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SUICIDE SCENARIO 
By ROBERT LESLIE BELLEM 

 
A stunt man turned private eye needs every gimmick in his bag of tricks when a 

homicide pitch in Hollywood hurls him into the toughest crime case of his career! 
 

CHAPTER I 
 

LADY IN DISTRESS 
 
 BORE down on my brake pedal, 
skidded my coupe to an erratic stop on 
the wet, deserted residential street. A 

dame was waving at me, desperately. 
“Hey, what the devil?” I said. 
She came running through the rain, a 

tall and shapely muffin whose soaked 
dress plastered itself to her bountiful 
curves like Scotch tape. Her hair was long 

and unpent, a black cascade streaming 
back over her shoulders as she pelted up to 
me, and the frantic urgency on her mush 
was enough to give a man the fantods. If 
ever a tomato was in trouble, this one 
obviously was. 

“Please!” she gasped. “Oh, please!”  
Even with the fear in it, her voice had 

a throatily cultured quality I liked. It was a 
voice that belonged in a drawing room, not 
outdoors in a deluge. 

She put her hands on the upper edge of 
my jaloppy’s side window as I cranked it 
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down. Her nails were carefully manicured, 
but not painted. I liked that, too. The hands 
pushed down with the window and then 
splayed over the ledge when the pane 
dropped into its narrow slot. 

“Please!” she repeated. “Help me! 
Please.”  

“Help you how, hon?” I said. 
“My husband.” She choked on it. “My 

husband—”  
Her face was pale perfection—chiseled 

lips, high cheekbones, a nose as straight as 
an Indian’s, a complexion that didn’t wash 
off with rainwater. Fine lines ran almost 
imperceptibly from her flared nostrils to 
the corners of her mouth, and there were 
other lines around her dark eyes. The lines 
might have been more patent in a stronger 
light, but dusk was lowering, and the 
storm made it all the thicker. 

In a way, that was a break for the 
brunette cupcake. It made her look about 
twenty-eight instead of the forty she 
probably was. Not that there’s anything 
wrong with forty when it’s well-preserved 
and properly cared for. 

“My husband—” She choked on it 
again. 

“What about him?” I said. 
“He—he’s killing himself!” Her 

knuckles whitened, clenching the sill. 
“Please! Help me! Please.”  

I’ve been a private dick here in movie-
town a lot of years. Before that I was a 
stunt man with my own organization, 
called Risks Incorporated, but I gave up on 
stunting because snooping seemed 
easier—and more lucrative. I was wrong 
about that. A detective takes more chances 
than a professional daredevil, any way you 
want to look at it. And he as often gets 
paid off in peanuts—or in bullets.  

 
UST the same, the sign on the door of 
my lone-wolf agency office on 

Hollywood boulevard no longer reads 

“Risks Incorporated.” It’s been changed to 
“Nick Ransom, Investigations.” And that 
name has been hot copy for newspapers 
and magazines longer than I like to think 
about. My shabby carpet has been walked 
on by some of the most important feet in 
the galloping snapshots. 

I’ve done jobs for producers, directors, 
stars, bit players and assorted geniuses of 
every size and gender. I’ve hauled them 
out of jams, solved their mysteries, 
rendered first aid to their romances, and 
sent a few of them to the gas house up at 
San Quentin. I’ve even got a pipe line to 
Police Headquarters in the person of my 
friend Ole Brunvig, Homicide lieutenant. 

And last but not least, I’ve got enemies 
under every second rock. 

 
The enemies are part of the game, 

naturally. In my racket you acquire them 
in wholesale lots. Among the characters 
who hate my interior dimensions there are 
always some with the nasty habit of trying 
to install me behind a nice ripe eight-ball 
or beneath a marble monument.  

Experience has taught me to keep my 
guard up at all times against potential 
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traps; to think things over carefully before 
making any rash moves. As a means of 
staying healthy it beats vitamin pills by a 
mile an six furlongs.  

Sometimes, though, you mustn’t look 
too long before leaping and when the 
brunette quail informed me that her hubby 
was about to knock himself off, it seemed 
to be one of those times. In a split instant I 
reviewed and discarded the idea that I was 
being shilled into a phony setup. 

All the evidence contradicted any such 
notion. 

To begin with, I hadn’t told anybody I 
was going down to Mantan Beach for an 
early supper of Italian spaghetti and meat 
balls at a favorite eatery of mine, a place 
called Tano’s. Even if I had broadcast the 
news, nobody could possibly have guessed 
the route I would take as I drove home. I 
hadn’t known that route myself until I was 
headed back toward Hollywood. It was 
raining, I had a free evening to kill, and I 
practically allowed my front wheels to 
choose their own course. 

Therefore it was pure luck that had 
brought me along this particular residential 
street. The drenched damsel had flagged 
me down because I was obviously the only 
party within hailing distance. She didn’t 
know me from a hole in the ground, 
consequently she couldn’t be pulling a 
caper on me. 

It took me about half a second to reach 
this conclusion, and another half to bounce 
out of my tea kettle ready for action. As if 
on cue, the clouds opened up and soaked 
me to the rind. You couldn’t have found a 
better storm in a Cecil DeMille 
production, and I hadn’t been wetter since 
my stunting days when I earned my living 
by such routines as diving into rivers and 
lakes with my clothes on.  

California climate, huh! Somebody, I 
reflected darkly, ought to complain to the 
Chamber of Commerce. 

“Lead the way, baby,” I said. 
The tall tomato put the grab on my 

arm, started running. Very few shemales 
run gracefully. She was one of the few. 

She whispered: “Hurry! Please!”  
I gave her all the speed she could use. 

There isn’t much lard on my hundred and 
ninety pounds, I stand six feet plus in my 
bare feet and I’ve got long legs. I scissored 
them rapidly, the quail steering me at an 
oblique slant across the curving, tilted 
street. 

It was more like a paved road than a 
street, winding through one of the hills 
above Hollywood proper, and lacking the 
sidewalks you would find farther down. A 
bare, muddy bluff climbed upward on the 
right. On the left the terrain dropped off 
pretty sharply, with a scattering of live-oak 
and manzanita and wild cactus to keep the 
earth from washing away completely. 
There were some clumps of sage, too. 
They smelled fresh and wet and clean. 

I’m not partial to weeds that smell 
fresh and wet and clean. I’m an indoors 
man. Give me stale cigarette fumes and 
the aroma of a Scotch and soda every time. 

 
HERE was a house dead ahead, 
precariously perched on a shelf of 

land that jutted off the street and then 
dropped straight down into the next voting 
precinct. Seen from the front, the house 
looked like a red tiled single-story 
bungalow. 

Actually it had two additional stories 
in the rear, one below the other, following 
the abrupt contour of the hill and stuck 
there with glue, probably. I wondered if 
the contractor who built it had lost many 
carpenters tumbling down the incline and 
breaking their necks. 

“Here.” the brunette jane panted. 
“We—this is it.”  

Her front door was open. We barged 
over the threshold into a living room not 
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quite as large as a cathedral. There was 
nothing else on this level—just the living 
room. Its ceiling had big hand-hewn oak 
beams, its walls were done in watered 
satin of a bilious purple shade, and some 
dizzy interior decorator had blown his wig 
on the subject of throw rugs. 

There must have been three dozens of 
these, all shapes, sizes, colors and textures. 
An antiqued ivory grand piano with bench, 
three sofas, four chairs and a refectory 
table vied with the thirty-six throw rugs 
for your attention and didn’t have a chance 
in the world. 

At the rear there was a field stone 
fireplace roomy enough to barbecue a 
water buffalo, with two crossed shotguns 
over the mantelpiece. A staircase led down 
to the next floor below, where the 
bedrooms were. The tall dame descended 
hastily and I trailed her to a closed door, 
where she made small anguished 
whimpering sounds in her throat.  

“Joe!” she finally pushed a word past 
the whimpers. “In there.” She pointed to 
the portal, and then beat on it with an 
ineffectual fist. “Joe,” she said, more 
loudly.  

No answer. 
“Joe, it’s Teresa. Let me in, Joe—

please!”  
Silence.  
“Joe, there’s someone with me, 

someone to break the door down if you 
don’t—unless you—”  

More silence. 
“Okay, babe, let me have a crack at it,” 

I said.  
I tried the knob. Locked, of course. 

From the inside. I backed off, gathered my 
tonnage and whammed at the woodwork. 

Termites couldn’t have done a better 
job of destruction. The door splintered 
inward with a roaring crash and I plunged 
into a tiled bathroom combing toothpicks 
out of my hair.  

“Hey, nix—nix!” I yeeped.  
Over against the far wall a little 

character crouched with an old-fashioned 
straight razor clutched in his right duke. 
He was a tired-looking bozo in brown 
tweeds that didn’t quite fit, and his peepers 
were red-rimmed as if from prolonged 
peering into whisky glasses too frequently 
emptied and refilled. He had the shakes. A 
guy with a worse case of the shakes I 
never saw. 

Behind me, the statuesque Teresa 
shrilled: “Joe!”  

“Stand back,” Joe said. His pipsqueak 
voice sounded as beaten and tired as his 
face looked. “Both of you stand back 
unless you want blood on you. My blood!”  

“Joe, no, don’t!”  
“It’s too late, Teresa. I told you what I 

was going to do. I meant it.” He 
brandished the blade toward his gullet, the 
polished steel glittering in the light so 
from an overhead fixture.  

“Stop him!” Teresa’s throaty tones 
vibrated like an imploring cello. “Do 
something! Don’t let him do it!”  

Along with caution, another thing you 
learn in the private detecting racket is to 
develop fast reflexes. Mine functioned on 
all eight cylinders. I stepped forward, 
feinted with my left and chopped upward 
with my right, tagged Joe spang on the 
wattles. He dropped like a cut rope. The 
razor made a metallic clatter falling on the 
tiled floor. 

 
ERESA picked it up, fast. I picked up 
Joe. He weighed about a hundred and 

ten, and his ribs were gaunt. I could feel 
them through the brown tweed coat. 
Somehow I felt sorry for the poor little 
guy. 

“Where’s some brandy, baby?” I said 
to Teresa. 

“Upstairs.” There was a note of victory 
in her voice, a hint of triumph, swiftly 
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suppressed. “I—I can’t—” she stammered. 
“I don’t know how to—to thank you 
enough for what you’ve done. You 
saved—”  

“Skip it. Let’s get the brandy.”  
I toted the little bozo from the 

bathroom, up the staircase and across 
several acres of living room throw rugs, 
gently deposited him on one of the sofas. 
Teresa came along presently with a bottle, 
not of brandy but of Scotch. It was my 
favorite kind—Vat 69. 

I took it, uncorked it, held it to Joe’s 
flaccid yap, and poured some into him. To 
prove my impartiality I then poured some 
into myself, too. After all, I was soaking 
wet from the rain and it seemed like a 
good way to ward off pneumonia.  

Joe sputtered, strangled, blinked his 
bleary glims open. 

“My jaw.” He rubbed the bruised place 
where I’d biffed him. “It hurts. Aches.” He 
waggled it tentatively and seemed 
astonished to find it unbroken. “Say, I 
didn’t bargain for—”  

The tall tomato flurried to him, pushed 
me away, went to her knees alongside the 
sofa. There was a lot of very touching 
“Oh-darling-how-I-love-you” stuff, and 
some “I-must-have-been-crazy-I-promise-
never-to-do-it-again” dialog, all extremely 
fervent and personal. 

I effaced myself over by the fireplace, 
torched a gasper and killed some time with 
the Scotch bottle. Bye and bye the little 
ginzo passed and started snoring, a 
circumstance which allowed Teresa to turn 
her attention my way.  

 
CHAPTER II 

 
SKIDROW BUM 

 
T WAS very nice attention. Teresa 
tangled her arms about my brisket, fed 

me a kiss that scorched me all the way 

down to the shoestrings and whispered:   
“I’ll never forget you, I’ll never be 

able to repay you!”  
“You’re doing okay for a starter, hon.”  
She kissed me some more, pressed 

herself against me. “If—if you’ll let me 
have your name and address,” she said. 
There seemed less drawing room quality 
in her voice now, and more boudoir. “So I 
can call on you later.”  

“Nick Ransom is the handle, kitten,” I 
said. “I’m a snoop.”  

Her glims widened. “Nick—
Ransom?”  

“Yeah.”  
“The—the detective they write so 

much about?”  
“Yeah.”  
“The one who used to be a stunt man? 

That Ransom?”  
“That’s me, sweet stuff.”  
She pulled away from me as if I’d 

suddenly sprouted horns and a forked tail. 
“Oh, I—I see.”  
“You see what?” I said, and pinned the 

mystified focus on her.” I couldn’t savvy 
this sudden cooling of her grateful ardor. It 
didn’t make sense. 

She curled a lip. “I’ve heard of your 
reputation.”  

“Have you? That’s flattering.”  
“It isn’t intended to be. Everybody in 

Hollywood knows you’re always on the 
make for a dollar.” Her shoulders 
slumped. “I guess you’ll be sending me a 
bill for services rendered.”  

“Now wait a minute,” I said 
indignantly. 

Her glare would have frozen ice cubes. 
“Be sure to include the cost of getting your 
suit dried and pressed. To think, of all the 
people who might have come along, it had 
to be you.”  

“Okay, if that’s how you feel,” I said. 
The injustice of her attitude made me 
resentful. I demonstrated this by taking my 
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handkerchief, wiping her lipstick off my 
kisser. “Just forget the whole blamed 
thing.” I ankled to the front door. “Forget 
it—and so will I.”  

As a prophet I threw snake-eyes on 
that one. Forget it indeed! An hour later, 
when the sniveling little guy paid me a 
visit at my bachelor apartment stash and 
told me the real story, I found myself up to 
my hips in a murder mess. . . . 

I had been home long enough to peel 
out of my wet threads, soak my heft in a 
hot bath and blot up two or three snifters 
of varnish remover when there came a tap 
on my door. The tapping was then 
repeated, softly, insistently. 

I opened up; piped the gaunt little 
ginzo in brown tweeds. He nervously 
wiped his wet map on a coat sleeve and 
said: 

“Mr. Ransom?”  
“Hi, bub. Come in, come in.” He came 

in. “What brings you out so soon after that 
suicide hassle on the hillside?”  

“I got to talk to you, Mr. Ransom. I 
looked you up in the phone book and 
found your address, and—I got to talk to 
you.”  

I gestured him to a chair. “Talk to me 
about what?”  

“I’m scared.”  
“Scared?”  
“I’m on the spot to get bumped off.”  
“Oh come now. For a guy who wanted 

to croak himself less than an hour ago you 
can’t take that too seriously.”  

“I didn’t,” he cut in. “That suicide 
hassle, as you call it—that was strictly a 
scenario.” 

“Now look, Joe.”  
“My name ain’t Joe, it’s Willie. Willie 

Oliver. I ain’t married to that black-haired 
dame. I ain’t married to nobody. I’m a 
bum, see? A skidrow bum. A wino.”  

I set fire to a coffin nail, stared at him 
through exhaled smoke. 

“Whistle the pitch,” I said quietly. 
“It’s a homicide pitch, gumshoe. 

Double homicide, if I ain’t careful. With 
me as one of the corpses.” A shiver shook 
him, visibly. “You got a drink you could 
spare?”  

I spared him a slug of Scotch. “Talk, 
Willie.”  

“Yeah. That broad, Teresa—Teresa 
Vaughan, her name is. She’s a writer over 
at Paratone. Screen plays.” He drank 
thirstily. “Her husband, her real husband, 
is Joe Vaughan. I guess he’s kind of a 
lush, the way I get it. All the time 
plastered. Won’t work. Lives off her 
dough. Gambles a lot. Pops a gasket now 
and then, goes off his rocker and smashes 
things.”  

“Crazy, you mean?”  
“Smart crazy. He never does nothing 

like that when there’s no witnesses around. 
So she says.” 

 
ILLIE OLIVER reached for a butt I 
had just discarded, where it still 

smoldered and sent up a curl of smoke 
from the ash tray. He straightened it, took 
a deep drag. When I offered him my pack 
he shook his head, grinned wryly. 

“I’m used to shooting snipes. I’ve got 
so they even taste better than fresh ones.”  

“Tell me more about the Vaughans,” I 
said.  

“Teresa, she hunts me up on skidrow 
yesterday. I used to know her in the old 
days, years ago. I knowed Joe, too. That 
was before I went downhill. So she finds 
me, see, and tells me how Joe is on the 
whisky skids hisself and is making life 
miserable for both of them. 

“She tells me how he’s gradually 
going punchy but he’s too wise to pull any 
stuff in front of outsiders. She says the 
only chance for him to level out and fly 
right is to salt him away in some booby 
hatch for a while, to stick him in some 
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room with soft walls, sort of, where he 
can’t get hold of no liquor.  

“She figures there ain’t no other cure. 
But you got to have at least one unbiased 
outsider to testify a man is whacky before 
you can get him committed. And like I 
say, Vaughan ain’t never done nothing 
screwball in front of no witnesses.”  

I was beginning to catch hep. “So 
Teresa schemed up an impersonation 
gimmick, eh?”  

“Yeah. She offered me a suit of Joe’s 
clothes and two hunnert bucks. She tells 
me I’ll be doing him a favor, maybe even 
saving his life. This here is the suit of 
clothes.” He indicated the baggy brown 
tweeds, which didn’t fit him too well. “Joe 
and me’s almost the same size, see, only I 
ain’t quite as fleshy. Skipping a lot of 
meals don’t put much fat on a guy.”  

“Okay, so you’re skinny. Go on from 
there.”  

He snagged another butt from my ash 
tray, lit it from the end of the first one. 

“Teresa, she tells me all I got to do is 
put on a fake suicide act while she hauls in 
some stranger for a witness. Later she will 
get a sworn deposition from the stranger, 
see, testifying that Vaughan tried to knock 
hisself off and had to be restrained. A 
deposition like that, made before a notary, 
is enough to salt Joe away. The stranger 
don’t have to appear personally at the 
sanity hearing, so there’s no chance of him 
meeting up with the real Joe Vaughan and 
realizing a switcheroo has been pulled.”  

“That’s clear enough,” I said. 
“Well, I went through with it. Teresa, 

she gets Joe bottled to the scalp, see, 
which ain’t very hard to do. Then she slips 
him a capsule, you know, a sedative. He 
goes to sleep. I put on his suit and lock 
myself in the bathroom with a razor, and 
the dame runs out to yell down the first 
mug going by in a car, which happens to 
be you. We go into our act, and I guess we 

done it all right. Anyhow you didn’t seem 
to suspect nothing.”  

“I was a prime patsy,” I said bitterly. 
“You did fine.” I added, with contempt. 
“But I don’t think much of a crumb who’d 
frame a friend to the looney bin for two 
centuries and a set of second-hand 
tweeds.” 

“So I’m a crumb. Ever been broke, 
gumshoe?” 

“Lots of times. I never turned Judas, 
though.” 

He lifted a thin shoulder, lowered it. 
“That Teresa, she sort of convinced me 

it was for Joe’s own good. And anyhow, I 
wasn’t only thinking about the hunnert 
fish and the clothes. I could use ‘em, sure. 
But there was the future, too. Maybe a 
chance to get out of cheap flophouses, and 
panhandling for dimes the rest of my life. 
I’m coming clean with you. I was even 
figuring on a little blackmail, later on. I 
was thinking how I could put the bite on 
the dame, maybe, after. You know, by 
threatening to spill how she railroaded her 
husband and so forth. It looked to me like 
she’d be an easy touch once or twice a 
year, enough to keep a guy from starving, 
anyways.”  

“The more you talk the more of a heel 
you turn out to be.”  

“But I ain’t heel enough to go for 
murder.”  

We were around to that again. “What 
murder?”  

“Look. You just said you was a prime 
patsy to fall for the suicide act. Well, I was 
a patsy, too. I must of had a button loose 
in my head somewhere to think that dame 
was leveling with me. She wasn’t. I know 
it, now. Or anyhow I got a hunch.”  

“Quit beating about the bush. If there’s 
something on your alleged mind, spit it 
out.” I was getting pretty fed up with 
Willie Oliver’s sniveling conversation. 
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E STRETCHED a hand toward my 
Scotch bottle. I moved it out of his 

reach. He sighed and made a sour mouth. 
“After you powdered from the house, 

see, this Teresa broad dishes me my geet 
and says I better blow on account of she’s 
got to go back to the studio to do some 
night work on a script. She also asks me 
where she might get hold of me in a hurry, 
just in case. Well, with her two bills in my 
kick I can afford me a room in a fleabag 
on Figueroa ‘stead of the flop on Main 
Street where I been staying. So I give her 
the name of this fleabag where I’m going 
to move to. I’m still dumb to the play. I 
trust her.”  

And?”  
“And so I’m walking down the hill 

when a car comes, barreling behind me 
without no headlights and dang near gets 
me. What saved me was, I jumped off the 
side of the road and fell down the side of a 
cliff. Like to bust myself in little pieces all 
over the dad-blasted mountain. Well, just 
as I jumped I seen who was driving that 
car. Teresa. So then I got it. I got it while I 
was still falling down that bank. The dame 
deliberately tried to smash me.”  

“Why?”  
“You’re a smart dick. Can’t you see it? 

I’m a stumblebum, a nobody from 
nowhere. If they find me croaked, it won’t 
even make two lines in the newspaper. 
Who’ll care? But being dead, I can’t talk.”  

“Talk about what?”  
“About how I pretended I was Joe 

Vaughan this evening. Which means 
Teresa can bump him and frame it to look 
like suicide, with you to testify he already 
tried to kill hisself once and you stopped 
him, so he must of tried it again later and 
this time he made the grade. That put her 
in the clear, see?”  

“You’re crazy,” 1 said, but didn’t quite 
believe it. There was just enough 
plausibility in his story to make goose 

pimples on my spine. Not big ones, but 
give them time they would grow. 

“Am I crazy?” he said. “Then why did 
she try to run over me in her car?”  

“Maybe she didn’t. It must have been 
dark by that time. Maybe you just thought 
it was Teresa driving.”  

“I seen her. I know.”  
“Then maybe she realized you might 

try to blackmail her later if she sent her 
hubby to the squirrel pen, so she decided 
to abolish you and be safe.”  

“That still makes her a killer, don’t it? 
Anyhow a would-be.”  

He took another try at the bottle. This 
time I let him pour himself a jorum. He 
tossed it down. 

“Suppose she was fed up with Joe, like 
she told me,” he said. “Only she wanted to 
get rid of him permanent, which she didn’t 
tell me. Look, she writes movies. She’s 
good at dreaming up gimmicks and plots 
and stuff. This whole clambake could be a 
cover-up for a bump she was planning.”  

“Hogwash,” I said. My voice sounded 
uncertain. 

“Then why did she ask me what hotel 
she could find me at? Answer me that. I’ll 
tell you why,” he answered it himself. “It 
was in case she missed squashing me with 
her car, she could get to me later.” He 
shivered. “Me, I don’t want no part of it. I 
came here and spilled what I know. You 
can take it or leave it. But nobody ain’t 
going to use me for no clay pigeon. I done 
my part. Now I’m blowing town.”  

I opened a desk drawer.  
“You’re not blowing town, Willie. I 

showed him the roscoe I’d taken from the 
drawer. “Not until I do some checking.”  

“Hey!”  
“You and I are going back to the 

Vaughan igloo. Now.”  
“But—but I—”  
I kept him covered while sliding into a 

dry suit. This was a hard trick, but I made 
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it. 
“I’ll give you credit for one thing,” I 

said. “You were heel enough to take 
dough and help railroad a guy to the booby 
foundry, but when you decided it was a 
croakery matter you were honest enough 
to come clean. That’s in your favor. I still 
think you’re haywire about the quail’s 
murder intentions, but we’ll look into it 
just the same. Better be safe than sorry.”  

“Listen. I don’t want that broad 
knowing I blabbed. She’d get me for it, 
but good.” 

“Quiet. You’ll be with me. You’ll have 
protection if you need it, which I doubt.”  

“I’m scared.” He wasn’t fooling, 
either. It showed.  

I packed my gun in its armpit holster. 
“I can always put handcuffs on you and 
drag you, if you insist.”  

“You win,” he said wearily. “Let’s go. 
And never mind making with the cuffs. I 
never did like them things.” 

 
CHAPTER III 

 
SHOTGUN DEATH 

 
E WENT down to the apartment 
building’s basement garage and 

climbed aboard my chariot. I kicked life 
into the motor and went zooming up the 
ramp, into the slanting rain. 

It was a dreary drive to the hills above 
Hollywood, and the rain fouled me up. I 
made a wrong turn that put me one street 
higher on the hillside than the road I 
wanted. The night was black, lonesome. 

Presently I stopped to get my bearings. 
We were on an abrupt curve insecurely 
fenced on the outer edge by a white guard 
rail. By stepping out and I leaning over 
this, I could look straight down and see the 
house I was after, directly below on the 
next spiral street. I also got soaking wet 
again. 

That didn’t matter, though. I was 
growing used to it. Besides, I piped 
something down there that drove 
discomfort out of my mind, something that 
made the short hairs prickle at the nape of 
my neck. Lights glowed in the Vaughan 
stash beneath me, both inside and at the 
open front door. Two guys were lamming 
out that doorway in the devil of a yank. 
Two guys with guns.  

They both wore tan topcoats and dark 
hats with the brims pulled low over their 
pans, so you couldn’t tab their features 
from where I was perched. But there was 
no mistaking the hoglegs they toted—
short-barreled pocket rods, the nickeled 
steel casting reflections of light with every 
jerky movement. 

One character was chunky, you might 
say chubby; the other was taller, round-
shouldered, hollow-chested. They sprinted 
toward a Cadillac sedan that could have 
been black, dark blue or maroon. I 
couldn’t quite tell because it was parked in 
shadows. 

But I did know there was skullduggery 
afoot. Any time you see armed parties in 
that big a hurry you can make book there’s 
something illegal going on. They were 
almost to the Cadillac now, and I realized 
it would be impossible for me to get back 
in my own jaloppy and drive down the 
corkscrew street to intercept them. Before 
I could cover half the spiral distance they 
would be long gone—too long gone. 

Yet I had to head them off, find out 
what was cooking down in the Vaughan 
tepee. Maybe it had already cooked. 

I tried surprise. I unlimbered my own 
.32 automatic and raised my voice to an 
echoing bellow full of spurious authority. 

“You down there!” I roared. 
The two guys froze. 
“Halt!” I sang at them. “Stand where 

you are. You’re covered.” 
Then, to confirm this assertion, I 

W
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squeezed my trigger, spanked a slug 
straight downward. It hit the paving below 
and whined off into the night with a 
ricochet humming like an aroused beehive. 

That was like touching flame to a pack 
of firecrackers. Breaking and taking cover, 
the two gunsels cut loose in my general 
direction, raked the hillside with bullets. 
They didn’t have me located, but they 
bracketed me too close to be pleasant. 

One pill chocked into the lip of the 
cliff less than two feet from my brogans, 
sent an eruption of mud spraying on my 
trouser cuffs. Behind me I heard little 
Willie Oliver jittering in my coupe. 

“Ooh, what goes on?”  
“Whatever it is, it’s no tea party,” I 

snapped back at him in tones loud enough 
to rise above the racketing volleys that 
yammered and thundered in the rain. “Can 
you drive?”  

“I—yeah—that is, yeah, I—” 
“Then get at the wheel and roll that 

crate around the mountain. Fast. Take it 
down to the next street and try to blockade 
it. Get going!”  

“But—but you! What are you—I 
mean—”  

“Never mind me,” I said grimly. “I’m 
taking the short cut. I used to be a stunt 
man. On your way, Willie, on your way!”  

Then I climbed over the white wooden 
guard-rail and went plunging down the 
slope. 

It wasn’t a slope, it was a declivity. I 
lost my footing, toppled head-foremost 
and crash-dived the whole distance on my 
mush like a kid on a toboggan. Only you 
can steer a toboggan. My face wasn’t 
equipped with a rudder.  

I scraped past an outcrop of jagged 
rock, doing about seventy. The rock 
gashed my left sleeve wide open but didn’t 
even blister me. I was sliding too as fast to 
get burned. A clump of cactus missed me 
by a whisker, which was a lucky thing for 

my epidermis. One inch nearer and I’d 
have looked like a porcupine with a set of 
ingrown quills.  

 
 SLIPPERY, muddy hummock 
loomed before me, resembling a ski-

slide takeoff. I took off. I sailed hellity-
boom through the air, churning and 
twisting harder than a bronc trying to buck 
its rider. 

“Yee-ipe!” I yodeled, and got set for a 
crackup. 

At that, a crackup was better than 
being perforated by bullets from the two 
heaters that were spewing at me. The 
speed of my fall made me a no-good 
target. 

Neither of the gunsels could draw a 
decent bead on me. They were now 
crouching by the Cad, trying to pick me 
off in mid-flight, and failing. 

I hit bottom with a thud that jarred the 
earth. 

It jarred me, too. For an agonized 
instant I felt my skeleton coming apart and 
my tripes tearing loose. The impact 
tightened my right fist, convulsively, and 
the twitch set off the roscoe I was 
clutching. It sneezed a spiteful, Ka-Chow! 
and sent a streak of orange flame toward 
the Cadillac. One of the gunsels, the 
chubby one, emitted an anguished bleat. 

“He got me! He got me! The son got 
me in the arm!”  

This was too much for his tall, skinny 
partner. I heard him make a panic-stricken 
remark to the effect that anybody who 
could shoot as straight as that while falling 
off a mountain was nobody to monkey 
with. Whereupon both sinister characters 
scrambled into the Cadillac and lit a shuck 
for distant parts. I fixed the foggy focus on 
the sedan’s rear tag as it vanished around a 
bend, managed to catch its numbers and 
engrave them on my reeling memory. I 
then staggered upright, blowing about two 

A
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pints of mud out of my adenoids.  
I was in bad shape. My clothes were 

torn and covered by sticky, gooey wet 
clay. My complexion felt as if I’d just 
come out second best in a joust with a 
nutmeg grater. I had no broken bones as 
far as I could determine, but if you had 
laid my bruises end to end they’d have 
reached to Santa Monica. I wished Santa 
Monica could have them. 

Headlights slid around a curve and a 
coupe stopped ferninst me. It was my 
coupe. Willie Oliver scuttled out, blinked 
at me. 

“Gumshoe,” he murmured in an awed 
voice, “you look like you bought one of 
them beauty shop mud packs. King size.” 
He made a sympathetic mouth. “You hurt 
very bad?”  

“I feel fine—I feel perfectly 
marvelous,” I snarled bitterly. “I feel so 
good I could whip my weight in 
mosquitoes. One mosquito at a time.” I 
limped close to him, favored him with a 
ferocious scowl. “Where the devil have 
you been?”  

He backed off, defensively. “I drove 
right down as fast as I could, just like you 
told me. I didn’t try no road block, though. 
I didn’t see nobody to block.”  

“Because the Caddy went the other 
way,” I said grimly. “Okay, never mind. 
Let it go. Come on.”  

I headed for the Vaughan house. Willie 
kept step with me. “I don’t get the caper,” 
he said. “Them trigger guys, who do you 
s’spose they was?”  

“I don’t know.”  
“What was they after?”  
“I don’t know that either. Shut up.” 

We barged into the house and entered the 
living room, drew to a sudden halt. 

Gulping noises sounded in Willie’s 
gullet, like water having trouble with a 
faulty drain. “Gah-h-h!” His mush went 
colorless, then turned green around the 

fringes. 
You couldn’t blame him too much for 

that. Over by the mammoth fireplace there 
was something smallish that once had 
been a man—but was only a corpse now. 
From above the mantelpiece one of the 
two crossed shotguns had been removed. 
The shotgun now rested on the floor, near 
the corpse’s right foot. 

The foot was bare. Shoe and stocking 
had been taken off so that the big toe could 
get into the shotgun’s trigger guard. The 
muzzle of the weapon pointed at the 
cadaver’s face—only the cadaver didn’t 
have a face. A hot charge of buckshot had 
blown it plumb to hellangone. 

“It—it’s Joe Vaughan!” Willie 
whispered. 

“Not any more,” I said gently. “He’s 
deader than canceled postage.”  

So now the statuesque Teresa was a 
widow, after all. 

 
N VIEW of all the things Willie Oliver 
had told me, the very thought of the 

defunct Vaughan’s widow set off a chain 
reaction of possibilities in my think-tank. 
This apparent suicide could blame well be 
murder—a murder planned in advance and 
executed with the cold-blooded precision 
of a firing squad. And who had planned 
the bump? 

“Teresa,” I said and went prowling 
through the premises as fast as I could 
pelt. Down the staircase I clattered, with 
Oliver at my heels, and into all the 
bedrooms. No Teresa. Then we tried the 
floor below that. Still no Teresa. We 
barged back up to the living room level 
without finding a trace of the brunette 
muffin, which was just about what I 
expected. 

“Hey, gumshoe,” Willie said. 
“Shut up,” I barked at him, spotting a 

phone and making for it. 
I twirled the dial so fast it shot out 

I
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sparks. I got connected with Police 
Headquarters and asked for my old friend 
Ole Brunvig of the Homicide Squad. 
When Brunvig’s voice rumbled over the 
wire I said: 

“Nick Ransom here. Take this 
address”—I gave it to him carefully—“and 
flag your diapers into the hills as fast as 
you can ramble. It’s a killery beef.”  

Brunvig sounded affronted. “You 
would pick a night like this for a thing like 
that. What’s the score?”  

“A shotgun score,” I said, and briefed 
the details.  

I explained how the luscious Teresa 
Vaughan had shilled me into a phony 
suicide scene; how Willie Oliver had later 
come to me and confessed his role in it. 

“So Willie and I rammed ourselves 
back out here to do some checking and 
discovered Vaughan with a charge of 
buckshot in his dewlaps.”  

Brunvig’s tone became ominous. 
“Dead, hunh?”  

“I’d hate to be any deader. Of course it 
may be that he dutched himself—the signs 
all point to it. But that could have been a 
nice hunk of stage dressing. It’s entirely 
possible his ever loving wife blasted him, 
or had him blasted by a pair of hired 
hoods. Anyhow she’s gone, and the hoods 
made a clean getaway.”  

“Thanks to you,” Brunvig said. 
I bridled. “What do you mean, thanks 

to me? I practically tore myself apart 
trying to nab them. In fact, I pinked one of 
them in the arm.” I didn’t mention that this 
had been an accident. “So don’t go 
blaming me for—”  

“You’re right I blame you!” his roar 
rattled the receiver against my ear. “When 
that Oliver first came to your apartment 
and told you his suspicions, why didn’t 
you get in touch with me? I could have put 
out a radio bleat to the nearest prowl car, 
sent it there to the Vaughan house for an 

investigation. 
“The cops might’ve caught those two 

torpedoes red-handed. But no, you had to 
play it lone wolf. You had to go pussy-
footing around making like a storybook 
Sherlock. The mighty Nick Ransom rides 
again, and that for the cops. So what 
happens? A man is dead and two gunsels 
are running loose and the widow is 
missing, and now you’ve got the 
condemned infernal crust to dump it in my 
lap after it’s all scrambled up.”  

“Ole, now wait.”  
“You wait!” he caterwauled. “You 

wait right there, understand me? And if it 
turns out to be a genuine suicide I’m going 
to poke you square on the nose for 
bringing me out in the rain on a wild goose 
chase. But if it’s murder—well, that will 
be just too bad for your license.”  

He rang off.  
 

CHAPTER IV 
 

WIDOW LADY 
 
OR A long moment I stared at the 
phone without seeing it. I then 

slammed it into its cradle, violently. 
“Gratitude!” I growled. “I’ll take 

vanilla.”  
Willie Oliver cleared his throat. “Hey, 

gumshoe.”  
“Well, what in thunder do you want?”  
“I didn’t hear you say nothing to that 

bull just now about a pickup order on the 
Vaughan broad.”  

“How could I suggest a pickup order 
when I don’t know where she might be 
picked up?” I said through a jaundiced 
sneer. “Or do you think she may be hiding 
under one of those throw rugs?”  

“I don’t think that, no,” he said mildly. 
“I do think maybe she’s at the movie 
studio. You know, Paratone. Where she 
works.” He made a vague gesture. 

F
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“Remember I told you she said she had a 
script she was going to do some night 
work on. That was when she paid me the 
two hunnert hermans and brushed me out, 
and then she tried to squash me with her 
car when I was walking down the road, 
and—well, maybe she did go there. The 
studio, I mean.”  

I studied him. “You know, you may 
have something there.”  

“Yeah, I thought so, either.”  
“It’s worth a look-see.”  
“The cops will buy that without no 

argument, I bet.”  
“I’m not waiting for the cops,” I said. 
“But you can’t make no pinch,” Willie 

objected. 
“The devil I can’t. I carry a badge.”  
“A special officer’s badge like all 

private ops carry. But it ain’t worth 
nothing. Not really.”  

“It’s worth enough,” I said, and started 
to the door. 

He shambled along after me. “I don’t 
get the pitch. What’s it to you if the 
Vaughan broad does or don’t get nabbed?”  

“She tried to make a sucker of me.”  
“Yeah,” he admitted. “She done that, 

all right.”  
“I don’t like people making a sucker of 

me. It does something to my ego.”  
“Hah?”  
“I’m conceited,” I said. “I like to think 

I’m as smart as the next guy. When 
anybody punctures that conceit I get 
vindictive.” 

He just looked at me. His red-rimmed 
glimmers were perplexed. He didn’t seem 
to savvy the psychology I was trying to 
explain. I wasn’t too concerned whether he 
savvied it or not. 

“Maybe the cops won’t like it,” he 
said. “You fooling around in something 
that ain’t none of your business. Maybe 
it’ll make them sore at you.” 

“They’re already sore at me. At least 
Lieutenant Brunvig is, and he’s the baby 
with weight to throw around.”  

“Well, then—” 
“So he’s sore. So if I make an arrest 

and crack the case for him he can take his 
soreness and like it.”  

“That’s okay for you, maybe, but what 
about me? I’m in it too deep already. If I 
go horsing around with you, hunting that 
broad, I’ll get myself in a sling.”  

“You’re not going with me,” I said. 
“You’re waiting here for Brunvig so you 
can tell him your story first-hand.”  

“Oh, no.”  
“Oh, yes.”  
He sidled away from me. “That’s what 

you think. Me, I ain’t a bit interested in 
telling my story to no coppers. I’d get 
flang in the jug, first thing. I’m leaving.”  

“You know what that would mean, 
don’t you, Willie? Supposing Vaughan’s 
death turns out to be murder. Considering 
the part you played in the counterfeit 
suicide setup, you’re an accessory. You 
helped stage the frame. If you scram, it 
automatically causes the cops to conclude 
you’re guilty.”  

“Guilty of what?”  
“Guilty of being Teresa’s accomplice.”  
“But as soon as I realized what she 

was up to, didn’t I come to you and spill 
it?” 

“That would all be discounted if you 
took a powder. You’re going to stick 
around and like it, chum. For your own 
good.”  

“I ain’t interested in my own good. I’m 
interested in keeping out of the pokey.”  

“So you want to be unreasonable, eh?” 
I hauled out my nippers. “All right. You 
asked for this, boy.”  

I grabbed him, snicked one cuff around 
his bony left wrist and began dragging him 
over toward the fireplace. 
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He flapped and struggled, feebly. 
“Listen, what do you think you’re doing? 
You can’t do this to me!”  

“You just think I can’t,” I said. “I’m 
going to cuff you to Joe Vaughan’s 
remnants, and let’s see you walk out with 
a corpse hanging on your arm. I’m afraid 
you’re going to feel very attached to Mr. 
Vaughan before this clamback is 
concluded.”  

“Aw, no.” His pan was as pallid as 
adulterated milk. “No, you wouldn’t do 
nothing like that. Not to me you wouldn’t. 
Not after I played so straight with you. 
You ain’t that inhuman. You couldn’t be. 
It makes me sick just to look at the guy, 
the way his face is. You’re kidding. You 
got to be kidding. Cut it out, shamus. I 
couldn’t stand it!”  

I felt like a heel, throwing that kind of 
scare into him. He needed it, though. I had 
to make him understand I meant business. 

I hesitated by the antiqued ivory grand 
piano. 

“It sort of gets you in the stomach, 
doesn’t it?” I said. 

“O-o-oh! His internal clockworks were 
rumbling audibly. 

“Well, I’ll compromise with you,” I 
said, and snapped the other handcuff on a 
piano leg. “That ought to hold you. If 
you’re uncomfortable leaning over, you 
can sit on the floor. Facing away from 
Vaughan,” I added. “It would be a shame 
to be sick on these pretty rugs.”  

“But Mr. Ransom, I—”  
“Quit whining and sniveling. It won’t 

buy you a blasted thing. And besides, the 
bulls will uncuff you when they get here.” 
I moved to the field stone mantelpiece. 
“Look, I’m leaving my bracelet key. It’s 
too far away for you to get to it unless you 
drag that piano, which is obviously 
impossible for a party of your physical 
dimensions. But when Lieutenant Brunvig 

arrives you can let him knew where it is. 
He’ll turn you loose.”  

“That I have to see,” Willie muttered 
despondently.  

“Loose from the piano, anyhow,” I 
said. “You can also tell him I’ve gone to 
the Paratone lot to pick up Teresa. Be sure 
and make him understand why.”  

“Where will I tell him you’re going to 
take her?”  

“To Headquarters for questioning, of 
course. So long, Willie.”  

Tossing him my crumpled pack of 
gaspers and a book of matches for solace, I 
stirred my muddy stumps out into the rain, 
climbed into my heap and aimed it in the 
direction of Paratone. 

A studio harness copper stopped me at 
the main gates, took a gander at my badge 
and got surly about it. He wanted to know 
if I thought I was kidding somebody. 

“I’ve got one just like it pinned on 
me,” he said, and thumbed the shield 
fastened to his glistening black rubber 
uniform slicker. “They don’t mean a thing. 
To get in here you need an official pass.”  

“Would it help if I tell you I’m Nick 
Ransom?”  

His sullenness thawed and was 
replaced by an awe that should have 
flattered me, but didn’t. 

“Nick Ransom? The Nick Ransom?”  
“Yeah.”  
“Well why didn’t you say so? Drive in. 

Drive right on in. Say, do you suppose you 
could give me your autograph? I got a kid 
who’s been reading about you for years. I 
bet there isn’t a case you ever solved that 
he don’t know about.”  

“Some other time, buster.” I said. 
“Right now I haven’t got autographs on 
my mind.” 

I wheeled past him, threaded my way 
along the jigsaw-puzzle studio street, went 
by the two-story administration building 
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and a couple of sound stages bigger than 
dirigible hangars. 

One of these had a small door open, 
and raw white light knifed out to cut a 
widening wedge in the storm and make the 
rain look like heavy snowdrops falling. 
Carpenters were at work inside, putting up 
a scaffolding. Their hammers made steady 
hollow sounds against a night otherwise 
soggily silent. 

Presently I parked in front of the 
writers’ building, a long, low stucco 
structure with wide eaves and small high 
windows which weren’t much more than 
ventilators. Jails have small high windows, 
too, so the inmates of the cells can’t 
escape. I’ve heard scenario scribblers who 
earned three grand a week state that they 
preferred jail cells. More freedom. And 
fewer ulcers. In a jail you don’t worry 
about having your option dropped. I 
trudged inside. 

 
HEAD of me stretched a long dismal 
corridor with doors every few feet on 

either side. The doors had inset slatted 
panels, like undersized and immovable 
Venetian blinds. Yellow glow trickled into 
the hallway from a set of slats at the far 
end, indicating an occupied room. You 
could hear the unrhythmic clacking of a 
noisy typewriter being harried and 
badgered by somebody using the hunt-
and-peck system, but pretty fast at that. 

It was Teresa Vaughan, sure enough. I 
found this out by the simple expedient of 
barging in on her without rapping. 

“Hi, baby,” I greeted her without 
warmth. “Pardon my curly tonsils, but 
you’re under arrest for murder.”  

I was running a bluff, of course. In the 
first place I wasn’t certain the death of her 
hubby actually had been murder. I merely 
suspected it. And in the second place I had 
no incontrovertible evidence that put the 
finger on the brunette tomato. Someone 

else might have made her a widow without 
her knowledge or consent. It struck me as 
unlikely, though. 

She glanced up from her work, gave 
me the vacant focus, seemed not to 
recognize me. 

“No visitors,” she said. “Go away. 
Can’t you see I’m busy?”  

She started typing again. 
Concentration, it’s wonderful. 

But maybe this wasn’t concentration. 
Maybe it was an act. 

The office was just big enough for a 
desk, two chairs, a bookcase and a clothes 
tree. A damp felt hat and a transparent 
green pliofilm rain cape hung dispiritedly 
from the clothes tree. Copies of Variety, 
Film Daily and the Hollywood Reporter 
were on the lower shelves of the bookcase. 
The top shelf contained a vase of 
discouraged flowers, a Thermos water 
carafe, a drinking glass and a bottle of 
benzedrine tablets, not quite half full.  

There was carpet on the floor, worn in 
spots as if by much pacing, and a sheet of 
script in the typewriter. Other pages, black 
with pencil editing, lay on the desk. For an 
A picture, undoubtedly. B’s they do on the 
backs of old calendars and cleansing tissue 
boxes.  

“Go away,” Teresa said again, not 
looking up. 

I grinned down at her. She was 
embellished in a severe brown wool dress 
with padded shoulders and a diagonal row 
of lighter brown plastic buttons running 
from the right shoulder downward to the 
broad patent leather belt, like a bandolier.  

You can sew in all the shoulder pads 
you want to, but it took more than that to 
fill out a frock in front the way the 
Vaughan quail filled hers. I kept grinning 
at her and admiring the glints the ceiling 
light made in her sleek blue-black hair. 
My grin held no real mirth, but the 
admiration was genuine. 

A 
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Presently her fingers hesitated over the 
keys, as if her inspiration had struck a 
snag—if it really was inspiration. 
Frowning, she blinked at me. 

“Oh. It’s you.”  
“Yeah, baby, it certainly is.”  
“The great detective.”  
“I’ve been called worse.”  
“How did you get here?”  
“I keep a stable of pogo sticks.”  
“Very funny. I must make a note of 

that in case I get assigned to slapstick 
comedies.” Suddenly she did a perfect 
double-take and widened her glimmers. 
“What did you say?” 

“I said I keep a stable of pogo sticks.”  
“No. When you first walked in.”  
“Oh that.” I shrugged. “Let’s see if I 

can remember the exact wording. I think it 
went something like this, ‘Hi, baby. 
Pardon my curly tonsils, but you’re under 
arrest for murder’.” 

She pushed her chair back from the 
desk. 

“That’s supposed to be a joke, I 
suppose. You’ll forgive me if I don’t 
laugh. My sense of humor doesn’t incline 
toward the gruesome. As a little girl I 
never got much fun out of sticking pins in 
kittens’ eyeballs or tearing the wings off 
butterflies. A case of arrested 
development, I’m sure, but there it is and 
what can I do about it?” She stood up, 
glared at me. “Now what is it you want?” 

 
 SHRUGGED, and leaned back against 
the door. 

“I told you. I’m arresting you for 
murder.”  

“Oh.” Now I get it. The devious 
approach. First make with the gag lines, 
then out comes the itching palm. Let’s 
vault lightly but firmly over the 
intermediate steps and dispense with these 
vulgar preliminaries, shall we? Just say 
how much.”  

“Say how much what?”  
“How much money you want. Make it 

reasonable, though.”  
“Money?” I said. “I don’t get it.”  
“But you want it. For saving my—my 

husband from suicide. All right, what’s the 
fee?”  

“You seem to hesitate over the word 
husband, hon.”  

She ignored that. “What’s the fee?” 
she repeated. 

“Look,” I said. “The dialog is all 
mixed up. I never demand a fee for 
making a pinch. Not from the party I’m 
pinching.” Then I added righteously, 
“Besides, it isn’t ethical to take dough 
from widows.”  

Her complexion bleached noticeably. 
“W-widows?”  

“The man said that. That’s what the 
man said.”  

“I—I’m afraid I don’t understand.”  
“Joe Vaughan is defunct,” I said. 
“Wh-what?”  
“The real Joe Vaughan. The guy 

you’re married to. And I don’t mean 
Willie Oliver.” 

That got her. She recoiled as if I’d 
slapped her across the puss with a wet 
herring. 

“I—I—you—I.”  
“Shall I go on?” I said. “Maybe you’d 

better sit down and gather up some 
strength for the ride to headquarters.”  

 
CHAPTER V 

 
THE LADY PULLS A FAINT 

 
ERESA sat down. Her eyes were 
frightened and she put a knuckle to 

her mouth, nibbling at it but obviously not 
tasting it. I’ve seen this done by some of 
our top actresses on the screen when 
registering deep emotion, but never better 
than Teresa did it. She knew how to 

I 
T
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project a mood so that it enveloped you 
and made you forget that it might be as 
bogus as a three-dollar bill printed with 
pink ink. 

“Willie Oliver.” She whispered the 
name. 

I nodded, felt for my cigarettes, and 
then remembered I’d left them with Willie. 
There was a deck of a cheap brand on the 
tall tomato’s desk and I helped myself to 
one, lit it. How some people can smoke 
such hay is a mystery to me. Suppressing a 
strangle, I said: 

“Oliver has told all. He spilled his 
insides.”  

Her peepers were fixed on me as if 
hypnotized. 

“He told me how you paid him two 
C’s to impersonate your alcoholic hubby 
in that mock suicide caper I witnessed.”  

“The dirty little doublecrosser,” she 
said dully. “I see the weenie now. He told 
you so you could come here and shake me 
down for a payoff. Did you agree to split 
with him fifty-fifty or are you going to 
keep most of the squeeze for yourself?” 

I shook a reproving finger at her.  
“Kindly quit accusing me of being 

venal.”  
“Wait. Let me talk. Let me try to get 

this across to you.” She stood up again, 
interrupting me with a sudden gush of 
voluble verbiage. “It’s true I hired Willie 
Oliver. It’s true I wanted to put my 
husband in some institution for a while. 
And I’ll tell you why. It was to save him 
from himself, to restore him to what he 
used to be. Joe was a decent man once. I 
loved him. I—I guess I still do, regardless 
of what he’s done in the past couple of 
years. Regardless of how he’s changed.”  

“He’s changed, all right,” I said, 
thinking of his absent map where the 
buckshot had done its stuff. 

She disregarded my remark. “We’ve 
been married a long while; since Nineteen-

thirty-two—Nineteen-thirty-two, the first 
of October.” Her tone held echo of fond 
memories, very touching, very effective. 
“He made top money as a screen writer. 
He’s the one who taught me everything I 
know about it. Then, in the war years, he 
started drinking—and gambling.”  

“I really think you ought to save this 
for the cops. They can have a police 
stenographer take it all down.”  

She kept on as if she hadn’t heard me. 
“He stopped working. I had to supply 

the money for the house, for his liquor, for 
everything. Including his losses to Eddie 
Arcady.”  

Eddie Arcady. That monicker clicked 
some cogs in my gray matter, made my 
mental machinery start whirring. Arcady 
was the kingpin of Hollywood’s 
bookmaking and gambling combine, the 
character who ran the big syndicate that 
you never hear much about. He had his 
fingers in a lot of unsavory pies, up to the 
elbows. He was reputed to be a bad 
hombre to buck. 

“Joe lost heavily to Arcady,” Teresa 
continued her monologue. “Thousands. So 
many thousands that it was impossible to 
pay. Even I couldn’t earn enough, hard as 
I worked. The more Joe lost, the more he 
drank. The deeper he went in the mire, the 
more he seemed to lose all sense of 
proportion. Sometimes he was like a—a 
crazy man. And Arcady kept pushing him, 
pressing him. It was a rat race. A vicious 
circle.” She stressed the vicious, made a 
sour mouth on the word. 

“Look, this is all very dramatic, baby, 
but—” 

“Arcady even k-kidnaped him, a year 
ago. Held him prisoner and sent me a 
message threatening to torture him if I 
didn’t take up his IOU’s. Joe isn’t a man 
who can stand physical pain. Some people 
are like that. I—I paid off. I had some 
luck. I sold a scenario to an outside 
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producer and got this Paratone job about 
the same time. I went in hock by 
borrowing against my salary. One way and 
another, I came up with enough cash to 
cancel the IOU’s. Arcady let Joe go. 
Unhurt.”  

“The drama is turning to melodrama. 
Pretty corny, too.” 

 
HE drifted close to me. She didn’t use 
perfume. She just had a nice clean 

fragrance, the intangible fragrance of fresh 
laundry and frequently washed hair and a 
generous use of bath salts. 

“You want to know why I thought up 
that fake suicide effect? Joe began 
gambling again. Gambling and drinking, 
heavier than ever. Committing him to an 
institution might help the drinking, but the 
idea went deeper than that. He got in debt 
to Eddie Arcady again—and Arcady’s 
been ugly about it. Knowing what 
happened the last time, I was scared. I 
wanted to put Joe out of his reach, so that 
there wouldn’t be another kidnaping. 

“Besides, if I had Joe declared 
incompetent, it might automatically wash 
out the new I O U’s he had given. Not that 
gambling debts are legally collectible, I 
realize. But Arcady has his ways, as I told 
you. And if I could convince him he was 
holding the notes of a crazy man—well, it 
was a chance, a possible way out; at least 
ammunition for argument. And Joe would 
be safe.”  

“Safe.” I leered at her. How safe can 
you get when you’re not alive any more, I 
wondered.  

“But Joe would never stand still for a 
thing like that. Drunk, sober or 
unbalanced, he’s got pride. He’d fight an 
insanity hearing, fight it tooth and nail. 
He’d be just clever enough to get a clean 
ticket, too. He could do it. His mind isn’t 
that far gone.” She made a grimace. “So I 
had to have at least one witness, an 

impartial witness. I drew you. My luck 
was bad.”  

“It was mighty bad, yeah,” I said.  
“I knew it, as soon as you told me your 

name and who you were. I knew my 
scheme had failed. You have a reputation 
for avarice—and for curiosity. If I asked 
you for a deposition you’d want to 
investigate. That would spoil everything. 
So I did my best to insult you, get rid of 
you. I decided to throw aside the whole 
plan. After you were gone, I paid Willie 
Oliver and told him to forget all about it, 
that I wasn’t going through with the 
scheme. So if he contacted you later and 
sold you a blackmail idea—”  

“It wasn’t a blackmail idea he sold 
me,” I told her. 

She stood directly in front of me. 
“Blackmail, shakedown, squeeze, call it 
whatever you like. To keep this from 
getting back to Joe, I’m willing to pay—
within reason.”  

“No dice, kitten. You aren’t putting it 
over. It’s been a nice try, but no soap.”  

“What’s your price?”  
“Sorry. I’m not on the market.”  
“Any man’s silence is for sale if the 

bid is high enough.”  
She was wrong about that. When 

there’s bumpery involved, my silence 
can’t be bought at any figure. Not even 
Teresa’s, and her figure had copious 
purchasing power. 

“Nope,” I said. 
“I’ll put it another way.” She lowered 

her voice to a whisper, throaty, husky, 
freighted with a meaning Eve had 
probably used when she tempted Adam 
with the first applesauce. “What would be 
your price to let me go ahead and have Joe 
committed? Would you be interested in—
this?”  

She kissed me. Okay, I got a thump 
out of it. I’m as human as the next ginzo. I 
liked it fine. I pushed her off me. It took 

S 
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an effort. But I pushed her off me. 
“You’re wasting your bait, baby,” I 

said. 
“I don’t offer it to every man who 

comes along.”  
“Maybe you should save it for the 

cops. Remember I mentioned that Willie 
Oliver told me everything. And I do mean 
everything—inc1uding how you tried to 
run over him with your car and he jumped 
down the bluff to save himself.”  

“I—tried to run over him? That’s 
preposterous.”  

“There’s also the matter of your 
hubby’s violent demise.”  

“You keep saying that. Is it some more 
of Oliver’s lies?” 

“Perish the thought,” I said. “With my 
own glimmers I lamped the gory remains. 
The bare right foot with its big toe inserted 
in the shotgun trigger. The face blown off. 
The ketchup sprayed all over the 
fireplace.”  

”What are you saying?”  
“I’m saying what you already know. 

You never intended to railroad Joe 
Vaughan to the loony ward. That story 
was just a come-on, to get Willie to 
participate. What you really planned was 
to establish the phony fact that your 
husband tried to commit suicide. Then you 
could murder him, frame it to look like 
self-destruction, and have the testimony of 
an unbiased witness to clear you.” 

“No. Oh—no! You don’t mean that. 
You don’t mean Joe—”  

“I mean Joe is dead, yeah.”  
She swooned. 
 

T WAS a lovely swoon, full into my 
arms. And it was genuine. I tested to 

make sure. I lowered her into the desk 
chair, let her loll limply there. Then I lit a 
match, pried one of her eyelids open, 
brought the flame close to her walled-back 

optic. There was no flinching, no reflex 
action. She was out. 

“What the devil?” I said. 
I didn’t get it. Why should she pull a 

faint when I told her Joe was defunct? If 
she’d killed him, she already knew it. 

Of course, if she hadn’t killed him, that 
was something else again. 

I doused my match, dropped it on the 
floor, got the chromium-plated Thermos 
water carafe off the top shelf of the book 
case and unstoppered it. I prepared to 
unbutton the brunette quail’s diagonal 
buttons and pour cold water down her 
chest. I wasn’t trying a peeping Tom 
routine, either. In fact, I had my gaze fixed 
on that silvery Thermos jug. 

No sound came through the slatted 
louvers of the door. There should have 
been a sound, but there wasn’t. I didn’t 
hear as much as a footfall behind me. I 
didn’t hear the knob being turned. All I 
saw was a reflection of the portal, 
mirrored in distortion upon the rounded 
and polished body of the Thermos carafe. 
The door was opening. 

I whirled like a dervish with the 
hotfoot. I wasn’t quite rapid enough. Two 
guys came at me, two guys wearing tan 
topcoats, and hats with pulled-down brims. 
One was tall, skinny, hollow-chested. The 
other was chubby and carried one flipper 
in a bandanna sling, under his open coat. 
The skinny one maced me with the butt of 
his snub-snouted roscoe. 

Pain ate into my skull like the boring 
of a red-hot auger. It flowed through my 
veins the way lava flows. I felt myself 
falling. Skinny slugged me again. That one 
I didn’t feel. I was unconscious before I 
landed on the floor. 

 
CHAPTER VI 

 
ON PLENTY OF COUNTS 

 

I 



THRILLING DETECTIVE 20

OMEBODY was slapping me across 
the chops, splat-whang-splat; 

somebody with a palm as tough as a 
blacksmith’s apron. And there was a 
bunion on my scalp the size of a hockey 
puck. Every time the spanks landed on my 
complexion this hockey puck swelled and 
throbbed like an abscess. 

“Cut that out, whoever you are,” I said 
groggily. “Before I kick all the warts off 
you.” 

“Waking up, hey?” a rumbling voice 
demanded. 

I got my eyes open; discovered I was 
on the floor of the corridor outside Teresa 
Vaughan’s little office. There was a tall, 
cadaverous bozo in funereal black 
broadcloth leaning over me, giving me this 
facial massage and seeming to enjoy it. He 
looked like an undernourished undertaker 
with stomach ulcers, but he wasn’t. He 
was my pal, Ole Brunvig of Homicide. 

Oh sure, my pal. In a pig’s blister he 
was my pal. He drummed on my mush the 
way a Sioux Indian beats a tom-tom. 

“Come on, come alive,” he kept 
saying. “Snap out of it, Hawkshaw.”  

I told him I was a sick woman, and 
would he kindly go spit up a tree. This 
brought me nothing but some more open-
handed whaps on the whiskers. 

“Quit playing ‘possum,” Ole snarled. 
“Where is she?”  

“Where is who?” I mumbled. 
“The dame.”  
“Oh, the dame.” I let myself relax. 

“I’m dying and he prattles about dames.” 
Then I tensed. “What dame?”  

“The Vaughan dame. What other one 
is there?”  

I lurched unsteadily from horizontal to 
vertical, like a character who suddenly 
finds himself reclining with rattlesnakes. 
The hall contained two uniformed cops in 
addition to Brunvig, and I could see 
another one in Teresa’s office. I could also 

see little Willie Oliver in there, but no 
Teresa.  

“You mean she’s gah-guh-gone?” I 
yeeped. 

Oliver came into the corridor and 
answered that one. 

“She sure as blazes ain’t now heres 
around here, Mr. Ransom.” He wiped his 
nose on a brown tweed coat sleeve. “Hey, 
you was right.”  

“I was right about what?”  
“Lieutenant Brunvig, here, he done 

what you said. He turned me loose. Loose 
from that piano, anyways.”  

“Shut up,” Ole said. 
“Yes, sir.”  
“Did you tell your story, Willie?” I 

said. 
Willie nodded. “Every word,” he said 

piously. “I even let the lieutenant know 
you was coming here to the Paratone lot to 
pinch that broad. So he decided to trail you 
and see did you need help. He brung me 
along, see, and when we got here—” 

“Didn’t I tell you to shut up?” Ole 
brandished a fist under the little ginzo’s 
smeller. 

“Yes, sir.”  
“Then shut up.” He turned a frosty 

glower on me. “Well, hot shot, start 
lying.”  

“What do you mean, start lying?” I 
demanded indignantly. 

“The quicker you get the lies out of 
your system the sooner I can commence 
clouting the truth out of you with a rubber 
hose. Or would you prefer a blackjack? 
You can have your choice.” 

I held my aching noggin in my two 
hands, tried to press away a little of the 
pain. I might just as well have tried to 
squeeze vinegar from a bowling ball. It 
couldn’t be done. When I touched the 
lump on my conk, though, it brought back 
a rush of unpleasant but important 
memories. 

S 
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“Those hoods!”  
“What hoods?”  
“The ones I piped lamming out of the 

Vaughan stash earlier tonight, the ones 
with guns. You remember, I told you 
about them at the time I phoned you. I 
drilled one of them, the chubby one, and 
they powdered in a Cad.”  

“Make your point. You’re holding the 
dice too long.”  

“Well, they sneaked in here and treated 
me to a helping of assault and boppery. 
Knocked me frigid.”  

“That’ll do to tell.”  
“And they snatched the Vaughan 

tomato.”  
“Three more lies and you get a 

certificate. Two certificates and you win 
lumps.”  

“I’ve got lumps,” I said bitterly. “See 
for yourself.” 

 
LE made disparaging sounds. 

pickles
“I’ve seen bigger ones on dill 

. You could have inflicted that on 
yourself by butting the wall or something.” 
He seized my lapels, thrust his jaw up 
close to me. “How much did you collect?”  

“Collect?”  
“From Mrs. Vaughan.”  
“Now why should I collect anything 

from her?”  
“Bribery. To let her escape.”  
I bristled. “Look. Fun is fun, but don’t 

be accusing me of accepting bribes. I told 
you what happened. Those two gunsels 
clonked me and toted Teresa away with 
them.”  

“Oh. They clonked you.”  
“Yeah.” 
“Knocked you unconscious?”  
“Yeah.”  
He smirked triumphantly. “If you were 

unconscious, then exactly how do you 
know they took the woman away with 
them?”  

“Because she was unconscious, too,” I 
said. 

“Don’t feed me that double talk. I 
asked you—” 

“And I answered,” I cut across his 
chatter. “The filly fainted. I was trying to 
revive her when I got bashed. When a 
dame swoons, she can’t go anywhere 
under her own steam. Ergo, she was 
carried. Who could have carried her? The 
guys who whacked me. Natch. There was 
nobody else around.”  

“Oh, I see. And why had she fainted?”  
“I had just told her she was a widow.”  
“This was news to her, when she killed 

him herself?”  
“Maybe she didn’t kill him. Maybe 

somebody else did. Somebody who hasn’t 
yet entered the picture.”  

“You mean somebody she’d hired for 
the job?”  

“I doubt that,” I said, and meant it. 
“Oh. So now you’re fronting for her. 

Trying to cover her.”  
“Not at all. You asked my opinion. I 

gave it.”  
Ole’s manner became deceptively 

mild. I knew the signs. This was the calm 
before the storm. 

“The two hoods you mentioned,” he 
said. “Know who they were?”  

“No.”  
“What was their motive, snatching the 

Vaughan woman?”  
“There you have me.”  
He blew up like Vesuvius. “You’re 

right I have you! I have you by the short 
hairs! I’ll tell you what happened. Mrs. 
Vaughan murdered her husband. By a 
fluke, you got onto it. A decent private pry 
would have phoned Headquarters right 
away, but not you. Oh, no! You conducted 
a personal investigation. Then you came 
here to the studio to see the dame, the 
murderess. To arrest her? Phooey! What 
you wanted was grease. Always on the 
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take for a buck.”  
His neck bulged over his collar and his 

cheeks were verging on the purple of 
apoplexy. Sparks came out of his ears and 
you could see brimstone dripping from his 
jowls.  

“What did she pay you to let her 
escape?” he thundered. 

“Don’t be childish, Ole.”  
“All right. Dummy up. Help yourself. 

Maybe you’ll change your mind in a cell 
at the gow. And the gow is where you’re 
going, bub. Because I’ve got the goods on 
you. I know what the woman paid you. I 
know part of it, anyway. I’ve got the 
evidence.”  

“Where?”  
“On your mouth!” he roared, jumping 

up and down. “Lipstick!”  
I felt myself blushing guiltily as I 

remembered how the shapely brunette 
cupcake had glued her kisser to mine in 
the little office while trying to sell me a 
bill of goods. I tried to wipe off the smear 
from my yap. Ole batted my hand down. 

“It’s too late!” he yodeled. “You’re 
hooked, hero, you’re hooked.”  

“Would it help if I mentioned a theory 
that just occurred to me?” I asked him 
quietly. 

He showed me his front teeth, which 
needed cleaning. “Theory! Sheepdip. 
You’ve run your final whizzer on me, 
Sherlock.”  

“It’s a hunch about the two torpedoes,” 
I said. 

“Hogwash.”  
“And where they might have taken 

Teresa.”  
“Fertilizer.”  
“And who might have bumped Joe 

Vaughan.”  
“Sheepdip.”  
“Now you’re repeating yourself.” 
 

E FLEW to the towering top of a 
high dudgeon. 

“Curse your impertinent gall, I’ll—” 
Then he subsided as fast as he had erupted. 
“What theory? What about the two 
torpedoes, and where they’d take Teresa, 
and who killed her husband? Talk up 
while there’s time. You’re leaving for the 
bastille in two minutes.”  

“Meaning I’m pinched?”  
“You are indeed.”  
“On what charges?”  
“Aiding and abetting the escape of a 

suspected criminal, taking a bribe, 
negligence in the performance of your 
duty as a special officer, impeding the 
work of the police and—Let’s hear the 
theory.”  

I gave him the haughty glimpse. “You 
hang all those beefs on me and expect me 
to cooperate? Stew you.”  

“Stubborn, hey?”  
“Obstinate, balky and mulish.”  
He turned to one of his uniformed 

flatties. 
“Take this—this person out to the 

squad car. Take Oliver, too. I don’t like his 
face.” 

“Gee, Lieutenant, I’m sorry,” Willie 
sniveled. “I never liked it much my own 
self. It’s all I got, though.”  

Ole went on talking to the harness 
copper. 

“Take them both to the car and 
handcuff them. I’ll be out in a few 
minutes.”  

“Yair,” the copper said, and saluted 
smartly. 

He had a nightstick in his saluting 
hand, and rapped himself briskly on the 
forehead with it. “Ouch!” he yelped, and 
cast a venomous look toward me, as if it 
had been my fault. “C’mon.”  

First prodding Willie Oliver with the 
club and then me, he conducted us out of 
the writers’ building and toward a parked 

H
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police sedan which stood alongside my 
own coupe. There was no driver in the cop 
car, which was a break I had hardly dared 
hope for. I now decided to press my luck. 

I pretended to stumble. I went down on 
my knees. The harness bull lunged at me. I 
suppose he suspected a trick. He was right. 

“Run, Willie, run!” I yelled. 
Oliver started running. The copper 

swerved by me, with Willie for his new 
quarry. It was no job at all for me to reach 
out, snatch his night-stick. He tried to hang 
onto it but he was going too fast. I got it, 
thrust it between his ankles. 

The cop in question took a beautiful 
header on a barbered patch of grass, 
mowed a swath with his chin and fetched 
up against a property sun dial screaming 
that he had been stabbed. He then began 
crawling around on all fours like a 
drunken bear.  

 
CHAPTER VII 

 
JUST A THEORY 

 
S I LEAPED into my jaloppy, Willie 
Oliver bounced in beside me and I 

kicked the starter, geared into reverse, 
backed around under forced draft. I 
slapped into low and fed ethyl to clattering 
cylinders. It was two skips and a jump to 
the studio’s main gates. I made it in one 
skip and a hop. 

The guard on duty tried to flag me 
down but we went past him in a cloud of 
peanut brittle. I had no time to hand out 
autographs. We hit the street and started 
wheeling. 

“Gorry, that was marvelous,” Willie 
said. “I thought I’d split a seam laughing 
at that cop— Oooh, gosh, what’s so funny 
about it for me? I’m a fugitive, is what I 
am. You got me jackpotted, telling me to 
run. I shouldn’t never of listened to you.”  

“Quiet. I’m thinking.”  

“Yes, sir,” he said meekly. “Thinking 
about what?”  

I blipped through a traffic light, just as 
it changed from amber to red. 

“About a Cadillac,” I said. 
“This here heap of yours ain’t so bad. I 

wisht I had one half as good.” 
“When I speak of a Cadillac I’m not 

being envious. I’m talking about one 
specific sedan—dark blue, black or 
maroon, I’m not sure which.” I made a 
right turn on two wheels and a whisker. 
“The one those gunsels got away in, up by 
the Vaughan wigwam.” 

“Oh, that one. Man, wouldn’t it be nice 
if you could trace it down!”  

“We’re going to. I caught the number 
on its rear pads.”  

“No! Honest?”  
“Straight goods.”  
I spotted a beanery at the next corner, 

put my tiller hard to starboard and berthed 
at the curb.  

“Look, Willie. Here’s a nickel. Go in 
and use the phone booth. Call, the Citizen-
News and ask for Mike Paffenberger on 
the city desk. Explain that you’re calling at 
my request.”  

“Hey, wait. Why don’t you phone him 
your own self?”  

“I’m all muddy from that header I took 
down the embankment up in the hills. I’d 
be too conspicuous. People would notice 
me. And there’ll be a radio pickup order 
out for me presently, if I know Ole 
Brunvig. He’ll have my description on the 
air to every cop car and motor bike bull in 
the county—including my messy clothes. 
The less I’m seen right now, the better off 
I’ll be. You look almost respectable, 
barring the fact that you’re sort of wet. 
Who’s going to pay any attention to you?”  

“Nobody never does,” he agreed 
wistfully.  

“Okay, phone this newspaper friend of 
mine, Paffenberger,” I said. “Tell him I 
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want a number traced through the Motor 
Vehicle Bureau. If there’s nobody at 
Motor Vehicle, do it through the local 
traffic division or the sheriff’s office. If 
necessary put it on the teletype to 
Sacramento. I don’t care how he does it as 
long as he gets me the information I 
want.”  

“Which is?”  
“The owner of that Cad,” I said, and 

wrote its license number on a scrap of 
paper from my glove compartment. “Now 
scoot.”  

Willie scooted. It seemed an hour 
before he came back. Actually it was thirty 
minutes by my strap watch. 

“That Paffenberger, he must of got the 
dope by carrier pigeon,” he complained. 
“It sure was sultry waiting in that there 
booth.”  

“The name, pal, the name.”  
“Oh, yeah, the name. Arcady. 

Somebody by the monicker of E. G. 
Arcady.”  

“E for Eddie,” I said, “and we’re off to 
the races.” I slid my gears into second, 
gunned the motor. “Just what I thought.”  

“Would that be Arcady the big shot 
gambler, maybe?” 

“It would indeed.” I swung left and 
poured on more coal, tore a howling hole 
in the storm as I headed for Cahuenga and 
the Freeway. “Arcady the big shot 
gambler, who was holding a stack of Joe 
Vaughan’s I. O. U’s.”  

“He was?” Willie sounded astonished. 
“Hey, you think Vaughan welshed on 
them notes and Arcady sent around a 
couple of his hard boys to put the pressure 
on?”  

I nodded. 
“And Vaughan got tough,” Willie said, 

“so they gave him the business with that 
shotgun? Aw no, gumshoe, that don’t 
make no logic. Because if they bumped 
him off, how in blue blazes could they 

expect to collect?” 
 

 SHOOK my head reprovingly. 

off
“I’m not saying they bumped him 

. It’s possible they figured to put the 
snatch on him, as they had done once 
before—hold him for ransom, until Teresa 
coughed up the necessary scratch to cancel 
the I. O. U’s. Only when they walked in 
they found him deceased. and naturally 
they didn’t want any part of that. So they 
lamed, which was where I came into the 
taffy-pull.”  

“You know, that sounds sensible. The 
broad had croaked him and they were 
scared they would be in the middle.” He 
clung to a door handle as we rounded a 
curve at high velocity. “But you say it was 
them same two hoods which later grabbed 
off the dame at the movie studio. What 
about that? How come?”  

“Very simple.” I said. “They reported 
Vaughan’s death to their boss. Arcady is a 
resourceful guy if you can believe all they 
say about him. He realized he couldn’t 
collect from a deceased party, but he 
might from the deceased party’s widow. 
First, though, he’d have to persuade her.”  

“So he ordered her brang to him, 
huh?”  

“That’s right.”  
As it frequently does in California, the 

rain suddenly stopped as if somebody had 
turned off a spigot. My windshield wiper 
began chattering and squeaking on a dry 
surface, and overhead you could pipe 
patches of clear sky; the twinkling of 
unveiled stars. I switched off the wiper, 
swung over to a ramplike exit from the 
Freeway, whooshed up the concrete 
incline leading to a cross-over bridge 
which brings you within a few blocks of 
Hollywood Bowl. 

“Gambling!” Willie mused. “It’s sure 
hard to connect that kind of stuff to Joe 
Vaughan. In the old days he wouldn’t of 

I
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bet fifty cents to a hundred bucks the sun 
would rise in the east. Tight as the bark on 
a tree, Joe was.”  

“You knew him pretty well?”  
“We worked together. For years.”  
“Doing what?”  
“Comedy scripts.”  
“Oh come now,” I said. 
Picturing Willie Oliver as a movie 

writer was as ridiculous as pouring beer in 
your oatmeal. He made an apologetic 
gesture.  

“So I ain’t educated. But you don’t 
need no education to be a gag expert. They 
used to say I was one of the best idea men 
in the industry. You know, comical 
situations, switch routines, things like that. 
I dreamed them up, Joe put the polish on 
them and Teresa, she wrote them down. 
She was our steno before she married him. 
Then comedies sort of went out of style 
and the majors quit making them two 
reelers. They went in for B pix instead, on 
account of double features.”  

“And you couldn’t keep up with the 
parade?”  

“Joe did, but not me. After he got 
married we sort of drifted apart. Ever 
notice how friendships ain’t never the 
same after one partner gets hisself a wife? 
Especially when he’s climbing the ladder 
and you’re going downhill. Hey, where are 
we?”  

I had parked in front of an old-
fashioned two-story house on a side street. 
It was a stash with gingerbread curlicues 
decorating its porch roof, scabrously faded 
paint on its weatherbeaten sides and a 
general air of genteel decay hovering over 
it like an aura. 

Dating back to the days when 
Hollywood had been mostly farmlands and 
orange groves, it was the kind of relic you 
usually find given over to boarding houses 
or cooperative rooming clubs for extras 
and bit players. Just copping a gander at it 

made you think you smelled something 
musty.  

All of which was strictly atmosphere, 
as contrived and spurious as a movie set 
on the back lot at Republic. I cut my lights 
and ignition, got something out of the 
glove compartment, stuffed it in the side 
of my left shoe where it rubbed the shin 
but was hidden by my mud-encrusted 
pants cuff. Then, tapping myself under my 
armpit to make sure I was rodded, I said: 

“Let’s go, Willie.”  
“What’s the caper?”  
“You’ll see.” We ankled across a patch 

of wet, unkempt grass which nobody in his 
right mind would have called a lawn. Up 
onto the porch of the dilapidated house we 
barged. I thumbed the bell. 

A Mexican opened the door. He was a 
good-looking kid in a costume that made 
him look even better—wide-bottomed 
black velvet trousers with silver spangles 
down the sides, a crimson sash hugging 
his lean middle, a bright yellow sports 
shirt, a green silk scarf wrapping his 
throat. He had the prettiest teeth this side 
of a credit dentist’s display case. . 

“Senores?” he said in a voice as soft 
and liquid as his dark eyes. 

 
OU could tell he didn’t think much of 
my bedraggled appearance, though 

he was too polite to be haughty. He 
ignored Willie completely. Willie, of 
course, was used to that. 

“Don’t worry, Jose or Pedro or Felipe, 
or whatever your name is,” I said. “I won’t 
contaminate the cash customers by 
mingling with them in my ruined raiment. 
But I would like to see Eddie if you can 
manage to slip me to him without making 
a scene.” 

“Eddie, senor?”  
“Eddie Arcady. You know, the boss of 

the shebang.”  
He made with the pretty teeth. “Of a 
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shebang I know nothing, senor. You have 
perhaps the wrong address, quien sabe?” 

“I have not perhaps the wrong address, 
and let’s stick with straight English, shall 
we? I’m sure you know straight English. I 
bet you went to Stanford.” 

“No, Hollywood High and a year at 
Cal Tech. Okay, pilgrim, so you’ve still 
got the wrong address.”  

“That clicking I hear in the 
background,” I said. “Don’t tell me it’s 
goldfish blowing bubbles in a bowl. I 
seem to recognize a hint of dice being 
tossed and a little ivory pea rolling around 
a roulette wheel. How’s business tonight, 
what with the rain and so forth?” 

“Fair to middling. You wanted to see 
Mr. Arcady? The name, if you please. I’ll 
phone him.”  

“Ransom,” I said. “Nick Ransom and 
friend.” I indicated Willie. “A tourist from 
Iowa. I’m showing him the sights.” 

“Nick Ransom. Would that be Nick 
Ransom, the private eye?”  

“Everybody knows me and I don’t 
know anybody,” I complained. “A fine 
thing.” 

“The price of fame, pilgrim.” Jose, or 
Pedro, or Felipe, whatever his name was, 
closed the door on a crack and went away. 
Bye and bye he came back. “Mr. Arcady is 
very curious what business a dick of your 
importance would have with him.”  

“Couldn’t I tell him personally, if I beg 
real hard?”  

“I love this bright, brittle dialog,” the 
Mexican said. “Come in. We go around 
this way,” he added, heading along a 
hallway which skirted the main part of the 
joint. “Avoid the riff-raff. Oh, by the way, 
I wonder if you’d mind being touched by a 
mere subordinate?”  

“Touch ahead.” I held my arms out 
from my sides. 

He found the gat in my shoulder rig, 
lifted it. “Packing heat. Now you ought to 

know better than that.”  
“I expected you to glom it. You didn’t 

see me putting up an argument, did you?” 
“Well, no.” He frisked Willie. “I guess 

you guys are clean now. “Come along.” 
He conducted us to a door, knuckled it. 
Then he pushed it open, stood aside. 
“Buenas noches, senores.” He turned, 
went away. 

Willie and I drifted over the threshold 
into a small ante-room. Beyond this was a 
larger office, but we didn’t get that far. 
There were two guys in the ante-room, one 
tall and hollow-chested, the other a chubby 
character with an innocent baby face and 
an arm in a bandanna sling. 

Well, I was asking for it. Now I had it. 
The skinny guy started to be courteous. 

“Mr. Arcady will see you in his office. Go 
right in.”  

“Hey, wait!” Fat Boy yodeled. His 
smooth infantile mush puckered with 
sudden vindictive creases. “Don’t you 
recognize this big loogan? He’s the one we 
conked in the Vaughan frail’s office.” He 
narrowed his peepers. “And that mud on 
him—you know what? He looks like that 
lug up in the hills that came sailing down 
trying to nab us. He’s the bozo that 
plugged me in the arm!”  

Willie Oliver gave vent to a panic-
stricken bleat, turned and tried to cop 
himself a scram. He didn’t make it. Skinny 
dealt him a vicious rabbit punch across the 
nape of the neck and Willie went down on 
his features, twitching spasmodically. 

 
 DIVED at Fat Boy, slugged him in the 
stomach. He boomed like a bass drum 

and my fist bounced back as if I’d hit steel 
springs. His corpulence wasn’t lard; it was 
muscle. He didn’t even grimace. With his 
one good arm he flailed at me, glanced a 
punch off my jaw that made me back 
water. I backed right into Skinny. 

Skinny locked my elbows from 
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behind. It was a hold you could have 
broken without half trying if you had time. 
I didn’t get the time. Before I had a chance 
to pull free, Fat Boy was at me. For a guy 
with only one useful flipper he did 
beautifully. He hit me three solid smashes 
on the map and I felt gore dribbing from 
my trumpet, felt my kisser puffing like 
sponge rubber. Then he teed off on my 
solar plexus. 

The poke paralyzed me. All the wind 
went out of my bellows in a wheezing 
gush and I doubled over, cramping. I was 
bent worse than a pretzel as I hit the rug. 
From the office beyond the ante-room a 
voice said: 

“What the devil goes on out there?” 
“Plenty, boss, plenty,” Fat Boy called. 
Next thing I knew, he was dragging 

me through the office doorway, dumping 
me alongside a massive mahogany desk. 
Skinny lugged in Willie Oliver, who was 
no longer twitching. I could tell that Willie 
would be no help to me whatever. 

 
CHAPTER VIII 

 
IT’S LOGICAL 

 
F COURSE the guy sitting at the 
massive desk was Arcady. He had 

bushy black eyebrows, wavy iron-gray 
hair and looked as if he spent a great deal 
of time under a sun lamp. His face was 
ruddy, healthy, ageless as quarried 
granite—and as completely deadpan. He 
had probably been a handsome handful in 
his youth. He was still handsome if you 
overlooked the thin-lipped set of his 
mouth, the ice-blue hardness of his glims.  

He looked down at me. 
“Troublemaker, eh?”  

I didn’t answer him. My cramps 
wouldn’t let me, even if I had wanted to. 

“He’s the one that shot me,” Fat Boy 
said, “up by the Vaughans’. And he’s the 

one we bopped when we went for Mrs. 
Vaughan at the studio.”  

“Yes, I heard you say so in the 
anteroom. Go get the lady. Bring her 
here,” Arcady ordered. 

Fat Boy went out. Willie Oliver and I 
stayed on the floor together. Skinny stood 
over us, watchful, alert. Arcady sat quietly 
at his mahogany desk for a moment, then 
got up and went toward a side door and 
waited there. Presently Fat Boy came 
back. He had Teresa Vaughan with him. 

Arcady stopped her at the doorway. 
Her black hair wasn’t as neat as it should 
have been, I noticed, and her dress looked 
mussed. This could have happened when 
she was being toted, unconscious, from the 
writers’ building at Paratone, or it might 
have been the result of some pushing 
around after she came to here in the 
gambling joint. She seemed calm enough, 
though. Calm, or maybe resigned. She 
hadn’t noticed me—yet. 

“Ah, my dear,” Arcady said. 
Alongside me, Oliver stirred feebly on 

the carpet. That meant he was snapping 
out of his coma. I pressed against him, 
unobtrusively, hoping he would 
understand I was warning him to stay 
under wraps. He seemed to get it. He 
stopped stirring. 

“I must ask you a question,” Arcady 
said to the tall tomato. “Do you mind?”  

“Would it matter if I did?”  
He shrugged. “A few moments ago a 

caller sent in his name and asked to see 
me. The name he gave was Nick Ransom.” 

Teresa opened her mouth, closed it 
again without saying whatever it was she 
had intended to say. 

“Nick Ransom, the private detective,” 
Arcady went on. “Does that mean 
anything to you?”  

“I—don’t understand.”  
“Let me put it this way. When I first 

sent my men to your home and they found 
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your husband’s body—”  
“You mean when they murdered him.” 
“Forgive me for contradicting you. 

They have assured me he was dead when 
they went in. I have no reason to 
disbelieve them. They would not kill 
without orders, and I had given them no 
such orders. That, however, is beside the 
point. When they ran from your house 
they were fired upon by someone who 
attempted to capture them and failed. 
Subsequently, when I sent them to pick 
you up, they found this same gentlemen in 
your office with you, and were compelled 
to knock him senseless.”  

“I wouldn’t know about that. I had 
fainted. She looked somehow embarrassed 
to admit any such feminine weakness. 

Arcady nodded. “It now develops that 
this gentleman is Ransom, the private 
detective I mentioned, the one who sent 
his name in to me a moment ago with a 
request to see me.” 

“He traced me here?”  
“Ah. So he really is working for you.”  
“No. No, I—”  
“Please, my dear, no lies.”  
“I’m not lying. He isn’t working for 

me. He suspects me of murdering Joe. He 
wants to arrest me.” She squared her 
shoulders. “So let him arrest me. At least it 
takes me out of your filthy hands.”  

“I’m afraid he’s in no condition to 
arrest anyone,” Arcady said. “He’s quite 
helpless.” He stood aside so she could get 
a slant at me. “Quite helpless indeed.”  

“Speaking of contradictions,” I said, 
and gave Willie Oliver a backward kick 
that sent him rolling across the room. 

Then I raised the mud-encrusted cuff 
of my left trouser leg; grabbed the object I 
had stuffed into the side of my brogan 
before entering Arcady’s gambling place. 
The object was the spare .32 Colt I usually 
keep in my coupe’s glove compartment. 

I took quick aim at Fat Boy. My rod 

sneezed, Ka-Chow! and inserted a hot pill 
in his right kneecap.  

A shattered kneecap is plenty painful, 
they tell me. It generally leaves the victim 
permanently crippled. Fat Boy screamed 
like an ambulance siren and crumpled. Just 
for the devil of it I blasted away his other 
knee, too. Then I snapped one at Skinny, 
who had been trying to unlimber his 
artillery. I got him through the hand.  

He collapsed in a chair, staring at 
where his fingers used to be. He would 
mace no more unsuspecting characters 
over the noggin, and Fat Boy would never 
again tee off on a dick who was being 
pinioned from behind.  

My bruised puss and battered conk felt 
better already. I drew a bead on Eddie 
Arcady as I came up off the floor.  

“Try something, bub. Make your 
play.”  

“I never buck impossible odds.”  
Footfalls sounded in the ante-room.  
“What’s the shooting, boss?” a voice 

called. “All the customers are fading 
and—” 

“Let them fade,” I told the Mexican 
doorman as he came in and drew to a 
frozen halt. “It’s a better break than they 
usually get at the dice tables.”  

His hand stole toward a shiv in his silk 
sash.  

“Don’t, you fool!” Arcady said. “He’s 
too fast on the trigger.”  

“Sensible you,” I said. Then, to Oliver: 
“You okay, Willie?” 

“Yeah, I guess so.”  
“Get up.”  
He got up. Teresa Vaughan was 

regarding him with unconcealed 
malevolence. He lamped the venom in her 
look, shivered, and sidled close to me as if 
for protection. 

“Everything’s okay, Willie,” I soothed 
him. “Everything’s under control.”  

With a wave of my cannon I got 
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everybody clustered in a close group near 
the fallen Fat Boy and the seated, bleeding 
Skinny. This put them all within range if I 
had to do any target work. It also gave me 
an unobstructed view of the doors, in case 
anybody barged in looking for grief. 

Nobody barged in. The rest of the joint 
was oddly silent: a sinking ship abandoned 
in mid-ocean. Outside, cars were 
blamming away at a great rate. Not only 
customers but croupiers, dealers and stick-
men, probably. When a throne topples, 
wise hombres get out from under. 

I clenched my heater in one hand, 
picked up Arcady’s phone with the other. I 
dialed headquarters, got Ole Brunvig and 
gave him the address. 

“Better bring plenty of bandages, 
handcuffs and help,” I told him. “I’ve got 
Eddie Arcady and two of his punctured 
gunsels for kidnaping, malicious assault, 
mayhem, extortion and resisting arrest. 
Also for operating a gambling joint, which 
I understand is illegal. I’ve got a Mexican 
who totes a shiv and may have a record for 
slitting throats. That remains to be 
determined. And I’ve got Teresa Vaughan. 
Her husband’s croaking is solved.”  

“She did it, hey?” Ole grated. 
“Oh, no,” I said. “Willie Oliver 

bumped the guy.”  
Little Willie turned eleventeen shades 

of pallid as I slammed up the phone. 
“Wh-wha-what—what—” he gibbered. 

“What was that you said?”  
“I said you cooled Joe Vaughan. Don’t 

run, Willie. I’ll plug you if I have to.”  
“But—but—”  
“You see, chum, you lied to me. You 

claimed Teresa had tried to run over you 
with her car, and you saved yourself by 
jumping down a hill. When I taxed her 
with this, she denied it. You want to know 
why I believed her? Because I’d made a 
similar leap down that blame mountain, 
and I got myself copiously banged up. 

Also I collected about a ton of mud on my 
duds as I went down. But you have no 
mud on you, Willie. Therefore you never 
jumped. You told me that story to tighten 
the frame on Teresa.” 

 
E GULPED noisily. “Aw—”  

Vaug
“Then, too, you identified Joe 

han’s corpse without even looking at 
it. Even if you’d looked, how could you 
tell it really was Vaughan when his pan 
was blown away? Unless you’d been there 
when it happened. And if you were there, 
you were concealing some mighty guilty 
knowledge. Knowledge of your own guilt, 
maybe.”  

“Hey, now listen.”  
“And you were so blasted anxious to 

pin the kill on Teresa,” I overrode him. 
“Even when it looked as if Arcady’s hoods 
might have done the dirty work, you were 
quick to point out how illogical that would 
be. You kept steering suspicion back to the 
widow, almost like a fixation. Almost as if 
you hated her and wanted her to take the 
rap. Why?” 

“I ain’t talking.”  
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I drew 

you out about your one-time connection 
with the Vaughans, years ago. I was 
hunting some possible motive, and you 
supplied it without realizing you were 
giving yourself dead away. You and 
Vaughan had been partners, collaborators, 
Teresa was your steno. She married Joe; 
you got aced out of the picture. You went 
downhill. the Vaughans climbed into the 
big dough. I guess it festered, eh, Willie?”  

“Baloney!”  
“So then Teresa found you, asked you 

to participate in a fantastic impersonation 
gimmick that would save her hubby from 
jeopardy. You’ve admitted you used to be 
a bright idea man, specializing in 
switching situations. This was your big 
chance for revenge. You went along with 

H
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the phony suicide scene. 
“Joe was drunk, doped with sleeping 

pills. After the scene was played, Teresa 
paid you off and brushed you out. She 
went to the studio. You sneaked back into 
the stash, dragged Joe into the living room, 
blasted him to glory with a shotgun and 
dressed the set to look like self-
destruction. But you were careful not to 
make it too good. Then you came to me 
and fed me your counterfeit theories.”  

“It was the broad which bumped him!” 
he insisted, sniveling. 

“No. She proved her innocence two 
ways. First by fainting the minute I 
convinced her Joe was defunct; second by 
accusing Arcady and his gunsels just now. 
Those weren’t the reactions of a guilty 
wren.”  

“Then Joe must of really bumped 
hisself off, after all.”  

“No, he wouldn’t,” Teresa said quietly. 
“He c-couldn’t. He was afraid of physical 
pain. Afraid of death. He was a coward.”  

“The finger’s on you, Willie.” said. 
“You ain’t got no proof.”  

“Your confession will be enough. And 
the cops will get that.” I made my voice 
sinister. Lacking anything definite and 
concrete, I was working on his fears, 
rasping his raw nerves. “They’ll beat you 
and torture you and—”  

He dropped in front of the desk, out of 
my line of fire, went crawling crabwise to 
where Fat Boy lay groaning. He got Fat 
Boy’s gun, scrambled backward toward 
the door. 

“Okay. I done it! Years it took me, but 
I got even. I’ll burn down the first one 
that’s dizzy enough to try and stop me 
from leaving here.”  

I let him go. I’d already heard the 
trampling of heavy thick-soled brogans 
approaching. Presently Willie heard them, 
too. Jumping erect, he wheeled to fire. 

Coming in, Ole Brunvig fired first. In a 
moment Ole said: 

“Well, what do you know. I fogged 
him dead center.” He brought in a bevy of 
bulls. “Okay, I’ll take over now, 
Sherlock.”  

The ingrate! He didn’t even thank me. 
 


