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“SENSATIONAL IS THE WORD FOR PASSING STRANGE!”

—Will Guppy














The noted mystery reviewer of the New York Herald-Tribune and other papers explained his enthusiasm further:




“To the best of our knowledge and belief, it is the first thriller in which a Hollywood gynecologist is shot three times and killed while another medico is performing an operation upon a movie star in the same room. Some situation, what?

“Dr. Peter Merritt, of New Rochelle, went to the West Coast at the request of his sister-in-law, stood in at the first murder, got mixed up in others, and generally supped full on horrors. Detective is Daniel Webster, of whom we are told: ‘He was always watching what was going on in the world around him, so that you had the feeling that he was not paying attention, and yet he was not missing a thing. Very odd’ Odd is right, but he finds out whodunit. Some of the scenes have a big mystery impact!”




Richard Sales PASSING STRANGE is a brilliant, tense, witty, yet daringly realistic novel of the movie colony, medical mysteries, and murder.
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“Full of surprises, slick dialogue, strange people.”

—Time




“Do you like obstetrics with your murders? If so, then this is the book for you. The murder takes place in a Hollywood hospital… The scene shifts to New York and New Rochelle for more murders and a sensational climax. The title ‘Passing Strange’ is an understatement!”

—New York Times




“Good!

—Boston Globe






“A gaspful yarn bulging with action, keen characterizations, and vertebrae-freezing finish. Startling!”



—Saturday Review of Literature
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Chapter 1

On November 13th, a Friday, I received a telegram from Evelyn and should have realized that it was hoodooed right then. Anything out of the Merritt ménage on a Friday the thirteenth was beyond the remission of sins. The telegram said:




COME AT ONCE. GOING TO HAVE BABY. SOMETHING

WRONG. NEED YOU DESPERATELY. EVE.







I received this macabre intelligence in my office at the Professional Building, New Rochelle, N. Y., where I practice obstetrics, and was, at the time, extremely worried over an extrauterine case I had cooking, which did not look good. Eve alias Evelyn Merritt was my young sister-in-law and she resided in that distant city of tinsel, manna, and uxorious actors — Hollywood. It was her misfortune — although she didn’t share my opinion — to be married to a rascal named William Merritt, of whom you have heard; he ran one of the biggest flesh-peddling agencies on the West Coast. For the benefit of neophytes, a flesh peddler is a trafficker in the souls, frustrations, and ambitions of men and women of talent who wish to be placed in lucrative positions in the cinema. In other words, he was an agent, and he handled some of the biggest movie stars in the industry, at a rate of ten per cent of their gross earnings. It sounds like a respectable profession, but that does not take away from the fact that he was a rogue. He is my brother.

Evelyn’s wire surprised me. I don’t know why, since she was a very attractive girl, capable of performing all womanly functions, including child-bearing. But up to the time that Western Union telephoned me I hadn’t even known she was

pregnant. Im afraid I had come to believe the popular adage, “Sterility is becoming hereditary in Hollywood.”

The obvious cheek in assuming that I would toss up some nine pregnancies I had due within the week, and just dash out to the West Coast, amused me at first, then made me angry. I didn’t trust Evelyn anyhow. She meant well, but she was not firm-willed, and her unscrupulous husband could talk her into anything.

I wired back:




IMPOSSIBLE TO COME. GET IN TOUCH WITH DR. GEORGE 

BAKER BEVERLY BOULEVARD BEVERLY HILLS. FINEST MAN 

IN CALIFORNIA. LET ME KNOW DIAGNOSIS. PETE.









That should have settled it. I trained at Lenox Hill with George Baker, and we’d shared everything from cigarettes to underwear. I’d have trusted him with my own life, which I can’t say for many of the clan. My telegram, as you might have suspected, did not settle a thing.

Back came Evelyn’s second:




IMPOSSIBLE TO CONTACT DR. BAKER. URGENT THAT YOU 

COME AT ONCE PETE PLEASE. EVELYN.









My extrauterine case had finally gone into labor, so that I was compelled to ignore the second message. By the time the birth was finished, successfully to my great relief, there was a third wire from Hollywood which a cold and resentful messenger delivered to the house late on the night of the seventeenth. It read: evelyn dying. And it was signed by that genius of overstatement, Bill.

Being one of those half-civilized guys who still believe in the great reforming powers of a good right cross, I wished vainly that I were out there and within swinging distance of Bill’s dimples; but since I wasn’t, I telephoned long distance to their home in Van Nuys. The first person who answered the phone kept saying, “What? What? Who? Who?” until I thought I’d growl, and then she said, “Oh, Bill, for Christ’s sake darling, Texas or something is on the wire and the illiterate bastard can’t even speak English.”

Then I heard Bill’s voice asking who was it over and over, without giving me a chance to reply, and in the background there was the high, shrill sound of hilarity and alcohol and party. “It’s Peter!” I finally said.

“Peter who?” Bill said.

“Listen, you fool, it’s Dr. Peter Merritt, your brother, and I’m not calling from Texas, I’m calling from New Rochelle, New York!”

“Petah! Oh, it’s Petah! Good old Petah!” Bill declaimed. “Why didn’t you say so? You’re a fourway louse and a profligate and a black sheep! Why the hell can’t you come out and take care of your very own sister-in-law? Evelyn is in terrible shape; she’s going to die. Everybody says so. The butcher she has for an obstetrician doesn’t know his derriere from a well!”

“Who is the doctor?” I asked*

“His name is Ward Hollister.”

“I never heard of him,” I said. “Why didn’t you get in touch with Dr. Baker?”

“My God, Pete, I can’t do that,” Bill said. “Hollister is the fashionable medico here. He does all the work for the Mutual Studios. We have to have Hollister even if it kills us. Don’t you figure it? If we didn’t have Hollister, they’d figure I was slipping, and my clients might pull out on me. Hollister delivers all the big-name star babies, so we have to have him or we might be ostracized. Also, Hollister is a friend of Al Roche’s, and if Al thought I was snubbing Hollister by not having him, Al would be sore. Al controls some of my biggest clients. You see, darling? One and one is three. So if we don’t have Hollister, they think we’re slipping, and if we do —”

“I never heard,” I said, “such damned nonsense in my life. How is Evelyn?”

“She says she’s going to die,” said Bill blandly. “Something is wrong with the baby, and she’s going to die. I think I’m a little tight, Peter dear.”

“You’re drunk!” I said. “And for an approaching death, there is an awful lot of party going on there.”

“It’s Evie’s farewell to Hollywood,” Bill said. “She’s going to die, and so she wanted to throw a last party to see all her friends. A sort of prewake.”

“Put her on,” I said wearily.

There was a long wait. I could hear a racket in the background with music and high, shrill laughter; finally Evelyn picked up the phone and started crying, “Oh, Pete,” she said. I could hardly understand her. “Pete, its very bad, really it’s very bad. Something is wrong, and Hollister doesn’t know what it is, and I’m scared and I’m going to die.” She was wailing, and it sounded perfectly awful.

“You’re drunk too,” I said. “Won t you ever grow up? Keep away from that liquor. God knows I don’t lay down many rules for expectant mothers, but alcohol is one thing I forbid. Damn it, Eve, use your head, you know I never allow a patient to drink during a pregnancy. Go up to bed and don’t be a fool!”

There was no reply from Evelyn. Another long pause while the sound of merriment continued, and then a crisp, cool voice said, “Hello? Dr. Merritt?”

“Still here, by the grace of God, and the patience of Job,” I growled. “And who is this?”

“This is Sylvia Denim, doctor,” she said. I liked her voice. It was low, sane, and pleasant. “I don’t think either Eve or Bill are in any shape to talk, doctor, so perhaps I’d better explain. I happen to know the story because Eve is one of my friends.”

“Are you in any condition to talk yourself?” I snapped.

“My, my,” she said dryly. “You1ve no decent right to take it out on me, doctor. I’m just an innocent bystander here, and believe it or not, I am completely sober. I don’t touch the nasty stuff. Now shall we discuss it like gentlemen, or will you hang up in a huff?”

She cooled me off all right. “O. K.,” I said lamely. “My apologies, Miss Denim. Would you mind setting me straight?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all. Because of a social process too intricate for any normally intelligent person to understand, Eve is hog-tied to a chap named Hollister, who has been riding his luck for a long time. But something has developed here, doctor, that isn’t right. I don’t know a thing about babies myself, but I think you had better come out and take

care of her. Even more than that, she needs a brake on her, because she is frightened and doing extraordinary things. And finally, Hollister is perfectly oblivious to any complications/‘ “You can’t describe the complications over the phone?“ “I’d really rather not, doctor. I might garble them.”

“O. K.,” I said. “I’ll take a train tomorrow sometime. Tell Bill that I’ll wire him from the train.”

“Righto.”

“And thanks for the assist, Miss Denim.”

“I hope you can do that in person,” she said. “I’ll be around die town when you get here. Perhaps I can protect you from the vampires of Vine Street.”

“I can,” I said, “take complete care of myself … but you needn’t construe that as a hint that I wouldn’t like to meet you. You have a very provocative voice.”

“Voices and people are seldom alike,” she said. “Good night, doctor.”

“Good night,” I said, and hung up. I hoped suddenly she didn’t think I was a stuffed shirt, which I am.




Chapter 2

I left for Hollywood the next afternoon at quarter of five and I invested in two of those movie magazines so that I could check on Sylvia Denim. The name seemed quite familiar, and I felt that I had surely seen her on the screen, but I couldn’t remember the picture or what she looked like. This wasn’t surprising, since I have seen only three or four pictures in the last five years, and as a matter of fact when I did find some word of her in a profusely illustrated magazine named Screen Guide, they alluded to her performance in The Angel of Darkness, and I remembered that that was the thing I had seen her in. I never did see the picture completely. One of my patients got the jitters while I was in the theater, and my office had reached me.

Anyway, there she was in Screen Guide, in an article describing the opening of George Raft’s Copacabana night club in Hollywood. There was a picture of Sylvia Denim seated at a table with Cass Libano, and he was laughing and she was smiling. Hedda Hopper had written the comment underneath, and it said, “You can put the quietus on those rumors of a remake between Sylvia and Cass Libano. The most famous bachelor girl dates ‘em all consistently, none steadily. They do tell that since her brief twenty-four-hour marriage to Cass a year ago, Sylvia Denim has been exceedingly shy of anything like wedding bells. Her performance in Wild Hills is wowing the hard-boiled New York critics and there is talk it may win her again the annual Oscar, comes the day.”

I admired her. She was a neat, composed, beautiful woman, without any razzle-dazzle and with considerable poise. Her hair was dark and full, her face rather thin but trim, her eyes skeptical, her mouth passionate. She was wearing a modest

white dinner gown (as contrasted with some of the others in the photo, cut down almost to the umbilicus) and she was smoking a cigarette. I liked her looks, and I began to feel rather thrilled. After all, I’d talked with her on the phone. She was a star. I was the homely baby doctor, forty-five minutes from Broadway.

I didn’t worry much about Evelyn and Bill, for with all the hysterics and dramatics and corny melodrama, I still didn’t believe either one of them, and if Sylvia Denim had not added her own opinion, I wouldn’t have gone at all.

But on the train, en route West, I was a little glad for the change. It seemed very pleasant not to be worrying about a phone call to come, a baby to come, a mother to be tended. I had turned all my patients over to Dr. Henry Pyke, the best being none too good for the brood. I found that for the first time in a couple of years, I actually relaxed.




Chapter 3

Nobody met me. I had visions of Bill dragging a brass band down to the Los Angeles station just for a gag, but when the Chief pulled into the terminal, a dingy and bleak place with thousands of tracks going every which way, there was not a solitary soul to greet me.

I waited around for a little while on the chance that Bill was late. Then I took a taxicab from L. A. out to Van Nuys, and the robber charged me twelve dollars. Still, it had been quite a trek, and I didn’t feel parsimonious, so I paid it without protest. I had never been on the West Coast before, and my disappointment with the city of Los Angeles was great. There was nothing about it that appealed to me, and on the ride out to Hollywood, it was like passing through the upper Bronx and Washington Heights. Hollywood proper proved to be much more interesting; new, clean, and it had glamour. Definitely. I saw all the places I had ever heard of — the driver made sure of that — Brown Derby, Sardis, Ciro’s, the Chinese Theater, Hollywood Boulevard, then over to Burbank and the Warner Brothers Studios, then on to Studio City, and finally Ventura Boulevard, and the San Fernando Valley, where the concrete highway went whisking northward between two great and beautiful mountain ranges.

I’d heard descriptions of Bill’s lean-to, out there in the valley, but none of them aptly described the place. The driver let me off at the front gates at my request and drove off with my hard-earned money. I opened the gates and went in and was instantly treed by a quartet of dogs who barked and growled as if they’d have my life, and yet all turned out to be stern-waggers, so vibrant that they careened with their own exuberance.

I made friends with them at once, having a blind faith in the amiability of all dogs, and examined their metal tabs to place their names. The names were typically Bill. Desdemona was a lovely Dalmatian; Diogenes was an English sheep dog as big as a baby elephant and weighing enough to knock me down with his affection. Titty was a spayed black cocker spaniel with a shiny nub to her tail; Alith was a mutt, half Dane and half something else, floppy-eared, and ill-jointed, who persisted in sitting down with her belly in full view and her hind legs baldly distended.

This menagerie escorted me to the house, and I regretted having dismissed the driver, for I walked a good half mile before a curve of the driveway revealed the place to me. The house sat on one hundred and seventy acres of land, which had a sprinkling of every kind of fruit from avocado to Malaga vines and berry bushes, not to mention the usual orange groves. The house itself was a bastardized Monterey rancho, all on one floor, U-shaped, the open side of the U leading out to a gorgeous terrace, where a seventy-foot swimming pool and bathhouse sat in the sun. Two tennis courts, a badminton court, a squash court, a nude sunbathing chamber, stable for horses and no horses, completed the balance of the menage.

To a Westchester suburbanite, used to a twenty-four thousand dollar white colonial on half an acre, six rooms, one bath, and a leaky roof, not to mention high taxes, it was quite something.

I knocked on the front door, and there was no reply. This went on for some time. I had seen no living soul and I began to wonder if it were possible that Evelyn and Bill had left the house for some far clime. I never considered the normal possibility — that they might be downtown — because they did not have normal habits. I examined the garage, found three cars there. I went around the rear of the house and found a door that wasn’t locked, and went inside.

“Eve!” I shouted once, and then gave up. That was it. Nobody home. And from the neatness of the rooms, it was obvious they hadn’t been home either. Still, somebody must have been around. The four dogs certainly weren’t eating off the land. They would have tasted me for sure.

I found a room that looked like a guest room (it had none of the homespun impediments in its bathroom as did the master bedroom). I was damned if I was going to worry about their absence, so I unpacked my bag and washed up. I was in the process of shaving with cold water when I heard a noise in the room outside and glanced out.

I came face to face with a .38-caliber revolver and as dirty a face as I have ever looked upon.

“Hands up,” the face said. “Don’t you move.”

It was said with the authority of a worm. The guy had long ear lobes which seemed to hang to his shoulders, his nose was sharp, his mouth crooked, and he hadn’t shaved in forty days and forty night. His hands were grimy, his clothes practical. He was the caretaker.

The gun was cocked. I took a long careful look at the chamber and failed to find any sight of the dull lead heads of bullets. You can see them in a revolver, you know. They come far enough forward in the chamber so that you can tell whether or not a revolver is loaded. I couldn’t see the one under the hammer, however, and the possibility that there was a single cartridge there worried me. Still, the muzzle looked dirty and greasy, with hairs sticking out of it, and the weapon s nickel was so worn off at juncture of barrel and chamber that I decided the thing was an antique and I said, “That gun isn’t loaded, bonzo. Suppose I were to pull out a real one and have a shooting match with you?”

“It’s loaded,” he ‘said. “One move and you’re dead.”

He was sweating. He was scared stiff.

I shook my head. “It’s not loaded. I can see that from here. Put the gun down and I’ll talk to you. Who are you?”

He put the gun down slowly. “It won’t do you no good to hurt me anyhow,” he said. “I’ve called the police.”

“That was silly,” I said. “I’m Dr. Peter Merritt, Mr. Merritt’s brother, and I’m only here in response to his telephone call. I came all the way from New York. If you saw me outside, why didn’t you make yourself known?” “You tell it to the cops,” he said.

“All right,” I said. “Just relax then and let me finish shaving. You’re a hell of a caretaker. Supposing I’d had a gun.”

“If you re from New York, you ain’t got a gun. Its against the law in New York.”

Logic as she is spoken. On one hand, I was a housebreaking desperado. On the other, I was obeying the Sullivan Law. “What’s your name?”

“Me to know, you to find out,” he said.

“Oh, Lord,” I said sadly. I shaved. “Where are Mr. and Mrs. Merritt?”

“Just you be still. Tell it to the cops.”

Presently, a car came rolling up the drive to the house, and two men got out. They moved fast and confidently, and the caretaker let them in.

“There he is,” the caretaker said.

One of the men — they were detectives — started across the room toward me, and he had a real revolver in his hand, a .38 which he squeezed as you do a sponge rubber ball. He was a big, mean-looking cuss with the aspect of Third Degree all over him. The other man, however, looked like a gentleman. He was dressed very neatly in a brown suit, he certainly did not have the ubiquitous flat feet we so often read about, and he looked clean and fit. He was around forty-five, with extremely shrewd eyes and the tight mouth of a nonconversationalist. “Skip it,” he said to his friend. He took a seat in a chair opposite me (I was seated by the fireplace, smoking a cigarette and trying to look like God in his glory) and he said, “You’re no housebreaker, Mac.” “Thanks,” I said. “That’s the first normal remark I’ve heard since I arrived in California.”

“Just got in?”

“Yes, on the Chief, this afternoon. My name is Merritt. Dr. Peter Merritt. I live in New Rochelle, New York. Mrs. Merritt is my sister-in-law. She’s having a baby, and there seemed to be some trouble, so she asked me to come out, and I obliged. It was a long trip to find an empty house. Then this guy” — I motioned to the caretaker — “instead of answering me when I arrived and knocked and called, waited until I had entered the house, called the police, and held me at bay with a revolver they discarded at Bull Run.”

The little detective was not amused. “My name is Webster,” he said quietly. “Daniel Webster.”

“The Senator from Massachusetts, I believe.”

He ignored the jest. “This other guy is Haggerty. Haggerty likes to tear them apart… . Wait in the car, Barney. I’ll be out… . Well, Doc, if you can show me some papers or something—”

I showed him some papers, a picture of Evelyn, a license, the telegrams — then he stopped me.

“All right,” he said.

“I wish you could help me out. First, who is Fido?”

“His name,” said Daniel Webster, “is Joe Halley. He’s the caretaker. He’s a bum.”

“I ain’t a bum,” Halley muttered.

“I didn’t mean it personally,” Webster said quietly. “Don’t get me wrong. I mean, he’s on his heels. If you try to remember back to the days of Earl Williams and Clara Kimball Young and Lou Tellegen, you may recall a matinee idol named Joseph Halley who raced Francis X. Bushman for movie popularity when the celluloid was still tongue-tied. That’s Joe. Now he’s a bum. Most of them are bums. Broke, no job. Kicked around. It’s pathetic. They’d do anything for even an extra’s stint… . How come you’re working for Merritt, Joe?”

Halley did not reply at once. He seemed ashamed. Then he murmured. “Mr. Merritt is a fine man. That’s all.”

“The doc doesn’t agree with you,” said the Senator.

I said, “How do you know?”

“You don’t poker-face,” said the Senator. “Well, I guess it’s all right. Only if they aren’t here, there’s no point in sitting waiting for them.”

“They went to New York,” Halley said.

“They what?>, I said. “But they telephoned me and asked me to come out here!”

“They went to New York,” Halley said. “Mrs. Merritt said she was dying, so they went to New York. They took a plane.”

I got purple, color and language.

Daniel Webster frowned at me. “That won’t help a bit.” He had a way of speaking in which he never raised his voice, and yet you never missed a word, each one penetrated.

I was stunned. I didn’t know what to do. The servants

were on vacation. The house closed up. Just this Halley.

The ingratitude, rudeness, and general lack of responsibility on Evelyn’s and Bill’s parts infuriated me. But it was a frustrated fury. There was absolutely nothing to be done.

“I’ll return to town and take a room at a hotel,” I said. “You couldn’t run me down by any chance?”

“Sure,” Daniel Webster said.

“And the next time I have any prospect of seeing Bill,” I said, “I’ll give you a ring, and you can restrain me from committing premeditated fratricide.”

“O.K.”

I got my things upstairs, repacked, cleared out, and rode into town in Daniel Webster’s police car. He recommended the Roosevelt or Beverly Wilshire, and I chose the former because it was right on Hollywood Boulevard. He seemed remotely amused and vaguely sorry for me. He was always watching what was going on in the world around him, so that you had the feeling that he was not paying attention, and yet he was not missing a thing. Very odd. I thanked him and Haggerty for the lift; they nodded and drove off.

Angrier than ever at Bill, I registered at the Roosevelt. I decided to spend my week there anyhow and see Hollywood and enjoy myself arid the hell with Evelyn s baby. I didn’t give a damn if it turned out to be quintuplets, just so it didn’t look like me.




Chapter 4

For the first two days, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I didn’t know a soul. I tried to get in touch with Sylvia Denim, but this process became so intricate and unsatisfactory that I gave it up. I knew that she was a Mutual actress, and I tried to get into Mutual, but it was out of the question. They regarded me as a saboteur. The thought that someone at Bill’s agency on Hollywood Boulevard could have given me the proper credentials occurred to me, but that was the last thing in the world I’d do. I wanted no favor from Bill, in person or in absentia.

I went to movies and saw them through for the first time since I had been practicing. The freedom of time impressed me. When you have been an obstetrician for nine years, you find that your only habits are sleeping light and waking fast. Now, free of deliveries, I found myself restless.

On Wednesday, my third day in Hollywood, I decided to take a plane back home. So, of course, everything instantly transpired to keep me from doing so. I had been trying to reach Dr. George Baker, in Beverly Hills, hoping at least to say hello to my old friend, but he was in San Francisco, and his secretary had promised to have him call me when he got in.

So when my telephone rang on Wednesday, around noon, I was delighted, instantly assuming it was George, since he was the only one who could possibly know my location.

“Hello,’’ I said.

“Merritt?”

Instantly, I disliked the man. It was not George Baker. It was someone else, his voice having the scent of vulgarity and coarseness, that smack of familiarity when there is no familiarity. “This is Dr. Peter Merritt,” I said.

“Don’t give me that stuff, Pete,” he said, laughing hoarsely. “You sound like a stuffed shirt, kiddo. This is Ward, your old L. H. chum.”

“Ward?” I said. “Ward who? I don’t know any Ward.”

“Ward Hollister, bejesus,” he said. “Have you forgotten so soon? Ward Hollister, M. D. I was at Lenox Hill with you for a while. The little plump guy who could drink more beer than the rest of you butchers put together. We used to—”

“Yes,” I said slowly. “Sure.” It began to come back to me, very slowly, but it came back, and I wasn’t too happy about remembering it. The plump little fellow who could drink more beer and who could tell the vilest stories, who borrowed money and cigarettes and never repaid either, and who insisted, even then, that he was in the racket, as he put it, to dig gold. Yes, I recalled him quite completely, once I began, and it was not a pleasant recollection. You guys with your high ideals give me local edema of the anus. You’ve gotta make a living, don’t you? People like to be sick and the more they pay for it the more they enjoy it. There’s gold in medicine, and I’m in it because I figure to make more than I could selling bonds and stocks, and you idealistic goons are too, only you haven’t got the guts to admit it. Now be honest.

“You don’t remember me,” he said.

“Yes I do, really,” I said. “You were going to mine gold in medicine, and you picked obstetrics because women had babies, and there were more women than men in the country, right?”    ^

He laughed harshly. “That’s pretty good, Pete. Nice memory. Yeah, that was it, all right; I guess you remember.”

“What are you doing out here?”

“What am I doing out here, bejesus? Where have you been? Haven’t you heard anything? I’m the biggest baby operator in Los Angeles County. I practice here. I’m chief physician for Mutual Studios besides. Listen, I’m coming down from Beverly Hills; be there in ten minutes. Meet you down in the Ciné Bar for a couple of snorts and we’ll chew the rag and talk over the good old days! Why didn’t you give me a ring, you dope? I didn’t even know — skip it, skip it, HI see you in the Cine in ten minutes/’ Bang. He hung up. I hung up. That was that. Nice fellow.

I went down to the Cine Bar, which is a starfoto-studded taproom in the Roosevelt, and, to my surprise, he arrived within ten minutes as he had said. When I saw him, I recognized him at once, although he was no longer plump; he was fat. Fat and flaccid and florid. He had high blood pressure, liver trouble, and potential hernia. He had tight, piggy eyes and a ready, meaningless smile and a Falstaffian aspect which was phony. His handclasp was moist and soft. He had been drinking.

“Well, bejusus, if it isn’t the white knight himself,” he said. “How the hell are you, Pete? My God, but you look distinguished with the silver threads among the black around your ears. You look like a bloodsucking banker, not a butcher. How are your heels? They look pretty good. You must be doing well.”

He hit me on the back and we went to the bar and sat on stools. “What’ll you have, Pete?”

I said, I’m not much of a drinking man —”

“Sure. Scotch and soda and Scotch without soda, Tony,” Hollister said. “Well, Pete, you look fine. Specialized in obstetrics too, didn’t you? Bejesus, to hear Eve talk, you’d think you were the finest gynecologist and obstetrician in the East! Eve talks about you all the time.”

“Thanks,” I said coldly. “How did you know where I was? In fact, how did you know I was here?”

“Well, I called the house in the valley, and there wasn’t anybody there but Halley, and he told me you had arrived, so I just kept buzzing hotels until I located you! Where the hell did Eve and Bill go to?”

“New York,” I said. “I’m just as surprised.”

“New York? They can’t have gone to New York. I was talking with Al Roche   this morning, and he said he saw Bill at the studio.”

“He did?” I exclaimed, not knowing or caring who Al Roche was. “But that’s impossible—”

“Maybe they changed their minds,” Hollister said. He threw off his drink in the twinkling of an eye and he dropped his voice. He cleared his throat, too. “Uh —look,

Pete. I’m — uh — in sort of a jam. How’d you like to help me out? Five hundred bucks in it for you.”

“Five hundred dollars?” I said. “For what?”

“Delivering a baby, that’s all.”

I was astounded. Obviously, I wasn’t getting the whole fee. He saw my face and said, “Well, I could make it seven-fifty, but I’m only getting fifteen hundred for the delivery.”

It was stupefying. Fifteen hundred dollars to deliver a baby. My regular fee was two hundred dollars, and I usually pared the figure to suit the individual income. After all, it was a matter of helping with a natural function, not profiteering. Two hundred was a fair fee. But fifteen hundred was not only robbery; it was preposterous.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “If you’re being paid such a ridiculous fee for a delivery, why don’t you deliver the child and pocket the whole fee?” I didn’t really want any part of it. I didn’t like it. It was fee-splitting, a practice I’ve fought against in the A. M. A. for years.

“Look,” he said, acting mildly ashamed. “I’m in a jam.”

“What sort of jam?”

“Another Scotch,” he said to Tony. “Ever hear of Faith Normandy, Pete?”

Naturally, even I had. There were few people outside the reach of radio who had not heard of her. I had seen her on the screen too, but mostly I had heard her on the air. She was one of the finest actresses of the motion-picture industry, Oscarified twice by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. I nodded.

“She’s the patient. Montaflores Hospital on Wilshire. Labor started this a.m. Dystocia. To tell you the truth, there are complications, Pete, and I don’t fool around with complications. I had a pretty unhappy experience over the border last May with complications; so when I find ’em, I hire another guy to come in and take care of them, a specialist, see? Usually I get Dr. Sampson; he splits fees with me on a lot of stuff. What the hell, I’ve got the name and drag here, I get the clientele that pays high and big, and so what’s the dif if another guy who specializes helps mfe out, see?”

“I see,” I said with loathing. It was lost on him. “In other words, you make with the book words, and the other fellow does the dirty work and assumes the responsibility.”

“All right, all right,” he snapped. “Don’t get snotty. All I wanted was an assist. You could assist, couldn’t you? I’m pretty rocky. Sampson is down with appendicitis, and I need somebody. There’s nobody I can trust at the hospital. I can’t mess this thing; she’s too big a star; there’d be hell. I need someone who isn’t after my neck. George Baker, that bastard, he’s out to get me. A lot of other guys. All jealous of my dough and my connections, see? I’m not in good shape — party last night — pretty nervous.”

Yes, and nearly drunk. But I didn’t say it. He disgusted me, and I decided to go along with him if only to make sure that Miss Normandy, along with her child, wasn’t murdered by his muddling.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll assist. What’s wrong?”

“Will you?” he blubbered. “Bejesus, that’s sweet of you, Pete. Not here. We’ll run down to the hospital, and you see for yourself. You take a look. I need another drink.”

“No,” I said, hard.

“All right, all right, let’s blow then.”

We went out and got into his car. It was a golden-painted Cadillac, not unlike the one that Tommy Manville used to drive to Schrafft’s, back in New Rochelle. Hollister weaved down the boulevard, talking all the time.

“I looked you up in the blue book, you know,” he said. “Bejesus, I just didn’t hop out after you. I found your rating first see? I looked —”

“Shut up,” I said, still hard.

He glanced at me, surprised, and swallowed. “All right, Pete.” Chastened and subdued. “All right. Don’t get sore at me. I’m a sensitive guy.”

I said, “What do the X-rays show?”

“I didn’t take any. I think it’s a compound presentation.” “What do you mean by compound?”

“I don’t know. Sampson said it was compound before he got sick. L. Scap. A., I think.”

He thought. Dread began to knot inside me. A neglected transverse presentation was extremely serious, the chance of fetal and maternal death was high. “How long has she been in labor?”

“Six hours.”

“First baby?”

“So she says. With Hollywood stars, you never know. They have babies early and often and you never hear about them outside. You never know.”

I was sick of him and his poor attempt to be sensational. I snapped, “You’re one of the most despicable skunks I’ve ever met. You ought to be shot.”

“Don’t say that.” He rolled his eyes. “Don’t say it.”

We finally reached the hospital. It was a fine modem building on Wilshire Boulevard. Another Cadillac had pulled up at the hospital, not far ahead of us. It was jet black, with a black top and silver wheels. “Here we are,” Dr. Hollister said dully. But I was watching the girl who got out of the other car. There was something about her that was familiar; she was very lovely. She stumbled suddenly as she left her car. I heard the sound of a shot, quite sharp and loud. She dropped her bag and fell.

I leaped from Hollister’s car and ran toward her as she sprawled there. She recovered her bag and raised herself to her knees, and for a moment I thought she was all right, but then I saw blood on her white silk shirt. As I ran, I scanned the street for a sign of the person who had fired that shot. There were cars moving by on Wilshire, but I saw no loiterers, or anyone running from the scene, and there was no building across the street from which she could have been bushwhacked.

The shot had been loud. Could it have come from one of the windows of the hospital which rose six stories above us? It seemed like the only explanation at the time, and the chance of seeing who had done it at that moment was small. I gave the building a quick glance, saw no head poking out through a window.

Reaching her then, I lifted to her feet.

“Thank you,” she said faintly. Her voice was low, pleasant, and direct.

I said, “Good Lord, but you’re Sylvia Denim.”

“Yes —” she said. She frowned from puzzlement and pain. “Something burned me —”

“No, you’re wounded.” I turned. “Hollister! Come on! This girl is shot! … My name is Dr. Peter Merritt, and I had the pleasure of talking to you at Bill’s house last week during that party. I was on the telephone—’* It was a hell of a fine time to bring the subject up, but I was rather excited. Meanwhile I had taken a good look at the approximate location of the wound and saw that it certainly wasn’t mortal. We rushed her into the hospital and took her to emergency, where we turned her over to the house doctor. The bullet had grazed her, cutting a gutter about a quarter of an inch deep which had bled brightly, but was not serious. There was no sign of the bullet, of course, and meanwhile I had telephoned the police and related the event.

I left Sylvia Denim with the house doctor finally and went upstairs with Ward Hollister. “Maternity” was on the fifth floor — gray halls and large rooms and a cleanness about the whole setup that was very nice to see. Reminded me of the new “maternity” setup at New Rochelle Hospital, which was the last word. Miss Faith Normandy was in 505. The incongruity of the “Miss Normandy” struck me then. Only a cinema star would call herself “Miss” while in the first stage of labor. We went in, Hollister leading. He was very nervous.

I consulted the chart with him. Miss Normandy had been given a dose of nembutal, a drug which I have found excellent, when it reacts upon the patient. It does not, however, always react, in which case it has no effect. But when it does react, the patient remains conscious and lucid, although she may say odd and queer things; but the element of anesthesia is in the aftereffects, when the patient, upon coming to, remembers nothing of what happened during the period of doping.

There was a screen around the bed.

Faith Normandy came to while we were standing there. She let out a groan and gripped the sheet and bore down on the pains. You know a woman instantly in labor. She was a good sport. The groan was involuntary, or she would not have made a sound. Without opening her eyes, she said, “Hollister, you old butcher, is that you?”

“Yes dear,” he said. “Everything is going to be all right.” “The hell you say,” she said hoarsely. “Get me out of this, get me out of it. When do I go up? Isn’t the baby coming?”

“The baby is coming,” he said. “I have an old friend here — finest obstetrician in the country — he’s going to assist. Dr. Merritt of New York. A sweet guy.”

“Tell him to get me out of this,” she said. “My God, how long does it go on?”

Another contraction, and she was up, bearing against it, and when it passed, she said, “Hi, Merritt. Knew you were coming. Glad you’re here.” She was a little high from the nembutal. She would not, I clearly saw, remember me when it was over. She wouldn’t remember a thing. The stuff had reacted wonderfully.

I examined her. Afterwards I took Hollister out of the room and before he could ask me what I thought, I said, “A Caesarean section is absolutely indicated, Hollister, unless you wish to perform a destructive operation and kill the child.”

“A Caesarean section!” he said, horrified. “Jesus, I’m in no shape —I’m not going to do any Caesarean section on her. She might die. Do you know who she is? Two-time Oscar winner? I’d never live it down, I’d be blackballed in the movie colony. I’m not going to take any chances.” “Chances?” I said. “Good Lord, man, it’s a simple operation, the best thing to do now.”

“Not in my condition. I won’t take a chance on Faith Normandy. I’ll hijack the child, and that’s that. That’s the easiest thing to do under the circumstances.”

“I’ll be damned if you will!” I said savagely. “There is absolutely no justification for it. She has only been in labor six hours on a first child, she is a strong woman, the child appears to be perfectly normal, and we have excellent conditions for an aseptic operation. A Caesarean section is the only logical answer, and that is what is going to be performed at once. I’ll assist.”

Again he was cowed. He passed his hand to his head

unsteadily. “All right,” he said. “Take care of the arrangements. I’ve got to get a drink. I could never go through it without a drink.”

I went in and told the private nurse, Miss Kane, that the patient was to be taken to the delivery room and prepared for a Caesarean section. She was a queer little nurse with sharp, shifty eyes. She had been looking terribly strained. I found the floor superintendent, for want of someone else, and asked her if “delivery” was open.

“Yes.”

I’m Dr. Merritt, assisting Dr. Hollister. Will you prepare ‘delivery* for a Caesarean, please?”

“Miss Normandy?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, doctor. Dr. Hollister —”

“Yes, he has ordered it. Here he is. now.”

Hollister, his face florid, came down the hall. I said, “Where is the husband? We've got to see him, Ward/* “There isn’t any husband,” he said.

I didn’t stop for explanations. I went to 505 and caught Faith Normandy between labor pains. “Miss Normandy, Dr. Merritt. Can you hear me?”

“Sure,” she said faintly. “Get me out of this soon, will you?”

“You’re a damned good sport,” I said. “Do you want this baby very much?”

“I do, I do,” she said. “The baby is all right* isn’t it?” “The baby is fine,” I said. “But a Caesarean section is necessary for delivery. It’s not without some risks to both of you. May we proceed?”

She sighed and opened her eyes and looked afraid. She stared at me. “O. K., kid,” she said. “I leave it to you. Don’t let that bastard Hollister touch me. I leave it to you.” Then the mad dash for sterilization. When Hollister and I finally reached the table in starched white and masks, we found the four masked nurses on delivery duty standing by, and Dr. Bruno, the anesthetist, at the head of the table with the gas and ether. Hollister had arranged for him.

The operation started. Dr. Bruno had put Faith Normandy under. I assisted at the wound, two of the nurses handled the instruments, ligatures, and sponges, and the other two stood by to receive the child.

Dr. Hollister received the scalpel and started the incision in the linea alba. Then he shivered and stepped back and passed his hand to his head. “Don t feel well,” he groaned. “Take it, Merritt.”

Damn him, it was what he had intended to do all along! He stepped away from the table. One of the free nurses assisted me. Two minutes later I seized the baby by its left foot and extracted it. Some baby. A nice plump boy. “Nine pounds if he goes an ounce,” I said cheerfully. “Any bets?” None of them spoke. They were all as grim as death. Two clamps applied to the cord then, the cord severed, the baby handed to the waiting nurse. It sounds quick, and it was quick. It’s a quick operation up to that point.

As I began suturing, Dr. Hollister joined me at the table. “Feel better?” I grunted. “Now that you know the baby has arrived? You’re a son of a bitch.”

That was an unethical thing to say in front of nurses. At that point, as far as Hollister was concerned, I didn’t give a hoot for an ethic. I went ahead with the suturing — always a difficult job, even at best. I became aware, presently, that someone else had joined us. There he stood, white trousers, white coat, white gloves, white mask, hom-rimmed spectacles, white cap. I saw this at a quick glance, busy at my hemstitching, but at the time I wondered what the devil the white gloves were for! You couldn’t possibly identify the newcomer.

Without warning there was a shot. It scared me green. It was deafening. In the tiled confines of the delivery room, it was earsplitting, sharp oppressive. It echoed, and my ears were ringing instantly. Then two more shots, so close together that they almost sounded like one. The din was appalling. Yet remotely I heard the tinkle of empty cartridges rolling on the tiled floor.

The three bullets hit Hollister, the first staggering him, the second two dropping him. They did not knock him down. He dropped from the simple plaint of death. The newcomer in white backed to the door, and a quick glance — all I could spare, for I was at the crux of my suturing — showed a small pistol pointed at the rest of us. Being interested in guns, I recognized it was a Colt .32 automatic, a very lethal and compact little pistol. Nothing was said. The murderer did not warn us. But the pistol’s nasty little muzzle was eloquent.

I think Miss Kane had screamed. It came to me vaguely that she had, although I would be unable to describe the timbre of her voice in its upper register. Dr. Bruno, gray with terror, held to his place at the tanks gallantly. Naturally, I was fixed; I couldn’t leave my patient. The assistants were needed, could not move, did not move.

Then the door of “delivery” swung close, and the killer was gone. All we had left was the corpse of Ward Hollister and three empty brass shells on the floor.

Miss Kane, after my nod, ran to Hollister, reported three hits. One in the kidney, the other two in the heart, through the back. “You have permission to leave,” I said. “Call the police. Try and follow that man. Hurry.”

She was gone.

When I finished the operation, and Miss Faith Normandy had been returned to room 505, I had a look at Hollister. There was little blood on him, and the three black holes were like flies. He looked very natural. I wondered if there was a soul in the world who would weep at his bier.





Chapter 5

There were police. There were newspaper reporters, more to the square inch in L. A. County than in any other county in the world. There were doctors. There were nurses. There were patients. And when the news had reached the outer world, there were telegrams. There were telephone calls. And there was I.

It wasn’t even a good busman s holiday.

You can only take so much. As for the police and reporters, they were all confused in my mind, a phantasmagoria of jumbled questions. No one was much interested, it seemed to me, in who had killed Ward Hollister, but everyone was interested in who performed a Caesarean on Faith Normandy, while Hollister’s corpse stood by. For five hours that afternoon, there was a Roman holiday on Wilshire at the Montaflores.

I checked up on my patient in 505 as soon as I had changed and washed up. I found Sylvia Denim in the room, and the private nurse, Miss Kane. Faith Normandy was unconscious and would remain so, naturally, nor was she going to feel anything but sick when she came to. But I was surprised to see Miss Denim.

“How are you?” I said. “Did they fix you up?”

She looked a little pale but game, and her left arm was in a sling. I could see the bandage on her left scapula where the bullet had grazed her. “Dr. Ferris said it was just like scraping yourself on a nail,” she replied. “But every time I think that it was a bullet that did it, it makes me sick at the pit of my stomach. There’s something cold and horrible about a bullet coming so close to you. As if it had violated you.”

“It sure violated Hollister,” I said. “You’ve heard?”

“Yes. It’s ghastly,” she whispered. “I hold no brief for

Ward Hollister. But for someone to do something like that during an operation and imperil Faith—”

“She was safe enough,” I said. “Well, I suppose there’ll be a hue and a cry. Do you really remember me, Miss Denim?”

“Of course I do,” she said, smiling. “You were in such a sweet self-righteous huff on the phone. I*m glad to know you, Peter. Eve and Bill have often spoken of you.”

“I can imagine. When I got out here to help Evelyn, she’d gone to New York. You knew that?”

“No.” She laughed politely. “I’m sorry. It is funny.”

“As a crutch. Then I tried to get in touch with you. I thought the least I could do would be to woo a glamorous star so that I could tell all vmy prospective newborn babies about it, and I had no luck at all.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll try to make it up to you,” she said.

“Miss Denim,” I said, “I’ve struck oil.”

Faith Normandy was all right, so I took Sylvia — she asked me to call her that — out and thought I would be leaving. At that point, the police and reporters took over, and I had her request to get in touch with her as soon as I was free, and she was gone.

I didn’t finish with the melee until seven p.m., by which time I was an exhausted and nervous wreck. At last, I saw a familiar face, the quiet, introspective face of the Senator from Massachusetts, Detective Daniel Webster. He rescued me from the wolves, who sprang upon the other survivors of the operation (Faith Normandy could have thanked God for her etherized coma I) and I was free again.








Chapter 6

Daniel Webster drove me down Hollywood Boulevard to a place called Pig ’n Whistle. “You’ve got to eat,” he remarked. “You look like something the cat dragged in.”

“That is a masterpiece of understatement,” I said. “Thanks for getting me out of that mess.”

“Sure,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”

“Have I any choice?”

“Sure.”

“No, Senator, I don’t mind a bit,” I said. “You’re one of the oldest friends I have in California, being the only one.” “Thanks,” he said.

We went in, and a waitress gave us a table. We sat down and looked at each other. I felt very tired. “You can ask questions if you want,” I said. “You must want to. Only don’t shout them the way everybody else did.”

“I could have spared you all that,” he said. “I was down at Douglas Aircraft. They had a little trouble… . Who killed him, Doc?”

“Ha-ha,” I said.

He smiled. “Man or woman?”

“Man,” I said. He smiled again. “At least it looked like a man, but it could have been a woman.”

“Good,” said Daniel Webster. “An open mind.”

“Well, trousers don’t make a man. The killer wore white gloves, possibly to hide feminine hands —”

“More possibly to prevent prints on the gun in case the gun was lost or dropped. Never mind, Doc. Here’s something you don’t know. There was a patient in the hospital, girl having a baby, named Susan Alcock. When Denim left you, that was was the mob scene, Denim had to pass the maternity rooms, and this kid beckoned her in and said, ‘Send the police to me.

I saw him, I saw the gun.’ I happen to know Sylvia Denim, and she kept this info for me because everybody was running around half-cocked. When I got to her, the kid she mentioned, the Susan Alcock, had gone up to delivery, so I couldn’t see her. I’ve got a date with her and her sawbones first thing in the morning. Just one of those lucky things. She saw the killer.”

“My God, that’s one high stroke of luck,” I said. “Are you sure though—”

“Yep,” he said. He was damned sure.

“What makes you so certain?”

“The discarded operating outfit was in the girl’s room and so was the gun. .32 Colt, nice and new. Clip held six bullets, had only two left. Muzzle had no acrid odor, though. We’ll match the slugs in Hollister, but I think it’s the gun all right. And it’s the outfit. Horn-rim specs, white gloves.”

“That’ll make you look pretty Sherlock Holmesy to the newspapers, Senator.”

The waitress brought us shrimp cocktails, and we ate.

“I’m not interested in that stuff,” he said. “Just luck. Sometimes you play in luck. Sometimes you don’t see luck for hell. It’s a job with me, Doc, like delivering babies is with you. And yours is nicer. You help life in. I help life out. No comparison.”

“Senator,” I said cheerfully, “I like you.”

He said, “Don’t be a fool. Never like anybody until you’ve known ’em five years. Then it’s too late. Human beings are nasty beasts. They’ll knife you literally or figuratively no matter how much they like you. It’s the curse of man’s estate.”

We had a philosopher here.

“Anyway, thanks,” I said. “You seem to pull me out of nasty spots.”

He nodded, not protesting the inconsequence of such actions as most phonies instantly would do. “By the way,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Bill Merritt is in town. Alone. He telephoned headquarters to find out where you were. I wasn’t there, and I was the only one who knew. But anyway, he’s looking for you.”

“Where the hell is Evelyn then?” I asked.

He shrugged. It was none of his business. Thereafter we ate in silence.

Just before we paid off and left each other, the Senator murmured, “Funny thing. Neither you nor anybody else has even asked why anyone would bump off Ward Hollister.” I paused a moment. Then I said, “I’m glad, Senator, that I arrived in Hollywood only a few days ago. Had I been here any longer and known him any longer, I would have had plenty of motive myself. He was a legal murderer, potentially, and I shudder to consider his possible iniquities in times past.” He nodded very gravely and we said good night.








Chapter 7

A fine long shower at my room in the Roosevelt and I felt incomparably refreshed. I was mildly ecstatic in my physical rebirth when the phone rang and I answered it in thorough dishabille: a Turkish towel.

The desk clerk said, “Dr. Merritt? We had a call for you previously from William Merritt, who left the following message. ‘Have been trying to locate you. Meet me at Ciro’s tonight at nine o’clock and will explain everything.’ ”

“What time did he call?”

“Around six, sir,” said the desk clerk. “We would have informed you sooner, but we didn’t know you had come in.”

“That’s all right, thanks,” I said.

I dressed in my dinner jacket, which always lends me self-confidence because I know it is the only outfit I own which not only fits me but also flatters me. When I was ready for vicissitudes, it was only eight o’clock, so I said to hell with Bill and tried to get in touch with Sylvia Denim. She had called her telephone number to me at the hospital, but to save me I could not remember it, and made two calls, but both were wrong. I asked information and got the cold shoulder. So I retracted my damnation of Bill and decided to see him at Ciro’s, if only to find out how I could reach Sylvia Denim.

I was awed by the circumstances which had put me on rather friendly terms with a cinema star. You can’t help this sort of thing, not even if you are an old cynic. She was a very lovely girl, beautiful, honest, and direct, and I felt at ease with her and liked the prospect of escorting her somewhere and seeing her again.

Having time to kill, I sent down for the newspapers, and while I was waiting for them, it occurred to me that I had never questioned Alithea Kane, Miss Normandy’s private nurse, on the results of her chase of the killer from “delivery” that afternoon.

It had been an unsuccessful chase, obviously, for she had been standing by when we delivered her incised patient back to her in 505. But it was odd she had not mentioned the chase at all.

The more I thought about the murder, and my apparent inability to be shocked and bothered with what had happened before my eyes, the more it became plain that the deed had not been done on the spur of the moment. No one could have known, possibly, that I was going to do a Caesarean section on Normandy. That was just a thing of opportunity. But anyone familiar with Hollister would have known that he made deliveries at the Montaflores, and you did not have to have a Caesarean to commit the crime the way it had been committed. Caesarean or normal delivery, what difference did it make? Doctors and nurses were occupied in both instances, and it was a perfect time and place to commit murder.

It was so perfect that whoever had done it was completely familiar with delivery technique. Assuming that the crime would have been perpetrated whether Faith Normandy had been delivered manually instead of surgically, it became clear that the killer, man or woman, knew the excellent chances of shooting Hollister at such a time, and breaking clear.

How could a man have appreciated the possibilities unless he were either a doctor or an intern? How could a woman have done the same unless she were a nurse, or a mother who had been delivered of child? Nine years of obstetrics had never before impressed me with the excellent disguise a sterile outfit and gauze mask could be. Now I knew that everybody looks alike inside one.

But the peculiar and baffling angle of the case was why on earth anyone had shot and wounded Sylvia Denim. Somehow I could not believe that anyone had meant it that way. Hollister and I had been only a few yards from her when the shot was fired. She had not shot herself, that much I had seen. Had the killer, aiming at Hollister then, from an awkward angle, grazed her by mistake?

I tried to recollect angles and positions, but this was too confused, and I gave it up.

The bellhop who delivered me a copy of the Los Angeles Examiner stared at me as though I were out of this world. “Gee, sir,” he said. “Nice work. Dam nice work. You got better billing than Faith Normandy. In this town that’s something.”

“Thanks,” I said, completely blank. I tipped him and he left.

When I opened the newspaper, the following headlines in bright red ink (The Examiner is a Hearst paper, I believe) struck my eyes.




EAST COAST SPECIALIST DELIVERS 

FAITH NORMANDY BABY AS 

HOLLISTER DIES IN SURGERY!









Dr. Peter Merritt Performs Caesarean When 

Renowned L. A. Medico Is Gunned to Death









There was more of it, so much more of it that the latest war news, which is why I had sent down for the paper, was buried inconspicuously at the left hand side of the page. It was preposterous. It was also flattering. There was a flash picture of myself with detectives all around me. I looked noble and deathly weary.

My first ethical reaction was to be appalled, but I was only kidding myself, because there is a fine fascination in seeing your name and photograph in print, and I read every word in rapt silence and reminded myself to get two more copies of the paper to take back to New Rochelle and show Dr. Hall and Dr. Schell and Dr. Pyke.

Then I read a line in the news account which stirred the simmering pot. “Dr. Hollister s actress wife, Loretta Wayne, was believed to be en route to New York and could not be reached for comment. Police are trying to get in touch with her.” I hadn’t thought that the old quack had been married, and as far as I was concerned, the person with the greatest motive for killing him would be his wife. Loretta Wayne was the poor mans Veree Teasdale. A stunning woman, with a rather unrelenting jaw and a penchant for high and mighty clothes, she was an eminently successful actress.

The time had come, however, for a sortie into the dens of Hollywood, so I put aside my paper, donned my elegant black Homburg, and set out for Ciro’s.





Chapter 8

Ciro’s was a restaurant which had to double in brass as a night club. I was not familiar with its period of gestation, but I could recognize its insemination easily, and its delivery followed as a matter of course. There were doubtless movie folk who looked upon an evening play spot with legitimate pleasure, but these were in a minority.v The actors, scarcely eating the delicious foods placed before them, were there for: (1) “unposed” flash pictures to be used in newspapers and fan magazines; (2) to talk shop, gossip, watch the competition, get the latest inside dope on what was cooking where; (3) to make the industry Pooh-Bahs, with whom they had no business connection, aware of their charm and affection so that when the rainy day came, an umbrella with options would always be handy; (4) to retain a dubious social position which requires that you show yourself and evidence of your success publicly and halt any fifth-column rumors that you are on the skids.

This Ciro’s was a lush and lovely dining house which took ads in the local puff sheet, the Hollywood Reporter, usually publishing its nightly menu in French on the last cover. An amusing commentary was the swift translation into English of any menu which was presented in a foreign tongue, a result of the close intimacy of both high and low education among the most successful actors and actresses. The fact remained, however, that they were, with some few exceptions, hard-working folk who had snailed or meteored into positions of unbelievable prominence.

I didn’t know the headwaiters name, so I called him Waldo. He looked like a refugee crown prince, lacking only the brilliant red ribbon across his shirt front, and he fixed me with as cold a stare as I have ever had and denied me entrance. *I’m veddy sorry, sir, but unless you have made reservations — and you have not, I know — you cannot join us this evening.”

“Booked to capacity?” I said.

“In a maimer of speaking,” he said austerely.

He was one of the few gentlemen who have ever managed to awe me. His look of chill, dispassionate contempt told me I was a bum.

“Waldo,” I said, “I am supposed to meet William Merritt here this evening. Doubtless he has made the reservations.” “Doubtless, sir. But Mr. Merritt has not arrived yet.”

“I’ll wait,” I said, and could not resist, “You have kidney trouble, Waldo.”

That failed to ruffle him, although it was true. He said politely, “If you will wait in the lobby, sir …”

So I waited.

Many groups came. None went. I watched them all with the open-mouthed fascination of a star-struck farm boy. The women, as a whole, were much smaller and not as pretty as on the screen. The men too did not seem tall, but they were all rather handsome guys, deeply tanned and very fit. The gowns were daring and gorgeous. I finally tired of this idolatry — it was then nine-thirty — when another group came in, and Waldo said in ecstasy, “Good evening, Mr. Roche.” Waldo was awed, and this made me look up to see the miracle man. Simultaneously, someone called, “Hello there, Peter!” I came to life. It was Sylvia Denim, in a party of some size. Before I had a chance to reply she said to her friends, “It’s Dr. Merritt who delivered Faiths baby this afternoon!” “Merritt?” said the miracle man who had awed Waldo. “The butcher who pulled Faiths rabbit out of a hat? Jesus, where is he?”

The man was quite a sight. A tight, thin, wiry guy, dressed in a tuxedo of midnight blue with a Homburg to match. He had a sharp, crooked face, with the eyes of a ferret and the mouth of a fox. He was smoking an exaggerated cigar which defied the law of gravity. It would have been dead weight in my jaw, but he not only held it firmly, he cocked it at skyward angles. His overwhelming self-assurance was a trifle ridiculous and distinctly annoying. He was surrounded by three beautiful women, including Sylvia Denim, and four repugnant men. HI qualify that. Harvey Kane was not repugnant, he was pathetic. A plump big fellow with high cheeks, who should have been, traditionally, a jolly old Cole. Instead, there was an eerie and remote sadness deep in his eyes and he moved with the group like an automaton.

“My name is Dr. Peter Merritt,” I said. “I’m an obstetrician, not a butcher.”

“Ha-ha,” God said, chewing his cigar. “What the hell is the difference? Me, I like sawboneses, but I draw the line at your kind. Not that I ain’t grateful, don’t get me wrong. But you baby bastards are butchers and bloodsuckers, and it was a goddamn shame when women stopped having their kids normally and called in you guys to lend a hand.” There was nothing to say to such a horrible thought, and I stared at him, numb with anger and amazement.

“Al,” Sylvia Denim said. “Be polite, Al.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Al said to me. He brushed my lapels. “I love you, Doc, you’re a sweet guy. I ain’t an ingrate-ful guy. Jesus, I owe you dough for pulling Faith outa that sand trap, when Hollister was getting his licks. No kidding, that was nice work, and I’ve gotta talk to you about it. I guess you know Sylvia. This is Louise Stafford. Ain’t she a darb? This little blonde is Shirley Morris, and don’t make passes at her because the little lug with the pyrex cheaters is her You Know What and he’d have you buried by morning. Sammy Carnes, one of my directors.”

Sammy didn’t look at me, but he beamed at Al. “You tell ’em, Al,” he said.

“This is Harvey Kane, my walking encyclopedia” — that was the spiritually moribund fat man —“and this tall drink of water is Tony Zapero who makes boss operas you never heard of, but do they gross!”

I nodded all around and then said to Al, “I’m happy to know them all, but just who are you?”

“Me?” God said. He laughed and waved the cigar. “Ain’t it funny how you can tell a Hollywood pilgrim? Tell him, kids. Who am I! That’s not bad. Tell him.”

“Mr. Roche is executive producer at Mutual Studios,”

Sammy Carnes said. “And the man who made the picture they’ll never top, Polynesian Shadows.”

“Al Roche  ?” I said, remembering the name vaguely. “See?” Al said. “You do know me.” He was relieved. He slapped me on the back. “Well, you’re just about the most heroic son of a bitch in L. A. tonight, you know that? You played in luck.”

“There’s nothing lucky in a Caesarean section,” I said. “Sure, but you had to have the breaks, didn’t you? I mean, look at Faith. She had a lot to do with it, being preg at just that time, and the biggest slice of box office in ten years, and you taking a sleigh ride on top of her publicity, and that old bag Hollister getting his lead at just the climatic moment. My God, some show, eh? Was it not stupenduous? All on account of Faith.”

“The substance of things hoped for,” I said with a sigh. “The evidence of things not seen.”

Al just eyed me carefully. “Nice wording. You a writer, too? Seems like every scalpel monkey I meet has written a book. What does it mean?”

“It means what it means,” I said.

“Never mind, never mind,” he said. He smiled upon the others. “Is it not ludicrous we should stand around like a squad of duckpins, my dears? Should we not be seated and partake of the wine and nectar? You can come too, Doc, but I still don’t like obstetricians. You personally, I like. Your racket is a louse’s racket. And the pleasure is mine.”

“Thanks,” I said. He sounded like a man with a vicious personal grudge against obstetricians, and I wondered. “I’m supposed to meet my brother here.”

“Who’s that?”

“Bill Merritt.”

“Are you his brother? Are you Eve’s brother-in-law? Well, my God. Come on along with us, you dope; Bill is gonna be in my party anyhow. Well, for Christ sake, I didn’t know that. Why, it’s amazing. Come along.”

He strode off, and I stood there. His party stretched out behind him like a winding snake. Only Sylvia remained. She was smiling at me quizzically and good-humoredly and she shook her head. “Don t look so wind blown,” she remarked. “The hurricane has passed.”

“Is he always like that?”

“Always,” she said. “Please come.”

“With you, anywhere,” I said.

She took my arm, and we went in. Waldo passed me with a faint glimmer of doubt, and that .was that.

I watched Al Roche  , intrigued by him. Everyone knew him, and he knew whom he wanted to know. The place was table to table, the people back to back and breast to chest, and they all knew him. The air was blue with smoke. Gene Tunney would have been disturbed. I don’t think the champagne would have made Carrie Nation happy either. Good ole Al had the situation well in hand. It was “Hello, Joe, whadda yuh know?” and, “Hi, Bob, how’s the mob?” and “Hey, Sam, hows the ham?”

I saw Ann Sothern, looking very exquisite with the lights on her hair. She smiled at him. “Hi, Ann,” he said, “how’s the pan? Pretty as ever.”

Someone else called, “Hello, Al.”

“Hiyuh, Dotty I A terrific performance in Aloma of the South Seas, kiddo, a terrific performance, and that from me who made the greatest Polynesian of them all.”

“Thanks, Al.”

“For free, Dotty. Toujour Lamour, kiddo.” And then he turned away and muttered quite openly to Louise Stafford behind him, “Poor kid, if they put her into any more creakies like that one, she’ll hit the skids faster’n a Norwegian ski jump. It stunk.”

In this overpopulated desert of luminaries, there was a single oasis of large round table, white and clean, with a large card reserved on it and the name of the reserver, albert roche, in big letters too. The waiter started to remove it, but Al restrained him. “Leave it alone, garsong. Might be some visiting firemen in and they may as well know who they’re gawping at, eh?” He stared at the waiter. “What are you waiting for, Mac? No screen tests for your hidden talent tonight. Let’s break bread, ganef, and make it snappy.”

“Yes, sir …” Timidly, “Your hat, Mr. Roche.”

Mr. Roche took it off. “Some skimmer, is it not? Midnight blue. Am I not exotic in it, kids? Am I not a picture out of Esquire? Handle with care, garsong. What’ll it be, my dears? Zombies all around, waiter.”

When we were finally all seated, with several empty chairs still remaining, Al said, “Well, Doc, whats the dope on the murder?”

“I understand it’s finished,” I said. “There didn’t seem to be much mystery.”

He frowned. “Come again.”

“Why,” I said, “the killer ran into one of the private rooms where there was a patient, and she saw the killer get out of the disguise and discard it and the gun. She called Sylvia, who was leaving — that was when we had taken Miss Normandy down from surgery — and Sylvia told the police. The girl, by that time, had gone into her own delivery, so she couldn’t be questioned, but the police have a guard on her, and when she comes around again tomorrow, she’ll tell who it was.”

“God damn it,” Al breathed. There was a malevolent look in his eyes. He turned to Sylvia. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you run and blab to the cops? Who was the cop?”

“Daniel Webster,” I said.

“Jesus,” he said. “That guy! The only cop you can’t fix she has to pick on. Dear, I’m goddamn disappointed in you.”

“Sorry, Al,” Sylvia said, looking composed.

I wasn’t. “What difference does it make?” I asked. “And what business of yours was it, anyhow?”

Everybody looked horrified. Al Roche studied me. Then he shook his head in contempt.

Sylvia said, “You see, Peter, Al is afraid that someone in his studio — in his employ — may have murdered Ward Hollister, and that if the police find a murderer and the murderer comes from Mutual Studios, it’ll not only hurt business, it will hurt Al’s reputation, Mutual’s reputation, and throw off the box office generally. The public doesn’t like scandal among its idols.”

There was a long silence around the table, and then the music began, and it was a godsend. At the same time, I caught sight of my brother Bill coming across the floor with two women and another man. Bill waved enthusiastically. He was tight. I had not seen him cold sober in years. He was not unpleasant tight, never brawly, always cheerful.

“My dear old one,” he said with peculiar feeling, “how I hast worried for thee. How I hast been with pride reading of your exploits… . Good evening to you all, and bon nuit to you, King Albert, and to all you lovely creatures. Petah, you old os, meet Miss Roberta DuPrés pronounced, do-pray, one of the most pulchritudinous of my new clients, and over there are the inimitable Winnie Tobin and Count Cass Libano. Ladies and gents, wouldst have you meet my brother Peter, the obstetrician, the man who unlimbers the umbilical and lends us each our very own navel base.”

“Bill,” Al Roche   growled, “for Christ sake, don’t be vulgar.” “I’ve had my pun and now I’m done,” Bill murmured dreamily. “Be seated, Bobsy, and you, Winnie, and you, Cass.” He sat down himself. “Petah, my old one, what are you doing in California?”

I sighed. This wasn’t the time or place to have it out with him. “We’ll talk about it later, Bill. Only, where is Evelyn? Did you bury her somewhere?”

“Oh, no,” he murmured. He sipped a zombie which the waiter had brought him, and took mine in the bargain, with a bland “Petah doesn’t like to drink” to the others. “Evelyn is in New York, Petah, waiting for you. In fact, you shouldst have remained there as she told you in her second wire.” “I never got any second wire from her.”

“That was very careless of you,” Bill said.

“Careless of me?” I said. “How the devil was I to know that Evelyn was coming East if I didn’t get the wire? The last thing I said on the phone was that I would take the first train out.”

“Why,” said Bill, “then Eve and. I thought it over, and it was so sweet of you and all, so she wired you that we were coming and we took the plane for New York. Only, you see, at Kansas City, my office reached me and I had to come back on business.”

“Monkey business.”

“Na-na,” he said wagging a finger. “Money business. A five-year contract with options for my sweet Roberta DuPrés with Twentieth Century-Fox.”

“Weill” said Al. “Congratulations, Miss DuPrés!” He sat up and took notice instantly. “You should have come to me, dear, I could use a pretty like you, and not for the chicken feed Zanuck is going to pay you. You’ve got a lousy agent.”

And so it went, good-natured banter with saw-toothed bayonets on the side. I noticed when Sylvia said hello to Cass Libano, she remarked, “And how is business these days with the Cantharides Kid?”

“You must have your joke, dearest,” he said quietly.

Sylvia said to me, “This is the father of the baby you delivered today, Peter. Cass Libano. The best we can hope for the baby is to have his father’s looks, and nothing else.”

“Why, Syl, you little rogue,” Cass Libano said, speaking slowly, as though he were not used to English, “how spiteful of you.”

“You’re Miss Normandy’s husband, then,” I said. “I needed your permission urgently today for that Caesarean.”

“Unfortunately,” he replied with a faint, warm smile and the most polite eyes, “I would no longer have been of such authority. It is grievous, Doctor, but Miss Normandy and I are divorced… . We were of such different temperaments, it did not last long.”

“It lasted long enough,” I replied. “Miss Normandy would be the first to tell you that.”

There was laughter; others had listened in. But I hadn’t meant to be funny. He smiled, too. Politely. He was most polite.

Music again. I asked Sylvia for a dance, and off we went.

“Well,” she said,1 solemnly, “what’s the verdict?”

“Verdict?”

“What do you think of us?”

“How can I think anything of you?” I said. “You’re all acting. Every one of you. I don’t know a soul here. Not even you. And I wish I knew you”

She watched my eyes, with a wistful smile playing across her lips. Then she squeezed the hand I was holding as we danced. Her other arm was curled between us, since her wound did not permit her to hold me with it. “Give me time,” she said. “You’re a very swell guy, Pete. But there’s nothing else to do in this town but act. I’d like to be friends with you.”

“You’re lonely,” I said. “I know that.”

“Then you’re very shrewd,” she said. “I’m supposed to be the most ascetic self-sufficient woman in pictures. Don’t you hear gossip?”

“Nonsense,” I said; >

When we went back to the table, Bill gave me instructions, and they happened to be sane ones. Evelyn was waiting in New York for me, so obviously the only thing to do was to return and see that she was all right. I told him I wanted to see him at the hotel to discuss it, and that I didn’t want to leave until I heard from Daniel Webster next day. We agreed, generally.


Chapter 9

By ten a.m. the next morning there was no sign of Bill, and I called the house in Van Nuys, but he wasn’t there. He wasn’t staying out there. He was at some hotel, and I was annoyed with myself that I hadn’t asked which one, for he had been tight and probably wouldn’t remember that I wanted to talk to him.

While I was looking up his agency number to ask for information there, my phone rang, and I picked up the handset and said hello.

“Doc.”

“Hello, Senator.”

He sounded dreary. “Can you come to the hospital, Doc?” “I think so,” I said. “Did you get that information from the girl — from the one in labor — Mrs. Alcock, I think.” “No,” he said. “That’s why I want you to come.”

I was appalled. What rotten luck! “You mean, she died in childbirth?”

“No, no,” he said, “she’s fit as a fiddle. Nice kid. But all of a sudden, she don’t remember.”

“Be right down,” I said.

I had to see my patient anyhow. Faith Normandy was my patient, in a manner of speaking, and I didn’t quite see running off to New York after Evelyn under the circumstances. Not until Miss Normandy had chosen a new practitioner.

I took a taxi down to the Montaflores Hospital and went up to the maternity ward. Daniel Webster met me in the waiting room. He was pacing to and fro like an expectant father, and he looked worried.

“Glad to see you,” he said quietly. “Come on in.”

“I’ll join you in a moment,” I said. “Patient first.”

Miss Kane was on duty again. Odd — though there were

three nurses in a daily shift, I had only seen her. She was on duty from seven to three, and I had arrived on the scene during her hours. She said good morning evenly and avoided my eyes. I consulted the chart and was gratified at Miss Normandy’s condition. Very good and mending.

Then I went to 501, Susan Alcock’s room. She was a sweet young girl, looking marvelous and very happy. I inquired first after her infant, and she had had a seven-pound girl and was delighted. What pleased her no end was that she had not felt a thing, not a thing!

“Doc,” said Daniel Webster, ill at ease and not able to root in one spot, “she doesn’t remember. I called Denim and she’s coming down, too. I don’t like it. I had a guard on Alcock all night, no one got to her, no telephone calls for her, and she don’t remember. If she can’t remember, I’ve got a long job cut out for me, and I’m apt to be a little jammed up. I told the D. A. it was over.”

I appreciated his position. I had considered the case finished too, and it was a shock to be up against it again. “Look here, my dear,” I said. “Someone came into your room yesterday afternoon and discarded a disguise. You saw the whole thing and—”

“I’m sorry, Dr. Merritt,” Mrs. Alcock said, shaking her head. “Mr. Webster told me the same thing, and honestly, I don’t remember anything. If I did it, I did it in my sleep. I was trying to remember the last thing I did remember and I can’t even do that. I think I remember someone giving me ether and it stung like the old harry, and then — it’s no good.” Her medico came in then, and I was disturbed lest he think it unethical that I hadn’t got in touch with him. But he was a very decent sort, young and capable, and he seemed glad to know me. I explained the circumstances to him, and he smiled grimly.

“Well, you’re out of luck,” he said. “It’s just too bad. I’ll get you a copy of her drug chart.”

He did, and I saw what he meant. The youngster had had a dose of nembutal at two p.m.

“Oh hell,” I said. “No wonder.”

“It took,” he said. “That’s all.”

“Sure.”

We went back, and Sylvia Denim had arrived. She was talking to Mrs. Alcock trying to make her recall the incident. “Then you waved your hand and said, 1 saw him — I saw him —get the police’— just like that, and I went at once for Mr. Webster—”

“Its no use,” Mrs. Alcock said. “I’m awfully sorry. I don’t remember anything like that.”

Daniel Webster was frowning.

I said, “We’ll skip it. Thanks very much, Mrs. Alcock. Glad everything went off so well.”

“It was nothing at all,” she smiled. “Like rolling off a log.” Bless her heart! Some of them say it’s like falling off a cliff.

Outside, I said to the Senator and Sylvia: “That girl will never give evidence. Bad news but the truth. She was given nembutal yesterday and reacted positively to it.”

Sylvia said, “I don’t understand. What’s nembutal, Peter? She was as conscious as I am right now, and she said it just as certainly—”

“Exactly. Nembutal is a drug. When it takes, it’s wonderful, but it doesn’t take with everybody. Just pills.”

Daniel Webster looked lost. “How does it work?”

“Why, the patient is perfectly conscious, in a manner of speaking, and able to co-operate with the doctor in the mechanics of delivery, but when the effect of the drug has dissipated, the patient has no recollection of what took place.” “Oh,” said the Senator gloomily. “Would hypnotism bring it back?”

“I doubt its efficacy,” I smiled. “It’s just one of those things.”

“I never heard anything like it,” Webster said. “It’s the oddest sort of reaction—”

“But perfect for childbirth, when it reacts. Well, that is that.”

“How’s Faith?” Sylvia asked.

“Very well. Have you seen her baby?”

“I saw it yesterday,” she replied. “He’s a bouncer, isn’t he?”

“Now I’m getting to know you,” I said, and we both smiled. “All right, you two,” said the Senator gravely. “I’m in the soup. I’ve got a lot of work to do, so I’ll thank you both and

say good-by. It’s a nasty anticlimax, but it’s damned funny, too. For instance, did the guy who hopped into Alcock’s room know she was doped? Did he know she wouldn’t remember? Or did he just take any room? Did he think it was an empty room? And just how in hell did he get hold of a pistol that was registered in the name of Faith Normandy?”

I said, surprised, “It was her gun?”

“It was,” he said. “And nobody is going to tell me she did it.”

“Hardly. …”

“Well, Ive got to run, Doc. I’ll see you again. Give you a buzz.”

“I’m sorry, but I may not be here. I expect to leave on the plane for New York at five if I can get George Baker to take over the Normandy case.”

“Is that so?” He took off his hat and shook hands with me. He didn’t like the idea of my going. “It’s been very nice meeting you, Doc. Take care of yourself and take it easy. Maybe sometime I’ll see you again.”

“Yes,” I said. “If you ever need obstetrical advice, call on me.

“I’m not married,” he said, not meaning to be funny, and walked off.

I asked Sylvia Denim to have lunch with me, and to my surprise, she agreed.




Chapter 10

Sylvia and I ate at the Vine Street Derby, where we ran into Bill. It is no surprise to run into people in Hollywood. It is very simple. He was squiring Roberta DuPrés once more, and I didn’t like the way she looked at him. Whether an obstetrician is any more expert at reading women’s character because of his experience with it while they are enceinte, or whether a brother is more perceptive, I don’t know, but I know I had Miss DuPrés tabbed right from the beginning.

She was a dark and lovely brunette, extremely pretty, with fine features, though tending to be big-headed, big-breasted, and big-hipped. She said very little, always listening with a sweet small smile on her rosebud of a mouth, her eyes always a trifle young and lost and dazed. She did not use her diaphragm when she spoke, her tiny little voice emanating with just enough wistfulness to be endearing.

But she was not all milk and honey. Bony-knuckled, bigfooted, there was, behind her eyes, a cold and hard knowledge of what she wanted (and was going to get) out of life. She was out to get, from small to large things, and she was not out to give a thing in return.

I questioned Bill, at last, on the eccentricities which had frightened Evelyn. It did not take much to frighten Evelyn; she was never capable of much reasoning and tended to be a screwball. It is a commentary on the American motion-picture influence, as a matter of fact, that Evelyn behaved in any given situation the way her favorite actress of the moment would behave, so that she was unstable emotionally, unsound intellectually (not that intellectualism is worth a hill of beans), and confused in her moral approaches to life.

“Really, Petah,” Bill said, imbibing as usual his inevitable Scotch and soda, without much soda, “I haven’t the damnedest idea whats the matter. Evie just says she’s going to die. She seems to have picked up enough information from you in the field of obstetrics to have some funny ideas, and she’s convinced. Incidentally, how do you rate with Faith Normandy now, old boy? Could you put in a good word for your beloved kin and try to get her to change offices?”

“What the hell are you raving about?”

“Well lookie, Petah, that old commission-snagger, Hayward, has got her, you see? And since she gamers two hundred grand a picture, one-picture contract stuff, she is some pumpkins, and who am I to shudder off a two-grand cut? Leland Hayward, I mean, one of my dearest friends. Faith might be so grateful to you that she’d switch agents, so why shouldn’t she join the Merritt agency?”

“You’re incorrigible,” I said. “I’m asking about Evelyn. Aren’t you interested?”

“Of course I’m interested, dear,” he said blandly. “But I don’t know what’s wrong with her.” He smiled at Miss DuPrés. “And this is hardly the time and place to talk about such things, is it, Roberta? After all, Petah, this sweet young thing has barely reached puberty, and there is no need to frighten her with the appalling facts of life. She’s never even been kissed.”

“Oh, Bill,” Miss DuPrés said. She smiled her rosebud smile. She could smile till hell froze over if it were the right thing to do. It was marvelous to watch. She could have been the Whore of Babylon, and she still would have managed to smile naively. There was no telling on that girl.

I could have choked him with complete sangfroid, but Sylvia broke in, “I’m not exactly conversant with the literal facts of life myself, Bill, but at the same time, you’re acting like an ass.” She looked at me with that nice directness I liked. “I believe there was no fetal heartbeat. That’s what worried her. Hollister heard no fetal heartbeat and he dismissed it and said the baby was all right and that it was just in a position where he couldn’t hear it.”

“Did Evelyn tell you this?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe he was deaf,” Bill said with a grin.

I didn’t even look at him. “But a lack of fetal heart sounds wouldn’t necessarily mean that something was wrong. There are several explanations.”

Sylvia said quietly, “That’s really why she was frightened.” “Tempest in a teapot,” I said. I was trying to be cheerful, but I made up my mind instantly to head East and see what was what.

“I do hope you take good care of her,” Bill said. “You know, old swig, she’s wanted this progeny for ever so long, and you wouldn’t want her to be disappointed.”

“Aha,” I said.

“You know Evie,” Bill said. “She’s still a little girl. Likes to play with dolls, so naturally she wanted a doll of her own.”

“Yes,” I said. “Well, I’ll fly out on the five o’clock plane. It’s been a mad chase, and the only bright light in it has been Miss Denim. I suppose I’ll never see you again.” “Don’t be too sure,” Sylvia said. She wrinkled her nose. “I want to do a play in New York. I’ve been trying to buy out of my contract with Mutual, but Al has been adamant. Still, he doesn’t like people to behave with him as I did last night, as you noticed. So you may see me L. A. to N. Y. yet, Peter.” I made my adieus at lunch to Bill and Miss DuPrés and then took Sylvia to Mutual by cab and dropped her there. “Good-by, Peter,” she said.

“Good-by, Sylvia. I hope I do see you again.”

“I’ll promise. It’s been nice meeting you. I’m sorry it couldn’t have been under happier circumstances.”

“Any circumstances would have sufficed,” I said. “But I still don’t know you.”

“Bless your heart,” she said. “You really want to.”

“I do.”

“In New York, I’ll let my hair down.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll hold you to that.”

I wanted to kiss her. She did not encourage me at all. So that was the way we finished it. No kiss. I felt frustrated. Indeed, it was a pleasurable frustration, for I had often wondered about my dormant libido, and here it was sound. When you have worked so long in a profession which thoroughly dissects the mechanisms of sex, the familiarity breeds contempt. It was pleasant to learn that you could still carry a torch!




Chapter 11

To the Roosevelt to pack. It was two p.m. I called American Airlines and got a reservation. It was good-by Hollywood. Almost. But not quite. At three-thirty, Daniel Webster called.

“Doc?”

“Yes, Senator. Im awfully glad you called. I’m leaving town at five. Wanted to say au ’voir and the best of luck. I’ll be reading the newspapers to see the answer to that murder.”

“I hope you read it,” said the Senator. “Right now I got something else that’s come up. I need you again.”

“Got to catch the plane at five,” I said.

“I’ll stop by for you. This isn’t very far from the hotel. A truck driver’s found something up on the mountain behind Grauman’s Chinese. You can see the place from your window.”

I looked out as he spoke. The mountain rose precipitately from one of Hollywood’s best-known avenues, Franklin, the street of apartment houses. I had wondered about a drive up to the top for a view of Hollywood. I had been able to see Los Angeles and environs from a spot in Beverly Hills which was not far from the old Trocadero, but I had never looked down on Hollywood.

“I’ll be waiting,” I said.

I went down and was on the street when he came by in the police car. He picked me up, he was alone, and we took the road that wound up toward the summit in sharp S curves. When we reached the summit, there was only a U loop, and you had to go down again. The view was breath-taking.

A small vegetable truck was stopped in the loop. Its owner was one of those door-to-door peddlers, rare in a clime where you can step out of your door and into a serve-yourself

market dealing in the finest fruits and vegetables at amazing prices. He was a little man in shabby clothes, his face unshaven. There was another detective with him, Mr. Haggerty, his hands in his pockets. The peddler looked scared, and I didn’t blame him. Mr. Haggerty was quite a tough-looking character.

“Hello,” I said.

“Hi,” Mr. Haggerty said, never friendly.

“This guy,” said die Senator quietly, “is Joe Swick. He stopped at a house below on the hill and he had to come up here to make the loop and go down again. You see?”

“Of course.” I wondered if he knew that Swick was also a lower-case word, “swick,” which meant treachery. It almost prejudiced me for a moment as to Joe Swick’s ability to tell die truth.

“He parked the truck here and he got out and went over the side of the hill here into the bushes,” Daniel Webster explained without raising his voice, “and that’s how he found it.”

“What?”

“The coffin.”

I swallowed. Coffin! “Why on earth would a peddler go foraging around here, finding a coffin?”

“Nature’s call,” Haggerty growled.

“Yeah,” said Joe Swick, speaking excitedly and fast. “I hadda see a man about a dog. Geez, did I expect to go sticking my foot in a grave? Geez, it scared hell outa mel” “He’s lying,” Daniel Webster remarked unaccusingly. “It didn’t scare him in the slightest. Come down here.”

We all went over the brim of the summit and down the hillside some thirty feet until we reached a fairly level glen, deep in a ring of protecting bushes. There was a hole in the ground, fresh. There was a small maple box, which appeared to be a child’s toy chest, standing to one side, in excellent condition. The lid was closed.

“It didn’t scare him,” said the Senator, “because when his foot sank into the softer earth of the grave, our friend Swick took the trouble — having seen the outline of the mound — to dig it all out and remove the coffin.”

Swick looked shamefaced. “I thought maybe it was some buried treasure.”

“But it wasn’t,” said Haggerty.

“It turned me green,” said Swick. “Geez. I never seen nothing like it before. It wasn’t human. I called the cops right away.”’

I said to the Senator, “That’s a toy box, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s doubling as a coffin. Let’s take a look. I want an expert opinion, Doc. So think it over. A good look and think it over. The corpse is fresh, the box is fresh, it hasn’t been in the ground very long. Maybe a week or two, I don’t know. There’s a cadaver scent …”

There was, that sickly sweet odor of death. I had looked on the dead often, not in obstetrics so much, as just generally, but you never get used to it, not really. You poker-face, you act professional, but death is never pretty, except in serene elderly women with white hair. Omega has personality, but no charm, because it has no future.

I opened the lid, and within the toy chest, there was a small basket-bassinet, of the type used to carry new infants home from the hospital. Usually, these bassinets are trimmed in either pink for a girl or blue for a boy, or an intermingling when the parents-to-be do not want to go out on a limb. Sometimes a pink basket takes home a boy. And vice versa.

This bassinet was trimmed in black.

The cadaver was two weeks dead, but this was a guess. Decomposition had commenced, and the belly was distended with gases. It was the body of an infant. The infant, a boy, was rather large; you have some indication of age from size in babies. But the horrible miracle was that the baby should ever have lived at all past delivery. An examination of the lower jaw showed a lateral incisor in place. Just the single tooth. It usually erupts at five months or so, but maybe as early as the third or as late as the tenth. Normally, around the fifth or sixth. I hazarded the child’s weight at sixteen pounds, the height as a little more than twenty-six inches, and by averages this bracketed it either five or six months old.

“How do you do that?” Daniel Webster asked.

I told him.

He shook his hand. “It’s detective work. I never thought of it before, but medicos were probably the first detectives. They’re presented with an effect, a fait accompli’ (he mispronounced it), ‘and by tracking down clues, they have to find out what did it. With a dick, it happens to be who did it.”

I thought he was being romantic at a poor time. I continued my examination.

The shape of the baby’s head was that of a pear with a fat, meaty bottom, rising to a pinnacle where the stem would be. There was no stem, of course. It was as though the child, with a big, fine rounded head had had its skull compressed between a crusher which elongated it to a high peak. Which is exactly what had happened, at its birth.

The child had not been murdered. The child had died a natural death, apparently, though it was impossible to tell the cause without a postmortem.

But the youngster had never had a real chance.

Here was a baby who obviously could have been delivered by Caesarean section, by forceps and traction, or even by normal labor. He was distinctly average, he should have been no trouble at all, and any doctor, from the pelvic measurements of the mother, would have known the proper course, almost before labor began.

Yet someone had bungled, criminally, someone had lost his head, panicked, and performed an obsolete and discarded operation which, unfortunately, had not killed the child.

I shuddered.

Then I explained all this to Daniel Webster, and he took it, pale-faced, without a dissenting or inquiring word.

While we were there, Black Maria arrived on the hilltop, and the small corpse, with its bassinet and toy box were trundled into the van and went off to headquarters for the attention of the coroner.

Daniel Webster drove me back to the hotel. When I said good-by, shook hands, and got out, he murmured, “Doc?”

“Yes, Senator?”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

I said: “Doubtless.”

“It was Hollister did it. It was Hollister bungled it.”

I said: “I’d bet my bottom dollar on it.”

“And the baby’s father killed him for it.”

“Yes. Probably. But why did he wait six months to do it?” He struggled. “Well, have a nice trip. Maybe sometime I’ll see you again. It’s been a pleasure. You know I’m grateful.”

“Oh, nothing of the kind.”

His eyes were distant, his mind working. “That bassinet in black ribbon,” he said softly. Then he shook his head, waved once, and drove off. But I knew what he meant. Only an actor or an adolescent would have been so theatrical in his grief.

I caught the five-o’clock plane for New York, and I was rather sorry he had brought me in on his find, for there was a bad taste in my mouth all the way.




Chapter 12

There is nothing picturesque about Newark, New Jersey, but it was a very fine sight when I drove to New York from the airport. There was fog over LaGuardia Airport (warm weather with snow on the ground) when we came in, and for some reason, the ceiling was higher at Newark, so they sent us over there. I was home.

When you live in a Westchester suburb, any place from Bridgeport, Connecticut, to Asbury Park, New Jersey, is home. I had never flown the continent before, and it was an amazing performance. Yesterday I had been in Hollywood and today I was back on solid earth three thousand miles away.

I felt refreshed despite a bad night. I had worried about the two engines which sustained me succesfully. And for the first time I began to feel a reaction from Hollister’s death. Out there, in a sphere of unreality, I had breezed through it, but during the night, in the sky, I saw it all again, the white figure entering so quietly while I stitched; and then the hideous fire of the three shots, so terribly loud. The vision left me shaken.

I didn’t know where to start my consideration of the case. The. grazing of Sylvia’s scapula when I first met her. Who did it and how had it been done? Then the murder of Hollister. It was quite conceivable, almost inevitable, that he was the incompetent who had blown his senses and leaped into a cephalotripsy where none was required. But that being true, why hadn’t he been slain by the enraged and grief-stricken father at the time of-the horror? Why was it done after the child had perished, six months later? Also, the touch of black ribbon on the bassinet pointed to a woman, not a man. It was not logical for a man to play with ribbons

on a bassinet, whatever the color. Yet Mrs. Alcock, though her evidence would never be legal because of the nembutal, had spoken of “him.” I saw “him.” How about this? She could have been mistaken. Never did she tell Sylvia that she had recognized the miscreant. She had only seen “him.” And she might have been fooled as the rest of us in surgery were fooled. It looked like a him, certainly. But those white gloves might have been meant for more than prevention of prints, as the Senator had suggested. A womans hand, whether it was small and graceful, or bony-knuckled and large, was a dead giveaway to the naked eye, and a woman doing the killing would have been smart to wear gloves. Wouldn’t a man have posed as a nurse? And a woman as an intern or a doctor?

The answer, at long last, would lie in the parentage of the man-made monster we had examined on the brow of that summit behind Hollywood. A pity that blood tests were impossible. It would have been almost as good as fingerprints.

Here again though, how had Dr. Hollister been able to perform such a nasty piece of work in any decent hospital, and have got away with it?

It was incredible. In fact, impossible!

A private hospital, perhaps? His own? Where were the witnesses? Or had there ever been any? I reminded myself to wire Daniel Webster to investigate Hollister’s records for deliveries during the last year. The answer was in them, some place.

When I left the plane, there were some newspaper reporters looking for Dr. Merritt, but I didn’t want any more of that, and I misdirected them to a government official who had been a good scout and would, I knew, handle the ruse deftly. I was given a telegram at the front office, and instead of waiting for the A. A. ferry-on-wheels to take us back to town, I hired a cab and was off.

The wire was from Bill. FORGOT TO TELL YOU EVELYN IS STAYING AT THE WARWICK BILL. Of course, he had told me she was at the Warwick. I don’t remember the story, but they always stayed at the Warwick, they had a due bill, or it belonged to Marion - Davies, or something. You hear those stories. I went to the Warwick at once, determined to be done with Evelyn’s persistent dying and to clear up the difficulty of her pregnancy at once.

When I knocked on her door, I heard her scuffle inside and she called, from some distance, “Who’s there?”

“Peter,” I said.

“Oh, Pete,” she wailed. “Just a minute. I’ll unlock the door, and then give me a second to get back into bed and then come in and I’m so glad you’ve come, Pete.”

I heard her unlock the door, I gave her some respite, and then opened and entered.

I went into the bedroom and found her lying in bed.

“Darling!” she cried tearfully. “Don’t ever let Bill cremate me! I can’t bear to think of burning!”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I said, never having got used to her.

“I’m so glad to see you. Pete, you’ll never know,” she said, blubbering and wiping tears from her cheeks. “I’ve dreamed and dreamed of being embalmed and buried and everything. Oh, it’s been dreadful. You can’t run away from it.”

I think the last sentence explains Evelyn and Bill.

“Don’t be an ass,” I said. I kissed her. Funny kid. I sat down on the bed and held her hand. She looked wonderful. For a moribund lassie, she was one live corpse. It was not rouge on her cheeks. She’d had so much exercise weeping, she had a normal color. I’m proud to say that the Merritt clan have always been reputed for marrying beauty, and though up to then I may have been the exception to the rule, Bill was not. His wife, though wacky, was a good-looking girl, blonde, with short hair in a halo of curls. Her eyes were like tinted snow under a blue evening sky in the dead of winter. I don’t mean to be poetic either. It was a color my father once described to me as we drove home to Round Hill from North Castle, some five miles west, where he had set a man’s leg. She had soft round cheeks and a full and boldly passionate mouth, and her eyes were shrewd.

Afterward, we settled down and discussed the unimportant little things. (Yes, Bill is fine though he was squiring a nasty little piece I’d keep my eye on if I were you… . No, I haven t seen Aunt Harriet since May, perhaps you and

Bill and I could all run up there if you re going to be East for a little bit. … No, I’m not in love, or maybe I am, but I want to talk to you about that later. I met her in Hollywood. … Well, let’s see about this Merritt baby and what’s wrong.)

“But, Pete,” Evelyn said, wide-eyed, “there’s nothing to see. I mean it’s all different now, it’s very different, everything has changed.”

“What are you tailing about, Evelyn?”

“I’ve been to a doctor,” she said. “Dr. Emil Forman on East Fifty-seventh Street. When I got here from the coast and called your office, they said that you had gone to the West Coast, and I was devastated, darling.” Her eyes were big as stars and a little moist as she recalled her awful predicament. “You never got my telegram that I was coming East. I got so scared I couldn’t wait, and we didn’t think you would come, anyhow. It was so mixed up. Then when I got here you were gone, so I went to Dr. Forman and he fixed me up.” “He fixed you up.” I said. “Just what was wrong and how did he fix you up?”

“Well, golly, Pete, I thought the baby .was dead. I thought it was ossified or something.”

“And what did this Dr. Forman say?”

“He said Hollister was crazy,” Evelyn said. She shifted in bed, drawing her legs up toward her as she lay on her side. “I’m just fine.” She smiled, showing her perfect teeth. One thing about actresses, and would-be actresses (which Eve had been, for Bill married her while she was his client and before he had ever got her a major contract), their teeth are white and perfect, and it makes them smile readily.

“Well,” I said. I sat down on the bed. “There you are. All the sound and fury for nothing. By God, I ought to be angry. Do you realize you had me chasing all over the country, thinking your condition might be grave? Honestly, Evelyn, aren’t you and Bill ever going to settle down and gather a grain of responsibility?”

“Petey,” she said, mousily, “don’t get angry at me.” “You’re a wack,” I said bluntly. “And Bill is a wack. Two of a kind, by God. And stop being cute. Did you wire Bill and tell him everything was all right?”

“No, because he said he was coming East —”

“He’s not so much of a wack,” I said, “that he wouldn’t like to know. For all his sanguine sophistry, he really is in love with you. I know him well enough to know that… . Never mind, I’ll wire him. When does the doctor figure your confinement to take place?”

“Around May seventh,” she said. “And he says it’s going to be a girl. Bill would love a girl.”

I smiled indulgently. She seemed very happy and pleased, and it was infectious.

“A baby will be good for both of you.” I said. “For one thing, it’ll make Bill a little more careful about these pretty things he runs around with under the guise of shepherding his clients—”

Evelyn shook her head violently. “Don’t you talk about Bill like that, Peter. Bill may be odd, but he’s always been faithful to me, and I know it.”

“Oh, stop defending your hearth and home,” I said. “Come off it, dear. I didn’t Say Bill was a lecher, I inferred he had potentialities. So have you. That nonsense last summer when you tried to have an affair with some fool producer —” Her eyes Hashed sharply, and there was a warning signal in them. “Don’t you talk about me like that, Peter. I had no affair with anyone, and Bill was a perfect louse to make such a stink about it, and I won’t forget it. Al and I were just friends, and besides, I was trying to wangle a contract with Mutual—”

“But Bill didn’t want you —” 

to be an actress? I know, but why not? After all, I sacrificed my career to marry him. Oh, that’s water under the dam.”

“Bridge,” I said. “Or water over the dam.”

“Water under the bridge,” she said. “And it wasn’t an affair.” She laughed without humor. “An affair, indeed. Al just isn’t the type. Not Al Roche.”

“Good God,” I said. “Was he the other party?”

“Yes,” she said, “and Bill behaved stupidly and I still haven’t forgiven him. Anyway, let’s not talk about it any more. And I’m very sorry if I caused you any trouble.” She sniffled imperiously and her eyes began to moisten. She was very amusing with her histrionics. I’m very Sony I brought you on such a wild-duck hunt or whatever it is. But I thought I was dying, and if you hadn’t been an obstetrician and if I hadn’t read your horrible textbooks when I was East last, I wouldn’t have known so many things could happen, and I wouldn’t have been scared.” She sighed. “Boy, but I’m glad to be rid of that bastard Hollister, though. He was a first-class butcher. Imagine, not even knowing-”

“Why the devil did you have him?”

“We had to. He was the movie doctor. He was also connected with Mutual, and if you didn’t have him, everybody who was anybody would think that Bill was slipping or couldn’t afford him, and that would have been-”

“The things by which men live,” I murmured. “It’s amazing.”

“But I got so scared, and Bill kept quoting Shakespeare to me, about the sense of death being most in apprehension, and dying was something I wanted no part of. So I guess I blew my top a bit, darling. Anyway, it’s all over, and I’m nicely pregnant, and we will name the baby after you if it is a boy.”

“You’re mad,” I said. “But there’s nothing to be done about it. Well, back to New Rochelle for me, to take up the gauntlet once more. You’ll be staying East?”

“Yes,” Eve said, “Bill is coming on… . Why didn’t you like Roberta DuPrés? She seemed very sweet.”

“Don’t kid yourself.”

“I’m not worried about Bill,” she said. “He’s faithful as the day is long.”

“It’s winter,” I said. “The days are getting shorter… . Well, when Bill comes, ring me. I think we ought to all go up to Connecticut and see Aunt Harriet while Bill is here. She hasn’t seen him in years and she’s getting near the edge of anno Domini, if you know what I mean.” She didn’t. “The old lady would be very happy.”

“All right, we’ll do that. Some day when I feel lousy and there’s nothing else to do, I’ll drive out with Bill and pick you up, and we’ll see the old homestead.”

“That would be a sweet sacrifice,” I said sardonically. I kissed her good-by.

“Don’t forget,” she called. “You’ve got to tell me all about your love life!”

“I told you. Sylvia Denim.”

“Ye gods, Pete, why did you pick Sylvia?”

“Why not?”

“Oh, she’s a doll, Petey, but what I mean is, you’ll never get to first base.”

“Why not?”

“She’s a hard-to-get gal, my friend. Many have tried and all have failed. Sylvia takes marriage seriously, and she picks her men but carefully. So damned carefully everybody’s given up hope. Cass Libano looked like he was in there pitching for a while, but he got the heel, too.”

“Cass Libano,” I said darkly.

“I know, I know.” she said. “But he has a certain way with him, Pete. And he gets the ladies. He hasn’t been married seven times for nothing. He must have something/” She rolled her eyes. “Boy!”

I began to understand why Sylvia had called him the Cantharides Kid that night at Ciro’s.


Chapter 13

My escapade should have been over. Nothing ever happens in New Rochelle except Tommy Manville, that realist. I returned to my office on the second floor of the Professional Building, took back my confinements from Dr. Pyke. My nurse-secretary, Miss MacArthur, no relative of the general, returned to work after a vacation of her own, and we went back to mothers and babies.

Sylvia Denim seemed very far away, and I was a little ashamed that I thought of her so much and so ardently, even dreaming about her. I had not dreamed in years, having won the habit of sleeping soundly when I got the chance — ready, in the twinking of a pair of eyelids, for any nocturnal call. I wanted to see her again badly. The Hollister episode began to fade. For a week I searched the New York newspapers (since the local Standard Star would never have concerned itself with Daniel Webster’s efforts in that far-off clime of avocados and refugees) and did not find a word. Two papers called me after my return, but I refused a feature story for the World-Telegram, on ethical grounds, and I had no new information for the Tribune.

So I believed that someone had got away with murder.

I didn’t hear from Evelyn again. The whole Hollywood affair began to seem like a bad scenario.

A few days later, however, I was stunned when Miss MacArthur told me that an Alithea Kane had telephoned twice, asking for me, and had said it was urgent.

“Alithea Kane?” I exclaimed. “Are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure,” MacArthur said irreverently. We have known each other for a long time and are friends. “Alithea Kane. She’s from California.”

“She didn’t leave a telephone number?”

“Now, Doctor, honestly. If she had —”

“I know, Mac, I’m sorry.” I puzzled. “It wasn’t a longdistance call?”

“No. It was local. She said she was right here in town.”

“I wonder what the hell brought her East and what she wants with me?”

“Who is she, Peter?”

“She’s a nurse,” I said. “In fact, she’s the nurse, Mac. She was Miss Normandy’s nurse during that business, and she stood by her patient in ‘delivery’ when the murderer walked in and killed Hollister. I sent her scooting for the police and told her to try and track the killer, and she should have done a better job than she did. A very odd girl, Mac.”

“What do you know about girls?” Mac asked dryly. “You know everything physical about them and that’s all.”

“Granted,” I said ruefully. “I wish I had studied an approach from a more subtle angle. I don’t know how to woo.”

“You were telling me about the Kane girl,” she said.

I like Mac. She’s forty, a trifle plump, pink-skinned, fit, nice-looking, capable, good-humored, and happily married to Dr. Swanson, a fracture specialist, who is on the fifth floor. She and Dr. Schell’s Miss Ryan are a pair of first-class persons.

“Well,” I said, “she had the sweet faculty of being unable to look you in the eye, and she was as quietly shifty a gal as I’ve met. She was a fair nurse, though nervous, and too sharp. If she had a conscience, it was troubled.”

“You can always take up psychiatry when your heart slows down on you,” Mac said.

“Not me,” I said grinning. “Some day I’ll just drop dead.” All doctors tell you that one. It’s their favorite likely exodus because they think they’re overworked. (And they are, damn it!)

I was on tenterhooks after that, waiting to hear from the migratory Alithea Kane, and when a call came which pulled me out of the office and over to Lawrence Hospital, I was bothered the whole time by the thought that she would call while I was out.

She did. Mac reached me at Lawrence. “That woman called. Kane. This time I wheedled a telephone number out of her. Hamilton 6-4994.°

“O. K.,” I said. “See you later/’

I gave the number a buzz. She answered at once. I said, “Miss Kane, this is Dr. Merritt/’

“Hello, doctor,” she said breathlessly. “I guess you’re surprised to hear from me/’

I recognized that tone. She was scared.

“I hadn’t thought about it,” I lied. “Where are you?”

“In New Rochelle. I’ve got to see you. At once.”

“Certainly,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

She laughed harshly. I’m going to come clean.” She paused so that I could be surprised or puzzled, but I didn’t say anything. “I’m going to confess, and you’re the one I want to confess to. I hope you don’t think I’m crazy. I’m not. But I know a lot. I know enough for a gas-chair execution at San Quentin. I have to talk. I don’t want to, but I’ve got to!”

“Good God,” I whispered. “You didn’t do it! I would have seen —”

“You’re a fool,” she said harshly.

“Keep a civil tongue in your head, Miss Kane.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, don’t be so respectable! This isn’t doctor and nurse any more. I’ve quit that. I was going good, I was going fine, and now it’s shot to hell. Listen, Merritt, I’ve got to see you right away. I can’t talk on the phone. Can you come over?”

“Not until you talk some sense, Miss Kane. Just what do you want to tell me?”

“I want to tell you a couple of things. I’ll tell you who the parents of that pear-headed baby were, and I’ll tell you what happened when Hollister delivered that child — I was present — and I’ll tell you who shot and killed him.”

“You know?”

“Yes, I know.

“Why didn’t you tell the police?”

“You poor damned fool!”

“Then why tell them now?”

“Because if I don’t, I’ll die myself! I’m next, do you understand? I can’t play it safe any more. The risks are too much. You don’t think I want to talk, you fool? I’m throwing away thousands of dollars, don’t you realize that? But I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die!”

“Where are you?” I asked, breathlessly.

“I’m at the Brown Jug. Damnedest name. It’s a rooming house on South Maple. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll be right over!”

“Hey.” Her voice was as tremulous as the reed of a clarinet in the upper register.

“What?”

“There’s one thing. I hope you’ve got it through your head why I’m singing to you instead of the police?”

“I haven’t, no.”

“God help you, you’re stupid,” she said bitterly. “But you’re one of those simple souls with a sense of honor, that’s why. I’ll talk on one condition. I tell you every detail, tell you where you can find all your evidence, but then I’m out of it, see? You give me your word you’ll never implicate me, see? Otherwise it’s all off!”

“I don’t know about that. You’re an accessory after the fact —”

“Merritt, listen—”

I didn’t want to lose her. Even if I never brought her into it, certainly the police were going to realize that she had played her part. So hastily I said, “Very well. My word that I won’t implicate you in any manner after the information.”

“Thank God. Hurry up.” She banged up the receiver with a crash that hurt my ear.

The Brown Jug was on South Maple Street. Back beyond Main Street, there were numerous such abodes, respectable old houses, all needing a coat of paint, which had housed proud families, and now — the taxes are not the cheapest in the country, as I well know — had dreary little black and white placards out in front which hung dolefully in the shadow of modern apartment houses, tourists accommodated.

I found Alithea Kane in her room, after being directed by the housekeeper, and Miss Kane was irritated and unnerved.

“For God’s sake,” she rasped, “I thought you were coming right over/’

“I had to come from Bronxville,” I said. “Don’t be afraid.”

“Afraid?” she said. “Jesus.” She swallowed. “I’m not afraid. I’m terrified. I’m going to catch it coming and going. And it was such a beautiful setup. Take me out of this rathole. Isn’t there a respectable bar where we can talk? I need a drink.”

“We can go over to Schrafft s,” I said. “They have a cocktail bar on Centre.”

“Anywhere,” she said. “Just out of here. I’ve got claustrophobia. I need a drink to loosen my tongue and give me courage.”

I didn’t argue with this delusion, but agreed, and we went downstairs and out onto the street. I drove her to the Centre Street entrance (or exit, as the case may be) of the Schrafft store and let her out there and told her to wait a moment while I parked the car. There was a parking space a few yards down the street, and since the meter-parking spaces on Centre were all filled, I put the car in the parking lot.

I started walking west on Centre toward where I had left her, and then I noticed the little knot of people gathering, and other people running toward the spot, and Joe Burley, the traffic cop on duty at Proctor’s there, was blowing his whistle and making a beeline.

That much provocation was hardly needed to goad me into a gallop, and I beat Joe to the scene. “Hi, Doc,” he said. “What’s a matter?”

“She fainted,” someone said. “She was standing right here and she just moaned and fainted.”

“Stand back and give her air,” a man said. He had read that one in a book. “She’s gotta have oxygen.”

“Come on,” Joe Burley said. “Blow out of here, you people, or I’ll run you in. Keep moving, keep moving, let the Doc get a chance at her.” He nudged me. “Better take her into Schrafft’s, Doc.”

That was unnecessary. It was Alithea Kane all right, but there was no point in taking her anywhere but to the morgue. She collapsed on her side. The instant I had a look at her I saw it was over. A damned good or lucky shot, dead on, through the heart. She died while I held her, her left arm making an involuntary movement while her jaw moved open spasmodically, her eyes wide, glazed, not seeing a thing. Then she was gone.

“The wagon, Joe,” I said.

“Holy Mother of God,” he said. “Shot!”

“Yes.”

“I heard a bang, but it wasn’t much and it sounded like a backfire!”

“It wasn’t.”

“Here, cover her with my coat. I’ll call the wagon.”

There was no chasing the killer this time. Not a soul on the street had seen it happen, actually. Not a soul had seen anyone run off. No one had heard the shot as such. And Alithea Kane was dead.





Chapter 14

The only clues we ever got out of Alithea Kane were the bankbooks, the letter, and the bullet. Oh yes, and the empty cartridge.

The coroner, Dr. Amos Squire of .Westchester County, retrieved the bullet, its shape still good. It was a dark, oil-covered .32-caliber pill. The shell which was found on the scene beside Miss Kanes body was a .32 auto. The letter was undated. It read, “Keep out of my gold mine, Kane, and stick to your own. Cass Libano.” The bankbooks were in her handbag, along with ninety dollars in cash, her feminine paraphernalia, a package of cigarettes, a handkerchief, and nothing else. The bankbooks mentioned four different Hollywood and Los Angeles savings banks. The girl had more than twenty-two thousand dollars to her name.

From this evidence, several deductions could be and were made. I was capable of making them myself. Dr. Squire had pointed out the flecked powder bums on Kane’s left lapel, low. Perforce, she had been shot point-blank, if not contact. Someone had walked up to her in the street, stuck a gun against her breast, and fired a bullet into her heart. The killer had then walked off. Or even stayed on as a spectator! That was a cold, unnerving thought! The shell meant a pistol had been used.

The motive for the murder became obvious when you examined the bankbooks, although it had been fairly clear before. Up until May the balance in a single account —the others had not existed until June 1 — was one hundred and eighty dollars. The end of May, she had made a deposit of five thousand dollars. Then a second bankbook took up the trail. In June, there had been a deposit of five thousand dollars, even. First and last deposit in that bank. (Miss Kane observed the Federal insurance of all accounts up to the five thousand-do liar limit!) In July, early, she put in only two thousand, but near the end of the month, another three thousand. August saw a new book and only two thousand dollars. September found another five thousand added to this account. More than twenty-two thousand dollars in all.

Private nurses don’t earn that much money except by blackmail. And I was convinced, from what little she had told me over the telephone, that she had blackmailed Ward Hollister.

“I’ll tell you what happened when Hollister delivered that child. … And I'll tell you who shot and killed him.”

She had said that. Then Hollister had paid for her silence. But had anyone else paid for her silence? She had not kept silent long. It was not more than two weeks since I had stood in “delivery” at the Montaflores and heard the shots which dropped him to the floor. Why hadn’t she spoken the killer’s name in those two weeks? More money for silence? Her sudden decision to tell the truth, even haphazardly to me in an effort to keep herself from the law, indicated that the attempt which finished her life had not been the first upon it. Possibly the killer had not been as amenable about blackmail as the weak-willed Hollister.

The police and detectives of New Rochelle are clever, obdurate, and astute, but they were up against a losing fight in this one from the start. There was nothing to go on. It seemed to me that a fellow named Daniel Webster, three thousand miles away in Los Angeles, had a better chance of striking home, assuming he made use of the flimsy and unsatisfactory clues unearthed in New Rochelle.

Something told me, when I rode to the police station with Alithea Kane’s corpse, that my part in the drama was no longer academic. This turned out to be true. But even so, I had no idea that I myself would become the intended third victim of the fitter of the black bassinet.








Chapter 15

“I see by Winchell,” Miss MacArthur said to me next day at the office, “that your brother is in town, Doctor.”

“Bill?” I said sharply. I was very nervous and I hadn’t slept very well. “Where did you read that?”

“Right here,” she said.

She handed me a copy of the N. Y. Mirror, which I never read, although I have nothing against Walter Winchell. “Mac,” I said, “I’m surprised at you reading this racing sheet.”

“I just read Winchell,” she said. “I don’t get around with the girls, and it’s the only way I garner my gossip.” She grinned.

I read through the column and found the item “William Merritt arrived here yesterday on the trail of new clients from the Broadway pick, and joined his wife at the Warwick. …” But I didn’t stop there. I saw a lot of other familiar names and they began to jolt me with sinister emphasis that made me think. For instance: “Count Cass Libano, who dropped the phony title recently because he considered it more democratic, is toting the torch for socialite singer Alyce Whitcomb, who hugs a mike nightly at the new and bawdy Coxcomb Club… When the devil had he arrived in New York? And another, “Al Roche  , the boy wonder of Mutual Studios, arrived on the Twentieth Century to take over negotiations for B. G. DeSylva’s Mr. America, the smackeroo Merman and Lahr are playing to a packed house. Price rumored to be 250 Gees… And still another: “Loretta Wayne, not in widow’s weeds over the recent untimely demise of husband Hollister, still doing the town…

Was it not passing strange?

I said, “From the beginning I suspected Loretta Wayne of killing her own husband, Mac, and it’s peculiar that she

should have been here in the East when Alithea Kane died.”

“I didn’t read that,” she said.

“Well, she isl I wish I could do something about it. I wish the Senator were here. She would be stopped and questioned. But I cant telephone the New York police and tell them to hold her.”

“Somebody sent you a box of candy,” Mac said. “Here’s a card with it. Shall I open it?”

“Yes.” I get all kinds of presents from grateful patients.

“What makes you think it was Loretta Wayne? She’s pretty hard-boiled in pictures, and looks capable of homicide, but I’d hate to think anyone who can wear hats like she does —”

“Oh hell,” I said. “It would have been so easy for her! She knew her husband’s habits, she knew how easily a murder could be committed in a delivery room. I can’t imagine the motive, but good God, knowing Hollister, it could have been his mere association. He was enough to drive anybody to murder, and how she could have lived with him —”

“The candy is from Mrs. Merritt,” Mac said. “It says, ‘Hello, Peter. Let’s get together just as soon as Bill arrives. Love, Eve.’ ”

“I can’t believe it,” I said. “Such courteous concern is touching. It’s also miraculous. I didn’t think she had it in her.” Mac had opened the candy and she passed it to me, her mouth watering. “Oh keep it,” I continued. “You know I don’t touch it. Candy is as deadly as whisky, and besides it gives me headaches.”

“Thanks,” Mac said. “It’s very good stuff. I can’t afford this brand myself.” She ate one.

It was office-hours day, and the ladies started arriving on schedule. Same old routine. A little chit-chat, answering questions. (May I play tennis? May I swim? Do you think if 1 went to operas, the baby would be musical? Is it a boy or a girl? Is it a girl or a boy? Is it twins?)

The humdrum morning, however, turned out to be quite exciting. Around eleven, Western Union called and said they had a telegram for me from Los Angeles, California. “Read it,” I said.




YOU TABBED IT RIGHT DOC STOP KANES BANKBOOKS AND 

AGE OF BABY WE FOUND BOTH DATE FROM MAY STOP BUT

UNABLE TO FIND ANY HOSPITAL RECORDS HERE OR IN 

HOLLISTERS FILES WHICH MENTION BIRTH OF CHILD STOP 

HAVE YOU ANY IDEAS? DANIEL WEBSTER.










Whereupon I instantly wired:




CONSULT BUREAU OF VITAL STATISTICS FOR BIRTH 

CERTIFICATES LATTER PART OF MAY ISSUED IN HOLLYWOOD 

FOR BABY BOY AND RUB A RABBITS FOOT STOP BEST TO YOU 

PETER MERRITT.









At this time, Mrs. Wilson from Larchmont called in — a third baby. I sent her up to United Hospital in Port Chester and went rooting up after her.

At 2 p.m., en route back, I paused at New Rochelle Hospital to visit with my recuperating brood and was struck dumb when the super in “maternity” said at once, looking terribly upset, ‘They’ve got MacArthur over in the other building, Doctor, not here.”

“What are you talking about?” I said, completely at sea.

“Don’t you know?”

“Don’t be silly, would I ask? You don’t mean Catherine MacArthur, my nurse?”

“Oh yes, I do! You haven’t heard! Dr. Willoson has the case. You’d better go over right away!”

“Mac?” I said. “Ye gods, what happened to her?”

“She was poisoned,” said the super.

I ran. My God, it was such an old one, poisoned candy. It had been in every Broadway meller from time immemorial. I had even remarked on the unbelievable thoughtfulness of Evelyn in sending me a box, for never in her life had she sent me anything but a bill to be paid, an illness to be corrected, or a problem, always her own, to be solved. Poisoned candy. But not meant for MacArthur. That candy had been meant for me!

When I found Dr. Willoson over in the other building, he calmed me down and said there was no point in seeing MacArthur, she was unconscious. “I’ve done everything for the time being,” he said. “She was in agony, of course. I think she’ll pull through, Pete.”

“Good God, it’s horrible!” I said. “What was it?”

“Cantharides,” he said. “Not a lethal dose, fortunately. If she had eaten more than one piece, it might have been a different story. There were about fifteen grains in each candy piece, and the pieces themselves were large. I have the box down in the laboratory, and Swanson is going through it. Each piece in the top layer was adroitly spiked, Pete. Sharp knife cut a circle up through the bottom of the soft pieces — the chewies and brittles were harmless — and the cantharides was inserted, the cream and bottom replaced, seared to seal, and put in the box. Remarkable, took a lot of patience.” “Cantharides!” I said.

“Yes, think of it,” Willoson said. He was cool and delighted, for all his horror. He had sangfroid and scientific curiosity that is matched by no one else on the staff, and he had always longed to be involved in a circumstance of melodrama. “Cantharides! What an extraordinary poison to employ! The layman is not aware of the fact that cantharides, or Spanish fly, is a deadly poison. The layman would think of it more as an aphrodisiac.”

“Cantharides is not an aphrodisiac,” I said. “It’s an irritant.” Dr. Willoson said, “It has powers as an aphrodisiac, no doubt of it. But who would realize its potentialities as a poison? Here we had MacArthur hemorrhaging. She had a ghastly time of it until I put her out.”

“What have you done?”

“Oh, emetics and gastric lavage. How long ago —”

“She ate the candy at ten.”

“She was here at eleven. I fancy we got the stuff out of her. Magnesium oxide by mouth and an intravenous injection of suprarenalin and stimulants. I guess the stuff had burned her inside, badly, but she is much more comfortable.” “Nothing else to be done?”

“Nothing. Except call the police.”

“Yes.” That I didn’t want, but it had to be reported. “Keep me informed, will you, John?”

“Certainly,” he said. “Now don’t worry. She’ll be all right, Pete. She’s in a master’s hands.” He smiled faintly.

I wasn’t worried about MacArthur any more. I knew what had happened to her and the fact that she was going to beat it. What worried me was my own ultimate destiny. Obviously, the candy had been meant for me. When I considered all the possible means of inflicting death, directly, from ambush, or remotely, I felt that I didn’t have a chance. I kept beating at myself, why? Why me? What did I know? Why should the killer of Ward Hollister pick on me? I was a babe in the wood.

I invited Captain Johnny Trumble down to my office from headquarters and told him the whole story. “I think it ought to be kept out of the newspapers, Johnny,’’ I said. I had known him for some time, and he was in charge of the Kane case. He was a little tyke, around forty, but he did not seem as old, due to his athletically wiry little build. He was a meticulous, friendly little man with none of the suspicion in his eyes with which most ferrets regard civilization at large.

“I think so too, Doc,” he said. “But saying and doing is a different thing. They may pick it up from someone besides me. That’s a chance we’ll have to take. Did you check with your sister-in-law?”

“Not yet.”

“Better then.”

I telephoned the Warwick in New York and reached Evelyn. “Petey!” she exclaimed. “How marvelous to hear you! I was going to give you a ring one of these days! Bill got in from California.”

“So I read in the paper,” I replied coldly.

“Oh, you’re in a big-bad-wolf mood, eh, darling?”

“You’re a fool.”

“I know I am, Pete, but I can’t help it.”

“Oh, stop it,” I said, short-tempered. “Did you send me a box of candy yesterday?”

“Did I — are you teasing me, Peter? Should I have?”

“No, but did you?”

“No,” she said. “Did someone send you some candy? Was it a valentine?” She laughed merrily. “Maybe Sylvia sent it to you. I was talking with her yesterday and she likes you very much.”

“You don’t send valentines in December,” I said. “You talked to Sylvia? You mean she’s in New York?” I didn’t know whether to be glad or sorry.

“No, but she’s coming to . New York.”

“Where is she?”

“In Hollywood. She telephoned Bill yesterday. Mutual accepted her offer. She bought out of her contract with them. She is a free agent… . She’d been trying to get away from Mutual and Al Roche   for some time, you knew that. The Guild Group in New York had offered her the lead in a swell new play (which Bill handled, of course), and she wanted to do it, but Al Roche   wouldn’t hear of it. So she started disagreeing with AI, and being unimpressed with him, and Bill says that drives Al crazy, so he told the studio to get rid of her and blackball her.”

Lord, how quickly and effortlessly and cheerfully she could gossip. Never even had to pause to think. It just flowed, like a phonograph record. I began to feel pleased. If Sylvia Denim had telephoned from Hollywood the same day that Alithea Kane had been shot in New Rochelle, that was one less potential I had to worry about. Beyond this, if she was coming to New York, all my inhibitions were going to go into storage. I’d made up my mind to that. The awkward approach, the blurting approach, the simple approach, but I was going to approach her.

“She said to remember her to you and she sent her love and she hopes you’ll see her after she arrives.’’

“I will,” I said. “But if Al Roche blackballs her, Evelyn, won’t she have a hell of a job getting back into pictures?” “Bill says if she makes a hit in this play, Al Roche will come eating crow and wash her feet with his tears. Bill says that is a stolen situation out of the Bible, only reversed. He’s awfully clever, isn’t he, Pete?”

“Oh, Bill is a genius,” I said. “A veritable genius. That’s all I have to say, Evelyn. Goodby.” I hung up.

Captain Johnny Trumble was grinning. “The ladies can talk a guy’s ear off,” he said.

“She didn’t send it.”

“O.K. Of course she didn’t. I’ll check back on the candy. I got the mailing wrapper right here on your desk, with the store on it. I’ll get the box from the lab at the hospital and go to work.”

“Let me know, will you?”

“Oh, sure.”

It is a horrible feeling to be alone and know that someone wants your life. Every man and woman you pass on the street may step up to you, as someone stepped up to Alithea Kane, and fire a bullet into your chest. Every car that follows you is sinister.





Chapter 16

That night, a Western Union messenger came to the house. It was snowing, and he came around ten p.m. I was alone in the house — it was Thursday, and my housekeeper had gone to New York on her weekly holiday and had telephoned that she could not return due to the snow. I answered the door with some trepidation, pausing at my bureau drawer to pluck out the gun I own. It was a .38-caliber Smith & Wesson, pearl-handled, and in fine condition. I only had four bullets, left from the time when I had bought a box of fifty and gone shooting. I had had a permit in Connecticut for Round Hill, the town where I had been bom. But I had no permit in New Rochelle, and since there was such a thing as the Sullivan Law, I had never taken the gun out of the house.

I loaded it with the four bullets and went down to the door, keeping the gun in my pocket with my hand on it. I felt Lone-Rangerish until I saw the messenger boy. Then I felt asinine.




The telegram he delivered said:

NO DICE DANIEL WEBSTER.









An answer was expected. I wrote:

YOU ARE IN WRONG STATE STOP SOMEONE TRIED FOR

ME WITH BOX OF CANDY STOP SEARCH KANE’S RECORDS

FOR POSSIBLE CONFINEMENT CASE DURING MAY AND SEE

WHAT THAT DOES MERRITT.












After that I felt better. I had a great deal of confidence in the Senator from Massachusetts. I only wished that he were closer to New Rochelle than the Pacific Ocean.


Chapter 17

It seemed to me that Cass Libano had evidence to throw into the fire, particularly since we had found that letter among Alithea Kane’s effects. I telephoned Bill next morning and asked him to arrange a luncheon just for the three of us, because I wanted to ask Cass some questions.

Bill obliged, and I went into town and met them at Gassner’s down near the Sun building. “Hi, Petey,” Bill said. “You remember Cass, don’t you?” He was smiling a fixed, strange smile which was completely artificial.

“Yes,” I said, shaking hands with Libano’s hard, cold hand. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Doctor,” Cass Libano said. He always spoke slowly. He also had a set smile. For all I knew, I had one too. After all, Bill didn’t trust me, I didn’t trust Libano, and Libano didn’t trust anybody.

We sat down, ordered drinks, broke the bread, and talked for a short while about inconsequential things, and finally I said, “The police found a letter among Alithea Kane’s effects, Mr. Libano.”

“Indeed,” he said, with a roguish Boyer lip. “And do call me Cass, Doctor. We are friends. A friend of Sylvia is my friend. A brother of Bill’s —”

“Thanks,” I said. “The letter they found was from you. It told her to keep out of your gold mine and to work her own. Now it isn’t any of my business, and you can tell me to go to hell, but I’d like to know what you meant in the letter. You’ll have to tell the police, I imagine, if you haven’t already. I’m curious. You didn’t mean a real gold mine?”

“Of course not, Doctor,” Cass Libano smiled angelically. “Of course I did not mean that at all.”

“I’m very curious,” I said, cheerfully.

“Indeed,” he said, just as cheerfully. “Are you an amateur detective then, Dr. Merritt? For when we come right down to it, my letter is none of your business.”

Bill said, “We’d better have another drink.”

“Not at all,” I said. “Don’t evade the issue all your life, Bill. For this is my business. What I mean is someone tried to murder me with a fine dose of cantharides. Since you had been given a nom de guerre like the Cantharides Kid —”

His eyes flashed and his mouth grew hard. “That is very amusing,” he said. “You mean Sylvia, of course. Sylvia insists that it was not my charm which induced her to fly away with me in the dark. She insists it was assault with drugs, which of course it was not. I am a very charming fellow, Doctor, and I know nothing of cantharides. Oh, really, I do not. You are very curious. He is very curious, is he not, Bill?”

“He is very curious,” Bill said dreamily. “And you are a liar, Cass.”

“Certainly, we are all liars,” Cass Libano smiled. “But Dr. Merritt does not know that. Dr. Merritt is trying to play this little tragedy too honestly. You should tell him the facts of life. Indeed, he is under the illusions drawn from reading many stories. He has taken it upon himself to become Sherlockian, and it is ridiculous.”

Very polite boys. I said, trying to be as polite as they, “But it is only that I don’t like a grave, Cass. And I don’t like to die from cantharides.”

“My dear friend,” Cass said, “If I wanted to kill you, I would not go to the trouble of using cantharides.”

“What would you use?”

“Something quicker, and something much more final,” Cass said. “I would not shoot you, of course, for the bullet would tell its own tale, and guns are amazingly difficult to dispose of. Even in sewers some poor souls stumble upon discarded weapons. No, Doctor, I would use something quick and something more anonymous like cyanide or curare. I might even push you into a hole some dark night, or brain you and bury you. But I would not use cantharides and I would not shoot you, particularly because my pistol is missing.”

He announced this loss with intent, watching me. I said, ‘Tour pistol is missing?”

“Quite,” Cass said, unsmiling. “Someone has stolen my pistol, and I do believe that someone is using it upon the citizenry with every intent of using me as the culprit in the end. People have such bright and original ideas. But I shan’t be a culprit for anyone.”

“What sort of pistol?” I said.

“A nice new .32-caliber automatic pistol. A Colt, Doctor. My very own, and stolen from me. Is it not heinous?”

“If it were true, it might be heinous,” I said. “But we are all interesting fellows, we are all men of the world, and we are all liars. You said so yourself.”

“Let’s have another drink,” Bill said, making a face. “Does anybody want any lunch? It was only an excuse to get together.”

“Another drink,” Cass said, no longer cheerful. “Doctor, I was inclined to like you when we first met. You had a stupid, harmless look all your very own, which was very interesting. One does not meet naivete today, not frequently. I see you are in love with Sylvia. She deserves you.”

“How do you mean that?” I asked hotly.

He smiled broadly, pleased, his eyes sparkling. “What fine, righteous anger! The white knight who would defend his princess from the Jabberwocky? For a man of your age, your behavior is almost silly. I said she deserves you. You are two of a kind… .” He laughed quietly. “Ah, Doctor, I can see into your mind, I can see your anguish at the possibility that I should have lain waste this white flower you adore. How, you say, could she have tempted him to touch her caducous petals to wither them with stain? How, you say, could Kismet have suffered her purity to have been tainted by this snake without rattles?”

I said coolly, “Very good. A very accurate bit of mind reading. He is quite a card, isn’t he, Bill?”

“The joker,” Bill said solemnly. “Yes siree, yes siree.”

“But she is naïve, tool” Cass Libano said, throwing up his hands. “Thank God, with me, it was a marriage of finance.. I cannot stomach a naive woman. I regurgitate at the prospect. That was the one time in my experience that I had a tiger by the tail, and I cheapened my price to be rid of her. I left her pure as the day she met me, my dear friend, and I leave to you the consummation which will make a woman of her, instead of a fearful child.”

“Thanks so much,” I said, colder and colder. “I’d like to sock you in the jaw.”

“And I,” he said, “would not advise it. The defense of one’s person is legal, even to the administering of death to the assailant.”

“Oh, brother,” Bill said. “You chaps better drink. Each of you is getting cornier and cornier.”

“All I wanted to know was about the gold mine,” I said. “It sounded to me as if he had been blackmailing somebody, and Alithea Kane tried the same trick on the same victim.”

“How analytical of you,” Cass said. “And quite right.”

“You wouldn’t amplify?”

Cass smiled, very toothily. “That might be embarrassing to you. Or perhaps to Bill. Or Al. Or Faith. Or many people. The poor victim might be close to one of you, and think of the sadness if the perfidy of my knowledge were brought to light through my arrest. And, naturally, you would consider police and arrest, doctor, because you are so simple. That fine approach to life.” He sneered. “Have at it. One and one makes two. Something is right or something is wrong.” He shrugged. “Sagacity may show you one day that one and one is three and that nothing is ever fully right or fully wrong… . Now you are worried again. You are worried that it was Sylvia I blackmailed. Oh, perhaps so, who knows? You are in anguish again. What would I know of her that she should pay me for silence? I pity you… . You should take a lesson from your brother. Bill is unworried. And yet it might be our sweet comrade, Eve, paying me to hide the secret of her harlotry —”

Bill never moved, but I did. I went across the table and hit him so hard it hurt me back in my shoulder. He went head over heels off his chair, his feet high and ludicrous, and he lit with a tremendous crash, the crash of the dishes which went to the floor as he held to the tablecloth.

Bill rose to his feet; he was very white. Cass got to his knees and had a snap-knife in his hand. He pressed a button, and the wicked blade snapped out. He held the thing in the palm of his hand, pointing it toward me, an expression of cruelty and cold rage in his face and eyes.

Bill said, “Cass, you fool!”

Cass glanced at Bill, then put the knife away quickly. He got to his feet and went out quickly, without another word. The owner was ready to dispense with our presence too; we paid off and left. No sign of Libano.

“You cowardly jellyfish!” I snapped at Bill. “It was your wife! It was Evelyn he insulted! Why didn’t you—”

Bill didn’t say anything.

“You were afraid,” I said. “You were scared stiff of him.”

“Not at all,” Bill said glibly, when he could find his voice. “Why should I have hit    him?    How    do I know it was    an insult? Maybe it was true.    Let’s    get a    drink, after that.”

I said, emptily, “Well, that’s a new low. Your wife is having a baby, and you think maybe it’s true that she was a harlot, simply because a ruthless rapist like Libano —” I shook my head.

I left him at the first tavern and went home.

I could not forget the    cold,    tight    look in Cass Libano’s face when he was on his    knees with    that ugly knife in    his palm, pointing at me. I wasn’t sorry I’d hit him. Not a bit. But I began to wonder what it really felt like to be stabbed in the back.




Chapter 18

Three days later, the office telephone rang, and I answered it to find to my pleasure that it was Sylvia Denim. “Hello, Peter!” she said. “I’m here!”

“Sylvia,” I said. “I’ve missed you.”

“Still want to know me?”

“I certainly do. Where are you?”

“At the Warwick. Come see me. Now you can know me. Til let down my hair. I’ve wanted to let down my hair to you ever since you left. But I couldn’t while you were in Hollywood, Peter. Al was holding me to a contract that I didn’t want and he was being very nasty about it. Now I’m free. Come and see me!”

“I will,” I said. “I have one case I expect at any moment, Sylvia, and then I’ll be free for four days unless a couple of babies decide to be a little early — which they often do. I’ll come in tonight and see you.”

“Good. I’m anxious to see you.”

“You sound very happy.”

“Oh, Peter, I am. Until tonight, then.”

I felt like a new man myself, and I fretted as the morning passed with no intelligence from Mrs. Carl Whidnor, who was due to have her baby at any time.

My journal for that day states, “Visited Mac, found her well on the mend. She says I poisoned the candy to get rid of her. I told her that I would have made it prussic acid and done a good job of it.”

I don’t remember the dialogue now, but I do remember that Mac was very ill from the effects of the cantharides. I never thought of her agony but that I remembered the night in Ciro’s when Sylvia had said to Cass Libano, “How is the Cantharides Kid?”

It is a drug in grain or tincture form, which is uncommon to say the least. Its greatest medicinal value is as a diuretic, nor is it totally effective in this respect. It is sometimes used as an aphrodisiac, but I never believed in its value in this respect.

It is not a drug you find lying around in a medico’s office, because there is little need or call for it in the ordinary run of a physicians mill. As a check, I inquired at my pharmacist whether he had cantharides in stock. He did not. “I have tincture of cantharides,” he said, displaying the brown bottle marked Poison. There was only about an ounce left. “It may have lost its potency, Doctor. This bottle is two years old.“ Two years ago it had originally held five ounces, and it had a good ounce left. That shows the traffic in the drug. And this was a pharmacist who handled most of the prescription work for my building.

Mrs. Whidnor did not call, so I called on her. She was feeling fine. I decided to turn her over to someone else, in case it was a quick one, and to go into New York, keeping in touch with the office.

The telephone caught me at the hospital later and when I answered it, a voice said, “Dear sir, you are cordially invited to attend a dipsomaniac’s dream party this evening, so please wear your dinner jacket, the Crawford Clothes $19.95 one that has pants—”

“All right, Bill,” I said. “Still drunk, I see.”

“Fiction,” he replied genially. “Pure fiction! Petah, you old Rakehelly, how is my favorite brother?”

“Fine,” I said, “ in spite of the candy you sent me.”

“Tut, tut,” he murmured. “If I had sent it, you silly lad, I would have put mercury in the stuff, and made a thermos bottle out of you! Oh, that’s good, that’s very good!”

“Bill, please,” I said wearily. I was sick of him.

“It’s a potty, Dr. Merritt. A veddy fine potty, expenses to be borne by myself, the situs criminis is the Coxcomb Club on East Fifty-seventh Street, and you will see night life as she is lived in the raw!”

“It’s out,” I said. “Feenee.”

“You mean,” he said in horror, “you don’t wish to consort with your lady friend?”

“I mean I wish to do just that.”

“But Syl is coming, you sill”

I said, disappointed, “She is?”

“Of course. She said she’d be delighted! Oh, Petah, old boy, you can join us and then leave at a respectable hour and get back to your blithering obstetrics —”

“What time?” I couldn’t win.

“Come in around nine,” he said. “And don’t bring me a box of candy.” He was still laughing when I hung up.

Late in the afternoon, I left the office and went home. I stopped off at a stationery store and ordered some Christmas cards, mostly to kill time. I was very restless, wanting to be in town, and annoyed that Eve and Bill and their damned party had interfered.

Before I left for New York, I called Mrs. Whidnor again, but she said everything was fine. I told her my plans, and she said for me to have a good time and she wouldn’t have the baby and spoil the evening. It was very nice of her and showed surprising coolness for a woman who was having her first.

At the Warwick, I announced myself to the desk clerk; he called upstairs and got Sylvia for me.

“Hey,” she said, “you’re early!”

It was only seven-thirty.

“I know,” I said. “But I expected to see you all evening and this party of Bill’s threw me off. I thought I’d steal a march on the party. I might be called away later; I’ve a future President of the United States due any moment.”

“Come on up,” she said.

I took the elevator up to the seventh floor and found her door. I’d scarcely knocked when she opened it and let me in.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hello,” I said. “Gladsome sight.”

Then she kissed me lightly and took my hand and we went inside. She had a fine suite with a living room and bedroom. We sat on the sofa. She looked wonderful, very happy. She had on bright mules and a blood-red negligee pulled around her. “I wasn’t dressed,” she apologized. “Fixed my hair and put on my war paint, but no dress. That’s the way a lady works, Peter. She gets all beautiful and then finally pulls a dress over her head and spoils everything and has to rearrange again.”

She smiled, still holding my hand, and we just looked at each other. Finally I said, ‘I’m damned glad to see you. I’ve thought about you ever since I left you.”

“I too,” she said. “I’ve got lipstick on you.”

“The hell with that,” I said. “You can put it on me any —” “Here, here, Merritt,” she admonished. “No boldness now!” “I’m going to be bold,” I said. “I’ve been nerving myself for it. I’m too damned conservative.”

Sylvia laughed. She got up and poured us a drink. It was mild. “You don’t know how I feel,” she said. “I feel happy. Do you think that’s strange?”

“A little.”

“I don’t know what’s the matter with me,” she said. “But I am happy. I’ve never been happy since I left New York four years ago. Do you know anything about me, Peter?” “Not a thing except you’re lovely.”

She put down her drink. “Would you like to kiss me?” I kissed her and held her very tightly. She was warm and soft, and she responded ardently. Finally she held her hands on my cheeks and whispered, “Darling, you’re an awful mess.”

“Is that a general or a literal observation?” I grinned. “Literal. Lipstick. And I feel a shambles… . Peter, I’ve got to get dressed. We can talk later, but I’ve got to get dressed for the party.”

I said suddenly, “I think I’m in love with you.” It came out easily. I was surprised myself. I didn’t even feel embarrassed.

She paused by the door of the bedroom. “How can you? You don’t know mel”

“Why must I know you? I know enough of you. Do I have to read your autobiography to fall in love with you? I’ve never been in love before. It’s just the way things happen. I’ve seen women and women in the last thirteen years, and it never happened to me before. Then I saw you and I —

you know—”

“Do you want to marry me?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Are you sure you’re not just glamour-drunk?”

“Sylvia,” I said, “I’m not interested in making a one-night stand. I’m interested in a wife and home.”

“Bless your heart!” she said. “And you don’t know me. You’re in love with an actress. A Hollywood star. I was acting when you first met me, I may still be acting now. I’m an excellent actress, Peter. Some day I’ll be America’s greatest.”

“When Helen Hayes retires?”

She laughed. “All right, I had it coming. I’m going to get dressed.”

“How’s your shoulder?” I asked.

“Have a look.”

I had a look. She slid her negligee off the left shoulder, and since she only had a slip underneath, the shoulder was bare. The gutter from the bullet looked raw and painful, but it was healing, and there was a scab on the track so that no bandage was required.

“It’s all right,” I said. “It looks fine.”

“But it compels me to wear completely modest gowns,” she said. “I look pretty ancient with covered shoulders.”

“As ancient as a symphony.”

“Is that good?” She laughed. “Of course it is… . Wait for me, Peter. I won’t be long.”

She was like any woman in this respect; she was long enough, and it was after nine before she finally opened the door and came forth. She looked stunning. Her gown was dead white, starkly simple. Against her tanned skin, the result of Californian sun-bathing, the effect was breathtaking. She had a gardenia in her hair which had a greenish tinge to its whiteness, and her evening cloak was gold. Evening gowns can make an ugly duckling attractive, and what they do to a beautiful woman is sinful.

“You’re out of this world,” I said.

“You ought to see me in at seven a.m. in the morning. I’m out of this world then, too. And you’ll wish I’d stay out. That’s the test of a girl, darling. Stringy hair, no make-up, puffy eyes —”

“My God,” I said, “are you trying to wreck this romance? Spring the Inquisition on me after you’ve hooked me.”





Chapter 19

There was a knock on the door and I opened it. Coxie’s army came in. Evelyn and Bill first. Evelyn looked gaudy. “You look awful,” I said.

“Petey, now don’t you go picking on me,” she said.

“I’m not picking on you,” I said quietly, keeping it between us, “but for heaven’s sake, dear, you ought to wear a decent evening dress instead of that thing.”

She had on a lurid purple dress which made her look like a juke joint hostess.

“You’re just old-fashioned,” she said.

“Bill,” I said, “can’t you instil a modicum of good taste in your wife?”

“I regret to report, Petah,” Bill said diffidently, “that since her pregnancy, Eve has regarded me as a stranger and an interloper. She thinks that my presence may affect the fine little fellow, and that he will grow up to be a rogue and a dipsomaniac. She claims to be neurotic. She just dispenses with my entire company during this period, and if that is the way you go about having babies, I’ll take vanilla.”

Behind them came Al Roche   in his exotic midnight blue, and Roberta DuPrés — of all people! — in a lush and form-fitting scarlet-satin item which not only revealed the declivity of her umbilicus, but also announced the fact that she had a fine scar in the middle of her faint puff of tummy. Believe me, the gown was that tight. She had not been poured into it; it had been zippered around her. But the scar fascinated me. You could see its lips plainly, the satin dipping into the brief valley where the wound had healed. I doubt if anyone else would have noticed it, for it resembled a dress seam. But there was no seam there. It was the same kind of scar that Faith Normandy was going to find when she looked at herself in a mirror. A Caesarean-section scar.

Feeling smug in my new-found knowledge, I instantly applied it to the Hollister-Kane-MacArthur case, only to have it subordinated to my naive inability to understand the conglomerate gathering which Bill had arranged. Here was Sylvia who had just broken clear of Al Roche  , smiling pleasantly with him, and he with her, as though nothing had ever happened. Here was Roberta DuPrés shaking hands warmly with me, the sweet rosebud smile on her very luscious lips, just as if it were perfectly natural for her to be in New York, although the last I’d heard she had signed a contract with Darryl Zanuck to make cinemas in Hollywood.

“Dr. Merritt.” Roberta DuPrés said sweetly, “how awfully awfully nice to see you again! A most pleasant surprise!”

“Oh, thanks!” I said dryly. “I thought you were going to stay in Hollywood for a picture.”

“Everything went wrong,” she said. “Just everything.” But she could smile through it all, couldn’t she? “Bill’s working right now.” She smiled in Al’s direction.

My silly brother beamed paternally.

Al came over then and shook hands and flourished his cigar under my nose. “Well, Doc, by God, you never expected to see good old Al again, did you?”

“No,” I said. “And I can’t say I worried a great deal about the prospect either.”

“Ha-ha-ha,” Al said cheerfully. “Ain’t you the card. This guy is a whiz with the dagger, kids, is he not?” He measured me with sharp, half-opened eyes.

“Come along, dears,” Bill said dreamily. “Time and tide waits for no man. It is later than you think. And the other dears are probably waiting for us at the Coxcomb.”

Then we all went down and hired two cabs and went off to the Coxcomb. I got shoved around and wound up in the second cab with Bill and Roberta DuPrés.

They ignored me at once and proceeded to talk earnestly about Al. It occurred to me that Bill had shoved me into the car. “Listen,” I said, “I’m with Sylvia, William, and I intend to be most of this evening. So no more of your damned monkey business.”

“Quiet, old profligate,” he said. “Now listen, Bobsy, he’s

softened up, and there won’t be any nonsense this time, my dear. He knows the whole story, and he’s on the hook. You may have to shoot the works, dear, but he’ll sign for a grand a week—”

“Bill, please,” Miss DuPrés said, looking just shocked enough. But her eyes were eating him up and she was swallowing the turkey he talked it you work your cards right. But no mistress stuff. Look at the Stafford filly. All mistress, and no contract. You’ve got to keep promising and not delivering. You’ve got to make him think he’s chasing a lady —”

“Bill!” she drawled, shocked for my benefit.

I said sarcastically, “Is this how you got Zanuck to sign a contract?”

“Shush,” Bill said. “Of course not, you nasty thing. Darryl is a very nice guy, but, unfortunately, he is honest and he expects honesty in a deal, you see? I sold him a bill of goods on Bobsy. He wanted a sweet, unspoiled dame, a vestal virgin to play a country girl in the new Abe Lincoln picture, and I built up Bobs as the baby for the part. Vermont girl, naive and ingenuous, who made such a hit in the melo Death of a Subdeb last season, and he saw her tests and said O.K. Then her four-flushing husband had to write Zanuck a letter, telling him all about her, and it was out. It wasn’t so much the letter as the fact we chiseled him. He doesn’t like that sort of thing.”

“That makes him queer,” I said bitterly.

“Well, no,” Bill said.

“Do you usually have to approach producers in such a breath-taking manner?”

“Al’s different,” said Bill. “Every now and then you get a son of a — I beg your pardon, Bobsy — bitch like Albert who mixes the power of the throne with the royal idiosyncrasy, and you have to play it that way or go on your own. If you’re on your own, you have to be good, and Bobsy stinks, don’t you, dear?”

“Bill!” she said, modestly. Never-make-an-issue DuPrés.

“She got lousy notices, she wasn’t a hit. How else are you going to swing a deal?” Bill blinked. “We should be grateful that Albert has looked upon you, dear, and found you good.

But you must be as hard to get as the pot of gold, Bobsy, but really. It’s so important/’

The fresh air, after such realistic facing of an issue, smelled good. I was glad to get out of that cab and rejoin Sylvia with Al and Evelyn. Then we went in.


Chapter 20

Ciro’s (remember?) was a restaurant which doubled as a night club, a peculiar product of a movie town. Conversely, the Coxcomb was a night club which doubled as a restaurant. Of the two I think I preferred Ciro’s. It was newer, more honest, cleaner, and not as tawdry. There is nothing so tawdry as a New York night club.

The Coxcomb’s ancestry was as dubious as that of most of these spots which breed in the fertile dust of the Fifties. It was a converted Masonic temple, East Side, a spectacular canopy out in front with a pair of neon cocks going through the motions of crowing. Inside, it was dingy. Despite the bright paint, the new trimmings, it had a musty, antique smell which conjured visions of fat spiders and plump cockroaches. The dining room was appallingly small, with a dance floor alarmingly smaller, part of which was occupied by Paul Pickwick and his Pied Pipers. There were no pipers in the band; it was brass, brass, brass, with a bucketful of jive, jive, jive, and the uproar was oppressive. Night-club devotees were present in force — an illusory group mistakenly called “cafe society,” consisting of citizens whose professions range, on the distaff side, from the public hair-combing of our daintiest debutantes to the public harlotry of our smartest matrons; and on the male side, from the professional killers to the professional pimps.

Nobody could have been there for pleasure. There was no pleasure. The food was bad, the service bad, the liquor raw and young, the music horny and earsplitting, the entertainment intermittently vile and amateurish, the air foul, the language amazing, the faces hard and ill. It was a practitioner’s paradise. Even the youngest, the teen-age girls with glamour dripping from their every move, had weary, hollowed faces with alcoholic eyes, and dry coughs from super smoking.

After we shed our coats, the ladies having vanished to that eyrie where ladies always vanish on arriving somewhere and before leaving, Al Roche   went “to see a dog about a tree’ as he put it. That left Bill and me at the bar. Bill always managed to have a bar under his elbows. He had a fine faculty for such feats.

“Have a drink,” Bill said.

“No,” I said.

“Shush,” he said, “I ordered it.”

When it came, I drank it. I had to do something. You couldn’t just stand there and brood about a lost evening.

“The secret of drinking,” Bill orated pleasantly, “is not to down it as you downed it, rapist. Dad did that and died of cirrhosis. You must nurse it, letting the alcohol join your blood through a gradual osmosis. Otherwise you will be drunk, yea verily, may even be led to the depths of regurgitation.”

Our dad died of old age, not cirrhosis of the liver.

“Whatever happened to you?” I said. “Somewhere, sometime, you had a brilliant mind.”

“I shall die a rich man,” he said. “Especially if I can sign up this Alyce Whitcomb kid Libano is torching for.”

“Why her?”

“She sings like an angel and has the figure of a star.”

“Can she act?”

“It makes no difference,” Bill said. “Anyone with a thirty-five-inch bust, which protrudes neither up nor down but straight out, can write her own ticket. Sometime I will lecture you upon the indispensability of the mammary glands for a screen career. What I wanted to talk to you about was Sylvia. Petah, what is the specific gravity of this fracas?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You and Sylvia and me.”

“Where do you come in?”

“Dear sweet Jesus in the happy hunting grounds,” he murmured, “my annual income from Miss Denim, old robber, amounts to something like thirty grand a year. Ten per cent of three hundred grand. Three pictures at a hundred per.

Think of all the income tax I pay. Think of all the battleships I build/’

“What’s that to do with me?”

“Petah, you are a reasonable soul. Have another drink.” We had another drink. There was no point in rushing him. “Now,” he said, “ ‘tis like this. Art thou in love?”

“Am,” I said sourly, falling in with his Quakerisms. “Dat’s not good,” he said. “Dat’s not good at all, honey.” “Come to the point.”

“The point is that Sylvia is a splendid actress, stoopy, and that while I’m glad she broke with Al, I don’t intend for her to break with the cinema. David Selznick will sign her in a minute, and that being true, the implication is there is none better than Sylvia when it comes to immortalization in celluloid. If you screw up the works with a frustrated love affair, everyone is going to get hurt. Now she got this bee in her bonnet about the stage, and I’ll let her play with it, but it’s chicken feed. I want to sign her back to Hollywood, and she is pulling a Katie Hepburn. If you keep out of it, I can swing her. If you screw it up, everybody will get hurt.” “Listen,” I said, “I don’t know what stops me from socking you in the jaw/’

“Oh dear,” he said alarmed. “Have another drink.”

“No.”

“If you want to fight, join the army.”

“Never mind the wisecracks. What is this business of a frustrated love affair? There’s no frustration in a happy marriage.”

Bill looked as solemn as an owl. “Dear Petah/’ he murmured. “You are tall and distinguished and honest. She will not marry you. Where have you been for four years? Have you never read anything of Sylvia Denim?”

“Not much.”

“You never read of the poor man’s Garbo? The gracious girl who was seen in the company of many men and in the bed of none. In Hollywood Sylvia has the respect of Thespis, but as a person she is feared as subnormal. She is odd. She is queer. She is young of mind. I have worked with her all these years, and she is not one hundred per cent. Her mother never told her the facts of life.”

I looked at his eyes, and he spoke what he thought was the truth. So I didn’t argue with him. I drew him out.

“She has been married,” he said.

“I know.”

“Don’t look so double-crossed,” he said. “She is still as pure as the driven snow. She is still a vestal virgin. That is what you are up against, Petah. So consider the wisdom of dropping the whole thing and returning her to my bosom at once where I can sign with Selznick and put her to work.”

“Who — what about this marriage?”

“Art jealous, knave? Do believe sol”

“I’d like to know.”

Bill sipped a third drink, his eyes dreamy.

“That Cass!” he said. “Though she was seduced by him, old one, despite his denial. She was tight and she was doped, and he hooked her. It was the same routine Cass has used before.”

“The Cantharides Kid?”

“Ah . . Bill said. “Yes, siree. I don’t mean for you to lose faith in your lady fair. It was not her choice, really. She was duped. And again, he did not get to first base, the marriage lasted twenty-four hours from elopement to estrangement, and I have it from Cass himself that he never got to first base, and that she hated him the instant she could, the instant the dope wore off. But my point is, dost wish to be hated? Better toss her back to the wolves, the chief wolf being, William, Me.”

“Never mind Sylvia,” I said. “Who the hell is this Cass Libano? Of you all, he is the man best suited by character and potential to have killed Ward Hollister and Alithea Kane and tried for me.”

Bill’s eyes flashed. They had a momentary fire in them. “Aye, aye, verily. Beware the Ides of March. He is capable of destruction. Cassini Libano, son of a fishmonger. The ‘count’ is all phony. No visible means of support. A movie agent, who is not licensed by the state of California and thus is not a movie agent legally. A con man, gambler, business manager. And with each succeeding marriage, his fat increases, as do his taxes. Hast heard of the equal property division in California law? Dost see the wisdom of many marriages and many divorces? Sylvia went to Reno, but she paid mightily through the nose for the privilege. He is wealthy and will grow wealthier. Dost realize the Whitcomb girl here with such great ambitions owns three million in her own right? Dost see Cass laying the groundwork for his new income? Other wives have been singularly successful and rich and paid for it. Most recent, Faith Normandy. It was his and her baby you delivered. Six weeks it lasted. Before her, it was Sylvia. Before Sylvia, the briefest, it was Gloria Del-mar. Before her, it was the motorcar heiress, Sylph Hallbrook. Before Sylph it was Ginny Daniels, the comedienne. Before Ginny, it was Jean Brent, the singer. Before Jean —”

“Never mind,” I said.

The whole thing was gruesome. Besides, Al Roche   had reappeared and joined us, and we stopped the discussion and found our table, where there was a group of size waiting. Champagne was in evidence. The salutations rang around shrilly. Everyone talked high and loud to break through the interference of noise. Cass Libano looked his sleekest; at his side sat a pretty blonde without the reddish tinge to her hair which shows camera work. He introduced her to Al and me; she knew Bill. This was Alyce Whitcomb. Her figure was indecent, her voice husky, her eyes honest. She had a tendency to peer. I put her down as nearsighted. Many beautiful women are nearsighted, but they’d rather die than say yes to an ophthalmologist. Cass and I glared at each other. Then I was introduced to Leonard Kams, a columnist, with his wife, and Dr. E. Zeller, whose status in this crowd I did not understand, and whose companion turned out to be Louise Stafford. I hadn’t realized that she had followed Al Roche   to town. Then Sylvia and Evelyn and Roberta DuPrés rejoined us, and the panic was on.

Cass looked very wary of me. Funny, because he should have been angry. His chin was sore where I had hit it, and I hadn’t had any ring on either. That had been a good punch. The side of his face was a little swollen. “What happened to your chin?” I asked maliciously.

Miss Whitcomb looked soberly sympathetic. “Isn’t it a shame?” she said. “He fell in the shower and nearly slaved himself. Poor Cassy, what would I have done without you?”

“Saved money,” I said.

Cass laughed quickly. “Dr. Merritt doesn’t approve of me, Alyce. That should be quite obvious. The doctor thinks I’m a desperate character who has designs on your wealth!”

“I never heard anything so silly,” she said, staring at me. “With all your money? It’s the first time I ever fell in love with anyone who wasn’t after my money.”

“Of course,” I said. “But then no one could really fall in love with your money, Miss Whitcomb, when you are so beautiful.”

“Why, you’re sweet,” she smiled. “And I thought you were going to be stuffy.”

Bill interrupted us. “Hey —there’s Loretta — Loretta Wayne!”

It was old-home week.

Yes, Loretta Wayne was there. She was dancing on the postage-stamp floor, and she looked striking and stunning in her glittering rhinestone gown, her patrician face held upward in its fixed mold which told nothing at all about her. Her companion I did not know.

I excused myself at that point and telephoned the night-shift nurse at the switchboard in my building in New Rochelle. Mrs. Whidnor’s baby was still immobile. I gave my telephone number at the club in case she called, and then returned to the table.

It is impossible to record the conversation, there were so many people saying so many things. Evelyn, in her flighty voice, was saying that she had seen Dora Chase. “I did, just as plain as day, right on Fifth Avenue in front of Saks,” she said. “I called to her, but she didn’t hear me, and went on. I couldn’t catch her.”

Sylvia said, “Uh-uh, Eve, darling. Too many cocktails. I left Dora in Hollywood when I flew in yesterday, and she was all set for a couple of days at Palm Springs.”

“Then it was a dead ringer for her,” said Evelyn and went on some more. I had no idea who Dora Chase was.

Dr. Zeller said to me several times, “We must speak in private, Dr. Merritt. I have things to tell you and show you, and perhaps you may do me a favor sometime, with my collection, if you would be so good.”

“Of course,” I said politely, forgetting him at once. But he persisted now and then, in his slow and bassoon-like voice, which was effortless. I finally asked Sylvia who he was.

“I don’t know, Pete,” she said. “But he looks like something out of Arsenic and Old Lace”

He did. He had a misshapen face, the left side thinner and longer than the right, and his skin was olivy. I asked Bill, and Bill said, “I don’t know. I think he’s an undertaker. What difference does it make? He’s a friend of Al’s.”

It got late. Sylvia and I had danced some, but the floor was terribly crowded and we were knocked about with considerable force. She was worried about her shoulder, and so was I, so we desisted. But around midnight, Bill said, “Seventh inning, everybody dance, and then we’ll feed all the beautiful faces.” Everybody, including Sylvia and me, rose obediently and joined the throng. The press was terrific. One moment you’d have free space and start to dance, and next you would get a sharp elbow in the back that would drive the wind out of you.

Finally Sylvia said, “You’ve been awfully quiet tonight, Peter.”

“I know,” I said. “Al did all the talking. I felt I had nothing to add which would be of value to the assembled company.”

“Bill talked to you,” she said, looking at me. “Did he talk about me?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I thought so.” Her eyes were rueful. “I told you you didn’t know me.”

“I wish we could leave here,” I said. “I wish we could talk. Bill lied his head off.”

“Bill doesn’t lie much,” she said. “He probably told you the truth. But not all the truth.”

“I don’t give — ugh!” Someone had jabbed me in the back,

“Yes, Peter?”

“I was going to say — ugh!”

The lights were out and they were playing multicolored spots over the heads of the crowd dancing. I tried to get a look at the guy who was banging into us. The couple was doing some sort of step that had no place on such a crowded floor. I couldn’t see them, it was too dark. Sylvia said, “Let’s leave, Peter. It’s a mess here.”

“Yes,” I said. “I was going to say I don’t give a damn” — I winced as some lady put a heel on my toe —“that I don’t give a damn what is true and what isn’t true, I love you.” “Thanks, darling,” she said softly. “I love you, too.”

“You do, really — uh!” Another jab, hard and sharp.

“I do, really,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

There was a sharp pain in my back on the lower left side, as if someone had caught my rib with that last jab. We walked off the floor, and I found myself getting lightheaded. My God, I thought, I’m drunk. Sylvia said, “What’s the matter, Peter?”

“I don’t know,” I said. The strength was draining out of me and my back ached. I began to feel dizzy and my knees felt as if they were too well oiled. I put my hand to my head.

The music stopped. The lights came up again. I said, falteringly, “It’s — like something — was stuck in my back —” Suddenly Evelyn screamed and pointed at me.

“My God,” Bill said. “You’re stabbed!”

“Stabbed?” I said.

He rushed toward me. “It’s still in you!” he said. “Holy mackerel, look at the knife still in you! It’s Cass’ knife! It’s Cass’!”

“Don’t touch it!” Sylvia cried sharply. “Fingerprints!”

But Bill gripped it, disregarding her, and he yanked hard and pulled it out. It was as if he had pulled out the stopper which kept my consciousness closed up. Everything that was me poured out through the opened stopper, and I keeled over in a dead faint.


Chapter 21

They told me later that I came to in the ambulance. I don’t remember it at all. The intern related it next day. He said the clanging of the bell aroused me, and that I opened my eyes and said, “‘How does it look, Doctor?”

The intern had said, “You’ll be O.K., Doc. It’s a safe and sane wound. Somebody tried to clip your kidney but they missed.”

“Why did I faint?” I said. “That wasn’t a manly thing to do.”

Whereupon he laughed and said, “You lost a lot of blood, Doc. Walking around when you didn’t know you’d been clipped.”

“Is Sylvia all right?” I asked.

“I’m right here,” she said.

“Where’s Cass?” I said, and closed my eyes.

“He got away,” she said. “Be still, Peter.”

To save me, I’ve been unable to remember any of this conversation, but I don’t doubt that it happened. It sounds like me, worrying, in an ambulance, about my virility. The mind is passing strange indeed.





Chapter 22

There was little pain, only the nasty twinges of the stitches next day when I awakened in the Tenorio Hospital on Forty-first Street. I felt very good indeed otherwise, quite bright, a little feverish, but of sound mind, if not body. Except for a private nurse who instantly introduced herself as Miss Sard, I was alone. “Let’s see the chart,” I said.

“You’re a patient now, Dr. Merritt,” she said severely. “You know I can’t let you do that unless Dr. Weiss allows me.

“I feel too good,” I said. “What happened to me?”

“You had a blood transfusion,” she said. “That was your whole trouble —loss of blood. By good luck, the wound — you know I shouldn’t be telling you this?”

“I’ll be just as surprised when Weiss tells me,” I smiled. “Go ahead, Miss Sard, and thanks.”

She began to thaw a little. “The wound wasn’t much. All flesh. It went in — the knife — at an angle so that it laid you open superficially. If it had gone in straight, you’d be dead this morning.”

“Lucky plucky me,” I said. “Where’s the knife?”

“The police have it.”

“Swell place for a murder,” I said. “I never saw who did it, and then my stupid brother had to mess the fingerprints on the handle by yanking it out without using a handkerchief.”

“Oh well,” she said. “It belonged to this Cass Libano, and the police are after him. Your brother told about the fight you had with Cass. They’ll get him. He did it all right. These Italians are full of revenge.”

I didn’t say anything, but my own remark about Bill spoiling the fingerprints stirred in my consciousness, and the

seed of suspicion took root in fertile ground. Maybe he hadn’t spoiled any fingerprints. Maybe that had just been a clever stunt to explain the presence of his own fingerprints on that knife. I thought of the black-ribboned bassinet; after all, it was entirely possible for Bill to have been the father of someone else’s child. I thought of Hollister’s murder and Bill’s alibi; his departure for New York, and his sudden unexpected return to Hollywood on business. And the business had fallen flat, because Miss DuPrés, on whose account he had returned, had lost her contract after all. Had she ever had one?

I said, “Miss Sard —”

“Shh,” she said. “Here’s the doctor.”

Dr. Irving Weiss was a young and handsome sawbones with a fine grin. “Someone kind of kicked you around, eh, Merritt? Weiss is the name, and you’re my baby because I was on when they hauled you in. Glad to know you.”

“You did a good job on me,” I said. “I don’t feel like dying, which is more than I can say of last night.”

“Oh hell,” he said, “you’re fit as a fiddle. The jab must have been off balance in the dark, because it slanted off instead of going in, but you lost a bucket of blood. That’s what weakened you. I stitched you up, and you ought to be O. K.”

“When can I go home?”

“Tomorrow, if you don’t try to go to work. Don’t spring the lips and start bleeding again. Go home and take it easy for a week and then have the stitches taken out.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You were a pretty lucky guy.”

“Sure. To get stabbed.”

He smiled and shrugged.

“Listen, I’d like to send a telegram,” I said. “Will you send it for me?”

“Shoot.”

“To Daniel Webster, Police Headquarters, Los Angeles, California.”

“I can remember that,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

“And the message — Think you had better come at once” “I’ll deliver that one,” he said. “Take it easy, Doctor.”

He walked out.

I thought there was something strange about his behavior. The door opened again then, and to my utter amazement — indeed, stupefaction — the Senator from Massachusetts walked in. In the flesh, no moving picture, Daniel Webster was standing at the foot of my bed.

“Hello, Doc,” he said quietly.

“My God,” I said. “That is quick service. I must buy stock in the Weiss Telegraph Company.”

Daniel Webster pulled up a chair and sat down. He glanced at the nurse and I nodded at her, and she left at once. “Mind if I smoke?” he said.

“Not at all. Light one for me.”

“That’s all right?”

“Sure.”

He lighted a pair of cigarettes and passed me one. I found myself smiling at him like a benevolent monk. “Always around when a man needs you, Senator. We seem to have an affinity. I could have used you last night.”

He lifted his brows; it was unusual to see him surprised. “You did use me last night. Didn’t Weiss tell you?”

“No.”

“How do you like my blood? Make you think any better?” “Your — did you give me the transfusion?”

“Uh — huh,” he said. “I was the only type around to match you. Bill matched you, but he’d been drinking.”

“I’d rather have your blood,” I said. “Thank you, Senator. It saved my life.”

“Not exactly. But it helped.”

“How in heaven’s name —”

“Well, it wasn’t exactly a coincidence, Doc. I’ve been in two days, checking on stuff. I called you last night from the hotel, and your office said you were at the Coxcomb. When I got there, they’d taken you to the hospital. I came over just in time to be typed for the transfusion.”

“I am glad to see you, Senator. I’ve been scared stiff. Did you get my wire about the poisoned candy?”

“Yes. That’s why I came East.”

I smoked in silence for a few minutes. Then I said, “Why am I the goat? Why is the killer after an idiot like me who doesn’t even know what it’s all about?”

“‘You wouldn’t kid me, would you, Doc?” the Senator said. “You’ve been on the level with me? You’re being level now?’’

“Of course I have,” I said, astounded that he would have questioned me.

“You wouldn’t hold back anything on account of family ties of blood, would you?”

“Absolutely not,” I said.

“Hmmm.” He shook his head and rumbled ruminatively. “So it’s like this. If I was a killer, and Alithea Kane knew I was a killer, and Alithea Kane called you, and you went to pick her up, and you saw her, I’d want to knock her off right away before she could blab any more. Right?”

“That’s what happened.”

“Yeah. But would that be enough? Don’t you suppose I’d be thinking, Did she talk? Did she tell him? Is he just being cagey? I couldn’t keep worrying about it. I’d kill you, too. And somebody has tried twice.”

“But she didn’t tell me anything! She never got the chance! I tried to make her talk, but she wanted a drink first —”

“All right. But the killer doesn’t know that, and would not believe you anyhow.”

The prospect was frightening. It meant my life was to be in constant danger until we had run the case to its end, and I saw no sign of that end in the cards. “We’re not getting anyplace. That’s the empty part of it. We’re not getting anywhere at all.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Daniel Webster. “You are always getting someplace when you are thinking. We haven’t been thinking. Now we have a great deal to think about.”

“Thinking!” I said in disgust. “It’s all we’ve done! Who lanced me? Thinking won’t answer that one.”

He declined a direct answer and replied, “Cass Libano was dancing with DuPrés right behind you. Your brother and your sister-in-law were just to one side.”

“How do you know that, in the dark?”

“There was a spotlight. Miss Denim saw both couples. And Lenny Kams saw them both.”

“He was the newspaperman.”

“Yeah. He was at the table. Watching. Lenny is a friend of mine. We worked on the World together. Back when.”

So he had been a newspaperman! “Yeah,” he explained. “I wasn’t very good. Some people are born detectives. Some people can read other people, and when you have the knack, you are a leper because you have no friends. The trouble with human beings is simple: they are unchristian, and being unchristian, they are all Fascists in diapers, no matter how much they scream about the common touch and democracy. Every man or woman you meet — with few exceptions — is trying to hack a place for himself at the expense of others, and to hell with his brother man. These things a good detective sees. A good newspaperman sees them too, and he takes to drink to smother his frustration, and keeps on being a newspaperman. Me, I don’t like drink, so I became a cop where you could do something about those that stepped over the line in their selfishness.”

Man’s inhumanity to man was an antique exposition, but he had put it in a refreshing manner. “Lenny is an old friend,” he continued then. “He knows his way around this town, and his column is very good. So Lenny has been riding the plains, scouting for me. He was scouting for me last night, and he had his eye on you. He knew about the candy.”

“I’ll be damned,” I said. I began to tire. I put out the cigarette.

The Senator rose at once. “I have a lot to tell you and this is not a good time. There’s a warrant out for Cass Libano. I think I’ll see you again tonight or tomorrow and tell you what I’ve learned.”

“All right, Senator,” I said. “Thanks for your blood.”

“Be careful not to spill it,” he said without smiling. “So long, Doc.” He went out, then popped back again. “Here is a very interesting item you might like to know in regard to your brother, Doc. Roberta DuPrés never signed any contract with Zanuck. That was all a wonderful lie… . See you later.”


Chapter 23

I had a fine nap and a nice lunch. There were beautiful flowers from all and sundry, and Sylvia sent salmon gladioli and a card, “Sorry I can’t come over, Peter, but Evelyn will explain. Love you. Syl.” That worried me, and I worried a long time because Evelyn and Bill, with Al and Roberta in their wake, did not arrive until four p.m., by which time I was weary of crossword puzzles and the sight of the Chrysler Building spire.

“Well, golly,” Evelyn said, “you look good, darling. Here, I brought you some candy.”

“No, thanks!” I said.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said. “I didn’t send the other one. And if this one poisons you, here are witnesses so that they can put me in the electric chair, or whatever it is they do to you… . And I’ve been up to Round Hill to see your Aunt Harriet, and she sends her love and everything to you and wants you to visit her. … No candy, dear? Really?” “I don’t like candy,” I said. I winced. “I could never eat candy again as long as I lived.”

“Take it home, Eve,” Bill said, “he isn’t a bit appreciative, and me offering my blood last night.” He grinned.

“It would have made me dead drunk,” I said.

“It might have drowned you,” said Bill. “The doctors tell me there’s no difference between it and the Atlantic Ocean. Who stuck you, dear?”

“You probably did,” I said, “but since one must always choose the least likely person, I’ll choose Al Roche  .”

Al Roche   dropped his cigar. “For Christ sake,” he said, “that’s no thing to joke about.”

“Why not, Al?” I enjoyed his discomfort. “You did it, and Cass knew it and was blackmailing the life out of you.”

Al said, “Jesus, you’re kidding, Doc.”


“No, Al, I think you did it. You don’t like obstetricians, you had a nasty experience with one in the past, and now you’ve gone mad and you’re taking it out on every baby-man you meet. First it was Hollister and then it was me—” “Ha-ha,” Al Roche said. He looked pale. “You’re quite a card, Doc. Quite a card. Isn’t he, Bill?”

“The ace of spades,” Bill said sepulchrally.

“Only you shouldn’t joke about a thing like that,” Al said, worried. “A thing like that don’t kid. Dying is too damned permanent. I wouldn’t kill anybody. Me, I’m a lamb, I love my fellow men like brothers. I’m too gentilitial.”

“Gentilitial?” I said. I laughed, and my stitches hurt. “You’ve got the wrong word.”

“Bill!” said Al.

Bill said, parrotlike, “Gentilitial: of gentle birth.”

“Gentle birth?” Al said. “What the hell’s the matter with me? I ain’t choosing my words right.”

I said, “The word you are trying to find to describe your real self is genoblast.”

Al looked at me hard. “Bill!” he said.

“Genoblast,” said Bill in a monotone. “A matured germ cell”

Bill held his smile out of deference to the fact that he was a cinema agent, and Al wagged his finger at me reprovingly and said, “Now, now, Doc, don’t go picking fights with me.”

“I hope my accident didn’t spoil your evening, Al?”

“It was,” said Al, “a very splendid evening. Was it not very splendid, my dears? Did we not have an elegant and intellectual charivari? … Look, I gotta go up to the Mutual offices and see a guy about some very important business, so I’ll leave you dears here to cheer up the Doc, and I’ll see you all anon.”

“Good-by, Al,” I said. “Remember crime does not pay.” “Ha-ha,” he said. “Take care of yourself, Doc.” He was glad to be gone.

“Whew!” said Roberta DuPrés. She sank into a chair. “Thanks for scaring him off, Dr. Merritt. Enough is enough.” “You should kick,” Bill said. “He signed.”

“He did?” I said. “Then the evening was a success in some respects, wasn’t it?” I added bitterly.

She set her jaw briefly, and I thought she would let down her hair for the first time. But I was wrong. She relaxed and leaned back, with the rose-bud-smile mask on once more, and she lighted a cigarette. Nobody answered my question.

“Petey’s getting tired,” Evelyn said. “Besides, we're supposed to be at the Biltmore for that tea dance. Bill, you said —”

“I know, I know, we’ll be going.”

“Hospitals stink,” Evelyn said. “Were you going to say something, Petey?”

“Yes,” I said. “To Miss DuPrés ”

“Mm?” Bobsy said.

“Suppose I were to tell you that you never had a contract with Zanuck, Roberta.”

She put out her cigarette. “I don’t understand what you are getting at, Doctor,” she said sweetly. Her eyes were hard.

“Well, I do know it,” I said. “So do the police.”

“Come, come, chickens,” Bill drawled. “Petah’s getting tired and unpleasant.”

Evelyn put a hand on his arm. “Wait a second. What is cooking, darling?” Her voice was peeved. “You told me —”

“Look. It was all a gag.”

“But you said you went back to sign her —”

“Sure, but the whole thing was for Al’s benefit. Zanuck didn’t sign DuPrés. But I was trying to get her a deal with Al, and you know he’s never interested unless someone else gets interested first. I think that was nasty of you, Petah, dear, and I hope you get maggots in your wound.” He turned and walked out. Roberta DuPrés followed without a word.

Evelyn kissed me. “He’s too sober,” she said. “We’ll have to stop and get him a drink right away. I’ve never seen him so sober.”

Then she was gone.





Chapter 24

Evelyn had not explained to me why Sylvia hadn’t come near me. I found I had a telephone in the room which I could not reach, and Miss Sard got it for me after she brought me my dinner. “I’ll get the number for you.”

“It’s the Warwick Hotel.”

She asked information and then called the number. “Who do you want there?”

“Sylvia Denim.”

“Gosh, Doctor, do you know her? Could you get me her autograph?”

“Sure, Sard,” I said. “You’ve been more than a mother to me.”

She asked for Sylvia, but the clerk said Miss Denim was out. That was that. I wondered where Sylvia was. It was as if something had happened to her.

Something had.

Daniel Webster came back that evening at seven o’clock and sat down. “Brought you some cigarettes,” he said. They were Parliaments, which he had seen me smoke. I thanked him because I had none; it was damned thoughtful of him.

“Now,” he said, “they tell me I have to get out of here by eight o’clock, so I am going to talk. It seems like every time I get with you I talk. At h.q. they consider me a clam.”

I didn’t say anything when he paused.

“That’s a compliment to you,” he pointed out. “You and I are friends. I don’t have many.”

“It’s one-sided,” I said. “You do me good, I do you bad.”

“No.” He shook his head. “You’re adding up the pot before the hands are down. You’ll see. All right?”

“All right.”

‘‘First,” he said, dragging on his cigarette and staring out the window, “I have some bad news for you. Miss Denim isn’t well.”

I went cold. “Good God, Senator —she hasn’t been—” “No, no, she isn’t well. She had an attack of appendicitis this morning. She called a doctor, and it didn’t get better. So she went to a hospital for observation. She’s at the Godfrey. It’s a private pavilion. You can call her there… . Now I want to impress upon you that she is no danger, and she has not been operated on, and that she wants to talk with you on the phone before she makes any decision.”

“Is she frightened?”

“Yes.”

“Poor kid, I know how she feels,” I said. “Should I call her now?”

“You’d better, you won’t hear anything else I say.”

He had the number, and I called the Godfrey and got through to Sylvia. Her low strong voice was husky and tight, “Oh, Pete,” she said, “I’m so glad you called. I’ve been scared sick.”

“How do you feel?”

“Much, much better,” she said. “He’s put an ice pack on my side, and the pain is gone. But it hurt terribly this morning… . How are you, darling?”

“I could be out tomorrow,” I said. “I’m fine. I’ll have to take it easy, but I’m all right.”

“I wish I could see you,” she said. “I’m all alone here. I’ve worried about you and missed you.”

“Maybe I could make it tomorrow for just a bit. ♦ . . Who’s your doctor?”

“Edward Adams.”

“You’ve got a good man there,” I said. “He looks as gloomy as an undertaker, but there isn’t a finer fracture specialist in the country, and an appendectomy is just routine with him. I’ll call him and see what is cooking.”

“All right,” she said. She was still worried.

I called Ed Adams and talked with him about it. He gave me the details, the blood count. “If she were my own daughter,” he said, “I’d be damned if I’d operate. I think it’s licked.”

“Good,” I said. “I leave it to you, Ed.”

“Hows your own wound? I hear you backed into a dagger.”

“Oh, I’m fine.”

“I’ll keep in touch with you.”

That was that, and I felt a lot better. I relaxed and lighted a cigarette and smiled at the Senator to show him the news was good. He didn’t ask. My smile was enough.

“In that case,” he said, “let’s get down to brass tacks. There is no point in asking who did this and who did that, because that only confuses the issue. So we start at the beginning. The beginning was that wounding of Sylvia Denim. I have absolutely nothing to go on. The empty bullet case has never been found. I’ve assumed that she was hit by accident. Somehow she got in or near the line of fire when you and Hollister first arrived at the hospital. This seems obvious because no one has attempted to injure her since. Also no one would have known she was due there, because she just dropped off to see Faith Normandy; they were close friends. The only possible way anyone could have shot her was from a window in the hospital itself —a hopeless task to locate the window. From there we go to Hollister.”

“I know,” I said, “but a recitation of what happened only confuses me more. Did you ever check on alibis and things? Did you check on the gun? Did you ever locate the parentage or even the birth date and place of the little monster we found in the black bassinet? Those are the things—”

“Keep your shirt on, Doc.” He sighed, staring out the window. “I’ve checked on many things. The pistol we found in the Alcock girl’s room was a .32, but, oddly enough, it was not the pistol that fired the bullet that killed Ward Hollister.”

“It wasn’t?” I said. “Then why —”

“Just a red herring. There is nothing like a red herring or three to screw up a case. The killer left that gun there to bollix things up. It was Faith Normandy’s gun, brand new, and as a matter of fact, it had never been fired.”

“Well, that’s crazy,” I said.

“It took the heat off a gun hunt,” he said. “That’s what it was meant to do. But the bullets did not match. So much for that. Now the uniform. The uniform was taken from Ward Hollister’s own offices. It had his name sewed inside the neck. That means that any patient of Hollister’s might have snatched it at some time for future use. Or his wife could have taken it.”

“Go ahead. It’s still very vague and unsatisfactory.”

“I know, I know, but you have to be patient. Things narrow down a little. Anybody couldn’t do all these things. It narrows. I checked on the kid and never found the parents. I never found the birthplace, no certificate of birth that checked. No hospital had a footprint record of that kid s feet, and I combed every one in Los Angeles County.” “Then it didn’t happen in Los Angeles County.”

“That doesn’t follow. It could have happened and been shushed. Now look. First we take Bill Merritt. This is his alibi. He left Hollywood two days before you arrived. He and his wife left by plane for New York, and in Kansas City he got a telegram from his office. It was a phony which he had arranged for them to send. He sent his wife on to New York and returned by plane. He was in town the day before you arrived on the Chief. He and this kid DuPrés worked a phony contract with Twentieth Century which never existed. His office —that would be his confidential secretary — admitted it was all a gag to get DuPrés a good job with Mutual. They were really gunning for Al Roche  . But the point is: Merritt was in town. Merritt could have shot Hollister.’ “Why?”

“Motives aren’t in this roundup. These are circumstances, those who could and those who couldn’t.”

“O. K. Go ahead.”

“Your sister-in-law Evelyn looks out. She was in New York.”

“That throws her out.”

Webster swiveled around impatiently.

“Never throw anyone out completely,” he said. “Nothing is impossible.”

“All right. Give me the dope on Cass Libano.”

His eyes flickered. “He was in Hollywood at the time. His movements for that noontime are not known. That’s all I have.”

I shook my head.

“The same goes for Al Roche  . Only more so. He was at the hospital before the killing. He had a visit with Normandy. Then he left, presumably.”

“Wait,” I said. I was getting tired. “Never mind that stuff. When you get through, were at the same base. Any one of them could have done it in Hollywood. Any one of them could have done it in New Rochelle. Any one of them could have sent the poisoned candy. Any one of them could have stabbed me in the back.”

“Oh no.” He shook his head. “Not the stabbing. The stabbing was done on the dance floor, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Then the killer was on the dance floor. Cass, Roberta DuPrés, Evelyn, your brother, yourself, Sylvia, Loretta Wayne, and DuPrés’ husband, Harry Erikson, were on the dance floor. They are the only people in this case who were on the floor and who could have done it.”

“Are we that narrowed down really?” I said, excitedly. “Because we can narrow it further. I didn’t stab myself. Sylvia Denim didn’t stab me, she was dancing with me. That leaves Cass, Evelyn, DuPrés, Bill, Loretta Wayne.”

“Denim could have stabbed you while dancing with you.” “Don’t be silly.”


“O. K.”

“Al Roche   is out?”

“Sure. He was never in. I’ve known that guy a long time, Doc, and he is a heel, but he doesn’t have the guts for murder.”

“Then look here. Here’s your angle. Check on the remaining five from this angle. Where were they last May? That baby was born in May, I’m sure. Check where they were and we may find the birth certificate and the parentage.” Daniel Webster smiled. He had finished his cigarette. “That has all been done. Checked on everyone, including you.” “Where was I?”

“In New Rochelle.”

“Where was Sylvia?”

“In Reno, Nevada, getting a divorce from Cass.”

“Where was Cass?”

“In Santa Barbara, golfing. And wooing Normandy.” “Where was Bill?”

“In Hollywood.”

“Where was Loretta Wayne?”

“Whereabouts unknown.”

“Where was Roberta DuPrés?”

“In Hollister’s private maternity hospital, the Florents. She had a baby. According to the certificate of death, it was stillborn. The certificate was signed by Hollister, who could have faked it. No birth certificate would ever have been issued in that case. Maybe she didn’t want the public to know the child was —”

“No, no,” I said suddenly, remembering. “She’s innocent. She’s capable of anything, but she’s innocent.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that because it worried me. Why?”

“She has a Caesarean-section scar. Hollister performed a Caesarean upon her. From his record, he might have caused the death of her child. But in any case, she was never delivered of the baby we found. That was a delivery with a cephalotribe. It was not a Caesarean.”

The Senator looked pleased. “I never appreciated the possibilities of detective work in medicine and obstetrics before,” he murmured. “A dick can’t ever get that personal, but the fact is that black and white evidence must be present in many human bodies, only the public would think it indecent if we called such a turn.”

“Nevertheless —” I said. “Where was Al?”

“In Cedars of Lebanon. Gallstones. Operation and convalescence.”

“Where was Alithea Kane?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where was Ward Hollister?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “By God, I wish I knew.”

“But look, Senator, if DuPrés had the baby by Caesarean,

Hollister was there. You said-”

“That was May fifth. Directly after DuPrés had her operation — and Kane was not the nurse on that job — Hollister left on a vacation. He told his office that he would be away for three weeks and that he was going to Santa Barbara. He went to Santa Barbara for a couple of days and then vanished east. No one knows, to this day, where he went, Now I checked Alithea Kane against this. She roomed at that time with another nurse, a girl named Willis. Willis said that Alithea Kane left on May first, acting very odd and speaking of being rich one of these days, and said she was going to visit home with her mother in Montana. Her mother never saw her in Montana to the day she died. Obviously, Alithea Kane and Ward Hollister went to the same place.” “Was it possible for Alithea Kane to have been pregnant at that time? My point is, did Alithea Kane have the deformed baby, and are we after a father? Do you think Hollister delivered her somewhere, and that the father —”

“The thought,” said Daniel Webster, “occurred to me too, and the answers were inconclusive. Did you have some ideas?”

“I thought Bill might have had an affair—”

“But he remained in Hollywood the whole month… . However, Cass Libano did not remain in Santa Barbara. He made various trips, I have the places. Palm Springs, San Bernardino, Jacinto, Coronado Beach. Trouble is I haven’t been able to plant Hollister or Kane in any of them.” He coughed. “As to Miss Kane’s pregnancy, it was entirely possible. Miss Willis, her roommate, said no, but that Kane had been getting a little plump and potty, and that after all it is possible to go through a pregnancy without showing much size.”

“Quite,” I said, “if you happen to be the type. I don’t believe the father of the crushed-headed baby ever knew about the child until it was six months old. I think he must have learned of it when it died. Then he went crazy, killed Hollister, killed Kane to prevent her blackmailing him, tried to poison me, afraid she had told me the truth, stabbed me for the same reason. Your man is Cass Libano,” I said.

He said, “The knife in your back belonged to him.” “The cantharides in the candy undoubtedly belonged to him too.”

“Uh-huh. In any case, he has flown the coop for the time being. He’s blown. And I’m going to blow, too. I’ve talked too much, and you’re tired. Good night, Doc.”

“I’m glad it’s all over,” I said. “Good night.”

He waved without enthusiasm and went out.


Chapter 25

Next morning, Captain Johnny Trumble, of the New Rochelle constabulary, arrived and asked to see me. I told Miss Sard to send him in at once. He didn’t stay long. He seemed ill at ease in the hospital. “How do you feel, Doc?” “Very good,” I said. “Glad to see you, Johnny. I hope you have some good news.”

“Well, I dunno,” he said. He gave me a report he had in his hand. “Just wanted you to read this over. See if it makes any sense to you. Or maybe it’s old stuff. I dunno.”

The report was typed and it consisted of the following: Description of person who purchased cantharides candy at a store on West 42nd Street. Seller, Mr. Witten Daniels, finding it difficult to recall purchaser, was very vague. Not absolutely certain of anything, but under questioning he did recall a woman who asked specifically for soft creams, and mentioned her insistence several times. He reports that she wore large horn-rimmed spectacles. He thinks she was rather pretty, despite these, and she had perfect teeth. She was dark, of medium height, with a nice figure. He doesn’t remember what she was wearing.

There it ended. Johnny Trumble said, “I don’t suppose this suggests anybody to you? You see, it was a woman, and she took the candy with her and mailed it herself after she doped it. That made it hard for Daniels to remember her, because she was just another customer. I tried to check the wrappings and the handwriting, but that was block-printed and there is no telling. Black ink, probably done in a post office with a stub pen. The thing was mailed in the Lexington Avenue Post Office next to Grand Central. How about it?” “Hell,” I said. I shook my head. “It could be anybody.”




Chapter 26

That afternoon, Miss Sard brought me a World-Telegram, her eyes sparkling, and she said, “Here’s all the dirt, Doctor. They haven’t caught that bird yet.”

I read the headline which looked remote and unimportant under the war news.




CASS LIBANO STILL 

MISSING AS DRAGNET 

TIGHTENS

Police Unearth Poison and 

Bullets in Fugitive’s Rooms







… They had broken into Cass Libano’s suite at his hotel and rifled his personal effects. They had found a ten-ounce bottle of tincture of cantharides, five grains of cantharides, a fifty-bullet box of Peters .32 Colt auto ammunition, and a phial of coramine. It was the most damning collection I ever heard of, and it made a closed case as far as the poor devil was concerned. God knows, I didn’t like Cass, but the relentless manner in which his own past sins were closing a trap around him was frightening. Since he owned a .32 pistol, is was entirely natural for him to have ammunition. (But not in New York, where he had no pistol permit!) Since he was reputed, on the West Coast, to be the great and irresistible lover, due to his love potions, it was not surprising that they should have been found in his effects. (But, unfortunately, they had been used in the poisoning of MacArthur!) I knew what Daniel Webster meant then. Cass was clever, not stupid. The last thing in the world he’d have used for murder would have been his own gun and a drug like cantharides with which he was so romantically associated.

I wondered sadly where he was cringing in his foxhole… . At three that afternoon — after I had decided in a chat with Dr. Weiss that I was ready to leave the hospital on the morrow — the telephone rang, and the operator said, “Dr. Peter Merritt?”


“Yes,” I said.

“This is long distance,” she said. “I have a telephone call for you from Hollywood, California. Miss Faith Normandy is calling.”

I repressed my rising sense of excitement and waited, and I could hear the operator talking to someone else at the other end. I waited a full minute. Then the operator said, “I’m sorry, sir, the other party does not answer at this time. I will call again.”

“All right.” I hung up. Faith Normandy had put through a person-to-person and probably had had to wait until the call was completed. When it was completed, she had probably been called away from the phone: studio work or something. I burned with curiosity.

Then the phone rang again, and I grabbed it.

“Peter?”

“Yes. Sylvia?”

“How are you, darling?” she said.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m leaving here tomorrow, Sylvia. How are you? I’ve been worried about you.”

“I’m all better,” she said. “Dr. Adams said I could go back to work. I’m calling from the Barrymore Theater. Been rehearsing here with the Guild Group. Gosh, Peter, I’m lonely. I’ve missed you and been scared.”

“Come and see me.”

“I can’t,” she said. “I can’t stand hospitals. Not that kind. If you were having a baby, yes, but I’m sure I’d faint as soon as I smelled the antiseptics and stuff. Darling, I’ll be there first thing in the morning. What time?”

“I’ll leave at nine.”

“I’ll meet you downstairs, darling.”

“All right. And you take it easy. Don’t overdo things and get another attack.”

“I’m really all right, Peter.”

“See you in the morning.”

As I lay thinking in the quiet of the gray-walled room, watching a steeple jack cleaning the tiled tower of a near-by office building, I thought how many thousands of years ago it was since I had received Evelyn’s first telegram while I sat in my office, happy in my humdrum routine, never having heard Sylvia Denim’s voice except by way of a sound track in Loews Theater. How many eons had passed since she had said in that pleasant husky tone, Shall we discuss it like gentlemen or will you hang up in a huff?


Chapter 27

Next morning, I paid my bill and left the hospital. Sylvia met me downstairs. I had breakfast with her. The reunion was warm, even though public, and it was wonderful to see her again. You could see she had been through the mill a little; her eyes were a trifle tired and she had lost some weight. “But I feel grand, Peter,” she said. “Dr. Adams was a brick, and I was so relieved that I didn’t have to have an operation. I’m just scared stiff of that sort of thing.”

“Why didn’t you come and see me yesterday?” I said.

“Darling, forgive me, but really, hospitals are my allergy. I fainted once in a hospital, just from the smell of disinfectant. I don’t like them. The Montaflores maternity was a little different, it didn’t seem hospitally… . You do look fine.”

I said, “I’ve got to go back to work in New Rochelle, Sylvia. And you’ve got to get back to work in this play. How are we going to work this thing out?”

I kept staring at her. She said, “Peter, I’ll do anything you say. Frankly, I love my career. I don’t give a hang for pictures, but I would like to continue with the stage. Do you want me to give it all up?”

“Of course not,” I said. “Don’t you know that an obstetrician’s wife would go crazy without something to occupy her? Usually, they take out their loneliness in the raising of a family. I think it would be fine if you kept on with your stage work, just so’s we lived together in the same house and saw each other between deliveries, yours of your part, mine of babies.”

“You make it sound like a perfect fit,” she said. “I was worried you might be jealous of the time I couldn’t be with you. Now I think I’ll be the one to be jealous of the time you’re not with me.”

“Give and take.” I said. “It would have to be that way. When would you like to get hitched?”

“Don’t take my breath away.”

“Well, it could be done at once,” I said. “You’re from out of state. So we could get a license and be married anywhere in New York. If you lived in New York, normally, we’d have to be married in your home town. I think that’s the way it is. Or is supposed to be.”

“Are you in a hurry?” she asked.

“I don’t want to pant in public,” I smiled, “but I am in love with you.”

“Peter, I think we should wait.”

Wait. For what? I tried not to act disturbed.

“Why?”

“Just wait. Wait until tomorrow, or wait until a week. I don’t know how long. I think we ought to wait until the police catch him.”

“Cass Libano?”

“Yes. He is still loose. And it makes me uneasy. Just generally uneasy. I wish they’d finish up that whole thing and then we could feel more normal about things.”

“Are you afraid he might try to kill me again?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Why on earth should he try to kill you anyhow, darling? I don’t understand it.”.

“He was afraid Alithea Kane talked too much to me. He was afraid she had told me his identity, that she had recognized him. As a matter of fact, she never told me anything. I never got a real chance to talk with her. She was killed before she disclosed a thing.”

She touched my face. “Poor Pete,” she said. “If he’d really done you in, it would have been completely unnecessary.” “I hope it will always be unnecessary to do me in,” I grinned. “Anyway, I’m inclined to agree with you. We can get the license and everything, but we’ll wait until they catch him.”

“I’m free this afternoon.”

“Good. Let’s take a bus ride. We can go up the Drive and then down Fifth and see all the Christmas displays, and we can talk. We’ve lots to talk about. And then I must go back to doctoring.”

We rode the top of a Fifth Avenue bus, one with a shelter, and sat right up front where you always feel you are going over the edge every time the driver brakes the monster. It was very fine. Nobody recognized her — she wore dark glasses, a Hollywood habit which tends to make one conspicuous, I think —and I put my arm around her and we talked. We watched the frigid Hudson, saw the freighters anchored midstream, shivered at the bleakness of the cliffs.

“… . I suppose,” she said, “I’ve got to tell you about my husband and me.”

“Sooner or later,” I said. “Not if you don’t want to.”

“What did Bill tell you?”

“He told me you were odd, and that I would be making a companionate marriage.”

“Bill has a nasty way of putting things,” she smiled. “I’d better tell you about it, darling.”

“If you want to,” I said.

“I was born and bred in a small Connecticut village,” Sylvia said. “My father died when I was very young, and there was just my mother and I. Mother was extremely old-fashioned, and to be frank, I didn’t know where babies came from until I went to college. It’s amazing to look back on it now and see it possible, but it was true. … I remember when I used to go out with the boys and girls, when we were sixteen to eighteen, and someone would tell the latest story — they were dirty stories, I know now — and I’d never understand what it was all about, but I laughed as loudly as the rest of them.” She laughed again now. “Even after I’d left college and reached the stage and then pictures, I was a comparatively innocent little lamb. Really, Peter. I considered love a rather idealistic union of nice people who just liked each other.”

I said, “Why did you marry Cass Libano then?”

“Because he drank me into it, and talked me into it, and drugged me into it. He gave me cantharides. I didn’t know it then, but I did later on, when someone told me. That stuff burned me — you know what it does — and I found myself half out of my mind. He was so sleek and smooth, and oh so confident. We eloped to Arizona, only by then I was more sober, thank God! In that instance, it was just as well. I happened to be Bluebeard’s sixth wife, and he consented to a divorce for a price. Cass ought to die rich. If you want a divorce from him — and everyone does, it seems —you pay for it, and you are lucky, for under California law, he could receive half your property. Anyway, that was that.”

“Keep talking,” I said.

She touched my hand. “I hope I make you a good wife, Peter.”

“A good wife,” I said, smiling at the oldie, “or so I have heard over the years, is a perfect lady in the living room, a good cook in the kitchen, and a harlot in the bedroom. I make no charge for this fine lecture, and I think we had better change busses and head downtown because it is getting late and you look tired and I am tired.”

On the way down, I told of my own uninspired, uninteresting, and humdrum past, and then we were silent. I felt as close to her as I could ever feel. I was happy. We drank in the lights of Fifth Avenue and the sights of stags and snow in the windows, of Santa Claus and silver bells and giant sleighs and fir trees.

I left her at the hotel, kissed her good night, and took a cab for Grand Central. I boarded the New Rochelle train, where I promptly warned the conductor to wake me up in time. Then I dropped off. When I reached my own house I found Bill and Evelyn there. Evelyn looked worried, and Bill was crying. The sight was amazing. He was cold sober. Ice-cold sober. The result was frightening.








Chapter 28

I said wearily, “Now listen, both of you. I don’t want any of your damned nonsense. I’m just out of the hospital. I’ve had a long day. I’m tired. And there isn’t a thing you can tell me that I’d be interested in, except how Bill can stay alive in such a sober condition. Good night, I’m going to bed.” They stared at me as if I were crazy. Evelyn said finally, “You mean you’re not even interested? I’m going to divorce Bill and you’re not interested?” She screwed up her face and began to cry. “He never even went up with me to see Aunt Harriet! He let me go all alone up there to Round Hill. I might have had the baby —”

“Oh, my God,” I said. “What did I ever do to deserve either one of you?”

“She’s going to leave me,” Bill blubbered, like a big kid. It was awful to see. “She’s going to divorce me, and it isn’t true at all, not a word of it is true!”

“He’s been unfaithful to me!” Evelyn said. “Here I am, going to have a baby, our baby, and what does he do? He gallivants with that whory little blonde.”

“Shut up!” I roared. “For God’s sake, shut up! Both of you!”

They dropped into silence with a thud, and both of them sat down, awed by my thunder.

“Now just what the hell is it all about?” I growled.

They started to talk together, but I pointed at Eve and said, “You tell me first.”

“Bill’s been wooing with Alyce Whitcomb,” she said. “That’s a damn lie!” Bill shouted. “She found a letter from Whitcomb and she thinks —

Evelyn shoved the letter at me, and it was innocuous enough, knowing Bill. It was from Alyce Whitcomb, saying what a heavenly night it had been, and how she was glad he had found her, and that nothing would ever break them apart, and how they were going to go on together to new heights of glory and ecstasy. It was a typically overwritten and dramatized thing, with much underscoring of words, and you could see that Alyce Whitcomb was going to be the new blonde bombshell in Hollywood or bust.

“Well?” Evelyn said.

There was an hysterical edge to her voice.

“How about it, Bill?”

“For the love of God,” Bill said. “I wined and dined the damned little fool and flattered her up to her ears! It was the first chance I’d got to be alone with her. Cass had been monopolizing her all the time, he wanted to marry her, and he wasn’t going to let me get in an inning! When he took it on the lam, I made pay dirt. I whirled her around the burg and all but committed bigamy, but I didn’t sleep with her! Ye gods, all I wanted was her name on a contract with my agency, and I got it! That’s what she’s talking about in the letter. I told her she would knock off an Oscar a year with me to guide her, I made her feel that she was the new Monroe, the new Garbo, and the new Crawford all wrapped up into one. I got her so high on her own flattery that she wrote the letter, telling me how firm and fast we would always be. Professionally! I didn’t clip her, for God’s sake.”

“New heights of ecstasy,” Evelyn sniffed, looking unhappy again.

“Can I help it if she overacts?” Bill said. “Gosh, of all the people in the world you ought to know your own husband well enough to realize I couldn’t drive anyone to ecstasy. Not even you!”

“Heavenly night,” sniffed Evelyn.

“Oh, Eve, don’t be a fool!” Bill said. “Peter, it’s just some damn-fool idea she’s got in her mind.”

Eve said hotly, “How would you like to be pregnant? How would you like to be having this baby while I dashed around with some good-looking guys and drove them to new heights of ecstasy? Peter, he’s been rotten the whole time! It’s all very well to be tight and make funny with the words, but he’s been a beast.”

“That’s not true,” he said. “Do you become a nun when you become a mother? All right, she said she didn’t want me around while she was having a baby. All right. I agreed. I’m superstitious, I didn’t want the kid turning out to be a satyr on account of me! I’ve been sleeping in the guest room in my own home out in San Fernando! The guest room! All of a sudden, she got prissy. She didn’t want me to see her in such a condition. She didn’t want to spoil her illusion of beauty, for me. She’s spoiled it enough early in the morning, after a big night, when she looked like a washed-out dishrag.” “You don’t love me any more,” Eve wailed.

“Oh, brother,” I said. “Good night.”

“Good night is right,” Bill said in agony. “I’ve had enough of it. I’m going home, back West, and if you want to come, Eve, and stop this damn-foolery, come on. My business is wound up here anyhow, and I’m sick of the town, of your pregnancy, of Peter and the whole damned shooting match. I’d give anything for a zombie and a snooze in the sun chamber, back on the ranch.”

“I’m so unhappy,” Evelyn said. “I’m frightened. I’m afraid I’m going to die. Petey, do many die?”

“No,” I said. “Not many… . Listen, Bill calm down. I admit you’ve got grounds for righteous indignation, but cool off. She’s having a baby, and when you’re enceinte, you sometimes get very screwy ideas and you act unreasonable. That’s all. She’s just scared, and she probably doesn’t sleep well.”

She said, weeping quietly, “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in months. All this week I’ve felt terrible. Bill, if I died, you wouldn’t ever marry anyone else, would you?”

“How the hell do I know?” Bill said, but he said it without anger and looked sympathetic.

She took an erratic breath and shivered. “Oh, I wish it were all over.”

“Did you tell Dr. — what’s his name — all this?”

“No,” she said. “I was afraid he’d send me to the hospital. I won’t go to the hospital. I’m afraid of hospitals. I’ve never been to a hospital — except to see you, Peter — in my life and I don’t want to have this baby in a hospital. People die in hospitals.”

“Have it in a morgue then,” Bill said wearily. “People never die in morgues.” He shook his head. “Only, for heavens sake, have it and be done, and I need me a drink so very badly. Don t you have a drink here, Petah?”

“No.”

“You’ve got a lab downstairs. Any grain alcohol?”

“Oh, stop it. You take Evelyn home and put her to bed. Get your drink then. Now listen to me, Bill. Put her to bed. Then get in touch with her doctor and have him look at her at once. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” he said. “I get it. Come on, darling.”

I’m sorry I distrusted you,” she said, screwing up her face again. “But I look so awful, I didn’t blame you.”

It was a perfect time for flattery, and if he had had a drink, his flattery would have been superb. But he was sober. He said, “Nobody could blame me, but what the hell. Come on.”

They left me alone. I went to bed.




Chapter 29

My daily journal for the following day says briefly, ‘To the office. Things piled up. MacArthur looks good, says she has missed me. Thought it too soon to start deliveries. Still weak. A very curious story in Herald Tribune this morning. Half, inclined to investigate.”

That was a rank understatement which I never revised. I was not only half inclined to investigate, I did investigate, and with astonishing results.

The story was only a stick or two and it read,




SUICIDE

The body of a young woman, identity unknown, was discovered this evening in her room at the Broadway Hotel. She had been dead for at least twenty-four hours, from an overdose of sodium amytal. She had registered as Shirley Trent of Hollywood, but the address proved false. Only identification was a pin clasp with the initials D. C. on it. The body was removed to the morgue.










The first time I read this, it went in one eye and out the other. But then Mac said something which gave it a great deal more sense and fascination.

Mac sat there looking glum, with the paper in her lap. , She said, “There isn’t much of cheer in the paper these days. Even Walter Lippmann is gloomy. And everything you read about is death or destruction or self-destruction, like this girl who took some sodium amytal and stepped out. I once knew a girl who tried that, but we were able to perform gastric lavage before she died and saved her. She was training as a nurse. But her name was Dora Fitch. These initials are D. C. Poor kid.”

Dora! Dora Chase! It hit me suddenly and clearly. Dora Chase! It was only a name. Where had I heard it?

My mind went back to the Coxcomb. Evelyn had mentioned meeting Dora Chase. No — she had seen Dora Chase and called to her, but the girl had not answered and had disappeared. And Sylvia had said that Dora Chase was somewhere else on vacation. I telephoned Sylvia at once.

“What, you again?”

“Sylvia, listen, please. Do you remember that girl, Dora Chase, you and Evelyn talked about that night at the Coxcomb?”

“Certainly, darling. What about her?”

“Do you know where she is?”

“I imagine she’s out at Palm Springs, Peter,” Sylvia said. “Last I saw of her, she was at the Mutual Studios when I washed up my contract. She’s an awfully nice girl.”

I said, “Who is she?”

“Why, she was my nurse during my breakdown,” Sylvia said. “She’s the one who took care of me when I was ill in Reno. She looks very much like me, except for her hair. She’s blonde. Darling, you aren’t falling in love with my alter ego, are you?” She laughed dryly.

“Not a bit,” I said. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

I hung up and looked perturbed. Mac said, “Hey, hey, what goes on? Brow striations, and your color isn’t good. Besides, someone just came into the office. Are you receiving?”

“No,” I said. “I’m going to be busy.”




Chapter 30

I did not go to the New York morgue, but telephoned first. There was some delay in reaching the proper party, but I finally got through to a man who knew what I was talking about. I identified myself to his complete satisfaction and then said, I’m calling about the unidentified suicide with the nom de guerre of Shirley Trent and the initials D. C.”

“The nom duh what, doctor?”

“I mean the girl who died of an overdose of sodium amytal, Im calling about her. Its possible I may be able to help —”

“Oh, you mean the pretty blonde kid. Dorothy Canton,” the man said. “Yeah, we identified her. She’s been released for burial.”

“Potter’s field?”

“No, someone claimed the body and is giving it a regular burial.”

“May I ask who claimed it?”

“Guy named Albert Roche.”

“I see,” I said. “Do you know where the body was removed to?”

“Sure. The Zeller Morticians called for it when the M. E. gave it a release.”

“Thank you,” I said and hung up.

After lunch, I went into town via New York, New Haven & Hartford, and at the phone booths, lower level, Grand Central, I looked up Zeller Morticians, and found that there were three different undertaking houses in Manhattan. Then I saw Dr. E. Zeller listed, his place of business East Eighty-sixth Street, so I chose the establishment located on East Eighty-sixth and taxied over.

In my time, I haven’t frequented undertaking parlors, or

mortician centers, or anything else you want to call them, for they are depressing places, no matter how nicely they are arranged. It is a trade in clay, and dealing in death is not the happiest of occupations. Someone has to do the job, of course; the profession is extremely lucrative, for where the dead are concerned, no expense seems to be too much to those who pay, doubtless due to grief and/or guilty conscience. The ridiculous business of paying seven hundred dollars for a metal coffin to house a body does not trouble a man or a woman who would feel oppressed at a plea for a small contribution to help the living. Cremation at thirty-five dollars in the cheapest of inflammable coffins seems a much sounder idea from a sanitary and sentimental point of view. We do not remember the dead unless we are morbid. We remember the living. Death may have its own unique personality, but certainly its charm is dubious. Coffins, in my opinion, should be sealed, we should not look upon the dead. We should look upon the memory of the living and let the dead bury the dead.

In any case, Dr. Zeller’s undertaking parlors were spacious and finely done. The chapel was on the main floor, akin to a church, with its row of wooden pews, an organ to wrench the mourners’ hearts, and the small altar where the coffin on its roller-stemmed stand would repose. The body did not lie in state here, this was only the last stopover en route from embalmer to gravedigger. Each body lay in state in its own private room, respectively known as the Cerise Room, the Gold Room, the Silver Room, et al.> each banked by flowers, fronted by a miniature amphitheater of folding chairs, not to mention the row of solemn candles, the ever-present Bible on the near-by table, and the hushed whisper of the assembled host.

I didn’t look up Dr. Zeller at once. Following the index of conglomerate corpses, I saw that Miss Dorothy Canton’s reposed in the Purple Room, second floor, and I went up. The room was small, but otherwise had all the necessary gloomy claptrap. The room was empty, and the cadaver slept alone. Unfortunately, the lid of the coffin was down, and when I attempted to raise it (they are built in the manner of Dutch doors, these coffin lids) a bespectacled and outrageously grave individual warned me against it.

“I want to see Dr. Zeller,” I said with finality.

Dr. Zeller was sent for. He took his time, but I recognized his half-crooked face instantly when he came in, solemnly dressed in a Prince Albert, his hands gray-gloved. “Dr. Merritt!” he grinned with a delight that was sacrilegious in the atmosphere of “you-coulda-heard-a-pin-drop.” “This is a surprise and a pleasure. Fully recovered, I trust?”

“Yes,” I said, “thanks.” I shook hands with him.

“How do you like the house?” he asked.

“Very impressive,” I said. “Although the heavy scent of flowers always has a fetid touch at an undertaker’s —”

He said, wagging a finger, “Mortuary. Much more dignified a name, and does not connotate ugliness.”

“I see,” I said.

“Can’t get too realistic in this business,” he said smoothly. “The man who thought up that fine one, ‘We bury only the best people,’ did a landslide. … So glad to see you, Doctor, so very glad. What is this nonsense Brink was telling me about?”

My God, I thought, it isn’t possible a man named Brink could be a mortician’s assistant!

“I wanted to see this girl,” I said.

“So?” he said. He was smiling, but his eyes had narrowed very shrewdly. Not suspiciously. He knew I knew. He was considering which way the wind was going to blow him. He was a somberly astute individual. “Are you sure, Doctor, you have the right party?”

“Isn’t this the young woman suicide who reposed at Four Hundred East Twenty-ninth Street until Al Roche  , Esquire, claimed her corpse for burial?”

“Four Hundred East—” he paused then smiled. “My word, of course, that is the morgue, is it not? I know where it is so well, and yet I never do recall the address.”

“I have the right cadaver?”

“Yes,” he said. He sighed. “I’m afraid you have. You wish to look at it?”

“Absolutely.”

He opened the lid of the coffin. He said, “It was a very easy job. She was quite natural. Sleeping powders. Of course, there was an autopsy, but I did well with her, don’t you think?”

“Yes, quite,” I said. He had done well indeed. The girl was very pretty, even if dead, and her blond hair was dressed nicely. She looked very much like Sylvia, although her features were not as fine and her face tended to be broader at the cheeks. But there was litde doubt that it was Dora Chase and not Dorothy Canton.

Dr. Zeller waited to hear me.

“Don’t bury her,” I said. “Unless you want me to get a restraining order from the district attorney’s office.”

“I don’t understand, Doctor,” Zeller said.

“This girl’s name is Chase, not Canton.”

Dr. Zeller flexed his fingers. “I would like to know exactly where I stand in it.”

I said, “I think the girl was murdered.”

He paled. “In that case, let us go to my office.”

We went to his office and sat down. He was perspiring a little but quite at ease. I could see a mild confession coming; he was going to clear his skirts of taint; no accessory after the fact for him.

“Believe me, I know nothing,” he said. “I will explain at once. Mr. Roche telephoned me to say that he had identified the young woman at the morgue and asked me to take care of the burial. He would pay the expenses. If she was murdered, Doctor, would the police have released her corpse for burial?”

“Yes, if they didn’t know it.”

“But you know it?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “But it’s strange that — well look at it. A girl named Dora Chase, a Hollywood private nurse, is supposed to be vacationing in Palm Springs, California. Instead she winds up in the morgue, a suicide by sodium amytal, is claimed by a man who knows her real name, yet he calls her Dorothy Canton. Considering the amount of murder and assault which has threaded through all this, the conclusion is that she was murdered. Unless you or Al Roche   can supply me with a good reason why she would commit suicide. And the only good reason I’d take is that she was a murderess, which I don’t believe.”

“Well, I’ll admit,” Dr. Zeller said, “that Al Roche   is paying for it. Only what difference does that make?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Somehow, it makes a difference. It makes a difference or Al would never have bothered to claim and identify the corpse. In fact, how did he know —” I paused. How did Al know that the corpse was at the morgue? Had he read the story in the paper, instantly assumed it was Dora Chase, instantly gone to claim the girl?

“I’ve known Al for a long time,” said Dr. Zeller. “He is a very strange man. He isn’t normal any more. Too much power. Once he was a pleasant boy who lived on Ninth Street and was married to a fine girl named Rose Kahn. I think she, Rose, died; it made Al’s mind go tiptop, and he began to rise. After Rose died, he became ruthless.”

It was incredible to believe that Al had once been young, had once been married, like any other normal human being. “What happened to his wife?”

“She died in childbirth,” said Dr. Zeller. “Have you noticed that Al does not like you, Dr. Merritt? There is nothing personal in it. He hates all obstetricians because he felt that it was his doctor’s fault — what happened to his wife. It wasn’t, of course, but you could never tell him that.”

“Well,” I said, “thank you for the information.”

“I wish,” he said, with his crooked smile, “that you would visit my laboratory. It is amazingly complete.”

“No thank you,” I said, horrified at the prospect of such a grisly locale.

“Some other time, Doctor?”

“Yes,” I said. “Good-by.” I hurried out into the fresh air. Inside the mortuary, he had seemed credible enough, but back in daylight, I knew he was a warped eccentric who could never have done anything but deal in death. Death was exciting to him. I swore to myself I would never see him again, and to this day I have not.


Chapter 31

Al Roche was staying at the Waldorf Towers, and I found him in bed, smoking a cigar and dictating letters to a secretary whom the studio had sent over from the New York offices. He had on yellow silk pajamas and was propped against luxuriant pillows, four of them.

“Hi, Doc,” he said, regarding me shrewdly. “What’s on the myth you call a mind?” He laughed, guardedly.

“Its about Dora Chase,” I said.

He clamped his teeth on the cigar and looked startled. “All right, dear,” he told the secretary, “run the hell out and get yourself a cuppa coffee someplace, come back in ten or fifteen minutes.” And when she had gone, “For the love of Christ, Doc, do you have to bust in here like that and go spoiling my day? Why the hell can’t you be nice sometimes? Bad enough I should hate your guts without your acting like a crummy bastard whenever you get the chance. What is this crap about Dora?”

“Didn’t you send one of your stooges to identify and claim the body?”

His eyes blinked ingenuously. “Sure,” he said. He was less aggressive and he looked mellow. The old friend, the true and tried friend, was coming to the surface. “Sure, I did. Poor kid. I gotta heart, ain’t I? She worked for me once, took care of me… . You don’t think a humanitarian like Al Roche would let her sweet little figure repose on a cold slab in a morgue, do you?”

“Bless your overflowing heart,” I said coldly.

“Don’t you have any respect for the dead?” he asked sepulchrally.

“Indeed yes,” I said. “I mutter the usual incantations, write notes of sympathy, send flowers.”

“You’re an iconotist,” he said. “I never saw a guy —”

“Clast,” I said.

He frowned.

“Iconoclast,” I said. “Since Bill isn’t here, you’ll have to take my word for it. You misused it, anyhow. Tell me, Al. Why did you identify the girl as Dorothy Canton?”

He smiled thinly. He had me. Boy, I’ve got this smart schlemiel, he thought. You could see it. “Because, my dear Doctor,” Al replied grandly, “Dorothy Canton happened to be her real moniker. You see, my dear Doctor, when the kid left home and went to Hollywood, she had to change her name because her parents were so infuriated, they forbidded her the use of her true name, so under my guidance — she was so young and appealing, I felt sorry for her and made her my sort of prodigy — we changed her name to Dora Chase. Unfortunately, she did not have the stuff to make the grade as an actress.”

“Is there anyone you haven’t slept with?” I said wearily.

“Don’t be vulgar,” Al said. “Jesus, it’s astonishing, the vulgarity a man meets these days.”

“All right, Albert. Why — since she was known to all her friends in Hollywood as Dora Chase —did you identify her as Dorothy Canton?”

He looked annoyed. “So, if she’s dead, ain’t it nicer to bury her under her real moniker?”

“Possibly,” I said. “But at the same time, burying her under her real moniker, as you put it, does not inform the world at large of her true identity. Did it ever occur to you that she was murdered?”

It had occurred to him because he was not surprised. He tapped ashes from his cigar carefully onto the rug. “Ridiculous!”

“Did it ever occur to you that she might have been put out of the way cleverly by someone who thought she was Sylvia?”

He looked pleased. “Say, that’s an idea! But how could anyone have made her commit suicide? The cops had her and they didn’t have doubt —”

“How did you know, in the first place, about the body? How did you know it was Dora Chase?”

He took a long time, thinking. “There was a union card on her. Nurse’s card. The cops called me up —”

“In her real name or her stage name?”

“I dunno. They called me up —”

“In that case, why was she in the morgue? If they knew who she was —”

“They called me up and asked me —”

“What was the name of the policeman who called you?”

“I forget.”

“You’re marvelous,” I said.

“Get the hell out of here,” he said. “I don’t have to take this crap from you, you butcher. Get the hell out and don’t come back. You sicken me, Doc. You are repugnant to me. Scram, will you?”

“Al,” I said, “I’ll tell you what I think. I think you have been relatively clean in these murders up to now. But at this point I think you know the killer of Ward Hollister, of Alithea Kane, and of Dora Chase. I think you know who stabbed me. And I want to point out to you that you are in New York State, where it is going to be hell to fix the powers that be. And if you are caught in this thing, as an accessory after the fact, you are just as much a candidate for the electric chair as the killer himself.”

“Your concern,” Al said darkly, “is touching. I will remember you in my will. Now blow the hell outa here, will you, Doc? Leave me alone. I’m a busy man. I’ve got the worries of the world on my shoulders. I can’t be bothered with a guy like you. Why does everything happen to me?”

“Because you ask for it,” I said. “And you are certainly asking for this one.”

I left him. I telephoned the Warwick and found Sylvia there. “How’s for tea for two?” I said.

“All right, Peter,” she said. “I feel low. Everything has gone wrong. Come on over.”

I went over and met her. She looked unhappy. We had tea in the dining room downstairs. “What’s wrong?” I said.

“Pete, I’m going to pull out of this Guild Group thing. I’m going to pull out before it falls on me.” She shook her head. “It’s a flop. I can tell a flop from here to Timbuktu. Seriously,

Peter, it isn’t going well, and I can’t afford to get caught in the crash. Right now, I’ve got to have, a hit or nothing.” “Didn’t you see the play before you signed?”

“Yes,” she said. “And it read beautifully. It was poetry. It was like Maxwell Anderson at his best, only it had a dash of that Odets realism. It was wonderful stuff. I think the author ought to publish it. But it doesn’t act. It just doesn’t act. It’s cold turkey.”

She was upset, and I felt sorry for her, but I didn’t know what to say. “Look, Sylvia,” I said, “has this anything to do with you marrying me?”

“Peter!” she said. She looked hurt. “Don’t you want me any more?”

“Don’t be silly!”

“No, darling, I only mean — I can get out of the contract all right, I’m sure of that, but I don’t know what to do. Bill wants me to sign with Selznick, and Al Roche   has made me a perfectly tremendous offer, two hundred thousand dollars a picture, two pictures a year. It’s insane, but he offered it.” My face fell. “You’ll go back to Hollywood?”

“No,” she said. “But I can’t sit either. IPs the stage, television, or radio, if not the cinema. The stage is out, until I get a good play. I don’t want to fall into the kind of luck Katie Hepburn did with The Lake. I can’t stand a floppa any more than she could at that time. Why do you look so worried?”

“I see you back on the West Coast, and I see me on the East Coast, and I see a most companionate marriage.” “Peter, I didn’t mean that,” Sylvia said gently. “I’m going into radio until a play comes along. And if I get a chance to do a picture, it might be on the East Coast. I’m going on the air Friday night from WABC, in a workshop broadcast. No salary involved there; it’s one of those guest appearances. But I hope to make it good enough so that I ride in my own program shortly thereafter. I could have guest-starred at fine salaries with any big program, but I want my own, not just a one-night stand, and I think this is the best way to swing it. If it doesn’t work out, then I’m afraid it’s the West Coast, at least for a little while.”

“ ‘Good-by, Sylvia,’ says the handwriting on the wall.”

“No, Peter, you’re wrong. It’s all confused. After all, I’m not running out on you. I want to marry you, I love you, and I think we should be married as soon as possible and take up these other problems as they come along/’

“Im going to take you up on that,” I said. “‘Damned if I’m going to worry myself out of wedlock by crossing bridges before I come to them. Make a bargain with you. I’ll get the license and have everything ready, and we’ll be married after your broadcast Friday night.”

“All right,” she whispered, and we kissed, and a waiter snickered. He was just jealous.

I took her over to the theater then, and in the cab, I said, “Sylvia, tell me something. Do you know whether Dora Chase had anything to do with Ward Hollister?”

“I don’t think so,” she said.

Then I told her the whole story, about Al and Harvey and the Dorothy Canton business, and I asked her what she thought of it. She looked pale and shaken, and I realized like a fool that I hadn’t broken the news very gently and that she had only learned that the girl was dead. She cried quietly, and I cursed myself. I took her back to the hotel.

“That girl,” she told me, “never did anything to anybody. She was a sweet kid who had had hard breaks. Yes, she was a protegée of Al’s once upon a time because she thought it would get her a break, and it did, but she didn’t measure up. All I know is she was a sad sweet child, and she never —” “Do you honestly think she would have committed suicide?”

Sylvia shook her head. “I can’t answer a question like that. How could I know? You never know what people are thinking. She was sad. A quiet sort of sad person. No, I wouldn’t have thought she would take her life, but so many do, frustrated, disappointed. I can’t understand why she never got in touch with me when she came East. When did she come? She hadn’t intended to, I know that. Did Evelyn really see her that day? If so, why did Dora run from her?”

“Those are answers to the puzzle,” I said. “If we find them out, we may find out the whole answer, the greater answer. But we may never find them out. Syl, I’m a damned awkward oaf for having broached it so undiplomatically, and I’m awfully sorry/’

“I’d have found out sooner or later. I never thought when you called and asked about her this morning—”

“Forgive me.”

“Forgive you?” she said. We kissed gently. “Anything, Peter.”

“Thanks,” I said. “See you in wedlock Friday night.”

Then I left her.


Chapter 32

I put in an appearance at the office next morning.

It was not an appointment day, and there should have been no patients, but you never could tell. I only wanted to get back into the swing of things and see how strong I was. I told Miss MacArthur all the details of the Dora Chase thing, and we were having a wonderful time when the buzzer sounded, meaning someone was in the waiting room.

“Go see, Mac,” I said.

She came back in a minute. “For you, Doctor. And is she dressed! Boy, if I had clothes like that — but why dream, with what you pay me?”

“Don’t be fresh,” I said. “What’s her name?”

“Normandy,” she said. Suddenly she looked shocked. “Normandy! Good gracious, Peter, it’s Faith Normandy, the movie actress! I knew I’d seen her before!”

“Let her in,” I said, smiling, “and don’t split a blood vessel. I’ll get an autograph for you.”

“Let me stay when she’s in,” Mac said, pleading.

“All right.”

Faith Normandy came in when Mac held the door open. She wasn’t as tall as she had looked in bed. She was dressed in a stunning suit which had an orchid on the lapel, and although she wasn’t really beautiful, she gave you that impression. She was a talent star, not a body-beautiful star.

She looked at me, somewhat amused at herself, and she looked me over thoroughly as I rose to meet her, and she said, her voice deep and rich, “Hi, Merritt.”

“I’m glad to see you again, Miss Normandy,” I said.

“You aren’t half as glad as I was to see you,” she said, and she laughed huskily, throwing back her head. Then she came over and planted a wad of lipstick on my cheek. “That my boy, is for the perfectly beautiful little daughter you gave me an assist on. You ve got to look at her pictures. She’s a dream. If you’d drawn and quartered me, it would have been worth it.” She shoved the photos of her baby at me and shook hands with Mac and introduced herself. Mac nearly died of joy. I enthused over the pictures, although all babies are alike to me, pretty or homely. Normandy sat down, passed cigarettes, and we smoked. She was a marvelous person, instantly at ease, always poised, and so damned frankly friendly that it wanned your heart. Mac’s eyes were big as saucers; this was going to be a day she’d tell her progeny about until the end of aging set in.

“Didn’t expect to see me?” Faith Normandy said. “And call me Faith, if you will. Normandy is phony anyhow. My real name was Faith Gallicuddy, and that just wouldn’t do. I see by the papers that you’ve been through a little excitement, beginning with the day you planted this monstrous scar on my tummy.”

“Quite some,” I said. “How’d you like Dr. Baker?”

“A swell guy,” she said. “He thinks you’re all right too.” “We went to school together. Your next baby, hire a guy like him instead of a quack like Ward Hollister was.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “Don’t worry. But I have to get another husband before I have any more children. They haven’t caught up with dear old Cass, have they?”

“Not yet.”

“He didn’t stab you,” she said. She puffed deeply on her cigarette, until you thought smoke would come out her ears. She was a heavy smoker, a nervous smoker, despite her complacent demeanor. “He really didn’t, Doc. I put in six weeks, yes sir, with him. He was my baby’s daddy, you know.” “Yes, I heard.”

“I got rid of him before he ever knew about it,” she said. “Not that he gives a damn. I imagine he’s strewn his offspring pretty much around the state of California. Cass is a louse, and he ought to be in the jug, but I’m just as glad he wooed and won me with his damned cantharides. I’ve got a daughter. But he didn’t stab you.”

“You think not?” I said. “Why?”

“Because he isn’t that stupid,” she said. “He’s a bright boy. But bright. He’s not a dope, Merritt. Anyway, that isn’t why I came. Say, I called you the other day.”

“I know, but you weren’t there when they got me.”

“Had to go to the studio.” She glanced at Mac with a grin. “Look, darling, stop gawking. I’m mortal, just like you. Would you like an autograph or something?” She scribbled her name on my prescription pad and passed the sheet to Mac. “There, darling, now run out and let me see Merritt alone for a few minutes, eh? Like a good girl?”

“Sure,” Mac said. “Thanks a million, Miss Normandy.” She ran out. She was on her way to show her confreres and to brag.

“Funny how it gets them,” Faith Normandy said, shaking her head. “I fought through a mob at Grauman’s when I was eleven to get Mary Pickford’s fist on paper… . Well, Merritt, I’m seeing you for the first time. You never stayed long enough for me to thank you. Baker said you did a wonderful job on me, murder or no murder. Hollister might have killed me. There was a guy who seems to have been getting away with murder.”

“He rode his luck hard,” I said. “But it caught up with a vengeance.”

“I called you to tell you something,” she said. “Then I got the chance for this trip and decided to make it. But quick. I brought the kiddo. She’s with her nurse in New York. Barbizon Towers. Have lunch with me while I’m East and see the tootsy.”

“O. K.”

She lighted another cigarette from the one she was finishing. “Tell you how it is. I was under the dope, Merritt… . What’s your first name. Pete, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, ever since I came back to consciousness and they told me what had happened and what you’d done, I’ve been trying to remember things. That nembutal fogged me all up, funny stuff. I don’t remember you or Hollister being around at all. But something else stuck in my mind. I knew it was there, and I thought if I could ever remember it, it might help. Well, I tried like hell, but it was no good. Then I read in the paper about someone trying to poison you with candy—” She took a deep puff and exhaled a finger of smoke, punctuated with a perfect smoke ring. “So I says, Faith, by God, by God, you've got to help Merritt out of the spot. Just when I was going to sleep at night, in that funny twilight state, I’d think and think and try to dream it over again. And finally some came. Maybe it’ll help. It certainly won’t hurt. You want to hear it, Pete?”

“I’m all ears,” I said seriously.

“Nonsense,” she grinned. “You’re really very pretty.” She laughed. “Don’t mind me. I feel good. Well, look. The first thing I remembered was the screen. Now, according to the chart, they gave me that dope about twenty minutes before you and Hollister arrived, and the stuff really hit me pretty quickly. Everything was hazy as hell. Then here’s how things went. I remember looking out the window and concentrating on a clock across the street when I bore down on the pains. I’d sort of watch the clock and think that by the time it reached a certain point, everything would be finished, see? All of a sudden, there was no clock, just a white haze, and I thought I was dying and I think I began to cry. Then someone said, ‘Be still.’ That I remember. Plain as day. And I was still. I thought it was the nurse, and I said, ‘Kane, Kane, what’s happened?’ I couldn’t see who was on the other side of the screen. And she said, ‘Be still, be still.’ This was all fogged up.”

“You’re doing well,” I said. “Keep going.”

“Well, finally I strained to one side. I wanted to see that clock. It was something I was clinging to, while in labor. And I just saw the edge of this figure, all in white, and I must have seen a gun. Now I don’t remember it clearly, but I must have seen one because I know I said, ‘Don’t play with my gun, you’ll hurt yourself, Kane. Put my gun back in my bag or I’ll tell the doctor.’ ”

“You know you said that?” I asked.

“For sure,” she said. “And since then, I’ve been thinking it over, and I probably tipped the murderer then that my gun was right there, and that’s how it was used as a red herring. It was never fired, really. The killer took my gun, just for an extra, and discarded it when Hollister was dead, never really having used it, except as a phony clue.”

“What else do you remember?”

“Not much, Pete. Really not much. I kept calling for the doctor —but everyone ignores you when you’re making a racket. It seems to me I knew you were coming before you came. It seems to me the killer in my room said, ‘Here comes Hollister, old girl, and there’s Merritt with him, so I’ll take Hollister and leave you Merritt. You’ll be safer with him, anyhow/ ”

“Where was Alithea Kane all this time?”

“Someone had telephoned for her, and she went out and said it was important, and that she would be right back. That’s why I thought it was she who had come back. I never remembered her coming back. Everything hazed up after that. Don’t remember you or Hollister or Sylvia. I think the killer tried to shoot Hollister from my window, though, and hit Sylvia instead, because it seems to me there was an explosion, but it might have been a backfire or something. The trouble, Merritt, is that it’s all so damned dreamy. I couldn’t swear to any of it. But it’s quite real to me, nevertheless. It took a long time to reconstruct it. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.”

“I tell you why I believe some of it,” I said. “When Hollister introduced me to you, you did say, I knew you were coming, Merritt.’ We put it down to the dope. You might have meant it.”

“Mmmm,” she nodded. “Does all this do any good?”

“Yes it does,” I said. “A lot of good. How much of this could you honestly swear to in a court of law?”

She thought it over carefully. “Well, Merritt, I’d swear this much. I’d swear someone in my room had a gun and put a screen around my bed and told me to be still and told me that Hollister and Merritt were coming.”

I smiled broadly. “That’s the important part,” I said. “It was good of you to come.” The telephone rang. “Pardon me. … Hello.”

“Hello, Doc,” Daniel Webster said.

“How are you, Senator?”

“Still fishing.”

“Any luck?”

“Some/’ he said. “Lots of bites, but the big baby keeps throwing the hook.”

“That’s very quaint,” I said, chiding him. “Faith Normandy is in town. Maybe you’d like her to tell you what she just told me.”

“I would that,” he said. “For a stuffed shirt, you’re getting around. Of course, I know about you digging into the Dora Chase thing. Was that blind or were you in the know?” “Senator, you’ve got me,” I said. “I don’t follow.”

“Then it was blind. Dora Chase is the answer, Doc.”

“The answer to the whole thing?”

“Uh-huh. I’ve checked. She took over the mothership of that crushed-headed baby we found on the heights. I traced her to a cottage in San Fernando Valley. She ostensibly gave up nursing and adopted a child. That was in June. She just disappeared from practice and society at large. I’ve had L.A. working on the angle for some time. Her name kept cropping up in the case.”

“You never told me,” I said.

“I haven’t told, you lots of things,” he said. “I like to be a shade smarter than the next guy on a case… . The L. A. police found this cottage in the valley. Chase lived alone with the kid. There was quite a nursery. That toy-box coffin was part of the set. The baby died there. She was taking care of it, and it died there. Post-mortem said the kid died of spinal meningitis. I’ve been looking for Dora Chase ever since. Sylvia Denim said Chase was in Palm Springs.”

“And she wasn’t?”

“Yes, she was. For two days. Then she checked out. Funny, but she checked out the day the story broke that someone had tried to poison you with the cantharides candy. Now wouldn’t it be touching if she left for New York — which she certainly did — on account of that story?”

“Touching indeed, but since she didn’t know me from Adam, I’d suspect she left Palm Springs because of the Ali-thea Kane killing, which would have meant a great deal more to her, under the circumstances.”

The Senator coughed. “You may be right. Anyway, Dora knew all the answers, and it’s a shame we had to find her dead. Dora got her wind up and came East to see where she stood. And now she knows.”

“Murdered?”

“Want odds?”

“But how?”

“You sit down with an old trusted and true friend, and you have a friendly drink, and the trusted friend slips you a drink loaded with sodium amytal.”

I said, “No word from Cass?”

“They haven’t caught him yet, no. I wasn’t sold on Cass, to tell the truth, but now I’ll buy more. This Chase one was a beaut, very smartly done, and it has his touch. Well O. K., Doc, thanks. Take care of yourself and don’t be careless. I can’t lose the feeling that somewhere in this your life is a gimmick. Otherwise, why the hell would you have been stabbed?” He sighed.

I said, “Faith is staying at the Barbizon Towers. You can see her there.”

I’ll do that. So long, Doc.”

I hung up. Faith Normandy smiled. “Everything is murder,” she said. “It’s worse than that blood-curdling Still of the Night I made once for Warner’s. Did you see it?”

“No, forgive me.”

“You didn’t miss anything. Get Eve and Bill to play you the recording we once made of a scene from it. Cass and I played a bit for Bill’s library. Some stuff. Well, here’s a girl who’s heading for the big city and begging for your company en route.”

But I couldn’t go. I had to go up to Grasslands for the rest of the day. I invited her to the approaching wedding and thanked her for coming to see me, and when she said, “So long, Dr. Kildare,” I said, “Best to the brood, Stella Dallas.” She laughed so heartily I knew I had hit the wrong picture and that she had never played it. But I didn’t care. I’d meant well.




Chapter 33

When I got home, it was quite late, but I saw a light on, and since my housekeeper had not been given the signal to return to work — I had prolonged it intentionally so that I wouldn’t be bothered by her until I went back to the humdrum — I knew that Bill and Evelyn were back again, since Bill had a key.

But only Evelyn was there. I found her in the kitchen, trying to drink some tea she had prepared. She didn’t seem glad to see me but she wasn’t sorry either. She just didn’t give a damn.

“You look ill, dear,” I said. “Where’s Bill?”

She sniffled. She had been crying. “Gone back home,” she said. “He left me and went back.”

“What?”

“He got disgusted with me and went home. I couldn’t go with him, Petey. I was afraid to. I’ve had nothing but aches and pains and I was afraid I’d lose the baby in the airplane. He took the five-o’clock plane tonight. He said he had important business. He took Bobsy with him …” She began to bawl as she thought of it. “And Whitcomb …”

“Take it easy,” I said. “Now take it easy, Evelyn. Bill isn’t in love with that girl. I know that myself.”

“But she’s got — sniff — such a beautiful — sniff figure —

I don’t mean Bobsy — I mean Alyce—”

Suddenly her face went green and her eyes got wide. She ran out of the kitchen. I could hear her vomiting in the maid’s bathroom. She was gone a long time. When she dragged her tail back, she looked awful. “I’m going to die,” she whispered. Her voice was hoarse. “Petey, I guess I’m finished.” “Get upstairs,” I said. “You’re going to bed.”

I took her up. Lord knows I’d rattled around that big

house alone. It had plenty of room. I put her in the guest room. “Have you got a nightie with you?”

“My bag’s downstairs,” she said. “Petey, for God’s sake, don’t send me to a hospital, Petey. I’m sick and dying, but don’t send me away from here. Wire Bill, will you, darling? Take care of me. But don’t touch me. Oh God, I’d die if anyone touched me now! Send for the doctor, Bill never got the doctor —”

I brought up her bag and left it with her.

“Take it easy, Eve,” I said. “Nothing is going to happen to you. But do you have labor pains or what?”

“Just go away, Petey, just leave me alone,” she said, breathlessly. “No labor pains, I’m sure, but I feel so sick.” “Get in bed and keep warm,” I said, “I’ll make some more tea for you.”

“God no.”

“Shush,” I said. “You’ve got to keep something on your stomach. What line did Bill fly?”

“American.”

I went out, and she locked the door. I called Western Union and told them to wire Bill care of American Airlines, New York to Hollywood, the following message:




EVE HERE WITH ME VERY ILL STOP TELEPHONE ME SOON AS POSSIBLE PETE.




Upstairs again. Knock, knock. “What was the name of your doctor, dear?”

“Forman. Damn him to hell. He went to a convention.” “Oh,” I said. “Well, I’ll talk to you about it. Just a second while I make you some tea.”

When I brought the tea, she looked a little better. She sipped the tea and held it down.

“I think something may be wrong. And at this term, it’s not so good, dear,” I said. “You’ve got to have a doctor working on you. I wont send you to a hospital, but you’ve got to have a doctor.”

“No,” she said. “I’m so tired, Petey. Can’t I just be left alone for a while.?”

“Dangerous,” I said. “It really is, Evelyn.”

“No,” she said. “I’m sick of the whole business. Not tonight, maybe tomorrow. Maybe I’ll be all right. Maybe I should just stay off my feet.”

“Would you like me to examine you and make certain?”

I asked.

“No,” she said. “No, no, no, for Christ sake, darling. I don’t want to be poked and hurt any morel Just let me rest!” “Im sorry,” I said.

I’m sorry,” she said. “Blew my top, darling. Look, Petey, don’t be noble tonight,” She stared at me. “Just let me take it easy. I feel better. Tomorrow I’ll talk sense with you, huh? Run out and get a newspaper for me, I’ll do a crossword puzzle, and then snooze, and tomorrow I’ll feel better and I’ll talk sense.”

“Always tomorrow,” I said. “You’ve got to face this thing, Evelyn.”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Get me a newspaper, Petey.”

I gave in. I went down to the corner and got a newspaper, a World Telegram, and brought it back to her. After that I turned in myself. I was very weary and my back hurt around the. wound. At midnight Bill telephoned from Kansas City. He sounded frantic.

“Is she all right?” he kept yelling. “What is it, Peter, what is it?”

I said, “Shut up. No, she hasn’t had it. Be still and I’ll tell you.” I lowered my voice. “She’s staying here. Won’t go to a hospital. Bill, I think she may lose the baby. Prognosis for this term is not good.”

“She was fine when I left her,” he said.

“I’m going to take care of her,” I said. “So don’t worry. I’ll get a good man over here first thing in the morning and let him go to work on her. But she may not lose it. May take some time. These things do. She’s here, she’s safe. I won’t leave her until I get a good nurse to stay with her. If there’s any news, I’ll wire your office day or night. All right?”

“All right,” Bill said. “Thanks old os.” He hung up.

Back to sleep. Almost. I had barely shut my eyes when I heard Evelyn, and there she was in the doorway, in a nightie. She said quietly, “Was it Bill, Petey?”

“Yes, go back to bed.”

“I heard you. I heard what you said.”

“Now, Evelyn.”

“I don’t want any nurse and I don’t want any doctor.” “Damn it,” I said angrily, “just who the hell do you think you are, anyhow? You’re in my house with a disorder of some kind, and I’m a doctor. I’ve got my own reputation to think of if you don’t give a damn for your life. By God, tomorrow Henry Pyke takes you as a patient whether you like it or not, and you get private nurses whether you like it or not. You’ll not die on my hands!”

She laughed, without warning, and it had a horrible sound, in the dark, as if it were without reason.

“Stop it,” I said.

She stopped. “All right, Petey,” she said.

“Go back to bed and stop acting childish.”

“I’m not tired,” she said. “You know why I laughed?” “Why?”’

“Because you didn’t want me to die on your hands.” “What’s funny about that? For God’s sake. You sound a little nuts. Go on to bed, Evelyn, or I’ll send you to a hospital. You’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

She stood in the doorway. “Petey.”

“Go away,” I said, and put my head down in the pillow. “Petey, you know what?” she said.

“What?” I said wearily.

“I’m going to murder you,” she said evenly.

“Not tonight, dear,” I said. “I’m too tired.”

“No, not tonight,” she said. “I’m going to murder you tomorrow afternoon.”

“Good night,” I said.

“Get up,” she said. “I’m not tired. Let’s talk. Come on.” There was something unpleasant and real in her voice. As if she had taken herself very seriously. I sat up in bed and stared at her in the dark. Then I switched on the light.

“See?” she said. Her face was pale and passive, her eyes sharp, but rather glassy, and there was no color in her lips. She had Cass’ pistol in her right hand, and it was cocked because I could see the hammer back. The gun was cocked and her finger was on the trigger, and the trigger didn’t take more than a three pound pull. The muzzle of the .32 was on a line with my eyes. Nothing was funny any more. My guts went watery. Nothing was funny at all.

“Evelyn,” I said. It was a croak. “Are you mad?”

“Just mad enough,” she said. “You have to be for this kind of thing. No, don t get up, Petey darling. Stay right there. Let’s have the revelation. Stay in bed. Let’s have the revelation now with you in attendance. All right?”

She sounded as crazy as a bat to me. “All right.”

She held the gun in her right hand. There was absolutely no chance of jumping it or charging at her. It was cocked, and I had twenty-five feet to go. That old bedroom was as big as a barn. Besides, I was under the covers.

To my astonishment, she smiled slyly, her eyes like marbles, and she said evenly, “No baby, Pete. No baby at all. I’m not pregnant, I haven’t been since last year, and I’ll never be again. See? It was just a trick, just a trick. I’m not with child, darling. Not a bit.”

Nothing came out of me. Not a word out of my gaping mouth.

“Wasn’t it clever of me, Peter, to fake an alibi for those scars on my tummy?”

“Striae,” I whispered. “Then you were the mother of that baby in the black bassinet! You —”

“Surprised?” she said, cocking her head. Her gun hand was awesomely steady.

I said nothing. I couldn’t.

“You shouldn’t be,” she said. She waited for a bit while I still stayed silent.

She stared at me sadly. “You look awful,” she said. “Dying isn’t as bad as all that, Petey. As a matter of fact, you’re about the only guy in this thing I didn’t want to kill. I’d rather have killed Bill than you. He’s a rotten louse. You always treated me nicely. You always treated me like a lady, and you were very sweet, but hell, Petey, it’s me or you and I want me. So it’s got to be you.”

“You’re insane,” I whispered in horror.

“Don’t kid yourself, darling,” she smiled. “Insane like a fox. If you think anything I’ve done in this is insane, except when I lost my head and sent you that box of candy and then stabbed you because I thought Alithea had sung to,

you, then you re nuttier than a fruit cake. Come on, Petey, get up. From now until tomorrow afternoon, you've got to stay ten feet away from me and within my sight all the time. You might as well get dressed. You cant sleep any more/‘ I still couldn’t quite believe it, and she knew it. She said, “Take a run up into the attic when you get some clothes on, Petey. And listen, darling. Don’t try anything. And in case you have hopes, drop them.”

“People wont believe this,” I said.

“People believe anything, anything,” she said. “It’s amazing. You don’t know how much you can get away with until you start trying. I never expected to get away with all this, but God, Petey, I’m really going to. I can see it. Get dressed.” “Get out of here then.”

“Not a chance, darling. You turn the other way.”

I dressed with her standing there, holding that gun on me. I knew that it shot what you aimed at, and she had it aimed at me. When I finished dressing, she said, “I didn’t want to bring things to a head this soon, darling. But you might have phoned Pyke and a nurse first thing in the morning, and we couldn’t have anyone else here, you know. You forced my hand.”

She compelled me to follow her to the guest room, where she got into slippers. She did not dress herself. She stayed in the nightgown. “You need a drink,” she said. “So do I.” “There’s a small bottle of brandy the cook uses for flavoring,” I said. “I’ll get it.”

“With me.” She smiled at my face. “Poor Petey. Let’s go down. You really do need a drink badly.”




Chapter 34

What do you do in the dark with a killer who is going to shoot you dead sooner or later? I’ll tell you.

You stare, you sweat, you strain, and you think. Nothing works out. You plot: how you will jump that gun, how you will leap through a window, how you will trick her. Nothing works out. Nothing works because the impetus of horror dulls your good nerve, and you become a coward. You aren’t dead yet and you cling to life cravenly, thinking maybe you will be spared. An act of God, a bolt of lightning, the hand of justice. Something.

And yet, though never natural, our association became faintly civilized. All through the night we sat in the kitchen, and when that got cold, we moved to my lab, which was always warm. Always, I sat across the room, where she could pot me easily if I tried for her. She was so cool and self-assured, her cheeks in bloom, and her eyes bright and clear, sometimes it seemed ludicrous to think that she had done it all.

But she had.

“Who disturbed my medicine chest here?” I said, once, rearranging the bottles in the glass cabinet.

“I did.” she replied. “Had to, Petey. What the hell, you won’t have any use for it anyhow. I don’t mean to prey on your imagination, darling.”

The nux vomica had been disturbed, and that accounted for her earlier sickness when I found her alone. No actress could have done that well. But nux vomica certainly would have made her sick as a dog. “Where is the cyanide of potassium?” I said.

“I have it,” she said. “Just in case something goes wrong. Does it hurt to take it, Petey?”

“Try a few grains,” I said savagely.

She laughed merrily.

After that, hot and cold anger tempered me alternately, and I got cannier. I lost my shakes and I began to hate her. When the shock of surprise, stupefaction, and horror began to dissipate, I hated the sight of her. Yet I smiled at her with Machiavellian grace. I said, “I wondered why you were afraid of Faith Normandy. Of course I can see why you killed Dora Chase. She knew you were the mother of that baby.” “Listen, Petey,” she replied pleasantly, “when Faith turned up in New York, I had the cold shakes, and I had to rush things.”

“Yes. You were wary she’d remember things in the fog.” “I talked too damned much, I was hopped up with the idea that I was going to pot Ward Hollister. I knew she was drugged. I knew all about nembutal. It never worked on me, though.” She shook her head. “I made one bad break. I said to her when I saw you and Hollister get out of the car: ‘Here comes Hollister, old girl, and there’s Merritt with him, so I’ll take Hollister and leave you Merritt.’ Gosh, Petey, that was a bad one. I forgot myself. Because no one in Los Angeles had ever seen you before except Bill and me. So how could anyone have recognized you on sight? Except Bill or me?”

She made it sound so perfectly simple.

“The thing about murder,” said Evelyn wistfully, “is that you can’t stop once you start. The first one is hard, but the rest get easier and easier because you have nothing to lose and you’re fighting for your life.” She sighed. “But I knew it would be this way. I planned it ahead this way.”

“Right from the start you planned to kill me?”

“I’m sorry, darling, but yes. It had to be that way… . It’s getting dawnish, I think.”

“Why did it have to be that way?” I said desperately. “What did I ever do to you?”

“You were sweet to me, you didn’t do anything. But you were my pregnancy confirmation. Funny thing, Petey, but nobody would believe an expectant mother could commit crimes like these. I played it that way from the beginning. Want me to tell all?”

“Please.”

“Take a drink,” she said.

I had brought the brandy bottle with me from the kitchen. I went over to the cabinet and poured myself a snort. It tasted like water. I didn’t feel it at all. I sat down and lighted a cigarette and puffed like an incendiary while she talked. She was very smart. She never left my eyes. You can always tell what a man will do by watching his eyes.

“Cass Libano was the father,” she said. “I did have an affair with Al Roche  , but he wasn’t the father. I was trying to get him to sign me with Mutual despite Bills protest. Al was awful.”

“No,” I said. “You were awful. Al doesn’t know any better.”

“Don’t get snotty, darling,” she said with a hard jaw.

“All right. Talk.”

“I really fell for Cass. He was wonderful. He was so strange and exciting… .” She took a breath. “But he made me pregnant. God, I was scared. Then I thought I’d just make believe it was Bill’s baby, but Bill was suspicious, and I didn’t want to take a chance. So I went home to see my mother in Montana in May. So everyone thought. Instead I went to Tia Juana, and Ward and Alithea Kane came down and they delivered me.” She shuddered as if she had been struck. “God save me, it was agony, and he gave me an idiot. I couldn’t take that child back with me. I knew Dora could be bought. I paid Dora to take care of the baby out in the valley. I hated Hollister for the way he had hurt me, he nearly killed me, the pain—”

She paused and her face was wet in recollection. “Give me a drink.”

I poured her a drink and pushed it across the table. She downed it. “Well, that was over. Everything was fine. I’d pulled it off. But Cass knew. See, I’d told him, frantically, in the beginning. And he knew when I’d had it. That son of a romantic bitch began to blackmail the life out of me. On top of that, the baby got sick and died… . We couldn’t bury the kid legally, there’d never been a birth certificate on him. I didn’t know how much I loved the boy until I saw him dead. When I thought of all I’d gone through for that baby-”

Her eyes grew visibly wet. There was no doubt that she had felt a deep and honest love for that baby boy. I thought of that black bassinet, the pitiful monster it had held.

“I waited too long. I was afraid, afraid to tell anyone. I waited much too long. I had to go through. Anyway, I fixed a bassinet in black because the baby had no mourners but me, and one night I took him up on the hill and buried him there in his toy chest. I was very sad. I thought it was done then, but Cass knew it could be proved I had had a child, and he kept blackmailing. Bill began to wonder where I was spending the money. You see, Petey, the striae would have given me away. The childbirth lines. Some have ‘em and some don’t, I did.”

“What then?” I said. “It’s an ugly tale.”

“Then this Alithea Kane came to me one day and she told me what Hollister had done. She told me the whole thing and why it was such agony and what that butcher had done to my baby. She wanted money for telling me. I paid her. But the leeches were growing fast, and I hated Hollister so cold black I knew what I would have to do. I knew it. And I did it.”

“You faked this pregnancy.”

“Instantly. I faked it, told Bill, and began to worry. Bill got a little worried too. He was really pleased. Then I started the idea that something was wrong and that we’d better call you. I wanted you to lend an honest plausibility to my pregnancy and also to give me an alibi. Bill and I left for New York before you arrived because I didn’t want you to examine me really, and because that would prove I wasn’t in Hollywood. When Bill was called back from Kansas City, I went back too, by a different line.”

“What did you do?”

“I got Cass’ gun first. I knew where he kept it. I took his gun and the bullets, and some of the stuff he used on his ladies fair. Good enough. Then to get Hollister. Faith was in labor, that meant Hollister would be at the hospital. I knew how busy everyone would be in ‘delivery’ at a time like that. Bingo.”

“Faith’s gun,” I said.

“Spur of the moment,” she said. “She thought, in that coma, that I had hers, so I took hers too, and figured to use it as a herring. Anything to mess up the evidence. I never shot it. I almost got Hollister when he got out of the car, which would have been simpler, but I was a lousy shot and I missed and creased Sylvia. I never meant to hit Sylvia at all.”

“You nearly killed her,” I said coldly.

“What the hell,” said Evelyn, shrugging. “Just her had luck. Do you want to hear the rest, darling, or are you going to get unpleasant?”

“Go ahead. But I know the rest. You tracked Alithea Kane, got panicked when you saw her with me, and shot her right in New Rochelle.”

She smiled grimly. “She was one surprised baby, that gal. She was set to sink her hooks. She knew I’d killed Hollister and she knew why. I tried for her once in New York, day before she went to New Rochelle. I missed. She got her wind up… . Know what I did? I walked up to her in the street and never took my hand out of my bag. I said to her, ‘Nice day, darling, isn’t it?* And let her have it. Then I walked into that restaurant and sat down and had lunch. Just like that. People really don’t see much around them. I’ve learned it.”

“Then you sent the candy.”

“Yes. I thought you knew and were wondering whether to hurt Bill by disclosing me. That was risky. Shouldn’t have done it. But I threw it on Cass with his cantharides. That didn’t work. That’s why I stabbed you with Cass’ knife in the dark on that dance floor, to finish the job. But when you lived and didn’t sing, I saw Alithea hadn’t told you.”

I sighed. “Where is Cass?”

“He’s deader than a silent movie, but he is the one they’ll look for. He is going to be your murderer.”

“He’s dead?” I said. “Where is his body?”

“Remember the old well on Aunt Harriet’s place in Round Hill? The one they boarded up when they drilled the artesian?”

“He’s down there,” I said grimly.

“Uh-huh. Dropped him there the day I visited her. I had shot him first, of course. He thought I was helping him hide.”

The dawn was up, and the sky brightened, and the lab had a little chill in it. There we sat.

“Lets eat,” she said. “Breakfast for two. Hands across the table. Just as if we were having an affair, eh, darling? I bet you’d be a bearcat of a lover, if you’d let yourself go.”

“That is one thing you’ll never know,” I said.

“Nor Sylvia,” she said, and laughed nastily.


Chapter 35

I had no stomach for food. I watched her go through a rigamarole of corn flakes and bread and jam and all the sweet things, just like a child. An evil child. I drank some coffee, but it threatened not to sit well, so I quit.


The strain told on me. I knew then that nothing would make her change her mind. She thought a thing one way and then played it that way. And in her game, I was a dead man. As simple as that. For she was simple. Simple and conscienceless. Never mind the retribution. Put that off for tomorrow.

“This wont work,” I said. “You’re not going to get away with it.”

“Oh, stop,” she said. Her eyes were hard. “You don t know anything about it. Don’t be such a bad loser, darling. You have to die sometime. Do you want to live forever?” She kept looking toward the door. The front door. “What time does the mailman come?”

“Around nine,” I said.

Then I reached a subject I had thought of but had not dared to broach. I finally asked, “Why do you spare me until this afternoon, Evelyn?”

“Two reasons,” she said. “First, I’ll say I had a miscarriage yesterday and I want a little time to pass with you alive so that my story will be more credible. Everyone is going to think the reddish striae are from this baby I was supposed to be carrying. Actually they are from my own dead baby.”

I shook my head dismally.

“Then too, I’m waiting for the clincher,” she said. “A real clincher, Petey. It was what first gave me the idea of having Cass kill you after you had delivered me of my false child. Just one of those things that makes it perfect.”

“Whats that?”

“A phonograph record,” she said. She smiled sweetly. “Just something that existed before all this began, and something I planned to take advantage of when the right time came. I forgot and deft it in California and I had to send for it. I had to wire Halley to send it on. I signed Bill’s name to the wire and told Halley to send the record to Cass Libano, care of you here.”

“What does the record do?”

“Oh, I’ll show you.”

She did too. She was worried about that record, but it arrived safely. It had been air-mailed. That’s why she didn’t kill me. She didn’t want my body to tell that I had been dead before the record spoke. You’ll see what I mean.

We went into the living room and she gunned me into a chair with my hands behind my neck, and she put the record on my Capehart. It was an acetate home-recorded disk. She and Bill had a six-hundred-dollar Presto recorder in their home. When the tubes had warmed, she put the playback head on the record and we listened. What came out was the voice of Cass Libano and the voice of Faith Normandy. Bill was in it at the beginning. He announced:

For the home-recorded library of the Merritts, Mr. and Mrs. Cass Libano in a scene from one of Faith’s forthcoming pictures. Go ahead, kids, and remember no blowups. (Laughter. Then silence.)

Bill again:

Scene one, act two of Still of the Night. The scene, a lonely hotel room where Louie Gass, dethroned gang leader, is hiding out with his moll, Sally. Curtain. (Silence.)

Cass: I hear them, baby. They’re coming. Take a gander out the window.

Faith: Yeah. They’re here. Squads of them. We gotta keep back from the window, Lou. This is it. Cops and tommies, and just you and me alone together to stand ‘em off. But I don’t care. I love you, Lou. fust dying with you is O. K. Just so’s we’re together.

Cass: Lemme at that window. (Sound of a shot.) Yeah, copper, up here, that’s where 1 am. And still alive and kicking. Still got a bullet or two left for you. I’ll kill again like I’ve killed before, it’s all I ever knew and I do it damn well. Come on and try to take me! Ha-ha, you’ll never take me, not me. This is one ginzo who’ll hit the high road, shooting his way clear and free from now on, and nobody’ll ever take me, not alive. (Sound of a shot in the distance.) So long, copper, and the next time 1 see you, it’ll be over a gun sight. (Sound of shots very close.)

Faith: Lou, come away from that window, they’re shooting —

Cass: They cant hit me, they can’t ogh! (A shot.) They winged me, kid. . . .

It went on for three minutes, and he died in her arms in the scene, and obviously, although this first part built up the man, the sob scene at the end by Faith was hot stuff, and you could see why she had chosen to record it for Biffs library.

Cass, however, was not an actor, and he did not try to be. He was only feeding her cues and he spoke quietly without much emotion. After he was shot, Faith took a soliloquy that was a fine tear-jerker and then the record ended.

“What do you think of that?” Evelyn smiled.

“It doesn’t make a grain of sense to me,” I said.

“Petey, I’m getting nervous,” she said. “I can’t wait. Petey, darling, I’m very nervous and I think the time has come. Are you religious? You can pray a little while if you want. I’ve got to fix the record. Pray, Petey, and forgive me, but this is the way I planned it and I’ve got to go through with it. I’m going to kill you in about ten minutes, Petey.”

My breath hung heavy and my heart pounded. I looked all around and put my hands in my lap and over my face. They came away wet with sweat. I wanted to yell and scream, to do something, but I couldn’t move.

She played the record again and made a mark on it. She turned up the volume and set the needle at the mark. Then she took the telephone from the table and held it over the Capehart’s loud-speaker. Then she telephoned a number.

There was a pause and finally I heard the voice of Daniel Webster at the other end. “Hello? Hello?”

Evelyn clicked on the switch, the turntable revolved, and Cass Libano, evenly and unemotionally, said, “Yeah, copper, up here, that’s where 1 am. And still alive and kicking. Still got a bullet or two left for you. I’ll kill again like I’ve killed before, it’s all I ever knew and I do it damn well. Come on and try to take me! Ha-ha, you’ll never take me, not me. This is one ginzo who’ll hit the high road, shooting his way clear and free from now on, and nobody’ll ever take me, not alive.” She shut off the set instantly and hung up.

It was monstrous. That speech pulled out of the play was real. It was Cass. It was damning.

Evelyn broke the record into bits. She opened a window and scattered the remnants, and they were tiny. She closed the window. “Into the lab,” she said.

I moved woodenly. We went into the lab. “Break the cabinet,” she said. “Make it look like a struggle, darling. Put some instruments and stuff on the table as though they had been used and were ready to go back.”

I smashed the cabinet and put instruments and cotton and gauze on the table, the rest of the impedimenta scattering on the floor.

“That’s it,” Evelyn said. “Good-by, darling. I’m really very sorry, but I’m nervous too and I’ve got to hurry now. He’ll trace it and come out here, and I’ve got to be sick in bed when he arrives. Cass was here, killed Dora, killed you, spared me because I was innocent of complicity and also was out of sight in the guest room, ill and recuperating from my miscarriage. Perfect?”

“For God’s sake, Eve—” I rasped. “Give me—”

“Take a drink,” she said. She was shaking now. She had the jitters when the time came to shoot. “I’ll take one too. But don’t slip me any cyanide, darling.”

“How can I?” I said, croaking. “You have it.”

“Hurry up, Petey, hurry, hurry, I’ve got to kill you! I’m all warmed up to it now!”

I pushed her drink across to her and she grabbed it and threw it off. I took my drink and threw it at her face and then I ducked as the gun went off.

The gun fell on the floor, cocked for another shot. It was Cass’ gun, the .32. She hadn’t fired at me. She’d only pulled the trigger out of reflex action. My pony of brandy had caught her on the bridge of her nose. It couldn’t have hurt her much.

But she fell off the chair and she began to die. It didn’t take her more than fifty seconds to die, but those fifty seconds chilled me to my marrow. She died damned hard, violently, her neck rigid, her eyes bulging hugely from their sockets, her tongue stuck out like a stick, her color purple, blue, and scarlet.

That’s the way you die from strychnine. That’s the way strychnine hits you.

True, she had the cyanide. But she didn’t have the strychnine. It was right in the cabinet. I knocked the cover off when I broke the glass. I had put forty grains into the brandy. One quarter of a grain is the minimum lethal dose.

She was right about one thing. She’d said, “People don’t see much around them. I’ve learned that.”

I’d learned it, too. Thank God.


Chapter 36

I fell into a chair and I sat there for a long time, panting and sick. My stomach felt like jelly, turning over and over. All the life was out of me; the relief was so great, I had no strength. I could feel my scalp crawling and if I hadn’t known better I would have imagined that my hair had turned snow white. It hadn’t.

The telephone rang. It jerked my heart action when it startled me. I grabbed it awkwardly and dropped it, then picked it up and breathed, “Hello?” My voice was strange.

“Who is this?” Daniel Webster said.

“Peter Merritt,” I said. “Senator —”

Odd, the mind. Not five minutes had passed since she had hung up on him. It seemed like a century. Certainly I was an old man.

“Doc, for the love of God,” said the Senator, “are you all right? Did she get you? I’ve called the New Rochelle police, they should be on their way I Did she get you?”

“You — know?” I said.

“Sure — Eve. I’ve got it on the little bitch. I know it! But I didn’t expect her to jump me! Are you all right?”

“I’m — just fine,” I said.

“Where is she?”

“Dead,” I said. “I poisoned her.”

“Don’t tell that to anyone. Don’t say a word until I get there. Play sick.”

He hung up noisily. I knew what he meant then. He was thinking of me. It was perfectly legal for me to defend myself by poisoning her, but it made rotten reading. I got to my feet and went to her and found the cyanide on her. I took it from her, replaced it with the phial of strychnine.

The doorbell rang. I dragged out to it and opened it. “Would you like to buy a Saturday Evening Post?” asked a bright-eyed youngster. “Only fifteen cents.”

The earth was revolving on its axis once more.


Chapter 37

Everything turned out nicely. I didn’t say anything to the police until the Senator arrived, and he and Johnny Trumble and I got closeted and we thrashed it out. They thrashed it out, rather.

The Senator said, “Look, Trumble, he slipped her the poison all right, but he’s a doctor, and what kind of patients do you think he’d have if they felt he had slipped the strychnine to her, even if she was a killer… . You see what I mean?”

“Sure,” said Captain Trumble. “Not so good. So he grabbed the gun and got it from her and when she saw the jig was up, she swallowed the drink. Good enough?”

“That’s what I mean,” said the Senator. “It’s a white lie, but damned harmless. It’s his reputation. He has it coming.” “Sure,” said Trumble. “Doc, you look like the last rose of summer.”

“He’ll be all right,” Webster said. “Come on, Doc. It’s moonlight and roses from now on. But I had her tagged.” He seemed to resent the fact that it had been so close and that he had not stopped it. “I got her handle from the U. S. Customs. She crossed into Mexico last May sixteenth, the day she was supposed to have gone home to mother. I checked with this Dr. Forman, down in Atlantic City, by phone, and he said he never even knew her and she had never been to him for examination. You see? You’re going to be all right, Doc. You come into town and let your lady love take care of you.” “Senator,” I said quietly, “I’ve been an awful fool.”

“That you have.”

“It comes back to me now. Something he said that morning. Ward Hollister. Although, my God, you can’t blame me for not remembering everything he said. But I should have thought of this one. He said something about how he had had an unhappy — wait a minute. Here it is verbatim. 7 had a pretty unhappy experience over the border last May with complications / That’s a dead man talking. Hollister said that before I ever agreed to assist him at the hospital/*

‘‘Post-mortem/’ Daniel Webster smiled faintly. “Makes it seem so easy. Was it Sherlock Holmes who said that every problem became childish once it was explained to you?** He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Let’s go. You’re going to marry a great girl.”

“And all along,” I said. “I had a tight dread that Sylvia was the one you were gunning for. All along, I thought that she was the culprit you had set your sights on.”

He said, “I considered her, until the appendicitis attack. Then, of course, it was out of the question.”

“How?”

“I called Dr. Edward Adams and asked him a couple of pointed questions.”

“What questions?”

“Run along, Johnny,” Webster said to Trumble. When the New Rochelle detective had left us alone, he continued, “You may not like the idea of me having got so personal, sonny, but it was a murder case. I asked Adams if Sylvia Denim had ever been a mother, and he said no. The gal who had done this shebang had been a mother, that much we knew. And Sylvia was out. That clinched it.”

“I could kiss you!” I said.

“God bless my soul,” said Daniel Webster mildly, “if you don’t say the most unique things. Let’s go.”


Chapter 38

Sylvia and I were married two weeks later. It was a nice little ceremony. We were tied by the minister of the church up in Round Hill, where I had “gone to meetin ” as a boy. Daniel Webster was my best man, and Faith Normandy was the matron of honor, and Al Roche   was the assembled congregation. We didn’t want him, but like Topsy just grew, Al just managed to be there.

Of all of us, Al was the happiest. We drove up to Westport to the Red Bam for a wedding supper, and Al was as high as a kite and he hadn’t had a drink either.

“Jesus, sweetheart,” he said to me, “a good wedding certainly does set a man up on the balls of his feet, don’t it? I am very happy for you, Doctor, and for you too, Sylvia dear, and I wish you would consider our feud at an end, dear, because I will give you a contract at Mutual any day week or month you say the word, because you are a nice child and I love you.”

I said, “It’s astonishing what a clean conscience will do for a man, isn’t it, Al?”

“Now, Doc,” he said, slapping my back. “No cracks now, don’t go ribbing dear old Albert. Was not the music heavenly, my dears? Was not it sad when that nightingale warbled Oh Promise Me? Is not the food delicious here?”

“It must have been awful,” I said to him quietly, “to have thought — as you did — that you were the father of Evelyn s child.”

“Me?” Al said, gulping. He waved his cigar frantically. “Never gave it a thought. Who, me? Why I didn’t even know the girl. That was all malarkey about her and me being that way. She — it was just — I mean. Never heard such goddam nonsense. Why, Doc, I’m ashamed of you.”

“Dead or alive,” I said, “Cass must be laughing up his sleeve! He was blackmailing your conscience. He was bleeding you because you were afraid it was your baby, when actually it was his. That’s profiteering if I ever heard it.”

“Doc, you really must desist,” Al Roche   said sadly. “You give me the impression that you do not care for me. Is it not nonsense, dears, to think of such a thing? I was never blackmailed or extorted in my life. Why, Cass and I were like that —” He crossed his fingers. “I’m the guy on top.”

Daniel Webster murmured grimly, without even looking at Al: “Matter of fact, no matter how you cook it, Al Roche   was an accessory after the fact.”

Al rolled his eyes, trying to be angelic but only looking panicked. “So help me, kids, I didn’t know. I didn’t know a thing. I was in New York on business, very important business… .” He looked at his watch and never even saw the face of it. “Well, tata, dears, I gotta be running. Very important. See you all in Hollywood. A happy marriage to you all.” And he was gone. I marked him well, for it was probably the only time in history that I would ever see him disheveled and pale.

The rest of us ate our wedding supper in more comfort, and there were toasts with wine. Finally the Senator and Faith Normandy put us on the train at Westport.

“Good-by, Faith,” I said. “Call me when you want another bairn delivered… . Good-by, Senator. It’s been a pleasure knowing you.”

“Sure,” he said quietly. “Hard times. But they had to do.” He kissed Sylvia on the cheek. “Be a good wife and a good mother, Sylvia and name the first for me.”

“So long, snooper,” Sylvia said, her eyes moist.

The train moved north. We could see the two of them standing there. We waved good-by to them until they were out of sight.




THE END
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