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No Hero Is MR. MUNN 
By William Degenhard 

 
When a bookkeeper sees murder done, a killer’s 

likely to find that his accounts are payable! 
 

R. MUNN reached home every 
night at 6:42, except for the last day 
of the month when he had to stay 

overtime and close the books. Then, he came 
home later, but never later than 9:30. He 
didn’t like missing his regular evening train. 
He had no one to talk to on the way out, it was 
dark when he reached the station, and the long 
walk home was lonely.  

He could, of course, have had Edna, his 
wife, come down with the car and pick him 
up, but he felt that might make him look as if 
he were afraid of the dark. Which was absurd. 
There had never been any crime in Fairhaven, 
not even a burglary, except that one time 
several years ago when a madman had 
terrorized the women of the neighborhood for 
a few days. He had been caught before he had 
harmed anyone.  

Each time he reached the corner of Maple 
Street and Freemont Road on those late 
evenings, he had a decision to make. He could 
turn left and go up along Freemont Road, 
which was lighted, or he could cut across the 
vast empty lot and save himself a few minutes. 
He always chose to save the few minutes. 

True, he had to admit to himself that the 
rustling of the weeds and the twisted, 
grotesque shapes of the shadowy bushes made 
him a little nervous. But there was no 
sidewalk along Freemont Road and, even 
though there were streetlamps, it was 
downright dangerous to walk along there, the 
way people drove so recklessly these days. 

He hesitated a little longer than usual this 
evening, for it had rained around noon and the 
ground was wet and he knew there would be 
small puddles along the way. But the path was 
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fairly wide and he knew approximately where 
he’d find the bad spots, so he finally decided 
not to upset his established habit.  

As soon as he was away from the dim 
streetlights, he found that, even though there 
was no moon and no stars, he still could see a 
considerable distance ahead. He felt vaguely 
triumphant as he came to the first spot, edged 
his toe out, felt the slippery mud, then 
cautiously went around on the grass at the side 
of the path. 

 
E STOPPED short, startled, wondering 
what had startled him. He was aware his 

heart was thumping a bit harder than usual. 
His head cocked and he listened intently, but 
he could hear only the chirping of the crickets, 
the dry rustling of the weeds in the soft 
evening breeze. He looked over his shoulder 
and tried to smile. He was glad, at times like 
these, that no one was around to see him. He 
knew he was, in some respects, a very foolish 
man. 

He stepped forward, stopped again, the 
skin along his arms crawling. Voices! He was 
sure he could hear voices somewhere in the 
darkness just ahead. And yet, why should that 
frighten him? Almost everybody who lived 
over this way used this short-cut to the station. 

Now he listened again, but the voices 
didn’t seem to be approaching him. He knew 
he had been hurrying along. He must have 
caught up with some other people who had 
arrived on the same train. He chided himself 
for his foolishness and went on. 

For the third time, he stopped—quite 
involuntarily. This time, he could see two 
shadowy figures—two men. One was tall and 
slim, the other a vague blob a half a head 
shorter. Their voices were held low, yet the 
tone made it clear that they were quarreling. 

Mr. Munn felt a confused feeling go 
through him. His impulse was to turn around 
and go back. He didn’t like trouble. He would 
always walk around it if he could. And yet, it 
seemed a bit silly to go all the way back and 

around the long way just because he had run 
into two men having an argument. 

On the other hand, in a community like 
this, everybody knew everybody else and it 
might be embarrassing to them to be caught 
like this. The discreet thing was to withdraw 
as quickly as possible. 

He wanted to turn around, but somehow 
he couldn’t. The quarreling voices were 
growing louder, but the words jumbled 
together so he couldn’t catch what it was all 
about. He felt a growing discomfort. He 
seemed to know those voices, especially the 
high-pitched one, but somehow he couldn’t 
place them.  

Then suddenly, the smaller man stepped 
back. The tall man cried out, lunged forward 
and the two men wrestled around and around. 
Distressed, Mr. Munn wanted to cry out and 
tell them to stop it. He couldn’t find his voice. 
The two men went down, struggling, thrashing 
around in the grass. 

Almost at once, the tall man jumped up, 
wheeled and started running up the path, away 
from Mr. Munn, he saw with relief. The 
smaller man was up a split second later. He 
stood very straight, lifting his arm, as if 
pointing with his finger. With horror, Mr. 
Munn realized that he was not pointing a 
finger. In his hand, there was a gun. 

The gun spat—like a sharp, quick slap of a 
stick on leather. The tall man stopped 
abruptly, stiffened, stood very still for a long, 
agonized moment. Then, slowly, his knees 
buckled and he vanished into the tall grass. 

Mr. Munn was paralyzed, his throat 
muscles so tight he felt as if a brutal hand had 
clamped over his windpipe and was choking 
out his breath. The small man’s arm dropped 
to his side and he stood motionless a long 
time, staring at the spot where the other had 
disappeared. 

Everything inside of Mr. Munn seemed to 
be straining, waiting for a slight groan, a slight 
noise in the grass, a glimpse of a movement to 
tell him the fallen man was still alive. Nothing 
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stirred in the deep, oppressive hush. Slowly, 
through the storm raging in his head, Mr. 
Munn became conscious of what he was 
striving not to think about. 

He had just witnessed a murder. The 
thought made him start and a small, 
involuntary cry escaped him. The man with 
the gun wheeled, straightened, and a curse 
exploded on his lips. With horror, Mr. Munn 
saw the man’s arm slowly raise.  

 
OR once in his life, he didn’t think. He 
just acted. He spun half around, started 

running, frantically, desperately, sure at any 
moment he would trip and fall on his face. He 
heard a hoarse shout behind him, the crackling 
of weeds and dead branches. The sounds 
spurred him on. He felt his hat slide from his 
head, grabbed out for it. It slipped from his 
fingers. He didn’t dare stop for it. He didn’t 
look back. He kept running, running, faster 
than he had ever run before in his life. 

Vaguely, he saw he was running toward 
Freemont Road. Vaguely, he realized he had 
been running toward the streetlights. He tried 
to get himself to change course, seek the 
safety of the darkness and the cover of some 
bushes. But reason had been swept aside by 
his terror. He couldn’t think. He could just 
keep running. 

He burst out of the field and onto the road. 
Only then, when the man caned out to him, 
did he know for sure the man was still behind 
him, still coming after him. He raced across 
the road, plunged into the thick copse of trees, 
stumbled, almost fell. But he regained his 
balance and kept going. 

He tripped, fell flat on his face, scrambled 
to his knees and crabbed over under the 
shelter of a thick bush. He forced himself by 
sheer will power to stop panting, to lie still 
and quiet. He could hear the man running back 
and forth in the brush, mumbling, cursing. Mr. 
Munn closed his eyes and prayed—harder 
than he had ever prayed before. 

“I know you, Munn!” came a shout from 
nearby. “If you open your mouth about this, 
I’ll kill you, too. I swear I’ll kill you!”  

Then, silence. Mr. Munn could feel an 
ache flowing through every nerve and muscle 
in his body. He wanted to cry. He didn’t dare 
move, or even breathe hard. He wondered why 
this had had to happen to him. 

He wasn’t sure how long he lay there. 
Finally, he found his strength again. Slowly, 
cautiously, he stood up. The murderer was 
gone. He tried to remember what the voice 
had sounded like. He knew he wouldn’t be 
able to recognize the man again. 

He came back to the road. All was still. He 
was sure now the killer had gone. He stood 
there, knowing he ought to turn back and go 
straight to the village and report this to the 
police. 

The police! The word roused a vague new 
terror inside of him. He could see himself 
being questioned and badgered and perhaps 
jailed as a material witness—if they believed 
his story. If not, if it developed that he might 
have had some reason to kill— He turned 
swiftly and walked rapidly up the road toward 
home. He needed time, time to think, time to 
decide what to do. 

There were lights along the street of small 
homes where Mr. Munn lived. He was almost 
up to his door before he realized he must be a 
mess. He paused and brushed himself off as 
best he could. His head ached a little. He knew 
he was late. What was he going to tell Edna? 

She wasn’t in the hall to meet him as he 
came in. He was relieved. Quickly, he hung up 
his topcoat in the hall closet. He didn’t have 
that to explain. He wouldn’t have to explain 
right away about the loss of his hat. 

“That you, Harold?” came the call from 
the back of the house. “I’m in the in kitchen.” 

His hands were dirty and he was tempted 
to go upstairs to the bathroom first and wash 
up. He decided he’d better not. He always 
washed in the kitchen when he came home 
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nights. She appeared at the kitchen door as he 
came across the dining room.  

“I made waffles.” She kissed him lightly 
on the cheek. “I knew you’d want a snack 
before going to bed. You look tired, Harold. 
Have any trouble?” 

He smiled wanly. “No more than usual. 
We had to track down a ten-dollar overcharge. 
We found it.”  

He shed his coat and went to the sink and 
washed his hands. Vaguely, he could smell the 
waffles. Somehow, he wasn’t hungry. But, 
perhaps after a good cup of hot coffee— He 
avoided her eyes as he went over and seated 
himself in the breakfast nook. 

“Anything wrong?” she asked suddenly. 
“No, nothing wrong,” he said firmly. 
There was a long silence. She was 

suspicious, of course. He knew he couldn’t 
avoid forever telling her what happened. She 
knew him too well to attempt to lie. 

 
DNA placed the plate with the waffle on 
it before him, and stood there, sullenly 

staring down at him. He felt a strange 
prickling sensation along his neck. 

“You’re a little late,” she said finally. He 
tried to say something, but couldn’t. “There’s 
a scratch on your cheek, Harold.”  

His hand leaped to his cheek and he could 
feel the broken skin. It was only a surface 
scratch. 

“Harold, something happened—something 
serious.”  

She sat down opposite him. He couldn’t 
meet her eyes. He tried to eat his waffle. It 
was tasteless. Finally, “Please, Edna. It wasn’t 
anything. The wind blew off, my hat. I chased 
it. I fell and scratched myself.”  

She was silent a moment, then, quietly, 
“There’s no wind out tonight—not enough 
to—”  

“My hat blew off!” he burst out angrily. “I 
fell. That’s all there was to it.”  

She didn’t say any more. She rose and got 
him a cup of coffee. He didn’t look her way. 

He could hear her bustling around, cleaning 
the mixmaster and the dishes. The coffee was 
bitter. 

The telephone rang. He jumped and his 
hand hit against his cup. The coffee spilled 
into his lap and he quickly got up, grabbing 
for paper napkins and brushing himself off. 
She didn’t come to help him. She just stood 
there, staring. In the hall, the telephone kept 
ringing and ringing. 

She started, hurried out. A moment later, 
he could hear her answering the phone. He 
listened intently, but he couldn’t catch what 
was being said. He sat down again, 
mechanically wiping up the spilled coffee on 
the table. He grew tense inside as he heard her 
coming back. 

She stopped in the doorway and he could 
see she was white faced. She gazed steadily at 
his hand. He closed his fist hard, only now 
noticing he had been visibly trembling. 

“It was Madge Fuller,” she said in a low 
voice. “George was coming across the lot and 
he found—he found Pete, the handyman. He’s 
dead. He was murdered.”  

He sat very still. He didn’t say anything. 
His throat felt painfully dry. He was aware of 
a faint twitching sensation on his eyelids. 

“Harold.” Her voice was calm and quiet. 
“Harold, you came across that lot tonight.” 

He jumped up. “I went ar—” He caught 
himself. He knew he couldn’t lie to her. “Yes, 
I came across the lot. I saw it. I saw him 
killed.” 

“You didn’t report it to the police,” she 
said in a dull voice. “You don’t intend to.”  

“I can’t!” he burst out. “They may think I 
did it. They may put me in jail as a material 
witness. Edna, I can’t get myself involved.” 

“You have to go to the police,” she said. 
“Harold, it’s your duty.” 

He sat down slowly, his heart pounding. 
Yes, it was his duty. It was the duty of all 
honest, respectable citizens to go at once to 
the police if they knew anything about a 
crime. But—” 
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Edna, I want to go to the police. I want to 
do the right thing. But—” 

She didn’t say anything. She just stared at 
him. 

“He saw me, Edna,” he said in a low 
voice. “I didn’t recognize him, but he chased 
me out to Freemont Road and I passed under a 
streetlight. He saw me. He knows who I am. 
He told me if I told anybody about it, he 
would come and kill me, too. Edna, do you 
want me to risk—?”  

He stopped. He realized he sounded 
cowardly. He saw suddenly that he had 
already damaged himself by delaying going to 
the police. The longer he delayed, the more 
they would suspect that he had something to 
hide. And yet—A picture of the man with the 
gun rose before his eyes. He felt a shiver go 
through him. 

“I don’t know what to do, Edna,” he said 
miserably. “If I knew who the man was, if I 
could identify him and be sure he’d be thrown 
into jail right away. But this way—” 

“Yes.” There was the tightness of fear in 
her voice. “Yes, I understand. I wish I knew 
what was right.”  

She turned away and was gone. He heard 
her go upstairs and close the bedroom door. 
He sat there, staring into space, aware his 
hands were cold and clammy, his brow was 
beaded with sweat. 

He gasped as he remembered his hat. His 
hat was still out there. The police would surely 
search the lot thoroughly. If they found his 
hat— There were initials in it. They’ll surely 
be able to trace it to him. He jumped up and 
snatched up his jacket and pulled it on. He had 
to find that hat. 

The news had spread through the 
neighborhood like a flash fire. Doors all up 
and down the street were open and people 
were standing on their stoops, gazing down 
toward Freemont Road as if they could see 
something. A number of men and women 
were hurrying down the street and their voices 
were sharp and clear in the still night air. 

Mr. Munn now felt encouraged. In the 
dark and the confusion, he had a good chance 
to recover his hat without being noticed, He 
knew just where to start. He would backtrack 
from the place where he had come out on the 
road. 

 
OARING so high, his hopes died abruptly 
as he came within sight of the lot. The 

police had arrived in force. Squad cars from 
town were parked along the street and down 
on the road. Grey clad State Troopers had 
come, too, and were patrolling the lot. They 
carried big flashlights and they were chasing 
out the curious who wanted to get in close to 
the knot of men standing around the spot 
where the body had been found. 

Mr. Munn felt a strange numbness 
creeping, through him. The thought nagged 
him to go straight over, identify himself and 
tell his story. He couldn’t force himself. He 
walked slowly down to the road, not 
consciously avoiding the many who were 
standing around and talking in low tones, yet 
keeping a safe distance from anyone who 
might recognize him and draw him into the 
discussion. 

He headed straight for the lamp under 
which he had run in his escape from the killer. 
He tensed inside as he saw a fat little man 
waddling toward him. It was Salvatore, the 
barber down at the station. A pang of fright 
went through him. Salvatore took bets on the 
horses. Twice, Mr. Munn had bet on horses, 
just for a lark, the thrill in it. 

Perhaps it was foolish of him even to think 
the police would read any significance into 
such a minor breaking of the law, yet one 
could never tell. A thing like that could be 
inflated beyond all reason at a time like this. 
He felt it best to avoid the stout little barber, to 
obviate the necessity of having Salvatore see 
how nervous he was and perhaps start 
thinking. 

He glanced around, saw that two men 
were standing under that streetlamp—the Rev. 
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Dr. Jordan Browne, the pastor of the 
neighborhood church, and Warren Fostner, the 
principal deacon and chief of the Volunteer 
Fire Company. Mr. Munn felt he would be 
safe in their company. With satisfaction, he 
saw that Salvatore had stopped and looked 
hesitant to join the trio. 

Fostner glanced around, nodded greeting. 
“Hello, Munn. Doctor Browne and I were just 
discussing the advisability of getting up a 
committee to patrol the streets after dark. You 
heard, didn’t you? That madman who 
terrorized the neighborhood a few years back 
escaped from the insane asylum a few weeks 
ago.”  

Mr. Munn’s eyes widened. “No!”  
Dr. Browne nodded solemnly. “The police 

were notified at the time—and they told me. 
But we decided to keep it quiet, for fear of 
alarming people needlessly. Perhaps it was a 
mistake.”  

“You’ll do your part, won’t you, Munn?” 
Fostner asked sternly. 

Mr. Munn nodded weakly. “Of course.”  
He pictured himself patrolling the dark 

streets late at night. He would be armed, 
naturally. He wondered if he would be afraid. 
Then, it came to him that he wouldn’t have to 
be afraid. No madman had committed this 
hideous crime. He and he alone knew that the 
murderer was someone who lived right here. 

They talked about the dead man. There 
would be few tears shed for Pete, the 
handyman. He had fired furnaces, mowed 
lawns, washed windows and cars and done 
other odd jobs. No one had liked him very 
much. 

He had never been reliable. He drank. And 
he hadn’t been trusted, either, for many people 
reported he had stolen minor articles when he 
came into their cellars. He was always 
prowling around looking for liquor. The 
general agreement around the neighborhood 
had always been that Pete was worthless.  

“But it’s not for us to pass moral judgment 
on the man,” the pastor said. “I always felt 

Pete was a sick man. I’m sorry he would never 
let me try to help him.”  

They stood there, watching the 
proceedings without much understanding of 
what was going on. The ambulance that had 
been called was sent back. Other cars came in 
from the city and, soon after, the spot was lit 
up by flashbulbs as photographers took 
pictures. 

Munn was restless, almost in agony. Again 
and again, he was tempted to take Dr. Browne 
aside, tell him the story and ask his advice. 
Yet, what good would that do? He had seen 
the murder. But he couldn’t help solve it, for 
he had not seen the killer. He wouldn’t be able 
to identify him if he ever saw him again. 

A State Trooper came out of the lot, 
heading straight for the spot where the three 
were standing. Mr. Munn felt himself 
shriveling inside and it took all his will power 
to prevent himself from turning and running 
away. His fists tightened until he could feel 
his nails digging into his palms. 

“Doctor Browne?” the trooper called. 
“Could we talk to you a few minutes?”  

The clergyman excused himself and 
hurried across the road to join the trooper. 
From the corner of his eye, Mr. Munn noticed 
that Salvatore, the barber, had turned away 
and was walking rapidly down the road. He 
relaxed inside, immediately tensed again as he 
realized his relieved sigh had been audible. He 
was acutely aware that Fostner was watching 
him narrowly. 

“Munn.” 
 
HE voice startled him and he swung 
around, much too quickly. Fostner 

stepped back, so fast that his sleeve caught in 
a nail protruding from the wooden lamp pole. 
A patch of his sleeve ripped. Mr. Munn 
blinked, automatically loosened the sleeve and 
Fostner’s arm dropped to his side. He smiled 
nervously as he met Fostner’s eyes. 

“This is making everybody jittery, isn’t 
it,” he heard himself say. “I—I’m sorry about 

T



NO HERO IS MR. MUNN 7

the coat. Have it fixed and I’ll take care of the 
bill.”  

Fostner waved brusquely. “It was an 
accident. I guess I’m a little jittery myself. It’s 
an old topcoat. I’m about ready to throw it out, 
anyway.”  

Mr. Munn looked at the gray coat without 
really seeing it. He knew Fostner’s suspicions 
had been roused. He wondered if he shouldn’t 
tell Fostner his story and ask his advice. He 
had never been intimate with Fostner, but he 
had always felt close to him. Fostner was an 
auditor, too, though his job was a big one with 
the giant Montano Chemical Company. 
Miserably, Mr. Munn decided he’d better keep 
silent. It was not hard to guess what the advice 
would be of the community’s outstanding 
civic leader. 

“I’d better get back home,” he said finally.  
Fostner nodded slowly. “Hanging around 

here isn’t doing any good. But I’ll wait for 
Doctor Browne. I’ll get in touch with you 
later, Munn. I’ll want you on our committee.” 

Mr. Munn mumbled he’d be willing to 
serve and moved off as quickly as he decently 
could. He felt angry with himself. He felt he 
had taken one more step toward his own 
doom. Fostner knew—almost everybody in 
town knew—that Mr. Munn came home late 
on the last day of each month. It was only a 
matter of time before someone would 
remember he had come in at 9:27 tonight, 
which would mean he had been walking home 
just about the time the murder took place.  

He felt strangely exhausted as he closed 
the door behind him. Somehow, being in his 
house didn’t seem to shut him off from the 
world. He felt as if he were in a stifling, 
narrow room, the walls slowly closing in on 
him. 

Edna was in the kitchen. He hesitated, then 
went in. She was getting ready the evening’s 
garbage. 

“I’d rather not take it out myself tonight,” 
she said in a low voice. She paused, then went 
on, “Freda called. She told me there’s a rumor 

that a madman—” Her voice trailed off, then, 
almost hopefully, “It’s true, isn’t it?”  

“Yes, he did escape from the asylum.” He 
rubbed his forehead. “But I don’t believe he’s 
around here. I don’t believe Pete was killed by 
a madman.”  

She came over and put her arms around 
him and kissed his cheek lightly. 

“Harold, I’m not sorry you didn’t go to the 
police. I don’t want you to risk—” She broke 
off and she cried a little. “I guess we’re both 
cowards, Harold. But I can’t help it. I’d die 
myself if he—”  

The doorbell cut her off. She stiffened, 
stepped back, and they looked at each other, 
stiff faced. 

“I’ll answer it,” he said huskily. 
 

IS heart was pounding violently as he 
went to the front door. Through the small 

window, he could see two men standing 
outside on the stoop. The police. He was sure 
it was the police. He could feel himself 
trembling. He wanted to run upstairs, pretend 
nobody was home. But that was impossible. 
He had to face it. 

He was surprised how calm he was when 
he opened the door. 

“Yes?”  
The short, squat man showed a badge. 

“I’m Detective Palanca. This is Detective 
Johnson. May we come in?”  

“Of course, of course.” Mr. Munn was 
conscious his voice was too loud. “In here, 
please—the living-room.”  

Edna was standing in the dining-room 
archway. She said nothing as her husband led 
the two men in and waved them to seats. He 
himself seated himself on the edge of the wing 
chair. His eyes flitted from one to the other of 
the detectives. They were looking around, 
eyeing him speculatively. 

Mr. Munn cleared his throat. “I suppose—
I guess you’re investigating the—the killing. 
It’s a shocking affair.”  

The squat detective nodded. “We 
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understand you people hired Hogan for odd 
jobs once in a while.”  

“Hogan?” Mr. Munn echoed. “Was that 
his last name? We never knew. Everybody 
around here knew him only as Pete.” 

“When did you see him last?” Palanca 
asked. 

Mr. Munn frowned into space. He was 
feeling good inside. He was sure his 
nervousness wasn’t visible. 

“Well—I can’t say for sure. He seldom 
was around while I was home. I might have 
seen him some Saturday recently.” He glanced 
at his wife. “Have you seen him lately, dear?”  

“Yes.” Her voice sounded scratchy. “Just 
last week he came to take up Mrs. Fuller’s 
screens and wash them. We’ll all be putting 
them up soon.”  

Palanca’s eyes turned back to Mr. Munn. 
“What time did you come home tonight?” 

Mr. Munn felt himself tightening inside. 
“Nine-thirty or so. I—I worked overtime at 
the office. I’m a bookkeeper. I had to close the 
books for the month.”  

“You didn’t cross that lot?”  
Mr. Munn felt a prickling in his cheeks. 

“No.” He was acutely conscious his voice was 
too low. 

Palanca glanced at his partner and nodded. 
Johnson got up and went outside. Mr. Munn 
watched, a horrible lump forming in the pit of 
his stomach. Johnson was back in a moment. 
In his hand was Mr. Munn’s hat. 

“Is that yours?” Palanca asked gruffly. 
Mr. Munn stared at it and for one, long 

terrible moment he thought he wouldn’t be 
able to speak. Finally, “Why, yes, it may be. I 
lost it—yesterday. It blew off my head as I 
was walking home from the station. It was 
dark and I— Well, I was going to go out 
Saturday in daylight and look for it.”  

“You lost it last night?”  
“Yes.”  
“It rained around noon today.”  
There was a long, painful silence. Mr. 

Munn could feel beads of sweat forming on 

his brow. It was agony not to be able to wipe 
them away. He sat rigidly, his mouth tight. 

“You wear a topcoat?” Palanca asked 
softly. 

“Yes.”  
“Where is it?”  
“In the hall closet.”  
Johnson turned away without a word and 

went out into the hall. Mr. Munn glanced at 
his wife. Her face was stiff, her eyes a bit 
glazed. He thought she looked near the 
fainting point. But she caught his eyes and 
smiled feebly. A moment later, Johnson was 
back with the coat. 

The two detectives spread it out on the 
floor. With horror, Mr. Munn saw there were 
burrs on it and a stain where he had fallen on 
moist ground. 

“I ran for the train this morning. I fell as I 
crossed that lot down by the station.” 

Palanca glanced up, but he said nothing. 
Mr. Munn swore inwardly at himself. He 
should have kept his mouth shut. 

Finally, Johnson grunted. “No sign of a 
tear. Besides, it isn’t the right color. We’re 
looking for a gray one.”  

“Yes.” Palanca stood up, tossing the coat 
on the sofa. “What do you know about this, 
Munn?”  

Mr. Munn’s throat was tight, but he 
managed to get out, “Nothing, absolutely 
nothing. We’re all— Naturally, we’re all very 
upset about this. With a madman loose—” 

He shriveled inside as he caught the 
contempt in the detective’s eyes. He looked 
away quickly, cursing himself as he felt a 
flush mounting his cheeks. 

“If your memory improves,” Palanca said 
in a curt tone, “get in touch with us at once. 
Come on, Johnson.”  

The two went out and the door closed 
softly behind them. A muffled sob escaped 
Edna’s lips and she hurried over to the couch 
and sat down. He sat back, staring sightlessly 
at the wall. Over and over, he kept telling 
himself: They knew he had lied. They 
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suspected now that he was the murderer. 
 

N SUDDEN panic his eyes focused on his 
topcoat. He frowned slightly. They had 

looked it over with minute care. They had 
been looking for a tear. A tear! He sat upright, 
his heart racing. He remembered how the 
murderer had struggled with Pete. The killer’s 
coat must have been torn in the struggle. A 
small piece—perhaps only a thread—must 
have been found. So, they were looking for a 
topcoat—a gray topcoat.  

Slowly, he rose from his chair, a curious 
tingling in his chest. A picture of Fostner 
tearing his coat rose before his eyes. Fostner’s 
coat was gray! It was possible he had 
deliberately caught the cloth on that nail so 
that, if the tear was found later, he would have 
Mr. Munn as a witness to tell when and where 
the tear had occurred.  

Yet, somehow, that seemed fantastic. 
Fostner, a murderer? Fostner had everything, a 
fine job, money, a good house, a nice family. 
He was the most civic minded man in the 
community, looked up to by everyone. Still, 
that coat— 

“Edna.”  
Her head came up. “Yes, dear?”  
“I think I’d better go to the police, after 

all.”  
She was silent a moment, then she nodded 

solemnly. “Yes, I’ve been thinking that, too. 
Harold, you’re not safe even if you do keep 
quiet about this. You’re a danger to him and 
always will be. He may kill you at any time to 
make sure you never talk.”  

He went over and kissed her lightly on the 
cheek. She was right. If he kept his silence, he 
would live constantly, day and night, in abject 
fear. He would be afraid of every shadow, 
every slight sound. He would never be able to 
lift his eyes. He would never be able to look 
straight at any of his neighbors. He would be 
condemning himself to a life of constant, 
nagging torture, the life of a cringing cur. 

There was a curious elation in his heart as 
he went out into the night. But there was a 
doubt, too. He still couldn’t make himself 
believe that Fostner was a murderer. Why 
would a man like Fostner want to kill a mere 
handyman, a bum? He realized if he went to 
the police with a story like that, he might be 
laughed out of the place and perhaps get 
himself into more trouble. He might be 
accused to making up evil gossip to cover his 
own sins. 

The neighborhood had quieted down 
again. Mr. Munn walked thoughtfully up and 
down, then turned and headed toward the 
better section of the neighborhood. That 
topcoat. He could use that as an excuse to visit 
Fostner. He could say he wanted to take it to 
town in the morning and have this torn spot 
rewoven at his expense. He would even insist. 

If he could only get a thread from that 
coat, a small piece, then the police would have 
enough to be able to tell if the piece they 
found at the murder scene was the same. If it 
was, then Fostner had torn his coat uselessly 
in Mr. Munn’s presence, for his reasoning 
would then prove to have been faulty. 

Mr. Munn didn’t meet a soul as he went 
up the street and turned the corner. Fostner 
lived in a beautiful little Colonial style house 
in the middle of the block, surrounded by four 
lots, giving him ample room around his home. 
There were lights in the bedroom upstairs, in 
the living room, and in the cellar. 

Mr. Munn’s heart was pounding wildly. If 
he had guessed right, this was dangerous, 
gravely dangerous. He walked by the house 
slowly, glancing up at the windows. The cellar 
windows. Why had Pete been killed? 

It was true that Pete had had a bad habit of 
prowling through people’s cellars. Suppose he 
had found something the owner had wanted to 
hide? A body, perhaps. A printing press 
turning out counterfeit money. He thought 
either of those were fantastic, yet he felt 
strongly that he was on the right track. 

I 
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He paused at the corner, came back and 
could feel his courage oozing away. He kept 
telling himself he had to go in, he had to face 
this. His self respect was at stake. He had to 
go in or face a living hell for as long as he 
should live. 

He steeled himself inside. His hands felt 
clammy as he turned up the path. His knees 
felt weak and he wanted to turn and run and 
reconsider. But he told himself sternly that, for 
once in his life, he had to be a man.  

He didn’t go in. It occurred to him 
suddenly that he might not have to face 
Fostner, after all. There were lights on in the 
cellar. Perhaps he could see what he wanted to 
see through those windows. He glanced up 
nervously. Nothing was stirring. Not a sound 
anywhere. In quick, nervous steps he was 
across the lawn and kneeling at the cellar 
window. 

 
ISAPPOINTED, he saw the front part of 
the house contained the playroom, fitted 

out with a bar and bridge tables and gayly 
decorated walls. He wasn’t likely to find 
anything there. Quickly, he rose and went 
around toward the back.  

The cellarway was open. For a brief 
instant, he considered going in. He dismissed 
the idea immediately as too dangerous. If he 
were caught, Fostner could shoot him and say 
he mistook him for the madman. At the back 
of the house, he knelt again and looked into 
the furnace room.  

Faintly, he could hear the roar of a fire. 
Heat, at this time of the year? Well, there was 
a chill in the air. He spotted a gasoline can 
next to the furnace. Over to one side was a 
heap of cartons, jumbled, as if they had been 
suddenly dropped. On the side of the boxes in 
black letters was: “Penicillin.”  

He drew a long breath. What was Fostner 
doing with drugs like that in the house? He 
was in the accounting office. Why was he 
burning those cartons? Then, slowly, the 
explanation came through. Fostner had been 

stealing merchandise from his firm. He would 
be in a perfect position to covet up his theft 
with false invoices and juggled accounts. 

Mr. Munn squatted there a long time, 
thinking. This still wasn’t enough to warrant 
telling the police that Fostner was a murderer. 
He was only guessing. He listened to the roar 
of the fire, wondering if Fostner had realized 
he had made a mistake in tearing his coat in 
Mr. Munn’s presence and now had decided to 
burn that gray topcoat. 

A cold, crawling sensation went across the 
back of his neck. He could feel someone 
standing behind him. He had been so intent on 
looking into the cellar that he had heard 
nothing. Slowly, his breath tight in his chest, 
he turned around. He looked into the muzzle 
of a gun. Behind it was Warren Fostner. 

“Did you figure it out, Munn?” Fostner 
asked softly. 

“Yes.” Mr. Munn’s voice was a bare 
whisper. “Pete found out what you were 
doing. He was blackmailing you.”  

“You’re smarter than you look,” Fostner 
said in an amused tone. “Yes, the fool was 
blackmailing me. He was getting more and 
more greedy. I wasn’t going to let him destroy 
me, of course. This little business had been 
bringing me about eight thousand a year 
extra—which I certainly need. Drugs like 
these are worth quite a bit on the European 
black markets. But that snooping idiot had to 
spoil it.”  

“You didn’t have to do it,” Mr. Munn said 
huskily. “You have a good job. You have a 
good salary.”  

Fostner shrugged. “Not good enough. 
Unfortunately, I contracted an expensive fever 
of my own-horse fever. I thought sure that 
barber, Salvatore, was going to give me away 
in front of Doctor Browne. I did some of my 
business—a very small part of it—through the 
barber. But it would have been embarrassing 
if it had come out. People might start to 
wonder about me.”  

There was a long moment of silence. 

D 
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Then, “You were very foolish to come here, 
Munn. You know what I’m going to have to 
do, don’t you?”  

“Yes.”  
Mr. Munn realized his voice was a bare 

whisper. He stared up at Fostner, wondering 
why he wasn’t afraid of the man. He felt only 
contempt. 

“I’m not going to kill you here, of course,” 
Fostner went on in a low voice. “The police 
are still in the neighborhood. We’ll take a little 
ride into the country, shall we?” 

Mr. Munn didn’t answer. He didn’t move.  
“Get up, Munn.”  
Still, Mr. Munn didn’t move. Still, he was 

not afraid. He was thinking if he went meekly 
with Fostner, he would be shot down like a 
cringing dog. Somehow, he didn’t want to die 
that way.  

“Get up,” Fostner repeated. “I don’t want 
to shoot you here—unless I have to.”  

Mr. Munn slowly got to his feet, his eyes 
fixed on Fostner’s face. He could sense that 
Fostner was afraid, too, that Fostner was 
trembling inside, too. Somehow, that made 
him feel better, stronger. 

“Turn around,” Fostner said tautly. “Walk 
up to the garage. It’s open.”  

Mr. Munn started to turn. He lurched 
sideward suddenly, rammed himself into 
Fostner. The gun went off like a sharp clap of 
thunder in his ears. Mr. Munn swung out 
blindly, as if fighting to free himself of the 
ringing sounds in his ears. He saw Fostner 
stagger back.  

 
LINDLY, fiercely, he rushed forward. 
Fostner regained his balance, lifted his 

gun again. Mr. Munn kicked out. The toe of 
his shoe cracked against Fostner’s wrist. 
Fostner screamed with pain and the gun went 
twisting and turning into the darkness. Mr. 
Munn didn’t give him a chance to regain his 
balance again. He surged in, both fists flailing. 
There was no science in his blows. There was 

only savage desperation, and a curious 
glowing exultation. 

Fostner was babbling something now, but 
Mr. Munn paid no attention. He dared not 
stop. He felt the same as he would if he had a 
snake in front of him. He couldn’t stop until 
he knew the snake could harm him no more. 

Vaguely, he heard someone shouting in his 
ear. He didn’t pause or turn. He didn’t dare. 

Then, suddenly, Fostner was gone. Mr. 
Munn blinked, as if awakening from a 
nightmare. At his feet, Fostner was a crumpled 
heap, his face puffed and battered almost 
beyond recognition. The fire, burning so 
fiercely in his breast just an instant before, 
seemed to die abruptly, and he was himself 
once more. 

“You’re a tough man when roused, Mr. 
Munn,” he heard someone’s voice say. 

He turned and found Detective Palanca at 
his side. His eyes widened with surprise. 

“We followed you here,” Palanca said. 
“We figured you knew something about this. I 
guess you didn’t want to denounce one of 
your neighbors before you were sure of your 
facts.”  

Mr. Munn felt strangely numb inside. He 
could hear himself telling his story, in calm 
tones, from the very beginning. He was 
vaguely aware that a crowd was gathering out 
on the street. 

Then, suddenly, his eyes cleared and he 
saw Edna coming up the path toward him. She 
was crying a little as he took her in his arms. 
He didn’t say anything. He kissed her gently 
on the forehead. 

Detective Palanca grunted. “I guess that 
washes it up, all right. You’ll be quite a hero, 
Mr. Munn.”  

Mr. Munn smiled a little. It was nice to 
hear that, and he knew he could once more 
meet his neighbors’ eyes. But he also knew it 
wasn’t true. In his own heart, he knew that 
Mr. Munn would never be a hero. 
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