
Popular Detective, September, 1952 

By BRUNO FISCHER 

A GRAVE IS WAITING 

 
 

EN STARKE didn’t wear a gun. He 
didn’t believe in them. But he had 
to believe in the gun that was 

pointed at him. 
“Get into that car,” the rolypoly man 

said. 
They stood within a few feet of the 

entrance to the apartment house which 
filled an entire block. It was early evening; 
there were plenty of people on that Bronx 
residential street. Young Mr. and Mrs. 
Weinstein, who lived in the apartment next 
to Ben’s, came out arm in arm. 

They said good-evening to Ben. 
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“Nice weather we’re having,” Ben 
observed pleasantly. 

“It sure is,” Mr. Weinstein said. “Amy 
and I can’t decide whether to go to the 
movies or for a walk.”  

They moved on. They hadn’t seen the 
gun in the rolypoly man’s hand because the 
gun was in his pocket. Ben knew that the 
gun was there because the muzzle punched 
out the material of the pocket. 

“Into that car,” the rolypoly man said 
when Mr. and Mrs. Weinstein were out of 
earshot. “And no funny business.”  

The car was parked at the curb directly 
in front of the apartment house entrance. It 
was a snappy two-toned blue sedan. The 
second man leaned indolently against the 
car’s front door. He was tall and narrow 
through the shoulders. He wore rimless 
glasses and had a hairline mustache. He 
looked like any other Bronx citizen 
lounging in the street, but his right hand 
was also in his pocket. 

“Please hurry, Mr. Starke,” he called. 
“We’re late.”  

Perhaps a dozen people on the street 
heard him, but none of them got the 
implied threat of something unpleasant in 
what he said. 

Ben Starke went to the sedan. The tall 
man with the hairline mustache opened the 
rear door. Ben got in, and the rolypoly man 
followed and sat beside him. The tall man 
closed the door and walked around the 
sedan and got in behind the wheel. To 
passers-by, it was all very polite and 
nothing else. 

The tall man turned in the front seat, 
faced Ben, and now his gun was visible. 
“Frisk him, Henry,” he said. 

Henry ran pudgy hands over Ben’s 
torso. “He’s clean.” He pushed his rolypoly 
body into the corner of the seat and took 
out his own gun. The tall man started the 
car. 

After they had driven a few blocks, Ben 

asked: “Mind if I smoke?”  
Neither of them bothered to answer. 

The tall man was concentrating on driving 
through Bronx traffic. Henry sat with the 
heavy automatic on his fat knees, the 
muzzle in a line with Ben’s ribs. Ben took 
out pipe and tobacco and lit up. He wasn’t 
nearly as calm as he looked. 

They drove through Van Cortlandt Park 
to the Sawmill River Parkway and headed 
north into Westchester. 

“I’m curious lad,” Ben said presently. 
“May I know what this is about?”  

“We’re the ones who’ll ask questions.” 
The tall man spoke without taking his eyes 
off the road. “Where’s George?”  

“Who’s George?” Ben asked. 
“Don’t be a wise guy,” Henry said. 

“The kid.”  
“What kid?” Ben asked. 
“He’s a wise guy, Gus,” Henry 

explained to the driver. “Every shamus I 
ever knew was a wise guy.” He waved his 
gun at Ben. “Be a wise guy and you get a 
slug in the gut.” 

“Stow it, Henry,” Gus said. “He’ll talk 
when we’re ready to make him talk.” 

 
HERE was silence. The car didn’t go 
particularly fast. Gus wasn’t taking a 

chance of being stopped by a cop for 
speeding. Ben sat puffing placidly on his 
pipe. He only looked placid; he didn’t feel 
that way. He was glad that he didn’t know 
a kid named George. Probably he could 
manage to keep his mouth shut, but it was 
just as well not to be tempted when the 
going got too rough. 

The car left the parkway for a dark, 
narrow, winding road. Ben wondered 
where they were going. 

It turned out that they weren’t going 
anywhere in particular. The car slowed, 
stopped off the road on a fringe of grass 
beyond which trees made a solid wall of 
darkness in the night. Gus took a flashlight 
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out of the glove compartment and his gun 
out of his pocket and all three got out of the 
car. Two guns and a flashlight beam 
covered Ben. Following orders, he walked 
a short distance into the woods. 

“Far enough,” Gus said. 
Ben Starke felt his stomach muscles 

tighten. This was a good place to kill a 
man; his body wouldn’t be found for days 
or maybe weeks. 

“You won’t find out anything by killing 
me,” Ben said. 

Gus sighed. “We won’t kill you. But 
you’ll be a mighty unhappy guy till you 
talk.” 

Contemplatively Ben scratched his 
chin. “What’s in it for me?”  

“I’ll tell you what’s in it for you if you 
don’t talk,” Henry said. “A slug in the gut.” 

“Shut up, Henry,” Gus said. “You’re 
acting smart now, Starke. What’s she 
paying you?”  

“Twenty-five a day, plus a hundred 
dollar retainer.”  

“How’d you like five hundred? All you 
have to do for it is tell me where he is.”  

Ben said blandly, “She sent him away,” 
and then waited to see if that answer made 
sense. 

It seemed to. Gus nodded. “That’s what 
I figured. Did you take him yourself? 

“Of course. That’s what she paid me 
for. Is it a deal for half a grand?” 

“I said so, didn’t I?” Above the beam of 
the flashlight, Ben saw Gus’ upper lip 
caught between his teeth. Sweat glistened 
on his face. “Where is he?”  

“Upstate,” Ben replied casually. He 
took out a match, struck it, held it to his 
pipe. He was moving a little, gliding into 
the light. “Rochester.”  

“Damn you!” Gus was shaking with 
angry impatience. “What’s the address?”  

“Take it easy.” Ben pulled at his pipe, 
at last seemed satisfied by the way it drew. 
Gus had dipped his gun a little, and the 

light, too. Henry was leaning forward, his 
mouth open. The answer meant a lot to 
them. 

“The name of the street—” Ben said, 
and he brought tip his left hand. 

His wrist struck the flashlight, 
knocking it out of Gus’ grasp. Instantly 
total darkness closed over the three of 
them, as if they had been suddenly dropped 
into a black, bottomless pit. 

The roar of Henry’s gun drowned out 
Gus’ startled outcry. Orange flame spurted 
toward Ben. By that time he was in a 
crouch. Somewhere above him the bullet 
streaked, probably as close to Gus as to 
himself. He twisted, leaped erect, plunged 
deeper into the woods. 

Henry shot again. 
“You’ll hit me, you fool!” Gus 

screamed. 
Ben’s shoulder struck a tree. He 

staggered sideways, regained his balance, 
ran with arms outstretched to save himself 
from other obstacles in that blackness. He 
glanced back. Gus or Henry had picked up 
the flashlight, but the jumping beam did 
not extend all the way to him. He cut to his 
left, toward the road. 

There was no moon, but starlight 
vaguely revealed the outlines of the road. 
He walked west, looking constantly over 
his shoulder. When a glow of headlights 
appeared in the distance, he dove off the 
road, lay behind bushes. The two-toned 
blue sedan passed. Ben waited a safe ten 
minutes before walking on. 

Shortly after he reached the parkway, a 
couple of men driving down to New York 
from Albany gave him a lift. 

 
N THE lobby of his apartment building, 
a woman was sitting on one of the two 

plush-covered benches. Her eyes followed 
Ben as he crossed to the automatic elevator. 

“Ben Starke?” she called as he passed. 
He turned. She was in her late forties, 
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but men would ignore attractive women 
half her age to look at her. Her figure was 
full-blown without being heavy or bulging. 
Her nonchalantly crossed legs were 
girlishly slim. A cigarette dangled at a 
rakish angle from her very red lips. 

“That’s right,” Ben said, going toward 
her. 

She met him halfway. “I’ve been 
waiting for you for over an hour. My name 
is Eleanor Horton.” Her eyes moved 
nervously about the lobby. “We can’t talk 
here.” 

“Let’s go up to my apartment.”  
He cupped her elbow, led her into the 

elevator. On the way up, she leaned against 
the wall and closed her eyes as if abruptly 
overcome by weariness. She seemed to 
have nothing more to say, not even when 
they entered his two-room apartment. She 
dropped into a chair and stared at her 
clasped hands. 

“Yes?” Ben prompted. 
She roused herself. “Kate Dietz 

recommended you. You did a job for her a 
few months ago. She said you were honest 
for a private detective.”  

“I’m flattered,” Ben said dryly. “It’s 
close to midnight. I’ve an office downtown 
where I transact business.”  

“I couldn’t wait. I found your home 
address in the phone book.” She crushed 
out her cigarette in the end-table ashtray. 
“Somebody wants to kidnap George.”  

“George?” Ben said quietly. He stood 
waiting for more. 

“George Frost. I’m a distant relative, 
his guardian since his father died three 
years ago. His father was Morgan Frost, the 
hairpin manufacturer. Since childhood 
George has suffered from a heart condition. 
He is getting worse rather than better. My 
husband and I must give him constant 
attention.”  

“Are you rich, Mrs. Horton?” Her eyes 
dropped. “Do you mean, could I afford to 

pay ransom if George were kidnaped? No. 
Almost the only source of income is the 
small bequest George’s father left us in 
return for taking care of the boy. But 
George in his own right is well-to-do.”  

“How old is he?”  
“Twelve. As his guardian, I am 

executor of his estate. I see what you are 
getting at, Mr. Starke. Yes, I could use 
George’s own money to ransom him if he 
were kidnaped.” She lit a fresh cigarette 
with unsteady hands. “Mightn’t the police 
believe that I’d had him kidnaped and paid 
the money to myself?”  

“They might.”  
“I admit there’s this personal angle. I 

have to protect myself as well as George.” 
After a single puff, she was mangling the 
cigarette in the ashtray. “Last week I 
received a phone call. A strange voice told 
me that if I did not leave twenty thousand 
dollars in small hills under the oak tree at 
the south corner of the property I would 
never see George again. I simply hung up. 
At the time it seemed to me like the usual 
crackpot extortion threat. Two days ago 
George was walking along the road in front 
of the place. Two men came along and 
tried to force him into their car. George 
managed to break away and run into the 
house. In the hall he fainted. His heart can’t 
stand such excitement.”  

She leaned toward Ben, her hands 
clasped as if imploring him. “It would be 
murder. George would never live through 
being kidnapped!”  

“Did you call the police?”  
Mrs. Horton shrugged. “A policeman 

came and asked questions and went away. 
George was too upset to even describe the 
men. I live in terror that they will make 
another attempt.”  

Ben loaded his pipe. “Where’s little 
George Frost now?”  

“He’s—” Mrs. Horton broke off. She 
stared at Ben. “How do you know he isn’t 
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at home?”  
“Tonight a couple of mugs with guns 

tried to force me to tell them where he is. I 
pretended to know what they were talking 
about and got them off guard and ran 
away.” 

“Oh, God!” Jerkily she rose. She strode 
to the window and stood looking out. 

“Where is he?” Ben asked her again 
impatiently. 

 
IERCELY she swung from the 
window. “I sent him away. I’ll tell 

nobody where, not even you. And I won’t 
bring him back until all danger is over.”  

“That may be wisest. But what made 
those mugs think I was working for you 
before you’d hired me?”  

“I’ve no idea. I hadn’t—” She frowned 
at the floor. “My handbag! Somebody stole 
it this afternoon while I was shopping in 
Macy’s. I thought it was a sneak thief. 
Could it have been—”  

Ben nodded. “One of the mugs. He 
figured that there was a good chance he’d 
find in your bag the address of the place 
where you’d sent George. Instead he found 
my name and address. They found out that 
I was a private detective, and they added it 
up to mean that you’d hired me to protect 
George.”  

“They’re diabolically clever,” she 
muttered. 

Maybe, Ben told himself. So far 
everybody involved had acted either too 
dumb or too smart. 

. He said, “If you had my address this 
afternoon, why did you wait until now to 
come to see me?”  

“I hadn’t made up my mind definitely. 
Then tonight Richard—he’s my husband—
and I talked it over. We decided that the 
only way to protect George permanently is 
to hire you to catch the kidnapers.”  

“And you couldn’t wait until tomorrow 
morning to hire me?”  

“There’s no time to lose,” she said 
tautly. “Now I realize that I need you for 
another purpose. If they tried to force you 
to reveal George’s whereabouts, wouldn’t 
they also try it with me or Richard? We 
live alone, rather isolated. Men like that 
will stop at nothing. Mr. Starke, you must 
come home with me at once and stay until 
this danger is past.”  

Ben started to tell her that he didn’t 
accept bodyguard jobs. But he didn’t say it. 
He stood looking at that handsome woman 
and reflectively tapped the stem of the pipe 
against his teeth. 

Mrs. Horton’s hands were again 
clasped in that gesture of entreaty. “Please, 
Mr. Starke. I’ll pay you well.”  

“Okay. I’ll be with you in a minute.” 
He went into his bedroom and packed a 

small bag. As he snapped the clasps, he 
paused. He didn’t believe in guns, but 
Henry and Gus did. There were times when 
a man had to compromise with his beliefs. 

From the bottom drawer of his dresser 
he dug out a snub-nosed .32 automatic. 

 
ELEANOR HORTON drove Ben up to 
central Westchester, not far from the place 
where a couple of hours before, he had 
escaped from the two mugs. The house was 
a large fieldstone affair, sitting in a full 
acre of lawn and shrubs and rock gardens. 

“Your house?” Ben asked as the car 
rolled up the cinder driveway. 

“Hardly. I couldn’t afford it. It was left 
to George Frost by his father.”  

When they entered the house, a man 
came into the hall from another room. He 
had just got out of bed or had been about to 
go to bed, for he was wearing a red silk 
dressing gown over red-striped silk 
pajamas. 

“So you brought a detective home with 
you. Eleanor?” he said with a mocking 
twist of his mouth. “Don’t you consider me 
capable of protecting you?”  
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“Richard, you refuse to see how serious 
this is.” She turned her head. “Mr. Starke, 
my husband.”  

Richard Horton didn’t shake hands. He 
kept his hands in the pockets of his 
dressing gown and nodded briskly. He was 
slender, a couple of inches shorter than his 
wife and probably several years younger. 
His weak face might have been considered 
handsome by a middle-aged woman. Ben 
would have been surprised to learn that he 
had ever done a day’s work in his life. 

“Richard,” Mrs. Horton was saying, 
“tonight Mr. Starke was attacked by the 
men who want to kidnap George.” And she 
told him of Ben’s experience. 

As she spoke, a change came over 
Richard. His shoulders lost their jaunty 
carriage; his cheeks paled. 

“Great heavens, then they really mean 
business!” he whined. “Starke, you think 
you’ll be able to keep them off our necks?” 

“I’ll try,” Ben said, making no attempt 
to hide his contempt. 

There was a brief, embarrassed silence. 
Then Mrs. Horton said crisply, “I’ll show 
you up to your room, Mr. Starke.”  

The bedroom was the size of Ben’s 
living room in his Bronx apartment. He put 
down his bag and leaned against the 
dresser, watching his hostess spread sheets 
and blankets over the bed. 

“Who’s in the house besides the three 
of us?” he asked. 

“Nobody.”  
“No servants?”  
“Not at the moment. The housekeeper 

and the gardener—they’re husband and 
wife—left a few days ago. A cleaning 
woman comes in every afternoon.” Mrs. 
Horton gave the blanket a final pat. “How 
are you going to work this? I mean, are you 
going to stand guard outside throughout the 
night?”  

He stood looking at her, and she 
flushed slightly. He turned his eyes away. 

“You’re the boss,” he said. “Do you 
want me to stand guard?”  

“I don’t see that it’s necessary as long 
as you’re within earshot in case anything 
happens. I trust you’re a light sleeper.”  

“I’ll be awake when you need me,” Ben 
told her. 

 
HEN she had left, he filled his pipe 
and sat in a chair at one of the 

windows. From there he could just about 
make out the driveway that ran two 
hundred feet to the tar road. He heard low 
voices in the hall; then a door opened and 
closed. He rose, snapped out the light, and 
returned to his chair. 

He had smoked two pipefuls when he 
heard a woman say sharply, “Is that you, 
Mr. Starke?”  

The voice wasn’t anywhere near him. It 
seemed to come from below. 

The window was open only a few 
inches. Ben raised it all the way and stuck 
his head out. Suddenly light spread out 
over the flagstone terrace directly below his 
window, light from the living room. Then 
he heard a woman gasp, and a man 
chuckled softly. The man said something 
Ben could not catch.  

Ben moved swiftly to the door. A dim 
night light was on in the hall, and he saw 
Richard Horton coming toward him. He 
had on only his striped pajamas and his feet 
were bare. He looked sick with fear. 

“I heard voices downstairs,” he 
whispered. “Somebody’s with Eleanor.”  

Ben brushed past him. His shoes made 
too much sound on the hardwood floor. He 
paused to remove them. 

Richard was at his side, whispering, 
“Eleanor went down for a glass of hot milk. 
Do you think—”  

“Quiet,” Ben told him. With his shoes 
off, he went noiselessly down the stairs, 
followed by Richard. 

In the downstairs hall, light poured out 
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of’ the arched living room doorway. Inside 
the room a man was saying, “I’m asking 
you for the last time—where’s George?”  

Ben took his gun out of his pocket. 
When he got closer to the doorway, he saw 
that the speaker was the tall man named 
Gus. He had his rimless glasses off and was 
cleaning the lenses with a pocket 
handkerchief. He smiled lazily. 

“Never!” Mrs. Horton was saying. 
“You’ll never learn from me.”  

She had changed into a loose robe 
which she was holding tightly about her 
lush body. She looked older than she had 
thirty minutes ago and not so handsome. 

“I’m afraid I pulled a boner tonight by 
trying to get it out of that shamus you 
hired. That’s because I don’t like to fool 
around with women.” Gus replaced his 
glasses. “But I’m tired of this run-around.”  

Urgently Richard plucked at Ben’s 
sleeve. Ben looked at him over his shoulder 
and shook his head. He wanted to hear 
more.  

Mrs. Horton stood huddled in her robe, 
her lips pressed tightly together. She said 
nothing. 

Gus sighed. “I have ways of making 
you talk.”  

“No!” The word was a scream torn 
from Richard’s throat. In sudden frenzy, he 
plunged past Ben into the living room. 

Gus whirled. His hand crossed to his 
left armpit and came out with a gun. 

Ben was right behind Richard. 
Momentarily Richard’s body blocked out 
Gus. Ben leaped sideways to get Gus back 
into his line of vision, and that was when a 
gun barked. 

Gus went down as if hit over the head. 
He crashed against a table and flopped to 
the floor. He rolled on his back and lay 
still, and Ben saw that his nose was gone. 
That was where Eleanor Horton’s bullet 
had entered. 

The gun was in her hand, the automatic 

she had been holding under her robe. Her 
head moved, as if on a swivel, from her 
husband, to the dead man on the floor, then 
to Ben. 

“I—I had to,” she muttered. 
Henry! Ben thought. The other gunman 

might be near by. French doors led out to 
the terrace. They were wide open; 
doubtless that was the way Gus had entered 
the house. Ben stepped outside. 

 
O ONE was on the terrace. He 
stepped down to the lawn, into 

darkness. There was a patch of moonlight, 
but only enough to make weird shadows in 
the night. The thin beam of his fountain-
pen flashlight wasn’t much help. He made 
a complete circuit of the house and 
returned to the living room. 

Mrs. Horton was sitting limply on the 
couch, the gun still in her hand, forgotten. 
Her husband sat beside her, an arm about 
her shoulder. 

“You’re not to blame, Eleanor,” he was 
assuring her. “It was a heroic thing you 
did.” He lifted his head. “You saw the 
whole thing, Starke. She shot him to save 
my life.”  

“Uh-huh.” Ben looked down at the 
dead man. Gus’ glasses had fallen off and 
lay, unbroken, near his left ear. His right 
hand still clutched the gun. Ben moved to 
the couch. “How did you happen to have a 
gun on you, Mrs. Horton?”  

She shivered. “I was boiling milk for 
myself in the kitchen when I heard 
somebody in the living room. I was 
terrified, of course. This gun was in a 
dining room drawer. I fetched it before 
going into the living room to see who was 
there.”  

“Why didn’t you call out to me?”  
“I was afraid to make a sound. And I 

wasn’t sure you could get downstairs in 
time.” 

Richard said urgently, “She could have 
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shot him right away, but she didn’t. Not till 
she had to when he pulled his gun. It was 
obviously self-defense.”  

“You don’t have to protest so much,” 
Ben said sourly. 

He went out to the hall to phone the 
police. 

There was little investigating for the 
police. Eleanor Horton admitted the 
shooting, and there were two eyewitness 
accounts to agree with her story. In 
addition, the complaint she had made 
several days ago to the police of a threat to 
kidnap George Frost was on record. Also, 
Ben’s experience with Gus earlier that 
night fitted in with her story and the night’s 
happenings. 

Open and shut justifiable homicide. 
The police dumped it in the lap of a young 
assistant district attorney named Bordan. 

Bordan hadn’t seen thirty yet and had a 
young man’s enthusiasm for his job. He 
brooded over the three signed statements in 
his hand and still didn’t seem satisfied. 

“Where, by the way, is George Frost?” 
he asked. 

Mrs. Horton muttered, “I sent him to 
my sister in Cleveland.”  

Bordan rustled the papers. “Doesn’t it 
strike you that this man Gus acted odd for a 
kidnaper?”  

“I hardly know how a kidnaper is 
supposed to act,” Mrs. Horton replied 
tartly. 

Bordan turned to Ben. “I’ve heard of 
you, Stark. You’re one of the few private 
detectives police respect and trust. What do 
you think?” 

“I’m not sure.” Ben sucked his pipe 
stem. “Kidnapers don’t reveal themselves 
before a snatch. They did to me earlier 
tonight, and a few hours later Gus showed 
his face to Mrs. Horton.” 

Bordan nodded. “That’s it, of course. If 
they had found where the boy was and 
kidnaped him, we would have had a 

description of them. Besides, why were 
they so determined to kidnap this particular 
boy? They could find another victim as rich 
or richer and more easy to get at, once 
George Frost was sent away.”  

A state police sergeant suggested, 
“Maybe somebody has a grudge against the 
family and wants to take it out through the 
kid.”  

“It’s possible.” Bordan frowned at the 
statements. “Mrs. Horton, had you ever 
seen this man Gus before tonight?”  

Mrs. Horton clasped and unclasped her 
hands. She looked up at Richard who was 
toying with the cord of his dressing gown. 

“No,” she murmured. 
Bordan stared at her. She’s lying, Ben 

thought, and Bordan knows it. But the 
district attorney let it go and a moment 
later said good-night. 

The police left with him. By that time 
dawn was trickling through the windows. 
Richard yawned and suggested that they go 
up to bed. 

“Good idea,” Ben agreed. 
He went upstairs. While he was 

undressing, he heard the door to Mr. and 
Mrs. Horton’s room close. He locked his 
own door, put his gun under the pillow and 
got into bed. He could think of no reason 
why he shouldn’t sleep. He slept. 

 
T WAS noon when Ben came 
downstairs. He found Richard in the 

living room, reading a newspaper and still 
in his pajamas and dressing gown. Ben 
wondered if the man ever bothered to get 
dressed. 

“Nothing in here about what happened 
last night,” Richard said. “Guess it 
happened too late for the morning papers.”  

“Is that you, Mr. Starke?” Ben heard 
Mrs. Horton ask behind him. She came into 
the room and handed him a check. “I 
imagine that we have no more need for 
your services.” 
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The check was for one hundred dollars. 
“I’m afraid I didn’t do much to earn it,” 
Ben told her. 

“I have no complaint,” she said crisply. 
“Richard will drive you home whenever 
you’re ready to leave.”  

There was no offer to have breakfast 
first. He had been paid off; he was being 
dismissed. 

The doorbell rang. Mrs. Horton went 
out and returned with Assistant District 
Attorney Bordan. He seemed to be very 
happy about something. 

“Well, we have identified the man you 
shot last night, Mrs. Horton,” he said 
cheerfully. “From his fingerprints. They 
were on file. He had a criminal record. A 
confidence man. Only two weeks ago he 
came out of Sing Sing, after having served 
four years. He spread his smile to include 
both Mr. and Mrs. Horton. “His full name 
was August Frost.”  

Richard uttered a tired little sigh. His 
wife clasped her hands so tightly that the 
knuckles whitened. 

“He was George Frost’s brother,” 
Bordan went on. “In short, Mrs. Horton, 
you lied last night when you said you 
didn’t know him.”  

She held her head high. “There would 
have been publicity. Little George would 
have been disgraced among his 
schoolmates if the papers had printed that 
his brother was a criminal, an ex-convict. 
Gus Frost was always the black sheep of 
the family.” 

““Didn’t you realize that you couldn’t 
keep his identity from us?”  

“I suppose it was foolish.” Her 
shoulders slumped. “But I had to protect 
George’s name. His father put him in my 
care.”  

“When the father died, did he leave Gus 
any of his money,” Ben asked. 

Mrs. Horton twisted her head to him. 
“Certainly not. Gus had brought disgrace to 

the family. His father cut him off without a 
cent. He left everything to little George. 
When Gus got out of prison, he came here. 
He said that he was entitled to part of his 
father’s money. He had no legal right to it, 
and I told him so. And little George refused 
to have anything to do with him.”  

Bordan nodded. Now that he had the 
picture, his sympathy was for the woman. 
“I suppose he threatened to kidnap his kid 
brother unless he was cut in on a share of 
the estate?”  

“Gus was more subtle than that,” Mrs. 
Horton said. “He insisted that he wanted 
his brother to live with him. I wouldn’t 
hear of it.”  

“Naturally not,” Ben commented dryly. 
“If George left with his brother, you and 
your husband could no longer live off the 
boy.”  

Mrs. Horton shot him an angry look 
and turned her back to him. She said to 
Bordan, “I’m sure that Gus didn’t care one 
bit for his younger brother. He wanted 
George with him because he thought in that 
way he could get at the boy’s money. 
When I ordered him to leave the house, 
Gus said that if I didn’t let George go with 
him, he would come back and take him.”  

“That explains why he was so anxious 
to find out where you’d sent George,” 
Bordan said. “Who is this man Henry he 
had with him?”  

“I have no idea. No doubt one of his 
criminal friends.” 

 
ORDAN rubbed his hands. “Well, that 
ties it up. Only you shouldn’t have 

lied to me last night, Mrs. Horton.”  
“It’s understandable,” Richard 

protested. “We’re anxious not to have our 
neighbors know that George’s brother is a 
criminal. Do you think it can be kept out of 
the papers?” 

“I’ll do my best, though I doubt it.” 
Bordan reached for his hat. “There will be 
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a little more red tape, and we’ll continue to 
look for this man Henry, but for practical 
purposes I can say the case is closed.”  

He was feeling pretty good. He had 
disposed of a homicide with no headache 
and little work. He shook hands all around 
and left. 

Ben still held Mrs. Horton’s check in 
his hand. He asked indifferently, “When 
are you bringing George home?”  

“I doubt if I will,” Mrs. Horton replied. 
“There is certain to be talk in the 
neighborhood because of last night. George 
is extremely sensitive and delicate; he must 
be sheltered. I believe that Richard and 
Twill take him for a trip around the world.” 

“That’ll be fun,” Richard said. 
Ben grinned wryly. “Take very good 

care of that boy. Mrs. Horton. If anything 
should happen to him, he’d stop being a 
source of income to you.” 

She scowled darkly. “You’re being 
impertinent.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ben said. “But you told me 
a number of lies last night in my apartment. 
For instance, that you’d received a demand 
to leave twenty thousand dollars under a 
tree.”  

“So I did, from Gus Frost. He said for 
twenty thousand dollars he’d let George 
alone. Of course, I made up the part about 
leaving the money under a tree. Gus would 
have come to the house for it. But last night 
I was still trying to hide the fact that 
George has a brother who is a criminal.”  

“A tree in the south corner of your 
property,” Ben mused, as if talking to 
himself. 

There was a silence that seemed almost 
to have physical substance. Richard turned 
quickly to a window as if he had suddenly 
seen something outside. Mrs. Horton’s face 
remained frozen, except for her eyes. 
Momentarily something crawled in them 
and vanished. 

“Richard, get dressed and drive Mr. 

Starke home,” she said crisply. 
“Be ready in a few minutes.” Richard 

said and left the room. He wasn’t quite 
running. His wife followed him. 

Ben looked once more at the check. His 
mouth twisted. He slipped it into a pocket 
and went through the french doors. 

He stood on the terrace, blinking in the 
sunlight. The sun was directly overhead; he 
had no idea which way was south. 

The acre of lawn and shrubbery was 
surrounded on three sides by woods. He 
walked in a direction away from the road. 
When he turned the rear corner of the 
house, he saw the massive oak. It was very 
old, very gnarled, and stood fifty feet in 
from the woods. 

Ben walked around the tree. All about 
it the grass was neatly mowed and firm. 
But between the oak and the woods he 
found the spot. By getting down on his 
knees, he could barely make out divisions 
in the grass. Not too long ago somebody 
had dug here and then resurfaced a small 
area with sixteen inch squares of sod. In a 
week more the sod would have grown 
together, become integrated in the rest of 
the lawn. 

He got his fingers under one of the 
squares of sod and pulled. It came up 
easily. He looked around, found a short 
pointed branch and started to poke into the 
earth. He got nowhere. What he needed 
was a shovel. He straightened up and saw 
Eleanor Horton coming toward him from 
the house. 

 
HE was wearing a light checked 
summer coat that flapped open in front, 

and both her hands were sunk deep in the 
patch pockets. As she came around the oak, 
Ben saw Richard, fully dressed at last, 
come running out of the house. 

“Mr. Starke, what are you doing here?” 
she demanded. . 

Ben put a match to his pipe. “When you 
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told me that cock and bull story last night 
about being told to leave twenty thousand 
dollars, you mentioned this tree as the 
place. You could .have picked any other 
landmark, or none at all. Was it because for 
days your mind was filled with what is 
buried here? Your subconscious was 
speaking, blurting out the one landmark 
that meant so much to you.”  

“What are you talking about?”  
“All your stories smelled, Mrs. Horton. 

You changed them a while ago, telling part 
of the truth when Bordan found out who 
Gus really is, but they still smelled. I had 
an idea why and thought of the tree. When 
I mentioned this tree a few minutes ago, 
you and your husband both reacted. So 
here I am.” 

By that time Richard had reached them. 
He was panting, sweating. He blurted, 
“Eleanor, he knows!”  

“There’s nothing for him to know,” she 
snapped at her husband. 

“I think there is, Mrs. Horton.” Ben 
drew on his pipe. “George Frost is buried 
here.” 

Mrs. Horton stood indomitable, as 
unwavering as the oak at her back. But her 
husband couldn’t take it. He threw his 
hands up to his face. 

“We didn’t kill him!” he wailed. 
“George died a natural death. His weak 
heart—it gave out suddenly.”  

“I’m sure you didn’t kill the boy,” Ben 
said. “You had everything to lose with him 
dead. But you did kill Gus Frost, Mrs. 
Horton. It was deliberate, cold-blooded 
murder.” 

Mrs. Horton’s gaze lay flatly on Ben. 
“What do you propose to do, Mr. Starke?”  

“As a starter, dig up the body. Or call 
the police and have them to do it.”  

“No,” Mrs. Horton said quietly. Her 
right hand came out of her coat pocket and 
it held a gun.  

The police had taken the gun with 
which she had shot Gus; but she had been 
prepared with a second one. A woman who 
figured all the angles beforehand. 

Ben’s teeth clamped down hard on his 
pipe stem. His own gun was in his bag in 
the house. He hadn’t bothered to carry it 
because it was bulky and because he didn’t 
believe in guns. But, again, here was a gun 
in which he had to believe. 

“This won’t get you anywhere, Mrs. 
Horton.”  

She said tonelessly, “It will get you a 
grave beside George.”  

Richard kept his hands in front of his 
face. He didn’t want to see any of it. 

Placidly Ben struck another match for 
his pipe. That was sheer acting. He had 
learned how deadly Eleanor Horton could 
be if driven, and she was driven now. 

He spoke to gain time, though what 
he’d do with it he wasn’t sure. “Gus Frost 
got out of jail and wanted to horn in on his 
father’s estate. That didn’t worry you for he 
had no legal right to it. Then suddenly 
George died on your hands. That changed 
the picture. You were no longer the 
guardian of the possessor of the Frost 
money. It would be taken completely out of 
your hands. Probably Gus, as the boy’s 
brother, would automatically inherit it all. 
You had to act quickly and dangerously. 
George died when there was no doctor 
present and, I’m sure, no servants. Only 
you and your husband knew of his death. 
As long as it was assumed he was still 
alive, the estate was there for you to dig 
into.” 

 
 MUSCLE twitched in Mrs. Horton’s 
cheek. “You were too nosy, Mr. 

Starke. You—” 
She broke off. Her eyes bulged. 
A rolypoly man had stepped out of the 

woods. The gun in his hand was the same 
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one with which he had covered Ben last 
night. 

“It’s my play, sister,” Henry said. “This 
shamus is nobody to me, but Gus was my 
pal. I heard this guy say you murdered 
Gus.”  

Richard took his hands away from his 
face and moaned. 

The woman remained rigid, and so did 
her gun. Henry ignored it; he appeared to 
have no respect for a gun held by a woman. 
But then, he had not witnessed how 
accurately she had put a bullet into the 
body of Gus Frost. 

“Mr. Starke is lying,” she said. 
“Did Gus know that his kid brother was 

dead?” Ben asked Henry.  
“He knew something was fishy, but he 

wasn’t sure what. He wanted the dough, 
sure, but he wanted the kid, too. After all, 
he was his own brother.”  

Ben turned to Mrs. Horton. “You 
planned to go to Europe, pretending to take 
George with you. Probably you would have 
taken a boy his age who looked somewhat 
like him. There you would live on 
George’s money, and nobody would know 
that the boy was dead. But Gus was the 
problem. Chances were he’d have followed 
you to Europe. You set the stage to get rid 
of him. You hired me to make your story 
sound good later. I suppose last night you 
sent for Gus.”  

“She phoned him after midnight and 
told him to come right over if he wanted to 
see his kid brother,” Henry said. 

Watching the woman’s tight, strained 
face, Ben went on, “You waited for Gus in 
the living room. Richard played his part. 
He came downstairs with me. He yelled 
and leaped into the room, banking on the 

fact that Gus would be nervous and startled 
enough to draw his gun. And you were 
ready, Mrs. Horton. You shot Gus down. 
And it looked good. You’d carefully 
plotted it so that the police would believe it 
was justifiable homicide.” 

“That’s it, shamus,” Henry agreed. “I’m 
turning her over to the coppers.” He 
laughed mirthlessly. “That’s rich—me 
turning somebody over to the coppers. 
How’s about taking her gun from her, 
shamus?”  

Ben didn’t move. But he was poised on 
the halls of his feet, every muscle coiled. 

Mrs. Horton turned her hand a trifle 
and calmly shot Henry. 

Henry screamed and staggered wildly, 
clutching his right shoulder. Mrs. Horton’s 
gun followed him for a second shot. Then 
she glimpsed Ben coming at her and swung 
her gun toward him. 

His fist chopped down on her wrist. 
She cried out in pain. Her fingers loosened 
reflexively, and Ben had the gun. 

For the space of two heart beats there 
was no sound. Then Henry started to curse. 
He was sitting on the ground, holding his 
wounded shoulder with both hands, and his 
mouth never stopped working. As a kind of 
weird accompaniment to the curses, moans 
dribbled from the trembling Richard. 

Mrs. Horton rubbed her wrist. Her very 
red mouth was curiously twisted. “Mr. 
Starke,” she said, “how much money 
would you want to—”  

“Nuts!” he told her wearily. 
He took the check for one hundred 

dollars from his pocket and tore it into four 
pieces and let them flutter to the grass 
above George Frost’s unmarked grave.  

 


