

[image: image]



Kiss and Kill

Ellery Queen

[image: image]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

[image: image]


WHERE THE HELL IS LIZ?
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The thing began on a cool and windy April evening in Chicago, in a basement apartment on the North Side.

It began with Edward Tollman, the footsteps, and the loaf of bread.

Ed was sketching a cabinet design for a combination radiophonograph at his worktable when he heard the street door open, faintly, and the sound of footsteps growing louder as they crossed the foyer and paused outside the apartment door. He paid no attention, but worked on, the cuffs of his white shirt turned back from his furry forearms.

By the watch on his wrist it was 7:05.

At seven-fifteen he leaned back. He flexed his fingers and shook a cigarette out of the pack on his drawing board, unconsciously imitating the he-men of the TV commercials.

“How long till supper?” he called out. Liz did not answer, and he slewed about on his chair. “Liz?”

All he heard now was silence.

He slid off the chair, looked into the kitchen, the bathroom. They were empty. He walked back through the living room, where he had been working, and glanced into the bedroom. She was not there, either. She was not in the apartment at all.

He went back to the living room. It was sunken three steps down from a tiny foyer at the apartment door, and he went up the steps, opened the door, and looked into the vestibule. No one. But leaning against the wall to the side of the apartment door there was a paper bag. He knew what it contained before he stooped to pick it up; he could smell it. It contained a loaf of freshly baked bread, still warm.

But where was Liz?

Ed Tollman frowned and crossed the small vestibule to the street door and opened it and stepped outside, carrying the bread. He could see well enough in the twilight: the street was empty except for the inevitable Chicago newspapers playing tag in the wind. The wind cut through his shirt and he shivered and returned to the apartment.

In the kitchen, he turned the gas off under the stewpot and set the pot over the pilot light, where it would stay warm. He checked the oven’s timer and found it set to go off in half an hour. He returned to his drawing board.

He picked up his lighter and lit the cigarette. Liz must have forgotten something and gone to get it.

Ed smoked slowly, tilting his head to study the sketch. Then he picked up an art-gum eraser, rubbed out a line, returned the eraser to the stand beside the table, took a brush, and dusted the eraser crumbs off the drawing. The crumbs he brushed into his palm and dumped into a metal wastebasket beside the drawing board. His movements were slow and precise.

He sharpened a drafting pencil on a pad of sandpaper and gently drew a line. He worked with absolute absorption, his black hair hanging down over his eyes, making him squint. From overhead came occasional footsteps and the thunk of steam pipes. An el train clattered by not far away.

When the bell rang on the stove, he slid off the stool impatiently, went into the kitchen, and turned off the oven. The paper bag on the table caught his eye. He looked at it for a full thirty seconds, scratching the hollow below his right cheekbone.

Where the hell was Liz?

Abruptly he got his topcoat out of the foyer closet and left the apartment. It was nearly dark now in the narrow side street; the only light came from the glow of the business district two blocks away. He walked to the bakery on the corner. A woman was slicing noodles behind the counter. She was fat, with flour smudges on her powerful arms.

“Not long ago my wife came in here and bought a loaf of salt-rising bread. I wondered if she came back for anything?”

The woman said, “Salt-rising bread?”

“She had a dog with her. A miniature French poodle.”

The woman kept slicing the yellow dough, shaking her head.

“She was in just once, for the bread.”

Ed left the bakery and walked half a block to the supermarket. A man and two women were pushing carts about the aisles, two checkers buffed their nails, a bald head glistened through the bars of the cashier’s window.

He left and, farther down the street, peered into a delicatessen, his breath staining the plate-glass window. Only a clerk was inside. So he crossed the street and went into a barroom named Kirch’s Korner. In a rear booth a dark-haired woman in a black mouton jacket sat over a beer. She glared at him.

“Excuse me,” Ed said. “I thought you were my wife.”

“Oh, yeah?”

He turned and started out past the bar. The bartender eyed him. Ed stopped.

“I’m looking for my wife,” he explained.

“So?”

“She had a white dog with her. Wore a black fur jacket, overshoes, green skirt. Here.” He drew out his wallet and opened the photo compartment. A deep-breasted young woman looked through the plastic window, her thick hair bunched loosely. Her head was thrown back and she was laughing.

“She ain’t been in,” said the bartender forgivingly.

Ed went back into the street, frowning deeply now. He glanced anxiously into a diner full of men eating with their hats on, prowled through a seafood café, inspected a Chinese restaurant. He explored two side streets, his feet splashing in the slush. At the end of the business district he stopped. A diffusion of light marked the next business district, eight blocks away; between lay darkened furniture stores, used-car lots, loan offices, real-estate offices, garages. No point in looking there.

Or was there? He walked quickly to the el station.

It was deserted except for the woman in the wire cage who sold tokens. Ed held the snapshot up to the window.

“Did this woman get on a train in the last hour? She had a little white poodle with her.”

The woman’s wrinkled skin glowed blue in the fluorescent light. Her eyes ignored the photo in favor of his face. “You the police?” she asked in an interested tone.

“I’m her husband.”

She began shaking her head even before she looked at the photo. “I don’t remember her or the dog. A lot of people go through here. Stand aside, mister.”

Ed returned to the deserted apartment. It was eight-thirty; the roast was still warm. He took it out of the oven, cut off the end piece, and placed it between two slices of bread. He sat at the table and chewed tastelessly, eyes on the door. At last he laid the sandwich down, only half-eaten, and lit a cigarette. He smoked and watched the door. His thoughts were whirling around in little eddies of panic. He kept telling himself, She’s all right.

At nine o’clock he put the roast in the refrigerator and the loaf in the bread box and went to the telephone, recessed in the kitchen wall. He ran his finger down a typewritten list headed “Frequently Called Numbers” until he reached the name Connie. He dialed. The phone rang six times before an annoyed female voice said, “Who is it?”

“Ed Tollman.”

“Who? Don’t, Ray! Who is this again?”

“Ed Tollman. Elizabeth’s husband.”

“Oh, Liz! Is she there?”

“No. That’s why I’m calling.”

“You’re looking for Liz?”

Ed opened his mouth and took a long breath before he said, “Yes.”

“Well, you’re out of luck, lover. I haven’t seen her since she left the agency at five.”

“I know that, Connie. She came home on the train as usual, started supper, then went to the bakery for a loaf of bread. She must have come back, because I found the bread outside our door. And I haven’t seen or heard from her since. I thought maybe she went back to the agency. I don’t know what to think.”

“What time was all this?”

“Seven o’clock.”

“Well.” A man’s voice interrupted in the background and the woman said: “Liz, a copywriter at the agency. Her husband’s looking for her.” The man’s voice said something and the girl laughed.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you, Ed. She hasn’t been back here.”

“Did she mention having any plans for tonight? Somebody she intended to meet?”

“Nothing like that—”

“Has she been especially friendly with anyone lately?”

“A man?”

“Anybody.”

“Ed, Liz never looked at another man.”

“I said anybody.”

“You should be ashamed, spying on a doll like Liz.”

“She’s been gone two hours, Connie.”

“I know how you men work. I went through it with two husbands—”

Ed replaced the receiver and looked at his watch. Nine-thirty.

He made another tour of the neighborhood, peering down alleys and into vestibules. When he returned to the apartment it was ten-forty.

He dialed Operator, said, “Get me the police,” and waited. After a long wait, a man’s voice said, “Eighteenth Precinct. Corporal Towns.”

“I’m calling about my wife. She came home—”

“Who’s calling?”

“Edward Tollman. She came home—”

“Address?”

“3215 West Pine.”

“Wife’s name?”

“Elizabeth. She went out three hours ago to buy a loaf of bread. She must have come back, because I found the bread outside the door. But I haven’t laid eyes on my wife since she left for the bakery.”

“Hold on a minute.”

There was a buzz, a click, then a different voice. “Missing Persons. Sergeant Frannie.”

Ed’s heart began to pound. “My name is Edward Tollman, 3215 West Pine. I’m calling about my wife, Elizabeth—”

“Spell your last name.”

“T-O-L-L-M-A-N.”

“T-O-L-L-M-A-N. Okay. Now what about your wife?”

“She came home three hours ago with a loaf of bread. She set it down outside the apartment door without coming in and apparently left again. I’ve searched the neighborhood and can’t find her. To tell the truth, Sergeant, I’m beginning to worry.”

“Hold on.”

After a few minutes the voice said, “No report on her. Maybe she stopped in to see a relative, Mr. Tollman.”

“She has no relatives in Chicago.”

“Friend, then.”

“None in the neighborhood. Anyway, she’d have told me, or called.”

“Maybe. Did you two have a fight?”

“No.”

There was a pause. Then the police sergeant said, “Better give me a description.”

Ed took another deep breath. “She’s twenty-five years old, has dark brown hair, hazel eyes—”

“Slow down.”

“Height five-seven.” Ed waited.

“Five-seven. Go on.”

“Weight a hundred and twenty.”

“What was she wearing?”

“A black fur jacket, mouton. Green skirt. Overshoes. She had a dog with her, a miniature French poodle, white.”

“The dog’s name?”

“Bogus.”

“How’s that again?”

“Bogus. It came with a pedigree, but it was a fake.”

“Oh, Bogus. Any scars or birthmarks? On your wife, I mean.”

“None visible.”

“I didn’t ask if they were visible. I don’t want to scare you, Mr. Tollman, but it happens.”

Ed wet his lips. “She has an appendicitis scar. That’s all.”

“Okay. We’ll send this out. If she hasn’t shown up by morning, bring a photo down to the station.”

“Wait—could she have been in an accident?”

“I just checked. She hasn’t been reported.”

“But it’s possible?”

“Sure. Somebody could have run over her and dumped her in a hospital without reporting it.”

“I’ll check.”

Ed opened the phone book to the yellow pages and began calling hospitals.
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Barney Burgess was one of the few private detectives who looked like what people thought private detectives ought to look like, from a vast experience with Late Shows and TV series. Most private detectives carry around a 46-inch waistline and a great deal of poundage, which is hard on their size-14 feet; they are married, have numerous progeny, struggle to keep up the mortgage and credit-loan payments, and have probably not handled a gun since their old days wearing the respectable blue of some police force. Their cases tend toward tracking down runaway husbands, or getting the goods, with photographs, on erring wives, or keeping an eye on some member of a well-to-do family afflicted with kleptomania, or indulging in a little harmless industrial espionage.

Barney was different. For one thing, he was licensed to carry a gun, he cleaned it regularly, and he had rather more frequent use for it than was healthy for a peace-loving society. This was because of his clientele, about most of whom the less said the better. He resembled his TV counterparts in other ways, too. He was thirty years old and a bachelor, he had an eye for pretty girls, and his sex life was more than satisfactory. In the sartorial department, he ran to crisp, natural-shoulder, specially cut suits, Sulka neckties, and hand-lasted shoes. Physically he might have stepped out of the nearest television color set: tall, shoulders padded by nature unaided, sleepy blue eyes that nevertheless managed to see everything, dark blond hair on the wavy side, a walnut complexion from much exposure to gymnasium sunlamps, and the kind of face made popular by cigarette commercials—handsome in an ugly sort of way. Humphrey Bogartish, in fact.

The truth was, Barney Burgess had modeled himself after Humphrey Bogart. As a teenager he had haunted the family boob tube; but where other striplings were persuaded by gung-ho movies to dedicate their lives to the United States Marine Corps, Barney went for the Bogart-type mysteries and determined to become a private eye. And he actually went out into the world and became one. It was just another case of life imitating art.

But the imitation was no empty one filled with straw. Barney was a really tough customer. He had been born that way, and no other life would have satisfied him. In certain respects he improved upon the screen. His office was in his apartment. He had no balloon-breasted girl Friday; girls were for leisure, and he was a businessman. He also had a sentimental streak that sometimes annoyed him.

Ed Tollman annoyed him. He was obviously not Barney’s kind of case, but a hardworking schmo in deep trouble who probably thought a hundred dollars was a big fee. There was no profit in clients like Tollman.

Because he felt sorry for the guy, Barney said in a sarcastic tone, “So your wife’s been gone six days and you’re sore at the fuzz.” He even talked like Bogart.

The schmo’s shoulders shot up in a hedgehog attitude. “Detective Sergeant Frannie told me he couldn’t put any regular officer on the case without evidence of a crime. He told me to hire a private detective and suggested you.”

“Why me?” As if Barney didn’t know. Frannie hated him; all the fuzz hated him, because he wouldn’t play their little game of accommodation—you-scratch-me-and-I’ll-scratch-you—and this was Frannie’s mean little way of getting back at him, sending this wide-eyed cuckold to him on a two-timing wife caper.

“He said you’re particularly good at finding people.”

Brother, Barney said to himself as he lounged in his big overstuffed leather chair, you don’t know how lucky you are to be shed of her. She’s probably making herself accessible in some Casanova’s pad right now, and loving every minute of it. Still, Ed Tollman wanted her back. Why? She was a cellular conglomerate of eyes, nose, mouth, hair, breasts, thighs—made out of the same stuff as any other broad.

“You want me to find her.”

“Please.”

Didn’t the guy know? Or wouldn’t he let himself know?

“Then what?” Barney asked.

“I don’t understand, Mr. Burgess.”

“Come home, Liz, all is forgiven?”

The remarkable part about it, Barney mused, was that the guy seemed for real. “You sound like the police,” Ed Tollman said in an angry voice. “They told me she’d be back in the morning, like most missing wives. Well, she wasn’t—not that first morning or the other five. There can be only one reason for that, Mr. Burgess. She couldn’t come back.”

It apparently never occurred to the schmo that she mightn’t want to come back.

Still, that detail about the warm loaf of bread …

The man looked exhausted. There were smudges under his eyes like fine ash. He smoked in spurts, lighting cigarettes, immediately jabbing them out in the tray, or forgetting all about them as they burned down to the filters—acting just the way a schmo acts when his wife takes a powder.

Suddenly a thought struck Barney Burgess: Or, acting how a smart operator would act if he’d done away with the little woman.

And just as suddenly Barney was interested. Hooked, was the way his mind put it. It was his damn curiosity, a failing he often deplored. He had found that there was no profit in curiosity, only trouble. Curiosity was unbusinesslike. He grinned to himself. Maybe I’m an artist, he thought; and he said to Tollman briskly, “Okay, you’ve had six days. What have you done?”

“Done?”

“You scouted the neighborhood, phoned her friends, her office, the hospitals, the police. And then what? Sat on your ass and waited?”

Ed Tollman’s face flushed. “The police told me to stand by.”

“Why?”

“To make identifications. Day before yesterday they had me look at a body they pulled out of the river.”

Barney set out a bottle of White Horse and a glass. “And in the whole six days you never ran out of the house and through the streets looking in every woman’s face, hoping against hope?”

“That’s not logical—”

“Do you live by logic? Didn’t you panic?”

Ed twisted on the hassock.

“It happened so slowly. I mean, first she was gone for a few hours, then overnight, then another day. And all the time for no reason. You can’t panic till you know what to panic about. Sure, I’m scared now. But I’m also puzzled, Mr. Burgess. It doesn’t make sense.”

Barney poured himself a drink, none for Tollman. This thing was too interesting to spoil by giving the guy a slug of Dutch courage. “So she goes out to buy a loaf of bread. That’s a sweet touch, Tollman. So is the little white doggie bit. Who’d figure a grieving husband would make up things like that? Huh?”

Ed Tollman stared at him.

Barney deliberately let his grin widen. “You’re pretty good, you know? The kind old ladies feel sorry for. The poor, poor guy. So soft-spoken. So sincere. You can hear them now: ‘I can’t believe that nice man would do an awful thing like that to his wife.’”

“What are you talking about, Mr. Burgess?”

“Don’t you know, Tollman?”

Ed got off the hassock. His voice was dry and hard and cold. “No, I don’t. Look, Mr. Burgess, I’ve got eight thousand dollars saved up. I was going to go into business for myself—it was Liz’s idea. Whatever I am I owe to Liz. You can have the whole eight thousand if you find her. Would I make an offer like that—to impoverish myself—if I’d had anything to do with her disappearance?”

“You’re damn right you would, Tollman. If you were very smart. And had planted her where you thought she’d never be found.”

Barney saw the man’s features flow like mud. His right hand was a white-knuckled fist.

The blow failed to land. Barney caught the wrist and turned Ed Tollman in a half circle, so that he was now facing in the direction of his spring. Ed struggled, mouthing unintelligible words that summed up, or seemed to sum up, the totality of his anxiety and frustration of almost a week. But Barney easily held on to the arm twisted behind the man’s back; and it was while he was holding on that he noticed a cut, like a shaving cut, under Tollman’s ear. Some of the blood had welled up in spite of a styptic pencil and had dried in the shape and color of a German cockroach. It was while he was studying the irrelevant cut and allowing Ed Tollman to spend his rage in the futile struggle that Barney thought, A real cool cat would include this in his pose, the rage, the attack.…

“Go ahead and get it out of your system, Tollman,” he said in the man’s ear. “You may as well, because I’m not letting go till you do.”

And suddenly Tollman’s struggles stopped, and his body seemed to collapse. “Let me go now, Mr. Burgess.”

Barney let him go. Ed rubbed the back of his neck. From beneath lowered brows he shot the detective a curious look. “You’ve been playing with me.”

Barney shrugged. “Make a man mad, the mask comes off. I wanted to see what you were like.” He poured another drink and offered it. “You shouldn’t lead with your right. Have a drink.” Ed shook his head. “Go ahead, Tollman, you need it. You’re not thinking straight. Tell me: What do you conceive the problem to be?”

“The problem? It’s to find Liz. She’s lost.”

“Wrong. She knows exactly where she is. It’s your problem, Tollman; you’re the one who’s looking. And feeling oh so sorry for yourself. Here, drink it.”

Ed took the glass and tossed the drink down. He looked vaguely around, and Barney took the glass from him.

“Will you take the job, Mr. Burgess?”

“I’ll do this, Ed. I’ll find out what’s happened to her. My fee will depend on how long it takes. But I’m not working for you, I’m working for myself. Clear?”

“No,” said Ed Tollman.

“I mean I’ll take it to the end. If that means you wind up whiffing cyanide, I’ll mail you a bon-voyage card. And from this minute on I call the shots.”

Ed swallowed. “All right, Mr. Burgess.” He sat down suddenly on the hassock.

“Now some questions. Did Liz drink?”

“Socially. Very little.”

“She wouldn’t go on a binge?”

“No.”

“Okay. You and the police have almost ruled out the possibility of accident by keeping a check on the hospitals and morgue. How about kidnaping?”

Ed licked his lips. “I thought of that. But right outside my door?”

“Why not?”

“The dog. When people make quick moves toward Liz, Bogus lets out a screech that breaks windows.”

“Not with a hand over his mouth. Two men working together could have silenced both of them.”

“But why? I haven’t the kind of money—”

“Maybe somebody wanted her clammed up. Was she due to testify in court in some criminal action?”

“No.”

Barney went to his phone and dialed a number. “Clyde? Barney. Do me a favor, will you? Check the book on the night of April 13, neighborhood of 3200 West Pine. Look for holdups, muggings, murders, rapes, burglaries, stuff like that. I’ll hold on.” Barney looked at Ed. “Where do you work?”

“Carter Electric. I design appliances.”

“And your wife?”

“Waterhouse, Carter and Prince. It’s an ad agency.”

“Children?”

“No.”

“How does Liz occupy her free time? Any hobbies?”

“She enters contests. You know, ‘I like Flow-Pop because,’ in twenty-five words or less. Wins pretty often. Her last prize was an expense-paid Christmas trip to Mexico.”

“You both went?”

“We were saving money. She couldn’t cash in her prize, so she went without me.”

Barney frowned. But at that point his caller came back on the line. “One mugging in that neighborhood, that’s all. Two kids lifted a drunk’s wallet for twenty-two bucks. We got the kids.”

“What time was it?”

“Ten-thirty.”

“Thanks, Clyde.” He hung up the phone. “So she couldn’t have witnessed a crime and been kidnaped to keep her quiet. That leaves us with the opposite—that she was kidnaped in order to make her talk. What could your wife know? The ad business? Your firm’s trade secrets? Neither of you had access to that kind of information, I take it. Which brings us back to the beginning: that Liz took off on her own.”

“I can’t accept that,” said Ed Tollman.

“Why not?”

“Are you married?”

“No.”

Ed shrugged. “I know Liz wouldn’t leave me. She wanted nothing I couldn’t give her.”

Barney did not smile. He had known couples like that—a self-enclosed, self-sufficient unit, like a double-yolked egg. (He had often wondered how it must feel to have that sort of rapport with a woman.) When someone threw a rock at the egg, it must be hell, he thought. Ed was Humpty-Dumpty, waiting to be put back together.

“Just the same,” Barney said, “we’ll cover that loophole. People who disappear seldom break it off completely. Sometimes they’ll get in touch because of habit. Who were Liz’s closest friends?”

“A girl who worked in the agency, Connie Greenberg. Another old schoolmate who lived in Charlevoix, Michigan. Liz grew up there.” Ed Tollman added, “So did I.”

“Okay. I’ll take on a couple of helpers, one to watch the agency, the other to keep his eyes open in the home town. They’re just kids learning the game, but they can do the job. Twenty-five a day for them and expenses.”

Ed nodded. “Something else,” he said. “I don’t know where it fits in, but two nights ago a woman called from long distance and asked for Liz. I tried to find out who she was, but she hung up. The operator traced the call to a pay phone in a bus stop in Kingdom City, Missouri.”

Barney said thoughtfully, “Somebody who was traveling.”

“But who? I’ve been in touch with all her friends.”

“Not all of them, buster, if she didn’t leave you voluntarily. Let’s go to your place. I want to check through her stuff.”

Ed was apologetic about the basement apartment. “We were saving money. That’s why we don’t even have a car.”

Barney examined a gadget fastened to the top of the door.

“An automatic door opener of my own design,” Ed explained. “I hooked it up while Liz was in Mexico. If the dog wanted to go out—he was housebroken—he stepped on this grid.” He laid his palm on a metal plate in the floor to one side of the door; an electric motor whirred and the door opened. “When I’m busy I don’t like to be disturbed.”

Barney strolled into the living room. Waist-high bookshelves, mere planks laid on bricks, held statuettes, bric-a-brac, doodads, souvenirs, and stacks of new books in slick dust-jackets.

“Did your wife read a lot?”

“Not much, but she had the idea she should. Besides, Liz couldn’t resist those cheap book-club offers.”

Barney glanced at Ed’s drawing board, bare except for a pile of sketches. Beside the table were ranked the tools of his trade—ruler, compass, speed-ball pens, eraser. Nearby, another table was a mare’s nest of newspaper fragments, crossword puzzles, notes, and papers filled with spiraling doodles.

Barney went through the litter, on the hunt for anything. All he found was evidence of the missing woman’s undisciplined energies: a service award from the Community Chest campaign, a card qualifying her as a Democratic poll watcher, an uncompleted poem, a half-dozen unused contest entry blanks.

A chessboard on the bookcase caught his eye, its pieces set up to play, and something made him go over and look at it. The white queen was threatening the black king. Barney picked up the queen; it left a clean circle on the dusty board.

“Mate in three,” said Barney. “Who plays? You?”

“Liz, by mail. She says I haven’t got the patience to play with her. She thinks too long between moves.”

Barney walked into the bedroom, Ed following. Her clothes hung over a chair beside the bed, in reverse order: on top lay a black nylon bra, garter belt, nylon hose; beneath those, a black half-slip and a white blouse, and on the bottom, a beige suit. The underwear brought Barney a vision of the woman attiring herself in sexy undergarments—black on ivory skin—going out into this wicked city to—what? He touched the half-slip and breathed in. A fragrance like sweet peas mixed with the scent of womanly flesh. She seemed suddenly alive and in the room. He could almost see her.

“I haven’t moved anything of hers,” said Ed Tollman.

“Why not?”

Ed turned away without answering. Barney dropped the slip back on the chair.

“Was she in a hurry the last night?”

“No. She’s always been disorganized. Since we’re both working, I do the cleaning and she cooks.”

“Where’s her purse?”

“She had it with her.”

“You have a joint bank account?”

“Yes. But she’s cashed no checks. I’ve inquired about that.”

Barney grunted. “Got any coffee?”

“I’ll put some on.”

When he had gone, Barney inspected the wedding photo on the dresser. Seeing them side by side, he could sense what held them together. Liz, gay and romantic; Ed, serious and matter-of-fact. Growing up in the same town, probably childhood sweethearts. Was the wedding night a night of discovery? Unlikely, Barney decided. Ed would have wanted her but never quite managed it. Until, suddenly, the dance, a car, a lonely road, the spiked punch in their veins … or some summer idyll in the woods, Ed worrying about the grass stains on her dress and Liz worried about nothing at all, perhaps jumping up to run after a butterfly. Ed would sit and ponder the event, looking at her solemnly. And Liz could chase the butterfly with abandon, knowing she would find him sitting where she had left him, an anchor to which she could attach herself.

What happened, Liz? Barney asked the photo. Get tired of being anchored?

Her eyes danced out of the pixie beauty of her face. For an instant he thought he understood her: loyal, affectionate, generous … and a female animal. A new enthusiasm—a man, a cause, a butterfly—could make her cut the anchor and sail gaily away.

Barney walked into the kitchen as Ed was pouring the coffee.

“Ed, one thing I’ve learned in the missing-persons game.” He sat down at the table. “Most disappearances are a rejection. People throw their past down the drain, take up new associations, new interests, new work. Sometimes you can go back over the ground and see how it came about. You know what I mean?”

“Yes.” Ed sat down, too, his face watchful. “You noticed something like that?”

“Your wife hasn’t played chess for a long time. Last crossword puzzle she worked was three months ago. Contest entry blanks unused …”

“She’s always doing that, picking up things, dropping them—”

“What’s her current hobby?”

Ed frowned. “I guess the Mexico trip upset her routine. She hasn’t started anything new.”

“All right, the Mexico trip. Where are her souvenirs?” Barney waved toward the living room. “Souvenirs from everywhere but Mexico. Why?”

“She’d outgrown tourist junk, I suppose.”

“Or was too busy to bother.”

Ed’s mouth hardened. “What do you mean?”

“I’m exploring, Ed. Have you noticed any difference in your personal relationship lately?”

“No. We’ve always got along—”

“I mean your sex relationship.”

“Oh.” Ed flushed, and looked down into his cup. When he spoke, his tone was defensive. “There’s always a change, I suppose. Sex isn’t a ritual you follow from marriage to death like communion. When she got home from Mexico, it was like a honeymoon. But … maybe we burned ourselves out. I don’t know. Also, I’ve been working harder than usual.…” His voice trailed off.

Barney waited a minute. “May I see the letters she wrote from Mexico?”

“Sure.” Ed rose and went into the living room. He returned with a half-inch stack of letters and postcards. “They’re arranged by date. The earliest is on top.”

Barney opened a blue envelope with a San Antonio postmark. Liz had a slashing, diagonal handwriting that danced like her eyes.

Dearest Ed,

Tomorrow we leave. Alamo Tours has taken us under its wing, our driver weighs three hundred pounds if he’s an ounce, and we’ll be wheeling along in an air-conditioned Cadillac limousine. I met the other members of the group and of course you can’t judge from first appearances, but there’s an old couple from Colorado whom I already dearly love. They remind me of that old radio act, Fibber McGee and Molly. He tells jokes that aren’t funny, but they really are, if you know what I mean. I can see you, Old Iron Puss, you’d look at him with a serious face but inside you’d be smiling. His wife reminds me of Mrs. Truman.

There’s also an industrial librarian from Indianapolis. She loves animals. When she heard I had a dog she latched on to me. She has a cat named Charles she left behind … Oh, there are some others—a gorgeous lady photographer who is chic, simply the last word. What clothes! Makes me feel dressed for a hayride. There’s one man who seems rather sullen and strange, but I suppose he’ll loosen up. Oh, yes, a high school teacher (male) from Detroit, going down to study the people. Asked what my “motivation” was … very studious and intent, like you, only not nearly so handsome, darling. I said I’m going because it’s free!

I can hardly wait. We’ll be in Mexico tomorrow at ten, so says Blimpo, our driver. Wish you were here, lover. Three weeks before I see you? I won’t think about it.

Adios, LIZ

For the first few days she had written a chatty letter each evening, as though she were talking to him across the supper table. She had a habit of nicknaming people: Miss Fashion-Plate was the woman photographer, Stoneface the man who had been sullen the first day. The librarian from Indianapolis she kept referring to as the Cat Woman.

But gradually the personal, exuberant note faded. The last intimate letter had come from Mazatlán, in which she described going deep-sea fishing and getting a sunburn: … took off my suit in the hotel and I looked like an Indian maiden in white brassiere and panties. If you were here tonight, Man, there’d be no hanky-panky. On second thought, I’m not burned there. Hey! I’d better stop that line of thought. Might color my dreams …

But there were no more of those. The following letlers were like duty notes to Aunt Tillie. These in turn dwindled to mere postcards which began “Dear Ed” and ended “Liz.”

Barney selected six of the postcards and fanned them out on the table like a poker hand. “Look at these, Ed. See anything strange?”

Ed squinted at the cards. “No.”

“They’re written with the same pen.”

“So?”

“So look at the others. Hardly two consecutive letters have the same color ink or width of pen stroke.”

“I can explain that. Liz had a habit of borrowing pens. She must have started out borrowing from members of the group. Finally she bought her own pen.”

Barney drummed on the tabletop. “Yes, that’s one explanation.”

“What’s another?” His tone was belligerent.

“That she wrote these cards all at once and had someone mail them from different towns.”

Ed said slowly, “Why would she do that?”

“If she’d left the group …”

“You mean gone off by herself?”

“Not by herself, Ed.”

“I don’t believe it!”

“Try to look at it objectively. At first she was telling you everything that happened, what so-and-so did on the burro ride, how she felt when the boatman pinched her, and so on. Then at the end, she tells you nothing.”

“She knew she’d be seeing me soon, and could tell me—”

“Did she?”

“She told me what she saw.”

“But about herself? What she did, amusing incidents that involved her and others? Did she talk about that?”

Ed was silent. Then, in a stricken voice, he said, “No, come to think of it.”

Barney went on remorselessly. It was better that way.

“After she got home, did she correspond with other members of the tour group?”

“… don’t think so.”

“Isn’t that funny?”

“I … yes. She usually collected friends the way a dog collects fleas.” He stopped, impotently. Then he slapped his palm down on the tabletop. “But, damn it! I’d have known something. Liz has no talent for deception.”

“Or a greater talent than you ever knew.”

Ed glared at Barney; his nostrils were stormy white. But then he sank back, and muttered, “Yes, I see it would come out to the same thing. But it doesn’t matter, Mr. Burgess, does it, whether she’s walked out on me or was carried off? Not knowing, we still have to look for her.” It was as if he were discussing her funeral arrangements.

Barney Burgess felt sorry for him.

He picked up the first letter. “I’m going down to San Antone, Ed. I’ve got to know just what happened on that tour. I’m positive her disappearance traces back to it.”

“I want to come along, Mr. Burgess.”

“Oh?” Barney looked at him. “What about your job?”

“I’ve been on leave of absence since the day before yesterday. I can’t work, and I’m not going to sit here by the phone like a damn dummy.”

Barney kept looking at him.

Finally he said, “Okay, Ed. Grab some clean shirts and we’re on our way. I keep a packed bag ready in my car trunk all the time.”
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The director of Alamo Tours sat in a wood-paneled office surrounded by pre-Columbian figures and Mexican prints, set pieces obviously arranged by an interior decorator. He was squat, bald, and dark-skinned.

“Buenos días, gentlemen. What can I do for you?” He spoke in a Mexican lilt.

“You can give us the names and addresses of the people who went on your December eighteenth tour,” said Ed Tollman.

The fixed smile unzipped from the director’s face. “Why?” The Mexican lilt was gone, replaced by an honest Texas drawl.

“Why not?” snapped Ed. “Are your records phony?”

Barney glanced at Ed; the gray look had deepened during two days and a night of driving. He looked desperate. Barney was edgy himself, stomach soured by greasy hamburgers and bad black coffee. A telephone call to the tour office had elicited nothing; they were trying a fresh approach.

“Of course not!” drawled the director. “But you must have a reason.”

“The reason,” said Ed, “is that one of the women on that tour has disappeared. We’re looking for her.”

The director’s lips formed an “Oh!” soundlessly. He rose and left the room. Ed shot Barney a look of triumph.

“Not so tough. We won’t need the rest.”

“Wait and see,” said Barney. “Every office manager is a bureaucrat at heart. You jolted him into motion. He’ll recover and start unreeling the red tape.”

Sure enough, the director returned empty-handed. He walked with a vaguely banty-rooster strut. “I’m afraid I can’t give you those names.”

“Then we want to talk to the driver who took the tour!”

The director’s manicured little hands clenched. “I’m afraid that driver is no longer with us.”

“What happened to him?”

The director got to his feet. “You can’t come into my office and needle me with questions. Who the hell do you think—?”

That made it Barney’s turn. He put his hand on Ed’s shoulder, saying, “Take it easy, Ed,” and turned to the director. “Mr. Tollman’s upset. I’m sure you can understand that.”

“I’m sure I can’t,” said the director. But he sat down, surveying Ed curiously. “Why is he upset?”

Barney walked over to the desk and picked up an easel photograph in a silver frame. It showed a dark, graying woman in shorts and a halter posed beside a sailfish. “Your wife?”

“Yes.”

“You know where she is?”

“At home. I don’t get—”

“This man,” Barney pointed at Ed, “doesn’t know where his wife is. Put yourself in his shoes. Would you sit around and listen to a lot of evasions?”

“His wife, you say?”

“You might even get violent.”

The director wet his lips. He pressed a button and said into the intercom, “Bring in the file on the December eighteenth tour.” Then he opened a box of cigars and offered them around. When the air was blue with smoke, the little man leaned back.

“That tour has caused me a lot of trouble. That’s why I got my back up.”

Barney said, “What trouble?”

“Well, first of all, one of the group was killed in Mexico—”

Barney looked at Ed. “Did you know?”

Ed shook his head. “She never mentioned that. But it explains something.”

“What?”

“Why she didn’t talk about the trip. An unpleasantness like that could spoil everything.”

Barney turned back to the director. “Who was it?”

“A young man named John Torrance Talbot. At least that was the name he gave.”

Barney sifted in memory through Liz’s letters. The only one who seemed to fit was the one she had called Stone-face. “How was he killed?”

“Struck down by a bus in San Juan del Río, in full view of the group. No, there was no possibility of foul play. That was gone into by the Mexican police, who have occasional attacks of competence. But there was the corpse. I called the name he’d given me to notify in case of emergency—we always get that from our clients—but no such person existed. His home address turned out to be a public laundry. The state of California had no record of a man named John Torrance Talbot. I had to go down and arrange for his burial myself. It wiped out our profit on the tour.”

“And then you fired the driver?”

“I didn’t fire him.” The director shrugged. “You may as well hear it all. The driver failed to report for work three weeks ago. Not even his wife knew where he was. At first we filed criminal charges against him, since he’d taken a company limousine—”

“The same one he drove to Mexico?”

“Yes. Each driver is permanently assigned a vehicle; it’s supposed to give them a sense of responsibility. Anyway, we dropped the charges when the limousine was found outside our lot the following day. Nearly out of gas, but otherwise undamaged. However, the driver is still missing.”

A woman opened the door, stricken-faced. “Mr. Carmano, that file is gone!”

“Gone?”

“I searched the whole filing cabinet, thinking somebody had misfiled it. But it’s just not there.”

“The burglary!” exclaimed the director. “Trouble comes in threes, gentlemen. A little over two weeks ago our office was entered during the night. The lock had been picked; we wouldn’t have known at all if the burglar had locked the door when he left.”

“Did you report it to the police?”

The director made a bitter face. “Between Talbot’s death and the driver’s disappearance, I’d had the police. Besides, I couldn’t see that anything had been taken. I never thought of examining the files.”

Barney nodded. A man killed in Mexico; a man with a phony name and address. Three weeks ago the disappearing driver. Two weeks ago a stolen file. Eight days ago, Liz. Find the lost pieces of the jigsaw, fit them all together, and there would be Liz.

Maybe.

The director was saying to his secretary, “Here’s what you do, Millie. Those people on the tour wrote us before they came. In the correspondence file you’ll find their letters and copies of our replies. Type out their names and addresses and bring them to me.” When she had gone out, he scowled at Barney. “Anything else?”

“You say the driver has a wife. What’s her address?”

The director consulted a pad beside his telephone. “Mrs. Elbert Kiddoo, Laurel Trailer Park.”

Mrs. Elbert Kiddoo lived in a peeling house trailer with three towheaded children. The Texas sun had faded her like a chintz curtain in a window. She said in a tired monotone that her husband would come back. This was not the first time he had gone away. She had had plenty of practice waiting.

There was an undertone of hysteria in her voice that hinted at more worry than she professed, but Barney couldn’t be sure.

“The police still pestering you?” he asked in a sympathetic tone.

Anger flickered in her pale blue eyes. She moved her thin shoulders. “They came around.”

“We’ve got nothing against him.”

“Why should I care? Put him in jail. What good is he doing me this way?”

Barney disliked following a police investigation. It always left people on their guard.

“I understand your husband weighed three hundred pounds.”

“Two-sixty.”

“But still light on his feet? Not a bad dancer?”

She looked surprised. “Who told you that?”

“I can’t reveal her name.”

“You tell that son of a bitch—” Suddenly her face became human and she began to cry. “I can’t take it any more. Three kids to feed, the baby colicky—I can’t work and take care of his kids at the same time. If he’d just come home …”

Barney put his hand on her shoulder. “We don’t know where he is, but we’ll find him. Will you help us, Mrs. Kiddoo?”

“I’ve checked everywhere, his old hangouts, his friends, his family. Nobody’s seen him.”

“Do you have a picture of him?”

She went to the rear of the trailer, drying her eyes on her apron. She returned with a photograph of a man who was big rather than fat; he spread out in all directions, like a tree. He was standing with his hand on the hood of a shiny limousine, looking as if he owned it.

Barney put the photo in his pocket, told the woman not to worry, and they left.

When they were on the road again, Ed shook his head admiringly. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Barney. The way you got her mad, then worried, then made her cry. What technique do you use on men?”

“Men or women, it doesn’t make any difference. Everybody’s full of troubles and problems. You get a line on your patsy’s particular ones, and jump off from there. If you know human nature, you can’t miss. Every successful salesman pulls the same trick.” He steered onto the highway. “Check that list the tour guy, Carmano, gave us. Who’s nearest?”

Ed spread out a typewritten sheet. “Maynard and Susan Barton, Rural Route 2, Corby, Colorado.”

“The old retired couple, Fibber McGee and Bess Truman. We’ll stop in a motel if you’re tired.”

“I couldn’t rest. Keep driving.”

In the valley below, a village lay in strong shadow. The snow-capped peaks beyond were salmony in the setting sun. A graveled drive led past a gatepost with a crude sign: “THE BARTONS.” A weathered little frame cottage snuggled beneath scented pines.

“What the hell did they want to go to Mexico for when they live in country like this?” Barney said. “But I suppose the angels get tired of Paradise. Nobody home?”

There was no car in the little garage. The front door was barred and padlocked.

“A new lock,” said Barney. “That’s funny.”

“Maybe,” said Ed, “the Bartons have gone on another trip.”

“Let’s check the windows.”

All the windows were shuttered tight except one; it looked into an old-fashioned kitchen. A bunch of Dutchman’s-breeches drooped in a vase. Unwashed dishes filled the sink.

“People don’t usually leave dirty dishes when they go on a trip,” said Barney. “Get the tire iron out of the car, Ed, and I’ll jimmy this window.”

“Wait!” Ed pointed to a thin insulated wire running between the window molding and the frame. His finger traced it to where it led into the house. “If you pry up that window, Barney, you’ll break a connection.”

“You’re the electrician.”

Ed shrugged. “It could be attached to a bomb.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” said Barney.

They located a coil of bailing wire in the garage and hooked it to the window wire. Reeling out about twenty yards of it, Barney got behind a tree and yanked. He was braced for an explosion, but nothing happened. After two minutes Ed stepped out from behind his tree and checked the window. He listened for a moment, then walked back.

“You started some mechanism working inside the house. I think it’s a signaling device.”

Barney grinned. “We’ll hide the car, take cover, and see who set the alarm.”

They parked in a woods a hundred yards down the road, then hid behind a clump of evergreens beside the driveway. Cold air flowed down from the peaks like a mountain stream, and they began to shiver.

“How long do we wait?” asked Ed. “It’s been a good half hour.”

“There’s somebody coming now.”

A car had appeared on the road below, its headlights shooting here and there like tracers as it rounded the hairpin turns. It negotiated the last half mile with its lights off and halted at the gate with a crunch of tires. Barney drew his gun.

For a minute nothing happened. Then suddenly a powerful searchlight blazed from the top of the car. It played over the cottage as a voice bellowed through a speaker:

“COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS UP!”

Barney let his breath out. He was chuckling. “We hooked ourselves a lawman.”

“Then there’s no problem,” said Ed.

At that moment the beam vanished. A wiry figure in khaki got out of the car and walked up the drive, spearing his flashlight before him. He passed ten feet from the hidden men, and they saw a gun in his right hand. Barney gripped Ed’s arm, cautioning him to keep quiet; he had found it wise not to try to surprise men who carried guns. The lawman went directly to the wired window, studied it for a moment, then directed his flash into the kitchen.

“The problem is,” whispered Barney, “how to talk to him without getting shot.”

“We could leave,” Ed whispered back.

“Without finding out where the Bartons went?”

“I mean, get the car and come in as though we’d just arrived.”

Barney shrugged. “I doubt if he’ll swallow it—he’s no country dummy if he rigged up that device. But we can try. At least nobody’ll get hurt.”

They crawled out and into the woods, retrieved their car, and drove up beside the other car. The word “sheriff” decorated its door in foot-high letters. As Barney and Ed stepped out of their car, the spotlight flared in their eyes.

“Stay right there, boys,” said a voice cracked with age from inside the sheriffs car. “And state your business.”

“We came to see the Bartons,” said Barney. “Are they home?”

The light remained on them for another thirty seconds. Then it went out. “You got a license to carry that hogleg, son?”

Barney thought wryly: Two hundred dollars for a specially tailored suit, and what does it get me? “Yes. I’m a private detective from Chicago.”

“Bring it here, sonny. Move slow. I’ve got a forty-five aimed at your gizzard.”

Barney drew out his wallet very carefully and walked over to the other car. The gun muzzle resting on the window frame was the dominant feature of the Sheriff’s personality; by the dashlight of the car Barney saw a narrow, seamed face, like the face of Grandfather Fox. A hand took the card and held it under the map light. The Sheriff grunted.

“Your license is good for Cook County, sonny. You ain’t in Cook County. Hand me the gun, butt foremost.”

Barney did so, moving slowly.

“Now walk around to the other side of my bus and get in. We’ll head back to town. Your friend can drive the other one.” To Ed the old man said: “You go ahead of us. Stay on the blacktop right into town. If I blink my lights, you stop your car and set there.”

As they drove down the twisting road, the Sheriff said to Barney conversationally: “You didn’t try to get into the house, but you set off my beeper. How come?”

“We wanted to see who showed up.”

“Why?”

With crusty old lawmen like this sheriff Barney had found that the best strategy was no strategy at all. He told the old fellow the full story of Liz Tollman’s disappearance. The Sheriff drove in silence. Suddenly he blinked his brights and pulled onto the shoulder. Ahead, taillights flared as Ed instantly stopped.

“You’re two weeks too late to see Maynard Barton and his wife. They went off here.” He pointed to the guardrail; where he pointed, it was scored and bent outward. “We had to scrape their remains up in baskets.”

Barney peered over the edge. There appeared to be no bottom to the canyon. He drew back, shivering. “Accident?”

“The State Police lab checked out what was left of the car. Found traces of another car’s paint on the right-hand door. A black, late-model Buick. Tire marks on the pavement told us the Bartons were forced off. It was murder, all right, premeditated. There ain’t another spot on this road where you could be as sure of killing someone.”

He blinked his lights again and both cars drove on.

“Old Barton was retired, didn’t have more’n a few years left, anyway. His wife, Sue, I guess she’d have wanted to go with him if she’d had a choice. Known ’em both forty years; reason I got so mad when the killers got away. Thought of taking a vacation and trying to track ’em, but it looks like you’re on the same trail. I’ll tell you what I know, and you do your damnedest. Just let me know when you find ’em.”

“It’s a deal,” said Barney. “What do you know?”

“Tell you in my office,” said the Sheriff.

In his office adjoining the county jail, the Sheriff produced a four-by-five print of the wreck. Barney had seen many accidents, but this was a nightmare: a tangle of metal crumpled almost into a ball; two bodies mingled and minced by jagged steel and broken glass until there was no way to tell one from the other. Ed glanced at the photo and turned away, gulping, looking green.

“Bathroom’s down the hall,” said the Sheriff.

Ed left fast. Barney asked: “May I have this print?”

“Why?”

“People are sometimes bashful about talking. I want to show them what kind of lice we’re after.”

“Okay,” said the Sheriff. He lowered himself stiffly into a swivel chair. “Maynard called me the night he was killed, said there were some men skulking round in the woods near his house. Figured they were waiting for dark. I told him to turn out his lights and keep a loaded shotgun handy till I got there. I drove out, but he and Sue were gone, the house wide open, no car. I decided he’d made a run for it.

“I started back to town, and this time I noticed the broken guardrail. I radioed the wrecker and ambulance, climbed down, and found what you saw in that picture.

“Afterwards, I went back to Maynard’s house. The place had been searched while I was down in the canyon. I got a man from the lab to look it over. He couldn’t find any prints, said it was a professional job. They’d used burglar tools to break into a strongbox. But it didn’t look like they’d found what they were looking for. They hadn’t broke off the search suddenly; everything had been gone over. I thought they might be back, so I planted my beeper.

“Three days later a woman phoned and asked me if I knew where the Bartons were. She’d been trying to reach them—”

Ed Tollman spoke from the doorway; his color was a little better. “A crisp voice, kind of superior?”

The Sheriff looked at him. “I’d’ve called it kind of stuck-up, yes.”

“Where did she call from?”

“She hung up before I could ask. I put a tracer through. It was from a pay phone in a drugstore in Kansas City.”

Ed nodded. “The same one called me from Kingdom City. A hundred miles or so out of Kansas City.”

The Sheriff turned to Barney. “How do you figure, Burgess?”

“She may have called to make sure the old people were dead. Or to warn them.” Barney said to Ed, “Let’s have that list of tourists.”

The lady photographer, Claire English, was from St. Louis. That would be their next stop. “We’d better move on, Sheriff. We’re over a week behind the killers now.”

Driving faster than the law allowed, they hit St. Louis. Claire English’s apartment was locked; so was her studio.

“Now what?” Ed asked.

“Somebody, somewhere, wonders where she is—friends, relatives, people who work for her. They’ll have already checked the obvious places.”

From the building superintendent they learned that the woman photographer’s assistant had a key to her studio. He lived on the third floor of a shabby rooming house. They went there.

Although it was nearly noon, Barney’s hammering evoked only sleepy grunts. He kept at it, and a girlish voice lisped, “Just a moment, damn it all.” They waited.

Finally the door was opened by a svelte young man whose reddish hair was combed in waves. He wore a silk dressing gown of pale saffron and was smoking a cigarette in a long ivory holder. It looked to Barney as if his eyes were made up.

“We’re looking for Claire English.”

The youth’s face screwed up in pettish disappointment. “Miss English is out of town. The studio’s closed.”

“Where’d she go?”

“I haven’t a clue.” He was trying to close the door against Barney’s hand. “If you please—”

Barney pushed. The door flew open, catapulting the youth back into the room. He tripped on a rug and fell, his dressing gown up around scrawny thighs.

“You can’t … you can’t …”

Barney motioned Ed inside and shut the door. “Now where is she?”

The youth rose, drawing his gown tightly about him. He said sullenly, “I don’t know. I went to work one morning and found the studio locked.”

“When was this?”

“About two weeks ago.”

“Exactly when?”

The boy wet his red lips. “A week ago last Thursday. Twelve days ago.”

Barney scowled. That would have been the day before the Sheriff got his phone call from the woman in the pay station in Kansas City asking about the Barton couple.

“Did you call the police?”

“Certainly not. Why should I? Miss English is thirty years old and quite capable of coming and going as she chooses.”

Barney took the Barton accident photo from his pocket and thrust it under the youth’s nose. He took one look at it, gulped, and turned quickly away. “What are you, a sadist or something? Is this supposed to mean something to me?”

“Your boss-lady knew these people. They were murdered. We’re looking for the men who did it.”

“I don’t know anything about murdered people. Anyway, what do you expect me to do about it?”

“You can open the studio for us.”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t do that. Miss English would—”

“Then we’ll have to call in the police. Ever see a place after the cops make a search? They’ll throw stuff all over the place, negatives, unexposed film, chemicals …”

The young man pouted. “Oh, all right. You’re a peach, you are. Wait outside till I dress.”

The boy fumbled with the key, then pushed the studio door open. They caught a whiff of death and decay.

The boy drew back as if he had just encountered a snake. “Oh, my God.”

He tried to backpedal into the hall. Barney gripped his arm. “Where’s the darkroom?”

The youth pointed himself in the right direction, Barney’s muscle supplying the motive power. He opened the door of the darkroom and the stench billowed out in waves. Barney heard Ed throwing up behind him; the girlish assistant fainted. Barney dropped him and, trying not to breathe, opened a storage closet. Blood was clotted on the walls and on stacks of photographic paper. A balloon of a man was slumped in the fetal position on the closet floor, so swollen that the seams of his dark blue uniform had split open. Barney tried to drag the body out; it was too heavy.

“Give me a hand, Ed.”

Together they got the hulk out on the floor of the darkroom. Barney found a finger-sized hole in the back of the head; the face was a red-black crater. The stains in the closet told him that the man had been shot at close range while standing in the closet.

Gingerly, Barney drew a wallet from the inside pocket. The chauffeur’s license confirmed his guess: Elbert Kiddoo, San Antonio, Texas. Barney studied the body, estimating the rate of decay in the stuffy closet: less than a week, more than three days. And Claire English had pulled out twelve days ago.

“Let’s get some air in here,” he said.

He covered the tour driver with a photographer’s black cloth and began opening windows. Then they carried the assistant into the bathroom. Ed threw cold water on the unconscious youth’s face.

“What made you think of the darkroom, Barney?”

“It seemed the logical first place to look.”

The assistant came to, sputtering. Barney leaned over him. “You. What’s your name?”

“Art—Arthur.”

“Well, Arthur girl, somebody hauled a man all the way up here from Texas and killed him in your boss-lady’s darkroom.”

“I don’t understand …”

“Who asked you to? Now the guys who stowed him in there are hunting for something. I want you to look around and see if anything’s missing.”

“Will I have to … to go back in there?”

“Sure.”

“I can’t.”

“You won’t have to look at him. I’ve covered him up. Besides, there’s nothing to see. He’s lost his face.”

Arthur gagged, and they waited.

“Come on, Artie,” said Barney. “Make believe you’re walking into a butcher shop.”

Arthur gagged again. “The smell …”

“I’ve opened the windows.” Barney put his hand in the youth’s armpit and hauled him to his feet. “You can hold a handkerchief to your nose.”

Arthur dutifully produced a handkerchief and applied it to his rather prominent nose. He braced himself.

“All right,” he said. “If you insist.”

They found evidence of an expert search. Panels had been pried out and hammered back in place. Tiny scratches indicated where locked drawers had been forced open and closed again. An occasional crumpled sheet in the files testified that they had been searched, too.

Barney tried to reconcile the surreptitious search with the fact that the body had been left on the premises. Probably too heavy to take away, he reasoned. Also, had the driver been murdered before the search or after; and in either case, why? Most important of all, had they found what they were after?

He followed Arthur into Claire English’s carpeted private office, dominated by a free-form desk. While Arthur searched the desk and filing cabinets, Barney’s eye was drawn to a series of nude female studies occupying an illuminated recess in the wall.

“Who took these?”

“Miss English,” said Arthur.

“She’s a hell of a photographer.” The photographs were of a slender woman posed in various outdoor settings: in tall grass, beside a stream, in a forest glade, with daggers of light pinning down the nude figure. “But the model’s the one I’d like to meet.”

“They’re self-portraits,” said Arthur.

Barney was entranced by the lithe, clean beauty of the figure. There was no superfluous flesh; the body was all functional.

“You mean she took these photos of herself?”

“Yes. She used a self-timer.”

“How much does she sell them for?”

“They’re not for sale,” said Arthur in an outraged lisp, as if Barney had inquired the asking price of the Washington Monument.

Barney tried to recreate the scene in his mind: Claire English—Miss Fashion-Plate, Liz Tollman had called her—driving out into the country, taking off her clothes, setting up her camera, running over to pose, taking the photos, all for the purpose of hanging them in her private office, for her private pleasure. He had never run into that form of narcissism before. He studied the photos closely, but her face was invariably hidden by a shadow, a hat, a leafy branch, or her hair.

“What does she look like? I mean her face?”

“She’s called beautiful,” said Arthur, “but really, I’m no judge. I’ve always thought her features are rather sharp, but I suppose that’s because she’s so often sharp with me,” and Arthur giggled at his little joke. Then he said, “She’s a kind of dark blonde. Personally, I think she uses a rinse.”

“If you say she uses a rinse,” said Barney, “then I’ll bet my bottom dollar on it. I understand she spends a lot on clothes.”

“Well, of course. She’s a businesswoman, and a good one. With a high-class clientele. I could show you more portraits of big shots—Oh! They’re gone!”

Barney’s eyes narrowed. Arthur was staring panic-stricken at an empty space in one of the file drawers.

“What’s gone, Arthur?”

“The studies she made on her Mexican tour. There were hundreds of them.”

Barney glanced at Ed Tollman, who was standing in the doorway silently listening.

“Studies of what?”

“Oh, scenes, natives, the people she was traveling with.”

“The people she was traveling with,” said Ed. “That’s it, Barney. That’s what they were after here.”

Barney nodded. “And they’re picking the whole crew up. At first they were using Kiddoo, the driver, to make identifications. When they found these photos here, they didn’t need him any more. I’d give a hell of a lot to know what happened on that tour.”

“They’re not picking the whole crew up,” said Ed. “They didn’t pick the Bartons up. They killed the Bartons. And now they’ve killed the tour driver. Where does that leave my wife?”

“In their hands.” Barney avoided the obvious reply that Liz Tollman might well be dead, too. “They must be holding Liz for different reasons.” I hope, he thought, and turned to Arthur, who was listening avidly. “We’re leaving, Artie girl. We can’t afford any delays right now, so you give us one half-hour’s start when we get out of here before you phone the cops about that beached whale in there. Understand?”

“Oh, I understand,” said Arthur quickly.

“You’d better. The cops are going to ask you how you happened to find the body. You tell them that, not having heard from Miss English, you came around here to check the studio. And you’re not to mention anything about that gentleman there and me. Do you understand that?”

“Oh, yes,” said Arthur, even more quickly.

“If you do,” said Barney, “I’ll come back and do something very naughty to you. Very naughty, Arthur. What I’ll do to you might put you out of the strike zone for a long, long time, and you wouldn’t like that, would you, Arthur? Losing all the fun in life?”

“You wouldn’t!” cried Arthur, clutching himself.

“Try me. And remember, the best thing to do with cops is not volunteer information. Just answer their questions and keep us out of it.”

They left Arthur still clutching himself.

When they were on the road, Barney said, “We could stop and rest, Ed.”

“Could you?”

Barney laughed. “No.”

“Neither could I. After seeing that driver. At that, I never thought I’d be glad to see a dead man. I thought we’d find Liz.” Ed shuddered.

A few miles later he said, “I’ve been thinking, Barney. You could go on and check the librarian in Indianapolis, while I look up that male schoolteacher in Detroit.”

“Suppose you caught up with the killers there?”

“That’s the idea,” said Ed emptily.

“Alone? There’s probably three of them. Could you handle three hoods and get Liz out at the same time?”

“The police—”

“Why do you think I haven’t phoned ahead for help? We can’t stir the fuzz up until we have your wife out of danger.”

“You’re right, Barney.” Ed tried to relax; he leaned back. Barney watched him struggle to get loose.

“Take deep breaths, Ed. And empty your head. Just concentrate on breathing, as if you’d come up from half-drowning.”

Ten minutes later Ed was snoring.

Barney swallowed a benny, lit a cigarette, and turned the radio on low.

It was his seventh day of driving.
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The woman’s name was Ingrid Johns; she was a fifty-year-old librarian who worked for a chemical research company. She lived in a four-story former mansion that had been converted into dowdy apartments.

Barney parked across the street half a block away. “Wait a half hour, Ed, then call her number. If there’s no answer, yell copper.”

As he crossed the street a curtain moved; he glimpsed a face just pulling back from a second-story window. There was an apartment-for-rent sign on the corner of the weathered building. He entered and started climbing. On the second landing a latch clicked as he passed a door: he glanced back and saw a glittering eye spying from the crack, then blank out as the door closed. Barney climbed on to the next floor.

He knocked on the door of the Johns woman’s apartment. Waiting, he noticed that a new lock had been installed; there were shiny hinges and some cracks in the wood. It looked as if the door had recently been battered in, then repaired. Barney knocked again, waited five minutes, and went back downstairs. The door on the second-floor landing opened again, full this time; he saw a head of black shoe-polish hair and a face mapped with wrinkles. The shoe-button eyes were laughing as if the old woman was enjoying a joke.

“Looking for Ingrid?” she asked eagerly.

“Yes. She seems to be out.”

“She’s dead,” said the old woman with satisfaction.

Barney realized that he had been expecting just that. Unconsciously he had added up the smashed door and the apartment-for-rent sign and reached the dreary conclusion.

“When?”

“Three nights ago.”

“How?”

“You can think what you like.” The old nut started to close her door.

“Wait. How do you think?”

Barney caught the mingled odor of gin and lilacs from the old woman’s apartment.

“She was murdered, that’s how.”

The door closed for good this time; Barney heard the bolt click into place. He knocked, waited, then shrugged and left the building.

At the car he said to Ed Tollman, “Ingrid Johns is dead. There’s an old crock of a woman up there who claims she was knocked off. From anyone else, especially from what we’ve been running into, I’d believe it in a shot. From her …” He shook his head. “We’d better check.”

He drove to a gas station and from an outdoor booth phoned the police. It was true that Ingrid Johns was dead. She had been asphyxiated by gas from her stove. The official verdict had been accident or possible suicide. The Johns woman had lived alone; she seemed to have few friends and no family; these things happened all the time.

“A neighbor woman said it was murder,” said Barney to the officer on the line.

“What’s her name?”

“I don’t know. She lives downstairs.”

“One minute.” The man was gone for five. When he came back on, he said, “I’ve got the report here. We took a statement from the neighbor but couldn’t make much sense out of it. She’s a gin rummy. Something about a cat, and a dog barking.”

Barney had to make a conscious effort to control his voice. “A dog? What kind of dog?”

“We don’t even know if there was a dog. We certainly didn’t find any sign of one. Look, the woman was dead without a mark. The oven gas was on and the flame was out. There was nothing taken from her apartment as far as we could tell. There was not a single sign of forced entry or violence. Just no evidence of murder.”

“But the neighbor downstairs—”

“Is she a beady-eyed old gal with shiny dyed-black hair and a face like a pickled prune?”

“That’s the one.”

“Hell, that old woman calls us at least once a week,” the precinct man said with disgust. “Either she’s being followed home from the bus by a suspicious character, or she’s seen a face at her window—on the second floor!—all sorts of fairy tales. You can waste your time if you like, Burgess, but we’ve got too damn many other things to do.”

Barney hung up and returned to the car. “Let’s go back and talk to the old woman. They’ve got her on the crank list, but she said one thing that made sense.”

The old woman refused to let them in, or even to discuss Ingrid Johns’s death. She had hooked the night chain.

“That man’s a detective,” she said, pointing at Ed. “I don’t trust detectives.”

“And what do you think I am?” grinned Barney.

“You?”

“I’m the detective.” He showed her his card. “I’m working for him. We’re trying to find his wife. She was a friend of Ingrid’s.”

She tried to close the door, but Barney stuck his foot in the way. “I called the police. They think you’re crazy.”

“What do you think?” the old woman asked archly.

“I think you’re playing a little game, letting people believe you’re weak in the head. You get a kick having cops running all over your place. It’s a fine game, only it has one drawback. Comes the time when you want them to believe you, and they don’t because you’ve convinced them you’re a nut.”

“I don’t have to listen to this,” said the old woman suddenly.

“No, and you don’t have to pretend there are faces at the window any more, either. Your imaginary dangers are over, lady—you’ve got real ones now.” He showed her the photograph of the wrecked car. “These people were with Ingrid on her Mexican trip. This is what happened to them. The man who drove the tour bus was shot in the back of the head. Two of the others are missing.”

She looked at the photo with avid interest. Then she unlatched the chain, opened her door wide, and said, “Come in, boys.”

The room was musty and overheated. The only easychair was occupied by a Persian cat, which stiffened as Ed and Barney came in. When they had seated themselves in knobby chairs, the cat lay back and glared at them.

“Is that Charles?” asked Barney suddenly.

The old woman looked surprised. “How did you know? Ingrid wanted me to have him.”

“Did she actually say so?”

“She brought him to me just before she died.”

Barney frowned. “I don’t understand.” He signaled Ed Tollman, who seemed about to burst, to be quiet.

“Exactly what is it you don’t understand, Mr. Burgess?” Before he could answer, the old woman said: “I live alone and do as I please. Sometimes my fancy takes flights, but when I see something, I see it. I’m not crazy.”

“What did you see?”

“‘Hear’ is a better word. The night she died, I heard heavy footsteps upstairs. I heard a dog bark, just once.”

“What kind of bark?” asked Ed in spite of himself.

“High. A yip. Like from a little dog.”

The two men exchanged looks.

“I suspected Ingrid had funny kind of visitors. None of her friends brought dogs here, because Charles wouldn’t allow them in the apartment. I went up and knocked. After a long time Ingrid called out that she didn’t want to be disturbed. She sounded very nervous to me. I came downstairs and phoned the police. They promised to investigate. A half-hour later they called back to say they’d talked to Ingrid on the phone and she said she was all right. They told me to go to bed and stop worrying. I did, but I woke up four hours later. I went up again and smelled the gas. This time I called the landlord, who knocked the door down. We found Ingrid dead.”

“You didn’t see her visitors leave?” asked Barney sharply.

“I watched the front. But there’s a back stairway to the alley. They must have gone out that way.”

“And yet she left her cat with you before she died. Why?”

“The day of Ingrid’s death, I was just coming home from the store and I met a young woman I’d never seen before coming down the stairs from the direction of Ingrid’s apartment. I said hello, but she looked straight ahead, didn’t even smile, as if she hadn’t seen or heard me. She looked awfully upset to me! So I went to my window and watched her get into her car, a new-looking convertible, a great big cream-colored one. She just drove off. I couldn’t imagine who’d be visiting Ingrid—”

“What did the strange woman look like?”

“Very neat, well-dressed. Conservative. I’d say a businesswoman, or in some profession.”

“Hair?”

“I don’t remember. Yes, I do. Sort of short.”

“How old?”

“I told you. Young. Between thirty and fifty.”

Even Ed smiled faintly.

“So you went up and asked Ingrid—” prompted Barney.

“Wrong. She came down and asked me—to keep her cat for a few days. I said, ‘Of course, I’ll keep Charles for you. Where are you going?’ and she said, ‘Away. It’s better that you don’t know, then you can’t tell anyone.’ I was kind of put out, but I didn’t say anything, Ingrid looked so upset. And that night she died. So don’t tell me she committed suicide, or it was an accident. What with her giving me her cat, and those heavy footsteps, and the little dog and all, I say she was murdered.”

And I say, Barney said silently, you were never righter, old woman.

On the sidewalk Ed Tollman said, “Her visitor must have been Claire English.”

“Maybe,” said Barney. “But not necessarily.”

“She said a businesswoman—”

“And you immediately connected it with that efficient voice on the phone. But who knows what this old woman really saw?”

“I don’t know. Short hair, tailored clothes—”

“To me that could spell an off-duty call girl. A businesswoman might have a wild mop and clothes that look like hell.” He got into the car and slid behind the wheel. “If it was Claire, we may soon know. We’re only three days behind.” He pulled out into the street. “Check the map, Ed. I want the shortest route to Detroit.”

At a roadside diner that evening, Ed voiced a thought that had long since occurred to Barney.

“Liz must have been with them when they killed Ingrid. They can’t afford to set her free now.”

Barney spooned his bean soup in silence. He felt no optimism, but Ed needed cheering up. “The dog barking was a good sign.”

“That what?”

“That she’s alive and probably being treated well.”

Ed looked at him adoringly. “How do you figure that, Barney?”

“Why didn’t they kill the pooch at once to get it out of their hair? It’s a small dog, a yipper, and that kind can be a bloody nuisance when you’re on the prowl. Besides, he’s a dead giveaway to your wife’s identity. In spite of all this, they haven’t disposed of him. So they must want something from Liz, and we can be pretty sure they won’t harm her until they get it.”

“But what could it be?” asked Ed helplessly. Then he muttered, “As if it mattered. Whatever it is, when they get it out of her, they’ll kill her, too.”

Barney went back to his soup. Ed was so right.

It was still dark when they got into Detroit. They found school teacher Rodney Aiken’s small frame house in a raw-earth new development.

The sky was lightening when Barney knocked on the front door. It swung inward under the impact of his knuckles. Barney motioned Ed out of the car, and together they entered the little house.

In the kitchen they found the coffee pot filled and plugged into an alarm radio set to go off at 7 A.M.

“Let’s check the bedroom,” said Barney.

The blanket was thrown back and the pillow was rumpled. Beside the bed, folded over a chair, lay a pair of trousers and a white shirt. Under the chair a pair of shoes gleamed neatly parallel, with ironed socks draped over their toes.

“Chronic bachelor,” Barney said. “Lifelong, I’d say, or he’d never have developed such neat habits. What’s this?”

On the nightstand, beside an open book, stood a little pharmaceutical bottle of tiny white tablets. Barney picked it up. The pharmacist had typed on the label, “To be taken as directed,” and the name “Rodney Aiken.” But someone, obviously Aiken, had stuck a narrow strip of adhesive tape around the bottle and lettered on it in firm masculine capital letters, “NITRO.”

“Nitroglycerin tablets,” Barney said, putting the bottle down. “A vasodilator. Used by cardiacs.… It’s easy enough to put all this together, Ed. He got up some time after he went to bed—got up or was awakened by something. He didn’t dress, because his clothes for the day are still here. Smells to me like force. He was either hauled off in his pajamas, or he’s still in the house.”

“I saw a door opening off the kitchen,” said Ed. He wet his lips as if his mouth was dry.

It led down a wooden stairway into a basement pungent with sawdust. The basement contained a complete woodworking shop: lathe, jigsaw, planer, electric drills. Against the plane slumped a pajama-clad man with wisps of hair fringing a naked scalp. Glassy eyes bulged from a black, swollen face. Like the eyes, the mouth was wide open; the tongue was hanging out.

“I ought to be used to this by this time,” said Ed Tollman faintly, “but somehow I’m not. Death, nothing but death. I’m sick of it!”

“Easy, Ed,” said Barney. Ed swallowed and turned away. Barney was examining the dead man’s neck. He could find no signs of strangulation. “Looks like a heart attack.”

“That’s a switch,” said Ed.

“But why would he get out of bed in the middle of the night and come down here? And see how his pajamas are twisted around, bass-ackwards. He wasn’t wearing these when he died, Ed. They were put on him after he died by somebody who was in too much of a hurry to notice what he was doing.”

He stooped and began removing the man’s pajamas. “You’ll have to help me, Ed.”

“I can’t!” Then Ed said, “Of course, I can.” And he came over and raised the torso and Barney stripped off the pajama coat. “My God,” Ed said.

There were big blotches of blistered flesh under the corpse’s armpits. Barney pulled the pajama bottoms down. The schoolteacher’s genitals had been burned, too.

Ed swallowed again, and once more. “They look like electrical burns,” he said. “I’ve seen a lot of them.”

“Electrical?” Barney searched the basement. He turned up a length of electric cord with a plug at one end. The other end had had its socket ripped off and the insulation stripped to the bare wires.

“The wonderful world of science,” said Barney. “They weren’t satisfied with the old standby, lit cigarettes. Poor bastard.”

“Do you suppose he told? Whatever it was they were torturing him for?”

Barney glanced at the haggard face of his companion. He knew what was in Ed’s mind. If Aiken had told his tormentors what they wanted to know, then they probably no longer needed Liz Tollman.

But Barney shook his head. “Aiken was a schoolteacher. They’re a pretty sedentary lot. And he had some prissy habits. He doesn’t strike me as the sort who’d keep a secret if he was facing torture. Besides, he knew he had a bad heart. So they wouldn’t have to torture him at all; he’d have told immediately if he knew anything—whatever it was they wanted to know. It was the poor guy’s bad luck that they didn’t believe him. So he got the torture anyway, and his heart conked out after all. My guess is our friends didn’t learn a damn thing, and Liz is still safe.”

They dressed the body and left it there. As they walked over to the car, a woman emerged from the house next door and stooped to pick up her milk.

“Good morning,” said Barney, and made for her.

The woman straightened with a start. She stood nervously poking at her tousled hair and smoothing her wrinkled housecoat.

“Could you tell me if Mr. Aiken had visitors last night?” Barney asked her. He was smiling.

She looked relieved. “I don’t think so. I heard his basement machinery running after midnight. He wouldn’t be working down there if he had company.”

No, thought Barney, he wasn’t working. Someone needed the noise of the machinery to drown out Aiken’s screams.

The woman was starting inside. Barney asked smoothly: “Has anyone come during the last few days? A woman, for example, in a cream-colored Lincoln convertible?”

Her unroughed mouth tightened and Barney knew he had lost her.

“We don’t pry into our neighbors’ business,” she said. “Excuse me,” and she went into her house.

On the way out of town Barney stopped at a pay phone and called the police to report that there was a dead man at Rodney Aiken’s address. He hung up before they could ask questions; he could not afford to be detained by dead bodies while there was still a live one to be found.

“And then there were two,” Ed said bitterly as they drove south. “Liz and Claire English. The others are out of the way.”

“And if Claire English was trying to warn the victims, she’s out of a job. Let’s go back and see if she’s come home to roost.”

A police car was parked outside the St. Louis photographic studio. Barney and Ed walked by without turning their heads. In a drugstore phone booth a block away, Barney dialed the woman’s apartment. A male voice answered: “Hello.”

“Is Claire there?”

“Who’s calling?”

A friend.”

“You’ll have to hang on, friend. I’ll get her.”

Barney left the drugstore quickly.

“The cops have got both places staked out,” he told Ed. “The guy tried to hold me while he traced the call.”

“Then the police must have her.”

“I’m not sure of that. Let’s see what our friendly newspaper says.”

The chief news of the Kiddoo murder was that there was no news. A headline proclaimed: “NO LEADS IN MYSTERY SLAYING.” According to the rehash, the photographer’s assistant, Arthur, had apparently stuck to the story Barney had given him—that he had come to check the studio and had found the body of the fat man. No mention was made of Barney and Ed; nor was there any indication that the St. Louis police had connected Kiddoo’s killing with the murders in Colorado, Indianapolis, or Detroit. Barney clucked with relief at that; nothing would endanger Liz more than a hoopla of a nationwide manhunt. The last line of the story gave him the information he was after: “Miss Claire English, owner of the studio, is still missing.”

He folded the paper thoughtfully. “I wonder why the English babe is so shy of the cops. She could have called them for help in Colorado, Indianapolis, Chicago …”

“Maybe she’s on the other side,” said Ed.

“Unlikely, with the tour driver dumped in her studio. Now, of course, she can’t show her face—” He snapped his fingers suddenly. “You know what I’d do in her shoes?”

“Crawl in a hole.”

“Yes. But I’d stick my head out once in a while to see if the coast is clear. Let’s see if we can get a room facing her studio.”

They found a cheap hotel whose entrance was a flight of stairs between a bookstore and a restaurant. Barney asked for a room facing the street. The clerk said: “Give you three-twelve. Nope. Rented that one last night. I can let you have a third-floor rear. Good view—better than the front, in fact.”

Barney was about to move on, but the open register on the desk caught his eye. “Room 312. Clarisse Engblom.” It was too clumsily close for coincidence.

“We’ll take the rear room,” said Barney. “No luggage, so we’ll pay now.”

On their way upstairs Barney explained to Ed what he had seen on the register. He made Ed pass the door of room 312, drawing him a few yards down the hall.

“We don’t want to spook her into running. Any ideas?”

Ed was excited. “Slide a note under the door telling who we are?”

“Would you believe a note, after what we’ve run into?”

“No, I suppose I wouldn’t. They’ve got transoms over the doors, though, if that’s any help.”

“Give me a boost up. I’ll take a look.”

Barney saw an open suitcase, looking very expensive and out of place on a lumpy bed. It contained cosmetics, sheer underthings, and other articles of clothing that looked equally expensive. On the window ledge stood an ashtray full to the brim with cigarette butts. But there was nobody in the room.

Abruptly, he heard the shower hiss. He motioned Ed to let him down.

“She’s in the bathroom. Taking a shower. Stand there so I can’t be seen from the elevator.”

From his pocket he drew a penknife with a length of flexible steel in place of a blade. He inserted the steel in the keyhole and moved it carefully, listening to the tumblers. The shower made a reassuring background noise. He kept expecting it to stop. But it did not. She must be awfully damn dirty, he thought.

At last he got the lock to turn over. “Wait here, Ed. If you hear anyone coming, knock twice, pause, then twice more. Otherwise, follow me in in ten minutes.”

He drew his gun, slipped into the room, and tiptoed to the bathroom. He threw open the door fast, and instantly knew he had pulled a booboo. The shower hissed into an empty stall, and a voice behind him said:

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot.”

It was a throaty female voice, unexcited and convincing. Barney stood still.

“Claire English?”

“As if you didn’t know.”

He said with a grin, turning his head ever so little, “You fooled me, Miss English. I mean, turning on the shower.”

“I was about to take one when I heard you start picking the lock. So I hid in the closet instead. Now don’t try to stall me in conversation—and don’t move!”

“Miss English, I’ll explain why …”

“—while your friends move in? No, thank you.”

“I’m Barney Burgess—”

“And if you make a sudden move, or anybody comes through that door, I’ll shoot.”

Barney did not care for the flutter of hysteria he detected underneath the calm voice. He began to develop an itch in the small of his back. What happens when Ed dutifully opens the door and steps in?

“You’ve got me, pal,” he said lightly. “I’ll be a good boy.”

“If that’s supposed to put me off my guard, forget it.”

Thirty seconds slogged by. Barney began to sweat. The woman had no idea what to do next. He said: “Suppose I lay my gun down on the floor and step into the bathroom with my hands up. Is that all right?”

Silence. She was examining his suggestion for pitfalls. Finally her voice said, “All right. But if you have any idea you can whirl and shoot before I squeeze this trigger, I advise you to forget it. You’ll be dead.”

Barney was very careful. He bent at the knees slowly and laid his gun like an egg on the floor. He straightened up in slow motion and advanced into the bathroom inch by inch.

“It it all right if I turn around?” he asked, stopping.

“Yes. I want to see what you look like.”

It was a shock to both of them. She was naked, and he saw at once that she had forgotten she was naked. The short-barreled .32 in her left hand began to tremble.

It was the same slender figure he had seen so enchantingly displayed in the recess of her studio wall. Apparently she had actually stepped into the shower when she heard him lock-picking her door: droplets of water glistened on her belly and flanks and had left tracks down her legs. Her eyes were a woodland green, deep as emeralds, and shimmering with caution and a little fear. Her predicament would have been funny in other circumstances. She wanted to cover up the vital spots, and one hand was holding the .32 on him. The other hand did what it could, which was not much.

The face that had been in shadow on the photographs pinched his groin. It was painfully beautiful in a Greek sort of way—passionate nostrils, a nose chiseled out of marble, cameo lips that matched the nostrils, and a chin forming the perfect pediment. Barney saw why she had not photographed it. No camera study could have justified body and face in the same frame; it had to be one or the other, otherwise there would have been no center of attention.

The little gun trembled some more.

“Steady,” Barney said soberly; he forced himself to keep his eyes on her trigger finger. “Look, Miss English, I’ve been hunting for you—”

“You’ve found some of us,” she said with a bitter smile.

“You’re the first live one.”

“The old couple in Colorado, that immense driver—”

“You’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t kill them. I’m a private detective. I’m working for the husband of Elizabeth Tollman—the Chicago tourist.”

“You don’t expect me to believe that.” But he saw her green eyes waver.

“I have papers that prove it.” He made a tentative move for his pocket, and stopped, looking at the finger.

“Don’t.”

He raised the hand to rejoin its brother. His arms were aching. He could feel the sweat running down his back. She was very tense. Her nudity, her predicament, the whole absurd situation were too much for her to handle. He had to do something fast to get her off the hook. And there was always Ed Tollman out in the hall, waiting to come in.

“Miss English, this is ridiculous. What do you want me to do, stand here and look? I’d enjoy it under any circumstances but these. I’m allergic to guns, and I don’t like the way you’re handling that one.”

He had never before seen a blush suffuse an entire body. It was as if a pink baby spot had suddenly been turned on her.

“Mind if I make a suggestion?” Barney went on soothingly. “Let’s do it like cops and robbers. I turn around, place my hands against the bathroom wall, and stand there with my feet spread way out. That lets you reach in from the side and take out my wallet with no danger of my jumping you. What do you say?”

After a moment she nodded. “All right, do it.”

Barney made like cops and robbers. The touch of her groping hand on his chest created butterflies in his stomach. She backtracked and, more deftly than he would have believed of her, kept the gun on him and explored his wallet.

“Edward Tollman is with me,” he said. “I left him out in the hall. He’ll be coming in shortly.” He paused. “Now that you’ve seen my credentials—”

“How do I know the real Barney Burgess isn’t lying dead in a ditch somewhere?”

“Hell, there’s my photo.”

“How do I know the photo is of Burgess? It’s just you.”

Barney said patiently, “May I turn off the shower? It’s splashing over on my pants.”

“Go ahead. Stay in the bathroom.”

Barney turned the shower off, soaking himself. When he turned around she was gone. He heard the closet door. She reappeared in a moment, belting a white terrycloth robe with her right hand. The left still had the gun on him.

“Call your friend,” Claire English said. “Warn him that I’m armed.”

Barney stepped past her to the door of the hotel room. He raised his voice. “Ed! Come in. Slow. The lady’s here, and she has a gun.”

The door opened and Ed Tollman poked his head into the room cautiously. He stopped like a shot as Claire stepped out of the bathroom with the .32.

“She caught me with one of the oldest tricks in the book,” Barney said sheepishly. “Miss English, Mr. Tollman. Are we squared away now?”

She examined the haggard Tollman face as if she were making a preliminary study for a portrait.

And then she lowered the gun.

“You’re Liz’s husband. She had your picture.”

She dropped into a chair like a discarded suit of clothes. The gun fell to the floor. Her shoulders shook and she began to cry. And suddenly she was laughing.

“Oh, God, I felt so stupid standing there with a gun and not a stitch on!”

And then she was all gladness, her perfect face alive with a resurrected hope. “Have you any idea what I’ve been through? What a nightmare this has been? And how wonderful it is not to have to go it alone any more? I feel as if I’ve met a couple of long-lost brothers. Brothers, will you have a drink?”
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There was only one glass in the bathroom. Claire got a pint bottle of bourbon from her suitcase and filled the glass. She took a shuddering swallow and passed the glass to Ed, beside her on the bed. Barney, in a chair facing them, reached over to Ed and took his turn and felt joyous. This was more like it. They were three travelers in a cave taking refuge from a threatening storm. For the first time in days he relaxed.

Pale light pierced a window opaqued by grime; the ledge outside was clotted with pigeon droppings. The room had the stale bouquet of cheap hotels—moldy mattresses and musty carpets. The smell was faintly overlain by the scent of the woman’s bath soap. Lovely.

Barney passed the glass to her, watching her take another slug, long and thirsty. His glance dropped to the twin hollows above her collarbone. His thumbs would fit neatly there; he’d be able to feel the pulse beating under the skin. His glance went further down the slim body, down to where her robe parted to reveal a plinth of thigh. It would be damn good to see her naked again, but unafraid this time—better than that, in a posture of availability. And suddenly there she was, lying on her bed … on her back …

“Why are you staring at me, Mr. Burgess?”

Barney stared. She was still sitting on the bed. My God, he thought, a bona fide hallucination. Just plain fag-out. He wondered if he looked as fatigue-ridden as Ed Tollman.

“I was wondering,” he said, “why you didn’t ask for help from the police.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Barney nodded with appreciation. She was quick, on top of everything else. “They had Ed’s wife—”

The eyes turned to Ed, beside her, and their emerald softened. He was sitting wrapped tightly round, like a mummy, asleep with his eyes open. She turned back to Barney.

“And? You have no monopoly on logic, Mr. Burgess.”

“Barney.”

“Barney. I reached the same conclusion when I found out Liz had disappeared.”

That seemed reasonable, too. Only there was something wrong with it. After a moment’s reflection he had it. “But you didn’t learn that until after you’d phoned the sheriff in Colorado. Or wasn’t that you?”

“Oh, that was me, all right.”

“And you also visited Ingrid Johns in Indianapolis.”

“Yes.” Her natural brows had risen. “Did you follow me?”

“Only incidentally. We were following the same trail. I’m wondering,” said Barney, “how you sniffed all this out.”

Claire English leaned back on her elbows. “It began,” she said, “when my studio was burgled. Three weeks ago.”

“That far back? The driver was killed only a week ago.”

She nodded. “Apparently they came back a second time. That’s why I hid here, where I could watch the studio; I thought they might come a third time, in which case I was going to call the police. The publicity alone would have been worth ten thousand dollars to me.”

Barney looked at her in astonishment. “You’d never have lived to read it in the papers.”

She smiled at him. “I got the drop on you.”

“Because I didn’t want to have to rough you up,” said Barney, nettled.

“You’re just saying that because you’re a man.”

“Listen, Claire, I had at least two chances to jump you!”

She dimpled. “Did you?”

“You’re acting like a kid! Do you know anything about guns?”

“How to load, aim, shoot. Is there anything else?”

Barney finished the bourbon in the glass. “Forget it. You don’t know what we’re dealing with. These men like killing. It’s second nature to them. A gun is a third hand. They don’t have to think before they shoot. You do, because you’re a human being. It’s that split second’s difference that would get you dead.”

And that sobered her, but he knew she didn’t deeply understand. “I said I was glad you two showed up, didn’t I?”

“I hope you won’t have to learn the hard way,” Barney mumbled. “Anyway, we’re wasting time. Keep talking. What did they steal the first time?”

“Photographic equipment. And a file folder of pictures I’d shot in Mexico. I didn’t discover that was missing till later; at the time I thought it was an ordinary break-in, some sneak thief. Actually, the only unusual thing was that they came during the day.”

“They were after you.”

“I know that now. But I was out of town on a job. I didn’t discover the burglary till I got back.”

“And you didn’t call the police.”

“I did, on the burglary. I guess I didn’t make enough fuss; the equipment was insured. The police didn’t seem very excited. A couple of days later I discovered the photos had been taken. Alamo Tours had ordered some prints, so I wrote them saying I wouldn’t be able to deliver. I also asked about the driver out of politeness. In their reply they mentioned casually that he had disappeared.

“At that point,” Claire continued, “I decided to get in touch with the other members of the group; I had an idea they wanted the photos for some kind of confidence game. I didn’t begin to worry till I learned that old Maynard and Sue Barton were dead, probably murdered. I got really scared when Liz was reported gone. So I closed the studio, took this room across the street, and tried to figure it all out. The only answer I came up with was that somebody was systematically killing the people who’d been in Mexico with me. I drove to Indianapolis, since it was closest, and persuaded Ingrid to hide out. Then—”

“Ingrid didn’t,” said Barney. “They came that night and gassed her with her own oven.”

Claire went marbly pale. “Oh, no … But she promised to leave at once!”

“She had to arrange for her cat. That was an expensive cat.”

“And Rodney Aiken? You know, the schoolteacher. I tried to convince him on the phone what danger he was in, but he sounded as if he thought I was drunk.”

“He died a believer, Claire. His heart gave out under torture.”

The marble turned the color of old ivory. She sat up on the bed, clutching her robe to her, crying, “What in God’s name do they want? Why are they killing us off?”

“If we knew that,” Barney said gently, “we’d be able to take a giant step ahead of them. Unfortunately, we know absolutely nothing—who they are, what they’re after, what’s behind all this. By the way—”

“Yes, Barney,” she whispered.

“They’re keeping Liz alive.”

She stared at him.

He nodded. “They’ve got her with them.” He got out of the chair, his body screaming for sleep. “And speaking of Liz, we’d better get back to Chicago and see if anything’s developed.”

Claire jumped off the bed in terror. “Don’t leave me!”

“I hadn’t planned to,” said Barney. To himself he said, Baby, I could have all sorts of plans about you. And in spite of his exhaustion he glanced hungrily at her robe. “We’ll wait in the hall while you get dressed. Then Ed and I have to get a few hours’ shut-eye or we won’t be good for anything. You can move in with us for protection.… Ed. Ed? Ed, wake up!”

Her presence added a fragrance to the car.

She wore a suit that matched her eyes. Her red-gold hair was teased in curves that complemented the incredible curves of her face. Ed was in the back seat, and she was sitting beside Barney; he could scarcely keep his eyes on the road. Whoa, Barney, he said to himself. And inhaled her perfume.

She had recovered from the shocks of the past few hours; she was almost animated. He could only hope that she appreciated what they were up against.

“Now,” Barney said. “Tell me all about your trip to Mexico.”

“Is that why you’ve brought me along?”

“Partly.”

“Oh. Then you have an ulterior motive.”

“Every man has an ulterior motive when he runs into a beautiful woman and can do something about it.”

She laughed. “Beautiful! One lech I know compares me to that TV commercial where the gal turns to stone because he’s wearing the wrong hair tonic. Aren’t you overstating a bit, Mr. Burgess?”

“Barney.”

“Barney?”

“Not at all. Don’t forget, baby, I’m in a position to know. That wasn’t marble that turned pink.”

The pinkness rose to her neck, but she did not seem angry. She looked out the car window. “I don’t suppose you’ll ever let me forget that.”

“Why should I? It isn’t often a man has a head start like that.”

“Men—”

“I know, we’re all alike. And wouldn’t it be rough on you broads if we weren’t?”

“And what about women?”

“You’re all alike, too.”

“What nonsense!”

“Believe me, I know. That’s what’s kept me single all these years. Looking for a different kind of woman.”

She sighed. “There goes the same old refrain.”

He turned to squint at her. “What do you mean?”

“You’re like a man I know. Nothing, nothing in the world would induce me to go through that again.”

He was going to retort, Who asked you? but concentrated on driving instead. The question would have been a smartaleck lie. He had been asking her, in his own fashion, for some time.

“There’s nothing makes a flat tire out of a man faster than realizing he’s no more to a chick than she is to him,” Barney said. It was cruel, but for some reason he found himself fiercely desirous of defending his ego. But she misunderstood him. She thought he was talking about an affair of the past that had run off the road.

“You sound as if you’re determined not to allow yourself to go through it again,” Claire said, glancing at him. “Was it so bad?”

“I was going,” said Barney, glancing at her, “to ask you the same question.”

They laughed together. Then Claire said, “Mine turned out wretchedly. It happened on that tour of Mexico. He died.”

“John Torrance Talbot?”

She nodded.

“You were tight with him?”

She murmured, “I’ve never heard it put quite so vulgarly. But yes, I suppose you could say so.”

“How tight?”

“You’re making me blush again.”

“I’d like to hear about it.”

“You’re nothing but a voyeur!”

“What do you think a detective has to be? Actually, Talbot might be the key to this whole mishmash.”

She stared down the long concrete ribbon of highway. “I’ve thought about that. But I can’t fit it in.”

“You’re too close to it. I might see something you missed.”

“All right, but … don’t look at me when I tell it. There are some embarrassing parts.”

“I’m of age.”

“I sometimes wonder if I am. I behaved like a fool from the first moment. But look at it from a woman’s viewpoint. Here was this man, six feet three, lean, young, handsome as the devil, without a care in the world—”

Ed Tollman spoke from the back seat. “Liz wrote me that he was surly.”

Barney had forgotten he was with them. As for Claire English, she looked at Ed in surprise. “Surly? Johnny? I can’t understand Liz’s saying that. He wasn’t surly to me—or to Liz, either, after he got to know her. He was sort of like Errol Flynn—reckless, gay, teasing, dashing—oh, I don’t know, even a sort of group clown. Johnny could get away with almost anything, because nobody was supposed to take him seriously.”

“But you did,” said Barney.

Claire lit a cigarette, placed it between Barney’s lips, and then lit one for herself. The action brought a memory of the many times she had performed the same service for Johnny Talbot.

She sighed. “That’s my problem. I take everything seriously, even jokes. That’s how it started between us, as a sort of joke …”

She had noticed him the moment she entered the tour office: Errol Flynn in slacks and a knit shirt, stooped over the piles of brochures and maps on the counter. His head turned as she crossed the room; his dark eyes followed her movements with an amused intensity that made her painfully aware of how tight the flesh-colored slacks were against her thighs and buttocks, of how her breasts thrust aside the car coat. She was not usually self-conscious about her body. It made her angry.

“Now there’s a collector’s item,” he said as she reached the counter.

She examined a brochure without seeing it, feeling the heat flow down her legs. It was not possible that he had spoken of the statuettes on the wall—he had not taken his eyes from her.

His words hung in midair like fog which would not settle until she dealt with it—one of those half actions that must be completed in order to dissolve the expectancy. She decided on superiority.

“Little boys shouldn’t stare,” she said, looking at him.

“Why not, when there’s something worth staring at?”

Somehow, it had come out coy. It made her annoyed with herself, and she got busy in her purse. He continued to stare. Then he smiled, nodded, said, “My error, Pink Lady,” and sauntered away. Damn it! thought Claire. There ought to be a pill for chronic blushing.

When she turned around, he was standing outside appreciatively examining her cream-colored convertible with its leopard-skin upholstery. A cigarette hung from his lips and his hands were thrust in his pockets. The cool December breeze ruffled his monk’s cap of black hair, and she felt a sudden sense of some joy she had missed.

Then the business of arranging the tour intruded, and she was perhaps more cleverly businesslike than usual with the little director. When she left the office, the young man was gone. She felt no regret, oddly, but relief, as if she had escaped some subtle danger.

The following morning he was helping the monster driver stow the luggage on top of the limousine. He smiled at her as though they shared some secret.

“Let me take your suitcase,” he said. “I’ll put it under mine.”

Everything he said seemed to have a sexual meaning. For a moment she saw, not the suitcases, but herself and the young man, lying together on the car. It was appalling. Claire thought, Maybe I shouldn’t have dropped that psychiatrist.

“Are you going to Mexico?” she asked, handing him the bag.

“Nothing could keep me away.”

The absurd adolescent thought came to her that he was planning to go because of her. She turned quickly away.

Johnny Talbot made no further advances. With the others he easily established a camaraderie. The garrulous old man, Maynard Barton, had lived in Mexico as an engineer during the twenties; old Barton enjoyed Johnny’s company, for the young man listened to his endless stories. With old Susan Barton, fussily worried about dirt and germs, he was reassuring and helpful. It was Johnny who kept her flask filled with purified drinking water or, if it was not available, treated it with halazone tablets until her jug reeked. The balding schoolteacher from Detroit, Rodney Aiken, had studied Spanish at college; Johnny’s eagerness to learn the language from Aiken was calculated flattery, and Aiken’s interest in sociology led them into technical discussions of penal systems and criminology, so that Claire wondered where the young man had picked up his information. When she asked him, he grinned and said, “I used to be a juvenile delinquent.” “When was that, last year?” Johnny looked her up and down. “Careful, I might take that as a dare.” Then he went after Sue Barton’s purified water, leaving Claire to wonder if she had meant it as a dare.

But Johnny rarely spoke to her as he went about endearing himself to the other members of the tour. For each of them he put on a different face. With the industrial librarian from Indianapolis, Ingrid Johns, he talked about a pet raccoon he had had as a boy. Because of her connection with a chemical company, Ingrid was curious about the medicinal herbs the Indians used; in Saltillo Johnny took Rodney Aiken with him to the market and came back with a shopping bag full of dried herbs, each labeled with its Mexican name.

And the driver—Claire never understood the basis of his friendship with Johnny. Kiddoo was an enormous blob who got along with everyone. He knew little about Mexico, and his Spanish vocabulary was limited to making hotel arrangements and servicing the car. He let the group have their way—he only drove the car and cared for it; where it pointed its nose was entirely up to his passengers. Yet Claire could not see that anyone got really close to him: he was so self-effacing that a sort of master-flunkey relationship developed that made friendship impossible. With Johnny, Kiddoo was different. Johnny was the only passenger he allowed to take the wheel on occasion. When they stopped at a Pemex station, Kiddoo would not leave the limousine until Johnny returned from the men’s room, or wherever he had wandered off. The pair talked of car racing; Claire first decided that Johnny had been a race driver, then changed her mind and decided that it was only his chameleon way of getting on with people. She had the feeling that, if she were to ask what Johnny Talbot was like, she would get a different answer from every member of the tour.

His relationship with Liz Tollman fascinated Claire most of all: intimate, yet free of the double meanings and innuendos which so unnerved Claire. They could say anything to each other, and neither seemed to take it personally. They were like brother and sister. When Johnny offered Claire his seat near the window—in a flamboyant manner that made it impossible to accept—Liz said: “Stop acting like a movie actor, Johnny.”

“Hell, she makes me feel like one. What do you advise, Liz?”

“I don’t know, but do something natural. You’ll both wind up with bags under your eyes.”

Johnny glanced at Claire. “You see? Everybody’s on to us.”

Claire saw nothing to seize upon; he gave her no leads. So she did nothing, although she found herself wanting to.

She was the only single young woman in the group, and he, the only young man. Fading Ingrid and prissy Rodney Aiken had developed a sort of hands-off romance; they sat together and talked and talked, and you could see that something was growing. Old Maynard Barton had his wife, Kiddoo the driver had his car, and Liz Tollman—Liz had everybody. Liz was the catalyst; when the group drew apart, she did or said something that pulled it together again.

By the time they reached Torreón, a bustling oasis on the barren plateau, Claire was afflicted by a sense of time’s fleeting. This was the first vacation she had allowed herself in five years. She had been working hard, and when she held her mirror close, she could see tiny crevices around her mouth. She had 30,000 dollars in the bank—not bad for a lone woman of thirty. She had never intended to live without men. Take your pleasure when you choose, she told herself; kiss the boys goodbye and owe them nothing.

Somewhere between Torreón and Durango, Johnny, who was sitting behind her, blew softly on her neck. “I’ve watched you long enough,” he whispered in her ear. “Let’s peel off in Durango and go dancing.”

She nodded without thinking. She felt an immense relief.

In Durango, Claire bathed, powdered and perfumed her body. She was selecting her filmiest underthings when she suddenly thought, Whoa, girl, what are you—Miss Round-heels? Take it slow. And on impulse she asked Liz, who was sharing her hotel room, to go along. She was sorry the moment Liz dressed. Her fresh beauty made Claire feel artificial and aging.

Johnny blinked when he met them in the lobby. But then he grinned at Claire and gallantly handed them both into a taxi. After dinner he danced with Liz and left Claire to deal with local Lotharios whose English consisted of, “May I half these dance, pleece?”

At eleven Liz said: “I’m tired, Johnny. If you’d get me a taxi …”

But Johnny took them both home, and Claire was furious with herself.

“I suppose I should thank you for a lovely evening,” she said in the corridor after Liz had gone inside.

Johnny said, “Let’s go to my room.”

No, she thought, no, you vulgar oaf. “Isn’t there some subtler line in your kit bag?”

He leaned against the wall. “Rod Aiken told me a story about the bowerbird. The male fixes up a little bower, or run, for the hen, decorates it with bits of glass, tinfoil, colored paper, and then he goes into his song. The hen comes along and looks around. If she digs the bower, she stays. If not, she splits.”

Claire found herself laughing. “That’s much better.”

“I’ve got a bottle, some ice, and a portable radio which picks up El Paso—”

“I’m a little tired.”

“—and a bed. I’d even tuck you in.”

There, she thought, you’ve done it wrong again. “Johnny, the bowerbird doesn’t tell the hen what will happen if she stays.”

“But she knows—”

“All the more reason not to be explicit.”

“What do you say, Claire?”

“I say good night.”

“Claire, you’ve got a lovely body. Why not share the wealth? I can show you a thing or two, too.”

“Good night,” Mister Talbot.”

In bed, in the dark, Claire tossed. He was impossible, a boor. She had always hated men who were verbal slobs, who had no finesse. Why did he have to be that way? It could be so wonderful. She felt her body grow hot all over, and she knew it was pink again from head to toes, and she hated him and herself.

The next day they paused in the tour long enough to have a picnic in the wildly beautiful Sierra Madre range. The air was so cool under the big scented pines that they had to don sweaters. Claire got out her camera and snapped the group. Suddenly she noticed that John Torrance Talbot kept turning his face away.

“What’s the matter, Johnny? Shy?”

“Don’t want to break your camera.”

“Good heavens! Can’t you think of anything more original than that?”

Johnny got up and walked away. After a few minutes, Claire quietly followed. She found him staring up at a squirrel in a tree.

“Got you,” she said as she clicked the shutter.

He shot her a curious look of annoyance; it lasted only a split second. Then he smiled.

“Come here, I want to show you something.”

They walked farther away from the limousine. Someone had broken out a case of beer and they were all drinking it, except old Sue Barton, who insisted that Mexican beer contained unpurified water. When they were out of earshot, Johnny said: “I thought you knew I didn’t want my picture taken.”

He said it in such a peculiar tone that, in spite of its absurdity, Claire began to feel nervous and wish that they were not so far from the others. “Don’t be such a goop,” she said with an effort at lightness. “I’ll give you a print.”

“I’d rather have the film.” He spread his lips in a smile that somehow failed to break the rigidity of his expression. “It’s my religion: No photographs.”

“I don’t understand, Johnny.”

“Just say I’m a nut on the subject. Give me the film.”

“Of all things! I most certainly will not.”

His hand snaked out for the camera. Claire gasped and ran. He caught her and tore the camera from her grasp. She lunged for it, but he seized her wrist and twisted. When he spoke it was in a flat, icy tone:

“I only want the film. Don’t make me smash your camera.”

Trembling, unbelieving, she watched him remove the film and throw it over a cliff. When he handed the camera back, she took it in her left hand and swung her right with all her strength at his face. “You bastard!”

It was like something out of her night thoughts. He grabbed her arms and yanked her against him. She tried to get away, but he dug his big fingers into her neck just below her jaws and forced her face up and toward him. Then his face was coming down and his lips were on hers.

He kissed her in a way that outraged and humiliated her and sent waves of heat up her legs. She struggled. She even tried to bite him. But his right arm and hand across the small of her back kept her immobilized, and the pressure of his lips was so hard that she could get no purchase with her teeth. She began to feel dizzy.

And suddenly she realized that he was no longer coercing her. She was responding, pressing against him with all her strength, moving her tongue thirstily. The discovery was such a shock that she drew back with a cry.

He looked down at her. His eyes were laughing.

“Does that make up for the film?”

She did not know what to say, to do. She felt futilely for her hair. “I could kill you, Johnny Talbot.”

“That’s pride. I’ve got it, so have you. If we didn’t, we’d have been in bed together long ago.”

She looked at him and thought: Now, here under the pines, before I spoil it.

The car horn blatted, and it was over.

“They’ll come looking,” she whispered, hoping he had a solution. But he only took her hand and started walking.

“Tonight,” he said as they came in view of the car.

“Yes,” Claire whispered.

But that evening the group found Mazatlán too dirty and overrun by tourists. Maynard Barton had been to San Blas—forty years ago—which he described as a paradise, so they voted to push on. They arrived after midnight because of a flat tire, and by the time they had checked into the hotel they were all fagged out and crossly swatting mosquitoes. “I’ll be seeing you,” said Johnny as they dispersed to their rooms.

“Yes?” Claire said, puzzled, but he gave no explanation. In bed she tried to stay awake, just in case … but the next thing she knew Liz Tollman was shaking her. The salmony dawn bathed the room and a sea breeze came through the louvered windows.

“You have a gentleman caller,” mumbled Liz, then crawled back into bed muttering about the strange habits of one Johnny Talbot. He remained on the sunporch.

“I’ve got a boat,” he said in a low voice. “We’ll take a ride up the river.”

“Are the others going?”

“No.” His eyes were going over her like the breeze against her sheer pajamas. He can see every pore in my body, Claire thought. Good!

She went through the whole routine of preparation again; the shower, perfume, powder, surveying herself in the mirror, thinking: He’s right when he says you can’t enjoy the view alone; without him it’s just an intellectual appreciation of conical breasts and a flat stomach. He gives it emotion; he wants this, and I enjoy his wanting this. She ran her hands down her body. What must it be like to be a flower, with both male and female parts? Ah, but the bees had to carry the wherewithal, so nothing worked by itself. Suddenly she felt like dancing; it was like the time she had won a prize for selling the most Girl Scout cookies. She decided to go out and tell him: Let’s not bother with the river trip, the courtship scene, the bowerbird bit; let’s have it now.

But he had left the sunporch, so she went back into the room and began sorting through her underwear. She selected her best, and then she thought: What if they get torn? Eight ninety-five, and I’ll have to replace them with shoddy Mexican panties. She picked out a cheaper pair, thought What the hell?, threw them aside, and pulled her shorts on over the bare skin.

The river was a snake of clear water wriggling through mangroves and giant ferns. Brilliant birds screeched down; orchids clung to tree trunks tantalizingly out of reach; once an alligator splashed. Claire was glad they had come.

“We’re back at the beginning of time. It’s all going to start here,” she said.

Johnny smiled and raised his brows. “Open me a beer.”

“You’ve broken the spell, you rat.” She opened the cooler and took a beer out of the ice. For herself she fixed a rum and Coke. She watched him drink, noting with pleasure the matted hair showing through the opening of his shirt. He was barefoot. His muscular arm rested on the tiller; he was studying the shore like a corsair. Looking for a place to enjoy his prey, Claire thought. She felt deliciously anticipatory.

An hour later Johnny grumbled, “The guy I rented the boat from said the river ended at a waterfall. I got the impression it was a lot closer than this. If he’s conned me, I’ll kill him.”

“How,” Claire asked dreamily, “do you manage to carry on these complicated conversations? You don’t speak Spanish.”

“Sign language,” he said, recovering his good humor; and he acted out a waterfall, a river, an alligator, and a boat with such ludicrous fidelity that she laughed until she ached.

Then they rounded a bend; and there was the waterfall, cascading into a crystal lagoon. It looked like a movie location for a jungle romance. The sun splintered through a canopy of leaves. There was a thatched shelter nearby with two absurd tables. An olive-skinned woman stirred a pot over a charcoal fire; a man squatted nearby hacking coconuts with a machete. The air was heady with flower scents.

“We’re here, Mrs. Crusoe!” said Johnny.

They munched dried shrimp and peanuts in the primitive hostería, then went for a swim. They decided it would be fun not to change clothes but to dry themselves in the sun afterward. Claire went into the air-clear water first; Johnny dived off the board, his long body breaking clean while bubbles streamed after him like little fish. They embraced under water until she ran out of air.

He held her.

Terror struck her from nowhere. She would have screamed had she been able to get a lungful of air. She turned and she twisted and fought while he held her easily down. Panic gave her a bloody feeling in her throat. What was he trying to do? Let me go, let me go …

He released her. She struggled to the surface and crawled out on the stones gulping and gulping. Her chest was one white-hot ache.

She gasped, “What in God’s name do you think you were doing? I nearly drowned.”

“I’d have saved you.”

“Take me back. I don’t want to swim any more.”

He flipped over and floated. “No,” he said lazily.

The ridiculous thought struck Claire then that he was a psychotic. He did act strangely. What had she got herself into? She was helpless: the woman was useless, the man hacking coconuts was grinning, enjoying the show. She couldn’t even communicate with them. And the boat—she didn’t even know how to start the engine.

She got up weak-kneed, shivering in the strong sun. And a curious thing happened to her. Suddenly she did not care. It was absurd, anyway. He was a brute, and he was playing with her, and so be it. She had never felt so reckless. “I’m going for a walk,” she said.

He gave her an amused look. “Go ahead.”

She climbed the rocky slope to the ledge where the waterfall spilled over. Sunlight pierced the trees. She stripped off her wet clothing, hung it on a branch, and was sitting naked in the sun when Johnny appeared with a blanket.

“Nice little nest,” he said. “Shall we go to it, Miss English?”

Hating him, she watched him spread the blanket. She inched up and settled on the blanket and stared into the trees. Then she felt his hands, and she closed her eyes.

“That,” Johnny laughed, “is what I wanted the first day.”

“You picked a funny way to get it,” murmured Claire.

“Seems to me I did everything exactly right. Here we are.”

“Here we are.” She looked up through the leaves: a buzzard wheeled, uttering crowlike cries. A purple-black kite flew against the brilliant sky; it descended in a lazy spiral somewhere above the mountain. Something dead up there, she thought. In the river below, a bird screeched, and there was a loud splash. Something got eaten, she thought. The blanket tickled her perspiring back; she smelled the forest mold and thought of death, of everything blacked out; silence, nothing. She felt a sudden panic for life, to eat and drink and laugh and fill herself with love. She stretched out her hand and touched him.

“No,” said Johnny.

“No?”

“No.”

She rolled over and nuzzled his neck. “No what?”

He laughed again, and she felt the sound inside her body. “No waiting.”

Later she smoked a cigarette and rested her head between his legs.

“I like that about you,” he said. “You get what you want.”

“I suppose I do. Even while I was fighting it. Doesn’t everybody?”

“Not everybody. And some know they can never get it.”

“Like for instance?”

“Like me. I could get real hung up with you.”

“Go ahead.”

“Permanently?” She thought he shook his head ever so little.

Claire felt something tighten inside. “I don’t know about permanently,” she said lightly. “I don’t even know what you do for a living.”

“I live.”

“I couldn’t support a gigolo.”

“Sure, it’s like having a pet elephant. A lot of fun, but, man, the expense.”

“I just couldn’t have a man dependent on me. It would sour both of us.”

“I should have my own money, huh? How much would I need?”

“Millions.”

“No kidding. A hundred thousand?”

“We’re getting into fantasy.”

“Okay,” he said. “Just don’t keel over when I cover this body of yours with thousand-dollar bills.”

She laughed. “I’ll sew them into a bikini and wear it to the beach.”

“With a ten-carat diamond in your navel.”

They got a little squiffy that afternoon. The Mexican woman killed a chicken and fried it, and Claire wished that she could stop time forever; joy existed only here, beside this little lagoon in the jungle. They slept that night on a straw mat in a thatched hut. The bugs would have eaten them alive if they had not rubbed each other repeatedly with insect repellent.

The next morning the group came chugging upriver, some of them worried, the others merely curious. At first there was a tendency to giggle and leer at the fact that Johnny and Claire had obviously spent the night together. But Claire’s glow and Johnny’s possessive calmness soon killed the awkwardness. The visit turned into a celebration. It was late afternoon when they all returned to the hotel.

That night at dinner the food stuck in Claire’s throat. She caught Johnny’s eye and walked out to the beach. He came up behind her and kissed her neck.

“I got a room by myself tonight,” he said. “Mosquito netting over the bed. It’s like a little bower.”

“What have you done to me, Johnny?”

He grinned. “If you don’t know by now, you’d better see your analyst.”

“You know what I mean. You make me feel as if I’m about to explode.”

He fondled her. “We’ll trigger it.”

“Damn you! Leave your door unlocked.”

Three nights later in the crummy hotel in Guadalajara, Liz said: “I think I’ll get my own room from now on.”

Claire looked at her. “Why?”

“You never sleep in it. You’ll catch your death running through the corridors at night in your pajamas. Let him come to you.”

“Liz, I’ve never done this before—” She felt the pink tide again.

“You don’t have to explain to me. You might as well move in together. He’s a damned attractive man. Sex personified.” Liz shrugged. “I’m happy for you, only …”

“What?”

“He’s so … obscure, so mysterious about what he does for a living. Look, it’s none of my business. Why don’t I shut up?”

Claire stared at the fly-specked ceiling. It was bothering her, too. Johnny grew vague and flippant when she brought the subject up, and she had stopped doing it. His evasions gave her a funny feeling. And it annoyed her with herself. After all, what difference did it make? When the tour was over, they would part and go their separate ways; they would probably never lay eyes on each other again.

There was another thing: Now and then he would vanish like smoke, and Claire would find herself pacing the lobby, waiting for him to rematerialize. Oaxaca … Taxco … Cuernavaca … Was he tiring of her already? Had he found another girl?

Once Liz said: “Don’t fret, Claire. He’ll be back. He went scouting for a seafood restaurant.” And Claire felt a jealous anger because he had told Liz and not her.

“You’d have wanted to come along,” explained Johnny when he showed up. “I had to be alone for a while.”

“Why?” murmured Claire, already melting.

“So that I could forget what you looked like. Now I’ve the fun of discovering you again.”

She could never get serious with him; he immediately dodged into flippancy. When Johnny sat next to Liz at the corrida in Mexico City, Claire was furious.

“I came in late,” Johnny pointed out. “You were sitting between Rod Aiken and Mrs. Barton. What should I have done, booted one of them off the seat?”

“Why were you late? I waited outside until the bloody thing started.”

He grinned and shook his handsome head. “You’d be happier, Claire, if you got rid of your hangups.”

“What hangups?”

“Money, pride, possessiveness.”

“What about yours?”

“Name one.”

“Cynical pursuit of kicks. Mixed with a little sadism.”

“I may die tomorrow.”

“Not if you’re careful.”

“If I’m careful, I’m dead today.”

That made no sense. Claire stalked off and they didn’t speak for the remainder of the day. But that night, when he knocked, she jumped up as though hurled from a catapult; she forced herself to walk slowly to the door. Afterward, she decided: We’re fine when we’re alone; it must be the others.

“Let’s leave the group, Johnny. Go to Acapulco.”

“Can’t now, baby.”

She found herself saying: “If it’s money …”

“Not that. I’ve got something to do in Tula. Then we’ll see.”

In Tula he disappeared while they were touring the Toltec ruins on the hill behind the city. An hour passed. Suddenly Claire noticed that Liz Tollman was missing, too. When the others gathered at the limousine to return to the hotel, Claire tried to ignore the glances in her direction. At sunset Liz came walking toward the car, alone. Behind her stood the silhouette of a pyramid topped by twelve-foot stone figures, like the Fates. Claire said nothing to Liz; her temper was already in too delicate a balance.

“Where’s Johnny?” asked old man Barton.

Liz looked surprised. “I haven’t seen him since we left the ball court.”

Johnny approached from the opposite side of the car. He walked with a jaunty stride, as though he had just accomplished something notable. He grinned at Claire, and the grin turned her anxiety to flaming anger.

“You’re grinning like a tomcat. Are you enlisting all the females in the group in your personal harem?”

“All except old Sue. She’s holding out for top spot.”

“She can have my place,” Claire said through her teeth. “I’m through.”

His grin faded. “Hey, you’re mad. Why?”

“Liz just got back. You must have come around the long way.”

He went stony. “I don’t get this.”

“If you didn’t get it, I’m sure you gave it the old Talbot try.”

“Oh, hell. Look. I bought something for you, that’s all. A miniature of those Toltec warriors on the pyramid.”

“Give it to Liz,” she said, and jumped into the car.

That night he rapped on her door and softly called her name. She lay there willing herself not to get up and open the door. But after a minute she found herself opening it. Johnny was gone. She walked down the hall and heard his voice in Liz’s room. Dazed, Claire returned to her room, swallowed two sleeping pills, and got back into bed. A quarter of an hour later, as her eyelids began to droop, she changed her mind. By God, she’d go to Liz’s room and find out just what was going on.

Suddenly it was morning.

Johnny was not in his room. Neither was his suitcase.

When he did not appear for breakfast Claire, jumpy now, began asking questions. The driver, Kiddoo, said Johnny had taken a taxi ahead to San Juan del Rio. He would meet the group at noon there in the marketplace, he had told Kiddoo.

They were drinking cerveza in an outdoor café and comparing their purchases of straw goods when Claire spotted Johnny across the highway, towering over the milling Mexicans. He looked flushed, as though he had been running. His eyes searched the crowded market; Claire tried to call, but her throat was suddenly dry. Then old Barton’s voice bellowed:

“Hey, Talbot! We’re over here!”

Johnny spotted them, waved, and started across the road. There was an unearthly screech and an enormous Bronx cheer of air brakes. But the bus was coming too fast. Its bulldog front bounced Johnny into the air, arms and legs flapping like a rag doll’s. He landed on the asphalt ahead of the bus.

To Claire, everything was small, far away.

She saw Johnny start crawling on his elbows. Then the front wheels of the bus ran over his waist.…

The next thing Claire felt was Liz rubbing her wrists and Rodney Aiken bathing her forehead with a beer-soaked handkerchief.

“Johnny,…” she moaned.

“They carried him off in the ambulance,” said Liz. “Easy, Claire.”

“Dead?”

“Almost,” muttered the schoolteacher. “Bleeding internally. We’ll take you there.”

She managed to get to her feet. She tried not to look at the blood where Johnny had fallen. But something caught her eye. It was the statuette he had tried to give her the night before. All at once it seemed profoundly significant. She picked it up and put it in her purse.

At the hospital, gray-faced Maynard Barton started to apologize. “I feel it’s my fault. If I hadn’t yelled that way—”

“Let her go in, Maynard,” said his wife. “He’s been asking for you, honey.”

Claire walked into the room. It was a death’s head on the pillow. “Johnny?” she wept.

He opened his eyes full and mumbled: “Mona … Mona …”

Then he died.

That’s the way it goes, Claire thought later. You love a man, and he dies with another woman’s name on his lips.
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“Nobody could enjoy himself after that,” said Claire. “I was in a daze. We canceled out the visits to Guanajuato and Dolores Hidalgo and came back to the States.”

They were eating in a roadside diner. Barney and Ed had decided to avoid greasy foods—they were both having problems—and Barney was sipping cream of asparagus soup and milk, while Ed made a meal of soda crackers and oyster stew. Claire, however, seemed to be thoroughly enjoying a steak and French fries, as if, having tossed her destiny into Barney’s lap, she had thrown off all her worries, too. The thought weighted him down a little. Ed and Claire were like two orphans abandoned on his doorstep.

“Are you sure he mentionned a girl’s name?” asked Barney. “Mona?”

“His voice was very faint, but I heard it.”

“Mona means a female monkey in Spanish. ‘La mona, aunque se veste de seda, mona se queda.’”

“What does that mean?”

“‘The monkey, although she dresses in silk, remains a monkey.’” Barney smiled. “He couldn’t have had very good taste. Don’t take that personally,” he said quickly. “I meant where this Mona was concerned.”

Her delicate face turned pink, and Barney decided he liked that. That bastard Talbot had been a lucky man until that bus clipped him. Hurray for Mexican bus drivers.

“Anyway,” Claire said, “Johnny could barely say ‘hello’ in Spanish. So it couldn’t have meant that.”

Barney shrugged. “We’ll probably never know. The tour director arranged for Talbot’s burial, I take it?”

Claire nodded. “But I asked for his things, and got them.”

“Oh? What were they?”

“Nothing unusual. Watch, wallet—” She stopped. “There was something unusual. There were no photographs, no snapshots, none of those little notes and business cards which tend to accumulate. His wallet was almost bare.”

“Money?”

“Very little. Less than a hundred dollars Mexican.”

“Suitcase?”

“Wasn’t found. The man who hauled him from Tula to San Juan del Rio said he’d come to the taxi empty-handed.”

“But he had it in Tula?”

“I couldn’t be sure, you know. I was sort of distracted by my own scene.” She pushed away her plate in a gesture of distaste. “I was panting like a puma. I couldn’t evaluate Johnny’s stupid death except in personal terms. I’ve decided I’m not psychologically suited for love.”

But, baby, Barney thought as he watched her touch the napkin to her lips, you’re sure built for it.

Ed drove now. Barney mulled over Claire’s story. It opened out in so many directions that he could not decide which one to follow.

“His talk of getting a lot of money,” Barney said to Claire. “Did you get the impression he really had a big deal cooking?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t get any kind of impression. He was always joking. I thought that was a joke, too.”

“And his disappearances?”

“Well, he did take me to a seafood restaurant after he disappeared in Cuernavaca. And he did bring back that statuette in Tula. So I assumed he’d told the truth, that he just wanted to be alone for a while, as he claimed. He always told me what he’d done when he was gone—watched the people, rambled around a market, had a couple of drinks, and so on. I talked myself into believing him—until after he was dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“When we got back to the States, I went to his home in Los Angeles to notify his relatives—the tour director’d had no luck, you know. I suppose I wanted to wrap up the mystery of Johnny Talbot and then try to forget it. But the address was a phony, and nobody in the neighborhood knew anything about him. Of course, I had no photo to show them. I found no evidence that he had ever existed.”

“Nor a girl named Mona?”

“I wasn’t looking for her.”

“Did you go through any police files for a picture of Talbot?”

“No.”

Barney shook his head. “You had reason to believe he’d done time. Obviously his mug and prints would be on file somewhere.”

“Don’t scold me. I’m not a detective.”

“You wanted to believe he was Mr. Clean.”

She stiffened. “Suppose I did?” Then she laughed. “I do believe you’re jealous.”

“Of a dead man?” Barney jeered. “I’m not built that way, chicken. I could easily forget him, but I think he’s the key to what we’ve been running into. He went to Mexico to pull something shady. Using the tour group as a cover.”

She seemed startled. “You really think that?”

Barney merely looked at her.

“And … using me?”

“Maybe. But you must have got to him in a way he hadn’t figured. And he told you more than he should have.” Barney pulled his nose. “I’d try to get a line on him in L.A.; there are loopholes neither you nor that fat little tour director didn’t stick your noses into. And you could check the rogue’s gallery.”

“Then why don’t we?”

“Time. Even if we identified Johnny, we’d have to learn whom he was working with. Even with luck, that would take days. Meanwhile, they’ve got Mrs. Tollman.”

Ed stirred in the driver’s seat. He said: “Claire, did Liz say why he came to her room that last night?”

“He wanted her to tell me there was nothing between them. Liz said it was foolish, because, if I didn’t believe Johnny, I wouldn’t believe her. The only way two people can get along, she said, is to trust each other.”

“She’s a sensible girl,” Ed said softly.

His patent devotion was too much for Claire. In spite of herself, she found herself snapping, “Liz wasn’t involved, so it was easy for her to talk.” Then she felt ashamed. “I’m sorry, Ed. That was a nasty thing to say.”

“It’s all right,” said Ed. “You’ve been through a lot.”

“Did she tell you anything else?” Barney asked.

“She said she came to my room afterward but couldn’t wake me up—I’d taken those sleeping pills. She told Johnny she’d see me in the morning and pass along his message, and then she went to bed.”

“That’s it!” said Barney.

“What’s it?” asked Ed.

“The reason they kidnaped Liz! Johnny was working a big deal, something that would bring him a hundred thousand dollars. Figure a four-way split, that’s close to half a million bucks. But the loot—jewels, bank loot, secret formula, whatever it was—got lost, stolen, or hidden, and Johnny’s death blew the whole deal. His partners somehow learned that Liz was the last one he talked to, so they figured she must know where the stuff is.”

“But she doesn’t!” cried Ed.

“As long as they believe she does, she’s safe. Stop at this gas station; I’ll see if my boys have turned up anything.”

From the outdoor phone booth, Barney called the two operatives he had hired to cover Liz’s friends and hometown acquaintances. They had found nothing to indicate that Liz had got in touch with anybody. Barney told them to drop the case and send in their bills. He phoned the Chicago police and drew another blank. The missing-persons list had grown by a score of names during their absence; Liz’s name had been shunted into the nonurgent file.

Barney also wired the Los Angeles police, requesting information on anyone using the name, real or assumed, of John Torrance Talbot. He asked them to wirephoto any photographs of suspected persons, hoping to avoid a time-consuming trip to the West Coast.

He returned moodily to the car. Bureaucratic wheels turned slowly, and he saw no means of lighting a fire under the police without placing Liz’s life in danger. He had Ed drive them to the Tollman apartment house, expecting to find nothing.

But when Ed unlocked the apartment door, and Barney sniffed the faintly musty air and started in, Ed gripped his arm convulsively.

“Someone’s been here,” he whispered.

“How do you know?”

Ed indicated a wall switch. “That sets the automatic door opener so it’ll work when the grid is stepped on. I always turn it off when I leave the apartment. It’s on now.”

“Out,” snapped Barney. “Shut the door easy.”

They joined Claire in the foyer.

“Who has a key to the apartment?”

“Liz, and the landlady.”

“Go see if she’s the one who went in.”

While Ed sped upstairs, Barney surveyed the street and nearby alleys. Finding nothing suspicious, he returned to find Ed waiting at the apartment door.

“It wasn’t the landlady. She hasn’t seen anyone go in, either. But you can see that the entrance is hidden from the rest of the building. She wouldn’t spot anyone unless she happened to be in the foyer.”

“Is there a back entrance?”

“Through the furnace room.”

“Stay right here. Claire, lend Ed your gun.”

She put her hand in her purse, then stopped. “I can shoot a gun.”

“Give it to him; he’ll use it without hesitation. You go to the car; if anyone runs out, watch where he goes. Don’t try to stop him, hear?”

Silently she handed Ed Tollman the .32 and went outside. Barney walked around the building, crossed a littered backyard, and went down the cellar steps. He passed a coal bin and a furnace.

He used his steel blade on the Tollman lock and softly pushed open the rear door, his gun ready.

The kitchen looked just as they had left it; their coffee cups were still on the table. Quickly he searched the rest of the apartment. Finding nothing, he opened the front door and stared into the muzzle of a gun.

“Put it away, Ed. There’s nobody here.”

Ed dropped Claire’s .32 into his pocket. “Were they, do you think?”

“I can’t tell. Can you? Look around.”

Ed surveyed the room hungrily. Abruptly he strode to his drawing board and went through his papers. “Somebody’s been here, all right I stacked these drawings in order: first the overall projection, then the detailed diagrams, one, two and three. Now they’re mixed up.”

“Is anything missing?”

“Not here.”

While Ed searched further, Barney studied the door-opener switch. It was at least two feet from the door, so it could not have been flicked accidentally by someone passing through. Besides, it was an up-down toggle, impossible to trip by brushing against it. Could someone have mistaken it for a light switch? Unlikely, since the light switch was prominently placed beside the door jamb.

“I think,” he said to Ed, “that your wife was here.”

Ed straightened with a jerk. “What! Why?”

“The door opener was deliberately turned on. She wanted you to know she’d been here.”

Ed’s face turned the color of death. “If I’d only stayed!”

“It’s your luck you didn’t, Ed. Why didn’t she leave a note?”

“They were with her?”

“And if you’d been here, they’d have killed you. Or tortured you to make her talk. Anything missing?”

“Not yet.” Ed bent over Liz’s worktable. “She never kept anything in order.…”

Barney found himself staring at the chess set.

“Look here, Ed.”

Ed came over and studied the board. “It couldn’t be played that way.”

“That’s right. Here’s where the white queen was when we left.” Barney pointed to a dustfree patch on the board. “Where she is now she’s threatened by a rook. She can’t make a move without leaving the king in check. You know how Liz’s mind works; what does it mean?”

Ed thought a minute. “She’s telling me she’s a prisoner. She used to leave me messages in acrostics. I represent the king, I think. She can’t move without putting me in danger.” He turned to Barney. “They must have lied to her. She thinks they’re holding me somewhere; that’s why she’s cooperating.”

“She’s not completely convinced, though,” said Barney. “Otherwise she wouldn’t have left this message for you. Later she must have seen a chance to put the door switch on. Hell, she probably shuffled through your papers, too, trying to cover all bets. Keep looking, Ed. They had a reason for bringing her here.”

Suddenly he remembered Claire in the car. He went out and fetched her; Ed met them at the door.

“Liz’s papers are missing.”

“What papers?”

“Birth certificate, international health certificate, and the dog’s inoculation record.”

“Those are the things she’d need to get out of the country,” said Barney.

“Mexico!” said Claire.

“I’ll call the F.B.I.” Ed started toward the phone.

“Hold it,” said Barney. “Let’s think about this. Make some coffee.”

“Think? For God’s sake, Barney, they’re taking her to Mexico! We can’t operate down there. It’s an international case now.”

“That’s why we have to think. Go make the coffee.”

Savagely Ed filled the percolator and plugged it in.

Barney said: “You’re straight on one thing, Ed: we can’t expect help from the Mexican authorities. We’ll have to go in as ordinary tourists, the way they’re going. If it comes to shooting, it’ll be a private war.”

“Then why not the F.B.I.? We have enough evidence to indicate kidnaping.”

“They’d have to check our stories before stepping in. That would take two, three days. Of course, they could shut down the borders immediately.”

“Well?”

“But suppose these hoods got into a jam at the border? Put yourself in their place, Ed. They’ve already committed murder in four states.”

“They’d try to shoot their way out … with Liz as a shield.…”

Barney nodded.

“Okay,” whispered Ed. “We’ll do it your way.”

The first thing, said Barney as he drank his coffee, was to arrange for a watch on the border at Laredo.

“Why Laredo?” asked Claire. “There are a couple of dozen crossings.”

“We can’t watch them all. It stands to reason they’d follow the same route your tour took. For the same reason, we have to assume they’re going by car.”

“That’s an assumption I don’t understand,” Ed said.

“They’ve got Liz and the pooch. They can control her in a car; in a plane, she might kick up a storm.”

Ed nodded grudgingly. “Okay. Now what?”

“I’ll use your phone.” Barney rang up the largest detective agency in the city. When a woman answered, he said: “Maureen? Look in your directory of private investigators for somebody in Laredo, Texas.… None listed? Then try San Antone.… Amado Diaz? Got his number?… Thanks.”

Barney hung up and dialed again. A voice answered in liquid Mexican-American accents:

“Diaz Agency. Amado Diaz speaking.”

“How many men in your outfit?” Barney demanded.

“There is only myself. My wife helps me.”

“Would you be willing to do a job for me?”

“I’m afraid there would be questions—”

“Ask all you want. Here’s the deal. A woman with a little dog may enter Mexico at Laredo either today or tomorrow.” Briefly, Barney described Liz Tollman and Bogus. “She’ll be with some men, probably in a black late-model Buick. I’m not sure about the car.”

“How many men?”

“At least two. Could be three or four.”

“Descriptions?”

“I’m afraid that’s all I can give you on the men. The woman is the important thing.”

“Why?”

“Her husband is looking for her.”

“I see,” said Diaz. “I’ll leave for Laredo pronto. What shall I do if I see her?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“It’s important that they don’t know they’re being watched,” Barney said. “Don’t let them even suspect you’re interested. Can you do that?”

“I’ll try.”

“If you can’t, forget it.”

“I can do it, yes. Definitely. Cross the river and hang around on the Mexican side. I will not be noticed. Where shall I meet you?”

He should have checked plane schedules before calling, but there was no help for it now. “There’s a bus station in Laredo. Right?”

“Just up the hill from the bridge.”

“Be there at eight tomorrow morning. If we don’t show, try us again at ten and at noon.”

“Very good. About the fee—”

“Whatever you think it’s worth. This is Barney Burgess, Chicago. Check back with the Chicago police if you like. Put the call on your bill.”

“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Burgess. Goodbye.”

Barney drove to Midway Airport, left his car in the lot, and learned that a plane for San Antonio would leave in four hours. He and Ed nodded off in the waiting room until Claire awakened them to say the flight was being called. Barney fell asleep again the moment he belted himself into his seat; the next thing he knew Claire was shaking him. “We’re coming in. You’re the dullest traveling companion I’ve ever had.”

“And you’re the prettiest,” said Barney, spoiling the gallantry with a jaw-cracking yawn.

They rented a car and drove through a warm drizzle to Laredo. By 7:30 A.M. they were slupping coffee in a booth in the bus-station restaurant. The overheated room made Barney sleepy again; his head bobbed several times before a whisper snapped him awake.

“Barney Burgess?”

The voice came from the next booth. Barney peered over at a skinny, olive-skinned young man in a khaki uniform. He wore a red cap.

“Amado Diaz?”

“I’m Diaz, yes.”

“I didn’t see you come in.”

“Nobody sees a man in uniform; the baggage handlers wear these on the other side of the river.” Diaz’s face fell. “But it was a waste of time and effort.”

“Why?”

“Your woman passed through at 10 A.M. yesterday, five hours before you called me.”

Barney whistled. “They’re flying low. Come around and tell me about it.”

The young man slid into the booth beside Ed and drew some notes from his pocket.

“I got descriptions of the men from copies of their tourist cards. There were three of them: Green, Brown and Garner. With them were the woman and the little dog.”

Barney read the neatly printed notes:

JOHN GREEN, age 38, businessman, Protestant, married, 1220 West Faro, Los Angeles. Birthplace: Chicago.

PHILIP BROWN, age 41, businessman, Protestant, married, 1220 West Faro, Los Angeles. Birthplace: Denver.

CHARLES GARNER, age 29, salesman, Protestant, single, 1220 West Faro, Los Angeles. Birthplace: Crescent City, Cal.

“I’ve never seen three more obviously phony names,” said Barney. “Didn’t the authorities smell it?”

“They were suffocated by the twenty-dollar bill each man gave them.”

“Twenty dollars? They could have shaken our men down for ten times that much.”

Diaz raised his delicate brows. “Just for helping a woman run away from her husband?”

Barney decided there was nothing Diaz could do now to alarm the kidnapers. Besides, he had further use for the man. So, briefly, he outlined the story of the kidnaping and the murders. Amado Diaz looked thoughtful.

“This doubles the size of my fee, Mr. Burgess. It’s dangerous business.”

“Don’t add it up yet. I’ve got some more stuff for you.”

Barney studied Diaz’s notes. The car had been given a temporary importation permit in the name of Philip Brown. It was a black 1964 Buick with a California license.

“I want you to check out this car. It may be stolen. If not, find out all you can about the owner. And check out Green, Brown, and Garner with the California police. Add another name to the list, John Torrance Talbot, height six-three, weight around one-eighty, straight black hair and—” He turned to Claire. “What color eyes?”

“Blue,” she said. “But with a touch of gray, like smoke haze.”

Barney looked at her for a moment. Then he turned back to Diaz. “That’s an alias, too, but they may have something on him. Learn what ties the four of them together. There may be a girl named Mona involved. If you get a line on anybody who might be connected with them here in the States, sit tight. I’ll be getting in touch with your office.”

The young man nodded. Barney instructed Ed to write him a check for five hundred dollars to cover expenses. Diaz took it and looked at Barney.

“You plan to go into Mexico after them?”

“Yes.”

“Then you will need a special permit for your gun. I may be able to speed it up for you.”

Barney thought: I’ll really give that lousy tailor a piece of my mind when I see him.

The little detective escorted him through a bureaucratic maze of weapon permits, greasing the way with a few small mordidas. Learning of Claire’s gun, Diaz suggested that Barney carry it, too. There would be raised eyebrows, but Diaz assured him it was easier than getting a pistol permit for a woman in Mexico.

“The Mexicans do not feel it is ladylike for a woman to protect herself,” Diaz said, smiling. “Who am I to say they are wrong?”

By eleven they were speeding over the mesquite wasteland south of Nuevo Laredo; the highway was new, and Barney kept the speedometer hovering at ninety. The sky had cleared except for a low haze that trapped and held the midday heat like a shroud.

“So far,” said Barney to Claire, “they’re following the same route your group took. We’ve got to assume they’ll stay on it.”

“Why?”

“They’re looking for something, I think. They’ve decided none of your group had it, so they’re checking back on the theory that Johnny stashed it somewhere along the way. That’s our working hypothesis, anyway. Claire, I want you to think back and point out every stop you made, every side trip you took.”

“All right.”

Her tone was somber, and he glanced over at her. Sweat prickled her upper lip; it was sticky inside the car. After leaving Nuevo Laredo, Claire had exchanged her blouse for a green halter that left her tanned midriff bare.

“Why so sad?”

“This excursion down Memory Lane,” Claire murmured. “It hurts.”

Barney scowled; the shade of John Torrance Talbot was beginning to pain. He snatched a Humble map of Mexico from the glove compartment and tossed it into Claire’s lap.

“While you’re mooning over the dear departed, you can be useful. Mark your route on the map. Put an X down wherever you stopped.”

Claire gave him a rather startled look. Then she spread the map on her lap, rummaged in her purse, came up with a ball-point pen, and began marking the map. Now and then she would squint at the seared landscape, glance at the speedometer a little nervously, and return to the map.

Ed fidgeted in the rear seat. “I’m beginning to feel like a third foot, Barney. I’m no use to you at all. Isn’t there anything I could be doing?”

“Sleep while you can,” said Barney. “You’ll have to spell me at the wheel. We won’t be stopping anywhere.”

It grew more stifling as the sun climbed. Barney heard a long sigh beside him and glanced over to see Claire unbuttoning her skirt and pushing it down over her hips.

“I hope you don’t mind, Barney.”

“You want me to run us off the road?”

“You don’t have to look.”

She was wearing checked Jamaican shorts under her skirt. “You might have told me,” Barney said.

“And spoiled your lecherous moment?”

Barney chuckled and turned his eyes back to the road. She was all right, a good sport and a real woman. He suddenly wished there were no kidnapers, no Liz, no harried husband snoring fitfully behind them. That would leave him and Claire, driving along like honeymooners. My God, he thought, I’m getting sentimental about this dame!

“Here,” Claire said as they approached an adobe village. “This was our first stop.”

Barney stopped outside a long building which advertised beer, liquor and souvenirs. All the signs were in English. Leaving Ed asleep in the car, he and Claire went into the place. One side was lined with shelves and cases full of Mexican handicrafts. On the other side glistened a chrome-plated bar.

“What did you do here?” Barney asked Claire.

“Strolled around, looked at the trinkets. Some had beer. We all had refreshments.”

“What did Talbot do?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t watching him then.” She reddened. “I couldn’t say what anyone did, really. They weren’t individuals to me yet, just a group.”

Barney strode over to the white-jacketed bartender.

“¿No ha visto a tres hombres y una mujer con un perrito?”

The bartender repeated Barney’s words, paused a moment, then asked:

“¿Cuándo?”

“Ayer. A mediodía.”

The bartender turned away shaking his head. “No me acuerdo, señor.”

“He doesn’t remember them,” Barney said as they pushed their way outdoors against a stream of passengers from a chartered Greyhound. “I doubt if they’d all come in, anyway. Probably leave one man in the car with Liz and the dog.”

As he drove on, Claire said: “You speak Spanish very convincingly. Where did you learn it?”

“A six-week cram course at the Army Language School did the trick. If you spoke one word of English, you got your mouth washed out with G.I. soap.”

“And then what?”

“Then you began spitting.”

“I mean, after the school.”

“They dyed my hair black, darkened my complexion, and sneaked me into East Germany.”

“Germany? After you learned Spanish?”

“The ways of the military are beyond understanding. I was posing as a Cuban revolutionary.”

“Really?”

“While in actuality I was a Russian agent who’d infiltrated the Army in order to steal the secret formula for G.I. soap.”

“Barney Burgess, you’re a blowhard!”

Barney was glad to see her laughing. Johnny Talbot seemed far away.

In Monterey, he told her that she need not point out every place in town they had gone unless she could describe Talbot’s movements exactly. Since she could not, they visited the hotel where the tour had stayed and made a quick run to Horsetail Falls. They passed up a brewery and a handicraft factory visited by the group. As Barney drove up the long slope toward Saltillo on the rim of the central plateau, he felt unreasonably optimistic.

“We should gain on them,” he said, squinting in the afternoon inferno. “We’re looking for a black Buick with three men, a woman, and a dog in it. Unless I’m completely off, they’re looking for something a whole lot smaller.”

“How small?”

“Smaller than a suitcase. Johnny must have been carrying it with him.”

Claire bit her lip. “That rings a bell.”

“What?” Barney sat up straight.

She was staring out the window. “We stopped somewhere along here. I remember seeing that hill with the pillar on top—” She pointed at a crumbling adobe wall fifty yards from the highway. “There!”

Barney hit the brakes and eased onto the shoulder.

“Johnny wanted to stop,” said Claire. “Said it was an emergency, and of course everybody thought … you know. He jumped out of the car and started toward that wall. Then he came running back, saying he needed something out of his suitcase. He fidgeted around while the driver unloaded his suitcase; nobody looked at him, not wanting to embarrass him. We were still strangers to one another. Then Johnny grabbed his suitcase and ran off behind the wall. He came back in about twenty minutes and said he was sorry for the delay, and old Maynard Barton came up with that oldie about the Aztec trots—”

“Did Talbot come back with the identical suitcase he took with him behind the wall?”

“I can’t say. I didn’t really notice. It seemed logical enough. We all figured he had some medicine in the suitcase.”

“If it was urgent, he wouldn’t have come back for it. And why would he have to take his medicine behind a wall?”

“I don’t know. It’s not the kind of thing you explore mentally.”

Barney got out and went over to the wall. There was no sign that it had been visited recently. A thicket of prickly pear grew behind the ruins, large enough to have hidden a car. Barney tried to imagine the scene: some kind of signal alongside the road, maybe a rag hung on a cactus … Johnny going into his act … a man, or men, waiting behind the wall here, either to accept delivery or to hand something over. But there was nothing now except cactus, thornbush, and mesquite.

Barney returned to the car.

Saltillo sprawled in an amphitheater of dun mountains. The sun was a low gold glow. Barney stopped at a Pemex station to inquire about a black 1964 Buick, but the attendant shrugged.

The city itself offered no leads: Johnny had gone to the market here with Rodney Aiken. Both were dead now, their actions lost forever.

They bought groceries and drove west across the high northern plateau. Claire fixed sandwiches in the car and they ate without stopping. Ed took the wheel as darkness fell and they rolled up the windows against the chill of the night air. Claire curled up on the back seat like a kitten, her skirt pulled down over her legs and her arms hugging her chest. Barney stayed awake and checked Claire’s map against the landscape.

Two spots had been marked, one a crossroads restaurant, the other an adobe village. Both were dark and locked up for the night. Neither could have concealed a black Buick.

Barney folded the map, squirmed into a moderately comfortable position, and sued for sleep. The luminous dial on his watch read 2 A.M.

The sun was high when he awoke. The car had stopped. Ed was leaning on the wheel smoking, hollowed by fatigue. The rear seat was empty.

“Where’s Claire?”

“Nature called.”

Barney looked out at fields and a few cottages, blue smoke rising from their roofs. A river cut a green path through the brown plateau.

“Where are we?”

“Went through Torreón half an hour ago. Not a damned thing moved. We combed the streets for a parked black Buick, but no luck.”

Barney growled, “You should have waked me up.”

“Why?”

“Not many tourists travel through here. The kidnapers are more conspicuous, but so are we. Suppose they spotted us and got behind us?”

“Hell, they don’t know us,” Ed protested.

“But a car, prowling up and down streets at dawn, obviously searching …” He shook his head. “Can’t be helped now. But don’t do it again, Ed.”

Barney lit a cigarette and irritably waited; he was stiff and sore. Finally he grunted: “That broad must have located a beauty parlor.” He climbed out of the car, stretched, and started toward a clump of pepper trees beside the river. The rocky bed was a hundred yards across, but the stream followed a meandering channel not more than twenty feet wide. He found Claire where the water curved under the trees. Her clothes were heaped on the shore. She was kneeling in the calf-deep water, staring at nothing.

“Your car is waiting, Madame.”

She jumped and let out a squeak. “I must have been daydreaming.” Then she remembered that she was naked. Barney was rewarded with a sudden pinkness all over her body; she made a frantic attempt to cover herself with her hands, turning her back to him.

“You look like September Morn,” Barney said.

“Damn you! Bring me my clothes!”

“Aren’t you forgetting that this is where I came in? We’ve been all through this before, even including the water.”

“All right, then, get out of here!”

“Look, baby,” Barney growled, “I’ve seen raw buff before. If you want me to leave, I’ll leave.”

“You’re a grump!” Then she got the giggles. “Barney, I got so hot and smelly in the car yesterday … and I’m used to bathing every day, really I am.”

Barney sat down on a rock, pulled off his shoes and socks, and waded out with her clothes. She remained with her back to him in a curiously attractive pose of submission.

“Which do you want first?”

“Don’t you know?”

“I knew a girl once who put her hat on first. Another one—”

“Never mind. The panties, please.”

He handed them to her over her shoulder, letting his fingers linger on her cool skin. She stepped into the garment in a fluid way and let the elastic snap softly around her waist.

“Now what?” he asked.

“You sound as if you’re enjoying yourself. The shorts.”

He held them out to her. She stepped into them, staggered, and would have fallen if he had not grabbed her arm.

“Now the brassiere. Right?”

“Expert,” she said, smiling.

She slid her arms through the straps and reached back to the hooks and eyes.

“I’ll do it,” Barney said.

She dropped her hands and stood still while he fumbled. He whirled her around and she went rigid.

“Barney … it’s too soon.”

“It’s never too soon. But it’s often too late.”

“I was thinking just now about Johnny and me in the jungle pool. I’m all burned out, Barney.”

Barney shook her. “Damn it, he’s dead! And you’re alive!”

“More or less.”

“You want to be dead?”

“Sometimes.”

He shook her again. “Don’t give me that. His death didn’t keep you from working. It didn’t keep you from running all over the Midwest trying to save your life. You almost shot me doing it. You want to live as much as anybody.”

She raised her face to him, sighing. Her green eyes were flat and empty. “Want to bet?”

He pulled her to him and stooped to her lips. That was all it was, a touching of lips. She did nothing either to hinder or to help.

He pushed her away.

“You see, Barney?”

“I won’t bother you again.”

He waded ashore, dried himself with his handkerchief, pulled on his socks and shoes, and strode back to the car. He waited until Claire appeared and climbed into the back, then drove away without looking at her.

An hour later, Barney spotted a trio of vultures. They flapped away as the car passed.

Ed cried: “Bogus!”

“Who?”

“Liz’s dog!”

Barney managed to stop the car a hundred feet down the road. He backed up, and Ed jumped out. Desiccation had set in rapidly in the hot dry air; the vultures had been at it. Ed did not touch the dog. He nudged it with his foot. When he returned to the car, he looked as dead as the dog.

“Blew his head half off. Looks as if it went in the back of the skull. Like the driver in St. Louis.” He made a slow, defeated gesture. “Let’s go, Barney. No point in burying what’s left.”

Barney drove on in silence. After five minutes, Ed shouted, “What the hell does it mean?”

There was no way of breaking it to him gently. “It means they no longer need her good will, now that they’ve crossed the border,” Barney muttered. “What else?”

“Yes,” Ed said in an anguished tone. “What else?”

Barney realized that Ed had mistaken his meaning. What else were they doing to Liz? Poor schmo.

“At least,” Barney said, “we know we’re on the right trail.”

A half hour later he pulled into a Pemex station in the village of Cuencamé, halfway between Torreón and Durango. The attendant was short and swarthy, with a stringy moustache trailing down the sides of his mouth.

“¿Tres hombres?”

“Sĺ.”

“¿Una mujer?”

“Sí.”

“¿Buick, negro? ¿Sesenta y cuatro?”

“Sí.”

“Entonces, sí. Pasaron por aquí ayer.”

“¿Ayer? ¿A qué hora?” He turned to Ed, who was having trouble standing still. “They were here yesterday,” Barney told him. “I’m trying to find out what time.” He turned back to the attendant. “¿A qué hora pasaron?”

The attendant pondered and thought it had been around two in the afternoon. He remembered it well because of the strange way the men had acted. First the Buick had pulled up to the pumps, and two of the men had gone to the men’s room. When they returned, the third man went. The woman did not get out; they brought a bottle of Coca Cola to the car. The attendant had assumed she was sick, for she had been bundled up in a blanket despite the hot weather. A scarf had covered her face.

They’ve got her bound and gagged, thought Barney.

He gave the attendant ten pesos and returned to the car, saying nothing to Ed about his conclusion.

“They’re still treating her okay,” he said when they were back on the road. “Brought her a cold drink.”

“So she won’t die of thirst,” said Ed bitterly, “before they rape her and cut her throat.”

Barney kept his eyes on the road. The only consolation he could offer was that they were closing the time gap. The other car was only eighteen hours ahead of them.

Claire said she remembered well the former trip between Durango and Mazatlán; during that period, Johnny Talbot had not been out of her sight. They drove quickly through Durango, sped down to El Salto, and surmounted the breathtaking hump of the Sierra Madre range by mid-afternoon. At sunset they pulled into a crossroads gas station where the mountain route intersected the coast road. To the north lay Mazatlán, to the south San Blas.

“We can save time,” said Barney to Claire, who was taking a turn at the wheel, “if this guy saw which way they went.”

Barney and Ed went inside. The manager was surly. He had seen many black Buicks with California plates; this was, after all, the main coastal route between California and Mexico City. Did the señores wish gas? If not, perhaps they would move away from the pumps so that another car might be serviced.

“Snotty bastard,” growled Ed as he slid into the front seat beside Claire.

Barney grunted and got in beside him. He swung the door shut and looked at Claire. She was staring ahead as if she were in a trance.

“What’s the matter?”

A male voice spoke from the floor between the seats.

“Don’t turn around. I’ve got a forty-five aimed at the little lady’s back.”
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The voice expressed no emotion whatever. This man was a pro. He would kill on the slightest excuse.

“Everything understood? Nobody moves, nobody talks.” He cleared his throat “All right, lady. Start the car and pull onto the highway.”

Claire moved in slow motion. She turned on the switch, pulled the car into gear. As she let out the clutch the car jumped.

“No more of that,” said the voice. “I’ve got my finger on this trigger. If you jerk, it goes off and you get it in the back. Understand?” When Claire said nothing, he said: “Answer me.”

“Yes,” she said. Her voice creaked like a rusty hinge.

“Then get moving.”

She drove with her hands tight on the wheel. At the intersection she slowed and ran her tongue over her lips. “Which way?”

“South. Push it to forty and hold it there. I’ll tell you where to turn off.”

Claire got up to forty and held it there.

The man laughed.

Barney thought: If his trigger pull is as light as the hood says, any sudden movement might kill Claire and wreck them all, including himself. Undoubtedly, he was planning to dump his captives in the first side road. So when Claire turned off … He had nothing to lose in facing the gun at the last instant.

He heard a rustle as their captor hitched up in the back seat. Barney raised his eyes to the rearview mirror. The man had a big round head; mouse-colored hair began far back on his head. His skin looked like wax fruit. He was young, under thirty. Barney decided he must be Garner. His silver-rimmed eyeglasses conveyed a roundness to gray eyes that held no more expression than a clock. For an instant their eyes met.

A roar filled the car and the mirror exploded. Pain pricked Barney’s forehead and cheek. He shot a glance at his companions: Ed Tollman was staring straight ahead, quivering like a dog on a leash. Claire was struggling with the wheel.

The voice said, “Keep your eyes pointed straight ahead, handsome. Next time you get nosy I’ll shoot an ear off.”

Barney felt warm blood trickling into a corner of his mouth. It collected between his lips, then ran down and dripped off his chin. Barney made no move to wipe it off. The hood was trigger-happy.

The car stank of gunpowder and nervous sweat. Claire had regained control and was keeping the speedometer at exactly forty. She had held up well under the gun, Barney thought. He envied her. She at least had something to do.

“Neat, the way I pulled it, wasn’t it?” laughed the man. “Any idea who I am?”

“Garner,” Barney said.

“Well, I’ll be damned! So you’re the smart one. That’s right, buddy. I’m Garner. Easy!”

Barney stiffened as Garner reached over and shoved his hand inside Barney’s jacket. He pulled out Barney’s gun and wallet with a flourish. Then he probed Ed Tollman’s pockets, and took Claire’s purse from between her and Ed.

“You folks pack a lot of hardware,” Garner said. “Like you were out hunting?” He chortled as if at a private joke. “Well. Claire English! That makes it cosy. We thought you’d gone underground, Claire. Also Edward Tollman, Liz’s faithful husband, and Barney Burgess, private eye, out on his last case. Anybody else on this safari? Don’t bother to answer.”

They were now on a lofty causeway crossing flat brush country. The setting sun painted the clouds a hellish red. Barney heard the creak of springs as the man leaned back.

“I look at you yokels and I feel sort of envious. You’re going to learn what it’s all about—life, death, the whole bit. You, Burgess. How do you feel?”

Barney felt light-headed and enraged, as though he had walked professionally onstage in a play where nobody knew his lines and all gestures were amateurish.

“I feel curious,” said Barney. “How did you locate us?”

“Still on the job, eh? Like the girls in Pompeii who kept up the good work till the lava came pouring in on them. I admire the spirit.” So Garner was not an ordinary hood. In spite of the pounding in his ears, Barney wondered just who he and his companions were. It was a funny deal. “It’s like this,” Garner said, as if he were enjoying himself. “My partners were getting spooked. Got to seeing unfriendly natives under every culvert. So me, I dropped off in Durango to make sure we weren’t being followed. I saw this car cruising along, man and a girl in front, another man in back. Queer combination, two guys and a girl; not the usual bag of tourists. So I caught a cab, took a close look at the guy in back, and recognized Tollman from the picture in his wife’s pocketbook. Left the cab and heisted a car in front of the hotel—some tourist from Oregon is hollering bloody murder to the cops right now. I spotted you in that station just over the mountains and got the scene. You were checking out the filling stations. Clever, I thought, because that Buick’s a gas-eater. I pushed over the mountains and stopped at that station back there. The manager had me figured for a cut-up when I slipped him a bill and told him not to queer my joke. I was positive you’d pull in there to get your bearings. And, sure enough … So I got the drop on the little lady, and here I am. And here you are.”

The others did not know they were being followed, thought Barney; they were just uneasy. That meant Liz Tollman was in no greater danger than before—but how much danger was that? One thing was certain: if Garner succeeded in killing them, Liz would die, too.

Barney was now thinking with great clarity; the pounding had stopped. It was growing dark; with darkness there would come chances too foolhardy for daylight. The thing, then, was to keep the killer talking.

“Who shot the dog?” he asked curiously.

“One of my partners. Green’s got ulcers and a bad case of jitters. Can’t stand noise or waiting. He convinced himself that Liz was leading us on the wrong track.” He laughed again. “You don’t mind me calling her Liz, Eddie? We’ve been together so long we’ve got sort of informal. Even intimate, you might say.”

Ed stiffened beside Barney, then deliberately relaxed. Barney applauded him silently: Ed was keyed for action, but under control. That meant that, when the time came, he could be counted on to help.

“But why the dog?” Barney asked.

“Green started slapping Liz around, even though he knew she’d told the truth. He was only mauling her because his belly hurt. The dog broke loose and bit Green. We let him kill the dog. What the hell? It calmed him down for a while.”

Liz in a car with madmen. A nightmare. He was glad she was not his wife. He could imagine what was going on inside Ed Tollman.

“Did the other killings calm Green, too?”

“Oh, I did those. Slow down here, Claire.”

Claire braked as they approached a dirt track intersecting the highway. A finger climbed Barney’s spine; it wasn’t dark enough yet. Two peons came down the track with banana-laden burros.

“Keep driving,” said Garner; and Barney felt better. He began to work his muscles without moving, tightening, loosening, getting ready.

The road led away from the coast and climbed the foothills. Garner continued talking in a friendly tone that made Barney wonder. The man seemed sane enough, but then the curtain would part to reveal his twisted values. Barney tried to analyze the type of disorder; he was reluctant to make his move without knowing how Garner would react. But he could make no sense out of him.

Garner felt good. People had always drawn away from him before they could discover how warmly full of love he was. Only at such a time as this, when he held a gun in his hand, could he hold their attention and convince them that he was their friend.

“You killed them?” the tough-faced man asked. “The old couple in Colorado, the driver, all of them?”

Garner wondered if the detective knew. Some people were aware that they were part of his dream, and that made them real, as real as he was.

“All of them,” said Garner amiably.

“But why?”

Why? That proved the detective didn’t know after all, and Garner felt sad with the dissolution of the dream. The dream destroyed the fears that had gutted his life. Fear that he would not graduate from pharmacy school … fear that he would lose his job in the drugstore … fear that the other boarders were searching his room while he was at work. The dream had begun when the girl came in with a faked prescription, but she was so beautiful that he filled it anyway. She came back several times; he had kept thinking, I will ask her for a date next time. But the time never came; the police arrested him and she testified at the trial and he was sentenced to two years. On the inside, he found himself again disdained and condemned to associate only with other pushers. And even these scorned him, for he had been stupid. But he listened, and learned how to cut the stuff, and how to build up a clientele. He found where to get the pure H, and where there were men who supplied capital, provided someone else took the risk. And he had thought: I have it coming to me, by God.

He met Green and Brown when he got out. They smoked big cigars and wore suits with visible hand stitching. They belonged to country clubs and had summer homes and sleek women and sent their kids to exclusive schools. They held him in contempt, but it didn’t matter. They would gamble a hundred thousand a piece on the chance of making a million; that was what mattered.

“But then,” Garner said to his new friends, “I saw a way to avoid the risk to myself. I met a young guy on the beach who’d done time for auto theft. The stuff was here in Mexico; all he had to do was deliver the money and pick the stuff up. He could speak Spanish—seems he’d been raised by a Mexican couple in California—”

“Johnny? I didn’t know—”

Abruptly the woman shut her mouth. Her hair was piled on top of her head. Some of it fell down like gold. Garner felt a dampness on his palms. He reached out and touched the hair with his fingers. Then he pinched her neck—gently at first, then harder. He felt her skin go slick, but she did not move. He reached over and slipped his hand into her blouse and between her breasts. Her heart thumped against his palm. He withdrew his hand. This was not the time: the detective was watching. After he was dead, Garner would make her desire him, as she must have desired Johnny Talbot.

Garner had been waiting behind the adobe wall. The station wagon was hidden in the cactus; in it was the refrigerator which had carried the money into Mexico. He was waiting with the money repacked in a suitcase identical to the one Johnny carried. Then Johnny had come striding around the wall. He set down his old suitcase and began to open the new one.

“It’s all there,” said Garner. “You’d better get back to your tourists.”

“They don’t mind waiting,” Johnny said. “Got ’em eating out of my hand.” He laughed and finished unbuckling the case. “Couple of the chics make a handful. It’s going to be a nice trip.” Johnny lit a cigarette and squatted there, looking down at the money. “I don’t suppose you’ve thought of taking this and to hell with buying the stuff.”

Garner recalled Green’s and Brown’s eyes, four pieces of stone. “We wouldn’t enjoy it long. Better run through what you’re supposed to do.”

Johnny recited in a bored tone, “I stay with the group till we hit Cuernavaca. There I call the number you gave me and arrange a meet. He gives me the white stuff and I give him the green stuff. I bring it back and meet you in the Monterey bus station. You stow the stuff in the refrigerator and ship it across the border. And that’s it.”

“Right.”

Johnny squinted at him. “You make it pretty complicated. Why?”

Garner did not reply. The truth was, he was afraid to touch the stuff at all. A customs broker had brought the refrigerator in, not knowing that the insulation had been replaced by money. Another would take it out, equally ignorant of the fact that twenty-five pounds of pure heroin lay between the enameled walls. Only twice would Garner handle the stuff: when he put it into the refrigerator, and when he turned it over to Brown and Green.

In Monterey the refrigerator had stood in Garner’s rented apartment, unplugged, empty, and waiting, for three weeks. Then he had gone to their meeting place in the bus station. For three days he waited; then, to avoid arousing the suspicions of the ticket clerk, he had taken to walking up and down outside the station.

A week passed.

He visited the station twice a day.

Most of the time he lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling, seeing Green’s stony eyes. “If you have any idea of making a break with this money, Garner, forget it. You wouldn’t enjoy it long.” Brown had looked on silently. Brown rarely spoke. His silence was worse than Green’s threats.

It had become obvious that Talbot was not coming.

In a panic Garner telephoned the contact, who told him that Johnny had been killed by a bus in San Juan del Río. Garner checked with the tour agency, which verified the story. For two days he holed up in a San Antonio hotel and sweated. He could neither eat nor sleep. On the third day he found himself staring at the sidewalk eight stories below. But then he had thought: I can always do that. Seeing Green and Brown can’t be worse.

He had gone to them with the bad news.

“Stupid!” screamed Green. “The Mexican suckered you. He got the money and killed your boy to boot!”

Garner had gone back to Mexico with Green and Brown and sought out the contact. Juan Santoza did not look like a Mexican; he was very tall, fair, and blue-eyed, with an aristocratic thinness of feature. He looked at the .45 in Green’s hand, shrugged, and walked out of the bar ahead of them.

“I have never seen the money,” he said in English, when they were in the car. “Not once did he produce it, though I met him three times.”

“Tell us what happened,” growled Green. Brown was driving; the Mexican sat beside him in the front seat. Green and Garner sat behind them, Green holding the automatic.

“I meet Señor Talbot in Cuernavaca, as is the plan,” said Santoza. “He does not have the money; he wishes to arrange a second meeting for the exchange of goods. Very well, I suggest Mexico City. But again he fails to bring the money. He is afraid, he says, that I will have friends waiting and that we will take the money and give him nothing. So I tell him to choose a place. He names San Juan del Río at such and such a time. I am there, we meet in the early morning. Again he does not bring the money.”

“Did you bring the stuff?” demanded Green.

“After the two times he fails to bring the money? He did not trust me, so I did not trust him. He said: ‘Give me the stuff and I will give you a key to where the money is.’ I said, ‘Let me see the key.’ He said he did not have it with him, but that he had a thing which would lead me to where he had hidden the key.

“That, señores, was too much. At some point a risk must be taken. I said that if he would give me the key and tell me where he had hidden the money, I would give him the stuff. Of course, I did not intend to give it to him until I had the cash, but I did not tell him that. He said he would take me to the key, but first he must say goodbye to a woman.

“When he left, I followed. I saw the bus hit him; in the confusion I searched him. I found nothing on him. I went to the hotel where he had stayed in Tula and learned that he had left without a valise. I thought that one of the other tourists had his luggage; I went back to find them, but they had gone. I could not go to the States. I sold my goods to another buyer and put it all out of my mind. This woman whom he went to say goodbye to was undoubtedly in his confidence. She has the money, señores; I don’t know how you will get it back, but good luck.”

Green looked at Brown when the Mexican finished his story. The silent man shook his head, once.

“We don’t believe you,” said Green.

“It is the truth, I swear.”

Brown stopped the car in a dark driveway, and Green ordered Garner to trade places with the Mexican. When Garner was in the front seat, Green handed him the pistol. The weight of it surprised Garner; he had never held a gun in his hand before. He rested the .45 on the back of the seat and watched Green smash the Mexican’s face with his heavy fists. Oh, the bright blood, the smack of bone on flesh. Garner shivered with excitement.

“Señores!” gasped the Mexican. “I cannot change my story, for it is true!”

Green took a switchblade from his pocket and snicked it open. “You know what I’m going to do?”

“No …”

“Get your pants off and you’ll find out.”

The Mexican’s eyes rolled. His face was glazed with sweat. “No, por favor, I would die first!” His eyes swiveled to Garner. “Please, do not let them …”

It was then that Garner felt the .45 kick against his palm and heard a roar that deafened him. Half the Mexican’s face disappeared. A red fountain gushed up and drenched everything. The Mexican’s body fell over like a chopped tree, into Green’s lap. Green stared down at it, then shoved the body away from him. It fell between the seats.

“Why did you shoot?”

“He didn’t know anything,” Garner said.

“I was bluffing, you crazy bastard. Give me back the gun.”

Garner looked at him and wondered why he had ever been afraid of Green. But that had been before he had felt the .45 jolt against his palm and watched a living man blasted into fresh meat.

“I’ll keep the gun.” Was his voice stronger, or was that his imagination? He felt like a giant.

“You can’t be trusted with it. Give it here, stupid.”

Garner pointed the barrel at Green’s bulbous nose. “Don’t call me stupid again. I’m tired of it.” He squeezed the trigger. The bullet snatched the hat off Green’s head and went through the rear window. Green fell back in the seat, his eyes afraid. Garner moved the gun to cover Brown. “Who’s boss now?”

Green looked at Brown, who nodded.

“All right,” spat Green. “You hold the hand. What do we do?”

“Brown, you drive out into the country. We’ll dump this Mex and then search his home. If we find nothing, we’ll go back to the States. I have an idea. I’m full of ideas.”

They had not found the money in the Mexican’s belongings. They returned to the States. His companions’ docility did not fool Garner; he knew they had meant to kill him when they found the money, and now they would try to kill him for sheer pleasure. With the .45 always in his hand, he was not afraid. The power was great. He had never felt such power. He could kill them. He could kill anybody.

At the tour agency they waited until the driver, Kiddoo, left in his limousine. Garner had Brown pull up alongside in a deserted stretch of road. They forced Kiddoo to stop and get out. The man-mountain was nothing, a mass of terrified jelly. What a difference a gun made! He nearly fell down when Garner pointed it at him. He got into their car and Brown drove to where Garner told him to stop. They all got out and Kiddoo and Green and Brown preceded him down an alley.

“You’re kidnaping him?” Green asked Garner respectfully.

“He can help us.”

“This hippo? What can he do?”

“He can tell us who Johnny was sweet on during the Mexican tour. Can’t you, fat boy?”

The driver told them, his jowls shaking.

That night they drove to St. Louis to Claire English’s studio. She was not there. They debated leaving someone to wait for her, but none would allow himself to be separated from the others in case the money was found. So they took a few things to make it look like robbery—the photo file, said Green, would help identify the tour members. They drove back to San Antonio and burglarized the agency of its names and addresses. Garner knew he had to keep moving; each time they stopped, Green and Brown grew edgy, and he could feel his grip loosening. He questioned the driver further and learned that Johnny had not seen Claire on the day he was killed, nor had he been close to her the day before. But Johnny had seemed to cultivate the friendship of an old woman, Mrs. Barton. Garner could conceive only one reason for Johnny’s shining up to a sixty-year-old woman: he wanted her to do something for him. Hide something, or smuggle it across the frontier? It seemed logical to Brown and Green, so they drove to Colorado. Garner posed as a relative of Johnny’s and—with the driver—approached the house and asked to look at the souvenirs the Bartons had brought back from Mexico.

“You want to see the stuff we got in Mexico?” asked the old man. “Sure. Wait right there.”

A minute later he appeared in the door with a shotgun aimed at Garner’s belly. “Now you boys hike on down that road. You’re no relative of Johnny’s; you don’t look a shade like him. What you look like is something that crawled out from under a rock. And Kiddoo here looks like he’s about to throw up. Get going, both of you.”

Turning away, Garner tasted the old despair. Defeated by an old man! The others would revolt against him. But then he hefted the gun.…

“Shut up,” he said when they began asking questions.

He sat in the car with the automatic in his lap and waited for darkness. When he heard the Bartons’ car backing out of the drive, he had Brown drive to where the highway curved through a deep mountain pass. When the Bartons drove by, he told Brown what to do; he would have liked to do it himself, but he could not drive and hold the gun ready, too. “Now,” Garner said to Brown; and Brown twisted the wheel sharply as they drew alongside. Garner saw the old woman staring out the window. Her gray hair was gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck. She looked very frightened. Then the Barton car went over, and Kiddoo got sick all over the back seat.

“What the hell did that accomplish?” asked Green.

“Now they can’t talk,” said Garner.

“Sure. To us, either.”

“We can search their house, can’t we?”

But the search yielded nothing.

Garner had felt the urge to keep moving. The woman in Chicago, Kiddoo said, had also been friendly with Johnny. They drove there, parked down the street from the Tollman apartment, and waited until Liz Tollman went into the building.

“Go!” said Garner, jabbing his gun in the driver’s back. “You know what to do.”

Garner stood behind a tree and watched Kiddoo approach the woman in the foyer. She looked surprised as the driver gesticulated. Frowning, she set down her bag and followed him outside.

“What is it, Elbert?” she asked. “What kind of trouble—?”

She saw Garner as he stepped from behind the tree. She opened her mouth, but he seized her as Green came up from the other side and grabbed the dog. Garner smelled her perfume and thought, This one I mustn’t kill. But she was strong, and she was wrenching free when Brown cracked her behind the ear with a jack handle. She collapsed, and Brown stooped to pick her up.

“Get away from her,” growled Garner. “Don’t put your filthy hands on her again.”

She had come to as they drove out of the city. Garner told her they had left a man to watch her apartment; he had only to make a phone call and her husband would die. She protested that she knew nothing of Johnny Talbot’s private business; he faked a phone call, and she cried and pleaded with him to believe her. Garner decided that she was telling the truth, and for once Green and Brown agreed.

“Now what?” said Green. “She’s no damn good to us.”

“A hostage,” said Garner.

“We’ve got Kiddoo.”

“A woman is better than a man.”

Green was pale. “You’re out of your mind. Two kidnapings, two murders …” Suddenly his pallor turned yellow and he clutched at his stomach. “And now my ulcers! You’re riding us to a real fall, goddamit.” His eyes were no longer like stones. They were suffering. Brown maintained his silence, but he was not his old self, either. Garner had never before felt so powerful and confident.

“We’ll go back to St. Louis,” he said. “His girl friend should be back by now.”

On the way, huge Elbert Kiddoo was sick again. Liz Tollman washed his face with a damp handkerchief and tried to soothe his fears, but the driver only moaned. Garner suddenly decided to dump him. The pretty woman was giving him all her attention.

In St. Louis they left Liz in the car with Brown; she would behave as long as she thought they had her husband on ice. Claire English was still not there, but on the notepad of her office Green found several telephone numbers. One was the Bartons’ in Colorado, another the Tollmans’ in Chicago. There were also addresses in Indianapolis and Detroit.

“She’s onto us,” grunted Green.

“So we go to Indianapolis. First, let’s take another look around.”

Garner took the driver with him. The darkroom was exactly what he was looking for, soundproof and tight.

“You might as well help,” he told the big man. “Check that closet.”

“What am I looking for?”

The driver had become like a dog, moving automatically in response to Garner’s will.

“You’ll know when you find it. Look up,” Garner said.

The driver looked up, and Garner held the gun six inches from the bulge of fat above his collar and pulled the trigger. For an instant Garner thought he was going to faint. The room shrank until space was obliterated; the walls were like a film pasted to his eyeballs. Suddenly he was outside the room, outside his own body.

It’s a dream, he thought. I’m lying on the bunk in my cell and I’m dreaming all this, the dead man, Green, Brown, the woman out there, I’m even dreaming myself.…

Green came into the room and glared down at the fallen hulk. He whispered, “You goddamn maniac!”

Garner turned the gun on Green and smiled. The man gulped.

“Take it easy, Garner. You know what you’re doing.”

“Don’t ever forget it.”

“It’s just that you leave evidence all over the place. That’s the reason I get mad. How do we get rid of Kiddoo’s body? It would take a crane.”

“Leave it.”

“The woman will panic.”

“Leave her to me.”

When they got back to the car, Liz asked: “Where’s Elbert?”

“I gave him money for a bus ticket. He’s on his way home.”

“Won’t he go to the police?”

“Not when he knows we have you.”

She chewed her lip. “No … I suppose you’re right.”

“If people follow orders, they don’t get hurt. Remember that.”

For a long time she seemed uncertain. Then Garner made a special stop in Terre Haute to buy her dog some dog biscuits. The woman seemed to relax, and Garner thought: What innocence. Trusting a man just because he thinks of feeding a lousy dog. How good it would be when he finally decided to make out with her.

In Indianapolis they found Ingrid Johns packed to travel and scared. But Liz’s presence confused her. She let them in.

“We just want to talk,” said Garner. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

“But Claire English said our lives were in danger.”

Garner smiled. “She’s trying to throw dust in everybody’s eyes. We’re only after what’s ours, and we think she’s got it. If she keeps this up, she’ll get somebody hurt. You don’t want that. Tell us where she went.”

Ingrid was still suspicious, although she turned away a neighbor who came to the door and later reassured the police. Garner persisted smoothly, and finally she admitted that Claire had mentioned warning Ronald Aiken in Detroit. Garner told the others to go out to the car.

In the hall Green said: “She’s too scared to talk. Not another one.”

Garner smiled. “Tomorrow she won’t be.”

“But we’ll be gone.”

“And she knows where we’re going. Go out to the car and wait for me.”

He saw the fear in Green’s eyes again and felt amused contempt. How had he ever taken orders from this lightweight? Life was so good these days.

Back with the woman he felt a surge of affection. Gray hair, soft eyes. “You look like my mother.”

“What are you going to do?”

He was taking a hypodermic needle from his breast pocket. It contained a sedative he had bought in Terre Haute. “This will make you sleep until we get away.”

Her face wrinkled up as though she were going to cry. “I won’t talk!”

“I know. But my partners are worried.”

“It won’t … hurt me?”

“You’ll wake up in a few hours feeling fine.” He held out his hand. Slowly she gave him her arm; he felt the dry warmth of her flesh, saw the blue vein pulsing under the thin skin. He made the injection and looked into her eyes. He saw resignation there, and it made him feel warm toward her. Poor thing.

But tomorrow she would forget and hate him.

They sat and talked of books and drugs; she knew as much about drugs as he did. She had been an only child; now that her parents were dead, she had nobody. Garner nodded sympathetically as she dropped off to sleep.

He carried her chair to the stove, set her in it, opened the oven door, turned on the gas, and then went out into the hall and waited. A half hour later he put a handkerchief to his nose, looked in, and saw that her face was cherry red. He locked the door and went down the back stairs. Poor lonely thing. Her troubles were over.

In Detroit he saw the nitroglycerin tablets and knew that Aiken had a bad heart. But Aiken talked without prompting: Johnny had been in Liz’s room the night before his fatal accident—Aiken had been unable to sleep and he had heard them talking. This was new. Green wanted to go out to the car and question Liz, but Garner was not ready.

“He knows more than he’s telling.”

“I don’t think so.”

“What you think, Green, doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, okay,” said Green hurriedly. He helped Garner get Aiken into the cellar. Garner turned on the lathe to cover the noise, then stripped the wiring. Aiken started to babble.

“Oh, God, I’ll die! I’ve told you all I know!”

Green looked at Garner.

“He’s lying,” said Garner.

For a time Garner thought he had been. Aiken seemed to endure a great deal of juice, though he screamed and writhed and twisted on the floor. Applying the wires, trying to read Aiken’s distended eyes, Garner became so engrossed that he did not realize the body was no longer writhing until Green said in a faint voice, “He’s dead.”

Garner rose, feeling tired. It was a great responsibility being the big man.

“He was telling the truth,” said Garner. “But you can’t trust anybody.” He giggled suddenly, surprising himself. Green turned away and clutched his ulcer.

It was Green’s idea, after Liz admitted talking to Johnny in her hotel room, to return to Chicago and grab off Liz’s husband. They did not believe her when she insisted she and Talbot had talked of nothing more than Claire English. When Ed Tollman was not found in Chicago, the decision had been made to retrace the Mexican tour. Perhaps something would jog Liz’s memory.

Garner leaned back in the seat. “She thinks that when we find it we’ll let her go. She’s been behaving herself, thinking we had her husband. And isn’t it funny? Now I do have you.”

Ed said carefully, “If you kill me, you can’t use me.”

Garner smiled. “I thought of that. But then what difference does it make? Your wife doesn’t know a thing. I’ve got the girl who does.” He caressed Claire.

“Me?” said Claire. “What makes you think so? You think I’d tell you anything?”

“Then you do know!” Garner chuckled.

She drove on. The sun had set. The half-moon shed a ghastly light on the boneyard landscape. The two men crowded in beside her were very quiet.

“All right,” said Claire suddenly. “I guess I do.”

Garner was not surprised. I’m way ahead of you, baby, he thought. I’m way ahead of everybody. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

He could feel her fear. “I didn’t know what Johnny was actually talking about until something you said … Johnny didn’t say it was money. He said that if anything happened to him I should go to a certain place …”

She was talking in a rush. Garner thought she was lying. Of course, she might not be. If Talbot had told anyone, it was more logical that he had told it to the girl he had been sleeping with.

“Tell me where he told you it is,” Garner said. He pressed the muzzle of her .32 against her right ear and said, “Tell me or I’ll blow your lovely head off.”

“You’d never get it then!” she burst out.

He studied the delicate profile in the semidarkness and wondered how many millions of years it had taken God to evolve it. And why had he been given such a love for beauty, and such an ugliness that kept it beyond his reach? How good it would feel to blast the flesh of all the beautiful women who had rejected him and all the handsome men who had laughed at him.

He lowered the gun. “I don’t believe you know where it is.”

“I could drive straight to it from here.”

“How far?”

“A day, I think. I’d have to be there to know where it was. It was a place where we stopped. I couldn’t direct you to it.”

Garner pitied her. It was a good try, but she was only playing for time. He could not blame her. He would have done the same thing himself.

“Slow down,” he said.

She stiffened. “What for?”

“We don’t need these two. We don’t need my partners, either. We’ll drop off the excess baggage. Turn into that gap in the brush there.”

The dirt path was scorched by gullies and booby-trapped with rocks that jolted the car crazily. After a quarter of a mile the track curved under a towering eucalyptus.

“Stop here.”

Claire stopped the car. Their dust enveloped them and moved on. Garner sat thinking: Here was a problem. The two men knew they were going to die. If one saw a chance to get clear, he wouldn’t hold back just because the other would die. He might shoot them both in the car, but the second man would make his move the instant the first shot was fired. He could hold the .45 in one hand and the .32 in the other and shoot both simultaneously, but that would make an awful mess in the car. He would be needing it for several days yet. And this time he didn’t have Green and Brown to clean it up, as he had made them do after the Mexican.

His eyes drifted to the girl; she was fragrant. He wanted her. And he would have her. He would teach her the joy of kicking it all over, principles, rules, everything.…

“Give me the keys,” Garner said. “Leave your headlights on.”

She handed them to him, and he put them into his pocket. Then he opened the rear door and backed out. He had both guns trained on the car.

“Come out one by one. All through this side. You first, private detective.”

He watched the big man step out. He thought: He’s watching my eyes. He’d jump me the minute I looked away.

“Now turn around and put your hands against the hood and get your feet way back. That’s fine. Now the faithful husband. Slowly does it. Right beside He-Man; that’s it. Now you, little lady. Okay, all of you walk around to the front of the car. Stop there, Claire. You men inch along. One quick move and you get it. That’s it. Stop.”

Garner stepped between the headlights. “All right, you men turn around.”

They blinked in the lights. Garner was sure they could not see him against the glare.

“Now Miss English. Turn your back to me.”

“What?” It sounded as if her tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth.

“I’ve got a job for you. Turn around.”

She turned and stumbled, her heels catching on the rocky ground.

“I know you don’t know where the money is,” Garner said to Claire. “But I think you know more than that Tollman woman my partners have. Anyway, we’re going to go hunting, just you and I.”

“Hunting?” faltered Claire.

“Hunting. Or would you rather die?”

“No!…”

He walked up behind her. “Here.”

“What?”

“The thirty-two. Hold out your hand.”

In a daze Claire held out her right hand. She felt the warm metal of the .32 against her palm. Instinctively she took a grip on it.

“No, don’t turn around.” Garner’s voice seemed to be coming from faraway mountains. Absurdly, Claire thought of God. “Now listen to me good. You’re going to have a test, Claire. What you might call a life-and-death test. Are you listening?”

“I’m … yes.”

“The thirty-two is loaded and cocked. What I want you to do is shoot these men to death.”

“Oh, my God,” said Claire.

“And we’ll be on our way.”

Claire swayed. “No,” she said faintly.

“It’s only the first time that’s hard.” She felt his hand on hers, forcing it to a level position. She felt the clammy spot at the small of her back begin to spread. His hand left her, and hers fell. “You still don’t get it, do you?” Garner said patiently. “They’re dead men in any case—I’ll shoot them if you don’t. The only one it matters to is you, Claire. Now do you understand?”

“No …”

“If you don’t shoot them, I’ll shoot them and I’ll shoot you, too. So you’ve got a choice. I’m going to start counting. If one of them isn’t dead by the time I reach five, you get it in the back with this forty-five. One. Two …”

To her horror she saw the .32 rise with her hand. It steadied, pointed at Ed Tollman.

“No,” Garner said behind her, “the detective first. He’s the dangerous one. Three …” and a warm circlet of metal pressed against the back of her neck. “Better make up your mind fast, baby. Four …”
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Barney launched himself in a flat dive which was calculated to carry him beyond Claire and at the same time bring him into the shadow between the headlights.

He was in midair when the gun went off. He felt the gush of wind against his ear before he struck the ground, rolling, head between his knees. The instant his feet touched he uncoiled himself and sprang into the darkness between the headlights. He slammed into a soft shape. It was Claire, struggling in Garner’s embrace. Barney groped for Garner’s gun hand. He found it and gripped the wrist as Garner’s hand tried to come up. He forced it toward the ground. A second shot crashed, and Barney heard Ed’s grunt and the smack of bone on flesh. Garner’s arm collapsed. Barney tore the gun from the limp hand as Garner clutched at Claire to hold himself up. Her blouse buttons popped, there was a ripping sound, and Garner fell face down with a thud.

For a moment the three stood breathing hard, looking down at the still figure. Then the cicadas resumed their shrill sonata in the tree overhead, a dog yipped in the distance, and everything was normal again.

Claire was first to move, self-examining, fingering her torn blouse and brassiere. But she did not really know what she was doing. Her lips began quivering. She swayed and fell into Barney’s arms, clinging to him as if he were a solidly rooted tree in a flood.

“I kept sending you the mental message: Shoot high, shoot high. Did you get it, Claire?”

“I don’t know. All I could think of was that one of us would have to die. When he got to five, I fired automatically. I wasn’t aiming at all.” She drew back and looked up into his face, her eyes wide and round. “And you stood there waiting. You trusted me not to kill you.”

“I had to take that risk.”

“Barney, don’t ever again. I don’t know myself that well.”

“None of us knows till we’re faced with the choice.”

Her eyes were shining in the headlights.

“I feel good,” she cried. “Should I?”

“You bet, doll.”

“As if I’d had a bath.”

Then immediacy intruded. Claire stepped back and drew her torn blouse together. Barney walked over to where Ed was kneeling beside the motionless Garner.

“How is he?”

“Still out.”

Barney bent over the psycho. The lower part of Garner’s face seemed out of shape. He gripped Garner’s chin and moved it, and heard a grating sound.

“You broke his jaw, Ed. Where’d you get the punch?”

Ed Tollman looked down at his fist. “I’ve been wanting to hit something for a long time, I guess. Ever since they took Liz away from me. I once took boxing lessons. The instructor told me I had a punch like a lily.”

Barney laughed. “Some lily.”

“I suppose I should have pulled it.”

“He’ll be able to talk. Claire, bring me the water bottle.”

She brought it from the car and Barney dumped some water on the man’s face. He came to, groaning. “My jaw …”

“It’s broken,” said Barney. “It’s our turn now.”

Garner’s eyes moved from one to the other. Then he sighed and seemed to relax.

“Can I have a cigarette first?” His speech was slurred, as if he were drunk.

Barney said, “You get nothing. Not even death.”

Garner’s eyes widened.

“Pain is what you get. Hours of it. Days, if necessary. Until you tell me where Mrs. Tollman is.”

“I don’t know.”

“You weren’t planning to wander all over Mexico without meeting your partners again, were you? They’re waiting for you somewhere. Where?”

Garner closed his eyes. There was no sound, not even the gurgle of his breathing.

“He’s dead,” said Claire.

“The hell he is. He’s holding his breath.”

“Why?”

“Trying to kill himself. It’s an old psycho trick. They never learn that it can’t be done.”

They kept watching. Garner’s face turned dark; the veins stood out, pulsed on his temples. After three minutes he uttered a long slobbering gasp and his eyes jerked open.

“See?” said Barney. “The minute they lose consciousness, the body takes over. It doesn’t want to die. Now will you tell?”

“No,” Garner said in his slushy voice. “Kill me. What else can you do?”

Barney tapped his forefinger against Garner’s jaw. Garner gasped.

“That’s what we can do. Will you talk?”

“No.”

Barney caught the point of Garner’s chin between his fingers and moved the jaw gently to and fro. The bones clashed; Garner let out a blubbering moan and fainted.

“More water, Claire,” said Barney calmly.

She stooped over Garner with the bottle. A thin stream splashed on Garner’s face.

“This doesn’t bother you?” Barney asked Claire.

“Of course, it bothers me! I can even feel sorry for him in spite of everything—after all, if he’s psychopathic, he’s not responsible. But it has to be done, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I faced a choice a hundred times harder a few minutes ago.”

There was no mercy in Ed Tollman’s eyes. “It’s like cleaning a chicken. Unpleasant, but necessary.”

Garner’s eyes fluttered open.

“Now we start again,” Barney told him. “Here goes.” He tapped the jaw once. Garner yelled.

“Hotel … Playa Hermosa.”

“That’s where the others are waiting?”

“Yes.”

“Where is it?”

“San Blas.”

Barney looked over his shoulder at Claire. “Is there such a place?”

“Yes, we stayed there on the tour.”

Barney straightened up. “Ed, find something to tie him up with.”

“No!” cried Garner. “You promised to kill me!”

“I made no such promise, Garner. I need you alive. You’ll get a chance to do some good in this world before the law takes care of your future, if any.”

Ed returned to say that there was no rope in the car.

“Look in my suitcase,” said Barney. “A couple of shirts will do the job.”

“Use this,” said Claire, peeling off her silk blouse. “He’s ruined it, anyway.”

Barney tested the raw silk. It was impossible to tear with a straight pull. He twisted it into a ropelike strand, and the odor of perfume tickled his nostrils.

“You’re a lucky man, Garner,” said Barney as he looped the man’s wrists. “Tied up with Chanel Number Five.” He made two tight turns around each wrist, then knotted them together behind Garner’s back.

“You’ve cut off the circulation,” Garner burbled.

“For a man who wants to die you make a hell of a fuss. What do you think dying feels like?” Barney took the shirt Ed brought. “It hurts. I’ve watched men die. They didn’t look happy.”

He bound Garner’s ankles together. The psychopath tried to kick, but Barney tapped him on the jaw and he subsided. They carried him to the car and laid him on the floor between the seats.

When Barney was driving south on the coast road, Ed asked him: “What’s on the agenda now?”

“I’ll go to the hotel and talk to Green and Brown.”

“Talk to them?”

“Hell, I can’t shoot them. Can’t even make loud noises at them till we get Liz away from them.”

“You mentioned using Garner. How can you trust him?”

“I don’t have to. The way I figure, Green and Brown have respectable fronts in the States. By now they’re probably ready to take their loss and forget the whole thing. Remember, they’ve got murder-accessory raps hanging over them. My guess is they’re ripe for a deal. I’ll offer to trade Garner for Liz. They’ll kill him, of course.”

“They’ll kill you,” Ed said.

“Not if I can get close enough to explain the proposition.”

“What proposition?”

“That if I don’t come back with Liz, you’ll turn Garner over to the law. They know he’d drag them down with him—or if they don’t know that for sure, they can hardly afford to take the chance.”

“But to let those two get off scot-free …” began Claire in a troubled way.

“I’m not the arm of justice,” said Barney. “I’m being paid to get Ed’s wife back, nothing more.”

“But if they’re free, what’s to keep them from kidnaping her again? Or me?”

“Suppose we get Liz back first and argue about it later.”

But Claire was unwilling to let it drop. “If you’re killed, Barney, we may never get Liz back. Ed and I couldn’t carry it through alone.”

“I agree,” said Ed instantly. “I’ll go instead.”

“They’d be slower to suspect a woman than a man. It’s only a matter of carrying the message.”

“Claire, they’d just hold you as another source of information, an even better one than Liz. And you, Ed, what if you saw Liz? What would you do?”

“I don’t know, Barney.”

“There’s the point. You don’t know. You might lose control of yourself and foul up the whole deal. Besides, they know you both from those photographs. You’d never get close enough to explain.” Barney slapped the wheel. “End of debate.”

It was after midnight when they reached San Blas.

The days when the Manila galleons had stopped here were centuries in the past; the harbor had filled with silt, and the grand government buildings were roofless ruins. Now the town consisted mainly of adobe buildings around a central garden, with shacks of mud and sticks dribbling off up and down the coast.

The hotel was about a mile out of town. Claire directed Barney down a sandy track that brought them to the deserted beach half a mile from the hotel. A horde of mosquitoes gathered immediately in the lee of the car, but in the breeze the air was clean and sweet. The moon was low in the west; in thirty minutes it would drop behind the horizon.

Barney handed his .45 to Ed. “Keep this ready. Claire, you’ve got your .32. You think you can use it properly?”

“Now? Yes.”

“Okay, we’ll set up a series of passwords; it’ll be dark by the time I get back, so you won’t be able to see me. Claire, you wait in the car, ready to turn on the lights. Ed, you gouge out a foxhole in the sand a dozen yards away. That way you two will be able to set up a crossfire. If I’m coming back with Liz and everything’s okay, I’ll yell, ‘Merry Christmas.’ Got it?”

Ed and Claire nodded.

“If I haven’t got Liz, but there’s no danger, I say: ‘Happy New Year.’ What’s the next holiday?”

“Lent, Easter—”

“No, April Fool’s Day. I’ll say: ‘April Fool.’ That means the situation is complicated, stay under cover, and wait for some sign from me. Next is May Day. You know what that means. You turn on your headlights and open fire as soon as you can see what you’re shooting at.”

“And what if you don’t come back?” cried Claire.

Barney shrugged. “Then I’ve had it as far as you two are concerned. But give me an hour before you write me off. After that, I suggest the police.” He went to the car and took Garner’s wallet and signet ring. “If anyone comes by, better shove a sock in his mouth. He could louse everything up by yelling at the wrong time. And watch your fingers. He may bite.”

He nodded at Ed, then looked at Claire.

“May I come a little way with you?” she asked.

“Okay,” said Barney. “But not far.”

Together they struggled through the soft sand toward the sea. They found easier going on the wave-packed sand just above the surf line. Claire took off her shoes and padded barefoot beside him. Ahead, the floodlighted hotel looked like a frosted confection, with its tiered balconies and fountains sparkling in the garden. On their right the surf marched forward in phosphorescent ranks; on their left a few feathery coconut palms stretched their necks above the clumped vegetation. Claire had not replaced the blouse she had contributed to Garner; modesty seemed superfluous after what had happened. Barney noticed that the splice she had made in her brassiere strap raised the left breast higher than the right. Another time he might have found it amusing.

He stopped and put his hand on her shoulder. “Far enough,” he said.

She came into his arms without a word and raised her lips to his. It began like the other kiss, a mere touching of flesh; but then her lips opened and he tasted the honey of her mouth. He spread his hands across her back and felt her body surge against his.

“Ten minutes, would it matter?” she whispered.

“I can’t fish and cut bait at the same time,” muttered Barney. “It’ll be better later.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

She turned and swayed away in the sand. Barney watched until she merged with the darkness. Then he turned and strode toward the hotel. He felt off-balance without his .45. He was suddenly conscious that he had nothing going for him but his wits.

There was no black Buick in the parking lot. Barney woke the velador, who called the clerk. Two men and a woman? No hay, señor. But had they been here? No, señor. Barney pulled a bill from Garner’s wallet. He told the clerk to get his keys, he wanted to check the rooms.

Nightgowns and staring eyes, indignant grunts and drunken snores, bewildered children and crying babies, naked bodies unblanketed, the smells of cheap perfume and insect repellent, gritty sand and fish, damp walls and musty mattresses. But no Green, no Brown.

And no Liz.

Barney returned to the lobby scratching his jaw. He could not understand why, if Brown and Green were searching the entire route, they would have passed up the hotel. He looked at the clerk, a skinny youth with a long neck whose head tilted sidewise in the manner of a bird.

“I don’t understand,” he said in Spanish. “They were supposed to leave word. Are you sure they didn’t leave a message?”

“No, señor. Nada, nada—” His mouth snapped shut.

“How much did they give you not to tell?”

The boy only shook his head rapidly.

“They gave you something. Did they buy everybody’s silence? I doubt it. Somebody will talk. The velador, the manager, one of the waiters …”

“No, they know nothing! The two men did not stay in the hotel. They came here yesterday morning and wished to see a certain room.” The boy shrugged. “This is not forbidden. They gave me fifty pesos, and I showed the room to them. They had me wait on the balcony while they searched but since they did not take anything …” He spread his hands. “Then they went up the river. I do not know what happened there. After three hours they returned and departed.”

“They left no messages?”

“None, as I said.”

“You were lying, then.”

“But this time, I assure you—”

“Were you instructed to look for a certain man? Small, with a large head, gray eyes—”

“They gave no instructions.”

Barney left the hotel in disgust and went back to the car, calling out, “Happy New Year.” Claire and Ed stared at him. Garner lay trussed on the sand. Barney strode up and kicked him in the ribs.

“You lying bastard.”

Garner giggled. “I can’t be trusted. You’ll have to kill me.”

Barney shook his head. “Not on your life, Garner. We’ve got people today who do it on a mass-production scale, the way they build cars in Detroit. One man heals your jaw, another one cuts your hair and shaves your beard. If you’ve got a cavity, a dentist will fill it. If they think you’re nuts, they’ll set your wig straight before they kill you. Society demands its full payment—a sane mind in a sound body. You’ll be a long time dying, Garner.”

Garner lay still. “Can we make a deal?”

“You’re in a rotten bargaining position.”

“I’m in a good one. Nothing to lose.” He laughed again; it came out as a liquid sound. “Listen, you said you were going to turn me over to Brown and Green. Is that right?”

“I’m willing to trade you for Liz, yes.”

“Okay. I’ll tell you all I know.”

“Another lie—”

“No, listen. You were right about them, they wouldn’t want me arrested. I’m the one who can put the finger on them back in the States, and they’ve got a lot to lose. That’s why I let them go ahead, because I knew they wouldn’t take a chance on losing me.”

“I guess you’ve thought what they’ll do when they get you.”

“Sure, they’ll try to kill me. But maybe they can’t.”

“Okay. Talk.”

Garner explained that he was to trail along behind Green and Brown and catch up if they found the money. The last place Johnny could have dumped it was in Tula, for he had left the Tula hotel without his suitcase. Garner was to go there in the event he missed them. At Tula the search would end, win or lose.

Barney drew the others aside. “It sounds logical,” he told them. “I believe him.”

“Me, too,” said Ed.

“We could go straight to Tula and wait for them,” suggested Claire.

Barney frowned at her. “Have you remembered something?”

“About the money? No. But I remember the ruins at Tula. You could easily set a trap for them there.”

“You see anything wrong with that?” Barney asked Ed.

“God, yes. If they find the money before that, they’ll kill Liz.”

Barney nodded and turned to Claire. “Where do you last remember seeing Johnny’s suitcase?”

After a moment she said: “The last place I’m sure of was Oaxaca.”

“Okay, we can skip Guadalajara and Oaxaca, since we know he didn’t ditch the money there. We’ll go straight to Taxco.”

They climbed the lush Pacific slope to the squatting mountains of Nayarit. Claire sat beside Barney, while Ed sat in the rear and watched Garner, who lay on the floor between the seats. Barney felt the touch of Claire’s hand on his knee. She leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder.

“Delays,” she said softly. “It seems as if we’re back where we were when the trip started.”

“Doesn’t seem that way to me.”

“We’re no closer to Liz.”

“The difference is you.”

“Oh, yes!” She slid her hand inside his shirt. “I’ve lost all my pride. I want to grab while I can.”

“You’ll run us off the road. I can’t play two games at once.”

She glanced over her shoulder; then she whispered, “When Ed falls asleep—”

“When he does, you’ll be watching Garner. He’s our Judas ram; without him, we can’t deal with Green and Brown.”

“Oh, you …!”

She sighed and drew away to light a cigarette for herself and one for Barney. After a time she fell asleep. It interfered with his driving, so he lowered her head into his lap. Now and then he reached down and touched her half-open lips. Will it be the same, he wondered, when the danger is past?

He decided to worry about that later.

He drove on, headlights punching holes in the darkness. The tires hummed through the sleeping city of Tepic; the motor idled as he coasted down into a gorge, then whined as he climbed the other side and rolled out onto the broken, wind-scoured plateau of Jalisco.

Claire woke up at 4 A.M., yawning. Barney stopped the car while she and Ed traded places. He checked Garner’s bonds, made sure the rear doors were locked, and returned to his driving. Within a half hour Ed was snoring, head rolling around on the back of the seat. Barney was aware of Claire’s opening her bag behind him, combing her hair, applying makeup. Most of the time she smoked and yawned. He made a mental note: Some day he might bring her coffee in bed, then sit and watch her until she was ready to begin the day. She’d be mussed and puffy, but warm and scented under the covers.…

The vision made him step hard on the accelerator. Ahead, the eastern sky turned purple, then lavender. Smoke filtered through roofs of occasional roadside huts. The highway, a slate-colored ribbon, stretched endlessly ahead. The speedometer climbed to 90, 95. The rim of the sun appeared like a red-hot stove lid balanced between two purple mountains. Barney reached up to lower the sunshade.…

He felt the rush of cool air on the back of his neck an instant before Claire shrieked. He shot a glance back and saw that the right-hand door had opened and was now being forced shut again by the wind.

On the highway a rag doll rolled and flopped over and over, as though trying to catch the speeding car.
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Barney was petrified with fear that it was Claire who had fallen out. But no, she was still sitting there, both hands clapped over her mouth. His terror gave way to despair as he slowed the car; far behind them Garner’s figure was lying on the graveled shoulder like a flung mail bag. Long tarry streaks glistened on the highway.

He made a slow U turn. There was no need to hurry; Garner could not possibly have lived through a tumble like that, at that speed.

“What happened, Claire?”

“God, Barney, I don’t know. All of a sudden the door opened—”

“You weren’t watching?”

“Was I supposed to watch all the time?”

“Yes!”

“Well, I couldn’t Lord, he hadn’t moved for three hours. You can’t just sit and stare and stare …”

Her voice broke. Barney felt a tired, undirected anger.

“Shut up,” he said. “You can bawl later.”

She choked and fell silent.

He stopped the car where it would conceal the body from passing traffic. Garner had landed on his face; his face had been sliced away as though by a knife. His neck was broken; both arms, both legs stuck out in impossible directions. Where his clothing had peeled away, his flesh looked like hamburger. Around one wrist was a fragment of Claire’s blouse.

Barney walked back along the highway and found other parts of the shirt and blouse. Their blood-soaked ends had neither been cut nor broken. He returned to the body.

“He was still tied when he went out,” he said. He examined the rear door. He pressed down on the lock, nudged the inside handle. The lock button clicked up. “He must have pushed the handle up with his head, then thrown himself out.”

Claire leaned out on the side away from Garner and was thoroughly sick. Both men avoided looking at her.

“You suppose he thought he could escape?” muttered Ed.

“Death is the only escape he had in mind.”

“Does this mean he lied about meeting Green and Brown?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

The distant sound of an engine made Barney stiffen. “Quick, drag him under the car. Claire, help me! You’ve got to!… Ed, get the spare out of the trunk and make like you’re changing the rear tire.”

The approaching vehicle took the shape of an army truck. The body was safely under the car. Ed and Barney knelt beside the rear wheel and pretended to be jacking up the car. Claire stood near the front, looking greenish and unsteady. The truck slowed, and Barney waved it on. The truck speeded up; a half dozen soldiers, their rifles slung, waved at Claire. She smiled, and the men whistled and hooted. The truck passed and soon vanished in the distance.

Barney wiped his face. “Let’s get this thing underground before anybody else comes along.”

They loaded the corpse into the trunk and drove out across the barren landscape. Barney searched for a gully, but there seemed to be none in this arid country. He stopped the car in a rocky depression.

“We’ll have to dig. Ed, get the jack handle and tire iron.”

The ground was stony; with difficulty they jarred the earth loose with their tools. Claire was using a hubcap as a shovel to clean the trench. She worked feverishly, hair straggling over her eyes. Her nails broke, and her bare knees were scratched by the sharp rocks.

Finally Barney said: “You can rest now, Claire. We’ll finish.”

“I don’t want to rest.”

“Do you have to argue about everything?”

She threw down the hubcap and glared at him. “I want to help, don’t you understand? I feel it’s my fault.”

“Look, Claire, I’ll say it again. He jumped out while he was still tied. He unlocked the door with his head. There was nothing you could do.”

“It could just as easily have happened while I was back there,” Ed said.

“So why can’t I help?” Claire demanded.

“Because,” said Barney, “one thing I can’t stand is women with bloody knees and broken fingernails.”

She stamped back to the car.

It grew more stifling as the sun climbed. The two men returned to the digging. When the hole was deep enough, they rolled Garner in, covered him up, packed the soil, and strewed stones over it. The dogs would find it eventually, and the vultures. The important thing was that the corpse remained buried long enough for them to get away.

Back on the road, Barney said, “Our decoy is dead. Suggestions, anyone?”

“You have to rub it in, don’t you?” said Claire. She was still sore.

“Just stating a fact, Claire. It won’t be mentioned again. What I need now are clever suggestions about how to get Liz away from Green and Brown.”

“If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself—”

“Drop it, Claire.” She fell silent. “I’ve thought of trying to sneak up on Brown and Green from behind, but I don’t like the idea. It’s true they might be thinking Garner’s covering their rear, but the wolf has one advantage over the hunter. He can stay quiet and jump out at you unexpectedly. Garner showed us that.”

“Can’t we do the same?” asked Ed.

“An ambush?”

“It was Claire’s idea. She suggested Tula.”

“And the objection was that, if they found the money first, that would be the end of Liz.”

“What else can we do?” groaned Ed.

“It’s your decision. We can try to catch up, or we can go ahead and lay for them.”

“What are our chances if we go ahead?”

“Good, I think,” said Barney. “They know Johnny spent several hours at the ruins. They know he left Tula without his suitcase. If I were they, I’d look under every rock. That should give us plenty of time.”

Ed’s mouth became a trap. “I choose the ambush. Let’s go to Tula.”

Claire maintained her silence all morning, in spite of Barney’s attempts to get her to talk.

He stopped in Guadalajara, where he dispatched Ed and Claire to buy a week’s supply of food. He himself went to a department store where he bought a canvas tent, high-power binoculars, a half-dozen sketchpads, and several carbon pencils. In the toy department he picked up several yards of camouflage-painted cloth. Claire greeted him with the same silence when he returned to the car.

“We’ll be sharing a tent at the ruins,” said Barney. “No point in preserving the formalities at a time like this.”

“On the contrary,” said Claire stiffly. “That’s when you need them.”

It was 4 A.M. when they reached Tula. The streets were deserted. That suited Barney, for he wanted no one to know they were camped at the ruins.

“Keep going through the town,” said Claire suddenly. “The road to the archeological area turns off to the left across the river.”

“Ah,” said Barney. “She talks.”

She stuck out her little chin and looked straight ahead.

“My error,” said Barney.

The road climbed steeply to a plateau dotted with heaps of dark stone. Barney cut his lights and crept onto a plaza dominated by a five-tiered, flat-topped pyramid. He drove across the plaza and passed a pair of low mounds untouched by the archeologist’s spade. Between these mounds they unpacked their provisions and carried them down the stepped slope. They pitched the tent under a pepper tree whose berries hung down like Christmas ornaments. Barney and Ed drove the stakes and laid on the camouflage, while Claire heated water on the butane stove.

By dawn the cool mountain air was aromatic with coffee and bacon; it filled Barney with optimism. He watched Claire over the skillet, her face shiny from the fire.

“When this is over, Ed,” said Barney, “I’m going to find a girl and haul this camping equipment down to the Costa Grande north of Acapulco. I know beaches where you don’t see anybody for days. No need to wear clothes, either, unless you happen to be a prude.”

Claire looked up at Barney sharply, throwing the hair back from her eyes. Then she bent her head again.

After they had eaten, Barney slung the binoculars around his neck and tucked a sketchpad under his arm. “You two rest. I’m going to plan our strategy.”

He walked toward the pyramid squatting in the center of the plain. He stopped to look at a stone figure reclining on its elbows. The head was raised and the comic face mirrored surprise, as though he had been asleep and a cat had jumped on his stomach.

“That’s a Chac-mool,” said Claire behind him.

He turned. “Oh?”

“They used them to hold braziers or something at the entrance to the temple.”

He looked at her, puzzled. Her voice held a note of strained gaiety; it was certainly not cordial. She had changed into white shorts that exposed most of her browned thighs, and a halter of some elastic fabric that required no neck strap.

Barney frowned and stalked on.

“Mind if I tag along,” she asked as she hurried to keep up with him. “I can fill you in. That’s the pyramid of Quetzalcoatl you’re headed toward. Those giant figures on top are called Atlantes. They’re representations of Toltec warriors; they held up the roof.” As they climbed the steps, she continued, panting. “There used to be a great vestibule before the entrance. And on the other side is the Coatepantli, or serpent wall. It shows the plumed serpent devouring human beings.”

At the top of the pyramid Barney stopped and looked down at her. “You act as if you’re all hopped up.”

“Do I?” she asked lightly. “It couldn’t be because we’re expecting to run into a pair of cold-blooded killers, could it?”

Barney asked quietly, “What’s bothering you, Claire?”

She stared down at her sandals. “This was the last place I talked to Johnny.”

“My heart bleeds for you.”

“Do you have to be such a rat?” she cried.

Barney went over to the northwest corner of the pyramid. It commanded a view of the city across the river. Through the foliage, he could see the road crossing the bridge and winding up toward the ruins. There was a parking lot at the entrance, and a little complex of adobe buildings.

“What’s that over there?”

She had come to stand beside him, the wind blowing her hair. “Barney, let’s not claw at each other.”

“Who’s clawing?”

“I had an affair with Johnny. It still hurts.”

“Okay, so it still hurts. What’s that there?”

“The museum. They sell pamphlets and cold drinks. And a lot of artifacts.”

He opened the sketchpad and made a mark on it. With his pencil he pointed south, toward a sunken room shaped like a capital I. “And that?”

“That’s the ball court. They had rings high on the wall through which the ball had to go. Sort of like basketball, except that the rings were vertical. They used a hard-rubber ball and hit it with their palms. It was a ceremony for the rain god, Tlaloc. Not commercial, like our games.”

“Didn’t they want rain so the crops would grow?”

“Yes.”

“Then it was commercial.” Barney drew the ball court on his pad, then crossed the pyramid to stand at the northern edge. He indicated a small stone building in the center of a great square.

“That’s the adoratorio, a small altar.”

Barney sketched it in, then pointed to a mound slightly higher than the pyramid, fronted only by a slope of talus.

“That’s called the Great Pyramid,” said Claire. “They say the Aztecs built it.”

He marked it on his pad. “You’ve got a good memory.”

“I took notes on the tour.”

“What for?”

“I’m a photographer. I have to identify what I photograph.”

He had quite forgotten that she had a professional life of her own. For some reason it annoyed him.

When they got back to camp, Barney sat down and quickly sketched two identical maps of the area. He handed one each to Claire and Ed.

“Where,” asked Claire, making a face, “is the hidden treasure? I’ve seen better maps on first-grade classroom walls.”

“I never went to first grade,” said Barney.

“I knew that five minutes after I met you.”

“In kindergarten,” said Barney, checking his gun, “I got A in Resting.”

“How can you two joke?” asked Ed with a grunt. He was studying the map intently.

“What do you want us to do, chew our nails?” Barney slid the .45 back in the holster. “Keep loose, Ed. This is going to be no picnic. Let’s rehearse. Ed, you take Garner’s gun. Claire, you’ll have to carry your purse. In that outfit you’ve got on, I don’t see where else you could hide your peashooter.” He rose. “Let’s go.”

When they reached the base of the pyramid, Barney said: “One of us will be up on the pyramid all the time, watching the road with binoculars. If you sight a black Buick, yell ‘Olé!’ Then everybody runs to the positions I’ve marked. The pyramid will hide us from the entrance, so we’ll have time to get set. Both of you have low walls to get behind. They’ll protect you and give you an aiming rest for your guns.”

“You won’t have a wall,” said Claire, “according to the map.”

“I’m the decoy. Now Claire, go to the top of the pyramid and give the sign, then run down and take your position.”

As she started to climb, he stopped her and gave her the drawing tablet.

“What’s this for?”

“It’s our cover. We’re artists sketching the ruins.”

They ran through it once, and Barney asked Claire if she could be seen as she raced across the top of the pyramid.

“I don’t know,” she panted.

“Let’s try it again. This time look. If you can see the road, it can see you.”

They did.

“I can’t be seen. Let’s don’t do it again. My legs are in terrible shape.”

Barney looked at them. “The hell you say. Anyway, you have to go back up. You’re on the first shift. Ed will sleep, and I’ll watch you from outside the tent, so I can wake him up if you yell.”

Ed slept, Barney watched, and Claire sat on the pyramid and sketched. At sunset Barney went up. “You’re relieved. I’ve eaten. Ed’s got pork and beans waiting.”

“And I’ve got a sunburn.”

“There’s ointment in my suitcase.”

He sat down and watched darkness settle. Lights came on in the city, and music drifted across the river. Gradually the sounds subsided; the lights blinked off one by one. At eleven Claire rejoined him.

“Did you sleep?” he asked.

“Enough.” She gave him the tube of ointment and sat down with her back to him. “You put it on.”

Barney smeared her shoulders and back while he watched the road. “Stomach, too?”

“Uh-huh.” She lay back on the stones. “Oh, they’re still warm.”

He daubed her burned skin. The moon had dwindled to a crescent, but there was light enough to see the arching rise of her rib cage, the dark hollow of her navel.

“Legs?” he asked.

“Any time, Mr. Burgess.”

He tried to be clinical, but her flesh was hot beneath his palms. He got up and through the binoculars scanned the road carefully.

“Barney.”

“Yes, Claire.”

“Are you a man or a mouse?”

“I’m man enough,” said Barney, “for you.”

“Then I think the time has come,” Claire said, “to prove it.”

He lowered the binoculars then.

“Here we are, velvet sky, black velvet, with pinholes, light shining through, on top of a pyramid—a pyramid!—and you stand there looking at nothing through a pair of binoculars. Lie down here beside me.”

“That,” said Barney, “would be more than I could stand or afford.”

“What do you mean!”

“We’re here on a job. I can’t watch and make love to you at the same time.”

“You’re actually turning me down!” He could have sworn that she had gone into her involuntary blushing act again. “It serves me right. Throwing myself at you.”

“There’s always been something to make me fumble the catch. Our time will come.” Barney moved over to straddle her body, standing above her against the star-pricked sky like a mountain. “And then I’ll be the high priest and you the sacrificial virgin.”

She laughed up at him. “Your acolytes goofed.”

“I suspect they sampled the product beforehand. You always catch me between two fires. Claire, I’ve got to watch the road.”

“You’re a single-minded cuss.”

“Ed will come up on duty in half an hour. If you’re still awake …”

She rose. “Enough said. Let’s not plan all the fun out of it.” She went down like a woman sleepwalking.

Ed came up early. “You expect them tonight, Barney?”

“Not if they’re retracing the whole route. But they might decide to bypass some places, the way we did. So they could show any time. Don’t leave your post here.”

“Don’t worry.”

“And sing out if you see a car.”

“Okay.”

“Keep yelling till you get an answer. Hear?”

Barney left. By the time he reached the bottom of the pyramid, the blood was pounding in his throat. He stepped inside the tent. “Claire?”

“Here, Barney.”

He turned and she took his hand and dropped to her knees on the blanket and drew him down.

Afterward they took the blanket and went out under a tree and looked up at the stars and smoked.

“‘We who are about to die,’” Claire mused. “I’ve always wondered how the gladiators could stand it, what motivated them. Oh, I know they couldn’t help themselves, but how did they adjust to the idea of I-may-be-dead-in-five-minutes? As a daily diet?”

“I’m going to be profound,” said Barney. “You only die once.”

“How did you come to take up such a dangerous profession?”

“It’s about as dangerous as sitting in a teller’s cage. I made it dangerous.”

“Why?”

“It makes me appreciate life.”

“Yes, I can see that. Everything intensified. But what about afterward?”

“I don’t borrow tomorrow’s troubles. Tomorrow never comes.”

“But it does, Barney.”

“Never.”

“Wait and see.”

He chuckled. “I’ll sleep while I wait.”

He started to get up, but she pressed him back. “Lie here. I’ll watch over you.” He lay back and fell asleep as she was covering him.

Hours later he awoke to the tickle of her hair. She lay beside him under the blanket.

They watched the morning star rise, so bright it was a visible disc. Then the sun, and purple turned to rose and rose to yellow. Reluctantly Claire left him and went to the tent to cook breakfast. Afterward, Barney walked with her to the pyramid; it was her watch.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Poke around and look for the money.”

“You really think it’s here?”

He shrugged. “¿Quién sabe?”

At midday Ed relieved Claire so that she could eat. She made a sandwich and walked over to where Barney was searching the tunnel that drained the ball court. Then she followed him to the unexcavated part of the ruins.

“Let’s look down there,” she said, pointing to a brush-choked ravine.

Under an arch of thornbush, she gave him a pixie grin and held out a tube of ointment. “It’s my sunburn again.”

She swelled beneath his hands like a kitten being stroked. After a moment she sat up and removed her halter.

“Did anybody ever accuse you of being oversexed?” Barney asked.

“On the contrary. ‘Frigid’ was the word they used.”

“Were you?”

“I didn’t want to use myself up. But I didn’t realize how it worked. You empty yourself and immediately you fill up again. It’s wonderful.” She held out her arms.

As they were walking up the hill, Barney asked her: “But don’t you want to find the money?”

Claire shrugged. “There are more important things.”

“I agree. But if I found the money here, I’d be sure they hadn’t found it elsewhere and disposed of Liz.”

The day passed, and the night. The money was not found, nor did their quarry appear. In midmorning Barney and Ed were sitting before the tent, trying to decide what to do next, when they heard Claire’s voice:

“Olé! Olé! Olé!”

Barney shouted a response. Ed’s face had turned gray.

“Check your gun, Ed.”

Ed’s hands were shaking. He dropped the gun. Barney picked it up, jacked a shell into the chamber, and handed the gun back.

“I can’t stop shaking, Barney.”

“Just remember they’ve got your wife.”

“Yes,” Ed said. “Liz. They’ve got Liz.” He stopped shaking.

Barney shoved a sketchpad under his arm and climbed to the central plaza. Claire had already taken her place behind her low wall. She was very pale.

“Where were they, Claire?”

“They parked and started toward the ball court.”

“All of them? Liz, too?”

“Yes.”

“How were the men dressed?”

“The big man has on a gray suit. The little one is wearing chocolate-brown.”

“Both wearing suits. That means they’re armed. Were they holding on to Liz?”

“She walked between them, but they weren’t touching her.”

“Okay. We don’t know which way they’ll come from. I’ll try to get between them and Liz. Then I’ll explain the situation to them. When I make this gesture”—he raised both hands, palm up—“you show yourself and your gun. I’m hoping they’ll be smart” enough not to start a gunfight. If either of them draws a weapon—of any kind—shoot to kill, Claire. You take the one in the chocolate suit. You won’t fail me?”

She shook her head stiffly. Barney ran over to Ed’s little fortress. He gave Ed the same instructions, except that Ed’s target was to be the big man in the gray suit. Ed seemed all right now, and Barney felt relieved.

He took his position on the steps of the Great Pyramid, sketchpad on his knee, facing the open square. He stuck an unlit cigarette in his mouth and drew a few lines on the pad. He kept going through the motions of sketching.

Barney heard the scrape of shoes on gravel off to the right. Good, they were using Approach Number One. He forced himself to continue drawing for another thirty seconds, then raised his head.

The three were directly between him and Claire’s hiding place. Liz was wearing a flowered print skirt, a white blouse, and T-strap sandals. She looked clean. She walked with a stiff, almost overbearing carriage. The expression on her face was of cold disdain, saying, I do not belong with these animals. But nobody was paying attention except Barney, who heard such things in his mind’s ear.

The man nearest Barney wore a gray suit. He was broad and meaty, with florid cheeks and a smashed nose. A cigar stuck out of his heavy lips. He might have been a retired butcher or an ex-prizefighter. Barney decided that he was Green. The other man was tiny and skeletal, with a ratty complexion and no shoulders. His expensive brown suit hung shapelessly. He looked more like an old jockey than a killer-tycoon. He must be Brown.

“Got a match?” said Barney.

Green sent him an annoyed glance and shook his big head curtly. Barney got up and walked toward him, sketchpad under his left arm. Green stopped, glaring at him.

“I don’t have any matches, brother. Out of my way.”

Barney looked conciliatory. “May I have a light off your cigar, then? Sorry to bother you, but I’ve been chewing on this damn cigarette for an hour.”

“It’s all right,” said the tiny man in brown. “I’ve got a match.”

For an instant they made a tableau. Liz was between her two captors, slightly to their rear. Of course, she did not know Barney, and there was no life in her fine eyes, which were underscored with bluish, puffy pads. Barney planned his course to pass on Green’s right to reach the woman. From the corner of his eye, he saw Brown reach into his pocket and pull out a paper-match folder. The dried-up little hand had just cleared the pocket when there was a splat! from Claire’s hiding place. Brown made a slow pirouette and fell face down. He had not quite struck the ground when Barney heard the roar of Ed Tollman’s .45. Green clawed his jacket, his beefy face furious with surprise.

Barney sprang past him and seized Liz around the waist. She screamed and began to struggle. He kicked her legs from under her and bore her to the ground, covering her with his body.

“Your husband’s with me, Mrs. Tollman. Stay down. Don’t raise your head.”

Her eyes went wide. Barney drew his gun and turned. He was aware that other guns had gone off and that slugs had whistled across the courtyard, but he had no idea who had fired. He saw Ed dart out of his shelter and race toward them. A red ribbon was weaving down his forehead. Green was raising himself on his elbows, aiming at Ed.

“Ed, look out!” shouted Barney.

But Ed Tollman could see nothing but his wife. He ran like a blind man, his weapon forgotten. Barney aimed at Green’s broad back and squeezed twice. Two rips appeared in the beautiful fabric, one low in the spine, the other an inch below the collar. Green jumped like a rabbit. Then he came down in a sprawling dive and settled on the stones as if they were his friends. The back of his coat began to turn red. He lay there quite peacefully.

Time had stopped on the plain. Everything looked razor-edged, as though polished and honed.

Barney looked toward where Brown had fallen; there was only a hat and a wavering smear on the stones, like a snail’s track. The trail led behind the reclining figure of the Chac-mool. And there was Brown, resting a gun on the stone belly. It was a ludicrous sight: Brown’s lips peeling back from dark-stained teeth, Indian-black hair hanging over his eyes. Beside him the imbecile countenance of the Chac-mool stared at Barney in a centuries-old stupor.

He snapped off a shot, but the bullet spanged off the statue and Brown’s head slipped out of sight. He sought another opening.

Brown’s gun appeared under the square ear of the Chac-mool.

A white-hot pain seared Barney’s right arm. He dropped his gun. He scrambled to retrieve it, but to his surprise his right hand would not work. A shot scored the pavement beside him. He scrabbled for the gun with his left hand and raised it to shoot, but then he held his fire. Claire English was coming up behind Brown with the expression of a sleepwalker. She held her .32 not more than a foot from the back of the man’s head and fired. Brown dropped. Claire pointed the gun down and fired again. And again. Four shots jolted her arms; her eyes were glassed over and her teeth showed pink. She was a total stranger to Barney, lost in a killing frenzy, unable to stop.

As he approached, she turned the gun on him.

“Claire, this is Barney!”

“Barney?” It was a thin voice, like a little girl’s. The .32 fell from her hand. Barney caught her and lowered her gently to the ground. She sat there blinking.

“Is it over?”

“Yes.”

“Liz?”

He looked over at the Tollmans. They were clutching each other. Ed waved. His face was new, alive. Liz was sobbing and laughing.

“She’s fine.”

“And those … those two?”

“They’re both dead.”

Claire touched her forehead. “I don’t remember anything.”

“The first time affects some people that way. You were terrific.”

“Did I kill anyone?”

“Don’t you remember firing that first shot?”

“The last thing I remember is you going up to them. I saw the little one reach for a gun. Then, nothing.”

So Mr. Brown, big shot, had died because of a match. Barney decided not to tell her that. Or about the four bullets she had pumped into a dead man.

“I can walk now,” Claire said, getting up. “I want to see Liz.”

She walked, not too steadily. The two women embraced and wept.

“What happened to your head?” Barney asked Ed.

“A chip of rock. What about your arm?”

Barney looked down. Blood dripped from his fingers, but he could move them. “Nothing much. A graze that numbed my arm for a minute.”

They were like old friends meeting after a long and dangerous journey. Liz Tollman took Barney’s good hand and said, “You saved my life. Ed says words aren’t enough, but they’re all I can think of now.”

He heard sirens approaching from the city. A motorcycle and a police car rolled into the square. Barney said, “Here comes the red-tape brigade. Let me do the talking.” He started forward, then looked back. “Don’t mention the money. If they get wind of that, we’ll never get out of here.”
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The police confined them for a week in Tula’s main hotel, a guard at each room. At Barney’s suggestion—and Ed’s expense—the police wired Indianapolis, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis, Colorado, and Texas. The return wires began to shift the balance in their favor; the arrival of the crusty old sheriff from Colorado, accompanied by a laboratory expert, brought their release. The paint sample found on the Bartons’ wrecked car exactly matched the scratches on the black Buick.

During the long week Claire had been jumpy and cross with Barney. He decided it was a reaction to the shooting, and frustration at being shut up. He was gentle with her.

When they were free, Ed and Liz prepared to take the bus to Monterey, from which they would catch a plane home.

“How much do I owe you?” asked Ed, pulling out his checkbook.

“Five thousand will cover it.”

“I’ve got eight. As far as I’m concerned, you can have it all.”

“Don’t be so generous. You two can use it on a vacation. This time stick together.”

Liz was holding on to Ed’s hand for dear life. “We’ll never be parted again, Mr. Burgess.”

They said their goodbyes and Barney went to Claire’s room. She was just shutting her suitcase.

“Easy come, easy go,” Barney said, waving the check. “Where shall we spend it, baby? Acapulco?”

“No, Barney.”

“I don’t blame you. I’ve had enough of Mexico for a while myself. How about Barbados?”

She had her back to him, fumbling with the clasp on her suitcase. “Barney, I don’t think I want to …”

She’s still partially in shock, he thought. “You’re right,” he said. “Let’s get away from people. There are a few islands in the West Indies that are pretty much unvisited. We’ll swim, fish, live out in the open …”

She turned to face him then. Her cameo features were set. “Barney, let me take a rain check.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve got to be alone for a while. For a few days, anyway. I have a lot of thinking to do. Especially about you and me. If I decide it wasn’t a one-night stand, I’ll phone you.”

It’s all over, Barney thought. The old female stall. But she’s already made up her mind. He looked at Ed Tollman’s check, scowled, and put it in his pocket. “Where you going, Claire?”

“I think it would be better if you don’t know. Why don’t you go on to Acapulco and wait for me? Say, three days. I’ll wire you at American Express.”

Barney smiled. “Trust a woman to load the dice. You’ll know where I am, but I won’t know where you are.”

“Barney, you’ll have to be patient with me.”

Barney went over to her and kissed her on the cheek and turned and walked out. He heard the suitcase snick with finality as he shut her door.

He wandered down the hill and across the river to the archeological site. A dozen cars were there, and three chartered buses. Tourists scampered everywhere. Barney recognized the captain of police posing for photographers, pointing at the chip on the Chac-mool where Barney’s bullet had struck. White-jacketed men sold ice cream from little carts; old women peddled pork skins; flags fluttered from a stand serving cold beer and soda pop. A group of men, women and children clustered curiously around the roped-off area where Green had died. The stain was bigger than he remembered. Barney decided that it had been enlarged; no doubt they would renew it after every rain.

He turned away. Where could the money be? Not here, he was sure—he had searched the ruins carefully. Some day it would be found, rotten with mold and falling apart, in some freak of accidental discovery, by a little old lady from Dubuque.

A grubby boy in a torn shirt held up a clay statuette. “¿Quieres comprar un mono?”

“No.” Barney walked on. Even the kids here were on the pitch.

The boy followed. “¿Mono? Como los grandotes—”

Mono …

Barney stopped as though he had been shot. The boy recoiled, but then as Barney gave him a handful of silver pesos, he grinned and ran off as if he expected Barney to snatch them back. The statue was a miniature of the big warrior figures on the pyramid. Barney dropped it in his pocket and ran back to the hotel. Claire had gone. At the cab stand across the street, he asked a driver:

“The woman who was here. Did she take a cab?”

“Sí señor.”

“Where did she go?”

The man shrugged. “No estoy seguro. A Mexico, yo creo.”

To Mexico City.

Barney jumped in the man’s cab and told him to try to overtake the other taxi. They had been out a quarter of an hour when the driver pointed ahead. “I think that is the one. Yes.”

Barney crouched down in the seat. “Drive closer and make sure the woman is in it.”

The driver did so. He said: “Yes. She is in the back seat.”

“Okay, drop back. But keep them in sight.”

Four hours later Claire’s cab stopped before the Estrella de Oro bus station. She jumped out and ran inside. From his position across the street Barney watched her go to a row of lockers, take a key from her purse, and open a locker. She took out a suitcase and started toward the door. A redcap came forward to help, but she waved him away. Her cab driver wanted to stow it in the trunk, but she shook her head and hauled it into the front seat beside her. The cab pulled away, Barney’s following. It stopped at a medium-rate hotel, and Claire went in carrying her suitcase.

He waited five minutes, then went in after her. He told the desk clerk that the woman had forgotten her change. “Which room did she take?”

“Twenty-two, señor.”

Barney went upstairs and knocked on the door. There was a moment of silence, then Claire’s voice said: “Who is it?”

Barney imitated the clerk’s singsong accent. “I half your towels, señorita.”

“Oh. One minute.”

She opened the door. She gasped, recovered, then lunged for the door. Barney pushed her aside and went to the strange suitcase lying on the bed. He opened it. A man’s shirt was carelessly folded on top. He tossed it aside. Under it lay row upon row of crisp U.S. currency.

Barney turned around. Claire was standing before the door with her little gun pointed at his chest.

“We’ve come the full circle, baby. The only difference between now and our first meeting is that this time you’ve got clothes on.”

She smoothed her skirt with her free hand; a sheen of sweat covered her face. But the gun remained unwavering.

“There’s another difference, Barney. We both know I can shoot.”

Barney shook his head. “You’ve got the money sickness bad. How long have you known?”

“Since San Blas,” Claire said. “While Garner talked, I went over in my mind all that Johnny Talbot had told me. That last word he spoke, Mona.… I thought it must have something to do with the money. Knowing now that he’d known Spanish, I got out my Mexican dictionary and looked up the word. Mona, or mono, was a doll. I remembered that miniature Toltec warrior I’d picked up on the street. I still had it with me. In the car next morning I examined it and found a tiny x scratched near the base. Then I remembered that the figure was a model of those giant warriors on the pyramid at Tula. I realized he must have hidden the key there, the one he mentioned to the Mexican. I didn’t find it the first day, or the second. But on the last morning, as I checked the statues for the twentieth time, I saw where a sliver of stone had been hammered between two joints of rock. I pried it out, and there were the keys to the suitcase and locker, and a ticket stub showing which bus station it was in.”

“That’s why you were anxious to reach Tula. You didn’t care a damn about Liz.”

“She’s all right, isn’t she? What difference does it make now?”

“None, except to Garner. You did push him out?”

She nodded. Her face was very wet.

“And that shot you fired at Brown. Did you really think he was going for a gun?”

“I saw the matches.” Her lips were a pale line.

“But you wanted them all dead, and you didn’t care if Liz and I were killed in the process. You knew if they were captured they’d tell about the money, and then you’d never get it.” Barney shrugged. “Now you’ve got it. And you’ve got me. What happens?”

She moistened her lips with her tongue. “I was planning to call you in Acapulco. We can have a good life together—”

Barney grinned. “You knew in Tula. You could have told me then, and we could have searched together. All the time you were with me, you kept the dirty little secret to yourself. And peddled yourself to distract me, like a whore.”

“Barney, it wasn’t like that. I really—”

“I feel worse about it than you do. I’ll never be able to think about sleeping with you without throwing up.”

He saw pink wherever her skin was exposed. But the .32 remained steady.

“Well?” Barney said. “Where do we go from here?”

“We could still go away together,” Claire said in a low voice.

“You mean you want to get me out of the hotel without a fuss. Remember, Claire, I watched you butcher Brown in cold blood. You’d kill me just as soon as you thought it was safe. It’s your move.”

She showed her teeth then. “All right! You forced your way into my room, threatened me. I have a right—”

“To defend your honor?” Barney laughed. “Do it. Kill me, here and now.”

She raised the .32. A nerve quivered in her jaw.

“Oh, go ahead,” Barney said. “Shoot.”

She squeezed the trigger spasmodically. She looked aghast. She squeezed again and again. But nothing happened.

Barney shook his head. “Poor Claire. Amateurs always flub it somewhere. Remember when the fuzz returned our stuff? They gave the guns to me, since I was the only one of us authorized to carry them in Mexico. That’s when I filed off your firing pin. Oh, not because I knew anything then. It was just that I’d seen you slaughter Brown, and I didn’t think you were one of those people who can be trusted with guns. I congratulate myself.”

She uttered a moan of rage and hurled the .32 at his head. Barney ducked and jumped. She clawed at his face. He punched her on the hinge of the jaw. She fell, rolled over once, and lay there, her skirt twisted around her brown thighs.

Beautiful legs, thought Barney. What a waste. But the sight made him sad. The money sickness spoiled even the best of them for the purposes for which God had made them.

He went to the phone and started to dial. But then he stopped, staring at the sparkling money in the suitcase. He could close this case and walk out of here with it, and who could stop him? Claire would never send up a howl. Only those with clean hands could howl.

Then there was the problem of having to face himself in the mirror at least once a day.

And his license. He liked his license. It was worth a lot of money to him. Far more than was in the suitcase.

So that was that.

He began dialing the police again.

But then he stopped again. What was her crime? The man she had killed was a murderer, armed and shooting. And who would claim the money? It belonged to the estates of the late Green and the late Brown, no doubt; but how could their heirs prove it? Would their heirs even want to prove it, considering what the money had been intended to buy?

No. The police would release Claire, and the money would lie in the files for a while, and one day it wouldn’t be there any longer. It would be tucked away in the safe deposit box of some light-fingered politico or official de policía.

Barney hung up and walked out of the hotel room, leaving Claire English sprawled on the floor and the caseful of money lying on the bed.

She had earned it, he decided. She would be earning it for the rest of her life.
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