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HOW WOULD IT LOOK,” LIDDELL ASKED, “IF YOU GOT SHOT WITH YOUR OWN GUN?”

“No, don’t, Liddell!” Handel crawled over to him on all fours. “Give me a break. You can have everything I’ve got. Money, her, anything. But don’t kill me. Don’t.”

The voluptuous redhead looked down at the man cowering on the floor. She tossed her white sweater onto a chair, reached back and pulled down the zipper of her gown.

“All right, Liddell. He’s being so generous.

Be my guest”

FRANK KANE

CRIME OF THEIR LIFE

This is a work of fiction and all characters and events in the story are fictional, and any resemblance to real persons is purely coincidental.
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CRIME OF THEIR LIFE

CHAPTER 1

The cruise ship
Queen Alexandra
caught the storm full-on less than a hundred miles off Hatteras. The companionways were laced with ropes, most of the passengers hadn’t shown from their bunks since the afternoon tea. By dinner time, the saloons were deserted, the bar crowd had dwindled to three hardened passengers and the bartender. He stood at the far end of the bar, made no attempt to erase the boredom from his eyes as he stared out onto the rain-lashed deck. Most of the crew of the
Queen
welcomed an occasional spell of bad weather because it kept the passengers occupied and out of their hair. Not the bartender, whose take depended on a heavy play from the passengers and their tips.

On the bridge, Captain Delmar Rose was scowling as he watched the build-up of the black walls of water that were buffeting the ship. She was beginning to creak and groan as the waves grew in strength and size. There was no danger that the old girl couldn’t ride this one out as it had ridden many others out in its day. The captain’s main regret was that when the storm had finally blown itself out, he’d have to face the complaints of the passengers at the daily cocktail parties and explain how “unusual” this weather was. He burrowed his balled fists into the pockets of his heavy-weather coat, gave orders to reduce speed.

In the glass-enclosed lounge that adjoined the bar, a thick-set man with an unruly shock of white hair sat chewing on the stem of a battered bulldog briar. The drink on the table in front of him was untouched, he seemed to be devoting his full attention to the lace-capped waves that rushed by the side of the ship to congeal in a thrashing wake at her stem.

He gazed up at the heavy, black clouds overhead that writhed and twisted like something alive, something in ferment. It would be dark in an hour or less, he estimated. But tonight very few of the passengers would be in condition for a game of musical beds. Tonight, most of them would be grateful to stay in their own beds and suffer.

He sucked absently on the pipe-stem, the juice in it rattled, he realized he had allowed it to go out. He tapped the bowl against the heel of his hand, dislodged the dottle into the ash tray.

Tonight would probably be an excellent opportunity for him to check out a few impressions he had formed of his fellow passengers in the short time they had been aboard. There wouldn’t be too many curious onlookers to wonder what he was doing, prowling in parts of the ship where he had no obvious business.

As darkness started to enfold the ship, the screech of the wind reached the pitch of a stage-struck banshee. The high and heavy seas were battering at the ship with sledgehammer blows. But her high, knife-edged bow cleaved through the high waves, tossing mountainous billows to either side, exploding cascades of spray that drenched the decks, turned the covers of the lifeboats black with dampness.

Some place, a telephone shrilled.

The man at the table was reloading the bowl of his pipe when the white-jacketed barman lurched in from the bar.

“You’re Mr. Landers, aren’t you, sir?” The bartender steadied himself on the back of a chair.

“That’s right.”

“I have a call for you at the bar, sir.”

Landers frowned briefly, stuck the pipe into his jacket pocket. He pulled himself to his feet, followed the bartender’s rolling gait and bowlegged stride that testified to years at sea.

There was only one die-hard at the bar now. He eyed Landers with a lack of curiosity as the thick-set man walked to the end of the bar, picked up the telephone.

“Landers,” he told the party on the other end.

The voice was muffled. “I know who you are, Mr. Landers, and what you want. I think I can help.”

Landers frowned, his eyes rolled up from the bar to meet the incurious eyes of the lone bar patron. “Who is this?” he asked gruffly.

“This is no time to talk. Meet me tonight at twelve on the sports deck aft. I have the information you’re looking for.”

“Now wait a minute—” Landers started to argue. There was a click at the other end as the connection was broken. He tapped the crossbar on the phone with a spatulate index finger, ignored the mild look of curiosity on the bartender’s face.

“Order, please?” a heavily accented voice answered.

“I just had a telephone call here at the bar. Can you tell me from what room?”

There was a slight pause. “126 on A deck, sir.”

“Who has that stateroom?”

There was another pause, then the accented voice was back. There was a puzzled note in it. “That’s funny. 126 on A deck is vacant. We’re picking up the passenger at our first stop at Antigua on Saturday.” His voice died down to a murmur as he rechecked. “It was 126, sir. I got it logged right here.”

Landers said, “Thanks,” dropped the receiver back on its hook, squinted at it for a moment. He checked his watch, decided the only thing he could do would be to wait, signaled to the bartender.

The man in the white jacket laid his half-smoked cigarette on the upturned end of a glass, shuffled down to where Landers leaned on the bar.

“Scotch on the rocks,” Landers told him.

The man behind the stick made a production of selecting a bottle from the backbar. “Get your party, sir?” He made a halfhearted attempt to disguise his curiosity.

Landers’ grinned at him, winked. “Recognize the voice?”

The bartender looked chagrined. He shook his head. “Sounded like she took real good care I wouldn’t,” he conceded. He glanced out into the gathering darkness. “What a night for it,” he sighed enviously.

By midnight, the
Queen Alexandra
was in the heart of the blow. Despite her 36,000 tons, she was beginning to pitch and roll. The creaking and groaning meant nothing, she was completely seaworthy, but it was a prerogative she reserved out of deference to her age. She had been built in Rotterdam and launched in 1935. In the twenty-seven years that she had been in active service, she had been a luxury liner, a troop carrier and now, after eighteen months of restoring her from the years of hard usage the troops had given her, she had been put out to pasture on the Caribbean cruise run.

Harry Landers opened the door onto the glass-enclosed lower promenade deck, stepped out. The bulldog briar was clenched between his teeth, his neck was submerged in the collar of his topcoat, he had his balled fists dug deep into his pockets. As he stepped out, the
Queen
slid down a large switchback to head into an oncoming wave with an impact that shook the whole ship. Landers swore under his breath, grabbed for the handrail to steady himself.

Outside the spray-spattered glass windows, the jet-black waters with white lace antimacassars of foam capping the waves seemed to be reaching up the side of the boat. A few feet farther out, there was nothing but a black void, the darkness so solid that he had the sensation that he could reach out and touch it, as if a black velvet curtain had been lowered between him and the horizon.

The length of the promenade was deserted as he headed for the aft stairway that led to the upper decks. The open upper promenade was equally deserted as he climbed up and stepped out onto the sports deck.

He looked around, saw nobody. Above him, sparks from the aft funnel streamed into the darkness, volumes of smoke mingled astern with the ship’s foaming wake.

He hunched his shoulders against the chill, walked over to the veranda with its overhang designed to protect the piano used in the sports deck activities from the weather. He didn’t see the two figures that had melted into the shadows of the stairway leading to the sun deck above until it was too late. He tried to get his hands out of his pockets fast enough to protect his head from the murderous blow one of the figures aimed at him.

The belaying pin caught him on the arm, it snapped under the force of the blow. He tried to scream, his voice was lost in the banshee howl of the wind. The second figure was behind him. He was hardly aware of the blow that caught him on the back of his head, knocked him to his knees. He tried to pull himself to his feet, as another blow brought the deck up to smash against his face. He could feel himself spinning into a deep black pool.

The two men straightened up, made sure they weren’t being observed. Then they caught him under the arms, dragged him to the rail. One of the men caught him by the ankles, the other caught him under the neck. At a signal from the man at his neck, they straightened up and flipped the unconscious man. He described an arc over the rail into the darkness beyond. In a moment he had disappeared into the swirling foam of the wake.

There is very little that goes on on a ship that the captain doesn’t know. He has hundreds of eyes working for him in the form of stewards and bar men, stewardesses and the employees of the ship’s beauty parlor. No one takes the trouble to guard his tongue or to hide from his steward or stewardess his peccadilloes. These, in turn, are dutifully passed along to the captain. He requires this information, not to act as a censor but rather so that he can be alert to any situation that might develop to a point where it interferes with the orderly operation of his ship or with the enjoyment of his passengers.

So Captain Delmar Rose of the
Queen Alexandra
was not unduly alarmed the morning after the storm when Louis Armando, the steward on B deck, reported that Mr. Landers in 321 hadn’t slept in his room the night before. Captain Rose had already heard about the telephone call to the bar for Mr. Landers and the assignation that had been arranged.

But by noon he was beginning to worry. He had checked out his other sources, the other stewards and stewardesses. None of them had seen Mr. Landers and in no case had any of their charges been in the mood or condition for an assignation. Most of them were still in their staterooms, their complexions tinged with green, despite the fact that the wind had died down, the old ship had stopped her chronic creaking and complaining and the sun had shown a cautious face.

By three o’clock, thoroughly concerned, he had ordered an unscheduled fire drill. While the passengers were milling ill-humoredly at their various boat stations, Captain Rose personally instituted a search of the ship. By four o’clock he was convinced that Harry Landers was no longer aboard.

When the man on the telephone switchboard belatedly reported to him that the call to Harry Landers had come from stateroom 126 and that the passenger for 126 was not due to board until the
Queen
reached Antigua, Captain Rose marched into the radio shack and reported the incident in full detail to his home office.

CHAPTER 2

Johnny Liddell yanked irritably on his coat collar, drew it closer to his face to stave off the cold drizzle that had replaced the big-flaked, wet snow that had been coming down since early morning. The slush was almost up to his ankles, his feet were wet and cold, and it seemed every cab driver in New York had suddenly gone deaf and blind. He took a deep drag on the soggy cigarette he held cupped in his hand and delivered a colorful diatribe against New York, its people and especially its cab drivers.

There were other ways to get downtown, but he preferred to get soaked to the skin waiting for a cab rather than risk certain maiming in the subway at an hour when almost every building in mid-Manhattan was vomiting thousands of workers out its doors to be siphoned into the subway entrances.

Suddenly, one cab swung out of the line that had been passing him for the better part of a half hour. It skidded to a stop at the curb in front of him, sprayed him with a geyser of slush.

Liddell sighed, reached for the cab door, pulled it open.

“Easy with the door, Mac,” the cabbie told him. “It bruises easy.”

Liddell caught the door handle, tugged with all his strength. The door slammed with a bang that shook the whole cab.
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