin’ hells bells.

I often wonder what it is that starts a dame off like this. I wonder what bug gets into ’em an’ turns ’em into trouble-starters, because I never yet knew a crook or a bitta dirty work that some dame wasn’t at the bottom of, an’ I guess the French guy who said “cherchez la femme” knew his onions. An’ I bet every case I have ever handled has boiled down in the long run to “cherchez la femme.” But maybe that’s what makes life so interestin’.

I look at ’em all an’ I grin.

“Well, people,” I say, “here is what they call the end of the story. I guess I am bein’ a bit irregular in havin’ this meetin’ right now, an’ without havin’ Paulette’s lawyer around. But you don’t have to worry, Paulette, I ain’t goin’ to ask you any questions an’ I ain’t goin’ to ask you for any statement. What you are goin’ to do or what you ain’t goin’ to do is just up to you.”

I look over at Henrietta.

“Honey,” I tell her. “You have had the worst sorta deal. I figure that I have had to make things tough for you, but the way I played it was the only way that it woulda worked. The day I had you down here at the Police Station an’ grilled you about the clothes you was wearin’ that night when you went to New York from Connecticut, was an act. It was an act that I put on for the benefit of Fernandez an’ Periera. I was goin’ to Mexico an’ I had to do somethin’ that was goin’ to make ’em think that the case was all closed, that you was the woman I was goin’ to pinch for killin’ Aymes.

“The same sorta thing had to happen earlier tonight, when I pinched you for Aymes’ murder. I hadta make them two guys believe that I had the case complete against you, an’ that I was goin’ to take them to New York as witnesses. I did this because I knew that if they knew they hadta leave the Hacienda in the mornin’ the first thing they would do would be to clean up the counterfeitin’ plant. I knew that plant was around there somewhere but I just hadta make ’em show me where it was an’ that was the way I picked to do it. I’m sorry, lady, but by the time I’m through I reckon you’ll understand.”

Henrietta gives me a little smile.

“It’s all right, Lemmy,” she says. “I’m sorry I was rude. I might have guessed that you were much too clever to suspect me of murder.”

“Swell,” I tell her. “Well, people, I guess I’m goin’ to do a lotta talkin,’ an’ I reckon I want you to listen damn carefully to what I’m sayin’. Especially you, Paulette, because you gotta realize that this an’ that are goin’ to make one helluva difference to you. I told you just now that this meetin’ is pretty well out of order from a legal angle; but I’m havin’ it for your benefit. When you hear what I gotta say you can go back to the can an’ think it over, an’ you can also think over just what you’re gonna tell that lawyer of yours in the mornin’.

“O.K. Here we go: Fernandez an’ Periera are dead. Periera squealed on Fernandez an’ Fernandez shot him. I croaked Fernandez an’ that’s that. Both these guys was tied up with the Granworth Aymes counterfeitin’ an’ the guy who was behind the counterfeitin’ an’ responsible for it was Granworth Aymes.

“Granworth Aymes had gotta great idea. He was supposed to be a gambler playin’ the stock market. Well he did sometimes. When things was good O.K., an’ when they wasn’t, well he figured that he could keep goin’ by counterfeitin’. This Hacienda Altmira — the place that he built an’ mortgaged over to Periera — was the place where the phoney stuff was made an’ was it a good scheme? He started off by gettin’ Periera to make phoney money because it was easy to get it inta circulation up in the card room. People who have drunk plenty ain’t liable to examine the bills they won or got in change, an’ most of the guys who used to play at the Hacienda Altmira was birds of passage. If somebody come along who was livin’ in Palm Springs I reckon they’d lay off handin’ him any phoney dough. It was when they got a mug that they issued him out this fake money.

“You remember, Metts, you told me the first night I was here that you found some guy who’d been banged over the head out on the desert not far from the Hacienda? Remember you told me that you thought that this guy had got his up in the card room. Well, I guess you was right. I figure this was one of the few guys who’d been given some phoney dough an’ made a song an’ dance about it. So they croaked him. Altogether this idea of usin’ the Hacienda as a place for workin off this counterfeit on people was swell. They got away with it easy.

“It wasn’t until afterwards that they started to make phoney stock an’ bond certificates an’ I’ll tell you why they done this later on.

“This mob was well organized. Aymes was the head of it an’ Langdon Burdell, the butler at the apartment, Fernandez the chauffeur an Marie Dubuinet the maid, was all in it. Periera was responsible for runnin’ the Hacienda an’ makin’ the phoney stuff. I reckon they been gettin’ away with this game for a helluva time.

“O.K. Well now I’m goin’ to tell you why they started makin’ phoney stock an’ bond certificates an’ transfers, an’ I’m goin’ to tell you why they made that two hundred thousand dollars worth of registered U.S. Federal bonds, the stuff that was planted on Henrietta here. It’s a swell story an’ the dame responsible for it is sittin’ right here with us now.”

I grin over at Paulette. She looks back at me an’ gives me a horse laugh. She is still fightin’ fit an’ don’t give a damn for anything.

“I gotta apologize to you too, Paulette,” I tell her. “I gotta apologize to you for bringin’ you back here on a charge of killin’ Granworth Aymes. You didn’t kill him, but just at the time it looked like the easiest thing for me to do. Right now you are just bein’ held on a charge of accessory to counterfeitin,’ but I don’t want you to get too pleased with yourself. Just wait nice an’ patient till I get finished, an’ then you can laugh as much as you like.

“All right, well about a year ago Granworth meets Paulette an’ he falls for her an’ she falls for him. I guess that he was a weak, silly sorta cuss an’ the kinda guy who would fall for a swell dame with a strong personality like this Paulette. These two play around together an’ Paulette gets to know about the money counterfeitin’ business an’ she thinks the idea is swell.

“An’ then she gets a helluva idea. You gotta realize that she has gotta husband an’ this husband is in a pretty bad way. He has got consumption bad an’ he can’t get around much. He don’t get inta New York an’ he don’t suspect what is goin’ on between his wife an’ Granworth.

“But it looks as if he hasn’t got very long to live, an’ Paulette don’t wanta wait until he’s dead to get her hooks on the money he has got. So she has a helluva idea. She gets the very swell idea of gettin’ Rudy Benito to do his investin’ through Granworth Aymes, an’ she suggests to Granworth that it would be one swell idea if all the stocks an’ bonds that he is supposed to buy for Rudy could be made out here at the Hacienda. In other words she an’ Granworth stick to the money an’ issue Rudy counterfeit stocks an’ bonds.

“Rudy ain’t goin’ to get wise because Paulette is bein’ the lovin’ wife who is lookin’ after his business affairs — got me? She will be the person who handles the certificates an’ share documents an’ Rudy is too sick to examine the stuff through a magnifyin’ glass an’ anyhow he trusts his wife.

“All of which goes to show you just how lousy a dame can be if she wants to be. I bet most women whose husbands were sick an’ dyin’ woulda been glad to have stuck around an’ given him a hand. But Paulette ain’t like this. This lady is the real tough guy — an’ is she tough?

“So the game works well an’ they get away with it. In a few months they have cleaned Rudy out, an’ all he has got is a bunch of phoney certificates.

“Okey doke. Everything is goin’ hunky dory when something happens. One day — a day when I figure that Paulette is away at New York Rudy gets in a specialist an’ gets himself examined again. The specialist tells Rudy that he’s pretty bad, but that he will last longer if he gets down to a good dry climate like Arizona or Mexico. Rudy figures to do this an’ thinks that he’ll take a look at his finances an’ things, an’ see how he is goin’. So he probably goes an’ gets some of the stocks an’ bonds that are in Paulette’s safe an’ maybe he gets around to some local broker just to see what the stuff is worth an’ to see how quickly he can realise on it. Can you imagine what a helluva shock this Rudy Benito gets when he finds out that the whole damn lot is phoney, that it is not worth the paper it’s printed on?

“Can you imagine how the poor guy felt? When Paulette gets back he lets her have it. He asks her what the hell has been goin’ on.

“So what does she say? She can’t tell him that she has been in on this job from the first. She has to make out that Granworth has done ’em both in the eye. She tells Rudy that he needn’t worry because Granworth has just made a bundle of dough on the stock market — which is a fact — an’ that they will make him cough it up or else they will go to the police.

“But is she annoyed with Rudy? You bet in her heart she hates him like hell. She didn’t like him in the first place because he was dyin’. She didn’t like him in the second place because she had been twicin’ him, an’ sometimes if she ever thought about herself she must have figured that she was pretty lousy. But when this poor sick guy gets enough intelligence to know that he is bein’ done left, right an’ center, then I reckon she does get burned up. After this she hates this guy like hell.

“Directly she gets the chance she gets on the telephone to Granworth an’ tells him that Rudy is wise to the swindle an’ that they will have to keep this guy quiet by payin’ him back the dough.

“Granworth says O.K. but believe me he ain’t so pleased an’ I’ll tell you why. He has just made two hundred grand legitimately on the stock market. He figures that he is goin’ to give up this counterfeitin’ business an’ go straight. Also he is beginnin’ to get tired of Paulette. He has gone so far as to make over the two hundred grand to his wife Henrietta an’ he has also taken out a big insurance. He don’t feel so pleased at the idea of partin’ with the dough back to Rudy, but he tells Paulette O.K. he will pay up an’ that the great thing to do is to keep this Rudy Benito quiet.

“But Rudy is beginnin’ to get suspicious. He figures that Paulette musta known something about what was goin’ on. He makes some inquiries an’ he finds out that Paulette has been gettin’ around with Granworth Aymes — that their names have been coupled together.

“The poor guy don’t know what to do. He knows that Granworth is a crook an’ he is beginnin’ to suspect his own wife, so he gets down an’ he writes an unsigned letter to Henrietta. He tells her that her husband is playin’ around with some woman, but he don’t say who. He writes this letter so that Henrietta will get after Granworth an’ bust up the business between him an’ Paulette.

“Now we are comin’ close to the time when the works start shootin’ properly. Henrietta writes some letters to Granworth from Hartford, Connecticut, where she is stayin,’ accusin’ him of gettin’ around with a woman, an’ this puts Granworth in a jam. He has got to get his hooks on the two hundred thousand registered Federal bonds that are in the safe deposit in Henrietta’s name so as to give ’em to Rudy to keep him quiet, an’ he has gotta do this without Henrietta knowin’ anythin’ about it. So what does he do? He gets goin’ directly he gets the first letter from Henrietta. He gets Periera to manufacture counterfeit Federal bonds an’ he sticks ’em in the safe deposit in the place of the real ones. This way he figures he is safe. The phoney bonds will keep Henrietta quiet an’ he can hand the real ones over to Rudy an’ keep him quiet. Paulette has told him that Rudy ain’t goin’ to last long an’ he figures that when he dies he can get the real bonds back again.

“He tells Paulette about all this an’ she thinks that it is a swell idea an’ that if they play it carefully they can get away with it. But they don’t figure on one thing. They forget Rudy Benito. This guy is suspicious an’ not only is he suspectin’ Granworth but now he is also suspectin’ Paulette.

“So now we come to the big day. We come to the 12th January — the day that Granworth Aymes goes over the edge of Cotton’s Wharf. Now I reckon that this day is a pretty interestin’ sorta day. In fact I will go as far as to say that durin’ a long experience of crooks an’ murderers an’ what have you I ain’t ever heard of a day that was just like this 12th of January.

“It is a day that all you guys are goin’ to remember all your lives, an’ personally speakin’ I guess I am goin’ to remember it too.

“Now get the set-up. This 12th of January is the day that Paulette has told Rudy that she is goin’ inta New York to make the wicked Granworth pay up the two hundred thousand grand that he has swindled Rudy an’ her out of. Rudy listens to all this stuff with his tongue in his cheek. He is gettin’ pretty wise to Paulette an’ he figures that when she goes to see Granworth he is goin’ to string along too, but he don’t tell her.

“O.K. Well Granworth ain’t feelin’ so pleased with the 12th of January either. He knows that he has gotta hand over the two hundred thousand in bonds to Paulette an’ he has also received the third note from Henrietta who has come back to New York an’ in this note she tells him that she is goin’ to see him an’ have a show-down about this woman he is gettin’ around with.”

I look around at ’em. Metts is sittin’ holdin’ his pipe in his hand, lookin’ at me as if he was hypnotised. Henrietta is starin’ straight in front of her. Poor kid I guess she ain’t feelin’ so good at hearin’ all this stuff about Granworth. Across on the other side of the room Paulette is lyin’ back on her chair keepin’ her eyes on me. There is a sorta half-smile playin’ around her mouth. She sits there, quite still, not movin’ a muscle, just like she was petrified.

“O.K.,” I go on. “So here we are on the afternoon of the 12th of January. Paulette comes to New York for the express purpose of seein’ Granworth Aymes an’ gettin’ the two hundred grand in Federal bonds from him, an’ after her, keepin’ well under cover, comes the poor sick guy, Rudy Benito, coughin’ his way along, with his guts fulla hatred for his wife who has sold him out for the man who has helped her to do it.

“Rudy has got his own scheme. I figure that in the afternoon he takes himself a room at some little quiet hotel and rests himself. He is preparin’ for the big act he is goin’ to put on with Granworth. Just for the minute I’m goin’ to leave him there.

“In the afternoon Paulette goes along an’ sees Granworth in his office. Maybe Langdon Burdell is there an’ maybe he ain’t, but anyhow Paulette spills the beans to Granworth. She tells him that the only way of keepin’ Rudy quiet is to pay back the dough. She don’t know that Rudy suspects her an’ she tells Granworth that the guy is goin’ to die soon anyway an’ that then they can join up again.

“Granworth says O.K. He gives her the two hundred grand in Federal bonds an’ he tells her about the fast one he has pulled on his wife, Henrietta. He tells her how he has got Periera out here at the Hacienda to fake up counterfeit Federal bonds to replace the real ones that he has just handed over to Paulette. I reckon that they think that this is one helluva joke. Maybe they sit there an’ laugh their heads off.

“Well, after they have enjoyed this big joke, Granworth tells Paulette his big news. He tells her that his wife Henrietta is in New York an’ that he has just received a note from her to the effect that she is goin’ to see him that evenin’ an’ have a show-down about this woman he is supposed to be runnin’ around with. Paulette is interested like hell. You bet she is. She is rather enjoyin’ the joke. She asks Granworth what he thinks Henrietta will do. He tells her that he figures that Henrietta will say that unless he gives up this dame he is gettin’ around with she will divorce him. He says that she will be all the more inclined to take one helluva strong line because she thinks that she has got the two hundred grand in Federal bonds that was in the safe deposit. She don’t know that they have been switched an’ that they are fake.

“Then Granworth an’ Paulette have another helluva big laugh.

“Paulette says O.K. but she is mighty curious to know about this interview that is comin’ along with Henrietta an’ she would like to stick around an’ hear what happens an’ Granworth says O.K., that when he is through with Henrietta he will come back to his office an’ if she will be waitin’ there for him about eight-thirty he will tell her the works an’ they can have another big laugh.

“Paulette says O.K. an’ she goes back to her hotel an’ probably gives herself a facial an’ a big drink. She thinks that she is doin’ swell.

“All this time the poor sap Rudy is restin’ up at his hotel, tryin’ to get himself up enough strength to have the big show-down with Granworth. But maybe he can’t make it. Maybe he don’t feel so good, so he just sticks around waitin’ an’ waitin’ until he feels good enough to make it, an’ if you people have ever known a guy who’s got consumption real bad you’ll know what I mean an’ you’ll feel for Rudy.

“An’ Granworth just sits around in his office waitin’ for Henrietta to telephone.

“In the late afternoon she gets on the wire. She tells Granworth that she has just gotta see him an’ she asks him where. He says at some little down town cafe an’ when the time comes Henrietta goes along, an’ he drives up in his car an’ they have a big talk.

“Granworth has had a coupla drinks an’ is fairly high an’ fulla courage. He tells Henrietta he don’t give a damn for her an’ that she can do what she likes. When she says that she will divorce him if he don’t give up this other dame, he says O.K. an’ if she does he won’t pay her any alimony, that he will leave the country first. Then she says she don’t give a hoot about the alimony because she has got the Federal bonds an’ then he just laughs like hell, because he is thinkin’ what a funny story he will have to tell Paulette when he goes back to the office an’ meets up with her again.”

I stop talkin’ because there is a knock at the door. Metts gets up an’ goes across. He talks to the cop at the door an’ then he comes back across the room to me. He has got two telegrams in his hands an’ he gives ’em to me. I bust ’em open an’ read ’em. One is from the “G” office in New York an’ the other is from a Captain of Mexican Police Rurales in the Zoni district to Mexican Police Headquarters at Mexicali, who have forwarded it on to me from there.

They both look pretty good to me.

I put ’em down on the desk in front of me an’ I go on.

“Henrietta can’t say anything else,” I tell ’em. “He is drunk an’ she knows it. She gets up an’ she leaves, an’ she goes back to the depot an’ takes the first train back to Hartford, Connecticut. We know she does this because two guys in the railway service, a ticket clerk an’ a train attendant, have identified her picture as bein’ on the train that left at twenty minutes to nine.

“O.K. Well, returnin’ to Granworth. He goes back to his car an’ he starts it up an’ he drives back to his office. By now it is about eight-thirty an’ he is lookin’ forward to havin’ a big laugh with Paulette about his talk with Henrietta an’ maybe he is figuring on takin’ her some place to dinner.

“Right. Granworth goes up to his office an’ there he finds two people waitin’ for him. He finds Langdon Burdell an’ Paulette. When he goes in the door of the outer office he is so high that he forgets to close it behind him. If he had I mighta not been tellin’ this story.

“Anyhow he goes inta the inner office an’ he gives himself another drink an’ he starts laughin’ his head off. Then he starts tellin’ Paulette and Burdell about his interview with Henrietta. He tells these two that the poor sap Henrietta thinks that she has got two hundred grand in Federal bonds an’ that the poor mutt is threatenin’ him with divorce thinkin’ that she has got plenty money an’ that all the time all she has got is a bunch of counterfeit paper.

“They all start laughin’ like hell. They all think that it is one helluva joke an’ just when they are screamin’ their heads off the door opens an’ in walks Rudy Benito, and I reckon this guy has been standin’ in the outer office an’ has heard them tellin’ the whole bag of tricks.

“Rudy starts in. He tells ’em all about it. He tells Granworth what a cheap four-flushin’ devil he is an’ then he turns around to Paulette an’ tells her what he thinks about her. He tells her just what he thinks about a lousy daughter of hell who would help to swindle her dyin’ husband an’ who could sit down an’ laugh about it.

“He stands there pointin’ his finger at ’em. An’ then he tells ’em something else.

“He says that the fact that Granworth is prepared to return the money don’t matter a damn to him. He says that he is goin’ to the police. He says that he is goin’ to bust the whole works an’ hold ’em both up for all the world to see what lousy scum they are. He says that if it’s the last thing he ever does he’s goin’ to put ’em behind the bars.

“An’ then what! Well, I’ll tell you. Paulette here is pretty burned up. She is furious at bein’ caught out like this. Right by where she is sittin’ on the edge of Granworth Aymes’ desk is a big paper weight the figure of a boxer, the same one that’s there now. She gets up an’ she grabs it. She smashes it down on Rudy’s skull an’ she kills him. He lies there dyin,’ a poor sick guy that never had a chance, an’ there, sittin’ in that chair lookin’ at us, is the lousy dame who did it!”

Paulette cracks. She jumps up. She rushes across to the desk an’ she leans across it. Her eyes are blazin’ an’ she is so worked up she can hardly talk.

“I never did it,” she yells. “I tell you I never did it. It’s all true but the killing. I didn’t do that. Granworth did it. He killed Rudy. I tell you he killed him with the paper weight.”

She falls on the floor in front of the desk. She lies there writhin’. I go around an’ take a look at her.

“Thanks a lot, Paulette,” I tell her. “Thank you for the tip. That’s just what I wanted to know.”


XV. FADE OUT FOR CROOKS
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I WALK, AROUND the desk an’ I stand there lookin’ at her as she is lyin’ on the floor. I figure she is goin’ to give herself a double dose of hysteria in a minute.

I bend down an’ pick her up. I carry her over to the chair an’ while I am doin’ it she tries — even fixed the way she is — to pull something. While she is in my arms she sorta turns her head an’ looks at me an’ she puts everything inta that look that she’s got. I guess that if that dame coulda cut off ten years of her life if she was able to kill me with a look she woulda done it. It was poison I’m tellin’ you.

I throw her down in the chair.

“Take it nice an’ calm, Cleopatra,” I tell her, “Because gettin’ excited or raisin’ hell around here is goin’ to be as much use to you as red pepper on a gumboil. Sweet dame, you are all shot to hell, you are washed up like a dead fish in a waterspout. From now on you are the sample that got lost in the mail, you are the copy the news editor spiked, you are the lady who got stood-up by a gumshoein’ Federal dick that you thought was a pushover. You make me sick. Even if you was good I wouldn’t like you.”

She goes as red as hell. I figure talkin’ to her this way has stopped her hysterics anyhow. She takes a pull at herself.

“You cheap heel,” she says. “I wish I’d shot you when I had the chance. I wish I’d hurt you so that it took you a year to die. But get this. Somebody will get you. Somebody will get you for this!”

“Nope, little buttercup,” I tell her. “Somebody won’t, an’ if you keep them shell-like ears of yours flappin’ an’ stop thinkin’ of new things to call me you’ll hear just why ‘somebody’ won’t. Another thing I ain’t frightened of friends of yours, little dewdrop, an’ though they may be all the world to you, to me they are just bad smells. An’ another thing, if every crook who has tried to iron me out had done what he wanted I would be so full of holes that they could use me for a nutmeg grater.

“Stay quiet an’ take what’s comin’ to you like a lady.”

I turn around to Henrietta. She is sittin’ up starin’. She is tryin’ to understand just where she is breakin’. You ain’t never seen a dame as surprised as Henrietta.

“But, Lemmy,” she says. “You say that Granworth killed Rudy Benito. Then what happened? I don’t understand. Did Granworth commit suicide afterwards?”

“Take it easy, honeybunch,” I tell her. “You ain’t heard the half of it yet. By the time I’m through you’ll begin to understand just what a lousy heel that husband of yours was, an just how much trouble a cheap dame like this Paulette here can start if she feels like it.

“O.K. Well let’s go on from there. There is poor Rudy Benito lyin’ on the floor as dead as last month’s prime cuts. Langdon Burdell, Granworth an’ Paulette standin’ lookin’ at each other an’ wonderin’ what the hell they are goin’ to do next, an’ then Paulette gets another swell idea an’ is it a good one? I’m tellin’ you that it was such a good one that they nearly got away with it.

“She remembers that Granworth has tried to commit suicide two years before — the time when he drove his car over the wharf. O.K. Well, nobody much knows about Rudy. He ain’t known in New York an’ anyhow he was just plannin’ to scram down to Mexico. So nobody is goin’ to miss him. So she suggests to Granworth an’ Burdell that they take the clothes off Rudy, put Granworth’s clothes on him, stick him in the car an’ drive him over the edge of the wharf. Everybody will think that Granworth has committed suicide, an’ Granworth can scram off with Paulette an’ clear down to Mexico an’ pretend that he’s her husband Rudy.

“The only thing they have gotta be careful about is the police identification. But they know that Henrietta has gone back to Hartford. If they can keep her outa New York till Rudy’s body is buried an’ if Langdon Burdell fixes so that he is the guy who identifies Rudy’s corpse as bein’ that of Granworth then everything is hunky dory. Do you get it?

“Granworth thinks the idea is a jewel. It lets him out. All he has gotta do is to scram with Paulette an’ get outa New York to some place where nobody won’t know him an’ he is as safe as the bank. Also he gets rid of Henrietta which is another idea he likes, an’ anyhow he is a lousy dog who will do anything that Paulette tells him to. So he takes his clothes off an’ they put them on Benito who is about the same size. Then they smash Benito’s face in some more; then Granworth writes a suicide note an’ they put it, with Granworth’s wallet, in Benito’s pocket.

“Then they have a meetin’ as to how they are goin’ to get the body down to the wharf, an’ Paulette has another big idea. She says that she will get in the car an’ drive Benito’s body down, because as Granworth was meetin’ his wife Henrietta that night, if anybody sees her they will think it is Henrietta.

“So Granworth an’ Burdell pick up the body an’ they take it down by the service lift at the back of the block. Paulette is waitin’ there in the car. They stick Benito in the passenger seat an’ Paulette, drivin’ round the back streets, gets down to Cotton’s Wharf. Once there she gets out, leans in the car, puts her hand down on the clutch an’ pushes the gear lever in, an’ steps back an’ slams the door. The car starts off an’ after hittin’ a woodpile goes over the edge.

“But just as Paulette is scrammin’ off she sees the night watchman Fargal. She goes back an’ tells Granworth an’ Burdell, an’ Burdell says that don’t matter a cuss because he can square the night watchman if he has seen anything.

“O.K. Paulette an’ Granworth scram off. They have got the two hundred grand in Federal bonds an’ before they go they pay off Burdell an’ leave a cut for Fernandez, the maid an’ the butler.

“When they get down to Mexico they begin to feel better, but Paulette still thinks that there is a chance of Granworth bein’ recognised sometime. So she gets another swell idea. They get hold of the doctor — Madrales — an’ they pay him plenty to take Granworth into his house at Zoni an’ do a face operation on him that is goin’ to change his face so that nobody will ever know he was Granworth.

“O.K. Well now let’s go back to Burdell. Granworth an’ Paulette have scrammed outa it. Early next mornin’ he gets down to Cotton’s Wharf an’ sees the watchman. He gives this guy a thousand bucks to keep his trap shut about havin’ seen a woman gettin’ outa the car the night before. The watchman says O.K.

“Then the police get the car up an’ the suicide is reported. Burdell scrams along to the morgue an’ identifies Benito’s body as bein’ that of Granworth Aymes. In the pocket is the suicide note in Granworth’s handwritin’. The police accept the identification an’ the verdict is suicide. Ain’t it natural? Granworth tried to commit suicide two years before, didn’t he?”

I move over an’ stand with my back to Metts’ desk an’ look around. Paulette is huddled up. Her face has gone gray. Maloney is lookin’ at me with his eyes poppin’ an’ Henrietta is claspin’ an’ unclaspin’ her hands. Metts is gettin’ so worked up that he is tryin’ to light his pipe with a match that’s gone out. I go on talkin’:

“Swell. Everythin’ is goin’ accordin’ to plan. Burdell is wise. He waits two days before he phones through to Henrietta in Connecticut to tell her that Granworth has committed suicide. He does this so as to give time for the body to be buried before she can see it.

“Then he tells the maid, the butler an’ Fernandez not to say anythin’ about Henrietta bein’ in New York that night, not because he wants to keep Henrietta outa trouble but just because he don’t want anybody knowin’ anything about any woman bein’ around. He is thinkin’ of Paulette.

“Well, the whole scheme works out swell, an’ if they had been prepared to have left it alone there everything woulda been all right, an’ we none of us woulda known anything about it now.

“But Burdell ain’t satisfied. He ain’t satisfied even although he is runnin’ Granworth’s old business an’ makin’ money. One day he is kickin’ around in his office an’ he finds two things. He finds first the insurance policy that Granworth took out that says that two hundred thousand dollars will be paid on his death providin’ he ain’t committed suicide, an’ he finds the three letters from Henrietta that Granworth has left in his desk, the letters accusin’ him of gettin’ around with some other woman, the third one sayin’ that she is comin’ to New York to have a show-down with him.

“Then this Burdell gets an idea. He gets the rottenest, lousiest idea that a guy ever got. He gets the idea that if it can be proved that Granworth Aymes was murdered by his wife Henrietta then the Insurance Corporation are goin’ to pay. The money will go to the Aymes estate an’ the Aymes estate is mortgaged to Periera so the Insurance money will go to Periera because the Insurance Corporation have contracted to pay on anythin’ except suicide!

“Have you got it? Was it a swell idea or was it?

“So Burdell gets busy. He sends Fernandez out to the Hacienda Altmira to wise up Periera about the new scheme. An’ after this he waits around an’ persuades Henrietta to go out to the Hacienda to have a nice quiet time. She is glad to do this because she is upset about Granworth’s supposed suicide. She even thinks that maybe she was responsible for it an’ that if she hadn’t been so tough with him he mighta not done it.

“O.K. Then Burdell sticks around an’ waits. I’ll tell you why he waits. He knows that Henrietta ain’t got very much money. He knows that when that is spent she is goin’ to start usin’ the two hundred thousand in fake Federal bonds that she has got — the ones they switched on her, an’ he knows that directly she tries to change this phoney stuff the Federal Government will step in an’ start investigatin’. He knows that they will send an agent to him to ask questions about Granworth an’ that they will investigate the circumstances surroundin’ the Aymes suicide.

“So he grabs the three letters from Henrietta outa the desk an’ he sends ’em down to Fernandez an’ he tells him to be ready to plant J em where this Federal agent will find ’em.

“Sure as a gun it comes off. I get assigned to the job an’ I go to New York an’ see Burdell.

“While I am stayin’ there he sends me an unsigned letter sayin’ that if I will go down here to Palm Springs I will find some letters that may tell me a lot.

“I fall for it an’ I come down here an’ find the letters an’ I begin to think that Henrietta here bumped off Aymes, that he didn’t commit suicide at all.

“Burdell knows that I will probably think that he has written this letter, an’ that I will talk to him about it so he has a story all ready — a story that makes things look even worse for Henrietta. He tells me that he told the others to say that she wasn’t in New York on that night just so’s her name would be kept outa the business.

“But like all the other crooks these guys haveta make mistakes. An’ that is a thing I am always waitin’ for. I checked up on Fernandez an’ found that he had been the Aymes chauffeur an’ that got me thinkin’. The worst thing they did was to kill Sagers because that got me annoyed, but the damndest silliest thing they did was to be so keen on hangin’ this thing on Henrietta. They was all so hot to prove that she had done it after they had tried to keep her outa it in the first place that I figured that there was something screwy goin’ on.

“The second mistake was when Fernandez told me about Paulette. He told me about this because by this tune Granworth had got his face changed O.K. an’ nobody woulda recognised him as bein’ Granworth Aymes. Fernandez thought that he was safe in tellin’ me because he didn’t think that I would take the trouble to go down inta Mexico an’ take a look around for myself.

“Fernandez has been a mug too. He has been pullin’ an act on Henrietta that if he don’t marry her he can make things plenty hot for her. When I come on the scene he alters this tale first because I smacked him down for gettin’ fresh with her an’ secondly because it plays their story along for him to say that he don’t want to marry Henrietta now, because he suspects her of the counterfeitin’.

“I get wise to this guy. I get wise to the fact that Fernandez an’ Periera an’ Burdell are all playin’ along together. So I decide to go to Mexico an’ see this Paulette, but before I go I have Henrietta down at the Police Station an’ I grill her so that Fernandez an’ Periera will think that I am fallin’ for their stuff an’ that I am goin’ to New York to seal up the evidence against her.

“Instead of which I scram down to Mexico an’ when I get there Paulette starts makin’ mistakes as well. She rings through to her pal Luis Daredo to bump me off when I am goin’ down to Zoni to see her supposed husband Rudy who is dyin’ there. She thinks that it will be a wise thing to get me outa the way.

“Anyhow the job don’t come off. I was lucky enough to get outa that, but I am still not suspectin’ the truth. When I was on my way to see Rudy Benito at Zoni I hadn’t got one idea about this business that you coulda called an idea.

“An’ I got at the truth just because crooks are always careless an’ because they always make one big mistake.

“When I get to Madrales’ place at Zoni, an’ I go upstairs an’ see this poor dyin’ mug, I feel sorry for him, I don’t suspect a thing, an’ he tells me a good story that matches up with what Paulette has told me. You bet he does because she has been on the telephone an’ wised him up about me.

“But just when I am walkin’ outa the sick room I see somethin’ damn funny. Stuck behind a screen is a wastepaper basket an’ in the bottom of this wastepaper basket is a big cigarette ash tray, an’ in the bottom of the basket where they have fallen out are about sixty cigarette stubs.

“I get it. Somebody has cleaned up the cigarette ends an’ made out to hide ’em before I was allowed up to see Rudy. They have done this because they know that I will be wise to the fact that a guy dyin’ of consumption can’t smoke about sixty cigarettes in one day.

“At last I was wise. Now I got it why Paulette tried to stop me goin’ to Zoni. I get a big idea. I go downstairs an’ tell Madrales that I have gotta have a statement from Benito. I type it out an’ make him sign it, an’ then I go back to Paulette’s place an’ I compare the signature on the statement with one of the real Rudy Benito’s signatures on a duplicate stock transfer of about a year before.

“The signature was different an’ that told me all I wanted to know.

“Tonight just before I come down here I went inta Henrietta’s room at her rancho. I found an old letter from Granworth Aymes an’ I compared the handwritin’. The signature on the statement signed by Rudy Benito an’ the Granworth Aymes handwritin’ are one an’ the same. The guy I saw at Zoni — the guy supposed to be dyin’, who was laughin’ his head off all the time thinkin’ what a mutt I was, wasn’t Rudy Benito — it was Granworth Aymes!”

I look over at Paulette. She is lyin’ back starin’ at the ceilin’. She don’t look so good to me. She looks like she is due for a fit.

I pick up one of the wires that Metts handed to me.

“Just so’s it’ll help you when you see your lawyer in the mornin’, Paulette,” I tell her, “you might like to hear about this wire. It is from New York this mornin’. Followin’ an instruction that I sent through from Yuma while you was gettin’ your hair done, Langdon Burdell an’ Marie Dubuinet was arrested early this mornin’. They grilled Burdell an’ he squealed the whole works. They gotta full confession from him, an’ he has said enough about you to fix you plenty.”

Paulette pulls herself together. She sits up an’ she flashes a little smile across at me.

“You win,” she croaks. “I was the mug — I thought you was just another cop. How could I know you had brains?”

I look over at Henrietta. She is sittin’ lookin’ scared. Her lips are tremblin’.

“Lemmy,” she says. “Then Granworth isn’t dead. He’s alive in Mexico. I...”

“Justa minute, honey,” I tell her. “I’m afraid I gotta bit of a shock for you.”

I pick up the second wire an’ I read it to ’em.

It is from the Mexican Police at Mexicali, an’ it says:

“Following request from Special Agent L. H. Caution of the U. S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, confirmed by the Federal Consular Officer at Yuma yesterday, for the arrest of U. S. Citizen Granworth Aymes, otherwise known as Rudy Benito, and the Spanish Citizen Doctor Eugenio Madrales, both of Zoni, Police Lieutenant Juan Marsiesta sent with a Kurales Patrol to effect the arrest reports that both men were shot dead whilst resisting arrest.”

Henrietta starts cryin’. She puts her head in her hands an’ she sobs like her heart would break.

“Take it easy, lady,” I tell her. “I reckon that the way this job has finished is the best for everybody. Maloney, I reckon you’d better put Henrietta in your car an’ take her along back home.”

Henrietta gets up. I’m tellin’ you that with her eyes fulla tears she looks a real honey. There is a sorta light in her eyes when she looks at me that is aces. I reckon that if I was a guy who was given to gettin’ sentimental about anything I shoulda been sorta pleased with the way she was lookin’.

“I think you’re swell, Lemmy,” she says.

She goes out with Maloney.

I go over to Metts’ desk an’ I open the drawer an’ I take out a pair of steel bracelets. Then I go over to Paulette an’ I slip ’em on her. She don’t like it very much.

“You better get used to the feel of ’em, Paulette,” I tell her. “An’ if you get away with twenty years I guess you’ll be lucky, an’ that ain’t even takin’ inta consideration them shots you had at me.”

She gets up outa the chair.

“I wish I’d got you,” she says. “I guess I woulda saved myself a lotta trouble if I had. Still that’s the way life goes...”

She takes a sudden step back an’ then she takes a big swipe at my face with her wrists. I bet if them handcuffs had hit me my face woulda been more like the Rock of Gibraltar than it is.

I do a quick side step. She misses me. I get hold of her an’ I am just goin’ to give her a good smackin’ on the place intended for it, when I stop myself.

“No,” I tell her. “I ain’t goin’ to smack you any, it would be like smackin’ a tarantula. Paulette Benito,” I go on, “I’m arrestin’ you on a charge of bein’ accessory to first-degree murder of your husband Rudy Benito. I’m arrestin’ you on a charge of being accessory to the makin’ an’ issuin’ of counterfeit bills, bonds and stocks certificates. I’m holdin’ you here at Palm Springs pending extradition an’ trial by a Federal Court.

“An’ also,” I go on, “speakin’ personally I’d like to tellya that I’m damn glad that I ain’t your husband. It would be like sleepin’ with a rattlesnake.”

She looks at me an’ her eyes are glitterin’.

“I wish you were my husband,” she says, “just for one week. If you were my husband, I’d give you rat poison!”

“Swell,” I tell her, “an’ if I was your husband I’d take it an’ be glad. Take her away boys. Lock her up, an’ if she wants to she can start a civil war in the can.”

The cops who are waitin’ outside grab her an’ take her off. Metts brings out a bottle of bourbon an’ we have a stiff one each. I am feelin’ like I could go to bed an’ sleep for twenty-four years without even turnin’ over.

Metts tells me that he has sent a wagon out to the Hacienda Altmira with a casket an’ a coupla cops with spades to dig up what is left of Sagers an’ fix him properly. I figure that these boys will be waitin’ for me to go out an’ show ’em where Fernandez buried the kid, so I scram downstairs an’ get in the car an’ drive out to the Hacienda.

The dawn is breakin’. The desert country looks pretty swell at this time.

I would like to stick around here at this place just doin’ nothin’ an’ doin’ it all the time, instead of rushin’ about the country pullin’ in cheap crooks an’ counterfeiters an’ jumpin’ around duckin’ shots from dames like Paulette.

I leave the car at the front of the Hacienda, an’ walk around the back. Two State cops with a police wagon an’ shovels are hangin’ around. They have got a casket in the wagon. I show ’em where Sagers is buried an’ they start diggin’.

Then I remember somethin’. I light a cigarette an’ go back to the car an’ drive out towards Henrietta’s little rancho. When I get there I see Maloney just gettin’ inta his car.

“Say, am I the big mug, or am I?” I tell him. “With all this depression that’s been flying around, I forgot the only bitta good news I got for Henrietta. An’ anyway where was you goin’?”

“I’m scrammin’,” he says. “You see, now that Henrietta’s in the clear I guess I don’t haveta stick around any more. I sorta wanted to give her a hand that’s all, an’ I guess I sorta used the situation inta rushin’ her inta a marriage with me. But she ain’t that way about it. She says she’d like to think of me as a brother you know the stuff.”

He grins.

“Anyhow,” he says, “I got a girl in Florida. I guess I’ll go along an’ say how are you to her.”

“Atta boy,” I tell him.

I watch his dust as he goes down the road. Then I walk up to the door an’ I bang on it. After a bit Henrietta comes along. She has changed her outfit an’ she is wearin’ a white crepe-de-chine dress an’ white shoes. That dame sure can look a honey.

“Say, Henrietta,” I tell her. “I gotta bit of news for you an’ I was a mug not to have thoughta it before.

“Granworth was insured for two hundred thousand, wasn’t he? Well the policy covered everything except suicide, an’ he never committed suicide. He was shot resistin’ arrest yesterday by Rurales.

“O.K. Well the Corporation will pay. That means that you get plenty dough so I reckon you needn’t worry your head about anything. I’ll have a word with Metts on my way back so’s if you want any dough quick the bank’ll let you have some. I’ll wire the New York Police to send the policy along, so’s the bank can hold it against any dough you want.”

She looks at me an’ her eyes are sorta starry.

“That’s fine, Lemmy,” she says. “But won’t you come in. There’s one or two things I want to say to you. Besides there’s breakfast coming.”

I look at her.

“Listen lady,” I tell her. “Maybe you ain’t heard about me. I am one tough guy. I am not the sorta guy who you can trust around the place havin’ breakfast with a swell dame like you. Especially if you are good at makin’ waffles. When I eat waffles I just get goin’ an’ they tell me that then I get to be the sorta guy that dames oughta be warned against.”

She leans up against the door post.

“I was goin’ to give you fried chicken,” she says, “but after that I think I won’t. I’ve got a better idea.”

“Such as?” I ask her.

“Such as waffles,” she says.

I look at her again an’ I start thinkin’ of my old mother. Ma Caution usta tell me when I was a kid that I always put food before everything.

An’ for once Ma Caution was wrong.


Can Ladies Kill? (1938)
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This fourth adventure for Lemmy Caution was published in January 1938 and serialised in several newspapers the following year. Intriguingly, Cheyney still struggled with his profile as a novelist, for this book was advertised in many places as being by  “the popular Evening Standard Contributor”.

Lemmy goes to San Francisco to interview Mariella Thorenson, who has written to the Bureau of Investigation claiming to have information about some local criminal matters. Yet, she seems to have disappeared, though eventually her disfigured body is found in the harbour and identified by Aylmar Thorenson, her estranged husband. Soon it is revealed that a beautiful Chinese lady, Berenice Lee Sam, visited Mariella’s home around the time she vanished. In Berenice’s home Lemmy discovers a letter, purportedly written by Mariella to her estranged husband accusing Berenice of having a dishonourable relationship with him. Lemmy suspects that Berenice may have murdered Mariella; he sends the letter away for analysis and discovers that she didn’t write it. Then Lemmy leans from Nellie, Mariella’s cook, that Rudy Spigla, a known drug smuggler had called at Mariella’s home more than once…

Most critics liked this book; “Lemmy Caution is out and about again and using his wits rather more alertly. Anyone not yet tired of “tough guy” English will like this a great deal,” said one, whilst another called it, “Cheyney’s most ambitious story — quite his best,” and pointed out that, “No reader of good detection can afford to miss this dramatic story.” Some weren’t so enthused, with one reviewer saying that it was, “a conventional murder mystery story about ‘dope’, smuggling and crime.”

Like the first Caution novel, Can Ladies Kill? was also adapted for the Australian radio station 2CH, with the show being broadcast in April 1944.
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The first edition
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PROLOGUE
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The Villa Rosal
Burlingame,
California,
1st January, 1937.

To The Director,
Bureau of Investigation,
U.S. Department of Justice, Washington.

Dear Sir, — After a great deal of thought I have finally decided to write to you. This letter probably sounds mysterious, but at the moment, mystery is necessary.

During the last two or three months I have, by accident, obtained knowledge of certain matters which, I believe, should properly be dealt with by your department. These matters are criminal matters of a federal nature. I do not wish to say anything more at this moment, because I hope that further disclosure by me may be unnecessary.

I have every hope that I may be able to write you more fully during the next ten days, or it may be that during the period 1st to 9th of this month events will justify my calling you on the long distance and clearing up this matter.

But should you not hear from me by the 9th of this month I think it is imperative that you send a reliable operative from your department to contact me here on the afternoon of the 10th instant. If this becomes necessary I will make a full statement to him.

Faithfully yours,

Marella Thorensen


I. FREEZE-OUT FOR A DAME
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I AM STANDIN’ lookin’ at this house and I think that if ever I get any dough I will settle down an’ get myself a dump like this.

Because it has got what they call atmosphere. It is standin’ back off the roadway on the side of a little green slope. There is a white thicket fence separatin’ it from the road an’ there are flower beds and ornamental bits edged out with white stones all over the place. Through the gate there is a flight of wide steps linkin’ a sorta terrace path that runs up to the front door.

Me — I reckon I would like a rest. Travellin’ by airplane is all very well but it sorta gets you tired. But then I’ve found that anythin’ gets me tired. Even “G” men get tired, but maybe they told you about that.

Walkin’ up the path to the porch I get wonderin’ what this Marella Thorensen is goin’ to be like. I’m sorry that we never got any picture of this dame because if I see a picture of a dame I sorta get ideas about her. But as I’ll be seein’ her in a minute maybe the picture don’t matter.

This is a funny sorta job. You’ve seen the letter that this dame wrote to the Director at Washington. She says it’s mysterious. I looked this word up in the dictionary, an’ it says that mysterious means enigmatical, so I look up enigmatical an’ it says that means beyond human comprehension. Well, it ain’t beyond my comprehension.

Work it out for yourself. If this dame writes a letter to the Director of the Federal Bureau and suggests in it that there’s some sorta funny business goin’ on that he oughta know about, well it looks like there is some sorta hey-hey breakin’ around these parts. O.K. Well if that’s so it looks a bit screwy to me that she don’t go an’ tell her husband about it. After all if you’ve been married to a guy for ten years he’s the guy you go to. So what?

But then ladies do funny things. But who am I to tell you that? I reckon you knew that for yourself. Dames are a lot more definite than people think. It’s guys who are the romantic cusses. I’ve known plenty dames who was very practical, like one in Cincinatti. She was a religious dame this baby, an’ she stabbed her second husband with a screwdriver just because he wouldn’t go to church of a Sunday, which shows you that women can get tough too.

These ruminations have brought me to the front porch. There is a pretty ornamental bell-push, and when I work it I hear a musical bell ring somewhere in the house. I stand there waitin’.

It’s four o’clock an’ there is a bit of a breeze blowin’ up. I think maybe there is goin’ to be some rain. Nobody don’t take any notice of the bell so I push it again. Five or six minutes go by. I take a stroll around the side of the house. It’s a swell place, not too big or too small. A path goes around to the right an’ behind the house I can see a well-kept lawn with a little Chinese pagoda stuck in the far corner.

In the centre of the back of the house are two French windows givin’ out on to the lawn, an’ I can see that one of ’em is open. I walk up. When I get to the French window I can see that whoever was comin’ in or goin’ out last time they was in such a hurry that they had to bust the handle off, which is a funny thing to do to a glass window.

I stick my head inside an’ look inta a long low room. It’s full of nice furniture, an’ all sorts of pretty knick-knacks. There ain’t nobody there. I go in an’ do a spot of coughin’ just to let anybody know that I’m around. Nothin’ happens.

On the right of the room in a corner is a door, I walk over to this, open it an’ go out inta a passage. I cough some more but I might be a consumptive for all anybody cares. I walk along the passage an’ come to the hallway behind the front porch. There is a table on the right with a brass tray on it with some mail.

Under the table up against the wall where it has slipped down off the tray I see a telegraph form. I pick it up an’ read it. It is a telegram from the Director to Mrs. Marella Thorensen tellin’ her that Special Agent L. H. Caution will be contactin’ her between four an’ five to-night.

Well, where is she? I turn around an’ I call out Mrs. Thorensen. All I get is the air. I walk back along the passage an’ up to a wide flight of stairs away down on the left. I go up. On the first floor I turn around into another passage with the banister rail on the right where it turns and two or three white door rooms on the left.

Facing me at the end of the passage is a door an’ it is open, an’ lyin’ on the floor is a woman’s silk scarf. I walk along and stick my head in the door. It is a woman’s bedroom an’ it looks very nice to me. It also looks as if some one has been havin’ a spot of hey-hey around here because all the things on the dressin’ table between the two windows that look out towards the front of the house are on the floor. A big lounge chair has been overturned an’ there is a towel lyin’ curled up like a snake right in the middle of the blue carpet. I think that maybe Mrs. Thorensen has been in a bad temper about somethin’.

I go downstairs again, walk along the passage an’ start doin’ a little investigatin’. I go all over the place but I can’t find anybody. When I get into the kitchen I see a note stuck up against a tea canister on the table. This note is addressed to “Nellie” an’ it says:



“Don’t worry about dinner. I shall not be back until nine to-night.”



It looks to me like Nellie has taken time out too.

I go out of the place the way I came in an’ shut the French window. I go back to where I have parked the hired car, get into it an’ light a cigarette. I reckon that if this dame is not goin’ to be back till nine o’clock to-night I might as well go over to San Francisco an’ have a word with O’Halloran. Maybe he can wise me up to something.

I am just goin’ to start the engine when I see a car come around the corner way down the road an’ pull up outside the Villa Rosalito. A dame gets out. She is a slim sorta baby with a nice walk, an’ she is wearin’ a funny little hat an’ has got black hair. I reckon she is goin’ to pay a call on Mrs. Thorensen.

I start the engine an’ drive off, but because I am a curious cuss, as I go past the car outside the villa, I take the number. Way up at the end of the pathway I can see this dame pushin’ the bell-push. I reckon she’ll be disappointed.

I make San Francisco by five-thirty. I put the car in a garage an’ go along to the Sir Francis Drake Hotel which is a dump where I have stayed before. I check in, take a drink an’ a shower an’ do a little quiet thinkin’.

Maybe you are thinkin’ along the same lines as I am, an’ anyhow you gotta agree that it looks durn silly for this dame Marella Thorensen to write letters askin’ for “G” men to be sent along an’ then, when she gets a wire to say that I am comin’, to scram outa the house an’ leave a note for the cook sayin’ that she won’t be back till nine o’clock. At the back of my head there is a big idea that there is somethin’ screwy goin’ on around here.

I get a hunch. I call through to the Hall of Justice, an’ ask if O’Halloran is there. I get right through to him. “Hey, Terry,” I tell him, “listen. Are you doin’ some heavy sleuthin’ or have you got enough time on your hands to come around to the Sir Francis Drake an’ talk to Lemmy Caution?”

He says sure an’ he will come around.

Terence O’Halloran, who is a Police Lieutenant in ‘Frisco, has been a buddy of mine since I got him a beat poundin’ job in this man’s city a long whiles ago. This guy can also drink more whisky than any cop I ever knew, an’ in spite of the fact that his face is as homely as a mountain gorge he sometimes has brains. Pretty soon he comes around an’ I order up a bottle of Irish whisky, an’ start workin’ the pump handle on him.

“Looky, Terry,” I tell him, “this is sorta unofficial, see, because right now this business is not a police department job, but maybe you know something about Mrs. Marella Thorensen, an’ if so you can spill it.”

I tell him about the letter this dame has wrote to the Bureau of Investigation, an’ how I came out to contact her.

“I’m goin’ back there to the Rosalito dump at nine o’clock,” I say, “an’ I thought that maybe I could fill in the time gettin’ the low down on this babe an’ her husband.”

“There ain’t much to tell, Lemmy,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve seen the dame in years. She’s easy to look at an’ she only comes into ‘Frisco once in a blue moon. But her husband is a fly baby. I reckon this guy Aylmar Thorensen knows his groceries all right, an’ I’ll tell you why.

“Six years ago this palooka is just another attorney. He gets an industrial case here an’ there but he don’t amount to anything much, an’ then all of a sudden he gets himself appointed as attorney for a guy called Lee Sam. Ho Lee Sam is in the money. He’s got a silk business in California an’ four factories on the other side of the slot. But like all Chinks he hasta go on makin’ some more, so he starts musclin’ around in the number rackets, and pin table takes in Chinatown an’ gets himself tied up with a guy called Jack Rocca who come here outa Chicago an’ who has got a record as long as the Golden Gate bridge.

“One way an’ another it looks like these two are goin’ to get themselves in bad with the Hall of Justice, but this guy Thorensen is always there with bells on just when things are lookin’ not so hot. If it wasn’t for him keepin’ Lee Sam’s nose clean I reckon that Chink woulda been in plenty trouble — money or no money.”

I nod. “An’ I suppose Lee Sam pays plenty to keep a legal eye on the proceedin’s?” I ask him.

“Right,” he says. “An’ has Thorensen done himself good. That guy has got himself two cars an’ a swell house out at Burlingame an’ an apartment on Nob Hill. He’s a clever guy that Thorensen, but maybe some of these guys are so clever that in the long run they double-cross themselves.”

He lights himself a cigarette.

“Say, Lemmy,” he says, “what’s this dame Marella Thorensen tryin’ to do to you Federal guys?”

“Search me,” I tell him, “I wouldn’t know, but I reckon I’m goin’ to find out. This dame leaves a note for the cook sayin’ she’ll be back by nine o’clock so I’m bustin’ outa here at about a quarter to nine. When I’ve seen this dame maybe I’ll know what I’m talkin’ about. In the meantime,” I go on, “supposin’ we eat.”

I ring down to the desk an’ I order a dinner, an’ we sit an’ eat an’ talk about old times before prohibition when men was men, an’ women was glad of it.

At half-past eight Terry scrams. He has got to go back to the Hall of Justice on some job, an’ at a quarter to nine I start thinkin’ about gettin’ the car an’ goin’ back to have my little talk with Marella Thorensen.

I am just walkin’ outa the room when the telephone bell rings. It is O’Halloran.

“Hey, Lemmy,” he says, “what do you know about this? You remember I was telling you about this guy Lee Sam. Well, he’s just been through here on the telephone. He says he’s worried. I’ll tell you why. This guy’s daughter has been over in Shanghai, see, on a holiday or something. O.K. Well this afternoon she rings him up. She’s just got in at Alameda across the Bay on the China Clipper from Shanghai. Well Lee Sam is plenty surprised at this because he didn’t know anything about this dame coming back, and he says so what? She tells him that she’s had a letter from Marella Thorensen saying that she’s got to see her and fixing that she’ll be in at the Villa Rosalito this afternoon.

“Lee Sam’s daughter says that she is taking a car right away and going out to the Villa Rosalito at Burlingame, that she reckons to be there in about half an hour and that she ought to be home at the Lee Sam place on Nob Hill at six o’clock.

“O.K. Well, she ain’t appeared and the old boy is getting scared. He is wonderin’ what’s happened to her. He’s gettin’ all the more scared because he’s been ringing the Villa Rosalito on the telephone and he can’t get any reply. It looks like there ain’t anybody there. I thought I’d let you know and if you’re goin’ out like you said maybe you can tell me what’s goin’ on around there. Then I’ll let the Chink know.”

I do a spot of thinkin’.

“O.K. Terry,” I tell him. “But you do somethin’ for me, will you? There ain’t any need to get excited about this Lee Sam girl yet. Maybe I’ve gotta idea about that. Stick around. I reckon I’ll be back here somewhere about eleven o’clock to-night. You blow in. Maybe I’ll have somethin’ to tell you.”

“Right,” he says, “I’ll ring this old palooka an’ tell him we’ll get in touch with him later.” He hangs up.

It looks like this business is gettin’ a bit more mysterious, because it looks to me now that the dame who got outa the car that I saw outside the Villa Rosalito musta been the Lee Sam girl, an’ I wonder where she has got to, because she musta found out pretty good an’ quick that there wasn’t anybody in the place.

I go down an’ around to the garage where I have left the car, an’ I drive good an’ quick out to Burlingame. There is a mist comin’ down — one of them blanket mists that blow down over the San Francisco district from the Sacramento River, an’ I aim to get out there whilst I can see.

I pull up outside the Villa Rosalito, walk up the long terraced path to the front door an’ start playin’ tunes on the bell. Nothing happens. I had an idea it wouldn’t. I walk around the side, round to the back an’ get through the French window like I did before. I notice it is open an’ when I came out I closed it, so maybe the Chinese girl went in this way.

I switch the lights on an’ take a look all round the place. There just ain’t anybody there. Finally I go inta the kitchen. When I get there I see the note that was propped up against the tea canister is gone an’ I wonder if Nellie the cook has been back. If she has, where is this baby?

I go back to the hall an’ I grab the telephone. I ring through to O’Halloran an’ ask this guy if he’s got any news. He says yes, that he has been on to Lee Sam an’ the girl’s cashed in all right. She got in just after nine o’clock. She’s been stickin’ around seein’ friends. I ask him if he has said anythin’ to this Lee Sam about Mrs. Thorensen not bein’ out at the Villa Rosalito, an’ he says he ain’t said a word, that there didn’t seem any call to say anything, but that the daughter would know that anyway.

I then tell him that I’m comin’ straight back to the Sir Francis Drake Hotel, and as it is good an’ foggy I reckon to be back there about eleven o’clock, an’ that maybe he would like to meet me at the dump an’ drink a little more whisky. He says O.K. he will go any place to drink whisky.

I go outside, start the car up an’ drive back. The mist has come down like a blanket an’ there is a thin drizzlin’ rain. It’s a miserable sorta night. It’s not so easy to drive an’ it is quarter after eleven before I get back.

Upstairs in my room I find O’Halloran. He has finished the bottle I ordered when I was there before so I get another one up an’ we have a drink.

“Look, Terry,” I tell him. “I’m gettin’ plenty leg-work on this job. Right now I’m takin’ a run up to this Lee Sam’s place. I wanta have a word with that daughter of his. I reckon I wanta know where Marella Thorensen is.”

He puts his glass down. “Why don’t you call her husband?” he says. “He’s got an apartment up on Nob Hill. Maybe she’s out there.”

“Yeah, an’ maybe she ain’t,” I tell him. “If this dame wanted to talk to her husband about this business that she wants to talk to me about, she’d have done it before. Right now I don’t wanta disturb this guy Aylmar Thorensen. I just wanta talk to this Chinese dame, but if you wanta be a good guy I’ll tell you what you can do. Stick around here an’ go on drinkin’ whisky. Maybe I’ll want you to do somethin’ for me. If I do I’ll call you through from Lee Sam’s place.”

“O.K. Lemmy,” he says. “Me — I’m happy. I’ve got my feet up an’ I’m drinking whisky. What can a guy ask more than that?”

I leave him reachin’ for the bottle.

I jump a cable car up the hill an’ get dropped off somewhere around this Vale Down House where Lee Sam lives. As I walk up to it I see a lighted window stickin’ outa the mist. The house is one helluva big place standin’ in its own grounds with a high sorta wall around it an’ big ornamental gates. It looks like this Chinaman has got plenty dough.

I go through the gates, walk along the drive an’ ring the bell. A slit-eyed palooka in a butler’s coat opens the door. I tell him that I am a Federal Officer an’ that I would like to have a few words with Miss Lee Sam, an’ he shows me inta some sittin’ room that is filled with some swell Chinese furniture, an’ tells me to park myself.

About five minutes later a guy comes inta the room, an’ I reckon that this will be Lee Sam. He is a fine old benevolent lookin’ guy with white whiskers an’ a Chinese pigtail, which not many of ’em wear these days. He is wearin’ Chinese clothes an’ looks like he’d stepped out of a picture on a willow pattern plate. He has got a nice quiet sorta face, bland an’ smilin’, an’ he speaks good English except that he can’t sound his “r’s.”

“You want see Miss Lee Sam?” he says. “Can I help. Velly solly I disturb Police Department unnecessarily. Daughter is quite safe. She was driving alound seeing fliends.”

He smiles. “Young people velly thoughtless,” he says.

“Fine, Lee Sam,” I tell him, “an’ I’m glad your daughter’s O.K., but I wanta have a word with her, see? I wanta see her about something else.”

He looks a little bit surprised, but he don’t say anythin’, he just sorta shrugs his shoulders, turns around an’ walks outa the room. I sit down again an’ light myself a cigarette, an’ in a coupla minutes the door opens an’ a dame walks in. An’ what a dame!

I tell you she’s got everything. She is tall, slight an’ supple, but that don’t mean she’s thin. She has the right sorta curves. I tell you that dame’s figure would have made a first-class mannequin jump in the lake out of envy. Her hair is as black as night but her eyes are turquoise blue. If I didn’t know that this dame was Lee Sam’s daughter I’d never have guessed she was Chinese in a million years. I woulda thought she was just a super American lovely.

She is wearing a black silk Chinese coat an’ trousers worked over with gold dragons. The coat is buttoned high to her neck an’ a pair of black satin shoes with diamond buckles set off her feet swell. Her skin is dead white an’ her lips are parted in a little smile as if she sorta thought she liked you but wasn’t quite certain. Her teeth are pearly an’ even, an’ she has got about twenty thousand smackers’ worth of diamond necklace around her neck an’ another ten grands’ worth on her fingers in rings.

If this is what dames look like in China then I am wise to why so many palookas are tryin’ to be missionaries.

She stops right in front of where I am sittin’ an’ looks down at me. “Good night to you,” she says. “You wish to speak to me?”

I get up. “Just a few questions, Miss Lee Sam,” I tell her. “My name’s Caution. I’m a Federal Officer. I suppose you don’t know where Mrs. Thorensen is?”

She looks surprised. “Marella was at home when I saw her last. I arrived there at four-forty-five. There was no one there. I waited a little while and then she returned. That would be five o’clock or a little after.”

“O.K.” I say, “an’ then what did you do?”

“We sat an’ talked.”

She is lookin’ at me with the same half smile, sorta old-fashioned, if you know what I mean.

“An’ how long was you sittin’ there talkin’?” I ask her.

She shrugs her shoulders. “For a long time,” she says. “Until about seven o’clock or maybe later. I left there at about twenty minutes to eight.”

“An’ you left her there?”

She nods her head.

“If that’s so, Miss Lee Sam, can you explain why it was that your father couldn’t get any answer on the telephone when he called through after he’d got worried about you?”

She is still smilin’. She looks to me like a very swell-lookin’ school teacher bein’ patient with a kid.

“I can tell you that, Mr. Caution,” she says. “When we were talking Marella took the telephone receiver off the hook so that we should not be disturbed. Then afterwards we went up to her room and I expect she forgot to put it back again.”

I think a minute. I remember that when I went out there the second time an’ rang O’Halloran from there the telephone receiver was on the hook all right.

“That’s possible,” I say. “An’ why did you go out there in such a helluva hurry directly you got in on the China Clipper?”

She smiles a bit more.

“She wanted me to,” she answers. “She wrote to me in Shanghai. She told me to go to her very urgently because she was in trouble. She write me by air mail on the first of this month. She said I was to come to be with her on the 10th at latest. She is my friend,” she says, “so I came.”

I grin. “Lady,” I tell her, “I wish you was so friendly with me that you’d fly four thousand miles if I wrote you a letter. Was that the only reason?”

“That is enough reason, Mr. Caution,” she says. “If I loved you I would fly four thousand miles to you if you asked it.”

I reckon that I oughta keep my mind on the business in hand, so I don’t say anything to this crack.

“Maybe you’ve got the letter that Mrs. Thorensen wrote you askin’ you to come over?” I say.

She shakes her head. “No,” she says, “I destroyed it. I saw no reason to keep it.”

“What’s you first name Miss Lee Sam?” I ask her.

“Berenice,” she says.

She looks at me an’ her eyes are like a deep stream in the summer. I tell you this baby is no pushover. She has got poise an’ calm an’ the whole works an’ her brain is as snappy as a whip.

“Don’t you think it a nice name, Mr. Caution?” she says.

“So your mother was American?” I shoot at her.

“Yes,” she says. “How did you know?”

“Your father can’t pronounce ‘r’s’” I tell her. “So he wouldn’t have christened you Berenice.”

“You are very much more clever than you look, Mr. Caution,” she says. “And you are right about my father. He pronounces it ‘Belenice’; but he has another name for me. It is Chinese. It means ‘Very Deep and Very Beautiful Stream.’ Do you like that Mr. Caution?”

“Lady,” I tell her, “you’re beautiful all right an’ I think you’re plenty deep.”

She starts smilin’ again an’ turns around as the old guy comes inta the room. He comes over to me.

“Gentleman to spleak to you,” he says. “Telephone in hall outside.”

I go out after him. I leave her standin’ there smilin’. It is O’Halloran.

“Listen, you beautiful brute,” he says. “I been amusin’ myself doin’ a little telephonin’ around this town an’ here’s a flash for you. Half an hour ago some cops from the Harbour patrol find a body floatin’ around the New York Dock. They sent it along to the morgue. It’s a dame. I ain’t been around there because I hate leavin’ this whisky, but here’s a rough description. Height about five feet five: weight estimated at 120 to 130 lbs. Blonde an’ bobbed hair. Does that mean anything to you?”

“O.K. Terry,” I tell him. “Just stick around an’ I’ll take in the morgue personally. I’ll be seein’ you.”

The old guy has disappeared. I go back inta the room. She is still standin’ there where I left her.

“Listen, lady,” I tell her. “There’s just one thing more. What clothes was Mrs. Thorensen wearin’ when you saw her?”

“She was wearin’ a blue suit with an oyster coloured crepe-de-chine shirt,” she says. “She had on grey silk stockings and black patent court shoes.”

“Any rings?”

“Yes, a diamond and ruby betrothal ring, and a diamond set wedding ring, and a single ruby ring on her little finger. She always wore those.”

“Thanks a lot,” I tell her. “I’ll be seein’ you some more Very Deep an’ Very Beautiful Stream,” I crack at her, “an’ mind you don’t run out to the sea while I’m away.”

I scram.

I jump a cab that is wanderin’ an’ I go down the hill. I pay off the cab at Kearny an’ walk along past the Hall of Justice to the morgue. This is a long low dump lyin’ beside the hall on the other side of a little roadway.

It has started to rain like hell an’ in spite of the mist it is sorta close an’ heavy. Away down the street I can just see the blue lamp outside the morgue.

Just along by the entrance I can see a dame. She’s got no slicker an’ no hat an’ no umbrella; she is just standin’ there lookin’ as if she was lost an’ likin’ it.

“Hey, sister, don’t you know it’s rainin’?” I tell her as I walk past. “What’s the matter? Has some guy stood you up?”

She looks at me sorta fresh, but there is a scared look in her eye. “On your way, sailor,” she says. “Maybe I like rain; it sets my hair.”

As I turn inta the entrance I am thinkin’ that all dames are nuts anyhow. I go up the entrance steps an’ push the door open. Inside on the right of the hallway is the office. I go in there. There ain’t anybody in it; but there is a bell for the attendant on the desk.

I push it. Then I wait around for a few minutes. Nothin’ happens. I push the bell again. After a bit the door on the other side of the counter opens an’ the attendant comes in. He is in his shirt sleeves an’ his uniform cap is about two sizes too small for him. I start wonderin’ why it is that they always give these morgue guys caps that are too small.

“An’ what can I do for you?” he says.

I show him my badge. “There was a dame brought in here to-night by the Harbour squad,” I tell him. “I wanta have a look at her.”

“O.K.” he says. “This way.”

He opens up the flap in the counter an’ I go through. Then I follow him across the office an’ along a passage an’ down some stairs. As we go down the air gets plenty cold. We go through an iron door at the bottom an’ he switches on the light. Then he gives a sorta gasp an’ points with his finger.

“Well, can you beat that?” he says. “Look. To-night just after they brought this dame in the freezin’ apparatus down here goes wrong an’ I have to telephone through for a whole lot of ice to keep this place cold, because we got eight stiffs down here. One ice block was put on that iron shelf above the tray they laid that dame on an’ look what’s happened to it.”

I look. Right along the sides of the walls are what looks like white japanned filin’ cabinets, an’ the trays they lay the bodies on come outa these on rollers. Way down at the end of the morgue is a white tray out with a dame’s body on it, an’ a block of ice about three feet square has slipped off the shelf from above the tray right on the face of this dame. It wasn’t no sight for babies, I’m tellin’ you.

I go along an’ look at it. It is dressed in a blue suit with patent court shoes, an’ I can see that the shirt was oyster silk — that is before the ice slipped. I look at the left hand. There is a diamond and ruby ring on the third finger an’ a weddin’ ring set with diamonds next to it. On the little finger is a big single ruby ring.

“O.K. buddy,” I say. “That’s all I wanted to know.”

I scram. I walk back to the Sir Francis Drake an’ go to my room. Terry is there drinkin’ whisky an’ playin’ solitaire. I give myself a drink.

“What’s eatin’ you, Lemmy?” he says. “You been to the morgue?”

“Yeah,” I tell him, “but that ain’t what’s worryin’ me right now. I just got a funny idea. Listen, Terry, you tell me how the freezin’ apparatus at the morgue can go wrong?”

“It can’t,” he says. “Not unless the electricity for the whole city goes wrong with it.”

“O.K.” I say. “This is where you an’ me go out an’ get busy.”

He looks up. “How come?” he says.

“Look, Terry,” I tell him. “When I go down to the morgue I see a dame standin’ outside in the rain just for nothin’ at all. Inside I see that the attendant’s hat don’t fit him. Also he tells me that the freezin’ has gone wrong an’ that they have had to get ice in, an’ shows me how one block has slipped an’ wiped out the face of the dame that was Marella Thorensen. Like a big sap I fell for it.”

“For what?” he says.

“Just this,” I tell him. “We’re goin’ out to find what they did with the real morgue attendant, the one they got outa the way while they brought that ice block in an’ smacked it on the face of that corpse. The guy I saw down there was a phoney. That’s why his hat didn’t fit him.”

I put on my hat.

“I’m layin’ you six to four that we find the real guy down there in one of the trays,” I say. “The girl outside was the look out. When I got in they was fixin’ the job an’ the others got out the back way while one smart guy came back into the office when I rang the bell an’ played me for a sucker while they was doin’ it.”

Terry sorta sighs an’ heaves himself up. We go down in the lift an’ grab a cab outside.

When we get down to the morgue office there ain’t anybody there at all. We go through the office an’ along the passage and down the stairs to the corpse room. I switch on the light an’ light a cigarette an’ then we start pullin’ out the trays with the stiffs on.

We found the morgue attendant all right. He was in number five tray. His eyes are wide open an’ lookin’ sorta surprised.

Which he was entitled to be because somebody has shot this guy three times.


II. TWO-TIME TOOTS
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O’HALLORAN FINISHES THE bottle.

“Ain’t it like life?” he says. “Anyhow this dame Marella hadta die sometime. Why couldn’t she get herself a piece of pneumonia or somethin’ normal instead of havin’ herself put outa circulation by some gun guy thereby causin’ plenty trouble for all concerned?” He hiccups so hard he nearly ricks his neck.

“What I wanta know, Lemmy,” he says, “is why some bozos haveta smash this dame’s pan. It don’t make sense to me. An’ look at the risk they was runnin’. It’s just sorta ridiculous. Here is the morgue stuck right next to the Hall of Justice. There is about seven cops on night shift who mighta strolled inta the morgue office any time to pass the time of day with Gluck. I don’t get the idea at all.”

“I get it plenty,” I tell him, an’ as I say this Brendy comes in.

Brendy is the Precinct Captain. He is a nice guy an’ plays along very sweet with anybody who don’t rub him the wrong way. He is a bit sore about bein’ got up over all this besuzuz.

“Well, you guys,” he says, “we got that identification sewn up all right. I had Thorensen down an’ it nearly made him sick. I don’t reckon I’ve ever seen a guy look so green around the trap. It’s Marella Thorensen, an’ if somebody will proceed to give me some sorta low-down on all this ice block stuff I’ll be very pleased to listen to ’em.”

He grabs himself off a glass an’ gives himself a snifter.

“Also,” he goes on, “I wants know just what we are goin’ to do about these killin’s. This job starts off as a Federal Investigation inta some sorta low-down that Marella Thorensen says she has got about Federal offences around here. O.K. Well, now the situation has changed plenty. There’s two bump-offs in my precinct, an’ that’s a matter for me an’ the Chief of Police. How’re we goin’ to play it, Lemmy?”

“Look fellers,” I tell ’em. “Let’s take this thing easy, shall we? Brendy, you don’t know that you got two bump-offs. You’re only certain that you got one. You know that Gluck, the morgue attendant, was murdered, but you don’t know that Marella Thorensen was, an’ that’s why somebody put that act on with the ice block.”

They get interested.

“Here’s how I see this thing,” I tell ’em. “The doctor says that Marella Thorensen was dead before she was chucked inta the drink. O.K. He knows this because there ain’t any water in the lungs. So she died before she went inta the water, didn’t she, an’ at the present moment there ain’t any medical examiner who can say just how she did die. Well I’m goin’ to make a coupla guesses.

“Here’s the way I reckon they played it. Somebody shoots Marella through the head, an’ the next thing is to get rid of the body, so they take it along down to the wharf an’ slam it over the edge.

“Now you tell me something, Brendy. How was it that the Harbour Squad found Marella floatin’?”

“Some guy calls through on the telephone to the Squad Office,” he says. “Some guy says he has seen a stiff floatin’ around the Little Basin, an’ then he hangs up. The Squad go out an’ look around an’ they find her.”

“All right,” I say, “an’ then the Squad pick her up an’ stick her in a patrol wagon an’ send her along to the morgue, an’ that’s that.

“Now you guys have gotta admit that there is something screwy about that call. If the guy who called through was a legitimate guy he is goin’ to say who he is, ain’t he? But he don’t. He just hangs up an’ scrams. So it looks to me as if he called through just so that Marella Thorensen should be found, an’ what does that mean. Well, it means that somebody wanted the world to know that she was dead, see?”

They nod.

“O.K.” says O’Halloran, “so what?”

“Well, if you guys are goin’ to accept that, maybe you will accept this as well: What reason would some guy have for bumpin’ Marella, throwin’ her in the ditch an’ then callin’ through so’s the Harbour Squad will find her an’ get her identified? Well it looks to me as if the reason might be this one: This dame Marella Thorensen has sent a letter to the Bureau of Investigation to say that she is goin’ to spill the beans on the 10th January — to the operative who is sent down. Well now, if somebody kills this dame to-night an’ we all find out that it is her, then the Federal operative knows durn well that he ain’t goin’ to take any statement from Mrs. Marella Thorensen, don’t he? So what does he do? He reckons that the two deaths — Marella’s an’ Gluck’s — are just the business of the local Police Department, so he scrams back to Washington, don’t he?”

“That sounds like sense to me,” says Brendy.

“It is sense, an’ it’s just what I ain’t goin’ to do,” I tell ’em. “I reckon that if these guys took all that trouble to let us know that Marella was dead then they done it because they wanted me to pack up on this job, an’ the reason they would want me to pack up is because I might find out from somewhere else just what she wanted to talk about, an’ that’s why I’m goin’ to stick around.”

“O.K.,” says Brendy, “an’ supposin’ for the sake of argument that that is right too, we still ain’t got any further with this ice business, hey Terry?”

Terry shakes his head. “Me — I just cannot understand about that,” he says.

I grin. “I reckon it’s simple,” I tell ’em. “Look, here’s how I figure it. This guy who has shot Marella Thorensen an’ had her chucked in the harbour has either called through himself or got some guy to call through to the Harbour Squad so’s they’ll find her an’ so’s we’ll know she’s dead, like I told you before.

“O.K. When all this business is over an’ the body has been sent down to the morgue, this guy suddenly gets a very funny idea. He remembers that the probability is that the bullet he shot this dame with is still in her head an’ he particularly don’t want the medical examiner to find that bullet. Now you guys know as well as I do just why he wouldn’t want that bullet found.”

They both look up. They’re gettin’ interested.

“Sure I know,” says Brendy. “He don’t want that bullet found because we can identify the gun that fired it from the bullet itself. That means to say that Marella was bumped by a guy who has already ironed out somebody around here, and whose gun has been identified once before by a bullet taken out of a corpse.”

“Swell, brother,” I tell him, “you’re gettin’ warm. That bein’ so what does he do? He knows durn well that if that bullet is found we’ll know who killed Marella an’ we’ll also know who it was who was so keen to get her outa the way so’s we shouldn’t find out about this letter she wrote.

“So he takes a chance. He loads some ice blocks on a truck, he gets down to the morgue, he gets Gluck downstairs on some pretence inta the corpse room an’ bumps him. Then he opens the back door an’ the other guys come in with the ice blocks. They drop one of ’em on Marella’s face an’ they get the bullet. They’re just finishin’ off when they hear the bell ring in the office upstairs. That’s me. I’ve just arrived. So one of ’em — a guy with a nerve — grabs off Gluck’s cap, takes off his coat an’ comes up an’ does that act with me.

“When he hears that I’m a Federal Officer who’s come around to have a look at the stiff that’s just been brought in, he gets a bit of a shock, but his nerve is still workin’ so he pulls that story on me about the freezin’ apparatus havin’ gone wring, an’ I fall for it.”

They look at each other.

“Lemmy, I reckon you’re right,” says Terry. “It looks like that’s the low-down.”

“Maybe,” I tell ’em, “an’ if it is we still got a clue. Maybe we can still find this guy an’ d’ya see how?”

“Sure I do,” says Brendy. “All we gotta do is to go through the Police records an’ make a list of every guy whose gun has been matched up by the ballistics department with a bullet that has been taken outa some stiff during the last year or so. Then I reckon the guy we’re lookin’ for is somewhere on that list.”

“O.K. Brendy,” I say. “Maybe you’ll do that for me. Another thing is this,” I say, “you guys have gotta realise that this Marella Thorensen killin’ is tied up like I said with a letter she wrote to the Director of the Bureau. O.K. We don’t wanta play these two killin’s separately. Let’s make this one job. I reckon we can all help each other. What do you say, Brendy?”

“That’s O.K. by me,” he says. “Lemmy, I don’t mind playin’ around with you. I’ll speak to the Chief in the mornin’ an’ get his O.K. on it. Where do we go from there?” he says.

I light myself a cigarette. “You tell me about Thorensen, Brendy,” I say. “What happened when you got him down to the morgue to-night?”

“He wasn’t lookin’ so good,” says Brendy. “He comes down an’ I tell him that maybe we’ve got a bit of bad news for him. I tell him that a Federal officer was trying to find his wife this afternoon an’ couldn’t, that a body has been found by the Harbour Squad, an’ we’d like him to have a look at it. I tell him that maybe he’d better prepare himself for a shock.

“He don’t say anything very much. He just says O.K. So I take him down to the corpse room and I show him Marella. He just looks at it like he was poleaxed, then he nods his head an’ he says ‘that’s her all right,’ an’ that’s that. Then he went back home, and,” Brendy goes on, gettin’ up, “I reckon I’m going home too. I can do with spot of sleep all right. I wish guys wouldn’t kill each other so much around here.”

“O.K. Brendy,” I say, “but tell me somethin’. Who’s the guy on duty at the Precinct Office? Is he an intelligent guy?”

Brendy looks at O’Halloran an’ grins.

“Terry’s on to-night,” he says. “I don’t know whether he’s intelligent or not.”

“I’ll chance it,” I tell him. “Look, Terry,” I say, “it’s a quarter to two now. I’m goin’ to buy myself a cab an’ I’m goin’ up to see Thorensen. I reckon he won’t expect to be seein’ anybody before to-morrow. I wanta talk to that guy.

“Well, let’s suppose that I’m with him until three o’clock. Here’s what I want you to do. At a quarter to three you ring up Lee Sam at his place an’ tell him that you’re sendin’ up a squad car to pick him an’ his daughter up; that you want ’em to come down pronto. You get ’em down to the Precinct Office an’ you keep ’em down there askin’ ’em a lotta phoney questions until about four o’clock. Then you can let ’em go an’ it’ll give me time to do what I wanta do.”

“An’ what are you going to do?” says Brendy.

“This,” I tell him. “Thorensen is livin’ at the Chase Apartments on Nob Hill. That’s about five minutes walk from Lee Sam’s house. You boys have told me that all the servants in the Lee Sam place are China boys an’ they ain’t particularly brainy. O.K. When I leave Thorensen I’m goin’ round to the Lee Sam dump. There won’t be anybody there because by that time Terry here will have got the old man and the girl down at the Precinct. I wanta give that dame’s apartments the once-over. I wanta take a look round. I think maybe I might find somethin’.”

They look at me again.

“What’s the idea?” says Brendy.

“Well, work it out for yourself. You guys tell me Berenice Lee Sam pulls in here this afternoon on the China Clipper. She goes straight off to see Marella Thorensen, because she says that Marella Thorensen wrote her askin’ her to come up urgent, but what she don’t know is that when she arrives I’m just leavin’ the place an’ Marella ain’t there.

“Berenice says Marella turned up soon afterwards. She also says that Lee Sam couldn’t get through to the house on the telephone because Marella left the receiver off the hook so’s they shouldn’t be disturbed, but when I went back to the Villa Rosalito for the second time, the receiver was on the hook all right.

“I got an idea that Marella Thorensen never went back to that place. I got an idea that she ain’t been to that place since she went out earlier in the day, because somebody knew that when Marella went home she was goin’ to see me an’ they’d made up their minds that she just wasn’t goin’ to do that thing.

“O.K. Well Berenice either knew that somebody was going to bump Marella or she didn’t. If she didn’t know an’ Marella didn’t come back what does she wanta tell me a bundle of lies for about the conversation she had with Marella; about telephones bein’ taken off receiver hooks?

“The second thing is, if she did know, what did she wanta go there at all for? Well there might be an answer to that. Maybe Marella had some evidence stuck away at the Villa — some documents or papers of some sort — an’ maybe that was what Berenice was after. It looks to me like there was some rough housin’ around at the Villa Rosalito this afternoon. Some guy had smashed the lock on the French window at the back anyway. There was a scarf lyin’ on the floor in the bedroom an’ the dressin’ table was disarranged.

“An’ there is another little thing: When I went over that dump the first time there was a note in the kitchen addressed to Nellie, saying that Marella would not be back until nine o’clock and tellin’ her not to worry about dinner. When I go back afterwards that note is gone. Now if Marella had written that note for Nellie to read when she come in she wouldn’t take it away, would she? But somebody snatched it, didn’t they? So don’t it look to you like that note was just a fake? Don’t it look like a signal for somebody who was comin’ to that house. Well, who was it went to the house? It was Berenice Lee Sam, wasn’t it?”

Brendy lights himself a cigar.

“You know, Lemmy,” he says, “you’re buildin’ up a sweet case against this Lee Sam girl.”

“Maybe I am an’ maybe I ain’t,” I tell him, “but there was somethin’ durn screwy goin’ on around that dump this afternoon. If the Lee Sam dame went to that place to find some papers or somethin’ that incriminated somebody maybe she hasn’t been able to get rid of ’em yet. Maybe they’re still in her apartment, an’ I’m goin’ to have a look. So you get her an’ the old man down at the Precinct like I told you.

“An’ listen, Terry,” I go on, “there is another thing you might do about this dame Nellie. Get on to the night duty man at Burlingame. Ask this guy if he knows who this Nellie is. I reckon everybody will know Mrs. Thorensen’s cook. Get him to send an officer round to wake this baby up an’ ask her just what arrangements was made with Mrs. Thorensen to-day about what time she was comin’ in an’ ask this guy to give you a call through an’ let you know what he’s found out. Maybe Nellie can tell us something.”

“O.K.” says Terry, “I’ll look after it an’ let you know, Lemmy. What time do you expect to be back here?”

“Me — I oughta be back here by four-thirty o’clock,” I say, “but you needn’t bother to ring me through then because when I come back I’m goin’ to bed. I wanta see this guy Thorensen to-night because I always like to talk to guys in the middle of the night — their brains ain’t workin’ so well.”

Brendy yawns. “O.K. babies,” he says. “Me, I’m goin’ home to read a detective story so’s to get my mind off all this stuff.”

“Oh yeah,” says Terry, “I know them stories. They’re the ones you haveta put paper covers on so’s you wife can’t see the pictures on the front. Is she still ridin’ you Brendy boy?”

“You shut your trap,” says Brendy. “My old woman’s swell. She says to me the other mornin’ when she wakes up that she has just dreamed that some guy blasted her down with a Tommy gun. Say do you guys believe dreams come true?” he says sorta hopeful.

“It’s practically certain,” says O’Halloran. “I usta buy meat pies at some eat-house in California, an’ every time I eat a couple these pies I usta dream about dames. They was swell dames too with plenty curves. It practically broke me up when they closed the dump down. Well, so long, Lemmy,” he goes on. “I’ll get the Berenice baby an’ her pa down at the Precinct like you said.”

“Yeah,” says Brendy, “an’ just keep the party clean, willya? You be careful with that dame an’ don’t get tellin’ her about what you usta do when you was poundin’ a beat. Maybe she don’t like that sorta story.”

“O.K.” says O’Halloran. “You’re the boss. Should I tell her about my operation?”

They scram.

I meet Thorensen in the hallway of the Chase Apartments. Outside I have seen that there is a big roadster waitin’ with plenty baggage on it. As I go in I see this guy comin’ towards the entrance along the passage. I grin to myself because it looks to me like I have caught this bozo in the act of takin’ a run out powder.

I go up to him. “Are you Thorensen?” I ask him, an’ when he says yes I tell him who I am an’ what I am. He don’t look very pleased to hear it.

He is a big guy. His body is sorta pear shaped — slidin’ shoulders that even tailor’s paddin won’t disguise — an’ a round belly that sticks out. His face is heavy an’ jowly an’ he looks plenty worried. His eyes are deep an’ far-seein’ — clever eyes — an’ his skin is a funny lead colour. I don’t like him very much.

“Goin’ some place?” I ask him. “I s’pose you’re comin’ back for your wife’s funeral? I wanta have a little talk to you, Thorensen,” I go on. “There’s one or two little things I wanta ask you.”

“I haven’t a great deal of time,” he says, sorta surly. “This very unfortunate accident to my wife must not delay the plans for the transfer of my business to Los Angeles, which I had planned some time before this awful thing happened. But naturally I want to help in any way I can. I want to know how this accident occurred, but I must leave fairly soon, so perhaps you will make your interview as short as possible, Mr. Caution.”

“So you think that your wife’s death was an accident?” I ask him, while we are walkin’ along the corridor.

He stops an’ turns around to me while he is openin’ the door. As he pushes it open he says: “What else should it be? I imagine Marella fell into the dock, although what she was doing in the neighbourhood of the harbour is more than I can figure out.”

We go inside. The apartment is swell. This guy knows how to look after himself. I look around to see if there is a picture of Marella Thorensen anywhere, but I can’t see one. I reckon that a guy who ain’t got a picture of his wife around ain’t very fond of her.

Thorensen motions me to a chair an’ points to a liquor stand that is near me. I shake my head, but he goes over an’ mixes himself a stiff one. His hand is tremblin’ a bit an’ he looks to me as if he has got the jitters.

“Looky, Thorensen,” I tell him, “you’re a lawyer an’ you don’t need any advice from me. But I reckon that the best thing you can do is to kick in with all you know, because that way it’s goin’ to be easier for you.”

I tell him about the letter that his wife wrote, an’ why I checked in at Burlingame to see her. He says he don’t know anything about it; that he didn’t know that she wrote the letter an’ that if he hadn’t known that she was a sensible woman he woulda thought that she had gone plain nuts.

“Listen, Caution,” he says. “I’m goin’ to tell you how things were and then you can draw your own conclusions. Marella knew that I was leaving San Francisco to-night. She knew that I was going to make Los Angeles my headquarters and that although I should be running a branch office here I should be living there.

“We didn’t hit it off very well. We’d been practically strangers to each other for some time. I used to go out to Burlingame at the week-end now and again merely for the sake of appearances. But the idea of a divorce didn’t appeal to her for some reason or other.

“When I told her about my idea of moving my head office over to Los Angeles she was only mildly interested. She said that it wouldn’t make any difference to her anyway and that she’d probably see about as much of me as she did now.

“But what happened out at the Villa Rosalito to-day; why she wrote that letter to the Bureau of Investigation, why after having written it she wasn’t there to see you, and why she came into San Francisco to-night, I don’t know, and that’s the whole truth. I can’t understand a thing about it.”

“O.K.” I say. “Well, if you don’t know anything, you can’t spill it, can you?”

I think I will give this guy his head an’ let him scram. We can always keep a tail on him if we want to.

“All right, Thorensen,” I say, “you can go. You might drop in at the Hall of Justice on your way an’ leave your Los Angeles address with the night precinct officer. If we want you we’ll let you know.”

I turn around to him quick. “So you’re closin’ down your connection with Lee Sam?” I say. “You’re walkin’ out on the guy who put you on your feet. Is that the clever thing?”

He smiles. “I have many other interests, many other clients, Mr. Caution,” he says, “and my office here is quite able to handle Mr. Lee Sam’s affairs.”

“O.K.” I tell him. “Good-night, Thorensen.”

“Good-night,” he says.

I scram. I leave him standin’ there in front of the fireplace, with the glass in his hand lookin’ worried. His big belly seems to be saggin’ more than it was before an’ his eyes are sorta tired.

I reckon this Thorensen is a lousy liar.

I decide to do a spot of housebreakin’. I figure that it won’t get me any place to go ringin’ the front door bell at Lee Sam’s dump, an’ that I might just as well be clever.

Away around the back of the house is an iron gate leading to a garage, an’ I get over this easy. I go along in the dark past the garage which is standin’ away from the house, an’ come up to the house the back way. I find a shoulder high window leadin’ to some pantry or somethin’ an’ I bust it open.

In three minutes I am inside the house standin’ in the hallway outside the room where I spoke to Lee Sam an’ Berenice earlier on.

I look at my wrist watch. It is five minutes to three, so I reckon I got plenty time to look around.

I go up the wide stairway an’ along a passage at the top. I want to find where Berenice has her rooms. I try two or three doors along the passage openin’ ’em nice an’ quiet so’s not to arouse anybody who might be inside, but they are all empty. When I go inta the end room I know it is her’s.

There is a bit of moonlight an’ I can see lyin’ across the bed the black an’ gold suit she was wearin’ when I spoke to her. The room is a big one an’ after I have pulled the curtains over the big windows I switch on the light an’ look around.

It is certainly a swell dump. All the furniture is white an’ the rugs an’ trimmin’s about the place musta cost plenty. On the right hand side of the room is an openin’ inta another room. This openin’ is bigger than a door an’ has got a Chinese silk rope fringe hangin’ down.

I am just walkin’ across to this openin’ when lyin’ on a chair near a dressin’ table I see a handbag an’ a pair of gauntlet drivin’ gloves an’ I get the idea that Berenice mighta been usin’ these when she drove out to the Villa Rosalito in the afternoon.

I grab the bag, open it an’ start lookin’ through. Inside is a jade an’ diamond cigarette case, a .22 automatic pistol with an ivory butt, a billfold, a little bottle of perfume an’ some loose change. There ain’t anything else.

I put the bag back on the chair an’ in doin’ so I knock one of the gauntlet gloves off the chair. Something falls out of the glove an’ when I stoop down an’ pick it up do I get a kick or do I. Because in my hand I have got a letter that I can see was written by Marella Thorensen to her husband, an’ it says:



This is to tell you that I am more glad than ever that you are leaving San Francisco. Since I last talked to you I have discovered exactly what has been going on between you and Berenice Lee Sam. It seems that the old story about the wife being the last to know is true in this case, because although I have thought you pretty bad I never thought you’d go as far as that.

I suppose that’s how you originally got the Lee Sam business.

I’m not going to stand for this. I’m not going to discuss it with you because that wouldn’t do any good anyhow, but I’m going to have a show-down with the Lee Sam girl, and if she won’t listen to reason I’ll make her.

I don’t mind being the neglected wife so long as too many people don’t know about it. But I’m certainly not going to have a situation like this under my nose and do nothing about it — and I don’t mean divorce either!

Marella.



I stand there with the letter in my hand, listenin’ hard, because I wanta get outa this dump without anybody bein’ wise to the fact that I have been here.

Before I found the letter I didn’t give a continental if any of Lee Sam’s people had found me nosin’ around but now I have a peek at this letter I reckon I wanta scram outa here an’ do some quiet thinkin’.

This letter ties the job up. It is certain as shootin’ that Marella Thorensen had found out that her husband had been playin’ around with Berenice Lee Sam, an’ that the urgent letter askin’ Berenice to go out to the Villa Rosalito was written so that Marella could have a show-down with Berenice an’ tell her plenty.

An’ all that would be a swell motive for Berenice wantin’ Marella outa the way. After all guys like Lee Sam are very hot on their daughters behavin’ themselves an’ I reckon that Berenice knew that if her old man found out what the sehmozzle with Marella was there would be plenty trouble. An’ that was the reason why the receiver was off the hook at the Villa. Berenice took it off. She took it off so that if Lee Sam came through in the middle of the show-down Marella — who was all steamed up — shouldn’t blow the works to the old guy over the wire.

I reckon that Berenice just stuck around until Marella came back. Then Marella asks Berenice to go upstairs to her bedroom to have this pow-wow. Berenice lets Marella go up the stairs first an’ flips the telephone receiver off the hook as she passes it.

Then the two dames have a show-down an’ the things on the dressin’ table get disarranged, an’ the scarf gets thrown down on to the floor. I reckon Marella was in one helluva temper an’ was just chuckin’ things around because she felt that way.

When Berenice leaves she puts the receiver back on the hook on her way along the passage to the front door, but what I wanta know is what Marella was doin’ then if she was doin’ anything at all?

Was she doin’ anything? Or was she bumped? Did Berenice get busy with the .22 automatic an’ after givin’ Marella the heat pull her inta her car an’ drive her over to the harbour while the fog was on an chuck her in?

I open the handbag again an’ pull out the gun. It is fully loaded. I smell it an’ it smells clean, as if it hadn’t been used lately, but this don’t mean a thing because there has been plenty time to clean the gun.

I put the gun back an’ close the handbag. I put the letter back in the glove where I found it an’ I make everything look like it was before I got nosin’ around. I switch off the lights an’ pull back the curtains. I ease out inta the corridor an’ gumshoe along an’ down the stairs an’ out by the pantry the same way as I come in.

I go walkin’ down the hill thinkin’ plenty. The mist is clearin’ off an’ the rain has stopped. Way down in front of me are the lights twinklin’ an’ San Francisco is lookin’ almost like the swell place the guide books make it out to be.

I’m plenty puzzled with this business. I don’t get it at all. I can’t get the proper slant on anythin’. I’m rememberin’ that my job is to get next to the stuff that Marella wanted to tell me. After all she wouldn’t write to the Bureau just because she’d found out about Aylmar and Berenice.

I am next to the note to Nellie all right. That was a phoney. It wasn’t left for Nellie; it was left for somebody else an’ that somebody else was me. It was left so that I shouldn’t stick around waitin’ for Marella because it said she wouldn’t be back till nine o’clock. So it was written by somebody who knew that I was comin’ along; somebody who had read the telegram from the Director that I found in the hall behind the table, an’ as Berenice hadn’t arrived when I found the note to Nellie it musta been somebody else, an’ at first pop that somebody would look to be Thorensen wouldn’t it?

But the idea would be wrong because I know that Thorensen hadn’t been outa his office in ‘Frisco all day — so what the hell!

I am just crossin’ the first intersection on the cable car road when a Chevrolet comes around the corner. It slides around pretty fast with the tyres squealin’ like hell. Some guy stick out his head an’ takes a shot at me an’ my hat goes off. I drop flat just as a couple other hellions open up on me an’ I can hear the lead ricketting off the sidewalk alongside me.

I let go a hell of a groan an’ lay out flat. The car runs up the hill an’ slows down for the next corner. Somewhere down the hill I can hear a cop blow his whistle.

I roll over, unlimber the Luger from under my arm an’ open up on the Chevrolet. I am firin’ for the tyres an’ I reckon I musta got one because when it goes around the corner it skids like hell.

I run up the hill, keepin’ to the wall of the house on my left. When I get to the right hand turnin’ I can see the car twenty thirty yards down the roadway slowin’ down. I try a couple more shots an’ one goes through the rear window. I hear the glass smash.

The car stops dead. Three guys jump out an’ start runnin’ like they meant it. One of these palookas turns around an’ fires twice, but he couldn’t see anything to fire at because I am in the shadow.

I loose off three more shells after these gun-babies, but don’t do any good. Away down the roadway I can hear their feet runnin’ on the sidewalk. O.K. Let ’em go!

I ease up, put the gun away an’ light myself a cigarette. Then I walk over to the car an’ look through the window.

There is a dame lyin’ huddled up in the corner of the car I open the door an’ switch the top light on, an’ do I get a thrill?

Because the dame in the corner is the doll who was waitin’ outside the morgue in the rain when I went down to take a look at what was left of Marella; the doll who was look-out for the boys who bust Marella’s face with the ice block.

An’ there are guys who say that life ain’t sweet!


III. TALK, BLONDIE!
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“LOOK, BOZO,” SHE says, “what the hell’s the use of your pullin’ all them acts on me. I ain’t talkin’ because I don’t know nothin’, an’ if I knew anythin’ I still wouldn’t squeal to no copper, an’ where do we go from there?”

I look at this doll across the table. We are in some eats factory down on Fisherman’s Wharf, an’ this dame is as fresh as when I started workin’ on her.

“You’re breakin’ my heart, Toots,” I tell her. “I reckon you’re a tough sorta doll too. I reckon that if you was to make up your mind that you wouldn’t talk — well, that would be that now, wouldn’t it?”

I take a large bite of hamburger an’ relax. I sit there watchin’ her.

This dame has got somethin’. One time, I reckon she was as pretty as they come, but she has nearly peroxided herself out of existence an’ her hair is so brittle from bleachin’ that it looks like her father was a glassblower. She has got big blue eyes that look at you sorta innocent . . . but these eyes know plenty — got me?

She reminds me of a dame that I met up with in Akron years ago. This dame had gotta guy that I got sent up for a fifteen year stretch, an’ after they had stuck the bozo in the can she writes me a note an’ says she wants to thank me for savin’ her from marryin’ a mobster an’ will I come around because she wants to thank me personally an’ that maybe I would like to take a look at her etchings.

Well, I will try anything once an’ I am also partial to art, so I get myself all dolled up an’ I go around to some flop house where this dame is hangin’ out.

After she has told me I am one helluva guy she gives me a couple drinks of some stuff that woulda burned the skin off an armour plated crocodile, after which she proceeds to show me a trick with a knife. It was lucky all right that when she tried to stick it inta me she hit the top button on my vest otherwise I would be playin’ a harp right now an’ not even interested in the blonde that I am lookin’ at.

I look across the table at this baby. I think she looks plenty wise an’ I think too that she has got something extra over the ordinary moll that gets around with a tough mob. There is intelligence in the way she looks, an’ she moves her hands an’ fingers in the way a dame who has got brains moves ’em. I reckon she is saucy — an’ tough.

“O.K., Toots,” I tell her. “Now let’s get down to cases. I been pretty nice to you, ain’t I? Why I ain’t even pinched you yet when I got a first class accessory-to-attempted-murder charge against you. I’m tryin’ to play along with you nice an’ easy an’ you won’t give. Why don’t you get wise, sister?”

“Listen, Mister,” she cracks. “You ain’t got nothin’ on me, see? The fact that I was in that car don’t prove a thing, see? I was unconscious when you found me, an’ for all you know I mighta been unconscious all the time. I don’t know anything about them guys who tried to rub you out. I don’t even know ’em an’ if I was to see ’em they’d all be like strangers to me. Besides you ain’t the first guy who’s staked me to coffee an’ a couple hamburgers. Them guys just offered to give me a ride that’s all.”

She takes a nice dainty sip of coffee an’ smiles over the cup at me.

“Now we’re all set, big boy, ain’t we?” she says. “You go ahead an’ make your pinch. I been pinched before but they’ve always hadta let me out some time.”

“All right, sweetheart,” I tell her. “You have it your way. Me . . . I ain’t pinchin’ you. You just finish your coffee an’ let’s get down to the morgue.”

She tautens up a bit. “How come the morgue?” she says.

“I’ll tellya, honeybunch. I got this thing all doped out. Do you think that I don’t know why you was in that car with them rod-merchants. You bet I do. They didn’t know me, see? But you did. You was the doll who was look-out outside the morgue to-night an’ you knew I was the guy who went in. So somebody thinks I’d be safer outa the way. So they arrange to give me the heat.”

I take another bite of hamburger.

“Now who would be keen on givin’ me the heat?” I ask her. “Well, I’ll take a guess an’ I’ll lay six to four against bein’ wrong. The guy who wanted me outa the way was the guy who put that act on in the morgue to-night. The guy who took me down to the corpse room. The guy who handed me that hooey about the ice. He’s scared because he knows that I’ll know him next time I see him, see, sister? So he gets three rod-men to tail on after me after I leave the Francis Drake to-night an’ give me the heat when possible, an’ he sends you along with ’em because you’ll know I’m me an’ there won’t be any mistake.”

She looks at me an’ gives me a big wink. “Ain’t you the little Sherlock Holmes?” she says. “So what, Gorgeous?”

“Oh nothin’,” I tell her. “But I figured this way. I figured you are a tough baby an’ that you ain’t goin’ to talk because you ain’t afraid of bein’ pinched. So I ain’t goin’ to pinch you. No, Toots, I got somethin’ better for you.”

She looks interested.

“Such as what, fly cop?” she says.

“Well,” I tell her, “I reckon that you an’ me meet down at the morgue an’ that you might like to spend a night down there. There’s a bunch of stiffs laid out on the trays, but you won’t even see them. They’re under cover. But there’s one stiff who ain’t. I mean Marella. Marella is still out on view. An’ she ain’t at all pretty because by the time that your friends was through with her any beauty she mighta had was sorta spoiled.”

I get up. “Come on, tough baby,” I tell her. “I’m goin’ to lock up in the corpse room down at the morgue. Then I’m goin’ up to the office to smoke cigarettes an’ drink coffee until such time as you start screamin’. When you’ve screamed good an’ plenty maybe I’ll come down an’ make a deal with you, the deal bein’ that I’ll let you out when you’ve talked. An’ if you don’t talk you can stay along there with Marella. Maybe she’ll be tough with you. An’ I reckon that to-morrow mornin’ you won’t haveta worry about peroxide any more. I reckon your hair’ll be white for the rest of your natural.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are glassy.

“Jeez,” she says. “Would you do that to a girl?”

“Try me,” I tell her. “I don’t like tough babies. Come on, Toots. Let’s get goin’.”

She starts cryin’. “I couldn’t stand for that,” she whimpers. “I tellya I couldn’t stand for it. Gimme some more coffee an’ I’ll think a little an’ maybe do a little talkin’.”

“Like hell you will,” I tell her. “You’re goin’ to talk plenty or you’re goin’ down to the corpse room.”

I call the wop an’ order more coffee.

“Listen, Toots,” I tell her. “You talk an’ you give me the lot. Don’t give me any hooey. Don’t pull any fast ones. Because if you do an’ I get the idea that you’re bein’ clever I’ll lock you up with Marella, an’ you can scream the roof off but you’ll stay there till they bury the dame.”

She asks for a cigarette so I give her one. She sits there for a minute smokin’, lookin’ sorta sad.

“I never reckoned I’d talk to coppers,” she says, “but it looks as if I’ve gotta.”

She leans across the table. “Look, Mister,” she says, “I’m comin’ clean, an’ this is the truth. I don’t believe that the guy who sent me on this job knows anythin’ about all this business you’ve been talkin’ about. Here’s the way it is.

“I get around with a guy called Joe Mitzler. He’s straight enough, see, but he’s just a tough egg.”

“Just a minute, Lovely,” I tell her. “How didya meet up with this Joe Mitzler?”

She looks down at the table. She looks sorta sad. She gets that expression in her face that a dame always gets when she is goin’ to hand you a bundle of first-class boloney straight off the ice.

“Joe picked me up in a dump in Chinatown here in ‘Frisco,” she says. “I used to get around with a travellin’ burlesque show. I was a good girl an’ I was tryin’ to get my brother through college, but I threw out with the manager. He thought that handin’ me a pay envelope every week entitled him to be put on the free list for everything, an’, believe it or not, I ain’t that sorta girl. So he fired me an’ the show goes off an’ leaves me kickin’ around here like a stranded mackerel on the beach at Wiki-Kiki.”

She looks up at me sorta coy.

“I ain’t tellin’ you that I couldn’t fall for a guy,” she says. “I can fall plenty. I could fall for you,” she goes on, “because you’re big an’ you got brains an’ nobody can hand you a lotta dope because you know all the answers.”

She lets go a sigh so big that I was waitin’ to hear her brassière strings bust. Then she goes on:

“I get a job in this place in Chinatown,” she says, “servin’ drinks an’ generally makin’ myself useful an’ singin’ a hot number now an’ again. But the same sorta thing is happenin’ all the time. Guys make a play for me an’ when I don’t like a guy I am just as likely to smack him one on the kisser as not.

“Just when I am sick of playin’ along like this, an’ wonderin’ how long I can last out, this Joe Mitzler comes along. He treats me a bit better than the rest, an’ finally he spills me a long spiel about bein’ fond of me, so I give up an’ play along with him, an’ what would you have done?”

I give her a hot lingerin’ look that I got from a picture of Clark Gable in a movie magazine.

“Me — I would still be fightin’ for my honour,” I tell her, “but go on honeybunch, tell me what happened after you told Joe that you was only a little woman an’ that you just couldn’t struggle against him any longer an’ that you hoped for your dear old mother’s sake that he would give you a fair deal an’ not just give you the big bum’s rush an’ then leave you with nothin’ but a phoney century bill an’ a pain in the place where your heart usta be.”

She looks up at me like she was hurt.

“You can laugh,” she says, “but that’s how it was.

“O.K. Well, to-night some guys come along an’ they see Mitzler an’ they say that they wanta have a little talk with some feller who is gettin’ a bit fresh, meanin’ you I suppose, an’ will Mitzler let me go along with them so’s I can show ’em who he is because I know him, havin’ seen this guy once before.

“One of these guys slips Mitzler a fifty bill, so he tells me to get goin’ an’ play along with these fellers an’ point this guy out that they wanta meet, an’ of course,” she goes on, “Mitzler don’t know an’ I don’t know that these guys are aimin’ to rub you out. O.K. We get inta a cab an’ they take me along to some garage where they put me in the Chevrolet, an’ when I get in I can see that they have all got a gun with them an’ I don’t feel so good, but what was a girl to do. I reckon if I’d started anything they’d just as soon given me the heat myself as not.

“We go around an’ we stick down that side street, near the entrance of the Sir Francis Drake Hotel, an’ when you go up to the Lee Sam house, one of these guys says he reckons you’ll come out the same way as you went in, so we wait down the street round a corner. But they leave one of these fellers opposite the house so’s he can signal when you come out.

“O.K. When he sees you come out this feller runs back to the Chevrolet an’ gets in. They go after you an’ they put on that shootin’ act, an’ they thought they’d got you. That’s all I know, an’ believe it or not it’s the truth.”

“O.K. sister,” I tell her, “I believe you. Why shouldn’t I? But you tell me somethin’. Where do I find this side-kicker of yours, this Mitzler guy?”

“He’s around,” she says. “We live in a dump off California; he’ll be there now.”

I ask her for the number of this house an’ she gives it to me.

“All right, sweetheart,” I say, “maybe I’ll go an’ see this friend of yours.”

“Just a minute,” she says, “there’s one little thing I’d like to tell you. Maybe if you get around to Mitzler’s place you might get sorta tough with him; you might make him talk, see? O.K. Well, what’s goin’ to happen to me. Don’t you think that these guys who tried to get you will get after me pretty good an’ quick?”

She looks at me sorta pathetic.

“I reckon they’ll make me look like mincemeat in twenty-four hours,” she said. “That’s what I’m goin’ to get for talkin’ to you.”

“It just shows you, kid, don’t it?” I say. “You should always keep good company, an’ not get mixed up with mobsters. Anyhow,” I go on, “I’ve gotta idea about you. Let’s get goin’.”

I pay the check an’ we go outside. We wait around there for two three minutes until a cab comes up.

“Listen, baby,” I say.

I look at my watch. It is four fifteen.

“Me — I’m goin’ around to see this friend of yours, this Joe Miteler, an’ maybe you’re right when you think that these bozos will get out after you if they think that it was you that spilled the beans to me, so I’ve got a big idea.”

I feel in my pocket. I take out my roll an’ peel off five five-dollar bills.

“Here you are, baby,” I tell her. “Here’s a quarter of a century for you. Now take my tip. You get down to the bus stop an’ buy yourself a nice ticket that’s goin’ to get you way outa San Francisco before these guys start lookin’ for you. I reckon you’ve got enough dough to get out an’ to keep goin’ for a bit.”

“Say, mister,” she says, “are you swell? I bet there ain’t many coppers would do a thing like this. I think you’re tops.”

I grin at her. “That’s O.K. by me,” I say. “Maybe I’m a little angel but people don’t know it. So long, blondie.”

I get inta the cab an’ tell the guy to drive to California Street, but when he has got round the corner I tell him to stop. I tell him to wait until this dame has passed the end of the street, to let her get well ahead an’ then follow quietly after her. Me — I know dames. From the side street I can see blondie walkin’ along but she ain’t walkin’ towards the bus stop. Two three minutes afterwards a cab comes along an’ she signals it. She gets in an’ the cab goes off.

“After that cab,” I tell the driver, “an’ don’t lose it.”

We drive for about five minutes an’ we don’t go to no bus stop. Finally I see her get outa the cab at the end of some alley down near the Embarcadero, an’ it looks to me like she has driven all round the place to get there.

I get outa my cab an’ tell the driver to wait, an’ I go after her. She turns down the alley an’ she walks along till she comes to some dump that looks like a Chinese flop shop. She goes inta a door at the side. When I get to the door I give it a push. It ain’t locked an’ I go in. In front of me is a dark flight of stairs. I go up, an’ see that there is a long dirty passage in front of me. At the end of the passage I can see a crack of light comin’ from under a door. I gumshoe along the passage an’ listen. Inside I can hear the dame talkin’ to some guy. I kick the door open. The room is a dirty sorta place with a truckle bed in the corner.

Lyin’ on the bed is a guy, a big guy with a face that looks as if it’s been in contact with a steam roller some time. Standin’ in the middle of the floor with her back to me, her hands on her hips talkin’ to him good an’ plenty is Blondie. She spins around as I come in.

“Well, I’ll be sugared,” she says.

“You bet you will be, baby,” I tell her. “You didn’t think I was goin’ to fall for any of that punk stuff you told me about where your friend Mitzler lives, didya? An’,” I go on, “I bet you were givin’ me a big horse laugh when I gave you the twenty-five bucks to get outa San Francisco so’s somebody wouldn’t shoot you up, eh? Listen, Toots,” I tell her, “what do you think I am? Have a heart.”

I turn to the guy on the bed.

“An’ this is Joe Mitzler,” I say, “the guy who was supposed to live in California Street.”

“What the hell?” he says. “Who in hell are you an’ what do you want?”

“Pipe down, angel face,” I tell him. “I’ll get round to you in a minute.”

I hold out my hand.

“Just slip back that twenty-five bucks, will you?” I tell her, “less the cab fare around here.”

She pulls a face but she hands back the twenty.

“Now look. Toots,” I tell her. “Scram outa here an’ keep goin’ because to-morrow mornin’ we’ll have your description out an’ if you are around San Francisco I’ll have you pinched, see? So long, sister.”

She gives me a look like a snake an’ she scrams.

I light a cigarette. “Well, Joe,” I tell him.

This guy heaves himself off the bed. He sits there with his hands hangin’ down in front of him. Lookin’ at this guy I get to think’ that whoever it was said that we was descended from gorillas musta had Joe in mind. I tell you his face was bust about plenty, an’ besides this he’s gotta couple old knife wounds in his neck, an’ where his shirt is hangin’ open I can see a bullet scar across his chest. I reckon Joe is plenty tough.

“What the hell?” he says. “What d’ya think you’re doin’ bustin’ around here? Who are you?”

“Didn’t blondie tell you anythin’ about me?” I ask him. “Now listen, Joe, my name’s Caution. I’m a Federal officer an’ I’m plenty interested in the fact that some guys around here have ironed out Mrs. Marella Thorensen to-night, after which they proceed to bust her face in with a chunk of ice, a business which I think was done for the purpose of gettin’ a bullet outa her skull.

“O.K. Well, when I go down to the morgue to have a look at this dame, blondie was doin’ a big look-out act outside. Later to-night some guys tried to rub me out. They got blondie along with ’em an’ I reckon she was there so that she could identify me. What do you know about it, Joe?”

He looks at me an’ he grins. When I said he looked like a gorilla I was insultin’ the gorilla. I never saw any animal look like this guy. When he opens his mouth to grin I see that all his teeth are broken an’ black an’ jagged.

“I don’t know nothin’,” he says.

He heaves himself up to his feet.” An’ what the hell, supposin’ I did? D’ya think I’d tell you, copper?”

“Look, Joe,” I tell him, “you’re goin’ to talk, see, because I wanta know.”

“Yeah,” he says, “blondie told me you gotta big idea about lockin’ her in the morgue till she came across. Well, that might be a swell idea with a dame, but it don’t go with me. Me — I ain’t afraid of corpses.”

I go over to him.

“Look, Joe,” I tell him. “Here’s the way it is.”

I pull back my right arm an’ I smack him across the jaw with my right elbow, bringin’ my wrist down as I do it. He goes back across the bed. Then he sits up again lookin’ at me, an’ I can see this job is goin’ to be plenty tough because I ain’t even hurt this guy. He sits there waitin’ for a minute, an’ then he takes a jump at me with his head down. I reckon if he’d hit me he’d have knocked my guts out, but he don’t, because I’ve seen this act comin’ an’ as he comes forward I bring my knee up an’ it connects with his face an’ this jolts him plenty. Before he can get his head up again I sock him alongside the jaw. He goes over.

I pull his head up while he is still on the floor an’ bang it back on the floorboards. He hits the floor with a noise that you coulda heard a block away, but this guy is still tough. He starts gettin’ up again. I have to hit him twice more an’ just to make certain of this job I pull the Luger an’ smack him one across the dome with the butt. He goes out.

I drag this guy on to the bed. In the corner on the wash-hand stand I find a bottle of water. I pour a little of this over his face. He starts comin’ round. Then he opens his eyes an’ looks at me an’ believe me he wasn’t sendin’ me no love messages neither.

“Look, Joe,” I say, “whether you like it or not you’re goin’ to talk. You ain’t feelin’ so well right now, an’ I don’t wanta get really busy with you. The last time I had a guy who was really tough an’ who wouldn’t talk, I had to persuade him by holdin’ my cigarette lighter between his fingers, right down under the soft skin between the knuckles. I believe it hurts plenty. Now you get a load of this, if you don’t talk. I’m goin’ to get tough. What are you goin’ to do?”

He struggles up an’ sticks his head back against the back of the bed. I reckon this guy has gotta headache.

“What the hell?” he says. “Me — I don’t know nothin’ about this business except there was fifty bucks in it for me, an’ I reckon like most other palookas I’m goin’ to do a lot for fifty bucks.”

He puts his hand out for the water bottle an’ I can see that he is runnin’ his tongue over his lips. I reckon this guy is thirsty. I hand him the water bottle, an’ as I do this he tries to swing me across the head with it. I’ve got an idea that he may be tryin’ something funny like this, so I bust him another one, knockin’ two of the remainin’ teeth that he has got down his throat. After he has managed to swallow these teeth successfully, we get back to business.

“I wouldn’t try anythin’ else, Joe,” I tell him.

“You’re tellin’ me,” he says. “I won’t. They was the only two good teeth I had. What I’m goin’ to do now for eatin’ purposes I don’t know.”

He starts talkin’. He tells me that he has had a ring through from a friend of his. This friend is a guy who works along at a dance joint in Chinatown. This guy tells Joe that blondie the girl has been doin’ a job of work for a friend of his, a guy by the name of Spigla, an’ that somebody has asked Spigla to send some boys out to give some other guy (meanin’ me) a good beatin’ up, an’ he reckons that blondie had better come along too for the purpose of pointin’ me out. He says that if Joe will fix this he is on fifty bucks.

“An’ that’s all I know,” he says, “an’ if I’d known that I was goin’ to get bust over the dome with a gun butt I’d have wanted seventy-five.”

“O.K. Joe,” I tell him, “an’ where does this guy Spigla hang out?”

He tells me that this guy Spigla is to be found hangin’ out at some joint called the Two Moons Club in Chinatown, that he is a very nice guy, an’ that he probably has not got anythin’ against me at all, but that he is the sorta guy who is always ready to take care of anybody for two three hundred bucks, an’ that probably somebody has paid him to get tough with me.

I take out my cigarette pack, give myself one an’ throw one over to him.

“Look, Joe,” I tell him. “Maybe that’s the truth, an’ maybe it ain’t. But I’m goin’ to give you a tip-off. For the sake of the argument, as the professors say, I’m goin’ to believe your story. But you take a tip from me an’ keep your nose clean from now on, because if there is any more nonsense from you or that blonde dame of yours I’m goin’ to make it plenty hot for you.

“You gotta realise that you two can be pulled in on an accessory charge to first degree murder. Well, I ain’t goin’ to do it because I think you are a pair of saps kickin’ around tryin’ to earn yourselves a few dollars. So just keep quiet an’ keep outa my way.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” he says. “Me — I’m through with this business.”

He rubs the top of his head.

“All right, Joe,” I tell him. “I think you’re the wise guy, an’ if you’re still wiser I reckon that you’re goin’ out right now to pick up that blonde jane of yours — because I reckon she is waitin’ just around the corner some place for you — an’ scram outa this man’s town, an’ if you wanta know why, I’m tellin’ you this:

“I got an idea that there’s goin’ to be plenty trouble for you an’ blondie if you stick here. The guys who wanted to rub me out to-night don’t seem to me to be very particular sorta fellers about what they do. I reckon they won’t be so pleased with you an’ blondie for sayin’ as much as you’ve said. Maybe they’ll call you a squealer an’ present you two with a few ounces of hot lead right in the place where you digest your dinner, see?”

He stretches himself an’ grins. “I reckon you’re right, stranger,” he says. “Me — I’m for the highway. This town looks to me like it is goin’ to get hot.”

“O.K. Joe.” I tell him. “So long.”

I scram. I go back to the Sir Francis Drake an’ go up to my room. On my dressin’ table is a note from O’Halloran, by which it looks as if he has been gettin’ a move on. The note says:



Dear Lemmy, — Your idea about contacting Nellie the cook was a good one. I sent a motor cycle cop out there to knock the dame up and she spills some interesting stuff. Such as:

That hand-printed note supposed to be from Marella about not being back until nine o’clock was a lot of boloney. Marella fired Nellie the cook this morning, the reason being that Marella was going to do her own cooking in the future and just have a hired girl in for a few hours a week.

The cop took Nellie back to the Villa Rosalito so’s she could look around and notice anything that was different. Well, Nellie says that nothing’s different. In fact she says that every article of Marella’s clothing is still there — there ain’t even a hat or a glove missing. Nellie knows all about Marella’s clothes.

This looks plenty screwy to me. It looks as if Marella never meant to leave that place to-night; that she meant to be there when you got there. It looks like somebody snatched this dame.

So get to work on that, muggsy!

So long,

Terry.



I take a shower an’ start undressin’. I smoke a cigarette an’ play with a few ideas. Here’s how they go:

1. Marella is waiting to see me when she gets a telephone call from somebody or other in the neighbourhood. This call is a phoney call for the purpose of getting her out of the way when I arrive.

2. I arrive at the Villa and take a look around and leave. Berenice Lee Sam arrives and waits. She waits because she knows about the phoney telephone call. She has seen me come out of the house and she watches me go. She knows that Marella will be back.

3. Marella comes back. Berenice says they should go upstairs to talk. On the way up the stairs she flips the telephone receiver off the hook so’s nobody can contact the house while she is there.

4. Marella talks and Berenice sees that she knows a durn sight too much about something or other.

5. Somebody (it might have been Berenice) grabs Marella, sticks her in a car and runs over to San Francisco and shoots her. They chuck her in the harbour.

6. They remember about the bullet and work the act with the ice.

7. They realise that they have made a mistake somewhere so they try to rub me out. I reckon they would not have tried to bump me if they hadn’t thought that I know something that I don’t know.

8. The story about these guys having followed me from the Sir Francis Drake up to the Lee Sam house is bunk. If the blonde dame had been telling the truth she would have said that they’d followed me up to Thorensen’s place first and then on to the Lee Sam house. She didn’t say this because they didn’t know I had been to Thorensen’s place because they wasn’t following me then.

9. They wasn’t following me because they didn’t know I was up there till I got to Lee Sam’s. Then somebody in the Lee Sam house saw me gumshoein’ about the place and put a call through to the gun boys in the car. They came up and stuck around until I left.

10. So it looks like I have to find the connection between the guy Spigla who was responsible for the attempted rubbing out of me, and Lee Sam or Berenice Lee Sam because it was somebody from that house who did the telephoning for the murder car.

11. It looks like Very Deep and Very Beautiful Stream is plenty deep. I must talk to this dame some more.


IV. THE SMART DOLL

[image: img28.jpg]

AT FOUR O’CLOCK in the afternoon I am still sleepin’ like a log, when a bell hop comes in, wakes me up an’ gives me a wire from headquarters at Washington.

I sit up in bed with this wire in my hand an’ I get a sorta feelin’ that the Director is goin’ to recall me because Marella havin’ been bumped the Federal Government has sorta lost interest in this business. I get a strange feelin’ of disappointment that I can’t quite work out. Then I bust open the envelope an’ I am very glad to find out that I am wrong. The wire says:



DISTRICT ATTORNEY SAN FRANCISCO REPORTS MRS. MARELLA THORENSEN MURDERED LAST NIGHT STOP CHIEF OF POLICE SUGGESTS MOTIVE WAS TO PREVENT INFORMATION REGARDING FEDERAL OFFENCES REACHING YOU STOP HE AGREES INVESTIGATION OF DEATH OF MARELLA THORENSEN AND ALLEGED FEDERAL OFFENCES KNOWN TO HER BE CARRIED OUT BY YOU STOP HAS APPOINTED POLICE CAPTAIN BRENDY POLICE LIEUTENANT O’HALLORAN TO CO-OPERATE WITH YOU STOP NECESSARY FUNDS AVAILABLE AT G OFFICE KEARNEY STREET DIRECTOR.



This is swell, an’ I reckon I can see the hand of O’Halloran an’ Brendy behind this business, these two guys knowin’ that gettin’ themselves taken off routine duties in order to co-operate with me probably means a sweet rest an’ plenty liquor.

I get up, give myself a shower an’ start dressin’. I ring down to the desk for some coffee an’ a big shot of bourbon which is a favourite breakfast of mine at this time of the afternoon. Whilst I am dressin’ I am doing a little ruminatin’ about this Marella job, but all the time my mind keeps comin’ back to the Lee Sam doll.

I have told you guys before that it is always the swell dame who starts the trouble, an’ I reckon this Berenice is too beautiful not to have started plenty in her time. Anyhow I reckon she started something between Marella an’ Aylmar Thorensen, something that didn’t please Marella very much.

Lookin’ back this case has been screwy from the start. It was a mysterious sorta letter that Marella wrote to the Director in the first place, the sorta letter that a dame would write if she was gettin’ the jitters about somethin’ that concerned her husband an’ didn’t want him to know what she was gettin’ up to. I start wonderin’ if Marella wrote that letter because she was frightened; because she thought that things would be comin’ to a head on or about the 10th January an’ that it would be a good thing if there was a “G” man hangin’ around — even if he didn’t know what he was hangin’ around for.

Even if he didn’t know what he was hangin’ around for! Boy, is that an idea or is it?

Looky, supposin’ for the sake of the argument that Marella is havin’ one helluva row with her husband or somebody, an’ she tells ’em that she is fed up with something or other an’ that unless something stops she is goin’ to inform the Federal Government. Well, if she says that they can stop her, can’t they? They just take her for a ride or bump her nice an’ quiet. That’s sense ain’t it? Then she can’t talk.

But supposin’ instead of sayin’ anything at all she just writes a letter to the Bureau askin’ for an operative to be sent down but not sayin’ for what. Well, then she’s in a strong position, ain’t she? She can then do a bit of threatenin’ herself. She can say to all concerned that she has written a letter to the Bureau; that she has spilled all the beans an’ that if anything happens to her the Bureau will know who has done it. What she don’t say is that although she has written the letter she has only suggested that something or other is goin’ on; she hasn’t spilled anything that matters.

So it looks to me that Marella was hopin’ that something would happen between the time she wrote that letter an’ the 10th January. Then, if the thing she wants happens, she just don’t say a word to the Federal operative when he turns up. She says that she has made a mistake an’ that she was wrong in supposin’ that any Federal offence has been committed. The “G” man is goin’ to be sore but that’s all he can be. He just goes back to Washington an’ says she is nuts.

But supposin’ the thing she wants to happen don’t happen, why then she can carry out the threat she has made an’ shoot the whole works to the “G” man who will be stickin’ around to protect her if anybody tries to start somethin’ with her.

So it looks to me that by writin’ that letter in the way she did Marella was tryin’ to have it both ways at once, which is a thing that you cannot very often get away with an’ which she certainly didn’t get away with. All she got was what was comin’ to her.

I am just in the middle of these deep thoughts when the door busts open an’ O’Halloran comes in. He is lookin’ plenty pleased with himself.

“Hi’yah, Lemmy?” he says. “You heard the good news, bozo? The Chief says you’re to be top-sergeant in this Marella Thorensen business, an’ Brendy an’ I are goin’ to be side-kickers for you. Did you get my note about Nellie the cook?”

I tell him yes, an’ I ask him to tell me what happened last night when he got old man Lee Sam an’ Berenice down to the Precinct Office. I don’t say a word about the attempt that the three guys in the Chevrolet made to rub me out, or anythin’ about blondie or any of that stuff, because I have always found it a very good thing not to say too much to guys who are helpin’ you, otherwise these guys will know as much as you do, which is often very bad for them.

Terry parks himself in a lounge chair an’ brings out a pipe that he fills up an’ lights. By the smell of this pipe you would think he was smokin’ a dead squirrel.

“Here’s the way it is, Lemmy,” he says. “Last night at the time you said I sent a police car up to Nob Hill. I told the sergeant that I sent up there to grab old Lee Sam an’ the girl an’ to bring them straight down, so’s not to give ’em a chance to tell anybody anything, in case they get sorta suspicious that we was goin’ to pull somethin’. O.K. Well, he brings ’em down.”

He takes his pipe outa his mouth.

“Say, feller,” he says, “is this Berenice a honey or is she? I’m tellin’ you that when that dame came inta the Precinct Office I nearly had a coupla fits, an’ I’ve seen ritzy dames before. Has that dame got class? Listen,” he goes on, leanin’ back in the chair an’ lettin’ his ideas run easy, “she was wearin’ a black lace evenin’ gown that looked like she’d been poured inta it, an’ she had on a chinchilla cape that woulda kept a soft drink bar goin’ in straight whisky all the while prohibition was on. She was wearin’ some jewels that woulda knocked your eye out. I’ve seen some ice in my time but the rocks that jane was showin’ was an eyeful. An’ has she got personality? Boy, that dame coulda shot a coupla wicked looks at a ninety year old miser an’ he woulda give out one big shriek an’ started rushin’ around lookin’ for the key of the safe deposit.”

“So what,” I tell him. “Listen, Terry, has this dame got you bulldozed? Why don’t you keep your mind on your business an’ when swell dolls get around just think of your wife?”

“What the hell,” he says. “Me, I’m always thinkin’ of my wife, but there ain’t any law against hopin’, is there? He settles down to business.

“O.K.” he says. “Well, I start askin’ ’em a lotta phoney questions that I’ve made up about this Marella Thorensen business. I just go on talkin’ plenty so as to keep ’em down there like you said. Well, Lee Sam don’t say anything at all. He just sits there in a chair with his arms folded across his chest lookin’ like a Chinese idol. Whenever I look at him he just nods. I reckon this old bird is a pretty deep guy, an’

reckon that behind that face of his is a helluva brain.

“I go on talkin’ plenty. Then I close down, an’ I ask Berenice if she would like to make a statement about anything. She says no. She ain’t got any statements to make, but that she has been havin’ a conversation with her father this evenin’ an’ that he has asked her to say a few words about something not connected with this case that he thinks the law officers around here oughta know.

“Right then she stops talkin’ to me an’ she turns around to the old boy an’ says something to him in Chinese. Believe it or not I never thought that language was so pretty. The way she spoke it it sounded like spillin’ cream on a velvet bed-spread. When they’ve finished this pow-wow she turns around to me an’ says here’s the thing: She says that Lee Sam feels that the Customs Officers in the port of San Francisco oughta know that during the last year or so he has been doin’ a little bit of quiet smugglin’.

“Well, this don’t surprise me any, Lemmy, because you know as well as I do that there’s plenty silk importers around here who try to slip a fast one across the Customs now an’ then. It’s human nature, ain’t it? However, I make out that I am very interested in this an’ I start makin’ notes. I ask her to tell me about this smugglm’.

“She then says that besides the usual regular cargoes of silk that is delivered an’ that goes properly through the Customs before they go into Lee Sam’s warehouses on the other side of the slot, bales of swell Chinese silks have been dropped overboard at night from some of the smaller boats; picked up in row boats an’ landed way down along the Embarcadero, so it looks as if they got some night watchman grafted down there.

“After this stuff has been landed it is taken around by car to Lee Sam’s warehouses.

“I get a bright idea. I get the idea that maybe whoever it is does Lee Sam’s truckin’ for him is the same guy who is pickin’ up the silk from the waterfront. So I ask her who this is an’ she tells me that Lee Sam’s truckin’ contractor is a guy named Jack Rocca.

“Now I get a kick outa this, because I know plenty about this Jack Rocca, but I don’t say nothin’. I just make a note of the name. Now take a look at this because I reckon it is goin’ to interest you.”

He gets up an’ he brings over to me a typewritten foolscap sheet which I can see is a police report on Jack Rocca, an’ believe me it’s a honey. This guy was one of the original mobsters who went from Chicago to New York an’ back again during the tough days that followed the prohibition. Rocca has done everythin’. He’s been a beer runner an’ high-jacker. He was in the snatch game. There isn’t anythin’ he hasn’t had a cut at an’ he’s done all his business in a big way too.

Besides which this guy is clever. He keeps his nose clean. The police suspected him of plenty includin’ bein’ concerned in the St. Valentine’s Day massacre, but they ain’t got anythin’ on this baby. He just gets away with everything.

Two years ago the report says Rocca comes inta San Francisco. I suppose he thinks that New York an’ Chicago are gettin’ a bit too hot for him. The San Francisco cops suspect him of bein’ behind two or three protection rackets that was goin’ on at that time. Finally it looks as if Rocca decides to behave himself a bit. He starts a big truckin’ business, an’ eventually he gets the Lee Sam contract to truck, silk which believe me is a pretty big one.

I give the paper back to Terry. “Very interestin’,” I tell him.

“That’s what I think,” he says, “an’ I’ll tellya somethin’ else I think, Lemmy. Why is it that this dame wants to blow this stuff about Lee Sam havin’ done a bitta smugglin’? Wasn’t that a funny thing for her to do?”

“Not so strange, bozo,” I tell him. “Listen. Maybe Berenice thought that if she shoots the works about this smugglin’, it is goin’ to take our minds off the connection between herself, Lee Sam an’ the Marella Thorensen murder. Another thing,” I go on, “is that this dame is tryin’ a very deep an’ very fast one on us. See the idea? She knows durn well that if she says Lee Sam has been doin’ a bitta smugglin’ an’ tells you that the stuff was landed on the Embarcadero, one of the first things we’re goin’ to try an’ find out is who it was carried that stuff from the waterfront to the warehouses. This is goin’ to bring us to Rocca, ain’t it? So it looks to me like Berenice was bein’ very clever an’ tryin’ to concentrate our attention on Rocca somehow. What else do you know about this guy Rocca, Terry?” I ask him.

“He’s a nice guy, Lemmy,” he says. “He’s a big laughin’ feller an’ the guys who work for him seem satisfied. He owns a lotta property in San Francisco, two or three night clubs, a bunch of flop houses, an’ he’s also been runnin’ a number racket in Chinatown in conjunction with Lee Sam. That’s breakin’ the law too, but who worries about that? If the Chinks don’t gamble one way they’ll do it another.”

He goes on to say that once or twice during the last year or so there’s been a bit of trouble — complaints from Chinese eats houses that Rocca has been screwin’ dough outa them for protection an’ stuff like that, but he says that every time somethin’ like this has come out it ain’t ever got to court, because Thorensen, who is the Lee Sam lawyer, gets hold of the job an’ squares the complaints before they ever get near the Hall of Justice.

Altogether; judgin’ by what Terry says, this Rocca is a nice clever feller who is plenty tough, an’ who is tryin’ not to be tough in San Francisco, but runnin’ his business nice an’ sweet an’ keepin’ his nose clean with the help of Aylmar Thorensen.

“You see, Lemmy,” says O’Halloran, “it would be durned easy for Rocca to make plenty dough in Chinatown, These Chinks stick together. They all know Lee Sam an’ they all like him. He’s one of the first guys to contribute to Chinese charities. So the fact that the Chinks know that Rocca is workin’ in with Lee Sam is goin’ to make Rocca tops with them all the time, so I reckon if they wanta gamble an’ if they wanta pay for protection, an’ if they wanta do anything that ain’t strictly legal, they’re goin’ to do it through Rocca, ain’t they, because if things don’t go quite right they can always go an’ grouse to Lee Sam.”

“O.K.” I tell him. “So what then, Terry?”

“Well,” he says, “I write all this stuff down, an’ it looks to me as if you’ve had plenty time to do what you want, so I say I will report this business to the Chief, an’ that if they ain’t got anythin’ further to tell me about this Marella Thorensen business they can scram back home, but they’ve both got to hold themselves in readiness to be brought down to the Hall of Justice if anybody wants to ask ’em any more questions.

“After which,” he says, “Berenice gives me a sweet smile an’ says good mornin’. She also asks if they can be taken back in the police car, otherwise perhaps somebody will telephone up for one of their own, an’ when I say this ain’t necessary they go off. The sergeant drops them back at this place on Nob Hill, an’ that’s that.”

“Swell, Terry,” I tell him. “Say, did you see anythin’ of Thorensen last night?”

“Yeah,” he says, “he came into the Precinct Office. He was lookin’ all shot to hell. He said that you’d been up to his place an’ had an interview with him; that he’d told you he was scrammin’ outa San Francisco an’ transferrin’ his head office to Los Angeles an’ that you said that was O.K. but that he was to leave his address at the Precinct. So he just left it an’ scrammed. Was that O.K.?”

“Swell, Terry,” I tell him. “Say listen, I suppose this guy Rocca has got two three fellers who help him with his organisation, ain’t he. The truckin’ business an’ the night club business — they’re things that gotta have a feller to look after ’em. You get around an’ let me know who these guys are, an’ if you can ring through some time this evenin’ I’ll be glad.”

He says O.K. He says he’ll start doin’ some leg work an’ will try an’ let me know who the guys are who are playin’ along with Rocca. He also tells me that Brendy is makin’ a check-up of all the guys whose guns have been tested out as havin’ fired bullets taken outa stiffs during the last year. He then bids me a fond farewell an’ scrams.

Maybe you are wise as to why I have asked him to check up on the guys who are helpin’ Rocca. I wanta see if I can get any line on this Spigla guy, the guy who blondie told me last night was runnin’ The Two Moons Club, because the way I look at it is this. Supposin’ for the sake of argument that this guy Spigla is workin’ for Rocca. Well then the whole thing would match up just like this:

Berenice Lee Sam when she goes down to the Precinct house an’ starts spillin’ a lotta stuff about old Lee Sam havin’ done a bit of smugglin’, knows very well that the police will start worryin’ about who carried the stuff. That dame is a wise dame an’ she probably thinks that by doin’ this she is goin’ to concentrate attention on Rocco without actually sayin’ anything about him. In other words the police will start gettin’ after Rocca from an entirely new angle independent of the Marella Thorensen killin’.

Swell. Well, supposin’, for the sake of argument that, like blondie said, it was Spigla who got those guys to try an’ rub me out, then Spigla might have got his instructions from Rocca. But Rocca don’t know me, so then again it looks as if Rocca was tipped off by somebody in the Lee Sam house or maybe by Berenice herself that it would be a good thing to get me outa the way. Having done this she is clever enough to concentrate attention on this guy Rocca in connection with a Federal offence — smuggling.

By doin’ this maybe she thinks she is puttin’ inta my head the idea that what Marella Thorensen wanted to talk to me about — the Federal offences that she mentioned when she wrote to the Director of the Bureau — was this smugglin’ business. Maybe this Berenice baby thinks that once I get this idea in my head I will come to the conclusion that it was Rocca who was responsible for bumpin’ off Marella, just because she was goin’ to blow the works on the smugglin’ racket.

Which business if you follow me closely will show you just how clever this dame can be.

I have met up with plenty dames in my time, an’ I have found that quite a lot of ’em are inclined to get jumpy when somethin’ breaks or when some copper starts stickin’ his nose inta their private affairs. But it ain’t like this with Berenice. That baby is as cool as a couple of icebergs.

Figure it out for yourself. Here is a dame mixed up in a killin’, who, for all she knows, may be facin’ a murder rap any time from now on. That letter Marella wrote to her husband, the one I read up in Berenice’s bedroom, would make a fine motive for bumpin’ Marella. Any District Attorney would pull her in on that letter an’ there’s plenty janes gone to the chair or got themselves stuck in the cooler for life on less evidence than that.

But still Berenice don’t get steamed up. She just sticks around lookin’ like a million dollars, bein’ fresh in a quiet sorta way an’ yet all the time goin’ on with some scheme she has got in her head.

Me, I respect a jane who is like this because she don’t get excited an’ she is likely to hand you out a nice swell kick in the pants at any moment without notice.

I am very fond of dames. They have got something that is very attractive. I like the way they walk an’ I can go nuts about a doll who is as swell-lookin’ as Berenice is, but I still got enough sense to allow that a jane can have brains too, an’ I have found that it is the quiet, cool an’ polite ones who produce grief for all concerned at a moment’s notice.

When I was over in Mexico after a dago who shot up a mail cart in Arizona I was stickin’ around at his place waitin’ for him to show up.

His wife was a nice woman. She was smart, smilin’ an’ very polite. She told me that she would be very glad if somebody would pinch her husband an’ either cut his head off right away or lock him up for ever. She said that this guy was so bad that every time she went to bed she expected to wake up dead.

After which she gave me a sweet smile an’ went upstairs to turn down my bed because she said she sorta liked the way I talked about things, an’ she liked to look after her guests properly.

An’ if I hadn’t seen the whip snake she stuck in the bed before I got inta it I should be playin’ a harp in the place where “G” men go with a couple snake punctures followin’ me around all day. Which shows you somethin’, don’t it?

After these great thoughts I finish tyin’ my tie an’ I think I will try a fast one.

I ring down to the desk an’ ask ’em if they will get me Mr. Lee Sam’s house on Nob Hill. Five minutes afterwards I am through to this dump. Some guy — a Chinese house-boy I should think — answers the telephone an’ I tell him that I am Mr. Caution an’ that I would like to have a few words with Miss Lee Sam. He tells me to hang on an’ after a minute he comes back an’ says that he is puttin’ me through to her. I can imagine this dame pickin’ up the ivory telephone receiver that I saw up in that bedroom of hers, with her brain workin’ as fast as a rip-saw, wonderin’ what I am goin’ to say to her an’ what she is goin’ to say back. I hear her say hulloa.

“Good-evenin’,” I tell her. “I hope you wasn’t inconvenienced last night by havin’ to go down to the Precinct an’ answer a few questions. How’ya feelin’ this afternoon?”

She gives a little soft laugh.

“Quite well, thank you very much, Mr. Caution,” she says. “Incidentally I had an idea that our being asked to go down to see Police Lieutenant O’Halloran last night was in the nature of what you would call a plant.

“Anyhow,” she goes on, “it gave you ample opportunity to look around my bedroom didn’t it?”

She gives another little laugh. This dame has certainly got her nerve.

“You don’t say, Berenice,” I tell her, “an’ how did you know that?”

“The Chinese are a very quiet race, Mr. Caution,” she says, “and my personal maid is very soft-footed. I have no doubt that you noticed the small room leading off my bedroom, the one which has no door but which is covered by a silk fringe. She was in there when you came into my room. Naturally she was very interested, although a little bit frightened.”

She laughs again. “She says you were very interested in the letter which she saw you reading,” she goes on, “the letter from Mrs. Thorensen to her husband.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I tell her. “I certainly was interested in that letter. As a matter of fact, I think you an’ me oughta have a little talk about that letter.

“I suppose it hasn’t struck you, Berenice,” I go on, “that there are a lotta people, includin’ the District Attorney around here, an’ maybe a jury on a murder trial, who would come to the conclusion that that letter might make a very good motive for you having been the cause, some way or another, for Marella Thorensen’s death? I reckon you wanted that dame outa the way pretty badly, didn’t you? She coulda made things pretty hot for you.”

“Do you think so, Mr. Caution?” she says. “I must admit that it is a very interesting theory.”

“You don’t say?” I tell her.

You gotta realise that this dame is beginnin’ to annoy me. This baby is givin’ me prickly heat.

“Maybe there are some more interestin’ things.”

“Yes, Mr. Caution,” she says, “such as . . .”

“Such as that story you put up when you was talkin’ to O’Halloran at the Precinct last night. Listen, Berenice,” I go on, “why don’t you shoot the works? Tell me this little thing. Why did you wanta tell O’Halloran that your father had been mixed up in runnin’ some silk through the Customs here without payin’ any duty on it, hey?

“We all know that ain’t a very terrible offence an’ that it just costs him double if he’s caught at it, an’ we all know that there is a lotta guys try that game on an’ that some of ’em get away with it, but why did you suddenly come to the conclusion that you oughta make this confession for your father? What was it made you so moral all of a sudden?”

I hear her pause for a minute, then:

“Mr. Caution,” she says. “I think this is a most interesting conversation. I suppose it is a new idea, a sort of third degree over the telephone. But don’t you think I ought to be very careful about what I say to you. Somebody might be listening on another line, mightn’t they, and a girl has to be so careful.”

“They might, but they ain’t, Clever,” I tell her. “I’m talkin’ from the Sir Francis Drake, an’ I’ll tell you somethin’ else, baby. I don’t have to have guys listenin’ in on the telephone when I’m talkin’. I can do all the remembering I want myself. It might interest you to know that I got an idea about that confession you made last night.”

“That interests me very much, Mr. Caution,” she says. “Do you think that you and I are sufficiently friendly for you to tell me what your idea is?”

“Sure I will,” I tell her, “an’ I’ll also tell you why I’m tellin’ you. I got a very funny theory about crime detection, Berenice. Me — I’m one of those guys who don’t believe in detectives who go around with magnifyin’ glasses lookin’ for clues under the corner of the carpet. I am not one of those guys who line up a lotta people an’ say what was you doin’ at one o’clock, because no real lady is goin’ to answer a question like that — well, not often.

“I never yet knew a detective who went out to look for clues an’ found one. I have got a different system. I just wait till somethin’ hits me in the eye nice an’ hard, an’ then I go an’ talk about it with those concerned, because I have found that if you talk to crooks for long enough they’ve gotta give themselves away sometime, just because they ain’t tellin’ the truth.”

“Mr. Caution,” she says, “it seems to me that not only do you possess a certain rugged beauty, but that you are also something of a psychologist. I think you should go very far in your profession. At the same time I would be very interested to know what you thought I was trying to do when I told Mr. O’Halloran last night about the smuggling.”

By this time I am very nearly frothin’ at the mouth because it looks like this dame is playin’ me for a mug.

“I’ll tell you what I thought you was tryin’ to do, baby,” I tell her. “Smugglin’s a Federal offence, ain’t it? You knew durn well that if you put the idea into my head that your old man had been doin’ some smugglin’, I should immediately wonder who had been carryin’ the stuff. O.K. Well, that brings me to Jack Rocca, don’t it? It also brings me to the fact that smugglin’ is a Federal offence an’ havin’ regard to the fact that Marella Thorensen contacted the Director of the Bureau of Investigation with some story of Federal offences goin’ on around here, I might very easily come to the conclusion that that’s what she was talkin’ about.

“Maybe you wanted me to come to that conclusion. Maybe you wanted me to believe that it was Rocca who thought it would be a good thing to get Marella out of the way.

“If you can get me to think this then maybe I ain’t goin’ to take so much notice of that letter I read up in your bedroom last night, an’ you don’t have to say anythin’, because whatever you did say I don’t think I’d believe it, and also because there is another little point which I wanta talk to you about.”

“Do tell me, Mr. Caution,” she says, an’ I can almost feel her laughin’ while she is talkin’. “I find your theories most interesting.”

“O.K., Berenice,” I say. “Then maybe this might interest you because you seemta be takin’ a lot of interest in what happens to me. So maybe I don’t have to tell you that when I come out of your house last night three guys in a Chevrolet tried to iron me out. I suppose you didn’t know anythin’ about that, or maybe it was that maid of yours who was hidin’ in the other room who scrammed down to the hall telephone an’ got through to somebody an’ said it would be better if I was put outa the way nice an’ quick.

“Maybe she even got through to somebody who knew Mr. Rocca, an’ maybe he wouldn’t be quite so pleased if I was to tell him that you are tryin’ to hand everythin’ on to him, an’ what do you know about that?”

She don’t say a thing. There is a sorta pause. I think that maybe I have hit the bull this time. I go on quick.

“You better do some quick thinkin’, Berenice. Maybe you’re in as big a jam as Marella was. Maybe if you was in this thing with Rocca an’ he thinks that you’re double-crossin’ him he’s goin’ to get very excited about it an’ hire some guy to punch a lotta little holes in that swell shape of yours with a spray that never come out of no perfume factory.

“Get wise to yourself, Berenice. Take a tip from me, an’ come clean with the whole story of this business, after which I will stick around an’ see that nobody gets at you.”

She don’t say anything for a bit. I reckon that I have got this dame where I want her. Then:

“Mr. Caution,” she says. “I think you’re wonderful. One day you must come up and tell me all about yourself, but right now I have to go to my hairdresser.

“Good-afternoon, Mr. Caution. Do ring up again . . .”

Believe it or not she hangs up.

I read in a book one time about some guy who was so steamed up that he just naturally died through not bein’ able to think up new cuss words quick enough.

This guy has got nothin’ on me. Because I am so steamed up with this Berenice baby that words ain’t no good to me at all.

I light myself a cigarette an’ do a little ruminatin’. It certainly looks to me that Berenice is not gettin’ herself very excited about the fact that somebody has tried to get rid of me by shootin’ me full of holes, an’ this makes me think that she believes that she’s plenty safe; that the guy who was responsible for bumping Marella is big enough to look after her.

This bein’ so the idea strikes me that maybe Joe Mitzler an’ that blonde dame of his will be thinkin’ the same thing; that these two guys instead of scrammin’ out of San Francisco are still hangin’ around under cover. Maybe I will put these two on ice.

I grab off the telephone an’ get through to Brendy at the Hall of Justice. I tell him to put a quiet police net out an’ pull in Joe Mitzler an’ the blonde dame if they are still around. After which I relax.


V. NICE WORK
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I STICK AROUND. After dinner I ring through to O’Halloran an’ ask him if he has got any news about Joe Mitzler an’ the blonde girl. He says no but that if I will keep my hair on he will let me know when he gets his hooks on these babies.

I take the elevator downstairs an’ get the low-down on The Two Moons Club from the night guy at the Sir Francis Drake. He reckons this Two Moons dump is one of them show places where visitors get around an’ see what Chinatown is like. He says that the guy who is runnin’ the dump is a smart alec by the name of Spigla.

I ask him if this place has got any sorta speciality. He says no, but that a guy can get most of the things he is lookin’ for any time, an’ that sometimes he can also get a coupla things that he ain’t got on his schedule. He says that the liquor is all right sometimes, but that there is still a lotta home-made stuff kickin’ around there, an’ that one of the waiters who is a scientific sorta cuss has got a sweet line in synthetic gin that he makes up in a tin tub which is guaranteed to take the linin’ off the stomach of a battleship. He also says that there is a very nice line in dames around at The Two Moons; that these babies are very accommodatin’; that they take a deep interest in such bozos as are seekin’ love, an’ anything else they can grab off.

Once or twice, says the janitor, there has been some real trouble, but it has got itself squared out before it ever got near the cops. One time some dame with red hair got herself drowned in a bath up on the third floor, an’ owin’ to the fact that this dame had gotta reputation for keepin’ away from water the fact was regarded as bein’ somewhat mysterious, especially as this doll has also been socked on the dome with what the police doctors call a blunt instrument before she decided to take a bath. However, it seems that Aylmar Thorensen was able to show the coroner that the unfortunate lady had banged herself on the head accidentally the day before whilst openin’ a door an’ that she had told seven hundred an’ forty-five people during the past year that one day she just knew she would drown herself in a bath, so that was that.

At twelve o’clock I buy myself a cab an’ I go down there. Whilst we are drivin’ through Chinatown I get to thinkin’ just how many nights of my life I have spent hangin’ around night clubs. I get to thinkin’ that maybe if there wasn’t any night clubs there wouldn’t be so much crime, but still I suppose that don’t really matter because if people didn’t talk over mayhem an’ murder in one place they’d do it in another.

An’ there is another angle. A guy who is not so brave gets along to one of these dumps for the purposes of havin’ a little liquor an’ lookin’ over the women. Down there he meets some other guy who suggests that it would be a good thing to stick-up the all-night cigar store around the corner next Thursday. The first guy says that he thinks the idea ain’t so keen. He then goes off an’ gives himself a couple of long shots of some rot-gut callin’ itself liquor an’ has a few dances with a dizzy dame who has got a kink in her hair like he likes it. This baby tells him that she has seen a sweet bracelet around at the jeweller’s an’ that if he was the sorta guy who could hand her a bracelet like that she reckons that she is the sorta dame who could show him such a good time that he would consider rewriting What Every Man Should Know in Spanish with a special glossary for Eskimos.

He then sets brave an’ goes back to the first guy an’ says why wait till next Thursday when the cigar stand is just around the corner, after which the cigar guy who thought he was goin’ to make a sale finds that he has got three bullet holes in his waistcoat; that he is quite dead while the two killin’ guys are sittin’ up a back alley workin’ out a sweet alibi that they was flyin’ airplanes in Wisconsin at the time of the stick-up. So you can work out the moral for yourself.

But this dump is a swell dump. When I go in I see that the place is all red an’ gold. I leave my hat at the cloakroom on the right, an’ I go on through some big swing doors an’ get on to the main floor. The place is a fairly big sorta place with the dance floor in the middle an’ a bar at each end. The bars an’ the tables are on a sorta balcony that runs around the dance floor four five feet from the floor, an’ the place is packed. There are plenty guys there an’ a lotta dames. They are strugglin’ about the floor either lookin’ like they was enjoyin’ it or as if they wish they was dead.

I go in an’ sit myself down at a table an’ order myself a highball. I stick around an’ wait.

After a bit I take a look across the dance floor. On the other side of the room sittin’ by herself is a Chinese dame. She is a good-lookin’ kid, an’ well-dressed. She is drinkin’ a gin fizz, but the way she is makin’ that drink last, an’ the way she keeps lookin’ over at me when she thinks I ain’t lookin’, gives me the idea that this baby is keepin’ her eye on me.

Presently down some steps that lead from an office at the top end of the floor comes a guy. Right away I get the idea that this is Rudy Spigla. He is a middle-sized slim well-made feller, an’ he looks strong. He is wearin’ a swell suit an’ his hair is plastered down. His face is thin but very intelligent — not a bad-lookin’ sorta guy and also a very determined lookin’ cuss who looks as if he would stick at nothin’ very much.

I look around until I see some wop waiter leanin’ up against the wall. I signal to this guy an’ I tell him to go over an’ tell Mr. Spigla — if it is Mr. Spigla — that I would like to have a few words with him. The waiter who looks as if he ain’t been to bed for about ten years takes a pull at himself an’ goes over. I see him give the message to Spigla an’ I see Spigla look across at me in a fresh sorta way almost as if he expected to see me around. After a minute he comes over.”

“Can I help?” he says with a grin.

He stands there with one hand in his pocket lookin’ down at me. I’ve told you that this Spigla is a well-shaped sorta cuss, but he has also got a lotta character in his face. It ain’t the usual sorta face that you see on a guy who spends his time runnin’ a second-class night dump in the Chinatown quarter in ‘Frisco. He has gotta forehead that looks plenty intelligent, a good jaw an’ clever eyes. I reckon this Spigla could be pretty good at anythin’ he set his hand to.

“Yes, you can help,” I tell him. “Sit down. I wanta talk to you.”

He sits down. Then he takes a cigarette case outa his pocket an’ gives himself a cigarette. It is a nice case made of gold with some initials on the front.

“Look, Spigla,” I tell him, “my name’s Caution. I am a Federal Officer. Maybe you heard about me.’

He grins again — a silly sorta grin.

“I ain’t heard of you,” he says, “but then I’m not particularly interested in Federal Officers. They are a type of guy who leaves me very cold.”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “Well even if you think that, I wouldn’t get fresh about it, otherwise I might like to spoil the shape of that nose of yours.”

“You don’t say,” he says, sittin’ back an’ lookin’ at me through a smoke ring which he has just blown. “Well, I don’t know where that would get you. Maybe it wouldn’t do me any good but I don’t reckon it’d get you any place.”

“It would probably get you to the hospital, feller,” I crack back. “But take a tip from me an’ don’t get fresh. Now,” I go on, “let’s get down to cases. I’ve got information that you are the guy who sent three thugs after me in a Chevrolet last night an’ tried to get me ironed out in the Nob Hill area What have you got to say about that, an’ if I was you I’d take a little time before you answer, because if I have one crack outa you I’m goin’ to smack you in the can so that you can cool off.”

He sorta shrugs his shoulders. “Listen, Caution,” he says, “I just wouldn’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I never heard of you before you come here to-night an’ why I should want anybody to bump you I don’t know. You gotta realise that my business is runnin’ this club for Jack Rocca. I ain’t interested in arrangin’ for Federals to get the heat. It ain’t healthy. That’s all I’ve gotta say.”

“I get it,” I tell him. “Clever stuff, hey? Maybe you never heard of a guy called Joe Mitzler. Maybe you don’t even know some blonde dame who gets around with him?”

He looks up.

“You bet I do,” he says, “but that don’t prove anything. Has that fine pair been tellin’ you some fairy stories about me?”

“So you know ’em all right,” I say.

“You bet I do,” he says. “I hired Joe Mitzler as a bouncer in this place. He worked here for two months. He was the guy who chucked fellers out when they got too fresh. O.K. After he’d been here a coupla weeks he pulled some sob story on me about this blonde dame of his an’ I give her a job in the women’s cloakroom, an’ a couple weeks after that I find that this pair are pinchin’ everything they can lay their hands on, so I chuck ’em both out.”

He moves his cigarette over to his left hand, grabs another one outa the case an’ lights it from the stub of the first one. While he is doin’ this he is still lookin’ at me. I see that his hands are well-kept an’ nicely manicured.

“So you see,” he goes on, “if these two have been pullin’ some story on you about me it looks as if it might be a lotta hooey, don’t it? Neither of those two like me very much.”

I grin at him. “I’m not surprised,” I tell him. “I don’t like you very much either. Listen, Spigla,” I go on, “did you hear that some dame called Marella Thorensen was pulled outa the ditch last night by the harbour squad? I suppose you wouldn’t know anythin’ about that?”

“Yeah,” he says, “I heard about it. Why shouldn’t I? I don’t know this dame, but she is the wife of Thorensen who looks after the big boy’s affairs for him.”

“The big boy bein’ Jack Rocca?” I say.

He nods. “That’s the idea,” he says. “Say listen, I gotta lot of work to do around here, an’ whilst I don’t mind answerin’ questions any time it looks important to you, that is providin’ that they are sensible sorta questions, I haven’t got a lotta time to stick around now.” He gets up.

“Look,” he says, “if you wanta ask questions why don’t you ask somebody who knows something about it. All you guys are the same. Somethin’ happens an’ you never know anythin’ about it, so you just get around shootin’ off your mouth, standin’ up people where you can, just in the hope that you might find somethin’ out.”

I reckon I’m goin’ to keep my temper with this baby, although I feel like givin’ him a swell bust in the puss.

“O.K., Spigla,” I tell him. “You’re feelin’ pretty good, ain’t you? So good that you think you can get fresh. Where’s this boss of yours — Rocca?”

He yawns. “He’s around,” he says, “but just where he is right now I wouldn’t know.”

I look at him. “Well,” I tell him, “I’m goin’ to give you just five minutes to find out. If you ain’t back here in five minutes’ time so’s you can let me know where Rocca is right now you’re goin’ down to the Precinct an’ you’re goin’ to cool your heels for a few days in a cell. Maybe while you’re down there we can find somethin’ to hold you on.”

I grin. “I reckon you’re one of them guys,” I tell him, “with a record. I reckon that maybe you have slipped up somewhere durin’ that sweet life of yours, an’ it might pay me to find out about it. Another thing,” I go on, “I’m not in the habit of takin’ apple sauce from cheap dance-room sissies like you, so if you don’t wanta get grievin’ go an’ get busy.”

He don’t say anythin’. He just goes off. I see him cross the floor an’ go up the stairs that lead to the club offices. About five minutes later a waiter comes over an’ says that Mr. Spigla sends his compliments an’ that Mr. Rocca will be down at the Club at one o’clock an’ will be very glad to see Mr. Caution.

I get up an’ follow the wop across the floor, pickin’ my way through a huddle of cheek-to-cheek dancers who are tryin’ to solve the problem of how to combine a whole lotta neckin’ with as little legitimate dancin’ as possible.

On the other side of the floor we go up the stairs, through the swing doors that Rudy Spigla came through an’ along another passage. The carpets on the floors are swell an’ it looks as if plenty money has been spent on this dump.

At the end of the passage there is a lift. I get in an’ the waiter shuts the door. The lift starts goin’ up on its own without any help from me, so it looks as if they can run to trick lifts as well around here.

After a few seconds the lift stops, the door opens an’ I see Rudy waitin’ for me outside. He has got that lousy grin on his face that I don’t like an’ I have a little bet with myself that before I am through with this bozo I am goin’ to smack that happy smile off his pan, because this hombre makes me feel sick in the stomach.

Rudy is one of them smart guys that you meet with when you are gettin’ around with the mobs. He is the second man, the lieutenant, the guy who does what the big boy says an’ likes it. He is feelin’ pretty good an’ safe all the time because he is always thinkin’ that if somethin’ bad breaks the boss will take care of it an’ him, that he will get away with everything an’ that even if the balloon goes go up a bit too high one day an’ somebody gets pinched for somethin’ then he still thinks that it will be the boss, an’ that he can be clever enough to beat the rap somehow.

I have met plenty fellers like Rudy an’ I reckon that they are just pure poison. But I have got to admit that there is something about this guy that is somehow attractive. Whether it is the way he walks or looks, or whether it is something inside him that I sorta can’t put my finger on I just don’t know, but I do know that there are a whole flock of dames who would go for Rudy in a big way just because he has got that little thing that women always fall for with a bump. You can call it sex-appeal or anything you like, but it’s there all right.

Somehow, durin’ that moment while I am gettin’ out of the lift an’ lookin’ at this hero, my mind goes back to blondie. I wonder whether this Rudy had got that blonde baby stringin’ along after him. Maybe she was just one of the crowd that usta think he was the whole world. An’ if this surmise is correct then it would explain her bein’ on the lookout outside the morgue when I went down to take a look at Marella. It would also explain why she was in the Chevrolet with the boys who tried to rub me out, an’ it would also support the theory that I have got kickin’ around in my head that it was Rocca who staged that business with the ice blocks down at the morgue, and that it was some of Rocca’s boys who gave Marella the works and threw her in the ditch just because she knew a bit too much.

“This way, Mr. Caution,” he says sorta polite, an’ leads off down the red an’ gold passage.

Down on the left is a door. Rudy knocks on this an’ when somebody says to come in he pushes it open an’ lets me go in. I step ahead. I hear the door close behind me, so it looks as if Rudy has scrammed an’ that this is goin’ to be a strictly private interview.

Right opposite the door, on the other side of the big room is a helluva big desk. I reckon that this is one of the biggest desks ever, an’ sittin’ on the other side of it with a pleasant smile on his face, an’ a big cigar stuck in his mouth is a helluva big guy.

He has got a big body an’ a big head. He has got a jowl made through good livin’ that is hangin’ over the side of his silk shirt-collar. His hair is black an’ wavy an’ kept very nicely — it’s a funny thing but mobsters always look after their hair properly, I reckon they musta made fortunes for hairdressers in their time — an’ I can see that his chin is powdered so I reckon he has just got up an’ been shaved.

He is wearin’ a very good tweed suit that cost some dough an’ he is restin’ his chin on one hand lookin’ at me with a sorta pleasant smile like I was an old friend who had blown inta town after bein’ away for a coupla years.

I take a quick peek around the room. Everything is swell. The furniture looks like a Metro-Goldwyn set when they was shootin’ the palace scene an’ the carpets are very pleasant to the soles of the feet. Altogether the set-up is pretty good an’ mighta belonged to a millionaire instead of a double-crossin’ son of a she-dog like Jack Rocca.

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Caution,” he says. “Sit down. Have a cigar,”

I pull up a chair. “Thanks a lot, Rocca,” I say, “but I reckon that I will stick to cigarettes.”

I sit down. He still sits there lookin’ at me smilin’ very nicely. He looks like the cat that has swallowed the canary.

He says: “I’ll be very glad to do anything I can to help you, because I have always found out that it is a very good thing to render assistance to Federal guys when they are stickin’ around lookin’ for trouble.”

“Like hell you have, Rocca,” I tell him. “An’ I will also tell you something else an’ that is that you can turn that stuff off right away. I have already had plenty apple sauce from that Spigla guy of yours. I don’t allow to stand for any more, so supposin’ you stop bein’ funny an’ just keep them windscreens you call ears flappin’ an’ listen.”

“Sure, Mr. Caution,” he says, “but you don’t have to take any notice of Rudy Spigla, that’s just his way. He’s O.K. only he sounds sorta fresh. He don’t mean a thing.

“You’re tellin’ me,” I crack. “I’ll bet he don’t — not any more than that bunch of guys you stuck up against a garage wall in Chicago six years ago an’ riddled with a tommy gun till they looked like something that the cat had found down a drain. I’m wise to you, Rocca.”

“What the hell,” he says. “All that stuff is over an’ done with. Me, I wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“Stop makin’ me cry,” I tell him. “In a minute you’ll be tellin’ me that you’re just a big boy tryin’ to work your way through college an’ keep your old mother in comfort.”

He grins. This guy has got a sorta big open grin an’ in spite of the fact that he has got a record as long as my leg there is somethin’ pleasant about him, which, maybe, is the reason that he is still alive an’ not full of bullet holes in a bronze casket like most of his friends and colleagues.

This Rocca is just another of them contradictory guys who will smile at you an’ make you feel as if you couldn’t annoy ’em even if you bit a large lump outa their favourite wife’s neck, an’ who will, with exactly the same friendly grin, soak your underclothes in petrol an’ set fire to ’em, which is just what this guy did to a small-time mobster up Detroit way — an’ got away with it too.

“Look, Rocca,” I tell him. “There is one or two things I wanta ask you, and if I was you I’d be good an’ careful to talk the truth.”

“Sure,” he cays, “anything you want.”

“All right,” I tell him. “What do you know about Berenice Lee Sam?”

He spreads his hands.

“What the hell?” he says. “What should I know about Berenice except that she is old Lee Sam’s daughter? Don’t I look after his truckin’ business? She is a nice dame. I have only seen her once or twice, an’ I don’t know a thing else.”

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Well, maybe you’d like to know that this Berenice shoots off her mouth last night down at the Precinct an’ she sorta suggests that old man Lee Sam has been runnin’ silk, an’ she sorta suggests that you are the guy who has been carryin’ it. What have you gotta say about that?”

He grins some more.

“I ain’t goin’ to say nothin’ except it looks like a whole lotta hooey to me. Maybe the dame’s gone nuts. What do I want with runnin’ silk?” He laughs.

“Runnin’ silk ain’t part of my organisation. It don’t have to be. Anybody will tellya that I am a straight business man, that I make plenty dough outa my truckin’ business, that I have got property around this town an’ that I don’t have to do anything that is illegal.”

I nod. “Right,” I tell him, “so Berenice was just talkin’ outa her ear. She was just makin’ it up. Listen, Rocca,” I go on, “what do you know about this Marella Thorensen bump off? Who do you think killed that dame? Have you heard about it?”

“Yeah,” he says, “I heard about it, who ain’t? But what should I know about that?”

He leans over the table.

“It’s a screwy business,” he says. “I can’t sorta understand this killin’. That dame was a nice dame, quiet an’ classy. She never got within a hundred miles of a mobster in her life, an’ she wasn’t mixed up with anythin’ screwy. How that dame comes to get the heat I just don’t know.”

“Maybe not,” I say, “but maybe you can make a guess. After all she was Aylmar Thorensen’s wife, wasn’t she, an’ as far as I can make out it was Aylmar Thorensen who has been lookin’ after you an’ Lee Sam any time when it looked as if the law might get its hook on you.”

He grins some more.

“So what?” he says. “Listen, Caution. You got this thing all wrong. Me an’ Lee Sam ain’t ever got inta any trouble around here. I don’t mind tellin’ you that we’ve been runnin’ some number rackets around here in Chinatown. You never met a Chink who didn’t wanta gamble, did you? Well, everybody is runnin’ number rackets everywhere. There’s nothin’ extraordinary in that. It’s an offence, but what copper ever takes any notice of it? Thorensen just used to straighten out any little bit of trouble that started; but if you’re meanin’ to suggest that because he looked after Lee Sam’s legal affairs there was some reason why somebody should wanta bump his wife off you’ve got the whole thing wrong. That dame never came inta the picture any time.”

“Well, she’s come inta it all right this time, an’ gone out of it,” I tell him. “Say listen, Rocca, do you meanta tell me that you’re shootin’ straight when you say that you don’t know nothin’ about this killin’ — nothin’ at all? Do you mean that you ain’t got any ideas?”

He looks at me across the desk. He looks straight in my eyes an’ believe it or not for a moment I almsost get the idea that this bozo is tellin’ the truth, because he has got such a swell personality that he makes you think he wouldn’t string you along.

“I don’t know a thing,” he says, “but you can take it from me that I’m a durned sight too wise to have anythin’ to do with any killin’ around here.”

I grin back at him. “You don’t know nothing about the guys in the Chevrolet car who tried to get rid of me last night either, I suppose?” I say.

He looks at me sorta bland. “To tell you the truth,” he says, “that’s the first I heard about it.”

We sit there lookin’ at each other, an’ it looks to me like I am wastin’ my time. I get up.

“O.K., Rocca,” I tell him. “I think you an’ me understand each other pretty well. Maybe before I am through with you you’ll decide to talk plenty. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I walk outa the room. He watches me go. I walk down the corridor an’ open the lift door an’ get in. I get out at the floor beneath an’ walk back onta the dance floor. Way over on the balcony on the other side of the room I can see Rudy Spigla talkin’ to some dame. It looks to me like I cannot do any good around this place, but I have got two or three rather swell ideas sizzlin’ in my head, an’ I think I will blow.

I start walkin’ around the balcony so as to get over the other side an’ out by the entrance where I have left my hat, when sittin’ way down at the table where she was before I see the Chinese girl — the one I saw when I come in. She looks at me an’ she slips me a very fast wink. Then she looks at the chair on the other side of the table sorta suggestin’ that I should sit down there. As I get to the table I drop in the chair.

“Well, baby,” I tell her. “What is it? If you’re lookin’ for a sugar daddy you got the wrong guy. What’s on your mind?”

She looks outa the corner of her eye over towards where Spigla is standin’.

“You pletend you having a dlink with me,” she says nice an’ quiet. “I like to talk. I got something to tell.”

I signal the waiter. I order two highballs an’ we wait till he brings them. Whilst we are waitin’ she don’t say nothin’, but when the waiter has brought the drinks she motions with her head towards where Spigla is standin’. I look across an’ see that he has seen where I am an’ that he is beckonin’ to me. I say excuse me an’ I get up an’ I go over.

“What’s eatin’ you, Spigla?” I ask him. “You discovered you got somethin’ you wanta talk about?”

He smiles. This guy is still pretty fresh.

“No,” he says. “I wanted to ask you how you got along with Rocca. I wanted to ask you if the big boy has been able to be any help.”

“Ain’t that too nice of you?” I tell him. “The next time I want you to ask me something I’ll let you know.”

I turn around, an’ I go back to the table. I sit down and drink the highball. It tastes lousy.

“Well what is it, baby?” I ask the dame.

She looks across at me an’ smiles. She is a pretty kid an’ her hair is done very nice. In spite of the fact that this baby is Chinese, she has still got something.

“Mlister Caution,” she says. “I think it would be a very good thing if you don’t go back to your hotel. Maybe it not be so good for you.”

“Aw nuts,” I tell her. “Say listen, what is this? Has Mr. Rocca got you on to tryin’ some sorta psychological stunt on me to get me nervous? You try somethin’ else, baby.”

I get my hat an’ I walk out inta the street. The entrance to The Two Moons Club is in a wide sorta alleyway. This is a pretty dark place an’ there is only one light at the end. As I start walkin’ along my head begins to go round an’ I see the light at the end of the alley goin’ round in circles. I get to feelin’ that I would pay a million bucks to be sick; yet at the same time I don’t wanta be sick.

I get it. While I went over to talk to Spigla some clever guy has hocked my drink. Maybe the Chinese girl or maybe it was done before the waiter brought it. Whatever they have given me is doin’ me no good at all. I have got a pain in my guts like snake was livin’ there an’ not likin’ it. My knees feel as if they was made of spaghetti, an’ it looks like it is a matter of minutes before the pavement comes up an’ hits me.

I lean up against the wall an’ try to concentrate so as to take a look around me. Over on the other side of the road, down in a doorway, I can see a guy. I reckon this is the palooka who is waitin’ for me to pass out.

I get one of them funny ideas that a guy gets when he is goin’ under to a drug. I get the idea that if I can get myself to the street lamp at the end of the alley I might have a chance. So I start concentratin’. I concentrate on walkin’, although every time I put one foot in front of the other I feel as if there was a ton weight on the end of it.

I get to the lamp, an’ I put my arm around the post. I start to be sick, an’ I begin slidin’ down the post because I can’t hold myself up.

The last thing I see is the guy who was standin’ in the doorway comin’ towards me. He has got his hand in his coat pocket.

Everything looks like black. I go right out.


VI. NECKING IS SO NICE
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I DO NOT know if you have ever had knock-out drops, but if you have you will know without my tellin’ you that it is not so hot when you start comin’ back.

My eyes are heavy and as sore as if they was filled with sand, I have got a taste in my mouth that makes me feel like I have been eatin’ bad birds-nest soup, an’ every time I try to move I feel like somebody is tryin’ to shave a bit off my head with a blunt saw.

I do not know where I am but it smells good to me. There is some perfume or something round about an’ I am tryin’ to remember where I smelt this stuff before. After doin’ a lot of concentratin’ I get it. This was the perfume that I sniffed when I was gettin’ around Berenice Lee Sam’s room, the stuff that made her handbag smell so nice. I get a big idea that it is that goddam hot momma that has given me the knock-out drops. So what?

I open up my eyes for a minute an’ I see that I am right. I am in Berenice’s room. I am lyin’ on a settee an’ opposite me I can see the door with the silk fringe screen — the door leadin’ to the Chinese maid’s room. The room is pretty dark, there is only a standard lamp alight. Sittin’ up against the wall opposite me is a big Chinese guy, the guy I saw puttin’ his hand inta his pocket just before I flopped.

Between him an’ me, sittin’ in an armchair, smokin’ a cigarette through a jade holder and wearin’ a peach coloured wrap with silver snakes worked all over it, is Berenice. She is lookin’ at me an’ smilin’ a slow sorta smile, the sorta look that a cat would bestow on some bird it was goin’ to use for hors-d’oeuvres.

I look at her under my eyelashes. This dame is a sonsy number I am tellin’ you, an’ I reckon I know plenty guys who would do more than murder if they could get their hooks on a lovely like this as a result thereof. This dame is the sorta proposition that gets me burned up. She has got looks, figure, class an’ that certain something they call allure which is the thing that gets guys goin’, but it is her nerve that gets me on the floor.

I watch the light from the standard lamp reflectin’ on the ice in the rings on her fingers as she takes the jade cigarette holder outa her mouth. I get a feelin’ that I would like to smack this dame so hard that she would be constrained to maintain the perpendicular almost continuously — as the geometry fan said.

I think I will try an’ say a few words, but even my tongue is swollen with the hells broth that they have slipped inta me, an’ when I talk it sounds like I have got a mouthful of spaghetti.

“O.K., Berenice,” I tell her. “I reckon that you pulled one that is just a bit too fast this time. Ain’t you the disappointin’ dame — an’ I thought you was clever? I certainly thought that you was too clever to think that you are goin’ to get any place by givin’ me a dose of hocked liquor an’ bringin’ me up here.

“What’s the idea? Are you tryin’ to snatch me or is it my fatal sex-appeal that has got you down? If it’s a snatch I don’t reckon that Uncle Sam will be prepared to pay very much for my carcass an’ if it’s the other thing I give you due notice that I do not intend to fight for my honour, so get busy; only I tell you this much that when I get outa here I’m goin’ to make things so tough for you that sittin’ on tintacks would feel like wearin’ silk underpants after what I’m goin’ to do to you some way or another.”

She just goes on smilin’. Then she waves her hand an’ the Chinese maid comes in with a cup of something an’ brings it over. I smell it an’ it smells like very good tea. I reckon that all they can do to me now is poison me an’ that anyhow even death cannot be very much worse than the way I am feelin’ right now, so I drink it, an’ it is very good tea.

Berenice starts talkin’. She says somethin’ in Chinese to the guy who is sittin’ up against the wall an’ he gets up an’ scrams outa it. The maid comes in with a silk towel dipped in ice water an’ sticks it around my head. I begin to think that maybe I am goin’ nuts in my old age an’ that this is all a pipe dream, because if this sorta stuff makes sense then I am Old King Cole.

She looks at me again. The smile sorta wanders off her face an’ she is starin’ at me like she was some old hen considerin’ a tough chicken. I have told you before that this dame has got plenty, an’ I wish that I knew enough words just to put over how she looks sittin’ there in that peach coloured robe with a diamond an’ ruby clasp in her black hair an’ a humorous sorta look in them turquoise eyes of hers.

Even although my head is still achin’ like I have been tryin’ to butt down the Empire State building with it, I start thinkin’ that it would be swell if this Berenice was a good girl an’ on the side of law an’ order instead of rushin’ around pullin’ all sorts of mayhem like she is doin’. I start wonderin’ once again why it is that if a dame has got looks an’ class an’ that swell wiggle when she walks (you know what I mean), then in nine cases outa ten she is the one who smooths your fevered brow with one hand an’ busts you a mean sock in the midriff with an old Samurai knife that one of her ancestors used for shavin’ with the other.

But I reckon she is goin’ to pull something, an’ I reckon it is goin’ to be something very swell. I take another gulp of Orange Pekoe just to get my mental motor turnin’ over, an’ I look at her outa one corner of my eye an’ try an’ come to a quick conclusion as to what the set-up is goin’ to be.

First of all it is a cinch that the Chinese dame in The Two Moons Club is the one who hocked my drink, an’ secondly it is a cinch that this baby was workin’ for Berenice when she done it. So what does this lovely with the turquoise eyes an’ the used car morals want to hand me a bunch of knockout drops for, an’ then give me tea with wet towels around my head? Does it make sense to you? I reckon that she is goin’ to try an’ do a deal.

She starts talkin’. Her voice is soft an’ low an’ thrillin’. If I hadda voice like that an’ looked as swell as Berenice I would start so much trouble that the League of Nations would call a special session to decide whether it wouldn’t be cheaper in the long run to build me a palace in Iceland so as to keep the Esquimaux from playin’ snowballs durin’ the long winter nights.

“Mr. Caution,” she says, “Lemmy, what do you think about me?”

I draw a long breath. I reckon that I am goin’ to tell this doll just what I do think about her.

“Look, Very Deep an’ Very Precious Stream,” I tell her. “I will tell you just what I am thinkin’ about you. First of all I reckon that you think that I got something outa Jack Rocca to-night, something that was so important that you even took the chance of givin’ me knock-out drops an’ gettin’ me up here so’s you can try an’ make a deal with me.

“I think that there oughta be a law against dames like you bein’ born. Because you are too good-lookin’ to stick around without makin’ a bundle of trouble for all concerned, an’ I think such a lot about your technique that when I get outa here I am goin’ to have you pinched an’ held as a material witness in the Marella Thorensen case. If you didn’t kill that dame then I’m nuts, but before I’m through with you I’m goin’ to cause you a whole lot of grief, Berenice, an’ that is official, so you can quote me.”

She smiles. “First of all,” she says. “I suggest that you should lay back on the couch so that your very efficient brain can, more or less comfortably, grasp what I am about to tell you; secondly, I think it would be very much to your advantage if you were to stop regarding me as some sort of low snake crawling about the undergrowth seeking whom I may kill. Thirdly, you will be very foolish if you do not pay due attention to what I am about to tell you.

“It was on my instructions that the little Chinese girl drugged your drink at The Two Moons, but you will remember she did this only after she had asked you not to return to your hotel and you had refused to listen to her. I did not want you to return to your hotel, and had you attempted to do so you would probably not be alive at this moment. You will remember that one attempt has already been made on your life, an attempt which you attributed to me, and it is therefore to my advantage to protect myself from any further accusations of this sort.”

“Swell,” I tell her. “All of which sounds very nice an’ sweet. But maybe you will tell me that somebody or other has appointed you to be my little guardian angel in size three shoes. Why are you so interested in keepin’ me alive?”

She smiles some more.

“Shall we say that I am more interested in keeping myself alive?” she says. “It will be quite obvious to you that on the very circumstantial evidence that exists at the moment you, and possibly other people, would consider that there is adequate reason to believe that I am concerned in the death of Marella Thorensen. Your main reason for believing this is the letter which you read from Marella to Aylmar Thorensen which suggests that there had been an affaire between us and that Marella had discovered it. You are probably also interested as to how this letter came into my possession.”

She puts another cigarette into her holder an’ lights it. She brings another one over to where I am lyin’, puts it in my mouth an’ lights it with a little gold lighter. I don’t say a word. I am just thinkin’ that this dame has got the swellest nerve that ever I bumped against ever since I been totin’ a “G” identification card.

“I am certainly very interested as to how you got that letter,” I tell her. “First of all it is written to Thorensen and it ain’t got any date on it so it coulda been written any time. Thorensen mighta given it to you to read, in which case he woulda have to have done this before he left for Los Angeles. Anyhow I suppose you had arranged to give it back to him?”

She looks at me with her eyes wide open.

“Why?” she says. “Why should I have given it back to him?”

“O.K.” I tell her, “you’ve told me just what I wanted to know. So Thorensen gave you that letter to read an’ asked you to destroy it, didn’t he? Another thing I reckon he gave you that letter some time during the day that Marella got herself bumped off. But the thing that is interestin’ me is why you didn’t destroy it. Why didya leave it lyin’ around here, in this room where any one could read it?”

She laughs — you know, one of them little ripplin’ laughs. She shows all her pretty teeth between a pair of lips that are so swell that they woulda made King Solomon senda bell hop to let all his wives know that he was bein’ kept at a conference an’ that they was not to bother about callin’ him in the mornin’.

“That, dear Mr. Lemmy, is the whole point,” she says. “And with your usual sharpness of intellect you have put your finger on it. First of all Thorensen did not give me the letter, and therefore he never asked me to destroy it. As a matter of fact I very much doubt whether he has even seen it.

“The reason why I left it lying about, as you so aptly put it, instead of destroying it, was that I was keeping it. . . .”

“For what?” I ask her.

“To give to you,” she says. “Isn’t it obvious that I was keeping it to give to you? Haven’t I made it clear already that I knew perfectly well that my father and I were asked, suddenly, to go down to the Precinct in order that some one — possibly you — could take a look around here. Yet knowing this I leave the letter for you to find. I always intended you to have it.”

“Berenice,” I tell her, “you listen to me. I am wise to you, ladybird. You are one swell, first-class goddam liar and when you die you will certainly go to Hell an’ have the fact tattooed all over your lily-white posterior by blue devils writin’ with fountain pens dipped in acid. Say, what do you take me for?”

“There are moments when I take you for the usual thickheaded cop, Lemmy,” she says. “Especially when you are rude. There are, however, other moments when I believe that you are a really intelligent person possessing a first-class brain and disguising the fact by the use of language that makes me shudder. Can’t you see what is behind this letter?”

“O.K., sweetheart,” I tell her. “I’ll play along. I’ll say what you want me to say, an’ it’s this. I suppose the idea you want me to fall for is that the letter was never written by Marella Thorensen at all. That it is a forgery planted on you so as to supply a possible motive for you havin’ killed her?”

“Correct in one shot,” she says. “Isn’t it obvious? Isn’t it quite clear to you that a woman of my type would find it entirely revolting to have anything at all to do with a gross and impossible person like Aylmar Thorensen?”

“No, honeybunch,” I tell her, more in sorrow than in anger, “it is not, because I have often found that swell-looking and classy dames like you do go for gross and impossible guys like Aylmar Thorensen.

“Why,” I go on, “I remember a dame up in the silver district in Mexico. She was the cutest little number that you ever saw. She had guys fighting over her like cats. There was two palookas stickin’ around there who fought each other to a standstill over that baby. They fought for six hours with ten inch knives and when they was finished they was both so full of holes that they looked like a coupla water biscuits. Finally, one of these guys gives a big sigh an’ dies, an’ she nurses the other for six weeks. Every day she usta go an’ pour eua-de-cologne over that mug’s head an’ drool sweet hooey inta his ears until the poor guy used to writhe about the bed like he was bein’ tickled to death by fairy fingers.

“So what? The day the doctor says that this guy is O.K. an’ is fit to get his own back on her, what does she do? Why she goes off an’ marries a can manufacturer with a belly so big that it practically made any sort of social contact a sheer impossibility. So laugh that off.”

I sit up. I am feelin’ better an’ dyin’ to get action.

“Look, Berenice,” I tell her. “You know Marella’s handwriting don’t ya? You know whether that letter was written by her or not. Tell me somethin’, how does the handwritin’ of that letter match up with the one she wrote you when you was in Shanghai — the one tellin’ you to come back an’ see her because she wanted to see you bad?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “The letter Marella sent to me in Shanghai was typewritten except the signature. She often used to type her letters.”

She stubs out her cigarette.

“You must believe me, Lemmy,” she says. “I tell you that that letter must be a forgery; that it was written in an endeavour to throw suspicion on me.”

“Boloney, Princess,” I crack back at her. “Say, what do you think I am? You expect me to believe that? An’ you expect me to believe that you sent that maid of yours down to The Two Moons to give me knock-out drops, an’ that big thug of yours to bring me up here, just so as to stop somebody else takin’ a sock at me. O.K. Now you can tell me a few more lies. Tell me where you got that letter from?”

She walks across to the table an’ helps herself to another cigarette. All the while I am watchin’ her. Every time this dame starts walkin’ with that peach coloured gown clingin’ to her the way it does I feel my mind slippin’ right away from the business in hand, because this dame has got a walk that does things to a guy, if you know what I mean.

“The letter was put in my car after I arrived back here yesterday evening,” she says, “that is, before my father and I went to the Precinct.

“After I go up to my room here I remembered that I had left my handbag and gloves in the car. I sent my maid down to the garage which is on the other side of the house to get them.

“She found the letter, enclosed in a plain white envelope, placed on top of my handbag on the seat of the car. She brought it up believing, naturally, that I had left it there with the other things. Immediately I opened the envelope and read the letter I saw that some one was trying to throw suspicion on me. Some one who probably knew that you were already regarding me as a suspect. I made up my mind at once that I would give you the letter at the first opportunity.

“O.K., lady,” I tell her. “You can give it to me now.”

She goes over to a drawer an’ gets the letter, and brings it over to where I am sittin’. I read it once again. I reckon it will be easy to have this handwritin’ checked. Lookin’ at it I see that the letter is written in a light blue ink — Sea Island Blue they call it — an’ I get to wonderin’ whether Marella always used this sorta ink. I make a note in my mind to find out.

I look up at her. She is standin’ just in front of me, an’ as I look at her I can smell a sorta suggestion of the perfume that she is wearin’. She smiles down at me.

“O.K.,” I say. “So the set-up is now like this. The idea is that somebody who could get inta your garage planted this letter on the seat of the car. An’ who in the name of heck did they think was goin’ to find it? Do you mean to tell me that they thought you was goin’ to send your maid down an’ that she was goin’ to find it an’ bring it to you an’ that you was goin’ to let me find it an’ finally give it to me like you are doin’ now? Anybody who reckoned to do a thing like that must be just plain nuts, an’ what do you think?”

She shrugs her shoulders. “That’s the truth,” she says. “That is all I have to say about it.”

“All right,” I tell her, “but be your age, Berenice. Don’t you see how screwy that story is? If whoever it was planted that letter in your car expected you to find it, wouldn’t it have been reasonable for them to believe that the first thing you woulda done would be to burn it?”

“I think that is quite possible,” she says. “But it is also possibly that they did not expect me to send my maid down to the garage. Possibly they thought that some one else would go down there and find it.”

I start to say something but I stop myself. I have got an idea. I just don’t say a word. I get up.

“Well, Berenice,” I say. “I am goin’ to scram. Me — I have got an entirely open mind about everything with the exception that I think you bumped Marella, an’ that you are a brainy little cuss who is holdin’ out an’ makin’ a nice setup so’s you can get away with it in the confusion.

“I think that this letter is a fake, an’ that you have decided that it would be a good thing for it to get inta my hands just so’s it would make it look like it is somebody else tryin’ to hang this job onto you. Well, I have known setups like that before. An’ this one won’t get you any place.”

She shrugs her shoulders again, an’ the little smile comes across her face.

“In China, there is a proverb,” she says, “a proverb which says that nothing is easy to a fool.”

I walk across to a table where I see my hat an’ grab it.

“Meanin’ that I am a fool, an’ that nothin’ is goin’ to come easy to me, hey?” I tell her. “O.K., Berenice, well let me tell you that there are plenty other guys who thought that I was a mug an’ learned different before I was through.”

She smiles some more. “There is another proverb,” she says. She comes a little closer to me. “There is a proverb,” she goes on, “which says that it is better to be a fool who is beloved than a wise man who knows not the softness of a woman’s mouth.”

She is right close to me now, an’ her eyes are lookin’ up into mine. I get an idea that this dame is tryin’ to take me for a ride, an’ that she is makin’ one big mistake about Lemmy Caution, because I am not that sorta guy an’ when a dame starts playin’ me I get sorta suspicious.

“O.K., Berenice,” I tell her. “You learn some more proverbs, but you’ll find that they won’t get you no place. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I am just goin’ to turn around when she puts her hand on my shoulder. I look down an’ see this hand, with the rings glitterin’ on it an’ the polished finger nails, an’ I get to thinkin’ that those fingers did a mean job when they squeezed that little .22 gun that sent Marella on the long bump. Maybe this dame thinks she is goin’ to play me for a sucker.

“Lemmy,” she says, “you must realise that I think you are the most delectable person. You are so very direct that there are occasions on which you omit to see the most obvious facts.

“You attract me strangely. I like to be near you. Also,” she goes on, “if and when you succeed in proving that I killed Marella I think it would be very nice if you could be the person who was detailed to execute me. It would be such a charming gesture to be ‘fried’ (as I believe you call it) by a person like you. Even the electric chair would seem less electric if you were near.”

I look down at her. This dame is laughin’ at me. There are a thousand lights twinklin’ in her turquoise eyes, an’ her hand is on my cheek.

Before I know what is happenin’ she is in my arms. I can feel her give as my arm goes around her, an’ when I say give I mean just that.

What the hell. I know all about it. I know that the Federal Regulations for Special Agents say that Agents must be careful not to get themselves mixed up with dames in the course of their investigations. But the guy who drafted these rules was not thinkin’ of dames like Berenice, otherwise he woulda wrote ’em backwards.

Something my old Ma used to say comes rushin’ into my head. “Every guy must have his moments,” Ma Caution usta say, an’ if this ain’t one of my moments what is? Regulations is regulations, but a dame who can kiss like this one could slip a stranglehold on a bronze statue of the guy who thought that neckin’ was bad for the nerves. Me — I am thorough. When I do something I do it an’ like it.

Did I break that goddam regulation or did I?

Downstairs in the hall I find the slit-eyed butler stick in’ around waitin’ to let me out. He opens the door an’ I am just walkin’ out when I think of somethin’.

“Hey, you,” I tell him. “What’s your name?”

He says his name is Hi-Tok.

“O.K.. Hi-Tok,” I say. “You tell me somethin’, willya?”

He says he will if he can.

“You tell me who is the last guy to go into the garage here at night,” I ask him, “the guy who would do the lockin’ up an’ see that everything was O.K.?”

“Mlister Lee Sam do that,” he says. “He velly particular. He always lock up himself. He always do that.”

I say thanks a lot an’ I scram.

Outside the house I look back an’ see the light in Berenice’s window. I reckon that dame has got a nerve. Maybe she thinks she can play me for a mug. Maybe she is right an’ maybe not.


VII. SLIP-UP FOR BERENICE
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I AM LAYIN’ on my back on the settee in my sittin’-room at the hotel. It is a pretty swell sorta afternoon, an’ there is a bit of late sun still shinin’.

Over on the other side of the room Brendy is sittin’ smokin’ a cigar an’ regarding the ceilin’ like he was deep in thought. I reckon that I know what is goin’ on in his head.

He is thinkin’ to himself why the hell don’t this son of a she-dog Lemmy Caution make a pinch? Why don’t he pinch Berenice Lee Sam when it is stickin’ out like the elephant’s ears that this dame is the one who has started all the hey-hey around here?

Me, I am also thinkin’ about Berenice. An’ I want you guys to get this straight. Don’t you think that I would lay off pinchin’ that dame just because I had a warm session with her last night. Don’t you get the idea inta your heads that just because this Berenice has got a method of kissin’ an’ a line in cuddlin’ that would make a confirmed bachelor of ninety-five shave off his side burns an’ start learnin’ the rumba, that I wouldn’t pinch her if I though that was the angle. I just don’t, that’s all, an’ think what you like Berenice’s sex-appeal just don’t come inta the picture — well not so much.

I am thinkin’ about all the things that everybody else thinks don’t matter.

Get a load of this: When Berenice went out to the Villa Rosalito that afternoon to meet Marella she thought that she was goin’ out there to discuss some urgent business, didn’t she? When I asked her what they was doin’ out there she says they just sat an’ talked. They was sittin’ there talkin’ from about five o’clock until seven — two hours that is.

But Berenice don’t ever say what they was talkin’ about. She just keeps as mum as hell about a conversation that nine outa ten women woulda disclosed to me if it was an innocent sorta conversation.

I reckon that if I knew what those two dames were sittin’ talkin’ about for two hours in that lonely dump with the mist comin’ down, I should know plenty. An’ all the while the telephone receiver is flipped off downstairs — Berenice done that I reckon — so that nobody can get through an’ disturb ’em.

Well, you’re goin’ to say that it is natural for Berenice to keep her trap shut about what they was talkin’ about because it wasn’t an innocent sorta conversation, but just for once I am goin’ over to her side an’ I am goin’ to say this:

If she’da known that she was goin’ out to the Villa Rosalito to have a show-down with Marella she’d have slipped back quietly from Shanghai on the China Clipper an’ eased out to the Villa an’ said nothin’ to nobody. She wouldn’ta telephoned her old man through an’ said that she was goin’ out to see Marella. She’d have just gone an’ said nothin’ about it.

To which you will maybe reply that old man Lee Sam mighta been in on the job with her. But if you say that then I am goin’ to say right away that if that had been the case I reckon Lee Sam wouldn’ta telephoned through to the Precinct when his girl didn’t come home. He woulda just kept quiet an’ said nothin’, because that telephone call of his mighta started something they didn’t want started.

The big point is this: All the facts — as I can see ’em — confirm that Marella did write to Berenice an’ tell her to come over, because she wants to see her urgently, an’ when Berenice appears then Marella has changed her mind for some reason or other. She just don’t discuss any urgent business, or if she does it is something that old Lee Sam didn’t know about.

An’ if I am right, this attitude of Marella’s is just the same as the one she took when she wrote that letter to the Director. She says in that letter something like this — I know a helluva lot an’ if I don’t tell you about it within the next ten days then you send some guy along an’ I will tell him plenty.

She does very nearly the same sorta thing with Berenice. She writes to her an’ says come over here I want you urgent an’ then — accordin’ to Berenice — when she gets there the urgency is all gone an’ they just have an ordinary sorta powwow.

Maybe this don’t seem very important to you, but it does to me, because I am tryin’ to get inside that dame Marella Thorensen’s mind, an’ until I do I reckon I ain’t goin’ to get any place.

O.K. I light myself a cigarette, an’ I proceed to tell Brendy all about this letter business an’ the show-down I had last night with Berenice. Needless to say I do not tell him about the love stuff that went on afterwards, because Brendy would not know that I am a guy who will kiss a woman with one hand an’ smack a pair of steel bracelets on her with the other so to speak. He will proceed to think to himself that I have got one big letch on the Berenice dame an’ am layin’ off her for that reason.

As it is directly he starts talkin’ I can see that he has got somethin’ like this in his head.

“What is the matter with you, Lemmy?” he says. “Has this dame got you on the floor or what? This is an open an’ shut case, an’ I will now proceed to give you the works, because it is all so plain that even a blind guy would get it.”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “Wise guy, heh? All right, spill it, Sherlock.”

“Here’s the way it goes,” he says. “This dame Berenice is gettin’ around with Aylmar Thorensen. O.K. Thorensen knows that if her old man Lee Sam finds out what is goin’ on an’ that his daughter is havin’ fun an’ games with his attorney, there will be plenty trouble an’ probably the old boy will stick him with a blunt knife or give him an old-fashioned Chinese pill that will make his eyelids turn inside out.

“So he tells the dame to lay off an’ take a holiday in Shanghai, an’ he then fixes that he will move his office outa San Francisco an’ get along to Los Angeles, an’ he does this so’s it will be easier for him an’ Berenice to have some little get-together parties when she comes back. Got me?

“Then he tells Marella that he is goin’ to transfer over to Los Angeles an’ that she will be seein’ less of him than ever, an’ Marella starts to smell rats like hell. So she jumps around an’ she finds out that Aylmar an’ Berenice are just two big sweethearts, an’ boy, does she get the needle!

“O.K. So what does she do? She has a show-down with Aylmar. She tells him that he is a pain in the ear, an’ that as a husband he is nothin’ but a big mistake. She says that she has not minded being neglected when she thought it was business that was keepin’ him, but now that she finds out that it is Berenice who is the big attraction she is goin’ to get busy.

“She probably knows plenty about Aylmar. She probably knows that he an’ old man Lee Sam have been up to plenty of funny business around here an’ she tells Aylmar that unless he is goin’ to behave himself properly she is goin’ to wise up the Federals that he an’ Lee Sam have been runnin’ silk or whatever they have been doin’.

“Well, Aylmar don’t believe her. He tells her that she is talkin’ hooey, an’ that she can go take fifteen cold baths, an’ he goes off an’ starts makin’ arrangements to move.

“Then Marella gets all steamed up. So she thinks of one big idea. She sits down an’ she writes that letter to the Director of the Federal Bureau but she don’t actually say anything in it. She only sorta suggests that something is goin’ on. Why does she do this? Well, it’s stickin’ out a foot that she plays it this way so that if Aylmar decides to change his mind she can say that she was mistaken when she wrote the letter an’ he can still keep his nose clean. She says that if the Bureau don’t hear from her durin’ the next ten days they are to send an operative along. Well, you got the idea, ain’t you? The idea is that she is givin’ Aylmar an’ Berenice that much time to agree to what she wants an’ if they don’t she is goin’ to blow the works.

“Right. Well, just so’s to fix things she types out a letter to Berenice an’ sends it over to Shanghai by air mail, an’ she tells Berenice that she has gotta be at the Villa Burlingame about four — five o’clock on the tenth day.

“Then she’s all set, ain’t she? She knows that on that day at the time Berenice an’ the Federal agent will arrive at the Villa at about the same time. Marella aims to stall the agent who is arriving in the afternoon by leavin’ a phoney note to Nellie the cook which will make this guy come back after nine o’clock.

“When Berenice gets there Marella tells her plenty. She tells her what she has done. She says that a Federal agent will be along any minute an’ that if Berenice don’t agree to lay off Aylmar, an’ that if he don’t agree to stick around an’ be a proper husband she is goin’ to blow the works to the agent which will put both Thorensen and old man Lee Sam well in the dirt.

“She also tells her that she has written a letter to Thorensen tellin’ him what she is goin’ to do. O.K. Berenice, who is a tough baby, realises that the time has come for action. So she makes up her mind quick. She says O.K. an’ that they will go over an’ see Aylmar an’ straighten everything out.

“She gets Marella in the car an’ she bumps her off with that little gun she’s got. By this time the fog has come down an’ she drives along to the dock an’ shoves Marella in. Then she goes back to Thorensen an’ tells him what she has done.

“Thorensen gets the breeze up. After a bit he takes a pull at himself an’ gets around an’ tells Rocca about the bump off. He tells Rocca about the letter that Marella wrote to the Federals an’ says that they can all look out for some trouble when it is discovered that Marella is missin’.

“Later some guy sees Marella floatin’ about the dock an’ wises up the harbour squad. Rocca gets to hear about this and tells Spigla or somebody to fix things by smashin’ Marella’s face in so that the body can’t be identified an’ so that they can get the bullet outa Marella’s head, because that bullet would have sent Berenice to the chair. Rocca reckons that if he does this he will have a stranglehold on Lee Sam that will make him plenty dough. He will also have Thorensen where he wants him.

“Well, the big act with the ice block comes off. They get inta the morgue an’ they get the bullet out. Thorensen hears about this an’ thinks that Berenice is now safe, that nobody will tie her up with the murder, so when he goes down to the morgue he don’t mind sayin’ that the body is Marella’s.

“Meanwhiles Berenice has got the letter that Marella wrote to Thorensen. She is all worked up, an’ when she drives the car back home instead of burnin’ it she leaves it on the seat with her gloves an’ bag. The maid finds it an’ takes it up to her room an’, after O’Halloran has got Lee Sam an’ Berenice down at the Precinct for questioning, sees you readin’ it.

“So Berenice knows that she has gotta pull a phoney story on you about that letter. She says it’s a fake because that’s the only thing she can say.”

Brendy gets up an’ stretches himself.

“Me, I would pinch that dame Berenice like that,” he says, snappin’ his fingers. “Because she is the baby that done this job.”

I give myself another drink.

“Swell,” I tell him, “but that still don’t tell us what the story was that Marella was goin’ to spill. Do you think that Berenice or Thorensen or Rocca or Lee Sam woulda got frightened just because this Marella dame was goin’ to blow the works that they had been runnin’ silk? Not on your life. There was somethin’ else — somethin’ much more important, an’ that is the thing I am after.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” he says. “You’re the boss, but I gotta tell you one thing an’ that is the D.A. ain’t too pleased with the way things are goin’. The newspapers are playin’ this Marella Thorensen killin’ up like hell an’ he wants a pinch made. He reckons, like everybody else, that Berenice done it. We gotta get action on that murder.”

I nod. Me — I am goin’ to do a little playin’ for time, I think, because something he has said has put an idea inta my head.

“Look, Brendy,” I tell him. “One thing is stickin’ out a foot an’ that is that we have gotta get this handwritin’ identified.” I throw the letter across the table an’ he picks it up.

“Get somebody in Thorensen’s office — some clerk or somebody who knows Marella’s handwritin’, to say whether that is her writin’ or a forgery. That’s the first thing to be done, an’ the second thing you can do is this. I told O’Halloran that I wanted Joe Mitzler an’ that blonde baby Toots pulled in. Well, I don’t, see? If they’re still stickin’ around in San Francisco just give ’em their heads. Let Terry put a tail on ’em an’ keep me posted as to what they are doin’ — that is if they are still here an’ he can find ’em. But I don’t want ’em pulled in, see?”

“O.K.,” he says. “You’re runnin’ this business.

He stretches some more.

“You know, Lemmy,” he says, “I reckon that this Berenice baby has got all you guys bull-dozed. When she come down to the Precinct the boys tell me that O’Halloran’s eyes was poppin’ outa his head. He just couldn’t take ’em off her ankles, which is a bad thing for a copper, because a copper should never allow himself to think about a dame’s legs.”

“No,” I tell him, “you don’t say. An’ so you are one of these guys that never thinks about dames’ legs. Just thinka that now. Look, Brendy, ain’t anybody ever told you that if you was to add up all the time that all the guys in the world spend thinkin’ about women’s legs, nobody would have any time left. The trouble with you guys is that you don’t think enough about dames’ legs. Maybe the whole of this case is just based on legs.”

“Meanin’ what?” he says.

“Meanin’ this,” I tell him. “Ain’t you ever discovered that most bump-offs is because some guy gets comparin’ some other jane’s legs with the ones that he is legitimately entitled to consider? I reckon that legs is just hell. Don’t crime start in night clubs? Sure it does, an’ it starts because there are more legs in night clubs than anywhere else. Me — I gotta theory that if you was to cut every woman off short an’ issue ’em with a pair of cork legs you could practically do away with all the coppers in the world. Crime would stop dead.”

“Yeah,” he says, “well, I don’t agree because even if every dame had cork legs there would still be some guys would wanta see whether they kept their stockin’s up with drawin’ pins or glue.”

I don’t say nothin’ because I know that Brendy is a bit sore on the subject of legs, his wife bein’ so bow-legged that when she goes swimmin’ she looks like a triumphal arch. I relax an’ then come back to the main issue.

“O.K., Brendy boy,” I tell him. “You just get around an’ do a little leg work yourself, willya? Check up on the handwritin’ in that letter an’ let me know pronto whether Marella really wrote it or whether somebody is tryin’ to pull a fast one on the Berenice baby.

“An’ another thing,” I go on. “You can ask the guy who is goin’ to do the identifyin’ whether he has ever known Marella to use that Sea Island ink before. It’s a funny colour an’ we might get a line through it.”

He says O.K. an’ scrams.

I look at my watch. It is four o’clock an’ a swell afternoon. I telephone down to the desk for some coffee, an’ I put my feet up on the table an’ proceed to do a little quiet thinkin’.

You will realise that this story that Brendy has just issued out is a good one. It sorta goes with all the angles an’ it certainly looks as if Berenice would be the baby that pulled this job.

An’ if Brendy is right then all that stuff she pulled on me last night about the letter bein’ a forgery an’ planted so as to give her a motive for killin’ Marella, was all bunk, but it was the only thing she could say under the circumstances.

But I know that you are goin’ to agree with me that there is somethin’ very odd about that story of hers as to how the letter had got inta the house. If she was makin’ it all up wouldn’t it a been easier for her to say that somebody had sent her the letter through the post or somethin’ like that.

The thing that gets me is that her story is what you might call too durned involved to be all lies, an’ as I am a guy who likes to look at a thing from all angles I am goin’ to take it — just for the sake of talkin’ — that Berenice’s story about the letter was true.

All right, well why in the name of heck does the guy who wanted to plant the letter leave it with her handbag an’ gloves in the car? If the guy can get inta the house so’s to put it in the garage why don’t he leave it on Berenice’s dressin’ table or somewhere like that?

Well, there might be a good reason. Hi-Tok the butler told me that the guy who would be the person to go inta the garage last would be Lee Sam. He would go around to lock up, an’ therefore he would be the guy who would find the letter.

So if Berenice is tellin’ the truth it looks as if the guy who planted the letter meant Lee Sam to find it.

Well, why would they want that? Well, we can answer that one, because Brendy told us the answer.

Supposin’ Thorensen had gone to Rocca to get ’em outa the jam like Brendy said. Supposin’ Rocca was the guy responsible for smashin’ Marella’s face in so as to get at that bullet an’ hold up identification, an’ supposin’ by some means or other he had got hold of that letter — never mind whether it was a true one or a forgery — then wouldn’t it be a clever thing for him to plant it where old man Lee Sam would find it, an’ the old boy would then get the idea inta his head that his daughter was mixed up in the Marella killin’; that she had done it herself.

Once he gets this idea then Rocca has got him where he wants him. An’ you gotta remember that Lee Sam has got plenty dough an’ would pay plenty so’s to keep anybody from sayin’ too much about his daughter.

An’ there is another angle. The guy who comes along to the Lee Sam house to plant this letter is takin’ a chance, ain’t he? Supposin’ somebody sees him monkeyin’ about the garage. This guy musta known plenty about the Lee Sam house to take a chance like that.

But supposin’ he didn’t haveta take a chance? Supposin’ that letter had been planted by some guy who was in the Lee Sam house. Why then the whole set-up would sound less like a lotta hooey.

You remember the time when I was givin’ the once over to Berenice’s room, an’ when I come out the three gun boys’ in the car tried to bump me. Didn’t I have the idea that they, got a tip off from somebody who was in the house? Well who was it knew that I was in the house? Who was it saw me readin’ that letter? Wasn’t it Berenice’s Chinese maid?

O.K. Well supposin’ we let our minds wander a bit more an’ allow that it was her; that she was the one who telephoned through to somebody an’ got ’em to send them thugs up to iron me out. Maybe the one she would telephone through to would be Toots, Joe Mitzler’s blonde baby, who was in the car, an’ that means that there is a connection between Toots an’ Berenice’s Chinese maid.

So now you know the reason why I have told Brendy to lay off pinchin’ Toots. I wanta see if that baby is still kickin’ around an’ if so whether she is goin’ to make another contact with the maid. See?

But the big thing right now is whether that letter is a fake or a real one. If it was a real one then we gotta consider this thing from a new set-up. We gotta consider this thing from the angle that Berenice was playin’ along with Thorensen an’ that she would be the guy who wanted Marella outa the way more than anybody.

An’ so far as I am concerned if I find that Marella did write that letter then I reckon that we ain’t got to look any further an’ that even if Berenice can kiss like a passionate angel she is still the killer.

I light a cigarette an’ finish off the coffee. For some reason that I cannot put my finger on I am thinkin’ about that Sea Island ink. I reckon that I will take a look around at the Villa Rosalito an’ see what ink is used around that dump.

This gets me on to somethin’ else. I wonder whether Marella wrote the original letter in this business — the one she sent to the Director — In her own handwritin’ or whether she typed it.

You gotta realise that I ain’t seen this letter, I only got a typed duplicate in the folder that the Director’s office issued out to me when I took the case over.

I get action. I grab off the telephone an’ put a priority call through to Washington. I get it in ten minutes an’ get right through to the Records Office at the Bureau. I tell ’em that I am doin’ very well thank you an’ that I want ’em to send me the original letter from Marella Thorensen so that we can do a little bit of checkin’ up here, an’ the Records guy says O.K. he will send it pronto by air mail an’ that I ought to get it to-morrow.

I smoke another cigarette an’ order up some more coffee. It looks to me like this goddam case is goin’ to be one of the brightest bits of work that has ever come my way, because there don’t seem to be any beginnin’ or endin’ to it an’ all I have succeeded in doin’ up to the moment is to nearly get myself shot up by three guys who I don’t know an’ get myself into a swell hot session with Berenice that may have a coupla unforeseen repercussions before I am through.

Dames are funny things. You’re tellin’ me! There is Berenice who is a swell baby an’ who has certainly got something. This dame is as deep as hell. She is the sorta dame who would stick at nothin’ to get what she wanted.

I’remember her from the night before. So what! Women have necked me before sometimes because they have felt that way an’ sometimes because they thought they was goin’ to do themselves some good in the process. Well, that’s as may be but kissin’ is just kissin’ an’ it really don’t affect the situation where I am concerned — well not a lot.

I remember a dame up in Yellow Springs. I went up to pinch this dame for bein’ accessory to kidnappin’ an’ murder an’ carryin’ over a state line. This dame is a peach to look at. She looks so demure that you woulda thought that her ma hadn’t ever told her anything at all about anything that really mattered.

This dame makes a big play for me whilst I am stallin’ her around before makin’ a pinch so’s the Federal boys who are workin’ with me can pick up her boy friend who has just gone out to fill the hooch bottle at the local drug store.

After we pinch these two this dame makes a big howl about the fact that when the boys eventually arrived she was in my arms tight an’ I was kissin’ her, an’ eventually I get a letter from the Director askin’ me what the hell. To which I replied that I would like to know just what he woulda done under the circumstances because I knew that if I hadda let go of that dame an’ let her get at the razor she had got parked inside her shirt front she woulda probably cut me off in the prime of life, an’ I reckoned that as I was holdin’ her so tight I might as well pass the time away by seein’ whether she was wearin’ kiss-proof lipstick or the sort that makes suspicious wives go through their husbands’ used handkerchiefs with a magnifyin’ glass.

These ruminations bring me to all the dames in this case. I sorta wish that I knew a bit more about this Berenice but she is one of these dames that nobody ever gets to know. That’s the big attraction about her. She’s got mystery.

Then there is Marella.

Well, I don’t know much about her either, except that she is nice an’ dead. I reckon that she didn’t have much of a time with Aylmar Thorensen, because that guy is a bum if ever there was one. He is a fat, frightened guy an’ he would get behind a woman or anybody else any time he got windy.

But I reckon that Marella thought she was a deep one. I reckon she thought that she was bein’ durn clever when she wrote that letter to the Director, but she wasn’t bein’ as clever as she thought. If Brendy is right this dame thought she was goin’ to be tops of the situation instead of which all she gets is a bullet just to show her where she got off.

I get to thinkin’ about Nellie the cook. Maybe Nellie knows somethin’. Anyhow I reckon that I am goin’ to have a little talk with that dame. Maybe she knows somethin’ about Berenice an’ anyhow she will know plenty about Marella an’ Thorensen. Right in the middle of these sweet thoughts Brendy comes through.

“Hey, Lemmy,” he says. “I got some hot news for you. That letter was written by Marella all right. I got at Thorensen’s head clerk. He knows Marella’s writin’ as well as he knows his own. He says there ain’t any shadow of doubt that she wrote that letter. He says he ain’t known her to use that ink before, but then she was a dame who used any ink that was around. She was one of them babies who never carried a fountain pen.

“So it looks like little Berenice is the one, hey?”

“An’ here’s somethin’ else. I just been talkin’ to the medical examiner down in the D.A.’s Office. This guy is a nosey sorta guy an’ he’s been givin’ himself a treat by doin’ a hot post-mortem on what was left of Marella, an’ what do you think?

“He’s got the bullet. It wasn’t in Marella’s head at all. That bullet was fired at close range an’ hit against a bone an’ went right down inta the neck. He’s got it all right, an’ it’s a .22 calibre, an’ what do you know about that? A .22 is a woman’s gun, ain’t it, Lemmy?”

“That’s the way it looks, Brendy,” I tell him, “but take it easy an’ stick around. I want to play things my way for a bit.”

“O.K.,” he says, “I’ll be seein’ you, an’ I have told O’Halloran to lay off pinchin’ Mitzler or Toots if he finds ’em. I told him to put a tail on ’em an’ leave it at that.”

I hang up. Here’s sweet news. So they found the bullet. They musta been cuttin’ Marella about plenty. An’ it was a .22 bullet, an’ the gun I found in Berenice’s handbag was a .22 gun.

An’ the letter wasn’t a phoney. It was the real works. Marella wrote it an’ meant it.

It don’t look so good for my little playmate Berenice, does it?


VIII. NELLIE
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BY THE TIME I have dropped inta the Hall of Justice an’ looked up Rocca an’ Spigla in the Records Office, got the address of the cottage in Burlingame where Nellie is livin’ an’ run out there it is six o’clock, an’ I am hopin’ that maybe to-night I will be able to get myself some sleep instead of rushin’ around this piece of America at all hours, gettin’ no place at all, an’ gettin’ more sleepy all the time.

You will have realised that this business of bein’ a Federal detective has got its drawbacks. First of all any sorta dick has a lousy time. Detectives ain’t so lucky except in books where they always find clues an’ things lyin’ about the place so’s they know just who the guy is that they gotta pull in.

Well, I have never had a case like that yet. It looks to me like every case you have is sorta changin’ the whole time, an’ directly you come to one conclusion you find you are all wrong an’ you can start again from where it all began from.

Anyhow Ma Caution usta say that the greatest thing a guy can have is patience although it is not so hot when I know durn well that the District Attorney is screamin’ for me to pinch somebody — he don’t mind very much who — probably because he has got the next election in mind an’ he wants to keep the news-sheets quiet.

I would not mind pinchin’ anybody either — an’ my selection would be Berenice — only I have got the idea at the back of my head that pinchin’ this dame right now is not goin’ to tell me whatever it was that Marella wanted to tell the Federal government about, which is the business that concerns me right now.

Another thing is this: You guys will agree with me that it looks like Berenice has been drawin’ some sweet red herrin’s all over the place an’ that business sorta interests me. If you think the same way as I do it will look to you that it looks like this dame is tryin’ hard to prove herself guilty of this Marella killin’, an’ havin’ regard to the fact that this baby is plenty cute I am not goin’ to fall for any play like that.

It is an old racket for somebody to do a murder an’ then plant a lotta bad clues which, strung together, make lousy evidence that the killer’s lawyer can play holy hell with in court, when all the while the real stuff, the real evidence that would get the chair for the murder guy is never produced because the prosecution have missed it through bein’ too quick with the case an’ choosin’ to make a quick pinch on the phoney stuff that was all laid out for ’em to see.

I remember some clever cuss who killed an old range minder in Arizona just so’s he could pinch a saddle off him. Well this guy did the old boy in by hittin’ him over the dome with a hammer. He then carefully leaves his old hat lyin’ in a corner of the shack an’ when the Sheriff gets along there an’ takes a look round an’ sees that hat, he naturally thinks he has got a swell piece of evidence.

So he walked along an’ pinches the owner thereof pronto. In the meantime they find some more swell evidence in the corner of the lean-to of the guy they have pinched. Hidden under a lotta stuff they found a hammer with a lotta grey hairs an’ some blood on it. So they don’t waste any more time, they just send this guy up for trial. They know they have got the murderer.

When the case comes up this guy’s lawyer proves that the hat they found, although it belonged to the defendant originally, was one that he had said he was goin’ to give to the old boy a week before the killin’. This lawyer also proves that the hairs they found on the hammer was goat’s hairs an’ the blood was goat’s blood. So what?

So the guy gets himself acquitted. But if these fellers had not been in such a helluva hurry an’ looked around to get some more evidence they would have found the real hammer he done it with all cleaned up an’ buried under the floor, an’ he was usin’ this hammer, although everybody knows it was the old man’s, six months’ later. But because they’d tried this guy once an’ acquitted him they couldn’t try him again, could they?

So it just shows you what a lotta inconvenience can be caused to all an’ sundry by law officers tryin’ to make a pinch too quick, because in this case for instance a pal of the old range minder’s has to go out an’ gun for this killer, which took him two weeks an’ meant the wastin’ of three good shells an’ the helluva lotta sweat over somethin that oughta been done by the State.

Nellie is a sweetheart. She is as black as dark brown velvet an’ so big that even an Oxford chair is too small for her. She has got a smile like a big slice in a pumpkin an’ teeth that shine like the inside of oyster shells.

Sittin’ opposite her over a swell little fire an’ with a glass of good bootleg liquor in my hand, I open my ears wide an’ pray that Nellie is goin’ to give me somethin’ good.

She has already told me what the copper who came to see her ‘phoned through to O’Halloran, that is, that any note that was left for her about Marella not bein’ back until after nine o’clock was a lotta hooey because Marella fired her that mornin’.

It looks like Marella had told her that with Thorensen bein’ over in Los Angeles there wouldn’t even be much weekend cookin’ an’ that she reckoned she could get through with a daily hired girl that she was goin’ to get in.

“I suppose that Mr. an’ Mrs. Thorensen got on pretty well together, Nellie?” I ask her.

She grins an’ takes a swig of bootleg.

“Nosah,” she says. “Them two was rowin’ an’ quarrellin’ fit to bust like a cat an’ dog the whole time, yessah. I never done hear her the like o’ the way them twoall usta go on at each other. But you gotta understand that it was all that Aylmar Thorensen. Yessah. A’m tellin’ you that dis man was one big bad man an’ de way he usta treat dat poor Marella was beyond tellin’.”

“You don’t say, Nellie,” I tell her, “so he was a bad guy, heh? What did he use to do to her? He used to knock her about, hey?”

“Nosah,” says Nellie. “I never saw that Mis’ Thorensen produce any physical force so to speak, but he wasn’ no sorta husban’. Nosah, dat guy only usta come round de Villa at de weekends an’ mos’ time he wouldn’ even talk to poor Mis’ Marella at all. He just usta treat her like she was a piece of dirt all de time. He usta sit up in his room writin’ an’ workin’ an’ ef he wasn’ doin’ dat he was drinkin’ de whole time like you never saw anybody drink, although Ah never i saw dat man drunk. Nosah, Ah never saw Mis’ Thorensen drunk. . . .”

“O.K., Nellie,” I tell her. “Now you tell me somethin’. Did you usta see Mrs. Thorensen writin’ her letters. Did she usta write letters sorta regular. Did she usta write ’em all in the same place — at a desk or somethin’, or did she just write ’em around the place any old how?”

“Nosah,” says Nellie. “Ah’m tellin’ you dat Marella, poor lamb, was jus’ about the mos’ tidy an’ orderly pusson you never saw. Ef she was writin’ letters she was writin’ em at her desk in de mo’nin’. All de letters she wrote was writ in de mo’nin’, an’ dat poor lamb would stamp ’em an’ seal ’em an’ put on de stamp, an’ walk along to the post an’ post ’em herself. She was de mos’ tidy an’ orderly pusson. Why ef anythin’ was even outa place she would be seein’ it befo’ you could blink yo’ eye.”

I grin. “So she was a pretty quick one, hey Nellie?” I say. “I bet she was pretty good at checkin’ the grocery list over”

She grins back at me. “Mis’ Caution, she sure was,” she says. “Ah tell you dat one two times Ah tried to pinch jus’ one two little things fo’ myself an’ Mis’ Marella was on it like a bird. Ah reckon you couldn’t get away with pinchin’ anythin’ in dat house. Why ef a pencil was outa place on a writin’ table dat lady would be right on to it, an’ would wanta know where it was, an’ she would raise one big shout till dat pencil was found even ef she had to turn de whole house inside out.”

“Swell, Nellie,” I tell her. “I reckon it’s a treat when you get somebody with a sorta sense of tidiness, ain’t it? So she usta write all her letters in the mornin’ an’ usta post ’em herself. Say listen, Nellie, when you said she usta seal her letters, just what didya mean by that?”

“She usta have a seal,” says Nellie. “You know one o’ dem things you slap on de back of de envelope. She usta get de wax an’ heat de wax an’ den she would get out dis seal an’ slap it on. Dis seal was on a ring an’ it was like two crossed keys an’ she usta slap dat on all her letters, yessah, until it done went.”

“An’ when did it done went?” I ask her.

“‘Bout two months ago,” she says. “Dat poor Marella lamb usta keep it in de little drawer on de top right hand side of de desk. It was allus dere. One day when I was cleanin’ around I notice dat dis seal was gone, an’ I tell her, but she don’t say nothin’. She jus’ says she reckons she mus’a mislaid it, although I never knew Mis’ Thorensen lose nothin’ befo’.”

“Maybe somebody grabbed it off, Nellie?” I tell her.

“Dat’s what I say, Mis’ Caution, Sah, dat’s what I say. I tol’ her Mis’ Thorensen I sayd youall better be careful I told her. Dere’s people hangin’ around here all de time. I seen ’em, an’ dey’ll grab off anything they can get their han’s on, I tell her. I tell her that she sh’ be careful leavin’ anything around an’ leavin’ the doors open like she does becase this is a lonely sorta place an’ dere’s plenty people hangin’ around for no good. I seen ’em with my own eyes, yessah.”

I open my ears.

“Tell me about these people who was hangin’ around, Nellie. When didya see ’em?”

She leans forward an’ starts wavin’ her glass at me.

“I seen ’em plenty, Sah,” she says. “Mis’ Caution, I seen guys two three times hangin’ aroun’. Sometimes in de afternoon when I was all set to finish Mis’ Thorensen she says you go take a walk befo’ you start to cook dinnah she says. You need a walk she says. I usta go off an’ sometimes I usta come down here to de cottage for an hour an’ sometimes I usta hang around for a walk becase the doctor says I oughta walk.

“Two three times I am up on de road behind de house an’ I can see around de place an’ I see a car hangin’ around on de back road behind de house. One time I see some city guy walkin’ across de field an’ I says to myself I says dat guy can’t be up to no good becase dat field leads on to de back of de Villa lawn an’ dere is Mis’ Thorensen with all de doors an’ windows off de latch like she usta have ’em in de afternoon. Two three times more I see dis guy hangin’ around. Once I seen him down on de road below de Villa an’ once I see him right outside. Yessah he wuz right outside de Villa an’ lookin’ in. I says that I reckon dat dis guy is jus’ waitin’ for a chance to bust in an’ get at de silver. Nex’ day Ah says to Mis’ Thorensen Ah says Honey what fo’ you have de latches off de doors an’ de windows like you do? One dese days one of dese no-goods from de city is comin’ bustin’ around after de silver an’ dere’ll be plenty trouble. Well dere was plenty trouble fo’ dat poor lamb.”

Nellie heave one big sigh. “Mis’ Caution,” she says, “youall hand over yo’ glass an’ I’ll give you jus’ a drop more of dis spirit jus’ to warm you up, Sah.”

“Look Honey,” I tell her, “I reckon I’m sorta interested in all this. I’m sorta interested in these guys you saw hangin’ around. Say, Nellie, did you ever see Mr. Thorensen talkin’ to any of these guys?”

“I sho’ did,” says Nellie. “I sho’ swear dat one day I wuz comin’ up de road from dis cottage an’ aroun’ by de back of de Villa when I see Mis’ Aylmar talkin’ to some city man, an’ I thought to myself I thought that city man looks mighty like de man I see walkin’ across de field towards de lawn at de back of de Villa dat afternoon befo’ an’ I . . .”

“Hold everything, Nellie,” I tell her. “Take a look at these an’ you tell me if either of ’em is like any of the guys you saw stickin’ around here.”

I grab the two pictures of Rocco an’ Spigla that I got from the San Francisco records. I hand over the print of Rocca. She looks at it.

“I ain’t seen dis man,” she says. “I don’t know nothin’ about him. He’s too big for de man I see.”

I hand over Spigla’s picture. She gives a squeak.

“Dis is de man,” she says. “Dis is de man Ah’ll take my dyin’ oath dat I saw walkin’ across de fields de afternoon Ah’m tellin’ you about. Dis is de man dat I saw Mis’ Aylmar talkin’ to on de other day when I was comin’ up de road.”

I think that now we are gettin’ some place.

“Are you sure, Nellie?” I say. “You gotta realise that this is pretty important. You’re dead certain?”

“Lissen, Mis’ Caution,” she says. “I don’ mak’ no mistakes, nosah. Ah’m tellin’ you dat I don’ ever forget nobody’s face no time. Ef I see a man I sorta remember dat man. Jus’ like when you walked in here dis evenin’ I remembered you right away. I said to myself dat is de man I saw de day befo’ yesterday in de afternoon when dat poor lamb Marella was lookin’ outa de window.”

I jump up. My hair is beginnin’ to tingle. What the hell! I sit down again.

“Now listen, Nellie,” I tell her. “Let’s get this straight. You’re tellin’ me that you saw me in the afternoon of the day before yesterday. That would be when I pulled up in a car outside the Villa Rosalito an’ went up the pathway an’, rang the bell. You say you saw me then, an’ you say that Marella was lookin’ outa the window while I was doin’ it?”

I lean over an’ pick up Nellie’s glass, an’ I give her another shot of bootleg. I am prayin’ that this coon is goin’ to talk an’ say plenty.

“Looky, Nellie,” I tell her. “You take a quiet drink an’ get sorta composed. Then you tell me nice an’ easy everything that happened to you the day before yesterday; everything that happened on the day you saw me go up an’ ring the bell at the Villa. Understand? I want you to tell me everything that happened — every little thing.”

She puts down her glass.

“Yessah,” she says. “Ah’ll sho’ tell youall de whole lot. De day befo’ yesterday Ah get up in de mo’nin’ from my bed in de Villa an’ I take in dat poor lamb Marella’s coffee an’ she gives me one shock. She says dat I can lay off an’ dat dere ain’t no need fo’ me to stick around cookin’ any mo’ becase she ain’t goin’ to need me any mo’.

“She says dat Mis’ Thorensen is goin’ over to Los Angeles an’ dat he won’ even be at de Villa fo’ de week-ends no mo’. She says dat she’s goin’ to git some daily hired girl in de Villa an’ dat she aims she’s goin’ to do some cookin’ herself.

“Me Ah dunno what to say becase Ah am all fulla grief through havin’ been aroun’ at de Villa so long an’ havin’ to leave de poor lamb lak dat.

“Ah don’ think Ah’ve ever been so surprised in ma life. Nosah. But Ah don’ say nothin’ much becase ef she don’ wan’ me any mo’ there jus’ ain’t nothin’ to be sayd.

“Ah clean up de kitchen an’ at eleven o’clock mebbe she pays me off an’ I git my bag an’ I say good-day Mis’ Thorensen an’ she says good-day Nellie an’ I walk outa de place an’ I come down here to de cottage.

“Ah stick aroun’ here makin’ crullers all de mo’nin’, an’ in de afternoon about three o’clock I think Ah’ll walk along to de Villa an’ if she is dere Ah’m goin’ to ask her jus’ what fo’ she laid me off lak dat. Ah think that even ef she ain’t dere mebbe de walk is goin’ to be good fo’ me lak de doctor sayd.

“I git down there by de Villa an’ jus’ when I am goin’ to cross over de boulevard dere I hear a car comin’ up de road, an’ I look across over at de secon’ floor front window of de Villa an’ I see Mis’ Marella lookin’ out de window at de car dat is comin’ up de road. Den she goes away. Ah see de car stop at de door an’ Ah see youall git out an’ walk up to de fron’ door an’ I think that if Mis’ Marella is havin’ folks in for visitin’ Ah’d better come aroun’ some other time.

“Ah start walkin’ up de boulevard an’ when Ah git opposite de end of de Villa Ah can look right along de path by de side of de Villa an’ Ah see Mis’ Marella runnin’ across de lawn an’ goin’ into de Chinese summer house on de far corner of de lawn. She goes in an’ she shuts de door.

“While Mis’ Marella is doin’ dis Ah can see youall standin’ at de front door ringin’ on de bell, an’ Ah grin to myself becase Ah can see dat Mis’ Marella is playin’ one big game on you becase she has seen you’ car comin’ an’ she reckons to keep you waitin’ whiles she is hidin’ away in de summer house.

“So Ah jus’ git on an’ when Ah look back Ah can see you goin’ roun’ de side of de Villa so Ah know dat you are wise to de game she is playin’.

“Ah walk back here to de cottage an’ Ah make myself coffee an’ Ah eat crullers till Ah done near bust.”

“O.K., Nellie,” I tell her. “Hold everything for a minute, baby.”

I do some quick thinkin’. I get this set-up. So Marella was in the Villa when I got there. She was lookin’ out for my car. She saw it, scrammed away from the window quick an’ knocked the things off the dressin’ table because she was het up. She dropped the scarf on the floor the same way, because she was in one helluva hurry.

An’ she was in a hurry because she had to get down to the kitchen an’ write that fake note to Nellie sayin’ that she would not be back until nine o’clock, the note that I was supposed to find an’ that would keep me outa the way while she had her interview with Berenice Lee Sam.

Then she rushes up from the kitchen an’ she hears me playin’ tunes on the front door bell. She scrams out through the back livin’ room an’ she can’t get the French window open. So she gives it one helluva push an’ busts the handle off it — the way it was when I went round there. Then she eases over to the Chinese pagoda place on the far corner of the lawn an’ she hides there an’ watches me get in through the French window. She waits there until she sees me come outa the house an’ drive off in the car, an’ she knows that her scheme has worked; that I won’t be back until nine o’clock anyhow.

After which she goes back to the house an’ sticks around an’ when Berenice Lee Sam rings the bell she opens the door to her.

Then she asks Berenice to come up to the bedroom for this talk they are goin’ to have, and as she goes up after Berenice she slips the telephone receiver off.

You remember Berenice said that Marella took it off so’s they shouldn’t be disturbed. Well, I didn’t believe her, but I do now. Marella flipped that receiver off just so’s I shouldn’t ring on the telephone to check up on if she was comin’ back at nine o’clock an’ find out that she was there.

So now I am beginnin’ to see why Marella wrote that letter to the Director in such a funny sorta way. She wanted the fact that a “G” man was comin’ down to see her to be some sorta threat that she could hold over the head of Berenice Lee Sam, but she ain’t quite certain as to what time the “G” man is goin’ to arrive. When she gets the telegram she finds out. Then she is in a jam because she knows that Berenice Lee Sam is showin’ up some time between four an’ five an’ she don’t want these two guys to synchronise.

She looks outa the window an’ she watches for my car, an’ when she sees me comin’ she leaves that phoney note down in the kitchen, scrams out to the summer house, an’ when I am outa the way, an’ Berenice has arrived, she is able to tell Berenice that she is expectin’ a “G” man to arrive at the house at any moment, an’ produces the telegram from the Director — the one I found lyin’ in the hall — to prove that what she says is right.

All of which will go to show you that Marella is no mug, at least she wasn’t over that business. She was only a mug afterwards when she got herself killed.

While I’ve been indulgin’ in these thoughts Nellie has filled my glass up again.

“Nellie,” I tell her, “you been swell. I reckon you’ve been a great help to me, an’ there’s just one little thing that I wanta ask you, an’ then I reckon I’m finished, an’ it’s this: Do you remember what sorta ink Mrs. Thorensen used to use? Did she always get her ink from one place? Did she use a fountain pen, or did she use different coloured inks?”

Nellie shakes her head.

“Nosah,” she says. “Mis’ Marella she done always use the same ink. We got de ink down at de stationery shop in Burlingame village, sorta black ink. Ah never knew her to use any other ink, an’ she ain’t got no fountain pen. Ah know dat becase Ah remember Mis’ Thorensen usta tell her dat she oughta use a fountain pen, only she wouldn’ do it.”

I nod. Out of my pocket I bring a little bottle of Sea Island ink, an’ show it to her.

“Take a look at this, Nellie,” I tell her. “The ink inside that bottle is the same colour as the label — a sorta misty light blue. Did you ever see any ink like that around the Villa? Did you ever know Mrs. Thorensen to use ink like that?”

“Nosah,” says Nellie, “Ah never did.”

I look at my watch an’ I see it is a quarter after seven. I am not feeling so good because I can see that here is another night when I am not goin’ to get any sleep. I have got an idea in my head that I have got this case in the bag. Anyhow I hope I have, although I ain’t bettin’ on anything. I get up.

“Nellie,” I tell her, “you been a sweetheart. You been swell. I don’t know what I shoulda done without you.”

I give her a fifty dollar bill an’ it is a treat to see this coon’s eyes shine.

“Ah been glad to have been of service, Mis’ Caution,” she says, “very glad.”

I say so long an’ I scram. I drive along the road until I find an automobile club call box. I get outa the car an’ I put a call through to Brendy at headquarters.

“Look, Brendy,” I tell him. “I want an airplane. I wanta go to Los Angeles. I reckon I’ll be back in San Francisco at eight o’clock, so I’d like to leave at about nine. Can you fix that for me?”

“Sure I can fix it,” he says. “I’ll get you the plane from the D.A.’s office. Airplanes, heh?” he goes on, “sounds like you’ve got somethin’ this time, Lemmy.”

“Have I got somethin’, bozo?” I tell him. “I’m tellin’ you I have got somethin’, an’ this time I don’t think it’s goin’ to be a pain in the neck neither. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I am back in my room at the Sir Francis Drake. It is a quarter to eight. I drop in at the Hall of Justice on my way out here to give ’em back the pictures of Rocca an’ Spigla. I see Brendy down there an’ he tells me that there is a plane ready for me between half-past eight and nine. I reckon that with a bit of luck I oughta be in Los Angeles somewhere round midnight.

I order up a bottle of bourbon an’ give myself a drink. When the bell hop brings in the liquor he brings up a letter from the office. He puts it down on the table. The envelope has been written on a typewriter and it is addressed to Federal Agent Caution at the Sir Francis Drake Hotel, San Francisco, by air mail. I look at the postmark an’ I see that this letter has been posted in San Diego. I am just tearin’ this letter open when O’Halloran comes in.

“Hey, Lemmy,” he says, “Brendy tells me that you’re goin’ places. Me — I reckon I could do with a trip to Los Angeles too. I’m plenty sick of stickin’ around here tryin’ to find out where Joe Mitzler an’ that blonde baby Toots of his are.”

“Ain’t you found ’em yet, Terry?” I ask him.

“Not a smell,” he says. “Maybe they’re in this city an’ maybe they ain’t. But if they are there are plenty of sweet hide-outs around here, you know. Say, Lemmy,” he says, “you got a line on who done this murder, hey? You got some real evidence?”

“I got plenty,” I tell him, “although it ain’t exactly evidence at the moment, but I reckon it will be. It looks to me like the dame who killed Marella Thorensen was Berenice Lee Sam, an’ I want just one or two more little points an’ we’ll pinch that dame, an’ I reckon that when we pinch her she’ll talk plenty, an’ maybe we’ll find out the thing that I wanta find out, an’ that is what Marella wanted to talk to me about. But you gotta keep after Mitzler an’ Toots, Terry. I wanta find those two.”

While I’ve been talkin’ I have got the envelope open, an’ I have pulled out the piece of paper that is inside. I look at it. It is a small “throw-out” bill. It is cheap printin’ on rotten paper and it looks like the sorta things that runners for flop houses hand out to sailors when they get off their ships at the docks. This is just what it is.

It is an advertisement for Oklahoma Joe’s Rooming House on Strawberry Street which is down near the Embarcadero and which place is not exactly a health resort, and it gives the prices an’ a lotta other stuff. But the interestin’ thing is what is written along the side of this form. There is some very nice clear pencil writin’ — a sorta educated hand — an’ it says:

So what, fly cop? If you want to find Joe Mitzler why don’t you take a peek round this dump. But mind you keep your nose clean because I don’t think Joe likes you, an’ he’s carrying a rod.

Now what do you know about that. Ain’t life amusin’? I fold up this bill an’ the envelope an’ I put ’em in my pocket. I do not say a word to Terry. Some things is too good to share.


IX. THORENSEN COMES ACROSS
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I HAVE HAD some bum airplane trips in my time but the lousiest ever was the one to Los Angeles. The pilot is a good guy but he is havin’ a bitta trouble with his wife an’ it seems to sorta get him down. Every time I close my eyes an’ try to snatch a coupla winks of sleep this palooka starts talkin’ about this dame he has married an’ just what he would like to do to her if he could get away with it.

He also says he has got chronic indigestion, an’ when I tell him that I do not think that any guy can have two more lousy things than a bum wife an’ chronic indigestion he says oh yes they can an’ that he has also got an ingrowin’ toe-nail, so you will realise that this trip coulda been a bit more cheerful.

We made Los Angeles airport at midnight an’ at twelve fifteen I am on my way up in the lift at Thorensen’s hotel to talk to this baby. I have pretty well made up my mind that when I get back to San Francisco I am goin’ to pull Berenice in on the murder rap, but I reckon that convictin’ this dame is goin’ to rest on what Thorensen has got to say.

Work it out for yourself. If Thorensen an’ Berenice are in love with each other, it is a cinch that after Berenice had that interview with Marella she was goin’ along to tell Thorensen about it. When she told me that she was with Marella from five to seven o’clock I thought that was a long time for two women to have a row in. Even a woman can get a row over in less than two hours.

I have got an idea in the back of my head that when Berenice said she was drivin’ around seein’ friends she was really havin’ a big discussion with Thorensen about what had happened out at the Villa.

I am takin’ a chance on Thorensen bein’ frightened to get a statement outa him. You will have realised by now that Thorensen is not a very brave bozo, which I believe is one of the reasons why he got outa San Francisco in a hurry. I don’t think this guy would like to be associated with a murder rap, an’ I think that when he sees I know what I do know he is goin’ to talk plenty.

When I go up I find him standin’ in front of an electric fire in a dressin’ gown. He still looks worried but not so worried as he was the last time I saw him. He has also got a sorta bleached look as if he has been hittin’ the hooch for plenty. I reckon this guy is too fond of liquor.

“Howya goin’, Thorensen?” I ask him. “Sorry to have to disturb you so late, but there’s one or two things I wanta talk to you about.”

“Sure,” he says, “that’s all right. You have got to do your job. Will you have a drink?”

“No thanks,” I tell him, “not right now.”

I throw my coat an’ hat on a chair an’ look at him.

“Look, Thorensen,” I tell him, “you sit down in that big chair over there an’ relax. I wanta talk to you pretty straight. I want you to do some very quiet thinkin’. You are a lawyer an’ I shouldn’t think you needed assistance in comin’ to a conclusion about legal angles. But if you think you’d like to ring up an’ get some other lawyer around here to represent you, you do it. I don’t wanta take any advantage of you.”

I see his eyes widen a bit, an’ his face flushes. I am gettin’ this guy frightened which is exactly what I wanta do. He pulls a cigarette case outa the pocket of his dressin’ gown an’ lights himself a cigarette. His fingers are tremblin’.

“If you want a cigarette, there’s a box near you,” he says.

“O.K.,” I tell him.

He goes over an’ sits down in the chair like I told him.

“Look, Thorensen,” I say, “maybe you don’t know just what happened the day before yesterday. Well, I’m goin’ to tell you. I told you about the fact that your wife wrote a letter to the Director of the Federal Bureau suggestin’ there was some screwy business goin’ on, an’ sayin’ that if she didn’t make a further contact with him by the 10th he was to send an operative down there.

“O.K. You know that I was the operative. You know that when I got to the house an’ rang the bell there wasn’t any reply. I went in the house the back way an’ downstairs in the kitchen I found a note, hand-printed, addressed to Nellie the cook, sayin’ not to worry about dinner an’ that Marella would be back after nine o’clock. This note gave me the idea that Marella had gone off some place an’ it wasn’t any use my stickin’ around, but while I was in the house I saw the telephone in the hall an’ I noticed that the receiver was on it’s hook.

“O.K. I scram, intendin’ to go back after nine o’clock an’ see Marella. Well I was a mug. Marella was in the house the whole time. She’d seen my car comin’ up the road. She was lookin’ through the bedroom window. She saw me get out. Then she scrammed downstairs an’ wrote that note an’ went out an’ hid in the Chinese pagoda place on the far side of the back lawn.

“Well, I reckon that I know why she did this. She did it because she was expectin’ Berenice Lee Sam, an’ she didn’t want me around while Berenice was there. When she sees me go she feels pretty good. I’ll tell you why. She knows she is goin’ to have a show-down with Berenice an’ if Berenice cuts up rough or gets funny all Marella has gotta do is to tell her that she has already been in touch with the Federal authorities an’ that if she has any nonsense she will make plenty trouble for all concerned. Not only can she say this but she can also support it by producing the telegram from the Director sayin’ that an operative will be arrivin’ between four an’ five o’clock.

“So it rather looks by this as if Marella is a little bit frightened of what Berenice might do. She was feelin’ a bit scared then, see, but she reckoned she’d got herself protected all right.

“Then Berenice arrives. Marella takes her up to the bedroom, an’ on the way up she flips the receiver off the telephone, an’ she does this just in case I’m goin’ to ring through. In other words she don’t want Berenice to find out that I have already been an’ left. She wants Berenice to think that I am goin’ to arrive at any moment.

“Now, what is the show-down between these two women? Well you know that as well as I do. The show-down is this: Marella has discovered that you an’ Berenice Lee Sam are sweeties, that you’ve been playin’ along together for months.”

He sits up an’ flushes.

“That’s a damn’ lie,” he says, “just an ordinary damn lie. You’re making that up, Caution.”

“Like hell I am, Thorensen,” I tell him, “I’m makin’ it up so much that I’ve gotta letter written by Marella to you, with the handwritin’ identified by your chief clerk in San Francisco, accusin’ you of bein’ Berenice Lee Sam’s lover, an’ tellin’ you that she was goin’ to make plenty trouble an’ she didn’t mean divorce neither. Well, if she don’t mean divorce what does she mean? It means she’s got somethin’ on you two guys, an’ she’s goin’ to blow it, don’t it?

“An’ that’s just why she wanted to see Berenice Lee Sam. O.K. Well, these two women get talkin’ an’ I reckon this interview gets a bit stormy. Berenice loses her temper an’ her head. She forgets about the fact that a ‘G’ man is supposed to be arrivin’ at the place some time. She pulls that little .22 gun she’s got an’ she gives it to Marella.

“Now maybe she got Marella out inta the car on some excuse or other before she shot her, an’ was able to drive off an’ down to the docks an’ push Marella in herself. Or maybe she left Marella there an’ somebody else come along later an’ moved the body. I don’t know about that an’ I’m not particularly interested in it anyway.

“But there is one thing I am durn certain of, Thorensen, an’ that is before she went home — an’ we know what time she got home because old Lee Sam, who had been worryin’ about her, rang through to the Precinct to say that she was all right — she went to see you. She went to see you to tell you what had happened, to ask your advice, to wise you up about things. That would be the only logical sorta thing for her to do an’ that is what she did.

“O.K. big boy, well you’re goin’ to talk an’ you’re goin’ to talk plenty. I’m durn tired of stickin’ around on this goddam case talkin’ to one an’ all an’ just gettin’ nowhere. The D.A. in San Francisco wants a pinch an’ I’m goin’ to give him one — an’ pronto.

“If you like to come across an’ talk maybe you can still keep your nose clean on this job, but if you don’t I’m goin’ to stick a pair of bracelets on you, Sweetheart, an’ I’m goin’ to take you back to-night to San Francisco on an accessory to murder rap, an’ I shall also probably give you one big smack on the kisser as well justa show there’s no ill-feelin’, an’ how do you like that?”

He sits there lookin’ like somebody had just pulled him outa a snow drift. He is tremblin’ so much that he would make a shimmy dancer look like she was standin’ still. I reckon I have got this guy where I want him.

“Listen, Thorensen,” I tell him. “There ain’t any real reason for you to be scared unless you start tryin’ to hold out on me, in which case I will see you get plenty.

“Now the police have checked on your alibi for the day before yesterday, an’ they are satisfied that you was around in San Francisco all day; that you didn’t go out to Burlingame. O.K. Then if we can prove that Marella was killed out in Burlingame that lets you out, don’t it?

“You admit that Berenice came an’ saw you. Now here’s where you gotta think hard. You gotta tell me everything that happened at that interview an’ I don’t want anything missed out, neither. Bein’ a lawyer you will know that it is the little things that count. So get busy, you big jelly.”

He gets up an’ walks over to the drinks table an’ pours himself out a stiff one. I see that his fingers are tremblin’ more than ever. I reckon that this guy is well on the way to bein’ a really bad case of too much hooch.

“I’ll tell you what I know,” he says. “There isn’t any reason why I should hide anything.” He sits down again. “First of all,” he said, “it’s a lot of bunk for anybody to suggest that there was anything goin’ on between Berenice Lee Sam and me. The idea is just rubbish. First of all if you take a look at me you’ll see that I’m not the sort of person that Berenice would fall for. That girl’s got everything. She’s got looks, figure, personality and her old man’s worth a million if he’s worth a cent, so what the hell has she got to fall for me for. Anybody who knows that girl will tell you that she’s as cold as ice. She’s never looked twice at any man in her life, she just hasn’t any use for men.”

I nod. But I am doin’ a quiet grin to myself. I was just thinkin’ about Berenice bein’ as cold as ice!

He goes on talkin’.

“I didn’t even know that she’d come back from Shanghai. I’d heard that she was taking a holiday there from old Lee Sam. The thing I was concentrating on was to get out of San Francisco as soon as I could . . .”

“Justa minute, Thorensen,” I tell him. “What was the hurry about your gettin’ out of San Francisco?”

He lights himself a cigarette an’ looks at the end of it.

“I wanted to get away from Marella,” he said. “She was getting me down. I don’t think I can exactly explain what I mean but during the last six months she seemed to change. She got hard. Sometimes I saw her looking at me as if she would have liked to kill me.

“I disliked the atmosphere out at the Villa. Although I used to go there only at week-ends there was something about the place I didn’t like. I couldn’t explain what I felt — even to myself — but there was something odd.

“I was pretty relieved when I discovered that Marella wasn’t going to raise any stringent objections to my shifting over to Los Angeles. She didn’t seem to mind very much. She wasn’t even particularly interested in the financial arrangements I made for her. The last two or three times that I saw her she seemed quite content with the idea of life by herself.

“At seven o’clock or thereabouts on the day of her death I was in my office sorting out some papers, when Berenice Lee Sam was announced. I was very surprised because she had never been in my office before. I thought for the moment that she had probably brought some message from her father.

“When she was shown into my room she sat down and seemed quite composed. I’m not saying that meant anything because, as you’ve probably guessed, it would take quite a lot to upset Berenice. She has an amazing coolness of mind and a poise that is seldom experienced in young women.

“She told me a most extraordinary story. She told me that some days before she had received a letter from Marella. The letter was couched in the most urgent language. It said that Marella was in serious trouble, that it was urgently necessary that Berenice returned to San Francisco so as to arrive on the 10th January. It went on to say that it was absolutely necessary, both for the sake of the writer and Berenice herself, that Berenice should be out at the Villa Rosalito about five o’clock on the 10th.

“Berenice went on to say that she had arrived on the China Clipper at four o’clock. She telephoned her father from the airport saying that she was back in San Francisco and that she was going out immediately to see Marella at the Villa Rosalito.

“She took a cab from the airport to Gettlin’s Garage at the Burlingame end of Kearney, where she hired a car and drove out to Burlingame. When she arrived at the Villa she rang the doorbell several times over a period of five or six minutes but no one came to answer the door. She was beginning to wonder whether there was anyone at all in the place when the door was opened by Marella.

“Marella, according to Berenice, was not only surprised to see her but positively amazed. She asked Berenice to come in; said that she understood that she was in Shanghai, that she had no idea that she was returning to San Francisco yet awhile.

“Berenice was, naturally, astounded. She told me that she stood there in the hallway looking at Marella in absolute astonishment. Marella was smiling but seemed vaguely perturbed about something, and, as they stood there Marella picked up a telegram that was lying on the hall table and read it through carefully. Then she threw it back on the table and it slipped and fell between the table and the wall. Marella half bent down as if to pick it up and then seemed to change her mind and left it there.

“Berenice stood waiting for Marella to say something. Eventually in a quite casual sort of voice, Marella asked Berenice what she had come out to the Villa for.

“Berenice told her. She said that she had come in response to the letter she had received from Marella, the letter which had said that her presence at this time at the Villa was a necessity. She told me that while she was talking she saw an expression of astonishment cross Marella’s face.

“When she had finished Marella laughed and said that they had better go upstairs and talk it over. As she walked past the small telephone table farther down the hall with Berenice following behind Marella took the telephone receiver off the hook, explaining as she did this that she did not want to be disturbed whilst they were talking.

“Berenice told me that they went upstairs into Marella’s bedroom — the front room upstairs. She says that the dressing-table was disarranged and that there was a silk scarf lying on the floor. Marella took no notice of this, in fact, she actually walked over it without attempting to pick it up and Berenice thought that this was rather strange.

“She went on to say that by this time she was aware of something very odd about Marella; something she could not quite explain. Marella asked her to sit down and then began to question her about the letter she had received in Shanghai. Berenice asked her point blank why having written the letter and asked her to come to the Villa it was necessary for Marella to inquire what she wanted.

“Marella laughed and said that she had just been having a joke and that it had been sweet to watch the surprise on Berenice’s face. Then, Berenice said, the expression on Marella’s face changed. She became quite serious. She leaned forward in her chair and said:

“‘I want you to understand, Berenice, that if there is any trouble; if you try to make any trouble for Aylmar or myself — if anyone tries to make any trouble — then it will be just as serious for your father as it will be for us. Remember that. If there is any trouble the first person to be involved will be Lee Sam and you wouldn’t like that, would you, Berenice?’

“Berenice told me that by this time she was beginning to wonder as to whether Marella had suddenly gone mad. She asked Marella exactly what she meant.

“Marella got up and said that there was no use discussing the situation, that if Berenice knew the truth of the situation well then explanations were unnecessary, and that if she didn’t they were not needed. She then repeated the warning about old Lee Sam in the same serious voice, after which she said that she had a great deal to do about the house as she was without a maid, and that as it looked as if there was going to be a fog didn’t Berenice think it would be wise to get back to San Francisco before it came down.

“By this time Berenice had come to the conclusion that it was quite useless to continue the discussion. So she said good-bye, left the house, got into her car, drove in to San Francisco and came straight to my office. She asked me if I could give her some explanation of Marella’s extraordinary behaviour.

“I told her that I certainly could not. I said that I would telephone Marella immediately and ask what the devil all this nonsense was about. I told my secretary to put a call through to the Villa at once. We waited, and after ten minutes the girl said that she had called the Villa half a dozen times but that there was no reply. Berenice then pointed out that the telephone receiver was probably still off the hook at the Villa, and that was the reason that Marella was not answering.

“All the time that this was going on I felt that Berenice was eyeing me with a certain suspicion. I should point out to you that far from being fond of me Berenice has always treated me with a certain cool disdain. I rather felt that she regarded me as an inferior being, and I know that on one or two occasions she had tried to persuade her father to give his legal business into other hands.

“Now she asked me point blank whether I and her father or either of us had been doing anything that might entitle Marella to speak in the way she had. She asked me how Lee Sam could be involved in any sort of trouble by anyone. She said that she advised me to speak the truth otherwise she would go immediately to her father and insist that he investigated all this mysterious business.

“I thought the matter over for a few minutes and then made up my mind what I would tell her. I said that I did not know how Marella had become possessed of the information but that there was one thing which might cause a little trouble if it came to light.”

He stops talkin’ an’ gulps down his drink. He looks over at the table as if he thinks he will have another one. Then he changes his mind an’ goes on:

“Look, Caution,” he says. “I’m going to blow the works. I’m going to tell you the truth an’ maybe if it helps you any you’ll make it as easy for me as you can. Here’s the story:

“A couple of years ago Rudy Spigla who, as you know, is Rocca’s head manager for the trucking business which handles the Lee Sam silks came to me and told me that there was some easy money to be made by running contraband silk through the Customs. He said that by using the Rocca trucks for the contraband we could make a considerable sum of money and that there was no possible chance of a slip-up.

“I asked him why it was necessary for me to come into the business and why he hadn’t done it on his own. He replied that he wanted me in so that if the silk running were ever discovered I should be able to fix things so far as Lee Sam and Rocca were concerned. Spigla was especially concerned over Rocca because he was the one who would raise hell at being double-crossed because he was being very careful to play straight in San Francisco. If I were in on the job Spigla said it would be easy in case of a show-down for me to discover that someone else was responsible for the silk-running, and as old Lee Sam would be the one to be fined, the amount of danger was practically nil.

“The scheme seemed a watertight one. There certainly was no danger in it for me because I knew that if the matter came to light and Rocca discovered that Spigla had been doing it behind his back he would square accounts very quickly with a blackjack or a bullet, but that would be a matter between Rocca and Spigla — I should be all right in any event.

“I was pressed for money at the time and I agreed to go in the job with Spigla. We’ve done damn well out of it too.

“Thinking this over I came to the conclusion that it would be the best thing for me to tell Berenice that old Lee Sam and I had been running silk. I knew that even if the old man denied this Berenice probably wouldn’t believe him. I also knew that she would keep the business to herself and cover up in order to keep her old father’s name out of it.

“So I told her just that. I said that Lee Sam and I had been running silk through the Customs and that the only possible thing I could think of was that Marella had got wind of it in some way or another.”

“That was a pretty swell thing to do, wasn’t it?” I ask him. “You’re a pretty lousy sorta heel, ain’t you, Thorensen? But you’re clever enough. You know that by sayin’ that the old man was in on the job Berenice would keep her mouth well shut. O.K., go on.”

“Berenice seemed very surprised,” he says. “She said she couldn’t understand why her father should be concerned in petty contraband running when he was worth so much money.

“This was a point,” Thorensen went on, “that I got over very easily by saying that she knew as well as I did how every Chinaman loved a gamble and that it was probably that angle and not the money that had made the old man like the idea.

“I got this over. She believed it.”

He gets up an’ goes over an’ gives himself another drink.

“By now it was about twenty minutes to eight,” he said. “Berenice got up and said good-bye in a cold way and walked out of the office.

“I thought I’d handled the situation pretty well. I thought it more than probable that as I was leaving San Francisco, and as she thought her old father was in on the job she would probably say nothing about the silk running. Anyhow I decided that I had nothing to worry about.”

“Well, you was wrong, wasn’t you?” I tell him. “Maybe Berenice is more of a fly baby than you think. Maybe you’d be surprised to know that she didn’t even believe your story.”

He looks surprised. “I don’t get you,” he says. I grin. “Look, mug,” I tell him. “Maybe you’d be sorta surprised to hear that when Berenice an’ her old man went down to the Precinct for a little questionin’ Berenice got her old pa to make a statement about havin’ been runnin’ silk.”

His eyes open.

“I don’t get that,” he said. “Why old Lee Sam had nothing to do with it. He knew nothing about it!”

“Right,” I tell him. “An’ that bein’ so why does Berenice get him to confess to a business that he had nothin’ to do with an’ that he didn’t know anything about. Well, here’s the answer to that one. Berenice didn’t believe your story. She believed that you were coverin’ up for somethin’ worse; but she knows that you’ll stick to that story if there is a showdown, an’ so she gets her old man to admit that he’s been in on the business simply so that there shan’t be a further investigation that might bring somethin’ worse to light. Got me?”

He looked a bit scared.

“I get you,” he says. “But that’s the truth. All Spigla an’ I were doing was running silk. There wasn’t anything else to it.”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “That’s what you think.”

I light myself a cigarette an’ get up.

“So that’s your story, Thorensen, hey?” I tell him. “Well, strange as it sounds I think you’re speakin’ the truth, an’ maybe you’ve put me on to something.

“O.K. Well after Berenice Lee Sam goes, after she leaves your office, what happens then?”

“You know the rest,” he says. “I stayed at my office until I went to my apartment on Nob Hill. The first I heard about Marella was when Brendy sent for me to identify her.”

“O.K., Thorensen,” I tell him, “an’ there wasn’t ever anything between you an’ Berenice?”

“Nothing,” he says. “Not a thing.” He looks scared sick.

“I wish I knew what it was that was so funny about Marella,” he says. “When I think about it it worries me. Why did she behave so strangely? What was wrong with her? Why did she send that letter to Berenice in Shanghai, and why did she behave the way she did when Berenice went out there?”

I grin. “Look, Thorensen,” I tell him. “I ain’t goin’ to take you back to San Francisco. I’m leavin’ you here. But don’t try to leave this town, willya? Be on tap, see? I might need you. I’m goin’ to advise the cops here to keep an eye on you meanwhiles.”

I pick up my hat an’ coat.

“All them things that you was wonderin’ about Marella,” I tell him, “that funny sorta atmosphere out at the Villa, the way she was behavin’, the way she fired Nellie, an’ the way she behaved when Berenice went out there. Ain’t it struck you that there is a swell answer to all that, or are you so soaked up in liquor that your brain ain’t workin’ properly?”

He looks at me. “You’ve got brains, Caution,” he says. “I’ll say you have. Do you know the answer?”

I nod my head. “Sure I do,” I tell him. “The answer is that Marella is a dope.”

It is four o’clock in the mornin’ when we pull back into the airport at San Francisco. Me an’ the pilot are both feeling that a little piece of bed is what the doctor ordered. This guy is feelin’ so cold that even the idea of meetin’ up with his wife again don’t seem quite so bad. As for me I am so durn sleepy that I wouldn’t even care if somebody tried to murder me. I’d probably let ’em.

I suck down a cup of coffee with the pilot an’ then I take the car back to the Sir Francis Drake. I go up to my room.

On the table is a letter. It is from Brendy. He returns me the letter from Marella to Aylmar Thorensen which I gave him to check up on, an’ he also encloses me a communication from the Record Office at Washington which has been sent to me at the Hall of Justice.

I bust this open. It is the letter I asked ’em to send me. The original letter written to the Director by Marella Thorensen, dated the 1st January.

I look at it an’ I wonder if I am goin’ nuts.

I see that this letter was never written by Marella at all. The handwritin’ is different, an’ I have seen that handwritin’ somewhere else!

I throw the packet down on the table, an’ I pull open my coat an’ pull out the letter I got before I went over to Los Angeles, the one with the Oklahoma Joe throw-out inside.

I look at the pencil handwritin’ on the side — the message that tells me to go down there if I wanta find Joe Mitzler.

The handwritin’ is the same. Whoever wrote that pencil letter wrote the original letter to the Director an’ signed Marella’s name to it.

Now I’m gettin’ hot. Now I know why Marella was surprised when Berenice arrived out at the Villa.

She was surprised because she never wrote that letter to Berenice in Shanghai. The dame who wrote the pencil note on the Oklahoma Joe throw-out was the dame who wrote the letter to the Director in the first place, an’ she wrote the letter to Berenice in Shanghai an’ signed Marella’s name to it.

An’ can I make a guess as to who that dame is or can I?

I put the letters in a drawer an’ I go to bed, just as the dawn is breakin’.

Maybe I can see daylight in more senses than one.


X. GETTIN’ WARM
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WHEN I WAKE up it is three o’clock in the afternoon. On my way to take a shower I ring down to the desk an’ I tell the girl to call up Captain Brendy at Police Headquarters an’ ask him an’ Lieut. O’Halloran to come round an’ see me at four o’clock.

I have a swell shower, a swell breakfast an’ just one little shot of bourbon. I also send out for a new tie, because I always buy myself a new tie when somethin’ is goin’ to break, an’ I think that the break is due.

I do not know whether you guys have been checkin’ along on this business with me, an’ I don’t know whether you are thinkin’ in the same way as I am. You gotta realise that you know just as much about all this hooey that’s been goin’ on around here as I do. But this is what I think:

First of all it is stickin’ out a foot that Marella only wrote one of the three important letters in this case. The letter she did write was the one written in Sea Island ink to Alymar Thorensen accusin’ him of bein’ Berenice Lee Sam’s lover, an’ sayin’ she was goin’ to make plenty trouble. So the thing we know, apart from the things that we’re guessin’ at, is that Marella really did write that letter. Whether it was true or not is another proposition. I have got an open mind on this, an’ I am goin’ to try an’ check up on this fact by all the other angles in the case.

O.K. Well there are two other letters, ain’t there? There’s the letter, signed Marella Thorensen, written to the Director, the letter that starts all this business. That wasn’t written by Marella. And the letter written to Berenice Lee Sam tellin’ her to come over from Shanghai. That wasn’t written by Marella either.

Now maybe you can understand why Marella’s behaviour was so funny on that afternoon. She gets a telegram from the Director sayin’ that a “G” man will be with her between four an’ five, an’ she doesn’t even know what the hell this means, but she does something about it, because something happens that makes her decide that she don’t want to see this operative an’ there must be a reason for that, mustn’t there?

It is also stickin’ out a foot that when Berenice Lee Sam arrived out at the Villa, Marella didn’t even know what Berenice was talkin’ about. She hadta pump her to find out why she had come out. She hadta pump her to find out about this letter she had received, the letter that was supposed to have come from Marella.

So here is the thing: We know somebody, using Marella’s name, wanted to concentrate two people out at the Villa Rosalito between the hours of four an’ five on last Wednesday, one of these guys to be the Federal officer an’ the other one Berenice Lee Sam.

O.K. Now here is another thing we know. We know that when Berenice gets there, an’ when Marella finds out why she has come, Marella tells Berenice that if anybody makes any trouble old Lee Sam will be involved in it. Now this tells us something. It tells us this:

That Marella was frightened at what was happenin’. She was frightened because somebody had tried to concentrate a “G” man an’ Berenice Lee Sam at the Villa Rosalito at that time. She is afraid that somebody is goin’ to start some trouble an’ if she is afraid that somebody is goin’ to start some trouble for her an’ for Aylmar, then she must know that there is some trouble that can be started. That’s why she makes the threat to Berenice.

Now see if we can get an idea as to what that trouble that somebody could start might be. Let’s look at some more facts. Let’s take these things an’ put ’em all together an’ see how they add up:

First of all I believe that Thorensen was tellin’ the truth. I believe he was tellin’ the truth about his associations with his own wife an’ I believe he was tellin’ the truth about the interview he had with Berenice when she came around to his office. O.K. Well where does that get us? It gets us this far.

We know that Rudy Spigla a coupla years ago has been to Thorensen with a big scheme for runnin’ contraband silk in under cover of the legitimate Lee Sam silk cargoes an’ usin’ Rocca’s trucks for the purpose of deliverin’ it. We know that Rocca didn’t know anything about it. We also know that Lee Sam didn’t know anything about it. Now get this: Thorensen comes in on this job because he is pressed for money an’ he sees an easy way for makin’ money an’ an easy get-out if they are caught at it. He knows that the only guy who will get hurt if there is a show-down will be Rudy Spigla an’ the person who will get out after him an’ hurt him will be Rocca, who will be fed up to hell because his second in command has been double-crossin’ him.

We know on information supplied by O’Halloran that Rocca has been keepin’ his nose clean in San Francisco. He has been runnin’ a legitimate truckin’ business, he has been runnin’ his night clubs an’ flop houses an’ he has been runnin’ his old protection rackets, but Jack Rocca said when I saw him at his Club, an’ I believe him, that he was too wise to start any real funny business in San Francisco.

All right. Now let’s come to another point. Nellie says she’s positive she’s seen Spigla hangin’ around at the Villa Rosalito at different times. Well now the thing that naturally comes into our heads is that he would be goin’ out there to see Thorensen, but this would be wrong because Thorensen was never out there. Spigla could see him much easier in San Francisco. So I reckon Spigla was goin’ out there to see Marella Thorensen.

Now it would be a funny thing, wouldn’t it, if Rudy Spigla had blown the works about what he was doin’ with Thorensen to Marella, an’ it looks to me as if he has done this. I’ll tell you why. If Rudy Spigla for some reason best known to himself had told Marella that him an’ Aylmar had been runnin’ silk contraband for some time, then I reckon that when Marella got that telegram sayin’ a “G” man was comin’ down, and then when Berenice appears an’ starts askin’ questions, the first thing that flashes into Marella’s head is that somebody has got wise to this business. That’s why she says to Berenice that if there’s any trouble old Lee Sam will be involved in it.

Now you’re goin’ to admit that the funny thing is that when Berenice goes on afterwards to see Aylmar Thorensen in order to protect himself he tells her that he’s been runnin’ silk with old Lee Sam, which is a lie. So it would look this way — that there was some plot on between Marella an’ Aylmar, wouldn’t it? But a little more examination shows us that we’re wrong, because if Marella an’ Aylmar were workin’ together over anything, first of all they would be a little bit more friendly than they are, an’ secondly Marella wouldn’t have written that letter to Aylmar accusin’ him of bein’ Berenice’s lover, an’ the thing we have got to do is to find an explanation which makes all these bits an’ pieces dovetail in, an’ at the back of my head I think I’ve got it, but I’m goin’ to check up first.

Brendy is sittin’ in the big chair with his feet up on the table smokin’ a ten cent cigar an’ lookin’ like an old owl. O’Halloran is lyin’ on the settee with a bottle of bourbon by his side, smokin’ that goddam pipe of his. The room is so fulla smoke that I feel I would like to put a gas mask on.

I talk to ’em.

“Now look, Brendy,” I say, “here’s the way it goes: All this business is sorta comin’ to a head. We got ideas, but we don’t know just how far we’re right, or just how far we’re wrong, so we’ve gotta start something. We’ve gotta get tough. Now here’s the angle. The first thing we’ve gotta do is to have a complete search of Rocca’s offices at The Two Moons Club an’ of his apartment, an’ we’ve gotta have a search of Rudy Spigla’s place, just in case we find somethin’. At the same time we have gotta nose through the offices, garages, trucks an’ everything else connected with the Rocca Truckin’ Corporation, because I tell you what’s in my head.

“This runnin’ contraband silk looks like a lotta hooey to me. Everybody’s talkin’ about runnin’ contraband silk so much an’ so openly that it looks to me like they’re tryin’ to cover up something else. All right, there’s only one way that we can get this searchin’ business done quickly, an’ that’s by a raid. We got to put a raid up to-night. We gotta raid all the places at once, The Two Moons Club, the offices, the trucks an’ the garages. We gotta synchronise that business. I’m goin’ to suggest it should take place at twelve o’clock. You can find some excuse for that raid, Brendy, somethin’ that won’t get ’em thinkin’ too much.

“When you’ve raided these dumps you pull in Rocca an’ Spigla, an’ anybody else who’s kickin’ around. You take the whole durn lot of ’em down to the Hall of Justice. We can hold ’em there until to-morrow anyway. We can let ’em out in time for ’em to go to Sunday church if they feel that way.

“Now while you are raidin’ these places, Brendy, O’Halloran here an’ me are goin’ to be searchin’ the Rocca an’ Spigla apartments. I wanta look around an’ see if I can get my hooks on anything.

“After we have done this search O’Halloran will rejoin you at police headquarters, but I am goin’ straight along to have a little talk with this Oklahoma Joe who runs this flop house, this place where some mysterious person tells me Joe Mitzler is hangin’ out.

“Say, Brendy,” I ask him, “what do you know about this Oklahoma Joe?”

“Plenty,” he says, “an’ it’s funny that his name should come inta this business, because he is about the only guy in this man’s town who ain’t afraid of Jack Rocca. The story is that he an’ Rocca had a little argument in the old days. They settled it with guns an’ they both got pretty badly hurt, since when they’ve had a sorta respect for each other.

“The thing I can’t understand,” says Brendy, “is why Mitzler should choose Oklahoma Joe’s place for a hide-out, because if Joe Mitzler has been workin’ for Spigla it seems durn funny that he should take some place for a hide-out that is owned by an enemy of Rocca’s.”

“Maybe that ain’t so funny, Brendy,” I tell him. “Maybe there’s a good reason for that. O.K. Well, that’s how it is. You go off an’ fix all that business, Brendy, an’ you phone through to me here when you’ve got it straightened out. When the cars go out to raid these dumps O’Halloran’ll proceed to give the once over to the other places.”

I turn around to Terry.

“Your business, Terry,” I say, “will be to fix it so that at twelve o’clock to-night we can somehow get inta the Rocca an’ Spigla apartments, do what we wanta do an’ get out again without the whole world knowin’ about it. Now have you boys got that?”

They nod.

“I get it,” says Brendy. “It looks to me like you’re goin’ to start a small war in this man’s town to-night. Do you realise that if we’re goin’ to raid all the Rocca places together we’ve gotta put up about thirty raids. I reckon there will be so many police sirens shriekin’ their heads off to-night that somebody will think somebody has declared war on somebody.” He sighs.

“Still, Lemmy,” he says, “I always heard tell you had a whole lotta brains an’ you always knew what you was doin’, so I suppose I will have to see this job through the way you say.”

I grin at him. “O.K., Brendy,” I say, “I reckon we’re goin’ places this time. Now you boys scram outa here an’ get busy, because I wanta do some quiet thinkin’.”

They scram.

It is just before twelve midnight when we get goin’. Brendy an’ O’Halloran have been doin’ some sweet staff work an’ they have fixed these raids just as good as I coulda done it myself.

At ten minutes to twelve, by an arrangement we have got with the telephone company, all lines connectin’ all the Rocca dumps an’ offices, an’ the truck garages, have been disconnected just so’s nobody who does get wise to what we are at can get through on the telephone an’ wise up any other guys.

There is just one place we ain’t raidin’ an’ that is Oklahoma Joe’s. I reckon that directly the raids are well under way the old underworld grapevine will get to work an’ they will know all about what is goin’ on at Oklahoma Joe’s. That is the time when my little playmate Joe Mitzler is goin’ to feel good that he is in an enemy flop house. He will be very happy that he is not at any of the Rocca dumps.

That is supposin’ he is at Oklahoma’s, but I ain’t worryin’ very much about this. I reckon that he is there all right, an’ just when he is feelin’ good about bein’ there an’ not around at The Two Moons he is goin’ to see my sweet-lookin’ pan appear-in’ round the corner, after which I reckon some sweet fun an’ games are goin’ to start.

Sittin’ in my car are Brendy an’ O’Halloran, a police sergeant and four cops. We have got shotguns just in case anybody thinks they wanta start a war but we are not lookin’ out for any real trouble because I reckon that Jack Rocca is goin’ to come quiet when he sees that we mean business. I make a note at the back of my head to have a few minutes quiet talk with this bozo about one or two things directly I get the chance.

We bust through the entrance of The Two Moons Club before the guy on the door knows what is happenin’. He don’t get a chance to give anybody the low-down. In a minute Brendy is standin’ in the middle of the dance floor bawlin’ his head off. People are scuttlin’ like hell for the back way out, but that won’t do ’em any good because there are two more police cruisers waitin’ round there to collect ’em that end.

“Keep your hair on,” says Brendy. “There ain’t anything to be scared of — this is a police raid not a hold-up. Now stick around folks an’ just give your names an’ address to the officers. We’ll keep the guys we want an’ the others can go home an’ explain to their wives how they come here to see a sick friend. Get busy, boys!”

With O’Halloran at my elbow I scram across the floor an’ through the doors leadin’ to the passage an’ lift on the other side. Just as we get there in the passage the lift comes down an’ Rudy Spigla gets out.

“Hi’yah, Rudy?” I tell him. “Come along an’ have a nice piece of can. I’m goin’ to stick you in the cooler for a bit an’ how’dya like that?”

He looks at me like I was a bad smell.

“So you’re around again, Caution,” he says. “I reckon you’re goin’ to make some trouble for yourself before you get through. You may be a Federal officer but you can’t get around doin’ this sorta stuff an’ get away with it.”

“Oh no,” I tell him. “Well bozo, I’ll proceed to show you somethin’ else I can get away with.”

I smack a hearty one across the kisser an’ he hits the wall with such a bump that he almost leaves the imprint of his head on it. He gets up. He looks pretty fierce. He puts his hand around to his hip, but Terry pulls a gun on him an’ sticks him up. He then frisks him an’ produces a .32 Colt outa his hip.

“You gotta permit for this gun?” says Terry.

“Sure I gotta permit,” says Spigla.

He pulls the permit outa his coat pocket. Terry looks at it an’ then tears it up.

“You ain’t got a permit now,” he says, “an’ I’m pinchin’ you for carryin’ a gun without a permit.”

“This is a lousy frame-up,” says Spigla. “There’s goin’ to be plenty trouble about this. What’re you raidin’ this club for. There ain’t anything illegal goin’ on around here an’ you. know it.”

“We ain’t raidin’ this club because we think there’s anything illegal goin’ on, Unconscious,” I tell him. “We’re raidin’ this club on the grounds that (a) the drainage system don’t confirm with the city ordinances, (b) that you are sellin’ short-weight portions of spaghetti to Eskimos thereby infringing the Federal Weights and Measures Code, an’ (c) because we ain’t got anything better to do. If you want some more reasons just you ask the D.A. an’ maybe he’ll give ’em to you in duplicate.”

“In the meantime,” says Terry, “I am goin’ to give you a good poke in the snout for bein’ insolent to my colleague,” sayin’ which he smacks Rudy another one across the pan that you coulda heard on the other side of the Golden Gate.

“Just before you get goin’, Mr. Spigla,” I tell him, “you can hand over any keys you got about you because I am about to run the rule over your sleepin’ apartment at the Mulberry Arms up on the hill, just to see if you are keepin’ white mice there.”

“Damn you, Caution,” he says. “I’m goin’ to get you for all this. You can’t search my apartment. You haven’t got a search warrant.”

“Right, Gorgeous,” I tell him, bustin’ him another one on the ear just to keep this party nice an’ sweet. “You are dead right. I ain’t gotta search warrant, but I have got adenoids an’ a strawberry wen on my left knee owin’ to Mrs. Caution bein’ fond of fruit just before my first birthday, an’ I reckon that them two things entitles me to search your little nest, honeybell, so sew up your mouth an’ hand over the keys.”

Just as he is handin’ ’em over, Jack Rocca with a couple of cops comes down in the lift. Rocca is smilin’ like an angel. He is takin’ everything nice an’ quiet. I reckon Jack has got brains.

He takes a look at Rudy an’ sees that there has been a little trouble because Rudy has gotta bruise on one side of his head that looks like a baby pumpkin, an’ the last smack across the snoot that I gave him has marked him plenty.

“Why don’t you be your age, Rudy?” says Rocca. “What’s the good of arguin’ with cops? Take it easy.”

“That’s the stuff, Rocca,” I tell him. “You got sense.”

He grins. “Look, Caution,” he says,” what’s behind this raid? I’m not pullin’anything in this city. I told you that an’ it was the truth.”

“An’ I believed you, Rocca,” I tell him,” but the trouble with some of you guys is that you cannot even smell something that is goin’ on right under your nose. So long, bozo.” The cops take him off.

O’Halloran an’ I ease upstairs. Outa the window we can hear the police sirens shriekin’ as the boys start the raids along California Street, an’ down on the back areas on the Embarcadero.

We turn out Rocca’s office an’ we turn out Spigla’s. There is not a durn thing to be seen. Just a lotta innocent business papers an’ receipts and what nots.

“O.K., Terry,” I tell O’Halloran. “Here’s where we split. You get along to Rocca’s place an’ give it the works. Turn the durn place upside down but get your hooks on anything that looks like something we want. Me, I’m goin’ to take a look around Spigla’s apartment. When you’re through get back to headquarters an’ check over the reports from the other raids. Don’t forget to check on the trucks. Stick around there until I come back after I been to see my little playmate, Joe Mitzler.”

“O.K., Lemmy,” he says, “but you be careful of Joe. That palooka don’t like you an’ he is the type of guy who would take a lot of pleasure in stickin’ a hand-gun right into your navel an’ pullin’ the trigger just to see if you was made of sawdust inside.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I crack back at him. “But if anybody is goin’ to be pullin’ triggers it is goin’ to be Mrs. Caution’s little boy Lemmy. I’ll be seein’ you.”

I scram downstairs an’ out the front way. Around the block there is a car waitin’ for me like I arranged. I get inta it an’ shoot off up to the hill. It is one o’clock when I get to the Mulberry Arms.

I flash my card at the night guy an’ tell him that I’m goin’ to take a look over Mr. Spigla’s apartment an’ that I do not wanta be disturbed. I go up in the lift an’ a coupla minutes afterwards I am inside Rudy’s dump.

Is it swell, or is it? I’m tellin’ you that this Spigla is not only a neat guy but he has also got so much taste that it almost hurts. Everything is spick an’ span. The place is so well laid out that I reckon if Sam Goldwyn had ever met up with Rudy he woulda made him head of the art department right away.

There are two compactums full of clothes. Suits an’ suits all on hangers an’ stretchers. There are silk shirts an’ silk pyjamas, an’ there are also half a dozen new ladies’ nightdresses which is a thing that causes me much pain to see as it looks as if Rudy has not been concentratin’ on business all the time.

Hangin’ around the walls, which are painted a sorta primrose colour with pink wall lights, are a lotta pictures of dames. I take a lamp at these frails an’ I’m tellin’ you that some of ’em is so easy to look at as regards shape that they coulda won the beauty competition down at Bunkbille Pa. with sacks over their faces. Most of these pictures have got lovin’ messages written on ’em such as— “To darling Rudy from Annabelle.” Another one says— “I am well lost for love,” an’ a third one says— “To Rudy who has all my heart.” This last one was lucky because knowin’ Rudy I am wonderin’ why he had only pinched the dame’s heart.

I get to work. I start goin’ over this place most efficiently. I turn everything out an’ over. I start lookin’ in the most unlikely places leavin’ the likely ones till the last.

An’ I do not find a durn thing. There is not one little thing that teaches me anything.

I sit down in a big chair an’ I relax. I do a little quiet thinkin’ an’ I get around to considerin’ just how funny it is for a guy like Spigla — who is anyway nothin’ but a mobster pretendin’ to be a club manager — to have a swell dump like this an’ to be so neat an’ nice. I get to tryin’ to remember other thugs who I have known an’ who are inclined to be nice about their apartments an’ their clothes. I try to connect these guys up in my mind. I am endeavourin’ — if you know what I mean — to find some common denominator that fits all these palookas just to see if I can get a line on Rudy’s mentality through usin’ that process. The result is nix.

I light myself a cigarette an’ get up an’ start lookin’ around at the pictures of the molls on the walls. I am just lettin’ my mind wander nice an’ easy because I have always found that it is when you are not really lookin’ for somethin’ that you discover what you are not lookin’ for. Got me?

I’m tellin’ you some of these dolls are the icin’ on the cocktail glass. Boy, are they honeys or are they honeys? There is one dame with a faraway expression an’ a Gainsborough hat who woulda been just what the doctor ordered so far as I was concerned. There is another dame in a bathin’ costume with such swell legs that I am half a mind to pinch this picture an’ give it to Brendy so that every time he looks at his wife’s under-pinnin’ he can start singin’ “What Might Have Been” in a high falsetto, consistin’ of one part rage an’ two parts disappointment.

Way down at the end of the wall near the big carved desk that is standin’ across one corner of the room there is a big picture. It is evidently the likeness of some baby that Rudy was specially stuck on because there is a little electric light that you switch on just over the picture that illuminates it. I switch this light on an’ I look at the picture.

Boy, here is a dame. She has gotta face that you can’t forget. There is a faraway look in her eyes that makes her look like she was achin’ for some big he-man to give her the big run-around with bells on.

Written at the bottom of the picture I see this:

“To Rudy who gave me such sweet sleep, such sweet dreams.”

Now I ask you? I reckon a dame who would write a thing like that ought to be smacked with a hot fryin’ pan an’ what do you think?

I go on. I take a look at the desk which I have left until the last because it is the most likely place where I will find somethin’. There is a sweet blotter on the top an’ another picture of some frail with frills. I try all the drawers an’ they are all locked.

I get out Rudy’s keys an’ start openin’ up the drawers. There ain’t anythin’ much in ’em. Just a lot of letters which I read an’ which don’t mean anything, an’ a lot of old race track cards an’ programmes an’ things. These drawers look to me to be the most untidy things in this apartment.

I got through the lot an’ there ain’t anything.

Sittin’ at the desk I let me eyes wander around the room. I told you that the room was a swell place with concealed lightin’ on the walls. I notice that there is a concealed light just above the picture of the last dame I looked at an’ I wonder why, havin’ regard to the fact that this light is there, Rudy has had another light fixed over the picture.

I get an idea. I go over an’ take the picture down, an’ I see I am right. Behind it there is a little wall safe an’ the light above is for that.

I open it with a key on Rudy’s bunch.

There is only one thing inside. There is a letter. It is an envelope an’ the postmark on the stamp is San Francisco Central an’ the time stamp is nine o’clock collection.

I open the envelope which has been slit up, an’ read the letter inside. It is written in some handwritin’ I don’t know an’ it says:



Rudy, — 

This is to tell you that I think yon have given me a swell deal. I’ve been a heel to hound you like I have and I’m going to be good and make a fresh start like you told me. Thanks for the dough.

So long, Rudy. Here’s luck.

Effie.

The interestin’ thing about this letter is that it is written in Sea Island ink, the same ink that Marella used when she wrote the letter to Thorensen that I got from Berenice.

I put the letter in my pocket an’ do a little grin. I reckon that it is funny that letter bein’ the only thing in that safe. It looks like the sorta letter that a man would read an’ then tear up.

I wonder why Rudy kept it, but I don’t wonder for long. I sorta get an idea. He kept that letter because he thought that maybe he’d need it one day. Well, I’ve got an idea that he won’t.

I close up the safe an’ put the picture back. My cigarette is just finished an’ I look around for somewhere to throw the stub. There is a swell ashtray on the desk. One of them deep things with a hole at the top to throw the butts in an’ a little; stand for a lighter at the side.

I put another cigarette in my mouth an’ pull out the lighter outa the ashtray. I light my cigarette an’ when I go to put the lighter back I find it won’t quite fit in. There is something in the bottom of the little holder.

I turn it upside down an’ a ring falls out. I look at it an’ I get one big kick. The ring is a woman’s size signet ring, an’ the seal carved on the onyx is two crossed keys.

Well . . . well . . . well. . . . So this is Marella’s seal ring. The ring that Nellie said she always usta use. The one that disappeared.

I stand there with the ring in my hand, an’ I look over to the picture on the wall, the picture of the dame that is hangin’ over the wall safe. I see the writin’ quite clear— “To Rudy who gave me such sweet sleep, such sweet dreams.”

Well that’s that. I got what I wanted. The ring, that writin’ an’ the letter in the safe, the letter that Rudy was expectin’ anybody who searched the place to find, tell me all I wanta know.

A sweet night’s work.

I sit down an’ finish my cigarette. I look around this swell dump. I get to wonderin’ about the mind of a guy like this one, a man who is so neat an’ nice. I get to thinkin’ of that poor dame Marella an’ I get a bit hot under the collar. I can get annoyed too sometimes!

I smoke another cigarette an’ I think over everything. I get the set-up in my mind, the bluff that I am goin’ to pull on Joe Mitzler.

I reckon I gotta be careful about that bluff. I mustn’t make a mistake with Joe.


XI. FADE-OUT FOR JOE
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I SCRAM DOWNSTAIRS and I start walking down the hall. There are two things in my mind.

One is I am wonderin’ whether I am really goin’ to find Joe Mitzler stickin’ around this Oklahoma Joe’s place, an’ secondly just how I am goin’ to handle this bozo. I am beginnin’ to get some sweet slants on this job. Findin’ that letter up in Rudy’s safe an’ comin across that seal ring of Marella’s like that, has wised me up to plenty, an’ if I wanted another clue justa help me along I got it when I looked at that picture an’ saw the words that that dame had written across the bottom: “To Rudy who gave me such sweet sleep, such sweet dreams.” But it is one thing havin’ ideas, an’ another thing to check on ’em an’ prove ’em.

One thing I do know an’ that is the solution of this case lies in the conversation that I am goin’ to have with Joe an’ another conversation that I will tell you about presently.

It is half-past two when I find this Oklahoma Joe’s dump, and it is a pretty bum lookin’ place too, I’m tellin’ you. Strawberry Street looks like a place where anythin’ can happen; the whole place is full of cat houses; cheap flop houses, Chinese yen shops, an’ all that sorta stuff. There is a dirty sign stickin’ outa this dump which says Oklahoma Joe’s, an’ I go down a dirty passage. Right at the end is a door with a piece cut out of it an’ “Enquiries” painted on it, but I don’t ring the bell. I just give the door a push an’ I go in.

On the other side of the door is a little room. There is a wood an’ coal fire on one side an’ a table stuck in the middle of the room. Behind this table a guy is sittin’. He is a little guy who looks as if he might have been a sailor.

“Listen, bozo, can’t you read?” he growls. “It says ring the bell on that door. That’s what we got the hole cut outa the door for, so that fellers shouldn’t just bust in here. We don’t sorta like it.”

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “Well, I don’t like ringin’ bells neither. Are you Oklahoma Joe, because if you are I’m advisin’ you to keep a very sweet tongue in your head. Otherwise I’m goin’ to give you a bust in the pan that you’re goin’ to remember all the days of your life.”

“Oh, yeah?” he says. “Tough, hey?”

“You just don’t know, Sweetheart,” I say.

I show him my badge.

“Now look, Joe,” I tell him. “Guys like you should always decide to be wise guys. You should always decide to behave nice an’ quiet an’ answer questions that you’re asked, especially when Lemmy Caution is askin’ ’em. Have you got a guy in this place called Joe Mitzler, or maybe he’s callin’ himself somethin’ else? But here’s what he looks like.”

I give him a description of Joe as near as I can. He looks at me sorta considerin’.

“Well,” he says finally, “you gotta realise that this is a difficult proposition. I believe this guy is here. I believe he’s the guy in the room on the second floor, but I got an idea about that bozo.”

“Such as . . .” I ask him.

“Such as he is lyin’ on the bed with a gun nearby,” he says. “Me — it is not my business to ask people a lotta questions, but when this guy cashes in here I get the sorta idea in my head that he was on the run. Another thing,” says Oklahoma Joe, “I reckon this palooka is one tough hombre, an’ is liable to start a whole lotta shootin’ if he thinks there is anybody stickin’ around, such as a guy like you, or any other form of dick.”

“That’s very nice of you, Oklahoma,” I tell him, “to give me this warnin’, but the life of a dick is fulla tough spots, an’ Joe Mitzler is one of ’em. So if you don’t mind I think I’ll go up an’ have a few words with this baby.”

“O.K.,” he says, gettin’ up. “We’ll have to go upstairs. You’d better come along.”

“Not on your life,” I tell him. “You just sit where you are, an’ relax. If you think I’m goin’ bangin’ up them stairs behind you just so’s Joe Mitzler can have the artillery ready by the time the door opens you’ve got the wrong conception of Mr. Caution. Stick around here an’ don’t try any funny business of any sort, shape or description, otherwise I’ll fill you so fulla holes that you will look just like a sieve. Have you got that?”

He says he’s got it.

I walk across the room, an’ I open the door. On the other side is another little passage with a dirty flight of wooden steps leadin’ up on the right-hand side. I go up. When I get to the first floor landin’ I see two doors. They are both open an’ they both lead inta rooms where there are guys snorin’ hard. I start gum-shoein’ very quietly up the second flight.

When I come to the second floor I find another two doors. I try the right hand one. It is open an’ empty. I am also very sorry that I have to use the little flash lamp that I have fixed at the end of my fountain pen in order to find the door handle, because I think that maybe some guy in the other room can see this flash. I step over to the other door an’ try it. It is locked, an’ as I take my fingers off the handle I see under the Crack a light go on. I reach for the Luger, pull it out, step back an’ kick the lock off the door. Then I go in.

The room is a dirty sorta room. It is the usual sorta of bum place you get in a sailor’s flop house. Lyin’ on a bed underneath the window on the other side is Joe Mitzler, an’ he is just puttin’ his hand under the pillow. I show him the gun.

“Look, Joe,” I tell him, “when you take your hand from under that pillow I wanta see that there ain’t anythin’ in it, otherwise I’m goin’ to blow the top of your head off. See, baby?”

He don’t say anythin’, he just takes his hand away. Then he heaves himself up an’ sits there with his hands hangin’ down by his sides lookin’ more like a man-eatin’ gorilla than ever. I shut the door an’ I walk over to the wall where there is a chair. I get the chair an’ I put it up against the door, an’ I sit on it. I have got my gun in my right hand with the muzzle pointin’ somewhere in the region of Joe’s guts.

With the other hand I get out my cigarette case, grab out a coupla cigarettes an’ light ’em both an’ throw one over to Joe.

“Now look, Joe,” I tell him, “maybe you have heard that life is a very hard proposition. I reckon it can be plenty hard for a guy like you. I reckon it is goin’ to be durn hard anyway, but my advice to you is to make it as easy as maybe.”

He looks at me an’ a sorta odd grin flickers across his face. He don’t say nothin’.

“You listen to what I am goin’ to say, Joe,” I tell him, “an’ you try an’ be nice an’ helpful. Maybe if you are, things will be a little bit easier for you, because if you ain’t you’re sure goin’ to have a tough time.”

He grins some more. “I get you, Mr. Caution,” he says. “Let’s hear the story. Maybe I’ll talk an’ maybe I won’t. Who knows?”

“I do, Joe,” I tell him. “You’re goin’ to talk, baby, an’ you’re goin’ to like it, so let’s get that straight before we start.

“First of all,” I tell him, “you will probably wanta know just how I knew you was here. This is the sorta thing that would arouse your curiosity, an’ I’m goin’ to be perfectly straight with you. Somebody sends me a printed throw-out for this dump,” I tell him, “an’ written along the side of the bill is a little pencil message that if I’m tryin’ to find you, maybe I’ll find you here. Well, it didn’t take me very long to work out who it was would be the most likely person to send me that message. I reckon it would be Toots, the blonde baby.”

I feel in my pocket an’ I take out the bill. I get up an’ I go across to him with the bill held out in my hand.

“Now look, Joe,” I tell him, “I want you to take a look at that bill an’ tell me if that ain’t Toot’s handwriting.”

I give him the bill an’ he looks at it. While I am standin’ there I put my hand under the pillow. Sure enough there is an old Colt .45 there loaded up to the brim. I stick it in my coat pocket. He sees me do this, an’ he looks a bit regretful. Maybe he was fond of that gun.

“That’s O.K.,” he says, “it’s that blonde dame’s hand-writin’, an’ how did you guess it was her?”

“Work it out for yourself. Joe,” I tell him. “The way I figured it out was this: For some reason or other which we do not know at the moment you an’ Toots decided to part company. You was both on the run. You knew that the cops were lookin’ for both ol you.

“Now I have always found that if there is a time when crooks disagree it is when they are being chased by cops. They get sorta nervy, you know, Joe, they begin to hate each other plenty. So I figured that Toots took a run-out powder on you, but she wasn’t content to do just that thing. She was still frightened, see? She was afraid that the next time you came across her you might maybe use that shootin’ iron of yours on her, so what does she do? She sends me this throw-out bill, so’s I’m goin’ to know where you are, so’s I will pinch you. Then with you in the cooler she will be safe, won’t she?”

He looks across at me an’ grins.

“Ain’t you clever, fly cop?” he says.

“You’re sayin’ it, Joe,” I tell him. “Me — I am the original brain trust. Now, Joe,” I go on, “the question I wanta ask you is this. Why is it that Toots is so frightened of you? She ain’t afraid of you just because she took a run-out powder on you. Dames have taken run-outs on guys before, but that don’t mean to say the guy wants to shoot ’em. There is something else behind it, ain’t there, Joe, an’ shall I tell you what I think it is? Ain’t it a fact that Toots was stringin’ along with you in the first place because she couldn’t do anything else? Ain’t it a fact that Rudy Spigla had told her she’d gotta string along with you, an’ that if she tried to take a run-out powder on you or pull any funny business you’d give her the heat?”

Joe hands me back the bill. I take it an’ put it in my pocket.

“Are you askin’ me or tellin’ me?” he says. “I ain’t talkin’.”

“Just fancy that now, Joe,” I tell him. “So you ain’t talkin’. Well, maybe you will feel a bit more like talkin’ when they put you in the electric chair an’ turn on the sizzler. I’ve seen tough guys like you before, but they always talk some time.”

He looks a little bit more interested. “Yeah?” he says. “Well what I gotta talk about? I ain’t bumped anybody. Say,” he goes on, “are you tryin’ to hang this Marella Thorensen bump-off on to me?”

“Not on your life,” I tell him. “I don’t believe you ever bumped Marella Thorensen, but you did bump Gluck, the morgue attendant, didn’t you, Joe? I reckon you was the guy who did that.”

“Oh yeah?” he says. “Well, it’s your business to prove that, ain’t it?”

I can see that this bozo is goin’ to be difficult.

“Look, Joe,” I tell him, “why don’t you have a break? I ain’t askin’ you to make any statements or confessions. I’m askin’ you to tell me if I’m right or wrong on one or two points. Look, tell me this an’ it won’t do you any harm. When was it that Rudy Spigla first started to go out to the Villa Rosalito? Was it about six months ago?”

He puts on a surprised look.

“So Spigla went out to the Villa, did he?” he says. “Just fancy that now.”

“Not only did he got out there, but you knew it, Joe,” I tell him. “I reckon there ain’t very much that Rudy Spigla has been doin’ around this man’s town that you don’t know about, as for instance,” I tell him, “maybe it was you who drove out to the Villa Rosalito after Marella Thorensen was bumped, stuck her body in a car an’ chucked it into the harbour, an’ that, Joe,” I go on, “is usually called bein’ an accessory to first degree murder. Another thing,” I tell him, “I reckon you are probably the guy who rang through to the Harbour Squad an’ told ’em that there was a body floatin’ about in the New York dock. Joe, I reckon you know plenty.”

He grins. He sits there lookin’ like nothin’ on earth with a sorta easy smile on his pan that gives me one big pain in the ear.

You gotta realise I ain’t got any use for guys like Joe Mitzler. They are all bums. They just string around causin’ plenty trouble for one an’ all. They are the toughs who do the jobs, the guys who tote guns for the bigger guys. They are just a lousy lotta heels an’ they make me sick.

But this palooka has got somethin’ up his sleeve, I sorta sense that. I sorta sense that he ain’t worryin’ too much about me, an’ that that is why he is bein’ so saucy. Yet this guy knows that if I take him down to the Precinct an’ book him the cops down there will give him a rough workin’ over that he will never forget if I just give ’em the say so.

Suddenly I get to thinkin’ of Oklahoma Joe down stairs. Now it stands to reason that Oklahoma Joe is the guy who has provided Joe Mitzler with a hide-out an’ therefore may be considered to be a friend of his. This bein’ so, an’ knowin’ I was a dick, I am wonderin’ why Oklahoma was ready an’ willin’ to give away the fact that Joe Mitzler had gotta gun, especially when he knew that Joe had said he didn’t wanta be taken.

I suddenly get the reason. The reason is that Joe has gotta another gun somewhere. The scheme is then a clever one, ain’t it, because directly I got the gun from under the pillow I ain’t afraid of what Joe may do, am I? The idea is that I will relax an’ put my own gun away. After which Joe can produce his other rod an’ get busy on me.

This may be the right idea, an’ then again it might not. Maybe Joe Mitzler ain’t afraid of bein’ pinched, an’ the only reason that he would have for not bein’ afraid of bein’ pinched is that he thinks we haven’t got any sorta case against him; that he thinks we can’t hang either the shootin’ of the morgue attendant, Gluck, or the killin’ of Marella onta him.

An’ Joe is workin’ for Rudy Spigla. I am as certain of that as I am that my name’s Caution, an’ the work he is doin’ for Spigla is work that has been done behind Jack Rocca’s back, that is another certainty, an’ it is for this reason that Joe is hi din’ out in the dump of a guy who is not very partial to Rocca.

But there is only one way for me to find out for sure, an’ that is for me to put my own gun away, give Joe Mitzler a chance to pull a fast one, an’ then see what he does. Well, I reckon I can take a chance as well as any other guy. I lean back in the chair an’ I put the Luger back in the holster under my arm, an’ I take out my cigarette pack an’ get another one out. I am just lightin’ it, watchin’ Joe outa the corner of my eye, when he pulls it.

He sticks his hand in his shirt an’ he pulls out a little .22 automatic that he has got there, an’ he sits there lookin’ at me an’ grinnin’ like all the apgs in Hell. I grin back at him.

“Me, I’m surprised at you, Joe,” I tell him. “I never thought to see you usin’ one of them sissy guns that was made for women.”

This gives me an idea.

“But maybe, Joe,” I go on, “that was the gun you shot Marella with.”

“You’re a lousy liar, Caution,” says Joe. “I never gave it to Marella, an’ if I had I certainly wouldn’ta used this gun. Me, I like a big gun like the one you just grabbed from under the pillow. I ain’t ever used this little rod before, but I’m goin’ to have a lot of pleasure in tryin’ it out on you.”

He grins some more. He is a tough guy is Joe, an’ I reckon he will kill me just as easy as shellin’ a pea. It won’t even keep him awake for five minutes any night afterwards, either. That baby is a tough as French nails.

“How come, Joe?” I ask him. “Don’t you think you’re takin’ a whole lotta chances when you start aimin’ to bump off Federal Officers? They got a nice hot seat for guys who do that.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Well, here’s one guy they ain’t goin’ to get. How’re they goin’ to know that I done it, an’ they gotta prove it, ain’t they? I reckon that Oklahoma downstairs will prove that you never come here to-night, an’ that I never been outa this dump, so how’re they goin’ to know it’s me done it?”

“They’ll prove it all right,” I tell him. “I reckon they know it was you who chucked Marella inta the dock, an’ I reckon they know it was you put that phoney telephone call through to the Harbour Squad to say that there was a body floatin’ about. They can do a bit more guessin’, can’t they?”

“Sure they can,” he says. “An’ I’ll tell you somethin’, Caution. It was me that chucked Marella in the dock, an’ it was me that put the call through, but the information ain’t goin’ to be any good to you because I am now goin’ to give you some hot lead right in the place where it acts just like a sleepin’ draught, after which maybe some friends of mine will chuck you in the harbour too. Just so’s to keep everything nice an’ square.”

I am not feelin’ so good. Maybe I was a mug to take a chance with a guy like Joe. I watch him as he heaves himself up to his feet. As he does so he turns the little automatic around in his hand an’ do I get one big kick or do I, because this big mug has forgot to push the safety catch down. I remember that he has said that he ain’t never used an automatic before, an’ it looks like he don’t know that there is a thumb safety catch on an automatic.

“How’re you goin’ to have it?” he says. “In the front or the back, an’ would you like it through the head or in the guts? They say it hurts plenty there.”

I get up. He sticks the gun up a bit higher. It is pointin’ at my chest.

“Ain’t there goin’ to be a lotta trouble when you shoot that gun off, Joe?” I ask him. “Maybe somebody is goin’ to hear.”

“I should worry,” he says. “They are all friends of mine around here.”

I drop my head an’ take a dive for him. I hear him curse as he squeezes the trigger an’ the gun don’t fire. Right then I hit him in the stomach with my head, an’ I follow it with a left an’ right inta his stomach. Then, I step back an’ take a kick at him an’ my foot arrives. I catch him a beauty right on the bread pan, an’ he lets go a helluva whimper an’ drops. I reckon I have hurt this guy.

I take the little automatic off him. I was right — the safety catch is on. He just didn’t know about it. I slip it in my pocket.

Joe is lyin’ on the floor writhin’ about. He is not feelin’ so good. I reckon he won’t cause anythin’ to happen for a few minutes so I ease over to the door an’ go downstairs, nice an’ quiet, with the Luger in my hand. Down at the bottom, I find Oklahoma waitin’. He looks plenty surprised to see me.

“Hi’yah, Oklahoma?” I tell him. “You got a telephone here?”

He says yes. I show him the Luger.

“Get through to Police Headquarters,” I tell him, “an’ tell ’em Mr. Caution wants a patrol wagon sent around here to pick up Joe Mitzler an’ Oklahoma Joe, an’ be plenty quick about it.”

“What the hell?” he says. “You ain’t got nothin’ on me. I ain’t done a thing.”

I prod him inta the room on the ground floor where the telephone is. Just to help things along I smack him one across the snoot that is a honey. All the while he is telephonin’ he is tryin’ to stop his bleedin’ with a handkerchief that never went near a laundry in its life.

While we are waitin’ for the wagon I make him go up the stairs in front of me an’ bring Joe down. Joe is not at all well. I have kicked this guy so hard that he looks like he is goin’ to have a permanent kink in him, an’ I gotta admit that this thought gives me a certain amount of pleasure because I am not very partial to guys like Joe Mitzler.

We park Joe on a chair in the corner of the room. He is whinin’ a lot an’ tryin’ to make out that he is goin’ to be sick. I light myself a cigarette an’ look at Oklahoma.

“Looky, Oklahoma,” I tell him. “Why don’t you do some quick thinkin’. That patrol wagon is goin’ to be here in about ten minutes, an’ in the meantime I gotta make up my mind just what I’m goin’ to charge you with.”

“Yeah,” he says, but he don’t look so pleased. “What’s the choice?”

“I got plenty,” I tell him. “First of all there’s shelterin’ an’ harbourin’ a crook who is on the run, an’ secondly there is bein’ accessory to attempt to murder a Federal Officer — meanin’ me, an’ thirdly there is a whole lot of other charges that I can think up if I let my imagination run a bit. Well, do we deal?”

He takes a look at Joe, an’ then decided that he has not got to worry a lot about Joe.

“What’s the deal?” he asks.

“Just this,” I tell him. “I want the low-down on this bird an’ the blonde dame, Toots, that has been runnin’ around with him, the frail who tipped me off where he was hidin’ out. Well . . .?”

“I don’t know a lot,” he says. “This guy works for Rudy Spigla an’ so does the dame Toots. I gotta idea that the Toots dame got her nose dirty with Spigla an’ he handed her over to Joe here just so’s Joe could keep a sorta fatherly eye on her an’ stop her from openin’ her mouth too wide.”

“Swell, Oklahoma,” I tell him. “You’re doin’ fine. You’re makin’ it better for yourself every minute. Now you tell me this little thing. When was it that Rudy Spigla decided that Joe oughta keep an eye on the Toots moll? Wasn’t that about the time that Marella Thorensen got herself bumped off?”

“That’s right,” he says. “That was the time.”

“O.K.,” I say. “That is very good. Now you tell me another little thing. Just what was it that Toots found out that Rudy Spigla was afraid that she was goin’ to spill? Wasn’t Rudy afraid that Toots knew who the guy was that bumped off Marella Thorensen?”

He looks at me sorta old-fashioned”

“Maybe that was it, if it was a guy,” he says.

“An’ what might you mean by that crack,” I ask him. “ —— Was a guy. Are you suggestin’ that it was a dame?”

He grins. “That is just what I am suggestin’,” he says. “I thought maybe that it was a dame.”

“Well, we’ll let that go, Oklahoma,” I say. “Now you tell me somethin’ else. Just how long has Rudy Spigla or Jack Rocca or either or both of ’em been runnin’ drugs around here?”

He looks at me some more.

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” he says.

I reckon I have got this guy at last. He was ready to talk about Joe an’ Toots, but he won’t talk about the thing that he is mixed up in.

“So you don’t know nothin’ about that?” I ask him.

“That is a thing that I certainly do not know anything about,” he says. “I have said my piece an’ I don’t know no more.”

Right then I hear the patrol wagon arrive an’ in a coupla minutes the cops come in. One of O’Halloran’s sergeants is in charge.

“You can pinch these two,” I tell him. “The guy in the corner who looks like he needs some stomach powder is Joe Mitzler an’ you can book him on a charge of attempted first-degree murder of a Federal Officer. Maybe there’ll be some other raps later. As for this guy,” I go on, indicatin’ Oklahoma, “well, I reckon you can take him along too.”

Joe looked peeved. “You are a dirty son of a so-an’-so,” he says. “Didn’t you say you was makin’ a deal with me. I told you plenty an’ now you are havin’ me pinched, an’ I would like to know what I am bein’ pinched for.”

“Sure, honeysuckle,” I tell him, “and you are entitled to. I was all ready an’ willin’ to make a deal with you providin’ you shot the works, but you didn’t. You didn’t tell me somethin’ I wanted to know an’ you are goin’ to pay for not havin’ done same.”

“Book him on a charge of receivin’ an’ dealin’ in narcotic drugs,” I tell the sergeant.

I look at Oklahoma.

“That is the little thing you wouldn’t talk about, bozo,” I tell him. “An’ you wouldn’t talk about it because you have personally been handlin’ the stuff an’ I reckon when the cops take a look around here they’ll find plenty evidence, too. Take ’em along, boys.”

I take a long walk an’ I do some heavy thinkin’. I walk back to where I left the car up on the hill, an’ I drive it down to the Precinct an’ park around the corner. Inside I find Brendy an’ O’Halloran.

“Did you boys have some nice raids?” I ask ’em. “An’ did anybody get hurt?”

“Sure,” says O’Halloran. “Brendy here got hurt. He was raidin’ some dump off California an’ just when they are pinchin’ everybody in this place some guy busts Brendy a sweet one right across the dome with a soda-water syphon.”

“How come, Brendy?” I ask him. “How come that you allowed yourself to be bust a mean one like that?”

He grins. “I was lookin’ outa the window,” he says. “Some dame’s shadow was on the blind on the other side of the road. This dame had a sweet figure too,” he goes on, sorta reminiscent. “I was just thinkin’ that my wife could do with a figure like that when some roughneck busts me one. I reckon my love for art is goin’ to be my ruin.”

He gets serious.

“Lemmy,” he says. “I gotta hand it to you. We pinched a lotta people an’ we’ve let most of ’em go. We got Rocca an’ Spigla in the cooler in separate cells, an’ we got one or two other guys we been lookin’ for.”

“What didya find in the offices, an’ the truckin’ garages?” I ask him. “Did you come across anything that looks like what I wanted to find?”

He grins. “Did we, boy?” he asks. “We don’t find anything in any of the Rocca dumps or yet down in the garages or offices. Not one little thing. But we check up on the cars that are out an’ we find that there are two trucks deliverin’ silk.

“I send a coupla cruisers after ’em an’ we find ’em. One is full of Lee Sam silk all right, an’ the other sorta looks like it was empty; that is, until we took the false bottom outa it.”

“Nice work, baby,” I tell him, “an’ I reckon that that truck was down near the Embarcedero, wasn’t it?”

“Right first time,” he says. “An’ how would you know?”

“I reckon it was either goin’ from or comin’ to Oklahoma Joe’s,” I tell him. “An’ I can make a guess what you found in it.”

He points to the table in the corner. “That’s what we found,” he says. “All in nice condition too. There is a sweet selection of drugs an’ narcotics there. Enough for a factory. Morphia, opium an’ cocaine. Who do we pinch for that, Lemmy?”

“Nobody,” I tell him. “Not for a while anyhow. I reckon we will spring the boys we don’t want kept in the cooler, an’ we will just keep Rocca an’ Spigla. An’ I don’t want ’em to see any lawyers either.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” he says. “An’ what is the next thing?” he asks.

“Nothin’,” I say. “Me, I am goin’ to bed because I gotta go places to-morrow.”

“You don’t say,” he cracks. “Where you goin’, Lemmy?”

“I am goin’ to San Diego,” I tell him, “the place that was on the post-mark of that throw-out bill I got. The one that said Joe Mitzler was at Oklahoma Joe’s.” I grin at ’em both.

“I have got a date with the dame who wrote that message,” I tell ’em, “an’ when I get back I reckon we will not keep the D.A. waitin’ any longer. I reckon we will start pinchin’ some real crooks.”


XII. BLUE DRAGON STUFF
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WHEN I WAKE up I look outa my window an’ I see that it is one of them swell winter days that I like. Nice an’ snappy with a touch of that sorta cold-lookin’ sunshine that makes the dames snuggle their heads inta their furs an’ look wicked.

I stick around an’ take a quiet breakfast, after my shower, after which I proceed to doll myself up in a new suit that I ain’t worn yet with a snappy silk shirt that some jane give me as a sorta thank offerin’ after her husband was machine-gunned inta strips by some thugs who had mistook him for some guy they did not like.

An’ I do some heavy thinkin’. One way an’ another I am pretty pleased with the way things are goin’.

I have definitely got my mind fixed on one or two things. These are the things that I am certain about. I will tell youse guys what these things are, an’ I will also tell you some of the things that I ain’t so sure about.

First of all it is pretty easy to see the game that Rudy Spigla has been playin’ over the silk contraband. It goes like this:

Rudy Spigla comes inta San Francisco with Jack Rocca who, havin’ been a big-time gangster in Chicago, has now made up his mind to lead a fairly quiet an’ easy life an’ not start anything around town that is goin’ to get him in bad with the cops.

Rudy probably sticks around for a bit an’ hopes that Rocca will break into somethin’ or other that will make the big-time dough, but Rocca don’t do this. He is makin’ plenty enough jack for himself an’ he probably thinks that Rudy is gettin’ a fair cut. But this don’t satisfy Rudy. He aims to make himself a bit more on the side.

So he gets a big idea. He strings along until he gets the low-down on Thorensen. Rudy, who is very quick in the uptake, an’ a guy with plenty brains an’ intelligence, pretty soon realises that Thorensen is a discontented sorta cuss who is not gettin’ along so well with Marella Thorensen.

Now it has always been my experience — an’ it was probably Rudy’s too — that when a guy is not gettin’ along so well with his legal domestic partner he usually proceeds to get himself all mixed up with several nice an’ frilly frails who are an expensive habit. At the same time his wife who is feelin’ very lonely an’ neglected is also inclined to need more dough as a sorta balm for her feelin’s. So the husband needs more dough two ways, don’t he?

Rudy gets the big idea that the time has now come to see if he can pull Thorensen in on a little scheme to make Rudy some nice pickin’s.

He therefore eases along to Thorensen an’ puts the idea up about runnin’ silk contraband inta San Francisco in with the legitimate Lee Sam cargoes, the idea bein’ that it is worth his while to get Thorensen in with him so’s to have somebody to put the job straight if ever they are found out.

He is only takin’ one chance. He is double-crossin’ Jack Rocca who would rub him out as soon as take a look at him if he got wise, but Rudy reckons he has gotta chance something.

But you have all realised by now that the idea of runnin’ contraband silk is all boloney, an’ this idea is put up just to keep Aylmar Thorensen happy an’ to kid him along that they are not doin’ anything that will get them in really bad.

Actually — an’ it is stickin’ out a foot — Rudy has been runnin’ drugs inside the contraband silk cargoes which have come over with the legitimate Lee Sam silk cargoes. This narcotic business is big time in San Francisco, an’ I reckon that Rudy musta made a whole heap of jack at this game especially if it has been goin’ on for two years.

I reckon that Aylmar Thorensen got wise to it when it was too late. An’ I reckon that the time he got wise to it was about the time of the Marella killin’ or maybe just before. This was one of the reasons why he wanted to bust outa San Francisco, because he was gettin’ frightened an’ because he wanted to put as much space between himself, Spigla, Rocca an’ Lee Sam as possible before anybody got wise to the game.

I got onto this idea directly he told me that he had confessed to Berenice Lee Sam that he had been runnin’ silk with Rudy. An’ Berenice Lee Sam suspected the truth like I suspected it, an’ that was why she got her old pa to make that confession down at the Precinct. Just so that if there was any trouble old Lee, Sam an’ Thorensen would be tellin’ the same story.

Now the next thing we gotta consider is why it is that Thorensen, who has been stringin’ along with what he thinks is a little silk-runnin’ racket nice an’ happy for two years, should suddenly get scared an’ decide to move his head office to Los Angeles. I think we can answer that one. He has realised what the truth is. He has realised that he has been the sucker; that Rudy Spigla has really been bringin’ in drugs in the silk cargoes.

Now this might account for Rudy Spigla goin’ out to the Villa Rosalito, an’ it might not. He mighta been goin’ out there to see Thorensen on the quiet, or he mighta been goin’ out there for other reasons. One thing we do know an’ that is one day when he went out there he got his hooks on Maralla’s seal ring, which is a very interestin’ bit of business, to which we will return later as the soldier said.

Now let’s take another side of this business. Let’s take a look at Toots. It is stickin’ outa foot that Toots was workin’ in along with Rudy, an’ his side-kicker Joe Mitzler. She was workin’ along with them the night she was on look-out outside the morgue, an’ she was probably workin’ along with ’em afterwards.

But for some reason or other she takes a run-out powder after I have told her an’ Joe to blow outa San Francisco. Now why does she do this? She knew durn well that both these guys an’ Rocca wasn’t no angels outa heaven, an’ you will allow that she has gotta pretty good nerve herself; therefore why is it that this dame hasta get windy an’ give Joe Mitzler’s hide-out away to me, like she did?

I reckon it is because she has found out somethin’ that she didn’t know before. Somethin’ that has frightened her plenty, an’ this must be a pretty tough thing because if a dame has got nerve enough to stand look-out outside a morgue where some thugs are bustin’ a dead dame’s face in with ice blocks, an’ if she has got nerve enough to be in a chevrolet with three thugs who are out for the express purpose of blastin’ me down, then you gotta admit that she ain’t likely to be frightened of spiders.

An’ that is the thing I have gotta find out. I have gotta find out:

1. How Toots came inta this business.

2. Why she was stringin’ along with Spigla an’ Joe over the morgue business an’ over tryin’ to kill me.

3. Why she suddenly took a run-out powder.

But, when we get down to consider this business, we find another funny thing about Toots, an’ it is this:

This dame is so burned up with Joe Mitzler that she is prepared to give away where he is hidin’ out to me so’s I will pull him in, but she don’t make any other accusation against this guy. I mean she don’t give me a lead on anything that would send this guy to the chair — which would make her really safe in the future — does she? For instance she don’t write the note on the throw-out an’ say: “This guy Mitzler was the guy who bumped Marella,” or “This guy Mitzler was the guy who helped Rudy Spigla or Jack Rocca or whoever it might be kill Marella.” She don’t say anything like that an’ I wonder why not.

The fact that I know that it was Joe who chucked Marella in the harbour, an’ that he is the guy who called through to the Harbour Squad an’ told ’em about the body, is simply due to the fact that he told me so himself at a time when he thought he was goin’ to put me outa the way.

Therefore I am wonderin’ if the reason that Toots didn’t tell me anything else about any of these things was because she didn’t know anything about ’em.

O.K. Now let’s go on to somethin’ else.

What about the letters in this case. The phoney letter that was written to the Director an’ supposed to come from Marella an’ the phoney letter that was written to Berenice an’ was supposed to come from Marella. Marella didn’t write either of these letters, but some woman did, an’ that dame was the dame who was tryin’ for reasons best known to herself to get a Federal Officer an’ Berenice out at the Villa Rosalito at the same time. An’ the fact that they got out there was something that scared Marella stiff.

So you gotta realise that when I am talkin’ to Toots, an’ I hope to be doin’ that thing very soon, I have gotta lay out my conversation in such a way as will lead that jane to believe that I know what was goin’ on that afternoon out at the Villa, so’s she will fill in the missin’ blanks for me. An’ this is not goin’ to be so easy.

After I have indulged in these ruminations I give myself a large drink of bourbon just to keep the germs away, an’ ring through to the desk an’ tell ’em to get me Vale Down House.

When I get through I ask for Berenice an’ in about two minutes I hear this dame on the phone.

“Hey, Berenice,” I tell her. “This is Lemmy Caution, an’ I wanta talk to you.”

I can hear her laugh. I have told you about the way she laughs before. It is so swell that there oughta be a law against it.

“Very well, Mr. Caution,” she says sorta demure. “I’ll wait in for you. Are you going to put me through a third degree once more?”

I grin to myself. “Maybe I am,” I tell her, “but you can make up your mind about one thing, Berenice, an’ that is that when I get along there I want some hard truth outa you, otherwise I am goin’ to get very tough. Also,” I continue, “I do not wish to hear you talk about Chinese proverbs like you did on the last time I saw you.”

Her voice gets softer than it was.

“Don’t you like talking about Chinese proverbs, Lemmy?” she says. “If you don’t, then I won’t even mention them. But, if you don’t mind, there is one that I think you should know about. There is a proverb about the Blue Dragon . . .”

“Listen, Berenice,” I tell her, “so far as I am concerned the Blue Dragon can go fry an egg. Me, I have got business to attend to.”

“Very well, Lemmy,” she says. “I merely wanted to tell you that since I saw you last I have christened you the Blue Dragon, and to me you will always be the Blue Dragon. . . .”

“Looky, lady,” I tell her. “I do not care if I am the cat’s pyjamas to you or any other sorta animal, but right now I am goin’ to hang up an’ come along because I am goin’ to talk pretty serious to you, an’ if I am not satisfied with what I get outa you I am goin’ to pinch your old pa Lee Sam as sure as shootin’, an’ how do you like that?”

She sounds dead serious. “I think that would break my heart, Lemmy,” she says.

“O.K., Berenice,” I tell her. “If you don’t want your heart broken, stick around an’ talk plenty when I get up there or else . . .”

I hang up. I do not know what you guys think about Berenice Lee Sam, but I know what I think.

I think plenty.

Has this dame got what it takes? She comes inta the room wearin’ a slim sorta navy blue frock that clings to her as if it liked it. She is wearin’ tan silk stockin’s an’ navy blue kid court shoes. She has got red buttons on her frock an’ a red silk scarf round her neck.

Her hair has been dressed American fashion an’ if you hadn’ta been told you would think that all this dame knew about China was that they usta wear pigtails there an’ go in for bangin’ on gongs on the slightest provocation. She stands there lookin’ at me an’ smilin’ that slow smile of hers, fingerin’ a string of pearls she is wearin’ around her throat.

I get up. “Looky, Berenice,” I tell her. “You can park yourself right there in that chair an’ listen to me. I am goin’ to ask you a coupla questions an’ you are goin’ to answer ’em. If you tell the truth, you’re O.K., an’ if you don’t then I tell you I’m goin’ to telephone through for a patrol wagon, an’ I’m goin’ to pinch old Lee Sam an’ smack him in the cooler on a sweet charge.”

She sits down. She looks at me in a cold sorta way. “You’re very tough, aren’t you, Lemmy?” she says. “May I ask exactly which charge you would bring against my father on this occasion?”

“You may,” I tell her. “If I pinch the old man I’m goin’ to pinch him on somethin’ that I can make stick, an’ that is a charge of deliberately importin’ drugs through the Customs at San Francisco, an’ distributin’ same in this city, an’ you know what the Federal term of imprisonment that indictment can win, don’tya?”

She gets up.

“If you tried to do that, I’d kill you, Lemmy,” she says, an’ her voice is like ice.

“Maybe you would, an’ maybe you wouldn’t,” I tell her, “but that’s what the charge would be, an’ it would be durn difficult for the old boy to prove that he didn’t know it was goin’ on, an’ that Rudy Spigla was pullin’ a fast one on him and on Thorensen.”

She sighs — a sigh of relief. “So you know about that?” she says.

“I know plenty,” I tell her. “You gotta realise that you are still in a spot, an’ even if you did keep me outa the way of Joe Mitzler that night you got that maid of yours to give me those knock-out drops, I am still goin’ to be tough with you if necessary.”

She sits down again an’ relaxes.

“I’ll tell you anything I can, Lemmy,” she says. “What do you want to know?”

“I wanta know two things,” I tell her. “First of all I wanta know everything that happened out at the Villa Rosalito last Wednesday afternoon when you went out there an’ saw Marella, an’ the second thing I wanta know is the truth about how you got your hooks on that letter from Marella to Aylmar Thorensen — the one accusin’ him of bein’ your lover, because I have got an idea in my head that the last story you told me was a lotta bunk.”

“You are right, Lemmy,” she says, “I didn’t tell you the truth then. I was afraid to, but I’ll tell it now. Here it is:

“Last Wednesday when I arrived out at the Villa Marella was, apparently, amazed to see me. She pretended that she was not expecting me, asked me why I had come.

“We were standing in the hall and I was absolutely astounded at her behaviour. She looked strange too, and as if she were ill. I simply handed her the typewritten letter I had received from her in Shanghai. She looked at it and read it through, an’ then looked down at a telegraph form which had slipped down behind the hall table. She bent as if to pick this form up and then changed her mind and left it lying there.”

“Just a minute, Berenice,” I say. “You tell me something about that letter you handed to her, the one you got from her in Shanghai. It was typewritten, wasn’t it, but was the signature typewritten?”

“No,” she says. “The signature was written by hand. It was signed ‘Marella’.”

“O.K.,” I say. “Goon.”

“We stood there for a minute an’ then she said that we’d better go upstairs to her room. As we passed the telephone table she took off the receiver from its hook. She said that she didn’t want us to be disturbed.

“When we were walking along the passage to her room I noticed that there was a silk scarf lying on the floor, an’ that, inside the room, her dressing table was badly disarranged.

“Her attitude was extraordinary. It was quite obvious to me that she was trying to pump me, to draw me out about something or other. I realised this and framed my replies in such a way as to tell her nothing — not even that I didn’t know what she was trying to get at. I did this because I was intrigued, curious to know what all this was about.

“Then suddenly, she said: ‘I want you to understand, Berenice, that if there is any trouble; if you try to make any trouble for Aylmar or myself — if anyone tries to make any, trouble — then it will be just as serious for your father as it will be for us.’

“Needless to say I was even more amazed and a little bit frightened. I sat there and said nothing.

“Then Marella said that there was no use in discussing the situation; that if I knew the truth explanations were unnecessary and that if I didn’t they were not needed. She said that she was without a maid and that it looked as if a fog were coming down and didn’t I think I ought to be going back?

“I left the Villa and I was glad to leave it. I was definitely scared of the place.

“I came straight back into San Francisco and went immediately to see Aylmar Thorensen. I told him what had happened. I asked him if he could give me an explanation.

“He tried to telephone his wife but there was no reply. I said that possibly the receiver was still off the hook.

“Eventually, he told me that the only thing that he could think of that might in any way implicate my father was the fact that he and my father had been running some contraband silk cargoes through the Customs here.

“I was quite disgusted and, candidly, I did not believe him. However, I left his office and drove straight back here and saw my father. I told him what had happened and he absolutely denied the accusation. He knew nothing about it.

“It seemed to me therefore that Thorensen had deliberately told me a lie, that he had said that to cover up something else, something possibly worse. I made up my mind that I would go out again to the Villa Rosalito, and by some means or other get the truth from Marella.”

“Just a minute, Berenice,” I tell her. “Tell me something. You told me that when you saw Marella in the afternoon you handed her the letter — the one she sent to you in Shanghai. Did she give you that letter back?”

“No, Lemmy,” she says. “I left it with her. I didn’t think it mattered.”

“O.K., Berenice,” I say. “So you went back to the Villa, an’ what happened?”

“I arrive there at about twenty minutes to nine,” she says. “I rang and rang on the front bell but no one answered. Eventually I went round by the side of the house and went in through the french windows at the back. The whole place was lighted up inside — all the lights were on, but when I called I got no reply. There was, apparently, no one in the house. I went into the hall and saw that the telephone receiver was back on it’s hook.

“I went upstairs but there was no one there. Finally, I went down into the kitchen. There, propped up against a tea canister on the table, I found that letter from Marella to Aylmar — the one accusing him and me of having an affaire.”

I jump up. “Berenice, you big goop,” I yell at her, “why in the name of every durn thing didn’t you tell me that before? Why did you haveta tell me all that original bunk about how you got the letter?”

She smiles. “I know you suspected me of killing Marella,” she says. “I couldn’t very well say that I had been out there again. But, Lemmy,” she goes on, “why is the fact that I found the letter in the kitchen so important?”

“Listen,” I tell her, “earlier in the afternoon a note was left for me to read — a note propped up against that tea canister in the kitchen. O.K. That note was goin’ to bring me back to the house at nine o’clock.

“Don’t you get it?” I tell her. “When I come back at nine o’clock I was supposed to find that other letter, an’ the place where I would go an’ look would be the place where I saw the first note, wouldn’t it? I musta come out to that place right on your heels; you musta left it not long before I got out there. I went lookin’ around an’ found nothin’ because you’d been there first.”

“Then someone faked that letter,” says Berenice. “Someone, possibly the person who killed Marella, wrote that letter and left it where you would find it so as to throw suspicion on me.”

I shake my head.

“No, lady,” I tell her, “it ain’t so easy as that. That letter was written by Marella. It was the only letter that was really written by her.”

She gives a little gasp. “Then she must have been alive a little while before that?” she says. “Someone forced her to write it before . . .”

“That’s what it looks like, Berenice,” I tell her. “An’ I am wonderin’ just who that person coulda been.” I give her a long cool look, an’ she don’t say anything. She just looks back at me.

“Well, after you found the letter what didya do?” I ask her.

“I put it in my glove and drove straight back home,” she says. “I said nothing to my father. He is very old and I did not want to worry him. When I took my glove off I threw it down with the letter in it in my room. I did not treat the letter seriously. I thought it must be a fake. Afterwards, while we were at the Precinct you searched my room and found it. My maid saw you reading it.”

“And down at the Precinct you advised your old pa to tell the cops that he had been runnin’ silk. Whadya do that for?”

She shrugs her shoulders.

“I knew there was something worse,” she says. “I knew something worse was being covered up. I knew that Thorensen would stick to that story and I thought for the sake of my father that it would be better if he admitted some lesser fault so that the police might possibly let the matter rest there and hot investigate further. But,” she goes on with a little smile, “I was reckoning without the Blue Dragon. . . .”

“Meanin’ me?” I ask her.

“Meanin’ you,’ she says.

She gets up an’ goes an’ looks outa the window. The sun is still shinin’ an’ I like the way it sorta glints on her hair. After a minute she turns around an’ fetches me a cigarette. She brings a lighter an’ lights it.

I look up at her. “Listen, Berenice,” I tell her, “I reckon that I am goin’ to believe you because what you say sorta matches up with what I have got somewhere in the back of my mind, but I am also allowing myself to think that maybe you are still holdin’ out on me, just in case of accidents. Take a tip from me an’ if you got anything else to spill you spill it, otherwise things may not be so easy for you an’ that old mandarin that’s you pa.”

She looks straight at me. “I have told you all the truth, Lemmy,” she says, “whether you believe it or not. I am not afraid of anything. The Lee Sam family are neither fools nor are they afraid.”

“O.K.,” I tell her, “but speakin’ for myself, an’ the Caution family we are sometimes mugs an’ we are very often scared stiff so that don’t prove anything.”

She laughs. Then suddenly she goes serious. She gets a big idea.

“Lemmy,” she says. “You say that the letter I found when I went back to the Villa was written by Marella. That it was in her handwriting and that there is no possibility that it could be a fake. Now can you explain that. Why should Marella write such a letter? Why should she make such an accusation against me who had never done her harm? You, who seem to know most things, can you explain that to me?”

I look at her an’ grin.

“It looks to me, Berenice,” I tell her, “that you are not very wise to some of the tricks that dames can get up to. I reckon that plenty dames have written letters accusin’ their husbands of havin’ a joy ride with other dames. Sometimes the letters are true an’ sometimes they ain’t true. If they are true O.K., an’ if they ain’t then you can usually look for a very good reason for the letter bein’ written.”

“I still don’t understand,” she says.

“I’m tryin’ to tell you,” I say. “Ain’t it ever struck you that if a woman gets an idea inta her head that she’s goin’ to be accused of somethin’ by a woman, that she thinks she will get in first an’ do the accusin’ herself?”

She is lookin’ at me hard tryin’ to understand.

“Looky, honey,” I tell her. “Marella was scared when you went out to the Villa Rosalito, wasn’t she? She was plenty scared. When she read that phoney letter that she was supposed to have written to you she took a look down at the telegram in the hall, the telegram that told her a “G” man would be comin’ out to the house an’ she was a bit more scared.

“She took you upstairs an’ she tried to pump you to find out what you knew about this an’ that, an you didn’t let on that you knew anything.

“O.K. Well what does she do after that? We don’t know very much about what she did, but we do know one thing, an’ that is that she wrote that letter. Well that gives us an idea, don’t it? She says that if anybody tries to start some trouble she is warnin’ you that she will make some trouble for old Lee Sam. In other words she is threatenin’ you, an’ then she goes off an’ writes that letter to protect herself.”

She sighs.

“Maybe I am very foolish,” she says, “but what did Marella desire to protect herself against?”

I grin some more. “Look, honey,” I tell her. “I told you just now that dames who think a woman is goin’ to pull a fast one on ’em usually try to get in first. Ain’t you got it?”

She looks at me. She is beginnin’ to get it.

“You mean,” she says, “you mean . . .”

“I mean that Marella thought that you were wise to her,” I tell her, “an’ so she was tryin’ to get in first.” I stub out my cigarette.

“Me — I am on my way,” I say. “An’ I am goin’ to give you some orders, Berenice. You stick around this house an’ you keep your nose inside it, an’ don’t go out. Maybe this man’s town ain’t goin’ to he quite so safe for a day or so. When I get back I’ll be seein’ you.”

“Are you going away, Lemmy?” she says. “Shall you be long away?”

“Maybe yes, an’ maybe no,” I tell her. “But I’ll be seein’ you even if I have gotta pair of handcuffs with me when I cometa call. So long, Berenice.”

She stands there smilin’.

“I have yet to tell you the proverb about the Blue Dragon,” she says. “I believe that the original Blue Dragon . . .”

“Lady,” I tell her, “I am a very busy guy an’ the only time that I am interested in blue dragons is when I have been hittin’ the rye bottle too hard. Maybe I’ll listen to that proverb some other time.”

“I see,” she says, sorta soft. “You do not like discussing proverbs with me. I understand very well. The only things that you find time to discuss with me are baseless accusations against my character such as the one that I was Aylmar Thorensen’s mistress.”

She draws herself up, an’ I’m tellin’ you guys she looks swell. I could eat this dame.

“There are moments when I despise all men,” she says.

I grin. “Lady,” I tell her, “that is just sweet hooey an’ you know it, an’ I can prove it.”

“I don’t understand you,” she says, “how can you prove it?”

I don’t say a thing. I just walk over to her an’ prove it. She wriggles away after a bit.

“That is not the way for a Federal Officer to behave,” she says with a little smile. “Now possibly, I may tell you about the Blue Dragon . . .”

I grab my hat. “Some other time, Berenice,” I tell her. “Me, I got some work to do.”

I scram. I leave her standin’ there lookin’ after me.

Dames are dizzy. You’re tellin’ me. Here am I tryin’ to find a killer, an’ this dame wants to talk about Blue Dragons.

What the hell!


XIII. SHOW-DOWN FOR TOOTS
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I RUN INTA Sari Diego at seven o’clock. This dump is a sailors’ town, an’ I usta hang around here years ago when I was on a Navy case. The Police Chief is a bozo called Kitlin — a nice guy who I reckon will do what he can for me.

I check in at a little hotel I know an’ take a hot bath an’ do a little ruminatin’, after which I get around to Police Headquarters an’ see Kitlin. This guy almost throws a fit when I bust in, an’ we get around to a little spot he knows an’ proceed to drink some bourbon.

“Here’s the way it is,” I tell him. “I getta letter from a dame I am lookin’ for — a frail by the name of Toots. O.K. Well this Toots sends me a letter with the San Diego postmark on it, an’ I reckon she is around here because I reckon that she had just got enough dough to get here an’ when she arrives she is goin’ to look for a job.”

“An’ what sorta job will she be lookin’ for, Lemmy?” he asks.

“You search me,” I tell him. “I do not know what this dame’s ideas are, but I know that her shape is not so bad, an’ that once on a time she was an actress out in the sticks. I reckon that she is the sorta dame that the Fleet would go for in a big way, an’ if you got any dance halls where they use taxi partners around here, the sorta place that the marines use, I reckon that Toots might be stickin’ around there. If she ain’t there I guess we gotta try any theatre or vaudeville agencies you got here in town, or maybe you got some sorta burlesque show where she might get a job.”

“O.K.,” he says, “I will proceed to put the boys out on a drag-net act that will not even let a tiddler slip through. Let’s get goin’.”

We ease back to Headquarters an’ he gets the boys to work. I got back to my hotel an’ proceed to lay down on the bed an’ give my self up to very deep an’ serious thought.

I reckon this is one goddam case. I have had some honeys in my time but this one tops the lot. I have gotta lot of things worked out like I told you, but there are still some blanks that need fillin’ in, an’ whether Toots is goin’ to be able to fill ’em in is, another business. After a bit I go off to sleep.

I am wakened up by the telephone goin’. It is Kitlin.

“We got your girl friend, Lemmy,” he says. “One of the boys got a line on her. Of course he didn’t wise her up to what was goin’ on. She’s workin’ at the Follies Burlesque off Main at Harbour Place. She got herself a job there a coupla days ago bein’ a show girl or somethin’. I reckon you can pick the dame up any time you like.”

I say thanks a lot an’ that I will get around there.

It is eleven o’clock when I get around to this Follies Burlesque. I ease around to the stage entrance an’ walk in. I flash my badge at the guy who is lookin’ after the office an’ he goes an’ gets me the stage manager. I tell him what I want an’ he don’t seem very surprised. Maybe he is usta havin’ his show-girls pinched now an’ again.

I go along the passage with this guy an’ in a minute we are on the side of the stage. Some dame is just finishin’ a number an’ the curtain comes down as we get inta the prompt corner. I look over on the other side of the stage an’ there in a pair of black silk tights is my little friend Toots, the blonde baby.

“Hi’yah, Toots,” I tell her. “I been sorta lookin’ for you.”

She looks at me. Her eyes go sorta heavy an’ sad as if she knew that this time the works are bust properly.

“Jeez,” she says, “so I couldn’t shake you after all. I sorta hoped I’d got you ditched.” She gives a big sigh. “An’ where do we go from here?” she says.

“You go an’ get your street clothes on, Toots,” I tell her, “an’ draw anything you got comin’ from the manager. After which you an’ me will go an’ take some hot groceries together an’ talk a whole lotta sense.” .

“O.K.,” she says, but she looks kinda wilted.

I stick around while she is changin’ an’ gettin’ her dough from the guy who runs this place. He don’t really want to pay her because he says she is walkin’ out on him, but after I have explained the difference between a chorine walkin’ out an’ bein’ pinched, an’ requested as to whether he would like a smack on the kisser, this guy decides to pay up.

Outside I get a cab an’ we drive down to the Arbola Café. Toots don’t say a word. When we are inside the café an’ sittin’ down she looks at me with a mean sorta smile. I told you before that this dame wasn’t bad lookin’ except that she is tired the whole time.

“So you finally caught up with me,” she says. “An’ how do we play it from here?”

I order her a man size steak — medium rare with a lotta side dishes an’ one for myself. She also manages to suck down a double shot of rye, after which she seems a bit more like her old self.

“Looky, Toots,” I tell her. “You’re in bad an’ you know it. Just how you are goin’ to come outa this business I don’t know. In fact,” I go on, “if anybody was to ask me to lay a bet as to whether you will do not less that two an’ not more than five years in the pen, whether they will give you a sweet twenty year stretch, whether they decide to hand you a natural life sentence or whether they will give you the hot seat . . . well, I would not take the bet.”

I look at her kinda grim. “You gotta realise,” I tell her, “that you are helpin’ yourself or otherwise from now on. If I was you I would talk fast an’ plenty.”

“Yeah,” she says, “that’s what you say, sailor, but I have had guys tried to stand me up for a big bluff before, although I oughta say that I appreciate this steak which is kinda nice when a girl ain’t been eatin’ too regular.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I say. “I usta know a dame in Wichita, when I was stickin’ around there in an Investigation Division up there. This dame was plenty smart an’ she had a whole lotta brains — just like you. In fact what with her brains an’ the fact that she had sweet curves an’ was easy to glance at, she thought she was doin’ fine. O.K. Well she gets herself mixed up in a murder rap. She didn’t do it, but she was sorta stickin’ around when it happened — if you get my meanin’.

“Well, to cutta long story off short, this dame gets pulled in an’ questioned, an’ she starts bein’ clever. She sorta deliberately mixes things up an’ she thinks she is doin’ fine an’ keepin’ her boy friend — the guy who did the bumpin’ off act — outa this business.

“But she don’t get no place. This dame is so clever that she manages to build up a fine bunch of circumstantial evidence against herself, which is funny when you come to think of it, especially as the Court sorta accepted it an’ sent her to the chair. So the joke was on her.”

“Oh boy,” she says, “you’re gettin’ me scared.”

She laughs an’ grabs off some more french fried.’

“Whadya wanta know?” she says.

She looks over at me in a leery sorta way. I reckon this dame has still got her wits about her an’ that if I make a slip-up she will just wriggle outa tellin’ me what I wanta know by some way or other. This Toots has got a certain amount of low cunnin’.

“I wanta know plenty, Toots,” I tell her. “First of all I’m goin’ to ask you one or two questions, an’ if you are bein’ advised by me you are goin’ to answer ’em just as if you was on oath, an’ you ain’t goin’ to make any mistakes neither.”

She looks at me an’ grins.

“Otherwise I get railroaded for killin’ Marella, eh?” she says, “That’s the idea, ain’t it?”

“Maybe it is, baby,” I tell her, “an’ maybe it wouldn’t be railroadin’ you either. If you didn’t do it you know who did.”

I give her the mustard.

“O.K., Toots,” I tell her. “Now let’s get down to cases. You tell me this: When did you know first of all that Marella was havin’ an affair with Rudy Spigla? Was it about six or seven months ago?”

“That’s about it,” she says, “it was about six months ago. An’ how did you know?”

I reckon that Toots is bein’ fresh to ask me questions. But I think that I might as well tell her just so’s she will know that I am plenty wise about this business.

“Nellie the cook out at the Villa usta see Rudy comin’ out there,” I tell her. “I knew durn well that he never went out there to see Thorensen. He went out there to see Marella, an’ she used to send Nellie out in the afternoons an’ leave the french windows open at the back so’s Rudy could get in nice an’ quiet. Another thing she gave Rudy that seal ring of hers — the one with the crossed keys on it. I knew she gave it to him when Nellie told me that she was a dame who usta raise hell if anything was missin’, an’ that she didn’t raise hell about missin’ that ring.

“It’s a funny thing,” I go on, “to think of a swell dame like Marella havin’ anythin’ to do with a lousy heel like Rudy. But Rudy had got somethin’, hadn’t he, Toots? That guy had got a certain appeal an’ I reckon it went over big with a neglected dame like Marella who was as lonely as any dame could be.”

She nods. Her mouth is full of steak.

“Also,” I go on, “there was another little thing between Marella an’ Rudy. There was that little matter of dope takin’ that the dirty heel got her started on. An’ afterwards he usta supply her with the stuff. I reckon that Rudy had got Marella where he wanted her all right.”

She looks at me again an’ grins. “You’re a smart dick, ain’t you, Lemmy?” she says. “If it ain’t rude how didya know that he was givin’ her drugs?”

I grin back at her. “Work it out for yourself, Toots,” I tell her. “I took a look around his apartment. On the wall there is a picture of some dame an’ she had written on it: ‘To Rudy who gave me such sweet sleep, such sweet dreams.’ Well, I knew the answer to that one. I reckoned that the sweet sleep that Rudy usta give this dame was narcotics an’ that he’d been playin’ the same game with Marella.”

“Dead right,” she says, “an’ what else didya find out, copper?”

I look at her. “You mean you ain’t talkin’ until you sorta found out how much I know, hey?” I ask her.

She nods all brightly.

“I ain’t puttin’ my fanny in the electric chair without bein’ pushed there,” she says. “I’m talkin’ when I see I gotta talk an’ not before.”

I laugh an’ order her some more rye.

“O.K., Toots,” I say. “I will now proceed to show you that the best thing you can do is to talk — that is if you wanta save your own carcass.

“About two three months ago some dame gets wise to the Rudy Spigla-Marella set-up,” I tell her. “An’ this dame thinks out a sweet idea. I reckon she thought she had got Rudy just where she wanted him. She had him all ends up. She knows durn well that he has been runnin’ dope inta San Francisco in the contraband silk cargoes that he has been bringin’ in. She knows durn well that he has got Thorensen workin’ with him, but that Thorensen didn’t know about the drug part of it, an’ she knows durn well that if Jack Rocca was to find out that his side-kicker Rudy had been double-crossin’ him he would hand Rudy a pay-off outa the end of a hand-gun.

“I’m tellin’ you that this dame was as wise as they come. She knows that Thorensen is fed up with his wife, that he wants to get away from her an’ that he has fixed to get out to Los Angeles, an’ also that he is makin’ a financial settlement on Marella, an’ she probably makes a sweet guess that Marella bein’ so thick with Rudy probably knows about what he has been doin’ in the drug importin’ line. You got all that?”

She looks at me old-fashioned. “I got it, sailor,” she says. “Tell me more. I am just burstin’ with a big curiosity.”

“O.K.,” I tell her. “Well, this dame comes to the conclusion that the time has come when she is goin’ to stand Rudy and Marella up for plenty. She reckons that she is goin’ to blackmail the pants off those two. But she is plenty scared of Rudy because she knows Rudy would give her the heat as soon as look at her.

“So she thinks of a sweet idea. She probably writes Rudy a letter — this dame is fond of writin’ letters — an’ tells him that he has got just so long to kick in with a bundle of dough otherwise she is goin’ to make plenty trouble for him. Well, it looks as if Rudy don’t fall for this, so this dame proceeds to put into action a very swell little scheme. This is what she does:

“She types a letter to Berenice Lee Sam who is in Shanghai an’ she tells Berenice that it is essential an’ urgent that she should come back to San Francisco an’ go out to the Villa Rosalito between four an’ five on the 10th January. She signs this letter ‘Marella’ an’ sends it off by air mail.

“Then she gets some notepaper printed with the address of the Villa Rosalito on it, an’ she sits down an’ writes a letter to the Director of the Bureau of Investigation, an’ tells him that she has got some information about some mysterious Federal offences that are goin’ on. She says that if he don’t hear from her within the next few days he is to send a ‘G’ man down on the 10th — the same day as Berenice will be arrivin’. She signs this letter ‘Marella Thorensen’ too.

“Now this is clever stuff, ain’t it? This blackmailin’ dame knows that the Director will send back a formal acknowledgement form an’ that Marella will get it an’ will go running to, Rudy Spigla to ask him what it means. The dame reckons that Rudy will start gettin’ scared. Maybe though she was wrong there.

“O.K. She is now sittin’ pretty, ain’t she? She now proceeds to stick around until the mornin’ of the 10th January — five days ago — an’ then she proceeds to ring up Rudy Spigla an’ tell him this:

“That either he comes across with the dough or else . . . She tells him that a ‘G’ mem will be goin’ out to the Villa Rosalito that afternoon, that Berenice Lee Sam will be goin’ out there too, an’ that unless he comes across with the dough she is goin’ to be there too. She says she is goin’ to blow the works to the ‘G’ man about Rudy havin’ been runnin’ drugs an’ contraband for years, an’ that she is goin’ to tell Berenice Lee Sam that Marella is Rudy Spigla’s mistress, that Thorensen her husband knows it an’ is afraid to do anything about it, an’ that that bein’ so he is not the sorta guy who is fit to handle her father’s business.

“She asks Rudy just whether he is goin’ to stand for all that or whether he is goin’ to pay up.”

I stop talkin’ an’ I look at her.

“It is a cinch that the dame who wrote those letters was the dame who rubbed out Marella,” I tell her. “Anyhow that is my story an’ I’m goin’ to make it stick.”

She puts down her knife an’ fork. “You got any idea who this dame is?” she asks. “The one who wrote them letters?”

“Yeah,” I tell her. “I know who the dame is. You are the dame.”

She sorta smiles again. “Can you prove it?” she says.

“Sure I can,” I tell her. “It was you who sent me that throw-out bill about Oklahoma Joe’s flop house, an’ it was you who wrote the message along the side of it sayin’ that Joe Mitzler was hidin’ out there, because Joe Mitzler identified your handwritin’. You been gettin’ pretty scared of Joe lately, ain’tya, Toots? I reckon you thought he would fix you plenty if he got his hooks on you so you aimed for me to pinch him, which is just what I have done.

“O.K. Well I checked up that handwritin’ with the handwritin’ in the original letter that was sent to the Director an’ it was the same. You are the dame who wrote that letter, an’ I reckon that when I get my hooks on the typewritten letter that Berenice got in Shanghai I shall find that the signature was written by you too.”

She grins at me. “Maybe you won’t find that letter,” she says.

“How do you know?” I ask her. I lean across the table “That is,” I go on, “unless you destroyed it when you killed Marella, because she had that letter last. Berenice Lee Sam give it to her an’ didn’t take it back.”

She bites her lips. I reckon she thinks she has said a bit too much. She is beginnin’ to look pretty scared too.

“Look, Toots,” I tell her. “Why don’t you be your age? Why don’t you come across with the truth. You know that you wrote them letters for somebody else. Somebody else was goin’ to have the lion’s share of the dough, wasn’t they? Ain’t you goin’ to be the little mug if you let yourself get pinched an’ face a murder rap for somethin’ that somebody else mighta done?”

“Meanin’ who?” she says.

“Meanin’ Effie,” I tell her, “the dame who wrote a letter to Rudy Spigla that I found in his safe. The dame who said that she was goin’ to lay off houndin’ him an’ thanked him for the dough. . . .”

I am watchin’ her like a cat an’ I reckon I am on the right line. I see her lips tremble an’ her eyes begin to blaze a bit like she was durned angry at somethin’ she is thinkin’. I think I will chance my arm.

“Too bad, Toots, wasn’t it?” I tell her. When after you done all that dirty work for Effie, the lousy moll collects the dough from Rudy an’ gives you the air, an’ not only gives you the air but spills the beans about you to Rudy — tells Rudy how you wrote the letters for her an’ then scrams off leavin’ you to stand up to Rudy Spigla, who proceeds, when he has found all this out, to put Joe Mitzler on your track, which is what made you scram out here to San Diego.”

“Be your age, baby,” I tell her. “Save as much of your own skin as you can. Talk, Toots!”

She looks up at me an’ her eyes are blazin’.

“Jeez, I will!” she says. “That dirty heel Effie took a run-out powder on me an’ left me to carry the bag after all I done for her. That was sweet thanks. O.K. Well I’m goin’ to get myself out as best I can an’ if you catch up with her an’ she gets the chair I reckon she’s asked for it. Me, I wouldn’t squeal on anybody, but I reckon I’m entitled to sing about that yellow twicin’ moll.”

She swallows her drink at a gulp. “O.K.,” she says. “Here’s where I blow the works on Effie.”

I light myself a cigarette. “Effie who?” I ask her, sorta casual. “How did she spell her second name?” I put it this way, because I am tryin’ to make out that I already know what this second name is.

She looks at me with a grin.

“The name is Effie Spigla,” she says. “The dame who killed Marella was Rudy Spigla’s wife.”

I peek up. I reckon we are goin’ to get some place now. I call the waiter an’ pay the check.

She gets up. This frail don’t look so good. She looks just about all in. She looks as if she can already see herself inside the pen an’ she don’t sorta like the idea.

“What the hell . . .” she says as we walk out. “An’ where do we go from here?”

“Let’s take a little cab ride,” I tell her. “Let’s get around to the local ‘G’ office an’ see if we can find a stenographer who can write your language.”
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My name is Marian Frenzer and I have always been called Toots. I was born at Medola near Kansas City and I am thirty three years of age.

When I got the chance I was an actress, other times I worked the dance halls and got around generally. I have had some pretty tough times too I’m telling you.

About twelve months ago I met up with a dame called Effie Spigla in Chicago. She was a hot momma I’m telling you. I reckon that this dame was as tough as they come and I’ve seen plenty and know.

I was right on the floor at this time not having had a job for four months and I got myself a job as a taxi-dancer at the Lily of Spain Dance Hall, where I met Effie Spigla. I stayed around there working for some time. She was working there too and finally we roomed together at a rooming house near North Clark Street.

We was both not very pleased with life and game for anything that would make us some dough.

One night when Effie had been hittin’ the bottle a bit hard she told me that she had got some news and that if I liked to play along with her she could show me how to make a whole bundle of jack for the pair of us. I said that I would try anything once and maybe twice if I liked it, and she told me that she had got a line on her husband — a guy called Rudy Spigla — who was a big-time mobster but who had chucked the rackets and gone out to San Francisco with another mobster that he used to work for called Jack Rocca.

Effie said that this Jack Rocca was running dance clubs and protection rackets in San Francisco but that she had heard that he was not doing anything very big in that way, but was trying to keep his nose clean with the cops and that he also had a big trucking business and that Rudy Spigla was his manager and working on what was for him pretty small time dough.

She said that she knew Rudy better than her foot and that lie couldn’t play straight with anybody even if somebody paid him to do it, and that she would bet her only brassière that was right then at the laundry because she couldn’t pay for it, that Rudy would get up to some racket in San Francisco and that she reckoned he would do it in a big way.

She told me that one of his games in the old days was to find a classy dame who was at odds with her husband and get this dame sniffing cocaine or taking morphia or heroin, and that when the dame was a sucker for the stuff Rudy would charge her plenty for supplies and would get information from her about her friends or anything else that would put him where he could work the black on anybody. She said that Rudy was the last word in dope peddling but that he never touched the stuff himself. She also said that he was a wow with dames and that he had got something that made them fall for him like a sack of old coke.

She said that if she went to San Francisco and stuck around to see what Rudy was at he would smell a rat and that he would just as soon blow the top of her head off as look at her. She said that he had already taken a shot at her two years before and she showed me where the bullet went in and came out.

She said that the idea was that I ought to go to San Francisco and stick around and get a line on what Rudy was up to. She said that if he was up to his usual games we might be able to stick him for some dough otherwise we would blow the works and get him pinched.

I said all right, I would do it, because life was not very happy at the time for either of us. So the next evening Effie gets a dancing partner — an old guy — down at the Lily of Spain and takes him to Sam Slipner’s old joint and gives him plenty to drink. She rolls him afterwards for everything he has got and next morning she gives me one hundred twenty dollars and tells me to get myself a suit and a water wave and beat it for San Francisco. That she will stick around and wait until she hears something from me.

I went to San Francisco and stuck around for a couple of weeks seeing how things were. After that some guy I met up with took me along to The Two Moons Club which was owned by Jack Rocca and introduced me to Rudy Spigla. I asked Rudy to give me a job and he gave me a job first of all on the floor as a partner and afterwards in the women’s cloakroom.

After a couple of months I got wise to the fact that Rudy was up to something and that the guy who was working in with him was a guy called Joe Mitzler, an ugly gorilla, who used to work around The Two Moons as a bouncer and general strong-arm man. I made a big play for Joe Mitzler and he fell with a bump. I got right next to this guy and learned plenty from him. After a bit he not only trusted me plenty but also told Spigla that I was all right and Rudy was not so careful when I was around.

After a few months I was wise to the whole set-up and I got on to Effie on the long-distance and told her that I reckoned that the time was ripe to pull something. I told her what I knew about what was going on and she said lay off everything she would come out to San Francisco and stay under cover and wise me up to the way we would play it.

Effie blew into San Francisco in the middle of December and I slipped off one afternoon and saw her in the dump where she was going to stick under cover. I told her what Rudy was doing which was this:

Rudy was bringing drugs into San Francisco and doing a sweet business. He was cleaning up with both hands. He was able to do this by bringing in the stuff in silk cargoes which were being handled by the Jack Rocca Trucking Corporation for Lee Sam the silk merchant.

Rudy had also made a big play for Marella Thorensen who was the wife of Lee Sam’s attorney. This Marella had fell with a bump for Rudy’s line and he had pulled his old dope stuff on her and introduced her to cocaine and morphia. She was mad stuck on him although whether it was all him or him and the dope I don’t know.

Thorensen was wise to what was going on but Rudy had got something on him and he had to like it. He didn’t care about his wife anyhow and it looked like he was going to move over to Los Angeles. I reckon he was getting scared.

I told Effie that Rudy was going to make a big play. Directly Thorensen was gone he was going to clean up and get out. He had made plenty and Thorensen who was leaving his wife was making a settlement on her. Rudy’s idea was to scram out of San Francisco with Marella Thorensen directly Thorensen went, and directly Rudy got his next drug cargo in and distributed. The distribution of this stuff was done by a guy called Oklahoma Joe who was working for Rudy and Joe Mitzler.

Effie done some heavy thinking and then she got a swell set-up. The idea was to make things so hot for Rudy that he would have to pay plenty and yet fix it so that Effie and me were safe. She told me what her idea was.

I was to type a letter to Lee Sam’s daughter Berenice and send it to her in Shanghai where she was having a vacation. This letter was supposed to come from Marella and said that it was a matter of life and death that Berenice Lee Sam should come back to San Francisco so as to arrive on the afternoon of the 10th January and go up and see Marella who would be waiting for her. Berenice wasn’t to say anything to anybody about this. It had to be kept secret.

I wrote this letter on a typewriter we got and signed it “Marella.” We looked up the right words in a dictionary.

I then wrote another letter to the Director of the Bureau of Investigation saying that there was some funny business going on but not saying what it was. Effie’s idea was this: That if Rudy didn’t agree to pay up we would send the letters and then tell him what had been done.

When I got the letters written Effie called through on the telephone to Rudy at the Club. I was sticking around in his office when she done it. Effie put on a false voice and told Rudy that unless he kicked in with twenty thousand dollars she was going to make plenty trouble for him and she didn’t mean perhaps. Rudy told her that people had tried to bluff him like that before and that so far as he was concerned she could go and jump in the lake.

Next day I eased off in the afternoon and saw Effie. She said O.K. we would send the letters. We got them off that afternoon.

On the 10th January I rung through to Joe Mitzler and told him I had got a rotten sore throat and was goin’ to see the doctor. He said O.K. I went around to Effie and we got busy.

Effie called through to Rudy at his apartment and told him who she was. He nearly had a fit. Effie told him that she had fixed it that Berenice Lee Sam would be going out to see Marella that afternoon in about an hour’s time. She also told him that the Director of the Federal Bureau had had a letter and was sending a “G” man out there to find out what was happening. Effie said that if Rudy didn’t kick in right away with the dough she was going out to the Villa to see Marella, Berenice and the “G” man, and she was going to blow the works. She said she was going to tell Berenice what Rudy had been at with Thorensen’s wife, that Thorensen and him had been running silk and that Thorensen hadn’t got any right to be attorney for her father. She was going to tell the “G” man about Rudy’s drug business an’ how he had been dopin’ Marella so as to make a getaway with her directly she got her hooks on the dough that Thorensen was going to make over to her. In fact Effie told him that she was going to make plenty trouble for him.

Rudy threw his hand in. She said he would kick in with the twenty thousand, but if Effie was speakin’ the truth it didn’t look as if there was time for him to get the dough to her before Berenice and the Federal man got busy at the Villa.

Effie said she could tell him how to do that. She said that the thing for him to do was to get the money and hand it over to her directly he had got it and that in the meantime Marella could stall the “G” man by going out and leaving a note that she would be back at nine o’clock.

Effie said that Marella could stall off Berenice Lee Sam some way or other, she didn’t give a continental how, and that unless Rudy kicked in with the dough she would go out to the Villa Rosalito and blow the works.

Rudy said that he would have the dough by eight o’clock that night, but that it would take him until then to get it. Effie said all right, and that if he handed the dough over to her then she would tell him just how he could still straighten out everything and be O.K.

I will tell you what she meant by this. Her idea was that when she had got the money from Rudy she would tell him that it would be easy for him to show Marella how she could make things O.K. with the “G” man. Effie was going to tell him that if the “G” man would take a look at the handwriting in the letter to the Director he would see that it wasn’t in Marella’s handwriting at all, and that the letter to Berenice was typed and the signature was in the same phoney handwriting. So Marella could say that somebody had been playing a joke on her and nobody would be any the wiser.

But she wasn’t going to tell Rudy this part of the game until she had got the dough.

I stuck around. I wasn’t going back to The Two Moons Club for anybody. I reckoned that if Rudy found out that I was the one who had given the low-down about him to Effie he would have bumped me off there and then. Effie said I was right, that I was to stick around, and that when she had collected the dough and wised Rudy up as to how he could keep his nose clean she would come back and give me my cut and I could scram off where I liked. This made me feel plenty happy. The idea of having ten thousand bucks was a very sweet one, but I wanted to put plenty space between me and Rudy, just in case he got any ideas about me.

About seven o’clock Effie gets ready to go. She takes with her a little .22 gun that Spigla give her years ago, just in case of accidents, and she goes off to see Rudy and collect the dough. She tells me to wait and that she will come back to give me my cut, but at the time I had a sort of idea in my head that she would take a run out on me which is what she did do.

I stick around and I wait and I wait. But she don’t come back. At ten o’clock Joe Mitzler comes around and proceeds to bust me about so that I thought I would never sit down again. That guy nearly killed me with a belt that he used on me.

I found out what had happened. Effie turned up and met Rudy and Joe, and Rudy paid over the dough to her. Rudy is a bit steamed up with the way she has done him in the eye, but he is more worried about this “G” man business and about Berenice Lee Sam getting wise. He says that the “G” man will be going back to the Villa at nine o’clock, Marella having been told on the telephone to stall this guy until then, and that there has got to be some story for him that will put things right.

Effie says he shouldn’t worry and that she will go out and tell Marella what to say to this guy when he comes back, about the letter to the Director not having been written by Marella at all and proving this by the handwriting.

Rudy is interested and asks who did write the letter, and Effie, who is feeling good at having got the dough, proceeds to tell Rudy how clever she is and that it was me who wrote the letters and who got the low-down on him for her.

Joe Mitzler tells me that then Effie goes off and goes out to the Villa to wise Marella up on the way to handle the situation, and apparently Marella is having one of her dope jags and gets very rude to Effie. Effie who has had a couple of drinks on the way out comes back with some nasty cracks at Marella, and these dames have a right royal set-to, as a result of which Effie pulls the little gun that she has got with her and shoots Marella.

This sobers her up plenty. She then rings through to Rudy and tells him what the set-up is and that he had better find a way out of it for her or else, and Rudy then sends Joe Mitzler out pronto, and Joe brings Marella’s body back to San Francisco and throws it in the Harbour like Rudy told him.

Rudy is pretty burned up at having his little ideas messed up like this but there it is.

Joe then tells me to get my things on and takes me round to Rudy’s dump, where Rudy is plenty rude to me. He tells me that I have cost him twenty grand and that he is going to make me pay one way or another. He says that I am to stick around with Joe Mitzler all the time, and that Joe has instructions from him to give me a bullet in the dome any time it looks like I am being funny.

Later that night Joe makes me stand look-out outside the morgue while they are doing a big act to try to get the bullet out of Marella’s head, because Rudy has remembered that the gun that Effie shot Marella with is one that he gave her himself and he reckons that this gun may sort of make it look as if he did the bumping off.

Later that night Joe sticks me in a Chevrolet that is hanging around tailing after Mr. Caution and tells me that I am to point out this Caution to the boys in the car who will fix him because it looks as if he knows a little bit too much.

Next day, after Caution has told Joe and me to scram out of San Francisco, Joe takes me round to Oklahoma Joe’s place to hide out. He tells me that Effie was laughing her head off at having played me for a sucker, and that she has scrammed off to Chicago with Rudy’s twenty thousand, and that Rudy is so steamed up at having his idea of taking Marella for her dough all bust up that he will very likely bump me any time he sees me.

I sort of get the idea in my head that Rudy and Joe are only keeping me around until this Marella Thorensen killing blows over and that they will then proceed to give me the works. So I make up my mind that I will scram as soon as I get the chance.

I manage to pinch fifty bucks out of Joe’s wallet, and get out of Oklahoma Joe’s by the window. I come straight out to San Diego and when I get there it will be a good idea if I get somebody to take care of Joe Mitzler otherwise he will certainly shoot me any time he sees me from now on. So I take a throw-out that I picked up in Oklahoma Joe’s place and write a message on it and send it to the Caution guy, which wasn’t so clever really because if I hadn’t done this I would not have been picked up myself.

This is all I know.

(Signed) Marian Frenzer.


XIV. RUDY
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IT IS A swell evenin’. There is a little breeze an’ it is plenty cold, but me, I never did mind cold. Rain is the thing that I do not like. Rain is sorta wet.

Brendy an’ O’Halloran are sittin’ on the other side of my room at the Sir Francis Drake. They have already finished off one bottle of rye an’ are sorta lookin’ at me like they think I might order up another, but I don’t say a word. These babies can drink, but maybe you have guessed at that.

“What time didya bring the dame over, Lemmy?” says O’Halloran. “Me, I woulda liked to have had another look at Toots before they slammed her in the can. That baby ain’t no chicken I’m tellin’ you. When you told me about her before I got the idea that the dame had brains.”

“Yeah?” says Brendy, “an’ how would you know about brains anyway? Lemmy brought her over from San Diego last night, an’ how he could force himself to travel with such a bad wicked woman is probably more than I will ever work out. Also,” he goes on, “the language that this dame uses when she finds that she is goin’ to get stuck in the cooler woulda surprised even my wife. No, Sir, I reckon that baby thought that just because she had come across with a statement that she was goin’ to get away with it. Hey Lemmy?”

“Listen, brain trust,” I tell him, “if some of you guys will just keep yourselves nice an’ quiet I will be very glad, just so’s I can do a little quiet thinkin’.”

“An’ what the hell do you haveta think about?” says O’Halloran. “You got this case in the bag. You are the big ‘G’ man, ain’tya? You are the guy who solved the Marella Thorensen murder an’ all you gotta do now is to write yourself out a long report to the Federal Government all about the wicked Rudy Spigla an’ the drug runnin’ that has been goin’ on, an’ you will probably find that they will make you an admiral or somethin’, leavin’ Brendy an’ me here to go find this lousy Effie Spigla wherever that hot pertater may be hidin’ herself out.”

He lights up that smoke wagon he calls a pipe.

“I wonder what Effie is like?” he says. “I would like to arrest that dame an’ find that she was as lovely as a pair of angels. Just as I would be goin’ to slam the handcuffs on her she turns to me an’ she says to me with tears in her voice— ‘Terry O’Halloran,’ she says, ‘you are the only guy for me. I would do anythin’ for you. I would even . . .’”

“Yeah,” says Brendy. “An’ then you would wake up an’ find yourself sleepin’ on one ear. Any guy who is goin’ to pinch Effie will haveta have brains — a guy like me.”

“Turn it off, youse two,” I tell ’em, “an’ listen to me for a minute. Brendy, you tell me somethin’. When you smacked Rudy in the cooler after the raid did that guy know that we had picked up the truck with the drugs in it?”

“He did not,” says Brendy, “an’ I ain’t seen any reason to tell him about same.”

“O.K.,” I say, “an’ he ain’t seen anybody since he’s been in the cooler — not even a lawyer, hey?”

“He ain’t seen a goddam soul,” says Brendy. “An’ Rocca ain’t seen anybody either. I slammed them two babies into a coupla of single cells an’ wished ’em a sweet good-evenin’, since when they have been communin’ with their souls.”

“That’s fine,” I tell him. “Now listen, Brendy,” I go on. “Here’s what you are goin’ to do. If Spigla don’t know anything about our havin’ found that drug convoy of his, an’ he don’t know anything about my havin’ pinched Toots an’ got that statement outa her, then I reckon he is still sorta blissfully unconscious about the things that really matter around here. So here’s what you can do. You take yourself down to the Precinct an’ spring Rocca — let that baby out.”

“What?” shrieks Brendy. “You’re goin’ to let that hoodlum out after all the trouble we took pinchin’ him an’ raidin’ all them dumps of his?”

“Are you goin’ to do what I say or am I goin’ to give you a bust on the snozzle?” I ask him. “You scram outa here an’ let Rocca out. You tell him that you raided them places of his on false information, an’ that you ain’t found a thing an’ that he can forget about it an’ scram. You got that?”

“I got it, Lemmy,” he says, “but . . .”

“Button it up,” I tell him. “Ain’t you silly palookas wise to the fact yet that Rocca didn’t know anything about them drugs. Get wise to yourselves, an’ you get along to that cooler pronto an’ spring Rocca like I said. Me, I will be along in an hour. I wanta talk to my little friend Rudy Spigla. Scram, turtles.”

They scram. You will realise by what Brendy has been sayin’ that I have not wised these boys up to all that I know. An’ why should I?

I call down to the office an’ tell them to get me Vale Down House. Pretty soon I get through to Berenice.

“How’re you makin’ out, Princess?” I ask her. “How is the Very Deep an’ Very Beautiful Stream. Me, I am just ringin’ up to find out if you are still all in one piece.”

“I’m very well, thank you, Lemmy,” she says. “I hope you are too. Possibly if you have time, you may decide to come here for dinner one evening.”

I grin to myself.

“Maybe the next time you see me I will come up with handcuffs for the whole durn Lee Sam family,” I tell her. “Stick around, Berenice, I’ll be seein’ you.” I hang up.

I walk up an’ down my room an’ I do some nice quiet thinkin’. I am thinkin’ that that was a very swell statement that I got from Toots. That statement is goin’ to help plenty. But there are one or two things that I can’t sorta square up in my mind. I will tell you what they are:

I reckon that if Berenice Lee Sam went into San Francisco to see Thorensen at seven o’clock, after the show-down she had with Marella out at the Villa, an’ then went around an’ had a chin with her old man about her talk with Thorensen and then went back to the Villa to have another talk with Marella, she musta been out at the Villa the second time at about eight forty-five. I am pretty sure of this because you will remember that I telephoned through to Terry from the Villa when I was out there the second time, an’ he told me that Berenice Lee Sam was at home then. It musta taken her a good half-hour to have got home.

O.K. I got out to the Villa at nine o’clock an’ the letter from Marella to Thorensen was gone, an’ it had been taken by Berenice like she said, so that checks the time from another angle.

O.K. Well it looks like Effie Spigla musta got out to the Villa somewhere about a quarter-past seven if she was to have a helluva row with Marella before she bumped her off. After which she has to ring through to Rudy an’ get him to send Joe Mitzler out to pick up Marella’s body an’ take it off to the Harbour.

It just shows you how funny life can be, don’t it? Here are five people rushin’ around the Villa Rosalito all tryin’ to get the low-down on each other, an’ not one of these goddam people see each other at all. Funny, ain’t it?

Just get the set-up. An’ hold your breath in case you get sorta raddled.

Caution arrives at the Villa Rosalito the first time at about four o’clock. He goes after a bit an’ sees Berenice arrive. Berenice has one helluva talk with Marella an’ then drives inta San Francisco an’ sees Thorensen at seven o’clock.

Thorensen telephones through to the Villa to ask Marella what the hell it is all about an’ he can’t get no reply because (Berenice says) the telephone receiver is off the hook. Berenice leaves Thorensen an’ goes home an’ has a pow-wow with her old pa an’ then decides to scram out to the Villa an’ have another show-down with Marella.

At about the time that Berenice is talkin’ to her old man, Effie Spigla is seein’ Rudy at his place an’ collectin’ the dough. She is tellin’ him that she will go out an’ see Marella an’ wise her up about what she is to say to Caution when he goes back. So that hadta be well before nine o’clock, because that is the time that Caution is goin’ back there.

So it looks as if the talk that Effie had with Rudy musta been a pretty concentrated sorta affair.

O.K. Well Effie scrams off an’ probably drives herself over to the Villa in a hired car. Just about this time Caution is goin’ back to the Villa for the second time an’ so is Berenice Lee Sam.

O.K. In the meantime Marella has been doin’ some heavy thinkin’ an’ has written that letter to Aylmar Thorensen an’ stuck it up against the tea canister in the kitchen just so’s she can pull a fast one on Berenice if Berenice knows too much about her. But just how she was to know what Berenice knew or didn’t know is something that I can’t say, because she ain’t seen anybody at all since Berenice Lee Sam left, that is unless she has got through to Rudy or somebody on the telephone. She musta done this.

O.K. So Marella sticks the letter up against the canister an’ just about then maybe Effie Spigla arrives, an’ these two dames proceed to have a right royal schmozzle. Effie finally pulls her little gun an’ gives Marella one in the eye, after which Effie gets the breeze up an’ proceeds to telephone through to Rudy Spigla an’ tell him that she has mixed things up plenty by killin’ Marella an’ what the hell is he goin’ to do about it?

Rudy says O.K. he will send Joe out an’ Joe will collect what is left of Marella an’ dump same in the harbour.

Well it is a cinch that Berenice got out there first and grabbed hold of the letter that was stuck against the canister an’ then got away before Joe Mitzler arrived. An’ she must have also got away before Caution arrived because the letter wasn’t there when he got there.

So it looks to me that Caution, Effie, Joe Mitzler an’ Berenice Lee Sam was all runnin’ around that Villa Rosalito dump, treadin’ on each other’s toes almost, as you might say, an’ just missin’ each other by split minutes. Sweet work — you’re tellin’ me.

O.K. Well after that Berenice goes home, an’ gets there by nine fifteen. An’ Joe Mitzler gets back in time to show up at The Two Moons Club an’ get instructions from Rudy later in the evenin’ about lookin’ after me an’ tryin’ to fill me with lead, an’ Caution sticks around until about nine fifteen an’ then he goes back to his hotel, an’ Effie Spigla has got away in time to bust outa San Francisco an’ to write an’ post a letter to Rudy from San Francisco Central with the nine-thirty postmark on it before she scrammed inta the railroad depot next door before she took a big run-out powder on the whole durn lot of us — an’ I think she was a very wise dame too. An’ what do you think?

All this is swell, but even if it does seem a very hot thing to you, I am not takin’ too much notice of it. Because it really don’t matter. An’ the reason that it don’t matter so much to me is this; that I have got somethin’ which I think is very much more important an’ I will tell you what it is.

I believe that Toots was tellin’ the truth as much as she knew it when she made that statement at San Diego. O.K. Well if that is so then we have got one big fact that is important.

It is that Marella musta written that letter to Aylmar Thorensen after Berenice had left the Villa the first time. This letter was written in Sea Island ink, wasn’t it? The letter that I found in Rudy’s safe, the one from Effie sayin’ thank you for the dough an’ that she would now stop houndin’ him, was also written in Sea Island ink. This may be one of them coincidences you read about but I somehow don’t believe in coincidences.

Effie Spigla’s letter to Rudy was written after she had got the dough, an’ after she had left Rudy an’ was thinkin’ about gettin’ out of San Francisco as quick as she could, but even so it looks to me as if them two letters was written in the same place an’ with the same fountain pen. It’s a sweet mystery, ain’t it.

Right at the back of my head I have got a slim sorta idea that with a bit of luck I can maybe get to the bottom of this business. I got an idea but if I do it I have gotta take a chance. Well, I have taken chances before. Maybe I will take another one.

Rudy sits in the corner of his cell lookin’ at me an’ grinnin’ like a prize ape. Mind you, I have gotta certain admiration for this guy. He is a cool, deep, calculatin’ cuss. He has got brains an’ he also knows how to use same. It is always a wonder to me that guys who have gotta lotta brains do not proceed to use these in a legitimate sorta way. No, they just go crooked.

It is very much the same with dames. Some dame is born with a face like the Eiffel Tower in Paris looked at from above. She has got a figure like a mangle, an’ every time she opens her month it sounds like a buzz-saw cuttin’ through tin.

O.K. You can bet that this dame is goin’ to be a credit to the community. You can bet your last nickel that she ain’t goin’ to do anything that is not very moral or even a bit wrong. You can also bet that she is goin’ to be one of the leadin’ lights in the Mabola an’ District United Ladies Knittin’ an’ Creature Comforts Guild, an’ she is goin’ to be self-sacrificin’ an’ good all the time eschewin’ all pleasures except lookin’ through the keyhole to see if the hired girl is tryin’ to vamp the ice-man, an’ if so, what technique does she use.

But if the same dame has gotta face that makes you ponder a bit, an’ if she has got one of them slinky figures an’ a look-me-over-kid-I’m-hard-to-get twinkle in her eye, if she has got them sorta ankles that makes a tired business man wonder whether his wife wasn’t put on her feet too soon as a baby, an’ if she has also got a lotta ideas about likin’ diamonds an’ parties an’ sable furs an’ what-have-you-got, then you can place your last brass button in the kitty an’ call a big banco that this baby is goin’ to make some sweet trouble before she hands in her dinner pail an’ fills in an application for a small size in angel’s wings.

I seen plenty guys in my time, but I reckon that Rudy has got somethin’. There is that cool, steady, far-away look in his eyes that makes a dame either go all goofy an’ ask herself what she has been doin’ all his life or else rush out an’ ask the nearest traffic cop to save her from the wicked man.

I ask him if he would like a cigarette, but he says no thank you very much he prefers his own, after which he produces a gold an’ platinum striped case an’ lights a cigarette that smells like the pasha’s sittin’-room after an all-night discussion with the harem committee on what they are goin’ to do with Rosy Pearl since she has gone off her Turkish delight an’ tried to bite the old boy’s ear off every time he tries to get too fatherly.

“Now, Rudy,” I tell him, “I am not going to tell you that I have made a big mistake, an’ I am not goin’ to tell you that I have got myself inta a jam. But the thing is this: Maybe we have made a little bit of a mistake about you an’ Jack Rocca, an’ maybe if you are sensible an’ play things the way I tell you to, it won’t be so bad for you.”

He looks at me. His smile becomes a little broader. I am watchin’ his eyes, an’ even he can’t stop ’em lightin’ up a little bit.

“Yeah,” he says, “meanin’ what?”

“Meanin’ this, Rudy,” I tell him. “I came inta this job because Marella Thorensen wrote a letter to the Director sayin’ that somebody was committin’ Federal offences around here. O.K. But when I come down to investigate it Marella Thorensen gets bumped off, so although her murder ain’t really my job I stick around here, because the D.A. asks me to an’ investigate the two things together. But really as a Federal Officer my interest is mainly in findin’ out what the Federal offences were.

“O.K. Well, I have now discovered that Marella never wrote that letter to the Director. Some other dame wrote it. I have also discovered that the letter that was written to Berenice Lee Sam in Shanghai — the letter that got her over here an’ out to the Villa — was also not written by Marella. It was sent by this other dame.

“Well, the great thing is that I have got this other dame in the cooler. The dame who wrote them two letters is Marian Frenzer, otherwise known as Toots, an’ this dame has been wise enough to make a full statement.”

I see him drawin’ hard on his cigarette.

“That’s very interestin’, Mr. Caution,” he says. “So Toots made a statement?”

“Yeah,” I tell him, “an’ I reckon what she says is the truth, an’ I reckon that because her statement very nearly lets you out an’ I got reasons to believe that she ain’t exactly fond of you.”

I’m watchin’ him like a cat. I know he is dyin’ to ask me what Toots’s statement was. I let him boil for a bit, an’ then I tell him a sweet one.

“Well, Rudy,” I say, “here’s what Toots says. She says you gave her a job at The Two Moons Club, an’ she says she fell for you like a sack of old coke. It looks like you had too much sex-appeal for that dame.

“O.K. Then you gave her the air because you get a yen on Marella Thorensen, an’ Toots says she reckons she got plenty annoyed about this. So she worked out a way she could make some trouble for you two guys.

“In the meantime,” I go on, “Toots has also discovered that you an’ Aylmar Thorensen an’ probably old man Lee Sam too have been runnin’ silk contraband inta San Francisco, so Toots thinks of a swell idea for gettin’ her own back on you for givin’ her the air. She writes them two letters, one to the Director an’ one to Berenice Lee Sam. She thinks that way she’ll be makin’ plenty trouble.

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Here it is. I am quite prepared to make a deal with you if you’re prepared to listen. I know you didn’t have anything’ to do with the Marella Thorensen killin’, because I know she was killed out in the Villa Rosalito, an’ we checked up on you on the night of the killin’ an’ we know you was never near that place. So here’s the deal:

“I am sick of this case. I wanta close it down. I got my own ideas on who killed Marella Thorensen, an’ if you ask me who it was, I think it was Toots. She was jealous of Marella an’ wanted her outa the way, but I reckon that ain’t my business. I reckon that’s the business of the police here. I wanta make my report on the Federal offences angle of this case an’ scram.

“Here’s the trade I’ll make with you. If you like to make a statement admittin’ the contraband offences, admittin’ that you an’ Thorensen have been runnin’ silk with or without Lee Sam, whatever’s the truth, then I’m goin’ to give orders for you to be sprung. That means to say that when you make that statement you can walk outa this cell, an’ all I reckon you will have will be a civil action from the Customs Authorities. There’ll be a big fine, but I should think Thorensen an’ Lee Sam can take care of that. Well, do we trade?”

He takes three or four puffs at his cigarette.

“Well,” he says, “what’s the good of my arguin’? You got the low-down on me, Caution. I was runnin’ silk with Thorensen, an’ it looks like you know it, so I’d better admit it. I’ll make that statement.”

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Here we go.”

I take a big note-book outa my pocket an’ I sit down on the bed, an’ he makes a full statement about how he an’ Thorensen, with the knowledge of old man Lee Sam, have been runnin’, silk. He tells me all about it. When I have finished writin’ up this statement I hand the note-book over to him.

“Sign that, Rudy,” I say, “an’ put the date on it. You will have to use your own pen because mine has run out.”

He reads through the statement very carefully, an’ he feels in his pocket an’ takes out his fountain pen an’ signs it. He hands the book back to me, an’ I see that his signature has been written in Sea Island ink. I grin.

“Swell work, Rudy,” I tell him. “Stick around. I’m goin’ to see Police Captain Brendy, an’ he’ll check you out inside half an hour.”

“Thanks a lot, Caution,” he says. “Maybe I didn’t like your face one time, but I don’t think you’re so bad. You got some sense anyway, an’ I think you got the low-down on this job all right. I don’t know, but I think it was Toots who bumped Marella.”

“So do I,” I tell him. “So long, Rudy, I’ll be seein’ you.”

I go out of the cell an’ the guard locks the door behind me. I walk along to Brendy’s office.

“Look, bozo,” I tell him, “do what I tell you an’ don’t argue. The time is now nine o’clock. At half-past nine you go in an’ spring Rudy Spigla. You tell him that while he has been in here he has been held as a material witness in the Marella Thorensen case, but that you’re satisfied he ain’t had anything to do with it. You tell him that the Customs people here will be bringing civil charges against him in respect of the smugglin’ that’s been goin’ on, an’ that you’d like him to come down an’ see you in a day or two to amplify the statement he’s made here.”

I show him the note-book.

“O.K., Brendy,” I tell him. “Now when this guy gets outa here, we ain’t goin’ to lose sight of him. Maybe I’ve got an idea where he’s goin’ to. You’ve gotta have a smart guy at The Two Moons Club to tail him if he goes there. You’ve gotta have another smart guy at Burlingame waitin’ to see if he goes out to the Villa Rosalito, but I don’t think he’s goin’ to either of those places. I think he’s goin’ up to his apartment. I think he’s goin’ up there to see if I took that letter from Effie Spigla outa his safe, so I’m goin’ to be hangin’ around there waitin’ for him. I’ll look after that end of the job. You got all that?”

He sighs. I believe I told you that Brendy is not a very quick guy when it comes to thinkin’.

“I got it, Lemmy,” he says. “You’re the boss. I’ll have them boys posted an’ I’ll talk to him like you said. I’ll spring him at nine-thirty.”

“Sweet work, feller,” I tell him. “I’ll be seein’ you.” I scram.

I am standin’ in the shadows on the other side of the street opposite Rudy’s apartment block on the hill. It is five and twenty to ten. At twenty to ten a car drives up an’ Rudy gets out. He goes inside. Directly he goes in I walk to the corner an’ look around. I signal the guy who has got my own car waiting for me to bring it up. He brings it up to the corner.

“O.K.,” I tell this copper, “you can scram.”

He scrams.

I get in the car an’ sit there with the engine runnin’. I wait about ten minutes. Then Rudy comes out. He is smokin’ a cigarette an’ he has changed his overcoat. He gets inta his car an’ he goes off. I go after him. We drive for about fifteen minutes. One time I think he is makin’ for the Villa Rosalito, but I am wrong. He pulls up at a little hotel just outside the city limits on the Burlingame Road. He waits there for a few minutes and then he drives the car around inta the hotel garage which is round the back.

I stick around. Two three minutes afterwards he comes back an’ walks inta the hotel. I leave my car where it is standing by the side of the road, an’ I go along to the hotel. It is a little sorta place an’ there is an old guy dozin’ in the reception office.

I show him my badge. “That guy who just came in,” I tell him, “what’s his name an’ what’s his room number?”

He looks in the book.

“The name’s Carota,” he says, “an’ the number’s 38. Do you want me to call him for you?”

“No thank you,” I say. “I reckon I’m goin’ to make a personal call.”

I get in the lift an’ I go up to the second floor. I get outa the lift an’ wait till the bellhop takes it down. I pull out my Luger an’ walk along to No. 38 with the gun in my hand. I try the door. It ain’t locked. I push it open an’ I go in.

Just inside the room, which is a sittin’-room connectin’ with the bedroom, takin’ his coat off is Rudy. Walkin’ towards him is a dame. Rudy spins around on his heel.

“Well, sucker.” I tell him, “so you fell for it, an’ if I was you I would keep your hands away from your hips otherwise this gun might go off.”

I turn to the woman.

“Well, Marella,” I tell her, “howya makin’ out?”


XV. CHORD OFF FOR A HEEL
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RUDY LOOKS AT me. He has gone sorta yellow. His shoulders are sorta droopin. This guy knows that he has come up against the grand slam.

The woman flops down on the lounge that is against the wall. She is a swell lookin’ piece an’ even if she has done her hair like a mobster’s moll she still looks as if she has class. There are blue rings under her eyes an’ her hands are tremblin’. I reckon that maybe Marella has been hittin’ the hop again.

“Sit down, Rudy,” I tell him. “I wanna talk to you.”

He flops inta a chair. I go over to him an’ frisk him. He has gotta .32 Mauser pistol in his hip. I take it off him an’ put it in my pocket.

“Well, Big-Time,” I tell him. “Are you goin’ to come clean or am I goin’ to spill it for you?”

He pulls himself together an’ grins. “Yeah,” he says, “I’m wise to you, Caution. I’m wise to your bluffs. I reckon I let you play me for a sucker when you had me down in the can. I suppose you sorta guessed I’d come up here, an’ you thought you could tail along afterwards an’ make me talk. Well, I ain’t talkin’.”

“Who cares, punk?” I tell him. “I have got all I want against you in the bag, sweetheart. The only thing you have gotta decide is whether you are goin’ to save me some trouble or not.”

I turn around to the dame. “Marella,” I tell her. “I reckon that you are a mug to have tried to play along with a lousy heel like this. You musta been pretty hard up for a guy to string along with a cheap bozo like this one. Why he ain’t even got brains.”

Rudy breaks in.

“Say, clever,” he says. “Am I in order in askin’ you what, you are chargin’ me with. You can’t arrest me for nothin’, you know?” He grins. “You been bustin’ around this city talkin’ big an’ large about findin’ who killed Marella Thorensen an’ now you find out that nobody killed her, she’s alive. So what?”

“I never said you killed Marella, Rudy,” I tell him. “But you killed Effie all right, an’ I’ve known you killed her for quite a while.”

“Yeah,” he says. “An’ who told you that?”

“You did, punk,” I tell him. “You told me when you left that letter that Effie wrote to you so that I could find it in your wall safe up at your apartment. You was a mug about that. If you’d got that dame to write that letter in ordinary ink you mighta got away with it. But like the big sap you are you forgot that you lent your fountain pen to Effie to write the letter with an’ then afterwards you lent it to Marella here to write that letter to Aylmar Thorensen sayin’ that he was Berenice Lee Sam’s lover. That was not a wise thing to do.”

He starts a big sneerin’ act.

“You know plenty, don’t you, copper?” he says.

“Like hell I do,” I tell him. “An’ I will show you just what I know, sweetheart, an’ then you can have a big think about what you are goin’ to do.”

I light myself a cigarette. I see Marella watchin’ me an’ I go over an’ give her one. I reckon she needs it too.

“You musta thought I was a big mug,” I say. “What you forget to think was this — that directly I knew that Marella wasn’t expectin’ Berenice, an’ directly I knew that Marella didn’t know what the hell that telegram from the Director was about, that I would also know that she would call through to you to ask what she should do.

“O.K. Well you have already stalled Effie inta waitin’ until about seven-thirty for the dough that you say you are goin’ to give her, so you reckon you gotta stall everybody else too, don’tya? You tell Marella on the telephone to leave that phoney note for Nellie down in the kitchen where the ‘G’ man will see it when he comes so that he will not come back till nine o’clock an’ you tell her to stall Berenice Lee Sam any way she likes because you ain’t afraid of Berenice because you think you can hang a smugglin’ rap on her pa.

“An’ that, sweetheart, is why the telephone was back on the hook when I went back to the Villa at nine o’clock, becasue Marella had called through to you. The fact that she did not answer when Thorensen rang through to her when he was seein’ Berenice just after seven was not because the receiver was off the hook. It was because Marella was already on the way out to see you in San Francisco to ask you what the hell all the mystery was about.

“Effie had a sweet scheme for blackmailin’ you but she hadn’t got enough brains to see it through an’ look after herself. The poor mutt was mug enough to let you know that she had got somebody else to write those letters. She told you this after you had given her the dough an’ she was feelin’ good. She was explainin’ to you how Marella could stall off the ‘G’ man by saying that the letter was not in her handwritin’, that somebody was playin’ a big joke. The same thing went for the Berenice letter.”

He is lookin’ at me hard. This guy is gettin’ more scared every minute.

“I’ll tell you what happened, Big Time,” I tell him. “You made a date with Effie to hand over that dough to her in your apartment, an’ you had the dough waitin’ for her. When she come up you did a big act with her. You pretended that you thought she had pulled a clever one on you. You handed over the dough, an’ you told her that you didn’t mind payin’ it out because you was goin’ to take Marella for the dough that Thorensen had made over to her, in a day or so, so you was feelin’ generous.

“The mug Effie falls for this line of talk, an’ you then ask her how you can put the Berenice Lee Sam business an’ the ‘G’ man business right, an’ she tells you that, too.

“O.K. Then you pulla fast one on her. You say you don’t mind givin’ her the dough, but that this business is goin’ to make things pretty tough for you with Marella; that Marella goin’ to be plenty steamed up with you over this all business, an’ that she will be afraid that there might be some more of it. You ask Effie to write you a letter sayin’ thank you for the dough, an’ that she will not hound you any more. You tell her that this letter is to show Marella. Effie writes the letter an’ the envelope an’ gives it to you.

“All right. You then get hold of her an’ give her the works. You snatch the little .22 gun she has brought with her outa her handbag an’ you shoot her. I reckon that you told her plenty first too.

“I reckon that you had Joe Mitzler around an’ that the pair of you parked Effie in the next room or somewhere.

“Just when you have done this Marella blows in. She is all steamed up to hell. She wants to know what all this palooka about ‘G’ men is about, an’ what the visit from Berenice is about an’ just how much about her an’ you Berenice knows. You pull some story on her an’ while you are tellin’ it to her you get one helluva idea. You tell Marella that Berenice Lee Sam is goin’ to make things plenty hot for the pair of you an’ that she will probably blow the story about your bein’ tops with Marella, an’ you tell Marella to write a letter accusin’ her husband of stringin’ around with Berenice Lee Sam an’ to blow back to the Villa an’ leave it up against the canister in the kitchen where the ‘G’ man will find it.

“An’ you lend her your fountain pen to write the letter with. This poor mug Marella who is plenty fond of you does what you tell her.

“An’ boy while she is writin’ that letter you get the swellest idea of all. Nobody in San Francisco knows Effie an’ so nobody will miss her. You reckon that she is about the same size as Marella, so you get Marella to take her clothes an’ her rings off an’ you take the clothes off Effie an’ you change ’em. So Marella is Effie an’ Effie is Marella. O.K.?

“Marella then goes back off to the Villa pronto to leave the letter she has written where I will find it when I go back. But I don’t find it because Berenice gets there first an’ grabs it.

“Directly Marella has gone off you send Joe Mitzler to throw Effie’s body in the harbour. Nobody ain’t goin’ to see this because there is a helluva fog on.

“You think that you are now sittin’ pretty; that everything is O.K. All right, pretty soon Marella comes back an’, when she comes back an’ starts talkin’ to you she shows you the typewritten letter that Berenice got in Shanghai, the one she, gave Marella an’ forgot to take back afterwards. Probably about this time Joe Mitzler comes back. You show him the letter an’ he recognises the handwritin’ of the signature. He knows that Toots signed that letter, an’ so you are wise to the fact that it is Toots who has been workin’ in with Effie.

“So you gotta find Toots. The thing is can you get your hooks on her an’ shut her mouth before she starts talkin’. I reckon that you had Effie’s handbag, an’ I reckon that inside was some letter or somethin’ that gave away the address where she had been stayin’. You send Joe Mitzler round there to pick up Toots an’ to tell her one helluva story about Effie havin’ taken a run-out powder on her with the dough, an’ also given away where Toots is hidin’ out.

“Then you get another sweet idea. You reckon that if somebody finds Effie’s body there is just a chance that Toots might get a fit of bravery an’ identify it. So you get Joe to run around an’ telephone to the harbour an’ you know that they will take it to the morgue an’ that there will only be one guy on duty at the morgue at that time of night. You reckon you can pull a fast one an’ bust Effie’s face in so that nobody could identify her.

“But you tell Toots that you are doin’ this because Effie has shot Marella with the gun you gave her an’ that you are afraid the cops will identify the bullet if they find it.

“So you make Toots stand look-out outside the morgue while you are workin’ that big act with the ice block, an’ you also make her go out in that car with the thugs who tried to iron me out, not because you really wanted to get me outa the way bad but because you wanted to get Toots so tied up in your lousy killin’s that she would haveta keep her mouth shut. I reckon that Joe Mitzler woulda shot her too, but you reckoned it wouldn’t be wise to have another killin’ on your hands right then.

“Also the attempt made on me is goin’ to make me think that this has been done by the same person who hadda motive for bumpin’ Marella, accordin’ to the letter that I was supposed to find, an’ that would be Berenice Lee Sam, an’ if it is any satisfaction to you that is exactly what I did think until I found one or two other little things that smelt durn funny.

“You made one or two bum mistakes, Rudy. That ring Marella gave you, the one with the crossed keys on it, you oughta have chucked that away, because I found it an’ I knew she’d given it to you. I suppose you hadta have it around so’s she could see it until you’d got the Thorensen dough off of her.

“You made a mistake when you left that letter that you got Effie to write. I reckon you sent Joe around to the San Francisco Central Post Office to post that letter so that if anybody suspected you of bumpin’ Effie they would think that she had posted that letter just before she caught a train outa town.

“But men don’t keep envelopes. They always throw ’em away, an’ I knew you kept that envelope an’ that letter an’ left ’em in the safe so that there would be evidence to help you over Effie if anybody was gettin’ wise to you.

“The last thing of all is that you oughta use ordinary ink in your fountain pen instead of Sea Island ink, but then you are a smart an’ original guy an’ you like to be snappy — even about your ink.

“Well, Rudy . . . how does it go?”

I light myself another cigarette.

“Listen,” I tell him. “Why don’t you make a statement an’ get Marella outa this. She is a poor dame an’ she has only made the mistake of fallin’ for a lousy son of a dog like you. If you make a statement you can put her in the clear an’ she can scram outa here an’ maybe get a break somewhere. I reckon she ain’t had a very good time anyhow.”

I look over at Marella. She has got her head down on the lounge an’ she is sobbin’ like she would bust.

“Hooey,” says Rudy with a grin. “You gotta hang this killin’ on me. Well . . . I never done it. I never bumped Effie. Maybe I gotta story as good as yours.”

“Such as?” I ask him.

He leans over towards me an’ he looks like all the devils in hell. He has just thought of another sweet one.

“My story is that Marella killed Effie out at the Villa Rosalito when she went out there, an’ that Marella got Joe to chuck her in the lake. An’,” he goes on with a smart look, “Toots’s statement will support that story.” He grins. “Don’t you get that, fly cop?” he sneers. “Toots’s statement will support that story an’ I’ll still get an acquittal on it.”

I look over at Marella. She is sittin’ up starin’ at him. She is just realisin’ the sorta guy he is — the sorta guy she got a yen for an’ went all out for.

“Ain’t you the lousy heel?” I say. “So you will still try to get out on a dame that was mug enough to fall for you.”

He laughs. “That’s my story,” he says. “An’ I reckon it’s a good one.”

I don’t say anything. I am thinkin’ hard. An’ if you think it out you will see that he has got some sense. Toots is a witness for us but her statement that Effie went out to the Villa an’ bumped Marella has now gotta look like the reverse. I reckon that statement in the hands of a clever lawyer might even win this dog an acquittal an’ get Marella in the dirt. You never know with juries. Maybe this punk could even pull that one off.

I get up. “Have you got dough?” I ask Marella.

She nods.

“Get your things on, baby,” I tell her.

She don’t say anything. She just gets up an’ goes inta the bedroom an’ puts on her things. Pretty soon she comes out with a little suitcase in her hand.

I walk over to the sideboard an’ pour her out a drink. I give it to her an’ she swallows it.

“Scram, Marella,” I tell her. “Blow outa San Francisco. Get outa this town pronto. Maybe you got friends some place. Well, go an’ find ’em. So long, baby. I’m givin’ you a break.”

She looks at me. She is tremblin’ all over.

“Thank you for that,” she says.

She scrams.

I give myself a drink an’ while I am sinkin’ it I look at Rudy over the top of the glass. I am still holdin’ the gun on him an’ I see that he is beginnin’ to look sorta puzzled.

“O.K., Rudy,” I tell him. “So you’re still goin’ to be tough, hey? You’re still goin’ to be the bad man, an’ you’re goin’ to tell the court an’ the jury that Marella killed Effie; you’re goin’ to rely on Toots’s statement backin’ that stuff up. You think that you can get out by puttin’ Marella in, an’ “ — I go on— “I got an idea that you might get away with it which would be a funny thing, wouldn’t it?”

He grins some more. He is beginnin’ to feel good.

“Maybe I can at that,” he says. “Maybe I will get away with it!”

I give him a sweet smile. “Like hell you will, heel,” I tell him. “So you wanta be tough, hey? O.K. Well, if you want it tough — here it is!”

I go over to the telephone an’ call the desk downstairs. I tell ’em to put me through to The Two Moons Club; to say that sombody wantsta speak to Jack Rocca very urgent. While I am waitin’ I put my handkerchief over the mouthpiece of the transmitter so that Rocca cannot guess who is speakin’ to him. After a bit I hear him come on the wire. I speak sorta hoarse.

“Listen, Rocca,” I tell him. “I am a guy who lives on a gun an’ I been doin’ work for Rudy Spigla. Well, I reckon I know a lousy heel when I see one an’ this guy Spigla is tops in that line.

“I’m givin’ you the low down. Right now this he dog is with a guy — a Federal dick — named Caution at the Four Star Hotel on the Burlingame Road. An’ he is talkin’ plenty. He is tryin’ to save his own bum carcass by hangin’ everythin’ he can think of on to you. He reckons that if he puts you in bad enough he might get out.

“O.K. Well, what are you goin’ to do about it? This guy Spigla is gettin’ dangerous for all of us. He knows plenty. I thought that maybe you’d like to take care of him.”

“Thanks, pal,” he says. “I reckon I’ll stop that baby’s mouth before he gets a chance to get on any witness stand. Say, who is that talkin’?”

“Nobody very much,” I tell him. “Just a pal. I don’t reckon you’d know my name. But I reckon if one or two of your boys liked to drive around here an’ stick around in about half an hour’s time this Spigla would be leavin’. An’ it’s very quiet around here. It would be just too bad if somethin’ happened to that guy, wouldn’t it?”

“You’re tellin’ me . . .” he says. I hear him hang up. I look across at Rudy. He is sweatin’.

“I reckon you an’ me is goin’ to sit around for a bit, Rudy,” I tell him. “We just sit around here until we hear that car with Rocca’s boys in it pull up on the other side of the highway. Then you are goin’ to take a little walk, but I am afraid that I shall haveta sorta part company at the doorway. You will be walkin’ out, but me — well, I am goin’ to stick around inside until the Rocca boys’ tommy gun has sorta stopped squealin’ . . . understand?”

I ease out of the Four Star Hotel nice an’ quiet just after some highway cops had packed Spigla’s body away in a patrol wagon. Rocca’s boys had certainly given that guy plenty. I drive down the road until I find an all night drug store. I go in an’ buy myself a nickel’s worth of telephone. I get through to Vale Down House.

Pretty soon I hear somebody answerin’. It is that husky voice of that swell dame Berenice.

“Very Deep an’ Very Beautiful Stream,” I tell her. “I am stuck out here on the Burlingame Road, an’ I reckon that I have now got time to listen to this big story you gotta tell me, about this Blue Dragon of yours.”

I hear her laugh. It sounds like pourin’ cream on a velvet carpet.

It is not a story for the telephone, Lemmy,” she says. “It is a story that should be told personally. Otherwise it may lose a great deal of its charm.”

“That would be all wrong,” I tell her. “Maybe I will come along an’ take some more statements from you. Till soon. Sugar!”

I hang up. I wait for just a minute an’ then I ring through to the Hall of Justice an’ ask if Brendy is there. They say yes an’ put him on the line.

“Looky, Brendy,” I tell him. “You know a lot about these Chinese guys an’ their proverbs an’ things? Well, whatdya know about some Chinese story about some Blue Dragon?”

“Oh, it’s one of them things, Lemmy,” he says. “There is some story about a Chinese dame who was a swell looker an’ she was sorta tied up to some rock by a guy who was nuts about her. This guy tells her that unless she falls for him in a big way he will leave her there an’ that at midnight some Blue Dragon will come along an’ probably make a meal off her.

“O.K. Well, he goes back at midnight an’ finds that instead of bein’ frightened of the Blue Dragon the dame has fallen for this animal an’ has put a garland of flowers around his head an’ is generally pettin’ him. The long an’ short of it is that the Blue Dragon mauls the other guy after which the beautiful dame can refuse the Dragon nothin’.

“But what the hell,” he goes on. “Say, did you know about Spigla. Some thugs have shot this guy to pieces. Me, I think . . .”

But I have already hung up. I get back inta the car an’ I step on it plenty. Pretty soon I see the lights on Nob Hill.

Me, I have been a lotta things, but I have never been a Blue Dragon. But if I am goin’ to be one — boy, am I goin’ to be good or am I?


Don’t Get Me Wrong (1939)
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I. MEET PEDRO
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DON’T GET ME wrong!

You can have Mexico. You can have the whole goddam place with my best wishes an’ just what you like to do with it when you have got it is your business. Me — I do not want any part of it not even the lump of sandstone that is in my boot or the alkali dust that is jumpin’ around the back of my tonsils right now.

Was that sugar at Matehuala right or was she? I’m tellin’ you that that babe was talkin’ plenty sense when she said that Americanos wasn’t doin’ themselves any good around here since there’s been the trouble over the oil. Anyhow she was only half right.

Nobody has ever done any good for themselves around this dump except Mexicanos an’ the only time a Mex ever gives you anything is when he’s dyin’ an’ don’t want it. I reckon that some of these guys are so mean they wouldn’t even spend a week-end.

Me — I am prejudiced. I would rather stick around with a bad-tempered tiger than get on the wrong bias of one of these knife-throwin’ palookas; I would rather four-flush a team of wild alligators outa their lunch-pail than try an’ tell a Mexican momma that I was tired of her geography an’ did not wish to play any more.

On the other side of the estancia some guy in a pair of tight trousers an’ a funny hat is handin’ out a spiel to some dame about what a first-class bull-fighter he usta be one time. By the look on the dame’s face I reckon she has heard this one before an’ would not like it even if it was good.

Maybe she’s his wife. If she is then all I can say is she is a durn bad picker. Me — I would have married the bull.

I order myself another glass of tequila an’ when the waiter brings it I open up a little polite conversation. He tells me that I speak the lingo very nicely an’ I proceed to tell him how my father was a Mexican on his mother’s side of the family an’ a lotta other punk on the same line. We flirt around with each other considerably for quite a while. Finally this guy begins to get confidential. He tells me how he is sick of carryin’ drinks around this dump an’ wants to marry a dame, but that he can’t make the grade because he has no jack. I tell him that life can get that way but that maybe if he can do a little quiet thinkin’ I might slip him ten dollars — American.

I tell him that I am an Americano who is kickin’ around lookin’ for a ranch that I wanta buy for some people way back in New York, an’ he says that he reckons that any Americanos who wanta buy a ranch in Mexico the way things are breakin’ like they are in this dump now, must be nuts. But then he says that he reckons that Americanos are nuts anyhow.

While he is talkin’ this guy is lookin’ at me with a sorta faraway look in his eye. I put my hand in my pocket an’ I take out my roll an’ I start peelin’ off the bills. He looks sorta interested.

I ask him if he knows some guy called Pedro Dominguez. He says he ain’t certain, but he might be able to think around it some time an’ let me know. I slip him the money an’ he says he does know a guy called Pedro Dominguez an’ that this bozo is liable to blow in durin’ the evening.

Which is the way I thought it was goin’ to be.

It is as hot as hell. Away down the dirt road towards the mesa some guy is playin’ one of them wailing Mexican fan-dangles that give me that twilight feelin’. Everythin’ around here is so damn’ depressin’ that I reckon it would be a relief if you started dyin’.

There is an old bozo with only one hand sittin’ away in the corner tryin’ to squeeze salt an’ lemon inta his tequila. He has taken one or two long looks at me an’ I begin gettin’ a bit hot under the collar an’ wonderin’ whether somebody has got wise to me around here.

Such dames as there are in this dump are sundried an’ scrawny. When a Mexican dame is good she is good, but when she is bad I would rather look at a movie I have seen seven times before. There is somethin’ sorta antagonistic about ’em. If you don’t wanta play ball they hate you an’ if you do they see you get what is comin’ to you an’ that is usually a right royal raspberry.

This waiter guy is still standin’ there lookin’ out through the door. Away on the adobe wall on the other side of the room I can see a lizard crawlin’.

I take another look at the waiter an’ I reckon that he looks like a lizard too. He has got pale sorta disinterested eyes that wouldn’t change for the better even if he was watchin’ you being fried on a wood fire. I reckon it might even make him laugh.

I light a cigarette.

I tell him that I reckon that he is a very intelligent guy an’ that since he has been able to remember about Dominguez maybe he can remember some dame who I reckon is livin’ around this dump some place, a dame called Fernanda Martinas.

He grins. He says it is a very funny thing, but this Señora Martinas comes an’ sings in this estancia about eleven o’clock, an’ when she comes around Dominguez is usually somewhere in the neighbourhood. He says that Dominguez is a very tough guy when he wants to get that way, an’ that he has a certain idea in his head that he is not very partial to other guys hangin’ around this Martinas dame. I tell him that I reckon some guys are funny that way, an’ he says yes he has always thought that himself.

I wonder about this waiter. I am wonderin’ if he is easin’ through that side door to go shootin’ off his trap to the fat boss I saw when I come in. I was tipped off that the boss wasn’t so bad but everybody in this place is a durn liar an’ wouldn’t even tell himself the truth even if he was paid for it.

I sit there lookin’ through the doorway, out across the patio, wonderin’ why it is I always have to pull this sorta job. Why the hell don’t I get the jobs around New York.

Maybe you’ve known women in Mexico. They’re either good or they’re lousy, an’ they’re usually lousy. Even if their curves are swell they got acid temperaments. Maybe that’s through eatin’ hot tamales. Anyhow a speed cop once told me that it’s dangerous to park on a curve.

Guys keep blowin’ in, an’ occasionally a dame. They sit down an’ they order drinks. One or two of ’em look at me, but they don’t sorta take much notice. If they do they look as if they don’t like me very much, but then Mexicans never like anybody.

After about ten minutes the boss comes over to me. He is a fat guy an’ a snappy dresser. He has got a silver shirt cord on an’ a big black sombrero. The waistband of his trousers is nearly cuttin’ him in half, an’ his belly is hangin’ over the top of it. I don’t like this guy very much.

“Señor,” he says, “you ask about Dominguez. Maybe I can help you.”

“Maybe you can,” I tell him, “an’ maybe you can’t.”

I am gettin’ sick of these guys. I learned a long time ago when I first started to play around here that it pays you to be polite to Mexicans, but there are moments when I get sick of bein’ polite. This is one of ’em.

“Señor,” he says...

He sorta spreads his hands. I can see that the palms of ’em are sweatin’ an’ that his nails are dirty. His fingers are like claws.

“I do not intrude myself into things that do not concern me, Señor,” he says, “but I have noticed that when people come here asking about Dominguez there is always a little trouble.”

He spreads his hands again.

“I do not want trouble in this place, Señor,” he says.

I look at him.

“Why don’t you take your weight off your feet an’ sit down, Fatty?” I tell him. “I suppose what you’re tryin’ to tell me is that somebody wants to get Dominguez over the State Line. I reckon he’s just another of them goddam bandits you keep around here. Maybe,” I go on, blowin’ a big smoke ring, “he was the guy who cut the throat of that United States mail carrier over the New Mexico Line three weeks ago. I reckon you Mexicans are doin’ pretty good these days. When your Government isn’t pinchin’ somebody’s oil wells you just go in for individual stick-ups.”

I signal to the waiter an’ tell him to bring me some rye if he’s got it.

“If it will ease your mind any,” I say to the boss, “I have not come around here to pull any rough stuff with this Dominguez guy. I just wanta talk to him. There ain’t a law against that, is there? I believe you can talk to people even in Tampapa.”

He smiles sorta polite.

“Of course, Señor,” he says. “People can say what they like. I only tell you that the Government people do not like this Dominguez very much. He makes some trouble now and again. He likes to begin small revolutions. Sometimes he is a little successful. That is all.”

He sits down. When the waiter comes back with my rye he has brought a drink for him. It looks as if this bozo is keen to talk to me. We sit there lookin’ at each other.

“Looky,” I tell him, “I’m a curious sorta feller. Maybe I’m a bit interested in these guys who’ve been tryin’ to talk to Dominguez. Maybe it’d be worth while my slippin’ you a little something if you could tell me about them.”

“That is very nice of you, Señor,” he says, “but I do not know. All I say is that I do not want any trouble in this place.”

He takes another long look at me an’ then he picks up his drink an’ scrams. I watch him walkin’ across the floor an’ I think I would like to hand him a kick in the seat of those tight pants of his that would make him wonder if it wasn’t his birthday.

Then I look away towards the doorway an’ just then the Martinas dame comes in. I haven’t ever seen this baby before but I heard about her — plenty, an’ I sorta sense this is her. It’s got to be her anyhow.

She is what the doctor ordered all right. If I wasn’t so tired of suckin’ in Mexican dust, frijoles an’ rot-gut tequila I would get excited maybe.

She has got a walk on her that only goes with a good Spanish family with just a touch of Indian somewhere along the line to keep the book right. She has everythin’. A smooth, light coffee skin an’ hair like black velvet. She knows how to get it dressed too an’ she never got that last water wave around this dump. She has that sorta figure that makes you wonder whether you ain’t usin’ your imagination a trifle too much an’ she puts her little feet on the ground in a sorta decided way that tells you she’s got that little somethin’ called poise one hundred per cent.

She is wearing a silk frock cut low an’ a red Mexican shawl pulled tight around her an’ a white sombrero. She holds her head right up an’ she looks around the place like it was an antheap.

What the hell. Maybe this job is goin’ to have some redeemin’ features after all....

She walks straight across the room an’ she plants herself down at a table on the left of the platform where the band work. When she sits down she just lets the whole world know that she ain’t chary about showin’ her ankles. I reckon she thinks they’re good an’ that maybe the male customers will be liable to buy another drink if they see some ankle first. I think they are good too.

After a coupla minutes the band comes in. I look at these three bozos an’ I try an’ think of some words that will describe ’em. I once heard some guy say that another guy looked like a depraved scarecrow. I reckon that that is what this band looks like. They sit down an’ pick up their guitars an’ look around with that sorta dead pan look that always comes on to a Mexicano’s puss when he’s goin’ to do a job of work. Then they start playin’. They play a thin reedy tune without any life in it, a tune that makes me sick. I think of Ben Bernie’s band, and, boy, do I wish I was back in New York?

O.K. Well, things have started now. Two or three guys get up and start dancin’. It is as hot as hell. They just loop around holdin’ the women as if they was goin’ to lose ’em. I notice that nobody asks the Martinas dame if she would like to wrestle to music.

I light another cigarette. When I look up I see the waiter lookin’ towards the doorway. He looks towards the doorway an’ then he looks at me an’ then he grins. I reckon he is tellin’ me that this is Dominguez. Everybody screws round, sorta uncomfortable. Dominguez comes in an’ he stands in the doorway looking around. He sees the Martinas dame. He grins.

He is a tall thin feller, very well dressed in black with silver lacin’s down the side of his breeches, a bull-fighter’s shirt an’ tie, an’ a sombrero with silver cords. He has a long thin face an’ a nose that juts out. He has a thin mouth an’ big white teeth. He has got nothin’ on his hip but there is a bulge inside the left-hand breast of his jacket. I reckon this bozo is carryin’ the usual mother of pearl handled .32 snub gun with a short barrel that all these punks carry around here.

The band decides to stop playin’. I call the waiter an’ buy myself another drink, although I am tellin’ myself that I am drinkin’ plenty too much especially for a guy who has gotta keep his wits goin’. When he brings the drink over, the band begins playin’ again. The Martinas dame gets up an’ begins to sing. She has got a funny high voice but not unpleasant an’ she hands out the usual wail about her lover in the mountains, the sorta morbid near-hot number that sounds so damn miserable that it makes the Mexicans happy to listen to it. When she finishes everybody claps. They think it is good.

I just sit where I am an’ do nothin’. Dominguez is lookin’ around the room. He is smilin’, sorta appreciatin’ the applause that the dame is gettin’. I suppose he thought that some of it was for him. Then he goes over to her table an’ he sits down. She looks at him an’ grins. Then she looks at the band an’ starts talkin’ to him, pointin’ to the band platform. He grins some more. He looks round. Boy, I knew it, this guy is goin’ to sing. He walks up to the band platform an’ he grabs a guitar off one of the bozos there an’ turns around an’ starts singing a song.

Maybe you’ve heard of it. It is a song called Sombrero an’ if you’re in Mexico you can put your shirt on one thing. It doesn’t matter how small a goddam dump is where you are, you can bet your last year’s shoe-ties that some dame or guy is goin’ to get up an’ sing Sombrero at any moment. When he finishes this song everybody gives him the big hand.

I reckon that maybe it is time I started somethin’. I walk over across the floor to his table.

“Very nice, Señor,” I tell him. “It’s a good number but it’s sorta old-fashioned. Maybe I can sing for you.”

I put out my hand an’ I take the guitar off the table. He looks at me. His eyes are cold. Way on the other side of the room I can see the fat boss lookin’ worried. Maybe he’ll have something else to worry him in a minute.

I give myself a quiet ad lib on the guitar, an’ I start playin’ a hot number. Then I break inta a little Spanish song that some dame taught me one time in Parral. This song is all about how a dame never knows what’s waitin’ round the corner an’ that even if she thinks she’s in love with the guy she’s got, well, she can still be wrong. You know, it was just one of those.

All the time I am singin’ I am givin’ this Martinas dame the once over. I sling some hot lingerin’ looks at her that woulda burned through a battleship, but she just ain’t playin’. She looks at me with a sorta superior little grin. Her eyes are quite steady, they don’t flicker or move. While I am singin’ I get to thinkin’ that this baby would probably spray you with a machine gun with one hand an’ pick roses with the other. She is that sorta dame.

I finish the song, an’ I hand the guitar back to Dominguez. He is still smilin’ but he is only smilin’ with his lips. His eyes are like a coupla icebergs. He waves his hand towards a chair on the other side of the table.

“Sit down, Señor,” he says. “It is a great pleasure to hear a Spanish song sung with such feeling by an Americano.”

“An’ how did you know I was an Americano?” I crack at him, in English. “I reckon I speak this lingo well enough to get by without bein’ recognised as an American citizen. But maybe somebody told you.”

He laughs. I can see that this guy understands what I am sayin’ as well as I do myself. But he answers in the best San Luis Potosi.

“The waiter, Señor,” he says. “He was waiting outside for me. He told me that an interesting stranger — an Americano was here.”

He digs around in his breeches pockets and pulls out a coupla long cigarros. He gives me one an’ lights it for me. All the time he is keepin’ his eyes on mine.

He signals over to the waiter an’ orders some drinks. I reckon that this bozo is comin’ out with something in a minute so I don’t say anything. I just look around the place as if I was interested in watchin’ that dead pan crowd.

An’ somehow I get the idea that the whole damn lot of ’em are watchin’ Dominguez an’ me. Maybe they think that they might see some fun. Well, maybe they are goin’ to be right!

When the guy brings the drinks Dominguez sits back an’ draws on his cigar. When I look at him I see a grin in his eye.

“I have not the honour of knowing the Señor’s name,” he says. “My own unworthy name is Pedro Dominguez — possibly you have heard of it? This lady who honours me with her presence is the Señora Fernanda Martinas.”

I get up an’ make a little bow to the Martinas. While I am doin’ it I see a sorta laugh come inta her eye.

I get to thinkin’ that this Martinas dame has got a mouth that is pretty swell. Her lips are nice and not thick like most of the women around these parts, an’ she uses a good lipstick. I haveta pull myself back to the job in hand because I am lookin’ at her too hard thinkin’ that I could put in some overtime on a mouth like that one.

“My name’s Hellup,” I tell Dominguez. “Wyle T. Hellup. I’m down from Las Lunas, New Mexico, an’ I’m lookin’ for a ranch around here some place for some New York friends of mine.”

She laughs. He joins in.

“Your friends must be very foolish, Señor Hellup,” she says. “To buy a ranch in this district is madness. Perhaps you saw some of the cattle as you came over the country.”

I nod.

“I reckon they’re mad, too,” I say. “But when people make up their minds I just don’t argue with ’em.”

Dominguez nods his head.

“Señor,” he says. “Heaven forbid that I should suggest that you are a prevaricator of the truth, but you must think that we are very foolish if you really think that we believe that fable about the ranch. The little fairy story that you have already told the waiter!”

I start thinkin’ quick.

For a minute I get the jitters. I wonder if I have made a mistake, but then I reckon I can’t have made one. There can’t be two Pedro Dominguez an’ maybe this palooka has got some reason for doin’ it this way. I think I’ll play it along his way an’ see what happens.

“I don’t understand you, Señor,” I tell him.

He spreads his hands.

“Two or three times,” he says very softly, “people come here to Tampapa. They tell all sorts of amusing stories about why they are here, what they are going to do.”

He looks like a rattlesnake an’ I can see one side of his thin mouth twitchin’.

“Usually these people are interested in one of two things,” he says. “One thing is oil and the other is silver. They do not tell us that... oh no... it is always that they are seeking to buy a ranch or some such fable.

“Only last week,” he goes on, “there was a foolish young man who said that his name was Lariat. He got himself into a little trouble here with the police — I am afraid that I had something to do with that. It was perhaps unfortunate that he was shot whilst attempting to escape from the jail in Tampapa. We have a jail — a remote and somewhat hot place, and he would have been better advised to stay there and commune with himself in peace and solitude. But no, he must attempt to escape instead of securing the services of our esteemed and clever lawyer Estorado who, I have no doubt, would have got him out and away — for a consideration.”

I get it. I give him a grin that is half a sneer.

“You don’t say,” I tell him. “An’ what am I supposed to do? Am I supposed to get down an’ kiss your lily white hand because you ain’t tryin’ to frame me inta your lousy jail?”

I lean across the table.

“Listen, Dominguez,” I tell him. “I heard plenty about you. You’re the local bad man with bells on, ain’t you? You think you’re a god on wheels, but to me you’re just another Mexican punk!”

This guy is good. He don’t lose his temper. He just sits there playin’ with the stem of his glass.

“I am not going to quarrel with you, Señor,” he says. “The Rurales patrol will be here at any moment and if I were to lose my temper and deal with you as I would do, I might find myself sharing the same cell for the night, and that would not please me. I have no doubt that I shall find other opportunities for meeting you under more favourable circumstances.”

He looks over to the doorway. I screw around an’ I see standin’ over there, a Rurales police lieutenant an’ three troopers.

O.K. Here we go!

I lean across the table.

“Listen, Dominguez,” I tell him. “I’m wise to you. Maybe you’ll try an’ get me ironed out, but you won’t get away with it. It’d take more than a lousy dago like you an’ that cheap skirt you got stickin’ around with you—” I throw a sneer in the direction of Fernanda. “Me — I think that you are just another love-child....”

He slams me. He busts me a straight one in the puss that knocks me sideways. I jump up, grab the tequila bottle an’ try a quick shot with it. I miss him an’ the liquor goes all over Fernanda who is sittin’ there with a dead white pan shriekin’ for somebody or somethin’ to strike me dead for the honour of the Martinas family.

As Dominguez sticks his hand inside his shirt for the gun I bust him a mean one an’ go over the table on top of him.

Around me I can hear a hell of a lot of noise an’ yellin’, an’ the next thing I know is that two of the Rurales have got hold of me an’ the lieutenant an’ the other one are grabbin’ Dominguez. Everybody is bawlin’ an’ shoutin’ at once. I can hear the waiter an’ the fat boss an’ the rest of ’em all tellin’ forty-nine different versions of what really broke, an’ away above it all I can hear Fernanda shriekin’ that I called her a cheap so-an’-so.

The lieutenant — a dirty little palooko with a three days’ growth of beard — puts up his hand an’ the noise stops.

“Señors,” he says, “you will both go to the jail. It is quite some way away. You will have a long walk and ample time to consider your position.”

They take Dominguez an’ me outside an’ tie our hands behind us with a trooper holdin’ a length of rope to lead us on. They then get on their horses an’ start off down the road, with the horses’ hoofs kickin’ up the dust in our mouths.

Dominguez has still got the end of his cigarro hanging out of his mouth an’ he is bleedin’ from a cut over the eye that he won when I hit him.

I look over my shoulder. Standin’ in the doorway watchin’ us is Fernanda. Her white sombrero shows up in the crowd of dead pans.

“Adios, Americano,” she calls out. “I hope you die of jail fever!”

It is midnight when they chuck us in the can at Tampapa. When the guy closes the door of the stone cell Dominguez goes an’ sits on the wooden bench against the rear wall.

I stand at the door looking between the bars of the iron gratin’ as the jailer moves away.

When he has gone I turn around and look at Dominguez. He has put his feet up on the bench an’ he has got another cigarro out of his pocket. He is smokin’ nice and quiet as if he hasn’t got a care in the world.

I go over to him.

“So what?” I says.

He looks up at me an’ laughs. When you look at him this Dominguez has not got such a bad sorta pan after all. It looks like the kinda face that meant to be kind but sorta got deflected in youth if you get me.

“It was the only way, Señor Hellup,” he says. “Here we can talk. Outside if we talk everybody looks, everybody suspects. Besides I am not at all popular in this district at the moment. I am glad that you realised what I was about, but I think it was unnecessary to call my poor Fernanda that very rude name.”

He shrugs his shoulders sorta sad.

“Forget it,” I tell him. “It just sorta came inta my head an’ I said it.”

I go over to the door an’ take another look. Everything is quiet. I go back to him.

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Supposin’ you talk first. An’ talk plenty, Dominguez. Because the more you talk the more you get.”

He knocks the ash off his cigar. The moonlight is comin’ through the bars of the window way up on the other side of the cell, fallin’ on his face. Is this guy goin’ to give the truth or is he?


II. DUET FOR FOUR-FLUSHERS
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IT IS THREE o’clock an’ Pedro is still not talkin’.

I have got the hire of a guitar, a half bottle of tequila an’ a pack of cigarettes off the guard for three pesos an’ I am all set to stick around until this bozo decides that he will talk turkey.

I have found that you don’t haveta hurry Mexicans. If they wanta talk they’ll talk. If they don’t, just hang around until they start thinkin’ in terms of American dollars — which is what they always finally do. They are sweet guys — sorta polite an’ they will always commend your soul to the Madre de Dios while they are cuttin’ your throat, an’ although it don’t make any difference to your throat still the thought is very nice if you get me.

I am sittin’ with my back against the wall underneath the window with the gratin’ over it. This way the moonlight is fallin’ on Pedro. I can watch this bozo while he is lyin’ on the bench an’ I can keep my eye on his face an’ see when he is gettin’ ideas about comin’ across.

I strike a coupla soft chords on the guitar an’ I start doin’ a little croonin’ just to keep myself awake. I am vampin’ to a little number that I usta sing to a dame one time when I was doin’ a job up in the Ozark mountains. She was a honey that dame. She had everything. She was sorta petite an’ clingin’ but she was a very forceful character like the time when she tried to stick a meat skewer in my eye for slingin’ a hot look at the local school marm. Love can be hell. But maybe you heard about that.

Pedro turns over on his side an’ listens as I start croonin’.



“Stick around, sweet baby,
An’ maybe I’ll stick too,
You ain’t nobody’s business,
But I’ll say you’ll do.
We’ll chew some gum together.
An’ croon a little song.
We’ve lots of time for workin’ out,
Who was it done who wrong.
So stick around, sweet baby,
An’ maybe you’ll see,
There ain’t a guy in Mexico
Can neck a dame like me.”



Pedro says that he reckons that this is a swell song. Then he puts his hand out an’ I sling the guitar over an’ he busts into a cucaracha that woulda made you tingle if you’d heard it. That guy can sing plenty when he wants to.

After he has finished he puts the guitar down an’ swings around. He looks serious.

“Señor Hellup,” he says, “you must realise that the important thing is the money. You say nothing about the money. As one caballero to another....”

I pick up the guitar an’ start strikin’ chords. The money thing is beginnin’ to get this guy down.

“Looky, Pedro,” I tell him. “I reckon you an’ me talk the same language. I also reckon that you are a brainy guy. The way you fixed gettin’ us stuck in this jail so’s we could talk things over in peace was very clever an’ personally speakin’ I would trust you with everythin’ I got. But the guys I got behind me are not like that. They are not trustful guys. They do not know what a helluva swell boy you are, Pedro. These guys say that you gotta spill the beans before you collect, an’ you can take it from me that as soon as you do spill ’em you’ll collect pronto. You get me?”

He looks sad.

“Is the money in Mexico?” he says.

I nod.

“Yeah,” I tell him. “I could have it in a day, but I gotta have the dope first.”

He turns over on his back an’ starts lookin’ up in the air again. He is thinkin’ about that dough. He lights a cigarette an’ thinks hard. After a while he turns his head over towards me an’ starts in.

“I shall trust you, Señor Hellup,” he says, “because I see that you are a caballero. Directly I set my eyes upon you I said to myself this Señor Hellup is a caballero. I shall tell you what I know. Then we must arrange that you get out of this jail. Then you must have an opportunity to collect the money, after which you will give me 5,000 dollars and I will take you to the place. I will show you everything, Señor.”

“Yeah?” I tell him.

I am still watchin’ this guy’s pan, but it don’t tell me much.

“That will be swell,” I go on. “Listen, Pedro. How’d you come inta this business?”

He swings his legs down off the bench an’ turns round an’ looks at me. His face is sorta whimsical. He is sittin’ there with his hands on his knees an’ his head stickin’ forward lookin’ straight inta my face with that sorta nice honest smilin’, trustin’ look that a Mexican always puts on when he’s goin’ to tell you a bunch of goddam lies.

“Señor Hellup,” he says, “you will realise that I am a brave man — very brave. You will also realise that I am a man who is fatally attractive to women. With the greatest diffidence I tell you, Señor Hellup, that women have killed themselves about me before now.”

I nod but I am thinkin’ to myself that I bet they have. I am also thinkin’ that I have never met a guy within one hundred miles of the San Luis Potosi district who didn’t think that every dame who took a look at him was all steamed up just in case he wouldn’t give her a tumble.

He goes on.

“The fact that there is a little trouble with a woman, and that a small revolution with which I was unfortunately connected went wrong in the Coahuila district, necessitated my rusticating for a little while in the desolate foothills near the Sierra Mojada.

“It is while I am there, Señor, that I first meet the Señor Pepper. Immediately I am attracted to him. He also is a caballero. He is living in a shack in the foothills and he also, like you, is looking around for a ranch for some friends in New York.”

My ears start flappin’. So Pepper got as far as the foothills in the Sierra Mojada. I wonder what the hell he did after he left there. I reckon I would give something to get a sight of Pepper.

“One day while this Pepper is away I go over to his hut,” says Pedro. “Because I am a curious man who is interested in all things, I look around the hut. I search and find in one of his boots an identification card of the Federal Bureau of Investigation of the United States Department of Justice.

“Aha, I think to myself, the Señor Pepper is playing a little game. I think it is a coincidence that he and I should be the only people in this desolate district, and I conclude that he is there because he wishes to talk to me, and that maybe some diffidence on his part has prevented him from informing me of the fact, and also that he was a ‘G’ man.”

This is a good one! It is not like Pepper to go carryin’ his identification card around in his boot which is the first place that any guy who rides horses is goin’ to look.

“So I await his return,” Pedro goes on, “and when he comes back I hand him back the identification card and tell him that any knowledge that I have is at his disposal, providing a little money — say 5,000 American dollars, is paid for it.

“He tells me that he will go away and collect the money and return and pay it to me, and that he will be glad to listen to what I have to say. But alas he does not come back, and from that day to this I have not seen him.

“A charming man, Señor, a brave man, a caballero...”

“You’re tellin’ me,” I chip in. “Nobody else ain’t seen Pepper since then neither. He’s just disappeared off the map.”

He nods.

“Precisely, Señor,” he says, “because I do not need to tell you that there are people in Mexico who are at this moment not very well disposed to members of a Department of the American Federal Service wandering about this country endeavouring to discover things which I have no doubt certain people do not want known.”

He looks at me an’ he smiles. I reckon that the look on his face is the same sorta look that a boa constrictor would have when it was lookin’ at a rabbit, only in this case I reckon that I’m the rabbit.

He switches around an’ puts his legs up on the bench an’ lies there on his back with his arms behind his head lookin’ at the ceilin’.

“I will tell you, Señor Hellup,” he says, “exactly what I told to the Señor Pepper. Two weeks before I met him, which is about five weeks ago, Señor, I am approached by a friend of mine called Ramon de Puertas. My friend Ramon, who knows that at this moment I do not wish my whereabouts to be known to the Government of this country, or to any of the police patrols in the vicinity, suggests to me that I may make myself a little money by undertaking to be responsible for the safety of an old gentleman and some friends of his who are living in a desolate and lonely hacienda in the Sierra Madre.

“This old gentleman, according to my friend Ramon, is a little bit mad. He is a scientist who apparently is conducting some ridiculous experiments which he considers would improve greatly the process used for blasting rock at the mines in the silver district.

“Ramon says that the old gentleman is wealthy, that he has money, and that therefore unless he is adequately guarded some of the bad characters with which that part of the country abounds, may endeavour to either despoil or kidnap him or his friends. He suggests therefore that I secure the services of three or four of my friends and that we go along to the hacienda and look after the old gentleman.

“The idea appeals greatly to me, Señor. I go to the hacienda. I meet this charming old gentleman — one Señor Jamieson — with whom I make arrangements. It is agreed that during the night myself and my four friends shall mount guard around the outer walls of the hacienda, that we shall live in a little adobe house on the eastern edge of the grounds; that we shall receive our supplies from the hacienda, and that whilst we carry out these duties I shall be paid 150 Mexican dollars a week for my own services and those of my friends.

“Understand, Señor, that I am quite happy. It is desolate country. We are away from the world. In this district the Rurales patrols — which I do not like at all — seldom penetrate.”

He stops talkin’, then he swings himself around, grabs another cigarette, lights it an’ sits lookin’ at me. Pedro is a good actor. The expression on this guy’s face tells me that we’re now comin’ to the crux of the job.

“It is three nights afterwards it happened, Señor,” he says. “During the evening some people arrive. I get this from the two Indian women who are servants at the hacienda. There arrives a lady and there arrives another gentleman whose name I do not know. It is soon after midnight, Señor, that I am standing looking out across the mesa, thinking that the world is after all a peaceful place for Pedro Dominguez, when I hear from the hacienda the sound of a gramophone. I hear the sound of the lady laughing. I think it is beautiful that there could be joy on such a night as this.

“At this moment I am attracted by the sound of a motorcar, and I observe an automobile being driven along the track that leads to the gates in the wall of the hacienda. I pick up my rifle and I walk towards this car to find out who this newcomer is, when, Señor, from the hacienda there comes the sound of a most terrible explosion.

“I am thrown over upon my face. I mutter a prayer to the Madonna, and I say to myself that it is unfortunate that the Señor Jamieson should select such a beautiful night to blow himself up with his ridiculous experiments.

“At this moment I see running down from the hacienda the young man who is the secretary to Señor Jamieson. He runs towards the car which was approaching and which I then observe to be driven by a young and very beautiful woman, and he explains to her the terrible calamity which has happened. This lady was apparently to be another guest at the hacienda.”

An expression of great sadness comes over this guy’s face.

He spreads his hands.

“How terrible this was, Señor,” he says. “One half of the hacienda is blown down, the walls are blown out, the furniture is smashed to pieces. It seems that Señor Jamieson was explaining his new invention to his friends when this terrible accident happened. The two Indian servants are killed, as is Señor Jamieson, the lady and the young man. Only the secretary escapes and that because he had left the hacienda to observe the arrival of the young lady who should have been there hours before, and who can thank the saints that she had been delayed, otherwise she too would have died.”

Pedro stubs out his cigarette an’ stretches.

“We buried them as well as we could inside the east wall of the hacienda, Señor,” he says. “Señor Jamieson was not recognisable. He was in pieces. The young man who was a guest was without a head. We could not even find the servants, we found only pieces of their clothes.

“I am very very sad, Señor, because I have lost what you call my meal ticket. You will realise that I do not wish to report this business to the Commandant of the nearest Rurales post.

“Next evening, Señor, regretfully, I and my four amigos mount and ride away over the desert.”

He gives a big sigh.

“How beautiful life can be,” he says, “and how sad. Señor, that is all I know.”

He stretches himself out on the bench an’ puts his hands behind his head an’ looks at the ceilin’ some more. I reckon it is now my turn to start playin’.

“O.K., Pedro,” I tell him. “But that don’t tell me a lot except that Jamieson an’ the girl an’ the other guys are all dead. Did you find any of the old boy’s papers or things while you was pokin’ about in the ruins?”

“There was nothing, Señor,” he says, “nothing at all. Everything on that side of the hacienda was smashed to little pieces or burned. Naturally I searched to see if there was anything of value but I found nothing.”

I light myself a cigarette.

“Well, that ain’t a helluva lot of information for 5,000 dollars, Pedro,” I tell him. “Is it now?”

He swings around off the bench an’ looks at me.

“Señor,” he says, “you insult me. I am not for one moment suggesting that you should pay me the money until I have taken you to the hacienda so that you may see for yourself. It is not an easy place to find; you will not find it unless you have an experienced guide — such as myself. The place is two days’ journey from here. The country is bad at the moment and not safe for you. The sum I ask you is not much for what I would do for you.”

I do a little quiet thinkin’.

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Well, supposin’ I trade with you? “How’re we goin’ to get outa this dump?”

“That is not going to be very difficult, Señor,” he says. “I know this guard here. He is amenable to reason. If we talk to him of a little money he will listen. Señor, here is my plan. We wait till to-morrow afternoon, because the morning is not a good time for there are people about the jail, but in the afternoon the place is deserted.

“Very well. When the guard comes in I will talk to him and in the early evening he will arrange so that the door here is left unlocked. You will go but I shall remain as security that we pay him his money — it will not cost much, say two hundred pesos. Very well. You will go off, you will go and get the money, but you must be careful to keep away from Tampapa. How long will it take you to get the money?”

“I got the money in my car,” I tell him. “I parked it in some sage-brush dump out on the east side of the town before I come in. I can get there in an hour. But I’ll have to walk back,” I tell him, “because the car is no durn good. The carburettor is all jiggered up. She won’t go a yard.”

“Do not worry about that, Señor,” says Pedro. “That is merely a detail. You will not need the car. When you have got the money you must lie low until nightfall. Then work around the outskirts of Tampapa and continue along the line of the road that leads past this jail towards the mesa. Two miles away you will find a desert road leading north. Follow it and presently you will come to a little house — a white casa in a small valley towards the Nazas country. It is a desolate place and you need not worry about being seen. The police patrols seldom penetrate there, besides which the guard here will probably have informed his friends of your generosity.

“At this house you will find the Señora Fernanda Martinas. Make your peace with her. Explain to her the fact that your rudeness to her was merely theatrical and part of our little scheme, because I do not wish to antagonise this lady of whom I am extremely fond, and who has the temperament of a tigress when aroused.

“She will make arrangements for the money which you will give her to be brought here to the jail. I suggest that you send two hundred pesos for the guard and another three hundred for the Commandante.”

He stretches himself again. He looks plenty pleased with the way he is runnin’ this business.

“Then,” he goes on, “I shall be released. I shall immediately join you at the casa and we can make our own arrangements about setting out for the remains of the hacienda of the late Señor Jamieson in the Sierra Madre.”

He looks at me with a big smile.

“Well, Señor,” he says, “does it go?”

“It goes swell, Pedro,” I tell him. “I reckon I won’t forget how you’ve played this business when the time comes.”

He gives a big yawn an’ he stretches himself out an’ goes off to sleep. It sit there smokin’ an’ lookin’ at him. In a few minutes this guy is sleepin’ like a baby.

I do some quiet thinkin’. Me, I do not know whether this Pedro is tellin’ the truth or makin’ it up as he goes along. I do not get this Jamieson stuff, and this explosion business, one little bit. Maybe Pedro thinks I know more than I do know. What I want right now is some sorta information that is goin’ to get me next to Pepper.

The moonlight is comin’ through the gratin’ an’ fallin’ on Pedro’s face, makin’ it look like a checkers board. I get to thinkin’ about Fernanda.

Now there is a dame for you. How comes it that a palooka like Pedro who is nothin’ but a two-by-four four-flushin’ bandit should get for himself a dame like Fernanda? Maybe he is right when he says that she has gotta temper like a tigress when she ain’t seein’ eye to eye with you but a dame is often all the better for bein’ that way.

I usta know a dame in Chattanooga who wasn’t even good-lookin’ until she saw you givin’ the once over to some other honey after which she got so durn beautiful that you could only duck an’ hope that she would miss when she started throwin’ the cutlery about. It was only when I heard that this baby had cut the right ear clean off a Marine with a drop shot with a carvin’ knife from ten yards that I remembered I had got a date in New York.

But apart from the knife throwin’ act she was a honey an’ very kind to animals.

Are dames funny? You’re tellin’ me. I reckon that if it wasn’t for dames I should be doin’ some other sorta job. The guy who said cherchez la femme didn’t know the half of it. It’s one thing to cherchez ’em an’ another thing to know what you’re goin’ to do with ’em when you’ve found ’em.

Any dame who has got a face that don’t hurt an’ whose shape entitles her to credit in a swim suit advertisement is always goin’ to start somethin’ whenever she can, just to teach herself that she can still pack a wallop where the boys are concerned. An’ anytime you run into a sweet bunch of trouble you can bet your next month’s pay that you are goin’ to find some baby sittin’ right down at the bottom of it all lookin’ innocent and packin’ a six-inch knife in the top of her silk stockin’ just in case she needs it for peelin’ apples.

Which maybe is one explanation of the Pedro-Fernanda set-up.

I sit there thinkin’ to myself that the sooner I get outa this jail the better for all concerned. I am in this country an’ I got to look after myself because I reckon that a Federal identification card is about as much good to me here as a raspberry sundae to an Esquimo with frost-bite.

So what. I lay down on the floor an’ stretch out. This can is as hot as hell in summer but I reckon that all things come to him who waits — all the things that the other guy don’t want!

The sunshine is comin’ through the gratin’.

While I am rubbin’ the sleep outa my eyes I can see Pedro talkin’ to the guard through the slot in the door. He is gesticulatin’ an’ wavin’ his arms about an’ talkin’ plenty fast.

After a bit he comes over to me. He is grinnin’.

“It is all fixed up, Señor Hellup,” he says. “Everything is going to be very well. At five o’clock this afternoon the guard will come here, open the door of the cell and enter. He will talk to me. You will slip out. Turn sharply to your right, keep along the passage until you come to the end and turn to your left. This will bring you directly to the side door of the jail. Outside run quickly around to the back of the jail and take the small path which leads back past the estancia where we met. Beyond there is the mesa and a dozen places for you to hide until nightfall, because you must realise that it will be necessary to make some show of searching for you. After which you must do what I have already told you.”

“Swell, Pedro,” I tell him. “You’re doin’ fine.”

He goes back to his bench an’ starts strummin’ on the guitar. I reckon I am beginnin’ to like this Pedro guy. He has gotta sense of humour.

Presently the guard comes back an’ brings some lousy stuff that he calls coffee. We drink this, after which I tell Pedro to wake me up in time for the big act.

Then I lay down on the floor an’ go off again, because I have found that if you have not got anything else to do sleep is a very good thing an’ costs practically nothin’.

When I wake up I don’t open my eyes or move. I just lie there wonderin’ just what is goin’ to happen to Lemmy Caution when the fun starts.

After a bit Pedro comes over to me.

“Wake up, Señor,” he says. “In a minute the guard will be here. Prepare yourself an’ do just what we have arranged. All will be well!”

“O.K.,” I tell him.

I get up an’ sit on the bench. In a minute I hear the guard comin’ along the passageway outside. Then I hear him unlockin’ the cell door.

“Now, Señor!” Pedro hisses at me. “Now is the time. You must make it look like an escape!”

The door swings open an’ the guard comes. He starts walkin’ towards Pedro an’ the way to the cell door is clear.

I don’t take it. I take a jump at the guard an’ swing a right hook at his jaw that woulda busted a torpedo boat in half. As he goes over I grab his gun outa the holster on his belt.

Pedro is lookin’ at me with his eyes poppin’.

“Señor,” he starts in, “Señor...”

“Cut it out, punk,” I tell him. “Do you think I ain’t been wise to your bedtime fairy stories about how I was goin’ to get outa here? You was goin’ to play the same game with me as you played with Lariat, but it ain’t workin’!”

I take a jump at Pedro an’ I smash him a mean one over the top of the head with the gun butt. He goes down like he was poleaxed. I grab the key off the guard, get outa the cell, slam the door an’ stick the key in my pocket.

I am standin’ outside in the passage. Pedro told me to run right an’ take the turn to the left. Well, I am just not doin’ this because I reckon they will be waitin’ for me an’ they won’t be sayin’ it with flowers either.

So I turn left, gumshoe down the passage. At the end is a sorta guard room. Over on the other side over a sleepin’ bunk is a frame window. I ease over onto the bunk, bust open the window and drop out.

I am in some little patio to the side of the jail. There is a doorway in the adobe wall over on the right. I go through this with the gun ready just in case somebody wants to start somethin’.

Away in the front of the jail I can hear plenty yellin’.

Out through the doorway is a pathway leadin’ to a road through the scrub. I take this an’ start runnin’. A hundred yards down the road I turn an’ look back. There is a guy outside the patio wall drawin’ a bead on me with a rifle. I take a flop the second before he pulls the trigger, an’ as he fires wriggle around on the ground an’ take a quick one at him. He decides to get inside the patio again.

I get up an ‘start runnin’ some more. An’ it’s durn funny how fast you can go when you wanta.

After a bit I ease over to the left an’ take a path through the scrub. In ten minutes I am in the foothills east of Tampapa with the estancia layin’ away behind me on the right.

Maybe I know a bit more about this country than Pedro was wise to.

I go on for a while an’ then flop down by a cactus an’ listen.

I can’t hear a thing.

I sit there an’ get my breath. I reckon it has come off. I reckon the bozos who was waitin’ for me was out on the other side of the jail.

An’ they will go for the place where I told Pedro I had parked the car on the east side of the town, an’ they won’t find it because it’s in a gully due north — an’ it’s still goin’.

I sit there for a bit an’ then I get up an’ start lopin’ off, workin’ round to the north. I have not got any really good idea about what I am goin’ to do but there is one thing that I am durn certain about an’ that is that whatever I am goin’ to do I ain’t doin’ it till night comes along. Me, I like the dark — especially when there is a good chance of some guy takin’ a pot at you just to see if you are one of them guys who wriggles when a bullet hits him.

After a bit I get up an’ work around to the gully where I left the car. I open up the bonnet an’ look under the false bottom in the tool box. I have got the Luger there an’ a quart bottle of rye.

I take a drink an’ then ease off about a hundred yards away where there is a clump of cactus. I lie down with the Luger between my knees just in case some guy should happen around.

I think I will get myself a piece of sleep, because maybe I’m goin’ to need it.


III. SWEET MOMMA
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IT IS ELEVEN o’clock when I wake up.

There is a sweet moon an’ when I look around I see the cactus bushes an’ joshua trees throwing funny shadows around the place. I reckon the Mexican desert is an odd sorta place at night — creepy as well. I give myself a cigarette an’ start doin’ a little thinkin’ about Pepper.

I reckon it would be a nice thing for all concerned if anybody hadda known what Pepper was playin’ at. You gotta realise that this Pepper is a great guy. He is a swell agent with a heart like two lions. As well he is a good looker an’ dames go for him plenty. This boy is too smart to disappear off the face of the map without some good reason unless somebody has creased him.

All the information I have got is that Pepper was operatin’ in the Arizona district. He telephones through to the Agent-in-Charge down there an’ says he has gotta beat on some tough stuff that is happenin’ over the border — somethin’ hot. He says it is a helluva business an’ that he would like two three weeks over there, after which he reckons he is goin’ to have plenty to report. He says he ain’t got time to say any more right then because things are poppin’, which is a fact that tells me that whatever it was got Pepper along to the shack in the Sierra Mojada, where he ran across Dominguez, started on our side of the Line. But they got telegraphs and telephones even in Mexico an’ when the Agent-in-Charge in Arizona don’t hear anything from the boy he starts gettin’ worried an’ they send me over.

O.K. It is stickin’ out a foot that if Pepper was playin’ his hand as quietly as all that, there was some dam’ good reason for it. That is why I have been callin’ myself Mr. Hellup an’ am supposed to be lookin’ for a ranch for some Americanos.

I heard about this guy Dominguez. I been hangin’ around the San Luis Potosi district an’ workin’ from there right away up to Juan del Rio across to Tamaulipas then down to Hidalgo, tryin’ to get a lead on Pepper. The sweet baby I was tellin’ you about, the one I met in Matehuala told me she had seen an Americano answerin’ to the boy’s description with this Dominguez an’ a dame called Fernanda Martinas. This honeypot tells me that Dominguez is a small time bandit who will do anything for dough an’ that the Fernanda jane is a woman who is stuck on Pedro but who ain’t so very well known around those parts.

The thing is just how much of this stuff that Dominguez has told me about this Jamieson guy and the rest of it is true, and how much is just plain hooey. It is a funny sorta story an’ it ain’t the kind of tale that Dominguez woulda had enough sense to have made up, so I reckon there is some truth in it. I start thinkin’ about Dominguez.

Two things are stickin’ out a foot. One is that Dominguez knew that I had come inta Mexico to find out about Pepper. Directly I started talkin’ to that waiter about him an’ the dame he got the news. The rest was a frame-up. Dominguez had promised some bum policeman, who was short of a few dollars, some dough to get me inta that jail. Then they were goin’ to pull the old one on me. The old “shot while tryin’ to escape” stuff. If they’d got away with this, the U.S. Government mightn’t have liked it, but what would they have done? I’d been pinched for gettin’ myself inta a tavern brawl an’ under Mexican Federal law if a prisoner tries to escape you’re entitled to shoot him.

All of which shows you that this guy Dominguez has got some brains, because that idea he tried to pull across me about gettin’ me inta the jail just so’s we could talk was a sweet one.

An’ that is the reason why I think that this stuff he told me was the truth. Why should he worry about tellin’ me a lie when he thinks that before I have got ten yards out that jail I’m goin’ to be so fulla lead that I look like a cannon-ball factory?

An’ where do we go from there? I lay back there, smokin’ with my shirt collar undone, because, believe it or not, it is so goddam hot that the sweat is runnin’ down my face. I reckon I can do one of two things. I can go back to the car, start her up an’ turn her around. I can ease back to San Luis Potosi just as quick as I can make it, see the Chief of Police an’ flash my identification card. After which there will be some sweet explainin’ as to why a Federal Agent has to operate in one of the Mexican districts without the knowledge of the Mexican Government an’ callin’ himself Mr. Hellup. You’ll agree with me that this ain’t so hot.

An’ what is the alternative? I’m tellin’ you I don’t know what it is, because it looks to me like if I go on with this job I stand a very sweet chance of gettin’ myself very nicely creased out an’ believe it or not I’m not a guy who likes to be dead.

I start wonderin’ what’s happened around at that jail after I got out. Supposin’ it was true what Pedro said that there wasn’t many people around that jail in the afternoon, well in that case maybe Pedro an’ the guard are still locked in that cell. I reckon they could bawl their heads off but nobody wouldn’t hear ’em, that is unless the guard outside — the guy who took a pot at me with a rifle — was in on the game with ’em. But then I got an idea that he wasn’t, because it stands to reason that the guard inside the jail who was in on the job woulda had to split the dough with the feller outside if the outside guy hadda known.

No, I don’t reckon they told this guy. I reckon he was just standin’ in his usual place on duty at the jail door an’ that they expected that when he saw me ease out there he would just have taken a shot at me an’ got me. Supposin’ that ain’t true? That he knew all about it, that he went back inta the jail an’ found Pedro an’ his pal locked up in the cell? Well, I got the key in my pocket, ain’t I? If the Commandante, who I reckon is the guy with the duplicate key, don’t come back until next morning like Pedro sorta suggested, then maybe they’re still stuck there, which would be a nice break.

Here is the point I’m gettin’ at. Me, I have got to do the things that Pedro will think I am not goin’ to do. You will realise that I have told this guy a bundle of lies. I have told him that my car was hidden in one place which it ain’t. I have told him that the carburettor was bust. He will believe this. I reckon that Pedro thought that directly I got outa that jail I started leggin’ it as hard as I could over the mesa towards San Luis Potosi, because he reckons I think I’d be safe around there.

Well, he will have a sort of idea that the thing to do is to stop me gettin’ there. So if he got outa that jail I reckon he got himself a horse an’ is poundin’ away lookin’ for Lemmy Caution somewhere on the mesa just so’s he can give him a coupla visitin’ cards out the business end of a hand gun.

Here is the plan. Pedro told me where Fernanda’s place was — a little white casa in the valley. He didn’t mind tellin’ me about that because he thought I’d never get there. I reckon that that is the last place that guy thinks I will go to. That being so I reckon that is the way I will play this thing, because if Fernanda ain’t seen Pedro since I saw this guy last, maybe I can pull a fast one on her.

I get up an’ shake myself. I wonder why the hell I always get this sorta job. One of these fine days I’m goin’ to have one of those sweet cases around New York or some place where dames are dames an’ like you to know same, an’ where a man does not have to live on chili con carne all the time an’ drink this tequila stuff that seems to make everything twice as bad as it was. What the hell?

I walk back to the car an’ I bust the carburettor. If I ain’t goin’ to use this car nobody else is either.

From where I am sittin’ behind a clump of cactus I can see the casa. It is a little one-story place away down on the left of the track that leads north. There is a corral fence round it, painted white, an’ somebody has made a sorta ornamental pathway from the gate in the fence up to the door of the house. It looks pretty in the moonlight.

From where I am I can see that there is a light in the room that faces the road, a room with a sorta veranda outside. Well, whoever put this place up — an’ it is pretty well built, Spanish fashion — musta wanted a job, because I reckon there ain’t any other dump for two or three miles each side of it, an’ then only single shacks. Maybe the guy who lived here wanted to do a Greta Garbo an’ be alone.

Now I have got here I am not feelin’ quite so good about this proposition. How do I know that Dominguez ain’t sitting inside there with a drink in one hand an’ a hand gun in the other, just sorta hopin’ that I might show up.

But then again I don’t reckon he will be. Like I said this guy is probably away on the San Luis Potosi road, thinkin’ I am making for there, lookin’ for me.

It is as hot as hell. I get up an’ fan myself a bit with my hat, after which I take the Luger outa my hip pocket an’ stick it inside my shirt, because I reckon if anybody is goin’ to start any shootin’ it’s goin’ to be me.

I ease away in the direction behind the house, keepin’ in the shadow of sage brush an’ cactus where I can. I work round to the back of the house, get over the fence an’ crawl up. I listen but I can’t hear anything. I stick around there a long time an’ I reckon, as there is a light in the room on the other side of the casa that somebody is up. If they are they ain’t talkin’, so maybe Fernanda is on her own. O.K. Here we go.

I ease back the way I have come, walk along the road, go through the corral gate as large as life right up to the door of the house. The door is pretty good, heavy oak an’ Spanish iron work, stuck in an adobe wall. I bang on it. After a coupla minutes I can hear somebody movin’ inside. The door opens an’ some Indian girl looks out.

“Look,” I tell her, “is the Señora Fernanda in?”

She nods. Her eyes are poppin’.

“Is anybody else here?” I ask her.

She shakes her head.

“O.K.,” I tell her. “You get inside an’ tell the Señora that Señor Hellup is here an’ he’d like to talk to her.”

She goes away an’ she leaves the door on the chain. After a coupla minutes she comes back again an’ opens the door. I step inside. I am in a nice square sorta hallway. There are Mexican blankets an’ things hangin’ around the walls an’ the furniture is O.K. While I am standin’ there Fernanda comes out of a door on the right. She is smilin’.

I told you guys before that this dame was a looker, but I didn’t tell you the half of it. She has got on a black lace loungin’ gown an’ she is wearin’ a mantilla. She looks one hundred per cent good. She smiles at me, a slow sorta smile.

“You are welcome, Señor Hellup,” she says. “I have been expecting you.”

The smile goes off her face an’ she stands there lookin’ sorta sad. I do a quick think about this Fernanda. I told you before that I was wonderin’ why a dame who has got what this dame has, should be playin’ around with a guy like Dominguez. I am still wonderin’ why. Maybe Dominguez has got something on her. All these dames have a story if you can get at it as the news hound said.

There comes through my mind the idea that I might even take a chance with this Fernanda. I put my hat down an’ I go across to her. She turns an’ walks inta the room. It’s a long room runnin’ the whole length of the casa. One side of it opens on to the veranda lookin’ out across the mesa towards the road. The furniture is durned good. It’s all good old Spanish stuff. There ain’t one piece of Grand Rapids anywhere. The place has got class.

She pushes a big chair up towards the veranda, puts a little table by it an’ signals me to sit down. Then she goes across to the sideboard an’ starts fixin’ some drinks. I can hear ice tinklin’ an’ I wonder how in blazes this dame manages to get ice around here. I am also very glad to see that she has gotta bottle of rye. I watch her while she is mixin’ these drinks. She is one of those dames who is pretty to watch. She moves soft an’ easy like a cat, an’ with her white arms showin’ through the lace gown she looks a million. I get to thinkin’ that I reckon I oughta bring my mind back to the job in hand, an’ when I think this I pull myself together an’ wonder just what I am goin’ to hand out to her.

She comes over with the drink an’ puts it on the table beside me. She is still smilin’.

“I expected you before, Señor Hellup,” she says. “Pedro sent me a message that I might expect you earlier. Did something go wrong?”

I pick up the drink an’ start suckin’ it down just to give myself time to think. I reckon Pedro sent her some sorta message some time when he was talkin’ to the guard before I broke out, an’ I reckon that he ain’t been near her since. Anyhow she is probably lyin’. All of a sudden it comes to me how I am goin’ to play this. I am goin’ to take a chance an’ do the thing that nobody would expect me to do. Maybe I will hand this dame a slice of truth mixed up with enough lies just to make the mixture right.

“Looky, Fernanda,” I tell her, “I wanta talk turkey with you because I would hate to see a dame who is a swell looker like you get yourself in some sorta jam that she couldn’t get out of — See?”

She looks at me. She has still got that sorta slow smile on her face, an’ her pretty red lips are parted. Did I tell you this dame had sweet teeth or did I? Sittin’ where she is they are shinin’ like little pearls.

“There is a pretty good reason for me bein’ late, Fernanda,” I go on. “I bust outa that jail this afternoon, only I didn’t go out the way they thought I was goin’, because there was some guy waitin’ with a rifle for me. O.K. I went an’ got my car an’ spent a coupla hours amusing myself findin’ a telegraph office.”

I am watchin’ her like a cat. I see her eyes flicker.

“That bein ‘so,” I tell her, “an’ havin’ regard to the fact that by this time the Texas State cops know all about what is goin’ on around here an’ where I am, I reckon that you an’ me can do a little straight talkin’.”

She gets up an’ she goes back to the sideboard an’ she brings over a box of cigarettes. She gives me one an’ strikes a match an’ lights it. Then she lights one for herself an’ goes back to her chair.

“Señor Hellup,” she says sorta quiet, “I would like you to understand that as far as I am concerned all this is very mysterious. I do not quite understand.”

“No?” I tell her. “How long have you known Dominguez, Fernanda?” I ask her.

She shrugs her shoulders.

“Not for very long, Señor Hellup,” she says. “You must realise that Pedro is a person of ferocious nature. He is inclined always to take what he wants an’ he seldom asks permission. I met him nearly three months ago and on two or three occasions I have tried to bring our — shall we call it friendship — to an end, but he is not inclined to do so. Also you will realise that Pedro has so much to answer for that another little thing like the sudden death of myself in the event of my not doing exactly what he wishes would not greatly trouble him.”

I nod my head. Maybe she is tellin’ the truth. Maybe that’s the way it is.

“Yeah,” I tell her, “an’ I don’t suppose that a little thing like me gettin’ myself ironed out would trouble him either — hey, Fernanda?”

She shrugs.

“If you have telegraphed to your police in Texas,” she says, “I think that you are safe. I do not think that Pedro would be so foolish as to do anything that might cause trouble on a large scale.”

She leans back in the chair an’ she puts her hands behind her head an’ she looks at me. I have already tried to tell you guys that this Fernanda has got plenty appeal, an’ sittin’ like that lookin’ at me with them big eyes reminds me of a dame I usta know when I was in a job in Sonoita. I get to thinkin’ that maybe this Fernanda ain’t so bad; that maybe she will play ball. Anyhow I have gotta trust somebody because right now I am walkin’ around in circles tryin’ to catch up with myself.

She gets up an’ she comes over to where I am an’ picks up my empty glass. She is so near to me that I can smell the scent that she is wearin’ an’ I’m tellin’ you that it was the stuff — you know that sorta discreet, lingerin’ perfume that some dames are clever enough to wear that makes you wanta get ’em in your arms an’ — but why bring that up anyway? You probably felt the same way some time yourself.

She goes back to the sideboard an’ starts pourin’ me another drink. I get up an’ sit on the arm of the chair watchin’ her.

“Look, Fernanda,” I tell her, “I’m in a spot, see, an’ I’ve gotta trust somebody, so I’m pickin’ you. But don’t get me wrong, baby. Don’t you get any funny ideas in that little head of yours that you can pull a fast one on me an’ try to cross me up, because even if I was dead I reckon d see Lemmy Caution comin’ back from the grave fulla big ideas about gettin’ you where it’ud hurt most....”

She puts the glass down. Her eyes are poppin’.

“Madre de Dios!” she says. “Lemmy Caution....”

She gives a little gasp.

I grin at her.

“Maybe they told you about me?” I ask her.

She nods.

“Señor,” she says. “A year ago I was at Hermosillo — you know, near Sonora. I was singing in the Café there. They were talking about you. They told me about the Madrale business — about the trouble in Sonoita. They told me how you shot Guarcho; how you brought Nendensino across the Sonora desert, through his own country, with all his people looking for you. I said to myself that if the saints were good to me maybe one day I should meet such a man as you.

“And here you are, in this room, smoking my cigarette, about to drink this drink which I bring you with pride. Madonna, what a man!”

I don’t say anythin’. What the hell can I say anyway? If I knew how to start blushin’ I would do it.

She comes over with the drink an’ she puts it on the table, then she takes a step back an’ throws me a curtsey like I was the King of Siam or somethin’. Then she says, sorta soft, that old one that they always pull on you when you arrive at somebody’s dump in Mexico — that is if they got any class at all.

“Señor Caution,” she says. “This house is yours — and all that is in it.”

She is lookin’ right inta my eyes an’ somehow, she is right up close to me, before I know what this dame is doin’ she is in my arms an’ I am kissin’ her like I was a film hero in a love scene after the director had told him off for not tryin’.

All the time somethin’ is tellin’ me not to get deflected an’ to keep my eye on the ball, which is not easy when you have got an armful of a woman like Fernanda.

She makes a little noise an’ wriggles an’ I get it. The gun stuck inside my shirt is hurtin’ her an’ I grab it out an’ put it on the table with the drink.

“O.K., Fernanda,” I tell her. “That was swell an’ maybe when we have talked a little business we can think up some more sweet ideas about neckin’, but in the meanwhiles you get over to that chair an’ sit down an’ listen.”

She don’t say anythin’. She just goes back to the chair an’ sits down. She is lookin’ at me the way I have seen an East Side kid lookin’ at a picture of Clark Gable.

“Here’s the way it is,” I tell her. “There is a guy called Pepper who is a Special Agent in the Bureau of Investigation. This guy is operatin’ in the Arizona district. O.K. Well, he telephones through to the Agent-in-Charge that he is on to somethin’ hot, that he is comin’ over here inta Mexico an’ that he reckons to be about three weeks or so. All right. Well, we ain’t heard a thing about him since then, an’ so after a bit I get sent over here to try an’ find Pepper.

“I hang around the place an’ try an’ get a lead. Then some dame in Matehuala tells me that she has seen a guy like Pepper gettin’ around with Dominguez. She says that your’re with ’em an’ tells me what your name is. I go back to San Luis Potosi an’ I hear that you was up in Tampapa singin’ at that one-eyed dump, an’ I put two an’ two together an’ reckoned that if you was there Dominguez would be there too. Well, I was right.

“The next thing is that Dominguez tries to pull a fast one. He gets me inta that jail an’ tells me that he has fixed that idea so’s we can talk. He then gets another big idea about bribin’ the guard to let me escape first an’ him after, but I gotta idea that he is tryin’ to get me ironed out whiles I am tryin’ to escape. I was right too.

“O.K. Well, whiles we was stuck in that can he told me a lotta stuff about actin’ as bodyguard for some guy called Jamieson at a hacienda in the Sierra Madre foothills. There was some more stuff about an explosion an’ some dame arrivin’ just too late to be in it.

“When the time come I made the break but not just in the way we fixed. I smacked the guard down an’ bust Pedro one on the dome. I told him that my car was bust, an’ I reckon that he thinks I would be leggin’ it for San Luis Potosi where I would be safe an’ I reckon that if he has got himself outa that jail he is goin’ after me just for the purpose of stoppin’ me from gettin’ there an’ talkin’.

“O.K. Well, here I am an’ where do we go from there?”

Fernanda is still sittin’ there lookin’ at me like I was the best thing she has ever seen. She has got her little hands folded in front of her. Right then I get the idea that this dame is real class; that there ain’t two bits worth of Indian in her, that she is real Spanish Señora an’ one hundred per cent high hat if you get me.

“Lemmy,” she says, “I will tell you the truth. I have been in the company of Dominguez because it was necessary for me. I have a husband — I was forced to marry him when I was very young. He was a very bad man. He made my life hell. At the first opportunity I tried to escape. He caught me, brought me back. Then I thought of Dominguez, of whom people are afraid because he is a killer. I paid Dominguez such money as I had to take me away. I knew that my husband would be afraid of following me if he thought I was with Pedro. I was right.

“But there has never been anything between Pedro and myself. No man has ever meant anything to me until now. Now I love you!”

She gets up an’ she comes over an’ she puts her little mouth on mine an’ gives me a kiss that woulda made Rip Van Winkle wake up an’ shake himself. Then she goes back to her chair an’ sits down again. Everything this dame does is sorta slow and graceful and deliberate.

“I know little of Pepper,” she says. “I knew that Dominguez went away with a young man who was an American. I knew nothing else. But Pedro has told me about the hacienda near the Sierra Madre. It is a long day’s ride from here. I know nothing else.”

She gets up an’ grabs my glass an’ goes back over to the sideboard. I notice that she ain’t usin’ the rye this time. She is fillin’ it with lemonade an’ ice. She is a thoughtful dame.

“Pedro sent me a message from the jail,” she says. “He said that he would be here to-night. But I think that you are right when you believe that he thinks you are making for San Luis. He has gone after you to kill you. He would not wish for you to arrive there and talk.”

She brings the glass over to me. Then she goes back to the sideboard an’ stands there leanin’ against it in the shadow.

“Consider, Lemmy,” she says. “If Pedro is riding towards San Luis looking for you, he will not give up the chase until about this time. Then he will believe that you have escaped him. He will turn and come back here. Possibly he will think that you would be foolhardy enough to go out to the hacienda. If he thinks this he must return this way. He will rest here and then go after you. Because now he must kill you.

“If therefore you desire to go to the hacienda and see for yourself what happened there you must go at once. If Pedro comes back I will arrange something so as to give you time to get to the hacienda and, when you have done what you want, to get away. But you must not stay in Mexico. You must go back.”

“An’ what about you?” I ask her.

She shrugs her shoulders.

“Perhaps one day when you are in New York I shall send you a little note. Perhaps I shall come and see you. Would you like that?”

I grin.

“You try me,” I tell her.

I stub out my cigarette.

“O.K., Fernanda,” I said. “I’m goin’ to play it your way. I’m goin’ to get a move on an’ get out to this hacienda an’ take a look around. Then maybe I’ll blow outa Mexico an’ maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll come back here an’ have a little talk with you.”

I get up an’ move over towards the veranda. I turn around when I hear her move.

She is comin’ towards me an’ her face is set. I wonder why until I see the little black automatic in her hand.

“You fool,” she says. “So you believed me. The brave, the clever Lemmy Caution was fool enough to be taken in by a woman. Go, stand with your back to the wall!”

I do it. I will not tell you the names I am callin’ myself. Me... to get sucked in by a dame like this. An’ what the hell is she goin’ to pull now?

I stand there leanin’ against the wall facin’ the veranda by the side of the sideboard. She moves until she is only a coupla yards away. She has got the gun pointin’ at my guts. I can feel myself sweatin’ around the back of my neck.

“I am going to kill you, Señor Caution,” she says. “Where would you prefer to be shot? In the head, the stomach or the back? I believe that if one is shot in the stomach it sometimes takes a long time to die. Perhaps you would like to tell me.”

She is smilin’ at me like a she-devil.

My brain is workin’ as quick as hell but I don’t see any way outa this. Back of my head I am wonderin’ just what it was made me trust this dame. Me, I am not very often wrong about dames.

Then I start callin’ myself some more names. I wonder what the Bureau will say when they hear that the mug Caution got himself ironed out by a good-lookin’ dame in Mexico, a dame who had pulled an old one on him an’ got his gun away from him.

She comes a bit closer. She is lookin’ straight at me an’ the gun in her hand is as steady as a rock.

“O.K. baby,” I tell her. “I was the mug. You shoot where you like because it don’t matter much to me, but let me tell you one thing an’ that is that the ‘G’ men will get you just as sure as you got that gun in your hand. Maybe this year an’ maybe next but they’ll get you all right.”

“How amusing,” she says. “Well... adios, Señor Caution!”

I see her finger curl round the trigger. I sorta brace myself for it. Well... here we go.

She squeezes the trigger an’ the top of the automatic opens up an’ a cigarette pops out. She offers it to me with a little bow. She is nearly dyin’ with laughin’.

I stand there lookin’ like the biggest sap that ever untied himself off his mother’s apron strings. I don’t even feel good when she comes an’ puts her arms around my neck. I can still feel her laughin’ fit to bust. Can this dame act or can she?

Then it gets me an’ I start laughin’ too. You gotta admit that this baby has gotta great sense of humour.

I take the cigarette an’ she lights it for me.

“Lemmy,” she says after that little interval. “It is obvious to me that you need somebody to look after you. So you will do what I tell you. Here is my plan. I will prepare some food for you. In the meantime you will go to the corral, at the end of the palisade. You will find a horse there. Saddle him and come back for the food and the water bottle which I shall have for you.

“Then take the desert road and keep due north. You will find the hacienda on this side of the foothills. You should be there by to-morrow night at latest.

“If Pedro returns here — and I think that he will — I shall have some false news for him. I shall tell him that you have been seen a long way off, making for Najos. He will go after you.

“When you are finished at the hacienda, return here. I shall be waiting for you.”

She puts her face up to mine an’ I can see that her eyes are shinin’ like stars.

“Then you shall say adios to me before you return over the line,” she says... “a long adios.”

I grab her. I tell you that this dame is one hundred per cent what the doctor ordered.

After a minute she breaks away an’ scrams off.

I go over to the veranda an’ drop over on to the path. I reckon I will get this horse saddled an’ ready to go before she thinks up somethin’ else that might make me forget that I got a job to do around here.

Some guys are lucky and some guys are not. Me... I reckon I am one of the lucky ones.

I ease the horse inta a walk an’ look around over my shoulder. I can see Fernanda standin’ on the veranda lookin’ after me, wavin’ her hand.

Away in front of me is the desert an’ somewhere ahead is the hacienda. I reckon that life could be a dura sight worse than it is.

Anyhow the palooka who said that a guy cannot mix business with pleasure was nuts.

So what!


IV. SO LONG, PEPPER
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WHEN I SEE the location of the hacienda I get a shock, because whoever it was built this place musta been nuts. I have been thinkin’ all along that it would be right among the foothills this end of the Sierra Madre where there would be shade an’ water. But it is a helluva way from anywhere stuck right in the middle of the desert.

From where I am I can see the wall around the place like Pedro told me an’ towards the top of the slope I can see the hacienda. It looks white an’ creepy in the moonlight like one of the ghost towns you’ve read about. I can see that the right hand side of the place is bust in, but the other end looks O.K. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad explosion as Pedro thought it was.

I tie the horse up at the gate an’ go in. Everything is so still that you coulda almost cut the quiet with a knife.

I am tired as hell. This business of chasin’ round Mexico don’t please me too much. Why should it? As I get up near the hacienda I can see away down on the left standin’ close to the wall the hut that Pedro an’ his boys were livin’ in when they were around here. There is a sorta pathway lined out with giant cactus, greasewood an’ dead joshua trees, an’ you can see where some nutty guy has tried to lay this place out an’ give it some class. This makes me laugh because you might as well try an’ paint the asbestos in hell. An’ what this guy Jamieson coulda been doin’ around here with this dame an’ a secretary an’ what-not is somethin’ else I would like to know.

I walked on up towards the hacienda. There is a little flight of wooden steps leadin’ up to the entrance with an adobe porch an’ a coupla pillars, you know, Mexican stuff.

I kick the door open an’ I go in. Believe it or not nobody ain’t even worried to move the furniture away. The hall is furnished an’ there is thick alkali dust over everything. Nobody has been there because there ain’t a footmark in the place. The dust has just settled. I reckon this is one of them places that would give you the jitters if you was the sorta guy who got the jitters.

On the right an’ left of the hallway are rooms. I go in an’ look around. They are furnished all right an’ there is the same dust lying about. I come out an’ walk along the passage that leads from the hall away down to the back of the house, the part that is bust in. As I walk along my foot kicks against something an’ I see it is the top of a gramophone case, one of them big ones. Maybe somebody was playin’ it when the place blew up. At the end of the passage is a room. I reckon it was the biggest room in the house, the one they used for a lounge. The walls this side are O.K. except that they are scarred an’ here an’ there lumps have fell outa them, but on the other side there is just the air. Two sides of this wall have been blown right out so I reckon the whole gang was standin’ maybe where the other corner of the room is, listening to this Jamieson guy explain his stuff maybe, when the balloon went up.

I walk back an’ I sit on the porch steps. I light myself a cigarette an’ start thinkin’ about Pepper. I have got a sorta idea in my head that Pepper was around here when this business broke. I’m bettin’ my last dollar that he wasn’t hangin’ around the foothills away in the Sierra Mojada unless he wanted to link up with Dominguez an’ I am makin’ a guess that the reason he had for doin’ that was that he knew that Dominguez was comin ‘out here. Maybe it was this guy Jamieson that Pepper was interested in. All this stuff is funny anyhow, because you gotta realise that an Agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation is not supposed to go leapin’ off an’ doin’ things without somebody knowin’ what he’s doin’, an’ whiles it would be O.K. for Pepper to scram out inta this dump quick if there was a legitimate reason for doin’ it, yet the first thing he oughta have done directly he got the chance was to get a report over somehow to the Agent-in-Charge of the Field Office in New Mexico, who is a good guy called Scattle.

An’ where do we go from here?

I light myself another cigarette.

I wonder if I am the mug. Now I have got out here to this dump I would like to know just what I am goin’ to do. I have always been a guy who was sorta keen on followin’ his nose an’ in a lotta cases I’ve been right. I get up an’ I start wanderin’ about this place right round it, lookin’ for anything that strikes me as bein’ odd or funny. I can’t see a durned thing. I go through the rooms that are standin’ up an’ kick the furniture around a bit hopin’ that something might sorta hit me, but nothin’ does.

Standin’ there in the hallway I get to wonderin’ what really happened around this dump on the night of the explosion. Then I get an idea. They had to bury these guys somewhere around here, didn’t they? I scram outa the hacienda an’ walk down to the hut where Pedro an’ the boys was hangin’ out. Just near it there is a little flat sorta place with some scrub bushes round it right in the shadow of the wall. Over there I can see some wooden boards stickin’ outa the ground which you can see has been disturbed. It looks to me as if I have found the graves all right.

I go over there. There are five head boards stuck up an’ on each one is “Rest with God” in Spanish hacked out with a knife, an’ there are the names underneath. So I reckon the names will be Jamieson, the dame, the other guy — the young feller that Pedro talked about — an’ the two Indian servants.

Standin’ there I start wonderin’ about this buryin’ business. You gotta realise that this guy Dominguez will be religious. All these guys are religious an’ usually the tougher they are the more they get that way. I reckon it was funny that Pedro never said anything to me about tryin’ to get a priest over here before they buried these palookas.

I give a big sigh an’ I go back to the hacienda an’ I start lookin’ for a spade. I find one an’ a pick stuck in a shed. I take my shirt off an’ I go back to Pedro’s cemetery an’ I start doin’ some excavatin’ on the Jamieson grave. I am cursin’ like hell, because believe it or not I do not like addin’ grave-diggin’ to such other accomplishments as I have got.

O.K. Well, I find plenty. When I have got down about two feet at the top of the Jamieson grave, just where the board is stuck up, I find that this grave is just a big fake. The ground has been dug up over about six and a half feet by four feet to look as if there was a grave there, but two feet down you can see that the diggin’ has stopped. This grave is just a blind. I sit down an’ give myself a rest an’ a cigarette, an’ do a little ponderin’, then I start on the other graves.

It is an hour afterwards when I get to the last one an’ that is the only real one that there is. All the rest of ’em is phony. But when I dig down a bit here I can see that this one is the goods. Maybe somebody is buried here, an’ I reckon I will find out who. After another twenty minutes’ diggin’ I find a round board coffin. I’m gettin’ a kick outa this, because when you are lookin’ for graves it is sorta nice to find a real one, an’ at the same time I am gettin’ a nasty idea inta my head. Another ten minutes’ work an’ I have got the lid off this box an’ I can see all I wanta see.

There is a guy in this coffin an’ he is not very nice to look at because it is stickin’ out a foot that when this explosion happened quite a lotta something hit him. His face an’ neck are practically gone, but the clothes are American clothes. This guy was wearin’ a belt — one of those Texas belts with leather pockets in ’em. When I look in the pockets I find the only thing there is on this guy. I find an Investigation Bureau identification card. It is Pepper’s card. I reckon I have found Pepper all right.

I stick the identification card in my pocket an’ put the boards back on top of the coffin. Then I shovel the earth back over it an’ make it look as O.K. as possible.

I reckon I am sorry for Pepper, but it just shows you that you gotta be careful around here otherwise somebody blows you up at any minute.

When I have done this I ease over to the hut where Pedro usta hang out with his boys an’ take a look around. There is just a few stools an’ a table an’ a coupla shelves, but there is a full bottle of tequila stuck on one of the shelves so it looks as if Pedro got out pretty quick, because I cannot see that guy goin’ off an’ leavin’ a bottle of hooch behind unless somebody was on his tail.

I grab this bottle an’ I am just about to get back to the hacienda when I see somethin’. Outside the door of the hut in the dust is a footprint with a small heel — I can see it plain in the moonlight — the footprint of some guy wearin’ cow-boots with cuban heels. An’ the prints are plain, there ain’t very much dust in ’em so they’re fairly fresh ones.

They lead off down to the gate in the wall an’ over the scrub towards the Sierra Madre an’ I lose ’em where the ground gets hard an’ there ain’t any alkali dust.

Well, it stands to reason that if this guy could walk so can I. Maybe there is some shack this end of the foothills an’ some bozo livin’ in it who can throw a spot of light on all this bezusus. I keep on walkin’ for a helluva time an’ then, from the top of a little hill I can see a board shack on the other side of the slope. Away to the right there is a horse staked out to a post.

I ease down the hill an’ I get up to the shack sorta quiet an’ look in through a cut-out window in the side. There ain’t anybody in there. There is a bunk an’ a wooden table an a coupla stools an’ some bottles an’ a coffee pot. There is a box in the corner an’ some odd junk lyin’ around. The place looks like a range-minder’s hut, but as there ain’t any range here I don’t see why anybody should be tryin’ to ride it.

I get around to the other side, open the door an’ let some moonlight in. The place stinks of heat an’ bad hamburgers, I go in an’ look around. I open the box an’ look at the things inside. There are some old pants an’ shirts an’ a coupla magazines an’ a few pictures of women. These dames have got such pans that I do not wonder that this guy is livin’ as far away from ’em as he can get.

I straighten up an’ light myself a cigarette an’ just when I am doin’ this I hear the horse whinny. I ease over to the door an’ look through the crack.

There is a guy comin’ this way. He is a tall, thin feller in Mexican pants, a big sombrero an’ a bolero coat over a blue shirt. He has got a gun belt on with an automatic stuck in it an’ he is singin’.

I reckon I will talk to this guy.

I open the door an’ step out sorta jaunty. I wave my hand to this bozo an’ when he sees me he sorta starts an’ then waves back. I start whistlin’ a hot number an’ start walkin’ towards him nice an’ easy, an’ when he is good an’ near I say:

“Buenos Noches amigo, I am from the casa — Señora Fernanda Martinas wishes that you should...”

The guy is close to me. I look over his shoulder behind him with a sorta startled expression in my eye. He swings his head around an’ I bust him a mean one right on the edge of the jaw. He goes down like he was poleaxed. I pick him up an’ swing him over my shoulder an’ take him back to the shack.

I chuck him on the bunk an’ take his belt off. I pull the gun out an’ look at it. It is a .38 automatic with an F.B.I, mark on it. I will bet all the silver in Mexico to a hot sardine that this is Pepper’s gun.

Outside around the back is a water butt with a skin carrier. I fill this up with the water that is as scummy as hell an’ take it back an’ throw it over this guy. He decides to come back to earth. He sits up on the bunk lookin’ at me an’ feelin’ his jaw. Then he says some very rude words in Spanish.

“Listen, gaucho,” I tell him, “I am sorta very sorry for you because I reckon that you are in a spot. It looks to me that a friend of mine has got himself very badly creased out around here an’ that is a thing I do not like at all. My advice to you is to talk very fast an’ plenty otherwise I am goin’ to write my initials on your belly with bullets outa this gun. Sabe?”

He says he get it all right. Then he starts tellin’ me a lotta hooey about how he is the sorta range-rider for the hacienda, that he is the feller who looks after the place, an’ that he lives in this shack.

I tell him that he is a goddam liar because the water around the back is bad, an’ that the horse staked out down the track has got no feed. I tell him that he has not even been livin’ in this shack an’ that it is a very good thing to tell the truth if he does not want to be ironed out pronto. I ask him where he got the gun from an’ he says he bought it from a guy ten days before in Tortuala.

He starts walkin’ up an’ down the shack callin’ on all the saints to witness that he would not tell me a lie even if somebody paid him a hundred pesos an’ when he gets opposite the door he jumps sideways an ‘scrams down towards the horse like he was bein’ chased by lightnin’.

I jump outside the door an’ take a nice, easy shot at this guy but I don’t do any good because the gun is not loaded.

By this time this bozo has got to where the horse is staked. He unhitches the rope, swings himself on to the horse an’ goes off bareback, ridin’ like a fool, towards the foothills.

I watch him go an’ then I start walkin’ back towards the hacienda. This guy is a very frightened guy, an’ maybe he was tellin’ the truth when he says that he bought this gun in Tortuala. If he’d taken it off Pepper I reckon he woulda had a coupla clips of ammunition with it.

I get back to Pedro’s shack an’ grab up the bottle of tequila. I am not worryin’ very much about this guy who has done the scrammin’ act. I reckon he is a helluva way from anywhere where he could find enough of his pals to come back an’ start somethin’ with me. Anyhow it’s a cinch that he is too scared to do anything much.

I grab the bottle an’ get back to the hacienda. I go sneakin’ around lookin’ for water. After a bit I find a very cunnin’ tank stuck in the inside hall wall. The tank is a quarter full an’ the water tastes O.K. I fill up a pail an’ a jug that I find an’ go an’ water the horse. Then I turn him loose on a long rope an’ let him nose around lookin’ for somethin’ to chew on, while I sit down in the shadow by the wall an’ do a little bit of quiet thinkin’.

It is a swell night. The moon is good an’ everythin’ around is bathed in a sorta white light. Me I get to feelin’ poetic an’ thinkin’ about some honeypot dame I knew way back in ‘32 in the Texas Panhandle.

She was a sweet dame to look at an’ there was only one thing wrong with her. She was such a bad-tempered baby that I have even known her try to slam a revolvin’ door.

An’ was that dame hard or was she? She was so tough that when I gave her a fright one night an’ her heart came up inta her mouth it chipped bits off her back teeth.

But she taught me plenty. She wised me up to the fact that while a guy is sittin’ around strainin’ his brain tryin’ to think out a situation an’ act sorta logical a dame will just do some old thing right away just because her instinct tells her to.

An’ she practised what she preached because whiles I was sittin’ around one night lookin’ sorta lovin’ towards the room where I thought she was sleepin’ like a bird, an’ wonderin’ just how I could ditch her without her raisin’ the countryside, she was around the other side of the house puttin’ rattlesnakes inside my ridin’ boots, which will show you guys that the instinct of a woman is a thing you should not take a chance on, especially when she thinks that you have got sorta tired of her general outlines an’ are seriously considerin’ goin’ in for somethin’ with a little more streamline.

I do not wish to try an’ teach any of you boys anything about dames because maybe you have been in trouble yourself but I wish to say here an’ now that nine hundred an’ ninety-nine guys out of every thousand believe that all the mommas they happen across are just sweet, soft an’ lovin’ babies, an’ the thousandth guy is probably in prison anyway and would not believe in fairies even if he was out.

But dames are not at all like that. No, Sir! A dame is O.K. so long as she thinks that you are so hypnotised by what she has got that you are shavin’ yourself three times a day an’ wonderin’ if even your best friends wouldn’t tell you. But directly she gets the idea inta her little blonde head that you are thinkin’ up some deep an’ heavy plot for a quick shake-off, or if she even sees you lookin’ at a railway departure list, then I am tellin’ you mugs that this dame will get so taut that she will make William the Conqueror complete in chain mail, plate-armour an’ wearin’ the kitchen sink for luck, look like the big sissy who asked for a strawberry sundae at the Ironworkers’ annual beer frolic.

Sittin’ there with my back against the adobe wall, takin’ a suck at the tequila bottle an’ then havin’ a go at the water jug, I start gettin’ some slants on Fernanda, who looks to me like she has got a lot of instinct an’ is a logical baby as well.

First of all as well as bein’ a nifty looker she has got what it takes in brains. I start goin’ over my conversation with her an’ sorta wonderin’ why she pulled that gag on me with the cigarette case that was made like an automatic. It might justa been fun but you would have to have a funny sorta sense of humour to pull that one on a guy who is thinkin’ that maybe somebody around here would be likely to take a shot at him.

But supposin’ you take another angle on it. O.K. Well, first of all Fernanda pulled that act right at the very time that I was liable to begin askin’ her a lotta questions about this business, about the places that she an’ Dominguez got around together an’ about Pepper. But you gotta realise that when she pulled that fake gun act on me I got jittery — an’ who wouldn’t? It sorta put everything outa my head, an’ from that time onwards Fernanda was playin’ it the way she wanted. She was the one who was doin’ all the talkin’, tellin’ me what she thought Pedro would be likely to do an’ where he would be lookin’ for me.

An’ she wanted me to get out to this place quick. She was sorta keen that I should come out to this hacienda an’ not stick around waitin’ to see if Pedro come back again. She knew durn well that there wasn’t any real reason why I shouldn’t wait for this guy to come back. I had a gun too an’ if it comes to shootin’ I reckon I can be as good as Pedro any day in the week. In fact I would go so far as to say that I would shoot the pants off this guy with anything from a sub-Thomson gun to a little boy’s .15 pearl-handled Special.

I’m goin’ to tell you somethin’ else too. I got away from the casa in such a hurry that I come away without my gun. You gotta realise I have left my Luger on that table where I put it when I took it outa my shirt. All of which goes to show you that a “G” man can be just as human as the next guy when it comes to a show-down, an’ that Mark Antony wasn’t the only guy who forgot to pack his artillery when Cleopatra got busy on him with one of them porous plaster kisses.

So what. Well, I reckon I got it doped out all right. Fernanda wants me to get out to this dump good an’ quick. She don’t want me to be around when Pedro shows up, but she wants me to get back there afterwards an’ this can be for two reasons an’ I’m goin’ to allow for ’em both bein’ right because you never know where dames are concerned.

First of all she mighta played it that way because she is really nuts about me an’ she couldn’t bear the idea of me gettin’ shot up by the Dominguez guy. She mighta thought that she could get him off on some false scent by the time I come back so that we could go inta another huddle an’ then I could scram back across the line inta New Mexico an’ she would meet me later when I have got a little time for playin’ around with a beautiful doll.

The other side of the story is that she wanted to get me outa the way because she thought that if Pedro come back I would either crease him or bust him one over the dome, rope him up, an’ then get him over the State Line inta New Mexico to answer a few questions.

Because you guys are goin’ to agree with me about one thing an’ that is that the stuff she told me about the way she joined up with Pedro to get away from her wicked husband don’t sorta ring true. First of all you guys will say that a dame who has got enough nerve to play around the way Fernanda handled me would not be afraid of her husband even if she was married to a bad-tempered alligator. That dame coulda dealt with the situation O.K. The second thing is that if she had enough dough to bribe Pedro to take her away then she had enough dough to scram inta the U.S. territory an’ send a right royal raspberry to her husband by registered post.

All of which will show you people that just because I am kissin’ a dame I am not always believin’ the baby, an’ if you pull a quick come-back that I should not kiss dames who I do not believe then I will tell you that I do not believe melons but I like ’em an’ so I have ’em when I get the chance, an’ what would you guys do, hey?

It is ten o’clock when I wake up an’ the sun is boilin’ up. I look round the hacienda. It is just the same as it was before. I reckon I have been a bit of a mug sleepin’ in this place like this with an empty gun. Anybody coulda handed it out to me pronto if they’d wanted to. But then I have always been a guy who likes sleepin’.

I get to thinkin’ about Pepper’s gun. I take it out and look in the butt expectin’ to find an empty space where the ammunition clip oughta be. Well, there ain’t an empty space. The clip is there all right. When I try to pull it out I find it’s sorta stuck hard an’ I have to waggle it about plenty before I get it free. When I pull it out a bit of paper comes out with it. This bit of paper has been stuck between the side of the clip an’ the clip-channel in the gun. It mighta been put there because the clip didn’t fit tight.

I take a look inside the clip. There ain’t any shells in it which is a funny thing because I can’t sorta understand Pepper havin’ an empty clip in his gun. Then I take a look at the bit of paper.

It’s just a bit of cream-coloured paper that’s been torn off the bottom of a sheet. It’s about three-quarters of an inch wide an’ there’s a name written on it — Zellara. I get to wonderin’ who or what Zellara is an’ I reckon that maybe it is the name of some place around this country. Maybe Pepper made a note of it an’ stuck it in his gun-butt because that would be a place where nobody would look. Still you woulda thought he coulda remembered the name without keepin’ it.

Or maybe it was just any old bit of paper that he’d stuck in to keep the ammunition clip tight. I put it in my bill-fold an’ stick the gun back in my hip.

I do a little calculation. I reckon if I get away now I can be back at Fernanda’s place by night, although I do not like the idea of goin’ across the desert at midday, when the heat is liable to burn the pants off you. However, that’s the way it is.

I take a last look round, saddle up the horse, fill my water bottle from the tank at the hacienda, an’ scram. Me — I am very glad that there was that water there otherwise I mightn’t have been so good, because, although you may have read in books about travellers on the desert squeezin’ the water outa cactus spines an’ livin’ on that, you can take it from me it ain’t so hot. I’ve done it.

I have plenty time to think durin’ the day. I get to workin’ out all sorts of schemes that I am goin’ to do if I get back to the casa an’ find that Pedro is there or if he ain’t. I have always found it a very good thing to do to work things out beforehand just so’s you can do something quite different when the time comes.

It is near midnight when I sight the casa. I pick up the desert road about a mile from the house. Somebody is there now, because I can see a light burnin’. But I am the wise guy. I walk the horse — who is not feelin’ so good himself — the last three-quarters of a mile, get off the road an’ come up by the west side of the casa. I corral the horse around by some cactus clump an’ I start doin’ a big scoutin’ act around the back, just seeing what is doin’, an’ right away I find something that is very interestin’.

There is thick dust there an’ I can see that some guy has been by this way in a car. I reckon this car comes from Tampapa. I can see the tyre treads easy in the moonlight which interest me still some more, because I notice that the near side rear tyre is an odd one with a double diamond tread.

They’ve been usin’ my car all right.

I do a little bitta quiet figurin’ out. It looks to me like Pedro or some friend of his has found the car where I left her, an’ has got some guy from Tampapa to fix her up with a new carburettor, after which they have driven it out here.

I take a look around to see if I can see any sign of it, but I can’t see a thing. I get up an’ start walkin’ towards the back door of the casa. It is all dark there an’ I can’t hear anything. I get the sort feelin’ that I would be very glad if I had a full gun on me because I am not quite certain as to whether Dominguez is goin’ to be stickin’ around there waitin’ for me or not. I reckon he is the guy who brought my car along here.

There is a wire door in the back of the house. I push this open an’ step inside. I listen. I still can’t hear anythin’ at all. This strikes me as bein’ funny because I reckon I oughta hear that Indian girl snorin’ somewhere around. I gumshoe along the passage until I can see the light shinin’ under the crack of the door that is on the right of the hall, the door of the room that looks out over the desert road, where I was with Fernanda. I get up to the door an’ I listen.

After a bit I get my hand on the door-knob an’ start turnin’ it very gently. When I have got it right round, I hold my breath an’ give the door a little push. Then I wait.

I still can’t hear anything. I push the door a bit more an’ I get my head in. I look around. Pedro is sittin’ in a chair with his back to me. He is asleep. I reckon this guy was sittin’ there waitin’ for me to come up the desert road. I can’t see right in front of him so I don’t know whether he has gotta gun in his hand. It looks to me durned funny that Pedro should be waitin’ like that with a light on. The proper thing for him to have done woulda been to switch it off an’ then he woulda seen me comin’ an’ I couldn’t have seen him.

I think I will try a bluff. I pull out Pepper’s empty gun.

“Take it easy, bozo,” I tell him. “One move outa you an’ I’m goin’ to blow the top of your head inta Arizona. Just put your hands up an’ keep ’em there.”

Nothin’ happens. He just don’t move. An’ all of a sudden I get a big idea. I get the idea that Pedro has got himself ironed out.

I walk around in front of the chair an’ boy am I right or am I? He is lyin’ back in the chair an’ his eyes are lookin’ out over the veranda onto the desert. He looks surprised, which is sorta natural because somebody has given it to this guy twice — once through the head an’ once through the top of the chest.

Lyin’ on the floor in front of him is my gun — the Luger that I left behind. I pick it up an’ slip out the clip. There are two shells missin’.

I put the gun in my shirt an’ I go over to the sideboard an’ mix myself a little drink an’ give myself a cigarette. Then I go an’ sit down in a chair an’ look at Pedro an’ ruminate.

The first shot that went inta him was the one in the chest, an’ it was a durn close range. There is the burn of the powder all around the bullet hole in his near-white shirt. I reckon that shot knocked Pedro over an’ when he was gettin’ up he got the second one through the dome.

Me — I think life can be funny because for the past eight hours or so I have been wonderin’ about Pedro and who was goin’ to shoot who an’ I was just wastin’ my brains because it looks to me like somebody else has done it an’ I am takin’ six to four with one an’ all that this somebody was little Fernanda.

I look at Pedro an’ I get sorry for him if you know what I mean. Here is a real bad man — a desert sheik. One of these self-made guys who have worked their way up from the bottom, where they haven’t got anythin’, to the top where they are still owin’ themselves a bit.

I start doin’ a big Sherlock Holmes act. I start a big reconstruction scene which is what the ace detective in the book always does when somethin’ happens.

I think that maybe Fernanda was sittin’ in the big chair lookin’ over the desert wonderin’ about me when she hears a car drivin’ up around the back.

I see her gettin’ up sorta wistful an’ lookin’ towards the door of the room when Pedro busts in. Pedro is all steamed up an’ goes chargin’ around the place like a prize bull on fiesta day, spillin’ the beans an’ sayin’ what happened. He asks Fernanda if she knows anything about me.

Fernanda says you can search her but she don’t know a durn thing, but bein’ a wise little dame she plants herself right in front of the little table where I have left the Luger lyin’.

Pedro then asks whether anybody has been around here an’ Fernanda says no there ain’t been a whiff of anybody.

Pedro then says oh yeah an’ that she is a so-an’-so liar because he has seen where some guy has got the horse outa the corral an’ he can see the horse’s trail all around the back in the dust. He tells Fernanda that she is a double-crossin’ daughter of the devil an’ that he is now goin’ to slit her throat from ear to ear an’ he don’t mean perhaps.

Fernanda smiles at him sorta wistful again an’ just as he is comin’ towards her she puts her hand behind her, grabs the Luger, an’ gives him a free ticket to the never-never land outa the business end.

Pedro flops over an’ tries to get up so she gives him one through the hatstand for luck. After which she calls in the Indian girl an’ they stick him up in the chair facin’ the veranda.

Fernanda then gets around an’ packs her grip an’ scrams off in my car, but before she does this she goes around turnin’ all the lights off except the one in the room where Pedro is an’ she leaves that one on so’s I can see, as I come ridin’ up the desert road, that my little pal Fernanda has pulled one for Lemmy Caution an’ ironed out the wicked Pedro for him, an’ saved his life in fourteen different positions.

This is what they call a reconstruction an’ is what the ace detective does, an’ he is always right in the last chapter if you get as far as that.

An’ don’t you guys think that this reconstruction is swell?

If you do then all I can say is you must be nuts because I think it’s lousy.


V. THE BRUNETTE BABY
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IT IS SEVEN o’clock when I pull inta Scattle’s Office in Phoenix, Arizona. I have called him on long distance directly I got over the Mexican line inta New Mexico an’ he has been waitin’ around for me.

I have already told you guys that Scattle is the Agent-in-Charge of the Federal Bureau Field office in Phoenix. He is a very intelligent guy an’ don’t waste any time.

He asks me right away if I found out anything about Pepper an’ I tell him yes that Pepper is as dead as a cutlet an’ is pushin’ up cactus seeds under four foot of desert earth in a wooden box out at the hacienda near the Sierra Madre.

“All right,” he says. “Well, take a look at this. It’ll tell you plenty.”

He throws a letter across the table to me. When I pick it up I see that this letter is addressed from “Mexico City.” The second thing is that I see it is dated five weeks ago an’ it is in Pepper’s handwritin’. It says:



Dear Scattle,

Have I run into something or have I? I reckon you thought I was nuts when I called you on long distance two days ago and told you I was making for Mexico and that I couldn’t say anything else right then.

Well, I couldn’t. And for the same reasons I can’t use a telephone now but I’m on to something so big that it will make your eyes pop.

I’m getting action to-night and I hope to contact you within the matter of a week or so from the nearest telephone or telegraph office to the Sierra Mojada hills (Caliempo district). In the meantime you might help along by getting some dope for me on a guy called Jamieson. I do not know anything about this guy except that he is an Englishman and...



The letter, which has been written in ink up to here, stops dead an’ written underneath in pencil is:



I’ve got to stop right now. I’ll get an official report off to you to-night or to-morrow.”



It is signed by Pepper. I throw it back across the desk to Scattle. He opens a drawer an’ brings out a type-script report.

“Here, Lemmy,” he says, “read this. Maybe it’s going to tell you something.”

I get hold of the papers an’ I see that they are a duplicate instruction from the Director of the Federal Bureau at Washington to all Agents in Charge of Field Offices in Texas, New Mexico, South California and Arizona:



Federal Government,

Telephone: Priority: Urgent.

The immediate and urgent attention of all Agents in Charge of Field Offices of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the New Mexico, South California, Arizona and Texas districts is called to the following facts:

Under an arrangement made nine months ago between the Board of Admiralty of the British Government and the U.S. Government one John Ernest Jamieson, a scientific research chemist employed by the British Admiralty, was to work in contact with Hedley V. Grearson, a research chemist in the U.S. Navy Yard, on a new war gas which had been discovered by these two gentlemen, and on the development of which their respective Governments had agreed they should work together.

The intensive danger of leakage regarding the experiments of these two chemists by agents of interested Governments was forseen both by the British and the U.S. Governments, and for this reason it was arranged that the scientific work should be carried out in a district the least likely to come under the observation of such agents. Under the pretext that Mr. Jamieson considered starting a ranch, a hacienda and ranch lands were secured in a desolate desert spot in the Sierra Madre district.

Within ten days of arrival there Mr. Jamieson had disappeared. Mr. Grearson, the U.S. chemist who was on his way to join Mr. Jamieson, and who was last seen near the Texas State Line, has also disappeared. It is essential that whilst the news of these disappearances should be kept absolutely secret, Agents in Charge of Field Offices in the district should spare no endeavour to trace the missing persons.



The report goes on to give a lotta details about these guys, what they look like and stuff like that. Underneath there is a second instruction from the Director about me which says:



To Agents in Charge of Field Offices of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the New Mexico, Arizona, South California and Texas districts:

Special Agent Lemuel H. Caution has been assigned to proceed into Mexico ostensibly for the purpose of buying a ranch, under cover as an American citizen Wylie T. Hellup. His investigation will include the disappearance of Special Agent Pepper, who the Director now has reason to believe had probably contacted some angle on the disappearance of the chemists Jamieson and Grearson and had decided to investigate on his own account. Special Agents in Charge will therefore cease individual operations on this matter except in so far as they link up with those of Special Agent Caution.

Special Agent Caution who, on original instructions, will at some time contact a Field Office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in any or all of the beforementioned districts, should be supplied with the enclosed information, such technical and financial assistance as he may require, and will thereafter report direct to Headquarters in Washington.



Scattle throws a cigarette across to me an’ grins.

“I’d like to know how you’re goin’ to play this one, Lemmy,” he says. “It looks a tough one to me. Pepper just disappears into thin air and so do these other boys and you’ve got the whole world to look for ’em in. Boy, I wish you luck!”

I don’t say anythin’. I just do some quiet thinkin’. I reckon I got one or two ideas bustin’ around in my head but I don’t think that I’m goin’ to discuss ’em right now, because I have always thought that when you got an idea you oughta sorta let it simmer around an’ stew up for a bit.

“This is the idea I got, Scattle,” I tell him. “I reckon that whatever it was started Pepper off on this business was somethin’ he found out in Mexico City which you will allow is a place where anythin’ can happen. So I am goin’ to Mexico City an’ take a look around. Also I am goin’ as Mr. Hellup an’ I am goin’ on bein’ Mr. Hellup until I get some idea that it ain’t goin’ to be too dangerous to be Lemmy Caution.”

“O.K.,” he says. “It’s your job, Lemmy. You draw what money you want and beat it. Report when you want to direct to Washington.”

“That suits me,” I tell him. “I’ll be seein’ you.”

I scram.

I have always had a sorta soft spot for Mexico City.

Last time I was here was when I was jumpin’ around with that dame Paulette Benito who is right now doin’ twenty years an’ I hope not likin’ it on that Palm Springs business.

It’s a great place an’ if you gotta have your wits about you, well, life is like that.

I get off the “plana” at the airport an’ take a taxi to the Peranza Hotel which is a sweet spot to stick around in an’ where the manicure dames are such honeys to look at that you would think that you had bust into the streamline department of the Garden of Eden on the boy friends’ visitin’ day.

I give myself a bath an’ change my clothes. I have got a swell new custom-built suit an’ some silk shirts that a dame in Chattanooga gave me because she said she always liked silk next her skin. By the time I have had a shower an’ got inta this stuff I am lookin’ like all the flowers in May and feelin’ one hundred per cent.

I telephone down for a bottle of rye an’ I sit around in my room an’ do a little figurin’ out, because I reckon that note of Pepper’s — the one he wrote to Scattle — an’ the report thing from the Director, is givin’ me somethin’ to get my teeth inta.

Everythin’ is not always what it seems as the lady said when she poured the prussic acid inta her boy friend’s sarsaparilla, but all the same I am doin’ a bit of heavy guessin’ an’ hopin’ that I am goin’ to come out right.

You guys know as much about this business as I do. Maybe you know more because perhaps you are brainy guys who are on to somethin’ that I have missed.

Right now I am not worryin’ myself about Pedro an’ Fernanda an’ the stuff that happened down in the Sierra Madre. I am just concernin’ myself with what started Pepper off on this job.

First of all he was in Mexico City an’ he gets a line on this business an’ makes up his mind that he is goin’ to take a jump pronto for the Sierra Mojada foothills. He hasta do this so quick that he hasn’t even got time to write Scattle the full story. He just telephones him in the first place that he is goin’ an’ then afterwards writes a letter sayin’ just the same thing and finishin’ it off in a hurry.

Now this guy Pepper has got brains an’ havin’ called through to Scattle in the first place he ain’t likely to write a letter to say just what he has said on the telephone again. No, Sir, he started writin’ that letter because by then he had found some more out an’ he was goin’ to tell Scattle all about it.

But somethin’ happened just when he was writin’ the letter, somethin’ that made him close it down right then because he hadta do somethin’ very quick.

I reckon that somethin’ happened that made Pepper scram very quick outa Mexico City an’ make for the Sierra Mojada pronto. Maybe he hadta jump a train or somethin’ like that.

But whatever it was made him take a run-out before finishin’ off the letter to Scattle happened in Mexico City, it musta done, so that is point number one.

The second point is that I am bettin’ a phony double eagle that I have got that the thing he got out for was because he had heard that Pedro Dominguez was in the Sierra Mojada foothills, hidin’ up after his last bit of trouble, an’ Pepper wanted to get hold of this guy before Pedro scrammed off somewhere else.

An’ if I am right here then somebody in Mexico City musta known about Pedro bein’ down there an’ musta phoned through to Pepper or told him, an’ told him that he’s got to scram out quick if he wants to contact Pedro.

Now I suggest to you people that the story that Pedro told me about findin’ Pepper’s Federal Bureau Identification card in his ridin’ boot is a lotta hooey. Pepper is not such a sap as to put his card there just where some mug is goin’ to look for it. So maybe the same guy that told Pepper where Pedro was wised up the Dominguez bird that Pepper was comin’. I reckon Pedro knew that Pepper was an F.B.I. agent before he even saw him.

All we know after that is that Pepper got himself bumped off down at the hacienda by somebody or other an’ that Pedro has got himself very nicely ironed out in Fernanda’s casa, an’ that it is all the beer in Harlem to a ten cent bottle of hair tonic guaranteed to grow hair on a castle wall that Fernanda was the baby who shot him, either because she wanted to stop him takin’ a mean shot at me or for some other reason best known to that very swell an’ exclusive baby.

We also know that Fernanda is a nifty piece of streamline carryin’ a one hundred per cent range of samples in what it takes, that she can kiss like the dame who invented King Solomon’s own correspondence course in “How to get your man without a false bust bodice” an’ that she has also got so much smartness concealed behind that Spanish pompadour of hers that she woulda made President Roosevelt’s brain trust look like the annual general meetin’ of the International Half-Wits Society.

So what!

Well, I figure it out this way. I figure that Pepper was just blowin’ around Mexico City an’ that he got wise to somethin’ an’ if I know anythin’ of Pepper’s technique it was through a dame an’ if I know anythin’ about dames it is that the ones with the most distinguished chassis. who are next to the bad men, are the little ladies who play around the big night spots.

So it looks to me as if Lemmy Caution otherwise Mr. Hellup is goin’ to be a big play-boy runnin’ around an’ seein’ if he can find a dame who has got one more curve than the rest of ’em.

An’ I am tellin’ you guys that maybe my system is all wrong. Maybe if I was the big detective I would sit down an’ concentrate an’ work out a clue that would be so hot that you would haveta handle it with tweezers, but I am not like that. When in doubt I always do the thing that is stickin’ out right in front of my nose an’ the thing I can see there at the moment is the telephone. So I grab it an’ tell the hotel desk to send me up a very intelligent manicure to do my fingernails because I have always found that what the manicure dame don’t know about a dump could be written in shorthand on the edge of a dime an’ even then you couldn’t see it.

It is twelve o’clock an’ a sweet night, an’ I am walkin’ down the main stem ponderin’. The little manicure dame who fixed my fingernails wised me up plenty. This dame has told me that the big night spot is the Estancia Elvira which is the tops in its line.

This Elvira is a helluva big show with gardens, an’ two hot restaurants, a coupla big time bands and a ritzy floor-show. There are plenty dames of all sorts an’ sizes around there, but they are not the ordinary run-around girls. Not on your life. They are dames who are nice an’ cultured. They have got class an’ even if one of ’em does pull a fast one now an’ again — well, it always amuses the other guys — the ones who don’t get stung.

As for the dames in the floor show all these are hand picked mommas who are such nifty-lookin’ honeybelles that they get married about four times a year. The manicure girl tells me that one of these babies has been married so much that every time she brings home a new husband the housekeeper asks this guy to put his name in the visitors’ book.

I ease along nice an’ quiet. It’s a helluva night an’ Mexico City is just wakin’ up. The roadway is full of cars an’ guys, an’ the women in the autos are such swell-lookers that any time I can get some vacation I am comin’ around here just to get my throat cut quick for nothin’.

Away on the right standin’ back in a big sorta courtyard place I can see the Estancia de Elvira with the electrics twinklin’ outside.

I walk down there an’ turn in. As I am walkin’ across the big patio missin’ the cars that are comin’ this way for the supper show I look up at the front of the place an’ I stand there with my mouth open just as if somebody had smacked me a hot one across the pan with a wet fish.

An’ why not! Because stuck up in electric lights right across the front of the place is the name of the dame who is starrin’ in the floor show an’ that name is Zellara — the same name that was written on the bit of paper that I found in the clip chamber of Pepper’s gun.

Boy, this is my lucky day.

I go inta the restaurant an’ sit down at a table an’ order a hot dish an’ some lager beer an’ I start doin’ a big reasonin’ out act with myself.

Here is what I think. You gotta remember that I said I thought it was funny for Pepper to keep that bit of paper with the name on it when he coulda remembered it easy — you can’t very well forget a name like Zellara — well now I reckon that I know why he did keep it, an’ I will soon know if I am right or wrong.

I reckon that Pepper knew this Zellara. He probably contacted her right here in Mexico City an’ maybe she was the dame who gave him the hot tip that sent him runnin’ inta Mexico without time to finish writin’ that letter to Scattle.

But whether or not she knew that he was an F.B.I. agent I don’t know, an’ I can’t take a chance on that. I have just got to go on bein’ Mr. Hellup an’ try to find out what’s goin’.

I sit there rackin’ my brains to find out some angle for gettin’ next to this baby an’ gettin’ her to talk very cold turkey to me but you gotta realise that this ain’t an easy thing when you don’t even know the dame.

I get the idea that this Zellara mighta been a bit stuck on Pepper or that he thought she knew somethin’ an’ made a play for her and worked a big sex-appeal act which came off one hundred per cent.

The thing that I wanta find out is whether this Zellara dame knew Pedro, but it ain’t very much good askin’ her because if she did an’ is not on the up-an’-up she ain’t goin’ to tell me is she?

Then all of a sudden an idea hits me right in the back of the dome like I was struck by lightning. It is a nervy sorta idea an’ one that might work very bad for me if it don’t come off. But if it does come off... oh boy....

I reckon I am goin’ to take a chance on two things. I am goin’ to take a chance that this Zellara baby is like all big floor show babies an’ gets around the frontier towns so much an’ meets so many guys who fall for ’em that they don’t even remember ten per cent of the mugs. I am goin’ to be one of these mugs.

The second thing is that I am goin’ to take a chance that Pepper did a vampin’ act with Zellara to get information outa her. Maybe she was a bit stuck on him. Anyhow I am goin’ to play it that way an’ trust to luck.

I pay my bill an’ ease outa the restaurant an’ go onto the dance floor. The place is a honey of a place, all white an’ green an’ gold, with soft shaded lights, an’ the dames are an eyeful. Boy, I would like to have time on hand an’ about ten thousand smackers, an’ just stick around a place like this seein’ which dame knew most of the answers.

All the men are wearin’ tuxedos but they still look like tough babies, an’ there is that sorta soft undercurrent of chit-chat that you can always hear in a dump like that.

I sit down an’ order myself a drink an’ make a signal to some guy who looks like one of the floor managers. He comes over.

I start talkin’ nice an’ easy to this bozo. I tell him that this is the first time I have been in Mexico City, an’ that it is certainly just what the doctor ordered. I tell him that I been doin’ some odd cattle an’ horse tradin’ around the Sierras an’ that things ain’t so good an’ that I reckon that I might as well take it easy an’ spend a little dough an’ take a peek at a doll or two.

He says why not?

I ask him about the floor show an’ he says it is very good an’ then I ease the conversation around to Zellara. I say that I saw a dame with the same monicker singin’ in some small towns around the Aguas Calientes an’ he says that this is certain because she has worked all over the place in all sorts of dumps an’ that she ain’t been in the big-time for long. He says she is one helluva success.

Then I say I got it. I say that I saw this dame doin’ a swell act in Manzanillo when I was in the banana business an’ he says that is O.K. because she was workin’ here at the Casa Mexicali when he was assistant manager there. I say ain’t that funny an’ don’t it just show you how small the world is an’ he says you bet it does an’ scrams.

The place has filled up; the band — an’ those boys could play I’m tellin’ you — is handin’ out some hot stuff, an’ waiters an’ people are rushin’ about the place an’ some of the dames who are comin’ into this dump have got some frocks on ’em that would make a Chicago fence jump in the lake outa sheer rage.

Then, all of a sudden, there is a roll on the drums an’ a helluva chord on an’ the floor-show starts. The big curtain that is swung across the dance floor goes away to one side an’ one of the niftiest legged choruses I have ever lamped starts in to work a number that would have woke up a corpse.

Me... I am gettin’ very interested.

I sit back. After a few minutes the first number is over. Some little curtains at the back part an’ out comes Zellara. Here is a dame who has got somethin’. She is a real Mexican. Little, slim an’ made like a piece of indiarubber. She has got a swell shape an’ a lovely face with a pair of the naughtiest lookin’ brown eyes I have ever seen in my life. She sings a song an’ goes into a rumba dance. This baby has got what it takes all right.

Me, I have seen dames swing it before but I reckon that if this Zellara hadda been loose in the Garden of Eden, Adam woulda taken a quick run-out powder an’ the serpent woulda been found hidin’ behind the rose bushes with his fingers crossed. At the risk of repeatin’ myself I will tell you guys that this dame is a one hundred per cent exclusive custom-built 1939 model fitted with all the speed gadgets an’ guaranteed not to skid goin’ round the corners. Me, I have often thought that if I hadda dame like this Zellara....

But why should I bring that up?

When she dances over my way I look her over carefully. There is a lotta intelligence in her face an’ she’s got a nice, firm little jaw. I reckon this dame could be a bit tough if she wanted to.

Well, I will try anythin’ once.

I nod to a waiter who is standin’ near my table an’ ask this guy to bring me a piece of paper and an envelope. Then I write her a note:



Dear Zellara,

Maybe you’ll be surprised to know that an old friend of yours, nobody else but Wylie T. Hellup who met you in Manzanillo when you was working at the Casa Mexicali is sitting here in front bursting with admiration for your show.

And not only that but I’ve got something durned important to talk to you about — something serious. Can I see you tonight?

Love and kisses,

Wylie.”



I stick this in the envelope an’ address it to her an’ ask the waiter guy to send it around back when her number’s over. I give him a dollar bill an’ he says O.K. he’ll look after it.

Pretty soon she finishes her number an’ hops off. I give myself another drink an’ stick around. After a bit the waiter guy comes back with a note from her. I open it. It says:



Amigo,

How marvellous to meet any of my old friends from Manzanillo. I have to do another show in half an hour’s time, but after that if you like to give me supper somewhere else that would be wonderful.

Adios, Zellara.”



I slip the waiter another two bucks an’ think it is cheap at the price. I get up an’ go inta the men’s room. There ain’t anybody there. I take out my billfold an’ slip out the piece of paper that I found in the clip chamber in Pepper’s gun. I compare it with the note I have just got from Zellara. The handwriting is the same!

O.K. So now we know why Pepper kept that bit of paper. He tore it off a letter or a note that he probably got from Zellara, an’ he kept it so that some time in future if he wanted to he could check on her handwritin’; an’ the only reason he would wanta do this would be because he would think that somewhere in some police record there would be a specimen of this baby’s handwritin’!

I get my hat an’ I go out. I walk back towards the hotel an’ do a little quiet thinkin’. I have gotta move from now on. I reckon it is no good beatin’ about the bush. It is stickin’ out a foot that this Zellara had somethin’ to do with Pepper’s goin’ down inta the Sierra an’ meetin’ up with Pedro, an’ you can bet your sweet an’ holy life that she wasn’t in this job on her own, that there was somebody behind her an’ there is only one way that I reckon I can find this out.

When I get back to the hotel I go to my room an’ telephone for a bell-hop. After a bit a guy comes up. He is not a bad lookin’ guy. He looks smart. I tell him that when I blow outa Mexico City I am goin’ way up inta the silver district, an’ the spot I am goin’ to is not a very healthy spot. I tell him that I wanta get me a little hand gun, one of them very small ones. Does he know where I could get a gun like this? He says yeah an’ he tells me the name of a dump where I can buy one. He also says if it will be any use to me he will ring through to this dump which is owned by a pal of his, an’ tell him I am comin’ round. I say this is swell.

I then slip this guy five bucks an’ ask him if he has got some other pal in Mexico City who is a very intelligent guy an’ who maybe is in the garage business, the sorta guy who does not ask too many questions an’ who would like to earn himself fifty bucks. He don’t haveta think at all. He says sure he knows a guy an’ that it is his cousin, a feller called Starita, who is a nice guy an’ has a garage on the Calle Ferdinando. I say O.K. an’ that after he has phoned through to the gun guy he can telephone through to his cousin an’ say I’m comin’ round to see him. He says O.K. an’ I slip him another five spot.

I go downstairs an’ I ease around to this place he has told me an’ I get the gun. It is a little blue steel .22 pop gun — a seven shot automatic, a very nice little gun provided you hit the feller in the right place with it, but small enough for what I want.

I go back to the hotel, an’ strap on my shoulder holster with the Luger in it under my arm. Then I ring the desk for a piece of adhesive tape. When the bell-hop brings this up an’ scrams, I take the little .22 automatic an’ I stick the barrel end in the top of my sock so that my garter grip goes over it an’ holds it. I cut a thin piece of the adhesive tape off an’ stick it over the butt end of the gun an’ on to my leg on each side so that I have got it fixed so that while I can walk with this gun all right an’ nobody would know it was there, I can grab it out just by pullin’ my trouser leg up an’ maybe tearin’ a piece of skin off in the process.

I then ease around an’ see the garage guy on the Calle Ferdinando.

This guy is intelligent all right. I tell him just what I want him to do an’ make him repeat it so’s he knows it an’ don’t get anythin’ wrong, after which I slip this guy twenty-five bucks an’ say that if he will come round to my hotel tomorrow mornin’ he will find another twenty-five in an envelope at the desk if he has done the job properly. He says O.K. he will fix it.

He ain’t a bit surprised because no guy in Mexico City is ever surprised at anything.

You’re tellin’ me!


VI. CAN I TAKE IT?
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IT IS TWO o’clock when I blow back to the Estancia de Elvira an’ go around to the artistes’ entrance an’ ask for Zellara. When I go inta her dressin’ room I get wise to the fact that this Zellara is as good a looker off stage as she is on.

One time when I was in England on the van Zelden case some guy said a dame was a “pocket Venus.” Well, I reckon this Zellara is a “pocket Venus.” She is like a little statue of the real thing; but boy, is everything in proportion or is it?

As I stand there lampin’ this baby I don’t think that I have ever seen so much honey done up in one bundle before. I reckon Zellara would start some biological urge workin’ in the old gentleman who said that he would rather get married to a rattlesnake than a dame.

She has got her hair done up in Spanish fashion with a high comb an’ a mantilla, an’ she is wearin’ a flame coloured frock that would knock your eye right out.

You gotta realise that I am a bit jittery myself because as you guys know I have never seen this dame before to-night in my life an’ this fast stuff I have pulled on her about meetin’ her in Manzanillo is all very well providin’ she don’t remember that she didn’t.

She looks me over very slow an’ quiet, an’ then she looks up at me with one hand restin’ on her hip an’ she says:

“Wylie, honey, is eet so good seeing you again?”

I told you that she has a sweet little voice that is like a bird f an’ when she calls me Honey I feel that sorta shivery feelin’ I have when I get the idea that I have registered with a dame. I go towards her an’ I put my hand out sorta casual in case she just wants to shake hands. But she don’t. She gets hold of my hand an’ she sorta pulls herself towards me, an’ the next thing I know she has got her face up against mine an’ I am kissin’ her like I was a Robert Taylor close-up.

I am tellin’ you mugs that it was such a helluva kiss that when she took her mouth away from mine it was like tearin’ porous plaster off grandpa.

“Well, kiddo,” I say, “is this good or is it, seein’ you again like this? I reckon they was good times we had in Manzanillo.”

I She takes a gold cigarette case off her make-up table, gives herself a cigarette an’ throws one to me.

“Ver’ good times,” she says. “You remember the night, Wylie — the night that eet took t’ree four beeg men to t’row you out of the Casa Mexicali, wiz Zellara ronning round next morning to the police station to get you free.” She raises her eyes an’ looks up to heaven. “Caramba! Were you a madman!”

I think I’d better turn this line of conversation off, otherwise I am goin’ to get myself in bad.

“O.K., baby,” I tell her. “Those days are gone but the present is always with us, so where do we go from here?”

She puts her head on one side.

“There is a ver’ nice place I know, Wylie,” she says. “El Doro. We go there. We eat, we drink, we talk about...” she looks at me sorta arch— “what we shall do to-morrow.”

I grin at her.

“That’s O.K. by me,” I tell her, “although I’m more interested in what we’re goin’ to do before breakfast.”

“Come, beeg boy,” she says.

We grab a cab outside an’ drive round to this El Doro. It looks to me as if everythin’ is swell. If I have a bitta luck to-night maybe I am goin’ to get next to something.

I start working out a sorta time-table in my mind. It is just past two in the mornin’, an’ while two in the mornin’ don’t mean a thing in Mexico City, I don’t want to leave things too late, because people get sorta tired an’ when they’re tired they don’t do the things they do when they’re feelin’ good.

When we get around to El Doro the Manager, who knows Zellara, rushes around gettin’ us a table in a corner away from everybody. This is a quiet, swell place with a very nice guitar band up on a balcony that don’t disturb you when you wanta talk.

I order a meal, some champagne for Zellara and a bottle of rye for myself, an’ while wer’e eatin’ it we talk plenty. She tells me what she has been doin’, about the places she’s been playin’ in. I just listen an’ don’t say much.

Lookin’ across the table at this baby I see that there is something very attractive about this Zellara.

First of all she is a natural sorta kid. She eats an’ drinks an’ laughs an’ looks you straight in the eye. In point of fact I will go so far as to say that this baby is the sorta baby that any guy would say was one hundred per cent on the up-an’-up. He would say to himself that this was a dame who oould be trusted, that this is the sorta jane who would not pull a fast one on anybody, just because she is one of them straight-thinkin’ natural sorta children of the sun, who just goes along dancin’ an’ singin’ and takin’ what’s comin’ to her on the chin.

Boy, am I poetic guy or am I?

Well, that is what the ordinary bozo is goin’ to think about Zellara, but me, I have met too many dames to be taken in by what they look like. I have found that you can very often know a lot about a dame by lookin’ at her face an’ her ankles. If a dame has got a swell face an’ one hundred per cent ankles she always gets inta trouble, an’ if she has only got sweet ankles she is still a potential menace to a lotta guys.

It is the good lookers who cause the trouble, the reason being that they are good lookers, because you have probably figured out for yourself that the dame who has got a pair of legs like stove-pipes, the same size all the way up an’ down, is the dame who is what they call a good dame, the one who leads the “Down with the Men” campaign, an’ spends her off-time lookin’ through the keyhole inta the kitchen to see if the cook is takin’ a tumble with the ice-man.

I am just in the middle of these great thoughts when Zellara folds her hands under her little chin an’ looks over at me an’ says:

“Cara, tell me, what ees this serious business you wan’ to talk about?”

I look sorta serious.

“Oh that,” I tell her. “Well, here’s the way it goes, honey. You remember when I was playin’ around in Manzanillo in that banana business of mine, there was a guy — a nice guy, a sorta assistant to me — a feller with the name of Pepper. You know, baby,” I go on, “I always had an idea in my head that Pepper was sorta keen on you.”

She don’t bat an eye-lid. Her eyes don’t even waver or flicker for a second. She just goes on lookin’ at me with the same little smile around her mouth. I tell you this dame is good.

“Si-si,” she says, “I remember. Peppere was a nice hombre, ver’ nice, ver’ — what you say good-looking.”

“Sure he was,” I tell her, “I suppose you know what happened to Pepper after he left the banana business?”

“No,” she says, “I don’ know. Tell me, Wylie.”

We have both got our chins restin’ on our hands an’ we are both lookin’ at each other an’ we both know wer’e a sweet pair of goddam liars, but weI’m both doin’ it very well.

“I’m goin’ to tell you, Zellara,” I go on. “This guy Pepper was what I call the big mug. He wasn’t a guy like me who has got sense. He is always lookin’ around for adventure. You know, he was one of them guys who was nuts about dames, he wanted to be Robin Hood, Paul Revere an’ Custer’s Last Stand all rolled inta one. So what does the big sap do? I’m tellin’ you he joins the F.B.I. — the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He becomes a Special Agent — a ‘G’ man, see?

“Now can you imagine a thing like that? Just as if there wasn’t enough trouble knockin’ about for a guy like Pepper but he has to go an’ do a thing like that.”

She nods her head. I can see she is thinkin’ fast an’ plenty. She is wonderin’ how the hell she is goin’ to handle this proposition. I stop talkin’ an’ she don’t say anything. We just sit there lookin’ at each other for a coupla minutes. Then:

“Cara,” she says, very soft. “So what?”

“So nothing, honeypot,” I tell her. “So just this. I’m lookin’ for Pepper, You see I’ve gotta big sorta interest in Pepper. I wanta find where this guy is. I tried all sorts of things but I ain’t had any luck an’ then when I blew in here to-night an’ I see your name up in neon lights outside the Elvira, I thought well this is funny, because I bet anything I got in the world that Pepper would have tried to see you some time, some place, because I gotta hunch he was blowin’ around these parts.”

She takes the bottle of champagne off the table before I can get my hand out to do it for her, an’ she starts fillin’ her glass up. She does it very slow an’ she’s doin’ it so she can give herself time to think what she’s goin’ to say to me. I am doin’ a big grinnin’ act inside. I have put this baby on the spot an’ she knows it. When she’s filled the glass she takes it up an’ she looks at me across the top of it, an’ she says:

“Cara, why don’ you be a sensible man? Why don’ you see that when Zellara ees with Wylie she does not want to theenk about Peppere or any man?”

“Baby,” I tell her, “you are a swell kid, an’ while I could go for you one hundred per cent an’ then plenty, at the same time this guy was my pal an’ if you can say anything that will give me a line of him there’s nothing I won’t do for you.”

She puts her little hand out an’ puts it over my big one.

“Dear Wylie,” she says, “as eef you didn’t know that even in Manzanillo you were the only one who has ever meant anything to Zellara.”

She gives a sigh, a little soft sigh, an’ just for the sake of appearance I give one too, although not being good at it my sigh sounds like a whale comin’ up for air. She picks up her wrap.

“Ver’ well, Wylie,” she says, “you wan’ me to talk to you about Peppere, so I tell you about ’im. I did not want to do thees, because Peppere has done something to me which was unkind. But I do not want to talk ’ere. Come back to the apartment” — she gives me an arch sorta look— “we dreenk some coffee and I will tell you anyt’ing you want to know. Now, you will plees excuse me while I powder my nose?”

I tell her that’s fine an’ I watch her makin’ for the woman’s cloakroom, an’ I do a quiet grin because I know that the amount of nose powderin’ that this dame is goin’ to do is just a minus quantity. She is goin’ to do what I thought she was goin’ to do. She is goin’ to call up the boy friend!

One of these days when I am gettin’ a bit long in the tooth and when the dames are beginnin’ to tell me that they like me because of my brains — you know the stuff they pull when you get to the age when women can trust you which is a shockin’ thing to happen to any guy, I reckon I am goin’ to get myself a place like this dump of Zellara’s. I’m tellin’ you that the guy who threw this love-nest together certainly knew his pineapples. It is a big four-room street-level apartment with gold Spanish iron-work doors in between the rooms. The furniture is marvellous an’ there is a heavy perfume hangin’ about the place that sorta gets you. I’m tellin’ you that this place has got atmosphere.

I am standin’ in front of the big gold curtains that are hung in front of the double windows, an’ Zellara is sittin’ in a big chair on the other side of the room fiddlin’ with the radio knob. She has got out a very good bottle of rye an’ a Spanish cigarro that makes you think you are smokin’ a piece of carpet, an’ I would be very happy only I have got a coupla things on my mind.

She turns off the radio an’ she says:

“Wylie, you are a ver’ strange hombre. Maybe that ees why you fascinate me.”

I grin.

“O.K., baby,” I tell her. “Well, maybe before I’m through, you’ll think I am a bit more strange but not so fascinatin’. Now wer’e here I’m gonna talk cold turkey to you.”

She sorta settles herself in her chair. She has got a nice pleasant smile on her face.

“So thees ees the business,” she says. “You go right a’ead, Wylie.”

I throw the cigar stump away an’ give myself a cigarette. When I am lightin’ it I see the name “Lucky Strike” written on it. I hope it’s goin’ to be that way.

“O.K.,” I tell her. “Well, here we go. I’m not goin’ to mince any words with you, Zellara, an’ I’m tippin’ you off here an’ now that you’d better talk the truth an’ plenty of it, otherwise I might not be so pleased with you.

“I told you Pepper was an F.B.I. Agent. O.K. He was operatin’ in the Arizona district. He usta get around plenty — South California, Texas, New Mexico an’ over the line inta Mexico. He was an Agent who worked on the border, running contraband guys, counterfeit bozos an’ Federal mail bandits down.

“O.K. Well, this bozo gets a hunch. He gets a hunch that there is something breakin’ in Mexico. He rings through to the Agent-in-Charge in Arizona an’ says he’s goin’ over to Mexico to find out what it is. He can’t say any more right then, he says, he’ll write later. The next thing that happens is he comes down here to Mexico City. When he gets here he starts writin’ a letter to the Agent-in-Charge, tellin’ him what all this besusuz is about.

“O.K. Well, he don’t finish that letter, see? Somethin’ happens that makes him tail it off quick. I reckon he’d heard something or had a phone call, or had to get out quick, or something like that. Anyhow he scrams. O.K. Well, nobody hears anything more of this guy an’ where he is to-day or what’s happened to him nobody knows.

“Now there is a guy in Washington called J. Edgar Hoover, who is Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He is a bit old-fashioned inasmuch as he does not like to have his Agents missin’, so I get orders to jump around a bit an’ find Pepper, because, baby, as you have already guessed you never saw me in Manzanillo. You knew I was an F.B.I. Agent directly you clapped your eyes on me. But you thought you’d play it the way I wanted it played. You thought you’d get some time to do a little thinkin’.

“O.K. I get over inta Mexico an’ I’ve been runnin’ up an’ down that dump until I have got permanent tonsilitis through desert dust an’ my stomach is still turnin’ over an’ over through drinkin’ about four gallons of bad tequila a day just because you can’t get anything else much. Also I do not like the desert women because they get sorta dried up in the sun an’ I like dames to be sorta limpid.

“Well, I don’t find out much. All I do find out is that Pepper has been seen kickin’ around all sorts of places from the Sierras right down to the Aguas Calientes districts. So I go rushin’ around the place lookin’ for him.

“Well, I don’t find him an’ I think maybe that he’s fallen for one of these hot mommas you meet over there, because I am afraid that Pepper is a guy who would always put a dame before his job.”

She looks at me an’ nods. I don’t say anything for a bit because I’m sorta mentally apologisin’ to Pepper for sayin’ funny things about this poor guy, but this is the way this job has gotta be played.

“O.K., Zellara,” I go on. “So I get a hunch. I remember that Pepper wrote that letter from Mexico City, so I think that I will get down here an’ take a look around. Now, the funny thing is that while I was over in Mexico I have got one point to work on. I get inta some place where Pepper had been an’ I found a bit of a letter with the signature on it.

“The signature was ‘Zellara,’ an’ to-night when I was easin’ around this dump the first thing I see is the same name Zellera in lights in front of the Elvira. So I do a big Sherlock Holmes act an’ I think that maybe you are the dame who wrote this letter to Pepper an’ I was right because when I look at your handwritin’ on that note you sent me to-night I see that it was the same.

“So what, baby? So this: Pepper met you down here an’ he knew you. You wrote letters to him. Maybe you took a tumble with him, I don’t know. But what I do know is that you’ve been gettin’ around Mexico for a long time. You’ve only just made the big time in your business. You’ve been an estancia singer for years, croonin’ around the Mexican sticks, an’ I’m bettin’ all the tea in China to a coupla sticks of canned asparagus that you knew a guy called Pedro Dominguez when you was there, this Dominguez bein’ a two-by-four cheap, four-flushin’ bandit who will do anythin’ from a railway stick-up to prizin’ out the gold stoppin’ from a sleepin’ baby’s tooth.

“O.K. So we do a bit more deducin’ an’ we come to the conclusion that as Pepper linked up with Pedro Dominguez somewhere in Mexico an’ as I reckon you know Dominguez, it looks like you are the dame who put Pepper on to him. Now it’s your turn, so shoot, baby.”

She don’t say anythin’ for a minute. She gets up an’ draws herself up to her full height. I forgot to tell you that when this dame got back here she changed inta a fluffy sorta wrap, négligés I believe they call ’em, an’ standin’ there with that big console radio as a background she looks like a million dollars. There is a sorta hurt expression in her eyes. She walks across the room towards me very slow an’ she puts her hands up on my shoulders. She stands up close to me an’ she looks right inta my eyes, an’ she says:

“Cara, don’t you see?... Cannot you see...?”

Boy, I get it, this dame is now goin’ to tell me that she loves me, an’ I get to thinkin’ that if all the dames in the American continent who have been in love with me for some bum reason best known to themselves was added up they would reach four times round the world an’ have enough left over to start two Wanamaker department stores.

“Isn’t eet plain to you?” she says.

“Kiddo,” I tell her, “somethin’ is plenty plain to me at this moment, an’ that is that I am still waitin’ to hear you talk. So you go over an’ sit down in the big chair while you do it.”

She sorta droops. She goes back to the chair an’ sits down.

“Look, Zellara,” I tell her, “maybe you’ve heard of me, my name’s Caution.”

She nods.

“I know,” she says. She swings around. “Listen,” she says, “here’s the trut’. I met Peppere here. I liked heem, he was a nice boy. He asked me to do sometheeng for heem, he asked me eef it were possible for me to put heem on to Pedro. I said I try and find out where Pedro was, and eet was arranged that when I discovered this I telephone through to Peppere. In the meantime I got ver’ fond of heem. He was a nice boy.

“One evening I get the information he desires. I ring through to his hotel. I tell heem where he can find Pedro. Next morning I get a note from heem. The note tells me that he has gone to the Sierra Mojada, that when he comes back he hopes to see me. That ees all I know.”

I do a quick think. Is this dame tellin’ the truth or is she? How do I know?

“Look, Zellara,” I tell her. “I’d hate to take you down to the office of the Chief of Police here an’ flash my card at him an’ start something that wouldn’t do you any good. You wouldn’t hold out on me, would you?”

She looks at me.

“Come here,” she says, “and look into my eyes and tell me eef I am lying to you.”

I go over an’ take a look at her. Her eyes are all wet with tears. I start to think that a dame looks very good when she looks like this. Then I see that she is sorta smilin’ an’ lookin’ past me.

Here we go!

I spin around an’ stick my hand up in my coat for the Luger, but I am too late. Standin’ in the doorway between this room an’ the next one are three guys. They are very big guys an’ they are wearin’ tuxedos an’ they are not nice guys. I can tell this because one of ’em has got a .45 Colt automatic pointin’ straight at my guts.

“Take it easy, pal,” he says.

He comes over to me an’ takes the gun outa my shoulder holster an’ puts it in his tuxedo pocket. He runs his hands down the side of my coat an’ round my hips to see if I’ve got another one. Zellara has walked up to the table an’ got herself a cigarette. She is grinnin’ like a yellow cat. I reckon this dame feels pleased with herself.

“O.K.,” says the big guy with the gun. “Come on, boy, we gotta nice yellow speed tub outside. Maybe you’d like to come for a little ride.”

I look this guy over. He is about six feet, an’ American. The two other guys are Mexicanos. I put up a weak sorta grin.

“It looks to me like this is where I hand in my dinner pail,” I tell him. “I sorta feel you boys are goin’ to be rough with me.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” he says. “I sorta reckon that we are. In fact,” he says, “by the time we are through with you your sister wouldn’t change what’s left of you for an old pair of pants. Get goin’, flatfoot! This way!”

He pushes me out through the door inta the other room. As I’m goin’ through I turn my head over my shoulder.

“Adios, carissima mia!” I say. “If I have any luck I’m goin’ to get at you one of these days an’ when I do you won’t sit down for sixteen years an’ even then you’ll need an air cushion.”

She says a rude word at me.

They push me out. On the other side of the room we get inta a passage. We go out along to the back of the apartment block. There is a car waitin’ there. They stick me in the back an’ the big guy with the gun sits beside me. The other two guys get in front. They start the car an’ we swing out on to the main stem an’ go plenty fast through the city.

The guy on my right has got the muzzle of the gun stuck right inta my ribs. With the other hand he gets himself out a pack of cigarettes an’ gives me one. I take it.

“Have a few puffs of that,” he says. “Maybe you’ll have time to smoke half of it. There’s a sweet waste dump about five miles outa this city an’ that’s where you’re goin’ with a half a dozen slugs in your guts, and how do you like that, sweetheart?”

“I don’t like it,” I tell him. “I don’t like it at all. But ain’t you guys ever considered that you might be makin’ a big mistake?”

He grins. He’s got nice teeth, I can see ’em flash.

“An’ just what do you mean by that crack, sucker?” he says.

We turn down one of the inter-sections an’ now wer’e on one of the main boulevards leading east outa Mexico City. The night is nice an’ quiet. I look around at him an’ grin. While I am doin’ this I start pullin’ up the left leg of my trousers very quietly.

“Wise guy,” I say to this palooka. “Just take a look behind you outa the rear window of this car an’ you’ll see a police car. Did you think I was mug enough to fall for a stunt like that put up by your girl friend? That car’s been tailin’ me the whole evenin’, mug, an’ if you an’ your friends try any sorta rush-stuff you will find yourselves hangin’ up until your neck is long enough to go fishin’ with. Take a look, muggsy!”

He swings his head round an’ sure as shootin’ he sees that fifty yards behind is the car. Just for a moment he drops the gun muzzle. I have got my trouser leg up an’ I snatch the little .22 automatic off my leg an’ I stick it inta his guts.

“You drop that rod, baby,” I tell him, “an’ quick.”

The two guys in front have just got wise to the situation. I talk fast.

“Stop this car,” I tell ’em, “an’ anybody who as much as moves their ears is goin’ to get it, an’ if I’ve gotta shoot I’m goin’ to shoot so’s it’ll hurt plenty.”

They stop the car. I pick up the Colt that the guy on my right has dropped on the floor of the car, an’ take my Luger outa his pocket. I get ’em out. Behind us the other car has also stopped. It’s waitin’ fifty yards down the road. I line these guys up against the side of the car an’ I don’t waste any time. I can see that these guys are already surprised that cops ain’t disgorgin’ themselves from the car. I act very quick. I bust ’em one each with the butt of the .45, an’ when I say bust, I mean bust. You can almost hear their skulls crack.

I open the car door. I pick ’em up an’ I push ’em in the back. I take two guns off the two guys who were sittin’ in front. Then I light myself a cigarette an’ walk down the road to the car that is waitin’. The garage boy sticks his head out.

“Sweet work, buddy,” I tell him. “Here’s the other twenty-five bucks I promised you.”

I stick the Luger back in my shoulder holster, an’ I give the other three guns an’ the little automatic to the garage guy.

“You give these to your cousin round at the Peranza Hotel,” I say. “Maybe he can do a deal with that pal of his who runs the gun shop.”

He says that is swell business an’ can he do anythin’ else. I tell him he can drop me off way down the main stem near to where he was waitin’ to pick up the car after we left Zellara’s place.

I get inside an’ we scram.

When we get to where I want to get out.

“So long, mister,” he says. “I ain’t bein’ fresh or anythin’ but I bet you’re a cop.”

“Don’t be silly, kid,” I tell him. “I’m a banana merchant from Manzanillo.”

“Yeah?” he says. “An’ I’m my girl friend’s best pajamas. Good-night, boss!”

He drives away. I reckon he is a good kid.

The lounge room window — the one with the gold coloured curtains — is open around at Zellara’s place. I reckon she thinks the night is goin’ to be a hot one. Maybe she’s right.

I ease through an’ go across an’ through the other room — the one where we was before. On the other side is the door that leads to her bedroom — the one she went through to change her frock.

I open it nice an’ quiet.

Zellara is sleepin’ in a big white satin bed on the other side of the room. The moonlight is comin’ through the window an’ shinin’ on her face. She looks pretty swell to me — you know, like a little angel from heaven — wearin’ a frilly pajama jacket with one little breast peepin’ out as if it was sorta curious.

I heave a big sigh. The trouble with me is that — as you guys have probably figured out for yourselves — I am a very poetic sorta cuss an’ I am always on the look-out for beauty an’ sweetness, that is of course when I am not chasin’ after some thugs or tryin’ to ditch some hot momma who is tryin’ to get a double half-nelson strangle hold on little Lemmy.

Standin’ there I get to thinkin’ that one of these fine days if I am lucky I shall get myself a dame who looks like Zellara looks but who is not all the time tryin’ to issue me with a one-way ticket to the local graveyard.

Just then I let go a sneeze that you coulda heard in Iceland. I switch the light on quick just as she sits up in bed an’ blinks. This dame’s eyes are poppin’. She opens ’em wide an’ takes a big look at me. Then she says something in Spanish that is so rude that I wouldn’t even tell it to my deaf grandmother.

“Hey, Snakes Hips,” I tell her. “How’re you feelin’? Me, I am the ghost of Lemmy Caution callin’ on his old girl friend Zellara the Manzanillo Nightingale, an’ I am comin’ around here every night at midnight to haunt you with my dyin’ moans an’ to cane the pants off of you with a handful of stingin’ nettles. An’ how do you like that, you cheap, double-crossin’ little chisellin’ daughter of a gaucho love-child?”

She starts in.

I would just hate to tell you guys the things she said. I have always liked Spanish because it is a very expressive sorta language but I’m tellin’ you that the words that this dame was sayin’ woulda done credit to a Mexican railway plate layer who was havin’ his leg sawn off by cannibals. I have known top sergeants in the Marines who woulda given four months pay to get a vocabulary like this dame has got.

I go over to the bed an’ stand lookin’ at her. She is so burned up that she could even cut her own throat if somebody would pay her for doin’ it.

“Look, Precious-Heart,” I tell her. “I just couldn’t keep away from you. I have come back because somethin’ is pressin’ on my heart an’ I reckon it’s either the cucumber or else it is your double-crossin’ pan which is makin’ me feel sick in the stomach.”

She makes a gaspin’ noise.

“An’ just to imagine that you thought I was such a sap as to fall for you,” I tell her. “Boy, I had a car trailin’ me ever since I picked you up at the de Elvira before we went to the Doro. An’ it was just too bad for your boy friends too.

“O.K.,” I tell her. “Now I reckon I know the Chief of Police around here an’ if I take you down there they ain’t goin’ to be too nice to you, are they? You tell me somethin’. What was your boy friend’s name — the American guy, I mean?”

She tells me. Directly I hear the name I know plenty. This guy works for a mob in Chicago, as sweet a bunch of thugs as ever tried to play times on a copper with a tommy gun.

She looks at me.

“What you goin’ to do wiz me?” she says.

I take a long look at her.

“Nothin’,” I tell her. “Because I’m very particular about the sorta dames I get around with, an’ you remind me too much of a boss-eyed rattlesnake I usta know when I was a boy. But,” I go on, “you can get up pronto an’ put some clothes on because you are goin’ to send a little wire to your boy friend’s boss in Chicago — the guy who paid you to put Pepper in touch with Pedro Dominguez, the guy who paid you to get Pedro to bump him off.

“After which,” I go on, “you can stick around here just as if nothin’ had happened. When your boy friend’s boss in Chicago gets the wire you’re goin’ to send he’s goin’ to be steamed up plenty. He’s comin’ through on the long-distance to ask what it’s all about.

“An’ your boy friend will be around here askin’ you about it, that is when he’s got over the smack on the nut that I handed out to him not so long ago.

“So you just stick around an’ tell ’em what they want to know, after which you can go on amusin’ the customers at the Elvira each an’ every night with that Mexican wriggle of yours. Get goin’, baby!”

She looks at me as if I was nuts. Maybe she thought I was goin’ to take her along to the cops here which is a thing I would not do for a million bucks.

While she is gettin’ ready I do a little quiet thinkin’.

It’s been a nice evenin’ after all.


VII. SPILL IT, TONY
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MAYBE, ONE OF these days, I am goin’ to get some place on this Pepper-Jamieson business an’ who am I to say that it ain’t goin’ to be a bit sooner than I expect. These jobs have gotta sorta way of takin’ a turn for the better just at the sorta time that you think they’re dyin’ on you.

I’m on my way an’ Mexico can have my smoke an’ keep it. After I pulled that last seance with that hell-cat Zellara, I do not waste any time in ponderin’ about things because I have always been a guy who believes that the great thing to do is to keep movin’.

Me — I do not believe that there is any good in stickin’ around a dump after you have pulled a fast one, an’ believe it or not I got the idea in my head that I have pulled a fast one on these guys who ironed out Pepper.

Maybe you have been wonderin’ why I have not wasted a lotta brains in tryin’ to get some angle on this Jamieson-Grearson disappearance because it will already have struck you guys that whatever has happened to these chemists is tied right up with what happened to Pepper.

Pepper mentioned Jamieson’s name in the letter he started to write to Scattle. He mentioned this name before the Federal Bureau sent out that instruction sayin’ that Jamieson had disappeared from the hacienda where he was waitin’ to meet up with Grearson. So Pepper was on to Jamieson for somethin’ or other. Maybe he had heard that there was some thuggery afoot; that somebody was aimin’ to iron out Jamieson — which is what I think has happened to that guy.

Maybe Pepper thought he could get some action an’ muscle in on the job first. It looks as if he didn’t know anythin’ about Grearson — the U.S. Navy Yard chemist guy who was on his way to meet Jamieson an’ who disappears off the map after bein’ seen somewhere near the Texas State Line. Maybe somebody or other has knocked off this guy Grearson too, which only goes to show you that things can happen to chemists just the same as if they was anybody else an’ that they do not spend all their time bein’ nice an’ safe an’ makin’ bad smells in laboratories.

Anyway any guy who is prepared to strain his thinkin’ box a piece is goin’ to see that these two bozos Jamieson an’ Grearson was playin’ with fire anyway. They have invented a new sorta poison gas — I reckon that by a coincidence they both got the same sorta idea at the same time — an’ the British an’ U.S. Governments think that the best thing that these boys can do is to go live in that hacienda dump in Mexico, miles an’ miles away from anywhere, an’ go ahead with their own particular stinks factory.

The fact that they was sent to this lonely place to do the job was because these Government boys got the idea that some foreign guys might like to muscle in on this racket. This shows that the Federal department concerned was scared of somethin’ or other an’ I reckon they was right.

You know as well as I do that the whole cockeyed world is nuts about poison gas. I reckon that if anybody could invent some new gas that is a bit worse than the ones we got — or easier to make, carry, or let off — then I guess that there would be a whole lot of not-so-hot bozos would take plenty chances to get their hooks on it.

O.K. Well, maybe some not-so-hot bozos did get to hear about this Jamieson-Grearson proposition. Maybe they aimed to give these chemist boys the works. Then maybe Pepper got to hear somethin’ about it while he was playin’ around in Mexico City an’ he is got to contact Pedro Dominguez because he thinks that he can get somethin’ outa him, instead of which all he got outa Pedro was a coupla slugs an’ his face bust in.

Did I forget to tell you guys that I am sittin’ back in a comfortable drop-seat in the San Antonio-Fort Worth airplane? An’ that right now the air hostess, who is one little blonde bundle and a nifty proposition that I could go for in a very big way indeed if I was not otherwise engaged, is gettin’ me a rye highball, an’ that so far as I am concerned everything is hunky dory.

An’ I’m not stoppin’ for anythin’ until I get around to Chicago because I gotta big idea way back of my head that the next act in this big drama is goin’ to be played out in the Windy City an’ I don’t mean perhaps.

I am all set. I contacted the Federal Bureau office in Washington on long distance before I started on this trip an’ gave ’em my report over the wire, this bein’ a cunnin’ habit of mine because I do not like writin’ reports.

I have wised them up at headquarters about Pepper. I have told them all I know about him contactin’ Zellara an’ goin’ over the line to meet Pedro. I have told them what I know about Pedro an’ just how I found the hacienda an’ the state the dump was in, an’ I have sorta suggested that I should not be very surprised if Jamieson an’ Grearson are not already nicely ironed out.

An’ I have told ’em that I am goin’ on to Chicago an’ that I will report again as soon as I think that is the thing to do.

But I have not said anything about one dame. I have not said anything about that swell baby Fernanda Martinas, an’ if you guys ask me why, I am goin’ to tell you that I am ponderin’ plenty about that honeypot.

Because I am not sure about this baby an’ when I am not sure about a doll I just do not do anything at all much.

Because some wise palooka once said “When in doubt — don’t.”

So I won’t.

Boy am I tired or am I? I am so tired of this air-trip that I do not even react when the hostess dame slings me one of them “Look-me-over-kid-I’m-hard-to-get” looks. These air hostesses have got somethin’, hey?

I reckon we are on the last lap. I have changed planes four times since I saw you last just to make it a quicker job an’ way down underneath I can see the lights of Springfield, Illinois.

We shan’t be long now.

Maybe you think I’m holdin’ out on you about that wire that I made Zellara send after I got her outa that white satin bed an’ talked horse sense to that baby boa-constrictor.

Well, I am not. I wouldn’t hold out on anybody except maybe a dame, an’ I’d only do that because some blondes go for anticipation.

An’ I do not want you boys an’ girls to make any mistakes or get tanglin’ yourselves up in phoney clues an’ things which is a thing which does not help anybody.

Me, I hate clues. I just can’t get along with ’em. A clue — in case you don’t know — is somethin’ that the ace detective always finds stuck in the linin’ of the dead guy’s pocket, or else it is somethin’ he finds hidden away in the water butt an’ in nine cases outa ten this clue hasn’t got anything to do with anything at all, but it makes the ace detective feel good an’ also amuses the children.

One time I met up with some sleuth who was so dippy that he couldn’ta found Central Park without a magnifying glass. This bozo who reckoned that he was big time, tells me that a detective who ain’t got a clue to work on is like a guy who has got a big date with a ravishin’ brunette an’ who forgets to get his pants back from the pants presser in time.

Me — I do not see this argument because I reckon I would keep the date with the dame if my pants was pressed or not. Because I have always found that although a snappy crease in your pants is a great help with dames, yet that is not the thing that enables you to get a baby seein’ eye to eye with you about anythin’ at all. In fact I will go so far as to say that I have known guys who had creases in their pants that you coulda cut bread with an’ yet the dames have treated these bozos just like they was a bad odour.

The only time I ever met a clue was up in Laramie, Wyoming. There was a guy up there got himself very nicely dead by some means or other and this palooka was found by his sorrowing wife lyin’ face downwards with his head over the front steps.

While the local county detective — who was a depressed sorta guy — an’ why not? — because he had got bad-fittin’ false teeth, halitosis an’ broken arches — which you will admit is not a help to any guy — was rushin’ round, measurin’ everything up an’ lookin’ all around the place with a magnifyin’ glass, I sorta wandered in an’ found a banana on the window ledge.

I am just about to eat this banana when the detective guy says I mustn’t do this because the banana is probably a clue. He says that the fact that this banana is left on the window ledge means somethin’.

He also says that the deceased guy — who is still lyin’ outside on the porch steps an’ not interested in anything at all, was very partial to bananas, an’ was always eatin’ same, an’ that maybe if I move this banana I will spoil the whole reconstruction as to how this guy killed himself by fallin’ down the porch steps an’ bustin’ his dome open.

I do not agree with this detective that this banana is a clue. I think it is still a banana so I eat it, an’ ten minutes afterwards the local sawbones is workin’ on me with a stomach pump because this banana was filled up with enough arsenic to kill King Kong.

So the case was bust wide open an’ we all got wise how the dead guy got dead.

All this will prove to you guys that when your wife gets tired of you you should either take a train to some other place very quickly or else give up eatin’ fruit.

O.K. Well, here is the set-up. You are probably wonderin’ why when those gorilla friends of Zellara’s took me for that car ride an’ I turned the tables on ’em, I did not hand ’em over to th? law officers instead of just bustin’ ’em over the dome with a gun-butt.

An’ you are also probably wonderin’ about the wire that I made Zellara send. Well, I told you that this dame had already told me the name of the American thug who was the boss of the three gorillas who tried to hand it out to me. She tells me that this bozo’s name is Pinny Yatlin. I have told them that I know this guy is a rod-man workin’ for a high class thug in Chicago by the name of Jake Istria who is a big pin-table an’ numbers racket king with a record that woulda made Satan’s life story look like a book of instructions for a first year infant welfare teacher’s course.

O.K. Well, the wire that I made Zellara send is just this:



JAKE ISTRIA HOTEL DEPEENE CHICAGO.

I HAD TO TALK I TRIED TO BE CAREFUL BUT YOU CAN HAVE TOO MUCH CAUTION SOMETIMES STOP TAKE IT EASY AND KEEP YOUR NOSE CLEAN STOP YATLIN A TOTAL LOSS AT THE MOMENT.

ZELLARA.



O.K. Well, after we have sent this wire I tell Zellara that she can scram. I tell her that I do not like her one little bit an’ that I would have great pleasure in throwin’ her into the Pacific Ocean only I have got too much regard for the sharks.

I also tell her that if I see her around again in any place where I am then I will get so rough with her that any time she tries to sit down she will think she is wearin’ sand-paper step-ins.

I then scram outa Mexico City.

An’ this is what I reckon is goin’ to happen directly afterwards.

Pinny Yatlin — after he has got some guy to stick a lump of ice on the bump on his dome that I issued to him — is goin’ to get himself several long drinks an’ is goin’ rushin’ around to Zellara to ask her what the hell all this is about an’ why she double-crossed him.

She is goin’ to say that she did not double-cross him at all, but that I have stood the whole lot of ’em up for plenty an’ that I have made her send the wire.

She will then tell Yatlin what the wire was.

Yatlin will rush around to the nearest drug store an’ long distance Jake Istria an’ tell him all about it. Jake Istria who will have got the wire will ask what the hell does the wire mean.

Yatlin will tell him that it don’t mean anything much. He will say that it was Caution made Zellara send this wire but all Caution knows is that she sent Pepper to contact Pedro Dominguez, but that he can’t prove anythin’ else an’ that he is bluffin’.

Jake Istria will then say to himself what the hell did Caution pull this one for? He will get sorta nervous. He will expect me to turn up in Chicago an’ pull a big act, an’ he will get all set for me. He will have some sorta set-up waitin’ for me. He will have some phoney tale waitin’ just in case I get tough. Because even a very nasty tough hombre like Jake Istria is goin’ to get plenty scared if he thinks the “G” heat is on and that the Feds are takin’ a personal interest in him.

But whatever that phoney tale, or set-up, is, well it is goin’ to tell me somethin’. It is goin’ to give me some start somewhere because when a guy gets ready to pull a phoney act on you he always does somethin’ that gives him away. He is so keen on four-flushin’ you that very often he double-crosses himself.

So now you know. Maybe I have given you a big clue.

An’ maybe it’s just another banana.

When I get out on the ground at Chicago airfield — havin’ made a big date to meet the hostess baby some place, some time, when we are both feelin’ like that — I ease across to a cab an’ tell the guy to take me around to the Palissade Hotel — this bein’ a very quiet an’ comfortable place where I like to stay when I don’t want everybody knowin’ just what I am at.

I stand there with my foot on the cab-step talkin’ to the driver an’ keepin’ a weather eye open just to see if anybody is takin’ any interest in me.

Somebody is. There is a quiet lookin’ sorta bozo in a well-cut grey overcoat an’ swell shoes, standin’ down the cab line an’ pretendin’ that the only guy he is not lookin’ at is me.

I get in an’ say that I am not in a hurry an’ that bein’ of a nervous disposition I do not like goin’ fast around the corners, after which I look out of the rear window an’ see that the guy in the overcoat has got himself a cab an’ is comin’ after me. So I reckon that this bozo is sorta curious as to where I am goin’ to stay.

I check in at the Palissade as Wylie T. Hellup, an’ go up to my room where I unpack my grip an’ tell the bell-hop to bring me up a bottle of Canadian bourbon, after which I give myself a hot an’ cold shower an’ lay down on the bed with nothin’ on atall, this bein’ a very good way of thinkin’ about things in general. I am considerin’ about the palooka who came after me here an’ who now knows just where I am stayin’.

After a bit I get up an’ take a look out of the window. It is seven o’clock an’ I can see the lights twinklin’ down in the street an’ the stars shinin’ up in the sky. I get to thinkin’ that this Chicago is not such a bad place if you take it as it comes an’ take it easy.

I then have another shot of rye for the road an’ proceed to dress myself in a swell tuxedo I have got. Just in case of accidents I slip the Luger under my arm an’ I go downstairs an’ ease over to the hallway an’ stand there for a bit just so’s the guy in the swell grey overcoat who was waitin’ for me when I got to the airfield can see that I am around.

I then get myself outside an’ take a cab to the post office. I go in an’ I have a few words with the supervisor an’ show him my badge, after which he fixes to send through a Federal-Secret wire for me to Headquarters in Washington. Here’s the wire:



FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SECRET

S.A./L.H. CAUTION

IDENTIFICATION 472/B
TO FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION WASHINGTON.

RECORDS AND ENQUIRY URGENT PRIORITY STOP

PLEASE ADVISE ME RECORD BACKGROUND OF ZELLARA SPANISH MEXICAN ARTISTE DANCE CROONER NOW EMPLOYED DE ELVIRA FLOOR SHOW MEXICO CITY STOP PEPPER KEPT SPECIMEN ZELLARA HANDWRITING PROBABLY SUSPECTING POLICE RECORD SOMEWHERE PLEASE CHECK THOROUGHLY IN U.S. AND MEXICO STOP ADVISE ME POINT OF CONTACT IF ANY BETWEEN ZELLARA AND PINNY YATLIN ONE TIME GORILLA FOR JAKE ISTRIA OF THIS CITY LAST SEEN BY ME MEXICO CITY STOP ADVISE ME RECORD BACKGROUND FERNANDA MARTINAS SPANISH MEXICAN FRONTING AS ESTANCIA ARTISTE IN SAN LUIS POTOSI AND FEDERAL DISTRICTS OF MEXICO STOP CO-OPERATION OF MEXICAN AUTHORITIES WILL BE NECESSARY FOR THIS LAST SEEN BY ME TAMPAPA AREA MEXICO STOP ADVISE ME IF SHE IS MARRIED IF SO RECORD BACKGROUND OF HUSBAND STOP OPERATING STRICTLY UNDER COVER NO OFFICIAL CONTACTS WIRE REPLY CARE OF SUPERVISOR ROSEHOLME POSTAL DISTRICT SPECIAL DELIVERY IN CODE STOP END.



Me, I go for burlesque shows. I am not a guy who looks down on a burlesque show, because I have seen some very sweet sights in burlesque an’ I am very fond of lookin’ at allurin’ legs. An’ what about you?

Sittin’ there in a comfortable loge I get to thinkin’ that my old mother once told me that if I would spend as much time considerin’ the superstructure of dames as I did ponderin’ on their underpinnin’ I would get some place.

An’ when I told her that that was the idea she cracks back an’ says that I am just like my father only worse, an’ that many a good man had taken the road to ruin through goin’ to strip tease shows an’ gettin’ excited an’ rushin’ home an’ knockin’ his wife about just because she couldn’t rate a streamline like the dame at the end of the front row — the one in the black silk tights an’ pom-poms.

Because when you come to think of it Nature is a very wonderful thing an’ I am prepared to go so far as to bet a coupla bottle of the best bourbon against a busted flush in a snide poker game that when Nature issued out swell an’ taperin’ legs to dames she knew what she was about. An’ if she didn’t then all I can say is that Nature is a swell guy for mischief because believe it or not if it wasn’t for the swell shape that some dames have got there would not be half the trouble in the world that there is to-day.

I have never yet know a guy go bad or start hittin’ the spots, stickin’ up the local mail-cart or declarin’ war on the Chinese just because some dame with a face like nothin’ on earth an’ a contour that looks like the shortest distance between two given points has asked him to.

No sir, because it is the heavy blonde or the mysterious brunette with the big eyes, straight nose an’ little mouth, the one who is put up in a shape like the boys’ first problem in circular geometry an’ who knows how to swing it, is the baby that makes the cops work overtime. Because why? Because she is always tryin’ to prove that she can get guys to do anything at all for her an’ like it, an’ in nine cases outa ten she is one hundred per cent correct.

All the while I am considerin’ these heavy propositions I am keepin’ a very quiet eye on the bozo in the grey overcoat an’ the swell tan shoes who is standin’ against the wall at the side of the theatre keepin’ a quiet eye on me.

Presently two guys at the end of my row get up an’ go out. I ease along inta the end seat so that I am next the guy in the grey coat.

After a bit he drops his cigarette lighter on the floor an’ when I stoop down to pick it up for him he says outa the corner of his mouth:

“I wanna talk to you, Caution, an’ I wanna do it nice an’ quiet. Maybe I can make a deal with you.”

I grin.

“O.K.,” I tell him. “I’m goin’ back to the Palissade. You better string along after me, but don’t bring any friends with you, mug, otherwise I might feel hurt.”

“I’ll be there,” he says.

He goes out.

I light myself a cigarette an’ smoke it quietly. Maybe somethin’ sweet is goin’ to break.

When the cigarette is done I get outside an’ buy myself a cab. I drive straight around to the Palissade an’ when I get there I can see the grey overcoat guy standin’ over by the elevator reading a news-sheet. I go over an’ when the elevator comes down he steps in with me.

Lookin’ him over in the elevator it sorta hits me that this guy is scared.

He takes off his overcoat an’ I give him a grass of rye straight an’ a chaser. His clothes are swell an’ nicely pressed. By the look of his pan, which is long an’ straight an’ hard, he might be anything from a successful mortician to a boy in any one of the quieter rackets.

He sits down an’ lights himself a cigarette. I am standin’ over by the window, sayin’ nothin’.

“I reckon I can make a proposition, Caution,” he says. “Are you talkin’ turkey?”

“Nuts, sweetheart,” I tell him. “I am not stickin’ around here to make bargains or cop pleas. I am listenin’ an’ if I like what you say then maybe I will not smack you on the snout when is the way I am feelin’ right now.

“I would also like you to know,” I go on, “that I am not a guy who is propositioned at any time by any smart Alec with a long beak like you have got, an’ I am also very inclined to get steamed up with people who get me out of a swell leg show for the purpose of tryin’ to make deals for themselves. So spill it.”

He thinks for a bit an’ takes a drag at his cigarette. He looks worried.

“I’m takin’ a big chance in talkin’ to you, Caution,” he says. “I heard you was pullin’ in an’ I reckoned you’d come by plane. I stuck around at the airport an’ followed you in. I came on here after you. When you went out to-night I tailed you to get a chance to make a contact that was nice an’ quiet.”

“So what?” I tell him. “I knew all that. Me, I have been tailed around for the last six years by so many guys that if somebody wasn’t doin’ a big shadow act on me I’d feel nervous. O.K. Well, now you’re here” — I try a fast one— “I suppose you’re goin’ to tell me that Jake Istria wants to make a deal.”

I think this guy is goin’ to pass out. He looks around him as if he thought somebody was behind him. Then he runs his finger around his collar an’ breathes hard.

“For Pete’s sake,” he says. “I’m tellin’ you, Caution, that if Istria knew I was talkin’ to you or anybody else he’d get me before I got back home. He’d stick me in a paraffin bath an’ light it — an’ I’ve seen him do that to a guy. He’d tear my eyes out.”

“He sounds like a nice guy to me,” I tell him. “All right, so Istria don’t know you’re here. So then what?”

He swallows the rye an’ starts to pour himself another one. I can hear the bottle tappin’ against the top of the glass.

“I’m scared,” he says. “The game’s gettin’ too goddam hot for me. I wanta get out an’ I’m scared to get out unless I get out good. I’m tellin’ you that no guy has ever taken a run out on Istria without wishin’ he’d shot himself nice an’ easy first. He’d go quick that way anyway.”

“Listen, punk,” I say. “What is all this Istria stuff? It looks like this guy has got you plenty scared. But I’m gettin’ bored. I reckon I heard of these big-time racketeers before. They usta tell me stories about ’em to frighten me when I was in short pants.”

I light myself a cigarette.

“Cut out the drama, buddy,” I tell him, “an’ start talkin’. Otherwise I’m goin’ to get the bell-hop to lead you home an’ tell your mother to cut your candy ration down.”

He runs his tongue over his lips. I’m tellin’ you this guy is frightened good an’ plenty.

“All right,” he says. “Well... I’m gonna take a chance an’ here it is. You know that things haven’t been too good for guys like Istria since the ‘G’ men have been gettin’ around these parts. The rackets are gettin’ washed up. Ever since repeal the gangs have been takin’ the knock one after the other. Hooch is all over an’ done. Kidnappin’ is a lost art an’ if you tried a snatch these days they’d get you before the stamp is stuck on the ransom letter.

“So what’s left? There ain’t much, is there?

“O.K. Well, Istria’s been doin’ everything to keep the boys together an’ get some jack, but it ain’t easy. I know because I been workin’ for him for five years. The vice trade is lousy in Chicago an’ there’s damn little in the pin-table an’ numbers game now. People ain’t scared to squeal to the cops any more.

“So Istria reckons to pull a helluva fast one. He’s got some guy, name of Pinny Yatlin, who collects for the vice houses in Istria’s district. This guy is hot an’ the cops are lookin’ for him, an’ so he scrams off on vacation to Mexico City until the heat’s off.”

I open up my ears.

“While he’s down in Mexico City Pinny gets on to somethin’,” he goes on. “He gets Istria on the long-distance an’ he tells him that he’s wise to some business about two chemist guys — one of ’em an English fella an’ the other a guy from the U.S. Navy Yard. These guys have got somethin’. They gotta new poison gas that is the berries. O.K. Well, Pinny says that the two governments aim to have these two work this thing out somewhere where anybody ain’t gonna get wise. The idea is that they go to some dump in the Mexican desert an’ work out this gas thing together.

“So Istria gets busy. He reckons that if somebody bumps these guys he’s got something. An’ he would be dead right, wouldn’t he? He reckons that nobody is goin’ to make things hot for him whiles he’s got those formulas for makin’ the gas. He reckons that the U.S. Government will be plenty ready to forget about the two chemist guys bein’ bumped — because they can always say that it was Mexican bandits pulled that trick — providin’ Istria sells ’em back the formula.”

I nod. It sorta sounds sense to me.

“Istria reckons that the Feds wouldn’t be able to make any stink about it at all. If they start shoutin’ their heads off that these chemist guys are dead an’ makin’ things hot for Istria, then other people an’ other countries are goin’ to hear about that gas. Then what’s goin’ to happen? Directly foreign guys know that there is a one hundred per cent better gas they’re goin’ to bust themselves gettin’ their hooks on it by fair means or foul, ain’t they?”

I pour myself out another shot of rye. I am doin’ some quick thinkin’.

“Istria reckons that once he’s got his hooks on that formula he’s properly in the red. He reckons he’ll be holdin’ five aces cold an’ he can blow raspberries at one an’ all because if they don’t come across then he can always sell out the formula to some foreign guys. Have you got all that?”

“I got it,” I tell him. “And where do we go from there?”

He runs his finger around his silk collar some more. Then he gives himself another drink. When he lights his cigarette I can see his fingers tremblin’.

“Here’s where we go,” he says. “Istria an’ Pinny get busy. Pinny has got some right guys workin’ for him in Mexico, but at the last moment things get a bit mixed. The English guy Jamieson went along to the hacienda O.K. an’ he got his all right. They bumped him, but they was nuts to do it. They oughta waited until Grearson, the U.S. Navy Yard chemist, got there. This bozo Jamieson had only got half the formula — the part he was workin’ on. Grearson had got the other half an’ Grearson never arrived at the hacienda dump. Last time he was seen was on the Mexican border, an’ Istria don’t know where he is, nobody knows where he is except maybe two people....”

He sorta pauses. He takes another drink an’ he looks at me. I can see him sweatin’ across the forehead.

“O.K.,” I say. “An’ who are the other two people?”

He gulps.

“I’m shootin’ my mouth plenty,” he says sorta thick. “An’ I’m a guy who has never talked to coppers an’ has always kept his nose clean, but I gotta do it.”

He lights himself another cigarette.

“Istria’s a devil outa hell,” he says. “But I wouldn’t rat on him for that. You gotta be tough if you’re in the rackets. It’s them or you, but there’s one or two things I don’t see eye to eye with him about. He’s given me a square cut an’ I’ve always had my dough on the line, but it’s somethin’ else....”

I grin.

“So it’s a dame?” I say.

“Yeah,” he says, “but not the way you think.... It’s my sister... Georgette.”

He pauses for a minute. I reckon that this guy is now goin’ to get sweet an’ sentimental.

“I got her outa U.S. into a French convent when she was a kid of three months,” he says. “I didn’t want her stickin’ around here an’ gettin’ mixed up with the mobs that I was playin’ around with. She’s had a swell education an’ she’s practically French. O.K. Two years ago she comes over here on vacation an’ naturally I wanta take a peek at her. She don’t know I’m her brother.

“So I get around with her a bit. I go to some shows with her an’ take her around. I tell her I’m a friend of her father’s.

“Well, Jake is nosin’ around an’ he sees her. She was twenty-seven then an’ what a peach. I might have known that that dirty so-an’-so would pull a fast one on me. One day he sends me up to Denver on some fake business an’ when I come back do I get a shock?”

“So Istria makes the dame?” I ask him.

“Yeah,” he says. “That lousy heel had sorta rushed her off her feet an’ married her. Pulled a lotta big-shot stuff on her.”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“O.K. Well, he’s given her a plenty lousy time,” he goes on, “an’ if I’d had the nerve an’ it woulda done any good I’d have bumped him. But what woulda been the use?”

“An’ she’s wised you up to all this?” I ask him.

“Sure,” he says. “Jake trusts her. He talks to her, that is when he ain’t bustin’ her about, or flauntin’ his cheap dolls at her. So she got an idea. She got a big idea.”

“I’m still listenin’,” I tell him.

“She’s got an idea where Grearson is,” he says. “She’s got an idea that Pinny Yatlin has been playin’ a double deck game on this Mexican end of the business, that he snatched Grearson, knowin’ that without his part of the formula the stuff that Jake has got ain’t worth nothin’. She reckons that Pinny is aimin’ to hold out on Jake until Jake cuts him in with a half share, then he’ll play ball again.”

He gets up.

“Jake got a wire from a dame we got workin’ in Mexico City. It steamed him up plenty. Then he got a long-distance call from Pinny. Pinny said that you were in on this job an’ believe it or not the mobs have gotta certain sorta respect for you. Jake wasn’t feelin’ so good. But he still thinks he holds all the aces.

“He blows all this to Georgette an’ she’s scared of the whole goddam business an’ so am I. I tell you that she was never cut out to string along with a cheap chisellin’ mobster like Jake. She was talkin’ to me about it an’ your name come up. I reckon she thinks you’re one helluva guy.”

He picks up his hat.

“Then she gets the idea — the big idea,” he says. “An’ I’m tellin’ you that that girlie has got something.”

“Yeah,” I tell him, “an’ what’s she got?”

He looks me in the eye.

“That dame is the loveliest dame that you ever set eyes on, Caution,” he says. “She don’t know that she’s my sister but she’s such an eyeful that I’m sorta proud just to think about that fact sometimes. She was never cut out to be a racketeer’s pet. She’s got class an’ she would melt the heart outa a brass monkey.

“An’ she thinks you’re the berries. She remembers how you bust up the Jeralza mob — that cost Jake a bit, he was in with ’em — an’ she’s lookin’ for a real man who’s a straight shooter an’ she’s got proposition that even you’ll be glad to listen to.”

“O.K.,” I tell him. “So what? So she’s a lovely dame an’ she’s meltin’ but where does that get me? What about the proposition?”

“She’ll handle that herself,” he says. “She’ll talk to you personal or not at all. She’s like that. She’s as straight as they come.”

I look at him.

“Where do we contact?” I ask him. “An’ what’s your name?”

“My name’s Tony Scalla,” he says. “To-morrow Georgette’s supposed to go to an afternoon show. If you wanta talk she’ll be in suite sixteen at two-thirty at the Louisiana apartments — an’ she’ll be alone.”

“She better had be,” I crack.

I light another cigarette.

“O.K., Tony,” I tell him. “Maybe I’ll string along with you. I ain’t makin’ any promises but if this thing works the way I want it maybe I can keep you an’ her out of it. Maybe I can give you a break.”

I go over to him.

“But let me tell you somethin’, bozo,” I go on. “If you try any neat stuff I’ll cut your ears off. I’ll send your lovely sister where she can be lovely all day and nobody won’t even care. So long, mugsie, I’ll be seein’ you. Keep your nose clean.”

He scrams.

I wander around the room a bit an’ give myself another little drink an’ a warm shower. There is somethin’ about warm water that is sorta caressin’.

I reckon that life is funny, and what do you think?

I switch the shower on to cold. Standin’ there I get to thinkin’ about when I was hangin’ around that lousy Tampapa job wishin’ I could get myself a sweet job in the big-city. Well, here I am. I got it.

I get to thinkin’ about this Georgette, an’ maybe you’ll allow that that’s a sweet name, Georgette. I always thought that that was a sorta silk.

I reckon I’m like the dame who gave me those shirts, I always did go for silk next my skin.


VIII. GEORGETTE
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I AM TYIN’ a new necktie in front of the mirror in my sittin’ room an’ I am thinkin’ about this Georgette baby an’ this brother of hers — the Tony Scalla guy. These bozos intrigue me plenty, and if you will do a little thinkin’ you will see that there are some sweet possibilities.

First of all I think that this Tony Scalla is on the up-an’-up. I think he is playin’ straight with me because you will allow he has spilled a lotta stuff. He has spilled enough stuff for me to grab off Jake Istria an’ himself an’ any of the other boys in the Istria mob, because I have practically got a confession from this Scalla that they was all in the plot to get these two chemist guys.

But it wouldn’t do me any good. It wouldn’t tell me where Grearson was; it wouldn’t tell me anythin’ about this formula that everybody is goin’ so nuts about an’ it would only mean that any of these thugs who are still operatin’ on this job would close down. We shouldn’t ever hear a durn thing more about Grearson, besides which some of the news-hounds might start somethin’ an’ the whole goddam story get blown in the press, which wouldn’t do anybody any good — me in particular.

O.K. So just for the sake of the argument, as the professor said, I’m goin’ to take it that Tony Scalla’s story is on the up-an’-up. That bein’ so we now know the followin’ facts:



1. That the guy who originally thought of doin’ this job was Pinny Yatlin. Pinny Yatlin got the idea of bumpin’ these two chemists and grabbin’ off the poison gas formulas when he was down in Mexico City on vacation. I reckon that this was the time when Pepper first got the idea that there was somethin’ blowin’ up an’ started to stick his nose in.

2. Pinny gets through to Jake Istria an’ tells him that this is one hell of a scheme for them to play. Jake, who is not doin’ so well an’ who is lookin’ for some big-time stuff, says O.K.

3. Jake starts in with some quick organisin’ an’ through Zellara, who is workin’ with Pinny Yatlin in Mexico City, gets inta contact with Pedro Dominguez who gets himself put in as guard at the hacienda. His business is to do the bumpin’ off when the time comes. I reckon this idea of usin’ Pedro for this is a swell one because Pedro is a guy with a bad record an’ when the news of the bumpin’ of Jamieson an’ Grearson gets out it would be easy for anybody to think that it was just an ordinary Mexican stick up pulled by Pedro.

4. Zellara gets scared of Pepper. She suspects he is a Government man. She contacts Yatlin an’ asks what she is to do. Yatlin says the thing for her to do is to play along with Pepper an’ to give him just a bit of information, enough to get him curious. Zellara does this an’ tells Pepper where he can find Pedro Dominguez — Pedro havin’ already had instructions to take care of Pepper and bump him directly he gets him well into the desert.

5. For some reason that I don’t know right now some trouble starts at the hacienda before Grearson the American chemist gets there. This was a bad break because if Pedro — an’ I reckon he was responsible for the killin’ of Jamieson — hadn’t been in such a hurry they would have been able to finish off the job properly. If they’d waited for Grearson they would have had both parts of the formula and they would have been as safe as grandfather at a Co-Eds ball.

6. Whoever has got Grearson — alive or dead — has got his part of the formula which is just as much good as Istria’s half is — that is no good at all without the other half.

7. Fernanda: I don’t see where this dame comes inta the job at all. That is unless she was just stringin’ around with Pedro because she didn’t want her husband chasin’ after her, like she said. Maybe we’ll get some information on that honeypot in a minute. Anyhow, you gotta admit that Fernanda was a good dame so far as I was concerned an’ she certainly ironed out Pedro which was maybe convenient for me just at that time.

8. Havin’ regard to all this you can understand Tony Scalla an’ Georgette Istria wantin’ to get outa this business and keep their noses clean. Work it out for yourselves. Jake Istria has got the Jamieson half of the formula. Some unknown guy — or guys — has got the other half. Neither of these people can do any durn good for themselves until they get the other bit, an’ that looks like a sweet set-up for a whole lotta warfare.

9. Besides which everybody will be playin’ with dynamite because the Government is goin’ to get very annoyed about all this business anyway an’ if Istria was by some slip-up to get himself pinched, then it wouldn’t be so good for Georgette, who everybody would think was the usual mobster’s pet playin’ along in the job. Also Tony Scalla would get pinched along with Istria. If I was these two I would certainly try to get myself out whiles the goin’ was good.



I have put down these points so that you guys can see how I am thinkin’ an’ why I believe this dope that Tony Scalla has handed me out is the right stuff.

Anyhow that is what I think an’ I am goin’ to act as if it was right because a guy has gotta start somewhere.

This Louisiana apartment block is the berries. Me, I go for these places — grey and black carpets an’ janitors in swell uniforms an’ flowers an’ all that sorta stuff. When I get around there I ask the reception guy if there is a lady waitin’ to see Mr. Hellup an’ he says yes.

While I am goin’ up in the elevator I am wonderin’ just what sorta dame this Georgette is goin’ to be. I get to thinkin’ about the other dames on this job. Fernanda is one helluva good looker an’ I should say that dame has got plenty brains. Zellara was a honey too but she wasn’t big time in brains. She was just a cunnin’ little thing hangin’ around I reckon with Yatlin an’ doin’ what she was told maybe because there was goin’ to be a few grand in it for her.

An’ now here’s Georgette!

The bell-hop slings open the door an’ I go right in. On the other side of the door I stand there with my mouth open like I was poleaxed....

Oh boy!

I do not wish to bore you guys an’ I do not wish to let my poetic feelin’s run away with me, but I’m tellin’ you that the dame who is standin’ in front of the carved-out fireplace, with her hand on the overmantel, lookin’ at me is the one hundred per cent super lovely of the whole wide world.

I have seen plenty dames. I have met up with honeys that woulda made you catch your breath an’ gulp in all parts of the world. Standin’ there lookin’ at this Georgette there goes runnin’ through my mind all the really big-time babies that I have run across since I been totin’ a “G” badge an’ a Federal Identification card.

Esmeralda van Zelden... Constance Gallertzin — she was a dame. That lovely dame Henrietta in Palm Springs, Paulette Benito in Sonoita... Mirabelle an’ Dolores in the Federal gold snatch case... Marella Thorensen an’ that Chinese honey Berenice Lee Sam in the San Francisco job....

Then there was Fernanda Martinas in this job, an’ you gotta admit that Fernanda has got what it takes.

But I’m tellin’ you that this Georgette baby knocks ’em for a row of skittles. She is the Queen-eyeful of the whole lot. I’m tellin’ you that the movie fans would be glad to save up an’ pay ten dollars to go in an’ take one quick peek at her.

What a doll!

She is wearin’ a black velvet frock with a lace tie at the throat, a three-quarter length swing Persian lamb coat that cost somebody some sweet dough an’ no hat. She is wearin’ beige stockin’s so sheer that it almost hurts an’ little patent shoes with Louis heels an’ buckles.

When her brother Tony Scalla says that this dame has got something that bozo was only tellin’ the half of it.

Her hair is honey-gold, an’ if King Solomon hadda took one quick peek at this baby’s figure he woulda sent out a riot squad to get the Court photographer to take a quick picture of her so’s he could look at it when he was feelin’ that he was gettin’ past things generally.

Her eyes are that peculiar sort of blue an’ they look straight at you an’ they are sorta soft an’ limpid. Her skin is like the cream on the top of the Grade A milk, an’ she has gotta pair of ankles that woulda started a riot at a Coney Island leg contest.

An’ she has got brains. Everything about this dame tells you that. The way she stands, the swell shape of her head, the expression on her face, everything goes to show that this baby can think when she wants to because she’s got the material to think with.

So now you know all about Georgette.

I don’t waste any time first of all because I am not a guy who likes wastin’ time and secondly because I want you to get the fact that we are all workin’ against the clock.

I wanta get my job done here an’ outa this place pronto because now I’ve got the low down on what Istria is playin’ at I do not want to stick around in Chicago one hour longer than I got to because some of these hot guys around here might recognise me an’ somebody might start somethin’.

Another thing is that Jake Istria will think that I am goin’ to start somethin’ anyway. Makin’ Zellara send that wire to Istria was a good psychological stunt all right. It was responsible for gettin’ Tony Scalla frightened enough to contact me an’ tell me what he knew about this stuff, but it will also mean that Istria will have his eyes skinned for me. He knows I’m goin’ to do somethin’ an’ if nothin’ happens he is goin’ to get suspicious an’ start lookin’ about him.

That’s one reason I gotta be quick. An’ here’s another:

This dame Georgette an’ her brother Tony are in a spot. They’ve done the one thing that people who are tied up with the mobs don’t do. They’ve spilled the beans to a Government man. If Istria or any of his bozos as much as got an idea about this business I reckon they would tear these two in pieces. You heard how Scalla said that Jake Istria once gave some guy a paraffin bath....

So I gotta clean up quick. I gotta get Georgette an’ Tony outa here as soon as I can, an’ I gotta get Istria quick.

She don’t waste any time either.

“Please sit down, Mr. Caution,” she says.

Her voice is just like you think it oughta be. Low an’ soft an’ she pronounces her words properly like a dame who is educated.

“I’m supposed to be at an afternoon show,” she goes on. “I went in, took my seat and came out when the place was dark by a side exit. I haven’t got a great deal of time because if my husband even so much as suspected that I was talking to a stranger there would be trouble.”

She brings a cigarette box over to me an’ I grab one an’ light it.

“O.K., Mrs. Istria,” I tell her. “We’ll get down to brass nails. Tony’s told me a bit of a story, not much. He’s told me that your husband’s got half the formula, the half that Jamieson worked out, but that he ain’t got the Grearson half. Tony thinks that somebody snatched Grearson an’ that’s the reason why he never arrived at the hacienda. Tony sorta suggests that you might know where Grearson is.

“O.K. Well, let me ask you a few questions first of all so that we get this thing straight.”

She sits down.

“I’ll tell you anything I know,” she says, “anything I can.”

“All right,” I tell her. “I reckon that somebody at the hacienda got the Jamieson half of the formula off Jamieson after he was killed. Who was it done this? Was it Pedro Dominguez?”

“No,” she says. “Jake, my husband, did not trust Dominguez because he was employed by Yatlin. Dominguez’s business was merely to kill Jamieson when the time came. On the night that Jamieson was killed two people arrived at the hacienda, a woman and a man. They were people who work for my husband. They were sent there to see that everything was carried out as it should be.

“But something went wrong. For some reason Jamieson was shot. He should not have been shot at that time. The plan was that Jamieson and Grearson were to be killed at the same time. Pedro Dominguez quarrelled with Jamieson and killed him. It was after this that my husband’s people seized the Jamieson papers and immediately returned here to Chicago and brought them to him. They knew something had gone wrong.”

“I got it,” I say. “Jake Istria believed that Pinny Yatlin, who was handlin’ the business in Mexico, was aimin’ to pull a double cross, so he sends one of his mob an’ a girl friend along just to keep an eye on things. He did this because he didn’t trust Yatlin. Pedro has been tipped off by Yatlin to kill Jamieson before the arranged time so as Yatlin can get the Jamieson half of the formula. Yatlin wants this done quick because he knows that Grearson ain’t even goin’ to arrive at the hacienda.

“He knows this because he has already arranged to have Grearson kidnapped directly he gets over the Texas State Line inta Mexico. Yatlin knows that he will get the Grearson half of the formula that way an’ then he’s got the whole shootin’ gallery in his own hands.”

She smiles. Her teeth twinkle like little pearls.

“You’re very quick, Mr. Caution,” she says. “That is what happened.”

“All right,” I go on. “So your husband gets his hooks on the Jamieson half of the formula an’ Yatlin snatches Grearson. Yatlin’s next move woulda been to contact Jake Istria an’ tell him that he wanted a bigger cut or else he wouldn’t produce the Grearson half. But he don’t have time to do this. He don’t have time to see this plan through because I arrive on the scene down in Mexico City an’ Yatlin thinks that him an’ Istria had better stop arguin’ with each other until they see what I’m goin’ to start. In other words they gotta fix me somehow or another first. After which they can start their own private war again an’ come to terms before they put the two halves of the formula together an’ start doin’ business with the U.S. Government.”

She nods her head.

“Once again you are right, Mr. Caution,” she says.

“All right,” I say. “So up to there we know where we are. Now you do some talkin’,” I tell her. “Where’s Grearson an’ his half of the formula, that’s the first part of the question, an’ the second part is how do you come to know where Grearson is? If your husband don’t know how is it that you do?”

“I will tell you,” she says.

She gets up an’ brings me another cigarette. She brings out a little platinum an’ diamond lighter an’ she lights it for me. When she is standin’ over me I get just a faint sorta suggestion of some perfume that this dame is wearin’ an’ I haveta take a pull at myself to stop my mind wanderin’ off the subject in hand.

“Tony found it out,” she said. “Tony found it out from a woman — a very charming woman in Mexico named Fernanda Martinas. This lady had left her husband and for some reason had become attached to the bandit Pedro Dominguez who, it seems, had a certain attraction for women. Pedro had been told by Yatlin that the plot was to kidnap Grearson directly he got over the Line into Mexico and it was Dominguez who arranged for Yatlin the kidnapping of Grearson and his transport across Mexico via Ascapulco to France where he now is.”

I whistle. Here’s a sweet set-up!

“You must realise that there was superb organisation,” she says. “Yatlin had made perfect arrangements. He had a boat chartered at Ascapulco. He had already made arrangements for a certain Spanish-American gentleman who was partially insane to be taken to France to receive special treatment at the hands of a famous specialist there.”

“An’ Grearson was to be the Spanish-American who was nutty, hey?” I say. “How did they reckon they was goin’ to get away with that?”

Her face goes sorta sad.

“I am sorry to say that Yatlin had said that when Grearson arrived at Ascapulco he would be insane,” she said. “They had arranged for that. Yatlin had said that once they had got the Grearson half of the formula safely in their possession they would ‘get to work’ on him.”

I nod. I reckon I am sorry for this poor guy Grearson.

“Pedro told all this to Fernanda Martinas,” Georgette goes on. “He boasted about how rich he would be, of how much money he was to receive from Yatlin. Fernanda Martinas became very frightened. She tried to persuade Pedro to give up this horrible scheme. Eventually, when she met Tony she told him the whole story in the hope that my husband might be able to stop the fearful plot against Grearson. I do not think that she realised that my husband is as bad, if not worse, than Yatlin.”

I watch her and see her little mouth set into a straight line. I reckon she don’t like this husband of hers much.

“But it was too late,” she goes on. “Tony knew that it was too late. He knew that Yatlin would rush Grearson out of Mexico and to France as soon as possible. He knew that once Yatlin had Grearson helpless in France and his half of the formula in his possession he could make his own terms with my husband.

“Tony returned here to Chicago. He did not tell my husband anything at all that he had learned from the Señora Fernanda Martinas. He merely told him that Grearson had been kidnapped, that Yatlin was responsible and was holding the trump cards. But he told me everything.

“Then, immediately my husband received the wire from the woman Zellara; immediately he had talked on the long-distance telephone with Yatlin about it, and your name was mentioned, I thought of a scheme by which it would be possible for the Government to get back both halves of the formula, a scheme which would make it possible for me to escape from a life which I loathe and detest, from a man who is more wicked than anything I have ever thought possible, but a scheme which I would only have courage to carry out if I knew that a man of your sort was with me.”

She stands there by the table an’ she looks at me an’ I can see that her eyes are shinin’ like stars.

I get up an’ go over to her.

“That’s very nice of you, lady,” I tell her.

She drops her eyes an’ looks at the little diamond watch on her wrist.

“I must go soon,” she says. “Otherwise Jake will wonder what has happened. On no account must he be allowed to become suspicious.”

“O.K.,” I say. “What is the scheme? If it sounds all right I’m playin’.”

She draws her coat round her.

“Here is the scheme,” she says. “Yatlin told my husband, when they had the long-distance telephone conversation, that Grearson was kidnapped and that you were investigating. My husband has heard nothing from him since. The reason for that is obvious. Yatlin, having done everything he wanted to do, is surely by now on his way to France. He will believe that he is quite safe there and that once he arrives in France my husband will have to agree to his terms. Yatlin will therefore suggest that my husband sends the Jamieson half of the formula to him and that he, Yatlin, will undertake negotiations with the U.S. Government for the return of the complete formula.

“These terms will include an immense sum of money and a free pardon for all concerned.”

“I get all that,” I tell her.

“Now, Mr. Caution,” she says. “Supposing something happened to my husband. Supposing that he was very quietly arrested. So quietly that even his own gang knew nothing of it.

“Supposing that I, as his wife, got into touch with Yatlin and said that my husband had asked me to deal with him. That I was bringing the Jamieson half of the formula with me to France, that once there I, acting for my husband, would come to terms with Yatlin and together we would negotiate the deal with the U.S. Government. Well, what would Yatlin do?”

I Whistle. Boy, is this a scheme or is it?

“Yatlin falls for it like a sack of coke,” I say. “He falls for it because once you go to France with the Jamieson half of the formula he’s got both halves. He’s got the whole durn lot. He’s holdin’ every card in the deck.”

“Precisely,” she says. “He thinks that the day I arrive in France he is in entire control of the situation.”

A little smile comes round her mouth an’ she looks right inta my eyes.

“But what he will not know,” she goes on, “is that the person who accompanies me on this trip to France, the person who is supposed to be Tony Scalla, is none other than a gentleman by the name of Lemmy Caution.... Well, Mr. Caution?”

I look at her.

“Lady,” I tell her, “I’m all yours. I’m sold. I’ll tell you somethin’ else. Tony said you had everything. That was only a quarter true. You are the original wonder. You are an oil paintin’ to look at an’ you gotta brain that just clicks like an electric clock.”

I put out my hand an’ she puts her little soft white fingers into it. “You can always reach me here,” she says. “Telephone through to Mariette in the beauty saloon downstairs if you want to reach me. She is the one person I can trust.”

She gives my hand a little squeeze. Then she walks over to the door. She stops there an’ turns around.

“Wait ten minutes before you leave,” she says. “That would be safer.”

“O.K.,” I tell her. “So long, Georgette, I’ll be seein’ you.”

That little smile comes around her mouth again.

“Au revoir, Lemmy,” she says.

It is five o’clock when the supervisor from the Roseholme post office comes around to the Palissade with the wire from Washington. I grab it, give him a shot of rye an’ tell him to forget that he ever saw me. He says O.K. an’ scrams.

I decode the wire:



FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SECRET.

HEADQUARTERS F.B.I. WASHINGTON IDENTIFICATION 472/B

TO S.A. LEMUEL H. CAUTION VIA SUPERVISOR ROSEHOLME
DISTRICT POSTAL OFFICE CHICAGO FOR PERSONAL DELIVERY

URGENT PRIORITY STOP

REFERENCE YOUR ENQUIRIES STOP THE WOMAN ZELLARA SMALL-TIME MEXICAN ARTISTE EMPLOYED UNTIL RECENTLY IN ESTANCIAS IN MEXICO STOP ORIGINALLY COMMON LAW WIFE OF BANDIT PEDRO DOMINGUEZ STOP ZELLARA RECENTLY IN CONTACT WITH PINNY YATLIN IN MEXICO CITY STOP SEARCH FOR POLICE RECORD DELAYED AS ONLY MEANS OF IDENTIFICATION IS BY PHOTOGRAPH NOT YET SECURED STOP MEXICAN AUTHORITIES STATE FERNANDA MARTINAS ONE TIME WIFE OF SILVER MINE PROPRIETOR ENRICO MARTINAS STOP SHE LEFT HUSBAND AFTER MONEY QUARREL THEN JOINED PEDRO DOMINGUEZ STOP DIRECTOR F.B.I. URGES YOU MAKE EVERY EFFORT IN PEPPER JAMIESON GREARSON INVESTIGATION STOP U.S. AND BRITISH GOVERNMENTS GREATLY CONCERNED IN REGARD TO JAMIESON GREARSON FORMULAS AND RESEARCH PAPERS STOP U.S. GOVERNMENT AT REQUEST OF DIRECTOR F.B.I. HAS ORDERED ALL CUSTOMS AND PORT OFFICIALS TO MINUTELY SEARCH ALL BAGGAGE EFFECTS ETC. OF EVERY POSSIBLE SUSPECT OR POSSIBLY CONCERNED INDIVIDUAL LEAVING U.S. TERRITORY STOP BRITISH GOVERNMENT RESTING ALL ACTION PENDING SOME DEFINITE REPORT FROM THIS HEADQUARTERS STOP IN EVENT OF ANY SUSPECT LEAVING U.S. TERRITORY BRITISH GOVERNMENT SECRET SERVICE AWAITING TO CO-OPERATE IN ANY CAPACITY REQUESTED BY YOU STOP SECRETARY FOR WAR U.S. GOVERNMENT THROUGH DIRECTOR F.B.I. STATES LOSS OR KNOWLEDGE OF JAMIESON GREARSON FORMULAS TO ANY UNAUTHORISED PERSON MIGHT CREATE APPALLING SITUATION STOP DIRECTOR F.B.I. AUTHORISES YOU TO PROMISE FREE PARDON TO ALL OR ANY CRIMINAL FOR ANY OFFENCE IN RETURN FOR ASSISTANCE REQUIRED BY YOU STOP UNLIMITED FUNDS AT YOUR DISPOSAL THROUGH ANY FEDERAL OR FEDERALLY ASSOCIATED BANK STOP IN THIS AND ALL OTHER CONNECTIONS IN THIS MATTER YOUR IDENTITY TO BE THAT OF ZETLAND V. T. KINGARRY STOP ANY APPLICATION FOR ASSISTANCE BY YOU IN THAT NAME TO ANY GOVERNMENT POSTAL TELEPHONE CABLE STATE COUNTY DISTRICT OR LOCAL AUTHORITY WILL BE IMMEDIATELY AVAILABLE STOP READ LEARN DESTROY STOP.



Nice work, hey?

I give myself a cigarette an’ one little snifter of rye. I got the sorta idea in my head that this job is the big high-light in the life of Lemmy Caution.

Standing there with the glass in my mitt, lookin’ outa the window at the dusk that is just comin’ along I get to thinkin’ about Ma Caution. I remember the old lady sayin’ one day that she reckoned that I had enough brains to get myself some place, some time, if some dame did not get at me an’ tear me in pieces first.

I get to thinkin’ that if I have gotta be torn in pieces I would like this Georgette to be the dame.

Is that baby a whirlwind to look at or is she? Any guy who knows his cucumbers would know that Georgette is one of them dames that you come across once in a lifetime, because when they was plannin’ that baby they just gave her everythnig they got an’ then doubled it.

So what!

I get my hat an’ I ease around to a drug-store around the corner. I go inta the pay box an’ I ring through to Police Headquarters. I tell ’em that I am a guy called Zetland V. T. Kingarry an’ that I would very much like to meet the Chief of Police in the back-room of the Welwyn Cigar Stand on Michael Street at Barry Avenue at eight o’clock prompt.


IX. EVERYTHING IS JAKE
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IT’S SEVEN-FIFTEEN AN’ a sweet night.

I have had a ritzy dinner served up in my sittin’ room because, as you guys will realise, I am not at all keen on sbowin’ my mug around Chicago more than I have to. Maybe that won’t be for much longer now.

I light a cigarette an’ sit there stirrin’ my demi-tasse an’ wonderin’ what the evenin’ is goin’ to produce. With a bitta luck I reckon I am goin’ to be able to slide outa Chicago to-morrow.

Mind you that conversation that I had with Georgette around at the Louisiana apartments is givin’ me plenty to think about. Maybe Pedro Dominguez has got more brains than I thought he had. Anyhow I haven’t got to worry about that bozo any more. He got what was comin’ to him an’ how!

But I am thinking about Fernanda. I get to thinkin’ that I been a bit tough on that dame — in my mind I mean — because when all is said an’ done I reckon that she had done the best she could do with a bad job.

Here’s the way it looks to me:

Fernanda has a row with her husband — this guy Enrico Martinas. Maybe this mug is one of them straight-laced so-an’-so’s who likes to have his wife tied up on the end of a strings — Spanish fashion — an’ maybe Fernanda don’t go for that. She is the sorta baby who wants a little high life now an’ again. I reckon too that this guy Enrico kept her short of money.

O.K. So they have one swell row an’ Fernanda takes a runout powder on him. Then she goes kickin’ around an’ meets Pedro. I don’t reckon that she was ever very struck on this guy, but maybe, like she told me, she thought that the fact that she was runnin’ around with him would stop her husband startin’ a lotta trouble an’ goin’ after her.

Also to some dames Pedro would seem a romantic sorta guy an’ he’s behavin’ himself pretty well an’ not gettin’ into too much trouble with the authorities.

Then the next thing that Fernanda hears is that Pedro has got this job guardin’ the Jamieson hacienda. I reckon she suspected that there was somethin’ phony behind all that. I reckon she guessed that Pedro wouldn’t be content just to be a sorta superior night watchman hangin’ around that desert dump with four amigos to see that the rats didn’t steal anythin’. If I know anythin’ of that Fernanda baby she suspected plenty an’ got to work on Pedro to find out what it was.

Pedro comes across. He tells her the works. He tells her how Yatlin is aimin’ to cross up Jake Istria by pinchin’ the formulas for himself an’ then holdin’ up Jake for a big cut before he comes across. He tells her how Grearson is goin’ to be snatched on the border, sent across Mexico to Ascapulco where they have got the boat waitin’ to take him around to France by the long route. Maybe Pedro — who is a cruel sorta cuss — told Fernanda just what Yatlin’s boys was goin’ to do to Grearson so that when he got to France he would be a first-class mental case an’ no errors.

Then I reckon that Fernanda started to get scared. After all it’s one thing to be stringin’ along with a Mexican bandit — because after all that is a recognised sorta profession in Mexico — but it is a durn different can of beans to get mixed up with a bunch of first-class thugs who are indulgin’ in hijackin’ poison gas, drivin’ fellas mad an’ generally startin’ a new high in skulduggery such as ain’t ever been known before to man or beast.

Then, the next thing Fernanda knows is that I am blowin’ around, that Pedro suspects that I am aimin’ to find out what has happened to Pepper. An’ right after that I get outa that jail plot that Pedro had worked out for me an’ start talkin’ very cold turkey to her.

O.K. Well, what is she to do? I reckon that she feels she owes some sorta loyalty to Pedro, that she’s gotta play ball with him while she can, but she also feels that I am not such a bad sorta palooka after all an’ so she tries to play ball with me too.

She sends me up to the hacienda pronto because she knows that that is the one place where Pedro will not expect me to go. Then she sits down an’ waits for Pedro.

He comes back an’ is plenty steamed up with the fact that I got outa that jail an’ ditched him an ‘that now I will be after him good an’ plenty. Maybe by this time he is gettin’ a bit scared himself an’ he tells her that he is goin’ to make a certainty of keepin’ my trap shut by blastin’ me down first time he sees me.

So then I reckon that Fernanda thinks she is in a spot. She has either gotta stand by an’ see me bumped — an’ it is a cinch that by now she has guessed that Pepper was bumped by Pedro too — an’ then string along with the Yatlin-Pedro crowd, or else she has gotta do somethin’ noble.

An’ that somethin’ is that she has gotta bump Pedro.

If she does this I will be O.K. an’ if she scrams out quick before I come back she will not have to answer any questions an’ put anybody else in bad.

So she shoots him an’ takes my car an’ scrams. She manages to contact Tony Scalla, who I reckon has been sent along by Jake Istria to find out just what the hell is happenin’ around there, an’ she tells him the whole works as she knows it.

But it is a cinch that she never said anythin’ about me. The first thing that Tony Scalla knew about me was when he got back to Chicago an’ Jake tells him about the wire they got from Zellara — the one I made that hell-cat send.

Then Tony is properly scared. He closes down. He don’t tell Jake a thing that Fernanda has told him, because he is scared stiff, an’ because he can see that this poison-gas formula pinch, with the murder an’ mayhem an’ stuff that is goin’ with it, is goin’ to be such a big-time schemozzle that he’d better keep outa it.

He goes along to Georgette an’ he tells her the whole goddam story an’ Georgette bein’ the little girlie with brains wises him up to the fact that Caution, after makin’ Zellara send that wire, will streak straight up for Chicago as fast as he can. She tells him that his business is to hang around the airport until I check in an’ tail me so that he can contact me, wise me up an’ take me along to her so she can give me the whole story.

All this stuff will show you that I am for thinkin’ that the Fernanda baby is a better dame than I thought she was originally, that I am changin’ my mind about Fernanda, but then I am a guy who plays the job as it comes along. I am not that ace detective bozo, who knows the whole goddam works from the start an’ who can tell you that you had eggs for breakfast just because you got egg-shells stickin’ to your whiskers.

An’ what do you guys think?

I get myself a black fedora with a big brim, stick on a pair of horn-rims that the bell-hop gets me from a five-an’-ten, an’ turn up my overcoat collar. I reckon that this way, with my hands stuck in my overcoat pockets an’ my shoulders sorta hunched, I don’t look very much like Mr. Caution.

At eight o’clock pronto I ease around to the Welwyn Cigar Stand an’ walk straight through inta the little room at the back. This is a room that the guy who runs the cigar stand keeps for customers who have a date with some heavy blonde that they wanta keep quiet. The fact that Kreltz, the police chief, goes in there to wait for me will make this cigar guy stop anybody else goin’ in there.

Kreltz is waitin’ for me. I’ve heard that this Kreltz is a nice guy with a swell record as a cop. He is thin-faced an’ keen an’ is wearin’ a nice blue suit with a flower.

I don’t waste any time.

“Howdy, Chief,” I tell him. “Maybe you heard somethin’ about me. I’m a guy called Zetland V. T. Kingarry.”

He grins.

“I heard plenty,” he says. “There’s a Federal Government Instruction about the guy Kingarry. He seems an important sorta cuss. In fact I’ve got a Government-Secret Instruction in my office on the authority of the Federal Secretary that if this guy Kingarry asks me to blow up the City Hall I’ve got to do it. So how-do, Mr. Kingarry. My name’s Sam Kreltz, an’ here’s my badge.”

He shows it to me.

“O.K., Sam,” I tell him. “We gotta do some quick work. We gotta start somethin’ to-night an’ finish it to-night. We can’t make any slip-ups an’ we gotta keep plenty quiet.”

“That’s O.K. by me,” he says.

He gives me a big cigar.

“Before we get to the main works,” I go on, “I wanta ask you a coupla questions. First of all what do you know about a dame called Georgette Istria — that’s the first question, an’ the second question is what do you know about a guy called Tony Scalla?”

“That’s easy,” he says. “Georgette is the wife of our big-time bad-guy around here, Jake Istria. She’s a bit of a mystery woman. There was a lot of talk that Jake four-flushed her into marrying him, that she’s a high-hat dame who got sucked in by an act that Jake pulled on her, and hasn’t been able to get out of it. If you know Jake you can understand that. He’s as clever as a rattlesnake and about twenty times as dangerous.”

He takes a drag on his cigar.

“You know how things have been,” he says. “We’ve had a lot of trouble in this city one way an’ another in the last ten years. Things haven’t been easy for a police chief. Jake Istria has been a thorn stickin’ in my foot for a helluva time, but he’s been playin’ it easy for some time now.

“I’ve tried plenty to get somethin’ on him through Georgette. But no soap. Nothin’ happened.”

“I suppose she hasta rely on him for dough?” I say.

“I don’t know about that,” he says. “She’s got plenty of jack of her own. She’s got a box at the safe deposit with plenty in it, I’m told. She seems to me a nice sort of woman who’s been makin’ the best of a bad job an’ that’s all I can tell you about her.

“Tony Scalla is one of Istria’s boys. He works for the mob. We got him once, two years ago, on a carryin’ concealed weapons charge, but he got out of the can after six months on a parole that looked as if it was nicely framed for him. He’s what I’d call a second-rate mobster who don’t like bein’ really tough.”

“An’ Pinny Yatlin?” I ask him.

He shakes his head.

“I’d give a year’s pay to send that rat to the chair,” he says. “He usta run a mob of his own here until Istria muscled in an’ took it over an’ Yatlin with it. Yatlin’s poison. I had something on him a few months ago but I couldn’t make it stick. Yatlin got out of Chicago an’ scrammed off to Mexico or some place an’ he hasn’t been back since. I’m glad of it. He’s a very tough gangster an’ he’s got brains too.”

“That’s fine,” I tell him. “That gives me my bearin’s. Now here’s the thing:

“We gotta get Jake Istria to some place where I can talk turkey with him for a few minutes. He’s gotta be there alone. He ain’t ever goin’ to leave that place except in a police wagon an’ I want you to pick him up personally. When you throw him in the can he’s not to see or speak to anybody. You ain’t goin’ to let him see a lawyer or any of his pals. He’s got to be held solitary an’ if there’s any questions about a mistake it’s goin’ to be better to bump him off nice an’ quiet than let him open his trap to a wrong guy. You got that?”

“I got it,” he says. “But I’m tellin’ you it’s not goin’ to be easy. Istria’s been playin’ things very quiet lately. He’s been sellin’ property he’s got around the city. Everything looks to me as if that rat has been aiming to clean up an’ get out. He’s not goin’ to any of the night spots he uses. He’s just stickin’ around his apartment an’ taking things easy and keeping his nose clean.”

“Who’s he been sellin’ his property through?” I ask him.

“He’s got a lawyer,” he says. “A wop lawyer — Calcismo. Calcismo is about the only guy that Istria really trusts although he’s got some pretty swell mobsters workin’ for him. An’ Calcismo has got brains.”

“An’ where does this guy Calcismo stick around?” I say.

“He lives around at the Everglade Arms apartments off the Boulevarde,” says Kreltz.

“O.K.,” I tell him. “Well, supposin’ Calcismo wants to have a quiet talk with Istria — where do they get together?”

“They got a meetin’ place in the upstairs back room at the Old Virginia Club — that’s about sixteen miles out. It belongs to Istria an’ it’s a hot spot. That’s where they talk.”

I think for a minute. Then:

“O.K., Kreltz,” I tell him. “Here’s how we play it....”

I get ready to leave my room at the Palissade at ten o’clock, an’ I’m tellin’ you guys that I’m sorta excited because this is maybe goin’ to be a big night an’ maybe a rough one too — but if it does come off...!

I put on the fedora with the funny brim, stick my horn-rims on my nose, take a quick look at the Luger to see it is workin’ nice an’ sweet an’ have one final shot of bourbon for the road. When I’m drinkin’ it I wish myself luck.

I stick the gun in the right hand pocket of my overcoat. I grab off the telephone an’ I ring through to the Everglade Arms apartments. I say I’m a special delivery clerk at Chicago main post office an’ I have got a special delivery letter — registered — for Mr. Calcismo, an’ will he be there to take personal delivery? The guy on the switch-board tells me to hang on. After a minute he says O.K., Mr. Calcismo will be in.

I hang up the receiver an’ I ease downstairs. On the other side of the road is the roadster that Kreltz has had left for me. Five minutes later I go inta the Everglade Arms.

At the reception desk there is a very intelligent-lookin’ guy. I go over to him an’ show him my badge quietly.

“Look, baby,” I tell him, “maybe there’s goin’ to be a little rough stuff around this dump. If there is you make it your business to see that nobody takes any notice. If you don’t, I’ll promise you a dirty deal for not co-operatin’. You got that?”

He says he’s got it all right. I go up to Calcismo’s apartment which is on the sixth floor.

When I get to the door I knock. After a bit some Japanese guy opens it. I reckon this is Calcismo’s servant.

“Good-evenin’,” I tell him. “I’m from the Telephone Company. There’s a fault on Mr. Calcismo’s line, but the house management downstairs want permission for us to fix it, from you. Will you come down with me an’ see ’em?”

He says yes, he’ll come. He shuts the door behind him an’ comes down with me in the lift. When we get downstairs inta the entrance hall two plain clothes dicks — Kreltz’s boys — come in like I arranged.

“Take him away, boys,” I say, “an’ tell him if he’s good he’ll be out in a month.”

I scram back inta the lift, up to the Calcismo apartment an’ play tunes on the door bell. I wait a minute an’ the door opens. Standin’ in the doorway is a middle-sized broad-shouldered guy with a clever face.

“You’re ringin’ plenty hard, aren’t you?” he says.

“That’s right,” I tell him. “Are you Mr. Calcismo?”

He nods. I put my hand flat on his face an’ give him a push that sends him cannonadin’ backwards inta the hall. He busts inta the hatstand an’ richo’s off onto the floor. I step in an’ close the door behind me. He starts to get up off the floor. He’s white with rage an’ he ain’t one bit frightened.

“All right,” he starts in. “What is this? I’ll fix you....”

“Look, Calcismo,” I tell him. “I reckon this is serious business, an’ just how serious it’s goin’ to be for you is up to you. Here’s what you’re goin’ to do. You’re handlin’ some private sorta business right now for Jake Istria somethin’ to do with sellin’ property or somethin’ like that? O.K. You’re goin’ to put a call through to him. You’re goin’ to tell him that somethin’ very important has happened. You’re goin’ to tell him that he’s to meet you at half past eleven to-night at the Old Virginia Club, that he’s just gotta be there an’ that he’s to wait for you in the back room upstairs as usual.”

“Oh yes?” he says. “And who in hell are you? You can’t pull this stuff on me, I’m a lawyer. I...”

I hit him once, after which I get to work on him. I bust him around his sittin’ room until he don’t know whether he’s comin’ or goin’.

The work I put in on this guy is just nobody’s business an’ believe it or not I am likin’ it because I am just about sick of these cheap, chisellin’ two-timin’ rotten rats of lawyers who stick around, pull chestnuts outa the fire for mobsters, an’ make circles round the police department any time it looks as if their client stands a chance of gettin’ pinched.

I bust this bozo around the place until his face looks like an advertisement for sun-ripened tomatoes, then I chuck him in a chair. He lies there like a fish outa water gaspin’ for air. I go over an’ look at him.

“Sweet legal friend,” I tell him, “you don’t know a thing, but I’m tellin’ you this much, that if you don’t play ball with me, you’re goin’ to Alcatraz jail, an’ you’re goin’ to stay there until you rot. You got that?”

He looks up at me. I can see his lips tremblin’.

“Looky, Calcismo,” I tell him, “it’s this way. There are some things that are so durned big an’ important that they will even justify framin’ a double-crossin’ mouthpiece like yourself for somethin’ he didn’t do. Now you have it which way you like. You’re goin’ to do what I tell you, after which I’m goin’ to throw you in the can. You’ll be kept there in solitary for a month. After that they’ll let you out. When you come out you’ll keep your trap shut an’ like it.

“That’s what happens to you if you do what I want. If you don’t, it’s the other thing that I told you. Well, which is it goin’ to be?”

He pulls open his shirt collar an’ tries to stop his nose bleedin’. He takes another look at me an’ sorta makes up his mind.

“All right,” he says, “I’m listening, anyhow.”

“Right, baby,” I tell him. “You get your breath, an’ then you do the ‘phone call. When you’ve done it, we’re goin’ to walk outa here. We’re goin’ to walk across the street. On the other side there’ll be a car with some cops in it. You’ll get in nice an’ quiet. You got that?”

“I get it,” he says.

He starts gettin’ up an’ it hurts him plenty. He looks like he has been run over by a hundred truck ‘bus fulla heavyweights.

I help him up. He gives a groan an’ walks over to the telephone.

At half past eleven I swing the roadster round to the back of the Old Virginia Club. I leave it in a clump of trees by the side of the road. I ease across the road an’ walk across a lawn at the back of the Club. I have got the geography of this place from Kreltz.

Away over on the right I find a gravel path leadin’ to the service door, where the goods go inta the Club. The door is locked but it is one of those easy locks. I bust it off.

I step inside. I’m in a long passage with store rooms on each side. Away at the other end of the passage there is a door half open. I can hear a band playin’ in there. I walk down the passage towards this door. Three-quarters of the way along is another passage leadin’ off to the left.

I ease up to the half-open door an’ look through. It is a little door leadin’ to what looks like a band rehearsal room, an’ I reckon on the other side of this is the Club floor. I pull the door shut an’ lock it, an’ put the key in my pocket. Then I walk back an’ turn down the passage to the left.

Half-way along I find an iron circular stairway. I ease up nice an’ quiet. It runs right up to the second floor. There is a passage at the top an’ at the end I can see a light comin’ through the crack under the door.

I gumshoe along the passage, push open the door and step in. It is a nice big room. The furnishin’s are swell. On the other side of the room is a big mahogany desk an’ sittin’ behind it is Jake Istria. He is a big guy, nearly as big as I am. He has gotta square face an’ a bald head. He looks to me like a first class rat — only I am insultin’ the rat.

“So what?” he says.

I take off my horn-rims an’ put ’em in my pocket. I pick up a chair an’ I plonk it down on this side of the desk an’ I sit down.

“So this,” I tell him. “You’re washed up, Jake, you’re all washed up an’ finished. I’ve been wantin’ to have a little talk with you for some time. My name’s Caution.”

“Oh yeah,” he says . “I reckon I heard about you.”

“Sure you heard about me,” I tell him. “You gotta wire from Zellara, the one I made her send. I sorta wanted you to know I’d be blowin’ around. Now, I’m goin’ to confer with you, Jake, so just put your hands flat on the table in front of you an’ listen, an’ don’t make a move, otherwise I might get tough.”

He does what I tell him. He looks sorta surprised. I get up an’ go back to the door an’ lock it. Then I walk back an’ look at him.

“If it’s any satisfaction to you, Istria,” I tell him, “I know the whole works, the whole durned shootin’ gallery. Just how I found out this or that is nobody’s business, but before I do with you what I’m goin’ to do with you, I wanta have a little talk. I reckon you’re about the lousiest rat that ever walked on two feet. There is probably only one rat as rotten as you an’ that’s Yatlin, an’ it looks to me he’s so lousy that he’s even crossed you up.

“Now I hate makin’ deals with guys like you. I hate makin’ deals with a guy who ain’t content with the usual cheap thuggery, murder, blackmail an’ vice rackets, that your sorta guy goes in for, a guy who has to start tryin’ to make a world corner in poison gas. I suppose you got sick of dealin’ with individual murder, you thought you’d like to do a little bitta trade in the wholesale stuff. O.K.

“But I tell you what you’re goin’ to do. Somewhere here in Chicago you got the Jamieson half of the gas formula. I want it an’ I’m goin’ to have it. An’ when I say I’m goin’ to have it. I don’t mean maybe. I’m gettin’ it either by nice sorta means or the other thing.”

I look at him an’ grin.

“You’re the guy who’s beefed about givin’ other guys a paraffin bath,” I tell him. “Well, I’m not goin’ so far as that with you in the first place. I reckon I’ll start off with a cigarette lighter held between the fleshy part of the fingers, an’ see how you like that.”

I give myself a cigarette.

“When you go outa here,” I tell him, “Kreltz, the police chief, is goin’ to pick you up. He’s goin’ to take you for a little ride, an’ he’s goin’ to chuck you in a prison that you won’t get out of. Just how rough he an’ the boys are in takin’ you there, whether you get there intact or whether you get half your ribs broken, an’ your face lookin’ like a sponge that’s been trodden on, is up to you. Well, what’re you goin’ to do?”

He draws a deep breath, a sorta hissin’ breath. Then he starts to smile. He looks to me just like a moccasin snake in a bad temper.

“I reckon Georgette’s been talkin’,” he says. “Nice dame that! I’d like to get my hands on her, the...”

“I wouldn’t worry about her, if I was you, Istria,” I tell him, “you ain’t goin’ to bother her any more.”

“No,” he says. “O.K. You know everything, don’t you, fella? Say, have you gotta cigarette?”

I throw a cigarette an’ my lighter on the table. He lights the cigarette.

“Look, Caution,” he says, “you ain’t really worryin’ me when you said I was all washed up. You wasn’t far wrong. Things have been pretty lousy around this dump an’ this last cross of Yatlin’s hasn’t pleased me any. I’m sick of that too.”

“An’ now Georgette’s crossed me too. I reckon that baby has just been waitin’ the chance. Anyhow, I reckon I asked for it. A guy who trusts a dame to play along is askin’ for what he gets, an’ it looks as if I gotta take what’s comin’. But I would like to get my hooks on that dame just for five minutes. I’d fix her nicely.”

He starts grinnin’ again. He looks like the guy who gave the devil his first correspondence course.

“If you’ve been talkin’ to Kreltz then maybe you’ll know I’ve been meanin’ to blow outa this place,” he goes on. “Well, I know I’m beat. If I hadda got both halves of that formula — the Grearson half as well as the Jamieson — I coulda stood the whole lotta you up, an’ I know it. As it is I reckon this job’s too big for me.”

He takes a drag on the cigarette.

“But you gotta admit, Caution,” he says, “that I can play ball nice or I can make some trouble about it. If you an’ the police boys get tough with me I reckon you’ll get the information you want, but maybe I’d last out quite a while, so how do we deal if I just cash in with it right away?”

“We don’t deal,” I tell him. “I ain’t dealin’ with you, Istria. You’ll get what’s comin’ to you anyway, an’ I reckon the best thing you can get is about fifteen or twenty years.”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“Yeah, fly-cop,” he says, “that maybe is so, but guys have gotten themselves outa the pen before now an’ maybe I can do that too some time. Anyway I reckon I could do with a nice rest.”

“Can it, Istria,” I tell him. “Get talkin’. I’m sick of lookin’ at your rat’s pan.”

“O.K.,” he says. “There is a wall safe behind the bookshelves in the library of my apartment at the Depeene. Nobody knows where it is, not even Georgette. I moved the formula there this mornin’. The bell button on the right hand side of the book-case works the shelves so they can be pushed out. Behind ’em is the wall safe. The kep to that wall safe is in the filin’ cabinet over there under ‘C.’”

“O.K.,” I tell him, “you go an’ get it.”

He gets up, walks round the desk an’ walks over to the filin’ cabinet. I get an idea in my head that maybe all this has been too easy, that maybe this guy will still try somethin’. He will try somethin’ because there ain’t much hope for him anyway.

I put my right hand in my coat pocket. He gets to the filin’ cabinet an’ pulls down the steel door. Inside hung on hooks I can see a lotta keys. He puts his right hand out an’ takes a key down, an’ as he does it he shoots his left hand inta the cabinet an’ swings round. I see the gun in his hand.

I throw up the gun muzzle in my overcoat pocket as he fires. I hear the bullet go past my left ear. I squeeze the Luger as he fires the second time an’ takes a piece of skin off my ribs. I hit him clean in the guts. He goes down squirmin’. I give him two more both through the dome. He decides to be dead.

I go over an’ take the key outa his hand. Downstairs at the back I can hear the noise of guys runnin’. I reckon Kreltz has heard the shootin’. I unlock the door.

Kreltz an’ two boys bust in. He takes a look around.

“Well,” he says, “so he tried the hard way an’ it didn’t get him any place. I reckon that was the best way to fix that baby.”

He looks at me an’ grins.

“When you come to think of it,” he says, “this was just about the best thing that coulda happened.”

“You’re tellin’ me, Kreltz,” I say.

But I wasn’t thinkin’ of him or me. I guess I was thinkin’ of Georgette.

It’s just half past twelve.

I ease inta the Depeene Hotel, scram across inta the lift an’ go up to the Istria apartments. I have put through a call that I am comin’. Georgette opens the door.

I take a quick look at her. She is wearin’ a black sorta lace loungin’ frock an’ she looks like the dame who started the Greek Wars. Boy, is she a girl?

We go inside.

The place is one hundred per cent. I reckon that these mobsters know how to fix themselves. She goes over an’ gets me a drink an’ brings it to me.

“Look, Georgette,” I tell her, “we gotta work fast. We gotta pull this business off. First of all I better tell you about Jake. He’s dead. I made a tough deal with him an’ he said he was goin’ to play. While he was gettin’ the key of the wall safe here he tries a fast one with a gun. I hadta give it to him. He went out like a candle.”

She staggers a bit. I go over an’ put my arm around her.

“Take it easy, kid,” I tell her. “It was the best thing for you. Maybe you’ll get a break now.”

“I know,” she says. “I know... but it’s still a shock....”

She puts her arms around me an’ she starts cryin’ like a kid.

I put her in a big chair an’ I ease over to the sideboard an’ mix her a drink. I take it over to her.

“Look, Georgette,” I tell her. “You cut out that little girl stuff. You’re doin’ a man’s job now, so get busy an’ turn off the waterworks. I don’t like my assistants to be big sissies, see?”

She throws me a little smile. I’m tellin’ you this dame is sweet.

“What do you want me to do, Lemmy?” she says.

“Here it is,” I tell her. “Get it straight an’ don’t make any mistakes. How many telephones you got in this apartment?”

“Two,” she says. “There’s one in my room and one in the library.”

“O.K.,” I say. “Right now you go inta your room. You get long-distance on the telephone. You tell ’em to get you through as quick as they can to the de Elvira stage door in Mexico City. When you got the stage door you ask to be put through to Zellara’s dressin’ room. Tell ’em they got to get her quick, that it’s a matter of life an’ death.

“Right. When you get Zellara on the line you gotta be all steamed up, see. You gotta act that you was half nuts.. Here’s what you tell her:

“You say that hell’s bust here. That Caution has been around bustin’ everythin’ wide open. You tell her that an hour ago Caution an’ the cops have pinched your husband Jake Istria an’ framed him on a false charge. Say Caution’s told him that he’s goin’ to get twenty years in a Federal prison.

“Tell her that you’ve seen Jake for a minute down at Police Headquarters. Say that Jake has told you to get through at once to Zellara an’ tell her that he wants to send the Jamieson half of the formula to the Yatlin mob in Paris. Say that you’ve got the formula an’ a plane waitin’ in the airfield here, that you’re takin’ the plane for New York with Tony Scalla an’ the formula an’ catchin’ the New York boat to Paris.

“Say that Jake says he’ll play ball with Yatlin. That once Yatlin’s got both halves of the formula safe in Paris he’s to let the Federal Government know that unless they release Jake right away Yatlin will sell both halves of the formula to some foreign government.

“Say that Yatlin knows that the Federal Government will do anythin’ to keep that formula safe, that they’ll offer Jake an’ Yatlin a free pardon an’ a million to get it bck.

“An’ when you’ve told her all that, ask her where you’re to go in Paris. Ask her where you can contact the Yatlin mob there. You got all that?”

I make her repeat it all. She gets it all right.

I take her inta the bedroom an’ grab off the telephone. I get the chief operator at the Chicago main exchange an’ tell him that Mr. Zetland V. Kingarry wants every line on the Mexican switch closed down except one an’ that one is to plug in right away for the de Elvira in Mexico City, that when they get it they get the stage door an’ say that Mrs. Georgette Istria is makin’ a personal an’ urgent call to Zellara. I tell this guy to move like he had the devil on his tail.

He says give him five minutes.

I leave Georgette by the telephone an’ I scram inta the library. I find the bell-push, move the shelves an’ there is the wall safe.

I stick the key inta the safe an’ turn it. I am runnin’ with sweat. I reckon I ain’t ever been so steamed up in my life.

The door swings back. Inside the safe is a big leather case closed with a locked zipper. It is covered with Government oilskin an’ my heart gives a bump when I see that at both ends the Federal seals are intact I reckon Jake knew his chemistry wasn’t good enough to make him curious to look at the Jamieson half of the formula!

I stick it under my arm an’ listen. Through the open door of the bedroom I can hear Georgette speakin’. After a bit she starts in again.

She has got Zellara!

There is a lot more talk. Georgette is doin’ fine. She is puttin’ on an act like she was plenty scared. She is cryin’ inta that phone an’ goin’ on like she was nuts. I hear her tellin’ Zellara about the plane an’ all that stuff, an’ then I hear her say...

“Yes... yes, I understand. I am to go to the Armine Lodge at Neuilly, near Paris. To ask for the resident doctor....”

I flop in a chair. Me, I could cheer. We got the contact an’ with a bitta luck I’m goin’ to get that Yatlin rat where it’s goin’ to hurt him plenty.

I grab off the library telephone. I get through to the office of the Agent-in-Charge of the Federal Bureau in Chicago. I stick around while they get him.

After a bit he comes through. I tell him who I am.

“Look,” I tell him. “I gotta leather wallet here, Federally sealed. It’s plenty important. This wallet can start about fifteen wars an’ a coupla revolutions. You get around here an’ take it off me because I’m scrammin’ for New York in a quick plane. You get yourself another plane an’ you get over to Washington. When you get there you’re goin’ to hand that wallet to J. Edgar Hoover an’ nobody else. You got all that?”

He says he’s got it an’ he’s comin’ right over.

I go over an’ give myself a little drink. Georgette comes inta the room an’ stands lookin’ at me.

“Georgette,” I tell her. “It looks like we pulled it off. You go pack your grip, baby. I’m takin’ you places. I’m gettin’ a plane fixed up pronto an’ we’re scrammin’ for the New York boat right away.”

She looks sorta washed up. I reckon she is feelin’ all in.

“I’m glad, Lemmy,” she says.

She comes over an’ puts her hand in mine.

Then she flops.

I catch her as she falls. I’m tellin’ you this Georgette is the berries.

She even looks good when she faints.


X. YOU’D BE SURPRISED

[image: img28.jpg]

I HAVE ALREADY told you guys that I am a mug who likes to lie around on his back an’ do a spot of thinkin’. Well, believe it or not, I have had plenty time on this boat for doin’ just nothin’ else but.

Don’t you get any ideas in your head that I reckoned that this trip was goin’ to be just another sweet joy ride all one hundred per cent Georgette, deck tennis, drinks in the smokin’ room bar an’ walks around the boat deck in the moonlight, with all the stuff that is thrown in with them moonlight walks.

Me, I am supposed to be Tony Scalla an’ I am not such a sap as to show myself around this boat with Georgette, just in case there is some fly baby aboard who has got an idea as to who I really am.

So what!

I been stickin’ around this cabin for five days, goin’ for a walk around the boat deck by myself late at night when I ain’t likely to be seen, an’ amusin’ myself by wonderin’ just what guys are makin’ a big play for Georgette an’ just how that momma is reactin’ when she ain’t got my eye on her an’ she knows that her husband is nice an’ dead an’ no trouble to anybody. I get to thinkin’ that it is just my luck that I should be the bozo who irons out Jake an’ then has to stick around a state-room all the time pickin’ my teeth an’ singin’ “I Wonder Who’s Got My Girl.”

I’ve had plenty of time for wonderin’ I’m tellin’ you.

It’s a sweet night. I go over an’ open the porthole an’ look out. The sea looks pretty good to me, an’ somewhere the ship’s band is playin’ a swell number. The tune sorta brings me back to thinkin’ of Georgette. Maybe you guys will think I am a bit nutty about this dame an’ maybe you are right. She’s got plenty. She’s got looks an’ brains an’ plenty of guts an’ I reckon that she is the sorta dame that I could settle down with an’ run a chicken farm with some time, that bein’ a profession that I think I could go for any time I was not chasin’ thugs around the world.

I get the idea back of my head that one of these fine days — when I got all this bezusus cleared up — I will proposition Georgette in a very big way even if I only get a first-class smack on the beezer.

Just what the hell I am goin’ to do when I get to Paris is another thing that is givin’ me plenty to think about.

Figure it out for yourselves. I gotta keep durn quiet about what the job is. I gotta keep my nose clean an’ look after Georgette an’ I gotta get my hooks on that Grearson half of the formula.
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