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WOMEN NEVER UNDERSTAND

By Robert C. Dennis

HE street was black and
empty. The only sign of
life was the tired blink-
ing of a neon sign in a

cafe window. Callahan parked
in front of an abandoned service
station, tossed the keys into the
glove compartment and walked
away. He didn't owe Joe Rynes
a thing now.

It was a good car and he hat-
ed to leave it like that, But
that was the way Joe wanted it.
So from here in if anything hap-
pened it was between Joe and
his rich girl friend. It was her
car.

Callahan walked to the corner
and waited for a bus. He was a
big silent man, giving the im-
pression that he ran all to mus-
cle. But at college he had al-
most received both an engineer-
ing degree and an All-America
selection, Almost, but not quite.
A bus veered into the curb,
picked him up and rolled on.

Sitting with his head against
the window he tried to imagine
what Joe’s girl looked like. Big
and horsy, probably, and arro-
gant. As far as Callahan was
concerned she had three strikes
on her right now. One for be-
ing rich., One for being Joe’s
girl. And one for just being a
girl.

Joe hadn't been subtle about
reminding him what a good guy
Joe had once been. “You gotta
do this for me, pal,” he'd said.
“You know how women are.
They never understand about
anything. But 1 guess I don't
need to tell you that . . . Betty
still up in Denver?”

“Still up in Denver,” Calla-
han agreed quietly. “What do
you want me {o do?”

“Practically nothing. I've got
Kit's car for a couple of days.
All you gotta do is drive it over
to the corner of 23rd St. at 9
o'clock tonight. Mike Hooper
and me are going fo take a few
days off.”

HEY worked the swing shift

in the same airplane factory
and, Callahan thought, now was
no time to be taking a vacation.
He didn't say so. He made a
point of minding his own busi-
ness.

“Mike has a few things he's
taking along,” Joe explained.
His dark eyes were never quite
steady, “Him and Kit don’t get
on well and she'd squawk if she
knew he was going to be driving
her car., She don't mind my
using it but she sure don't go
for Mike!”

Callahan couldn’t see how she
would ever find it out. Joe
could take care of that; he was
a smart guy. He had a twist for
everything. *“What will 1 do
with the keys?” Callahan asked.

“Put them in the glove com-
partment,” Joe said. “And
there'll be a bar-room right
around there. Go in and tie on
a binge and bring me the bill.”

“There won't be any bill,"”
Callabhan said. He owed Joe a
favor for the time he'd smoothed
things over with Betty. And
Callahan always paid off his
debts.

So he did it just the way Joe
wanted it. Now he was finished
with the whole thing, including
Joe. His conscience was clear.
He was going home and sleep.

Somebody was pounding on
his door. He got one eye open
far enough to look at his alarm

clock. It was 1:30. He stum-
bled out of bed. “Who is it?"

“It's me—Joe Rynes. I gotia
talk to you!™

Callahan let him In. Joe said
hoarsely, “What did you do with
the car?®

“Just what you told me to.
Didn't you find it?”

“IT wasn't there.” Joe's mo=-
tions when he lit a cigaret
were jerky and in the glow of
the match his thin face locked
gsick. “The dirty rats stole it!
What are we going to do?”

“You don't mean we,” Calla~
han said, “I'm all through with
the deal.” He swiiched on a
light. The house had a pretty
run-down a now that
Betty wasn't here, but Callahan
no longer minded that. “Did you
report it?"

Joe sat on the edge of the bed.
“You might as well know the
truth. You didn’t leave the car
for Mike to get. You left it to
get the gas tank filled.”

Callahan said, “Oh—black
market.”

“You see the spot we're in?
We can’t go to the cops without
getting ourselves in a jam. But
we got to get Kit's car backl”

“Stop saying we,” Callahan
gaid. “I don't have any part
of it.”

“You don’t have any choice.”
Joe rubbed out his cigaret and
got to his feet. “You had the
car last and 1 got witnesses.
Either you help me get it back
or I'll report it that way—"

“Why, you little chiseler,”
Callahan said, starting for him,
“you can't pull that stuff on
me!”

Joe backed to the door. “We
got three days, pal. Kit don't
expect to see me till Saturday
night. You better have the car
by then or—"

Callahan had no intentions of
being intimidated by Joe Rynes,
but on the other hand he
couldn't quite make up his mind
where his own responsibility
ended. He'd left the car against
his better judgment. That put
him under a certain amount of
obligation.

The first thing he did after
work was to get a phone book.
Joe’s girl friend lived on West
Ashcroft, her name was Mc-
Cain. The rest was easy.

SI-]E was neither big nor horsy.

Nor arrogant. And yet, both
in dress and manner, she showed
that she belonged in the quietly
tasteful surroundings. She bhad
a lot of pale yellow hair, pulled
well back off her small ears by
two little white clips.

“My name’s Callahan," he
said, a little disconcerted at the
complete lack of estentation.

“Oh, yes, I've heard Joe speak
of you. You're a friend of his,
aren’t you?”

Callahan had never felt any
compulsion to be dishonest for
politeness’ sake. He said: “He
isn’t a friend—I just know him.
I'd like to have a talk with you.”

“Well—the house is full of
company. But there’s a place
about two blocks from here
where Joe takes me sometimes.
Do you want to buy me a drink,
Callahan?”

The place she took him fo was
a second-rate neighborhood bar
called Tracy’s. Knowing Joe, it
was pretty much what Callahan

had expected. But as he watched -

Kit McCain, he realized, with
the wonderment of a new dis-

covery, that a lady is at home
Jn any background.

They tock a table near the
wall and Callahan got to the
point. “Somebody siole your car
and ] don't think you're going
to get it back. If the police re-
cover it for you, some people
you know are going to have
trouble explaining away the fact
they were patronizing a black
market.”

She took the news without
blinking. *“Then what am I sup-
posed to do?”

Callahan said evenly, “Get
yourself another one and mark
this down to experience. I guess
you can afford it."

“Look, Callahan,” she said,
“you've picked up some WTONg
ideas somewhere, My father can
afford it, but he didn't pay for
my car and he isn't going to buy
me another one. I've got a job
in an office of a defense plant
end what 1 earn pays for all my
whims. Whether it's a new car
or a bottle of nail polish!”

«A poor little rich girl,” Cal~
lahan made his voice mocking,
but he was slightly pleased. If
he’d been in the market for a
girl, she bad a lot of the neces-
gary gualifications. But he didn't
want a girl. ‘“That makes it
different,” he said, and ex-
plained his connection with the
whole thing. “T'll try to get
your car back."

“But how?"

“Here’s the way a black mar-
ket works:; You leave a car at
a certain place, with the keys
in the glove compartment.
Somebody you never see drives
it away to get the gas tank
filled. This outfit has a twist all
their own., They never come
back.”

“You know,” she said thought-
fully, “I think they whitewash
themselves a little by just steal-
ing the car. There’s something
particularly foul about a gang
that takes advantage of its coun-
try during a war.”

Callahan didn’t quite under-
stand that. To him the line be-
tween right and wrong was as
distinct as the sidelines on the
football field. Regardless of how
little or how far you stepped
over the line, you were out of
bounds.

“Can you borrow a car from
the old man?” he asked. “Any
one of them will do.”

=Don’t be cyniéal,” she said.
“Why do you want it, and
when?”

“We are going to use it as a
decoy,” Callahan told her. “T'll
let you know when.”

HE found Joe the next day as

they changed shifts. “How
did you contact this outfit in the
first place?”

“Mike Hooper made the ar-
rangements, Why?"”

“How about Hooper?” Calla=
han asked. *“Can you depend on
him?”

Joe said indignantly, “Why,
I'd trust Mike anywhere!”

“So would 1 then,” Callahan
said. “As much as I'd trust you.
You make a date with this gang
and let me know where and
when. And don’t box it up, if
you want that car back.”

When he got off work that
afternoon there was a message
waiting for him. It said: Sat-
urday, 9 o'clock. Corner of
Sycamore and Walker Road.

He phoned Kit right away.
“Tomorrow night, McCain. Will
you have m car?”
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The other man was bigger, solid and tough looking
He bored in, firing a left and a right ot Callahan,

“T'll have it,”” she promised.

“Then meet me at Tracy's at
7:30."

She was waiting for him,
wearing slacks and a tan polo
coat, and for the first time Cal-
lahan realized that she was
beautiful. “I dressed for ac-
tion,” she said, handing him a

key case. “Have we time for a
drink?”
He nodded. “Shall we keep it

on a democratic basis and flip to
see who pays?”

A little frown crinkled her
brow. “1 thought we had all
that setfled. Just what is there
about me that you don't like,
Callahan?”

“Well—there's
you keep.”

“Joe Rynes? How was 1 1o
know he was such a little wea-
sel'! His father and mine were
old friends. So 1 lent him my
car several times. That's all.”

Callahan nodded. Joe was
pretty smooth on the surface.
He fooled a lot of people—for a
while.

“What else don't you approve
of, Callahan Besides my being
& woman?"”

He grinned at her then and
the pull of his face muscles
startled him with the realization
that he hadn’'t smiled for
months, “Besides that—nothing.
You're a good guy, McCain. I
might almost say I like you—"
He broke off abruptly. Joe
Rynes had just come in and was
threading his way through the
tables toward them.

Joe paused beside their table
and his sharp, dark eyes were
very bright. “Mixing pleasure
with business, pal?” His voice
was too friendly to be matural.
“Don't let Betty hear about it.
I might not be able to square it
for you this time.”

Kit said, “Betty—7"

“His wife.” Joe chuckled.
“Didn’t he tell you he was mar=-
ritcll? Why, you wolf, Calla-
han!”

the company

“QOh—his wife.”
Callahan said nothing. There
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was a time and a place to ex-
plain about Betty, but it wasn't
now. Nor here in front of Joe.
Callahan, at least, hadn't for-
gotten he’d sworn to love, honor
and cherish.

“On second thought, Calla-
han,” Kit said, standing up, “I
guess the old man can buy me
another car.” By the time she
reached the door, she was al-
most running.

He walked out. He looked up
and down the street, but she was
not in sight. Without analyzing
his feeling toward her, he found
that he could be hurt by her. In
his mind he had given her a
great wisdom and understand-
ing, and that had been a mis-
take.

Callahan went around the cor-
ner of the building to the park-
ing lot, He picked out the best-
looking car, & green sedan, and
tried Kit's keys. The door wasn't
locked. And it was the right
car. Now he could at least go
ahead with his plan.

In that way his conscience
would be taken care of. What
he could do about the hurt in
his chest, he didn’t quite know.

The corner of Sycamore and
Walker Road was dark and
empty, with a service station
closed for the duration, and in
the middle of the block a bar-
room for the victim to wait in.
Callahan parked, put the keys
in his pocket and walked away.

He found a hiding place in
the shadow of a big tree and
prepared to wait. It wasn't for
long. A shadowy figure mate-
rialized beside the car and then
climbed in quickly. The mang
was fumbling in the glove com-
partment when Callahan crowd-
ed in beside him.

“Must be in the wrong car,”
the man mumbled, and started
to slide out. He was a pimply
faced youth. “Sorry, mister. My
car is the same model . . .”

Callahan put a big hand on

his shoulder. “Never mind the
song and dance. Where's your
hangout?”
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“Honest, mister, I wasn't go-
ing to steal it A guy gimme
five bucks to come and get it
He said the keys were here.”

“Where were you to take it?"

“He said to take it over to
Rideway and Pine and put it in
the parking lot of the Top Hat
Club.”

Being honest himself, Calla-
han was ready to believe some-
one else was too. Maybe the
fellow was telling the truth.
“What did he look like?”

“] never seen him. It was
dark and he had on a hat and
coat. But, honest, mister—"

“All right,” Callahan said, dis-
gusted. “Get out of here,” He
started the car and drove away.

T‘HE parking lot was nearly

full, but there was no at-
tendant in sight. Callahan got
out, leaving the motor running,
send walked toward the little
shanty at the rear of the lot.
And then Callahan had a sudden
premonition that he had made
a mistake.

He turned just in time to see
the green sedan shooting back-
wards toward the street. He
broke into a run, cursing his
stupidity. He had never moved
faster, even in his football days,
but he didn't have a chance. He
didn’t even get a good look at
the driver, By the time he
reached the street, all he could
see was the fleeing tail light.

After a while he went into the
Top Hat Club and ordered a
drink, The smart thing to do
was leave town, but he couldn’t
quite stomach it.

The orchestra had too much
brass in it and the noise made
Callahan’s head swim. When the
piece was finished, the leader
adjusted the mike and said, “Mr.
Callahan is wanted on the tele-
phone. Phone call for Mr. Cal-
lahan."

Callahan started, then relaxed.
It was for someone else; no one
knew he was here. But after
a minute when he saw that no
one moved he got up and went
to see about it. The manager
handed him the phone and left.

“Yes?” he said. “What is it?"

“Callahan? This is McCain.
Listen to me—I know where the
cars are hidden!”

Callahan was dumfounded.

“1 was hiding in the back seat
of the car. I slipped out while
the man was opening the garage
door. Listen,” she said tensely,
“they are in an old loft building
down on Canal Street. The num-
ber is 1536. Come &s fast as
you can. I'm in the drug store
on the corner.”

“Look,” he said, “you keep an
eye on the place so you'll be
sure they're still there. We want
to know what we're up against
when we break in.” He hesitat-
ed, then asked, “How did you
know I was here?”

“It was the only place you
could be!” She sounded angry.
“You were sitting there trying
to figure out what to do next.
You're a big stupid horse, Calla-
han, with a one-track mind. But
you're an honest man. Now
burry! I'll be watching the
place.”

ENTY minutes later he got
out in front of 1536 Canal
Street, a gaunt, hostile place, its
windows like black unseeing
eyes. McCain was nowhere in
sight. Callahan whistled softly,
and waited. Nothing happened.
Walking quickly, he went
back to the corner and entered
the drug store. “I'm looking
for a girl. She came in a few
minutes ago to make a phone
calL."
~She's gone," the proprietor
said. “She came in a couple of
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times. Then a man came for
her—skinny guy with a lot of
pimples and no chin.”

Callahan wheeled and raced
for the door. He knew now he
had been badly outsmarted.
When he had spoiled their origi-
nal plan, the crooks had impro-
vised and stolen the car right
out from under his nose. The
pimply faced youth had simply
tricked him into going to the
Top Hat Club where another
mernber of the gang had been
waiting. The only reason I'm
honest, Callahan thought bitter-
ly, is because I'm not smart
enough to be a crook!

There were no lights showing
in the loft building. The big
double doors through which the
cars must have gone were firme
ly bolted on the inside. Nearby
a frosted-glass door apparently
led into an office of some sort.
Peering through a window, Cal-
lahan could see a thin crack of
light from an inner room.

SUDDEN fury that was half

fear shook his big frame.
McCain was in there! And it was
his fault she was there! If any=-
thing happened to her, he'd kill
somebody with his bare hands,
He drove his foot through the
frosted glass door and then
kicked a hole big encugh to siide
ihrough.

The door to the storeroom
was all wood, but Callahan took
it down with a tank-like charge.

They had McCain tied to @
chair. There were two of them,
working on a car. A low-hang-
ing lamp poured down & cone of
light. The pimply faced youth
had been under the car, and was
just scrambling to his feet when
Callahan, charging past, clubbed
him into a heap.

The other man was bigger,
solid and tough-looking, When
he saw that Callahan was alone,
he came back from where he'd
been trying to get the back door
open. He squared off like a
prizefighter firing a left and a
right at Callahan’s head.

But he had never played foot-
ball, Callahan threw a block on
him that was all knees and el-
bows. The man came down,
bumping his head on the fender
of a car. Callahan clipped him
once for good measure.

“That was beautiful, Calla=
han!” Kit cried. *“You're really
handsome when you're mad!”

Callahan said, “You drive
vour own car., I'll take the se-
dan. Meet me back at Tracy’s
—I'd better make a phone call
A lot of people will be
glid to get their cars back.”

“Honest to the end!” she said
mockingly, but she wazited for
him.

She was waiting for him in
front of Tracy's, too. And as
he walked toward her he
smelled a blurred fragrance that
was like the memory of a dis-
tant springtime. A springtime

vhen he had been in love.

He said to her, *I think you
should know that Betty divorced
me four months ago. She left
me because ] could never earn
enough moneyv for her. Some-
times I almost did, but not
guite—"

“And you never will, Calla-
han,” she said, but there was no
sting in her words. And her
eves were soft with wisdom and
a great understanding. “You'll
always be too honest—or too
stupid.”

He was pretty sure she was
right, but for the sake of his
pride he could have argued {
with her. Or he could put his
arms around her and hold her
tight against him. He did not
argue. Even Callahan wasn't
that stupid.
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