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The guy had the gun — but Al had the guts!

PARTNER’S

USED to feel a cut or two above Al Wirtz,

in spite of liking him well enough to go
partners with him in our two-man gas sta-
tion. That was partly because I'm a big guy
and Al is an undersized runt with a gimpy
leg, but it was mostly because I was in World
War II from Bizerte to Berlin, while Al nev-
er got past his draft board. I saw plenty of

PAYOFF

“Keep your hands down,
et he ordered

a short short stery

by ROGER DEE

rugged action on that jaunt and I guess it
gave me the feeling that I had an edge on Al
all the way.

But that was before our Saturday-evening
stickup. I don'’t feel that way any more.

Al was hosing off the drive-in apron out
by the pumps when the trouble broke, and I

(Concluded on page 8)



was insiffle the station, racking up a new line
of fan belts. Our rush was over at seven-
thirty, and there wasn’t another car in sight
when this thin-faced character drove up and
honked his horn.

“Gas,” he said when Al limped over. “Fill
her up.”

Al nodded and dunked the pump nozzle
into the tank. The drifting smell of raw gaso-
line was heavy on the air, the way it is on a
still summer evening. The driver got out,
lighting a cigarette, and flipped his match
away as he came toward the station.

The match didn’t go out. Tt lay there,
sputtering and smoking. almost under the
humming gas hose.

Al put a foot on it quick. “Hey, watch that
stuff!” he yelped. “You want to touch this
heap off like an A-bomb?”

‘The guy ignored him and came on into the
station. I put down my fan belts, figuring he
was looking either for the john or the tele-

ne.

He didn't ask for either. Instead he took
an automatic out of his coat pocket, as off-
hand as I'd fish out a folder of matches.

“Empty the register, friend,” he said,
uurkmg off the safety. “And don’t get reck-
lesai™

I'd learned mougll in the FTO to know
when a guy is running a bluff. This baby
wasn't.

I cleaned out the register on the double,
forgetting 1'd ever been a hero. I was nicked
a couple of times overseas and being shot up
don’t feel like the books tell it. It hurts like
hell—if you're lucky. This guy had all the

breaks—the street was as quiet as a church,
and Mahaffey, the beat cop, was taking ten
down at the corner coffee slot.

“Stuff it in this.” ordered the holdup, flip-
ping a folded paper bag at my feet. I wadded
the bills into it and twisted the top shut.
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“Now toss it over and walk out ahead of me.
Easy does it!"

'VEN after a busy Saturday there wasn't

more than four or five hundred dollars

in the register, but it meant a lot to me and

Al. We were still operating on a shoestring,

and a loss like that could put us in the red
for months.

But I didn’t stall any. Four hundred or
four thousand. it wasn't enough to risk a
slue through the stomach.

This guy was an old hand at the racket
and he knew his business. Ile even had a pair
of side-cutter pliers in his pocket, which he
used to snip the telephone cord. He handled
the whole thing so smoothlv that Al hadn’t
tumbled to what was happening until I was
beside him at the pumps and the holdup was
covering us both with his gun.

The bandit tossed his paper hag into the
front seat and climbed in. Al started to put
up his hands, still holding the gas hose, but
the guy warned him off.

“Keep vour hands down, runt.” he or-
dered. “You two stand fast and you may
get stuck up again some time. Move a foot.
and you won't.”

That was when Al squeezed the trip on the

hose nozzle and slashed an inch-thick
stream of gasoline over the-bandit from his
Adam’s apple to his belt buckle. The auto
seat was fast soaking up puddles of the stuff:
the whole car smelled like a refinery.
Now, guy, go ahead and shoot—if
you want to.” Al said, cool as you please.
“You know what'll happen if you do. One
muzzle flash will send your crate up like a
barrel of TNT.”

I could tell from the look on the holdup’s
face that he'd already realized that.

“You can shoot and commit suicide, Jesse
James,” Al said, reaching m and lifting the
ignition key out of the dash. “Or you can
sit tight and hand over the gun.”

‘The bandit didn’t shoot, of course.. He
passed over his gun and sat shivering like a
wet dog until I got Mahaffey up from the cor-
ner coffee slot.

It's too bad more guys like Al Wirtz don’t
get past their draft boards. With a couple of
companies like Al, the road from Bizerte to
Berlin would have been a lot shorter. ® @ @




