
Thrilling Detective, June, 1948 

 
 

CHAPTER I 
 

DEATH THREAT 
 
 WAS feeling a little foggy that morning 
when I left my room at Mrs. Pettyjon’s 
boarding house, so, although I had a vague 

feeling that something wasn’t quite right, that 
something was missing, I quickly forgot about 
it and went on about my job, working for old 
Paul Jepson. 

Some people didn’t like Jepson, because 
he would tell a man to go to blazes in a hurry, 
if he happened to feel that way. But I liked 
him. In fact, most people who worked for him 
liked him. He was tough, but he paid well, and 
in a quiet way he watched out for the welfare 
of everybody on his payroll. 

My job was hard to define. I was a 
confidential man for Jepson—you might even 
call me a kind of detective. I checked up on 

this thing or that, or this man or that. He never 
asked me to do anything dirty, though, so I felt 
more like an assistant in his good works than a 
detective. 

Sometimes, too, I’d take trips around the 
Jepson orange groves, especially at night. That 
was because orange groves are sometimes 
systematically looted by gangs, and Jepson 
didn’t like gangs. 

Lately, however, I hadn’t had time for that 
sort of work, being kept busy with other 
things. 

Jepson sent for me late one afternoon. 
Now, the Jepson holdings included about 

one hundred-seventy acres of orange groves, 
mostly to the east of town. Jepson also had his 
own packing plant in town. His office was in 
the plant. He was sitting at his desk in his own 
private office when I went in. 

He was alone. His secretary, Dick Melton, 
was out in the plant—I’d seen him there as I 
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came in. The two bookkeepers were in a room 
adjoining. 

Jepson was a thin wiry man of about sixty. 
His face was thin, but with a rugged nose and 
chin. His close-cropped head was knobby. 

He waved me to a seat, fished in a drawer 
and brought out a snapshot, which he shoved 
across the desk at me. 

“Ever see that fellow, Harry?” 
 
HE snap showed a young chap, willowy 
in build, not husky, with a nice face, but a 

little too serious. His features almost too 
regular, the dark eyes too intent. He had 
plenty of wavy dark hair. The face seemed 
very faintly familiar. 

I tossed the snap back. “Don’t think I 
know him.”  

“Guess he left Galiota before you came 
here, Harry. How long have you been with 
us?”  

“Five years.”  
“Yes. Well, Jack Sandor left a year 

before—” 
“Who?”  
“Jack Sandor.” Jepson peered at me 

thoughtfully. “The name is familiar?”  
“Is that Nadine Sandor’s brother?”  
“That’s right. Nadine still lives here. She’s 

a schoolteacher.”  
I nodded, and hoped my face didn’t show 

anything. Yes, Nadine was a schoolteacher. 
She was also the girl I was most interested in. 

Jepson went on: “That snap was taken a 
few years ago. Jack may be changed a little, 
Mason, but you could recognize him from 
that.” 

“What about him?”  
Jepson smiled thinly. “I understand he’s 

due to arrive in Galiota this evening on the 
interurban. On the nine-oh-five. He’ll go to his 
sister’s, no doubt. I want you to be there and 
keep an eye on him all night.”  

“Why?”  
“I understand he figures on killing me.”  
“Oh.”  

I didn’t like this. Not at all. I didn’t know 
much about Nadine’s brother, Jack. She had 
barely mentioned him, to me. I had got the 
idea he had been in a spot or trouble and, 
somehow, I Jack. She had barely mentioned 
him. He was, I understood, three or four years 
older than she.  

Jepson said: “You know where Nadine 
Sandor lives?”  

“Yes. A small cottage on Moreno 
Avenue.” 

I thought it was queer that Jepson didn’t 
know about Nadine and me. Maybe not, 
though. After all, it was Jepson who depended 
on me for information about people, not the 
other way around. 

Or maybe he knew more than he let on. 
Jepson could be very secretive, as well as 
tough. 

“Okay, Harry,” he said briskly. “Just keep 
a check on the fellow until eight o’clock in the 
morning. Then phone me.” 

I felt unhappy about it as I walked from 
the office. Just outside the office door, I ran 
into Jepson’s secretary, Dick Melton, and I 
thought Dick looked at me queerly. 

Dick was a tall good-looking blond-haired 
guy, and he had a way about him. I had never 
had any trouble with him, yet I didn’t like 
him. He was a little too slinky to suit me. It 
occurred to me that he must have known Jack 
Sandor well; they had both been born and 
raised right here in Galiota, and were about 
the same age. 

We just said “Hi” to each other, and then I 
went out into the packing house. Beyond that, 
on the receiving platform, I ran into Orlo 
Draper, the packing house foreman. Draper 
was talking to Will Wren, the groves foreman. 

I stuck around. 
Draper and Wren broke up pretty soon and 

I got Draper to one side. He was a short 
powerful man with a big bullet head. I said: 

“You’ve been around here a long time, 
haven’t you, Draper?”  

His small eyes squinted. “About twenty 
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years.”  
“Sure. Remember anything about a kid 

named Jack Sandor?”  
His eyes wavered. “Could be. You should 

know. You go around with his sister, don’t 
you?”  

“Sure. But she never told me about Jack.” 
“Well, ask her,” Draper said abruptly, and 

walked away. 
 
HAT didn’t help. So in a little while I got 
hold of Wren, the grove foreman. 

While Draper’s work was all at the 
packing house, Wren’s was all outside, around 
the groves. I knew he was comparatively new 
around Galiota, having come from some citrus 
outfit in the coastal region, but I thought on 
account of his position he might know 
something. 

Wren was a large fat man with a soft voice 
and a never-changing smile. 

I said: “How long have you been around 
here?”  

“You should know,” he said agreeably. 
“About two years.”  

“Then you never met a lad named Jack 
Sandor?”  

Wren cocked his big fat head. “Not that I 
can remember.”  

“Did you ever hear anything about him? I 
mean, you supervising the picking crews and 
truck drivers and so on, maybe you could have 
heard something about him?”  

He thought some more. “I don’t remember 
anything. Why?” 

“Oh, nothing much. His sister—you 
probably know her—is a friend of mine, and I 
was just wondering.”  

I was itching to ask more questions, but I 
knew Jepson wouldn’t want me talking too 
much, so I let him drive away. 

I was down by Nadine’s cottage by nine 
o’clock. Moreno Avenue is a quiet street, with 
just a few other small houses in the same 
block. 

There was a light in Nadine’s front room, 

the living-room, but the shades were drawn, 
and I couldn’t see in, so I slipped in the gate 
and around the side of the house. 

Out there in the dark, crouched against the 
tall hedge, about ten feet from the house, I 
could look right into that front room through 
the side window, the shade being drawn down 
only part way. 

And I was looking right at Nadine herself. 
She was sitting in a big chair, doing 

nothing. Her clear ivory-complexioned face 
seemed paler than usual. Her very dark eyes 
seemed deepened by trouble. 

In a few minutes I heard someone in front 
of the house. The door bell rang. Nadine was 
out of her chair like a shot and vanished into 
the small front hall. 

They came back arm in arm, Nadine and 
the young man. At first they didn’t seem able 
to let go of each other. Then Jack sank into the 
big chair and Nadine dropped to the floor, at 
his feet. They talked quietly, earnestly, for 
some time. And I squatted and watched, 
feeling slimier by the minute, and more than 
half inclined to get up and slink on home. 

Suddenly, Jack said something and got up. 
He had his hat in his hand. He walked back 
into another room, out of my vision. In a 
moment or two I thought I heard a gentle 
slam. Nadine just stayed where she was, 
unmoving. 

Five minutes went by—ten—fifteen—
twenty—and by then I was practically certain 
that the slam I had heard was Jack Sandor, 
leaving the house by the back door. 

But, if so, it was too late to do anything 
about that now. 

So I just shifted my position and waited. 
It was some time later when I heard 

another slam. In a moment or two Jack came 
back into the room. He sat down and he and 
Nadine went on talking again. They talked for 
a long time. 

I couldn’t hear what they said but they 
were talking earnestly and with animation. 

It must have been two o’clock before they 
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moved. They went to bed. I saw Nadine fix a 
bed for Jack on the couch, saw him lie down, 
saw her bid him good night and go into the 
bedroom. 

The lights went out and that was all for the 
rest of the night. 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
MURDER IN THE GROVE 

 
T DAYBREAK, stiff and chilled, I 
moved out of the yard and found a 

concealed spot across the street. I saw Nadine 
come out of the house and walk off down the 
street soon after eight o’clock. 

Jack was probably still sleeping. 
I trudged up town and phoned Jepson from 

the drug store, at his home. 
He answered and I said: “Well, Jack 

Sandor arrived on time at his sister’s house 
last night. Stayed there all night. Guess he’s 
still there.”  

“H’m,” Jepson said. “Didn’t he leave the 
house at all during the night?”  

I swallowed and said: “I didn’t see him 
leave.”  

I just couldn’t bring myself to tell Jepson 
that Jack had left the house, even though I was 
practically certain he had. 

“Okay, Harry. Get some sleep. Come to 
the office at five o’clock this afternoon. We’re 
going to be busy this evening—the fiesta, you 
know.”  

“Yes, sir.”  
I had almost forgotten about the fiesta. It 

was an annual affair that Jepson put on for all 
the employees every fall. Jepson himself got 
more fun out of it than anybody. 

When I got around to the office at five in 
the afternoon, Jepson was alone again, sitting 
at his desk. It was a hot day, and he was, as 
usual, in his shirt sleeves. He seemed 
thoughtful. 

“So,” he said, “Jack Sandor didn’t go out 
last night?”  

I hesitated. Maybe, I thought, I’d better 
tell the truth. 

“Well, I really don’t know. I didn’t see 
him go out. But I did hear the back door slam, 
as if maybe he did.”  

Jepson grinned. “That’s better. Well, 
we’re going to have a good time for a few 
hours, Harry. The fiesta. You’ll go with me. 
It’s already started, of course.”  

“Okay.”  
He looked up at me quizzically. “You 

know, someone broke into the office here last 
night!” 

“No! Did they take anything?” 
“I don’t think so. They just seemed to have 

been looking for something. But I doubt—” 
He stopped talking as the door opened and 

Dick Melton came in. Dick nodded at me and 
sat down at his desk. 

Then I noticed the orange. 
It was just an orange, sitting on the corner 

of Jepson’s desk. As Jepson got up to leave, 
he picked up the orange and juggled it a little. 
This was an old habit of his. He was always 
toting an orange around with him, fooling 
with it, tossing it up and down. Jepson was 
hardly ever seen anywhere without an orange. 

But it was usually a small orange, a 
Valencia. This one was larger, a navel. 

He was still carrying the orange as we left 
for the fiesta. 

He appeared to be a new man as we got in 
his car and started out toward his home, where 
the fiesta was being held. He was no longer a 
tough, hardboiled man of business. At heart, I 
think, he was really a sentimentalist. Anyhow, 
he just loved a fiesta. And he threw this one in 
the fall of every year for all the employees. 

Jepson’s house fronted a five-acre orange 
grove. And the fiesta was held in a huge 
circular courtyard in front of the house. 
Things were going good when we got there. 

 
N THE courtyard were benches and tables 
with plenty of space in the middle for 

dancing. On the tables were enchiladas and 
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tacos and such like. And along one side was a 
Mexican string orchestra. 

After parking the car in the garage, Jepson 
said to me: “Don’t hang around too close to 
me, Harry. But just keep your eyes open.”  

“Okay.”  
He was still being secretive. 
He found a seat on a bench near the 

orchestra and some of the Mexican girls got 
food for him. There must have been a couple 
of hundred people there; employees and their 
families. 

I got me some food on a paper plate and 
sat down across the courtyard from Jepson, 
where I could look at him from a distance. 

These people, I thought, certainly were 
having a good time. Most of them were 
Mexicans, and they knew just what to do with 
a fiesta. The orchestra was playing “La 
Paloma.” That is, it was playing a Mexican 
tune, and any Mexican tune sounds like “La 
Paloma” to me. I liked it.  

But I wasn’t happy. 
In an hour or so I noticed the packing 

house foreman, Orlo Draper, squat beside 
Jepson and talk to him. Jepson didn’t seem to 
like it very well. He would rather be talking to 
the Garcias and the Morenos and the Trujillos 
and the Arriatas. 

And soon Draper got up and wandered 
away. 

Just about then Tony Madrigal came over 
my way and grinned at me. I had an idea. 

“Sit down a minute, Tony.” 
Tony sat beside me. He was a strongly 

built fellow and a good guy. Also he was 
foreman of a picking crew, which might be 
important. And, even more important, he had 
been born and raised in Galiota and had 
worked for Jepson ever since his school days. 

I said: “You knew Jack Sandor well, 
didn’t you?”  

Tony frowned, a little uneasy. “Well, yes,” 
he said. “We went through school together.”  

“You liked him?”  
“Jack was okay.”  

“Well, now, listen, Tony. I know how you 
feel, but what you tell me is just between us 
two. It may help a lot. It could even help Jack. 
I don’t know.”  

“What do you want to know?”  
“What happened to make Jack leave town, 

six years ago?”  
Tony hesitated, then leaned close to me. “I 

don’t know for sure. I only know what the talk 
was, among the boys. You know, Jack was 
working for Jepson, like the rest of us. He was 
driving a truck, between the groves and the 
packing house. So was Dick Melton.” 

“Oh, yes. Jack and Dick were pals?” 
“Yes. They were even after the same girl.” 
“Lorna?”  
I knew the girl, although not very well. 
“Yes, Lorna. I don’t know if that had 

anything to do with it—the part about Lorna, I 
mean. Anyhow, the way it was talked up at the 
time, the groves were being looted. Oranges 
were picked and instead of being hauled to the 
packing house they were loaded on trucks 
belonging to some crooks from Los Angeles 
and hauled into the city. It can be done, on a 
place like this.”  

I nodded. Yes, I knew that it certainly 
could be done. 

 
UT the scheme would need some 
cooperation between the city crooks and 

someone working for the groves. I said as 
much to Tony. 

“Sure,” said Tony. “That’s just it. They 
said Jack Sandor was the plant. There was 
quite a rumpus about it, I guess, although Mr. 
Jepson tried to keep it quiet. And finally Jack 
left town.”  

Jepson didn’t have him arrested?”  
“No. The story got around, you know how 

those things go, that Jepson told Jack he 
would keep the police out of it if he would go 
away and stay away, and never come back.”  

“How did Jack take it?”  
“He was sore.”  
“So Jack left town. And later Lorna 
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married Dick Melton, didn’t she?” 
“Yes.” Tony wagged his head. “I guess it 

didn’t work out. Lorna left Dick a couple of 
years ago.” Tony got up. “See you later, 
Harry.”  

So I sat there and thought about Jack 
Sandor and Nadine, and also about Dick 
Melton and Lorna. Lorna was a blonde, and 
had a pretty face, a cheerful sort of face, 
although it had sometimes seemed to me that 
her usual cute grin was getting a little tired, as 
if she had to force it. 

The whole thing looked complicated to 
me. 

Well, apparently I was the only one that 
was worried. The eating, singing and dancing 
went right on. The warm evening was just full 
of “La Paloma.” I kept squinting over at 
Jepson, through the crowd, and he was having 
the time of his life. 

Once I saw the grove foreman, Will Wren, 
appear from somewhere and stop and say 
something to Jepson. Jepson merely grinned 
and nodded, and Wren drifted away, smiling 
his usual fat smirk. 

I listened through “La Paloma” about forty 
times, and the evening was about half gone. 

Then I saw Orlo Draper’s short sturdy 
form elbowing through to where Jepson was 
sitting. He scowled and said something to 
Jepson, who frowned and shrugged. 

Then Jepson got up. He looked over 
toward me, made a motion with his right hand 
which meant I should stay where I was, and a 
motion with his left hand which indicated he 
was going in the house. 

He and Draper walked up the wide front 
steps. I noticed Jepson was still juggling that 
orange. 

The front door was wide open, and they 
vanished through the opening. 

I just sat and fidgeted. 
It was hard on my nerves. I love “La 

Paloma,” in all its variations, but even that 
was getting me down. Something was going 
on that I didn’t know about. 

I remembered I hadn’t seen Dick Melton 
for quite a while. I was just remembering it 
when someone spoke to me. 

It was Will Wren, and he said: “Say, 
Harry, have you seen Dick Melton?”  

“Not lately.”  
Wren shrugged his plump shoulders. 

“Well, it isn’t important.” He peered at me out 
of his pale blue eyes. “What’s the matter?”  

“Matter?” I said. 
“You look worried.”  
“I’m okay.” 
I wasn’t, though. Wren moved away and 

disappeared. I waited about ten minutes longer 
and then I couldn’t stay put any more. I 
pushed through the crowd, dashed up the steps 
and in the front door. The house was wide 
open. Doors to each of the rooms on each side 
of the long hall stood open. I couldn’t see 
either Draper or Jepson in any of the rooms, 
and kept on going down the hall. Toward the 
back of the house, around the kitchen, a group 
of women were fixing food. I ignored the 
women, went on out the back door. 

 
RAPER was there, just starting up the 
back steps toward the door. He was, as 

usual, scowling. 
I stopped him. “Where’s Jepson?” 
“I don’t know,” he grunted. 
“But he came in the house with you.”  
“Sure. He and I were working on some 

stuff in his study. Then he said he was going 
to the bathroom and would be back. He 
wanted Wren here between nine-fifteen and 
nine-thirty.”  

“What time is it now?” He glanced at his 
watch. “Nine-ten. Well, he didn’t come back, 
and I started out to look for him. He isn’t in 
any of the bathrooms.”  

“But where did he go?”  
Draper glared at me. “How should I 

know? All I can tell you is—”  
“Were you looking for Mr. Jepson?”  
A plump little woman interrupted us. She 

had just been toting garbage out to the 
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receptacles at the back. Her name was Lupe 
Ayon. 

“Yes,” I said. “Did you see him, Lupe?”  
“Yes. A few minutes ago. He came down 

these steps and walked away—out there, into 
the grove.”  

She poked her fat finger in the direction of 
the night-shrouded grove at the back. 

“I’ll go look for him. Want to come 
along?” 

Draper hesitated. “No,” he said, grumpily. 
“I’ll go back to work.”  

I hurried across the rear yard toward the 
trees. At the edge I halted. There is something 
baffling about an orange grove, especially at 
night. The very symmetry with which the trees 
are laid out makes the set-up puzzling. Rows 
upon rows of evenly-spaced trees, twenty-four 
feet apart. There are about ninety trees to the 
acre, with no signs, no lights. The foliage of 
the trees overhead almost touches, shutting out 
even the moonlight. 

The logical thing to do was to plunge right 
in, following the tree-lined passage through 
the center of the grove. e My small pocket 
flash helped a little. Not knowing where 
Jepson could have headed, it looked like a 
long job. 

But it wasn’t. It took only about three 
minutes. 

I had gone about half way through the 
grove when there I found him! He was 
slumped on the ground, motionless. The back 
of his white shirt was stained with blood. 

I could dimly see, as I knelt beside him on 
the dry turf, that he had been shot three or four 
times. 

I noticed the large ripe orange lying a few 
feet away. 

 
CHAPTER III 

 
MAN AT THE DEPOT 

 
ISING to my feet, I stared down at him, 
sore and sick. It was a foul job of 

homicide. There was just one thought in my 
mind—that whoever had done this was a rat, 
and it was up to me to get him. 

Even if it was Nadine’s brother, Jack! 
Presently I turned away and stumbled back 

through the trees. There was quite a babble in 
the front courtyard. “La Paloma” was still 
going strong. No doubt that was why the shots 
hadn’t been heard.  

I clattered into the house and hunted up 
Orlo Draper in one of the smaller rooms. He 
was at a desk, near the open window, 
checking some papers. Sitting comfortably in 
a chair nearby was Will Wren. 

Draper looked up and barked: “Did you 
find him?”  

“Yes.”  
“Why doesn’t he come back?”  
“He’s dead.”  
Draper dropped his pen and slowly turned 

and stared at me. 
Wren chuckled and said: “What’s the gag, 

Harry?”  
“No gag. Jepson’s dead. Out in the grove. 

Someone shot him in the back.” 
Draper said nothing. 
Wren said: “Good heavens! I believe you 

mean it!”  
“You’re tooting right I mean it. You guys 

get busy. One of you go out and watch him. 
The other fellow had better phone the cops. 
I’ve got things to do.”  

I didn’t wait. I took Jepson’s own car, and 
in a few minutes I was stopping it against the 
curb in front of Nadine’s cottage. 

I raced up on the porch and hammered on 
it. After a moment or two of delay, the door 
was opened by Nadine herself. She was very 
pretty, a luscious little thing, and usually when 
she opened the door to me I took her in my 
arms. This time I didn’t. I stood looking down 
at her. Her face was very pale and her dark 
brown eyes were wide and frightened. 

I said: “Where’s Jack?”  
She gasped. “What do you know about 

Jack?” R
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“I know he came into town last night and 
stayed here. Where is he now?”  

“He—he isn’t here.”  
I pushed past her, roughly, and hurried 

through the hall and turned into the living 
room. Jack wasn’t in sight. But sitting in a 
chair was a pretty blond young woman. 

“Hello, Lorna,” I said. 
She didn’t say anything. She was worried, 

too. She didn’t have her usual smile. 
Nadine was right behind me, and she was 

furious. 
“See here, Harry Masson. You’ve got no 

right to come crashing in here.” 
“Murder makes anything right,” I snapped. 

“Where’s Jack?” 
“Jack never murdered anybody! And he—

he isn’t here.”  
“Then where is he?”  
They said nothing. Lorna stared at the 

wall. And Nadine glared at me, angrily. 
I said: “Furthermore, you already know 

about the murder, although it was done only a 
few minutes ago. With your curiosity, you’d 
have asked me who had been murdered, if you 
didn’t already know!”  

“Get out of here,” Nadine said bitterly. 
I ignored her and turned to Lorna. “Last 

night, before Jack went to bed, he left the 
house by the back way and was gone some 
time. What do you know about that?”  

Lorna looked at Nadine, as if for guidance. 
But neither of them said anything. 

“The way I heard it,” I went on, “Jack 
came back to town for the express purpose of 
killing old man Jepson.”  

“That’s a lie!” cried Nadine, and I knew I 
had enraged her to the point of talking. “He 
came here only to see Lorna.” 

“You expect me to believe that?”  
“I don’t expect anything of you, but it’s 

the truth. Tell him, Lorna.” 
 
ORNA’S white face reddened and she 
hesitated. Then she said: “Maybe I’d 

better.” She looked at me. “I guess you don’t 

know much about what happened six years 
ago?” 

“Not much.”  
“Well, we didn’t like to talk about it. 

Several years ago, when Jack was working for 
Mr. Jepson, there was trouble about looting 
the orange groves. The Los Angeles gang that 
stole the oranges never got caught. It was a 
question of who was working with them at 
this end. 

“Jack was accused, and he wouldn’t talk, 
which made him look guilty. Well, Jack and 
Dick Melton and I grew up here together. And 
at the time I was going with both Jack and 
Dick and I—I couldn’t quite make up my 
mind which of them to marry. 

“So when this trouble came along, Jack 
left town. It seems Mr. Jepson said he 
wouldn’t have him arrested if he left town, 
and promised to stay away. So he left town. 
And, a few months later, I married Dick.”  

“And that didn’t turn out well?”  
“No.” She turned her head away. “I left 

Dick about three years ago. Dick won’t let me 
have a divorce without a fight, though. And I 
have a four-year-old son to think about.” 
Lorna’s eyes were moist. “I guess I always did 
love Jack the most. And a few weeks ago, 1 
was talking to Nadine and—and I blurted out 
that I sure would like to see Jack again. 

“Well, Nadine didn’t say anything to me, 
but she wrote and told Jack, who was in San 
Francisco. Then Jack wrote to Mr. Jepson and 
asked if it would be all right with him if he 
came to Galiota for a day or two, so that he 
could see his sister and—and me.” 

“And Jepson wrote him that it was okay?”  
“Yes.” 
“But where is Jack now?”  
They weren’t answering that one. 
Abruptly, I brushed past Nadine and flung 

open the bedroom door. I snapped on the light. 
The room was empty. 1 walked around the 
room and opened up the closet.  

Jack’s suitcase should be in here, if it was 
here At all. But it wasn’t. 
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I looked at my watch. It was now 10:17. 
Both of the girls were at the door, 

watching me with suspicion. And more than a 
little fear. 

No use asking them anything more. 
Without a word, I pushed past them again 

and hurried out to the car. There was an 
interurban train, west-bound, due in Galiota in 
about three minutes. 

I was within a block of the station when I 
saw the lights of the electric train as it 
stopped. By the time I came to a crash stop 
against the station curb, the train was pulling 
out. 

But Jack Sandor had made a mistake. He 
had waited in hiding until the train started, and 
was just making a dash for it. 

He was just swinging on to the steps when 
I lunged up, grabbed him, and yanked him 
down. We both tumbled to the ground. I was 
on my feet first, Jack was a second later. He 
started to swing at me. He stopped when he 
saw the gun in my hand. 

The dark eyes in Jack’s thin pale face 
stared up at me gloomily. 

“Put away the gun,” he said. “You don’t 
need it.”  

No, I didn’t need it. I was a head taller 
than he, and fifty pounds heavier. I shoved the 
gun in my pocket. 

Jack said: “Who are you?”  
“The name is Harry Masson.”  
The dull light in his eyes sharpened. “So 

you’re Harry! Well, well. Nadine mentioned 
you in her letters. I guess she just made a 
mistake.”  

“Listen,” I said, “if you didn’t kill old man 
Jepson, you’re a fool for running away. And if 
you did—well, I’m not going to let you get 
away with it.”  

“So it seems. Where to, chum?”  
“The police station.” 
 

CHAPTER IV 
 

CLOSING NET 

HEN we reached Police Headquarters, 
the place was almost deserted; just an 

old fellow who served as night desk man was 
on the job. The chief and all available men 
had gone out to the grove. 

There was nothing to do but wait, and we 
just sat around in the small booking room. It 
was very uncomfortable, and I didn’t feel any 
easier when Nadine and Lorna walked in. 

“So,” I said, “you knew where to come!”  
Nadine turned on me. “Are you,” she 

demanded, “accusing Jack of murder?”  
“I’m not accusing him of anything. But 

there’s a strong case against him, and if he ran 
away it would look even stronger.”  

“Where’s your case?”  
I grinned sourly and turned back to Jack. 

“You had a date to meet Jepson in the grove, 
didn’t you?”  

“What makes you think so?” he evaded. 
“Jepson wouldn’t have left the fiesta when 

he did and gone into the grove unless he’d 
agreed to meet someone there.”  

Jack squirmed and shifted his gaze, as if 
he couldn’t quite make up his mind what to 
say. 

“Okay,” he said then. “So what? I had a 
date to meet him in the middle of the grove at 
nine-fifteen. I got to the grove exactly at that 
time. He was lying on the ground, dead, when 
I got there. What was I to do? I knew, from 
the feel of him, that he hadn’t been dead long. 
And the way things were, if I’d stuck around 
and reported it, I’d have been accused of 
murder!”  

“So you admit there’s a case against you!”  
“Certainly. They’ll say I was still sore at 

him for what happened six years ago. They’ll 
say I lured him out into that grove so I could 
kill him!” 

I said: “Just how did you make a date with 
Jepson?” 

“Through Lorna.”  
“Oh? In what way?”  
“Well, after he wrote and said it was okay 

for me to come back to Galiota, he met Lorna 

W
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on the street. He told her to tell Nadine he 
wanted to talk to me on the quiet. He told her 
to keep it secret.”  

“Did he say why he wanted to talk to 
you?” 

“No. He suggested the night of the fiesta. 
And he also named the time and place.” 

Nadine, bursting with indignation, was just 
about to put in something, when chief of 
police Surrey came in with a couple of 
officers. The chief knew we were waiting, 
because the desk officer had phoned out to 
Jepson’s place. 

The chief didn’t look pleased. 
He carefully laid a paper-wrapped bundle 

on a desk, and silently turned and looked us 
over, especially Jack Sandor. Of course he 
knew Jack well. He had known Jack since he 
was a school kid. 

The chief was a short stocky man; not 
smooth or slick, but no fool, either. 

“So you were trying to get away, Jack?” 
he said sorrowfully. 

“Sure.” Jack was sullenly belligerent. “I 
didn’t want to get framed.”  

The chief ignored that. He just looked 
everybody over quietly for a moment, then 
turned to the desk and unwrapped the bundle 
on the desk. We could all see it. There was a 
gun, a .32 automatic, I thought. 

He said: “This seems to be the murder 
gun. Any of you recognize it?” 

 
HERE was silence for a moment. Then 
Lorna got up and walked slowly to the 

desk. Her eyes were big and there were weary 
lines around them.  

She said: “I—I think it belongs to me!”  
“You?”  
“Yes. I can tell it by those scratches near 

the end of the butt. It was in my father’s 
things, when he died, long ago. I just kept it.”  

“Where did you keep it?”  
“In a bureau drawer.”  
“In your bedroom?”  
“No.” Lorna hesitated, as if she had 

something else to tell, but wasn’t sure if she 
should. “My bedroom is rather crowded, so I 
have a bureau in the corner of my living room. 
The gun was in the bottom drawer.”  

The chief said quietly: “Jack has been in 
your flat since he got back to Galiota?” 

Lorna reddened, and looked at Jack. 
“Yes,” Jack put in angrily. “I went over to 

see her last night. But I don’t know anything 
about the gun.”  

The chief ignored him. He said to Lorna: 
“Were you in the living room all the time Jack 
was there?”  

Lorna said nothing, just turned and looked 
away. 

“Sure,” Jack cut in again. “If you want to 
know, Lorna went out to the kitchen to make 
coffee and sandwiches. I was in the living 
room alone, a little while. Plenty of time to 
snitch the gun—only I didn’t.”  

Lorna said suddenly: “The gun wasn’t 
there last night, when Jack was there!” 

“What?” 
“I said the gun was already gone. It was 

stolen! I found that out a couple of days ago. I 
went to get something out of the bureau, one 
morning, and that bottom drawer, which I kept 
locked, had been forced. I could see the 
marks. And—I found the blade of a pocket 
knife.”  

The chief was watching her closely, not 
quite believing her. “You found a knife 
blade?”  

“Yes. It had broken off. I guess the knife 
had been used to pry open the drawer, and the 
blade broke off. It was a distinctive blade, 
curved a little along the back, easy to identify. 
It had dropped down into some clothes, and I 
guess whoever stole the gun couldn’t find the 
blade in a hurry and went off and left it.”  

“You know who it belonged to?”  
“Well, no.”  
“Did you tell anybody about all this?”  
“Yes. I thought Mr. Jepson should know, 

so I got in touch with him and told him.” 
The chief sighed heavily. “The story 
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would have sounded better if you had told it 
before Jack got implicated.”  

“I suppose,” Nadine put in heatedly, 
“you’ve found Jack’s fingerprints on the 
gun?” 

“No. We haven’t checked closely yet, but 
there don’t seem to be any prints. Which only 
means the killer wiped his prints off.”  

I said: “When 1 found Jepson, I didn’t see 
any gun on the ground near him. Where was 
it?”  

“About fifty yards away from the body,” 
said the chief. “I think it was like this. Say it 
was Jack here who shot Jepson. He would 
stick the gun in his pocket. Also he would be 
in a hurry to get away. So he would run west, 
in the opposite direction from the house. The 
ground is hard and uneven, and it would be 
easy for the gun to be jolted out of his pocket 
and land a little to one side of the aisle 
between the trees, which was the way we 
found it.”  

“Without his noticing it?” 
“He would be excited—and in an awful 

hurry.”  
That sounded logical. 
The outer door opened. It was very quiet 

in the room, as if everybody was embarrassed. 
A man had entered. It was Dick Melton. 

 
ICK’S pale face was spotted with color. 
He, too, was embarrassed; and also there 

was fear in his eyes, which were bloodshot. 
He looked around at everybody nervously, and 
grinned. 

He said: “Hi, Jack.”  
Jack said nothing, looked away. 
This was a meeting, I reflected, between 

two lads who had grown up together, and 
courted .the same girl, but they hadn’t seen 
each other for several years. 

It was Nadine who spoke first. 1 had to 
look twice to realize it was my own 
sympathetic beautiful girl whose voice was so 
harsh with accusation. 

She was addressing Dick: “Maybe you did 

it!” 
Dick looked dazed. “Me?” 
“Yes! And don’t try to act innocent! It 

isn’t hard to guess that Mr. Jepson finally got 
onto the fact that it was you, and not Jack, 
who was involved in that crooked deal six 
years ago. Jack knew about it, all right, but he 
had no part of it, and he covered up for you, 
on account of Lorna!”  

Lorna’s face was very white. She was 
trying hard not to look at Dick. 

Nadine rushed on: “According to Harry 
here, Mr. Jepson thought Jack was coming 
back here to kill him. Well, I don’t think he 
believed that at all. I think Mr. Jepson merely 
repeated what someone else said.” She glared 
at Dick. “I think Mr. Jepson showed you, his 
secretary, Jack’s letter, and asked you what 
you thought he was really coming back to 
town for, and you said maybe Jack was 
coming back to kill him!” 

Dick’s lips moved, but no words came. 
“And maybe,” Nadine continued savagely, 

“you figured that if Mr. Jepson and Jack got 
together, now that you and Lorna have broken 
up, Jack would tell him the truth. And maybe 
you decided the only thing to do was to kill 
him!”  

“Hold on,” put in the chief. “In that case, 
wouldn’t Dick have killed Jack, rather than 
Jepson?”  

“No. Because Mr. Jepson was the one he 
was afraid of, and with him out of the way it 
wasn’t likely anything would be done about 
that old trouble. Besides, by killing Mr. 
Jepson he had a ready-made goat in Jack!” 

It was good reasoning, and the chief 
nodded. 

But Dick Melton finally managed to 
speak. 

He said flatly, through gray lips: “You 
can’t get me on a murder charge!”  

Nadine stared. “Why not?” 
Dick said: “Because I’ve got a complete 

alibi!” He was trying not to look at anybody, 
especially Lorna. “I left the fiesta soon after 

D 



THRILLING DETECTIVE 12

eight o’clock. I didn’t get back until a few 
minutes ago, when I learned of the murder. I 
was with a young woman. I can give the chief 
her name. She was with me every minute—
every second—during that time.” 

So that was that. I was sorry, in a way. I 
didn’t like Dick Melton, and it would have 
worked out well if we could have stuck him 
with the murder. 

But no one could doubt he was speaking 
the truth. 

The door opened again, and this time it 
was Orlo Draper and Will Wren. Draper’s 
face still wore a scowl, and Wren’s plump 
cheeks could not suppress his habitual grin. 

They didn’t say anything. 
I said: “It looks like we’re right back 

where we started.” 
“Yes,” the chief agreed, solemnly. “Which 

means I’ll have to hold Jack—”  
He stopped suddenly at the sound. But it 

wasn’t his face that was slapped; it was mine. 
Nadine, blaming me for everything, had struck 
me furiously across the cheek. 

Well, it couldn’t make me feel any worse 
than I already felt. I just ignored it. 

Anyhow, I had an idea at that moment; it 
was as if Nadine’s blow had jolted it loose in 
my head. 

I said: “You’ll need some extra evidence, 
chief. And I think I can get it.” 

“Oh? Where?” 
“In that orange grove. I’ll be back soon.” 
 

CHAPTER V 
 

CRAFTY KILLER 
 
ATER I drove into the Jepson place by 
the front way. Good old “La Paloma” was 

silent now, and there was no one around 
except a couple of women cleaning up. 

It was a sad-looking place. 
I left the car in the courtyard and walked 

around the side of the house, and stopped. 

From here I could look up at a window. 
That window was still open, and the light was 
still on in the room beyond. There was no one 
in the room. It was the room Jepson had used 
as an office, the one in which Orlo Draper had 
been working with Jepson before he went out 
to his death. 

I studied it for a moment, and then went 
on through the rear yard and out into the grove 
back of it. 

I used my flashlight now, following the 
same route I had taken when I discovered 
Jepson’s body. The body was gone now, of 
course. 

But I was looking for an orange. 
I came to the spot, played my flash 

around, and there it was! A large round 
orange, lying on the ground. 

I knelt on the ground, picked it up. 
“What’s so strange,” a quiet voice said 

behind me, “about finding an orange in an 
orange grove?”  

I turned my head and looked up at the dim 
bulky figure of the man behind me. Will Wren 
was standing close, looking down with 
interest. 

I said: “This is a large orange—a navel. 
The grove here has only Valencia trees, 
growing small oranges. You can’t mistake a 
navel for a Valencia.”  

“That’s right,” Wren said. “Of course. 
There are no navels growing anywhere around 
here. How did it get here?”  

“Jepson dropped it, when he was shot. He 
was carrying it in his hand.”  

“Ah. But then Jepson was always carrying 
an orange.” 

“Yes. But it was usually a small one.”  
“Right again.” Wren was silent a moment. 

“So the orange means something?” 
“I think so.” At that moment, I could feel 

the pressure of something sharp against my 
palm, which was holding the orange, but I 
didn’t mention that. “I think it means death for 
a murderer!”  
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I was still kneeling, and Wren was 
motionless behind and above me. I was in no 
hurry to move for a darned good reason. 

“So it was just an orange you were looking 
for?”  

“Just an orange—at the end of a trail that 
started several years ago.”  

“So?”  
“Yes. Nadine was right, of course, in 

saying that Jepson was getting wise to the fact 
that it was Dick who was guilty, and not Jack, 
and that Jack just covered for Dick. I think 
Jepson was also interested in someone who 
could have been one of the Los Angeles 
gang.” 

“Yes?”  
I said: “Now, you’ve been around here 

only a couple of years. Before that you 
worked in groves over in the coastal region. 
But how about before that?”  

“I see what you mean.” 
“Of course. I think Jepson had become 

suspicious of you too, probably because there 
was evidence of more looting lately. I think 
Jepson figured on checking with Jack on that. 
He thought Jack could identify you as one of 
that old gang. That’s why he arranged for you 
to be in that room at the house between nine-
fifteen and nine-thirty, with Draper, so he 
could take Jack there, just outside, and have 
him look through the window at you.” I turned 
the orange over in my hand. “But you got wise 
to things.” 

“I did?”  
“Yes. No doubt Dick passed the word to 

you that Jack was coming back. Dick was a 
crook, but not a killer. He probably didn’t 
know you planned to kill Jepson. Anyhow, he 
has an alibi. I notice you were checking up on 
his whereabouts just before the time for the 
murder, probably anxious that he should be 
out of the way.”  

Wren said: “I’d like to see that orange.” 
 

E WAS still behind and above me, and I 
was still kneeling for the same reason—

the gun in Wren’s hand. This I supposed, was 
his own gun. He couldn’t use Lorna’s gun on 
me, because the police had it now. 

I had a gun, too. It was in my hip pocket. I 
had been trying to figure how to get at it 
without Wren’s noticing it. 

But there was no chance. He seemed to 
have thought about it at the same time. He 
simply reached down and slipped it out of my 
pocket. 

I wasn’t ready to talk about the orange. 
I said: “You stole Lorna’s gun. You must 

have seen it in that bureau drawer. You and 
Dick played together, and no doubt you’ve 
been to Lorna’s house as a messenger for 
Dick. You tried to open the drawer with your 
pocket knife and the blade broke off. You 
didn’t have time to hunt for it in the clothes. 
The blade could easily be identified as yours. 

“Well, Lorna found the blade and noticed 
that the gun was gone. So she took the blade 
up to Jepson and told him about it. Jepson, as 
usual, said nothing, just kept the blade. I think 
that’s the reason Jepson had me watch Jack. 
He knew the gun was gone and was afraid 
someone would try to kill Jack.” 

“He figured wrong.”  
“Yes. Then somehow you found out, 

probably through Dick again, that Lorna had 
been to see Jepson, and last night you 
searched the office. But you didn’t find the 
blade. Jepson used a simple little trick. A 
small knife blade is an unhandy thing to tote 
around and you can’t very well stick it in your 
pants pocket, so he—”  

“Put it in that orange?” 
“Exactly. People were used to seeing him 

with an orange in his hand. So he just buried 
the blade in the orange.”  

“I should have thought of that.”  
I said: “Oh, I don’t know.” I glanced up at 

him over my shoulder. “You want the 
orange?”  

Even in the darkness, I could see a 
glimmer of a smile on his fat smug face. 

“No hurry.”  H 
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Of course not. He could just shoot me. I’d 
drop dead, and drop the orange at the same 
time. He’d pick it up. 

“You’re stuck anyway,” I said. “You 
couldn’t kill me and get away with it. Not 
after the Jepson killing. They’d suspect you 
right away.”  

He chuckled. “I’m safe enough. You see, 
they’d figure you killed yourself!”  

That startled me. “Why should I do that?”  
“Oh, it could be that you were implicated 

in some of that looting. They might even 
shoulder you with the Jepson killing, too. 
After all, you found the body. And on top of 
that they could reason you were feeling very 
unhappy on account of quarreling with 
Nadine!” 

“Yes. But would I shoot myself with your 
gun?”  

I should have known better than to say 
that. It was silly. 

Wren laughed lightly. “Oh, no. You’d do 
it with your own gun. The funny thing is, I 
don’t even need this gun I just took away from 
you. You see, at first I thought I’d use one of 
your guns on Jepson. I stole it from your 
rooms, of course, two or three days ago. This 
is it.”  

The fox! I always had an extra gun, which 
I left in my room, and that was what I had 
missed yesterday morning, without realizing 
it!  

Well, I didn’t seem to have much of a 
chance, and it was a cinch Will Wren would 
want to get things over quickly now.  

 
O I STARTED to talk. Very fast. Just a 
mass of words spilling out, not making 

much sense. The words couldn’t do me any 
good, of course, but I worked while I talked. 

Pretty soon Wren cut in impatiently: 

“Okay. But you’re not getting anywhere. Turn 
your head around a little to the east.”  

He wanted me to hold my head so he 
could shoot me to make it look like I had 
blown my brains out. I started to turn my 
head, very slowly. And as I turned it, I jabbed 
hard at his nearest leg. 

He yelped in pain and staggered back. I 
sprang up. Luckily, he stumbled on the uneven 
ground. Anyhow, I was younger and stronger 
and in much better condition than he. I 
swarmed all over him. He lost his guns—my 
guns. In less than a minute I had him slugged 
out of his senses and lying under an orange 
tree, moaning. 

Then I felt around in the dirt and found the 
knife blade which I had worked out of the 
orange and stuck in Will Wren’s fat leg. 

 
*  *  *  *  * 

 
I always did like midnight celebrations. 

We had one in Nadine’s cottage. By that time, 
of course, we had dumped the whole business 
into the hands of the police, and there were 
just the four of us—Lorna and Jack, and 
Nadine and me. 

We were still feeling pretty bad about old 
man Jepson. But, having known him, we 
figured that had Jepson known about it he 
would have said: 

“Go ahead and celebrate! Sing and dance! 
Throw in a lot of good old ‘La Paloma’!” 

After what had happened, it was going to 
be easy for Lorna to settle matters with Dick 
Melton—and Jack would be able to stick 
around. 

Nadine kept trying to kiss the sting out of 
my face, where she had walloped me. 

And I kept encouraging her. 
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