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The noose was no longer around his neck. He was confined only by the boundaries of the 
coffin. And this— because he had listened to a woman’s honeyed words... 
 

OHN GRAYDON, wrists bound tightly 
behind him, paused between the two 
guards and lifted bitter eyes to the 

morning sun. Like a slice out of hell it 
shimmered and bored down, driving heat to 
his bones and gluing his shirt and underclothes 
to his skin with sticky perspiration. 
 Resin simmered out and clotted on the 
rough-hewn pine boards of the thirteen steps 
in front of him. Graydon took a deep breath, 
ignored the guards, and mounted to the 
scaffold above. 
 A newly deputized young man, 
pimply-faced and nervous, worked at a 
hangman’s noose in a new hemp rope. 
 Graydon narrowed his keen eyes, let 
them flick swiftly from face to face in the 
crowd. Had she dared come here?—the 
woman who had made love to him and then 

sworn his life away for a murder he had not 
committed ... on a victim he had never seen! 
 He didn’t find her. He didn’t see 
anyone whom he knew. The crowd was 
unfriendly, eager to see him die. It was a small 
mountain town; justice—and injustice—-were 
swift; and here was a stranger, convicted and 
sentenced. It would be a good show for those 
who had never seen a human being legally put 
to a violent death. 
 For hours the crowd had been 
gathering around the newly-erected gallows in 
the county jail-yard, waiting to see a man 
dropped through the trap with a black hood 
over his head ... to jerk at the end of a rope 
and dangle before them with a broken neck. 
 The penetrating heat in the planks of 
the scaffolding had soaked through Graydon’s 
shoes to the soles of his feet. He shifted, 
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smiled grimly, and stepped on the lattice-work 
of the trap. 
 The pimply-faced young man had quit 
working on the noose. He stepped close and 
asked nervously: 
 “You got anything to say—any last 
words?” 
 “No!” snapped Graydon. A 
disappointed sigh arose from the crowd. The 
muttering had ceased. 
 “You—you ready?” asked the youth. 
 Graydon glanced up once at the heavy 
cross-beam with the end of the rope tied 
around it ... and knew that this was the end of 
the road! He had been hooked with a fool-
proof frame-up. 
 Graydon tensed his bound wrists as 
every muscle in his body strained. 
 “I’m ready,” he said harshly. 
 The hangman slipped a black hood 
over the condemned man’s head. He pulled it 
over his eyes, drew a string tight under his 
chin. He lifted the heavy noose over 
Graydon’s neck, tightened it. 
 Then he stepped back to a lever 
sticking up like the hand-brake of a car—the 
instrument for springing the trigger of the trap. 
He pulled the lever. 
 

OHN GRAYDON had called at the 
woman’s house twice in the two days he 

had been in town. Both pretexts had failed. 
 Her name was Jane Scanlon, and she 
had an invalid husband who, his casual 
inquiries among the whittlers and tobacco-
chewers in the general store had revealed, was 
never allowed to see visitors. Young Dr. 
Mason was treating him—for exactly what, no 
one was quite sure—and had forbidden 
excitement. 
 It was Jeremy Scanlon that Graydon 
really wanted to see. He had a shrewd hunch 
that he might be able to tell the man 
something that would probably lengthen his 
life considerably. 

 But Jane Scanlon regarded him with 
suspicion, refused to believe that he bore a 
message of importance or the papers for a 
legacy, and slammed the door in his face. The 
third time, however, she didn’t wait for him to 
get to the door, but opened it smiling and 
parted her lips to speak to him. Graydon’s 
eyes widened in suspicious astonishment. 
 Then, abruptly, Jane Scanlon’s eyes 
went wide and blank. She trembled, suddenly 
went limp, and would have fallen had not John 
Graydon swiftly stepped forward and caught 
her in strong arms. 
 For a second his eyes went beyond her 
into the shadowed hall of the house; he 
glanced quickly over his shoulder. There was 
no one in sight. 
 Then as he stepped inside and closed 
the door softly with his heel, he became 
acutely conscious of the limp girl in his arms. 
He had thought her older, before; now he saw 
she could be no more than twenty-five. 
 Her body was slender and soft and 
warm, and surprisingly light. Graydon lifted 
her clear of the floor, slipped his right arm 
back of her shoulders so that his hand curled 
under her armpit and his fingers touched the 
outer curve of a small breast, firm and 
unbrassiered beneath the thin linen blouse. 
 His left arm went beneath her knees, 
and her skirt fell back, bunching in her lap and 
hanging free beneath as his arm tingled to the 
pressure of smooth unstockinged legs and the 
excitingly warm skin of her thighs. 
 Graydon carried her into the front 
room, walked through it into another. Before 
lowering her to the couch, he leaned over her 
and blew on the girl’s eyelids. That sometimes 
brought them around. 
 The red, full lips, so close to his, 
parted with a tremor; her eyelids quivered; 
black shiny curls shook as she half lifted her 
head and looked at him dazedly. 
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RAYDON rested his knee on the edge of 
the couch and deposited his tempting 

burden on the tapestry coverlet. He let himself 
gaze for an instant on the revelation her 
disarrayed clothing gave him ... slim legs 
uncovered to the teasing lacy edges of step-ins 
... firmly lifted young-looking breasts peeping 
forth where two buttons of her twisted blouse 
were undone. Then he made himself say 
sharply: “All right, sister—what’s it all 
about!” 
 “What happened?” she smiled a little. 
“Did I—faint?” 
 Graydon shrugged. “You tell me. After 
slamming the door on my nose yesterday, you 
gave me the open arms today, and as soon as I 
got close enough you collapsed all over me—
too damned neat. What’s the answer?” 
 For a second, a hard expression flitted 
across Jane Scanlon’s gold-flecked green 
eyes. Then she pursed her lips and laughed 
softly. Maybe I decided I was too mean to 
you.” 
 “Then you’ll let me talk to your 
husband?” Graydon asked eagerly. 
 “Yes. But” —her languid voice 
drawled the measured words— “he’s in a 
remote room of the house, and the door is 
locked—because he can’t be disturbed!” Her I 
bell-like tone lilted in irony. “You can see 
him, but—wait! Maybe another reason I let 
you in was because I liked your looks.” 
 “Sure,” thought Graydon, “and maybe 
you did it because I look like the founder of 
the Society for the Care of Enfeebled 
Canaries.” But he only lifted his eyebrows and 
leaned closer over her. He was here to find out 
things, and if this was the way to begin...! 
 Jane Scanlon’s small hands went to her 
blouse; deliberately she tore the last two 
buttons open so that the linen material parted 
down to her waist. Then she slowly lifted both 
arms above her head, and the firm little 
breasts, almost boyishly small, daintily 
rounded, sprang free. She smiled. 

 Graydon’s eyes flashed and a longing 
for her that he hadn’t intended hummed in his 
blood. Slowly he slid his left hand along the 
warm skin of her stomach, trailed his fingers 
across the softness of one pink-white mound. 
He caressed the creamy globe in his hand 
gently. 
 

HEN Jane Scanlon moaned and threw 
her arms about his neck, he swiftly 

gathered her close, allowing her breasts to rub 
against his chest as he covered her eager, 
demanding mouth with his own dry lips. 
 She wriggled closer against him and 
her arms tightened spasmodically about his 
neck ... almost chokingly tight. And suddenly 
a warning flashed in his brain. He flung the 
girl away, tearing at her tenacious arms. 
 A million hot stars exploded in his 
brain. Shock jabbed the back of his skull, and 
his head seemed to compress for a minute part 
of a second. Then it started expanding, 
blowing up like a balloon, until it embraced all 
the roaring, pounding fires of the universe.... 
 

T SEEMED hours later that Graydon 
floated back to consciousness, his temples 

hammering, his tongue on fire. He tasted 
blood and felt the cut where he had bit his 
tongue when something had walloped him 
over the head from behind. 
 He was in the same room and there 
were plenty of people. He guessed now that it 
had been hours ... long enough for the county 
sheriff and the medical examiner and the 
town’s two cops to have smoked a floor full of 
cigarette butts. 
 A pungent, nauseating odor penetrated 
his nostrils. It smelled oddly like burned flesh. 
Graydon stirred with a groan. 
 “He’s coming around,” said the sheriff 
grimly. 
 Jane Scanlon, sitting on the edge of the 
couch, no more dressed than she had been, 
started sobbing hysterically. She poured out 
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her story again. It was simple, to the point, 
and no less grim because a well acted lie: 
 This man, whom she did not know, 
had come to the house asking to see her 
husband about important business concerned 
with a bequest. He had been quiet at first, but 
then he had attacked her brutally; and when 
her husband, hearing her cry, had hobbled into 
the room to protect her, the stranger had 
bludgeoned him with a blackjack and then 
struck her unconscious with his fist. 
 She had awakened to find herself 
alone, had picked up the blackjack and hit her 
attacker with it from one side of the door as he 
re-entered. 
 Jane Scanlon, without looking at 
Graydon, rubbed a blue bruise on her jaw. The 
sheriff said grimly: “He didn’t do anything 
except cut the body up with your wood-axe in 
the basement, stuff it into the furnace, and 
make a fire with gasoline. There’s nothing left 
except the charred bones—and the false teeth 
and ring and belt-buckle you identified.” 
 One of the cops muttered: “He’ll hang, 
all right!” 
 

HEN John Graydon plunged down 
through the trap of the gallows, 

consciousness clung to him with cruel 
tenacity. In what was really an abnormally 
short drop, he seemed to fall for ages; and his 
sense of time was distorted as in a hashish 
dream, when heavy objects often seem to float 
like feathers to the floor. 
 After an eternity a blinding sheet of 
light flashed before his open eyes on the 
screen of the black hood. A monstrous sledge-
hammer of shock impacted upon the back of 
his neck. Numb paralysis helped him float ... 
then with terrific suddenness, a white-hot 
dagger of pain drove deep into his neck, shot 
down his spine, and sheared into every 
splitting nerve and cell of his body. 
 Exquisite agony traversed him in 
rapid-changing paths; vibrating needles 

seemed to generate in his throat, drive through 
him ... all the blood in his body was boiling up 
into his head, swelling it to inconceivable 
proportions ... torturous sensation hummed 
and throbbed like pulsating hell in his very 
bones, and the sheet of light in his eyes 
dissolved into bubbles of fire and trailed 
upward like an inverted shower. 
 His tongue, swollen between his teeth, 
tasted these bubbles; his eyes, protruding and 
turgid, rolled and followed them upward to 
where a nebulous black fog was gathering. 
The fog grew into a jet-black mushroom, 
descending slowly to envelop him.... It 
gathered momentum in a rush and enfolded 
him, its dark obliterating atoms pervading his 
brain. 
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RAYDON awoke with a start.  
Consciousness did not drift to him 

gradually; it jolted him with a pang of agony, 
and he would have groaned except that his 
throat appeared to be too swollen for sound to 
escape. 
 It was pitch-dark, and as he lifted a 
trembling hand to his horribly aching neck, he 
touched wood beside and above him, and 
knew he was in a box—probably a coffin. 
For an instant panic and a terror of being 
buried alive seized him. Then he forced 
calmness on his nerves. Voices came nearer 
and he recognized one as that of the cop who 
had quite accurately told him he would 
hang.... 
 Well, he had; but somehow he was still 
alive. It had happened before in executions, 
where clumsy hanging had not broken the 
neck. They had cut him down and passed him 
for dead while a spark of life still remained. 
 “Damned if we bury him!” muttered 
the other voice. “Nobody but you and me 
knows that the tramp that died in jail here has 
disappeared. We’ve got our split, and if 
Mason finds out we haven’t shipped the body 
to that medical school—!” 
 “If we ship this guy instead,” said the 
cop, “and bury the coffin empty, nobody will 
know the difference.” 
 There was the sound of metal being 
jammed under the coffin lid; nails shrieked as 
the wood was pried up. Graydon closed his 
eyes as the light from an electric bulb struck 
them. 
 “Jeez,” muttered the cop. “I’m 
downing a slug of corn before we wrestle this 
stiff out of the box. Corpses give me the 
jitters.” 
 “I’ll have a couple myself.” 
 Footsteps departed. John Graydon 
stirred his muscles and instantly sparks of pain 
crackled through him like the fire in a spark 
gap. He gritted his teeth, choked back the 
impulse to cry out. 

 He gripped the edge of the coffin with 
both hands and sat up. Some of the pain 
subsided with movement, and he paused to 
massage his tortured throat. 
 The coffin was on the floor of what 
Graydon recognized as a room adjoining the 
sheriff’s office. An open window bellied its 
curtains as a cool mountain breeze entered his 
grateful lungs. 
 Graydon braced himself, shook his 
throbbing head, and stepped from the coffin. 
He crossed the room swiftly, climbed out the 
window and fell as his knees buckled under 
him on the dew-wet grass. The night was 
black with clouds as he slipped through the 
alley gate. 
 Ten minutes later he crouched in the 
dark yard, laid his fingers on the window sill, 
and raised his head to peer into Jane Scanlon’s 
lighted cottage. 
 

HE whole mad whirl had run through his 
brain like a lightning movie film.... His 

assignment by Eagle Indemnity to investigate 
some queer cases in Jefferson County ... the 
frame-up that had hooked him ... the swift, 
one-sided trial before a prejudiced jury ... his 
hanging that had left him alive.... 
 And as he looked into the room, the 
germ of an idea that had long lurked deep in 
his mind was clarified into positive 
conclusion. 
 Jane Scanlon lay on the sofa with only 
a shred of brassiere and step-ins. Her eyes 
flamed, and the pert breasts that had snared 
Graydon shook with her irregular, panting 
breath. Dr. David Mason sat on the edge of the 
couch, leaning over her. Deliberately, he took 
her elbows and carried them above her head. 
His fingers slid slowly down to her armpits, 
trailed across the sensitive skin above her 
breasts. 
 When she shivered and goose-flesh 
sprang under his questing fingers, he ripped 
the brassiere from her in a single gesture and 
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placed both palms over her breasts. 
 Jane Scanlon wriggled and threw one 
arm about his neck; with the other hand she 
caught his fingers and pressed them harder on 
her breasts. Mason slid his fingers to the 
waistband of her step-ins and toyed with it. 
Jane Scanlon was breathing in short gasps and 
holding onto him with both hands.... 

 
 
 Graydon had seen enough. “It’s simple 
as hell, now!” he thought grimly. He took a 
deep breath; strength had flowed into his 
muscles with the walk. He sprang from the 
ground and vaulted over the window sill into 
the room. 
 Mason disentangled himself and 
wheeled with a livid, unbelieving curse, but 
Graydon was ready for him. 
 “God!” Paralyzed by seeing a 
supposed dead man, the doctor stood there. 

Graydon was taking no chances and giving no 
quarter. He let go a swift drive for Mason’s 
jaw ... put everything he had into a solid one, 
square on the button. Jane Scanlon screamed 
as her lover dropped like a sack of meal; she 
jumped up and sprang at Graydon, clawing 
hysterically at his eyes, deadly fear in her 
own. 
 Graydon laughed—a horrid, rasping 
sound—and let her have it; a solid left to the 
chin that skinned his knuckles. Jane Scanlon 
flew completely off the floor and dropped 
senseless across the kayoed Mason. 
 

OU can’t hang me twice!” Graydon 
laughed grimly. Sitting on his own 

coffin, he glanced first at the gaping-jawed 
sheriff and then at two red-faced cops. 
 The sheriff snapped his jaws closed 
and shook his head. “You’ve got some things 
to prove, mister.” 
 “I can prove them all—every damn’ 
one!” snapped Graydon. “This guy Mason has 
pulled it once before. He’s been Eagle 
Indemnity’s agent in Jefferson County. He 
also happens to be a doctor, and he examines 
applicants and gives them medical certificates. 
He and this dame Scanlon were pulling a fast 
one; they suspected me when I hung around 
too much, and they slugged me good and 
proper—killed two birds with one stone to 
collect ten grand on Jeremy Scanlon’s policy.” 
 “Then they’re the murderers!” gasped 
the sheriff. His eyes narrowed. “You haven’t 
proved that you didn’t kill him yourself, 
though.” 
 Graydon laughed harshly. “I don’t 
have to,” he said grimly, “inasmuch as I was 
the nearest thing to a murder involved. There 
isn’t any Jeremy Scanlon .... There never was! 
If you can prove there was, you can hang me 
again! Jane Scanlon’s been here six months; 
have you ever seen her husband? Has 
anybody? You have only Mason’s word that 
he was treating an invalid and keeping him out 
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of sight. I’ll say he was! A neat scheme to 
insure a nonexistent man, commit a mythical 
murder, and collect. And I was the fall guy—
only I didn’t fall far enough to break my 
neck!” 
 “Listen”—the sheriff strangled a 
little—“how the hell—?” 
 Graydon shrugged. “I was on the 
wrong track myself. I wanted to talk to Jeremy 
Scanlon to see if they were doping him—
giving him slow poison. But all that burning 
of the body looked fishy as the devil .... Why 
couldn’t they have knocked him in the head 
just as easy? If you guys hadn’t been in such a 
godawful hurry to stretch my neck, we might 
have found out things. 

 “I didn’t tie things up, though, until I 
heard your pals here” —he glanced at the two 
uncomfortable cops— “decide to ship me off 
in place of a dead tramp who had disappeared. 
I’ll bet Mason and the dame already had that 
corpse hacked up and in the furnace, just 
waiting—after I’d made them suspicious—to 
whack me down and stick me with a phony 
murder!” 
 Graydon stood up abruptly, rubbed his 
black-and-blue neck. He kicked the wooden 
coffin and shivered slightly. 
 “Hell!” he swore softly. “I’m going to 
spend a lot of time from now on ... keeping 
myself from turning into a corpse!” 

 


