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One
 Helen Brent had the best-looking legs at the inquest. She had a white sharkskin suit that had cost $145. She had an air of impeccable good breeding that had cost a great deal more. 
 From the looks of things, she was no usual divorcee. Obviously, she was a woman of great wealth, of travel, of culture, of charm; she was a gorgeous blonde; she had been around. Perfectly poised, she crossed her legs with stunning and careless showmanship. 
 Her name was Helen Brent, she said, and she was thirty-one; her home was in San Francisco; she was in Reno to get a divorce from her husband, Mr. Charles Brent. 
 She had been in Reno—how long? 
 Six weeks; during that time she had stayed at a boarding house on the edge of town, run by a Mrs. Krantz and her daughter, Miss Rachel Krantz; Miss Rachel Krantz was in the courtroom. 
 On the previous Thursday, she had left the Krantzes' and gone to the Hotel Riverside? 
 Yes. 
 She had gone back to the Krantzes' at eleven that night to pick up a handbag? 
 Yes. 
 And about what time had she left the Krantzes' to go to the hotel? 
 About five. 
 She left at five. By four o'clock she was through packing; since it was a ferociously hot day, she lay down and sweated. This annoyed her. She was not exactly athletic, but she was active, and she had a long and elegant body to which she was much attached; she liked showers, and hated baths because they left her feeling sticky. She had taken two bedrooms at the Krantzes', so she would have a place to put her clothes, but there were no showers, and Helen was faced with a fairly unpleasant alternative: she could take a bath and go over to the Riverside feeling sticky, or she could do nothing and go over to the Riverside feeling smelly. 
 At four o'clock Mrs. Krantz, who owned the place, was downstairs in the back part of the house, where she lived with her daughter, and she was expecting a visit from her great friend and neighbor, Mrs. Pollicker. Mrs. Pollicker, as usual, was God knows where. And Rachel Krantz, who had to manage everything, was walking up and down outside Helen's room, trying to think of a way to persuade Mrs. Brent to stay. 
 For the Krantzes' was certainly not the place for Helen, and certainly not fashionable at all. There were two houses that had been built as boarding houses, in Reno, the city of boarding houses; they had both seen better days, but not for long. The tide of the town had flowed away from them, and left them like driftwood on the plain that surrounds Reno. 
 This was convenient for Mrs. Pollicker, who lived in one of the houses alone, and used only a bedroom and the kitchen. Mrs. Pollicker's flesh was not only weak but eager, and her life was shriekingly immoral. She also had two badly trained poodles, and between the dogs and the Devil she would have had trouble in a respectable district. Her ribald friend Mrs. Krantz was more tolerant. 
 It was not so convenient for the Krantzes, who still took boarders, though they gave no meals, and just managed to be unsuccessful. The neat and meager upstairs rooms usually had one or two permanent residents, and perhaps one or two women who were trying to get a divorce as cheaply as possible. There was never anyone like Helen Brent. 
 So here was Miss Krantz walking up and down the hall, a little reluctantly, because of course she did not actually like Mrs. Brent. It seemed to Rachel that Mrs. Brent must be destined for a bad end, not necessarily because the Devil would have such a lure for Helen, but because Helen, Rachel had to admit, would have quite a lure for the Devil. And suddenly the door opened, and there was Helen herself, looking, as always, perfectly heavenly. 
 She did not look her age; that privilege she regarded as reserved for the very young and the very foolish, and she had given it up at twenty-two. Her hazel eyes were beautiful, and her features were handsome and pure. But, most striking of all things about Helen, there was an elusive aura like white gold, an aura which came partly from her hair and partly from her complexion, and partly from the clothes in which she had the money and taste to dress herself. 
 Just now her hard and willowy body moved frankly under a housecoat. “Miss Krantz?” 
 “Yes?” said Miss Krantz. 
 “Were you looking for me?” 
 “Oh, yes.” 
 “Well, then,” said Helen, and smiled charmingly, “well, then, come in.” 


 “Of course,” said Helen, “it's your own fault,” and was at once rather sorry she had said it. She had handled servants in her own home and in her friends' homes, and she had dealt quite competently with managers and waiters and assorted help in more places than she could remember. And she had always found it best, for reasons of convenience and of good breeding, not to go into postmortems. 
 Besides, she was almost good-natured, and she did not particularly want to hurt Miss Krantz's feelings. On the contrary, she was rather sorry for her. Rachel was twenty-seven, four years younger than Helen, with black hair and blue eyes and a face that would have been strikingly barbaric if she had known anything about makeup. She had a full-breasted figure in the Biblical style, the kind that suggests camels and water-jars, which she covered up with the ugliest clothes she could find. Helen had often had the impulse to tell her she was hiding something other women couldn't get out of bottles. 
 Right now she was standing on the other side of the room, running a very clean fingernail over the dresser-cloth. Her voice, not at all gentle, was almost inaudible to Helen, who was ten feet away. “My mother and I are very sorry to see you go.” 
 Helen smiled politely and noncommittally into the mirror and kept on brushing her hair. But Rachel was not to be put off: “If there's anything about the service—” 
 “No thanks.” 
 “Well, the lady in the fronthas moved now, Mrs. Brent—” 
 Helen did not lose patience, but she did not care to stay at the Krantzes' any longer than was necessary. She turned around very courteously, in the great tradition of great ladies, who are always intimidating everyone they meet, always completely unaware that they are intimidating anyone at all. Her voice was a mixture of graciousness and briskness, a tone of absolute dismissal. “Miss Krantz,” she said. “I think I told you that I've been in Reno a good many times before. And I've never stayed here with you before. This time I had a reason to stay here, a good reason, Miss Krantz, and I told you the reason. Specifically, I told you that if anyone but my sister called, Mrs. Brent was not living here. But someone did call—in fact, my husband called—and your mother, unfortunately, didn't see fit to do as I asked.” 
 She stood up and smiled, and let the graciousness overbalance the briskness in her voice. “Well, I'm very sorry things didn't work out, Miss Krantz.” She let the briskness back in: “But I would like my bill as soon as you can make it.” She turned back to the mirror. 
 “Yes, Mrs. Brent.” 
 “And I'd appreciate it if you'd send the maid up to take some of my things down. I'd better be getting along.” 
 “Yes, Mrs. Brent.” 
 By this time it was four-thirty. 


 Helen left one of her handbags in a dresser drawer, though she had not meant to. When she came out of the room with a couple of hatboxes she heard the jarring click of Mrs. Pollicker's heels in the hall below, and then the skittering of the two poodles as they ran in after her. Helen did not like Mrs. Pollicker. Her own life was fairly immoral, but sensibly so, and she did not like people with abnormal sex lives. In particular, she did not like women who would not grow old, and Mrs. Pollicker had obviously taken her change of life as a hint that could be acted on later. 
 Mrs. Pollicker was a small woman, fluttery, with very white skin and very dark teeth, with improbable red eyebrows and impossible red hair. She always wore a multitude of ruffles to conceal the fact that she had no chest. Today there was a mass of fine black lace under her coat. “Looks like a Greek without his shirt on,” thought Helen, and started downstairs, while Mrs. Pollicker and dogs disappeared in the back of the house. 
 But, when Helen was fixing one of the boxes at the foot of the stairs, the dogs suddenly ran out of the back of the house and, true to form, jumped all over her and managed to dirty her very fine white suit before Miss Krantz ran out and interfered. 
 “I'm so sorry,” she said. 
 “Forget it,” said Helen, and smiled. 
 “If there's anything I can do,” said Miss Krantz; “if there's anything you've forgotten—” 
 Helen picked up the boxes. “Thanks, I can look after myself.” She did not say it unpleasantly. “And goodbye, Miss Krantz.” She had forgotten the bag, of course, but she did not remember it now, and she went down the walk with the long and generous stride that was characteristic of her. 
 It was five o'clock. Miss Krantz turned toward the back of the house, and as she did so she heard the scratchy high notes of Mrs. Pollicker's laugh. 


 Mrs. Krantz was a short woman, with coarse, fatty features and quivering skin. She brought her dark hair up in a greasy roll around her head, and wore gold earrings; when she lowered her head and roared she could look very much like a buffalo. 
 “Laura!” she roared now. “Bring it back, Laura!” Mrs. Pollicker, perched on the arm of a couch across the room, holding Mrs. Krantz's glass in her hand, jiggled it gently and smiled. “I'm broiling, Laura.” Mrs. Krantz was not going to hoist herself out of her chair; sweet womanly reserve kept her from drinking from the bottle beside her. 
 Suddenly Mrs. Pollicker, still smiling, emptied Mrs. Krantz's glass herself. “Laura!” roared the outraged Mrs. Krantz, and banged the table beside her so hard that the bottle shook. In terror, Mrs. Krantz grabbed up the bottle and walloped the table with her other hand. “Laura! My, ain't that mean of you!” 
 “They'll hear us upstairs,” said Mrs. Pollicker complacently, for she rather thought the boarders would be lucky to be disturbed by a woman of the world. 
 “Youare mean,” cried Mrs. Krantz, “my, ain't you mean!” She shrunk down in her chair and said piteously, “Make me another, Laura?” 
 Mrs. Pollicker pursed her lips and looked coyly at the ceiling. 
 “Then give me back the glass, please, Laura?” Mrs. Pollicker did not answer, and Mrs. Krantz looked longingly at the bottle. She smiled at it winningly for a minute, as if she half expected it to come to her of its own accord. 
 “'Fraid?” twittered Mrs. Pollicker. “'Fraidycat? Go ahead and drink it.” 
 Mrs. Krantz lifted the bottle. 
 And just then Rachel came in. “Mother, are you drinking again?” 
 “Do I look like I'm doing a Morris dance?” cried her mother belligerently. 
 Miss Krantz crossed the room without speaking. After a moment she spoke to both of them. “You've been making a great deal of noise.” 
 “So sorry,” said Mrs. Pollicker. 
 “Mrs. Pollicker, your dogs spotted the dress of a woman who was just leaving. I can't have that sort of thing. I put them out in the yard.” 
 “So sorry, my dear,” said Mrs. Pollicker. 
 “And now I find my mother drinking again. I admit it is certainly no surprise—” 
 “Don't listen to her, Laura,” said Mrs. Krantz, waving a regal hand. “Think of the beautiful things in life.” 
 Miss Krantz said harshly, “I don't know why I stand for you, Mother. I've looked after you since I was seventeen. If I hadn't, this place would have been a complete failure—” 
 “What is it now, my dear?” asked Mrs. Pollicker reasonably. 
 “Mrs. Pollicker, please keep out of our family affairs. I know you are a very good friend of my mother's, but I think you encourage her in her faults. Mother, you were drinking when you answered the phone for Mrs. Brent. That's why she left.” 
 “Liked his voice,” said Mrs. Krantz, and smirked. “Reminded me of a man I used to know. Good fellow, too. Wasn't your father, though, Rachel”—Mrs. Krantz thought this one over, and decided to play safe—“I don't think.” 
 “Mother!” Rachel stood up, revolted. “Mrs. Pollicker, this is your doing. You're a sinful, evil, licentious woman.” Mrs. Pollicker waved her hand modestly. “What you do in your own house I don't care, even if it's scandalous enough. But when you come over here and corrupt my mother—” 
 “Rachel!” roared Mrs. Krantz in a voice of thunder. There was silence. Mrs. Krantz took a deep breath and leaned forward judicially. “Rachel, you are now twenty-seven. What you need is a good—” 
 “Don't be too hard on the child,” said Mrs. Pollicker. 
 “But she don't even drink!” cried Mrs. Krantz, and flung herself back in her chair. 
 This time the silence was complete. It was a long time before Mrs. Krantz moved; then she moistened emotionally. “Rachel,” she said, and Rachel turned to her; “Rachel, daughter, you have maligned a great woman.” Mrs. Pollicker's lace moved modestly. “There is things,” said Mrs. Krantz, “you wouldn't know about. Being what you are, you wouldn't know. Being what you are.” Having thus touched on her daughter's virginity with the utmost delicacy, she announced, “There is passions in the human breast!” 
 Mrs. Pollicker smirked, and stopped smirking when Rachel shot a venomous glance at her ruffles. 
 Mrs. Krantz went on lyrically, “What she is, it's what I was, Rachel, daughter, when I was young. What she is—well, she's passionate, but that's not it. She'swarm, but that's it. She's big, but that's not it.” Mrs. Krantz's eyes sparkled as an idea came to her. “What she's got, it makes the world go round. It's beautiful. It's— humanity.” The sparkle grew, and Mrs. Krantz cried out, crescendo, “Rachel, daughter, ain't she human?” 
 “Oh,” said Mrs. Pollicker through the silence. She was awed. “That was beautiful, perfectly beautiful.” She came over with Mrs. Krantz's glass, and put it down, and put her arm around Mrs. Krantz's shoulders. “Beautiful. And I'm going to tell you something dear, something I'll never tell another soul.” 
 Mrs. Krantz perked up. “About the new one?” she asked avidly. 
 Mrs. Pollicker nodded. “He smells,” she said. “All the time. Like an animal.” 
 Mrs. Krantz opened her mouth with a wet smack of ecstasy. “Oh,my, ain't you human!” 
 Mrs. Pollicker stood up straight. “I rather think itis primitive,” she said, pleased. She went toward the door. “But I'm not going out with him tonight. He gets so jealous, I'm going to chastise him. I'm going out with Danny.” 
 “Don't like him,” said Mrs. Krantz, positively, “ain't got the figger.” 
 “How would you know, dear?” cried Mrs. Pollicker, and they both shrieked. “Well, my dear,” she said on tiptoe, “good-bye!” She leaned forward in the doorway and wiggled her fingers at Rachel. “You too. Good-bye,anyway. 
 When she had gone, both of the Krantzes were quiet. Rachel started to leave, and then she turned. “What can I do with you?” she said bitterly. “I don't suppose there's anything. I suppose I'll have to bear with you till you die.” 
 Mrs. Krantz raised her head ponderously. “And what about me? Is it any picnic for me to be left alone with a cold daughter that has no love of life, or any understanding of what her mother is or wants? Is it any picnic for me to be left alone with you?” She sneered. “Oh, it's a lot I have to celebrate, I'm sure.” 
 “Then at least perhaps you won't get into a disgusting state.” 
 “You mean,” said Mrs. Krantz, “when I celebrate I take a little drink, and so forth I get into a disgusting state?” 
 “And therefore.” 
 “'But that's what you meant?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Mrs. Krantz pondered this. She picked up her glass and half filled it. “Then let us celebrate,” she said magnificently, “let us celebrate the fact that I am an old woman and have nothing to celebrate, and that so forth I will not get into a disgusting state.” She lifted her glass. “Mud in your eye!” 
 Rachel turned away. It was five-thirty by now. Both of them waited for the darkening night.







Two
 By ten o'clock Mrs. Pollicker had come back to her own house with Danny Jadden, and she lay spread-eagled on the bed, a tangle of ruffles and red fox. She was only a little drunk, but her girdle pinched and she was tired. She pulled the comforter up to her chin. “I'se tired, Mose,” she said drowsily. “I'se awful fired.” She pulled the comforter all the way over her face, and then put her fingers out and wiggled them. 
 Danny Jadden did not answer her. He was very tired and more than a little drunk, and he was almost asleep in an armchair across the room. He was broad-shouldered and thick-waisted; he wore a white fuzzy sweater like a college boy's, but he was over thirty. He had dark slick hair and dark, dry skin, and unless he stood rather too close to a bright light he was very good-looking. His looks had supported him fairly well for quite a while now. He opened his mouth as if he were going to snore. 
 “You go home now, Danny,” said Mrs. Pollicker from under the comforter. He did not answer her. “You go right home,” she said, “I'm going to bed.” 
 “All right,” said Danny. 
 “Just like a good little boy—” said Mrs. Pollicker, and then she sat up in bed suddenly and spat the fox fur out of her mouth. “What was that?” 
 “Good night,” said Danny sleepily, and started to get up. 
 Mrs. Pollicker snarled at him levelly. “Listen. If there's one thing I have, it's vitality. If there's one thing I am, I'm insatiable, if you get what I mean.” She lay down again. 
 Danny put his hands on the arms of the chair, to see if he could get up. “You're a beautiful fairy queen,” he said wearily. 
 “Well,” said Mrs. Pollicker more amiably, “that's getting down to brass facts.” But when he lurched out of the chair and came toward her, she put her hand on his chest and pushed him away. “Go get me a drink,” she said demurely, “my gut's dry.” Then she turned over and went to sleep. 
 On his way out of the room he banged into the door jamb and swore to himself. He had a hard time getting down the stairs, too, because they were dark, as was the whole house. But at the bottom, where there was a little light, he saw a pin of Mrs. Pollicker's, a blue thing with white stones around the edge, and he picked it up and carried it into the kitchen. 
 He did not have much hope of getting anything from it. He had picked up little things from Mrs. Pollicker now and then, and he had found from experience that the old bat's knickknacks ranged anywhere from Paris diamonds to Five-and-Ten rhinestones. As a matter of fact, she was rather a bad investment for his time, being fickle, what you would call a spotty customer; and the only reason he fooled around with her at all was that he was getting older, and business was definitely bad. Stumbling through the dark with the pin in his hand, he thought that if he could get any money for it at all, he could go somewhere else, say Las Vegas. With a little rest to put him back in shape, he could pass for a kid, maybe put a letter on his sweater, and then things would be different. He might even go on the wagon. 
 There was no light switch in the kitchen, only a string hanging somewhere from the middle of the ceiling. He reached around for it, swinging his arm in a big circle, but he missed; this put him off balance, and he staggered halfway across the dark kitchen and fell down. “God damn,” he said. Then the lights went on. This seemed logical to him until he stood up and saw there was another man in the kitchen, holding the light cord. 
 He was a perfectly enormous man, and Danny closed his eyes, because he did not like to look at big, strong men. When he opened his eyes the man had moved closer. He was even bigger than Danny had thought, six-foot-two or three, with the biggest shoulders Danny had ever seen. He had red hair. He held out his hand and said, “Give me that.” He added, almost mildly, “It's mine.” 
 Danny saw that the red-headed man was looking at the blue pin, which he was still holding; he looked at the man's arms and hands, and decided that the pin would not be worth anything anyway. But when he handed it over, the red-headed man's huge hand was shaking a little, and this gave Danny confidence. He opened the knife which he carried in his pocket, and let it rest there in the palm of his hand. Then he closed his eyes again and waited for the man to go away. He had great patience. 
 “Get out,” said the red-headed man, and Danny opened his eyes. The man had very long legs and narrow hips, and the suit he was wearing was new and expensive, though not very well kept. His head was small, considering the size of his body, but he was very good-looking; his face was fresh and sunburnt, but there were faint lines across his forehead as if he occasionally thought very hard. His upper lip was thin, and there were little beads of perspiration above it. “Get out,” he said again, and he did not seem to have much control of his voice. 
 Danny understood the situation easily. The fellow was obviously one of Pollicker's pets, and not a very bright one. “Listen,” said Danny carefully, “we're both little boys trying to get along, and you can leave me the old bag for tonight. For Chris' sake she's no Sheba.” 
 The red-headed man closed his hand into a tremendous fist, and Danny felt the edge of his knife with his thumb. It was sharp. “Listen to me, then,” said the man. “I'm Sam Wild, and nobody's ever beaten me in a fight, fair or unfair, and I can have anything I want, anything at all, if I put my mind to it. So I've put my hand on this house, and it's my house, and Sheba or no Sheba, there's no man big enough to cut me out.” He raised his arm. 
 Danny took his knife out of his pocket. He had something to say and he meant to move quickly, but his reactions were slow. The red-headed man struck him full in his open mouth, so hard that he smashed his jaw and teeth, and Danny's mind was full of flashes and darkness. His head hit against the wall, and the red-headed man hit him again. Danny fell forward with his arms around the man's legs, and the red-headed man brought his arm up in almost an incidental gesture to the side of Danny's head. After that Danny did not think any more at all, not just because he was unconscious, but because he was dead. 
 His weight pushed him against the red-headed man, and he slid to the floor with his arms spread out past the man's feet and his head at a queer angle that was due to his broken neck. It was a little while before the red-headed man discovered that Danny was dead; then he turned out the light and bent over him, and before he dragged the body from the center of the room he picked up the knife. 
 Mrs. Pollicker did not hear the fight, but she woke up. She had been having a bad dream, a dream that was bothering her more and more as she got older. She had been born in the Middle West, had grown up on a farm, and she found herself dreaming about her farm days through a kind of nostalgic veil. She knew this was the bunk, because she had been a red-headed, homely little brat, and had had a perfectly terrible time as long as she stayed where she was born. Nevertheless, she woke up always feeling uneasy, petulant, and dissatisfied. 
 It struck her now that Danny was taking an awfully long time with her drink, and she was annoyed. But she could not stay angry long; she wondered if, really, he just wasn't having a lot of trouble making that drink, whether, really, he wasn't even a little naive under it all. Then she sat bolt upright and smiled delightedly as she thought of something else. “Well, after all,” she said to herself, “it might be!” Yes, he could have been, after all, when she first met him; what she had taken for experience might have been just plain, youthful, American ardor. This thought electrified her, and she jumped up and ran to the mirror. Her white face in her red hair looked a little like a skull in the flames of Hell, but she smiled complacently. “Be seeing you,” she said coyly to the bedroom at large, and skittered out the door and down the stairs. 
 She was a little dashed to find, at the bottom of the stairs, that the light in the kitchen was not on. “Danny, turn the light on,” she called. There was no answer, and she called again, “Danny!” Then she ran forward through the darkness, and on the way through the dining room she barked her shin on a chair and yelped like one of her poodles. When she limped into the kitchen she was furious: it was all very well to have romance, but having your sex life jump out at you from dark corners was not her idea of a restful evening. 
 The man was standing by the kitchen door, and in the dark she passed only a couple of feet away from him. “Danny!” she cried petulantly, “where in hell are you?” The man in the dark, was holding his breath, and in one of his hands he had Danny's knife. He felt very clever, for he was sure that he was going to get away, and he felt very strong and excited. 
 Mrs. Pollicker felt in the box where her poodles slept. They were both gone. She looked toward the pantry, and saw that both the inside and outside doors were open. She called, “If you're sick out there, Danny Jadden, you don't have to come in again”; but nevertheless she went toward the rectangle of faint light, safely away. The man in the dark let his breath out very slowly, perhaps a little disappointed. 
 But Mrs. Pollicker stopped. She put her hand to her ruffles and sniffed. There was a faint smell in the air, a smell of sweat and human effort, and Mrs. Pollicker turned. She was puzzled, and then she smiled. “Sam?” she said. “Are you here, Sam? What on earth—” She came toward the man in the darkness, and put out her arms. “Sammy, how romantic of you, don't hide from me.” Smiling, she stepped between the murderer and the door. “Sam, honey.” 


 By ten-thirty Helen was alone in the Hotel Riverside. She was bored. Her husband had been and gone, after a dull interview and a short one, without the nasty quarrel that Helen had been expecting from good old Charlie. She had not, after all, needed to waste five weeks in the awful Krantz place, hiding from him. 
 Nevertheless, she was marooned in the hotel room, and this discouraged her. Charlie was sure to start drinking— she had given him the mitten so many times by now that she thought he ought to be used to it, but she knew he would not—and if she appeared anywhere within reason he was sure to pop up and start a scene. Charlie, Helen reflected, doted on scenes. Only last season, when she had been sitting alone in her sister's box at the San Francisco Opera, he had burst in and fallen on his knees before her, right in the middle ofSiegfried, and asked her to take him back. Not wishing to start a scene in the dark, she had simply thrown her ermine cape over him, and there he had stayed until the intermission, sobbing his heart out against Helen's gold lame, and getting a knee in the face whenever his sobs became too audible. 
 That sort of thing, Helen thought, was definitely not going to happen tonight, even in Reno, where anything goes, and goes about as far as you like, too. She was stuck, even though she felt energetic, even though, in a dark red velvet dress that left her shoulders pretty much to their own devices, she was overdressed for an evening at home, and perhaps even a little overdressed for Reno. 
 She ought, she supposed, to write some letters. It would be very nice of her to write a sweet, gentle final letter to Charlie, to soften the blow. But her divorce was only a week off now, and she had no sentimental feelings about her marriage. The minute before she married Charlie, she had suddenly had the gruesome and certain idea that he would be a washout, and he was. What she did not know was that his income would be a washout, too, so swiftly that they were practically paupers while Charlie was still bearable. 
 She could, of course, write to Georgia Staples, her sister, or rather her half-sister, who had all the money in the family, and ask for cash. But Georgia was due in Reno in a few days anyway, and Helen's affections were too breezy to get much satisfaction from letters, sending or receiving. 
 She could also write to Fred Grover, whom she intended to marry when she had her divorce and he got around to asking her, but the idea of that simply bored her. 
 Then she thought of going to the Krantzes'. She knew by now, of course, that she had left her bag there, and it occurred to her that a drive would pass the time. This decided her; she phoned the desk and asked them to send her car around. 
 Both houses were dark when she drove up, both of them looming up like a great pile of lumber in the darkness, and it took her a minute or two to find the walk. 
 Suddenly, as she went toward the house, something ran up and jumped on her, and then ran off and raced around her in wide circles. She guessed that it must be one of Mrs. Pollicker's dogs, and she listened for the second, but there was only one. She moved very quietly toward the house, hoping to evade him, but he ran at her again and jumped up. 
 She caught him and held him away from her, struggling. Then she dragged him off the path and walked with him back between the two houses, toward Mrs. Pollicker's back door, so that she could put him where he would not bother her. 
 The swinging door had no lock on it, and she saw that the dog could push it open and get out any time. She shoved him through, and heard him scamper through the open pantry door into the kitchen and then on into the front of the house. 
 She stepped in herself and looked for the light. Above her was the pale blur of the light bulb, and she waved her arm around in a little circle, looking for the cord. She found it and pulled it. 
 Then she was sick. 
 The inside door of the pantry was wedged open, and wedged by the body of Mrs. Pollicker, which lay face up. A strong hand had grabbed her by the shoulder, and her dress was twisted and rumpled. A strong hand had held her by the mouth, and her bright lipstick was smeared over the faint, distorted bruises. Her throat had been cut, more than once, so savagely that her head was almost severed from her body, and the blood was already drying on the ends of the dyed hair.







Three
 “Happy days!” chortled Mrs. Krantz to the undertaker, and passed inside with Rachel at her heels. 
 She was beamingly happy, and it was the first time she had been out of the dumps since Mrs. Pollicker's death. In the first place, she had not been called to identify the bodies, and this enraged her. Mrs. Krantz was frantic to get a look at Mrs. Pollicker, to see what had happened to her in death, and even more frantic to get a look at Danny, to see what had happened to Mrs. Pollicker in life. 
 She did not testify at the inquest. What she told the police officer who interviewed her in private was interesting but ribald, and in the long run it was ignored. She held firmly that Mrs. Pollicker had been jealously done in by one of her lovers, and any other view struck her as a slight on Mrs. Pollicker's reputation as a seductress. The officer was interested. Had she any idea what man it might be? Yes, the last one, he was the animal, he might do it. Who was he? She didn't know him. Had she ever seen him? No. Could she describe him? Mrs. Krantz looked at the officer. “Well,” she said, “he smells!” and burst into sentimental tears. The officer, with magnificent tact, kept a straight face and jotted something down in his notebook; but Rachel was so humiliated that she found a new hiding-place for the bottle of Bourbon, and Mrs. Krantz had to go thirsty for a full five hours. 
 The murderer had had the thrift to take some money from Mrs. Pollicker's bedroom, and the motive for the two murders was set down as robbery. The man was not caught. There were fingerprints all over the house, some they could identify, some they could not. But none of the men who were questioned could be held, and the case was dropped. 
 Meanwhile Mrs. Pollicker was to be buried, and Mrs. Krantz had come into town to put her O.K. on the corpse. She had at first been all for a double funeral in the true Romantic style, giving Rachel a few bad moments. But on the third day after the murders, the Krantzes had a visit from the late Mrs. Pollicker's lawyer, who told them that lady had willed her house and entire estate to Mrs. Theodosia Krantz. Mrs. Krantz put her fat hand to her mouth, asked the lawyer if he wanted a drink, and held off her hysterics until he gave them a financial statement. Fifteen minutes later the undertaking parlor phoned, and asked if Mrs. Krantz, as heir, wanted a double funeral. “Certainly not,” she cried, “wouldn't be proper!” for she very much doubted that two could be buried as cheap as one. 
 But this was the first time the undertaker had actually seen Mrs. Krantz, and he was considerably startled. When Mrs. Krantz went out she wrapped up her bulk so thickly that the sweat burst out on her face and she had to open her mouth to breathe; she put on a flat hat over her roll of hair, and special earrings; she had bullet-shaped legs and tiny ankles to hold her weight, so she moved with very small steps in a little glide, tottering almost off balance in moments of stress. She was very regal. She looked a little like a greasy Queen Victoria, caught on a jerky escalator. 
 When the undertaker tried to take her arm, she pulled away from him and streaked into the first room she saw. “My poor Laura,” she cried, her handkerchief to her face, “don't she look pale!” Then she opened her eyes and found she was looking at the corpse of a Polish janitor with handlebar mustaches. The undertaker retrieved her and took her to the room where Mrs. Pollicker lay in state. 
 A black band had been put around Mrs. Pollicker's throat to hide her wounds, and there was rouge on her cheeks. She looked a lot more lifelike than she had before she was killed. Mrs. Krantz looked at the black band with thwarted curiosity. “Beautiful,” she said. 
 “We try to please,” said the undertaker. 
 “Very skillful,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “We're an old firm,” said the undertaker. 
 Mrs. Krantz made a quick gesture across her throat and said, “Nice job.” The undertaker looked startled. 
 “This,” said Mrs. Krantz, explaining, and she outlined the black band on her own throat.” 
 “Oh,” said the undertaker. 
 “Does it detach?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Well—” said the undertaker. 
 Mrs. Krantz sniffled. Then she whipped up her handkerchief to her face and sat down. “I would like,” she said, “to be left alone with my grief,” and began to sob. The undertaker moved toward the door, but Rachel did not. 
 “Could I be alone?” wailed Mrs. Krantz. “Couldn't me and Laura be alone?” She looked up. Rachel did not seem to be convinced of her mother's grief, and Mrs. Krantz squeezed her handkerchief a little showily over the flowers beside her. 
 “Please, Rachel,” she pleaded, and saw that she had pressed too far, for a look of suspicion came into Rachel's eye. Mrs. Krantz thought fast. She looked at the undertaker. He was a sandy little man of thirty-five whose life was souring on him, and he looked a little peaked. 
 “Mr. Sweeks,” said Mrs. Krantz, “I don't believe you've met my daughter—Rachel—spinster—so they say,” and she moved her eyebrows and leered in a quite unmistakable fashion. 
 Rachel, who did not quite catch this, turned and smiled at Mr. Sweeks, as if to say that he understood her mother was a little strange. Mr. Sweeks smiled right back, as if to say that he understood a great deal more. 
 “There are some vouchers to be signed in the office,” he said. “Would you come in, Miss Krantz?” 
 “Well—” said Rachel. 
 “I hate to disturb your mother,” he said, and piloted Rachel out of the room. Mrs. Krantz waited till they were safely gone, and then she undid some of her wrapping and took out a flask. “To you, Laura,” she said, and took a drink. After the third drink she remarked to the corpse that she, Mrs. Krantz, had not had the slightest idea that she, Laura, had half so much money; and furthermore, that she, Mrs. Krantz, would do her best to spend it, but that she, Laura, had had a certain technique of spending it which was very beautiful, and which she, Mrs. Krantz, could no longer match because of her age. Then she took another drink. “Don't you worry, Laura, you look perfectly beautiful, perfectly,” she called. She hesitated. 
 “No!” she said to herself, and then she tiptoed out to the door to see if anyone was watching her. “No!” she said again, and took a quick drink. She went up to the coffin. “Very nice job there, Laury,” she said, and tried to make a casual little gesture at the black band. But she pulled her hand back, losing her nerve, and looked around to see if anyone was watching now, and put her hand over her heart. She sat down. 
 After a minute or two she stood up and went to the coffin. She felt much better. “Laury,” she said, “you don't want to hide anything from me, do you?” She smiled winningly. “Not a bit of it. Not a bit.” She leaned forward, tottering, so that she had to brace herself on the coffin. She pushed a palm frond out of the way. “My, but you look pretty,” she said, with a last gesture of diplomacy, and reached forward toward the black band. 
 “No peeking,” said a voice behind her, and Mrs. Krantz fell on the coffin in terror. She turned around, gibbering. 
 “I'm Mart Levin,” said the dark young man, who was short, and muscular, and something over thirty. “Howdy.” 
 “Howdy,” said Mrs. Krantz weakly. She went over and sat down. “Oh, my.” 
 “Gay old jade,” said the dark young man, “ain't she?” 
 Mrs. Krantz perked up. “You know her?” 
 “No.” 
 “My best friend,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “No!” 
 “Got the business,” said Mrs. Krantz, and ran her fingers across her throat. “One of the boys.” 
 The dark young man looked at her. “Oh, yeah?” 
 “She got around,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 He said carefully, “I guess you were right in there with her, huh?” 
 “My best friend,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “I guess you know the boys pretty well, huh?” 
 “So-so,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “You got any ideas—” 
 “Plenty,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “—About who did it, maybe?” 
 “Aha,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 The dark young man leaned over toward her, and Mrs. Krantz thought he had kind of a cute face, like a monkey's. “Listen,” he said, and then he seemed to hear someone coming. “Keep your feet dry,” he said. “Stay away from the boys and get your twelve hours' sleep. Who knows but I'll be looking you up.” 
 He went out quickly, and Mrs. Krantz called out after him, “Damn near impossible, damn near.” She stood by the coffin in a rather mellow, melancholy mood. Then she turned and looked at Mrs. Pollicker, and she was chilled. Now Mrs. Pollicker's long nose seemed to point up forlornly toward the ceiling, cold and white; she seemed very desolate and alone. 
 After a minute Mrs. Krantz spoke, and almost quietly. “Well, Laury,” she said. “There it goes. There'll be no more of that. There'll be no more fun.” Her bitterness grew. “Why did you leave me, Laury? Why did you leave me with a daughter that isn't mine? Why?” 
 And Mrs. Krantz sat down again and cried. When Rachel appeared in the doorway, indignant and jerking her hat back into place, her mother screamed at her. “Get away! Get out of here, you—you iceberg Jezebel! Get out! Get out!” She was so fierce that Rachel went out without a word. 
 Mrs. Krantz continued to cry, maudlin and despairing. She fell half asleep in the chair, and her mind overflowed with thoughts of pity for Mrs. Pollicker. Laura Pollicker was dead, and there would be no more good times, no more young men, no more fun. What was the use of being an angel all your life, so that you could go to Heaven, as Laura surely would? What was there in Heaven that could compete with the beautiful pleasures of this earthy earth? When you come right down to it, what would Laura do in Heaven? All the angels Mrs. Krantz had ever seen looked like pansies. 
 Mrs. Krantz woke up from time to time, and she seemed to remember crying out in her sleep. “Don't worry, Laura,” she cried, “I'll avenge you. I'll fix him. I'll hang him. You'll see. You'll see!” Once when she woke, she seemed to remember the dark young man standing in the doorway, but she could not be sure. Eventually she dropped off to sleep with an immense snort, and for a while she dreamt no more dreams than did Mrs. Pollicker. 
 The red-headed Sam Wild lay with his face toward the wall, and in the harsh light his hair looked even redder than usual. He was so tall that he had to lie diagonally on the bed, and now one of his feet hung idly over the edge. 
 Mart Levin leaned forward and said again, “Sure you never ran into this Krantz dame?” 
 “No.” 
 “How long were you messing around Pollicker?” 
 “Only about a week.” 
 “Sure Krantz didn't get a look at you?” 
 “How in hell do I know everybody that looks at me?” said Sam, and rolled over easily onto his back. For all his superficial awkwardness, the size of his big bones and the straight, rectangular lines of his muscles, all of his movements were easy and smooth. He had a perfect, careless balance; he was just the opposite of Mart, whose muscles were dark, fat, and liquid, but whose movements were jerky and who stood with his thick legs spread apart, as if his heavy torso needed support. 
 “Oh, how do I know about anything,” said Sam, despondent. “What do I know at all?” He kept looking at the ceiling. Mart lit two cigarettes, and put one in Sam's mouth and one in his own. 
 “Don't worry about the old girl,” said Mart, “I guess she hasn't got anything. She's just gassing, I guess.” 
 “Why did I do it?” said Sam softly. 
 “You use too much rough stuff,” said Mart, and Sam did not say anything to that. 
 “If the old girl starts anything,” said Mart, “there's just one thing to do.” He had very neat, beautiful, middle-sized teeth, and he had a way of smiling which made his dark monkey face quite charming. “And I'll have to do it.” He leaned back. “Don't you worry about the old girl,” he said. 
 “I'm not worrying,” said Sam. 
 They were both quiet for a long time. They had these moments together, when they never made much noise, or spoke loudly. Sam was apt to drift off into dreams, and Mart felt a little as though he were in church. 
 “Why did I do it?” said Sam. “I spoiled my chances.” 
 “What chances?” 
 “I could have married her.” 
 Mart remembered Mrs. Pollicker in her coffin, and tried to imagine what she had been like alive. For some reason he thought of her as a little like another Mrs. Krantz, and the hybrid horror that came into his mind startled him. “Jesus! Some Mae West to come home to every night.” 
 “To come home to? If I'd married her before the other night, I'd be rich as Jesus now.” 
 “You'd be getting hot pants the hard way,” said Mart. 
 “Hell I would.” 
 “Hell you wouldn't.” 
 “They'd trust me,” said Sam. “They always do.” And in fact almost everybody had trusted Sam in crucial moments, and the police had never bothered him at all, while Mart, who was more sensible, had been bothered too often for comfort. Part of this, of course, was due to Sam's ability to act like a gentleman when he had to, an ability which he had been acquiring ever since the early age when he had convinced himself that he was a superior being, and which he had perfected under some of Mrs. Pollicker's more elegant predecessors. 
 “I'd be free as air and rich as Reno,” he said. “Next time—” 
 “What next time?” 
 “Next time I'm going to get married.” 
 “Not here, you ain't. We're batassin' out.” 
 “All right.” Sam rolled over on his side again, facing Mart this time, and pressed the side of his face into the pillow. “But wherever I go, first thing I'm going to do is get married. Somebody really rich.” 
 “And then what?” Mart had finished his cigarette; he took out another one, and the paper broke between his fingers. A little of the tobacco fell on the floor. “You can't go around killin' for a business, Sam.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “You're nuts,” Mart said, very rigid, and watching Sam. Holding his breath, he put the tip of his tongue between his teeth. 
 “Maybe you're right,” said Sam, and Mart relaxed, disappointed. He let the broken cigarette fall on the floor. 
 After a while he said softly, “Why'd you do it, Sam?” 
 “I had to. She caught me with him.” 
 “But why him?” 
 “He was cutting in on me.” 
 “On her? said Mart. “That must have been a big worry. I bet.” 
 “You don't get it,” said Sam, and swung his legs off the bed. “He was coming into my house, see? He was taking something that belonged to me. I don't let anybody cut in on me on anything, no matter whether I like it or I don't. I'm strong. I'm the strongest guy I know—” 
 “You sure are,” said Mart. 
 “—And what I want is mine, and I take it, and then nobody cuts in.” He stood up and stretched, and then said tranquilly, “See?” 
 “Sure.” Mart had heard this before, and partly believed it. He put his arm up around Sam's shoulders. “I've been a help, huh?” Sam stretched again, and Mart's arm slid down his back. “And I'm gonna keep on being a help,” said Mart, thinking mainly of Mrs. Krantz, just in case. Then he saw that Sam was getting ready to go out. “No dames,” he said quickly. “We're gettin' out of this town pretty quick. Lay off till we get someplace else.” 
 “You know me,” said Sam, and went out. 


 Because Sam was now supposed to leave the women alone, he could not help noticing them. But he had no particular idea of picking up a woman till he drifted down to the railroad station; as he passed by a telephone booth a girl came out of it, and ran into him and fell down. He leaned over to pick her up, and he saw her eyes widen at his strength and good looks. “I'm awfully sorry,” he said, and smiled. She smiled back. 
 “That's quite all right. My fault really, I guess.” 
 “Just for the record,” he said, “I'm Sam Wild.” His voice just missed being husky with emotion, and the look he gave her was not the casual look of a stranger. She was quite startled. 
 “Well, I'm Georgia Staples,” she said. There was nothing in her voice but a slight catch of breath and a little confusion. She was innocent with men, but she was very rich, and she had never had to be afraid of anything in her life. She was asking herself whether she liked him. When she decided that she did like him, she laughed quite gaily and looked straight at him; and she thought she was rather daring when she said, “And just for the record, I'mnot here for a divorce.” 
 He laughed very lightly, but she had the warm feeling that he was looking at her as a woman and a wit. She also thought suddenly of her sister Helen. 
 She was definitely not the type to be picked up, but in five minutes he had picked her up just the same; he collected her bags and drove in the taxi with her to the Riverside, where she was going to stay. She was small, so that she had to look up to him, black-haired, blue-eyed, and very good-looking. Furthermore, she had such an obviously wealthy look that it would have been very foolish to have left her. 
 And she let herself be picked up, liking what she saw: a man with brown eyes, red hair, and a good body. The bones of his small head were prominent; she could see very clearly the sharp line of his jaw and the ridges of his cheekbones, and his features were straight and clear-cut. He had a sandy, sunburnt, outdoor skin, and a short nose, and she thought these made him look honest. He was obviously attracted to her, and she thought warmly that he was a little naive. He was wearing what she saw was really a very good suit, and so she knew he was respectable. The suit was unpressed, and she had half a thought that there never had been a man, however big and competent, who did not need a woman to look after him. When this last went through her head, she laughed at herself; but she was startled, and she stopped thinking with a jerk. 
 All this time they were talking, getting along very well indeed. Sam had great charm, and a lot of it was sincere; he had the charming faculty of being captivated by whomever he was with. Once, when she laughed especially gaily at something he said, he wondered what it would be like to marry her. For a moment he leaned toward her, excited. And then he was afraid that he had hurried things, because she looked out of the window rather quickly. 
 The cab stopped at the Riverside, and he asked her to have a drink with him at the bar. 
 “Well, really,” she said, and then she changed it to, “Well, really, I'd love to, but I have to see my sister upstairs—” 
 “Have the desk call her,” he said. “Ask her to join us. I'd like to meet more of this family.” She smiled at him very warmly. 
 Five minutes later Helen came downstairs, and Georgia introduced them. “This is my sister, Helen Brent. This is Mr. Wild. I met him at the station.” 
 If Georgia had thought that Helen would be impressed by Sam, she was dead right. Helen refrained from giving her sister a glance of respect, and then devoted her energy to taking inventory of Mr. Wild. Since she did this without ever letting her eyes dwell on him for more than the polite fraction of a second, she had time to notice that Georgia was chattering very volubly. This did not bother her. She had a good idea that if she asked Georgia what she thought about Sam, Georgia would say he was awfully nice. Helen raked Sam from top to bottom with another side glance, and decided that niceness was not at the head of his assets. 
 What she saw was an interesting, healthy, and magnificent roughneck. He wore expensive clothes, but she had seen better on riff-raff. He spoke good English, but rather too tightly and precisely. Georgia was not conscious of it, being unsuspicious by nature, and being herself inclined, when she was nervous, to speak a little carefully. But it jarred on Helen's ear at once. She saw through Sam's veneer so quickly that she did not realize that his veneer was successful at all. It never occurred to her that he was a gentleman. It had never occurred to Georgia, that he was not. 
 Georgia, behind her chattering, was thinking of the moment when Sam had leaned toward her in the cab. In that second she had stopped looking on her escapade as an amusing flirtation that would surprise Helen. She had seen that he had some physical quality which was not in her, and it frightened her. She looked out of the cab window; she felt him move beside her; she felt that never as long as she lived could she be in a room with Sam without being conscious of him. The truth of the matter was that no one had ever made a pass ,at Georgia in quite so elemental and graceful a way before. With one short movement of his body he had told her he wanted her. And she was wondering whether she wanted him. 
 Sam's thoughts were much simpler. On his part, he had decided that he was going to marry one of the two. He did not know which one. They both must have a great deal of money, and they were both good-looking. Georgia was already taken with him; he thought he could bring Helen around if he tried. Georgia was a little more innocent, perhaps; Helen looked as though she had been around. Which one shall I pick? he thought. 
 The blonde, he decided. 
 “That's a gorgeous suit,” said Georgia to Helen. 
 “Wait till you get the bill,” said Helen. 
 The dark one, thought Sam; then the blonde gets her money from her sister. She probably won't like me horning in; she'll try to cob the works if anything gets serious. 
 Helen was thinking,Is this serious? She said, “You two are great friends, aren't you?” and Georgia laughed and put her head down. Then she looked up again and smiled across the table at Sam, who smiled back. 
 Helen leaned back in her chair and said, “It's nice for you two to run into each other again.” 
 “Oh.” Georgia put her head down again, blushing. “Wejust met at the station. Just today.” She laughed. 
 Helen did not stop smiling. She put her fingers around her glass and turned her head from side to side pleasantly, listening to them talk and watching their faces. 
 “Georgia's fallen in love again,” she thought. “Oh, Lord!”







Four
 In the university town of Palo Alto, near Stanford, Sam Wild had a sister who was working as a stenographer. Billie Wild got his telegram on a Sunday, and she answered the door in her yellow silk pajamas, making the messenger very happy. She always wore the yellows on Saturday night, when Jack Ferrand came down from college to stay with her; they made her face look ghastly, because she was a very light-skinned blonde, but they were thin, and they stretched beautifully over her chunky figure. 
 “Golly!” she said, when she read the telegram. “Jack! Guess what happened?” She went into the bedroom. Ferrand was lying on the bed, and he propped himself up on his elbows. 
 “What happened?” he said in the lofty voice he affected. 
 “Sam's got married!” 
 “Sam who?” 
 “Naturally, my brother Sam.” She read the telegram, impressed. “Look at the words, Jack, this must of cost a mint.” She waved it in his face, but he turned over. “She's rich,” said Billie, “she's rich as Croesus. And he wants me to comelive with them.” 
 “What?” Jack sat up. He was of medium height, and very thin; he flattered himself that he looked like an Indian, and he would have been handsome without the old pockmarks on his jaw. “You are going to live with your brother?” His voice was incredibly cultured. 
 “You said it, boy,” said Billie. “Well,he wants me to. They're going to live in Frisco, and Frisco, here I come.” 
 “And why do you want to live with him?” 
 “Well, he's my brother, ain't he?” 
 “And why does he want you?” 
 “Naturally, he wants to take care of me.” 
 “And why can't he just send you some money?” 
 “You don't understand Sam,” said Billie. “He's a very superior person.” 
 “Indeed?” 
 “He has very high ideals. Of course he wants me with him. He's going to start a dynasty.” 
 “That ought to be enjoyable for both of you,” said Jack. 
 “Is that a crack?” said Billie, and when he did not answer her she turned venomous. “Avery superior person,” she said. “He can talk just like a gentleman when he wants to—and still sound like a man!” 
 Jack turned over, ignoring her. “Now that you are leaving me, running out on me,” he said, “you know what I'm going to do?” 
 “I'm not holding my breath.” 
 “I'm going to Mexico,” he said. “To get experience. After all, if I'm going to be a novelist I will have to have experience.” 
 “Why don't you just start writing?” she said. “Maybe that'll work.” 
 “Of course,” said Jack, “a layman—or, of course, a laywoman—doesn't understand these things. I don't intend to write a word till I've steeped myself thoroughly in the classics. But a vacation can hardly cripple my program definitely. After all, I'll have more classics at Harvard. Did I tell you, my aunt finally agreed to give me the money for Harvard?” 
 “Pardon my palpitations,” said Billie. “But I must have experience, and for that I shall go to Mexico. After all, I belong there; I believe I have Indian blood, you know. And I'lllive, if you understand the term as I mean it. They tell me Mexican girls are very adept at the art of love. That's what one misses here. Do you think American girls are really interested in the art of love?” 
 “Buddy,” said Billie, “you don't want a woman, you want a kootch dancer.” 
 “Please.” Jack lay back on the bed. “You will go one way, and I'll go another. I'll look you up if I come back. But meanwhile, let's part beautifully.” He closed his eyes, and widened his nostrils slightly; he considered this tremendously romantic. “Billie, my dear—” 
 She looked at him. “Why don't you put on some pants?” she snapped. 


 Sam and Georgia, who were married the third day after they met, took a three-week honeymoon in New York. This left Helen in San Francisco to arrange for their homecoming and to meet Billie, who arrived the Tuesday after she got the telegram. 
 Helen thought that Billie's opening remark was perhaps a little unfortunate. “My God,” said Billie, looking around her, “Sam didn't tell me you werethat rich.” 
 Helen smiled. “Well, it's not me. It's my sister who has the money.” 
 “Your sister?” 
 “Your sister now, too,” said Helen, smiling and watching Billie rather closely. 
 “Huh?” said Billie, and Helen decided that Sam's sister did not have to be reckoned with. 
 Helen did not move out of her old room. The house had plenty of space in it for Sam and for Billie and for anyone else who wanted to come, and it was easy enough to find a room for Sam near Georgia's, since Helen had long ago seen to it that she and Georgia had rooms as far apart as could be managed. 
 This had obviously been the safest plan for two women who were active and of age, and both strong-willed in their different ways, though they were both amiable and loved each other very much. Besides, there was a rather weird financial set-up to cause friction. Georgia's father had left her a very profitable department store in the city and enough money to make her one of the richest people in San Francisco. Helen, of course, was his wife's daughter by a former marriage, and he left her what is called a “decent” income. It was Helen's idea, however, that no one called an income decent unless it was the closest possible thing to being indecent, and that she herself could not possibly get along on three hundred a month. 
 But Georgia was most obliging. The two girls had gotten along well when they were young; they both had good looks, good figures, and good legs; they set each other off, Georgia being short and dark, Helen tall and blonde; Georgia was generous with her money, and Helen was too old to steal her sister's men. When Helen left her husband four months after the marriage—this was six years before—Georgia had promptly and carelessly taken up her habit of paying Helen's bills. 
 Of the two, it was probably Helen who had made most use of the money. She had been everywhere and done everything, with gusto. She had money, and she was related to the Stapleses; and in places where the Stapleses did not have a social position second to none, they had friends who did. Furthermore, people were fond of saying that Helen's beauty was the kind that would open doors to her. This was true enough, but Helen, who had her rakish side, sometimes never opened any doors at all, but simply had a marvelous time on the front porch, so to speak, and went home. 
 Helen admitted to herself quite frankly that Georgia's marriage was a blow. It was a relief to know that she was to stay on in the house: Georgia had seemed glad enough to have her, and Sam was actually anxious that she stay. But no one, thought Helen, could predict what might develop out of a situation like that. 
 Nor could anyone say what chance she had now of ever having any of Georgia's money for herself. In spite of her flippancy, it was Helen's casual but sure belief that before she was too old to enjoy it she would have enough money to support her style of living for as long as she lived. And she found, as she grew older, that she thought of money more and more. Charlie Brent, who had been one of the wealthiest people she knew when they were married, had failed her. Fred Grover, who had his own fortune, had not yet asked her to marry him, arid she knew from experience not to depend on men. 
 What she got from Georgia would depend on whether the marriage was a success, and on what kind of a man Sam Wild turned out to be. She had seen him very little in Reno, and could make less of him; in the two weeks she stayed with Billie she came to believe he was an ordinary fortune-hunter. When he came back from the honeymoon with Georgia she had to change her mind. 
 “I don't know,” she said to Fred Grover—who, even in his position of old friend of the family, could hardly be expected to like Sam, since they were such different types—“I just don't know.” 
 It was evident that Sam intended to live on Georgia's money, for the time being at least; and Georgia seemed perfectly satisfied with his attitude. “I just don't get it,” said Helen to Fred. “He was doing all right when we met him, and he hasn't any debts to pay, apparently. He seems to have been around, all the right places, not at all like his sister. The other night he was talking to old Mr. Aldrich, and Aldrich offered him a job on the spot. A good one, too, I think. He said he'd think it over, that's all. He's not at all self-conscious about it.” 
 Another time she said, “Well, he may have come from the wrong side of the tracks, but he seems to have done all right.” 
 Fred said, “We shouldn't be snobbish about a thing like that.” And Helen agreed, knowing very well that she would hardly be snobbish herself, and that Fred might very well be. 
 But actually Helen saw Sam very little—he stayed mostly with Georgia and his sister—and the things that worried her most she could hardly tell Fred. She thought perhaps it was a thing of her own mind: ever since Reno, perhaps even before Reno, she seemed to have been drifting, without purpose, without reality. And the effect that Sam had on her, moving around the house she lived in, occasionally coming face to face with her— Well, she wondered what there was in his eyes; or perhaps it was that there was nothing in his eyes, that there was a queer masked look in the expression of his face, that there might be something dangerous in the mind behind. 
 For Georgia's sake, because life seemed so subtly unreal to her now, Helen hoped this was her imagination. 
 Certainly Georgia was very much in love, and Sam seemed to be in love with her. Georgia was radiant. One night, when they were all at the house, Sam began to talk about destiny. 
 “It's bound up with a man,” he said. “If a man's meant to go up, if he's better than other men, if he's stronger and smarter, then he will go up, and there's nothing in the world can lie big enough across his way to stop him, and there's nothing he can't have.” 
 “I don't believe it,” Helen said sharply, for he had challenged her somehow as he was talking, and she was stung. “Life is luck,” she said. “There isn't a man that's big enough to buck it, only ride it down hard if the breaks are with him. And the littlest bit of luck there is can change a man's whole life. He can be right on top of the world, and some little thing can happen a thousand miles away to knock the props out from under him.” 
 And Georgia said from her chair, “No. Oh, no.” She got up and went over to Sam, and she seemed to Helen more quiet than usual, more like she had been before her marriage. “I couldn't believe anything like that. I don't think I ever could have, and I certainly couldn't now. We have our happiness, and it's all tied up with us, and our lives, and the world too, I imagine. You can't tell me any little piece of luck can have anything to do with changing it.” 
 She was so sincere that they were all a little embarrassed. Helen felt a sudden overwhelming love for her sister, more than she had felt for a long time, and a nostalgia for the innocence that Georgia still had at twenty-seven, that she herself had never had at all. 
 “I have,” said Mrs. Krantz, “the money to go.” 
 “You have indeed,” said Rachel. 
 “You'll be glad to get rid of me.” 
 “Let's not be bitter,” said Rachel. 
 “I want to get away from my memories,” said Mrs. Krantz, and cried a little in tribute to Mrs. Pollicker. 
 “We certainly can't get rid ofher,” said Rachel icily, for the Krantzes had come to an open breach. There was a pause. 
 “New York or Frisco,” said Mrs. Krantz loftily. 
 “You've never seen New York,” said Rachel, who wanted her mother as far away as possible. 
 “There's an old saying,” said Mrs. Krantz, “thatit's more fun to bounce in an old bed.” 
 “Any way you like,” said Rachel. 
 Mrs. Krantz looked at her daughter shrewdly. I£ she had known Rachel wanted her in New York, she would have chosen San Francisco on the spot; but she was baffled. “I'll flip,” she announced suddenly. 
 She flipped a quarter above the table, and when she caught it the coin bounced out of her fat hand and rolled underneath. Rachel watched rigidly while Mrs. Krantz bent down, wheezing. Finally she straightened up. “Can't see it,” she said. “Come here.” Rachel came around the table and peered over her mother's shoulder while she bent down again. 
 She came up a second time. “Can't see it,” she said. “You'll have to go down after it.” 
 “Oh, no!” said Rachel. But nevertheless she squatted down beside her mother's chair, because whatever the result of the flip, a quarter was a quarter, arid not to be wasted; she went in under the table on her hands and knees. 
 “Do you see it?” asked Mrs. Krantz after a time, after she had listened for a while to Rachel feeling around in the thick rug. 
 “Yes,” said Rachel's muffled voice at last. “Yes, I have it.” And slowly then, like a sharp and angry moon, Rachel's face rose over the other edge of the table. She put the quarter on the table and remained there, kneeling- 
 “And what was it?” said Mrs. Krantz loftily, for by the look of her daughter's face, she knew that she herself had somehow scored. 
 Rachel did not have the good sense or the gumption to tell the simplest lie of her life. “Heads,” she said, as though she were biting on bullets, “and San Francisco.” 
 “You can't tell me,” Georgia repeated, “that any little accident can break up our happiness.” She stood before them all, serene and glowing, secure in her own confidence.







Five
 Mrs. Krantz went to the railroad station alone to buy her ticket. This gave her a chance to drink unmolested, and she wavered as she went away from the window to find a cab. 
 “Ah,” said a voice behind her, “the glamour girl!” and Mrs. Krantz whirled around. It was the dark young man whom she had met at the undertaker's. “Remember me?” he said. “Mart Levin, the ladies' friend?” 
 “Indeed I do,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “And how's your friend?” said Mart. 
 “Still dead,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Going away?” 
 “'Way away,” said Mrs. Krantz, and waved her arm in a big, friendly circle. 
 “Where?” 
 Mrs. Krantz pointed due north. “San Francisco,” she said, and Mart stiffened. 
 “Well,” he said. He smiled his pleasant monkey smile and moved closer to her. “It's a popular place. Lots of people are going from Reno. I'm leaving myself. I'm going to stay with a friend, a friend that just got married. You know anybody in the town?” 
 “Enough,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “How long you going to stay?” 
 “Long enough,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Got any particular reasons to go?” 
 “I got my reasons,” said Mrs. Krantz in a dead voice, for she was feeling a little sick; but she sounded almost sinister. 
 Mart was steely. “What train you taking?” 
 Mrs. Krantz, glassy-eyed, was also steely, though she was not working at it. “Tuesday, I'm going Tuesday.” 
 “I may be on that train,” said Mart, “I may be going with you, glamour girl.” He added, angry because he was making no impression on her, “Maybe we'll be going a long way together, glamour girl.” 
 There was a slight belch from Mrs. Krantz. This made her feel better, and she smiled. “Bon voyage,” she said. 
 They met again on the train, to Mrs. Krantz's surprise, and they were together for the first third of the ride. Mart seemed to be interested in Mrs. Pollicker, and Mrs. Krantz told him all about that. She told him why she was going to San Francisco, and about Rachel, and he seemed to be interested in that, too. 
 Finally he said, “You'd like to see the man who killed this Pollicker woman hang. I bet you would. I bet you'd like to be in on the kill. I bet you know something about it, hum?” 
 “Let Laura rest,” said Mrs. Krantz sentimentally, “I don't know. The police don't know. If there's any such things as ghosts, Laury'll come back and give him hell. Leave it to Laury.” 
 And at that, except for a few minor and boring remarks, he left her. She rode the rest of the way to the city in a happy daze, alone. 
 When she arrived in San Francisco her senses were still blurred, and the sharp air from the bay did not do much to revive her. Nevertheless, she was the first off the ferry on the San Francisco side, knocking aside a blonde girl who was waiting for someone, and dashing for the taxi stand. Then she remembered that she had to pick up her luggage and turned back. 
 It was perhaps ten minutes before she was ready to get in the taxi again. But just as she was getting in—she had her hand on the driver's arm—she stopped. “God!” and her face turned white under the grease. 
 Suddenly she shook the man's arm and said excitedly, stumbling over her words so that he could barely understand her: “Take me back. Quick, quick, quick, take me back. Run!” 
 “You lost something, lady?” said the driver; and then, suddenly anxious, “You ain't gonna be sick, are you?” 
 Frantically, Mrs. Krantz shook his arm again, “Take me back, take me back!” 
 “Where, lady, where you wanta go?” 
 “There!” And Mrs. Krantz motioned back toward the ferry slip. They ran across the front of the building, the driver doing his best to keep her weight from overbalancing her small feet. When they got to the ferry slip it was empty; Mrs. Krantz looked in the telephone booth, though, and tried a couple of doors that were locked, and then ran down and looked through the gate across the entrance to the boats. 
 The cab driver said, as if something had suddenly been made clear, “You lost a dog, lady?” 
 “I lost her!” cried Mrs. Krantz, genuinely shaken. “The girl. The blonde. She's gone!” And Mrs. Krantz ran out of the slip alone, to the front of the building, and looked up and down; but she could not see the girl she wanted. “Oh, Laury,” cried Mrs. Krantz, “I let her go!” 
 “Friend 'a yours?” said the cab driver. 
 “I don't know her,” said Mrs. Krantz, a little more quietly, “I don't know her from Eve's bastard daughter. But she was wearing it here”—Mrs. Krantz poked a pudgy finger into her breastbone—“right here. She was wearing Laury's pin. Blue and white. I'd know it anywhere. I got a feeling, just a feeling, I've gotta find her.” She thumped herself on the chest again, twice, and began to cry. “She wore it right here.” 
 “Jesus, lady,” said the driver, “where was she?” Mrs. Krantz motioned toward the slip. “Waiting for somebody, then,” said the driver. “Must 'a gone long ago.” 
 “Waiting for somebody,” said Mrs. Krantz, and stopped crying. She straightened up a little and took her hand off the man's arm. “Then they're in this city. Out there. And I'll find them if I have to stay here till the ocean runs dry. Oh, Laury, I promise I'll find them for you. I promise you that!” 
 To the driver she said, “We'll go back.” And then, as they walked toward the cab stand, “Where are they, God damn it, where are they?” 


 In the cab on the way to Georgia's house, Mart put his hand on Billie's dress and said, “That's a damn nice pin. Where'd you pick it up?” 
 “Sammy gave it to me. Expensive, I think. Somebody left it to him, a very old friend.” 
 Mart smiled. “How is the old boy?” 
 “Oh, swell,” said Billie. “You should see the dough they throw around, it's like water. You should see the room you're going to stay in. Right across the hall from mine, upstairs.” 
 “Well,” said Mart, and laughed, with his arm around her. “Maybe I'll need an old friend in this fancy house, huh?” 
 “Oh, they're nice, awful nice.” 
 “Them?” 
 “Well, there's Georgia, that's the one he married, and she's got a sister. This sister's nice as all hell, except she don't like Sam.” 
 “No?” 
 “Well, they never say anything to each other, but they kind of keep lookin'. What I think, she's getting warmed up for him, and she'sdamn good-lookin'. You know Sammy.” 
 Mart said admiringly, “The old boy gets them all. He sure does.” 
 Billie giggled. “Lucky I'm just his sister,” she said demurely. 
 “Yeh,” said Mart. 


 A tow-headed bellboy carried Mrs. Krantz's luggage upstairs. It was a second-rate hotel, semi-respectable, and Mrs. Krantz's room was a lot better than her own boarding house. By the time she got to her room she felt much better, and her confidence had returned. “I'm going to be very busy,” she said to the tow-headed boy, “looking up some people. I'll need a lot of personal service.” She undid her wraps and blew in his face. He helped her to sit down, and she began to arrange as many of her things as she could reach. “I want to find a blonde.” 
 “Don't we all,” said the boy. 
 “And a man,” said Mrs. Krantz, diving into her purse after a handkerchief. 
 “What kind of a man?” 
 “The kind of a man that goes out with old women.” 
 “Any special man?” 
 “He smells,” said Mrs. Krantz, “he smells like an animal.” She took a wad of bills out of her bag and laid them on the table beside her. 
 “Hell, lady,” said the tow-headed boy, “for that much money I'd smell up a bit myself.” 
 Mrs. Krantz sent him out to buy a quart of Bourbon. After a while she got up and went to the window, glowing with material and spiritual satisfaction, like a well-fed Joan of Arc. Before her were the lights of the city, where presently she would rout out the scoundrel who had done poor Laura in; below her she could hear the preparation for dinner; out in the hall were the returning footsteps of the tow-headed boy. She looked around her happily, and cried out, “Damn it, Laura, this is going to be fun!”







Six
 “For golly sakes, Sam!” cried Billie, but he slammed the door without answering her. Mart Levin came in from the hall—they were in a sort of study outside Sam's bedroom—and Billie turned on him furiously. “What the hell's the matter with you two?” she said. “All he does is moan about when are you going to get down here, and first thing, first half-hour you're in the house you have an A-1 beef. What the hell?” 
 “It isn't a beef,” said Mart softly. He went up to Sam's door and tried to open it; it was locked. He knocked, “Open up, Sammy, it's me. Come on, boy.” 
 “Don't rile him,” said Billie. 
 “He's riled now.” 
 Sam opened the door. “What is it?” he said. He was dressed to go out, but his hair and his clothes were mussed, as though he had thrown himself on his bed, and he looked upset. 
 Billie spoke quickly. “Sam, you've gotta get ready to go out. He's got a party to go to, Mart.” 
 “Shut up.” Sam jerked away impatiently and tried to shut the door, but Mart held it. 
 “Stick around,” said Mart to Billie. “Let me know if his wife comes up here.” Then he went inside and shut the door carefully behind him. Sam was on the other side of the room, sitting in a chair with his face in his hands. “Snap out of it, boy,” said Mart. 
 “She's after me,” said Sam, without raising his head. 
 “She doesn't know a goddam thing,” said Mart. 
 “She's in Frisco.” 
 “Who ain't?” said Mart. “Hedy Lamarr and Grover Whalen. So she's in Frisco, what the hell?” 
 “Oh, my God,” said Sam, and he stood up, tossing his hair back out of his eyes. He opened his mouth to say something and then hesitated; he went over to the mirror and stood there, swelling his chest and breathing a little hard, looking at his powerful reflection. “They're after me again.” 
 “No doubt,” said Mart, “but 'way after. This is no time to worry about the cops.” 
 “I'm not worried about the cops. I'm worried about her.” 
 “I'm sorry I told you about her.” 
 “I'm worried about this sister, this Helen, too.” 
 “Some dish, I hear.” 
 “She found the body. She found Pollicker. She's got her eye on me. She watches me all the time.” 
 “You're crazy,” said Mart. “What has she got to hook you up with that, not a thing. But don't you worry.” He went up behind Sam, who was still standing at the mirror, and reached up and gripped his shoulders. “If anything gets funny about this Krantz dame, I'll fix her. I'll watch her and see what she's up to. I may even fix this Helen dame if she worries you.” He laughed. “It's going to be a busy season for us, maybe.” 
 “Too damn busy,” said Sam, and turned around. “If they close in on me, I'm on a spot. I've got to do things quicker, much quicker.” 
 Suddenly rigid, Mart said, “What things?” 
 There was a rap on the door, and Billie said, “She's coming down the hall.” 
 “All right,” said Mart. He turned Sam around and said, “You'd better fix yourself up if you're going to go out. And stop worrying.” He went out, and through the study out to the hall. Georgia was almost at the door, dressed for a cocktail party. She smiled when she saw him. 
 “Oh, hello, Mr. Levin,” she said, and held out her hand. “I'm sorry not to have met you before. I'm Georgia Wild.” 
 “How do you do,” said Mart. 
 “Your name's Mart, isn't it? I hope you're going to stay with us for a long time, and we might as well be good friends as soon as possible.” 
 “Thanks,” said Mart. 
 She held out her arm. “Here, would you put this on for me, I don't seem to be having much luck”—Mart's eyes widened when he saw the bracelet, a double row of square-cut diamonds—“I'm awfully sorry we're going to be out the first night you're here, but I hear you're a good friend of Billie's, so I hope the two of you can amuse yourselves. Thank you, that's an awfully hard catch to fix, isn't it?” She went up to the door. “Sam!” 
 “He'll be ready in a minute,” said Mart, still looking at the bracelet. 
 “Isn't he ready yet?” said Georgia. “You know, now that you're here, perhaps you should talk him into getting a valet. Really, he's the most erratic man at times.” Mart said seriously, “I'll try to do that”; she looked at him and laughed. 
 “Oh, I was just joking, Mart,” she said. “I wouldn't think of trying to make up Sam's mind for him. I don't quite think he'd like the idea.” She opened the door and called again. “Sam, could you hurry, dear. We're late already. Fred and Helen had to go on ahead.” 


 Helen had a good deal to drink before Sam and Georgia arrived. She felt fine. The cocktail party was very nice, neither too crowded nor empty. It was, she reflected, just about the right consistency, like cornmeal mush. 
 She met a psychiatrist, who, her hostess told her, was really too magnificent, and who was enough of an oddity on his own, since psychiatrists did not flourish around San Francisco. He was a small, whitish man, a Dr. Forrest Billings, who spread his hands as he talked, as though he were wiping his words off his hands onto the air. “Mine is a very interesting profession,” he said. “It happens, of course, that I deal with the better class of people, the more intelligent, the higher IQ's.” 
 “Now, aren't you just saying that to flatter us neurotics?” asked Helen earnestly. He looked at her. 
 “As it happens,” he said, “I make no great difference between the more intelligent and the less intelligent.” 
 “Isn't that rather up to God?” asked Helen. This time the hostess looked at her. 
 “Ha,” said Dr. Forrest Billings wintrily. He waved his hands a little, this time without saying anything—no doubt, thought Helen, swearing under his breath—and said: “But actually there is no difference between high and low IQ's. For instance, I consider myself an average man”—both he and the hostess looked suddenly at Helen, who looked right back—“And I,” he finished triumphantly, “have an extraordinarily high IQ!” He looked around for applause, and Helen gave him the required beam. 
 Presently she chased a rather disconcerting young redhead away from Fred Grover, and sat on the arm of his chair. She had no intention of letting him get out of control. He had a rather unusual fortune which he had inherited, and an even more unusual faculty for making more money with what he had. He was good-looking and aristocratic-looking, and he had an artists' model body since he taught wrestling to the Boy Scouts. Helen was very grateful to the Boy Scouts, since they provided her with money and attraction in the same man. 
 “They haven't come yet, have they?” he said softly. 
 “Who?” and it was a minute before she realized he meant Georgia and Sam. Then she frowned, “Let's not talk about it, Fred.” 
 “My dear Helen, we must talk about it sometime, for Georgia's sake. You ought to watch this husband of hers.” 
 “I do watch him,” said Helen truthfully, “but I don't see much of him.” She reached out and took another drink. “He doesn't seem too much attracted to me.” 
 “Well, what was it that happened tonight?” 
 Helen shook her head. “I don't know. This friend of his came down today, and Sam seemed awfully upset about something, that's all, and he just wasn't ready to go when we left.” 
 “What kind of man is the friend?” 
 “Oh, I don't know. More like a friend of Billie's than Sam's, you'd say. Something of a thug.” There was a pause. 
 “He was upset tonight?” 
 “Yes, Fred.” 
 “I'm very fond of Georgia, Helen.” 
 “I know that, Fred.” Helen waited. 
 Suddenly Fred said, “Do you think there's another woman?” Helen sat up, startled. “Do you think he's the kind of man that needs more than one woman? Do you think he would be very attractive to women?” 
 The drinks seemed to hit Helen suddenly. She stood up. She said, “I think I'll go upstairs, Fr—” 
 “There they are,” said Fred. And across the room, there were Sam and Georgia. There they were. On her way across the room, Helen smiled at Georgia, but she did not look at Sam. 
 There was a maid at the bottom of the stairs with a shaker and a tray full of glasses. “I'll take these,” said Helen, and went upstairs. She found a small room that was empty, and shut the door behind her. 
 “I'm getting jittery,” she thought. “Either I better marry Fred and quick, or I better go away for a while and have some fun. I shouldn't be jumpy when people talk about adultery; I'm of age now.” She filled all the glasses on the tray from the shaker, and methodically started to drink them, one after another. 
 After a while the door opened behind her, and someone came in. “Fred?” said Helen. There was no answer, and she turned around. It was Sam. 
 “Hi, Red!” she cried, feeling hilarious. 
 “Well.” He smiled and came over to her. The room was in semi-darkness, and his hair looked almost brown; his brown eyes shone down at her. “Alone at last. You've been avoiding me.” 
 “Smooth,” marveled Helen, “simply smooth.” 
 “You don't believe I'm sincere,” he said, and sat down. 
 “With bells on,” said Helen. She picked up a glass. “Have one.” 
 “I don't drink much,” he said seriously. “It affects me.” 
 “I love to be affected,” said Helen, and leaned toward him confidentially. “And you're such a big strong man. I bet you could stand a lot of affection—affecting. I bet—” 
 “Man is a strange mechanism, and everybody is different from everybody else, in the most subtle way.” Sam smiled, somewhat patronizingly. “There is something in my makeup, though I am so much larger than you and stronger than you—” 
 “I've never been afraid of anything in my life!” she cried suddenly. 
 “Naturally not,” said Sam. “But—as I say—there is something in my makeup that makes me defenseless before something that bothers you—relatively—not at all. And you, too, no doubt, have your weak defenses.” 
 Helen said, “You fancy yourself an intelligent man, don't you?” 
 He was angry. “Don't you think much of intelligence?” 
 “Intelligence,” said Helen, “is the ability to do stupid things efficiently.” 
 The silence eddied around their feet like a low fog. After a time he stood up and walked across the room; Helen took up the shaker and began to fill the glasses on the tray. 
 “You've had enough!” he said sharply. 
 “No, I haven't,” said Helen, “not for what I'm going to say.” She continued to fill the glasses, and when she was through she drank two or three of them, and then stood up, holding another. 
 “You've got a secret,” she said. She closed her eyes; when she opened them he was standing in front of her, and she did not like the look on his face. “Well, haven't you? Haven't you? Why do you keep your face like a goddam mask? Why do you sneak around the house like a wolf? What goes on with this friend of yours, this plug-ugly you've brought to our house?” 
 “Any more?” he said. 
 “Why do you keep away from me?” she cried. 
 He said softly, “Vanity of vanities, all—” 
 “Stop that phony intellectual patter, you climbing tramp—” She stopped. “I'm sorry. That was a rotten thing to say. I'm not a snob, really. I'm not a perfect louse.” She turned away. 
 “But you're right,” he said, “of course. I am a self-made man. I wasn't anything when I was born. I made myself what I am. And I'll make myself more than I am.” Neither of them said anything for quite a while. 
 Helen said finally, “Fred thinks there's another woman.” 
 “And you?” 
 “I don't doubt it.” 
 “Don't you realize Georgia's a very attractive woman?” 
 “I know you realize you're a very attractive man.” 
 “That's a hell of a thing to say.” 
 “Don't be a fool!” She turned on him furiously. “Can you remember all the women you've had?” 
 “Can you remember all your men?” 
 “Leave me out of this!” 
 He laughed at her. She went back to the tray and the glasses. “Stop it,” he said. 
 “No.” In a minute she turned to him and said: “Georgia's my sister. I love her very much.” 
 “Of course. You'd naturally be grateful for what she's done for you.” 
 She cried desperately, “No, you fool, what kind of a woman do you think I am? I hate her for her money, every time she gives me a dollar, every time she pays a bill, every time I see the world around me, the world I live in, the things I don't own, the things I'm only borrowing, like a poor cousin. I hate her for her money! I could kill her for her money!” She dropped the glass she was holding and put her hands to her face. 
 “You'd better stop.” 
 “No.” Her head was clearing. “In a minute I'll be sober, and I want to say something first.” She said, very sincerely, “Because there's so much more to it than that. I hate her for her money, and that's rotten of me, because she's given me so much without even thinking. But the money's made her something that I'll never be, never by any luck in the world. She's perfect in her way. Nothing's ever touched her to hurt her. She's completely innocent. She never has the slightest doubt, if anything comes into her head, that it's perfectly right. She has a perfect faith that if she asks someone a question, they'll give her the right answer. She's never been broken. She makes me maternal, I suppose. She means something to me; I do love her.” 
 He was standing before her when she was finished, and he put his hands on her arms. She finished, looking directly into his eyes, “That's a long speech, but I think you get the idea. If you do anything to hurt Georgia— evenlook like you're going to hurt Georgia—I'm your enemy. And I make a lousy enemy.” 
 “You're so serious.” 
 “No.” She pulled away from him and smiled. “I'm the gay type, really.” 
 Downstairs, after a few minutes, she got Fred alone. “Fred, if I have a feeling there's something fishy about Sam, is it—rightfor me to start digging things up?” 
 “Of course. Of course, my dear, there's nothing else for you to do.” 
 “It isn't”—Helen hesitated—“it isn't just because I've got an eye on the money?” 
 “But of course you have,” said Fred. “You have every right to expect some of Georgia's money eventually, and for her sake and your own you ought to look after it.” 
 She laughed a little, “It sounds so moral the way you put it.” She caught his look. “No, I'm not upset, Fred. I feel wonderful. Oh, I feel fine.” 
 Within a few minutes, in fact, she felt much better. She had another drink. She had four men around her, considerably below her usual par, but she was holding herself in, to keep Fred from getting any wrong ideas. She kept them all in the air at once, gracefully, like a trained seal. Her spirits rose. 
 Once, when she looked up, she saw Sam in deep conversation with the white face and waving hands of Dr. Forrest Billings. “My,” thought Helen, “isn't this chase going to be complicated. Don't be so grim, my girl. This is going to be fun!”







Seven
 It was two weeks before Sam went to see Dr. Billings; he phoned one Tuesday afternoon and asked for an appointment. A woman answered the phone, a woman with a deep voice that had unexplainable undercurrents and overtones, a mysterious voice. 
 “We will call you later,” she said. Presently she called to say that Mr. Wild could come on Friday afternoon at three. Sam did not seem satisfied. 
 “You will be here then?” she said, and then before, he could answer, in her deep and mysterious voice, “Dr. Billings said to say that he wasmost interested in seeing you.” 
 “I'll be there,” said Sam. 


 Helen, who more or less ran the household, had the perfect manner with servants; she was generous, demanding, raffish, understanding, and firm when she had to be. They all adored her. On Wednesday afternoon one of the maids called Helen in her room. 
 “Mrs. Brent,” she whispered, “there's a man down here in the kitchen asking questions. He doesn't know I'm phoning you. Will you come down, please?” 
 “Keep him there,” said Helen. She went downstairs immediately, but she did not go into the kitchen from the front of the house. Instead she went through the servants' quarters at the back, listened at the kitchen door, and heard the maid who had called her saying, “Well, I'd want more than that. I'd want more than that to tell you.” She went in. 
 They saw her at once when she opened the door. The man, who controlled his surprise well, was about thirty-five, lean and capable-looking. “What is, Grace?” said Helen. 
 Before the excited maid could say anything, the man said quickly, “Why, lady, you can't get sore at a guy for coming to see his girl friend—” 
 She said: “Please don't bluff. Grace, what did he want?” 
 “He wanted to know everything I knew about Mr. Wild.” 
 “I see. Are the rest of the servants out?” 
 “Yes, Mrs. Brent.” 
 She turned to the man, who did not show any signs of nervousness; he was not unintelligent. “I don't think I'll waste the time of both of us by letting you lie about who you are. Would you give me your wallet, please?” 
 “I don't think I have to do that,” said the man, and turned to go. 
 “You will stay here till I am through talking to you.” At the tone of her voice he stopped. “That's better. Now, the back door is locked,” she lied. “I saw to that when I came down. And if you try to leave I will send Grace for the police and try to hold you here myself. I'm a rather strong woman. You don't look like enough of a thug to try force. Would you?” 
 “No.” 
 “That's good. Give me your wallet, please.” 
 He was evidently not an easy man to frighten. He looked at her steadily for a moment or two before he reached into his coat for the wallet. She looked at it; he was from a detective agency. 
 “How much did he offer you, Grace?” 
 “Ten. Then he raised it to fifteen.” 
 “Only fifteen?” She took out the bills that were in the wallet and counted them: seventy-five dollars. “How much of this were you authorized to pay?” He did not answer her. She put the bills back in the wallet and handed it to him. 
 “Now,” she said, “I want to know the client who is paying your agency to find out about Mr. Wild. Do you know?” 
 “No, I don't.” 
 “That's too bad,” she said pleasantly. “Then I'll have to find out from the agency.” Something flickered for a moment in his eye. “Ah, I thought you knew. You rather bungled this, you know, and I imagine you want to keep your job.” 
 “I'll lose it quicker if there's trouble about this.” 
 She said honestly, “I can't promise you that there won't be trouble. But I think you'd better tell me.” 
 “No.” 
 “I think you will tell me,” she repeated levelly, “because it will not only be a matter of losing your job. If you do not tell me, I will call the police, and my maid will tell them that you not only offered to bribe her, but that you twisted her wrist, and that you threatened her if she would not tell. You understand that, Grace?” 
 “Yes, Mrs. Brent.” 
 “And I will back her up.” She smiled. “I make a very good witness.” 
 He burst out suddenly, “Listen, what you got against me—” 
 “Nothing,” she said blandly. “Nothing at all. If you were after me, of course, I'd probably be very upset. But this is just my brother-in-law, you see—” She laughed a little. “Ah—where was I? Oh, yes, you are going to tell me the name of this person. I think you see that you have to tell me, but I'm going to pay you anyway. Grace, you know where I keep my money. Would you go and get fifty dollars—no, wait; you were very intelligent to call me so soon—take seventy-five and bring me fifty.” 
 “Thank you, Mrs. Brent,” said the maid, and went out. 
 “Who was it?” said Helen to the man. 
 “I'll wait.” She laughed. “By the way, I don't think you know enough about my brother-in-law to make up a plausible lie. I assume this will be the truth.” 
 When the maid came back she took the money and handed it to him at once. “A Dr. Forrest Billings,” he said. 
 “Thank you.” She turned to go. At the door she called the maid, and quietly asked her, “Grace, you didn't tell this man anything about Mr. Wild—just by accident? For instance, you didn't tell him about what letters you bring in in the mornings?” 
 “But Mr. Wild hasn't hard any letters,” said Grace, surprised. “Oh, hasn't he?” said Helen; and she went upstairs. 
 The man was still in the kitchen, a little dazed. “That's a cold cookie,” he said. 
 “I always stay on the right side of her,” said the maid. 
 Dr. Forrest Billings was a blackmailer and a criminal, but he was no charlatan. On the contrary, he was an excellent psychiatrist, a clever and subtle, man. He had already guessed that Sam Wild might be worth a great deal of money to him. He was almost sure of it by the time Sam left on Friday afternoon. 
 The doctor's surroundings were against Sam in the first place, since they were carefully calculated to put prospective clients off their guard. Billings had rented, in place of a downtown office, a private house in the residential district, and he had made its atmosphere his own. It was a beautiful house full of whispers, a house that was shady without being dark, a sophisticated, secretive, knowing house. 
 Sam was met at the door by the receptionist, who turned out to be the woman with the unexplainable voice; there was a waiting room, but she took him upstairs at once, and delivered him to a soft-voiced young man with a paternal, condescending smile. Sam sat in a small room with the soft-voiced young man for perhaps ten minutes, listening to the faint sounds from outside, the footsteps and the dim voices. By this time he was about ripe for Dr. Billings, who promptly appeared. 
 “Mr. Wild.” The little man came into the little room with only a moment's hesitation in the doorway, as if to show that for this very special client he would, as a very special favor, make the first advance. “I have looked forward to meeting you again, as a friend. The other day I was about to call you. I'm very glad you came.” He held out his hand. 
 “How do you do,” said Sam carefully. 
 It was not a long interview, but Sam's careful exterior of intelligence and culture faded away almost at once. In his own bailiwick the little man bloomed, minus the nerves and the pompousness that made him something less than effective in public; he became what he actually was, a shrewd, deceptive, charming man, with only an occasional touch of the spurious showing through. 
 “You came to me because you were unhappy,” he said. He still had a tendency to wave his hands, but he managed to snag them out of the air, and laid them neatly on the desk together, like a pair of squab. He beamed. 
 Sam waited a while before replying, because he already had a faint idea that he was out of his depth, and he was trying to think. He said, “But I'm not unhappy.” 
 “Napoleon,” said the doctor experimentally, “was unhappy when he was at the height of his success, because he knew he had it in him to go much higher. Eh, Mr. Wild?” 
 He smiled deprecatingly, so that Sam might take this as a joke. But Sam said seriously, “Well, I'm noNapoleon.” The doctor looked at him with the well-controlled surprise of the boxer who has knocked out the other fellow with his first punch. 
 “My dear Mr. Wild,” he said, with rising emphasis, “I told you before that I had looked forward to your coming, and I meant it sincerely. When I first met you I saw capabilities and powers in you that so far have not even been touched. My dear Mr. Wild—” The doctor loped around the far turn with a happy, hopeful glow. 
 Presently they got into details. By this time Sam had completely dropped his upper-class pretensions. They discussed his life. 
 “You have been a man of violence, Mr. Wild.” 
 “Well, I don't know-” 
 “You have been violent, not because your great strength is your only asset, but because you have found easier channels in which to use your physical strength than your mental powers, which are also great.” He paused, very lightly, for effect. “You have no doubt committed crimes which were below you. Not ethically below you, for a man of your type is in a way above ethics” —the doctor chalked up another mental tally when Sam swallowed this whole—“but intellectually below you.” 
 “However.” The doctor's hands almost escaped him and took to the air again, but he caught them. “A man like you does not have a police record, Mr. Wild.” He looked directly at Sam and smiled wisely. 
 “How do you know that?” 
 “I know,” said the doctor—he knew because the detective agency had looked for a police record—“I know because I can see your intelligence, and I can see that whatever you do you would do efficiently and well. You are a very much better man than any policeman I have known, Mr. Wild.” 
 They continued to work through Sam's life, and the doctor continued to make what seemed to Sam very penetrating observations; the agency had found that certain aspects of Sam's career, at least, were quite easy to trace. Dr. Billings passed lightly over the Reno phase by saying, “Because you have found nothing on which you can really extend your abilities, you have occasionally done nothing; you have simply taken what you wanted from people who admired you. You have despised these people, as all superior men have despised inferior patrons.” 
 Turning into the home stretch, the doctor found himself on his own, without the agency's information to back him up, but he did not falter, “I know nothing about your marriage. But I have met your wife. A charming, rather helpless sort of woman, I believe.” 
 “Yes,” said Sam. 
 “And overburdened with responsibilities.” 
 Sam said, “I'm going to take some of them off her hands, don't worry. I can handle some of her things better than they're handled now.” 
 “Exactly. You're much the stronger character of the two.” 
 “She's my wife,” said Sam. “I can have everything she has if I want it.” 
 “For her own good,” said the doctor. Sam did not answer, and the doctor stood up. Dr. Billings knew exactly where to stop; he pushed a button on his desk and said: “I hope you will come to see me very often— as a friend. I hope you will let me advise you, as well as I can, how to make the most of your great gifts.” 
 “Oh, I'll be back,” said Sam warmly. 
 “And by the way,” said the doctor, “perhaps it would be better to go slowly with your wife. One person never likes to realize that another is superior. She might resent your trying to control her affairs.” 
 Sam smiled knowingly, but he did not say what was in his mind: that when he was ready he would work very swiftly indeed, and that his wife would be in no position to resent anything. 
 “Incidentally,” said the doctor, “in your early years, did you ever kill a man?” 
 Sam said simply, “Oh, I've never killed anyone.” 
 Casually, the doctor took this as the truth. He did not see that he had been a little quick in his contempt for Sam. In the field of direct lying, as in the field of force, Sam was quite at home; it was only the subtle variations of the truth that disarmed him. 
 A door opened behind Sam, no doubt in answer to the doctor's ring. Billings looked past Sam and smiled. “Rosane,” he said. Sam turned around. 
 The girl in the doorway was very dark, very beautiful in an exotic and blank-faced way; she had on a dark housecoat over her very slim figure. “How do you do,” she said, in an expressionless voice that did not sound very intelligent. 
 “My dear Rosane,” said the doctor, and went over to her. He turned around to Sam, smiling, “Are you in a hurry? No? Well, come along, then.” Sam followed the two of them to another room, a very small room with a flat couch against one wall. 
 “Mr. Wild,” said the doctor, “this is Rosane. She is a great help to me, and to those who come to me, though not precisely in a scientific way. Lie down here, Mr. Wild, for a while. Rest; and let your mind relax, let it drift free. Rosane will stay with you, as the Earth-Mother, the spirit of peace, the spirit of comfort and consolation. Confide in her if you wish, Mr. Wild; she is a rather unearthly soul, and she will not say anything. You are likely to find a very new slant on your problems. I will see you again.” And Dr. Billings bowed out, leaving Sam to sit down somewhat gingerly on the couch. 
 “Lie down,” said the girl, in a mechanically vague tone. He did so, and she sat beside him. He saw that she was very beautiful indeed, and then he saw that her figure was not altogether so slim as it had seemed. She put her hand on his forehead. 
 “Rest,” she said. “Forget. The doctor wants you to forget your worries. Relax.” She moved her hand softly back across his red hair. 
 Sam stared up at the ceiling earnestly; he tried so hard to relax that the sweat broke out on his forehead under her hand. Presently, very slowly, his eyes closed and his body relaxed. “If there is anything you wish to do or say to lighten the burden,” said Rosane, “feel free to do it.” He did not answer her. 


 “He really went to sleep,” she said to the doctor, when Sam had gone. “Really. Right away.” 
 “Mr. Wild,” said the doctor, “is open to suggestion to an almost unmanageable degree. And he said nothing?” 
 “He didn't say a thing.” 
 “I rather think he will next time, though,” said the doctor. Then he took his arm from around his earth-mother's waist and called his receptionist, “Who's next?” 
 Sam went downstairs, and as he passed by the waiting room he heard someone call his name. It was Helen. “You'll have to drive me home, Sam,” she said. “I got the chauffeur to bring me down, but he's gone.” 
 “What'd you come down for?” he said. 
 Helen smiled and put out both hands impulsively. “Shouldn't we be better friends?” she said warmly. “Please, shouldn't we be good friends?” 
 “Well, ofcourse.” He took her hands in his; and then he frowned. “How'd you know I was here?” 
 “I just guessed. I knew you were a friend of Dr. Billings—” 
 “How'd you know that?” 
 “I got a little bird to tell me,” she said lightly. “Come on, let's go.”







Eight
 The bottle of Bourbon went back and forth across the table like the shuttle on a loom. Casino is not a game that requires much concentration. 
 “And after that,” said the tow-headed bellboy, “came Virginia.” 
 “A new girl?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Well,” said the tow-headed bellboy, “second-hand.” 
 “Ha,” said Mrs. Krantz. She rested her chin in her hand, put out her tongue, and wheezed lustily across the table. The tow-headed boy closed his eyes and turned white. He wiped the sweat off his forehead. Both windows were closed and the heat was on full blast; he could not undo his high-necked uniform without being downright indecent, and he suffered. 
 “Your deal,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Got to count first,” he said wearily. 
 “Why?” 
 “Find out who won.” 
 “I won.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Don't argue!” 
 “Right!” He pulled the cards together loosely. “Cut,” he said. Mrs. Krantz dangled a regal finger in the scattered cards for a minute, as if she were using a finger-bowl. “Thank you,” said the tow-headed boy. Then he scraped the cards together and began to shuffle. 
 “And how,” asked the tow-headed boy, “is the search progressing?” 
 “Lousy.” 
 “Have you found the blonde?” 
 “I've seen a lot of blondes that looked familiar. I've spoken to them. They don't co-operate.” 
 “Blondes is a peculiar race,” said the bellboy. “And what about the man?” 
 “Ah,” said Mrs. Krantz, and mellowed. “The first place I went to where I would find that type of man, I found one, all right. I found one. And he taught me the rumba. But my joints aren't what they were, and my grace ain't what it was, and the evening wore on and the drinks wore in, and what I was doing in the end, they tell me”—she sighed fondly—“was the Highland Fling.” She picked up the empty bottle and inspected it, already regretting that she had been so harsh with the man at the desk. 
 She continued, “And then the man I had you go out and get, and bring up here. Well—he got the wrong idea. I had to defend my honor,” she said triumphantly, “and believe me, it's been many a day! Ah, well—” 
 “Let's play,” said the boy. 
 “Serious?” she said. 
 “Serious,” he said firmly. 
 “Very well.” Mrs. Krantz adjusted her posture, composed her face, sharpened her brain, brought out her spare pack of cards, which she kept for cheating purposes, and laid them neatly in her lap. 
 While he was dealing, she said, “And by the by, tell me more about this girl Virginia.” 
 “What?” 
 “Virginia.” 
 “Nice place,” he said, with the fine logic of liquor. 
 “I thought so!” she said, and struck the table savagely; the pack of cards almost slid off her lap, and she clutched them with one hand. “You've been feeding me with the worst kind of lies, you're a poor little figure of a shrimp that knows no women, you're an impostor, you're no substitute for my Laury, I tell you!” 
 “What's that?” 
 “You're a liar, I say!” 
 “And you're a cheat,” he said calmly. 
 “And why do you say that?” 
 “Why do you keep a spare hand in your stocking?” 
 She waved her hand graciously. “You'll have to forgive an old woman. It's the first hand that's been there in a cloud of years. Let's play!” 
 “Right!” he said. He scraped together the cards he had just dealt out and began to shuffle again. He dealt out the first hand. There was a two of spades on the table and Mrs. Krantz had no two in her hand. “Two of spades, little Casino, one point if you take her,” said the tow-headed boy. 
 “Two,” said Mrs. Krantz, hunting feverishly through the pack on her lap, “two.” To look in her secondary pack she had to lay her regular hand on the table, but the tow-headed boy took this with complete composure. Eventually she found a two, and took the card, and they played for a while in more orthodox fashion. 
 Then the ten of diamonds was on the table. “Big Casino,” said the tow-headed boy, “two points if you take it.” Mrs. Krantz bent over the cards in her lap and searched. She did not find a ten. Two or three of the cards slid onto the floor; when she made a valiant effort to catch them, another batch dropped. 
 “Want some help?” said the tow-headed boy. 
 “No, thanks,” said Mrs. Krantz, without looking up. 
 Still she could find no ten; and the cards, one by one and bunch by bunch, drifted down onto the carpet. She pawed more swiftly, frantic, and she tried to bend down, but she was too fat to make much headway. “Need some help?” said the tow-headed boy. She did not answer. 
 He came around the table and watched her for a minute. Then he tapped her on the shoulder, “What you lookin' for?” 
 “A ten.” Still she did not look up. 
 He knelt beside her and began to go through the cards. He held one up to her, “Here it is.” 
 She took it. Suddenly she bellowed: “You looked in my hand, you cheater!” and boxed his ear. 
 The blow was so hard that he rolled over on his back. There was a furious pause before he got up, dusting himself angrily. She sat with her arms folded, staring bitterly away from him. His rage went faster than hers. “Want to hear a story?” he said. 
 “No!” 
 “About a girl?” 
 “No.” 
 “About Virginia?” 
 “Details,” she said succinctly. 
 “Well,” said the tow-headed boy, and launched in: “It was a year or two ago, when I was working for the delivery service, and hot on the heels of Virginia like a bloodhound with the itch. But they don't pay good in the deliveries, and I couldn't afford to put over the old push. She was coy. She was smart, Virginia was. She had big blue eyes and blonde hair except maybe a trace at the part, and a figure that'd make you water at the kneecap. But she was romantic and she had ideals.” 
 “Get on with it,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “So one day,” said the tow-headed boy, “I delivered to one of the biggest boats that ever come in this joint. It happened I deliver early, and I drift into one of those goodbye-buddy parties, and I get crocked. We had some time to go yet before the sailin', and I runs to a phone, and I calls Virginia where she works, downtown it was, and says, 'Virginia, honey, I'm goin' away forever, can I see you one last time?' And she screams, 'cause she's romantic, 'Goin' away?' 'The Orient,' I say, 'China, Japan, forever. And I wanta see you one last time. Come down here quick, take a taxi, I'll pay for it.' And I told her where to come, and she said she'd get there quick.” 
 “The old just-a-little-one-to-remember-you-by,” said Mrs. Krantz, “ah, it never fails.” 
 “And down she screams in a taxi, and jumps out. 'Oh, are you really goin'?' she says. 'Have you got a buck?' I say. And she gives it to me, and I give it to the taxi guy, and we run up on the boat, and I take her up to the classiest room I can find, and I lock the door with the key that's there, and I put a chair up against it just for luck. She's still the idealistic type, see, she don't say nothin' to this, but she says, 'Is all this yours?' And I tell her the company is sending me over on a hot-shot job and I'm gonna be rich when I get back, and she says, 'Anyways, you won't be around here to laugh at my good name,' 'and Bingo!” 
 “Ah!” breathed Mrs. Krantz, in for the kill. 
 “But pretty soon there's a bangin' at the door, even though they can't get in on account of the chair, and she says, 'What's up?' 'Shut up,' I says, 'Tally ho!' But she keeps askin', and pretty soon I get tired and tell her most likely it's the people that own the cabin. And at that she hits the ceiling and won't come down, and I can't get her out of there, and she runs screamin' around the room, naked as a peeled banana. So finally I says, 'Goodbye, sweetheart,' and I lock the door from the outside and I beat it upstairs, with the All Off just sounding. And just as I hit the gangplank, a man comes running out of the hall with a dame fainted in his arms and loaded with orchids, and he yells, 'There's a banshee in our bridal suite!' And then—” 
 The telephone rang, and he answered it. After a moment he cupped his hand over the mouthpiece, “You got a daughter?” 
 “Millions,” said Mrs. Krantz offhandedly. “I'm a Mormon.” 
 “Tell her to come up,” said the tow-headed boy into the phone, and hung up. “You know,” he said, “it's damn hot in here.” 
 “And what happened to Virginia?” asked Mrs. Krantz kindly. 
 “Well, in detail I wouldn't know. Except that I guess that I'm the one that's responsible for the present happiness of Virginia and her baby.” 
 “Then you're a father!” cried Mrs. Krantz, delighted. 
 “Not exactly. She married a ships' reporter that came back on the pilot boat.” He wiped his face with his hand, and ran his fingers around his collar. “Christ, but it's hot!” and he unbuttoned his uniform jacket all the way down the front. 
 Rachel Krantz—there are some people who have a talent for making unfortunate entrances—came in on this pleasing spectacle. She drew in her breath with a hiss. “Mother!” 
 Mrs. Krantz told her flatly that she had a dirty mind. “This man is involved in one of my vices, and one only. Our friendship is purely alcoholic.” 
 Rachel advanced into the room, shuddering harshly at the disorder. “This is revolting!” 
 “You're going to make me mad, Rachel!” said Mrs. Krantz dangerously, and she pounded a cigarette box on the table to emphasize her anger. 
 “Ugh!” said Rachel with emphasis. Then her eye fell on the empty bottle; she swooped forward and heaved it contemptuously through the window. It made a lovely crash. 
 “Whee!” cried Mrs. Krantz, and threw the cigarette box through the other window. It made a pretty good crash, too. 
 “Oh, Christ,” said the tow-headed boy, abruptly sobered. He ran to the window and looked out; when he drew his head in he was considerably relieved. “All clear,” he said. 
 Rachel said, “I'm going to report you.” 
 “And are you livin' here?” he asked, not at all put out. 
 “Certainly not.” 
 “Well, your old lady is. And she pays the bills, and she pays the tips. And so long as she does, sister, I'm set. You can put that valentine in your hope chest, you unplucked rose!” And with that he stalked out of the room, buttoning his uniform. 
 It took Rachel quite a while to recover from this sweeping fire, and when she did Mrs. Krantz noticed that her daughter was looking something for the better. She had a new hat and pale lipstick, and when her fury wore off she was almost nonchalant. 
 Mrs. Krantz moved in to the attack first. “I thought when I left you the freedom of Laury's bank account you wouldn't be down here to bother me.” 
 “I came down,” said Rachel, “to save you from this.” 
 “I don't get it.” 
 “I got your letters,” said Rachel, “with your silly story of a chase, and of a woman with Mrs. Pollicker's pin, and I knew you'd been drinking again.” 
 “And I bet that mattered to you.” 
 “Well, it doesn't now,” said Rachel surprisingly. Apparently she had even surprised herself. “But now I realize that you don't even exist, in a way. You're just an inhibition of mine, really, and I'll have to get rid of you.” 
 “I don't exist?” 
 “In a sense.” 
 “I'm a dream?” 
 “In a sense.” 
 “It makes no sense at all,” said Mrs. Krantz. “If I'm a dream, what was I when I was pregnant, and what does that make you?” 
 “Please.” Rachel opened her purse and took out a card. “I don't intend to stay long. I've been in town three days already.” At this, Mrs.. Krantz's eyebrows rose in surprise. “I came down because a woman at the place—business is picking up a little cow—was tremendously enthusiastic about a man here. Among other things, he's marvelous for curing people of drinking.” 
 “Ah,” said Mrs. Krantz, “the Golden Elixir.” 
 “I've already seen him. Three times,” said Rachel, and Mrs. Krantz could not tell whether it was her old primness or a new knowledge that made her daughter's face look enigmatic. “He's a very wonderful man. It was he who told me about you and my inhibitions. He says all I have to do is face you, and you'll go away—” 
 “He hasn't met me,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 Rachel stood up, and turned the card over in her fingers. “I'm going to leave his name with you, and you're going to see him. I'll be back in a couple of weeks, and I'll know whether you've been or not.” 
 “And who is he?” asked Mrs. Krantz narrowly. 
 “Dr. Forrest Billings,” said Rachel, and dropped the card onto the table.







Nine
 As she had threatened, Rachel came back to San Francisco in two weeks. But she did not see her mother; she only saw Dr. Billings. In four weeks, she came back again, and again she saw the doctor, and not Mrs. Krantz. On the third trip—six weeks—she managed to see them both. 
 She was so obviously improved that Mrs. Krantz squinted with rage. Rachel was not exactly chic now, but she looked like a brisk and competent suburban housewife. Further, she shrugged off gaily her mother's worst barrage of insults. The upshot of this was that Mrs. Krantz agreed to see Dr. Billings after comparatively little argument. After years of being a bugaboo, it is disconcerting to be demoted to an inhibition. 
 Mrs. Krantz was not quenched by the submerged atmosphere of the doctor's house,” and she gave a first-rate imitation of sobriety. It was not an unpleasant interview, after all. Billings soon found out that he could not get much money from Mrs. Krantz, and she found out that he was not enough of a fool to be made fun of. There was a bunch of violets on his desk in a glass of water, the gift of a grateful matron. Mrs. Krantz cheerfully took the flowers out and laid them on the desk, and filled the glass from a bottle she brought out of her bosom. “To you, doctor!” she said, and drank. 
 “For you, Madame,” said the doctor, with perfect composure, and handed her the dripping violets. Thus they understood each other. 
 The talk was brisk. The doctor, with his old smile, said that he had really an extraordinarily high I. Q.; and Mrs. Krantz, who had a very good idea of what he meant, shut him up by telling him .not to talk dirty. He made a halfhearted effort to find out why she loved her liquor, and she told him gravely that with a cold daughter there was no other warmth on earth for her. 
 “Perhaps I am helping you after all,” he said suavely. She did not try to understand him. 
 When she left, she blundered into a small room before the doctor could stop her. A magnificent red-headed man in his shirtsleeves had his arms around a dark girl. 
 The doctor closed the door hurriedly, and a minute later the girl came out.” 
 “Rosane,” said the doctor, introducing her, “whom I call my Earth-Mother.” 
 Mrs. Krantz looked at the girl: the dark eyes, the red lips, and the thin figure with the sudden oases of warm flesh. Mrs. Krantz had a practiced eye. 
 “The Earth-Mother,” repeated the doctor, and she nodded understandingly. 
 “A home away from home,” she said kindly. “And what entertainment do you have for the ladies?” 
 The doctor smiled bleakly. 
 “If ever you need an organizer—” she said, and then broke off: “Ah, well, it was only a thought.” And patting the air gently with the back of her hand, in the manner of a particularly gracious queen, she ambled away. The doctor stared after her with his jaw set, almost forgetting that she was disreputable, resentfully realizing that she was superb. 
 The anniversary of Helen's marriage to Charlie Brent came about two months after she decided to make Sam Wild her friend. She made a little joke about the date when she and Sam were alone. Immediately he took her in his arms and kissed her very hard. “A kiss for the bride,” he said softly, “a brotherly kiss.” 
 Georgia had been delighted with the way Sam and Helen suddenly got along. When they went out, now, Helen usually paired off with Sam, and Georgia with Fred Grover. Helen forestalled Fred's jealousy by saying that she was investigating Sam for Georgia's sake; if Fred was not too impressed by this, he kept quiet. 
 But the investigation as such had slipped into the back of Helen's mind, though now, in a way, the pursuit of Sam seemed the only real thing in an unanchored life. She had the obscure feeling that whatever she did— fascinating Sam, as she knew he was being fascinated, or probing into the darkness of his secrets—she was doing not only to protect Georgia, but to save herself. 
 She had nothing to do with Sam and Georgia's first quarrel. Sam suddenly told Georgia that sooner or later he would like to take charge of her department store, and she flatly refused. She was backed up strongly by Fred Grover, and later by Helen. Helen did not learn of this development immediately, and she was furious. 
 She said to Fred Grover, “Fred, why on earth didn't you tell me right away? What a perfectly stupid thing to do!” 
 “You didn't seem interested.” 
 She appealed to him. “Fred, how long ago was it we agreed to pull together on this, for Georgia's sake? And the first time something actually comes up, you and Georgia are so thick that you don't even see fit to tell me.” 
 “Frankly,” said Fred, “you've been a little thick with Mr. Wild yourself, you know.” 
 “Why, Fred,” said Helen. 
 There were more quarrels. Sam continued to press the point, against the advice of Billie and Mart, and with the forced blessings of his great friend, Dr. Billings. The doctor was no fool, and he had done his best to slow Sam down. He had not succeeded. Billings had no control over Sam: he knew nothing about the Pollicker affair, for one thing, for Sam still skipped over the more lurid details of his immediate past. The doctor knew very well that his only appeal to Sam was by direct inflation of his ego. Against his better judgment he was forced to say, “Mr. Wild—you must grasp every problem that you see, like the nettle, and crush it. You must always go forward, at the fullest speed your energy is capable of.” And this was the only way he could keep Sam satisfied. 
 So the fighting continued, Georgia, Helen, and Fred against Sam; Billie and Mart, who privately thought Sam was making a fool of himself, silently disappeared at the first sign of any argument. But Helen and Fred for the first time began to believe that Sam was no ordinary fortune-hunter. He was so obviously naive, so sincere in his belief that he could do great things for his wife's property, that they were a little amused and a little sorry for him. 
 Only Georgia was bitter. “No, no, no!” she cried, “I've supported you, Sam, when you were perfectly able to get a job, a good job. I've supported your sister, I've supported your friend, and that's enough. That's more than enough. What kind of a fool do you think I am? I've held on to my things because people handle them that know about them. They knew about them before I was born. And if you think I'm going to change, for any reason, you're an insane fool!” 
 And looking at the door she slammed behind her, Sam realized that his gentle, lyrical, and loving wife had at times a will like granite, or like her sister's. 


 In the half-light of the living room Helen was as beautiful as she would ever be; and she smiled. “Aren't you going to kiss me good night, Fred?” she said. 
 “Of course, my dear.” He kissed her lightly. She put her arms around him, ran them across the muscles in his back, and clung to him. He pulled away from her almost at once. 
 “Is that Georgia?” he said. “I thought I heard the car.” 
 “Oh, they won't be back for a while. They went the long way.” 
 “I thought I heard the car,” he said, as though he needed an excuse. “Well, anyway, I'll be going.” He picked up his hat. 
 “Is something wrong, Fred?” she said softly. “I've been feeling that something was wrong. For quite a while now.” 
 “Of course not. What could be wrong?” 
 “Nothing, if you say there isn't. Good night, Fred.” Sam and Georgia drove up as he went out the door, and he stopped in the driveway to talk to Georgia. Sam came up the steps. “You're looking very beautiful tonight,” he said. 
 “Thank you.” 
 “Will you be down for a nightcap later?” 
 “Oh, I might raid the icebox,” she said. The sound of Georgia's laughter drifted up from the driveway, and she wondered what Georgia could find to laugh at with Fred, who was so dull. “Yes, I might be down,” she repeated. 
 “I might be there too. Who can tell?” 
 Upstairs, she undressed slowly, changing to her negligee. She walked softly downstairs, and as she passed Georgia's rooms she heard faint voices: Sam and Georgia must be in Georgia's bedroom, behind two doors, and they must be quarreling very, loudly if she could hear them. In the almost-darkness of the living room she mixed herself a drink, and she leaned back on one of the couches, idly wondering about Fred. 
 She did not hear Sam come in; standing behind the couch, he put his hand on her shoulder. Without turning her head, she said, “I didn't make you a drink. You'd better knock one together for yourself.” 
 While he was mixing it she said, “I didn't know when you'd be down. You sounded busy.” 
 “Georgia's goddamned stubborn.” 
 “About the store?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You can't have it, you know,” she said, and her voice was harsher than she meant it to be. “It's out of the question, completely.” 
 He was standing against the light from the doorway; and though she could barely see his face, his fists clenched and the silhouette of his chest swelled. “Why are you against me?” he grated. “Why don't you think I can run things better than they're run now? You don't know what I have in me, you don't know what I can do.” 
 “Let's not talk about the store,” she said. 
 His mood changed completely. “No. We aren't interested in the store tonight.” He challenged her, suavely, “Are we?” Again, after a pause, “Are we?” 
 Carefully, she put her drink on the floor, because she could not reach a table without moving. She saw that the line of light cut across her foot; a piece of her negligee and the tip of her slipper were all that emerged from the shadow. She sat up easily. “No,” she said, “I don't think we are interested in the store,” and she leaned back. 
 But instead of coming toward her, he turned away. “Once you said you were my enemy.” 
 “My God.” She was impatient. “I thought we weren't going to talk about that.” 
 “I don't like enemies. They're a problem. I grasp my problems, like nettles, with all my energy. I mean to run that store. I mean to get rid of my enemies, one way or another. People like you and Fred Grover; one way or another. I'm not afraid of you.” 
 She got up then, and walked toward him in the darkness, and said softly, “Don't you know you're a fool to say these things to me, Sam? I might tell Georgia. I might tell Fred.” 
 His hands were on her arms, lightly at first. “What's Grover to you?” 
 “I love him,” she said. 
 “How?” 
 “That's my business,” she said; but he would not let her twist away. “All right, then. As I love Georgia, I suppose,” she said calmly. “If you must have an answer, that's it. He's peace, and security, and perfection, and no care. It's too bad he's so moral, or—well, I wouldn't be here with you.” She laughed. 
 “And what am I?” 
 In the shadow she could only see his eyes as they moved toward her. “I wish I knew.” Now she was not quite calm. “I wish I knew everything about you, what your secrets are, everything.” It was her voice that changed now, and it was he who laughed a little. “How many women have you loved, Sam, how many women?” 
 “A great many.” 
 “I've loved a great many men,” she said laxly. “Do you think it gets into the blood, Sam? Do you think—” 
 “I think it does,” he said. “I think so.” 
 “Sam—” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Is there another woman now?” 
 “Only one.” 
 “Oh.” Her voice was cold but she was helpless to pull away from his strength. “Do you love her, Sam?” 
 “No. She's only an earthy type. An Earth-Mother type.” 
 “Sam.” She laughed and let her head roil forward onto his chest. 
 “And what am I to you?” he said suddenly, fiercely, and brought her body against his. “And what am I to you?” 
 After a pause Helen lifted her head and looked at him. She said clearly, “You're the strength I want, Sam. I love Georgia, and I love Fred, because they're perfect. But they have a kind of innocence, honor I think, that I can't go back to. If I can't have that, I must be strong enough to fight my way through, and I don't know whether I am. Maybe you don't know what I'm talking about, Sam, but you're the strongest man I know.” The excitement grew in her voice. “Guts is something, but there's a kind of guts to face down shame and love and decency, and I don't know whether I have that, Sam.” 
 “And you love me.” 
 “Do I?” 
 “Well, you have guts,” said Sam exultantly. “It takes guts to go after me. I know about you. You had guts when you found the two of them in Reno. And you didn't scream.” 
 “Don't talk, Sam.” 
 “Though the old girl wasn't a pretty sight to look at,” he said. 
 Facing into the darkness, Helen said, remembering, “Not with the blood on her hair.'” 
 “Her red hair,” said Sam. 
 With a kind of fascination at her own courage, and remembering the horror of the dead woman, she said, “Wedged in the door with the dog jumping over her.” 
 “One hell of a struggle,” he said, “and zango! old Pollicker in the doorway.” 
 “How much he wants me!” she thought, feeling his body trembling against hers. A pinpoint of terror began to grow inside her like an inverted pyramid, a whirlpool in reverse. For a moment she thought it was her memory. She said aloud, “Poor old Pollicker, flat-chested old Pollicker.” 
 “Scrawny-breasted Pollicker,” he said, laughing, “ruffle-fronted Pollicker.” 
 The horror grew. 
 “Anyway, I didn't scream,” she said, and put a final ring into her voice, to banish the darkness. But the blackness was worse than memory, and she could not crush it. 
 “And you love me!” 
 Beyond control, she cried, “I do!” She put her arms around him desperately. “Oh, whatever comes after this, whatever I am and you are, this minute I want you, now!” For a moment they were quiet. 
 Then she jerked away from him with surprising strength, and stumbled swiftly across the room. She caught hold of the couch. “My God,” she said, whispering, unbelieving, chilled. 
 For the blackness had broken over her like a wave, flooding through her, everything suddenly made clear. “Christ!” she whispered, and sat down. As he came toward her, she stared at him with fascinated dread, with a swelling, disillusioned rage. As he approached her, she rose swiftly to meet him like a Nemesis. 
 The lights went on. “Well, hello,” said Mart Levin in the doorway. Billie, behind him, widened her eyes. 


 In the embarrassment, Helen recovered quickly. Sam went out into the kitchen to empty the drinks they had not touched. She said coldly, “Sam has been telling me about old Mrs. Pollicker.” Neither of them changed expression at all. But it was quite possible, she thought,., that neither of them, or one of them at most, knew anything about this. 
 Mart said, “I think I'll go upstairs. Good night.” And Billie followed him. Helen turned around to see that Sam had come back and was standing in the doorway. 
 “I didn't know you knew her,” said Helen. 
 Sam began to mix her a drink. “I didn't, you know,” he said. “Georgia told me about her.” 
 Helen tried to remember whether she had talked to Georgia about old Mrs. Pollicker. No, she knew she had not. 
 The thought of Georgia filled her with a new fear. If a man would kill an old woman for nothing, for a few dollars, what would he do to a wife who was worth millions? 
 She could not keep her eyes off Sam. She watched the movement of his arms, and then she was held by his broad, tremendous fingers. Fingerprints: there were fingerprints all over Pollicker's house. She watched Sam's fingers as they curled around the glass, remembering the bruises on the old woman's mouth. 
 “You're so strong,” she said. “You have such strong hands. I think you could break that glass, there, in your hand.” 
 “Do you think so?” He smiled. 
 She nodded, and involuntarily she closed her eyes. There was a pop and a tinkle, and when she opened them again the pieces of glass were on the floor, and the Scotch-and-soda was soaking into the rug. 
 His palm was red. “You've cut yourself!” she said, startled, and took his hand. She was too close to him now; she felt his power; she was afraid for Georgia. When he went upstairs, a little later, she had to bite her knuckle to keep from stopping him. 
 “Perhaps I'm being a fool,” she thought. But she did not believe it. 
 She looked around her at the living room. “When this is over, when this is settled either way,” she thought, “I must get Fred to marry me and take me away. This house will always mean danger to me now. I must go.” She went slowly up the stairs, thinking of Georgia and Sam and what she had better do, and how much she needed Fred Grover, who had not wanted to stay with her. 
 But her control never left her. When she went up the stairs she was poised, and her face was beautiful and serene.







Ten
 Flaring his nostrils and straining himself to be unimpressed, Jack Ferrand appeared on the doorstep a day or two later. He was just about the same as he had been when he was studying at Stanford and visiting Billie Wild in Palo Alto. 
 It happened that Billie was home alone that afternoon, and she took him up to her room. With his old superiority, he was not at all affected by the house. But he was generous toward her room, done in pastels by a very expensive interior decorator, and slashed with the garish colors of Billie's scattered clothes. “Charming,” he said; “has so muchyen in it.” 
 Apparently he was not going to Harvard, after all; he was down on his luck; and Mexico had been most depressing. “No experience at all,” he said in his cultured voice. “No real, genuine, sublime experience. Instead of primitive civilization, there was civilized primitivism, a commonplace thing, and dull. You do see the distinction, of course?” 
 “Oh, sure,” said Billie. 
 He arched his chest and ran his hand back along his hair, looking very Indian indeed. “And so I have come back to you, my dear, for the true experience, the heartbreak, the love.” 
 “Honey, that's horsefeathers,” said Billie. But she was getting a little tired of the one-two-three technique of Mart Levin. 
 Standing behind her, he put his hands on her arms; he looked up soulfully at the molding and intoned, “I know now that you are the one who shall be my true inspiration.” 
 Billie smiled comfortably. “Maybe I shouldn't let you go on like this, you know, I've kind of got a fiance—” 
 “I have come back to your perfumed skin,” said Ferrand, kissing her left shoulder, “the radiance of your beauty.” He kissed her right shoulder, and with his lips still touching her skin he said dreamily, “Could you spare me fifty dollars?” 
 She murmured ecstatically, “I haven't a dime, Jackie.” 
 “How unfortunate,” he said. 
 “But I think I could work it so you could stay here,” she said. 
 “Ah,” said Ferrand. 
 “Yeah, what my brother says goes; say howwould you like to stay here?” His answer was not vocal, but adequate. “Jackie, honey!” 
 Five minutes later Helen happened to look in on Billie. “My error, your mistake,” she said, and quietly closed the door. 
 On the second day of Ferrand's visit, Mart Levin threw him down a flight of stairs. At the same time Georgia found out that Sam intended Ferrand to stay indefinitely, putting him in the same class with Mart and Billie; and Georgia balked. Billie was vulgar—though Georgia hated to admit it to herself of Sam's sister—but Billie was quiet. Ferrand, on the other hand, was aware that Georgia and Helen were the only people in the house worthy of his snobbery, and he never left them alone. Nor, when he had managed to corner one or the other of them, could he avoid patronizing them. Georgia loathed him, as she did not loathe either Billie or Mart. In fact, she thought she even liked Mart a little, because he was strong and sturdy, and adored Sam. Mart was aware of this; he kept her from being disillusioned by the simple process of speaking to her no more than was absolutely necessary. 
 Perhaps Georgia was even grateful to Mart for the incident on the stairs. At any rate, her, decision was that Ferrand must go. 
 This ultimatum did not start so many objections as might have been expected. Helen and Fred were pleased; Billie was already tired of being sublime; Jack was perfectly willing to borrow fifty dollars and get out; and Mart stopped shadow-boxing. But Sam flatly refused to let Ferrand out of the house, as a matter of principle. “You can't throw out the people I want,” he said. “I'll have them here till I decide to get rid of them.” The fight was colossal. 
 “He is going to go,” said Georgia. 
 “He is not,” said Sam. 
 “Say, who the hell do you think you are?” said Helen. 
 “Helen, we'd better try to keep our tempers,” said Fred. 
 “Well, who the helldoes he think he is?” said Helen. 
 Not being able to answer this, Fred retired into the background of the fight. When Georgia burst into tears, he took her upstairs to her room, and talked to her very seriously for more than two hours. Helen had dinner inher room, and Sam flung out of the house to see Dr. Billings. This left Mart, Jack, and Billie alone for dinner; the servants had not been so excited in ages. 


 Rosane, the Earth-Mother, had been born Flo Spengle, the not-too-bright daughter of a dentist in upstate New York. She had wandered away after a carnival to become the assistant of a hypnotist; when the hypnotist had become a quack psychiatrist, she followed him; and when he died, she went up a step, with his partner, who eventually got to be the excellent Dr. Forrest Billings. 
 And now she sat in a room in the doctor's house, in San Francisco, dreamily running her hand along the huge muscles of Sam Wild's back, while he slept. He slept heavily, for he had plunged into the doctor's house in a great state of excitement, and he had exhausted himself. She had known for some time that she was in love with him. 
 He opened his eyes. “They're all against me now,” he said. It was the first thing he had ever said to her in the way of a confidence, and she knew the signs of more to follow. She was not pleased. She knew very well that she would tell the doctor, for she was not intelligent enough to keep a secret; she could not protect her new loyalty. 
 Gently she put her hand on his mouth for a moment, then moved it up and brushed the red hair off his forehead. He continued to talk, tensely: “I thought I had her the other night. But now she's asking questions again, she's my enemy again.” 
 Rosane bent over and kissed him on the lips; when he tried to push her away, after a minute, she clung to him. He wrenched her aside and sat up. At last he was, as the doctor had known he would be, feverish, frantic to talk. Abruptly he said, “What she's after me for, it happened in Reno—” She grasped his shoulder's with her hands and lay her head against his back, heart-sick. 
 He went on talking, pouring his words out wildly, one event after another. She tried dumbly to stop him; she kissed him; she rolled her head in agony. But even so she listened carefully, knowing what the doctor would do to her if he did not get an accurate report. 


 Helen got nothing more about Mrs. Pollicker out of pumping Sam. She went to see Dr. Billings, on the pretense that her dreams were getting out of hand, but she saw at once that there was no chance of getting information from him. She decided that if there was information to be had at all, she must get it in Reno, and that she must go in person: she had no intention of committing herself to paper. 
 She intended to go on the day that Jack Ferrand arrived, but she decided to stay, sensing trouble, and so was there for the fight. The next day one of the maids came and said that Mrs. Wild would like to see her. Georgia was in her bedroom, and she was crying. 
 “Georgia!” said Helen, genuinely shocked; immediately she put her arms around her sister, trying to comfort her. “What is it—Sam?” 
 “Oh, Helen.” Georgia pressed her hands together and sucked in her breath. It was quite a while before she could speak. When she was controlled the resemblance between the two stood out. Georgia said at last, “Helen, should I call it quits? Should I give it up for good?” 
 “Sam?” asked Helen again, and Georgia nodded. “You mean separate from Sam?” 
 “I mean divorce him!” said Georgia fiercely, and walked quickly across the room. 
 Helen sat down slowly, so that her delight would not be too apparent. It was as if she could breathe again. Georgia would be safe, after all; there would be no fight, arid no struggle. But she only said, “I thought you loved him so much.” 
 “I thought he was the most wonderful person the world had ever seen. I thought I'd never love anybody the way I loved him. I thought nobody ever would. But now I don't know, I just don't know. Maybe love is just a habit, just something by accident, and it doesn't hang on too well.” She was going to cry again. 
 “I didn't think you'd ever find that out, a person like you,” said Helen. 
 “I don't know what you mean.” 
 “Let it go.” 
 Earnestly, Georgia asked, “Helen, do you think I should let him have his way?” 
 “Certainly not.” 
 “He's so funny, so domineering—” 
 “He's being ridiculous.” 
 “That's what Fred says.” 
 “Fred?” said Helen. 
 “Well, anyway, I can't go on like this, just fighting,” said Georgia. “It's wearing me out.” After a pause, she said, “That's what Fred says, too.” 
 “Fred?” said Helen again. “When have you and Fred been so thick?” 
 Georgia came as close to a smile as she had been that afternoon. “Oh, we've had a lot of time together. You know, you and Sam leave us alone a lot. I think perhaps you two get along better naturally. You're both sophisticated and clever—” 
 “Sam sophisticated?” said Helen, and smiled. 
 “Well—not like me, anyway. You both know a lot about life and people, for one thing. You know what I mean.” 
 Helen knew very well, but she was not going to say so. Instead: “What's this about you and Fred?” 
 “He's so kind to me,” said Georgia. 
 “Of course,” said Helen. She did not quite know whether she was talking to Georgia or herself. “He's been a good friend of ours for a long time, Georgia.” 
 “Fred says”—Georgia seemed almost happy now— “that it's not too late, that I have my whole life ahead of me. He's awfully understanding. I don't know what I'd do without Fred.” 
 Helen's words bit into the softness of Georgia's sentiment. “In other words, Fred wants you to divorce Sam?” 
 “Yes.” Helen said flatly, “Then Fred's talking like a fool.” 
 “Helen!” 
 “I divorced my husband because he was too weak,” said Helen. “You want to divorce, your husband because he's too strong, because you're afraid you can't manage him.” 
 “Oh, Helen, please,” cried Georgia. “I'm so confused—” 
 Helen sat down beside her and said softly, “Do you remember when you were married? Do you remember how much in love you were in Reno? Do you remember how the two of you laughed when you came back from New York?” 
 “Helen, I—” 
 Helen went on relentlessly, “Have you forgotten everything? Georgia, have you any idea what you're throwing away?” 
 “Oh, Helen!” Georgia gave way; she threw herself down before her. “I don't know,” she said. “What should I do, Helen, what should I do?” 
 Helen's eyes looked into Georgia's appealing ones. Then she looked away, and said, “Well, it's not my place to decide, Georgia—” She knew her sister, and she knew her sister's will. Georgia was not only asking for help. Beneath her tears, this momentary confusion, she was imperious as always, supremely sure that whatever answer Helen gave her would be the right one. It would take the smallest of pressures to change her mind one way or another, Helen knew, but once she decided, all the will of a girl who had never had a decision turn out badly in her life would stand against a change. “No, really, I can't decide,” Helen repeated. 
 “What should I do, Helen?” asked Georgia steadily. 
 Helen made herself look at Georgia. She thought: “I must throw away my wild ideas. I must forget about going to Reno. I must close the door on my crazy suspicions.” Or was she closing the door on Georgia? 
 Quickly and sharply she said, “Stay with him. You love each other so.” 
 “Oh, Helen.” Georgia put her face in Helen's lap. “You're so good.” 
 “Never mind me being good.” 
 “Oh, you have so much character, so much faith in things. You're so good for me, Helen.” Georgia raised her head. “You'll have to help me.” 
 “Yes,” Helen said quietly after a while, “yes, I'll help you.” She said it sincerely, as though she were making a pledge: “I'll help you, Georgia. Things will be different. I think we'll handle Sam better after this. Yes, I think I can handle him, Georgia. Your life will be secure. Safe. Oh, Georgia, if anything happens—I'll look after you, Georgia. I promise you that. I promise!”







Eleven
 At the St. Francis the next week, they met a newspaperman whom Helen had known in New York. He had expressive eyes, and they flickered when he saw Sam Wild. Immediately he turned back to Helen and Georgia. Helen could see he was glad to meet her again—he was quite a famous newspaperman now, and he knew she was not the type to lionize him—and Georgia had charmed him completely. Georgia, when she was happy, had the gift of conveying to people instantly what kind of a person she was, and how fine and beautiful that kind of person could be. Now she put out her hands and said sincerely, “Won't you come and sit with us? We'd be so glad to have you, please.” 
 “There's a party waiting for me at our table,” he said. “Thank you.” But he stayed with them and talked for some time. When Fred Grover came up a little later, he shook Fred's hand, and then, having sized him up, dismissed him. But Helen had been going out of her way to be nice to Fred, and she did not want him to think he was being snubbed by her brilliant friends. She put her arm through Fred's, and repeated, “Ourgood friend Mr. Grover.” The newspaperman took the hint beautifully, and he was cordial to all of them indiscriminately until he left to join his party. Before he left he took one more look at Sam Wild. 
 “What a very nice man,” said Georgia. “I wish I could meet the people you do, Helen;” and she and Sam went onto the dance floor. Fred and Helen, instead of dancing, went to their table, and when they sat down she asked him if he didn't think Georgia looked happy. 
 Fred, with obvious mental reservations, said she looked very happy. 
 “I'm so glad,” said Helen: Not knowing quite whether she was trying to convince him or herself, she went on to say she thought it was all in looking on the right side of things. Last week Georgia had been terribly low, and she was seeing everything distorted. Now, with just a little mental switch to give her back her faith in Sam, she was radiant. Perfectly radiant. 
 Impassively, Fred asked how the hangers-on were doing, meaning Mart and Billie and Jack. Helen replied truthfully that they were keeping quiet. 
 “Good,” said Fred. “You know, you're responsible for this marriage now, Helen.” 
 “I—yes, I suppose I am.” And she asked him again if he didn't think Georgia looked happy. 
 “Yes.” 
 “I'm so glad,” Helen repeated. She added, “But all I did was give her a little courage to go on with things.” 
 Fred said, “You have so much courage, Helen. You can afford to give some away.” She looked at him sharply, but he did not seem to mean anything by it. 
 There was quite a pause between them then, until Helen saw the newspaperman get up and go off in the general direction of the bar. She excused herself and followed him, and he bought her a drink. 
 “You know my brother-in-law, don't you?” she asked pleasantly, not wasting any time. 
 “The big red?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Where'd you get the idea that—” 
 “Your face was rather obvious when I introduced you.” 
 “You notice a lot.” 
 “I'm a noticing girl,” said Helen. “Does he know you?” 
 “Oh, I don't think so.” 
 “Where'd you meet him?” 
 He looked at her over his drink, appraising her. “You know, this isn't going to have much snob value.” 
 “Oh, my God,” she said, “you ought to remember me better than that.” 
 “Probably I won't ever forget you.” 
 She laughed then, and said that after all he oughtn't to. But she leaned forward and appealed to him, her hand on his, “I really need to know about Sam. Please.” 
 “I met him in Chicago.. He was a fighter, I was covering sports. He was using the same name. That's all.” 
 “Oh.” She picked up her drink, immensely relieved. “Was he any good?” she said lightly. 
 “He stunk. Strong as an ox, but no co-ordination at all. He might have done all right wrestling, with that build and those looks—” 
 She broke in on him. Suddenly she had to talk to somebody; in her relief she had to let her mind feel free. “You don't know what a load that is off my mind,” she said. “You see, Sam isn't—hasn't always been open with us, and somebody had some very silly ideas, suspicions really. Very silly, I can't tell you how silly, so fantastic I can't imagine why I worried about them. You don't know how glad I am to know that's all he's hiding. You don't know—” She drank. 
 “Well, if you mean did he get into any trouble, I don't know that he did while I was around. Oh, I don't say he wasn't in some pretty rough scrapes—” 
 “Oh, well.” Helen was very happy; she felt careless and gay. 
 “But he never got pulled in for anything, and it was just the crowd he ran around with, I guess. He was brought up in a pretty rough district, and the boys he worked with before he went in the ring were no lilies.” 
 “Where did he work before?” asked Helen, mildly interested. 
 “In a slaughterhouse,” he said. “Look out, you spilled your drink.” 


 Things went too fast: Helen only had time to realize that her sense of relief and security had been the worst kind of mockery. Not more than a day or two later a woman came up and spoke to her in Magnin's. She was dark and good-looking, expensively, rather conservatively dressed, and Helen could not quite place her. “Don't you remember me?” said the woman. “I'm Rachel Krantz.” 
 Helen made the regulation sounds of surprise, and, because they did not sound at all convincing, added, “You look different when you're not working.” 
 “Oh, it's not that,” said Rachel without self-consciousness. “I've changed.” 
 They had quite a long talk on the sidewalk in front of the store. Rachel had nothing to hide from Helen; as a matter of fact, she was rather eager to tell Helen everything about herself, for Helen had been one of Rachel's inhibitions. Helen asked if Rachel was well, and Rachel said she was quite well. Helen asked after Rachel's mother, and Rachel said she was as well as could be expected. 
 Helen could not resist adding. “And has she changed too?” 
 “Oh, no,” said Rachel. “She still drinks.” Mentally, Helen blinked. Even in some of the freer circles she had operated in, this would have passed as very low in self-consciousness, but Rachel continued to look happy and bland. Helen decided that Rachel had done enough changing for the whole family, and probably for several generations to come. 
 “She's here in San Francisco, you know,” said Rachel; and Helen, who was about to say rather sharply that she certainly wouldn't know, was tricked by Rachel's calm expression into murmuring that she just hadn'theard. “She's seeing a doctor, a very excellent psychiatrist,” said Rachel. “A Dr. Forrest Billings. Do you know him?” 
 “Yes, I know him.” 
 “Dear Mother,” said Rachel, “is giving the doctor a bad time. But he's a very clever man, and a very experienced man, and I've no doubt he'll handle her in the end.” 
 “Oh, I've no doubt,” said Helen. “So your mother still seeing Dr. Billings?” 
 “Um-hum.” 
 And almost against her will, Helen found herself asking Miss Krantz to lunch. Miss Krantz would be delighted. “But please,” she said, “call me Rachel.” 
 “I shall,” said Helen. “And you must call me Helen.” Rachel's triumph as she followed Helen off to lunch was immense. It is not every day that one calls one's inhibition by its first name. 
 Helen recovered somewhat before they reached the hotel. In the first shock of un-recognition, she had forgotten Rachel's connection with Mrs. Pollicker. But the coincidence with Dr. Billings was too much; surely something went on here. Rachel's explanation was a little discouraging. It had been Rachel herself who had dug up the good doctor, and that purely by chance; Mrs. Krantz had been to see him once, but the meeting was not precisely a success. 
 “But,” said Rachel, as they went through the door of the hotel, “I've made another appointment for her. Now the only trouble is to see she keeps it.” 
 Helen had been harboring a rather snide hope that the impressiveness of the hotel would subdue Rachel, but she was wrong. Rachel followed her into the dining room with all the aplomb in the world, and with only the token respect due from a businesswoman to a social butterfly. 
 During lunch Helen brought up the Pollicker affair. “Oh, I'd forgotten,” said Rachel. “Of course you'd be interested, wouldn't you? No, they haven't found out who did it yet. I doubt if they ever shall.” 
 “No, I suppose not,” said Helm. “Then that's the end of it?” 
 “For all sensible people. Of course, my mother—” 
 “Your mother's still interested?” Helen could not quite hide her own curiosity. 
 “It's really very silly of her,” said Rachel. 
 “Perhaps not. After all, Mrs. Pollicker was an old friend—” 
 “Mother's believed for a long time that the motive wasn't robbery. And she saw something in San Francisco, apparently, that brought it all back again. I'm afraid she's set herself to find the murderer.” 
 “Do you think she will?” 
 “Oh, she's being ridiculous,” said Rachel with finality. 
 “What was it,” asked Helen, ice cold, “what was it she saw?” 
 “Oh, a blonde woman.” 
 “A blonde woman. A blonde woman,” repeated Helen. “How very strange!” 
 “It wasn't just that, according to Mother,” said Rachel. “Mother thinks she was wearing a pin of Mrs. Pollicker's, a blue and white thing she had for a long time, that we didn't find after she died. She probably imagined she saw it.” 
 “Or mistook another one for it.” 
 “Oh, no, I remember the pin very well. It was very distinctive, very recognizable. You couldn't mistake it.” 
 “I see.” 
 “You must forgive me for running on like this,” said Rachel. “It's awfully unimportant. I haven't even told Dr. Billings, and there's nothing I wouldn't tell Dr. Billings.” 
 “I can believe that,” thought Helen. Aloud she said, “And that's all?” 
 “That's enough,” thought Helen. 


 As soon as she got home, Helen went up to Billie's room. “Billie,” she said, smiling, “haven't you got a pin that Sam gave you, a blue and white one? I'd like to borrow it if I could.” 
 “Oh, sure,” said Billie, and took the pin out of her drawer. “Is this the one?” 
 “Yes,” said Helen, “that's the one. Thank you so much,” and she walked out of the room. 
 And she was sure that itwas the one; as soon as she saw it she was positive that it had belonged to Mrs. Pollicker. It was a blue and white cameo, surrounded by pearls; the cameo itself was a picture of a satyr, or at least a creature that had the horns and legs of a satyr, and the breasts of a woman, capering wildly, with a flute in one hand, and throwing a rakish glance over one shoulder. Tiny sapphire chips had been inserted for eyes, and they sparkled maliciously when they caught the light. Nobody but Mrs. Pollicker could have owned the pin. “But I must be sure,” thought Helen. 
 It took her ten minutes to locate Mrs. Krantz's hotel and get her on the phone. The voice came harshly over the wire, so much clearer than when Helen had heard it through the walls of the Krantz boarding house, and still so much more remote. “Will we ever meet?” thought Helen. 
 “Well?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 Helen said, “This is the office of Dr. Billings. We weren't quite sure about the time of your next appointment. Could you tell me what day it was?” 
 “Thursday,” growled Mrs. Krantz, “but I'll not be going.” 
 “And what time?” 
 “Three o'clock. But I'll not be going.” 
 “We're very anxious to have you come then; Mrs. Krantz.” 
 “I'll not be—” 
 “I think we can give you some information about what you're looking for.” 
 “About Laury?” Mrs. Krantz's voice rose to a sudden shriek. 
 “About Laury,” said Helen. 
 “What? What are you talking about, you zither-voiced hoity-toity? What are—” 
 “We will tell you,” said Helen, “at three o'clock on Thursday.” She hung up. 
 She wondered again, “Shall we ever really meet?” Getting up from the phone, she found the pin still in her hand, and realized that all day she had been acting like an automaton. She turned the pin in her hand; when the light did not strike the sapphire chips they were black and somber, and the satyr-nymph gave her a dark look of warning.







Twelve
 Savagely they glared at each other across the doctor's desk, neither of them at their best. The doctor was exceedingly distressed, and Mrs. Krantz was very drunk. 
 “My dear madam—” the doctor began experimentally. 
 “You'll get nowhere by insulting!” she roared. “I was never ,a professional in my life.” 
 “Oh, my dear lady—” 
 “Nor by flattery!” 
 The doctor's white pigeons of hands fluttered to his face for a moment; when he took them away his worry was still evident, but he was more calm. He smiled a little, benignly, and buttered the air with his hands. “What I still do not understand,” he said, “is why you should come to me about this—this”—he made a very pretty show of helplessness—“this business you're talking about.” 
 “I am talking,” growled Mrs. Krantz levelly, “about the dirty murder of my best friend, the angel and widow Laura Pollicker, in Reno.” 
 “Just so,” said the doctor. “But why have you come to me?” 
 “It was you that asked me to come, you little droop! Do you think I'd crawl back again of my own free will into this slicked-up mad-house?” 
 “Just so,” said the doctor, and leaned forward earnestly, almost beseechingly, “But why have you come to me?” 
 “To find out who killed my Laura!” 
 “Just so,” said the doctor mechanically. He recovered: “But, my dear lady, you must understand that I have been perfectly sincere when I told you I know nothing about your Laura—” 
 “You lying scum!” she burst out suddenly against his blandness. 
 “You must tell me why you, came here, and perhaps I can help you. Why did you come? Is it only because you're drinking that you connect me with some wild story that happened months ago—” 
 “Oh, I'm drinking,” said Mrs. Krantz. “This is the end of .the trail, and I celebrate my endings. Oh, I'm drunk, but I wasn't drunk when you called me. And you'll do no wigglin' now—” 
 “When I called you?” 
 “Tell me what you promised, you chop of blob!” 
 “Whendid I call you?” 
 “Tell me who killed her! Tell me who killed my Laura!” 
 “Oh, shut up!” shrieked the doctor, in the voice of a singed seagull. “You must let me think—” He stood up, but Mrs. Krantz was out of her chair like a volcano, and she was clamped on to one of his hands like a vise. 
 “Think, will you! Think to lie!” 
 The doctor's poise was shattered completely. “Let go of me, you fat old fool!” 
 “Fat old fool, am I?” She circled around the desk, still holding his hand.” When she stood up she was just about his height, and she threw her massive arms around him. “You'll not get away,” she hissed into his ear, her face against his, “you'll tell me what I want to know.” His struggles were lost in her bulk. 
 Frantically, the doctor pushed a button on his desk, and Mrs. Krantz only had a chance to squeeze his windpipe with her elbow, before a young man in white came in. He was husky, and he looked sure of his muscles; Mrs. Krantz let go of the doctor immediately. 
 “Shall I throw her out, boss?” asked the young man. 
 The doctor panted. “No,” he said. “On the whole, I think we have some things to talk over. If you would sit down, Mrs. Krantz—” 
 Under the eye of the muscular young man, Mrs. Krantz resumed her seat. The doctor waved the young man out and sat down himself. “Now,” he said, “just why did you come to me about this?” 
 She watched him narrowly. “What do you want to know?” 
 “Why did you come here, Mrs. Krantz?” 
 “You called me.” 
 “Surely that's your imagination.” 
 “I'd not imagine a voice like that, a zither-voiced hoity-toity female—” 
 “When was this?” 
 “Two days ago.” 
 “And what did she say?” 
 “She asked about my appointment, when it was, what time. And she told me”—she grew fierce—“that you'd tell me what I wanted to know. About my Laury!” The doctor was relieved. “Ah,” he said. “Obviously my office called about your appointment. In your subconscious mind you were thinking about this Laura. The two came together in your thoughts as a perfectly natural connection—” 
 Under her heavy look he broke off sharply. Then he pressed a button on the little square box on his desk and said, “Just what did you say to Mrs. Krantz when you checked her appointment?” 
 Mrs. Krantz was a little startled when the box spoke back, “I didn't check any appointment with Mrs. Krantz.” 
 “You're sure?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Mrs. Krantz did not take her eyes off the doctor as he stood behind his desk, musing. Suddenly she allowed a look of recognition to cross her face. “Why, yes!” she said, as though to herself, delighted. “Of course, why, I know who must have called me!” 
 The doctor was eager. “Well, who was it?” 
 Prettily, she was covered with confusion. “Oh, I couldn't tell you.” 
 “Why not?” Mrs. Krantz made a coy little gesture around the room. “Oh, no one can hear us,” he said persuasively. 
 “Not even—?” She jerked her thumb in the general direction of the young man's exit. 
 “Not even him.” The doctor leaned across the desk, as though he were wheedling a difficult child. “Not unless we yell real loud.” 
 “Well—” 
 “Yes?” 
 “No.” Mrs. Krantz set her lips with finality. “I can't.” 
 “But you must tell me,” said the doctor. 
 “Oh, I'll tell you. But you have to come over here and let me whisper.” She crooked her finger and beckoned. 
 “Go over there?” 
 “Um-hum.” She beckoned again. 
 “Well—” He went around the desk and came to her. He bent down, and she lifted her face to his. “Who was it that phoned you?” 
 The blow that she struck him on the chest spun the little man across the room into the angle of the corner and the floor. She hurled herself after him and onto him. 
 “Oof!” cried the doctor. 
 “Now you'll tell me,” she said savagely, settling herself on him. “Now you'll press no buttons, you'll call for no help. Now you'll tell me who killed my Laura!” 
 “Let me up!” 
 “Who killed her?” 
 The doctor shook his head wildly. “I don't know.” 
 “Oh, you don't!” And she grasped his shoulders and shook him like a rat. “Do you remember?” 
 “Let me go,” cried the little doctor piteously. “Let me go!” With all his might he tried to rise, but all he succeeded in doing was making Mrs. Krantz's ride a little bumpy. 
 “Tell me!” 
 “I don't know.” He was close to tears. 
 “Oh, you don't?” She left off shaking and reached for the sparse tufts of white hair. “Does this bring back your memory?” She jerked viciously. 
 “Help!” The doctor began screaming with all his lungs and with all the force of his despair. “Help! Hey,Rube!” 
 “Laury,” exulted Mrs. Krantz to the heavens, “what a hell of a time we're having now!” 


 Helen arrived at the doctor's at five minutes past three. As she went up to the receptionist's desk in the front hall, she wondered if she should ask about Mrs. Krantz, or if that would be too obvious. But luck was with her. As she walked up to the desk the receptionist got a call from the doctor: “Just what did you say to Mrs. Krantz when you checked her appointment?” 
 “I didn't check any appointment with Mrs. Krantz.” 
 “You're sure?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Helen's expression, when the receptionist turned to her, was one of mild interest. “Oh,” she said, “is it that Mrs. Krantz that's up there now?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Will she be long?” 
 “Well, I don't know, Mrs. Brent—” 
 “Can I see her come down if I wait in there? Will she come down these stairs?” 
 “Well, there are some people waiting already, Mrs. Brent.” 
 “I see.” Helen sounded as though she were disappointed. “Well, I'll wait around for a while anyway, just to take a chance.” The corner of the receptionist's desk that was toward the stairs was blocked from the woman's view. Helen quietly took the blue-and-white pin out of her bag and propped it up against an inkwell, so that nobody coming down the stairs could miss it. Then she went into the reception room and prepared to wait. 
 She did not pick up a magazine—she was too nervous to read—but she managed to sit very quietly, so that nothing would show on her face. Several people in the waiting room looked impressed by her. Beyond the receptionist's desk she could see the stairway down which Mrs. Krantz would come; she wondered suddenly if she would recognize the old woman when she saw her again. 
 There was quite a long wait before Helen heard something of a commotion upstairs. Suddenly an empty bottle flew down the stairs and broke on the banister at the bottom. The people in the reception room jumped, and even the receptionist looked startled. After a little more and louder commotion at the head of the .stairs, Mrs. Krantz appeared—Helen recognized her at once, after all —struggling with a muscular young man in white. 
 She jerked away when they reached the middle of the stairs. “Let me go,” she said, heavily melancholy, “I'll go quiet. The fun was over when you pulled me off.” She glowered down at the receptionist for a full half minute; Helen thought surely she had seen the pin. 
 But apparently not. Mrs. Krantz marched sturdily down the rest of the stairs and went up to the woman. She was standing directly in front of the pin. “And when's my next appointment?” she asked regally. 
 The receptionist blinked. “Wh—when would you like?” 
 “When I'm dead!” snarled Mrs. Krantz. “Butthat's an appointment you'll have to check. I might repent of my sins before I die, and go someplace unexpected, and then I wouldn't meet any of this crew in all eternity.” And she sailed out. 
 The twittering in the waiting room died down before Helen left. She sat and stared for quite a while, heavy with disappointment. Then she got up with a sigh and went to the desk. “I don't think I'll wait after all.” 
 The receptionist looked pained. “If you're upset about that, Mrs. Brent—” She motioned toward the door. 
 “Oh, no,” said Helen. “That's quite all right. I just think I'll run along.” She reached out for the pin, but her hand encountered only emptiness. She looked down with a start, to be sure. There was only the desk, an angle of wood, polished and dark. The pin was gone.







Thirteen
 “Thank you for coming so soon,” said the doctor. Mart . Levin sat down without a trace of expression on his dark face. 
 The doctor was himself again; he had never been more suave or sure in his life. His hands were for once quite still as he leaned back in his chair and said, “I thought the time had come when you and I should meet. And I also thought that the time had come for us to be quite frank with each other. Don't you think so, Mr. Levin?” 
 Mart said nothing. 
 “To save you any embarrassment,” the doctor went on, “I think you ought to know that I know everything about Mr. Wild. I know that he killed a man called Dan Jadden and a woman called Laura Pollicker in Reno. I know why he killed them. I know that he is worried about his sister-in-law, Mrs. Brent, and about Mrs. Krantz, whom you seem to have contacted. You do know her, don't you?” 
 “I've met Mrs. Krantz,” said Mart. 
 The doctor smiled. “Yes, you needn't hold back, Mr. Levin. I know the state of Mr. Wild's mind, and I probably know it much better than you do, because it's my business. And all this I've got from Mr. Wild himself.” 
 “I didn't know he'd told you,” said Mart; and he cleared his throat. 
 Gently Dr. Billings said,“He doesn't know he's told me.” He added nothing to this, but simply sat beaming at Mart for a few moments. 
 “Well,” said Mart, “what do you want out of this? Money?” 
 “Oh, of course.” The doctor was deprecating. “But that will come later—aside from my regular fee, which is quite high, by the way, but not unreasonable. The point is that right now there's trouble.”—Mart shifted slightly. “Now, Mr. Levin, I don't want you mixing into this any more than you have to, so keep calm. There's trouble, but I'm not sure what kind of trouble. I thought you might help me to find out, and that's the only reason I called you.” 
 “Listen—” said Mart. 
 “Please, please be calm, Mr. Levin. I know you're a man of action, though not so much so as Mr. Wild, fortunately. Will you be willing to follow my lead?” 
 “I don't follow anybody's lead.” 
 “Not even Mr. Wild's?” 
 “He's my friend.” 
 “That's all, he's just your friend? How long have you two worked together?” 
 “Nine years,” said Mart. 
 “Nine years,” said the doctor, and for a moment, strangely, he looked old. “Yes, I know the situation. You follow him around with all the hero-worship of a small boy, hoping only to imitate and help him. Yes, wherever there's a man like Mr. Wild, there's a man like you. Whereas, wherever there's a man like me—” Very slightly, the doctor pulled himself up. 
 He went on, “But what I want to know, Mr. Levin, is whether you have any objections to making money out of this affair yourself.” 
 Mart was impassive. 
 “I don't mean for you to betray Mr. Wild in any sense, Mr. Levin. I mean to work with him. After all, it might help him if you took some money for yourself—I imagine you're rather more careful with it, and you could help him later.” 
 “Oh, I've never minded making money,” said Mart. 
 “Good. We can take that up again later—” 
 Mart burst out harshly, “Now, what's this trouble?” 
 “Two kinds. First—Mrs. Brent has been here. But that seems perfectly natural: she called as a client and she was recommended to me by Mr. Wild. She may have been trying to pump me, but she's an intelligent woman, and she wouldn't overplay her hand. I don't think we have to worry about her. Second—this Mrs. Krantz has been coming to me about her drinking. Yesterday she showed up, screaming that I had promised to give her information about the Pollicker business. She was perfectly sure that I knew something about it.” The doctor's white face turned a little whiter as he looked back on the afternoon before. “I don't mind saying that she almost—ah—took me off guard.” 
 Mart stood up and walked over to the window. “Damn!” he said explosively. 
 “What do you know about her, Mr. Levin?” 
 Turning earnestly, Mart said, “I'd have sworn she didn't know anything, and I pumped her dry. She was yelling about revenge for this Pollicker once, but she didn't know a goddamned thing. No, I know she didn't.” 
 “Thank you, that's all I wanted to know. And Mr. Levin, I will handle this. Of course, you will do nothing about it.” 
 Mart looked at him. “All right.” 
 “Good. And Mr. Levin—” 
 “Yeah?” 
 The doctor got up and walked toward the door, still talking, as though this had been only a rather chatty little social visit. “There's going to be a slight change in things. Whether you know it or not, Mr. Wild has been intending to do away with his wife in the future—” 
 Mart was tense. “You don't say?” 
 With his hand on the doorknob, the doctor said mildly, “Well, he can't do it, that's all, it just isn't being done. Mr. Wild will have to take a little direction, whether he likes it or not. I think all three of us should make a profit out of Mrs. Wild, but we'll have to take a somewhat longer view. First, Mr. Wild will have to be exceedingly agreeable to his wife. Second, he'll have to get rid of this Ferrand person who's causing so much disturbance—” 
 “That's all right with me,” said Mart. “Is it?. Good. And Mr. Levin, I'd advise you to be careful. You're in rather a dangerous position.” 
 “With the police? What about you?” 
 The doctor smiled. “I would simply tell them that I thought Mr. Wild's confession was an hallucination. But that isn't what I meant. Mr. Wild is an unstable person, and he's in a position of some stress. His reactions are likely to be surprising and dangerous.” 
 Mart walked over to the doctor. The little beads of sweat glinted on his dark upper lip as he said, stiffly, “Just—how bad is Sam?” 
 “Frankly,” said the doctor, and opened the door, “he's crazy as a coot. Goodbye, Mr. Levin. And you'll let me handle this trouble? You'll do nothing?” 
 “Oh, of course not,” said Mart. 


 When the desk telephoned her that Mart Levin was on his way up, Mrs. Krantz merely looked at the blue pin again and put it away in a drawer. 
 “Well,” he cried when he saw her, “the glamour girl. The little adventuress.” Before she could say anything he sat down beside her, and put his hand on her knee, and winked up at her intimately. “I hear you been drinking again.” 
 “A wee drop,” she said, smiling. 
 “I hear you bust in on a friend of mine yesterday, a doctor I know.” 
 Mrs. Krantz did not stop smiling, but when she answered him, after a minute, she was a little too expansive. “Sure did. Boy, but I'd been drinking. I didn't even know”—she was all ponderous innocence—“what this big body of mine was doing.” 
 “You didn't?” 
 “I bet I said some silly things,” chortled Mrs. Krantz. “My, my, I bet I did.” 
 “You know what you said? Something about that friend of yours, the good-looker, the one that got—” Mart ran his fingers across his throat. 
 “You don't say?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “My, my.” 
 “And I thought you'd forgot all about it.” 
 “So'd I.” 
 “Must be your subconscious.” 
 “Must be.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “My, my.” Mrs. Krantz stretched comfortably and yawned; Mart moved his head back to dodge her breath. She said, reflecting, “My, my, so you know the doc?” 
 “Yeah.” He smiled his dark monkey smile, and she inspected him carefully. 
 “You know,” she said, “my Laury wouldn't have gone for your type at all.” 
 “No?” 
 “No.” She sniffed. “And anyways, you don't smell.” 
 “Ain't that too bad?” 
 “It is.” She leaned toward him, smiling confidentially. “Say, tell me, you got a nice, big handsome friend in town.” 
 “I sure have,” he said. Then his face changed suddenly, and he stood up and leaned over her. “Listen glamour girl—” 
 She cocked a bland ear. “Is that Bert coming back? You know, I sent Bert out after a drink.” 
 “Oh, did you?” He drew back. “Well, I guess I'll be going,” and he went over to the door. Mrs. Krantz smiled to herself: somewhat belatedly, she had found out that she was no fool. At the door he said, “And you won't tell the doc I seen you, will you? Might embarrass him.” 
 “Oh, of course not,” said Mrs. Krantz. 


 At seven o'clock, when Mrs. Krantz crept stealthily into Dr. Billings' house, there was no one on the bottom floor. She walked with great care, since she was a little unsteady on her feet. As a matter of fact, thanks to her liquor, she was hardly so sharp as she had been that afternoon; this visit was purely an impulsive notion, and of what she was looking for she had no idea at all. 
 The darkness of the first floor frightened her, and she made for the stairs. Slowly she crept up them, listening, but there was nothing to hear but her own gusty breathing in the darkness. She kept on going. At the top of the stairs the hall was lighted and empty, and she went down it fearfully, her black hulk hugging the wall. 
 Suddenly a door opened in front of her. Mrs. Krantz could not help a sharp gasp; she made a pathetic effort to flatten herself against the wall. 
 But it was only Rosane, the Earth-Mother. “Ah!” said Mrs. Krantz, jumping forward, at once all energy. She pushed Rosane back into the room and followed her. “Just who I was looking for!” She smiled kindly. “Pet!” and she pinched Rosane's cheek. 
 The Earth-Mother was blank. “What are you doing here?”” 
 “Why, didn't you know, poor dear?” said Mrs. Krantz. She looked around her, and then whispered loudly, “The doctor sent me, to ask you something. He forgot just who it was that did in my friend Laura Pollicker, and he wants you to tell me, dear.” 
 For a frozen second Rosane stared at the old woman; then she made a frantic dash for the door. Mrs. Krantz caught her arm. “So,” she said, speaking swiftly, “you do know, you human mattress! Ah, which one of these men who come here was it? Which one did it to my Laura?” 
 “Oh, please,” said Rosane. 
 Slowly, Mrs. Krantz pulled Rosane to her; she put her arm around the girl's thin body and smiled again. “Sure you know, a nice pretty little girl like you. You can tell an old woman like me, I'msweet.” 
 “Oh, no,” said Rosane. “Don't know.” She began to cry. 
 Mrs. Krantz squeezed her lovingly. “Now, don't you cry, you just tell me all about it.” 
 “Oh, I love him so,” said Rosane, sobbing helplessly. 
 “Laura always could pick 'em,” said Mrs. Krantz admiringly. “Now, which one is it?” 
 “I can't tell you. I can't give him up.” 
 “Fortunes of war,” said Mrs. Krantz. “Fun while it lasted. Now you tell me all about it—and, honey, you might as well tell me the details.” She leered. 
 Already she enveloped the girl's body like a cloud, and slowly, beaten, Rosane sagged down to her knees. She looked up and past Mrs. Krantz at the door, and began mechanically: “Oh, I love him so—” Then she gasped. 
 Mrs. Krantz pushed her away and whirled around. Dr. Forrest Billings was standing in the doorway. 
 “Well,” said Mrs. Krantz, “well.” Her gallantry pulled her together like a new corset. “And me just going, too. I dropped an old girdle the other day”— she advanced toward the door, and the doctor stepped quickly out of her way—“and I just stopped by to pick it up.” In the doorway she turned defiantly. “Don't wait up for me,” she said, “but I'll be back!” But when she had disappeared into the hallway her legs were so weak she thought she would fall, and she had to clutch the banister to get downstairs. 
 The doctor let her go. He looked steadily at Rosane. “I didn't tell her anything,” she gasped. “I didn't.” 
 The doctor slapped her across the face; It hurt no more than if it had been a glove filled with water, but she collapsed, quivering. “I'll send you away,” he said softly, after a while. “Maybe down south. Old Dolly—remember old Dolly Waterbury? She must want a nice-looking girl like you. I think I'll send you to Dolly.” 
 “Oh, no. Oh, no.” She followed him hastily on her knees, beseeching. “I don't want to go down there. I don't want to leave here. I don't want to leave you—” 
 She shrank back when he turned. “A lot you care about me. It's your Mr. Wild you don't want to leave. So you love him so? Does everybody love him? Doesn't anybody hate his guts?” He was intensely bitter. 
 She moaned and stretched herself out on the floor. He stood for a long time watching her. 


 “But where did she go?” asked Sam, still upset. 
 The doctor told him again that she had gone off on the early morning train—down south. “Will you miss our Earth-Mother, Mr. Wild?” 
 “One more gone,” said Sam. “They all turn against me.” He took a deep breath. “Well, I can stand alone. I can still go forward.” 
 “Only, a little more slowly now,” said the doctor. 
 “Faster,” said Sam. 
 “No,” said the doctor, softly but firmly, “there are certain things to be done first.” 
 He was prepared for Sam's outburst, but not for its force. “I'm tired of certain things!” All Sam's despair slipped away, now that he was crossed. “I'm tired of waiting around! I'm tired of—” 
 “We all have things to be tired of, Mr. Wild,” said the doctor. 
 Sam was not to be cooled. “I'm tired of waiting, I'm through with waiting. I'll do what I like!” 
 “Will you, Mr. Wild?” 
 “I stand around waiting, and one by one things slip away from me—” 
 The doctor spread his hands just once, reflectively, as though he were smoothing an invisible tablecloth, before he swung into action. “But things do not get away from you, Mr. Wild. You are an extraordinarily forceful character, and things will not escape your grasp against your will. Rosane did not get away from you, Mr. Wild; you sent her away. Oh, yes, Mr. Wild. Not you yourself, perhaps, but through me. Rosane did not want to go.” 
 The doctor looked at Sam, and went on rather hastily: “Not that I wanted to see her go. On the contrary. I loved that girl like a daughter, Mr. Wild, and certainly she was a great help in my work. But she had come into contact with you—” 
 “I liked her,” said Sam stubbornly. 
 “Yes, Mr. Wild, you liked her. On your side, an affair of the body only. But that girl was exposed not only to your body but to your character, that extraordinary force of which even you are not fully aware, and which is so impressive to everyone you meet. That girl did not merely like you, Mr. Wild. She loved you, adored you, worshiped you. And like all women, she also coveted you; she coveted freedom, your right to come and go, your right to have a wife. She was insane with jealousy; if I had not sent her away, sooner or later she would have gone raving to your wife, that other woman who is so thoroughly under the influence of your power.” 
 He paused. Sam was sitting with a perfectly blank face; but inside himself he was feeling a genial warmth that extended even as far as Georgia. 
 “So what shall we do, Mr. Wild?” asked the doctor, who read him almost perfectly. “Shall we take quick action? Or shall we wait and seize the enormous advantages that this character of yours can bring about? it would be so very foolish to hurry now, Mr. Wild; only a few short steps, a few short weeks, will bring the situation to a point where you may have all the action you desire. Temporarily your wife must be placated—” 
 “I'll think about it,” said Sam, and stood up. 
 “And is that your final decision?” The doctor was rather annoyed. 
 “I'll think about it.” 
 “As you say, Mr. Wild,” said the doctor pleasantly.-"There is just one more thing.” 
 “Hum?” 
 “Rosane has knowledge of certain murders that were committed in Reno. Now, Mr. Wild, there is no need for alarm. But if what you want is to have Rosane back—” 
 “But that isn't all I want.” 
 “Then you don't want her back?” 
 “Yes, I want her back!” said Sam, flaring up again. 
 “Then thatis what you want?” said the doctor, very reasonable. 
 “Yes, that's what I want!” 
 The doctor ducked his head, and managed to suggest that he had been beaten in an argument. “Yes. Well, you can realize that if she were brought back—if you had your way—it would be fatal. In short, Mr. Wild, if you do not follow my suggestions, you are likely to end in the gas chamber, under sentence of death, as a murderer.” 
 For a moment he looked straight at Sam, without pretense. Then he smiled, benign again. “But there is really no reason—” 
 “I see.” Sam stared down at the doctor with a terrible sorrow in his eyes; the doctor, not knowing exactly what to expect, let his hand hover over the button on his desk. But Sam slowly sank into the chair and put his head in his hands. “Still one more against me,” he said. “They're all against me now.” The doctor watched him without pity.







Fourteen
 The tow-headed bellboy was standing in the lobby when the woman walked in. “Whew!” said the tow-headed boy. 
 The woman walked straight and Swiftly across the lobby to the desk. She had long and good legs, and her step had the snap and pride of a military march. But something happened to her hips while she was walking that had nothing military about it. “Whee!” said the tow-headed boy. 
 The woman had bright black hair and bright blue eyes. She had sharp, striking features, and her mouth was a barbaric slash in her face. She had a full-breasted figure in the Biblical style, suggesting camels and water-jars, which she covered slightly with clothes that brought out its best points. Her lapels were leopard, her hat was leopard, her shoes were leopard, and she carried a leopard purse that looked as big as a carpet-bag. “Zowie!” said the tow-headed boy, “Some Rebecca!” 
 She stopped at the desk. “Will you call Mrs. Krantz in eight-o-four,” said Rachel, “and tell her her daughter is coming up.” 
 “Humph!” said the tow-headed boy. 


 The Krantzes had spent the twenty-seven years of Rachel's life in mutual blank hostility. Now they looked at each other with measuring eyes. It was the dawn of Mrs. Krantz's consideration of her daughter as a human being; it was the Custer's Last Stand of Rachel's primness. 
 Mrs. Krantz decided to ignore Rachel's, sea-change. “And what have you come to start now?” she asked belligerently. 
 Rachel said, “I haven't come here to start anything. I've come to finish something.” 
 “Ah.” 
 Rachel crossed her legs and leaned back comfortably. “It seems you've been making a spectacle of yourself down here. It seems you haven't stopped drinking in the slightest. If anything, you've grown worse.” 
 “News travels faster every year,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “The doctor,” said Rachel, and Mrs.. Krantz perked up watchfully, “telegraphed me yesterday to come at once—” 
 “You're kind of thick with the old poop, aren't you?” 
 “Yes,” said Rachel, without changing expression, “I am. I flew down here today. It appears that you have made a fool of yourself in his house. Naturally, he's upset. That sort of thing is very bad for his business.” 
 Mrs. Krantz mused. “So the old quack's got his wind up? Hum—” 
 “Don't be ridiculous.” 
 “Ridiculous, am I? You'll find out, my fine—” 
 “Please.” Rachel waved a casual hand. “Thank you. Now, the doctor is trying to do his best to help you. He wants to find out why you have this delusion that Mrs. Pollicker's murderer is in San Francisco. He asked me very carefully about what you had told me—” 
 Mrs. Krantz was on the alert. “And what did you tell him?” 
 “Nothing,” said Rachel. 
 “Nothing?” 
 “Nothing.” 
 “Why?” 
 “That's my business.” 
 Mrs. Krantz slung her jaw out thoughtfully. Finally she said, “So what's the fuss going to be this time?” 
 Rachel said, “The doctor realizes that it's embarrassing to me to have you making a fool of yourself in San Francisco—” 
 “In a pig's pagoda!” 
 Rachel smiled, and the Krantzes exchanged a look of amusement at the thought of an outsider understanding their domestic feelings. They both remembered at the same time to stop looking amused, and to glare. They had good glares. 
 Rachel said, “Well, let that be. At any rate, he advised me that you should either be taken home or put in an institution. It seems that living alone in the city is the worst possible thing—” 
 Mrs. Krantz was on her feet, roaring. “Institution, is it? An institution for me? I'll institute you, you walking tiger!” 
 “You might as well sit down,” said Rachel calmly, and pushed her, mother back into the chair. She stood up and spoke clearly, “The doctor also told me that at any time he would be more than willing to sign papers which would commit you to my care.” 
 “You can't do it!” 
 “Perhaps not. But at the very least there would be a lawsuit, which would very efficiently keep you from this wild goose chase after Mrs. Pollicker's murderer.” 
 Mrs. Krantz slumped back. “I see,” she said slowly, “you're in cahoots with the doctor now.” 
 “Not quite. I have a proposition to make to you.” 
 “What is it?” 
 Rachel hesitated for only a minute before she made a little gesture at her new clothes. “I'm building a new life for myself,” she said, “after twenty-seven years. After twenty-seven years of being held down by you. I'm making a good, business of our place up in Reno now, and I'm going to open Mrs. Pollicker's house too. I've put some money in on that, and I've spent a lot of money on myself.” 
 “I've let you take out all you wanted,” said her mother. 
 “Yes,” said Rachel. “But I can't take the chance that you might get it in your head to throw me out, or make some silly investments. I don't think I can take a chance on what you'll do when you're so far away from me. So here's my proposition.” She leaned forward and spoke very slowly and distinctly, “Either you go home with me now, and give up this man-hunt once and for all, or deed over to me both the houses in Reno, and all the money Mrs. Pollicker left you. That's my proposition.” 
 Mrs. Krantz pondered this grimly. “That's not what your doctor wants,” she said at last. “He wants me out of the city. Now, aren't you running against orders?” 
 Rachel smiled levelly. “The doctor's a good doctor. When he gives you an ego he gives you a honey.” 
 Mrs. Krantz was silent for a while, for she was busy masking a feeling of admiration that nibbled inside her. 
 When she got over her surprise at having to do this, she said quietly and without hesitation, “Well, I'll stay.” 
 “Then I'll send you some money every month.” Rachel's voice was not unkind. “It'll be hard on you, won't it, taking money from me?” 
 “You can give me some money now, and I'll live on it the rest of my life. It won't be long.” 
 “But that's hard, too, for your sort of person. You might lose it. Are you sure you don't want to come home?” 
 Mrs. Krantz raised her head. “I was at the barren tail end of my life,” she said, “at the end of a life that was good, and I couldn't stand the change. And all I had for comfort was a daughter with a heart of ice, and no laughter or love. Laura was all I had, Laura and the bottle. There's nothing I can do for the bottle, but I won't let Laura down.” 
 Slowly, the leopards drooped. “Well,” said Rachel, “that's done. That's past and done.” She made an effort to be brisk. “I'll send a lawyer around with the papers one day, and you can sign them. I won't be seeing you any more.” 
 “No.” 
 Rachel said, surprisingly, “You wanted to know why I didn't tell the doctor what I knew. Well, I suddenly thought that there might—just possibly—be something in it.” 
 “Ah!” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Probably not, of course. But why don't you go to the police?” 
 “I've got no proof.” 
 “Are you sure you aren't getting into something you can't handle?” 
 “I can look after myself.” 
 “When you're drunk?” 
 “That's my business.” 
 “Yes,” said Rachel, and squared her shoulders defiantly. “Anyway, I have my own life to live. I couldn't help you if I wanted to. You wouldn't let me. Not that I want to.” 
 “You bet I wouldn't let you.” 
 There was a pause. Mrs. Krantz opened her mouth to say something, and shut it again uneasily. Both of them were a little taken aback at the mildness of the exchange. “Well,” said Rachel, “good-bye.” 
 “Goodbye.” 
 Rachel went backward toward the door, slowly; she turned to go. “And you needn't come back again, either!” burst out Mrs. Krantz, and clamped her lips almost as if she was pouting. She sounded like a tearful twelve-year-old girl putting out her tongue. 
 At the sound of her voice Rachel turned; perhaps she would have turned anyway. She opened the door, but she said, “If anything ever happens—you can come back home. I don't want my mother to starve.” 
 She went out. Mrs. Krantz felt a little lost, and she did not know why. But she consoled herself with the thought that now she knew definitely that the doctor was in this. She set herself to think of a way to catch the man he was shielding. 
 “A siege!” she cried at last. “I'll besiege him!”







Fifteen
 Tensely and quickly Sam followed the doctor's instructions. First of all he gave Jack Ferrand his fifty dollars and told him to go. Ferrand left the same day, but at the last minute, now that he was going, his emotions got the better of him. He turned to Billie, who was standing at the door, and said, “But you are my inspiration. I can't leave you, not spiritually. I'll be back.” 
 “Oh, well,” said Billie nervously, “just drop me a line.” 
 “Yeah,” said Mart, who was also standing by, to see that there was no hedging on Ferrand's exit, “you drop her a line or I'll drop you.” And on this note of charm Jack Ferrand left Georgia's household. 
 Georgia had been eager to meet Sam more than halfway ever since her talk with Helen. Now he told her suddenly that he loved her, that he had been stubborn about Ferrand, that she had been right and he had been silly about the store. He did this with an intensity which Georgia took for sincerity, and which offset her surprise. 
 Georgia told Helen that she was happier now than she had been when she was married. “I think it's finding out how to live together, to make adjustments,” she said. “Don't you think that's the most important thing in marriage?” 
 “Yes, I suppose it is,” said Helen. “You don't regret that I told you to stick?” 
 “You know the answer to that, Helen.” 
 Georgia's eyes were unfathomably grateful; Helen thought, “Well, that should soothe my conscience.” She was still somewhat suspicious of Sam's change of mood, and she still wondered about the meaning of the blue pin. But Georgia was happy now, and their life seemed serene. She put off going to see Mrs. Krantz. 
 She meant to talk to Sam, but she could not catch him; all she got was breezy superficiality. She had the impression that he was tremendously excited, and that he was holding himself in. 


 A couple of mornings after Ferrand left the house, Mart came into Sam's room and said that Dr. Billings had phoned. 
 “He says,” said Mart, “that if you were coming to see him today, don't. The Krantz dame is sitting across the street from his place in a cab.” 
 “She can't get away with that,” said Sam. 
 “The streets are free,” said Mart. “And I can't knock her off in a public cab.” 
 “She's trying to trap me. She thinks when I go there she'll catch me.” 
 “The doctor says not to go.” 
 Sam whirled. “The doctor! Always the doctor now! Can't I think any more?” 
 Mart was surprised. “I thought you were going to let the doctor handle things for a while.” 
 “Oh, I'll let him tell me what to do,” said Sam. “For a while. Then I'll do what I want to do. I'll do whatI plan to do.” He struck one big fist into the other palm. “Then to hell with the doctor!” 
 Mart took a breath. “Attaboy. I thought you were losing the old grip.” 
 “Now,” said Sam, “we think of a way to get to the doctor.” 
 “You don't want to see the doc today, do you?” 
 “She's trying to keep me away,” said Sam with finality. 
 “You can phone him, can't you?” 
 “She's trying to keep me away.” The idea came to him a little later. “He can write me a note, and somebody can go get it. He can write, more in a note than he'll say on the phone.” 
 “But who'll we send? She knows me.” 
 Patronizingly Sam put his hand on Mart's shoulder. He smiled, very wise, and explained as to a backward child, “Then we'll send somebody she doesn't know. We'll send Billie.” 


 Mrs. Krantz's first and only excursion into siege warfare began at five o'clock, when, as instructed, the tow-headed boy came into her room to wake her. With him he brought a full quart of Bourbon and a box lunch which the kitchen staff had made up the night before and left in the ice-box. Then he left the room so that Mrs. Krantz could dress. Five minutes later, when he knocked on the door, she had gone back to sleep; when he woke her again they found to their dismay that she could not stay awake without outside aid for three minutes. The problem was solved by Mrs. Krantz dressing under a blanket, and the tow-headed boy poking her in the ribs whenever she closed her eyes. 
 At six o'clock they issued out onto the street, which was already light but still barren. A taxi drove up a minute later with a woman in evening dress. The woman got out and focused warily on Mrs. Krantz, “And where'syour husband, dear?” 
 “He's dead,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “I wishmine was,” said the woman, and clutched frantically at the tow-headed boy. He rushed her into the hotel. 
 Mrs. Krantz settled herself comfortably in the cab. This took some minutes, and the driver had to ask her several times where they were going before she bothered to answer him. Then she beamed. “Oh, we're going to park.” 
 He was not impressed. “In the broad daylight?” 
 “And what'syour name?” asked Mrs. Krantz. 
 “McBloomsbury!” he roared sarcastically. 
 “Hi, ho, McBloomsbury!” cried Mrs. Krantz, and gave him the doctor's address. As they drove off she uncorked the quart of Bourbon. 
 At six-thirty they were settled on the opposite side of the street from the doctor's house. At seven the cab driver was already bored to death. At seven-thirty a man went into the house. 
 “Is that him?” asked the driver. 
 Mrs. Krantz shook her head. “Not Laury's type,” she said. “Too short.” 
 The next visitor was at a quarter to nine. “Not Laury's type,” said Mrs. Krantz. “Too thin.” 
 During the course of the morning, the aesthetic standards of the late Mrs. Pollicker took a phenomenal rise. The driver, who got quite a bit of her biography in the interims, gathered that she had spent her time from morning till night being ravished by Michelangelical figures. By eleven o'clock Mrs. Krantz had fallen back on her intuition in dismissing the poor specimens that walked up to the doctor's front door. 
 “Don't feel ithere,” she said sturdily, when a particularly likely candidate showed up, and slapped her left bosom. She coughed. 
 “Yeah,” said the driver, “not Laury's type.” If Sam Wild had walked in to see the doctor at this point, he would have been as safe as air. 
 By eleven the inside of the cab was at broiling heat, and the Bourbon was two-thirds gone. “Sure you ain't going to be sick, lady?” said the driver, but Mrs. Krantz waved a reassuring hand. 
 At one o'clock he complained of being hungry, and Mrs. Krantz promptly dug up the box lunch and handed it over. “Sure you don't want some of this?” asked the driver. Mrs. Krantz shook her head. 
 “You better have some,” he said. “Don't you think you'd better have something to eat?” 
 “In a minute,” she said, and he looked relieved. “Got to clear the way,” said Mrs. Krantz, and polished off the bottle. She sighed with satisfaction. 
 “Now,” he said, and held out a sandwich. 
 She looked at him with astonishment. “And nothing to drink with it?” He groaned. 
 At one-thirty he was asleep. She shook him awake, tremendously excited. “There!” she said. “Look over there!” 
 He sat up, shaking his head. “Is it him?” 
 “Look!” said Mrs. Krantz, and he looked. Another taxi was standing across the street in front of the doctor's house, waiting. After a minute the front door opened; a girl with a chunky figure and blatant blonde hair came down the steps and got into the cab. “See?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Kind of a fairy, ain't he?” said the driver. 
 “It's the blonde,” cried Mrs. Krantz joyously, “it's the blonde! After 'em, McBloomsbury!” 
 They followed the cab easily into the downtown traffic, and Billie did not look back. Mrs. Krantz rumbled eagerly around the back seat, mourning the emptiness of her bottle; when they got behind the other cab by any respectable length she encouraged the driver with some choice pep words and a hard dig in the neck. They actually lost the cab for a moment downtown, and she was beside herself. 
 She slapped her fat hands together and looked up at the roof of the cab. “Oh, Laury!” she cried, no doubt feeling that her own plea would carry very little weight in Heaven, “Laury, Laury, show me the way!” 
 From then on Mrs. Krantz never doubted that Mrs. Pollicker had influence with the All Highest. Suddenly, as though it were a miracle, they saw the blonde girl, out of her cab now, standing on a corner. She was with a huge red-headed man, and he was reading a letter which she had apparently brought him. 


 The letter merely said that the doctor had already seen to it that Mrs. Krantz would be taken either to Reno or to an institution, and not to worry. Sam glared ahead of him, oblivious to the people on the street. “He's seen to it,” he muttered, “he's seen to it. Always him!” 
 “What's the matter, Sammy?” asked Billie, but he did not answer her. “Sammy,” she said, worried, “what say we go to a show? It'll take your mind off, Sammy. Come on.” After a little argument she managed to drag him after her down the street. 


 “Is that him?” asked the driver. 
 “It is if he smells!” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “And how do you find that out?” 
 “Watch me, McBloomsbury!” When she stepped out of the cab her knees gave way, and she sat down with a squash on the sidewalk. The driver closed his eyes, but Mrs. Krantz was not at all disheartened. “Up and at him!” she cried, scrambling to her feet—this required a little help from the running-board, but she made it— “Off and after, McBloomsbury!” She opened her purse, thrust a wad of bills at him, and took off unevenly after the blonde and the red-headed man as fast as her bullet legs would go. 
 When they reached the box-office she was only a few yards behind them. When they went into the lobby she was almost at their heels. But when they disappeared into the darkness of the lower floor she hung back for a minute, stealthily. 
 As she stepped inside a little usherette came up. Mrs. Krantz ignored her. “Where would you like to sit, madam?” said the usherette. 
 “Pish!” said Mrs. Krantz, blasting her out of the way with a mighty sweep of the hand, and set off down the dark aisle alone. The theatre was about half empty; the middle section was almost filled with the dark heads of the audience, and when her eyes were accustomed to the darkness Mrs. Krantz made out the heads of Billie and Sam in the midst of them. 
 Carefully she picked the second row behind them, and started in. “There are no seats there, madam,” said the usherette, hovering. 
 Mrs. Krantz snarled over her shoulder and kept on. It took her quite a time to drag her bulk across the knees of enough people to reach the middle of the house, but she did it, and then she was directly behind Sam. She stepped on a woman's toe. 
 “Oh,” said the woman. 
 “Excuse me,” murmured Mrs. Krantz delicately. There was a man sitting next to the woman, and Mrs. Krantz carefully sat down in his lap. 
 “Hey!” said the man. 
 “Excuse me,” said Mrs. Krantz. She moved back and sat on the woman. 
 “Oh!” said the woman. 
 “Excuse me.” Mrs. Krantz lifted herself daintily and sat down between the two, on the arm rest of the seats. “Oops!” said Mrs. Krantz. “Excuseme.” 
 At that the man got up and made for the aisle. Hastily, with a sigh of thanksgiving, Mrs. Krantz settled herself in his seat. With all the neighborly interest in the world, she turned to the woman beside her. “Hello,” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 Billie Wild turned around once while all this was going on, but she saw only an old woman who was a little drunk. Neither Sam nor Mart had told her anything about Mrs. Krantz. She turned back and patted Sam's hand. 
 The woman beside Mrs. Krantz looked rather pointedly at the screen, and Mrs. Krantz followed suit. The huge shadows were swooning toward each other, a truly Gargantuan kiss. Mrs. Krantz endured this for some time before she nudged the woman and muttered companionably, “He won't make it. They never do,” Having disposed of the picture, she looked around to get her bearings. 
 She was directly behind Sam; she could see his head clearly because he was so tall, and because there was only a boy in the row between them, slumped low in his seat. Next to the boy, behind Billie, was a man who was very, very fat. 
 Mrs. Krantz digested all this for some time. Experimentally, she sniffed a couple of times, to see if her nose was in working order. Then she went into action. Gradually, inch by inch, she hoisted herself up, leaning forward across the ridge of seats. 
 If the boy in front of her had been sitting low in his seat before, now he shot down like a trout to the bottom of a pool. Above him, slowly, he saw pass the face and body of Mrs. Krantz, a greasy moon followed by an enormous cloud. Her clothing rustled against the wood. 
 Neither Billie nor Sam turned around; Sam was staring, unseeing, at the screen, and Billie still had her hand comfortingly on his. Mrs. Krantz never took her eyes off the dark shape of Sam Wild's head. She was only a foot from it, at the most, when a sharp tug on her skirt pulled her up short. She realized that her elevated beam must be blocking the view of at least three people in the row behind. 
 She turned her head and looked over at the fat man; he was staring at her with plain and simple horror. Mrs. Krantz made a late gesture toward the social amenities. She whispered, “I just wondered if you would take off your hat.” Then she noticed that he had no hat, and she sighed gently. With infinite care she let herself back down into her seat, shaking her head at the complications of modern life. 
 As soon as she was gone from over him the boy made a dash for the aisle, and the fat man looked as if he were considering making it a general rout. Still Sam Wild did not turn his head. 
 Mrs. Krantz sat for perhaps five minutes. She started forward a little more swiftly this time, making a valiant effort to keep her hindquarters below seat level. In only a minute her nose was about four inches behind Sam Wild's left ear. There, in midair, Mrs. Krantz hung while she recovered her nerve. Cautiously she let the air out of her lungs, till they were quite empty. Still Sam Wild did not look around. 
 She inhaled. And as she did, Sam finally turned his head, so that their noses came together like the revolving sprockets on a gear. For a petrified eternity they stared at each other, nose to nose. 
 Then the air was shredded with Mrs. Krantz's Scream. “Laury!” she screamed. “Laura, it's him!” 
 The fat man jumped for his life; the audience bounced as if the floor was charged with electricity; pandemonium boiled from the screen to the back of the theatre, and Sam and Billie escaped in the middle of it. But Mrs. Krantz did not try to stop them; she had fainted forward like a jack-knife over the back of the fat man's seat.







Sixteen
 For an hour Sam had been sprawled across the bed, the sobs whipping his body with the impact of hammer . blows. Now he was standing, talking wildly, incoherently, so fast that they could only understand half what he said, and he would not stand still. “Steady, boy,” said Mart again; he had said it so many times that the word sounded like gibberish. The tears had dried on Sam's face. 
 Together they finally got him to sit down and be quiet, and then they went out to talk for a moment in the little study. Mart closed the door carefully behind him. 
 “Jesus!” whispered Billie. She was frightened and furious, and close to tears on both counts. When Mart put his arm around her and said she was a good girl, she pushed him away. 
 “Now don't do that,” he protested. “Don't get sore.” 
 “Sore!” she whispered viciously. “I'm so sore I'm seein' around corners. Whenever I think of that dame followin' me around—me!—with a murder rap runnin' loose, I get the watering heebies. Why the hell didn't you tell me? Why didn't you tell me, I could of looked out for her.” She was ready to cry openly. 
 Mart patted her. “Well, it's gonna be okay,” he said. “I'll fix things up some way. Now, you go in and calm Sammy down, and I'll head off Georgia and Helen.” 
 “Oh, my God,” she wailed, “are they home too?” 
 “Well, they ain't gonna stay out all night,” said Mart. “It's almost four-thirty now.” He put his arms around her self-consciously. “And don't you get sore. I'm crazy about you. I'm inlove with you,” he said, as though this were incredible, beyond the limits of belief; he kissed her and went out. 
 When Billie went back into the bedroom, Sam was sitting in a chair, leaning forward, his eyes closed. She went over and put her arms around him. All the muscles of his back were tense and trembling, and when he spoke the fibers of his voice were shot through with fear. “I'm afraid,” he said. 
 “Sammy,” said Billie, “it's going to be okay.” 
 “If there was something I could do!” 
 “Sammy, honey.” 
 “If there was something to lay my hand to!” 
 “Sammy.” 
 “Listen.” Sam turned to her earnestly. “Look, I never saw the old dame before in my life. I never thought at all that she'd be tracking you. I wouldn't get you into this for all the tea in China. You're my family. You know I wouldn't do anything to butch the family. You believe me, Billie?” 
 “Sure, Sammy, I believe you.” 
 “All right,” he said, and turned away despondently. He had acquitted himself of Billie's troubles; he had only his own to worry about now. Presently he began to talk again, swaying back and forth a little in his chair, and Billie comforted him. 
 “If there was something to do.” 
 “You just sit quiet, Sammy.” 
 “I'm the strongest man I know—” 
 “You sure are, Sammy.” 
 “Why can't I do something?” And he clenched his fists in agony. 
 For more than half an hour she knelt beside him, and the strain told on her. Under the powder her young face was tired; the skin around her eyes was flaccid, and her mouth was harsh. She had no thought of going. Like Mart, she was lost in the ritual of upholding her brother Sam. 
 “There's one in the light,” said Sam, beginning to drone, “and one in the dark. There's one I can see and one I can't. There's one that smiles and one that curses.” 
 Billie put her head down for a minute and tried to keep his voice out of her ears. When she looked up again he was saying, scornfully, “I can feel her creeping up in the darkness, and they tell me not to worry, she doesn't know a thing. Not to worry! Only an old woman that drinks, they say, we'll keep tab on her. But they don't keep tab. Don't worry about her, we'll fix her, we'll send her away. And still she comes closer, she breaks water like a fish, she gives a sign she's still there. But I'm the only one that worries, I'm the only one that gives a good goddam!” 
 “Sammy,” said Billie. 
 “She's only a face in the dark and a scream to me now, even now, but she's followed me. That's one of them.” 
 “Sammy,” said Billie again, and fiercely, unconsciously, he twisted her arm in his hand. She grimaced and kept quiet. 
 It was a while before Sam began again. “And then there's the other,” he said softly. “The other one sits in front of me, the most beautiful smiling thing I ever saw, with a body like honey and a face that smiles. She sits and smiles and swings her legs, above me, above the world, knowing she's better than anybody ever was, sure that she and her kind own the earth we live on. And they do. And she hates me.” 
 Despairingly, painfully, without taking her eyes from his face, Billie began to cry. For a while she managed not to hear what he was saying; and then an anxious look dropped sharply over her face as she realized that his words were coming faster. The excitement was growing in him. 
 “She's my enemy,” he said quickly, “and why, why? It's not her sister, it's me that makes me her enemy. And I don't know why. She puts herself in my arms, and she tries to trap me. She tells me she loves me and somehow she guesses. She feels and digs and looks inside me. But she doesn't show anything. She doesn't say anything. But she gets together with the other one!” 
 He pushed Billie away sharply when she tried to stop him, and he stood up. 
 “They're getting together, closer together, and I'm between them. The one comes out of the darkness and screams, the other one goes back away from me. Only I can't see any change, she's still smiling. And they meet and smile about me and talk about me and wonder what to do with me. They close in on me closer and closer, and here I stand, what I am, what I've always been, the same as ever, and I can't do a thing about them trapping me. They've tied me in, they've blinded me, they're circling me, they're trailing and tracking and hounding me down.” 
 His voice went up to a shuddering scream: “They're after me now like two bitch bloodhounds, and I can't getaway!” 
 “Sammy!” Billie threw herself at him and held her arm to his mouth. She clung so strongly that he could not force her away. Gradually, with the jerky movements of an animal setting down to rest, he relaxed. 
 When she took her arm away from his mouth, he began to smile gently, and he put his hand on her shoulder. “Well,” he said. “You and me.” 
 “Yes, Sam,” said Billie hopelessly, “you and me.” 
 “We've come a long way together, haven't we?” said Sam. 
 “Yeah,” said Billie, “we've come a long way together, Sam.” She drooped with a terrible weariness, as if she had made a long journey, and had suddenly realized what road she had taken, and how long it had been. But she lifted her head; she looked old. 
 “Remember the old place?” said Sam tenderly. 
 “I remember.” 
 “Remember Ma?” 
 “Ma died when I was three,” said Billie. “I guess you'd forgotten.” 
 Sam's words began to retreat into himself again. “And we'll go a long way ahead from here.” 
 “Wait a minute, Sam,” said Billie. She started to back away from him, but he put his hands on her arms. 
 “You're the only one that's still with me, Billie.” 
 “Me and Mart,” said Billie. 
 “You're the only one that's with me,” he repeated. He put one arm around her gently, and his other hand to her face. “You aren't Helen,” he said. “You aren't even Rosane. You didn't know Rosane, did you?” 
 “All right, Sam,” said Billie, and tried to push away from him. She realized that he was holding her more strongly than she had thought. 
 “You'll go where I go,” said Sam. 
 “Now, wait a minute,” said Billie again. 
 With his arm still around her, he caressed her shoulder lightly. “You come from where I come from. Why, you're part of me.” 
 “You better let me go!” she said sharply, and tried to move. Both arms were around her now. She heard the outer door of the study open and close, and she knew it must be Mart. 
 “Somebody has to belong to me,” he said, and bent toward her. 
 She saw his eyes. “Sam!” And she struggled. “You goddamned crazy fool!” she said, “I'm your sister!” She bent her head back as far as she could, closing her eyes so she would not see the expression on his face. When it touched her own she gasped, beyond endurance, “Mart!” 
 Mart was at the door. Then he was across the room and had pulled Sam away from Billie. With all the power of his squat body he struck. 
 The blow caught Sam's great body off balance; he spun across the room and fell with a crash between the bed and the desk. Fascinated, Billie and Mart stood and stared. 
 After a moment Sam's huge fingers came over the edge of the desk, and then his big, rectangular wrist. The fingers caught, and the muscles in the hand and wrist tensed as he began to pull himself up. “You better get out of here,” said Billie to Mart. “For God's sake get out of here!” He went. 
 Sam rose very slowly into view. He seemed quite calm; the red hair that fell over his handsome face was all that was disarranged. He started forward. “Sam!” said Billie, and stepped in front of him. It took a lot of nerve. He stopped; he continued to stare over her shoulder at the closed door through which Mart had gone. 
 Very slowly, never taking her eyes from him, fearful, incredulous, Billie retreated backward to the same door. 
 At dinner that night, Mart and Billie were quiet. Sam was handsome and expansive. 
 At ten-thirty Mart very slowly opened the door to Sam's bedroom. Sam was sitting almost in the darkness. 
 “Sam?” said Mart hesitantly. 
 “Yes.” Sam did not turn his head. 
 “You still mad, Sam?” 
 “Why, I wasn't mad,” said Sam. “No, I'm not mad at you.” 
 Mart came into the room. “I'm not mad, either,” he said. “Billie is, a little. Only I guess we all got just a little excited. You were just a little worked up.” 
 “Yes,” said Sam. 
 “You look better tonight,” said Mart. “Calmer. You look fine.” He put his hand on Sam's shoulder. 
 Sam smiled to himself and said, “I feel better. This afternoon I didn't have anything to do. Now I've got something to do.” 
 “That's good,” said Mart. He said meaningly, “I've got something to do, too. With the glamour gal.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Krantz.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “I called her up,” said Mart. “I made a date for the old fool tomorrow night on the sand dunes. I told her I'd introduce her to somebody who'd tell her everything. She fell for it without a quiver. The old fool.” 
 “When you do get to the sand dunes,” said Sam, “areyou going to meet somebody?” 
 Mart laughed. “What do you think?” 
 “If you did meet somebody—” said Sam. 
 Mart laughed again. “I'd be up the creek.” 
 Sam said slowly, “If you do meet somebody out there, you won't come out so good.” Then he smiled. “But you figure on everything.” 
 Mart beamed.







Seventeen
 At quarter to eight the next night Mart Levin drove Billie downtown to a movie, having borrowed Sam's car for the evening, and left her there. Then he went back to Georgia's and up to his room, going in by the back way so as to avoid meeting anyone. He brought out from its very good hiding-place the knife that Sam had taken from Danny Jadden in Reno. There were still one or two tiny spots of blood on the knife, where the blade and handle met, so dark and crusty that, even if anyone had noticed them, he would hardly have guessed what they were. Mart put the knife in the pocket of his trench coat, and with it a small hard-rubber club, which he had had for a long time and was fond of, in the way any workman is fond of a tool with which he can do efficient and consistent work. 
 while these two objects were in his hands Mart almost fondled them. In fact, his face during this whole time was happy, loving, and expectant. 
 About nine o'clock he went downstairs, again by the back way. He left, as he had come, through the kitchen, for there was little chance that the servants would be moving around, and this was the easiest way to get out with no one seeing him. No one would have seen him, either, if Sam Wild had not been sitting for an hour, with a quietness unusual in him, waiting for Mart to carry out his plans. He followed Mart downstairs with his strong, elastic, and silent step. 
 Thus when Mart stepped into the dark kitchen, Sam stepped in behind him, and Mart was considerably startled when the lights went on. But Sam smiled. “You drive Billie to a show?” he asked. 
 Mart said he had. 
 “You going out to see Krantz now?” 
 Happily, Mart said he was. When Sam asked him seriously if he thought she would be there, Mart laughed outright. “I know she will,” he said triumphantly. “I called her after dinner, and told her just where to meet me, with details. She'll be there. The old fool.” He laughed. 
 They went across the kitchen and out through the servants' quarters. “You aren't going to pick her up at the hotel?” asked Sam. 
 “No use letting anybody see me if I can help it.” 
 Outside on the stoop, they stood for a while and talked. The night air settled on their faces, cold, damp, and granular; it looked as if there were going to be off-and-on rains of the light, misty type, that San Francisco is sometimes afflicted with. “Where'd you say you'd meet her, exactly?” said Sam. 
 “The sand dunes,” said Mart. “The corner of—” and he named a couple of streets. 
 “They don't mean a damn thing to me,” said Sam. “All those streets out there run through is sand. Nobody knows what they are.” 
 “This one,” said Mart, “is one of the most unfinished places;” and he nodded meaningly. Sam nodded too. There are little spits of asphalt and concrete all over the San Francisco dunes, all of them about ten or twenty feet long, the width of a regular street. As a matter of fact, of course, they are streets, the dead ends where the neat and regular blocks of that part of the city are blanked out by whole acres of dunes which have not yet been divided up for building. They are the natural places for casual and not-so-casual parking; they would be perfect for this, except that it is hard on a car to go over the broken bottles that have been left by earlier parkers. 
 There are fewer of these spits than there used to be, now that building has spread, but there are plenty still left. There were enough to make Sam, after a minute, look openly doubtful. “Sure she'll find it?” he said. “God knows I couldn't. Maybe even a cab driver'd have a bad time.” 
 “I scouted it this afternoon,” said Mart. “I gave her directions on what streets to take, and what streets it was between. She can't miss it.” 
 “Ah,” said Sam, and listened patiently while Mart told him just what those directions were. 
 Sam brought up another point. “Will you have to keep her quiet out there, or aren't there any houses at all?” 
 Mart explained. There were no houses around. Furthermore, you could walk into the middle of the dunes along the direction of the spit they were to meet on; you could walk in the length of what would be two regular city blocks, and then you would be that far from anything but sand. 
 Sam nodded again, before he smiled kindly at Mart and said, “Well, good luck, boy.” 
 Happily, Mart gripped Sam's shoulder. He pulled the trench coat around him and jumped down off the stoop into the damp night. 
 Helen opened the door behind Sam only a minute later, before Mart had left. Sam was a little startled. “I heard someone in the kitchen,” she explained. “I came out to see who it was.” 
 “Oh.” They both stood silent for a minute, till Mart roared out along the driveway in Sam's car. Then Sam turned around. 
 “Can I still borrow your car for tonight?” he said. 
 “Of course, Sam.” 
 “Keys in it?” 
 “Yes.” 
 They went in, and because there seemed nothing much for them to say, they crossed the kitchen in silence. But as Sam started to go up the back stairs to get his coat, Helen stopped him. “Sam.” 
 “Yes?” He waited. 
 “Sam,” she said. “I—I've been wanting to talk to you for a couple of days. But you're a hard man to catch when you don't want to be caught, Sam.” 
 He said politely, “I can only stay a couple of minutes. I have really”—his eyes actually shone with good humor —“a very pressing engagement.” 
 “It won't take more than a minute,” she said. “Sam— that blue pin you gave Billie—that belonged to Mrs. Pollicker, didn't it?” 
 “Why, yes,” he said gravely, with only the fraction of a pause. “I knew her, you know. But I didn't want to tell you. I thought it might worry Georgia. And I didn't know what you'd think of it. I've never been able to figure you out.” 
 “I'm sorry for that,” she said. “Sam, you didn't—” 
 “No.” 
 “I'm glad of that.” Neither of them had moved or taken their eyes from the other's. “But you don't seem worried that I know it now.” 
 Still his eyes did not waver. “I don't mind it at all now. I have other things to do.” 
 “I see.” 
 “Do you believe me?” 
 “Yes, I suppose so. I want to. And anyway, it doesn't matter so long as you're good to Georgia—” 
 “I will be.” 
 “I think you're going to be. I think you'd better be, Sam.” 
 At that he began to smile. “You must excuse me—” he said softly; but he did not go upstairs. Instead, after a second, he came down all the steps but one, and kissed her, his hands on her shoulders. It was a good kiss, but not passionate, as if he had his mind on other things; and Helen took it the same way, as if she did not know whether it was a brotherly kiss or an adulterous one, and did not know which way she wanted it. 
 When Helen turned away—when she had watched the movements of Sam's back as he quickly went upstairs— she was about to go into the front of the house. But she heard a noise in the kitchen. She went out there at once, for she knew she and Sam had turned out the light as they came through, and she had not heard the light switch on again. In the darkness she saw the figure of a man at the other door, fumbling with the knob. Quietly she pressed the switch. 
 It was Jack Ferrand. “Well?” said Helen imperiously, for she was wondering what he might have heard. But he was so painfully and ridiculously embarrassed that she had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. 
 “Well,” she said again, “and what are you doing here?” She had a very good idea, of course, but she was not going to relieve his anxiety. 
 He made a bad effort to be nonchalant. “Really,” he said, and the culture of his voice was positively bell-like, “I just dropped in to see Billie.” 
 “Oh,Oh.” Helen could put a world of meaning into her monosyllables. She waved a satirically vague hand to back up her raised eyebrows and her smile. “And the— the front door?” 
 “Well, I—I didn't want to cause any embarrassment—” 
 Helen nodded understandingly, relenting. “Mr. Levin is such a strong man.” 
 “Ah—yes,” he said. “Well, good night,” and he turned to go. 
 “Aren't you going to see Billie after all?” 
 “She isn't in. I heard them say she went to a show.” 
 “You heard them? Sam and Mart?” 
 He nodded, and she looked really surprised. “And where were you?” 
 He hesitated. He swallowed. Despairingly, he threw a wild gesture in the direction of the pantry, and fled before she could break into laughter. The door banged behind him. 
 Helen was still giggling helplessly in a kitchen chair, at the thought of the lofty Ferrand hiding behind a kitchen door, when Sam came down again and went out, with his coat over his arm and a purposeful look on his face. “Good night, Sam,” she said. 
 “Good night, Helen.” 
 The rest of the evening passed quietly enough, and most of it Helen spent simply sitting in the front room with Georgia and reading. She did one rather strange thing, however: she kept Georgia from finding out that her husband was not at home. She meant nothing by it; It was only the sort of thing she had done when they were girls, when with a straight face she had fed the most horrendous lies to the serious Georgia. 
 It happened this way: about ten o'clock Georgia looked up from her magazine and asked Helen if she were going to a cocktail party they had both been invited to for the next night. 
 “Oh, I don't think so, darling,” said Helen. “What about you and Sam?” 
 “I don't know.” Georgia put down the magazine. “I suppose I might as well ask him.” She started to get up, but Helen was up sooner. 
 “You might as well let me ask him,” said Helen, stretching. “I've been sitting too long anyway.” She smiled at her sister with fond amusement, with just a little contempt, and more than a little pity. Georgia did not even know her husband had gone out. It was Helen's idea that ifshe were married—to a man she loved, that is —she would know everything he did that was honorable as soon as he did it, and anything dishonorable beforehand. 
 So she walked gaily out into the hall and called: “Sam! Georgia wants to know if you want to go to the Wallaces tomorrow.” After a minute she came back in. 
 “Well?” said Georgia, reading again. 
 “Didn't you hear him?” asked Helen mischievously. 
 Georgia was intelligent, but the powers of casual suggestion are strong. “Well, I heard him,” she said, “but I didn't hear what he said.” 
 “Oh,” said Helen carelessly, “he said he didn't care.” She stood behind Georgia for a minute, looking down at her, and suddenly she laughed. Playfully, she pushed Georgia's shoulders and went back to her own chair. Georgia looked surprised. 
 When they went to bed at twelve o'clock, Sam was already home. And at eight-thirty the next morning Helen was awakened by one of the maids, who told her that the police had phoned, and that they were sending a man to the house to investigate a murder.







Eighteen
 Mrs. Krantz arrived at the meeting place at twenty minutes after nine, ten minutes before the time agreed on, and she was sober, or a reasonable facsimile thereof. Perhaps this last had given her an unusual regard for appearances. At any rate, she had had the taxi drop her nine or ten blocks away, on a decently lighted and respectable street, and had suffered the rest of the way on foot. She sat down, as soon as she was sure she had the right corner, and had a blow. 
 Physically she was way below par. Her feet ached and her legs hurt, though that, after all, was to be expected. What was worse, the damp night air had given her what looked like the beginning of a running cold; she sat on the curb and blew into a tired handkerchief, until the mist and the drippings made the handkerchief damper than the nose she was blowing. In the end she threw the handkerchief away and sniffled in primitive grandeur. 
 She was wearing her usual flat hat, for this occasion skewered on with three old-fashioned hatpins; by this time the hat was so soggy that it clung to the shape of her head like a beret. Over her usual collection of wrappings she wore a little item she had picked up from the tow-headed boy, a cheap but flashy imitation of a camel's-hair topcoat. None of this kept her either warm or dry, since the whole mass was already saturated. All over her body Mrs. Krantz could feel water creeping downward, down her bosom and her back, down her legs into her inadequate shoes, down her neck, and down and off the end of her nose. 
 This was Mrs. Krantz physically. Mentally, all was well. If the darkness of the streets had terrified her; if the sand dunes rising at her back filled her with dread; if it seemed quite impossible to her, now that she was actually here, that anyone would travel to this desolate place simply to hand her some information; still Mrs. Krantz knew only that she was doing this for Laury. For the time being, that was enough. No doubts entered her mind. 
 Mart drove up in Sam's car on the dot of nine-thirty. “Well, hello, glamour girl!” he called, and got out. “And what fun has the glamour girl been having today?” he cried as he came up to her. The face she turned toward him was sober, alert, and entirely serious. This did not seem to bother him. 
 Immediately he took her arm. “Well, let's be up,” he said. “Let's be up and off, old girl.” His white teeth sprang out of the darkness as he smiled. 
 “Let's be off?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 He pointed into the blackness of the dunes. “That way.” 
 “Why?” Her voice was sensible, but not at all wary, and not frightened. “Why don't we meet here?” 
 “On the street?” he scoffed. And he added, with a great show of mystery, “And it's better we go in by different ways.” 
 Without saying a word, Mrs. Krantz stepped over the curb into the sand. Immediately she lost her balance and fell down. He had quite a time hoisting her to her feet. 
 Before they reached the top of the first roll, Mrs. Krantz had fallen down seven times, and even Mart was puffing. She sat down and rested. “Who is it we meet?” she said. 
 “It's a woman,” said Mart. 
 “Why is she telling me?” said Mrs. Krantz. “And why don't you?” 
 “Come on, glamour girl,” he said, and pulled her up. 
 It was some time till they had gone about two city blocks into the dunes, and they stopped on top of a rise. Mrs. Krantz promptly flopped down on her bottom and looked around. In the distance, blurred and faint in the mist, they could see the lights of houses around. Near them were nothing but dark rolls of sand, and soon even the lights and the further rolls began to disappear as the mist grew heavier. Mrs. Krantz was about to ask how the woman would find them there, but she kept quiet. 
 Mart asked her why she trusted him. 
 She raised her head. “Trust?” she said. “Why, there's nothing about trust in this. I wouldn't trust my own mother, much less my own daughter. But this is to do with Laury; so I came.” 
 “Are you afraid?” he said softly. 
 “Afraid?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 Mart took Danny Jadden's knife, opened, out of the pocket of his trench coat; he twisted it slowly in his hand so that the blade caught the faint light. 
 “Gluh!” said Mrs. Krantz, with a retching sound. Spasmodically she was on her feet; and then she stared at the blade, like a breaking spring. Her jaw dropped slowly into the fat jowl. Her eyes widened until the roundness of the eyeballs was apparent; the veins that are usually hidden behind the eyelids appeared, blurring the white of the ball, so that the color of the eyes appeared one with the putty color of the face. 
 “Glamour girl,” said Mart, “where shall I stick you to make you die?” 
 Mrs. Krantz had fallen into fear with the suddenness of a shot, for many reasons. For one thing, she suddenly knew that she was doing nothing for Laura, that she had come out here not to get information, but to die. For another, in the back of her mind, though she had not realized it, Mrs. Krantz had counted on danger coming, if it came, from the people she would meet on the dunes, and she had had a vague idea that she could take care of them. Finally and most chillingly, the blade was in front of her eyes; she could feel it biting and sliding into her flesh. For the first time in her life Mrs. Krantz foresaw her death. 
 “Glamour girl—” began Mart Levin. 
 But toughness of the mind is a strange thing, and it turns up in strange places. It may be there at birth and never used, it may be used in youth and forgotten in age, but it is there. Mrs. Krantz suddenly discovered that she had it. The cords of her neck stretched with unbearable tension; even in the fat they stood out like cables. Stranding, she spoke, as though all the blood in her body was squeezing into her throat. She said,“Let —us—pray.”
 She knelt down on one knee, like a page receiving a favor or a runner on the starting line. Mart stood in front of her, amused. 
 “Oh, God,” said Mrs. Krantz, first because she knew no more complicated prayer, and that seemed appropriate. The second time it was a sincere plea for help, “Oh, God.” The third time it was a pure, pagan, vicious battle-cry,“Oh, God!” She launched herself like a billygoat at Mart. 
 The surprise of it knocked him off his feet, and the knife dropped out of his hand onto the sand. But her feet had wavered, and at any rate she would have had little effect on the hard muscles of his stomach. He turned over swiftly as she tried to pass him and sent her sprawling. 
 In a flash he was up and over her with the knife in his hand. But she was ready for him; with all her might she jabbed up between his legs with her hatpin. 
 He screamed. She was away again—she crawled for a moment on her hands and knees, but then she was up— and almost free. But the pin had just missed his groin; he caught up with her in a second or two and struck her in the side of the neck, rolling her over on her side. 
 This time he stood back and let her up unmolested. Mrs. Krantz did what her panic told her was an eminently sensible thing to do: she screamed a long, thin, high wail like a train whistle, and started to run down the side of the rise, sloping forward, like a grotesque, frantic, over-sized quail. Before she could lose her balance he had caught up with her. With all the power he had he aimed a vicious kick square at the base of her spine. 
 She sprawled forward down the hill, her face ploughing into the sand. When she raised her head, turning, her hair was falling and her hat hung crazily askew; the wet sand was plastered in gritty patches on her face. It had begun to rain in earnest now, and as she looked up at Mart the mist swirled around him, heavy and wet. The knife was still in his hand. 
 Her body rose like an animal's from the sand, and she snarled. She did not try to run away; her eyes had the glare of a primitive and fanatical blood-hate. 
 “Toreador!” cried Mart, delightedly, as she launched herself at him; and he stepped aside. She sprawled a couple of steps above him. Quickly he climbed; when she tried to get up he planted his foot on her chest and shoved her downward. 
 He began to retreat a little way through the mist. She realized he was singing, in a loud, flat monotone, “Torea-dor-ey, don't spit on the floor-ey, use the cuspidor-ey. Toreador-ey!” He continued to bawl at her through the swirling mist. Again her body rose to the attack. 
 Again she missed. This time she tried to run away, but he was after her. She fell down before he could catch her; when she came erect he struck her across the face, twice, once with the flat of his left hand, once with the side of the fist that was holding the knife. He had hard, square hands, and they felt on her face like blocks of wood. The force of the blow knocked the wet sand from her skin. 
 To his hands her damp old face felt like a wet towel. 
 “Toreador-ey,” he sang softly, persuasively, as she rose again, his face only a couple of feet away from hers, his eyes shining. He began to step slowly back down the slope. “Toreador-ey, don't spit on the floor-ey, use the cuspidor-ey—” 
 Her mind was black and blind with rage. His body, going backward, downward, with each step fainter in the rain, became the focus of her brain and her body. 
 “Toreador-ey, don't spit on the floor-ey—” 
 She made herself ready; and though she did not see it, he tightened his hold on the knife. 
 “—use the cuspidor-ey—” 
 Above him she rose. 
 He snapped it out: “Toreador!” 
 Like an enraged buffalo she hurled herself down. Suddenly he thrust the knife out before him, at arm's length, rigid. 
 And at the last minute she threw her eyes up and saw the blade and threw herself to one side. She screeched wildly as she rolled over; the flash of the steel missed her face by inches. 
 Instantly she was up and running, the fight gone out of her. He let her go. When she had gone far enough he caught up with her and drove her back in the direction she had come. Over and over they repeated this; he always headed her off before she could get any closer to the streets and safety. Toward the end he let her go a little farther before he turned her back, because it did not matter now. She was too exhausted to run; she fell at every step; she was only going on her fear and her wild hope. She could always hear his laughter and his singing behind her, and when he turned her she would see the flash of the knife in his hand. 
 She fell at the end of what seemed the longest run of all, over the largest rise and down into the deepest valley. She knew it would be the last fall. She put her face in the sand. She was through. She was ready to die. 
 She heard his singing behind her, over the rise. She lifted her head, so she would see her death when it came. And she saw something very different. 
 Walking up the side of the hill above her, not seeing her, was the red-headed man. 


 Mart's thick hard body twisted in Sam's strong arms. Sam stood behind him now, and the knife was in Sam's hand. Sam's voice was soothing. 
 “Why, you can feel it here,” he said. Without relaxing the hold of his arms around Mart, he raised his hand and felt Mart's jaw. “Right there I can feel it, where you hit me. Right there, on me, there's a bruise.” 
 “Oh, my God, Sam,” said Mart. 
 “You ought to know,” said Sam, “that nobody can get away with that.” 
 “Sam—” 
 With a sudden twist of his body, Sam flung both of them onto the sand, Mart lying face upward, Sam on top of him. Mart made a desperate effort to free his arms. Deliberately, Sam imprisoned them both, leaving one of his own hands free. With this hand he brought the knife up over Mart's face. 
 Gently, smiling, Sam balanced the knife, blade down, on Mart's face, just beside the nose, holding it erect with the tip of his forefinger. The edge was not quite sharp enough to cut the skin with only the weight of the knife behind it. 
 Frantically, Mart twisted his head, and the knife dropped on the sand. Without haste, Sam picked it up. 
 “Sam,” said Mart, “Sam.” He was actually crying now, but his tears were lost on his face, which was damp from the rain. 
 Sam brought the knife up again over Mart's face. 
 “You can't, Sam!” 
 “Can't I? Who tells me so?” 
 “Sammy, I love you.” 
 “You shouldn't have hit me, Mart.” 
 “You can't, Sammy, you won't!” 
 Sam smiled. “No,” he said, “maybe I won't. Maybe.” Very, very slowly he took the knife away from Mart's face, and brought it down to his side. 
 Mart breathed. Suddenly his head went back, his mouth was distorted. Quickly Sam stood up. Mart's trench coat fell open, and the coat under that; against his damp shirt his dark, fat, liquid muscles boiled up convulsively. They relaxed. 
 He was dead. Sam bent down slowly and pulled the knife out from his side. The wound began to bleed at once, but because the trench coat and the other coat fell away from the body, most of the blood was caught inside them, and not much came out to darken the sand. 


 When Mrs. Krantz finally came to a street of houses she was so driven, so exhausted physically and mentally, that she passed three or four of them without realizing she was safe. At last she collapsed on one of the doorsteps, her hand clinging tensely to the bell. 
 At first glance the people thought she was drunk, and very drunk. But there was no liquor on her breath, and they were immediately sympathetic. “Have you been robbed?” said the man, “Should we get the police?” 
 “No. No.” Mrs. Krantz found it hard to speak. “Get me a cab, please. That's all. And can you get an old woman a drink?” 
 They straightened up, considerably less pleased. But she was so pitiable that they brought her a small bottle of brandy and a glass. Even in her bedraggled condition, Mrs. Krantz threw the glass away and jerked the bottle from their hands. By the time the taxi came the bottle was empty. 
 But that was not enough. Mrs. Krantz had the cab driver go to the first liquor store that was open, where she got a quart of Bourbon; luckily, her purse had stayed in the pocket of the tow-headed boy's topcoat. By the time they reached the middle of town Mrs. Krantz was incoherent. By the time they reached the hotel she was almost helpless. 
 Mrs. Krantz paid the driver and stepped out. The rain was coming down now in hard, isolated drops. Plunging toward the hotel entrance, Mrs. Krantz made a frantic grab for one of the boxed trees that stood on either side, but this was not a firm enough support. The hotel was on a very slight hill indeed; to Mrs. Krantz it seemed too steep to stand on, and she was on the up side of the entrance. Before the doorman could stop her she hurtled across, missing the doorway, and threw her arms around the other tree. It went over before her weight, and she and it rolled together on the wet sidewalk. 
 The tow-headed boy, who was in the lobby, came out with an umbrella, and he and the doorman made vain efforts to get her on her feet. In despair, the tow-headed boy said finally, “Hey, can you hitch yourself along? You know, hitch?” And he demonstrated. 
 The doorman said, “Well, she can't hitch herself through the lobby.” 
 “No,” said the tow-headed boy, “I guess not.” He looked at her again. “Hell,” he said, “we can dump her in a cart and take her up by the service lift. She's colder'n a cucumber.” 
 The doorman was bitter. “If these old biddies'd think of somebody else except themselves now and then they wouldn't do these things.” 
 The tow-headed boy looked with disfavor at what had become of his topcoat, and started figuring what he could get out of Mrs. Krantz for it. Thoughtfully, he shifted his umbrella from her face to her rump, thus protecting the coat and letting the rain splash on her dirty and bruised face. 
 “She won't be thinking of anything tomorrow,” said the tow-headed boy. “She won't be wanting to do anything, let alone live.”







Nineteen
 Mart's body had been found at six-thirty that morning; a policeman had seen Sam's car and had walked into the dunes on the chance that a drunk was sleeping it off. Thanks to the rain and the wind, there were no footprints or car tracks to be deciphered anywhere. From the position of the body, it looked as though there had been a struggle. That was all. 
 This information was given to Helen and Georgia by Clyde Cunha, the man sent by the police; neither of them ever found out his title, and in any case it never would have occurred to either of them to address him by it. He was middle-aged, intelligent, and polite, anxious to remain on friendly terms with the representatives of such an important family. Even if this had not been the case, he would have been impressed by what he saw when he walked into the house at nine o'clock that morning. Both Helen and Georgia were in the living room, perfectly composed; they were both wearing perfectly plain, expensive, good-looking black dresses, and the only ornaments they wore were identical short pearl necklaces. They had done everything that could be done before he got there: and they had gone over everything in their own minds, and they had spoken to the servants. 
 Cunha, after he had talked with the servants, raised some objection. It seemed the servants were quite unable to say anything sensible, and Cunha was sure that all the help in such a well-run house would not be moronic. 
 “But surely you don't think this had anything to do with our house?” said Helen. 
 “Certainly not,” he said. “But servants notice a great many things, especially about guests.” 
 Georgia broke in, “But of course they'll tell you anything you want to know, anything that will help you in any way. We've already spoken to them.” 
 “Yes,” said Helen. “I spoke to them myself.” Cunha looked at her without speaking; it was obvious that he was thinking that there are ways and ways of ordering servants. “I'll tell them again, of course,” said Helen and he nodded. 
 “If you would.” 
 Georgia and Helen told him what they could of the night before, which was not much. Mart had gone out around seven-thirty or later to take Billie Wild to a show. Had he come back? Not that they knew of; Georgia was sincere and Helen looked it. And the rest of them, except Billie, had stayed home. 
 Gently but firmly Georgia refused to let Cunha talk to either Billie or Sam. “My sister-in-law is quite hysterical,” she said. “I think they were more or less engaged. I refuse to have her worked up any further now. And my husband is also quite upset; he and Mr. Levin were friends of long standing. If you wish you can speak to Dr. Forrester, who is upstairs now. But I think you can let questions go till this afternoon.” If Cunha was not pleased with this, he let it go. 
 He brought up another point. “From the servants I did pick up one bit of information. I understand you've recently had a house guest, a Mr. Ferrand. A friend of Miss Wild's, I believe. Now—were he and Mr. Levin on good terms?” 
 After a slight hesitation, Georgia said, “No, they were not.” 
 “I see. Do you have his present address?” 
 “My sister-in-law might have it.” 
 “May I see her, then?” 
 “I am sorry.” Delicately, Georgia underlined her words. “Mr. Cunha, I think it would be better if I asked her a little later in the morning. I'll phone you the address then. And anything more you wish to ask her or my husband, I think you can ask this afternoon.” 
 He nodded, and stood up. Georgia stood up too, and gave him her hand. “Believe me, Mr. Cunha,” she said, “we will do everything we can to help you. And we are most anxious that the murderer be caught. Mr. Levin was a stranger in this city, and a guest in our house.” Her complete sincerity, her graciousness, her good breeding, all managed to remove the possibility that the murder could have anything to do with her household. 
 Helen, when she went with Cunha to the door, hammered the point home. “Tell me,” she said directly, “have you any idea what's behind this?” 
 He looked at her and understood at once that she was no fool, and that she knew what was going on. “Frankly,” he said, “I've got a damn good idea. Levin seems to be a left-over from a pretty tough part of your brother-in-law's life—” 
 Helen murmured, “Sam has been very adventurous.” 
 “Well, I think this Levin had a police record, but I don't know the details. Obviously he was still playing with a bad crowd, and he was murdered because of something to do with that.” 
 “Good heavens,” said Helen, very much the lady of the manor, very much shocked, “that in our house!” 
 He said courteously, “I'll try to see that your house is brought in no more than I can help. The newspapers apparently haven't caught on yet, but they will soon, and probably you'll have a bad time for the next two or three days. After that, I think it will be over.” 
 “Thank you,” she said, and said goodbye. As soon as he was gone she went directly upstairs to Sam's room. He was stretched out on the bed, quiet; but it was obvious that he had been sobbing again. 
 “You goddamned fool,” she said after a moment. She was shocked that either her voice or her feelings could be so hard. 
 “I didn't do it,” he said, his face turned down and away, the bedclothes wadded in his hands. 
 “What kind of a fool do you think I am?” 
 “I didn't do it.” 
 She said coldly, “I went to the garage this morning before Cunha got here, to sweep out the car. I see you had sense enough to get rid of the sand yourself.” 
 He sat up then, and glared at her. “I don't know what you're talking about!” 
 “The police would if I told them you were out last night.” 
 “You wouldn't.” 
 “No, I wouldn't, but that's not the point. Now, why was Mart out there last night?” 
 “I don't know.” 
 “Who else knows he was going out there?” 
 “I don't know, I don't know. I tell you I didn't do it!” 
 Helen stopped; she could tell blank stubbornness when she saw it. She said, “I can't help you if you won't tell me anything.” 
 But he was sobbing again, his face twisted in the bedclothes. For a while she stood watching his body shake, filled with pity for this mixture of the strong and the terribly weak. Then her lip curled, “You'd better stop that. If it's an act, it's overdone. If it's remorse—” 
 “He was my only friend.” 
 “Evidently you didn't think so when you killed him.” 
 “I didn't!” 
 “You were all right when you came home last night. Why cry today?” 
 He put his head on one side, speaking stiffly, as if he had trouble in moving the muscles of his face: “Have you ever stared at nothing but night? Have you ever faced nothing but emptiness?” 
 “By the good gods above,” said Helen slowly, “I certainly have. And I will again!” Slowly the core of her strength was bared, to him and to herself, as if a sculptor was chipping away rock to reveal a statue underneath. “And I worried about myself”—she was contemptuous— “and I thought you were strong. Well, by God, I know now that I can face anything. Shame or death or eternity or conscience or emptiness. I'll face anything that comes. And that will be my pride, because I'll know that there's nothing the world can hang on my shoulders that I didn't put there myself.” 
 At the door, her voice was pure steel, but quiet, “Don't think I won't stare down some nights for saving you now. Iwill save you, whether you help me or not, even if I have to do it alone. I don't know why. Partly because of you, partly because of Georgia, partly because of me. But I'll save you.” She went out. 
 Helen left the house after only a minute's talk with Billie. Five minutes later the first reporters arrived. 


 Jack Ferrand was living in a second-rate boarding house on Pacific Avenue, and he answered the door in his bathrobe. Helen noted with cold amusement that his chest was thin, his breastbone showing like a washboard through the skin. 
 His manners were still up to their old affected best. “What is it you want?” he said when she came in and closed the door behind her; he was conceited enough to think he knew. 
 “You don't know?” asked Helen sharply. 
 “No, I don't.” 
 She said, “Mart Levin was murdered last night. Out in the sand dunes.” Carefully she watched how he took it. 
 As a matter of fact, he took it rather well. His eyes flickered slightly, and narrowed; and he looked a trifle happier. But no more than that. Helen said, “The police will be here, sometime this afternoon, I imagine, to question you about it.” 
 At that he was really startled, and she said quickly, “You're in no danger. It's only routine questioning, the same as we're getting. It may be a little longer with you, because you weren't his best friend. But the police already realize that Mart must have been mixed up in a bad crowd, and that one of them must have done it.” 
 “Oh, is that so!” He was on his feet, frightened and venomous. “I don't think so. I don't think I want to take a chance on that. I know who killed him well enough—” 
 “If you do,” said Helen calmly, “then you ought to tell the police.” 
 “It's that crazy Sam.” 
 “Sam was home with us last night. It's a physical impossibility, even if your guess made any sort of sense.” 
 “The hell he was home! I was still out in the driveway when he left, and I saw him go.” 
 “Oh, did you?” said Helen calmly. 
 “He knew where Mart was going. They were talking together—” 
 Helen broke in. “Wherewas Mart going?” 
 “I don't know where. But to meet a woman named Kantz or Mantz or something. I heard them talking together.” 
 “Oh, did you?” said Helen again. 
 “You know I heard them,” he said anxiously. 
 She let him wait. Then she let her mask of polite interest dissolve, and she leaned forward, “Indeed I do, Mr. Ferrand. Indeed I do. The police, I think, will be very interested to hear about that part of the evening.” 
 “What are you talking about?” His voice cracked stupidly under the strain. 
 “Let me tell you, Mr. Ferrand.” She said, swiftly and intensely, “You killed Mart Levin, Mr. Ferrand. You came to that house to see Billie last night, or so you said. What your motive for coming really was I don't know. But you hid behind a kitchen door, after sneaking in by the back way, and listened to the man of whom you were insanely jealous and who had beaten you once before physically. When I saw you, you were nervous, excited, angry, beside yourself—” 
 “That's a lie!” he said. 
 “That's the way I remember it,” said Helen. “Perhaps I'm wrong. At any rate, you disappeared out into the driveway where Mart was starting his car. All that makes interesting material for the police.” 
 “His car was gone before you saw me,” he cried frantically. “You saw it go yourself.” 
 “Did I?” said Helen. “Well, I forget.” 
 He pushed his hands together, and then brought them up and pressed them against his temples. “Why are you doing this to me? I don't understand.” He threw himself on his bed. “Why are you doing this?” 
 Helen said, “I have no wish to tell the police this. I have every reason to keep it quiet, to protect appearances—” 
 He turned on her suddenly, rolling over on the bed, his eyes gleaming. “I know why you're doing this!” he cried wildly. “You're in love with me. You're insanely jealous of me—” 
 Helen had had about enough of men sobbing on beds. She slapped his face, hard. He cringed as she leaned over him. 
 “I am simply trying to say, Mr. Ferrand,” she said coolly, “that it would be better for all of us to keep quiet. You know and I know that some one of Mart's crowd killed him. But it can be very embarrassing for any of us if we don't stick together.” 
 “Yes,” he said brokenly. 
 “I don't think it would be wise for you to tell the police anything about going to the house, or what happened.” 
 “No,” he said. “Oh, no.” 
 Now, obviously, there was Mrs. Krantz to tangle with. Helen wondered what the old woman had to do with this: what did she know, where did she meet Mart, was she out on the dunes, would she connect Sam with herself. Mrs. Krantz was the end and the answer to a number of riddles. 
 Yes, decidedly, now there was Mrs. Krantz. Helen readied herself for the fray.







Twenty
 “Come in. I said come in.” Mrs. Krantz's voice rang through the door, harsh, defiant, bitter, gross. Helen stepped in and closed the door behind her. Instantly, she was appalled. 
 Facing the door, Mrs. Krantz was enthroned in her armchair. The bed was unmade, for she had just risen. The room was half dark, for only one of the shades had been pulled up. All the debris of her gaiety—the cards, the bottles, the glasses, the clothes—was scattered with a lavish hideousness on the floor. And the floor itself was grimy, as if the maid had contemptuously given up the cleaning of it. In a corner were the wet and sandy clothes that Mrs. Krantz had worn the night before; Helen realized at once that the old woman had been out on the dunes. 
 In the center of it all sat Mrs. Krantz, staring sullenly at Helen, a newspaper at her feet. Helen could see a fraction of the headline; the news of the murder was already out. 
 As for Mrs. Krantz herself, she looked as though she had been blasted by the night. Her face had not been washed; the flesh sagged, weary and dirty, the cheeks puffed and bruised, the skin raw where the sand had scraped it. For once the gold earrings were gone, and the hair hung straight down around her face, pushed back angrily from her forehead. She was not dressed. She wore an old wrapper, slung open in the front, and Helen could see the broad, dead-white veiny plateau of skin above the bosom where it disappeared into the crumpled nightgown. Underneath the wrapper the feet stuck out, still dirty with sand. 
 Worst of all were the eyes, red-rimmed and malignant. The mouth was bitter and the fat hands trembled as they clutched the chair, but the eyes were worst. 
 Mrs. Krantz breathed heavily, several times, as if she could not catch any air. She coughed. 
 “You're ill!” exclaimed Helen, her resolution gone before this pitiful and horrible apparition. “You need a doctor.” 
 The eyes rolled up in their red circles—it was a bruised, purple-tulip red—and Mrs. Krantz said with lead-heavy irony: “You must excuse an old woman. I didn't sleep so good last night.” 
 Helen stepped closer, chin up. “You said when the desk called you that you remembered me. I'm Helen Brent.” 
 “Yes.” Each word came out of Mrs. Krantz heavy and solid, like a boulder, because of the effort it cost her. 
 “Probably you remember me from Reno.” 
 “I do. And you're a friend of the red-headed man.” 
 Helen measured her slowly, her own face a mask. The fat, bruised cheeks fluttered slightly, as if Mrs. Krantz was trying to bring an expression to her face and could not quite make it. Slowly her fat hand reached down to the paper at her feet, and tossed it across to Helen. 
 Just as slowly, Helen picked it up. There was a picture of the body; a picture of the car; a picture of Sam, Georgia, and herself, taken some weeks ago, at the opening of the opera. They were all quite recognizable. Helen's face did not change when she looked up. 
 “You know the red-headed man?” she asked. 
 Mrs. Krantz bowed her head once, slightly. None of her sentences had more expression than the others. “I know his name. Mr. Sam Wild. I know he killed that man. I know he killed Laura Pollicker, and Danny. I never did like Danny.” This last was a sort of afterthought. 
 “You saw him last night?” 
 “Yes.” 
 So this was Helen's final proof; and it meant no more, it surprised her no more, than if it had been the written invitation to a party she had known all along she could not be left out of. 
 “Where did you see him?” Her voice was as expressionless as Mrs. Krantz's own. 
 “I had found the red-headed man, and I knew he killed Laura. I didn't know his name. I went with Levin to find out. Levin was going to do me in with a knife. I was frightened, and I ran. When I was too tired to run any more, I stopped. Then I saw the red-headed man. When Levin didn't come to kill me, I got up and ran some more. This morning I read the paper.” 
 “Are you going to the police?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “The red-headed man saved your life, after all.” 
 “He killed Laury.” 
 “You can't do her any good now.” 
 “Maybe not.” She was as immovable as a mountain. 
 Staring at her for a long time, Helen realized what she had to do. She must break this woman, who seemed to be so broken that nothing mattered any longer. She must put aside all pity; she must crush every thought or shred of spirit that was left in this old wreck. 
 “If you tell the police,” said Helen clearly, “you will die.” 
 Mrs. Krantz glared in amazement. But too much had happened to her in the last twenty-four hours to leave her skeptical of anything. Finally she said, “Well, let that be.” 
 “There will be no more life for you.” 
 “There's little life left in me.” 
 “You will be killed with a knife, or possibly a gun. It will be painful. It will be a piece of metal biting into your skin, your fat, and your bones, searching for some beating organ that you cannot live without. Or you may bleed to death, slowly.” Helen spoke carefully, rolling the words over her tongue, giving them weight and substance and horror. 
 “Let that be.” The arms that were on the chair shook violently now, though the hands were white from clutching. Terror ran high and black through Mrs. Krantz, along the lines of all her veins. There was none of the calm of the night before. It is one thing to speculate about death in the abstract, another thing to face it when you have just by a hair's-breadth escaped it. She was afraid as she had never been afraid in her life before. But she only said, though she had to work her lips before pronouncing the words: “Let that be.” She was completely heroic. 
 Helen did not give up. She continued to talk, coldly and devastatingly, in the voice of a trained orator. She made all of her points as clear and dramatic as they could be made. She explained just why an enormous number of people would make it their lifetime work to see that the betrayer of Sam Wild would die. She made it perfectly plausible that Mrs. Krantz would not live ten minutes after Sam Wild was captured. And still Mrs. Krantz only stared at the floor and said doggedly, “Let that be.” 
 Finally Helen stared at Mrs. Krantz in silence. Well, I've failed, she thought. But she made her last try. She said, “Your daughter will die too.” 
 It was a shot in the dark. She had not remotely guessed what would happen; Mrs. Krantz herself was amazed. “No!” cried Mrs. Krantz in a tortured voice, before she realized what she was saying. She found that her throat was constricted, that she was shuddering, that actual physical chills were running through her back. 
 Helen, sensing her opening, moved closer to Mrs. Krantz and knelt down in front of her. “Your daughter Rachel will die.” 
 “She had nothing to do with this!” Mrs. Krantz's vehemence was a revelation to both of them; for the first time her voice came to life. 
 “That does not matter,” said Helen. 
 “Goddamn it,” roared Mrs. Krantz, and banged viciously on the table beside her, “I fight my own battles.” She made an effort to get out of her chair to strike at Helen. 
 “What good will it do it hit me?” said Helen, moving back quickly. “Youand your daughter will die.” 
 “She can't die!” cried Mrs. Krantz, the belligerence wearing out; she looked as if she were going to cry. 
 “Why not?” said Helen. 
 Mrs. Krantz could not say, for she herself did not know. She searched in her mind, and all she could find was the illogical memory of the leopard hat that Rachel had worn the last time she had seen her. Waving her hands helplessly, she stammered, “She—she has a leopard hat, you see.” Even to herself this sounded silly. “Oh,” she cried in agony, “have you no pity?” 
 Helen's heart was aching with pity, but she did not say so. She said, “It's too late. I couldn't let you tell now, even if I wanted to!” That much, she knew, was true enough: she was in this thing for good or bad, and she could not back out. She added, not unkindly, “Does it matter so much if this man is not caught?” 
 Mrs. Krantz disregarded this last. “Oh,” she said in a voice of judgment, “I'd not trade places with you, not if I died by fire. For you're the coldest piece of rock I ever saw that walked; you're no human, that I know. Why, when my daughter Rachel was at her coldest, compared to you she was a South Sea belle, playing in the balmy breezes naked, and pagan, and overflowing with love. You're a cold green iceberg of a woman if you can say these things, whatever you may do that looks like warmth, however you may fool the world and yourself. You're something out of Hell, with Hell inside you, nasty and crawling, and whoever you touch you'll freeze in your hand.” 
 Helen was feeling a pain inside her like a wild cry. “Oh, God,” she thought, “will anybody ever know I am not like this? That I seem to be because I must, because I am the only one who is strong enough to do these things? That I will be kind and friendly as I seem on the outside if only I have a chance?” 
 But she steeled herself, relentless. Mrs. Krantz was on the brink of giving in, and she must be given the final push. Helen said coldly, “So you choose to die, knowing your daughter will die after you.” 
 For a long moment there was no movement in the room at all. Then Helen saw a terrible thing: the breaking up of a human being. Gradually, the trembling that Mrs. Krantz had been suppressing took possession of her whole body, her head, her arms, her lips. The tears ran down her face helplessly. She shrank forward and down in her chair, so that her face came to rest eventually on her hand. “Oh, Laury,” she sobbed, finality in her voice, “I've failed you. I've failed you.” Then there was silence. 
 It was all over, and Helen straightened up. She must get out of this dark room into the light, she must breathe again. She only said, to make the thing certain, “You understand that when Sam Wild is captured by the police for any reason, your lives are over?” 
 “Yes. Yes,” murmured Mrs. Krantz despairingly. 
 “Well, then, goodbye.” Helen turned to the door. But as she had her hand on the knob, Mrs. Krantz's voice cracked behind her, “Wait!” 
 Helen turned. Mrs. Krantz's hands were on the arms of her chair, and with a tremendous effort she was lifting herself out of it. “I would be a bad hostess,” she said, in a voice like far-away thunder, “if I let you open my door.” 
 She was erect. As she started forward, she stumbled, and Helen put out her hand with a gasp of sympathy; she checked herself. Mrs. Krantz had caught hold of a table. She lifted her head and intercepted Helen's look. “No fear,” she said. “I'll get over this. I'm tougher than you think. I'm tougher thanI think. I've lived through hard nights before.” She started forward, shaking, planting her bare feet carefully in the dirt, a bitter smile on her face, a sinister parody of courtesy. 
 When she reached the door, she flung it open. “Goodbye, my fine lady!” she sneered. Contemptuously, as Helen stepped in front of her to go out, the old woman spat. The spittle hung and ran on Helen's black lapel like a live thing. 
 Neither of them moved. At last Helen brought up her purse and took out a handkerchief; she wiped the lapel clean, folding the handkerchief so that the spittle was on the inside, and put the handkerchief away; she closed the purse with a click. Still staring at Mrs. Krantz, she raised her chin, and one eyebrow and asked, not quite mockingly, “Bad cess to me?” 
 “No need,” said Mrs. Krantz. “You carry your own curse in you.” 
 Helen went quickly down the hall.







Twenty-one
 “I think it was very sensible indeed for you to come to me,” said Dr. Billings smoothly. 
 Billie Wild nodded forlornly, sniffling into her handkerchief. She was in traveling clothes, and she had brought her suitcase with her. The damp handkerchief had smeared her makeup into little spirals all over her face. 
 “I can't stay any longer,” she sobbed. “I know Sam did it, I know he did. I can't stand it.” 
 “Of course, said Dr. Billings. 
 “Sam's so strange when you get to know him—” 
 “Yes,” said Dr. Billings, and sighed. He stood up. “I fear I shall have to—ah—stop doing business with your brother. At least for a while. At least until this blows over.” 
 Billie stood up too. “Thank you so much,” she wailed, and broke down completely. 
 “You have no place to go?” he asked, and she shook her head. “You didn't take any money from home?” 
 “I couldn't,” said Billie. “I just couldn't.” 
 “Of course not,” said the doctor. “Well,” he reflected, “perhaps we can put you up here for a while.” 
 “Oh, if you could!” 
 The doctor opened the door. “Yes. We have a room; one of the young ladies who works for me went down south. Of course, we'll have to fill her place sooner or later, and then there won't be any room. But perhaps— perhapsyou could fill her job!” 
 “Oh, I'd like that,” cried Billie, eager. 
 The doctor smiled. “Yes, I rather think you would. Of course, the work we do here is somewhat different from most offices. But I think you'd like it. And I think you'd be good for it. You have a certain earthy quality. Yes.” He put his arm around her comfortingly as he led her down the hall. “You have a certain Earth-Mother quality.” 
 When her body was well of the ravages of the night on the sand dunes, Mrs. Krantz went back to Reno. She went heavily and without joy, without even a drink. When she went up to her old house, she did not even notice that it was repainted, and that there were cars in front. A maid told her that Miss Krantz was living next door. 
 Mrs. Krantz walked across to the house that had once been Mrs. Pollicker's, not noticing that it too was looking much better. Another maid took her upstairs. Mrs. Krantz walked into her daughter's new bedroom without raising her eyes. 
 Rachel's greeting was rather singular. “Mother!” she exclaimed in surprise. “You're sober!” 
 Mrs. Krantz looked up. “Rachel!” she exclaimed in even greater surprise. “You're drunk!” 
 It was a bad guess, but Rachel was looking as Mrs. Krantz had thought her daughter never would, unless she were very drunk indeed. She was sitting up in bed, showing fine, creamy shoulders in a frothing blue-gray negligee. Her hair was hanging down around her with a gay abandon, and worst of all, there was a look of exhilaration on Rachel's face which, unless Mrs. Krantz's memory was all wrong, had nothing to do with Rachel at all. The whole room was bright, feminine, and expensive: Mrs. Pollicker's money had been put to good use. 
 Even in her depression, Mrs. Krantz was determined to go right to the heart of this staggering situation. But she did not know where to begin. She compromised on a helpless snort, which got across her mood, if nothing else. 
 “But you're not looking well, Mother,” said Rachel by way of reply, and with real concern in her voice. 
 “I've looked worse,” said Mrs. Krantz, dazed but indomitable. She had just barely kept herself from adding, “should've seen me, Laury;" shocked, she pulled herself together and did her best to get a grip on the conversation.“You're looking well, Rachel,” she said brightly. 
 “Thank you,” said Rachel. “But I'm tired, terribly tired. And I have the most horrible blue circles.” She waved a vague hand, presumably at the circles. 
 “And I've been so terribly busy,” Rachel went on, when it was obvious that Mrs. Krantz was too much at sea to keep up her end. “All this decoration, and there's been so much of it. And business—did we ever know how much business there is in running areal boarding house? And everything, everything put together. I'm exhausted, really.” She shrugged her shoulders into her pillows, wearily, very much the woman of business home to relax. 
 Mrs. Krantz spent a minute catching up; and then she asked wistfully, “Then it's a busy life you're leading now?” 
 “Busy!” Rachel flashed a devastating smile. “Andgay.” 
 Mrs. Krantz felt as if the smile and the word “gay” were the last blows she could take. Her spirit was broken; she closed her eyes. “Gay,” she said in a sick voice. “Well, goodbye.” 
 “But aren't you staying?” Rachel sat up with considerably less languor. 
 “Why,” said Mrs. Krantz, and she swallowed bravely, “if you wouldn't mind, I'm not coming home. I just dropped by. I won't be spoiling your good times.” She turned to go. 
 “Wait a minute,” said Rachel, distressed, and Mrs. Krantz turned back. “Listen,” began Rachel; she was embarrassed, trying to find the right words. “Oh, darn!” she said at last, throwing back the covers, and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She picked up a cigarette and started toward her mother; and then she noticed the cigarette and put it down. 
 “I have to be so strict with myself, you know,” she said with a deprecating smile. “In my condition.” 
 “Condition?” said Mrs. Krantz on a rising scale. Mrs. Krantz's mind had never been built for tragedy or confusion; she waggled her head vigorously, and her woes fell away from her like loose hairpins. 
 Rachel nodded. She mistook for dismay the sudden look of comprehension that broke through Mrs. Krantz's gloom. She said quickly, “Oh, there's plenty of time yet. It's not for months andmonths.” 
 Mrs. Krantz brushed superfluities aside. “Rachel,” she asked anxiously, “you're not married.” 
 Rachel smiled. “Why, of course not, Mother.” 
 Mrs. Krantz beamed with quiet pride. “Oh,” she said, “my baby.” 
 “Mother,” said Rachel, “welcome home.” 
 “And you'll be wanting to go on with your fun?” said Mrs. Krantz. 
 “Oh, yes,” said Rachel. 
 “You'll be needing somebody to look after the baby.” 
 “Oh, yes,” said Rachel. 
 “You'll be needing—” 
 “Any growing child needs a grandmother,” said Rachel. 
 But nobody could ever accuse Mrs. Krantz of breaking up a happy scene with her tears. In only a little while she managed to blink and to say waggishly, “I bet it will be some dumb brat, some travelling salesman's son, I bet!” 
 “Oh, no,” said Rachel, and gave her mother a sharp look. “Never fear,” she said, showing her first signs of nervousness. And she maneuvered her mother a little closer to a chair, before she said carefully, “He won't be dumb. His father has really—has really an extraordinarily high IQ. Mrs. Krantz very nearly missed the chair; but Rachel never knew what her mother would have said, because the telephone rang, and Rachel started to answer it, but Mrs. Krantz stopped her. “Let me,” said Mrs. Krantz; and she got up and went out as if she were going to her coronation. 
 For a moment she had let the phone ring, as she sat beside it, overcoming something in her throat. At the back of Mrs. Krantz's mind a little red-haired figure skittered up through the gates of Heaven, no doubt giving Saint Peter the eye as she passed. “Goodbye, Laury,” said Mrs. Krantz quietly. “You must excuse me. I have my own to take care of now.” A tear marched slowly down and hung like a spangle on the broad veranda of her nose, and Mrs. Krantz held a moment of silence, in tribute to Laury, till it dropped with a splash on her bosom. 
 Then she straightened, and picked up the phone. Her great voice rang out, buoyant, triumphant, magnificent: “The establishment of Rachel Krantz! Her mother speaking! And whom might you be, sir?”







Twenty-two
 Mart Levin was buried quietly about a week and a half after his death. The services were short, dignified, and fairly well-attended, since a number of San Francisco's old guard turned up as a gesture to Helen and Georgia. At the back of the crowd Helen saw a woman whom she remembered vaguely. Presently she placed her as the receptionist in Dr. Forrest Billings' office. Next to her was another woman, heavily veiled; when the second woman turned her head and her blonde hair flashed under the veil, Helen recognized Billie Wild. 
 Neither Sam nor Georgia had seen her, and Helen said nothing. When they went out into the hall after the services, they almost bumped into the two women, but Billie went out quickly without looking at Sam. He had cried quietly all through the services, but now he was quiet, and clinging tightly to Georgia's arm for comfort. 
 Helen stood beside Fred Grover at the grave. It was a sunny day and a calm one, and as the body was lowered Helen had suddenly a feeling of peace and finality. She looked up, across the grave, and let her thoughts build happily. “This is the end, then,” she thought. “I've managed to come through this and keep things together, and there will never be anything worse to throw me. I'll get along. I'll manage everything, and I'll be serene about it. I'll keep my love for Fred, and for Georgia, and for Sam, and I'll keep them separate. I'll marry Fred, and I'll be secure. I'll stick by Georgia, and she'll never know enough to be unhappy. And as for Sam—” 
 She noticed that Fred was looking at her rather sharply. 


 At the end of three peaceful weeks the police had apparently not much hope of solving the case. They found nobody in the city's criminal class who could be connected with Mart, and they made only faint efforts to find out about his life in Georgia's house. They had no intention of offending her or her sister. 
 It was less than a week before the reporters stopped coming around, but even after that none of them went out much. When Fred came to see them, he usually spent the evening with Helen in the upstairs sitting-room; or they talked all together downstairs. Sam alternated rapidly between periods of elation and despair; when he was with Helen he gave way violently to his fears and his conscience, and then he would throw himself into Georgia's arms with a controlled intensity and a wild desire to find peace. Georgia, greatly touched, was more infatuated than she had ever been. Helen was rather annoyed. 
 The only times when Sam left the house were at night. Three or four times he disappeared for several hours, and came in very late. Each time he came back he was more excited than usual, and his clothes were sandy, and Helen guessed that he had been going out to the dunes. 
 At the end of the third week he went out once again; Helen came out of her room and stopped him at the head of the stairs. It was eight-thirty. 
 “Wait a minute, Sam,” she said. She was wearing a creamy, light dressing-gown trimmed with fur; it touched the ground and pulled open a little, showing one of her legs as she walked. She came up to him as he stood on the second step from the top. 
 “Where are you going?” she asked softly. 
 “Out,” he said. 
 “Just out again?” Her breasts moved a little under the thin cloth as she breathed. 
 “Just out,” he said. He wet his lips and stood silently, waiting for her to speak. 
 “Fred's coming later,” she said. “I've got to dress.” 
 “Yes,” he said. 
 She breathed a little deeply again, and put her hands on his shoulders, moving them down along his arms. Her hands moved his square muscles as a sculptor's might move over clay, sensitive and loving. She was thinking: “I have saved him. It is almost as if I had created him. All this strength and weakness depends on me, belongs to me.” 
 She had to clear a little thickness out of her throat. “You were with Georgia all day today,” she said, “and all day yesterday, as far as talking to you goes.” 
 “Was I?” Under her hands his body moved restlessly. 
 “Do you love Georgia after all?” He did not answer her. “Do you, Sam?” Still no answer. “Where's Georgia now, Sam?” 
 “In her room.” 
 Helen was reassured. She drew her hands together slowly across his shoulders. His shirt was open, and she put her hands inside it, the bases of the thumbs together, the palms and fingers spread delicately, wingwise, around the strong muscles of his throat. “We've waited so long, Sam,” she said. 
 As he moved up toward her, the weight of his body pushed her hands apart, and her arms slid around his neck. “Come back to me tonight,” she said, her lips moving against his. 
 “I will.” 
 “Make it midnight,” she murmured. “Midnight. I'll be waiting for you.” He kissed her, and their bodies moved together. She threw back her head. “Let me go,” she said softly, persuasively. “Come back at midnight. No matter what. Come back.” 
 “Yes.” He started to loosen her and go downstairs, and suddenly she put her arms around him again with all her strength. 
 “You crazy thing,” she whispered, “you crazy brute.” She kissed him fiercely for a second, and then stepped back. “And now get going.” 
 He went down the stairs and out the front door. She stayed for a moment till she had heard his car drive away, breathing a little fast. She brought the white fur together about her throat, and almost unconsciously she pressed her arm against her body as she did so. Then she turned quickly and went to her room. 


 Fred came at nine and stayed till eleven, sitting with Helen in the upstairs sitting-room and talking. When he left she made a little joke about the quietness of the evening. As she stood up she said, “It's almost as if we were married, isn't it?” 
 Something passed over Fred's face. “Maybe we'd better talk about that, Helen.” 
 “Oh, I didn't mean anything, Fred.” She laughed lightly and insincerely, and turned away from him toward the door. But he said nothing more. She waited, almost imperceptibly, keeping her head straight, holding her breath. After a moment she put her hand on the knob. 
 “I think maybe we'd better talk about it anyway, Helen,” he said behind her, seriously. 
 She let out her breath, relieved. Then she turned, smiling charmingly. “Why, of course, Fred,” she said, and crossed the room to sit down. 
 He did not sit down with her. For a moment he did not even look at her, and Helen had to turn her head down to keep from smiling. It was certainly not her first proposal, but it was the first one for which she had bothered to be demure. “What a gala night this is!” she thought. “Freddy and Sammy come home to roost. What a thing to tell my grandchildren—if they're that kind of children.” 
 He stopped in front of her. “This isn't going to be easy to say, Helen.” It was apparently difficult enough for him to speak. “You and I have been friends for a long time. We've been more than friends for quite a while. We know each other very well. I can't tell you how much I admire you—” 
 He was so distressed that Helen put out her hand impulsively. “Maybe I can help you, Fred,” she said. The hazel eyes smiled up at him, expectant. 
 He looked straight at her. “You could help me a great deal,” he said, “but I don't think you're going to.” He took a breath. “I'm not going to marry you, Helen.” 
 The hazel eyes changed color as suddenly as if drops of hot metal had been poured into them. After a pause, Helen said mechanically, as though her lips had no strength in them and she was working them from somewhere inside her, “You—you aren't going to marry me.” 
 “No, I'm not,” he said sharply. “I'm not going to marry you, Helen, and that's final.” 
 She was clutching the wooden arm of the chair, so tightly that she felt one of her long nails crack. Carefully she widened her hands and made them lie still. “Oh, you don't have to be so brusque, Fred,” she said. She stood up and walked tightly across the room. “If you don't want to marry me, that's your business. You've never encouraged me, not really. I've lost you, that's all. I'll get over it. I'll have to get over it. I'm a good sport, Fred. I've always”—her voice was intensely bitter; for a moment it looked as if she would give way, but she recovered—“I've always prided myself on being a good sport.” 
 “I'm glad of that,” he said. 
 Since she had gotten up she had stood with her back to him. Even now she did not turn around. She managed to hold her head very high, and to keep her voice clear. “It's Georgia, I suppose,” she said. 
 “Georgia?” 
 “You've been in love with Georgia for a long time, haven't you, Fred?” 
 “I've always admired Georgia a great deal.” 
 “You've been in love with her, too.” 
 “I'd be proud to marry Georgia. I'd be proud to have her as my wife.” 
 “That's why you wanted her to divorce Sam, isn't it?” 
 Still she had not turned. It was a long time before she heard him say, “So that's it.” 
 She whirled, a little less anxious to be a good sport. “So what's what?” 
 He looked at her steadily. “So that's why you told her to stick with Sam.” 
 She saw that she had made a mistake, but not an irreparable one. She said gently, forgivingly, “I wanted them to stay together because I knew how much they loved each other. I didn't”—it was easy enough for her to look downcast—“I didn't want Georgia to make the mistakes I did.” 
 Even to her own ears, her voice sounded noble. She could see that Fred was impressed too, as if it was almost against his will. Suddenly she realized how much she was losing, the money and the security she had counted on so much; and she knew she would never let him go without a fight. 
 “At any rate,” she said, “you don't love me.” 
 Carefully, Fred let himself down into a chair. He seemed to be showing more emotion than Helen had ever thought he had in him. After a long while he said, “I think I love you more than I'll ever love any other woman.” 
 “Fred. Oh, Fred.” She was sincerely touched. Then quickly, so as not to let the moment go, Helen was across the room and down beside his chair. “Oh, then, Fred,” she said, “if you love me and I love you, why should we let anything keep us apart? Fred—” 
 “Please don't do that,” he said flatly. Helen stopped abruptly, and they looked into each other's eyes. “I don't want to have your anger turned on me,” said Fred, “when you find you've lowered yourself without getting what you wanted.” 
 Cold-eyed, she was on her feet, and it was all she could do to keep her voice from being stony. “What is it, then?” she almost spat at him. “My past?” 
 “No,” said Fred tiredly, “your future.” 
 “Don't be witty, Fred!” 
 “I'm not being witty,” he said. “Helen, I've known you for a long time. I've seen you grow, and I've seen what you've grown into. You're a very beautiful woman. You're extraordinarily intelligent. And you have more courage than any other woman I've ever known, or almost any man.” 
 “I'm rather proud of that,” she said. 
 “I thought you would be. Too proud, I daresay. That's what you've wanted, more than anything else, and that's what you've chosen to live by—strength. But you've never seen, Helen, that strength comes before everything else in the people who live by it—” 
 She jerked her body impatiently. “I don't know that I want psycho-analysis from you, Fred.” 
 “Well, you're going to get it, Helen!” he said sharply, and stood up. His face was hard and determined, and for the first time Helen understood how it was he had become a success in business. “You think I'm a fool, Helen, and you think I'm stuffy. Well, maybe I am. But I'm not stupid, and I've seen enough of you to know you pretty well. And, by God, I'm going to tell you!” 
 “Get on with it, then,” she said, and her voice was ugly. 
 “All right. You're a good sport on the surface, Helen, and you're fun to be with. You laugh a great deal; you're amusing and beautiful. But that isn't the core of you. Your core is your strength, Helen. I'd like to have you my friend if I were in trouble. What you'd think of that is another matter. You might help someone who was down simply out of pride.” 
 “Don't stop,” said Helen, “I'm not asking you to stop.” 
 “But strength isn't something you can live with, Helen. You'd be a little tiring. You'd always have your way or there'd be a fight. The truth is, Helen, you're uncivilized still. You're out of the jungle, or to be more exact, you've gone back to it. You have enough intelligence and enough courage to realize you don't need other people. You've decided to live alone with your strength. And that's where you fall down. Georgia is a beautiful woman, but not as beautiful as you. She's intelligent, but not as much as you. She hasn't been around at all. You have, Helen; you've seen everything you've been disillusioned of everything. But Georgia has a heart, and you've found out you don't need one.” 
 For the first time his words were visibly taking effect. “In other words,” said Helen with difficulty, “you think I have a cold heart?” 
 “I think you're cold all the way through. I think you're an iceberg.” 
 Her face went dead white. “You'll be glad to know,” she said, “that you're not the first person to tell me that.” 
 “I am glad. I'm glad that someone can see under your surface. I wish to Godyou could, Helen, before it's too late.” 
 “The person who told me that,” said Helen, “also told me I was something out of Hell. How do you stand on that question, Mr. Grover?” 
 Fred did not waver. “God knows what you'd do if you were crossed at the wrong time.” 
 “God damn you!” she burst out. “How can you stand there and say these things to me?” 
 “For your own good, Helen,” said Fred. “By a miracle from heaven, you might change, and I'd be glad to see it. You have fine things in you—” 
 “And aren't you the smug one!” 
 “Someone should have told you these things before,” said Fred. “Perhaps I'm not the one. That's been the thing that's ruined you, Helen: you've never met a fighter your own size. It would have saved you if you'd met a man strong enough to knock you down. And I've always regretted that you didn't go to work for your money. At least you'd have something big to fight then, like the world. I think you'd get along. And I think you'd have a little tolerance left over for the people you live with—” 
 “Shut up!” she screamed. 
 “But you didn't choose to work for your money, Helen. You haven't fooled me, and I don't think you've fooled anyone, really, by pretending it doesn't matter to you. You might have some real respect for your money if you worked and fought for it honorably, instead of prying it out of people like Georgia and me—” 
 With all her force she struck out at his face. He dodged it easily. “I suppose that's unethical,” he said. “A gentleman's apparently always supposed to stand still and let a lady strike him. Or doesn't that apply here?” 
 “You filthy—oh!” She could not even speak in her rage. 
 “Goodbye, Helen,” said Fred. “I'm sorry it came to a fight. I'd been hoping it wouldn't.” 
 As he turned toward the door, even in her fury, she began to sob. “Goodbye, Fred,” she said, and put her hand to her temple. “Maybe I'll improve some day.” In spite of herself she was half sincere. 
 He turned back, and put his hands on her shoulders. “Just relax, Helen,” he said. “Don't be so eager to have things, and to knock people down to get them. Oh, you'd like to be nice to people, I think, and you are, whenever it doesn't interfere with anything. Nothing should be important enough to interfere, Helen.” 
 “Oh, Fred, I'm so sorry,” she said. In the midst of her misery she made a last effort to keep him. “Oh, Fred, is that the only reason you're leaving me?” 
 “No, it isn't,” he said gently. “You don't love me, Helen. You don't love me any more than you do Sam, certainly, and probably—” 
 She threw her head back, looking at him. She had stopped crying, and the eyes were hard. “So you're jealous of Sam,” she said slowly. A lightning expression contracted her face, as though a flash-bulb had gone off in her soul. “I hate Sam!”she said. 
 He dropped his arm and stepped back. The moment of sympathy was gone. “Right now,” he said calmly, “I don't doubt you hate everybody. But I'm not jealous of Sam. I don't think you love him. I just don't think you love anybody.” 
 “That's a lie,” said Helen with some dignity, for she was bitterly contemptuous of this. “If I don't love you —and I don't—at least I love my sister. At least I love Georgia.” 
 Fred went out, quietly closing the door behind him. Helen turned fiercely and swept a lamp from the table, and it crashed on the floor. 
 Five minutes later she was standing in the middle of the room, very straight and rigidly controlled. She stared ahead, her eyes golden and metallic. 
 She picked up the phone and dialed for the operator. “Give me the police station.” 
 She asked for Clyde Cunha. When she found he had gone home she asked the man at the desk to get in touch with Cunha at once, and tell him to call Mrs. Helen Brent right away. 
 Cunha called her ten minutes later. Her thoughts had been marshalling themselves coldly, and she knew exactly what she had to say. “Mr. Cunha,” she said, “I have something very important to tell you. I called you because I thought you would understand faster than anyone at the station. My brother-in-law killed Mart Levin. He's killed people before; in Reno he killed a woman named Laura Pollicker and another man. You can look up the records. I've known about this for some time, but he made me protect him.” 
 She talked down Cunha's protests: “Please come tonight, with some men. He won't be easy to take, he's somewhat unhinged. But leave me a little time; I'll need a little time to prepare my sister. He'll be back at midnight. Come a little after midnight. I promise you we'll all be up. I'll give you proof. Come a little after midnight.” Ignoring his excited voice, she hung up. 
 Out on the sand dunes, Sam rose to his feet. He was trembling, in an ecstasy of grief and remorse. He looked at his watch. It was almost midnight; it was time to go home.







Twenty-three
 Helen roused herself as though she had been asleep. She stood beside the phone, her hand raised, regretting. Then she said, “Well, that's that,” and let the hand drop. 
 Now there was Georgia to be taken care of. It was twenty minutes to twelve. Sam would be here at midnight, the police not long after. Helen would have to tell Georgia now, and when the police came she would have to see that Georgia was not hurt. There was more to be done. 
 Still she stood for a while in the center of the room, laying her thoughts neatly in place. She would be without Fred now, without any hope of Fred. Georgia and she would be all alone again, and Georgia would be broken-hearted. “I'll take her away,” thought Helen. “I'll get her out of here as soon as I can. We'll go away together, and stay away, and travel, and see new things. Oh, Jesus, what a lousy break for the kid.” 
 Georgia was not in her room when Helen went to find her. She was downstairs in the living room, reading. Obviously she was killing time, waiting for Sam, and Helen's resolution wavered. 
 Suddenly she went in and put her arms around her sister. “Oh, Georgia,” she said, and found that the tears had gone to her voice. 
 “Helen.” Georgia looked up almost as if she had been expecting her. She laid down the magazine and turned to Helen. “Don't mind,” she said softly. 
 A little of the tenderness seeped out of Helen. “Don't mind what?” 
 “Fred.” 
 “What about Fred?” 
 Georgia said, “Look, I know things didn't come out the way you wanted, and it's a rotten break. I don't know why—well, anyway, it isn't so terrible.” She smiled. “How would you like to go away, dear? Just the three of us, you and me and Sam? We'll forget all about this, hum?” 
 “Sam.” Almost in panic, Helen snapped out the words. “It's Sam I want to talk to you about.” 
 Georgia smiled, humoring her. “What about Sam, dear?” 
 “I told you to stay with him.” 
 “Did you?” 
 “Oh, Georgia, I was all wrong, I shouldn't have, I shouldn't have.” 
 “I thought I did my deciding.” 
 “Don't get angry, Georgia.” 
 “I'm not angry. After all, Helen—” 
 “We were both wrong about Sam.” 
 “Don't be a damn fool, dear,” said Georgia, at the same time pleasant and sharp. She leaned back with her hands on the arms of the chair and laughed, but Helen could see she was beginning to be annoyed. “I might have been wrong when I first married Sam,” said Georgia at last. “Once I thought I was. But these last weeks I've known him more closely than I've ever known anyone else in my life, and I know how much I love him. Helen, Sam and I are the happiest people alive. I'd die without him.” 
 Helen said, very slowly and carefully, “Sam's going to be arrested, Georgia. He killed Mart. He killed those people I found in Reno. The police will be here a little after twelve.” 
 “Helen!” Georgia was on her feet, incredibly shocked. “Oh, Helen, you'd better go to bed. Really, darling—” She laughed uneasily. “Oh, really, Sam killed Mart, Sam killed some people in Reno—” 
 Helen stood up too, and broke in on her. Quickly and carefully she told her everything that had happened, leaving out only her own part in things. She was very convincing. When she was halfway through, Georgia picked up a cigarette and lit it with shaking fingers. She did not get more than two short puffs out of it. 
 When Helen was through Georgia put the cigarette very carefully on the edge of the table. Her calm was shaken; she spoke almost in the high voice of a society editor on the radio. “For one thing, Helen dear, you seem to have forgotten that you and I were with Sam when Mart died. We happened to be right here in this house.” 
 “I lied about that. You talked yourself into it. People saw Sam outside, Georgia.” 
 After a minute Georgia swayed forward, and Helen helped her into a chair. “Oh, my God.” She put her hands in front of her face and began to cry. Helen went over and got her a drink, and by the time she was back Georgia seemed to have stopped crying. 
 “We'll go away,” said Helen. She expanded this diplomatically. “We'll get the best lawyer in town for him— we ought to do that at least—and then, no matter how it comes out, the two of us will get away from here. We'll face it, Georgia.” Suddenly Georgia was on her feet, pushing aside the drink in Helen's hand. “Georgia, where are you going?” 
 Georgia started for the door. “I'm going to put some of his things together. If he gets back before the police, he's got to get out of here.” 
 “Georgia!” Helen seized her wrist, “Georgia, you aren't going to help him!” 
 “Oh, I have to,” said Georgia. 
 “You can't.” 
 “I'm going to, Helen. Please let me go.” 
 In a panic, Helen said, “Georgia, the police have probably put men around the house already. It would make it worse for him if he tried to get away.” She reflected to herself that this was probably true enough. 
 Georgia stopped struggling. “Yes. Oh, my God, yes, Helen, you're probably right.” Another thought came to her for the first time. “Helen—you called the police?” 
 “I did,” said Helen carefully. “I thought it was right, Georgia.” 
 “Oh, of course you did.” Georgia walked across the room with, her hands pressed together in front of her, and turned. Her eyes stared blankly at Helen. “But it was so wrong Helen. No matter what Sam's done, I can't —Oh, Helen, I still can't believe he did anything—” She put her hand over her eyes. “Helen, we'll have to do something. Helen—you'll have to tell them that you were lying. That you were mistaken. You'll have to tell them—” 
 “Georgia, there's proof. There are other people besides me. There are fingerprints in Reno.” 
 The threads of hysteria began to weave through Georgia's voice. “But we've got to think of something, Helen. When Sam comes—” 
 Helen was across the room in an instant. “Listen, Georgia,” she said earnestly, “you mustn't say anything to Sam. He's half insane, you don't know what he'll do—” 
 “Oh, for God's sake,” said Georgia angrily. “First Sam's a murderer, now he's insane. Let me by, Helen!” . 
 Helen held Georgia strongly. “Georgia, when Sam comes in, you must go upstairs to your room. You're too upset, he'll see that something's wrong. You must leave me downstairs to handle him.” 
 “Do you think I'll let my own husband walk into a trap?” Now Georgia was furious. 
 Helen took a breath. “Georgia, you've got to make up your mind. You've got to give Sam up. You've got to forget him.” 
 “Never!” 
 “For Christ's sake, Georgia, he's a murderer and a maniac. You're the gentlest person alive, how can you stand the thought of touching a man like that?” 
 Georgia made a last attempt to be calm. “I don't know how,” she said, “but I know I can. He's my husband, Helen.” 
 “And does that mean everything?” 
 “It does to me.” 
 “You were willing to leave him once.” 
 “And I decided to stay with him. I've never regretted it, Helen. I made up my mind to stick, and I'm going to stick!” 
 “Listen, Georgia.” Helen was hard and direct. “In the first place, you didn't make up your mind, I made it up for you. No matter how hard that is on your pride, you've got to realize it. In the second place, you've got to go back on a decision sometimes. You've never done that in your life, Georgia. Your money has protected you, none of your decisions have turned out badly—” 
 “What's my money got to do with this?” Georgia's thin voice was like a razor; she stared at Helen with growing, disbelieving horror. Frightened by the new coldness on her sister's face, Helen relaxed her grip, and Georgia stepped back. “I see,” said Georgia at last. “My money has everything to do with this.” 
 “Georgia—” 
 “You've always been conscious of money, haven't you, Helen, when there wasn't any reason for it? You're hipped on the stuff, Helen—” 
 Helen said, “Georgia, this is no time—” 
 Georgia said coldly, “This is no time for anything. This is the middle of the night, Helen. Why did you call the police in the middle of the night?” 
 “Don't you turn against me, too!” Helen cried in terror. “Georgia, I couldn't stand it if you—” 
 “You can stand anything,” said Georgia. “You brag about it often enough.” After a pause she began again, and the hysteria began again with her voice. “Fred was through with you tonight, wasn't he, Helen? Fred and Fred's money? You were willing to let my money go when you had Fred's. But not now. You wanted Sam out of the way! You wanted him dead!” 
 “Georgia!” Helen gasped with pain. “Georgia, listen, whatever I've seemed to be, I've loved you—” 
 “You wanted Sam dead. You wanted him away from me. All you've ever wanted is money,” cried Georgia shrilly, “That's all you ever hung around me for. That's all you've ever thought of as long as you've lived. 
 Helen put her hands on Georgia's arms and pleaded, beseechingly, “Georgia, if I've seemed hard to you—I seem to have looked hard to so many people—still there's another side to me, and I swear that I love you, Georgia. I swear it.” 
 “Everybody has a good side, Helen, but you're too smart to let yours get along.” Georgia's sneer changed to a laugh. It was almost a racking laugh, and it came to a choking and shaken end. She gasped. “You know what I'm going to do, Helen? I'm going to change my will. My will!” 
 “Your will.” Helen froze. 
 “I only made one will,” Georgia said hoarsely. “I don't like to think about those things. But when I was twenty-one old Mr. Aldrich made me make one out. And everything's left to you, Helen. Everything, with bequests at your discretion. We always admired your financial ability.” 
 Helen's voice was somewhat too controlled. “You'd better stop, Georgia.” 
 “I'm going to cut you out of that, Helen. And then you're going to get out of my house. You're going to be through, washed up, as far as I'm concerned.” Georgia's face was contorted with rage. “You've worked me, and you've tricked me, and now I'm saying goodbye to you, Helen. Get out of here! Get out! Get out!” 
 With all her power Helen struck Georgia across the face, and pulled her sister to her with a strong grip. Georgia, silenced and sobered, stared into Helen's glaring eyes. “I wouldn't do that, Georgia,” said Helen dangerously. “Georgia, I love you, but by God— 
 Georgia stared back without fear. “Get out of here,” she said. 
 Helen let her go and stepped back, contemptuous. “You're hysterical,” she said. “You'll forget this in the morning.” 
 “Oh, I won't forget it.” 
 “You're insane.” 
 “If I am, at least I'm insane with love for a man. You're insane about money, Helen, and that's worse.” 
 “You damn fool,” said Helen levelly. “He doesn't even love you.” 
 Georgia started to laugh again. She was still laughing when they heard the front door open and close. Instantly Georgia stopped and made for the door; Helen caught her as she went by. “You goddamned idiot,” said Helen, with a voice of granite, “I'll show you!” She thrust Georgia back across the room, so hard that Georgia spun against a chair and almost fell down. 
 Helen went swiftly into the front hall. Sam was standing there, rigid, with a frozen look on his face. Helen put her arms around him, and saw that he was trembling. She thought, “This is the end of a hell of a lot of things, Sammy boy.” When she heard Georgia come into the hall she said softly, “Kiss me.” 
 He kissed her so hard the breath was crushed out of her. He breathed very heavily, and she could see beads of sweat that had been on his face. “Sam,” she said clearly, “do you love me, do you want to go away with me?” He kissed her again. 
 From behind her, Georgia screamed, “You son of a bitch, get away from her!” Helen had never been so shocked in her life. Mechanically, she put her arms around him under his coat. He had a gun under his armpit, and a huge artery in his arm began throbbing against the back of her hand. He had begun wearing the gun after Mart had died. 
 “Do you want to go away?” she said softly, and wondered if she meant it. “Just the two of us go away somewhere and rest? Do you want to go away with me?” 
 “Yes,” he said. 
 Behind Helen, Georgia began to cry with a harsh tearing sound; Helen had never heard her cry like that before. “Oh, my God,” thought Helen, with a suddenly empty despair, “what a damn fool I am!” All at once it was clear to her that this was one thing that Georgia could not forgive. This was the end: she would stand alone, without Fred's money or Georgia's between her and obscurity. 
 And as she saw this, the rage and the blood rose together in her, blotting out everything she felt toward Georgia, till her head was filled with nothing but a black madness. “My God,” she thought, with a flash of insight, “Fredknew!” 
 Fiercely she lifted her head and whispered, “She hates us. She doesn't want us to go away. She'll never let us be together, Sammy.” The sweat stood out more strongly on his face, and the trembling grew. “Oh, Sam, my dear,” said Helen, over the sound of Georgia's sobbing. “Do you hear me, Sam, she doesn't want us to go away.” Under her hands she felt the tenseness creep up through his muscles, as though he was making himself ready to spring. 
 “Get out!” screamed Georgia suddenly. 
 “Do you hear me, Sam? She'll never let us be happy while she's alive, never while she's alive!” 
 And he pushed her aside. At the last minute she wavered and clung to him. She wanted to tell him to stop, but her lips could not move with terror; the force of his arm swept her away so that she fell on the floor and could not see. 
 “Sam!” screamed Georgia over the sound of the shots, and then there was only another sound in the silence, a slithering thud. 
 Helen did not look up. She only wanted to lie there and be sick, to be unconscious, to die. She only wanted to forget that she had ever stood in this hallway in Sam's arms. She only wanted her heart to be free again. 
 But she stood up. She stood up and turned to Georgia's body and looked at it until she was sure she had herself under control. All her life long, she knew, nothing would ever be harder than this; and she had done it. There would never be anything now that she could not face. 
 The first bullet had struck Georgia as she was half turned to run, and had spun her back. The second had broken her jaw and ploughed through her cheek. 
 Helen turned to Sam. She was more afraid than she had ever been in her life. He was looking at her with eyes that were entirely mad. He was still holding the gun, pointing it somewhere around her legs. If he raised it a little, only a little, there would be another bullet in another woman's face. Even in her defiance, Helen for a moment wished that she was a coward, so that she could faint and be out of this. 
 There was a sound beside them. Both of them turned their eyes. One of the maids was standing in the entrance to the back of the house, her eyes round with terror. “Will she bring the police?” thought Helen. “But the police are already on their way. Will they get here in time?” Slowly, as she watched her, the maid lowered her eyes to see Georgia. Abruptly, her eyes closed and her body sagged. She slumped to the floor in a faint. 
 Helen's face no longer look alive and human: it was as if skin was stretched over a complicated system of wires. But her jaw was set. She was alone again. Through all eternity, now, she would be alone. She would have to see this through by herself. 
 Presently she found that she could be bored even when she was frozen with fear. Her leg was getting stiff, and she shifted very slightly, so that he would not hear her. She said, “Sam?” He did not move. 
 She began to walk toward him, and yet on an angle, so that she could pass him and get to the stairs. As she walked he turned with her, and her heart froze again. It seemed to her that he was standing very still, that he had stopped trembling. She said, “Sam, don't you know me?” and saw that this upset him, so she kept quiet. 
 After a minute she said, “Don't you really think the pictures are hung beautifully, Sam?” He looked puzzled, and she took a step toward him. She said, and hoped he would not think of the old joke, “What about the price of eggs in Russia, Sam?” He was completely bewildered. She continued to move toward him, step by step, reciting gibberish. As she was close to him, her lips began to quiver. She managed to say, “Don't you think we'd better get a new maid? Our halls are so frightfully messy.” It sprang out of her lips before she thought, and when she realized what she had said she nearly vomited. 
 He had not moved, and she was standing almost beside him, when the doorbell rang. She took the gun out of his hand with no effort at all. “It's the police,” she said quietly, “they've come for us.” Suddenly she threw the gun across the floor and screamed, “Shoot 'em down, Sammy!” She flashed up the stairs when he dove for the gun. 
 He had fired three shots by the time she reached the top, and as she looked back he spun around and looked up at her. She found the doorknob behind her and slipped in; his last bullet struck the wall outside her head. She heard him running up the stairs. She locked the door and crossed the room. The door into the next room had no lock on it, but the door on the other side of the second room did. She went through this and locked it, and found that there was nowhere for her to go. 
 The outside door crashed with a huge splintering and she knew Sam had broken through. There was a woman's scream from downstairs, and a commotion: the police must have gotten in, and either the maid had revived, or another one had come up. She went swiftly to the window and looked down; it was too far a drop. Sam had come through the unlocked second door and was hurling himself against the door of the room she was in. “Good Lord!” she thought swiftly, “this eye-for-an-eye stuff works out pretty fast.” She picked up a nailfile from the dresser and stood facing the door. 
 When he broke through the police were only a few steps behind him. His weight was so much that he knocked her into the angle of the bed and the floor, and she was nearly crushed when he fell on her. But he was dragged off almost at once, and her nailfile had only scratched his face. 
 They helped her up. For the first time in her life she fainted. 


 She revived almost at once: they had not even had time to lay her down. Cunha was there, and another younger man, who was holding her. She could hear the rest of the men fighting with Sam on the stairs. 
 She said, “I'd like to go to my room.” 
 “Certainly.” Cunha nodded to the younger man, who took her along the hall. She did not look back toward the stairs. 
 When they came to her door one of the maids came up, white-faced, but Helen waved her away and said, “Mr. Grover. Phone Mr. Grover. Tell him—” The maid nodded and went away. Helen said to the man, “Would you stay, please? I'm afraid that I'm—afraid.” She began to laugh uneasily. 
 “Steady,” he said. 
 “I'm—I'm going to get out of these things,” she said. “I'm still a little shaky. I—I can't blame myself. Would you mix me a drink while I change? And one for yourself. The things are there.” 
 In her dressing room she changed into the fur-trimmed robe. When she came out she looked at him carefully. He was fresh-faced and tanned, and his hair was clipped short, with sharp neatness. His eyes were completely frank, devoid of evil. She had a horrible nostalgia for all the things she had never been. She wondered briefly how it would feel to know innocence. 
 And she looked at her room. It was really her room now, and this whole house was her house. She could do whatever she wanted, choose whatever man she wanted. Georgia had chosen Sam, poor Georgia. But she would not choose another Sam. 
 “I know it's silly and cowardly of me,” she said, “but I'd like to have someone stay in the house for a few days. Do you think they could fix that?” 
 “Sure.” 
 “It's a hard job you have, isn't it?” she said. “I imagine your wife spends a good many anxious nights.” 
 He said he was not married. 
 After a pause, Helen said, “I fainted, and I was more afraid than I've ever been. When I came out of it I was safe, and I saw you. I suppose you'll always mean safety to me, as long as I live. Our minds are awfully funny things, I guess.” 
 He only smiled. 
 “Do you suppose, then, that when they put a man here —oh, I know it's certainly not any job for you, but—could you look in now and then?” 
 “I will,” he said. 
 “Promise?” 
 “You don't have to make me promise,” he said, and held out her glass. He was watching her steadily, desiring her, but well under control. She let herself breathe lightly. 
 She began to talk again, “Everything's been so sudden. Twenty minutes ago she was alive, so much alive, and now that's so changed. Twenty minutes ago I'd never laid eyes on you, and now—you'll pardon me—that seems so different too. And in between—” In spite of herself her eyes widened with horror. 
 “You'd better try to forget it,” he said sympathetically. 
 “Yes,” she whispered, staring ahead of her. “I'll forget.” 
 As she said that, Helen's mind seemed to grow endlessly inside her head. She saw herself standing alone, in an infinity of space and matter. She was quite solitary, and very strong. No one was close to her, no people. She would never be able to have anyone close to her again. 
 “She was the only person I have ever loved,” she thought, “and I must make myself forget her forever.” 
 “Salute,” she said, and her voice shook. 
 “Steady,” he said. 
 They drank together.
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