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CHAPTER ONE
 Dog Walkers



A girl and a dog came down the steep brownstone steps; the dog in short, frog-like leaps (he was a Boston terrier, large for his breed), the girl holding on to his leash with one hand, to her cap-like hat with the other. It was a dark, cold April day, six o’clock in the afternoon, and she pulled her fur coat around her when they reached the sidewalk.


She would have turned left to Madison, but the dog preferred the long stretch to Fifth—the Austen house was near the Madison Avenue corner. She followed, indifferent. Rena Austen did not care for the dog Aby, he was the only dog in her life that she had never liked: his brindled coat always felt hot and damp to the hand, his hindquarters hung loose on him and waggled disagreeably at a gesture or a word. He was a sycophant and a coward. But she realized that she ought to feel grateful to Aby, since he was her excuse for getting out of the house and away from human company at this depressing hour. By human company she meant that of the Austens; she seldom saw anybody else.


That narrow house! Squeezed between two others like it, with only a sliver of front showing, but so much of it extending back and back to the limits of the lot. Just a sliver of yard beside the kitchen, and Aby wasn’t allowed there. The cook would soon have him out of it with a broom.


Dark narrow rooms, dark stairs, dark corners. A perfect trap to her eyes, but plenty of space for a family of four, and too much, she would have thought, for the old gentleman who had lived there and had willed it to Gray Austen, her husband. But the old gentleman had had a family once, she supposed. Now she and Gray had the second-floor back suite; Gray’s brother and sister, Jerome and Hildreth, had the third floor; the servants were above. Just right for comfort.


What was wrong with them?


Aby, as usual, kept her waiting on the Fifth Avenue corner in the chill wind, while she looked at the letter box and thought that she had nobody to write to. The only friend she had had in New York, the only one to whom she could possibly write an intimate letter, was married and abroad. And even if there was anybody to write to, what could she say? It would sound well, the kind of thing she had in mind! It would be a nice thing to tell anyone. “My husband was an airman, he will always be lame from a war wound, he walks with a brace. I met him on a bench in Central Park, while I still had that good job you got me; I fell in love with him, and we were married in a month. That was about a year ago. He had plenty of money, because his uncle left him an income for life, and an old house here; he and his brother and sister came on from Oregon to live here, after the war. I have everything, and I had nothing and nobody. I wasn’t a child, I was nineteen years old—it was a love match.


“And in three weeks—three weeks!—I decided that we had both made a fearful mistake.”


Aby consented to be dragged away from the lamppost, and trotted ahead of her along the avenue, snuffling.


Seven weeks, thought Rena. People didn’t behave like that—fall in and out of love in seven weeks. Gray said they didn’t, and denied it so far as he was concerned—absolutely denied it. He wouldn’t let her even mention it. But he had made the mistake too, whatever he said; she must have been as deceptive unconsciously as he had been—that melancholy, beautiful young man with his braced leg; his dark eyes had looked so kind. But he was far from kind, and his moods were so black that sometimes she felt afraid of him.


It was vulgar to tire of a marriage in a year. What could anybody think, but that she had married for what she could get out of it, the alimony? And a lame man, a war hero too. It was out of the question.


The registrar had been so nice; it had really been very solemn. Rena had meant never to leave Gray Austen, and perhaps “for better, for worse” meant that people must get over their whims and stand by their bargain, and not try to get out of it on the excuse that they hadn’t understood what they were letting themselves in for. Rena’s whim had lasted a year. “Oh, if it were not for Aby,” she thought, as they turned east at the corner, “I needn’t go back into that house again. But I could shove him inside when Norah opened the door, and just turn around and go.”


Go where? Live on what, until she got another job—if she ever did? “I know Gray would never let me have a divorce, and what respectable person would help me to get one?”


Was it their idleness that made the Austen family so tiresome? None of them did anything. Jerome and Hildreth lived on Gray, Gray lived on his income. There was an excuse for him, and he’d gone into the war so young that he’d never had any other kind of work at all. But Jerome had been an accountant in Portland, Hildreth had had a position outside Portland as a librarian. Hildreth, the eldest of them, wasn’t more than forty; but not one of them seemed to have the slightest intention of doing anything again for the rest of their lives. Hildreth pretended to run the house, but they had inherited all of old Mr. Austen’s servants, and they ran the house—Hildreth didn’t spend an hour a day on it. Jerome lolled about, ate and drank, amused himself.


The others of course could fill up their time as Gray couldn’t—they got around, picked up friends, went to plays and concerts and exhibitions, travelled; flitted back and forth between New York and Portland to settle the family affairs. They’d just come home from that last trip. But Gray—wouldn’t any other normal human being find himself something to do? He didn’t suffer at all, he was an intelligent, well-read man. Well, that brought it all back to the original trouble and question—Gray’s case. He was simply one of those cases, she supposed, and his problem wasn’t that he couldn’t dance or play golf or tennis, lead an active life; it came from the effects of the war itself on him, and his recovery would be difficult and slow. She was there presumably to help him; and all she could think of was getting away.


At first she had wondered whether his first wife’s death had been what he couldn’t recover from; but after he told her about it, before they were married and indeed almost as soon as they began to talk at all intimately, he had not referred to it again. Nobody talked about the first wife, and why should they, to her? A sad subject—Gray had married her here, very soon after he got his discharge and came to New York early in 1946. They were married two years, and then she had died of virulent pneumonia, there in the Austen house. Gray had stood his loneliness for a year, and then he had met Rena in the park.


Two years! The first Mrs. Gray Austen had lasted two years, and the second Mrs. Austen didn’t look like lasting for more than one. Had the other girl been so worn down by boredom and hopelessness and strain that she couldn’t put up any resistance to the disease? Such a nice little thing she had sounded like, a hostess in a restaurant: Gray couldn’t exactly be accused of fortune-hunting! Pretty, with Rena’s light colouring, and as isolated in the world as Rena was.


The wretched Aby tried to stop at the Madison Avenue corner, but Rena wouldn’t let him; mean of her, she thought, but he was such a dawdler. A big dog on a short leash was coming along the street, paying no attention to them, but Aby got behind her. “He can’t help it,” she thought, feeling angry because the man with the other dog laughed at Aby and at her. The big dog ignored the whole thing. Traffic streamed or jolted past them, cabs and buses taking people home. Huge trucks ground by, horns blew. Not many pedestrians, though, at this hour with the stores closed. Just dog walkers, in hot weather or cold, rain or shine.


She had followed the old track again, the course of the sign that stood for infinity; around first one loop and then the other, back to where the lines crossed: the walk with Aby always just got her back to where the lines crossed. Here they were near the last corner, and then there would be the big apartment house to pass, and a house, and then the Austen house. Would they all be in the library waiting for cocktails as usual? Or would they be down in the front basement, knocking balls around on the old pool table—mixing the cocktails themselves at the bar? The liquor was all down there, and so Gray was down there often. Not that he exactly drank, Rena protested to herself; at least he carried it all right, but it seemed to make people short-tempered instead of gay. In the long run, of course.


She and Aby were passing the service alley of the apartment house now, and Aby was always interested in garbage cans. She let him stop a minute to fuss and sniff there in his unattractive fervent way, with her eye out for superintendents and porters; but they never seemed to be around at that hour. Suddenly he glanced over his shoulder, started violently, and disappeared behind one of the cans; Rena almost lost her grip on his leash. A voice said: “I just wanted to apologize.”


She looked around and up; the big dog’s owner was big too, big and tall, with a tweed overcoat hanging open and a soft hat in his hand. The wolfhound’s leash was wrapped around the other hand, and his collar gripped firmly in gloved fingers.


“Gawain wouldn’t hurt a fly,” said the hound’s owner.


“I notice you have him pretty tight,” said Rena, responding to the man’s smile with one of her own.


“Well, he might nose up a little. Leave your pup where he is a minute, if he likes it there; I wanted to explain—I didn’t laugh to be rude or anything.”


“I know Aby’s funny, but he can’t help it.”


The big man was youngish, and his face had a skin-grafting job all the way down his left cheek. He had tawny hair; he looked at her from lively blue eyes, half-closed.


“That’s his name, is it? I know him from before the war,” said the big man. “What I wanted to explain. He’s getting on, poor old guy. Many a time I used to meet old Mr. Austen walking him, when I was walking the pup we had then—police dog it was. Old Mr. Austen and I had many a good laugh over this Aby. So today I—didn’t mean to be rude.”


“Perfectly all right,” said Rena. “I suppose I’m a little touchy about him.”


“Don’t blame you. The best dog we ever had—best pedigree, I mean—he wasn’t quite right in the head. Bull terrier, and up in the country he used to come home otherwise all right, but with the tip of his tail pretty nearly bit off.”


Rena hadn’t heard herself laugh for so long that she startled herself now.


“My name’s Ordway,” said the young man. He jerked his head backwards: “We live across the street there. Always lived there, since this region was built up—I mean the family has. Austens too. I understand there are Austens there again.”


“Yes, I’m Mrs. Austen.”


“Oh. Yes.” He glanced at her briefly. “He caught it worse than some of us. I’ve seen him out walking the pup. I suppose that’s your husband.”


“Yes, Gray.”


“Well…” Conversation halted. Then the young man said politely: “Got to be getting on with this brute, he needs more of a stroll than yours does.”


The wolfhound had stood all this time like a statue, his chin up and his eyes fixed on nothing. Rena said: “He’s beautiful.”


“Yes, nice feller.”


Mr. Ordway smiled at her again, replaced his hat, and went off up the block. Rena unwound Aby from the garbage can, and followed at a distance.


As she and Aby climbed the front steps of the house, she hoped the Austens were down in the basement; if they were in the library Aby would rush in, and somebody—Jerome or Hildreth—would call to her. That was routine. They didn’t like her, she was sure they thought Gray a fool to have married her, but they put up a show. Gray said it was her imagination. Even the servants ignored her as much as they could. And how they adored Gray, all of them! Rena had a good idea of the kind of thing they said in the kitchen: What a little nobody of a gold digger, to catch Mr. Gray, God love him.


The front door opened finally to her ring—Norah would have been in the basement getting the cocktail tray ready. The wrinkled Norah admitted her glumly; Aby dashed past for the library. Jerome’s voice called to her in his patronizing way: “Hello there, Chick, come on back.”


If she didn’t, somebody would come upstairs after her. She left her coat and hat on the hall bench and went along the passage past the drawing-room on the right, past the basement stairs on the left, through the little dark square ante-room with its book-cases surmounted by busts of Roman worthies, into the big library.


It was always in a half-light, since one of its high windows was blocked by the house next door and one was inset with medallions of German stained glass. The open dining-room doors beyond sent in most of the light there was. Now in the dusk, with no lamps on and a low fire in the chimney-place, it was like a cave. She could hardly make out the three figures sitting around the hearth.


Hildreth’s affected voice said: “Turn on a lamp, will you, pet? And join us. Almost time for cocktails.”



CHAPTER TWO
 Two Ways Out



Nobody moved as Rena came and stood beside Gray’s chair. He was lounging far back in it as usual, his braced leg out in front of him, cigarettes on the little table that would hold his cocktail and his canapé, a book in his hands. He looked very morose, and didn’t lift his face to look up at her. His dark eyes were fixed on the fire.


Jerome sat in the middle chair, with Aby slavering at his feet: Aby knew that bits of toast and perhaps bacon would soon be coming his way. A hateful, conceited fellow Rena thought Jerome was; tall, dark, heavy and getting heavier, with thick jowls and a slightly overhanging upper lip. He had none of Gray’s beauty or charm, but he had personality, no doubt of it. Hildreth was lighter than the others: rust-coloured hair and eyes, a sallow, freckled skin, shallow jaws, an ungainly figure; her feet were clumsy, yet she always crossed her knees and had one foot out as if to be admired.


Jerome and Hildreth were talking about their trip home to settle up a deceased aunt’s estate. Rena, looking down at her husband, wondered how in spite of his sullen moods she had ever fallen out of love with him. His narrow, pale face was so appealing, clear and regularly featured as a statue’s; his eyes so beautifully set, his mouth so firm, his hair so smooth and fine. What was he reading? Her book—one of the few she owned. She kept it up in their sitting-room, and she didn’t remember that he had ever noticed it.


She remembered very well how she had come to buy it. She thought of the day in the publisher’s office where she worked, the day she had been sent into the editor-in-chief’s room with a manuscript. The author was there, and several other people, and as she came towards the door she heard them all laughing. When she went in she saw that they were laughing at something the author had been saying; he was leaning up against the window ledge with his hands in his pockets, a colourless-looking man except for greenish eyes. If she could have expressed the impression he made on her, she would have said that he was entirely without self-consciousness or arrogance, but quite sure of himself; and that he was kind, but got a lot of amusement out of his fellow-creatures.


His manuscript was entitled: Murderers Speak.


“Thank you, Miss Seton,” said the editor from behind his desk.


The author had thought it was “Seaton.” He said: “My God, Miss Seaton, I hope you have no aunt?”


Somebody asked: “Now what? Why shouldn’t she?” But she had answered him seriously: “It isn’t spelt that way.”


Then they had both begun to laugh, and he had said: “Miss Seton, I am your friend for life. Shall we send these people to night school?”


“I just happened—”


“I happen to read Walter de la Mare too. You tell me if an aunt or anybody else bothers you.”


She had hurried out, smiling: and of course she had asked about him in the office, and they had told her a good deal. She had bought his book when it came out, and had enjoyed it very much. Gray never read such things, though; he never read all the interesting crime books up in their sitting-room. The bookshelves were crammed with them, trials and novels, old and new.


Hildreth was saying: “…and really, Gray, there’s something to be said for a stiff knee. If it doesn’t hurt, I mean.”


“Think so?” Gray’s eyes turned towards her, the whites showing.


“Alibis you out of anything.”


“That’s so,” agreed Jerome. “You don’t have to travel across a continent to collect seven hundred and fifty dollars and crate up a houseful of stuff that nobody wants. But you’ll be paying part of the storage on it, my boy.”


“Seven hundred and fifty all she had?” asked Gray without interest.


“I told you; she lived on the interest out of a trust fund, and the principal now goes to village improvements. I don’t know how she ever saved the seven fifty, hanged if I do.”


Hildreth remarked: “I can send for the stuff, Gray, if you ever get sick of me and want me to set up in a place of my own.”


Gray said with a dryness unusual to him where his brother and sister were concerned: “I don’t think Uncle’s bequest would run to two establishments.”


“Darling Gray, you know I was joking. And as a matter of fact some of that furniture isn’t bad.”


“Wouldn’t fit in here,” said Jerome, looking around him and smiling.


Gray said: “Throw it out as far as I’m concerned. This may be as bad as you and Hil say, but it suits me.”


“Bad but fascinating,” said Hildreth, “and very comfortable. Oh, the wonderful beds.”


“Thank God Uncle liked you, old boy,” said Jerome.


Nobody was paying any attention to Rena—did anybody ever? She went quietly out of the library, along the passage, and up the stairs.


It was a steep flight, and at the head of it, just before the turn for the upper hall, there was a railed landing. Access was gained to it by a gate from the hall, and it was lighted dimly by a ruby lamp in a lantern hanging by a chain. A big piece of imitation tapestry covered the whole wall space behind it, from ceiling to floor. It had been an “improvement,” contrived at the turn of the century; it was in fact nothing but a large clothes closet with the rear wall taken away—the old door, opening into the sitting-room, could be seen behind the tapestry if anybody looked. It could be seen in the sitting-room, too, rather unfortunately extending up above the secretary that now stood against it.


Well, perhaps it did open out the view a little, thought Rena, climbing the stairs; and the legend was that stringed orchestras played on the railed landing in the old days of receptions, no doubt behind palms. It was of no use now, and it was like the rest of the house; something useless and rather ugly had been superimposed everywhere, or almost everywhere, on honest late-Victorian foundations.


Rena climbed to the upper hall, and turned in to the sitting-room. She put her coat and hat away in one of the two tall closets that flanked the built-in bookshelves, and went on back through the bedroom into the little dressing-room beyond it. She had taken off her dress in order to wash for dinner, when the dumb-waiter doors began to rattle—they seemed to catch every draught. They had kept her awake half the night before. She must find something to stuff up the big gap between them, caused no doubt by the warping of the old wood. They were half-doors, coming together with a flimsy bolt.


A couple of circulars might stuff up the crack, or thick letters, or folded newspaper. But when Rena went back through the blue-satin and walnut bedroom to the sitting-room, she found nothing of the kind anywhere. A thin paper-bound book, perhaps? She had seen one or two on those shelves. Here were two thin books, one paper-bound and one in morocco, tied together with faded old pink tape, crushed between The New Newgate Calendar and The Trial of the Stauntons.


She took them out; very dusty, quite old. The bound book was in half-morocco, red, faded; the paper book was faded too, coloured like dust itself. She came over to the light, laid the bound book on the table and began to clap the pages of the other, holding it well away from her slip.


Gray was coming up the stairs; she stopped, the book open in her hands, while he slowly climbed to the hall and slowly came into the sitting-room. He had her book in his hand, and he threw it aside on the table without looking at her.


“Don’t think much of that,” he said. Very well then, she wasn’t going to inform him that she had met the author. He was always bored when she said anything about her work, anyway.


“I mean,” he said, “who cares?”


“It seemed interesting to me.”


“Morbid.” He glanced then at the open book in her hand; and when he raised his eyes to hers, Rena had never seen such a look on anybody’s face before. It was murderous. He snatched the thing out of her hand, looked down and saw the other, snatched that up too. He read the title, which was more than Rena had done. Putting one on top of the other, he raised his eyes again to meet hers.


“Doing a little research?” he asked. One hand fell away to his side, and she saw almost without believing her eyes that it clenched into a fist.


She stepped back. “Gray, what’s the matter with you?”


His pale face was flushed now to his forehead. He looked down at the books again, and at her. She was completely terrified.


“Gray, are you going crazy? Why shouldn’t I read them? And I wasn’t reading them; I don’t even know what they’re about. I was dusting them.”


He swallowed after a moment, and said in a husky voice: “Dusting them?”


“I was going to stuff up the crack in the dumbwaiter doors. You know how it rattles.”


After another pause, in a different tone, he said: “No, I don’t. I sleep at night.”


It was at last too much for her; she said: “Gray, let me go. You don’t want me. It isn’t as if you really needed me. If you did, I’d stay. But I won’t stay now.”


If she had been frightened before, that was nothing to what she felt now. He took a step towards her, and the clenched hand at his side rose a little; then he suddenly turned, went out of the room, and slammed the door behind him. She heard the key turn in the lock.


Twice in the last few minutes she had been in actual fear of her life; this was as bad but different; she had never dreamed what it would feel like to be locked up anywhere. There was horror in it. To be helpless, to wait for that door to open again, to see that maniac’s face of his—no. All in a moment she was galvanized into action by plain rage.


She looked all round the sitting-room, and her eyes fastened on the foot of disused doorway that showed above the secretary. She ran over and dragged at the side of the secretary—she could hardly move it, but it came out a foot at last. She stood peering in at the old door; the knob had been taken away, and when she put a finger into the big old keyhole and worked the door back and forth a little, or tried to, she was sure it was locked. Those old locks…three closets in the room…three keys?


No; only the closet nearest her had a key in it, a large heavy key. She got it out and tried it in the disused door, and the lock turned; what was more, the door swung open towards her; when the knob was taken out the spring that controlled the hasp must have been weakened. She could put her hand through and feel the smooth reverse of the machine-made tapestry.


She backed around the side of the secretary, whirled, and hurried lightly through to the dressing-room. She knew how little time she had; Gray had gone down to consult his brother and sister, those mysterious little books would be shown them. Then something would be done. But he had locked her in, and left her half-dressed and in a paralysis of fear; he might not think it necessary to hurry back.


She pulled her dress on, came back to the sitting-room and got her coat and hat out of the closet—she mustn’t look too crazy on the street. Gloves and handbag she must have left down in the library. No time to look, no time for anything—she must be gone before Gray even thought she would try it.


That other girl, she thought, as she squeezed past the secretary, through the door, between the wall and the tapestry: had she been locked in? A thought followed by another, which seemed to come of itself—had she tried to get out by a window, and fallen, and had they hushed it up and called her death pneumonia? But no, Dr. Wolfram wouldn’t—he had been old Mr. Austen’s doctor, and he seemed a pleasant sort of man. She might go to him, but he was their doctor now, and it was too late. She knew where he lived, though.


Half-way down the stairs she heard voices in the library; Jerome’s, raised in anger: “You obsessed fool, go up there and unlock that door and apologize.” But that didn’t mean they’d let her go. Well, if they tried to stop her now she could scream and make trouble—the servants would hear. They wouldn’t like that.


She reached the front door, left it open behind her, and ran down to the street. Not a minute to lose now, and it seemed so far to the corner. She was half-running. Mr. Ordway and dog, coming along across the way from the direction of the park, saw her and stared. They crossed diagonally and caught up with her.


Ordway asked: “Trouble? Anything I can do?” and did not break his stride.


“I have to go. I have to go.”


“Looks like it.” He took in her set face from which all the bloom had gone, her fixed grey eyes, the bare hands holding her coat together. No worry here; plain funk, to him.


“You lamming out of there?” he asked as coolly as if such a thing might happen to anybody.


“Don’t tell. Please don’t tell.”


“Tell? Certainly I won’t tell. You need a cab.”


They had reached the corner; a cab was pulling up in front of the apartment house, the doorman letting someone out of it. She gasped: “I haven’t any money for it.”


“That’s all right, I have cab fare on me.” He signalled the driver, who would have gone on home if Rena had been the one to signal him. He waited at the corner while Ordway followed the doorman up to the entrance, passed him Gawain’s leash and a dollar bill: “Hold on to this boy for me, will you, George? Back in a minute.”


The doorman knew him by sight, accepted the leash and put a finger up to his cap.


Ordway put Rena into the cab and got in himself. She said in a stifled voice: “Just make him drive away.”


Ordway leaned forward: “Grab this light up and over to Park, and then we’ll tell you.” He sat back as the cab swung left. “I’m getting out any time,” he explained in his equable way. “Just say the word. You’d better have a five in ones, wouldn’t you think so?”


“I don’t know—can’t explain.” She was barely able to talk.


“You don’t have to. Seen you on the block lots of times,” said Ordway. “Quiet type, minding your own business and being good to the old pup. I feel as if we were old friends. I feel as if you knew what you were about, and wouldn’t run off just for the fun of it.”


“Oh, it was too much. I had to go. I was too frightened.”


“No good sticking around and doing nothing if you’re frightened,” said Ordway. “Better to run one way or the other. I’ve done it dozens of times.”


The cab stopped at Park Avenue for the lights, and the driver looked around. Rena gave him an address.



CHAPTER THREE
 Asking for It



Gamadge’s house was one of a row of three-story-and-basement brick dwellings, on the south side of the street in the east sixties. His next-door neighbour on the left, an architect named Briggs, had converted his two top floors into four one-room-and-bath flats, and himself lived and had his offices below. He was like Gamadge, devoted to his home and averse to change, and therefore struggled against certain plans of Gamadge’s which were laid before him in the late summer of 1949.


“If your family’s growing,” protested Briggs, who was a bachelor and fastidiously remote from such matters, “why don’t you move to the suburbs?”


“Clara and I don’t care for commuting.”


“I always understood,” said Briggs righteously, “that when people take on these responsibilities they expect to sacrifice their own comfort a little. The city is no place to bring up children.”


“That’s just hearsay.”


Briggs couldn’t deny that the Gamadges’ young son seemed to be burgeoning, but he wouldn’t say so.


“This proposition is strictly to your advantage,” insisted Gamadge, leaning across Briggs’ work-table to tap his pencil on amateurish blueprints of his own. “Why, you could punch the hole in the wall yourself; don’t tell me you don’t know where all your pipes and wires are. Clara and I could help you carry away the bricks.”


“I am not a builder. When’s this new one coming?” asked Briggs irritably.


“Around Christmas. We’ve just got to have that nursery, Briggs,” said Gamadge earnestly. “We need our extra top-floor room for Henry’s bondwoman, and the new one will have to have one of its own, at least until it’s out of swaddling-clothes. Think how nice for you; permanent tenant, no bother any more with leases and arrears of rent.”


“You think I let people in here who can’t pay?”


“If anything happened to me Clara would stay on,” continued Gamadge, “don’t worry. And if the whole damn family was swept away, all you’d have to do would be to fill up the doorway again.”


“Am I to have a nursery-maid and a pram cluttering up my halls and stairways? And my other tenants won’t stand for a lot of squalling.”


“How about those parrots of Miss Montague’s that we had to telephone about every night for weeks, till she moved them out to the country?”


“She moved them,” replied Briggs. “You can’t board an infant out, or can you?”


“And my new nursery isn’t going to be as vulnerable as you seem to think,” said Gamadge. “Not on your life. The door of the flat that leads out into your hall will be permanently sealed, soundproofed if you like; I’ll pay.”


“Just the same,” said Briggs with disapproval, “I don’t think you have this new one on your mind much. Sticking it off on the top floor of another house. How about if we had a fire here?” and Mr. Briggs crossed his fingers.


“It won’t be any farther off than any nursery is in a decent-sized establishment,” said Gamadge, “which ours for our purposes is not. And stairs have no terrors for us, we have our elevator. And I’ve left you your choice,” added Gamadge largely, “front flat or back one.”


“Mighty nice of you. Well, I’ll look at the place and see what’s in those walls. You must be a millionaire, extra flat and two nursery-maids.”


Gamadge rose, victorious. “Cheaper than moving,” he said. “And this baby-nurse won’t stay for ever; when she goes Clara will help out. She does now. Well, you’ve saved our lives, Briggs; but that fat woman you’ve got up there now—didn’t you say she was leaving because she couldn’t get up and down stairs any more? You might have a lot of trouble renting your top flats now that people don’t like to use their legs any more.”


“Don’t fool yourself.”


But Briggs didn’t want to lose the Gamadges as neighbours; their house was kept up as well as his own, which was more than could be said for the one next to him in the row. It was all flats, and the steps and vestibule were a sight.


So it was that on the morning of Saturday, April the fifteenth, 1950, a smart nursemaid in cloak, cap and veil pushed a handsome little pram through a doorway in the wall of Briggs’ third-floor back, pushed it through the Gamadges’ third-floor back, wheeled it out into the Gamadges’ upper hall, and squeezed it and herself into the little elevator. In the front hall the outfit encountered Gamadge, who was going out himself after seeing Clara and young Henry off to a private play group.


Gamadge smiled at the nurse and bent over the pram. He shook the occupant’s hand.


“Don’t know how it is,” he said, “but I seem to take more of a personal interest in this one. I liked the first one all right too, but in a kind of academic way. Now this one—something about it. Looks like me, too, I think—going to be homely.”


The nursemaid remarked modestly that you couldn’t tell when they were so young. They often grew out of it. Then she looked startled, joined after a moment in Gamadge’s shout of laughter, and pushed the pram through the front door which Theodore, Gamadge’s old coloured servant, held open for her. Gamadge helped her down the short flight of steps, and watched her start off towards the corner with her veil blowing. The pram was only going round and round the block, for Clara thought the new one (and the nursemaid too) a little young to buck traffic yet.


Gamadge took a taxi down to the Public Library, went up to Catalogues, and spent a long time looking through files of cards. Long practice of his profession had not made him fonder of the research that was naturally part of it, and he was scowling when he brought half a dozen slips to the table nearest him. He made them out, elbow to elbow with other workers who ignored him as he did them, and at last carried them across to the reading room. He handed the slips in, and went to one of the long tables to take off his coat and hat, sit down, and wait for his number to come up. He sat down as far as possible from the one other man at the table, for Gamadge did not love the close proximity of his fellow-creatures for its own sake.


A youngish man turned from the counter with a book, hesitated, and looked in Gamadge’s direction.


“He’ll come here as sure as shooting,” thought Gamadge, “sit beside me with all the other chairs to choose from, and end up by starting a chat.” He had sometimes wondered whether privacy in itself seemed horrible to his countrymen, or whether it had taken on a kind of immorality in their eyes, and become a thing to assault and break up at sight.


Sure enough, the young man did advance towards Gamadge; but as he walked forward Gamadge saw that he dragged one leg as if the leg had a brace on it.


Gamadge sat looking at him; at the narrow, pale, expressionless face, the dark eyes, the dark brushed-back hair, the good clothes and the slender hands. The expressionless look was not a blank one—it might conceal physical pain or a permanent sorrow.


He came and sat down at the end of the table, with only the corner of it between himself and Gamadge, laid his book in front of him (it was an advanced treatise on physics of some sort, Gamadge thought after glancing at it), and said in a low voice: “I ought to apologize first of all. I happened to see your name on one of your slips in the other room.”


“Oh?”


“I oughtn’t to do this, I know. But I’ve read one of your books, and my brother had heard about you. Could I ask you something?”


“Certainly.”


“Do you charge a lot for what you do?”


“Just the usual,” said Gamadge. “I suppose you know what I do. I’m supposed to advise on disputed manuscripts and documents.”


“Are you?” The young man looked astonished. “I thought you investigated things for people—quietly.”


“I have, sometimes,” said Gamadge. “If you want to know my fee for that kind of thing, it’s nothing.”


“Nothing?”


“I’m not a professional,” said Gamadge. “I have no facilities and no licence. I only do that kind of thing, very rarely, for friends or their friends, or because I’m interested for reasons of my own.”


The young man sat slumped back in his chair, looking straight in front of him; after a minute he said: “There was a whole chapter in your book about people who disappeared.”


“Well, the point of the book was that murderers tell on themselves sometimes without realizing that they’re doing it.”


“I got that.”


“Of course. Those disappearances were solved for that reason. There have been plenty of others, and I could only add my conjectures to other people’s about them.”


After another, longer pause, the young man said: “My wife disappeared yesterday.”


“No, did she? That’s tough,” said Gamadge.


“I mean she simply went out of the house for no reason, and hasn’t come back, and we—my brother and sister and I—don’t know what to do.”


“If you think she got into an accident, or was taken ill, there’s exactly one thing to do—go to the Missing Persons Bureau.”


“We couldn’t—if she meant to go, I couldn’t start the police on it,” said the young man dully. “It wouldn’t be fair to her.”


“They’d be very discreet; they’re your only bet,” said Gamadge. “They have the organization.”


“We wouldn’t risk it.” He turned his head slowly to look Gamadge in the eyes. “She’s very young. I suppose it was pretty stupid for her, looking after a lame man. But we can’t just do nothing, and I want to know where she is. It’s a responsibility. I hoped you could suggest something. I only have an income, I can’t touch capital, but I could—”


Gamadge said: “Quite out of the question, as I’ve explained.”


“She had no money with her,” said the young man. “No friends here that I know of, and very few anywhere else. She lived with her father till he died—outside of New Brunswick. My name’s Austen, we’re up in the lower sixties.” His voice was urgent, but when Gamadge glanced along the table at the man at the other end of it, he lowered it again. “What’s become of her? She was upstairs in the sitting-room, and then she wasn’t in the house. She might have gone out of her mind.”


“You certainly ought—”


“I won’t risk publicity.” Austen got out a card and laid it in front of Gamadge. “Couldn’t you consider just coming up and talking the thing over with the three of us? We’ve got to do something. I came down here just to get out of the house.”


Gamadge sat silent for a few moments. Then he said: “If it’s thoroughly understood that I won’t be able to find her for you, and can give you no advice except what I’ve given you already…”


“Just talk it over,” said Austen, “just say what you’d do in my place if you couldn’t go to the police, because those things leak out and I wouldn’t trust them. The newspapers—Mr. Gamadge, she’s only twenty. Perhaps it was my fault, I get in the dumps sometimes.”


“Five o’clock,” said Gamadge.


Austen got up. He said, his hands on the edge of the table, “I never could express myself. But—my brother and sister will—all I can say is, I was going crazy.”


He picked up his book and limped away. Gamadge met the annoyed glance of the man at the other end of the table, murmured: “Sorry, not my fault,” and at the other’s nod rose in his turn to claim the books that had long been waiting for him.


He got home before noon, to find Clara once more setting forth. She said: “The group’s letting out, and I’m off again, and I do wish Nanny would get back. This is killing me.”


“Where’s the baby’s nurse?”


“Upstairs with him, naturally.”


“Can you give me a few minutes in the library? I have something to talk over with you.”


“I’ll have to take a cab, then.”


“They won’t turn the child into the street. Just get hold of Miss Brown, will you?”


“We can’t send her for Henry, she’s been on her feet—”


The nursery-maid, however, was running lightly down the stairs from the top floor when Gamadge and Clara emerged from the elevator; Gamadge said: “A word with you, Miss Brown, which I think will interest you. I’ve just had the pleasure of a talk with your husband in the Public Library.”


Clara exclaimed and seized hold of Rena’s arm. Rena was gazing at her, unable to speak.


“It’s all right,” said Gamadge cheerfully. “He hasn’t a notion.”


“Hasn’t a notion!” Clara was incredulous. “You mean it was a coincidence, or something? I don’t believe it.”


Rena said in a faltering voice: “He must have found out. And I was so sure Mr. Ordway…”


“He hasn’t found out,” said Gamadge, “and Ordway didn’t tell. Come in and have some sherry.”


Rena, on the chesterfield, drank sherry and listened to him; as he talked colour came back into her face, she leaned against the cushions relaxed, her hands lay quiet.


“He wanted to make out that it was a chance encounter,” said Gamadge, “said he saw my name on one of my library slips. But he was lying, he didn’t see it! So I thought it was ethical to meet him on his own ground—he was asking for it. I did assure him, though, that I wouldn’t be able to find you. Have some more sherry! I know it’s a shock, it was for me too.”


“But I don’t understand…”


“Perfectly simple. He’d read my book, as you told me; the brother did know something of what I’ve done, you say he gets around,” said Gamadge smugly. “And they couldn’t simply ignore your exit, that’s true enough—Wolfram would wonder, the servants would wonder. And Austen does want to find you, you know.”


She nodded.


“But quietly, no publicity. Oh, so quietly: so he took a shot at me. But the clumsy fool thought it would be more effective to do it like this, in his own indirect way. So he must have hung around outside the house, and seen me leave, and driven down to the Library after me.”


“He has a car,” said Rena. “He hardly ever drives it. Jerome does all the driving.”


“Well, your husband drove this time, and I took so long to get through at the files that he had plenty of time to park and come in and catch me looking up titles in the catalogue room.”


“But if he saw you leave—I left too!”


“Serena,” said Gamadge, who liked her old-fashioned name, “you know why we put you into that uniform. It’s the best disguise on earth, with that veil around your face and your hair under it.”


“And thank Heaven you’re in it,” said Clara, “for with Nanny off to go to that family funeral, all I could think of was resting my feet.”


Rena almost sobbed: “At least I can think I’m earning my food.”


“If Nanny weren’t getting back on Sunday night we’d make you go on slaving for us.”


“I can’t believe it yet. Coming here and telling you, and nobody saying I was crazy and ought to go back.”


“Imagine your remembering me,” said Gamadge. “I was flattered.”


“Imagine your remembering me,” said Rena, “as soon as I reminded you about Seaton’s Aunt.”


“Besides,” Gamadge assured her, “it’s a very interesting case. Right up my alley.”


“I thought it was very strange there, but—”


“Oh, very interesting,” repeated Gamadge. “Those books.”


“Did you—”


“No, I didn’t; I fumbled among murder cases all morning, and I never got within a mile of Mr. Austen and the pneumonia.”


“Could it really be that?”


“That’s all we have so far.”


Clara said: “You’ll get on with it, now you’re so thick with him.”


“Yes, I’m going up there to discuss it with the Austens at five o’clock this afternoon. I’m dying to go. He made himself very pathetic, Serena; sad story, and if you hadn’t got to me first I might have shed tears over it.”


“Perhaps I ought to be shedding tears over it,” said Rena.


“Because you were fooled into marrying a man you didn’t know? But it’s puzzling,” admitted Gamadge, with a frown. “Very puzzling, the whole thing.”


“Oh, why didn’t I really look at those two books! Clara, don’t go.”


“I have to,” groaned Clara, getting up.


“You can’t go,” said Gamadge, addressing Rena with some sternness. “This new development requires a lot of new strategy, and we’d better get down to some questions and answers.”


“The baby’s asleep, but—”


“I’ll send Rose up,” said Clara. She hurried out, and Gamadge sat down at his desk and arranged papers.


“Now we’ll go over it again,” he said. “Things will unfold. Question one: why did he marry you at all?”



CHAPTER FOUR
 A Marriage



The big chow came into the room, acknowledged company with a waft of his tail, and retired to his favourite corner out of the way. Rena followed him with her eyes; when she met Gamadge’s again her face was clouded with perplexity.


“You don’t know either,” said Gamadge. “You’ve asked the question of yourself a hundred times. Why marry you in the first place, if you weren’t the kind of person he could go on being civil to for more than a few weeks? You know, Serena, it wasn’t a rash, precipitate kind of marriage, cooked up on the spur of the moment over cocktails in a bar. You didn’t go into it hurriedly and flightily. A month—that’s not such a short time; Clara and I knew our own minds in less than a month, I can tell you.”


“I meant it to be forever.”


“Yes, and you didn’t change. You wouldn’t—anybody could tell you wouldn’t, just by looking at you. And you stuck it out until he turned dangerous, or went out of his mind. He got just what he thought he was getting. Made no complaints afterwards, you tell me; didn’t lament that he was disappointed in you.”


“No.”


“In fact hung on to you, wouldn’t hear of separation, and now wants you back. You didn’t change, I say; but what happened to him?”


“I thought his leg…the war…”


“Leg? Leg?” Gamadge shook his head. “Not enough in itself. Not nearly enough. Why, this Ordway, you tell me, is disfigured for life; and he seems to be taking it coolly enough. Of course you’ll say that’s not quite fair, it’s a matter of temperament. That’s just what I’m getting at. If he had the kind of character that reacted in that way, if after five years he still has some kind of war neurosis, then…” Gamadge broke off to light a cigarette. He sat back, smoked for a few moments and looked at her through the blue haze. Then he said: “If he’s still mentally sick enough to be so badly affected after so long an interval, you ought to have been told about it. That was a deception, if you like! And he was aided and abetted in it by his brother and sister, who must have known.”


“He never said anything.”


“I don’t believe there was anything of the kind to say. That affair yesterday of the books shows that his trouble is based on something besides nervous disorder. He’s nervously disordered, all right, but that’s the result of a definite fear or anxiety. He put up a front for seven weeks, and then when he had you tied up and safe, he relaxed. But marriage…and that repeated pattern in wives. It gets me,” said Gamadge frankly. “It has me beat.”


“Perhaps he would have changed sooner,” said Rena, “if we hadn’t been travelling around so much on the honeymoon. Afterwards I thought perhaps I would have noticed a change sooner, if—”


“Where did you go?” asked Gamadge.


“We all went in the car—down through the Southern states.”


“All?” Gamadge stared.


A ghostly smile appeared on her lips. “The four of us, you know.”


“You and Gray Austen and his brother and sister?” Gamadge’s voice was full of something that half-choked it; when she nodded, he gulped as if unable for the moment to speak. Then he said: “I’ll be hanged. Looks as if they didn’t dare let him loose. Keepers. My God, are we wrong? Is he really as crazy as a…no. We’re not wrong, and he isn’t crazy; not yet.”


“They explained,” said Rena. “Jerome and Hildreth do the driving, you know, Gray doesn’t care for it. They hadn’t had a trip for a long time, and they told me it would save Gray so much money if they went with us instead of going off later by themselves. He laughed about it; he said it didn’t matter to him, but as they didn’t have much of any income themselves they were careful not to be more of an expense to him than they could help. He didn’t care.”


“He wasn’t in love with you, Serena,” said Gamadge. “He never loved you, not as I understand the word. You were fooled into that marriage, and I’m only sorry you ever felt the faintest remorse about breaking away. Now let’s leave fruitless conjecture and get busy on those books.”


“Fastened together with pink tape,” said Rena.


“Yes, they were a pair of something; and as you know, a pair is always much more than twice as valuable as a thing alone. Chairs, candlesticks, vases and lovebirds. But you don’t know why they were together, especially as one was in paper covers and the other bound.”


“They were the same size and thickness.”


“Octavos. And all you saw on the cover of the paper one was the word ‘Case’.”


“It must have been a trial, Mr. Gamadge, because inside it was all questions and answers.”


“Good. It was a trial, and we imagine that it was a murder trial, and Mr. Gray Austen hadn’t known that it was among those other trials and cases on the shelves in the sitting-room. He didn’t mind your reading the rest of them, you know; but when he caught the title of that one, he could have killed you for (as he thought) reading it. I wish to goodness you’d noticed what the other book said.”


“All I saw was one word in big gilt letters: ‘Summing-Up.’ ”


“You don’t say.” Gamadge was much interested. “We didn’t get as far as that last night. That does make them a pair, doesn’t it? A trial and then a summing-up by the judge.”


“And the bound book was all in fine print, and double columns,” said Rena helpfully.


Gamadge’s eyes wandered. After a pause for thought he sighed. “They’re hard to come by sometimes,” he said, “those verbatim reports of trials; collectors’ items, some of them are. But so many are not, and how can we ever… I wish we had an approximate date on them, Serena.”


“I told you they were old.”


“Yes, but damn it, how old?”


“Not really old,” said Rena. “Old-fashioned.”


“I know exactly what you mean. You wouldn’t see that kind of paper cover or paper or type now, but it wasn’t a curiosity. Not like this,” said Gamadge, getting up to take a bound file from a shelf, and handing it to her open. She looked at the grey, rough-printed broadside, and shook her head. Gamadge laid it down and took an old catalogue from another file. “More like this?”


“Very much like it.”


“Middle Victorian,” said Gamadge, “and a good period for reports on trials. Lots of them were reprinted, you know, the best murders; Notable English Trials, and other collections, some right up to date.”


“Some of those notable trials are in old Mr. Austen’s collection. I read them. Fascinating,” said Rena.


“Welcome to the Society. I have the best,” said Gamadge, “and you’re welcome to them. Read them to the baby. Of course you were going to stuff some of them into a crack; that’s against you. But like your husband, you thought them insignificant and not worth reading.”


“Won’t yours help at all?”


“I’m afraid they hurt our case, instead of helping it,” said Gamadge sadly. “I mean our case against Gray Austen for the murder of his first wife.”


She looked at him silently, and did not protest.


“Scared you badly, didn’t he?” Gamadge was biting his thumb. He released it, and mournfully shook his head. “They hurt our case because they’re old.”


“Because they’re old?”


“The things that scared him were old things, perhaps a century old. They didn’t know anything about killing people with germs seventy-five or a hundred years ago; and leaving people in draughts always was a tricky, unsatisfactory way of murdering them, and nowadays it’s easier to cure pneumonia. You know, we’ll absolutely have to get after that doctor.”


“Wolfram? But he’s a very nice man.”


“We’ll get after him, though, and the sooner the better.” Gamadge reflected. “I’ll put Dave Malcolm on him; Dave loves a problem, and he loves to make up stories; and he can work his way in anywhere.”


“But won’t Doctor Wolfram tell the Austens that somebody was asking questions about—”


“Leave it to Dave.” Gamadge, frowning very much, looked down at the few notes he had been making. “Something gnaws at me,” he said.


“Does it?” Rena, in sympathy, frowned too.


“On the outer edges of my consciousness. But I can’t get at it, let it go. Let it go, and resign ourselves to the bleak truth; so far as we know at present, we shall have to read every trial of every case in old Mr. Austen’s collection.”


“Why?”


“Because Gray Austen didn’t mind your reading them. We can discover in that way what he didn’t do—by process of elimination.”


Rena looked aghast.


“At least some of the things he didn’t do,” said Gamadge gloomily. “And now for our last hurdle. You told me last night that you thought you convinced him you hadn’t read those two little books; that you’d only been dusting them.”


“I’m sure I convinced him of it.”


“His manner changed, he calmed down. Then you said you wanted to leave him, and that seems to have been what stirred him up so much that he dashed out of the room and locked you in.”


“I think I know why he behaved like that.” Rena looked distressed. “I’m afraid I do.”


“Let me in on it.”


“Well, I referred to his leg.”


Gamadge raised his eyebrows enquiringly.


“I said he didn’t really need me, and I meant his leg wasn’t painful and that he could get around with it. He knew I meant that, and it was just the last straw. He can’t bear anybody to refer to it. I can understand. But he has it on his mind all the time, and he does expect people to remember it and make things easy for him.”


“Exploits it,” said Gamadge.


“Anyway, when I said I wanted to go, and said he didn’t need me, he lost his head. He locked me in as much out of anger as anything.”


“And his family realized that it was the wrong thing to do, and wanted him to go upstairs and apologize. They’re in it with him, Serena, whatever it is. They’ll have their story ready for me, you know, and it won’t have any locked door in it.”


“They’ll say terrible things, I suppose.”


“Oh, they’re going to be very kind. You’re the moody one; poor neurotic child picked up out of pity and married out of kindness; he was the one that had all the money and everything, and that’s what you were after. You know, Serena”—Gamadge looked at her sideways—“I hope to goodness nobody will mention Ordway to them.”


She flushed a little. “But I told you how careful Mr. Ordway was; that doorman never even saw me. It was wonderful, the way he managed it.”


“He could compromise our case, you know. Bob Macloud, my lawyer, is going to take you on—or I hope so. We mustn’t let him hear anything about Mr. Ordway; you’re not supposed to have run off with anybody.”


“But I don’t even know Mr. Ordway!”


“As I said, it doesn’t take long. I hope this isn’t going to be another of your mistakes, Serena; you do jump to conclusions a little, you’ll have to admit that.”


“Well, I wish you’d seen him.”


“I shall, don’t worry. I shall.”


“He didn’t come in last night because he thought—he knew I hardly knew you at all, and he thought perhaps it would be less awkward for me to see you alone.”


“Sensible of him.”


“But he knew of you, Mr. Gamadge.”


“That’s nothing, I know of him. I know of old Mr. Austen, if it comes to that,” said Gamadge. “The Native-born. They all know about one another, you’d be surprised. A big city, you think? Parochial!”


“He wouldn’t have left me here if he hadn’t been sure of you,” said Rena reproachfully.


“What would he have suggested in that case?” asked Gamadge with mild curiosity. “I believe that he lives with his father—old shipping business—and I have an idea that his grandmother is still with them. And they live right across the street from the Austens. I hardly think—”


“He would have thought of something. He’s like a rock, Mr. Gamadge. So steadying.”


Gamadge said benevolently: “I’m sure he is; but we won’t tell Macloud so. Now let me telephone to Dave Malcolm, and here’s Theodore to lay the table for lunch.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 Nobody Calls on Miss Brown



Lunch was over, the children had (as Gamadge expressed it) been put away, the animals were at people’s feet; Gamadge, Clara and Mrs. Gray Austen had finished their coffee and were smoking. Theodore came to the library door with a card on a tray. He cast an enquiring look around the room.


“Who for, Theodore?” asked Clara, reclining on the chesterfield.


“The gentleman asked for a Mrs. Austen, ma’am. I tell him no such lady staying here, he say he want to see the lady came last night.”


Gamadge, well back in an armchair with his eyes shut, said without opening them: “He’s a little early; I expected him in say half an hour.”


“I expected him this morning,” murmured Clara. “But perhaps he has to work on Saturdays, junior partner and all. Did I go to one of his birthday parties once? If so, he poured café glacé down my neck.”


“Funny, very funny,” said Rena. “But I should call it only polite of him to call.”


Gamadge opened his eyes. “Austen is Miss Brown’s pen name, Theodore. Tell the gentleman…” With a start he sat upright and glanced around him. “Merciful Heavens, has he a dog with him?”


“I still has my senses, sir,” protested Theodore.


“And Mr. Ordway’s dog wouldn’t hurt a fly,” said Rena.


“Sun would, though,” Clara informed her, “if the fly bothered him.”


“Mr. Ordway’s dog was wonderful about Aby, I told you so.”


“Yes, but Sun wouldn’t get behind ashcans.”


“I wouldn’t want to see that fight,” said Gamadge.


“What interests me,” offered Theodore, “is whether the gentleman is to come up, or whether the young lady will go down. My impression was that he wished to see the young lady and nobody else.”


“He has no choice in the matter,” said Gamadge. “Bring Mr. Ordway up here, and if she has any other callers—”


“Oh, don’t,” cried Rena.


“…any other callers,” repeated Gamadge, “say she’s not here under any name.”


Theodore retired. Clara sat up and rearranged her hair. Rena watched the doorway.


Ordway came in, glanced about him, and was met in the middle of the room by Gamadge, who shook hands with him warmly.


“This is very nice of you,” said Gamadge. “We were hoping you’d turn up to enquire after Mrs. Austen.”


“Left her in rather a state, I’m afraid.”


“She’s all right now. Here she is, and let me introduce you to my wife.”


Ordway shook hands with Clara, and then turned and looked at Rena in her cap and uniform.


“Mighty becoming,” he said admiringly.


This reaction to the unusual delighted his host. “Serena was right,” he declared, “you’re unshakable.”


“She say that?” Ordway smiled broadly at her.


“I never should have got anywhere without you. I should have sat down on the kerb till a policeman came and got me.”


“Not at all, you did all right. I’m glad I happened to be around, though,” said Ordway.


Clara begged him to sit down, which he did after looking to see that the chair would hold him. Gamadge offered cigarettes, offered a light, and then resumed his own seat.


“We owe you an explanation of the costume,” he said. “Our regular nursemaid is away, and we thought her uniform and so on would be an excellent disguise for Mrs. Austen, in case any of the other Austens should happen to penetrate into this neighbourhood. As you realize, we’re not so far away.”


Ordway nodded, imperturbable.


“If you ask,” continued Gamadge, “why she should be hiding from her husband and his relatives—”


“I don’t.”


“If you did, I should tell you that one of them seemed to be going out of his head, and frightened the life out of her.”


“Knew she must have a good reason of her own,” said Ordway.


“That’s the proper attitude. But I must tell you, Mr. Ordway, that it’s rather important for all and sundry to think she went off alone—as she meant to do. For instance: friendly as it was for you to come here, if you were known to be coming to see her…”


“I get it.” Ordway rose to his feet. “Shouldn’t have come. If you’ll excuse me…”


Gamadge rose too. “No, no, you misunderstand. We’re delighted to see you at any time; my wife thinks you may have poured ice cream in solution down her back many years ago.”


Ordway may have been hard to shake, but Gamadge had now shaken him a little. He stared at Clara.


“You wouldn’t remember,” said Clara. “I was just one of those horrible little girls at your party. Please sit down again, Mr. Ordway, we only mean that when you come, it will be to see us. Not Rena.”


“Oh. Yes,” said Ordway. He resumed his chair, looking at Clara as if he expected to see trickles of something still decorating her collar. “Those parties. I don’t seem to recall—”


“The name was Dawson; but never mind it.”


Ordway looked at Rena. “I don’t think anybody traced me here this time, but of course it wouldn’t much matter if they did; because they didn’t see us make our getaway last night.”


“Somebody might have,” said Clara.


“I don’t think, myself,” put in Gamadge, “that the Austens will ask around.”


“I’ll be careful.”


“Just at present,” Gamadge went on, “the less you know about the situation the better for all. So I won’t—”


“That’s all right. None of my business,” said Ordway. “The thing is—I don’t know whether I’ll be out of line if I mention this—tell me to shut up if you like.”


“Go right ahead.”


Ordway glanced at Rena. “I was talking to my father last night about the family across the way,” he said. “Naturally not about what happened, you understand.”


“Quite natural,” said Gamadge. “I’d have been a little interested myself, in your place.”


“Well, my father knew old Mr. Austen and his father, both very nice people. And it seems that old Charles Austen’s brother—can’t remember his name—made a kind of bad start here or hereabouts, and cleared out west, and married somebody the family here didn’t think much of. Old-fashioned,” said Ordway, looking at Clara in a deprecating way. “So that might account for the fact that these people—that branch, I mean—seem so unusually lousy, excuse me for saying so. I don’t mean the poor guy that got it in the leg. He seemed all right to me,” and Ordway turned an anxious eye on Rena, “the little I’ve seen of him.”


Rena said nothing.


“We’re very much obliged to you for the information,” said Gamadge briskly. “It accounts for a lot of things none of us, Mrs. Austen included, was able to understand.”


Ordway now definitely rose. “Well, I just stopped in. I’m glad everything’s—glad you had a good landing.” He held Rena’s hand and looked down at her. “Just let me know if I can—but I realize it’s—don’t want to make a nuisance of myself when the whole thing, as Mr. Gamadge says, is so…”


“I can’t thank you,” said Rena. “I don’t even know how.”


Gamadge took the visitor down to the front door. “We’ll keep in touch,” he said, “if you like.”


“If I—you didn’t see the getaway,” said the young man. “That was something. What did they do, beat her up? She looked—”


“No, it was psychological.”


“Worse than anything.”


“And harder to put your finger on. I’d like to see that dog of yours, Mr. Ordway. Rena described him.”


“Very nice feller.”


“But I can’t ask you to bring him here, unfortunately, because, as you may have noticed, we have animals of our own.”


“Nice chow,” said Ordway generously. “They say my feller could pull down a bear, but I wouldn’t like to see him fight that chow.”


Gamadge, recognizing this as the extreme of courtesy, bowed Ordway out of the house with respect. He went up to the library, put his head in, and addressed Rena solemnly: “It’s all right, Serena, henceforth I shall defer to your judgment; your Mr. Ordway is an aristocrat.”


Ordway walked home, climbed two flights of stairs to the third floor front, and went in. An old lady was sitting in the farther window, a book in her hands and the dog Gawain at her feet; from between her two sets of curtains she had a good view of half the block, and by leaning forward and craning she could rake the other half. She looked up.


“Hello, Gram.” Ordway sat down opposite her and got out his pipe.


“Is that child all right, Norris?”


“Fine. Settled for the present.” He began to laugh. “Seems their baby nurse is on holiday, and they’ve got her in the cap and veil and uniform.”


“How clever.”


“Wouldn’t have recognized her myself at first, if I’d met her pushing the go-cart.”


“It relieves me to know that she’s getting out into the air; she’s been looking very pale lately, and she’s lost weight in the last months.”


“They’re a little worried about our being seen beating it away.”


“You were not seen. That very disagreeable-looking maid of theirs didn’t come to the front door and investigate until you were around the corner and out of my sight. I was relieved when I saw your cab turn, because by that time the others were all out in the vestibule.”


“What I mean, Gram, they—Gamadge and his wife—seem to be cooking up some idea of a divorce for her.”


“Naturally.”


“And if I got into the picture they seem to think it might gum the works a little.”


“It might. How about that doorman?”


“He didn’t see her.”


“They don’t wish you to pursue the acquaintance, Norris?”


“I’m supposed to know them.”


“Very simple. They must know something to the disadvantage of the lame husband. I thought he looked depressed when he came out to walk the little dog. It seems very sad. That brother—he’s the living image of his father, poor old Charles Austen’s elder brother, you know.”


“What was that story, anyhow?” He added: “Dad mentioned something last night.”


“Something about money; he was quietly pushed off the Stock Exchange.”


“Thought they had plenty of dough.”


“Not so much at that time; Charles Austen did very well for himself afterwards. Jerome Senior went west, and there was more trouble of some kind; and he married unfortunately. But this younger boy, they called him after Charles, you know—Charles Gray Austen; this younger boy did so well in the war, and he and Charles met before he went overseas, Charles Austen told me. Charles was much taken with him, and left him all his money for life.”


Norris frowned. “It seems a mess.”


“No girl of that kind would run off in that way without good reason,” said old Mrs. Ordway.


“From what Gamadge said, I gather nobody ever laid a finger on her, anyhow.”


“He wouldn’t take her part for no reason, you know.”


“Don’t have to convince me.” Norris Ordway smoked for a while, legs crossed, head against the padded back of his chair. His grandmother took up her book: Le Temps Retrouvé.


Presently Ordway said: “Those parties you used to give for me; birthday cake, magician with rabbit, magic-lantern slides.”


“Yes?”


“Did they get out of hand at all? End up rough?”


“Naturally, dear; all the little boys.”


“I can’t remember much about them. Gamadge’s wife—Dawson her name was…”


Old Mrs. Ordway raised her eyes from her book. “Beautiful child. I think there was a little accident—somebody upset some of the supper over her nice white dress.”


“Oh. I was just wondering.”


After another interval, speaking around the pipe, he said: “Austen had such bad luck with his first wife, too.”


“Yes.”


Their eyes met in a long, calm look. Then he observed: “Perhaps I ought to have carted her away.”


Old Mrs. Ordway remarked that it might be just as well not to make a practice of it.


“You broke me of dumping the dessert down people’s backs,” said Ordway. “Or I suppose you did. I haven’t done it lately.”



CHAPTER SIX
 Research



While young Ordway’s past was thus being exposed to him, another young man, dark, perfectly dressed and limping a little, was shown into the office of Dr. Kurt Wolfram uptown. He had telephoned for an appointment, explaining that his own doctor was not available; which he wasn’t, being at that moment on the golf course of his country club, using bad language about the weather.


The office nurse smiled sweetly upon the new patient, took his name, address and occupation all over again, said she hoped his knee wasn’t painful at that moment, and feared it might be.


“It’s better to-day,” said Malcolm. “It was very bad last night.”


“You don’t sound as if it had bothered you this way before,” said the nurse, with that little air of reminding one how lucky one is, for which her profession is famous.


“No, it hasn’t,” said Malcolm. “Can’t understand it.”


“You didn’t try a little aspirin?”


“Is that a good thing to take for it?”


“It’s considered so.”


The nurse went away, and soon returned to pass Malcolm into a bright office. Dr. Wolfram rose behind his desk. He was stoutish and getting bald, and he had a thick blond moustache.


“Well, Mr. Malcolm; what can I do for you? You don’t look as though you needed help from me or anybody. Knee bothering you?”


“Yes, this knee, Doctor,” said Malcolm, indicating it. “The swelling’s gone down, but it’s still a little tender.”


The doctor came around his desk to prod the knee in a way which would certainly have hurt if there had been anything the matter with it, so Malcolm winced.


“No blow? No injury?”


“Not a thing. The pain just came on yesterday afternoon, and hurt like mad for several hours. My wife finally gave me a pill; she needed some sleep too.”


They both laughed. “These arthritic attacks are funny,” said the doctor. “They come from nowhere and they go; but they go faster if you help them along with a few good big doses of aspirin every now and then. I’ll write it down.” He did so, saying meanwhile: “Liquid diet while you’re taking the aspirin, and I recommend your going to a hospital and getting some thermotherapy if the attack returns.”


“Well, I’m glad it’s not serious,” said Malcolm. “I had a vision of myself limping around like poor Gray Austen.”


“Could end up like that,” said the doctor, “I mean with a permanent affection of the knee joint, but not this time. Perhaps we’d better go into the question of diet, to ward off future trouble. Rheumatoid arthritis can be very troublesome.” He went on writing, then glanced up to ask: “Know the Austens? What a shame that is for a young man; that is permanent.”


“So I understand. I once knew his wife.”


“Oh? Charming girl,” said Wolfram, his face lighting up. “But the last time I was down there—Miss Austen’s laryngitis, it was—I thought Mrs. Austen looked a little underweight. However, she never seems to be sick.”


Malcolm said: “I mean Austen’s first wife.”


“Oh.” Wolfram’s face fell. After a moment he said: “Well, I’m glad the poor fellow consoled himself.” He looked narrowly at Malcolm. “You knew the poor little thing at all well?”


“Quite well, at one time.” He added: “I was away when she died.”


Wolfram shook his head and sighed heavily. “Couldn’t shake it off, couldn’t shake it off.”


“Even at her age,” said Malcolm. “I was a little surprised.”


Wolfram said: “Well, of course, if you hadn’t seen much of her of late years you would be surprised.”


Malcolm had been heavily briefed, but he now found himself decidedly at sea. He judged it best to take a plunge: “I might have guessed, I suppose.”


“No resistance,” the doctor said.


“You see a good deal of that kind of thing.”


“Not a stable temperament.”


“No. No. That restaurant,” muttered Malcolm.


“But Gray Austen assured me that she showed no sign of drinking when they married. Well, we all know these intervals. And the really sad thing was that poor Austen couldn’t keep after her, being as he was crippled.”


Malcolm wagged his head again.


“I felt very badly about that case,” said Wolfram. “Truth is, she had no will to live.”


“Almost like suicide.”


“You could really call it that. Caught this severe cold from exposure, and got out of bed and out of the house twice to supply herself.”


“Might almost have been more humane to keep it in the house for her.”


“She’d have killed herself either way. Well,” said the doctor, rising as Malcolm rose, “as I said, I’m glad he did better the second time. Quiet fellow, you wouldn’t realize all he’d been through himself. Got that knee bailing out of his plane—I mean they shot him. Well, I hope you won’t hear from your knee again, Mr. Malcolm; or from any other joint.”


Malcolm paid his bill in the outer office and left. He took a cab to the Gamadge residence, where he found tea being served in the library. Little Henry and the animals were getting their share, and the baby was passed from lap to lap. Malcolm had it handed to him as he entered; he dandled it expertly while he reported:


“Wolfram’s a nice man, I told him all about the wife’s rheumatism and got all her remedies; she won’t thank me for the news that nothing has changed in that ghastly little corner of medicine since her last attack. Wolfram is as honest as the day, and I had to exercise a good deal of histrionic ability to find out that the first Mrs. A. was a dipsomaniac. It seems to have started after marriage, and she seems to have brought her pneumonia on by her own unaided efforts, poor thing. Wolfram says she had no wish to live.”


“Took to drink, did she?” Gamadge looked at Rena, who was listening horrified. “That was her solution. Well, it’s one way out.”


“I suppose he couldn’t have managed it?” suggested Clara.


“Don’t think so,” said Malcolm. “Not the way Wolfram told it. She would get up and go out with a cold on her chest.”


“The servants were on deck,” said Gamadge, “and there’d be nurses.”


Rena said after a moment: “I suppose until the pneumonia developed she’d be able to go out if she liked, sick or well.”


“You mean those Austen servants wouldn’t pay any attention to her?”


“Nobody would,” said Rena in a low voice.


Malcolm, the baby over his shoulder, studied her in silence. Then he said: “Well, we can’t fix responsibility, that’s one sure thing.”


Gamadge said with annoyance: “I’m stumped. Completely up a stump. She was our only bet, and Wolfram’s ruined us.”


“You did say those books made you think of something, Mr. Gamadge,” said Rena.


“But the worst of it is, what they reminded me of wasn’t anything that was in them,” said Gamadge with a scowl.


They all looked at him blankly.


“I can’t explain,” he told them flatly. “It’s like trying to remember a dream.”


“But if what you can’t remember isn’t anything in the books,” urged Clara, “then it must be what Rena said the books looked like.”


“Not exactly.”


Malcolm handed the baby back to Rena and stood gazing at nothing and rubbing the back of his head. “Then it must be because there were two books,” he declared at last.


“That’s the catch,” said Gamadge. “What I can’t remember is only about one of them.”


“The trial, of course,” said Clara. “The murder case.”


“I’m not at all sure,” answered Gamadge, his eyes roving. “In fact I’m almost sure not.”


Clara cast herself down on the chesterfield; the baby, for the first time since Rena had entered the house, began to cry.


“I must have pinched him,” she said, dazed.


Everybody was now in such a state of exasperation that even the younger Henry, getting the spirit of the meeting with the awful percipience of childhood, was peering up at his father in elderly disapproval.


The telephone rang and Gamadge went over to his writing-table to answer it. Malcolm collected himself.


“The big question now,” he said briskly, “is when Miss Brown is coming to us. I understand that the children’s authorized guardian is coming back to-morrow, and she mustn’t find that her stand-in has been wearing her uniform—very much taken in at the seams, I imagine. There’s lots of material for you to work on up in our place, Miss Brown; my wife can’t wait. She says to tell you followers are allowed, and you will have the usual perquisites: cocktails at the blue hour, and meals with the family. And Austen being such an admirer of Gamadge’s, he might just drop in here and get past Theodore; whereas he never even heard of us.”


“Such delightful notions you do have,” said Clara.


“Gamadge will remember about those little books,” continued Malcolm, “or, if he doesn’t, he’ll dig it out some other way. I know the old brain. He’ll get Austen sent up the river, and by the time he gets out—life sentence because of his war wound—commuted for nice behaviour—you’ll be married to some responsible character whose wives don’t have to drink themselves to death or run away.”


“You’re getting a little ahead of us, Dave,” suggested Clara. “Our Miss Brown isn’t used to your realistic approach. You can see she doesn’t care for it.”


“All the same,” said Malcolm, “she’ll be the better for getting her mind on something else.”


Gamadge returned, a half-sheet of notes in his hand. “That was Schenck, down in Washington. I got hold of him last night, and this morning he managed to look up Gray Austen’s war record for us.”


“Useful man,” said Malcolm, “if you don’t mind having the F.B.I. practically in the house with you.”


“Captain Austen’s career was blameless and better than blameless,” said Gamadge. “Boiled down, it amounts to this: he was a fighter pilot, right through the war; his outfit ended up in the Pacific area, and he got that smashed knee towards the finish. First he was taken to hospital in the Philippines, and then brought by hospital ship to California; was in hospital there, and got his brace and everything, and emerged from there and from the army early in 1946. There was never a thing the matter with him, mentally or physically, so far as his command knew, and so far as the California people knew, except that smashed knee. No crack-ups, nothing. Seems to have been one of those ideal airmen. So,” said Gamadge, looking up, “it would seem as though he’d developed the depression and so on—to be polite about it—after the war.”


“Being lame might do it,” said Malcolm, reflecting. “Byron is supposed to have suffered agonies over his lame foot.”


“Deformed foot,” Gamadge reminded him; “and he was born with it.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 A Crime Book



At five o’clock sharp Gamadge was in the vestibule of the Austen house, looking at a short, shrivelled maid in a plain apron; she had deep-sunk dark eyes, dyed black hair, and a mouth so puckered by wrinkles that it resembled the drawn-up opening of a reticule.


Gamadge handed her his card, which she received on her tray. He said: “They expect me, I believe.”


“Yes, sir.” Norah had a smile for any friend of the Austens’, a smile which turned up the tight corners of the mouth and did not affect her eyes. She closed the door behind him while he took off his hat and coat.


“Any news of Mrs. Austen?” he asked.


“No, sir.” Norah accepted the hat and coat from him.


“Too bad.”


Norah was bursting with it: “Too bad! It is, and I say good riddance to her.”


“You didn’t care for her.”


“It was not for me to care for her or not, but now I don’t care for her, that’s true,” said Norah with a laugh. “Running away from her husband and him a cripple, God help him.”


“He had such bad luck before, too.”


“Worse than people know.”


“I know,” said Gamadge and shook his head.


“But you wouldn’t know what it was like for the three of them, hunting her in bar-rooms. And meself, dragging her into the house when she’d be fallen in the vestibule.”


“Dreadful thing, alcoholism.”


“And her with everything. And this one—let her try to get a divorce and alimony from Mr. Gray! She’ll have the three of us servants to contend with.”


“And the three Austens, I suppose. Not a leg to stand on, has she?”


“The man’s an angel. We’re not used to the women running away from their husbands in this family,” said Norah.


“The first one didn’t.”


“Where would she run to? Now this one, I dare say she had plenty of friends.”


Norah turned and preceded him down the hall with pattering steps; but she stopped half-way and pointed upwards:


“Crazy, she was. Look how she pulled the picture off its hooks, and not a workman could we get over the weekend to put it up again.”


The ruby light on the landing above them cast its livid glare on armoured figures and prancing horses; one corner of the tapestry hung down; Rena’s story came to life for Gamadge as he glanced upwards.


At the library door Norah stood aside. Gamadge entered the big dim room, and Rena’s story went on; but this time the three Austens and Aby were consuming a heavy tea. Jerome and Gray rose, Gray limped forward.


“Very kind of you, very kind.”


“No news, I suppose, or you’d have let me know.”


“Not a word. My sister, Mr. Gamadge. My brother Jerome.”


Miss Austen smiled from her chair beside the tea table. Jerome shook hands, Aby advanced in two sections, as it were, his bulging eyes turned up to the visitor sideways. Gamadge stooped to put a hand on his head.


A chair was brought up beside Miss Austen. “And some hot crumpets, Norah, please,” said that lady.


“Thank you very much, no; I’ve had tea,” said Gamadge. “We gulp it down early—four o’clock.”


Gray Austen wasn’t looking at all well, Gamadge thought; paler even than he had been, and his handshake moist and yet cold. Very nervous. The brother seemed quite satisfied with himself and the world, and the sister in her rust-coloured dress and costume jewelry, her smart elaborate arrangement of hair, her fancy shoes, was the very picture of well-being and ease.


She said: “Let me tell you before we even begin to talk about Rena, Mr. Gamadge, that we’ve all read your wonderful book.” There was some kind of eastern-seaboard accent superimposed on her natural way of speaking, with a result to discourage the experts. The same thing, Gamadge was amused to hear, had happened less drastically to Jerome.


Jerome, sitting down next to his sister, said: “We can give you something better than tea, you know. You don’t have to follow our regime.”


“It seems a pleasant one.”


“We never touch a cocktail or anything else in the way of liquor before half-past six o’clock.”


“I wish I could say the same for myself.”


Miss Austen said merrily: “My brother means between lunch and half-past six.”


“That’s more human.”


These two at least were not exactly in mourning for the loss of their sister-in-law, thought Gamadge, and not too greatly disturbed at the consequences if any. Gray Austen, however, sat gloomy and silent, feeding Aby with bits of crumpet, shifting the braced leg.


“You know,” said Jerome, “we all feel very guilty about this business, as well as worried out of our wits. That good little thing!”


“We thought she was so perfectly happy,” said Hildreth. “It shows how families are. Never notice these things coming on. She seemed very quiet, lately, but even that we got from Gray.”


“Yes,” said Gray. “She seemed quiet.”


“Very young,” put in Jerome, fatherly and benignly. “These moods—we forget as we grow older how urgent they are. No, Mr. Gamadge, we can’t throw her to the police.”


“I hope your brother explained,” said Gamadge, “that I wouldn’t dream of taking over? It’s not a one-man job.”


“It isn’t as if she merely hadn’t come home,” said Hildreth. “In that case, of course, we should have called the hospitals—done everything. We simply want to be sure she’s in safe hands somewhere, protected, and—most important of all—protected from the limelight.”


Gray said in a husky voice: “I want to find where she is and talk to her. Find out what was wrong.”


“Something must have been wrong, I suppose,” said Gamadge, “I mean from her point of view.”


“But the incredible thing is,” said Jerome, offering cigarettes to his sister and then leaning across her to offer them to Gamadge, “that we’d just seen her. Just a few minutes before. She was quite all right then.”


“Slipped out, though,” said Hildreth. “We looked around and missed her, and Gray went up, and in a few minutes he came down and said she seemed very much disturbed and not herself, and we’d better go up and see what we could do. Mr. Gamadge, he was actually afraid to leave her at large!”


“At large?”


“I’d better admit what a fool I was,” said Gray Austen moodily. “I locked her in.”


“Oh.” Gamadge, who had refused Jerome’s offer of a cigarette, lighted one of his own.


“But I didn’t mean her even to know it. I thought—I didn’t suppose she’d even try the door. She wasn’t dressed,” said Gray Austen, turning his brooding eyes on Gamadge. “She hadn’t her dress on. And in a couple of minutes Norah came in and said the front door was half open, and we went and—but you wouldn’t believe what she’d done.”


“Quite, quite mad at the moment,” said Hildreth


“Well…I shouldn’t care to be locked up myself, dressed or not,” said Gamadge.


“But she’d been acting so strangely! Gray,” said his sister, “let’s just take Mr. Gamadge up and show him.”


“I locked the door,” said Gray, his insistent gaze on Gamadge’s, “because I was frightened myself.” He got slowly to his feet. “And she did just what I was afraid she might do.”


“Clears the voice,” thought Gamadge, “to tell the truth.”


The others had risen, and Gamadge rose. “You’ll see what her state of mind must have been,” said Jerome, “but only remember that she was worked up before. That’s why Gray—we don’t want him blaming himself.”


“But I do.” Gray was walking at his lame gait out of the library. “Coming on dusk, and she hadn’t any money with her. Never had much—she could charge anything.”


Hildreth said: “Wait, Gray darling,” and Austen stopped. “I want to tell you something, Mr. Gamadge”—she fixed her eyes on his—“something about my brother Gray’s character. You ought to understand him a little better before you go upstairs and see that door and that tapestry. Our uncle, Charles Gray Austen, left him everything; he died before Gray was out of hospital in California and left him this house and everything for life; Gray was named for him, you know.


“When I say everything, I mean everything except a sort of token to Jerome and me—a thousand dollars each.”


She was very serious, but Jerome smiled. “Insurance,” he said. “It’s supposed to prevent disgruntled relatives from trying to break a will.”


“But Gray,” she went on, “insisted on our coming here and living with him; he even gives us an income. That doesn’t leave him rich.”


“Plenty for all,” said Gray without turning.


“That’s what my brother Gray says, plenty for all. Do you think, knowing what I tell you about him, that he’d be likely to be ungenerous in any way—any way—with his wife?”


“All this doesn’t matter,” said Gray. “What matters is that she said she wanted to leave me, and I locked her in.”


“No reasons given for leaving you?” asked Gamadge, putting out his cigarette.


“None. She said”—he glanced down at his leg—“said I didn’t need her. Well, I blew my top; come on up and see what she did.”


He went ahead of them along the hall to the foot of the stairs and then stood aside for them to pass him. Jerome went first, Miss Austen next, Gamadge last; and in passing the lame man, Gamadge met his eyes.


“Unfathomable being,” Gamadge thought, going up behind the Austen woman. For who could reconcile the large deeds of Captain Gray Austen with the meanness of his faults? If he were a wife-killer, or any other kind of killer, that would fit in better with his record than this cold hypocrisy. That was a wrench, Gamadge told himself, having to come out with the story of the locked door; but he couldn’t avoid it—the servants would have got on to it when they got on to the other opened door and the curtain pulled off its nails. If they hadn’t, Gamadge was sure he would never have heard of the locking-in.


This was a rehearsal; a story to meet Rena’s story when and if she told it, something for an intelligent outsider to get well into his head, perhaps to act on. But there was more, probably much more to come.


Jerome stopped at the turn, looked over his shoulder at Gamadge, and indicated the tapestry at the back of the landing: “That funny little alcove, or whatever you could call it, is a fake,” he said. “It used to be a clothes closet, believe me or not, and behind the fake tapestry is the door she got out by.” He swung a leg over the rail, crossed the landing, and pulled the curtain aside. “See? It was locked, but she opened it with another key.”


“And had to pull a great secretary away from in front of it,” said Miss Austen. “I don’t think I could have done it myself. The boys here think it was extraordinary of her to have thought of the other key—it belonged to one of the closets in the sitting-room; but I don’t. Women are always locking things up and mislaying keys and looking for other keys that will fit; trunks, bags and boxes.”


“Well, it was clever of her,” said Jerome. He gained the hall through the little gate in the railing, and preceded the rest into the sitting-room. Hildreth Austen waved her hand at the old secretary, which had been pushed back almost to its original position and looked immovable.


“Just imagine,” said Hildreth. Gray, leaning in the doorway of the room, seemed almost detached from the scene. Aby had laboured up the stairs after the crowd, and was panting and supporting himself against the braced leg.


Gamadge, his hands in his pockets, looked at the secretary, the top of the door that protruded above it, and around at the two tall closets. He said: “One sure thing—she wanted to go.”


“Yes,” said Hildreth. “Is it too awful of me—Gray won’t hear of it—to suggest that she must have had someone to go to?”


Here it was. Gamadge swung to look at her. “Some man, you mean.”


Gray said as if with small interest in the theory: “No. She had no one.”


“But Gray,” she besought him, “only think. She had a job at that publisher’s.”


“Not long.”


“But why are you so obstinate? You didn’t watch her letters. You don’t know what she was doing every minute of the day. Mr. Gamadge will tell you that that’s the first thing the police will ask—and believe, too!”


“Pretty little girl,” said Jerome, taking some money out of his pocket and juggling it. “But I wouldn’t have said—”


“Oh, you men!”


Gamadge had turned from the secretary; he was glancing about the room, and beyond into the luxury of the blue bedroom with its glimpses of looking glass vistas and flowered carpet. He said: “The police might think that the locking-in showed jealousy.”


“And Gray hasn’t a jealous drop of blood!” Miss Austen wailed it. “Now don’t you see that we mustn’t court publicity for either of them?”


“What’s against the idea,” said Gamadge, “is the abrupt manner of her going. She didn’t even pack a little bag.”


“She didn’t even take her handbag,” Miss Austen told him, “or her gloves, but if she suddenly decided—”


“It doesn’t sound like that sort of decision, exactly.” Gamadge’s eyes met Gray Austen’s again. “What did happen up here, exactly? After you came in.”


Gray jerked his head forward. “She was reading something out of those bookshelves.”


Gamadge walked over to them. “Was she?” He glanced along the shelves. “Nice collection.”


“My tastes don’t run that way, but she often took out a book. I went and looked; it was one of those ghastly rehashes of old murder cases, you know; people that chopped up their families and killed children and poisoned everybody with weed killer. I—don’t see the sense of getting all that kind of thing second-hand; having seen a good deal of first-hand killing myself, you know. So I said something. Then she made me feel like a fool—she explained that she only had the thing out because she wanted to stuff up the crack between the dumb-waiter doors back there in our dressing-room; they’d been rattling. And I was going to apologize, and then she said she was going to leave me.”


Hildreth drew a long sigh.


“And she seemed so wrought up,” continued Gray in so low a voice that it was barely audible, “that I did the fatal thing. Locked that door.” He had moved forward from it, and now turned his head to look at it with a kind of resentment. “If I hadn’t, she’d probably be here now.”


Jerome was blowing smoke-rings. He said: “Well, Mr. Gamadge, there you have it. If you can give Gray any private advice, well and good; you needn’t commit yourself in front of witnesses.” He smiled. “I don’t agree with my sister. It was a tantrum, and she might be anywhere.”


“In the river,” said Gray coldly.


“Nonsense. Nonsense. Probably working it off—er—dishwashing. Independent working girl; proud little thing, I should say. If she’d gone off as you think, Hil, we’d have heard from her; if she’s merely in a temper, we may never hear.”


Gray said: “I have to know.”


“Well, make Mr. Gamadge tell you, then.” Jerome came up to Gamadge and shook hands. “Good luck.”


“Thank you.”


Jerome went briskly out of the room, and Hildreth came up to Gamadge in her turn. “I do hope we shall meet again in happier circumstances, Mr. Gamadge. And I hope you’ll have something to drink before you go. Gray—you’ll see to that, won’t you?”


Gray nodded, and she withdrew smiling. Gamadge turned back to the bookshelves. Gray Austen joined him there.


“Very nice lot of stuff,” said Gamadge. “That one, and that one—they’re out of print. Booksellers have a standing order for some of these things; scouts always out for them. I’d give something for those two I pointed out, if you ever care to sell.”


“Don’t think I have a right to.”


“That’s so, life interest, your sister said. Well, at least you can read them. But you said you didn’t care for criminology, I think. You know, you’re wrong there, Mr. Austen.”


“Am I?”


“I understand your personal reaction, but there’s more to these murder cases and trials than mere slaughter and mayhem. Lots of human nature, and wonderful contemporary detail. Which collection was your wife reading when you came in here yesterday?”


“She wasn’t reading it; I told you.”


“Or said she wasn’t,” said Gamadge. “After all, you were scolding her; she might—”


“I believed her. Here it is,” said Austen, pulling a thickish paper-bound book out of a shelf; thickish, that is, in comparison with Rena’s description. It was limp and dog-eared.


Gamadge accepted it from him. “Murder Cases Retold. Very interesting; I remember this,” said Gamadge, opening it at random. “Even in those days, in the middle nineteenth century, they sometimes had the sense to recognize that a doomed wretch was mad. Didn’t execute him. These things are of interest to lawyers, you know.”


“I don’t think many people read them for the law in them.”


“But this might be evidence for us, you know,” said Gamadge, smiling at him and flipping pages.


“Evidence?” Gray Austen raised his eyebrows.


“We could determine by it whether or not your wife really was reading up old murder cases, or whether she was only intending to stuff up a crack.”


Austen stood looking at him.


“It’s rather thick for the purpose,” suggested Gamadge, still smiling. “We might go back to wherever the dumbwaiter is, and see if it would fit in.”


Austen, without moving his eyes from Gamadge’s, said after a moment: “She might not have looked first.”


“She’d have some idea.”


“I don’t care to check up on Rena.” Austen took the book from Gamadge, and turned. “Here, Aby.”


Aby squirmed towards him. He tossed the paper book to him, and Aby caught it in his mouth. He took it off into a corner, shook it to pieces at once, and began to chew the pages.


“Well!” Gamadge laughed. “What a gesture of chivalry! Dollars going down his maw.”


“That isn’t the kind of thing I want to know about Rena,” said Gray.


“No. Well, let’s see: what can I suggest that you don’t know already, far better than I do? No police. No hospitals. No morgue. Where did you say she came from originally, Mr. Austen?”


“She was brought up in New Brunswick—near it. I have the name of the town somewhere.”


“Enquire there.”


“No friends left there, she said.”


“But they know her.”


“I might send my sister down,” said Austen uncertainly. “A woman could do it better—without so much talk.”


“Do nothing and you’ll get nowhere. Find out who her friends were at that place where she worked before you married her.”


“Cressons’.”


“No, really? My publishers.”


“The only girl she knew there at all well—the school friend that got her the job—is married and in Europe.”


“You see how futile I am.” Gamadge moved towards the door.


“Anyway, thanks. Jerome!” called Austen, limping into the hall. “Hey there!”


“Don’t bother, I can get myself out.”


“He might be playing a game of pool with Hildreth. Make you a drink.”


“No, absolutely no.” Gamadge was about to descend the stairs; Gray called upwards: “Hil? You there?”


“Yes, dear. Coming.”


“Aby.” He said morosely to Gamadge: “Rena took him out. He’s missing it.”


Miss Austen leaned over the banister of the third-floor landing. “Is Mr. Gamadge going? Just a minute, Mr. Gamadge, I’ll go with you; let me get my hat on and find Aby’s leash.”


Gamadge went slowly down the stairs. Glancing at his watch, he saw that it was a minute or so after six o’clock.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 Aby



Gamadge and Gray exchanged a wave of the hand; Gamadge went on down the stairs, and Aby, with a dog’s sixth sense concerning walks, humped after him like a measuring worm. Norah, alerted by some house bell, came up from the basement and brought him his hat and coat; but Miss Austen seemed to be taking her time. The three of them waited.


“The murderer speaks, does he?” thought Gamadge. “This one, if he is one, talks a lot too much. Can’t understand him or any of it, except that last play with the book of crimes. He didn’t much like me for that, Aby old boy. You were a godsend. What an idiot he is, overplaying his hand like that. But I have to remember that so far as he knows I’m hearing all I know from him.”


Miss Austen came down at last, smartly got up for the street. She had changed her shoes, and she carried Aby’s leash in a gloved hand. Aby plunged and fawned.


“Poor little boy,” said Miss Austen, fastening the leash to his collar, “did oo miss oo Rena?”


Norah puckered up her mouth and opened the door.


Miss Austen was chatty. “You wouldn’t believe it, he backs out of his collar. Such a responsibility. Oh dear,” and she stopped at the bottom of the steps to look up at the sky, “I think it’s snowing! Well, just a few flakes, never mind. Come on, Aby; which way do you go, Mr. Gamadge? Madison? All right, we go that way this time, Aby.”


Everything was a dirty grey, from sky to street. They went along towards the corner.


“Perhaps you’d rather just try for a cab,” suggested Miss Austen. “I walk in all weathers myself, the wild west, you know, don’t laugh.”


“Always glad of a walk.”


“You go up? Then we needn’t part company until the next corner north; with Aby, I’m only going around the block. He’s so afraid of the traffic. But at this hour on Saturday there isn’t so much, the theatres were out long ago and you don’t see many people walking after the stores close. No, Aby.”


He had made his détour to the ashcans in the service alley, but Miss Austen restrained him. “Isn’t it all untidy?” she asked, pushing a cigarette end aside with her suède toe. And then, suddenly changing her tone and looking at Gamadge sharply: “What did you think of him?”


“Your brother?”


“My brother Gray.”


“Well, he’d naturally be much disturbed.”


“He’s half-insane. That boy, Mr. Gamadge, is stoical—outwardly; it’s his training. But—of course he thinks as I do. That she went off with someone. I don’t mean that she meant to go at that very moment, she was dressing for it! But when he locked the door she was so angry—because she’d injured him, you know—that she just flew. Jerome is soft about her; man of the world, he makes allowances.”


“It must be upsetting to be locked in.”


“Think how upset he must have been to do it! So unlike him. If she hadn’t meant to go, been all set to go, she’d have just banged or kicked the door.”


A distinct mental image of Miss Austen kicking a door rose up in Gamadge’s fancy as he looked at her. With her broad face and receding chin, her burnt-umber hair and eyes, her red-brown furs, she strongly reminded him of one of the lesser cats of jungle or mountain, translated into some Disney grotesque and kicking a door.


“But she didn’t make a noise, oh no,” continued Miss Austen, pausing with Aby at the corner. “So sly of her to find that other way out, and to do it all so fast.”


The doorman of the apartment house had retired into the warm lobby; there was no one under the canopy as Gamadge, Miss Austen and Aby passed below it on their way up the avenue. Flakes of snow fell here and there, melting as they floated to rest. A few pedestrians hurried up or down the street, intent on getting elsewhere.


Next to the apartment house, and divided from it by a deep area that extended on into a narrow passage-way, was a yellowish, concrete building, an old relic mouldering and flaking away. There were stores, dark at present, on every floor but the top one, which had a look of shabby neglect from its crooked window blinds to the unlawful flower-pot on the sill. Some estate had it in a death-grip, no doubt, and wasn’t wasting tied-up money on upkeep.


The area, railed off from the sidewalk, had steep concrete steps going down to the region of refuse cans below. Aby, fascinated by the look of the place, sidled up to the railing.


“Loves ashcans,” commented Miss Austen, holding on to her fur toque with one hand.


The ashcans were congregated on either side of the steps, under which there seemed to be an empty space. Aby pushed his head between the railings and whined.


“No, Aby,” said Miss Austen, jerking him. He backed out, ran around her, and made a try for the steps. Annoyed to find herself wound up by the leash, Miss Austen unwound herself by turning in her tracks like a dancer.


Aby barked in harsh short yaps.


“Rat, perhaps,” suggested Gamadge.


“Urrh. Would there be?”


“Can’t tell, in an old barracks like that one. Or perhaps he did see a rat there once, and has hopes always.” Gamadge was rather touched that Aby’s terrier instincts hadn’t all been bred out of him.


“He simply won’t come.”


Gamadge went down a step or two and peered. He descended another step and another, and after a moment looked up at Miss Austen. She returned the look enquiringly.


“Somebody’s in there. Perhaps I ought to see.”


“Drunken man?”


Gamadge ran down to the area and leaned over rubbish bins. He pushed one aside and went into a dark, high, empty compartment roofed by the underside of stairs. The smallish, crumpled figure lay on its side, and there was something wrong with the back of its head. Gamadge hardly needed to put a finger on one wrist and into the hollow of the throat. Warm, no pulse at all. The body was dressed in slacks, sweater and belted raincoat.


He came back up the steps. “Fellow’s dead.”


“Oh dear.”


“Just a kid, too. Had his head bashed in.”


“How dreadful,” said Miss Austen, looking pale.


“Hang on to Aby. Look here, Miss Austen, I have to turn in an alarm; would you like to beat it before I do?”


“Beat it?”


“I mean there’ll be a lot of questions and waiting around and getting names. No reason for you to stay around in the cold.”


“They’re welcome to my name if they want it.”


“You’ll stay? You’re a sport. Just sort of bar the way, will you? We don’t want people going down there.”


“Of course not.” She stood at the head of the steps, Aby drawn up in front of her so tightly that he at last resigned himself and sat on her feet. Gamadge turned to look north and south.


A middle-aged man came along, carrying a brief case. Gamadge went up to him; they parleyed, and then the man, with a shocked glance towards the railings, retraced his steps to the corner. Gamadge returned and leaned against the rail beside Miss Austen.


“He’ll send in the alarm.”


“From the apartment house?”


“Yes. They’ll be along in no time.”


The man joined them, and in the circumstances Gamadge couldn’t very well prevent him from taking a look himself; so by the time the police cars and ambulance came there was a little crowd, but nobody had got past Miss Austen and Aby, Gamadge and the fourth member of the original party.


The crowd thickened at the sound of sirens, and there was some pushing and shoving and a great deal of baseless information going from mouth to mouth and into the ears of the patrolmen and the detective from Homicide. Gamadge, staying where he was, had only a glimpse of the young man as they got him out from under the stairs and before they put him on the stretcher and covered him. Very young, perhaps twenty; with fair hair, a flattish undistinguished face, a brown sweater and slacks. He had had a smashing blow on the back of the head.


The young detective got around to Gamadge and Miss Austen at last. He glanced down at Aby with some disfavour—the dog had practically forced them into noticing the body, but couldn’t answer a question except by drooling at the mouth and wagging his tail.


Miss Austen gave her name and address and was thanked and politely dismissed; she smiled and bowed to Gamadge, and went off up the street with Aby.


“Dogs must be walked, no matter what,” said Gamadge, following the detective’s eyes.


“That’s so. Well, I guess I’ve got everything now, Mr. Gamadge. Thanks.”


“Dead on arrival,” said Gamadge, “but only just.”


The detective looked at him coldly. “People lie around in doorways and on church steps, citizens think they’re drunk. They mostly are.”


“I know, it doesn’t surprise me he wasn’t seen before, or even that the murder wasn’t seen. I meant—”


“Yes; thanks. That’ll be all.”


Gamadge thought it would be, unless some friend of his at the Precinct noticed his name on the report. He moved out into the open, to come face to face with young Mr. Ordway. Ordway hadn’t his dog with him this time.


“Hello,” said Gamadge.


“Hello. My grandmother said there seemed to be a gathering on the corner,” said Ordway, “so I came out to see what was going on.”


“Yes. Tell you what,” said Gamadge, “it might be just as well if we crossed the street and wandered over to Park. Miss Austen is walking Aby, and she might take a notion to come around the block again.”


“Oh.” Without pausing for questions, Ordway walked with Gamadge to the corner and waited for the light. They crossed and proceeded east.


“What I mean is,” continued Gamadge, “I’ve just been calling at their house by invitation, but they don’t know I know Mrs. Gray Austen. Can’t go into details yet.”


Ordway jerked his head in acquiescence.


“Don’t want them connecting me with you,” said Gamadge. He added: “Just in case.”


“They didn’t see us together, I keep telling you,” said Ordway, with a trifle of insistence in his tone. “My grandmother saw our getaway last evening—has her eyrie, you know. She’s a good deal brighter than I am. Says the people didn’t come out of there until we were well around the corner. She won’t say anything. We haven’t mentioned it to my father,” he went on, with a sidelong glance at Gamadge. “He’s a little old-fashioned.”


Gamadge said laughing: “That’s all right, only I wanted to impress something on you. The Austens are certainly going to make out that Rena ran away with a man. Now we know that’s only technically—”


Ordway stopped and looked at him. “You mean I’d better not see her again.”


Gamadge started him on with a touch on his elbow. “I just want you to get a look at the overall picture. Preliminaries aside, the usual stretch is now I believe only six weeks.”


Ordway nodded gloomily.


“But of course,” said Gamadge, “she could see a friend of the David Malcolms’ if he dropped in, bearing well in mind the overall picture.”


“Malcolms?” asked Ordway without apparent curiosity.


“She’ll be there tomorrow afternoon at latest. They’re in the telephone book.”


“I appreciate this,” said Ordway, his face a blank.


“The fact is,” Gamadge went on, “I think very highly of Serena. She made one terrible mistake, and her friends don’t want her to make another.”


“Glad she has friends. It didn’t look that way last night.”


“She has nine now, including the baby,” replied Gamadge. “Ten, including you. She’ll have eleven in a short time, when my lawyer Macloud meets her.”


“My grandmother wants to meet her.”


Suddenly Ordway and Gamadge grinned in each other’s faces. “That being that,” said Ordway, “perhaps you could tell me what the excitement was back there.”


“Glad to; I have a single-track mind,” said Gamadge. “Boy was killed in the area.”


Ordway turned a surprised look on him. Gamadge told the story, and Ordway thought it over in his deliberate way. At last he said: “Seems a public place.”


“Well, I thought so; but the superintendent of that building never showed up—it’s Saturday, and he might be off duty. Very few people on the street. Once get him down those steps—”


“That’s so. It happened, anyhow.”


They parted company at Park Avenue, and Gamadge took a cab uptown.


Macloud was expected for dinner; Gamadge was in his office conferring with Theodore on the state of the liquor department, when the telephone rang. He answered it.


Detective-lieutenant Nordhall’s voice was lugubrious: “I hear you’re using dogs now, Gamadge. Funny thing, I never had much success with them.”


“You pick the wrong breeds.”


“That’s so, those Boston terriers were born snooping. Well, you behaved wonderful this time, I hear. Kept your alibi right with you, too—the lady.”


“She was quite willing to stay.”


“You deserve to hear all about the victim, if you’re at all interested.”


“I am, of course.”


“Understand you came up pretty slick with the D.O.A. suggestion; Stevie Blitz hardly knew what to make of you.”


“He gave me one of those looks; didn’t need information that the young man was very recently dead.”


“Poor Stevie, had he but known. Boy’d just been killed, had he?”


“Miss Austen and I were late by a few minutes, I should say.”


“It’s going to be hard to identify that little guy, unless somebody recognizes his picture and description when we get them out, and comes forward. No identifying marks on him, and nothing in his pockets, and his wrist watch had been taken. Signs of it on his wrist.”


“Clothes?”


“You think labels stay put on that kind of old raincoat and that kind of slacks? Or on one of those twenty-five per cent wool sweaters? As for laundry marks, the kids now can take them and wash them in a public laundrette. He doesn’t look local, the boy doesn’t. Maybe a drifter, wasn’t a bum.”


“Can they tell at sight?”


“Pretty nearly. Mechanic’s hands, and he was eating regular. Well, that’s the way it goes,” said Nordhall. “Any time, any place, and the motive a dollar’s worth of change and a cheap watch. I suppose they’d have taken the clothes off him if there’d been time. As it was, plenty of room under those steps for a quick search. The killers were probably even younger than he was, to bother with him at all.”


“Too bad, if he was such a respectable boy.”


“Well, so long; give my regards to Miss What-is-it—Austen—when you see her.”


“I was looking at some books they have.”


“That so?” Nordhall rang off. Gamadge turned to call to Rena as she passed the office door on her way down to the kitchen.


“Whatever you do, Serena, keep that uniform on for dinner. Macloud’s heart melts at the sight of a puir wee working lassie; he doesn’t like members of the Lost Sex getting divorces.”


Rena stopped and looked in. “Won’t I still be a member?”


“Not in a bib and apron; not to Macloud.”


“He sounds very frightening to me.”


“He’s only frightening to witnesses under cross-examination who are obviously lying to him. Did I tell you Mr. Ordway came in on the scene of the accident over on Madison?”


“No, did he?”


“Yes, and he says his grandmother wishes to make your acquaintance. How wrong I was yesterday! From what I can make out, the old lady would have welcomed you on Friday evening with open arms; and passed you off on Ordway Senior as her nurse-companion, brought in from the registry office by her ever-loving grandson. You know, it’s very funny about the generations, alternating the way they do. Never fails.”


Rena stood trying to follow him, her eyes squinting with the effort.


“Old lady and grandson adventurous,” said Gamadge. “Ordway Senior has to have things kept from him.”


“Yes… But you said accident,” objected Rena. “I thought it was murder.”


“Oh, on Madison. First lesson in the rules of evidence: rough kids wrestling around, as you often see them do, and one of them gets knocked down the concrete steps and smashes his head in. The others, cop-shy as usual, roll him out of sight and go home to their supper. Happens often.”


“But do the police think—”


“What they think,” Gamadge said, smiling at her, “is perhaps as far off the mark as the accident theory. There’s Macloud. I hear the bell.”



CHAPTER NINE
 Short Cut



Macloud came up to specifications. He was benign to Rena before and during dinner; and afterwards, sitting opposite her and drinking his coffee, which Clara poured while Gamadge distributed little glasses of brandy, his saturnine face still looked unusually bland.


“We might as well clear away the non-controversial business first,” he said, getting his notebook out of his pocket.


“Mr. Macloud, I must tell you—” Rena choked on it a little. “I can’t help what Mr. Gamadge says, you ought to know. I have no money at all.”


“So I understand. You could get legal advice free, you know, Mrs. Austen,” Macloud informed her with tolerance. “It’s provided you. But as a friend of the Gamadges, I am delighted to advise you to the best of my ability.”


“I keep telling her,” said Gamadge, “that we’re forming a company; lots of us already—I’m sure old Mrs. Ordway is well fixed, and Baby has a swollen bank account. And what does that remind me of?” He stopped with his brandy glass half-way to his lips and frowned at it.


“Your mind is evidently deteriorating,” said Macloud. “First those mysterious books you talk about—and I’m not interested in them, Mrs. Austen; I know very little about the criminal law—and now a limited liability company; what do they remind him of? Let us have no more of these—er—‘mere glimmerings and decays.’ ”


Gamadge swallowed the brandy.


“The trip west or south, and incidental expenses, is not prohibitively expensive nowadays, I believe,” Macloud went on, “and an uncontested suit wouldn’t be so either. But we will come back to that.” He opened the notebook and found a page. “At present Gamadge is interested for some reason in old Charles Austen’s will. I have an outline.”


“Bob,” said Clara, “I knew you would.”


“Well, Clara, I know old Dabney the executor and I caught him at his home. He was quite willing to give me the gist of the will, because I or anybody could see it for ourselves on a week day; and he remembered all about it, because the estate is still in process of administration.”


“That so?” Gamadge, leaning against his writing-table, was interested.


“As I am about to explain. You already know that Charles Austen took a fancy to his nephew Gray; had him to dine once at his club, followed his career as a flying man, and in 1945 made a new will leaving the boy his house and the income from his property, for life. On the boy’s death this reverts to the original beneficiaries: public and charitable institutions in which the testator was interested, and excellent objects of interest they are.”


Macloud lighted a cigarette and went on:


“Gray outlived him and got the house and the income; but a large part of the capital was tied up—about thirty thousand, I think—for the benefit of an old family servant. He didn’t die until early this year, and the Austen estate won’t be finally wound up until early this summer. It’s all plain sailing, you understand. And you will see, Mrs. Austen”—Macloud looked up at her again—“that if your husband meant to provide for you and for his relatives, his probable course would be to take out substantial insurance on his life. Dabney thinks the upkeep on that house, and personal expenses for three or four persons, would pretty certainly eat up the income, including what’s coming in from that old trust. In fact, Dabney thinks they must have been a little pinched up to now.”


“They lived rather quietly,” said Rena.


“Just so. Well, to this action for divorce that you’re contemplating.”


Macloud’s tone had become lugubrious. He put his fingers together and gazed at Rena as he might have gazed at a drooping plant or a sick kitten.


“We must remember,” he said, “that your husband has five witnesses in the house, ready and willing to swear in any court of law that he was a model husband. He has Gamadge, brought in not of course as a witness to anything of that kind, because all Gamadge knows is what they tell him; but as a witness to the fact that Austen wanted his wife back, and wanted to find her in the most considerate possible way. In other words, that he had no resentment against her and sought no revenge, such as damaging publicity.”


Gamadge was smiling.


“Now what have we, on the face of it?” enquired Macloud. “We have a good provider, who says he still loves his wife; he frankly admits the act which she construed as constraint of person, but he will swear—and so will his relations—that he only meant to leave the key turned for a few minutes, and that he only turned it because he was afraid she would give way to a fit of temper and run away on impulse; which, he will point out, is exactly what she did in fact do.”


Rena swallowed, her eyes on him.


“As defendant in a contested suit,” continued Macloud, putting his head back and looking at the ceiling, “he is decidedly an object of sympathy. He is a lame man, lamed in the course of hazardous service to his country; he is lame for life. He will contend that he needs the care and affection of his wife in these circumstances, and that she denies the very fact that he needs them.”


“He doesn’t,” said Rena clearly.


“The balance of probability will be on his side. His story will be that you rushed away without giving any reason for going, and indeed secretly. Gamadge seems to think that there will be some suggestion that you were leaving to join a man. That,” said Macloud, looking at her severely, “has no foundation whatever in fact, I presume?”


“It hasn’t,” said Rena, meeting his eyes. “Such a thing never entered my mind. I don’t—I didn’t know anyone, even.”


“Good. Such things,” observed Macloud, again to the ceiling, “can usually be dug up, if true. Well, I have given you as was proper the other side of the argument. Now for your side. In the circumstances, it is very much to your advantage that you are not demanding alimony. Some people, no doubt, will draw the conclusion from that fact that you have private means of support. I must advise Gamadge to be discreet in forming that limited liability company.”


Gamadge seemed unperturbed.


“We have your unsupported word,” continued Macloud, “that your husband had ceased to love you. He denies this flatly, and we must admit that the word ‘love’ does not always mean the same thing to different people. We have your word that on Friday afternoon your husband by the expression on his face, and by a not fully completed gesture, put you in terror of your life. He will deny it. That locked door, Mrs. Austen, the overt act, is your only visible means of support.”


Rena sank back against the cushions. “I knew it,” she said. “I always knew it.”


“If he contests the suit—really, you know,” said Macloud, breaking off to twist his head and look up at Gamadge, “I hardly wonder that you have been driven to the highly unorthodox course of trying to get Austen electrocuted. Short of killing the man off—”


Gamadge said: “You’re wasting words on it. He won’t contest.”


“Won’t contest? Mrs. Austen herself tells us frankly that he repeatedly refused to allow her to leave him. On Friday afternoon, that was the very thing that provoked the crisis, so far as we can judge what the crisis was.”


“He won’t contest,” replied Gamadge. “He even hedged with me—spoke of her right to leave him if she wanted to. Can’t you get it into your head, Bob, that he won’t stand publicity?”


“So you say.” Macloud leaned back again and smiled. “It’s the bee in your bonnet—that he’s committed a crime. But what the crime was, and why if Austen didn’t want publicity he should by systematic neglect and subdued violence force her to leave him—”


“They’re the kind of people,” said Gamadge, coming over to sit beside Rena on the chesterfield, “who are so insensitive themselves that they can’t recognize decent feeling when they see it. If Rena put up with things, they assumed that it was from self-interest. They never dreamed she’d give up the comforts of that house, and her nice clothes, and security, because she had nothing else from her husband. Miss Austen wouldn’t quit a man for any such reason, I can tell you!”


Macloud thought this over, accepted it, and nodded.


“Rena stuck it out,” said Gamadge, pointing at Macloud with his cigarette, “because she has a conscience and a sense of duty. She’s a person who can make allowances for a man like Austen, and feel pity. But—as I make it out, and it’s still very obscure to me—when Gray Austen married her he thought he’d bought a slave.”


Rena said faintly: “I did feel a little—”


“This afternoon,” Gamadge went on, “he went right on with the act. He showed me the morbid book you’d been reading, Serena. Only of course it was another one, and when I suggested trying it in the crack of that dumb-waiter door, he got rid of it in a hurry—threw it to the dog.”


Clara, who had been sitting silent and receptive on Rena’s other side, addressed Macloud quietly: “And wasn’t that an odd thing to do, Bob?”


“It was,” agreed Macloud.


“But you’re not interested in those books, the real ones,” said Gamadge, “although Austen looked ready to murder her when he thought she’d been reading them; although he’d got rid of them and had a substitute to show me because he’s afraid she might mention them at some future time.”


“Damn queer. But what can we do about it,” asked Macloud, “since Mrs. Austen can’t remember what they were, and you don’t know and apparently never will?”


“I know one thing; Gray Austen doesn’t like publicity, but his sister and probably his brother don’t mind it at all. Rena says they got around; this afternoon she was quite willing to stay with me after we discovered that murder on Madison, and quite willing to go down on police records with me. They sent her on her way, of course, and they won’t bother her again.”


“Why should they? You of all people think they want to make work for themselves?”


“I’d really like to tell you why I think they should.”


“Do.”


Theodore came in to clear away the coffee things; Gamadge sat entirely relaxed, legs stretched out and feet crossed, one hand behind his head and the other hanging over the arm of the sofa with a cigarette between the fingers of it. He began to talk dreamily:


“It was a wonderful performance; the scenery, the timing, the lines. I didn’t get the splendour of it at the time, because like the famous character who had never seen a play before, I thought it was real.” He waited until Theodore was out of the room, and then added: “I didn’t feel the truth creeping over me until Nordhall telephoned me about the murder after I got home.”


Not looking at the three faces which were turned towards him, he talked on:


“We were all up in that sitting-room, as I told you; Jerome left us, then Miss Austen went. After a while, when I started to go, Gray Austen made it clear that he hadn’t paid any attention to their farewell remarks to me—they both made it definite that I wasn’t going to see them again that afternoon. Gray hadn’t paid attention, so he tried to get hold of Jerome to see me out.


“That lets Gray Austen out; he wasn’t behind the scenes of the show any more than I was. If he had been, he would never have called my attention to the fact that Jerome wasn’t available. But Hildreth Austen was. At just after six o’clock she invited me to wait for her and Aby; I must have waited ten minutes. By that time Jerome had been off the stage for at least fifteen minutes or more.


“Miss Austen and Aby and I left. Aby likes to go first towards Fifth, as Rena said; but she steered him the other way. When we passed the service alley of the apartment house she professed herself disgusted with the litter on the street, although there was none except for a half-smoked cigarette. She squashed it with her toe and shoved it aside.


“We rounded the corner, and our progress was slow. Now here I must pause to do honour to Miss Hildreth Austen: to her mental agility and to her nerve. For I wasn’t cast originally in the role I filled in the next half-hour; I couldn’t have been, because they couldn’t have known when I’d leave the conference with Gray Austen. Miss Austen just clapped the clown’s costume on me at the last moment and dragged me on-stage with her.


“No chance of a hitch, you notice; if that signal hadn’t been there for her—the cigarette end—she would have abandoned me at the corner and gone on around and around the block until Jerome did make a sign. As it was, she took me along with her through the big scene; and looking back on it, I couldn’t tell you to save my life whether Aby would have hung on there at the railings or not. Anyway, we found the body among us—or rather I was pushed into finding it.”


Now at last Macloud found his voice: “You’re trying to say that Jerome Austen killed that boy?”


“I’m not trying; I’m saying so. Those two service alleys must meet at an angle back there. All he had to do was to go through from their street, wait for the boy, suggest the short cut, and do what the police say the thugs did. Afterwards he goes back, leaves the signal for his sister, waits around the corner of the alley, and when we pass by, goes home. Nobody was around on the Austen street, very few passed on Madison.”


Gamadge stopped to put his cigarette out in an ashtray.


“Perhaps you’ll explain,” said Macloud in a restrained tone, “why.”


“First I ought to explain that Jerome Austen wouldn’t have done it if he thought there was any chance of the boy’s being connected with that family in any way. As Nordhall says, he may never be identified at all; if he is, the identification won’t involve the Austens.”


Macloud said steadily: “Yours is the sort of imagination that gets a man into trouble.”


“All right, all right,” said Gamadge, “you’re the one that’s always accusing me of not telling you what’s in my mind.”


“If this is a sample…! You certainly love those people.”


“I respect their sense of timing. Lovely. They expected the young fellow at the house at six, I suppose; Gray Austen didn’t know he’d made the appointment, because Gray is a little nervous and jumpy at all times now, and what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Jerome took the telephone call or opened the letter. Ask Serena whether she’s shocked at the notion that that brother and sister would murder to protect their meal-ticket from harm.”


Clara exclaimed suddenly: “It’s a brilliant idea. Henry! Of course. That boy was coming to blackmail Gray Austen about whatever he’d done before.”


“That’s so,” said Macloud, laughing mirthlessly. “They’re all murderers, the whole lot of them.”


“There was something very wrong with them.” Rena looked at him, very serious. “I always thought so. Waiting around, just waiting. I never could imagine what…”


“So we get back to the paper book,” said Macloud cynically. “The paper book Gray Austen got the crime out of, only he’d never seen the paper book and didn’t know it was there until Mrs. Austen happened not to be reading it.”


“When he saw the paper book,” Gamadge told him patiently, “he remembered that crime and realized that it was like his own crime, and being as I said nervous, thought his wife was refreshing her memory because she suspected him.”


“He’d have killed Rena if she’d stayed. I know he would,” said Clara.


Rena shook her head. “He believed me when I said I hadn’t read the thing. How I wish I had!”


“Even if you had,” said Macloud, “it might be something of a job to bring that particular crime home to Mr. Austen. He’s lived thirty-odd years, and only been here in New York for four of them. Even the ingenious Mr. Malcolm can’t seem to rake up evidence against him in the matter of his first wife’s death.”


“The other slave,” murmured Gamadge. “She couldn’t stand it either, and she couldn’t face running away.”


Macloud got up. “Keep me posted. I always like it when a divorce case gets settled in a nice way; but I hate libel cases, Gamadge, as you know, and I won’t appear for you in this one.”


“I promise not to breathe a word even to the police.”


“Till you find those little books?”


“Till I find what was in those little books. The little books themselves are now ashes,” said Gamadge, “unless they’re being digested by Aby.”



CHAPTER TEN
 People Show an Interest



On Sunday mornings the Gamadge household relaxed to such an extent that Gamadge, when he did get up, sat in his office with the doors wide to the hall; newspapers lay about on the floor, animals reclined on them. Theodore took his ease in the basement—the doorbell wouldn’t ring.


This Sunday morning, however, saw Gamadge up and about at an unusually early hour. He had his breakfast alone, and then went forth into the greyness and chill of the streets. He walked over and up to the Precinct and asked for Nordhall. Nordhall, they told him, was at home. He was referred to Detective Blitz.


Detective Blitz remembered him very well, and greeted him with a certain reticence.


Gamadge said: “How are you? Nordhall called me up yesterday afternoon, when he heard I was one of the people who discovered that murder.”


“That so?”


“We’ve been around together sometimes.”


“Yeah, I understand so.”


“I didn’t mention it yesterday; no point in claiming acquaintance with officials in the department when it looks like a matter of routine.”


Blitz said nothing.


“Seems so pretentious,” continued Gamadge, resting his weight against a desk. “As if I wanted privileges and favours. I didn’t need them. The Department handles these things all right, why bother them with unnecessary talk?”


“Sure. What can I do for you?”


“Well, I feel a kind of proprietary interest in the young man—”


“Nobody else seems to.”


“Stranger, I suppose. You’ll be keeping the body here until evening, as usual?”


“We keep them twenty-four hours and then send them down.”


“I’d like another look at him.”


“You’ll be his first visitor.”


Detective Blitz, not more taciturn now than was natural to him, preceded Gamadge down to the basement room where the dead youth lay on view. Gamadge stood looking down at a candid face with high cheekbones, light-blue eyes, a snub nose. There was no great intelligence visible in the face, and Gamadge thought that no matter how long the boy had lived there never would have been much.


“Scandinavian origin,” said Gamadge.


“Guess so.”


“Looks strong and healthy enough.”


“Not as strong as the other guy.”


“Still, a hammer or a wrench…”


Blitz smiled at him, the smile of superior knowledge. “This time the blunt instrument was the under edge of one of those concrete steps.”


“No!”


“Feller got him backed in there talking, let’s say, and then all of a sudden grabbed him by the head and slammed it back against the edge of the step nearest it. What a crack. Plenty of traces, but of course it’s dark under there and you wouldn’t have seen them.”


“Never would have thought of looking. Did that one blow kill him?”


“Doc says it knocked him out, and then the feller finished the job on the pavement. Nothing else wrong with the kid at all,” said Blitz, looking down at the subject with mature approbation. “Working kid, no disease, no scars or wounds, and he didn’t dope or use much alcohol if any.”


“He really ought to be traced.”


“Well, those clothes of his—mass production. And he’s too young to have been in the war. We don’t think he’d have a record. Whatever there is, we’ll have it pretty soon now, but… these boys get tired of where they are and what they’re doing, sometimes; they cut loose and travel a long way. He wasn’t down and out—he had that wrist watch, and his shoes are good enough. If he hadn’t found a job around here yet…” Detective Blitz spread the fingers of one hand and turned the wrist.


“Funny for him to have been hunting a job in mid-town Manhattan.”


“Seeing the sights; might have had quite some change in his pockets from his last job.”


“Why on earth go down that area-way? No sights there.”


“He might have been hunting the super, looking for a temporary handy-man job. The super wasn’t there.”


“Strikes me as a good time and place to pick for a murder, only you’d have to know about it,” said Gamadge.


“Neighbourhood gangs know all about everything. Well, we probably will get something.”


They turned away and went back up the stairs. “I’m very much obliged to you,” said Gamadge. “The whole thing struck me as a little out of the ordinary, that’s all.”


“Glad to oblige. Lady all right?” asked Blitz at the station entrance. “Must have been a shock to anybody like that.”


“Haven’t heard. I don’t know the people very well.”


Gamadge walked home, to find the Malcolms there and Rena packing. “They got me things at the drugstore,” she told Gamadge, “and this is somebody’s nice little bag.”


“Mine,” said Gamadge, looking at it anxiously. “You’re welcome to it.”


“If I can only get some work soon!”


“Not yet; don’t for mercy’s sake show yourself.”


“They’re going to take me out in their car at night, and walk me somewhere. If I could only just say what I feel—about you all.”


Elena Malcolm, appraising Mrs. Gray Austen’s hat, dress and fur coat, muttered to Clara: “He didn’t spare expense. Too bad she couldn’t stick him.”


“She stuck him for a year, and you should have seen her on Friday, when she came.” Clara shut her eyes at the memory. “A wreck. Almost too frightened to talk.”


“How about this Ordway character we’re supposed to be such friends with?”


“Well, he helped her get away; but he didn’t know her at the time, and now he isn’t supposed to know her at all.”


Elena Malcolm screwed up her eyes and looked at Clara with amusement.


“But he’s so awfully nice,” said Clara, “that we think he’ll keep her cheered up a little.”


“Certainly the stuff to give the troops. You and Henry will kill me sometime.”


Rena, dressed and ready to go, turned and looked up at Gamadge. He took her hands.


“Keep the chin up, Miss Brown. You’ll be hearing from me, I hope. I’m going to a psychiatrist about those books.”


“If I only could do something for you. I’d do anything.”


“May take you up on that.”


Malcolm reported that the street was clear, and rushed the visitor across the sidewalk to his car. The three drove off waving. Clara went upstairs, and Gamadge retired to the office and dragged newspapers out from under the dog and the cat. He was immersed in them when the doorbell rang, and didn’t emerge to close the office against the world. So when Theodore reported that a lady wished to speak to him he could only get up and face the lady as she came in.


Theodore said afterwards that he didn’t know Miss Austen was going to push by him like that, or he would have got hold of the little dog. As it was, the unpardonable happened. Aby, untaught in the ways of polite animal society, tore his leash out of Miss Austen’s hand and made for the cat Junior; Junior, hideously startled but instructed by his instincts, bounded from a chair to the top of the celestial globe and balanced there, spitting, like a trained tiger. The chow looked up, rose, and walked curiously up to Aby to get some kind of line on him. Aby stopped barking, began to whimper pitifully, and crept into the well of Gamadge’s knee-hole desk.


“All right, Sun,” said Gamadge, picking Junior up into his arms. “The little doggie didn’t know.”


Sun retired to his corner and lay down. Junior clawed himself free and bounded through the laboratory and away. Gamadge looked at his scratched hand and then with a forced unnatural smile at Miss Austen.


She said, much flustered: “Oh, I’m so sorry. You mean they actually—that dog and that cat actually—”


“As you see. Good morning, Miss Austen. Do take your things off and sit down.” He closed the office doors, and came back to find her luxuriously spread out in one of the deep chairs.


“I was just walking naughty Aby,” she said. “I dropped by to hear whether you’d heard anything more about the dreadful thing that happened yesterday.”


“Of course you’d be interested.” Gamadge sat in the other chair and offered cigarettes. He lighted one for her, observing with admiration that the fur coat had been changed to-day for a short fur jacket of the newest cut, that she had a little feathered hat to match, and that there were real topaz earrings on her ears. And on her fingers, as he noticed when she took off her glove.


“I can only stay a moment. How nice that detective was, wasn’t he?”


“Yes, they’re getting a very promising lot in the Force these days.”


“Have they found out who the poor boy was?”


“Not yet. They say over at the Precinct that sometimes they never do manage to identify the victim.”


“How very sad. I thought they had such wonderful ways now of tracing clothes.”


Gamadge couldn’t look at her. He fixed his eyes on the copper-plate over the mantel, and wondered why Sun the chow didn’t forget his training and fly at her. Just checking up to make sure, was she? Jerome wouldn’t have had much time or space to really roll the boy. He nearly told her not to worry.


“They may yet, of course. It’s a question of the right people reading the description or seeing his picture, or reporting to the police. If nobody cares, nothing happens.”


“Well, at least two people have taken an interest. I saw the papers this morning, and they said very little about it. Didn’t mention our names,” said Miss Austen, smirking at him. “Just the name of the gentleman who sent in the alarm for us.”


“Well, they took his name at the Precinct when he called in; had it on their files for the newspapers. We got away from the scene before the press arrived.”


“Not a very interesting tragedy, I’m afraid. If he’d been a pretty girl, or somebody in the news, I suppose he’d have been all over the front page for days. Columns and columns, and more than you’d expect sometimes.” Miss Austen philosophized, moving her hand to make her rings flash in the firelight: “Such odd people they sometimes choose to make a fuss over. Something catches the public interest, I suppose. What do they call it? An ‘angle’?”


Gamadge did not reply; he sat looking up at the picture like a man of stone; she waited for a few moments in surprise, then rose.


“Well, I must be going. I really must.”


Gamadge sprang to his feet. He got Aby out from under the desk, shook hands, and said he supposed they hadn’t heard from Mrs. Austen.


“We should have let you know. If I’m right, that theory of mine, you remember, we ought to hear on Monday morning.”


“She’ll certainly have to get in touch, or her lawyer will.”


“Gray will die of it, I’m convinced of that. We’re trying to persuade him to take a trip, I’m such a believer in travel as a cure-all. But…” She shook her head.


“Going to try New Brunswick?” Gamadge went out to the front door with her.


“I don’t know.”


Gamadge shut the door after her, and then stood looking at it. Clara came down the stairs.


“My goodness, Henry, that was a narrow escape!” He turned slowly. She said: “Did it scare you out of your wits? You look so—what’s the matter?”


“I thought that little beast had got Junior, and then Junior sank his claws into me when I rescued him.”


“Let’s see. Oh, it’s not bad. Have some iodine.” She was puzzled. “What’s upset you so?”


“I’m not upset. Miss Austen put ideas into my head, and they’re still whirling. But getting into a focus, getting into a focus.” He was grinning at her. “I’ve been a blasted fool.”


“Henry! You remember about those books. I know you do.”


“I remember about those books.”


“What were they? What were they?” She had him by the front of the coat.


“Just what Serena said they were. I got it by an association of ideas, and it’s for the record. Let me go talk to Nordhall.”


“But I must know!”


“Come with me and listen in.” But when he rang up, Mrs. Nordhall was not optimistic:


“Mr. Gamadge, I don’t dare. He’s having his Sunday sleep.”


“Etta, it’s so urgent.”


“Well, O.K., but he’ll be foaming.”


“Yell my name at him and then go off and hide somewhere.”


Nordhall came to the telephone, and he was put out indeed: “It had better be urgent,” he fumed. “You loll around all day, and I work all night.”


“I went over to the Precinct and looked at that boy.”


“What of it? Can’t you discover a homicide now without losing your head over it?”


“I just thought I might be able to put you on to the killer, Nordhall, if you’ll help out a little.”


“And I thought for once you told all.” Nordhall interrupted himself with a deep yawn; Gamadge was indignant.


“Just because this lad wasn’t a member of café society, you don’t take an interest.”


“All right, make it interesting.”


“Sit down, it’s a long story.”


Gamadge put his elbows on the desk; Clara leaned over his shoulder. He talked for some time. After a while Nordhall began to make remarks, short and pointed.


“Clara’s listening,” said Gamadge, and went on.


When he had finished, and Nordhall had commented, the latter spoke doubtfully: “I’ll put it up to them. But if we waited—”


“Nordhall, we mustn’t wait.”


“This will take some time; you can’t get such good co-operation Sundays.”


“Working through police you can, you know that. And we needn’t wait, don’t you understand?”


“Blitz could manage what you wanted this afternoon, that’s easy; and you say you can take the risk of—I don’t know.”


“Nordhall, it’s plain there’s no danger there.”


“People blow up sometimes.”


“Not these people. Don’t pretend you don’t see the beauty of it, and what we can’t risk is a getaway.”


“Well, I’ll start right in on it, set things going; and as far as I’m concerned I’m in. You’d better meet me downtown right after lunch—say in an hour.”


Gamadge looked hastily at Clara and looked away. “All right, I’ll be there.”


“One thing—how did you get on to it all of a sudden?”


“That’s a tale for a long winter evening.”


He put down the receiver and let out a long breath. Clara said: “I’ll go and tell them to get you something to eat now.”


“Thank you, my angel.” He dialled again. “Malcolm?”


“Right here.”


“I want to speak to Miss Brown, please.”


“She’s busy.”


“For Heaven’s sake, he’s not to overdo it.”


“He seems solid. Wait a minute.”


Rena came to the telephone. Gamadge said: “Rena, I’m taking you up on that promise you made me this morning, and I admit that I seem to be in rather a hurry about it. You said you’d do anything I asked you.”


“So I will.”


“I want you to go back to that house to-night.”


There was a silence.


“Is it too much?” Gamadge’s voice was gentle. “I know it’s a lot. But you won’t be there long, and they won’t lay a finger on you; and I’ll be outside with a policeman in a car, and so will Malcolm, I’m sure.”


Her own voice was faint: “Why must I go?”


“Just to pack a bag; you said you needed things.”


“They’ll try to keep me.”


“Not on your life. You have friends waiting outside for you, you have a job to go back to, and if they make a row about it they’ll get in the papers. I know it’s tough, Rena, but I can’t get the evidence I want in any other way.”


“What evidence?”


Gamadge told her.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 Incredible



At half-past eight on Sunday evening Rena Austen rang the bell of the Austen house and stepped forward into the vestibule. Her gloveless hands were clasped tightly together at her waistline; her eyes were fixed on the ground-glass pattern in front of them as if to imprint every leaf and every flower on her mind for all time.


Norah opened the door and stood there transfixed, as Rena seemed to be. The two looked at each other silently until Norah found words:


“So you’re back. I might better shut the door in your face.”


“I came for some of my things, Norah.”


“I’ll bet you did.”


“Let me in, please.”


“Not till I have me orders.”


Jerome Austen spoke from the dark entrance to the drawing-room on the right: “Why Norah, I’m amazed at you. Let Mrs. Austen in.”


Norah stepped back. Rena moved slowly forward into the hall, and turned her head to look at the man who was smiling at her. He seemed bigger and stouter than she remembered him, a figure of menace. Norah closed the door, and the slam was terrifying to Rena’s ears.


“I just came back for a few things,” said Rena mechanically.


Jerome began to laugh. “No, I don’t believe it,” he got out between guffaws. “It’s incredible.”


“And so it is, sir,” said Norah.


“Never mind, Norah, just forget it,” said Jerome. “Go on, now.”


Norah walked back along the hall and was swallowed up in the dark of the kitchen stairs.


“I’ll go up,” said Rena.


Jerome stood grinning at her and wagging his head. “Incredible,” he repeated. “A nice well-brought-up girl like you. Don’t you know it isn’t done? When you desert, it’s for good; or else you come back to apologize and stay—if your husband will have you. You don’t drop in for your toothbrush, you know.”


“It isn’t your business, Jerome.”


“That’s very true.” He lifted his head, and Rena’s eyes followed to where Gray stood leaning on the railing at the head of the stairs. The red glow from the lamp above him made him unrecognizable.


“You heard this, Gray?” asked Jerome in a rallying voice.


“I heard it.”


“Want me to get them up from the basement to help with her trunks and bags? She has quite a lot of loot up there, you know. Nice ring on her finger, too; some callous females would have pawned it before they’d have the gall to drop in and ask for more.”


Rena said, looking up at Gray, “I couldn’t get things over the weekend. Not even gloves. I thought you wouldn’t care.”


Jerome was roaring with laughter again.


“All right, Jerry,” said Gray. “That’s all of that. Come on up, Rena. Glad of the chance for a talk.”


“I can’t stay.”


“That’s what you think.”


She began to climb the stairs. As she neared the top, her husband came through the little gate to meet her in the hall; with the red light no longer on him he still seemed strange. She realized that he had been drinking, but that wasn’t it; when, facing him in the sitting-room, she suddenly understood what the difference was, her legs weakened under her. He put out his hand to grasp her wrist, and if he had not grasped it she might have fallen.


“Where did you go? Where have you been?”


She could answer quite calmly: “I went to some people that knew somebody at Cressons’.”


“Sounds intimate. What kind of people,” he asked, his voice rising, “take strangers in off the street?”


“Their name’s Malcolm; you can find them in the telephone book and call up, if you like.”


“Just visiting, are you?”


“No. I work there.”


“What at?”


“I’m a domestic servant.”


He dropped her wrist to stand back and get a good look at her. “A what?”


“I take care of the children, for one thing.”


“By God, a resident sitter!” He laughed, but added: “Not that I believe you.”


She said: “Gray, I only want a few things, and my smallest bag.”


“Oh yes, the forty-dollar one.”


“I’ll take them in paper, or a box, if you like. Just some things out of the dressing-room; my toilet things.”


“You’ll go on using them here.”


“They’re waiting for me in a car; Mr. Malcolm drove me down. Gray, you don’t understand—these people need me.”


“Jerome was right, you’re incredible. He can go out and tell your friends that you have a previous engagement.”


“I had to tell them that I’d left you, Gray; if I don’t come pretty soon they’ll make a terrible row.”


“Call the man on the beat?” He laughed again. “He’ll soon tell them how far he can get into a man’s house without a warrant. Let them wait all night if they like.”


“But it will make such a scandal, Gray.”


He stood staring at her.


“And Mr. Malcolm never cares what they print; he’s on a paper. He’d just think it was a joke, getting me out of here.”


For a moment she thought he would kill her; but then his breathing came more regularly, he dropped his raised hand to his side, and limped away to the couch under the windows. He lay down and closed his eyes.


“When I picked you up off that park bench,” he said wearily, “I didn’t think it was a trial marriage.”


“Neither did I.”


“A year! Well, don’t try for alimony.”


“I don’t want it.”


She went back through the bedroom, past the great walnut-and-gilt bed on which the first wife had died, into the dressing-room. The little bag was in one of the high cupboards, and she got it out. She was flinging things into it from the medicine chest, wrapping bottles and jars in cleansing tissue, when Hildreth came to the door. Rena paid no attention to her, but went on packing.


“I thought I’d supervise this,” said Hildreth.


Aby came in, went over to Rena and stood looking up at her. Had this indulgent deputy come back to stay? It hardly seemed so, she was putting things into a bag—no dog likes that kind of thing. Rena said in a toneless voice: “Hello, Aby.” He wagged his stumpy tail.


Hildreth said: “I don’t think those friends of yours—your employers—quite realize the situation. Jerome is explaining it to them. You may find yourself stranded.”


Rena stood up straight. She said: “Please let me go by, Hildreth. I want a change of underthings and a nightgown.”


“I remember the ones you came with,” said Hildreth, following her into the bedroom. “Not much like these.”


Rena got a few things out of a drawer and crushed them into the bag. She snapped it shut, and then for the first time looked fully at Hildreth Austen. The woman’s face was purple.


“There’s something behind this,” she said. “I always thought so.”


Rena went out into the sitting-room; Gray was still lying on the couch, his head turned away; Rena noticed for the first time that an open Gladstone bag was on a corner table, half-packed. She barely glanced at it, and was crossing to the door when he spoke:


“Rena.”


“Yes, Gray,” she said without turning.


“I can’t make this out, any of it. Could you explain before you go?”


His tone was that of a man merely asking for information. She said without turning: “You frightened me.”


“One display of temper? Haven’t I an excuse to lose my temper sometimes?”


“It’s all right, I suppose, if people care for each other.” She went out and down the stairs, opened the front door, descended the steps. Malcolm stood at the door of his convertible; Jerome, hatless, lounged beside him with his hands in his trouser pockets, a patrolman had wandered up and stood swinging his club.


“That the lady?” asked the patrolman, looking at Rena with some amusement.


“That’s our cook.” Malcolm came across the sidewalk and took the bag from her. “Tell the officer you’re leaving voluntarily, Mrs. Austen.”


Jerome said with a smile: “We concede it. Well, it looks as though you’d get your wages regularly, Rena. Nice car.”


“I could make a note of this,” offered the patrolman, with a humorous look at Jerome.


“Quite unnecessary.” Jerome stepped away, Malcolm helped Rena into the car beside his wife, and got in himself.


“Good night, all,” said Jerome, grinning.


“Good night,” said Malcolm.


The door slammed shut; the patrolman walked on towards Madison, Jerome went back up the steps and into the house, Malcolm drove to Fifth Avenue. The patrolman reached the corner and put out his hand; a police car started up and came around into the street; it followed Malcolm’s convertible into Fifth and down, stopping behind it on the park side, where lights were dim. Nordhall and Gamadge got out, leaving a sergeant at the wheel. They went up to the convertible, and Malcolm handed out Rena’s little bag. Nordhall took it from him tenderly.


“All O.K.?” asked Gamadge, putting his head in. Mrs. Malcolm laughed shortly; Rena was sitting back with her eyes shut, but she opened them at Gamadge’s voice.


“Yes. He’s packing.”


“Packing! Not so good.”


“It’s all right, he had a fitted bag. And I saw that he’d taken what he wanted out of the medicine chest.”


“Fine, then. Did they scare you half to death?”


“Yes; but—I know now, Mr. Gamadge. I know.”


“Bars down a little?” he smiled.


“Yes. And they’re all on wires. I could feel it as soon as I got into the house.”


“Tell you one thing,” said Nordhall, “I wouldn’t take the risks this Gamadge takes.”


Mrs. Malcolm, looking grim, said: “I wouldn’t either. We’d better get home with the wreckage; I don’t mind saying I’m a little wrecked myself.”


“Let’s go,” said Malcolm.


Rena leaned forward, and she and Gamadge exchanged a smile; hers pale but loyal, his affectionate. The car started. Gamadge and Nordhall returned to theirs and got in. Nordhall placed the little bag carefully on the shelf under the window.


“Better hustle back there, from what she said,” Nordhall told the driver. They started down for the next intersection.


“We’d have to go back anyway,” said Gamadge. “It’s on the cards. He’s been working up to it.”


“He stayed put so far, though. I don’t know what set him off now. Nothing she did, anyway—if she’s right.”


“Do you think he hasn’t been worrying right along about those books?” asked Gamadge. “He can’t know she wasn’t reading them. Now there’s been the murder—”


“You keep insisting he wasn’t in on that.”


“But he certainly knows about it now, and that makes him an accessory.”


“Perhaps he isn’t starting tonight at all,” grumbled Nordhall. “We might hang around till morning.”


“You know better.”


The car turned east. Nordhall lighted a cigarette. “I don’t like getting out of the groove this way,” he said. “If we could only wait—”


“What for? The rest of it is just check-up and anticlimax,” said Gamadge with irritation.


“So you say. My God, Gamadge, I wish I could be as sure as you are.”


“Didn’t I convince the boys downtown?”


“Yes, but they didn’t know he was going to skip.”


“Can we let him do that?”


“I suppose this trip of his fixes it.”


They were silent until the car turned uptown to stop across from the south corner of the Austen street. They had a good view of the house, and they were none too soon; a cab came round into the block from Madison, stopped, and Jerome got out. The front door of the house opened. Norah appeared, carrying a Gladstone bag, Jerome went up the steps and took it from her, and she retired to give place to Gray Austen.


He was wearing a soft hat and a topcoat; as he came slowly down the steps the cab driver got out and came around his car; he and Jerome helped Austen in, his bag was put in after him, Jerome shut the door and the driver climbed back behind the wheel. Jerome went up the steps and into the house as the cab went off towards Fifth Avenue. The police car turned into the block and followed.


“Did he get a plane reservation?” mused Nordhall. “What’s he catching Sunday night?” And then, after an interval of silence: “Goody, it’s Grand Central.”


The driver, who was anxiously watching his prey, had swerved east.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 Leg Iron



The cab made the turn into the station entrance, and a porter got Austen’s bag out. Then he helped Austen out, and the cab driver was paid and drove off. The police car waited until Austen and the redcap had gone in through the doors; then Nordhall spoke to a starter, and the three followed into the terminus.


They watched at the top of the stairs while the porter put the Gladstone bag down and Austen went over to a ticket window.


“Picking up his reservation,” said Nordhall. “Where’s he going to on a Sunday night?”


“There’s the Owl to Boston,” said Gamadge. “Twelve-thirty, Sunday nights only.”


“That’s quite a wait for him.”


“I only suggest it because I know the train, and Boston is a good jumping-off point to almost anywhere. And he might think it would be very misleading to start so early and then take so late a train.”


“How about his spending a night in a hotel, and taking off with the crowds to-morrow morning?”


“Perfectly all right, he has his disguise.”


“In reverse,” said Nordhall, laughing. “Well, it’s a break for us, his taking the trip; his folks won’t be expecting him to-night.”


Austen came back from the New York, New Haven and Hartford window and spoke to the porter, who walked off in the direction of a checking office.


“You’re right, it’s going to be quite a wait for him,” said Nordhall.


“He’ll make for a dressing-room.”


“Better go after him now, perhaps.”


The porter came back, was tipped, and went away. Gray Austen was in no hurry to leave the concourse; he stood almost alone near the information desk, lighting a cigarette; traffic was thinning for the night.


“Just stay here for now, Ryder,” said Nordhall to the sergeant. “We don’t want to make it a gathering.” He and Gamadge walked down the broad stairs and across the concourse. Austen had turned, and was limping towards the ramp. They caught up with him.


Nordhall touched him on the arm. He looked around, saw Gamadge, and stepped back a little; his face was expressionless.


Nordhall said: “We have no warrant yet for your arrest, Mr. Austen, but I thought you wouldn’t mind having a little talk with us just the same. All the stuff will be coming through to-morrow, and one of our men took your picture this afternoon while you were walking the dog, and we have your fingerprints.”


He stood staring.


“So as you can imagine,” said Nordhall cheerfully, “it’s only a question of time. So why shouldn’t you get a statement in first, before the other two start talking? We have reason to think that you may not have had a hand in that murder. Looking at it one way—it’s the way Mr. Gamadge here looks at it—in spite of being the whole show, you could be considered something of a cat’s paw.”


The blank gaze moved to Gamadge’s face, lingered there as it were incuriously, came back to Nordhall’s. Shock, thought Nordhall, he can’t work it out yet and can’t even try. But was it shock exactly or entirely? That blankness was so absolute; there was a kind of innocence in it.


Nordhall was conscious of a something like a withering at the edges of his confidence. “Not an atom of proof in our hands,” he thought, “not even evidence. Perhaps not even fingerprints. What ever made me go at it this way?”


But he knew, he knew. Long tough training kept his eyes from Gamadge’s, kept him from turning his head by a millimetre in Gamadge’s direction. But his wordless communication, or perhaps his silence itself, got an answer.


Gamadge said pleasantly: “He might like to take that brace off first, Nordhall; he must be sick of it.”


The young man shifted a foot. He said bitterly: “I haven’t had a walk for four years, except now and then in the middle of the night.” And he added: “I had the thing off to-night when Rena showed up. I thought I walked the same, but she looked for a minute as if she noticed something. Did she get my fingerprints for you? I don’t know a thing about a murder.”


“Now, now,” said Nordhall, functioning again with zest. “Of course you know about it. Young fellow came here to see you, and Jerome headed him off. We’ll certainly tie the boy in sooner or later; he must have been somebody Captain Austen knew out there. What’s your name, by the way?”


“Tom Bayles.”


“Mr. Bayles. Only a kid of sixteen, this boy must have been when he knew Captain Austen, but you may remember him. Let’s go down to the lower level, what do you say, where we can sit and talk? You don’t have to do any talking, remember, I’ll do it.”


Bayles said, looking down at his leg, “I wouldn’t have let you get a hand on me if it wasn’t for this.”


“That’s silly.”


“I was just going to take it off.”


“Mr. Gamadge thought it would be a nice kind of disguise for you—just not walking with a limp, sprinting around as good as anybody. You thought if anybody got after you the word would be out for a lame man?” Nordhall shook his head.


Bayles looked at Gamadge, looked away. “How does he get into it?” he asked shortly.


Gamadge said: “Serena got to me first.”


Bayles showed anger now for the first time; he looked at Gamadge with the expression, Gamadge thought, which Rena must have seen and which had driven her out of the Austen house. “Why, the little—she did read those books then. Of all the cheating, lying—”


“That’s funny,” said Nordhall good-humouredly, “coming from you. Let’s go down.”


He raised a hand to signal the sergeant, and the three walked over to the stairs and descended into great reaches of emptiness. Nordhall steered Bayles over to a bench beside a closed gateway; they sat down, Gamadge on Nordhall’s other side. The sergeant joined them and leaned against the wall with his arms folded.


“As I said,” Nordhall began, “we’ll have all our dope on Captain Austen to-morrow; it’s army stuff, and they can afford air travel; the C.O. will fly in—only being Captain Austen’s C.O., he won’t know you or you him. Different outfits, I suppose.”


Resting head and shoulders against the marble, his chin sunk down and his eyes half-closed, Bayles looked three-quarters asleep. Reaction seemed to have stupefied him. He felt in the pocket nearest Nordhall, said with a faint smile: “I have no gun on me,” and got out a cigarette case with a monogram in gold.


“Not on this side of you, anyway,” agreed Nordhall, returning the smile. “I noticed as we came downstairs. The sergeant is keeping an eye out, there on your right.”


“Oh. It’s in my bag—my service gun. Don’t know why I brought it along; it isn’t much of an argument in my case. What were you saying?”


“You and Captain Austen were in different outfits, I thought.”


Bayles lighted a cigarette and smoked as if in a dream. “Yes, different outfits. We were in the same hospital, though, out there on the coast. There wasn’t much the matter with me, I’d picked up a bug and I had combat fatigue.” He looked at Nordhall sternly.


Nordhall shook his head. “Bad thing.”


“So Austen and I got to be pretty good friends in there, and when I got my discharge I hung around and waited for him. I had no special plans. I have just a sister and an aunt in Illinois, don’t see much of them. Never did, I mean, since I grew up. So…” his voice drifted off.


“So you waited around for Austen,” said Nordhall.


“Till he could navigate with the brace on. By the time he got used to it we were both out of the army. He got a car, and asked me to ride out to Oregon with him, have a little fun on the way. We had the fun, and by the time we got to a wormy little town near Portland we hadn’t much pay left. You must understand,” said Bayles, “Austen was tough. Very tough. Nice feller, but tough. He’d put up a good show for his uncle, though, the one he was named after, and he’d been left this big income and the house; but the estate wasn’t paying off yet.


“We’d been bumming around a good deal, as I said, in all kinds of towns and auto camps and motels—you can imagine. He began to complain of this earache. No more doctors and hospitals for him, though. He was bound to go on through to meet his brother and sister and buy a big car, and drive to New York. But he came down flat on his back in the wormy little burg, in a motel, and I had to send for Jerome. And the first thing Jerome noticed when he got to us was that the management hadn’t sorted us out; thought I was Gray and Gray was me. It tells you something about Jerome’s brains when I say that he didn’t correct the people; because by what I’d said, he was pretty sure before he ever reached us that what Gray had picked up was meningitis.”


The young man broke off, to explain: “We didn’t look alike, you know; but we were both dark and about the same height and build, only he was heavier. What made it really so easy for us was that they’d sent a representative down from San Francisco—the executors had—to see him in the hospital and do all the identifying and put all the preliminaries through; and on our trip he was drunk so often that he showed me how to forge his signature to cheques and so on. We had a lot of fun out of my forgeries. I don’t think he’d have been any more shocked over this game the Austens and I put up than they were. It’s a tough family.


“Well, when he died in that dump, it wasn’t only the manager that wanted him buried quick and no publicity; the town authorities were delighted to get rid of him and us—I’d been exposed, don’t forget. They cut all the corners they dared to, and pushed us out. Gray was buried there under my name, and my folks were notified and didn’t show up; why take the trip?


“By that time of course Jerome and I—and the sister, too—had it all fixed. They wanted that income as badly as I did. It was all plain sailing for me, naturally, with the Austens right with me and backing me. We never had a minute’s trouble anywhere along the line.”


His voice faded. When he spoke again it was with bitterness: “I don’t say I would have turned the proposition down, even if I’d realized which end of the stick I was getting. They were all right—they could go anywhere and make friends, they were the real thing. But I—it never entered my head at first how it would be. I couldn’t take a chance, not even drive a car, because no surgeon could ever take a look at my leg. I wouldn’t dare go around at all, because I might meet somebody that had known me in the air force or anywhere else. And not only that—his picture couldn’t get in the papers, any more than mine could; no publicity for Gray Austen, and no freedom to do a thing.” He looked down at his leg: “This thing had got me.”


“Well, it wouldn’t be long, we thought. When we got the estate settled, I’d simply travel—go off somewhere for good, cash my remittances; they’d be safe, all right! The three of us had a deadlock on one another.


“And then we found out we were held up by that trust fund, and as we had nothing but the income from the estate split three ways, we didn’t want delay. So I stayed on. Until June…” He put his elbows on his knees, dropped his cigarette to the floor and stepped on it.


Gamadge said after a moment: “You married, Mr. Bayles.”


Bayles looked up at him sideways without raising his head. “No risk there,” he said. “Not that I could find out, and I was pretty careful.”


Nordhall asked sharply: “Why do it at all, much less twice?”


He answered quite simply: “I had to have something.”


“Something.” Nordhall turned to look at Gamadge. “No wonder one of them took to alcohol, and the other one had to run away.”


Bayles sat up to stare. “Don’t know what you mean.”


“We mean,” said Gamadge, “that your approach was deceptive; but then you couldn’t very well explain that there wasn’t any sentiment connected with the business.”


Something in his tone brought the young man to his feet. “That’s none of your business,” he said loudly.


Gamadge rose too. “You might say it ruined yours. But your wife didn’t read those books, Mr. Bayles. She didn’t leave you because you locked a door. She ran for her life because although she couldn’t put a name to it, she knew what you were.”


The other stumbled forward, but Nordhall restrained him. “Now we’ve been very nice, Bayles; because this is Mr. Gamadge’s pinch, and he likes things that way. But combat fatigue or not, I personally hope you’ll get the works.”


Bayles’s head drooped again. He said: “I’ve had them.”


“All right, now tell us about that boy Jerome Austen killed, before he hauls you into it.”


“I didn’t know a thing. He was a kid that used to do orderly work and chores in the hospital after school hours; they could use anybody. He thought Gray was a big hero, and Gray used to tell him to look the family up in New York. That’s all.”


“So it wasn’t blackmail, just a boy looking for a break?”


Bayles looked from one to the other of them wildly. “I didn’t know till afterwards; they didn’t dare tell me. But you won’t believe it.” His eyes on Gamadge’s, he clenched his hands.


Gamadge said: “I’m going on the stand to swear to it.”


Bayles was silent. Then he said, half-whispering: “I never had a break myself till Gray Austen died.”


Nordhall took him by the elbow. “All right, we’ll be going downtown to get this in shape. Just give the sergeant your check stub, and he’ll get your bag for you.”


Gamadge watched them go; then he found a telephone booth and called the Malcolm apartment.


“Hello, Dave,” he said. “Tell Mrs. M. that she won’t have to give Serena a sleeping potion tonight. Gray Austen’s stand-in tried to leave, and he’s been nabbed, and he’s told all. He’s only too anxious to rat on the others, and he must have hated the very sight of them. Tell Serena the mystery of her marriage and of the former marriage is now made clear; he couldn’t go out for diversion, so he was allowed it in the home. Nothing personal. The other poor girl probably died of a broken heart as much as anything.”


“What’s his name?” asked Malcolm. “Rena ought to know that, only decent.”


“Bayles.”


“I hope he killed Austen?” said Malcolm.


“No, we can’t even pin that on him. Meningitis. Tell Serena that her trip wasn’t wasted, even if we didn’t need his lotions and medicine bottles after all. She threw such a scare into him with that line we gave her about scandal, and you fit to break down the door to get your sitter back, that he left at least twelve hours early; or so I imagine. That gets him away from the others, and we can move in on them to-morrow and they won’t be expecting a thing.”


“Fine. But now—”


“That’s all for to-night. I want to go home.”


“Yes, but how about those little books, and how you knew what was in them, and damn it, what they were?”


“It’s a tale for a long winter’s evening.”


Gamadge hung up on Malcolm, found a cab, and went home. When he got there he was pardonably annoyed to find Mr. Norris Ordway settled at canasta with Clara in the library, and enjoying a light collation of cheese-on-toast and beer.


Ordway, rising, gave him a welcoming smile.


“Don’t think of getting up,” said Gamadge, dropping at full length on the chesterfield.


Ordway kindly brought him some beer. “I just dropped in,” he said.


“I know. Your grandma happened to look out of the window and saw Miss Brown going into the Austen house and then coming out again, and probably she saw the police car go through afterwards. She wants the news.”


“Dad says he’s going to get her a night glass,” said Ordway with quiet dignity.


Gamadge twisted around to look up at him. “You know, Mr. Ordway, I could get to like you a good deal.”


“No trouble at all,” remarked Clara.


“And I mean,” continued Ordway, returning to his place at the card table, “I came here because you seemed to think that—Malcolm seemed to think—”


“Tell him not to worry at all. You can spend the day there to-morrow,” said Gamadge, “you and the big dog can take out squatters’ rights in the lobby.”


“That means—” it was Clara’s turn to rise.


“Yes, there won’t be any counter-charges by Mr. Bayles, alias Austen. There won’t be any divorce, unless I’m much mistaken. All right, all right, here we go.”


But Gamadge couldn’t be persuaded to tell about the little books. “I like to have everything under my eye and in cold print,” he said, “where books are concerned. You’ll have to wait, but it won’t be long.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 Cosy



On Monday afternoon, April the seventeenth, Jerome Austen and his sister were having their tea beside the window with the medallions of German stained glass. Norah, her face wreathed in smiles, passed plates of delicate little sandwiches. Aby sat under the table, rising to scraps and morsels as a trout rises to a fly.


Jerome nodded to Norah, speechless for the moment; then he got his sandwich down and said: “Tell her they’re fine.”


“Yes, sir, she knew you’d like them.”


When Norah had gone Jerome said: “It’s a relief, having that surly little brute out of the place.”


“Yes, it’s cosy. If it weren’t for the risk…”


“No risk. Without the brace he’ll be as spry as a cricket,” said Jerome.


“I think it’s so awful, having to pay him so much of our money,” complained Hildreth. “How are you going to manage about forwarding money to him? The trustees mustn’t know where he goes.”


“My dear girl, I’ve had Gray’s power of attorney since before the war.”


“That’s good. I think it was so silly of him to fly off like this in advance. Really he has no more nerve than poor Aby.”


“He got on my nerves, all right. And out there when Gray died—why, when I put the thing up to him he jumped at it. Well, we’re stuck with him, he’s what we have to pay. And the worst of it is,” said Jerome, laughing, “we can’t even kill him; can’t even wish him dead! Unless he has the decency to drown himself in mid-ocean. Forget him, he’s gone.”


“Was he absolutely sure that that boy had nobody to enquire after him, Jerry?”


“Yes, sure; the kid was a foundling, and I asked him myself whether he’d taken a job anywhere between this and California. It’s all right, Hil, just remember that all that was far away and a long time ago.”


“Well, you’re a genius,” said Hildreth. “Getting Tom to consult the Gamadge man, for instance; all he could do was to tell us to go to the Missing Persons place. And now if Wolfram asks, or the servants talk, we’ll be all right. We had an expert in. Where did that book of his ever come from, I wonder? It’s quite new—I mean it came out long after Uncle died.”


“Where does a book come from? It’s a Cresson book; Rena may have had it given her as a perquisite.”


“Did you find out who those Malcolms are?”


“Yes, he’s some kind of a writer all right. It’s not so funny, their taking her in; people will do anything for extra help these days.”


“Oh, how fortunate we were.”


“Fortunate to get rid of Tommy Bayles and his moods and his marriages. It was on the cards to humour him a little, but good Lord what types he picked.”


“He didn’t have much choice,” said Miss Austen, stretching back comfortably in her deep chair. “Took a lot of elimination to get just the right girls, and then how they turned out after all!”


“My dear child, they fell in love with him.”


“Well, thank goodness that’s over with.”


The doorbell rang, and Aby whined.


“Still misses her,” said Hildreth.


“Just so she hasn’t come back for the rest of her clothes! I suppose we’ll have to send them on eventually. Will you—”


“Oh, of course I will.”


They relaxed, but after a minute she asked, looking towards the ante-room: “I wonder who that can be? Why doesn’t Norah—”


Five people came directly into the library from the hall; a big weathered-looking man in a pin-stripe suit, a well-dressed business-man type, and three in uniform—two men and a woman. These last waited just inside the doors; the two others came forward. Aby barked once, half-heartedly, confused by numbers.


“Jerome Austen and Hildreth Austen,” the big man said, “I am an officer of the law, and this gentleman is from the district attorney’s office. I have a warrant here for your arrest, and the charge at present is conspiracy with one Thomas Bayles to defraud the heirs of the Charles Gray Austen estate, and embezzlement of the estate funds over a period of three years and ten months. Bayles—”


Jerome had got to his feet; he was holding himself erect by gripping the back of his chair. His thick jaws were sagging. Hildreth, crouching back as if to hide herself, had begun a thin screaming. Aby, from behind her chair, made a faint sound and was still.


“That little rat—” Jerome’s voice was only half audible.


“He couldn’t very well help himself, Austen,” said the big man. “We took the brace off him and x-rayed his knee; and he’s walking around as lively as anybody. Now we don’t want any trouble at all. His squadron commander got in this morning, Gray Austen’s is on the way, and we have all the proof we need of the impersonation without them or the rest of the evidence. We have a policewoman here to go up and help your sister get ready, and two men to do the same by you.”


The policewoman came up and helped Hildreth Austen to her feet.


Gamadge, Lieutenant Nordhall and Sergeant Ryder had watched proceedings from a distance; they were grouped modestly in the drawing-room, whence they had a good view of the procession up the stairs. Norah was watching it too; she had come up from the basement to stand swaying against the banisters, her face yellowish in the dim light.


Nordhall addressed his companions briskly: “So that’s that. Now we’d better get busy on the capital charge, and no time to waste. Here, you, Miss What’s-your-name—Callahan.”


The three walked along the hall to her. She had her eyes tight shut, her mouth had all but disappeared; she was shaking her head violently.


“Just answer some questions,” said Nordhall.


“I don’t know a thing.” Norah opened her mouth to say this, but didn’t open her eyes.


“If you’ve been listening, you know that Gray Austen has been in his grave four years, and this fellow Bayles was an impostor, and the other two were in it with him.”


“I won’t say one word.”


“You seem to be on their side still. You’ll be lucky if nobody suggests you were in it yourself.”


“Me!” She was looking at him now. “Don’t you dare say that,” she squeaked.


“Kind of a hostile witness you’d be in court. Can’t get it through your head that these people never had any right to the money, and won’t have a cent now.”


“That’s for Mr. Dabney to tell me.”


“You think your duty’s to these crooks?” asked Nordhall. “Your duty is to old Mr. Austen and his estate. But if you’re still sticking to the other side, it’s not for me to make you say anything.”


Gamadge said: “You know, Norah, you’re a poor picker. The lady you knew as Mrs. Austen was the lady of this house in every sense of the word; but although you, with your experience, must have realized that very well, you chose to ingratiate yourself with the others, who didn’t care about her, by treating her shabbily. She doesn’t say so: I know what your attitude was at first hand.”


Norah said in a low, angry voice: “She was the man’s wife and had no right to leave him.”


“You seem to know the rules,” said Nordhall.


“Now,” continued Gamadge, “you’re carrying this dislike of her to the point of refusing to answer questions about these two Austens, who had no more right, as Lieutenant Nordhall says, to this money than you have.”


“Whereas,” said Nordhall, “if you did know anything that might help us with the case, it would put you right outside it.”


Norah looked up at Gamadge. “You’re a decent sort of man,” she said, “and a gentleman. You know what I’d be like. You know anybody like me, that kept the same place thirty years, a place like this, wouldn’t be in it with thieves.”


“Then don’t fight justice on their account,” said Nordhall.


“I’d help you if I could. It’s dazed I am.”


“That’s the way to talk,” said Nordhall. “Let’s go down to the basement—that’s the place we’re interested in.”


Norah, mentally incapable by this time of asking him why, or of caring, went in front of them down the dark basement stairs.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 Out of Place, Out of Time



“We sound like a herd of elephants,” said Gamadge.


“I’ll say we do.” Nordhall eyed him quizzically through the dusk.


“It’s one thing the old gentleman never did,” said Norah, descending by putting both feet on each step each time, and holding to the banisters. “When the old carpet wore out he wouldn’t renew. ‘Leave it for our lifetime, Norah,’ he’d say; he thought in those days he’d be willing the house to people that would only sell it or pull it down. Those institutions. ‘I’ll break my neck,’ I’d tell him.”


They went into one of those long basement rooms with a barred window and wainscoting, the kind of room that New Yorkers of moderate income used to take their meals in. It now contained a covered pool table, markers, and a rack of cues. Against the end wall stood an obsolete marble-topped sideboard in light oak, with glasses and bottles on its upper shelves and cupboards below. Sergeant Ryder leaned against one end of this, and took out a notebook. Nordhall faced his witness in the light from the window; Gamadge sat on the broad window-seat, looking out across the area at the basement gate.


“Now let’s see,” said Nordhall. “We understand from a member of the family that this was the place where all the liquor was, and that you got the cocktails ready down here every day.”


“I had the keys to everything,” said Norah. “I was in charge of this place, and you might say I was in charge of the house.”


“Naturally you were. And cocktails were served by you in the library at half-past six, unless the family were playing pool down here.”


“They’d drop in here for an extra drink when they felt like it, besides. But they preferred their cocktails up in the library, as a general thing.”


“And you used these basement stairs.”


“It was easier for me to be out of the kitchen and pantry, and away from the dining-room at that hour. The other girl would be setting the table for dinner.”


“So you had all the fixings in here.” Nordhall’s eyes wandered to the sideboard.


“Yes, and I’d get the canapés from the cook.” She added: “And the ice.”


“Lots of work, getting all that ready.”


“Eat like pigs, they did.”


“Eat like pigs.” Nordhall repeated it with a glance at her and at Gamadge that showed something besides satisfaction. Norah had put it all behind her, very natural.


“You’d be in here doing all this by six o’clock, would you?” he asked, watching her as he stood propped against the wall.


“Half an hour would give me plenty of time.”


“You wouldn’t be in here fixing cocktails a little earlier?”


“No, I would not.”


“I thought you wouldn’t.” Nordhall sighed. “Now I’d like you just to cast your mind back to Saturday afternoon, Miss Callahan.”


“One day was like another in this house.”


“Oh, not lately,” protested Nordhall, smiling at her. “You can’t say that, can you? On Friday, late on Friday afternoon, for instance—the lady we’ll call Mrs. Gray Austen ran away. That wasn’t usual.”


Norah’s mouth puckered.


“And the gentleman we’ll call Mr. Gray Austen,” observed Gamadge, “got rid of a couple of books.”


“And that wasn’t usual,” said Nordhall, “especially if he burned them.”


The two waited; then Norah came through obligingly: “He put them on the library fire, and I found one charred up in the ashes and the other one all gone but the cover; a cover like that won’t burn like paper and kindling wood. I had to put a log on top of it and crush it down.”


“So they’re all burned up now.”


“Indeed they are; burned to ashes. And the ashes thrown in the garbage and taken away.”


“Taken away. Then Saturday, Miss Callahan—you had a caller, Mr. Gamadge here. Now that wasn’t usual either, was it?”


Norah gave Gamadge a quick apprehensive look. “We didn’t have many, that’s true.”


“Naturally,” said Nordhall, “because somebody might just happen to get a look at Mr. Gray Austen and wonder why he wasn’t Mr. Gray Austen at all, but Thomas Bayles of Edgewood, Illinois.”


She eyed him sourly.


“Well, Mr. Gamadge came,” Nordhall went on, “and the three of them took him up to the second-floor sitting-room. Now”—and his voice changed, as it always did, Gamadge noted with amusement, when he left facts for probabilities—“at a little before six Jerome Austen left them, and went out of the house. But Mr. Gamadge says he didn’t hear the front door slam after him, which is a sound that goes pretty well over the house.” He paused, and then said quietly: “So he must have gone out by the basement way—door and gate.”


Norah said nothing.


“But you weren’t here at that time,” conceded Nordhall. “So we’re interested in when and how he got home. It would have been between six-fifteen and six-thirty, or so we figure it, because Mr. Gamadge and Miss Austen left just before six-fifteen and passed along the block towards the corner, and Jerome Austen, for reasons of his own, wouldn’t care to meet Mr. Gamadge again just at that time.”


“And how would the man know they’d come out then?” asked Norah nastily.


“Well, he’d have to watch for them.”


Norah, wrenching at her apron as if to wrench her mind along these lines, said nothing.


“So you might have noticed him come in,” said Nordhall.


“He never left the basement door open all that time, I’d have felt the draught. He could have gone the other way and used his front-door key.”


“He could,” agreed Nordhall gloomily.


“I was back and forth getting the canapés,” said Norah. “I never saw or heard him come into the house at all.”


“Well, that’s that then.”


Norah gave him an evil smile. “But if you didn’t think you knew it all,” she informed him, “and let me get a word in, I’d have told you that I heard him go.”


Gamadge burst out laughing. “Good for you, Norah; you’ll have the courtroom holding their sides, and the opposing counsel’s ears red. You weren’t fixing cocktails, but you were here in the basement before six o’clock just the same.”


“And well before,” she said triumphantly. “On Saturday the groceries are always late. I was opening me olives and me onions, and I was checking up on the liquor for the weekend. I might have had to run out for something.”


“And you heard him come down those basement stairs.”


“I did. Who else would it be in this house? And I heard the gate close behind him.”


“But you didn’t actually see him.”


“No, I was back there at the buffet, with me back to the window. I thought he was coming in here, first; to get a drop, something extra before I had the tray ready. Or he might be going to practise up on his pool. Then when I heard him go past, and the gate crash to, I thought he’d gone first to mail a letter. Then I went back to the kitchen and thought no more of it, and at half-past six there he was up in the library, all ready for the cocktails.”


“Well.” Gamadge rose. “It’s a big help, Norah—I mean it’s a lot better than nothing. Don’t bother your mind with it now, the sergeant has got it all down and I’m sure you’ll remember it later.”


Norah’s mind had been working, slowly but steadily. She asked, looking from him to Nordhall: “Is it something else?”


“Well, yes, but—”


“Why would Jerome Austen be watching, afraid to meet anybody going home?… That felly was killed around the corner on Saturday.” She stood biting her knuckles; her little eyes had an inward look. Then as Gamadge suddenly turned to the window, with Nordhall beside him, she came and peered out too.


A big car was at the kerb, with two smaller ones behind it; something of a crowd came down the steps of the house. There was a hunched female figure, wrapped in furs, with the policewoman helping her; there was a man, escorted by two officers—Gamadge would hardly have known him for Jerome Austen. He hung back a little, his face was bluish-grey and shining, his hat wouldn’t stay on his head, but fell off twice, exposing ruffled hair. He stumbled getting into the car.


Nordhall said: “Bayles took his shock better than these people do.”


“He hadn’t so much on his mind.”


Norah asked faintly: “Am I still in charge of the house?”


“Certainly you are,” Nordhall assured her. “Mr. Dabney will be along any time to consult with you, and of course we’ll want to know your immediate plans. Mustn’t lose touch with us.”


The other officials had got into their cars, and had driven away. Gamadge and Nordhall, with the sergeant faithfully at their heels, left the basement and went out into the street by the area gate.


“Well, I suppose we’d better go on from here,” said Nordhall, standing with the others on the kerb. “Have yourself a cigarette, Ryder, it’s the last you’ll get for one while.”


“You don’t seem pleased,” remarked Gamadge.


“Pleased? That’s a hostile witness if ever I saw one. She nearly dished us in there, just from spite, and she’ll do it again as soon as she gets a chance to. Say what you like to her, she’s always going to think of Bayles’s wife as Mrs. Gray Austen, and she’s always going to hate her for being right about him; that Callahan type can’t bear being in the wrong.”


“That Callahan type goes where the money is,” answered Gamadge. “Dabney’s the one she’ll want to please now—he’s in charge of disbursements.”


“Well, let’s hope you’re right about it. As for this idea of yours…” Nordhall shook his head. “If we don’t get thrown out right away we’ll have every obstacle there is laid out for us, and if we climb over those we won’t get anywhere anyhow.”


Ryder put in a word: “You haven’t done as much of the routine stuff as we have, Mr. Gamadge. You don’t know what it’s like.”


“I’m rather looking forward to it.”


“All right,” said Nordhall, casting his cigarette into the gutter, “come on then.”


They crossed the street, walked up the block a way, and mounted steps to a handsome modern door. When it was opened by a pleasant-looking maid, Gamadge asked for Mr. Franklin Ordway.


“Yes, sir.” She took his card.


“And two gentlemen from the Homicide bureau.”


“Yes, sir.” The maid looked startled, but ushered them into a drawing-room done up in chintzes of strong yellow and with a Chinese rug on the floor.


“This is the way to treat a north room,” said Gamadge admiringly.


The maid came back and passed them through into a study which was all old carved oak and bottle-green velvet. The two men in the room were standing beside a great desk at which they seemed to have been working on papers. Ordway Senior was like his son in weight and colouring, but his short moustache and thick hair were getting grey. He watched the three come in with interest.


“Mr. Gamadge? Norris says you’re a valued friend.”


Norris Ordway’s face had its usual expression of rock-like calm. He raised his hand in a half-salute to Gamadge.


“Very kind of him, Mr. Ordway,” said Gamadge. “This is Detective-lieutenant Nordhall; and this is Sergeant Ryder.”


Ordway said: “Sit down, won’t you? Norris, why don’t you hand cigarettes?”


“Thanks, have my own.” Nordhall, subsiding gently into a green-velvet armchair, took over: “It’s a kind of a delicate job we’re on, Mr. Ordway. You may not like the idea.”


“Have to like it if you do,” said Ordway cheerfully.


“That don’t always follow, wish it did,” said Nordhall. “I’ll get right down to it. You know there was a murder up here on Madison couple of days ago—Saturday afternoon.”


“So I saw in the papers.”


“Mr. Gamadge seems to have got hold of the idea somehow that your mother might have seen something out of her window that might have some value for us in our investigation,” said Nordhall doggedly.


Ordway, sitting behind his desk and smoking his pipe with all his offspring’s calm, turned his head to look at Norris gravely.


“I admit,” he said, moving his eyes back to Nordhall, “that my mother doesn’t miss much of what’s going on in the block; she can’t get about as she would like, and it’s an interest for her. But I hardly think she witnessed a murder. She’d have mentioned it. Wouldn’t she, Norris? Or would she?”


Norris said: “She was quite interested in this affair, Dad. Saw the excitement. Sent me out for news, in fact, and I met Mr. Gamadge at the scene of the crime. I think he has a kind of a cult for Gram.”


“I have,” said Gamadge.


“So we thought,” continued Nordhall, “that she might just possibly have seen somebody we’re interested in coming or going; as we need evidence of any kind whatsoever, hers would be—”


“Oh.” Ordway pondered. “Well, it’s quite possible. Do you want us to ask her? She’s a very old lady, and she couldn’t by any means appear in court, you know, hang around as a witness. That would be out of the question.”


“Never thought of such a thing. A sworn statement,” said Nordhall. “The D.A.’s office would take care of it. But we’d like to see her ourselves, if it was convenient. And without any kind of preparation, if you understand what I mean.”


Ordway thought this over. Then he looked at his son and smiled. “Think she’d enjoy it?”


“Very much,” said Norris.


“All right, come along. You’ll permit us to be present, I hope?” He rose, still smiling, and they all rose.


“More witnesses, the better we like it.”


“Good.”


Five men, all of them tall and four of them large, went up two flights of stairs in single file.


“Old lady climb these?” panted Nordhall.


Ordway looked over his shoulder at him. “Oh yes; three times a day. Born to it.”


They arrived at the third floor landing; Ordway went along to a front room, looked in, and said: “Some gentlemen to see you, Mother; business.”


A clear old voice said: “Bring them in, dear, bring them in.”


They went in to a big cheerful bedroom, where an old lady sat in a window with a big dog at her feet. The dog raised his head, stared, and then slowly laid his muzzle down again on his paws. The old lady raised her head, looked at the invading horde with surprise, and adjusted her spectacles. Her face had a slightly aquiline cast, and her features were firm but benign.


“I hope there are chairs,” she said.


Norris performed the introductions. When he came to Gamadge she smiled. “I’ve been hoping to meet you,” she said, “and your wife—and your guest.”


“Paying guest, I assure you.”


Everybody sat down except Ordway Senior, who said he would stay at the door to keep the gate. “Servants always popping in to see how Mother’s getting on.”


Nordhall, opposite her, asked her kindly to throw her mind back as far as Saturday afternoon.


Mrs. Ordway obediently assumed a thoughtful look.


“There was some trouble around the corner,” he reminded her. “A little before half-past six. You noticed the excitement, I understand; from your window here. Now would you have noticed any comings and goings to and from the Austen house in the preceding three quarters of an hour? Say between a quarter to six and the time the crowd began to gather?”


Mrs. Ordway said amiably: “I don’t keep looking out of the window all the time, you know. I glance out now and then.”


“Certainly, we understand that,” said Nordhall.


“I happened to glance out some little time after six o’clock, and I saw this Mr. Gamadge come down the steps with the Miss Austen who lives there with her brothers.”


“Gram,” said Norris, “you’re ’way behind the times. Haven’t you taken a gander out all this afternoon?”


“If anything was going on, Norris, you might have told me.”


“Dad thought it was too rugged for you.”


Nordhall brought the conversation back to where it had been broken off: “But earlier, Mrs. Ordway? Less than half an hour earlier?”


“I didn’t happen to look earlier. No.”


Nordhall sat back, disconsolately dragging his hands along his thighs. “Well,” he said, “I suppose it was too much to expect.”


“I’m very sorry to disappoint you, Lieutenant.”


“But perhaps you went on looking after Mr. Gamadge and Miss Austen passed—with the little dog?” He sat forward again. “See anybody go back in?”


Sergeant Ryder had his notebook open on his knee, pencil poised; Ordway Senior was leaning against the door-jamb, looking amused; Norris Ordway and Gamadge, about to light the cigarettes which Norris had produced, sat intent and motionless, Norris with his lighter in his hand; Mrs. Ordway had leaned her head back against the cushions of her chair, taken off her spectacles, and closed her eyes. Nordhall’s icy blue ones were fixed on her quiet face.


Presently she raised her lids, returned Nordhall’s piercing look with one of mild clarity, and said: “Yes. I saw him going up the steps soon after Mr. Gamadge and his sister and the little dog went by. I was looking after them, and then I looked back and saw him go up the steps.”


“Saw who, ma’am?” Nordhall was again gripping his knees.


“Mr. Austen. The lame man.”


Nordhall’s expression was so blank, the silence in the room so intense, that she felt a need to apologize: “I’ve said the wrong thing? I can’t help it, Lieutenant; it was the lame one. Even if he hadn’t been helping himself up by the railing, I know that coat and hat.”


Nordhall and Gamadge, eyeing each other, suddenly smiled; Ryder burst into uncontrollable laughter, and slapped his knee. Mrs. Ordway, surprised, raised her eyebrows at him, and he stiffened to official gravity.


“Excuse us, Mrs. Ordway,” said Nordhall, getting hold of himself. “No way to behave, it’s no laughing matter. But you gave us a surprise. We seem to be having a little trouble this afternoon with places and times. The lame man, as you call him, and you certainly are behind the times, was still in the house—Mr. Gamadge had left him up on the third floor, and he couldn’t have come out until after Gamadge and Miss Austen did, and so he couldn’t have made it. Not even with his brace off.”


“Brace off?”


“And he won’t like it when he hears that Jerome Austen borrowed his limp and his outdoor things to commit a murder in.”


Mrs. Ordway replaced her spectacles to gaze at him.


Nordhall turned to Gamadge: “He didn’t worry about Norah seeing him, he forgot that the groceries come late on Saturday afternoon. Ran down those basement stairs and out the gate. But he wasn’t taking any chances outdoors. So far as he knew, nobody was ever going to connect any of the Austens with this murder; but he might be noticed around the entrance to that service alley down the street, and—well, you see the beauty of it. No lame man would think of attempting a murder like that; he wouldn’t risk it—not the kind of lame man that one push could shove off balance or even off his feet.”


“Dark evening,” said Gamadge. “And with that soft hat turned down, and his collar up—and they were much of a height, and the same colouring. Bayles implied, you remember, that a casual description would fit either him or Gray Austen; it might fit him and Gray Austen’s brother, I suppose, if you didn’t look too closely. I saw them together; I think Jerome could get away with it in the circumstances. In fact, so far as Mrs. Ordway was concerned, he did.”


Mrs. Ordway spoke, rather loudly for her: “Are you saying that that child’s husband wasn’t lame, and wasn’t Gray Austen at all?”


Nordhall rose. “Perhaps Mr. Gamadge would stay a while and explain. The sergeant and I have got to run. You’ve done us a big favour, ma’am; now if you’ll let some people come up and take your sworn statement…”


“Delighted. I know these two relatives of mine won’t let me go to court, but I don’t see why I—”


Mr. Ordway said: “Out of the question, as you know.” Shaking hands with Nordhall, he remarked that things seemed to be getting a little lively on this quiet residential block. “My son and I witnessed a most extraordinary sight when we were getting home just now; it almost looked as if the two elder Austens—I hardly know them by sight myself—had to be forcibly removed from their premises by police.”


“That’s so, sir. Mr. Gamadge will tell you all about it. It’s his pinch, you know.”


Ordway glanced at Gamadge with politely restrained astonishment.


“Just some evidence I happened to run into,” said Gamadge. “I’m not police myself.”


“At present the charge is only fraud and embezzlement,” Nordhall went on regretfully.


“Trifle, of course.” Ordway’s expression was blank.


“But we hope to get this murder charge to stick. We have the evidence of the accomplice, this Bayles who was posing as Gray Austen, but we’d like some corroboration, and I think we’re getting it.”


“I see you are. Well. I confess I’m astounded. The father was a bad hat, I believe, something wrong about money. But I hardly imagined that that branch of the family had gone so completely off the rails.”


“We’ll piece it out sooner or later.”


He and Ryder took their leave, refusing to be seen down to the front door. When they had gone Mrs. Ordway addressed her grandson; her eyes were glittering:


“Norris?”


“Gram?”


“I think in the circumstances we might tell your father now.”


“If Mr. Gamadge says so.”


“All right with me,” said Gamadge.


“Tell me what?” Ordway Senior looked from one to the other of his relatives, suspicion in his eye. “And why now? Why not at first, whatever it is?”


“We thought it might be too rugged for you,” said his son paternally.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 The Wrong Crime



Morning sunlight was finding its way through the leaden panes of the northeast window in the Austen library; Gamadge, having arrived by appointment, was sent in unannounced by a Norah whose face had sagged into what looked like permanent lines of chagrin. He stood at the doorway looking at Rena and Mr. Dabney, who sat at the centre table over lists.


Rena saw him, got up and came to him, reached her arms around his neck and kissed him.


“My orphan.” Gamadge returned to the table with her, arm in arm. Mr. Dabney smiled in approbation.


“This is Mr. Gamadge, Mr. Dabney. He—”


“I know.” They shook hands.


“Literature brought the young person and myself together,” said Gamadge. “Books, if not literature, unite us still.” He laid a flat package on the table and began to take off the string.


“So I am given to understand,” said Dabney, “and I am deeply interested.”


“I thought you might be.” Gamadge took the paper off his parcel, disclosing an old book catalogue; he said: “And since you have been so kind to our friend here…”


Mr. Dabney was a tired-looking little old man, but he had plenty of professional authority left in manner as well as in voice. “My dear sir!” he exclaimed. “ ‘Kind’? This lady has been victimized. So has the Austen estate, which I think I understand you to have rescued in a most spectacular—”


“Just chance.”


“Very well. You rescued it; but for you we might have lost fifty years of income. As it is, we have only lost three years and ten months of income, and in fact not all of that. Bayles at least had saved something, which will be restored to us in due time. But this lady—we can’t compensate her. I don’t call her small effects, her clothing and some articles of jewelry, adequate compensation. And yet she insists that this inventory she has made must go to the appraisers, and that she can’t take the stuff out of the house. Really! I have discretionary powers.”


“If you can’t bear the sight of the things, Serena,” said Gamadge, “sell them and put the money towards your law costs.”


“That, indeed,” said Mr. Dabney, “would be poetic justice.”


She said: “I could do that.”


“And if you have discretionary powers, Mr. Dabney,” Gamadge went on, “I hope to goodness you’ll put a value on the books upstairs in the sitting-room and let me buy the lot.”


“The bank will certainly agree with me that if you are willing to accept any such inadequate fee—”


“I accept it,” said Gamadge eagerly.


“Then that’s settled.” Mr. Dabney made a note. “You will receive them carriage prepaid. As for our responsibility”—he sighed heavily—“I don’t know. But concerning forgeries, we could only think of him as his own verification, with the Austen family behind him.”


“And with Gray Austen behind him, out west.”


“So I hear. A strange outgrowth, all this, from a decent old New York family. Rackets, I understand, and the woman had lost her position in that library for some extraordinary reason connected with morals.”


“Bayles came of a good New England family,” said Gamadge, “settled in Illinois. He was a misery to his relations from the day he was old enough to shirk a job and lie himself out of the consequences. The air force was the only outfit he ever made good in, and he quit when he could—too much work there, as he freely says. I suppose he and Gray Austen were natural affinities. But you’re not the only girl who fell in love with him, Serena; he had plenty of charm, it wasn’t all your imaginative sympathy.”


“He seemed so sad and lost.”


“He was. That brace of Austen’s did it; it caught you, but it had caught him. He says now that the only profession he could have followed with any pleasure was acting, and the war did him out of it.”


“I should say he had exercised his abilities to the full in private life,” remarked Mr. Dabney. “That poor boy Pedersen, who came on to see his hero again and couldn’t be allowed to hang about for the purpose—will these people manage to involve Bayles in that crime?”


“No, they can’t. Apart from my testimony, there’s Jerome’s impersonation of him when he committed the murder. Nobody could possibly think that Bayles would like that, but it was a necessary part of the plan from the start. He was accessory after the fact, of course, against which the police have his voluntary statement, made not much more than twenty-four hours later.”


“And when,” asked Mr. Dabney, his eyes on the catalogue in Gamadge’s hands, “are we to have that statement from you?”


“I haven’t made it to anybody else,” said Gamadge, “you’re the first to hear it.” He looked at Serena and smiled. “Two thin books, much of a size: one a report of a trial, the other the judge’s summing-up; they were fastened together, you know, they belonged to each other. And the summing-up was printed in two columns in fine type—plenty of reading matter there.”


Mr. Dabney wrinkled up his forehead, and Gamadge laughed.


“I was puzzled too,” he said.


“Yes, it puzzles me; but I can’t quite—”


“Nor could I. And I couldn’t even decide what was puzzling me. Because of the old books only one of them seemed to stir a memory, and that one wasn’t the trial but the other. And it wasn’t so much what was in the other, as what its format was. That’s as near as I could get.”


Mr. Dabney, his eyes fastened on Gamadge, shook his head.


“Until a week ago yesterday,” said Gamadge, “when Miss Austen honoured me by calling. Quite naturally, they all wanted to know how the police were getting along with their investigation of the murder, and wanted also to know how hard the police might work on it. She lamented the vulgarity of the press, she said that if the boy had been important there would have been columns and columns about him; and added (her mind on hazardous publicity): ‘Far too much.’


“They do far too much, was her thought. But what registered itself in my brain was first the columns and columns of fine print in that summing-up, and then the thought that compared with the trial, any trial, the summing-up was too long; far too long, longer than—”


Mr. Dabney put up a hand: “Wait. No. Yes. No.”


“Well, you’re a lawyer,” said Gamadge, “but this case was tried, and another case was tried and summed up, many years ago. I’m a book man in an amateur kind of way; I see and handle and read about all kinds of books, and my interest in trials is you might say a reader’s interest. Miss Austen unlocked a compartment in my brain which held the memory of the longest summing-up in legal history. There was a celebrated case—only it wasn’t a murder case; there was as a result a trial for perjury; and the summing-up of that trial—”


Mr. Dabney stood entranced; he said in a wondering voice: “No wonder Bayles didn’t care who read what murder cases!”


“And no wonder I went wrong,” said Gamadge, “with all those murder cases and trials and crime novels in the book shelves.”


Rena asked: “Not a murder case?”


“No. Here you are.”


She leaned over to read the item aloud:




 
TICHBORNE CASE


 

The Summing-up of the Lord Chief Justice, together with the Addresses of the Judges, the Verdict, and the Sentence, in the Trial of Arthur Orton, Claimant, for Perjury. Accompanied by a history of the Tichborne Case, and a copious index.


 
8vo, half morocco. London, 1874


 




“That was the bound book,” Gamadge told her. “The other book, the Tichborne Trial itself, was the case involving a fraudulent claim to an estate. The Claimant lost, and was then tried for perjury; as he never got his hands on any of the estate funds, he couldn’t be tried for embezzlement.


“You remember when we talked about forming a company, Rena, to pay for your divorce suit? That rang a bell; the Claimant, Orton, had a bunch of stockholders behind him, backing him with their shillings and half-crowns, poor things.”


“Another thing might have—ah—rung a bell,” said Mr. Dabney, exhilarated by a chance to match Gamadge’s historical information. “The main strength of the Claimant’s case rested on the astounding fact that the lost heir’s own mother recognized and accepted the pretender. Or thought she recognized him, or”—Mr. Dabney smiled—“pretended to do so. She didn’t like the legal heirs. This fellow Bayles seemed to have family backing too.”


“It rang no bell,” admitted Gamadge. “What got to me at last was Miss Austen’s reference to ‘columns and columns,’ coupled with her phrase: ‘more than you’d expect.’ Those little books, and Rena’s description, had been in my mind for more than thirty-six hours, and—such is memory.”


“I had it all in my hands on Friday afternoon,” said Rena.


“We can now analyse the scene that took place on that Friday afternoon,” said Gamadge. “We can follow it from beginning to end. The man had had a double shock when he gave you that murderous look; he was half out of his wits with terror when he locked that door. First he saw the report of the Tichborne trial in your hands, caught the title, and knew what it was. It’s a very famous case, and has often been referred to and described in memoirs and collections. He may have read about it or only heard about it—but he knew it. At first, obsessed as he was—Jerome said so, you remember—he was sure you’d caught on to him.” Gamadge paused. “I half think he may have had an excuse for jumping to that conclusion.”


“I never—” began Rena.


“No, but his first wife may have found him out; wouldn’t that explain her better than any explanation we thought of before? She couldn’t bring herself to leave this man who turns out to be a criminal, and who doesn’t even care for her. He treats her now as a potential danger to him, and so do the others treat her. They never let her alone. She’s in it with them, too, and she’s a simple not very well educated character who can’t take it.”


“So when I—”


“So he instantly jumps to his conclusion; but you persuade him that he has been wrong. He’s calming down; and then what do you say? You say you want to leave him, that he doesn’t really need you.


“What can he, in his state, think of that? He can only think that you mean he isn’t really lame at all. He rushes out to consult his accomplices, and he locks you in.


“But then Jerome, who has more discernment than Bayles where people are concerned, laughs him out of it. You couldn’t possibly carry such a suspicion, much less such knowledge, for a day without showing that you had it. Bayles must go up and let you out and apologize, before you get it into your head that something is very wrong with them all.


“But he finds that you have flown. So now, Jerome tells him, the thing is to behave as innocent people behave, but without running any risk of putting ex-Captain Gray Austen into the limelight. Consult a private man, and let him find her if he will—but of course he won’t. Not the kind of private man this Gamadge seems to be.”


A slight sound in the doorway made them all turn. Norah stood there, an obsequious smile on her face, Aby at her side.


“Excuse me, ma’am,” she said, “and Mr. Dabney. We’re all ready to go to-morrow. What’s to become of him?”


Aby’s frog face looked anxious; too many people had gone away, more were certainly going—he had observed trunks and bags; he didn’t see his future clear. He gazed up at Rena diffidently.


“Poor little Aby,” she said, “I’ll take you.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 To Be Answered





Dear Gamadge:


Annulment proceedings are under way, and there will be no difficulties. Bayles was guilty of felony before the marriage with Miss Seton, and during the whole term of the marriage, and in fact married her in the name of the man he was impersonating.


Let me have the address of this Mrs. Ordway she is staying with. I am glad she has found a friend to pay costs.


Well, you didn’t actually have to kill the fellow. Congratulations on the short cut.


Yours

Robert Macloud







Henry Gamadge, Esq.


Dear Mr. Gamadge:


I am informed by the lady we knew as Mrs. Gray Austen that I may address a letter to you as her next friend. I wish to explain that I of course never had occasion to examine Bayles’s knee; that was a surgeon’s job, or would have been. He had, and on one occasion showed me, all the x-ray reports and other records which Mr. Gray Austen had brought away with him from the military hospital in California.


Bayles wore Austen’s bracelet with identification tag, and had all other papers of course. It is the most fantastic thing that has ever come into my experience.


I have wondered whether his first wife may not have found him out. It must have been very difficult for him to maintain the deception, but from his second wife’s testimony we know that he was able to do so in her case. I feel very sorry about the first Mrs. Bayles. Once or twice I would have asked her whether she hadn’t something on her mind, but I never saw her privately; she was much hedged in.


Very truly yours

Kurt Wolfram







Dear Mr. Gamadge,


It is lovely up here at the Ordways’, and Mrs. Ordway wants me to say that I am taking good care of her. We read aloud, knit and do cross-stitch. It is not so quiet weekends, when Norris and Mr. Ordway come up, and later they will have vacations.


Gawain is so kind to Aby. He is showing him all over the place, and they hunt together. Just like that “steady brother” in our favourite song.


Norah wrote to me. She said she had heard on the block that Mrs. Ordway had “adopted” me, and didn’t we need a personal maid who knew my ways and wouldn’t rake up old stories. Mrs. Ordway answered for me, and won’t tell me what she said.


I was glad to hear from Mr. Macloud. Pretty soon you will be able to call me Miss Seton again. It will make me feel better never to have been married.


Please give my love to everybody, and thank them all again. I will see you and Clara when I come in to keep my appointment with Mr. Macloud. Don’t forget me.


Rena







Dear Mr. Gamadge,


This is to assure you that all is well here and will be. When my grandson repeated to me (I confess with roars of laughter) the conversation you once had with him during which you implied a warning not to trifle with Rena’s affections, I admit that I felt annoyance with you. But afterwards, realizing the delicacy of her position and your own sense of responsibility, I forgave you.


But I am still disappointed in you. Why, if at first sight you could recognize her qualities, could you not at first sight recognize my grandson’s?


However, I am most grateful to you. We shall all be most discreet in the coming year, and we shall all be happy.


With kindest regards, I am


Sincerely yours


Malvina Ordway


P.S. That Boston terrier. Oh well, they tell me he is old.





 

 


[The end of The Book of the Crime by Elizabeth Daly]
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