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CHAPTER ONE

Kip Carver grabbed the phone. “I gotcha, Jack!” Halfway across the office Lacey stopped, shaking his head. The ring had been a warner, two shorts and a long, which the officer at the switchboard used when it was an H.M.M.—at Station D a High Muck-a-Muck—and which Kip as often as not ignored. At least three times Kip had greeted the commissioner over the phone with “I gotcha, Jack!” and on one occasion he had so barked at the governor himself.

Now Kip’s jocularity vanished, and the features of his face became so concentrated that they appeared to try to cram themselves into the mouthpiece. His face was thin and hard, edgy, but ordinarily it favored a grin. His complexion suggested sandpaper, and the middle of his nose was irregularly washed with waxy-brown freckles. The eyes, rather bulgy, were ice-blue.

“Oh.” said Kip. “Yes...no, I won’t.”

Lacey stood stock-still, watching his superior’s face, trying to make out the voice, which was that of a man, and low, urgent.

Kip said “yes” a few more times, and then he said “I’ll be right over,” and hung up. He started for the closet where he kept his civilian clothes. He ordered Lacey to take the State Police plates off his car, and to bring it around front.

“Want me to drive?”

“No.”

Worried, Lacey looked after him. Whatever it was, Lacey knew, it was important.

* * * *

Walter Niedlinger was in his fifties, a retired rubber manufacturer, a man of tweeds, a pipe-smoker. Now he held his chin high, his jaw out jutted to keep his lips from trembling. Martha Niedlinger’s tears were unabashed, though soundless; she kept looking at Kip. Janey still sobbed, the sobs sounding unexpectedly loud in a house these four had to themselves.

“It was my fault, Kip. I—I lost my temper.”

He was fumbling with pipe and tobacco, but he didn’t intend to smoke, probably did not even know he had anything in his hands.

“I told Martha it might—maybe—well, right away.”

“He means that George might be murdered.” Mrs. Niedlinger said gently, never taking her gaze from Kip Carver.

“Yes, I understand.”

“I know what a conscientious man you are, Kip. And I suppose you have to make a report?”

“Well, sooner or later,” cautiously.

“I didn’t want to send for you. I’ll tell you the truth, Kip. It was Martha and Janey here talked me into it.”

“Yes.” Kip liked these folks, and it hurt him to see them feel this way. He looked at the paper. “This typing familiar to you?”

“Doesn’t one typewriter make the same type as another?”

“Not by a long shot.” The message, unsigned, said that if they wanted to see their son again they would do as they’d be instructed, adding that they should not tell anybody about this. It gave no hint of when or how the instructions would come. The spelling was correct, so was the punctuation.

“Either an old typewriter or one in mighty poor condition. It could be traced. But that’d take time.”

“Yes, that’s just it.”

Mrs. Niedlinger said: “You won’t investigate it really, will you until after—well, after we know something?”

“No,” said Kip. “I won’t. I’ll dust this for prints, but that’s not likely to help. And I’ll do the job myself anyway.”

Niedlinger said slowly: “I wish you wouldn’t, Kip. Really.”

Kip looked at him.

“When was it you said you last saw George?”

“Friday night. He went out after dinner. Didn’t say where he was going. We didn’t worry when he didn’t come home that night. We didn’t even worry much yesterday. After all he’s of age. He’s been out all night before, more than once.”

“Yes.”

“We figured if he’d been in any kind of accident or got into any trouble anywhere, like that time at Cassily’s, you’d certainly hear about it, and you’d let us know’.”

Lean and lugubrious, the lieutenant balanced on the balls of his feet, rubbering out his lower lip. He didn’t like George Niedlinger. A spoiled kid. George thought that because his old man was rich he could do anything he liked, he had been booted out of two colleges, a record he thought commendable, he affected to be a very tough guy indeed, and when drunk he would pick fights from which he had to be rescued.

The night at Cassily’s Weeping Willow was an example, an ugly one. Kip scowled at the memory. He didn’t like Lem Cassily, but at least he respected him; and what’s more, he was a little afraid of the man. For that reason, and the fact that he couldn’t close Cassily’s down, he was by habit unduly aggressive in the presence of the gambler, thrusting his jaw out, talking tough, probably making a fool of himself. Lem Cassily would just smile. But Cassily hadn’t smiled the night, a week ago when the hastily summoned lieutenant of State Police had hauled George Niedlinger out of there.

“There are several peculiar features about this,’” Kip started. .
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