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Uncle Tom & Little Eva awritin'. . .

Hattie Beecher married a teacher rich
in learning and little clse. .. turned to
her pen, wrote short sketches. Later, the
death of one of her children made her
realize the tragedy of a baby torn from
a slavemother. She revolted at a society
which could consider a man a thing. When
a friend wrote: “Hattic, if I could use a
pen as you can, I would write something
that would make the whole nation fecl
what an accursed thing slavery is!”, she
rose to her feet, clenched the letter, said,
if 1 live”.

“I will write something....T wi

UNCLETOM'S CABIN or Life Amongthe
Loswly flowed from her flucnt pen, brought
tremendous acclaim as a serial. The book
aroused a country against racial injustice,
forged anger into action, prepared the
publicfor the Emancipation Proclamation.

Mrs. Stowe wrote on brown grocery
wrapping paper when no better was handy,

with a primitive pen. Today everybody
can have a far finer writing implement,
the Inkograph, with a smooth 14kt solid
gold ballike point that writes with the
ease of a soft lead pencil on any kind of
paper...is rugged yet light, durable,
dependable, lasts through years of service.
Eye-attractive, it looks like a much more
expensivefountainpen, butcostsonly §2.00.

At your dealer. Inkograph on the
barrel and clip marks the genuine.
Exclusive features . . .

Writes
Withstands

Suits any hand or style of writing
smoothly on any quality papes
child’s roughest us
carbon copies with origi
bend or spread
without smudge or blot . .
unfailing service. Fully g

Unequalled for clear

nink. Pointwon't

Does lettering or ruling
Gives years of
nteed.

INK-O-GRAPH *2

Inkograph Co., Inc., 200 Hudson St., N. Y.C. 13



“Ten years ago you and I worked at the same
machines. We were both discontented. Re-
member the noon we saw the International
Correspondence Schools’ advertisement? That
woke me up. I realized that to get ahead I
needed special training. When I marked the
1. C. S. coupon I asked you to sign with me,
You said, ‘Aw, forget it!’

“I made the most of my opportunity and
have been climbing ever since. You had the
same chance I had but you turned it down.
No, Jim, you can’t expect promotion until
you'vetrained yourself to handle bigger work.”

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

There are lots of *“Jims’’—in factories, offices,
stores, everywhere. Are you one of them?,
Wake up! Every time you see an 1. C, S.
coupen, your chance is staring you in the face,
Deon’t turn it down.

Right now over 100,000 men and women
are fitting themselves for new responsibilities
and advancements through the study of I. C. S.
Courses covering nearly every field of industry
and business,

You can join them, get in line for promo-
tion, prepare for tomorrow! Mark and mail
this coupon, and find out how,

T
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- LOOK at the successful men

“What's he got
that I haven't got?”

you know. “What have they
got” that you haven’t?

Verylittle, probably. Inmost
ways these men are no brighter
or naturally more capable than
average. Many of them prob-
ably have no more formal edu-
cation or better natural apti-
tudes you.

But that little extra they
have is important. They have
the special knowledge and abil-
ity for which business is glad to
pay well—they know the what,
why and how of business. They

““have also the confidence and
aggressiveness which come from knowing that
they know and can apply their knowledge.

‘You may add that extra—may get that same
profitable knowledge and ability—that same
confidence and aggressiveness—if you are will-
ing to pay the price in earnest, necessary study.
For LaSalle has spent 37 years developing,
testing and proving, with over a million student
members, spare-time success training in certain
specialized business fields. What scores of thou-
sands of men and women—many just like you
—have done, you should be able to do.

‘You need not leave your home or interrupt
your job; you need pay comparatively little
money. But you must be ambitious and willing
to study seriously. And soon after you start
training, the results will begin to show up in
your own confidence and in your work. For
what you learn at home tonight is so practical
that often you canapply it on the job tomorrow.

How much do you want success—more

imoney, a pm;u;tfmn ora x;]ew job, prestige ax:ﬂ

* responsibility’ you really want it, you wi
use the coupon below to find out what LaSalle
training can do for you. It costs only a postage
stamp, but a coupon like it has been the start-

LASALLE Extension University
# Tuatitution

Dept. 4334-R + 417 S. Dearborn « Chicago 5, .

1
in the field I have,checked below. Please send me
‘your free 48-page booklet about that field and your
success training in it.

OAccountancy OSalesmanship
DBookkeeping DEflective Speaking
OCPA. Coaching  DEzecutive Management
OBusiness English  Dlndustrial Management
OLaw: LL.B. degree  OTrafic Management.
OForemanship OStenotypy

ing point to real success for scores of t
~—and can be for you.

LASALL

EXTENSION UNIVERSITY

A Covespondence Tnotitution '




THE MAY
THRIEDE DOCKET

aE

HE Pimlico meet was over and Joe

Maddox and his wizened assistant,

Oscar, were heading west to sunny
Santa Anita. Just drifting along when, all of
a sudden, there was Dab McNab dead as
a Christmas goose down !he mountainside.
Of course Maddox had to jump in and take
charge. From then on all the bad luck that
had dogged Dab Dab his whole life seemed
to be transferred to the big bookie’s broad
shoulders. And in Santa Anita not only was
sunshine and horseflesh to be found, but, Cas-
sidy, the big Masterton dick, as well. Oscar
didn’t help things either by claiming to have
seen a ghost on New Year's Eve. Of course
this hallucination was obviously the result of
the little man’s annual holiday bender, since
anyone could tell that Dorothy McNab was
no ghost—not with those curves! But before
she finished accusing Joe Maddox of having
caused her father’s death, the bland Buddha
of the bangtail circuit almost wished he were
dealing - with something less tangible and
vitriolic.

Blyff ‘had helped Maddox out of many tight
spots before but the bunch he was up against
now-—men after big money who thought noth-
ing of murder—couldn’t be stopped so easily.
A dose of their own medicine was what they
needed and Maddox was_just the boy to hand
it out. A brand new thriiler about a big-time
Gee-Gee Doublecross in the series mvolvmg
your -favorite bookie-turned-sleuth by T.

FLYNN.

Plus: the latest “High” Price novelette by
DALE CLARK, bringing you up-to-date on
the doings of the irrepressible  shakedown
shamus and Beulah, his luscious girl Friday;
a new Hannibal Smith novelette, The Bones

DENNIS and others.
This suspense-packed May issue on sale
April 3rd.

\

Ready for the Rackets
A Department

acketeers and swindlers of all sorts are lying
N et T ok, v T OL e Sheat you of
your “hard-carned cash, All you need to

hem, gu nat_them, oreknouledge
of their schemes and memoda of operation. Write
in telling us your own perioncés with
chiselers and on of various sorts. Tt is
intention 't ficize—otthnolding your name,
Yol wish—the information you have passed on,
paying $5.00 for every letter used. No letters will
returnied uniess accompanied by a stamped,
ddressed envelope, nor can o o

gorrespanience regarding same,
1is The Rackets Bittor—DINE, hhmwnt
STAGAZING, 505 5. 4ind Sty N-

WATCH your step when someone offers to
let you in on the ground floor of a hot
deal—you may walk into the dog-house.

The Rackets Editor
DIME DETECTIVE MAGAZINE
Dear Sir:

A few days after it was announced that
nylons were again being manufactured, a man
checked into a local hotel. In addition to regis-
tering for himself, he made reservations for a
group of drivers who were to arrive in a truck
convoy a couple of days later.

“Have to move that way for protection,” he
expl ained, “with nylons as valuable as they are

[Imx wa$ all the build-up he needed. Before
long he was besieged by hotel employees, the
women wanting stockings for themselves, and
the men wanting them for wives and girl-
friends.

But the sharper played coy. “Yes, it might
be arranged, but he really didn't care about
doing such business. It smacked too much of
black marketing.” And thus he let them sell
him on the idea, a time-tested met]

Naturally the pay-off came when all the
suckers had practically forced their money
his hands. That was the signal for him to steal
quietly awa;

The truckers for whom reservations had been
made never arrived. Nor, needless to say, did
the nylons. A crook had ‘merely been quick to
take advantage of a situation made to order

for a swindle.
H. A, Folker
Columbus, Ohio.

H FOR a power bestowed on me,
To see myself as salesmen see me.

The Rackets Editor
DIME DETECTIVE MAGAZINE
Dear Sir:

was fooled by a_racket existing in the
middlewest in the sale of bogus nursery stock,
either by real or pretended agents for hursery.
companies.

(Continued on page 8)



IF THAT BLASTED PLANE ) LOOK... HES LANDING
HADNT SCARED HIM,
810 HAVE SHOT THAT MOOSE,

BobiGot; Out
0f The Woods:
Inf/AiHurry” |

ITS VERY HUSH-HUSH. 9 e
A SECRET REMEARSAL A BROADWAY HIM OUT OF THE
TONIGHT. YOULL SHOW IN FULL WO0DS. WAIT
MAKE HISTORY ! COLOR TELEVISION! TILL YOU SEE
iM Reapy! LETS Go! SRS HIM CLEANED
§ A v

1 THINK (JOIN US FOR A LATE SNACK, YOU ALWAYS GET REFRESHING, 600D-LOOKING
YOU WERE ) ALLEN. IVE GOT GREAT SHAVES WITH THIN GILLETTE BLADES, FOR
MARVELOUS / PLANS FOR THIS SHOW... THESE ARE THE KEENEST, LONGEST-LASTING,

AND YOURE IN THEM LOW-PRICED BLADES YOU EVER USED. AND
BECAUSE THEY FIT YOUR RAZOR PRECISELY,
THEY PROTECT YOUR FACE FROM THE SMART
AND IRRITATION CAUSED BY MISFIT BLADES,
ALWAYS ASK FOR THIN GILLETTES,




Ready for the Rackets

(Continued from page 6)

A nice looking middle aged man came to m;
door, and his politeness gamzd him entrance into
the house, which did not happen to many agents.
Then he began his sales talk about nursery
stock. He was taking orders and had a book
of beautiful pictures of shrubs and trees. He
guaranteed satisfaction, of course. I finally
bought some shrubs to the tune of three dollars
He said that I was to pay on delivery and that
made it seem to be a straight proposition.

Tn a few weeks, a wagon heavily laden with
shrubs stopped at the front gate. A strange man,
not the personable advance agent, but a rough
type of fellow, brought me a bunch of dormant
shrub-roots, which did not look very promising.
He asked for the money I had pledged. Some-
thing in his way of talking made me suspicious
but I paid him the money, then went outdoors
and planted my roots

The winter passed, and next spring I watched
to see my new choice shrubbery develop. When
it finally began to show the character leaves, I
found that I had bought roots of the very
buck-bush which I had been trying for years to
clear out of my farm yard. It was the same story
with my neighbors, most of whom were also vic-
tims of the well-mannered agent. Whatever they
had ordered, the roots all developed into
strong buck-bush plants. Apparently the nur-
sery firm was just a bunch of racketeers who
had dug up all the buck-bushes they could find
to fill their shrub-orders.

We suckers had no legal recourse, since by
the time we discovered the swindle, the so-
called nursery folks had disappeared from our ¢
section, probably to begin operations in a dis-
tant part of the country where the news of their
racket had not yet penetrated.

. B.
Hamilton, Mo.

MATEUR mechanics, beware of those
wonder-working gadgets that “pay for
themselves.” If you've ever had onme, you
know who pays—the poor buyer, every time.

e Rackets Editos
DIME DETECT[VE MAGAZINE
Dear

"Install our ‘Whirligig’ attachment on your
carburetor and increase your gasoline mileage!
Re‘mlu xulrantwd or your money cheerfully
refunc

Tn words to this effect a midwestern manu-
facturer advertised a circular metal disc about
three inches in diameter and having four shallow
channels set at right angles to each other and
leading to a large hole in the center. The ad-
vertisement, which appeared in one of the
largest mechanical magazines, went on to de-
scribe how easily the little gadget could be in-
stalled by simply removmi!he carburetor, plac-

e disc over the intake manifold and then
mnmlhng !he carbumor The suction of the
was supposed to draw d\e air

mw ﬂ'le mlmiold throuzh the channels from
different directions resulting in a terrific

whirl of air. This whirlwind action was sup-
to provide better carburetion wnh a re-
sultmg increase in gasoline mileage. “Pays for
itself in a very short time and well worth the
$2.50 you pay for it,” the ad said in effect.
Having a car that was very gas thirsty I was
much interested. Believing that it must have
some merit if it was sold with a money-back
guarantee and was advertised in that particular
pubhcatmn. I bought it—and then my trouble

Firsk of all T installed the disc myself but
in doing so I got the carburetor all out of ad-
justment and finally had to run the car over to
the garage to get it set right. I didn't tell any-
one about the gadget as I wanted to have some
facts first.

Fortunately, however, I already had some
fairly accurate figures on my gasoline consump-
tion and I looked forward to the promised sav-
ing. Two hundred miles later the figures showed
that my gas consumption was exactly what it
was before and I b:gan to wonder whether T
hadn’t been swin

Finally I drove over to the garage again and
told the master mechanic what I had done He
looked at me indulgently and then said :
didn't you ask me about it before you bought
it? I would have told you that it wasn’t any

ood. The air rushing through your carburetor
is just as turbulent as it could be and that so-
called whirlwind eﬁect couldn’t possibly ac-
complish a thing. You better write them and
get your money back!"

Disgusted, I had him remove the little disc
and after cleaning it I shot it right back to the
manufacturer with a letter telling him politel;
that I wished to avail myself of his money-bacl
oﬁ:; since the disc hadn’t performed as adver-
tise

Days passed nnd then weeks. I wrote a second
letter and then a third. I received no response
whatever nor was my little disc returned to me.
Without it I had no case to turn over to the
postal authorities so I just kept the whole nasty
business to myself.

hat happened some years before the war
and about a year or so_later the advertising
seemed to have been withdrawn. Now with the
end of the war and material again reaching the
hands of such unscrupulous manufacturers [
have already seen that same little useless disc
advertised in almost the same manner as it was
when I got stung,

I have also observed a new article consisti
of a small steel ball the size of a marble whlnﬁ
is enclosed inside a spring-like cage. The pur-
pose of this article is to break up the smooth
flow of the air through the carburetor, thereby
increasing the gas mileage through better
carburetion. This useless contraption was a
war casualty and I have not yet seen it reappear
on the market but from the way it sold previ-
ously it will certainly be back.

Perhaps by printing thls letter you will pre-
vent some one else from being swindled as I

H. C.W:
Glenyiew, il
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I swear that Mariano Mercado seemed pleased by the news of George
Harkwell's death. If a man had to die it was better he did so from a bul-
let rather than from succumbing to the bacterial hordes. But death by
violence means murder, and murderers have to be caught. Which was
why Mercado and I were in New York, on the last lap of a slay-trail
which started on the grounds of the American Embassy in Mexico City
and ended in a gun slinging free-for-all in a Sixth Avenue chili joint.

A Mariano
Mercado
Noveleite

e, landed jarringly on
was nowhere in sight.



CHAPTER ONE

Embassy Enigma

CLIMBED  the stairs to Mariano Mer-
cado’s apartment in the Calle de Madellin,
let myself in with my own latchkey.
found the little Mexican detective in his bed-
zoom standing anxiously before a mirror,
staring intently at his own coffee-colored
features.
1 said, “Buenos dias,” and added: “What
are you doing, admiring yourself?”
He did not turn around from his rapt con-
templation of himself. He said: “Do you know
that sunburn has been knowa to kill a man?”

NO PLACE

LIKE

HOMICIDE

By D. L. CHAMPION

Awthor of “Imperfect Alibi)” ete.

“I've heard of a few isolated instances,
But what do you care?”

He gestured with a thin.and graceful hand
to a copy of the newspaper Umiversal on the
table. I glanced at it, saw that it was open
to the English page. There was a two-column
advertisement for a sunburn lotion.

I said: “I still don’t get it.”

“That advertisement,” he said, turning'
around at last, “is addressed to the American
tourists who are exposed to our brilliant
sun only during the short period of their
vacation. If they are in danger, what of me?
I have faced this sun almost every day of my
life.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and|

11!



12 D.L.Ch

sighed wearily. Every morning of his life
Mariano Mercado became apprehensive that
he was about to catch a new disease. Every
afternoon he took drastic means to combat
it. And mine was the ear into which was in-
variably poured the case_ hlstory

“Mercado,” I said, “you can’t possibly
get sunburned.”

“Why not?” he said pitcously, “I am not
a strong man. My constitution—""

“I am better acquainted with your con-
stitution than you are. You can’t get sun-
burned for the simple reason that you have
lived under the Mexican sun all your life.
You're immune. You can’t get sunburned any
more than a Hottentot.”

“Nevertheless,” he said firmly, “I shall
buy some of this lotion after we have eaten.
We shall breakfast at Sanburn’s.”

Now, Sanburn’s restaurant in Mexico City
is as American as the Statue of Liberty. It
caters to Americans and its cuisine is strictly
United States.

“T thought you didn’t like tourists,” T said.
“Nor American cooking. You'll find both at
Sanburn’s.

“True,” said Mercado. “But our own
restaurants of quality do not open until lunch
time. The cheap places which are ready for
custom now are dirty and unsanitary. T would
rather expose myself to the execrable Amen-
can food than to a horde of native bacteria.”

“All right. Finish dressing.”

He crossed the room and flung open his
crammed closet. Then he proceeded to bedeck
his thin wiry body. I gathered that as far as
he was concerned, it was quite definitely
Blue Monday. T do not mean that his hypo-
chrondriac spirits had become depressed to the
point of melancholy, nor that a_Sunday eve-
ning orgy had brought on a racking hangover.
The point I make is purely sartorial. It was
his blue day.

His suit was the color of a robin’s egg and
it had been cut by a reckless, sl:ishlngg nd.
The lapels reached almost to his waistline and
the shoulders were padded like an old quilt,
The trousers had edges like swords and were
as tight as a drum skin,

His shirt was the hue of the turquoise sky
over Mexico City, his tie a trifle darker with a
few restrained yellow stripes laced through
it. His shoes were of two tones, each of them

E went downstairs into the street, walked
through the sun to Sanborn’s. As usual, it
was crowded with tourists. In the babble of
:onversatlon, the only Spanish I heard was
spo en by the waitresses.
we sat'down 1. caught sight of a fa-
mlhar b:lnkz figure seated across the room, in
off-key his socks were a screaming saf-
fron to match the stripes of his tie.

the company of a girl of about twenty-six.
I said: “Lool here’s your friend, el coros

Mercado turned his black eyes in the di-
rection I had indicated. Gomez was an official
of the police whose regard for Mercado was
equaled only by Mercado’s regard for him.
Gomez was as honest as a roulette wheel in
Juarez, a fact which Mercado didn't like
at all. And Mercado was far more quick-
witted than Gomez, a quality which the police-
man could not abide.

Mercado turned back to the table, said:
“No Mexican woman would trust Gomez.
That is why he is compelled to find romance
with a gringo tourist.”

The girl looked from home, all right. She
was a brunette with a pale, wistful face and
a pair of big brown eyes that seemed to hold
sadness within them.

“Romance?” T said.
morning ? T doubt it.”

Momentarily, we forgot Gomez and the
girl and Ordered fresh raspberries, eggs and
coffee. We were half-way through our food
when a high-pitched feminine voice sounded
above the murmur of conversation in the
r

“At this hour in the

oom.
“Well, if he is, I'm going to see him!”

Mercado, his nose buried in his coffee cup,
did not look up. I did. I saw Gomez appar~
ently protesting, while the girl had half risen’
and was pointing a slim forefinger directly
at the back of Mariano Mercado’s spine.

“T think you're about to receive company,”
I told him.

Mercado removed his nose from his cup
and bowed as Gomez and the girl approached
the table, I stood up and pulled out a couple
of chairs. Gomez beamed on us, a feat which
;¥ at once, conmdered suspicious.

“This,” he said in his heavy English, “is
Miss Jane Harkwell.”

We acknowledged the introduction. The
girl said: “Sefior, the waitress just men-
tioned to me that you are the best private
detective in all Mexico.”

Mercado admitted this charge with a modest

ow.

“Then,” she said, “I need your services.
Have you seen the morning papers?”

Mercado sighed. “Dire tidings, indeed.”

“Ah,” said Jane Harkwell, “then you've
heard about my uncle?”

“Your uncle?” said Mercado. “No, se-
fiorita, 1 refer to the typhus outbreak in the
state of Oaxaca. I can give you some appal-
ling statistics regarding typhus. This disease
has slain more men than any war. Than all
wars, as a matter of fact.

“Mercado,” 1 said humedly, “this luiy
seems in some distress.”

He glared at me. He possessed more sta-



No_Place_Like Homicid

M.

13’

ics than the Life
Cm-npany and he handed them out fn:ely, con-
stantly and in stentorian tones.
“My uncle,” said Jane Harkwell, “is dead.”
Mercado evinced polite interest. “Of di-

She shook her head and as she answcred
her voice broke a little. “Of a bullet.

1 swear Mercado seemed rather pleased
by this news. If a man had to die it was far
better he had done so by violence rather than
from succumbing to the bacterial hordes.

He said: “Your uncle was murdered?”

“Of course, he was murdered,” the girl
said vehemently.

Gomez sighed heavily and entered the con-
versation for the first time.

“The sefiorita is naturally overwrought.
Her uncle is a suicide. An unpleasant fact,
but a fact nevertheless. ”

Mercado said coolly: “You have investi-
gated?”

Gomez spread his palms upward. “It is out
of my jurisdiction. However, it is obviously
a suicide.”

“That's idiotic,” snapped the girl. “Why
should my uncle kill himself ?”

“I assume,” said Mercado, “that the death
did not take place in Mexico City?”

“Of course it did,” said Jane Harkwell.
“Rnghl next door to the hotel where we are
staying.

Mercado lifted his eyebrows and faced
Gomez “But, you, sefior, said you had no

You have jurisdiction anywhere

a He was gone for quite a long
time, At three o’clock this morning we phoned
the police. They reported, after a while, that
my uncle’s body was lying before the Em-
bassy. There was a bullet in his brain and a
revolver in his han

“What hotel ae you staying at?” asked
Mercado.

“The Geneve. It is close to the Embassy.”

“It was a suicide,” said Gamcz, twisting
uncomfortably in his chair. “It is obvious,

e gun is in his hand. According to the
Embassy, his money and wallet were un-
touched. Doubtless, he was affected by some
sentimentality which dictated that he die on
American soil. Hence, he entered the Em-
bassy property before he shot himself.”

“A touching theory,” said Mercado. “I
can hardly imagine an American doing it.
I cannot imagine a lawyer of any nationality
at all doing it.”

“He didn’t do it,” said Jane Harkwell
vehemently,

“This Mr. Constance,” said Mercado. “Did
he believe your uncle had killed himself?”

“When he first heard the news he was most
upset. He said my uncle had been murdered.
But later he seemed to change his mind and
to go over to the suicide theory.”

“And you, you know of no reason why
your uncle should have blown his brains

2

“There wasn’t any.”
“Pues,” said Gomez, “who knows the
i sercets of the human heart? Per-

in Mexico City.”

ot everywhere,” said Gomez softly.
“This man killed himself on the property of
the American Embassy. That is, under In-
ternational Law, !erntory belonging to the
United States of America.”

Mercado ordered some more coffee. He
said: “Perhaps you'd better tell me all about
"

Gomez cleared his throat. “It was this way,
amigo. This tourista whose name is George
Harkwell—"

Mercado held up a silencing brown hand.
“It is the lady who is paying ,my fee,” he
said. “I will listen to her story.”

GOMEZ lit a cigarette unhappily. I gath-
‘ered that he was not at all pleased to have
Mercado mixed up in the matter.

“My uncle,” began the girl, “is a lawyer.
From New York. A client of his, Mr. Arthur
Constance, had to come to Mexico on busi-
ness. He needed a lawyer to come along so
he brought my uncle. My uncle offered me
the chance to take the trip with them. I speak
a little Spanish and was supposed to make
myself useful.

“Last néght my uncle left our hotel to go to

haps it was romantic trouble. An uncle would
hadly take hxs niece into his confidence about
such things.”

Heaven knows I am not as shrewd as
Mariano Mercado. However, it seemed to
my dull wits that Gomez was desperately
fighting for the suicide theory. I wondered |
why. Gomez was unscrupulous, but I was
certain he had not stooped to the professional
killing of tourists.

Mercado said: “Miss Harkwell, what was
it that your uncle went out to buy at the
drugstore ?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He
didn’t say.”

“Did he speak Spanish?”

“None at all.”

Gomez spread his palms agam His hps‘pan-l
ed in his oiliest smile. “Amigos,” he said, “w}
all this pointless questioning ? The man is de:
We Mexicans murder for only two reasons,,
robbery or jealousy. Sefior Harkwell was M
robbed. He had not been in city
enough to have established a liaison whn
would cause an angry hus to shoot

Mercado said' to me' “Lathas ?
telephone. Call the Geneve Hi r:f
well spoke no Spanuh he must have nu\
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the desk clerk where a drugstore was situ-
ated. Perhaps he even asked how to order
what he wanted in our language. Find out.”

I went off to the telephone booth. Per-
sonally, T had no theory as to the death of
Harkwell. However, I did know that the
Mexican police didn't like dead Americans,
nor did the Embassy. Tourists’ corpses in-
variably cluttered up international relations.

T made my phone call, chatted to the desk
clerk for a full ten minutes and returned with
the information Mercado desired.

“You were right,” I told h|m “Harkwell
asked the clerk both questions.”

“Bueno. And what did he want at the
drugstore ?”

“Bicarbonate of soda.”

Mercado grinned at Gomez. ”Canmel ” he
said, “the man was murdere

“That theory is idiotic,” said Gomez. “Do
you mean to tell me that any Mexican would
have the nerve to murder a man on the
grounds of the American Embassy ?”

Mercado shook his head. “'\10 The man
was not murdered there at all. Moreover,
you cannot tell me that a man buys bicarbon-
ate of soda, then kills himself. A bullet will
cure his heartburn much more quickly than
bicarbonate. The drug was unnecessary to a
potential suicide.”

“But the body. It was on the Embassy

rounds. You can’t get away from that, my
riend. You can’t—"

“Wait,” said Mercado, and his black eyes
twinkled. When he spoke again it was in
Spanish. “Let me tell you a story, It is a
gringo story. From Brooklyn. Listen,”

I GAVE him my full attention. Mercado
was not a frivolous character. If he di-
gressed before a potential client to relate an
anecdote from Brooklyn, quite obviously it
had a point.

“There was a policeman,” began Mercado,
still speaking in his native tongue, “a Brook-
Iyn policeman who, unlike yourself, mi_cor-
omel, was a stupid illiterate officer. There
came a day when he found a dead horse lying
in the street. To be ‘precise, on Kosciusko
Stree

“The officer rolled up his sleeves, bent over
and proceeded to drag the horse along the
pavement. A bystander approached and asked
the policeman what he was doing.

“Tve found a dead horse,’ replied the
policeman, ‘and I have to make a report of

the matter.”
7 md the bystander, ‘and where are
oy taking i :
= ‘{Vh gaggmg it down to Hoyt Street.

“ ‘Because,’ said the policeman,

R
’ 0 ’ L juit
can’t spell Kosciusko.

There was a long blank silence. I realized
that Jane Harkwell’s limited knowledge of
Spanish precluded her following Mercado’s
story. As for myself, I understood the words,
all-right, but I was damned if I understood
the point. I glanced at Gomez to see his re-
action.

He was glaring at Mercado. His_ swarthy

cheeks were hot and dark. He twirled his
mustache in the manner of a man who is
angry.
Mercado smiled faintly, said: “You do not
like my anecdote, coronel?” He sighed and
shook his head. “It is very funny in Eng-
lish.”

Gomez_uttered an obsene Spanish oath,
pushed his chair back across the elaborately
tiled floor and stood up. He repeated the oath,
turncd on his heel and strode from the restau-
ra

Jane  Harkwell asked: “What has hap-
pene

“I hate to admit this,” said Mariano Mer-
cado, “but T am forced to concede that lazi~
ness'and a desire to avoid work and respons
sibility are pronounced traits of our nation.”

I emptied my coffee cup. Nettled, I said:
“Would you stop being so cryptic? Would
you mind explaining your last’ philosophical
observation? Also your Brooklyn story. Also
tell me what all this has to do with the death
of Miss Harkwell's uncle.” &

“He was murdered,” said Mercado. “And
not on the grounds of the American Em-
bassy. Doubtless he was killed on the Calle
Niza,”.

“Then how did the corpse get to the Em-
bassy ?”

“It was dragged there.”

“By whom?”

“One of Gomez’ men.”

ane Harkwell blinked.
police put him there?”

Mercado nodded. “It has happened before.
It is remarkable, but of every ten Americans
who die vmlentlv in Mexico City, six of them
are discovered on the property of the United
States Embass;

I thought back to his story of Kosciusko
Street and all of a sudden a light hit me.

“I see what you mean,” T said. “The
tourist trade is one of Mexico’s principal in-
dustries. It must not be discouraged. More-
over, dead Americans are international sit-
uations.” The government will not like it. The
police will be compelled to dig up the criminal.
In order to save all this trouble, the bodies
of dead Americans are, on occasion, dragged
onto Embassy property. It i s then strlctly an
affair of the United States.”

“Es verdad,” said Mariano Mercado, “El
coronel Gomez is not an energetic man.”

“Nor an honest one.” flared Tane Hark-

“You mean the
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well. “He knows very well it was no, suicide.
But it’s easier for him to call it that.”

Mercado nodded his head in slow agree-
ment. “Si, I fear, sefiorita, that he is mot
honest either.”

hen,” said Jane Harkwell, “consider
yourself retained. 1 will pay you anything
within reason, and you are to find the killer.”

“For money,” murmured Mercado, “I will
try anything.”

“Except,” I put in, “undistilled water.”

Mercado shuddered and looked at me re-
proachfully. He said: “Let us go to your hotel
and call on Mr. Constance.”

CE
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CHAPTER TWO
The Road to Utopia

I CALLED the waitress and paid the check.
A few minutes later the three of us were
in a taxicab bound for the luxurious Hotel
Geneve.

We disembarked, strode through the tiled
lobby and ascended to the third floor. Jane
Harkwell knocked on a door and in response
to a bass, “Come in,” we entered.

Constance was a little man, He was almost
bald, the few remaining gray wisps of hair
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plastered down on his shining pate. His mus-
tache, however, was luxuriant. His spinal
column was concave and it struck me that he
was probably much younger than he looked.
T guessed he was just the wrong side of

Fhe girl introduced us. As she

that he spoke in the deepest bass since Chali-
apin.
Constance said; “This is Sefior Huerta.”
Sefior Huerta beamed on us all. Constance
said to Jane Harkwell: “Mr. Huerta is re-
turning to the States with us.”
er thin arched. “Why ?”

Mercado’s profession, Constance shot her a
sharp glance of annoyance. Then he waved us
to chairs. He spoke in a rather high-pitched
voice.

“Miss Harkwell,” he said, “is naturally
upset. For that we cannot blame her. But I
assure you that this is no case for a detective.
Harkwell killed himself. I am certain of
that.”

Mercado lifted his eyebrows. “According
to Miss Harkwell, you didn’t think so when
ﬁrst you heard of his death.”

“The man who called me stated flatly that
he had been killed. Of course, the news upset
me and I hadn’t time to think, Later when
I heard the police theory, I recalled what I
knew of Harkwell’s private affairs and I was
in accord with the official theory.”

“Do you mean,” said Mercado,
know why he killed himself ?”

Constance nodded. “Well, yes,” he said,
glancing uncomfortably at the girl, “I hadn’t
wanted to tell you this, Jane. But since you're
convinced that rge was murdered, I am
more or less forced to tell you the truth.”

Jane Harkwell stared at him. There was
skepticism and unfriendliness in her eyes.

“There was a woman back home who was
plaguing him. I'm afraid she had letters and
various other things which would have caused

rge a lot of trouble. He got a letter from
her last night, a letter which made impos-
sible demands. Had he refused there would
have been a nasty scandal. He would have
been disbarred and ruined.”

Jane Harkwell said shortly: “I don’t be-
lieve it.”

Mercado was frowning and thoughtful. As
far as I could see he wasn’t getting anywhere.
Even if Constance were lying there was noth-
ing Mercado could do about it. And if there
had been any clues lying about at the time
when Gomez' copper iound the corpse, they
certainly were cold by no

A knock came at the donr of the suite.
Constance said:

A man of medmm hmght entered the
room. For a moment, I was uncertain as to
whether he was Mexican or American. His
skin was brown but whether from sunburn
or heritage it was difficult to say. When he
spoke it was in English but with what seemed
to me the faintest 'Srace of a Spanish accent.

Yet when he said, “Buenos dias,” to Merca

1 thought T heard an American taint in his
Spani

. But there was no doubt of the fact

“that you

“This is the man we were looking for.
Your uncle found him for me.”

Jane Harkwell seemed puzzled but sus-
picious. She said to Huerta: “You knew
Harry Crothers ?”

Huerta shook his head and clucked like an
old hen. “Indeed,” he said. “My best friend.
I was with him when he died.”

“He's dead?”

“En verdad. He has been dead for some
three years.”

Jane Harkwell stood up. She walked over
to the window and looked out into the tree-
lined street. She turned her head abruptly.

“Sefior Mercado,” she said, “may I see
you at your office this afternoon ?”
orqué mof” said Mercado. “Always

provided it does not disturb my siesta hour.”

“Four o'clock.”

“Four o'clock,” said Mercado, leaving his
chair and walking to the doo:

I got up and followed him. At the door he
bowed gravely to everyone and went out into
the corridor. T still followed.

In the lobby Mercado made his way through
a crowd of chattering tourists to the desk
clerk. He slid a five-peso note across the
marble counter.

“Last night,” he said, “you will remem-
ber Sefior Constance getting word that his
friend was dead?”

The clerk nodded. “Yes. The Embassy sent
a man over here after they had identified the
body from some mail found in his pocket.”

And did the sefior have any other visitors
last night?”

“None, sefior.”

“But he had a telephnne call?”

“He did, sefior.

“And that would have been about an hour
after the man from the Embassy was here?”
“T}nt is correct, sefior.”

Gracias,” said Mercado.
his only call all night?”

The clerk nodded and after thanking him
we went out into the street to look for a
taxi,

I LEANED back in the seat and thought

it all over. I didn’t talk about it until we
were back in the Calle de Madellin apartment.

“Of course,” T said, “I see what you were
driving at with the desk clerk. You figured
that if Constance said it was murder the first
time something must have happened to make
him change his mind. Something external.

“And that was
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Something” like a visitor or a phone call.”

Mercado nodded abstractedly. He was en-
gaged in shaking out three vitamin pills into
his palm. He meticulously placed them on
the healthiest looking tongue I had seen in
years and washed them down with a glass
of water.

“Correct,” said Mercado. “I believe that
Seiior Constance is lying—with all the as-
surance of a man who cannot be questioned.”

“What are you going to do? I gathered
from Constance’s words that he will return
home shortly. You haven’t much time.”

“I have no time at all,” said Mercado

uably. .

“What do you mean by that?”

“We wash our hands of it.”

“And lose the fee?”

“What else? I can’t demand information
of the Embassy. Gomez would give me none
even if he had it. Constance, who is lying,
can call the police if I bother him. What
am I to do? Pick a killer out of thin air?
Now, let us go to lunch.”

“Isn't it early for lunch?”

“The sooner we eat it the sooner we may
repair to our siesta and rest the tissues of
our_body.

G]u.mly, I went along with him. It wasn’t
every day we got a case with a cash fee, but
I was forced to agree with him. After all,

‘was no crystal-gazer.

1 went back to Mercado’s place after my
siesta. T found him busily engaged in routing
whatever germs had settled upon him while
he slept. He gargled vigorously with two
beautifully colored mouthwashes, performed
his ablutions with a disinfected soap which
smelled far worse than most unsanitary odors,
then swallowed two teaspoonsful of two dif-
ferent medicines as a general tonic.

No sooner had he finished than the door
bell rang and 1 admitted Jane Harkwell. She
nodded to me and strode purposefully to
Mercado’s desk.

“Sefior Mercado,”
to come to New York.

Mercado blinked. He had never been in
New York. As a matter of fact he hadn't
been in the United States since he was a
child. His ideas about the country were
somewhat confused. He pictured everything
north of the Border as a germ-free, brightly
scrubbed, shining land.

“T shall pay all your expenses,” said Jane
Harkwell, “and also five thousand pesos for
your time.”

“It is true,” asked Mercado tremulously,
like a child asking to be reassured regarding
Santa Claus, “that in New York the water
:s 50 gnre it may be drunk from the bath-

she said, “I want you

"It is tru.” said Jane Harkwell,

“I shall go,” said Mercado. Then he added
rather querulously: “Why ?”

Jane Harkwell sighed and sat down on one
of Mariano Mercado’s thoroughly antiseptic
chairs.

“Because yow're the only person with
enough sense to know that my uncle was mur-
deréd. And because I have a strong premo-
nition that something’s wrong and I have
enough money to indulge myself.”

“But what do you want me to do?”

She shrugged her slim shoulders. “I'm not
even sure of that. But I'm positive something
odd is going on. I want you to help me find
out what it is. Perhaps the answer to m
uncle’s death is in New York. It's certainly
not here.”

Mercado’s face was suddenly grave. He
leaned forward over his desk, said: you
believe that Arthur Consmce Killed your
uncle?”

She hesitated for a long moment,
frankly: “I never liked Constance‘ 1 d‘nnk
he’s lying now about my uncle having had
some trouble with a woman. I believe he’d
be capable of murder, provided there was
enough money in it. But I don’t see how he
could have killed my uncle that night. T was
with him all the time my uncle was out of
the hotel, save for about ten minutes when
I went to my own room to get a handker-
chief.”

Mercado nodded. “Constance said that this
man Huerta was the fellow your uncle had
found for him. What did he mean by that?”

“T’Il tell you. It’s one of the reasons I want
you to come back home with me. My mother
is_dead. Her best friend was an elder]
widow who became totally blind as the resul
of an accident a few years ago. Her name is
Alicia Crothers and she is extremely walﬁ!y
Arthur Constance is going to marry her.”

“And you don’t approve of the match?”
said Mercado.

“I do not. But Mrs. Crothers is lonely and
troubled.- She won't listen to me. However, she
was very much in love with her husband who
disappeared some twenty years ago. She ﬂat}iy
refused to marry Constance until it was de
nitely proved that her husband was dead. My
uncle got a tip that he had died here in Mex-
ico. That’s why we came—to check on it.”

Mercado nodded. “So now it's checked—
with this Huerta—and Constance will wed the
wealthy widow. How wealthy is she?”

“Millions,” said * Jane Harkwell. “That’
why I think something funny is going on.”

gome time later, after Miss Harkwell had
left, Mercado turned to me, his _copper face .
beammg “Latham,” he said, “this is a_great
moment. We travel north to the United States,
where there are no germs, no_slums, no
disease, a veritable sanitary Utopia. For
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once my poor mind will be free from worry.”

I let him dwell in his fool’s Paradise. I
didn’t tell him about the horrible tenements
on New York’s lower East Side. I didn't tell
him of the cockroach-ridden slum apartments.
I didn’t tell him of the appalling infant mor-
tality rate of this, my native land.

We left two days later. Exercising great
restraint, or possibly because he fondly be-
lieved he was traveling to a realm where there
were no bacteria, Mercado brought along a
mere half dozen medicine bottles and a scant
three boxes of pills.

THE train pulled out of Buena Vista Sta-
tion at twenty minutes past eight in the
evening. Mercado and I occupied a Pullman
section. Opposite us, Jane Harkwell had a
lower. Arthur Constance and Huerta had a
compartment in the car ahead of us.

Constance had spotted \us boarding the
train. He had cocked an mqumng eyebrow
but asked no questions. Jane Harkwell read
a magazine grimly for a while 4nd was in
her berth before the train had passed through

alera.

1 wondered if she had told Constance that
we had been retained or whether he merely
thought it coincidental that we were on the
same train. If that were his idea, I figured it
would be dispelled when he saw us still with
him at the Border.

We went through Monterrey at six o'clock
the following evening and were due at Laredo,
in Texas, at midni, it Now the last stop be-
fore the American %order is the little town of
Camaron. The train pulled up at the ram-
shackle station at exactly a quarter to eleven.

Mercado was sitting by the window, star-
ing into the moonlit night with his dark and
brooding eyes. Suddenly he became erect in
his chair. He nudged me and pointed.

Huerta had stepped on to the station plat-
form from the train, and at that moment the
train started up again. Huerta made no_at-
tempt to reboard the car. He walked swiftly
through the station to the dirt road beyond it.

Mercado shrugged. “I thought Constance
was taking him along to testify to the death
of Crothers.”

“So did I. Perhaps he merely got a written
attesumm from him instead.”

“Then. wh; Y bring him all the way north
to Camaron?”

1 didn’t know the answer to that, nor did
I consider it particularly important. Mercado
apparently did. His brow was wrinkled and

ere was a thoughtful expression in his dark
lges when we went through the customs at

e Border.

Customs and immi; auon inspection held
us up for the usual three hours and it was
quite late when we were able to turn in. T

was sleepy and irritable when Mercado and
I entered the diner at San Antonio for break-

We had barely attacked our eggs when
two men entered and sat at the table op-
posite us. One of them was Constance, who
gave us a nod that was barely civil, the other
was Huerta in anequally unsociable mood.

I gaped at them. I turned back to Mercado
and said: “But he got off at Camaron. How
did he get back on the train?”

Mercado looked at me sleepily. “I am not
surprised,” he announced. “I thought about it
a great deal last night. I rather expected that
we had not seen the last of Sefior Huerta.”

T asked him a half a dozen more questions,
but .despite my curiosity he wasn't talking.
Then Jane Harkwell came in and sat down
with us and the conversation took other
turns,

The remainder of the trip was uneventful,
Mercado was oddly silent. He stared out of
the train window and seemed lost in thought.
I guessed he was meditating on the strange
actions of Sefior Huerta, and left him alone
while T buried my nose in a

When we arrived at New York Constance
and Huerta bade us curt farewells and hurried
out of the station. Jane Harkwell accom-
panied us to a phone booth from which we
tried to round up a couple of rooms in a hotel.

T did the phoning while Mercado beamed
around the station. The floor was well swept
which delighted him. The crowds that passed
were not afflicted with pinta or any other
obvious disease. It struck me that for once in
his life he had lost his awful fear of contagion.

After some difficulty, we managed to obtain
a couple of rooms in a small hotel within three
blocks of Mrs. Crothers’ apartment. T
slept soundly and awakened refreshed and
energetic after nine hours’ rest.

T showered and dressed, then went out into
the hall and knocked at the door of Mercado's
room. A shaky, unhappy voice said: “Come
in,

I WENT in to find Mercado sitting huddled
in a huge armchair. His ear was glued to
the radio and there was a fearful expression
on his face,

“Where is a farmacia?” he asked.

“This town is-lousy with farmacias,
“What do you want now ?”

He pointed a trembling finger at the radio.
“Everything,” he said. “Dios, I have nothing.
T did not realize. I did not know.”

“Did not know what?”

“The risks one runs. T have been listening
to_the radlo T have learned some terrible
things.”

“For instance?”

“About my health. There are so many

1 said,
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things I must take to guard against disease.
T never dreamed—”"

I laughed. I could easily see that Mercado,
after getting a load of the radio commercials,
was more worried about germs than ever
before,

“I need laxatives,” he said. “Several of
them. Each contains an ingredient peculiar to
that specific laxative alone. I will need them
all. And several toothpastes to keep my
mouth free of bacteria. And many breakfast
foods for iron, roughage and protein. Dios,
Latham, I simply can’t swallow everything
T am supposed to take.”

He stared at me gloomily. “I never should
have come. Ignorance is bliss. I just didn’t
know the danger. I thought that in the United
States I would be free from these worries.
1 thought—"

“Forget it,” 1 said.
agencies invented hypochondria.
some breakfast?”

Moodily, he got out of the chair. I could
see that he was shaken. The oily voice of
some announcer who had predicted dire hap-
penings to those who didn’t use his product
still echoed in Mercado’s soul.

He put on his hat, wrapped himself up
against the outside air and we went down-
stairs.

Directly opposite us was a chili joint.
Mercado “stared at it. A bright neon sign
twinkled outside. Within, its counter was of
gleaming white tile. The floor was spotless.
The chairs were of glittering chrome and red
leather.

Mercado smiled and some of his gloom

vanished.
“Look,” he said, “here we can eat chili for
breakfast. In a placc that is clean, free of
germs. Not like the places in Nexxco City
where one dares not tread. Come on.”

Personally, I didnt want chili for break-
fast, but if it could make Mercado forget the
constant unseen death which filtered through
the air it was all right with me.

“Our advertising
How about

_He said:

We went in and sat a counter. Mercado ate
two bowls of chili and so impressed was he
with American standards of sanitation that
he neglected to perform his customary ritual
of wiping off each dish and piece of cutlery
with a silk handkerchief.

He ate with relish. Temporarily, he actually
forgot his fear of germs. He drained his cup,
turned to me and said: “Ah, poor Mexico,
Here, in a cheap restaurant, we have the
ultimate in cleanliness and sanitation. In my
country, for those essentials one must patron-
ize the most expensive places.”

There were several things I could have told
him about sanitation in New York. For both
our sakes, I kept my mouth shut.

We returned to the hotel to find Jane Hark-
well waiting in the lobby. She greeted us in
a worried voice.

“Perhaps I'm a fool,” she said. “Mr.
Constance is most angry at me for bringing
you up here. He says I'm a silly, hysterical
woman. And I admit T sound that way when
the only reason I can give him for bnngmg
you up here is that I felt a premonition.”

Personally, T had thought the same thing
since the very beginning. It didn’t make sense
to come to New York to find the killer of a
man who had been slain in Mexico. However,
with me a free ride was a free ride and
hadn’t been home for three years.

But Mariano Mercado shook his head. “I
do not consider you a silly woman,” he said
gravely. “As a matter of fact I am bcgmmng
to have a premonition myself.”

Jane Harkwell seized on this eagerly. “You
mean you think something is wrong?”

“Emphatically,” said. Mercado. “Suppose
mtmduce us friend, Mrs,

you to your
Crothers.”
said: “Are you working on a murder

committed in Mexico or on the protection of
Mrs. Crothers?”

He turned to me, mild surprise on his face.
“You don't think they’re uncon-

nected, do you?”
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LICIA CROTHERS was a little woman.

She sat in a huge armchair, looking like
a China doll. Her sightless eyes stared straight
ahead in a dim room with drawn shades. She
‘was dressed in a black bombazine affair which
covered her entire body like a voluminous
shroud.
She appeared to be well over fifty years of
age. A maid, older than her mistress, led us
into the vast rectangular living room. Jane
Harkwell went forward to greet her. Then
she introduced Mercado and myself as two
old friends whom she had met in Mexico.

Alicia Crothers gave us her blue-veined
hand. She said in a remarkably clear voice:
“Jane, you must bring your friends to the
wedding.”

There was a moment’s silence. Jane Hark-
well said: “Then you really intend to marry
him ?”

The old woman nodded. “Why not? He
seems to be a gentleman. And I'm lonely. I
need someone to look after the estate. I have
only delayed this long because I was never
certain of Harry’s fate. I never loved any-
one but him. I must be sure he is dead before
I marry again.”

The gxrl said: “I take it you've spoken to
Mr. Constance since he got iack?”

“On the telephone. He has this Mr.
Huerta with him. Mr. Huerta was with Harry
when he died.” She sighed heavily. “It is a
relief to have some word after all these years
even if it is only of his death.”

Mefcado said softly: “How many years,
madam ?
“Twemy-exght Harry just disappeared.
Vanished. I never knew why. I locked up
his room two weeks after he had gone. It has
never been unlocked since. For years I
wondered why he had left. I never found out.
Now, even my curiosity is leaving me.”

She sighed again. “Mr. Constance has been
kind to me. As my husband, he will know
how to distribute my estate so it brings more
good to the wor]d than it has to an unhappy
old woman.”

Jane Harkwell looked unhappy. She
glanced over toward Mercado who shook his
head, tacitly counselling the avoidance of
what the young woman was al to say.

After about twenty minutes we took our
leave. In the street, I said: “Well, now what?
‘What is this all about if a.nythmg

Mercado said: “Latham, I need a detec-
tive?”

“Hell, you are a detective!”

“That won’t do. I have not authority and
thus far no law of this state has been broken.
1 want ; private detective. Where can we

ﬁnd
my shoulders. My acquaintance
m&h private detectives prior to meeting

Mariano Mercado had been limited to fiction.

f;We can try the classified directory,” I
said.
“Good. Let’s.”

From the pages of that invaluable book we
selected a gentleman named Joseph Mendoza.
It was a haphazard selection dictated solely
because of Mr. Mendoza’s obvious Spanish
ancestry.

We took a taxi down town to the forties
where Mendoza’s office was situated between
Sixth and Seventh Avenues.

CHAPTER THREE
Unholy Matrimony

ENDOZA was an elderly man, fat and

possessed of a pair of darkly suspicious
eyes. His office was shabby enough to cause
Mercado to perch gingerly on the edge of the
chair he sat in. T knew as soon as he got back
to the hotel he would embark on a purification
rite to get rid of whatever germs hung out in
Mendoza’s office.

This time I couldn’t blame him too much.
The furniture was broken and dirty. desk
was battered and obviously had been second«
hand a decade before. The carpet was scuffed
and worn. Even I could well believe that
Mr. Mendoza’s office was a breeding place for
bacteria.

Before Mercado could state his business,
Mendoza took a few minutes to tell us how
good he was.

“Yes, sir,” he said affably, “I was with the
New York Police Department for twenty=
five years. The finest bunch of coppers in the
world. I have my pension and could quit
entirely, But there’s so much bloodhound in
me I just have to keep at it. Now, sir, is it a
divorce?”

I suspected that most of Mendoza’s busi~
ness came from divorces, and that if there
wasn't any evidence Mr. Mendoza would be
glad to manufacture some for you.

Mercado shook his head. “No, not a divorce
but something just as simple. Staying with a
Mr. Arthur Constance at 1168 East 119th
Street s a man nam uerta. I want you to
check on him for me.”

Mendoza wrote down the name and address.
“Check in what way?”

“See if he has any record. It should be
simple enough for you to obtain a st of his
fingerprints. I'd like them checked at Police
Headquarters. I suppose you can manage
that ?

“Indeed ” said Mendoza. “The police will

hing for me. Is that all?”
t's all at this _time,” said Mercado.
“What do you charge?”
“Twenty bucks a day and expenses.”
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Mercado shook his head. This was added

roof that all Americans were millionaires.

e considered himself lucky if he got half
that much. Reluctantly, he handed over a
twenty-dollar bill.

“Come back about this time tomorrow,”
said Mendoza, “and I'll let you know what
I've got. And bring another twenty bucks in
case I can’t do it all today.”

We went out mto the street. I didn’t have
a very high opinion of Mendoza and I said
$0. Mercado shrugged. “It doesn’t make
much difference. It takes little intelligence to
do what T have asked.”

I glanced at him curiously. “What’s on
your mind? Do you think Huerta's a crook or
something ?

“Obvmusly, said Mercado. “Now, let
us go back to the immaculate place where
they sell the chili and have some lunch.”

T sighed and went along. Apparently, T was
going to be forced to eat chili all during our
stay. It was a dish I could happily do with-
out and which I rarely ate in Mexico.

We did the town that night. I didn’t
particularly relish sitting in crowded night-
clubs but T gured T was only letting myself
in for a lot of trouble if I permitted Mercado
to sit home and listen to the messages of
impending doom on the radio.

We breakfasted once more in the chili joint
and T was forced to listen to another encomium
of Mercado’s on the polished appearance of
the ,omt ‘When we got back to the hotel we
had a visitor. It was Constance.

He came into the room rubbmg his hands
and exuding good

“Gentlemen,” he sald' “I suppose T owe you
an_apology.

T d:dn’t know why and T said so.

“It was really my job to override Miss
Harkwell’s whim. She’s dragged you up here
for no good purpose that I can see on a wild
goose chase. It was foolish of me to permit
it. I am here to make amends.”

Mercado_swallowed one of his after-break-
fast pills. I didn't know exactly what it was
supposed to cure. After the previous day’s
session at the radio he had promptly spent a
fortune in the local drugstore, despite my
loud protests.

“Yes,” said Constance, “I suppose that
silly gitl has already defrayed your expenses
up here and paid you some sort of a fee.
Well, I am prepared to pay your way back and
give you a check for five hundred dollars for
your trouble. Naturally, you will keep what-
ever she has given you, also.”

It sounded like a beautiful deal to me. We'd
had a free trip and we'd get back to Mexico
with enough cash in our pockets to loaf
around for a while. “

Moreover, as far as I could see we were

doing no good here. Whether Crothers”
widow married Constance or not made no
difference at all to me. And despite Mercado’s
sinister hinting I didn’t see that any terrible
cnme was about to be perpetrated.

am sorry,” said Mariano Mercado. “I
work only for oné client at a time. I am com-
mitted to Miss Harkwell.”

“Committed to what?” said Constance
loudly. His face flushed with color. “To
what? Why are you here? Don't tell me you
expect to find out anything about her uncle’s
death here in New York?”

Mercado nodded. “That is precisely what
T do expect.”

Constance stared at him, exasperated, for
several seconds, then turned on his heel and
left the room. I made a futile gesture and
said: “Why did you turn him down? Why
are you always tossing money away?”

He dikivt, subwer: - Ha put on his porkpie
hat and said: “Let us go down and see if
Mendoza has found out anything.”

I sighed and went downstairs with him.
We took a taxi downtown.

HALF an hour later we were inside Mr.

Mendoza’s shabby office. So was Mr.
Mendoza. Mr. Mendoza was not so gar-
rulous this morning—and there was an excel-
let reason for this metamorphosis.

Mendoza lay on the floor of his office, half
his body underneath his ancient desk. There
was an ugly gash in his throat. Blood soaked
into the dusty, thirsty carpet. It needed no
medical examiner to know that Mendoza was
dead, nor, for that matter, how he had died.

Mereado stared down at the corpse.  He
said in a loud voice: “Dios, I have killed
him.” He clapped his palm against his fore-
head and said it again, still louder.

n’t be an idiot,” I snapped “And let's
get out of here, This isn't Mexico City. We
don’t know a copper in town and we haven’t
a single connection. Let someone else find
the body and for heaven’s sake stop telling the
wor!d at the top of your voice that you killed
him,”

Mercado blinked at me. For one of the few
times in his life he decided without argument
that T was entirely right. He backed across
the room to the door, opened it and went out
of the office. T was so close behind him that
I trod on his small and highly polished shoes.

In the taxi, T said breathlessly: “Let’s call
Constance.”

“Why?”

“Thxs, I think, is an excellent time to tell
him that we’ve reconsidered, that we'll accept
his proposmon We can be on a plane to-
night. There isn’t anyone who. can connect
us with Mendoza’s death.”

A ¢’s someone I can connect with it,”
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said Mercado. “And I'm going to stay here
until T do.”
“Where are we going now?”
“To Mrs. Crothers.”
y

“Why?

“There’s one question I want to ask her
» :

before I go to the police.

I knew better than to argue with him al-
though I was still certain that our best course
was to snap up a fast check from Constance
and grab the first plane south.

Mrs. Crothers” maid admitted us. She
invited us to seat ourselves in the foyer since
her mistress was engaged at the moment.
We sat down on a pair of upholstered chairs.
Mercado looked uneasy. I attributed this to
the fact that he was terrified of all cushioned

airs. Microscopic life bred in them.

From the living room we could hear the
sound of voices. One definitely was that of
Mrs. Crothers, one equally definitely was that
of Constance. Then there was a third voice,
that of a man, which I had never heard before.

The conversation resolved itself into a low

inarticulate rumble as it came through the
closed door. Nonme of the words was intelli-
gible.
Some twenty minutes later, the living room
door opened. The maid appeared and ushered
Constance and Huerta to the front door. I
waited for someone else to appear but there
was no one else in the room.

Constance bowed coldly, paused as if he
were about to speak to us, then at a signal
from Huerta kept going on out of the apart-
ment. Huerta, a grim expression on his face,
followed.

The maid announced us, then told us to
go in. ‘I followed Mercada into the room, still
puzzled.

The third voice I had heard most cer-
tainly was not Huerta’s. ’'m no expert on the
human voice, but Huerta’s bass was so low-
pitched, so distinctive that I would have
recognized it anywhere.

“Madam,” said Mercado, “since we know
each other so slightly you will think I have
come here with a strange reques

The old woman lTooked at hlm blankly.
“What is it

“Itisa requst that you trust me, Tt is even
more important to you than it is to me.”

There was a long silence in the room. Mrs.
Crothers sighed. “Jane said I was to trust
yo?t!; And T trust Jane—implicitly. What is
it

“That room,” said Mercado, “that room of
your husband’s which has been locked all
?ﬁe?se years. Has no one ever been in it at
“No one.”

“Perhlps thexe is a safe in the room?”
“There is. A wall safe.”

“And no one has opened that safe either?
No one since your husband?”

She shook her head. “No one. I don’t even
know the combination myself. But why do
you ask these things ?”

Now Mercado hesitated. He said softly:
“Perhaps I can give your husband back to

She started violently in her chair. “But he’s
dead,” she said. “He’s dead.”

“I doubt it,” said Mercado. He added in
a voice which she could not hear: “Although
it might be better so.”

He stood up, said: “We shall return in a
few hours with Miss Harkwell.”

WE WENT out of the apartment and into
a corner saloon where Mercado asked for
habanero. To the bartender his request was
as unintelligible as Choctaw. We both settled
for Scotch and soda.

Mercado gulped his drink. He turned his
brown face to me and it was grave and
worried. FHis eyes were shadowed and he
wore a deep frown.

This was an extremely odd circumstance.
Excluding his phobia on bacterial life, Merca-
do was not a man given to brooding. I said:
“What's the matter?” 3

He made a gesture of futility with his
palms spread upward, then he said: “T am a
duck out of water. In a foreign land. Latham,
T must get a policeman. A trustworthy police-
man, ome who has been on the Force a long
time.

T thought this over, said: “I can do the next
best thing for you. I know a police reporter
who'’s been on the Headquarters beat for
twenty years. He'll know someone. And if
you can promise him a story we should have
him in the palms of our hands.

ueno,” he said. “Call him.”

T went into a phone booth and called Larry
Gale. After exchangmg the usual greetings
people exchange when they haven’t heard
from one another for four or five years
came to the point.

“Sure,” he said, “I got a guy—Phelan.
He'’s a sergeant. We do each other favors.
And he’s been on the Force since Peter
Stuyvesant was Mayor. Il come along if
you think there’s a story.”

I hun and reported to Mercado.
“Good,” ie said. “Call him back and find out
where T can_meet this Phelan. Tt must be

ht away. While Pm down seeing him you

% I the Harkwell girl. Then the two of you
g0 Eack to the Crothers place and wait for
me. 2

I went back to the phone booth and made
the necessary arrangements. Then T returned

to Mercado’s side.
- At Police Centre. Street,”
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I told him. “They’ll be waiting for you. Now
what am I supposed to do in the Crothers
place?”

“Wait for me.
happens.”

“Nothing happens? Nothing like whak?".

“Murder,” he said quietly, “or marriage.”

He emptied his glass and dashed. out into
the street to hail a taxi. I sighed, phoned
Jane Harkwell and asked her to meet me at
the Crothers apartment.

I met the Harkwell girl in the hall of the
apartment house, which was lucky. I doubt
that I would have gained admittance alone.
Constance and Huerta were already there.
The old lady was dressed fit to kill. Her
gnarled hands glittered with diamonds. She
wore a silk dress, heaven only knows how old,
and her head was wrapped in some lace
gadge

The men looked at us unpleasantly as we
entered, but the old woman fluttered with
happiness. She said to Jane: “I'm so glad
{ou‘re here, dear. We've decided to wait no
ungcl A justice of the peace is on the way

And see that nothing

He returned

Jane glanced at Constance.
ner gaze coolly.

“There’s no point in waiting. Alicia needs
someone to straighten out her mixed financial

affairs immediately. Naturally, it will be a
simpler matter if I am her husband.”

I cleared my throat, said: “In case the
justice of the peace arrives before Mercado,

trust, Mrs. Crothers, you will wait for my
friend.”

She smiled. “Of course, we want him to
witness the ceremony.”

“Why?” snapped Constance. “What's he
got to do with it? I don’t know why Jane
brought him here anyway. Why should we
wait ?”

The argument was still going on when the
doorbell rang. To my relief it was Mariano
Mercado. With him was a bulky man with an
Irish face, bushy eyebrows and the air of a
copper. This, then, was Phelan.

Jane Harkwell said: “We are waiting for
an official to arrive and marry these. two
people.”

Mercado smiled faintly and sat down. “I
think,” he said, “it might be advisable to
postpone ehe ceremony for a while, Mrs.
Crothers.”

Constance stood up. His face was purple.
“Why do all you people insist on butting into
affairs which don’t concern you?” he cried.
“We want to get married. We're well over
twenty-one and we know our minds. Adults
may do as they please in this country.”
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“Not always,” said Mercado softly.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well,” said Mercado, “there are several
things one is not permitted to do—among
them being arson, assault, and cutting the
“throat of a private detective in his own office,
for_instance.”

Constance gasped. Huerta cleared his throat
and looked at Mercado through slitted eyelids.
Mrs. Crothers said: “What on earth is
~ matter? Why, pray, should I postpone my
wedding ?”

“Because,” said Mercado, “while it is true
that your husband is legally dead, Mrs.
Crothers, it is also true that he is actually
alive.”

THERE was a moment of taut silence in
the room. “Do you mean that Mr. Huerta
has been lying to me?” the old woman asked.
“Only partially,” said Mercado. “It is
true, indeed, that he was your husband’s best
friend. It is most dubious that your husband
died in his arms.”

There was another silence. All of us looked
at Mercado. Phelan leaned up against the
wall, idly picking his teeth. Despite his casual
air, ‘his eyes never left Mercado’s face.

Alicia Crothers leaned forward in her chair.
“You mean my husband is alive?”

“That is what 1 mean,” said Mariano
Mercado. “But I do not think he will be
alive long.”

“You mean he’s ill ?”

“No.” said Mercado, “I mean he is a
killer. He was a killer twenty-eight years
ago. That's why he ran away. He was a
crook and a murderer. But the police didn’t
know him by the name of Crothers. To them
he was Amos Widders. So he fled the country
and you never heard of him again.”

“You're a meddling liar,” said Constance
in a tone which convinced me that he thought
Mercado anything but a liar. “Can you prove
any of these things?”

“All of them,” said Mercado.

Phelan sighed. He shifted the toothpick
from one side of his mouth to the other and
said: “How about getting started, bud?

Mercado glanced at him and showed almost
all of his excellent teeth. “Well,” he said,
“so Widders disappeared. And it never
became necessary to look for him until Mr.
Constance met Mrs. Crothers and heard of her
vast wealth. He promptly asked her to become
his wife and was accepted condiﬁomlly,"

“The condition being,” I put in, “that she
be assured of her missing husband’s demise.”

“Precisely,” said Mercado.

over at Constance, ex; pectm to
see him ver; on apoplexy. He wasn’t. Hu
hoe was deathly pak and helan was watch-
ing him closely.

“Thus,” said Mercado, “Constance here
got in touch with a lawyer—a lawyer, I regret
to say, who had something of a reputation for
gettmg in touch with men evading the law.

. Harkwell went into action.”

I heard a sibilant intake of breath at my
side. I turned to sée Huerta, grim-lipped,
glarmg at Mercado.

“Mr. Harkwell went wlth Constance to
Mexico,” said Mercado, “as soon as
lawyer, through his many connections, had
ananged to meet Widders, or Crothers.”

And did he meet him?” asked Jane Hark-

Mercada nodded. “He met him and was
killed.”

“But why should Mr. Crothers kill my
uncle?”

Mercado smiled faintly, “Self defense.”

The girl gasped. “You mean my uncle
rxd to kill Mr. Crothers?”

“Exactly. That was the only reason he and
Constance went to Mexico.”

“But why?”

“Once Crothers was definitely dead there
was no further obstacle to the marriage. It's
as easy as that.”

“T don’t quite get it,” said Phelan.

“Neither do 1,” said Constance. “It's
idiotic. T.am not going to remain here to be
insulted.”

Without removing the toothpick from his
mouth, Phelan said: “Sit down, bud.”

Constznce sat

“Let’'s make it clearer, said Mercado.
“Constance and Harkwell were after Mrs.
Crothers’ millions. They wanted Crothers out
of the way for obvious reasons. traced
him and went to Mexico to kill him. Harkwell
left his hotel that night to meet him and do the
job. However, Crothers was too good for
hlm He killed Harkwell before I.he lawyer
could kill him.

“He left him in the Calle Niza, and our pal,
Gomez, dragged him into Embassy
grounds and planted a gun in his hand to make
it look like suicide.”

A thought came to me. “And when
Consmm:e heard of it, of course, he yelled, |
Murder P Then Crothers got in touch with
him and they made a deal. Crothers would
keep his mouth shut about being alive, would

provide Huerta, here, to say he was dead and
Constance could pay off when he got Mrs,
Crothers’ cash.”

“You're largely right,” said Mercado. “But
you will recall I agreed a short time ago that
Huerta was actually Crothers’ best friend.
Do you know how I happened to come to that
conclusion ?”

We looked at him expectant] antly.

“Because,” said Mercada
Crothers, or Widder:

“me i
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THERE was a sharp cry from Alicia
Crothers. Huerta came to his feet. He
fired a Spanish oath at Mercado, then added
two more in English. His bass voice
resounded through the room.

Alicia Crothers cried: “Harry! That's my
husband. T'd know that voice anywhere!”

Jane Harkwell crossed the room and took
the old lady’s hand. Mercado continued.

“Both Crothers and Constance were afraid
of a doublecross. Crothers couldn’t get money
from his wife withput coming to the States.
He was afraid to do that. Constance couldn’t
cotlect unless he could convince the old lady
that Crothers was dead. So they came along
together. If Constance crossed Crothers, he
could stop the wedding. 1f Crothers tried to
cross Constance, he could turn him in to the
coppers. So he assumed lhe name ‘Huerta’
and they traveled together.”

“Except,” I said, “between Camaron and
the Border.”

“Ah,” said Mercado, “that’s what gave it
away. Crothers left the train at Camaron.
He reappeared in San Antonio. Why?
Because he had no papers. He did not dare
pass through the immigration office. He had
a car ready, drove to the Border and slmply
waded across the Rio Grande at night.”

I thought of something. “What about our
private detective, Mendoza ?”

“Crothers killed him. Mendoza was an old
copper. Once he saw Huerta he knew he was
Widders. He went down to Headquarters and
checked Widders’ crime. I learned that down-
town. Obviously then he, too, sold out. He
got hold of Wldders and tried blackmail.
Widders killed him.”

The man known as Huerta said: “This is a
stupid lie. I am neither Widders nor
Crothers.”

“That’s an easy one,” said Phelan.
got Widders’ prints downtown.
whether you're Crothers or not.”

“We've got Crothers’ prints, too,” said
Mercado. “In a safe, a safe that’s never been
opened in twenty-eight years, which has never
been opened at all, save by Crothers, himself.”

“T think that will do,” said Phelan. “We'll
take one for murder and the other for fraud,

i cnmmal
of murder. Come on, you two.”

Alicia Crothers uttered a little gasp and
fainted. Jane rushed toward the bedroom for
smelling salts. Constance looked like a dead

“We've
I don'’t care

man.

As Phelan moved toward Huerta, the lat-
ter’s hand moved with amazing rapidity to his
hip. He pulled out a gun and slugged Phelan
on the skull. Then he kicked out at Mercado’s
shin and was out of the room before I could
move. The door slammed behind him before I
was out of my chair.

Phelan recovered first, and brilliantly. He
grabbed Constance; clicked a pair of hand-
cuffs on him and clicked the other end of the
cuffs onto the steam pipe. Then yelling to
Mercado and me to follow, he took to his
heels. The three of us charged out the door
together.

We -were lucky- to find the elevator at our
floor. As we went shooting down, inquiry
revealed that Crothers must have used the
stairs. In the hall the doorman hadn’t seen
him. That meant he must have used the back
stairs.

‘We rushed out the service entrance of the
building into the side street. We caught sight
of Crothers speeding around the western
corner. We charged after him, Mercado,
coattails flying, in the lead, Phelan second
and me about four lengths behind him in the
rear.

At the corner, we saw Crothers duck into
a doorway. We plunged along behind. We
went through a dark corridor into a back-
yard. Crothers was on the top of a fence and
fast disappearing.

Phelan’s gun cracked once. We scrambled
over the fence and I heard Mercado mutter:
“Dios, my suit!” We landed jarringly on the
other sidéand looked quickly around. Crothers
was nowhere in sight.

There was a doorway before us, in front
of which were a dozen garbage cans. A most
unpleasant smell greeted our nostrils. Phelan
plunged forward through the sickening
stench. As we gained the doorway, we saw a
kntchen, the filthiest kitchen I have ever seen
in my life. And in the middle of it sprawled
Crothers in a pool of grease. Doubtless, he
had slipped and fallen as he was running
throug]

He sprang across the floor and barricaded
himself behind a barrel of beer. We saw his
gun barrel over the top of it. Beside me I
heard Mercado hiccup. This time I didn’t
blame him.

The wooden floor on which we stood had a
layer of grease an inch thick and in that
grease was embedded the «dirt of a decade.
There were five uncovered garbage cans,
filled to the hilt, on which were feasting a
horde of the largest cockroaches I have ever

seen.

A half naked, grimy looking man stood
staring at us by a rusty, filthy stove. At a
sink stood two more unwashed individuals
dumping dishes into water that would have
killed a' typhus

Phelan” said: “Came out of there. There
are three of us.”

“Get out yourselves,” said Crothers, “or
you'll be three corpses."

“You asked for it,” said Phelan and fired.

(Continued on page 97)
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CHAPTER ONE
Trial by Error
POLICE Court Magistrate Jake McSwain

said to his bailiff: “Call up the prelimi-
nary hearing on the concealed weapons
case. I don’t want to make the D.A. wait.”
The bailiff looked through his docket and
sang out: “Case Number 47639, The State us.
Cecil Johnson.”

NEEDLE

JULIUS LONG

Author of “On the Homicide of the Sireet,” ete,

Magistrate McSwain said: “Is the State
ready ?”

District Attorney Harry Malone instantly
popped to his feet. “The State is ready, Your
Honor.”

“Ts the defendant ready?”

Clarence Darrow Mort looked up from his
newspaper and drawled: “And willing and
able, Jake, Let ’er go.”

McSwain’s face became as red as his eyes,
which were fiery. It was apparent that His
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1t was a rare day when Clarence Darrow Mort, famous criminal lawyer,
condescended to represent a client on any charge less than homicide.
But perbaps the shrewd little legal light saw in this case more than met
the average eye, for what began as a mere run-of-the-mill concealed
weapons charge soon ripened into mayhem, treason — and maurder!

A Counsellor Mort
Novelette

&\;

In the next split-second his employer
seemed to be catapulted toward him.

Honor had been on a good one the night be-
fore. He snapped: “Bring in the prisoner.”

The bailiff went to the door, yelled, and
immediately Patrolman Dinwoodie, the arrest-
ing officer, ushered into the courtroom a shy
little man of about fifty-five. The little man
looked about, bewildered at first, then with
some hope as he spied his attorney’s face over
the top of a newspaper. McSwain eyed him
with interest, and many heads turned. Some-
thing about the little man’s clothes distin-
guished him from everybody else in the room.

Even the reporters couldn’t quite decide

what there was about those tweeds that set
the little man apart. They were there en
masse, eager and alert for this lowly police
court hearing on a concealed weapons charge.
It was a rare day when District Attorney
Malone put in a personal appearance in a
police court—an even rarer one when Clarence
Darrow Mort, nationally famous criminal
lawyer, condescended to represent a client on
any charge less than murder,

Malone had half a dozen assistants fully
ca?able of handling a preliminary hearing, the
only purpose of which was to determine
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whether the charge should be dismissed or the
accused bound over to the grand jury. It was
almost a foregone conclusion that the accused
would be bound over, for it was provided by
statute that only in the event of the failure of
the state to show even a probability that a
crime had been committed by the accused,
should he be discharged. Accordingly, the
presence of the district attorney himself
seemed superfluous.

Reporters in the press box sensed there was
more to Malone’s personal attendance than
met the eye. The district attorney seldom made
a move without an eye to the press, which is
to say, to the voters. Usually he was headlined
with photographs, for Malone had one of those
square-jawed countenances and fine-line mus-
taches that lend themselves to the photog-
rapher’s art.

He dressed snappily and would have looked
naked without his ever-present

will have to prove his defense. It will take a
lot more than a mere statement. I might say,
Your Honor, that I feel very deeply about this
case, as I do in all cases of concealed weapons.

“This country is on the verge of a crime
wave due in a large part to the importation
of thousands of foreign firearms by returning
war veterans. These weapons will inevitably
fall into the hands of crooks and be used in
crimes of violence. Somebody must do some-
thing about it, and I intend to do it. From
now on [ wil personally prosecute every case
of concealed weapons !

There it was. The boys in the press box
no longer had to guess why Harry Malone
had personally appeared to prosecute Johnson.
The afternoon papers would headline his one-
man crusade for crime prevention, two-column
cuts would show him pointing an indignant
finger at the little pistol taken from Johnson

He was especially sharp this morning in a
pin-striped oxiord gray suit and ine-colored

the Court p!ease, T’d like the affidavit read w
the defendant.”

CLARENCE DARROW MORT sighed and
put down his newspaper. He got wearily
to hxs feet, as if having to work at ten o’clock
in the morning amounted to penance for past
sins. He contrasted sharply in appearance
with the snappy D.A. His soiled, unpressed
clothes indicated that he had spent the mght
in an ill-kept gutter. He had not shaved.
hair needed trimming, and combing. His c]x:nt
looked at him with misgivings, seemed to
wonder if this could be the man credited with
more legal talent r.han al] the rest of the bar
association put

Before the clerk could read the affidavit,
Mort said: “Let’s skip all that stuff, Jake. The
defendant_ waives reading of the charge and
so-forth. He also admits that he was carrying
an automatic pistol when Officer Dinwoodie
arrested him in the lobby of the Niel House.
He even admits that the pistol was concealed
in a shoulder-holster under his armpit.

“Of course he had no license to carry it.
He is not even a citizen of this country but
an Englishman here on a visitor’s visa, How-
ever, he is entitled to the same defense at law
as any citizen. I ask that the case against
Cecil Johnson be dismissed for the reason that
he had good and sufficient reason to carry a
weapon concealed upon his person. He feared
his_life to be in danger and therefore was
entitled to carry a gun to protect it. Even
Malone knows this is an adequate defense to
a charge of carrying concealed weapons in
this state.”

Malone sneered. “Yes, Your Honor, 1 hap-
pen to be familiar with the law. But Inhnmn

by Officer Di

The reporters also knew now why Johnson’s
tweeds appeared so subtly unique. They were
of English make. And they knew that, as an
English citizen, Johnson would no doubt be
deported rather than tried for his indiscretion
of carrying a concealed automatic pistol.
‘Whatever happened, it didn’t look good for—
Johnson.

Clarence Darrow Mort drawled: “If Mr.
Malone is through making campaign speeches,
T'd like to put my client on the stand to testify
in his own defense.”

Magistrate McSwain regarded Mort with
suspmous interest and nodded.

Swear in your witnesses.”

“My client’s only witness is himself.”

McSwain’s eyes widened. “What is this,
C.D.,a gag? Do you think I'll turn your client
loose on his own say-so that his life is being
threatened? Do you think I'm crazy?”

“Mercifully ignoring your latter question,
Your Honor, I can answer the first one by
saying T am  convinced that you will be im-
pressed by the honest sincerity of my client
when he explains to you why he felt it neces-
sary upon his arrival in America to buy a
gun fof his protection. My client is con-
stitutionally entitled to testify on his own be-
half even though he is not an American citi~
zen. I insist on that right.”

McSwain shrugged and ordered Cecil John-
son sworn in. The little man seated himself
in the witness chair. Malone watched nerv-
ously. Plainly, he could net understand how
this case could go wrong, but when Mort was
in on one, you could never be sure what was
going to happen.

MORT took a position a few feet from the
witness stand. He did not look at the
witness but out through the window behind
the stand and anneared to he ahcarhed in the
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architecture of the dingy old Hotel Mosby
across the street. The courtroom was on the
second floor of the Criminal Courts Building,
which made it on a level with the fifth floor
of the Hotel Mosby.

“You will state your name to the Court,”
said Mort.

“Cecil Johnson, sir.” The little man spoke
s0 timidly that he was almost inaudible. He
played nervously with a gold ring on the sec-
ond finger of his right hand. His lawyer’s
lack of interest in him seemed to worry him,
and he kept turning around to see if Mort
were still there.

Mort said: “Where do you live, Mr. John-
son?”

“Redditch, England.”

“And what is your occupation?”

“I'm retired, sir.”

“Turn around and speak to the judge,” said
Mort. “Now tell the judge why you bought an
automatic pistol shortly after your arrival m
America and carried it with you ever since.”

Johnson fidgeted and seemed to be trying
to push the gold ring farsher down his finger.
His soft, gentle face was very pale and lined
with obvious worry as he said, falteringly:
“Well, Your Lordship, the first day I arrived
in New York I received a telephone call at
my hotel. T was told that if I did not return
to England at once I'd be—I think the way
the man termed it was—rubbed out.”

McSwain regarded the accused man with
obvious interest. He had beamed beatifically
when Johnson had addressed him as “Your
Lordship.” McSwain was_especially appre-
ciative of reverence, as he had practised law
in a poolroom until his precinct leader had
taken pity on his wife and children and made
him a judge.

“Why ” asked McSwain, “would anybody
want to scare you back to England? You
weren 't running out on your wife, were you?”
0, Your Lordship. I never married.”
“Well, then?”
T haven't the slightest idea, Your Lord-

ship, why anyone would make such a threat.
1 left England only because my -physician ad-
vised me to take a long rest and to tmvel
had always wanted to.see America.”

McSwain nodded his approval. Malone
looked worried. This Englishman had a way
about him. But still, Malone plainly thought,
McSwain couldn’t turn Johnson loose on his
own story.

Mort noted Malone’s discomfiture and con-
tmued “What did you do then, Mr. John-
son?

“I left New York as I had planned and
traveled to this state. Its climate had'been
especially recommended to me, and I intended
to stop here in this beautiful city indefinitely.”

McSwain beamed anew.

Mort asked: “And did you receive another
threat by Yelephone ?”

Johnson turned to McSwain. “Yes, Your
Lordship. Yesterday I received another threat
while dining at a restaurant. It is quite evi-
dent that I was followed from New York.
Again T was warned that I should be ‘rubbed
out’ if T did not return to England at once.

“Quite naturally I was frightened, partic-
ularly since I had heard so much about gang-
sters in America. I tried to convince myself
that the first call had been made by some crude
practical joker put up to his prank by some
friend back home in Redditch. But this second
call convinced me that the threat against my
life was no joke.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” Me-
Swain asked skeptically.

“Because, Your Lordship, I am a stranger
in this country and without friends. I feared
my story would be ridiculed. So I went about
acquiring a pistol. I'd.rather not tell where
I got it, Your Lordship. The pawnbroker who
sold it to me said he'd be in trouble if the
police ever found out.”

Mort asked: “The same pawnbroker sold
you a holster ?”

“Yes, sir. And some cartridges. He also
I explained

showed me how to use the pistol.
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to him that I had never used a gun before.”

“And you wouldn't have resorted to buying
one now if you hadn’t thought your life in
danger?”

“Oh, no, Your Lordship. I
shouldn’t have !”

Mort walked around in front of the bench
and'said: “There you are, Jake. You can see
that this poor, frightened man was guilty of
no wrong-doing. The law was not meant to
be used against honest men such as he. I move
that the case be dismissed and the prisoner
be discharged.”

McSwain hesitated. Malone leaped to his
feet.

“Surely, ' Your Lord—Your Honor, you
can’t seriously consider the prisoner’s uncor-
roborated story! Why, anyone could justify
the carrying of concealed weapons by thinking
up a cock-and-bull story like that! It would
make a travesty of the law!”

M:Swam said: “I'm afraid he’s right, C.D.
I can’t—"

HE JUMPED then, like everyone else in the
room. Cecil Johnson actually leaped out
of the witness chair and fell down several steps
onto his face. He lay there sobbing and
trembling. No one had heard the shot, but
everybody had heard the whine of the bullet
and shattering of glass in the window behind
the witness stand.

The first persons in the room to recover
their composure were the reporters. At first
it looked as if Johnson might have been shot,
but when they dragged the whimpering man
to his feet they discovered that he was only
badly frightened. Then the bullet hole was
spotted in the opposite wall. It was apparent
that the slug had narrowly missed Johnson.

The reporters fled in a body to their phones.

“What's everybody standing around for?”
snapped McSwain. “You, Dinwoodie, get | the
lead out and tell Headquarters there’s just
been an attempted murder!”

Officer Dinwoodie left the room. Mort in-
quired with exaggerated solicitude as to his
client’s well-being. Johnson’s teeth chattered
so much that he could scarcely talk. Mort
tum:d in triumph to McSwain.

“Well, Your Honor, do you still deny my
motion to free my client?”

McSwain shook his head solemnly. Malone
started to protest, but M cut him off.

certainly

him out of the courtroom. Out in the street
e hailed a cab and fairly shoved his fright-
ened client inside. He gave the driver the
address of his own office, and the cab rolled
thraugh the busy street.
“Relax,” said Mort. “You've nothing to
worry about.”

Johnson s teeth still clattered.

B-but I was shot at! Someone outside the
building tried to kill me!” He stared in
amazement at his own statement, then re-
peated: “It's true! Somehody did try to kill
me! Bu! where could the shot have come
from ?”

“From the Hotel Mosby, Room 516.”

Johnson said: “Yes, but—" He blinked his
eyes. “Did you say Room 5167 How could
you know that?”

“Because I rented the room and sent the
man there who fired the shot. I don’t think
you've had the pleasure of meeting my junior
partner, Blackstone Jones. Lately he’s become
very good with a pistol. So I gave him a
chance to prove his proficiency today.

“We arranged that he was to count to one
hundred after I crossed in front of the win-
dow. Then he was to shoot close enough to
you to convince that imbecile, McSwain, that .
your life was indeed in danger. I must say
that he shot close enough.”

Johnson stared dazedly. Slowly, he got the
1dea He shook his head.

“You Americans . . .”

“Are resourceful,” Mort completed. “It
was the only way T could get your case dis~
missed. You'd have been in immediate trouble
with the immigration authorities if you'd
held. T take it that you are not, as a mmter
of fact, retired, but in this country on very
urgent business requiring your immediate
attention.”

Johnson started to nod, then his face clouded
with suspicion, and he froze. He took off his
coat and began to put on the shoulder-holster.

“I suggest you forget about that thing,”
said Mort. “The next nme some cop picks
you up you won’t be s

on said: “T've got to take that chance.
The next time somebody shoots at me, I may
not be so lucky.”

Mort scoffed. “You aren’t going to tell me
you actually did receive those phone calls?”
h]o‘l:nson {usled himself with tightening the

“I’d have done the same thmg! It’s a crying
shame that a visitor to our country can’t travel
without having to defend his life! He had a
right to buy a gun and carry it. Bailiff, give
Mr. Johnson back his gun and ho]ster, too.
Prisoner’s discharged, case dismissed!”

“Oh, thank you, Your Lordship!” said
]ohnson Mort saw to it that he got back his
antomatic pistol and holster, then shepherded

“T'm deep]y apprccnatwe of your cunning
resourcefulness, Mr. Mort but I really see no
point in trying to convince you of something
which you obviously disbelieve. It makes no
difference to me what you beheve or

Mort grinned. “0O.K., pal, clam up—it suits
me. But I must remind you that I've still got
a couple of grand coming to me. Maybe you
don’t rem it's two thousand 5
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Johnson said knowingly: “I attend the
cinema and I know perfectly well that in
America a couple of grand is two thousand
dollars! Just wait till I get my coat on, and
T'll pay you. I must say that you earned the
money. As you guessed, it's very important
that T keep out of trouble at this point.”

He put on his coat, tugged at the gold ring
again and removed a wallet from his pocket.
It was not over-stuffed, but he handed Mort
two one thousand-dollar bills, so new that
they had only one fold in them.

Mort accepted them. “Thanks, Al\w ays glad
to promote amity among nations.”

Johnson leaned forward to the driver.
“Drop me at the Niel House, will you?”

He settled back in the seat. “You know,
Mr. Mort, in England everybody thinks you
are dead.”

Mnrt started, then laughed. “I'm afraid
you're coniusmg me with Clarence Darrow.
He is dead. I was only named after him, My
father thought Darrow the greatest man alive,
so I was tagged with the name. Entering the
legal profession as a criminal lawyer was,
suppose, the inevitable consequence, My jun-
ior . partner, Blackstone Jones, suffered the
same fate. 1 expect you Englishmen know
about Blackstone, too.”

Johnson nodded. “But we know even more
about Darrow. I must say that you are worthy
to bear his name. I'll be forever grateful to
you. Having somebody fire a pistol at me at
precisely the strategic time was a stroke of
genius on your part.”

Mort nodded. “I've always suspected I had
something like that in me.” He waited for
Johnson to laugh, but the Enghshman accepted
the statement at its face value. w blocks
farther on, the cab stopped before tl|e city’s
leading hotel, and Johnson got out. Mort ex-
tended his hand. Johnson was about to shake
it, then stuck out his left hand. They shook
hands awkwardly, and Johnson entered the

otel.

Mort rode happily to his office building,
entered his private office by the back door,
pressed the switch on his inter-office unit and
said to Miss Blimm: “When Blackie shows
up, send him in,”

Miss Blimm replied: “He’s just coming in
now, Mr. Mort. I'll tell him.”

A few seconds later the door opened, and
Blackstone Jones, all six feet and seven inches
of him, entered the room. There was a semi-

lazed look in his eyes, and he was feeling

e back of his head, Mort tossed a new thou-
sand-dollar bill across his desk to his partner.

“Your cut, Blackie. Nice job. A little close,
but a nice job.”

Blackstone Jones dazedly regarded the
mon He shook his head sadly. “I'm
awfully sorry I let vou down. C.D. I never

dreamed anyone was w:se to me. Lord, how
that guy slugged me!
ort slowly rose from his chair.

“Slugged you? What are you talking
about ?”

“Why, while I was watching the courtroom
from the window in 516, somebody sneaked
in behind me and got me with a blackjack!
When I came to, my gun was gone and so was
Johnson from the witness stand! So I came
right back. What's that money for, anyway ?”

Mort sat down heavily. “For you. So you
didn’t fire that shot after all! Then some-
body really is trying to kill poor little Cecil
Johnson!” He switched on_the inter-office
unit. “Miss Blimm, get me Cecil Johnson al.
the Niel House.”

A few seconds later Miss Blimm answered :
“Sorry, Mr. Mort. Mr. Johnson just checked
out. He left no forwarding address.”

CHAPTER TWO
Speak of the Devil

OLIVER MANTON, manager of the Niel

House, had once been saved the embarrass-
ment of a costly lawsuit, over a forcibly
ejected couple who later turned out to be law-
fully married, thanks to the services of Mort,
who discovered that the couple earned a
better-than-average living working the racket.
Accordingly, Manton had no hesitancy in giv-
ing Mort any assistance he desired.

But he could give him no clue as to Cecil
Johnson’s next address,

Mort eyed Manton glumly across a corner
table in the Niel House stag bar.

“Could Johnson have left any tell-tale clue
behmd in his room?”

“No. I even had the housekeeper check the
contents of the wastebaskets before the maid
went in. There was nothing. Johnson cleaned
it out thoroughly. And the mail clerk says he
received no mail at all while he was here.”

Mort signaled a waiter for his check.

“Well, thanks for trying.”

The waiter brought the check. Manton took
it, signed it and handed it back. He eyed Mort
thoughtfully

6u seem very anxious to contact this man,
Why don’t you cable the police at that town
in England he gave as his address? It was
something like Radish, wasn’t it?”

“Redditch. I never heard of it before. No,
I don’t want to start sending cables to the
English constabulary. I have every reason to
believe my erstwhile client is periectly respect-
able, but discretion is in order.”

Manton shrugged. “It seems very evident,
respectable or not, that Johnson is in some
kind of trouble. You haven't mentioned it,
but the attemot on his life made the afternoon



32 Julius

Long

papers. I don’t blame him for getting out of
wn.”

“Especially when his enemies were able to
loose the local cops on him.”

hat do you mean ?”

“You don’t think Officer Dinwoodie has
such an eagle-eye that he could have spotted
that rod all my himself, do you?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. This happens to
be Dinwoodie’s beat, and he’s in and out all
the time. I suppo: osed he just happened to
notice Johnson as he crossed the lobby.”

“Not a chance. The pawnbroker who sold
Johnson his rod and holster did him a favor.
The holster was of thin, soft leather, the kind
that doesn’t add to the bulge of the gun. And
the gun had no bulge to speak of. It was a
thirty-two-caliber Colt, and flat as a pan-
cake, Dinwoodie wouldn't have noticed John-
son in a million years if somebody hadn’t put
the finger on him

Manton regarded the little lawyer, then
turned to a waiter. “Get me Casey.

In less than a minute a nondescnpt indi-
vidual dressed like a successful insurance
salesman walked into the room and came to
the corner table.

“Yes, Mr. Manton?”

Manton said: “C.D., this is Casey Thomas,
my house dlck » He turned severely to the de-
tective. “Why did you tip Dinwoodie to
Johnson’s rod ?”

Casey winced and flushed. Momentarily he
seemed to hesitate between denial and making
a clean breast of it.

Manton snapped: “Come on—I know Din-
woodie didn’t spot that rod all by himself!”

Casey said miserably: “It’s like this, Mr.
Manton—a guy called me and told me we had
a guest named Cecil Johnson from England
and that he was packin’ a rod. He told me if
the guy got picked up there was a twenty in it
for me.

“You know how it is—I didn’t want to make
trouble for a guest. But the guy had no busi-
ness with a rod, so I propositioned Dinwoodie.
He’s not too hrlght-—I told him it would be a
feather in his cap if he layed for the guy and
picked him up.

“So he picked him up. His precinct captain
gave him a pat on the back, for you'd never
spot that rod in a million years if you weren’t
looking for it. And the guy kicked in with
his twenty by mail. I didn’t think I was doing
anything wrong. After all, the guy had no
business packin’ a rod.”

Manton said coldly: “I should fire you.
You should have come to me.

Casey said earnestly: “Itll never happen
again, Mr. Manton!”

“I hope not.”

Casey left, wiping perspiration from his
brow. Manton shrugged.

“What can you do in a case like that?”
“That's your problem. Mine’s getting more
complicated. My ex-client’s got to be told how
right his suspicions are. It’s very plain that
thc same man who phoned him threats phoned
The idea was to pull his teeth if not to
get him out of the country altogether. Some-
body is gomg to get that guy—if I don’t get
to him first.”
Manton sighed.
to find him.”

“MAYBE you've got the miracle,” Mort
told Blackstone Jones half an hour later,
He had instructed his partner to go home and
take care of the bump on the back of his head,
but Jones had laughed at the idea and made a
bee-line for the city library.

“Like you,” he explained, “I'd never heard
of this English town of Redditch. But when I
got busy at the library I found that it's one of
the most important towns in the world—if
you're a fisherman or a seamstress. You see,
the very best hooks and needles in the worl
are made in Redditch.

Mort regarded his junior partner with
gmwmg apprecmtlon.

Tell me more about Redditch.”

“It's vxrtual]y all given over to the manu-
facture of hooks and needles. The only real
competition comes from Norway, but the Nor-
wegian hooks are inferior. As for needles,
Redditch just about has the industry to itself.
About four companies produce them. If you're
from Redditch, your business is either hooks
or needles or both.”

“So,” said Mort, “you think our fnend
Johnson's an old hook-and-needle man

“The odds all say so. Now, the question T
asked myself the first time I heard about John-
son making a bee-line straight to Riverton
from New York was why any sensible man
would do that, especially if he were on a va-
cation.

“Scenically, Riverton is no different from
any other city of three or four hundred thou-
sand in the Mid-west. The surrounding
country is beautifully hilly and agriculturally
productive, but there’s nothing to pull an
Englishman here on a sight-seeing tour. So
it seems logical that Johnson actually. was
making a business trip.

“It then occurred to me that Johnson might
be in Riverton for the purpose of doing busi-
ness with Jeff Baxley. You know. Jeff, of
course.”

“Sure—he paid me a nice fee once. He'd
educated his kids in England, traveling over
there to see them instead of bringing them
home summers. He gave them both—Bee and
Jeff, Jr.—swell cars, but right after Bee got
back she had a hell of a wreck. You see, she
was used to driving on the left side of the -

“Well, it'll take a miracle
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road, and that doesn’t work so well over here.
She killed a guy and was tried for man-
slaughter.

“Old Jeff hired me, and I beat the rap. That
was just before you joined the firm. Too bad
you didn’t rate a cut on the fee—I jolted Jeff
for thirty grand. But he had it to spend.”

Blackstone Jones nodded.

“Of course, and you know why. Baxley’s
one of the largest manufacturers of fishing
tackle in the country. I didn’t waste much
time chasing from the library to the nearest
sporting goods store. I pretended to be in-
terested in fishing tackle, and an old-timer
at the store told me Baxley uses nothing but
the very best hooks. They all come from Ark-
ham, Ltd,, a Redditch firm. Now, do I have
to draw a diagram?”

“Perhaps not. It would seem that Johnson
came all the way from England to close a deal
with Baxley over fish-hooks.”

“Precisely. My hunch is that he repre-
sents some rival firm and that Arkham, Ltd.
are doing everything possible to keep him
from closing the deal. They mean to stop at
nothing, even murder.”

Mort slowly shook his head. “I can’t buy
that one, Blackie. I'll concede that English
businessmen are' no more scrupulous than
businessmen the world over, but I can’t see

o
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murder in a scuffle over a contract. There’s
something deeper—that I'll guarantee.”

Blackstone Jones furrowed his youthful
forehead.

“But what else could be back of it?”

Mort reached for his phone. “Maybe Jeff
Baxley will tell us. ”

ut he got no farther than Baxley’s private

secretary. Mr. Baxley, she stated, was out of
the city. No, she couldn’t give his forwarding
address. Mort hung up. He stared thought-
fully out a window, then snapped his fingers.

“T've got it! Ever since I handled Bee’s
manslaughter case, Jeff’s been wanting me to
come to his lodge at Kyser Lake! He's
bragged about how isolated it is and how won-
derful the fishing is! He's practically begged
me to visit him there for years! That's where
he’ll be now! And it's a good bet that that’s
exactly where we'll find our friend, Johnson!”

T WAS seven o'clock in the evening when

Blackstone Jones parked in front of the
Plaza Hotel at Kyser Lake. He would have
made the two hundred-mile drive from River-
ton much faster, but for Mort’s protest against
any speed over sixty miles an hour. Mort
didn’t object, however, when Blackstone Jones
grabbed up all the bags and carried them into
the hotel.
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A bellhop started forward, took one look at
Blackstone Jones and made 1o attempt to take
the bags. Mort A

They got instructions at the first filling sta~
tion. The Baxley place was well known. How-
ever, the warned that it was com-

clerk gave the pair a lake-front suite at thirty
dollars a day. The suite turned out to be two
over-sized closets made into bedrooms and a
sitting room of similar proportions.

“The only way I'll be able to lie down,”
said Blackstone Jones, “is to let my feet hang
out of the window.”

ort, only a few inches over five feet in

height, was satisfied. But he consoled: “Cheer

up. Once Jeff Baxley finds we're here, he'll in-

" vite us to his lodge. Naturally we just can’t
barge in on him.”

Blackstone Jones ducked his head as he
came out of his bedroom and said with no ap-
preciable enthusiasm: “Naturally.”

The pair went down to the hotel dining room
and left it an hour later, still hungry but eight
dollars poorer. Mort spent what was left of
his change in a quarter slot machine in the
lobby while his partner looked on with dis-

st.
gu“You know you can’t beat those things.”

“Sure, and people get married every day,”
Mort remarked caustically.

“Speaking of getting married, some very
mce matenal just walked in. Brother! What

a
gdort turned away from the slot machine.
His eyes widened as he watched a brown-
haired girl in a white suit hand an overnight
bag to a bellhop. She walked to the desk and
reg:stered
Mort sighed and_observed to his partner:
“It looks like the hotel for our entire stay.
Baxley's lodge must be full-up or his daugh-
ter would never check in at this gyp-joint.”

Blackstone Jones whistled softly. “So that’s
Bee Baxley! I thought she was in some dra-
matic school in New York.”

“Evidently school’s out.”

Mort waited until the girl had climbed the
stairs to the second and only upper floor. He
sauntered over to the desk, dug a ten-dollar
bill out of his pocket and was rewarded by
s;mk ing approaching attention from the
clerk.

“A friend of mine—his name’s Cecil John-
son—was to meet me here. I wonder if by
any chance he could be registered.”

The clerk said instantly: “We've no one by.
that name.”

“Perhaps he used his show name—he’s in
show business, you know.” Mort described
the Englishman.

The clerk still shook his head. “I haven't
seen anyone like that, and I've been on duty

Mort left the bill on the desk and returned
Wl take a ride over to see Jeff Baxley.”

pletely isolated, being situated on Wolf Island,
an islet at the end of Minnewauken Island, a
large resort center. To reach Wolf Island it
‘was necessary to cross a narrow bridge barred
by a gate at one end.

“Better phone Baxley,” Mort said. He
went into the filling station. Baxley wasn’t
there, but he got Jeff, Jr., the son.

Jeff, Jr. said surllly “So sorry, Mr. Mort,
but my father isn’t expected at the lodge. I
regret that I can’t say where he is at the
moment. But he definitely isn’t due at the
]odge

Mort hung up and went back to the car.

“Well, Blackie, we'd be about as welcome
as a pair of scorpions at-Baxley’s lodge. The
old man isn't supposed to be due—at least
that's what Junior says. It seems Junior's
taken over. No doubt he’s entertaining some-
one special. I never liked the brat. I hope
he has a horrible time.”

Blackstone Jones said glumly: “Looks as
if we've come on a wild-goose chase. Maybe
Johnson galloped off to make a deal with some
other fishing tackle company.

“Not a chance. He got out of Riverton be-
cause he was afraid to stay. Baxley must have
sent him up here—maybe he hasn’t arrived
{ . But Johnson’s on the grounds somewhere,

"Il gamble on it. And speaking of gambling,
!I1 wonder if they provide any action around

“Oh my! Here we go again!”

Blackstone Jones pleaded to no avail. Half
an hour later the pair was ushered into a
place called the Hornet's Nest. No introduc-
tion was required—the locality was that wide-
open.

The Hornet’s Nest consisted of a single rec-
tangular room large enough to accammodate
numerous games, a roulette wheel and bird-

e. However, every table was deserted ex-
cept for a dice table in the far corner.

“Looks as though somebody is getting some
action,” said Mort.

He crossed the room, his partner following
re]uctantly For once nobody turned to stare
at the giant. All eyes were intent upon the
man holding the dice at one end. Blackstone
Jones identified him first.

“JOHNSON 1” he said loudly, but still no-
body looked up. Mort stood on his toes at
the edge of the crowd.

Cecil Johnson was indeed the focal point of
all eyes at the table. He threw the dice as
Mort caught his first glimpse of him.

There was a general murmur of incredulity,
Somfone said with awe: “The tenth straight
pass
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Somebody else md : “Why doesn’t the house
change the

Mort oburved thc heckler. He was a slight-
ly too handsome youth slightly too much the
worse for liquor. As Mort watched, he risked
his last two chips on a come-bet against
Johnson. Very plainly Johnson would clean
him out if he made an eleventh pass. The
stick-man-pulled in the dice and palmed in a
new pair so crudely that Mort was embar-
rassed for him.

This time he was positive Johnson would
crap out, and_the youth would regain some
of his losses. Johnson seemed unaware of any
chicanery. He bet the house limit, a thousand
dollars, and hurled the dice. He sevened.

The youth cursed. Women frowned. The
stick-man said: “If you can’t take it, bud,
scram.”

Plainly the dealer would have liked to in-
dulge in some first-class profanity. He raked
in_ the dice and’ eyed them sourly. Johnson
raked in his chips and said: “That'll be all.
Now, let’s see—where do I cash these?”

“Right this way,” said a man in a tuxedo,
the only erson in the house who was in full-
dress. “T'll take care of you in the office.”

Johnson followed meekly. Mort took for
granted that the man in the tuxedo was the
proprietor. The crowd around the table broke
up. The disgruntled youth made his way to
the small bar in one corner and ordered wh|s-
key. Mort was right behind him when he
ordered. Mort also ordered whiskey, learned
that the place had no license and that all drinks
were on the house. He smiled and said con-
solingly to the unlucky your.h Well, it’s nice
that somebody can be lucky.”

The youth scowled. “That was stage money.
I never saw the guy before. Arno rang him
in here as a shill. He’s supposed to be paying
the guy off right now, but that’s just a gag.
Arno wouldn’t let anyone make eleven straight
passes at his tables, with the house limit bet
every time. That's what fooled me—I thought
it was a sure thing betting against the little

guy. t a sucker I was!”

“Not cleaned out, I hope.”

“But good !”

Mort flicked a twenty-dollar bill across the
bar. The youth looked at it in amazement, then
his eyes narrowed in suspicion as he said
coldly: “Keep your dough, fellow. I'm not
a charity case yet.”

Mort smiled disarmingly. “It’s not charity.
I'ma stranger around here, and I'd like a few
answers before T get my feet wet. So Arno
uses rigged games

“Of course, His dice talk seven languages
including the Scandinavian. The only way
you can beat the crap game is b, gemng
against a sucker—the way I thought I was
doing.”

“Well, it may console you to know that the
big winner was no shill. It isn’t stage money
he’s being paid off with right now.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Have it your own way, Mort extended his
hand. “I'm C. D. Mort. This is my partner,
Blackstone Jones.”

The youth reluctantly accepted his hand,
waved vaguely toward Jones.

“Jerry Reynolds. I've heard of you. You
got Bee out of a bad jam once, didn’t you?”

Mort’s brows lifted as he nodded. Reynolds
went on explanatorily: “I was to meet Bee
here at the lake. Only I'm not meeting
now. I couldn’t. I dropped two hundrg
bucks, the dough that was to get us married.
So there’ll be no Bee and no wedding bells.”

Mort exchanged a glance with his junior
partnet. Very plainly Reynolds was talking
because he believed the game lost and that
nothing he said now would make any dif-
ference. He went on.

“Bee’s old man is right. I'm no good. 1
lap up too much booze and throw my dot
away on bum games. If I married Bee, d
be living off her in a month. Maybe even
sooner.”

Mort tried to think up something appro-
priate, but at that moment a door opened, and
Johnson reappeared with Arno. Arno had an
arm around the little man’s shoulder and was
telling him loudly enough for everybody in
the room to hear: “I certainly get a big kick
out of seeing somebody walk out of here
happy! It's the only advertisement for the
place T can get. Just tell them where you got
it—that's all Sam Arno asks.”

The little man said he would tell them where
he got it.

é W:Ll fancy meeting you here,” said Mort,
crossing over. Johnson froze, as if he were
confronted by a ghost. He stared at Mort as
if trying not to believe his eyes. Then he
turned on his heel and fled from the room.

Mort stopped, momentarily astounded. Then
he ran after Johnson. The Hornet’s Nest was
two miles from the nearest lake town, and no-
body would think of walking the distance, es-
pecially if he were carrying eleven thousand
dollars in winnings. But Mort looked over
the grounds and saw no one.

Beside him, Blackstone Jones said:
hiding from you. ”

“T'Il be damned if T know. I wonder where
he could have gone?”

A car roared out of the parking lot, skidded
on two wheels as it turned into the road.
Mort could not see the driver, but he said:
“Well, he really must be frightened of me. The
odds are he stole that car to make a getaway.
Anyone would think I was the devil himself.”

Blackstone Jones said solemnly: “That
thought has occurred to me before.”

“He's
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CHAPTER THREE
Air-Tight Frame

BACK in the Hornet's Nest, Mort appre-

preciably lowered the house losses for the
night by dropping the thousand-dollar bill he
had received from Johnson, also the thousand-
dollar bill he had turned over to Blackstone
Jones. This latter was not accomplished with-
out a crisis in the relationship of the two
rartners In the end, Mort won his point. He
ost the next one, a nine.

The second thousand gone, he returned to
the bar, his partner pleading: “Can’t you see
you've had enough, C. DirVou Gt heat
these games!”

“Johnson did.” He regarded Jerry Rey-
nolds, now pretty droopy at the bar. “Your
luck still sour ?

“Sure. 1 dropped your twenty. You'll play
hel] ever getting it back.

Forget n Jerry Tt looks like a bad night
for both " He turned back to his part-
ner and said: "«Damn it, I don’t mind drop-
ping a couple of grand, but I'm really bothered
about the way Johnson behaved What could
have been the matter with hi

“A guilty conscience. Or maybe he's grown
scared of everyone.”

Mort’s brow furrowed. “Maybe you've hit
it. It could be that whoever’s gunning for
Johnson has a good and sufficient reason for
doing so. Cou]d be he's dished out a nice
doublecross.”

“To whom? Baxls

“Not likely. T still think Baxley’s here at
Kyser Lake, and Johnson would hardly show
here if he were afraid of him.”

“If that’s the case, why don’t we find Bax-
ley and learn what it’s all about?”

Mort grimaced. “Looks as if nobody wants
us to find him. We aren’t apt to win any
popularity contests at Kyser Lake.”

He turned as he saw the look on Jerry
Reynolds’ face. The youth looked as if he
would have welcomed a hole in the floor
through which to crawl. He shrank back as
if trying to make hlmself invisible. Mort saw
the girl in the doorwa

“Jerry! I thought I’d find you here!”

Bee Baxley walked up to the bar. Her at-
tention was so intensively concentrated on
Jetry Reynolds that she failed to notice Mort.

“Don’t tell me—I know! You've let Sam
Arno clean you out again!”

Reynolds sheepishly forced himself to meet
her gaze. “That’s the size of it. I'm sorry,
Bee. This time it's the works.”

Bee Baxley glared savagely. “I'm glad you
said it! I would have if you hadn’t beaten me
to it! Dad was right! You're no good !”

She turned suddenly, recognized Mort, but

seemed incapable of a single word of greeting,
She was crying when she ran out of the room.

Reynolds turned dully to the bartender. “Do
T rate another one? Make it a double.”

The bartender poured a double. Mort, who
did not think highly of his fellow men, never-
theless pitied them. He nodded to his part-
ner, and the pair walked to the door. Sam
Arno met them there. He held out a hand.

“I¢'s a pleasure having you here, Mr. Mort.
And you, too, Mr. Jones. I just found out
who you were. Sorry my boys nicked you a
little. Better come back tomorrow night and
let them nick you some more.”

He laughed uproanously at his joke. Mort,
who coufd tell a tin-horn in any league,
smiled as cordially as possible and wiped the
clamminess off his hand as he walked out. The
pair rode back in silence to the Plaza.

As Mort plcked up their key the clerk said:
“That man you're looking for—I'm sure it’s
the same one—he just came in. He's in 233
right now.”

“And who has 233?”

The clerk hesitated as if searching his soul.
Mort laid a ten-spot on the desk, and the soul-
searching ended. The clerk dug up a registra-
tion card and handed it over furtively.

Mort read: J. E. Kenwood, Arlzlmm, L.,
Redditch, England.

ORT thanked the clerk and ascended the

stairs. Blackstone Jones followed silent-
liy4 He had read the card over Mort's shoul-
ler.

The pair halted before Room 233, Mort
rapped on the door. Someone said: “Who's
there?”

“Cecil Johnson,”

The door opened immediately. A balding
man in shirtsleeves looked up and down at
the pair and snapped: “I don’t understand. Is
this some joke? Neither of you is Cecil John-
son.”

Thick cigar smoke issued through the door-
way. Mort tried to peer into the room, but
the man held the door only a quarter open.

Mort said: “I'm really {ooking for Jeff Bax-
ley T believed him to be here.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. A voice said:
“Damned if that isn’t old Corpus Delicti!”
The door was abruptly opened farther as a
fat man, also in shirtsleeves, appeared.

“Hello, Jeff,” said Mort. “I've been trying
to find you.” /He indicated Iones “This is
my partner, Blackstone Jones.”

Baxley shook hands. “And this is Mr, Ken-
wood, It's his room, but T'm sure he'd like to
have you in for a drink.”

r. Kenwood said he wouldn’t mind at all.
He poured. Scotch, eyeing Mort with intense
suspicion. He said finally: “Why did you say
you were Cecil Johnson?”
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“You know Mr. Johnson, do you?”

“Of course. But you haven’t answered my
question,”

“Well, I wanted you to open the door, and
I thought you would for an old friend from
Redditch.”

Kenwood was not satisfied. “How do you
know abotit Johnson—that he’s from Redditch,
I mean?”

“Because Mr. Johnson retained me to rep-
resent him professionally. He didn't say
what it was all about. He just said I was to
meet him at your room in this hotel. Isn’t he
here ?” 5

Kenwood snapped: “You've eyes! Frankly,
I don’t believe you.” He turned to Baxley,
“This man is a friend of yours, and I don’t
wish to be boorish. But he’s not telling the
truth.”

Baxley poured a mixed drink down his
throat, set down the glass and said: “C. D.,
you know I'll always feel a great debt of grati-
tude to you. But for you, Bee’s life would
have been ruined by a reformatory sentence.
But I'm damned if I can understand your sud-
denly popping up and handing us a line of
hooey. What's it all about ?”

Mort took his time before answering. He
stared around the room, saw papers that ap-
peared to be duplicate copies of a contract on
a stand. He said: “That's my story, Jeff.
Sorry you and your friend don’t care to be-
lieve me. Under the circumstances, I guess
T'd better be going.”

Kenwood said: “I can’t think of a single
reason for your staying.”

Baxley made no comment as the Englishman
escorted Mort and Jones to the door.

Outside, Jones said: “Brother! What a

bouncing ! 1 think we must have barged in at
the wrong time !”

“Well, T got a drink of good Scotch that
Kenwood must have brought over with him.
Too bad you don’t drink. ”
~ “T wonder where Johnson could be. He
didn't stay long.”

»
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“You don't think he was ever in that room,
do you?”

“But the clerk said—"

“The clerk said Johnson was there, but all
he knew was that Johnson had started to go
there. He probably got as far as the door,
heard voices and identified one of them as
Baxley’s. Then he went out the back way—
there must be a back way.”

“But why? If Johnson came all the way
from England to see Baxley, and if he meant
to see Kenwood here at the hotel, why would
he be afraid to see them both together ?”

“I£ T could answer that one, I could tell you
why somebody is trying to kill Johnson. But
T can't answer it, and I'm tired of racking my
brain over it. We've done our best to help
Johnson—he’s rewarded us by running away
as if we were demons from hell. So the heil
with Johnson! I'm going to bed.”

BLACKSTONE JONES had risen and gone

out by the time Mort awakened the next
morning.” Tt was ten o’clock. Mort killed
twenty minutes showering and shaving, then
dressed .and went downstairs. He bought a
Chicago paper at the hotel newsstand and
commented to the girl there: “Not much news
this morning.”

The girl said excitedly: “Plenty of news
around Kyser Lake though! Ain’t you heard
about the murder ?”

Mort folded the paper and eyed the girl re~
ceptively. She went on, glad to find somebody
who hadn’t heard the story.

“A fisherman found him—they’d thrown
him in_shallow water. Somebody beat him up
awful badly first and then threw him in.”

“Would you mind telling me who, when
and where?”

“It was over at Frog Bay. It must’ve hap-
pened in the night sometime. The man’s name
was Cecil Johnson, and he was all the way
from England! Imagine!”

“T can imagine,” Mort replied tersely.

Mort walked out onto the hotel veranda.

NEXT TIME SAY

BRIGHT STAR

for a better

FLASHLIGHT
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There was no sign of Blackstone Jones. He The sheriff noted Mort’s gaze.
walked down the street to the restaurant, or- “Funny thing about that finger. The

dered breakfast. From the conversation there,
he learned that the body had been discovered
by a Toledo dentist. It had first been removed
to the state conservation office, thence to the
Van Horn Funeral Home, the local mortuary.
Mort learned that the funeral home was an-
other block down the street. He hastily
finished his breakfast and walked the block.

A lean man wearing a sheriff’s badge sat at
a desk in the mortuary office. A stenographer
was taking notes as he questioned a man whom
Mort vaguely remembered as a patron of the
Hornet’s Nest the night before. The man
said his name was George Peabody, and he
thought the deceased might possibly be the
man_who had won eleven thousand dollars at
the Hornet's Nest the previous night.

“T know all about that!” snapped the sher-
iff. He’s the guy, all right. Theres no need
for you to look at the body. Next.”

Abashed, George Peabody retired in con-
fusion. Mort understood the sheriff’s an-
noyance. The fact that Johnson had won so
much money at the Hornet's Nest would em-
barrass the sheriff who presumably served as
a law enforcement officer. Of course, Mort
realized, any place run that ‘wide open in a
state with strict anti-gambling laws would
have to enjoy the favor of the sheriff’s offce.

“Who are you?” snapped the sheriff.

“C. D. Mort. I think the deceased was my
client. If you’ve no objections I'd like to view
the body.”

The sheriff eyed Mort susplc(ously. “What
was your client’s name ?”

“Cecil Johnson, of Redditch, England.”

The sheriff eyed Mort thoughtful ly. “That’s
him. Say, you wouldn’t be Clarence Darrow
Mort?”

“My birth certificate says I am.”

The sheriff stood up and put out hls hand.
“Well, I'm mighty pleased to meet you, Mr,
Mort. I sure am! My name’s Tom Shultz.
Come on, we'll take a look at the corpse. You'll
pmbab]y want to claim it.”

Shultz led the way to a back room, Where
a deputy stood guard. Cecil Johnson was
recognizable, though one side of his face was
flattened.

“Somebody sure didn't like him,” observed

. Shultz. “It wouldn’t have required that
amount of beating to kill him.”

Mort nodded. Then his gaze froze on the
dead man’s right hand. The hand lay beside
the body, the fingers curved slightly inward.
Four of them, that is. The second finger of
the hand was gone. Only a short stump of per-
haps half an inch remained. It was this fin-
ger that had worn the gold ring.

The finger had not been recently ampu-
tated for the stump was perfectly healed.

coroner says it’s been off'n his hand for three
months anyway. Yet nearly everybody who
remembers this guy didn’t notice he had a
finger missing. Only onme guy, Sam Arno,
noticed Johnson had lost a finger. He saw it
was missing last night when he paid Johnson
some money. Sharp eye, Arno’s got. Other
people didn’t notice. Coupla guys even re-
membered seeing a ring on the finger, People
sure are funny.” Shultz laughed.

The ringing of a telephone was faintly
audible. From the office a glrl 's voice called:
“It’s for you, Mr. Shultz.”

Mort followed the sheriff back to the office.
Shultz picked up the phone and listened. He
said: “T'll be right over.”

He hung up and turned to Mort. “Maybe
you'd better come along. There’s a guy over
at the Plaza who's gonna need a good lawyer.
Name's Jerry Reynolds. They found him
drunk in a room this morning with his pock-
ets full of dough, Eleven thousand dollars.
The money sure wasn’t on that guy back there
when_they fished him out of the lake this
morning 1"

ERRY REYNOLDS looked a little better
now, after a rather painful session in the
bathroom. He stared dismally at Mort, who
eyed him from his position on the hotel bed.
The bed had not been slept in, only slept on.
The room was the one which had been rented
to Bee Baxley the night before.
Reynolds explained listlessly: “I got good
and drunk and came here to see Bee. She
wasn’t here. The bed looked good. I threw
myself down and passed out. The next thing T
know the maid’s in here trying to wake me up.
She says Bee’s checked out and somebody else
is coming in. I tell her to go to hell. ‘Then
the manager tries to wake me. After that the
sheriff and you come in, and I get the bad
news. Imagine—all that dough in my pockets,
and I didn’t know it!”
“You're sure of that?”

“Dead sure. I'm a souse, but not the kind
who beats up people. I'm gentle as a lamb.
Too gentle.

Mort got up off the bed, opened the door
and looked down the ha.Ilway. Nobody was in
sight. The sheriff had promised him a con-
fidential talk with his new client, but Mort
usually didn’t trust sheriffs any farther than
he could throw them. He closed the door
and turned back to Jerry Reynolds.

“I believe you, son. This is a plant if ever
I smelled one. But the thing that looks had for
you is that you lost all your dough
against Johnson. You saw him wall oul wit
eleven grand in winnings. You passed out in
this room, you say, but you've nobody to prove
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it. You came in here late at night, and the
desk clerk was either asleep or in the rest
room. Anyway he didn’t see you, and nobody
else did. So there’s nothing to convince a jury
that you didn’t come in the back way after
you’d caught up with Johnson and killed him.”

Jerty Reynolds looked glum. “No, I guess
not. Maybe youve got a hopeless case this
time.”

“There’s no such thing as ‘a hopeless case,
only a hopeless client. Don’t let this get you
down. I've never lost a client to the hot seat
yet, and T don’t intend to begin with you.”

“I den’t know why you want my case. I
haven’t got a dime. That two hundred last
night was the last of my army mustering-out
pay. I can never pay you anything near the
fee you usually get.”

“That’s my worry. Yours is how we’ re
going to get you out of this air-tight frame.”
Mort crossed to the phone. He called the desk.
“Has Mr. Jones come in yet?” He frowned
at the answer and put down the phone. “I'd
like to know where that big lummox is! Ata
time like this he runs out on me!”

Reynolds said: “For two cents I'd run out
myself. My chances would be just as good as
they’d be before a jury.”

Mort turned sharply. “Nonsense! Why do
you think that sheriff let me talk to you alone
Without an argument? He’s around the corner
down the hallway hoping youll make a break
for it. Outside, the local police have sur-
rounded the hotel. Your corpse wouldn’t make
a very good witness.”

Mort went to the doorway and called down
Jthe hall: “O.K., Sheriff, we're through.

Reynolds forced a grin and shrugged. “We]l
I guess you took care of that in aiurry » The
sheriff came m wearing a disappointed look.

ort said: “Take your prisoner, Sheriff.”
To Reynolds he added: “Keep your chin up.
rm run over and see you at the county jail
later.”

The sheriff led Reynolds out. Mort checked
once more at the desk. There was still no
report on his partner. He went downstairs,
walked out onto the hotel veranda as the sher-
iff and his prisoner drove away.

There was an idle cab, and Mort signaled
to the driver. “The Hornet’s Nest.”

The driver said: “There wouldn’t be any-
body out there this time of day.”

“This is a special day.”

CHAPTER FOUR

The Accusing Finger
ORT dismissed the driver when he saw
Blackstone Jones’ car parked in the

Hornet’s Nest He climbed the step,
entered the ante-room reserved for “

and found a man stretched out unconscious
on the floor. Mort gave the man a passing
glance, walked into the gambling room bes
yond. A groan at his right made him turn.

Another man, whom Mort recognized as the
stick-man of the night before, lay writhing.
His eyes were bloodshot and either tears or
perspiration, or both, bathed his cheeks. He
stared at Mmt and moaned : “My back! He’s
broken it.”

Mort made no comment. He walked toward
Sam Arno’s office. The door was closed but
not locked. Mort opened it and paused in
silent appreciation.

The suave gambler of the night before lay
on his back on his own desk. Blackstone
Jones stood over him in a pose of great ai-
Fection. As Mort stared, however, his gigantic
partier slapped Arno almost playfully. The
force was nevertheless sufficient almost to
knock Arno from the desk.

“I'm telling you,” Arno pleaded, “I don’t
know anythmg elsel I gave it to you
straight 1”

As his partner seemed about to slap Arno
again, Mort said: “Take it easy. That guy
outsnde says you broke his back.”

“Oh, hello,” said Blackstone Jones. “No,
I didn't break his back. T just loosened it a
bit. He won't even be crippled.”

“You might tell me what it’s all about.”
h“ It’s about a phony finger. Take a look at
this.

Mort stared at the finger his partner held
toward him. It was amazingly realistic. Mort
recognized the gold ring. The ring covered
the end, served to conceal where the false
finger joined the stump.

Mort accepted the finger. It was made of
thin, yet brittle, rubber compound. An expert
job of flesh-coloring had been done.
finger was flexible at both points, and hollow.

“Arno had it,” Blackstone Jones explained.
“I happened to be at the funeral home when
he came along and identified the body. T
noticed that he betrayed no surprise when he
saw that a finger was missing, and that the
stump was healed over. ‘So I thought it likely
that he had known and would have a damned
good idea as to what had happened to it. My
guess was right. I finally persuaded him to
give it to me.”

Sam Arno turned a tearful face upward to

Mort.

“Please, Mr. Mort, make him let go of me!
He's going to kill me! D've told him every-
thing I know—so help me!”

Mort said: “What's he spilled, Blackie?”

“His story is that after fohnson left last
night he had a little chat with his stick-man.
The stick-man showed him a pair of queer
dice that Johnson had palmed into the

course. Arno considers the use any|
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queer dice but his own highly unethical. So
he and the stick-man and that other goon out-
side paid Johnson a little call. Johnson tried
to use his automatic, but they took it away
from him.”

“As easy as that?” Mon asked “How did
he find him, and where?”

“I gather that Arno has ways and means
of knowing things around Kyser Lake. He
tracked Johnson to a cottage in Spring Grove
—that's a cottage park just beyond the hotel.
So he and the boys worked over Johnson for a
while. This, Arno says, was at about two-
thirty,”

“So help me!” said Arno. “It wasn’t
more’n three when me and the boys left him.”

“Dead in the-lake?” Mort asked.

“He was alive! We'd only roughed him up
a little—enough to make him think twice be-
fore he pulled another fast one on Sam
Arno!”

“And you got your money back?”

“No, only the finger. It got knocked off
while the boys were working the rat over, At
first T couldn’t believe it. Then I knew how
he'd palmed those dice into the game without
Ed knowing. It made Ed feel a lot better—
it was the first time anybody’d ever taken him.
The guy was slick, He used three sets of dice,
not just one. - I’d have been justified in mur-
denn the ty, but I didn’t.”

%uyou didn’t! You killed him, got
your eleven thousand back and then got cold
feet. You figured you'd better: sacrifice the
eleven grand and plan! it on Jerry Reynolds.”

Arno managed to lean up on his elbow.

. “Reynolds? No foolin’? Is he the guy who
had the dough all the time?”

“You should know.”

Arno shook his head. “Honest, this" John-
son was slick enough to figure T'd be on
trail. So he’d stashed his haul somewhere. All
he had on him was a coupla hundred. I'll ad-
mit I tried to get out of him what he did with
the eleven grand, but he's tighter'n a clam.”

“You mean you fixed it so he would be. Tt
won't sell, Arno—we’re taking you in to the
sheriff.” Mort put the finger in his pocket.

Arno paled. “Look here, Mort, I'll make a
deal .with you. I know how my having that
finger looks. Do you think I'd have kept it,
though, if T knew Johnson was dead? T beat
it right back here to get it and burn it as soon
as I saw the body. Only this guy barged in
here before I could do a thing. But I've no
hard feelings. Suppose I pay you five grand
and Iyou take my case.”

represent only one client in any murder
case. I'm representmg Reynolds now. «Sorry,
Arno, you're gomg to take a ride.”

“No he ain’t!” sald a voice in the doorway.
Mort turned. Ed, the stick-man, was
over in pain, his eyes fiery, his face wet mth

perspiration. But he seemed perfectly able to

handle the snub-nosed automatic in his right
hand. He glared at Blackstone Jones with un-
holy hatred.

“Now it’s your turn! You ruined me—
crippled me for life!” Now I'm going to blast
you to hell !”

His hatred of the giant who had mishandled
him seemed so great that he had eyes for no
one else. Mort thought he could reach him in
time, but it wasn’t necessary.

Blackstone Jones had picked up Sam Arno
and now held him in front of him. Ed hesi-
tated. In the next split-second his employer
seemed to be catapulted toward him. The
impact rolled Ed backward. His revolver went
off, but the bullet went wild. Before he could
use it again, Blackstone Jones had reached
him and kicked it from his hand. He picked
up each man with one hand, shook them both
and sna{)ped “The next time anybody around
here pulls a gun on me, I'm going to beat the
hell out of him!”

VOICE said: “What's going on around
}‘\’ere? There’s a guy out there knocked

It was Sheriff Shultz. He frowned his dis-
pleasure, surveying Blackstone Jones. “Oh,
you're the guy who was at the funeral parlor "
He gulped as he beheld Arno and Ed held
powerless. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“Giving your friends a little third-degree. It
occurred to me, Sheriff, that you might not
do it.”

Shultz growled: “Let go of them guys!
You got no right to take the law into your
own hands!” *

“But he gets results,” said Mort, holding
out the rubber finger. “I think you can guess
where this fits.”

Shultz’s eyes popped. “So them guys was
right about the stiff wearin’ a ring! What do
you know about that?”

“I know that Sam Arno took the finger off
Johnson at approximately two-thirty last
night. And I know he and his goons roughed
up Johnson till about three. He claims he left
Johnson alive and that Johnson was carry-
ing only a couple of hundred dollars at the
time. But I think he’s a much more likely
prospect for the hot seat than Jerry Reynolds.
How about you, Sheriff ?”

Shultz hedged “Reynolds had the money,
remember ?

“And Arno had the finger. It can point only
one wa;

Shultz eyed Arno shyly. “Looks as if I'll
have to hold you for questioning, Sam.”

Arno’s eyes blazed. “Oh, you will! After
all the dough I've handed you! You rat!”

“Now, Sam,” pleaded the sheriff, “I got to
do my duty.”
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“Now you say it!” Arno resorted to argu-
ment, “Listen, Tom, do you think I'd knock
off a guy over a lousy eleven grand? I'm the
last guy in the world who wants a murder
stink in this county! If this whole deal isn’t
cleared up soon, I'm through and so are you.
How the hell are you going to run all your
racchorses on your salar;

“Ah,” said Mort, “so (he sheriff is a lover
of good horseflesh! Listen, Shultz, living on
your salary may be tough, but itl be a lot
tougher if you're living on prison fare. You
turn this hooligan loose, and T'll swear you'll
get a state investigation!”

Shultz eyed him thoughtfully and decided
the little lawyer meant what he said. He
turned resignedly to Arno.

Take it easy, Sam. If you ain’t guilty,
you’ve got nothing to worry about. I'm only
holding you for questioning.”

Arno reddened in fury, then tossed his head
toward Mort. “Why don’t you hold him, too?
There’s a dozen guys who'll swear Johnson
ran for his life when he spotted Mort last
mght' Ask him why Johnson ran out the
minute he saw him?”

Shultz eyed Mort warily. “What's this he
9

says ?”
Mort sighed. “Wire Harry Malone, the
D.A. back in Riverton. He'll tell you Jahn-

son was my client, that I cleared him of a con-
cealed weapons rap only yesterday.”

“Then why'd he run away from you?” the
sheriff demanded.

“Tll be damned if I know. I came all the
way up here to warn him that somebody really
meant to kill him.”

Shultz fan'ly screamed : “What's all this?
Now you're telhnyz me somebody else was
after him? Who

“T wish T co\xld tell you. Maybe some other
gambler he’d bilked with the phony finger
trick. Habits like that don’t make friends and
influence people—except to murder 1

Shultz appeared on the verge of a nervous
breakdown. “What am I going to do?” he
moaned. “I never expected anything like this
when I ran for office!”

Mort sa “Haven’t you got a D.A. in this
county? Why don’t you call him in? If he’s
got any sense he'll tell you the Reynolds frame
smells to high heaven. Nobody knocks off a
guy and then spends the night in a strange bed
with eleven grand in his pockct that belonged
to his victim. It just isn’t being done in the
best murder circles, If you, can't use your
head, Shultz, use the D.A.’s.

Arno snapped: “He’s nght, Tom. You're
beyond your depth. Better ring Buss Faulkner
right now. Buss'll help us all out of a hole.”

The sheriff walked to the phone, had a brief
conversation and turned back.

“Buss’s on his way.” He turned to Black-
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stone Jones. “L:t go of them guys—they're Because of an industrial or some other kind
comin’ with me of accident? Hardly.

Blackstone Jones relaxed his grip, and the
stick-man almost fell on his face. He followed
in pain as Sam Arno led the procession. Out-
side, they revived the third man and helped
him along to the sheriff’s car.

“T’ll meet you at the local jail,” Shultz told
Mort. “That’s where I put Reynolds. We'll
see 'what the D.A. has to say.”

THE sheriff and his charges rode away, and
Mort climbed into his partner’s car, Black-
stone Jones drove out of the lot.

“You treated those boys rough, Blackie.
Better be careful. Sometime you may overdo
it. You don’t know your own strength.”

“Maybe I was a little hostile. But I thought
one of those punks might have been the guy
who slugged me in the Hotel Mosby. My
head’s still sore. It makes me mad every time
I think about it.”

Mort eyed his partner askance. “The blow
must have affected you more than I thought.
How can you think for a split-second that
Sam Arno or any of his mob tried to kill
Johnson yesterday morning ? It's a cinch Arno
had never seen him before he walked into his
place last night.”

en you think whoever killed Johnson
was the man who phoned him those threats?”

“Of course. This thing is bigger than a
row over some wrong dice. I believe Arno.
He never killed Johnson, and he never got his
money back. Johnson expected trouble. But
he didn’t hide the eleven thousand, as Arno
thought. He turned it over to someone he
trusted. My guess it was the same person who
loaned him the car he was using last night.”

“;-Iow do you know somebody loaned him a
car

“Because the sheriff made no mention of
any report of a stolen car. I assumed Johnson
had swiped one in his emergency because I
didn’t think he’d made any contacts yet at the
lake. But it's a cinch he didn’t have to swipe
one. A one-horse sheriff like Shultz would
be sure to talk up a car-theft coming along
with a murder. So I want you to chase around
and find out if anybody can identify the car
Johnson was using. People will remember the

. gu}' now that he’s been murdered.”
Why not assign me something easy—like
finding a needle in a haystack ?”

Mort snapped his fingers. “Needle!” He
laughed aloud. “Hell, there’s the answer—
needles. Hooks and needles!”

Blackstone Jones eyed his senior partner
in bewilderment.

“What are you talking about ?”

“About something that phon; finger should
have pointed to all the time ! W{n did {ohmon
have his finger amputated a few 5 ago?

When you lose the
second finger of a hand in some factory ma-
chine, the odds are you'll lose at least part of
another or at least have them mutilated.

“T've heard of gamblers having a finger
amputated to help them bottom-deal, but not
their second finger. And it's hard to imagine
anybody parting with a finger merely to palm
dice. Johnson must have thought of that stunt
as an afterthought. His original purpose in
having that finger removed was to use the
phony one for the concealment of something
immeasurably more important than a pair of
dice!”

“But what?” Blackstone Jones demanded.
“What would he be able to conceal in a hollow
finger? Certainly not diamonds! He couldn’t

* smuggle enough into the country that way to

make it worth while.”

“Of course not. Now let's use our heads
for a change. Johnson came to America from
Redditch. We're justified in assuming that he
was in the hook and needle trade. Why? Be-
cause it’s about the only trade there is in
Redditch—it’s the manufacturing center for
high-class hooks and needles.

“It’s also a fair guess that Johnson had an
important job in the trade. Yet he definitely
wasn't the executive type. My hunch is that he
was a technician of some kind. Now, tell me,
Blackie—you’ve read up on hooks and needles
—why is it that one little town in England has
a half-nelson on the trade? Why does a man
like Jeff Baxley have to dicker with an Eng-
lish firm when America is the greatest indus-
trial country on earth? What's the gag?”

“That'’s an easy one to answer,” said
Blackstone Jones, glad of the opportunity to
show his erudition. “Only these few English
firms know how to build the machines that
make high-grade hooks and needles. They
can’t be produced at a profit without the use
of these perfect machines which turn them out
at low cost. Even the Japs before the war
failed to_compete with the English manufac-
turers. Despite their low wage scale, they
couldn’t go on the market with a high-grade
hook at a competitive price.

“The Norwegian machines are the second-
best, but they use a softer steel. As for Amer-
ican hooks and needles, they’re inferior—at
least the book I read says they are—and they
couldn’t be sold at all without a forty-five per-
cent protective tariff.

“The secret of the English hook machines
is handed down from generation to generation
in each plant. They won't even hire a gu
sweep out until they’ve checked him as thor-
oughly as the FBI checks an atomic bomb
chemist. And the guy has to work at minor
tasks for three years before he even gets to
see a few parts of the machines. Only two
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trusted men in each plant get to see all of the
parts and know how the entire hook or needle
machine is put together.”

MORT leaned back and sighed.

“Check and double-check. Now we
know why Johnson had his finger amputated.
It was probably done during a vacation so he
could run out on his trusting employers and
carry a complete set of microfilms to America,
The films, of course, showed all the important
working parts of the super-secret hook and
needle machines.

“Johnson planned to sell the films to Jeff
Baxley. Baxley would gladly chance the risk
of a lawsuit since nobody could prove where he
got the plans. Secret processes and machines,
of course, are never patented. When the secret
gets out, the owner has only a common law
ng'ht that he has to prove in court.

“Jeff Baxley is no angel when it comes to
business ethics. He'd run that risk, as I said.
My guess is he was about to close a deal with
TJohnson when Johnson got scared out of town.
IS‘(;kBaxley arranged to meet him here at Kyser

Blackstone Jones slowed as they neared
the Plaza Hot

“But where dld Johnson keep the microfilms
when he was using the finger to palm dice?”

“With the same party he trusted with his
eleven grand. He was scared stiff. Those
threats had made him afraid to keep the films
in_that hollow finger. It was bound to come
off if he were roughed up, just as it did come
off last night. I remember now that he was
always playing with it and even gave me a
left-handed handshake yesterday morning.”

“But who would he trust with the precious
films—and the money? He would be wide-
open for a doublecross.”

Mort nodded. “That’s exactly what he got.
He could be expected to talk his head off in
the event he was doublecrossed, and the guf'
who did it couldn’t risk his talking at all
Those microfilms were valueless so long as
Johnson remained to testify in court. He
could prove where they came from and estab-
lish the common law rights of his English

employers.”

“Arkham, Ltd., do you think ?”

“I don’t know. At least he knew Kenwood,
but then both men were from Redditch. I'm
going to follow your original sugge_stmn and
cable the Redditch constabulary. In the mean-
time, look for somebody who remembers John-
son driving a car last night.”

Mort entered the hotel and sent a brief
cable to the Redditch police. As he turned
away from the desk, a_young man entered

with Sheriff Shultz. Shultz brought him
over to Mort and introduced him as Buss
Faulkner, the county attorney.

43
Mort shook hands, and Faulkner said: “I'll

appreciate any help you can_give me, Mr.
Mort. I can’t believe Jerry Reynolds killed
Johnson—or anybody else.” I've known him
all my life. Right now I want to check up ona
rumor t Johnson came to this hotel last
night. 3

Mort said: “The clerk here will verify that.
He asked for an Enghshman named Kenwood
and was sent to Room 233.”

Faulkner turned questioningly to the clefk
who said: “My God, so that’s who he was!

Faulkner said: “I think maybe we'd better
have a talk with Kenwood. Is he in?”

“No. He went out a while ago. He drove
away in his car, a Buick sedan.”

“But you don’t know where he went?”

“No, sir.”

Mort said: “I think I can guess. Jeff Bax-
ley was in Kenwood’s room last night. You'll
probably find Kenwood at Baxley's lodge.”

“Sounds logical. Let’s go.

They walked out on the veranda just as
Blackstone Jones pulled up and parked. He
got out, and Mort introduced him to Faulk-
ner. Mort eyed his partner quizzically, and
his partner nodded.

“You may as well come with us. We're
taking a ride over to Baxley’s lodge.”

The sheriff drove his own car, Faulkner
riding in front. Mort climbed in back beside
his partner and asked in a low tone, while the
car was in second gear: “Well ?”

“A Buick sedan. I was lucky—the first fill-
ing station. The guy there works a twelve-to-
twelve shift and remembered Johnson.”

“What's that?” the sheriff asked shar’pl

“My partner was just telling me,” said
Mort, “that we may be on our way to meet a
murderer.”

CHAPTER FIVE
Bee-line to Murder

E gate to the Wolf Island bridge was
open. The sheriff’s car rattled over it and
followed the drive to the Baxley lodge. It
was a magnificent affair for Kyser Lake, a
long, rambling frame structure apparently
designed to give every room a waterfront
view. There was a parking lot containing
several cars, one of which was a Buick .
The sheriff parked beside it and the four
men got out, walked toward a terrace where
Jeff Baxley sat with Kenwood and a
whom Mort remembered vaguely as Jeff, Jr.
Baxley rose, frowning at the sight of his
visitors. Kenwood regarded them impassively
while Junior looked irked.
Mort made introductions. Sheriff Shultz
explained: “We came to question Mr. Ken-
wood about this man Johnson who got himself
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killed. Seems you’re from the same town in
England, Mr. Kenwood.”

Kenwood nodded stiffly. “We’re both from
Redditch.”

“And you didn’t even come to the funeral
parlor witen you found out he'd been killed ?”

0. I knew Johnson, but we were not

close friends. He was an engineer with my
company at Redditch, but he was fired some
months ago. He was employed in a position of
great trust, and his gambling habits forced his
dismissal.”

Mort said: “If you were only casual as-
quaintances, why was he driving your car
last night?’ You don't deny that he was, do

“Of course not. I could hardly refnse It's
a rented car, and covered by insurance.”

“And what was his purpose in going to your
room last night ?”

Kenwood’s brows lifted. Shultz and Faulk-
ner had been listening open-mouthed.

“If you must know,” said Kenwood ir-
ritably, “he was returning the key to the car.
The first time he heard me talking to Baxley
and didn’t want to bother me. But he came
back later with the key.”

Mort studied the Englishman. “Since your
line is hooks and needles, perhaps you'll con-
firm what my young partner has read about
the industry. The manufacture of such articles
is Yery se‘gret isn’t it?”

“And Johnson was entrusted with the secret
of the machines, wasn’t he?”

Kenwood started. “He was.”

“I should think your company would hesi-
tate before ﬁrmg a man who could sell out its
precious secrets,

case the machines had to be destroyed. John-
son must have made a duplicate set which he
hid until he could smuggle them out! It
never occurred to me that he could be guilty
of such perfidy !”

“Are you sure? Are you sure you didn't
threaten Johnson after his arrival in America
in an attempt to frighten him out of the
country? Are you sure you didn't sneak into
the room at the Hotel Mosby, knock out
Blackie here and try to kill Johnson while he
was testifying in defense of a charge you'd
framed him 2

“I certainly did not! T had no idea Johnson
was in America until he turned up here at
Kyser Lake. We bumped into each other in
the lobby yesterday.”

“Didn’t you wonder why he was here, Mr.
Kenw ood it

“I thought about it and decided that John-
son had decided to try anew in America.”

And it didn’t occur to you that he had
come to Kyser Lake to sell Jeff Baxley the
secret of the hook and the needle ?”

Kenwood started, then turned slowly to face
Baxley Baxley laughed easd

“I don’t know what you're getting around"
to, C.D., but you're all wet. I signed a con-
tract with Kenwood's company last night. I'm
tied up to buy Arkhams hooks exclusively
for the next ﬁve years.”

Mort said: “To buy them, yes.” He turned
to Kenwood. “Did your contract have any-
thing in it about his right to manufacture
hooks ?”

Kenwood shook his head in puzzlement,
“Why, no, sir. We never include such a
clause in our contracts, since there is little
likelihood that Mr. Baxley or anybody else

Kenwood lzughcd a little
“For your information, sir, it would be im-
possible for Johnson or anyone else to sell the
secret of the hook and the needle. The ma-
chines are so complex that they could not be
duplicated from memory. Only detailed plans
would do, and every employe is thoroughly
unrched every day.”

“Wouldn’t photographs do as well?”

Kenwood’s eyes narrowed. “Certainly, but
they would be as difficult as plans to smuggle
out of the factory.”

“Not microfilms concealed in a hollow
rubber finger. Are you aware that Johnson
had had a finger amputated and that he wore
a dummy ?”

Kenwood leaped to his feet. ““So that’s why
he gave me a_ left-handed handshake! The
traitor ! I didn’t think it possible! How would
he make the films ?”

“Isn’t Arkham, Ltd. equipped with a micro-
film outfit?”

Kenwood started. “Why,
the beginning of the war,

of course! At
s were made in

will ever compete with us.”

“But if Baxley were to manufacture hooks,
his contract with you would be an idle gesture,
wouldn’t it ?”

Kenwood shrugged. “I suppose it might be
so_called.

Mort turned to Sheriff Shultz and the
youthful D.A. “There you are. I give you an-
other nominee for the hot seat.”

Baxley said: “You're still all wet, C.D. I
never even knew Johnson, much less made a
deal with

=F wnnder who else he could have come all
this distance to see—first to Riverton and then
to Kyser Lake.”

Baxley said indifferently: “I wonder, too.”

THERE was a screech of brakes in the
parking lot. Everybody watched as Bee
Baxley leaped out of her car and ran up to
the terrace,
“Dad!” she said breathlessly, “Jerry's
been arrested—for murdcrl You've got to do
something about it!”
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Jeff Baxley coldly eyed his daughter. “I
can't think of a single reason why I should,
T've told you often enough what I think of
Reynolds By the way, you're supposed to
be m dramatic school.”

el] 'm not. I came here last night
an

Baxley held up a hand. “Don’t bother, I
know all about it. I happened to overhear
Junior giving your hotel room number to
Reynolds over the phone.” Baxley eyed his
son. “It appears that I have no control over
either of you. It’s what comes of your mother
!eavmg you both mdependem]y wealthy.”

ee’s eyes flashed. “Well, since I am
wealthy, I'm going to hire a good lawyer to
defend Jerry.” She seemed to notice Mort
for the first time. “You'll take }ns case, won't
you? Il pay you your own pri

“I'm really working for me, But 1l take
your proposition.”

“Well,

Bee looked relieved.
derful.”

“Isn’t it though?” her father said sar-
castically. “C.D.s breaking his back now
trying to hang Johnson’s murder on me. Of
course you'd gladly see your own father go to
the chair if it could save Reynolds for you!”

Bee looked shocked, then eyed Mort coldly.

He shrugged. “It so happens that your
father could have had a good motive. Besides,
as he's just admitted, he knew the number of
your room. He could have planted the money
on Jerry.”

Bee’s brows drew together. “What money?
I only heard a flash on the radio as I was
headed back to New York. I turned around
at once—didn’t stop to learn any details.”

Mort explained : “Jerry had eleven thousand
dollars on him, prcsumably the money Johnson
won at the Hornet’s Nest dlce table. That's
the worst thing against him.

Sh“%h more than enough, ” observed Sheriff
ultz

Mort said: “Remember, Sheriff, Baxley and
his son knew Bee had that room. Either of

that's won-

them could have run across Reynolds there
and planted the money.”

" Jeff Baxley, Jr. slowly got to his feet.
“What the hell! How do you figure me in
this thing ?”

“As your father said, you’re independently
wealthy. You know the fishing tackle busi-
ness. You could set up your own concern and
lead the field if you could make hooks as good
as those from Redditch. That might suit you
fine. You don’t get along any too well with
your father, it appears.”

Junior thought this over. Bee Baxley
snapped: “Now you're trying to pin it on
Junior! Can’t you think of any way to save
Jerry without sending a member of my family
to the elcctric chair?”

“Perhaps.” Mort turned to the sheriff.
“How about getting Sam Arno for me? And
bring along Jerry, too. We might as well
have them all here.”

Shultz was willing. He left the terrace and
drove away. <

Mort addressed the young county attorney.
“Here’s another angle for you to kick around,
Faulkner. Kenwood here pretends to be as-
tonished that any man would be low enough
to sell out good old Arkham, Ltd. But con-
sider this—Johnson was a tcchmclan not a
businessman, while Kenwood travels all over
the world for the company and is a smooth
article if ever I saw one, Suppose the two
men pooled their forces, Kenwood to handle
the business end, while Johnson stood by with
the goods.’

“Then let’s imagine a little further—Ken-
wood decides there’s no point in splitting the
loot. He'll knock off Johnson, get the films
and plant the eleven grand on Reynolds. It’s
chicken-feed compared to what he’ll make out
of the films, and framing Reynolds obscures
the facts.”

The county attorney asked: “But
would he know where to find Reynolds ?”

“A fair question. Reynolds could have been
drunk enough to make a commotion in the

how
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hallway, thereby attracting Kenwood’s atten- saw him last night it was as if he’d seen &
tion. He would think of planting the money ghost! He beat it out fast!”

on a drunk, follow Reynolds into the room
and do so.”

Faulkner shrugged.
coincidence.”

Kenwood snapped: “Of course it does! Let
me ask some questions—I may not have the
whole picture straight, I'd like to know who
this man Arno is.”

“He runs a local gambling joint. The sher-
iff is holding him because he admits he and
his boys went to see Johnson at his cottage late
last night. They roughed up Johnson, but
Arno claims he found no trace of the eleven
thousand. Nor did he find any films.”

Kenwood grew thoughtful. “Well, if that's
the case, how could Johnson’s murderer have
found the money on his person?”

“He didn’t. My guess is that Johnson had
turned the money and microfilms over to
somebody he trusted,”

Jeff Baxley said: “Then what the hell are
you accusing me for? Or Kenwood? Johnson
wouldn’t trust either one of us according to
your theories.”

“Not theories—hypotheses. I was merely
enumerating the possibilities. My only definite
theory about the murder of Cecil Johnson is
that he was killed by someone whom he mis-
takenly trusted.”

. THE three Baxleys and Kenwood sat around

nervously. No one had a further word to

say. ‘The sheriff finally drove up again. He

had picked up a local policeman, and the two

officers escorted their prisoners to the ter-
race.

Sam Arno glared at Mort. “I suppose this

“It leaves a lot to

is your idea,

“T merely wanted to question you a little
further about your informal interview with
Johnson last night. You're sure you found no
money excePt the two hundred dollars you
mentioned ?”

“That’s all.”

“And nothing else of any importance—such
as microfilms?”

“No. How many times are you going to
ask such questions?”

“Till T get an illuminating answer.” Mort
sighed, watched in grim envy as Bee Baxley
tightly held Jerry Reynolds’ hand.

Mort asked Reynolds: “You don’t remember
seeing this man”—he indicated Kenwood—
“last night before you reached Bee's room, or
immediately afterwards?”

Reynolds studied Kenwood and shook his
head, “I don’t think I ever saw him before in
my life.”

Arno grumbled : “I still don’t see why some-
one doesn’t ask a few questions of this smart
shyster.” He glared at Maat, “When Johnson

Faulkner eyed Mort with new interest.
“Why would Johnson be afraid of you when
you'd defended him in court only that morn-

“Sorry, son, but I can’t answer that one. I
came all the way to Kyser Lake to warn
Johnson that someone had really shot at
him,”

“But he knew that!”

“No, son, he didn’t. Blackie here was sup-
posed to shoot through the courtroom window
just to convince the judge that Johnson’s life
was in danger. But somebody sneaked up on
Blackie, knocked him out, then really tried
to kill Johnson.”

“But why? If somebody was after his
films, they couldn’t have shot him down in
the gcourtroom and then taken them from

im.

“Oh, T think it could have been done. Who-
ever shot at Johnson had guessed the secret
of the phony finger. Getting the contents of
the finger might not be so difficult after he
was dead. In the milling crowd that would
immediately surround his body, it might be
easy to slip off the finger and put it back
empty of the films.”

“Well,” said Arno, “I don’t get much of
what you guys are talking about, but it wasn’t
g!ms,in that finger last night. It was queer

ice.

Mort nodded. “I'm guessing that Johnson
was frightened into giving up the films. That
was probably the purpose of the original
threats, to make him think they were no longer
safe in his possession, not nearly so safe as
they would be with his trusted pal. The pal
afterwards took care of the eleven grand—and
Johnson !”

The county attorney exchanged a glance
with the sheriff and said: “A nice theory, but
have you any idea as to who that trusted pal
migh! be?”

It couldn’t be someone Johnson had met
recently in America. It would have to be
someone who had gained his confidence in
England. That could be Kenwood. It could
also be Baxley, who had traveled there to see
his kids in school. And it could be Jeff, Jr.
I'm inclined to favor anybody named Baxley,
since Johnson made a bee-line to Riverton,
then to this lake.”

BLACKSTONE JONES jumped to his feet,

his six feet, seven inches unfolding in ex-
plosive force. He yelled: “That’s it! That's
it—bee-line! Johnson made a line to Bee!
She was educated in England as well as Jeff,
Jr.! She could have met Johnson and sold
him on the idea of making those films! A man

(Continued on page 96)
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ing damuly at a trayful of diamond rings the
clerk is displaying to her.

I watch this right hand carefully. In fact
I almost miss seeing this third mitt come
sneaking out the front of the mink coat. This
third mitt is a perfectly good left duke so T
know the one she has tucked in her pocket is
a phony. In fact I figure the whole left arm
must be strictly the Crow McGee.

This third hand is not in sight long but
when it goes back into the coat I observe that
four diamond rings go along with it. The Doc
chuckles. “A high-class clauder,” he says. “A
genuine* old-fashioned booster with a dummy
arm. I have not observed such a spectacle in
years.” He stops chuckling. “There is a tall
weed in the grass, pony boy.”

T turn my head slowly. Sure enough, a
square-bullt ﬁarty is-standing a yard or two

hind us. He is paying close attention to
thls dame in the mink coat. The dame shakes
her head at the clerk and moves toward the
door. The square-built party eases after her.
Wé follow the square-built party as we al-
ways enjoy watching a pinch.

‘When we get out on the sldcwalk the dame
is walking briskly up the street. he square-
built party is maybe twenty feet behind her
and taking his time. The Doc glances at me
and I can see he is as puzzlcd as I am.

“This is most unusual,” he says. “I ex-
pected to see that copper apprehend the lady
as soon as they hit the sidewalk.” He buttons
his swayback coat and sets his black skimmer
square on his head. “Let us follow them,”

We tag the gumshoe and the dame for
maybe four blocks. Thm the dame turns down
toward the he gumshoe steps into a
doorway. I notice he gives us the dog-eye as
we go by. The dame trots up to the front door
of this big hotel, the Royal Pacific. She
disappears through the door. The Doc and
I stare at each other.

“Well,” T tell him, “maybe we are in the
wrong racket. This Royal Pacific is the best
flop in California. They belt you thirty or
forty bumblebees per day just to sit in the
lobby. T had no idea there was this much
profit in shoplifting.”

e Doc scowls. “There isn't,” he says.

F R Tor S aatorits snd snaps his fingers.

“I will be back in a few minutes. Meet me
at the next corner.

IN MAYBE five minutes the Doc comes up

the street. He has a wide smile on his big
red face. “We have hit pay-dirt, pony boy.
That little lady is none o&cr than the storm
and strife of Mr. ndham Totter, the
owner of the Royal Pncng Hotel.” He rubs
his hands together. “Mr. J. Wyndham Totter
is a millionaire at the very least. I have a little
plan in mind for the gentleman.”

Well, none of this makes sense to me but
Iam always a sucker for the Doc’s little plans.
In fact the time has come for a little plan. We
have been in California just one month and
we have less than one hundred iron men in
our pants pockets. Also we are in the stakes
at this fleabag we live in for another fifty. It
gets cold in the winter, even in California.

The Doc rubs his hands some more. “I
just cased the layout. It is perfect. Now the
first thing you must do is buy an overcoat.”

For a minute I think the Doc is losing his
grip. “Wipe the fog off your cheaters,” I
tell him. “I am wearing my benny now.”

The Doc grins. “So I notice. It is a be-
coming garment. But not suitable for atten-
dance at the cocktail dance at the Royal Paci-
fic Hotel this afternoon.”

This one stops me cold. The last place I
would be caught dead in is a cocktail dance.
The Doc’s grin widens and he goes on: “You
must follow my instructions carefully. I smell
a good score. You must handle the first part
of this operation under your own power. I
will be on hand to take over when the time
comes.”

It takes him fifteen minutes to talk me into
this caper but finally I agree to go along. The
Doc heads back for our fleabag to get his lug-
gage and T head for the lower end of tow
I search three hockshops before I finally ﬁnd
a benny that fills the bill.

'his coat costs me one iron man and even
at that price it is no bargain. It is a sick green
on the outside and it looks like a couple of
murders took place inside. I fold it up and car=
ry it under my own benny when I walk into
the lobby of the Royal Pacific Hotel.

The layout is just as the Doc describes it. .
The cloak-room is just outside the main din-
ing room where this cocktail dance is taking
place. Next to the cloak-room is a stairway
and between the cloak-room and the stairway
is a little hallway. A door from this little
hallway opens into the back end of the cloak-
room. A couple of bushy potted plants almost
cover the entrance to this little hallway.

I wait until a few people stop at the cloak-
room. Then I fold up this one-buck overcoat
and toss it into the little hallway between the
cloak-room and the stairs, Then I step up
to the counter and hand my coat to this blonde.
She gives me a check. move along and
stand just inside the dining room watching
the tussle.” Finally I see a group coming out
of the dance so I move in behind them and
walk past the cloak-room. While they are col-
lecting their coats T dodge into the little hall-
way. The door into the cloak-room is half
open. I reach inside and grab my own benny
off the hanger. Then T replace it with this
gnb T bought in the hockshop. I drape my own

nny over my arm and walk out with the
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cheek the blonde gave me still in my pocket.

That evening I put on my soup and fish an
walk into the dining room of the Royal Pacific.
I have left my benny at our hotel. I am begin-
ning to get nervous as I suddenly realize that
we are extremely short of money. The Doc
has had to bounce half a yard to square our
bill at the fleabag so he can move to the Royal
Pacific.

He is sitting in front of maybe ten dollars’
worth of food when I enter the Royal Pacific
dining room. He has dusted off his swayback
coat and is wearing a fresh white vest and his
best pair of striped pants. I do not feel like
putting on the feed-bag but I order up several
expensive dishes. I push the food around until
I see the Doc is through stoking his haybelly.
Then I get up and give him the office that the
play is on.

Taomy: iyl uil owalkcuct i the. sleak:
room. I hand the blonde my check. She lays
this hock-shop overcoat on the counter. I
take one look at it and jump back about three
feet.

“What is that repulsive object?” I ask
the blonde.

She is a.young job and for a moment I feel
sorry for her. She looks at the coat and her
eyes open wide. “Why . .. it's yours.”

T let out a squawk that brings a dozen eople
out of their chairs in the lobby. “My coat?”
I holler. “Why,” T tell her, “I wouldn’t be
found dead in that thing!” I pound on the
“3 demand to see the manager. I

bed.”

A solid party with a thin black mustache and
a wide brown face steps up. “I am Mr. J.

‘yndham Totter,” he says. “What seems to
be the trouble?”

The Doc is right at J. Wyndham's elbow.
“Pardon me, sir,” he says. “My name is Dr.
Pierce. I am a guest in the hotel and have
witnessed this whole occurrence. I suggest that
we step into your private office, Mr. Totter.”

J. Wyndham stares at the Doc and then at
me. I pick up the hockshop benny and nod.

“Perhaps that would be better,” T tell him.

. Wyndham parks behind this big desk in
his office and blows out his cheeks. “Now,” he
says, “what is this all about?”

I tell him that I check my coat when I go
into the dining room. When I come out, the
blonde in the cloak-room hands me this mess,
I throw the coat on the desk. J. Wyndham
pokes at it with & paper- -knife. “Where did
this come from?”

I shrug my shoulders. The Doc cuts in.
“I was just behind this young man when he
checked his coat. I noticed that it was an
expenslve camel’s-hair, worth several hundred

dollars.”
I pick up the cue. “That's right,” I tell
J. Wyndham. “That coat set me back three

hundred and fifty dollars.”

J. Wyndham nods. “Of course I will reim-
burse you if we fail to recover your overcoat.”
He pushes a button on the dcsk. “I will ask
our house detective to step in.”

I AM sitting back in the chair, all relaxed
and thinking about this easy three-fifty we
will pocket in a few minutes. The door opens
and a square-built party comes in—the ver;
same party we mnoticed following Mrs. f
Wyndham Totter out of the jewelry store.
I am suddenly neryous as I remember that this
umshoe saw the Doc and me walking down
the street together. I don’t dare look at the

The gumshoe stands there while J. Wynd-
ham tells him about how I lose my benny and
how the Doc vouches for the fact that my
benny is worth three hundred and fifty dollars.
The gumshoe’s name turns out to be Munger,
Herman Munger. He listens carefully to J.
Wyndham Totter and then takes out a big
notebook and writes in it.

“I will have a complete report for you in
ten minutes, sir,” he tells J. am. He
takes a good look at the Doc and me. Then
he gives us a little bow and goes out. So
far as I can tell he doesn’t give us a tumble

in finish.
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I figure he is as dumb as he looks, which
almost impossible.

J. Wyndham breaks out a box of cigars and
a jug of brandy while we are waiting. The
Doc seems perfectly at ease so I loosen up a
little myself. After a few minutes Herman
Munger returns and halts in front of the desk.
“I can find no trace of the overcoat,” he says.
“It is a mystery.”

J. Wyndham lets out a big sigh. “I feared
as much,” he says. “You may go, Munger,
But keep an eye open.” Munger goes out and
J. Wyndham reaches in a drawer and pulls
out a checkbook. He scribbles for a minute and
tosses the check to me. “I have made it out
for four hundred,” he tells me. “The extra
fifty is for the inconvenience.”

I reach for the check but the Doc beats me
to it. He grabs it out of my hand and smlles
at J. Wyndham, “You are an easy mark,
Totter,” he says. “You are what denizens of
the underworld call a soft touch,” He folds

check and slowly starts tearing it to pieces.
Wtten it is reduced to shreds he drops it in
an aghtray and touches a match to it.

J. Wyndham sits there with his mouth open.
I am getting a little confused myself. It is the
first time I have ever seen the Doc set money
on fire. The Doc chuckles.

“It may interest you to know that Mr.
Allan and T are partners,” he says. “We
rigged this little operation as an object lesson.”

e reaches in his pocket and shows J. Wynd-
ham a gold badge the size of a slice of ham,
The Doc has one of the finest collections of
phony buzzers in the country.

{Nyndha.m lets out a gurgle and stares at
the badge. “Are you an officer of the law?”

The Doc nods. “Mr. Allan and I have been
sssoclated with federal enforcement for many

Well I have to snicker when he pulls this
one. The closest we have ever been to a federal
enforcement agency is when some U. S.
Marshal puts us in the lead. The Doc goes
on: “You have had a number of jewel thefts
here in the hotel recently. Have you been
able to identify a single suspect?”

J. Wyndham shakes his head. “No. The
police are baffled.
The Doc nods. “Just as your house detec-

tive, Herman Munger, is baffled over the theft
of Mr, Allan’s coat.” He lowers his voice and
speaks slowly. “Mr. Allan did not lose an
overcoat. He checked a coat this afternoon
during the cocktail dance. At the first oppor-
tunity he removed his own coat from the
hanger in-the cloak-room and subsmuted this
object you see here on the 1

“J. Wyndham's eyes are bugging out so far
you can knock them off with a gasehall bat.
“This whole d'ung was staged by you?”
““That's right.” The Doc leans forward.

“It was the best method of convincing you
that you are at the mercy of any clever crimi-
nal.” He drops his voice to a whisper. “Your
wife is in great danger, Mr. Totter.”

Wyndham turns pale. “Amelia? What
danger ?”

The Doc leans back in his chair. His eyes
narrow and I know he is getting close to the
payoff pitch, “This gang of jewel thieves
plans to kidnap your wife, Mr. Totter.” J.
Wyndham lets out another gurgle and the Doc
holds up his hand. “Just a moment. You
think your wife is safe because you have Her~
man Munger follow her around. Let me tell
you that Munger will be of little value when
it comes to a show-down with this gang.”

J. Wyndham takes out a big handkerchief
and mops his face. “This is terrible,” he says.
“What can I do?” He reaches for the phone.
“I_must call the police.”

The Doc shakes his head. “The police
cannot help you. Take my word for that. I
know this gang.” He thinks for a minute.
“It will give me great pleasure to lay this
gang by the heels. I have a few old scores
to settle with them.”

J. Wyndham hrlghtens up. “Then you will
protect my wife ?

The Doc nods. “Yes,” he says quietly. “Our
fee will be five thousand dollars in advance.”

yndham comes up out of his chair like
there is a tack in it. “Five thousand? Do
you think I'm crazy ?”

The Doc speaks slowly and distinctly. “No,
M, Totter,” he says. “I do not think you are
suffering from kleptomania.”

I have never seen a party deflate so quickly
in my life. J. Wyndham ‘shrinks about four
sizes in four seconds. He slum?s down in
the chair. “Then . . . you know?”

The Doc nods. “T know that your wife is
a thief, that she is suffering from this horrible
malady.” He smiles at J. Wyndham. “You
forget that I am a physician, Mr. Totter. As
a matter of fact I happen to be an expert
psychiatrist. T believe that I can put your wife
on the road to recovery in a short time.”

Wyndham sits up slowly. His eyes are
%Iassy It has been coming Frctty fast for him.
n fact it is coming a little too fast for me
right at this point. Especially the part abont
the Doc being a psych-what's-this. Eves
body knows that the only medical pitch the
Doc ever had was when he peddled snake-oil
around the carnivals some years

J. Wyndham speaks slowly. “Yes,” he says,
“Amelia is a kleptomaniac. Dr. Ronkel, our
house physician, has been treating her for
several months. He has_recommended that
she be allowed to steal. Munger goes alon
and makes a list of what she takes. Then
hunt for the articles she has stolen and return
them to the stores. This afternioon she stole
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two diamond rings from a jewelry store.” He
reaches for his checkbool accept your
pr?)osmnn I have no alternative.”

meet the Doc in the lobby of the Royal
Pacific at ten o'clock the next morning. He
tells me he has slipped a bellhop ten dollars
to sneak his luggage out the back door and
down to the station. I have my keister at the
station already and we are all set to blow
town as soon as we cash this check for five
grand which J. Wyndham Totter has written
the night before. As we walk out I notice the
house detective, Herman Munger, parked be-
hind a newspaper in the lobby.

THE teller at the bank takes a close gander

at the check. Finally he picks up a phone
and speaks in a low voice. He puts the phone
down and smiles at the Doc. “Can’t be too
careful,” he says. He starts to shuffle the let-
tuce on the counter.

My fingers are. itching. Suddenly I feel
a piece of paper in my hand. The Doc grins at
me and speaks to the teller. “My friend here
has a small check from Mr. Totter. Perhaps

ou would be kind enough to cash it for him,
{can vouch for him.”

I unfold the paper in my hand and I am
not surprised when I discover it is the very
same check the Doc tore up and burned in
J. Wyndham Totter’s ashtray the night before.
The Doc has more pockets in his sway-back
coat than you can find on a pool table. He
always has a supply of blank checks and other
handy items in these pockets, It is no trick
at all for the Doc to switch anything he has
in his mitt for an article in one of these
pockets.

The teller deals me four fat yard-notes. I
am stuffing them in my leather and trying to
keep a straight face when I happen to glance
at the next window. Herman Munger, the
house detective of the Royal Pacific, is stand-
ing there giving us the dog-eye.

%‘hc Doc spots Munger, too. He grabs me
by the arm and we head out the door and down

the street. It is one of the few times I have
ever seen the Doc get nervous.

“We have walked into a trap, pony boy,”
he tells me. “We must return to the hotel. T
must stop that bellhop I bribed to remove my
luggage.”

A taxi comes along and we grab it. I
pay off the jockey while the Doc heads through
the front door at a high trot. I am right on
his heels and am greatly relieved when I
notice he has a bellhop by the arm. I glance
around the lobby and then I nearly keel over,

Herman '\Iungcr is sitting in a chair read-
ing a newspaj

The Doc head; for the elevator and gives
me the office to come along. When we get
in his room he opens his keister and takes out
a long, green document with red and gold seals
all over it. He starts to write on this docu-
ment.

1 sit down on the bed and try to stop feeling
nervous. The Doc folds the document and
smﬁ; it in his pocket. He grins at me.

am pleased with the situation,” he tells
me, “This should turn out to be one of our
better operations.”

“Well,” I tell him, “so far none of this
makes any sense. I never saw such a nuisance
as this Herman Munger. Every time I turn
around he is giving me the double-0.”

The Doc chuckles, “Herman has been help-
ful. In fact Herman has revealed exactly what
is going on in this place.” He closes his
keister and starts for the door. “We will now
pay a call on the house physician, Dr. Ronkel.”
He stops and thinks for a minute. “We may
be forced to use stern measures with Dr.
Ronkel Please be at hand when the necessity
arises,”

This Dr. Ronkel is a skinny party with a
little pointed set of whiskers on the end of
his chin, He gets up when we come in and
holds out his mitt.

“T am pleased to meet you, Dr. Pierce,” he
says. He looks at me, and the Doc puts me
away as his secretary. I start to take a chair
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but the Doc gives me the office to stay upright.
He walks around the desk and stands close
to Dr Ronkel.

“I will be bncf sir,” he says. “We are
federal officers.”
He flashes this big gold buzzer. I move

around on the other side. Ronkel turns a
light green. “What is wrong?” he asks.

e Doc smiles. “Nothing, we hope. We
would just like to take a look at your private
account book for the past twelve months.” He
hands him the green document. “Here is my
authority.”

Dr. Ronkel smiles. “I assure you my in-
come tax is in order.” He turns to a little safe
set in the wall and twirls the knob. The safe
opens. I notice a bunch of little boxes on the
floor of this safe. Ronkel pulls out a big
book and turns to lay it on the desk. The
nods to me and as Ronkel’s chin goes by I
pl{t a hard right smack on his button. He drops
like a log.

The Doc looks down at him and tosses a
roll of adhesive tape on the desk. “Wrap him
up, pony boy, “We will need to
produce him later 5. I-{e takes the little pack-
nges out of the safe and stows them in his

Then he starts tapping the back and
side wnlls of the safe. Pretty soon he grunts
and pulls one of the side walls loose. A
bunch of pink envelopes tied up with pink
ribbon flops out on the floor.

I tape Ronkel’s mouth and throw a few
turns around his arms and legs. When I turn
armmd the Doc is stuffing the letters in his

et. He has a wide grin on his red face.
“Let us break the good news to the Totter
family,” he says.

ell, I can stand a little news about what
is going on myself but I know better than to
ask questions. I roll Ronkel up in the rug and
tuck him under the desk out of sight. Then
I follow the Doc out the door and into J.
‘Wyndham Totter’s office.

WYNDHAM jumps up and shakes hands

*with us. He looks - 4 at the Doc. “Have

made any ress ?
’v'li'he Doc smiles. “The case is broken,” he
“We will have the culprits under lock
md luy within the hour.” He holds up his
hand. “Please ask Mrs. Totter to come down
dere. When she arrives I wish to speak with
her alone for a few minutes.”

J. Wyndham looks puzzled but he picks up
the phone. Aiter a short wait Amelia Totter
walks into the room and stands looking at
her husband. J. Wyndham puts us away as
the law and tells her she is to give us her
complete confidence. Then he backs out the
door into the next room.

Now that I get a close look at her I can
see that this Amelia Totter has even more

speed than I give her credit for. She is le ed
up like a Derby winner and has a pair of
brown eyes and wavy brown hair. She dre
into a chair and looks at the Doc like she is
afraid he is going to bite her.

“What do yau want?” she asks in a low
voice.

The Doc grins. He reaches in his pocket
and lays the bundle of pink envelopes in her
lap. She grabs the first one off the top and
tears it open. The breath goes out of her and
she lifts her head and gives the Doc the full
treatment with the brown lamps.

“You must come straight from heaven,
Dr. Pierce,” she says.

The Doc chuckles. “No,” he says, “we
came straight from Dr. Ronkel’s office. Dr.
Ronkel is reposing under his desk, waiting for
the police.” He walks over and puts his hand
on her shoulder. “I must tell your husband
the whole story, all except one minor detail,
Do you think you can explain the real reason
for yonr pretending to be afflicted with klepto-
mania ?

Amelia is pale but her voice is steady. “Must
he know 2"

The Doc nods. He thinks for a minute.
“So far as we are concerned those letters do
not exist,” he says. “Dr. Ronkel will not
dare to mention ﬁnem, and if he does he cannot
prove anything.

Amelia is watchmg the Doc closely “But
what will you tell my husband ?”

The Doc g‘rm& “T'll think of something.
Leave it to me.”

Amelia reaches up and grips the Doc’s hand.
“You are an angel, Dr. Pierce,” she says. “I
will trust you. You have such a kind and
honest face.”

Well, T have to snicker when I hear this.
The Doc has made a good living for years on +
his kind and honest face, but this is the first
time I ever heard anyone call him an angel.
I step to the door and call J. Wyndham back
into the gathering.

The Doc doesn’t give J. Wyndham a chance
to ask questions. “I have made a few guesses,
Mr. Totter,” he says. “I want you to correct
me if I am in error. For example, your wife
developed this malady, this urge to steal,
shortly atfer Dr. Ronkel came here as house
physician?”

J. Wyndham glances at Amelia and nods.
“That is true, but 1 fail to see the connection.”

“You will.” e Doc narrows his eyes.
“Did Dr. Ronkn:l ask you to employ. Herman
Munger as house detective?”

J. Wyndham nods again. “Yes. Dr. Ronkel
said that Munger was experienced in cases of
Kleptomania and would take good care of my

wite®

“Justas I thought.” The Doc leans forward
and speaks slowly. “Your wife was never a
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victim of kleptomania. She was the victim
of a clever gang of blackmailers.” He turns
to Amelia. “Have I your permission to tell
your husband what has been going on?”

The dame nods. “Yes, Please tell him
everything.”

e Doc frowns and says: “Dr Ronkel is
the leader of a gang of criminals. He is brutal
and unscrupulous. He told your wife that you
were marked for death at the hands of a
professional killer—that the only way she
could save you was by pretending to be a
kleptomaniac. He also forced héf to assist hls
two henchmen in robbing the hotel guests.”

J. Wyndham sits up and his eyes hop out
on his cheeks. “Is this true, Amelia?”

The dame nods and gives a shiver.
“Dr. Ronkel is wicked, evil.” She glances at
the Doc. “You are wrong in one respect, Dr.
Pierce, I did not assist in the thefts from the
Ronkel made me steal from the stores. He sent
Munger along with me.

J. Wyndham looks at the Doc and frowns.
“Was Munger in on this, too?

The Doc nods. “Munger and another man
whom you have seen many times, but did not
recognize.” He reaches into his swayback coat
and lays the packages he took from the safe in
Ronkel’s office on the desk. “You will find the
jewels stolen from the hotel guests in these
packages. In addition, you will find other
jewels. The jewels stolen by Mrs. Totter
that were not returned to the stores.”

J. Wyndham and Amelia stare at each
other, The dame speaks first. “Did they give
you the jewels I stole?” she asks J. Wynd-

m.

“Yes. I returned them to the stores myself.”

The Doc shakes his head. “You were al-
lowed to find only part of the loot,” he says.
“That is what put me on the track. You told
us last night that Mrs. Totter had stolen two
diamond rings. Mr. Allan and I watched her
take four rings. Dr. Ronkel was holding out
part of the proceeds.”

J. Wyndham thinks for a minute and then
nods. “I see,” he says. “It was a clever plot.
But who is the third man in this gang?”

The Doc chuckles. “That was another little
point that had me puzzzled. Herman Munger
cleared it up for me himself. When Mr.
Alldn and I left for the bank, Herman Munger
was sitting in the lobby. When we arrived at
the bank he was standing a few feet away while
T cashed your check. We took a cab and re-
turned to the hotel by the shortest route. When
we walked into the lobby, Mr. Munger was
sitting in a chair.”

I WATCH it sink in on J. Wyndham and

Amelia. In fact T have only just tumbled

m‘l‘i:e myself J. Wyndham opens his mouth.
TR

The Doc nods. “Exactly. Herman Munger
has a twin brother. That was what made it
50 easy to rob your guests, One Munger sat
in the lobby and checked guests in and out.
His carbon copy prowled the rooms and lifted
the loot. If any of the other employees or
guests saw him they would think nothing of it.
No one suspects the house detective. Espe-
cially when he has a twin brother giving him
a periect alibi.”

Wyndham snorts and grabs the phone.
The Doc shakes his head. “Do not call the
police yet,” he says. “You must give Mr.
Allan and myself time to get out of town. If
these crooks get a good look at us our useful-
ness in the war against crime would end.”

He gets to his feet. “You will find Dr.
Ronkel under the desk in his office. One of
the Munger twins is in the lobby. You will
probably find the other one sleeping in his
room.” He nods at the packages on the table,
“You have enough evidence there to send
them away for a long time.”

I am on my feet. I bow to J.Wyndham and
Amelia. The Doc also bows and we start for
the door. J. Wyndham steps back to the desk.
“Not so fast, Doctor,” he says. He pulls out
his checkbook and gets busy with his pen. “I
insist that you accept an additional five
thousand dollars. You have made me the hap«
piest man in the world.”

The Doc steps right up. “I will accept with
pleasure,” he says. J. Wyndham is writing
again in the checkbook. He smiles at me.

“You must allow me to buy you a camel’s-
hair overcoat, Mr. Allan,” he says. He flips
the check to me and I see it is for four yards.
1 manage to keep my face straight.

We are out of the hotel and in the bank in
ten minutes flat. We make the same window
and this teller gives us a puzzled look when
we hand him two more checks just like
the pair he has cashed for us that morning.

The train is pulling out of the station when
we flop into a seat. The Doc leans back and
lets out a big sigh. “I must confess that I am
glad that operation is over,” he says. “It turned
out well, but there were some sticky spou.

I can feel all this lettuce resting in my
wallet. It is a nice feeling. “We made a good
score, anyhow,” I tell him. “And also doubled
as a pair of guardian angels for J. Wyndham
and Amelia,”

The Doc chuckles.
was all done in doubles.
doublecross, and double detectives.

“Well,” T tell him, “there was a time there
when I figured maybe they would double us
up in a room with bars on the windows.”

T look out the window and scowl at the
scenery. “There is one thing I ‘wish I had
checked on,” T say. “Which one of those
Mungers was Herman?”

“Yes,” he says. “It

Double f,”sv a neat
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Jonas closed in on the
‘man, the gun
from his fingers and
clipped him, hard.

Abe W hittle, the town tippler, swore he saw a witch on a broomstick
swoop out of the Pembrooke’s attic the night old Miss Lydia was killed.
“Stuff and nonsense,” everyone said, but they began to doubt their
words when the second corpse was found—a skinny old hag with wild
scraggly hair, wearing a flapping rope and, lying near the body, a be-
som, the Flying Fortress of witchendom since time immemorial.
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Rides a Broomstick

T WAS funny, the way things happened,
I that I shou{ have been studying my
history lesson, which dealt with the Puri-
tans and their witch hangings, the very night
Lydia Pembrooke was murdered. Mr. Beecher
and Mr. Finny were in the living room with
me at the time, smoking and chatting in front
of the fire. Jonas Beecher was the sheriff,
and a smart one—tall and thin and a little
stooped-shouldered, with more hair in his
bushy eyebrows and mustache than on his
head. He usually depended more on his wits
than on a gun in preserving law and order.
And that's why in the end he cracked the mys-
tery, a_double-barreled one it proved to be,
which had superstitious folk talking in whis-
pers behind locked doors. A locked door played
a big part in the affair, too, although not for
the same reason. I helped some, and in a way
so did Dr, Kerrick, but it was Jonas who
really got in the final lick.

My father, a mining engineer, had lived with
the Beechers since Mother died, and when he
went to South America I stayed right on so as
not to miss my schooling. Their house was
about the largest in Crestmont and the
Beechers sometimes took in boarders since
there wasn’t a hotel in the village. Tourists
stopped off, especially summers, just to look
around. They said the place had “charm” and
raved about the old houses and the things in
them,

Mr. Finny was a regular visitor from New
York, a birdlike little man with twinkling blue
eyes and a hearty laugh, and a great one for
telling stories. He used to take me around
the county with him in his little truck, pick-
ing up odds and ends of stuff. Called himself
a junk dealer, although the sign on his truck
read, Andrew Finny, Antiques. His shop was
in New York. I couldn’t imagine how he ever
made a living off the fool things he bought,
but Jonas claimed the business was a gold
mine.

Mrs. Beecher was clearing off the supper
table and Mr, Finny was in the middle of a
story, when Ted Druet, the garage man, came
storming into the house.

“Jonas!” he yelled. “You better get over to
the Pembrooke place right off. Some woman
flagged me on the road below there a few min-
utes ago, cryin’ an’ carrym on that Miss
Lyidm had been killed an’ for me to fetch the

ice.
lm“Who was the woman?” the sheriff asked,
bmmdmg out of his chair.

‘Don 't ever remember seein’ hcr before, Old
an’ crazy lookin’, bareheaded an’ wearin’ a

wrapper. She like to scared me to death pop-
pin’ up in front of the car like she did.”

It must have been Lydia’s sister, Debo-
rah,” Mrs. Beecher said.

“Like as not it was,” Ted Druet agreed.

“Sort of a local wraith, isn't she?” Mr,
Finny put in.

“Always has been,” Jones declared, pulling
on his coat. “Never has been introduced
around or seen much, . . You want to come
along with me?”

It was not until Ted Druet had gone on to
his shop and Jonas was hurrying down the
road with Mr. Finny—the sheriff’s car being
laid up for repairs—that he turned and saw
me following. “You go back, Cedric,” he
ordered, “No place for a young 'un where
there’s been violence and bloodshed.”

But I merely fell behind a few steps and

kept right on, sniffling a little because I had
always liked Miss Lydia even if most folks
did call her a “snooty, dried up old maid.” She
might have been old and prim and dressed
queerly, but she was sweet and gentle just
the same. I ran errands for her and had even
gone into the house, which was more than
most people had done in years, although I saw
her sister only once— close to, that is. Even
then the shades were drawn in the room, and
what with all the commotion I hadn't paid
much attention to the woman except to notice
her arm,
The Pembrookes had founded the town
away back in Colonial days and a lot of them
were buried here. One of the men had fought
in the Revolutionary War and afterwards
built the house Miss Lydia lived in, a two-
story, shingled place on the side of Dobb's
Hill. She and her sister were the last of the
family, and now that Miss Lydia was gone
T wondered what the sister would do.

THE men turned off into a weedy lane
that wound between big elms: I lagged
behind a bit. The house showed up ghostlike
in the moonlight. The front door was stand-
ing open, and when Jonas and Mr. Finny
tramped across the veranda a tall woman
holdmg a lamp met them
Mr. Beecher, the sheriff,” Jonas said.
“Are you Deborah Pembrooke ?”
The woman nodded. “She—Miss Lydms
up, in the attic. I've been waiting . .
voice wavered and broke and her hand shoolr
so that Jonas took the lamp from her.
“Show us how to get there,” he said.
Holding to the rail, the woman led the way
to the second floor and down the hall to a nar-
55
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row door that opened onto a flight of steep,
uncarpeted stairs, 1 tiptoed after them, my
heart thudding. When the woman hesitated,
Jonas spoke sharply.

; "Go head! There’s nothing to be afraid
of.

A candle burned on a table in the attic, but
the rest of the cluttered space was dark. A
large window at the far end was open. That
wasn’t the first thing I saw, though. It was
Miss Lydia lying on a mound of rugs, her
head turned a little to one side, and so quiet
and natural she seemed to be curled up asleep.

Jonas gave his lamp to Mr. Finny and
dropped down beside the woman, brushing
back some of the hair that had fallen across
her face. Then he looked around and straight
at me in the doorway. I expected he would be
mad to find I'd disobeyed him, but he wasn’t.

“Cedric,” he called out, “you go bring Dr.
Kerrick. Quick now.”

I ran all the way, which wasn'’t far, found
the doctor at home, told him what had hap-
pened and we both hustled back. Dr. Kerrick,
who acted as medical officer for the sheriff,
was younger than most folks in the village, a
little more than twice my age—I'm going on
fourteen—but right up to date.

He nodded to the men when we reached the
attic, and without speaking, except to ask

onas to hold the lamp close, examined Miss
ydia. “She was struck just back of the ear,

a hard blow,” he announced finally, getting

:o his, feet “Been dead for several hours at
st.

“T could see that right off,” the sheriff

said.

The doctor looked around and for the first
time seemed to notice the woman hunched
against the wall. “Who's this?” he asked.

“It’s Deborah Pembrooke, Lydia’s sister,”
Jonas told him. “She found the body and had
Ted Druet come for me.” He dragged a
rickety chair from the jumble of furniture be-
hind-him. “Sit here, Miss Deborah. Take
Eur time now and tell us all you know.

verything.”

The woman sat down, blinking in the light,
and drew her robe tightly about her thin shoul-
ders. “I've never—been up here before,”
she began faintly. “Never once. Lydia always
kept the attic door locked. I didn’t mind.
Tonight—it was right after supper—she took a
candle and came upstairs, saying she thought
she heard a noise. I told her it was just the
squirrels. They get in here, come cold
weather.”

She paused and wiped at her eyes. “After
I'd finished the dishes, I took a lamp and went
up to the bedroom. It's right across from the
attic stairs. The door was partly open, and
while I was undressing I thought I heard a
mumbling as if—as if Lydia was talking to

somebody, only I knew it couldn’t be, for
there were just the two of us in the house.”

“So you concluded she must have been talk-
ing to herself?”

e woman nodded. “I waited and waited,
but Lydia didn’t come down, didn’t answer
when T called and—and after a time I came
up here, I thought at first that she’d fallen,
but when I saw the blood—and her

“You ran out and stopped Mr. Druet, mld
him?”

“I don’t know who it was.”

“Could anyone get into the house and up-
stalrs ‘without you hearing ?”

“Must have, somehow, although we keep
the doors and windows locked.”

“This attic window’s open,” Mr. Fi
said, moving toward it and peering out. That
big tree limb seems close enough for a man to
slide along and get in here—get out the same
way,” he added.

e sheriff walked over to investigate.
“Could be,” he admitted, “if a fellow was
spry, and could open the window from the
outside.” He turned and glanced around the
attic. “I'll have to come up here in daylight
to search the place. With all this clutter of
stuff it'll be a job finding the murder weapon
if it was tossed away. No sign of one so far.”

“The proverbial blunt instrument,” Dr.
Kerrick said. “Let’s hope it'll bear the needed
fingerprints.” He smiled. “A house as old
as this ought to have a first-class ghost, Jonas.
Has that occurred to you? What if the spook
got riled at Miss Lydia and—"

“dedlesncksl" the sheriff snorted.

“Just the same, plenty of folks in this
region would accept the theory,” the doctor
said, “The stories and superstitions I've lis-
tened to amaze me.”

“Sa§, look down there!” Mr. Finny, who
had remained at the window, suddenly ex-
claimed. “Isn’t that somebody on the ground
beside the tree?”

e sheriff stepped to the window, leaned
out, swore, and bolted from the attic, clump-
ing down the stairs so fast it was all Mr,
Finny and I could do to keep up with him,
We dashed out the front door and into the side

yard.

“It’s Abe Whittle,” Jonas muttered, bend-
ing over the sprawled man who was breath-
ing heavily, his eyes closed. “Does porter
work at Grant’s bar.”’

“He’s been injured,” Mr. Finny declared.

The moon was so bright I could see that
for myself, what with the blood on his face
and shirt. Jonas prodded him, finally boosted
him to his feet. “You, Abe! Wake up!” he
ordered. “What you doing here? How'd
you get hurt?”

Whittle swayed, staring at us dazed-like for
a minute, Then he clapped a hand to his nose,
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“I—I smacked into a tree,” he

spoke ing my history book. “A

thickly.

“Fell out of one, more likely,” Jonas
charged. “And you're higher'n a kite. What
you doing in Miss Pembrooke’s yard this
time of night?”

The man looked around as if to get his
bearings, peered at each of us, then up at the
house, shuddered and clutched the sheriff’s
arm. “You know—know what I seen?” he

gulped, pointing a shaky finger toward the
attic. “Up there where the light's showm”
Swooped right out the window lt d:d an’ made
for me. I turned to run an'—an’ bumped
into the tree. Must have knocked me cold.”

“What swooped out?” Jonas demanded,
scowling.

“A—a witch ridin’ a broomstick!- T seen
her plain as day.”
onas swore and cuffed him. “That's

en({ughl Talk sense now, Abe.”
“But I tell you I seen her,” the man wa-
vered. “I—I was headin’ for home. .
“You don’t live in this dlrectlon, Jonas
snap ed angrily, “You're babblmg nonsense.
'm locking you up till you’re sobered and tell
the truth. And you'll have a lot of explaining
to do before you get out again. Come along.”

MR. FINNY and I went on home a bit later,
after the sheriff had taken Abe Whittle
to jail and Dr. Kerrick took charge of poor
Miss Lydia. We had Deborah come with us
instead of staying alone in the house for the
night. When we got back, Mrs. Beecher met
us to hear the news and saw that Deborah was
made comfortable.

“It must have been dreadful, finding her
sister like she did,” eecher declared,
coming back after putting the woman to bed.
“The poor creature’s in a daze and shaking
like a leaf. She’s younger than I expected,
and nice, too. To think of the horrible things
folks made up about her! Why, I heard she
was disfigured and ashamed to show herself,
and some said she was half-wittéd and Lydia
had to keep her tethered most of the time.”

“T've listened to the same things for the
past few years,” Mr. Finny said. “It's been
cruel, the talk that's gone around.”

“Do you think Abe Whittle shinnied up
that tree and took a tumble coming down?”

asked.

“Hard to know what to think. Maybe he
was drunk, maybe just pretending.” Mr. Fin-
ny began laughing. “But he certainly had a
story to tell. A broomstick-riding witch!
That’s a rare one.”

“Well,” Mrs. Beecher remarked, “there’re
no end of those who still hold with such things.
Just as some of their forebears did right in
this very state.”

“They hanged plenty of witches once,” I

few of them really admitted they could put
spells on people and were friendly with the
devil. Those suspected of being witches were
whipped with castor-bean bushes, which were
said to make them confess, or tossed into
ponds and if they floated they were guilty.”

Mr. Finny shook his head. “That's true
enough, Cedric. Fsuppose the story will create
a lot of talk once it gets out. And as you say,
Mrs. Beecher, there’ll be folks who'll swallow
tomﬁht s story hook, line and sinker.”

e sheriff came in presently to tell us Abe .
Whittle had sobered up quick enough when he
learned of the murder, but that he still stuck to
his yarn about being so scared he'd run into
a tree which accounted for his bloody nose.”

“He sure collided with something,” Mr.
Finny agreed.

“T'm holding him,” Jonas said. “He's the
only suspect so far, but I don’t think he’s
guilty. Tt just doesn’t make sense. No reason
I can figure out, No motive I can see at all
for the murder.”

“Guess you'll have to hang it on the ghost
Dr. Kerrick mentioned, or the witch that
swooped out the wmdow,” Mr. Finny com-
mented, grinning.

“1d Just as soon think Deborah killed her
sister,” Jonas replied.

The two men were still talkmg when I went
off to bed. It was a long time before I fell
asleep, thinking over what I'd seen and heard
that night. The next day was Saturday, with
no school, and T was up early. Mr. Finny
had already gone to attend an auction some-
where off in the county.

Miss Deborah ate breakfast with us, look-
ing pale and shaky, but only breaking down
when the sheriff tried to question her. She
hadn’t any idea who might have clubbed her
sister to death. Lydia had no enemies. She'd
seen no suspicious characters lurking around
the premises lately. She didn’t know
Whittle and was sure her sister hadn’t either.
When Jonas asked if there’d ever been any
trouble between Lydia and herself, Debornh
said they always got on pleasantly and en-
joyed being by themselves. T knew the sheriff,
was leading up to the reason she had kept so
close to the house all these years, never being
seen outside the yard or appearing when any-
one did call, but the woman started crying so
hard that he shrugged and walked away from
the table.

Mrs. Beecher wanted to go back to the
house with her, to help straighten things up
for the funeral, but Deborah said she’d rather
be alone today, and set off by herself. Later
on that morning I decided to get hold of my
chum who had a new rifle, and perhaps join
him in knocking over a few squirrels. Inst
of following the main road, I took a short-
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cut across the fields back of the Pembrooke
place. Just as I was skirting the pond I heard
a flock of crows making a great racket in a
nearby thicket, and when I came up to them,
thinking they were deviling an owl, I saw
what had excited t]

For a minute I stood stock-still, swallowing
hard, my heart pumping. The crows circled
off, but kept up their chatter. I didn’t go
very close to the object on the ground, and
after peering at it from all sides, I turned and
ran to get hold of the sheriff. He wasn’t at
the jail or town hall, and I'd about concluded
he msut have gone to look over the Pembrooke
place again when I saw him drive out of Ted
Druet’s garage with Dr. Kerrick beside him.
I called and waved and he stopped. By the
time I reached the car I was so wing
could hardly talk.

“There’s a woman—over near the pond,”
I gasped. “I think—she’s dead.”

“Good Lord!” the doctor exclaimed. “An-
other one?”

Jonas snatched me up into the rear seat.
“Show .us where,” he ordered.

E SWUNG off on the dirt road and I

pointed to the thicket where the crows
‘were perched again, making more noise than
ever. Jonas and the doctor jumped from the
car, climbed the rail fence and strode across
the field. When I reached them the doctor
was squatted beside the woman. He
turned her over, but I couldn’t see her face
so well because of the stringy, gray hair that
hid most of it. She was old and wrinkled and
skinny, and had on a long dark ro

% No trace of blood,” Dr. Kerrick was say-
ing, “but there’s a bruise on the side of her
head. T'll make a thorough examination later.
Been dead a long time.” He brushed back
the woman's straggly hair. “Anyone you
know, Jonas ?”

The * sheriff shook his head. “Nobody
around these parts.”

“Huh, that's odd. We may find some iden-
tification when we go through her clothes. Not
exactly a glamor girl, would you say?”

Staring down at the woman’s face, noticing
her sharp nose, pointed chin and wild hair, I
thought she looked like the pictures of witches
I'd seen on Halloween cards, but I kept quiet.

“Looks like you've another headache com-
ing on, Sheriff,” the doctor said. “Let’s hope
these mysteries don’t run in threes. Of course
‘we can’t be sure—” he broke off to pick up
‘what seemed to be a straight, smooth stick that
lay partly concealed under the woman’s robe,
and when he pulled it all the way out, I saw
that a bundle of twigs were fastened to one

“Looks fike a_makeshift brush of some
sort,” he muttered.

Roland_Phillips

The sheriff stepped over and took the thing
from him. “Why, it's a besom,” he declared.
“Sure is. Havtnt seen one in years.”

“A what

“Besom. Guess you're too young to remem-
ber. Before fancy brooms were invented,
early-day folks used to wrap a bunch of wil-
low or birch twigs around the end of a branch
to sweep with,” Jonas explained. “My grand-
father had a couple in his home. And this is
a danged old one,” he added, lnspectmg the
cord wnth which the twigs were bound.
haven’t made twine like this for the last hun-
dred years. It’s dyed wool, almost as stout as
wire.”

“Just an old-time broom, eh?” the doctor
said, his eyes beginning to twinkle. “And
how do you suppose it got here? Was the
woma.n carrying the broomstick—or riding
it?

“Don’t go
growled.

Dr. Kerrick chuckled. “The old girl was
riding a bromstick and had to make a crash
landing ! Maybe the twigs conked out on her !
Maybe ‘Abe Whittle’s story isn’t so crazy
after all.”

“Rubbish !” Jonas snorted, his face getting

spouting nonsense,” Jonas

re

“Well then, how are we to account for the
relic being found here? The woman must
have brought it with her. Why? Why would
she be luggmg a broom—a besom, as you've
labeled it—across the field ?”

The sheriff didn’t answer, didn’t seem to be
listening at all. Instead, he was peering in-
tently at the end of the worn besom handle.
“Look here!” he said. “Would you say these
were stains ?”

Sobering a little, Dr. Kerrick inspected the
brown marks. “Offhand I’d pronounce them
bloodstains, and not so old either. We’ll soon
determine that.” He paused and glanced up.
“You haven’t found what Miss Lydia was
struck down with yet, have you?”

Jonas admitted he hadn’t. “Probably will,
though, when I give that cluttered attic a good
search this morning. That is, if the miscreant
tossed away whatever weapon he used in
place.”

“If you don’t find what you're looking for,
and these stains prove to be blood, this broom-
stick xmght well be accepted as the murder
weaj

pon.

“Maybe so, only—”

“Only we’d be left wondering how in thun-
der it came to be found way off here, apparent-
ly in i is so far uni i
old woman,” the doctor went on as the sheriff
hesitated. “Wouldn’t it be logical to think
then that she committed the crime?”

Jonas ns tled. “Drat it, Kerrick,” he
grumbled, “you want me to believe she got
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into the attic somehow, clubbed Miss Lydia to
death with the broomstick and sailed out the
window astride it?”

“Well, we'll have to admit the slayer got
in and got out again,” the doctor contended.
“The getting in might not be so puzzling, but
remember Deborah Pembrooke was in the
room at the foot of the attic stairs and saw
no one coming down. The stains and the
window are the only exits.”

“There's that tree outside the window.”

“Yes, that might be the answer, but you'll
agree that Abe Whittle never could have
scaled it, let alone crawl out on the limb—not
in the condition you found him in.”

“T'm not thinking he did that any more
than I'm believing a witch sailed out the
window and took after him,” the sheriff re-
torted. “His nose is a mess and there’s blood
on the tree trunk, so he must have collided
with it. Maybe he was scared of something,
or just was drunk and ran into it in a drunken
stupor. No sense in our holding a guessing
contest now. Let’s get the corpse away first.?

Tt was not until the men were carrying the
woman off to put her in the car that I noticed
she had on only one slipper. When the edge
of her robe snagged on the fence and
loosened it, I got a glimpse of her thin, bare
arms. I started to say something right then,
but held my tongue because the idea that hit
me was so outlandish and I knew the sheriff
wasn’t in any mood to listen.

Several people saw the body being taken
into Dr. Kerrick’s laboratory back of his
office, and I suspected it wouldn’t be long
before the mnews spread. Miss. Lydia’s
murder the previous night had been enough
to shock the village, and now the finding of an
unknown dead woman this morning was sure
to set everyone buzzmg

“Best not to give out anything till after
you've made your examination,” Jonas told
the doctor as we left the office. “Later on we
can let some of the older folks have a look at
the remains if we haven’t been able to identify
them. Tl be back from the Pembrooke place
in half an hour or so.”

When we were outside and in the car again
'3 couldnt hold back an;

“Jonas,” I blurted « thini the dead wom-
an is Deborah.”

He kept right on driving for almost a block,
his mind apparently fixed on something else,
Then he stiffened and looked around. “How’s
that? Deborah Pemhrooke? Whatever gave
you that idea ?”

“Because of the scars on her arm,” T ex-
plained. “I saw them the time she fainted

“ once while T was in the house and helped lift
her onto the sofa. I'd forgotten all about it

until a while ago when I saw the scars on the
dead woman’s arm.”

“Remembered that, did you? But you don’t
remember what she looked like ?”

“It was sort of dark in the room and I
didn’t pay much attention. Besides, Miss
Lydla was all fluttery and—"

The trouble is, Cedric,” Jonas broke in,

we'll never be able to prove Deborah had a
scarred arm as you claim. You're about the
only one in town who ever saw her close up,
but even so we can'’t accuse this other woman
of impersonating Deborah.”

I saw that all right enough, but it didn’t dis-
courage me. “We can keep our eyes open
from now on, and if she’s a phony maybe
she'll give herself away.”

Jonas nodded. “Yes, we can do that,” he
agreed, and fell silent a while.

“She'll think herself safe, believing no one’s
ever had a good look at Deborah," T went on,
“We might trap her somehow.”

“Don’t you go off half-cocked now,” Jonas
warned as we turned into the lane. “It’s
ticklish business and we’ve got to go careful.”

“While you’re up in the attic I'll snoop
around downstairs,” T said.

THE woman met us at the door wearing an
apron and dust cap. When the sheriff had
gone upstairs I stayed below, asking if I could
e of help and being told I wasn’t needed.
Miss Deborah—I had to keep on calling her
that—didn’t seem to mind my wandering
around the house or appear to be watching
where I went or what I did. She kept on
with her dusting, opening and shutting cup-
board doors, changing things about on the
shelves and fussing with® the curtains. I
couldn’t see a speck of dust anywhere though,
and there seemed to be no sense in her put-
tering.

Thls was the first time I'd ever been in the
front part of the house, and the minute I
walked into the sitting room T spotted a
besom, as Jonas called it, standmg alongside
the big fireplace. It was exactly like the one
Dr. Kerrick had found earlier, even to the
faded red cord used to bind the twigs to the
handle. Another besom stood beside the
parlor fireplace, but there was none in the
dining room. I wondered if there had been
and if it had been taken away.

After a while T went back to the kitchen
where the woman was washing dishes. She
had her sleeves rolled up and I saw her arms
weren’t thin or scarred. My heart began to
thump hard then, but it was nothing compared
to the thrill I got later when I spied a slipper
on the floor at the foot of the dining
sofa. T hadn’t noticed it before when
in the room. I snatched it up and tucked it
under my sweater just as the sheriff came
downstairs.

He didn’t say anything to me, but called to
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the woman, warning her not to let anyone in
the house. She promised to keep the doors
locked and not show herself, and followed us
out upon the veranda.

“Her arms aren’t scarred,” I whispered ex-
citedly to Jonas as soon as we reached the
car. “There’s a besom missing from one of
the fireplaces and the others in the house are
exactly like the one we found this morning.
And I pncked up a slipper just before you
showed up,” I rushed on. “I'm almost certain
it’s a mate to the other one.”

“What other one?” he asked, driving off.

“The slipper the dead woman was wearing.

idn’t you notice she only had one on?”

“Why, no, I hadn’t, Cedric. Just one, you
say? We'll check on that.”

Dr. Kerrick came in from the laboratory as
we entered his office. “Well, Jonas,” he an-
nounced right off. “Those stains on the broom-
stick are blood, and not too old either. But
there wasn't a blessed thing on the woman that
might serve to identify her.” He nodded to-
ward a chair. “That’s her outfit.”

The sheriff stepped over, pawed through
ﬂle mussed garments and picked out a slipper.

1 handed him the one I'd found and he put the
hvo slde by side. It was plain to see they

mates, both scuffed gray felt with a
kmmd blue edging around the tops through
which a faded blue ribbon was threaded.

“Where'd you come across that?” the doc-
tor asked, turning

Jonas repeated all I'd told him and what I'd
found. Dr. Kerrick whistled.

“So our corpse might be Deborah Pem-
brooke, eh?”

“Begms to look that way. Murdered, was
she?”

“I can't be sure. That bruise back of her
ear cracked her skull, all right, but whether
it was the result of an accident or not—"

“The ground’s soft out in the field,” the
sheriff interrupted. - “Even if she'd tnpped
and fell it wouldn't have caused much damage.
I'd say she was dead when she was brought to
the spot where we found her. Stands to reason
she wouldn’t have gone traipsing in the open
wearmg a thin wrapper and just one slipper.
And since we find t.he missing slipper in the
Pembrooke house we've got to assume it was
dropped off there.”

“Then we've also got to assume this other

woman lugged her out of the house,” the

doctor added.

“Naturally. If she intended to palm herself
off as Deborah she’d have to make away with
the original.”

“How are you accounting for the besom?”

“Why, it could have been planted there to
make us think the dead woman murdered Miss
Lyd:a, Cedric tells me it's exactly like those

house now, so it undoubtedly came from

there. And I couldn’t find a thing in the attic
that looked as if it might have been used as a
weapon—nothing with stains on it, I mean.”

The doctor whistled again. “That seems to
point squarely to this imposter—if she is one—
as the criminal.”

“Certainly does,” Jonas said. “I can’t come
right out and charge her with the crime,
though not until I have more evidence.”

double-barreled killing! The last of the
Pembrooke clan exterminated ! Whew ! That’s
something to think about. Too bad we didn’t
handle the broomstick more carefully. It
might have revealed a few damaging finger-
prints,”

Jonas admltted that they had been at fault
there. “Can't now,” he grumbled.
“What I've got to figure out is who the
woman is, where she came from, and most of
all, what the devil she’s up to. What's the
motive behind this affair? Once I hit on that |
we've licked the mystery. It couldn’t have |
been robbery because Lydia hadn’t anything
and I don’t believe the sister had either.
They've been living on borrowed money for
the last couple of years.”

“The woman had to be aware of the situ-
ation existing here—that Deborah was prac-
tically a recluse and as such couldn’t very well
be identifi r she wouldn’t have dared
stage this performance,” the doctor pointed
out. “She may be an old friend of the family
or even a relative with a grudge to settle.”

“But why would she stay on here?” Jonas
countered. “She could have killed and then
disappeared as mysteriously as she came, We
probably wouldn’t have discovered the crime
for days. Instead of that the woman evidently
carted off one of her victims to be found later
and remams on the scene to do her play act-
ing.”

“You've got a problem on your hands,
Jonas,” the doctor conceded.

“Anyone had a look at the body yet?”

“Yes. T called in Matt Vernon and old
Henry Dobbs after I'd finished my examin-
ation. They're about the oldest inhabitants
and should be acquainted with almost every=
one in this area. Both stated they'd never
laid eyes on the woman before. I didn’t men-
tion the broomstick, though, or where we’'d
found the body.”

“We won’t spring that yet,” Jonas said,
staring moodily out the window.

The doctor nodded. “Better not. Folks
around town would jump at conclusions and
believe stronger than ever in the drivel Abe
Whittle pulled on us. Funny, when you stop
to think of it, how that wild yarn fits into the
affair,” he went on. “Our corpse certainl
looks the part of a proverbial story-booi
witch, and the broomstick we find beside her,
obviously the murder weapon, was what he|




Murder Rides a Broomstick

61

claims she was astride. Not an ordinary one,
mind you, but an ancient besom, the very
sort a witch is always pictured as riding. Al-
most seems as if he might have been in

cahoots—

“By golly!” Jonas exclaimed, snapping his
fingers and turning from the window. “I think
Dve got the answer. A wonder I didn’t tumble
an hour ago. Why that—" He broke off as
the door opened and a_patient came into the
office. “See you later,” he said to the doctor,
and motioned for me to follow him outside.

SOME men were standing beside the car
when the sheriff reached it, so I didn’t
have a chance to question him. He told me
to run on home, which I did, still wondering
what he had suddenly “tumbled” on.
couldn’t see where the doctor’s remarks about
the witch suggested anything, or that Abe
Whittle was mixed up in the murders.

Mrs, Beecher and Mr. Finny, who had just
driven up, were in the yard when I got to the
house, and old Henry Dobbs was just shuffling
off. He had told them about viewing the body,
and Mrs. Beecher repeated the news to me. I
didn’t let on I knew a thing, and the sheriff
hadn’t much to say when he came home to
dinner, although his wife pestered him with
questions.

“Henry Dobbs said the woman was an old
crone and ugly as a witch,” she stated. “Was
she dead when you found her, Jonas?”

“Doctor said she was.”

“Dead from natural causes?” Mr. Finny

asked,
. “Don't think so.”

“For the land's sake!” Mrs. Beecher ex-
claimed. “That's terrible. And nobody able
to identify her?”

“Good reason for it,” the sheriff replied.
“If the woman could have been readily iden-
tified she probably wouldn’t have met her
death. That’s my theory and I hope to prove
it. And what’s more,” he added, “by proving
it we'll get to the bottom of Miss Lydia’s
murder. Now let’s have dinner and not so
much conversation.”

After Jonas had left, Mr. Finny let me look
at some bird prints he’d bought that morning,
and we talked over them until late in the after-
noon when Mrs. Beecher suggested I go and
bring Miss Deborah back for supper.

I set off down the road, not hurrying any,
and by the time I reached the Pembrooke place
it was growing dusk. No lights showed in the
windows, and when I knocked on the door
nobody answered it. After calling and waiting
a bit, I walked through the yard, wondering
if the woman had become alarmed and dis-
appeared.

I was debating what to do and staring up
at the attic window, when a huge, flapping

something swooped out and down and seemed
to be headed straight for me. I yelled and
dived into a lilac bush, about as scared as I
ever expect to be. But a minute later, peering
from my cover, I jumped up with a laugh, for
the thing that had frightened me was wheeling
down to perch on a nearby limb—the biggest
horned owl I'd ever seen. I knew then what
must have happened to give Abe Whittle a
bloody nose and call forth the story he had told
Jonas. T could make out the hole under the
eaves just above the attic window where the
bird probably had a nest.

Remembering my errand, however, I so-
bered down, realizing that if the woman had
disappeared the sheriff ought to know right
away, and after shying a stick at the owl and
watching it flap off, T struck out for home
across the back field. When I reached the
house, Mrs. Beecher said Deborah had come
back alone a few mintues after I'd left, so I
went into the sitting room and told Jonas and
Mr. Finny about the big owl I'd seen. The men
laughed.

“A good thing you were sober, Cedric,”
Mr. Finny chuckled, “or you'd probably be
corroborating Abe’s yarn,”

“I don’t blame him for being frightened,”
I said. “That old owl was surely a whopper.
T'll bet it had a ten-foot wingspread.”

‘here was an extra place at the supper table,
but Mrs. Beecher explained that Deborah
hadn’t felt like eating just now and was lying
down. “She seems more upset than last night,
I suppose the poor creature’s just beginning to
realize the dreadful thing that’s happened and
that now she’s all alone in the world.”

The sheriff’s lips twitched a little. “She'll
be taken care of,” he said, and T guess I was
the only one who caught what he meant.

“Do you think Miss Lydia had anything of
value besides the house?” his wife asked. “I
heard the place was mortgaged.”

“It is,” Jonas told her.

“What's in the house won’t bring much,”
Mr. Finny spoke up. “I looked it over about
the first trip I made-here. You went with
me, remember? Introduced me to Miss Lydia,
1 did buy a few things, but the rest is what
the trade calls shooting gallery stuff.”

“I remember she ‘didn’t take us into the
attic,” the sheriff said.

When we finished eating and went to sit b,
the fire, Mrs. Beecher fixed up a tray whici
she took in to Miss Deborah. The men were
hardly settled and had their pipes going before
Mrs. Beecher came running back to us.

“Deborah’s gone!” she cried. “Her win-
dow’s open and—and she’s gone.”

We all jumped up and ran down the hall
to the back room. {onas walked to the win-
dow, which was only a couple of feet above
the ground, and looked out.
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“You must hurry and find her,” Mrs.
Beecher pleaded tearfully. “The poor soul is
likely out of her mind, straying off into the
cold night.”

The sheriff didn’t seem nearly as disturbed
as the rest of us. “A wonder she'd take the
trouble to climb through the window when
she might have walked out by the door much
more easily,” he grunted.

“She’ll never stray far on foot,” Mr. Finny
declared. “Wait till T get my hat and I'll help
you make a search.

When he went into his room I whispered to
Jonas “She got scared and ran off.”

“She was scared all right,” Jonas agreed,
and grinned smugly.

Mr. Finny joined us and we went outside. It
was dark in the yard and Jonas kept his
flashlight just sweeping the ground. The
bush below the woman’s window was squashed
but the grass around it didn’t show any foot-
prints, if that was what he expected to find.
Mr. Finny started for the side gate which was
standing open, but when he saw that the
sheriff wasn't following him, he turned and
came back.

“Going to use your car?” he asked.

“No need of that,” Jonas replied, switching
on the lights in the garage. “Just as you said,
the woman won’t stray far on foot. She knows
she wouldn’t have a chance to escape once we
sent out an alarm. It strikes me she hnped to
leave here the way she came—under cover.’

Mr. Finny blinked at him. “Under cover ?”
he repeated “What in the world are you talk-
ing about ?”

“About your truck,” Jonas said quietly.

“Good Lord!” Mr. Finny exclaimed. “You
don’t think she’d try to hide there, do you?
Why, she couldn’t. It’s locked.”

“Of course. I expected it would be now,”
the sheriff replied, and held out his hand.
“Let’s have the key.”

Mr. Finny shrank back, his face white.
“Don’t be absurd 1” he gulped. “That woman
couldn’t—"

“You heard me?” Jonas gmwled starting
toward him. “I want that key.

STILL backing off, Mr. Finny began fum-
bling through his pockets while I looked on
open-mouthed, too amazed to stir, His hand
came out presently, but instead of a key it
clutched a_ revolver. I yelled and ducked.
Jonas, moving faster than I had ever seen him
before, closed in on Mr. Finny, smacked the
gun from his fingers and at the same time
clipped him hard on the jaw. Mr. Finny tum-
bled against the garage wall and slid to the

]oms picked up the revolver and glowered
dcwn at the whimpering man. “Seems like
you've convicted yourself proper, Finney,” he

charged. “That’s what I've been waiting for
you to do. You smuggled this woman into
town in your truck to impersonate Deborah
Pembrooke. You murdered Miss Lydia and
her sister, packed Deborah out into the field
and left the bloodstained besom you'd used
beside the body, thinking no one could identify
the woman and trusting we'd conclude she
was the killer.”

Mr. Finny stirred and groaned, finally sat
up holding his injured jaw, but offering no
word of defense,

“I never tied you in on the affair until after
I'd had a guod look in the Pembrooke attic
this morning,” the sheriff went on. “Then the
motive back of the whole performance hit me.
The stuff up there, dating back to Colonial
times, and which you must have seen in the
past, would be worth a small fortune to a man
in your business, Finny.

“And since Miss Lydia firmly refused to
sell her cherished family possessions, you
to plot a way to get hold of them. Your ac~
complice was to pose as Deborah, who'd fall
heir to the Pembrooke assets at Lydia’s death,
and then of course she’d dispose of the val<
uables to you.”

He reached down then and frisked Mr.
Finny’s clothes, although the man squirmed
and fought to prevent it, and came up with the

eys.

“What you never counted on,” Jonas re<
sumed, “was that one person in town often
visited the Pembrooke house and had seen
Deborah. So once we’d identified your victim
—and I purposely dropped a few hints at din-
ner today—you saw where your plans were
wrecked and your accomplice threatened with
exposure.

“You didn’t dare let her be arrested. You
were too afraid she’d talk. And to save
yourself from being involved you got the
woman out of her room this evening before
supper, hid her in the truck again, intending
to drive her back to New York in the morning
and let us run in circles trying to locate her.
You thought we'd decide she had murdered
Lydia, that we'd never find her, and you'd
both be safe.”

Stepping to the rear of the truck, Jonas
found the proper key, unlocked the door and
yanked it open. “Come out!” he barked.

There were no sounds within the truck, no
movement at all, and for a minute I held my
breath, thinking, Jonas surely must have been
wrong in his suspicions. Then the woman
crawled slowly from under a pile of stuff,
blinking in the light, her hair straggling over
her white face, her clothes mussed.

“You don’t have to threaten me,” she wa-
vered huskily, her eyes upon the gun Jonas
suluoe‘lg “I'll tell you everything you want
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“Lady,” the sheriff said, “you can just bet
on that. . . And stay right where you are!” he
ordered curtly, as the woman started to climb
out of the car. “You're taking a little ride to
the pollce station and I've arranged it so
you' re going to have proper company on the
trip.

ith that, Jonas turned, picked Mr. Finny
up bodily in spite of his struggles and cursing,
dumped him into the back of the truck, slam-
med the door and locked it. Then he walked
around and got up into the front seat. Heé
slammed the door and started the engine.

“Makes a good patrol wagon, Cedric,” he
boomed at me as he steered out of the garage.
“You go in and keep Mrs, Beecher company
till T get back. Don’t know if you should wait
up or not—I may be pretty late.”

Jonas hadn’t any more than driven off when
Dr. Kerrick showed up. I told him and Mrs.
Beecher all that had happened and they were
as_dumfounded as I'd been.

rs. Beecher went to bed later, but we
two waited up for the sheriff until nearly
midnight when he finally came home, beam-
ing like anything.

That woman turns out to be a Mrs, John-
son, Finny’s housekeeper, and I guess they
were sweet on each other so she agreed to do
h|s bidding,” he told u:

“She practically lalked herself blue in
the face, hoping to skin out of this mess, but
she never can. Wasn’t a bit of use in Finny
babbling, trying to deny things.

“Shucks, I had him convicted when he
pulled a gun on me—knew for sure then that
he'd locked the woman in his truck. Their
rooms here were side by side and they could

talk together all they wished with nobody sus-
pecting it.

Seems he struck down Deborah as soon as
he got into the house, then ran upstairs to do
in Lydia who was in the attic at the time,
which accounts for her being found there.
Used the same bésom for both killings, the
woman confessed.

“She’s trying to make out now she hadn’t
expected murder to be committed when she
came here, but of course that’s a laugh. She
must have known just about what was com-
ing off beforehand. Played her part pretty
good for a time, didn’t she, what with all of
Finny's coaching ?”

“And Abe Whittle doesn’t figure in the
affair at all, according to your theory,” the
doctor said.

“Of course not. How could you think that?
His being found in the yard and that story he
told were just what you might call happen-
stances.”

“T thought the way you behaved in the office
when I Gpoke of him indicated you suspected
he had a part in it.”

Jonas laughed. “It wasn’t Abe or his witch,
It was you mentioning the one word ‘cahoots’
that seemed to hook things together,” he ex-
plained.

“Struck me all at once, remembering that
old stuff I'd seen in the Pembrooke attic this
morning, how it would be a §old mine for
Finny, and that the woman might have been
used to get hold of it for him. Right then and
there tl\e motive for the killings popped into

lll gwe you credit for the tip, Kernck but
the honors will have to go to Cedric.
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Wild Willy Hassell, according to all re ports, would have made the Dead.
End Kids look like so many Little Lord Fauntleroys. Only two people
loved him, his neurotic sister and Florence Barnes, both of whom paid
dearly for befriending the little moron — the latter with her life.

CHAPTER ONE
Crime Test

HERE was a_sixteen-year-old boy in
the suburbs of Ridgemont who made
good as a celebrity. He was called Wild
Willy Hassell One day he vanished and his
father received a ransom demand for two
thousand dollars. Few people thought Willy
worth even this modest sum, but Man
Hassell scraped up the cash, and his fat son-
in-law, Sam Greydays, went out to deliver it,

There was considerable laughter mingled
with head shakings when Greydays returned,

red and sputtering, to tell how Willy himself
had collected the money at the point of a gun,
kicked him in the seat of his pants, and
blithely boasted that he was headed for the
South Seas, probably to set himself up as a
pirate.

Opinion was that he would succeed.

The footnote to the story was not so amus-
ing. Willy Hassell’s old father died a few
months later—some said from grief, some said
from stomach trouble.

At any rate, the “Hassell Hoax” was now

Vane flung himself wildly back into the road
ulbrfm-lofmc hurtled down the

ded with a crash almost on
thnverylpetwhanhehldbeenﬂvudlnm

two years old and hardly the sort of thing to
interest a man of Babson W. Vane's reputa-
tion. Known as “Bad-Weather Vane,” or
“the Anticipator” because of his uncanny and
sometimes annoying habit of predicting mur~
ders in advance, this young research crim-
inologist rarely bothered with anything but
the knottiest problems,

However, he happened to be working on a
monograph to be called Five Types of Juvenile
Delinguent and Willy Hassell seemed to be
all five. So he drove out to Ridgemont one
morning to interview Mrs, Greydays, the
sister of the meteoric prodigy. And he stayed
all day,

Jill Winter, his small, dark and glamorous
secretary, was considerably surprised. She
wondered if the absentminded Vane had got
lost in the Indian caves which honeycombed
the Ridgemont hills. It was a quarter to
five, and Jill was just adding a final dab of
rouge to lips that needed scarcely any at all,
when the office door burst open and B.W.
himself barged in.

With'a nod and a mumble that might have
passed for a greeting to a lip reader, the
criminologist plowed toward his_desk, plop-
ped down behind it, and began to fish from his
pockets a mass of scribbled paper scraps, He
stared at each as if it were one of the lost
odes of Sappho, took a deep breath and looked
up brightly.
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“Ah, Miss Winter, would it be too much
of an_imposition to ask you to take a little
dictation ?” he inquired.

“Well, Jumping Jupiter!” said Jill, glanc-
ing at her watch. Then she saw his puzzled
look and laughed. For, as usual, there was in
Vane’s lean blondness his vague and scholarly

horribly bungled.  Nobody, I think, saw the
crime from the proper angle. They saw it like
a room seen through a keyhole. Naturally
they saw no motive, They saw only a partial
crime.”

Jill frowned. “A partial crime?”

“So I think. Murders, like births, are

eyes, an air which—

deceptive though Jill knew it was—she could
never quite resist.

“The big lug,” she said to herself. “He's
probably forgotten to eat his lunch and doesn’t
know within two hours what time it is.” So
she sat down to her desk, and with pencil
poised, inquired: “What's so hot about the
Hassell Hoax anyhow ?”

“Eh?” Vane looked up, blmkmg absently.
“Oh, the Hassell case . . . But 'm working
on the Florence Barnes murder now.”

HE what?” Jill jumped. Even a year

after that sensational unsolved crime, the
words still had a power to startle. “You may
be a weather-vane, but you need a calendar
attachment. I thought the police wrote that
case off a year ago when Randall Barnes was
acquitted.”

“So they did,” said Vane unperturbed.
“But it happened out in Ridgemont, too, re-
member? And this sister of the Hassell

prodigy was the principal witness against

Barnes. Talking to her today got me interested
in that case again. So I visited the vacant
Barnes house and stumbled—literally—on a
clue that may clear up the puzzle.”

Jill let out a whistle, “Just offhand like
that yowll solve the biggest mystery since
the Lindbergh kidnaping ?”

“Oh, bigger,” Vane said complacently. He
shifted his scnbbled scraps like cards in a
solitaire game. “The Lindbergh—crime was
obviously the work of a mercenary brute.
But the Barnes case gets at the black vxta]s of
human behavior in a very terrifying way.”

“How come?”

“Well, Randall Barnes, you might say, was
Mr. Nobody—that is, Mr. Everybody, Mr.
Average. Age forty-five, a fire insurance
salesman, a bowling fan, a collector of arrow-
heads. He'd been married fifteen years and
nobody ever heard him quarrel with his wife.
Yet the state charged that suddenly, for no
plausible reason, he savagely beat his wife to
death with a poker. If a man like that could
commit a crime like that for no reason at all,
then all our theories about human nature are
a lot of hogwash.”

“But who else could have killed her?” Jill
asked. “Very few people think Barnes is in-
nocent.”

“Very few people think—period,” Vane

“Barnes was freed by the state but
convxcted by public opinion, The case was

natural twins, even triplets, even
Siamese twins. But one Siamese twin, ob-
served as an individual, would drive an
anatomist mad. He slmply wouldn’t make
sense. Nc|the‘r did the Barnes case for the
same reason.”

“And if it was a partial crime,” Jill said
slowly, “that means there’ll have to be more
murder to complete it? Playing the ‘Antici-
pator’ again, huh? Well, who'll be the next
victim, Barnes himself ?”

Vane shrugged. ¢Barnes was almost mur-
dered—in the gas chamber. He’s a ruined
and broken man anyhow, hiding out on a little
farm from the enmity of the public. When I
telephoned him he seemed eager to clear his
name and fell in readily with a little plan T

»

“What's that?”

“T've invited Barnes himself, the Greydays
woman, and that Professor Rickton, Barnes’
next-door neighbor who was the co-discoverer
of the body, all to come here tonight and face
a lie-detector.”

“But you don’t have a lie-detector.” ¥

“Yes T have.” Vane grinned and tapped
his forehead. “Up here. I refer to a word-
association test.”

“Please explain.”

Vane leaned back in his swivel chair and
built a Gothic arch with his fingers, “First,”
he said, “let’s outline the bare facts of the
Barnes case:

“Randall Barnes, who lived on the out-
skirts of Ridgemont, left his house one eve-
ning a year ago to walk to the Ridgemont
Bowling Alley to play in a match. When he
got there, twenty minutes later, he was told
by the proprietor that a man giving the name
of Frank Baker had telephoned that he wanted
some insurance in a hurry and had left an
address where Barnes could find him.

“So Barnes left and traveled away across
town to find his unknown customer. But he
found no such address. It was a phony.
Barnes was gone three hours. When he got
home his house was dark and locked and }us
wife did not respond to his calls. So, in a
panic, he roused Professor Rickton next door
and the two of them forced an entrance. They
found Mrs. Barnes on the living room floor
with her brains beaten out and a bloody poker
beside her.

“Now it was clearly established that Barnes
was gone for the three hours, and that the
woman had been dead too long for him to have
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killed her after his return, But the call
that had lured Barnes away had been made
from a public booth beside the vacant filling
station about halfway between Barnes’ house
and the bowling alley at eight-ten—just about
the time Barnes nitist have passed. So natural-
ly the state claimed that Barnes had already
killed his wife when he left home and that he
made the phony call himself to establish his
alibi.

“The defense, on the other hand, explained
the call by saying that the killer had watched
Barnes leave home, had followed him, made
the call, and then returned to murder his wife.

“But the state’s theory was supported by the
testimony of this Mrs. Greydays, the sister
of our Willy Hassell who had vanished the
previous year. Her house was just across the
street from the telephone booth and she said
that at the time of the call she had seen a
man ‘who resembled Barnes, except that he
wore a beard’ come out of the booth. It was
very damaging testimony for Barnes, since it
was assumed he had tried to disguise himself
by putting on a false beard. The state would
certainly have convicted him if they had been
able to produce a motive.

“But they couldn’t. Barnes and his wife
had never been known to quarrel. The most
diligent search failed to reveal any hint of a
clandestine love affair on the part of either
of them. And Barnes gained nothing financial-
ly from his wife’s death. Her insurance barely
covered funeral expenses, and she had no
private estate.”

“But the defense couldn’t give a plausible
reason for anyone else having killed her,” Jill

id.

said.

“True enough. She seemed to have no
enemies, was not criminally assaulted, and the
only thing missing from the house was twenty
dollars from a cash box in the kitchen—a very
weak motive for a rather elaborate crime. I
always believed the Greydays woman lied, and
I never thought the poker killed Mrs. Barnes.
There was a roundish stab wound in her body,
difficult for a poker to have made, a fact which
was slurred over by the police. The poker
was just a red-herring, bloodied up to make
it look like a homemade crime.”

“You're rather positive,” Jill commented.
“What did kill her, then?”

“This,” said Vane.

WHILE Jill’s eyes bulged, he drew from the

sagging pocket of his tweed coat a longish
object wrapped in paper. Shucked of its wrap-
ping, there rolled to the desk a horn-handled
sharpening steel such as every carving set
contains. It was heavy, had a beveled point,

was covered with splotches of ugly reddish

rust,
“Good heavens!” Jill looked at the instru-
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xﬁent in horror. “Where on earth did you get
tl

“Under a rosebush in the front yard of the
Barnes house,” Vane answered. “It had been
thrust straight down into what must have been
soft earth. The amount of surface area dis-
turbed was therefore so small that a small rock
would have served to hide it from the police
search. But scratching chickens had uncov-
ered the end and, as I said, I stumbled on it.

“You haven't shown it to the police ?”

“Not yet. It's my ace in the hole for the
game tonight. In the test I give Barnes tonight
I’ll plant definite hints as to the weapon’s hid-

place—a secret only the killer would be
hkely to know. If he’s guilty I think I'll know
all, however, plant similar hints in
Professor Rickton’s test, since he was next
door at the time of the killing and mny have
seen more told. As for Mrs. Grey-
days, I'll try to trap her in the matter of the
bearded telephone-caller she claimed she saw.
And since her fat husband insisted on coming
along, I'll try to discover his private opinion
of his wife’s dubious story. Now let’s get busy
on the word lists themselve:

He placed the sharp:mng steel in the drawer
of his desk, sorted his scribbled notes in four
piles, and said: “I've already jotted down
some key-words, critical words, as they’re
called. We'll mix them in with a lot of words
having no significance—indifferent words. A
list will be read to each subject who will be
asked to respond with the first word that
comes to mind. This response will be jotted
down and the subject’s hesitation timed with a
stop watch.”

“Then you'll mutter a magic rune and get
the answer ?” .

Vane frowned. “Magic was the first form
of science,” he said. “Hand me a dictionary
and quit laughing.”

As they worked the room grew dim. They
snapped on the lights and continued their task
until four white envelopes, each marked with
a set of initials, lay on Vane’s desk.

“Four little death-traps,” Jill mused cheer-
fully. “Who’s going to feed the words to the
victims ?”

Vane snapped his fingers.

“Walton, of course! I forgot to tell you to
call him. Do so now and have him hurry
down here. Walton is perfect for the job. He
has such a negative and colorless personality,
he won‘t dxsturb the subjects any more than
a hat r:

“Poor Walton,” said Jill, but she made the

While she talked to Walton, Vane listened
with an air of pleasure. Wilbur J. Walton,
portly, pompous and prematurely saddened,
was the manager of the Vane Clipping Service,
which B. W. had inherited from his father,
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Though the prosperous business enabled Vane
to pursue his criminological researches with-
out pecuniary worries, he detested its details
so greatly that he even maintained the busi-
ness offices on a different floor. Walton han-
dled it all. Vane, as a youth, had been forced
to work under Walton. And Walton had been
a fussy boss and a tale-bearer. Now Walton
was paying through the nose for his lack of
foresight.

“Walton and his wife had a date to go out
and eat steaks,” Jill said reproachfully as she
racked the telephone.

“Let him eat cake,” said Vane.

“Speaking of eating,” said Jill pointedly,
with a glance at the night-shadowed windows,
“I'd like to give you a word-association test.
What do the words ‘hungry secretary’ suggest
to you

“That I'm stuck for two dinners,” Vane
replied laughing. “Ah, well, I'll pay off. On
the eve of a triumph of pure reason over police
routine, I feel I can afford—" He had risen
and now began to slap lus hip pocket as if a
hornet had stung owever"—he
grinned sheepishly—“T neem to have forgotten
my wallet . . . You're in funds? Good, let’s
get in the saddle then, Where’s my hat?”

“On your head,” Jill said wearily.

CHAPTER TWO
The Olmec Skull

THE personality of B. W. Vane did not hold

many mysteries for Jill Winter. But one
thing whld{ never ceased to amaze her was
that thaugh he seemed to muddle through his
daily affairs like a not very bright child, once
the gears of his mind had meshed on a murder
case, his mental machinery could move with a
disconcerting display of preclslon and power,

Another person who knew this, who was
troubled, aggravated, and often infuriated by
it, was [nspcctor Hamilton Carr, of the Homi-
cide Detail. Carr, a man whose mental proc-
esses were as neat, orderly, immaculate, as
his double breasted gray suits, his small waxed
mustache, his clipped speech, was never too
proud to throw his tough problems in Vane’s
lap. But from then on he was often left in the
dark, due, he claimed, to a perverse streak oi
mystification in Vane’s makeup.

three eggs, and he says you remarked casually
that you were all set to break the Barnes case
in time for the morning edition. Of course I
only represent the police,” he finished acidly,
“but even so we are mildly mterested and you
might have glven me a hint—

“Now, now,” Vane soothed. “McConnell
misquoted me. T merely said I'd settle the ques-
tion of Barnes’ guilt.”

“He said you called us a pack of fools,”
Carr added.

“No, no, I merely said you handled the case
like a bunch of drunken Indians trying to work
out a problem in calculus. The fact is, you
made four basic errors. In the first place you
did not guess that the Florence Barnes’ mur-
der may have seeemd motiveless because it
was a part of a larger pattern. In the second
place, you assumed de facto, that the person
who made the call luring Barnes away must
nere:mnly have been the killer—”

“Well, who else would have lured him
away?”

“I don’t know. But you never looked into
any other possibility. Your third error was
that you did not learn why Mrs. Barnes went
to the dentist on the day of her death.”

“But she didn’t get to see the dentist. He
was busy, so she went off without seeing him.”

“Yet the autopsy showed nothing wrong
with Mrs. Barnes’ teeth,” Vane pointed out,
“and no one had heard her complain of tooth
trouble.”

“Are you suggesting that the dentist was
her lover?”

“No, no. That’s the commonplace sort of
angle you're good at. If she’d had a lover,
you'd have found him. I merely say it was an
extremely mysterious thing which was never
explained at all. And finally, you were mis-
taken in assuming that the poker killed her—"

“Oh, rats, you're splitting hairs!”

“It takes a precision instrument to split a
hair,” Vane said. He opened the drawer of his
desk and brought out the rusted sharpening
steel. “Besides, I found this,”

Carr came to respectful attention.
was i ial. It
immediate interest. He even whistled when
Vane told where he had found it. But when
Vane went on to describe the word tests he
intended to give, Carr's enthusiasm dwindled
to a fishy

Here

the office after dining, Jill and B. W. fo\md
the inspector already there, puffing one of
Vane’s palest Havanas and giving off the
symptoms of a boiler about to ilow up.
e here, Bad-Weather,” Carr began
without preliminary sparring, “what’s this rot
about your opening up the Barnes case? Don't
give me that innocent look. Price McConnell
of the News met you fogging it in from
Ridgemont like a hen getting ready to lay

“Oh, well, have your fun. I'll take my
chances on trying to trace that weapon, though
it won’t be an easy task. But I will stick
around and watch your seance tonight,” he
added generously.

“Thanks, I don’t want you,” Vane replied.

“It would scare the daylights out of my sub-
jects, having the police around. But you can
50 down and get Walton to hide you in the
lipping Service file room until they've as-
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sembled. Then Tl let you know and you tan
eavesdrop at the door. And tell Walton I'm
ready for him up here. Tell him I brought him
a juicy hamburger. Now scram, before these
people come!”

Carr went off grumbling. A few moments
later, Wilbur J. Walton appeared. The man-
ager’s puffy face drooped and the cowlike eyes
behind his horn-rimmed glasses were stony
with reproach.

“A customer just came in,” he said severely,
“and before I could even find out what he
wanted, this detective comes pounding at the
door. Having the police beat on our doors will
ruin business. I barely had time to tell the
customer to wait while I jumped out into the
hall and hurried this policeman to the back
door. Then I had to run up here like a flunkey
to answer your summons—>

“Never mind, Walton,” Vane soothed.
“Only a seedy poet with a book to trade for
press clippings would come at this hour.”

“Poets have to have money to get published,
don’t they ?” Walton snapped. “What ‘menial
job have you got for me here?”

Vane explained about the word tests. Wal-
ton sang the blues about T-bone steaks. A
knock at the door cut short his lament.

ILL answered it and showed two and a half

people into the room. The third person got
only halfway in because the huge bulk of Sam
Greydays blocked him.

Greydays was as big as Goering, and in fact
had the latter’s sappy smile. He wore a plaid
suit so loud that even his booming voice did
not quite drown it. His wife was a startling
contrast. She was small and self-effacing,
with a mass of black hair in which her small
face floated like a petal on dark water. Her
eyes were large and dark, too, but they had
the shrinking look of a wild thing that has
strayed into city streets.

“H 0, here we are,” Greydays an-
nounced, a trifle too heartily. “Minnie didn’t
much want to come, since any mention of the
Barnes case gives her the jitters.” He smiled
at his wife as one encourages a timid child.
“But I told her you were mainly interested in
her brother Willy, and if you could find that
little rascal and do anything to reform hlm,
well . .. But, oh, here’s Professor Rickton, too.
He drove up just as we did, but I had him
blocked out, I reckon.”

He stepped clumsily aside and in_the door-
way appeared a slight, sallow man with a short
silky beard. He was dressed in baggy black
alpaca and looked like a medieval scribe with
liver trouble.

Yes, I came—reluctantly,” he said, meas-
uring and moistening each syllable with the
tip of a pink tongue. “I do not want to injure
Randall Barnes. Yet the slight new evidence

I have may tend to do so, I am afraid.”

Greydays and his wife looked at each other

f this news surprised them and Minnie
Greydays hastened to say: “Oh, I hope you
don’t think I have any new evidence about the
Barnes murder, Mr. Vane. I told all I knew
at the trial. I only hoped that by coming I
might get you to help me find Willy. T worry
about Willy so much. I can't help fecling that
lely will turn up sometime—" e of
as if she had said something wrong and
looked down at her toes.

“Not an unnatural ieeling,” Vane said, eye-
ing her puzzledly. “Well, this test is nothing
alarming. I merely hope by word-association
to bring out certain things you may have
forgotten.”

e introduced the group to Jill and Walton
and asked them to be seated. His manner was
brisk but casual. Very much, Jill thought, like
a conjurer going through his routine.~ She
eyed the shrinking figure of Minnie Greydays
and hoped that Vane would fail to trap her.

The criminologist had picked up the en-
velopes. which contained the word lists and
handed them to Walton. “Just take Mrs. Grey-
days into_the inner office and read this list to
her, Walton, old fellow,” he said sweetly.
“You know the rest of the procedure.”

Walton responded with the sullen bow of a
lackey recently kicked and led the timid wom-
an from the room. Vane broke out a box of
fifty-cent cigars and held a match for each of
the men.

Allowing them to mellow a moment under
the fragrant fumes, he then said: “Randall
Barnes should be here any moment. If either
of you gentlemen can think of anything helpfu.!‘
you might prefer to say it before he arrives.

He waited. Rickton pursed his lips and
looked hesitantly at Greydays. Greydays shifted
his bulk importantly and spoke around his
cigar, “Well, I didn’t have much to do with
that husiness, ou know, but I'll never forget
the way Joe g kes at the bowling alley de-
scribed the voice of that guy who made the
phone call lurmg Barnes away. I was supposed

a y on the same team with Barnes that
nlg it but I was late going over my books and
got there after Barnes had come and gone.
But Joe Sykes—he’s the owner—he said to
me, ‘Sam,’ he said, ‘that guy who called Barnes
talked like his mouth was full of mush.” Those
are his very words—full of mush.” I thought
that was pretty original and was probably im-
portant. But they never even put me on the
stand at the trial.” He seemed offended.

“A lamentable oversight,” Vane agreed,
nodding sympathetically. “And did your wife
tell you that night about seeing a man come
out of the telephone booth who resembled
Barnes except that he was wear a burd?”

“Well, no,” Greydays said. “Minnie never
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mentioned it until next day—nfter the call had
been traced to that boot

" “Next day! Odd she “didn't mention it as
soon as the murder news got out.”

“There’s a lot of things Minnie don’t tell
me,” Greydays complained darkly. “Minnie’s
geen awful unsettled since Willy did what he

id.

'ANE turned with relief to Rickton. “And
there was some evidence you forgot to
mention at the trial, Professor ?”

“Oh, I didn’t forget ” Rickton replied. “But
I wasn’t sure it was relevant, and it might
have injured Barnes, It had nothing to do
with the actual murder—I was sound asleep
when all that happened. The little matter I
refer to concerned the defense’s claim that
n:l one ever heard Barnes and his wife quar-
rel.

“Ah!” Vane reared forward like a hunting
dog that gets the scent. “But you did hear
them quarrel, Proiessor?"

“Only once,” said Rickton, “and it was so
utterly trivial that if it had not happened on
the day of her death—

“And what was the quarrel about, Pro-
fessor 2"

“About a skull.”

“A skull!”

For the first time since entering the office,
Rickton smiled. “Don’t be alarmed, the skull
had no sinister connotations,” he said.
“Barnes, as you know, was a great collector of
Indian artifacts and bones. The hills out there
abound. in ‘such relics, and I have the same
hobby. But Barnes took his amateur archeol-
ogy much more seriously than I do. I realize
T am only a novice, but Barnes was apt to spin
wild theories about his finds and could not
bear to be contradicted or laughed at. It was
about the only subject on which he was touchy.
Anyhow, he had recently dug up a peculiar
skull, along with some pottery shards, and he
claimed that it was a genuine Olmec skull.”

“What's an Olmec skull ?”

“The Olmecs,” Reckton explained, “were
an ancient race whose remains are found most-
ly in the jungle lowlands of Mexico. The word
means ‘Rubber-People’. They were the first
race known to work rubber and were won-
derful carvers of jade a thousand years before
the Chinese. They were a small moon-faced
people with skull structure of a rather primi-
tive shape. They had a burial custom of sever-
ing the head of the deceased and burying it
separately in an earthen jar, The skull Barnes
found was in a broken Indian jar. He was ter-
ribly excited and believed that his find would
revolutionize archeological theories. I consid-
ered his claims rndu:ulnus, but refrained from
hu§hmg at him,

But his wife did laugh at him?”"

“No, no, Mrs. Barnes was much too tactful
for that. But they did have an argument on
the day of her death which I happened to over-
hear while I was working in my garden next
door. Barnes was declaiming about the im-
portance of his discovery when his wife
stopped him. ‘Don’t be a fool, Randall, she
said. ‘That’s no more an Olmec skull than
mine is—' She seemed about to say more, but
Barnes retorted angrily: ‘So you think I'm a
fool 7’ Mrs, Barnes at once began to back-track
and apologize. But Barnes continued to sulk,
and the matter was dropped.”

“And that’s all?”

“That’s all,” Rickton said, and swallowed
self-consciously.

Sam Greydays let out a roar of laughter,
“Well I’ll be damned! If that ain’t like a pro-
fessor! Thinking a man would kill his wife
over an argument like that.”

Rickton turned white and glowered at him.
“Of course you're much too clever, Greydays,”
he flared. “The way you let that half-witted
little brother-in-law of yours make a fool of
you proves that!”

Greydays went on chuckling. “Oh, I'll ad-
mit Willy made a sap of me when he collected
his own ransom. But Willy was a caution—
slick as a greased pig.”

“Slick?” - Rickton asked with disgust.
“Don’t tell me anything about Willy Hassell.
I tried for two years to din common arithmetic
into his thick head. A lazy little degenerate
W|th the brain of an ape!”

“Ho, ho,” Greydays laughed again. “You
can't hurt my feelings talking about Willy.
But don't let my wife hear you. She always
has been nuts about that little monkey. He's
the apple of her eye—"

He broke off because the door to the inner
office was opening. Minnie Greydays came out.
Behind her Walton stood scowling.

“Next,” he said like a barber forced to
work during a big-league game.

Vane nodded to Sam Greydays. “If you
don’t mmd—
“Sure.” Greydays got up. “Didn't hurt

vou, huh, Minnie ?”

Minnie giggled. “It seemed a little silly
really.” She looked about the room nervously.
“Mr. Barnes hasn’t come?” she asked. She
turned to her husband. “I believe I'll go down
and wait in the car, Sam. Mr. Barnes may be
:incr about my testimony. I’d rather not meet

im.

“Go ahead,” Greydays replied, shrugging.
He went past Walton into the inner office. Jill
Winter showed Minnie Greydays out. When
the door had closed, meessor ickton leaned
conﬁdermally toward V.

glad the subject o( Wllly Hassell came
up, " he sald in a guarded tone. “I couldn’t say
it before them, but Willy Hassell is a little
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monster, a moronic throw-back to cave days,
a congenital liar and thief. He once stole a
valuable article. from me, a string of Olmec

jade
“Really? A product of those same Ol

to whom Barnes believed his skull belongcd?"
“Yes, Only I found my beads in Mexico.”
‘:,And Olmec jade is rather valuable, isn’t

it

“Rather,” Rickton said. “Of course I can’t
swear Willy stole them. But he worked for me
on excavations, was around my house a great
deal, and must have learned the combination to
my wall safe. And since he was utterly without
moral inhibitions—”

He went on rather bitterly about Wnllys
perfidies until the door opened again and
Greydays came out. “Didn’t take me long,” he
boomed. “Well, if that’s all you want, Mr.
Vane, Il go down and join Minnie.' She
seems afraid that Barnes will bite her.”

E LEFT and Professor Rickton went in

to take his test. Vane looked at the clock
and frowned. “I can’t understand why Barnes
hasn’t come—" He stopped suddenly, snapping
his fingers. “Damn! I forgot all about Carr
down there in the filing room!”

“As T expected you to,” said a voice from
the doorway. Inspector Carr stepped in. “I
came up here just as the Greydays woman was
coming out. She looked scared. Did you beat

her? And the big fellow al.most caught me at
the keyhole ]ust now. Well

“Rickton is taking his test ” Vane said. He
told of his interview with the three people,
part of which Carr had heard.

Rickton came out presently, looking rather
bewildered. “Frankly, Mr. Vane, that word
list seemed rather pointless. However, you

w your business. Anything else I can do
for you?”

“Not tonight,” Vane said and thanked him,
When he had gone, the criminologist looked
at the clock again. “What the devil can be
keeping Barnes ?”

“If you weren’t too smart to consult the po-
lice,” Carr said smugly, “you might find out.
Barnes has arrived.”

“What do you mean?” Vane snapped.

“He’s down in_the waiting room of your
clipping bureau. He evidently saw the Vane
Chp{:mg Service listing on the directory and

idn’t notice that your office was on the floor
above it.”

“And Walton took him for a customer !”

“Probably. Anyhow I spled on Barnes
through a keyhole. The man’s nervous, keeps
clutching his coat pocket and going to the
door to look out every few minutes,”

“And yet you went off and left him?”

“Oh, |t‘s probably the police he’s afraid of,”
Carr said casually,
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Just then Walton emerged from the inner of-
fice mrrymg the four envelopes. “Since
Barnes isn’t coming,” he whined, “I wish
you'd let me go, B. W.”

“Barnes is here!” Vane stormed. “He’s the
man you thought was a customer. Go down
and bring him up here at once,”

Walton went out sulkily and Vane paced the
floor, still fuming. He jerked up short as the
telephone jingled. Jill answered it.

The excited voice of Walton shrilled for all
to hear “B. W., come down here! The man’s
dea

They raced in wordless consternation along
the corridor and down the stairs. The door
lettered Vane Clipping Service was open. An
arm and a pale clenched hand protruded from
it, lying on the dun-colored garpet of the hall.
;l'he rest of the body was lying just inside the
loor.

‘The man who was supposed to have beaten
his wife to death looked strangely harmless
now, his thin body huddled limp as a rag doll
under the threadbare suit. A mask of
hid the deeply etched lines of his face. His
skull had been crushed by repeated blows.

Vane bent and noted that the body was still
warm, the blood only partially coagulated.
Carefully, he opened the clenched fingers and
with the point of a pencil lifted a small object
from the dead palm. It was a little polished
disc with a perforation in its center.

“What is it?” Carr asked hoarsely.

“I don’t know,” Vane said, but my guess
is that it’s an Olmec jade bead.”

Steppmg gingerly over the body, Carr made
for and cal

He turncd away, patting h:s moist forehead
and sank down on the divan. “The papers will
crucify me for this, B. W.! Randall Barnes
murdered right under my nose! And I'll bet
one of those people you had up there did it.”

“It’s possible,” Vane agreed. “And if so,
the same person probably killed Florence
Barnes last year. But brace up. I laid tra;
for all of them in these word lists, Maybe
answer is right here in my hands.”

He brought out the four envelopes, extract-
ed the folded sheets and began to examine
them. The first was Minnie Greydays’ list,
with her timed responses attached. A slow
smile replaced Vane’s thoughtful scowl. “Yu,
that woman lied, I'm fairly certain now .

He glanced quickly at the other sheets. Be-
wilderment gave way to anger, and his glance
flashed up to impale Walton like a bug on a
needle. “You abysmal idiot! No wonder
Rickton thought his word list pointless! You

got them mixed up gave the men the
wrong tests! You gave Rickton’s test to
eydays’ to Rickton!” He

Greydn s and Gre
shui the pnpers in his fist and hurled them
to the floor,
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Walton stood qmvermg, either with fright
or sullen revenge. was nervous,” he
stammered. “I hadnt had my dinner .. . T
was hungry and I—

“Get out!” Vane roared. “Get out and eat.
Eat heartily, eat brain food! . No, that
would be a waste of time. Eat hay

Walton scurried away and Vane slumped .

down beside Carr, making the picture of de-
jection a double exposure. Only Jill Winter
retained her calm. Quietly, she began picking
up the wadded paper Vane had thrown to the
floor. “Keep your shirt on,” she admonished.
“You've still got a vuctlm—-lhal shrinking lit-
tle Greydays woman.”

Vane came to life.
agreed.

“You caught her in a lie,” Jill went on, “so
maybe you and the police can third-degree a
confession from her.”

Vane looked up. “You're a complete cynic,
Miss Winter.”

“T got that way working around you,” Jill
replied as she swished from the room.

CHAPTER THREE
Little Black Lies

“Why, so I have,” he

HERE was presendy the usual bustle of

men in blue, men in-plainclothes, men with
pencils, with cameras, with dusting powder,
and men simply with cigars. Inspector Carr
endured the ordeal of his colleagues’ pitying
glances until the significant facts were on
record. Then he and Vane retreated to the
latter’s office where Carr gratefully accepted
a double shot of bourbon and found stamina to
speak.

“It adds up to one of your guests all right,”
he said, “but that doesn’t get us very far.
They left separately, in a deserted building,
with the elevator service off, at intervals too
closely spaced for us to determine medically
which one went down at the time Barnes died.
Any one of them may have seen Barnes look-
ing from the door, which was visible from the
stair landing all had to pass. On the other
hand, there’s no way of proving that any of
them did see him, either before or after his
death. That hand thrust out from the door
could have gone unnoticed from the stair
landing.”

“But he was killed in much the same man-
ner as his wife,” Vane said, “and probably
with the same sort of instrument. The fact
that he had offered to produce new evidence
about his wife’s killer rachcally ties it in with
that crime. And the O] f’ d he was clutch-
ing may or may not be that evidence, At any
rate, I'm sure of one thing—Minnie Greydays
lied at his trial.”

He had her word list and its timed responses
spread out upon his desk and Carr now moved
over to look at it. Vane said: “Most of the
words in these tests, as you know, are indiffer-
ent words, of no slgmﬁcance Scaltered among
them are the critical words—the traps. Here
are four words with responses I consider en-
lightening.”

They both pored over the sheet on Vane’s
desk on which appeared three neat columns,
concentrating their attention on four heavily
underscored words.

Word called:  Response : Time for
Response :
Telephone Operator sec.
Per/lwy Sacrifice 3 sec.
ear Sideshow 1 sec.
Elghf—l:n Florence Barnes 1 sec.

Carr studied the list and shook his head.
“Well, she hedged on the words that suggested
her testimony. But why is anybody’s guess.”

“Oh, it's a guessing game,” Vane admitted.
“The payoﬁ isn’t_in this.” He tapped the
sheet. “The payoff depends on how the sub-
ject reacts to the guesses I make from this.
Suppose you see if your men have brought
those people in yet, and if so, have the Grey-
days woman sent up here first.”

Carr got busy on the telephone. When he
hung up, he said: “They’re all here. All deny
having seen Barnes at any time tonight. None
will admit even noticing that the door down
there was open. The woman is on her way up.”

Minnie Greydays was a_pathetic figure as
the big patrolman herded her into the room.
Her face in the shadow of her inky hair was

wafer-white, and stood with her body
sllghtly huddled, hke the fabled maiden on the
rock, waiting for the dragon to appear. Jill
Winter led her gently to a chair and gave
Vane a glance as frigid as her name.

Vane made no effort to put the woman at
her ease now. When he spoke it was in a
metalic monotone, as emotionless as the
clicking of an adding machine.

“Mrs. Greydays,” he said, “you have done
s g;a‘ve injury to a man who is now lying

ead.”

The woman'’s dry lips parted and she drew a
sibilant breath, “I didn’t kill him, I didn’t, I
didn’t!”” she sobbed.

“You almost killed him last year,” Vanc in-
terrupted, “when you told a jury that at eight-
ten on the night of his wife’s murder you saw
a man who resembled him—except that he was
wearing a beard—come out of the telephone
booth across from your home. I suggest, Mrs.
Greydays, that you were lying.”

e woman gave him a frightened glance,
caught her breath and looked down at her
fingers. They were tangled and twisted in her
lan like nale roots clawing for a lifehold.
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Vane resumed: “When the word telephone
was read to you, why did you wait three full
seconds and then answer operator?”

“Well,” the woman said weakly, “telephone
suggests operator

to you, Mrs. Greydays,” Vane said,
shakmg his head, “with the Barnes murder
fresh in your mind. The fact that you took
three seconds to dispel the associations that
rushed to your mind and choose a common-
place answer, was a dead give-away. You
aren’t a good liar, despite your success last
year. Some powerful compulsion must have
kept you steady then. Which brings us to a
word still more touchy—the word perjury.
Can you explain why, after another three sec-
onds’ hes:tatmn. you responded to that with
sacrifice?”

He waited. But the woman only stared with
a dumb fixity at her tangled fingers.

“Then T’ll try to explain,” he offered. “You
knew you were on trial as to your testimony.
The word perjury could only have brought to
your frightened mind the thoughts of guilt and
penalties. But you fought off those associa-
tions, at the same time trying to justify what
you had done. And all the while your hesi-
tancy was becoming more noticeable, so that
when you blurted out sacrifice, it was a give-
away after all. It was your secret justification
for what you had done. You made a sacrifice
to shield someone, didn’t you?”

THE woman lifted her suffering face with
an effort. “No, no ... And I never said the
person in the phone booth was Barnes. I only
said it might have been, It was almost dark, I
couldn't see clearly—"

“I suggest,” said Vane, “that you did see
clearly—too clearly—and that was the reason
you deliberately lied to muddy the water with
your confusing story. Let’s pass on now to the
critical word, beard. You said you saw a man
in a heard——you implied it might have been
alse—who resembled Barnes. Yet when the
word was read to you tonight, you hesitated
only a second and answered sideshow. Why
did you choose that particular and surprising
response ?”

“I—I don’t know . . . It just slipped out . . .”

“I think you're telling the truth now. It
was a subconscious slip. And it seemed so far
from the associations you were trying to avoid
that you felt safe about it. But I believe there
is a definite association in your mind between
beard and sideshow. What is it?”

“T tell you I don’t know,” the woman whim-
pered. “I admit that beard did suggest my
testimony, that I was trying to avmd ﬂnt, but
I.don’t know why that word came o

Vane slowly lit a cigarette. “Then let‘s dig,”
he invited. t does one see in sideshows,
Mrs, Greydays ?”
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The woman held her br&ath staring at him
in wide-eyed alarm. “Well,” she began halt-
ingly, “one sees glass-eaters and living skele-
tons, wild men from Borneo and two-headed
calves—” She stopped.

Vane waited. Then: “But why are you
leaving out bearded ladies ?” he asked.

Minnie Greydays stiffened with a cry, her
hands clutched the arms of her chair. “They’re
just fakes,” she babbled helplessly.

“So was your story, Mrs. Greydays, which
partially accounts for the subconscious asso-
ciation. For my part, I never could swallow
that false beard business. It was gilding the
lily. You saw someone all right—but not wear-
ing a beard. Not even a man. I think yon saw
a woman, It’s congenital with a certain type
of liar to over-elaborate. To hide the fact
that you saw a woman it is not enough to say
it was a man. You must add that property-
room beard. And the beard served a second
purpose, suggested another person besides
Barnes. It suggested Professor Rickton. You
did not actually want to convict Barnes. You
only wanted to confuse. And you wanted to
confuse because you were shielding someone.”

le woman sank back in her chair sobbing.
“Yes, yes, I lied, But Barnes wasn’t convicted.
If he had been, I'd have confessed to save
him.”

“But whom were you trying to shield, Mrs.
Greydays ?”

The woman collected herself, faced him in
stuhborn silence.

“Your husband?”

0, 10 . . . oh, no.”

Her look of surprise, almost of relief was
so genume that Vane immediately shifted his

“Then who was the woman who made
the ca]l?

Minnie Greydays’ jaw was set tight.

“Very well. Let’s glance at your response
to the words eight-ten. That was the time of
the fatal call. To that you answered quickly—
Florence Barnes. That seemed safe enough.
Most people would naturally have associated
the murdered woman with the time of that call.
But you were the one person who should have
thought of someone else in that connection.
You should have thought of Randall Barnes,
the man you said you saw at that time. You
didn’t. You thought of Florence. And I am
going to suggest that you did so for the simple
reason that it was Florence Barnes herself
who made that call which lured her husband
awa;

The effect of that statement, bursting like an
atomic bomb on the painful s)lence left Minnie
Greydays less shaken than the others. Carr
almost jumped from his chair and Jill let out
a gasp. But the tension drained from Minnie
Greydays’ body. Her sm pale face regis-
tered resignation and re

«
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_“Yes,” she breathed, “yes, it was Florence
Barnes. I didn’t know who she called or why.
T happened to see her from my yard, and then
she saw me. She was embarrassed. She came
over and laughed nervously and asked me not
to tell anyone I had seen her there.”

“That’s all she said?”

“No, she stood and talked a few minutes,
trying to pass it off casually, trying to get my
mind on other things.”

“What other things?”

“Oh, Willy—” her voice choked off and
naked terror shome in her eyes again. “I
mean,” she hurried on, “people could always
get me started by talking about Willy. Most
people said harsh lhmgs but she said nice
things, said Willy wasn’t as bad as he was
painted and that she wouldn’t be surprised if
we heard from Willy soon—" = Again she
stopped with a sudden constricting of throat
muscles and looked at the floor.

Carr, who had been hanging on her words
like a fish on the end of a tight line, slid for-
ward to the edge of his chair.

“Mrs. Greydays, do you realize that if you
had told us that you saw Mrs. Barnes after
her husband left home he would never have
been brought to trial, and would probably not
be lying dead now? Do you expect us to be-
lieve that you put that man’s life in jeopardy
just because Mrs. Barnes asked you not to
mention a phone call which, for all you knew,
may have been a perfectly innocent matter?”

Minnie Greydays’ face was quivering now.
“T've told you allyl know,” she cried hyster-
ically. “I won’t say any more even if you
beat me with a rubber hose!”

“Oh, honey, they won't do that!” Jill Win-
ter swoopcd toward her like a hen toward a
hawk-threatened chick. She put an arm
around her and faced Carr defiantly. “Leave
her alone. Can’t you see she’s at the end of her
o]

“She ought to be at the end of a rope,” Carr

TOw]
= But Vane's voice snapped curtly: “That’s
all, Mrs. Greydays.” He gestured o the wait-
ing cop. “Take her out, Officer.”

THE cop, too startled to hesitate, helped the
fainting woman from the room. When the
door had closed, Carr turned on Vane with a
snarl. “Who do you think you are anyhow?
Dismissing my witness just when she’s ready
to crack and admit who she’s shielding !”

“Oh, she told us,” Vane said.

“Don’t be subtle! You mean the sea-lion
husband ?”

Vane.lighted a cigarette, said wearily: “No,
a0, Tell the man, Jill. Draw him a picture.”

picture I draw,” said Jill, “is that of

[y wrrnentcd woman being badgered by bullies,
A woman.” she added poetically. “who looks

like a suft'enng madonna in some old Italian

painting—"

“Suffering cats!” Carr exploded. “The
woman’s no madonna. She’s a fanatic—the
most baffling and unpredictable type of killer in
circulation. She almost swore a man's life
away last yéar, and tonight she may actually
have murdered him. And if she didn’t lie to
shield her husband, then she’s lying to shield
herself.”

“Oh, you haven't exhausted the list,” Vane
said gently. “She has a brother, remember?
A certain degenerate little savage, called Wild
Willy Hassell. He pulled a fastie on his fam-
ily and did a fade-out about a year before
Florence Barnes was killed. Didn’t you see
the woman nearly go into a fit after she’d let
it slip that Florence Bames told her she might
hear irom Willy soon?”

arr’s anger cooled and his gray eyes shot
a glance of grudging admiration at Vane.
“B, Wi he said softly, almost revcrendy,

“maybe you've got something . "

e went into a huddle with h|mself and
emerged, picking his way with care.

“In other words, suppose Willy Hassell
spent the two thousand he gypped from his old
man. Suppose, a year later, he came back to
his old haunts to get more. Willy’s the very
type who might have murdered that woman
for a measly twenty dollars—and left us all
groping wildly for some motive fit for an adult
killer.”

Jill Winter, who had brother trouble herself,
looked keenly at Vane. ., you don’t
think that poor little half-wit killed that
woman ?

“Miss Wmter, you think with your heart,”
Vane “Besides, I don’t know that Willy is
a half-wit. He made two lhousand dollars pret-
ty easily, dldnt he? And I'm not taymg he
killed Florence Barnes—or that he didn’t. But
it’s pretty obvious to me that Minnie Greydays
thought Willy might have come back, and
was certain that people would say he was the
killer. Also, Mrs. Barnes may have said more
about Willy’s expected return than Minnie
has admmcd—enough to make her almost lie
a man's life away for fear of admitting she
even saw Florence Barnes at all. Which sug-
gests that Mrs. Barnes may have told Minnie
the hone call concerned Wl"

“Sure,” Carr agreed. And another thing.
There’s that Olmec jade bead in Barnes' dead
hand tonight. Didn't Professor Rickton say
;hat?w illy stole a string of such beads from

im

“He did,” Vane replied. “But there’s still
s0 much we don’t know. Why did Mrs, Barnes
go to the dentist on the day of her death?
And was Willy Hassell well acquainted with
the murdered woman? Maybe Sam Greydays
can helo us on that.”
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The whale-shaped Greydays came in like a
March wind. His fat jowls glowed and
quivered and the wind from his laboring
diaphragm rattled the papers on Vane’s desk.

“Hey,” he blustered “ynu bullies can’t
treat my wife like that. I won’t stand for it!”

“Sit down then,” Vane said curtly. “Your
wife has just confessed to perjury. She did
it to shield someone from suspicion in_the
killing of Florence Barnes. And since there
are only a few people she would have lied

O ="’

“Hey”—the bluster was somewhat weaker
ixow-“hey, you don’t mean you think that
»

Vane said carelessly: “You may have for
all I know. You're a butcher, I understand.
Maybe you're in the habit of beating steers
over the head—"

Greydays hit the chair with a jolt. The
typhoon dwmdled to an asthmatic wheeze.
“Hey, you're nuts! I never even knew Barnes
was here tonight. As for Florence—Good
grief! Why should I—

“Why should anyhudy? Tell me this—was
Florence Barnes well acquainted with your
remarkable young brother-in-law ?”

reydays’ shrewd pause proved that his
head was not as fat as his body. “Willy, huh?
‘Why, everybody knew Willy, of course. He
was a character out there in Ridgemont, Most
people wrote him off as a little savage, which
of course he was. But the fact is, Mrs. Barnes
seemed to like him. And Willy liked her.
He'd run errands for her and she'd give him
pocket money and doctor his cuts and bruises.”

“In other words,” Vane said, “she mothered
this black sheep. And if, for instance, Willy
had come back to Ridgemont a year after he
left, with his patrimony—if we may call it
that—squandered, might Willy have appealed
to Mrs. Barnes for help, going to her even
before he went to your wife?”

“Well,” Greydays considered, “Willy
knows Minnie would have taken him in no
matter what he’d done. But he knows I
wouldn’t. So, yeah, he might've gone to Mrs.
Barnes. Only”—he paused—“if I get what
you're driving at, well, it don’t seem likely
that Willy would have killed her—or does
it??

“He may have asked for help or money and
she may have refused him. You've said he
was a little savage.”

“Everybody said so,” Greydays admitted.
“Only it’s sort of a nasty idea. But if Min-
nie lied she must've done it on account of

illy, There’s nobody else she'd do it for.
1 hope you'll go easy on Minnie. She's sorta
delicate, and she’s got an insane affection for

it little brute.”

Vane stared at the ceiling. “Yes, perhaps
affection is a form of insanity,” he said drily.
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They- let Greydays go, wagging his head
worriedly. The room filled with a cold and
speculative silence behind him.

CARR broke the spell. He said: “I think
you've hit the jackpot, Bad-Weather. I
hear the distant rattle of the pay-off. How sad
life is.” sighed, not entirely facetiously.
“For twenty dollars a half-wit kills a woman
who's befriended him. A neurotic sister almost
lies a man into a gas chamber to save the half-
wit. Finally the accused man finds a jade
bead, one of a string the half-wit had stolen.
and connects it with the murder. Maybe
half-wit dropped it when he killed the woman
Anyhow the man comes forward with this
evidence only to be met by the neurotic slster,
‘who learns what he’s up to and murders him.”

“Omitting,” Vane murmured, “the pos-
sibility that Willy himself may have followed
Barnes here tonight and killed him,”

“Sure, that's possible, providing he was
warned by his sister that Barnes had some
evidence.. But that would mean she’s got
Willy hidden out somewhere now—maybe in
those hills.”

“Well, they say Wllly wa: always at home
there,” Vane mused. y, the cave-crea-
ture, the hIUman, dlstrusted by the dwellers
in the valley.”

“You guys make me sick,” Jill Winter sud-
denly interrupted. “Trying to pin two bels'.ly
murders on a weak-minded boy and the po
scared glrl who reared him from the cradle %

“Oh, did she?” Vane turned to her. “You
appear well-informed on the Hassell family,
Miss Winter.”

“Maybe you'd be, too, if you sayed at home
and read the clippings in your bureau. I went
down there today boned up on the sob
stories that came out after Willy faked his
kidnaping. Willy’s mother died when he was
born and Minnie reared him—'took a viper to
her bosom’ is the quaint phrase the sob-sister
used. They made Willy seem like a cross be-
tween Jack-the-Ripper and a sea-serpent. All
the stuff was re-hashed again some months
later when Old Man Hassell died, gritving
over his son, they said.” She sniffed. “If any-
body died of grief, it should have been Min-
nie. She’s one of the bureau’s customers, by
the way, though she didn’t mention it to-
night.”

“Really? Does she collect clippings about
brutal crimes committed by adolescent sea-
serpents ?”

“No. She wants items about boys picked up
suffering from amnesia. That and advertise-
ments, ones that she’s inserted in papers all
over the country. They’re all the same. They
read: WILLY COME HOME. ALL IS FORGIVEN—
MINNIE.”

There was a moment’s silence. Then Vane
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asked: “And are these ads still appearing?”

Jill nodded. Vane looked at Carr, who
said: “What of it? Maybe she doesn’t know
where he is. Maybe she didn’t know last year
when Florence Barnes was murdered. But
she suspected. And she was ready to murder
a man with a lie then, to shield Willy. So why
couldn’t she have murdered him  tonight—
with a sharpening steel ?”

“I haven't said she didn’t.”

“Well, what do you think?”

“I think I'd like to talk to Professor Rick-
ton about Olmec jade.”

CHAPTER FOUR
More Skull-duggery

THE slight, bearded professor was nervous.
But he had himself in hand. The expres-
sion on his shallow face, the bearing of his
erect, thin-shouldered frame, suggested some-
thmg brittle but extremely resistant. “What
a wretched business,” he remarked, sighed
and sat down.

“Oh, yes,” Vane agreed. “Did you know
that Minnie Greydays has admitted she per-
;ured herself about Randall Barnes last year,
nnd that the person she saw in the phone

booth was r:nlpe Florence?”

“No1” Rlckton almost dropped the cigar
he had been nursing. “Is it possible?” He
frowned, then tongued his lips wuh the lizard-
quick eagerness of a man with a theory spoil-
ing to be aired. “But, Mr. Vane, hasn’t it
occurred to you, as a Dsycholo‘ht, that Min-
nie Greydays is a neurotic who is gerhaps in-
capable of telling the truth? To be lunt, there
is a streak of weak-mindedness in that whole
Hassell tribe. The mother, who died at
Willy’s birth, was a nervous invalid. Minnie
reared the little brute who, as we know, is a
dangerous cretin.  And even old Hassell, the
father, was to say the least, eccentric,”

“In what respect?”

“Well, he was quite a wealthy man, but un-
belnevnbly stingy. He whined a great deal
about raising two thousand dollars of ransom
money which Willy got, yet it cannot have
taxed him greatly. Even his attitude toward
Willy was a contradiction. In spite of the fact
that the boy was patently a mental defective,
old Hassell always made a pretense that Willy
was perfectly normal, always spoke of how
Willy would some day take over his thriving
grocery business and seemed quite devoted to
him. Yet, on the other hand, the old man
grudged him the expense OF teatitierits which
might have greatly benefited Willy.”

What sort of treatments?” Vane asked

quic
\v\gll ” Rickton said, “you know that
nervous troubles, even epilepsy, are some-

times traced to barl teeth which create a pres-
sure on the brain.” 3

“And Willy had tooth trouble?”

“Oh, yes, he had a crooked jaw tooth he
often complained of—"

He stopped, startled, as Carr’s hand clap-
ped suddenly against the desk top and the
inspector turned on Vane. “Bad-Weather,”
he glﬁmandcd, “did you know that was com-
ing?

“What?” Vane asked innocently.

“Don't sit there like the cat that swallcwcd
the canary. You know what I mean.
dentist! That dentist you've been harping =
the one Mrs. Barnes visited on the day of her
death, Of course there was nothing wrong
with her teeth. It wasn’t her own teeth she
wanted to get treated!”

He faced Rickton again with the air of a
man who has caught his third ace. “Look
here, Professor. Suppose that last year Willy
Hassell drifted back to Ridgemont—broke.
He was, we'll say, afraid to go to his sister
because of Sam Greydays' hostility. But Mrs.
Barnes had befriended him in the past. Now-
if~he had appealed to her do you think she
would have tried to help him?”

Rickton hesitated, explormg the dawn of an
inner light. “Why, I hardly know . . . Ran-
dall Barnes would certainly not have ap-
proved.”

“Of course he wouldn’t have!” Carr fairly
glowed. “That's the point! That's why
Florence Barnes had to lure her husband away
from home with that telephoné call. And if
Willy had played on her sympathy by saying,
for instance, that his bad tooth was torment-
ing him, it would explain why Mrs. Barnes
tried to see the dentist—to get him to treat
Willy secretly. But she failed in that. And
fearing that her husband would turn Willy
over to the police, she got rid of him so she
could try to treat the tooth herself. She was
too clever to make that phone’call from her
own house, because there’s no dial system out
there and an operator might have overheard.
Then, when Minnie saw her, she tried to
silence her by saying she’d have some news
of Willy soon—""

“And then,” Rickton said slowly, “she took
Willy in and the little beast murdered her for
the paltry contents of that cash box! Hor-
rible! But plausible. Perfectly in keeping
with his character.” He turned to include
Vane in his glance, as he finished. “An
amazing piece of deduction. Yes, I subscribe
completely to your theory.”

“Oh, it’s not mine,” Vane said, shifting his
long legs. “I haven’t any theory—yet.
want more facts.”

“Then I will give you a fact that has just
occurred to me,” Rickton volunteered. “Willy
Hassell lurked about in those hills after he
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pulled his kidnap hoax and had supposedly

escaped. Undoubtedly he had some cave hide-

out and stayed there, laughing at the pollce
0 were trains and hi;

realizes before the bull does that the sword
has found its target. “Didn’t he now?” he
asked. “Barnes was a friend of yours, a fel-
low-arch in the Olmecs.

him. I know that a couple of nights after he
had collected the money, I was strolling near
my home and saw the glow of a campfire in
the hills. I'm sure it was Willy’s, and though
T did not report it—”

“You should have,” Carr reproved, but in a
forgiving tone. “We’ll overlook that now,how-
ever. The pieces of our puzzle are falling into
place. Now 1 have another item—” He
turned to Vane’s desk and picked up a small
labeled envelope. From this he spilled into
his hand a small polished disc which he thrust
suddenly under Rickton's nose.

“Ever see that before, Professor?”

RICKTON bounced forward as if a charge

of electricity had jolted him. He whipped
out his pince-nez, clipped them to the bony
saddle of his nose, and stared. “Why, sir,
that looks like one of the Olmec jade beads
which Willy Hassell stole from me. Where did
you get it

“Out of Barnes dead hand,” Carr said
with triumph.

“Really? But how could Barnes have got
my beads?” Rickton paused thoughtfully.
“Ah, I have it! Barnes had promised to
brmg some new evidence here tonight, hadn’t
he?  Well, the beads must have been that
evidence. My guess is that Willy brought my
beads to Florence Barnes last year and tried
to sell them to her. When she refused to buy
them, he killed her and stole the twenty
dollars. But in his excitement he must have
left the beads. The police overlooked them
because the Barnes house was full of Indian
artifacts. But when Barnes found them later,
it set him to thmkmg He connected the
beads with Willy and—

Rickton stopped like a man whose en-
thusiasm has carried him too far, Vane's
voice edged in suddenly like a rmbmg blade.

“Did Barnes know that Willy had stolen
the beads from you?”

Rickton paled. “Why—why as to that T
cannot be sure. . .”

“There are so many things you can't
sure about,” Vane complained mildly. “Had
you told Barnes that Willy stole them?”

“Well, no~" Rickton was becoming con-
fused.

Vane drove his point home like a hypoder-
mic needle. “In that case, Barnes would have
be ?nare likely to connect the beads with

ou
r Rickton rose from his chair in horrified

rotest, “No, no, he wouldn’t have ! He didn’t
ﬁnow 1 had the beads either. . .”

Vane smiled, relaxed, like a matador who

Yet_you didn’t tell him of this important
find?” His tone became crisp. “How much
were those beads worth, Professor?”
Rickton wilted. He seemed to be licking
acid from his lips now. In the voice of a man
confiding a shameful secret, he said: “Olmee
jade beads have sold for as much as four
hundred dollars apiece. My string contained

forty, That would have amounted to sixteen
thousand dollars,”
“Sixteen thousand dollars!” Carr came

alive. “Why that's a respectable murder
motive itself l”

Rickton’s face was wrenched by an umef
struggle. “Gentlemen,” he
you must badger it out of me, I'll wll you
why I concealed my possession of the beads.
I was not sure they were mine.”

“You got them from some shady source?”
Carr probed.

“No, no, I found them in Mexico, as I
said, but it was while on an expedition
financed by the academy where I teach. Tech-
nically the academy would have a claim on
them. But, sirs”—he lifted his eyes appeal-
ingly—*“T have been teaching all my life for a
pittance. I could not bear to give up those
beads. Can you blame me?”

“Not sa much for that,” Vane said. “But
you were rather indecently eager to make a
point against the monstrous Willy, He may
be guilty, of course. But we don’t know that
he left the beads at the Barnes house. Barnes
may have got them in any number of ways.”

“For example?”

“Well,” Vane said, “I've never understood
why Barnes was so fanatically sure the skull
he found was an Olmec’s merely on the basis
of its shape and the fact that it was found in
an Indian jar, But if he had some
genuine Olmec beads with it, or near it, his
conviction would be explained. He may haye
concealed his possession of the beads for the
same reason you did—because they were so
valuable.”

“You mean that after stealing my beads
Willy may have buried them again?” Rickton
asked. “And”Barnes later dug them up?”

“Its possible. What happened to the
famous skull, by the way?”

“I don’t know, ? Rickton said. “Barnes
said he threw his whole collection away after
the trial. He said it recalled his previous life
too painfully. I think he threw the nuﬁ in
an old dump pile out there in the hills.”

“I’d like to find it.” Vane turned to Carr,

“Why don’t we go and look for it? Professor
Ricktovn and Greydays can act as guides.”

“You mean tonight?” Carr asked.




78

John Knox

“Why not? If Willy Hassell really is hid=

ing out there it would give you a good chance
to surprise the beast while he sleeps.”
Carr agreed dubiously. Rickton said:

“Then perhaps you'll permit me to go home
and put on my hiking boots?”

“Oh, your shoes won’t be hurt,” Vane
assured him. “You can wait for us down
below. We'll be ready in a jiffy.”

After Rickton had gone out, Carr asked:
“Why not let the old codger get his boots—
‘ais umbrella, too, if he wants it?”

“I'd rather he wouldn't putter about at
home too much,” Vane said. “I can’t help
wondering why he always spoke of beads—
in the plural. We only found one bead in
Barnes’ hand How did he know that Barnes

ads? We d

“Do we know it now?”

“Rickton, at least, never seemed to doubt
it,” Vane said. “I'm afraid friend Rickton is
a sllppery eel. But then,” he added, “Sam

Greydays is not the blunt simpleton he pre-
tends to be, either. And Minnie certamly can’t
be called_forthright. While we’re on that
subject, Carr, I think we've got all we can
get out of that woman by pressure. My sug-
gestion is that you let her go home. But put
a guard on lhe house and let Miss Winter
go and stay with i
“Trn take that jOb g Jill said readily. “But
I won't be a stoolpigeon and pump her for
you, if that's what you expect.”

“You probably won't have to,” Vane re-
plied, a twinkle in his eye. “Your well-known
sympathy will melt her so that she’ll probably
force a confession on you. Then you’ll have to
tell or be an accessory to her crime.”

“Bemg an accessory to crimes is old stuff
to me,” Jill retorted airily.

Instead of smiling at that, Vane frowned.

E hills beyond Ridgemont were old, low,

crumbling ridges, veined with gullies,

pitted with caves, spottily wooded with cedars
and thorny brush.

The party, composed of Vane, Inspector
Carr, a thick-set detective named Swope, and
guided by Rickton and Greydays, drove down
Ridgemont Avenue past Rickton's home with
the dark and ominous Barnes house beside it,
and followed a weed-grown road that branched

. off toward a gravel quarry. Presently they
left the car and went on afoot, following two
half obliterated wheel ruts which led up to
an old dump ground and the Indian caves
above it.

The atmosphere was dutmcﬂy eerie and
grew more so as they climbed. A surf of
dirty clouds kept scudding past the moon,
alternately darkening the sky and revealing
again in wan flashes a landscape that must
have changed little since cliff-dwelling In-

dians had roamed about it. Vane could readil;
imagine the wild-natured Willy Hassell ﬁncl
ing in this eldritch region a home for his
restless spirit.

“Willy was a creature born out of his time
—like the last of .the dinosaurs,” Professor
Rickton muttered learnedly as they filed along
in the darkness. “I never visit these hills
without feeling that Willy is slinking along
like a shadow at my heels.”

“Probably because he did that very thing,”
Sam Greydays boomed. “Willy could move
like a panther. He stalked me the night I
came out here with the kidnap money. I
should’ve guessed that real kidnapers would
have asked for more money than a measly
two thousand, but I didn’t. You could've flat-
tened me with a feather when Willy stepped
out from behind some junk at that old dump
pile and shoved the gun in my belly.”

“That place is near here?” Vane asked.

“Yeah, up ahead a bit. And just above it
are thc Indian caves where Willy used to hide
out.”

They climbed on in silence until dark
bluffs began to tower on their right and the
road began to crumble away. Detective
Swope, carrying the electric lantern, now
sprayed its white beam on a deep gully where
the gutted skeletons of old cars presided over
a graveyard of rusted and decaying rubble,
More of the stuff lay on the other side of
the road, too, at the base of the cliff, and it
was here that Vane spied what appeared to
be the ashes of an old campfire surrounded by
battered pots and pans and a rusted tub,

“Could this have been the campfire you
saw ?” he asked Rickton.

The professor sighted back across the dark
valley and nodded. “I think so. It wouldn't
have been visible from town, but I could have
seen it from where I was walking. I thought
at once of that little apeman crouching here in
its glow.”

“But the apeman appears to have cooked
his food,” Vane said. He had stooped to
examine a greas{ residue in the old tub. “This
is an old f he’s hiding out here now,
he’s doing his cooking somewhere else.”

“Maybe in the caves up there.” Rickton
pointed and Swope swung the lantern’s beam

inst the bluffs. A ledge leaned out and the
black splotches of two caves mouths showed
above it.

“Suppose,” Vane suggested, “that you
leaye the lantern down here with its beam
trained on the caves and all of you go up and
hunt for Willy while I stay down here and see
if I can find any trace of Randall Barnes’
discarded collection.”

All agreed readily except Rickton who
seemed inclined to linger. The angles of his
bony face shone sharp and waxy as he sta:
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upward with obvious reluctance. “It's ab-
surd,” he said uncomfortably, “but that boy
always gave me the creeps. He never seemed
quite human.”

“So I'm bel%mnmg to think,” Vane agreed.
He watched Rickton as the professor squared
his meager shoulders resolutely and marched
off a few yards behind the others. He con-
tinued to ‘stare as the ghostly procession
mounted against the bleak cliff walls. Then
he stopped, propped the lantern on a rock so
that its light shone upward, and began to poke
in the ashes of the old fire. The ground be-
neath was neither rocky nor baked, and the
stick with which he was probing went down
easily.

Suddenly he paused, with a queer sensation
of eyes watching him. He made a backward
movement to look up, but his heel hit the
lantern, knocking it aside. Instantly the cliffs
above him were plunged into blackness. There
came a chorus of sharp warning cries and
the omninous rattle of loose gravel:

VANE flung himself wildly back into the
road as stones pelted around him and a
black mass of rocks followed, hurtling down
the cliffside to land with a crash almost on
the spot where he had been crouching. A
part of the boulder broke off and rattled down
into the dump pile, but its main bulk remained,
with the ashes of the old fire buned under
it. The electric lantern was gos

“Are you hurt, BW.?” Carr s voice called

‘(Vﬂashhght lanced the dusty air.

Vane answered that he was not, and climbed

up,to where the rest of them stood waiting.

was a close call for you,” Carr
said, mopping his brow. “The big boulder
had evidently fallen and lodged, just barely
balanced, on the ledge. We were all scattered
out about it, but after you kicked the lantern
over I couldn’t see what jarred it loose
ay

Professor Rickton was peering at the cave
entrances. “A creature as small and quick as
Willy Hassell,” he said, “could have been
hiding behind it, could have shoved it and
darted into one of those caves without being
seen. But the caves join inside, so if we spllt
up we can catch him if he’s in there.’

They did so, Carr going with Rickton and
Swope while Greydays accompanied Vane.
The latter had only matches to guide them
through the shadowy cavern, but the flash-
light's glare from the other chamber soon
became visible through a connecting tunnel.
At about its middle thc others stovped while
Professor Rickton pointed to b of rock
which leaned aslant against d)e tmd wall.

“Evidently the entrance to a coyote’s den,”
the professor was saying, “but a boy of Willy’s
size could easily crawl into it.”

“We can shove that rock away if we all
get onto it,” Detective Swope said, and
presented a barly shoulder.

The others joined him and the rock was
soon thrown aside. There was a wider pas-
sage behind it. They went in a little breath-
lessly, single file, Carr in the lead with the
light. They entered a small cave, about twelve
feet in diameter, which bad obviously been
the cavern hideout of a boy.

There was a pile of brush like a primitive
bed in one corner, and against one wall a
slab of rock formed a sort of table. On it
lay a slingshot with its thongs half rotted, a
homemade boomerang, a crude bow and ar-
row, a broken pc::ka knife, some fish hooks,
an old top—all the usual mndescnpt treasure
that clutters a boy’s pockets.

‘And dust. Dust and cobwebs covered every-

thing.

Vane stooped fumbled in a warped
cigar box full of mnk and brought out a small
tarnished gilt picture frame. It contained a
faded photograph. As he stared at it, the
others came near to I

The picture showed a little girl of about
twelve holding in her lap a child of one or
two who was as ugly as a small goblin, But
the girl’s sad-eyed face wore a look of pathetic
pride, and the child’s abnormally wide mouth
was_grinning.

“Well, I'll be damned!” Sam Greydays
said. “Minnie has looked everywhere for that
little picture. It's her and Willy when they
were kids. That little hound would. steal
anythin,

“It was a compulsion with him,” Professor
Rickton said, “just as it is with a pack-rat.
And look at }us picture, Vane, the moropic
shape of his head, the degenerate face. Now
you begin to realize the sort of abnormal
monster we are dealing with.”

Vane gently wrapped the small
in a handkerchief and thrust it into
He turned slightly and eyed the bearde
with an absent stare. “Yes,” he said,
is a monster involved in this business.”

He remained lost in thought while Carr
and Swope searched the cave. They found ne
traces of any recent occupant. The party then
went out and started back toward the car.
Vane and the inspector lmgered bd-und near
the dump pile. Carr asked: en’t you
going to hunt for that collection of relics
Barnes threw away?”

Vane shook his head. “I doubt if he threw
them away. But there’s something under that
old campfire. Suppose you quietly send some
men out here to move the boulder and dig
beneath it

Carr’s face in the moonlight was ﬂxwz:lei
“So you think’ the rock was puslud o
cover something up? What?”

ilt frame
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“Me, for one thing,” Vane replied. He
moved on. A moment later he added: “After
we drop Rickton off at his house in Ridge-
mont. I want you to put a man there to watch
him at once. Also, I want you to check up on
old Hassell’s death a few months after Willy’s
disappearance. Have his doctor interviewed
and get a list of his symptorms. ‘We may want
an_ exhumation order.

d God! What on earth are you driv-
at?”

Vane didn’t answer. They caught up with
the others, got back into the car and returned
to Ridgemont. They let Professor Rickton
out at his house. But Sam Greydays said he
wanted to be’ dropped off at his grocery
market. He hadn’t had a chance to go over
the day’s accounts. They let him out at the
big modern market, with its gold- -lettered
sign and glass-brick front, and then drove to
the Greydays house.

It was an unassuming bungalow, buried in
shrubbery. A single light shone from the liv-
ing room. As they went up the walk, a man
stepped out of the shadows and muttered with
a yawn that everything was quiet. Mrs, Grey-
days had gone to bed and Miss Winter was in
the living room.

They entered quuedy without knocking. Jill
Winter sat on the divan. There were some

apers on a low table in front of her and she
Ead a pencil in her hand. She looked up with
annoyance. A finger flew to her lips and she
pmnted to a door across the hall. “Shhh!
Don't wake her. T had to give her a pill to

her to go to sleep.”
g':}‘Bul I wanted her to talk,” Vane com-
plained. “Instead, you put her to sleep and
then sit here wutkmg a couple of cross-word
puzzles!”

“No, I'm working on those word tests
threw away.” She moved so that her shadow
shifted and he saw them.

“But they were given to the wrong persons,
m;

}"‘Any dope,” Jill replied, “can learn things
from a test given the right person. It takes
brains to learn things from a test given the
wrong one.”

“No _doubt What have you
learned ?”

“Rickton and Greydays are both liars.”

“Oh, T knew that ‘What have you got on
them specially

‘Well look ” Jill fluttered the papers as
Vane sat down beside her. “Here’s the test
you intended for Sam Greydays. You wanted
to find out what Sam thought of his wife’s
testimony. So in one place you put the words
wife and identify right together. But Rickton
took the test by mlstake‘ To the word wife,
he answered Florence

“Natural enough," Vane said.

of that.

“Rickton

has no wife. The Barnes case was on his
mind, being the subject of the test. So he
thought of Barnes’ murdered wife.” -

“Sure. But to the word identify, he re-
sponded dentist. His two responses were
Florence and dentist. He said he didn’t know
why Florence Barnes vlslted the dentist, but
I'll bet he did all along.

Vane,_ frowned thoughtfully “Could be.
But not necessarily. He agreed with the
theory that she went to the dentist to get him
to treat Willy’s tooth. But at the time of the
test, he may merely have thought of her mys-
terious visit—after the word had brought her
name to mind. Well, what have you got on
Greydays?”

“He also knew something about the dentist
business.” She shuffled the papers. “He took
the test intended for Rickton. In it you put
some of the same words you put in the test
for Barnes. You thought Rickton might have
seen the killer bury the weapon under the
rosebush. So you puit bury and rosebush right
together. Greydays lakmg Rickton’s test, re-
sponded to bury with dead, which isn’t un-
usual. But on rosebush he hesitated two
seconds and then said foothache! Now if you
assume that in mentioning the word dead he,
too, thought of Florence Barnes, and right
after that said foothache, then he, too, must
know more than he admitted about her visit
to the dentist. Anyhow I'd get hold of that
dentist if I were you.”

Vane’s long fingers stroked his chin. He
turned to Carr, “I think we should, Inspector.”
He got up. “And I want to talk to Mrs, Grey-
days again. Damned convenient for her hus-
band with Old Man Hassell and Willy out
of the way. Sam Greydays must net a lot of
coin from that grocery business he fell heir
to.” He walked toward the door across the
hall. Jill rose to stop him but he beat her
there. He opened the door and snapped on
the light.

THE bed was empty. The covers had been

thrown back. Curtains fluttered in an open
window. Vane stepped in and stood looking at
the bed. He stooped down near its head and
picked up a small white object. “This, I'm
afmd, is the sleeping pill you thought she
tool

Carr, who reached the doorway, exploded.

“You let her escape—deliberately!” he
raged at Jill.

Jill was defiant. “I didn’t—but I'm glad!”

Carr yelled for the detective on guard and
gave him a tongue-lashing while they searched
the grounds, and found nothing.

“The woman can’t get far,” Vane soothed.
“Go ahead and send for that dentist. Have
them bring him to Rickton’s house. We'd
better go there at once.”



Home Is Where the Hearse Is 81

Carr paused only long enough to telephone
Headquarters and broadcast an alarm for
Minnie Greydays. Then he sent a man to get
the dentist Florence Barnes had tried to con-
sult, while, he, Vane and Jill piled into the
po]ice car and drove to Rickton’s house.

It was a small rock cottage under the shad-
ow of the tall dark murder house. They drove
up quietly with lights off and Detective Swope
met them at the gate.

“Old Rickton's. up to something,” he con-
fided in a tense whisper. “Just after I got
here, he put the lights out as if he were going
to bed. But then, with a little flashlight, he
sneaked into his study. He was starting to-
ward his wall safe when something made him
suspicious, He may have heard me outside.
He snapped off his light and it’s been dark
in there ever since. I can’t see where he’s

“Helpl ... Helpl”

The cry cut short SwoDe 's words and sent
them racing toward the dark house. There
‘was a crash of breakmg glass and the cries

ceased.

The front door was locked. Vane broke a
window and they climbed in. Snapping on
Tights, they made their way toward the study.

It was an untidy room, lined with book-
cases and crowded with shelves and cabinets
of curios and artifacts and bones. Rickton, in
a pair of loud-patterned pajamas that jarred
incongruously with his scholarly beard, lay in
the center of the floor. There was a smear of
blood across one cheek. A half of a brick lay
beside him. The pane of a window between
two bookshelves had been smashed.

Vane bent over the unconscious man. But
as he took hold of one of Rickton’s hands, the
groiessor suddenly sat upright. His dazed eyes

lew_instantly to a section of wall where the
tarnished disc of a wall safe was visible:
Then he turned toward his rescuers.

“What happened? Who did it?” Vane

asked,

“Who do you think?” Rickton demanded
almost angrily, rubbing his injured - face.
“Willy Hassell, of course!”

“You see?” Carr shot at Vane. He turned
to Swope. “Pick up that boy’s trail, After
him, man |” He pushed Vane aside and helped
Rickton up. “Now . .. let's hear about it.”

Rickton slumped into a chair. “I had just
gone to bed,” he panted, “when I heard a
sound. It seemed to come from in here. I
got up and crept to the doorway. I saw a
head and a pair of shoulders silhouetted in
the side window there—"

Vane said: “Detective Swope was watch-

ing you.”

“Was he?” Rickton started. “But this was
not Swope. Swope must have been at an-
other window. This was a small figure. with

narrow shoulders and a cap pulled low over
a pallid face. Do you think I don’t know
Willy Hassell when I see him—that old cap
of l]yl’s with the squirrel-tail sewed to the
top?

He glared at Vane a moment, then went on,
“Anyhow, I flung the light on him and he
ducked back. I knew I couldn’t catch him, so
I looked about the room to see if he had
inside. He hadn't, so I put out my light
and waited for him to reappear. By the time

he did I had a stone hatchet in my
yelled at him, and when he didn’t run, I
hurled it. I missed, but he hurled in the brick
and knocked me out.”

“Well, we'll get him,” Carr promised, “and
Minnie is probably with him. The she-wolf
running with the cub—”

Vane's voice intruded gently. “By the way,
Professor, was there something in your
you were afraid Willy might steal?”

Rickton’s eyes jerked loward the criminol-
ogist, his face dead white. “Eh? My safe?
Oh, no, no, just my insurance papers in there,
u-nngs of that sort. . .

“I rather thought you were worried about
your safe,” Vane said, laying a hand on the
knob. “It’s unlocked! You must have o&ned
it in the dark to investigate . ..” He
to draw it toward him.

Rickton sprang from his chair like a mon-
key. “Stop!” he screamed. “You have no
right, no warrant—"

His words choked off, He froze, chngmz
to l\(/ane s arm like a drowning bug to
stic]

The safe door had swung open. From the
round hole behind it there grinned a yellowed
skull. And piled around the skull, so that the
discolored teeth seemed to be ’:?mg to chew

them, were a number of round stone discs,
polished and perforated.

“Thirty-nine pieces of Olmec jade,” Vane
said softly.

Rickton fainted.
CHAPTER FIVE
No Ghoul Like an Old Ghoul

THEY had brought in the dentist, a wiry=

haired young man with forearms like a
blacksmith, and Sam Greydays, who had re-
turned home to find his wife gone and was
now loudly blaming the police for driving her
crazy.

The dentist. was angry at bei draiged
from his bed at such an hou: ng ept
repeating like a parrot: “I never treated
Florence Bames teeth at any time. I don! 2
know why ame to my office on the da)
of her death 1 thought all that was settled n
Randall B




John

Knox

“Rickton, fully recovered from his faint,
said nothing at all, but sat slumped in his
chair, watching Carr count the jade beads,
with eyes that were sick and sunken.

Carr finished and said: “Thirty-nine. The
bead Barnes had in his dead hand tonight
makes forty, You murdered Barnes tonight,
Rickton, and got your beads back. But you
didn’t have time to count them and didn’t
know that he was clutching the one that will
convict you.”

Rickton swallowed. His voice came with
an effort from between tight-clamped teeth.
“T did take the beads, and I was in a hurry
and left one—yes. But I didn’t kill Barnes.
He was dead when I found him there. I
noticed one of the beads which had slipped out
of his pocket and L then found the others.
They were my beads, worth sixteen thousand
dollars. Only I couldn’t prove they were
mine. Barnes was already dead and I didn’t
want to be mixed up in it, so I just took them
and got away as quickly as I could.”

“And where did you get the Olmec skull ?”
Vane asked.

Rickton said resignedly: “Oh, I lied about
that, too. T had it all along. Barnes didn’t
throw his collection away—he gave it all to
me. But after he was dead, I couldn’t prove
that either, and T was afraid to get involved
by admitting T had the stuff.”

“ “You've done a lot of lying, by your own
admission,” Carr said. “You can see how a
jury is going to regard that.”

“Ju Rickton quavered. “No, no, you
won’t bring me to trial for those murders.
By that time you'll have caught Willy Hassell
and his mad sister.

“You will stick to that story about Willy
attacking you?”

“Story? It’s the truth! I saw him!”

Carr turned away with a shrug, looked at
Vane. “The beads are the clue to it.all, Bad-
Weather. Willy Hassell stole Rickton’s beads
and buried them again. Barnes dug them up
in the neighborhood of this old skull, and
thought he’d found Olmec remains. But he
concealed the beads. Then, at some time or
other, Rickton saw them. He may have
thought that Barnes had bou ht them from
Willy Hassell, but he couldn’t prove they were
his own. So he decided that the only way to
get them back was to steal them. He cooked
up some scheme to get Florence Barnes to
fure her husband away from home, and while
she had gone to do that, Rickton sneaked in
and began to search the Barnes house for
the beads. But he couldn’t find them and
Florence came back and caught him ransack-
ing the place. She may have guessed what he
was up to and accused him, and so he killed

“Then he tried to frame Barnes, bloodving

up the poker and all that. But Barnes wasn’t
convicted, and later Barnes must have got
to thinking about the hidden beads. He knew
Rickton would know their value and he began
to suspect Rickton. So he was bringing the
beads to you tonight. But he went to the
wrong office and was seen by Rickton as the
latter was leaving. Rickton guessed, -or
learned, what was up, killed Barnes to silence
him and took the beads.”

He paused, waiting for Vane's reaction.
Vane was holding the skull in his hand, star~
ing at it like a modern Hamlet. He ran a
long finger into the gap in the line of jaw
teeth and sald “You're ignoring the skull.
The skull is more important than the beads.”

“What? You mean a bigger prize? You
mean it's really the skull of a primitive
Olmec?”

“No, no,” Vane said gently. “I mean it's
the skull of a pnmmve -minded . boy called
Wild Willy Hassell.”

There was a strangled silence for an instant
and then Carr gasped: “Good God! This is
horrible! You mean Rickton murdered the
boy, had already done it to get his beads back?
That after Willy faked his kidnaping, Rick-
ton saw a chance to get his beads and the
ransom money, too?” He glared at Rickton,
“So that’s what you did after you saw Willy’s
campfire out there in the hills?”

Vane said: “No, that fire had another pur-
pose. I think it was used to boil the flesh off
the skull.”

“And then he re-buried the beads along
with the skull?”

“I think that was done,” Vane said, “It
was the cleverest move in a bold killer’s
game. It's notorious that the body is hard to
dispose of. But this murderer saw a unique
advantage in the fact that this is a region of
Indian graves. And another advantage in the
fact that Willy Hassell had a queerly shaped
head, with a low slanting forehead and small
brain-case—"

“{;iike a primitive Olmec!” Carr inter-

t

“Of course. So our killer boiled the flesh
from the head— probably in that old tub we
found out there—and buried the skull in an
Indian crockery jar, the beads along with it.
The boiling bleached the skull and the chem-
icals in the earth did the rest of the job of
making the skull look old. Then the head-
less torso—which would be hard to identify—
was buried in another place, probably beneath
the ashes of the fire, since that’s an old trick.”

“Right!” Carr said. “My men haven't got
that boulder out yet, but they will. And it was
because you were digging in the ashes there
tonight that Rickton shoved the boulder down,
He was able to do it unseen in the brief
darkness after you had kicked the light over,”
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Vane said: “Let’s drop back to what hap-
pened just before Florence Barnes was mur-
dered, Barnes had dug up the skull and the
beads and thought he’d made a discovery of
vast archeological importance. But he didn’t
tell about the beads because the owner of the
land might have had a claim on them. So
his belief that the skull was an Olmec’s seemed
even more ridiculous than it actually was.

CARR‘S head was nodding now like a pump
handle. “Of course, of course. And now
Florence Barnes enters the picture. Florence
who had nursed Wnlly s cuts and bruises—"

“And toothaches,” Vane said. “Yes.” He
turned to the dentist. “Did you ever treat
Willy Hassell’s teeth?”

The dentist frowned. “Yes, there was a
crooked tooth that had a hole in it. I once
put in a small filling—"

“That hole was what the killer overlooked,”
Vane said. “We know that the filling must
have been lost, otherwise Barnes would have
noticed it and his claim would have been
absurd. But the shape of the tooth itself, the
shape of the skull, and the hole on the tooth,
made Florence Barnes suspicious. She had
g‘x}obably put oil of cloves on that tooth of

illy’s more than once.

“So she tried to see the dentist, probably
pulling out the loose tooth to take with her.
But she wasn’t able to see him. She made
an effort to speak of the matter to her hus-
band, but he got angry at the first hint that
his theory was wrong, So she decided to con-
sult someone else, bringing this person in to
see the tooth and the skull, too. But she had
to get her husband out of the way to keep
him from throwing a fit, so she lured him off
with that phony call.”

“And then Minnic Greydays saw her make

it

“Yes. So Florence tried to pass it off. She
asked Minnie not to tell, and bought her
silence with the mysterious promise of ‘get-
ting news about Willy soon. Maybe she
wanted to prepare Minnie for the shock, too.
But Minnie misunderstood and thought Flo-
rence meant that Willy, in the flesh, had
returned, or soon would. She may even have
hinted that her phone call concerned Willy.
So Minnie was naturally terrified when she
learned of Florence Barnes' murder. She
knew Willy would be accused, and to shield
him, she invented that absurd story of a
bearded man who supposedly resembled Ran-
dall Barnes,”

“Listen!” Rickton’s voice suddenly broke
in, “Minnie is crazy—a maniac! And I tell
you Willy Hassell is still alive! But if Min-
nie had followed Florence that night, had
seen her with the tooth, maybe telling some-
one that it was Willv’s, then Minnie would

have gone even more berserk and might have
illed Florence herseli—’

“It's him, not Minnie,” Sam Greydays
burst out: “I tell you that little monster—"

Vane held up his hand to stop him. “Let’s
settle this monster business,” he said. “The
Willy Hassell I've been hearing about cer-
tainly is a monster, Ill grant you. One of
Webster’s definitions of a monster is—a
fabulous animal.. And one meaning of fabulous
is—fictitious. Tonight I've heard Willy Has-
sell called a savage, a moron, a cretin, a can-
nibal, a wolf-cub, and a cross between a sea-
serpent and Jack-the-Ripper, to mention a few
examples. That, I submit, fills Webster’s bill.
That Willy is a fabulous animal who never
existed at all.

“What did exist, I suspect, was a rather
simple-minded lad, with no taste or aptitude
for bookish !hmgs, but competent enough in
the outdoors. A mischievous lad, not always
truthful, capable of stealing on occasion, who
had a taste for the hills and wanted to be
let alone. I suspect, in fact, that Willy’s worst
crime was in possessing a credulous old
father who was set on putting this misfit boy
in charge of a thriving grocery business some
day, a thing which must have been the last
thing Willy himself wanted—

“Willy! There he is!”

The scream, from Rickton, sliced across
Vane's speech and swung all eyes toward the
window where the professor was pointing. Be-
yond its jagged frame of broken glass, some-
thing crouched in the vine-shadowed darkness
like a hunted thing, like a rat at bay.

A dark suit that blended with the shadows
covered the huddled body and a low-pulled
cap with a squirrel’s tail in its top shaded the
pallid blotch of a face, a small face with
bared teeth and yellow light gleams crawling
in dark eyes.

And then the creature was leaping—not
away from the fight, but toward it. The long
blade of a carving knife flashed. Jill Winter
screamed. And amidst the general panic,
Sam Greydays was the quickest to move, his
big bulk lunging toward the window as he
cried: “Willy, Willy, you little fool, stop!”

He cleared the window sill and leaped to-
ward the attacker. There was a tangle, mad,
cat-like screams choked off, and B.W, Vane
sprang through the window just as a small
body fell limply from Greydays’ clutches and.
the big man turned, his eyes bulging in a
swollen face, his jaw sagging.

“My God1” his voice quavered. “It ain't
Willy |- Ivs Minniel 1 didert secognike. her
until—"

“Like hell you didn't!” Vane's voice

cracked like a whip. There was a stone pestle
in his hand now and it smashed against Grey-
days’ face. The big man stageered with a
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curse and Vane hit him again. He beat him
to his knees and knocked him flat on the
ground with a final blow.

Only then did Carr reach the criminologist
and grab his arm, yelling: “Hey, you fool,
don’t kill him! He kept that crazy girl from
cumng somebody’s throat!”

is own throat,” Vane said. He seemed
surprisingly cool. “Minnie caught on, even if
you didn’t, Carr. My last words told Minnie
the truth. If I hadn’t beaten Sam Greydays
down, just as he beat Florence Barnes
his other victims, he’d have had that gun out
of his ket in another moment, and I
‘wouldn’t be here to talk at all.”

HE TURNED to where Jill Winter was

bending over the body of Minnie Grey-
days, sobbing: “Get a doctor, you idiots!
Don’t you understand that she just put on
some of Willy’s old clothes because they were
easier to sneak around in? She followed you
because you were hunting Willy, and must
have overheard something that made her sus-
pect Rickton. She tried to get into his study
and flung the brick at him in a panic when
she was discovered. Afterwards she sneaked
back and heard the rest of it . . . But she’s
alive, thank God, and if you'll only get a
doctor—"

Minnie had opened her eyes. Greydays
hadn't. Carr rose from beside his big bulk.
“You're lucky you didn’t kill that man,” he
told Vane, “You'd better talk fast, as it is.
Are you claiming that Sam Greydays com-
mitted all these murders?

“Didn’t T tell you?” Vane asked “T said
enough for Minnie to catch on. When I men-
tioned the grocery business which her father
had intended to leave to Willy, and which
Greydays now has, Minnie understood. Can’t
you imagine how Sam Greydays felt at the
prospect of Willy someday owning the gro-
cery business which he was already manag-
ing and had probably helped to build up?”

“And so the whole thing started with Grey-
days’ plot to get rid of Willy Hassell ?”

“Of course. Maybe he ribbed Willy into
writing that kidnap note. Or maybe he killed
Willy first and wrote it himself, asking for
only two thousand dollars because that would
be about what a kid would ask for. Since it
was Sam himself who went out to deliver the
ransom, it was a cinch to cook up that story
about Willy taking the money away from him.
With Willy dead, no wonder he encouraged
?eople to laugh at the way Willy had made a
ool of him. Also, Sam had probably heard
enough archeological arguments ~around
Ridgemont to get the idea of burying that

in mec way. But he didn’t know
enough to realize the value of the beads

ied with it.”

“You spoke of exhuming Old Man Has-
sell's body,” Carr said.

“It should be done.” Vane looked at Min-
nie. “Your doctor didn’t think your father
died of grief over Willy, did he?”

“He said gastro-enteritis,” the woman re-
plied in a hushed tone.

“A frequent diagnosis in arsenic poison-
ing,” Vane amplified. “Did the doctor seem
thoroughly satisfied about that?”

“No,” Minnie said, “I don’t think he was.
He questioned me a lot—about rat poisons
that Sam might have at the store, for one
thing. But I wouldn’t believe such a thing of
Sam, and I guess I lied a little to shield Sam.
It was too horrible to think that he—"

“Lying to shield people is a habit you're
going to have to stop, Minnie,” Vme told
her. “But I think you've had your punish-
ment. Tonight at your cottage when I ex=
plained about Willy’s tooth and then men-
tioned the grocery business which Sam got
control of because Willy and your father
were both out of the way, that made it dif-
ferent, didn’t it? You hadn’t taken that sleep-
ing pll] and you heard every word I said?”

““That made it different,” Minnie sobbed
quietly. “I understood things then. I knew
what he had done, and I knew that Willy
would never come home, and I was ready to
kill him then.” She huddled, trembling, in
]l]l Wmter 's arms.

hink,” Carr said, “that we've got
enough on Greydays, :speclally if we find
ison in old Hassell’s body and also dig up
illy Hassell's bones. But”—he look
dubiously at the grinning skull on the table
in the room—“I wish we had that tooth that
would identify it posmvely as Willy’s skull.”
“I think we may find it,” Vane said. “After
all, it was to get hold of that tooth that Sam
Greydays killed Florence Barnes.”

“But how did Greydays know Florence had
1}17 How did he know she suspected any-
1l

Vane smiled, “Because she told him, of
course. She failed to see the dentist, and her
husband got mad when she dared question his
theory about the skull. So Greydays was the
one she would naturally have consulted, since
Minnie would have gone into hystencs if the
thing had even been suggested to her. Grey~
days, if you remember, told us he was late
for the bowling match that night, detained by
his business. That business was keeping a
gate” with Florence Barnes and murdering

er.

Carr clucked his tongue. “The woman sum-
moned her own killer,”

“Exactly. She also lured her husband
away and set the scene for her own death,
Greydays came prepared, carrying the sharpe |

£Continued on page 94) ,
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“The rackets too dicty” 1 wid,
and shot him in the belly.

When a private eye unexpectedly in-
herits a big night club, nasurally he
investigates. But if Steve had known
that murder, big-time scandal and a
powerful dope-ring were involved
in the legacy, his gift-horse could
have been toothless for all he cared.

LEGACY

HAD arrived late at the office. Anita, my
little girl Friday, had the afternoon off. T
glanced at the small stack of memos she

had left carefully typed for me and found only
one which needed my personal attention. It
said: Joe Barton called while you were out,
Wants you to phone him right away.

So I phoned Joe Barton. And after. I'd
talked with him, T hung up and shook my head
several times to make sure I was awake, The
next thing to do would have been to get a

85
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drink out of my filing cabinet. There were
sevetal reasons why I didn’t do this—the
main one being that I didn’t keep liquor in
my filing cabmel I kept files in it. Another
reason was a couple of quick ones
in the Seven Seas on Hollywood Boulevard
just an hour before. So I merely cocked my
feet on the desk and worried.

Barton was a lawyer, a pretty big shot law-
yer, and our conversation had been strictly off
the record. I knew him fairly well, had played
golf with him, and we'd met in court. I'm a
pnvate investigator who doesn’t get his name
in the papers if he can help it, but Glamor
City keeps me pretty busy. You'd be surprised
how many jobs there are for an honest shamus
in Hollywood.

Barton had started off by hedging. He
wanted to know how well I knmew Jason
Stmnﬁdimd I'd met the guy a few times—
wi ’t? I also applauded the pictures
T’'d seen as a teen-aged squirt when he was
making love to actresses of the silent days who
are mow grandmothers. I also said I knew
St.rmghdbccn“atlibm’ty”fofalmwhme

last option not having been lifted be-
anseabomthatmnelns face had to be. I
also knew he had lately married Mona Gale.

Mona, at present, was big-time box office.
Her fan mail came in trucks instead of being
stuck under the door. Her press agents said
she was twenty-three, which made her not
more than thirty, and she had really crossed
up the gossip-columnists by marrying Strong.

All the wise guys had had her practically
hitched to a slick Latin dancer-actor named
Rojas. But Strong had stepped in and used
his Great Lover technique, and apparently he
could still pitch it. 3

Some of the boys said cruelly that Strong
had got himself a meal ticket so he wouldn't
end up in a furnished room on East Fifth with
a gaspipe in his mouth. Me—I wouldn’t know.

I told Barton that I had an elbow-scraping-
and-hoisting acquaintance with Jason, and
then I let the conversation lag. He picked it
up. He was worried.

‘Well, not quite worried. Afraid, that was it.
His firm had a reputation, and he wasn't tak-
ing any chances. “Jason was up to see me
today. ‘He wanted to make a new will,” he

said.

“Yeah? I didn’t know he had any dough.”

“He's got an annuity—not much. That
wasn’t it, though. Seems that about two
months ago he bought the Can-Can.”

1 shrugged, but Barton couldn’t see me.
He went on: “It's a night- spot Hell, you
know it. On the Sunset Strip.”

1 said: “Sure, 1 know the joint. Wel{”‘

Barton said: “Keep this under your hat,
He 's left it to you—in the event of his death.”

1 gagged briefly, I hardly knew the guy.

I'd had a few drinks with him, maybe Pd
bought him one once. Was he so hard up
for friends that he'd leave the Can-Can to
anybody who hought him a drink?

inally "Thnnks for the tip-off,
Joe. T tet you know.”

His voice sounded anxious. “Well—do that,
Steve. There’s nothing—” He hesitated. “I
ﬁgurcd T'd better check with you.”

“Thanks again,” I said and hung up.

That was all there was to it. Next zhmg
Zanuck wm:ld be giving me a yacht.
very nice of Jason, only I knew &endh
strings. And I don’t like strings. They can
utch about your neck, somehow.

I picked up my appointment book M
flipped through it. Anita had made an enry
hadn’t noticed : Jason Strong, 3:30. So Jason

Strong had an appointment with me for today
...igan L

It was midsummer and sweltering hot, and
I didn’t blame Anita too much for f
to add it to her memos. She’d be at the

and wished I had enough money
retire. When Strong died, may! belwuldhn
—the Can-Can was a valuable property. It
had ridden along for years, just staying out of
the red, as a stop-and-drink joint on the Sirlp
and then suddenly some columnist had w:
it up. It had boomed into
though the popularity was fadmg a bit, it was
still worth dough.

I YAWNED and admired the cabinet. As
far as I knew, it was the filing cabinet
in any Hollywood eye’s office that had files in
m The boys had threatened to sue me for
X , but I still persisted in
Imepmg my hquor “in what I felt was the
right plu:e—q tiny mahogany bar in one
corner of

Anita had worked for a_publicity outfit
before coming with me, and she had a passion
for newspaper clippings. She had taken over
the cabinet and had a file on almost everyone
of any importance in the movie colony. I
pulled out a drawer to look for information on
Jason’s wife.

Mona Gale. Twenty-five. Born Little Rock,
Arkansas. Came to Hollywood and worked in
a Drive-In in San Fernando. A director
noticed her legs. From a bit part she rocketed
to stardom via a song that miraculously got
on the hit parade which she had crooned in
the picture. Van Kesselring was the producer
who discovered her was 3
I mean bad. He'd been on the fringes of a
!ot of divorce suits, but had wﬂgg!ed out by

the skin of his head, which wasn’t figurative

OXK. Van Kesselring. Mona Gale. There
was also Rojas, a native-born South American
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—it said there—who’d been starring in Pana-
mint’s production-line musicals. He sang and
danced and had a suave line. After Jason took
Mona from him, he'd snatched desperately at
the vanishing publicity and tried to walk into
the Pacific. Since he’d arranged to have
cameramen and columnists on hand, it was
even more of a fizzle than he’d planned.

I looked up the Can-Can, but ran into a
block. No information. I had to use the phone,
and even there my sources weren't too helpful.
A guy named Seth Cain had been manager
for years, and Jason had kept him on when he
bought the place. Cain seemed to have no
antecedents at all, which made me wonder.
Apparently he'd been found under a cabbage
leaf six years before, when he’d taken over the
place. I vaguely remembered meeting him, a
flat-faced, impassive, stocky man with a ciga-
rette perpetually pasted to his lip.

It was a good, solid cast, and now Jaso
had written in a part for me. I didn’t hke
it a little bit. I was sitting on hot pants, won-
dering why he had decided to make me his
beneficiary. The word “frame” kept shuttling
around in my head—probably because I've
lived in Hollywood so long.

I'vc got a reputmon as an honest eye. I

n’s and what
the hell he would have to say. I was very
surprised when he didn’t propose anything
that wasn’t on the up-and-up.

e came in before I had time to get tired
of waiting. He was limping—a big, still-
virile man with the harsh handsomeness that
was so popular in the Twenties. Jaw and nose
and eyebrows, But the nose was pinched, and
there ‘were wrinkles between the eyebrows, and
the jaw didn’t mean anything, no matter how
much it stuck out. Jason Strong was scared
shﬁ I saw that in the minute it took him to

the door and walk into my office and
slt down,

He said, “Hello, Steve,” and his voice had
?ueer hesitancy. Suddenly, watching him,
elt an unexpected reaction. This was all

wrnng, seeing Jason Strong scared. He

couldn’t be scared. When I was a kid, I'd

watched him, brave and daring, shooting down

a dozen rustlers, Oriental dope fiends, or

gl sters, He'd meant something to the kids

that forgotten decade. It's gone now, but
ou'l remember. It was the day when Doug
airbanks’ grin brought confusion to the
crooks, and Bill Hart’s poker-face was a mask
above his avengms guns. Hero-worship, and
juvenile, T know. Only it was all wrong some-
how, seeing fIason Strong afraid.

I didn’t like it, and my back felt funny. I
said: “Hi, Jy Glad to see you. Use a drink ?”

e said: y God, yes! I've been living
on the stuff. I only hope {uu 've got soda—
that's all that's keeving me from ulcers,”

I went over to the bar, but there wasn'’t
much in it. I hadn’t looked at the contents for
weeks, and I was surprised to find that there
was only a bottle of bourbon left. But Strong
seemed delighted at that. I poured us drinks,
came back to the desk and sat down,

He took the whiskey at a gulp, shuddered,
and held out his glass for another. A second
drink straightened him up a bit. The actor’s
look came over his face, and I knew then that
whatever he wlas going to tell me, it wouldn’t

be on the level.
“What is it?

So I sai
Nerves?”

“One thing and another. Steve, do you real-
ize it’s been years since we've had a drink
together ?” He stared around the office. “I
like music when I'm drinking. What do you

Overwork?

sa;

“I’ll put in a radio tomorrow,” I said. “A
floorshow I can’t manage, on my commis-
sions.”

Jason’s quick smile didn’t reach his eyes.
He said: “Domg anything tonight? Let’s hit
a few joints.”

I swirled the golden luimd in my glass and
watched the pretty bubbl “Come off it,”
I said. “You made an appointment to see me.
If you just want somebody to drink with, your
wife’s got prettier legs than I have, chum.
What's bothering you? Women, scandal, or
contract trouble?”

His eyes opened. “My God, you're sus-
picious. Do you work all the tnme? Doesn’t
anybody ever invite you out for a drink?”

said: “Sure, but I've got a home phone.
You made an appointment during business
hours. Don’t kid me, Jay—spill your trouble.
Is it Mona?”

He snapped: “I didn’t marry her for her

money ! If you pull any cracks—"

clucked my tongue. “My, my, the man’s
touchy! Look, pal, so far as Imow you
and Mona are a couple of lovebirds.”

BUT he had changed the subject success-
fully. Before I could bring it back, he
asked for another drink. I waited till he
finished, wiped his lips, and settled back. Then
I got out of my chair.
said: “I'm going home for the dny, unless
you've got something to talk about.”
Strong hesitated. “O.K.,” he said finally,

“I'll go along with you.”

I said, 've got a date,” and reached for
my hat.

Strong took my arm. He said: “Break it,

Steve. I'll pay. Look I'll stop playing around.
T want to hire your services.”

1 said, “That’s better,” and sat down again.
I was annoyed partly because I was worried
about hig leaving me the Can-Can and partly
because I don’t like to be sucked into anything,
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He said carefully : “I want you to visit some
ith me.”

wi

“What places?”

“It doesn’t matter much. I want you to hang
around with me for a few days.”

“Bodyguard ?”

“No,” he said quickly. “Just—hang around
with me. I'll pay you enough But I don’t
want you to ask any questions.”

T said flatly: « Jay, why not tell me what
you're xmxnd 7 Believe me, it's smarter
that way.”

He waited, looking at me. After a while I
shrugged and drank my whiskey. As though
had released some tension, he grinned
mok an envelope from his pocket and
tossed it on my desk. “Retainer,” he said.

I thumbed through enough currency to make
up five hundred dollars. I said: “If I take
this job, Jay, you've got to answer a few
questions . . . Jay!”

He was leaning forward in his chair. I
mldn’t see his face.

umped around the desk and grabbed his
shoulder. He turned up a face that no camera
had ever seen. He was trying desperately to

ak,

But he was already past answering ques-
tions. He died while I looked at him.

All T could think of was that twenty years
ago I'd sat in a movie theater chewing gum
and watching Jason Strong play his great
roles on the screen, and now he was dead in

y_office,

Hnb:t took over, It might have been heart
failure, of course. But when I examined the
whiskey bottle, I found a whitish sediment
on the bottom. I went into the bathroom and
uncapped the liquid-soap container. Even
mixed with warm water it tasted rotten, but
I felt safer when my stomach was empty.

There was a G.P. down the hall and I sur-
gmd the panents waiting in his anteroom.

e came back with me, made a few quick
tests, and said I'd been smart in drinking soap.
Just the same, he gave me something that
tasted even worse. After that, he examined
the body while I phoned L.A. Homicide.

A couple of hours later a basket had been
taken out, with Jason Strong in it, and Cap-
tain Morrissey sat on the edge of my desk
and looked at me from under thick, black,
‘caterpillar-like eyebrows.

He said: “Who knew Strong had an ap-
pomtmmt with you?”

Anybody could have known. I don’t know
whom he talked to.

Morrissey said: “Yea.h Well, you ought to
get a better lock on your door.

I told him I kept my vahubles in a safe
deposit box and there was nothing in the office
to tempt a thie

Morrissey said, “Um,” and studied the ap-

pointment book. “Find-out when your secre-
tary made that date with Strong. Somebody
came in here after that and poisoned the whis-
key. By the way, do you give drinks to all
your clients?”

I said I didn’t. I hadn’t used that bar for
weeks. I added that Jason obviously had been
hitting the bottle lately, and would have asked
for a drink even if I hadn’t offered one,

Morrissey wlggled his eyebrows, ,“You're
not much help,” he said, “What did he pay
you that five hundred fish for ?”

“To go out and drink with him, so far as
I can figure. I told you what happened.”

The police captain sighed and stood up. He
said: “Of course you could have pmsoncd him
—only you haven't any motive , . .
paused and studied me, then added: “Or have
you

I said: “No. And T wouldn’t have poisoned
myself, either,”

“It didn’t kill you, did it?” he snapped.
“Anyway, hang around town. See what you
can dig up. We'll get busy.

I said, “Yeah,” and by that time T wanted
a_drink. The only thing I hadn’t told Mor-
rissey was that Strong had left me the Can-

an. I knew he' it out sooner or
later. Morrissey was a square cop, and he'd
give me every chance to explain. I doubted
if I'd land in the gas chamber, but just the
same I knew T would feel safer if I could find
out who'd killed iIascm Strong before Morris-
sey learned that I was a beneficiary. ,

After the cops had left I decided to take
a run down to the Strip and see what my
inheritance looked like. I'd been in the Can-
Can a couple of times, but only as far as the
bar. This time I was going to do a Cook’s
tour. I left a note for Anita, telling her where
I was, got in my car and feaded for Sunset
Boulevard.

The facade of the place was Colonial, like
an old Southern mansion, but inside it was
strictly Hollywood. Low lights, booths with
high partitions between them, and private din-
ing rooms in the rear. The second floor was
apparently not for the public. A neat but
uncompromising sign hung on a rope across
the stairs, proclaiming: Absolutely No Ad-
mittance. %

I took a booth facing the steps and ordered
a quart bottle of beer. It was around five
o'clock and the place was practically empty,
with only two waiters and one bartender on
duty. After I was served, the two waiters and
the barman huddled together over a raci
form and seemed to forget my exlstence.n§
drank slowly and watcl stairs,

It was fifteen minutes later that Mona Gale
came in. She was almost running. She headed
for the steps, ducked under the rope in one
lithe movement and scurried up and out




sight. It was done so quickly and silently
that none of the three employees noticed her.
I waited a few moments, then followed, leav-
ing a bill on the table to keep the waiter from
thinking T had skipped.

Upstairs there was a long corridor, flanked
on each side by doors. I walked by each,
listening until I heard movement behind the
third and last one on the left. I knocked.

re was absolute silence for a moment,
then a noise as though someone had hastily
slammed shut a drawer. From inside the
room a startled, feminine voice said: “Come—
come in!”

I PUSHED open the door and walked into
what was obviously a private office. Fairly
good pictures hung on the wall and the carpet
was expensive. A big desk ruled the center
of the office, and, standing behind it, one
hand resting on its polished top, was Mona
Gale. She was trembling, and her other hand
she held behind her. A nervous twitching
jerked at her pretty mouth, and her eyes, vio-
fet and tar apart, stared at'me apprehensively,
She said, a bit breathlessly. “What is it?
What do you want?

I told her who I was, and threw out a few
feelers to see if she’d heard about Jay. I
didn’t want the job of breaking the news to her
and probably having a hysterical dame on my
neck. I said, “Jay was up to see me today
—said he had a job for me,” and waited.

Her shaking became more violent and I
could see the hand on the desk clenching. Sud-
denly she slapped the back of it against her
mouth and turned and practically ran toward
a door behind her. She said, “Water—I—I
want a drink of water!” and disappeared
through the door. I noticed that even in her
hurry she had remembered to keep whatever
she held behind her back out of my sight.

I sat down on the edge of the desk and
swung a leg and considered my chances of
looking into the drawers I had heard slam.
I had about made up my mind to try it when
the door to the corridor opened and Seth Cain
came in. Apparently he didn’t expect to find
me there. His usually impassive face became
animated, and the unlit cigarette hooked into
his mouth almost fell to the floor. He recov-
ered himself quickly, backed against the door,
and stood there.

I said: “Hello, Cain. I came in to see Miss
Gale.” T nodded toward the door at the back.
“She’s in the johnny.”

As if to prove my statement, Mona opened
the door and came through. I looked at her
sharply. She wasn’t the same woman who had
had such a bad case of jitters a few minutes
before. Her face was relaxed, there was a
smile on her lips, and her eyes were almost
over-bright. Both her hands hung by her side
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and they werc not clenched. She was as calm
as a dead ral

“Hello, Seth ” she said. “This is a_friend
of Jay’s.” She mtroduced me before I could
say we had met. “Jay had a job for him—"
She turned her lovely gaze on me and smiled.
“What was it you said he wanted done?”

Cain didn’t give' me a chance to answer.
He was staring directly at me, but he ad-
dressed his words to Mona He said: “Jay’s
dead—they just phoned.”

I turned in time to catch her, but she almost
folded too quickly. By the time Cain had said

“phoned” I saw her slump. I picked her
up and carried her to a couch along the wall
and let her head rest a bit lower than her feet.
Then I headed for the back room for water.
Through the door I could see Cain bending
over her.

I said, “I'll let it run a moment to get
cold,” turned the faucet on full to cover any
noise and jerked open the medicine cabinet
which hung above the washbowl. On the top
shelf was what I was looking for—a hypo-
dermic needle, shoved hastily into a corner
and half-hidden by a package of gauze. I
shut the cabinet and brought a glass of water
out and forced some between Mona’s lips.
She mumbled something and Cain said: “Take
it eas;

He was still looking at me. He said: “]ay
died in your office from poisoned liquor.”

saldy' “Yeah. And if it hadnt been for
hqmd soap I would have, too.”

Mona sat up. She said: “You mean Jay
was—poisoned 2"

I nodded and she got shakily to her feet.
She stood swaying a moment, then went
toward the door. ghe said, “Seth get me a
tax: ” and walked out into the corridor.

Cain glanced hurriedly around the room,
then baci to me. He said, “You wait here,”
and followed her. He closed the door and I
heard a key turn. I listened to their footsteps
disappearing down the hall.

1 went over to the big desk and sat down.
Some interesting things were coming to light.
First, Mona Gale was a dope addict, there was
no mistaking that. The shot she had taken
had either gotten her over a tremendous shock
or, quite possibly, it was just a “needed” shot

which had been delayed.

Second, the hypo was kept here in Jay's
office. Ot was this Jay's office? I opened a
drawer and the first thing I saw was a stack
of correspondence addressed to Seth Cain,
That answered it—this was Cain’s little sanc-

tum.
Third—pure guess on my part—was that
Jay, married to Mona, knew of her addiction.
Fourth, Jay didn’t use the stuff. That was
easy. A dope addict doesn’t go for whiskey
and get any relief from it, and Jay had really
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A. Boyd Correll

gone for that shot of bourbon in my office.

put my feet on the desk and bounced my
fingertips together. Who wanted both Jay
and myself dead? Obviously the poison had
been for both of us, otherwise it would not
have been a slow acting one. A quick poison
would have acted on one of us and warned the
other not to take a drink.

I kept trying to add things up and they
wouldn’t come out right. If Jay was trying
to cure his wife of the dope habit he couldn’t
do_it by buying the Can-Can—

My feet hit the floor with a bang. Maybe
that was exactly what he was trying to do!

I grabbed the phone on the desk and dialed
Barton. I said: “Listen, Joe. Who bought
the Can-Can—I mean who actually paid for
it? Do you know ?

Barton said: “Yes, of course I know. I
handle Mona’s business for her. Jason put
down the first payment and Muna guarantccd
the balance with the bank. Why?

I said: “Did you know Mona took dopeP™

I heard him suck in his breath, He said:
“Look, Steve. That could ruin her in pic-
tures. Where did you get the idea?”

I said: “At the Can-Can. I'm down here
now. There’s something funny going on,
and I think it's dope. Cain took the precau-
tion of locking me in—” There was a rattle
at the door and I slammed down the re-
ceiver.

WHEN Cain came in T was standing look-~
ing out of the window. I said? “What's
the idea of kidnaping me?”

“Sorry,” said Cain. “Just force of habit,
locking my office door.” He walked to his
desk and gave it a quick survey. He said:
“What was it Strong wanted you to do?”

I couldn’t answer that one. Cain’s question
had more or less laid it on the line.

1 said to Cain, who was watching me: “How
long has Mona heen on the stuff?”

« F

So he w1ntcd to play. I said: “A girl
doesn’t get the habit just after she marries.
She’s got too many other things to do. Be-
sides, Jay could have stopped her. He didn’t
find out she was on the stuff till after they
were married, I suppose.”

Cain said very softly: “I’m curious to know
just what’s on your mind.”

“Murder,” 1 said. “Strong was killed be-
cause he was trymg to smash the racket. His
mistake was trying to do it cecret]y, to protect
Mona from publicity, He wasn’t willing to go
to the police.”

“So he didn’t go to the police?”

I said: “No. He came to me instead, though
he didn’t trust even me completely, He wanted'
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me to go around Hollywood with him, as a
sort of insurance. The way I see it—"

Cain sat down at his desk and started to

open a drawer. I took my hand out of my
pocket and showed him a blunt-nosed .38.

“The way I see it,” I said again, “is that
you were trying to kil Strong before he could
smash your racket. And he figured you'd lay
off if he started getting chummy with a pri-
vate eye.”

“How much do you want?” Cain asked.

I laughed a little. What T wanted was my
life. T knew it wouldn’t be long before Mor-
rissey found out Jay had left the Can-Can
to me. I could foresee his movements after
that. He'd look me up at my office, and
there’d be the note I'd len for Anita. Some-
time soon T figured Captain Morrissey would
be dropping in right here at the Can-Can, ask-
ing me for an explanation. T wanted to have
a good one ready when he arrive

“You damn fool ” 1 said. “jay left the
Can-Can to me.”

Cain’s eyes and mouth popped open.

I said: “I wonder how surprised you are?”

The gambler’s mask came down over his
face. He said: "O.K.. I'm surprised. But that
doesn’t mean we’ve got to cut both our thmats
You say you own the Can-Can. Maybe you're
lying.”

“Maybe I am,” I said. “Wait and see.”

“Yeah,” he said thoughtfully. “Listen. I've
always run this place my way. The owner got
enough profits to keep him satisfied—till he
sold out to Strong, and skipped. Now let’s talk
turkey. First, T didn’t kill Strong. I've got
alibis for two weeks back, so it doesn’t even
bother me. What T am bothered about is the
Can-Can, I'll tell you now—it’s worth dough.
Plenty of dough. You want to sell?”

1 grinned at him.

He said: “You've got the reputation of an
honest eye. O.K. Stay out of this business, I
know how to run the Can-Can and you don't.
The owner gets a check every month—who-
ever the owner is. You can let me manage the
place, and just sit back and collect the profits.”

“The profits on the dope, too?”

Cain lifted his hand suddenly in a warning
gesture. I didn't turn till T heard the door
rattle. Then I backed up, swinging my body
so the .38 would cover the right territory.

Joe Barton came in. He stared first at Cain
and then at me through his rimless glasses.
He was a pompous man with a heavy build
and jowls on his cheeks like a bishop’s. He
said: “My God, Steve! What’s going on?”

1 said: “Nothing yet. What are you doing
here?”

“When you phoned, you said Cain had
locked you in. Then the connection broke.
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A. Boyd Correll

Naturally I wanted to know what was going
on.”

I said: “Coming here alone took guts. For
all you knew, Cain might have killed me and
you'd be walking into the uger 's mouth. May-
be Jou knew Cain wouldn’t kill you. Is that

Barton said: “Now, Steve—"

I swung on Cain. “Get this, Seth,” I said.
“And don’t try anything. Not yet. Just listen
to a few things that I've heard about from
various sources I have to have in my business,

“Joe Barton isn't afraid of being killed. A
lot of crooks have a motive for keeping him
alive. I've heard about his safe-deposit box,
and what’s in it. If he were killed, the police
would look through that box, and a hell of a
Iot of people would go to jail, including Seth
Cain, I

I tumed m the lawyer, “You're the only
guy who could safely take over this dope
racket, Barton, because Cain wouldn’t dare
have you killed.”

Barton blinked at me through his rimless
glasses and said: “When you're through—"

SAID: “When I'm through, you'll be in

the gas chamber where you belong. Hell!
I was crazy not to see the answer before. I
thought Cain killed Strong, but I Was wrong.
You're the guy who called at my office this
morning. I jumped to the conclusion it was
a phone call, but it wasn’t. After Jay made
his new will, leaving the Can-Can to me, you
saw a swell chance to clean up. You were at
my office, and you poisoned the bourbon.”

Barton said: “Of all the cooked-up stories!
I'm an attorney, not a killer. I've got a goo
practice—"

“Small potatoes, compared to the money
the dope racket pulls in,” I said. “You saw a
chance to buy in without any nsk at all. The
price_ was murder. With Jay and me dead,
the Can-Can would revert to Mona, and you
handle all her business. She’s got sense
enough to know she’s not a business manager.
You'd have taken over, had Seth Cain work-
ing for you, and pocketed the big dough.
And Cain wouldn’t have dared kill yow. Not
with all the evidence against him in your
safe-deposit box.”

Cain choked: “Barton. You thought . . .”

Barton said casually: “Take it easy, Seth.
The only danger to us now is from this two-
bit private op. Strong left him the Can-Can
because he thought an honest detective would
carry on his work and clean up the racket.
But ‘with Steve out of the way we can work
out a deal. A safe one.”

“Of course I might shoot somebody,” I
offered.

Barton said: “Use your head, Steve. I've
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got a gun aimed at you under my coat. We
could kill each other. Wouldn't it be smart
to make some sort of a deal?”

I knew now that Morrissey wouldn’t ar-
rive in time. I sat there with sweat cooling
my face and looked at the fat lawyer.

“The racket’s too dirty,” I said, and shot
him in the belly.

He folded like a jack-knife in the chair.
His slug went wild into the floor, ruining
Cain’s expensive rug. I swung toward the
desk, but something hot and heavy hit me in
the side and 1 had only a_glimpse of Seth
Cain’s smoking gun before I went down. My

38 fallen somewhere out of sight for the
moment. I saw Cain glance out the window
and then at me, his face twisting.

And then I spotted my gun. I was half
paralyzed and my side was a burning hell,
but T managed to close my fingers around the
butt. Cain ran toward me, kicked the gun out
of my hand, and went past. He opened, the
door and slammed it behind him. Once more
I searched for the gun and found it where it
had skittered across the floor, I crawled
past Joe Barton, who had slid from his chair
and lay, tied in a knot, crying, his hands
hugging his belly.

kept on crawling and got the .38 and
started toward the door. As I opened the
door and dragged myself into the corridor I
heard gunfire from below.

And then, after quite a while, Captain Mor-
rissey came and looked down at me and grunt-
ed. I felt my coat and shirt being stripped
off. Someone was probing around my ribs.

1 said: “I'll live, Morrissey. Look in Cain’s
office. See if you can save Joe Barton.”

Morrissey jerked his hand and a cop hur-
ned away. “Start talkmg, he said.

“Where’s . . . Cain?”

“Dead,” he said. “He came down the stairs
as we drove up. He started shooting at us and
we got him,

I said: “\Nell patch up Barton. He killed
Jay Strong. Patch him up so hell talk.”

Morrissey said: “Do you own the Can-
Can?”

“So you found out,” I said. “I figured you
would. Yeah, Jay leit it to me. But I'm giving
it to Mona. She’ll need it, when the news
hits the papers. It can’t be kept hushed up
now. Maybe if she gets somebody to run
this joint clean, she'll have enough to support
her in a sanitarium. That's where she be-
Tongs.”

“So do you,” he said, “until that side is
healed.”

Morrissey was right, but I got out again
after my ribs had mended. Mona never did.

THE END
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TOOTH DROPS

John Knox

(Continued from page 84)
ening ste=l. He didn’t want to use a gun be-
cause of the noise, and he probably avoided
using a knife for the very reason that he is
a butcher. The sharpening steel was a natural
for a quick and quiet job. Afterwards he
bloodied the poker to frame Barnes and stole
the twenty dollars to make it look like a feeble
attempt on Barnes’ part to suggest robbery.”

“All right, but what about that tooth?
Greydays probably carried it off and threw it
away where we'll never find it.”

Vane said: “I think not. Consider his state
of mind. He had just murdered a woman in
order to get a thing which might pin an-
other murder on him. Would he be likely to
carry that thing around any longer than
necessary? I don’t think so. Moreover the
tooth was easy to dispose of. He didn’t have
to dispose of the skull—didn’t want to, be-
cause its loss would be noticed. But Florence
must have already pulled the tooth out and it
wouldn’t be missed. So I think he hid the
tooth with the weapcn—under the rosebush-—-
poking a hole, putting the tooth in, then
forcing it down with the weapon itself.

ARR said: “We can soon find out.” He

sent a man next door to the Barnes house

to dig in the place Vane had described. “But,”

he asked Vane, “if you had that all ﬁgured
out, why didn’t you tell us sooner ?”

Vane smiled at Jill. “I didn't figure it
out until my smart little secretary shoved the
clue right under my nose.”

“Those mixed-up word tests!” Jill gasped.
“Did T really?”

“You did really.” Vane turned back to
Carr, “Remember Jill pointing out that Grey-
days, taking Rickton’s test, responded to the
two words bury and rosebush, with the words
dead and toothache? Greydays got past the
word ‘bury all right, giving a natural answer.

ut the word rosebush, coming right after-
wards, jolted him. He thought of the hidden
weapon, of course, and fought to avoid that.
But he tripped on something else which was
also hidden there—the tooth.”

“But he said toothache.”

“What he probably said,” Vane explained,

“was tooth. But he thought fast, and before
Walton noticed his pause, he added ache. He
felt safe then because he could say that bury
suggested the murdered woman, her visit to the
dentist made him think of Iavlhache and he
hadn’t noticed the word rosebush at all.”

An ambulance arrived, and Greydays, re-
covered from his knockout, but sullenly silent,
was carried away.

“We'll X-ray his skull at the hospital,”
Carr said, “so that he won’t claim later we
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beat a confession out of him—if we get one.”

“You probably will get one, or its equiv-
alent,” Vane replied.

This proved true. The man Carr had sent
to dig came in presently with the crooked
tooth. The dentist said he had X-ray pic-
tures of Willy’s tooth in his files, They were
later matched and compared identically with
the buried tooth.

Willy’s bones were also dug up and Old
Man Hassell’s body was found to contain
poison. But none of this evidence was
needed. Greydays feigned a coma after he got
to the hospital, caught his nurse off guard,
and threw himself from a seven- story win-
dow. His face and head were battered in a
manner that recalled his victims, and he was
just as

Jill went home with Minnie Greydays and
left her only when a doctor had given her a
hypo and a nurse had taken over. She an
Vane rode cityward in the brightening dawn.

“Well, for once,” Jill told her employer,
“you'll have to apologize to Walton. If he
hadn’t mixed up the tests, Greydays wouldn’t
have tripped on that word.”

“Oh, T think it was Greydays who mixed
up those tests himself,” Vane replied. “He
would naturally have been wary of taking any
te<t designed for him.”

“You won’t even give poor Walton credit
e his- wie kes,” Jill said sourly. They
rode for a time in silence and then she spoke
again. “You hit Greydays three times. Did
you have to?”

“Maybe not, but T was thinking—"

41 know what you were thinking—of the
way that beast had beaten his victims. Well,
it proves you have some human feelings after
all, and aren’t just a big ugly mass of brain
cells wriggling around puzzling out who killed
who and why.”

“Heavens [” Vane said, shocked. “Do I
really suggest such an abomination ?”

“Not really.” Jill tittered and found cour-
age to snuggle a little closer to his arm. “But
poor Minnie.” She sighed. “I wonder if it
might not havc been better for her never to
know at all?”

“And go on living with a mass-killer who'd
have murdered her the first time”she crossed
him about that property—which was really
hers? Oh, no. As for the shock, it’s better
Minnie got it over with all at once. She'd
have gone on yearning and hoping and hunt-
ing for Willy the rest of her life. Now she
knows, and the world knows, that her poor
Willy was not the absurd monster he had been
painted. That monster is gone. And sad as
his return was, Willy has come home.”

THE END
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Julius Long

(Continued from page 46)
goes haywire when a girl gives him ideas, es~
pecially a girl like Bee!

“So Johnson listened and came to America.
Bee was in New York at dramatic school.
They teach lots of tricks at those places. They
tell you about voice filters, they teach you
how to disguise your voice so that a soprano
will sound like a bass. It was an eagy trick for
Bee to scare the daylights out of Johnson with
a few phone calls.

“Instead of turning over the films, he bought
a gun. This played right into Bee’s hands,
She turned him in to the cops, thinking she/d
get him deported. Then he'd have to leave
the films so she could make a deal. She never
intended to make a deal with anybody—except
Jerry Reynolds.

“He was just out of the army, and she meant
to set him up in a big way with the precious
secret of the hook and the needle. She prob-
ably didn’t tell him what she had in mind for
him, But last night she saw him in an entire~
ly different light, 'the same light her father
sees him in. She saw him as a worthless,
weak-sister incapable of carrying out her
plans.

“So she went ahead on her own, She easily
surprised Johnson, beat him to death. Earlier
she’d got hold of the precious films, by the
simple device of convincing him that Mort's
being here at the lake meant he was wise to
his game and dealing himself in. The fact that
the bullet had come so close was ample cor=
roboration, Johnson fell for it. That's why he
shied out of the Hornet’s Nest when he saw
Mort there.

“The fact that Johnson.was planted in shal
low water indicates a woman did the job.
Otherwise he’d have been dropped where he
couldn’t have been found. When Bee re-
turned to her room she found Reynolds there
and decided to make him the goat.

“Coming back here and playing the role
of a contrite sweetheart ready to sacrifice all
for her true love was to complete Bee’s dra-
matic performance. But there’s one more
scene—m the death house. Bee will get top
billing.”

Reynolds gasped: “Is this true, Bee?”

“Of course not! He can’t prove a thing 1”

Mort turned wearily to the sheriff. “The
films—she’s probably got them. She had no
idea anybody would suspect her, so they're
probably in her car.”

She had the films—and Blackstone Jones’
gun. As the latter observed: “Women can
fool all of the men some of the time, and some
of the men all the time, but they can’t fool
Blackston‘e Jones more than nine-tenths of

the time!”
THE END
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No_Place Like Homicid,

(Continued from page 25)

His bullet ricocheted off the barrel. Two
shots came from Crother’s gun. Mercado
took a deep breath. He picked up a pot which
hung nearby and hurled it at Crothers. And
as Crothers ducked, he sprang. He vaulted
the barrel easily and landed like a frog on
Crothers’ shoulder.

His hands seized the wrist of Crothers’ gun
hand. In another instant, Phelan and I were
there, too. Crothers was soon disarmed and
held firmly in the.copper’s grasp.

Phelan shot an admiring glance at Mercado.
“Nice work,” he said. “Very nice.”

Mercado looked around the kitchen slowly.
“Dios,” he said. “Let us get out of here!
What sort of place is this?”

“This?” said Phelan. “Oh, it’s the kitchen
of some little chili joint that fronts on the
avenue.”

Mercado stared at him.

“Qué?” he shrieked. “Qué dice?”

2 repeated what Phelan had said.

The greatest private detective in Mexico
stared at me with bulging eyes. He muttered,
“Dios,” twice, then fainted dead away.

T WAS on the southbound train that I asked

him: “Just when did you decide that
Huerta was Crothers?”

He shrugged his shoulders and looked most
melancholy. “I entertained the idea all along.
However, you will recall that we overheard
Constance and Crothers talking to the old
lady one day and Crothers wasn’t using his
bass voice, which was most distinctive. He
had raised it a full tone.”

“So his wiie wouldn't recognize him?”

“Precisely.”

He lapsed into sad silence again. I said:
“What’s wrong? Didn’t you enjoy the tnp’"

He shook his head, said miserably: “I can’t
sleep. N:ghtmares That kitchen, 1 shall not

live two weeks.”
THE END
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Many Never Suspect
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GET A HEAD START TOWARD PROMOTION...
Step out 1

LEE Work Clorkes

Long wear and perfect fit are built into every Lee
Garment. But more than that, Lee quality gives
you that handsome, tailored appearance that leads
to admiration and promotion.

First time you slip into any Lee Garment, you'll
know why Lee Work Clothes are the choice of so
‘many men. Take overalls, for instance. An independ-
ent survey showed that working men prefer Lee
Jelt Denim Overalls 6 to 1 over any other brand.

For the finest quality work clothes . . . ask for “Lee."”

THERE’S A LEE FOR EVERY JOB!

)
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Industrial Uniforms )

THE H. D. LEE COMPANY, Inc.

KANSAS CITY, MO. + MINNEAPOLIS, MINN. + TRENTON, N. J.
SAN FRANCISCO, CALIF. « SOUTH BEND, IND. + SALINA, KANS.

WORLD'S LARGEST MANUFACTURERS OF UNION MADE WORK CLOTHES o



“That tenderfoot certainly is wise about some things”

AYBE he doesn’t know a stirrup from

a saddle. .. but judging from that

glorious Calvert highball, he sure knows
his whiskey!

Make no mistake, Calvert is very defi-

nitely the real thing in whiskey. Fact is,

we’ve blended more fine whiskey in our

Clear Heads Cloose Calvert

Calvert Distillers Corp., N. Y. C. BLENDED WHISKEY 86.8 Proof.
. Calvert “Special”~ 7214 % Grain Neutral Spirit

Calvert “Reserve”—65% Grain Neutral Spirits.

tlme than any other distiller in America
that magnificent Calvert blend

has yet to be matched ! Moral (and this is

right from the horse’s mouth): It’s just

plain horse-sense to make sure your next

highball is made with Calvert.

« It's the real thing!
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