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The first envelope arrived on a Tuesday. This marked it as slightly atypical
from the start, as Myron Hettinger received very little mail at his office on
Tuesdays. Letters mailed on Fridays arrived Monday morning, and letters mailed
on Monday, unless dispatched rather early in the day, did not arrive until
Wednesday, or at the earliest on Tuesday afternoon. This envelope, though,
arrived Tuesday morning. John Palmer brought it into Myron Hettinger‘s office a
few minutes past ten, along with the other mail. Like the other envelopes, it was
unopened. Only Myron Hettinger opened Myron Hettinger‘s mail.



The rest of the mail, by and large, consisted of advertisements and solicitations
of one sort or another. Myron Hettinger opened them in turn, studied them very
briefly, tore them once in half and threw them into the wastebasket. When he
came to this particular envelope, however, he paused momentarily.

He studied it. It bore his address. The address had been typed in a rather
ordinary typeface. It bore, too, a Sunday evening postmark. It bore a four-cent
stamp commemorating the one hundred fiftieth anniversary of the founding of a
land grant college in the Midwest. It did not bear a return address or any other
hint as to who had sent it or what might be contained therein.

Myron Hettinger opened the envelope. There was no letter inside. There was
instead a photograph of two partially clad persons. One of them was a man who
looked to be in his early fifties, balding, perhaps fifteen pounds overweight, with a
narrow nose and rather thin lips. The man was with a woman who looked to be in
her middle twenties, blonde, small-boned, smiling, and extraordinarily attractive.
The man was Myron Hettinger, and the woman was Sheila Bix.

For somewhere between fifteen and thirty seconds, Myron Hettinger looked at
the picture. Then he placed it upon the top of his desk and walked to the door of
his office, which he locked. Then he returned to his desk, sat down in his straight-
backed chair, and made sure that the envelope contained nothing but the
photograph. After assuring himself of this, he tore the photograph twice in half,
did as much with the envelope, placed the various scraps of paper and film in his
ashtray, and set them aflame.

A less stable man might have ripped photo and envelope into an inestimable
number of shreds, scattered the shreds to four or more winds, and crouched in
mute terror behind his heavy desk. Myron Hettinger was stable. The photograph
was not a threat but merely the promise of a threat, a portent of probable menace.
Fear could wait until the threat itself came to the fore.

A more whimsical man might have pasted the photograph in his scrapbook, or
might have saved it as a memory piece. Myron Hettinger was not whimsical; he
had no scrapbook and kept no memorabilia.

The fire in the ashtray had a foul odor. After it ceased to burn, Myron Hettinger
turned on the air conditioner.

The second envelope arrived two days later in Thursday morning‘s mail. Myron
Hettinger had been expecting it, with neither bright anticipation nor with any real
fear. He found it among a heavy stack of letters. The envelope was the same as the
first. The address was the same, the typeface appeared to be the same, and the
stamp, too, was identical with the stamp on the first envelope. The postmark was
different, which was not surprising.

This envelope contained no photograph. Instead it contained an ordinary sheet
of cheap stationery on which someone had typed the following message:

Get one thousand dollars in ten and twenty dollar bills. Put them in a
package and put the package in a locker in the Times Square station of the
IRT. Put the key in an envelope and leave it at the desk of the Slocum Hotel
addressed to Mr. Jordan. Do all this today or a photo will be sent to your wife.
Do not go to the police. Do not hire a detective. Do not do anything stupid.



The final three sentences of the unsigned letter were quite unnecessary. Myron
Hettinger had no intention of going to the police, or of engaging the services of a
detective. Nor did he intend to do anything stupid.

After letter and envelope had been burned, after the air conditioner had cleared
the small room of its odor, Myron Hettinger stood at his window, looking out at
East Forty-third Street and thinking. The letter bothered him considerably more
than the photograph had bothered him. It was a threat. It might conceivably
intrude upon the balanced perfection of his life. This he couldn‘t tolerate.

Until the letter had arrived, Myron Hettinger‘s life had indeed been perfect. His
work was perfect, to begin with. He was a certified public accountant, self-
employed, and he earned a considerable amount of money every year by helping
various persons and firms pay somewhat less in the way of taxes than they might
have paid without his services. His marriage, too, was perfect. His wife, Eleanor,
was two years his junior, kept his home as he wanted it kept, cooked perfect
meals, kept him company when he wished her company, let him alone when he
wished to be alone, kept her slightly prominent nose out of his private affairs and
was the beneficiary of a trust fund which paid her in the neighborhood of twenty-
five thousand dollars per year.

Finally, to complete this picture of perfection, Myron Hettinger had a perfect
mistress. This woman, of course, was the woman pictured in the unpleasant
photograph. Her name was Sheila Bix. She provided comfort, both physical and
emotional, she was the essence of discretion, and her demands were minimal—
rent for her apartment, a small sum for incidentals, and an occasional bonus for
clothing.

A perfect career, a perfect wife, a perfect mistress. This blackmailer, this Mr.
Jordan, now threatened all three components of Myron Hettinger‘s perfect life. If
the damnable photograph got into Mrs. Hettinger‘s hands, she would divorce him.
He was very certain of this. If the divorce were scandalous, as it well might be, his
business would suffer. And if all of this happened, it was quite likely that, for one
reason or another, he would wind up losing Sheila Bix as well.

Myron Hettinger closed his eyes and drummed his fingers upon his desk top. He
did not want to hurt his business, did not want to lose his wife or mistress. His
business satisfied him, as did Eleanor and Sheila. He did not love either Eleanor
or Sheila, not any more than he loved his business. Love, after all, is an imperfect
emotion. So is hate. Myron Hettinger did not hate this Mr. Jordan, much as he
would have enjoyed seeing the man dead.

But what could he do?
There was, of course, one thing and only one thing that he could do. At noon he

left his office, went to his bank, withdrew one thousand dollars in tens and
twenties, packed them neatly in a cigar box, and deposited the box in a locker in
the Times Square station of the IRT. He tucked the locker key into an envelope,
addressed the envelope to the annoying Mr. Jordan, left the envelope at the desk
of the Slocum Hotel, and returned to his office without eating lunch. Later in the
day, perhaps because of Mr. Jordan or perhaps because of the missed meal,
Myron Hettinger had a rather severe case of heartburn. He took bicarbonate of
soda.



The third envelope arrived a week to the day after the second. Thereafter, for
four weeks, Myron Hettinger received a similar envelope every Thursday morning.
The letters within varied only slightly. Each letter asked for a thousand dollars.
Each letter directed that he go through the rather complicated business of putting
money in a locker and leaving the locker key at the hotel desk. The letters differed
each from the other only as to the designated hotel.

Three times Myron Hettinger followed the instructions to the letter. Three times
he went to his bank, then to the subway station, then to the appointed hotel, and
finally back to his office. Each time he missed lunch, and each time, probably as a
direct result, he had heartburn. Each time he remedied it with bicarbonate of
soda.

Things were becoming routine.
Routine in and of itself was not unpleasant. Myron Hettinger preferred order. He

even devoted a specific page of his personal books to his account with the
intrusive Mr. Jordan, listing each thousand-dollar payment the day it was paid.
There were two reasons for this. First of all, Myron Hettinger never let an
expenditure go unrecorded. His books were always in order and they always
balanced. And secondly, there was somewhere in the back of his mind the faint
hope that these payments to Mr. Jordan could at least be deducted from his
income taxes.

Aside from his Thursday ventures, Myron Hettinger‘s life stayed pretty much as
it had been. He did his work properly, spent two evenings a week with Sheila Bix,
and spent five evenings a week with his wife.

He did not mention the blackmail to his wife, of course. Not even an idiot could
have done this. Nor did he mention it to Sheila Bix. It was Myron Hettinger‘s firm
conviction that personal matters were best discussed with no one. He knew, and
Mr. Jordan knew, and that already was too much. He had no intention of
enlarging this circle of knowledgeable persons if he could possibly avoid it.

When the sixth of these letters arrived—the seventh envelope in all from Mr.
Jordan—Myron Hettinger locked his office door, burned the letter, and sat at his
desk in deep thought. He did not move from his chair for almost a full hour. He
did not fidget with desk top gadgets. He did not doodle.

He thought.
This routine, he realized, could not possibly continue. While he might

conceivably resign himself to suffering once a week from heartburn, he could not
resign himself to the needless expenditure of one thousand dollars per week. One
thousand dollars was not a tremendous amount of money to Myron Hettinger.
Fifty-two thousand dollars was, and one did not need the mind of a certified public
accountant to determine that weekly payments of one thousand dollars would run
into precisely such a sum yearly. The payments, then, had to stop.

This could be accomplished in one of two ways. The blackmailer could be
allowed to send his wretched photograph to Myron Hettinger‘s perfect wife, or he
could be caused to stop his blackmailing. The first possibility seemed dreadful in
its implications, as it had seemed before. The second seemed impossible.

He could, of course, appeal to his blackmailer‘s nobler instincts by including a
plaintive letter with his payments. Yet this seemed potentially useless. Having no



nobler instincts of his own, Myron Hettinger was understandably unwilling to
attribute such instincts to the faceless Mr. Jordan.

What else?
Well, he could always kill Mr. Jordan.
This seemed to be the only solution, the only way to check this impossible

outflow of cash. It also seemed rather difficult to bring off. It is hard to kill a man
without knowing who he is, and Myron Hettinger had no way of finding out more
about the impertinent Mr. Jordan. He could not lurk at the appointed hotel; Mr.
Jordan, knowing him, could simply wait him out before putting in an appearance.
Nor could he lurk near the subway locker, for the same reason.

And how on earth could you kill a man without either knowing him or meeting
him?

Myron Hettinger‘s mind leaped back to an earlier thought, the thought of
appealing to the man‘s nobler instincts through a letter. Then daylight dawned. He
smiled the smile of a man who had solved a difficult problem through the
application of sure and perfect reasoning.

That day, Myron Hettinger left his office at noon. He did not go to his bank,
however. Instead he went to several places, among them a chemical supply house,
a five-and-dime, and several drugstores. He was careful not to buy more than one
item at any one place. We need not concern ourselves with the precise nature of
his purchases. He was buying the ingredients for a bomb, and there is no point in
telling the general public how to make bombs.

He made his bomb in the stall of a public lavatory, using as its container the
same sort of cigar box in which he normally placed one thousand dollars in ten
and twenty dollar bills. The principle of the bomb was simplicity itself. The
working ingredient was nitroglycerine, a happily volatile substance which would
explode upon the least provocation. A series of devices so arranged things that,
were the cover of the cigar box to be lifted, enough hell would be raised to raise
additional hell in the form of an explosion. If the box were not opened, but were
dropped or banged, a similar explosion would occur. This last provision existed in
the event that Mr. Jordan might suspect a bomb at the last moment and might
drop the thing and run off. It also existed because Myron Hettinger could not avoid
it. If you drop nitroglycerine, it explodes.

Once the bomb was made, Myron Hettinger did just what he always did. He
went to the Times Square IRT station and deposited the bomb very gently in a
locker. He took the key, inserted it in an envelope on which he had inscribed Mr.
Jordan‘s name, and left the envelope at the desk of the Blackmore Hotel. Then he
returned to his office. He was twenty minutes late this time.

He had difficulty keeping his mind on his work that afternoon. He managed to
list the various expenses he had incurred in making the bomb on the sheet
devoted to payments made to Mr. Jordan, and he smiled at the thought that he
would be able to mark the account closed by morning. But he had trouble doing
much else that day. Instead he sat and thought about the beauty of his solution.

The bomb would not fail. There was enough nitroglycerine in the cigar box to
atomize not only Mr. Jordan but virtually anything within twenty yards of him, so
the blackmailer could hardly hope to escape. There was the possibility—indeed,



one might say the probability—that a great many persons other than Mr. Jordan
might die. If the man was fool enough to open his parcel in the subway station, or
if he was clumsy enough to drop it there, the carnage would be dreadful. If he took
it home with him and opened it in the privacy of his own room or apartment,
considerably less death and destruction seemed likely to occur.

But Myron Hettinger could not have cared less about how many persons Mr.
Jordan carried with him to his grave. Men or women or children, he was sure he
could remain totally unconcerned about their untimely deaths. If Mr. Jordan died,
Myron Hettinger would survive. It was that simple.

At five o‘clock, a great deal of work undone, Myron Hettinger got to his feet. He
left his office and stood for a moment on the sidewalk, breathing stuffy air and
considering his situation. He did not want to go home now, he decided. He had
done something magnificent, he had solved an unsolvable problem, and he felt a
need to celebrate.

An evening with Eleanor, while certainly comfortable, did not impress him as
much of a celebration. An evening with Sheila Bix seemed far more along the lines
of what he wanted. Yet he hated to break established routine. On Mondays and on
Fridays he went to Sheila Bix‘s apartment. All other nights he went directly home.

Still, he had already broken one routine that day, the unhappy routine of
payment. And why not do in another routine, if just for one night?

He called his wife from a pay phone. „I‘ll be staying in town for several hours,“
he said. „I didn‘t have a chance to call you earlier.“

„You usually come home on Thursdays,“ she said.
„I know. Something‘s come up.“
His wife did not question him, nor did she ask just what it was that had come

up. She was the perfect wife. She told him that she loved him, which was quite
probably true, and he told her that he loved her, which was most assuredly false.
Then he replaced the receiver and stepped to the curb to hail a taxi. He told the
driver to take him to an apartment building on West Seventy-third Street just a
few doors from Central Park.

The building was an unassuming one, a remodeled brownstone with four
apartments to the floor. Sheila‘s apartment, on the third floor, rented for only one
hundred twenty dollars per month, a very modest rental for what the tabloids
persist in referring to as a love nest. This economy pleased him, but then it was
what one would expect from the perfect mistress.

There was no elevator. Myron Hettinger climbed two flights of stairs and stood
slightly but not terribly out of breath in front of Sheila Bix’s door. He knocked on
the door and waited. The door was not answered. He rang the bell, something he
rarely did. The door was still not answered.

Had this happened on a Monday or on a Friday, Myron Hettinger might have
been understandably piqued. It had never happened on a Monday or on a Friday.
Now, though, he was not annoyed. Since Sheila Bix had no way of knowing that he
was coming, he could hardly expect her to be present.

He had a key, of course. When a man has the perfect mistress, or even an
imperfect one, he owns a key to the apartment for which he pays the rent. He used
this key, opened the door, and closed it behind him. He found a bottle of scotch
and poured himself the drink which Sheila Bix poured for him every Monday and



every Friday. He sat in a comfortable chair and sipped the drink, waiting for the
arrival of Sheila Bix and dwelling both on the pleasant time he would have after
she arrived and on the deep satisfaction to be derived from the death of the
unfortunate Mr. Jordan.

It was twenty minutes to six when Myron Hettinger entered the comfortable, if
inexpensive apartment, and poured himself a drink. It was twenty minutes after
six when he heard footsteps on the stairs and then heard a key being fitted into a
lock. He opened his mouth to let out a hello, then stopped. He would say nothing,
he decided. And she would be surprised.

This happened.
The door opened. Sheila Bix, a blonde vision of loveliness, tripped merrily into

the room with shining eyes and the lightest of feet. Her arms were extended
somewhat oddly. This was understandable, for she was balancing a parcel upon
her pretty head much in the manner of an apprentice model balancing a book as
part of a lesson in poise.

It took precisely as long for Myron Hettinger to recognize the box upon her head
as it took for Sheila Bix to recognize Myron Hettinger. Both reacted nicely. Myron
Hettinger put two and two together with speed that made him a credit to his
profession. Sheila Bix performed a similar feat, although she came up with a
somewhat less perfect answer.

Myron Hettinger did several things. He tried to get out of the room. He tried to
make the box stay where it was, poised precariously upon that pretty and
treacherous head. And, finally, he made a desperate lunge to catch the box before
it reached the floor, once Sheila Bix had done the inevitable, recoiling in horror
and spilling the box from head through air.

His lunge was a good one. He left his chair in a single motion. His hands
reached out, groping for the falling cigar box.

There was a very loud noise, but Myron Hettinger only heard the beginnings of
it.


