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He stepped out of the warm sunlight into
a dark, empty room; he groped in
terror, and his hands met only the constricting
black void.  And no one would
believe what he said—about the little girl
who wasn't there













CHAPTER I



THE NARROW ROOM




It was over so quickly I almost
thought something had been left
out, but I guess he'd been doing it
long enough to know his business.  The
only way I could tell for sure it was
over, was when I heard him say: "You
may kiss the bride."  But then, I'd never
gone through it before.




We turned and pecked at each other,
a little bashful because they were watching us.




He and the motherly-looking woman
who had been a witness—I guess she
was his housekeeper—stood there smiling
benevolently, and also a little tiredly.
The clock said one fifteen.  Then he
shook hands with the two of us and
said, "Good luck to both of you," and
she shook with us too and said, "I
wish you a lot of happiness."




We shifted from the living room
where it had taken place, out into the
front hall, a little awkwardly.  Then
he held the screen door open and we
moved from there out onto the porch.




On the porch step Alice nudged me
and whispered, "You forgot something."




I didn't even know how much
I was supposed to give him.  I
took out two singles and held
them in one hand, then I took
out a five and held that in the
other.  Then I went back toward him all
flustered and said, "I—I guess you
thought I was going to leave without
remembering this."




I reached my hand down to his and
brought it back empty.  He kept right on
smiling, as if this happened nearly every
time too, the bridegroom forgetting
like that.  It was only after I turned
away and rejoined her that I glanced
down at my other hand and saw which
it was I'd given him.  It was the five.
That was all right; five thousand of
them couldn't have paid him for what
he'd done for me, the way I felt about
it.




We went down their front walk and
got into the car.  The lighted doorway
outlined them both for a minute.  They
raised their arms and said, "Good-night."




"Goodnight, and much obliged," I
called back.  "Wait'll they go in," I
said in an undertone to Alice, without
starting the engine right away.




As soon as the doorway had blacked
out, we turned and melted together on
the front seat, and this time we made
it a real kiss.  "Any regrets?" I
whispered to her very softly.




"It must have been awful before
I was married to you," she
whispered back.  "How did I
ever stand it so long?"




I don't think we said a word
all the way in to Michianopolis.
We were both too happy.  Just the wind
and the stars and us.  And a couple of
cigarettes.




We got to the outskirts around two
thirty, and by three were all the way in
downtown.  We shopped around for a
block or two.  "This looks like a nice
hotel," I said finally.  I parked outside
and we went in.









I think the first hotel was called
the Commander.  I noticed that the
bellhops let us strictly alone; didn't
bustle out to bring in our bags or anything.




I said to the desk man, "We'd like
one of your best rooms and bath."




He gave me a sort of rueful smile, as
if to say, "You should know better
than that." ... "I only wish I had
something to give you," was the way he
put it.




"All filled up?"  I turned to her and
murmured, "Well, we'll have to try
some place else."




He overheard me.  "Excuse me, but
did you come in without making
reservations ahead?"




"Yes, we just drove in now.  Why?"




He shook his head compassionately
at my ignorance.  "I'm afraid you're
going to have a hard time finding a room
in any of the hotels tonight."




"Why?  They can't all be filled up."




"There's a three-day convention of
the Knights of Balboa being held here.
All the others started sending their
overflow to us as far back as Monday
evening, and our own last vacancy
went yesterday noon."




The second one was called the Stuyvesant,
I think.  "There must be something,
in a city this size," I said when
we came out of there.  "We'll keep
looking until we find it."




I didn't bother noticing the names of
the third and fourth.  We couldn't turn
around and go all the way back to our
original point of departure—it would
have been mid-morning before we
reached it—and there was nothing that
offered suitable accommodations between;
just filling stations, roadside
lunchrooms and detached farmsteads.




Besides she was beginning to tire.
She refused to admit it, but it was easy
to tell.  It worried me.









The fifth place was called the Royal.
It was already slightly less first-class
than the previous ones had been;
we were running out of them now.
Nothing wrong with it, but just a little
seedier and older.




I got the same answer at the desk,
but this time I wouldn't take it.  The
way her face drooped when she heard
it was enough to make me persist.  I
took the night clerk aside out of her
hearing.




"Listen, you've got to do something
for me, I don't care what it is," I
whispered fiercely.  "We've just driven
all the way from Lake City and my
wife's all in.  I'm not going to drag her
around to another place tonight."




Then as his face continued impassive,
"If you can't accommodate both
of us, find some way of putting her up
at least.  I'm willing to take my own
chances, go out and sleep in the car or
walk around the streets for the night."




"Wait a minute," he said, hooking
his chin, "I think I could work out
something like that for you.  I just
thought of something.  There's a little
bit of a dinky room on the top floor.
Ordinarily it's not used as a guest
room at all, just as a sort of storeroom.
You couldn't possibly both use
it, because there's only a single-width
cot in it; but if you don't think your
wife would object, I'd be glad to let
her have it, and I think you might still
be able to find a room for yourself at
the Y.  They don't admit women, and
most of these Knights have brought
their wives with them."




I took a look at her pretty, drawn
face.  "Anything, anything," I said
gratefully.




He still had his doubts.  "You'd better
take her up and let her see it first."




A colored boy came with us, with
a passkey.  On the way up I explained
it to her.  She gave me a rueful look,
but I could see she was too tired even
to object as much as she felt she
should have.  "Ah, that's mean," she
murmured, "Our first night by ourselves."




"It's just for tonight.  We'll drive on
right after breakfast.  It's important
that you get some rest, hon.  You can't
fool me, you can hardly keep your eyes
open any more."




She tucked her hand consolingly
under my arm.  "I don't mind if you
don't.  It'll give me something to look
forward to, seeing you in the morning."




The bellboy led us along a quiet,
green-carpeted hall, and around a turn,
scanning numbers on the doors.  He
stopped three down from the turn, on
the right-hand side, put his key in.
"This is it here, sir."  The number
was 1006.




The man at the desk hadn't exaggerated.
The room itself was little better
than an alcove, long and narrow.
I suppose two could have gotten into
it; but it would have been a physical
impossibility for two to sleep in it the
way it was fitted up.  It had a cot that
was little wider than a shelf.




To give you an idea how narrow the
room was, the window was narrower
than average, and yet not more than
a foot of wall-strip showed on either
side of its frame.  In other words it
took up nearly the width of one entire
side of the room.




I suppose I could have sat up in the
single armchair all night and slept,
or tried to, that way; but as long as
there was a chance of getting a
horizontal bed at the Y, why not be
sensible about it?  She agreed with me
in this.




"Think you can go this, just until
the morning?" I asked her, and the
longing way she was eyeing that
miserable cot gave me the answer.  She
was so tired, anything would have
looked good to her right then.




We went down again and I told him
I'd take it.  I had the bellboy take her
bag out of the car and bring it in, and
the desk clerk turned the register
around for her to sign.




She poised the inked pen and flashed
me a tender look just as she was about
to sign.  "First time I've used it," she
breathed.  I looked over her shoulder
and watched her trace Mrs. James Cannon
along the lined space.  The last
entry above hers was A. Krumbake,
and wife.  I noticed it because it was
such a funny name.









The desk clerk had evidently
decided by now that we were fairly
desirable people.  "I'm terribly sorry I
couldn't do more for you," he said.




"It's just for this one night.  By
tomorrow morning, already, a lot of
them'll be leaving."




I went up with her a second time,
to see that she was made as comfortable
as she could be under the circumstances.
But then there was nothing definitely
wrong with the room except its tininess,
and the only real hardship was
our temporary separation.




I tipped the boy for bringing up
her bag, and then I tipped him a
second time for going and digging up
a nice, fluffy quilt for her at my
request—not to spread over her but to
spread on top of the mattress and
soften it up a little.  Those cots aren't
as comfortable as regular beds by a
darned sight.  But she was so tired
I was hoping she wouldn't notice the
difference.




Then after he'd thanked me for the
double-header he'd gotten out of it,
and left the room, I helped her off with
her coat and hung it up for her, and
even got down on my heels and undid
the straps of her little sandals, so she
wouldn't have to bend over and go
after them herself.  Then we kissed a
couple of times and told each other
all about it, and I backed out the door.




The last I saw of her that night
she was sitting on the edge of that
cot in there, her shoeless feet raised
to it and partly tucked under her, like
a little girl.  She raised one hand,
wriggled the fingers at me in goodnight as
I reluctantly eased the door closed.




"Until tomorrow, sweetheart," she
called gently, when there was a crack
of opening left.




"Until tomorrow."




The night was as still around us
as if it were holding its breath.  The
latch went cluck, and there we were on
opposite sides of it.




The bellboy had taken the car down
with him just now after he'd checked
her in, and I had to wait out there a
minute or two for him to bring it back
up again at my ring.  I stepped back
to the turn in the hall while waiting,
to look at the frosted glass transom
over her door; and short as the time
was, her light was already out.  She
must have just shrugged off her dress,
fallen back flat, and pulled the
coverings up over her.




Poor kid, I thought, with a
commiserating shake of my head.  The glass
elevator panel flooded with light and
I got in the car.  The one bellhop
doubled for liftman after twelve.




"I guess she'll be comfortable," he
said.




"She was asleep already before I
left the floor," I told him.




The desk man told me where the
nearest branch of the Y was, and I
took the car with me as the quickest
way of getting over there at that hour.
I had no trouble at all getting a room,
and not a bad one at that for six bits.




I didn't phone her before going up,
to tell her I'd gotten something for
myself, because I knew by the way I'd
seen that light go out she was fast
asleep already, and it would have been
unnecessarily cruel to wake her again.









I woke up eight, and again I didn't
phone her, to find out how she was,
because in the first place I was going
right over there myself in a few more
minutes, and in the second place I
wanted her to get all the sleep she could
before I got there.




I even took my time, showered and
shaved up good, and drove over slowly,
to make sure of not getting there any
earlier than nine.




It was a beautiful day, with the sun
as brand-new-looking as if it had never
shone before, was just being broken in;
and I even stopped off and bought a
gardenia for her to wear on the shoulder
of her dress.  I thought: I'll check
her out of that depressing dump.  We'll
drive to the swellest restaurant in town,
and she'll sit having orange juice and
toast while I sit looking at her face.




I braked in front of the Royal, got
out, and went in, lighting up the whole
lobby the way I was beaming.




A different man was at the desk
now, on the day shift, but I knew the
number of her room so I rode right
up without stopping.  I got out at the
tenth, went down the hall the way he'd
led us last night—still green-carpeted
but a little less quiet now—and around
the turn.




When I came to the third door down,
on the right-hand side—the door that
had 1006 on it—I stopped and listened
a minute to see if I could tell whether
she was up yet or not.  If she wasn't
up yet, I was going back downstairs
again, hang around in the lobby, and
give her another half hour of
badly-needed sleep.




But she was up already.  I could hear
a sound in there as if she were brushing
out her dress or coat with a
stiff-bristled brush—skish, skish, skish—so
I knocked, easy and loving, on the door
with just three knuckles.




The skish-skish-skish broke off a
minute, but then went right on again.
But the door hadn't been tightly closed
into the frame at all, and my knocking
sent it drifting inward an inch or two.
A whiff of turpentine or something like
that nearly threw me over, but
without stopping to distinguish what it
was or wonder what it was coming
from there, I pushed the door the rest
of the way in and walked in.




Then I pulled up short.  I saw I had
the wrong room.




There wasn't anything in it—no
furniture, that is.  Just bare floorboards,
walls and ceiling.  Even the light
fixture had been taken down, and two
black wires stuck out of a hole, like
insect feelers, where it had been.




A man in spotted white overalls and
peaked cap was standing on a
step-ladder slapping a paint brush up and
down the walls.  Skish-skish-splop!




I grunted, "Guess I've got the wrong
number," and backed out.




"Guess you must have, bud," he
agreed, equally laconic, without even
turning his head to see who I was.




I looked up at the door from the
outside.  Number 1006.  But that was
the number they'd given her, sure it
was.  I looked in a second time.  Long
and narrow, like an alcove.  Not more
than a foot of wall space on either side
of the window frame.




Sure, this was the room, all right.
They must have found out they had
something better available after all,
and changed her after I left last night.
I said, "Where'd they put the lady that
was in here, you got any idea?"




Skish-skish-skish.  "I dunno, bud,
you'll have to find out at the desk.  It
was empty when I come here to work
at seven."  Skish-skish-splop!




I went downstairs to the desk again,
and I said, "Excuse me.  What room
have you got Mrs. Cannon in now?"




He looked up some chart or other
they use, behind the scenes, then he
came back and said, "We have no
Mrs. Cannon here."













CHAPTER II



ALICE WHERE ART THOU?




I pulled my face back.  Then I
thrust it forward again.  "What's
the matter with you?" I said curtly.  "I
came here with her myself last night.
Better take another look."




He did.  A longer one.  Then he came
back and said, "I'm sorry, there's no
Mrs. Cannon registered here."




I knew there was nothing to get
excited about; it would probably be
straightened out in a minute or two;
but it was a pain in the neck.  I was
very patient.  After all, this was the
first morning of my honeymoon.  "Your
night man was on duty at the time.  It
was about three-thirty this morning.
He gave her 1006."




He looked that up too.  "That's not
in use," he said.  "That's down for
redecorating.  It's been empty for the
past—"




"I don't care what it is.  I tell you
they checked my wife in there at three
this morning, I went up with her
myself!  Will you quit arguing and find
out what room she's in, for me?  I don't
want to stand here talking to you all
day; I want to be with her."




"But I'm telling you, mister, the
occupancy chart shows no one by that
name."




"Then look in the register if you
don't believe me.  I watched her sign
it myself."




People were standing around the lobby
looking at me now, but I didn't care.




"It would be on the chart," he
insisted.  "It would have been
transferred—"  He ran the pad of his finger
up the register page from bottom to
top.  Too fast, I couldn't help noticing:
without a hitch, as if there were
nothing to impede it.  Then he went back a
page and ran it up that, in the same
streamlined way.




"Give it to me," I said impatiently.
"I'll find it for you in a minute."  I
flung it around my way.




A. Krumbake, and wife, stared at
me.  And then under that just a blank
space all the way down to the bottom
of the page.  No more check-ins.




I could feel the pores of my face
sort of closing up.  That was what it
felt like, anyway.  Maybe it was just
the process of getting pale.  "She signed
right under that name.  It's been rubbed
out."




"Oh no it hasn't," he told me firmly.
"No one tampers with the register like
that.  People may leave, but their names
stay on it."




Dazedly, I traced the ball of my
finger back and forth across the white
paper under that name Krumbake.
Smooth and unrubbed, its semi-glossy
finish unimpaired by erasure.  I held the
page up toward the light and tried
to squint through it, to see whether it
showed thinner there, either from
rubbing or some other means of eradication.
It was all of the same even
opacity.









I spoke in a lower voice now; I
wasn't being impatient any more.
"There's something wrong.  Something
wrong about this.  I can't understand it.
I saw her write it.  I saw her sign it
with my own eyes.  I've known it was
the right hotel all along, but even if I
wasn't sure, this other name, this name
above, would prove it to me.  Krumbake.
I remember it from last night.
Maybe they changed her without
notifying you down here."




"That wouldn't be possible; it's
through me, down here, that all changes
are made.  It isn't that I don't know
what room she's in; it's that there's
absolutely no record of any such
person ever having been at the hotel, so
you see you must be mis—"




"Call the manager for me," I said
hoarsely.




I stood there waiting by the onyx-topped
desk until he came.  I stood there
very straight, very impassive, not
touching the edge of the counter with
my hands in any way, about an inch
clear of it.




People were bustling back and forth,
casually, normally, cheerily, behind me;
plinking their keys down on the onyx;
saying, "Any mail for me?"; saying,
"I'll be in the coffee shop if I'm
called."  And something was already trying to
make me feel a little cut off from them,
a little set apart.  As if a shadowy
finger had drawn a ring around me
where I stood, and mystic vapors were
already beginning to rise from it,
walling me off from my fellowmen.




I wouldn't let the feeling take hold
of me—yet—but it was already there,
trying to.  I'd give an imperceptible
shake of my head every once in a
while and say to myself, "Things like
this don't happen, in broad daylight.
It's just some kind of misunderstanding;
it'll be cleared up presently."




The entrance, the lobby, had seemed
so bright when I first came in, but I'd
been mistaken.  There were shadows
lengthening in the far corners that only
I could see.  The gardenia I had for her
was wilting.




The manager was no help at all.  He
tried to be, listened attentively, but
then the most he could do was have the
clerk repeat what he'd already done
for me, look on the chart and look in
the register.  After all, details like that
were in the hands of the staff.  I
simply got the same thing as before, only
relayed through him now instead of
direct from the desk man.  "No, there
hasn't been any Mrs. Cannon here at
any time."




"Your night man will tell you," I
finally said in despair, "he'll tell you
I brought her here.  Get hold of him,
ask him.  He'll remember us."




"I'll call him down; he rooms right
here in the house," he said.  But then
with his hand on the phone he stopped
to ask again, "Are you quite sure it
was this hotel, Mr. Cannon?  He was on
duty until six this morning, and I hate
to wake him up unless you—"




"Bring him down," I said.  "This is
more important to me than his sleep.
It's got to be cleared up."  I wasn't
frightened yet, out-and-out scared; just
baffled, highly worried, and with a
peculiar lost feeling.




He came down inside of five minutes.
I knew him right away, the minute he
stepped out of the car, in spite of the
fact that other passengers had come
down with him.  I was so sure he'd
be able to straighten it out that I took
a step toward him without waiting for
him to join us.  If they noticed that,
which was a point in favor of my
credibility—my knowing him at sight
like that—they gave no sign.




I said, "You remember me, don't
you?  You remember checking my wife
into 1006 at three this morning, and
telling me I'd have to go elsewhere."




"No," he said with polite regret.
"I'm afraid I don't recall having seen
you before."




I could feel my face go white as if a
soundless bombshell of flour or talcum
had just burst all over it.  I put one
foot behind me and set the heel down
and stayed that way.




The manager asked him, "Well, did
the gentleman stop at the desk perhaps,
just to inquire, and then go elsewhere?
Do you remember him at all, Stevens?"




"No, I never saw him before until
now.  It must have been some other
hotel."




"But look at me; look at my face,"
I tried to say.  But I guess I didn't
put any voice into it, it was just
lip-motion, because he didn't seem to hear.




The manager shrugged amiably, as
if to say, "Well that's all there is to
it, as far as we're concerned."









I was breathing hard, fighting for
self-control.  "No.  No, you can't
close this matter.  I dem—I ask you to
give me one more chance to prove to
you that I—that I—  Call the night
porter, the night bellboy that carried
up her bag for her."




They were giving one another looks
by now, as if I were some sort of
crank.




"Listen, I'm in the full possession
of my faculties, I'm not drunk, I
wouldn't come in here like this if I
weren't positive—"




The manager was going to try to
pacify me and ease me out.  "But don't
you see you must be mistaken, old
man?  There's absolutely no record of
it.  We're very strict about those things.
If any of my men checked a guest in
without entering it on the chart of
available rooms, and in the register,
I'd fire him on the spot.  Was it the
Palace?  Was it the Commander, maybe?
Try to think now, you'll get it."




And with each soothing syllable, he
led me a step nearer the entrance.




I looked up suddenly, saw that the
desk had already receded a considerable
distance behind us, and balked.
"No, don't do this.  This is no way
to—  Will you get that night-to-morning
bellhop?  Will you do that one more
thing for me?"




He sighed, as if I were trying his
patience sorely.  "He's probably home
sleeping.  Just a minute; I'll find out."




It turned out he wasn't.  They were
so overcrowded and undermanned at
the moment that instead of being at
home he was sleeping right down in
the basement, to save time coming and
going.  He came up in a couple of
minutes, still buttoning the collar of
his uniform.  I knew him right away.
He didn't look straight at me at first,
but at the manager.




"Do you remember seeing this
gentleman come here with a lady, at three
this morning?  Do you remember
carrying her bag up to 1006 for her?"




Then he did look straight at me—and
didn't seem to know me.  "No sir,
Mr. DeGrasse."




The shock wasn't as great as the
first time; it couldn't have been, twice
in succession.




"Don't you remember that quilt you
got for her, to spread over the
mattress, and I gave you a second quarter
for bringing it?  You must remember
that—dark blue, with little white
flowers all over it—"




"No sir, boss."




"But I know your face!  I remember
that scar just over your eyebrow.
And—part your lips a little—that gold
cap in front that shows every time you
grin."




"No sir, gen'm'n."









My voice was curling up and dying
inside my throat.  "Then when you
took me down alone with you, the last
time, you even said, 'I guess she'll be
comfortable'—"  I squeezed his upper
arm pleadingly.  "Don't you remember?
Don't you remember?"




"No sir."  This time he said it so
low you could hardly hear it, as if his
training wouldn't let him contradict
me too emphatically, but on the other
hand he felt obliged to stick to the
facts.




I grabbed at the hem of my coat,
bunched it up to emphasize the
pattern and the color of the material.
"Don't you know me by this?"  Then
I let my fingers trail helplessly down
the line of my jaw.  "Don't you know
my face?"




He didn't answer any more, just
shook his head each time.




"What're you doing this for?
What're you trying to do to me?  All
of you?"  The invisible fumes from
that necromancer's ring, that seemed
to cut me off from all the world, came
swirling up thicker and thicker about
me.  My voice was strident with a
strange new kind of fear, a fear I
hadn't known since I was ten.




"You've got me rocky now!  You've
got me down!  Cut it out, I say!"




They were starting to draw back
little by little away from me, prudently
widen the tight knot they had formed
around me.  I turned from one to the
other, from bellhop to night clerk, night
clerk to day clerk, day clerk to
manager, and each one as I turned to him
retreated slightly.




There was a pause, while I fought
against this other, lesser kind of death
that was creeping over me—this death
called strangeness, this snapping of all
the customary little threads of cause
and effect that are our moorings at
other times.  Slowly they all drew back
from me step by step, until I was left
there alone, cut off.




Then the tension exploded.  My voice
blasted the quiet of the lobby.  "I want
my wife!" I yelled shatteringly.  "Tell
me what's become of her.  What've you
done with her?  I came in here with
her last night; you can't tell me I
didn't...."




They circled, maneuvered around
me.  I heard the manager say in a
harried undertone, "I knew this was going
to happen.  I could have told you he was
going to end up like this.  George!
Archer!  Get him out of here fast!"




My arms were suddenly seized from
behind and held.  I threshed against the
constriction, so violently both my legs
flung up clear of the floor at one time,
dropped back again, but I couldn't
break it.  There must have been two
of them behind me.




The manager had come in close
again, now that I was safely pinioned,
no doubt hoping that his nearness
would succeed in soft-pedalling the
disturbance.  "Now will you leave here
quietly, or do you want us to call the
police and turn you over to them?"




"You'd better call them anyway,
Mr. DeGrasse," the day clerk put in.  "I've
run into this mental type before.  He'll
only come back in again the minute
your back's turned."




"No, I'd rather not, unless he forces
me to.  It's bad for the hotel.  Look at
the crowd collecting down here on the
main floor already.  Tchk!  Tchk!"




He tried to reason with me.  "Now
listen, give me a break, will you?  You
don't look like the kind of a man
who—  Won't you please go quietly?  If I
have you turned loose outside, will you
go away and promise not to come in
here again?"




"Ali-i-i-i-ice!"  I sent it baying
harrowingly down the long vista of lobby,
lounges, foyers.  I'd been gathering it
in me the last few seconds while he
was speaking to me.  I put my heart
and soul into it.  It should have shaken
down the big old-fashioned chandeliers
by the vibration it caused alone.  My
voice broke under the strain.  A woman
onlooker somewhere in the background
bleated at the very intensity of it.




The manager hit himself between the
eyes in consternation.  "Oh, this is
fierce!  Hurry up, call an officer quick,
get him out of here."




"See, what did I tell you?" the clerk
said knowingly.




I got another chestful of air in,
tore loose with it.  "Somebody help me!
You people standing around looking,
isn't there one of you will help me?  I
brought my wife here last night; now
she's gone and they're trying to tell
me I never—"




A brown hand suddenly sealed my
mouth, was as quickly withdrawn
again at the manager's panic-stricken
admonition.  "George!  Archer!  Don't
lay a hand on him.  No rough stuff.
Make us liable for damages afterwards,
y'know."




Then I heard him and the desk man
both give a deep breath of relief.  "At
last!"  And I knew a cop must have
come in behind me.













CHAPTER III



THE MAN IS MAD




The grip on my arms behind my
back changed, became single
instead of double, one arm instead of
two.  But I didn't fight against it.




Suddenly I was very passive, unresistant.
Because suddenly I had a dread
of arrest, confinement.  I wanted to
preserve my freedom of movement more
than all else, to try to find her again.
If they threw me in a cell, or put me
in a straitjacket, how could I look for
her, how could I ever hope to get at the
bottom of this mystery?




The police would never believe me.
If the very people who had seen her
denied her existence, how could I
expect those who hadn't to believe in it?




Docile, I let him lead me out to the
sidewalk in front of the hotel.  The
manager came out after us, mopping
his forehead, and the desk clerk, and
a few of the bolder among the guests
who had been watching.




They held a three-cornered consultation
in which I took no part.  I even let
the manager's version of what the
trouble was about pass unchallenged.
Not that he distorted what had actually
happened just now, but he made it
seem as if I were mistaken about
having brought her there last night.




Finally the harness cop asked, "Well,
do you want to press charges against
him for creating a disturbance in your
lobby?"




The manager held his hands palms
out, horrified.  "I should say not.  We're
having our biggest rush of the year
right now; I can't take time off to run
down there and go through all that
tommyrot.  Just see that he doesn't come
in again and create any more scenes."




"I'll see to that all right," the cop
promised truculently.




They went inside again, the manager
and the clerk and the gallery that had
watched us from the front steps.
Inside to the hotel that had swallowed
her alive.




The cop read me a lecture, to which
I listened in stony silence.  Then he gave
me a shove that sent me floundering;
said, "Keep moving now, hear me?"




I pointed, and said, "That's my car
standing there.  May I get in it?"  He
checked first to make sure it was, then
he opened the door, said, "Yeah, get
in it and get out of here."




He'd made no slightest attempt to
find out what was behind the whole
thing, whether there was some truth
to my story or not, or whether it was
drink, drugs or mental aberration.  But
then he was only a harness cop.  That's
why I hadn't wanted to tangle with
him.




This strangeness that had risen up
around me was nothing to be fought
by an ordinary patrolman.  I was going
to them—the police—but I was going
of my own free will and in my own
way, not to be dragged in by the scruff
of the neck and then put under observation
for the next twenty-four hours.




Ten minutes or so later I got in front
of the first precinct house I came upon,
and went in, and said to the desk
sergeant, "I want to talk to the lieutenant
in charge."




He stared at me coldly.




"What about?"




"About my wife."









I didn't talk to him alone.  Three
of his men were present.  They were
just shapes in the background as far
as I was concerned, sitting there very
quietly, listening.




I told it simply, hoping against hope
I could get them to believe me, feeling
somehow I couldn't even before I had
started.




"I'm Jimmy Cannon, I'm twenty-five
years old, and I'm from Lake City.
Last evening after dark my girl and
I—her name was Alice Brown—we left
there in my car, and at 1.15 this morning
we were married by a justice of the
peace.




"I think his name was Hulskamp—anyway
it's a white house with morning
glories all over the porch, about
fifty miles this side of Lake City."




"We got in here at three, and they
gave her a little room at the Royal
Hotel.  They couldn't put me up, but
they put her up alone.  The number was
1006.  I know that as well as I know
I'm sitting here.  This morning when I
went over there, they were painting the
room and I haven't been able to find a
trace of her since.




"I saw her sign the register, but her
name isn't on it any more.  The night
clerk says he never saw her.  The
bellboy says he never saw her.  Now they've
got me so I'm scared and shaky, like
a little kid is of the dark.  I want you
men to help me.  Won't you men help
me?"




"We'll help you"—said the lieutenant
in charge.  Slowly, awfully slowly;
I didn't like that slowness.—"if we're
able to."  And I knew what he meant;
if we find any evidence that your story
is true.




He turned his head toward one of
the three shadowy listeners in the
background, at random.  The one nearest
him.  Then he changed his mind, shifted
his gaze further along, to the one in the
middle.  "Ainslie, suppose you take a
whack at this.  Go over to this hotel
and see what you can find out.  Take
him with you."




So, as he stood up, I separated him
from the blurred background for the
first time.  I was disappointed.  He was
just another man like me, maybe five
years older, maybe an inch or two
shorter.  He could feel cold and hungry,
and tired, just as I could.  He could
believe a lie, just as I could.  He
couldn't see around corners or through
walls, or into hearts, any more than I
could.  What good was he going to be?




He looked as if he'd seen every
rotten thing there was in the world.  He
looked as if he'd once expected to see
other things beside that, but didn't any
more.  He said, "Yes sir," and you
couldn't tell whether he was bored or
interested, or liked the detail or
resented it, or gave a rap.




On the way over I said, "You've
got to find out what became of her.
You've got to make them—"




"I'll do what I can."  He couldn't
seem to get any emotion into his voice.
After all, from his point of view, why
should he?




"You'll do what you can!" I gasped.
"Didn't you ever have a wife?"




He gave me a look, but you couldn't
tell what was in it.









We went straight back to the Royal.
He was very business-like, did a
streamlined, competent job.  Didn't
waste a question or a motion, but didn't
leave out a single relevant thing either.




I took back what I'd been worried
about at first; he was good.




But he wasn't good enough for this,
whatever it was.




It went like this: "Let me see your
register."  He took out a glass, went
over the place I pointed out to him
where she had signed.  Evidently
couldn't find any marks of erasure any
more than I had with my naked eye.




Then we went up to the room, 1006.
The painter was working on the wood
trim by now, had all four walls and
the ceiling done.  It was such a small
cubbyhole it wasn't even a half-day's
work.  He said, "Where was the
furniture when you came in here to work
this morning?  Still in the room, or had
the room been cleared?"




"Still in the room; I cleared it
myself.  There wasn't much; a chair, a
scatter-rug, a cot."




"Was the cot made or unmade?"




"Made up."




"Was the window opened or closed
when you came in?"




"Closed tight."




"Was the air in the room noticeably
stale, as if it had been closed up that
way all night, or not noticeably so, as
if it had only been closed up shortly
before?"




"Turrible, like it hadn't been aired
for a week.  And believe me, when I
notice a place is stuffy, you can bet it's
stuffy all right."




"Were there any marks on the walls
or floor or anywhere around the room
that didn't belong there?"




I knew he meant blood, and gnawed
the lining of my cheek fearfully.




"Nothing except plain grime, that
needed painting over bad."




We visited the housekeeper next.
She took us to the linen room and
showed us.  "If there're any dark blue
quilts in use in this house, it's the first
I know about it.  The bellboy could have
come in here at that hour—but all he
would have gotten are maroon ones.
And here's my supply list, every quilt
accounted for.  So it didn't come from
here."




We visited the baggage room next.
"Look around and see if there's
anything in here that resembles that bag
of your wife's."  I did, and there wasn't.
Wherever she had gone, whatever had
become of her, her bag had gone with
her.




About fifty minutes after we'd first
gone in, we were back in my car outside
the hotel again.  He'd done a good,
thorough job; and if I was willing to
admit that, it must have been.




We sat there without moving a
couple of minutes, me under the wheel.
He kept looking at me steadily, sizing
me up.  I couldn't tell what he was
thinking.  I threw my head back and
started to look up the face of the
building, story by story.  I counted as my
eyes rose, and when they'd come to the
tenth floor I stopped them there, swung
them around the corner of the building
to the third window from the end,
stopped them there for good.  It was a
skinnier window than the others.  So
small, so high up, to hold so much
mystery.  "Alice," I whispered up to it,
and it didn't answer, didn't hear.









His voice brought my gaze down
from there again.  "The burden of
the proof has now fallen on you.  It's
up to you to give me some evidence
that she actually went in there.  That
she actually was with you.  That she
actually was.  I wasn't able to find a
single person in that building who
actually saw her."




I just looked at him, the kind of a
look you get from someone right after
you stick a knife in his heart.  Finally
I said with quiet bitterness, "So now I
have to prove I had a wife."




The instant, remorseless way he
answered that was brutal in itself.
"Yes, you do.  Can you?"




I pushed my hat off, raked my fingers
through my hair, with one and the
same gesture.  "Could you, if someone
asked you in the middle of the street?
Could you?"




He peeled out a wallet, flipped it
open.  A tiny snapshot of a woman's
head and shoulders danced in front of
my eyes for a split second.  He folded
it and put it away again.  He briefly
touched a gold band on his finger,
token of that old custom that is
starting to revive again, of husbands
wearing marriage rings as well as wives.




"And a dozen other ways.  You could
call Tremont 4102.  Or you could call
the marriage clerk at the City Hall—"




"But we were just beginning," I said
bleakly.  "I have no pictures.  She was
wearing the only ring we had.  The
certificate was to be mailed to us at Lake
City in a few days.  You could call this
justice of the peace, Hulskamp, out
near U.S. 9; he'll tell you—"




"Okay, Cannon, I'll do that.  We'll
go back to headquarters, I'll tell the
lieutenant what I've gotten so far, and
I'll do it from there."




Now at last it would be over, now at
last it would be straightened out.  He left
me sitting in the room outside the
lieutenant's office, while he was in there
reporting to him.  He seemed to take a
long time, so I knew he must be doing
more than just reporting; they must be
talking it over.




Finally Ainslie looked out at me, but
only to say, "What was the name of
that justice you say married you,
again?"




"Hulskamp."




He closed the door again.  I had
another long wait.  Finally it opened a
second time, he hitched his head at me
to come in.  The atmosphere when I got
in there, was one of hard, brittle
curiosity, without any feeling to it.  As
when you look at somebody afflicted in
a way you never heard of before, and
wonder how he got that way.




I got that distinctly.  Even from
Ainslie, and it was fairly oozing from his
lieutenant and the other men in the
room.  They looked and looked and
looked at me.




The lieutenant did the talking.  "You
say a Justice Hulskamp married you.
You still say that?"




"A white house sitting off the road,
this side of Lake City, just before you
get to U.S. 9—"




"Well, there is a Justice Hulskamp,
and he does live out there.  We just had
him on the phone.  He says he never
married anyone named James Cannon
to anyone named Alice Brown, last
night or any other night.  He hasn't
married anyone who looks like you,
recently, to anyone who looks as you
say she did.  He didn't marry anyone at
all at any time last night—"




He was going off some place while
he talked to me, and his voice was
going away after him.  Ainslie filled a
paper cup with water at the cooler in
the corner, strewed it deftly across my
face, once each way, as if I were some
kind of a potted plant, and one of the
other guys picked me up from the floor
and put me back on the chair again.




The lieutenant's voice came back
again stronger, as if he hadn't gone
away after all.  "Who were her people
in Lake City?"




"She had none; she was an orphan."




"Well, where did she work there?"




"At the house of a family named
Beresford, at 20 New Hampshire Avenue.
She was in service there, a maid;
she lived with them—"




"Give me long distance.  Give me
Lake City.  This is Michianopolis Police
headquarters.  I want to talk to a party
named Beresford, 20 New Hampshire
Avenue."




The ring came back fast.  "We're
holding a man here who claims he
married a maid working for you.  A girl
by the name of Alice Brown."




He'd hung up before I even knew it
was over.  "There's no maid employed
there.  They don't know anything about
any Alice Brown, never heard of her."













CHAPTER IV



LOOK BACKWARD NOW




I stayed on the chair this time.  I
just didn't hear so clearly for a
while, everything sort of fuzzy.




"... Hallucinations ... And he's in
a semi-hysterical condition right now.
Notice how jerky his reflexes
are?"  Someone was chopping the edge of his
hand at my kneecaps.  "Seems harmless.
Let him go.  It'll probably wear off.  I'll
give him a sedative."  Someone snapped
a bag shut, left the room.




The lieutenant's voice was as flat as
it was deadly, and it brooked no argument.
"You never had a wife, Cannon!"




I could see only Ainslie's face in
the welter before me.  "You have,
though, haven't you?" I said, so low
none of the others could catch it.




The lieutenant was still talking to
me.  "Now get out of here before we
change our minds and call an ambulance
to take you away.  And don't go back
into any more hotels raising a row."




I hung around outside; I wouldn't
go away.  Where was there to go?  One
of the others came out, looked at me
fleetingly in passing, said with humorous
tolerance, "You better get out of
here before the lieutenant catches you,"
and went on about his business.




I waited until I saw Ainslie come
out.  Then I went up to him.  "I've got
to talk to you; you've got to listen to
me—"




"Why?  The matter's closed.  You
heard the lieutenant."




He went back to some sort of a
locker room.  I went after him.




"You're not supposed to come back
here.  Now look, Cannon, I'm telling
you for your own good, you're looking
for trouble if you keep this up."




"Don't turn me down," I said hoarsely,
tugging away at the seam of his
sleeve.  "Can't you see the state I'm in?
I'm like someone in a dark room, crying
for a match.  I'm like someone
drowning, crying for a helping hand.
I can't make it alone any more."




There wasn't anyone in the place
but just the two of us.  My pawing
grip slipped down his sleeve to the hem
of his coat, and I was looking up at
him from my knees.  What did I care?
There was no such thing as pride or
dignity any more.  I would have crawled
flat along the floor on my belly, just
to get a word of relief out of anyone.




"Forget you're a detective, and I'm
a case.  I'm appealing to you as one
human being to another.  I'm appealing
to you as one husband to another.
Don't turn your back on me like that,
don't pull my hands away from your
coat.  I don't ask you to do anything
for me any more; you don't have to lift
a finger.  Just say, 'Yes, you had a wife,
Cannon.'  Just give me that one glimmer
of light in the dark.  Say it even if you
don't mean it, even if you don't believe
it, say it anyway.  Oh, say it, will
you—"









He drew the back of his hand
slowly across his mouth, either in
disgust at my abasement or in a sudden
access of pity.  Maybe a little of both.
His voice was hoarse, as if he were sore
at the spot I was putting him in.




"Give me anything," he said, shaking
me a little and jogging me to my
feet, "the slightest thing, to show that
she ever existed, to show that there
ever was such a person outside of your
own mind, and I'll be with you to the
bitter end.  Give me a pin that she used
to fasten her dress with.  Give me a
grain of powder, a stray hair; but prove
that it was hers.  But I can't do it unless
you do."




"And I have nothing to show you.
Not a pin, not a grain of powder."




I took a few dragging steps toward
the locker room door.  "You're doing
something to me that I wouldn't do to
a dog," I mumbled.  "What you're
doing to me is worse than if you were
to kill me.  You're locking me up in
shadows for the rest of my life.  You're
taking my mind away from me.  You're
condemning me slowly but surely to
madness, to being without a mind.
It won't happen right away, but sooner
or later, in six months or in a
year—  Well, I guess that's that."




I fumbled my way out of the locker
room and down the passageway outside,
guiding myself with one arm
along the wall, and past the sergeant's
desk and down the steps, and then I
was out in the street.




I left my car there where it was.
What did I want with it?  I started to
walk, without knowing where I was
going.  I walked a long time, and a
good long distance.




Then all of a sudden I noticed a
lighted drug store—it was dark by
now—across the way.  I must have passed
others before now, but this was the
first one I noticed.




I crossed over and looked in the
open doorway.  It had telephone booths;
I could see them at the back, to one
side.  I moved on a few steps, stopped,
and felt in my pockets.  I found a quill
toothpick, and I dug the point of it
good and hard down the back of my
finger, ripped the skin open.  Then I
threw it away.  I wrapped a handkerchief
around the finger, and I turned
around and went inside.




I said to the clerk, "Give me some
iodine.  My cat just scratched me and
I don't want to take any chances."




He said, "Want me to put it on for
you?"




I said, "No, gimme the whole bottle.
I'll take it home; we're out of it."




I paid him for it and moved over to
one side and started to thumb through
one of the directories in the rack.  Just
as he went back inside the prescription
room, I found my number.  I went into
the end booth and pulled the slide
closed.  I took off my hat and hung it
over the phone mouthpiece, sort of
making myself at home.




Then I sat down and started to undo
the paper he'd just wrapped around
the bottle.  When I had it off, I pulled
the knot of my tie out a little further
to give myself lots of room.  Then I
took the stopper out of the bottle and
tilted my head back and braced myself.




Something that felt like a baseball
bat came chopping down on the arm
I was bringing up, and nearly broke it
in two, and the iodine sprayed all over
the side of the booth.  Ainslie was
standing there in the half-opened slide.




He said, "Come on outta there!"
and gave me a pull by the collar of my
coat that did it for me.  He didn't say
anything more until we were out on
the sidewalk in front of the place.  Then
he stopped and looked me over from
head to foot as if I was some kind of
a microbe.  He said, "Well, it was
worth coming all this way after you,
at that!"




My car was standing there; I must
have left the keys in it and he must
have tailed me in that.  He thumbed it,
and I went over and climbed in and sat
there limply.  He stayed outside, with
one foot on the running board.




I said, "I can't live with shadows,
Ainslie.  I'm frightened, too frightened
to go on.  You don't know what the
nights'll be like from now on.  And the
days won't be much better.  I'd rather
go now, fast.  Show her to me on a slab
at the morgue and I won't whimper.
Show her to me all cut up in small
pieces and I won't bat an eyelash.  But
don't say she never was."




"I guessed what was coming from
the minute I saw you jab yourself with
that toothpick,"  He watched sardonically
while I slowly unwound the
handkerchief, that had stayed around my
finger all this time.  The scratch had
hardly bled at all.  Just a single
hairline of red was on the handkerchief.




We both looked at that.









Then more of the handkerchief
came open.  We both looked at the
initials in the corner.  A.B.  We both,
most likely, smelled the faint sweetness
that still came from it at the same
time.  Very faint, for it was such a
small handkerchief.




We both looked at each other, and
both our minds made the same discovery
at the same time.  I was the one
who spoke it aloud.  "It's hers," I said
grimly; "the wife that didn't exist."




"This is a fine time to come out with
it," he said quietly.  "Move over, I'll
drive."  That was his way of saying,
"I'm in."




I said, "I remember now.  I got a
cinder in my eye, during the drive in,
and she lent me her handkerchief to
take it out with; I didn't have one of
my own on me.  I guess I forgot to give
it back to her.  And this—is it."  I looked
at him rebukingly.  "What a difference
a few square inches of linen can make.
Without it, I was a madman.  With it,
I'm a rational being who enlists your
cooperation.  I could have picked it up
in any five-and-ten."




"No.  You didn't turn it up when it
would have done you the most good,
back at the station house.  You only
turned it up several minutes after you
were already supposed to have gulped
a bottle of iodine.  I could tell by your
face you'd forgotten about it until
then yourself.  I think that does make
a difference.  To me it does, anyway."  He
meshed gears.




"And what're you going to do about
it?"




"Since we don't believe in the
supernatural, our only possible premise is
that there's been some human agency
at work."




I noticed the direction he was
taking.  "Aren't you going back to the
Royal?"




"There's no use bothering with the
hotel.  D'you see what I mean?"




"No, I don't," I said bluntly.  "That
was where she disappeared."




"The focus for this wholesale case of
astigmatism is elsewhere, outside the
hotel.  It's true we could try to break
them down, there at the hotel.  But
what about the justice, what about the
Beresford house in Lake City?  I think
it'll be simpler to try to find out the
reason rather than the mechanics of
the disappearance.




"And the reason lies elsewhere.
Because you brought her to the hotel from
the justice's.  And to the justice's from
Lake City.  The hotel was the last stage.
Find out why the justice denies he
married you, and we don't have to find
out why the hotel staff denies having
seen her.  Find out why the Beresford
house denies she was a maid there,
and we don't have to find out why the
justice denies he married you.




"Find out, maybe, something else,
and we don't have to find out why the
Beresford house denies she was a maid
there.  The time element keeps moving
backward through the whole thing.
Now talk to me.  How long did you
know her?  How well?  How much did
you know about her?"









"Not long.  Not well.  Practically
nothing.  And yet all I wanted,
all I needed to.  It was one of those
story-book things.  I met her a week ago
last night.  She was sitting on a bench
in the park, as if she were lonely, didn't
have a friend in the world.  I don't
make a habit of accosting girls on park
benches, but she looked so dejected it
got to me.




"Well, that's how we met.  I walked
her home afterwards to where she said
she lived.  But when we got there—holy
smoke, it was a mansion!  I got nervous,
said: 'Gee, this is a pretty swell place
for a guy like me to be bringing
anyone home to, just a clerk in a store.'




"She laughed and said, 'I'm only
the maid.  Disappointed?'  I said, 'No, I
would have been disappointed if you'd
been anybody else, because then you
wouldn't be in my class.'  She seemed
relieved after I said that.  She said,
'Gee, I've waited so long to find
someone who'd like me for myself.'




"Well, to make a long story short,
we made an appointment to meet at
that same bench the next night.  I
waited there for two hours and she
never showed up.  Luckily I went back
there the next night again—and there
she was.  She explained she hadn't been
able to get out the night before; the
people where she worked were having
company or something.




"When I took her home that night
I asked her name, which I didn't know
yet, and that seemed to scare her.  She
got sort of flustered, and I saw her look
at her handbag.  It had the initials
A.B. on it; I'd already noticed that the first
night I met her.  She said, 'Alice
Brown.'




"By the third time we met we were
already nuts about each other.  I asked
her whether she'd take a chance and
marry me.  She said, 'Is it possible
someone wants to marry little Alice
Brown, who hasn't a friend in the
world?'  I said yes, and that was all
there was to it.




"Only, when I left her that night,
she seemed kind of scared.  First I
thought she was scared I'd change my
mind, back out, but it wasn't that.  She
said, 'Jimmy, let's hurry up and do it,
don't let's put off.  Let's do it
while—while we have the chance'; and she
hung onto my sleeve tight with both
hands.




"So the next day I asked for a week
off, which I had coming to me from
last summer anyway, and I waited for
her with the car on the corner three
blocks away from the house where she
was in service.  She came running as if
the devil were behind her, but I thought
that was because she didn't want to
keep me waiting.  She just had that one
little overnight bag with her.




"She jumped in, and her face looked
kind of white, and she said, 'Hurry,
Jimmy, hurry!'  And away we went.
And until we were outside of Lake
City, she kept looking back every once
in a while, as if she were afraid
someone was coming after us."









Ainslie didn't say much after all
that rigamarole I'd given him.  Just
five words, after we'd driven on for
about ten minutes or so.  "She was
afraid of something."  And then in
another ten minutes, "And whatever it
was, it's what's caught up with her
now."




We stopped at the filling station
where Alice and I had stopped for gas
the night before.  I looked over the
attendants, said: "There's the one
serviced us."  Ainslie called him over,
played a pocket light on my face.




"Do you remember servicing this
man last night?  This man, and a girl
with him?"




"Nope, not me.  Maybe one of the
oth—"




Neither of us could see his hands at
the moment; they were out of range
below the car door.  I said, "He's got
a white scar across the back of his
right hand.  I saw it last night when he
was wiping the windshield."




Ainslie said, "Hold it up."




He did, and there was a white cicatrice
across it, where stitches had been
taken or something.  Ainslie said, "Now
whaddye say?"




It didn't shake him in the least.  "I
still say no.  Maybe he saw me at one
time or another, but I've never seen
him, to my knowledge, with or without
a girl."  He waited a minute, then
added: "Why should I deny it, if it
was so?"




"We'll be back, in a day or in a week
or in a month," Ainslie let him know
grimly, "but we'll be back—to find
that out."




We drove on.  "Those four square
inches of linen handkerchief will be
wearing pretty thin, if this keeps up,"
I muttered dejectedly after a while.




"Don't let that worry you," he said,
looking straight ahead.  "Once I'm sold,
I don't unsell easily."




We crossed U.S. 9 a half-hour later.
A little white house came skimming
along out of the darkness.  "This is
where I was married to a ghost," I said.




He braked, twisted the grip of the
door latch.  My hand shot down,
stopped his arm.




"Wait; before you go in, listen to
this.  It may help out that handkerchief.
There'll be a round mirror in the hall,
to the left of the door, with antlers
over it for a hatrack.  In their parlor,
where he read the service, there'll be an
upright piano, with brass candle holders
sticking out of the front of it, above
the keyboard.  It's got a scarf on it that
ends in a lot of little plush balls.  And
on the music rack, the top selection is
a copy of Kiss Me Again.  And on the
wall there's a painting of a lot of fruit
rolling out of a basket.  And this
housekeeper, he calls her Dora."




"That's enough," he said in that
toneless voice of his.  "I told you I was
with you anyway, didn't I?"  He got
out and went over and rang the bell.  I
went with him, of course.




They must have been asleep; they
didn't answer right away.  Then the
housekeeper opened the door and
looked out at us.  Before we could say
anything, we heard the justice call
down the stairs, "Who is it, Dora?"




Ainslie asked if we could come in
and talk to him, and straightened his
necktie in the round mirror to the left
of the door, with antlers over it.




Hulskamp came down in a bathrobe,
and Ainslie said: "You married this
man to a girl named Alice Brown last
night."  It wasn't a question.




The justice said, "No.  I've already
been asked that once, over the phone,
and I said I hadn't.  I've never seen this
young man before."  He even put on
his glasses to look at me better.




Ainslie didn't argue the matter,
almost seemed to take him at his word.
"I won't ask you to let me see your
records," he said drily, "because they'll
undoubtedly—bear out your word."




He strolled as far as the parlor
entrance, glanced in idly.  I peered over
his shoulder.  There was an upright
piano with brass candle sconces.  A
copy of Kiss Me Again was topmost
on its rack.  A painting of fruit rolling
out of a basket daubed the wall.




"They certainly will!" snapped the
justice resentfully.




The housekeeper put her oar in.  "I'm
a witness at all the marriages the
justice performs, and I'm sure the young
man's mistaken.  I don't ever recall—"













CHAPTER V



JOURNEY'S END




Ainslie steadied me with one hand
clasping my arm, and led me out
without another word.  We got in the
car again.  Their door closed,
somewhat forcefully.




I pounded the rim of the wheel
helplessly with my fist.  I said, "What is it?
Some sort of wholesale conspiracy?
But why?  She's not important; I'm not
important."




He threw in the clutch, the little
white house ebbed away in the
night-darkness behind us.




"It's some sort of a conspiracy, all
right," he said.  "We've got to get the
reason for it.  That's the quickest,
shortest way to clear it up.  To take any of
the weaker links, the bellboy at the
hotel or that filling station attendant,
and break them down, would not only
take days, but in the end would only
get us some anonymous individual
who'd either threatened them or paid
them to forget having seen your wife,
and we wouldn't be much further than
before.  If we can get the reason behind
it all, the source, we don't have to
bother with any of these small fry.
That's why we're heading back to Lake
City instead of just concentrating on
that hotel in Michianopolis."




We made Lake City by one A.M. and
I showed him the way to New
Hampshire Avenue.  Number 20 was a
massive corner house, and we glided
up to it from the back, along the side
street; braked across the way from the
service entrance I'd always brought her
back to.  Not a light was showing anywhere.




"Don't get out yet," he said.  "When
you brought her home nights, you
brought her to this back door, right?"




"Yes."




"Tell me, did you ever actually see
her open it and go in, or did you just
leave her here by it and walk off
without waiting to see where she went?"




I felt myself get a little frightened
again.  This was something that hadn't
occurred to me until now.  "I didn't
once actually see the door open and
her go inside, now that I come to think
of it.  She seemed to—to want me to
walk off without waiting.  She didn't
say so, but I could tell.  I thought
maybe it was because she didn't want
her employers to catch on she was
going around with anyone.  I'd walk off,
down that way—"




I pointed to the corner behind us,
on the next avenue over.  "Then when I
got there, I'd look back from there
each time.  As anyone would.  Each time
I did, she wasn't there any more.  I
thought she'd gone in, but—it's funny,
I never saw her go in."




He nodded gloomily.  "Just about
what I thought.  For all you know,
she didn't even belong in that house,
never went in there at all.  A quick
little dash, while your back was turned,
would have taken her around the corner
of the house and out of sight.  And
the city would have swallowed her up."




"But why?" I said helplessly.




He didn't answer that.  We hadn't
had a good look at the front of the
house yet.  As I have said, we had
approached from the rear, along the side
street.  He got out of the car now, and
I followed suit.  We walked down the
few remaining yards to the corner, and
turned and looked all up and down
the front of it.




It was an expensive limestone building;
it spelt real dough, even looking
at it in the dark as we were.  There was
a light showing from the front, through
one of the tall ground-floor windows—but
a very dim one, almost like a night
light.  It didn't send any shine outside:
just peered wanly around the sides
of the blind that had been drawn on
the inside.




Something moved close up against
the door-facing, stirred a little.  If it
hadn't been white limestone, it wouldn't
have even been noticeable at all.  We
both saw it at once; I caught instinctively
at Ainslie's arm, and a cold knife
of dull fear went through me—though
why I couldn't tell.









"Crepe on the front door," he
whispered.  "Somebody's dead in
there.  Whether she did go in here or
didn't, just the same I think we'd
better have a look at the inside of this
place."




I took a step in the direction of the
front door.  He recalled me with a curt
gesture.  "And by that I don't mean
march up the front steps, ring the
doorbell, and flash my badge in their eyes."




"Then how?"




Brakes ground somewhere along the
side street behind us.  We turned our
heads and a lacquered sedan-truck had
drawn up directly before the service
door of 20 New Hampshire Avenue.
"Just in time," Ainslie said.  "This is
how."




We started back toward it.  The
driver and a helper had gotten down,
were unloading batches of camp chairs
and stacking them up against the side
of the truck, preparatory to taking them
in.




"For the services tomorrow, I suppose,"
Ainslie grunted.  He said to the
driver: "Who is it that died, bud?"




"Mean to say you ain't heard?  It's
in alla papers."




"We're from out of town."




"Alma Beresford, the heiress.  Richest
gal in twenty-four states.  She was
an orphum, too.  Pretty soft for her
guardian; not another soul to get the
cush but him."




"What was it?"  For the first time
since I'd known him, you couldn't have
called Ainslie's voice toneless; it was
sort of springy like a rubber band
that's pulled too tight.




"Heart attack, I think."  The truckman
snapped his fingers.  "Like that.
Shows you that rich or poor, when you
gotta go, you gotta go."




Ainslie asked only one more question.
"Why you bringing these setups
at an hour like this?  They're not going
to hold the services in the middle of
the night, are they?"




"Nah, but first thing in the morning;
so early there wouldn't be a chance to
get 'em over here unless we delivered
'em ahead of time."  He was suddenly
staring fascinatedly down at the silvery
lining of Ainslie's hand.




Ainslie's voice was toneless again.
"Tell you what you fellows are going
to do.  You're going to save yourselves
the trouble of hauling all those camp
chairs inside, and you're going to get
paid for it in the bargain.  Lend us
those work aprons y'got on."




He slipped them something apiece;
I couldn't see whether it was two
dollars or five.  "Gimme your delivery
ticket; I'll get it receipted for you.  You
two get back in the truck and lie low."




We both doffed our hats and coats,
put them in our own car, rolled our
shirtsleeves, put on the work aprons,
and rang the service bell.  There was a
short wait and then a wire-sheathed
bulb over the entry glimmered pallidly
as an indication someone was coming.
The door opened and a gaunt-faced
sandy-haired man looked out at us.  It
was hard to tell just how old he was.
He looked like a butler, but he was
dressed in a business suit, so he must
have occupied some other position in
the household.




"Camp chairs from the Thebes
Funerary Chapel," Ainslie said,
reading from the delivery ticket.




"Follow me and I'll show you where
they're to go," he said in a hushed
voice.  "Be as quiet as you can.  We've
only just succeeded in getting
Mr. Hastings to lie down and try to rest a
little."  The guardian, I supposed.  In
which case this anemic-looking
customer would be the guardian's Man
Friday.




We each grabbed up a double armful
of the camp chairs and went in after
him.  They were corded together in
batches of half a dozen.  We could have
cleared up the whole consignment at
once—they were lightweight—but
Ainslie gave me the eye not to; I guess he
wanted to have an excuse to prolong
our presence as much as possible.




You went down a short delivery
passageway, then up a few steps into
a brightly lighted kitchen.  We hadn't
been able to see it from the street.




A hatchet-faced woman in maid's
livery was sitting by a table crying
away under one eye-shading hand, a
teacup and a tumbler of gin before her.
Judging by the redness of her nose,
she'd been at it for hours.  "My baby,"
she'd mew every once in a while.




We followed him out at the other
side, through a pantry, a gloomy-looking
dining room, and finally into a huge
cavernous front room, eerily suffused
with flickering candlelight that did no
more than heighten the shadows in its
far corners.  It was this wavering pallor
that we must have seen from outside,
around the front of the house.









An open coffin rested on a
flower-massed bier at the upper end of
the place, a lighted taper glimmering
at each corner of it.  A violet velvet
pall had been spread over the top of it,
concealing what lay within.




But a tiny peaked outline, that could
have been made by an uptilted nose,
was visible in the plush at one extremity
of its length.  That knife of dread
gave an excruciating little twist in me,
and again I didn't know why—or
refused to admit I did.  It was as if
I instinctively sensed the nearness of
something—or someone—familiar.




The rest of the room, before this
monument to mortality, had been left
clear, its original furniture moved
aside or taken out.  The man who had
admitted us gave us our instructions
in a sepulchral voice.




"Arrange them in four rows, here in
front of the bier.  Leave an aisle
through them.  And be sure and leave
enough space up ahead for the divine
who will deliver the oration."  Then he
retreated to the door and stood watching
us for a moment, moiling his hands
together with a sickening sort of
obsequious gesture.




Ainslie produced a knife from the
pocket of his borrowed apron, began
severing the cording that bound the
frames of the camp chairs together.  I
opened them one at a time as he freed
them and began setting them up in
quadruple rows, being as slow about it
as I could.




There was a slight sound and the
factotum had tiptoed back toward the
kitchen for a moment, perhaps for a sip
of the comfort gin.  Ainslie raised his
head, caught my eye, speared his thumb
at the bier imperatively.  I was the
nearer of us to it at the moment.  I
knew what he meant: look and see who
it was.




I went cold all over, but I put down
the camp chair I was fiddling with and
edged over toward it on arched feet.
The taper-flames bent down flat as I
approached them, and sort of hissed.
Sweat needled out under the roots of
my hair.  I went around by the head,
where that tiny little peak was, reached
out, and gingerly took hold of the corners
of the velvet pall, which fell loosely
over the two sides of the coffin without
quite meeting the headboard.




Just as my wrists flexed to tip it
back, Ainslie coughed warningly.
There was a whispered returning tread
from beyond the doorway.  I let go,
took a quick side-jump back toward
where I'd been.  It didn't carry me all
the way back by any means, the room
was such a big barn of a place, but it
carried me sufficiently far away from
the bier to look innocuous.




I glanced around and the secretary
fellow had come back again, was standing
there with his eyes fixed on me.  I
pretended to be measuring off the
distance for the pulpit with my foot.




"You men are rather slow about it,"
he said, thin lipped.




"You want 'em just so, don't you?"
Ainslie answered.  He went out to get
the second batch.  I pretended one of the
stools had jammed and I was having
trouble getting it open, as an excuse to
linger behind.  The secretary was on
his guard.  He lingered too.




The dick took care of that.  He
waited until he was halfway back with
his load of camp chairs, then dropped
them all over the pantry floor with a
clatter, to draw the watchdog off.




It worked.  He gave a huff of annoyance,
turned and went in to bawl Ainslie
out for the noise he had made.
The minute the doorway cleared, I
gave a cat-like spring back toward the
velvet mound.  This time I made it.  I
flung the pall back—




Then I let go of it, and the lighted
candles started spinning around my
head, faster and faster, until they made
a comet-like track of fire.  The still face
staring up at me from the coffin was
Alice's.  Last night a bride.  Tonight a
corpse.













CHAPTER VI



BURY ME NOT——




I felt my knees hit something, and
I was swaying back and forth on
them there beside the bier.  I could hear
somebody coming back toward the
room, but whether it was Ainslie or
the other guy, I didn't know and didn't
care.  Then an arm went around me and
steadied me to my feet once more, so I
knew it was Ainslie.




"It's her," I said brokenly.  "Alice.  I
can't understand it; she must—have—been
this rich girl, Alma Beresford, all
the time—"




He let go of me, took a quick step
over to the coffin, flung the pall even
further back than I had.  He dipped his
head, as if he was staring nearsightedly.
Then he turned and I never felt
my shoulder grabbed so hard before, or
since.  His fingers felt like steel claws
that went in, and met in the middle.
For a minute I didn't know whether he
was attacking me or not; and I was
too dazed to care.




He was pointing at the coffin, "Look
at that!" he demanded.  I didn't know
what he meant.  He shook me brutally,
either to get me to understand or
because he was so excited himself.  "She's
not dead.  Watch her chest cavern."




I fixed my eyes on it.  You could tell
only by watching the line where the
white satin of her burial gown met the
violet quilting of the coffin lining.  The
white was faintly, but unmistakably
and rhythmically rising and falling.
The tides of life were still there.




"They've got her either drugged or
in a coma—"




He broke off short, let go of me as
if my shoulder were red hot and burned
his fingers.  His hand flashed down
and up again, and he'd drawn and
sighted over my shoulder.  "Put it down
or I'll let you have it right where you
are!" he said.




Something thudded to the carpet.  I
turned and the secretary was standing
there in the doorway, palms out, a
fallen revolver lying at his feet.




"Go over and get that, Cannon,"
Ainslie ordered.  "This looks like the
finale now.  Let's see what we've got
here."




There was an arched opening behind
him, leading out to the front entrance
hall, I suppose, and the stairway to the
upper floors.  We'd come in from the
rear, remember.  Velvet drapes had
been drawn closed over that arch,
sealing it up, the whole time we'd been in
there.









He must have come in through
there.  I bent down before the
motionless secretary, and with my fingers
an inch away from the fallen gun at
his feet, I heard the impact of a head
blow and Ainslie gave the peculiar
guttural groan of someone going down
into unconsciousness.




The secretary's foot snaked out and
sped the gun skidding far across to the
other side of the room.  Then he
dropped on my curved back like a dead
weight and I went down flat under him,
pushing my face into the parquet flooring.
The floor had been left bare in the
room.




He kept aiming blows at the side of
my head from above, but he had only
his fists to work with at the moment,
and even the ones that landed weren't
as effective as whatever it was that
had been used on Ainslie.  I reached
upward and over, caught the secretary by
the shoulders of his coat, tugged and
at the same time jerked my body out
from under him in the opposite
direction; and he came flying up in a
backward somersault and landed sprawling
a few feet away.  He was a lightweight
anyway.




I got up and looked.  Ainslie lay inert,
face down on the floor to one side of
the coffin, something gleaming wet
down the part of his hair.  There was
a handsome but vicious-looking
gray-haired man in a brocaded dressing
gown standing behind him holding a
gun on me, trying to cow me with it.




"Get him, Mr. Hastings," panted
the one I'd just flung off.




It would have taken more than a
gun to hold me, after what I'd been
through.  I charged at him, around
Ainslie's form.  He evidently didn't want to
fire, didn't want the noise of a shot
to be heard there in the house.  Instead,
he reversed his gun, swung the butt
high up over his shoulder; and my own
head-first charge undid me.  I couldn't
swerve or brake in time, plunged right
in under it.  A hissing, spark-shedding
skyrocket seemed to tear through the
top of my head, and I went down into
nothingness as Ainslie had.




... For an hour after I recovered
consciousness I was in complete
darkness.  Such utter darkness that I
couldn't be sure the blow hadn't
affected my optic nerve, temporarily put
my eyesight out of commission.




I was in a sitting position, on
something cold—stone flooring
probably—with my hands lashed behind me,
around something equally cold and
sweating moisture, most likely a water
pipe.  My feet were tied too, and there
was a gag over my mouth.  My head
blazed with pain.




After what seemed like an age, a
smoky gray light began to dilute the
blackness; so at least my eyesight
wasn't impaired.  As the light strengthened
it showed me first a barred grate
high up on the wall through which the
dawn was peering in.  Next, a dingy
basement around me, presumably that
of the same New Hampshire Avenue
house we had entered several hours ago.




And finally, if that was any
consolation to me, Ainslie sitting facing me
from across the way, in about the same
fix I was.  Hands and feet secured,
sitting before another pipe, mouth also
gagged.  A dark skein down one side of
his forehead, long since dried, marked
the effect of the blow he had received.
His eyes were open and fixed on me,
so he'd probably recovered consciousness
some time before I had.




We just stared at each other, unable
to communicate.  We could turn our
heads.  He shook his from side to side
deprecatingly.  I knew what he meant:
"Fine spot we ended up in, didn't we?"  I
nodded, meaning, "You said it."




But we were enjoying perfect
comfort and peace of mind, compared to
what was to follow.  It came within
about half an hour at the most.  Sounds
of activity began to penetrate to where
we were.  First a desultory moving
about sounded over our heads, as if
someone were looking things over to
make sure everything was in order.
Then something heavy was set down:
it might have been a table, a desk—or
a pulpit.




This cellar compartment we were in
seemed to be directly under that large
front room where the coffin was and
where the obsequies were to be held.  I
remember now there had been no
carpeting on it last night when we were
in there.  Originally a ballroom, maybe.









A dawning horror began to percolate
through me.  I looked at Ainslie
and tried to make him understand
what I was thinking.  I didn't need to,
he was thinking the same thing.  I could
tell by the look in his eyes.




She'd been alive when we'd last seen
her, last night.  Early this same
morning, rather.  What were they going to
do—go ahead with it anyway?




A car door clashed faintly, somewhere
off in the distance outside.  It
must have been at the main entrance
of this very house we were in, for
within a moment or two new footsteps
sounded overhead, picking their way
along, as down an aisle under guidance.
Then something scraped slightly, like
the leg rests of a camp chair straining
under the weight of a body.




It repeated itself eight or ten times
after that.  The impact of a car door
outside in the open, then the sedate
footsteps over us—some the flat dull ones
of men, some the sharp brittle ones of
women—then the slight shift and click
of the camp chairs.  I didn't have to be
told its meaning; probably Ainslie
didn't either.  The mourners were
arriving for the services.




It was probably unintentional, our
having been placed directly below like
this; but it was the most diabolic
torture that could ever have been devised.




Was she dead yet, or wasn't she?  But
she had to be before—




They couldn't be that low.  Maybe
the drug she'd been under last night
was timed to take fatal effect between
then and now.  But suppose it hadn't?




The two of us were writhing there
like maimed snakes.  Ainslie kept trying
to bring his knees up and meet them
with his chin, and at first I couldn't
understand what his idea was.  It was
to snag the gag in the cleft between his
two tightly pressed knees and pull it
down, or at least dislodge it sufficiently
to get some sound out.  I immediately
began trying the same thing myself.




Meanwhile an ominous silence had
descended above us.  No more car door
thuds, no more footsteps mincing
down the aisle to their seats.  The
services were being held—  And for
someone whom Ainslie and I had ever
reason to believe was still alive!




The lower half of my face was all
numb by now from hitting my bony
up-ended knees so many times.  And
still I couldn't work it.  Neither could
he.  The rounded structure of the
kneecaps kept them from getting it close
enough to our lips to act as pincers.
If only one of us could have made it.
If we could hear them that clearly
down here, they would have been able
to hear us yell up there.  And they
couldn't all be in on the plot, all those
mourners, friends of the family or
whoever they were.  They must all be
innocent dupes: all but the guardian
and his secretary.




Bad as the preliminaries had been,
they were as nothing compared to the
concluding stages that we now had to
endure listening to.  There was a
sudden concerted mass shifting and
scraping above, as if everyone had risen to
his feet at one time.




Then a slow, single-file shuffling
started in, going in one direction,
returning in another.  The mourners were
filing around the coffin one by one for
a last look at the departed.  The
departed who was still of the living.




After the last of them had gone out,
and while the incessant cracking of car
doors was still under way outside,
marking the forming of the funeral
cortege, there was a quick, business-like
converging of not more than two pairs
of feet on one certain place—where the
coffin was.  A hurried shifting about
for a moment or two, then a sharp
hammering on wood penetrated to
where we were, and nearly drove me
crazy; they were fastening down the lid.




After a slight pause that might have
been employed in reopening the closed
room doors, more feet came in, all
male, and moving toward that one
certain place where the first two had
preceded them.  These must be the
pall-bearers, four or six of them.  There
was a brief scraping and jockeying
about while they lifted the casket to
their shoulders, and then the slow,
measured tread with which they
carried it outside to the waiting hearse.




Then silence.









I let my head fall inertly downward
as far over as I could bend it, so
Ainslie wouldn't see the tears running
out of my eyes.  Tears of horror and
helplessness and rage.




Motion attracted me and I looked
blurredly up again.  He was shaking
his head steadily back and forth.
"Don't give up, keep trying," he meant
to say.  "It's not too late yet."




But we never got those gags out, to
the end; and we never freed our hands
and ankles of those bonds, the way they
so easily do in stories.  Whoever had
tied us up had made a good job of it.




About five or ten minutes after the
hearse had left, a door opened
surreptitiously somewhere close at hand;
and a stealthy, frightened tread began
to descend toward us, evidently along
some steps that were back of me.




Ainslie could see who it was—he
was facing that way—but I couldn't
until the hatchet-faced maid we had
seen crying in the kitchen the night
before suddenly sidled out between us.
She kept looking back in the direction
from which she'd just come, as if
scared of her life.  She had an ordinary
kitchen bread knife in her hand.  She
wasn't in livery now, but black-hatted,
coated and gloved, as if she had started
out for the cemetery with the rest and
then slipped back unnoticed.




She went for Ainslie's bonds first,
cackling terrifiedly the whole time she
was sawing away at them.  "Oh, if
they ever find out I did this, I don't
know what they'll do to me!  I didn't
even know you were down here until
I happened to overhear Mr. Hastings
whisper to his secretary just now
before they left, 'Leave the other two
where they are, we can attend to them
when we come back.'  Which one of you
is her Jimmy?  She confided in me; I
knew about it; I helped her slip in and
out of the house that whole week.  I
took her place under the bedcovers, so
that when he'd look in he'd think she
was asleep in her room.




"They had no right to do this to you
and your friend, Jimmy, even though
you were the cause of her death.  The
excitement was too much for her, she'd
been so carefully brought up.  She got
this heart attack and died.  She was
already unconscious when they brought
her back—from wherever it was you
ran off with her to.




"I don't know why I'm helping you.
You're a reckless, bad, fortune-hunting
scoundrel; Mr. Hastings says so.  The
marriage wouldn't have been legal
anyway; she didn't use her right name.  It
cost him all kinds of money to hush
everyone up about it and destroy the
documents, so it wouldn't be found out
and you wouldn't have a chance to
blackmail her later.




"You killed my baby!  But still he
should have turned you over to the
police, not kept you tied up all ni—"




At this point she finally got through,
and Ainslie's gag flew out of his mouth
like one of those feathered darts kids
shoot through a blow-tube.  "I am the
police!" he panted.  "And your 'baby'
has been murdered, or will be within
the next few minutes, by Hastings himself,
not this boy here!  She was still
alive in that coffin at two o'clock this
morning.  You didn't know that, did
you?!"









She gave a scream like the noon
whistle of a factory.  He kept her
from fainting, or at any rate falling
in a heap, by pinning her to the wall,
took the knife away from her.  He freed
me in one-tenth of the time it had
taken her to rid him of his own bonds.
"No," she was groaning hollowly
through her hands, "her own family
doctor, a lifelong friend of her father
and mother, examined her after she
was gone, made out the death certificate.
He's an honest man, he wouldn't
do that—"




"He's old, I take it.  Did he see her
face?" Ainslie interrupted.




A look of almost stupid consternation
froze on her own face.  "No.  I
was at the bedside with him; it was
covered.  But only a moment before
she'd been lying there in full view.  The
doctor and I both saw her from the
door.  Then Mr. Hastings had a fainting
spell in the other room, and we ran
to help him.  When the doctor came in
again to proceed with his examination,
Mr. Chivers had covered her face—to
spare Mr. Hastings' feelings.




"Dr. Meade just examined her body.
Mr. Hastings pleaded with him not to
remove the covering, said he couldn't
bear it.  And my pet was still wearing
the little wristwatch her mother gave
her before she died—"




"They substituted another body for
hers, that's all; I don't care how many
wrist watches it had on it," Ainslie told
her brutally.  "Stole that of a young girl
approximately her own age who had
just died from heart failure or some
other natural cause, most likely from
one of the hospital morgues, and put
it over on the doddering old family
doctor and you both.




"If you look, you'll probably find
something in the papers about a vanished
corpse.  The main thing is to stop
that burial; I'm not positive enough on
it to take a chance.  It may be she in the
coffin after all, and not the substitute.
Where was the interment to be?"




"In the family plot, at Cypress Hills
Cemetery."  The maid shuddered.




"Come on, Cannon; got your circulation
back yet?"  He was at the top
of the stairs already.  "Get the local
police and tell them to meet us out
there," he barked at the half-hysterical
woman, "unless you're in this stink as
deep as they are, yourself!"




Which was just a spur to get a move
into her.  You could tell by the horrified
daze she was in she hadn't realized
until now what was going on right
under her nose.









Ainslie's badge was all that got
us into the cemetery, which was
private.  The casket had already been
lowered out of sight.  They were throwing
the first shovelfuls of earth over it
as we burst through the little ring of
sedate, bowing mourners—two wild-eyed
tousled maniacs who sent them
screaming and scattering in all directions.




The last thing I saw was Ainslie
snatching an implement from one of
the cemetery workers and jumping
down bodily into the opening, feet first.
I didn't see anything more after that,
because everything had gone red as far
as I was concerned.




The face of that silver-haired devil,
her guardian Hastings, had focused in
on my inflamed eyes.




A squad of Lake City police, arriving
only minutes after us, were all that
saved his life.  It took three of them to
pull me off him, and they told me later
three of his ribs were already
fractured by that time.




Ainslie's voice was what brought me
to, more than anything else.  "It's all
right, Cannon," he was yelling over and
over from somewhere behind me, "it's
all right.  It's not her.  It's the substitute."




I stumbled over to the lip of the
grave between two of the cops and
took a look down.  It was the face of a
stranger that was peering up at me
through the shattered coffin lid.  I
turned away, and they made the
mistake of letting go of me.




I went at the secretary this time;
Hastings was still stretched out more
dead than alive.  "What've you done
with her?  Where've you got her?"




"That ain't the way to make him answer,"
Ainslie said, and for the second
and last time throughout the whole
affair his voice wasn't toneless.  "This
is!"




Wham!  We had to take about six
steps forward to catch up with the
secretary where he was now.




Ainslie's method was all right at
that.  The secretary talked—fast....




Alice was safe; but she wouldn't
have been, much longer.  After the
mourners had had a last look at her in
the coffin, Hastings and the secretary
had locked her up for safe keeping—stupefied,
of course—and substituted
the other body for burial.




And Alice's turn was to come later,
when, under cover of night, she was to
be spirited away to a hunting lodge in
the hills—the lodge that had belonged
to her father.  There she could have
been murdered at leisure, without
benefit of death certificate, buried
without benefit of mourners.




When we'd flashed back to the New
Hampshire Avenue house in a police
car, and unlocked the door of the little
den where she'd been secreted; and
when the police physician who accompanied
us brought her out of the opiate
they'd kept her under—whose arms
were the first to go around her, whose
face was the first she saw looking down
at her?




Whose do you think?




"Jimmy"—She sighed a little, after
we took time off from the clinches—"he
showed up late that night with
Chivers, in that dinky little room you
left me in in Michianopolis.




"They must have been right behind
us all the way, paying all those people
lavishly to say they'd never seen me,
effacing my very existence so you
couldn't make trouble for them later.




"But he fooled me, pretended he
wasn't angry, said he didn't mind if I
married and left him.  And I was so
sleepy and off guard I believed him.
Then he handed me a glass of salty-tasting
water to drink, and said, 'Come
on down to the car.  Jimmy's down
there waiting for you; we've got him
with us.'  I staggered down there
between them and got in, and that's all I
remember."




Then she remembered something else
and looked at me with fright in her
eyes.  "Jimmy, you didn't mind marrying
little Alice Brown, but I don't
suppose Alma Beresford would stand a
show with you—?"




"You don't-suppose right," I told her
gruffly, "because I'm marrying Alice
Brown all over again—even if we've
gotta take time off to change her name
legally first.  And this time there won't
be any burning of the records.




"And this ugly-looking bloke standing
up here, name of Ainslie, is going
to be best man at our second wedding.
Know why?  Because he was the only
one in the whole world believed there
really was a you."









THE END










[The end of All at Once, No Alice by Cornell George Hopley-Woolrich (as Cornell Woolrich)]


cover1.jpg
All at Once,
No Alice

Cornell Woolrich





cover.jpg
All at Once,
No Alice

Cornell Woolrich





