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PROLOGUE


I

Le Pendu

It was quite literally a matter of life and death; and his own death was not a pleasant thing to contemplate. Clearly the next step was to send the telegram. The affair might not come to a head for several days yet, but the telegram must be sent now.

He broke off his incompleted game of patience (the knave of diamonds was hopelessly locked anyhow—a fact which pleased him ironically in view of what was to follow) and walked slowly around the room while he pondered the exact phrasing.

He was alone now in the study. Outside the window he could glimpse the Verdugo hills, calmly beautiful in the winter sunlight. But in here he was alone with the oddly assorted library, the cryptic chemical notes, the table for four-handed chess, the superb collection of playing cards. It was, he mused characteristically, a good setting.

He paused before a picture on the wall—an exquisite reproduction of one of the silver-gold tarot cards painted for Charles VI. They had always fascinated him, these tarots—dark symbols of an ancient mysticism, now lightly shuffled in a game of chance, but still strong with their old stark meaning. That was fitting for his plan—a daring, fantastic gamble with a core of desperate significance.

He had it now. Swiftly he crossed to the telephone while the perfect formula was still sharp in his mind. He dialed operator and asked for Western Union.

“I want to send a telegram,” he said, “to Colonel Theodore Rand.” He spelled out the name and added an address in a New York suburb.

“And what is the message?” the flat voice asked.

“COME TO LOS ANGELES AT ONCE STOP.” He spoke slowly and clearly. “FLY IF NECESSARY STOP.”

The voice interrupted mechanically. “You do not need to send the word STOP. Punctuation is now transmitted free of charge.”

“Send it anyway.” He smiled. “I like the effect.”

“Very well, if you wish. It will count as a word. Is that all of the message?”

“No.” His enunciation grew even sharper. “Add this. YOU MAY BE INVALUABLE WITNESS AT INQUEST ON MY BODY STOP.” The voice emitted a noise of quite unprofessional surprise. “WATCH HECTOR-H, E, C, T, O, R-CAREFULLY.” He added the signature and hung up without bothering to hear the message read back.

He returned to the picture on the wall and allowed himself a moment of smiling pleasure. It was a curious omen to bless his telegram—the tarot known as Le Pendu … the Hanged Man.


II

Arthur Willowe Plays Solitaire

Arthur Willowe was the least clever person in the Garnett household. Everyone admitted that, including Willowe himself. Some of them were nice about it—Kay, for example, who loved him because he was her mother’s brother, and never paused to remember that his lack of cleverness had killed her mother. Others were not so nice about it—for instance, the dominant ruler of the household, Humphrey Garnett himself, to whom forgiving and forgetting were as in-alterably alien as an error in a chess game.
 Thus loved or hated, Willowe always felt self-consciously unclever. He was out of place in this room, with its monuments to ingenuity—the cabinet of rare playing cards, the desk crammed with chemical formulae, the table especially designed for that arcane mystery known as four-handed chess. So he sat unobtrusively in a corner and played solitaire.

The Garnett household went in for solitaire extensively. In any of the rooms you were apt to come across a low table and a worn pack or two for the use of anyone who wished to think out a problem to pasteboard accompaniment. But Arthur Willowe was unclever even in his choice of solitaires. Where the other men played the Zodiac or the Salic Law or La Nivernaise (elaborate involutions demanding two or more packs and a planned campaign as complex as a chess problem), Willowe contented himself with one pack and Klondike or Canfield, and lost even those with a persistence which would have cruelly disheartened anyone who laid a serious claim to an ingenious mind.

It was probably those two interrelated factors—devotion to solitaire and lack of cleverness—which made Arthur Willowe acutely aware of the impending murder.

He would not have put it so sharply as that himself. It was simply that there was a tension in the household, a tension so strong that it must inevitably be loosed by one hard moment of violence.

He noticed it first in the afternoon. He had tired of Canfield and was deciding to try Klondike for a change. He had just laid out the stock and the starter when his brother-in-law came in to telephone. Humphrey Garnett didn’t look in the corner. People had a way of not looking at him, Willowe thought; he could commit a neat murder in a crowded room and afterwards twenty people would swear they hadn’t seen him there. For a moment he sat wondering at himself for thinking of such a strange thing as murder; then he shrugged, and his weary old hands laid out the four cards across.

There was something of strength and efficiency in even the way Humphrey Garnett approached a telephone. There was not a waste movement of his compact muscles. The clicks of the dial were as sharp and regular as rifle practice. “Dr. White’s office,” Willowe heard him say.

There was a pause, and Willowe moved a card or two fitfully. Then his brother-in-law’s vigorous voice cut across his thoughts. “White? Garnett speaking. Called to give you the weekly report. I’m still alive, and by God I love it.” His laughter was free and rough. “I’ll see you at your funeral, my fine threatening charlatan.”

He hung up abruptly and dialed another number. “O’Breen?” There was a pause. “That you, O’Breen? Got that report for me?” A question at the other end seemed to interrupt him. “Damn it, man, what kind of a detective are you if you can’t recognize a voice on the phone? This is Garnett speaking. Go ahead.”

He was silent for a while. Silent, that is, verbally; Willowe could hear an occasional grunt of restrained joy and once an outburst of triumphant laughter. “Fine,” Garnett said at last. “Good lad. Glad I took a chance on you. Call and see us sometime—as Kay’s friend, of course. Not a word about this. Meanwhile send me a copy of that and your bill. And you needn’t be too modest in your demands. God knows I couldn’t overpay you for this.”

He set down the receiver and stretched his wiry arms in a broad gesture of malicious glee. Then he saw Willowe. The quiet old man cringed a little. He felt what was coming.

Garnett walked slowly over to the table, contentedly rubbing a hairy wrist with an even hairier hand. “Don’t be afraid, Arthur,” he said with a curious harsh gentleness. “I’m not going to torment you. I’m not going to laugh at your piddling inefficiency. I’m not going to twit you for putting an eight on a ten. I’m not even going to mention automobiles or water hydrants.”

Willowe’s armor was thin. He winced at the last words (blood and water … they mixed then, and the blood was as thin as the water … Alicia’s blood, thinly coursing …). He tried hopelessly to recover himself by moving the offending eight.

“Of course,” Garnett meditated with tense humor, “we’ll have to wait until Rand has come. We couldn’t get rid of the bastard before then; the Colonel and I must have our four-handed chess, and small help you’d be, my dear Arthur, with your—But forgive me. I had intended not to waste my abuse on you. It’s bigger game I’m after now.”

He said the words lightly, but Willowe felt a menace hid in their careless tone.

“What do you think of Richard Vinton?” Garnett asked abruptly, with ironic stress on each syllable of the name.

Willowe saw the young Englishman in his mind; but he was not alone. There was a bright, redheaded girl with him, and their eyes were alive at each other’s presence. “Kay loves him,” he answered simply.

“Does she, Arthur? Does she now indeed? How I have underestimated you, Arthur! You’re really a most entertaining conversationalist.”

The old man looked after Garnett in confusion. It had been a true and an obvious remark; he failed to understand its hidden humor. Why should a father find his daughter’s love so magnificently comic?

Garnett was gone; but the room was still a sounding box for his vibrant laughter. And as Willowe listened to it, he began to understand. It was not the laughter of comedy.

This odd episode, so meaningless and yet (to Willowe at least) so unnerving, forced the old man to observe Richard Vinton more carefully. He had never particularly noticed the young British actor before. In past years he had been alert to watch people and their oddities, and then talk them over with Alicia, to whom all things human were fascinating; but now …

He knew that Vinton was engaged to Kay Garnett, that he stayed at the house a great deal (there was even a room set aside for him), and that Humphrey Garnett, heretofore at least, had always seemed to relish his company as that of an equal in ingenuity. He thought he remembered vaguely that the young man’s father, who bore some sort of British title, had been a crony of Garnett’s during war days in Washington. Aside from that, Vinton was nothing to him but a pleasant young man who was building himself quite a reputation as a screen juvenile.

Now the young Briton seemed somehow more important. It was worth while distracting yourself from the cards to hear what he might say or what people might say to him.

Arthur Willowe was thinking these random thoughts on the sun porch. The study, for him, still rang with Garnett’s throaty laughter; and the open air was a happier place. And so, because of these thoughts, he listened unseen when Kay and Vinton passed by him on their way from the garage to the front of the house.

“I’ve been thinking, Richard, about what you told me the other night,” Kay was saying in her clear young voice.

“Yes?” There was a painful hesitancy in that one clipped syllable.

“I—You know, darling, it would be foolish to say it doesn’t matter to me. It does, of course. Everything about you has to matter, and matter terribly.” Her voice paused, and her footsteps too.

“I understand,” Vinton murmured, so low that Willowe could scarcely hear him.

“But it would be just as foolish to say that it made any real difference between us. I love you; and if you want to tell me things like that—why, it just proves how much you love me too. So thank you, dear—and that’s all.”

They went on in silence, and Willowe resumed his patience and his thoughts. More and more Vinton seemed focal; there was even a Secret now. Willowe capitalized the word in his thoughts. That made things more melodramatic and added fresh zest to this new game he had found to entertain him.

The next move in the game was on the part of Will Harding—the pale, sandy, earnest young man who was Garnett’s laboratory assistant. He came out on the porch shortly after the voices ceased. He might even have seen the couple pass by; certainly his thoughts were fixed upon them.

He spoke jerkily, as though forced despite himself. “Mr. Willowe …”

Black seven on red eight. “Yes?” Fill the space from the stock.

“What do you know about Richard Vinton?”

That, Willowe thought to himself, is what people call a guilty start. But he looked unconcerned and said, “No more than you do, I suppose.” And he outlined what little he did know.

“You think he’s—you know what I mean—all right?”

“I think so.”

The young man’s dull voice sounded troubled. “We don’t really know much about him, do we? And you hear so much about actors and the things that happen in the colony—”

“If Kay trusts him, I imagine that we can. But why should it concern you so, Will?”

“Why, I just mean—After all, he’s here so much, and he’s going to—I just couldn’t help wondering.”

The words were so suspiciously indefinite that Willowe looked up from his game. For a moment he saw the young technician, whom he had always so envied for his unemotional efficiency, staring along the path by which the lovers had passed with something very close to fury in his gray eyes. It was only for a moment. Then he turned and regarded Willowe with so pacific and ordinary a gaze that the older man could scarcely trust that instant of memory.

But the memory lingered nonetheless; and when the last member of the Garnett household came onto the porch some minutes later, he could not refrain from probing there, too. This careworn but still darkly beautiful girl was Camilla Sallice; and with her nothing was associated in Willowe’s mind—no facts, no feelings, only a dull resentment of her very presence. Who she was, where she came from, why she lived with them and called Garnett “Uncle Humphrey” (though Willowe knew the man had, apart from his daughter Kay, no living relatives)—none of these things was clear.

She smiled at him—that curious smile so characteristic of her in its blend of tragedy and gaiety. “Would you like a cushion from the swing, Mr. Willowe? That chair looks frightfully hard.”

“No, thank you,” he muttered ungraciously. That was one of the infuriating things about this girl. She wanted to be so much nicer to him than he had any intention of allowing her to be.

“You don’t mind if I share the sun with you?”

“No.” He waited a minute or two, while she settled herself on the chaise longue with a feline stretch of her supple body. Then he sprang his question, just as she seemed on the point of dozing. “And how well, Miss Sallice, do you know Richard Vinton?”

She sat up sharply, flushed and almost a little frightened. For the moment she was too taken aback to say anything. He regretted that; for when she did speak, she had regained control of herself.

“Quite as well as I care to,” she said calmly. “After all, Mr. Willowe, he is Kay’s.”

Disgruntled, Willowe returned to the cards. But he had hardly dealt a fresh stock when Camilla Sallice added, with a quiet amusement which he failed to comprehend, “And what would you think of me as a blonde?”

As Willowe shaved for dinner, with the cherished straight razor which Alicia had given him for his birthday the very week before—before the accident—he thought all these little items through. He had long felt terror in this house; that was nothing new. But he had always thought its menace directed at himself. He was mortally (even—he toyed with the word—immortally) afraid of Humphrey Garnett. He knew how Garnett hated him for Alicia’s accidental death (was it an accident? if he had not boastfully tried to drive when he knew he needed new glasses …) and he had gone in dread of impending revenge. It was a relief now to know that Garnett’s enmity, for the moment at least, was directed at another object.

He knew a small trembling pleasure. He would be free for a little while of that oppressive dominance which Garnett exerted on him. He could think his own thoughts and plan his own plans, whether they pleased Humphrey Garnett or not. And it was reasonably certain that they would not please him.

Yes, this sudden tension of menace had its advantages. Smoke is in itself a stifling discomfort, but it is also a screen. Besides, this provided a new pleasure to distract him. In his petty respite, he found it markedly more entertaining to deal and arrange facts and emotions than to worry whether the ace was locked under the king (as it almost invariably was).

“All in all,” he thought, “I should have quite a little collection for an investigator—if it should come to that.” The thought was so absurd and yet (for even his quiet life had tender spots not formed for probing) so terrifyingly plausible that his old hand trembled just enough to produce a slight cut.


III

Humphrey Garnett Expounds a Parable

The conversation at dinner turned largely upon playing cards. This was not unusual; an interest which swayed Humphrey Garnett must inevitably affect the household which he dominated. But even Arthur Willowe, for all his unusually heightened perception, could not realize how vitally the lore of playing cards was to shape all their lives in the days to come.

The reactions of the group to cards were various. Kay, like a child, loved them for their beauty or oddity of design. Willowe’s appreciation, too, was somewhat abstractly esthetic; but Camilla Sallice affected a preoccupation with the deeper occult meanings behind the now unheeded designs. Will Harding viewed the cards practically as tools with which to attain relaxation, and esteemed them highly as an aid to his work.

Richard Vinton, however, was the only one of the group to share their host’s interest in the more scholarly and abstruse aspects of card history; and that, unfortunately, was the trend of tonight’s conversation. This was presumably out of deference to their dinner guest—a gaunt, stooped, old gentleman named Warriner, whose exact identity Willowe failed to gather, but who seemed to have something professional to do with playing cards—curator of a museum collection or something of the sort.

At least the presence of this odd individual, who left his food almost untouched and subsisted largely on snuff taken between courses, served to dissipate for the moment the atmosphere of tension. There was only one awkward situation, and that was precipitated by the curator himself.

“Are you still engaged professionally, Mr. Garnett?” he asked, chiefly, it would seem, to cut short a heated controversy between the host and Vinton as to the relative priority of the German or Italian suit designs—a controversy which had been seething, as best Willowe could remember, from the day of Vinton’s entry into the house.

Garnett looked up with a quizzical frown. “Why, yes. You might say that I am, sir.”

“Might one inquire the nature of your current researches?”

“One might not.”

The family was inured to these abrupt answers; but Willowe feared lest their elderly guest might (and quite justly) feel some offense. However, he merely smiled and said, “A secret?”—adorning the word with an italicized emphasis which made it faintly ridiculous.

“A secret,” Garnett retorted succinctly.

“Rather too much of a one, if you ask me.” There was an inexplicable note of resentment in Will Harding’s voice. Did he, perhaps, regret the secrecy which kept veiled his own part in these researches—whatever their nature might be?

“And how,” the elderly scholar continued, “do you protect your deadly secrets against the unjustifiably curious? Do you, like Faustus’ Covetousness, lock them up in your good chest?”

“I am quite capable of protecting myself.” The words were simple, but Garnett’s voice was rich in quiet menace. Willowe received the disquieting assurance that the man against whom Garnett protected himself would never live to disturb another victim.

The rest of the talk consisted chiefly of arguments on such topics as the relative origins of cards and chess, with much bandying about of Richard Brome and Isaac von Meckenen and other great names in the history of card design. This meant, of course, that Garnett, Vinton, and Warriner talked volubly, while the others respectfully ate and listened. It was all, Willowe thought, very ingenious and scholarly and impressive—and dull.

It was a relief when dinner was over and the men, as was their invariable nightly habit, retired to the study. Kay chose this time for going over household affairs with the cook who came in by the day; and Camilla Sallice, if the dinner had not tempted her too much, would settle down to a session of vocal practice. Her voice, Willowe granted reluctantly, was good—a somber, full-bodied contralto. Smoky, he thought, searching for the mot juste, and then winced selfconsciously, remembering the purpose of smoke as it had presented itself to him earlier.

The old curator excused himself from joining the group in the study. He had, it appeared, an appointment to visit another eminent collector in Beverly Hills, and must depart at once, even when his host urged him to stay on for a game of vint—that curious Russian paraphrase of bridge which Garnett always upheld as a far subtler game than the American version. (That point Willowe could not judge; the science of cards eluded him. The only game which he fully enjoyed was rummy; there was a certain sense of power and compensation in scooping a fine fat fistful.)

Warriner too was seemingly not of the card-playing breed. “My dear sir,” he explained, “I never touch playing cards save to relish their designs. ‘Infinite riches,’” he went on with punctuation from his snuffbox, “‘in a little room.’ The perfection of a concise deck, yes; but the confusion of that beauty scattered in wanton play—no, my dear sir, no.”

Now that the four men—Garnett, Vinton, Will Harding, and Willowe himself—were gathered in the study, that abnormal, irrational tension began to assert itself once more. “This is a prologue,” Willowe thought almost involuntarily, “a prologue to something strong and terrible.” He laid out his cards (he was back at Canfield now) with painful overdeliberation. “I must watch these people as though I had never seen them before—as though they were new characters whom I had to establish.”

He looked at his brother-in-law. Humphrey Garnett’s strong body was hunched over the great board of one hundred and sixty squares, while his long arms adjusted the chess pieces. There were red and green men in addition to the usual black and white—a full complement of each. His stubby fingers placed the exquisitely carved pieces with surprising delicacy.

Richard Vinton’s hand abandoned the fascination of his wavy hair to pick up the green bishop. “It will be sport,” he mused, admiring the intricate tracings of its miter, “to have a game of four-handed chess again.” His rich voice had that slight trace of British accent which is sometimes so impressive to Hollywood producers. In Vinton’s case, Willowe thought, it seemed to have served him very well indeed. “I haven’t had a chance since the pater died.”

Garnett shook back his shaggy hair and looked up. “I had some fine games with Sir Edward. I hope you live up to the family tradition, Richard. You’ll find Colonel Rand a worthy opponent.”

Richard Vinton smiled. “A sort of double family tradition now, isn’t it, sir? I mean, it won’t be many weeks before I’ll be calling you father.”

Garnett adjusted the white queen deliberately. “In chess,” he said, “you can reckon your moves with certainty, provided you don’t underestimate your adversary. But in other games—cards, for instance—chance plays a guiding part. Eh, Will?”

The dry young man with the sparse sandy hair and the rimless spectacles (how well that simple description characterized him, Willowe thought—if only it weren’t for that moment on the porch …) looked up from a ponderous German work on chemistry. “What was that, Mr. Garnett?”

Garnett’s stubby fingers massaged his firm chin. “I was merely developing a banal little parable, Will, to the effect that Richard cannot be quite sure of marrying Kay until the marriage has taken place. What do you think?”

“I think it’s certain enough,” Will Harding said in a flat hopeless voice, and went on reading.

Garnett, however, had hit his stride and was not to be stopped. He turned to his brother-in-law. “What is your opinion, Arthur? Which is the true symbol of life—chess or cards?”

Arthur Willowe paused while he decided which red nine to move, but not so much for the sake of the move as to give him time to mask his secret interest in the talk. He knew whichever nine he moved would be wrong anyway. Things were like that. His futile white hands abandoned the game of patience and wavered in the air while he sought the proper words for his answer. “I can scarcely say, Humphrey,” was the best he could bring forth. “As you know, I have never been able to master even simple chess, let alone this complex four-handed affair. No, I fear I cannot judge your analogy.” These were words. The truth was that he was afraid to judge the analogy—afraid of the purpose that might lie behind Garnett’s verbal attack on Vinton.

Humphrey Garnett laughed loudly. There was something hairy even about his laughter. “That’s one thing I’ll say for you, Arthur. You’re honest. You’re not fit to do anything, and you admit it. You can’t earn a cent, you can’t play a game, you can’t say a sentence worth hearing. You can, of course, play solitaire, if the moves are simple and only one pack is involved; and I can remember once thinking that you could drive a car.”

There was something more than ordinarily vicious in Garnett’s laughter this time. Arthur Willowe winced and drew into his shell of futility. For a moment he could not even be slyly observant. He could only see that street corner. The shattered glass and the blood and the water pouring out of the broken hydrant to wash it all away—all but the memory. He could see Alicia lying there so still, looking as though she were practicing some queer contortion act, like the shows they used to put on in the barn for two pins a head. He had lain there beside Alicia—his sister, Garnett’s wife—thinking about the bam and wondering if he was dead too.

But of course he wasn’t. He couldn’t even die. He could do only one thing, and Garnett would despise him more than ever if he knew what that one thing was. Slowly he moved the wrong red nine, then forced his attention back to the others.

Garnett was still talking. “You can make a very pretty parable, for instance,” he was saying to the dark young actor, “out of pinochle. Or do you happen to know that game?”

Vinton shook his head gracefully. “Unfortunately, no. It always makes me think of elderly and paunchy film executives.”

“There are marriages in the game,” Garnett went on. “That is to say, the king and queen of a suit. And it seems moral and laudable that you should score points for something so proper as a marriage. But there’s much more profit in another sort of mating. A pinochle is a queen—and a knave. You see?”

Vinton shrugged. “I’m not sure I do.”

“The knave,” Garnett added emphatically, “of diamonds.”

The room was silent. Will Harding read on in a strange new theory of atomic structure, Richard Vinton strolled over to examine the bookshelves, and Humphrey Garnett put the finishing touches to the great chess table. Arthur Willowe watched it all quietly—and, incidentally, lost another game of Canfield.

Then the two girls came into the study. With their coming, Willowe meditated, Humphrey Garnett’s oddly assorted household was again complete. Kay Garnett, that dear daughter of so violent a father, was pre-eminently young—young, redheaded, and alive. She moved across the stuffy room with a grace that seemed to belong rather on the tennis court or on a high mountain path.

“Time for you all to get out,” she said gaily. “I’ve got to see that Father keeps his hours.” She moved over to Richard Vinton and frankly took the young actor’s hand in hers.

The other girl stood near the doorway holding a glass. Camilla Sallice was several years older and some inches taller than Kay. Beside the younger girl’s brightness she seemed worn and almost sullen.

“I brought you your nightcap this time, Uncle Humphrey,” she said quietly. “I hope it’s right. Scotch and plain water, no ice.”

“You’re a true Briton at heart, sir,” Vinton observed.

Garnett smiled his thanks at the girl and set the glass aside. “Very well, gentlemen. My daughter’s word is law here—especially when reinforced by Dr. White’s. You may retire. I shall have my nightcap here in peace and then go to my rest. Are we ready for that experiment tomorrow, Will? That is, unless Colonel Rand’s arrival postpones it.”

The young laboratory assistant was placing his rimless spectacles in their case. “Everything’s set, Mr. Garnett. Good night, sir.” He nodded to the company.

“Good night, Will,” Kay Garnett murmured. But he went out without answering her.

Garnett surveyed the chess table once more. “Thank God Rand is coming!” he exclaimed, stretching his long arms. “For six months I’ve had two other men in this house who could play four-handed chess, and now at last I have a fourth. I’ll take the green men for myself,” he went on dreamily. “They seem the most bizarre. You’ll take the red, Richard—the color of youth and strength and vigor. White will suit Will—the poor, pale, efficient rabbit. That leaves the black pieces for Colonel Rand. That’s as it should be. He’s always liked black.”

“I wouldn’t.” Kay shuddered a little. “It’s such an ominous color—mourning and death and things.”

“Omens don’t bother me,” Garnett laughed. “I’ve learned that fate can be shaped if you’re strong enough to do it. And I am. Now at long last I am to have a game of four-handed chess, and death is the only agent that can keep me from it.”

Camilla Sallice’s voice was low and throbbing. “Please, Uncle Humphrey. Don’t joke like that.”

“And what, my dear,” Garnett asked calmly, “makes you think that I’m joking?”

The Sallice girl had left the room; and Arthur Willowe, with an unobtrusive good night to the others, slipped out after her. If he waited for Kay and Vinton, they might feel they had to talk to him; and he knew that they wanted to be alone together. But in the hall he discovered that Vinton had followed him.

He looked up in surprise. The young actor was holding out a piece of paper covered with typing. He seemed to be trying hard not to smile.

“I found this under your balcony, sir,” Vinton said respectfully. “It must have blown away. I thought perhaps you wouldn’t want anyone else to see it.”

Willowe stared at the sheet of paper with incredulous horror. “You—you read this, Richard?”

“I couldn’t help noticing the name. It’s not unknown.” There was awkward embarrassment under the careful British reserve. “But I promise to respect your secret.”

For a moment Arthur Willowe understood the hidden fury which he had seen briefly revealed in Will Harding’s eyes. He wondered if he himself looked so abruptly altered as had the other. That would never do. Where there is fire, he thought confusedly, there must be smoke—smoke to hide the very glow of the fire. He laughed (the noise was shrill in his ears), mumbled some clumsy speech of thanks, and slipped up the stairs quietly.

In his own tidy room he felt better. It was amusing now to think that even he might be conceived to have a motive, if such a fantastically twisted one. But people had been killed for knowing what must not be known.

Yes, he thought, the net around Richard Vinton was drawing cruelly tight. He smiled as he phrased that; but the smile faded quickly. He was beginning to realize, in faint foreshadowing, that other net of strange compulsion which was drawn about Arthur Willowe.


IV

Colonel Rand Rereads a Telegram

The trim little air-line hostess collected funnylooking passengers. That was why she liked Colonel Theodore Rand (U. S. A., retired). He was tall and well-set, with shoulders that looked padded and probably weren’t. His hair was nearly white, and he had waxed mustaches. Even while he gazed out of the window at empty middle-western plains, he managed to be impressive, commanding, and just a little pompous. In short, he looked so exactly like a drawing by Peter Arno that she amused herself by wondering if he ever really said “harrumph.”

The Colonel frowned imposingly and reached into his breast pocket. His long fingers drew out a folded piece of yellow paper. He read its message carefully:

COME TO LOS ANGELES AT ONCE STOP FLY IF NECESSARY STOP YOU MAY BE INVALUABLE WITNESS AT INQUEST ON MY BODY STOP WATCH HECTOR CAREFULLY

Colonel Rand had no idea how many times he had read that message since he had received it. He was a man of leisure living on a comfortable pension; there was no reason why he should not indulge a friend’s strange whim. But all his military experience had not prepared him for an urgent invitation to an inquest, signed by the expectant victim.

And who in Heaven’s name was Hector? The name meant nothing to Rand in any connection. The Colonel stared fiercely at the message, then slowly and with great deliberation he went “harrumph,” to the intense glee of the little air-line hostess.

He looked again at the signature. That was what was so utterly incredible. You couldn’t associate death with him, much less this calm acceptance of it. But there the name stood, in letters as clear and bold as the man himself:

HUMPHREY GARNETT


THE CASE


I

Colonel Rand Takes a Taxi

Colonel Rand took a taxi from the Burbank airport. The day was one of those brightly incredible samples of June in January which justify lyric-writers and All the Year Clubs even to the most tough-minded. The old soldier leaned back on the leather seat in stiff contentment, with no serious inkling, despite that perplexing and ominous telegram, of what awaited him at the end of his journey.

Then, without any warning, a voice began shouting, “Yoo-oo-oo turn me inside out.”

“I beg your pardon, sir!” the Colonel exclaimed.

“What’s biting you, buddy?” the driver inquired in words largely drowned out by the voice, which was describing its further gyrations as “Upside down and around about.”

“Someone,” Colonel Rand observed heavily, “seems to be comparing me to a blasted whirligig.”

“Oh that.” The driver seemed disappointed. “That’s the radio.”

The Colonel bristled. “My man, despite my years I am sufficiently aware of the wonders of modern science to realize that fact. But what can I do about it?”

“There’s a knob in there,” said the driver indifferently, and turned his attention to a traffic problem.

Colonel Rand had rarely gone “harrumph” with more vicious sincerity. He cast a trained glance over the interior of the cab and located the knob of the offending scientific marvel. The adenoidal voice was now comparing itself to a castoff glove, which seemed to the Colonel an unwarrantable slur on a worthy article of wearing apparel. He seized the knob and twisted.

It broke.

That was the beginning of the nightmare. In its way, it was a good thing. Without this maddening introduction, the grave news that Colonel Rand was soon to learn would have wounded much more deeply. As it was, the whole business fused into wild fantasy. The song, now blaring forth at the instrument’s top volume (which was considerable), apparently inspired the cab-driver. He put fresh spirit into his work. Traffic, even Southern California traffic, meant nothing to him. He seemed possessed of a delusion that all corners were banked, like the curves on a speedway. Colonel Rand came as near as possible to abandoning his fine military carriage as he was jolted from one side of the seat to the other, constantly reminded of the fact that he turned an anonymous young crooner upside down and inside out—which was, he thought, a consummation devoutly to be wished.

Even the narrow winding streets which led up into the bright Los Feliz hills did little to check the cab’s progress. When the driver braked to a sudden stop before the Garnett home, he did so with a consummate jerk that threw the long-suffering Colonel flat on the floor and at the same time, apparently, started Young Adenoids announcing that everything was hotcha for his hot chickadee.

The cab door opened, and Colonel Rand lifted his embattled head, white mustaches gleaming against a surrealistically purple face, to tell the driver just what he thought of him—a plan which would have delayed his entering the house by at least fifteen minutes. But instead of the driver, he found himself glaring up at what must have been the biggest policeman in all Los Angeles.

“And just what do you think you’re up to?” the officer demanded. While the Colonel puffed for breath, he repeated the question, shouting to drown out the crooner and adding a few colorful words which occurred rarely even in Rand’s powerful vocabulary.

It is hard to be dignified when you are sprawled on the floor of a taxicab. Even the innate dignity of a retired army officer must suffer under such circumstances. “I have come to see Mr. Humphrey Garnett,” the Colonel stated in precisely military syllables, and drew himself up to his full height.

Colonel Rand’s full height, however, was one factor which had never crossed the mind of the designer of Los Angeles cabs. The Colonel sat down with an abrupt force which left his posterior as grievously wounded as his dignity.

“Drunk at this hour,” the policeman observed.

Rand’s face grew a deeper purple and he began to splutter.

“And at your age, too,” the officer added reproachfully.

“And my chickadee is hotcha for me,” the crooner concluded.

Rand could never reconstruct, to his own satisfaction, how he got out of that cab. He recalled vague details of the process, which included knocking his forehead against the door, losing his hat, and pitching into the arms of the policeman, who seemed to take the whole matter much more calmly since he’d formed his drunk theory. The next clear moment came as Rand walked up the front steps of the house.

The crooner was only a noise in the distance now-still not exactly faint, but at least distant. The nightmare, Rand thought, was passing, even though it was annoying that this officer, evidently still suspicious, was accompanying him into the house. At first thought it seemed to him rather a small house for a man of Garnett’s wealth; but he remembered his friend’s hatred of pretense and of what he called doggishness. Despite that perturbing telegram, it would be fine to see his old friend again. Have a good sound game of four-handed chess perhaps, and see little Kay. Though she must be a good-sized young lady now. He smiled, with a quiet resumption of contentment.

“Say, buddy!”

He turned to see the cabdriver. The nightmare wasn’t over yet.

“That’ll be two bucks and a half you owe me.”

He counted out the exact change, pointedly leaving no opportunity for a tip, and took up the bag the man scornfully proffered him.

The policeman looked at him pityingly. “So you’d even try to do a poor working man out of his money!”

Colonel Rand decided that it was high time to take a firm stand in this matter. “Officer,” he said, “I do not know what strange ideas you seem to have formed concerning me, but I assure you that they are false. Any or all of them. I, sir, am a respectable citizen, a taxpayer, and a retired member of the military forces of this country.”

“Now ain’t that nice, General,” the officer grinned, but the grin was not encouraging.

“What is more, I am a guest of Mr. Humphrey Garnett.”

The officer squared himself. Rand was a large man, but he felt small beside this uniformed bulk. “And do you want to know what I think you are, with your taxicabs and your radios and your mustaches?” (There was something familiar about this official burst of fury. Rand could not place it at the time, but he later recalled its identity with the screen antics of one Edgar Kennedy.) “I think you’re a crank, and I think you’re drunk, and if you don’t prove anything else, I’ll be keeping you out of this door for the rest of this fine summer day.”

The Colonel was past indignation. He assumed dignified silence in its stead. Quietly he reached into his breast pocket, took out the telegram, unfolded it, and passed it over.

The simple act of reading those twenty-five words took a good foot off the officer’s height. He looked at the Colonel with a mixture of respect, awe, and incredulity. “Follow me,” he said abruptly, and led the way into the house.

It seemed exceedingly odd to Colonel Rand that the policeman did not ring, but just walked in. It was even odder that a second policeman stood in the hallway near the door.

“Wait here,” said Policeman Number One, and disappeared.

Colonel Rand opened his cigar case and took out a cigar. The whimsical thought crossed his mind that men in novels, under circumstances of similar confusion, always “select” a cigar. He wondered how they did that and why they’d bought the ones they didn’t select.

As he struck a match, Policeman Number Two became vocal. “Hold it, pop,” he said, and relapsed into silence.

Rand shook out the flame regretfully. “‘Drest in a little brief authority.’” he murmured, irritated by this meaningless officiousness. But he stood as silent as his uniformed companion, chewing hard on the unlit cigar. In a few moments, Number One appeared again.

“The Lieutenant says you should come right in,” he announced. “This way.”

There was still a nightmare quality to the proceedings, but its nature had changed. The first part had been mad and comical, even when it was most destructive of dignity. But there was a chill of earnestness about this second phase.

Colonel Rand followed Number One into a room which he recognized at a glance, even though he had never seen it before. It must be Humphrey Garnett’s study. It was so exactly like the study of any house which Garnett had ever lived in. There was the strange miscellany of books, which seemed so random at first and later struck you as a complete, if cryptic, outline of the host’s character. There was the littered desk, of course, and the huge cabinet which housed Garnett’s invaluable collection of playing cards. And there was the exquisitely inlaid table designed especially for four-handed chess.

Rand began to feel a cruel conviction that that desired game of four-handed chess would never take place.


II

Lieutenant Jackson Tells of a Murder

Colonel Rand had examined the room in an instant. Now he looked at the two men in it. One, despite civilian clothes, he recognized at once as the Lieutenant of whom Number One had spoken, and obviously a Lieutenant of Detectives. He was young and rangy, but there was a professional directness and sharpness about him which stamped him unmistakably.

The other man was also young and equally obvious. At first glance, Rand decided against him. It was a type he didn’t care for. Too good-looking, too well-dressed, too easy. Quite possibly, the Colonel’s sense of fair play forced him to admit, this was a very decent chap; but he was definitely something in the artistic line, and that wasn’t a man’s work.

The young Lieutenant looked up and nodded as Rand entered, then turned back to the object of the Colonel’s disaffection. “I’ll want to speak to you again, Mr. Vinton. Will you wait outside with the others?” He spoke civilly enough, but Rand felt that his surface courtesy was no mask for the strict efficiency behind it.

Vinton agreed graciously. “Ever at your service, Lieutenant. Anything I can do for Miss Garnett—I think you understand. That sounds like a polite formula, but it means a great deal. I shall see you later.” He smiled and turned to leave.

Rand had a better look at the fellow now. Suddenly he realized that this was no mere dislike of a type. Vinton wasn’t the name he’d used then; but it was the same man, and a rotter from the word go. Too late the Colonel tried to suppress his automatic reaction. But he feared he was not successful.

Number One followed Vinton from the room. As soon as the two were gone, the Lieutenant asked, “You know that man?”

There was no use being secretive. Rand already suspected, with a dreadful sinking of his heart, the reason for the Lieutenant’s presence; and any fact might now be of value. “Yes, I know him—blast him,” he admitted.

“We’ll take that up in a minute.” The Lieutenant shoved some papers aside and took up a fresh pencil. “Won’t you sit down, sir? My name is Jackson—Lieutenant of Detectives. And yours?”

“Rand. Theodore. Colonel. U. S. A., retired.” The Colonel spoke sharply and clearly as the police officer jotted it down.

“You came here at Humphrey Garnett’s invitation?”

“Yes.”

“This telegram …” He fingered the yellow slip which Number One had brought him. “You received it—when?”

“Three days ago.”

“Today’s Monday. Sunday … Saturday … That would be Friday last?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do?”

“Sent an answering wire announcing my arrival and left as soon as I could.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t that obvious? He was my friend. He needed me.” Rand spoke with laconic sincerity.

“But although the message was such a strange one, you took no steps to check up on it?”

“Why should I?”

“You came all the way across the continent on what might easily have been a hoax of some sort?”

“To tell you the truth, Lieutenant, I did not care. I was sick to death of vegetating in a New York suburb—especially since my gardening efforts had taught me that nothing else was capable of vegetating there. So why should I? That message promised something interesting, whether it was truth or hoax. And if nothing more comes of it than a visit with an old friend, I shall be content.”

“Hm.” Jackson paused a minute, then seemed to accept, at least for the time being, the good faith of the Colonel’s rash visit. “And who is this Hector?”

“Frankly, I have no idea.”

“And who is the man who just left this room?”

The Colonel had by now recovered all his once imperiled dignity. He used it as he spoke. “Young man,” he said, “you have asked enough questions. Now I am going to ask two. The first is: May I smoke?” He lit his cigar without waiting for a reply and went on between relieved puffs. “The second is: What, in God’s name, is this all about?”

There was a sympathetic gravity on the young Lieutenant’s face which answered the question without the need of words. Rand waved his cigar to brush aside futile phrases and sat smoking in silence for almost a minute. “So Garnett’s dead,” he said at last. “I shan’t say anything about that. It means a lot to me, and I can’t talk about what I feel. I wasn’t made that way, and it’s no use trying.” There was another instant of silence, and then, with abrupt efficiency, the Colonel leaned forward, went “harrumph,” and asked, “Murder?”

“I think so.”

“Of course, or you wouldn’t be here. Is he—have they—?”

“He’s at the morgue, sir.” The Lieutenant spoke respectfully and softly.

“Rotten luck. He was a good man. Well, Lieutenant, I’m yours now. Tell me what you think fit and ask your questions.”

“There’s not much to tell you, Colonel Rand. It’s a simple case, and I’m in hopes that your arrival may make it even simpler. I’ll put it as briefly as I can. You see, it’s one of those times when circumstances are helpful and limit the investigation. You probably know that your friend didn’t like house servants. He had a cook who came in by the day and a couple of Filipinos who cleaned once a week. So there was no one in this house last night except the family and their guests. The doors were all bolted on the inside this morning; and there’s no reason to suspect any elaborate locked-room trickery.

“So that narrows it down to the five people in the house—Garnett’s daughter Kay; his brother-in-law Arthur Willowe; his assistant, a young man named Harding; and two guests, Vinton, whom you just saw, and a Miss Sallice. Just what the Sallice girl’s status in the family might be, I haven’t been able to learn. Vinton is more or less a permanent member of the household; he even has his own room. He’s Kay Garnett’s fiancé.”

Colonel Rand started. Jackson observed him a moment and went on. “Mr. Garnett stayed on in his study after the others had retired. They all went their separate ways, and any one of them might have come back to him, for all they can prove to the contrary—though, of course, they all deny it. Before they left, this Sallice girl had brought him a nightcap of whiskey and water, which he set aside to drink later. He drank only half of it. But that was enough.”

“Poisoned?”

“Yes. Hydrocyanic acid—prussic, as most people call it. Death almost instantaneous. But he did manage to leave us a clue—the first time in actual experience that I’ve come across anything like that. And I’m not sure yet what it might mean. Apparently, as he lay dying, he deliberately crumpled one playing card.”

Rand leaned forward with dignified eagerness. “If my guess proves right, sir, my arrival may indeed make the case simpler. Was this card a knave of diamonds?”

Jackson looked up sharply. “It was.”

“And how do you interpret that, Lieutenant?”

“As I say, I don’t quite know. If I remember anything about fortunetelling, it used to mean a blond young man; but there’s only one such on our list, and he doesn’t quite fit in. Then one of the men from the coroner’s office was talking about a mystery novel he read that had a jack of diamonds in it, and it meant a pun on somebody’s name in French. I don’t see that that helps us much either.”

“Hang your coroner’s men and their mystery novels. Let me assure you, Lieutenant, that this knave of diamonds means a dark young man, and a darkhearted knave he is.”

Jackson’s interest was high. “Go on, Colonel.”

Rand settled back and enjoyed his cigar for a moment. “Five years ago, sir, I was on a Cunarder returning home from a visit in England. I am a land man, and ocean travel has always seemed to me only a regrettable necessity. My one objection, despite all the mewlings of the pacifists, to the World War—my last active service—was that we had to cross an ocean to fight it. So instead of viewing the supposed beauties of the sea, I spent my time in the smoking room playing cards.

“There was a sound crowd of men on that voyage, mostly Britishers. I’d met a good few of them around the London clubs, and liked them. And then there was a young chap named Lawrence Massey. Nobody seemed to know anything about him; but several of the others had met him before, and we all accepted him.”

Rand resumed his cigar while the Lieutenant looked impatient. “I think,” he went on, “that it was this Massey who suggested we try pinochle. I’m not sure. None of us had ever tried it before—fact is, I never really thought it was a gentleman’s game—but we were all tired of poker and contract, and pinochle proved interesting and challenging once we got into it—a truly first-rate game, with an admirable balance of chance and science. Massey won a good deal. At first we thought it was simply because he knew the game better—could play up to the really fine points—and we admired him for a deft player.

“Then old Vantage—Sir Herbert, you know—the War Office man—noticed that it was generally a double pinochle with which Massey made his big winnings. Those two queens of spades and two knaves of diamonds seemed to fall inevitably into his hand.

“Well, Lieutenant, I’ll make a brief story out of it. It was a rotter’s trick, and I’m frank to say I never quite caught the hang of it. There was sleight of hand involved, that I do know. Of course none of us would speak to him after that. Still, he’d made a fair killing already, and it didn’t seem to worry him. But just snubbing him wasn’t enough to satisfy old Vantage. That chap has a vicious sense of practical humor, and he had to carry on with it.

“It started with his merely dropping references to a knave of diamonds whenever Massey was within earshot. Then Vantage slipped down to Massey’s stateroom and stuck a knave of diamonds on the door. It took the room steward some work to get it off. Next the old man bribed the bartender. He pasted a knave of diamonds on a glass, and every time Massey ordered a drink he got it in that glass.

“But the fellow took it damned well. I’ll say that for him. He was a rotter, but he had guts. And he had his revenge on old Vantage the night of the masquerade ball. Vantage had got together a score of used decks and sorted out the diamond knaves. He’d sewn them into a kind of necklace, and his idea was to pop that over Massey’s costume as soon as he appeared, so that everyone would think it was a part of his getup and ask him about it. But hanged if the plucky rascal didn’t show up at the masquerade costumed as the knave of diamonds himself. And I’m damned if I didn’t admire him for it.”

Jackson spoke up as the Colonel paused with a reminiscent grin. “I take it that this Lawrence Massey is our Richard Vinton?”

“It is, sir.”

“You are certain—it isn’t just a resemblance?”

“Lieutenant, I will swear in any court you choose that Massey and Vinton are the same man.”

“Did Humphrey Garnett know that?”

“That I can’t tell you. He knew the Massey story, of course; he must have heard me tell it a dozen times. But I’ve no idea if he had identified Vinton.”

“You didn’t know, then, that he was about to marry into the Garnett family?”

“I never saw him from that time till today. I did know that little Kay was engaged—finding a suitable gift was a severe task for an elderly bachelor—but the name Richard Vinton naturally meant nothing to me.”

Lieutenant Jackson rose with an officially definite air. “I think that will be all for the moment, Colonel Rand. Needless to say, we’ll have more to talk about later.” He glanced down at his notes and added, “By the way, when did you say you arrived in Los Angeles?”

“By the plane which reached Burbank airport about an hour ago.” Rand smiled at the thought that his harmless movements would now be subjected to an official check.

“Thank you, Colonel. Now that this is over, I suppose you’ll naturally want to see the family. You can ask the man at the door; he’ll show you where they all are. And thank you, sir, very much indeed for your information; I feel strongly that this interview may prove to be the most important part of my case.”

Colonel Rand left the study in a badly worried frame of mind. Had he said too much? The past isn’t irrevocable; a young man with such spirit might well have changed for the better in five years. And if little Kay loved him …

He shrugged, went “harrumph,” and started off to look for the family.


III

The Knave of Diamonds Is Taken Prisoner

Number two had indicated the door in pantomime.

Colonel Rand, still pondering the rightness of his action, was about to enter when a shrill voice from within made him pause.

“I tell you I’m afraid,” the voice was crying. “I know you all think I’m not good for anything. He thought so too. And he was right, even if he didn’t know about—But that doesn’t make me any the less afraid to die.”

Rand recognized the voice, charged as it was with terror. Poor futile old Willowe. The in-law hanger-on. But he was generally so quiet and unobtrusive. What could have brought him to this wild display of fear? Gently the Colonel opened the door.

The attention of the people in the room was so firmly fixed on Arthur Willowe that Rand’s entrance went unnoticed. The vague little man sat in a large bright armchair which would ordinarily have effaced him completely. Now the stark terror of his face and voice made him for the moment the most vivid object in the room.

“It was all right when he was alive,” Willowe chattered on. “I knew he couldn’t do anything then because of all of you. Besides, I thought he was through with me. He wanted something else, I thought. But now he’s dead and I was wrong and there’s nothing to stop him. We’ll all be dead together—Humphrey and Alicia and I. We’ll have love and hate and death all for ourselves.”

Kay Garnett leaned over him quietly. She had been crying, and her voice was still shaken. “Please, Uncle Arthur. Don’t excite yourself so. It’s time for your nap. You’d better rest.”

“No! No! I don’t want to rest. I might sleep, don’t you see, and that would make it ever so much easier for him.”

“Come now, old man.” It was that plucky rotter, Massey or Vinton or whatever he called himself. “Don’t take on so. We’ve all got to carry on, you know.” He had indeed changed; there was a new strength and sincerity in Vinton which Rand had never observed in Massey.

The other young man in the room (a stranger to Rand—it must be the laboratory assistant, Harding, whom the Lieutenant had mentioned) thumbed a heavy book and tried to keep his eyes from the painful scene. Poor Willowe babbled on.

Then the dark girl (that, Rand supposed, would be the mysterious Miss Sallice) crossed softly to the old man’s chair. “Please,” she said gently. Her voice was rich and husky and sweet. “Please. Alicia wouldn’t like you this way.”

Arthur Willowe paused. “No. Of course. I’m sorry.” He sounded like a little boy who had been scolded. Then he looked up in bewilderment. “Why do you talk about Alicia? What do you know about her? And what do we know about you? Who are you anyway?”

Before the girl could answer, Kay had seen Colonel Rand. Swiftly she darted across the room and threw herself into his arms. “Uncle Teddy! Oh, how good! How good!”

She cried a little and kissed him and laughed because the waxed mustaches tickled her and cried again. The old soldier held her close and was very happy.

Little Kay, bless her, had grown up just as he had hoped. She was fresh and lovely and clear and alive. She was her mother Alicia with a simple easiness added which had not been quite proper for young ladies when he and Alicia were—well, friends. It hadn’t got further than that when she met Humphrey Garnett.

He stroked Kay’s bright red hair and kissed the top of her head clumsily. She looked up, half smiled, and tossed her head as though to shake away the tears. Awkwardly the Colonel pulled the neat white handkerchief out of his breast pocket and wiped her blue-green eyes. Then, with automatic recollection of the past, he held the cloth to her nose.

She laughed nervously. “I’m a big girl now, Uncle Teddy. I worry about powdering my nose, not blowing it.” Rand frowned; this forced gaiety was sadder than tears. “But I don’t even worry about powder now,” she went on. “I’m so glad you came. I need you.”

She turned to face the room. “You’d better join the family group. We’re waiting to hear what that nice young Lieutenant makes up his mind to do about …” (her voice quavered a little) “… about all this. He’s been asking us questions all morning till we’re reeling—we haven’t even had time to think. It doesn’t seem halfway real yet. It can’t be true. It just can’t.” She broke off and took up the role of hostess. “You know Uncle Arthur, of course.”

“Right. How are you, Willowe.” The Colonel seized the weak hand sturdily. Pity Alicia’s brother should have turned out so much what the young men would call a washout. Still he was in his way a likable sort of chap. Damned odd, that fit of hysteria just now. …

“This is Miss Sallice—Colonel Rand. Camilla was a protégée of Father’s.” Was Rand imagining things, or did Kay’s voice take on a trace of something harsh—almost of an unkindness quite foreign to her nature? He bowed formally to the young lady. Decidedly attractive, he observed, though the contrast to Kay made her seem somewhat full-blown and artificial. A subtle trace of exotic scent heightened the effect. He found himself looking at her again, more closely. Yes, for all the deft make-up, hers was a face of tragedy.

“And this is Will Harding, Father’s lab assistant.” The quiet young man set aside his weighty volume and rose politely. It was a good handshake—firm, without exaggeration. Rand decided, at a guess, that the man himself was like that.

“And this is Richard Vinton, my fiancé. You’ve certainly heard me talk about Uncle Teddy, Richard.” The Englishman gave no sign of recognition, and Rand followed his lead. He even took the fellow’s hand, with a warmth assumed for little Kay’s sake.

The introductions were over, and there seemed to be nothing more to say. Obviously no one wanted to mention the one all-important topic, and no one could think of anything else worth mentioning in its place. Despite Kay’s almost hysterical effort, this was no time for small talk.

Rand, seated uncomfortably in a corner, suddenly recalled that the Lieutenant had kept his telegram, and decided to busy himself seeing if he knew it from memory. One phrase worried him. WATCH HECTOR CAREFULLY. He looked about the silent room. Arthur Willowe, Will Harding, Richard Vinton—which of them …? He wanted to blurt it out abruptly; it must be important.

The silence grew heavy. Willowe had picked up a deck of cards and was noiselessly dealing them onto the small table near him. Harding had returned to his ponderous book. Vinton was holding his fiancée’s hand in surreptitious comfort. The Sallice girl was humming something indistinguishable and minor under her breath. The sun streamed into the room with oblivious cheerfulness.

Rand realized that his cigar had gone out, neglected; and his palate could never endure relighting a dead one. With a gesture of exasperation, he hurled the offending cigar at a large brass ash stand a few feet from him. His aim was too good. There was a crashing clatter, and stand and ashes were scattered over the floor.

Everyone started. It was as though someone had belched in the middle of the Armistice Day silence. Rand swore. Everything that happened to him was turning this tragedy into farce. Then he saw that this was his opportunity. They were all offguard—nerves on edge. He rose and bellowed, “All right then. Out with it. Who is Hector?”

And nothing happened. Nothing at all. There was no sign of any reaction but sheer bewilderment. If anyone there had suspicious knowledge, he was a genius at covering it up.

Kay stared at him as though he had suddenly gone mad. “Uncle Teddy!” she cried reproachfully.

Before he could explain himself, the door opened. The official forces came in—the Lieutenant and Numbers One and Two. Jackson strode sharp across the room to Vinton—a dramatic movement somewhat hampered by his tripping over the ash stand. But he recovered himself nimbly and said, “I’m afraid we’ll have to take you along with us, Vinton.”

Kay let out a little cry. She pressed a pale hand to her mouth and stood trembling. Arthur Willowe looked up from his solitaire long enough to say, “It’s no use,” and went on playing.

Rand advanced to the Lieutenant. After all, hang it, the fellow was Kay’s fiancé. “Look here, sir,” he said. “Merely because I told you what I did—”

“May I ask, Colonel, what that was?” Vinton inquired.

“It isn’t only that, Colonel Rand,” Jackson interposed. “You see, there were only his fingerprints on the glass. And there’s even more to it than that.”

Vinton shrugged. “I appreciate your position, Lieutenant,” he said with easy confidence. “Under the apparent circumstances, I suppose I’d make the same arrest myself. There’s very little use in my assuring you that you’re wrong. But you are, of course, and you’ll find that out if you continue your investigation. Meanwhile, I might as well go along with you.”

Rand looked at the man with open admiration. It was the same fine bravado which he had displayed at the masquerade party—when, Rand reminded himself, he had been guilty beyond any possible doubt. But there was good in the fellow—courage, at least, which can mean a great deal. He found himself hoping sincerely that the chap was innocent this time.


IV

Fergus Is Summoned

Some hours later, after an excellent lunch, efficiently prepared by the cook who came in by the day, had been swallowed untasted by a silent assemblage, Colonel Rand sat on the sun porch with Kay. He found comfort in the bright verdure of the hills which rolled before them. “From whence cometh help …” he murmured.

“He can’t be guilty,” Kay was insisting. “No matter if they find his fingerprints on everything in the room. I knew all that about the liner and the jack of diamonds. He told me two days ago; and I didn’t care. It isn’t what Richard used to be that matters. He’s doing well as an actor now, and he’s honest and clean. Of course I don’t know what Father might have thought, but anyway he didn’t know and so that proves he couldn’t have meant Richard with that card, doesn’t it?”

Rand essayed a comforting smile and patted her cold hand. “Of course, Kay. Of course.”

“Kay!” It was Camilla Sallice, standing in the doorway. “There’s a man here who wants to see you. He says Richard sent him.”

Kay straightened up, with a conscious effort at recovering herself. “Oh. Thanks, Camilla. Please ask him to come out here. It’s bright and clear; I feel better than in the house.”

In a moment a small, sleek man came onto the porch. He was dressed with quiet smartness and carried with him an air of deft efficiency. “Miss Garnett?” he asked.

“Yes.” Kay hesitated.

“My name is Farrington—Max Farrington. You’ve probably heard Mr. Vinton speak of me. I’m his lawyer.”

“Oh. Naturally. I should have thought to get in touch with you, but with Father … It all happened so suddenly. I’ve been wondering if I could do anything for Richard, and I just can’t think straight.”

“I understand, Miss Garnett. Mr. Vinton phoned me from the station. I talked a bit with him there, and he asked me to see you. If I could speak with you privately—”

Rand half rose, but Kay’s hand restrained him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Colonel Rand, Mr. Farrington. Colonel Rand was my father’s closest friend. I think I’d like to have him here while we talk.”

Rand beamed. It was good to feel that the dear girl wanted him. Expansively he extended his cigar case to the lawyer.

“Sorry. I never smoke. Waste of valuable energy. But I’ll be glad to have you with us, Colonel. You military men see straight to the core of things—no falderal—good men to have on a jury. Now you know the situation?”

Rand nodded. He had not as yet made up his mind about this suavely alert individual, and he wasn’t going to commit himself verbally until he was sure.

“Very well.” Farrington seated himself, with cautious regard for the crease of his trousers. “The police seem certain that they have the right man. We, I take it, are all equally certain that they have not. Now if the case comes to trial, I’ll have my client make a straight plea of not guilty. That’s inevitable; I shan’t compromise his reputation with any fake business of ‘not guilty by reason of insanity’ or such tommyrot. And I’ll probably get an acquittal. But in the meantime the newspapers will have done their work. A featured actor, well on his way to stardom, arrested for the murder of his fiancée’s father—it’s too good a story to neglect. They’re bound to play it up for all it’s worth. And so we—well, we want more than simply an acquittal.”

“You mean, sir, that you—that is to say, that we want to prove beyond any doubt, not only that Richard Vinton is innocent, but that someone else is guilty?”

“Exactly. There you are, Colonel. What did I say about you military men? The direct approach every time. We want to prove that someone else is guilty. Now the police seem to be perfectly satisfied that their case is finished. They won’t investigate much further. And work like that isn’t in a lawyer’s line; I’ll defend him if he comes to trial, but I’d much rather that never happened. What we need, Miss Garnettt, is a detective; and the man I always send such work to is laid up in the hospital at the moment as the result of a labor riot. Lawlessness,” the lawyer muttered. “That’s what it is. Merely because these men discovered that Larry was making reports of their activities to the company manager—as though he wasn’t doing his job just the same as they were doing theirs …”

Rand grunted. Conservative though he was, the use of spies in civilian industry had never seemed decent to him. He began to be a trifle dubious of this Esquire-garbed article.

“But what do you want us to do?” Kay asked.

Farrington cut off his resentment against labor. “What Mr. Vinton suggested was that you and I—and you too, of course, Colonel—might confer and select some private inquiry agent who’d take on the case. I know most of them by reputation and can give you advice. Some, naturally, would never do; they are tied up too closely with the police department and would be prejudiced against breaking down an official case. Others—”

“Fergus!” Kay exclaimed.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Garnett?”

“Fergus O’Breen.”

“And who is that?”

“You say you want somebody who’s unprejudiced and fresh and not tied up with the police? Well, why not Fergus?”

“Excuse me, but is this Fergus a detective?”

“Of course. He’s got a license and an office and everything. He’s a crazy Irishman and young, but as smart as they make them. I went to school with his sister,” she added, as though that explained everything.

“I don’t know …” Farrington began.

Colonel Rand interrupted him. “There’s something to Miss Garnett’s idea, Farrington. A young man starting out on his career might be far more valuable in breaking down preconceived notions than would an older and more experienced person. We can at least interview the fellow and see what he promises.”

“Of course, it’s as Miss Garnett wishes. For myself and my client, I could prefer—”

“Then it’s all settled.” Kay rose. “I’ll go call Fergus now. Come along, Uncle Teddy. You can listen in on the extension and see what he sounds like.”

Colonel Rand felt embarrassingly like an eavesdropper as he stood with the extension to his ear. He had no notion then of how familiar the role of eavesdropper would become before he learned the truth of Humphrey Garnett’s death.

He heard Kay dial the number and then a shrill voice which announced, “O’Breen Detective Agency.”

“May I speak to Mr. O’Breen, please?”

“Just a moment. I’ll see if he’s in.”

A pause, then a heavier voice which sounded suspiciously like the first one in a different register. “This is the O’Breen speaking.”

“Fergus!”

“Kay sweetheart! And how are you this balmy afternoon?”

“Fergus,” she faltered, “I want you to come over here right away. It’s terribly important.”

He hesitated. “You’re speaking for yourself?”

“Yes.” She was puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“I just thought—But it doesn’t matter. Look. I’m supposed to see Mrs. Rittenthal in an hour and tell her who poisoned her darling itsybitsy Ming Toy. I could make it later—say around dinner time.”

“Please, Fergus. Now. It’s—it’s professional,” she added.

“In that case, darling, nothing could please me more. My business conscience is appeased, and Fergus of the Red Branch rides to your rescue. I didn’t want to see Mrs. Rittenthal anyway. You see, it was her husband, and I’m damned if I blame him.”

“Then you will come?”

“Of course. But what’s the matter? Your voice sounds as though you were about to burst out keening.”

“No questions now, Fergus. Please.” Her voice was indeed dangerously shaky. “I’ll tell you when you come.”

“Which will be,” he said firmly, “in roughly eleven shakes of a lamb’s tail. ’By.”

Rand hung up his extension. He was reserving judgment.


V

Fergus Takes Over

Colonel randhad never before seen a detective in a tight-fitting yellow polo shirt. It was really not a good idea. It made the young man’s lean face seem even leaner and clashed violently with his crimson hair—hair of so brilliant a shade that Rand wondered whether Kay was really entitled to be called a redhead after all. But then, the Colonel reflected, this was Southern California. If ever someone succeeded in establishing a Los Angeles Fascist organization, the mark of membership would indubitably be a polo shirt.

Rand had answered the doorbell, to see this red-and-yellow apparition leaning against the jamb and hear him announce, with ancient Gaelic trumpets ringing in his crisp modern voice, “The O’Breen to see Miss Garnett.” There had followed, with Farrington’s technical assistance, a brief conference on the young man’s qualifications.

These seemed auspicious enough. He had been in the private inquiry business for six months. He admitted frankly that this was his first murder case; but he had impressive references of clients satisfied by his solutions of several robberies and one arson. Rand was especially pleased with the account of how he had trapped a peculiarly obnoxious blackmailer by extra-legal means.

Farrington seemed highly satisfied—a trifle more readily, in fact, than Rand had anticipated. “Of course,” the lawyer said, “I don’t need to express how much I wish you luck. It isn’t just your luck—it’s mine and my client’s and this young lady’s as well. I feel I can safely leave the case in your hands now; I have the bail and other matters to see to.” And with brisk politeness he took his leave.

Fergus uncoiled himself from his chair and began to pace the room softly but rapidly. “Now look, Kay,” he began. “There isn’t any use my saying how sorry I am this happened. I know how it’s hit you, and I know it’s going to hit you a lot worse, when you’ve had time to think about it. But we’ve got to be impersonal about the whole thing—and that’s asking a hell of a lot from an Irishman. I’ve got to forget you used to spend week ends with my sister. I’ve got to forget the time you taught me to waltz and the time I gave you your first roller-coaster ride. In short, I’ve got to be serious and unsentimental—and so do you.”

Kay managed a small smile. “All right, Fergus. I’ll try. It isn’t going to be easy, you know.”

“Don’t I know, darling.” He stopped sharply. “Look at me now for a fine fatted fool. I start out being impersonal by calling my client darling. Even Kay is dangerous. I’ll stick to Miss Garnett. Professional-like. And by the way, if my pacing bothers you, just tell me to quit.”

“It’s all right so far.”

“Good. You see, there’s two reasons for it. It helps me think, and then sometimes it gets people so nervous they say things they didn’t mean to. Now for the questions. I know—I suppose you’ve had more than enough of ’em today already; but I’ve got to get it all straight.” “Go ahead—Mr. O’Breen.”

“Thank you—Miss Garnett. Now tell me first of all about your father—what kind of a guy—I mean—well, tell me about him.”

“Didn’t you ever meet him?”

“I …” For a moment Fergus seemed not quite so self-possessed. “No, I can’t say I did.”

“I just thought—I was at your house so often, and Maureen used to come here.”

Fergus squirmed quietly. “Well, I have talked with him on the telephone—but hardly in a social way.”

Rand leaned forward. “Professional, then?”

“Yes, in a way, but—Look. Who’s conducting this investigation? I’m supposed to be grilling, not being grilled. And I want to know what Humphrey Garnett was really like, not what he sounded like giving orders on the phone. Go on—Miss Garnett. Tell me things.”

“I think Colonel Rand could do that better than I could. You see, to me Father was just—well, just my father. I mean, he was sweet and good and—I don’t know; I always thought he was something marvelous.”

Fergus whirled to Colonel Rand. “And was he?”

“Was he what?”

“Was he something marvelous?”

Rand went “harrumph.” “Hang it, young fellow, you ought to know that a man doesn’t think that way about another man. I liked Garnett. I liked him better than anyone else I’ve ever known. That’s all I can say.”

“When did you meet him?”

“I don’t know exactly. It’s hard to say; it seems as though you’ve always known the people who are close to you. Some time around 1910, I’d venture. I met him through this young lady’s mother—Alicia Willowe then. We struck up a firm friendship and then we quarreled. I didn’t see him again until just before the war—our work threw us together then. It seemed foolish to hold an ancient grudge, and we simply fell back into our old friendship. By that time he was married to Alicia and Kay was horn. I was an unofficial member of the family until Garnett moved out here around eight years ago. Since then I’ve seen him once or twice a year on his trips east.”

“Just a minute, Colonel,” Fergus interrupted with a gesture something like a radio announcer shushing studio applause. “There’s a lot in that brief statement of yours. Now comes questions. Why did you and Garnett quarrel?”

“I fail to see, sir, that that is any concern of yours.”

Fergus shrugged. “That’s the curse of being unofficial. No authority, no power. If I were a policeman, now, I could browbeat you—if I had the remotest idea how to browbeat. It just isn’t in my character. Sweetness and light, that’s what I am. All right, Colonel, so it’s no concern of mine. I won’t ever mention it again. Now then, after you had quarreled over Alicia Willowe—”

Rand thumped the arm of his chair vigorously. “Blast you, sir, do you mean to—”

Fergus once more waved him to silence. “We can’t discuss that, can we, sir? I promised never to mention it again.”

Rand subsided. For all the yellow polo shirt, he admitted grudgingly, the young man had a certain shrewdness. “Go on,” he grunted.

“You say your work threw you together. What work was that?”

“I was attached to the General Staff. Garnett was doing research work in chemical warfare. We were both stationed in Washington.”

“I see. When did Garnett retire from government service?”

“Immediately after the war. We very nearly had another quarrel then. He had suddenly become filled with some nebulous sort of weakling humanitarianism. He felt that the work he had been doing was wrong, and that he should devote himself henceforth to the causes of peace.” Rand’s voice was scornful.

“Wait a minute there, Colonel. What’s wrong with peace? Me, I’m all for it, even if I am an Irishman. A good rousing fight with shillelaghs is one thing, but bombs and gas are another. I’ve yet to see why my fine head of red hair should be blown to shreds to make the world safe for plutocracy.”

Rand shook his head sadly. “We didn’t think like that when I was young. Perhaps that was because there were still some vestiges of honor left in war then. We still thought of Grant and Sherman and Lee—rebel though he was—of plumes and cavalry charges and glory. Men died, but they died honorably—and in one piece. Perhaps you young men are right now in your horror. I don’t know.”

“And what—coming back to our strayed muttons—did Garnett do for peace? Idealistic pacifism sounds a little out of his line from what I’ve heard of him.”

“He spent ten years as a highly paid research technician for several large chemical companies and then retired. I may add that he found the service of peace much more profitable.”

“Uncle Teddy!”

“I am not criticizing your father, my dear. I am simply doubting his humanitarian motives. Possibly I flatter him.”

Fergus resumed his questions. “These regular trips east—what brought them about?”

“I don’t know, exactly. He was carrying on some private researches—he had to keep his fine mind busy. These trips were probably connected with whatever he was doing on his own, but he never told me what that was.”

“As intimate as you two were, he never told you?”

“Mr. O’Breen, you are young. When men are young, they share all their ambitions. They tell each other their newest hopes and ideas and perhaps work them out together. Garnett and I were like that once. But old men’s friendships are different. They smoke together, they drink together, they play cards and chess and golf together; but all they tell each other are the newest versions of the oldest smoking-room stories. They respect each other’s privacy. It’s more comfortable—more dignified.”

Fergus scratched his head and paced some more. “I never thought of it like that. You’re right about young men. We shoot our mouths off about everything. But maybe you should keep your deepest self for yourself. It makes sense. … But at least you can tell me what kind of a man Garnett was?”

“He had, sir, the most typically masculine mind which I have ever known. It was at once hard and intricate, strong and subtle. He could derive equal pleasure from climbing a mountain, solving an equation, catching a fish, inventing a new end game, or—if you will forgive me, Kay—making love to a beautiful woman. And he did them all exceedingly well.”

“What was his temper like?”

“Vigorous. Whether good or bad, it was vigorous. He liked people and he hated them. I have never known him simply to tolerate a person—unless perhaps it was Arthur Willowe. Whatever he did, he strongly wanted to do. He never had whims. He went always in a straight, inflexible line.”

“Would you call him a tolerant man?”

“No,” said Rand simply.

“I begin to see him,” Fergus said. “I’m sorry I never actually met him, even though I suppose he might well have decided to kick me out of the house. Maureen gave me pretty much the same idea from the times she visited you, Kay.”

“I thought, Mr. O’Breen, that you’d decided on Miss Garnett?”

“Look. That’s too much trouble. Suppose I just call you Client. That’s easy, and still it’s formal. Well, almost formal anyway.”

“Very well … Detective.” She tried hard to smile.


VI

Fergus Hears the Facts

All right.” Fergus drew a sharp line in the air as though to mark the end of a section. “That’s background. Fine. So much for that. But now for the facts in the case.”

“I don’t know quite how—” Kay began falteringly.

“Look. We’ll take them, as the programs say, in the order of their appearance. That’ll be simpler. And try to look at them as facts and not—not feel too much about them.”

“I’ll try.”

“That’s my fine wench. Now did anything happen before yesterday that could give us a sort of point of departure?”

“The telegram,” Rand suggested, and went on to explain.

Fergus stopped pacing for a moment. “And the Lieutenant kept it. Helpful-like. Well, I don’t blame him. Do you know if he checked the sending of it?”

“I asked him before he took Vinton away. He’d checked it by phone. It was sent from this telephone and charged to the phone bill. Beyond that, there wasn’t any possible way of identifying the sender.”

“Can you remember the exact words of the message?”

“Yes. Needless to say, it puzzled me, and I read it over a good many times. It went:

COME TO LOS ANGELES AT ONCE STOP FLY IF NECESSARY STOP YOU MAY BE INVALUABLE WITNESS AT INQUEST ON MY BODY STOP WATCH HECTOR CAREFULLY

And it was signed HUMPHREY GARNETT.”

“Hmm. Do those sound like Mr. Garnett’s words to you?”

“It’s hard to say. Everyone’s style sounds much the same in a telegram. But I’d say it was probably from him. It’s direct and vigorous and a little cryptic. I would rather have expected him to sign himself simply GARNETT, but he used the full name occasionally.”

“So that’s why you asked that funny question,” Kay put in.

“What funny question, Client?”

“He all of a sudden shouted out, ‘Who is Hector?’ I didn’t know what to think.”

“Very well. And who in the name of the sons of Usnech is Hector?”

“I haven’t any idea.”

“And you, sir?”

Rand shook his head. “It means nothing to me.”

“At any rate, whoever Hector may he, this telegram seems to mean that Mr. Garnett expected an attempt on his life—and a successful one at that. Were you coming out here soon anyway, Colonel Rand?”

“Yes. My life in the east was growing regrettably dull, and I’d told Garnett I’d be out in a month or so. That’s why this sudden urgency surprised me all the more.”

“‘YOU MAY BE INVALUABLE WITNESS,’” Fergus repeated. “How could you, if you didn’t get here till after the crime? Or did he expect it wouldn’t come off until after your arrival?”

“I was able to explain the knave of diamonds,” Rand suggested.

“The knave of diamonds?”

“The crumpled knave,” and Rand went on to retell the story of the Cunarder, old Vantage, and Lawrence Massey.

The young Irishman listened with keen interest. When the story was over he grunted unhappily. “So you knew all that. And I was staunchly upholding my professional honor, and all for what? Not even for Hecuba.”

“I don’t understand, Fergus.”

“I mean this, Client. I almost let it slip when you asked me if I’d ever met your father. You see, this spot of work he had me do was concerned with Richard Vinton.”

Kay gasped. “You mean that you told him—”

“Quiet there. Remember I haven’t seen you for donkey’s years. Maureen told me you were engaged, but I didn’t remember the fellow’s name. All I knew was that your father called me up at the office, said he’d heard about me from you as a promising young man—which I modestly assured him was a rank understatement—and told me to find out what I could about an actor calling himself Richard Vinton and claiming to be the son of Sir Edward Vinton.

“I didn’t ask any questions—we don’t, you know—All Work Strictly Confidential. I just went ahead and checked what I could myself here in town through his professional contacts—dug up some broken-down hams who’d known him years ago—got in touch with other sources in New York and London—your father had said not to spare expenses.

“Anyway, total upshot: Sir Edward Vinton’s son is fighting in Spain—his conservative father’s body must be leading the life of a corkscrew—and was recently reported missing; and this Vinton used to call himself Lawrence Massey and was reputedly a not-too-honest gambler.”

“Did you come across this story about Massey and the knave of diamonds?” Rand asked.

“No. That yarn wasn’t in my report, and that’s what puzzles me. Because if the knave of diamonds did mean Vinton, how did Garnett know—unless he’d pieced together your story and mine …” He broke off sharply. “But after all, our purpose, if possible, is to save Vinton—not to tighten the chains around him. Let’s get hack to the telegram. Are there any other ways that you could prove invaluable?”

“None that I know of so far.”

“All right. Let’s get on with our reconstruction. Three days before the crime that telegram is sent. This is Monday. That would be last Friday. Now, Client, when did you learn the secrets of your fiancé’s past?”

Kay hesitated. “That was Friday too. Richard took me to the preview of his latest picture. Afterwards we drove up in the hills and parked. It was a lovely night. … Suddenly he said, ‘My dear, I can’t go on like this any longer. If you’re going to marry me, you must know all about me.’”

“And he told you—?”

“He told me that Vinton wasn’t his real name and that he wasn’t a son of Father’s old friend in London and that he used to be a cardsharper who traveled on ocean liners. He tried to tell me details too, but I didn’t want to hear any more. I’ve known him for almost a year, and I know that now he’s as grand a man as any girl could want. To know that he’s changed so much and made himself what he is—well, it just made me love him more.”

She said all this very simply. Rand was watching her closely; she did love him—there was no possible doubt of that. And he resolved from that moment to do everything he could to help her and this strange young Irishman in their efforts to outwit the police.

Fergus had digested her story and was ready with more questions. “Did your father show any signs of displeasure with Vinton?”

“No. They got on well. You see, Richard’s a very good chess player and he’s interested in puzzles and cards the way Father is—was. They were quite congenial.”

These details strengthened Rand’s resolve. Artist or not, the young man apparently had a sound mental outlook.

“Good,” Fergus observed. “Now as to the crime itself—”

Rand had heard, on all sides, so many references to the crime that he was by now somewhat confused. At last he was to hear a straight and simple account of as much as was known.

It boiled down to this: Garnett always ate breakfast regularly at seven, in order that he might have a long morning for his, so far, somewhat mysterious laboratory researches. The cook-by-the-day didn’t arrive until eight; so Kay prepared the early breakfast for her father and his assistant, while the others ate later at their pleasure. This morning she had risen at six-thirty and set to work. Harding was in the kitchen at seven, and she served him, wondering what on earth could be keeping her generally punctual father. At about a quarter after, she went up to Garnett’s room. The bed hadn’t been slept in.

“And that worried you?” Fergus asked.

“No, it didn’t really. You see, that had happened before. He always stayed up in the study after the rest of us went to bed. Dr. White said he should go to sleep early, but sometimes he’d get so engrossed in a problem that he’d stay up for hours and hours working on it and eventually just fall asleep there.”

“You mean he did work at night on his own, besides the time he spent during the day with Harding?”

“I think so. I’m not sure. Sometimes it wasn’t work, just—just being ingenious, you know.” She smiled a little. “I remember once he tried to compose a five-deck solitaire. He used to play the Empress of India with four, but he wanted something even more involved. I came in the next morning and found him sound asleep. I couldn’t even come into the room. There were cards piled every place.”

“I remember,” Rand nodded. “Garnett wrote me about that. He called it one of the few mental defeats of his life.”

“So this time,” Fergus picked up the thread, “you decided right off to look in the study?”

“Yes.” Kay halted a moment. “I looked in the study. …”

Humphrey Garnett was there. The lights were still burning, and he was lying face down in the middle of the floor. A few inches from his outstretched right hand lay a crumpled playing card. His hands had black gloves on them.

Fergus interrupted her again. “Why on earth should a man wear gloves to be murdered in? The black’s a fetching notion for anticipated mourning, but still—”

“Oh, there’s nothing surprising about that. When he stayed up alone like that, he often used to go over his collection of playing cards. Some of them are very rare and have to be handled carefully to keep them in good condition. He planned to leave them to a museum. So he wore gloves whenever he touched them.”

“Was he wearing those gloves when you said good night to him?”

Kay thought back. “No. I think I could swear that he wasn’t. Because he played with my hair when he kissed me good night, and I know I should have noticed it.”

“Then look, Client. This business about fingerprints. Did the Lieutenant say definitely that he’d found only your fiance’s fingerprints on the glass?”

Again she pondered. “I think so.”

Rand nodded. “Yes. He stated that quite clearly—it seemed his chief reason for the arrest.”

Fergus paced more eagerly. “But if your father was ungloved when you left him, then he must have taken the glass in his fingers. Besides, there’d be Miss Sallice’s prints if she brought it to him.”

Kay looked up with pleased surprise. “Why yes. That’s true. Then you mean—”

“I knew there was something cockeyed going on as soon as I heard about those fingerprints. Nowadays, when prints are talked about and written about so much, a man would have to be a damned fool to leave them planted so obviously.”

“You think …?”

“We’ll just file that away for future reference. Go on.”

Naturally, Kay had been frightened. She knew that her father had something the matter with his heart (a little questioning from Fergus made clear that it was an aortic aneurysm) and she felt dreadfully and un-reasoningly sure that he was dead. She went over to him and touched him. He was cold. Then she saw that his face was twisted and she smelled the scent of bitter almonds and she knew what had happened.

She fainted then. She must have cried out first, although she couldn’t remember it, because Will Harding came hurrying to her. He revived her, and reminded her that their first duty was to call the police. While they waited, she roused the rest of the household and gave them black coffee. It was something for her to do and kept her from having time to think.

“And how,” Fergus asked, “did they react when you told them the news?”

“Let me see … I was too numb myself to notice very much. Camilla seemed more hurt than any of the others. Uncle Arthur was frightened rather than anything else—I don’t know why. Richard was so good; he seemed to give me strength.”

“Go on, Client.”

There wasn’t much more to tell. The police came and the men from the coroner’s office and cameramen and fingerprint experts and reporters and everything. It was all a confused nightmare to Kay. She told them what she’d just told Fergus and they asked questions and they had interviews with everybody and then Uncle Teddy came and then all of a sudden Richard was arrested. And that was all.

Fergus had sprawled over a chair while she talked. Now he began to pace again. “I can see that they’ve got a good case against your Richard. I imagine they make out the motive something like this: He knew that Colonel Rand was coming out here soon and that his past would be disclosed as soon as the Colonel saw him. If your father knew what he had been, he’d forbid the marriage and disinherit you. Do you think he would have, Colonel?”

“Emphatically yes. Garnett had no tolerance for cheating or dishonesty of any sort. He prized mental strength and dexterity so highly that he loathed all shifts to get by without it. And yet, young man, according to you, Garnett already did know.”

“It was only yesterday I gave him my report. He probably hadn’t had a good chance to speak to Vinton yet. But even so, there was all the more need for action before Garnett could do anything rash. Either way you take it, he had to be disposed of promptly.”

“Please!” Kay gasped sharply.

“There, Client. Don’t look at me like that. I’m just saying what Jackson must be thinking. Abstractly, it makes a pretty good case, but just not good enough.

“It leaves too much unexplained. How did your father know Vinton’s supposed murderous intentions four days in advance—before he was even sure that the man was an impostor? Why didn’t he do anything to forestall them? Why aren’t there more fingerprints on that glass? And who is Hector? When we’ve answered those four questions, we’ll be well on our way to bringing your Richard back to your loving arms.”

“Oh, if only you could!”

“He will, Kay.” Rand had slowly taken a fancy to this brash young man. He inspired the Colonel with a certain reluctant respect.

“Thank you, sir. And now one more question before I sally forth and investigate. What do you know about your father’s will? Aside from the museum that gets the card collection. I doubt if that would help us much on motive, unless you’ve seen any sinister curators slinking around here clutching rare and deadly weapons.”

Kay almost laughed. “But I have!”

“Have what?”

“Seen a sinister curator. Only he wasn’t sinister; he was just funny. He’s named Warriner, and he was here for dinner last night. Oh!” She stopped, slightly aghast.

“What’s the matter?”

“Father liked him so much he asked him back here again tonight. I don’t know how to get in touch with him. …”

“You needn’t worry,” Rand said helpfully. “He’ll have seen the papers—he wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“I almost wish he would,” Fergus meditated. “I could use an expert on playing cards who’d tell me about jacks of diamonds and such. But maybe I can get something out of Garnett’s library. Now to get back to the will, Client—”

“I’m sorry. But I can’t help you at all. Father never talked about his business affairs with me. He had ideas about the place of women—you know.” The Colonel went “harrumph.”

“I’m afraid Uncle Teddy has, too. You’ll have to ask Uncle Arthur about it—he might know. Or more probably Will.”

“Right. Now keep your chin up, Client, and your eyes as bright as your hair. The O’Breen is about to solve his first murder case.”


VII

Will Harding Talks of Peace

If you don’t mind, Colonel,” Fergus said, “I’d like you to come along with me. I don’t want to wear Kay out, and you sort of lend authority. Besides, I might want a witness later on to what people say.”

Colonel Rand accompanied him gladly. He was beginning to decide that this confident young fellow had some talent, and he was curious to watch him at work.

They found Will Harding in the laboratory built on at the rear of the house and communicating with the rest of the building by a door at the end of the long central hall. Apparently the assistant felt it his duty to continue his dead employer’s researches; or else the pure labor involved was a form of release from the nervous tension of the household.

“Mr. Harding,” Rand began, “we are sorry to interrupt you at your work. But this is Mr. O’Breen, who is investigating Garnett’s death at Kay’s request. I’m sure you will help us, if only for her sake, to clear Mr. Vinton’s name.”

That was a polite way of putting it, the Colonel thought. He realized that the circumstances were such that the clearing of Vinton would almost inevitably involve the accusation of Harding, Willowe, or Miss Sallice; but he hoped that they might be too concerned to recognize the fact. All of them, of course, save the murderer.

Will Harding smiled wryly. “I’m sure I am only too willing to clear Vinton’s good name, if that’s what Kay wants. I’d ask you to sit down; but this laboratory wasn’t constructed for social chats.”

Rand looked around the large airy room. The mass of chemical apparatus meant nothing to him; an alchemist’s paraphernalia could have conveyed no less. His attention came back to the young detective’s questions.

They first covered the ground of the body’s discovery. There was nothing new here; Harding’s story fitted in neatly with Kay’s. Then Fergus went on, “Look. These researches here—this laboratory—could you tell us just what it’s all about?”

“Gladly. That is, as far as I can. Ever since I came here to live with Mr. Garnett, about three years ago, we have been working on an alexipharmical gas.”

Fergus gestured a halt. “Hold on there a minute. Remember, we aren’t scientists. You’ve been working on what kind of a gas?”

“Alexipharmical. Antidotal, to put it more simply. Mr. Garnett’s idea was to double the protection of the civilian population against gas raids. Not only would everyone be equipped with gas masks; but at central strategic points there would be installed concentrated bombs of our gas. They might even be employed in private homes. When an attack took place, these bombs could be exploded, and our gas in the air would counteract the effects of the poison gas.”

There was eagerness in Harding’s face now. His words were precise, but his voice was rich in fervor. He took on a personality, a character that was ordinarily lacking in him. “It’s a truly fine idea,” he went on. “It is so rare to see a great scientific mind—and Mr. Garnett’s was that—devoting itself to the cause of peace. But it was a difficult task. We still haven’t solved it completely. There are so many possibilities in the attack; you have to take them all into account.”

“If a practical military man may speak,” Rand snorted, “it’s a sheer waste of time.”

Harding was aghast for a moment. “A waste of time to save the lives of defenseless citizens! To protect women and children against wanton marauders! Colonel Rand!”

“Harding’s right,” Fergus put in. “What do you mean, Colonel?”

“War against civilians,” Rand explained calmly, “is absurd.”

“Absurd?” The young assistant was scornful. “Is that the strongest word you can find for such atrocities?”

“No, no, no, young man. Leave your humanitarian angle out; there’s still no practical value to this Schrecklichkeit, as the German high command called it during the war. They learned then what every decent military strategist has always known. Campaigns of terrorism are futile. No real advantage gained over the enemy, and serious disaffection springing up within your own ranks. It’s no go.”

“I know all that, sir,” Will broke in with an eager ardor, partly tempered by regard for the older man’s experience. “That’s perfectly true on paper, and I dare say it may even work out that way. But still it is done, wicked though it may be.”

“Look at the Basque provinces,” Fergus added. “Look at Barcelona.”

“Wickedness, my left foot!” Rand exploded. “It’s sheer damned foolishness. Franco is nothing but a rotten bad tactician. This whole long-drawn-out Spanish war is proof that terrorism has no military value. You might call this entire affair a working laboratory experiment; if the terrorist theory were correct, the Rightists should have established a conclusive victory in six months. They didn’t, and the theory is disproved once and for all.”

Will Harding bit his lip. “I’m afraid, sir, I can’t share your abstractly studious view of the matter. Human lives aren’t pins on a chart to me. However, you called Franco a rotten bad tactician; I shan’t say what else I think he is. But there’ll always be rotten bad tacticians, despite all the military theory in the world; and we’ve got to be protected against them. That’s where I come in,” he added simply.

“Mr. Harding, I like any man who has strength in his convictions. Those convictions I may think to be misguided and misbegotten; but I respect the man. I respect you, sir; and I add to that respect a painful fear” (his voice sounded suddenly old) “that you may be right.”

“Colonel!” Harding was taken aback by this sudden about-face.

“I and my generation of officers are outworn,” Rand went on, speaking more to himself than to the young men. “It may be that we are the last of our race to know war for the glorious science which it was. The lower savages merely fight. The tribe with the most or the strongest men must win; there is no question of skill. But one of the first signs of rising civilization is the development of military strategy. Consider, for example, the Zulus of the past century, with their efficient impis and carefully planned campaigns. Numbers and strength become relatively unimportant to a civilized state. The enemy can not only be beaten down; he can also be outwitted. Remember Alexander’s campaigns. Remember Belisarius at Daras, or Charles XII’s invasion of the flinterend.

“And now? Now we are back with the Bushmen and the Igorots. Force and numbers are supreme—not the numbers of men now, but of planes, bombs, gases. And where one branch of civilization has withered, can the tree—” He broke off, almost ashamed of himself. This thought had been harrowing him for months, but he had never intended to speak it out. To cover his confusion, he produced an unusually fruity “harrumph.”

This theoretical bypath had apparently led too far for Fergus. “How well along were you in your researches?” he asked.

Harding tore his thoughts away from Rand’s reflections. “You never quite know about things like that. We might have gone on for years; we might have had a lucky break today which would have solved everything. Personally, I think we could have licked the problem in about another six months.”

“And do you think now you can lick it by yourself?”

“I don’t know,” Harding admitted ruefully. “I hope so. It means a lot to me—oh, not just the fame and glory, but the whole idea. I’ll try like the devil to lick it. And maybe I will. Though it’s going to be hard without Mr. Garnett.”

“You see what I mean, don’t you? That if—I know this sounds Oppenheimish, but it has to be considered—if anybody—picturesquely wicked Foreign Powers or whatnot—wanted to put a stop to your researches, they wouldn’t have stopped at killing only Mr. Garnett. You can still carry on?”

“I hope so.”

“Good. Now what did you mean by saying a while back that you’d tell us about the researches as far as you could? Was Mr. Garnett doing other work without you?”

“Yes. But I haven’t any idea what it was. I know he used to work on in here after I’d leave him. Sometimes he’d even tell me to take the day off while he worked alone. But I can’t tell you anything definite about it now. Later, if you want, I could go through his papers with you; I could tell, where you couldn’t, if there were any notes that had nothing to do with this work of ours.”

“Thanks. I’ll have you do that. Now can you tell me anything about the terms of Mr. Garnett’s will?”

“Not exactly. I do know that he made one three years ago, just after I came here, because I was one of the witnesses; but I never saw it. I do remember, however, that he used to keep a carbon copy of it in his desk. I came across it one day while I was looking for some notes. I saw what it was and managed to restrain my curiosity; but I think I remember where he kept it.”

This will, Rand thought, should clarify the question of motive considerably; and the presence of this carbon should save time in the investigation. Chance was being considerate.

Harding led them down the hall into the study. While he began to rummage about in the desk, Rand surveyed with melancholy eyes this room so full of his dead friend’s personality. Fergus paced the floor restlessly.

Abruptly the young detective paused before a shelf on which several decks of cards stood neatly stacked. They were apparently not a part of the collection, which was kept in the large steel case, but simply cards for use. They were well worn and looked modern in design.

He turned to Harding. “Just a minute before you find that. You remember that jack of diamonds—and why do serious students of cards always say knave?—that was beside Mr. Garnett?”

“Of course.”

“Well, look. I suppose the police took it off with, them, but do you know which pack it came out of?”

Harding looked at the decks. “I think it was that one.” He pointed at one with a design of unusual crossed flags on the back.

“The Stars and Bars,” Rand murmured with surprised interest.

Fergus examined the pack. It had not been shuffled, but was still arranged in suits. He laid aside the clubs, the hearts, and the spades, and took up the diamonds.

“Ace,” he said. “My old man—the card-playing Irishman that he was—always used to call that card the Earl o’ Cork. ‘It’s the worst ace and the poorest card in the pack,’ he’d say, ‘and the Earl o’ Cork’s the poorest nobleman in all Ireland.’ Funny how some cards have names like that.”

“I used to know a sailor,” Rand put in, “who called the four of clubs the Devil’s Bedposts. I never knew why.”

Fergus laughed. “You sounded just like a character out of Chekhov then, Colonel. King of diamonds. … Queen of diamonds. … Ten of diamonds. … You’re right, Mr. Harding. The jack is missing.” He looked much more elated than you would have expected from such a simple discovery.

Once he had indicated the pack, Harding had returned to the desk. Now he came back to them with a sheet of paper. “Here you are.”

“Just a minute first. These cards—do you remember if they were stacked like that when you found Mr. Garnett?”

“I think so. I couldn’t say for certain.”

“What I mean is—if a pack had been disarranged—scattered around—you’d have been hound to notice it, wouldn’t you?”

“Why yes, I must have. I do remember noticing especially how orderly the whole room was.” Harding seemed a bit puzzled by these questions.

Fergus’s attention returned sharply to the will. “Nice simple little document. It starts off with several research institutions—bequests to carry on specific work. That doesn’t help us much. Then the card collection—that’s to go to the James T. Weatherby Memorial Museum, Providence, Rhode Island. I never heard of that.”

“Mr. Garnett admired it greatly,” Harding explained. “He said it possessed a finer collection even than that of the United States Playing Card Company; and he himself had a great many specimens that just filled in the gaps in the museum’s exhibit.”

“Thanks. But that isn’t much help either. Now the personal bequests. Hmm—Ten thousand to Arthur Willowe. Not bad. And to you, Colonel, the library and the table and pieces for four-handed chess.”

“Good,” said Rand gruffly, and turned away for a moment.

“And Kay, of course, is residuary legatee. Will that mean very much?”

“I should say,” Harding replied, “it will mean a fortune.” There was an odd note of regret in his voice. “Is that all?”

“That’s the whole shooting match.”

The laboratory assistant looked crestfallen. “I had hoped,” he said, “that Mr. Garnett might have left me in a position to carry on his—our work.”

“I don’t blame you, Harding. Whatever the Colonel may say, as a practical military man, I’m all for you, as a common human being. It’s a splendid idea, this gas, and I’d like to see you put it over.”

“It doesn’t really matter so much—the will, I mean. I think one of the foundations might help me.”

“Good. That’s an intention worth lighting a candle for.” Fergus folded the carbon copy and slipped it into his pocket. “We’ll have to check with Garnett’s lawyer, of course, to see if the original has any codicils, or even if there’s been a new will; hut this is something to go on with. Thanks, Harding. And if you’ll excuse us now—Come on, Colonel. I think our next step is Arthur Willowe.”

Rand left the room slowly, with a backward glance at the many shelves of books. It was good that his friend had remembered him.


VIII

Arthur Willowe Is Not Helpful

They found arthur willowe in his upstairs room.

As they approached the door, Rand could have sworn he heard the clicking of typewriter keys; but when they entered the room, there was no trace of a machine. The Colonel was puzzled. At a time like this, the most trifling details seem significant. Was his normally acute hearing deceiving him at last, or was there some other sound which might be confused with that of a typewriter?

Willowe’s was a pleasant little room, neat as a woman’s and bright with sun. While Fergus made his explanations, Rand strolled over to the window and looked out at the fair Los Feliz hills, green even in winter. Magnificent country for walking; he must investigate it. There was a little balcony outside the window, with a cot on it. This, he supposed, was where Willowe took his naps.

“So you see,” Fergus was saying, “anything you can say to help us would be a great boon to Kay. Now take for instance this business of all the doors being bolted. You know this house well—do you think anyone from outside could have got in?”

Arthur Willowe fumbled aimlessly with a deck of cards. “I realize that it would, as you say, be a great boon to Kay if you could prove that someone from outside came into this house last night; but I doubt if what I have to say could help you in the least. In the first place, Humphrey led a very retired life for the past year or so. Save for his trips to the east, he practically never saw anyone outside of the household. Except Vinton, of course. I cannot think of a soul from outside who might be a candidate even for suspicion.”

“Nobody can know all of another person’s life, Mr. Willowe,” Fergus objected. “He could have had other contacts; you can’t be so positive as all that.”

“I am sorry, Mr. O’Breen, but I can. The doors were all bolted on the inside this morning, as you have been told. I am an orderly man, sir, if I am nothing else.” He smiled bitterly. “I thought to check that as soon as Kay told me what had happened. So either Kay or Will Harding took pains to cover up for the murderer—which is ridiculous—or else the man never left this house—unless, of course, you are one of those fabulous detectives who perform miracles with locked doors.”

“Miracles aren’t my line, Mr. Willowe; hut look. Supposing it was someone Mr. Garnett wanted to see privately. Garnett lets him in after the family has retired. They confer. Mr. X slips poison into the glass. Garnett lets him out, bolts the door after him, returns to the study, and drinks the poison. Wouldn’t that be possible?”

Willowe gestured toward the window. “You see that balcony, Mr. O’Breen? You will notice that it overlooks the front door. I was sitting out there last night thinking over a—that is, simply meditating. I was there until midnight or a trifle past, and no one came or went. The medical evidence, I believe, shows that Humphrey must have been dead by then.”

“How about the back door?”

“There is no bell there. In order to secure Humphrey’s attention, your fabulous Mr. X would have had to make enough racket to rouse the whole household.”

“But supposing it was someone scheduled to come at an appointed time? Then Mr. Garnett would simply go there and let him in.”

Willowe automatically shuffled the cards in his thin white hands. “A possibility, I will admit. However, until you find any indication of the identity of your Mr. X, I think that you may disregard it.” He began the layout for Canfield.

Fergus stopped pacing for a moment. “Then you think the murderer is one of the people in this house?”

“Is or was.”

“What do you mean?” He resumed his pacing with fresh spirit.

“I mean that the man with the strongest motive is no longer here.”

“The strongest motive … Then you know of others who have motives, even if not so strong?”

“Please stop that frightful pacing, Mr. O’Breen. No, I do not.”

“Sorry, but I think better this way. None whatsoever?”

“Of course, I know nothing about Miss Sallice. She returned with Humphrey from one of his trips east while I was … ill. Beyond that none of us knows anything about her.”

“Sallice … Sallice … Damn it, I’ve heard that name somewhere else recently.” He paused a moment in silence, then turned sharply. “And how about you?”

“What about me, Mr. O’Breen?”

“What are you afraid of? Why were you hysterical this morning? In short, Mr. Willowe, just what’s eating you?”

The cards slipped from Willowe’s trembling fingers. “All right. I’ll tell you what’s ‘eating me.’ Your stupid slang phrase means something here. It is eating me—devouring me, if you will. Gnawing away like something fantastic and horrible and …” He checked himself, and concluded with terrible simplicity, “I am afraid of Humphrey.”

Rand stared at the quivering little man. “Don’t be an ass, man. Garnett’s dead.”

“That’s just what I’m afraid of. His hate can be so much stronger now. And he did hate me. I think he kept me on here just so he could torture me—could keep referring to cars and hydrants and accidents and” (his weak voice all but broke) “Alicia.”

“This is nonsense, Willowe. You weren’t to blame for Alicia’s death. An accident like that on a slippery road—it could happen to anyone.”

“I don’t know, Colonel. It was so—so like me. To do everything wrong. Maybe I am to blame, after all. But that wouldn’t make any difference—whether I really was or not. Humphrey thought that I was, and he hated me. For a bit I thought it had changed. But now his hate is free of his body, free to return to me, and I’m afraid.” He stooped over to pick up his cards, murmuring like a litany, “… afraid … afraid … afraid …”

Fergus turned away with a gesture which clearly said the hell with this. But as Rand and the investigator neared the door, Arthur Willowe straightened up. He seemed to have recovered himself, and spoke clearly.

“Very well, gentlemen. I shall tell you exactly why I am so afraid. I do not choose to be sniggered at as a mewling weakling. I have good cause; I had foreseen this murder.”

Fergus whirled. “You knew it was going to happen?”

“To be more exact, sirs, I had foreseen the murder—but not its victim.” And Willowe went on to tell all the cumulative little details of the day before, and how he had formed his theory that the life of Richard Vinton was in peril.

“I was wrong,” he concluded. “Absurdly wrong. I can see that now. Vinton is alive, if in prison; and Humphrey Garnett is dead. But when I think of the power that he has attained through death, I …”

Rand clapped a friendly hand on the old man’s trembling shoulders. “You’ll pull out of it, Willowe. Be strong. We’ll be worthy of Alicia—both of us.”

Arthur Willowe looked at him strangely. “That is what the dark girl said,” he murmured.


IX

Camilla Sallice Remembers a Motive

And what did you learn there?” Rand asked the A detective as they came down the stairs.

Fergus shook his head. “I don’t quite know. That strange hatred of Garnett’s for Willowe gives us another motive—maybe. And that’s a curious story about yesterday and Willowe’s true-false premonition. But I don’t know …”

They found Camilla Sallice on the sun porch. Her back was toward them, and it was hard to be sure; but Rand suspected her of wiping away tears at the sound of their approaching footsteps. He could not understand this girl; she seemed more affected than anyone else, almost more than Kay, by the death of Humphrey Garnett. It was as though this were the last of many sorrows and the hardest of all to bear. But why? he wondered. She had youth and beauty and a curious exotic charm; why had she seemingly found her role in life a tragic one?

“Miss Sallice,” he said, “this is Mr. O’Breen. No doubt Kay has told you about him.”

She rose and faced them with a half-smile. “Of course. Please let me help you.”

She seemed frankly ready to answer anything; and Rand expected the young detective to take up the offer promptly. Instead he stood still, staring at her intently until the silence grew uncomfortable.

“I beg your pardon, Mr. O’Breen,” Camilla said gently, “but just what is this pantomime act? Love at first sight?”

Fergus waved the gag away. “No. At least, I won’t be rash about the first part—”

“Mr. O’Breen! And in front of the Colonel!”

“But the point is,” he went on as though she hadn’t interrupted, “it isn’t at first sight.”

She laid a hand dramatically between her agreeably full breasts and heaved such a sigh as only a contralto could deliver. “You know my past?” she murmured. “And you look such a nice young man, too.”

“I don’t get it.” Fergus shook his head. “The past I mean is respectable enough—even a little too much so. But look. You sing, don’t you?”

“Why, yes.”

“I knew the name was familiar, but I wasn’t sure till I heard you speak. That recital Maureen dragged me to—”

“Oh that. It was rather frightful, wasn’t it? But they maintain clubwomen are very helpful to the Aspiring Young Artist.”

Fergus grinned. “When Maureen told me it was a contralto, I expected something that looked like Schumann-Heink; and instead I got you. It was the one break I’ve had out of Maureen’s club work; that black evening gown of yours saved me my weekly trip to the Follies Burlesque.”

“I hope,” Camilla added with a smile at the Colonel’s modestly purple countenance, “that you noticed my voice a little.”

“Oh yes. You were good—though the little people know I’d sooner have heard a good rousing come-all-ye than those dirges you sang.”

“Thank you, Mr. O’Breen. Perhaps some time you might teach me some—what was it you called them?”

“Come-all-ye’s. You know—”

For a moment Rand feared that Fergus was about to give a brief vocal demonstration, but Camilla cut him short. “I’ll remember,” she said hastily. “And isn’t there something that you should be remembering, Mr. O’Breen?”

“What?”

“Why, that you’re a detective and that I, presumably, am a suspect. Shouldn’t we do something about it?”

She seated herself gracefully on the wicker chaise longue and waved the gentlemen to seats. Rand accepted; but Fergus indicated his preference to stand.

“Very well, if you wish.” She busied herself with a cigarette and an overlong holder. “Now I’m afraid you’ll have to ask me questions. I’ve been thinking as hard as I can, and I can’t recall anything about Uncle Humphrey’s death that might seem to help you. I went to bed as soon as we left him and fell asleep directly. But perhaps if you ask questions, I might know something I don’t even know that I know—if you can follow that.”

Fergus seemed to have recovered from his temporary interest in Camilla the Woman and his full attention had reverted to Sallice the Suspect. “All right,” he said, pausing a moment from pacing. “I’ll ask questions. Who are you?”

“I don’t understand you.”

“I said, in simple colloquial American, Who are you?”

“Why, I’m Camilla Sallice. Don’t you remember? Colonel Rand just introduced us, and you went to a concert with Maureen. Which reminds me, if we must ask questions, Who is Maureen? Is she pretty?”

“Please, Miss Sallice.” His voice held an unwonted note of authority. “Maureen is my sister, and let’s not play games. Everyone I’ve talked with so far has admitted that he has no idea who you are, why you are here, or what your relation to Humphrey Garnett was. Now I want you to tell us.”

Camilla laughed. There was a faint touch of bitterness to her laughter. “Is that all? I was his protégée.”

“Which means just what?”

“A year ago I was singing in a night club in Washington. No, I’m afraid night club flatters it a little. A detective’s accuracy might call it a dive. And singing didn’t pay so well unless you made a percentage on drinks, too.”

“A B-girl,” Fergus commented.

“Exactly. Please don’t look shocked, Colonel Rand. After all … Well, Uncle Humphrey was there one night, and he was much impressed by my voice. He thought it was far too good for such a place.”

“He was right,” Fergus admitted grudgingly. “But I’d like to hear you in a torch number.”

“He thought I should have a chance at a real career, and he offered to help me. I was a little suspicious at first—any girl would be—but he finally convinced me of his sincerity. I came out here with him, and he’s been paying for my lessons with Carduccini. I think I’m almost ready to make a real start now.”

“And all this was just for the love of art and your beautiful voice?”

“Mr. O’Breenl”

“Please, Miss Sallice. Don’t give me that. Any minute now I’ll expect you to go into ‘My mother was a lady.’”

Camilla smiled. “She was, you know.”

“That’s better. After all, a night club isn’t a nunnery. You know the facts of life—birds and bees and stuff and things—and you know you’re a damned attractive girl, in your cryptic way. And Humphrey Garnett wasn’t a eunuch.”

This time she laughed aloud. “I suppose, Mr. O’Breen, you’re being complimentary in your own fantastic fashion. It’s a bit hard to recognize, but I’ll try to be grateful.”

“Go on.”

“All right. I quite see what yon mean; I shan’t play innocent. But I swear that there was nothing of the sort between Uncle Humphrey and me. I can’t explain this to you or prove it; you’ll have to believe me. But it would have been impossible. We—we felt so differently about each other.”

“If you say so—” Fergus seemed only half convinced.

“I don’t wonder that you’re a little suspicious. I know Kay was, and even that poor dear old Mr. Willowe. But that’s really all there was to it.”

“You’re fond of Arthur Willowe?”

“Yes. I suppose I am. He’s so—so helpless. He feels he can never do anything well. He failed in business—he tried to write once—he couldn’t even play chess with Uncle Humphrey. But he’s been good to Kay, and he was good to his sister—at least, they tell me he was. And isn’t that something in life—just being good to people?”

Fergus disregarded the philosophical point. “And does he return this fondness of yours?”

Camilla shrugged. “I can tell from your tone that you know he doesn’t. It’s just that he won’t understand. He thinks that Uncle Humphrey and I—well, that I’d taken Alicia’s place. If he only knew how dreadfully wrong he was—”

“Look. Let’s take a different angle. Can you see anybody in this house wanting to murder Mr. Garnett?”

“Frankly, Mr. O’Breen, no. I know that this seems a strange thing to say when I was so fond of Uncle Humphrey; but I can’t see him as the logical victim for a murder. There isn’t any reason—unless of course it was Richard Vinton. He’d have been much more apt to be the murderer.”

“You mean that Vinton is the murderer type—if indeed there is such a thing?”

“Not Vinton. No. Uncle Humphrey. I’m not being very clear, am I? But then I don’t feel very clear. I mean that it would have suited his hard, intricate mind to figure out a perfect plot and put it into effect. And he could hate people—Mr. Willowe, for example.”

“But you can think of no reason why anyone killed him?”

“No, I—” Camilla halted abruptly, and a dark shadow of fear passed over her weary face. “No reason at all,” she said slowly, “unless …”

“Unless what?”

“It is possible. I hadn’t thought of that. But I can see now. It’s twisted and horrible and fantastic and yet it is possible. And it would be my fault …”

“What do you mean, Miss Sallice?”

“Camilla! You—you know something?” It was Kay standing in the open doorway, with Will Harding like a loyal and slightly bewildered dog at her side.

Camilla did not turn her head. She looked straight-forth into the red west, and the setting sun transfigured her face in its glow. The hard lines were gone for the moment, and with them her mysterious bitterness; there remained only a strange look of exalted pity. “It’s nothing, Kay,” she said softly.

“But if you do know anything, Camilla, you must tell us. You mustl”

“Yes, Miss Sallice. If you can help us—”

Camilla turned to them at last. “I want to talk to you again,” she said to Fergus. “But let me sleep on it first. I don’t know …” And she walked slowly into the house.

“What a strange way to act,” Kay observed hesitantly. “I’ve never been able to understand Camilla.”

“I don’t think you ever will,” Fergus said. “You two don’t tick quite the same.”

“Whatever you mean by that. … I came to tell you that dinner’s almost ready, if you want to wash up or anything.” She halted, then sent a brief glance of appeal to Harding.

“Excuse me,” he said curtly, and followed after Camilla.

“Now, Detective. I wanted to talk to you alone. Tell me, please.”

“Now, now. Don’t expect miracles, Client. I can’t just talk with three people—five, including you two—and up and say, in accents dire, ‘Thou art the man!’ I’ve got to think about it—work it out; I can’t go off half-cocked.”

She smiled a smile of urgent pleading. “But Fergus darling—oh, all right—Detective, then—can’t you tell me anything?”

He paused in front of her. “I can tell you this: The fingerprints and the crumpled knave are both plants, and I can prove it. Trapping your Richard was as much the aim of this scheme as killing your father. And it’s practically sure—steady now, Client—that the schemer came from inside this house.”

He disregarded Kay’s small gasp of horror, and plunged on. “This is going to be hard. It means that the truth may hit you quite as badly as Richard’s arrest. So the point’s this—do you still want me to go on? I mean, there’s a good chance that mere proof of such a frame-up would get Richard off, without the heed of proving who really did it. I’ve heard a lot about Lieutenant Jackson. He’s intelligent and he’s fair; we could probably persuade him of the plants.

“So I ask you, Client, straight out: Do you want me to go on?”

Kay looked at him earnestly. “You mean that it has to be—?”

Fergus nodded. “One of you? Yes.”

“Should I—” She trembled a little under this burden of responsibility. “What do you think, Uncle Teddy?”

Colonel Rand put his arm around the girl’s slim shoulders. After a slow “harrumph,” he said, “It’s up to you, my dear. All I can say is this: Mr. O’Breen seems shrewd, and the truth is the truth. It will prevail in time, perhaps, but judicious human aid has never harmed it. That’s all,” he added gruffly.

Kay tossed her head decisively. “All right, Detective. It’s up to you. But there’s one other thing that worries me.”

“What’s that, Client?”

Her voice was earnest. “You read a lot, in books and stories and things, about—” She hesitated. “Well, they say that …” She slowly gathered courage and blurted it out: “… that murderers don’t stop.”

Rand tightened the clasp of his arm. He hadn’t thought of that. It was true, of course. To live here in a house where one of the inmates must be a murderer … He smiled and lied. “Absurd notion, Kay, my dear. A murderer’s usually far too frightened to think of another crime in his life. It’s purely a necessary fictional device to keep up the suspense a hundred pages after the first murder.”

Fergus frowned. “I don’t agree in theory, Colonel Rand—too many examples to quote against you—but I think in this case you’re right. There are two possibilities in my mind—I haven’t the necessary facts yet to make clear which is true. But neither way is Kay in the slightest danger. In fact, I’ll stake my reputation as a fledgling murder expert on the fact that this is a case with one murder.”

Rand couldn’t decide whether the young man was being sincere or merely reassuring. But he could feel that Kay was shivering. It may have been simply because the sun had set.


X

Colonel Rand Examines a Tarot

This sudden sense of apprehension,Rand thought, might well be dissipated if he decided, in Kay’s words, to wash up or anything. He was right. It did help; but when he came downstairs again he did not go directly to the dining room. Instead, he turned into the study.

He could not help feeling that the key to the whole tragic problem lay there, in that room in which Humphrey Garnett had died and which still bore so strongly the imprint of his vigorous personality. Just what the Colonel was seeking, he could not have said. He wanted only to be there for a moment, hoping confusedly that he might, in some strange way, know what there was to know in that room.

All was familiar. No new knowledge was to be garnered from the books or the great chess set or the cabinet of playing cards. Moreover, this last and the chemical notes on the desk would require, he realized, far more technical understanding than he possessed to make clear whatever secrets they might hold.

Colonel Rand fingered his waxed mustache and called himself a particolored idiot for yielding to such a vague hunch. As though a mere empty room could tell him the depths of so dark a truth. He started to stride from the study, and then halted before a picture on the wall.

This was not familiar. It must be some recent acquisition of Garnett’s which Rand had failed to notice when he was in the room before. It was a fine reproduction of an exquisite miniature painting, shaped somewhat like a playing card, but in no other wise similar to the cards which Rand knew.

In rich colors, tricked out with gold and silver, it represented what might have been an arbor of green boughs, but was clearly serving as a sort of improvised gallows. From the center of the top bough a man hung by a noose passed about Ms right foot. His hair fell downward in a great shock, and money bags dangled from his hands. His left leg was twisted in the air, giving the entire body something of the shape of a swastika. The whole had the effect of an abstruse geometrical joke played with an indifferent corpse. Beneath it ran the silver legend:

LE PENDU

“Ah,” said a dry voice behind Rand. “I see that you appreciate the Hanged Man.” The sentence was followed by the rustle of a discreet sneeze.

Rand turned about to see a complete stranger—an old man (seemingly a good fifteen years older than the Colonel himself), gaunt, stooped, and comfortably shabby, who smiled a dim scholarly smile of greeting and went right on talking.

“Of course you recognize the tarot series painted—in 1392, I believe—for Charles VI? Singularly fine designs. To some, the Hanged Man is the most sinister of all the tarot cards, even more so than his immediate successor in the series, Death—of whom you may see a typical example here.”

He extended his snuffbox, which bore an enameled design of a skeleton sweeping a scythe over a field scattered with broken heads and hands and feet. Above it stood the Roman numeral XIII. “For myself,” he rambled on, “I fear I find the Maison Dieu the most ominous—possibly only because it seems so meaningless.”

Rand stared at the intruder.

“There is something so economical about the skeletal sparseness of Death,” the old man continued drily. “One inevitably thinks of Vendice’s apostrophe—

Does the silk worm expend her yellow labours For thee? For thee does she undo herself?”

This was too much for the Colonel. He emitted one of the great “harrumphs” of a distinguished career and followed it with a speech which demanded chiefly: Who the devil this fellow was, Who the devil he thought he was, What the devil he was doing here, Where the devil he’d come from, and Why the devil he didn’t go back there. To be sure, there was a certain monotony in these Satanic references; but the Colonel was far too perturbed to worry about fine nuances of style. That this outrageous individual should come and blather about the skeletal sparseness of death on the very spot where Rand’s closest friend had died and that not twenty-four hours ago—this was too much.

Before his tirade was over, Kay and Fergus had come into the room. The stranger now turned to Kay in helpless appeal. “Miss Garnett, I beseech you. Protect me from this madman.”

The Colonel grew purple. Taxicabs and police were nothing beside this outrage. “Madman indeed! My dear Kay, if you have no more respect for your father’s memory than to let this blithering—”

“Allow me to explain, Miss Garnett. I called at your father’s invitation to continue my study of his admirable collection. No one answered my knock; but noticing the door ajar, I took the liberty of entering. I observed this—ah, gentleman absorbed in the contemplation of the tarot reproduction there, and ventured a few remarks upon the subject. Whereupon he turned on me; and I veritably believe that had you not entered I should have suffered bodily harm.”

Rand began to appreciate the situation. He looked at Kay. Despite the grave atmosphere of this house of death, she was struggling to repress a nervous giggle. Fergus had quite frankly averted his face. Rand could understand; the two of them must have seemed exquisitely ludicrous, senile gamecocks pecking at each other with furious words. He laughed and put his arm around Kay. “Sorry, my dear. We have enough to worry about without these silly interludes. Introduce me to the gentleman, and we’ll forget the episode.”

Kay smiled at him gratefully. “Mr. Warriner—Colonel Rand, Mr. O’Breen. Mr. Warriner,” she explained, “is an authority on cards. Naturally, he was interested in Father’s collection.”

Warriner’s anger had faded as rapidly as the Colonel’s. “‘Authority,’ I fear, is too flattering a term for me. I am simply curator of the playing-card collection of the James T. Weatherby Memorial Museum in Providence.”

As the two men shook hands, some curious lost fragment of memory worried Colonel Rand. There was something he should know about this man. … “Had you known Garnett long?”

“Only by correspondence until last night. He knew our collection in the days before I took office. It was then that he resolved to leave his own to us on his death. It has always been a standing joke in our letters that I was the one man with a motive for murdering him.” The curator emitted a single shrill high note, which probably represented laughter, and took out his snuffbox. “I hope I have not called inconveniently, Miss Garnett,” he went on. “I thought that I was expected. Where is your father?”

Kay looked at him for a moment of unbelief. She tried to speak, but the words seemed to stick. “I came to tell you to come to dinner,” she said, and hurried out of the room.

Fergus shut the door after her. “Sorry, sir,” he said, “but I’m afraid you put your foot in it.”

Confusedly, Warriner snapped his snuffbox shut without using it. “I do not understand.”

“Humphrey Garnett was killed last night.”

“So you can see, Warriner,” the Colonel added, “why your standing joke fell a bit flat.”

The curator tapped the reaping skeleton with an oddly lithe and young forefinger. “I am sorry,” he murmured simply. “Death is always unwelcome to one’s friends, however welcome it might be to oneself.” He quoted in a soft monotone:

“We cease to grieve, cease to be fortune’s slaves, Nay, cease to die by dying …”

There was a brief silence; but anything unusual stirred the O’Breen curiosity. “Shakespeare?” he asked abruptly. “I can’t place it.”

“Shakespeare!” For once Warriner stood almost erect. “That, young man, is John Webster. Any fool can quote Shakespeare; only the refined palate can savor the delights of his so-called lesser contemporaries. Shall we in to dinner?”

Fergus followed him, looking for once a little abashed. Rand hesitated. He was not thinking clearly. Surely that bequest to the museum must be what he was trying to associate with the aged curator; he had never seen the man before nor, indeed, anything the least bit like him. But his teased memory was still unsatisfied. There was something else he should think of.


XI

People Talk at Dinner

Quite obviously everyone at the dinner table had memories of that dismal luncheon, and each of them had primed himself with a ready flow of conversation which would embellish the surface without touching the darker thoughts that lay deep within them all.

Fergus was chiefly responsible; he kept things going with a deftness which never made itself obtrusive. He chatted blithely on everything from amusing anecdotes of his detective experience to rowdy Irish tales from his father’s repertory. It was a relief, Rand thought, to hear such stories told with an authentic brogue.

The others gradually relaxed. Kay chaffed Fergus with legends of his obstreperous childhood which she had heard from Maureen. Colonel Rand contributed fascinating details of great strokes of military strategy. Even the quiet Will Harding revealed himself in the surprising role of a connoisseur of limericks who experienced some difficulty in displaying the treasures of his collection in mixed company. Camilla, encouraged by this turn of the conversation, came forth with an amazing saga of her encounters as a percentage girl.

Maurice Warriner, too, sensed the desirability of General Conversation, and tucked into the table talk fascinating bits of card lore ornamented with obscure Elizabethan quotations. Only Arthur Willowe was silent. He was no longer hysterical; but fear still brooded sullenly over him.

Twice, however, this elaborately embellished surface wore thin. One occasion came when Warriner was describing the odd and ingenious playing cards which have been issued from time to time for educational purposes.

Will Harding was markedly interested. “Do you think they’re really valuable, sir?”

“That would depend, young man. Some of the earlier varieties—for instance, that amazing issue of Thomas Murner’s in 1509—are quite rare; but most of the later ones—”

“No. I mean, pedagogically valuable. Could you really teach in that manner?”

“From the examples which I know, I would not trust them. I remember for example a soldiers’ piquet pack which was designed to teach easy English phrases to Frenchmen. The ace of diamonds, if my memory is correct, reads: Le plus qu’il m’est possible—The more than it is possible to me. That would hardly be of what you call pedagogical value.” The old man paused, stared at his neglected food, and took out his death-bedizened snuffbox. “You’re a very earnest young man, aren’t you, Mr. Harding?” he asked sharply.

“What do you mean, sir?”

“You are intent upon serious values. You pursue a straight line.” The curator poised a pinch of snuff neatly between thumb and forefinger. “It must almost be a relief to you now, to follow that straight line of research—alone.”

If it is possible for a pale man to turn pale, Will Harding accomplished the feat at that moment. “Do you mean,” he said slowly, “that I could—could rejoice in Mr. Garnett’s death? Do you think I don’t feel sick and empty because he isn’t beside me in the lab? Do you think that any fine glory out of our research will mean anything to me when he isn’t there to share it?” He was speaking with a soft intensity more terrible than any excitement could have been.

“I’ve got it!” Fergus cried abruptly.

Harding broke off. “Got what?”

“The limerick to top that last one you told. It starts:

      There was an old man from Bombay, Who …”

Fergus halted and looked around the table. “On second thought, Harding, I’ll tell it to you later.” But the limerick had already served its purpose. The spell was broken.

The other interruption of the carefully indifferent atmosphere came during the Sallice narrative. There was wine with the dinner, and Camilla had not neglected it. Her story carried with it a lusty relish—a broad heartiness which dispelled thoughts of death. Even the scholarly curator seemed delighted by it.

Only Arthur Willowe sat in glum discomfort. At last he spoke, just in time to kill the tag line of an episode involving a drunken but anonymous senator and the wife of a Lithuanian attaché. “My dear Miss Sallice, I have long thought that my mind would be relieved if I knew something of your past. I fear,” he added primly, “that such is not the case.”

Camilla refused to take the rebuke seriously. “Why, Mr. Willowe, I’ve only been telling you the most respectable aspects of my Long and Varied Career. Now if I told you about that place on the east side, you could really be shocked. Lawrence always used to call it the Swan, because it was such a wide-open dive.”

Fergus pounced on the unexplained detail. “Lawrence?”

The dark girl seemed surprised by herself. “It’s your own fault, Kay. You shouldn’t have served wine. Whiskey, yes—even gin; but wine makes me talk. All right then, since I’ve said that much anyway: Lawrence Massey.”

Rand sat up even straighter than usual. “Lawrence Massey! But my dear young lady, that is—”

“Yes. I know. Richard Vinton.”

Dinner had stopped for the moment. All those at the table looked at the girl in amazement—all save Maurice Warriner, who was evidently quite unable to appreciate the danger of Camilla’s conversational bomb.

“Don’t start asking questions,” Camilla went on. “There isn’t anything to tell. His Dread Past used to be a secret, but it’s in all the papers this afternoon.”

“You knew then about old Vantage and the Cunarder—about the knave of diamonds?”

“Yes. That was always one of his favorite stories. It was strange, too, Colonel Rand—hearing your name that way.”

“My name?” Rand was puzzled. “But how could that—”

“I mean, when I heard Kay talk so much about you later. I kept wondering what would happen when you came out here and recognized him. Of course, you mightn’t have at that; people don’t always.”

“How well did you know him?” from Fergus.

Camilla fingered her wineglass. “I used to see him around. He was on very good terms with my roommate. She wasn’t always home when he called. That’s all.”

“I know,” Kay said quietly. “He—he told me all about it.”

“Did he indeed?” Camilla smiled. “And that is very odd, you see, because he never recognized me.”

Kay bit her lip. Colonel Rand gently touched her hand under the table. He understood. One has one’s pride.

“But how could that be?” Fergus was asking. “I shouldn’t think you’d be easy to forget.”

“It was years ago, remember. For one thing, I was a blonde then. For another—well, I was young. That makes a difference.”

Rand could see a gallantly Irish speech forming on Fergus’s lips; but professional interest took its place. “Was this what you wanted to tell us?”

Camilla, however, clearly felt that she had said too much already. “Was it what you wanted to know?” she countered lightly, and fell silent.

But with Arthur Willowe the account of her shocking past still rankled. “My dear Kay,” he began to protest, “that your father should have exposed you to this—”

“Tush,” Warriner interposed. He had been observing the scene closely with impersonal amusement. “Let us say that she has committed—whatever she may have committed. But that was in another country; and besides, the wench is dead.”

“I’m not sure,” Camilla murmured thoughtfully, “that I like that crack.”


XII

Colonel Rand Is Not a Gentleman

Colonel rand found the hours after dinner unsatisfactory. Kay, exhausted and nervous, apologized to the company and went off to rest. The Sallice girl vanished without even an apology. The five men, honoring the family tradition even on this night, retired to the study.

There Fergus began questioning Maurice Warriner on technical aspects of playing cards in general and particularly of the famous Garnett collection; and Rand, deciding that he could trust Fergus to separate the wheat from the chaff in all these learned details, engaged Will Harding in a game of chess. Arthur Willowe, of course, sat in a corner and played solitaire. He had visibly aged even since that morning, Rand thought; his pale hands trembled and were hardly able to lay out the cards.

Despite the painful scene at dinner, Harding was in top form. He displayed what seemed to Rand a truly exceptional chess mind for a young man. It was small wonder that Garnett had kept him on, even aside from his probable value as an assistant. Where in other matters, save for his fanatically enthusiastic pacifism, he was dry and retiring, as a chess opponent he inevitably commanded your attention and respect. It was only with great difficulty that Rand, himself an excellent player, managed at last to force a stalemate.

He looked up from his absorption to see Fergus standing over the table.

“Didn’t want to break up the game,” the young detective said. “But Warriner’s gone—said he had an appointment some place—and I’ve got to keep myself busy. So now, Harding, if you’d like to go over those notes with me and see what you can make of them—”

Harding was once more the dully efficient assistant. “Glad to, O’Breen.”

“Want to listen in, Colonel?”

But again Rand decided that he would rather have a concise digest later. A cigar in the cool evening would do him more good now. The other two turned to the desk, only to find it already occupied. Unnoticed as always, Arthur Willowe had abandoned his solitaire and settled himself to write something on note paper.

He rose as the young men approached him. “The desk is yours, gentlemen. I have finished.”

Rand, leaving the room, detected a harshly definite note in the old man’s voice which disquieted him.

The hills proved as admirable for walking as he had hoped. You had all the beauty of the city’s distant lights without the overpowering proximity of its noises. There was moonlight and a fresh breeze. A younger man might have become sentimental; to Rand it was simply a perfect night for exercise both of body and of mind.

A Watson, he reflected stolidly, is always supposed to have his own ideas on a case, if only so that the dazzling detective may refute them. So, as he strolled and smoked in the sweet of the night, he went over the possibilities carefully.

Opportunity, so far as was known, included the entire household. Motive was a more narrowing question. Vinton, of course—but for Kay’s sake he must he eliminated. Kay herself—obviously absurd, despite the inheritance. Miss Sallice—he admitted that he was not wholly convinced of the innocence of her relations with. Garnett. But what had she to gain by his death? Unless perhaps a codicil to the old will … And then too, what was this possibility which she had almost mentioned to O’Breen? Yes, assuredly the dark girl was, in some as yet unexplained fashion, a significant factor in the case.

To Will Harding, he resumed his chain of thought, Garnett’s death meant only the loss of a good job. To Arthur Willowe—Rand paused. Ten thousand dollars would mean a great deal of independence—perhaps the first that he had ever known. And if he feared Garnett so much …

No, there were still too many questions to answer. You couldn’t be sure yet; you couldn’t lay your finger on one point out of so many and say, “There. That’s vital.” He frankly admitted to himself that he had no idea what Fergus’ two definite possibilities were, nor why they should preclude another murder.

Reluctantly, the Colonel gave up his dutiful puzzling and turned back toward the house. The paths along which he passed had been deserted; long strolls in the hills are not popular in a city so overequipped with automobiles. But now he saw a figure ahead of him on the sidewalk—a tall, exasperatingly familiar figure. Rand quickened his already rapid stride.

The figure turned as the Colonel came abreast of it, and revealed the aged gentility of Maurice Warriner.

“Good evening, Colonel Rand,” he smiled. “You too seek the beauties of the evening air?”

“It seems to be good for you, Warriner. I didn’t recognize you from behind; you were holding yourself with such a firm carriage.” But even as the Colonel spoke, Warriner’s shoulders were sinking into their habitual hump. “Cigar?” Rand produced his case.

“Thank you, no. Even my vices are, I fear, archaic. Tobacco seems flat beside the sharp stimulation of snuff.”

The two old men strolled for a moment in silence. “I thought you had an engagement this evening,” Rand ventured.

“To be sure, sir. So I did. But my evening in the Garnett household has perturbed me strangely.

There’s gunpowder i’ the court—wildfire at midnight.

I wished to think a bit. I take it that that is why you too sought the consolation of evening?”

“Frankly, Warriner, yes.”

“And what, Colonel, have you concluded?”

“I have concluded, sir, that there is damn-all to conclude. We have no facts, and far too many half facts. We must grope half-seeing; and despite the proverb, the one-eyed man has far less chance than the blind of arriving at the truth.”

“Perhaps you underestimate yourself, Colonel. If I may permit myself to paraphrase:

Truth is a creature of so strange a mien That oft revealed, she yet remains unseen.”

“Well, sir, have your thoughts been more profitable?”

The curator slowed his pace. “I realize, Colonel, that I spoke out of turn at dinner. But I have known something of scientists and other research workers. As that earnest young man spoke so intently on such a trivial point, I suddenly understood a possible motive which the police, I fear, would not consider. I should not have spoken then; I see that now. But the more I think of this affair, the more that motivation seems plausible to me.”

“Nonsense, sir. Harding’s a fine young man. A bit dull, perhaps, but devoted to Garnett and his work.”

“No devotion in mankind is stronger than devotion to glory. Self-preservation, it has been said, is the first law of nature; but one’s self must be preserved immortally in the intoxicating alcohol of fame. Every man alive longs to be alone in splendor above the rest and ride in triumph through Persepolis.”

The allusion escaped Rand. “Persepolis?”

“Surely you recall the great conqueror Tamburlaine speaking to his lieutenants in a moment of glory:

Is it not brave to be a king, Techelles?

Usumcasane and Theridamas,

Is it not passing brave to be a king,

And ride in triumph through Persepolis?

Tamburlaine helped Cosroe to attain fame and empery; then, inevitably, he brought about his master’s death and supplanted him. Even so with Harding and Garnett.”

Rand thought a bit. “It’s no case for a jury,” he said practically.

“No. That much I grant you. The frenzy of Marlovian verse would hardly make the case clearer to twelve good men and true. I beg your pardon, Colonel, for intruding my imagination on your practicality; and I give you a very good night. I shall try to keep my belated appointment.”

But a thought had suddenly crossed Rand’s mind. “Just a minute before you go, sir. I have never paid much attention to playing cards; but I have just thought of something that interests me as a military man. Perhaps you would help me?”

“Gladly, sir.” Warriner stood impatiently.

“The playing cards which were manufactured for the Confederate States of America—that is, cards with the Confederate flag on them—are they of value?”

“Decidedly. There were not many of them manufactured, and most of those have been lost or destroyed. Emphatically, they are collector’s items. But why—?”

“I believe that I have some among my various war trophies. My specialty, of course, is firearms; but I own a few other relics. All this talk about cards made me wonder.”

“When you return to your home, sir, do me the favor of sending me a description. I shall be glad to tell you what I can about them. And now I must bid you good night. Remember Persepolis.”

The tall, gaunt figure vanished in the evening. A brief sneeze sounded faintly as his steps died away.

Even as Warriner had observed, Colonel Rand was essentially a practical man; but he found even his practicality sorely bothered by the plausibility of the curator’s reasoning. He remembered that one black moment in his military career when he had been passed over for promotion. Yes, a man might well commit murder to ride in triumph through that strange name.

Rand shrugged and went on toward the house.

As he drew near, he heard voices on the sun porch. Now eavesdropping should be the last act of a gentleman and an officer, retired or not; but he came closer because one of the voices was strange. He could not help thinking of their dire need for an outsider; and the voice of a stranger talking with Kay was too great a temptation.

“… since before you ever met him,” the voice was saying. “You’ve known that, I’m afraid, even though I’ve tried so hard to hide it.”

“Yes,” Kay answered softly. “I’ve known. And I haven’t been very happy about it.”

“When your happiness is all that I have ever wanted. Kay, my dear, I wouldn’t have spoken even now. Perhaps it isn’t fair. But we can’t be sure about—about all this. For your sake, I hope he is innocent; but even if he is, that doesn’t mean for certain that he’ll go scot free. They may make out a case against him anyway. And I want you to know that—well, that I’m here. For anything you want.”

“That’s sweet of you.” Her voice was clouded a little. “But why did you have to wait so long? If you’d said a little word even a year ago… But it’s silly to think about that now. All—all this has only made me stronger. You see, my dear, I’m so much more to him now. And I love him very much.”

The strange man’s voice was humble and broken. “I shouldn’t have said a word. But I couldn’t—Oh, well.” He seemed to regain his control. “We’ll get him off somehow.”

Colonel Rand swore silently. Stranger’s voice, indeed! He recognized it now—Will Harding’s. It was only that emotional stress had so far distorted it from its natural quiet precision. Rand mentally gave himself a severe and well-aimed kick. Eavesdropping on this poor young man, hopelessly confessing his love for Kay! And who wouldn’t love her—Alicia’s daughter?

The Colonel lit a fresh cigar, gave an especially loud “harrumph,” and joined the couple on the sun porch.

Under the circumstances, conversation was forced and awkward. The group broke up with inevitable promptness. Harding retired to the study, to resume his work with Fergus; and Kay and Rand walked slowly upstairs to their respective bedrooms.

She was near tears as she kissed the old man good night. “Last night,” she murmured, “I was saying good night to Father, and now … But at least you’re here, Uncle Teddy; I can hold on to you. Don’t leave me, please. Don’t ever leave me.”

Deeply touched, Rand retired to the room which had been assigned to him. But his involuntary eavesdropping, despite the hell it played with his gentlemanly conscience, was not over for the night. As he started down the hall to the bathroom, vested in the crimson tailored dressing gown which was the one flamboyant touch in his otherwise severe taste, he saw Camilla Sallice tapping on the door of one of the bedrooms.

He was still unfamiliar with the house. He could not be sure whose room that was, save that it was not the one he had just seen Kay enter. But as he reclined in a warm tub and lathered himself richly, he worried over the small problem. Then the answer hit him: That was the only one of the bedrooms, aside from his own, which he had entered that day. Besides, Fergus and Harding were presumably still in the study. Yes, by due process of elimination, the Sallice girl was paying a secret visit to Arthur Willowe. Though secret, he reminded himself, was a somewhat unfair word. There had been nothing surreptitious about her manner.

Nonetheless, he took a long time over his tub. It was a disconcerting little episode, in view of the marked hostility which Willowe had been displaying toward the girl. At last he left the bathroom, turning out the light, only to retire at once into the shelter of the dark doorway. Camilla Sallice was leaving the bedroom which she had entered.

The hall made a good sounding box. “Thank you, my dear,” Rand could overhear—and there was no mistaking Arthur Willowe’s thin voice. “You have made me very happy indeed—changed, perhaps, the course of my life. And now that I know your secret, it may be that I should tell you my own. Yes, Camilla, I will tell you.” There was a curious mixture of pride and shame in the voice. “I am Hector Prynne.”

“No!” Her rich voice was incredulous. “You? How fantastic!” She laughed deep in her throat—the happiest laugh which Rand had yet heard from her.

“There! Now we’re even, aren’t we?” And Arthur Willowe kissed the dark girl long and tenderly.


XIII

Colonel Rand Hears Things Go Bump in the Night

It was a very confused dream. There was something about a banshee in a yellow polo shirt and a knave of diamonds which stole a pieman (Rand was later ashamed to recollect that his subconscious mind could rhyme so outrageously) and a man who hung from a gallows by one foot and gestured Heil Hitler! with the other. Then the banshee and the pieman, who had by now found a yellow polo shirt of his own (with meringue on it), decided that the Colonel should be hanged too. So they took a long rope twisted out of strands of dry ice and tied it around his right foot. He didn’t like it very much, but they kept pulling him on up. The blood rushed to his head in purple torrents, and his foot began to freeze off, chipping a little at the edges. The knave of diamonds held his Welsh hook in his right hand and began thumping things with it. As the Colonel’s foot touched the iron top of the gallows, the knave’s hook shattered a glass of Scotch and plain acid, no ice.

At this point the Colonel awoke. His right foot jutted chilly out of the covers and pressed against the metal frame of the bed. His head lolled over the edge, and blood tingled in it. He adjusted himself more comfortably and grinned. Nightmares were the just punishment of those who were too long to fit easily into an ordinary guest bed.

But his amused grin began to fade. Slowly he was growing aware that this had not all been part of a dream. That shock of broken glass still rang in his waking ears. And there came a faint distant bumping sound which could no longer be attributed to a malicious knave of diamonds wildly brandishing a Welsh hook.

Rand was sharply awake now. He could not locate the sound, but it continued, irregularly but persistently. He slipped out of bed and donned the crimson dressing gown. It had large pockets—quite large enough for the heavy (and somewhat outdated) Army revolver which he took from his suitcase.

The sound was downstairs, he realized, as he entered the upper hall. Everything was silent up here; down there the bumping sound persisted. His mind kept repeating, amusedly, that ancient Scottish prayer which Major Cameron used to quote with such relish:

From ghoulies and ghosties and long-legged beasties and things that go BUMP in the night—Good Lord, deliver us!

He glided down the stairs with an ease and deftness incongruous in one of his age and bearing. There was only one light burning downstairs, and that was in the study. He hesitated there for a moment. But the bumping noise did not come from that room; there was only the murmur of voices—Fergus and Harding still discussing Garnett’s notes.

No, the noise came from farther down the hall. He tiptoed on, his hand tight on the revolver. This was like the old days of service again. His heart pumped a tense red flow of blood at a rate which, he felt sure, would have alarmed the devil out of his physician. He could hear Dr. Hagedorn expostulating, “But at your age, Colonel. …” He had no age now. He was a man of duty investigating a problem.

He paused before the closed door of the laboratory. This—he felt his trained nerves tingle as they had not tingled in years—this was the place. The sounds went on persistently, as though the intruder deliberately wished to proclaim his presence. Then, even as Rand waited, there came again that sound of shattered glass.

Rand’s fingers ran lightly along the door jamb. He nodded to himself, satisfied. The door opened outward, and the lock was not quite caught. Noiselessly he pried it ever so slightly open. His foot slipped in between the door and the frame. Firmly he lifted the revolver from his pocket and held it ready.

Then his foot swung the door wide open at the same time that he whispered tautly, “Damn your eyes, sir, I have you covered!”

The beam of a flashlight shot square into the center of the open doorway. Rand saw the trick, but he had counted on it. That should have blinded him, which was why he had stood aside and let his foot do the work. He had not feared a shot; the fellow wouldn’t dare rouse the household.

The flash went off again. The bumping had stopped now; there was nothing but a dark silence. Rand hesitated. He wasn’t quite certain of the next move.

That move came from his adversary. In the halfdarkness the Colonel saw a long thin body rush for the doorway. He threw himself forward and grappled with it. If he could pin the chap down—then call for Fergus—He had tossed the revolver aside; it was too dangerous at close quarters like this—it could be too easily turned against him.

As the two struggled tensely, Rand’s hand felt about for the fellow’s flashlight. It was too dark to distinguish a face. He could tell only that this was the body of a young and supple man—a dexterous fighter who was bothered (Rand realized with abrupt pain) by no artificial scruples against fouling.

His aged, if military loins ached with the shock; but he kept his hold. Condition, sir, he grunted to himself; that’s what tells. His arms were rigid bars of muscle, and for a moment he held the intruder helplessly pinioned. But the condition of his adversary was not to he despised, and the young man had the added advantage of a faulty sense of honor.

It was this that won. For an instant of agony Rand released his hard-won hold. The other was gone in a second. Still gasping, Rand felt around for the revolver. He might chance it now. But even as his hand seized the weapon, he felt one sharp heavy blow on his skull.

That was enough.


XIV

Fergus Apologizes

Colonel rand awoke to find bright sunlight pouring into the room and Fergus O’Breen perched cheerfully on his bed. The polo shirt looked yellower than ever.

“Top o’ the mornin’,” said Fergus.

The Colonel was still not fully awake. “But I was not drunk last night,” he objected feebly.

It took Fergus a moment to understand what that greeting signified. “Oh, you mean your head. It must feel like the torture of the damned. Sorry.”

Rand lifted shaky fingers to his throbbing head. Not till he felt the bandage did he remember anything. Then slowly he recalled the thing that went BUMP in the night and the battle at the door of the laboratory. After that came some hazy recollection of people bending over him and a lot of badly organized hubbub.

“The damned scoundrel got away?” he demanded, with small hope of a negative answer.

“He got away,” Fergus nodded. “But not before he went through the study too. I think that whole business in the laboratory was just to lure Harding and me out of the study. He had quite a time in there while we were busy with you.”

“He was strong,” the Colonel sighed in reluctant admiration, touching his forehead lightly.

Fergus swung one lean leg like an embarrassed schoolboy. “I hope you won’t mind this, my faithful Watson. But that was me.”

“You?”

“The O’Breen in person. Harding and I heard all that scuffle in the hall. The only weapon I could find was that brass ash stand, so I took it along. I saw somebody with what looked like a gun in his hand and I conked him. And it was you.”

For a moment the Colonel wavered between fury and amusement. Amusement won out. “Serves me damned well right for coming out of retirement. It’s a lesson to me, O’Breen, and I’m grateful.”

Fergus grinned back at him. “I hoped you’d take it that way.”

Rand looked grave again. “This man last night—you’ve no idea who he was?”

“None whatsoever. Everybody in the household seems accounted for. Except maybe the Sallice—she was alone. Kay had stopped by to say good night to Willowe, and Harding was with me.”

“Mr. O’Breen, I may be old, but my memory, at least, is still keen enough so that I can distinguish a man’s body from a woman’s at such close quarters. I assure you that our invader was not the Sallice.”

“Then it was somebody from outside. But who or why—”

“Did he get anything?”

“Harding checked. Nothing missing. The only things he might have wanted were in Harding’s pocket—but I’ll explain that later. It’s time you had breakfast now.”

“One more thing first—Kay …”

“She’s all right. Nothing happened to her last night—except she fainted when she saw you there. Naturally it hit her—after all the other things she’s had to go through.”

Rand felt his aching head again. “She recovered well. I’m grateful for this bandage.”

“That? That wasn’t Kay—that was the Sallice. She went all-over tender and Lady-with-the-lamp-ish. You know,” he added ruminatively, “that wench has got something.”

“She hasn’t told you her idea yet?”

“No. Haven’t seen her this morning. But I don’t know if we’ll much need it now. You see,” (the ancient Gaelic trumpets were sounding again) “I know what Garnett’s secret researches were, I know who Hector is, and I know that there’ll be no more murders.”

Rand stared at him, wordless.

“Surprised? Just watch, Colonel. Nothing up this sleeve, nothing up this—and presto! This may be my first murder, but it’ll be a honey. Now up with you, my shatterpated Watson, and hear all the fascinating facts.”

A shower and a man-sized breakfast brought Rand to himself again, despite the terrors and confusions of the night. As he lit the first cigar of the day, he settled back to hear Fergus’s news.

The young man was pacing even more vigorously than usual. “As you know,” he began, “Harding and I went over those notes of Garnett’s last night. They were all in order, all dealing with the alexi-whatever-youcallit gas, excepting one bunch. Those weren’t complete; they were just random notes that seemed to have got in with the others by mistake. The complete file must be hidden away some place—possibly in Garnett’s safe-deposit box. Anyway, Harding had a go at finding out what they meant. He worked on it quite a hit, while I went over the card collection—with gloves. White ones, though—you know we’re a superstitious race. And between that and my talk with old Warriner, do I know things about playing cards! Colonel, I could dazzle you with my erudition—and no Elizabethan quotations, either. Not even a pinch of snuff.

“But that’s neither here nor there, except for Hector. Suddenly Harding jumped up from the desk and cried, ‘Great scot! I can’t believe it!’ And a lot more shocked and sometimes shocking expressions.

“‘Can’t believe what?’ I asked, and he explained.

“That is, he called it an explanation. It was a little too technical for me in spots, and I can’t give you the McCoy on it; but it boils down to this: Humphrey Garnett’s private researches were also on a gas—but it was a poison gas. When he worked alone, he was undoing all the work he’d done with Harding. And Harding says, from what he can make out of those fragments, that it would have been the most deadly and painful poison gas yet known. He was terribly cut up about it; he takes his pacific idealism pretty much to heart, and this was a bad blow. I can’t understand it myself; how could a man work toward two such different ends?”

The Colonel poured himself more coffee. “I can understand it,” he said, “because I knew Garnett. There was no inconsistency in that for him. Good and evil meant nothing to him as abstractions, even granting the ideas you and Harding hold that military preparedness is an evil. But we won’t argue that now. Garnett was interested in the research problem itself, not in its outcome and use. And his devilishly ingenious mind must have delighted in finding a puzzle that could be worked both ways. It was like working out a chess problem. With one half of his mind, he’d try to concoct a ‘good’ gas which would counteract any poison known; with the other, he’d work toward an ‘evil’ gas which even his own ‘good’ gas couldn’t lick. He was his own rival, and he couldn’t have found a more worthy one.”

“Hmm. I guess it does make sense, in its own screwy way. But I don’t think you’d ever get Harding to look at it like that. Which makes me think that if he’d come across these notes earlier, as he happened on the carbon of the will, and figured out then what Garnett was doing on his own—well, you see what I mean? Only why should he hate Vinton so much that he’d try to frame him?”

Colonel Rand began to feel decidedly self-confident. Here was something else he could explain to the detective. “Because,” he said (and his conscience hurt him a little), “he loves Kay.”

“How do you know?” Fergus demanded; and Rand, somewhat shamefacedly, told of his ungentlemanly conduct in eavesdropping on the couple on the sun porch.

Fergus nodded. “That does fit in with what Willowe told us about Harding and his strange questions concerning Vinton. And I can’t blame him, being with Kay all the time—though there’s the Sallice, too. She’s a bit more my style, but I won’t criticize another man’s taste. The only trouble is, it doesn’t quite make good sense as a motive for incriminating Vinton. You’d think he’d see that a false accusation would be all that was needed to tie Kay to the actor forever. And that’s the way it’s working out.” He paced a bit, frowning. Then his face cleared, and he went on. “Now as to Hector—”

“I also know who he is,” Rand announced with a swelling of pride. “He is Arthur Willowe.”

“The devil he is!”

But Rand told the brief episode of last night.

“Look. That may have nothing to do with it. And I may be wrong too. But here’s what I found out. And now that I think of it, they may work in together. Remember when we were talking last night about how some cards have names—the Earl o’ Cork and the Devil’s Bedposts?”

“Yes.”

“Well, in French decks all the court cards have special names—usually printed on the cards themselves. Nobody seems to know quite how they got those names, and they used to vary quite a lot; but now they’re fixed to a given set, which any card collector, of course, would know by heart. They’re very fancy names—queen of hearts, Judith; jack of clubs, Lancelot; king of diamonds, Caesar; and so on. And the jack of diamonds—well, you can guess that now.”

“Is Hector.”

“Exactly. After Ector de Maris, half-brother to Sir Lancelot of the Lake—God knows why. But here’s our problem, now that you’ve brought up your point—did your telegram say Hector, meaning the jack, of diamonds, in order to indicate Vinton; or does that crumpled jack of diamonds mean Hector, indicating your Hector Prynne? You can have it either way. And another point that comes back to me out of all my crammed erudition—Eteilla, the first great authority on fortunetelling with cards, gives a special meaning to each card. The jack of diamonds means ‘a selfish and deceitful relative.’”

“And Jackson pointed out that in less elaborate fortunetelling it means a blond young man. That, in our present group, could only be Will Harding.”

“True for you. And still, as I told Kay, that card can’t really mean anything. It has to be a plant; and if it’s a plant, it must be aimed at Vinton.”

“I’m not sure I follow you there, O’Breen.”

“It’s perfectly logical. Now look—”

But much was to happen before that explanation was concluded.


XV

Colonel Rand Reads in a Mirror

Good morning, gentlemen.” The interruption came in the deep warm voice of Camilla Sallice. She set an overnight case down in the doorway and came forward to the two men. She had changed, Rand thought; she seemed freer and more at ease. Not as though she had fully rid herself of her oppressive sense of tragedy, but rather as though she had found some means of making it bearable.

“Hello,” Fergus greeted her. “Sleep well after life’s feverous fits last night?”

“Well enough,” she smiled. “It was all rather … disturbing.”

Rand fumbled for a suitable phrase of gratitude. “I’d like to thank you, Miss Sallice, for this.” He gestured at the bandage. “It was most kind of you.”

“It wasn’t anything, Colonel. I owe you some kindness.”

“You owe me …?” Rand frowned questioningly. “We all do, I mean. You’ve brought a comforting sort of sanity into this household.”

“Breakfast?” Fergus asked. “The cook’s gone about her own pursuits, hut we can furnish you with coffee, toast, marmalade, and a spot of whathaveyou.”

“No thanks. I’ve had my breakfast.”

“An illusion shattered. Here I thought you were the first woman I’ve known who could look lovely before breakfast. You should see Maureen—it’s an experience.”

“Are you always so blithely complimentary, Mr. O’Breen?” She looked at him quizzically.

“Always. Only some times I mean it.”

“As for instance?”

“As for instance, Miss Sallice—now.”

“And do you always restrict your fine Irish style to words?”

There was a pause while the two young people regarded each other intently. Rand was not certain that he approved. To be sure, there was no denying the sleek dark attraction of Camilla Sallice; but a detective should be impervious to such things. Deliberately the Colonel leaned across the table to find an ash tray.

The military bulk passing between them broke the brief spell. Fergus rose and hovered on the verge of an attack of pacing. “Decided what you’ve got to tell us?” he demanded efficiently.

“This, for the time being,” she smiled with gracious melancholy. “I am leaving this house.”

Rand went “harrumph” indignantly. “My dear young lady! At a time like this—”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to understand, Colonel, although possibly Mr. O’Breen will.” She looked at the young Irishman closely. “Yes, possibly. … You see, I simply cannot stay here.”

Fergus stood still in front of her. Their eyes met fixedly. “I can’t stop you, you know. I suppose I could tell the police—though I’ve no idea what they’d do about it.”

“I haven’t told anyone else that I’m going,” she went on quietly. “It’s simpler that way. But I remembered that you might need me. I don’t want to hide away like a criminal. Here.” She handed Fergus a slip of paper. “There is the address of my hotel. Please don’t tell anyone unless it becomes necessary.” She spoke simply and unemotionally, but her dark voice was rich in pleading.

Fergus hesitated. Rand had the sense of watching a struggle not expressed in their words. “I think you are being unwise, Miss Sallice.”

“I think not, Mr. O’Breen. Good-by.”

“Good-by.” Fergus bit the word off sharply.

Camilla Sallice turned and gazed on Rand, as though her deep eyes could tell him what her tongue withheld. “You’ll know some time,” she said slowly, then added, like a tender echo of something heard long ago, “Dear Theo. …”

She was gone. Her heady perfume lingered to fight an invisible losing battle against Rand’s cigar smoke. “‘Dear Theo …’” he repeated in a soft whisper.

“‘Theo’?” This was the sort of unexplained oddity which always caught Fergus’ alert attention. “That’s funny—even aside from her being so suddenly familiar. Kay always calls you ‘Uncle Teddy.’ That’s what the Sallice would have heard.”

Rand was lost in a brief reverie. “Only one person has ever called me Theo. …”

“And that was?”

“Please, Mr. O’Breen. It can have nothing to do with this. And yet it disturbs me.”

Fergus stood for a moment undecided, then slipped the bit of paper into his pocket. “Well anyway, that’s that. Now for a little chat with Hector Prynne.”

The Colonel had roused himself afresh. “But first, sir, I have two questions to ask you, if I may.”

“Yes?”

“First, why didn’t you ask Miss Sallice what that motive is which she thought of yesterday?”

“Because, if I’m thinking straight, that’s why she’s leaving here. She’s thought of something that we haven’t, and she’s afraid her reactions might give her away if she stays on here. She gave me her address expressly so that I could come and learn what her suspicion is. You see, she’s read too many of these novels where the person who Knows Too Much is the second victim.”

“That, sir, leads me directly to my second question. I seem to remember hearing you announce, through the haze of pain and confusion which I at first took for a hangover, that you knew there would be no more murders. How can you be so sure? I know that we were both very definite yesterday, for Kay’s benefit, but this is between us.”

“All right, Colonel. Look. This murderer had two objects. One was Garnett’s death. The other, and just as important, was Vinton’s execution for that death. Everything points that way—the telegram, the fingerprints, and the jack of diamonds—unless something comes of your Hector discovery. If he goes on to another murder in Vinton’s absence, he’ll draw official suspicion away from his victim. No, Colonel Rand, we’re safe enough here until Vinton gets bailed out.”

“And then?” There was a note of apprehension in Rand’s voice. Involuntarily his hand touched his bandaged head. Last night’s adventure had not been a good augury for peace and quiet in the household. Although he had escaped in safety, he knew instinctively that there was vicious danger in the man with whom he had fought.

“Then? Oh, I see what you mean. Yes, that would be perfect, wouldn’t it? Our ingenious murderer waits patiently until Vinton is released and then boom!—another murder. Case against Vinton completely cinched. Nice and neat. Not a pleasant thought. But unless I’m terribly wrong, Colonel, that won’t happen. I know it sounds plausible—terrifyingly plausible—but it won’t happen.” The young Irishman’s voice was earnest and somehow convincing.

Rand rose, half-satisfied. “And now we interview Hector Prynne.”

Fergus walked as far as the door without speaking. Then he turned. “Look. This isn’t right. I’m a louse. I’m holding out on you, and you shouldn’t ever treat a Watson like that. How would you like to see a confession of murder?”

Rand started. “A confession? What do you mean, sir?”

“Remember all of us sitting around in the study last night? You were playing chess with Harding, and I was talking about cards with Warriner. And of course Arthur Willowe was off in a corner playing solitaire. Then all of a sudden he gets an idea. He stops his patience and goes over to the desk and begins writing.

“Well, I was curious—the dominant O’Breen trait cropping out again. Remind me to tell you about the time my father was curious as to how a deck could hold five aces. So later I looked at the blotter. It wasn’t too much help. I envy these detectives in books who find nice long pointed messages on blotters. Really all people ever blot is the last line on the page. This must have been a three-page note—there are three lines in Willowe’s hand on the blotter, sort of crossing over each other in the midst of a lot of figures and stuff that must have been Garnett’s. It’s not too clear, but I think you can make it out. Here.”

He took from his breast pocket a folded piece of blotting paper and handed it to the Colonel. “There’s a mirror over there. I don’t think there’s much question as to what the lines say, though we might work up a little argument about what they mean. And now, my mustachioed generalissimo, let us off and learn the details of the second Hector.”

But Colonel Rand stood still before the mirror, reading those three damning lines in Willowe’s precise old hand.

The first read:

But now that the reality of death has come upon us, I The second, sprawled in wider spacing:

fore, since I know myself to be a murderer,

And the third was the signature:

Forgive me!

      Arthur Willowe


XVI

Fergus Goes Rowing

The next five minutes were far too confused for Colonel Rand to do any straight thinking or even to be quite sure of just what was happening. It all started when they reached the foot of the staircase. Rand had often used the expression, “An idea struck him”; but he had never realized how literal it could be. Now he saw the young Irishman struck by an idea, and the result was astounding. First he stopped dead with his foot on the bottom stair, as though he were playing Living Statues. Then he groaned like something chained under a castle and muttered, “It couldn’t. No, it couldn’t. By Saint Columbkill, if it has …!” And with a hasty “Wait there!” he had dashed alone up the stairs.

Then, before Rand could even try to grasp the situation, Fergus was back, and the old soldier was being hurried out the front door and into the O’Breen roadster (which matched the polo shirt).

The classical ride in the taxicab had been a placid pleasure trip compared to this. For one thing, this was downhill. For another, no bored professional could equal an Irish amateur at reckless driving. Not until the traffic on Vermont had forced them to a quieter pace did Rand have any time for questions.

“What in the name of seven gods is this all about, young man?” he demanded, with bristles on every syllable.

“Gone,” Fergus said briefly.

“Willowe?”

“Yes.”

“But why are we—?”

“Taking it on the lam? I want to talk with the Sallice wench before she knows about it. I was wrong-holy Saint Malachi, how wrong I was! I never saw this possibility, and it was staring me square in the face, while I blithered on about—Oh, the poor foolish old man!”

“But surely that message on the blotter—If you knew that last night, you could have—”

“I’m so damned cocksure. It could have meant that too, couldn’t it? And maybe it did at that. I still don’t think so, but here’s this fact for us. Oh, I’m off to a honey of a start, I am.”

“Come, sir,” Rand smiled. “Where’s your blithe Irish self-confidence now?”

Fergus was silent as he executed a tricky left turn through traffic. Then he spoke slowly. “Look,” he said. “I’m going to let down my hair. I don’t know why, but you seem a hell of a swell guy, Colonel, and it’s easy to talk to you. You think I’m brash and conceited and cocky, don’t you?”

“No,” Rand said thoughtfully. “I think you’re a rather sensitive young man who’s been frightened by life into a spectacular performance.”

“The worst of that is, sir, that I think you’re right. There’s a family tradition that there’s bardic blood in the O’Breens. I don’t know how true that is; but if there is, it came out in me. I used to want to be a poet; I still turn out some God-awful tripe for my own pleasure, but you’re the first person who’s ever known it. I took a hell of a ribbing for a while, and then I got the feeling of, ‘Well, I’ll show them.’ I was too light for football, but I was, to speak with characteristic modesty, the basketball sensation that Loyola has ever known. People began to play up to me, and I took it in my stride. I put on this cocky act for the hell of it, and found it was the perfect bulletproof vest. But they’re making better bullets now. …”

His voice sank. Rand was not quite sure what those better bullets might be, but he had a shrewd idea.

“You see, sir,” Fergus went on, “I’ve got the fine Gaelic capacity for getting low as all hell; and I’ve got to keep myself high as heaven the rest of the time to make up for it. Maureen got roped into a psychology section at her club once and began Studying me with a capital S. She played around in her own quaint jargon and decided that I was quote an introspective extrovert with manic-depressive tendencies unquote. If that makes any sense, you’re welcome to it. And that’s that, Colonel. The hair-letting-down is over.”

Rand’s sense of duty had by now reasserted itself. “But Willowe?” he asked. “How about the police?”

“Don’t worry. They’ll be notified all right. That isn’t my place. Remember: We don’t know a thing about it.”

As far as he himself was concerned, Rand thought, that was certainly true enough. He settled back in his seat and resolutely diverted his mind from Fergus’ naïf self-analysis to the case before them. Willowe was gone. Then did that mean—? His enforced preoccupation with this problem blinded him even to the dangers of the peculiarly personal O’Breen style of driving.

The hotel was opposite Westlake Park. It was a vast, old place—quiet and a little dank. Rand didn’t like the looks of the tenants in the lobby; they were mostly superannuated dowagers or arty young men. The hotel was in fact a haven of refuge, where the weary old and the ivory-towerish young alike sought refuge from the modern world.

“Have you got a Miss Sallice registered here?” Fergus asked the room clerk.

“How do you spell that? Let me see. … No, sir, I’m sorry. No one of that name here.”

Fergus turned away puzzled. Rand snorted. “That’s two of them gone! And you believed her little story? Yes, she’d be apt to run off and leave you her address! Why, at this very minute—”

At this very minute Camilla Sallice walked in the door of the hotel. A cabdriver followed with her suitcase. She stopped abruptly on seeing the two men, then hastened toward them.

“So you got here even before I could!” she exclaimed. “I am glad. I wanted to talk to you, and I couldn’t—there. Just a moment till I register and then—”

“Register nothing.” Fergus took her arm with polite authority. “We’re going out in the park where it’s a little more cheery and have a nice long talk. And then you’ll be driving back to Garnett’s with me. Here you are, Mac.” He handed three bills to the driver and took up the suitcase. “That ought to cover it.”

Camilla gently freed her arm. “I can at least pay my own bills, Mr. O’Breen.”

“That goes on my expense account. I have to have some expenses, don’t I? Come on.”

The O’Breen vigor was even more noticeable in the open air. Swinging the suitcase lightly and whistling fantastic variations on his father’s best-loved jig, he swept the other two unresisting into the park.

“Now, Miss Sallice,” he began, pausing in front of a bench and waving her to sit down.

She looked about apprehensively and caught sight of a policeman strolling near by. “Please,” she objected. “Not here. It’s too—too public.”

“As though a public place wasn’t the surest secrecy for private conversations.”

“No. I just can’t. Let’s go back to the hotel.”

“That foul hole? Come on again.”

He led her off once more. Rand followed, feeling somewhat like a highly astonished ocean liner carried along in the wake of a motorboat.

In two minutes the three of them were in the center of the pond which is called West Lake. Fergus had scorned the put-puts which were offered him and chosen a dilapidated rowboat. “You see,” he explained, “rowing’s the next best thing to pacing.”

He rowed in good long smooth strokes. The lake was still and glistered in the bright winter sun. Blares of bad radio bands came from the miniature motorboats which scooted around them.

“Now,” Fergus resumed, feathering the oars deftly. “Let’s have it, Miss Sallice. We’re alone enough here, the saints know. Now you can tell us why you’ve been hiding the fact that you’re Kay’s half-sister. Look out,” he added; “these boats rock.”


XVII

Camilla Sallice Tells Two Secrets

Colonel rand stared at the girl. The shot had gone home; there was no doubting that. “You mean,” he spluttered impotently, “you’re Garnett’s daughter?”

She shook her dark head heavily. “No,” she said. “Not Uncle Humphrey’s—Alicia’s.”

The Colonel laid his hand gently on hers. It was hot and tense. “Alicia was married before—and I never knew it?”

Her deep voice was almost inaudible. “No, Colonel Rand. Not married.”

He looked at her silently and tightened his clasp on her hand.

“I hate to tell you this … Theo,” she faltered. (He understood now how she knew that name.) “But you do have a—a sort of right to know. You remember—so many years ago—when you decided to—well, to be a gentleman and leave the field clear to Uncle Humphrey?”

Rand nodded. He knew words would choke him if he tried to speak.

“What you never knew,” she went on, “was that he did the same thing. He left Mother then too. She didn’t understand. It hurt her. Both of you. … She—she went a little wild for a while. She never told me who my father was. Whoever it was, he deserted her; she never saw him again after he knew I was going to be born. Her family took me away and put me in an orphanage. When Uncle Humphrey came back and proposed to her, of course they tried to keep me a secret. And while Mother was on her honeymoon, they had me moved to another place. They hated me; I was a blot on the family. And Mother never knew where I was.”

The whole story was pouring out in soft low tones, scarcely to be heard above the blasts of the radios, but rapidly and forcefully as though it did her good to be rid of her secret at last. Rand patted her taut hand. “Go on.”

“I ran away from the orphanage. I had a frightful life for a while. … But I’ll spare you all that. Then, when I was over eighteen and I knew they couldn’t make me go back any more, I went to the orphanage to find out who my people were. Then I went to Mother’s home town. I slung hash there for a while—me, the granddaughter of the respectable Willowes—and I found out enough to know that my grandparents weren’t the kind of people I could go to see. But I did learn Uncle Humphrey’s address in Washington, and I wrote to Mother. They were just leaving for California. I saw her in one stolen visit and oh—she was dear.”

Rand blew his nose viciously. “She was indeed, my child.”

“But she didn’t ever dare tell Uncle Humphrey about me; she loved him, but she was afraid of him too. She used to write to me all the time and talk, to me about everything—that’s how I knew about Theo and how much he meant to her. And she sent me money, but it wasn’t always enough. And anyhow I’d started off wrong; it wasn’t so easy to stop. Then I didn’t get any more letters from her. And one day a man in the dive asked for me and said he was Humphrey Garnett.

“I was scared. I didn’t know what he wanted. Then it seemed he’d found my letters to Mother after her death, and he’d traced me down. He’d learned from those letters what he’d never suspected—that sometimes he was too harsh with Mother. And he wanted to make it up to her through me. He did, and I loved him for it.” Her story was finished, and the tears she had struggled so hard to keep back now overpowered her. Rand tried clumsily to console her; she was part of Alicia.

Fergus rested on his oars. “Thank you, Miss Sallice.” His natural brashness sounded a bit dimmed. “I’m sorry as hell to have caused you this pain; but you can see that we have to know everything.” He paused a moment. “But look here. Isn’t anybody going to say, ‘But how on earth did you know that?’”

Camilla smiled through her tears. “Dear Mr. O’Breen. You’re so self-effacing, aren’t you?” Fergus had the grace to look uncomfortable. “All right. I was surprised, and it all came over me so I couldn’t even think. But how on earth did you know?”

“Thanks. It’s no earthly use being a detective unless you can explain how good you are. I simply put together four things: The quarrel over your mother, Colonel Rand’s reticence about the name ‘Theo,’ the sudden change in Arthur Willowe’s attitude toward you, and the fact that once upon a time I took botany.”

“Botany?” Rand echoed.

“The willow is of the genus Salix. When a mysterious girl with a phony-sounding name like Sallice is tangled up with a family named Willowe, it looks like more than a coincidence.”

“You are clever, Mr. O’Breen. I changed my name because it sounded better in night clubs—they like things a little phony—and besides they always called me ‘Willowe’ at the orphanage until I was sick of the sound of it.”

Fergus was rowing hard again. “I suppose all this is what you told Arthur Willowe last night?”

“Yes.”

“When did you see him last?”

“Then.”

“You didn’t see him this morning?”

“No. I told him last night that I was leaving. I didn’t get up this morning until just before you saw me. I knew he’d be taking his nap by then, so I didn’t say good-by.”

“Right. And now, what’s all this Hector Prynne business?”

Camilla Sallice frowned. (It was an attractive frown, Rand thought. Everything about her seemed more attractive since he had learned the truth. It was partly the association with Alicia which transfigured her in his eyes; but it seemed too as though her somber, almost sinister quality had been purged by her confession.) “I—I don’t think I ought to tell you that, Mr. O’Breen. I know I shouldn’t like it if Mr. Willowe—if Uncle Arthur, I suppose I can say now, were to tell you my secret without my permission.”

“But look, Miss Sallice. It’s something we’ve got to know.”

“Then why not ask him?”

Fergus feathered the oars again, which seemed to fascinate a swan drifting by. “Let me assure you, there are grave reasons why we cannot ask him.”

Rand looked as perplexed as the swan. He regarded Camilla closely. The sun was bright and warm, but she shuddered. “Oh,” she gasped. “Then he did do it!”

“He did kill Garnett, you mean?”

“No. Of course not. That’s foolish. He couldn’t have, not after the way he—Unless …” She grew less confident and hesitated a little. “He could have been just—just playing with me last night, couldn’t he? The note and everything—it could have been all a story to fool me so I wouldn’t tell it to the police.”

“Tell what to the police?”

“What I thought last night—what I wouldn’t tell you—what I thought you had come here to ask. me until we began talking about—about me.”

“You mean this notion you had of a possible motive?”

She nodded reluctantly. “Yes. It struck me all of a sudden last night. That’s why I had to talk to Uncle Arthur and tell him all about me. I thought if that was true he’d show it when he learned the real truth and saw how terribly wrong he’d been. And now you—”

“How did he take your story?”

“He—he did seem confused by it. And then very sorry. But he was so nice. I thought then that I understood him, poor dear helpless old man that he is. But do you really think—”

“Just what are you driving at, Miss Sallice?”

“Why, that he must have thought that I was—that I’d taken Alicia’s place with Uncle Humphrey. Bodily, I mean. He loved her so much; he would have been frightfully jealous. He and Uncle Humphrey hated each other anyway. That could have been enough to—” She halted. A direct accusation of murder was apparently more than she could bring herself to utter.

Fergus pursued his advantage. “Then you can see how very important it is for us to know everything we can about him. So tell us—why did he say, ‘I am Hector Prynne’?”

Camilla laughed nervously. “But that’s so silly. It can’t have anything to do with—with anything.”

“Tell us anyway,” Rand urged, still somewhat puzzled by this whole Willowe situation. If the man had planned to incriminate Vinton for some strange reason, why should he flee now when his planted suspect was safely under arrest?

“I think it was just that he wanted to show his confidence in me—give secret for secret. You understand, don’t you? So since he knew who I really was, he went on and told me who he was. But what difference can that possibly make?”

Fergus was rowing so eagerly that he just missed ramming a tiny island. “Go on.”

“Well, you see, Uncle Humphrey wasn’t very generous to Arthur about money. Not that there was any reason why he should be—Uncle Arthur didn’t feel any resentment about that. But he used to want money to give to Mother occasionally—he didn’t know that it was to send to me, but he trusted her in anything. He was too old to get a job, he’d failed in business, and he didn’t know how to get money. So he tried writing.”

“I’ve known guys who did that,” Fergus observed. “Six months, and they were generally glad to get a job in a service station.”

“He tried everything, writing away secretly in his room. He couldn’t sell anything to what he called ‘the slicks,’ so he tried the pulp magazines. He wrote detective stories and horror stories and sport stories—and I don’t think he’d ever seen a football game or a prize fight in his life—and they all came back promptly. Then he finally clicked in the off-color magazines—you know, things like Naughty Nights and Risky Revels. He went on and did some sexy novels for rental libraries. I remember I read one once; it was really shocking.”

“He must have had great faith in his imagination,” Rand grunted.

“He’s sold quite a few things, and they’ve done well; but he’s never dared tell anyone. He did want to tell Uncle Humphrey just to prove that he could do something; but he was afraid that that sort of thing might seem worse than not being able to do anything at all. So that was his secret.”

“And he wrote under the name of Hector Prynne?”

“Yes. He sort of twisted that out of The Scarlet Letter; I think the idea amused him.”

“Did Mr. Garnett ever learn about this?”

“No.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“You know what Uncle Humphrey was like. If he ever had found out, he’d have been sure to taunt the poor old man about it. The chance would have been too good to waste.”

“Did anyone else know?”

“Uncle Arthur said I was the first person he’d ever told; but Richard Vinton had guessed it. He found a page that had blown off the balcony; it had the Hector Prynne name on it, and he recognized it.”

“When was this?”

“The day before yesterday, I think.”

“Nobody else?”

“He used to get his Hector Prynne mail at a post-office box. There wasn’t any way anyone could know.”

“Then presumably nobody knew about it when that telegram was sent. … But to go back a bit—if you didn’t mean Garnett’s murder, what did you mean when you said, ‘Then he did do it!’?”

Camilla paused. “I don’t know now if this was really true or not. It might have been just a trick. … You see, he seemed so glad to know who I was. It was like having a part of Alicia that wasn’t Uncle Humphrey’s at all. He’d always felt he could never quite be close to Kay, because she was a Garnett; but I was different. It made him very happy, and he said he’d changed his mind.”

Rand’s head was throbbing again. The sun on the water was too bright; it was hard for him to follow this confused unfolding of secrets within secrets. “Changed his mind about what?”

“About—” She hesitated.

“About suicide, you mean?” Fergus prompted her.

“How on earth did you know?” This time she said it quite uncued.

“I read part of his note on the blotting paper, and besides I saw the ash tray. Old gag, the blotting paper. The Colonel here thought it was a confession of Garnett’s murder; I thought it was his morbid remorse for having accidentally killed your mother. That ties in with his fear of Garnett. He was going to escape remorse and fear at once, and he had the note all ready. Right?”

“Yes. …”

“How was he going to do it?”

“He’d slipped some poison out of the laboratory—I don’t know what, but he said it was quick and didn’t hurt much. Then, when he felt—I can’t make it clear, it was all so strange—when he felt that I almost was Alicia and forgave him in her name, he tore up the note and put it in an ash tray and shook out the poison on it—it was a powder—and set a match to the whole thing. It made a smoke almost like incense …”

It was twisted, Rand thought, and yet somehow sacred. He could see the poor old man, shaken with his tragic devotion to his dead sister, receiving what was truly a sacrament of absolution from her child. In his blunt way, he could understand it. To the three men who had loved her, Alicia Willowe had meant something beyond life.

These thoughts were going too deep. Rand assumed as stiff a military posture as the rowboat would allow, delivered a too-casual “harrumph,” and groped for a cigar.

“Fine,” Fergus was saying. “It all works out.” He had been maneuvering the boat to the dock. Now with a long pull he sent it straight at the waiting attendant.

“One more item for the expense account,” he said as he paid off. “Now come on.”

“Please,” Camilla faltered, “could I have a drink?”

Fergus bestowed a broad grin upon her. “There, Colonel, is what I term a proper wench. She doesn’t look at you wistfully, she doesn’t make obscure hints, she just up and says, ‘Please, could I have a drink?’” He tucked her arm under his. “Of course you could, my sweet, and indeed you shall. My father would do nip-ups in his grave if he thought I failed you. Come on.”

Across from the park, wedged between a five-and-ten and a drugstore, stood a small café, whose windows proclaimed MIXED DRINKS and REAL MEXICAN FOOD. The cashier tossed a friendly nod at Fergus; he was evidently not unknown there.

“As a private investigator,” Fergus announced as they settled into a booth, “I’m unorthodox as hell. Mr. Latimer wouldn’t approve of me one little bit. I rarely drink on a case at all, and never before lunch. But this seems as good a time as any to start changing habits. What’s yours, Miss Sallice?”

“Whiskey.”

“Irish?” Fergus asked hopefully.

“Rye.”

“Damn. I’ve been trying for years to find somebody who drinks Irish whiskey. Honor of the race. But I don’t even like the stuff myself. Colonel?”

“Scotch and soda.”

“Why did I ask? Now if we can find—” He looked around the place hopelessly. Night life here, Rand decided, must be something spectacular; nothing else could give it such a dank, deserted look in the morning. Bars have hangovers too; and this one looked as though it might go out any minute and drink up the lake opposite.

Conversation lapsed until the two ryes and the Scotch highball appeared. Then Fergus lifted his glass and said, “Here’s …! You can add whatever you please to that.”

“To your success,” said the Sallice. She sipped the straight whiskey slowly. “I wish I knew,” she said, “just what is happening.”

“So do I,” Fergus grunted.

“I mean … Uncle Humphrey was very close to me. They all are, in a way. And a thing like this … Damn!” She set down the glass abruptly. “I thought that would help. It does generally. But it isn’t any use.” Tears were trembling in her dark eyes.

“I’ve a staunch, manly shoulder,” Fergus suggested diffidently.

Rand looked at them for a moment and then rose. “Excuse me,” he mumbled, and walked off. That was one advantage of bars. You could always excuse yourself and nobody thought anything of it. He had become curiously fond of the weary loveliness of Camilla Sallice in the past half-hour; but now, he felt, a young comforter would be more satisfying.

He stayed away as long as his excuse could plausibly justify, and at last returned to the booth. Comfort was comfort, but it was now high time that action be resumed.

Camilla was powdering her nose. Her face bore that strange expression of teary contentment known only to women who have just had a good cry. “My turn, Colonel,” she said with a half-smile, and vanished.

Smiling, Rand stood and regarded Fergus for a moment. Then wordlessly he drew forth his pocket handkerchief and handed it over. Automatically the young man made a dab toward his lips, halted, then walked deliberately over to the bar mirror.

“Colonel,” he pronounced on his return, “you are a cockeyed, insinuating, and malicious liar. There’s not a trace of make-up on me.”

“No. But you were quite ready to believe there might be. That’s all I wanted to know.”

Fergus shrugged impenitently. “I know. Now I get a sermon on Attention to Duty and Sublimation of the Impulses of the Flesh, with maybe five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys to round it off. But you’re not a celibate confessor, Colonel. Think of your own youth. Remember,” his voice grew warm with burlesque melodrama, “remember when that exotic and seductive International Spy, Valda Varazzi, approached you in her quest for the Papers. Picture her dropping her leopard-skin coat and slinking up to you in that décolleté evening gown. She draws near to you. She Teclines on your shoulder. Her lips turn up to yours. And what do you do? I ask you, sir, as a gentleman of honor, what do you do?”

The Colonel finished his neglected highball. “Young man,” he said judiciously, “even under the circumstances which you describe, I should never prove guilty of betraying my country’s trust. No matter how décolleté the gown nor how exotic the spy. I should never yield up the Papers. But,” he added, “I should certainly enjoy myself while the going was good.”

Fergus grinned. “Thanks. You’re a good guy, Colonel. But I wish I hadn’t brought up the Valda Varazzi theme. I like this gal. I like her a hell of a lot. And I wish I’d met her some other way, so that I wouldn’t have to be thinking every minute, ‘This is all very well, but what does she want to get out of me?’”

“She may feel the same way,” Rand suggested.

“That helps a lot. Well, it’s all just one more reason to get this over with promptly. ‘If it were done when ’tis done—’”

“But can it be done quickly?”

“Of course it can. It’s practically done now, since that rowboat session cleared up the loose ends. Don’t you see—”

“Ready, Fergus.” Camilla looked freshened and almost gay. (It had been ‘Mr. O’Breen’ ten minutes ago, the Colonel reflected.)

“Ready, my sweeting.”

“Where are we going now?” Rand asked.

“Back to the house. Jackson ought to be there by now.”

Camilla grew suddenly pale again. “You mean the detective lieutenant? Why should he be there?”

“Sorry. Minor slip. Forget I said it.” He paused to pay the check at the cashier’s desk, then turned back to them again. “No—on second thought you’d better know. It might lessen the shock.

“You see, Colonel, when I told you that Willowe was ‘gone,’ I was just using a popular euphemism. Arthur Willowe has been murdered.”


XVIII

Maurice Warriner Runs

For once Fergus O’Breen’s companions outdid him in curiosity. Both Rand and Camilla shot question after question at him; but he brushed aside their desire for information and gestured them into the car.

“You’ll know all about it soon enough, children.” (Rand bristled at the epithet.) “The less you know, the less apt the Lieutenant is to find out what I’ve been doing on my own.”

He was silent all the way out Wilshire. Camilla was still dazed from the shock of Willowe’s death. She trembled a little, and Rand took her hand. Her subtle scent was strong and her body warm, at once firm and yielding, in the confinement of the roadster. Rand was glad he was old; that enabled him to feel this simple paternal tenderness. But he couldn’t help wondering how her tantalizing proximity affected the young Irishman.

Fergus spoke once as they turned on to Vermont. “There’s one possible flaw.” He seemed to be thinking aloud. “Warriner said something about the French pack having had other names for its court cards before this current official series. And I was so excited about Hector that I forgot to ask him more questions. If I’m wrong there and that card does mean something else … God knows what an intricate mind like that might conceive … I suppose I might get it out of one of Garnett’s books; but still I wish Warriner would drop around again.”

It was then that Rand recalled his talk with the curator during his stroll on the past evening. So much had happened since then that the interview had not recurred to his mind. “Warriner has his own theory about the murder,” he said.

“So? He didn’t say anything to me. When did you see him?”

Rand explained and told of their talk. “He’s betting on Will Harding for your murderer,” he concluded.

“Is he indeed?” And Fergus said nothing more for many blocks.

They were just turning off Los Feliz Boulevard when they saw him. Fergus drew the car swiftly to the curb. “Now’s our chance. I’ll check this one point, just to make dead sure, and then …” He leaped out of the car and started toward the retreating figure of the old curator.

Rand stared at the man’s back. Something went click! in the recesses of his mind, and without even a premonitory “harrumph” he found himself shouting “Dalrymple!”

Fergus had almost caught up with Warriner when suddenly the old man halted abruptly. He turned and glared at the young detective as though he were the Angel with the Fiery Sword. Then he began to run.

Rand could hear Fergus’ laugh—a mixture of amusement and wonder. Then he saw the young man set out after the old with long, easy strides. “Come on,” the Colonel said sharply to the girl at his side. He opened the car door for her. She followed, puzzled.

Warriner was displaying an ability striking fox his age. His shoulders were straight now, and he looked thinner than ever. He was running at a good pace, and Fergus seemed worried. It just wasn’t right that a young man in his condition couldn’t keep up with a doddering, snuff-taking antiquarian.

Without a word, the scene had suddenly become something earnest and deadly. It involved far more than the early names of the court cards in the French deck. Rand automatically felt for his service revolver, and deeply regretted its absence. To the occasional passer-by who turned a bemused head, there was only something grotesque about these two thin figures chasing each other down the street; hut Rand felt that there was a sinister current running deep beneath this almost Keystone chase.

He and the Sallice girl were following as fast as they could; but in spite of Rand’s well-preserved vigor, his running days were over, and even this fast-paced walk made his head throb anew. The two men turned a corner, and their followers lost them for a moment.

Camilla rounded the corner first. She turned back and stared at Rand. “They—they’re gone.”

Rand glanced about him quickly. Halfway up the block was an undeveloped lot, covered with closegrowing trees. “There,” he said. “Come on. He never goes armed. You needn’t worry. There’s no danger.”

She looked at him uncomprehendingly, but followed without a question.

There was the sound of a furious scuffle among the trees—a thrashing of bodies and a dry crushing of leaves. Then the sounds ceased for a moment, and there came a sharp groan of pain. Camilla cried out.

“Come on,” Rand said again gruffly. He wanted to think of words, but commands were more in his line. This time Camilla needed no urging. She dashed toward the clump of trees. Rand prayed that he was right about the man’s habits. They never change.

Warriner lay on the ground at the foot of a tall eucalyptus. He wasn’t moving. Fergus sat beside him, doing his best to look chipper while lines of anguish twisted his white face.

“The damned bastard fouled me,” he muttered. “Sorry for the expression, Camilla—that must be what they mean by foul language. Sorry for the pun too—that’s even worse. But I don’t much like this sort of fighting.”

Warriner stirred. At that the Colonel, with military efficiency, leaned over him and proceeded to shake him into some sort of consciousness. The old man’s body was lithe and hard—not at all the dry mass of skin and bones you might have expected from his appearance; it was small wonder, from the feel of him, that he had downed even that ex-basketball star, Fergus O’Breen.

As the Colonel rose from his ministrations, his eyes caught the glitter of enamel on the ground. On an impulse he bent down again, slipped the small box into his pocket, and straightened up.

Fergus was glaring down at the curator. “What the hell did you get so excited about? Think I was going to arrest you for the murder? In the first place, I can’t arrest anybody. In the second, you never even gave me a chance to speak. All I wanted from you was some dope on the old French pack.”

Warriner’s intelligence seemed to be coming back, slowly. He sat up, rubbing his head in a manner which brought painful memories of the past night to Colonel Rand. “Gentlemen,” he said, “I fear that you have discovered my shame.”

“What do you mean?”

“I, sirs, am a victim. I cannot always be held responsible for my actions.”

“You mean you’re nuts?”

“No. I—I mean that I have required an artificial stimulus to pursue my work. You will recall perchance those delightful lines of the silver-tongued John Day—

Gold, music, wine, tobacco, and good cheer
Make poets soar aloft and sing out clear.

That may suffice for poets; they are an unaccountable tribe. But for myself I have found gold—what little I have ever possessed—music, wine, tobacco, and good cheer quite insufficient to keep myself singing clear. I needed more.”

Fergus snorted. “So you took up snuff. So what?”

“Not snuff, sir; but my snuffbox.”

Camilla Sallice, possibly because of her varied past life, was the first of them to understand him. “You mean, you’ve been taking—”

“I believe, madam, that the colloquial word is dope. It has been a help—No, those words are too mild; it has made life worth living. And the eccentric habits of an old gentleman make it seem plausible that I should bring out my enameled death in the most proper gatherings. But occasionally I find myself driven, almost without my own knowledge, to strange actions. I fear that you surprised me in one of my … ah, less rational moods. It took the staunch trunk of this eucalyptus to drive some sense back into my poor head.”

Fergus frowned and viciously uprooted an innocent tuft of grass. “Which makes this,” he announced, “beyond any doubt the Goddamnedest first murder case that any promising young detective ever tackled. It’s got everything in it but a sinister Oriental, and I expect him to open the door when we get back to the house.”

“We?”

“Come along, Mr. Warriner. I’ll keep your secret dark; but I hope to the saints you’ll never tear loose on me again, in your own quaint irresponsible way. God knows what will become of the future of the O’Breens if much more of this happens.”

“I am not sure that I can accompany you, young man—”

“I think you’d better,” Rand said with quiet authority.

It worked. He was by no means so out of practice at commanding as he had thought.

“About these cards,” Fergus resumed as they started hack to the car. “We’ll just skip all that’s happened since I thought of them. But you said that the jack of diamonds used to have several other names beside Hector. What were they?”

Warriner reflected. “Let me see … I can recall a very early French deck, around 1490, in which the knave of diamonds—accompanied there by a dog—is known as Rolant. I believe he was also called Roger, sometimes the Valet de la Chasse—he occasionally bore a hunting horn—and some curious—ah, yes, Capitan Fily. Then there is an eighteenth century English pack in which he is known as Jack Sheppard. As you may have noticed, that particular knave is a card often associated with crime and, if I may be pardoned the pun, knavery; the name of the great highwayman is not surprising, nor, indeed, is its connection with this shocking case.”

Fergus had not heeded the last part of this learned discourse. He was murmuring to himself, “Rolant … Roger … Fily … Jack Sheppard … No, I must be right ….”

It was then that it happened. The curator’s long thin leg moved with the rapid vigor of a whip. It seemed almost to curl as it snapped between Fergus’ ankles. The young Irishman went down in a sideways plunge which brought Camilla toppling over him. Rand had no time to think of their unofficial prisoner. A car was speeding down the street headed straight for the two tumbled forms.

Fergus was on his feet almost at once, but the fall must have stunned the girl. Between them they half helped her, half dragged her to the curb. She clung to Fergus dazedly.

But the detective’s mind was not on clinging brunettes. “The keys,” he groaned. “I left them in the car. …”

The automobile which had threatened them had now drawn up sharply beside them with agonized brakes. The driver thrust out a red-veined face coming to a climax in a glowing cigar and growled, “What goes on here? Playing games?”

“Yeah,” said Fergus, looking mournfully after the bright yellow roadster. “And we lost.”

Fifteen minutes later they neared the Garnett house. Resolute trudging had left them tired and hot and not in the most peaceable of tempers.

“At least,” Camilla observed after a long silence, “you can row a boat.”

“I know. I know. Don’t rub it in. I’ve slipped up badly, but how could I help it? God knows there’s enough going on without an academical hophead to ball things up a little more.”

“So you think that’s what he is?” The girl sounded dubiously reflective.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been around. I’ve run into funny customers in my time—”

“Customers is right.” Rand noticed resentment in the tone of the young man who had so calmly accepted Camilla’s story of her career only that morning.

“Don’t start that,” she snapped back. “My foul past is no secret from you, my fine broth. But I’ve known hopheads—”

“You can’t just say broth.”

“And why not?”

“You have to say broth of a something.”

“All right. My fine broth of a Hawkshaw—how does that sound to you, my mad meddler?”

“I am but mad north-northwest,” Fergus murmured. “When the wind is southerly I know a hand from a Hawkshaw.”

Camilla stopped very deliberately, bent over a choice garden plot by the sidewalk, and scooped up a handful of nice soft soil. There was no doubt of her intentions; that polo shirt was so yellow.

Rand had been smoking quietly and wishing that he were not an elderly gentleman of military caste who wore a coat on all occasions. Now he summoned authority back to his voice and spoke.

“I know,” he said, “that our tempers have been grievously ruffled by the heat and by the walk and by our singular misadventure; but need we be so childish?”

“After a pun like that …” Camilla began; but she thought better of it and dropped the soil.

“And I liked that car,” Fergus added wistfully. “It’s served me faithfully, man and boy. …”

“That worry at least need no longer concern you, O’Breen,” and Colonel Rand gestured ahead of them.

There, in front of the Garnett house, stood the empty O’Breen roadster.


XIX

Lieutenant Jackson Accepts an Ally

It was rand’s old friend Number One who greeted them at the door. Camilla shivered and seemed to grow small as she looked at the uniform, and even Fergus was a bit subdued.

“Look,” he said. “Has a man named Warriner come in here—a tall, thin, stooped old man?”

Number One looked down on him scornfully. “I don’t see old men with beards when I’m on duty; but if your name’s O’Breen, you’re coming in here to see the Lieutenant, and right away too. No, not you!” He waved the others aside.

“That’s all right, Colonel,” said Fergus with calm assurance. “I’m certain the lieutenant wants to see you too. Come right along. See you later, Camilla—and thank you.” His voice was sincere.

Rand looked back as they went down the hall. Camilla Sallice’s spurt of temper had deserted her; she now seemed terribly alone and forlorn in this house of death. With pity for her in his heart, he turned to see Number One glaring at him. “Well, at least you’re sober this time,” the policeman said.

Jackson was in the study again. He was alone and badly worried. He looked up as the men entered and snapped, “You’re O’Breen?”

“Lieutenant, I am The O’Breen.”

Jackson disregarded the correction. “All right. Now we’ll get somewhere.”

Fergus smiled. “Anything you say, Lieutenant.”

“Where have you been?”

“The Sallice girl moved out this morning. I remembered some questions I had to ask her, so I went and asked them. I persuaded her to come back here with me.”

“How did you know where she’d gone? Nobody in this house seemed to have the least idea.”

“I found a piece of paper beside the telephone with a number jotted on it in what looked like her handwriting. I thought she might have been calling a hotel about reservations, so I checked it.”

“And pocketed the paper just to make things easier for us?”

“How was I to know you’d be coming out here? Which reminds me, Lieutenant, that I still don’t know what brings you here—unless it’s revisiting the scene of the crime.”

Jackson looked at him shrewdly. “I’ve heard of you, O’Breen—heard quite a bit, in fact. That was good work you did in that arson case, and I’ve heard rumors about the way you put a stop to Rita La Marr’s blackmailer. I wish to God I knew just where you stood in this business—with us or against us.”

Fergus was pacing at a relatively temperate rate—apparently a partial concession to the presence of authority. “I’ll be frank with you. I think you picked the wrong man when you arrested Vinton, and I’m trying to prove him innocent; maybe you’ll call that working against you. But on the other hand, I’m trying to find the real murderer; and the saints know that ought to be working with you. You can call it either way. It might be simplest to flip a coin.”

The Lieutenant leaned back. “All right. I’ll be frank too. Supposing I tell you we’re together on both counts.”

Colonel Rand started. “On both?”

“Yes, Colonel. Vinton was released on bail this morning. He’s here in the house now—got here just after we did. And I can tell you in confidence that there’s very little danger of the charges being pressed unless we can learn something new and startling. That fingerprint business alone would give a good defense attorney—and Max Farrington is that—one honey of a chance to poke holes in our case. It’s too risky.”

Fergus paused in mid-stride. “All right. If we’re working together, why not tell us just what’s happened to bring you here?”

Jackson regarded him for a long minute. “I wish I knew,” he said slowly, “whether I needed to tell you this. But here goes. Arthur Willowe has been murdered.”

For Rand’s taste, Fergus’ reaction of surprise was just a trifle overplayed. The Colonel himself made no attempt at bluffing; Jackson’s sharp eyes weren’t on him.

“Yes, Mr. O’Breen, murdered.”

“But how, Lieutenant? When?”

“As you probably know, Willowe took a nap every day at eleven o’clock on the cot on his balcony. That’s where Miss Garnett found him. He used to sleep in the room itself; that cot was used only by him and only for these morning naps. It seems an odd arrangement, but nothing surprises me any more in this household. Anyway, the point is, everybody knew about this habit of his. While he was sleeping there this morning, somebody stuck a needle dipped in curare into the back of his neck.”

“Just a minute, Lieutenant. Are you certain it was curare?”

“I admit that’s hard to analyze. But it was one of the alkaloid poisons, and curare is the commonest. We’ll have a definite report later.”

“And was there curare—or any of the other alkaloids—in Garnett’s laboratory?”

The Lieutenant groaned. “There was everything in that laboratory, O’Breen. I never saw such a hellish collection. And in a way this second death is my own fault. I should have sealed up that laboratory yesterday. But Harding insisted that he had some work to do, and I let him go ahead.”

“You really think sealing it would have done any good?”

“Of course.” Jackson looked suspicious. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing. Just that the murderer might have laid in his stock in advance. But as long as we’re being frank, Lieutenant, do you know who killed Willowe?”

“I’m hanged if I even know why he was killed, let alone who did it. Unless, of course, he knew something damning about Garnett’s death. He seems to have been the most inoffensively useless man I’ve ever encountered. And who was in the house? His niece, who seems devoted to him; the laboratory assistant, who had nothing at all to do with him; the cook, who’s out of the question; and you two.” He checked himself. “When did Miss Sallice leave?”

“A little after eleven.”

“And Miss Sallice then, possibly. Though the Lord knows where she comes in. It looks as though this death must tie in in some way with Garnett’s, but still—”

“And Vinton?” Rand asked.

“Vinton’s accounted for. He left the jail with his lawyer, went straight on to Farrington’s office, and got out here after we did. Even if Farrington’s pulling a fake alibi for him, which isn’t likely, the time element lets him out. He couldn’t possibly have got here before Miss Garnett’s call came through to us.”

“One more frank question, Lieutenant.” Fergus paused dramatically. “Were you ever center on the U. S. C. basketball team?”

Jackson jerked back in amazement, then let out a lusty shout. “Good God! Fergus O’Breen, the Fighting Forward—the man who made thirteen baskets in the U. S. C.-Loyola game!”

Fergus stretched out his hand. “Hiya, Andy!”

For a moment Rand was afraid the conference was going to turn into a contest of sporting memories. He was relieved to find that he was wrong. Both men were still deeply concerned with the business in hand.

“The personal touch helps,” Jackson grinned. “I’d just about resolved to pool information with you anyway; and now that I remember the time you were practically a one-man team and licked the living bejesus out of us, that decides me. Which wouldn’t make any sense officially, but that’s the way it works. Now get me straight, Fergus. I want you to play ball with me.”

“OK by me, Andy.”

“We’ve each got an advantage. I have the force of authority and the efficiency of routine behind me. You’re on more or less of a personal footing with all these people and have a confidential in. Between us, we ought to get some place. Now if we could—”

Fergus caught his sideways glance. “Brush up on your mystery novels, Andy. What’s a detective without a faithful Watson? Colonel Rand’s been in on this with me from the start. He might as well stay on.”

Jackson turned to Rand. “I must admit, Colonel, that I took the trouble of checking your arrival at the airport. Since that definitely eliminates you as a possible suspect, why then, if you’re interested in sitting in on our conference—”

“I most assuredly am.” Rand’s head was worse, and he knew he presented an absurd figure with his bandage; but he was not going to miss a conference which might prove so vital to Kay—and to the memory of Alicia.

“Very well. Now perhaps the first point I ought to mention—you see I really am trusting you, Fergus, and going ahead with our own information first—is the will. Mr. Harding tells me that he showed you the carbon copy. If you’ve been reasoning from that, forget it. The thing’s all wrong. The true terms of the final will—”

A knock on the door broke into the Lieutenant’s speech. He turned and called “Come in.”

This was a policeman Rand hadn’t seen before. “We’re having trouble, Lieutenant,” he explained. “One of ’em’s up and got plastered, and he’s raising merry hell. Wants to talk to you right away, and says he’ll tear the place down if he can’t. What do we do with him?”

Before Jackson could answer, the problem solved itself. There was the noise of a hearty scuffle outside in the hall, and two men burst into the room. The first was Number One, red-faced and furious. The other, the vigorous belligerent drunk, was the mild Will Harding.


XX

Will Harding Is Spectacular

Even before the young assistant spoke, it was clear to Rand that he was very drunk indeed. This came as a surprise; he had seemed such an abnormally respectable young man—not even a smoker, much less an early afternoon drunkard. The drinks had given him strength; the way he dragged the husky Number One around with him showed that.

The two men spoke at once, Harding in drunken indignation and Number One in apology for disturbing his superior.

“Let him go, Hinkle,” Jackson said sharply. “As long as he got in here, we might as well hear what he has to say for himself. Well, what’s it all about, Harding?”

Released from the official grasp, Harding subsided abruptly. “It doesn’t marrer,” he mumbled thickly. “There isn’t a Goddamn thing that marrers any more.”

“Come on. Out with it. You forced your way in here to tell me something. What is it?”

Harding leered with bacchic cunning. “You wouldn’t he underested.”

“Underested?”

He shook his head slowly. “You wouldn’t interstand.”

Fergus laughed. “Go on, Andy. He wants to he coaxed.”

“I’ll coax him all right enough. Would you sooner have the boys take you outside and talk it over?” Jackson demanded abruptly. Number One looked as though the idea appealed to him.

Harding shook his finger waggishly. “Ah-ah, Lieutenant! That’s naughty. That’s the third degree, that’s what that’s what that is. The courts don’t like that. No-o-o-o-o! But you’re a nice fellow. I’ll tell you. Only the trouble is, you like him.”

“Like who?”

Drinking had brought out fresh aspects of Harding only dimly hinted at by his limericks of the day before. He now launched forth into a frank description of Richard Vinton couched in terms which would have made Jeeter Lester blush. It was not, perhaps, an edifying spectacle; but it somehow increased Rand’s respect for the young man. He wasn’t just milk and water after all; there was guts to him.

He paused finally, and Fergus broke into loud applause. The display, Rand admitted, deserved it.

But Jackson wanted something more specific. “Well, what about Vinton?”

“I’ll tell you wharrabout Vinton. You turned him loose again, didn’t you? You think he’s a nice sweet airy-fairy Good Lillie Boy, don’t you? Christ I Well, I’ll tell you wharrabout Vinton! I’ll—” He pulled a folded newspaper out of his pocket and stood for a long moment brandishing it in the air. He looked at once terribly dramatic and painfully ludicrous. Then in an instant all his force seemed to desert him. “Aw, the hell with it,” he muttered, dropped the newspaper on the floor, and left the room, followed by the still badly perplexed Number One and his unidentified companion in uniform.

“Picturesque interlude,” Fergus observed. “Now just what do you think that means?”

“Simple enough,” Rand said. “He’s jealous of Vinton. Seeing him and Kay together again got on his nerves. So he got stinking drunk and made a damned fool of himself. It needn’t mean any more than that.”

But Jackson had picked up the newspaper and was studying it. “It’s this morning’s paper,” he said, “and folded to the theatrical section. What that could—Just a minute. Here’s a paragraph marked.” He read slowly.

The creditors of what screen juvenile are rejoicing at his arrest on suspicion of murder, because the publicity will mean the formerly very doubtful renewal of his contract.

Fergus whistled. “I thought our little Richard was big time.”

“You never can tell. Once you start slipping, you slip fast. This is a shrewd point; if he’s cleared of all blame and scandal, the publicity should make him an invaluable property to his studio. A while ago this extra motive, if you can call it that, might have helped us; now it’s just a nuisance. The fingerprints clear him on Garnett, and he couldn’t possibly have killed Willowe.”

“But it does show,” Rand put in, “that Harding is exceedingly anxious to incriminate him.”

“Yes …”

“But to get back to the facts of death,” Fergus broke in. “Look, Andy. You were going to tell us about the will.”

“Yes. As I was starting to say, there were two codicils. One was made two years ago—just after Alicia Garnett’s death in the accident. It canceled the legacy to Arthur Willowe, and turned that ten thousand dollars over to Will Harding for purposes of research.”

“And the other?”

“That was made about a year ago. It leaves twenty thousand dollars in a trust fund to Camilla Sallice, on the condition that she goes on with her singing studies.”

“Anything else to tell us?”

“Minor routine items. There isn’t any doubt, for instance, that the poison was administered to Garnett in that highball. We analyzed the few drops left in the glass. And about that glass—there are smudges, probably glove marks, over Vinton’s fingerprints, which was to be expected. And those fingerprints—which is another thing that made us suspicious of a frame—are exceptionally clear—much more so than you’d expect from a casual handling—even show a portion of the palm which we can identify by the pore markings.”

“Anything more on Willowe’s death?”

“We’ve identified the needle roughly. It’s the same as several that are stuck in a pincushion on Miss Garnett’s dressing table. I suppose anybody could have slipped into her room and taken it. One needle out of six or eight wouldn’t be missed.”

“Of course. All pretty inconclusive, isn’t it?”

Jackson shrugged. “So far, I admit. But remember we’re still working. I won’t say the Los Angeles police always Get Their Man, but we don’t do so badly. Now let’s hear what you’ve found out.”

Rand leaned back and watched the smoke of his cigar while Fergus told the results of their endeavors—Garnett’s secret researches, Harding’s violent pacifism, Willowe’s false premonition, Warriner’s theories and eccentricities, the secret of Camilla Sallice, and the possible double meaning of Hector.

Lieutenant Jackson listened with sharp interest. “So,” he observed as Fergus paused. “You’ve done good work. Is that all?”

Fergus nodded. “That’s all. Now have you any questions to ask—of me or anybody else—before I go on to explain who was the murderer?”

Jackson frowned. “Aren’t you going a little fast, Fergus? Or is this one of the famous O’Breen ribs?”

“I know. You think I’m bluffing. Well, I’m not. I’m perfectly ready to explain the whole thing right here and now. But look. You know me, and you know I’m young and Irish. That means I’m theatrical. So how’s about helping me out?”

“How so—helping you out?”

“Call this gang together and let me expound my solution—with all the trimmings and cranberry sauce. You know: Tent ‘em to the quick; if they but blench, I’ll know my cause. Not that I need that, but it does make things picturesque.”

The Lieutenant looked at him for a puzzled moment. Then he grinned. “All right, Fergus. It’s a tomfool idea, and I’ve got a terrible fear that you might make an idiot of yourself. But go ahead, so long as it’s understood that this is strictly unofficial.”

“Thanks, Andy. For a minute I was afraid that you were going to go all stern and hardboiled on me.”

But the Lieutenant looked stern enough as it was. “Wait a minute; let me get this off my chest first. Don’t go getting any ideas in your cracked Irish pot that I’m one of these obliging police detectives out of stories that are only too too happy to sit back and stooge for the brilliant young investigator. I want to crack this case. I know your record and I think maybe you can help me, even if you do pick a damned queer way of going about it. But any funny business out of you, and you’re going to wind up in the can, basketball or no basketball. And you might find some trouble in getting your license renewed. Understand me?”

“I get it.”

“That’s OK then. Now who do you want for this grand finale?”

“The whole kit and kaboodle.” Fergus ticked them off on his lean fingers. “The three of us, of course. Kay. The Sallice chick. Harding, if we can sober him up. Vinton. Might as well drag in Farrington if we can get hold of him.”

“He’s here now. Came out with Vinton. Anybody else?”

“Warriner. And I think that about washes up the list. Complete cast of characters.”

Complete minus two, Rand reflected. He wished intensely that those two might also be present; he would give a great deal to see how Humphrey Garnett’s brilliantly intricate mind would cope with the macabre problem of his own death.

“Warriner?” Jackson repeated questioningly.

“The curator,” Fergus added.

“Oh yes. He was here earlier on the night of Garnett’s death, I remember. But he can’t have had anything—”

“Just the same, I want him.”

“What am I supposed to do? Send out a dragnet for him?”

Fergus looked as though he had stepped through a curtain which suddenly turned into a brick wall. “You mean he’s not here?”

“Why should he be? He’s out of the question in this investigation. We haven’t—”

“I know your Cerberus at the door didn’t see him, but I thought after all—I mean, my car—” He stopped abruptly. That story, he seemed to be thinking, mightn’t help much to bolster his reputation with the Lieutenant. “I guess it’s not really necessary,” he said slowly. “Can you round up the others for me?”

“That’s simple enough. They’re all right here in the house.”

“Fine.”

“And where were you planning on holding your séance?”

“The sun porch. Light and freedom. Clear thinking. Daylight and champaign discovers not more.’ And when an O’Breen quotes Shakespeare, Andy, that means, in classical language, that all hell is about to bust loose.” His natural exuberance was recovering from the shock of Warriner’s absence; but the frown was not quite gone from his forehead.

Rand puffed his cigar in quiet confusion. Like the Lieutenant, he feared that Fergus was being overconfident—that his impetuous Irish brilliance was leading him to a rash promise which he might find it difficult to fulfill. Surely on this contradictorily insufficient and oversufficient evidence, and immediately on top of the still unsolved Warriner fiasco …

“There’s just one thing,” Fergus was saying, “that bothers me. It isn’t vital, I’m certain. It can’t be; everything else hangs together too neatly. But I don’t like loose ends.”

“Neither do I,” Jackson commented drily. “Neither does a jury.”

“It isn’t anything as important as that. It’s just my endless curiosity. What I want to know is—who was in Garnett’s laboratory last night. You’ve heard about that?”

“I have. And that’s one of the things I was waiting to hear you explain.”

Fergus paced softly. “At first I had it figured this way: Everything else in the case points to somebody inside this household; and here’s one bit of evidence that says: Aha, an intruder from without! What does that suggest to you?”

“One of the people here trying to throw suspicion onto an outsider.”

“And that’s what I thought too. But there were only two men in this house at that time, and both of them are perfectly alibied—Willowe by Kay Garnett and Harding by me. And the Colonel swears it must have been a man. If I could solve that little point …”

Colonel Rand roused himself. “If that is all that is holding you back, O’Breen, I think that I might help you. Our unknown intruder was a gentleman named Roger Dalrymple.”

“It’s against all the rules,” Fergus groaned in desperation. “A new character at this hour!”

Jackson was less esthetic and more practical. “But according to what I was told, sir, you claimed after the scuffle that you were unable to identify him?”

The Colonel went “harrumph” and made rather a show of lighting his cigar; he didn’t care to receive the spotlight of attention like this. “I have had occasion,” he announced, “to meet up with Mr. Dalrymple once or twice before in my military career, and I recall especially his individual manner of fighting, which was learned anywhere save on the playing fields of Eton. But despite the foul blow which I received in last night’s struggle, I was not certain until today. Then it came to me in an instantaneous flash.”

“But why?”

With a complete lack of theatrical affectation, Rand paused to knock the overlong ash from his cigar. “You see,” he said, “you gentlemen know this individual as Maurice Warriner.”


XXI

A Room Is Sealed

Colonel rand disliked strained metaphors, but this one suggested itself to him with irresistible force: Fergus snatched the bit out of the Colonel’s very mouth and ran full tilt away with it.

“Of course!” he cried. “You and I, Andy, are damned downright idiots, and our staunch military friend here is a sturdy Gibraltar of perspicacity.” He paused for a moment, as though to contemplate the audacity of his own idiom, then plunged ahead. “It was all so damned obvious. The man was overplaying every minute. He was just too wildly eccentric to be credible. The snuff and the erudition and the quotations from the lesser Elizabethans—it all had to be a gag, a performance played just a couple of inches beyond the hilt. You can see him saying to himself, ‘Now how can I create a vivid and eccentric character?’ And then, by God, he went ahead and did it, and we swallowed it whole.”

Jackson made an authoritative bid for quiet. “Speak for yourself, Fergus. You’re entitled to call yourself an idiot as much as you please; but remember I never saw this man. I didn’t have any chance to draw these startling deductions you feel that ‘we’ should have made. And now if you please, Colonel, I’d like to know just who this Dalrymple is, and how you finally recognized him.”

“Roger Dalrymple,” Rand said quietly, “is what a reader of sensational fiction might call an international spy—a free-lance secret agent. I have no means of knowing which foreign power commands his invaluable services at the moment; his loyalty has always belonged to the highest bidder. But I am certain that it was the secret of Humphrey Garnett’s two gases, and that of the poison gas in particular, which he was seeking.”

“Then all that rumpus in the laboratory,” Fergus interrupted, “must have been just a ruse to draw Harding and me out of the study so he could get at the desk. What a break for us that Harding had those notes in his pocket all the time!”

“But I still don’t see how you can be certain,” Jackson objected. “If you failed to recognize him at the time—”

“When I think of his hands,” Fergus groaned, “I could tear up my license. They were lithe and strong—far and away too young for the rest of his body. And how he would forget his stoop sometimes, and the way he insisted on Harding’s guilt—you can see how it would have suited his plans to get the assistant out of the way.”

“All those things bothered me,” the Colonel said. “And then this afternoon I saw him in a good light from the rear. He was walking erect; and no matter how effective the rest of your getup is, you can’t disguise a back short of a hump. Involuntarily I called out, ‘Dalrymplel’”

“So that’s what started it all,” Fergus muttered.

“All what?”

Briefly the Colonel told of the pursuit of Dalrymple-Warriner, while Fergus looked duly abashed.

“But it was ingenious,” the young Irishman said as the Colonel concluded the story. “That alibi about dope, I mean. Admitting to one vice to hide another—”

Wordlessly Colonel Rand drew the enameled snuffbox from his pocket and laid it on the desk, where the reaping skeleton grinned up at the Lieutenant.

“This his?” Jackson asked.

“I picked it up after this morning’s scuffle.”

Jackson opened the box and looked at its powdered contents. Gingerly he sniffed, then with infinite caution touched a minute pinch of the dust to his tongue. “This,” he pronounced carefully, “is, as far as I can make out, the purest Copenhagen snuff.”

Fergus swore with quiet fervor. “And all of us being so nice to the dear old man and respectfully asking his advice on technical card problems. … Though come to think of it, we can rely on what he said about such things. He must have boned up on that subject and damned well, too; his act worked with Garnett, and God knows he would have tripped him up if anything had sounded phony.”

“This alters the whole case,” Jackson said decisively. “With a known professional criminal at large, we can’t he too careful. He may not realize as yet that he’s been spotted, despite his recent scare; we might still catch him as Warriner. And if not, can you give me, Colonel, a description of Roger Dalrymple that I can send out?”

“One moment, Lieutenant.” Rand hesitated. “If you do find him, what charges can you hold him on?”

Jackson paused. “That’s right. You know his past record, but we don’t have any direct evidence of his present subversive activities. It isn’t as though he’s succeeded in nabbing the plans he was after. We might have him on breaking and entering, though I don’t know how well your identification would hold up under good cross-examination. At least we can detain him as a material witness; that’ll cut off his activities for a while, and in the meantime something may turn up that will pin the murders on him—though God knows why he should want to get rid of Willowe.”

The Colonel shook his head. “I know his nature from the past, Lieutenant. Roger Dalrymple never kills. His is the fouler treason which butchers our country’s men by the thousand—never the simpler, cleaner crime which destroys but one.”

“That’s as may be, sir; but even professional criminals change their habits occasionally. There’s no telling what circumstances may force them to do. Now if you’ll give me that description—”

Fergus and Rand exerted their best efforts, but the task seemed hopeless. If the man was so ingenious at impersonation, it seemed in the highest degree unlikely that he could be found under any description which they might give. What bothered Rand most was the presence of the yellow roadster in front of the Garnett house. Dalrymple, on escaping from them, had driven directly here. And after that—?

Had he, Rand pondered, intended one last desperate attempt to secure the plans, only to abandon it when he noticed that the police had once more taken over the house? If so, why had he left the car? Was it a nose-thumbing gesture toward Fergus or simply a logical desire to get rid of an encumbrance that might be too easily traced? And where had he gone from here? The forgotten song of the World War began to course through Rand’s attempts at reasoning: Oh boy, oh joy, where do we go …

“One more thing.” Jackson set down the telephone, through which he had been issuing his orders for the search for Warriner-Dalrymple. “With a man like that on the loose, I’m going to do what should have been done two days ago. I’m going to seal up that laboratory. I locked it this morning with Garnett’s key, but locks don’t mean very much to a professional. This is going to be a thorough job, and if there’s any tampering going on, we’ll know about it in time to head off the consequences.”

Fergus muttered something about stable doors; it was fortunate, Rand reflected, that Jackson seemed not to hear it.

Number One was dispatched to seal the windows from the outside, while the Lieutenant and his two new allies went down the long hall to the dead man’s laboratory, which grew like a parasite around the rear of the house. As from a parasite, too, there issued from, this room an evil power which was slowly draining the life of this household. To Rand, there was something foully wrong about poison. You couldn’t fight it; there was no sense of combat. It was worse than a bullet in the back. He would be profoundly glad to see this laboratory of death sealed away for ever.

“I’ll be damned,” Jackson exclaimed.

The laboratory door, which he had carefully locked so recently, now stood wide open. Inside they could see Will Harding, puttering aimlessly about among rows of glass objects.

“Of course,” the Lieutenant went on. “He must have his own key; I should have allowed for that. And in the state he’s in, he might do anything. Hardingl”

The assistant turned, a beaker in his hand and a nebulous smile on his face. Cautiously he wobbled toward the door. “Sh!” he said. “They’re playing games. Nice games. Mating games. Mustn’t peek!”

“Is somebody else in there?”

Harding answered with a nod and a grin.

“And who,” Fergus demanded wonderingly, “picks a laboratory for mating games?”

“Molecules,” said Harding gravely. The word seemed to have much more than its proper endowment of l’s.

“Nobody else?”

Harding peered vaguely around the corner of the L-shaped room. “Notasoul,” he announced in something under one syllable flat.

“Come on, then.”

“Wherewegoin?”

But Jackson was in no mood to humor drunks. “Watch him,” he said curtly; and Fergus and the Colonel resolutely watched the assistant while Jackson locked the door again and affixed sternly official strips of tape around its edges.

“There,” said the Lieutenant. “Hinkle’s tending to the windows, and we’ve got this damned deathtrap sealed up for good and all—until, of course, the estate takes over.”

Fergus surveyed the forbidding door. “Just tell me one thing, Andy. Are you locking out or in?”

Jackson frowned. “What do you mean? This is just a piece of routine I should have seen to at the start. Confidentially, I’m getting careless in my old age—this could make trouble for me if the Captain decided to fasten on it. And that’s one more reason why I’ve got to crack this case damned soon.”

“All I mean is, Andy, that it reminds me of the story my father used to tell about the room with the four-poster. But I wish you luck of it.”

Jackson had started back down the hall, but he turned now. “And just what the hell does that mean? Is Mr. Vance cryptically enlightening the slow official brain?” He took no trouble to conceal his irritation.

“Easy there, my bucko. All I mean is this: Come Hallowe’en, Dad used to sit by the fire, when we had one, and tell us stories; and the one we liked best, even though Maureen used to wake up howling later, went like this—Once there was a man who slept in a haunted room, with a big curtained four-poster bed. Before he went to sleep, he looked in all the cupboards and rapped on all the paneling and then he locked the door and pushed the dresser in front of it. Then as he stood there, thinking ‘Now nothing can happen to me,’ he heard a voice. It was thin and cracked and high, and it came from inside the four-poster, and it was saying, with great glee, ‘Now we’re locked in for the night!’”

It was a simple story, and Fergus told it simply; but Rand was not ashamed to feel his back hairs stiffen. It was its very simplicity, there in broad daylight in that ordinary hallway, that made it horrible.

For a moment Jackson stared at the door. Then he wheeled and burst out, “And so—”

“—so what?” Fergus finished for him. “So when you lock a door you never know whether you’re locking in or out.”

“Nuts,” said Jackson resolutely. “Come on.”

Throughout all this, Harding had stood teetering back and forth, balancing the beaker precariously in a quavering hand. He grinned down at it foolishly; but as the moments passed that grin strengthened and hardened. It was a forceful and a bitter grin now. Suddenly he looked up at the others and seemed for a moment startlingly sober.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I give you the innocence of Richard Vinton I” At a gulp he drained the contents of the beaker.
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Lieutenant Jackson Considers the Case Closed

He’ll pull through all right,” the hastily recalled police doctor assured them. “Tricky stuff, that bichloride of mercury. A small dose can kill you, and a large one may make you just deathly sick. It acts as an emetic—cuts off its own toxic effect.”

“Can we talk to him?” Jackson asked.

“I’d go easy. He needs rest. I’m leaving a nurse with him; he’ll see that everything’s as it should be. You can ask questions if you must, but don’t let the man get overexcited.”

“Well,” said Jackson after the doctor had left, “it looks as though we’re going to clear things up without your big scene, Fergus. We’ve narrowed it down to two men, and it isn’t hard to say which is the one. Of course we’ll keep up the search for your Dalrymple, Colonel; but just the same I think the case will be over as soon as Harding is well enough for a thorough grilling.”

“I have always been amazed,” Rand mused, “by the extreme consideration of the State for the health of those whose lives it intends to take.”

“Come now,” Fergus objected. “You can’t seriously think that Harding—”

“It’s all obvious enough,” the Lieutenant replied. “In the first place, this was beyond any doubt a genuine attempt at suicide and not another murder. You were there yourselves; you saw it.”

“Granted.” Fergus smiled almost patronizingly. “Go on, Andy.”

“There’s nothing to go on about. Harding had all the motive you could ask for. Garnett’s death gave him ten thousand dollars, left him alone to gain all the renown and glory of their researches, and what’s more, according to his lights, freed the world of a monster who was creating war poisons.”

“That, of course, is assuming that he knew about the second will and the secret notes.”

“There’s no way of proving that one way or another; but he could have known, you’ll admit.”

“All right, I’ll admit. On with the reconstruction.”

“Incriminating Vinton, if that had worked, would have left Miss Garnett free for him. But it didn’t work, and that failure took all the glory out of his crime. When he learned we’d released Vinton, he went to pieces, drank himself practically out of his mind, made one last attempt at accusing Vinton to us, saw it didn’t go down, and gave up. But he was so drunk that he poured himself too large a dose, and we’ll have him on trial after all.”

“The drunkenness, I suppose, had something to do with increasing the emetic effect?”

“Yes, Colonel. That sounds likely.”

Fergus was pacing like a resolute robot. “Look, Andy. Can you honestly believe, in your official heart of hearts and mind of minds, that the guy who worked out this beautiful complex scheme is going to commit suicide and blow the gaff just because one part of it goes wrong? You can see the way this thing was plotted. There’s a chess-problem mind behind it. There’s intellectual pride involved. All that means every whit as much to the murderer as the material results of the crime.”

Rand nodded. “That makes sense, Lieutenant.”

“Maybe.” Jackson was doubtful. “But to me this suicide attempt makes sense too; and I’m acting on it. I’ll admit you can make out a pretty good case against Warriner, and I won’t neglect that angle; but still—”

“Warriner!” Fergus almost laughed. “Who said anything about Warriner? His part in all this is easy enough; I can explain that when the time comes. But if you’re going to close your eyes and ears—”

Rand fingered his cigar thoughtfully. “Mind you, Lieutenant, I am not advancing this as my own theory; but simply in order to shake you in yours. Any conclusion is the better for a little stiff jolting before it is Teached. Can you be absolutely certain that Arthur Willowe did not commit suicide?”

“Absolutely. The medical evidence clearly shows that a man couldn’t possibly have pricked himself in the back where that needle was found—unless, of course, he was a contortionist.”

“That, Lieutenant, is the point of which I was thinking. I happen to know that Arthur Willowe, at least in the days of his youth, was something of a contortionist. Alicia—his sister, that is—has often told me of the acrobatic shows they used to put on as children; her brother, she used to say, was partially double-jointed, particularly in the shoulders.”

Jackson frowned. “That is interesting, sir. I don’t see it myself as a serious possibility; but it might be useful to a defense attorney.”

Fergus halted for an instant. “No it mightn’t, Andy. It’s physically possible, yes; but not mentally—psychologically, as Maureen would say. We know that Willowe was contemplating suicide last night. At that time he wrote a three-page letter explaining his action—probably chiefly so it’d lessen the shock for Kay. Then, after he’d talked with the Sallice, he changed his mind and burned the letter. Now if—and God knows for what reason—he changed his mind yet again, he certainly would have left us another letter.

“No, Andy, Willowe was murdered; and that’s my chief objection to your nice easy little solution. I can see why Will Harding might have killed Garnett—I’ll admit he had at least three strong motives—and why he might have tried to frame Vinton for it; but I cannot see this second murder. Why did he kill Willowe?”

“Damn it, Fergus, I can’t read the man’s mind for you. I suppose it was because of something Willowe knew that would have given him away. The old man might have seen him leaving the study late that night, taking the acid from the laboratory, reading the secret notes—anything.”

“Come on, Andy. That’s out of a novel. Why did he kill Willowe?” The young investigator’s Irish brightness was gone. He was tense and earnest now; and if Gaelic trumpets sounded, they rang forth in serious and mortal challenge.

“All rightl” Jackson thumped a lean fist on the desk. “I’ll tell you why he killed Willowe. He killed Willowe because the papers are on Captain Norris’ neck and Norris was on mine all morning. He wanted an arrest. Well, by God, here’s an arrest for him to put where it’ll do the most good.”

Rand was patently shocked. “You mean, Lieutenant, that you would send an innocent man—”

“Send him nothing! He’ll be detained for questioning as a material witness. That’s enough to quiet the papers—and Norris—and I can get on after Dalrymple. Once we’ve got him, this case will open up in our hands like a Japanese flower in water. But what we need now is immediate action, and this damned drunken young fool has given us the perfect lead. The D. A.’s office will go to work on him, but by the time they’re ready to ask for an indictment, I’ll have the whole mess sewed up just the way I want it.”

Fergus’ pacing had assumed a regular, constricted pattern, as though he found himself confined within an invisible cell. “This is none of my damned business, I know,” he muttered. “Professionally, my job’s over with now. Vinton is cleared and all is rosy. But he’s cleared by the wrong answer, and I don’t like it.”

“We’ll have the right answer within forty-eight hours—a week at the outside. We’ll put the F. B. I. on his tail if necessary.”

“But in the meantime,” Fergus urged, “how about this poor dope? Do you think it’s going to do him any good? Do you think it’s going to help him land a job with a research institute if they know he was held on a murder rap—even if he is turned loose when you pull in Dalrymple?”

“He asked for it,” Jackson said stubbornly.

“But supposing—supposing, Andy, you could sew the whole thing up right here and now. No bluffing, no finagling—”

Slowly Jackson relaxed. “All right, Fergus. I’m only human, after all. As far as my part in this house is concerned, this case is closed. From now on it’s up to Norris and the D. A. while I go after the lad with the snuff. But all the same I would like to hear just how you had it figured out.”

“OK,” said Fergus. “On the sun porch.”

“So you’re hack to that cockeyed idea? I thought before it might give me a lead; but now I don’t need it. You can spill your idea here and let it go at that.”

“Look, Andy. Can’t you be a good guy? Give me just this one break. I mean, if I make a damned fool of myself, there’s nobody to blame but me, is there?”

“I wouldn’t be so cocksure. False accusations can mean suits for malicious slander.”

“And false arrests can mean suits too. I won’t point out that they can mean putting an end to an innocent man’s career or even to his life—that mightn’t make such an appeal to the official mind. I’d sooner gamble on the slander suit; better to have an. action against the O’Breen Agency than no damned action in it.

“Come on. Let me go through with the scene the way we planned it. The nurse can come along too. Then if I lay an egg, you can take Harding off as soon as the doctor’ll let you and go merrily along on your chase and just plain forget about my fiasco.” His words were easy, but his voice was anxious and pleading.

“Let him have his chance, Lieutenant,” Rand urged. “It’s giving Harding a square deal, and you don’t know—there may be something in O’Breen’s plan that could help you. If you could establish a definite case now—”

Jackson was silent for a full minute. Rand could see him struggling between official rigidity and natural curiosity. “I guess,” he said at last, “that in a town where they make movies anything goes. Next thing, maybe, I’ll be drinking on a case, or smoking Régie cigarettes.”

Fergus had stood stock-still awaiting the decision. “You mean it’s OK?” His voice was quietly jubilant.

“Unofficially, yes. You can have your grand finale, Fergus. But I’m warning you—it had better be good.”

Fergus said nothing. Somehow that was more impressive than the most confident assurances.
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Fergus Gathers the Threads

Lieutenant jackson looked around the sun porch at the assembled company. “I warn you,” he began, “this is all strictly unofficial.”

Rand, followed his gaze. Unless Fergus’ impetuous Irish brilliance had sorely misled him, here in this group was a murderer. It was not easy to believe. The Colonel noted, as he looked about him, how much these people had changed since the morning after the first crime. Kay looked pitifully older and much sadder. Camilla Sallice, despite her sorrow, seemed clearer and happier. Will Harding, tucked in on the chaise longue with the male nurse in dutiful attendance, still showed the shattering effects of his abortive suicide attempt.

Rand smiled curiously as he looked from the invalid to Kay and recalled how Harding’s act had terrified her. In those first few minutes of uncertainty before the doctor’s arrival, it had seemed as though all the other horrors of the case had been wiped out for her by this. Now—such is the disquieting reality of anticlimax—she kept her eyes averted from him and sat close to Richard Vinton. The actor, of them all, had come out best from the ordeal. Freed at last from the cloud of suspicion, he seemed another man. It was not only his bravado now; he looked strong and right. Rand could find it in his heart to forgive the chap for being an artist.

In this tense assemblage, only Max Farrington seemed out of place. The lawyer was as ever sleek and suave and confident—an abstractedly curious auditor at the session which was to mean life or death to one of the others present.

It was Farrington now who answered the Lieutenant, in his best If-it-please-the-court manner. “Since the police seem inclined to regret their unfortunate error in arresting my client, I see no reason why we should not co-operate with you.”

Jackson smiled—almost, Rand thought, with a touch of malice. “It isn’t so much a question of co-operating with me, Mr. Farrington, as with your boy detective here.” Fergus winced visibly. “Bringing him in on this case was your own idea, remember—though I’m not saying it wasn’t a good one. I don’t know myself what hand grenade of deduction he’s going to toss into your midst; I have my own ideas on the subject, but I’m giving him his innings before I take any action. And I request you—quite unofficially, I say again—to listen to whatever it is he has to say and to answer any questions he may ask you.”

Fergus rose and resumed his walkathon. “With that formal introduction, I feel like an after-dinner speaker—which reminds me far too strongly that in all this fine hectic day we haven’t had any lunch. And I ought to start off with, ‘Unaccustomed as I am …’ Which, as a matter of strict fact, is quite true. I’m not accustomed to murders, and I know I haven’t got the right attitude. I don’t mean to be flippant; but that’s the way I am. It’s worked before in other things; I’ve been flippant as all get-out explaining to a plush dowager that she really couldn’t expect me to be much interested in chasing her paste emeralds when all the time the real ones were inside a roll of cotton in the medicine cabinet. But this is different; and so, to use another formula from after-dinner speaking, ‘I ask your indulgence’ if I sound a little too light and breezy every so often. I’m really,” and his voice abruptly carried conviction, “sorry as hell that all this happened.

“Now that those formalities are off my chest, I want to ask a few questions. Mr. Vinton.”

“Yes?”

“Did you at any time have in your hand the glass out of which Mr. Garnett … well, that glass,” he concluded quietly after a glance at Kay’s drawn face.

“Often, I suppose. But not on that night.”

“Did you return to the study at all that night?”

“No.” He spoke simply and convincingly. Kay looked at him with warmth and relief; having her lover back with her seemed the only bright spot in her present life.

“All right. I just wanted to make sure. You see, that could have provided another explanation. Now, Miss Sallice.”

Camilla smiled at him; she appeared satisfied that matters were in good hands now. “Yes, Mr. O’Breen?”

“Look, before we go on with this, would you mind telling all these people just what you told us in the rowboat this morning? Not if you’d rather not; but I think it might—well, ease their minds a little.”

Camilla told her story briefly and calmly. The scene that morning had eased her overcharged emotions; she could view it all dispassionately now, and tell it simply as an interesting narrative. Farrington looked bored by the recital, Vinton somewhat relieved, as though he had at last placed a memory which had been puzzling him, and Kay deeply sympathetic.

“You poor child,” she said when the other girl had finished. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Uncle Humphrey didn’t want me to. He was possessive, you know; I think he wanted to feel that there was one part of his wife left that no one could share with him.”

There was a little pause, quickly broken by Fergus saying, “Mr. Vinton.”

Vinton shrugged. “I had thought that I was through with this sort of thing for a while. But go on, Mr. O’Breen. Glad to help you if I can.”

“Mind you, I don’t want to seem to be digging up your past; all of us here know that you’ve gone straight, and we don’t want to hold your shipboard activities against you. But I’ve got to tell you something and to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“What I have to tell you, you may know already from Kay: that Garnett hired me to check up on you—remember I didn’t have any idea who you were, much less that you were Kay’s fiancé—and that I managed to give him a pretty full report on your lurid past.”

“This is an outragel” Farrington spluttered. “Lieutenant, you are placing the conduct of this case in the hands of a man obviously prejudiced against my client!

“That’s all right,” Vinton said softly. “Let it go, Max. I can understand your position, O’Breen; it was a job, and you carried on with it. It’s no more to your discredit than it is to mine when a producer casts me in something terrible. Now what did you have to ask me?”

“I gave Garnett this report by phone on the day he was murdered. But was there any possible chance that even before that Garnett knew what you had been?”

Vinton was puzzled. “That’s hard to say. Acting a part isn’t so easy in life as it is on the stage or screen. There you have the author’s lines to go by, and as long as you’re a good study with some talent it’s smooth sailing. But in real life you have to compose your own lines as you go along, and it’s easy to slip up now and then. I know that I did slip occasionally, and I think Mr. Garnett noticed it. I’ve seen him look at me very strangely from time to time. That’s probably why he engaged you, and he may have done some thinking on his own in the meanwhile. In short, O’Breen, all I can say is that he might well have known who I was.”

“That’s enough, I think. Now Mr. Harding. I don’t like to disturb you, but I guarantee that this will not be a particularly exciting question.”

“Go ahead,” Harding nodded listlessly.

“Last night you told me that Mr. Garnett had his own methods of guarding his secrets, or at least used to make cryptic references to such things. Now have you any idea what those methods were?”

“Was that only last night?” Harding tried to sit up and concentrate his attention on the question. “He did say such things, yes; but I’m not at all sure what he meant by them. No, I’m afraid I can’t help you there.”

“It doesn’t matter; I’ve a pretty good idea myself, and we can check it later. Don’t look so puzzled, Andy; it really does fit in. Now one more question, and then we go to work in earnest—fireworks ’n’ everything. Client?”

Kay tried to smile. It wasn’t much use. “Yes, Detective?”

“You said your father had serious heart trouble. How soon would that have been likely to prove fatal?”

“Dr. White said you couldn’t know for sure about those things; but he warned Father that it might be within a few months.”

“Who else knew about that?”

“I remember Father told us about it one evening when we were all sitting in the study. He seemed almost pleased, as though he had a strong new adversary now. I was really frightened. …”

“And who do you mean by ‘all’?”

“The family—Uncle Arthur and Camilla and Will.”

“And you, Mr. Vinton?”

“I don’t remember whether Kay told me, or Mr. Garnett himself. At any rate, I knew.”

“Fine. Now we can get going. Let’s start out by looking for the motive that must have been behind this whole business. That means more than just a motive for killing Humphrey Garnett. It means a complex triple motive, and I don’t think you’ll find many people it could fit. In fact, I don’t think you’ll find more than one.

“The first essential of this crime was Garnett’s death. Now who profits by that? I’m just being frank and logical, so for God’s sake let’s not have any indignant innocence. Kay, of course, as residuary legatee—which, I gather, means a great deal. Miss Sallice, for twenty thousand dollars. Did you know about that?”

“Yes. Uncle Humphrey told me when he changed the will. I remember we laughed about it and said by the time he died I’d be such a famous singer it wouldn’t make any difference to me. …”

“Will Harding,” Fergus went on, “for ten thousand. Now don’t get excited—this is just some more frankness. Although you say you didn’t know about the new will, you did admit, when we read that outdated carbon, that you’d expected some sizable bequest for your researches. Besides, still in the abstract, you could have learned earlier about the true meaning of Garnett’s secret researches and staged that big surprise scene for my benefit. This would have added an idealistic hate to your motive and made it murder for profit and conviction at once.”

“This is no way,” said the male nurse, “to keep a guy quiet and restful.”

“Sorry. I’ll go easy. But we’ve got to get the facts clear. Mr. Vinton’s possible motives have been subjected to more than enough scrutiny already. And I suppose, for the sake of the record, we ought to include the man you’ve all known as Maurice Warriner. Tell ‘em, Colonel.”

And Rand told them.

“The man is a menace!” Max Farrington exclaimed above the resultant excitement. “Why, Lieutenant, has he not been taken into custody? There’s the answer to your whole problem!”

Jackson shrugged. “Take it easy, Mr. Farrington. We know our business, and if he’s to he found we’ll find him. But I’m not so sure the problem is as simple as all that. Go on, Fergus.”

“Thanks, Andy. We’ll take up that point later. But to resume this fascinating little analysis—there’s one flaw about all these motives that depend on the will. None of these suspects was in dire and instant financial need; and all of them except Warriner knew about Garnett’s heart. If the motive was nothing more than money, the murderer should have been willing to wait a few months and see if maybe the legacy would tumble into his lap as a gift from the gods of aneurysm.

“Now we come to the second essential of the crime—the framing of Richard Vinton. We can’t doubt that such a frame was planned. The fingerprints, which seemed at first so all-convincing, are now Vinton’s best proof of innocence. That glass was wiped off, or it would have shown at least Garnett’s own prints and Miss Sallice’s; and no murderer is going to polish up a nice bright surface just to leave an unusually clear sample of his own prints. I thought that possibly Vinton might have been inveigled into handling the glass some time that evening after the other prints had been wiped off it—I mean, of course, before the murder, because it was handled later by someone with gloves.”

Rand looked over at Vinton, and saw a sudden expression of fierce exasperation cross the young actor’s face.

“Vinton’s own evidence, however, disposes of that idea. The only conclusion left is that the fingerprints were forged with a stamp. Lieutenant Jackson has pointed out that they were far more clearly and regularly imprinted than you’d expect from ordinary handling. And despite all the popular ideas on the subject, the forging of fingerprints is perfectly possible. Check, Lieutenant?”

Jackson nodded. “It can be done.”

“But there’s even more convincing evidence of a plant, and that is the jack of diamonds which was supposed to be the dying man’s accusation of his murderer. An accidental false trail from this card led us to Arthur Willowe; but disregarding that, we see that it must refer to the notorious episode on the Cunarder. And that ties in with the telegram, another part of the plant, and its reference to a mysterious ‘Hector.’ Hector is the name of the jack of diamonds in the French pack.

“Now the effect was supposed to be this: Garnett realizes he’s been poisoned. He wants to leave a message which will proclaim his murderer’s identity. He’s already too far gone to write, so his lightning mind thinks of the jack of diamonds, which will mean Vinton-Massey to Colonel Rand, and he grabs that card. But the flaw here is that the pack from which the card was taken was not disarranged. That pack was sorted in suits and order, so that he couldn’t have just grabbed the top card, seen that was the one he wanted, and let it go at that. He’d have had to burrow down to find it. But still that pack was stacked in perfect order, with the jack of diamonds missing from some place in the middle.

“So we can see that the crime was aimed at Richard Vinton just as much as at the ostensible victim, Humphrey Garnett. But now how about the third objective—the death of Arthur Willowe? The Lieutenant here can’t think of anything better, so he says that Willowe was killed because, as they say in the classics, He Knew Too Much. Now I doubt that, but it’s something you can’t prove either way. If Willowe did learn something by accident, only he and his murderer know what it was. But let me point out this: In hearing of the Lieutenant’s nominee, Miss Sallice announced that she had ideas of her own which she was afraid to tell me yet and that she’d sleep on them. And sleep she did, and nothing happened to her. I think the only reason why Andy holds on to this quasi motive for Willowe’s death is that he knows damned well none of you had any other reason for wishing that poor old man out of the way.

“But,” Fergus said theatrically, “I still claim that his death was an essential and integral part of the whole plot. By now, in this brief summary, we’ve learned a lot about the murderer. He wanted Humphrey Garnett dead, and for some reason other than or in addition to a legacy. He wanted Richard Vinton disgraced and put out of the way, preferably for good and all. He knew the poisonous contents of the laboratory well. He knew about Vinton’s past. He wanted the death of Arthur Willowe. He had the intricate mind which could conceive and carry out an elaborate plot, and the orderly mind which would automatically straighten up the pack from which he’d taken a card.

“Does any one of you recognize that description?”

Rand looked around the circle. There was nervous apprehension on every face, but not that of guilt. It was the terror of wondering on whom the blow would fall. Even Max Farrington, despite his recent outburst, seemed completely captured by the power of Fergus’ reasoning; and Jackson, though mental reservations showed in his frown, leaned forward absorbed in the narrative.

“There is one person in this household,” Fergus resumed, “and only one, of whom all those things can be said.”

Rand could bear it no longer. He brought forth his loudest “harrumph” to date and shouted, “Young man, will you come to the point?”

“Gladly, Colonel Rand.” But Fergus could not resist one more brief pause. “That one person is—was—Humphrey Garnett.”
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Fergus Ties the Knot

Hand grenade,” Rand thought, was decidedly an understatement to describe this revelation. For a moment the entire group was paralyzed with shock. Then they all began talking at once.

From Kay: “Not Father! He never could have—”

From Camilla: “Uncle Humphrey! I can’t believe—”

From Vinton: “By Jove, O’Breen, I think you’ve hit it!”

From Max Farrington: “Brilliant, O’Breen! Astounding!”

The restraining hand of the nurse kept Will Harding from joining in the excited chorus; but his gray eyes were strangely eager.

Lieutenant Jackson waited for a silence. Then, as the exclamations gave way to wordless wonder, he said, “Go on, Fergus. I’m reserving judgment; the idea’s too damned dazzling right offhand. How’s about a little reconstruction?”

“All right. Look. Here’s how I size it up. Garnett puts together all Vinton’s accidental slippings-out-of-character and adds them to Colonel Rand’s familiar narrative of old Vantage and the card sharp. He engages me to check up on it; but even though he doesn’t take his final step until he’s had my report, he’s pretty damned certain in his own mind. He resolves that no daughter of his shall ever marry such a man.

“But, he reasons, she seems to love the fellow very dearly. If he just ups and forbids the banns, she’ll say, ‘Father, I defy you!’ and marry him anyway. Of course, he can cut them off from his fortune; but so far as he knows, Vinton is making good money in pictures and that wouldn’t prevent the match. Besides, he wouldn’t want to alter his will until he knew definitely that Kay would disobey him; and then, with his shaky heart, the very shock of her defiance might kill him, and Vinton would come into the money anyway.

“This point—I may be getting a little novelistic in my reconstruction here, but it still makes sense—reminds him that he has to die very soon at any rate; and he conceives this devilish idea of turning his death into a weapon against Vinton. He works out the whole elaborate scheme: the telegram, the playing card, the fingerprints. Then he realizes the danger that someone might see through it. How much more convincing the whole thing will be if there are two murders! Then no one will think the first one might he suicide.

“He’s always had a complete contempt for Arthur Willowe. It doesn’t matter a damn to him whether the ineffectual little man lives or dies. And if his death could he made to serve a purpose—So Willowe gets elected as the second victim. Some time on the afternoon before his own death, Garnett sticks that curare-tipped needle into the pillow on his brother-in-law’s couch. He knows that Willowe won’t lie down there until the scheduled time for his nap the next morning—long after Garnett himself will be dead. With decent luck, he counts on the needle doing just what it did do—sticking into the skin and being lifted out of the pillow when Arthur rolls over in death, so that it looks as though somebody had pricked him with it. What he doesn’t count on is the fact that Willowe is bound to be caught up in the police investigation that morning and not get a chance to use his napping couch until the following day, when Richard Vinton is well out of the way as a suspect.

“This was one of his three serious slips. The other two happen when he makes his preparations that night. After he picks out the jack of diamonds from the pack, he automatically straightens up the cards again. And he’s so eager to make the forged fingerprints stand out clear that he wipes all the others off the glass first. But he thinks he has the stage all set to represent himself being murdered by Vinton. If a poison container was to be found anywhere near the body, that might start people thinking ‘suicide,’ so he takes the glass back to the laboratory and pours the poison into it out there. At the same time he has another little task. There’s the stamp with which he makes Vinton’s fingerprints. If that’s found, the whole damned scheme goes agley. What he probably does is melt it down in a crucible and get rid of it in a trash receptacle.

“Then he comes back to the study and drinks his death, in complete and perfect satisfaction. He realizes that Kay, being young and loving, might well have married a reformed rascal despite her father’s command; but he knows that she will never marry a man who seems to be her father’s murderer—especially, of course, if the State has effectively disposed of him. Garnett has solved his dilemma by merely shoving his death ahead a month or two; and incidentally he’s worked out a problem which must have made his too intricate mind even happier than if he’d really succeeded in inventing that five-pack solitaire.”

Fergus halted and looked at the Lieutenant. “Well, Andy?”

“It’ll do for the time being. The press will love it, and it’s enough to stave Norris off and give me a free hand. I can point out to him what a good defense attorney could do with that story if we tried to pull off an arrest now.”

The grudging quality of this praise failed to alter the beam on Fergus’ face. In his contentment at having solved the case, he had quite forgotten his dutifully conceived idea of appropriate sorrow. Vinton, Rand observed, looked frankly relieved that the ordeal was at an end. Kay, however, seemed painfully torn between joy at the end of all the suspense and horror at this frightful picture of her father.

“Of course,” the Lieutenant went on, “we’ll know a damned sight more once we lay our hands on Warriner. With a record like his, it’ll take more than your theory to—”

“Damn!” Fergus snapped his fingers. “I left that out, didn’t I? Sorry, Andy—you’d think I was trying to hold out on you. But I thought you’d have guessed by now.”

“Guessed what?”

“Where Warriner is.”

Jackson was on his feet. “You’ve known all this time?”

“Sure. He’s right where he has been all along—right where you left him.”

“Where I left him? Why, I’ve never seen the man in my—”

“I know. But just the same you went to a lot of trouble to seal him up in that laboratory.”

Colonel Rand, when he recalled the case later, liked to forget the next quarter of an hour. Nothing else had brought home to him so sickeningly the dull fact of death. The loss of his friend Garnett had saddened him immeasurably; he had deeply regretted the passing of Alicia’s brother, the sole remaining link to the days of his youth. Beside these sorrows, the death of such a petty villain as Maurice Warriner should have affected him not at all.

But he had not seen their bodies. Sight is more starkly convincing than hearing. It is one thing to hear that a man is dead and quite another to see stiff limbs, a strangled face, and popping eyeballs.

“Curare again!” Fergus had said instantly, and Jackson had nodded.

Rand had turned away, gagging, while Jackson had hastened to make the necessary calls to his headquarters and the coroner’s office. What was it the poor rogue had said—“the skeletal sparseness of death …” He looked sparse enough now—his gaunt body sprawled on the floor of the closet, while his goggling eyes probed blindly for the secrets he would never find. …

Then they were back on the sun porch, and Jackson was explaining what they had found. Uncomprehendingly the others looked at him. It was the efficient Farrington who finally spoke.

“But I don’t understand, Lieutenant. How did he get into the sealed room and who followed him there to kill him? And above all, why? Has this nightmarish case begun all over again?”

“Go on, Fergus,” Jackson said wearily. “This is your party.”

Again Fergus took the floor—and quite literally. “You’ve got it all wrong, Mr. Farrington. There’s no John Dickson Carr touch to this—no locked-room problem at all. In a way I’m sorry. I’ve always wondered if those things happened in real life—But I’d better start at the beginning.

“It had to be, by elimination. Warriner had come to this house and left my car out in front. Now if, as was likely enough, he wanted to get rid of the car because it could be identified, he would at least have used it long enough to take him to safety; he wouldn’t have dumped himself on foot right in the center of things. So it followed that he wanted something in this house. It also followed that he was still here.

“Now what did he want in this house? Answer: the plans. Where would he look for those plans? Answer: the laboratory. Remember he’d tried the study already with no luck. And then I thought of two things: We hadn’t searched the laboratory; we’d just taken Harding’s word that no one else was in there but some merrily mating molecules. And if you’ll forgive me, Mr. Harding, you were hardly a reliable witness at the time. The other item was the vague references which Humphrey Garnett used to make to the protection of his secrets.

“We know now what that protection was. The plans were hidden in a trick cubbyhole in a closet off the laboratory. The hiding place was constructed like a Japanese puzzle box, but with a difference: If you knew the right maneuvers, it opened readily; but if you just fumbled around, you released a little needle—a little needle dipped in curare—a poison, as you may know, which retains its strength admirably when dried and old.

“The rest is easy enough to reconstruct. Warriner slipped around to the back of the house and got into the lab, probably through the window. He’d undoubtedly been on similar errands before, and knew enough to spot a likely place for a cache. He’d have the closet door shut, in case anyone happened to glance in. Then the trap caught him, and he died alone there. A little later Harding came in and, of course, noticed nothing. Then we came along, and sealed up dead the very man we were frantically hunting for alive. Satisfied, Mr. Farrington? Andy?”

Jackson nodded. “‘Death by misadventure,’” he quoted in anticipation of the coroner’s verdict. “I guess that settles it.” He sounded resentfully frustrated; it wasn’t normal to solve a case and then have nobody to arrest. “Garnett’s really the murderer again this time, but there’s nothing I can do in my line about it.”

Fergus surveyed his audience. “Any more questions?”

Rand tossed away his cigar. “Yes, Mr. O’Breen. One.”

“Go ahead, Colonel.”

“Why, with all your ingenuity, did you name the wrong man?”


XXV

Colonel Rand Does His Duty

Fergus stared at the Colonel. For once he was motionless and speechless. This wasn’t in the script. No decent self-respecting Watson had ever asked a detective a question like that.

Jackson took over with sharp official interest. “Explain yourself, Colonel,” he commanded. Involuntarily his eyes returned, with a glimmer of hope, to the invalid on the chaise longue.

Rand paused and went “harrumph.” He was painfully embarrassed at taking the spotlight like this. It wasn’t his proper role; but it must be done. He addressed himself first to Fergus. “You know, young man, you are basically a first-rate detective. You unearthed a great many valuable facts, and you drew some amazingly shrewd deductions. But you see, that was just what the murderer wanted you to do.”

Fergus was touchily on the defensive. “OK,” he said briefly. “Find me the flaws.”

This sudden turn of events had brought confusion on the assembly. All eyes were tensely fixed on Rand. He fumbled for a fresh cigar and tried to make himself clear. “There are no flaws, Mr. O’Breen, up to a point. Your description of the murderer is exact—his motives, his desires, the very quirks o£ his mind. I was following your every step with rapt admiration. And I have rarely been so amazed as when you told us his name. Because, sir, as you will see, there is one other person to whom all that applies equally well.”

“Who?” Fergus demanded.

“You credited Humphrey Garnett with three serious slips,” Rand went on hesitantly. “That was where you went wrong. Those three items were not slips; they were essential parts of the plan. The wiping of that glass and the stacking of those cards were necessary, and the murderer had clearly foreseen that Arthur Willowe would have no chance to take his nap that morning. As a matter of fact, the only slips which he did make were connected with the glass and the deck; but you failed to notice them. It is a pity when you were right on so many counts.”

“Damn it, you’re as melodramatic as I am!” Fergus protested. “Come to the point!”

But the Colonel was prolonging his inevitable denunciation, not because it was more theatrical so, but because he could not make up his mind to go through with it. He loved Kay very dearly; it was hard to look at her and go on with this story. Duty, however, is a concept clearly defined in the military caste; with a puff and a “harrumph” he finally resumed his explanation.

“You see,” he said, “I too had figured out this suicide-murder-frame-up idea. We were supposed to. But what convinced me that it was false was the card. That knave of diamonds was not—as you, young man, supposed—from an ordinary deck, although it did look modern in design. You must remember that the design of playing cards has altered almost not at all in the past hundred years, since the introduction of the double-headed court cards. And remember too, Mr. O’Breen, that when I looked at the deck I observed, ‘The Stars and Bars.’ For that was its design—the flag of the Confederate States of America. In other words, it was one of the decks manufactured, in England I believe, for that short-lived nation. They are not common, these Confederate decks; this was definitely a collector’s item.”

“One moment, sir,” Farrington put in. “May I ask the source of your technical knowledge on such a specialized subject as playing cards?”

“My source, Mr. Farrington, is that lamented gentleman Maurice Warriner. As Mr. O’Breen has pointed out, even though Warriner was a fraud, his scholarly learning must be reliable if it enabled him to pass himself off as genuine with Humphrey Garnett. It is a pity that he is not here now to corroborate my statements; as it is, you must accept them until they can be authoritatively checked.” Rand stopped. He was still seeing that pain-strangled corpse sprawled in the narrow closet. A bullet wound or even a bayonet thrust he was trained to understand and to accept; but poison—Though in war now, he reflected bitterly, even that …

With a marked effort, he controlled his thoughts and resumed his exposition. He was pleasantly surprised by his own volubility; he had been out of practice for so long. “Now even though my knowledge of playing cards is secondhand, I do know the collector’s mind. I am something of a collector myself; firearms is my line. And I know that the items of your collection are sacred to you. Remember that Humphrey Garnett wore gloves whenever he touched his precious cards, and that he had willed his collection to a museum. No matter what villainous scheme he had evolved, it could not conceivably have entailed the mutilation of any part of his collection. If he had wanted to leave a false clue by crumpling a knave of diamonds, he must inevitably have chosen one from an ordinary deck, of which there were several in the room. To deface this particular knave of diamonds was rank vandalism and morally impossible to him, no matter what other crime he might have been contemplating. Someone else must have chosen that card.”

“But how?” Fergus insisted.

“If I may indulge, Mr. O’Breen, in your method of novelistic reconstruction, what probably happened was this: Garnett was planning to look over his collection that evening; he was wearing the black gloves. He had taken out this Confederate deck, possibly to check some minute detail of design. The murderer entered. Garnett, unnoticed by his executioner, set the deck aside. Later, when the murderer, in accordance with his plan, was looking for a card for the false clue, he saw this well-worn deck, thought it an ordinary one, and used it. Both he and you, sir, should have realized that a worn common deck is not usually arranged in suits and order.”

“But all this is psychological,” Jackson objected. “I don’t quite see what you’re getting at, and you could never feed it to a jury.”

“I know that, Lieutenant, though the point was enough to convince me. But the murderer’s other slip was far more serious. There is your tangible proof. Fingerprints, it is true, can be forged; but not the equally telltale pores of the skin.”

Jackson swore comprehensively. “I’m a cockeyed idiot,” he concluded. “I ought to hand in my badge for this. I’d got my mind so firmly fixed in another direction that I let that slip right past me. Then the murderer must be—”

“Exactly. Mr. O’Breen’s detailed description of the criminal fitted Humphrey Garnett very neatly; but it tallies even more closely with Richard Vinton.”

Kay was numb now; she seemed almost oblivious to what was happening. Camilla Sallice stared at Vinton in dark horror. Max Farrington shifted uneasily in his chair. Will Harding’s pale face showed no malicious triumph—only a profound satisfaction that the truth had been reached.

Jackson rose and crossed to the actor. “And what have you got to say to that?”

“Nothing, Lieutenant. Why should I? It’s absurd. Does the old boy mean I actually went out of my way to frame myself?”

“I mean just that, Vinton. You knew that if Garnett were murdered, as he had to be if you were to marry Kay and acquire his fortune before he could make sure of your identity, you would be the obvious suspect—particularly since I was certain to come out here for the funeral and expose your past record. So you took good care that you should be instantly suspected, and then released when it became obvious that the evidence was framed. You weren’t sure if the police would detect that frame-up, so you had Kay engage a private investigator. If that too had failed you and you were brought to trial, you could have had a sudden brainstorm and convinced your attorney of the supposed plot against you. It would have made an excellent defense. That, in fact, would have been your best bet; for if you had once been acquitted, no evidence discovered later could have been brought against you.

“There were other advantages, too, to this arrest and exoneration. It meant excellent publicity and the renewal of your contract. Moreover, you were quite possibly a trifle worried about the unspoken rivalry of Will Harding; standing in peril of your life would, you knew, rivet Kay’s affection and loyalty to you.”

Rand’s speech was interrupted by a strange sound. It was neither weeping nor laughter; it was more like some wail which The O’Breens of old might have heard in a banshee-haunted castle. He realized that it came from Kay, and he almost regretted his sense of duty.

Camilla rose. “You’ll excuse us,” she said gently. With her arm around Kay’s throbbing shoulders, she helped the shattered girl into the house.

For a moment Rand thought that Will Harding would follow Kay; but the nurse restrained him with weary tolerance. Vinton, however, scarcely heeded his fiancee’s collapse. He faced Jackson with that bravado so characteristic of him. “I suppose you realize, Lieutenant, that a second murder was committed while I was in jail?”

“That’s no go, Vinton. O’Breen has explained to us how that was done, and the Colonel’s made us see why. It strengthened your ‘Garnett’ plot, and it was timed to happen while you were safely in custody. But that won’t help you now.”

“And you’ll remember that there was a mysterious intruder rummaging around in the laboratory last night. I suppose I did all that, too—possibly with ectoplasm?”

“That’s been accounted for. It’s no use trying to cloud the issue.”

“But my dear Lieutenant, there’s a great deal of use in pointing out the inconsistencies of this case. I may keep you from making a very serious blunder—to say nothing of preserving my well-trained lungs from the State’s little reception chamber. How about that telegram? I suppose that Humphrey Garnett saw through my dire plans, dispatched that warning, and then, for all his colossal ingenuity, calmly sat back and let me murder him?”

“That’s too easy, Vinton. You sent that telegram yourself. It was the first step in the whole frame. It went in by phone, and I know we can never prove definitely who sent it; but you won’t get off on that.”

“And I assume that Mr. Harding here attempted suicide for no other reason than to confuse you and add yet another element to the plot design? He could not, for instance, have had any serious crime resting on his precise conscience?”

Jackson looked questioningly at the invalid. Harding spoke softly, trying to check his emotion. “I think you know why I was such a fool, Vinton. I’ve thought all along you were the man, and I couldn’t help thinking—though God knows it was a rotten thought—that with you out of the way … Then you came back. It looked as though you were cleared. I saw you and Kay together again. … I don’t know—it was just too much for me. I started in drinking; and when you aren’t used to it you get strange ideas. Things happen inside you, and you want to do things. …” His voice had grown deep and tense; it was now that voice which Rand had taken for a stranger’s on the porch. Abruptly he broke off and turned to the nurse. “I think maybe you’d better take me inside,” he said quietly.

Vinton smiled at his departure. “A touching scene. But I scarcely see that it affects our problem. I take it I may go too? You’re surely not going to arrest me on this fantastic notion?”

But Jackson was resolute. “Fantastic or not, Vinton, I am. I’ll admit I haven’t been too bright on this case. The Warriner business, Fergus’ brilliant theory, poor Harding’s crackpot suicide attempt—and you’re responsible for that too, if we come right down to cases—they got me all balled up. But this is the real McCoy, and I’m acting on it.”

“Come now, Lieutenant—”

“Come now hell.” Jackson was in no mood to be humored. “If you’d had the common horse sense to admit that you’d seen Garnett again later that night, so that he could have got you to handle the glass, you might have got away with it; but you tried to make us believe the prints were forged, and the pores blow that idea higher than seven kites. You’re under arrest; you’d better make up your mind to that.”

Vinton laughed. “Seven kites? My dear Lieutenant, seven kites is nothing to how high we’ll blow your theory in court. What do you say, Max?”

The lawyer had risen and was holding his hat tentatively. “I don’t know, Vinton. You see, this is a little out of my line. Hanly Warren’s a very good man for this sort of thing. You’d better see him.”

“Thanks,” Vinton said harshly. “I will.” For the first time that day his voice held a note of fear.


XXVI

The Case Is Closed

And that,” Fergus said, “is what did it.” The two men sat alone on the sun porch. Vinton had been taken away. “Hanly Warren’s never defended an innocent man in his life; that line just meant that Farrington knew his client was guiltier than all burning hell. And I doubt if even Warren can get him off this.”

“Of course,” Rand mused, “they’ll try him only for Garnett’s death. The evidence concerning Willowe is too weak. And I would not be surprised if he were guilty of a third murder, though the truth of that we shall never know.”

“A third murder?”

“I am not too sure of Warriner and Garnett’s trap. If he were coming to this house only for the plans, wouldn’t he have waited until night, as he did before? I suspect that his motive was to see a person, and that that person was Richard Vinton.”

“But why?”

“Warriner, with his technical knowledge, could very easily have figured out that point concerning the Confederate card. And with a man of his character, what would be more natural than to attempt a little blackmail? It is not improbable that Vinton knew of the puzzle cache—far more probable, in fact, than that Warriner happened on it so readily. It is the sort of ingenious device that Garnett might well have displayed proudly when the actor was still in his good graces. He liked an audience at times to applaud his ingenuity. Vinton could have explained to his blackmailer that he was short of cash, but that he could show him the hiding place of some valuable documents which would provide a worthy price for silence-knowing all the time how surely that curare needle would guarantee silence. … Yes, it is possible. …”

“And that reconstruction of Warriner’s death was another of my bright ideas, wasn’t it? So of course it’s probably wrong.” The cheerful self-confidence had died out of Fergus’ voice. The Gaelic trumpets were silent. He wasn’t even pacing now; he was slumped hopelessly in a chair.

“Lord, I made an unholy fool of myself,” he groaned. “It was all so Goddamned clever and all just what I was intended to see. I’m an idiot. And I’m another idiot all over again to sit around being sorry for myself. This, I suppose, is what Maureen would diagnose as the depressive phase. But there’s Kay to think about. This rotten mess has broken her up completely.”

“I don’t know. She can help to nurse Harding; that will take her mind off this burden for a while. And in time …” Rand smiled softly. “Of course, Vinton was far more glamorous. An actor and all that. But you will have noticed how, even in the midst of all this, she has always showed concern for Will Harding? And it would be so much simpler if he were to carry on his researches here—there’s the laboratory and everything ready to hand. A perfect setting for a scientist and his wife.”

Fergus perked up a little. “You know, that might work. He’s kind of a nice guy underneath his dryness—if only he’d learn how to drink like a human being. I wonder if the Sallice would stay on here. Interesting wench, that.”

“Gad, you Irish are mercurial—or is it only your youth? From dejection at professional failure you leap blithely to wondering about wenches.”

“Why not? Maybe it’s to make myself think that there’s something left that I’m good at.” Fergus’ voice was almost bitter. “Not even a fee to console myself with; I wouldn’t dare hand Kay a bill after this. Not that that worries me so much—I’ve spent only twenty-four hours on it—but think what cracking this case would have meant to my reputation!”

“Don’t feel downhearted, man. You’re not to blame. Why, in all my experience, I cannot recall a more difficult case. Small wonder, then, that a novice—” Even in dejection, the O’Breen curiosity snatched at the unexplained statement. “In all your experience? I didn’t know detective work was a regular part of army training.”

“Well, you see …” Rand relit his still glowing cigar in modest confusion. “I was in the Intelligence Service. Acting Head of the Bureau in Washington for a while.”

Fergus stared. “Why on earth didn’t you tell me, sir? Why let me—”

“Because I thought you were on the right track. I was astounded when you went so completely wrong. I am retired from the service. Glory means nothing to me now. I feel no temptation to ride in triumph through Persepolis. No, another quotation of Warriner’s is more apposite—’the wench is dead.’ And my thirst for glory died with her. Cruelly odd that a rascal should utter such truths simply as a part of his deception. …

“So you see, Fergus, I was quite content to stay in the background and watch you get off to what I thought should prove a most promising professional start. In fact, young man, I still think so. You are all right. If ever I can recommend a possible client to you, I shall do so. Potentially, I think you are an excellent detective.”

Fergus was almost himself again. “By the holy prophet Malachi,” he smiled, “you make me think you may be right.” He began to pace. “On my next case, sir, I solemnly promise you, you’ll be confounded by what The O’Breen can do.”

Colonel Rand smiled, wondered, hoped, uttered a brief silent prayer, and concluded by going “harrumph.”

Fergus halted and extended his hand. “Look, sir. You’ve been swell. Thank you. And, as you ought to know, simplicity from an Irishman means more than all the blarney in Eire.

“And now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll see what the Sallice is doing tonight. That’s one thing I’ve got out of this case—I hope. That, and knowing you.”

He dashed off, swinging his lean arms and whistling brightly his father’s favorite jig.

Youth is indeed a strange and wonderful thing, Rand reflected, and fell to thinking of Alicia Willowe until the ash dropped from his neglected cigar.
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Chapter One

Norman harker couldn’t have told anyone why he noticed the girl so particularly. There he was perched at the counter of the drugstore at Hollywood and Vine, eating his dinner and going over for the nth time his well-worn file of clippings on the Randolph case. It was hot, and his feet were tired; and his mind was occupied half with the ingenious use of sodium fluoride and half with his dwindling bank account and the great scarcity of jobs in Southern California, particularly of jobs that were not too curious about your last employer. He was beginning to regret leaving Oklahoma, perhaps even to regret Chloe and his grand gesture. And then he caught sight of the girl.

The party was noticeable enough, arguing and protesting and jabbering, seventeen to the dozen. The two men were striking types, and the other girl, with her brilliantly blue eyes beneath the shock of black hair, was attractive enough to be conspicuous even here on the Boulevard. But the girl was—how would you go about describing her?—just another girl. Pale-brownish hair, quite straight; no make up; and a figure (as best one could discern above a table) which even a tight sweater did not make interesting.

And just the same Norman’s eyes kept abandoning the fascination of the Randolph case for another glance at her. He couldn’t figure it. His first hypothesis was that it was her very ordinariness which interested him. Two months in Hollywood, where every waitress hopes that the next customer will be a casting director, had sated him with Glamour. But there was more to it than that. There was something indefinable about this girl—something like the light of an immortal lamp glimmering feebly through a crude shrine.

Norman shook his head and asked the glamorous waitress for more coffee. When a man gets to phrasing his thoughts like that … Immortal lamps, whee! But despite his justified scorn for these thoughts, his head turned again. This time, by way of corrective discipline, he made himself concentrate on the men in the party.

The one beside the girl was worth more than a glance. His face would dominate any group. Not that you noticed its features; the nose and mouth and chin were—well, a nose, a mouth, and a chin. That was that. But above these non-descript features was the blackest hair that Norman had ever seen—no trace of brown about it, but as purely and sheerly black as a witch’s cat. And across the face ran two lines of grizzle—a heavy mustache, and a pair of eyebrows which met in the center and formed one straight line, like a werewolf’s. Beneath the upper line of silver black hung two spots of purple—those are grapes that were his eyes.

Norman turned back to his coffee, frowning. Fine figures of speech! In summing up the man’s appearance he had employed two allusions to black magic and one paraphrase of the description of a sea-rotting corpse. He supposed a psychic might say it was the fellow’s aura. And nonsense though such psychic phraseology might be, there was something about the man which seemed to demand description in such terms.

The other man was harder to pin down. He was not, like the girl, commonplace; but he was equally indescribable for a quite different reason. Every time you looked at him, he was something else again. His features seemed (though this was worse nonsense than any psychic had ever uttered) to be in a state of flux, as though he were an orphan bear cub who had grown to maturity without ever being licked into shape.

Norman resolutely finished his apricot pie without looking again; but as he lit his after-dinner cigarette, he half turned. The party was rising to leave now. The Man with the Aura was saying, “I assure you of my utmost secrecy.”

The other girl said, “You’d better, or I’ll sic my brother which is a detective on you. Coming, darling?”

The girl shook her head. “I want to be alone, and that’s no act. See you tomorrow.” Her voice was undistinguished, possibly a trifle flat; but Norman found it as ridiculously fascinating as her face.

“O.K.,” said the other girl, and then to the bear whelp, “Now what we’ve got to watch out for, Vernon …” The three went off, deep in inaudible discussion.

In a properly constructed existence, Norman reflected, a bandit and a tiger would now enter at opposite doors, and the drugstore would burst into flames. He would vanquish the bandit singlehanded, make friends with the tiger, and on its back bear the girl to safety through the furious fumes. But life being what it drably is, what does a man do? Women don’t even drop handkerchiefs any more; and if you try an honest direct approach, they call a policeman.

Norman refolded the Randolph clippings (sodium fluoride had lost all power to charm), crushed his cigarette, and handed Glamour a dollar bill. There was no use even turning around for another look. He would remember this one clear inexplicable moment out of all the painful helter-skelter of his months in Hollywood; and it would be perfect because it had been completely pointless.

As he picked up his change he heard the girl’s voice. “But I tell you I can’t. I went and forgot my bag today. Maureen said they’d pay on the way out.”

“Lady, I don’t care who said what. One sixty and tax is one sixty-five, and that’s what I want. And I want this booth too. There’s other people want to eat.”

“But I can’t, I tell you. You’ll have to trust me. I could leave you this ring …”

Norman looked at the booth. The girl’s plain face was twisted with pleading. The aproned man regarded the ring with the skeptical sneer of one who isn’t going to have anything put over on him.

Norman pocketed his change and walked unobtrusively as far as the street door. Then he turned and hurried back into the store. He reached the booth with the breathless speed of a sprinter hitting the tape. “Darling!” he cried. “Am I unpardonably late? There was a traffic jam on Wilshire, and I—”

His inspiration was justified. The girl picked up the cue without a second’s hesitation. “You’re just in time, dear. I left my purse at home, and those people went off and left me with the check. I seem to be under suspicion of fraud, arson, and attempted murder.”

“Only attempted? Slipping a bit, aren’t you? How much is it?”

“One sixty and tax is one sixty-five,” the man in the apron repeated doggedly. “And I want this booth.”

Norman handed him the even change. “There you are, my man. And we’ll see how much trade you get from Metropolis Pictures after this. ’Ware angels in disguise!”

The man counted the coins carefully, quite unperturbed by the threat. “There’s people waiting for this booth,” he reiterated.

“Come on, darling. We’ll have a liqueur at the Derby.” And Norman took the girl’s arm and steered her out onto the street.

The girl had not said another word. He saw why now, as she released the giggles she had been controlling. They were good healthy giggles and they lasted a full minute. “’Ware angels, indeed!” she gasped as she regained her breath. “And aren’t you one just!”

“I’m way behind on good deeds,” Norman explained. “My scoutmaster’s been giving me hell. Now where do we go?”

“We?”

“My scoutmaster’s very particular. He insists that a good deed lasting under an hour doesn’t really count. So where do we go now? How about”—Norman felt the cash left in his pocket and was reassured—“how about that liqueur at the Derby?”

“Is this the real Saint George spirit? Did he rescue damsels only to take them to dens of iniquity and ply them with potions?” Her eyes were an off-shade between blue and gray, but smiling lights danced in them.

“Blessed,” said Norman, “be the ply that binds. Shall it be the Derby? Or Sardi’s or La Conga or—?”

“Rescuing me,” the girl observed pensively, “has set you back one sixty-five already, and that suit’s no custom-built job. Besides, you’ve just mentioned places we can walk to, so you probably haven’t even got a car.”

Norman bridled. “I assure you that I would not invite you to—”

“No, darling, please. No car is fine, but no high horse either. I’m just being sensible. If you must debauch me, let’s be economical about it. We’re going to Joe’s.” She took his arm and steered him east.

So it was as simple as that. Life was well regulated, after all, and anything but drab. You didn’t need tigers and bandits and fires. Melodrama was superfluous.

Though no tiger, he reflected, looked quite so flagrantly melodramatic as the man with the werewolf eyebrows.

In a more exotic situation, Joe’s might have been called a bistro or a Lokal. In a tougher neighborhood, it would have been a joint or a dive. As it was, in the ordinary and uncolorful lower-middle-class section of Hollywood, it was just Joe’s, a spot where people dropped in partly to nurse a beer and mostly to talk.

By the third beer, Norman Harker had almost finished his autobiography. The girl listened well—not in tolerant and passive silence, but with responsive alertness. She smiled at his description of the deathly dullness of life in Oklahoma, she seemed interested even in the routine of work in the bank, and she sympathized warmly with his narrative of struggles in Hollywood, since victory in an amateur play contest and a small legacy from an uncle had tempted him to try his fortune here.

“But what you said in the restaurant …” Her voice sounded almost apprehenisve. “Was that just a gag, or have you managed to land something with Metropolis?”

“Just a gag. I’ve been there, of course. I’ve left applications for reading and research. Same as I’ve left applications at the aircraft factories and taken civil-service exams.”

“But I thought you came out here with hopes of a writing job?”

“I did. You must have been around Hollywood enough to know just how cockeyed those hopes were. You’ve got to have a name before you can even get your stuff read. To sell anything, you’ve got to have an agent; to get an agent, you’ve got to have sold something.”

“I know. It’s vicious. But why research and aircraft and civil service? If you don’t get the breaks, can’t you simply go back to Oklahoma and pick up where you left off in the bank? There’s a good sensible career; no agents, no producers—”

“No,” said Norman. “The fact is—Well, I can’t. That’s all. I’m out here for good. I’ve got enough to live on for another month or two, and after that—”

“Then even a research job at Polly could mean a lot?”

“One hell of a lot.”

“But why? Did you embezzle from the Oklahoma National? Is Saint George a fugitive? This sounds exciting.”

“It isn’t,” said Norman curtly.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. But it does seem funny when the local boy can’t even go home and have fatted calf … Look, darling. Your play.”

“What about it?”

“If,” she said reflectively, “you could get that produced, then agents and producers and people might see it and you’d have a name of sorts and then …”

“But where? How? If I can’t get anybody to look at it—”

“Even a little-theater production would help. Scouts cover those things. Tell me about your play. What’s it like?”

“Well, you see, it—No. For three beers I have talked about me, because you’re the first person in months who’s been willing to listen. But for the next three we’re going to talk about you. Do you realize I don’t even know your name yet?”

“Please can’t I be a Woman of Mystery? Ships that pass in the night and stuff? We’ll probably never see each other again, and you can remember me as a sweet and nebulous—”

“Sweet and nebulous hell! First the name, then the phone number, and then the next night you’re free. Information in order requested.”

“My! These Oklahoma men! Such creatures of impulse!”

Norman took out his pen and address book. “Name, please?”

She shook her head smiling. “Darling, this gallant rescue is the first romantic thing that’s ever happened to me. Let’s please keep it that way. Names are what belong with the things that happen every day.”

Norman grinned. “Very well, Miss Hari. Or may I call you Mata?”

“Please do.”

“Very well, Mata. This night is ours in blissful anonymity. Far off the cannons roar, but here in this rose-scented arbor of tender vines and vinous tendrils—”

“Is your dialogue always like this?”

“You inspire me, my sweet.”

“Maybe I see now why agents don’t—”

“Hush. Let no word of such crass matters pass your rose-petal lips. And now shall we order another magnum of the vintage champagne, lovingly nestled in damask within a sterling ice bucket? Shall we watch the fine bubbles eagerly rise, like the incessant pantings of an amorous goldfish, to free themselves at last in the attar-cloyed air? Shall we do that?”

“La, Captain! Champagne? One bathes in that! Fie, and a pox on’t. Two beers!”

“At Athens,” Norman announced as the beers came, “they were wise enough to erect an altar inscribed: To the Unknown God. Following their sage example,” he lifted his glass, “I give you: The Unknown Goddess.”

A half giggle escaped her pink and unrouged lips. “This is fun. I feel as though I were in a movie. No,” she added hastily. “In a novel. That’s nicer. Or a play. That’s best of all.”

“You don’t like movies, Mata?”

“They’re all right. But they’re not important the way plays are. They don’t make you come alive all over and tingle way down to your toenails. The play isn’t just the thing; it’s all things.”

“But not to all men.”

“I know. And movies are to all, and so that’s where the money is, and that’s really why you’re sticking on in Hollywood and trying to get even a picayune job in a studio when you’ve got what’s probably a simply swell play eating holes in your brief-case. You do have a brief-case, don’t you?”

“A liege and loyal one, named Aldiborontiphoscophornio.”

“Named which?”

“I call him Charlie. And speaking of names—”

“No.”

“All right. But tell me something about you. Let me not burst in ignorance.”

“Tell you what?”

“Anything. Everything. What is your history?”

“A blank, my lord.”

“You never told your love?”

“I never had one. I told you this evening was the first exciting thing that ever happened to me.”

“Is love always exciting?”

“Of course!” She was stoutly defensive. “Let me go on being a romantic. It has to be exciting.”

“And how do you spend your time aside from not being in love?”

“That takes up most of it. But besides that I act.”

“Mata my darling! This is splendid. Now the adventure’s complete; the spell’s wound up. An actress! And you never even proffered your slipper for my beer! Or shall we go find a carriage and drag you through the streets?”

“I didn’t say I was an Actress with a capital A. I said I act. Some day I will be an actress and then you’ll be proud to say you once spent an evening with—” She halted.

“Yes, Mata? With …?”

A slender young man with bright red hair and a shockingly yellow polo shirt turned from the bar, saw them, and bore down. “Hiya, Sarah!” he called.

Norman burst out laughing. “Peace, darling, it’s truly wonderful!”

The redhead stood, whisky glass in hand, and surveyed them wonderingly. “What happened? How did I slay him? God knows it’s something to think I can still get a laugh after the way I murdered my lines at rehearsal today, but I would like to know just how I did it? Was it timing or inflection or what?”

“Probably your shirt,” said the girl tartly.

“That shirt, madam, is an intrinsic part of the O’Breen personality. It hides the hide and sometimes hides the dirt. I’ll have no aspersions. But who’s your panicked friend, and why is it upsogoddamnedroarious if I say, ‘Hiya, Sarah!’?”

Norman tried to calm himself with beer, but choked on it. “I think,” he finally managed to say, “I like Mata better.”

“Thanks, darling,” said the girl.

The redhead set his glass on the table and pulled up a chair. “For your information, you lovely people, I’m joining this party. The name’s O’Breen, and I’m the lousiest damned character juvenile that even the Carruthers Little Theater has ever been blessed with.”

“My name’s Harker,” said Norman, “and I write plays bad enough for you to star in.”

“Fine. We’ll form a company. And what’ll we do with Miss Plunk here? Now look. If you’re going to start making a scene every time I mention this wench’s name, it’s apt to play hell with our blithe conversation.”

“Not just Sarah,” Norman murmured. “Oh no. It couldn’t stop there. But Sarah Plunk …!”

“Where’s Carol?” the girl asked.

“My fatal charm’s wearing off. I’d already put the Little People to work on the problem, and was just thinking of calling in the family banshee, when she gave it up as a bad job. She’s out with Hardy tonight, and I wish her luck.”

“What in?”

“In getting the ants out of her pants.”

“Sounds interesting,” said Norman. “But who is this Carol?”

“Another Carrutherite. We sort of cluster here at Joe’s.”

“Carol,” said O’Breen, “is rich, and the noun rhymes with the adjective.”

“This little theater of yours,” Norman ventured hesitantly, “what sort of plays does it produce?”

“Turkeys. Stinkeroos to you. You should see the sweet little opus we’re werking on now. The Soul Has Two Garments—so help me Saint Malachi, that’s the title.”

“But Mr. Jordan is such a fine man,” the girl interposed.

“So that makes him a playwright? Look, my sweeting: I am myself indifferent honest, and I’ve even got a heart of gold at odd moments; but I can’t act for sour apples.”

“And yet you’re in the little theater. I wonder why?”

“All right. You, my radiant child, can act fabulous rings about anybody else there. And yet you’re in the little theater. Can I wonder why, too?”

For a moment those two sat staring intently at each other. An unpleasant haze of suspicion was descending on the once bright scene—suspicion of what, Norman could only wonder. He broke the silence with, “Your director does originals then?”

“Yes. On terms arranged with the author.”

“I wonder …”

“Why not? You can’t be worse than Jordan.”

Norman looked at Sarah Plunk. “There’s a part in there that you might just—”

O’Breen gestured at a figure entering the spot. “Gathering of the clans,” he exclaimed. “Hi, Fran! Over here!”

The newcomer looked their way, returned Fergus’s wave with great gravity, and steered a perilous course among furniture to their table. Her clothes were comfortably shabby and her age impossible to guess—probably a little under thirty, though she looked older. Her face was squarish and high-cheeked, with a suggestion that she might be capable of an almost Cornell type of beauty; but at the moment she was obviously tired, dispirited, and more than a little drunk.

“Fran Owen,” said the redhead, “this is Harker. Further handles?”

“Norman.”

“Thanks. Mine’s Fergus, by the way—last names don’t endure long around little theaters. Fran here is our character woman—born to play Chekhov or Odets, neither of which she’s ever had a crack at. Harker, Fran, is a playwright.”

“Oh God,” said Fran in greeting.

“He’s nice though,” said Sarah. “For a playwright. And he’s from Oklahoma.”

“Look,” Fran protested. “I came here for a cup of coffee. Nice, strong, hot black coffee. I don’t want playwrights from Oklahoma. I never asked for playwrights from Oklahoma. All I want is nice, strong, hot black coffee and then I’ll go home.”

“I’ll get it.” Fergus rose and went to the bar.

“I shouldn’t have made it Joe’s,” said Sarah plaintively.

“Why, Mata?”

“People. Nice people. People I like. But not tonight. I could have gone on being—”

“You have gone on being. I don’t have to make the obvious quotation about names, do I? All this means is that now I can—”

Fran burped abruptly. “I beg your pardon. Am I in the way or something? Because I’m going home right away. All I want is—”

“—nice, strong, hot black coffee,” Fergus concluded, setting a steaming cup before her. “And one straight rye,” he put it at his own place, “and two beers. On the house.”

Fran roused herself. “On the house! Joe never does that.”

“Well, on the house of O’Breen.”

“Fergus!” said Sarah. “You shouldn’t.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll put it on my expense account.”

“Expense account?”

“I mean my calculations on what it costs me to be an actor. Normal Expenses: Item, entertainment of charming actresses and promising playwright.”

“Please.” Norman took out his billfold. “Think of the playwright’s pride.”

“Do you indulge in such luxuries?” A gleam of curiosity came into the green Irish eyes. “What’s that in your billfold? Clippings on your notable career?”

“Don’t mind Fergus,” said Sarah. “He’s just another Elephant’s Child with a ’Satiable Curiosity. Only it’s more fun to pull his leg than his nose.”

Norman took the clippings out. “Career notes,” he said, “but not mine. They’re a murderer’s.”

“Amateur criminologist? Research for an article?”

“For a play, I hope—if I can get the damned thing straightened out in my own mind.”

“Can I see? Murder’s more or less of a hobby of—Aha! The Randolph case! Splendiferous!”

“You’re familiar with it?”

“God, yes. It’s a classic. The second homicidal use of sodium fluoride in history, and officially unsolved. Have you got any ideas on it?”

“Cheerful conversation,” said Fran thickly.

“At least,” Sarah observed, “it’s better than the war. Go on, boys.”

“Yes and no,” Norman replied. “Of course the obvious murderer is Beemis—the business manager. But that alibi of his—”

“I’ve an idea on that,” Fergus broke in eagerly. “It all depends on that stomach analysis establishing the time from the last meal. Now if—” He glanced at the girls and paused. “Maybe we’d better take that up later. I suppose I’ll be seeing you around?”

Fran picked up the clippings. Absent-mindedly she also picked up Fergus’ straight rye and emptied it into her nice, strong, hot black coffee.

“Afraid you will. I’ll try anything once, and I can’t lose by at least seeing your director. What’s his name?”

“Carruthers. Rupert Carruthers, no less.”

“And what’s he like?”

There was a moment’s silence. “Different people,” said Fergus at last, “seem to get different slants on that. I’d like to talk to you after you’ve seen him.”

“What’s the phone at the theater? Should I make an appointment?”

“Tell you what. Got a car?”

“No.”

“Give me your address, and I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning and drive you down to the theater with me. Introduce you around, and you can size things up. I could even drive you all home tonight if—”

“I think I’d like a walk,” said Sarah. “After another beer or so—Fran!”

Fran Owen staggered halfway to her feet. Her face was blank and terrible. Her hand, clenching the table, was brilliantly white against the dirty wood. For a moment she stood there wavering, then slumped to the floor. The clippings fell with her and scattered. Beside her face lay that peculiarly morbid shot which a daring Cincinnati reporter had secured of Mrs. Randolph’s stark and all but naked corpse.


Chapter Two

It had been the hell of an ending to a romantic evening. Fergus’ roadster (as yellow as the outrageous polo shirt) had served as ambulance and Sarah Plunk had gone along as nurse, leaving Norman to walk home alone and ponder at length just what sort of setup he was getting entangled with. But whatever the setup might be, if it could lead to a production of his play, and above all, if it could lead to his seeing more of this quietly fascinating girl with the absurd name …

“You got Miss Owen home all right?” he asked Fergus when the young Irishman picked him up the next morning.

“Sure. But I’m getting worried about her. I’ve seen Fran do some plain and fancy drinking in my time, but I never saw her pass out before. It’s beginning to tell on her. Or maybe it was that Randolph photo—God knows that’s not precisely an appetizing morsel of flesh. It got me for a minute—Fran stretched out there like a more fully clothed duplicate of the corpse. Not pretty. Not one little bit.”

“It should teach me, I suppose, to keep from reaching for my wallet. Profitable experience. And Miss Plunk?”

“What about her?”

“She came through the ordeal all right?”

“She always does. You know, Norm, it’s funny about that gal. You look at her and you think ‘Hm—just a nice quiet little number from the country.’ But I’ve yet to see the situation that wench didn’t live up to. She’s been around. And on your right, sir, you see the spacious grounds of the Carruthers Little Theater.”

The Carruthers Little Theater, on its quiet side street between Sunset and Santa Monica, looked from the outside like an aged (for Southern California) but otherwise ordinary frame house. That, in fact, was what it had been before Rupert Carruthers took it over. Now only the shell of the house remained the same. The two front rooms had been converted into a waiting room and an office, and the remaining partitions had been knocked out to form the theater proper—a small auditorium seating about eighty people, and an inelaborate stage.

“We don’t want big mass effects and trick lighting,” Carruthers had explained to his protesting stage manager. “We aren’t putting on shows to draw in the public. All we need is a platform where actors can display themselves to agents and casting directors—an auction block pure and simple.”

And that is about all that the stage was—a display case for flesh, and the hell with the subtleties of directorial illusion. Behind the house and connecting with the stage, a lean-to had been added for dressing rooms; and the garage had been converted into a workshop for the contriving of what few theatrical effects were absolutely indispensable.

Thus ran Fergus’ brief explanatory notes on the theater. “It isn’t much of a setup,” he concluded. “But Carruthers claims he has sold certain people to films. None since I’ve been here, though.”

“Then that’s the sole purpose of this outfit—to sell actors to pictures?”

“Actors and—maybe—playwrights.”

“And there’s not even an attempt to put on a good show for its own sake?”

“Why should there be? No money in that in this man’s town.”

“But Miss Plunk seems so devoted to the stage and so scornful of the movies—”

“Nuts,” Fergus snorted. “That’s the act they all pull, even when they’ve hit the bigtime. ‘The Stage will always be my own true love.’ And once a year they trek back to Broadway for a roast turkey with well-publicized gravy. But do they ever settle down to really working at the stage? It’s a line. But come on. Let’s go launch your career.”

The shabby office held a desk, two chairs, and an inordinate litter of papers. Its bleakness was relieved only by the colorful assortment of theater programs and signed photographs which covered the walls. Behind the desk an old man was busily making entries in a large account book. His gray hair retained just enough streaks of persistent black to rob it of dignity, and his skin, though of an even yellowish tinge, managed to give something of the same streaky appearance.

As the two young men entered, he closed the ledger, looked up, and grunted. “It’s you, O’Breen.”

“Damned if it isn’t,” said Fergus cheerily. “Look, Mr. Fennworth. This is Norman Harker. He’s come from Oklahoma with his brief case on his knee. What does a business manager’s mind deduce from that?”

“A playwright,” said Adam Fennworth—not quite in the same tone in which Fran Owen had murmured, “Oh God,” but close enough.

“Is Mr. Carruthers in?” Norman asked. “I’d like to talk to him about my play.”

Fennworth took out an ancient and heavy watch and snapped back its lid. “He’s due by now. But he’s been working late recently. Probably he won’t be in for another half hour.”

“Working?” Fergus was curious again. “With Mark Andrews to run the stage and you to balance accounts, what should keep our eminent director up all night?”

“Mr. Carruthers is particularly anxious that the effects in the prologue to The Soul Has Two Garments should come off well. He has been experimenting with some new developments in colored fire.”

“Funny. I thought he didn’t give a variegated damn about stage effects.”

“You may not realize it, O’Breen—certainly from your work in rehearsals one might well conclude that you do not—but this production is a momentous event in the history of the Carruthers Little Theater. Never before has such a truly outstanding script fallen into our hands.”

“It’s outstanding, all right,” Fergus admitted.

“Mr. Carruthers is placing every resource which we possess behind this effort. This will make the Carruthers Little Theater known throughout the land as the first group to venture on the production of a Jordan play.”

“And why the insurance gag? Publicity?”

Adam Fennworth frowned. “Where did you hear about the insurance, O’Breen?”

“I don’t know. People talk. It’s a good stunt.”

“Stunt, indeed …! Ah, Mr. Harker, I observe that you are interested in Paul Jackson.”

“Indeed I am.” Norman had been regarding one of the framed photographs on the wall, inscribed With gratitude and best wishes from Paul Jackson. “I think he’s probably the most intelligent juvenile in Hollywood.”

“You know him?”

“Only on the screen. Has he worked with Carruthers?”

“Never officially. That is to say, he has never appeared in one of our productions. But Mr. Carruthers has given him a great deal of private coaching, with the results that you have seen. And now,” he reopened the account book, “if you gentlemen will excuse me, Mr. Carruthers should be here within a half hour at most.”

“Come on,” said Fergus. “We’ll see if Andrews’ll let you watch a rehearsal.”

“Paul Jackson,” Norman observed as they left the office, “certainly speaks well for Carruthers’ ability. Though I wish Metropolis would let him do more interesting work. He’s always either in those foolish Derring Drew melodramas or teamed in an insipid light romance with Rita La Marr.”

“You don’t like Rita? Breathes there a man with soul so dead who never prayed his lonely bed might once be graced by Rita’s head? Not that head is quite the word, but it rhymes.”

“Oh, sure. But if I want Sex in the Theater, I’ll take mine straight at a burlycue. I’m old-fashioned enough to expect actresses to act.”

“To be exact, Norm, I’ve never noticed whether Rita could act or not.” Fergus grinned to himself. “Notice how fast Fennworth shut me up on that insurance business?”

“What is that?”

“Maybe just vagrom rumor. I don’t know for certain. But where there’s smoke … and I think there’s a smoke in the woodpile. The story goes that Carruthers and Jordan—that’s the author of The Soul Has Two Garments—have taken out one of these partnership-insurance effects: if anything happens to either of them before The Soul is produced, the survivor rakes in fifty grand.”

“Fifty thousand dollars?”

“If you must be so colloquial about it, yes. And that ain’t alfalfa.” Fergus paused before the door of the minute auditorium. “Brace yourself,” he counseled. “You are now about to hear the immortal Jordan prose.”

The first thing Norman noticed was that Sarah Plunk was on stage. There, even with dust-filtered morning sunlight instead of foots, she seemed to belong. What he had sensed latent within her in a drugstore booth, he now saw revealed: an inherent grace, a quiet glow of loveliness far more important than the physical beauty which she lacked. Last night had been no whimsical passing adventure. Whatever came of his play, whatever came of himself, this girl was in his life to stay.

On the stage with her were two young men, the one as handsome and the other as pretty as one could possibly ask. The first, who was engaged at the moment in bellowing the statement that the only power a man held over his fellow men was the power to serve them, was, in simple descriptive fact, tall, dark, and handsome; he was also tall-dark-and-handsome, with that sense of indefinable allure which Miss West has given to the phrase. The second, who was sneering quietly downstage left, was chiefly distinguished by open-work sandals and a minute mustache of a blondness just this side of invisibility. From time to time during the other’s speech, he twitched his full hips in what was apparently a symbol of decadent contempt.

Fergus led the way to a man who slouched in a third-row aisle seat, with a rumpled brown hat shoved far back off his high forehead. “Mark,” he whispered, “this is Norm Harker—he’s here to talk over a play with Carruthers. Mind if we sit around and watch?”

Mark Andrews did not even look up from his prompt copy. “Why not? This is just a run-through for lines and places. If he can stand it, I can.”

They found seats in the last row. “That,” Fergus explained in a low voice, “is Mark Andrews, stage manager, general factotum, and a hell of a good guy. Fennworth looks after the financial end, but Mark pretty much runs the theater.”

“Then what does Carruthers do?”

“Build up his bank account. But listen; this is a juicy spot.”

The handsome youth was now expounding the doctrine that evil can never be combated by evil means, that weapons turn their users into extensions of themselves, a long-winded statement of doctrine not dissimilar to Gandhi’s passive resistance.

“I agree,” Norman murmured in paraphrase, “with every word he says; but I would fight to the death against his right to say it so badly.”

“Do you mean the speech itself or the way Hardy reads it?”

“Both.”

“And I’m with you on both counts. Still, I think Hardy’s the most likely person in this theater to be snapped up by the studios.”

“But he can’t act!” Norman protested.

“Sure he can’t act. Neither can Nelson Eddy, and he makes a living.”

“But Eddy can sing.”

“All right. So Hardy can’t sing either. That makes him twice as attractive.”

The hero’s tirade was over at last, and now Sarah spoke. She was, apparently, the wife, urging her husband to die for his principles even though those very principles forbade him to fight. The speech itself was as badly written as Hardy’s; and furthermore—what truly shocked Norman—even the delivery was not much better. There was, however, this subtle difference: the handsome brute, it was obvious, simply could not act; Sarah had merely not yet learned fully how to. Individual phrases were perfect, touching with a poignant clarity which probed far beneath the script. But others were gauche, falsely inflected, inaccurately timed.

The girl still fascinated Norman beyond measure, but his critical faculties protested. “I thought you said last night that this girl was the best actor in the outfit.”

“She is,” Fergus insisted. “I know she’s not ready yet for a heavy assignment like this, but she’s got the stuff. A terrific director might get it out of her even now. Carruthers isn’t that good, but even he’s doing something for her. Wait till she’s rehearsed another week in this; I’ll lay you odds you hear something worth hearing.”

Suddenly a petulant voice cut across Sarah’s. “Mr. Andrews!” It was the youth with the sandals.

Mark Andrews looked up from his prompt book. “Yes, Vane?”

“This girl simply must not cross over to me on that speech. Mr. Carruthers never gave her any such cross. I have to be over here alone, with that pale-green spot. My whole presence in the scene has no Meaning unless I’m aloof.”

Andrews checked the page before him. “He’s right, Miss Plunk. There’s no cross marked here.” Sarah looked flustered. “I’m sorry. I know there isn’t. But I had to make that cross. If you’re going to plead with a man for your husband’s soul, you don’t stand at the other end of the room to do it.”

“Realist!” the youth sneered, with an expressive twitch of his hips.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to take that up with Mr. Carruthers,” said Andrews. “Go back to ‘In the name of pity,’ Miss Plunk, and don’t cross this time.” The stage manager rose as Sarah resumed her speech, and sauntered back to where Fergus and Norman sat. “Some day,” he observed quietly, “Hilary Vane is going to stamp his foot so hard he’ll sprain a toe.”

“I thought Sarah was right about that cross,” said Fergus.

“Sure she was. But I’m not directing this show. My job’s to see that they follow the promptbook.”

The construction of The Soul Has Two Garments, Norman thought, was something to marvel at. Each character was apparently a symbol: Hardy represented Good; the blond youth, Evil; and Sarah, Womankind (or possibly Human Confusion). And each character set forth his symbolism in a long tirade, while the others stood by and waited until they too could talk themselves out. It was not a play, it was a declamatory contest. A Shaw, to be sure, can get away with this device; but God help the playwright who attempts it with less than genius. And with every word it grew more patent that whatever this playwright’s attributes might be, literary genius was not among them.

Now it was Evil’s turn. Still aloofly downstage, the young man with the hips began a speech of corrosive cynicism. It was possibly a trifle better written than the other speeches (for heavies are far easier to write than heroes) and, to Norman’s pleased surprise, infinitely better spoken. This Hilary Vane knew what he was about. He cheated deftly (that is, he seemed to continue facing upstage while projecting his voice clearly into the auditorium), his voice was suavely sinister, and he gave every barb the full value which the author had hopefully intended it to have. His pointing was sharp but unobtrusive; he used tricks so expertly that you perceived no tricks.

“The boy’s good,” said Norman.

“I know he is—damn him,” said Mark Andrews.

Hilary finished his speech. There was dead silence. Andrews started to speak, then looked down at the promptbook and swore quietly to himself. He rose and advanced to the stage in long strides. There he paused and abruptly let out a Gargantuan bellow.

“MISS DAYTON!”

Silence.

“I haven’t seen her at all this morning,” said Sarah.

“Surprise!” Andrews observed bitterly. “Has anybody seen her? Don’t all speak at once.”

“I’m sure she’ll be here,” said the heroic Hardy. “She was quite all right when I left her last night.”

“Uh-huh.” Andrews nodded wearily. “And what time was that?”

“Well, we were a little late maybe. It might have been—well, say about three o’clock.”

“Fun,” said Andrews, “and games.”

“But I’m here,” Hardy protested.

“And that, of course, makes everything quite all right. From all Junior Leaguers who want to be actresses,” he groaned sincerely, “Good Lord, deliver us!”

“What’ll we do now?” Sarah asked.

Andrews thumbed through the script. “Cut to Act Two, Scene Three. That’s your scene with Vale over the corpses. Hardy, you may sit in a corner and write ‘I will always take actresses home early’ one hundred times.”

For a moment Hardy Norris seemed to wonder if he should take the command literally. Finally he decided against it, and vaulted over the footlights with a virile Fairbanksian bound. Landing lightly on his feet, he stood and stretched, his muscles rippling exquisitely under his silk sport shirt.

“Save it, Tarzan,” said Andrews tersely. “Carol’s not here yet. All right, Vane. Open with your soliloquy.”

Norman had an uneasy feeling that every scene in this play opened with a soliloquy, and that there were a great many scenes. But before this soliloquy had gone more than a sentence, the door of the auditorium burst open abruptly and a cheery voice called, “Hello, everybody! Am I late?”

This would be the missing Carol Dayton, whose noun rhymed with the adjective. Norman took one eye-filling glance at her and had a time to keep from whistling. For if each character in this play were symbolic, there was no doubt at all as to what role Carol would play. Fleshly Desire could never have been more buxomly and bumptiously depicted.

Her hair was on the exact border line between red and gold. Her round face was made up with a brazenly thorough absence of good taste which had its own outrageous charm. She wore slacks and a sweater—usually an informal and unalluring costume, but in her case so carefully fitted to each rich curve of her body that it was more provocative than the most seductively ornate negligee.

Mark Andrews was unmoved by this sudden apparition of allure. “The next time I hear you ask are you late …” he began with quiet intensity.

“Hello, Hardy!” Carol burbled. “Were you late too? Hello, Fergus.”

Andrews shrugged. “What’s the use? I could give you hell for a solid ten minutes and you’d think I was complimenting you on your figure. Go on. Get up there on the stage. We’re at your entrance in the first act. Back to your places, the rest of you.”

“You didn’t notice, did you,” Fergus asked, “if Carruthers was in his office yet?”

“He’s there. There’s somebody with him, though.”

“We’ll go catch him. So long, Mark.”

Andrews waved his hand despondently. “Prologue this afternoon at two. Be sure you’re here, O’Breen.”

As they left the auditorium, Norman could hear Carol’s shrill voice addressed to Sarah. “What a pretty little dress, dear! It must have looked divine on the dummy.”

A very young girl was sitting in the waiting room. As the two men entered she jumped up and seized Fergus’ arm. “Oh Mr. O’Breen! I am glad to see you.”

“Carruthers in, Betsy?”

“He’s busy right now. I want to see him too. Only first I want you to tell me what I ought to do because it’s a frightful problem and when a girl hasn’t any folks she doesn’t know who to turn to and you’re almost the only nice person here excepting Mr. Andrews and he’s always busy and of course Mr. Jordan’s sweet but he isn’t here yet and—”

“Look, Betsy. Give me time to be a gentleman. Betsy Weaver, this is Norman Harker. He’s a playwright.”

Betsy’s was the first satisfactory reaction to that announcement. Her blue eyes widened unbelievably and her lips pursed into a prolonged and ecstatic Oooooo! “You write plays?”

“That’s the general idea.”

“Oh I think that’s wonderful, I mean when people do things, not just things people tell them to, like actors, but really do things all out of themselves like, I mean I really do.”

She was nice, Norman thought. Something of a kitten about her. Not kittenish, in the repulsively coy sense of the word, but truly like a kitten—warm and cuddling and nice to have around.

“Let’s sit down,” Fergus suggested. “And what’s the Great Problem of Life, Betsy?”

Betsy sat and smoothed her short skirt over her unplumped adolescent legs. “Mr. Carruthers,” she announced, “is going to throw me out of the theater. Oh not because I can’t act because I can and I know it and he knows it and you know it too, Mr. O’Breen, even if you do make faces at me in rehearsal and make me blow up in my lines only I must say if I have to have a love scene with anybody I’d just as soon it was you instead of that great big Mr. Norris who’s probably so strong he’d crush the breath out of you only of course some girls like that but I don’t think I do, not really, or that sissy Mr. Vane …”

“Betsy Macushla,” said Fergus patiently. “You’re in trouble. Remember? You want to tell me all about it.”

“Of course. I’m telling you, aren’t I? Because I haven’t any money any more on account of I lost that job at the drive-in stand only I didn’t tell anybody because I was ashamed and it was a good job too and those uniforms were cute as anything but the government is making them obey the law and pay all the girls minimum wages so they’re firing them and taking on men because the law doesn’t say anything about that and I’d like to know what the government thinks it’s doing protecting our jobs so hard we haven’t got any jobs any more.”

“Betsy,” said Fergus, “you are now entering on deep and uncharted waters of social philosophy. Maybe you’d best just stick to the particular. So Carruthers is going to toss you out on your shell-like ear because you can’t pay up any more?”

“Exactly,” said Betsy, with surprising concision.

“And no job in sight?”

“Oh I’ll make out. I always have because people always go around saying I’m like a kitten and a kitten is really just a cat isn’t it? only that doesn’t sound so nice if you call people it and a cat always lands on its feet and so do I only right now I don’t just know where. But Mr. Carruthers said he’d think about it and if I saw him today maybe he’d figure a way out so here I am.”

“Watch your step, Betsy. There’s no couch in that office that I remember, but watch your step anyway.” Fergus patted her hand lightly. “Oh, something reminds me—and I swear it isn’t casting couches—that I meant to ask you to dinner tonight. I’m tired of my sister’s cooking. How’s about it?”

There was a momentary glint of pure physical hunger in her eye. “Oh, Mr. O’Breen, I’d simply love to! Only I couldn’t be seen with you anyplace nice on account of I just haven’t got a thing to—”

“Wear your cute uniform,” said Fergus. “They made you buy it, didn’t they?”

The door of the office opened, and a tall, lanky man came out, homely but not unattractive in a gaunt Gary Cooper manner. His eye lit on Fergus, and his face crinkled into a grin. “Hiya!” he cried. “What on earth are you doing in this—”

Out of the corner of his eye Norman caught a warning gesture of Fergus’ hand. “Sorry,” said the newcomer. “For a minute there I thought you were—”

Then Betsy let out another Oooooo! If the noise with which she had greeted Norman as a playwright were ecstatic, this one left such a mere piffling thing as ecstasy miles behind in the dust. “Mr. Jackson!” she gasped.

Norman looked again. Yes, he should have recognized the man. Adept photography made him better-looking, but there was the ruggedly charming Jackson personality. This was a big name indeed to grace the Carruthers Little Theater.

“Please somebody!” Betsy was burbling. “Mr. O’Breen, have you got a pencil? I just never have things when I need them.” Fergus grinned as though in on some secret joke and handed over pencil and paper. “Now Mr. Jackson, can I oh please can I have your autograph!”

“I wish,” said the man resignedly, “this would stop happening. But I suppose here it’s understandable enough. No, Miss, I am not Paul Jackson. I’m just his brother.”

“Oh …” Betsy half-pouted. “But,” her hopes rose again, “aren’t you maybe an actor too? You’re nice enough looking and you’re tall and—”

Fergus snorted.

“Sorry, Miss.” Jackson frère looked embarrassed. “But if you’re hunting for glamour I’m not the lad for you. I’m just a policeman.”

“A policeman!”

“A. Jackson, detective lieutenant, Homicide. And good day to you.”

Betsy’s third Oooooo! was by far the best of the lot.


Chapter Three

Between the lieutenant’s departure and his own reception into the office, Norman had time for not a little random worrying, to which Betsy’s gay prattle provided a restful obbligato. There was something definitely not kosher about this setup into which he had stumbled. Item, Fran Owen, who passed out at the sight of a photograph of a corpse, 1927 vintage. Item, Fergus O’Breen, who admitted frankly that he was no actor and who didn’t care to be recognized by police detectives. Item, Sarah, who loved the stage but worked in a theater aiming solely at films, and who held mysterious conferences with werewolf-browed gentlemen who vowed secrecy. Item, the as yet unseen Mr. Carruthers himself, who took out fifty-thousand-dollar insurance policies and had private interviews with lieutenants from Homicide.

There was a pleasant enough surface of Bohemian camaraderie among these young actors, but there was something else beneath the surface, something … A volcano was too trite a metaphor, but Norman could think of nothing more fitting. He had heard a little of the rumbling, and he wondered when the explosion would come and whether he should stick around that long. But a chance to get his play produced, to snatch some success out of this journey westward, to justify the gesture that had cut him off forever from Oklahoma …

“Mr. Harker?” Rupert Carruthers himself stood in the doorway of the office and fixed his deep eyes on Norman.

“Yes.”

“Fennworth tells me you want to talk about a play. Please come in.”

Even his brief reflections on wheels within wheels hadn’t prepared Norman. Rupert Carruthers was the man with the werewolf’s eyebrows.

Carruthers tilted himself back in the chair behind his desk and carefully pressed together the tips of his fingers. “You understand, of course, Mr. Harker, that our organization here does not function in the same manner as the commercial theater.” His voice was rich and suave, with the nationless accent of a drawing-room actor.

“Naturally,” said Norman, wondering just what this opening meant.

“To be more explicit, I mean this: if, after a careful consideration, I should decide that your play was worth producing, I should not give you an advance for the option. Operating on this small scale, I could not afford to do so. We would look upon the production as a joint investment, to which you contribute your talent and I the facilities of my theater. Any profit that accrues to either of us must come later, if the films or a commercial producer should decide to take on the play. Is that agreeable to you?”

“It sounds reasonable.” (“And God knows,” Norman added to himself, “I’m in no position to try to drive a bargain.”)

“I always like to make that point quite clear. So many young men long for instant fame and fortune, and grow resentful when I cannot proffer it to them at once. Now tell me about your play—what is its title?”

“I’m afraid it hasn’t got one. I’ve stuck six titles on the damned thing so far, and I don’t like one of them; so at present it’s just That Play of Mine.”

“Your first?”

“First full-length. I’ve done scads of one acts, and one of them took first prize in—”

Rupert Carruthers raised a graceful hand in protest. “Don’t say it. A young writer here in Hollywood is as sure to have won a one-act play contest back home as a girl is to have been Miss Wacketonka Falls. I am, however, more broadminded than most producers or agents; I shan’t hold it against you. It is merely something that happens to young men, like writing sonnet sequences or falling in love with older women. Now tell me, briefly, the story of your play.”

Norman coughed. “I’m afraid it’s not that kind of a play. Or I’m not that kind of a writer. I can’t up and tell things. If they could be told briefly, I shouldn’t bother to take three acts writing them.”

Rupert Carruthers sighed patiently. “You haven’t been in Hollywood long, or you’d have learned that success may depend far more on how you can tell your story than on how you can write it. But go on—try to give me an idea.”

“Well …” Norman wriggled uncomfortably. “This probably isn’t going to make any sense, but here goes. What the play is, if it’s anything, is a sort of companion piece to Steinbeck.”

“Which Steinbeck? Grapes of Wrath?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. There’s strong publicity value in that. Burning topic. Sensational exposé. Besides, the picture is making money. Go on—it’s about the Okies?”

“Yes and no. Look, it’s like this. What do people think of now when you say Oklahoma? Dust Bowl and refugees streaming out. Or they go back into the past a little and think of Oklahoma Territory—picturesque color—Lynn Riggs stuff. But there’s another angle too, and that’s what I’m trying to treat.”

“What is that?” Carruthers was beginning to look skeptical. “Embattled farmers gallantly sticking it out to resist nature?”

“No. It’s the what-you-might-call Upper Class of Oklahoma. The oil-wealthy families who try to keep up a sort of capitalist aristocracy in the midst of desolation. No background, no backbone—nothing but dry rot and too much money to spend while you’re rotting. Start drinking at ten in the morning because there’s nothing else to do. Lose enough money in an afternoon’s bridge to rehabilitate a dust-destroyed farm. On stage this complete futility, this decadence without even the effete charm of the old aristocratic decadence, and off stage the constant ground bass of the Dust Bowl and the Indians and the other true Oklahoma problems which this cream of Oklahoma doesn’t so much as recognize.”

“Hm. And no plot? No action? Just a picture of decadence? The Chekhov approach?”

“Who says Chekhov has no plot or action? But what this is more like—look, do you know a play of Lillian Hellman’s called Days to Come? Action, yes, but action that hampers itself because the class that is acting no longer has in itself the power to act. On-stage decay heightened by vigor off stage.”

Carruthers reflectively tapped a pencil against the desk. “Yes,” he said. “I know Days to Come. An admirable work—in its way, a masterpiece. It was also the only complete failure which Miss Hellman has had.”

“You mean,” Norman tried to keep his voice impersonal and indifferent, “you don’t think it’ll do?”

Carruthers answered indirectly. “How do you happen to know this rotting wealth so intimately, Mr. Harker? Are your own people—?”

“My father worked on oil development back in Territory days. Mother moves around with that crowd, but not any more than she can help.” (There was no use mentioning Chloe’s father, or the bank, or …)

“I see. So at least your background should guarantee a certain authenticity. Please leave the script with me, Mr. Harker.”

“You’ll read it?” Despite himself, there was eagerness in Norman’s voice.

“I shall give it my most careful attention and also have Mr. Fennworth and particularly Mr. Andrews look it over.”

“And when can I know?”

Carruthers smiled and let the werewolf brows rise almost imperceptibly. “We are very much pressed for time at the moment, what with preparations for the Jordan play. I really can hardly say when—But if you’d care for a snap reaction—?”

“If it’s not too much trouble. I like to know where I stand.”

“Then I could—Let me see … today is Tuesday. Either tonight or tomorrow I should have time for a hasty reading. Say we make it Thursday morning.”

“Here?”

“I may be working on my fire experiments; the prologue of this current show is costing a devil of a lot of trouble. If I’m not here in the office, go on out to the workshop in back, the converted garage; you’ll be sure to find me there. And since I have to take a rehearsal that morning, you’d best make it early—say around eight-thirty. Is that convenient?”

“The big city hasn’t corrupted me so much but what I can still get up early.”

“Splendid. May I have the script now? Thank you. And will you ask Miss Weaver to come in?”

“How’d he strike you?” Fergus demanded sharply after Betsy had gone into the office.

“Fergus! It looks like maybe he’ll do the play.”

“Sure, sure. I’ll bet he tells that to all the girls. But what did you think of him?”

Norman hesitated. He had concentrated so hard on what Carruthers might think of his play that he had never stopped to wonder what he thought of Carruthers. “Damned if I know,” he said at last. “He’s plausible, God knows, terribly plausible. He’s got an easy manner about him, and he makes you think he’s equally interested in you and in the theater.”

“But … ?” Fergus prompted.

“Exactly. But. There’s a but in it somewhere. It isn’t just his face, though that is pretty eerie. But there’s something about him, when you come to look back on it that—I don’t know—that makes you feel as though a whole parade was doing goose step over your undug grave.”

“What did he say about money?”

“Not a thing. Just that I was investing my talent and he was investing his setup here. That is, if anything comes of it.”

“If anything comes of it, my fine fettled friend, I’ll lay any odds you want that you invest a damned sight more than talent.”

“Have you ever heard,” asked Norman, “about blood and turnips?”

Sarah was still in rehearsal; so Norman lit up his cherry-root pipe, took out his precious file of clippings, and settled down to further contemplation of the Randolph case. That was an interesting point which Fergus had started to make last night. If there had been an error (to put it kindly) in the testimony given regarding the time of Mrs. Randolph’s last meal, then it followed that …

At last the auditorium door opened, and Hardy Norris and Carol Dayton emerged arm in arm, a splendid pair of bodies surmounted by cheerily vacuous faces. In the auditorium Hilary Vane’s shrill voice could be heard arguing with the stage manager. As Sarah stepped forth, Norman set murder aside and quickly crossed to her.

“Hello.” He took her arm. “I just wanted to know where you’d like to eat tonight.”

Gently Sarah detached herself. “I’m tired, darling. See you later.”

“Oh no. You don’t go vanishing like that. Where are we going tonight?”

Her face was flushed from hours of rehearsing on a hot morning. “We’re not going anywhere. I’ve got an afternoon ahead of me yet—I’m in the prologue too, and that’s hellish—and when that’s through I’m going to spend a quiet and restful evening in bed. So good-by.”

Norman puffed with hot disregard for the care of a pipe bowl. “Madam, I have civilly invited you—”

“But you haven’t. That’s just it. You’ve told me. You think because a nice thing happened last night it gives you some sort of power over me and you can tell me what to do. No thank you. I need my rest.”

“I’m sorry. I had no intention of being domineering. I simply thought that last night was too nice a thing to stop there. So if you please, Mata—”

They fell silent as Hilary Vane left the auditorium, with a curt nod in their direction. Apparently he had lost whatever his argument had been with Andrews; he seemed in a pettish mood.

“No,” said Sarah firmly, as the sandaled footsteps died away. “That’s just it. Last night was nice, but this is today. We met cute, as they say in story conferences; but people don’t live cute. You can’t be high-romantical all day, not if you’re trying to work. Of course you’re a writer; that’s—”

“Oho!” Norman snapped. “So you have that sweet little notion too—that writers lead a lovely lotus-eating existence while other people sweat. Let me tell you, Mata my love—”

“And stop calling me Mata! It’s silly now in the daytime.”

“Very well, Saaaaarah. For the last time, will you have dinner with me?”

“For the nth time, no.”

“I should if I were you, Sarah,” said a quiet voice behind them.

Sarah Plunk whirled around. “My! You scared me.”

The elderly man smiled behind his white beard. “I apologize, my dear. But truly I should.”

For a long minute Sarah looked into his kindly old eyes. “Poor man,” she said. “You keep wanting life to make sense, and good sense at that. Can we help it if it doesn’t?”

“Sometimes.”

She leaned back against the wall. “I’m hot and I’m tired and I’m nobody’s prize package. You can pick me up at six, Norman.”

She was gone so abruptly that Norman all but looked for a trap in the floor. He turned back to the older man and said, “You’re Lewis Jordan.” There was wonder, almost awe in his voice.

The bronzed man nodded and extended his left hand. “I am. And you, young man? I believe you are new to the theater here.”

“My name’s Harker. I’m afraid I write plays too. Mr. Carruthers has one on his desk now.”

So this was the Jordan whom Fergus had derided, the Jordan whose execrable prose Norman had heard in the auditorium. This incredibly bad writer, this figure of fun, was Lewis Jordan, the major hero of Norman’s adolescence.

It was a long story, the saga of Lewis Jordan, but the high points glimmered now before Norman’s eyes. Jordan, the young hero of Santo Toribio in ’98, refusing honors and promotion and suddenly retiring from military service. Jordan, the arctic explorer, lost for over a year in Baffin Land, given up for dead, then returning hale and vigorous with invaluable information on arctic fauna and meteorology. Jordan, the pacifist in 1917, reviled, interned, burned in effigy—the national hero who had betrayed the nation’s trust. Jordan, the administrator in the early twenties, restored to public esteem and sent to Europe at Nansen’s own request as assistant in the terrifying problems of millions of refugees. Jordan, whose famous temper was as uncertain as his ideals were constant; who had stood unmoved under a nation’s contumely, but broken the jaw of a reporter who accused him of being on the German pay roll. Jordan the patron of lost causes, the uncanonized Rita of Cassia, the saint of the impossible; Jordan who had fought to abolish the Harlems of our great cities, Jordan who had won partial recognition of the human rights of the Indian (it was thus that Norman had first heard of him in Oklahoma, heard sneers and contempt from his mother’s friends and known that the man must be great to inspire such hatred); Jordan of whom Vanzetti had said, “Let that man speak for me; he knows what is truth.”

And here was Lewis Jordan—a shabby old man who had written a bad play. Norman prayed that his face might not reveal the shock he felt at this abrupt betrayal of hero worship.

“You have heard then that Mr. Carruthers is doing my play?” Jordan was quietly proud. “No commercial manager would consider it; but it says what I have to say. And that is why a man writes, is it not, Mr. Harker? And why he must know that what he writes reaches an audience.”

“I’m afraid, sir, I’m not quite so pure in my motives as all that. I have things I want to say, yes, even if they’re not terribly ripe yet; but I also have an optimistic hope of somehow making a living out of them.”

Jordan smiled. “Then you must be careful what you say. For myself, I live so simply that I can write what I must and not fear lest I speak against the best interests of my belly.”

Norman wanted to utter all the thoughts that Jordan’s very presence brought to his mind. He wanted to say how intensely he admired the man’s life and actions, the disinterested nobility of his struggles. But such words as these are not easy to find, and once found they do not readily pass the lips. Instead he knocked the ashes from his pipe and asked flatly, “You live in Hollywood now?”

“I am getting old, and the climate is bland. You know the course of American life—from the cradle to Southern California. And the means of speech are here to hand if I can use them. I know, young man; you are thinking that this is an anticlimax to my life. Perhaps. But most men talk and talk until at last they persuade themselves that it is time for action. All my life I have acted; now I realize the time has come to talk.”

“If your words, sir, can do as much good as your actions—”

“Good!” A sudden anger flared up in the quiet old man. “Look at the world about you, and ask what good my actions have done! An action is dead the instant it is accomplished. In itself it is nothing. Only the continued actions of others can make it seem to live. An action is in three dimensions only. A word, an idea exists in time itself and lives, and from that living word come the actions of the future.”

“I still like your actions. Especially,” Norman smiled, “your intervention with Sarah.”

“Arnold spoke,” Jordan meditated. “He did not give the whole answer—can any man?—but he gave a part of it. You know Dover Beach? The naked shingles of the world are even more drearly bared now than when he wrote. The ignorant armies clash by night and day, and from the confused alarms of struggle there seems at times to be no flight. But his urgent plea remains: Ah, love, let us be true to one another! That is a little hope, a little sureness to hold on to. And from this small love may come the great love, the true loving knowledge of mankind.” He paused and smiled. “Let us be true to one another,” he repeated gently.

“You’re a romantic, sir. A dinner date is not even a little sureness against the alarms of the darkling plain.”

“Isn’t it?”

And Norman was not quite certain.

Sarah’s rooming house was, if anything, even shabbier than Norman’s own. He waited for her in the neatly desolate parlor (the landlady had silently expressed her opinion of young men who calmly try to walk up to a girl’s room). After he had read the front page and the theater section of the evening paper and inspected for as long as was possible the Maxfield Parrish on the wall, he walked over to the ancient upright piano. Almost of its own accord, one finger began to pick out Harvest Moon.

Why that, of all songs? he wondered. He hadn’t heard it or thought of it since that outrageous Metropolis musical (what was it called?—Jazzalcade?) in which Rita La Marr had given it her all. Still, it was a good song, rich and tuneful, strong on emotion but surprisingly lacking in sentimentality. No mawkish maunderings about the moon, simply the direct statement that

I ain’t had no lovin’ since
January, February, June, or July …

He sat down on the bench and let both hands go at it—not hot, he couldn’t play hot worth a damn, but with full enjoyment of rhythm and tune. In his mind he heard a voice carrying the song on.

No, it wasn’t in his mind. It was a real voice, and in the room. He looked around. It was Sarah. She did not speak, but nodded that he should go on playing. His hands found fresh vigor. Her singing was like her speaking voice, untrained, but fresh and appealing—nothing fancy, just a good honesttogod rendition of the fine old tune. She crossed the room to him as she sang:

So shine on,
Shine on, Harvest Moon …

She stood behind him and leaned over so that the last words were a singing whisper in his ear:

For me and my gal.

She kissed his ear lightly and whirled back as he turned around.

“That was fun, darling,” she laughed. “You should tell people about these unexpected talents.”

“So should you. How was I to know you could make an entrance like that? And I like that dress. The white collar makes you look positively virginal.”

“And why not, I assure you? But it is nice to have a man who notices your dress.”

“Hungry?”

“Sort of. My, I’m glad Mr. Jordan told me where to get off. I was just in. a silly nasty mood. And you have troubles enough, don’t you?”

“In my own quiet way.”

“What are they, Norman?” She laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Or shouldn’t I know?”

Norman shrugged and let his hand run up a chromatic scale. “It’s nothing secret. Just foolish. I was a gallant hero, and that’s something nobody likes to boast about.”

Sarah seated herself beside him on the piano bench. “Maybe I ought to know. Maybe I ought to be jealous.”

“Jealous of an idiot with romantic ideals?”

“Now I know. That’s what I’ve been hunting for all my life, and I never knew it: an idiot with romantic ideals. Come on, tell Sarah.”

“It’s trite,” he said dryly. “It goes like this: Long years ago in Oklahoma Territory, my father and one J. K. Waterman decided that their children to be should get married. So fate was kind. My father had me and J. K. Waterman had Chloe. He also had a bank. When my father died, J. K. was swell. He helped me through college and he gave me a good job.”

“And Chloe?”

“If anything, sweller.”

There was a little frown on Sarah’s face. “You loved her?”

“I liked her a hell of a lot. We were engaged.”

“The boss’ daughter,” Sarah murmured. “Nothing like the great American tradition. And then?”

“Then Chloe fell in love. Wildly and truly in love, with a young government lawyer. Nice guy, too. Sound taste in beer and burlesque shows.”

“And you?”

“You get the picture? If Chloe broke the engagement, you can imagine Papa’s wrath. And J. K.’s wrath is something to see, I assure you. There was only one thing to do, and I did it—me, the dope in the shining armor.”

“You broke it off yourself?”

“Sure. So J. K. fired me and Mother wouldn’t have anything to do with me and I scraped up what money I had and cleared out. And if I try to get a job, my previous employer is J. K., and you can just guess the kind of reference I get.”

“And Chloe?”

“She’s marrying Bill next month, and everybody’s thinking what a swell break she had somebody to console her for my caddish behavior.”

“Norman,” said Sarah, “you’re the sweetest dope I’ve ever known.” Her lips brushed his lightly. “I’m glad I made you tell me; if anything could make me like you even better …” But as his arm went around her, she deftly avoided it and sprang to her feet. “Let’s have dinner. And maybe a movie after, huh? Let’s see what’s playing …” She picked up the evening paper and stood scrutinizing the theater section.

“I think I’m glad I told you,” Norman said almost to himself. “I’ve known you—what is it?—only twenty-four hours and already I want to go telling you things … everything. It’s a hell of a note.”

Abruptly she dropped the paper. “Look, darling. I’ve got to make a phone call before we go. My agent wanted me to get in touch with him, and he leaves his office about now. Mind?”

“Not at all. Good luck.”

Norman returned to the piano. He wished that Sarah did not toss the term darling about with such indiscriminate blitheness. How was he ever to tell if she really … He felt differently about the Chloe business now that he’d told it. He hadn’t been quite a fool. It was best for both of them. And without that quixotic gesture he would not be here now, knowing Sarah and thinking of her and playing They Wouldn’t Believe Me.

He started to his feet as the door opened. But it was only the landlady. She advanced to him with a folded note in her outstretched hand. “Miss Plunk said to give you this.”

“To give me—?”

“She went out.”

He unfolded the note and read:

Some other night maybe?
Sorry, darling.

The landlady did not approve of his language.
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