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Frederick Leary dreamed of the South Secas, of warm sun,
palm trees and undulating native girls. But somehow his
wife never seemed to enter in.

AN EMPTY THREAT

u, THE SouvtH Seas. Maugham
heroes and the young native
girls, buxom and burgeoning at
eighteen, so warm, so soft, so sim-
ple and oh, so willing. Ah, the
South Seas and simple youth and
the soothing, sun-tanned sirens of
Samoa. Ah, for romance with the
charming native girls, who never
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never never, it scems, give birth.
And ah, the daydreams in the
cold, cold winter air. With all the

car windows closed, Frederick
Lecary shriveled in the dry warm
air spewed from the heater beside
his knees, and the windshield mist-
ed over. With a window open, the
cold air outside reached thin
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freczing fingers in to icily tweak
his thin nose, and the vulnerable
virgins of the South Pacific re-
ceded, waving, undulating, grow-
ing small and indistinct and far, far
out of reach.

And Frederick Leary was only
Frederick Leary after all. Manager
of the local branch of the Bon-
ham Bookstore chain. Well-read,
through accretion. A husband, but
not a father. Thirty two, but not
wealthy. College-trained, and dis-
tantly liked by his employees.

Irritated, annoyed, obscurely
cheated, Frederick Leary turned
into his driveway, and the car that
had been following him pulled to
the curb three houses away. Fred-
erick pushed open the car door,
which squeaked and cracked; and
plodded through the snow to push
up the garage door, an overhead,
put in at great expense and a
damned nuisance for all the cost.
And the car that had been follow-
ing him disgorged its occupant, a
pale and indecisive youth, who
shrunk inside his overcoat, who
stood hatless in the gentle fall of
snow, who chewed viciously upon
a filter-tip cigarette and fondled
the gun in his pocket, wondering
if he had the nerve.

Returning to his car, Frederick
drove it into the garage. Armed
with a brown paper sack contain-
ing bread and milk, he left car and
garage, pulled down the damned
overhead behind him, and slogged
through the new-fallen snow to-
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ward the back porch. And the
youth threw away the soggy butt
and shuffled away, to walk around
the block, kicking at the drifts of
snow, building up his courage for
the act.

The back porch was screened,
and the slamming of the screen
door made an odd contrast to the
snow collapsing from the sky.
Frederick maneuvered the brown
paper bag from hand to hand as he
removed his overshoes, then pushed
open the back door and walked
into a blast of heat and bright yel-
low. The kitchen.

Louise had her back to him. She
was doing something to a vegetable
with a knife, and she didn’t bother
to turn around. She already knew
who it was. She said, “You're
home late.”

“Late shoppers,” Frederick told
her, as he put the milk in the re-
frigerator and the bread in the
bread-box. “You know Saturday.
Particularly before Christmas. Peo-
ple buy books and give them to
each other and nobody ever reads
them. Didn’t get to close the store
till twenty after six.”

“Supper in ten minutes,” Louise
told him, still with her back to
him, and brushed the chopped
vegetable intoa bowl.

Frederick walked through the
house to the stairs and the foyer
and the front door. He put his coat
and hat in the closet and trotted
upstairs to wash his hands, notic-
ing for the thousandth time the
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places where the stair treads were
coming loose. From his angle of
vision, it seemed at times as though
everything in the world were com-
ing loose. Overhead doors, screen
doors, stair treads. And the cold
water faucet. He left the bathroom,
refusing to listen to the measured
drip of cold water behind him.

And outside, the youth com-
pleted his circuit of the block. He
paused before the Leary house,
looking this way and that, and a
phrase came to him, from some-
where, from a conversation or tele-
vision. “Calculated risk.” That’s
what it was, and if he played it
smart he could bring it off. He hur-
ried along the driveway to the back
of the house. He could feel his
heart beating, and he touched the
gun in his pocket for assurance.
A calculated risk. He could do it.

On Saturday and Sunday, Fred-
erick and Louise dined in the din-
ing room, using the good silver,
the good dishes and the good table-
cloth. It was a habit that had once
been an adventure. In silence they
sat facing one another, in silence
they fed, both aware that the good
dishes were mostly chipped, the
good silverware was just slightly
tarnished. In pouring gravy on his
boiled potatoes, Frederick spotted
the tablecloth again. He looked
guiliily at his wife, but she ate
stolidly and silently, looking at the
spot of gravy but not speaking. In
the silence, the cold water dripped
in the sink far away upstairs, and
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the tarnished silver clinked against
the chipped dishes.

Stealthily, slowly, silently, the
youth pushed open the screen door,
sidled through, and gently closed
it once again. He crept to the back
door, his long thin fingers curled
around the knob, soundlessly he
opened the door and gained en-
trance to the house.

Louise looked up. “I feel a chill.”

Frederick said, “I feel fine,”

Louise said, “It’s gone now,” and
looked back at her plate.

In the yellow warmth of the

kitchen, the youth stood and
dripped quietly upon the floor. He
opened his overcoat, allowing

warmth to spread closer against his
body. The uncertainty crowded in
on him, but he fought it away. He
took the pistol from his ‘overcoat
pocket, feeling the metal cold
against the skin of his hand. He
stood there, tightly holding the gun
until the metal grew warmer, until
he was sure again, then slid for-
ward through the hall to the din-
ing room.

He stood in the doorway, look-
ing at them, watching them eat,
and neither looked up. He held
the pistol aimed at the table, mid-
way between the two of them, and
when he was sure he could do it,
he said, “Don’t move.”

Louise dropped her fork and
pressed her palm against her
mouth. Instinctively, she knew that
it would be dangerous, perhaps fa-
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tal, for her to scream, and she held
the scream back in her mouth with
a taut and quivering hand.

Frederick pushed his chair back
and half-rose, saying, “What—?"
But then he saw the gun, and he
subsided, flopping back into the
chair with his mouth open and
soundless.

Now that he had committed
himself, the youth felt suddenly at
ease. It was a risk, a calculated risk.
They were afraid of him, he could
see it in their eyes, and now he
was strong. “Just sit there,” he or-
dered. “Don’t make any noise. Do
like I tell you, and you’ll be all
right.”

Frederick closed his mouth and
swallowed. He said, “What do you
want?”

The youth pointed the pistol at
Frederick. “I'm gonna send you on
a little trip,” he said. “You’re gonna
go back to that bookstore of yours,
and you’re gonna open the safe
and take out the money that’s in it.
You got Friday night's receipts in
there and you got today’s receipts,
all in there, maybe five or six
grand. You're gonna take the
money out of the safe and put it
in a paper bag. And then you'’re
gonna bring it right back here to
me. I'll be waiting right here for
you. With your wife.” He looked
at his watch. “It’s just about seven
oclock I'll give you till eight
o'clock to get back here with the
money from the store. If you don’t
come back, I'll kill your wife. If
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you call the cops and they come
around, I'll kill her for that, too.”

They stared at him, and hc
stared back at them. He looked at
Frederick, and he said, “Do you
believe me?”

“What?” Frederick started, as
though he’d been asleep.

“Do you believe me? If you don’t
do what I tell you, I'll kill your
wife.”

Frederick looked at the hard
bright eyes of the youth, and he
nodded. “I believe you.”

Now the youth was sure. It had
worked, it was going to pay off.
“You better get started,” he said.
“You only got till eight o’clock.”

Frederick got slowly to his feet.
Then he stopped. “What if T do
what you tell me?” he asked.
“Maybe you'll kill the both of us
anyway.”

The youth stiffened. This was
the tough part. He knew that
might occur to them, that he could-
n't let them live, that they could
identify him, and he had to get
over it, he had to make them be-
lieve a lie. “That’s the chance you
got to take,” he said. He remem-
bered his own thoughts, out in
front of the house, and he smiled.
“It’s what they call a calculated
risk. Only I wouldn’t worry. I
don’t think I'd kill anybody who
did what I told them and who
gave me five or six grand.”

“I'm not sure there’s that much
there.”

“For your sake,” said the youth

121



softly, “I hope there is.”

Frederick glanced at Louise. She
was still staring at the youth, and
her hand was still pressed against
her mouth. He looked back at the
youth again. “I'll get my coat.”

The youth relaxed. It was done,
the guy had gone for it. “You only
got till eight o'clock,” he said.
“You better hurry.”

“Hurry,” said Frederick. He
turned and walked to the hallway
closet and put on his coat and hat.
He came back, paused to say to his
wife, “I'll be right back,” but the
sentence sounded inane, said be-
fore the boy with the gun. “Tll
hurry back,” he said, but Louise
still stared at the youth, and her
arm was still bent and tense as she
tightly gripped her mouth.

Frederick moved  quickly
through the house and out the
back door. Automatically, he put
on his overshoes, wet and cold
against his ankles. He pushed open
the screen door and hurried over
to the garage. He had trouble open-
ing the overhead door. He scraped
between the side of the car and the
concrete block wall of the garage,
squeezed behind the wheel, backed
the car out of the garage. Still auto-
matically, he got out of the car and
closed the overhead door again.
And then the enormity of it hit
him. Inside there was Louise, with
a killer. A youth who would mur-
der her, if Frederick didn’t get
back in time.

He scurried back to the car,
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backed out to the street, turned
and fled down the dark and silent,
snow-covered street.

Hurry. He had to hurry. The
windshield misted and he wiped
impatiently at it, opened the win-
dow a bit and a touch of frost
brushed his ear. The car was cold,
but soon the heater was working
full-strength, pumping warm dry
air into the car.

His mind raced on, in a thou-
sand directions at once, far ahead
of the car. Way in the back of his
mind, the Samoan virgins swayed
and danced, motioning to him,
beckoning to him. At the front of
his mind loomed the face of the
youth and the functional terror of
the pistol. He would kill Louise, he
really would.

He might kill her anyway. He
might kill them both. Should he
call the police? Should he stop and
call the police? What was it the
youth had said? Calculated risk.
Calculated risk.

He turned right, turned left,
skidded as he pressed too hard on
the accelerator, barely missed a
parked car and hurried on. His
heart pounded, now because of the
narrow escape from an accident.
He could kill himself in the car,
without any youths with pistols
and sharp bitter faces.

Nonsense. Even at thirty miles
an hour, bundled up in an over-
coat the way he was, hitting a
parked car wouldn’t kill him. It
might knock him out, shake him
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up, but it wouldn’t kill him.

But it would kill Louise, be-
cause he wouldn’t get back in time.

Calculated risk. He slowed,
thought of a life without Louise.
The snow collapsed from the sky,
and he thought of Samoa. What if
he didn’t go back?

What if he didn’t go back?

But the boy might not kill her
after all. And he would return, to-
morrow or the next day, and she
would be waiting for him, and she
would know why he hadn’t come

back. She would know that he had
hoped the boy would kill her.

But what if he couldn’t go back?

Calculated risk. With sudden de-
cision he accelerated, tearing down
the empty residential street. He
jammed his foot on the brakes, the
tires slid on ice, he twisted the
wheel, and the car hurtled into a
telephone pole. The car crumpled
against the pole with a squealing,
jarring crash, but Frederick was
lulled to unconsciousness by the
sweet, sweet songs of the islands.

-
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