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CHAPTER ONE

FOR THE PAST few weeks Larry Palmer had been on general assignment for the Morning Bulletin, and he was working on a filler at three o’clock on this Wednesday afternoon when Brooks, the day city editor, called across the room.

‘Picture contest, Larry’, he said, and gestured toward a woman who was threading her way between the desks, a piece of newspaper in one hand.

Palmer pushed his chair back and stood up.

‘Hello’, he said, and smiled at her.

‘How do you do?’ she said in an accented voice, and placed on the desk a half-page that had been torn from that day’s Bulletin.

He arranged a chair for her and asked her to sit down. Then he examined the four-column cut of a photograph which had been reproduced near the top of the page. What he saw was a picture taken the day before on a downtown street that showed, against the background of a plate-glass store front, a dozen or so pedestrians on the march. The face of one had been circled in white, and in the box above the picture was a statement which said that if the person whose face was circled would come to the Bulletin between the hours of twelve noon and four on this particular date, he would be presented with a cheque for one hundred dollars. If no one claimed the money, it would be carried over and added to the prize of the following day.

An old circulation gimmick, it had recently been resurrected by the Bulletin as part of a promotion plan to offset the vigorous drive of the Morning Standard to increase its circulation at the Bulletin’s expense. Not everyone was sold on the idea, but it was decided to give it a try on the theory that no one knew where or when the picture would be taken, and that non-readers would buy the Bulletin, at least during the life of the contest, in the hope of cashing in. Larry Palmer, as one of the newer men on the staff, had drawn the assignment of interviewing the claimants as part of his continuing indoctrination, and now he sat down and looked at the woman who had come to claim the prize.

About thirty, he thought; maybe a little more. Pleasant-looking, but plain and a little too thin. A grey dress, a thin grey coat, a grey felt hat, all lacking character and distinction but clean and neat and well cared for. No makeup at all, which accented her plainness, no polish on the trimmed nails; hands that were well shaped and capable-looking but no longer soft; the hands of one who apparently used them in some manual occupation.

When he said: ‘This is your lucky day’, she smiled at him, and that helped her appearance because her teeth were white and nicely proportioned. When she gave a small bob of her head but did not speak, he reached for some copy paper and a pencil.

‘Could I have your name, please?’

‘Ethel Kovalik.’

‘From around here?’

‘From Patterson, New Jersey.’

‘Oh? Visiting friends? Sightseeing?’

‘N-no.’ She hesitated, her glance straying. ‘I—I come to look for my husband.’

Palmer looked at her again, his interest quickening as it came to him that this might be one of those stories worth more than the usual stick or two. Or was this just another of the countless cases of the husband getting fed up and purposely disappearing?

‘How long since you’ve seen him?’

‘In 1946. In Germany. He was an American soldier.’ She opened her bag and took out a snapshot and a negative about two and a quarter by three and a quarter inches. She put them on the desk. ‘This was just after we were married’, she added, an odd wistfulness colouring her voice. ‘It is the only picture I have.’

It was a beach picture, the sort taken by the thousands every summer: a slim, smiling girl, a tall, lanky boy with close-cropped hair and angular face, arms folded across a chest in which the breath was obviously being held. The only thing that marked it as foreign was the boy’s trunks—if they could be called trunks. Diaper-shaped and much too scanty, they would have caused the owner to be banished from most public beaches at home, but Palmer had seen the same thing in the south of France as well as in Holland. Only by re-examining the girl could he see the resemblance; what the boy might look like now he could not imagine.

‘What makes you think he’s here now?’ he asked.

‘A friend of mine in New Jersey was here two weeks ago. He thought he saw Guy. I had not taken my vacation, so I come here too.’ She smiled again, a new brightness in the brown eyes. ‘Once I thought I saw him. In a little open car on that street between the two parks.’

‘Charles Street’, Palmer said.

‘But I am not sure’, she added, the smile fading. ‘Still—’

‘Well, look,’ Palmer said, his notes forgotten for the moment, ‘if he was in the service, the War Department must have some record of him. Have you checked?’

‘Oh, yes. But the record does not help’. She hesitated again, eyes downcast now as she continued. ‘He was in some trouble. He was arrested. That I knew. I did not know he escaped until they come to me and questioned me and began to watch the house.’

Palmer got the rest of the story very quickly. The brief week of happiness, the final disappearance of Guy Kovalik, the birth of a daughter he had never known, now staying with the grandparents in Western Germany. Two years ago a quota number had been given Ethel and she had come to stay with an aunt in New Jersey; she had a job in an appliance factory in Patterson; in time she would become a citizen.

‘And you—’ Palmer hesitated in his phrasing of the question. ‘You want to find your husband because you’re still in love with him?’

‘I don’t know. How can I say?’ She sighed and fingered the torn page. ‘There is another man who wants to marry me. But I do not know if I am still married. I would like to find Guy, to talk with him. It would be much better that way. If I do not find him, why then—’ She shrugged to punctuate the thought.

‘Maybe we can help’, Palmer said. ‘Maybe he’ll see the picture’, he added, even as the thought came to him that a man listed as a deserter would be unlikely to give himself up now. ‘Maybe we could run this picture’—he indicated the snapshot—‘if you’ll leave the negative with me. What’s your address here?’

She named a number on Martin Street and then put out her hand. ‘Why do you wish to know this?’

‘We’ll do a story about—’

‘Please, no.’

‘But we always have a little piece about the people who win the hundred.’

‘No.’ She shook her head determinedly. ‘The hundred dollars will help me. But if there must be a story with my address, then I cannot take it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because there is another man I am afraid of … He is in that picture too.’

‘What?’

‘I will show you.’

She straightened out the page, but Palmer reached into a drawer and took out a copy of the print from which the cut had been made. ‘This is clearer’, he said. ‘Show me.’

The man she pointed to was at the left side of the print, about three paces behind Ethel Kovalik, and at the instant of exposure was looking straight at the camera, a tallish, lean-bodied man with rimless glasses and a hostile look.

‘He is from my old village in Germany,’ she said, ‘now in the Eastern Zone. He grew up there, he and another man who may also be here with him now.’

Speaking earnestly, she hesitated now as Palmer put down the pencil and peered at her. As though recognizing the scepticism in his gaze, she hurried on.

‘He was following me. He must have been. And he did not want his picture taken. He argued with the photographer. I did not even know the picture had been taken until I heard this disturbance, and then when I turned and saw him I hurried away while he was still talking.… It is true’, she said. ‘Your photographer called to the policeman on the corner.’

‘All right’, Palmer said, still unconvinced. ‘Start at the beginning. What’s the guy’s name?’

‘Henkel. Kurt Henkel. He and this friend of his from the village—a man named Muller—were taken prisoner by the Russians. They were not returned until many years after the war was over. By that time the Communists ran the village, and these two helped. Those who spoke out against the régime were badly treated. Some were sent away, others brutally beaten by these two.’

‘What were they, police?’

‘They worked for the police but not in uniform. All were afraid of them. I do not know what you would call them—’

‘Here we’d call them thugs or hoodlums. Muscle-men.’ Palmer thought it over. ‘So why should this Henkel be following you? How long have you been in town?’

‘Three days.’

‘How did he know you were here?’

‘I saw him. Yesterday noon … I will explain’, she added when he started to interrupt. ‘This room on Martin Street is not far from the Bond Hotel. Yesterday noon I went there for something to eat. It was as I was finishing that I saw him. He was a waiter there and I recognized him and he must have recognized me. Why else would he follow me? Why else would he be behind me on the street if he did not follow me; for it was only a half-hour later that the picture was taken.’

Palmer leaned back and reached for his cigarettes. When she refused his offer he lit one and stared out the window at the building across the street, the reporter part of his mind rejecting the story even as the protected, personal area of his thoughts remained impressed by the very earnestness of her manner and words.

Suppose, he asked himself, the man was who she said he was. Why would he follow her? To find out where she lived, obviously. If he was afraid of her and wished to be sure she remained silent, it was likely that he was in the country illegally; it was also likely that if he had been a Communist muscle-man in Germany he was still so employed here when the occasion demanded and the orders came down from above. Still—

‘Look, Mrs. Kovalik’, he said. ‘I’ve got to write a little story about you. We do it with all the winners. That’s my job and you might as well collect the hundred dollars. I’ll keep your address out of it. Maybe, if your husband sees it—we usually run another picture of the winner accepting the money—he’ll get in touch with us … About this Henkel fellow, here’s what I think you ought to do.’

And he thought: This should chase her out. If the story is a phony dreamed up for some other reason to keep her address out of the paper, she’ll never do what I tell her.

‘You’re going to be a citizen’, he said. ‘You like this country.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Then you should want to help it when you can. If this pair is dangerous, the Federal Bureau of Investigation should know about them. I’ve got a friend down there. Go down and talk to him.’ He tore off a piece of paper and wrote out an address. ‘The office is at 10 Post Office Square’, he said. ‘Ask for Mr. Hansen and tell him I sent you … I could phone him and tell him you’re coming, if you like.’

Ethel Kovalik looked doubtfully at the pencilled address as she came slowly to her feet. She shook her head. ‘No’, she said. ‘I can go there. And to get the hundred dollars there must be a story?’ she asked.

Palmer nodded and reached for the telephone. When he had the studio on the third floor he said: ‘Another hundred-buck winner on the way to the cashier, if you want a picture.’ He quickly filled in a form, handed it to the woman, and told her where to go.

‘You do not have to print my address?’ she said.

‘No. But keep in touch with us in case anyone calls in about you or the picture.’

He watched her walk across the room towards the lifts. When she had gone he sat down and rolled some paper into the typewriter, and it was then that he uncovered the snapshot and negative she had shown him. Examining them once more, he thought about calling the cashier’s office before she left the building; then he changed his mind. He was not sure why. He did not think Brooks would print that old picture, but he intended to ask, and in any event if she wanted the original she would be back. For some reason he did not bother to analyse, he found himself hoping that she would return …

Normally Larry Palmer would have tossed the story on Brooks’s desk and gone about his business; this time he waited because he had an idea there would be some questions, and in this he was right.

‘No address’, Brooks said almost at once.

‘No.’

‘We always print the address. The readers like to know.’

‘She didn’t want it printed’, Palmer said, and then he told the story as briefly as he could, filling in the parts he had not written.

Brooks leaned back in his chair, a faint smile working on his lips as Palmer continued, his grey eyes narrowed, intent and sceptical. He had been in the business for thirty years, though he was not old, and on the job his thoughts and reactions followed a pattern which time and experience had proved practical. He was not hard-boiled in the old-fashioned sense, but he had heard nearly everything and he was adept at assessing correctly a story, a complaint, or a publicity man’s pitch.

‘You believe that, hunh?’ he said finally.

‘Why would she dream up a thing like that if part of it wasn’t true?’

Brooks was very patient about it. He took his time. He said: ‘It’s the sort of story that’s simple to dream up if you don’t care how it sounds. Everybody’s Communist-conscious these days. Three weeks ago we indicted six top party members for conspiracy right here in town, remember? This dame says she’s being followed, so why not by a Communist? How do you know she’s from New Jersey, or a refugee, or from Germany?’

‘I don’t.’

‘The only thing we know for sure is that she doesn’t want the address printed, right? There could be a million reasons why she don’t want it printed. She had to give you a reason, so she gave one she thought you’d accept. It’s a good story, especially the husband part.’

He glanced at the snapshot and negative Palmer gave him. ‘I don’t think we’ll use this without knowing more about her. It could be trouble for us. Hang on to them.’ He looked up. ‘Also, I think we’ll use the address.’

‘I promised her we wouldn’t.’

Brooks’s eyes opened, the look in them saying plainly that Palmer had no business making any such promise. Instead of saying so, he paused a moment in reflection. studying his reporter and remembering that he liked him personally as well as his attitude towards his work.

Twenty-eight—or was it twenty-nine?—an Ivy Leaguer, with two years of experience on some small-town paper an uncle owned and nearly two years with the Bulletin. Still without a special assignment, he had filled in during vacations and leaves at Police Headquarters, the Courts, City Hall, and he was in the business to stay, though Brooks was not sure exactly why. A good-looking kid but not handsome, with brown hair cut moderately short, serious brown eyes, and a nice slant to his jaw. Suits well tailored and reasonably conservative. A lean, flat-muscled body and a way of moving that suggested a nice co-ordination and the ability to handle himself should he bump into trouble, his aggressiveness the quiet kind backed by the persistence and determination a good reporter needed.

Brooks nodded and picked up his pencil, his grin hidden. ‘Okay’, he said flatly. ‘We’ll leave off the number and just say Martin Street.’

‘That wouldn’t be much protection if she was in danger’, Palmer said flatly. ‘It’s only a block long.’

‘The Martin Street stays,’ Brooks said, ‘and I’ll give you even money this dame don’t even show at the F.B.I. Make it a bottle of beer.’

‘You’ve got a bet.’

Brooks made the correction and tossed the sheet over to the copy desk, and with that, one of the telephones rang. He began to write even as he answered, and seconds later he flipped a lever on the desk switchboard and spoke to the studio.

‘Part of the ceiling fell in on some cafeteria customers’, he said and gave a lower Washington Street address. ‘Palmer’s on his way down.’

He offered the slip of paper. ‘Pick up a photographer at the front counter, Larry,’ he said, ‘and get rolling.’


CHAPTER TWO

THE ‘BULLETIN’ PUBLISHED both morning and evening editions and ever since he had come to work Larry Palmer had been on the morning side. Recently he had been working on the twelve-noon-to-eight-thirty shift, partly because of the assignment no one else wanted—the interviewing of the daily contest winners.

During the baseball season the Morning Bulletin expanded its bulldog edition, which in other months was only a mail edition, to include a so-called Sports Final which hit the streets at eight-thirty in the evening and contained the scores of all afternoon games. On this particular day in late September Palmer had been busy right until the moment the office boy came around with the first copies of the Sports Final, and this reminded him that it was time to go home.

Perched on a corner of the desk, he glanced at the box scores and then thumbed through the pages until he found the story and picture of the cafeteria with the wreckage of the ceiling strewn over the counter and stools. Further on he saw the picture of Ethel Kovalik receiving ten ten-dollar bills from Lengel, the photographer who had originally taken her picture on the street. When he read his piece he thought again of the woman and her strange story, and it stayed with him while he went into the washroom to clean up and run a comb through his hair.

Back at his desk, he took out the glossy print and studied again the figure of Ethel Kovalik, who had been caught nearly full-face but not looking at the camera. He examined the man she had pointed out who followed two or three paces behind. Once more he noted the hostile glare as the fellow looked right at the camera, and now, as some odd disturbance grew amid his thoughts, he slid into his chair and reached for the telephone.

He did not expect to locate Tom Hansen at the F.B.I. office, but he knew someone would be around, and when he had his connection he identified himself.

‘He’s not in,’ the voice told him, ‘but he’ll be in touch. Anything special?’

Palmer said he did not know. He said he had sent a woman down to see Hansen that afternoon and wondered if she had appeared. His informant said he couldn’t say, so Palmer said:

‘Well, if you’re in touch with him during the next half-hour ask him to call me at the Bulletin. I’ll either be in the city room or in the studio.’

The studio on the third floor was adjacent to the art department and consisted of a bare-looking room with a tall steel equipment cabinet, a cubby in the corner for Welsh, the picture chief, a rack for coat-hangers, two or three desks, and a double row of pigeon-holes, one for each photographer, where messages and personal things could be left. A narrow corridor opened up at an angle into the printing-room and beyond this it doubled back to give on the half-dozen developing cubicles, each with trays, timer, and two-way intercom. Welsh was in his cubby checking a layout for the Sunday edition when Palmer stepped in and asked if Lengel was around.

‘Yes’, Welsh said, and talked into the intercom microphone. ‘Lengel.’

‘Yo’, a voice replied.

‘How long’ll you be?’

‘Maybe three minutes.’

Lengel was not much older than Palmer, but he had had more experience, having started as an office boy; he was also getting bald in the front and usually wore a hat. He had it pushed back now, a wiry, alert-eyed fellow, jaws busy working on his gum. Palmer showed him the print he had brought with him. He said he’d talked with the woman who had been picked for the prize.

‘She said you had a little trouble with this guy’, he said and pointed to the man with the glasses.

‘A little’, Lengel said, and grinned. ‘It was down on Summer, just beyond the subway entrance. This guy was looking right at me when the bulb popped, and by the time I got the slide in he was on top of me. A crazy guy. Had an accent. Couldn’t hardly understand him, but I knew what he meant. Said I couldn’t take his picture and started reaching for the camera. I brushed him off and backed away, but he was bigger than me and I knew I was in trouble, so I looked around for help and spotted the cop on the corner, a guy I know.’

He grinned again, as though at the memory of the incident. ‘I yelled and Nick saw me battling and started my way, and this guy saw him coming and took off. Just stopped like he’d been slugged and wheeled away and took off … Why?’ he asked. ‘You know him?’

Palmer said no, a bit more worried now than he had been but not wanting to go into detail about Ethel Kovalik’s story. The sudden shrill of the telephone forestalled further comment, and when Welsh answered it he glanced up and said: ‘For you.’

‘Larry?’ the voice said. ‘Tom Hansen. Heard you were looking for me.’

‘Yes’, Palmer said. ‘You know that contest we’re running where we take a daily picture and—’

‘Somebody gets circled and wins a hundred bucks?’ Hansen finished. ‘Yeah.’

‘Well, this woman comes in today with some crazy story about being followed. Didn’t want us to use the address; said she was scared. I sent her down to you and I wondered what you thought about her.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What?’

‘She didn’t come in.’

‘I gave her your name. I told her to ask for you and mention my name.’

‘She didn’t show’, Hansen said. ‘I was in most of the afternoon. What did you say she was scared of?’

Palmer hesitated, feeling no particular surprise when he remembered the bet he had made with Brooks. Brooks had thought the story a phony and said so. Apparently he was right, and Palmer knew that it would be even harder now to make that story sound plausible over the telephone.

‘It’s sort of involved’, he said, stalling now. ‘I just wanted to find out if she’d been in.’

‘Is it important?’

‘I doubt it’, Palmer said. ‘I want to do a little more checking. If there’s anything in it for you, I’ll get in touch with you in the morning.’

Down on the street with the rumble of the basement presses behind him, Larry Palmer stood a moment on the kerb watching the trucks back up to the loading platforms on his right. Overhead the sky was clear and black, the stars obscured by the lights of the city, the evening pleasantly warm as he turned the corner and crossed to the small tavern that seemed always to be filled with men from the mechanical departments who had ducked out for a quick shot or a beer.

Normally at this time his immediate project consisted of nothing more than the selection of a place to eat, a choice influenced by appetite, desire, and the state of his budget. For some days now he had had an idea in mind that he thought might make a good magazine article, and it had been his intention to try to outline it tonight and see if he could get some editor to give him an okay. Now, drinking his beer, he was unable to put his mind on anything but Ethel Kovalik and her story. It bothered him strangely as he remembered the quiet woman with her Old World manners and odd accent. Even though he had lost a bet to Brooks, he could not shake the impression that some parts of the story he had heard must be true. And so it was that he walked out of the tavern and back past the loading platforms to the adjacent parking lot and his car.

Martin Street was an archaic bit of city planning that had not yet been rectified, a block-long canyon of old redbrick houses that curved at the far end into another depressing street that backed up to the railway. The number Larry Palmer sought was in the middle of the block, a narrow three-storey-and-basement house, identical with its neighbours and outwardly unchanged in the last fifty years except for the television antenna sprouting from its roof. The inside had been remodelled into furnished rooms and small apartments, and the sign in the window next to the entrance said: No Vacancy.

He found a place to park farther down the block and walked back. Three steps led to an open vestibule, beyond which was a door with a frosted-glass panel, and as he reached for the knob there was a blur of movement beyond the glass and just then the door opened.

For a second or so it was pretty crowded in the vestibule because there wasn’t much room and the two men who came out were in a hurry. They brushed him back in passing and he tried to catch the door before it swung shut, and the light was bad, and all he could tell about the men was that one was stocky and the other was three or four inches taller and considerably thinner. Both were bareheaded, but he had a quick glimpse of reflected light dancing from the spectacles the tall one wore before they hurried down the outer steps.

Palmer watched them, still holding on to the door. He eased it shut to be sure he could get in again and then went to the entrance and looked down the street toward the lights at the intersection, seeing the pair cross it presently, still walking fast and not looking back.

Thoughtfully he stepped back and entered the inner hall, traces of worry infiltrating his thoughts as he remembered the things Ethel Kovalik had told him. Two men, she’d said. Waiters at the Bond Hotel; at least one was, the one who wore glasses.

So what? he told himself. The house probably had a dozen tenants.

Room six was what she had told him when she had first given him her address, and now he saw that stairs mounted along the left wall, that a narrow hall led past them to the rear. The first door had a card tacked on it which said: Manager. When he saw that the second door bore the figure one, he turned and started up the stairs, counted three doors in this poorly lit corridor, and climbed once more, hurrying now without knowing why.

The room he sought was at the front, and as he stopped before it he saw the crack of light underneath it and was reassured. He knocked, knocked again. He reached for the knob and it turned easily in his grasp.

Then, propelled by some strange and shapeless fear which would not be denied, he was moving inside, knocking again as he did so. He still had hold of the knob when his glance found the huddled figure over near the baseboard at the far side of the room, unable yet to see her face, knowing only that a woman lay there, a motionless, inert form in a cheap grey dress.

In the time it took him to cross to the still figure he became vaguely aware of other things: the squarish room with its threadbare rug, the cheap furniture, the white-painted metal bed, the built-in alcove, its curtains parted to disclose the sink and shelves and the two-burner gas plate.

Then he was dropping to one knee, as the shock hit him and his stomach contracted, certain now that this was Ethel Kovalik, understanding how she must have died when he saw how the towel had been cruelly twisted about her neck, apparently from behind.

But even then he did not accept the finality of death which had been stamped upon the suffused and distorted features. He caught up a limp hand, found it nearly as warm as his own. He slid his fingers along her wrist and pressed them down in his search for a pulse beat. Breathless now, still not sure, he knelt closer and put his ear close to her breath to listen for a heartbeat that never came.

When at last he straightened to glance about, his neck was stiff and his hands and face were moist with perspiration. He found a handkerchief and used it, all empty inside now and his mind sick.

She had been afraid. She had told the truth when she said so. Then why, he asked himself in his helpless exasperation, hadn’t she gone to the F.B.I. as he told her?

For some reason he glanced at his watch and saw that it was just nine-fifteen. Forty-five minutes since the early edition had hit the city streets with his story of a prizewinner who lived on Martin Street.

Keeping his gaze from the distorted face, he started to loosen the towel until he realised it would do no good. Then he forced himself to concentrate, talking silently to himself in his endeavour to think and act like a newspaperman. Such concentration helped, and now his gaze moved from the body in ever widening circles until he spotted the handbag under the painted table.

It had been opened and part of the contents spilled at some distance, as though it had been flung there in anger. A cheap compact lay open, its powder-cake scattered in pieces. There were two keys, a half-roll of candy mints, a change purse, a small billfold. He did not count the money, but he looked at the identification card which came with the billfold and had been filled out with name, address, and the name and address of the person to be notified in case of emergency. In the bag itself were a handkerchief, some tissues, a Bulletin envelope containing the ten ten-dollar bills she had collected that afternoon, the much folded clipping. There was also a slip of paper on which two names were printed, both with local addresses. Not until he had copied them did it occur to him that he was acting in a manner which would merit no approval by the city desk, and now he hurried from the room in search of a telephone.

There was none on that floor nor on the one below, but there was a pay-telephone at the rear of the first-floor hall. Here he found a dime and dialled his number. When he got the city desk he told his story briefly but succinctly and his orders came at once.

‘Room six, third floor?’ the desk man said after he repeated the address. ‘Okay. Stay there. We’ve got Reece and Labine in a radio car and they should be there in a couple of minutes. Don’t break your neck calling the police.’

Palmer hung up and wiped his face again. He got out his cigarettes and his hand was still unsteady when he struck a light. After a puff or two he examined his change and found neither dime nor nickel. He took his time going to the door which held the manager’s card.

The tall, black-haired woman who answered his knock wore a skirt and blouse and a sullen look.

‘No vacancies, mister’, she said. ‘Can’t you read the sign?’

‘You will have’, Palmer said, nettled by her manner.

‘What?’

‘A vacancy. Number six. Somebody strangled your tenant … Mrs. Kovalik’, he said when he saw she did not believe him. ‘In number six. She’s dead. You’d better call the police.’

‘Dead?’ the woman said. ‘Who’re you kidding? Why don’t you call the police?’

‘Because I don’t have a dime’, Palmer said. ‘I’ll be around. I’m from the Bulletin.’

He turned away then and walked through the vestibule to the top step. By the time he had finished his cigarette and flipped it into the street he saw one of the Bulletin’s radio cars whip round the corner heading his way.


CHAPTER THREE

REECE AND LABINE had worked the late shift in a radio car for quite a while, and they moved with practised efficiency once Palmer led the way back to room six. Reece took four quick shots of the room and victim from various angles and said he’d take the car and get going before the police popped in on them and stopped him. Labine looked things over with little comment and sat down on the arm of a chair to light a cigarette.

‘This,’ he said finally, ‘could be a stink.’

‘How?’ Palmer said.

‘The Standard.’ He picked up the clipping with Ethel Kovalik’s picture, flicked it with the end of his finger, and replaced it. ‘The Standard will love this.’

Palmer waited, sensing the direction of Labine’s thoughts but wanting to hear more.

‘Ever since that new publisher moved in down there,’ the older man said, ‘he’s been needling the competition, especially the Bulletin. Too many papers in town, he says. Somebody’s got to go—but not him. He’s been hustling for circulation, staging contests, offering premiums, beating the bushes with solicitors. A week or so ago he made some crack about this picture contest of ours. Questionable taste, he said. Invasion of privacy.’

Labine gestured emptily. ‘So we run a picture of this dame and right after that somebody knocks her off … Wait and see’, he added as the door opened and two uniformed policemen pushed into the room.

They listened to Palmer, looked around, and decided aloud to wait for reinforcements, which came presently in the person of Lieutenant Neilson of Homicide, two technicians, and two precinct detectives. By the time Neilson had made a quick inspection of the victim and her effects, an assistant medical examiner had arrived and the room got crowded. Then, as the doctor got busy and the photographs were taken, Neilson confronted Palmer and Labine. He glanced from one to the other; he examined the photograph which had been reproduced in the Bulletin.

‘Where’s your pal, Reece?’ he said to Labine.

‘Back at the office, I hope.’

‘Took his pictures and blew, hunh? Okay, who found her?’

‘I did’, Palmer said.

‘How come you’re here in the first place?’

‘She came in today to collect the hundred dollars. I interviewed her.’ He hesitated and then, not wanting to speak of Ethel Kovalik’s fears until he’d talked to the managing editor and perhaps the F.B.I., he made up the story as he went along. ‘We like to check back on the winners’, he said. ‘I just stopped by to see—’

‘Oh’, said Neilson, interrupting. ‘Just stopped by.’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘How long has she been dead, Doc? As a guess.’

‘Maybe an hour—as a guess.’

Neilson turned to the two detectives. ‘Get the landlady’, he said. ‘Check the roomers.’

He pushed his hat back and continued his study of Palmer and Labine, a compact, hard-jawed veteran with opaque dark eyes that were busy and suspicious. In the department he had a reputation for competence, honesty, and a lack of humour; he also carried a small grudge against the Bulletin and its men. Like most officers, he had no objection to having his picture in the paper, and if he had an antipathy for reporters and news photographers it was of long standing and came from the fact that the Bulletin had twice made a mistake in the spelling of his name, using the ie instead of the ei. Now, his tone suggesting that the grudge still bothered him, he spoke again to Palmer.

‘You found her, and you phoned the paper, and the radio car beat us here. That means that you,’—he glanced at Labine—‘don’t know a thing.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Then suppose you shove off. The street is full of newspaper cars, so why don’t you go down and tell them what you know?’

Labine winked at Palmer. ‘Yes, sir, Lieutenant’, he said.

‘What do you know about the dame?’

Palmer still had his copy of the early edition, and now he showed Neilson the story he had written. Neilson grunted when he finished reading.

‘The identification says she was from Jersey. How long had she been in town?’

‘Three days, she said.’

‘What was she doin’ here?’

‘Looking for her husband’, Palmer said and related a condensed version of the things the woman had told him.

‘Well, maybe she found the husband’, Neilson said; then turned as the door opened and the landlady was ushered into the room. She took a quick look about, assessing the activities without changing her expression. She was still grim as she faced Neilson.

‘The victim had callers, Lieutenant’, the detective said. ‘One this afternoon and two tonight … Tell him’, he said to the woman.

‘About which one?’

‘All of ’em’, Neilson said. ‘What did the one this afternoon want?’

‘I don’t know. I was sweeping down the stairs and he went past me and knocked on this door. I didn’t see him leave.’

‘Describe him.’

‘Thin, medium height, dark-haired, well dressed.’

‘Anything unusual about him?’

‘Not that I noticed.’

‘That’s the only visitor she had today?’

‘She could have had a dozen without me knowing it. I’ve got my own work to do. Ten rooms. No help most of the time. There’s hardly time to—’

‘Okay, okay.’ Neilson cut her off. ‘What about tonight? What time was that?’

‘About nine. Maybe a few minutes after. There was this knock on my door. It was two men, but one of them stayed back and I hardly got a glimpse of him. The other said he was a friend of Mrs. Kovalik and asked what room she had. I told him.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘Big. Tall, anyway. Short brown hair and glasses. He had sort of an accent.’

‘Like what?’

‘What do you mean?’ she said, still truculent.

‘Well, did he sound Spanish, German, Russian—’

‘German, maybe. How would I know? The other man was shorter and heavier, but that’s about all I could tell.’

Neilson said all right and dismissed her. He said she was to wait in her room because they’d want to talk to her later.

Palmer waited until the door closed before he spoke of the two men who had brushed by him in the downstairs vestibule. He said they sounded like the same two men, but he could add nothing to the description already given by the landlady. When he had answered all the questions Neilson could think of, he said:

‘Look, Lieutenant, I’d like to get back.’

‘Back where?’

‘To the office.’

‘Hah!’ said Neilson. ‘You’re in this. We’re going to want a full statement from you and—’

‘Sure’, Palmer said. ‘But you’re going to be busy here for a while and I’ve got to write a story. When I finish I’ll come down to Headquarters or wherever you say.’

He turned towards the door as though the matter was settled, taking advantage of Neilson’s momentary indecision. When there was no attempt made to stop him, he kept right on going.

Riding up in the lift to the city room, Larry Palmer knew that the excuse he had given Neilson about writing a story had little foundation in fact. For the Bulletin was fussy about overtime, avoiding it whenever possible for budgetary reasons. The days of long hours and unlimited expense accounts he had heard the old-timers talk about were no more; now, except on special occasions, you finished your shift and some other man—in this case Labine—took over whether you wanted to follow through on a story or not. But this, he hoped, might be one of those special occasions, and when, approaching the desk, the night man jerked his thumb towards the corner office and said Kelly wanted to see him, he felt his hopes expand.

Walter Kelly, the managing editor of the Morning Bulletin, was a stocky, round-faced man with a florid complexion and not much hair. He wore a worried look when Palmer opened the door and he sighed audibly as he leaned back and removed the half-smoked cigar from the corner of his mouth.

‘Sit down, Larry’, he said.

Palmer took the chair at the end of the desk. He watched Kelly place the cigar in the big glass ashtray and then examine the newspapers, which had been folded to quarter-page size. He looked at the picture in which Ethel Kovalik’s face was circled; he looked at the more recent edition with the day’s story. Finally he picked up the glossy print from which the first picture had been reproduced.

‘It looks,’ he said, ‘as if we might have a little trouble on this one. Suppose you start at the beginning and tell me what you can.’

Starting with his interview with Ethel Kovalik, and this time leaving out nothing that he could remember, Palmer told the story. It took perhaps fifteen minutes and during that time Kelly made an occasional note but no interruptions. When he had heard it all, he let the room get quiet before he spoke.

‘I’ve talked to Mr. Austin.’

Palmer became instantly attentive because Frederick Austin was the publisher.

‘He’s worried about this. It may be just one of those lousy coincidences that happen now and then, and it may not be. He thinks that, for tonight at least—assuming you have any kind of a lead or anything to work on—you should stick with this. Now, have you a lead? Anything at all?’

Palmer thought it over before he nodded, not too enthusiastically. ‘Two possibles’, he said and produced the slip on which he had copied the names and addresses he had found in the dead woman’s pocket book.

Kelly read the names aloud: ‘Leo Flynn … John Destler.’

He pushed the slip towards Palmer and then leaned back again, cradling his nape in locked fingers, his gaze fixed on the ceiling. After ten seconds of this his lips pursed and he nodded faintly.

‘I haven’t got it yet’, he said finally. ‘But there’s something familiar there … Destler’, he said. ‘Some sort of scandal at City Hall, I think. I’ll tell you what.’

He snapped erect in his chair, all business now and his eyes intent. ‘See what you can get from the morgue—or better yet, ask O’Neil. That’ll be quicker and he can probably give you enough to get you started. Take this picture down to the studio’—he quickly cropped the photograph with a pencil to include the faces of Ethel Kovalik and the man with the glasses—‘and get it blown up a little more. Run down Flynn and Destler and see if they can tell you anything.’

He shrugged. ‘Of course the cops’ll be checking on those names too, but you can never tell; you might get lucky. Take a photographer with you when you’re ready, just in case.’

‘What about Lieutenant Neilson? I’ve got to make a statement some time and he said—’

‘The hell with Neilson! You’re working for the Bulletin. When you finish with us you can go see him. If he calls up here, I’ll tell him so.’

When Palmer had told an office boy what he wanted, he crossed to where a plump-bodied man with thick grey hair sat at a desk, glancing through the early edition. He was the only man in the room who wore an eyeshade; he also wore elastics on his shirt sleeves. His name was O’Neil, a re-write man now and close to sixty, a newspaperman most of his life, about whom it had often been said that he could get a better story simply by picking up the telephone than the average reporter could as an on-the-spot observer.

There was some truth in the assertion because O’Neil knew almost everyone, and the men in the best position to help out on a story were friends of long standing: the higher-ups in the state and local government, the division captains, the county sheriffs, the state-police commanders. Now, seeing Palmer stop beside his desk, he glanced up and pushed back the eyeshade.

‘Hello, Larry’, he said. ‘I understand the Bulletin’s got a beat.’

‘Reece’s pix, yes’, Palmer said. ‘Not the story.’

‘They keeping you on it?’

‘For tonight anyway.’

‘Good boy.’

‘I’ve got a couple of names I’d like to check with you’, Palmer said, and explained where he had got them and what Kelly had said.

O’Neil nodded slowly and began to fill his pipe. After a moment he began to speak, his soft voice contrasting with the noises of the city room so that Palmer had to lean close to hear him.

‘Destler worked for the city,’ he said. ‘For twenty or thirty years, I guess. Bureau of Records finally. A little guy, harmless-looking. A bachelor. No family. Never in trouble until he was arrested about three years ago—you can check the dates in the library—for making out phony birth certificates. Leo Flynn took the orders and Destler supplied them. The blanks were right handy in his office, so was the seal. What they call certified copies for people who’ve lost or misplaced their own. A lot of business that way nowadays because you can’t hardly move or get a job or go abroad without one.’

He stopped to light the pipe, continued to speak past the stem.

‘The trouble was that copies Destler made were not for citizens but for others, refugees mostly who were either here illegally or in on the wrong kind of visas. They needed these certificates for work permits. Quite a neat racket, hunh?’

‘How did Flynn fit in?’

‘Flynn got picked up trying to sell one and implicated Destler. Turned state’s evidence and got six months suspended, while Destler was handed two years. According to Flynn, Destler talked him into soliciting customers—and they weren’t too hard to find—but my idea, knowing Flynn, is different … Flynn’, he said, ‘is one of those smart characters who hate work. A lazy precinct drifter, a City Hall bum, who ran a little handbook and did errands for the big boys. The point was, he had connections and knew a lot of people, and I think he saw a chance to make some easy money. All he needed was somebody with access to the right blanks and the seal. Destler apparently was the only one in that department he had a chance with, so he picked on him and in the end Destler fell for it. I think he did fourteen months of the two years, and that’s the last I heard of him. Does that add up to anything?’

‘It could’, Palmer said. ‘Ethel Kovalik had their names. The racket has been out of business for nearly three years, so she must have got the names from somebody in New Jersey, maybe someone who bought a certificate in the past.’

‘That makes sense’, O’Neil said. ‘Maybe, not knowing it’s too late, she wants to buy another certificate for herself or somebody else.’

He might have said more, but just then the desk called across to him. ‘Here’s one for you, Ed. Take it on line three.’

O’Neil reached for his headset. ‘Good luck, kid’, he said. ‘If I can help any, you know where to find me.’

Palmer thanked him and hurried down to the studio. A new print, still warm from the drier, was waiting for him, so was a photographer named Wilson, a sandy-haired man in his late forties who was slow, easy-going and, as a rule, had little to say unless the subject was photography or fishing.
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