
Popular Detective, November, 1946 

 

TILL DEATH DO US PART 
By ROBERT SIDNEY BOWEN 

 
Two wealthy sisters run into a nightmare of trouble when a scheming husband dishes up 
a murder and blackmail stew, and it’s up to private detective Lacey to serve the solution! 

 
CHAPTER I 

 
Corpse in the Desk Chair 

 
HE man was dead all right, but he 
was not what you would call a run-
of-the-mill corpse. He had been a 

well-built, good-looking guy between thirty 
and thirty-five. Even in death you could see 
that he had been the ruddy-faced, outdoor 
type. His clothes were of the better kind. 

Good material, and well-tailored. Sight of 
his single strap military type shoes 
reminded me I had been meaning to get a 
pair. 

It required no second guess about the 
instrument of death. The blood-soaked front 
of his tan broadcloth shirt was smooched 
with powder marks from a close range shot 
that had gone straight to the heart. The 
crimson stain was still spreading through 
the threads, which meant he had not been 
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dead very long. 
The biggest puzzle to me at the moment, 

though, was—who was he, and what was he 
doing in my office desk chair, besides being 
dead? I do not like that sort of thing. 
Usually I go to where corpses are at, and 
begin from there. To have corpses come to 
where I am at, is annoying. Particularly, 
when they come to my office. 

I took my eyes off him, and closed the 
office door. Then, on second thought, I 
started to lock it just in case a weak-
stomached prospective client should pop in 
to see me. My thought came a couple of 
seconds too late. The door opened in my 
face, and there stood Lieutenant Sol 
Bierman, of the Detective Bureau. Sol could 
be a good friend on occasion, but I didn’t 
think this was it.  

“No, pal,” he said, and pushed the door 
wider. “It seems that. . .”  

He then saw my forever silent visitor, 
and his grin broadened. He came all the way 
in, and closed the door, still looking.  

“Well, well!” he said softly. 
“The very words I used,” I said, and 

watched his face, because sometimes I have 
known it to slip.  

“A client who would not pay you, no 
doubt?” Sol said, and gave me the full 
benefit of his maddening grin. 

“Seven bucks, he owed,” I played along. 
“Wanted to settle for three. Do you blame 
me?”  

“You were always so impetuous,” he 
sighed, and stepped closer to the desk chair. 
“Where’s the girl?”  

“What girl?” was all I could ask.  
“The one who called us from here, and 

screamed there was a murdered man,” he 
said, without looking at me. “Then she hung 
up in my ear.”  

“You’re crazy!” I said. And added 
without thinking, “No girl called from 
here!”  

“Oh, so you’ve been here all the time?” 

Sol asked softly.  
I was reaching the mood of detesting the 

sight of that confounded grin.  
“Of course not!” I snapped. “A hundred 

Rotarians can tell you where I’ve been for 
the last couple of hours. I just came back, 
and what’s more, I never saw the guy before 
in my life!”  

“Famous last words,” Bierman 
murmured, trying to steam me up. “A lady 
did phone, though. I heard her voice. And 
my friends, the telephone company, assured 
me that the call came from here.”  

“Well, there’s no dame here now!” I 
said, and took a step forward. “And I’m 
going to find out who this guy is that’s got 
the nerve to get himself dead in my office.” 

“Not you, my friend—me,” Sol said, 
and pointed the finger of the Law. “You 
stay right where you are. Shame on you for 
not keeping your office door locked!”  

“I always lock it when I leave!” I said 
hotly. “Just in case a snoopy cop I know 
wants to make himself at home.” 

 
UT Sol was missing it all. His attention 
was directed at the good-looking stiff, 

and the assortment of articles he took from 
the man’s pockets and piled on my desk. It 
was all made up of the usual junk a fellow 
carries around. There was no wallet, 
however, or any other means of 
identification. 

Bierman stared at the stuff, and shook 
his head sadly. “Why do killers persist in 
making it difficult for us hard-working 
cops?” he murmured. 

“Correction on the hard-working cops!” 
I said. Then, with the edge missing, “That 
straight about a dame calling, Sol?”  

“I do not lie to a dear chum,” he said. 
“A dame called from here. She screamed 
there was a murdered man here. I asked her 
where, and she hung up. Hoping it might be 
you, I hurried over as soon as I’d checked 
with the phone people.”  

B
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I thanked him for his kind thought, and 
fell to staring at the dead man, myself. In 
the back of my head I tried to live over that 
moment when I had left the office to go to 
the Rotary luncheon. Tried to recall 
definitely that I had slipped the catch so that 
the door would lock on closing. I couldn’t, 
though. I’d done that thing a million times, 
and it was automatic. As hopeless as trying 
to remember which shoe I put on first last 
Wednesday—the left or the right. 

Then suddenly our collective, pensive 
study of the stiff was interrupted by the 
jangle of my desk phone. I snatched it out 
from under Bierman’s reaching fingers, and 
felt good because of the look on his face. 

“Lacey Investigations. Chester Lacey 
speaking.”  

The voice at the other end was soft, and 
a shade sultry. The way I like a woman’s 
voice to be. A pretty woman’s voice, 
preferably. 

“I would like to hire your services, Mr. 
Lacey. It is impossible for me to come to 
your office, so would you please come out 
here? Deauville Apartments. Nine D. Right 
away?” 

The same voice that had called 
Bierman’s office? Stranger things had 
happened in my business. I glanced at Sol. 
He was frowning at the corpse, and listening 
hard to me. 

“I’m tied up right now, Mr. Henderson,” 
I said to the nice voice. “How long has your 
mother been missing?”  

Pay dirt!  
“Oh, I see, Mr. Lacey,” she said with 

meaning. Then, “How soon before you can 
come out here?”  

“I’ll be along as soon as I can,” I said, 
very businesslike. “But I wouldn’t worry, 
sir. Perhaps she took a trip and neglected to 
let you know. Has this ever happened 
before?” 

“No,” I was told. “This has never 
happened before. So please come just as 
soon as you can!”  

“Just as soon as I can, sir,” I said. 
“Goodby.”  

I hung up and pushed the phone away 
with a half-shrug. Bierman was looking at 
me now, and his face was very sad. 

“Some guy has lost his mother,” I said. 
“Maybe there’s a buck in it for me. Wants 
me right away, or must I stay here while all 
your little boys wreck the joint?”  

“I am a dope!” Sol sighed. “When I am 
not constantly on my toes, you spoil so 
many things!”  

“Spoil what things?” I truly wanted to 
know. 

He pointed at the phone. 
“The lady who phoned me,” he said like 

he was going to cry. “Remember? And now 
you have smeared up all her nice 
fingerprints.”  

“Gee, I’m sorry, Sol!” I told him, and 
was honest. “It never even occurred to me!” 

“Little white lies I must tell the captain,” 
he said and wagged his head. Then, “Okay, 
beat it. But, Chester?”  

When Bierman calls me Chester, it is 
not good. I stopped in midstride toward the 
door. 

“Yes, Sol?”  
His eyes were pained, and something 

else. 
“Always I am interested in your success, 

old pal,” he said. “So later you will tell me 
all about finding the gentleman’s dear old 
mother?”  

In front of Sol Bierman you just cannot 
fake for beans! 

P
 
ERISH the thought I even so much as 
considered that Bierman wouldn’t let 

me go my way unobserved! It was simply 
from force of habit that I drove around town 
for a while, with one eye on the rear-view 
mirror, before going out to the higher 
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bracket residential section where the 
Deauville is located. 

After I had parked across the street, 
though, I did not get right out and go in and 
up to the intriguing voice in 9D. Not that I 
didn’t have that intention. It was because 
someone else had other intentions. He just 
stepped up to the car and slid in beside me 
in the continuation of a single movement. I 
did not ask him out, nor order him out, 
because he had a big gun that was pointed 
across his legs at my middle. 

I looked at the gun first, then at him. 
Both were ugly looking, and both were 
ready for business. 

“Just drive along, and keep driving!” he 
said, in a voice like loose tacks in a tin can. 
But with plenty of authority. I started the 
car, shifted, and tooled away from the curb. 

“Any place in particular, Strong-arm?” I 
basked. 

“Straight ahead will do,” he replied, and 
gave a quick squint into the rear-view 
mirror. “I’ll let you know.”  

“Let me know now what’s the score,” I 
tried him. 

“I win, you lose. Just drive, and don’t 
hit nothing.”  

The gun across his legs was close 
enough to grab. But I have a four-inch scar 
under my right arm that proves the bullet is 
faster than the hand. And an old five-weeks 
hospital bill around the house somewhere. 

I kept both hands on the wheel, and paid 
attention to my driving. We were heading 
out and away from town toward the 
foothills that end in the mountains, the 
tallest of which tops eleven thousand feet. 

I had never seen the lad before. That I 
knew from the one look I had taken at his 
cow-catcher-battered face. New in town, or 
else I was slipping badly on my monthly 
tough character census. 

I thought of the lovely voice that had 
phoned me, but it did not make sense. My 
baboon passenger could have done this just 

as easily in front of the office where I park 
my car. Which made it appear that 
somebody did not want me to meet the lady 
of the beautiful voice. 

When I had to stop for a red light I 
deliberately turned my head, and took a 
second good look. It did not improve my 
initial impression. 

I saw the character’s eyes this time, and 
they were very, very nasty. 

“Know who I am?” I suddenly asked. 
“Yeah, Lacey, I do.”  
He said it with a crooked grin that was 

an invitation.  
I’d simply wanted to be sure he hadn’t 

made a mistake. Guys with the hair line as 
close to their brows as his, often do. 

“I still don’t get it,” I said. “Who wants 
me?”  

“Could be nobody, Lacey! The light’s 
green.” 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
Miss Heavenly of the Year 

 
WAS getting sore fast, 
but cautious, too. My 
rider might have a low 
conversational IQ, but he 
seemed to have a ken for 
guns and their uses the 
way he held his. Lightly 
firm, and never off the 
target. We drove for a 

couple of blocks in silence. Then I swerved 
to avoid a car from a side street. More than 
was necessary, because I wanted to find out. 

I did. He didn’t move anything but his 
gun arm. The muzzle jabbed my stomach to 
my back-bone, and let it snap back. The stab 
of pain was white-hot. 

“I like to earn my dough following 
orders, Lacey!” he said, mean. “But you can 
have it sooner, if you want. Pick a tree, or 
anything. This heap won’t hit it with you, 
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alive!” 
“The fast, tough kind, eh?”  
He nodded. “Yeah. The fast, tough kind. 

Call me if you don’t think so.”  
I had no intention of calling him, yet. I 

always like to know the why, if possible, 
before I risk the only life I have. However, 
it was beginning to look more and more like 
my ugly-faced hitchhiker was confining 
everything to deeds, and nothing to words. 
In hope, I tried once again. 

“Do you know Sol Bierman, the city 
dick?” I asked. 

“Look chum, you’re wasting your 
breath,” he said, and almost friendly-like. “I 
don’t know nobody but you. And no more 
than a couple of things I’ve been told. So 
skip the quiz program. I don’t know the 
answers. Even if I did it would make no 
difference.” 

Probably a record speech for him, and 
while it revealed no facts, it made me fairly 
certain of a couple of things. He was 
undoubtedly an out-of-towner. He had been 
hired to scratch Chester Lacey from the 
human race. That last seemingly fairly 
obvious, I mentally checked a list of 
characters who would hire an out-of-towner 
for heavy duty. I was combing the list, a 
fairly short one, for the second time when 
he interrupted. 

“Next left, Lacey.”  
That caught me flat-footed off the bag. I 

hadn’t expected it so soon. My hands on the 
wheel, going white at the knuckles, showed 
it. Ugly Face saw the sudden tighter grip, 
and figured it wrong. 

“You’ll get a break, Lacey,” he said. “It 
won’t hurt none. You’ll never even know.” 

Considerate of the bum! For a split 
second I came close to going to town right 
then and there. But foolish thoughts though 
I may have, foolish actions are something 
else again. I said nothing. I made the next 
left. It was a narrow dirt road that led to 
nowhere, through some woods. A lovely 

place to park at night with your lady of the 
moment. I sincerely hoped some guy and 
his girl would not have everything spoiled 
by finding me some night. 

“Any chance for a last smoke?” I asked. 
He started to laugh, let it fade away. 
“Sure, I’m human,” he said. “I’ll even 

give you one of mine.”  
It didn’t spoil my play when he pulled 

out some Camels, shook one from the pack, 
and stuck it in my mouth. He took one 
himself. Natural-like I reached out my right 
hand and pushed in the dash lighter. If he 
minded that, he didn’t say so. A few 
seconds later the coil was red and the thing 
popped half-way out. I pulled it out the rest 
of the way and stuck it to my cigarette.  

Started to, I should say! Instead I 
whipped that glowing end toward his ugly 
face. Maybe a prayer was on my lips. I 
don’t remember. 

Anyway, he did the natural instinctive 
thing. He lifted both hands, and jerked back 
his head. The red coil sizzled on the end of 
his nose. My right knee rammed his left leg. 
The gun in his hand went off, but by then 
the gun was tilted upward. It put a hole in 
the brim of my hat, and another in the roof 
of the car. 

I found that out later, because I was too 
busy to notice then. I had come over with 
my left edgewise and chopped down on his 
gun wrist. I had also dropped the dash 
lighter in my right, and was going for my 
left-shoulder-holstered gun. I hit his wrist a 
savage crack but he did not drop the gun. 
He twisted away and tried to turn the gun 
for a clip shot. 

Mine was in my hand by them. Maybe 
him being so nice to let me have a smoke, I 
should have let him get the gun all the way 
around and beat him to the trigger squeeze. 
But I love life dearly. I shot him right 
through the center of his face. From a range 
of six inches. That made him with just about 
no face at all. Which, considering, was 
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perhaps an improvement. 
The car by then, of course, was off the 

dirt road and, front bumper to a tree, stalled. 
My foot off the gas had slowed it down to a 
crawling four miles, so neither of us felt the 
stop jar. Anyway, I hadn’t and maybe I had 
made him dead too soon. I didn’t stop to 
think about it. 

 
E HADN’T splashed much, but he was 
beginning to bleed a lot. I do not like 

blood-stains in my car. It is untidy, and can 
give rise to suspicion. So I reached past 
him, opened the door, and pushed him out 
with my foot. 

Just a couple of spots on the back of the 
seat, and a few specks on the windshield. I 
cleaned them off with a windshield rag, then 
got out my side and walked around to where 
he was, back flat to the earth, and faceless 
face to the sky. I have seen worse, so it did 
not bother me. 

Besides, there were other things to think 
about. I pulled him off the road and around 
behind some bushes. Then I went through 
his pockets one by one.  

I guess he must have been the type who 
wanted to live through his life span 
anonymously. Until his prints were 
checked. He didn’t have a thing on him that 
told me his name. In fact, he didn’t have 
anything on him that interested me at all, 
except for a couple of items. His suit label 
said he had got it at a Chicago men’s 
furnishings. And a half-used clip of matches 
was from the Tip-Toe Inn, the hottest night 
spot in our fair community.  

If the guy had used a lighter I would 
have a continued to be up a tree as to what 
was what. The match clip, though, told me a 
something. So I thought. At least I didn’t 
have any certain feeling that I was still up a 
tree.  

I dropped it into my pocket then, using 
my handkerchief, I pried his gun loose from 
his fingers and put it in the car glove 

compartment. Some day when life was clear 
and rosy again, I would get Sol to check the 
prints with the character’s files at Police 
Headquarters. Maybe even with 
Washington. I do not like to go on through 
life not knowing who it was I have had to 
kill.  

I told him that I was very sorry, but he’d 
asked for it, started the car, and backed out 
to the main highway. . . .  

The two-hundred-odd pounds of French 
blue, gold braid and gold buttons on guard 
at the Deauville Apartments gave me a look 
that bespoke of the nerve of the likes of me 
to be entering the sacred portals. However, 
he said not a word, for his good sake, and 
presently the automatic elevator let me off 
at the ninth. Nine D was to the right at the 
far end, and the name card above the pearl 
bell button said, “Cain.”  

I had purposely not asked the lovely 
voice her name, because in my business it 
often does not help at all to have clients’ 
names tripping along telephone wires. 
Phone wires can be tapped, and have been 
often by the inquisitive cops, as well as 
others. And you never find it out until too 
late. Usually. 

As I jabbed the button I quickly checked 
the Cains in my brain file on names, but I 
failed to come up with one that meant 
anything. Yet I felt that one of them should. 
And a couple of moments later when Miss 
Heavenly Of The Year opened the door, and 
smiled at me, something tinkled in me, and 
it was not entirely because of the spell she 
cast. 

“Come in, Mr. Lacey. It is very kind of 
you to come here so soon.”  

I did not mention that I had planned it to 
be sooner. I think I simply mumbled some 
stock phrase about being able to put off 
some other business, and followed her along 
a short hall to one of those sunken living 
rooms that have everything anybody with 
taste ever hopes to have. That she was there, 

H 
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too, topped par for me. 
She finally stopped by a real fireplace, 

with charred logs to prove it, and waved me 
to a chair. “Sit down, Mr. Lacey. Would 
you like Scotch or rye?”  

I told her Scotch, and watched her push 
a button by the fireplace. A panel slid open 
and revealed more of all brands than I ever 
hope to drink. She made two, with ice from 
a small built-in refrigeration unit, and gave 
me one. 

Maybe it was touching her fingers for an 
instant as I took the drink that produced the 
electricity to pop up the right name card in 
my mind. Anyway, the lovely thing was 
Helen Cain. And although I had never seen 
her in the flesh before, she had smiled out at 
me a hundred times or more from various 
newspapers. Usually her kid sister, Marie, 
was with her; serving doughnuts at the 
USO, selling War Bonds, donating an 
ambulance, dancing with war-weary GIs. 
But, of course, that was months ago. 

But the Cain girls were best known for 
the three million dollars apiece they owned. 
Cash, stocks, bonds, or what have you. But 
all theirs. From their father, T. T. Cain, the 
cattle king who, with his wife, about a year 
ago had been killed in an air-liner crash. 

I was really drinking with the very best. 
In every sort of way. 

“To an unexpected, and most delightful 
meeting, Miss Cain,” I said, and gave her 
my smile reserved for such people.  

 
HE smiled back, took a small sip, then 
put down her glass on the coffee table 

between us, and picked up her purse. From 
it she drew a sheaf of brand new money. 
The top one was a fifty. She dropped it on 
the table a couple of inches from my glass. 

“There is a thousand dollars, Mr. Lacey. 
Is that enough for a retainer?”  

New green always makes my fingers 
tingle, but I let them tingle.  

“It might be,” I said, reasonably enough. 

“What do you want me to do?”  
A frank question, and did I get a frank 

answer! 
“To kill a man.”  
I looked at her. She was indeed serious. 
“If it is necessary, Mr. Lacey,” she said. 

“But nine thousand more whether you do, or 
don’t. Provided, of course, you obtain 
something for me.” 

So seldom a new twist in my business! 
Most always—provided you do this or that! 
Use mirrors, if you like, but do it. 

“Who?” I asked. “And why?”  
Her little frown made her even lovelier. 
“I would rather be sure you are going to 

work for me, before I explain, Mr. Lacey.” 
That was three million dollars speaking, 

and three million smackers has a right to 
talk as it pleases. That it gets results with 
me is a shoe on another foot.  

“And I always listen to a client’s story 
before I commit myself, Miss Cain,” I told 
her. “However, it is a strict habit, and rule 
of mine to respect any and all confidences 
whether I go to work for the client or not.”  

Her face was quite frosty for an instant, 
and then that smile melted it all away. She 
took another sip, and her eyes did things 
over the top of the glass. 

“Touché, Mr. Lacey! I think I like you 
for saying that. Anyway, I’ll tell you my 
story, and we’ll see what you think of it.” I 
smiled that that was okay, and gave a hunch 
some free rope. 

“Better me than the police, Miss Cain,” 
I said. “Your call to Police Headquarters 
was traced. Maybe your call to me, unless 
you have a dial phone.”  

The hunch romped home a winner. She 
caught a quick gasp. Her face went stiff, and 
the ice in her drink clinked against the glass. 
Then everything was all right. She was 
smiling again and not even sheepishly. 

“That was very stupid of me,” she said. 
“But I was in a panic for a moment, and 
completely lost my head.”  

S 
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I nodded and smiled understanding, but 
I didn’t quite. 

“My phone does happen to be dial,” she 
said, with a faint frown. “Does that make a 
difference?”  

“All the difference in the world,” I told 
her. “A call from a dial phone cannot be 
traced, once the connection is broken. My 
office phone’s the old type.”  

She seemed relieved, and for a moment 
or two stared into her drink. I thought the 
shadow of a smile worked on the corners of 
her mouth, but I wasn’t sure. 

Then, presently, she began to tell her 
story. In that nice, nice voice. It was sort of 
hard to concentrate. It took some time in the 
telling, but there were lots of parts that I can 
leave out. 

A couple of years ago she had met a 
man—she did not tell me his name right 
away—and she went overboard, silver 
slippers and all. Dad and Mother took one 
look, and it was thumbs down. Decidedly. 
But love was love, and the two skipped to 
Ensenada, Mexico, and the deed was done 
in secret. They decided to keep it a secret 
for a spell. 

I broke in there to ask why, and she 
blushed as pretty as a picture, and was quite 
frank. She had been of age, of course, but 
there were still a few years to go before she 
would get the money her father had set 
aside for her. He had not liked Friend 
Husband, and it was odds on that he would 
hit the roof and remove all the nice green 
forever. Love is love, but with three million 
in the offing it is also sensible to be 
practical. 

I would be, of a certainty! 
Anyway, the secret was maintained for a 

year. Then the air-liner crash that killed her 
father and mother. Then, also, she had 
found out her husband was a punk, strictly 
Grade Z. The money he might one day get 
his hooks in was his only goal. 

Which made him very much a blind 

dope in my book! 
Well, the three million was finally all 

hers, but she wanted out from marriage. She 
tried to buy him off. 

Nothing doing. Unless she wanted to 
make the price a cool two million, which 
she did not. 

 
OR reasons best known to him, Friend 
Husband pulled a strange one. He got 

hold of the Ensenada records. To wit—she 
could not prove she wasn’t married to him, 
and she couldn’t prove that she was. He 
held all the cards. She all the money. For 
two million of it he was willing to sell her 
the whole deck. 

She was at sixes and sevens. With the 
secret out she would never live it down in 
her set. With monthly sums she held him off 
from blowing the whistle while she tried to 
make up her mind. Then into the picture 
came a childhood sweetheart. Just like in 
the movies. Husband got wind of that. And 
came the ultimatum. The two million right 
now, or else! 

She told all to Friend Sweetheart, and he 
was a very sensible guy, in my opinion. He 
suggested they go to the likes of me. 
Anyway, he would see if I couldn’t tie the 
husband in knots and make everything 
fine—for less money! She was to meet him 
in my office, but she was late. When she got 
there the childhood sweetheart was dead in 
my chair.  

She lost her head, made that call to the 
cops. Then raced home and called me when 
she got there.  

When she stopped talking my glass was 
empty. So was hers.  

She made a couple drinks more while I 
did some thinking.  

What did I think? I thought this. But I 
did not think it out loud! 

“Helen, you are beautiful. And you are a 
beautiful liar!” 

 

F
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CHAPTER III 
 

Two Murders 
 

AFTER I had smiled my 
thanks, and tasted my 
refill, I had some 
questions to ask. 

“What is your 
husband’s name?” was 
my first one. 

She didn’t seem to 
want to give with that, but 

she finally did. 
“Paul Otis.” 
I didn’t believe her. And after staring at 

her hard, I believed her less. No woman as 
beautiful and wonderful as she could 
possibly fall for that heel. Not even with 
star dust blowing in her eyes, and the big 
romance moon all over the place. I knew 
Paul Otis well. So did every other dick, and 
cop, in town. 

He was a heel, and everything else in 
the book. But he was a good-looker, and he 
had brains enough for three guys. Anyway, 
his name had never wet a police blotter, 
though it was known he was connected with 
everything shady that went on. Knowledge 
but not proof. And there were a couple of 
times when he had been close to it, if not 
actually, the head man in a cold-blooded 
murder. 

“So you think Paul Otis murdered the 
man in my office?” I asked when I got off 
the shock merry-go-round. 

“Of course,” she said quietly. 
“Obviously Paul. Somehow he found out 
what Jerry and I planned to do. He feared 
that you could spoil everything for him.”  

Could be, could be. Perhaps! My ugly-
faced rider had certainly intended to do 
more than view the scenery with me. And 
with two of us out of the picture Sylvia 
might be inclined to change her mind. 

“Jerry’s other name?” I asked, as I 

mulled over things with the other half of my 
brain. 

“Gerald Porter. He is from New York. 
He came out here on a visit a week ago. I 
had not seen him in years.”  

She suddenly stopped, and gave me a 
funny look. I knew what was in her 
beautiful head, but let it ride. I had some 
more of my drink, and the selfish in me 
wondered if I could drag things out long 
enough to have a third. It was very upper 
bracket Scotch. 

“So you want to hire me for two things,” 
I said. “To kill off Otis before the police get 
him, and all comes out in the papers. Or 
take from him the marriage proof he’s 
holding over your head. Right?”  

“Or both, Mr. Lacey,” she said with a 
nod. “It sounds dramatic, but I do not want 
poor Jerry’s death to go unavenged.”  

She was certainly giving me a task. I 
almost wished that Sol Bierman was there, 
just to hear him scream, and watch him tear 
the hair he didn’t have. I decided I had 
better put her straight on a couple of counts.  

“There is a dead man in my office,” I 
said. “It so happens that, because of you, the 
police know about it. The police are very 
strict about such—”  

That’s as far as I got. A door banged 
open off to the left, and a semi-hysterical 
voice came sailing out.  

“Helen! Helen, where are you? I . . . 
Oh!”  

The last was because Marie Cain 
suddenly saw me. She was a pretty kid. Not 
the mature beauty of her sister, but still 
pretty enough for guys with my high tastes. 
Even her wild, flying hair, her tear-streaked 
face and reddened eyes didn’t hurt her too 
much.  

“Oh, I didn’t know someone was here.” 
She was murmuring that as Helen 

reached her. Elder sister murmured 
something in return, and led her like a little 
child back into the room, and closed the 
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door. I let my mind go blank, and took full 
enjoyment from my drink. Then Helen 
came back into the room and sat down. 
Regally apologetic, and a tender sadness 
about her that hit me every place at the 
same time.  

“Please forgive us, Mr. Lacey,” she said, 
and a new smile went with it. “A trying day 
for both of us. This—this is the anniversary 
of the day Mother and Father were killed. 
Marie was on that plane, you know. One of 
the three who survived. I’ll have to send for 
a doctor, if she won’t help and pull herself a 
together.”  

“The memory must be pretty terrible,” I 
said sympathetically. ‘But, as I started to 
say, the police—”  

Checkmated again! The phone bell 
tinkled. It was on a stand in a far corner of 
the room. Yes, a dial phone. Helen went 
over quickly, and took the call. I couldn’t 
hear what she said, but I could see her. Not 
too well, though. A table of potted plants 
gave her some cover. She shook her head a 
couple of times. She stiffened a couple of 
times, too. 

 
LL in all, she acted like she wasn’t 
pleased with the conversation at all. 

When she hung up she sat there a moment 
or two giving the empty air the vacant eye. 
Then she came back to me, but didn’t sit 
down. 

“Could you come back later, Mr. Lacey? 
Say, sometime this evening?”  

I could, but I didn’t want to. I asked her 
why? 

“That was our family physician. He 
called about Marie, and I told him. I’m 
really terribly worried about her. She’s not 
very strong, you know. He wants me to take 
her to his office. He heals mentally, as well 
as physically, you know.”  

I wanted to tell the beautiful, beautiful 
fibber that she could do with some mental 
therapy herself, but I didn’t. It was her 

murder, not mine. Or was it? Anyway, I was 
being asked to leave. And I can be a 
gentleman. 

“All right,” I told her, and stood up. 
“Say, about eight o’clock?”  

“That will be fine,” she said. Then 
quickly, “Oh, Mr. Lacey! This. You forgot.” 

“This” was the sheaf of green. She had 
picked it off the coffee table, and was 
holding it out. I do love the stuff so much, 
but maybe I’ve got some of the womanly 
characteristics in me, Anyway, I passed up a 
thousand bucks for the last word. 

“I never accept a retainer, Miss Cain, 
until I accept the case. See you at eight 
o’clock.”  

It was the kind of an exit actors dream 
about finding in the script. I even gave Gold 
Braid an engaging smile as I walked past 
him to my car parked a bit up the street. 
And yes, I was ready for any unwanted 
riders this time, but none showed up. I slid 
behind the wheel, lighted a cigarette, and 
had a nice think for myself while I waited. 

I waited about eleven minutes. And then 
she came out. The cost of her coat alone 
would top any retainer I ever received. The 
collar practically hid her face, so this time I 
admired her legs as she waited for Gold 
Braid to finger-wiggle a cab up. I gave the 
cab a couple of blocks, and started after it. 
We all went straight downtown. To the 
shopping center. She left the cab in front of 
a hat shop, and went in. I parked and 
smoked some more while I watched the 
fancy front glass doors. 

I watched for forty minutes. Then I got 
out and walked past the place. There were 
hundreds of hats, and two sales girls inside. 
Helen was nowhere to be seen. I got a 
familiar itch at the back of my neck. The 
sucker itch, I call it. I went inside. 

“I’m waiting for the lady who came in 
here a bit over half an hour ago,” I said, and 
smiled at the nearest sales girl. “Where is 
she? The one wearing the mink coat and 

A 
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green hat.”  
“You must be mistaken, sir,” the kid 

said. “No one like that came in here. Isn’t 
that so, Alice?”  

Alice said that it was, and I stopped 
being polite. 

“She was Miss Helen Cain,” I said, 
hard. Then pretending to flash a badge, “I’m 
the police. Where did she go? Give!”  

The kid, and Alice, almost fainted. Alice 
made an O with per lips, and the kid said it 
out loud. 

“Oh, oh!” she said it twice. “Why—
why, Miss Cain said somebody she didn’t 
like was following her, and was there a back 
entrance to this shop? There is, and we 
showed her. But, gee, I didn’t know that it 
was the police!”  

I went out quickly, because my face can 
get as red as the next guy’s, and I don’t like 
people to see it that way. Small hope I had, 
though! 

I’d taken a dozen steps or so from the 
door when a shadow was at my elbow, and 
a gentle but firm hand on my arm. 

“Hello, chum!” Sol Bierman greeted 
me. “Going some place?”  

It was on my tongue to tell him I was 
going to the nearest river, but I checked it. I 
gave him an exasperated shrug, and the 
same kind of look. 

“Did you ever try to buy a hat for a 
dame, Sol?” I asked. “Of all the worry!”  

“No, I never did,” he cut in. Then with 
the grin, “But I suppose I’d sit in my car for 
half an hour getting up the courage, too. 
Who was the lady, Chester?”  

“What lady?”  
“Vaudeville gags, you give me!” 

Bierman said, a change in his voice “And 
corny ones, too. Come along. We ride.”  

I began to sweat a little. 
“Now look, Sol, maybe I can give you 

something right on a silver platter, if you’ll 
just be patient.”  

“Wonderful!” he said softly, and stroked 

my arm. “Maybe even two murders, old 
pal?” 

 
 REALLY began to sweat good then, but 
I didn’t let him see it. 

“What are you raving about, Sol? Two 
murders?”  

“One a gentleman named Gerald Porter, 
from New York,” he said, and the grin went 
from ear to ear. “Oh, yes, so many things a 
fellow can overlook the first time. 
Especially when you are watching me. So I 
search our poor friend again and find a 
crumpled business card. Way down in the 
handkerchief pocket. Even the cleaners did 
not notice it. Very limp and faded. A little 
stuck to the lining, it was. I call the New 
York phone number. You’ll see the call on 
your next bill. I ask questions, and 
descriptions tally. He is what it says on the 
card. Gerald Porter, New York insurance 
broker.”  

“So that’s his name?” I said, and let my 
brows go up. “Never heard of the guy.”  

Sol wasn’t listening. He was having fun. 
Playing with the mouse! 

“The other murder,” he said, and 
shrugged. “Who knows? Self-defense is not 
murder. Did he try to kill you, pal? Try 
first?”  

“Huh?”  
“The plug-ugly you took riding,” Sol 

said, and shook his head. “The next boy and 
girl to use that lane would have been scared 
into old, old people. Why did you do it?”  

“Why did I do what?” I gulped. “Sol, 
you’re crazy!”  

He sighed, and he was very unhappy. 
“He will not let me be a friend,” he 

groaned. Then with his grip on my arm 
tightening, “Come along, Chester. We will 
ride in my car down to Headquarters and 
your ticket for overparking we’ll see about 
later!”  

It was a bad hour I spent with Sol at 
Headquarters. A very, very bad hour. He 

I
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was so inquisitive, and twice as persistent. 
For a while I really was seeing the jail bars 
in front of my eyes. But Bierman is a sweet 
guy. I shall love him the rest of my life. Or 
at least until the next time. 

He finally accepted my story that Ugly 
Face had slid into my car, and had forced 
me to bullet slap him out of this world. He 
let it ride that I had no idea who had hired 
Ugly Face, or why. And he also let it ride 
that I was only trying to find a guy’s dear 
old mother. 

And he did not mind too much that I 
refused to give him the name and address of 
my client. Anyway, he let me go forth still a 
free man. 

I was not kidding myself, though. Sol 
and I had hooked horns too often for me to 
think he believed my story. Even believed 
five per cent of it. He was simply a man of 
bright and sound ideas. 

Brow-beating me around would not get 
him to first base. Rather, give that Lacey a 
lot more rope, and then crack down when it 
counts. And never fear, when Sol figured he 
was ready he would crack down just as hard 
on me, his friend, as he would on a cheap 
ten-cent crook.  

Anyway, I left Police Headquarters with 
the bobbing lump finally out of my throat. 
And with some knowledge I was glad to 
have. Sol had not tailed me. By accident a 
prowl car had seen me back out of that dirt 
lane. The boys had gone in to investigate. A 
lone guy backing out of that place in broad 
daylight didn’t check. 

Result, Ugly Face dead. And they had 
taken my plate number. Bierman had done 
the rest of the adding up. He had found me 
parked and waiting for Helen to come out of 
that hat shop. 

The other bit of knowledge worried me 
a lot. The bullet in Gerald Porter was small 
caliber. Not from a man’s-sized gun, but 
from a lady’s-sized gun. Sol was particular 
to point that out, and I had really sweated 

until he seemed to forget it and go on to 
something else. 

Well, I had things to do when I got away 
from Bierman, and I did them. By then it 
was time to eat, and realize again what I’ve 
realized countless times before. In short, 
that life is certainly full of cock-eyed liars. 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
The Wrong Sister 

 
HEN I had finished 
eating, it was eight 
o’clock. I stepped into a 
phone booth and called 
Helen Cain. No answer. I 
went to a bar, had a drink, 
and called her at eight-
thirty. No answer. I called 
again at nine, and it was 

the same thing. 
By then I was becoming really annoyed 

at a lot of people. But for one good reason 
why not, I might have washed my hands of 
the whole smelly business and investigated 
a brand new phone number I had filed under 
“Evening Entertainment” in my little black 
book.  

The reason why not, was the late Gerald 
Porter. I do not like to have people die in 
my office. It is not good publicity. It is even 
worse when I do not find out things, and in 
time can explain all. 

But, more to the point, it would be a fate 
worse than death to hear Sol Bierman say: 
“Remember, pal, the time I cracked that 
murder practically committed in your lap?” 
So I had another drink, and went back to 
work.  

It was what is called the early hour 
when I paid off the taxi at the Tip-Toe Inn 
and made my way to the bar. Just the same 
there was a goodly crowd there, and the 
floor show was starting around for the 
second time. I saw a few guys and gals I 



TILL DEATH DO US PART 13

knew but I just gave them a cheery wave, 
and ordered Scotch from Mike at the bar. 

The lad I was looking for was the owner 
of the joint. That’s right! Mr. Paul Otis, 
owner of the Tip-Toe Inn, and a dozen other 
places. His business offices, though, were at 
the Tip-Toe. On the second floor. You went 
up the stairs at the rear, if various dinner-
dressed baboons had received the word it 
was okay for you to go up. 

Well, I didn’t see him sitting at his usual 
“party” table, and hadn’t expected to. It was 
too early. And I didn’t go upstairs to see 
him because if I was thinking the right 
thoughts I was one guy Otis had told the 
baboons to keep on the first floor. So I 
enjoyed my Scotch and waited until Mike 
was free, and had taken his post down 
toward my end. 

Mike was the best barkeep in town. And 
straight as a die. He worked for Otis simply 
because Otis paid him twice what any other 
night joint could afford to pay him. And 
Otis was no dummy to do that because Mike 
had one whale of a drinking following. Why 
he never set up a place of his own, I don’t 
know, and I’ve never asked. But in past 
years I had done a favor or two for Mike, 
and he thought I was pretty much aces. 

“Think you could answer a question, 
Mike?” I asked when nobody was close. 

He gave a nervous glance around and 
ended it on me. That was odd for Mike. 

“I could try, Chet,” he said, and rubbed 
off a spot on the mahogany that wasn’t 
there. 

“A guy,” I said. “Little bigger than me. 
Ugly face. Store teeth. Blue pin-stripe, snap 
gray, and flashy tie when I met him. 
Chicago, I think. Talking with Otis lately, 
huh?” 

Mike avoided my smiling eyes and went 
on working hard on the spot that wasn’t 
there.  

“Couldn’t say for sure,” I finally caught 
off his non-moving lips. “Lots of guys been 

talking to the boss lately. Out-of-towners. 
Could be your friend was one.”  

A yes and no answer, but it was good 
enough for me, coming from Mike. It meant 
that Otis had hired Ugly Face to slap me. 
And Mike’s actions told me things he 
wanted me to know, but wouldn’t put into 
words. That it was known I’d beaten Ugly 
Face to the slapping, and that my 
appearance at the Tip-Toe Inn wasn’t going 
to be held long from Otis’ ears. 

So, all in all, that was fine. I had been 
sort of hoping that it would be like that. 

And then, as the saying goes, the 
delicate touch that tipped over the applecart! 
The fancy glazed glass foyer doors swung 
open and Marie Cain came in. She was 
alone, and she looked every bit of her three 
million bucks. As I’ve said before, she 
wasn’t quite in the same beauty bracket as 
her older sister, but she didn’t make any 
male heads turn and look the other way. 
Certainly not mine.  

But it wasn’t completely her face and 
figure that held my eyes. That she was there 
was like the ringing of a bell in the old 
brain. And when she came forward, and was 
about to ease by me toward the more 
crowded sections, I slid off the stool and 
blocked her way with me and my smile. 

“Good evening, Miss Cain.”  
 
HE looked at me, and through me, and 
started to go around right end. 
“Just a minute,” I said, and touched her 

arm. “I’m looking for your sister. Do you 
know where she is?”  

Her lips tightened slightly, and her 
violet eyes changed color. Or so it seemed. 
Then oodles and oodles of money spoke. 

“Please let me pass?”  
A question, and a command. I let some 

of the polite softness go out of my smile. 
“I was in the apartment this afternoon, 

Miss Cain,” I said. “Remember? I had an 
appointment to meet your sister there this 

S
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evening at eight o’clock. Nobody answered 
the phone. Your sister went out shortly after 
I left. Where did she go? Better still, where 
is she now?”  

If meeting me had been any kind of a 
shock, she was well over it, and then some. 
Her chin came up a little, and her eyes were 
bright and fearless. What an actress the 
stage was missing!  

“I have no idea where my sister went, or 
where she is now!” I was told in cultured, 
but no uncertain terms. “Now, stop 
bothering me, and let me pass!”  

Truthfully I had half the urge to turn her 
over my knee and start a riot, but I curbed 
the pleasant prospect. Instead, I jolted her 
good, right where she needed jolting. 

“Bother you, I must, Miss Cain,” I said. 
Then letting her have the professional face, 
I added in a lower tone, “In fact, I insist on 
bothering you—Mrs. Paul Otis!”  

It was a full fifteen seconds before some 
of the color came back into her face, and 
she was able to speak.  

“You’re insane! What are you talking 
about? I’m not Mrs. Paul Otis!”  

I had her lightly by one elbow then, yet 
firm enough to hold it when she tried to jerk 
it away. And I also had her headed toward a 
nice secluded corner table. I was bending 
my head a little and smiling my best smile. 
Like I always do when I’m giving the dear, 
sweet darlings a routine build-up. But I was 
not giving Marie any build-up. I was going 
her a few straight facts. 

“You are in one sweet jam, lady,” I told 
her. “Your sister is wonderful, but she 
cannot act for peanuts. Not in front of me, 
anyway. If I can see through glass, so can 
the police. Your sister doesn’t want them to 
take a look, and neither do you. That’s 
where I come in. Maybe I can do 
something.”  

She didn’t say anything. Didn’t even 
look at me. But she was acting fine. With 
pretty face serene, and even a little smile on 

her mouth, she let the waiter pull out the 
chair and take her evening wrap. I sat down 
and looked the question. She ordered a 
Martini, and I kept her company. 

I knew that many pairs of eyes were 
fixed on us. Most of them because maybe 
we looked a stunning couple. But a few 
pairs, I was sure, weren’t doing any 
admiring. 

I told myself I was trying to play it the 
hard way. That I should get her out of there 
and to some place where we wouldn’t be 
bothered. But I’m the stubborn kind when I 
get fed up. And I was that! Fed up with a lot 
of things. I wanted action, even if I had to 
force it by sticking out my neck. 

“Where is your sister?” I asked, still 
with the smile. Then lifting one hand from 
the table a little, I added evenly, “And, 
please, let’s not you and I play games.”  

She waited without looking at me until I 
had held my lighter for her cigarette. 

“I don’t know. I don’t know where she 
is!”  

“Did she return after going out this 
afternoon?” I asked. 

“No,” she said, and shook her head. 
“And I’ll answer your next question. She 
did not tell me where she was going. Only 
that I was to stay where I was until she 
returned, or phoned.”  

“She phoned?”  
“No.”  
“But you didn’t stay there, like she told 

you to.”  
She started to crack a little, but only as 

close as I was could you notice it.  
“I—I couldn’t! I had to get out of there. 

I had to try and find her. Mr. Lacey, I’m 
worried about Helen! Terribly worried!”  

I thanked her with a smile for admitting 
knowledge of my name. Then I let the smile 
go back into the box. 

“You should be,” I said, and meant it. 
“Now, how much of what your sister told 
me this afternoon was true?” 
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The answer was postponed by the 
arrival of the Martinis. Incidentally, 
anybody is idiotic to drink that stuff on top 
of Scotch! 

“All of it,” she told me, when she could. 
“Except that it was I, and not Helen. But 
how did you know?” 

“When I went to night school I studied 
hard, and learned lots of things,” I said, a 
trifle hard. “No games, I warned you! The 
part about what happened in my office 
wasn’t true, either. Just what did happen?” 

 
HE way the color shot out of her face 
made me kick myself for not having 

taken her elsewhere. But I was stuck, and if 
she was going to pull a faint, she was going 
to pull a faint. At least the lights were of 
those let’s-make-love wattage, so maybe 
that would be a help. She helped, though, by 
not fainting. 

“I don’t know,” she said, in a voice I 
could hardly hear. “I—I mean, that when I 
arrived Paul was there. They had been 
talking, and Jerry was terribly angry. 
Then—” 

“Then?” I tried to help when she 
couldn’t go on.  

She looked at me tear-eyed, and baby-
mute. I really felt sorry for the kid. Money 
all her life, but nothing in her head better 
than a scratch single. 

“Then I don’t know,” she said, and tried 
to bend one of the Tip-Toe spoons with her 
fingers. “I—I saw Jerry and Paul both 
coming toward me. Then everything got 
sort of hazy, and then black. I fainted.”  

“And when you woke up Jerry was 
sitting dead in the chair, and Otis was 
gone?” I prompted. 

“Yes. It . . . He looked awful! I think I 
fainted again.”  

I leaned forward a little, and held her 
eyes with mine. 

“And when you woke up the second 
time you couldn’t find the little gun you 

carry in your purse, could you?”  
She did not give me an answer to that 

question. She did not, even though it may 
have been on her pretty lips. A shadow 
materialized on my left. The character’s 
name was Murtaugh. He had charge of all 
the waiters, and a lot of other things. I gave 
him a very sweet smile, and shook my head. 

“The lady and I will order later,” I said. 
He smiled down at me, and let me have 

just a tiny peep at the gun he held shielded 
by one of the Tip-Toe’s two-foot-square 
highway robbery sheets. I noted also that a 
couple of waiters were lingering by some 
fake palm trees a little to my right. 

“Mr. Otis would like you and the lady to 
have dinner with him upstairs,” Murtaugh 
told me. 

 
CHAPTER V 

 
Three Million Beautiful Smackers 

 
ENTALLY I gave myself a 
gold star for getting action 
sooner than I had hoped. 
But I was not too pleased. I 
would much rather talk 
with Marie some more 
before I talked with Otis. If 
it was to be a talk! 

Anyway, I held my smile. 
“It would spoil business, Murtaugh,” I 

told him, glancing at the gun. “Give the 
joint a bad name, and get it closed up.”  

He gave a little sigh, and a shrug, and 
watched my hand. 

“I mentioned that, Lacey,” he said. “But 
he didn’t seem to mind. A man who likes to 
have his way, you see. Always. And he’s 
waiting.”  

I glanced at Marie. She was staring at 
the Martini she hadn’t even touched. Her 
eyes were glassy, and larger than they 
should be. And her lovely shoulders were 
slumped, as though a hundred tiny voices in 

T 
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her were chorusing, “This is it, sister!”  
In the few seconds I took to glance at 

her I felt very sad that I was soon going to 
lose my gun. Naturally, Murtaugh would 
take it unto himself presently, and I was 
betwixt and between as to whether it would 
get anybody anything to make use of it 
while I had the chance. 

Had Helen been across the table from 
me maybe I would have decided, yes. But 
dead, I would not be able to find her, and I 
wanted very much to find her. As a matter 
of fact, what decided me was that I had a 
good hunch where she was. I took my 
fingers off my drink, and smiled at Marie. 

“Dinner on the house would be lovely,” 
I said. “Let’s go.”  

I told her other things with my eyes. 
Mainly, for the good heaven’s sake to hold 
onto herself, and let me run the interference 
as well as carry the ball. Maybe she read it, 
and took note. Or maybe she was just what 
she’d been all her milk-and-honey life. A 
child of impulse. 

Anyway, she smiled wanly, let 
Murtaugh ease back her chair, and slip her 
wrap over her shoulders. Doing so gave me 
a wide-open opportunity, but Murtaugh 
seemed to realize it too. And not even care. 
The smile he gave me over Marie’s 
shoulder was almost boyishly eager. 

Then the opportunity was gone, but with 
no special regrets on my part, and Murtaugh 
was suavely escorting us to the curtain-
covered stairway leading upward. At the top 
of the stairs an immaculate evening-garbed 
tub of lard appeared out of nowhere, bowed 
to Marie, and smiled pleasantly enough at 
me. I smiled pleasantly back because the 
muzzle of Murtaugh’s gun was poking me 
gently. 

The tub of lard went right to business 
and took the gun I carry in a left shoulder-
holster. And then a moment later he got a 
surprise, and so did I. But I got mine first. I 
mean that through the years I had perfected 

a trick little gadget that permitted me to 
carry a small gun fitted to my left wrist. 

At the touch of a little plunger spring it 
would pop into my hand, even though I was 
holding both in the air. It had served its 
usefulness many times without receiving 
much publicity. However, the tub of lard 
had heard about it. He shoved up my jacket 
sleeve and took a good look. He got his 
surprise then because there was no little gun 
fitted to my wrist. 

“This one tonight,” I said, and held out 
my other hand.  

He didn’t believe me but took a look 
just to make sure. 

“Too bad,” he grunted. “I like to collect 
souvenirs off punks.”  

I let him have his wise-crack, and told 
myself that maybe there would come a day. 
Then Murtaugh led us along the hall a short 
distance, tapped on a closed door, and 
pushed it open. Marie and I stepped inside. 
Marie took a look and let out a stifled cry. I 
took a look, but didn’t make any sound. 

Paul Otis was seated at a desk, a well-
dressed, good-looking, low-down heel. And 
in a chair near-by, smoking a cigarette, and 
smiling at me quietly, was Helen Cain!  

“Come in, my dear,” Otis said to Marie. 
“You too, Lacey. We are about to celebrate 
with some champagne. You stay and join 
us, Murtaugh.”  

The beaming host was Otis. As he spoke 
he got up and came around the desk and 
took Marie by the elbow. The kid tried to 
shrink away, but he led her to a chair close 
to Helen’s. 

“Calm yourself, darling,” he said. 
“There’s not a thing in the world to be 
afraid of. In fact, you should be overjoyed, 
my dear. The thing you want most is going 
to be yours.” 

Marie seemed not to hear him. She 
walked like a ghost, and her face made her 
look like one. She sat down, staring 
speechless at her sister. Helen smiled 
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gently, reached out a hand and patted her 
knee. 

“Sorry I couldn’t call, dear,” she said. 
“But everything’s going to be all right.”  

As she spoke the last her eyes came 
back to my face. And they asked me the 
question I couldn’t answer yet. Is it? 

“Sit down, Lacey, sit down. Don’t look 
so glum. After all the drinks are free!” 

 
TIS was slapping my shoulder, but 
stood so that there was lots of free air 

between me and Murtaugh’s gun. I played 
along with a “thank you” grin and sat down. 

“Don’t mind if I do, Otis,” I said. “And 
what are we about to celebrate?”  

Otis chuckled, and didn’t answer until 
he was back behind his desk. An iced bottle 
was in the silver bucket on his desk. So was 
a silver tray of glasses. 

“Something I’ve wanted to celebrate a 
long time, Lacey,” he said pleasantly, as he 
popped the cork and poured. “My 
retirement from the active business world.”  

“All the suckers downstairs will be glad 
to hear that,” I said. “And a lot of other 
people, too.” 

“Cute guy, aren’t you, Lacey? But a 
dope. Now, take me—”  

He paused and smiled at Helen and 
Marie. I wiped that smile off his lips. 

“Could be I will,” I said. 
The polish cracked and fell off. The 

meanest-looking snake’s eyes in any man’s 
head glittered at me. The handsome face 
stiffened in a grimace of plain hate. 

“Some other time, gumshoe!” he rasped. 
Then with a shake of his head, “but not 
tonight. Tonight I am drinking to three 
million dollars. Three million beautiful 
smackers!”  

If I was supposed to say anything to that 
I flubbed it badly. I just looked at him, and 
then at Helen Cain. She met my eyes for a 
split second, and then stared at the cigarette 
between her slender fingers. Marie’s 

reaction was to go whiter than she had gone 
before, give with a whispered gasp, and 
crush one little clenched fist to her lips. Her 
sister put out a hand and patted her knee 
again. 

“Yes, Lacey, three million for all my 
holdings in this town. And for a couple of 
other things. Not bad, eh?”  

“Depends on the couple of other 
things,” I said to him. 

That pleased him mightily. The lug was 
having so much fun. 

“Tossed in for good measure, because 
I’m the big-hearted kind,” he said. “These 
two little items.”  

Still looking and grinning at me, he 
pulled open the top desk drawer, took out a 
fat envelope, and a gaudy little twenty-five 
caliber pistol. He held them up, one in each 
hand, for me to see. I was burning, but 
inside. I clucked my tongue, and wagged 
my head. 

“Such a right, square guy,” I said. “The 
gun that killed Jerry Porter. And all the 
precious marriage papers from Ensenada, I 
think?”  

“You think right, chum,” Otis said. “I 
have permitted the lady to examine them to 
see they’re all here. Clinched her decision, 
Lacey, to buy me out. She should have fun 
running the Tip-Toe, eh?”  

He was of course half-looking at Helen 
as he spoke. I looked at her too. But I didn’t 
look at her with any fondness. I was sore. I 
always get sore when clients go over my 
head, or make an end run around my back. 
But she didn’t drop her gaze this time. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Lacey,” she said, “but—
I thought it best. However, I will pay you 
your full fee. I think that would be only 
fair.”  

Otis boomed with laughter at that. I 
don’t think the two girls got it, but I did one 
hundred per cent. Little strings of Chinese 
fire-crackers were beginning to spfft in my 
head, but I held everything under control, 

O 
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and shot a casual glance Murtaugh’s way. 
He was sitting in a chair to my left, and his 
right hand in his dinner jacket pocket was 
making more of a bulge than just a hand 
makes. And he was looking right at me. I 
looked back at Helen. 

“You are being very dumb,” I said 
quietly. “Don’t pay him. Don’t pay him one 
little dime.”  

She looked at me in blank amazement 
for a moment, then a great sadness crept 
into her face.  

“You don’t understand,” she said. “I 
thought you did, when I explained. 
Unfortunately, some things cost a lot of 
money.”  

I know perfectly well what she meant by 
some things. The untarnished name of Cain, 
for one. Little dim-witted Marie’s 
happiness, and so forth, for another. Her 
attitude gave me a pain in the neck, but it 
didn’t last very long. The way 1 felt about 
her she could have got me to come up with 
the three million, if I’d had it. Maybe! 

“Then you have paid?” I asked. 
Otis answered that, and waved the 

proof. 
“Dated and signed,” he said, and kissed 

the check in his hand. “When the bank 
opens we get it certified. Then we both sign 
the transaction papers, and that will be 
that.” 

 
MUCH as I detested him, I had to admire 
him for a smooth article. Blackmail all the 
way down to the bottom, but try and prove 
it, pal! If somebody wants to pay three 
million for a few night spots and things, 
who can do anything about it? Only me, and 
Otis had it all worked out that that angle 
would be taken care of nicely. Except for 
me it wouldn’t be nice.  

I leaned forward with my arms resting 
lightly on my knees and looked at Otis. 

“And we all celebrate until the bank 
opens, eh?” I murmured. 

“All but you and Murtaugh,” he said and 
loved it. “You two have a date.”  

Just as I had figured it. I was almost 
beginning to get happy. Otis mistook 
whatever expression was on my face. He 
chuckled and fingered Marie’s little toy 
pistol significantly. 

“A minor point, Otis,” I said. “It’s been 
bothering me. You tailed Porter to my 
office, and saw him open the door?”  

He frowned a moment, then shrugged. 
“That’s right,” he said. “I saw him walk 

right in, and I went in after him. We were 
talking things over when my wife arrived. 
She went crazy and pulled that gun she 
carries. She missed me and nailed Porter. So 
here we are.”  

I paid attention only to the first part. I 
sighed and shook my head. For the first 
time in hundreds I hadn’t automatically 
slipped the catch that would lock my office 
door when it closed. In an abstract sort of 
way I wondered what would have happened 
had the door been locked. Shooting in the 
hall? Then Otis was talking, and holding out 
a glass of champagne. 

“Have a drink to my success, Lacey,” he 
said, beaming. “Then you and Murtaugh can 
trot along.”  

Maybe it was the dramatic actor in me. 
Or maybe that face of his threw a switch 
and I couldn’t check myself. Anyway, I 
took the glass and flipped its contents right 
back into his face. He let out a snarl of rage, 
and so did Murtaugh as he came toward me 
fast with his gun out and in his hand. 

I was ready for him. With my left arm 
still resting on my knee I let my hand drop 
as though I was ducking over to escape the 
gun chop I expected from him. But I didn’t 
duck to escape anything. Only to whip up 
with my little gun I was carrying in a new 
place, strapped to my left ankle under the 
pant cuff. 

I don’t think Murtaugh even saw it, and 
that makes me sorry. I would like to have 
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had him realize before my bullet went 
through his right eye, that I was truly a 
clever fellow. 

When he started over backwards I put 
him out of my mind. I turned in the chair, 
and there was exactly what I had expected. 
Otis was lifting Marie’s gun up off the desk. 

No, I wasn’t even sporting about it then. 
I shot him through the forehead a year 
before he could get the little gun to bear on 
me. It went off, though, and Fate had a good 
laugh for herself. The bullet hit Marie and 
knocked her off her chair onto the floor. I 
cursed for not waiting an instant longer, but 
I hadn’t even dreamed Otis could pull the 
trigger before he died. But he had, and there 
was Marie on the floor, and the white silk of 
her dress over her chest was becoming very 
red. 

Her sister didn’t scream, or make a 
sound. She simply went off her chair in 
nothing flat and knelt down beside Marie. I 
did a couple of things first before I went 
over. I jumped for Otis’ desk and scooped 
up the envelope and the check, and Marie’s 
little toy gun. I shoved all three into my 
pocket, and went over to the girls.  

Marie was still breathing, but there was 
no telling for how long. There was also a 
fist banging at the door. Two fists. 

“She needs a hospital, and fast,” I said 
to Helen. “Take her wrap and bag.”  

As I chopped out the words I gathered 
Marie into my arms and lifted her off the 
floor. Helen snatched up her kid sister’s 
purse and wrap, but then stood looking at 
me wide-eyed and not knowing. I did. 

“This door,” I said, and started walking. 
“The way he comes in without going 
through the place downstairs. I’ve been here 
before.” 

I had, and knew all about Otis’ private 
entrance to his second-floor offices. The 
door in back of his desk led to a small hall. 
It led to some stairs that went down to a 
door that opened onto the street. We were 

just starting down the stairs when another 
door leading off that short hall opened up, 
and the best dressed tub of lard of the 
evening stuck his head out, and then his 
gun. 

I should say he started to stick his gun 
out. Mine was still in the hand of the arm I 
had crooked under Marie’s knees. I turned 
both of us a hair, pulled the trigger and 
shipped the tub of lard along the same road 
with Murtaugh, and Otis. 

Then I went on down the stairs after 
Helen. 

 
CHAPTER VI 

 
“I Can Hope, Can’t I?” 

 
HE dawn of a new day 
was beginning to creep 
past the city’s building 
tops. It was a little before 
five. Helen and I were 
standing by the hospital 
corridor window staring at 
it silently. We had been 
there for hours. For years, 

it seemed. 
Behind us, through a door into surgery, 

the best man in the business was performing 
a yes or no operation on Kid Sister Marie. I 
glanced out the corner of my eye at Helen, 
and went all wooshy inside. I reached out 
and touched her arm. 

“Go ahead,” I said softly. “Cry your 
head off. That helps a woman a lot, they 
say.” 

She turned her head, looked at me, and 
tried to smile. 

“I’d like to, but I can’t, Mr. Lacey,” she 
said. “They just won’t come. But—you 
haven’t asked me. Don’t you want to know 
about that phone call? And why I gave you 
the slip in the hat shop!”  

“I already know it,” I told her, honest. 
“It was from Otis. Bearing down. He told 
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you he could prove that Marie shot Porter. 
He boosted his price. Three million for 
everything your sister wanted. You 
accepted, and went through with the deal, 
because your sister was in no condition to 
go through with anything. Right?”  

“Yes,” she said, low, and turned back to 
the window. “Marie told me she had 
fainted, and didn’t know what happened. 
Then when Otis told me he had the gun I 
was scared. It was Marie’s, and her 
fingerprints were on it. An accident, of 
course, but—but—” 

She shook her head and put a little 
crumpled handkerchief to her lips. Crushed 
it against them. 

“So you decided that three million was 
cheap enough to get hold of the murder gun, 
and the marriage proof,” I said. 

She nodded, and was silent for a 
moment. 

“I love Marie very much, Mr. Lacey,” 
she said presently. “It is hard to explain, 
but—”  

“Don’t try to,” I said, and placed the 
check and the envelope on the window sill 
in front of her. “And don’t worry. Nobody 
will ever find the gun. Not even me, the 
way I’ll lose it.”  

She turned toward me, and my pumper 
tried to fight its way out through my vest. 
But, no. She didn’t kiss me. 

“You are a very splendid person,” she 
said gravely. “I—I don’t know what to say. 
I guess I’m a pretty poor story teller, aren’t 
I? I knew that you were not believing me 
when you asked Jerry’s last name.”  

Smart girl. A beautiful, lovely smart 
girl. 

“One item Marie had forgotten to tell 
you,” I said, and smiled. “In her crazy 
moment of panic she had taken his wallet, 
and any other means of identification, 
hoping that would help somehow. When I 
didn’t know who he was, you knew that 
Marie had left something out in her story to 

you. But your excuse for Marie’s tears was 
the clincher, when I checked later. You 
thought up a quick one too fast that time.”  

“A quick one?” she murmured, puzzled. 
“Back newspaper files,” I said. “I had a 

look, after you gave me the slip. The plane 
crash was fourteen months ago. Also, your 
sister was not on the plane. It was no 
anniversary.”  

She didn’t get a chance to comment on 
that because the surgery door opened, and a 
man in white came out. Helen turned to him 
and stiffened, with both hands pressed to 
her cheeks.  

The man in white, though, smiled as he 
came over.  

“Don’t, Miss Cain,” he said gently. “It’s 
all right. She pulled through wonderfully. 
Nothing to worry about at all. In fact, you 
may go in for a few minutes, and see for 
yourself. Now, now! I tell you it’s all right.”  

Helen was trembling, and weeping, dry-
eyed. He patted her hand a couple of times, 
looked at me, guessed our association 
completely wrong, and walked away. She 
stared after him a moment, and then started 
slowly toward the surgery door. I stopped 
her with my hand on her arm. 

“Just a minute, Miss Cain.”  
She turned and looked at me, vacant-

eyed, and then blinked. 
“Oh yes, of course,” she said. “If you’ll 

just wait I’ll write out your check.”  
“The name’s Lacey, not Otis!” I said, as 

I stopped that one below the belt. “I just 
wanted to tell you. Your sister did not shoot 
Gerald Porter. Otis did.” 

 
HE straightened up as though I had 
slapped her. And tried several times 

before the word came. 
“W-w-what?”  
“Three people could prove it,” I told 

her. “But two are dead. And the third, your 
sister, was in a faint while it happened. Otis 
did it, though. He showed you the gun when 

S



TILL DEATH DO US PART 21

you went to his office, didn’t he?  In a 
handkerchief?” 

“Why—why no,” she replied. “He held 
it in his hand, but so I could recognize it.” 

“Fingerprints,” I stopped her. “If she 
had pulled the trigger Otis wouldn’t have 
blotted her prints out with his own when he 
showed you the gun. Nor later, when he 
showed it to me. But he didn’t care then, 
because he thought I wasn’t going to be 
around. No, he would have played it safe 
from the start, and made sure his prints 
weren’t on the gun, and he’d really have a 
sales point.”  

“Then – then Marie didn’t kill poor 
Jerry?”  

“No,” I told her again. “Your sister was 
crazy to have it with her. But she’s the type 
that gets desperate easy. Maybe she thought 
if she happened to run into Otis . . . Well, I 
don’t know. Anyway, she did. But fainted 
too soon. Maybe she really doesn’t 
remember. Otis was just fast. He grabbed 
the gun and fired before Porter could reach 
him. Then parked him in my desk chair, and 
left with the gun. We’ll never know the 
exact details, but that’s close enough to the 
truth to believe. So, as the Doc said just 
now, nothing to worry about at all.”  

“Mr. Lacey,” she said softly. “Mr. 
Lacey. You—you will wait, won’t you, 
please?”  

I shook my head. 
“No. A couple of things to do. I’ll phone 

you later. Give my best to Marie.” 
 

 TURNED and walked half-way down 
the hall. Then I stopped because dear old 

Sol Bierman was walking toward me. The 
only thing I could think of to say has 
whiskers this long. 

 

“Why Sol, fancy meeting you here!”  
He was wearing his saddest look, and 

that maddening grin. 
“Nothing but coincidence,” he said, and 

took my arm. “Come along again, Chet. I 
want to hear a long story. I love to listen to 
stories.”  

“Okay, Sol,” I said walking with him. 
“But there’s a condition.”  

Bierman clucked his tongue, and 
wagged his head. 

“Okay!” he groaned. “Shoots half the 
people in town, and there must be a 
condition. What?”  

“So you fix it with the newspapers so 
that a couple of names do not come out,” I 
said. Then quickly, “OK, I’ll tell you all, but 
you’ve got to give it to the papers a way I 
can show you. So that a couple of names do 
not appear in print. A deal?”  

“Now you want to deal with me!” Sol 
growled. “Chet, because I think you are 
almost my friend sometimes, I will listen to 
your story. But if I do not like one single 
word I will throw you in the bastille, and get 
drunk with pleasure!”  

I did not go to the bastille. On the 
contrary, that night I had dinner with Helen 
Cain. Not at the Tip-Toe. She was divine, 
and all is wonderful. 

She still has her three million dollars, 
and she is very beautiful, and I think she 
likes me a little, and— 

And can I not have my hopes? I 


