
Thrilling Detective, December, 1948 

 
 

Nothing could surprise Nick Ransom in that zany funeral home after the sweet 
chick welcoming him at the door—and the corpse greeting him in the parlor! 

 
CHAPTER I 

 
A GUN SNEEZES 

 
HE blonde said, “I’m sorry. You can’t 
see Mr. Needham this morning. He 
isn’t—prepared.”  

“Then run along like a good girl and 
prepare him.”  

“Oh, but I don’t do that work. I—”  
“Tell him it’s Nick Ransom.”  
Her blue eyes looked startled. “Did you 

say tell him?”  
“That’s what I said. I said that.” I smiled 

down at her from my six-feet plussage of 
altitude. She was a small, fluffy chick: fluffy 
golden hair, fluffy yellow Angora sweater, a 
quiet air of fluffy young innocence. Twenty-

one or so, at a guess, and not to sure of herself 
or of her job as receptionist. She seemed 
somewhat out of place in the cool oak-beamed 
Gothic room. Her coloring was too vital, too 
gay, for such embalmed surroundings.  

She fluttered a smooth little hand, 
nervously. “But—”  

“Look. Just tell Needham that the private 
detective he phoned for is here.”  

“Private detective he phoned for?” The 
blue eyes widened. “You’re teasing me.”  

“I’d love to tease you when I’ve got I 
more time, kitten. Right now, though, I’m in 
sort of a hurry.”  

She pushed her chair away from the 
reception desk and stood up. “Do you realize 
what place this is?”  

“Natch. It’s the Decker-Pasadena Funeral 
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Home. I had a phone call about an hour ago 
over in Hollywood asking me to bestride my 
horse and blip here to see somebody name of 
Needham. So here I am. Tell him I’m waiting 
for him, eh, hon?”  

“I can’t. He’s a—” She fumbled for a 
word. “He’s a case here.”  

“A case?” Then I got it. “You mean he’s a 
stiff.”  

“In the undertaking profession they prefer 
us to say deceased,” she answered primly. 
Somebody must have slipped her a rule book 
to go with the desk, the chair and the job. 

 
 BEGAN to savvy why she had said 
Needham wasn’t prepared; why her finely 

plucked eyebrows had gone up when I 
suggested that she go prepare him. In 
morticians’ language, the word probably 
meant something gruesome. 

I also began to get sore. Practical jokers 
are okay in their place, but a corpse emporium 
is not the place. Somebody had obviously 
picked me for a patsy—and I didn’t like it. 

Being sore wasn’t going to get me 
anywhere, however. And the fluffy doll with 
the golden tresses had nothing to do with it. 
So I gave her my polite smile, the one without 
the leer in it. 

“Maybe there’s been a mistake,” I said. 
“Those things happen, you know. That’s why 
they put rubber doilies under spittoons. Sorry I 
bothered you, baby.” 

It didn’t go over. She sensed that I was 
seething. “Would you care to speak to Mr. 
Decker?”  

“If Decker’s the boss of this layout, sure.”  
She started toward a door beyond the desk. 

Her ankles and gams were worth a second 
look. I was looking at them when the door 
opened ferninst her and a tall, cadaverous 
character popped out. 

“Oh,” the fluffy chick said. “Here’s Mr. 
Decker now.”  

“What is it, Linda?” the cadaverous guy 
said. He sounded like a man talking from the 

bottom of an oil well—deep, hollow, resonant 
and unctuous. He wore a midnight blue 
business suit, so dark it could have passed for 
black, and he shaved the same color. His gray 
silk necktie had a small black pearl stickpin in 
it, and his eyes had as much expression as the 
stickpin. 

Little blonde Linda indicated me. “This is 
Mr. Ransom. He—”  

“Ransom? The private detective from, ah, 
Hollywood?”  

“Yeah,” I said. 
Decker said, “Mr. Needham is, ah, 

expecting you.”  
I didn’t buy that. Under the circumstances, 

who would? Evidently Linda didn’t buy it 
either. 

“But Mr. Needham is dead!” she 
protested.  

“His brother is not,” Decker said, and 
fixed the disapproving focus on her. “You 
may go back to your desk, Linda.”  

He muttered something about the 
inefficiency of modern office help. 

“I apologize if she confused you, sir. You 
see, it is Mr. Paul Needham who is, ah, 
deceased. His younger brother, Mr. Max 
Needham, is the one who phoned you. He 
requested me to keep an eye out for you and 
bring you to him as soon as you arrived.” 

“Fair enough. Lead the way.”  
“You, ah, really are Nick Ransom, the, er, 

detective?”  
“According to my birth certificate and gun 

permit.” I gave him a look at my special 
badge. “Next time you’re in Hollywood, drop 
by my office and I’ll show you my license. I 
keep it framed on the wall to remind me I’ve 
switched professions. I used to be a movie 
stunt man. Next question?”  

“I beg your pardon,” he said icily. “I 
didn’t intend to be nosy. But at a time like 
this”—he gestured delicately—“one must be 
careful not to intrude upon a bereaved 
person’s sorrow. Asking you for identification 
was merely a precaution.”  
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“A precaution against what?”  
“Well, ah, newspaper reporters, for 

instance. Mr. Needham especially asked me to 
keep out the press.”  

“These Needhams,” I said. “Would they 
be the wealthy brothers with a mansion on 
Millionaires’ Row here in Pasadena?”  

“Their home is on South Orange Grove 
Avenue, yes.”  

“Hermits, sort of?” 
“Well, ah, you might say they have been 

recluses, in a sense.” Decker repeated the 
delicate gesture. “That is, not given to 
mingling socially with their neighbors. Every 
man to his own eccentricities.”  

I said, “From what I’ve read of them, 
they’re not eccentric. They’re downright 
punchy.” 

 
ECKER permitted himself an 
underprivileged smile. “That perhaps 

explains why Mr. Max Needham hasn’t yet 
released the news of his brother’s sudden, ah, 
passing last night. It explains his aversion to 
reporters. The newspapers have had a lurid 
habit of cloaking the family in spurious 
mystery and printing a great deal of, ah, drivel 
concerning them. Most regrettable. Most 
unfortunate.”  

“I take it you don’t like newspapers.”  
He lifted a shoulder. “I always try to defer 

to the wishes of our patrons.”  
“Well, let’s see this Max Needham then.”  
He was liking me less and less. He glanced 

toward the reception desk. Fluffy Linda was 
giving her complete attention to an earnest 
young bozo whose sandy hair was hatless and 
whose chunky framework looked even 
chunkier by virtue of his casual tweeds. He 
had a sun-bronzed face wreathed in a fatuous 
smile, and it was very apparent that Linda’s 
innocent loveliness stirred a mighty yen 
within him. 

Decker sniffed audibly. “Hmff!” He 
turned on his heel, ankled down a silent, softly 
carpeted hallway. I tagged along. Presently we 

came to a doorway and Decker stood aside for 
me. 

“One of our repose rooms,” he said. “Mr. 
Needham is in there, waiting for you. As soon 
as his brother’s remains are, ah, prepared, they 
will be brought in.”  

“Try to delay it till after I’m gone,” I cut 
in. “I’d just as soon not hold a business 
conference in a room containing a corpse.”  

I grasped the door’s L-shaped wrought 
brass handle. 

Simultaneously, from beyond the closed 
portal, there came the bellowing yammer of a 
gun sneezing: Ka-Chow! It was followed by 
the inevitable cliché of a dull thud, as of 
someone falling down. 

I pushed against the door. It resisted me. 
Decker yeeped, “Good heavens—what—

what was that?” and attempted to haul me 
aside so he could tackle the door personally. 

I gave him an elbow in the short ribs. 
Then I shoved at the portal with my full 

hundred and ninety pounds of heft. 
Reluctantly, gradually, it opened inward with 
a dragging noise. 

Long before I plunged over the threshold I 
realized what caused that resisting pressure. I 
was pushing against a murdered man. 

The room was small and formal. Angling 
across one corner was a waist high bier draped 
in black velvet, but there was no coffin on it 
now. Opposite, there was an overstuffed settee 
or davenport, likewise unoccupied. Two stiff, 
hard-back chairs completed the furnishings. 
Long, narrow French windows stood open 
behind one of the chairs, and a vagrant breeze 
stirred their tapestry drapes. 

The sharp odor of burned gunpowder 
came pungently to me. On the floor in a 
huddled heap lay a guy in old fashioned gray 
serge, the kind of suit they used to tailor for 
bankers and brokers in the gay nineties. The 
pants were narrow of leg, the coat high of 
lapel, and the vest had white piping. A tall 
choker collar encircled his skinny neck, a 
massive watch chain sagged across the vest, 
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and he wore button shoes that belonged in a 
museum. He had been serenaded through the 
left ear with a bullet of very large caliber, and 
the gunsong had rendered him deader than 
yesterday’s hamburger. 

Peering over my shoulder, the cadaverous 
Decker character uttered a stricken, “It’s Mr. 
Needham—I mean Mr. Max Needham—that 
is, the one who’s alive.”  

“Not any more,” I snapped. “Somebody 
repealed him by one vote from a gat.” Then I 
added. “Hold down the fort,” and careened to 
the French windows. 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
SURPRISE ARREST 

 
UTSIDE the windows was a sort of 
inside patio complete with tiled walks, 

flower beds, and an ornamental fountain 
centered by a marble angel, female, with 
folded wings. A stream of water spurted 
erratically from her mouth, falling into a 
mossy pool infested by vast quantities of 
goldfish. The goldfish were feeding at the 
surface until they lamped me barging out 
through the windows. 

I took a rapid look at the rectangular patio 
and saw nobody who might be a murderer. I 
saw nobody, period. 

The patio was enclosed on all four sides 
by the building itself. You needed only one 
glance to realize there were no exits except 
through the so-called repose rooms like the 
one where Max Needham had just been killed. 
Including that room, there were three of these 
rooms on the north side, all with French 
windows. I gave the remaining two a fast frisk 
and I still saw nobody.  

But the killer couldn’t be very far ahead of 
me, and his only possible avenue of escape 
was the route which I myself now followed—
back along the inside corridor to the front of 
the mortuary where the reception desk was 
located. Heading in that direction, I almost 

collided with little Linda of the fluffy golden 
coiffure. With her was the chunky, sun-
bronzed fellow in tweeds. 

They’d heard the shot, too, and were 
hurrying along the hall to see what the 
commotion was all about. I stopped them. 

“Who passed you kids just now?”  
Linda blinked at me, uncertainly. “Passed 

us?” 
“Somebody ran this way,” I said. “It’s the 

only way anybody could have run.”  
“But there hasn’t been anyone—” She 

hesitated, looked at the chunky fellow with 
her. “Did you see anybody, Stevie?”  

“No.”  
“People just don’t up and vanish in a cloud 

of smoke,” I said. “Not even murderers.” 
“Mur—murd—”  
“Yeah. Max Needham just got shot.”  
The tweedy youth gave a strangled a gasp. 

“Uncle Max! Murdered?” Then he zoomed by 
me to the repose room where Needham’s 
remains were being dubiously guarded by 
Decker, the undertaker. 

I started to trail him then thought better of 
it. “Linda, we need some law. Better phone 
headquarters.”  

“Yes, Mr. Ransom.”  
“And Linda.”  
She halted. 
I said, “You had a clear view of the hall. 

Are you sure nobody came from any of the 
doors?”  

“Positive. I was at my desk, talking to 
Stevie. You had gone with Mr. Decker, and 
then there was a noise like a gunshot, and you 
and Mr. Decker went in that room. Stevie and 
I waited a minute, then started to see what the 
trouble was. But we didn’t meet anybody until 
you came along.”  

“This Stevie,” I said. “‘Who is he?” 
“His name is Steven Horne. He works in 

Hollywood. He produces short features for 
Altamount.”  

“Know him pretty well, do you?”  
She blushed. “Quite well.”  
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“He seems plenty upset by Max 
Needham’s getting killed. Called him Uncle 
Max. How come?”  

“He’s Mr. Needham’s only relative. A 
nephew. He—” 

“Hm-m-m. Okay, go phone the police.”  
A sudden look came into her blue eyes, 

calculating and at the same time fearful. “Wait 
a minute. Just because Mr. Needham’s been 
killed and his brother died last night and 
Steven is their only heir and you’re a private 
detective, that doesn’t give you the right to 
accuse—”  

“Hey, nix,” I said soothingly. “I didn’t 
accuse your precious Steve. He was with you 
at your desk when the shot was fired in the 
repose room. Decker and I saw him leaning 
over you whispering sweet nothings. That 
clears him.” I grinned. “He couldn’t ask for a 
prettier alibi.”  

She caught the compliment, fielded it with 
a blush and thanked me with a demure smile. 
Her eyes also thanked me for relieving her of 
the worry that her boy friend might be held for 
plugging his Uncle Max.  

Turning, she went back to her desk, dialed 
the phone and said something into it. Then I 
heard her voice lift. “It’s already been 
reported—?”  

Whereupon, as she hung up, a sedan 
screeched to a stop outside the joint and a 
plainclothes dick came bouncing indoors with 
fire in his eye and a gat in his fist. He saw me 
standing there. 

“I’m Cassidy. The law,” he said politely. 
“I was cruising and got it on my short wave. 
Where’s the kill and where’s the killer?”  

“Ransom,” I answered him just as politely. 
“Private op. In one of the repose rooms. 
Vanished into thin air.” 

 
E was a youngish red-haired guy, this 
Cassidy, a modern cop who moved fast 

and had probably been promoted out of brass 
buttons his first year on the force. At least he 
didn’t look like a copper who’d spent much 

time pounding pavement. 
He gave me the rapid once-over. “Would 

you be trying to kid somebody with that 
double talk, bud?”  

“Not at all. You introduced yourself. I did 
the same. You asked me where the kill was 
and I told you—in one of the so-called repose 
rooms. You also asked me where’s the killer. I 
said he had vanished into thin air. Sorry if the 
bright crisp dialogue annoyed you.”  

“Okay, okay. You’re a private man, eh?”  
“Yeah.”  
“Well get this. Headquarters will be here 

in a minute. Until then, I’m in charge. And I 
don’t want you to horn in. Got it? Now show 
me where the thing happened.”  

I steered him to the little room where the 
somber Decker and the sandy-haired Steven 
Horne were standing guard over the mortal 
remains of Max Needham. Decker, in his 
unctuous undertaker’s voice, started talking. 
Young Horne started talking over him. 
Between the two of them you couldn’t 
understand a thing being said. 

Cassidy began to look mildly rattled. He 
had holstered his gun and unlimbered a pencil 
and notebook, but all he’d managed to write 
was the time he picked up the radio call and 
the time of his arrival at the Decker-Pasadena 
Funeral Home. That was everything he had -
and it was a wonder he had that much, with 
Horne and Decker bleating at him. 

I felt sorry for him. “Quiet!” I yeeped in a 
helpful way. “Be still and let the poor guy take 
notes. Who phoned headquarters?”  

“I did,” the chunky Horne fellow said, and 
indicated a phone in one corner of the repose 
room. “I figured—”  

“All right,” I interrupted him. Then, to 
Cassidy, “Here’s the way it happened. Max 
Needham’s brother Paul died last night and it 
was kept out of the newspapers. This morning 
Max phoned me, asked me to come over from 
Hollywood for a conference. I got here a few 
minutes ago. Max was waiting for me in this 
repose room. The door was closed. Just as I 
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opened it, there was a shot.”  
“Got a short memory, haven’t you?” 

Cassidy said. “I told you not to horn in.”  
“But I’m only trying to help you—”  
“This is Pasadena,” he said through his 

teeth. “I don’t give a tiny little whistle how 
they do things in Hollywood, but over here we 
have an efficient police department. We don’t 
need help from smartalec private snoops.”  

Indignation commenced to fester in my 
brisket. “You mean you don’t want to hear the 
lowdown?”  

“Out of you I want to hear nothing but 
silence.”  

I said, “You’re passing up a chance to win 
yourself a reputation, sonny. All you have to 
do is make a frisk and listen to an important 
piece of information the goldfish told me.” 

“Goldfish?” He narrowed his glims. 
“Talking goldfish, eh? Now I know I’m being 
ribbed.” He put his palms on my chest. “Out,” 
he growled. “Out, before I give you a nose full 
of lumps.” He shoved me over the threshold 
into the hallway.  

I don’t like being shoved. It does 
something to my ego. I was about to barge 
right back and flail him to a white blister, but 
a timorous touch on my elbow stopped me. 
Little Linda was at my side, trying to calm me 
down. 

“Please, Mr. Ransom—don’t!” she 
whispered. “Things are bad enough already.”  

She looked upset, frightened. I put a 
hammerlock on my resentment, got my ire 
under control. 

“Yeah, hon, I guess you’re right,” I said. 
“We’ll wait until some headquarters brains 
show up. Then I’ll speak my piece.”  

Whereupon I made a mistake. I slid an arm 
around her enticing slender waist and we 
walked together toward her desk in the 
reception foyer. 

The mistake was in letting young Steve 
Horne see me do it. He packed too much 
jealousy in his chunky tonnage, and he 

evidently considered the blonde chick his 
private property. 

Three minutes later Cassidy came striding 
from the repose room, his pencil and notebook 
stowed away and his service .38 once more in 
his capable fist. He prodded me with the 
muzzle. 

“You’re under arrest,” he said. 
“Me?” 
“You. On suspicion of murder.” 
 

CHAPTER III 
 

KIDNAPED 
 
HE absurdity of the charge left me 
momentarily flabbergasted. Presently I 

got my second wind. 
“Now just a minute!” I caterwauled. 

“Either you’ve got a screw loose or 
somebody’s been feeding you opium. Where 
did you get the idea I croaked Max Needham? 
I never even met the old gaffer. He phoned me 
to hurry over here to see him, but he was shot 
before I opened the door to the room where he 
was waiting.”  

“That’s just it. Young Horne says he 
thinks the shot was fired after you opened the 
door to the repose room.”  

Then I caught wise. The chunky bozo was 
sore because I’d put my arm around his 
golden-haired girl friend, and this was his way 
of getting even. He knew the beef wouldn’t 
stick, but he was counting on giving me a few 
uncomfortable minutes before I wriggled off 
the hook. 

“So that’s how it adds up,” I said. 
“Right you are.” Cassidy nodded grimly. 
“And did you ask Decker for his version?” 

I demanded. “As one of your town’s leading 
undertakers, his word ought to carry 
considerable weight. He was with me outside 
the room when I reached for the knob. He 
heard the blast inside the door before I opened 
it.”  
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“Mr. Decker seems a trifle confused. He 
can’t seem to remember whether the shot was 
before or after. Now stop gabbing, while I 
search you.” And he started to reach under my 
coat for the cannon I tote in an armpit rig. 

I stood still, knowing that my little blonde 
pal Linda had seen me outside the repose 
room door at the time of the kill. Her 
testimony would alibi me the same as it would 
alibi her ever-loving Stevie Horne. And the 
cadaverous Decker would confirm this when 
his memory got back on its track. In fact, the 
four of us—Linda, Horne, Decker and 
myself—would be banded together in a 
mutual protective alliance. All of us could 
swear that none of us had put a bullet through 
Max Needham’s head. Moreover, I could 
furnish character references from my friend 
Ole Brunvig of the Los Angeles homicide 
squad, whose fat I’d pulled out of the fire 
dozens of times during the past many years.  

Sure, this Cassidy copper would be in hot 
water up to his adenoids if he persisted in 
pinching me. I licked my mental chops, 
anticipating his squirming apologies. 

Then the blow fell.  
Linda was the dizzy dimwit who 

innocently did the dirty work. Looking at her, 
you would practically see her dubious mental 
processes going into high gear. First she 
glared down the corridor toward that repose 
room where Horne and the unctuous Decker 
guarded Max Needham’s lifeless husk. 
Realization was filtering into her head that her 
sweetie had deliberately dumped me in the 
grease for spite. And she apparently thought I 
was in a genuine jackpot as a result of Horne’s 
ridiculous accusation.  

No doubt motivated by an earnest desire to 
help me, and at the same time put Horne in his 
place, she pulled an unexpected fast one. She 
grabbed a paperweight off her desk and 
pitched a strike on Cassidy’s ginger-red 
thatch. The paperweight maced him 
unconscious and he dropped in his tracks. 

Then Linda fastened herself to my arm and 
started tugging me. 

“Come on, Mr. Ransom. I’ll show you 
how to escape!”  

I balked. “Now, cut that out!” I said. “I’m 
in no danger. Or anyhow I wasn’t in any until 
you conked the copper.”  

“But you are too in danger! Look!” 
 

 LOOKED. Eleventeen of Pasadena’s finest 
were thundering into the mortuary. 

One of them spotted Cassidy on the floor, 
and at the same instant Cassidy opened a 
bleary eye. 

“Guy named . . . Ransom . . . hit me . . . 
with a blackjack . . .” he mumbled. 

He had it all wrong, of course. But that did 
me no good at the moment. Those bulls would 
swarm over me before I could deny Cassidy’s 
confused charge. They’d run me through the 
grinder without giving me a chance to tell my 
side of the story. Besides, even if I told it, I 
would place Linda behind the eight ball. 
Caving in a policeman’s steeple is considered 
extremely bad form. 

Linda was the one who needed assistance 
now. I quit being obstinate. I started moving 
fast, taking the chick with me. 

“We’ve got to hole up until the excitement 
subsides, baby,” I said. “Which way is out?”  

“Here.” She angled us to a side door, and 
abruptly we were racing across a sort of paved 
parking lot alongside the funeral chapel. Back 
of this lot was a low, wide garage big enough 
for a couple of hearses and several funeral 
limousines. She raised her voice. “Tom! Tom 
Tolliver!” 

An ancient gnome popped forth from the 
garage. He wore stained blue jeans and a 
grease-streaked flannel work shirt that had 
seen better days, probably in the McKinley 
Administration. His face had three more 
wrinkles than a seedless raisin, and his mouth 
was industriously gumming a wad of cut plug. 

“Yeah, Miss Linda?”  
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“Oh, Tom, it’s terrible. There’s been a 
murder, and I knocked a policeman 
unconscious, and they think Mr. Ransom, 
here, killed Max Needham, but he didn’t, 
and—and—Tom, we’ve got to make a 
getaway!”  

“Max Needham, hey? J’ined up his 
brother, hey? Both dead, now. Allus I knowed 
vengeance’d strike ‘em down. Couldn’t miss.” 
With astonishing celerity he scuttled to one of 
the limousines, flung himself into the front 
compartment, did things to the starter and the 
gears. The car streaked out backward. “Hop 
in, kids. Ain’t got no livery, but I sure kin still 
chauffeur a Cad good as ever.” 

I boosted Linda into the tonneau, followed 
her. The ancient Tolliver raced his motor and 
we made a wide, sweeping circle on the paved 
lot. When he slowed for the driveway, though, 
Linda opened the door on her side and jumped 
out. 

“I’ll explain to the police!” she called. 
“You get going!”  

“Hey!” I erupted. “You crazy little fool, 
come back!”  

I might just as well have shouted my 
protest to the wind. 

“Cling tight, brother,” Tom Tolliver said, 
and widened his throttle to full speed ahead. 

We roared to the street and skirted around 
a garbage truck with less than an inch to spare. 

“Tolliver!” I strangled. 
“Nice drivin’, hey, brother?”  
“Turn back! Turn back, confound it!” 
“Now you jest ree-lax. You’re in the hands 

of a expert. Grease monkey I may be now, but 
they was a time when I was the best dang 
chauffeur in Pasadeny. Wore the snappiest 
livery this side o’ Denver, I did. Drove for the 
Needham brothers. For years. That was before 
Max got looney and fired me along with all 
the rest of the hired help.”  

“Max got looney?” I choked. “Are you 
sure you could get by an alienist yourself? 
Slow down! Turn back!” 

 

OLLIVER laughed gleefully. “He-he-he! 
Great kidder, ain’t ye? ‘Course I could get 

past an alienist. Me, I got a mind sharp as a 
tack.” Then, as I moaned at the way he went 
around a corner on two wheels, “The trouble 
with you, brother, your nerves is bad. Still an’ 
all, mebbe you’re entitled to the jitters when 
ye jest kilt a man.” 

I felt the back of my neck coming to a red 
burn. “You idiotic old goat, I didn’t bump 
Max Needham!”  

“Miss Linda said ye did.”  
“Get the wax out of your ears!” I 

screeched. “All she said was the cops thought 
I killed Needham. But they were wrong.”  

“Then why are ye runnin’ away from 
‘em?”  

“I’m not,” I said. “I want to go back, but 
you won’t take me. It was only on Linda’s 
account that I started to scram. She’d beaned a 
dick on my behalf and I was trying to yank her 
out of the mess. If you don’t turn this chariot 
around and get me back to that funeral joint 
I’m a cooked goose. The law will think I 
really did kill Needham.” 

“Ne’mind what the law thinks. The fix 
you’re in, brother, it looks like you got to lay 
low a while. And me, I’m gonna help you do 
it. Not that I hold with murder,” he added 
piously. “But Max’s time had come, anyhow.”  

 
 YANKED out my .32 automatic. “I’m tired 
gabbing. Wheel this crate around or I 

shoot.”  
Tolliver grinned. “I don’t think you’d do 

it, not when we’re travelin’ so fast.” He 
squirted a brown streak of tobacco juice out 
the window and it flashed by the limousine 
like an amber comet. “Put away the hardware, 
brother. You’re only frazzlin’ your nerves for 
nothin’.” 

Frustration flowed through my veins, 
filled me to the brim with a feeling of weary 
helplessness. 1 began to consider the situation 
from a new angle. I began to wonder why 
Tolliver seemed so intent on whisking me 
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away from the scene of the kill. Maybe he 
realized it would put me further in wrong with 
the law. 

Could it be that he himself had something 
to do with Max Needham’s violent demise? 
The theory had possibilities. After all, he had 
just admitted that Max had fired him from one 
of the best chauffeuring jobs in Pasadena. 
Now, as an old man, he was reduced to the 
status of grease monkey for a mortician. 
Maybe he’d seized an opportunity to get even. 

Or maybe he was honestly trying to do me 
a favor, innocently doing what Linda had 
asked him to do. Suddenly I started thinking 
about Linda. Why had she pulled that insane 
stunt of conking Cassidy the cop? 

Why had she yanked me out of the funeral 
home, installed me in this limousine and then 
slipped away before it started on its journey? 

Was it an act of bravery on her part? Or 
did she have a deeper and more ulterior 
motive? 

The cogs went around and around inside 
my skull and the car’s wheels went around 
and around on the Pasadena asphalt. 

I threw nothing but snake-eyes with my 
efforts to think. The limousine, however, did 
better. It reached a destination. 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
FILTHY RICH 

 
E were on South Orange Avenue—the 
broad and famous thoroughfare known 

as Millionaires’ Row. We whammed past the 
Wrigley mansion, the Adolphus Busch estate, 
the smattering of vacant lots where once-
palatial residences had in recent years been 
torn down to save taxes for remnants of 
families whose wealth had dwindled. Then 
Tolliver gave his steering wheel a twist to the 
right, and we turned onto a long curving 
driveway that slanted gently upward into what 
looked like a tropical jungle. 

Once this jungle had been a garden, but 

now the formal lawns had gone to lush weeds 
and the untended hedges were past all 
pruning. Profuse plantings of bushes had 
clumped up to the size of trees, and the real 
trees had grown and spread to the dimensions 
of a forest. Through all this thicket the 
driveway bored like a tunnel, skirting a three-
story mansion not quite as vast as Grand 
Central Station. 

All the building’s windows were closed 
and shuttered. Some of them were even 
boarded over with scabrous lumber, crazily 
nailed. We stopped in a rear courtyard with 
vegetation so dense it almost concealed what 
formerly had been a coach house, garage and 
servants’ quarters. Tolliver turned off his 
motor, latched his parking brake and hopped 
out. He opened the limousine’s tonneau door 
with a flourish. 

“Well, brother, here we be. This here 
elegant layout is the Needham premises.” His 
eyes grew rheumily reminiscent. “Lived here 
for many a year, I did. Jest like comin’ home. 
Makes me sorta sad.”  

I told him where he could stuff his 
sadness. “I’ve got to get back to the cops and 
straighten things out,” I rasped. 

“Suit yourself, if you feel like stickin’ 
your neck out. You’d be stickin’ it in a noose, 
though. Or rather, the gas chamber. It looks to 
me like this’d be a perfect place for ye to hide 
a while until things simmer down. Who’d ever 
think to hunt for ye in the house of the guy ye 
bumped off?”  

“Blast it, I didn’t bump Max Needham!” I 
shrilled. “I was accused by a jealous jerk who 
thought he was being smart. Maybe he was 
smart, at that. Maybe he was covering his own 
guilt. Horne, I mean. Steven Horne. The 
Needhams’ nephew.” 

“Little Stevie, hey? I ‘member him well. 
Ye think he could be the guilty guy, do ye? 
Mebbe ye got somethin’ there. But if so, 
you’re up against a plenty smart fella. Better 
take my advice and hole up here a while. I still 
got a key,” he added. “You want to look the 
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place over, jest in case ye change y’mind?”  
“No.”  
“There’s whisky, brother. Pre-war Scotch. 

By pre-war I mean pre the first World War. 
Cases o’ the stuff, that Paul bought as a young 
man when he found out we was gonna have 
prohibition. Laid in a supply, he did. Then 
after he took sick an’ lost his sight, he never 
drank no more. An’ Max was a teetotaler. So I 
reckon the goods is still there.” Tolliver licked 
his lips, dribbling a little tobacco in the 
process. “Me, I could sure stand a dram or 
two. That drivin’ I jest did give me a powerful 
thirst.”  

Well, rats. I’d been forcibly compelled to 
lam from a murder rap that wouldn’t hold 
water. But by appearing to run away, I had 
been installed in a jackpot. A few more 
minutes, one way or the other, wouldn’t alter 
the situation. And that talk of Tolliver’s about 
1917 Scotch intrigued me. 

“Okay, let’s go,” I surrendered. 
 
OLLIVER’S key got us in through a 
basement doorway. We plunged into a 

cool dark area that smelled pungently of 
generations of musty disuse. My pencil 
flashlight sliced a weak gash in the gloom, 
revealed acres of cobwebs festooning rafters 
and mammoth hot-air heating pipes which led 
from a huge antique furnace. Ducking a 
horrendous cargo of ugly black widow 
spiders, Tolliver shambled straight toward a 
cache of wooden cases marked Produce of 
Scotland.  

When I opened one of those dark bottles I 
felt so reverent I almost took off my hat and 
bowed. And when I let a snort gurgle down 
my gullet I didn’t have to take off my hat. It 
flew off by itself. That stuff was as smooth as 
oil and had a wallop like nuclear fission. 

“Want to see the rest of the house?” 
Tolliver asked. 

I nodded, and we climbed wooden steps 
into a kitchen equipped to feed the California 
National Guard. Judging from the dust, it 

hadn’t been used for cookery since the days of 
silent pictures. I trailed Tolliver into an 
immense dining chamber whose furniture was 
swathed in ghostly linen covers, and then we 
reached what he said was the ballroom. 

“What the devil!” I wheezed. And no 
wonder. The room was as big as the Rose 
Bowl and its walls were fantastically papered 
from floor to ceiling—with stock certificates! 

I began to realize why the Sunday 
supplements had devoted so much space to the 
Needham brothers and their screwy 
eccentricities. It was whacky enough that 
they’d become hermits. But here was evidence 
of crackpot characteristics beyond anything 
the newspapers had ever printed. You’ve 
heard of people papering rooms with shares of 
worthless stock. But this ballroom was 
papered with a fortune—for every certificate 
on the wall represented an investment in a 
profitable concern. There were government 
bonds, stock in manufacturing enterprises, real 
estate deeds and mortgages, a controlling 
interest in textile mills and radio chains and 
phonograph record companies. 

“Dizzy, ain’t it?” Tolliver grinned. “Max 
Needham, he took the idea off a Edgar Allan 
Poe story. You got somethin’ valuable to hide, 
you put it right out in plain sight and 
nobody’ll see it. Max, he was allus scared of 
bein’ robbed of his negotiable securities. So 
he pasted ‘em on the walls.”  

“Wow,” I said weakly. 
“And then his worthless stuff, he kep’ it in 

that safe over in the corner,” the old grease-
monkey went on. “Bales of shares in outfits 
that folded up. The idea bein’, if a burglar 
busted in to steal anything, why, the safe 
would be robbed and all the thieves would get 
would be junk. Funny part is, the vault is 
nothin’ but a movie prop.”  

“Movie prop?”  
“Sure.” Tolliver indicated a batch of 

shares papering the area over a huge marble 
fireplace. “The Needhams own a majority 
interest in Altamount Studios—where their 
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nephew Stevie works as producer of short 
subjects, y’know. There’s a word for it in 
Hollywood, givin’ jobs to relatives.”  

“Nepotism,” I said. 
“Yeh. Edjication, it’s wonderful. Want to 

look at some of the bad investments the 
Needhams made?”  

Without being answered, he trotted to the 
property safe in the corner. It was made of 
papier-mâché and plywood, painted black to 
look like steel. You could have rammed your 
fist through it. 

He hauled the pseudo-heavy door open 
and revealed stacks upon stacks of stock 
shares, gilt of edge and beautifully printed and 
worth whatever waste paper would bring on 
the open market. I picked up a bundle of 
certificates tied with twine. 

“Sterling Lead and Amalgamated Silver 
Mines, Incorporated,” I read aloud. 

Tolliver giggled. “Cost Max Needham a 
couple hundred grand, I understand. A 
swindle. That was back in ‘Twenty-eight or 
so, jest before the big crash. The guy behind 
the deal done time in a Pennsylvania jug, but 
nobody never got none of the dough back. 
President of the company spent it all on 
bootleg booze and wimmen and the dice tables 
down Mexico way.” 

 
CCORDING to the gaudily engraved 
shares, this errant president signed his 

name Norman X. Norman, with a small “x” in 
place of a period after his middle initial. That 
made two x’s, possibly an unwitting symbol 
of the double-cross that followed when the 
mining concern blew up. I tossed the packet 
back into the spurious vault. 

“Very interesting,” I said. 
“How’d ye like to see some more 

craziness in this here private madhouse?” 
Tolliver went on. “May as well. Ye got lots o’ 
time.” And he fastened his gnarled mitt on my 
arm, drew me toward an ornate grand staircase 
confected of marble and gilded wrought-iron. 
The gilt was tarnished, the rails flaking rust 

and the marble treads cupped with years of 
wear. We went to the second floor and 
encountered chaos. 

I’ve seen more orderliness in a city dump. 
Every hall, every room, was crammed with 
refuse and debris. Packages of old clothes 
spilled their insides through broken 
wrappings, like disembowled animals. There 
were littered heaps of busted furniture, hunks 
of machinery, fragments of statuary and 
bundles of newspapers. Particularly there were 
bundles of newspapers. They were piled in 
high profusion, stacked so tightly that you had 
to thread your way past them through 
narrowing angling aisles. With every step I 
took I expected them to come crashing down 
on my noggin and engulf me to my everlasting 
doom. 

“Kind of pathetic, them papers,” Tolliver 
commented as he guided me through the 
twisting maze. “Notice they’re from all over 
the country? Max Needham, he used to buy all 
the out-of-town sheets he could lay his hands 
on. He started it after his brother Paul went 
blind.”  

“Why?” I said.  
“Well, sir, his reasons may sound nutty to 

you, but I guess he figgered they was valid 
enough. Y’see, he knowed Paul wouldn’t 
never regain his sight. But he didn’t let Paul 
know it. He kept tellin’ Paul it was only a 
temp’rary condition which’d get better in a 
few years. Paul, bein’ blind, couldn’t tell the 
difference between day an’ night. So Max, he 
figgered out a scheme to make time sort of 
stretch out.”  

“Oh,” I nodded. Then I said, “I don’t get 
it.”  

“Sure ye do. Max would buy all the out of 
town papers an’ lay them by. Then he would 
read ‘em out loud to Paul, pretendin’ like they 
was the local Pasadena sheets. He’d switch the 
names and dates around so’s not to mention 
the news was from other cities, an’ that way 
he had enough stuff so he didn’t have to read 
the modern things. He made his brother think 
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twenty-four hours was only twelve hours. Two 
weeks were only one week to Paul, who was 
in darkness and couldn’t know no better. By 
an’ by, as the months went on, Paul lost a 
whole year. And another.”  

“Good Heavens!” I said, awed. 
“Yeh. The way it worked, Paul never did 

know he’d been blind twenty-five years. Max 
made him think it wasn’t much more’n twelve 
or so, and kept promisin’ him he’d soon have 
his sight back. Fed him gallons of orange 
juice, pretendin’ it was for the medicinal 
effect. Actually it was to keep Paul from 
gettin’ hungry at regular mealtimes, which 
would be the only true way he could reckon 
the passin’ of time. Matter o’ fact, Paul would 
eat breakfast at mebbe ten in the mornin’, then 
lunch at eight o’clock at night, an’ supper the 
followin’ sunrise. That’s what I meant when I 
said Max schemed a scheme to make time 
stretch out. Why, here it is Nineteen Forty-
Eight, and Paul was livin’ in about Nineteen 
Twenty or so when he died last night.” 

 
Y NOW we had ascended another flight 
of stairs to the third floor of the stash. 

Tolliver led me into a neat, clean bedroom—a 
room comfortably furnished and as spick-and-
span as if it had just been housecleaned.  

“This was Paul’s room,” the old ex-
chauffeur said. “There’s a newspaper on the 
table. Let’s see. The Tulsa Tribune for January 
Fifth, Nineteen Twenty-one. Reckon that’s 
what Max was readin’ to him when he passed 
away.”  

I wasn’t listening. I was staring at 
something on the floor by the bed; an object 
that prickled my hackles and grew a crop of 
goose pimples on my spine big enough to 
hang your coat on. It was an old fashioned 
hatpin such as dames used to wear, only 
someone had honed and sharpened it to a 
glittering surgical finish, like a special scalpel. 

It wasn’t a hatpin now. It was a thin and 
deadly stiletto—a weapon about eight inches 
long and stained with a brownish gummy 

substance that couldn’t be anything but blood. 
And even as I reached this startling 

conclusion, Tom Tolliver peered out the 
bedroom’s dormer window and called, “Guess 
I’ll be going, brother. The cops is arrived.” 

 
CHAPTER V 

 
THE KILLER AND THE QUAIL 

 
 LUNGED over to him, squinted past his 
skinny shoulder. The window looked down 

on Orange Grove Avenue through a thicket of 
screening trees which allowed me to sneak a 
glance at the newcomers without being 
noticed. Sure enough, Tolliver had called the 
turn. There was a prowl car at the curb and a 
couple of dicks in plainclothes piling out of it. 

“Lucky they didn’t come up the 
driveway,” Tolliver said. “If they ever seen 
my funeral limousine in the courtyard I’d be 
hooked for aidin’ a fugitive to escape, the 
same bein’ you. Well, so long. Happy 
landings.”  

I grabbed at him. “Wait. Where the devil 
do you think you’re going?”  

“Outa here. There’s another driveway 
from the courtyard leadin’ around the old 
coach house and down to a back gate on La 
Loma Road into the Arroyo. I’ll go that way. 
Reckon nobody’ll notice me through the 
underbrush and stuff. ‘Bye now.” He slipped 
out of my clutches, scurried to the bedroom 
door. 

“Hold on,” I called. “I’ll go with you!”  
“You’ll have to hurry,” he shouted back. 

“I ain’t aimin’ to be nabbed here with no 
suspected killer. Of course mebbe they ain’t 
searchin’ for you. Mebbe it’s just a routine 
frisk. But me, I ain’t waitin’ to find out.” He 
started down the stairs. 

I followed him, buckety-blip. Routine frisk 
or not, I craved to be long absent when those 
coppers poked their smellers in the Needham 
house. There were things I wanted to find out, 
now that I had seen that bloodstained hatpin. 
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There was information I yearned to dig up and 
spread out to dry. And I couldn’t do it if I got 
salted away in the Pasadena pokey. 

Tolliver gained the second floor, scuttled 
through the maze of passageways in the high-
piled stacks of newspaper bundles. I kept after 
him—and then I made a wrong turn. I 
slammed into a blind alley, and a precarious 
stack toppled. “Yeeipe!” I caterwauled. 

The next minute I was buried alive. 
“Too bad, brother,” Tolliver’s voice said, 

receding in the distance. “Can’t stop for no 
rescue now. If ye get loose, try prowlin’ the 
garage. They’s a old Lancia speedster ye 
might use if its tires is still holdin’ air. Of 
course its battery’ll be dead, but a strongarm 
guy like you ought to be able to crank the 
enjine. Magneto will give ye all the spark ye 
need, and I remember leavin’ a couple gallons 
o’ gas in the tank.”  

Then he was gone. 
I struggled against the weight of newsprint 

that flattened me, swelled my chest against the 
crushing pressure. Even in my palmiest 
stunting days I’d never been in a fix like this. 
But at least you had to keep in shape as a stunt 
man, and my muscles hadn’t got too flabby 
since I’d switched to snooping. Presently I 
fought clear, staggered upright, found my 
bearings and went galloping to freedom. 

It was a narrow squeak. I barged out 
through the back door as a crash told me the 
front portal had been forced. In the rear 
courtyard, Tolliver had taken time to open one 
section of the garage before lamming in the 
limousine. I saw the Lancia. 

In its day that jalopy must have been hot 
stuff. Its imported swankiness dated back to 
Noah’s Ark, probably, and it had slightly less 
brass than Sousa’s Band. But its high-wheeled 
tires were all in shape—a little pudgy, but not 
flat—and somebody had taken the trouble to 
cover the body with old newspapers as 
protection against accumulated dust. 

I yanked the papers away, scattered them 
hell-west and crosswise. All except one. It was 

a Philadelphia Bulletin, dated in July of 1928, 
and there was a two-column picture on the 
front page—a man’s mug with a caption under 
it. 

“Norman X. Norman Sentenced To Five 
Years In Mining Swindle,” the type-lines 
proclaimed. Then I remembered that was the 
name of the guy who’d signed those worthless 
shares of Sterling Lead And Amalgamated 
Silver I’d found in Max Needham’s imitation 
safe. 

 
HOVING the paper in my pocket and 
wiping the dust on my pants, I seized the 

Lancia’s projecting crank and gave it a couple 
of rapid twirls. It didn’t resist me too much. 
The motor was loose with age. I scuttled to the 
dashboard, found the ignition switch, flipped 
it to “magneto” position and raced again to the 
front of the car. Then I made like grinding 
coffee. 

The twelfth or fifteenth twist got results. 
There was a bark, a cough, a wheeze, a rattle, 
a roar and then a steady clattering purr. I 
inserted myself behind the steering wheel, 
clashed the elderly gears, tried them out with 
tentative touches on the clutch pedal until I 
found which way was forward. After that it 
was duck soup. I went rolling out of the 
garage, across the courtyard, down the back 
driveway through a tunnel of foliage and out 
through the open rear gates to La Loma Road. 
The Lancia didn’t have the speed of my own 
vee-eight coupe, but it moved. 

When I finally reached Hollywood, it 
wasn’t so bad. I was just as conspicuous as 
ever, but Hollywood is used to it. People 
probably thought it was a cinema scene being 
shot. I confirmed the impression by driving 
straight to the Altamount lot. 

There was a guy I knew in the front office, 
an executive who owed me favors. I got to 
him after passing a couple of dozen 
secretaries. I found out that young Steve 
Horne would come into full control of the 
movie foundry now that both his uncles were 
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defunct. I also found out that Steve’s 
employment in the capacity of short-subjects 
producer hadn’t been nepotism, after all. 
There was a letter in my friend’s file, signed 
Max Needham, stating that the Horne punk 
was to be fired without notice if he failed to 
cut the mustard with his pix. 

Moreover, Horne’s last two or three films 
had died like dogs at the box-office. He was 
slated to have his option dropped. Or that was 
how it had been until his two uncles kicked 
the bucket. Now he was in clover. 

I thanked my pal for the feed-box 
information and sallied forth again in the 
Lancia. This time I headed for my bachelor 
apartment. I needed a bath, a change of 
raiment and a slug of Scotch to keep me on 
my toes for the task ahead. 

What I got was my pal Ole Brunvig of the 
homicide squad. 

Tall, skinny and dyspeptic-looking in dark 
serge plainclothes, he barged at me with a sour 
scowl as I parked in front of my home 
address. 

“Well, Hawkshaw, I was right,” he greeted 
me. 

“Right?”  
“I had a hunch you’d show up here sooner 

or later. How’s for trying on these handcuffs 
for size? There’s a reader out on you from 
Pasadena, and you’re under arrest.” 

Before I could give him an argument, 
there came the venomous ka-Chow! of a gun 
sneezing from somewhere near the mouth of 
the alley alongside my building. A bullet 
serenaded a hole in my hat and nipped a neat 
nick in Brunvig’s left ear. 

He clapped an agonized hand to the spurt 
of gravy, screamed that he’d been stabbed in 
the back, yanked out his own gun and pivoted 
toward the alley for a return shot. 

Then, of necessity, he held his fire. This 
was because a guy and a girl came pelting 
from the apartment lobby. The quail was 
fluffy and curvaceous in a yellow Angora 
sweater, and the guy was a chunky bozo in 

tweeds. In brief, I had visitors—Steven Horne 
and little Linda, the undertaker’s receptionist. 

 
CHAPTER VI 

 
FAST FINISH 

 
OMENTARILY, chaos frothed over. 
Brunvig catapulted to the alley in 

search of the unseen gunsel who’d nicked 
him. The gunsel was gone, either through the 
other end of the alley or inside the apartment 
building by its side door. In fact, Horne 
himself could have been the trigger artist, or, 
for that matter, Linda. It would have been easy 
enough for either of them to have fired the 
shot, scurried indoors and then out through the 
front portal. 

The blonde girl tottered toward me, face 
pale. “Mr. Ransom, somebody tried to kill 
you. I saw a hole in your hat—all of a sudden 
there was a hole—”  

“What about the hole in my ear?” Ole 
screeched. “Blast it, sympathize with me for a 
change. I’m the one who’s losing all the 
blood. Besides, who are you and who’s this 
guy with you and what do you want and why 
doesn’t somebody say something?”  

The Horne fellow picked up the 
conversational ball. “Mr. Ransom, I want to 
apologize. I didn’t mean to accuse you of 
murder. I—I was just sore, and—well, 
anyhow, you’re out of trouble now. Honest 
you are. I changed my testimony to the 
Pasadena police.”  

“Yes, and I confessed knocking Cassidy 
unconscious,” Linda added. “So you’re in the 
clear, Mr. Ransom. And now Steve and I want 
to make amends.”  

“You do?” I said. “How?”  
“We want to hire you to find out who 

killed Max Needham. I mean—that is—well, 
Steve is wealthy now, you know. He’ll pay 
whatever fee you ask.” 

I studied the guy. “Got a checkbook on 
you?”  
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“Yes, sir.”  
“Write me a check for a grand.” When he 

obeyed, I slipped the green voucher into my 
pocket and turned to Ole. “Let’s use your 
sedan. We’re off to Pasadena and a 
showdown.”  

He beetled his brows. “My badge is no 
good in that town.”  

“I don’t want you as a cop,” I said. “I need 
you for a chauffeur.” Then, not waiting for 
him to argue, I prodded Horne and Linda into 
Brunvig’s car, bounced my own heft on the 
front seat. “Come on, Ole, time’s running 
out.” 

Grumbling, he slid under the wheel and 
we went away from there with siren 
screaming. We roared over Los Feliz, through 
Glendale and Eagle Rock to Pasadena proper. 
It was a thirty minute drive to the Decker-
Pasadena Funeral Home. We made it in 
fifteen. 

At the undertaking emporium I noticed a 
limousine on the paved lot along side the 
building. The ancient grease monkey, Tom 
Tolliver, was just taking charge of the car as 
the unctuous Decker got out. I yanked my gun 
from its shoulder rig. “Freeze,” I yelled. “This 
is a murder pinch.”  

Cassidy, the Pasadena dick, came out of 
the funeral joint. He had a dazed look, his 
mouth hung open and he sported a bandage on 
his red thatch. 

“What goes on here?”  
“I’m giving you a murderer,” I said. “Keep 

everybody covered. I’ll be back in a minute.” 
Then I dashed indoors, made a fast inspection 
of something unpleasant and emerged again. 
“The case is closed and there’s the guilty 
guy.” I pointed. 

 
OLLIVER quivered indignantly. 

nobod
“It’s a lie!” he shouted. “I never kilt 

y!”  
“I was pointing beyond you,” I said. “At 

Decker.”  
The mortician stiffened. “I could always 

sue you for slander, of course,” he said in a 
hollow voice. 

“Not from the gas chamber,” I answered. 
“It so happens I ran across an old picture of 
you in a Philadelphia paper dating back almost 
twenty years. Your name was Norman X. 
Norman in those days. You were convicted on 
a silver mining swindle.”  

He sagged. “You—y-you—I—”  
“But let’s take it step by step,” I 

suggested. “Paul Needham was incurably ill, 
and blind. Maybe he suffered a lot of pain. A 
devoted brother, name of Max, took care of 
him for years. So much for facts. The rest of 
this will be guesswork, but I’m basing it on a 
hatpin I found by Paul’s bed.”  

“Hatpin?” Decker whispered. 
I nodded. “I think Max Needham made a 

decision last night. I think he decided to put 
Paul out of his misery—a mercy killing with a 
sharpened hatpin. It’s easy to stab a guy under 
the left armpit all the way to the heart; and the 
wound won’t show on casual inspection. Such 
a death might easily be ascribed to natural 
causes.”  

“You’re insane!”  
“No I’m not, and neither was Max 

Needham, for all his screwy eccentricities. I 
think he pulled this mercy killing, and had you 
take charge of the body. Then I think you 
discovered the wound as you—what’s the 
word?—prepared Paul for burial. You realized 
the score, and maybe you figured to blackmail 
Max instead of reporting your discovery to the 
proper authorities.”  

“Preposterous!”  
“Yeah? Well, I just examined Paul’s 

remains and I saw the hatpin stab.”  
Decker’s eyes widened. “No! No, you—”  
“So let’s assume I’m correct up to this 

point,” I said. “Then came a dizzy 
coincidence. Max had invested in your silver 
swindle, years ago. When you were sentenced 
to the jug, he saw a newspaper picture of you. 
Now, suddenly, he recognized you. Here you 
were, a supposedly reputable undertaker, 
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putting the blackmail bite on him. And he 
tabbed you as Norman X. Norman.”  

Decker gulped, seemed to shrivel.  
I kept talking. “What would Max do in a 

case like that? Sure, he was guilty of a mercy 
kill. Maybe he thought it was justified. He had 
whacky notions. But I think he was smart 
enough to fight fire with fire—or rather, 
blackmail with blackmail. Instead of paying 
you hush money he probably told you he 
recognized you as a jailbird and offered you a 
deal. He would exchange his silence for yours. 
How’m I doing?”  

“You’re out of your mind!”  
“Yeah. Well, you knew Max had the 

power to wreck you by spilling the truth about 
your past. True, you could send him to prison 
for killing his brother, but then he’d be certain 
to expose you. Moreover, he’d phoned for me 
to come see him here. That may have been a 
bluff on his part, to keep you in line, just some 
of his clever strategy. If so, it backfired—
because you got so frightened you murdered 
him.” 

 
ECKER had the shakes. “It’s a lie! You 
and I were together, outside the repose 

room door, when the shot was fired!”  
“It was a gimmick murder,” I said. “I think 

you’d knocked Max senseless in that little 
room and left him in line with a planted gun. I 
think the gun’s trigger had a string tied to it; a 
thread running to the door’s L-shaped handle. 
When I twisted the handle from outside, I 
tightened the string and pulled the trigger. 
Mine was the hand that fired the shot, but 
yours made all the arrangements.” 

“You—you can’t prove that!”  
I leered at him. “Remember how I hunted 

a killer who’d vanished in thin air? Remember 
how I mentioned something the goldfish told 
me? When I ran out to the patio, those fish 

were feeding at the surface. I scared them. 
They ducked for cover.”  

“So what?”  
“So if a murderer had run out there ahead 

of me, those fish would already have been 
frightened and hiding. But nobody had 
disturbed them until I showed up. Therefore 
nobody had run out into the patio before I did. 
Consequently the kill had been worked by 
remote control. I tried to tell Cassidy, tried to 
make him frisk you and Steven Horne. Each 
of you’d had plenty of time to pocket the 
death gun and string. A search would show 
which of you had the gun, and he would be the 
guilty guy. Unfortunately, Cassidy wouldn’t 
cooperate.”  

“My error, Mr. Ransom,” the red-haired 
dick said. 

“Yeah. So I had to do some probing to 
unearth this stuff. It pointed straight at Decker. 
I think he was afraid I suspected him, which 
was why he drove to Hollywood and tried to 
bushwhack me.”  

Then, to prove my guesses, I clinched with 
the undertaker, went through his pockets. Sure 
enough, he was packing a gun—the gun he 
had fired at me, as it turned out later, the one 
that had killed Max Needham. 

For an ex-swindler turned mortician, the 
guy was strong. Suddenly he got loose from 
me and ran. Ole Brunvig unlimbered a service 
.38. 

“This is out of my territory,” he said, “but 
that son of a monkey nicked my ear.” He 
fired, and Decker went down with a punctured 
hind end. It probably made him very 
uncomfortable indeed, a couple of months 
later, when he sat in the cyanide seat up at San 
Quentin. 

Meanwhile, I cashed Steve Horne’s check 
for a thousand and earmarked ten bucks of it 
for a wedding present when he married Linda. 
That’s me all over, generous to a fault. 
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