
Thrilling Detective, October, 1941 

 

BLONDE DEATH 
By DALE CLARK 

Author of “The Camera Murders,” “Foot of the Class,” etc. 
 
When White-Haired Amy Stafford Held Her Seventy-First Birthday Party, With Twelve Gorgeous 
Blondes as Celebrants, Who Could Foretell That Murder Was to be Served as the Main Course? 
 

CHAPTER I 
 

STRANGE BIRTHDAY PARTY 
 

HIS is dynamite.” Ed Harnock 
nodded. “It’s going to blow up in 
somebody’s face.” 

Mrs. Stafford’s shrill, age-cracked voice 
echoed defiantly. 

“I hope so!” She was seventy-one today. 
Mourning black cloaked her bent figure. Her 

high-piled hair was snow white. She looked 
like the frail, helpless old type of lady who 
would need a Boy Scout’s help at a street 
corner.   

Actually, Amy Stafford was nothing of the 
sort. Her helpless appearance camouflaged a 
determination of steel. She was a dowager 
used to enormous wealth, used to power, and 
used to having her own tyrannical way. Now, 
at seventy-one, she wanted one thing more 
than she had wanted anything else in her 
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life—and she would stop at nothing to get it.  
Ed Harnock reflected that Kipling might 

very well have had this type of iron-purposed, 
fanatically determined woman in mind when 
he penned his famous line about the female of 
the species. . . . 

“I meant,” he elucidated, “that your 
scheme is liable to blow up in our own faces.” 

“I’m not afraid.” Amy Stafford’s eyes 
glittered. “Are you?”  

Harnock’s lean face reddened. 
“Not for myself,” he said. “But what about 

the girl?”  
“Don’t worry about the girl. I understand 

young women of the working class, Mr. 
Harnock. I’ve been hiring and firing maids all 
my life. You can rely on me to select a 
trustworthy one for this job.”  

“I’m not afraid of the girl,” Harnock 
retaliated. “I’m afraid for her. She’ll be an 
innocent third party. Have you stopped to 
realize what you’re dragging her into?” 

“Nonsense! Girls of that sort are used to 
running risks. They’ll tackle anything for 
money.” Amy Stafford bent forward in her 
chair. Her voice was getting shriller and 
harder. “The police have been on this case ten 
weeks, and they haven’t accomplished a thing. 
You’ve been on it three weeks, and you 
haven’t accomplished a thing either. Now I 
want action! I’m going through with my plan, 
no matter what the risks. If you want to quit, 
say so. There are plenty of other private 
detectives.”  

Ed Harnock rubbed his chin. “I guess you 
mean it.”  

“I want your answer right now,” Amy 
Stafford said. 

“Okay, okay. When it blows up, I’ll be 
there to pick up the pieces. Since I can’t stop 
you, the least I can do is try to get the girl out 
of it alive. . . .” 

*  *. *  *  * 
Twin elevator doors opened majestically 

onto the majestic expanse of hallway, ivory-
painted and expensively green-plush carpeted. 

“B-Sixteen?” asked the brass-buttoned, gold-
braided operator. “To your right, first door, 
first door on you right.”  

 
ATCHING the girls through the 
narrowing aperture as the doors closed, 

his lips pursed into a silent whistle of 
approval. “B-Sixteen, hot diggity! I wouldn’t 
mind having a bid to that party myself!”  

But one of the girls wouldn’t have agreed 
with him. Betty Lorell was shaking. 

“Marge, I’m so scared I can hardly walk. . 
. . I never did anything like this before. I don’t 
know whether I can go through with it or not!”  

Both girls were blonde; both wore short 
fur jackets over smooth, figure-moulding 
evening gowns. Marge Dean, the taller of the 
two, was laughing, but with little enthusiasm. 

“You need the ten bucks, don’t you?”  
“Y-yes, I guess so. . . .”  
“Well, I don’t guess. I know you do. And 

I’ll go farther than that,” Marge Dean 
declared, “You not only need the ten bucks, 
but you’re also half-famished for the feed that 
you’re going to get in the process of earning 
it.”  

“Why, Marge . . . I . . . Whatever gave you 
such a silly idea?”  

“I’ve been around the Girls’ Club too long 
not to know the signs,” Marge smiled. “When 
I see a gal quit eating regular meals, notice she 
turns to the help wanted column before she 
reads the department store ads, and finally 
takes off her wrist-watch to be ‘repaired’—
well, I can add up the answer. It’s true, isn’t it, 
honey?”  

Betty Lorell dropped her blue eyes. Tears 
were smarting under their lids. She might just 
as well face the truth. She had gone without 
meals, had pawned her wrist-watch to pay for 
her voice lessons, simply because she had too 
much pride to go back home and be pitied as 
the local girl who had failed to make good. 

Yet she never dreamed the other girls, 
merely her acquaintances at the Club, already 
knew and were pitying her. 
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“Buck up, kid. This Escortette racket isn’t 
so bad. It’s really a darned sight easier than 
being free-dated by some young punk who’d 
take you to a cheap jute joint, feed you four 
bits worth of spaghetti, and then dance your 
feet off until three A.M.”  

Betty said nothing.  
“Suppose these men are older?” Marge 

demanded. “At least they’re able to pay for a 
good sized meal. Chances are your partner 
will waltz himself into a state of exhaustion in 
about five minutes and then spend the rest of 
the evening telling you what a big shot he is. 
All you have to do is act starry-eyed and 
admiring and you’ll probably rate a fat tip 
besides the regular ten dollar fee.”  

Betty grimaced. “That’s just it! It’s so 
false and cheap! Pretending to admire a man 
for the sake of a tip!”  

 
ARGE looked alarmed. “Gee, you can’t 
back out now! When Ethel told me she 

was sick, she meant for me to call the agency 
and have them send out another girl. Instead, I 
tried to give you a break. If there are only 
eleven girls here, the agency finds out, they’ll 
fire me.”  

“All right—I’ll go through with it,” Betty 
managed.  

“Oke, come on.” And Marge opened the 
door of B-16.  

It was an anteroom into which they 
entered. Betty, slipping out of the borrowed 
fur jacket, looked apprehensively at herself in 
the tall mirror. The evening gown, borrowed 
from Marge’s wardrobe, was a bit too long, 
and its bodice a bit too tight. Betty shyly 
wondered if it was too immodest. 

“No, honey,” Marge turned as they were 
entering the next room, “give the men a big 
smile as we come in—”  

Both girls stopped and gasped. There 
weren’t any men!  

Ahead of them, in the room they faced, 
stretched a long table, glistening with cut glass 
and silverware. Ten Escortettes, every one of 

them a blonde, lined both sides. And at the far 
end sat a frail, black-clad, white-haired old 
lady. 

“Welcome, young ladies. Now, if you’ll be 
seated with the others, I shall try to explain 
what this is all about.”  

Betty Lorell darted a puzzled, inquiring 
look at Marge, then sank into her chair. But 
Marge looked just as inquiring and twice as 
dazed. 

The old lady’s knife blade tinkled against 
her crystal goblet, demanding attention. 

“I’m Mrs. Amy Stafford, and this is my 
birthday—my seventy-first, I don’t mind 
telling you. I won’t have many more, 
naturally, which is why I want this one to be 
an event. And by an event I mean something 
so extraordinary that it couldn’t possibly 
happen if it wasn’t my birthday.”  

Her voice didn’t crack or seem shrill. It 
was gentle, almost pleading. 

“It isn’t easy to think of something that’s 
really extraordinary and still be something that 
a woman my age can do. Some weeks ago, 
however, I chanced upon a card—an 
Escortette Agency card. ‘Guaranteed Glamor 
Girls,’ it said. It made me wonder what it must 
be like to be a ‘guaranteed’ glamor girl. I 
should think you’d get very tired of it, my 
dears—tired of always looking your best, 
smiling your prettiest, gayly pretending to 
have the time of your lives all the time. And I 
should think you’d get heartily sick and tired 
of amusing a lot of silly, bored, boring men—
men you wouldn’t look at twice if you weren’t 
paid to.”  

Betty’s heart leaped toward the old lady. It 
was so exactly the way she felt herself! 

But from mid-table, a platinum beauty 
leaned forward. 

“Meaning you felt sorry for us? This is a 
charity stunt?”  

Betty’s heart sank. 
 

MY STAFFORD’S eyes still remained 
warm. “Not at all. No woman my age 

M 
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could possibly feel sorry for any of you. I 
merely thought it might be fun to have a party 
where there wasn’t a single man in sight; 
where you wouldn’t have to smile your 
prettiest, or pretend to be having a gay time; 
where you could relax and be yourselves. 

“And so—” she looked around the table, 
“I decided that would be my birthday party 
this year. You’ll find your usual fee in the 
envelopes beside your plates, and all I ask in 
return is that you twelve girls go ahead and 
enjoy yourselves in your own way.” She sat 
down.  

The Escortettes stared at each other in a 
silence that made Betty shiver. Nobody looked 
happy. Nobody looked very much of 
anything—except stunned. Poor Mrs. Stafford, 
Betty thought. Her party was going to be a 
frosty, dismal flop.  

Then, amazingly, the platinum beauty 
broke the spell again. Broke it audibly, with 
the snapping open of her handbag. Out came a 
pair of unhandsome tortoise shell glasses that 
transformed her into the image of a 
stenographer any business executive would be 
glad to avoid. 

“There, by Joe! This is the first party in 
months I’ve been able to really see the food on 
my plate!”  

Suddenly the tension snapped, the girls 
were laughing, and then losing no time eating, 
eating food so excellent that many asked for 
second helpings.  

Marge Dean nudged her roommate. 
“Don’t wake me up—let me dream on.”  

It was dreamlike. Crazy, but nice. It made 
up for a lot of empty, despairing evenings. 

Bridge tables appeared, a portable bar was 
wheeled into the room. There were magazines, 
if a girl would rather pore over a magazine 
than play cards. Characteristically, Marge 
Dean got into a bridge game; just as 
characteristically, Betty picked up a magazine. 

Suddenly, softly, fingers pressed Betty’s 
shoulder. 

“Please,” Amy Stafford whispered. “May I 
speak to you? Alone?”  

“Why, of course.”  
“I don’t want the others to know, I don’t 

want to spoil my own birthday party, but I’m 
very tired. My head aches. Perhaps it’s the 
excitement.” Her voice fluttered. “If you’d 
help me downstairs, put me into a cab—”  

“Why, I’d love to help, Mrs. Stafford.”  
Downstairs, on the sidewalk, however, the 

old lady’s fingers clung tight to the girl’s 
wrist, with surprising, steely strength. 

“My dear—my head—it’s worse. I do 
hope I don’t faint in the cab. Sometimes 
jolting makes it worse. My child, would it be 
too much to ask if you’d come along, see me 
safely home?” 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
THE TRAP 

 
D HARNOCK stood at the window 
watching the headlights glide into the 

driveway. 
“The huntress returns, Kisley,” he said, 

turning. 
A big, paunchy, talc-cheeked man across 

the room tossed his cigar into the fire. 
“It’s criminal, Harnock. If we get found 

out I might jolly well get kicked out of the Bar 
Association.”  

“What about me?” Harnock replied. “You 
don’t get an agency permit by planking a 
hundred dollars on the counter. You have to 
be investigated by the State Board of Control, 
then the Metropolitan Police Bureau has to 
recommend you, and your fingerprints have to 
clear through the F.B.I.”  

“Amy doesn’t give a damn what happens 
to us,” Kisley remarked. “She rides roughshod 
over everybody. She always has.”  

“Except Danny,” Harnock’s voice cut in. 
Kisley sighed, “I suppose even the stone 

sphinx has its favorite pyramid.”  

E
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Voices were murmuring in the hallway. 
“That door, my dear. Just help me inside.” 

Ed Harnock walked forward and released 
the catch. Mrs. Stafford had brought Betty 
Lorell in through a side door of the big house. 

“I see you got her,” he said. 
Kisley, just behind him, gestured with a 

plump, protesting hand. “Mrs. Stafford, as 
your legal adviser, I beg you to go no farther. 
Get rid of that young lady, I implore you.” 

“Don’t be a fool, Albert!” the white-haired 
lady snapped. “It’s turning out beautifully. 
She’s even better than I’d expected.”  

Betty looked at them in surprise and 
confusion. What did they mean? What was 
this talk, anyway? One thing was quite clear, 
however. Mrs. Stafford wasn’t ill—not a bit of 
it. She marched vigorously to a chair, sat 
down erectly, and looked at Betty with cold 
appraisal. 

Harnock was studying the girl, too. 
Blonde, lovely, but young, terribly young. Just 
a kid in spite of the sophisticated evening 
gown. Ed Harnock stared at her eyes. Ed 
could tell a lot by a person’s eyes. Hers were 
the softest, most utterly innocent shade of 
blue. 

“She’s better?” Harnock rebelled. “Good 
Lord, she’s not the type at all! You’ve been 
robbing the cradle, Mrs. Stafford!”  

The girl resented that. 
“I’m nineteen. What do you mean, ‘not the 

type’? What difference can it make to any of 
you what type I am? Mrs. Stafford said she 
was ill—I brought her home—and now I’m 
going.”  

“Wait!” Amy Stafford’s voice was shrill 
now. “Just a minute, young lady. Harnock, 
don’t let her go!” 

 
E MADE no move to stop the girl. His 
wide shoulders shrugged, his gray eyes 

were indifferent to what she did—maybe even 
hopeful that she would go. But Betty didn’t. 
Curiosity held her, made her say: 

“Well?”  

“You need money,” the old lady said. “Oh, 
don’t deny it. I knew it the minute you stepped 
into my sight. That dress, it’s borrowed. It 
doesn’t even fit you. No jewelry—nothing but 
a ten cent store necklace. And the way you ate 
I’d say you hadn’t seen a square meal in a 
week.”  

Color flamed into Betty’s cheeks. She 
started to walk toward the door. 

“Wait one more minute,” the old lady 
continued. “I’m going to give you a chance to 
earn a lot of money—a hundred dollars for a 
few hours easy work. A thousand dollars, if 
you’re successful.”  

Betty just stared. Harnock watched her 
with the feeling that she was more stunned by 
the proposal than attracted by the lure of 
money. He hoped she’d have the good sense 
to refuse, flatly. 

Amy Stafford looked at Kisley. 
“You explain, Albert. You know it’s 

painful for me to discuss these details.”  
The attorney’s round features sagged as if 

in pain. “This fantastic affair is none of my 
contriving. I frankly cannot approve of it. I 
must begin by asking you to reconsider—” 

“Rubbish! You’re wasting time! Come to 
the point, man.”  

Kisley came to it. “Young lady—”  
“Her name’s Betty Lorell. Go on.”  
“Miss Lorell,” Kisley said, “you’ve 

probably heard of the Danny Mitchell case?” 
“The murder?” Betty whispered. 
“Danny Mitchell was Mrs. Stafford’s 

grandson,” Kisley told her. 
Harnock watched the girl turn to Amy 

Stafford. There was quick sympathy in her 
blue eyes—sympathy that helped her see what 
no one else fully understood. What strain that 
frail, aged figure must be under. Even Mrs. 
Stafford’s glittering eyes and stern lips could 
not hide the inner grief. 

“I’m sorry,” Betty sympathized. 
And Harnock, listening, knew then and 

there that she was in for it. 
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ISLEY’S voice droned on. “The police 
haven’t made any headway, as you’ve 

probably seen in the papers. Several private 
agencies have worked without any more 
success, Ed Harnock here being the latest 
investigator. The known facts remain just 
about what they were originally. Young 
Mitchell went to his apartment that night, 
accompanied by an exceptionally attractive 
blonde. I quote the elevator operator’s 
description—‘a lulu of a blonde.’ The time 
was early, approximately eight o’clock, fixed 
by the fact that the operator went on duty at 
eight. Danny and this girl were his first 
passengers. 

“Fifteen minutes later Ken Mitchell came 
to this apartment. He is er, was, Danny’s 
cousin. He is also a grandson of Mrs. Stafford. 
He found the door unlocked, ajar. Danny’s 
body lay on the floor in front of the fireplace. 
The assailant had used the heavy, antique 
poker. The blow was struck with such force 
that it bent the poker out of shape.”  

“Yes,” Betty recalled, “I read about it in 
the newspapers at the time. The police didn’t 
think the girl did it—didn’t think a woman 
could have struck such a blow.”  

Kisley shrugged. “Anyway, she 
disappeared and hasn’t been heard of since. 
The police paraded all of Danny’s known 
blonde feminine acquaintances in front of the 
elevator chap, but he couldn’t give an 
identification. It’s supposed she was an 
accomplice, that the motive was robbery, for 
Danny’s wallet was taken.”  

“Who supposes it?” cried Amy Stafford. “I 
don’t! Not for a moment!”  

“I’ve been discussing the official theory,” 
Kisley said, bridging his plump fingers 
together. “Mr. Harnock has a different idea. 
Let him tell it.”  

Harnock chose his words carefully. “I 
wasn’t on the case originally. I’ve seen 
official police photographs since, never mind 
how. They found a lipstick tinted cigarette in 
an ashtray on the terrace outside the 

apartment. They regard it as evidence against 
the girl. I doubt it, though. The cigarette was 
smoked down to a stub—and smoked by 
someone who kept flicking off the ash. There 
wasn’t the long ash there’d have been had the 
cigarette burned itself out. Do you know how 
long it takes to smoke a cigarette?”  

“I don’t smoke,” Betty said. 
“It takes eight to ten minutes. I’ve timed a 

dozen different people, using that brand of 
cigarette.”  

“Subtracted from fifteen,” Amy Stafford 
said harshly. 

Harnock nodded. “Yes, the girl got away 
before Ken arrived there. It’s fair to suppose 
Danny and this girl used up a minute or so 
going out to the terrace, then he probably 
excused himself to mix a drink. The girl, 
alone, sat down with her cigarette. She had 
finished it when she heard a commotion, 
possibly the thud of a falling body. Going in, 
she probably saw the body on the floor, 
ducked out and down the stairs, and got away 
before an investigation could be started.”  

Harnock was careful in adding: “That’s 
only my theory. If the cops could lay their 
hands on the girl, no doubt they’d indict her 
for having a share in the killing itself.” 

“That’s because they’re fools!” Amy 
Stafford said in a choked voice. “It wasn’t any 
girl, someone nobody ever saw before. Danny 
was my favorite. He’d been handling more 
and more of my affairs. Other people were 
jealous, afraid he’d inherit more than his 
share, maybe get all it.”  

“Mrs. Stafford believes that it was one of 
the family,” the lawyer told Betty. 

“And the killer is right here under my roof 
tonight!” the white-haired lady added. 

She hunched her shoulders, darted a stare 
grimly toward the wall opposite. “They’re all 
here, gathered to celebrate my birthday. I 
invited them. They think I’m upstairs resting 
in my room. They don’t know I’ve set a trap 
for one of them.”  

Harnock looked at Betty Lorell steadily. 

 K
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“If I’m right, the murderer must not have 
known she was on the terrace at all. In fact he 
can’t be sure of it even now.”  

Betty’s brain whirled. “You mean the 
killer might think the girl saw or knows who 
did it?”  

“She’s smart as a whippet,” Amy Stafford 
crooned. “She’ll do it, I tell you. I know how 
to pick a girl out of a dozen!”  

“I hope she’s smart,” Harnock suggested. 
“I hope she can figure out what’s likely to 
happen should the killer see a mysterious 
blonde walk in on the party tonight.”  

“You—you want me to pretend to be the 
blonde girl who. . . ?”  

“Wait,” Ed Harnock gestured. “In the first 
place, I don’t want you to do anything of the 
sort. I agree with Kisley. I think it’s a crazy 
stunt.” He ignored the dowager’s glare of 
reprimand. “It isn’t so simple as all that, 
anyway. You can’t openly profess to be the 
blonde. If you did that, you’d have to point out 
the killer. Which you can’t.” 

“This is the part I object to,” Kisley said 
worriedly. “I understand all these people have 
received threatening letters, notes, hints of 
blackmail.”  

“I wrote ‘em,” Mrs. Stafford snapped. 
“And I didn’t hint. I simply said in so many 
words: At last I’ve traced you. This is going to 
cost you plenty. And I signed them, Blondie.”  

Her eyes glittered. “You see, the guilty 
one knows what that means. So now, when a 
mysterious blonde girl appears and begins 
dropping meaningful remarks and mentions 
money—well, the guilty one is going to betray 
himself by giving you the money.”  

“But—”  
“You’ll be well paid. I said a thousand, but 

I’ll go higher. Five thousand. Name your own 
figure!” Amy Stafford shuddered. “If you 
knew what it means to me! The thought that 
one of them—that boy’s murderer—is here in 
my house, laughing at me, preparing to inherit 
my money, makes me willing to pay any 
price.”  

Betty closed her fingers over the old lady’s 
cold, thin hand. 

“I don’t care about the money, really. I 
know how you feel. I honestly want to help!” 
She shook her blonde head, “But how can I? 
I’m not an actress. I’m not even the 
professional party girl you think. How could I 
do it—walk in there, a perfect stranger at a 
family reunion? I’d be scared. They’d see 
through my bluff. I wouldn’t last two 
minutes.” 

Ed Harnock’s eyes met hers with almost 
bruising impact. 

“If you want to take the chance, Mrs. 
Stafford has got the angle all nicely taken care 
of. You’d walk in as my wife.” 

 
CHAPTER III 

 
SCREAM IN THE NIGHT 

 
ETTY lowered the phone into its cradle. 
“I’ve just called my roommate so she 

wouldn’t worry about my disappearance from 
the hotel.”  

“Then you are all set?” Harnock asked. 
“Yes, Mr. Harnock.” 
Ed lifted his eyebrows at her. The girl 

colored faintly. 
“I meant . . . Yes, Ed. You want me to call 

you that, of course?”  
He nodded. 
“I’ll do my best,” Betty said nervously. 

“I’m still pretty bewildered. A few hours ago I 
was a penniless voice student facing a solitary 
evening in a Girls’ Club bedroom. Then I 
turned into a paid party girl. Now I’m a 
married woman and a blackmaileress. It’s 
quite a strain.”  

“Don’t be too good an actress,” Harnock 
advised. “A few slips won’t hurt. We want it 
to be fairly easy for these people to figure out 
that we’re not really man and wife at all. 

“There’s only one way this can be worked, 
Betty. The family already knows I’m a 
detective. I’ve got to make them suspect I’m a 

B
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crooked one—make them believe I’ve found 
the blonde in the case, but instead of turning 
her in decided to make a quick, illegal profit. 
In other words, you and I have made a deal. 
I’m shielding you, giving you a chance to 
work a shakedown racket, after which we’re 
splitting the take.”  

“Do you really think one of them is 
guilty?” Betty asked. 

“That’s what we’ll find out—if we’re 
lucky.”  

Harnock opened a door at the other end of 
the room. Betty gained a swift, blinding 
impression of brilliant lights, a motley of 
faces, buzzing voices. Harnock’s hand was at 
her elbow, adroitly veering her along the side 
wall. . 

“Take it easy,” he whispered. “I’ll try to 
fix it so’s you’ll meet them one at a time. 
Concentrate on remembering names and 
keeping them straight.”  

“Hello, Ken,” he lifted his voice. “Here, 
I’d like you to meet my wife.”  

Ken Mitchell, the one who had found 
Danny’s body. Betty stared, sure that she 
wouldn’t have any trouble keeping Ken 
Mitchell straight in her memory. He looked 
like a poet, or something. A Greenwich 
Village kind of poet. His sandy hair sprouted 
wildly. He wore a sandy, Hitleresque 
mustache. 

His eyes had the flat, unreal green of 
cactus shards. 

“I don’t believe she’s actually your wife, 
Harnock,” he said, studying Betty’s features. 

 
D HARNOCK sensed the girl’s startled 
recoil, watched the smile freeze on her 

lips. She was cold with dismay. What a 
miserable failure she’d made of it. The very 
first man who looked at her knew she was 
only acting. But no. Ken Mitchell twisted his 
thin lips into a smile. 

“I think you’re a mirage,” he told the girl. 
“A magician’s illusion.” He was trying to be 
complimentary, Betty saw. 

Another man was walking close-by; a 
plump, pink, perspiring man. 

“Don’t you believe him, young lady,” he 
wheezed. “That’s just his standard salestalk. 
In another minute he’ll be asking you to sit for 
him.”  

Harnock jiggled Betty’s elbow slightly. 
“This is Ralph Stafford, Betty. Mr. 

Stafford, Mrs. Harnock.”  
“How do you do?” She was soon looking 

back at Ken Mitchell. “Sit? Does that mean 
you’re a painter?”  

“I dabble in portraits a bit,” the bushy 
haired young man said modestly. 

“Dabble is right,” remarked the plump, 
pink man. 

“Uncle Ralph believes a good painter is a 
dead painter,” he said bitterly. “He’s alway’s 
getting Amy Stafford to buy old pictures, 
though no one enjoys looking at them. In fact, 
you can’t look at ‘em because they’re kept 
locked up in a vault. They’re too darned 
expensive just to hang on the walls.”  

“They‘re an investment,” Ralph Stafford 
reminded. “The value of a fine old classic 
never goes down. A hundred years from now 
that collection may be worth close to a million 
dollars.”  

Betty gasped. “I didn’t guess Mrs. Stafford 
was that rich.”  

“She isn’t,” Ken Mitchell said. “The 
collection isn’t worth a million. Thrown on 
the market today, I’ll bet the whole lot 
wouldn’t bring fifty thousand.”  

“Thrown on the market, nothing you ever 
painted would bring fifty cents,” the older 
man retorted. 

“You know, Mrs. Harnock,” Mitchell said, 
turning to Betty, “I really would like to paint 
you, if your husband wouldn’t object. I’ve 
really been in need of inspiration, and you’re 
it.”  

Betty was gaining confidence. This wasn’t 
so hard, after all! She risked an arch glance in 
Harnock’s direction. 

“Are you jealous of me, Ed?” she smiled. 

E 
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“No,” Harnock said. He didn’t smile back. 
His voice was filled with meaning. “It’s okay 
by me if Ken wants to pay you the regular 
model’s fee. We can’t afford to waste our time 
without being paid for it.”  

“I’d expect to pay Mrs. Harnock for her 
trouble,” Ken said quickly. 

Betty’s lips curved into a smile for Ken 
Mitchell. Ed’s remark didn’t sound like the 
kind of thing she’d vision a husband to say. 
Why not go him one better?  

“You don’t have to be so formal about it. 
My friends call me Betty—or Blondie.” 

 
T WAS dynamite. Ralph Stafford 
swallowed, lost color in his cheeks.  

“Blondie. . . . Did you say Blondie?”  
“That’s my nickname,” Betty declared.  
The man was goggling at her now. He 

managed to blurt an excuse about having to 
see Amy Stafford. He must have received one 
of those blackmail notes. Ken Mitchell, too. 
He was staring at her with lips drawn tight, 
greenish eyes hard.  

“I don’t like nicknames,” he said abruptly. 
“I don’t like people who sail under false 
colors. It reminds me of cheap, cowardly 
poison-pen letters. I don’t like people who 
write them, either.” He turned, stalked away. 

Ed Harnock’s deep whisper boomed into 
the girl’s ear. 

“You made a mistake there, kid.”  
Hot color smouldered in Betty’s cheeks. 

She slowly lifted her blue eyes to Ed’s lean, 
tanned face. He was grinning. 

“Your mistake was trying to catch two fish 
on the same hook at the same time.”  

“Oh-h.”  
“Suppose one of ‘em was guilty? He 

couldn’t risk making a play in front of the 
other, could he? Besides, both of them have 
found out now that the other also got one of 
those warnings.”  

“I’m terribly sorry, Ed,” she said 
miserably. 

Harnock’s eyes softened. He was 

beginning to like her. Before, he’d just felt 
sorry, as he would have felt sorry for any lost-
in-the-woods kid. Now he was admiring the 
spunk with which she faced the facts, admitted 
she’d been at fault. Most babes—and most 
guys—would have tried to alibi, and shift the 
blame from their own shoulders onto his. 

“You’re okay,” he said approvingly. 
“You’re new, but you’ll learn the angles fast.” 

“Thanks,” she muttered. 
“Skip it. Here, we’ll park a minute and get 

the layout.”  
The room was large, crowded. Its central 

decoration was the gigantic birthday cake 
studded with seventy-one candles. They 
hadn’t been lighted yet and wouldn’t be until 
Amy Stafford made her entrance, at any 
moment. Amy Stafford wasn’t anywhere in 
sight. 

“Not all of these people are important to 
us,” Ed Harnock said. “You can count out the 
little bald man with his freckled wife. They’re 
the Roanoke Staffords, from San Francisco. 
They couldn’t possibly have been mixed up in 
the murder. You can also count out the old 
chap, talking to Albert Kisley in the corner. 
He’s Amy’s brother, Gerald, one of the 
foremost philanthropists in the city. The shy 
little woman who keeps twisting her rings is 
Betha, that’s Uncle Ralph’s wife.”  

“Just who is Uncle Ralph?”  
“Another brother, the youngest. He was 

the family genius, until Ken came on the 
scene. He wanted to be a painter, too. The 
reason he doesn’t like Ken, I think,” Harnock 
said, “is plain jealous fear that the boy will 
succeed where he failed.” 

 
ILL Ken succeed,” Betty wondered 
out loud. 

“No.”  
“Why not?”  
“Because he’s a Mitchell. He lacks drive. 

That branch of the family is soft, wishy-
washy, interested only in living off the 
Stafford money. Danny was the sole 

I 
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exception. He was a playboy, but he could 
work, too. Ken’s artistic occupation is just an 
excuse for not having an occupation.”  

“And the others—are they Mitchells or 
Staffords?”  

“Mostly Mitchells. I want you to notice 
Crath Mitchell especially. He’s Ken’s brother. 
The big fellow, the one with the All-American 
shoulders and the Latin haircut.” 

“I see the one you mean. He’s handsome,” 
Betty observed.  

“He’s just beautiful,” Ed said.  
She looked up. “Ed, you are jealous!”  
“Listen, kid,” he said soberly. “You’ve 

already ticketed yourself as the blonde every 
cop in town is looking for. You’ve practically 
admitted being the author of a lot of blackmail 
letters. Don’t, for Pete’s sake, make it worse 
by falling for Crath Mitchell. That’s a 
warning.”  

“I thought you just said the Mitchells were 
all soft, wishy-washy.”  

“So’s mud. So’s slime.” Harnock checked 
himself. “Here he comes. No, he’s going 
outside. Probably has a flask on his hip.”  

“And here’s Mrs. Stafford. She’s 
beckoning at you, Ed.”  

“Wait here,” he said. He crossed to the 
other end of the room where Amy Stafford 
had just entered. Female relatives huddled 
toward her, but she waved them aside 
imperiously. A servant was lighting the 
candles on the cake. Amy Stafford lowered 
herself into a Gothic chair facing it. 

“Well, Harnock?” Her eyes glittered. 
“Nothing yet.”  
“And why not?”  
“These things take time.”  
Amy Stafford looked significantly at the 

flickering flames on the cake. 
“I haven’t got much time.”  
“You can’t expect results in a minute.”  
“I expect results tonight,” she said. Her 

voice was chilling. “I intend to see Danny’s 
killer punished before I die, Harnock. 
Punished, I said. Not just arrested. Arrested, 

tried, sentenced, and punished.”  
Harnock wasn’t listening. He had turned, 

looked back at the wall. Betty Lorell wasn’t 
there. His glance darted, glimpsed the slim, 
evening-gowned figure slipping through the 
opened French window. 

“Harnock! Do you hear me?”  
“I hear you,” Ed replied. He guessed 

nothing could happen to the girl by her mere 
wandering out onto the porch while Crath 
Mitchell was there. Yet he didn’t like it. 

Amy Stafford’s voice went on. She had to 
keep it low, for others were peering curiously 
at them. She made up in thoughts what the 
words lacked in volume. The servant was 
clicking off the light switches now, leaving 
the wraithlike flickers of tiny candles the only 
source of illumination in the room. 

“God!” Ed Harnock involuntarily 
breathed. A scream, wild, vibrant, terrorized, 
was shrilling in through the French windows. 
Ed Harnock scattered gaping Mitchells and 
Staffords as he dashed toward the balcony.  

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
DANNY’S WALLET 

 
N THE candle-tinted gloom he couldn’t see 
which was the open window. Harnock 

simply pitched his shoulder into the nearest, 
went through it, and stumbled onto the porch 
in a shower of splintered wood and tinkling 
glass. 

A drape tangled his ankle as he kicked 
past it savagely. 

There was fear in him, and rage. He would 
never forgive himself if anything had 
happened to the girl—and he would never 
forgive the responsible party, either. He 
almost bumped into a motionless figure as he 
groped hurriedly in the very pale moonlight. 

“Betty!”  
The slim, affrighted girl stopped backing 

away from his onrush. 
“Oh, Ed, it’s you?”  

I



BLONDE DEATH 11

He grabbed, closed his fingers on her 
young bare shoulders. “You’re all right? 
What’s going on out here?”  

“I don’t know—” her voice faltered. 
“What were you screaming about?”  
“Me? I didn’t scream.”  
“You didn’t scream? Well then who did?”  
“I don’t know, I tell you. It seemed to 

come from over there.” She gestured with her 
right hand. 

Harnock could see the gesture well 
enough. The lights had clicked on in the room 
and shafted through the windows. Practically 
all the people were pouring out onto the 
verandah.  

Betty was pointing toward the west end of 
the big porch. It made an L-turn, conforming 
to the irregular architecture of the house. The 
house was H-shaped, its main entrance set 
back in the bar of the H. 

“Where’s Crath?” Ed bit off. 
“I don’t know that, either. I haven’t seen 

him, Ed.”  
“Turn on some light out here!” Harnock 

called. It was intensely dark around the tip of 
the H. Shrubbery grew tall near the porch rail. 
The night was clotted with formidable 
shadows. 

Something moved, cutting through the 
distant light from the front door. 

“Stop there!” Harnock challenged. 
The porch lights flooded down as he 

spoke. He was facing Crath Mitchell. Crath 
had been pressed next to the house wall. 

“Well, Mitchell?”  
“I heard a yell for help.” Crath breathed 

gustily. “I’ve been trying to find out what’s 
wrong. I . . .”  

“You’re drunk,” Harnock said. 
He knew Amy Stafford’s sentiments on 

the subject of liquor. She was strictly 
prohibitionist. She would not allow 
intoxicants served in her house. It explained 
why Crath had sneaked outside to build up the 
breath he was wearing. In fact, that was the 
trouble. It supplied Crath with a perfectly 

plausible explanation for his presence on this 
end of the porch. 

 
OU heard a yell. Didn’t you see 
anything?” 

“No,” was the reply. 
“Where did the yell come from?”  
Crath hesitated. “Out there.”  
Nothing was visibly wrong on the fully 

lighted verandah. Harnock spun around, 
vaulted over the railing, dropped down into 
the shrubbery. He patrolled it, eyes alertly 
scanning the shadows. 

“Harnock!”  
It was Amy Stafford, severe in shawl-

wrapped dignity at the railing above. 
“Harnock, come up here. There’s nothing 

wrong. We’re all here, all accounted for. Stop 
your fiddling and fussing, man.” 

“But there was a scream,” Betty Lorell 
insisted as she moved next to her. 

“It might have been a cat.” Ken Mitchell’s 
voice interceded. “They sometimes make 
almost human sounds.”  

“A cat!” Harnock said contemptuously. He 
hadn’t been able to find anything wrong in the 
shrubbery. He climbed the front steps. 

“Who cares what it was?” Amy Stafford 
met him, muttering grimly. “You know your 
job. It isn’t investigating stray sounds in the 
neighborhood. The next time I talk to you. . .” 

 
IRE!” a high shrill feminine voice 
screamed into the conversation. 

“What next?” Ed Harnock blurted. 
The surge of bodies along the porch barred 

his path. He wrenched open the front door, ran 
through the hallway, rounded into the room he 
had recently left. 

Albert Kisley was dancing an eccentric jig 
in the middle of the floor. It looked like a 
candle dance performed in Russian cafes. In 
the rush for the windows, apparently, 
somebody had knocked the birthday cake off 
the table. Kisley’s eccentric jig was a frantic 
effort to stamp out the scattered flames of 
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seventy-one candles, already licking upward 
from the expensive Persian rug. His plump 
legs pumped, kicked, shot out at weird 
tangents. Cake and creamy frosting smeared 
his patent leather footgear and trousers 
halfway to his knees; 

“Ye-a-ah! Cakewalk! Stomp on down.” 
Crath Mitchell guffawed in alcoholic mirth. 

It really wasn’t funny. Blackened, half-
dollar-sized spots showed where the thickly 
napped rug had taken fire. The whole room 
might have been ablaze but for Kisley’s 
prompt action. Kisley backed away, braced 
himself with a hand on the table, gasping for 
breath. 

“I—I—spoiled your cake—Mrs. Stafford,” 
he puffed. “I’m sorry I had—had to.”  

The cake was a ruin all right. It looked as 
though it would have to be scraped up with a 
shovel, Harnock thought. Something in the 
ruin caught his eyes. He bent over, closed 
thumb and forefinger on a frosting-daubed 
oblong of leather. 

“You dropped your wallet, Kisley.”  
“That isn’t my wallet,” the attorney stated. 
Amy Stafford burst toward them. 
“It’s Danny’s! That’s Danny’s 

pocketbook! How did it get in my birthday 
cake?”  

Ed Harnock exhaled a sound of 
astonishment. He flipped the wallet open. 

“Empty. No money.” 
But there were cards in the compartments. 

Danny Mitchell’s driver’s license, an 
identification tag issued by an insurance 
company, a hotel courtesy card, a selective 
service registration certificate. A card that 
said, W. Wintrop, Van Briesen Galleries. 
Another from an official in the city 
prosecutor’s office. And then one that took 
Harnock’s breath away—The Escortette 
Bureau, “Guaranteed Glamor Girls for All 
Occasions.” The Bureau’s phone number and 
street address were printed; and, in pencil, the 
scrawled number: 

Wo-4433  

read Harnock. 
“Why, that’s my number. . . .” 
 
OO late. She saw she’d fumbled. All 
those eyes locking with hers. Instant, 

harsh suspicion was on every face. 
“I mean,” she gulped, “the number of the 

Girls’ Club where I live—lived, before I 
married Ed, of course.”  

Harnock stood there scowling. 
“Kisley! Mrs. Stafford! I’ve got to talk to 

both of you, right now, alone.” He crossed to 
the study door, opened it with impatient haste. 
Kisley went in first. The man was still 
breathing hard. Amy Stafford stopped at the 
sill, looking around at her relatives. 

“Which one of you did it?” she said 
harshly. 

Silence, stricken silence, shaking heads. . . 
. 

“One of you.” The old lady’s eyes 
smouldered. “One of you put Danny’s wallet 
in my birthday cake. I’ll find out who.” And 
she went in angrily. 

“Coincidence won’t stretch this far,” 
began Harnock as he pulled the door shut. “It 
can’t be accident, just happenstance, that you 
called that same escort agency, Mrs. Stafford! 
What made you think of it, anyway?”  

“I found a card.”  
“Where? When?”  
“I think Ken dropped it. No,” she paled, “it 

might have fallen out of Danny’s things—the 
things they let me have from his apartment for 
keepsakes. The maid might have dropped it in 
the hall and I thought it was Ken’s.”  

“Never mind,” Harnock answered, 
swinging toward the lawyer. “You, Kisley. 
You went out on the porch with the others 
after the scream?”  

Kisley nodded. “I did.”  
“And the fire. You were the first to turn 

back? You discovered it?”  
“I think so, yes.”  
Ed Harnock punched his fist into his palm. 
“I’m beginning to see! Yeah. How much 

T
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I’m beginning to see. . . .”  
It was an empty, ugly moment for Betty 

Lorell when Harnock pulled that study door 
shut. He left her encircled by the grim-faced, 
resentful tribe that was Amy Stafford’s family. 

“So-o!” Ken’s hand caught her arm. “So 
Danny had your phone number, did he, 
Blondie?”  

“No. I mean, it isn’t—wasn’t—just my 
number. Lots of other girls live there, too.” 

“Quit pretending.” Ken sneered. “You’re 
not married to Ed Harnock. In the first place, 
he’s probably eight, ten years older than you 
are. In the second, look at you. Look at what 
you’re wearing. You have an evening dress. 
Ed’s wearing a business suit. A husband and 
wife don’t go to the same party, one formally 
dressed and the other not.” 

“You don’t know my husband.” She tried 
to bluff it through. 

“You mean I don’t know what he’s up to. 
But I’m going to find out damned fast.” He 
released Betty’s arm violently, almost threw it 
back to her. “I’m going to call the police.” 

 
E STRODE toward the hallway. Betty 
sprang after him. 

“Ken Mitchell, you listen to me!”  
He had the hallway phone in one hand. He 

used the other hand to seize her outstretched 
wrist, applying vicious, twisting pressure. 

“Ken,” Betty choked. “Be sensible. Think 
of Mrs. Stafford. At least speak to her first!”  

“I’m thinking of her,” Ken said. “She’s 
always despised me, and Crath too. She’d be 
happy if you and Ed framed one of us, but I’m 
not going to let you get away with it. Hello, 
Police Headquarters? Give me the Homicide 
Division—”  

Betty broke loose from the bushy haired 
youth’s grasp. She had to get to Ed Harnock, 
but she wasn’t going to run through that room 
with all those hateful eyes. 

She fled along the hallway, away from the 
jeering triumph of Ken Mitchell’s voice. The 
study. It must be somewhere along here. 

She saw a door, twisted the knob, whirled 
inside. But it wasn’t the study, after all. Thick, 
old-fashioned books peered at her through 
glass-fronted cases. A sliding ladder angled up 
to the upper shelves. The room wasn’t large 
enough to be the library. It looked more like a 
den, possibly an adjunct to the study beyond. 

Betty stumbled across it, pulled open 
another door. Her breath sucked in sharply. It 
was lucky she hadn’t whirled with blind haste 
in through this door. Steep, narrow steps 
dropped in front of her. The steps were lighted 
by a basement bulb. 

Suddenly she saw the shadow of a head, 
shoulders, and another’s arm below. The hand 
gripped a small object, smashed it down on 
the shadow head. Betty heard a long, sustained 
gurgling sound, then a relieved sigh. The 
shadow arm moved in a circling gesture. 

Crath Mitchell. What was he up to in the 
basement? His shadow moved away. She 
heard gritty footfalls receding. 

 
HE next moment her feet had slipped out 
of her high-heeled party pumps and were 

gliding down the steps. It wasn’t bravery on 
Betty’s part, nor recklessness. Fright made a 
thick weight at the pit of her stomach. 
Desperation drove her down the stairs, the 
desperate hope of stumbling onto some clue 
before the police arrived. 

The basement widened before her. An 
expanse of concrete forested with the piers 
that held up the big house. The floor was 
damply cold, gritty, grimed with coal dust. 
Cobwebs flagged out from the pillars, spread 
down from the beams, draped the front of a 
row of wooden bins. 

This much she saw in a glance—a glance 
that searched for Crath Mitchell and failed to 
find him. 

It was at second scrutiny that she saw 
where the cobwebs were freshly torn away 
from the plank door of a bin midway down the 
row. 

Betty hesitated, the pulse pounding hard in 
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her throat. 
Scuf-f-f-f. 
 

CHAPTER V 
 

MARGE! 
 

ER head jerked, her eyes strained. She 
saw Crath Mitchell. He was at almost the 

other end of the basement. A match flared in 
his big hand. That was the sound she had 
heard, a match head dragging across one of 
the massive pillars. 

Betty caught up the skirt in her hand, sped 
across the floor. She was sure Crath wasn’t 
watching. He couldn’t be, not with his face 
cupped into the blaze of the match. 

She yanked the bin door open. 
“Marge. . . .!” 
She said that aloud. She hadn’t meant to 

make a sound. But, Marge! What was Marge 
Dean doing here—the girl-friend she’d left at 
the hotel, had talked to on the phone only half 
an hour ago? 

Marge wasn’t slouched in the corner of the 
bin from choice, that was sure. Not with a 
handkerchief wadded into her mouth, her lip 
dribbling a thin red trickle, her wrists and 
knees trussed up with knotted sash cord. 

Betty forgot caution. She leaped into the 
blackened coal bin. 

Warm, sticky blood smeared her fingers as 
she tore at the handkerchief gag. 

“Marge, what in the world—”  
Marge’s eyes, distended with terror, tried 

to flash a warning. It was too late. Crath 
Mitchell’s big shoulders filled the doorway. 
His shadow blotted out Marge’s face, and her 
warning. His arm had already darted, a thick 
hand squeezing over her mouth. . . . 

Upstairs, Ed Harnock jammed savage 
fingers deep into Ken Mitchell’s flinching 
shoulder. 

“Where’d she go, you two-bit phony?”  
Ken’s eyes went jade with pain. 
“I’m not the floosie’s guardian.”  

Ed simply tightened his fingers. 
“Down the hall!” Ken shrieked. “Last I 

seen!”  
Harnock fanned out his fingers as he thrust 

his arm forward. Ken spilled into a chair, fell 
out, and landed in an untidy sprawl. 

Ralph Stafford smiled down at his 
nephew. “Two-bit phony. Dear, dear, what a 
crude young man. And what an accurate one.”  

“I’d like to see him take on my brother!” 
Ken retorted. “Take on someone his own 
size!”  

“I’ll mention it to him,” the older man 
said, trudging in pursuit of Ed Harnock. 

Ed butted his head and shoulders into a 
room. It was a small, bookfilled den. He ran 
on farther down the hall, to another door. It 
opened into the study. 

Albert Kisley was at the telephone. “—
extremely urgent! I don’t care if it is against 
your rules. Call him!” He turned and motioned 
to Ed Harnock. “I’ve located Wintrop. He’s 
teaching a night class at the Academy of Art.”  

“Where’s that door go?” Harnock barged 
past the lawyer. It led to the huge, paneled 
library. Ed turned back in puzzlement. Kisley 
was impatiently saying, “No, you blithering 
idiot! My name isn’t Mitchell. It’s about 
Danny Mitchell, tell Wintrop that.” 

 
ARNOCK stepped out into the hall. Amy 
Stafford had now joined Ken and Ralph 

Stafford. 
“Tell me the truth! Do either of you know 

anything about the Escortettes?”  
They shook their heads. Amy Stafford 

looked to Ed. 
“Then your theory is probably right. But I 

can’t understand Danny having to hire a girl 
to go out with him.”  

“He did it as a lark, I suppose,” Harnock 
muttered. He stepped into the den again, this 
time saw the other door, ajar. 

“Oh, her shoes!” He was already diving 
down the stairs. 

Scuffling and straining, blind panic was 

H 

H



BLONDE DEATH 15

gripping Betty. A meaty hand crushed down 
onto her mouth. She bit it—hard. And then 
held on.  

Crath smashed his free fist into her ribs. 
The blow knocked the wind out of her, drove 
her into a corner of the bin. She tried to 
scream. She couldn’t. She didn’t have breath 
enough to utter a sound. But her fingers closed 
on something. A heavy object. She smashed at 
Crath blindly, not even knowing that her 
weapon was a short-handled coal scoop. Crath 
knew it though. 

He sidestepped the metal, grasped the arm 
swinging it. 

“You hellcat! I’ll teach you to bite!”  
Big fingers crushed into her throat. He 

wasn’t in any hurry about it. He was still 
choking the girl by slow, sadistic degrees 
when he heard Ed Harnock’s voice. 

“Slob,” Ed said. 
Crath swirled. Harnock’s fist drove in. 

Then his other fist. Crath hit him in the face 
and Ed laughed. 

“That all you got?” he gave Crath the old 
Dempsey shift. Guard dropped, inviting a 
lead. Head rolling under the expected swing, 
Ed’s right blocked Crath, then the left hooked 
over the blocked right. Crath jelly-fished. 

“Betty, kid, how are you?” She was a 
sight. But she had the stuff. She was spunky. 
Beaten, gasping for breath, she was fishing 
that gag away from Marge Dean’s mouth. 

Marge had something to say too. She 
didn’t stall around asking questions. She 
hurriedly bit out: 

“I’m the one they want. I knew I had to 
come out of my shell the minute Betty phoned 
that it was about that Mitchell case. . . .”  

“You were the blonde in Danny’s 
apartment!” Ed Harnock said. 

“Don’t get it wrong, mister. He told me he 
had a cousin who painted and who would pay 
money for a model. I went up there to meet 
the cousin.”  

“So that’s why Ken went there!” cried 
Betty. 

“You smoked a cigarette on the terrace,” 
Harnock recited, “while Danny mixed the 
drinks. Only it took him a long time, and you 
finally went in to see why. And there he lay—
dead.”  

“You couldn’t be righter,” Marge said, 
“even if you were there. It was awful. He had 
a card with my phone number on it. I looked 
in his pockets, even pulled out his wallet, but 
my fingers were shaking so I dropped it. 
That’s when I gave up and beat it. Did you 
ever see anybody with his head smashed like 
that? I was afraid I was going to faint, and I 
got out of there before I did. I went down the 
stairs. I didn’t dare let the elevator fellow see 
me.”  

Crath twitched against the wall, behind 
Harnock. His hand lifted and fell. 

“Go on,” Ed said. 
Marge swallowed. “I hadn’t any idea who 

did it, there wasn’t anything I could tell the 
police. It would mean my job. The agency is 
strict about that rule against partying in a 
man’s apartment. Why should I turn myself in 
when it wouldn’t do any good?” 

“Aren’t you leaving out something?” 
Harnock asked.  

She nodded. “I saw a man in the hallway 
below, but it didn’t mean anything at the time. 
He was at a door, fumbling with his keys. I 
thought he lived in the building.”  

“And you saw him again tonight?”  
“On the porch,” Marge said. “Just before 

he slugged me.”  
Crath’s hand moved again, closed around 

the handle of the shovel. His lips were tight, 
pulled in at their corners.  

“You saw the killer,” said Harnock. “His 
murder wasn’t very well thought out. He 
wanted to pin it on Ken eventually, and it was 
an afterthought that sent him back for the 
wallet so’s he could use it to frame Ken with, 
later on.”  

Crath lifted the shovel. It made a very 
small, scraping sound as it came off the 
concrete floor. Ed Harnock didn’t even bother 
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to look around. He said: 
“If you want your teeth kicked in, big boy, 

just try that.”  
A siren outside had come into earshot. 
“Cops,” Harnock sighed. “Now you’ll 

have to tell it all over again, Miss Dean.”  
Crath Mitchell heaved himself erect. 
“And I suppose I’ll have to prove my alibi 

all over again?”  
Quick footfalls thudded down the steps. 
“Harnock! What the devil—” A voice 

bleated. 
Crath threw himself against the wall. He 

was suddenly, mortally afraid. 
“Why, Uncle Ralph!” Betty gasped. 
Harnock heeled Betty with the palm of his 

hand back to the wall beside Crath Mitchell. 
“No use, guy. No use in the world.” Uncle 

Ralph was in the doorway of the bin. 
“That’s him! That’s the one!” Marge Dean 

shrilled. 
 

NCLE RALPH’S stare dragged down 
toward her. Harnock would never have a 

better chance, He sidestepped, kicked. A gun 
in the fat man’s hand roared, tunneled flame, 
filled the coal bin with a reek of cordite 
fumes. He had tried to twist away from the 
kick, and his shot missed. The kick didn’t. 
Harnock’s toe smashed through the pudgy 
fingers, booted the gun away. He picked up 
the gun as a safety measure. 

And then Uncle Ralph was really the 
blubbering individual he looked. Promises of 
all sorts of money were made if they wouldn’t 
turn him in.  

“You had him sized up right,” Harnock 
said to Crath. “You could have blackmailed 
him for life, if you could have helped him get 
away with it.” 

*. *  *  *  * 
There were cops, questions, curious faces 

upstairs, and Ed Harnock was in the middle of 
it all, saying: 

“It was the pictures, the collection he had 

advised Amy Stafford to buy. The classic 
ones, which were really only copies of classic 
ones. Danny, who was taking active charge of 
Mrs. Stafford’s affairs, had asked Wintrop of 
the Van Briesen Galleries to inventory the lot. 
Ralph had been splitting with dishonest 
dealers. He had to stop the inventory. He did it 
by killing Danny. 

“He was lucky. Marge Dean could place 
him at the scene. But she didn’t want to get 
mixed up in it. She changed her mind after 
Betty phoned and found Betty mixed up in it. 
She was loyal enough to come here. 

“Meanwhile, Betty had made a remark that 
worried Ralph. He was suspicious, watching 
her. She followed Crath onto the porch. He 
sneaked out the front door to spy on them, just 
as Marge came up the steps. She screamed as 
he rushed her. He slugged her, carried her 
unconscious body inside. 

“But he needed time—a chance to get her 
downstairs and safely tied up. He ran through 
the big room upstairs, bumped into the 
birthday cake, upset it, and planted in the cake 
the wallet he had intended to plant on Ken all 
along. That distracted everybody long enough 
for him to tie and gag Marge. 

“But Crath had seen something—possibly 
the actual slugging. He certainly had a chance 
to get the goods on his uncle and blackmail 
him.”  

Amy Stafford was beside them. She held a 
check book and looked at Betty Lorell. 

“I told you I’d go as high as five thousand, 
if you were successful.”  

“Five grand?” Marge Dean gasped. “In 
one night? And I tried to teach you how to be 
a professional!”  

“I’m not, I couldn’t ever learn to be,” 
Betty answered. 

“I’m glad of that,” Ed Harnock remarked, 
“because if she asked as much as the other 
Escortettes I couldn’t begin to pay her for all 
the time I’m going to take up.” 
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