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HE big man got out of the Cadillac 
awkwardly and slammed the door 
behind him. He stood for a moment 

in the darkness, swaying and holding to 
the door handle for support while he 
squinted at the neon clock inside the 
roadhouse window. 

The clock's bright green hands pointed 
out bright green figures: 11:30. A brilliant 
splash of crimson lettering underneath 
spelled out: 

 
TOURIST CABINS 

Best Food North of Miami 

He went inside, stumbling a little over 
the door sill and letting the screen door 
bang behind him. Inside, the roadhouse 
was like a thousand others, a combination 
restaurant and bar with a cubby hole office 
at one end. There was a familiar grouping 
of black and chromium tables, empty at 
the moment, and a gaudy plastic juke box 
shimmering with color. There was also a 
cash register with a blonde behind it. 

The blonde looked him over with 
impersonal eyes and lifted a knowing 
eyebrow when the big man laid both hands 
on the counter to steady himself. She wore 
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a loose sleeveless dress of some small-
meshed material that matched her eyes, 
and there was a small blue bruise on one 
bare shoulder. Through the glass cigar 
case her legs showed slim and bare, tanned 
the color of light toast. Her hair was 
honey-colored, casually fluffed. 

"Meal or cabin?" she asked briskly. 
Her green eyes moved impersonally from 
his slack, heavy-featured face to his big 
well-tailored body. They stopped at the 
whisky stain on his shirt front, and she 
added: "Or just a bottle?"  

"Cabin and a bottle," the big man said. 
His voice was deep and a little hoarse. "I 
can eat any time, baby."  

"The man wants a cabin, Harry," the 
girl said without turning her head. 

The owner of the Cadillac looked past 
her, squinting, as if seeing the other two 
men for the first time. The man sitting at 
the bar was young, a big sullen-featured 
six-footer with heavy black eyebrows that 
met over a once-broken nose and a 
swarthy hard-planed face that would 
always need a shave. He held a water glass 
half full of amber whisky and swished it 
slowly with a circular motion. He gave no 
sign that he heard what the girl said. 

The bartender was middle-aged and 
thin, with very white hair and a very red 
face. His nose was prominent, red-veined, 
beaked. 

"Can't leave the bar, Kit," he said. 
"Gotta watch the trade." His voice was 
high and nasal. 

"All right, all right," the girl said 
resignedly. She shoved a register across 
the counter. "Cabin Four-Oh-Two is 
empty, mister. Two rooms and bath. Sign 
here." 

 
HE big man signed the book, 
scrawling Walter Penner in large 

careful letters, and paid with a twenty-
dollar bill from a wallet that gaped 

greenly. The blonde girl put up the book 
and took down a ring of keys and a 
flashlight. 

"I'll show you to your cabin," she said. 
"If the gentlemen at the bar can spare me." 

Penner stumbled after her through 
scattered rows of stucco cabins all cut to 
the same pattern. The night air was still 
warm, heavy with the smell of flowering 
lemon .and jasmine. The blonde girl made 
a nice silhouette against the circle of light 
her flashlight threw ahead of them.  

Inside, the cabin was like most Florida 
tourist cabins, furnished with bamboo 
furniture spaced stiffly on a straw carpet. 
There was a studio couch that folded out 
to make an extra bed, and a bath with 
faded shower curtains. Penner dropped his 
bag on the floor and blinked against the 
light when she found the switch. 

"What about a bottle?" he demanded. 
The girl smiled at him, a smile that just 
missed being provocative. 

"I'll send you one later if I can get that 
drunken bum Harry away from the bar 
long enough," she said. "My husband, I 
mean. He's pretty ugly tonight, though, so 
I won't promise he'll bring it."  

"Bring it yourself," Penner suggested. 
He took a step closer. "Hey, you're 

pretty nice," he said, as if seeing her for 
the first time. "Look, baby, you bring the 
bottle and I'll buy you a drink. Who cares 
if Harry gets drunk alone?"  

She gave him a speculative look. 
"I may do just that, mister," she said. 

"I'll see you get your bottle, anyway." Her 
pretty face hardened. "It would serve him 
right if I did, the mutt!"  

Penner reached for her then, but she 
slipped under his hands and was outside 
before he could turn. Her laughter drifted 
back lightly, mingled with the scent of the 
flowering lemon. 

Left to himself Penner unzipped his 
bag and took out a nearly empty pint 
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bottle. He found a glass in the bathroom 
and poured a stiff drink, then he lighted a 
cigarette and sat on the couch. 

He had not long to wait. Less than an 
hour had passed when there was a light 
knock at the door and the girl came in. She 
still wore the green dress and she had a 
round quart bottle in her hand. 

Penner got up unsteadily and went to 
meet her. "I was afraid you wouldn't 
come," he said. "Have trouble with 
Harry?"  

"Some day I'll kill that heel," she said 
tightly. "He's been fighting drunk for a 
week, and every day he gets meaner. 
Look."  

She pulled back a shoulder of the 
sleeveless dress and showed two fresh 
purplish spots above an old bruise on her 
arm. "He gave me those while I was 
helping Joe put him to bed."  

Penner put a big hand over the purple 
spots. 

"Forget him," he growled. "You think 
he'll come out of it before morning?"  

She shook her head, not trying to draw 
away. 

"If he does there'll be a killing," she 
said positively. "Harry's bad enough sober, 
mister, but when he's drunk he's like a 
crazy man. He'd kill us both if he caught 
me out here."  

Penner laughed and slid his hand 
around her shoulders until his fingers met 
behind her. 

"I'll take that chance," he said. "And 
look Kit, forget the mister. My name is 
Walt, remember?"  

"All right, then," she agreed. She 
ducked under his arms and held up the 
bottle. "Going to open this, Walt, or are 
you saving it for a rainy day?" 

He took the bottle, fumblingly got a 
penknife from his pocket, and slit the seal. 
Kit brought two fresh glasses from the 
bathroom and Penner poured drinks. Kit 

took her drink and sat on the couch, her 
bare legs crossed provocatively. 

"What, no toast?" she asked archly. 
Her green eyes mocked him. Penner set 
his glass on the floor without tasting it. 

"We can drink any time," he growled. 
He sat on the couch and pulled her to him, 
his big hands holding her so close that she 
gave up struggling at once and lay quiet in 
his arms. 

 
T happened so quickly that neither had 
time to get up. 

The door crashed open and Harry 
came in at a staggering run that brought 
him almost upon them before he could 
stop. His hair hung in a damp black mat 
over his eyes and his dark unshaven face 
gleamed with perspiration. He had a gun, 
an ugly little .32 revolver that looked lost 
in his big fist. 

"Got you," he said. His voice snarled 
in his throat like a mastiff with a bone. "I 
told you before, you little double-
crosser—”  

Kit screamed thinly and sprang away 
from Penner. The .32 muzzle swung to 
follow her, wavered and shifted back to 
Penner. "You," Harry said. "Smart guy. I'll 
show you—” The hammer came back.  

Kit hit him from the side with a 
bamboo chair, a blow so swift that it 
caught the big man only half turned to 
meet it. He shook his head, his knees bent 
under him and the gun dropped to the 
floor. The girl gave it a kick that sent it 
spinning against the couch where Penner 
sat staring dully, open-mouthed. 

"Don't let him get it again!" Kit 
screamed at him. "The gun, you fool! He'll 
kill us both!"  

Harry lunged, apelike, without 
straightening out of the crouch. Penner 
rolled off the couch to the floor, snatching 
up the gun almost mechanically, and Harry 
went headlong into the couch. The couch 
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overturned, scattering cushions. Harry 
came to his feet swaying, fumbling with a 
clasp knife that snicked coldly and 
sprouted a shiny three-inch blade. 

"Now," he panted. 
Penner lifted the gun uncertainly, his 

eyes on the girl. 
"Shoot, you fool!" she screamed at 

him. "Don't you see he means to murder us 
both?" 

Penner squeezed the trigger. The gun 
barked flatly, four times. Harry put both 
hands, splay-fingered, over his stomach 
and fell heavily on his face. The cabin 
shook under the impact. 

Penner and the girl stared at each other 
blankly. 

"He wasn't so drunk after all," Penner 
said insanely. Kit said nothing. Her eyes, 
wide and green, watched the dark puddle 
oozing from under the body on the floor. 

This time there was no knock, only the 
quick sounds of running footsteps outside 
before the white-haired bartender burst in 
and slammed the door behind him. He 
took in the situation at a glance, his pale 
eyes hardly pausing at Harry's limp body 
before he pointed his red drunkard's nose 
at the girl. 

"I knew it'd happen," he said. "I knew 
he'd catch you sooner or later, you 
peroxide fool."  

He looked from the girl to Penner, who 
still sat on the floor with the gun in his 
hand. "All right, mister, you killed him. 
Now what are you going to do?"  

Kit made a defensive gesture. "He had 
to do it, Joe," she protested. "Harry would 
have killed us both if he hadn't."  

Joe started toward the door, his eyes 
still on Penner. 

"I'm calling the police anyway," he 
said. "It's their business, fella, not mine."  

The words seemed to sting Penner out 
of his daze. "Wait," he said. "Please—” He 
swallowed audibly. "I can't afford to be 

mixed up in a police case, Joe. It would 
ruin me." 

He got up off the floor and sat on the 
overturned couch. He stared at the gun in 
his hand as if seeing it for the first time, 
and dropped it as he might have dropped a 
coral snake. 

"Wait," he begged. "I've got to think."  
Joe stopped with his hand on the door. 

"Then you better get busy," he said. 
"You'll have to think fast to make this 
anything but murder, mister."  

"It wasn't murder," Kit protested 
shrilly. "Harry—”  

"Yeah, I know," Joe said wearily. 
"Harry would have killed you both. And 
why not, you little fool? Do you think any 
jury in the state would convict him for 
killing the two of you after he caught you 
right here in one of his own cabins?" 

 
ENNER hid his face in his hands. 

woul
"Joe's right," he groaned. "I 

dn't have a dog's chance with a jury." 
He raised his head and looked at Joe 
pleadingly. "Look, Joe, I'll make a deal 
with you. Put it—put Harry—in my car 
and take him away somewhere. Throw the 
gun in a canal. I'll make it worth your 
while."  

Joe laughed, a high nasal whinny. 
"Not little Joe, mister. That would 

make me an accessory to murder. I'm 
calling the cops—now." He opened the 
door. 

Penner said coaxingly, "Nobody'll 
know. You and Kit can swear he went out 
on a tear and didn't come back. You don't 
know where he went. I'll give you five 
hundred to take care of this for me, Joe." 

Joe held the door open. 
"I'm not sticking my neck out for 

carfare, fella," he said. "Now, if you was 
talking money—” 

"All right," Penner said wearily. "I've 
got twelve hundred with me, and that's all. 
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If you won't take that, go ahead and call 
the cops and be hanged to you!"  

Joe shut the door and looked at the 
girl. He was sweating a little. 

"What about it, Kit? Can you keep 
your mouth shut?"  

"Yes, yes," the girl breathed. "This 
would ruin me for life, Joe. Get him out of 
here quick."  

"All right, I'll do it," Joe said. He was 
suddenly eager, as if the girl's panic erased 
his last doubt. "Let's have the money, 
fella."  

He thumbed swiftly through the wallet 
Penner gave him, his hands shaking. 

"Seven hunnered and fifty," he said. 
His pale glance fixed Penner sharply, 
"Four-fifty more, mister. Shell it out, I got 
work to do."  

"It's in my bag," Penner said. "Keep 
your shirt on, I'll get it."  

He stood up, unzipped the traveling 
bag and reached inside. His hand came out 
holding a blued .38 Police Positive that 
covered the room loosely, its grooved butt 
almost touching his thick middle. The 
square edges of his teeth showed thinly in 
a sardonic grimace that might have been a 
smile except that it had nothing of 
amusement in it. 

"You can come in now," he called, 
raising his voice. Two state troopers filed 
inside, guns in hand. One of them jingled a 
shiny rope of handcuffs. 

"All right, let's get it over with," 
Penner ordered shortly. The trooper with 

the handcuffs yanked Joe's hands behind 
him. The cuffs snicked shut and the 
trooper turned toward Kit. 

"Not me!" she cried shrilly. "I didn't 
know about it—nothing—you can't pin it 
on me!" Her skin was suddenly the color 
of wet ashes, and her eyes, blank with 
terror: glistened like wet green marbles. 

She screamed piercingly, "Harry!"  
Harry lunged up from the floor, the 

clasp knife glinting in his hand. The 
second trooper hit him, almost casually, 
behind the ear with his gun butt, making a 
heavy, meaty sound like a butcher 
chopping bone. Harry fell again, on his 
back this time. The front of his shirt 
glistened wetly, a thick soggy red. 

"Ketchup," Penner said. His voice was 
thick with disgust. "Blank cartridges, 
iodine bruises, badger games, smart 
operators! And they snap like suckers at 
the first plant that shows up with a new car 
and a stuffed wallet. You'd think they'd 
learn the angles, some day."  

The trooper snapped the cuffs on Kit, 
who submitted passively, her face blank 
with shock. 

"That does it, Lieutenant Penner," the 
trooper said. "You going with us to take 
them in?"  

"What's the use?" Penner said sourly. 
"You've got all the proof you need, 
without me." He looked at his watch and 
swore. "I've got to get home, anyway. My 
wife's waiting up for me." 

 


