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By MINDRET LORD

DOUBT if a bird knows where it’s
I going when it starts out on a migra-
tion. It probably doesn’t even know
it's going anywhere in particular. It just
takes off and instinct, or some force we

don’t understand, leads it to its destination.
I think that's the way it was with Tony
Cross, the night he met the woman he
married.

Tony was a big, lean, easy-moving lad

3 Al) men look forward to finding the perfect girl

... perhaps it has something to do with the small

case with a gold lock.
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with a tan face and blue eyes that were
a little squinty as if to keep out the sun.
He left his bachelor apartment and started
out, this night, without any very clear idea
in his head of what he wanted to do.
felt restless. He didn’t want to go on a
party, which would have been the easiest
thing in the world for him to do, because
everybody wanted Tony Cross, at any time.
He didn’t want to get tight. He didn’t
want to take in a show. He just wanted
to go out. Probably he thought the im-
pulse was his own.

HE WALKED through the park for a
while, thinking about nothing—foot-
ball, maybe, or golf, of fishing off the
Florida Keys. Pethaps he walked for an
hour or so and then he left the park with-
out noticing the direction, and without any
idea of where he was bound for. All he
knew was, he didn’t want to go home yet,
and he didn’t want to hunt up anybody he
knew. On a corner there was a nice-look-

ing little bar and he thought he would go.

in and quench the thirst he had worked
up. He stepped in—and there was the girl
he had been coming toward all the time.
Not that he knew that.

She was a honey—-there’s no getting
around that. T'll make the point, though
—and you'll sece what I mean, later—why
shouldn’t she have been a honey? Unless
I'm wrong it was just a matter of a few
words, a crystal shaped like a hen’s egg,
and the rest was a matter of choice. She
had black hair that curled on her shoul-
ders and shone with bronze and purple
lights; her skin was like 2 magnolia petal;
the curving of her body was what men
dream about, because they are a thankless
lot who can never be satisfied by the looks
of any normal woman. Her mouth was
like the rest of her—too good to be true;
and her eyes were too true to be good. As
Tony came in the door, she turned and
looked at him. He stumbled over his own

He

feet on the way to the bar where she was
sitting alone.

It never occurred to Tony to wonder
what a girl like that was doing alone, but
I think I can tell you—she was waiting for
him. I mean that, literally. She was not
just waiting for some good-looking guy
with plenty of dough. There was nothing
like that about her. No, when the door
began to open and she turned her head, she
kncw whom she was going to see—An-
thony Cross.

Her name was Lilith; Tony and she wete
married about three weeks later.

Lil and Tony got along like a ‘house
a-fire. You hear about people who seem
to be made for each other but this was it.
I guess it wasn’t much short of miraculous.
Her beauty never got in her way; she liked
it because Tony liked it. She kept house
easily, she cooked the best food that any-
body ever ate, she was the best sport in
the world and would do anything you could
think of at any time of the day or night;
you couldn’t spoil her (though Tony tried
hard enough). When he took her out,
she was a sensation and it didn’t go to her
head. When they stayed at home, <Tony
always felt as if he were cheating on all the
other men in creation. You will say all
this could not be rcal. I agrce with that.

THERE were scveral mysterious things
about Lil. One was that she would
never talk about her past. A girl who
looked like her would just naturally have to
have a past of somc important kind—in
Hollywood — on Broadway — somewhere.
But I had never heard of her and neither
had Tony, nor anybody else. You couldn’t
help wondering why. But if you asked
her, she would change the subject so
cleverly you wouldn’t know she had told
you nothing until you were on your way
home. Tony never even found out where
she was living at the time he met her. I
doubt if he cared very much—why would
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he? If you find a peatl, you don’t worry
about what oyster it came from.

Lil had one piece of luggage that was
different from the rest of the stuff she
brought with her when she and Tony came
together.

It was just 2 small case, about the size
of a portable typewriter but the leather was
very fine, white parchment, and the lock
on it was gold. It was a rather strange
lock with a jagged slot that must have
taken a remarkably crooked key.

The first time Tony saw the case, he was
digging back in a closet for something. He
brought it out to the light in the bedroom,
and asked, What's this? I never noticed
it before.”

Lil took it away from him, before she
answered. “It’s just an old make-up box
of mine. I lost the key long ago.”

“What's in it?”

“"Nothing, I imagine.
old lipstick.”

Tony was one of those men who can’t
resist a lock. “Let’s open it,” he said.
“I'll bet you I can do it with a hairpin.”

She was holding it under her arm and
she took a step backwards. “No—you’ll
ruin the lock. I can get a new key made
sometime.”

He just wanted to show how smart he
was. ' “Ah, come on! Give it to me. T'll
have it open in a minute.” And he stuck
out his hand.

She struck a blow at his arm that was so
fast and so hard that he yelped. Her eyes
were like burning coals and for the first
time, Tony heard fury in her voice. “This
is mine! I don’t want it opened! I don’t
want you to touch it! Ever!”

He stared at her in amazement and sud-
denly she laughcd apelogetically. “Oh,
I'm sorry, darling,” she said. “I didn’t
mean to sound so—awful. Really, I'm
sure the case is empty—but even if it isn't,
I don’t want to open it, because—well, be-
cause I'm superstitious about it.”

Probably some
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“Why?” Tony's feelings were still a lit-
tle hurt, even with her so close to him.

She rubbed the arm she had struck. “It’s
nothing—honestly, darling. It doesn’t
concern anybody in the world but me—and
—and I'd rather not talk about #. You
won't make me?”

It was an appeal to chivalry. “Of course
not!” He feit like a dog having suogested
it in the first place.

That was the end of the incident. Never
again in their life together did Tony see
Lil in a temper. As for the dressing casc,
he wouldn’t have touched it with a barge
pole. Any woman in entitled to some
privacy, and a woman like Lil was entitled
to anything she wanted.

But the most important mystery about
Lil was something a great deal pleasantcr,
from Tony’s point of view. The first in-
dication he had of it was one night when
they were coming home late from a party.
Lil"was half asleep, curied up beside Tony
on the front seat of the convertible coupé¢;
there were hardly any cars on the strects
and he was driving along in a drowsy sort
of way when all at once she sat up straight
and said, "Stop, Tony! Pull up to the
curb!”

LIKE a good driver, Tony braked the
car before he asked, “Why? What's
the matter? Anything wrong?”

She was looking forward, as if she saw
something that amused her for a little, but
it was only a moment, and then she said, “I
just wanted a cigarette.”

“Oh—sure.® Tony lit one and gave it
to her. As she put it to her lips, a gas’
main under the pavement three blocks
ahead blew up with a roar that shook the
city.

It was just luck.

Lil was lucky, all right, and she was
clever. When she gave Tony advice (which
she never did unless he asked for it) it
never failed to be good. Sometimes it was
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actually brilliant. Tony's stcck went up a
long way while he had Lil.

I have said that Tony was crazy about
Lil, and he was. DBut a thing like that is
a fever, and cventually his pulse slowed
down to normal and his temperature slid
back to 96.8 degrees. It took about three
years, and at the end of that time he was
just as mad about Lil as ever—but in a
calmer, easier way.

An ordinary woman would probably not
have noticed the gradual change. She would
have been changing, too—settling down to
a long, quiet, happy marriage. But Lil was
no ordinary woman.

Once, Tony caught Lil gazing at him
curiously, and he asked her, “What's on
your mind, darling? Why have you been
so thoughtful lately?”

“I've been thinking—" she answered
slowly, “I've been thinking that you don’t
love me quite so much as I hoped you
would.”

It was not like Lil. He looked at het
for a moment to see if she were serious,
then he grabbed her up and set her on his
lap. “Now what’s this? You know I
adore you—beyond all the woman in the
world. There’s nobody like you. And I'm
not such a fool that I don't know it. Give
me a kiss—and let’s hear no more of such
nonsense.”

She shook her head. “No.” She kissed
him with those velvet lips of hers. "No.
If I left you—or if something happened to
me, you'd soon get over it.”

‘The thought of it was enough to scare
Tony. “Don't even speak of such a thing!
I couldn’t live without you. I tell you in
all sincerity—if something happencd to
you, I wouldn’t try to go on living. I'd
simply die.”

She still shook her head. At last she
said, “You're a darling, Tony—and the
only man I've wanted in—1I've ever wanted.
But I'd rather have you love me more.”

Tony was almost angry. "I couldn’t!

I love you as much as it’s possible for any
mortal man to love!”

She patted him on the check and slid off
his lap.- Apparently she was over her
doubts, and the whole thing was forgotten.
Tony didn’t remember it until about two
weeks later—when Lil disappeared.

IT WAS terrible for poor Tony. It did
not seem possible that a man could
suffer the way he did, and still live. It
would have been horrible and tragic if Lil
had died in some way—but the uncertainty
of the way she vanished was almost worse.
Tony came home from the office and she
was gone—that’s all there was to it. Ex-
cept for what she had been wearing, she
left all her clothes and possessions. No-
body saw her go. There were no clues
of any kind. The police and private de-
tectives fooled with the case for a while,
and finally gave it up. Tony went on hop-
ing, and at the same time fearing to hope.
For a girl as beautiful as Lil to disappear
without trace—! It might mean something
too awful to imagine, and Tony's brain was
sick with imagination. I think he would
have ended in an asylum if it had not been
for Helen.

Either before or shortly after Lil’s dis-
appearance, Helen moved into the apart-
ment next to Tony's; he saw her first on
that evening when he was still thinking Lil
was probably at a movie and would be
home in an hour or two. She came to the
door and asked if she could use the tele-
phone, because hers wasn’t connected yet.

“Certainly! Certainly!” Tony said.
“Come in! By all means!”

Helen was a blond. If Lil was the most
beautiful brunette Tony, or any other man,
had ever dreamed of. this golden-haired
girl was her equal. She was a trifle taller
than Lil, and perhaps a little more slender,
but she had high, deep breasts and slightly
flaring hips, and she carried herself as if
she were proud of it. Her face was the
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face of a goddess—but not cold, or haughty
—just gergeous.

Helen was a tremendous help to Tony,
during the first few months of his agony.
He didn’t want to see any of his friends be-
cause their sympathy was too hard to bear.
But Helen lived right next door, and some-
how it was easier to talk to her for the very
reason that she had not known Lil—and
she was an eager listener. Tony poured out
his broken heart to her. They dined to-
gether practically every night. Then, after
four months, Helen tripped over a rug and
Tony was there to catch her n his arms.

Tony felt like the worst kind of heel,
but he was honest enough to face it: he
loved Helen. He loved her as much as
Lil. Maybe he loved her more. It was
lousy—it was not possible—but it was true.

Now, more than ever before, it was
necessary to discover what had happened to
Lil. If she could be found, and if she had
not left of her own free will, Tony would
take her back and do his noble best 0 for-
get Helen. If she had gone intentionally,
a divorce could be arranged. If she were
dead. . . . But what more could be dorne?
The police had scoured the entire country,
newspapers and radio had carried the story.
It seemed hopeless. Yet, lest somewhere
in the maze of Tony’s brain was a vague
fecling—a presentiment—that the mystery
would be solved. It was more than that:
he had a curious, hazy notion that if he
could only think, he could find out the
truth, himse!lf. The idea was like a2 word
on the tip of the tongue that cannot be
uttered.

One night, Helen asked, “Darling—do
you love me?”

It was a rhetorical question, of course.
Tony had his arms around her and his face
buried in her golden hair. He kissed her
on the ear. :

*As much as your first wife?”

“More! A thousand times more!”

“Sure?”

“Dead sure!”

“Oh,” Helen sighed, “I'm so happy!”

“If only—" 'Tony began, speaking
mostly to himself.

“What, dearest?”

IT WAS Lil on his mind again. If only
he could £n01w! And what was it that
was nagging at his memory? Was there
a clue in something she had left behind?
But the police had scen and examined every
—the make-up box! He had forgontten to
show them that. In fact, he had forgotten
its existence.

Dreamily, Helen was repeating, “What
is it, darling?”

“Something I just remembered,” said
Tony, getting up. “I'll only be a second.”

As he left the room, he saw Helen
reflected in the big mirror over the fire-
place—a golden vision, sheathed in pale
gteen, lying back against the deep, bur-
gundy velvet of the divan—a jewel. A
sacred jewel.

Tony closed the bedroom door and strug-
gled to the end of Lil's closet, behind all
her hanging clothes. The case was still
there. He brought it out and set it on the
dressing table. In a drawer were some of
Lil’s hairpins. Tony bent one of them and
went to work. Suppose that inside there
was a piece of paper with an address—or
some little personal belonging to point the
way—

The lock flew open. Tony raised the
cover and looked inside. The box was
lined with heavy black silk and contained
a polished crystal shaped like a hen’s egg,
that was held in the center of a curious
setting—a six-pointed star of some dark
metal. ‘The lights on the dressing table
struck through the crystal and lit the in-
terior of the box with the colors of the
rainbow.

Tony picked up the crystal egg and held
it in his palm. It was very cool and sur-
prisingly heavy. Then he saw that some
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sttange words were engraved in the metal
underneath where the egg had been. He
read them, speaking the syllables half-
aloud. It was all very mysterious—but it
was nonsense. Tony put the crystal back in
the setting, closed and locked the case and
returned it to the far corner of the closet.
He had tried his best to recover Lil, even to
opening the box that she had forbidden
him to touch. This had been the last pos-
sible hope. Now he was free. He felt
better going back to Helen.

Tony halted in the doorway. There was
Lil, lying on the divan, her black hair shin-
ing against her white shoulders, her lithe
body curving the gown of pale green.

Tony’s heart stopped.

Lil looked up, smiling, and held out her
arms. “You've been gone so long, dearest
—I thought you—"

Tony interrupted, his voice coming from
he didn’t know where. “For God’s sake!
Where have you been? How did you—
and what is—and where’s Helen?”

Lil stared. The words seemed to shock
her for an instant. Then she jumped to
her feet, her eyes blazing. “What have you
been doing in there!” She took a step to-
ward him and saw herself in the mirror.

Choking with rage, she whirled and
cried, “You fool! I r0ld you not to! Now
see what you've done!”



