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				The Med­ic­al Prob­lem

			
			
				
					“But how I caught it, found it, or came by it,
					

					What stuff ’tis made of, where­of it is born,
					

					I am to learn.”
				

				Mer­chant of Venice
			

		
	
		
			
				
					I

					Over­heard

				
				
					“The death was cer­tainly sud­den, un­ex­pec­ted, and to me mys­ter­i­ous.”

					Let­ter from Dr. Pa­ter­son to the Re­gis­trar in the case of Reg. v. Pritchard
				

			
			“But if he thought the wo­man was be­ing murdered—”

			“My dear Charles,” said the young man with the monocle, “it doesn’t do for people, es­pe­cially doc­tors, to go about ‘think­ing’ things. They may get in­to fright­ful trouble. In Pritchard’s case, I con­sider Dr. Pa­ter­son did all he reas­on­ably could by re­fus­ing a cer­ti­fic­ate for Mrs. Taylor and send­ing that un­com­monly dis­quiet­ing let­ter to the Re­gis­trar. He couldn’t help the man’s be­ing a fool. If there had only been an in­quest on Mrs. Taylor, Pritchard would prob­ably have been frightened off and left his wife alone. After all, Pa­ter­son hadn’t a spark of real evid­ence. And sup­pose he’d been quite wrong—what a dus­tup there’d have been!”

			“All the same,” urged the non­des­cript young man, du­bi­ously ex­tract­ing a bub­bling-hot Helix Po­ma­tia from its shell, and eye­ing it nervously be­fore put­ting it in his mouth, “surely it’s a clear case of pub­lic duty to voice one’s sus­pi­cions.”

			“Of your duty—yes,” said the oth­er. “By the way, it’s not a pub­lic duty to eat snails if you don’t like ’em. No, I thought you didn’t. Why wrestle with a harsh fate any longer? Waiter, take the gen­tle­man’s snails away and bring oysters in­stead … No—as I was say­ing, it may be part of your duty to have sus­pi­cions and in­vite in­vest­ig­a­tion and gen­er­ally raise hell for every­body, and if you’re mis­taken nobody says much, bey­ond that you’re a smart, painstak­ing of­ficer though a little overzeal­ous. But doc­tors, poor dev­ils! are ever­last­ingly walk­ing a kind of so­cial tightrope. People don’t fancy call­ing in a man who’s li­able to bring out ac­cus­a­tions of murder on the smal­lest pro­voca­tion.”

			“Ex­cuse me.”

			The thin-faced young man sit­ting alone at the next table had turned round eagerly.

			“It’s fright­fully rude of me to break in, but every word you say is ab­so­lutely true, and mine is a case in point. A doc­tor—you can’t have any idea how de­pend­ent he is on the fan­cies and pre­ju­dices of his pa­tients. They re­sent the most ele­ment­ary pre­cau­tions. If you dare to sug­gest a post­mortem, they’re up in arms at the idea of ‘cut­ting poor dear So-and-so up,’ and even if you only ask per­mis­sion to in­vest­ig­ate an ob­scure dis­ease in the in­terests of re­search, they ima­gine you’re hint­ing at some­thing un­pleas­ant. Of course, if you let things go, and it turns out af­ter­wards there’s been any jig­gery-pokery, the cor­on­er jumps down your throat and the news­pa­pers make a butt of you, and, whichever way it is, you wish you’d nev­er been born.”

			“You speak with per­son­al feel­ing,” said the man with the monocle, with an agree­able air of in­terest.

			“I do,” said the thin-faced man, em­phat­ic­ally. “If I had be­haved like a man of the world in­stead of a zeal­ous cit­izen, I shouldn’t be hunt­ing about for a new job today.”

			The man with the monocle glanced round the little Soho res­taur­ant with a faint smile. The fat man on their right was unc­tu­ously en­ter­tain­ing two ladies of the chor­us; bey­ond him, two eld­erly habitués were show­ing their ac­quaint­ance with the fare at the Au Bon Bour­geois by con­sum­ing a Tripes à la Mode de Caen (which they do very ex­cel­lently there) and a bottle of Chab­lis Mou­tonne 1916; on the oth­er side of the room a pro­vin­cial and his wife were stu­pidly clam­our­ing for a cut off the joint with lem­on­ade for the lady and whisky and soda for the gen­tle­man, while at the ad­join­ing table, the hand­some sil­ver-haired pro­pri­et­or, ab­sorbed in fa­tiguing a salad for a fam­ily party, had for the mo­ment no thoughts bey­ond the nice ad­just­ment of the chopped herbs and gar­lic. The head waiter, present­ing for in­spec­tion a plate of Blue River Trout, helped the monocled man and his com­pan­ion and re­tired, leav­ing them in the pri­vacy which un­soph­ist­ic­ated people al­ways seek in gen­teel teashops and nev­er, nev­er find there.

			“I feel,” said the monocled man, “ex­actly like Prince Flor­izel of Bo­hemia. I am con­fid­ent that you, sir, have an in­ter­est­ing story to re­late, and shall be greatly ob­liged if you will fa­vour us with the re­cit­al. I per­ceive that you have fin­ished your din­ner, and it will there­fore per­haps not be dis­agree­able to you to re­move to this table and en­ter­tain us with your story while we eat. Par­don my Steven­so­ni­an man­ner—my sym­pathy is none the less sin­cere on that ac­count.”

			“Don’t be an ass, Peter,” said the non­des­cript man. “My friend is a much more ra­tion­al per­son than you might sup­pose to hear him talk,” he ad­ded, turn­ing to the stranger, “and if there’s any­thing you’d like to get off your chest, you may be per­fectly cer­tain it won’t go any farther.”

			The oth­er smiled a little grimly.

			“I’ll tell you about it with pleas­ure if it won’t bore you. It just hap­pens to be a case in point, that’s all.”

			“On my side of the ar­gu­ment,” said the man called Peter, with tri­umph. “Do carry on. Have some­thing to drink. It’s a poor heart that nev­er re­joices. And be­gin right at the be­gin­ning, if you will, please. I have a very trivi­al mind. De­tail de­lights me. Rami­fic­a­tions en­chant me. Dis­tance no ob­ject. No reas­on­able of­fer re­fused. Charles here will say the same.”

			“Well,” said the stranger, “to be­gin from the very be­gin­ning, I am a med­ic­al man, par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested in the sub­ject of Can­cer. I had hoped, as so many people do, to spe­cial­ise on the sub­ject, but there wasn’t money enough, when I’d done my ex­ams, to al­low me to settle down to re­search work. I had to take a coun­try prac­tice, but I kept in touch with the im­port­ant men up here, hop­ing to be able to come back to it some day. I may say I have quite de­cent ex­pect­a­tions from an uncle, and in the mean­while they agreed it would be quite good for me to get some all-round ex­per­i­ence as a G.P. Keeps one from get­ting nar­row and all that.

			“Con­sequently, when I bought a nice little prac­tice at … —I’d bet­ter not men­tion any names, let’s call it X, down Hamp­shire way, a little coun­try town of about 5,000 people—I was greatly pleased to find a can­cer case on my list of pa­tients. The old lady—”

			“How long ago was this?” in­ter­rup­ted Peter.

			“Three years ago. There wasn’t much to be done with the case. The old lady was sev­enty-two, and had already had one op­er­a­tion. She was a game old girl, though, and was mak­ing a good fight of it, with a very tough con­sti­tu­tion to back her up. She was not, I should say, and had nev­er been, a wo­man of very power­ful in­tel­lect or strong char­ac­ter as far as her deal­ings with oth­er people went, but she was ex­tremely ob­stin­ate in cer­tain ways and was pos­sessed by a pos­it­ive de­term­in­a­tion not to die. At this time she lived alone with her niece, a young wo­man of twenty-five or so. Pre­vi­ously to that, she had been liv­ing with an­oth­er old lady, the girl’s aunt on the oth­er side of the fam­ily, who had been her de­voted friend since their school days. When this oth­er old aunt died, the girl, who was their only liv­ing re­l­at­ive, threw up her job as a nurse at the Roy­al Free Hos­pit­al to look after the sur­viv­or—my pa­tient—and they had come and settled down at X about a year be­fore I took over the prac­tice. I hope I am mak­ing my­self clear.”

			“Per­fectly. Was there an­oth­er nurse?”

			“Not at that time. The pa­tient was able to get about, vis­it ac­quaint­ances, do light work about the house, flowers and knit­ting and read­ing and so on, and to drive about the place—in fact, most of the things that old ladies do oc­cupy their time with. Of course, she had her bad days of pain from time to time, but the niece’s train­ing was quite suf­fi­cient to en­able her to do all that was ne­ces­sary.”

			“What was the niece like?”

			“Oh, a very nice, well-edu­cated, cap­able girl, with a great deal more brain than her aunt. Self-re­li­ant, cool, all that sort of thing. Quite the mod­ern type. The sort of wo­man one can trust to keep her head and not for­get things. Of course, after a time, the wretched growth made its ap­pear­ance again, as it al­ways does if it isn’t tackled at the very be­gin­ning, and an­oth­er op­er­a­tion be­came ne­ces­sary. That was when I had been in X about eight months. I took her up to Lon­don, to my own old chief, Sir War­bur­ton Giles, and it was per­formed very suc­cess­fully as far as the op­er­a­tion it­self went, though it was then only too evid­ent that a vi­tal or­gan was be­ing en­croached upon, and that the end could only be a mat­ter of time. I needn’t go in­to de­tails. Everything was done that could be done. I wanted the old lady to stay in town un­der Sir War­bur­ton’s eye, but she was vig­or­ously op­posed to this. She was ac­cus­tomed to a coun­try life and could not be happy ex­cept in her own home. So she went back to X, and I was able to keep her go­ing with vis­its for treat­ment at the nearest large town, where there is an ex­cel­lent hos­pit­al. She ral­lied amaz­ingly after the op­er­a­tion and even­tu­ally was able to dis­miss her nurse and go on in the old way un­der the care of the niece.”

			“One mo­ment, doc­tor,” put in the man called Charles, “you say you took her to Sir War­bur­ton Giles and so on. I gath­er she was pretty well off.”

			“Oh, yes, she was quite a wealthy wo­man.”

			“Do you hap­pen to know wheth­er she made a will?”

			“No. I think I men­tioned her ex­treme aver­sion to the idea of death. She had al­ways re­fused to make any kind of will be­cause it up­set her to think about such things. I did once ven­ture to speak of the sub­ject in the most cas­u­al way I could, shortly be­fore she un­der­went her op­er­a­tion, but the ef­fect was to ex­cite her very un­desir­ably. Also she said, which was quite true, that it was quite un­ne­ces­sary. ‘You, my dear,’ she said to the niece, ‘are the only kith and kin I’ve got in the world, and all I’ve got will be yours some day, whatever hap­pens. I know I can trust you to re­mem­ber my ser­vants and my little char­it­ies.’ So, of course, I didn’t in­sist.

			“I re­mem­ber, by the way—but that was a good deal later on and has noth­ing to do with the story—”

			“Please,” said Peter, “all the de­tails.”

			“Well, I re­mem­ber go­ing there one day and find­ing my pa­tient not so well as I could have wished and very much agit­ated. The niece told me that the trouble was caused by a vis­it from her so­li­cit­or—a fam­ily law­yer from her home town, not our loc­al man. He had in­sisted on a private in­ter­view with the old lady, at the close of which she had ap­peared ter­ribly ex­cited and angry, de­clar­ing that every­one was in a con­spir­acy to kill her be­fore her time. The so­li­cit­or, be­fore leav­ing, had giv­en no ex­plan­a­tion to the niece, but had im­pressed upon her that if at any time her aunt ex­pressed a wish to see him, she was to send for him at any hour of the day or night and he would come at once.”

			“And was he ever sent for?”

			“No. The old lady was deeply of­fen­ded with him, and al­most the last bit of busi­ness she did for her­self was to take her af­fairs out of his hands and trans­fer them to the loc­al so­li­cit­or. Shortly af­ter­wards, a third op­er­a­tion be­came ne­ces­sary, and after this she gradu­ally be­came more and more of an in­val­id. Her head began to get weak, too, and she grew in­cap­able of un­der­stand­ing any­thing com­plic­ated, and in­deed she was in too much pain to be bothered about busi­ness. The niece had a power of at­tor­ney, and took over the man­age­ment of her aunt’s money en­tirely.”

			“When was this?”

			“In April, 1925. Mind you, though she was get­ting a bit ‘gaga’—after all, she was get­ting on in years—her bod­ily strength was quite re­mark­able. I was in­vest­ig­at­ing a new meth­od of treat­ment and the res­ults were ex­traordin­ar­ily in­ter­est­ing. That made it all the more an­noy­ing to me when the sur­pris­ing thing happened.

			“I should men­tion that by this time we were ob­liged to have an out­side nurse for her, as the niece could not do both the day and night duty. The first nurse came in April. She was a most charm­ing and cap­able young wo­man—the ideal nurse. I placed ab­so­lute de­pend­ence on her. She had been spe­cially re­com­men­ded to me by Sir War­bur­ton Giles, and though she was not then more than twenty-eight, she had the dis­cre­tion and judg­ment of a wo­man twice her age. I may as well tell you at once that I be­came deeply at­tached to this lady and she to me. We are en­gaged, and had hoped to be mar­ried this year—if it hadn’t been for my damned con­scien­tious­ness and pub­lic spir­it.”

			The doc­tor grim­aced wryly at Charles, who mur­mured rather lamely that it was very bad luck.

			“My fiancée, like my­self, took a keen in­terest in the case—partly be­cause it was my case and partly be­cause she was her­self greatly in­ter­ested in the dis­ease. She looks for­ward to be­ing of great as­sist­ance to me in my life work if I ever get the chance to do any­thing at it. But that’s by the way.

			“Things went on like this till Septem­ber. Then, for some reas­on, the pa­tient began to take one of those un­ac­count­able dis­likes that feeble­minded pa­tients do take some­times. She got it in­to her head that the nurse wanted to kill her—the same idea she’d had about the law­yer, you see—and earn­estly as­sured her niece that she was be­ing poisoned. No doubt she at­trib­uted her at­tacks of pain to this cause. Reas­on­ing was use­less—she cried out and re­fused to let the nurse come near her. When that hap­pens, nat­ur­ally, there’s noth­ing for it but to get rid of the nurse, as she can do the pa­tient no pos­sible good. I sent my fiancée back to town and wired to Sir War­bur­ton’s Clin­ic to send me down an­oth­er nurse.

			“The new nurse ar­rived the next day. Nat­ur­ally, after the oth­er, she was a second-best as far as I was con­cerned, but she seemed quite up to her work and the pa­tient made no ob­jec­tion. How­ever, now I began to have trouble with the niece. Poor girl, all this long-drawn-out busi­ness was get­ting on her nerves, I sup­pose. She took it in­to her head that her aunt was very much worse. I said that of course she must gradu­ally get worse, but that she was put­ting up a won­der­ful fight and there was no cause for alarm. The girl wasn’t sat­is­fied, how­ever, and on one oc­ca­sion early in Novem­ber sent for me hur­riedly in the middle of the night be­cause her aunt was dy­ing.

			“When I ar­rived, I found the pa­tient in great pain, cer­tainly, but in no im­me­di­ate danger. I told the nurse to give her a morphia in­jec­tion, and ad­min­istered a dose of brom­ide to the girl, telling her to go to bed and not to do any nurs­ing for the next few days. The fol­low­ing day I over­hauled the pa­tient very care­fully and found that she was do­ing even bet­ter than I sup­posed. Her heart was ex­cep­tion­ally strong and steady, she was tak­ing nour­ish­ment re­mark­ably well and the pro­gress of the dis­ease was tem­por­ar­ily ar­res­ted.

			“The niece apo­lo­gised for her agit­a­tion, and said she really thought her aunt was go­ing. I said that, on the con­trary, I could now af­firm pos­it­ively that she would live for an­oth­er five or six months. As you know, in cases like hers, one can speak with very fair cer­tainty.

			“ ‘In any case,’ I said, ‘I shouldn’t dis­tress your­self too much. Death, when it does come, will be a re­lease from suf­fer­ing.’ ”

			“ ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘poor Auntie. I’m afraid I’m selfish, but she’s the only re­l­at­ive I have left in the world.”

			“Three days later, I was just sit­ting down to din­ner when a tele­phone mes­sage came. Would I go over at once? The pa­tient was dead.”

			“Good gra­cious!” cried Charles, “it’s per­fectly ob­vi­ous—”

			“Shut up, Sher­lock,” said his friend, “the doc­tor’s story is not go­ing to be ob­vi­ous. Far from it, as the private said when he aimed at the bull’s-eye and hit the gun­nery in­struct­or. But I ob­serve the waiter hov­er­ing un­eas­ily about us while his col­leagues pile up chairs and carry away the cruets. Will you not come and fin­ish the story in my flat? I can give you a glass of very de­cent port. You will? Good. Waiter, call a taxi … 110A, Pic­ca­dilly.”

		
	
		
			
				
					II

					Mich­ing Mal­lecho

				
				
					
						“By the prick­ing of my thumbs
						

						Some­thing evil this way comes.”
					

					Macbeth
				

			
			The April night was clear and chilly, and a brisk wood fire burned in a wel­com­ing man­ner on the hearth. The book­cases which lined the walls were filled with rich old calf bind­ings, mel­low and glow­ing in the lamp­light. There was a grand pi­ano, open, a huge chester­field piled deep with cush­ions and two arm­chairs of the build that in­vites one to wal­low. The port was brought in by an im­press­ive manser­vant and placed on a very beau­ti­ful little Chip­pend­ale table. Some big bowls of scar­let and yel­low par­rot tulips beckoned, ban­ner-like, from dark corners.

			The doc­tor had just writ­ten his new ac­quaint­ance down as an aes­thete with a lit­er­ary turn, look­ing for the in­gredi­ents of a hu­man drama, when the manser­vant re-entered.

			“In­spect­or Sugg rang up, my lord, and left this mes­sage, and said would you be good enough to give him a call as soon as you came in.”

			“Oh, did he?—well, just get him for me, would you? This is the Worple­sham busi­ness, Charles. Sugg’s mucked it up as usu­al. The baker has an alibi—nat­ur­ally—he would have. Oh, thanks … Hullo! that you, In­spect­or? What did I tell you?—Oh, routine be hanged. Now, look here. You get hold of that game­keep­er fel­low, and find out from him what he saw in the sand­pit … No, I know, but I fancy if you ask him im­press­ively enough he will come across with it. No, of course not—if you ask if he was there, he’ll say no. Say you know he was there and what did he see—and, look here! if he hums and haws about it, say you’re send­ing a gang down to have the stream di­ver­ted … All right. Not at all. Let me know if any­thing comes of it.”

			He put the re­ceiv­er down.

			“Ex­cuse me, Doc­tor. A little mat­ter of busi­ness. Now go on with your story. The old lady was dead, eh? Died in her sleep, I sup­pose. Passed away in the most in­no­cent man­ner pos­sible. Everything all ship­shape and Bris­tol-fash­ion. No struggle, no wounds, haem­or­rhages, or ob­vi­ous symp­toms, nat­ur­ally, what?”

			“Ex­actly. She had taken some nour­ish­ment at 6 o’clock—a little broth and some milk pud­ding. At eight, the nurse gave her a morphine in­jec­tion and then went straight out to put some bowls of flowers on the little table on the land­ing for the night. The maid came to speak to her about some ar­range­ments for the next day, and while they were talk­ing, Miss … that is, the niece—came up and went in­to her aunt’s room. She had only been there a mo­ment or two when she cried out, ‘Nurse! Nurse!’ The nurse rushed in, and found the pa­tient dead.

			“Of course, my first idea was that by some ac­ci­dent a double dose of morphine had been ad­min­istered—”

			“Surely that wouldn’t have ac­ted so promptly.”

			“No—but I thought that a deep coma might have been mis­taken for death. How­ever, the nurse as­sured me that this was not the case, and, as a mat­ter of fact, the pos­sib­il­ity was com­pletely dis­proved, as we were able to count the am­pul­lae of morphine and found them all sat­is­fact­or­ily ac­coun­ted for. There were no signs of the pa­tient hav­ing tried to move or strain her­self, or of her hav­ing knocked against any­thing. The little night-table was pushed aside, but that had been done by the niece when she came in and was struck by her aunt’s alarm­ingly life­less ap­pear­ance.”

			“How about the broth and the milk-pud­ding?”

			“That oc­curred to me also—not in any sin­is­ter way, but to won­der wheth­er she’d been hav­ing too much—dis­ten­ded stom­ach—pres­sure on the heart, and that sort of thing. How­ever, when I came to look in­to it, it seemed very un­likely. The quant­ity was so small, and on the face of it, two hours were suf­fi­cient for di­ges­tion—if it had been that, death would have taken place earli­er. I was com­pletely puzzled, and so was the nurse. In­deed, she was very much up­set.”

			“And the niece?”

			“The niece could say noth­ing but ‘I told you so, I told you so—I knew she was worse than you thought.’ Well, to cut a long story short, I was so bothered with my pet pa­tient go­ing off like that, that next morn­ing, after I had thought the mat­ter over, I asked for a post­mortem.”

			“Any dif­fi­culty?”

			“Not the slight­est. A little nat­ur­al dis­taste, of course, but no sort of op­pos­i­tion. I ex­plained that I felt sure there must be some ob­scure mor­bid con­di­tion which I had failed to dia­gnose and that I should feel more sat­is­fied if I might make an in­vest­ig­a­tion. The only thing which seemed to trouble the niece was the thought of an in­quest. I said—rather un­wisely, I sup­pose, ac­cord­ing to gen­er­al rules—that I didn’t think an in­quest would be ne­ces­sary.”

			“You mean you offered to per­form the post­mortem your­self.”

			“Yes—I made no doubt that I should find a suf­fi­cient cause of death to en­able me to give a cer­ti­fic­ate. I had one bit of luck, and that was that the old lady had at some time or the oth­er ex­pressed in a gen­er­al way an opin­ion in fa­vour of crema­tion, and the niece wished this to be car­ried out. This meant get­ting a man with spe­cial qual­i­fic­a­tions to sign the cer­ti­fic­ate with me, so I per­suaded this oth­er doc­tor to come and help me to do the autopsy.”

			“And did you find any­thing?”

			“Not a thing. The oth­er man, of course, said I was a fool to kick up a fuss. He thought that as the old lady was cer­tainly dy­ing in any case, it would be quite enough to put in, Cause of death, Can­cer; im­me­di­ate cause, Heart Fail­ure, and leave it at that. But I was a damned con­scien­tious ass, and said I wasn’t sat­is­fied. There was ab­so­lutely noth­ing about the body to ex­plain the death nat­ur­ally, and I in­sisted on an ana­lys­is.”

			“Did you ac­tu­ally sus­pect—?”

			“Well, no, not ex­actly. But—well, I wasn’t sat­is­fied. By the way, it was very clear at the autopsy that the morphine had noth­ing to do with it. Death had oc­curred so soon after the in­jec­tion that the drug had only par­tially dis­persed from the arm. Now I think it over, I sup­pose it must have been shock, some­how.”

			“Was the ana­lys­is privately made?”

			“Yes; but of course the fu­ner­al was held up and things got round. The cor­on­er heard about it and star­ted to make in­quir­ies, and the nurse, who got it in­to her head that I was ac­cus­ing her of neg­lect or some­thing, be­haved in a very un­pro­fes­sion­al way and cre­ated a lot of talk and trouble.”

			“And noth­ing came of it?”

			“Noth­ing. There was no trace of pois­on or any­thing of that sort, and the ana­lys­is left us ex­actly where we were. Nat­ur­ally, I began to think I had made a ghastly ex­hib­i­tion of my­self. Rather against my own pro­fes­sion­al judg­ment, I signed the cer­ti­fic­ate—heart fail­ure fol­low­ing on shock, and my pa­tient was fi­nally got in­to her grave after a week of worry, without an in­quest.”

			“Grave?”

			“Oh, yes. That was an­oth­er scan­dal. The crem­at­ori­um au­thor­it­ies, who are pretty par­tic­u­lar, heard about the fuss and re­fused to act in the mat­ter, so the body is filed in the church­yard for ref­er­ence if ne­ces­sary. There was a huge at­tend­ance at the fu­ner­al and a great deal of sym­pathy for the niece. The next day I got a note from one of my most in­flu­en­tial pa­tients, say­ing that my pro­fes­sion­al ser­vices would no longer be re­quired. The day after that, I was avoided in the street by the May­or’s wife. Presently I found my prac­tice drop­ping away from me, and dis­covered I was get­ting known as ‘the man who prac­tic­ally ac­cused that charm­ing Miss So-and-so of murder.’ Some­times it was the niece I was sup­posed to be ac­cus­ing. Some­times it was ‘that nice Nurse—not the flighty one who was dis­missed, the oth­er one, you know.’ An­oth­er ver­sion was, that I had tried to get the nurse in­to trouble be­cause I re­sen­ted the dis­missal of my fiancée. Fi­nally, I heard a ru­mour that the pa­tient had dis­covered me ‘ca­nood­ling’—that was the beastly word—with my fiancée, in­stead of do­ing my job, and had done away with the old lady my­self out of re­venge—though why, in that case, I should have re­fused a cer­ti­fic­ate, my scan­dal­mon­gers didn’t trouble to ex­plain.

			“I stuck it out for a year, but my po­s­i­tion be­came in­tol­er­able. The prac­tice dwindled to prac­tic­ally noth­ing, so I sold it, took a hol­i­day to get the taste out of my mouth—and here I am, look­ing for an­oth­er open­ing. So that’s that—and the mor­al is, Don’t be of­fi­cious about pub­lic du­ties.”

			The doc­tor gave an ir­rit­ated laugh, and flung him­self back in his chair.

			“I don’t care,” he ad­ded, com­batantly, “the cats! Con­fu­sion to ’em!” and he drained his glass.

			“Hear, hear!” agreed his host. He sat for a few mo­ments look­ing thought­fully in­to the fire.

			“Do you know,” he said, sud­denly, “I’m feel­ing rather in­ter­ested by this case. I have a sen­sa­tion of in­tern­al gloat­ing which as­sures me that there is some­thing to be in­vest­ig­ated. That feel­ing has nev­er failed me yet—I trust it nev­er will. It warned me the oth­er day to look in­to my In­come-tax as­sess­ment, and I dis­covered that I had been pay­ing about £900 too much for the last three years. It urged me only last week to ask a bloke who was pre­par­ing to drive me over the Horse­shoe Pass wheth­er he had any pet­rol in the tank, and he dis­covered he had just about a pint—enough to get us nicely halfway round. It’s a very lonely spot. Of course, I knew the man, so it wasn’t all in­tu­ition. Still, I al­ways make it a rule to in­vest­ig­ate any­thing I feel like in­vest­ig­at­ing. I be­lieve,” he ad­ded, in a re­min­is­cent tone, “I was a ter­ror in my nurs­ery days. Any­how, curi­ous cases are rather a hobby of mine. In fact, I’m not just be­ing the per­fect listen­er. I have de­ceived you. I have an ul­teri­or motive, said he, throw­ing off his side-whiskers and dis­clos­ing the well-known hol­low jaws of Mr. Sher­lock Holmes.”

			“I was be­gin­ning to have my sus­pi­cions,” said the doc­tor, after a short pause. “I think you must be Lord Peter Wim­sey. I wondered why your face was so fa­mil­i­ar, but of course it was in all the pa­pers a few years ago when you dis­en­tangled the Riddles­dale Mys­tery.”

			“Quite right. It’s a silly kind of face, of course, but rather dis­arm­ing, don’t you think? I don’t know that I’d have chosen it, but I do my best with it. I do hope it isn’t con­tract­ing a sleuth-like ex­pres­sion, or any­thing un­pleas­ant. This is the real sleuth—my friend De­tect­ive-In­spect­or Park­er of Scot­land Yard. He’s the one who really does the work. I make im­be­cile sug­ges­tions and he does the work of elab­or­ately dis­prov­ing them. Then, by a pro­cess of elim­in­a­tion, we find the right ex­plan­a­tion, and the world says, ‘My god, what in­tu­ition that young man has!’ Well, look here—if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a go at this. If you’ll en­trust me with your name and ad­dress and the names of the parties con­cerned, I’d like very much to have a shot at look­ing in­to it.”

			The doc­tor con­sidered a mo­ment, then shook his head.

			“It’s very good of you, but I think I’d rather not. I’ve got in­to enough both­ers already. Any­way, it isn’t pro­fes­sion­al to talk, and if I stirred up any more fuss, I should prob­ably have to chuck this coun­try al­to­geth­er and end up as one of those drunk­en ship’s doc­tors in the South Seas or some­where, who are al­ways telling their life-his­tory to people and de­liv­er­ing aw­ful warn­ings. Bet­ter to let sleep­ing dogs lie. Thanks very much, all the same.”

			“As you like,” said Wim­sey. “But I’ll think it over, and if any use­ful sug­ges­tion oc­curs to me, I’ll let you know.”

			“It’s very good of you,” replied the vis­it­or, ab­sently, tak­ing his hat and stick from the manser­vant, who had answered Wim­sey’s ring. “Well, good night, and many thanks for hear­ing me so pa­tiently. By the way, though,” he ad­ded, turn­ing sud­denly at the door, “how do you pro­pose to let me know when you haven’t got my name and ad­dress?”

			Lord Peter laughed.

			“I’m Hawk­shaw, the de­tect­ive,” he answered, “and you shall hear from me any­how be­fore the end of the week.”
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			“What do you really think of that story?” in­quired Park­er. He had dropped in to break­fast with Wim­sey the next morn­ing, be­fore de­part­ing in the Not­ting Dale dir­ec­tion, in quest of an elu­sive an­onym­ous let­ter-writer. “I thought it soun­ded rather as though our friend had been a bit too cock­sure about his grand med­ic­al spe­cial­ising. After all, the old girl might so eas­ily have had some sort of heart at­tack. She was very old and ill.”

			“So she might, though I be­lieve as a mat­ter of fact can­cer pa­tients very sel­dom pop off in that un­ex­pec­ted way. As a rule, they sur­prise every­body by the way they cling to life. Still, I wouldn’t think much of that if it wasn’t for the niece. She pre­pared the way for the death, you see, by de­scrib­ing her aunt as so much worse than she was.”

			“I thought the same when the doc­tor was telling his tale. But what did the niece do? She can’t have poisoned her aunt or even smothered her, I sup­pose, or they’d have found signs of it on the body. And the aunt did die—so per­haps the niece was right and the opin­ion­ated young medico wrong.”

			“Just so. And of course, we’ve only got his ver­sion of the niece and the nurse—and he ob­vi­ously has what the Scotch call ta’en a scun­ner at the nurse. We mustn’t lose sight of her, by the way. She was the last per­son to be with the old lady be­fore her death, and it was she who ad­min­istered that in­jec­tion.”

			“Yes, yes—but the in­jec­tion had noth­ing to do with it. If any­thing’s clear, that is. I say, do you think the nurse can have said any­thing that agit­ated the old lady and gave her a shock that way. The pa­tient was a bit gaga, but she may have had sense enough to un­der­stand some­thing really start­ling. Pos­sibly the nurse just said some­thing stu­pid about dy­ing—the old lady ap­pears to have been very sens­it­ive on the point.”

			“Ah!” said Lord Peter, “I was wait­ing for you to get on to that. Have you real­ised that there really is one rather sin­is­ter fig­ure in the story, and that’s the fam­ily law­yer.”

			“The one who came down to say some­thing about the will, you mean, and was so ab­ruptly sent pack­ing.”

			“Yes. Sup­pose he’d wanted the pa­tient to make a will in fa­vour of some­body quite dif­fer­ent—some­body out­side the story as we know it. And when he found he couldn’t get any at­ten­tion paid to him, he sent the new nurse down as a sort of sub­sti­tute.”

			“It would be rather an elab­or­ate plot,” said Park­er, du­bi­ously. “He couldn’t know that the doc­tor’s fiancée was go­ing to be sent away. Un­less he was in league with the niece, of course, and in­duced her to en­gin­eer the change of nurses.”

			“That cock won’t fight, Charles. The niece wouldn’t be in league with the law­yer to get her­self dis­in­her­ited.”

			“No, I sup­pose not. Still, I think there’s some­thing in the idea that the old girl was either ac­ci­dent­ally or de­lib­er­ately startled to death.”

			“Yes—and whichever way it was, it prob­ably wasn’t leg­al murder in that case. How­ever, I think it’s worth look­ing in­to. That re­minds me.” He rang the bell. “Bunter, just take a note to the post for me, would you?”

			“Cer­tainly, my lord.”

			Lord Peter drew a writ­ing pad to­wards him.

			“What are you go­ing to write?” asked Park­er, look­ing over his shoulder with some amuse­ment.

			Lord Peter wrote:

			“Isn’t civil­isa­tion won­der­ful?”

			He signed this simple mes­sage and slipped it in­to an en­vel­ope.

			“If you want to be im­mune from silly let­ters, Charles,” he said, “don’t carry your mono­mark in your hat.”

			

			“And what do you pro­pose to do next?” asked Park­er. “Not, I hope, to send me round to Mono­mark House to get the name of a cli­ent. I couldn’t do that without of­fi­cial au­thor­ity, and they would prob­ably kick up an aw­ful shindy.”

			“No,” replied his friend, “I don’t pro­pose vi­ol­at­ing the secrets of the con­fes­sion­al. Not in that quarter at any rate. I think, if you can spare a mo­ment from your mys­ter­i­ous cor­res­pond­ent, who prob­ably does not in­tend to be found, I will ask you to come and pay a vis­it to a friend of mine. It won’t take long. I think you’ll be in­ter­ested. I—in fact, you’ll be the first per­son I’ve ever taken to see her. She will be very much touched and pleased.”

			He laughed a little self-con­sciously.

			“Oh,” said Park­er, em­bar­rassed. Al­though the men were great friends, Wim­sey had al­ways pre­served a reti­cence about his per­son­al af­fairs—not so much by con­ceal­ing as by ig­nor­ing them. This rev­el­a­tion seemed to mark a new stage of in­tim­acy, and Park­er was not sure that he liked it. He con­duc­ted his own life with an earn­est middle-class mor­al­ity which he owed to his birth and up­bring­ing, and, while the­or­et­ic­ally re­cog­nising that Lord Peter’s world ac­know­ledged dif­fer­ent stand­ards, he had nev­er con­tem­plated be­ing per­son­ally faced with any res­ult of their ap­plic­a­tion in prac­tice.

			“—rather an ex­per­i­ment,” Wim­sey was say­ing a trifle shyly; “any­way, she’s quite com­fort­ably fixed in a little flat in Pimlico. You can come, can’t you, Charles? I really should like you two to meet.”

			“Oh, yes, rather,” said Park­er, hast­ily, “I should like to very much. Er—how long—I mean—”

			“Oh, the ar­range­ment’s only been go­ing a few months,” said Wim­sey, lead­ing the way to the lift, “but it really seems to be work­ing out quite sat­is­fact­or­ily. Of course, it makes things much easi­er for me.”

			“Just so,” said Park­er.

			“Of course, as you’ll un­der­stand—I won’t go in­to it all till we get there, and then you’ll see for your­self,” Wim­sey chattered on, slam­ming the gates of the lift with un­ne­ces­sary vi­ol­ence—“but, as I was say­ing, you’ll ob­serve it’s quite a new de­par­ture. I don’t sup­pose there’s ever been any­thing ex­actly like it be­fore. Of course, there’s noth­ing new un­der the sun, as So­lomon said, but after all, I daresay all those wives and por­cu­pines, as the child said, must have soured his dis­pos­i­tion a little, don’t you know.”

			“Quite,” said Park­er. “Poor fish,” he ad­ded to him­self, “they al­ways seem to think it’s dif­fer­ent.”

			“Out­let,” said Wim­sey, en­er­get­ic­ally, “hi! taxi! … out­let—every­body needs an out­let—97A, St. George’s Square—and after all, one can’t really blame people if it’s just that they need an out­let. I mean, why be bit­ter? They can’t help it. I think it’s much kinder to give them an out­let than to make fun of them in books—and, after all, it isn’t really dif­fi­cult to write books. Es­pe­cially if you either write a rot­ten story in good Eng­lish or a good story in rot­ten Eng­lish, which is as far as most people seem to get nowadays. Don’t you agree?”

			Mr. Park­er agreed, and Lord Peter wandered away along the paths of lit­er­at­ure, till the cab stopped be­fore one of those tall, awk­ward man­sions which, ori­gin­ally de­signed for a Vic­tori­an fam­ily with fa­tigue-proof ser­vants, have lately been dis­sec­ted each in­to half a dozen in­con­veni­ent band­boxes and let off in flats.

			Lord Peter rang the top bell, which was marked “Cli­mpson,” and re­laxed neg­li­gently against the porch.

			“Six flights of stairs,” he ex­plained; “it takes her some time to an­swer the bell, be­cause there’s no lift, you see. She wouldn’t have a more ex­pens­ive flat, though. She thought it wouldn’t be suit­able.”

			Mr. Park­er was greatly re­lieved, if some­what sur­prised, by the mod­esty of the lady’s de­mands, and, pla­cing his foot on the door-scraper in an easy at­ti­tude, pre­pared to wait with pa­tience. Be­fore many minutes, how­ever, the door was opened by a thin, middle-aged wo­man, with a sharp, sal­low face and very vi­va­cious man­ner. She wore a neat, dark coat and skirt, a high-necked blouse and a long gold neck-chain with a vari­ety of small or­na­ments dangling from it at in­ter­vals, and her iron-grey hair was dressed un­der a net, in the style fash­ion­able in the reign of the late King Ed­ward.

			“Oh, Lord Peter! How very nice to see you. Rather an early vis­it, but I’m sure you will ex­cuse the sit­ting-room be­ing a trifle in dis­order. Do come in. The lists are quite ready for you. I fin­ished them last night. In fact, I was just about to put on my hat and bring them round to you. I do hope you don’t think I have taken an un­con­scion­able time, but there was a quite sur­pris­ing num­ber of entries. It is too good of you to trouble to call.”

			“Not at all, Miss Cli­mpson. This is my friend, De­tect­ive-In­spect­or Park­er, whom I have men­tioned to you.”

			“How do you do, Mr. Park­er—or ought I to say In­spect­or? Ex­cuse me if I make mis­takes—this is really the first time I have been in the hands of the po­lice. I hope it’s not rude of me to say that. Please come up. A great many stairs, I am afraid, but I hope you do not mind. I do so like to be high up. The air is so much bet­ter, and you know, Mr. Park­er, thanks to Lord Peter’s great kind­ness, I have such a beau­ti­ful, airy view, right over the houses. I think one can work so much bet­ter when one doesn’t feel cribbed, cab­ined and con­fined, as Ham­let says. Dear me! Mrs. Win­bottle will leave the pail on the stairs, and al­ways in that very dark corner. I am con­tinu­ally telling her about it. If you keep close to the ban­is­ters you will avoid it nicely. Only one more flight. Here we are. Please over­look the un­tidi­ness. I al­ways think break­fast things look so ugly when one has fin­ished with them—al­most sor­did, to use a nasty word for a nasty sub­ject. What a pity that some of these clev­er people can’t in­vent self-clean­ing and self clear­ing plates, is it not? But please do sit down; I won’t keep you a mo­ment. And I know, Lord Peter, that you will not hes­it­ate to smoke. I do so en­joy the smell of your ci­gar­ettes—quite de­li­cious—and you are so very good about ex­tin­guish­ing the ends.”

			The little room was, as a mat­ter of fact, most ex­quis­itely neat, in spite of the crowded ar­ray of knick­knacks and pho­to­graphs that ad­orned every avail­able inch of space. The sole evid­ences of dis­sip­a­tion were an empty egg­shell, a used cup and a crumby plate on a break­fast tray. Miss Cli­mpson promptly sub­dued this ri­ot by car­ry­ing the tray bod­ily on to the land­ing.

			Mr. Park­er, a little be­wildered, lowered him­self cau­tiously in­to a small arm­chair, em­bel­lished with a hard, fat little cush­ion which made it im­possible to lean back. Lord Peter wriggled in­to the win­dow-seat, lit a So­branie and clasped his hands about his knees. Miss Cli­mpson, seated up­right at the table, gazed at him with a grat­i­fied air which was pos­it­ively touch­ing.

			“I have gone very care­fully in­to all these cases,” she began, tak­ing up a thick wad of typescript. “I’m afraid, in­deed, my notes are rather co­pi­ous, but I trust the typ­ist’s bill will not be con­sidered too heavy. My hand­writ­ing is very clear, so I don’t think there can be any er­rors. Dear me! such sad stor­ies some of these poor wo­men had to tell me! But I have in­vest­ig­ated most fully, with the kind as­sist­ance of the cler­gy­man—a very nice man and so help­ful—and I feel sure that in the ma­jor­ity of the cases your as­sist­ance will be well be­stowed. If you would like to go through—”

			“Not at the mo­ment, Miss Cli­mpson,” in­ter­rup­ted Lord Peter, hur­riedly. “It’s all right, Charles—noth­ing whatever to do with Our Dumb Friends or sup­ply­ing Flan­nel to Un­mar­ried Moth­ers. I’ll tell you about it later. Just now, Miss Cli­mpson, we want your help on some­thing quite dif­fer­ent.”

			Miss Cli­mpson pro­duced a busi­ness­like note­book and sat at at­ten­tion.

			“The in­quiry di­vides it­self in­to two parts,” said Lord Peter. “The first part, I’m afraid, is rather dull. I want you (if you will be so good) to go down to Somer­set House and search, or get them to search, through all the death-cer­ti­fic­ates for Hamp­shire in the month of Novem­ber, 1925. I don’t know the town and I don’t know the name of the de­ceased. What you are look­ing for is the death-cer­ti­fic­ate of an old lady of 73; cause of death, can­cer; im­me­di­ate cause, heart-fail­ure; and the cer­ti­fic­ate will have been signed by two doc­tors, one of whom will be either a Med­ic­al Of­ficer of Health, Po­lice Sur­geon, Cer­ti­fy­ing Sur­geon un­der the Fact­ory and Work­shops Act, Med­ic­al Ref­er­ee un­der the Work­men’s Com­pens­a­tion Act, Phys­i­cian or Sur­geon in a big Gen­er­al Hos­pit­al, or a man spe­cially ap­poin­ted by the Crema­tion au­thor­it­ies. If you want to give any ex­cuse for the search, you can say that you are com­pil­ing stat­ist­ics about can­cer; but what you really want is the names of the people con­cerned and the name of the town.”

			“Sup­pose there are more than one an­swer­ing to the re­quire­ments?”

			“Ah! that’s where the second part comes in, and where your re­mark­able tact and shrewd­ness are go­ing to be so help­ful to us. When you have col­lec­ted all the ‘pos­sibles,’ I shall ask you to go down to each of the towns con­cerned and make very, very skil­ful in­quir­ies, to find out which is the case we want to get on to. Of course, you mustn’t ap­pear to be in­quir­ing. You must find some good gos­sipy lady liv­ing in the neigh­bour­hood and just get her to talk in a nat­ur­al way. You must pre­tend to be gos­sipy your­self—it’s not in your nature, I know, but I’m sure you can make a little pre­tence about it—and find out all you can. I fancy you’ll find it pretty easy if you once strike the right town, be­cause I know for a cer­tainty that there was a ter­rible lot of ill-natured talk about this par­tic­u­lar death, and it won’t have been for­got­ten yet by a long chalk.”

			“How shall I know when it’s the right one?”

			“Well, if you can spare the time, I want you to listen to a little story. Mind you, Miss Cli­mpson, when you get to wherever it is, you are not sup­posed ever to have heard a word of this tale be­fore. But I needn’t tell you that. Now, Charles, you’ve got an of­fi­cial kind of way of put­tin’ these things clearly. Will you just weigh in and give Miss Cli­mpson the gist of that rig­mar­ole our friend served out to us last night?”

			Pulling his wits in­to or­der, Mr. Park­er ac­cord­ingly ob­liged with a di­gest of the doc­tor’s story. Miss Cli­mpson listened with great at­ten­tion, mak­ing notes of the dates and de­tails. Park­er ob­served that she showed great acu­men in seiz­ing on the sa­li­ent points; she asked a num­ber of very shrewd ques­tions, and her grey eyes were in­tel­li­gent. When he had fin­ished, she re­peated the story, and he was able to con­grat­u­late her on a clear head and re­tent­ive memory.

			“A dear old friend of mine used to say that I should have made a very good law­yer,” said Miss Cli­mpson, com­pla­cently, “but of course, when I was young, girls didn’t have the edu­ca­tion or the op­por­tun­it­ies they get nowadays, Mr. Park­er. I should have liked a good edu­ca­tion, but my dear fath­er didn’t be­lieve in it for wo­men. Very old-fash­ioned, you young people would think him.”

			“Nev­er mind, Miss Cli­mpson,” said Wim­sey, “you’ve got just ex­actly the qual­i­fic­a­tions we want, and they’re rather rare, so we’re in luck. Now we want this mat­ter pushed for­ward as fast as pos­sible.”

			“I’ll go down to Somer­set House at once,” replied the lady, with great en­ergy, “and let you know the minute I’m ready to start for Hamp­shire.”

			“That’s right,” said his lord­ship, rising. “And now we’ll just make a noise like a hoop and roll away. Oh! and while I think of it, I’d bet­ter give you some­thing in hand for trav­el­ling ex­penses and so on. I think you had bet­ter be just a re­tired lady in easy cir­cum­stances look­ing for a nice little place to settle down in. I don’t think you’d bet­ter be wealthy—wealthy people don’t in­spire con­fid­ence. Per­haps you would ob­lige me by liv­ing at the rate of about £800 a year—your own ex­cel­lent taste and ex­per­i­ence will sug­gest the cor­rect ac­cessor­ies and so on for cre­at­ing that im­pres­sion. If you will al­low me, I will give you a cheque for £50 now, and when you start on your wan­der­ings you will let me know what you re­quire.”

			“Dear me,” said Miss Cli­mpson, “I don’t—”

			“This is a pure mat­ter of busi­ness, of course,” said Wim­sey, rather rap­idly, “and you will let me have a note of the ex­penses in your usu­al busi­ness­like way.”

			“Of course.” Miss Cli­mpson was dig­ni­fied. “And I will give you a prop­er re­ceipt im­me­di­ately.

			“Dear, dear,” she ad­ded, hunt­ing through her purse, “I do not ap­pear to have any penny stamps. How ex­tremely re­miss of me. It is most un­usu­al for me not to have my little book of stamps—so handy I al­ways think they are—but only last night Mrs. Wil­li­ams bor­rowed my last stamps to send a very ur­gent let­ter to her son in Ja­pan. If you will ex­cuse me a mo­ment—”

			“I think I have some,” in­ter­posed Park­er.

			“Oh, thank you very much, Mr. Park­er. Here is the two­pence. I nev­er al­low my­self to be without pen­nies—on ac­count of the bath­room gey­ser, you know. Such a very sens­ible in­ven­tion, most con­veni­ent, and pre­vents all dis­pute about hot wa­ter among the ten­ants. Thank you so much. And now I sign my name across the stamps. That’s right, isn’t it? My dear fath­er would be sur­prised to find his daugh­ter so busi­ness­like. He al­ways said a wo­man should nev­er need to know any­thing about money mat­ters, but times have changed so greatly, have they not?”

			Miss Cli­mpson ushered them down all six flights of stairs, vol­ubly protest­ing at their protests, and the door closed be­hind them.

			“May I ask—?” began Park­er.

			“It is not what you think,” said his lord­ship, earn­estly.

			“Of course not,” agreed Park­er.

			“There, I knew you had a nasty mind. Even the closest of one’s friends turn out to be secret thinkers. They think in private thoughts which they pub­licly re­pu­di­ate.”

			“Don’t be a fool. Who is Miss Cli­mpson?”

			“Miss Cli­mpson,” said Lord Peter, “is a mani­fest­a­tion of the waste­ful way in which this coun­try is run. Look at elec­tri­city. Look at wa­ter­power. Look at the tides. Look at the sun. Mil­lions of power units be­ing giv­en off in­to space every minute. Thou­sands of old maids, simply burst­ing with use­ful en­ergy, forced by our stu­pid so­cial sys­tem in­to hy­dros and ho­tels and com­munit­ies and hos­tels and posts as com­pan­ions, where their mag­ni­fi­cent gos­sip-powers and units of in­quis­it­ive­ness are al­lowed to dis­sip­ate them­selves or even be­come harm­ful to the com­munity, while the rate­pay­ers’ money is spent on get­ting work for which these wo­men are provid­en­tially fit­ted, in­ef­fi­ciently car­ried out by ill-equipped po­lice­men like you. My god! it’s enough to make a man write to John Bull. And then bright young men write nasty little pat­ron­ising books called ‘Eld­erly Wo­men,’ and ‘On the Edge of the Ex­plo­sion’—and the drunk­ards make songs upon ’em, poor things.”

			“Quite, quite,” said Park­er. “You mean that Miss Cli­mpson is a kind of in­quiry agent for you.”

			“She is my ears and tongue,” said Lord Peter, dra­mat­ic­ally, “and es­pe­cially my nose. She asks ques­tions which a young man could not put without a blush. She is the an­gel that rushes in where fools get a clump on the head. She can smell a rat in the dark. In fact, she is the cat’s whiskers.”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” said Park­er.

			“Nat­ur­ally—it is mine, there­fore bril­liant. Just think. People want ques­tions asked. Whom do they send? A man with large flat feet and a note­book—the sort of man whose private life is con­duc­ted in a series of in­ar­tic­u­late grunts. I send a lady with a long, woolly jump­er on knit­ting-needles and jingly things round her neck. Of course she asks ques­tions—every­one ex­pects it. Nobody is sur­prised. Nobody is alarmed. And so-called su­per­fluity is agree­ably and use­fully dis­posed of. One of these days they will put up a statue to me, with an in­scrip­tion:

			“ ‘To the Man who Made Thou­sands of Su­per­flu­ous Wo­men Happy Without In­jury to their Mod­esty or Ex­er­tion to Him­self.’ ”

			“I wish you wouldn’t talk so much,” com­plained his friend. “And how about all those type­writ­ten re­ports? Are you turn­ing phil­an­throp­ist in your old age?”

			“No—no,” said Wim­sey, rather hur­riedly hail­ing a taxi. “Tell you about that later. Little private pogrom of my own—In­sur­ance against the So­cial­ist Re­volu­tion—when it comes. ‘What did you do with your great wealth, com­rade?’ ‘I bought First Edi­tions.’ ‘Ar­is­to­crat! à la lan­terne!’ ‘Stay, spare me! I took pro­ceed­ings against 500 moneylenders who op­pressed the work­ers.’ ‘Cit­izen, you have done well. We will spare your life. You shall be pro­moted to clean­ing out the sew­ers.’ Voila! We must move with the times. Cit­izen taxi-driver, take me to the Brit­ish Mu­seum. Can I drop you any­where? No? So long. I am go­ing to col­late a 12th cen­tury ma­nu­script of Tristan, while the old or­der lasts.”

			Mr. Park­er thought­fully boarded a west­ward-bound bus and was rolled away to do some routine ques­tion­ing, on his own ac­count, among the fe­male pop­u­la­tion of Not­ting Dale. It did not ap­pear to him to be a mi­lieu in which the tal­ents of Miss Cli­mpson could be use­fully em­ployed.
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					A Bit Men­tal

				
				
					“A babbled of green fields.”
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			Let­ter from Miss Al­ex­an­dra Kath­er­ine Cli­mpson to Lord Peter Wim­sey.

			
				
					c/o Mrs. Hamilton Budge,

					Fair­view, Nel­son Av­en­ue,

					Leahamp­ton, Hants.

					April 29th, 1927.

				
				My dear Lord Peter,

				You will be happy to hear, after my two pre­vi­ous bad shots (!), that I have found the right place at last. The Agatha Dawson cer­ti­fic­ate is the cor­rect one, and the dread­ful scan­dal about Dr. Carr is still very much alive, I am sorry to say for the sake of hu­man nature. I have been for­tu­nate enough to se­cure rooms in the very next street to Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue, where Miss Dawson used to live. My land­lady seems a very nice wo­man, though a ter­rible gos­sip!—which is all to the good!! Her charge for a very pleas­ant bed­room and sit­ting-room with full board is 3½ guineas weekly. I trust you will not think this too ex­tra­vag­ant, as the situ­ation is just what you wished me to look for. I en­close a care­ful state­ment of my ex­penses up-to-date. You will ex­cuse the men­tion of un­der­wear, which is, I fear, a some­what large item! but wool is so ex­pens­ive nowadays, and it is ne­ces­sary that every de­tail of my equip­ment should be suit­able to my (sup­posed!) po­s­i­tion in life. I have been care­ful to wash the gar­ments through, so that they do not look too new, as this might have a sus­pi­cious ap­pear­ance!!

				But you will be anxious for me to (if I may use a vul­gar ex­pres­sion) “cut the cackle, and come to the horses” (!!). On the day after my ar­rival, I in­formed Mrs. Budge that I was a great suf­fer­er from rheum­at­ism (which is quite true, as I have a sad leg­acy of that kind left me by, alas! my port-drink­ing an­cest­ors!)—and in­quired what doc­tors there were in the neigh­bour­hood. This at once brought forth a long cata­logue, to­geth­er with a grand pan­egyr­ic of the sandy soil and healthy situ­ation of the town. I said I should prefer an eld­erly doc­tor, as the young men, in my opin­ion, were not to be de­pended on. Mrs. Budge heart­ily agreed with me, and a little dis­creet ques­tion­ing brought out the whole story of Miss Dawson’s ill­ness and the “car­ry­ings-on” (as she termed them) of Dr. Carr and the nurse! “I nev­er did trust that first nurse,” said Mrs. Budge, “for all she had her train­ing at Guy’s and ought to have been trust­worthy. A sly, red­headed bag­gage, and it’s my be­lief that all Dr. Carr’s fuss­ing over Miss Dawson and his vis­its all day and every day were just to get love­mak­ing with Nurse Phil­liter. No won­der poor Miss Whit­taker couldn’t stand it any longer and gave the girl the sack—none too soon, in my opin­ion. Not quite so at­tent­ive after that, Dr. Carr wasn’t—why, up to the last minute, he was pre­tend­ing the old lady was quite all right, when Miss Whit­taker had only said the day be­fore that she felt sure she was go­ing to be taken from us.”

				I asked if Mrs. Budge knew Miss Whit­taker per­son­ally. Miss Whit­taker is the niece, you know.

				Not per­son­ally, she said, though she had met her in a so­cial way at the Vicar­age work­ing-parties. But she knew all about it, be­cause her maid was own sis­ter to the maid at Miss Dawson’s. Now is not that a for­tu­nate co­in­cid­ence, for you know how these girls talk!

				I also made care­ful in­quir­ies about the Vicar, Mr. Tredgold, and was much grat­i­fied to find that he teaches sound Cath­ol­ic doc­trine, so that I shall be able to at­tend the Church (S. Ones­imus) without do­ing vi­ol­ence to my re­li­gious be­liefs—a thing I could not un­der­take to do, even in your in­terests. I am sure you will un­der­stand this. As it hap­pens, all is well, and I have writ­ten to my very good friend, the Vicar of St. Ed­frith’s, Hol­born, to ask for an in­tro­duc­tion to Mr. Tredgold. By this means, I feel sure of meet­ing Miss Whit­taker be­fore long, as I hear she is quite a “pil­lar of the Church”! I do hope it is not wrong to make use of the Church of God to a worldly end; but after all, you are only seek­ing to es­tab­lish Truth and Justice!—and in so good a cause, we may per­haps per­mit ourselves to be a little bit Je­suit­ic­al!!!

				This is all I have been able to do as yet, but I shall not be idle, and will write to you again as soon as I have any­thing to re­port. By the way, the pil­lar-box is most con­veni­ently placed just at the corner of Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue, so that I can eas­ily run out and post my let­ters to you my­self (away from pry­ing eyes!!)—and just take a little peep at Miss Dawson’s—now Miss Whit­taker’s—house, “The Grove,” at the same time.

				
					Be­lieve me,

					Sin­cerely yours,

					Al­ex­an­dra Kath­er­ine Cli­mpson.

				
			

			

			The little red­headed nurse gave her vis­it­or a quick, slightly hos­tile look-over.

			“It’s quite all right,” he said apo­lo­get­ic­ally, “I haven’t come to sell you soap or gramo­phones, or to bor­row money or en­rol you in the An­cient Froth-blowers or any­thing char­it­able. I really am Lord Peter Wim­sey—I mean, that really is my title, don’t you know, not a Chris­ti­an name like Sanger’s Cir­cus or Earl Derr Big­gers. I’ve come to ask you some ques­tions, and I’ve no real ex­cuse, I’m afraid, for but­ting in on you—do you ever read the News of the World?”

			Nurse Phil­liter de­cided that she was to be asked to go to a men­tal case, and that the pa­tient had come to fetch her in per­son.

			“Some­times,” she said, guardedly.

			“Oh—well, you may have no­ticed my name crop­pin’ up in a few murders and things lately. I sleuth, you know. For a hobby. Harm­less out­let for nat­ur­al in­quis­it­ive­ness, don’t you see, which might oth­er­wise strike in­ward and pro­duce in­tro­spec­tion an’ sui­cide. Very nat­ur­al, healthy pur­suit—not too strenu­ous, not too sedent­ary; trains and in­vig­or­ates the mind.”

			“I know who you are now,” said Nurse Phil­liter, slowly. “You—you gave evid­ence against Sir Ju­li­an Freke. In fact, you traced the murder to him, didn’t you?”

			“I did—it was rather un­pleas­ant,” said Lord Peter, simply, “and I’ve got an­oth­er little job of the same kind in hand now, and I want your help.”

			“Won’t you sit down?” said Nurse Phil­liter, set­ting the ex­ample. “How am I con­cerned in the mat­ter?”

			“You know Dr. Ed­ward Carr, I think—late of Leahamp­ton—con­scien­tious but a little lackin’ in worldly wis­dom—not ser­pent­ine at all, as the Bible ad­vises, but far oth­er­wise.”

			“What!” she cried, “do you be­lieve it was murder, then?”

			Lord Peter looked at her for a few seconds. Her face was eager, her eyes gleam­ing curi­ously un­der her thick, level brows. She had ex­press­ive hands, rather large and with strong, flat joints. He no­ticed how they gripped the arms of her chair.

			“Haven’t the faintest,” he replied, non­chal­antly, “but I wanted your opin­ion.”

			“Mine?”—she checked her­self. “You know, I am not sup­posed to give opin­ions about my cases.”

			“You have giv­en it me already,” said his lord­ship, grin­ning. “Though pos­sibly I ought to al­low for a little pre­ju­dice in fa­vour of Dr. Carr’s dia­gnos­is.”

			“Well, yes—but it’s not merely per­son­al. I mean, my be­ing en­gaged to Dr. Carr wouldn’t af­fect my judg­ment of a can­cer case. I have worked with him on a great many of them, and I know that his opin­ion is really trust­worthy—just as I know that, as a mo­tor­ist, he’s ex­actly the op­pos­ite.”

			“Right. I take it that if he says the death was in­ex­plic­able, it really was so. That’s one point gained. Now about the old lady her­self. I gath­er she was a little queer to­wards the end—a bit men­tal, I think you people call it?”

			“I don’t know that I’d say that either. Of course, when she was un­der morphia, she would be un­con­scious, or only semi­con­scious, for hours to­geth­er. But up to the time when I left, I should say she was quite—well, quite all there. She was ob­stin­ate, you know, and what they call a char­ac­ter, at the best of times.”

			“But Dr. Carr told me she got odd fan­cies—about people pois­on­ing her?”

			The red-haired nurse rubbed her fin­gers slowly along the arm of the chair, and hes­it­ated.

			“If it will make you feel any less un­pro­fes­sion­al,” said Lord Peter, guess­ing what was in her mind, “I may say that my friend De­tect­ive-In­spect­or Park­er is look­ing in­to this mat­ter with me, which gives me a sort of right to ask ques­tions.”

			“In that case—yes—in that case I think I can speak freely. I nev­er un­der­stood about that pois­on­ing idea. I nev­er saw any­thing of it—no aver­sion, I mean, or fear of me. As a rule, a pa­tient will show it, if she’s got any queer ideas about the nurse. Poor Miss Dawson was al­ways most kind and af­fec­tion­ate. She kissed me when I went away and gave me a little present, and said she was sorry to lose me.”

			“She didn’t show any sort of nervous­ness about tak­ing food from you?”

			“Well, I wasn’t al­lowed to give her any food that last week. Miss Whit­taker said her aunt had taken this funny no­tion, and gave her all her meals her­self.”

			“Oh! that’s very in­ter­estin’. Was it Miss Whit­taker, then, who first men­tioned this little ec­cent­ri­city to you?”

			“Yes. And she begged me not to say any­thing about it to Miss Dawson, for fear of agit­at­ing her.”

			“And did you?”

			“I did not. I wouldn’t men­tion it in any case to a pa­tient. It does no good.”

			“Did Miss Dawson ever speak about it to any­one else? Dr. Carr, for in­stance?”

			“No. Ac­cord­ing to Miss Whit­taker, her aunt was frightened of the doc­tor too, be­cause she ima­gined he was in league with me. Of course, that story rather lent col­our to the un­kind things that were said af­ter­wards. I sup­pose it’s just pos­sible that she saw us glan­cing at one an­oth­er or speak­ing aside, and got the idea that we were plot­ting some­thing.”

			“How about the maids?”

			“There were new maids about that time. She prob­ably wouldn’t talk about it to them, and any­how, I wouldn’t be dis­cuss­ing my pa­tient with her ser­vants.”

			“Of course not. Why did the oth­er maids leave? How many were there? Did they all go at once?”

			“Two of them went. They were sis­ters. One was a ter­rible crock­ery-smash­er, and Miss Whit­taker gave her no­tice, so the oth­er left with her.”

			“Ah, well! one can have too much of see­ing the Crown Derby rol­lin’ round the floor. Quite. Then it had noth­ing to do with—it wasn’t on ac­count of any little—”

			“It wasn’t be­cause they couldn’t get along with the nurse, if you mean that,” said Nurse Phil­liter, with a smile. “They were very ob­li­ging girls, but not very bright.”

			“Quite. Well, now, is there any little odd, out-of-the-way in­cid­ent you can think of that might throw light on the thing. There was a vis­it from a law­yer, I be­lieve, that agit­ated your pa­tient quite a lot. Was that in your time?”

			“No. I only heard about it from Dr. Carr. And he nev­er heard the name of the law­yer, what he came about, or any­thing.”

			“A pity,” said his lord­ship. “I have been hop­ing great things of the law­yer. There’s such a sin­is­ter charm, don’t you think, about law­yers who ap­pear un­ex­pec­tedly with little bags, and alarm people with mys­ter­i­ous con­fer­ences, and then go away leav­ing ur­gent mes­sages that if any­thing hap­pens they are to be sent for. If it hadn’t been for the law­yer, I prob­ably shouldn’t have treated Dr. Carr’s med­ic­al prob­lem with the re­spect it de­serves. He nev­er came again, or wrote, I sup­pose?”

			“I don’t know. Wait a minute. I do re­mem­ber one thing. I re­mem­ber Miss Dawson hav­ing an­oth­er hys­ter­ic­al at­tack of the same sort, and say­ing just what she said then—‘that they were try­ing to kill her be­fore her time.’ ”

			“When was that?”

			“Oh, a couple of weeks be­fore I left. Miss Whit­taker had been up to her with the post, I think, and there were some pa­pers of some kind to sign, and it seems to have up­set her. I came in from my walk and found her in a dread­ful state. The maids could have told you more about it than I could, really, for they were do­ing some dust­ing on the land­ing at the time and heard her go­ing on, and they ran down and fetched me up to her. I didn’t ask them about what happened my­self, nat­ur­ally—it doesn’t do for nurses to gos­sip with the maids be­hind their em­ploy­ers’ backs. Miss Whit­taker said that her aunt had had an an­noy­ing com­mu­nic­a­tion from a so­li­cit­or.”

			“Yes, it sounds as though there might be some­thing there. Do you re­mem­ber what the maids were called?”

			“What was the name now? A funny one, or I shouldn’t re­mem­ber it—Go­tobed, that was it—Ber­tha and Evelyn Go­tobed. I don’t know where they went, but I daresay you could find out.”

			“Now one last ques­tion, and I want you to for­get all about Chris­ti­an kind­li­ness and the law of slander when you an­swer it. What is Miss Whit­taker like?”

			An in­defin­able ex­pres­sion crossed the nurse’s face.

			“Tall, hand­some, very de­cided in man­ner,” she said, with an air of do­ing strict justice against her will, “an ex­tremely com­pet­ent nurse—she was at the Roy­al Free, you know, till she went to live with her aunt. I think she would have made a per­fectly won­der­ful theatre nurse. She did not like me, nor I her, you know, Lord Peter—and it’s bet­ter I should be telling you so at once, that way you can take everything I say about her with a grain of char­ity ad­ded—but we both knew good hos­pit­al work when we saw it, and re­spec­ted one an­oth­er.”

			“Why in the world didn’t she like you, Miss Phil­liter? I really don’t know when I’ve seen a more like­able kind of per­son, if you’ll ’scuse my men­tion­in’ it.”

			“I don’t know.” The nurse seemed a little em­bar­rassed. “The dis­like seemed to grow on her. You—per­haps you heard the kind of things people said in the town? when I left?—that Dr. Carr and I—Oh! it really was dam­nable, and I had the most dread­ful in­ter­view with Mat­ron when I got back here. She must have spread those stor­ies. Who else could have done it?”

			“Well—you did be­come en­gaged to Dr. Carr, didn’t you?” said his lord­ship, gently. “Mind you, I’m not say­in’ it wasn’t a very agree­able oc­cur­rence and all that, but—”

			“But she said I neg­lected the pa­tient. I nev­er did. I wouldn’t think of such a thing.”

			“Of course not. No. But, do you sup­pose that pos­sibly get­ting en­gaged was an of­fence in it­self? Is Miss Whit­taker en­gaged to any­one, by the way?”

			“No. You mean, was she jeal­ous? I’m sure Dr. Carr nev­er gave the slight­est, not the slight­est—”

			“Oh, please,” cried Lord Peter, “please don’t be ruffled. Such a nice word, ruffled—like a kit­ten, I al­ways think—so furry and nice. But even without the least what-d’ye-call-it on Dr. Carr’s side, he’s a very pre­pos­sessin’ per­son and all that. Don’t you think there might be some­thing in it?”

			“I did think so once,” ad­mit­ted Miss Phil­liter, “but af­ter­wards, when she got him in­to such aw­ful trouble over the post­mortem, I gave up the idea.”

			“But she didn’t ob­ject to the post­mortem?”

			“She did not. But there’s such a thing as put­ting your­self in the right in the eyes of your neigh­bours, Lord Peter, and then go­ing off to tell people all about it at Vicar­age tea-parties. I wasn’t there, but you ask someone who was. I know those tea-parties.”

			“Well, it’s not im­possible. People can be very spite­ful if they think they’ve been slighted.”

			“Per­haps you’re right,” said Nurse Phil­liter, thought­fully. “But,” she ad­ded sud­denly, “that’s no motive for mur­der­ing a per­fectly in­no­cent old lady.”

			“That’s the second time you’ve used that word,” said Wim­sey, gravely. “There’s no proof yet that it was murder.”

			“I know that.”

			“But you think it was?”

			“I do.”

			“And you think she did it?”

			“Yes.”

			Lord Peter walked across to the aspidistra in the bow-win­dow and stroked its leaves thought­fully. The si­lence was broken by a bux­om nurse who, en­ter­ing pre­cip­it­ately first and knock­ing af­ter­wards, an­nounced with a giggle:

			“Ex­cuse me, I’m sure, but you’re in re­quest this af­ter­noon, Phil­liter. Here’s Dr. Carr come for you.”

			Dr. Carr fol­lowed hard upon his name. The sight of Wim­sey struck him speech­less.

			“I told you I’d be turn­in’ up again be­fore long,” said Lord Peter, cheer­fully. “Sher­lock is my name and Holmes is my nature. I’m de­lighted to see you, Dr. Carr. Your little mat­ter is well in hand, and seein’ I’m not re­quired any longer I’ll make a noise like a bee and buzz off.”

			“How did he get here?” de­man­ded Dr. Carr, not al­to­geth­er pleased.

			“Didn’t you send him? I think he’s very nice,” said Nurse Phil­liter.

			“He’s mad,” said Dr. Carr.

			“He’s clev­er,” said the red-haired nurse.
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					“With vol­lies of etern­al babble.”
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			“So you are think­ing of com­ing to live in Leahamp­ton,” said Miss Mur­ga­troyd. “How very nice. I do hope you will be set­tling down in the par­ish. We are not too well off for week­day con­greg­a­tions—there is so much in­dif­fer­ence and so much Prot­est­ant­ism about. There! I have dropped a stitch. Pro­vok­ing! Per­haps it was meant as a little re­mind­er to me not to think un­char­it­ably about Prot­est­ants. All is well—I have re­trieved it. Were you think­ing of tak­ing a house, Miss Cli­mpson?”

			“I am not quite sure,” replied Miss Cli­mpson. “Rents are so very high nowadays, and I fear that to buy a house would be al­most bey­ond my means. I must look round very care­fully, and view the ques­tion from all sides. I should cer­tainly prefer to be in this par­ish—and close to the Church, if pos­sible. Per­haps the Vicar would know wheth­er there is likely to be any­thing suit­able.”

			“Oh, yes, he would doubt­less be able to sug­gest some­thing. It is such a very nice, res­id­en­tial neigh­bour­hood. I am sure you would like it. Let me see—you are stay­ing in Nel­son Av­en­ue, I think Mrs. Tredgold said?”

			“Yes—with Mrs. Budge at Fair­view.”

			“I am sure she makes you com­fort­able. Such a nice wo­man, though I’m afraid she nev­er stops talk­ing. Hasn’t she got any ideas on the sub­ject? I’m sure if there’s any news go­ing about, Mrs. Budge nev­er fails to get hold of it.”

			“Well,” said Miss Cli­mpson, seiz­ing the open­ing with a swift­ness which would have done cred­it to Na­po­leon, “she did say some­thing about a house in Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue which she thought might be to let be­fore long.”

			“Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue? You sur­prise me! I thought I knew al­most every­body there. Could it be the Par­fitts—really mov­ing at last! They have been talk­ing about it for at least sev­en years, and I really had be­gun to think it was all talk. Mrs. Peas­good, do you hear that? Miss Cli­mpson says the Par­fitts are really leav­ing that house at last!”

			“Bless me,” cried Mrs. Peas­good, rais­ing her rather prom­in­ent eyes from a piece of plain nee­dle­work and fo­cus­ing them on Miss Cli­mpson like a pair of op­era-glasses. “Well, that is news. It must be that broth­er of hers who was stay­ing with them last week. Pos­sibly he is go­ing to live with them per­man­ently, and that would clinch the mat­ter, of course, for they couldn’t get on without an­oth­er bed­room when the girls come home from school. A very sens­ible ar­range­ment, I should think. I be­lieve he is quite well off, you know, and it will be a very good thing for those chil­dren. I won­der where they will go. I ex­pect it will be one of the new houses out on the Winchester Road, though of course that would mean keep­ing a car. Still, I ex­pect he would want them to do that in any case. Most likely he will have it him­self, and let them have the use of it.”

			“I don’t think Par­fitt was the name,” broke in Miss Cli­mpson hur­riedly, “I’m sure it wasn’t. It was a Miss some­body—a Miss Whit­taker, I think, Mrs. Budge men­tioned.”

			“Miss Whit­taker?” cried both the ladies in chor­us. “Oh, no! surely not?”

			“I’m sure Miss Whit­taker would have told me if she thought of giv­ing up her house,” pur­sued Miss Mur­ga­troyd. “We are such great friends. I think Mrs. Budge must have run away with a wrong idea. People do build up such amaz­ing stor­ies out of noth­ing at all.”

			“I wouldn’t go so far as that,” put in Mrs. Peas­good, re­buk­ingly. “There may be some­thing in it. I know dear Miss Whit­taker has some­times spoken to me about wish­ing to take up chick­en-farm­ing. I daresay she has not men­tioned the mat­ter gen­er­ally, but then she al­ways con­fides in me. De­pend upon it, that is what she in­tends to do.”

			“Mrs. Budge didn’t ac­tu­ally say Miss Whit­taker was mov­ing,” in­ter­posed Miss Cli­mpson. “She said, I think, that Miss Whit­taker had been left alone by some re­la­tion’s death, and she wouldn’t be sur­prised if she found the house lonely.”

			“Ah! that’s Mrs. Budge all over!” said Mrs. Peas­good, nod­ding omin­ously. “A most ex­cel­lent wo­man, but she some­times gets hold of the wrong end of the stick. Not but what I’ve of­ten thought the same thing my­self. I said to poor Mary Whit­taker only the oth­er day, ‘Don’t you find it very lonely in that house, my dear, now that your poor dear Aunt is no more?’ I’m sure it would be a very good thing if she did move, or got someone to live with her. It’s not a nat­ur­al life for a young wo­man, all alone like that, and so I told her. I’m one of those that be­lieve in speak­ing their mind, you know, Miss Cli­mpson.”

			“Well, now, so am I, Mrs. Peas­good,” re­joined Miss Cli­mpson promptly, “and that is what I said to Mrs. Budge at the time. I said, ‘Do I un­der­stand that there was any­thing odd about the old lady’s death?’—be­cause she had spoken of the pe­cu­li­ar cir­cum­stances of the case, and you know, I should not at all like to live in a house which could be called in any way no­tori­ous. I should really feel quite un­com­fort­able about it.” In say­ing which, Miss Cli­mpson no doubt spoke with per­fect sin­cer­ity.

			“But not at all—not at all,” cried Miss Mur­ga­troyd, so eagerly that Mrs. Peas­good, who had paused to purse up her face and as­sume an ex­pres­sion of portent­ous secrecy be­fore reply­ing, was com­pletely crowded out and left at the post. “There nev­er was a more wicked story. The death was nat­ur­al—per­fectly nat­ur­al, and a most happy re­lease, poor soul, I’m sure, for her suf­fer­ings at the last were truly ter­rible. It was all a scan­dal­ous story put about by that young Dr. Carr (whom I’m sure I nev­er liked) simply to ag­grand­ise him­self. As though any doc­tor would pro­nounce so def­in­itely upon what ex­act date it would please God to call a poor suf­fer­er to Him­self! Hu­man pride and van­ity make a most shock­ing ex­hib­i­tion, Miss Cli­mpson, when they lead us to cast sus­pi­cion on in­no­cent people, simply be­cause we are wed­ded to our own pre­sump­tu­ous opin­ions. Poor Miss Whit­taker! She went through a most ter­rible time. But it was proved—ab­so­lutely proved, that there was noth­ing in the story at all, and I hope that young man was prop­erly ashamed of him­self.”

			“There may be two opin­ions about that, Miss Mur­ga­troyd,” said Mrs. Peas­good. “I say what I think, Miss Cli­mpson, and in my opin­ion there should have been an in­quest. I try to be up-to-date, and I be­lieve Dr. Carr to have been a very able young man, though of course, he was not the kind of old-fash­ioned fam­ily doc­tor that ap­peals to eld­erly people. It was a great pity that nice Nurse Phil­liter was sent away—that wo­man For­bes was no more use than a head­ache—to use my broth­er’s rather vig­or­ous ex­pres­sion. I don’t think she knew her job, and that’s a fact.”

			“Nurse For­bes was a charm­ing per­son,” snapped Miss Mur­ga­troyd, pink with in­dig­na­tion at be­ing called eld­erly.

			“That may be,” re­tor­ted Mrs. Peas­good, “but you can’t get over the fact that she nearly killed her­self one day by tak­ing nine grains of ca­lomel by mis­take for three. She told me that her­self, and what she did in one case she might do in an­oth­er.”

			“But Miss Dawson wasn’t giv­en any­thing,” said Miss Mur­ga­troyd, “and at any rate, Nurse For­bes’ mind was on her pa­tient, and not on flirt­ing with the doc­tor. I’ve al­ways thought that Dr. Carr felt a spite against her for tak­ing his young wo­man’s place, and noth­ing would have pleased him bet­ter than to get her in­to trouble.”

			“You don’t mean,” said Miss Cli­mpson, “that he would re­fuse a cer­ti­fic­ate and cause all that trouble, just to an­noy the nurse. Surely no doc­tor would dare to do that.”

			“Of course not,” said Mrs. Peas­good, “and nobody with a grain of sense would sup­pose it for a mo­ment.”

			“Thank you very much, Mrs. Peas­good,” cried Miss Mur­ga­troyd, “thank you very much, I’m sure—”

			“I say what I think,” said Mrs. Peas­good.

			“Then I’m glad I haven’t such un­char­it­able thoughts,” said Miss Mur­ga­troyd.

			“I don’t think your own ob­ser­va­tions are so re­mark­able for their char­ity,” re­tor­ted Mrs. Peas­good.

			For­tu­nately, at this mo­ment Miss Mur­ga­troyd, in her agit­a­tion, gave a vi­cious tweak to the wrong needle and dropped twenty-nine stitches at once. The Vicar’s wife, scent­ing battle from afar, hur­ried over with a plate of scones, and helped to bring about a di­ver­sion. To her, Miss Cli­mpson, dog­gedly stick­ing to her mis­sion in life, broached the sub­ject of the house in Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue.

			“Well, I don’t know, I’m sure,” replied Mrs. Tredgold, “but there’s Miss Whit­taker just ar­rived. Come over to my corner and I’ll in­tro­duce her to you, and you can have a nice chat about it. You will like each oth­er so much, she is such a keen work­er. Oh! and Mrs. Peas­good, my hus­band is so anxious to have a word with you about the choir­boys’ so­cial. He is dis­cuss­ing it now with Mrs. Find­later. I won­der if you’d be so very good as to come and give him your opin­ion? He val­ues it so much.”

			Thus tact­fully the good lady par­ted the dis­putants and, hav­ing de­pos­ited Mrs. Peas­good safely un­der the cler­ic­al wing, towed Miss Cli­mpson away to an arm­chair near the tea-table.

			“Dear Miss Whit­taker, I so want you to know Miss Cli­mpson. She is a near neigh­bour of yours—in Nel­son Av­en­ue, and I hope we shall per­suade her to make her home among us.”

			“That will be de­light­ful,” said Miss Whit­taker.

			The first im­pres­sion which Miss Cli­mpson got of Mary Whit­taker was that she was totally out of place among the tea-tables of St. Ones­imus. With her hand­some, strongly-marked fea­tures and quiet air of au­thor­ity, she was of the type that “does well” in City of­fices. She had a pleas­ant and self-pos­sessed man­ner, and was beau­ti­fully tailored—not man­nishly, and yet with a severe fine­ness of out­line that neg­at­ived the ap­peal of a beau­ti­ful fig­ure. With her long and mel­an­choly ex­per­i­ence of frus­trated wo­man­hood, ob­served in a dreary suc­ces­sion of cheap board­ing­houses, Miss Cli­mpson was able to dis­miss one the­ory which had vaguely formed it­self in her mind. This was no pas­sion­ate nature, cramped by as­so­ci­ation with an old wo­man and eager to be free to mate be­fore youth should de­part. That look she knew well—she could dia­gnose it with dread­ful ac­cur­acy at the first glance, in the tone of a voice say­ing, “How do you do?” But meet­ing Mary Whit­taker’s clear, light eyes un­der their well-shaped brows, she was struck by a sud­den sense of fa­mili­ar­ity. She had seen that look be­fore, though the where and the when es­caped her. Chat­ting vol­ubly about her ar­rival in Leahamp­ton, her in­tro­duc­tion to the Vicar and her ap­prov­al of the Hamp­shire air and sandy soil, Miss Cli­mpson racked her shrewd brain for a clue. But the memory re­mained ob­stin­ately some­where at the back of her head. “It will come to me in the night,” thought Miss Cli­mpson, con­fid­ently, “and mean­while I won’t say any­thing about the house; it would seem so push­ing on a first ac­quaint­ance.”

			Whereupon, fate in­stantly in­ter­vened to over­throw this prudent re­solve, and very nearly ruined the whole ef­fect of Miss Cli­mpson’s dip­lomacy at one fell swoop.

			The form which the aven­ging Erinyes as­sumed was that of the young­est Miss Find­later—the gush­ing one—who came romp­ing over to them, her hands filled with baby-lin­en, and plumped down on the end of the sofa be­side Miss Whit­taker.

			“Mary my dear! Why didn’t you tell me? You really are go­ing to start your chick­en-farm­ing scheme at once. I’d no idea you’d got on so far with your plans. How could you let me hear it first from some­body else? You prom­ised to tell me be­fore any­body.”

			“But I didn’t know it my­self,” replied Miss Whit­taker, coolly. “Who told you this won­der­ful story?”

			“Why, Mrs. Peas­good said that she heard it from …” Here Miss Find­later was in a dif­fi­culty. She had not yet been in­tro­duced to Miss Cli­mpson and hardly knew how to refer to her be­fore her face. “This lady” was what a shop-girl would say; “Miss Cli­mpson” would hardly do, as she had, so to speak, no of­fi­cial cog­nis­ance of the name; “Mrs. Budge’s new lodger” was ob­vi­ously im­possible in the cir­cum­stances. She hes­it­ated—then beamed a bright ap­peal at Miss Cli­mpson, and said: “Our new help­er—may I in­tro­duce my­self? I do so de­test form­al­ity, don’t you, and to be­long to the Vicar­age work-party is a sort of in­tro­duc­tion in it­self, don’t you think? Miss Cli­mpson, I be­lieve? How do you do? It is true, isn’t it, Mary?—that you are let­ting your house to Miss Cli­mpson, and start­ing a poultry-farm at Alford.”

			“Cer­tainly not that I know of. Miss Cli­mpson and I have only just met one an­oth­er.” The tone of Miss Whit­taker’s voice sug­ges­ted that the first meet­ing might very will­ingly be the last so far as she was con­cerned.

			“Oh dear!” cried the young­est Miss Find­later, who was fair and bobbed and rather colt­ish, “I be­lieve I’ve dropped a brick. I’m sure Mrs. Peas­good un­der­stood that it was all settled.” She ap­pealed to Miss Cli­mpson again.

			“Quite a mis­take!” said that lady, en­er­get­ic­ally, “what must you be think­ing of me, Miss Whit­taker? Of course, I could not pos­sibly have said such a thing. I only happened to men­tion—in the most cas­u­al way, that I was look­ing—that is, think­ing of look­ing about—for a house in the neigh­bour­hood of the Church—so con­veni­ent you know, for Early Ser­vices and Saints’ Days—and it was sug­ges­ted—just sug­ges­ted, I really for­get by whom, that you might, just pos­sibly, at some time, con­sider let­ting your house. I as­sure you, that was all.” In say­ing which, Miss Cli­mpson was not wholly ac­cur­ate or disin­genu­ous, but ex­cused her­self to her con­science on the rather Je­suit­ic­al grounds that where so much re­spons­ib­il­ity was float­ing about, it was best to pin it down in the quarter which made for peace. “Miss Mur­ga­troyd,” she ad­ded, “put me right at once, for she said you were cer­tainly not think­ing of any such thing, or you would have told her be­fore any­body else.”

			Miss Whit­taker laughed.

			“But I shouldn’t,” she said, “I should have told my house-agent. It’s quite true, I did have it in mind, but I cer­tainly haven’t taken any steps.”

			“You really are think­ing of do­ing it, then?” cried Miss Find­later. “I do hope so—be­cause, if you do, I mean to ap­ply for a job on the farm! I’m simply long­ing to get away from all these silly ten­nis-parties and things, and live close to the Earth and the fun­da­ment­al crudit­ies. Do you read Sheila Kaye-Smith?”

			Miss Cli­mpson said no, but she was very fond of Thomas Hardy.

			“It really is ter­rible, liv­ing in a little town like this,” went on Miss Find­later, “so full of aspidistras, you know, and small gos­sip. You’ve no idea what a dread­fully gos­sipy place Leahamp­ton is, Miss Cli­mpson. I’m sure, Mary dear, you must have had more than enough of it, with that tire­some Dr. Carr and the things people said. I don’t won­der you’re think­ing of get­ting rid of that house. I shouldn’t think you could ever feel com­fort­able in it again.”

			“Why on earth not?” said Miss Whit­taker, lightly.

			Too lightly? Miss Cli­mpson was startled to re­cog­nise in eye and voice the curi­ous quick de­fens­ive­ness of the neg­lected spin­ster who cries out that she has no use for men.

			“Oh well,” said Miss Find­later, “I al­ways think it’s a little sad, liv­ing where people have died, you know. Dear Miss Dawson—though of course it really was mer­ci­ful that she should be re­leased—all the same—”

			Evid­ently, thought Miss Cli­mpson, she was turn­ing the mat­ter off. The at­mo­sphere of sus­pi­cion sur­round­ing the death had been in her mind, but she shied at re­fer­ring to it.

			“There are very few houses in which some­body hasn’t died some­time or oth­er,” said Miss Whit­taker. “I really can’t see why people should worry about it. I sup­pose it’s just a ques­tion of not real­ising. We are not sens­it­ive to the past lives of people we don’t know. Just as we are much less up­set about epi­dem­ics and ac­ci­dents that hap­pen a long way off. Do you really sup­pose, by the way, Miss Cli­mpson, that this Chinese busi­ness is com­ing to any­thing? Every­body seems to take it very cas­u­ally. If all this ri­ot­ing and Bolshev­ism was hap­pen­ing in Hyde Park, there’d be a lot more fuss made about it.”

			Miss Cli­mpson made a suit­able reply. That night she wrote to Lord Peter:

			“Miss Whit­taker has asked me to tea. She tells me that, much as she would en­joy an act­ive, coun­try life, with some­thing def­in­ite to do, she has a deep af­fec­tion for the house in Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue, and can­not tear her­self away. She seems very anxious to give this im­pres­sion. Would it be fair for me to say ‘The lady doth protest too much, me­thinks’? The Prince of Den­mark might even add: ‘Let the galled jade wince’—if one can use that ex­pres­sion of a lady. How won­der­ful Shakespeare is! One can al­ways find a phrase in his works for any situ­ation!”
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					“Blood, though it sleep a time, yet nev­er dies.”

					Chap­man: The Wid­ow’s Tears
				

			
			“You know, Wim­sey, I think you’ve found a mare’s nest,” ob­jec­ted Mr. Park­er. “I don’t be­lieve there’s the slight­est reas­on for sup­pos­ing that there was any­thing odd about the Dawson wo­man’s death. You’ve noth­ing to go on but a con­ceited young doc­tor’s opin­ion and a lot of silly gos­sip.”

			“You’ve got an of­fi­cial mind, Charles,” replied his friend. “Your of­fi­cial pas­sion for evid­ence is gradu­ally sap­ping your bril­liant in­tel­lect and smoth­er­ing your in­stincts. You’re over-civ­il­ised, that’s your trouble. Com­pared with you, I am a child of nature. I dwell among the un­trod­den ways be­side the springs of Dove, a maid whom there are (I am shocked to say) few to praise, like­wise very few to love, which is per­haps just as well. I know there is some­thing wrong about this case.”

			“How?”

			“How?—well, just as I know there is some­thing wrong about that case of re­puted Lafite ’76 which that in­fernal fel­low Pet­ti­grew-Robin­son had the nerve to try out on me the oth­er night. It has a nasty fla­vour.”

			“Fla­vour be damned. There’s no in­dic­a­tion of vi­ol­ence or pois­on. There’s no motive for do­ing away with the old girl. And there’s no pos­sib­il­ity of prov­ing any­thing against any­body.”

			Lord Peter se­lec­ted a Vil­lar y Vil­lar from his case, and lighted it with artist­ic care.

			“Look here,” he said, “will you take a bet about it? I’ll lay you ten to one that Agatha Dawson was murdered, twenty to one that Mary Whit­taker did it, and fifty to one that I bring it home to her with­in the year. Are you on?”

			Park­er laughed. “I’m a poor man, your Majesty,” he tem­por­ised.

			“There you are,” said Lord Peter, tri­umphantly, “you’re not com­fort­able about it your­self. If you were, you’d have said, ‘It’s tak­ing your money, old chap,’ and closed like a shot, in the happy as­sur­ance of a cer­tainty.”

			“I’ve seen enough to know that noth­ing is a cer­tainty,” re­tor­ted the de­tect­ive, “but I’ll take you—in—half-crowns,” he ad­ded, cau­tiously.

			“Had you said ponies,” replied Lord Peter, “I would have taken your al­leged poverty in­to con­sid­er­a­tion and spared you, but sev­en-and-six­pence will neither make nor break you. Con­sequently, I shall pro­ceed to make my state­ments good.”

			“And what step do you pro­pose tak­ing?” in­quired Park­er, sar­castic­ally. “Shall you ap­ply for an ex­huma­tion or­der and search for pois­on, re­gard­less of the ana­lyst’s re­port? Or kid­nap Miss Whit­taker and ap­ply the third-de­gree in the Gal­lic man­ner?”

			“Not at all. I am more mod­ern. I shall use up-to-date psy­cho­lo­gic­al meth­ods. Like the people in the Psalms, I lay traps; I catch men. I shall let the al­leged crim­in­al con­vict her­self.”

			“Go on! You are a one, aren’t you?” said Park­er, jeer­ingly.

			“I am in­deed. It is a well-es­tab­lished psy­cho­lo­gic­al fact that crim­in­als can­not let well alone. They—”

			“Re­vis­it the place of the crime?”

			“Don’t in­ter­rupt, blast you. They take un­ne­ces­sary steps to cov­er the traces which they haven’t left, and so in­vite, seri­atim, Sus­pi­cion, In­quiry, Proof, Con­vic­tion and the Gal­lows. Em­in­ent leg­al writers—no, pax! don’t chuck that St. Au­gustine about, it’s valu­able. Any­how, not to cast the jew­els of my elo­quence in­to the pig-buck­et, I pro­pose to in­sert this ad­vert­ise­ment in all the morn­ing pa­pers. Miss Whit­taker must read some product of our bril­liant journ­al­ist­ic age, I sup­pose. By this means, we shall kill two birds with one stone.”

			“Start two hares at once, you mean,” grumbled Park­er. “Hand it over.”

			
				“Ber­tha and Evelyn Go­tobed, formerly in the ser­vice of Miss Agatha Dawson, of ‘The Grove,’ Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue, Leahamp­ton, are re­ques­ted to com­mu­nic­ate with J. Murbles, so­li­cit­or, of Staple Inn, when they will hear of some­thing to their ad­vant­age.”

			

			“Rather good, I think, don’t you?” said Wim­sey. “Cal­cu­lated to rouse sus­pi­cion in the most in­no­cent mind. I bet you Mary Whit­taker will fall for that.”

			“In what way?”

			“I don’t know. That’s what’s so in­ter­est­ing. I hope noth­ing un­pleas­ant will hap­pen to dear old Murbles. I should hate to lose him. He’s such a per­fect type of the fam­ily so­li­cit­or. Still, a man in his pro­fes­sion must be pre­pared to take risks.”

			“Oh, bosh!” said Park­er. “But I agree that it might be as well to get hold of the girls, if you really want to find out about the Dawson house­hold. Ser­vants al­ways know everything.”

			“It isn’t only that. Don’t you re­mem­ber that Nurse Phil­liter said the girls were sacked shortly be­fore she left her­self? Now, passing over the odd cir­cum­stances of the Nurse’s own dis­missal—the story about Miss Dawson’s re­fus­ing to take food from her hands, which wasn’t at all borne out by the old lady’s own at­ti­tude to her nurse—isn’t it worth con­sid­er­in’ that these girls should have been pushed off on some ex­cuse just about three weeks after one of those hys­ter­ic­al at­tacks of Miss Dawson’s? Doesn’t it rather look as though every­body who was likely to re­mem­ber any­thing about that par­tic­u­lar epis­ode had been got out of the way?”

			“Well, there was a good reas­on for get­ting rid of the girls.”

			“Crock­ery?—well, nowadays it’s not so easy to get good ser­vants. Mis­tresses put up with a deal more care­less­ness than they did in the dear dead days bey­ond re­call. Then, about that at­tack. Why did Miss Whit­taker choose just the very mo­ment when the highly-in­tel­li­gent Nurse Phil­liter had gone for her walk, to both­er Miss Dawson about signin’ some tire­some old lease or oth­er? If busi­ness was li­able to up­set the old girl, why not have a cap­able per­son at hand to calm her down?”

			“Oh, but Miss Whit­taker is a trained nurse. She was surely cap­able enough to see to her aunt her­self.”

			“I’m per­fectly sure she was a very cap­able wo­man in­deed,” said Wim­sey, with em­phas­is.

			“Oh, all right. You’re pre­ju­diced. But stick the ad in by all means. It can’t do any harm.”

			Lord Peter paused, in the very act of ringing the bell. His jaw slackened, giv­ing his long, nar­row face a faintly fool­ish and hes­it­ant look, re­min­is­cent of the her­oes of Mr. P. G. Wode­house.

			“You don’t think—” he began. “Oh! rats!” He pressed the but­ton. “It can’t do any harm, as you say. Bunter, see that this ad­vert­ise­ment ap­pears in the per­son­al columns of all this list of pa­pers, every day un­til fur­ther no­tice.”

			

			The ad­vert­ise­ment made its first ap­pear­ance on the Tues­day morn­ing. Noth­ing of any note happened dur­ing the week, ex­cept that Miss Cli­mpson wrote in some dis­tress to say that the young­est Miss Find­later had at length suc­ceeded in per­suad­ing Miss Whit­taker to take def­in­ite steps about the poultry farm. They had gone away to­geth­er to look at a busi­ness which they had seen ad­vert­ised in the Poultry News, and pro­posed to be away for some weeks. Miss Cli­mpson feared that un­der the cir­cum­stances she would not be able to carry on any in­vest­ig­a­tions of suf­fi­cient im­port­ance to jus­ti­fy her far too gen­er­ous salary. She had, how­ever, be­come friendly with Miss Find­later, who had prom­ised to tell her all about their do­ings. Lord Peter replied in re­as­sur­ing terms.

			On the Tues­day fol­low­ing, Mr. Park­er was just wrest­ling in pray­er with his char­lady, who had a tire­some habit of boil­ing his break­fast kip­pers till they re­sembled heav­ily pickled loo­fahs, when the tele­phone whirred ag­gress­ively.

			“Is that you, Charles?” asked Lord Peter’s voice. “I say, Murbles has had a let­ter about that girl, Ber­tha Go­tobed. She dis­ap­peared from her lodgings last Thursday, and her land­lady, get­ting anxious, and hav­ing seen the ad­vert­ise­ment, is com­ing to tell us all she knows. Can you come round to Staple Inn at el­ev­en?”

			“Dunno,” said Park­er, a little ir­rit­ably. “I’ve got a job to see to. Surely you can tackle it by your­self.”

			“Oh, yes!” The voice was peev­ish. “But I thought you’d like to have some of the fun. What an un­grate­ful dev­il you are. You aren’t tak­ing the faintest in­terest in this case.”

			“Well—I don’t be­lieve in it, you know. All right—don’t use lan­guage like that—you’ll fright­en the girl at the Ex­change. I’ll see what I can do. El­ev­en?—right!—Oh, I say!”

			“Cluck!” said the tele­phone.

			“Rung off,” said Park­er, bit­terly. “Ber­tha Go­tobed. H’m! I could have sworn—”

			He reached across to the break­fast-table for the Daily Yell which was propped against the marmalade jar, and read with pursed lips a para­graph whose heav­ily leaded head­lines had caught his eye, just be­fore the in­ter­rup­tion of the kip­per epis­ode.

			
				“Nippy” Found Dead in Ep­ping Forest

				£5 Note in Hand­bag

			

			He took up the re­ceiv­er again and asked for Wim­sey’s num­ber. The manser­vant answered him.

			“His lord­ship is in his bath, sir. Shall I put you through?”

			“Please,” said Park­er.

			The tele­phone clucked again. Presently Lord Peter’s voice came faintly, “Hullo!”

			“Did the land­lady men­tion where Ber­tha Go­tobed was em­ployed?”

			“Yes—she was a wait­ress at the Corner House. Why this in­terest all of a sud­den? You snub me in my bed, but you woo me in my bath. It sounds like a mu­sic-hall song of the less re­fined sort. Why, oh why?”

			“Haven’t you seen the pa­pers?”

			“No. I leave those fol­lies till break­fast-time. What’s up? Are we ordered to Shang­hai? or have they taken six­pence off the in­come-tax?”

			“Shut up, you fool, it’s ser­i­ous. You’re too late.”

			“What for?”

			“Ber­tha Go­tobed was found dead in Ep­ping Forest this morn­ing.”

			“Good God! Dead? How? What of?”

			“No idea. Pois­on or some­thing. Or heart fail­ure. No vi­ol­ence. No rob­bery. No clue. I’m go­ing down to the Yard about it now.”

			“God for­give me, Charles. D’you know, I had a sort of aw­ful feel­ing when you said that ad could do no harm. Dead. Poor girl! Charles, I feel like a mur­der­er. Oh, damn! and I’m all wet. It does make one feel so help­less. Look here, you spin down to the Yard and tell ’em what you know and I’ll join you there in half a tick. Any­way, there’s no doubt about it now.”

			“Oh, but, look here. It may be some­thing quite dif­fer­ent. Noth­ing to do with your ad.”

			“Pigs may fly. Use your com­mon sense. Oh! and Charles, does it men­tion the sis­ter?”

			“Yes. There was a let­ter from her on the body, by which they iden­ti­fied it. She got mar­ried last month and went to Canada.”

			“That’s saved her life. She’ll be in ab­so­lutely hor­rible danger, if she comes back. We must get hold of her and warn her. And find out what she knows. Good­bye. I must get some clothes on. Oh, hell!”

			Cluck! the line went dead again, and Mr. Park­er, abandon­ing the kip­pers without re­gret, ran fe­ver­ishly out of the house and down Lamb’s Con­duit Street to catch a diver tram to West­min­ster.

			The Chief of Scot­land Yard, Sir An­drew Mack­en­zie, was a very old friend of Lord Peter’s. He re­ceived that agit­ated young man kindly and listened with at­ten­tion to his slightly in­volved story of can­cer, wills, mys­ter­i­ous so­li­cit­ors and ad­vert­ise­ments in the agony column.

			“It’s a curi­ous co­in­cid­ence,” he said, in­dul­gently, “and I can un­der­stand your feel­ing up­set about it. But you may set your mind at rest. I have the po­lice-sur­geon’s re­port, and he is quite con­vinced that the death was per­fectly nat­ur­al. No signs whatever of any as­sault. They will make an ex­am­in­a­tion, of course, but I don’t think there is the slight­est reas­on to sus­pect foul play.”

			“But what was she do­ing in Ep­ping Forest?”

			Sir An­drew shrugged gently.

			“That must be in­quired in­to, of course. Still—young people do wander about, you know. There’s a fiancé some­where. Some­thing to do with the rail­way, I be­lieve. Collins has gone down to in­ter­view him. Or she may have been with some oth­er friend.”

			“But if the death was nat­ur­al, no one would leave a sick or dy­ing girl like that?”

			“You wouldn’t. But say there had been some run­ning about—some horse­play—and the girl fell dead, as these heart cases some­times do. The com­pan­ion may well have taken fright and cleared out. It’s not un­heard of.”

			Lord Peter looked un­con­vinced.

			“How long has she been dead?”

			“About five or six days, our man thinks. It was quite by ac­ci­dent that she was found then at all; it’s quite an un­fre­quen­ted part of the Forest. A party of young people were ex­plor­ing with a couple of ter­ri­ers, and one of the dogs nosed out the body.”

			“Was it out in the open?”

			“Not ex­actly. It lay among some bushes—the sort of place where a frol­ic­some young couple might go to play hide-and-seek.”

			“Or where a mur­der­er might go to play hide and let the po­lice seek,” said Wim­sey.

			“Well, well. Have it your own way,” said Sir An­drew, smil­ing. “If it was murder, it must have been a pois­on­ing job, for, as I say, there was not the slight­est sign of a wound or a struggle. I’ll let you have the re­port of the autopsy. In the mean­while, if you’d like to run down there with In­spect­or Park­er, you can of course have any fa­cil­it­ies you want. And if you dis­cov­er any­thing, let me know.”

			Wim­sey thanked him, and col­lect­ing Park­er from an ad­ja­cent of­fice, rushed him briskly down the cor­ridor.

			“I don’t like it,” he said, “that is, of course, it’s very grat­i­fy­ing to know that our first steps in psy­cho­logy have led to ac­tion, so to speak, but I wish to God it hadn’t been quite such de­cis­ive ac­tion. We’d bet­ter trot down to Ep­ping straight away, and see the land­lady later. I’ve got a new car, by the way, which you’ll like.”

			Mr. Park­er took one look at the slim black mon­ster, with its long rak­ish body and pol­ished-cop­per twin ex­hausts, and de­cided there and then that the only hope of get­ting down to Ep­ping without in­ter­fer­ence was to look as of­fi­cial as pos­sible and wave his po­lice au­thor­ity un­der the eyes of every man in blue along the route. He shoe­horned him­self in­to his seat without protest, and was more un­nerved than re­lieved to find him­self shoot sud­denly ahead of the traffic—not with the bel­low­ing roar of the or­din­ary ra­cing en­gine, but in a smooth, un­canny si­lence.

			“The new Daimler Twin-Six,” said Lord Peter, skim­ming dex­ter­ously round a lorry without ap­pear­ing to look at it. “With a ra­cing body. Spe­cially built … use­ful … gad­gets … no row—hate row … like Ed­mund Spark­ler … very anxious there should be no row … Little Dor­rit … re­mem­ber … call her Mrs. Merdle … for that reas­on … presently we’ll see what she can do.”

			The prom­ise was ful­filled be­fore their ar­rival at the spot where the body had been found. Their ar­rival made a con­sid­er­able sen­sa­tion among the little crowd which busi­ness or curi­os­ity had drawn to the spot. Lord Peter was in­stantly pounced upon by four re­port­ers and a syn­od of Press pho­to­graph­ers, whom his pres­ence en­cour­aged in the hope that the mys­tery might turn out to be a three-column splash after all. Park­er, to his an­noy­ance, was pho­to­graphed in the un­dig­ni­fied act of ex­tric­at­ing him­self from “Mrs. Merdle.” Su­per­in­tend­ent Walmis­ley came po­litely to his as­sist­ance, re­buked the on­look­ers, and led him to the scene of ac­tion.

			The body had been already re­moved to the mor­tu­ary, but a de­pres­sion in the moist ground showed clearly enough where it had lain. Lord Peter groaned faintly as he saw it. “Damn this nasty warm spring weath­er,” he said, with feel­ing. “April showers—sun and wa­ter—couldn’t be worse. Body much altered, Su­per­in­tend­ent?”

			“Well, yes, rather, my lord, es­pe­cially in the ex­posed parts. But there’s no doubt about the iden­tity.”

			“I didn’t sup­pose there was. How was it ly­ing?”

			“On the back, quite quiet and nat­ur­al-like. No dis­ar­range­ment of cloth­ing, or any­thing. She must just have sat down when she felt her­self bad and fallen back.”

			“M’m. The rain has spoilt any foot­prints or signs on the ground. And it’s grassy. Beastly stuff, grass, eh, Charles?”

			“Yes. These twigs don’t seem to have been broken at all, Su­per­in­tend­ent.”

			“Oh, no,” said the of­ficer, “no signs of a struggle, as I poin­ted out in my re­port.”

			“No—but if she’d sat down here and fallen back as you sug­gest, don’t you think her weight would have snapped some of these young shoots?”

			The Su­per­in­tend­ent glanced sharply at the Scot­land Yard man.

			“You don’t sup­pose she was brought and put here, do you, sir?”

			“I don’t sup­pose any­thing,” re­tor­ted Park­er, “I merely drew at­ten­tion to a point which I think you should con­sider. What are these wheel-marks?”

			“That’s our car, sir. We backed it up here and took her up that way.”

			“And all this tramp­ling is your men too, I sup­pose?”

			“Partly that, sir, and partly the party as found her.”

			“You no­ticed no oth­er per­son’s tracks, I sup­pose?”

			“No, sir. But it’s rained con­sid­er­ably this last week. Be­sides, the rab­bits have been all over the place, as you can see, and oth­er creatures too, I fancy. Weasels, or some­thing of that sort.”

			“Oh! Well, I think you’d bet­ter take a look round. There might be traces of some kind a bit fur­ther away. Make a circle, and re­port any­thing you see. And you oughtn’t to have let all that bunch of people get so near. Put a cor­don round and tell ’em to move on. Have you seen all you want, Peter?”

			Wim­sey had been pok­ing his stick aim­lessly in­to the bole of an oak-tree at a few yards’ dis­tance. Now he stooped and lif­ted out a pack­age which had been stuffed in­to a cleft. The two po­lice­men hur­ried for­ward with eager in­terest, which evap­or­ated some­what at sight of the find—a ham sand­wich and an empty Bass bottle, roughly wrapped up in a greasy news­pa­per.

			“Pic­nick­ers,” said Walmis­ley, with a snort. “Noth­ing to do with the body, I daresay.”

			“I think you’re mis­taken,” said Wim­sey, pla­cidly. “When did the girl dis­ap­pear, ex­actly?”

			“Well, she went off duty at the Corner House at five a week ago to­mor­row, that’s Wed­nes­day, 27th,” said Park­er.

			“And this is the Even­ing Views of Wed­nes­day, 27th,” said Wim­sey. “Late Fi­nal edi­tion. Now that edi­tion isn’t on the streets till about 6 o’clock. So un­less some­body brought it down and had sup­per here, it was prob­ably brought by the girl her­self or her com­pan­ion. It’s hardly likely any­one would come and pic­nic here af­ter­wards, not with the body there. Not that bod­ies need ne­ces­sar­ily in­ter­fere with one’s en­joy­ment of one’s food. À la guerre comme à la guerre. But for the mo­ment there isn’t a war on.”

			“That’s true, sir. But you’re as­sum­ing the death took place on the Wed­nes­day or Thursday. She may have been some­where else—liv­ing with someone in town or any­where.”

			“Crushed again,” said Wim­sey. “Still, it’s a curi­ous co­in­cid­ence.”

			“It is, my lord, and I’m very glad you found the things. Will you take charge of ’em, Mr. Park­er, or shall I?”

			“Bet­ter take them along and put them with the oth­er things,” said Park­er, ex­tend­ing his hand to take them from Wim­sey, whom they seemed to in­terest quite dis­pro­por­tion­ately. “I fancy his lord­ship’s right and that the par­cel came here along with the girl. And that cer­tainly looks as if she didn’t come alone. Pos­sibly that young man of hers was with her. Looks like the old, old story. Take care of that bottle, old man, it may have fin­ger­prints on it.”

			“You can have the bottle,” said Wim­sey. “May we ne’er lack a friend or a bottle to give him, as Dick Swiv­el­ler says. But I earn­estly beg that be­fore you cau­tion your re­spect­able young rail­way clerk that any­thing he says may be taken down and used against him, you will cast your eye, and your nose, upon this ham sand­wich.”

			“What’s wrong with it?” in­quired Park­er.

			“Noth­ing. It ap­pears to be in as­ton­ish­ingly good pre­ser­va­tion, thanks to this ad­mir­able oak-tree. The stal­wart oak—for so many cen­tur­ies Bri­tain’s bul­wark against the in­vader! Heart of oak are our ships—not hearts, by the way, as it is usu­ally mis­quoted. But I am puzzled by the in­con­gru­ity between the sand­wich and the rest of the out­fit.”

			“It’s an or­din­ary ham sand­wich, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, gods of the wine-flask and the board, how long? how long?—it is a ham sand­wich, Goth, but not an or­din­ary one. Nev­er did it see Ly­ons’ kit­chen, or the counter of the mul­tiple store or the del­icatessen shop in the back street. The pig that was sac­ri­ficed to make this dainty tit­bit fattened in no dull style, nev­er knew the daily ra­tion of pig-wash or the not un­mixed rap­ture of the do­mest­ic garbage-pail. Ob­serve the hard tex­ture, the deep brown­ish tint of the lean; the rich fat, yel­low as a Chi­n­a­man’s cheek; the dark spot where the black treacle cure has soaked in, to make a dish fit to lure Zeus from Olym­pus. And tell me, man of no dis­crim­in­a­tion and worthy to be fed on boiled cod all the year round, tell me how it comes that your little wait­ress and her rail­way clerk come down to Ep­ping Forest to re­gale them­selves on sand­wiches made from coal-black, treacle-cured Brad­en­ham ham, which long ago ran as a young wild boar about the wood­lands, till death trans­lated it to an in­cor­rupt­ible and more glor­i­ous body? I may add that it costs about 3s. a pound un­cooked—an ar­gu­ment which you will al­low to be weighty.”

			“That’s odd, cer­tainly,” said Park­er. “I ima­gine that only rich people—”

			“Only rich people or people who un­der­stand eat­ing as a fine art,” said Wim­sey. “The two classes are by no means identic­al, though they oc­ca­sion­ally over­lap.”

			“It may be very im­port­ant,” said Park­er, wrap­ping the ex­hib­its up care­fully. “We’d bet­ter go along now and see the body.”

			The ex­am­in­a­tion was not a very pleas­ant mat­ter, for the weath­er had been damp and warm and there had cer­tainly been weasels. In fact, after a brief glance, Wim­sey left the two po­lice­men to carry on alone, and de­voted his at­ten­tion to the dead girl’s hand­bag. He glanced through the let­ter from Evelyn Go­tobed—(now Evelyn Crop­per)—and noted down the Ca­na­dian ad­dress. He turned the cut­ting of his own ad­vert­ise­ment out of an in­ner com­part­ment, and re­mained for some time in con­sid­er­a­tion of the £5 note which lay, fol­ded up, side by side with a 10s. Treas­ury note, 7s. 8d. in sil­ver and cop­per, a latch­key and a powder com­pact.

			“You’re hav­ing this note traced, Walmis­ley, I sup­pose?”

			“Oh, yes, my lord, cer­tainly.”

			“And the latch­key, I ima­gine, be­longs to the girl’s lodgings.”

			“No doubt it does. We have asked her land­lady to come and identi­fy the body. Not that there’s any doubt about it, but just as a mat­ter of routine. She may give us some help. Ah!”—the Su­per­in­tend­ent peered out of the mor­tu­ary door—“I think this must be the lady.”

			The stout and moth­erly wo­man who emerged from a taxi in charge of a youth­ful po­lice­man iden­ti­fied the body without dif­fi­culty, and amid many sobs, as that of Ber­tha Go­tobed. “Such a nice young lady,” she mourned. “What a ter­rible thing, oh, dear! who would go to do a thing like that? I’ve been in such a state of wor­ri­ment ever since she didn’t come home last Wed­nes­day. I’m sure many’s the time I’ve said to my­self I wished I’d had my tongue cut out be­fore I ever showed her that wicked ad­vert­ise­ment. Ah, I see you’ve got it there, sir. A dread­ful thing it is that people should be lur­ing young girls away with stor­ies about some­thing to their ad­vant­age. A sin­ful old dev­il—call­ing him­self a law­yer, too! When she didn’t come back and didn’t come back I wrote to the wretch, telling him I was on his track and was com­ing round to have the law on him as sure as my name’s Dor­cas Gul­li­v­er. He wouldn’t have got round me—not that I’d be the bird he was look­ing for, be­ing sixty-one come Mid­sum­mer Day—and so I told him.”

			Lord Peter’s grav­ity was some­what up­set by this diatribe against the highly re­spect­able Mr. Murbles of Staple Inn, whose own ver­sion of Mrs. Gul­li­v­er’s com­mu­nic­a­tion had been de­cently ex­pur­gated. “How shocked the old boy must have been,” he mur­mured to Park­er. “I’m for it next time I see him.”

			Mrs. Gul­li­v­er’s voice moaned on and on.

			“Such re­spect­able girls, both of them, and Miss Evelyn mar­ried to that nice young man from Canada. Deary me, it will be a ter­rible up­set for her. And there’s poor John Iron­sides, was to have mar­ried Miss Ber­tha, the poor lamb, this very Whit­sun­tide as ever is. A very steady, re­spect­able man—a clurk on the South­ern, which he al­ways used to say, jok­ing like, ‘Slow but safe, like the South­ern—that’s me, Mrs. G.’ T’ch, t’ch—who’d a’ be­lieved it? And it’s not as if she was one of the flighty sort. I give her a latch­key gladly, for she’d some­times be on late duty, but nev­er any stay­ing out after her time. That’s why it wor­ried me so, her not com­ing back. There’s many nowadays as would wash one’s hands and glad to be rid of them, know­ing what they might be up to. No. When the time passed and she didn’t come back, I said, Mark my words, I said, she’s bin kid­napped, I said, by that Murbles.”

			“Had she been long with you, Mrs. Gul­li­v­er?” asked Park­er.

			“Not above a fif­teen month or so, she hadn’t, but bless you, I don’t have to know a young lady fif­teen days to know if she’s a good girl or not. You gets to know by the look of ’em al­most, when you’ve ’ad my ex­per­i­ence.”

			“Did she and her sis­ter come to you to­geth­er?”

			“They did. They come to me when they was look­in’ for work in Lon­don. And they could a’ fallen in­to a deal worse hands I can tell you, two young things from the coun­try, and them that fresh and pretty look­ing.”

			“They were un­com­monly lucky, I’m sure, Mrs. Gul­li­v­er,” said Lord Peter, “and they must have found it a great com­fort to be able to con­fide in you and get your good ad­vice.”

			“Well, I think they did,” said Mrs. Gul­li­v­er, “not that young people nowadays seems to want much guid­ance from them as is older. Train up a child and away she go, as the Good Book says. But Miss Evelyn, that’s now Mrs. Crop­per—she’d had this Lon­don idea put in­to her head, and up they comes with the idea of bein’ made ladies of, hav­in’ only been in ser­vice be­fore, though what’s the dif­fer­ence between serving in one of them teashops at the beck of all the nasty tagrag and bob­tail and serving in a lady’s home, I don’t see, ex­cept that you works harder and don’t get your meals so com­fort­able. Still, Miss Evelyn, she was al­ways the go-ahead one of the two, and she did very well for her­self, I will say, meet­in’ Mr. Crop­per as used to take his break­fast reg­u­lar at the Corner House every morn­ing and took a lik­ing to the girl in the most hon­our­able way.”

			“That was very for­tu­nate. Have you any idea what gave them the no­tion of com­ing to town?”

			“Well, now, sir, it’s funny you should ask that, be­cause it was a thing I nev­er could un­der­stand. The lady as they used to be in ser­vice with, down in the coun­try, she put it in­to Miss Evelyn’s head. Now, sir, wouldn’t you think that with good ser­vice that ’ard to come by, she’d have done all she could to keep them with her? But no! There was a bit of trouble one day, it seems, over Ber­tha—this poor girl here, poor lamb—it do break one’s ’eart to see her like that, don’t it, sir?—over Ber­tha ’avin’ broke an old teapot—a very valu­able one by all ac­counts, and the lady told ’er she couldn’t put up with ’avin’ her things broke no more. So she says: ‘You’ll ’ave to go,’ she says, ‘but,’ she says, ‘I’ll give you a very good char­ac­ter and you’ll soon get a good place. And I ex­pect Evelyn’ll want to go with you,’ she says, ‘so I’ll have to find someone else to do for me,’ she says. ‘But,’ she says, ‘why not go to Lon­don? You’ll do bet­ter there and have a much more in­ter­est­ing life than what you would at home,’ she says. And the end of it was, she filled ’em up so with stor­ies of how fine a place Lon­don was and how grand situ­ations was to be had for the ask­ing, that they was mad to go, and she give them a present of money and be­haved very hand­some, take it all round.”

			“H’m,” said Wim­sey, “she seems to have been very par­tic­u­lar about her teapot. Was Ber­tha a great crock­ery-break­er?”

			“Well, sir, she nev­er broke noth­ing of mine. But this Miss Whit­taker—that was the name—she was one of these opin­ion­ated ladies, as will ’ave their own way in every­think. A fine tem­per she ’ad, or so poor Ber­tha said, though Miss Evelyn—her as is now Mrs. Crop­per—she al­ways ’ad an idea as there was some­think at the back of it. Miss Evelyn was al­ways the sharp one, as you might say. But there, sir, we all ’as our pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies, don’t we? It’s my own be­lief as the lady had some­body of her own choice as she wanted to put in the place of Ber­tha—that’s this one—and Evelyn—as is now Mrs. Crop­per, you un­der­stand me—and she jest trampled up an ex­cuse, as they say, to get rid of ’em.”

			“Very pos­sibly,” said Wim­sey. “I sup­pose, In­spect­or, Evelyn Go­tobed—”

			“Now Mrs. Crop­per,” put in Mrs. Gul­li­v­er with a sob.

			“Mrs. Crop­per, I should say—has been com­mu­nic­ated with?”

			“Oh, yes, my lord. We cabled her at once.”

			“Good. I wish you’d let me know when you hear from her.”

			“We shall be in touch with In­spect­or Park­er, my lord, of course.”

			“Of course. Well, Charles, I’m go­ing to leave you to it. I’ve got a tele­gram to send. Or will you come with me?”

			“Thanks, no,” said Park­er. “To be frank, I don’t like your meth­ods of driv­ing. Be­ing in the Force, I prefer to keep on the windy side of the law.”

			“Windy is the word for you,” said Peter. “I’ll see you in Town, then.”
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					Ham and Brandy

				
				
					“Tell me what you eat and I will tell you what you are.”

					Bril­lat-Sav­ar­in
				

			
			“Well,” said Wim­sey, as Park­er was ushered in that same even­ing by Bunter, “have you got any­thing fresh?”

			“Yes, I’ve got a new the­ory of the crime, which knocks yours in­to a cocked hat. I’ve got evid­ence to sup­port it, too.”

			“Which crime, by the way?”

			“Oh, the Ep­ping Forest busi­ness. I don’t be­lieve the old Dawson per­son was murdered at all. That’s just an idea of yours.”

			“I see. And you’re now go­ing to tell me that Ber­tha Go­tobed was got hold of by the White Slave people.”

			“How did you know?” asked Park­er, a little peev­ishly.

			“Be­cause Scot­land Yard have two mag­gots which crop up whenev­er any­thing hap­pens to a young wo­man. Either it’s White Slavery or Dope Dens—some­times both. You are go­ing to say it’s both.”

			“Well, I was, as a mat­ter of fact. It so of­ten is, you know. We’ve traced the £5 note.”

			“That’s im­port­ant, any­how.”

			“Yes. It seems to me to be the clue to the whole thing. It is one of a series paid out to a Mrs. For­rest, liv­ing in South Aud­ley Street. I’ve been round to make some in­quir­ies.”

			“Did you see the lady?”

			“No, she was out. She usu­ally is, I’m told. In fact, her habits seem to be ex­pens­ive, ir­reg­u­lar and mys­ter­i­ous. She has an el­eg­antly fur­nished flat over a flower-shop.”

			“A ser­vice flat?”

			“No. One of the quiet kind, with a lift you work your­self. She only turns up oc­ca­sion­ally, mostly in the even­ings, spends a night or two and de­parts. Food ordered in from Fort­num & Ma­son’s. Bills paid promptly by note or cheque. Clean­ing done by an eld­erly fe­male who comes in about el­ev­en, by which time Mrs. For­rest has usu­ally gone out.”

			“Doesn’t any­body ever see her?”

			“Oh dear, yes! The people in the flat be­low and the girl at the flower-shop were able to give me quite a good de­scrip­tion of her. Tall, over­dressed, musquash and those ab­bre­vi­ated sort of shoes with jew­elled heels and hardly any up­pers—you know the sort of thing. Heav­ily per­ox­ided; strong aroma of ori­fan waf­ted out upon the passerby; powder too white for the fash­ion and mouth heav­ily ob­scured with seal­ing-wax red; eye­brows painted black to startle, not de­ceive; fin­ger­nails a monu­ment to Kraska—the pink vari­ety.”

			“I’d no idea you stud­ied the Wo­man’s Page to such good pur­pose, Charles.”

			“Drives a Renault Four-seat­er, dark green with tapestry do­ings. Gar­ages just round the corner. I’ve seen the man, and he says the car was out on the night of the 27th. Went out at 11:30. Re­turned about 8 the next morn­ing.”

			“How much pet­rol had been used?”

			“We worked that out. Just about enough for a run to Ep­ping and back. What’s more, the char­wo­man says that there had been sup­per for two in the flat that night, and three bottles of cham­pagne drunk. Also, there is a ham in the flat.”

			“A Brad­en­ham ham?”

			“How do you ex­pect the char­wo­man to know that? But I think it prob­ably is, as I find from Fort­num & Ma­son’s that a Brad­en­ham ham was de­livered to Mrs. For­rest’s ad­dress about a fort­night ago.”

			“That sounds con­clus­ive. I take it you think Ber­tha Go­tobed was in­veigled there for some un­desir­able pur­pose by Mrs. For­rest, and had sup­per with her—”

			“No; I should think there was a man.”

			“Yes, of course. Mrs. F. brings the parties to­geth­er and leaves them to it. The poor girl is made thor­oughly drunk—and then some­thing un­to­ward hap­pens.”

			“Yes—shock, per­haps, or a shot of dope.”

			“And they bustle her off and get rid of her. It’s quite pos­sible. The post­mortem may tell us some­thing about it. Yes, Bunter, what is it?”

			“The tele­phone, my lord, for Mr. Park­er.”

			“Ex­cuse me,” said Park­er, “I asked the people at the flower-shop to ring me up here, if Mrs. For­rest came in. If she’s there, would you like to come round with me?”

			“Very much.”

			Park­er re­turned from the tele­phone with an air of sub­dued tri­umph.

			“She’s just gone up to her flat. Come along. We’ll take a taxi—not that death-rattle of yours. Hurry up, I don’t want to miss her.”

			The door of the flat in South Aud­ley Street was opened by Mrs. For­rest in per­son. Wim­sey re­cog­nised her in­stantly from the de­scrip­tion. On see­ing Park­er’s card, she made no ob­jec­tion whatever to let­ting them in, and led the way in­to a pink and mauve sit­ting-room, ob­vi­ously fur­nished by con­tract from a Re­gent Street es­tab­lish­ment.

			“Please sit down. Will you smoke? And your friend?”

			“My col­league, Mr. Tem­pleton,” said Park­er, promptly. Mrs. For­rest’s rather hard eyes ap­peared to sum up in a prac­tised man­ner the dif­fer­ence between Park­er’s sev­en-guinea “fash­ion­able lounge suit­ing, tailored in our own work­rooms, fits like a made-to-meas­ure suit,” and his “col­league’s” Savile Row out­lines, but bey­ond a slight ad­di­tion­al de­fens­ive­ness of man­ner she showed no dis­turb­ance. Park­er noted the glance. “She’s sum­ming us up pro­fes­sion­ally,” was his men­tal com­ment, “and she’s not quite sure wheth­er Wim­sey’s an out­raged broth­er or hus­band or what. Nev­er mind. Let her won­der. We may get her rattled.”

			“We are en­gaged, Madam,” he began, with form­al sever­ity, “on an in­quiry re­l­at­ive to cer­tain events con­nec­ted with the 26th of last month. I think you were in town at that time?”

			Mrs. For­rest frowned slightly in the ef­fort to re­col­lect. Wim­sey made a men­tal note that she was not as young as her bouffant apple-green frock made her ap­pear. She was cer­tainly near­ing the thirties, and her eyes were ma­ture and aware.

			“Yes, I think I was. Yes, cer­tainly. I was in town for sev­er­al days about that time. How can I help you?”

			“It is a ques­tion of a cer­tain bank­note which has been traced to your pos­ses­sion,” said Park­er, “a £5 note numbered x/y58929. It was is­sued to you by Lloyds Bank in pay­ment of a cheque on the 19th.”

			“Very likely. I can’t say I re­mem­ber the num­ber, but I think I cashed a cheque about that time. I can tell in a mo­ment by my cheque­book.”

			“I don’t think it’s ne­ces­sary. But it would help us very much if you can re­col­lect to whom you paid it.”

			“Oh, I see. Well, that’s rather dif­fi­cult. I paid my dress­maker’s about that time—no, that was by cheque. I paid cash to the gar­age, I know, and I think there was a £5 note in that. Then I dined at Verry’s with a wo­man friend—that took the second £5 note, I re­mem­ber, but there was a third. I drew out £25—three fives and ten ones. Where did the third note go? Oh, of course, how stu­pid of me! I put it on a horse.”

			“Through a Com­mis­sion Agent?”

			“No. I had noth­ing much to do one day, so I went down to New­mar­ket. I put the £5 on some creature called Brighteye or At­ta­boy or some name like that, at 50 to 1. Of course the wretched an­im­al didn’t win, they nev­er do. A man in the train gave me the tip and wrote the name down for me. I handed it to the nearest book­ie I saw—a funny little grey-haired man with a hoarse voice—and that was the last I saw of it.”

			“Could you re­mem­ber which day it was?”

			“I think it was Sat­urday. Yes, I’m sure it was.”

			“Thank you very much, Mrs. For­rest. It will be a great help if we can trace those notes. One of them has turned up since in—oth­er cir­cum­stances.”

			“May I know what the cir­cum­stances are, or is it an of­fi­cial secret?”

			Park­er hes­it­ated. He rather wished, now, that he had de­man­ded point-blank at the start how Mrs. For­rest’s £5 note had come to be found on the dead body of the wait­ress at Ep­ping. Taken by sur­prise, the wo­man might have got flustered. Now, he had let her en­trench her­self se­curely be­hind this horse story. Im­possible to fol­low up the his­tory of a bank­note handed to an un­known book­ie at a race-meet­ing. Be­fore he could speak, Wim­sey broke in for the first time, in a high, petu­lant voice which quite took his friend aback.

			“You’re not get­ting any­where with all this,” he com­plained. “I don’t care a con­tin­ent­al curse about the beastly note, and I’m sure Sylvia doesn’t.”

			“Who is Sylvia?” de­man­ded Mrs. For­rest with con­sid­er­able amazement.

			“Who is Sylvia? What is she?” gabbled Wim­sey, ir­re­press­ibly. “Shakespeare al­ways has the right word, hasn’t he? But, God bless my soul, it’s no laugh­ing mat­ter. It’s very ser­i­ous and you’ve no busi­ness to laugh at it. Sylvia is very much up­set, and the doc­tor is afraid it may have an ef­fect on her heart. You may not know it, Mrs. For­rest, but Sylvia Lyndhurst is my cous­in. And what she wants to know, and what we all want to know—don’t in­ter­rupt me, In­spect­or, all this shilly-shal­ly­ing doesn’t get us any­where—I want to know, Mrs. For­rest, who was it din­ing here with you on the night of April 26th. Who was it? Who was it? Can you tell me that?”

			This time, Mrs. For­rest was vis­ibly taken aback. Even un­der the thick coat of powder they could see the red flush up in­to her cheeks and ebb away, while her eyes took on an ex­pres­sion of some­thing more than alarm—a kind of vi­cious fury, such as one may see in those of a cornered cat.

			“On the 26th?” she faltered. “I can’t—”

			“I knew it!” cried Wim­sey. “And that girl Evelyn was sure of it too. Who was it, Mrs. For­rest? An­swer me that!”

			“There—there was no one,” said Mrs. For­rest, with a thick gasp.

			“Oh, come, Mrs. For­rest, think again,” said Park­er, tak­ing his cue promptly, “you aren’t go­ing to tell us that you ac­coun­ted by your­self for three bottles of Veuve Clic­quot and two people’s din­ners.”

			“Not for­get­ting the ham,” put in Wim­sey, with fussy self-im­port­ance, “the Brad­en­ham ham spe­cially cooked and sent up by Fort­num & Ma­son. Now, Mrs. For­rest—”

			“Wait a mo­ment. Just a mo­ment. I’ll tell you everything.”

			The wo­man’s hands clutched at the pink silk cush­ions, mak­ing little hot, tight creases. “I—would you mind get­ting me some­thing to drink? In the din­ing-room, through there—on the side­board.”

			Wim­sey got up quickly and dis­ap­peared in­to the next room. He took rather a long time, Park­er thought. Mrs. For­rest was ly­ing back in a col­lapsed at­ti­tude, but her breath­ing was more con­trolled, and she was, he thought, re­cov­er­ing her wits. “Mak­ing up a story,” he muttered sav­agely to him­self. How­ever, he could not, without bru­tal­ity, press her at the mo­ment.

			Lord Peter, be­hind the fold­ing doors, was mak­ing a good deal of noise, chink­ing the glasses and fum­bling about. How­ever, be­fore very long, he was back.

			“ ’Scuse my tak­ing such a time,” he apo­lo­gised, hand­ing Mrs. For­rest a glass of brandy and soda. “Couldn’t find the sy­phon. Al­ways was a bit wool­gath­er­ing, y’know. All my friends say so. Star­in’ me in the face all the time, what? And then I sloshed a lot of soda on the side­board. Hand shakin’. Nerves all to pieces and so on. Feel­in’ bet­ter? That’s right. Put it down. That’s the stuff to pull you to­geth­er. How about an­oth­er little one, what? Oh, rot, it can’t hurt you. Mind if I have one my­self? I’m feel­in’ a bit flustered. Up­set­tin’, del­ic­ate busi­ness and all that. Just an­oth­er spot. That’s the idea.”

			He trot­ted out again, glass in hand, while Park­er fid­geted. The pres­ence of am­a­teur de­tect­ives was some­times an em­bar­rass­ment. Wim­sey clattered in again, this time, with more com­mon sense, bring­ing de­canter, sy­phon and three glasses, bod­ily, on a tray.

			“Now, now,” said Wim­sey, “now we’re feel­ing bet­ter, do you think you can an­swer our ques­tion, Mrs. For­rest?”

			“May I know, first of all, what right you have to ask it?”

			Park­er shot an ex­as­per­ated glance at his friend. This came of giv­ing people time to think.

			“Right?” burst in Wim­sey. “Right? Of course, we’ve a right. The po­lice have a right to ask ques­tions when any­thing’s the mat­ter. Here’s murder the mat­ter! Right, in­deed?”

			“Murder?”

			A curi­ous in­tent look came in­to her eyes. Park­er could not place it, but Wim­sey re­cog­nised it in­stantly. He had seen it last on the face of a great fin­an­ci­er as he took up his pen to sign a con­tract. Wim­sey had been called to wit­ness the sig­na­ture, and had re­fused. It was a con­tract that ruined thou­sands of people. In­cid­ent­ally, the fin­an­ci­er had been murdered soon after, and Wim­sey had de­clined to in­vest­ig­ate the mat­ter, with a sen­tence from Du­mas: “Let pass the justice of God.”

			“I’m afraid,” Mrs. For­rest was say­ing, “that in that case I can’t help you. I did have a friend din­ing with me on the 26th, but he has not, so far as I know, been murdered, nor has he murdered any­body.”

			“It was a man, then?” said Park­er.

			Mrs. For­rest bowed her head with a kind of mock­ing rue­ful­ness. “I live apart from my hus­band,” she mur­mured.

			“I am sorry,” said Park­er, “to have to press for this gen­tle­man’s name and ad­dress.”

			“Isn’t that ask­ing rather much? Per­haps if you would give me fur­ther de­tails—?”

			“Well, you see,” cut in Wim­sey again, “if we could just know for cer­tain it wasn’t Lyndhurst. My cous­in is so fright­fully up­set, as I said, and that Evelyn girl is mak­ing trouble. In fact—of course one doesn’t want it to go any fur­ther—but ac­tu­ally Sylvia lost her head very com­pletely. She made a sav­age at­tack on poor old Lyndhurst—with a re­volver, in fact, only for­tu­nately she is a shock­ing bad shot. It went over his shoulder and broke a vase—most dis­tressin’ thing—a Fa­mille Rose jar, worth thou­sands—and of course it was smashed to atoms. Sylvia is really hardly re­spons­ible when she’s in a tem­per. And, we thought, as Lyndhurst was ac­tu­ally traced to this block of flats—if you could give us def­in­ite proof it wasn’t him, it might calm her down and pre­vent murder be­ing done, don’t you know. Be­cause, though they might call it Guilty but In­sane, still, it would be aw­fully awk­ward hav­in’ one’s cous­in in Broad­moor—a first cous­in, and really a very nice wo­man, when she’s not ir­rit­ated.”

			Mrs. For­rest gradu­ally softened in­to a faint smile.

			“I think I un­der­stand the po­s­i­tion, Mr. Tem­pleton,” she said, “and if I give you a name, it will be in strict con­fid­ence, I pre­sume?”

			“Of course, of course,” said Wim­sey. “Dear me, I’m sure it’s un­com­monly kind of you.”

			“You’ll swear you aren’t spies of my hus­band’s?” she said, quickly. “I am try­ing to di­vorce him. How do I know this isn’t a trap?”

			“Madam,” said Wim­sey, with in­tense grav­ity, “I swear to you on my hon­our as a gen­tle­man that I have not the slight­est con­nec­tion with your hus­band. I have nev­er even heard of him be­fore.”

			Mrs. For­rest shook her head.

			“I don’t think, after all,” she said, “it would be much good my giv­ing you the name. In any case, if you asked him wheth­er he’d been here, he would say no, wouldn’t he? And if you’ve been sent by my hus­band, you’ve got all the evid­ence you want already. But I give you my sol­emn as­sur­ance, Mr. Tem­pleton, that I know noth­ing about your friend, Mr. Lyndhurst—”

			“Ma­jor Lyndhurst,” put in Wim­sey, plaint­ively.

			“And if Mrs. Lyndhurst is not sat­is­fied, and likes to come round and see me, I will do my best to sat­is­fy her of the fact. Will that do?”

			“Thank you very much,” said Wim­sey. “I’m sure it’s as much as any­one could ex­pect. You’ll for­give my ab­rupt­ness, won’t you? I’m rather—er—nervously con­sti­tuted, and the whole busi­ness is ex­ceed­ingly up­set­ting. Good af­ter­noon. Come on, In­spect­or, it’s quite all right—you see it’s quite all right. I’m really very much ob­liged—un­com­monly so. Please don’t trouble to see us out.”

			He teetered nervously down the nar­row hall­way, in his im­be­cile and well-bred way, Park­er fol­low­ing with a po­lice­man-like stiff­ness. No soon­er, how­ever, had the flat-door closed be­hind them than Wim­sey seized his friend by the arm and bundled him hel­ter-skel­ter in­to the lift.

			“I thought we should nev­er get away,” he panted. “Now, quick—how do we get round to the back of these flats?”

			“What do you want with the back?” de­man­ded Park­er, an­noyed. “And I wish you wouldn’t stam­pede me like this. I’ve no busi­ness to let you come with me on a job at all, and if I do, you might have the de­cency to keep quiet.”

			“Right you are,” said Wim­sey, cheer­fully, “just let’s do this little bit and you can get all the vir­tu­ous in­dig­na­tion off your chest later on. Round here, I fancy, up this back al­ley. Step lively and mind the dust­bin. One, two, three, four—here we are! Just keep a lookout for the passing stranger, will you?”

			Se­lect­ing a back win­dow which he judged to be­long to Mrs. For­rest’s flat, Wim­sey promptly grasped a drain­pipe and began to swarm up it with the agil­ity of a cat-burg­lar. About fif­teen feet from the ground he paused, reached up, ap­peared to de­tach some­thing with a quick jerk, and then slid very gingerly to the ground again, hold­ing his right hand at a cau­tious dis­tance from his body, as though it were break­able.

			And in­deed, to his amazement, Park­er ob­served that Wim­sey now held a long-stemmed glass in his fin­gers, sim­il­ar to those from which they had drunk in Mrs. For­rest’s sit­ting-room.

			“What on earth—?” said Park­er.

			“Hush! I’m Hawk­shaw the de­tect­ive—gath­er­ing fin­ger­prints. Here we come a-was­sail­ing and gath­er­ing prints in May. That’s why I took the glass back. I brought a dif­fer­ent one in the second time. Sorry I had to do this ath­let­ic stunt, but the only cot­ton-reel I could find hadn’t much on it. When I changed the glass, I tip­toed in­to the bath­room and hung it out of the win­dow. Hope she hasn’t been in there since. Just brush my bags down, will you, old man? Gently—don’t touch the glass.”

			“What the dev­il do you want fin­ger­prints for?”

			“You’re a grate­ful sort of per­son. Why, for all you know, Mrs. For­rest is someone the Yard has been look­ing for for years. And any­way, you could com­pare the prints with those on the Bass bottle, if any. Be­sides, you nev­er know when fin­ger­prints mayn’t come in handy. They’re ex­cel­lent things to have about the house. Coast clear? Right. Hail a taxi, will you? I can’t wave my hand with this glass in it. Look so silly, don’t you know. I say!”

			“Well?”

			“I saw some­thing else. The first time I went out for the drinks, I had a peep in­to her bed­room.”

			“Yes?”

			“What do you think I found in the wash­stand draw­er?”

			“What?”

			“A hy­po­derm­ic syr­inge!”

			“Really?”

			“Oh, yes, and an in­no­cent little box of am­pul­lae, with a doc­tor’s pre­scrip­tion headed ‘The in­jec­tion, Mrs. For­rest. One to be in­jec­ted when the pain is very severe.’ What do you think of that?”

			“Tell you when we’ve got the res­ults of that post­mortem,” said Park­er, really im­pressed. “You didn’t bring the pre­scrip­tion, I sup­pose?”

			“No, and I didn’t in­form the lady who we were or what we were after or ask her per­mis­sion to carry away the fam­ily crys­tal. But I made a note of the chem­ist’s ad­dress.”

			“Did you?” ejac­u­lated Park­er. “Oc­ca­sion­ally, my lad, you have some glim­mer­ings of sound de­tect­ive sense.”
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					Con­cern­ing Crime

				
				
					“So­ci­ety is at the mercy of a mur­der­er who is re­morse­less, who takes no ac­com­plices and who keeps his head.”

					Ed­mund Pear­son: Murder at Smutty Nose
				

			
			Let­ter from Miss Al­ex­an­dra Kath­er­ine Cli­mpson to Lord Peter Wim­sey

			
				
					Fair View,

					Nel­son Av­en­ue,

					Leahamp­ton.

					12 May, 1927.

				
				My dear Lord Peter,

				I have not yet been able to get all the in­form­a­tion you ask for, as Miss Whit­taker has been away for some weeks, in­spect­ing chick­en farms!! With a view to pur­chase, I mean, of course, and not in any san­it­ary ca­pa­city. I really think she means to set up farm­ing with Miss Find­later, though what Miss Whit­taker can see in that very gush­ing and really silly young wo­man I can­not think. How­ever, Miss Find­later has evid­ently quite a “pash” (as we used to call it at school) for Miss Whit­taker, and I am afraid none of us are above be­ing flattered by such out­spoken ad­mir­a­tion. I must say, I think it rather un­healthy—you may re­mem­ber Miss Clem­ence Dane’s very clev­er book on the sub­ject?—I have seen so much of that kind of thing in my rather Wo­man-Rid­den ex­ist­ence! It has such a bad ef­fect, as a rule, upon the weak­er char­ac­ter of the two—But I must not take up your time with my twaddle!!

				Miss Mur­ga­troyd, who was quite a friend of old Miss Dawson, how­ever, has been able to tell me a little about her past life.

				It seems that, un­til five years ago, Miss Dawson lived in War­wick­shire with her cous­in, a Miss Clara Whit­taker, Mary Whit­taker’s great-aunt on the fath­er’s side. This Miss Clara was evid­ently rather a “char­ac­ter,” as my dear fath­er used to call it. In her day she was con­sidered very “ad­vanced” and not quite nice (!) be­cause she re­fused sev­er­al good of­fers, cut her hair short (!!) and set up in busi­ness for her­self as a horse-breed­er!!! Of course, nowadays, nobody would think any­thing of it, but then the old lady—or young lady as she was when she em­barked on this re­volu­tion­ary pro­ceed­ing, was quite a pi­on­eer.

				Agatha Dawson was a schoolfel­low of hers, and deeply at­tached to her. And as a res­ult of this friend­ship, Agatha’s sis­ter, Har­riet, mar­ried Clara Whit­taker’s broth­er James! But Agatha did not care about mar­riage, any more than Clara, and the two ladies lived to­geth­er in a big old house, with im­mense stables, in a vil­lage in War­wick­shire—Crofton, I think the name was. Clara Whit­taker turned out to be a re­mark­ably good busi­ness wo­man, and worked up a big “con­nec­tion” among the hunt­ing folk in those parts. Her hunters be­came quite fam­ous, and from a cap­it­al of a few thou­sand pounds with which she star­ted she made quite a for­tune, and was a very rich wo­man be­fore her death! Agatha Dawson nev­er had any­thing to do with the horsey part of the busi­ness. She was the “do­mest­ic” part­ner, and looked after the house and the ser­vants.

				When Clara Whit­taker died, she left all her money to Agatha, passing over her own fam­ily, with whom she was not on very good terms—ow­ing to the nar­row-minded at­ti­tude they had taken up about her horse-deal­ing!! Her neph­ew, Charles Whit­taker, who was a cler­gy­man, and the fath­er of our Miss Whit­taker, re­sen­ted very much not get­ting the money, though, as he had kept up the feud in a very un­chris­ti­an man­ner, he had really no right to com­plain, es­pe­cially as Clara had built up her for­tune en­tirely by her own ex­er­tions. But, of course, he in­her­ited the bad, old-fash­ioned idea that wo­men ought not to be their own mis­tresses, or make money for them­selves, or do what they liked with their own!

				He and his fam­ily were the only sur­viv­ing Whit­taker re­la­tions, and when he and his wife were killed in a mo­tor­car ac­ci­dent, Miss Dawson asked Mary to leave her work as a nurse and make her home with her. So that, you see, Clara Whit­taker’s money was destined to come back to James Whit­taker’s daugh­ter in the end!! Miss Dawson made it quite clear that this was her in­ten­tion, provided Mary would come and cheer the de­clin­ing days of a lonely old lady!

				Mary ac­cep­ted, and as her aunt—or, to speak more ex­actly, her great-aunt—had giv­en up the big old War­wick­shire house after Clara’s death, they lived in Lon­don for a short time and then moved to Leahamp­ton. As you know, poor old Miss Dawson was then already suf­fer­ing from the ter­rible dis­ease of which she died, so that Mary did not have to wait very long for Clara Whit­taker’s money!!

				I hope this in­form­a­tion will be of some use to you. Miss Mur­ga­troyd did not, of course, know any­thing about the rest of the fam­ily, but she al­ways un­der­stood that there were no oth­er sur­viv­ing re­l­at­ives, either on the Whit­taker or the Dawson side.

				When Miss Whit­taker re­turns, I hope to see more of her. I en­close my ac­count for ex­penses up to date. I do trust you will not con­sider it ex­tra­vag­ant. How are your moneylenders pro­gress­ing? I was sorry not to see more of those poor wo­men whose cases I in­vest­ig­ated—their stor­ies were so pathet­ic!

				
					I am,

					Very sin­cerely yours,

					Al­ex­an­dra K. Cli­mpson.

					P.S.—I for­got to say that Miss Whit­taker has a little mo­tor­car. I do not, of course, know any­thing about these mat­ters, but Mrs. Budge’s maid tells me that Miss Whit­taker’s maid says it is an Aus­ten 7 (is this right?). It is grey, and the num­ber is XX9917.

				
			

			Mr. Park­er was an­nounced, just as Lord Peter fin­ished read­ing this doc­u­ment, and sank rather wear­ily in a corner of the chester­field.

			“What luck?” in­quired his lord­ship, toss­ing the let­ter over to him. “Do you know, I’m be­gin­ning to think you were right about the Ber­tha Go­tobed busi­ness, and I’m rather re­lieved. I don’t be­lieve one word of Mrs. For­rest’s story, for reas­ons of my own, and I’m now hop­ing that the wip­ing out of Ber­tha was a pure co­in­cid­ence and noth­ing to do with my ad­vert­ise­ment.”

			“Are you?” said Park­er, bit­terly, help­ing him­self to whisky and soda. “Well, I hope you’ll be cheered to learn that the ana­lys­is of the body has been made, and that there is not the slight­est sign of foul play. There is no trace of vi­ol­ence or of pois­on­ing. There was a heart weak­ness of fairly long stand­ing, and the ver­dict is syn­cope after a heavy meal.”

			“That doesn’t worry me,” said Wim­sey. “We sug­ges­ted shock, you know. Ami­able gen­tle­man met at flat of friendly lady sud­denly turns funny after din­ner and makes un­desir­able over­tures. Vir­tu­ous young wo­man is hor­ribly shocked. Weak heart gives way. Col­lapse. Exit. Agit­a­tion of ami­able gen­tle­man and friendly lady, left with corpse on their hands. Happy thought: mo­tor­car; Ep­ping Forest; ex­eunt omnes, singing and wash­ing their hands. Where’s the dif­fi­culty?”

			“Prov­ing it is the dif­fi­culty, that’s all. By the way, there were no fin­ger­marks on the bottle—only smears.”

			“Gloves, I sup­pose. Which looks like cam­ou­flage, any­how. An or­din­ary pic­nick­ing couple wouldn’t put on gloves to handle a bottle of Bass.”

			“I know. But we can’t ar­rest all the people who wear gloves.”

			“I weep for you, the Wal­rus said, I deeply sym­path­ise. I see the dif­fi­culty, but it’s early days yet. How about those in­jec­tions?”

			“Per­fectly OK. We’ve in­ter­rog­ated the chem­ist and in­ter­viewed the doc­tor. Mrs. For­rest suf­fers from vi­ol­ent neur­al­gic pains, and the in­jec­tions were duly pre­scribed. Noth­ing wrong there, and no his­tory of dop­ing or any­thing. The pre­scrip­tion is a very mild one, and couldn’t pos­sibly be fatal to any­body. Be­sides, haven’t I told you that there was no trace of morphia or any oth­er kind of pois­on in the body?”

			“Oh, well!” said Wim­sey. He sat for a few minutes look­ing thought­fully at the fire.

			“I see the case has more or less died out of the pa­pers,” he re­sumed, sud­denly.

			“Yes. The ana­lys­is has been sent to them, and there will be a para­graph to­mor­row and a ver­dict of nat­ur­al death, and that will be the end of it.”

			“Good. The less fuss there is about it the bet­ter. Has any­thing been heard of the sis­ter in Canada?”

			“Oh, I for­got. Yes. We had a cable three days ago. She’s com­ing over.”

			“Is she? By Jove! What boat?”

			“The Star of Que­bec—due in next Fri­day.”

			“H’m! We’ll have to get hold of her. Are you meet­ing the boat?”

			“Good heav­ens, no! Why should I?”

			“I think someone ought to. I’m re­as­sured—but not al­to­geth­er happy. I think I’ll go my­self, if you don’t mind. I want to get that Dawson story—and this time I want to make sure the young wo­man doesn’t have a heart at­tack be­fore I in­ter­view her.”

			“I really think you’re ex­ag­ger­at­ing, Peter.”

			“Bet­ter safe than sorry,” said his lord­ship. “Have an­oth­er peg, won’t you? Mean­while, what do you think of Miss Cli­mpson’s latest?”

			“I don’t see much in it.”

			“No?”

			“It’s a bit con­fus­ing, but it all seems quite straight­for­ward.”

			“Yes. The only thing we know now is that Mary Whit­taker’s fath­er was an­noyed about Miss Dawson’s get­ting his aunt’s money and thought it ought to have come to him.”

			“Well, you don’t sus­pect him of hav­ing murdered Miss Dawson, do you? He died be­fore her, and the daugh­ter’s got the money, any­how.”

			“Yes, I know. But sup­pose Miss Dawson had changed her mind? She might have quar­relled with Mary Whit­taker and wanted to leave her money else­where.”

			“Oh, I see—and been put out of the way be­fore she could make a will?”

			“Isn’t it pos­sible?”

			“Yes, cer­tainly. Ex­cept that all the evid­ence we have goes to show that will-mak­ing was about the last job any­body could per­suade her to do.”

			“True—while she was on good terms with Mary. But how about that morn­ing Nurse Phil­liter men­tioned, when she said people were try­ing to kill her be­fore her time? Mary may really have been im­pa­tient with her for be­ing such an un­con­scion­able time a-dy­ing. If Miss Dawson be­came aware of that, she would cer­tainly have re­sen­ted it and may very well have ex­pressed an in­ten­tion of mak­ing her will in someone else’s fa­vour—as a kind of in­sur­ance against pre­ma­ture de­cease!”

			“Then why didn’t she send for her so­li­cit­or?”

			“She may have tried to. But after all, she was bedrid­den and help­less. Mary may have pre­ven­ted the mes­sage from be­ing sent.”

			“That sounds quite plaus­ible.”

			“Doesn’t it? That’s why I want Evelyn Crop­per’s evid­ence. I’m per­fectly cer­tain those girls were packed off be­cause they had heard more than they should. Or why such en­thu­si­asm over send­ing them to Lon­don?”

			“Yes. I thought that part of Mrs. Gul­li­v­er’s story was a bit odd. I say, how about the oth­er nurse?”

			“Nurse For­bes? That’s a good idea. I was for­get­ting her. Think you can trace her?”

			“Of course, if you really think it im­port­ant.”

			“I do. I think it’s damned im­port­ant. Look here, Charles, you don’t seem very en­thu­si­ast­ic about this case.”

			“Well, you know, I’m not so cer­tain it is a case at all. What makes you so fear­fully keen about it? You seem dead set on mak­ing it a murder, with prac­tic­ally noth­ing to go upon. Why?”

			Lord Peter got up and paced the room. The light from the sol­it­ary read­ing-lamp threw his lean shad­ow, dif­fused and mon­strously elong­ated, up to the ceil­ing. He walked over to a book­shelf, and the shad­ow shrank, blackened, settled down. He stretched his hand, and the hand’s shad­ow flew with it, hov­er­ing over the gil­ded titles of the books and blot­ting them out one by one.

			“Why?” re­peated Wim­sey. “Be­cause I be­lieve this is the case I have al­ways been look­ing for. The case of cases. The murder without dis­cern­ible means, or motive or clue. The norm. All these,”—he swept his ex­ten­ded hand across the book­shelf, and the shad­ow out­lined a vaster and more men­acing ges­ture—“all these books on this side of the room are books about crimes. But they only deal with the ab­nor­mal crimes.”

			“What do you mean by ab­nor­mal crimes?”

			“The fail­ures. The crimes that have been found out. What pro­por­tion do you sup­pose they bear to the suc­cess­ful crimes—the ones we hear noth­ing about?”

			“In this coun­try,” said Park­er, rather stiffly, “we man­age to trace and con­vict the ma­jor­ity of crim­in­als—”

			“My good man, I know that where a crime is known to have been com­mit­ted, you people man­age to catch the per­pet­rat­or in at least sixty per­cent of the cases. But the mo­ment a crime is even sus­pec­ted, it falls, ipso facto, in­to the cat­egory of fail­ures. After that, the thing is merely a ques­tion of great­er or less ef­fi­ciency on the part of the po­lice. But how about the crimes which are nev­er even sus­pec­ted?”

			Park­er shrugged his shoulders.

			“How can any­body an­swer that?”

			“Well—one may guess. Read any news­pa­per today. Read the News of the World. Or, now that the Press has been muzzled, read the di­vorce court lists. Wouldn’t they give you the idea that mar­riage is a fail­ure? Isn’t the sil­li­er sort of journ­al­ism packed with art­icles to the same ef­fect? And yet, look­ing round among the mar­riages you know of per­son­ally, aren’t the ma­jor­ity of them a suc­cess, in a hum­drum, un­demon­strat­ive sort of way? Only you don’t hear of them. People don’t both­er to come in­to court and ex­plain that they dod­der along very com­fort­ably on the whole, thank you. Sim­il­arly, if you read all the books on this shelf, you’d come to the con­clu­sion that murder was a fail­ure. But bless you, it’s al­ways the fail­ures that make the noise. Suc­cess­ful mur­der­ers don’t write to the pa­pers about it. They don’t even join in im­be­cile sym­po­sia to tell an in­quis­it­ive world ‘What Murder means to me,’ or ‘How I be­came a Suc­cess­ful Pois­on­er.’ Happy mur­der­ers, like happy wives, keep quiet tongues. And they prob­ably bear just about the same pro­por­tion to the fail­ures as the di­vorced couples do to the hap­pily mated.”

			“Aren’t you put­ting it rather high?”

			“I don’t know. Nor does any­body. That’s the dev­il of it. But you ask any doc­tor, when you’ve got him in an un­buttoned, well-lub­ric­ated frame of mind, if he hasn’t of­ten had grisly sus­pi­cions which he could not and dared not take steps to veri­fy. You see by our friend Carr what hap­pens when one doc­tor is a trifle more cour­ageous than the rest.”

			“Well, he couldn’t prove any­thing.”

			“I know. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth­ing to be proved. Look at the scores and scores of murders that have gone un­proved and un­sus­pec­ted till the fool of a mur­der­er went too far and did some­thing silly which blew up the whole show. Palmer, for in­stance. His wife and broth­er and moth­er-in-law and vari­ous il­le­git­im­ate chil­dren, all peace­fully put away—till he made the mis­take of pol­ish­ing Cook off in that spec­tac­u­lar man­ner. Look at George Joseph Smith. Nobody’d have thought of both­er­ing any more about those first two wives he drowned. It was only when he did it the third time that he aroused sus­pi­cion. Arm­strong, too, is sup­posed to have got away with many more crimes than he was tried for—it was be­ing clumsy over Mar­tin and the chocol­ates that stirred up the hor­nets’ nest in the end. Burke and Hare were con­victed of mur­der­ing an old wo­man, and then brightly con­fessed that they’d put away six­teen people in two months and no one a penny the wiser.”

			“But they were caught.”

			“Be­cause they were fools. If you murder someone in a bru­tal, messy way, or pois­on someone who has pre­vi­ously en­joyed rol­lick­ing health, or choose the very day after a will’s been made in your fa­vour to ex­tin­guish the test­at­or, or go on killing every­one you meet till people be­gin to think you’re first cous­in to a upas tree, nat­ur­ally you’re found out in the end. But choose some­body old and ill, in cir­cum­stances where the be­ne­fit to your­self isn’t too ap­par­ent, and use a sens­ible meth­od that looks like nat­ur­al death or ac­ci­dent, and don’t re­peat your ef­fects too of­ten, and you’re safe. I swear all the heart-dis­eases and gast­ric en­ter­it­is and in­flu­en­zas that get cer­ti­fied are not nature’s un­aided work. Murder’s so easy, Charles, so damned easy—even without spe­cial train­ing.”

			Park­er looked troubled.

			“There’s some­thing in what you say. I’ve heard some funny tales my­self. We all do, I sup­pose. But Miss Dawson—”

			“Miss Dawson fas­cin­ates me, Charles. Such a beau­ti­ful sub­ject. So old and ill. So likely to die soon. Bound to die be­fore long. No near re­la­tions to make in­quir­ies. No con­nec­tions or old friends in the neigh­bour­hood. And so rich. Upon my soul, Charles, I lie in bed lick­ing my lips over ways and means of mur­der­ing Miss Dawson.”

			“Well, any­how, till you can think of one that de­fies ana­lys­is and doesn’t seem to need a motive, you haven’t found the right one,” said Park­er, prac­tic­ally, rather re­vol­ted by this ghoul­ish con­ver­sa­tion.

			“I ad­mit that,” replied Lord Peter, “but that only shows that as yet I’m merely a third-rate mur­der­er. Wait till I’ve per­fec­ted my meth­od and then I’ll show you—per­haps. Some wise old buf­fer has said that each of us holds the life of one oth­er per­son between his hands—but only one, Charles, only one.”
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					The Will

				
				
					“Our wills are ours to make them thine.”

					Tennyson: In Me­mori­am
				

			
			“Hullo! hullo—ullo! oh, op­er­at­or, shall I call thee bird or but a wan­der­ing voice? … Not at all, I had no in­ten­tion of be­ing rude, my child, that was a quo­ta­tion from the po­etry of Mr. Wordsworth … well, ring him again … thank you, is that Dr. Carr? … Lord Peter Wim­sey speak­ing … oh, yes … yes … aha! … not a bit of it … We are about to vin­dic­ate you and lead you home, dec­or­ated with tri­umph­al wreaths of cin­na­mon and senna-pods … No, really … we’ve come to the con­clu­sion that the thing is ser­i­ous … Yes … I want Nurse For­bes’ ad­dress … Right, I’ll hold on … Luton? … oh, Toot­ing, yes, I’ve got that … Cer­tainly, I’ve no doubt she’s a tar­tar, but I’m the Grand Pan­jandrum with the little round but­ton atop … Thanks aw­fully … cheer-fright­fully-ho!—oh! I say!—hullo!—I say, she doesn’t do Ma­ter­nity work, does she? Ma­ter­nity work?—M for Moth­er-in-law—Ma­ter­nity?—No—You’re sure? … It would be simply aw­ful if she did and came along … I couldn’t pos­sibly pro­duce a baby for her … As long as you’re quite sure … Right—right—yes—not for the world—noth­ing to do with you at all. Good­bye, old thing, good­bye.”

			Lord Peter hung up, whist­ling cheer­fully, and called for Bunter.

			“My lord?”

			“What is the prop­er suit to put on, Bunter, when one is an ex­pect­ant fath­er?”

			“I re­gret, my lord, to have seen no re­cent fash­ions in pa­tern­ity wear. I should say, my lord, whichever suit your lord­ship fan­cies will in­duce a calm and cheer­ful frame of mind in the lady.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately I don’t know the lady. She is, in fact, only the fig­ment of an over-teem­ing brain. But I think the gar­ments should ex­press bright hope, self-con­grat­u­la­tion, and a tinge of tender anxi­ety.”

			“A newly mar­ried situ­ation, my lord, I take it. Then I would sug­gest the lounge suit in pale grey—the wil­low-pussy cloth, my lord—with a dull amethyst tie and socks and a soft hat. I would not re­com­mend a bowl­er, my lord. The anxi­ety ex­pressed in a bowl­er hat would be rather of the fin­an­cial kind.”

			“No doubt you are right, Bunter. And I will wear those gloves that got so un­for­tu­nately soiled yes­ter­day at Char­ing Cross. I am too agit­ated to worry about a clean pair.”

			“Very good, my lord.”

			“No stick, per­haps.”

			“Sub­ject to your lord­ship’s bet­ter judg­ment, I should sug­gest that a stick may be suit­ably handled to ex­press emo­tion.”

			“You are al­ways right, Bunter. Call me a taxi, and tell the man to drive to Toot­ing.”

			

			Nurse For­bes re­gret­ted very much. She would have liked to ob­lige Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, but she nev­er un­der­took ma­ter­nity work. She wondered who could have misled Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe by giv­ing him her name.

			“Well, y’know, I can’t say I was misled,” said Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, drop­ping his walk­ing-stick and re­triev­ing it with an in­genu­ous laugh. “Miss Mur­ga­troyd—you know Miss Mur­ga­troyd of Leahamp­ton, I think—yes—she—that is, I heard about you through her” (this was a fact), “and she said what a charm­ing per­son—ex­cuse my re­peat­in’ these per­son­al re­marks, won’t you?—what a charmin’ per­son you were and all that, and how nice it would be if we could per­suade you to come, don’t you see. But she said she was afraid per­haps you didn’t do ma­ter­nity work. Still, y’know, I thought it was worth try­in’, what? Bein’ so anxious, what?—about my wife, that is, you see. So ne­ces­sary to have someone young and cheery at these—er—crit­ic­al times, don’t you know. Ma­ter­nity nurses of­ten such an­cient and pon­der­ous sort of people—if you don’t mind my say­in’ so. My wife’s highly nervous—nat­ur­ally—first ef­fort and all that—doesn’t like middle-aged people tramp­lin’ round—you see the idea?”

			Nurse For­bes, who was a bony wo­man of about forty, saw the point per­fectly, and was very sorry she really could not see her way to un­der­tak­ing the work.

			“It was very kind of Miss Mur­ga­troyd,” she said. “Do you know her well? Such a de­light­ful wo­man, is she not?”

			The ex­pect­ant fath­er agreed.

			“Miss Mur­ga­troyd was so very much im­pressed by your sym­path­et­ic way—don’t you know—of nursin’ that poor old lady, Miss Dawson, y’know. Dis­tant con­nec­tion of my own, as a mat­ter of fact—er, yes—some­where about fif­teenth cous­in twelve times re­moved. So nervous, wasn’t she? A little bit ec­cent­ric, like the rest of the fam­ily, but a charm­ing old lady, don’t you think?”

			“I be­came very much at­tached to her,” said Nurse For­bes. “When she was in full pos­ses­sion of her fac­ulties, she was a most pleas­ant and thought­ful pa­tient. Of course, she was in great pain, and we had to keep her un­der morphia a great part of the time.”

			“Ah, yes! poor old soul! I some­times think, Nurse, it’s a great pity we aren’t al­lowed just to help people off, y’know, when they’re so far gone. After all, they’re prac­tic­ally dead already, as you might say. What’s the point of keep­in’ them suf­fer­in’ on like that?”

			Nurse For­bes looked rather sharply at him.

			“I’m afraid that wouldn’t do,” she said, “though one un­der­stands the lay per­son’s point of view, of course. Dr. Carr was not of your opin­ion,” she ad­ded, a little acidly.

			“I think all that fuss was simply shockin’,” said the gen­tle­man warmly. “Poor old soul! I said to my wife at the time, why couldn’t they let the poor old thing rest. Fancy cut­tin’ her about, when ob­vi­ously she’d just mer­ci­fully gone off in a nat­ur­al way! My wife quite agreed with me. She was quite up­set about it, don’t you know.”

			“It was very dis­tress­ing to every­body con­cerned,” said Nurse For­bes, “and of course, it put me in a very awk­ward po­s­i­tion. I ought not to talk about it, but as you are one of the fam­ily, you will quite un­der­stand.”

			“Just so. Did it ever oc­cur to you, Nurse”—Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe leaned for­ward, crush­ing his soft hat between his hands in a nervous man­ner—“that there might be some­thing be­hind all that?”

			Nurse For­bes primmed up her lips.

			“You know,” said Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, “there have been cases of doc­tors try­in’ to get rich old ladies to make wills in their fa­vour. You don’t think—eh?”

			Nurse For­bes in­tim­ated that it was not her busi­ness to think things.

			“No, of course not, cer­tainly not. But as man to man—I mean, between you and me, what?—wasn’t there a little—er—fric­tion, per­haps, about send­ing for the so­li­cit­or-john­nie, don’t you know? Of course, my Cous­in Mary—I call her cous­in, so to speak, but it’s no re­la­tion at all, really—of course, I mean, she’s an aw­fully nice girl and all that sort of thing, but I’d got a sort of idea per­haps she wasn’t al­to­geth­er keen on hav­ing the will-mak­ing wal­lah sent for, what?”

			“Oh, Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, I’m sure you’re quite wrong there. Miss Whit­taker was most anxious that her aunt should have every fa­cil­ity in that way. In fact—I don’t think I’m be­tray­ing any con­fid­ence in telling you this—she said to me, ‘If at any time Miss Dawson should ex­press a wish to see a law­yer, be sure you send for him at once.’ And so, of course, I did.”

			“You did? And didn’t he come, then?”

			“Cer­tainly he came. There was no dif­fi­culty about it at all.”

			“There! That just shows, doesn’t it? how wrong some of these gos­sipy fe­males can be! Ex­cuse me, but y’know, I’d got ab­so­lutely the wrong im­pres­sion about the thing. I’m quite sure Mrs. Peas­good said that no law­yer had been sent for.”

			“I don’t know what Mrs. Peas­good could have known about it,” said Nurse For­bes with a sniff, “her per­mis­sion was not asked in the mat­ter.”

			“Cer­tainly not—but you know how these ideas get about. But, I say—if there was a will, why wasn’t it pro­duced?”

			“I didn’t say that, Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe. There was no will. The law­yer came to draw up a power of at­tor­ney, so that Miss Whit­taker could sign cheques and so on for her aunt. That was very ne­ces­sary, you know, on ac­count of the old lady’s fail­ing powers.”

			“Yes—I sup­pose she was pretty woolly to­wards the end.”

			“Well, she was quite sens­ible when I took over from Nurse Phil­liter in Septem­ber, ex­cept, of course, for that fancy she had about pois­on­ing.”

			“She really was afraid of that?”

			“She said once or twice, ‘I’m not go­ing to die to please any­body, Nurse.’ She had great con­fid­ence in me. She got on bet­ter with me than with Miss Whit­taker, to tell you the truth, Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe. But dur­ing Oc­to­ber, her mind began to give way al­to­geth­er, and she rambled a lot. She used to wake up some­times all in a fright and say, ‘Have they passed it yet, Nurse?’—just like that. I’d say, ‘No, they haven’t got that far yet,’ and that would quiet her. Think­ing of her hunt­ing days, I ex­pect she was. They of­ten go back like that, you know, when they’re be­ing kept un­der drugs. Dream­ing, like, they are, half the time.”

			“Then in the last month or so, I sup­pose she could hardly have made a will, even if she had wanted to.”

			“No, I don’t think she could have man­aged it then.”

			“But earli­er on, when the law­yer was there, she could have done so if she had liked?”

			“Cer­tainly she could.”

			“But she didn’t?”

			“Oh no. I was there with her all the time, at her par­tic­u­lar re­quest.”

			“I see. Just you and Miss Whit­taker.”

			“Not even Miss Whit­taker most of the time. I see what you mean, Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, but in­deed you should clear your mind of any un­kind sus­pi­cions of Miss Whit­taker. The law­yer and Miss Dawson and my­self were alone to­geth­er for nearly an hour, while the clerk drew up the ne­ces­sary pa­pers in the next room. It was all done then, you see, be­cause we thought that a second vis­it would be too much for Miss Dawson. Miss Whit­taker only came in quite at the end. If Miss Dawson had wished to make a will, she had ample op­por­tun­ity to do so.”

			“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” said Mr. Simms-Gaythorpe, rising to go. “These little doubts are so apt to make un­pleas­ant­ness in fam­il­ies, don’t you know. Well, I must be tod­dlin’ now. I’m fright­fully sorry you can’t come to us, Nurse—my wife will be so dis­ap­poin­ted. I must try to find some­body else equally charmin’ if pos­sible. Good­bye.” Lord Peter re­moved his hat in the taxi and scratched his head thought­fully.

			“An­oth­er good the­ory gone wrong,” he mur­mured. “Well, there’s an­oth­er string to the jolly old bow yet. Crop­per first and then Crofton—that’s the line to take, I fancy.”
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					The Will Again

				
				
					“The will! the will! We will hear Caesar’s will!”

					
						Ju­li­us Caesar
					
				

			
			“Oh, Miss Evelyn, my dear, oh, poor dear!” The tall girl in black star­ted, and looked round.

			“Why, Mrs. Gul­li­v­er—how very, very kind of you to come and meet me!”

			“And glad I am to have the chance, my dear, all ow­ing to these kind gen­tle­men,” cried the land­lady, fling­ing her arms round the girl and cling­ing to her to the great an­noy­ance of the oth­er pas­sen­gers pour­ing off the gang­way. The eld­er of the two gen­tle­men re­ferred to gently put his hand on her arm, and drew them out of the stream of traffic.

			“Poor lamb!” mourned Mrs. Gul­li­v­er, “com­ing all this way by your lone­some, and poor dear Miss Ber­tha in her grave and such ter­rible things said, and her such a good girl al­ways.”

			“It’s poor moth­er I’m think­ing about,” said the girl. “I couldn’t rest. I said to my hus­band, ‘I must go,’ I said, and he said, ‘My honey, if I could come with you I would, but I can’t leave the farm, but if you feel you ought to go, you shall,’ he said.”

			“Dear Mr. Crop­per—he was al­ways that good and kind,” said Mrs. Gul­li­v­er, “but here I am, for­git­tin’ all about the good gen­tle­men as brought me all this way to see you. This is Lord Peter Wim­sey, and this is Mr. Murbles, as put in that un­fort­nit ad­vert­ise­ment, as I truly be­lieves was the be­gin­nin’ of it all. ’Ow I wish I’d nev­er showed it to your poor sis­ter, not but wot I be­lieve the gen­tle­man ac­ted with the best in­ten­tions, ’avin’ now seen ’im, which at first I thought ’e was a wrong ’un.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” said Mrs. Crop­per, turn­ing with the ready ad­dress de­rived from ser­vice in a big res­taur­ant. “Just be­fore I sailed I got a let­ter from poor Ber­tha en­clos­ing your ad. I couldn’t make any­thing of it, but I’d be glad to know any­thing which can clear up this shock­ing busi­ness. What have they said it is—murder?”

			“There was a ver­dict of nat­ur­al death at the in­quiry,” said Mr. Murbles, “but we feel that the case presents some in­con­sist­en­cies, and shall be ex­ceed­ingly grate­ful for your co­oper­a­tion in look­ing in­to the mat­ter, and also in con­nec­tion with an­oth­er mat­ter which may or may not have some bear­ing upon it.”

			“Righto,” said Mrs. Crop­per. “I’m sure you’re prop­er gen­tle­men, if Mrs. Gul­li­v­er an­swers for you, for I’ve nev­er known her mis­taken in a per­son yet, have I, Mrs. G? I’ll tell you any­thing I know, which isn’t much, for it’s all a hor­rible mys­tery to me. Only I don’t want you to delay me, for I’ve got to go straight on down to Moth­er. She’ll be in a dread­ful way, so fond as she was of Ber­tha, and she’s all alone ex­cept for the young girl that looks after her, and that’s not much com­fort when you’ve lost your daugh­ter so sud­den.”

			“We shall not de­tain you a mo­ment, Mrs. Crop­per,” said Mr. Murbles. “We pro­pose, if you will al­low us, to ac­com­pany you to Lon­don, and to ask you a few ques­tions on the way, and then—again with your per­mis­sion—we should like to see you safely home to Mrs. Go­tobed’s house, wherever that may be.”

			“Christ­ch­urch, near Bournemouth,” said Lord Peter. “I’ll run you down straight away, if you like. It will save time.”

			“I say, you know all about it, don’t you?” ex­claimed Mrs. Crop­per with some ad­mir­a­tion. “Well, hadn’t we bet­ter get a move on, or we’ll miss this train?”

			“Quite right,” said Mr. Murbles. “Al­low me to of­fer you my arm.”

			Mrs. Crop­per ap­prov­ing of this ar­range­ment, the party made its way to the sta­tion, after the usu­al dis­em­bark­a­tion form­al­it­ies. As they passed the bar­ri­er on to the plat­form Mrs. Crop­per gave a little ex­clam­a­tion and leaned for­ward as though some­thing had caught her eye.

			“What is it, Mrs. Crop­per?” said Lord Peter’s voice in her ear. “Did you think you re­cog­nised some­body?”

			“You’re a no­ti­cing one, aren’t you?” said Mrs. Crop­per. “Make a good waiter—you would—not mean­ing any of­fence, sir, that’s a real com­pli­ment from one who knows. Yes, I did think I saw someone, but it couldn’t be, be­cause the minute she caught my eye she went away.”

			“Who did you think it was?”

			“Why, I thought it looked like Miss Whit­taker, as Ber­tha and me used to work for.”

			“Where was she?”

			“Just down by that pil­lar there, a tall dark lady in a crim­son hat and grey fur. But she’s gone now.”

			“Ex­cuse me.”

			Lord Peter un­hitched Mrs. Gul­li­v­er from his arm, hitched her smartly on to the un­oc­cu­pied arm of Mr. Murbles, and plunged in­to the crowd. Mr. Murbles, quite un­per­turbed by this ec­cent­ric be­ha­viour, shep­her­ded the two wo­men in­to an empty first-class car­riage which, Mrs. Crop­per noted, bore a large la­bel, “Re­served for Lord Peter Wim­sey and party.” Mrs. Crop­per made some protest­ing ob­ser­va­tion about her tick­et, but Mr. Murbles merely replied that everything was provided for, and that pri­vacy could be more con­veni­ently se­cured in this way.

			“Your friend’s go­ing to be left be­hind,” said Mrs. Crop­per as the train moved out.

			“That would be very un­like him,” replied Mr. Murbles, calmly un­fold­ing a couple of rugs and ex­chan­ging his old-fash­ioned top-hat for a curi­ous kind of trav­el­ling cap with flaps to it. Mrs. Crop­per, in the midst of her anxi­ety, could not help won­der­ing where in the world he had con­trived to pur­chase this Vic­tori­an rel­ic. As a mat­ter of fact, Mr. Murbles’ caps were spe­cially made to his own design by an ex­ceed­ingly ex­pens­ive West End hat­ter, who held Mr. Murbles in deep re­spect as a real gen­tle­man of the old school.

			Noth­ing, how­ever, was seen of Lord Peter for some­thing like a quarter of an hour, when he sud­denly put his head in with an ami­able smile and said:

			“One red-haired wo­man in a crim­son hat; three dark wo­men in black hats; sev­er­al non­des­cript wo­men in those pull-on sort of dust-col­oured hats; old wo­men with grey hair, vari­ous; six­teen flap­pers without hats—hats on rack, I mean, but none of ’em crim­son; two ob­vi­ous brides in blue hats; in­nu­mer­able fair wo­men in hats of all col­ours; one ash-blonde dressed as a nurse, none of ’em our friend as far as I know. Thought I’d best just toddle along the train to make sure. There’s just one dark sort of fe­male whose hat I can’t see be­cause it’s tucked down be­side her. Won­der if Mrs. Crop­per would mind doin’ a little stag­ger down the cor­ridor to take a squint at her.”

			Mrs. Crop­per, with some sur­prise, con­sen­ted to do so.

			“Right you are. ’Splain later. About four car­riages along. Now, look here, Mrs. Crop­per, if it should be any­body you know, I’d rather on the whole she didn’t spot you watch­ing her. I want you to walk along be­hind me, just glan­cin’ in­to the com­part­ments but keep­in’ your col­lar turned up. When we come to the party I have in mind, I’ll make a screen for you, what?”

			These man­oeuvres were suc­cess­fully ac­com­plished, Lord Peter light­ing a ci­gar­ette op­pos­ite the sus­pec­ted com­part­ment, while Mrs. Crop­per viewed the hat­less lady un­der cov­er of his raised el­bows. But the res­ult was dis­ap­point­ing. Mrs. Crop­per had nev­er seen the lady be­fore, and a fur­ther prom­en­ade from end to end of the train pro­duced no bet­ter res­ults.

			“We must leave it to Bunter, then,” said his lord­ship, cheer­fully, as they re­turned to their seats. “I put him on the trail as soon as you gave me the good word. Now, Mrs. Crop­per, we really get down to busi­ness. First of all, we should be glad of any sug­ges­tions you may have to make about your sis­ter’s death. We don’t want to dis­tress you, but we have got an idea that there might, just pos­sibly, be some­thing be­hind it.”

			“There’s just one thing, sir—your lord­ship, I sup­pose I should say. Ber­tha was a real good girl—I can an­swer for that ab­so­lutely. There wouldn’t have been any car­ry­ings-on with her young man—noth­ing of that. I know people have been say­ing all sorts of things, and per­haps, with lots of girls as they are, it isn’t to be wondered at. But, be­lieve me, Ber­tha wouldn’t go for to do any­thing that wasn’t right. Per­haps you’d like to see this last let­ter she wrote me. I’m sure noth­ing could be nicer and proper­er from a girl just look­ing for­ward to a happy mar­riage. Now, a girl as wrote like that wouldn’t be go­ing lark­ing about, sir, would she? I couldn’t rest, think­ing they was say­ing that about her.”

			Lord Peter took the let­ter, glanced through it, and handed it rev­er­ently to Mr. Murbles.

			“We’re not think­ing that at all, Mrs. Crop­per, though of course we’re very glad to have your point of view, don’t you see. Now, do you think it pos­sible your sis­ter might have been—what shall I say?—got hold of by some wo­man with a plaus­ible story and all that, and—well—pushed in­to some po­s­i­tion which shocked her very much? Was she cau­tious and up to the tricks of Lon­don people and all that?”

			And he out­lined Park­er’s the­ory of the en­ga­ging Mrs. For­rest and the sup­posed din­ner in the flat.

			“Well, my lord, I wouldn’t say Ber­tha was a very quick girl—not as quick as me, you know. She’d al­ways be ready to be­lieve what she was told and give people cred­it for the best. Took more after her fath­er, like. I’m moth­er’s girl, they al­ways said, and I don’t trust any­body fur­ther than I can see them. But I’d warned her very care­ful against tak­ing up with wo­men as talks to a girl in the street, and she did ought to have been on her guard.”

			“Of course,” said Peter, “it may have been some­body she’d got to know quite well—say, at the res­taur­ant, and she thought she was a nice lady and there’d be no harm in go­ing to see her. Or the lady might have sug­ges­ted tak­ing her in­to good ser­vice. One nev­er knows.”

			“I think she’d have men­tioned it in her let­ters if she’d talked to the lady much, my lord. It’s won­der­ful what a lot of things she’d find to tell me about the cus­tom­ers. And I don’t think she’d be for go­ing in­to ser­vice again. We got real fed up with ser­vice, down in Leahamp­ton.”

			“Ah, yes. Now that brings us to quite a dif­fer­ent point—the thing we wanted to ask you or your sis­ter about be­fore this sad ac­ci­dent took place. You were in ser­vice with this Miss Whit­taker whom you men­tioned just now. I won­der if you’d mind telling us just ex­actly why you left. It was a good place, I sup­pose?”

			“Yes, my lord, quite a good place as places go, though of course a girl doesn’t get her free­dom the way she does in a res­taur­ant. And nat­ur­ally there was a good deal of wait­ing on the old lady. Not as we minded that, for she was a very kind, good lady, and gen­er­ous too.”

			“But when she be­came so ill, I sup­pose Miss Whit­taker man­aged everything, what?”

			“Yes, my lord; but it wasn’t a hard place—lots of the girls en­vied us. Only Miss Whit­taker was very par­tic­u­lar.”

			“Es­pe­cially about the china, what?”

			“Ah, they told you about that, then?”

			“I told ’em, dear­ie,” put in Mrs. Gul­li­v­er, “I told ’em all about how you come to leave your place and go to Lon­don.”

			“And it struck us,” put in Mr. Murbles, “that it was, shall we say, some­what rash of Miss Whit­taker to dis­miss so com­pet­ent and, if I may put it so, so well-spoken and per­son­able a pair of maids on so trivi­al a pre­text.”

			“You’re right there, sir. Ber­tha—I told you she was the trust­ing one—she was quite ready to be­lieve as she done wrong, and thought how good it was of Miss Whit­taker to for­give her break­ing the china, and take so much in­terest in send­ing us to Lon­don, but I al­ways thought there was some­thing more than met the eye. Didn’t I, Mrs. Gul­li­v­er?”

			“That you did, dear; some­thing more than meets the eye, that’s what you says to me, and what I agrees with.”

			“And did you, in your own mind,” pur­sued Mr. Murbles, “con­nect this sud­den dis­missal with any­thing which had taken place?”

			“Well, I did then,” replied Mrs. Crop­per, with some spir­it. “I said to Ber­tha—but she would hear noth­ing of it, tak­ing after her fath­er as I tell you—I said, ‘Mark my words,’ I said, ‘Miss Whit­taker don’t care to have us in the house after the row she had with the old lady.’ ”

			“And what row was that?” in­quired Mr. Murbles.

			“Well, I don’t know as I ought rightly to tell you about it, see­ing it’s all over now and we prom­ised to say noth­ing about it.”

			“That, of course,” said Mr. Murbles, check­ing Lord Peter, who was about to burst in im­petu­ously, “de­pends upon your own con­science. But, if it will be of any help to you in mak­ing up your mind, I think I may say, in the strict­est con­fid­ence, that this in­form­a­tion may be of the ut­most im­port­ance to us—in a round­about way which I won’t trouble you with—in in­vest­ig­at­ing a very sin­gu­lar set of cir­cum­stances which have been brought to our no­tice. And it is just barely pos­sible—again in a very round­about way—that it may as­sist us in throw­ing some light on the mel­an­choly tragedy of your sis­ter’s de­cease. Fur­ther than that I can­not go at the mo­ment.”

			“Well, now,” said Mrs. Crop­per, “if that’s so—though, mind you, I don’t see what con­nec­tion there could be—but if you think that’s so, I reck­on I’d bet­ter come across with it, as my hus­band would say. After all, I only prom­ised I wouldn’t men­tion about it to the people in Leahamp­ton, as might have made mis­chief out of it—and a gos­sipy lot they is, and no mis­take.”

			“We’ve noth­ing to do with the Leahamp­ton crowd,” said his lord­ship, “and it won’t be passed along un­less it turns out to be ne­ces­sary.”

			“Righto. Well, I’ll tell you. One morn­ing early in Septem­ber Miss Whit­taker comes along to Ber­tha and I, and says, I want you girls to be just handy on the land­ing out­side Miss Dawson’s bed­room,’ she says, ‘be­cause I may want you to come in and wit­ness her sig­na­ture to a doc­u­ment. We shall want two wit­nesses,’ she says, ‘and you’ll have to see her sign; but I don’t want to flurry her with a lot of people in the room, so when I give you the tip, I want you to come just in­side the door without mak­ing a noise, so that you can see her write her name, and then I’ll bring it straight across to you and you can write your names where I show you. It’s quite easy,’ she says, ‘noth­ing to do but just put your names op­pos­ite where you see the word Wit­nesses.’

			“Ber­tha was al­ways a bit the tim­id sort—afraid of doc­u­ments and that sort of thing, and she tried to get out of it. ‘Couldn’t Nurse sign in­stead of me?’ she says. That was Nurse Phil­liter, you know, the red-haired one as was the doc­tor’s fiancée. She was a very nice wo­man, and we liked her quite a lot. ‘Nurse has gone out for her walk,’ says Miss Whit­taker, rather sharp, ‘I want you and Evelyn to do it,’ mean­ing me, of course. Well, we said we didn’t mind, and Miss Whit­taker goes up­stairs to Miss Dawson with a whole heap of pa­pers, and Ber­tha and I fol­lowed and waited on the land­ing, like she said.”

			“One mo­ment,” said Mr. Murbles, “did Miss Dawson of­ten have doc­u­ments to sign?”

			“Yes, sir, I be­lieve so, quite fre­quently, but they was usu­ally wit­nessed by Miss Whit­taker or the nurse. There was some leases and things of that sort, or so I heard. Miss Dawson had a little house-prop­erty. And then there’d be the cheques for the house­keep­ing, and some pa­pers as used to come from the Bank and be put away in the safe.”

			“Share coupons and so on, I sup­pose,” said Mr. Murbles.

			“Very likely, sir, I don’t know much about those busi­ness mat­ters. I did have to wit­ness a sig­na­ture once, I re­mem­ber, a long time back, but that was dif­fer­ent. The pa­per was brought down to me with the sig­na­ture ready wrote. There wasn’t any of this to-do about it.”

			“The old lady was cap­able of deal­ing with her own af­fairs, I un­der­stand?”

			“Up till then, sir. Af­ter­wards, as I un­der­stood, she made it all over to Miss Whit­taker—that was just be­fore she got feeble-like, and was kept un­der drugs. Miss Whit­taker signed the cheques then.”

			“The power of at­tor­ney,” said Mr. Murbles, with a nod. “Well now, did you sign this mys­ter­i­ous pa­per?”

			“No, sir, I’ll tell you how that was. When me and Ber­tha had been wait­ing a little time, Miss Whit­taker comes to the door and makes us a sign to come in quiet. So we comes and stands just in­side the door. There was a screen by the head of the bed, so we couldn’t see Miss Dawson nor she us, but we could see her re­flec­tion quite well in a big look­ing-glass she had on the left side of the bed.”

			Mr. Murbles ex­changed a sig­ni­fic­ant glance with Lord Peter.

			“Now be sure you tell us every de­tail,” said Wim­sey, “no mat­ter how small and silly it may sound. I be­lieve this is goin’ to be very ex­citin’.”

			“Yes, my lord. Well, there wasn’t much else, ex­cept that just in­side the door, on the left-hand side as you went in, there was a little table, where Nurse mostly used to set down trays and things that had to go down, and it was cleared, and a piece of blot­ting-pa­per on it and an ink­stand and pen, all ready for us to sign with.”

			“Could Miss Dawson see that?” asked Mr. Murbles.

			“No, sir, be­cause of the screen.”

			“But it was in­side the room.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“We want to be quite clear about this. Do you think you could draw—quite roughly—a little plan of the room, show­ing where the bed was and the screen and the mir­ror, and so on?”

			“I’m not much of a hand at draw­ing,” said Mrs. Crop­per du­bi­ously, “but I’ll try.”

			Mr. Murbles pro­duced a note­book and foun­tain pen, and after a few false starts, the fol­low­ing rough sketch was pro­duced.
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			“Thank you, that is very clear in­deed. You no­tice, Lord Peter, the care­ful ar­range­ments to have the doc­u­ment signed in pres­ence of the wit­nesses, and wit­nessed by them in the pres­ence of Miss Dawson and of each oth­er. I needn’t tell you for what kind of doc­u­ment that ar­range­ment is in­dis­pens­able.”

			“Was that it, sir? We couldn’t un­der­stand why it was all ar­ranged like that.”

			“It might have happened,” ex­plained Mr. Murbles, “that in case of some dis­pute about this doc­u­ment, you and your sis­ter would have had to come in­to court and give evid­ence about it. And if so, you would have been asked wheth­er you ac­tu­ally saw Miss Dawson write her sig­na­ture, and wheth­er you and your sis­ter and Miss Dawson were all in the same room to­geth­er when you signed your names as wit­nesses. And if that had happened, you could have said yes, couldn’t you, and sworn to it?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			“And yet, ac­tu­ally, Miss Dawson would have known noth­ing about your be­ing there.”

			“No, sir.”

			“That was it, you see.”

			“I see now, sir, but at the time Ber­tha and me couldn’t make noth­ing of it.”

			“But the doc­u­ment, you say, was nev­er signed.”

			“No, sir. At any rate, we nev­er wit­nessed any­thing. We saw Miss Dawson write her name—at least, I sup­pose it was her name—to one or two pa­pers, and then Miss Whit­taker puts an­oth­er lot in front of her and says, ‘Here’s an­oth­er little lot, auntie, some more of those in­come-tax forms.’ So the old lady says, ‘What are they ex­actly, dear, let me see?’ So Miss Whit­taker says, ‘Oh, only the usu­al things.’ And Miss Dawson says, ‘Dear, dear, what a lot of them. How com­plic­ated they do make these things to be sure.’ And we could see that Miss Whit­taker was giv­ing her sev­er­al pa­pers, all laid on top of one an­oth­er, with just the places for the sig­na­tures left show­ing. So Miss Dawson signs the top one, and then lifts up the pa­per and looks un­der­neath at the next one, and Miss Whit­taker says, ‘They’re all the same,’ as if she was in a hurry to get them signed and done with. But Miss Dawson takes them out of her hand and starts look­ing through them, and sud­denly she lets out a screech, and says, ‘I won’t have it, I won’t have it! I’m not dy­ing yet. How dare you, you wicked girl! Can’t you wait till I’m dead?—You want to fright­en me in­to my grave be­fore my time. Haven’t you got everything you want?’ And Miss Whit­taker says, ‘Hush, auntie, you won’t let me ex­plain—’ and the old lady says, ‘No, I won’t, I don’t want to hear any­thing about it. I hate the thought of it. I won’t talk about it. You leave me be. I can’t get bet­ter if you keep fright­en­ing me so.’ And then she be­gins to take and carry on dread­ful, and Miss Whit­taker comes over to us look­ing aw­ful white and says, ‘Run along, you girls,’ she says, ‘my aunt’s taken ill and can’t at­tend to busi­ness. I’ll call you if I want you,’ she says. And I said, ‘Can we help with her, miss?’ and she says, ‘No, it’s quite all right. It’s just the pain come on again. I’ll give her her in­jec­tion and then she’ll be all right.’ And she pushes us out of the room, and shuts the door, and we heard the poor old lady cry­ing fit to break any­body’s heart. So we went down­stairs and met Nurse just com­ing in, and we told her Miss Dawson was took worse again, and she runs up quick without tak­ing her things off. So we was in the kit­chen, just say­ing it seemed rather funny-like, when Miss Whit­taker comes down again and says, ‘It’s all right now, and Auntie’s sleep­ing quite peace­ful, only we’ll have to put off busi­ness till an­oth­er day.’ And she says, ‘Bet­ter not say any­thing about this to any­body, be­cause when the pain comes on Aunt gets frightened and talks a bit wild. She don’t mean what she says, but if people was to hear about it they might think it odd.’ So I up and says, ‘Miss Whit­taker,’ I says, ‘me and Ber­tha was nev­er ones to talk’; rather stiff, I said it, be­cause I don’t hold by gos­sip and nev­er did. And Miss Whit­taker says, ‘That’s quite all right,’ and goes away. And the next day she gives us an af­ter­noon off and a present—ten shil­lings each, it was, be­cause it was her aunt’s birth­day, and the old lady wanted us to have a little treat in her hon­our.”

			“A very clear ac­count in­deed, Mrs. Crop­per, and I only wish all wit­nesses were as sens­ible and ob­ser­v­ant as you are. There’s just one thing. Did you by any chance get a sight of this pa­per that up­set Miss Dawson so much?”

			“No, sir—only from a dis­tance, that is, and in the look­ing-glass. But I think it was quite short—just a few lines of type­writ­ing.”

			“I see. Was there a type­writer in the house, by the way?”

			“Oh, yes, sir. Miss Whit­taker used one quite of­ten for busi­ness let­ters and so on. It used to stand in the sit­ting-room.”

			“Quite so. By the way, do you re­mem­ber Miss Dawson’s so­li­cit­or call­ing shortly after this?”

			“No, sir. It was only a little time later Ber­tha broke the teapot and we left. Miss Whit­taker gave her her month’s warn­ing, but I said no. If she could come down on a girl like that for a little thing, and her such a good work­er, Ber­tha should go at once and me with her. Miss Whit­taker said, ‘Just as you like,’ she said—she nev­er was one to stand any backchat. So we went that af­ter­noon. But af­ter­wards I think she was sorry, and came over to see us at Christ­ch­urch, and sug­ges­ted why shouldn’t we try for a bet­ter job in Lon­don. Ber­tha was a bit afraid to go so far—tak­ing after Fath­er, as I men­tioned, but Moth­er, as was al­ways the am­bi­tious one, she says, ‘If the lady’s kind enough to give you a good start, why not go? There’s more chances for a girl in Town.’ And I said to Ber­tha, private-like, af­ter­wards, I says, ‘De­pend on it, Miss Whit­taker wants to see the back of us. She’s afraid we’ll get talk­ing about the things Miss Dawson said that morn­ing. But, I says, if she’s will­ing to pay us to go, why not go, I says. A girl’s got to look out for her­self these days, and if we go off to Lon­don she’ll give us a bet­ter char­ac­ter than what she would if we stayed. And any­way, I said, if we don’t like it we can al­ways come home again.’ So the long and short was, we came to Town, and after a bit we got good jobs with Ly­ons, what with the good char­ac­ter Miss Whit­taker gave us, and I met my hus­band there and Ber­tha met her Jim. So we nev­er re­gret­ted hav­ing taken the chance—not till this dread­ful thing happened to Ber­tha.”

			The pas­sion­ate in­terest with which her hear­ers had re­ceived this re­cit­al must have grat­i­fied Mrs. Crop­per’s sense of the dra­mat­ic. Mr. Murbles was very slowly ro­tat­ing his hands over one an­oth­er with a dry, rust­ling sound—like an old snake, glid­ing through the long grass in search of prey.

			“A little scene after your own heart, Murbles,” said Lord Peter, with a glint un­der his dropped eye­lids. He turned again to Mrs. Crop­per.

			“This is the first time you’ve told this story?”

			“Yes—and I wouldn’t have said any­thing if it hadn’t been—”

			“I know. Now, if you’ll take my ad­vice, Mrs. Crop­per, you won’t tell it again. Stor­ies like that have a nasty way of bein’ dan­ger­ous. Will you con­sider it an im­per­tin­ence if I ask you what your plans are for the next week or two?”

			“I’m go­ing to see Moth­er and get her to come back to Canada with me. I wanted her to come when I got mar­ried, but she didn’t like go­ing so far away from Ber­tha. She was al­ways Moth­er’s fa­vour­ite—tak­ing so much after Fath­er, you see. Moth­er and me was al­ways too much alike to get on. But now she’s got nobody else, and it isn’t right for her to be all alone, so I think she’ll come with me. It’s a long jour­ney for an ail­ing old wo­man, but I reck­on blood’s thick­er than wa­ter. My hus­band said, ‘Bring her back first-class, my girl, and I’ll find the money.’ He’s a good sort, is my hus­band.”

			“You couldn’t do bet­ter,” said Wim­sey, “and if you’ll al­low me, I’ll send a friend to look after you both on the train jour­ney and see you safe on to the boat. And don’t stop long in Eng­land. Ex­cuse me but­tin’ in on your af­fairs like this, but hon­estly I think you’d be safer else­where.”

			“You don’t think that Ber­tha—?”

			Her eyes widened with alarm.

			“I don’t like to say quite what I think, be­cause I don’t know. But I’ll see you and your moth­er are safe, whatever hap­pens.”

			“And Ber­tha? Can I do any­thing about that?”

			“Well, you’ll have to come and see my friends at Scot­land Yard, I think, and tell them what you’ve told me. They’ll be in­ter­ested.”

			“And will some­thing be done about it?”

			“I’m sure, if we can prove there’s been any foul play, the po­lice won’t rest till it’s been tracked down to the right per­son. But the dif­fi­culty is, you see, to prove that the death wasn’t nat­ur­al.”

			“I ob­serve in today’s pa­per,” said Mr. Murbles, “that the loc­al su­per­in­tend­ent is now sat­is­fied that Miss Go­tobed came down alone for a quiet pic­nic and died of a heart at­tack.”

			“That man would say any­thing,” said Wim­sey. “We know from the post­mortem that she had re­cently had a heavy meal—for­give these dis­tressin’ de­tails, Mrs. Crop­per—so why the pic­nic?”

			“I sup­pose they had the sand­wiches and the beer-bottle in mind,” said Mr. Murbles, mildly.

			“I see. I sup­pose she went down to Ep­ping alone with a bottle of Bass and took out the cork with her fin­gers. Ever tried do­ing it, Murbles? No? Well, when they find the cork­screw I’ll be­lieve she went there alone. In the mean­time, I hope the pa­pers will pub­lish a few more the­or­ies like that. Noth­in’ like in­spir­ing crim­in­als with con­fid­ence, Murbles—it goes to their heads, you know.”
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					“Pa­tience—and shuffle the cards.”
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			Lord Peter took Mrs. Crop­per down to Christ­ch­urch and re­turned to town to have a con­fer­ence with Mr. Park­er. The lat­ter had just listened to his re­cit­al of Mrs. Crop­per’s story, when the dis­creet open­ing and clos­ing of the flat door an­nounced the re­turn of Bunter.

			“Any luck?” in­quired Wim­sey.

			“I re­gret ex­ceed­ingly to have to in­form your lord­ship that I lost track of the lady. In fact, if your lord­ship will kindly ex­cuse the ex­pres­sion, I was com­pletely done in the eye.”

			“Thank God, Bunter, you’re hu­man after all. I didn’t know any­body could do you. Have a drink.”

			“I am much ob­liged to your lord­ship. Ac­cord­ing to in­struc­tions, I searched the plat­form for a lady in a crim­son hat and a grey fur, and at length was for­tu­nate enough to ob­serve her mak­ing her way out by the sta­tion en­trance to­wards the big book­stall. She was some way ahead of me, but the hat was very con­spicu­ous, and, in the words of the poet, if I may so ex­press my­self, I fol­lowed the gleam.”

			“Stout fel­low.”

			“Thank you, my lord. The lady walked in­to the Sta­tion Hotel, which, as you know, has two en­trances, one upon the plat­form, and the oth­er upon the street. I hur­ried after her for fear she should give me the slip, and made my way through the re­volving doors just in time to see her back dis­ap­pear­ing in­to the Ladies’ Re­tir­ing Room.”

			“Whith­er, as a mod­est man, you could not fol­low her. I quite un­der­stand.”

			“Quite so, my lord. I took a seat in the en­trance hall, in a po­s­i­tion from which I could watch the door without ap­pear­ing to do so.”

			“And dis­covered too late that the place had two exits, I sup­pose. Un­usu­al and dis­tressin’.”

			“No, my lord. That was not the trouble. I sat watch­ing for three quar­ters of an hour, but the crim­son hat did not re­appear. Your lord­ship will bear in mind that I had nev­er seen the lady’s face.”

			Lord Peter groaned.

			“I fore­see the end of this story, Bunter. Not your fault. Pro­ceed.”

			“At the end of this time, my lord, I felt bound to con­clude either that the lady had been taken ill or that some­thing un­to­ward had oc­curred. I summoned a fe­male at­tend­ant who happened to cross the hall and in­formed her that I had been en­trus­ted with a mes­sage for a lady whose dress I de­scribed. I begged her to as­cer­tain from the at­tend­ant in the Ladies’ Room wheth­er the lady in ques­tion was still there. The girl went away and presently re­turned to say that the lady had changed her cos­tume in the cloak­room and had gone out half an hour pre­vi­ously.”

			“Oh, Bunter, Bunter. Didn’t you spot the suit­case or whatever it was when she came out again?”

			“Ex­cuse me, my lord. The lady had come in earli­er in the day and had left an at­taché-case in charge of the at­tend­ant. On re­turn­ing, she had trans­ferred her hat and fur to the at­taché-case and put on a small black felt hat and a light­weight rain­coat which she had packed there in read­i­ness. So that her dress was con­cealed when she emerged and she was car­ry­ing the at­taché-case, where­as, when I first saw her, she had been empty-handed.”

			“Everything fore­seen. What a wo­man!”

			“I made im­me­di­ate in­quir­ies, my lord, in the re­gion of the hotel and the sta­tion, but without res­ult. The black hat and rain­coat were en­tirely in­con­spicu­ous, and no one re­membered hav­ing seen her. I went to the Cent­ral Sta­tion to dis­cov­er if she had trav­elled by any train. Sev­er­al wo­men an­swer­ing to the de­scrip­tion had taken tick­ets for vari­ous des­tin­a­tions, but I could get no def­in­ite in­form­a­tion. I also vis­ited all the gar­ages in Liv­er­pool, with the same lack of suc­cess. I am greatly dis­tressed to have failed your lord­ship.”

			“Can’t be helped. You did everything you could do. Cheer up. Nev­er say die. And you must be tired to death. Take the day off and go to bed.”

			“I thank your lord­ship, but I slept ex­cel­lently in the train on the way up.”

			“Just as you like, Bunter. But I did hope you some­times got tired like oth­er people.”

			Bunter smiled dis­creetly and with­drew.

			“Well, we’ve gained this much, any­how,” said Park­er. “We know now that this Miss Whit­taker has some­thing to con­ceal, since she takes such pre­cau­tions to avoid be­ing fol­lowed.”

			“We know more than that. We know that she was des­per­ately anxious to get hold of the Crop­per wo­man be­fore any­body else could see her, no doubt to stop her mouth by bribery or by worse means. By the way, how did she know she was com­ing by that boat?”

			“Mrs. Crop­per sent a cable, which was read at the in­quest.”

			“Damn these in­quests. They give away all the in­form­a­tion one wants kept quiet, and pro­duce no evid­ence worth hav­ing.”

			“Hear, hear,” said Park­er, with em­phas­is, “not to men­tion that we had to sit through a lot of mor­al punk by the Cor­on­er, about the pre­val­ence of jazz and the im­mor­al be­ha­viour of mod­ern girls in go­ing off alone with young men to Ep­ping Forest.”

			“It’s a pity these busy­bod­ies can’t be had up for li­bel. Nev­er mind. We’ll get the Whit­taker wo­man yet.”

			“Al­ways provided it was the Whit­taker wo­man. After all, Mrs. Crop­per may have been mis­taken. Lots of people do change their hats in cloak­rooms without any crim­in­al in­ten­tion.”

			“Oh, of course. Miss Whit­taker’s sup­posed to be in the coun­try with Miss Find­later, isn’t she? We’ll get the in­valu­able Miss Cli­mpson to pump the girl when they turn up again. Mean­while, what do you think of Mrs. Crop­per’s story?”

			“There’s no doubt about what happened there. Miss Whit­taker was try­ing to get the old lady to sign a will without know­ing it. She gave it to her all mixed up with the in­come-tax pa­pers, hop­ing she’d put her name to it without read­ing it. It must have been a will, I think, be­cause that’s the only doc­u­ment I know of which is in­val­id un­less it’s wit­nessed by two per­sons in the pres­ence of the test­atrix and of each oth­er.”

			“Ex­actly. And since Miss Whit­taker couldn’t be one of the wit­nesses her­self, but had to get the two maids to sign, the will must have been in Miss Whit­taker’s fa­vour.”

			“Ob­vi­ously. She wouldn’t go to all that trouble to dis­in­her­it her­self.”

			“But that brings us to an­oth­er dif­fi­culty. Miss Whit­taker, as next of kin, would have taken all the old lady had to leave in any case. As a mat­ter of fact, she did. Why both­er about a will?”

			“Per­haps, as we said be­fore, she was afraid Miss Dawson would change her mind, and wanted to get a will made out be­fore—no, that won’t work.”

			“No—be­cause, any­how, any will made later would in­val­id­ate the first will. Be­sides, the old lady sent for her so­li­cit­or some time later, and Miss Whit­taker put no obstacle of any kind in her way.”

			“Ac­cord­ing to Nurse For­bes, she was par­tic­u­larly anxious that every fa­cil­ity should be giv­en.”

			“See­ing how Miss Dawson dis­trus­ted her niece, it’s a bit sur­pris­ing, really, that she didn’t will the money away. Then it would have been to Miss Whit­taker’s ad­vant­age to keep her alive as long as pos­sible.”

			“I don’t sup­pose she really dis­trus­ted her—not to the ex­tent of ex­pect­ing to be made away with. She was ex­cited and said more than she meant—we of­ten do.”

			“Yes, but she evid­ently thought there’d be oth­er at­tempts to get a will signed.”

			“How do you make that out?”

			“Don’t you re­mem­ber the power of at­tor­ney? The old girl evid­ently thought that out and de­cided to give Miss Whit­taker au­thor­ity to sign everything for her so that there couldn’t pos­sibly be any jig­gery-pokery about pa­pers in fu­ture.”

			“Of course. Cute old lady. How very ir­rit­at­ing for Miss Whit­taker. And after that very hope­ful vis­it of the so­li­cit­or, too. So dis­ap­point­ing. In­stead of the ex­pec­ted will, a very care­fully planted spoke in her wheel.”

			“Yes. But we’re still brought up against the prob­lem, why a will at all?”

			“So we are.”

			The two men pulled at their pipes for some time in si­lence.

			“The aunt evid­ently in­ten­ded the money to go to Mary Whit­taker all right,” re­marked Park­er at last. “She prom­ised it so of­ten—be­sides, I daresay she was a just-minded old thing, and re­membered that it was really Whit­taker money which had come to her over the head of the Rev. Charles, or whatever his name was.”

			“That’s so. Well, there’s only one thing that could pre­vent that hap­pen­ing, and that’s—oh, lord! old son. Do you know what it works out at?—The old, old story, be­loved of nov­el­ists—the miss­ing heir!”

			“Good lord, yes, you’re right. Damn it all, what fools we were not to think of it be­fore. Mary Whit­taker pos­sibly found out that there was some near­er re­l­at­ive left, who would scoop the lot. Maybe she was afraid that if Miss Dawson got to know about it, she’d di­vide the money or dis­in­her­it Mary al­to­geth­er. Or per­haps she just des­paired of ham­mer­ing the story in­to the old lady’s head, and so hit on the idea of get­ting her to make the will un­be­knownst to her­self in Mary’s fa­vour.”

			“What a brain you’ve got, Charles. Or, see here, Miss Dawson may have known all about it, sly old thing, and de­term­ined to pay Miss Whit­taker out for her in­de­cent ur­gency in the mat­ter of will-makin’ by just dy­in’ in­test­ate in the oth­er chap­pie’s fa­vour.”

			“If she did, she de­served any­thing she got,” said Park­er, rather vi­ciously. “After tak­ing the poor girl away from her job un­der prom­ise of leav­ing her the dibs.”

			“Teach the young wo­man not to be so mer­cen­ary,” re­tor­ted Wim­sey, with the cheer­ful bru­tal­ity of the man who has nev­er in his life been short of money.

			“If this bright idea is cor­rect,” said Park­er, “it rather messes up your murder the­ory, doesn’t it? Be­cause Mary would ob­vi­ously take the line of keep­ing her aunt alive as long as pos­sible, in hopes she might make a will after all.”

			“That’s true. Curse you, Charles, I see that bet of mine go­ing west. What a blow for friend Carr, too. I did hope I was go­ing to vin­dic­ate him and have him played home by the vil­lage band un­der a tri­umph­al arch with ‘Wel­come, Cham­pi­on of Truth!’ picked out in red-white-and-blue elec­tric bulbs. Nev­er mind. It’s bet­ter to lose a wager and see the light than walk in ig­nor­ance bloated with gold.—Or stop!—why shouldn’t Carr be right al­ter all? Per­haps it’s just my choice of a mur­der­er that’s wrong. Aha! I see a new and even more sin­is­ter vil­lain step upon the scene. The new claimant, warned by his min­ions—”

			“What min­ions?”

			“Oh, don’t be so per­nick­ety, Charles. Nurse For­bes, prob­ably. I shouldn’t won­der if she’s in his pay. Where was I? I wish you wouldn’t in­ter­rupt.”

			“Warned by his min­ions—” promp­ted Park­er.

			“Oh, yes—warned by his min­ions that Miss Dawson is hob­nob­bing with so­li­cit­ors and be­ing temp­ted in­to mak­ing wills and things, gets the said min­ions to pol­ish her off be­fore she can do any mis­chief.”

			“Yes, but how?”

			“Oh, by one of those nat­ive pois­ons which slay in a split second and defy the skill of the ana­lyst. They are fa­mil­i­ar to the mean­est writer of mys­tery stor­ies. I’m not go­ing to let a trifle like that stand in my way.”

			“And why hasn’t this hy­po­thet­ic­al gen­tle­man brought for­ward any claim to the prop­erty so far?”

			“He’s bid­ing his time. The fuss about the death scared him, and he’s ly­ing low till it’s all blown over.”

			“He’ll find it much more awk­ward to dis­pos­sess Miss Whit­taker now she’s taken pos­ses­sion. Pos­ses­sion is nine points of the law, you know.”

			“I know, but he’s go­ing to pre­tend he wasn’t any­where near at the time of Miss Dawson’s death. He only read about it a few weeks ago in a sheet of news­pa­per wrapped round a sal­mon-tin, and now he’s rush­ing home from his dis­tant farm in thing-ma-jig to pro­claim him­self as the long-lost Cous­in Tom … Great Scott! that re­minds me.”

			He plunged his hand in­to his pock­et and pulled out a let­ter.

			“This came this morn­ing just as I was go­ing out, and I met Freddy Ar­bu­th­not on the door­step and shoved it in­to my pock­et be­fore I’d read it prop­erly. But I do be­lieve there was some­thing in it about a Cous­in Some­body from some god­for­saken spot. Let’s see.”

			He un­fol­ded the let­ter, which was writ­ten in Miss Cli­mpson’s old-fash­ioned flow­ing hand, and or­na­men­ted with such a vari­ety of un­der­lin­ings and ex­clam­a­tion marks as to look like an ex­er­cise in mu­sic­al nota­tion.

			“Oh, lord!” said Park­er.

			“Yes, it’s worse than usu­al, isn’t it?—it must be of des­per­ate im­port­ance. Luck­ily it’s com­par­at­ively short.”

			
				My dear Lord Peter,

				I heard some­thing this morn­ing which may be of use so I hasten to com­mu­nic­ate it!! You re­mem­ber I men­tioned be­fore that Mrs. Budge’s maid is the sis­ter of the present maid at Miss Whit­taker’s? Well!!! The aunt of these two girls came to pay a vis­it to Mrs. Budge’s girl this af­ter­noon, and was in­tro­duced to me—of course, as boarder at Mrs. Budge’s I am nat­ur­ally an ob­ject of loc­al in­terest—and, bear­ing your in­struc­tions in mind, I en­cour­age this to an ex­tent I should not oth­er­wise do!!

				It ap­pears that this aunt was well ac­quain­ted with a former house­keep­er of Miss Dawson’s—be­fore the time of the Go­tobed girls, I mean. The aunt is a highly re­spect­able per­son of for­bid­ding as­pect!—with a bon­net (!), and to my mind, a most dis­agree­able cen­sori­ous wo­man. How­ever!—We got to speak­ing of Miss Dawson’s death, and this aunt—her name is Tim­mins—primmed up her mouth and said: “No un­pleas­ant scan­dal would sur­prise me about that fam­ily, Miss Cli­mpson. They were most un­desir­ably con­nec­ted! You re­col­lect, Mrs. Budge, that I felt ob­liged to leave after the ap­pear­ance of that most ex­traordin­ary per­son who an­nounced him­self as Miss Dawson’s cous­in.” Nat­ur­ally, I asked who this might be not hav­ing heard of any oth­er re­la­tions! She said that this per­son, whom she de­scribed as a nasty dirty nig­ger (!!!) ar­rived one morn­ing, dressed up as a cler­gy­man!!!—and sent her—Miss Tim­mins—to an­nounce him to Miss Dawson as her Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah!!! Miss Tim­mins showed him up, much against her will, she said, in­to the nice clean, draw­ing-room!

				Miss Dawson, she said, ac­tu­ally came down to see this “creature” in­stead of send­ing him about his “black busi­ness” (!), and as a crown­ing scan­dal, asked him to stay to lunch!—“with her niece there, too,” Miss Tim­mins said, “and this hor­rible black­amoor rolling his dread­ful eyes at her.” Miss Tim­mins said that it “reg­u­larly turned her stom­ach”—that was her phrase, and I trust you will ex­cuse it—I un­der­stand that these parts of the body are fre­quently re­ferred to in po­lite (!) so­ci­ety nowadays. In fact, it ap­pears she re­fused to cook the lunch for the poor black man—(after all, even blacks are God’s creatures and we might all be black ourselves if He had not in His in­fin­ite kind­ness seen fit to fa­vour us with white skins!!)—and walked straight out of the house!!! So that un­for­tu­nately she can­not tell us any­thing fur­ther about this re­mark­able in­cid­ent! She is cer­tain, how­ever, that the “nig­ger” had a vis­it­ing-card with the name “Rev. H. Dawson” upon it, and an ad­dress in for­eign parts. It does seem strange, does it not, but I be­lieve many of these nat­ive preach­ers are called to do splen­did work among their own people, and no doubt a min­is­ter is en­titled to have a vis­it­ing-card, even when black!!!

				
					In great haste,

					Sin­cerely yours,

					A. K. Cli­mpson.

				
			

			“God bless my soul,” said Lord Peter, when he had dis­en­tangled this screed—“here’s our claimant ready made.”

			“With a hide as black as his heart, ap­par­ently,” replied Park­er. “I won­der where the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah has got to—and where he came from. He—er—he wouldn’t be in ‘Crock­ford,’ I sup­pose.”

			“He would be, prob­ably, if he’s Church of Eng­land,” said Lord Peter, du­bi­ously, go­ing in search of that valu­able work of ref­er­ence. “Dawson—Rev. George, Rev. Gor­don, Rev. Gurney, Rev. Habbak­uk, Rev. Had­ri­an, Rev. Ham­mond—no, there’s no Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah. I was afraid the name hadn’t al­to­geth­er an es­tab­lished sound. It would be easi­er if we had an idea what part of the world the gen­tle­man came from. ‘Nig­ger,’ to a Miss Tim­mins, may mean any­thing from a high-caste Brah­min to Sambo and Rastus at the Coli­seum—it may even, at a pinch, be an Ar­gen­tine or an Eskimo.”

			“I sup­pose oth­er re­li­gious bod­ies have their Crock­fords,” sug­ges­ted Park­er, a little hope­lessly.

			“Yes, no doubt—ex­cept per­haps the more ex­clus­ive sects—like the Agape­mon­ites and those people who gath­er to­geth­er to say om. Was it Voltaire who said that the Eng­lish had three hun­dred and sixty-five re­li­gions and only one sauce?”

			“Judging from the War Tribunals,” said Park­er, “I should say that was an un­der­state­ment. And then there’s Amer­ica—a coun­try, I un­der­stand, re­mark­ably well sup­plied with re­li­gions.”

			“Too true. Hunt­ing for a single dog-col­lar in the States must be like the pro­ver­bi­al needle. Still, we could make a few dis­creet in­quir­ies, and mean­while I’m go­ing to tot­ter up to Crofton with the jolly old bus.”

			“Crofton?”

			“Where Miss Clara Whit­taker and Miss Dawson used to live. I’m go­ing to look for the man with the little black bag—the strange, sus­pi­cious so­li­cit­or, you re­mem­ber, who came to see Miss Dawson two years ago, and was so anxious that she should make a will. I fancy he knows all there is to know about the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah and his claim. Will you come too?”

			“Can’t—not without spe­cial per­mis­sion. I’m not of­fi­cially on this case, you know.”

			“You’re on the Go­tobed busi­ness. Tell the Chief you think they’re con­nec­ted. I shall need your re­strain­ing pres­ence. No less ig­noble pres­sure than that of the reg­u­lar po­lice force will in­duce a smoke-dried fam­ily law­yer to spill the beans.”

			“Well, I’ll try—if you’ll prom­ise to drive with reas­on­able pre­cau­tion.”

			“Be thou as chaste as ice and have a li­cence as pure as snow, thou shalt not es­cape calumny. I am not a dan­ger­ous driver. Buck up and get your leave. The snow-white horsepower foams and frets and the blue bon­net—black in this case—is already, in a man­ner of speak­ing, over the bor­der.”

			“You’ll drive me over the bor­der one of these days,” grumbled Park­er, and went to the phone to call up Sir An­drew Mack­en­zie at Scot­land Yard.

			

			Crofton is a de­light­ful little old-world vil­lage, tucked away amid the maze of cris­scross coun­try roads which fills the tri­angle of which Cov­entry, War­wick and Birm­ing­ham mark the angles. Through the fall­ing night, “Mrs. Merdle” purred her way del­ic­ately round hedge-blinded corners and down de­vi­ous lanes, her quest made no easi­er by the fact that the War­wick County Coun­cil had pitched upon that par­tic­u­lar week for a grand re­paint­ing of sign­posts and had reached the pre­lim­in­ary stage of lay­ing a couple of thick coats of gleam­ing white paint over all the let­ter­ing. At in­ter­vals the pa­tient Bunter un­packed him­self from the back seat and climbed one of these un­com­mu­nic­at­ive guides to peer at its blank sur­face with a torch—a pro­cess which re­minded Park­er of Alan Quarter­maine try­ing to trace the fea­tures of the de­par­ted Kings of the Kukuanas un­der their cal­careous shrouds of stalac­tite. One of the posts turned out to be in the wet-paint stage, which ad­ded to the de­pres­sion of the party. Fi­nally, after sev­er­al mis­dir­ec­tions, blind al­leys and re­vers­ings back to the main road, they came to a four­ways. The sign­post here must have been in ex­tra need of re­pairs, for its arms had been re­moved bod­ily; it stood, stark and ghastly—a long, liv­id fin­ger erec­ted in wild protest to the un­sym­path­et­ic heav­ens.

			“It’s start­ing to rain,” ob­served Park­er, con­ver­sa­tion­ally.

			“Look here, Charles, if you’re go­ing to bear up cheer­fully and be the life and soul of the ex­ped­i­tion, say so and have done with it. I’ve got a good, heavy span­ner handy un­der the seat, and Bunter can help to bury the body.”

			“I think this must be Brush­wood Cross,” re­sumed Park­er, who had the map on his knee. “If so, and if it’s not Cov­ert Corner, which I thought we passed half an hour ago, one of these roads leads dir­ectly to Crofton.”

			“That would be highly en­cour­aging if we only knew which road we were on.”

			“We can al­ways try them in turn, and come back if we find we’re go­ing wrong.”

			“They bury sui­cides at cross­roads,” replied Wim­sey, dan­ger­ously.

			“There’s a man sit­ting un­der that tree,” pur­sued Park­er. “We can ask him.”

			“He’s lost his way too, or he wouldn’t be sit­ting there,” re­tor­ted the oth­er. “People don’t sit about in the rain for fun.”

			At this mo­ment the man ob­served their ap­proach and, rising, ad­vanced to meet them with raised, ar­rest­ing hand. Wim­sey brought the car to a stand­still.

			“Ex­cuse me,” said the stranger, who turned out to be a youth in mo­tor­cyc­ling kit, “but could you give me a hand with my bus?”

			“What’s the mat­ter with her?”

			“Well, she won’t go.”

			“I guessed as much,” said Wim­sey. “Though why she should wish to linger in a place like this beats me.” He got out of the car, and the youth, diving in­to the hedge, pro­duced the pa­tient for in­spec­tion.

			“Did you tumble there or put her there?” in­quired Wim­sey, eye­ing the ma­chine dis­taste­fully.

			“I put her there. I’ve been kick­ing the starter for hours but noth­ing happened, so I thought I’d wait till some­body came along.”

			“I see. What is the mat­ter, ex­actly?”

			“I don’t know. She was go­ing beau­ti­fully and then she conked out sud­denly.”

			“Have you run out of pet­rol?”

			“Oh, no. I’m sure there’s plenty in.”

			“Plug all right?”

			“I don’t know.” The youth looked un­happy. “It’s only my second time out, you see.”

			“Oh! well—there can’t be much wrong. We’ll just make sure about the pet­rol first,” said Wim­sey, more cheer­fully. He un­screwed the filler-cap and turned his torch upon the in­teri­or of the tank. “Seems all right.” He bent over again, whist­ling, and re­placed the cap. “Let’s give her an­oth­er kick for luck and then we’ll look at the plug.”

			The young man, thus urged, grasped the handle­bars, and with the en­ergy of des­pair de­livered a kick which would have done cred­it to an army mule. The en­gine roared in­to life in a fury of vi­bra­tion, ra­cing heart-rend­ingly.

			“Good God!” said the youth, “it’s a mir­acle.”

			Lord Peter laid a gentle hand on the throttle-lever and the shat­ter­ing bel­low calmed in­to a grate­ful purr.

			“What did you do to it?” de­man­ded the cyc­list.

			“Blew through the filler-cap,” said his lord­ship with a grin. “Air­lock in the feed, old son, that’s all.”

			“I’m fright­fully grate­ful.”

			“That’s all right. Look here, can you tell us the way to Crofton?”

			“Sure. Straight down here. I’m go­ing there, as a mat­ter of fact.”

			“Thank Heav­en. Lead and I fol­low, as Sir Ga­la­had says. How far?”

			“Five miles.”

			“De­cent inn?”

			“My gov­ernor keeps the Fox-and-Hounds. Would that do? We’d give you aw­fully de­cent grub.”

			“Sor­row van­quished, la­bour ended, Jordan passed. Buzz off, my lad. No, Charles, I will not wait while you put on a Bur­berry. Back and side go bare, go bare, hand and foot go cold, so belly-god send us good ale enough, wheth­er it be new or old.”

			The starter hummed—the youth moun­ted his ma­chine and led off down the lane after one alarm­ing wobble—Wim­sey slipped in the clutch and fol­lowed in his wake.

			The Fox-and-Hounds turned out to be one of those pleas­ant, old-fash­ioned inns where everything is up­holstered in horse­hair and it is nev­er too late to ob­tain a good meal of cold roast sir­loin and homegrown salad. The land­lady, Mrs. Pig­gin, served the trav­el­lers her­self. She wore a de­cent black sat­in dress and a front of curls of the fash­ion fa­voured by the Roy­al Fam­ily. Her round, cheer­ful face glowed in the fire­light, seem­ing to re­flect the ra­di­ance of the scar­let-coated hunts­men who gal­loped and leapt and fell on every wall through a series of sport­ing prints. Lord Peter’s mood softened un­der the in­flu­ence of the at­mo­sphere and the house’s ex­cel­lent ale, and by a series of in­quir­ies dir­ec­ted to the hunt­ing-sea­son, just con­cluded, the neigh­bour­ing fam­il­ies and the price of horse­flesh, he dex­ter­ously led the con­ver­sa­tion round to the sub­ject of the late Miss Clara Whit­taker.

			“Oh, dear, yes,” said Mrs. Pig­gin, “to be sure, we knew Miss Whit­taker. Every­body knew her in these parts. A won­der­ful old lady she was. There’s a many of her horses still in the coun­try. Mr. Clev­e­land, he bought the best part of the stock, and is doin’ well with them. Fine hon­est stock she bred, and they all used to say she was a wo­man of won­der­ful judg­ment with a horse—or a man either. Nobody ever got the bet­ter of her twice, and very few, once.”

			“Ah!” said Lord Peter, saga­ciously.

			“I re­mem­ber her well, rid­ing to hounds when she was well over sixty,” went on Mrs. Pig­gin, “and she wasn’t one to wait for a gap, neither. Now Miss Dawson—that was her friend as lived with her—over at the Man­or bey­ond the stone bridge—she was more tim­id-like. She’d go by the gates, and we of­ten used to say she’d nev­er be rid­ing at all, but for bein’ that fond of Miss Whit­taker and not want­ing to let her out of her sight. But there, we can’t all be alike, can we, sir?—and Miss Whit­taker was al­to­geth­er out of the way. They don’t make them like that nowadays. Not but what these mod­ern girls are good go­ers, many of them, and does a lot of things as would have been thought very fast in the old days, but Miss Whit­taker had the know­ledge as well. Bought her own horses and physicked ’em and bred ’em, and needed no ad­vice from any­body.”

			“She sounds a won­der­ful old girl,” said Wim­sey, heart­ily. “I’d have liked to know her. I’ve got some friends who knew Miss Dawson quite well—when she was liv­ing in Hamp­shire, you know.”

			“In­deed, sir? Well, that’s strange, isn’t it? She was a very kind, nice lady. We heard she’d died, too. Of this can­cer, was it? That’s a ter­rible thing, poor soul. And fancy you be­ing con­nec­ted with her, so to speak. I ex­pect you’d be in­ter­ested in some of our pho­to­graphs of the Crofton Hunt. Jim?”

			“Hullo!”

			“Show these gen­tle­men the pho­to­graphs of Miss Whit­taker and Miss Dawson. They’re ac­quain­ted with some friends of Miss Dawson down in Hamp­shire. Step this way—if you’re sure you won’t take any­thing more, sir.”

			Mrs. Pig­gin led the way in­to a cosy little private bar, where a num­ber of hunt­ing-look­ing gen­tle­men were en­joy­ing a fi­nal glass be­fore clos­ing-time. Mr. Pig­gin, stout and gen­i­al as his wife, moved for­ward to do the hon­ours.

			“What’ll you have, gen­tle­men?—Joe, two pints of the winter ale. And fancy you know­ing our Miss Dawson. Dear me, the world’s a very small place, as I of­ten says to my wife. Here’s the last group as was ever took of them, when the meet was held at the Man­or in 1918. Of course, you’ll un­der­stand, it wasn’t a reg­u­lar meet, like, ow­ing to the War and the gen­tle­men be­ing away and the horses too—we couldn’t keep things up reg­u­lar like in the old days. But what with the foxes get­tin’ so ter­rible many, and the packs all go­ing to the dogs—ha! ha!—that’s what I of­ten used to say in this bar—the ’ounds is go­ing to the dogs, I says. Very good, they used to think it. There’s many a gen­tle­man has laughed at me say­in’ that—the ’ounds, I says, is goin’ to the dogs—well, as I was say­in’, Col­on­el Fletch­er and some of the older gen­tle­men, they says, we must carry on some­how, they says, and so they ’ad one or two scratch meets as you might say, just to keep the pack from fal­l­in’ to pieces, as you might say. And Miss Whit­taker, she says, ‘ ’Ave the meet at the Man­or, Col­on­el,’ she says, ‘it’s the last meet I’ll ever see, per­haps,’ she says. And so it was, poor lady, for she ’ad a stroke in the New Year. She died in 1922. That’s ’er, sit­ting in the pony-car­riage and Miss Dawson be­side ’er. Of course, Miss Whit­taker ’ad ’ad to give up rid­ing to ’ounds some years be­fore. She was get­tin’ on, but she al­ways fol­lowed in the trap, up to the very last. ’And­some old lady, ain’t she, sir?”

			Lord Peter and Park­er looked with con­sid­er­able in­terest at the rather grim old wo­man sit­ting so un­com­prom­isingly up­right with the reins in her hand. A dour, weath­er-beaten old face, but cer­tainly hand­some still, with its large nose and straight, heavy eye­brows. And be­side her, smal­ler, plump­er and more fem­in­ine, was the Agatha Dawson whose curi­ous death had led them to this quiet coun­try place. She had a sweet, smil­ing face—less dom­in­at­ing than that of her re­doubt­able friend, but full of spir­it and char­ac­ter. Without doubt they had been a re­mark­able pair of old ladies.

			Lord Peter asked a ques­tion or two about the fam­ily.

			“Well, sir, I can’t say as I knows much about that. We al­ways un­der­stood as Miss Whit­taker had quar­relled with her people on ac­count of com­in’ here and set­tin’ up for her­self. It wasn’t usu­al in them days for girls to leave home the way it is now. But if you’re par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested, sir, there’s an old gen­tle­man here as can tell you all about the Whit­takers and the Dawsons too, and that’s Ben Cob­ling. He was Miss Whit­taker’s groom for forty years, and he mar­ried Miss Dawson’s maid as come with her from Nor­folk. Eighty-six ’e was, last birth­day, but a grand old fel­low still. We thinks a lot of Ben Cob­ling in these parts. ’Im and his wife lives in the little cot­tage what Miss Whit­taker left them when she died. If you’d like to go round and see them to­mor­row, sir, you’ll find Ben’s memory as good as ever it was. Ex­cuse me, sir, but it’s time. I must get ’em out of the bar.—Time, gen­tle­men, please! Three and eight­pence, sir, thank you, sir. Hurry up, gen­tle­men, please. Now then, Joe, look sharp.”

			“Great place, Crofton,” said Lord Peter, when he and Park­er were left alone in a great, low-ceilinged bed­room, where the sheets smelt of lav­ender. “Ben Cob­ling’s sure to know all about Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah. I’m look­ing for­ward to Ben Cob­ling.”
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					A Tale of Two Spin­sters

				
				
					“The power of per­petu­at­ing our prop­erty in our fam­il­ies is one of the most valu­able and in­ter­est­ing cir­cum­stances be­long­ing to it.”

					Burke: Re­flec­tions on the Re­volu­tion
				

			
			The rainy night was fol­lowed by a sun-streaked morn­ing. Lord Peter, hav­ing wrapped him­self af­fec­tion­ately round an ab­nor­mal quant­ity of ba­con and eggs, strolled out to bask at the door of the Fox-and-Hounds. He filled a pipe slowly and med­it­ated. With­in, a cheer­ful bustle in the bar an­nounced the near ar­rival of open­ing time. Eight ducks crossed the road in In­di­an file. A cat sprang up upon the bench, stretched her­self, tucked her hind legs un­der her and coiled her tail tightly round them as though to pre­vent them from ac­ci­dent­ally work­ing loose. A groom passed, rid­ing a tall bay horse and lead­ing a chest­nut with a hogged mane; a span­iel fol­lowed them, run­ning ri­dicu­lously, with one ear flopped in­side-out over his fool­ish head.

			Lord Peter said, “Hah!”

			The inn-door was set hos­pit­ably open by the bar­man, who said, “Good morn­ing, sir; fine morn­ing, sir,” and van­ished with­in again.

			Lord Peter said, “Umph.” He un­crossed his right foot from over his left and straddled hap­pily across the threshold.

			Round the corner by the church­yard wall a little bent fig­ure hove in­to sight—an aged man with a wrinkled face and legs in­cred­ibly bowed, his spare shanks en­closed in leath­er gaiters. He ad­vanced at a kind of brisk tot­ter and civilly bared his an­cient head be­fore lower­ing him­self with an aud­ible creak on to the bench be­side the cat.

			“Good morn­ing, sir,” said he.

			“Good morn­ing,” said Lord Peter. “A beau­ti­ful day.”

			“That it be, sir, that it be,” said the old man, heart­ily. “When I sees a beau­ti­ful May day like this, I pray the Lord He’ll spare me to live in this won­der­ful world of His a few years longer. I do in­deed.”

			“You look un­com­monly fit,” said his lord­ship, “I should think there was every chance of it.”

			“I’m still very hearty, sir, thank you, though I’m eighty-sev­en next Mi­chael­mas.”

			Lord Peter ex­pressed a prop­er as­ton­ish­ment.

			“Yes, sir, eighty-sev­en, and if it wasn’t for the rheum­at­ics I’d have noth­in’ to com­plain on. I’m stronger maybe than what I look. I knows I’m a bit bent, sir, but that’s the ’osses, sir, more than age. Reg­u­lar brought up with ’osses I’ve been all my life. Worked with ’em, slept with ’em—lived in a stable, you might say, sir.”

			“You couldn’t have bet­ter com­pany,” said Lord Peter.

			“That’s right, sir, you couldn’t. My wife al­ways used to say she was jeal­ous of the ’osses. Said I pre­ferred their con­ver­sa­tion to hers. Well, maybe she was right, sir. A ’oss nev­er talks no fool­ish­ness, I says to her, and that’s more than you can al­ways say of wo­men, ain’t it, sir?”

			“It is in­deed,” said Wim­sey. “What are you go­ing to have?”

			“Thank you, sir, I’ll have my usu­al pint of bit­ter. Jim knows. Jim! Al­ways start the day with a pint of bit­ter, sir. It’s ’ole­somer than tea to my mind and don’t fret the coats of the stom­ach.”

			“I dare say you’re right,” said Wim­sey. “Now you men­tion it, there is some­thing fret­ful about tea. Mr. Pig­gin, two pints of bit­ter, please, and will you join us?”

			“Thank you, my lord,” said the land­lord. “Joe! Two large bit­ters and a Guin­ness. Beau­ti­ful morn­ing, my lord—’morn­ing, Mr. Cob­ling—I see you’ve made each oth­er’s ac­quaint­ance already.”

			“By Jove! so this is Mr. Cob­ling. I’m de­lighted to see you. I wanted par­tic­u­larly to have a chat with you.”

			“In­deed, sir?”

			“I was telling this gen­tle­man—Lord Peter Wim­sey his name is—as you could tell him all about Miss Whit­taker and Miss Dawson. He knows friends of Miss Dawson’s.”

			“In­deed? Ah! There ain’t much I couldn’t tell you about them ladies. And proud I’d be to do it. Fifty years I was with Miss Whit­taker. I come to her as un­der-groom in old Johnny Black­thorne’s time, and stayed on as head-groom after he died. A rare young lady she was in them days. Deary me. Straight as a switch, with a fine, high col­our in her cheeks and shiny black hair—just like a beau­ti­ful two-year-old filly she was. And very sper­rited. Won­ner­ful sper­rited. There was a many gen­tle­men as would have been glad to hitch up with her, but she was nev­er broke to har­ness. Like dirt, she treated ’em. Wouldn’t look at ’em, ex­cept it might be the grooms and stable-hands in a mat­ter of ’osses. And in the way of busi­ness, of course. Well, there is some creatures like that. I ’ad a ter­ri­er-bitch that way. Great rat­ter she was. But a busi­ness wo­man—noth­in’ else. I tried ’er with all the dogs I could lay ’and to, but it wer­en’t no good. Blood­shed there was an’ sich a row—you nev­er ’eard. The Lord makes a few on ’em that way to suit ’Is own pur­poses, I sup­pose. There ain’t no ar­guin’ with fe­males.”

			Lord Peter said “Ah!”

			The ale went down in si­lence.

			Mr. Pig­gin roused him­self presently from con­tem­pla­tion to tell a story of Miss Whit­taker in the hunt­ing-field. Mr. Cob­ling capped this by an­oth­er. Lord Peter said “Ah!” Park­er then emerged and was in­tro­duced, and Mr. Cob­ling begged the priv­ilege of stand­ing a round of drinks. This ritu­al ac­com­plished, Mr. Pig­gin begged the com­pany would be his guests for a third round, and then ex­cused him­self on the plea of cus­tom­ers to at­tend to.

			He went in, and Lord Peter, by skil­ful and mad­den­ingly slow de­grees, began to work his way back to the his­tory of the Dawson fam­ily. Park­er—edu­cated at Bar­row-in-Fur­ness gram­mar school and with his wits fur­ther sharpened in the Lon­don po­lice ser­vice—en­deav­oured now and again to get mat­ters along faster by a brisk ques­tion. The res­ult, every time, was to make Mr. Cob­ling lose the thread of his re­marks and start him off in­to a series of in­ter­min­able side­tracks. Wim­sey kicked his friend vi­ciously on the ankle­bone to keep him quiet, and with end­less pa­tience worked the con­ver­sa­tion back to the main road again.

			At the end of an hour or so, Mr. Cob­ling ex­plained that his wife could tell them a great deal more about Miss Dawson than what he could, and in­vited them to vis­it his cot­tage. This in­vit­a­tion be­ing ac­cep­ted with alac­rity, the party star­ted off, Mr. Cob­ling ex­plain­ing to Park­er that he was eighty-sev­en come next Mi­chael­mas, and hearty still, in­deed, stronger than he ap­peared, bar the rheum­at­ics that troubled him. “I’m not say­ing as I’m not bent,” said Mr. Cob­ling, “but that’s more the work of the ’osses. Reg­u­lar lived with ’osses all my life—”

			“Don’t look so fret­ful, Charles,” mur­mured Wim­sey in his ear, “it must be the tea at break­fast—it frets the coats of the stom­ach.”

			Mrs. Cob­ling turned out to be a de­light­ful old lady, ex­actly like a dried-up pip­pin and only two years young­er than her hus­band. She was en­tranced at get­ting an op­por­tun­ity to talk about her darling Miss Agatha. Park­er, think­ing it ne­ces­sary to put for­ward some reas­on for the in­quiry, star­ted on an in­volved ex­plan­a­tion, and was kicked again. To Mrs. Cob­ling, noth­ing could be more nat­ur­al than that all the world should be in­ter­ested in the Dawsons, and she prattled gaily on without prompt­ing.

			She had been in the Dawson fam­ily ser­vice as a girl—al­most born in it as you might say. Hadn’t her moth­er been house­keep­er to Mr. Henry Dawson, Miss Agatha’s papa, and to his fath­er be­fore him? She her­self had gone to the big house as still­room maid when she wasn’t but fif­teen. That was when Miss Har­riet was only three years old—her as af­ter­wards mar­ried Mr. James Whit­taker. Yes, and she’d been there when the rest of the fam­ily was born. Mr. Steph­en—him as should have been the heir—ah, dear! only the trouble came and that killed his poor fath­er and there was noth­ing left. Yes, a sad busi­ness that was. Poor Mr. Henry spec­u­lated with some­thing—Mrs. Cob­ling wasn’t clear what, but it was all very wicked and happened in Lon­don where there were so many wicked people—and the long and the short was, he lost it all, poor gen­tle­man, and nev­er held up his head again. Only fifty-four he was when he died; such a fine up­right gen­tle­man with a pleas­ant word for every­body. And his wife didn’t live long after him, poor lamb. She was a French­wo­man and a sweet lady, but she was very lonely in Eng­land, hav­ing no fam­ily and her two sis­ters walled up alive in one of them dread­ful Rom­ish Con­vents.

			“And what did Mr. Steph­en do when the money went?” asked Wim­sey.

			“Him? Oh, he went in­to busi­ness—a strange thing that did seem, though I have heard tell as old Barn­a­bas Dawson, Mr. Henry’s grand­fath­er that was, was nought but a gro­cer or some­thing of that—and they do say, don’t they, that from shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves is three gen­er­a­tions? Still, it was very hard on Mr. Steph­en, as had al­ways been brought up to have everything of the best. And en­gaged to be mar­ried to a beau­ti­ful lady, too, and a very rich heir­ess. But it was all for the best, for when she heard Mr. Steph­en was a poor man after all, she threw him over, and that showed she had no heart in her at all. Mr. Steph­en nev­er mar­ried till he was over forty, and then it was a lady with no fam­ily at all—not law­ful, that is, though she was a dear, sweet girl and made Mr. Steph­en a most splen­did wife—she did in­deed. And Mr. John, he was their only son. They thought the world of him. It was a ter­rible day when the news came that he was killed in the War. A cruel busi­ness that was, sir, wasn’t it?—and nobody the bet­ter for it as I can see, but all these shock­ing hard taxes, and the price of everything gone up so, and so many out of work.”

			“So he was killed? That must have been a ter­rible grief to his par­ents.”

			“Yes, sir, ter­rible. Oh, it was an aw­ful thing al­to­geth­er, sir, for poor Mr. Steph­en, as had had so much trouble all his life, he went out of his poor mind and shot his­self. Out of his mind he must have been, sir, to do it—and what was more dread­ful still, he shot his dear lady as well. You may re­mem­ber it, sir. There was pieces in the pa­per about it.”

			“I seem to have some vague re­col­lec­tion of it,” said Peter, quite un­truth­fully, but anxious not to seem to be­little the loc­al tragedy. “And young John—he wasn’t mar­ried, I sup­pose.”

			“No, sir. That was very sad, too. He was en­gaged to a young lady—a nurse in one of the Eng­lish hos­pit­als, as we un­der­stood, and he was hop­ing to get back and be mar­ried to her on his next leave. Everything did seem to go all wrong to­geth­er them ter­rible years.”

			The old lady sighed, and wiped her eyes.

			“Mr. Steph­en was the only son, then?”

			“Well, not ex­actly, sir. There was the darling twins. Such pretty chil­dren, but they only lived two days. They come four years after Miss Har­riet—her as mar­ried Mr. James Whit­taker.”

			“Yes, of course. That was how the fam­il­ies be­came con­nec­ted.”

			“Yes, sir. Miss Agatha and Miss Har­riet and Miss Clara Whit­taker was all at the same school to­geth­er, and Mrs. Whit­taker asked the two young ladies to go and spend their hol­i­days with Miss Clara, and that was when Mr. James fell in love with Miss Har­riet. She wasn’t as pretty as Miss Agatha, to my think­ing, but she was live­li­er and quick­er—and then, of course, Miss Agatha was nev­er one for flirt­ing and fool­ish­ness. Of­ten she used to say to me, ‘Betty,’ she said, ‘I mean to be an old maid and so does Miss Clara, and we’re go­ing to live to­geth­er and be ever so happy, without any stu­pid, tire­some gen­tle­men.’ And so it turned out, sir, as you know, for Miss Agatha, for all she was so quiet, was very de­term­ined. Once she’d said a thing, you couldn’t turn her from it—not with reas­ons, nor with threats, nor with coax­ings—noth­ing! Many’s the time I’ve tried when she was a child—for I used to give a little help in the nurs­ery some­times, sir. You might drive her in­to a tem­per or in­to the sulks, but you couldn’t make her change her little mind, even then.” There came to Wim­sey’s mind the pic­ture of the stricken, help­less old wo­man, hold­ing to her own way in spite of her law­yer’s reas­on­ing and her niece’s sub­ter­fuge. A re­mark­able old lady, cer­tainly, in her way.

			“I sup­pose the Dawson fam­ily has prac­tic­ally died out, then,” he said.

			“Oh, yes, sir. There’s only Miss Mary now—and she’s a Whit­taker, of course. She is Miss Har­riet’s grand­daugh­ter, Mr. Charles Whit­taker’s only child. She was left all alone, too, when she went to live with Miss Dawson. Mr. Charles and his wife was killed in one of these dread­ful mo­tors—dear, dear—it seemed we was fated to have noth­ing but one tragedy after an­oth­er. Just to think of Ben and me out­liv­ing them all.”

			“Cheer up, Moth­er,” said Ben, lay­ing his hand on hers. “The Lord have been won­der­ful good to us.”

			“That He have. Three sons we have, sir, and two daugh­ters, and four­teen grand­chil­dren and three great-grand­chil­dren. Maybe you’d like to see their pic­tures, sir.”

			Lord Peter said he should like to very much, and Park­er made con­firm­at­ory noises. The life-his­tor­ies of all the chil­dren and des­cend­ants were de­tailed at suit­able length. Whenev­er a pause seemed dis­cern­ible, Park­er would mut­ter hope­fully in Wim­sey’s ear, “How about Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah?” but be­fore a ques­tion could be put, the in­ter­min­able fam­ily chron­icle was re­sumed.

			“And for God’s sake, Charles,” whispered Peter, sav­agely, when Mrs. Cob­ling had ris­en to hunt for the shawl which Grand­son Wil­li­am had sent home from the Dard­anelles, “don’t keep say­ing Hal­le­lu­jah at me! I’m not a re­viv­al meet­ing.”

			The shawl be­ing duly ad­mired, the con­ver­sa­tion turned upon for­eign parts, nat­ives and black people gen­er­ally, fol­low­ing on which, Lord Peter ad­ded care­lessly:

			“By the way, hasn’t the Dawson fam­ily got some sort of con­nec­tions in those for­eign coun­tries, some­where?” Well, yes, said Mrs. Cob­ling, in rather a shocked tone. There had been Mr. Paul, Mr. Henry’s broth­er. But he was not men­tioned much. He had been a ter­rible shock to his fam­ily. In fact—a gasp here, and a lower­ing of the voice—he had turned Pap­ist and be­come—a monk! (Had he be­come a mur­der­er, ap­par­ently, he could hardly have done worse.) Mr. Henry had al­ways blamed him­self very much in the mat­ter.

			“How was it his fault?”

			“Well, of course, Mr. Henry’s wife—my dear mis­tress, you see, sir—she was French, as I told you, and of course, she was a Pap­ist. Be­ing brought up that way, she wouldn’t know any bet­ter, nat­ur­ally, and she was very young when she was mar­ried. But Mr. Henry soon taught her to be a Chris­ti­an, and she put away her id­ol­at­rous ideas and went to the par­ish church. But Mr. Paul, he fell in love with one of her sis­ters, and the sis­ter had been vowed to re­li­gion, as they called it, and had shut her­self up in a nun­nery.” And then Mr. Paul had broken his heart and “gone over” to the Scar­let Wo­man and—again the pause and the hush—be­come a monk. A ter­rible to-do it made. And he’d lived to be a very old man, and for all Mrs. Cob­ling knew was liv­ing yet, still in the er­ror of his ways.

			“If he’s alive,” mur­mured Park­er, “he’s prob­ably the real heir. He’d be Agatha Dawson’s uncle and her nearest re­la­tion.”

			Wim­sey frowned and re­turned to the charge.

			“Well, it couldn’t have been Mr. Paul I had in mind,” he said, “be­cause this sort of re­la­tion of Miss Agatha Dawson’s that I heard about was a real for­eign­er—in fact, a very dark-com­plex­ioned man—al­most a black man, or so I was told.”

			“Black?” cried the old lady—“oh, no, sir—that couldn’t be. Un­less—dear Lord a’ mercy, it couldn’t be that, surely! Ben, do you think it could be that?—Old Si­mon, you know?”

			Ben shook his head. “I nev­er heard tell much about him.”

			“Nor nobody did,” replied Mrs. Cob­ling, en­er­get­ic­ally. “He was a long way back, but they had tales of him in the fam­ily. ‘Wicked Si­mon,’ they called him. He sailed away to the In­dies, many years ago, and nobody knew what be­came of him. Wouldn’t it be a queer thing, like, if he was to have mar­ried a black wife out in them parts, and this was his—oh, dear—his grand­son it ’ud have to be, if not his great-grand­son, for he was Mr. Henry’s uncle, and that’s a long time ago.”

			This was dis­ap­point­ing. A grand­son of “old Si­mon’s” would surely be too dis­tant a re­l­at­ive to dis­pute Mary Whit­taker’s title. How­ever:

			“That’s very in­ter­est­ing,” said Wim­sey. “Was it the East In­dies or the West In­dies he went to, I won­der?”

			Mrs. Cob­ling didn’t know, but she be­lieved it was some­thing to do with Amer­ica.

			“It’s a pity as Mr. Probyn ain’t in Eng­land any longer. He could have told you more about the fam­ily than what I can. But he re­tired last year and went away to Italy or some such place.”

			“Who was he?”

			“He was Miss Whit­taker’s so­li­cit­or,” said Ben, “and he man­aged all Miss Dawson’s busi­ness, too. A nice gen­tle­man he was, but un­com­mon sharp—ha, ha! Nev­er gave noth­ing away. But that’s law­yers all the world over,” ad­ded he, shrewdly, “take all and give noth­ing.”

			“Did he live in Crofton?”

			“No, sir, in Croftover Magna, twelve miles from here. Point­er & Winkin have his busi­ness now, but they’re young men, and I don’t know much about them.”

			Hav­ing by this time heard all the Cob­lings had to tell, Wim­sey and Park­er gradu­ally dis­en­tangled them­selves and took their leave.

			“Well, Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah’s a washout,” said Park­er.

			“Pos­sibly—pos­sibly not. There may be some con­nec­tion. Still, I cer­tainly think the dis­grace­ful and pap­ist­ic­al Mr. Paul is more prom­ising. Ob­vi­ously Mr. Probyn is the bird to get hold of. You real­ise who he is?”

			“He’s the mys­ter­i­ous so­li­cit­or, I sup­pose.”

			“Of course he is. He knows why Miss Dawson ought to have made her will. And we’re go­ing straight off to Croftover Magna to look up Messrs. Point­er & Winkin, and see what they have to say about it.”

			Un­hap­pily, Messrs. Point­er & Winkin had noth­ing to say whatever. Miss Dawson had with­drawn her af­fairs from Mr. Probyn’s hands and had lodged all the pa­pers with her new so­li­cit­or. Messrs. Point­er & Winkin had nev­er had any con­nec­tion with the Dawson fam­ily. They had no ob­jec­tion, how­ever, to fur­nish­ing Mr. Probyn’s ad­dress—Villa Bi­anca, Fiesole. They re­gret­ted that they could be of no fur­ther as­sist­ance to Lord Peter Wim­sey and Mr. Park­er. Good morn­ing.

			“Short and sour,” was his lord­ship’s com­ment. “Well, well—we’ll have a spot of lunch and write a let­ter to Mr. Probyn and an­oth­er to my good friend Bish­op Lam­bert of the Orinoco Mis­sion to get a line on Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah. Smile, smile, smile. As In­goldsby says: ‘The breezes are blow­ing a race, a race! The breezes are blow­ing—we near the chase!’ Do ye ken John Peel? Like­wise, know’st thou the land where blooms the cit­ron-flower? Well, nev­er mind if you don’t—you can al­ways look for­ward to go­ing there for your hon­ey­moon.”

		
	
		
			
				
					XIII

					Hal­le­lu­jah

				
				
					“Our an­cest­ors are very good kind of folks, but they are the last people I should choose to have a vis­it­ing ac­quaint­ance with.”

					Sherid­an: The Rivals
				

			
			That ex­cel­lent pre­l­ate, Bish­op Lam­bert of the Orinoco Mis­sion, proved to be a prac­tic­al and kind man. He did not per­son­ally know the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson, but thought he might be­long to the Tab­er­nacle Mis­sion—a Non­con­form­ist body which was do­ing a very valu­able work in those parts. He would him­self com­mu­nic­ate with the Lon­don Headquar­ters of this com­munity and let Lord Peter know the res­ult. Two hours later, Bish­op Lam­bert’s sec­ret­ary had duly rung up the Tab­er­nacle Mis­sion and re­ceived the very sat­is­fact­ory in­form­a­tion that the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson was in Eng­land, and, in­deed, avail­able at their Mis­sion House in Stepney. He was an eld­erly min­is­ter, liv­ing in very re­duced cir­cum­stances—in fact, the Bish­op rather gathered that the story was a sad one.—Oh, not at all, pray, no thanks. The Bish­op’s poor miser­able slave of a sec­ret­ary did all the work. Very glad to hear from Lord Peter, and was he be­ing good? Ha, ha! and when was he com­ing to dine with the Bish­op?

			Lord Peter promptly gathered up Park­er and swooped down with him upon the Tab­er­nacle Mis­sion, be­fore whose dim and grim front­age Mrs. Merdle’s long black bon­net and sweep­ing cop­per ex­haust made an im­mense im­pres­sion. The small fry of the neigh­bour­hood had clustered about her and were prac­tising horn so­los al­most be­fore Wim­sey had rung the bell. On Park­er’s threat­en­ing them with pun­ish­ment and cas­u­ally in­form­ing them that he was a po­lice-of­ficer, they burst in­to ec­stas­ies of de­light, and join­ing hands, formed a ring-o’-roses round him, un­der the guid­ance of a sprightly young wo­man of twelve years old or there­abouts. Park­er made a few har­assed darts at them, but the ring only broke up, shriek­ing with laughter, and re-formed, singing. The Mis­sion door opened at the mo­ment, dis­play­ing this un­dig­ni­fied ex­hib­i­tion to the eyes of a lank young man in spec­tacles, who shook a long fin­ger dis­ap­prov­ingly and said, “Now, you chil­dren,” without the slight­est ef­fect and ap­par­ently without the faintest ex­pect­a­tion of pro­du­cing any.

			Lord Peter ex­plained his er­rand.

			“Oh, come in, please,” said the young man, who had one fin­ger in a book of theo­logy. “I’m afraid your friend—er—this is rather a noisy dis­trict.”

			Park­er shook him­self free from his tor­ment­ors, and ad­vanced, breath­ing threat­en­ings and slaughter, to which the en­emy re­spon­ded by a de­ris­ive blast of the horn.

			“They’ll run those bat­ter­ies down,” said Wim­sey.

			“You can’t do any­thing with the little dev­ils,” growled Park­er.

			“Why don’t you treat them as hu­man be­ings?” re­tor­ted Wim­sey. “Chil­dren are creatures of like pas­sions with politi­cians and fin­an­ci­ers. Here, Es­mer­alda!” he ad­ded, beck­on­ing to the ringlead­er.

			The young wo­man put her tongue out and made a rude ges­ture, but ob­serving the glint of coin in the out­stretched hand, sud­denly ap­proached and stood chal­len­gingly be­fore them.

			“Look here,” said Wim­sey, “here’s half a crown—thirty pen­nies, you know. Any use to you?”

			The child promptly proved her kin­ship with hu­man­ity. She be­came abashed in the pres­ence of wealth, and was si­lent, rub­bing one dusty shoe upon the calf of her stock­ing.

			“You ap­pear,” pur­sued Lord Peter, “to be able to keep your young friends in or­der if you choose. I take you, in fact, for a wo­man of char­ac­ter. Very well, if you keep them from touch­ing my car while I’m in the house, you get this half-crown, see? But if you let ’em blow the horn, I shall hear it. Every time the horn goes, you lose a penny, got that? If the horn blows six times, you only get two bob. If I hear it thirty times, you don’t get any­thing. And I shall look out from time to time, and if I see any­body maul­ing the car about or sit­ting in it, then you don’t get any­thing. Do I make my­self clear?”

			“I takes care o’ yer car fer ’arf a crahn. An’ ef the ’orn goes, you docks a cop­per ’orf of it.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Right you are, mis­ter. I’ll see none on ’em touches it.”

			“Good girl. Now, sir.”

			The spec­tacled young man led them in­to a gloomy little wait­ing-room, sug­gest­ive of a rail­way sta­tion and hung with Old Test­a­ment prints.

			“I’ll tell Mr. Dawson you’re here,” said he, and van­ished, with the volume of theo­logy still clutched in his hand.

			Presently a shuff­ling step was heard on the coconut mat­ting, and Wim­sey and Park­er braced them­selves to con­front the vil­lain­ous claimant.

			The door, how­ever, opened to ad­mit an eld­erly West In­di­an, of so humble and in­of­fens­ive an ap­pear­ance that the hearts of the two de­tect­ives sank in­to their boots. Any­thing less mur­der­ous could scarcely be ima­gined, as he stood blink­ing nervously at them from be­hind a pair of steel-rimmed spec­tacles, the frames of which had at one time been broken and bound with twine.

			The Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson was un­doubtedly a man of col­our. He had the pleas­ant, slightly aquil­ine fea­tures and brown-olive skin of the Poly­ne­sian. His hair was scanty and grey­ish—not woolly, but closely curled. His stoop­ing shoulders were clad in a thread­bare cler­ic­al coat. His black eyes, yel­low about the whites and slightly pro­trud­ing, rolled ami­ably at them, and his smile was open and frank.

			“You asked to see me?” he began, in per­fect Eng­lish, but with the soft nat­ive in­ton­a­tion. “I think I have not the pleas­ure—?”

			“How do you do, Mr. Dawson? Yes. We are—er—makin’ cer­tain in­quir­ies—er—in con­nec­tion with the fam­ily of the Dawsons of Crofton in War­wick­shire, and it has been sug­ges­ted that you might be able to en­light­en us, what? as to their West In­di­an con­nec­tions—if you would be so good.”

			“Ah, yes!” The old man drew him­self up slightly. “I am my­self—in a way—a des­cend­ant of the fam­ily. Won’t you sit down?”

			“Thank you. We thought you might be.”

			“You do not come from Miss Whit­taker?”

			There was some­thing eager, yet de­fens­ive in the tone. Wim­sey, not quite know­ing what was be­hind it, chose the dis­creeter part.

			“Oh, no. We are—pre­par­in’ a work on County Fam­il­ies, don’t you know. Tomb­stones and gene­a­lo­gies and that sort of thing.”

			“Oh!—yes—I hoped per­haps—” The mild tones died away in a sigh. “But I shall be very happy to help you in any way.”

			“Well, the ques­tion now is, what be­came of Si­mon Dawson? We know that he left his fam­ily and sailed for the West In­dies in—ah!—in sev­en­teen—”

			“Eight­een hun­dred and ten,” said the old man, with sur­pris­ing quick­ness. “Yes. He got in­to trouble when he was a lad of six­teen. He took up with bad men older than him­self, and be­came in­volved in a very ter­rible af­fair. It had to do with gam­ing, and a man was killed. Not in a duel—in those days that would not have been con­sidered dis­grace­ful—though vi­ol­ence is al­ways dis­pleas­ing to the Lord—but the man was foully murdered and Si­mon Dawson and his friends fled from justice. Si­mon fell in with the press-gang and was car­ried off to sea. He served fif­teen years and was then taken by a French pri­vat­eer. Later on he es­caped and—to cut a long story short—got away to Trin­id­ad un­der an­oth­er name. Some Eng­lish people there were kind to him and gave him work on their sug­ar plant­a­tion. He did well there and even­tu­ally be­came own­er of a small plant­a­tion of his own.”

			“What was the name he went by?”

			“Harkaway. I sup­pose he was afraid that they would get hold of him as a desert­er from the Navy if he went by his own name. No doubt he should have re­por­ted his es­cape. Any­way, he liked plant­a­tion life and was quite sat­is­fied to stay where he was. I don’t sup­pose he would have cared to go home, even to claim his in­her­it­ance. And then, there was al­ways the mat­ter of the murder, you know—though I dare say they would not have brought that trouble up against him, see­ing he was so young when it happened and it was not his hand that did the aw­ful deed.”

			“His in­her­it­ance? Was he the eld­est son, then?”

			“No. Barn­a­bas was the eld­est, but he was killed at Wa­ter­loo and left no fam­ily. Then there was a second son, Ro­ger, but he died of small­pox as a child. Si­mon was the third son.”

			“Then it was the fourth son who took the es­tate?”

			“Yes, Fre­d­er­ick. He was Henry Dawson’s fath­er. They tried, of course, to find out what be­came of Si­mon, but in those days it was very dif­fi­cult, you un­der­stand, to get in­form­a­tion from for­eign places, and Si­mon had quite dis­ap­peared. So they had to pass him over.”

			“And what happened to Si­mon’s chil­dren?” asked Park­er. “Did he have any?”

			The cler­gy­man nod­ded, and a deep, dusky flush showed un­der his dark skin.

			“I am his grand­son,” he said, simply. “That is why I came over to Eng­land. When the Lord called me to feed His lambs among my own people, I was in quite good cir­cum­stances. I had the little sug­ar plant­a­tion which had come down to me through my fath­er, and I mar­ried and was very happy. But we fell on bad times—the sug­ar crop failed, and our little flock be­came smal­ler and poorer and could not give so much sup­port to their min­is­ter. Be­sides, I was get­ting too old and frail to do my work—and I have a sick wife, too, and God has blessed us with many daugh­ters, who needed our care. I was in great straits. And then I came upon some old fam­ily pa­pers be­long­ing to my grand­fath­er, Si­mon, and learned that his name was not Harkaway but Dawson, and I thought, maybe I had a fam­ily in Eng­land and that God would yet raise up a table in the wil­der­ness. Ac­cord­ingly, when the time came to send a rep­res­ent­at­ive home to our Lon­don Headquar­ters, I asked per­mis­sion to resign my min­istry out there and come over to Eng­land.”

			“Did you get in­to touch with any­body?”

			“Yes. I went to Crofton—which was men­tioned in my grand­fath­er’s let­ters—and saw a law­yer in the town there—a Mr. Probyn of Croftover. You know him?”

			“I’ve heard of him.”

			“Yes. He was very kind, and very much in­ter­ested to see me. He showed me the gene­a­logy of the fam­ily, and how my grand­fath­er should have been the heir to the prop­erty.”

			“But the prop­erty had been lost by that time, had it not?”

			“Yes. And, un­for­tu­nately—when I showed him my grand­moth­er’s mar­riage cer­ti­fic­ate, he—he told me that it was no cer­ti­fic­ate at all. I fear that Si­mon Dawson was a sad sin­ner. He took my grand­moth­er to live with him, as many of the plant­ers did take wo­men of col­our, and he gave her a doc­u­ment which was sup­posed to be a cer­ti­fic­ate of mar­riage signed by the Gov­ernor of the coun­try. But when Mr. Probyn in­quired in­to it, he found that it was all a sham, and no such gov­ernor had ever ex­is­ted. It was dis­tress­ing to my feel­ings as a Chris­ti­an, of course—but since there was no prop­erty, it didn’t make any ac­tu­al dif­fer­ence to us.”

			“That was bad luck,” said Peter, sym­path­et­ic­ally.

			“I called resig­na­tion to my aid,” said the old In­di­an, with a dig­ni­fied little bow. “Mr. Probyn was also good enough to send me with a let­ter of in­tro­duc­tion to Miss Agatha Dawson, the only sur­viv­ing mem­ber of our fam­ily.”

			“Yes, she lived at Leahamp­ton.”

			“She re­ceived me in the most charm­ing way, and when I told her who I was—ac­know­ledging, of course, that I had not the slight­est claim upon her—she was good enough to make me an al­low­ance of £100 a year, which she con­tin­ued till her death.”

			“Was that the only time you saw her?”

			“Oh, yes. I would not in­trude upon her. It could not be agree­able to her to have a re­l­at­ive of my com­plex­ion con­tinu­ally at her house,” said the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah, with a kind of proud hu­mil­ity. “But she gave me lunch, and spoke very kindly.”

			“And—for­give my askin’—hope it isn’t im­per­tin­ent—but does Miss Whit­taker keep up the al­low­ance?”

			“Well, no—I—per­haps I should not ex­pect it, but it would have made a great dif­fer­ence to our cir­cum­stances. And Miss Dawson rather led me to hope that it might be con­tin­ued. She told me that she did not like the idea of mak­ing a will, but, she said, ‘It is not ne­ces­sary at all, Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah, Mary will have all my money when I am gone, and she can con­tin­ue the al­low­ance on my be­half.’ But per­haps Miss Whit­taker did not get the money after all?”

			“Oh, yes, she did. It is very odd. She may have for­got­ten about it.”

			“I took the liberty of writ­ing her a few words of spir­itu­al com­fort when her aunt died. Per­haps that did not please her. Of course, I did not write again. Yet I am loath to be­lieve that she has hardened her heart against the un­for­tu­nate. No doubt there is some ex­plan­a­tion.”

			“No doubt,” said Lord Peter. “Well, I’m very grate­ful to you for your kind­ness. That has quite cleared up the little mat­ter of Si­mon and his des­cend­ants. I’ll just make a note of the names and dates, if I may.”

			“Cer­tainly. I will bring you the pa­per which Mr. Probyn kindly made out for me, show­ing the whole of the fam­ily. Ex­cuse me.”

			He was not gone long, and soon re­appeared with a gene­a­logy, neatly typed out on a leg­al-look­ing sheet of blue pa­per.

			Wim­sey began to note down the par­tic­u­lars con­cern­ing Si­mon Dawson and his son, Bosun, and his grand­son, Hal­le­lu­jah. Sud­denly he put his fin­ger on an entry fur­ther along.

			“Look here, Charles,” he said. “Here is our Fath­er Paul—the bad boy who turned R.C. and be­came a monk.”

			“So he is. But—he’s dead, Peter—died in 1922, three years be­fore Agatha Dawson.”

			“Yes. We must wash him out. Well, these little set­backs will oc­cur.”

			They fin­ished their notes, bade farewell to the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah, and emerged to find Es­mer­alda vali­antly de­fend­ing Mrs. Merdle against all comers. Lord Peter handed over the half-crown and took de­liv­ery of the car.

			“The more I hear of Mary Whit­taker,” he said, “the less I like her. She might at least have giv­en poor old Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah his hun­dred quid.”

			“She’s a ra­pa­cious fe­male,” agreed Park­er. “Well, any­way, Fath­er Paul’s safely dead, and Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah is il­le­git­im­ately des­cen­ded. So there’s an end of the long-lost claimant from over­seas.”

			“Damn it all!” cried Wim­sey, tak­ing both hands from the steer­ing-wheel and scratch­ing his head, to Park­er’s ex­treme alarm, “that strikes a fa­mil­i­ar chord. Now where in thun­der have I heard those words be­fore?”
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			“Murbles is com­ing round to din­ner to­night, Charles,” said Wim­sey. “I wish you’d stop and have grub with us too. I want to put all this fam­ily his­tory busi­ness be­fore him.”

			“Where are you din­ing?”

			“Oh, at the flat. I’m sick of res­taur­ant meals. Bunter does a won­der­ful bloody steak and there are new peas and pota­toes and genu­ine Eng­lish grass. Ger­ald sent it up from Den­ver spe­cially. You can’t buy it. Come along. Ye olde Eng­lish fare, don’t you know, and a bottle of what Pepys calls Ho Bry­on. Do you good.”

			Park­er ac­cep­ted. But he no­ticed that, even when speak­ing on his be­loved sub­ject of food, Wim­sey was vague and ab­strac­ted. Some­thing seemed to be wor­ry­ing at the back of his mind, and even when Mr. Murbles ap­peared, full of mild leg­al hu­mour, Wim­sey listened to him with ex­treme cour­tesy in­deed, but with only half his at­ten­tion.

			They were partly through din­ner when, apro­pos of noth­ing, Wim­sey sud­denly brought his fist down on the ma­hogany with a crash that startled even Bunter, caus­ing him to jerk a great crim­son splash of the Haut Bri­on over the edge of the glass upon the table­cloth.

			“Got it!” said Lord Peter.

			Bunter in a low shocked voice begged his lord­ship’s par­don.

			“Murbles,” said Wim­sey, without heed­ing him, “isn’t there a new Prop­erty Act?”

			“Why, yes,” said Mr. Murbles, in some sur­prise. He had been in the middle of a story about a young bar­ris­ter and a Jew­ish pawn­broker when the in­ter­rup­tion oc­curred, and was a little put out.

			“I knew I’d read that sen­tence some­where—you know, Charles—about do­ing away with the long-lost claimant from over­seas. It was in some pa­per or oth­er about a couple of years ago, and it had to do with the new Act. Of course, it said what a blow it would be to ro­mantic nov­el­ists. Doesn’t the Act wash out the claims of dis­tant re­l­at­ives, Murbles?”

			“In a sense, it does,” replied the so­li­cit­or. “Not, of course, in the case of en­tailed prop­erty, which has its own rules. But I un­der­stand you to refer to or­din­ary per­son­al prop­erty or real es­tate not en­tailed.”

			“Yes—what hap­pens to that, now, if the own­er of the prop­erty dies without mak­ing a will?”

			“It is rather a com­plic­ated mat­ter,” began Mr. Murbles.

			“Well, look here, first of all—be­fore the jolly old Act was passed, the next-of-kin got it all, didn’t he—no mat­ter if he was only a sev­enth cous­in fif­teen times re­moved?”

			“In a gen­er­al way, that is cor­rect. If there was a hus­band or wife—”

			“Wash out the hus­band and wife. Sup­pose the per­son is un­mar­ried and has no near re­la­tions liv­ing. It would have gone—”

			“To the next-of-kin, who­ever that was, if he or she could be traced.”

			“Even if you had to bur­row back to Wil­li­am the Con­quer­or to get at the re­la­tion­ship?”

			“Al­ways sup­pos­ing you could get a clear re­cord back to so very early a date,” replied Mr. Murbles. “It is, of course, in the highest de­gree im­prob­able—”

			“Yes, yes, I know, sir. But what hap­pens now in such a case?”

			“The new Act makes in­her­it­ance on in­test­acy very much sim­pler,” said Mr. Murbles, set­ting his knife and fork to­geth­er, pla­cing both el­bows on the table and lay­ing the in­dex-fin­ger of his right hand against his left thumb in a ges­ture of tab­u­la­tion.

			“I bet it does,” in­ter­pol­ated Wim­sey. “I know what an Act to make things sim­pler means. It means that the people who drew it up don’t un­der­stand it them­selves and that every one of its clauses needs a law­suit to dis­en­tangle it. But do go on.”

			“Un­der the new Act,” pur­sued Mr. Murbles, “one half of the prop­erty goes to the hus­band and wife, if liv­ing, and sub­ject to his or her life-in­terest, then all to the chil­dren equally. But if there be no spouse and no chil­dren, then it goes to the fath­er or moth­er of the de­ceased. If the fath­er and moth­er are both dead, then everything goes to the broth­ers and sis­ters of the whole blood who are liv­ing at the time, but if any broth­er or sis­ter dies be­fore the in­test­ate, then to his or her is­sue. In case there are no broth­ers or sis­ters of the—”

			“Stop, stop! you needn’t go any fur­ther. You’re ab­so­lutely sure of that? It goes to the broth­ers’ or sis­ters’ is­sue?”

			“Yes. That is to say, if it were you that died in­test­ate and your broth­er Ger­ald and your sis­ter Mary were already dead, your money would be equally di­vided among your nieces and neph­ews.”

			“Yes, but sup­pose they were already dead too—sup­pose I’d gone te­di­ously liv­ing on till I’d noth­ing left but great-neph­ews and great-nieces—would they in­her­it?”

			“Why—why, yes, I sup­pose they would,” said Mr. Murbles, with less cer­tainty, how­ever. “Oh, yes, I think they would.”

			“Clearly they would,” said Park­er, a little im­pa­tiently, “if it says to the is­sue of the de­ceased’s broth­ers and sis­ters.”

			“Ah! but we must not be pre­cip­it­ate,” said Mr. Murbles, round­ing upon him. “To the lay mind, doubt­less, the word ‘is­sue’ ap­pears a simple one. But in law”—(Mr. Murbles, who up till this point had held the in­dex-fin­ger of the right-hand poised against the ring-fin­ger of the left, in re­cog­ni­tion of the claims of the broth­ers and sis­ters of the half-blood, now placed his left palm upon the table and wagged his right in­dex-fin­ger ad­mon­ish­ingly in Park­er’s dir­ec­tion)—“in law the word may bear one of two, or in­deed sev­er­al, in­ter­pret­a­tions, ac­cord­ing to the nature of the doc­u­ment in which it oc­curs and the date of that doc­u­ment.”

			“But in the new Act—” urged Lord Peter.

			“I am not, par­tic­u­larly,” said Mr. Murbles, “a spe­cial­ist in the law con­cern­ing prop­erty, and I should not like to give a de­cided opin­ion as to its in­ter­pret­a­tion, all the more as, up to the present, no case has come be­fore the Courts bear­ing on the present is­sue—no pun in­ten­ded, ha, ha, ha! But my im­me­di­ate and en­tirely tent­at­ive opin­ion—which, how­ever, I should ad­vise you not to ac­cept without the sup­port of some weight­i­er au­thor­ity—would be, I think, that is­sue in this case means is­sue ad in­fin­itum, and that there­fore the great-neph­ews and great-nieces would be en­titled to in­her­it.”

			“But there might be an­oth­er opin­ion?”

			“Yes—the ques­tion is a com­plic­ated one—”

			“What did I tell you?” groaned Peter. “I knew this sim­pli­fy­ing Act would cause a shockin’ lot of muddle.”

			“May I ask,” said Mr. Murbles, “ex­actly why you want to know all this?”

			“Why, sir,” said Wim­sey, tak­ing from his pock­et­book the gene­a­logy of the Dawson fam­ily which he had re­ceived from the Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson, “here is the point. We have al­ways talked about Mary Whit­taker as Agatha Dawson’s niece; she was al­ways called so and she speaks of the old lady as her aunt. But if you look at this, you will see that ac­tu­ally she was no near­er to her than great-niece: she was the grand­daugh­ter of Agatha’s sis­ter Har­riet.”

			“Quite true,” said Mr. Murbles, “but still, she was ap­par­ently the nearest sur­viv­ing re­l­at­ive, and since Agatha Dawson died in 1925, the money passed without any ques­tion to Mary Whit­taker un­der the old Prop­erty Act. There’s no am­bi­gu­ity there.”

			“No,” said Wim­sey, “none whatever, that’s the point. But—”

			“Good God!” broke in Park­er, “I see what you’re driv­ing at. When did the new Act come in­to force, sir?”

			“In Janu­ary, 1926,” replied Mr. Murbles.

			“And Miss Dawson died, rather un­ex­pec­tedly, as we know, in Novem­ber, 1925,” went on Peter. “But sup­pos­ing she had lived, as the doc­tor fully ex­pec­ted her to do, till Feb­ru­ary or March, 1926—are you ab­so­lutely pos­it­ive, sir, that Mary Whit­taker would have in­her­ited then?” Mr. Murbles opened his mouth to speak—and shut it again. He rubbed his hands very slowly the one over the oth­er. He re­moved his eye­glasses and re­settled them more firmly on his nose. Then:

			“You are quite right, Lord Peter,” he said in a grave tone, “this is a very ser­i­ous and im­port­ant point. Much too ser­i­ous for me to give an opin­ion on. If I un­der­stand you rightly, you are sug­gest­ing that any am­bi­gu­ity in the in­ter­pret­a­tion of the new Act might provide an in­ter­ested party with a very good and suf­fi­cient motive for hasten­ing the death of Agatha Dawson.”

			“I do mean ex­actly that. Of course, if the great-niece in­her­its any­how, the old lady might as well die un­der the new Act as un­der the old. But if there was any doubt about it—how tempt­ing, don’t you see, to give her a little push over the edge, so as to make her die in 1925. Es­pe­cially as she couldn’t live long any­how, and there were no oth­er re­l­at­ives to be de­frauded.”

			“That re­minds me,” put in Park­er, “sup­pose the great-niece is ex­cluded from the in­her­it­ance, where does the money go?”

			“It goes to the Duchy of Lan­caster—or in oth­er words, to the Crown.”

			“In fact,” said Wim­sey, “to no one in par­tic­u­lar. Upon my soul, I really can’t see that it’s very much of a crime to bump a poor old thing off a bit pre­vi­ously when she’s suf­fer­in’ hor­ribly, just to get the money she in­tends you to have. Why the dev­il should the Duchy of Lan­caster have it? Who cares about the Duchy of Lan­caster? It’s like de­fraud­ing the In­come Tax.”

			“Eth­ic­ally,” ob­served Mr. Murbles, “there may be much to be said for your point of view. Leg­ally, I am afraid, murder is murder, how­ever frail the vic­tim or con­veni­ent the res­ult.”

			“And Agatha Dawson didn’t want to die,” ad­ded Park­er, “she said so.”

			“No,” said Wim­sey, thought­fully, “and I sup­pose she had a right to an opin­ion.”

			“I think,” said Mr. Murbles, “that be­fore we go any fur­ther, we ought to con­sult a spe­cial­ist in this branch of the law. I won­der wheth­er Towk­ing­ton is at home. He is quite the ablest au­thor­ity I could name. Greatly as I dis­like that mod­ern in­ven­tion, the tele­phone, I think it might be ad­vis­able to ring him up.”

			Mr. Towk­ing­ton proved to be at home and at liberty. The case of the great-niece was put to him over the phone. Mr. Towk­ing­ton, taken at a dis­ad­vant­age without his au­thor­it­ies, and haz­ard­ing an opin­ion on the spur of the mo­ment, thought that in all prob­ab­il­ity the great-niece would be ex­cluded from the suc­ces­sion un­der the new Act. But it was an in­ter­est­ing point, and he would be glad of an op­por­tun­ity to veri­fy his ref­er­ences. Would not Mr. Murbles come round and talk it over with him? Mr. Murbles ex­plained that he was at that mo­ment din­ing with two friends who were in­ter­ested in the ques­tion. In that case, would not the two friends also come round and see Mr. Towk­ing­ton?

			“Towk­ing­ton has some very ex­cel­lent port,” said Mr. Murbles, in a cau­tious aside, and clap­ping his hand over the mouth­piece of the tele­phone.

			“Then why not go and try it?” said Wim­sey, cheer­fully.

			“It’s only as far as Gray’s Inn,” con­tin­ued Mr. Murbles.

			“All the bet­ter,” said Lord Peter.

			Mr. Murbles re­leased the tele­phone and thanked Mr. Towk­ing­ton. The party would start at once for Gray’s Inn. Mr. Towk­ing­ton was heard to say, “Good, good,” in a hearty man­ner be­fore ringing off.

			On their ar­rival at Mr. Towk­ing­ton’s cham­bers the oak was found to be hos­pit­ably un­spor­ted, and al­most be­fore they could knock, Mr. Towk­ing­ton him­self flung open the door and greeted them in a loud and cheer­ful tone. He was a large, square man with a flor­id face and a harsh voice. In court, he was fam­ous for a way of say­ing, “Come now,” as a pre­face to ty­ing re­cal­cit­rant wit­nesses in­to tight knots, which he would then pro­ceed to slash open with a bril­liant con­futa­tion. He knew Wim­sey by sight, ex­pressed him­self de­lighted to meet In­spect­or Park­er, and bustled his guests in­to the room with jovi­al shouts.

			“I’ve been go­ing in­to this little mat­ter while you were com­ing along,” he said. “Awk­ward, eh? ha! As­ton­ish­ing thing that people can’t say what they mean when they draw Acts, eh? ha! Why do you sup­pose it is, Lord Peter, eh? ha! Come now!”

			“I sus­pect it’s be­cause Acts are drawn up by law­yers,” said Wim­sey with a grin.

			“To make work for them­selves, eh? I daresay you’re right. Even law­yers must live, eh? ha! Very good. Well now, Murbles, let’s just have this case again, in great­er de­tail, d’you mind?”

			Mr. Murbles ex­plained the mat­ter again, dis­play­ing the gene­a­lo­gic­al table and put­ting for­ward the point as re­gards a pos­sible motive for murder.

			“Eh, ha!” ex­claimed Mr. Towk­ing­ton, much de­lighted, “that’s good—very good—your idea, Lord Peter? Very in­geni­ous. Too in­geni­ous. The dock at the Old Bailey is peopled by gen­tle­men who are too in­geni­ous. Ha! Come to a bad end one of these days, young man. Eh? Yes—well, now, Murbles, the ques­tion here turns on the in­ter­pret­a­tion of the word ‘is­sue’—you grasp that, eh, ha! Yes. Well, you seem to think it means is­sue ad in­fin­itum. How do you make that out, come now?”

			“I didn’t say I thought it did; I said I thought it might,” re­mon­strated Mr. Murbles, mildly. “The gen­er­al in­ten­tion of the Act ap­pears to be to ex­clude any re­mote kin where the com­mon an­cest­or is fur­ther back than the grand­par­ents—not to cut off the des­cend­ants of the broth­ers and sis­ters.”

			“In­ten­tion?” snapped Mr. Towk­ing­ton. “I’m as­ton­ished at you, Murbles! The law has noth­ing to do with good in­ten­tions. What does the Act say? It says, ‘To the broth­ers and sis­ters of the whole blood and their is­sue.’ Now, in the ab­sence of any new defin­i­tion, I should say that the word is here to be con­strued as be­fore the Act it was con­strued on in­test­acy—in so far, at any rate, as it refers to per­son­al prop­erty, which I un­der­stand the prop­erty in ques­tion to be, eh?”

			“Yes,” said Mr. Murbles.

			“Then I don’t see that you and your great-niece have a leg to stand on—come now!”

			“Ex­cuse me,” said Wim­sey, “but d’you mind—I know lay people are aw­ful ig­nor­ant nuis­ances—but if you would be so good as to ex­plain what the beastly word did or does mean, it would be fright­fully help­ful, don’t you know.”

			“Ha! Well, it’s like this,” said Mr. Towk­ing­ton, gra­ciously. “Be­fore 1837—”

			“Queen Vic­tor­ia, I know,” said Peter, in­tel­li­gently.

			“Quite so. At the time when Queen Vic­tor­ia came to the throne, the word ‘is­sue’ had no leg­al mean­ing—no leg­al mean­ing at all.”

			“You sur­prise me!”

			“You are too eas­ily sur­prised,” said Mr. Towk­ing­ton. “Many words have no leg­al mean­ing. Oth­ers have a leg­al mean­ing very un­like their or­din­ary mean­ing. For ex­ample, the word ‘daffy-down-dilly.’ It is a crim­in­al li­bel to call a law­yer a daffy-down-dilly. Ha! Yes, I ad­vise you nev­er to do such a thing. No, I cer­tainly ad­vise you nev­er to do it. Then again, words which are quite mean­ing­less in your or­din­ary con­ver­sa­tion may have a mean­ing in law. For in­stance, I might say to a young man like your­self, ‘You wish to leave such-and-such prop­erty to so-and-so.’ And you would very likely reply, ‘Oh, yes, ab­so­lutely’—mean­ing noth­ing in par­tic­u­lar by that. But if you were to write in your will, ‘I leave such-and-such prop­erty to so-and-so ab­so­lutely,’ then that word would bear a def­in­ite leg­al mean­ing, and would con­di­tion your be­quest in a cer­tain man­ner, and might even prove an em­bar­rass­ment and pro­duce res­ults very far from your ac­tu­al in­ten­tions. Eh, ha! You see?”

			“Quite.”

			“Very well. Pri­or to 1837, the word ‘is­sue’ meant noth­ing. A grant ‘to A. and his is­sue’ merely gave A. a life es­tate. Ha! But this was altered by the Wills Act of 1837.”

			“As far as a will was con­cerned,” put in Mr. Murbles.

			“Pre­cisely. After 1837, in a will, ‘is­sue’ means ‘heirs of the body’—that is to say, ‘is­sue ad in­fin­itum.’ In a deed, on the oth­er hand, ‘is­sue’ re­tained its old mean­ing—or lack of mean­ing, eh, ha! You fol­low?”

			“Yes,” said Mr. Murbles, “and on in­test­acy of per­son­al prop­erty—”

			“I am com­ing to that,” said Mr. Towk­ing­ton.

			“—the word ‘is­sue’ con­tin­ued to mean ‘heirs of the body,’ and that held good till 1926.”

			“Stop!” said Mr. Towk­ing­ton, “is­sue of the child or chil­dren of the de­ceased cer­tainly meant ‘is­sue ad in­fin­itum’—but—is­sue of any per­son not a child of the de­ceased only meant the child of that per­son and did not in­clude oth­er des­cend­ants. And that un­doubtedly held good till 1926. And since the new Act con­tains no state­ment to the con­trary, I think we must pre­sume that it con­tin­ues to hold good. Ha! Come now! In the case be­fore us, you ob­serve that the claimant is not the child of the de­ceased nor is­sue of the child of the de­ceased; nor is she the child of the de­ceased’s sis­ter. She is merely the grand­child of the de­ceased sis­ter of the de­ceased. Ac­cord­ingly, I think she is de­barred from in­her­it­ing un­der the new Act, eh? ha!”

			“I see your point,” said Mr. Murbles.

			“And moreover,” went on Mr. Towk­ing­ton, “after 1925, ‘is­sue’ in a will or deed does not mean ‘is­sue ad in­fin­itum.’ That at least is clearly stated, and the Wills Act of 1837 is re­voked on that point. Not that that has any dir­ect bear­ing on the ques­tion. But it may be an in­dic­a­tion of the tend­ency of mod­ern in­ter­pret­a­tion, and might pos­sibly af­fect the mind of the court in de­cid­ing how the word ‘is­sue’ was to be con­strued for the pur­poses of the new Act.”

			“Well,” said Mr. Murbles, “I bow to your su­per­i­or know­ledge.”

			“In any case,” broke in Park­er, “any un­cer­tainty in the mat­ter would provide as good a motive for murder as the cer­tainty of ex­clu­sion from in­her­it­ance. If Mary Whit­taker only thought she might lose the money in the event of her great-aunt’s sur­viv­ing in­to 1926, she might quite well be temp­ted to pol­ish her off a little earli­er, and make sure.”

			“That’s true enough,” said Mr. Murbles.

			“Shrewd, very shrewd, ha!” ad­ded Mr. Towk­ing­ton. “But you real­ise that all this the­ory of yours de­pends on Mary Whit­taker’s hav­ing known about the new Act and its prob­able con­sequences as early as Oc­to­ber, 1925, eh, ha!”

			“There’s no reas­on why she shouldn’t,” said Wim­sey. “I re­mem­ber read­ing an art­icle in the Even­ing Ban­ner, I think it was, some months earli­er—about the time when the Act was hav­ing its second read­ing. That’s what put the thing in­to my head—I was try­ing to re­mem­ber all even­ing where I’d seen that thing about wash­ing out the long-lost heir, you know. Mary Whit­taker may eas­ily have seen it too.”

			“Well, she’d prob­ably have taken ad­vice about it if she did,” said Mr. Murbles. “Who is her usu­al man of af­fairs?”

			Wim­sey shook his head.

			“I don’t think she’d have asked him,” he ob­jec­ted. “Not if she was wise, that is. You see, if she did, and he said she prob­ably wouldn’t get any­thing un­less Miss Dawson either made a will or died be­fore Janu­ary, 1926, and if after that the old lady did un­ex­pec­tedly pop off in Oc­to­ber, 1925, wouldn’t the so­li­cit­or-john­nie feel in­clined to ask ques­tions? It wouldn’t be safe, don’t y’know. I ’xpect she went to some stranger and asked a few in­no­cent little ques­tions un­der an­oth­er name, what?”

			“Prob­ably,” said Mr. Towk­ing­ton. “You show a re­mark­able dis­pos­i­tion for crime, don’t you, eh?”

			“Well, if I did go in for it, I’d take reas­on­able pre­cau­tions,” re­tor­ted Wim­sey. “ ’S won­der­ful, of course, the tom­fool things mur­der­ers do do. But I have the highest opin­ion of Miss Whit­taker’s brains. I bet she covered her tracks pretty well.”

			“You don’t think Mr. Probyn men­tioned the mat­ter,” sug­ges­ted Park­er, “the time he went down and tried to get Miss Dawson to make her will.”

			“I don’t,” said Wim­sey, with en­ergy, “but I’m pretty cer­tain he tried to ex­plain mat­ters to the old lady, only she was so ter­ri­fied of the very idea of a will she wouldn’t let him get a word in. But I fancy old Probyn was too downy a bird to tell the heir that her only chance of get­tin’ the dol­lars was to see that her great-aunt died off be­fore the Act went through. Would you tell any­body that, Mr. Towk­ing­ton?”

			“Not if I knew it,” said that gen­tle­man, grin­ning.

			“It would be highly un­desir­able,” agreed Mr. Murbles.

			“Any­way,” said Wim­sey, “we can eas­ily find out. Probyn’s in Italy—I was go­ing to write to him, but per­haps you’d bet­ter do it, Murbles. And, in the mean­while, Charles and I will think up a way to find who­ever it was that did give Miss Whit­taker an opin­ion on the mat­ter.”

			“You’re not for­get­ting, I sup­pose,” said Park­er, rather dryly, “that be­fore pin­ning down a murder to any par­tic­u­lar motive, it is usu­al to as­cer­tain that a murder has been com­mit­ted? So far, all we know is that, after a care­ful post­mortem ana­lys­is, two qual­i­fied doc­tors have agreed that Miss Dawson died a nat­ur­al death.”

			“I wish you wouldn’t keep on say­ing the same thing, Charles. It bores me so. It’s like the Raven nev­er flit­ting which, as the poet ob­serves, still is sit­ting, still is sit­ting, in­vit­ing one to heave the pal­lid bust of Pal­las at him and have done with it. You wait till I pub­lish my epoch-mak­ing work: The Mur­der­er’s Vade-Mecum, or 101 Ways of Caus­ing Sud­den Death. That’ll show you I’m not a man to be trifled with.”

			“Oh, well!” said Park­er.

			But he saw the Chief Com­mis­sion­er next morn­ing and re­por­ted that he was at last dis­posed to take the Dawson case ser­i­ously.

		
	
		
			
				
					XV

					Tempta­tion of St. Peter

				
				
					
						
							
									Pier­rot
									“Scar­a­mel, I am temp­ted.”
							

							
									Scar­a­mel
									“Al­ways yield to tempta­tion.”
							

						
					

					L. Housu­an: Prunella
				

			
			As Park­er came out from the Chief Com­mis­sion­er’s room, he was caught by an of­ficer.

			“There’s been a lady on the phone to you,” he said. “I told her to ring up at 10:30. It’s about that now.”

			“What name?”

			“A Mrs. For­rest. She wouldn’t say what she wanted.”

			“Odd,” thought Park­er. His re­searches in the mat­ter had been so un­fruit­ful that he had prac­tic­ally elim­in­ated Mrs. For­rest from the Go­tobed mys­tery—merely keep­ing her filed, as it were, in the back of his mind for fu­ture ref­er­ence. It oc­curred to him, whim­sic­ally, that she had at length dis­covered the ab­sence of one of her wine­glasses and was ringing him up in a pro­fes­sion­al ca­pa­city. His con­jec­tures were in­ter­rup­ted by his be­ing called to the tele­phone to an­swer Mrs. For­rest’s call.

			“Is that De­tect­ive-In­spect­or Park­er?—I’m so sorry to trouble you, but could you pos­sibly give me Mr. Tem­pleton’s ad­dress?”

			“Tem­pleton?” said Park­er, mo­ment­ar­ily puzzled.

			“Wasn’t it Tem­pleton—the gen­tle­man who came with you to see me?”

			“Oh, yes, of course—I beg your par­don—I—the mat­ter had slipped my memory. Er—you want his ad­dress?”

			“I have some in­form­a­tion which I think he will be glad to hear.”

			“Oh, yes. You can speak quite freely to me, you know, Mrs. For­rest.”

			“Not quite freely,” purred the voice at the oth­er end of the wire, “you are rather of­fi­cial, you know. I should prefer just to write to Mr. Tem­pleton privately, and leave it to him to take up with you.”

			“I see.” Park­er’s brain worked briskly. It might be in­con­veni­ent to have Mrs. For­rest writ­ing to Mr. Tem­pleton at 110A, Pic­ca­dilly. The let­ter might not be de­livered. Or, if the lady were to take it in­to her head to call and dis­covered that Mr. Tem­pleton was not known to the port­er, she might take alarm and bottle up her valu­able in­form­a­tion.

			“I think,” said Park­er, “I ought not, per­haps, to give you Mr. Tem­pleton’s ad­dress without con­sult­ing him. But you could phone him—”

			“Oh, yes, that would do. Is he in the book?”

			“No—but I can give you his private num­ber.”

			“Thank you very much. You’ll for­give my both­er­ing you.”

			“No trouble at all.” And he named Lord Peter’s num­ber. Hav­ing rung off, he waited a mo­ment and then called the num­ber him­self.

			“Look here, Wim­sey,” he said, “I’ve had a call from Mrs. For­rest. She wants to write to you. I wouldn’t give the ad­dress, but I’ve giv­en her your num­ber, so if she calls and asks for Mr. Tem­pleton, you will re­mem­ber who you are, won’t you?”

			“Righty-ho! Won­der what the fair lady wants.”

			“It’s prob­ably oc­curred to her that she might have told a bet­ter story, and she wants to work off a few ad­di­tions and im­prove­ments on you.”

			“Then she’ll prob­ably give her­self away. The rough sketch is fre­quently so much more con­vin­cing than the worked-up can­vas.”

			“Quite so. I couldn’t get any­thing out of her my­self.”

			“No. I ex­pect she’s thought it over and de­cided that it’s rather un­usu­al to em­ploy Scot­land Yard to fer­ret out the where­abouts of er­rant hus­bands. She fan­cies there’s some­thing up, and that I’m a nice soft-headed im­be­cile whom she can eas­ily pump in the ab­sence of the of­fi­cial Cer­ber­us.”

			“Prob­ably. Well, you’ll deal with the mat­ter. I’m go­ing to make a search for that so­li­cit­or.”

			“Rather a vague sort of search, isn’t it?”

			“Well, I’ve got an idea which may work out. I’ll let you know if I get any res­ults.”

			

			Mrs. For­rest’s call duly came through in about twenty minutes’ time. Mrs. For­rest had changed her mind. Would Mr. Tem­pleton come round and see her that even­ing—about 9 o’clock, if that was con­veni­ent? She had thought the mat­ter over and pre­ferred not to put her in­form­a­tion on pa­per.

			Mr. Tem­pleton would be very happy to come round. He had no oth­er en­gage­ment. It was no in­con­veni­ence at all. He begged Mrs. For­rest not to men­tion it.

			Would Mr. Tem­pleton be so very good as not to tell any­body about his vis­it? Mr. For­rest and his sleuths were con­tinu­ally on the watch to get Mrs. For­rest in­to trouble, and the de­cree ab­so­lute was due to come up in a month’s time. Any trouble with the King’s Proc­tor would be pos­it­ively dis­astrous. It would be bet­ter if Mr. Tem­pleton would come by Un­der­ground to Bond Street, and pro­ceed to the flats on foot, so as not to leave a car stand­ing out­side the door or put a taxi-driver in­to a po­s­i­tion to give testi­mony against Mrs. For­rest.

			Mr. Tem­pleton chiv­al­rously prom­ised to obey these dir­ec­tions.

			Mrs. For­rest was greatly ob­liged, and would ex­pect him at nine o’clock.

			“Bunter!”

			“My lord.”

			“I am go­ing out to­night. I’ve been asked not to say where, so I won’t. On the oth­er hand, I’ve got a kind of feel­in’ that it’s un­wise to dis­ap­pear from mor­tal ken, so to speak. Any­thing might hap­pen. One might have a stroke, don’t you know. So I’m go­ing to leave the ad­dress in a sealed en­vel­ope. If I don’t turn up be­fore to­mor­row morn­in’, I shall con­sider my­self ab­solved from all prom­ises, what?”

			“Very good, my lord.”

			“And if I’m not to be found at that ad­dress, there wouldn’t be any harm in try­in’—say Ep­ping Forest, or Wimble­don Com­mon.”

			“Quite so, my lord.”

			“By the way, you made the pho­to­graphs of those fin­ger­prints I brought you some time ago?”

			“Oh, yes, my lord.”

			“Be­cause pos­sibly Mr. Park­er may be want­ing them presently for some in­quir­ies he will be mak­ing.”

			“I quite un­der­stand, my lord.”

			“Noth­ing whatever to do with my ex­cur­sion to­night, you un­der­stand.”

			“Cer­tainly not, my lord.”

			“And now you might bring me Christie’s cata­logue. I shall be at­tend­ing a sale there and lunch­ing at the club.”

			And, de­tach­ing his mind from crime, Lord Peter bent his in­tel­lec­tu­al and fin­an­cial powers to out­bid­ding and break­ing a ring of deal­ers, an ex­er­cise very con­geni­al to his mis­chiev­ous spir­it.

			

			Lord Peter duly ful­filled the con­di­tions im­posed upon him, and ar­rived on foot at the block of flats in South Aud­ley Street. Mrs. For­rest, as be­fore, opened the door to him her­self. It was sur­pris­ing, he con­sidered, that, situ­ated as she was, she ap­peared to have neither maid nor com­pan­ion. But then, he sup­posed, a chap­er­on, how­ever dis­arm­ing of sus­pi­cion in the eyes of the world, might prove venal. On the whole, Mrs. For­rest’s prin­ciple was a sound one: no ac­com­plices. Many trans­gressors, he re­flec­ted, had

			
				
					“died be­cause they nev­er knew
					

					These simple little rules and few.”
				

			

			Mrs. For­rest apo­lo­gised pret­tily for the in­con­veni­ence to which she was put­ting Mr. Tem­pleton.

			“But I nev­er know when I am not spied upon,” she said. “It is sheer spite, you know. Con­sid­er­ing how my hus­band has be­haved to me, I think it is mon­strous—don’t you?”

			Her guest agreed that Mr. For­rest must be a mon­ster, Je­suit­ic­ally, how­ever, re­serving the opin­ion that the mon­ster might be a fab­ulous one.

			“And now you will be won­der­ing why I have brought you here,” went on the lady. “Do come and sit on the sofa. Will you have whisky or cof­fee?”

			“Cof­fee, please.”

			“The fact is,” said Mrs. For­rest, “that I’ve had an idea since I saw you. I—you know, hav­ing been much in the same po­s­i­tion my­self” (with a slight laugh) “I felt so much for your friend’s wife.”

			“Sylvia,” put in Lord Peter with com­mend­able promptitude. “Oh, yes. Shock­ing tem­per and so on, but pos­sibly some pro­voca­tion. Yes, yes, quite. Poor wo­man. Feels things—ex­tra sens­it­ive—highly-strung and all that, don’t you know.”

			“Quite so.” Mrs. For­rest nod­ded her fant­ast­ic­ally turbanned head. Swathed to the eye­brows in gold tis­sue, with only two flat cres­cents of yel­low hair plastered over her cheekbones, she looked, in an exot­ic smoking-suit of em­broidered tis­sue, like a young prince out of the Ar­a­bi­an Nights. Her heav­ily ringed hands busied them­selves with the cof­fee-cups.

			“Well—I felt that your in­quir­ies were really ser­i­ous, you know, and though, as I told you, it had noth­ing to do with me, I was in­ter­ested and men­tioned the mat­ter in a let­ter to—to my friend, you see, who was with me that night.”

			“Just so,” said Wim­sey, tak­ing the cup from her, “yes—er—that was very—er—it was kind of you to be in­ter­ested.”

			“He—my friend—is abroad at the mo­ment. My let­ter had to fol­low him, and I only got his reply today.”

			Mrs. For­rest took a sip or two of cof­fee as though to clear her re­col­lec­tion.

			“His let­ter rather sur­prised me. He re­minded me that after din­ner he had felt the room rather close, and had opened the sit­ting-room win­dow—that win­dow, there—which over­looks South Aud­ley Street. He no­ticed a car stand­ing there—a small closed one, black or dark blue or some such col­our. And while he was look­ing idly at it—the way one does, you know—he saw a man and wo­man come out of this block of flats—not this door, but one or two along to the left—and get in and drive off. The man was in even­ing dress and he thought it might have been your friend.”

			Lord Peter, with his cof­fee-cup at his lips, paused and listened with great at­ten­tion.

			“Was the girl in even­ing dress, too?”

			“No—that struck my friend par­tic­u­larly. She was in just a plain little dark suit, with a hat on.”

			Lord Peter re­called to mind as nearly as pos­sible Ber­tha Go­tobed’s cos­tume. Was this go­ing to be real evid­ence at last?

			“Th—that’s very in­ter­est­ing,” he stammered. “I sup­pose your friend couldn’t give any more ex­act de­tails of the dress?”

			“No,” replied Mrs. For­rest, re­gret­fully, “but he said the man’s arm was round the girl as though she was feel­ing tired or un­well, and he heard him say, ‘That’s right—the fresh air will do you good.’ But you’re not drink­ing your cof­fee.”

			“I beg your par­don—” Wim­sey re­called him­self with a start. “I was dream­in’—put­tin’ two and two to­geth­er, as you might say. So he was along here all the time—the art­ful beg­gar. Oh, the cof­fee. D’you mind if I put this away and have some without sug­ar?”

			“I’m so sorry. Men al­ways seem to take sug­ar in black cof­fee. Give it to me—I’ll empty it away.”

			“Al­low me.” There was no slop-basin on the little table, but Wim­sey quickly got up and poured the cof­fee in­to the win­dow-box out­side. “That’s all right. How about an­oth­er cup for you?”

			“Thank you—I oughtn’t to take it really, it keeps me awake.”

			“Just a drop.”

			“Oh, well, if you like.” She filled both cups and sat sip­ping quietly. “Well—that’s all, really, but I thought per­haps I ought to let you know.”

			“It was very good of you,” said Wim­sey.

			They sat talk­ing a little longer—about plays in Town (“I go out very little, you know, it’s bet­ter to keep one­self out of the lime­light on these oc­ca­sions”), and books (“I ad­ore Mi­chael Ar­len”). Had she read Young Men in Love yet? No—she had ordered it from the lib­rary. Wouldn’t Mr. Tem­pleton have some­thing to eat or drink? Really? A brandy? A li­queur?

			No, thank you. And Mr. Tem­pleton felt he really ought to be slip­pin’ along now.

			“No—don’t go yet—I get so lonely, these long even­ings.” There was a des­per­ate kind of ap­peal in her voice. Lord Peter sat down again.

			She began a ram­bling and rather con­fused story about her “friend.” She had giv­en up so much for the friend. And now that her di­vorce was really com­ing off, she had a ter­rible feel­ing that per­haps the friend was not as af­fec­tion­ate as he used to be. It was very dif­fi­cult for a wo­man, and life was very hard.

			And so on.

			As the minutes passed, Lord Peter be­came un­com­fort­ably aware that she was watch­ing him. The words tumbled out—hur­riedly, yet life­lessly, like a set task, but her eyes were the eyes of a per­son who ex­pects some­thing. Some­thing alarm­ing, he de­cided, yet some­thing she was de­ter­m­inded to have. It re­minded him of a man wait­ing for an op­er­a­tion—keyed up to it—know­ing that it will do him good—yet shrink­ing from it with all his senses.

			He kept up his end of the fatu­ous con­ver­sa­tion. Be­hind a bar­rage of small-talk, his mind ran quickly to and fro, ana­lys­ing the po­s­i­tion, get­ting the range …

			Sud­denly he be­came aware that she was try­ing—clum­sily, stu­pidly and as though in spite of her­self—to get him to make love to her.

			The fact it­self did not strike Wim­sey as odd. He was rich enough, well-bred enough, at­tract­ive enough and man of the world enough to have re­ceived sim­il­ar in­vit­a­tions fairly of­ten in his thirty-sev­en years of life. And not al­ways from ex­per­i­enced wo­men. There had been those who sought ex­per­i­ence as well as those qual­i­fied to be­stow it. But so awk­ward an ap­proach by a wo­man who ad­mit­ted to already pos­sess­ing a hus­band and a lov­er was a phe­nomen­on out­side his pre­vi­ous know­ledge.

			Moreover, he felt that the thing would be a nuis­ance. Mrs. For­rest was hand­some enough, but she had not a particle of at­trac­tion for him. For all her makeup and her some­what out­spoken cos­tume, she struck him as spin­ster­ish—even epi­cene. That was the thing which puzzled him dur­ing their pre­vi­ous in­ter­view. Park­er—a young man of ri­gid vir­tue and lim­ited worldly know­ledge—was not sens­it­ive to these em­an­a­tions. But Wim­sey had felt her as some­thing es­sen­tially sex­less, even then. And he felt it even more strongly now. Nev­er had he met a wo­man in whom “the great It,” elo­quently hymned by Mrs. Elinor Glyn, was so com­pletely lack­ing.

			Her bare shoulder was against him now, mark­ing his broad­cloth with white patches of powder.

			Black­mail was the first ex­plan­a­tion that oc­curred to him. The next move would be for the fab­ulous Mr. For­rest, or someone rep­res­ent­ing him, to ap­pear sud­denly in the door­way, aglow with vir­tu­ous wrath and out­raged sens­ib­il­it­ies.

			“A very pretty little trap,” thought Wim­sey, adding aloud, “Well, I really must be get­ting along.”

			She caught him by the arm.

			“Don’t go.”

			There was no caress in the touch—only a kind of des­per­a­tion.

			He thought, “If she really made a prac­tice of this, she would do it bet­ter.”

			“Truly,” he said, “I oughtn’t to stay longer. It wouldn’t be safe for you.”

			“I’ll risk it,” she said.

			A pas­sion­ate wo­man might have said it pas­sion­ately. Or with a brave gaiety. Or chal­len­gingly. Or al­lur­ingly. Or mys­ter­i­ously.

			She said it grimly. Her fin­gers dug at his arm.

			“Well, damn it all, I’ll risk it,” thought Wim­sey. “I must and will know what it’s all about.”

			“Poor little wo­man.” He coaxed in­to his voice the throaty, fatu­ous tone of the man who is pre­par­ing to make an amor­ous fool of him­self.

			He felt her body stiffen as he slipped his arm round her, but she gave a little sigh of re­lief.

			He pulled her sud­denly and vi­ol­ently to him, and kissed her mouth with a prac­tised ex­ag­ger­a­tion of pas­sion.

			He knew then. No one who has ever en­countered it can ever again mis­take that aw­ful shrink­ing, that un­con­trol­lable re­vul­sion of the flesh against a caress that is naus­eous. He thought for a mo­ment that she was go­ing to be ac­tu­ally sick.

			He re­leased her gently, and stood up—his mind in a whirl, but some­how tri­umphant. His first in­stinct had been right, after all.

			“That was very naughty of me,” he said, lightly. “You made me for­get my­self. You will for­give me, won’t you?” She nod­ded, shaken.

			“And I really must toddle. It’s get­tin’ fright­fully late and all that. Where’s my hat? Ah, yes, in the hall. Now, good­bye, Mrs. For­rest, an’ take care of your­self. An’ thank you ever so much for telling me about what your friend saw.”

			“You are really go­ing?”

			She spoke as though she had lost all hope.

			“In God’s name,” thought Wim­sey, “what does she want? Does she sus­pect that Mr. Tem­pleton is not everything that he seems? Does she want me to stay the night so that she can get a look at the laun­dry-mark on my shirt? Should I sud­denly save the situ­ation for her by of­fer­ing her Lord Peter Wim­sey’s vis­it­ing-card?”

			His brain toyed freak­ishly with the thought as he babbled his way to the door. She let him go without fur­ther words.

			As he stepped in­to the hall he turned and looked at her. She stood in the middle of the room, watch­ing him, and on her face was such a fury of fear and rage as turned his blood to wa­ter.

		
	
		
			
				
					XVI

					A Cast-Iron Alibi

				
				
					“Oh, Sammy, Sammy, why vorn’t there an al­leybi?”

					
						Pick­wick Pa­pers
					
				

			
			Miss Whit­taker and the young­est Miss Find­later had re­turned from their ex­ped­i­tion. Miss Cli­mpson, most faith­ful of sleuths, and car­ry­ing Lord Peter’s let­ter of in­struc­tions in the pock­et of her skirt like a talis­man, had asked the young­est Miss Find­later to tea.

			As a mat­ter of fact, Miss Cli­mpson had be­come genu­inely in­ter­ested in the girl. Silly af­fect­a­tion and gush, and a par­rot-re­pe­ti­tion of the shib­boleths of the mod­ern school were symp­toms that the ex­per­i­enced spin­ster well un­der­stood. They in­dic­ated, she thought, a real un­hap­pi­ness, a real dis­sat­is­fac­tion with the nar­row­ness of life in a coun­try town. And be­sides this, Miss Cli­mpson felt sure that Vera Find­later was be­ing “preyed upon,” as she ex­pressed it to her­self, by the hand­some Mary Whit­taker. “It would be a mercy for the girl,” thought Miss Cli­mpson, “if she could form a genu­ine at­tach­ment to a young man. It is nat­ur­al for a school­girl to be schwärmerisch—in a young wo­man of twenty-two it is thor­oughly un­desir­able. That Whit­taker wo­man en­cour­ages it—she would, of course. She likes to have someone to ad­mire her and run her er­rands. And she prefers it to be a stu­pid per­son, who will not com­pete with her. If Mary Whit­taker were to marry, she would marry a rab­bit.” (Miss Cli­mpson’s act­ive mind quickly con­jured up a pic­ture of the rab­bit—fair-haired and a little paunchy, with a habit of say­ing, “I’ll ask the wife.” Miss Cli­mpson wondered why Provid­ence saw fit to cre­ate such men. For Miss Cli­mpson, men were in­ten­ded to be mas­ter­ful, even though wicked or fool­ish. She was a spin­ster made and not born—a per­fectly wo­manly wo­man.)

			“But,” thought Miss Cli­mpson, “Mary Whit­taker is not of the mar­ry­ing sort. She is a pro­fes­sion­al wo­man by nature. She has a pro­fes­sion, by the way, but she does not in­tend to go back to it. Prob­ably nurs­ing de­mands too much sym­pathy—and one is un­der the au­thor­ity of the doc­tors. Mary Whit­taker prefers to con­trol the lives of chick­en. ‘Bet­ter to reign in hell than serve in heav­en.’ Dear me! I won­der if it is un­char­it­able to com­pare a fel­low-be­ing to Satan. Only in po­etry, of course—I daresay that makes it not so bad. At any rate, I am cer­tain that Mary Whit­taker is do­ing Vera Find­later no good.”

			Miss Cli­mpson’s guest was very ready to tell about their month in the coun­try. They had toured round at first for a few days, and then they had heard of a de­light­ful poultry farm which was for sale, near Or­p­ing­ton in Kent. So they had gone down to have a look at it, and found that it was to be sold in about a fort­night’s time. It wouldn’t have been wise, of course, to take it over without some in­quir­ies, and by the greatest good for­tune they found a dear little cot­tage to let, fur­nished, quite close by. So they had taken it for a few weeks, while Miss Whit­taker “looked round” and found out about the state of the poultry busi­ness in that dis­trict, and so on. They had en­joyed it so, and it was de­light­ful keep­ing house to­geth­er, right away from all the silly people at home.

			“Of course, I don’t mean you, Miss Cli­mpson. You come from Lon­don and are so much more broad­minded. But I simply can’t stick the Leahamp­ton lot, nor can Mary.”

			“It is very de­light­ful,” said Miss Cli­mpson, “to be free from the con­ven­tions, I’m sure—es­pe­cially if one is in com­pany with a kindred spir­it.”

			“Yes—of course Mary and I are tre­mend­ous friends, though she is so much cleverer than I am. It’s ab­so­lutely settled that we’re to take the farm and run it to­geth­er. Won’t it be won­der­ful?”

			“Won’t you find it rather dull and lonely—just you two girls to­geth­er? You mustn’t for­get that you’ve been ac­cus­tomed to see quite a lot of young people in Leahamp­ton. Shan’t you miss the ten­nis-parties, and the young men, and so on?”

			“Oh, no! If you only knew what a stu­pid lot they are! Any­way, I’ve no use for men!” Miss Find­later tossed her head. “They haven’t got any ideas. And they al­ways look on wo­men as sort of pets or playthings. As if a wo­man like Mary wasn’t worth fifty of them! You should have heard that Markham man the oth­er day—talk­ing polit­ics to Mr. Tredgold, so that nobody could get a word in edge­ways, and then say­ing, ‘I’m afraid this is a very dull sub­ject of con­ver­sa­tion for you, Miss Whit­taker,’ in his con­des­cend­ing way. Mary said in that quiet way of hers, ‘Oh, I think the sub­ject is any­thing but dull, Mr. Markham.’ But he was so stu­pid, he couldn’t even grasp that and said, ‘One doesn’t ex­pect ladies to be in­ter­ested in polit­ics, you know. But per­haps you are one of the mod­ern young ladies who want the flap­per’s vote.’ Ladies, in­deed! Why are men so in­suf­fer­able when they talk about ladies?”

			“I think men are apt to be jeal­ous of wo­men,” replied Miss Cli­mpson, thought­fully, “and jeal­ousy does make people rather peev­ish and ill-mannered. I sup­pose that when one would like to des­pise a set of people and yet has a hor­rid sus­pi­cion that one can’t genu­inely des­pise them, it makes one ex­ag­ger­ate one’s con­tempt for them in con­ver­sa­tion. That is why, my dear, I am al­ways very care­ful not to speak sneer­ingly about men—even though they of­ten de­serve it, you know. But if I did, every­body would think I was an en­vi­ous old maid, wouldn’t they?”

			“Well, I mean to be an old maid, any­how,” re­tor­ted Miss Find­later. “Mary and I have quite de­cided that. We’re in­ter­ested in things, not in men.”

			“You’ve made a good start at find­ing out how it’s go­ing to work,” said Miss Cli­mpson. “Liv­ing with a per­son for a month is an ex­cel­lent test. I sup­pose you had some­body to do the house­work for you.”

			“Not a soul. We did every bit of it, and it was great fun. I’m ever so good at scrub­bing floors and lay­ing fires and things, and Mary’s a simply mar­vel­lous cook. It was such a change from hav­ing the ser­vants al­ways both­er­ing round like they do at home. Of course, it was quite a mod­ern, la­boursav­ing cot­tage—it be­longs to some the­at­ric­al people, I think.”

			“And what did you do when you wer­en’t in­quir­ing in­to the poultry busi­ness?”

			“Oh, we ran round in the car and saw places and at­ten­ded mar­kets. Mar­kets are fright­fully amus­ing, with all the funny old farm­ers and people. Of course, I’d of­ten been to mar­kets be­fore, but Mary made it all so in­ter­est­ing—and then, too, we were pick­ing up hints all the time for our own mar­ket­ing later on.”

			“Did you run up to Town at all?”

			“No.”

			“I should have thought you’d have taken the op­por­tun­ity for a little jaunt.”

			“Mary hates Town.”

			“I thought you rather en­joyed a run up now and then.”

			“I’m not keen. Not now. I used to think I was, but I ex­pect that was only the sort of spir­itu­al rest­less­ness one gets when one hasn’t an ob­ject in life. There’s noth­ing in it.”

			Miss Find­later spoke with the air of a dis­il­lu­sioned rake, who has sucked life’s or­ange and found it dead sea fruit. Miss Cli­mpson did not smile. She was ac­cus­tomed to the role of con­fid­ante.

			“So you were to­geth­er—just you two—all the time?”

			“Every minute of it. And we wer­en’t bored with one an­oth­er a bit.”

			“I hope your ex­per­i­ment will prove very suc­cess­ful,” said Miss Cli­mpson. “But when you really start on your life to­geth­er, don’t you think it would be wise to ar­range for a few breaks in it? A little change of com­pan­ion­ship is good for every­body. I’ve known so many happy friend­ships spoilt by people see­ing too much of one an­oth­er.”

			“They couldn’t have been real friend­ships, then,” as­ser­ted the girl, dog­mat­ic­ally. “Mary and I are ab­so­lutely happy to­geth­er.”

			“Still,” said Miss Cli­mpson, “if you don’t mind an old wo­man giv­ing you a word of warn­ing, I should be in­clined not to keep the bow al­ways bent. Sup­pose Miss Whit­taker, for in­stance, wanted to go off and have a day in Town on her own, say—or go to stay with friends—you would have to learn not to mind that.”

			“Of course I shouldn’t mind. Why—” she checked her­self. “I mean, I’m quite sure that Mary would be every bit as loy­al to me as I am to her.”

			“That’s right,” said Miss Cli­mpson. “The longer I live, my dear, the more cer­tain I be­come that jeal­ousy is the most fatal of feel­ings. The Bible calls it ‘cruel as the grave,’ and I’m sure that is so. Ab­so­lute loy­alty, without jeal­ousy, is the es­sen­tial thing.”

			“Yes. Though nat­ur­ally one would hate to think that the per­son one was really friends with was put­ting an­oth­er per­son in one’s place … Miss Cli­mpson, you do be­lieve, don’t you, that a friend­ship ought to be ‘fifty-fifty’?”

			“That is the ideal friend­ship, I sup­pose,” said Miss Cli­mpson, thought­fully, “but I think it is a very rare thing. Among wo­men, that is. I doubt very much if I’ve ever seen an ex­ample of it. Men, I be­lieve, find it easi­er to give and take in that way—prob­ably be­cause they have so many out­side in­terests.”

			“Men’s friend­ships—oh yes! I know one hears a lot about them. But half the time, I don’t be­lieve they’re real friend­ships at all. Men can go off for years and for­get all about their friends. And they don’t really con­fide in one an­oth­er. Mary and I tell each oth­er all our thoughts and feel­ings. Men seem just con­tent to think each oth­er good sorts without ever both­er­ing about their in­most selves.”

			“Prob­ably that’s why their friend­ships last so well,” replied Miss Cli­mpson. “They don’t make such de­mands on one an­oth­er.”

			“But a great friend­ship does make de­mands,” cried Miss Find­later eagerly. “It’s got to be just everything to one. It’s won­der­ful the way it seems to col­our all one’s thoughts. In­stead of be­ing centred in one­self, one’s centred in the oth­er per­son. That’s what Chris­ti­an love means—one’s ready to die for the oth­er per­son.”

			“Well, I don’t know,” said Miss Cli­mpson. “I once heard a ser­mon about that from a most splen­did priest—and he said that that kind of love might be­come id­ol­atry if one wasn’t very care­ful. He said that Milton’s re­mark about Eve—you know, ‘he for God only, she for God in him’—was not con­gru­ous with Cath­ol­ic doc­trine. One must get the pro­por­tions right, and it was out of pro­por­tion to see everything through the eyes of an­oth­er fel­low-creature.”

			“One must put God first, of course,” said Miss Find­later, a little form­ally. “But if the friend­ship is mu­tu­al—that was the point—quite un­selfish on both sides, it must be a good thing.”

			“Love is al­ways good, when it’s the right kind,” agreed Miss Cli­mpson, “but I don’t think it ought to be too pos­sess­ive. One has to train one­self—” she hes­it­ated, and went on cour­ageously—“and in any case, my dear, I can­not help feel­ing that it is more nat­ur­al—more prop­er, in a sense—for a man and wo­man to be all in all to one an­oth­er than for two per­sons of the same sex. Er—after all, it is a—a fruit­ful af­fec­tion,” said Miss Cli­mpson, bog­gling a trifle at this idea, “and—and all that, you know, and I am sure that when the right man comes along for you—”

			“Both­er the right man!” cried Miss Find­later, crossly. “I do hate that kind of talk. It makes one feel dread­ful—like a prize cow or some­thing. Surely, we have got bey­ond that point of view in these days.”

			Miss Cli­mpson per­ceived that she had let her hon­est zeal out­run her de­tect­ive dis­cre­tion. She had lost the good­will of her in­form­ant, and it was bet­ter to change the con­ver­sa­tion. How­ever, she could as­sure Lord Peter now of one thing. Who­ever the wo­man was that Mrs. Crop­per had seen at Liv­er­pool, it was not Miss Whit­taker. The at­tached Miss Find­later, who had nev­er left her friend’s side, was suf­fi­cient guar­an­tee of that.

		
	
		
			
				
					XVII

					The Coun­try Law­yer’s Story

				
				
					“And he that gives us in these days new lords may give us new laws.”

					With­er: Con­ten­ted Man’s Mor­rice
				

			
			Let­ter from Mr. Probyn, re­tired So­li­cit­or, of Villa Bi­anca, Fiesole to Mr. Murbles, So­li­cit­or, of Staple Inn.

			
				
					Private and con­fid­en­tial

				
				Dear Sir,

				I was much in­ter­ested in your let­ter re­l­at­ive to the death of Miss Agatha Dawson, late of Leahamp­ton, and will do my best to an­swer your in­quir­ies as briefly as pos­sible, al­ways, of course, on the un­der­stand­ing that all in­form­a­tion as to the af­fairs of my late cli­ent will be treated as strictly con­fid­en­tial. I make an ex­cep­tion, of course, in fa­vour of the po­lice of­ficer you men­tion in con­nec­tion with the mat­ter.

				You wish to know (1) wheth­er Miss Agatha Dawson was aware that it might pos­sibly prove ne­ces­sary, un­der the pro­vi­sions of the new Act, for her to make a test­a­ment­ary dis­pos­i­tion, in or­der to en­sure that her great-niece, Miss Mary Whit­taker, should in­her­it her per­son­al prop­erty. (2) Wheth­er I ever urged her to make this test­a­ment­ary dis­pos­i­tion and what her reply was. (3) Wheth­er I had made Miss Mary Whit­taker aware of the situ­ation in which she might be placed, sup­pos­ing her great-aunt to die in­test­ate later than Decem­ber 31, 1925.

				In the course of the Spring of 1925, my at­ten­tion was called by a learned friend to the am­bi­gu­ity of the word­ing of cer­tain clauses in the Act, es­pe­cially in re­spect of the fail­ure to define the pre­cise in­ter­pret­a­tion to be placed on the word “Is­sue.” I im­me­di­ately passed in re­view the af­fairs of my vari­ous cli­ents, with a view to sat­is­fy­ing my­self that the prop­er dis­pos­i­tions had been made in each case to avoid mis­un­der­stand­ing and lit­ig­a­tion in case of in­test­acy. I at once real­ised that Miss Whit­taker’s in­her­it­ance of Miss Dawson’s prop­erty en­tirely de­pended on the in­ter­pret­a­tion giv­en to the clauses in ques­tion. I was aware that Miss Dawson was ex­tremely averse from mak­ing a will, ow­ing to that su­per­sti­tious dread of de­cease which we meet with so fre­quently in our pro­fes­sion. How­ever, I thought it my duty to make her un­der­stand the ques­tion and to do my ut­most to get a will signed. Ac­cord­ingly, I went down to Leahamp­ton and laid the mat­ter be­fore her. This was on March the 14th, or there­abouts—I am not cer­tain to the pre­cise day.

				Un­hap­pily, I en­countered Miss Dawson at a mo­ment when her op­pos­i­tion to the ob­nox­ious idea of mak­ing a will was at its strongest. Her doc­tor had in­formed her that a fur­ther op­er­a­tion would be­come ne­ces­sary in the course of the next few weeks, and I could have se­lec­ted no more un­for­tu­nate oc­ca­sion for in­trud­ing the sub­ject of death upon her mind. She re­sen­ted any such sug­ges­tion—there was a con­spir­acy, she de­clared, to fright­en her in­to dy­ing un­der the op­er­a­tion. It ap­pears that that very tact­less prac­ti­tion­er of hers had frightened her with a sim­il­ar sug­ges­tion be­fore her pre­vi­ous op­er­a­tion. But she had come through that and she meant to come through this, if only people would not an­ger and alarm her.

				Of course, if she had died un­der the op­er­a­tion, the whole ques­tion would have settled it­self and there would have been no need of any will. I poin­ted out that the very reas­on why I was anxious for the will to be made was that I fully ex­pec­ted her to live on in­to the fol­low­ing year, and I ex­plained the pro­vi­sions of the Act once more, as clearly as I could. She re­tor­ted that in that case I had no busi­ness to come and trouble her about the ques­tion at all. It would be time enough when the Act was passed.

				Nat­ur­ally, the fool of a doc­tor had in­sisted that she was not to be told what her dis­ease was—they al­ways do—and she was con­vinced that the next op­er­a­tion would make all right and that she would live for years. When I ven­tured to in­sist—giv­ing as my reas­on that we men of law al­ways pre­ferred to be on the safe and cau­tious side, she be­came ex­ceed­ingly angry with me, and prac­tic­ally ordered me out of the house. A few days af­ter­wards I re­ceived a let­ter from her, com­plain­ing of my im­per­tin­ence, and say­ing that she could no longer feel any con­fid­ence in a per­son who treated her with such in­con­sid­er­ate rude­ness. At her re­quest, I for­war­ded all her private pa­pers in my pos­ses­sion to Mr. Hodg­son, of Leahamp­ton, and I have not held any com­mu­nic­a­tion with any mem­ber of the fam­ily since that date.

				This an­swers your first and second ques­tions. With re­gard to the third: I cer­tainly did not think it prop­er to in­form Miss Whit­taker that her in­her­it­ance might de­pend upon her great-aunt’s either mak­ing a will or else dy­ing be­fore Decem­ber 31, 1925. While I know noth­ing to the young lady’s dis­ad­vant­age, I have al­ways held it in­ad­vis­able that per­sons should know too ex­actly how much they stand to gain by the un­ex­pec­ted de­cease of oth­er per­sons. In case of any un­fore­seen ac­ci­dent, the heirs may find them­selves in an equi­voc­al po­s­i­tion, where the fact of their pos­sess­ing such know­ledge might—if made pub­lic—be highly pre­ju­di­cial to their in­terests. The most that I thought it prop­er to say was that if at any time Miss Dawson should ex­press a wish to see me, I should like to be sent for without delay. Of course, the with­draw­al of Miss Dawson’s af­fairs from my hands put it out of my power to in­ter­fere any fur­ther.

				In Oc­to­ber, 1925, feel­ing that my health was not what it had been, I re­tired from busi­ness and came to Italy. In this coun­try the Eng­lish pa­pers do not al­ways ar­rive reg­u­larly, and I missed the an­nounce­ment of Miss Dawson’s death. That it should have oc­curred so sud­denly and un­der cir­cum­stances some­what mys­ter­i­ous, is cer­tainly in­ter­est­ing.

				You say fur­ther that you would be glad of my opin­ion on Miss Agatha Dawson’s men­tal con­di­tion at the time when I last saw her. It was per­fectly clear and com­pet­ent—in so far as she was ever com­pet­ent to deal with busi­ness. She was in no way gif­ted to grapple with leg­al prob­lems, and I had ex­treme dif­fi­culty in get­ting her to un­der­stand what the trouble was with re­gard to the new Prop­erty Act. Hav­ing been brought up all her life to the idea that prop­erty went of right to the next of kin, she found it in­con­ceiv­able that this state of things should ever al­ter. She as­sured me that the law would nev­er per­mit the Gov­ern­ment to pass such an Act. When I had re­luct­antly per­suaded her that it would, she was quite sure that no court would be wicked enough to in­ter­pret the Act so as to give the money to any­body but Miss Whit­taker, when she was clearly the prop­er per­son to have it. “Why should the Duchy of Lan­caster have any right to it?” she kept on say­ing. “I don’t even know the Duke of Lan­caster.” She was not a par­tic­u­larly sens­ible wo­man, and in the end I was not at all sure that I had made her com­pre­hend the situ­ation—quite apart from the dis­like she had of pur­su­ing the sub­ject. How­ever, there is no doubt that she was then quite com­pos mentis. My reas­on for ur­ging her to make the will be­fore her fi­nal op­er­a­tion was, of course, that I feared she might sub­sequently lose the use of her fac­ulties, or—which comes to the same thing from a busi­ness point of view—might have to be kept con­tinu­ally un­der the in­flu­ence of opi­ates.

				Trust­ing that you will find here the in­form­a­tion you re­quire,

				
					I re­main,

					Yours faith­fully,

					Thos. Probyn.

				
			

			Mr. Murbles read this let­ter through twice, very thought­fully. To even his cau­tious mind, the thing began to look like the mak­ings of a case. In his neat, eld­erly hand, he wrote a little note to De­tect­ive-In­spect­or Park­er, beg­ging him to call at Staple Inn at his earli­est con­veni­ence.

			Mr. Park­er, how­ever, was ex­per­i­en­cing noth­ing at that mo­ment but in­con­veni­ence. He had been call­ing on so­li­cit­ors for two whole days, and his soul sickened at the sight of a brass plate. He glanced at the long list in his hand, and dis­taste­fully coun­ted up the scores of names that still re­mained un­ticked.

			Park­er was one of those meth­od­ic­al, painstak­ing people whom the world could so ill spare. When he worked with Wim­sey on a case, it was an un­der­stood thing that any­thing lengthy, in­tric­ate, te­di­ous and soul-des­troy­ing was done by Park­er. He some­times felt that it was ir­rit­at­ing of Wim­sey to take this so much for gran­ted. He felt so now. It was a hot day. The pave­ments were dusty. Pieces of pa­per blew about the streets. Buses were grilling out­side and stuffy in­side. The Ex­press Dairy, where Park­er was eat­ing a hur­ried lunch, seemed full of the odours of fried plaice and boil­ing tea-urns. Wim­sey, he knew, was lunch­ing at his club, be­fore run­ning down with Freddy Ar­bu­th­not to see the New Zeal­anders at some­where or oth­er. He had seen him—a vis­ion of ex­quis­ite pale grey, am­bling gently along Pall Mall. Damn Wim­sey! Why couldn’t he have let Miss Dawson rest quietly in her grave? There she was, do­ing no harm to any­body—and Wim­sey must in­sist on pry­ing in­to her af­fairs and bring­ing the in­quiry to such a point that Park­er simply had to take of­fi­cial no­tice of it. Oh well! he sup­posed he must go on with these in­fernal so­li­cit­ors.

			He was pro­ceed­ing on a sys­tem of his own, which might or might not prove fruit­ful. He had re­viewed the sub­ject of the new Prop­erty Act, and de­cided that if and when Miss Whit­taker had be­come aware of its pos­sible ef­fect on her own ex­pect­a­tions, she would at once con­sider tak­ing leg­al ad­vice.

			Her first thought would no doubt be to con­sult a so­li­cit­or in Leahamp­ton, and un­less she already had the idea of foul play in her mind, there was noth­ing to de­ter her from do­ing so. Ac­cord­ingly, Park­er’s first move had been to run down to Leahamp­ton and in­ter­view the three firms of so­li­cit­ors there. All three were able to reply quite pos­it­ively that they had nev­er re­ceived such an in­quiry from Miss Whit­taker, or from any­body, dur­ing the year 1925. One so­li­cit­or, in­deed—the seni­or part­ner of Hodg­son & Hodg­son, to whom Miss Dawson had en­trus­ted her af­fairs after her quar­rel with Mr. Probyn—looked a little oddly at Park­er when he heard the ques­tion.

			“I as­sure you, In­spect­or,” he said, “that if the point had been brought to my no­tice in such a way, I should cer­tainly have re­membered it, in the light of sub­sequent events.”

			“The mat­ter nev­er crossed your mind, I sup­pose,” said Park­er, “when the ques­tion arose of wind­ing up the es­tate and prov­ing Miss Whit­taker’s claim to in­her­it?”

			“I can’t say it did. Had there been any ques­tion of search­ing for next-of-kin it might—I don’t say it would—have oc­curred to me. But I had a very clear his­tory of the fam­ily con­nec­tions from Mr. Probyn, the death took place nearly two months be­fore the Act came in­to force, and the form­al­it­ies all went through more or less auto­mat­ic­ally. In fact, I nev­er thought about the Act one way or an­oth­er in that con­nec­tion.”

			Park­er said he was not sur­prised to hear it, and fa­voured Mr. Hodg­son with Mr. Towk­ing­ton’s learned opin­ion on the sub­ject, which in­ter­ested Mr. Hodg­son very much. And that was all he got at Leahamp­ton, ex­cept that he fluttered Miss Cli­mpson very much by call­ing upon her and hear­ing all about her in­ter­view with Vera Find­later. Miss Cli­mpson walked to the sta­tion with him, in the hope that they might meet Miss Whit­taker—“I am sure you would be in­ter­ested to see her”—but they were un­lucky. On the whole, thought Park­er, it might be just as well. After all, though he would like to see Miss Whit­taker, he was not par­tic­u­larly keen on her see­ing him, es­pe­cially in Miss Cli­mpson’s com­pany. “By the way,” he said to Miss Cli­mpson, “you had bet­ter ex­plain me in some way to Mrs. Budge, or she may be a bit in­quis­it­ive.”

			“But I have,” replied Miss Cli­mpson, with an en­ga­ging giggle, “when Mrs. Budge said there was a Mr. Park­er to see me, of course I real­ised at once that she mustn’t know who you were, so I said, quite quickly, ‘Mr. Park­er! Oh, that must be my neph­ew Ad­ol­phus.’ You don’t mind be­ing Ad­ol­phus, do you? It’s funny, but that was the only name that came in­to my mind at the mo­ment. I can’t think why, for I’ve nev­er known an Ad­ol­phus.”

			“Miss Cli­mpson” said Park­er, sol­emnly, “you are a mar­vel­lous wo­man, and I wouldn’t mind even if you’d called me Mar­maduke.”

			So here he was, work­ing out his second line of in­quiry. If Miss Whit­taker did not go to a Leahamp­ton so­li­cit­or, to whom would she go? There was Mr. Probyn, of course, but he did not think she would have se­lec­ted him. She would not have known him at Crofton, of course—she had nev­er ac­tu­ally lived with her great-aunts. She had met him the day he came down to Leahamp­ton to see Miss Dawson. He had not then taken her in­to his con­fid­ence about the ob­ject of his vis­it, but she must have known from what her aunt said that it had to do with the mak­ing of a will. In the light of her new know­ledge, she would guess that Mr. Probyn had then had the Act in his mind, and had not thought fit to trust her with the facts. If she asked him now, he would prob­ably reply that Miss Dawson’s af­fairs were no longer in his hands, and refer her to Mr. Hodg­son. And be­sides, if she asked the ques­tion and any­thing were to hap­pen—Mr. Probyn might re­mem­ber it. No, she would not have ap­proached Mr. Probyn.

			What then?

			To the per­son who has any­thing to con­ceal—to the per­son who wants to lose his iden­tity as one leaf among the leaves of a forest—to the per­son who asks no more than to pass by and be for­got­ten, there is one name above oth­ers which prom­ises a haven of safety and ob­li­vi­on. Lon­don. Where no one knows his neigh­bour. Where shops do not know their cus­tom­ers. Where phys­i­cians are sud­denly called to un­known pa­tients whom they nev­er see again. Where you may lie dead in your house for months to­geth­er un­missed and un­noticed till the gas-in­spect­or comes to look at the meter. Where strangers are friendly and friends are cas­u­al. Lon­don, whose rather un­tidy and grubby bos­om is the re­pos­it­ory of so many odd secrets. Dis­creet, in­curi­ous and all-en­fold­ing Lon­don.

			Not that Park­er put it that way to him­self. He merely thought, “Ten to one she’d try Lon­don. They mostly think they’re safer there.”

			Miss Whit­taker knew Lon­don, of course. She had trained at the Roy­al Free. That meant she would know Blooms­bury bet­ter than any oth­er dis­trict. For nobody knew bet­ter than Park­er how rarely Lon­don­ers move out of their own par­tic­u­lar little or­bit. Un­less, of course, she had at some time dur­ing her time at the hos­pit­al been re­com­men­ded to a so­li­cit­or in an­oth­er quarter, the chances were that she would have gone to a so­li­cit­or in the Blooms­bury or Hol­born dis­trict.

			Un­for­tu­nately for Park­er, this is a quarter which swarms with so­li­cit­ors. Gray’s Inn Road, Gray’s Inn it­self, Bed­ford Row, Hol­born, Lin­coln’s Inn—the brass plates grow all about as thick as black­ber­ries.

			Which was why Park­er was feel­ing so hot, tired and fed-up that June af­ter­noon.

			With an im­pa­tient grunt he pushed away his eggy plate, paid-at-the-desk-please, and crossed the road to­wards Bed­ford Row, which he had marked down as his por­tion for the af­ter­noon.

			He star­ted at the first so­li­cit­or’s he came to, which happened to be the of­fice of one J. F. Trigg. He was lucky. The youth in the out­er of­fice in­formed him that Mr. Trigg had just re­turned from lunch, was dis­en­gaged, and would see him. Would he walk in?

			Mr. Trigg was a pleas­ant, fresh-faced man in his early forties. He begged Mr. Park­er to be seated and asked what he could do for him.

			For the thirty-sev­enth time, Park­er star­ted on the open­ing gam­bit which he had de­vised to suit his pur­pose.

			“I am only tem­por­ar­ily in Lon­don, Mr. Trigg, and find­ing I needed leg­al ad­vice I was re­com­men­ded to you by a man I met in a res­taur­ant. He did give me his name, but it has es­caped me, and any­way, it’s of no great im­port­ance, is it? The point is this. My wife and I have come up to Town to see her great-aunt, who is in a very bad way. In fact, she isn’t ex­pec­ted to live.

			“Well, now, the old lady has al­ways been very fond of my wife, don’t you see, and it has al­ways been an un­der­stood thing that Mrs. Park­er was to come in­to her money when she died. It’s quite a tidy bit, and we have been—I won’t say look­ing for­ward to it, but in a kind of mild way count­ing on it as some­thing for us to re­tire upon later on. You un­der­stand. There aren’t any oth­er re­la­tions at all, so, though the old lady has of­ten talked about mak­ing a will, we didn’t worry much, one way or the oth­er, be­cause we took it for gran­ted my wife would come in for any­thing there was. But we were talk­ing about it to a friend yes­ter­day, and he took us rather aback by say­ing that there was a new law or some­thing, and that if my wife’s great-aunt hadn’t made a will we shouldn’t get any­thing at all. I think he said it would all go to the Crown. I didn’t think that could be right and told him so, but my wife is a bit nervous—there are the chil­dren to be con­sidered, you see—and she urged me to get leg­al ad­vice, be­cause her great-aunt may go off at any minute, and we don’t know wheth­er there is a will or not. Now, how does a great-niece stand un­der the new ar­range­ments?”

			“The point has not been made very clear,” said Mr. Trigg, “but my ad­vice to you is, to find out wheth­er a will has been made and if not, to get one made without delay if the test­atrix is cap­able of mak­ing one. Oth­er­wise I think there is a very real danger of your wife’s los­ing her in­her­it­ance.”

			“You seem quite fa­mil­i­ar with the ques­tion,” said Park­er, with a smile; “I sup­pose you are al­ways be­ing asked it since this new Act came in?”

			“I wouldn’t say ‘al­ways.’ It is com­par­at­ively rare for a great-niece to be left as sole next-of-kin.”

			“Is it? Well, yes, I should think it must be. Do you re­mem­ber be­ing asked that ques­tion in the sum­mer of 1925, Mr. Trigg?”

			A most curi­ous ex­pres­sion came over the so­li­cit­or’s face—it looked al­most like alarm.

			“What makes you ask that?”

			“You need have no hes­it­a­tion in an­swer­ing,” said Park­er, tak­ing out his of­fi­cial card. “I am a po­lice of­ficer and have a good reas­on for ask­ing. I put the leg­al point to you first as a prob­lem of my own, be­cause I was anxious to have your pro­fes­sion­al opin­ion first.”

			“I see. Well, In­spect­or, in that case I sup­pose I am jus­ti­fied in telling you all about it. I was asked that ques­tion in June, 1925.”

			“Do you re­mem­ber the cir­cum­stances?”

			“Clearly. I am not likely to for­get them—or rather, the se­quel to them.”

			“That sounds in­ter­est­ing. Will you tell the story in your own way and with all the de­tails you can re­mem­ber?”

			“Cer­tainly. Just a mo­ment.” Mr. Trigg put his head out in­to the out­er of­fice. “Bad­cock, I am en­gaged with Mr. Park­er and can’t see any­body. Now, Mr. Park­er, I am at your ser­vice. Won’t you smoke?”

			Park­er ac­cep­ted the in­vit­a­tion and lit up his well-worn bri­ar, while Mr. Trigg, rap­idly smoking ci­gar­ette after ci­gar­ette, un­fol­ded his re­mark­able story.
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					“I who am giv­en to nov­el-read­ing, how of­ten have I gone out with the doc­tor when the stranger has summoned him to vis­it the un­known pa­tient in the lonely house … This Strange Ad­ven­ture may lead, in a later chapter, to the re­veal­ing of a mys­ter­i­ous crime.”
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			“I think,” said Mr. Trigg, “that it was on the 15th, or 16th June, 1925, that a lady called to ask al­most ex­actly the same ques­tion that you have done—only that she rep­res­en­ted her­self as in­quir­ing on be­half of a friend whose name she did not men­tion. Yes—I think I can de­scribe her pretty well. She was tall and hand­some, with a very clear skin, dark hair and blue eyes—an at­tract­ive girl. I re­mem­ber that she had very fine brows, rather straight, and not much col­our in her face, and she was dressed in some­thing sum­mery but very neat. I should think it would be called an em­broidered lin­en dress—I am not an ex­pert on those things—and a shady white hat of panama straw.”

			“Your re­col­lec­tion seems very clear,” said Park­er.

			“It is; I have rather a good memory; be­sides, I saw her on oth­er oc­ca­sions, as you shall hear.

			“At this first vis­it she told me—much as you did—that she was only tem­por­ar­ily in Town, and had been cas­u­ally re­com­men­ded to me. I told her that I should not like to an­swer her ques­tion off­hand. The Act, you may re­mem­ber, had only re­cently passed its Fi­nal Read­ing, and I was by no means up in it. Be­sides, from just skim­ming through it, I had con­vinced my­self that vari­ous im­port­ant ques­tions were bound to crop up.

			“I told the lady—Miss Grant was the name she gave, by the way—that I should like to take coun­sel’s opin­ion be­fore giv­ing her any ad­vice, and asked if she could call again the fol­low­ing day. She said she could, rose and thanked me, of­fer­ing me her hand. In tak­ing it, I happened to no­tice rather an odd scar, run­ning across the backs of all the fin­gers—rather as though a chisel or some­thing had slipped at some time. I no­ticed it quite idly, of course, but it was lucky for me I did.

			“Miss Grant duly turned up the next day. I had looked up a very learned friend in the in­ter­val, and gave her the same opin­ion that I gave you just now. She looked rather con­cerned about it—in fact, al­most more an­noyed than con­cerned.

			“ ‘It seems rather un­fair,’ she said, ‘that people’s fam­ily money should go away to the Crown like that. After all, a great-niece is quite a near re­la­tion, really.’

			“I replied that, provided the great-niece could call wit­nesses to prove that the de­ceased had al­ways had the in­ten­tion of leav­ing her the money, the Crown would, in all prob­ab­il­ity, al­lot the es­tate, or a suit­able pro­por­tion of it, in ac­cord­ance with the wishes of the de­ceased. It would, how­ever, lie en­tirely with­in the dis­cre­tion of the court to do so or not, and, of course, if there had been any quar­rel or dis­pute about the mat­ter at any time, the judge might take an un­fa­vour­able view of the great-niece’s ap­plic­a­tion.

			“ ‘In any case,’ I ad­ded, ‘I don’t know that the great-niece is ex­cluded un­der the Act—I only un­der­stand that she may be. In any case, there are still six months be­fore the Act comes in­to force, and many things may hap­pen be­fore then.’

			“ ‘You mean that Auntie may die,’ she said, ‘but she’s not really dan­ger­ously ill—only men­tal, as Nurse calls it.’

			“Any­how, she went away then after pay­ing my fee, and I no­ticed that the ‘friend’s great-aunt’ had sud­denly be­come ‘Auntie,’ and de­cided that my cli­ent felt a cer­tain per­son­al in­terest in the mat­ter.”

			“I fancy she had,” said Park­er. “When did you see her again?”

			“Oddly enough, I ran across her in the fol­low­ing Decem­ber. I was hav­ing a quick and early din­ner in Soho, be­fore go­ing on to a show. The little place I usu­ally pat­ron­ise was very full, and I had to sit at a table where a wo­man was already seated. As I muttered the usu­al for­mula about ‘Was any­body sit­ting there,’ she looked up, and I promptly re­cog­nised my cli­ent.

			“ ‘Why, how do you do, Miss Grant?’ I said.

			“ ‘I beg your par­don,’ she replied, rather stiffly. ‘I think you are mis­taken.’

			“ ‘I beg your par­don,’ said I, stiffer still, ‘my name is Trigg, and you came to con­sult me in Bed­ford Row last June. But if I am in­trud­ing, I apo­lo­gise and with­draw.’

			“She smiled then, and said, ‘I’m sorry, I did not re­cog­nise you for the mo­ment.’

			“I ob­tained per­mis­sion to sit at her table.

			“By way of start­ing a con­ver­sa­tion, I asked wheth­er she had taken any fur­ther ad­vice in the mat­ter of the in­her­it­ance. She said no, she had been quite con­tent with what I had told her. Still to make con­ver­sa­tion, I in­quired wheth­er the great-aunt had made a will after all. She replied, rather briefly, that it had not been ne­ces­sary; the old lady had died. I no­ticed that she was dressed in black, and was con­firmed in my opin­ion that she her­self was the great-niece con­cerned.

			“We talked for some time, In­spect­or, and I will not con­ceal from you that I found Miss Grant a very in­ter­est­ing per­son­al­ity. She had an al­most mas­cu­line un­der­stand­ing. I may say I am not the sort of man who prefers wo­men to be brain­less. No, I am rather mod­ern in that re­spect. If ever I was to take a wife, In­spect­or, I should wish her to be an in­tel­li­gent com­pan­ion.”

			Park­er said Mr. Trigg’s at­ti­tude did him great cred­it. He also made the men­tal ob­ser­va­tion that Mr. Trigg would prob­ably not ob­ject to mar­ry­ing a young wo­man who had in­her­ited money and was un­en­cumbered with re­la­tions.

			“It is rare,” went on Mr. Trigg, “to find a wo­man with a leg­al mind. Miss Grant was un­usu­al in that re­spect. She took a great in­terest in some case or oth­er that was prom­in­ent in the news­pa­pers at the time—I for­get now what it was—and asked me some re­mark­ably sens­ible and in­tel­li­gent ques­tions. I must say that I quite en­joyed our con­ver­sa­tion. Be­fore din­ner was over, we had got on to more per­son­al top­ics, in the course of which I happened to men­tion that I lived in Golder’s Green.”

			“Did she give you her own ad­dress?”

			“She said she was stay­ing at the Pever­il Hotel in Blooms­bury, and that she was look­ing for a house in Town. I said that I might pos­sibly hear of some­thing out Hamp­stead way, and offered my pro­fes­sion­al ser­vices in case she should re­quire them. After din­ner I ac­com­pan­ied her back to her hotel, and bade her good­bye in the lounge.”

			“She was really stay­ing there, then?”

			“Ap­par­ently. How­ever, about a fort­night later, I happened to hear of a house in Golder’s Green that had fallen va­cant sud­denly. It be­longed, as a mat­ter of fact, to a cli­ent of mine. In pur­su­ance of my prom­ise, I wrote to Miss Grant at the Pever­il. Re­ceiv­ing no reply, I made in­quir­ies there, and found that she had left the hotel the day after our meet­ing, leav­ing no ad­dress. In the hotel re­gister, she had merely giv­en her ad­dress as Manchester. I was some­what dis­ap­poin­ted, but thought no more about the mat­ter.

			“About a month later—on Janu­ary 26th, to be ex­act, I was sit­ting at home read­ing a book, pre­par­at­ory to re­tir­ing to bed. I should say that I oc­cupy a flat, or rather maison­ette, in a small house which has been di­vided to make two es­tab­lish­ments. The people on the ground floor were away at that time, so that I was quite alone in the house. My house­keep­er only comes in by the day. The tele­phone rang—I no­ticed the time. It was a quarter to el­ev­en. I answered it, and a wo­man’s voice spoke, beg­ging me to come in­stantly to a cer­tain house on Hamp­stead Heath, to make a will for someone who was at the point of death.”

			“Did you re­cog­nise the voice?”

			“No. It soun­ded like a ser­vant’s voice. At any rate, it had a strong cock­ney ac­cent. I asked wheth­er to­mor­row would not be time enough, but the voice urged me to hurry or it might be too late. Rather an­noyed, I put my things on and went out. It was a most un­pleas­ant night, cold and foggy. I was lucky enough to find a taxi on the nearest rank. We drove to the ad­dress, which we had great dif­fi­culty in find­ing, as everything was pitch-black. It turned out to be a small house in a very isol­ated po­s­i­tion on the Heath—in fact, there was no prop­er ap­proach to it. I left the taxi on the road, about a couple of hun­dred yards off, and asked the man to wait for me, as I was very doubt­ful of ever find­ing an­oth­er taxi in that spot at that time of night. He grumbled a good deal, but con­sen­ted to wait if I prom­ised not to be very long.

			“I made my way to the house. At first I thought it was quite dark, but presently I saw a faint glim­mer in a ground-floor room. I rang the bell. No an­swer, though I could hear it trilling loudly. I rang again and knocked. Still no an­swer. It was bit­terly cold. I struck a match to be sure I had come to the right house, and then I no­ticed that the front door was ajar.

			“I thought that per­haps the ser­vant who had called me was so much oc­cu­pied with her sick mis­tress as to be un­able to leave her to come to the door. Think­ing that in that case I might be of as­sist­ance to her, I pushed the door open and went in. The hall was per­fectly dark, and I bumped against an um­brella-stand in en­ter­ing. I thought I heard a faint voice call­ing or moan­ing, and when my eyes had be­come ac­cus­tomed to the dark­ness, I stumbled for­ward, and saw a dim light com­ing from a door on the left.”

			“Was that the room which you had seen to be il­lumined from out­side?”

			“I think so. I called out, ‘May I come in?’ and a very low, weak voice replied, ‘Yes, please.’ I pushed the door open and entered a room fur­nished as a sit­ting-room. In one corner there was a couch, on which some bed­clothes ap­peared to have been hur­riedly thrown to en­able it to be used as a bed. On the couch lay a wo­man, all alone.

			“I could only dimly make her out. There was no light in the room ex­cept a small oil-lamp, with a green shade so tilted as to keep the light from the sick wo­man’s eyes. There was a fire in the grate, but it had burnt low. I could see, how­ever, that the wo­man’s head and face were swathed in white band­ages. I put out my hand and felt for the elec­tric switch, but she called out:

			“ ‘No light, please—it hurts me.’ ”

			“How did she see you put your hand to the switch?”

			“Well,” said Mr. Trigg, “that was an odd thing. She didn’t speak, as a mat­ter of fact, till I had ac­tu­ally clicked the switch down. But noth­ing happened. The light didn’t come on.”

			“Really?”

			“No. I sup­posed that the bulb had been taken away or had gone phut. How­ever, I said noth­ing, and came up to the bed. She said in a sort of half-whis­per, ‘Is that the law­yer?’

			“I said, ‘Yes,’ and asked what I could do for her.

			“She said, ‘I have had a ter­rible ac­ci­dent. I can’t live. I want to make my will quickly.’ I asked wheth­er there was nobody with her. ‘Yes, yes,’ she said in a hur­ried way, ‘my ser­vant will be back in a mo­ment. She has gone to look for a doc­tor.’ ‘But,’ I said, ‘couldn’t she have rung up? You are not fit to be left alone.’ ‘We couldn’t get through to one,’ she replied, ‘it’s all right. She will be here soon. Don’t waste time. I must make my will.’ She spoke in a dread­ful, gasp­ing way, and I felt that the best thing would be to do what she wanted, for fear of agit­at­ing her. I drew a chair to the table where the lamp was, got out my foun­tain pen and a prin­ted will-form with which I had provided my­self, and ex­pressed my­self ready to re­ceive her in­struc­tions.

			“Be­fore be­gin­ning, she asked me to give her a little brandy and wa­ter from a de­canter which stood on the table. I did so, and she took a small sip, which seemed to re­vive her. I placed the glass near her hand, and at her sug­ges­tion mixed an­oth­er glass for my­self. I was very glad of it, for, as I said, it was a beast of a night, and the room was cold. I looked round for some ex­tra coals to put on the fire, but could see none.”

			“That,” said Park­er, “is ex­tremely in­ter­est­ing and sug­gest­ive.”

			“I thought it queer at the time. But the whole thing was queer. Any­way, I then said I was ready to be­gin. She said, ‘You may think I am a little mad, be­cause my head has been so hurt. But I am quite sane. But he shan’t have a penny of the money.’ I asked her if someone had at­tacked her. She replied, ‘My hus­band. He thinks he has killed me. But I am go­ing to live long enough to will the money away.’ She then said that her name was Mrs. Mari­on Mead, and pro­ceeded to make a will, leav­ing her es­tate, which amoun­ted to about £10,000, among vari­ous leg­atees, in­clud­ing a daugh­ter and three or four sis­ters. It was rather a com­plic­ated will, as it in­cluded vari­ous devices for ty­ing up the daugh­ter’s money in a trust, so as to pre­vent her from ever hand­ing over any of it to the fath­er.”

			“Did you make a note of the names and ad­dresses of the people in­volved?”

			“I did, but, as you will see later on, I could make no use of them. The test­atrix was cer­tainly clear­headed enough about the pro­vi­sions of the will, though she seemed ter­ribly weak, and her voice nev­er rose above a whis­per after that one time when she had called to me not to turn on the light.

			“At length I fin­ished my notes of the will, and star­ted to draft it out on to the prop­er form. There were no signs of the ser­vant’s re­turn, and I began to be really anxious. Also the ex­treme cold—or some­thing else—ad­ded to the fact that it was now long past my bed­time, was mak­ing me ap­pallingly sleepy. I poured out an­oth­er stiff little dose of the brandy to warm me up, and went on writ­ing out the will.

			“When I had fin­ished I said:

			“ ‘How about sign­ing this? We need an­oth­er wit­ness to make it leg­al.’

			“She said, ‘My ser­vant must be here in a minute or two. I can’t think what has happened to her.’

			“ ‘I ex­pect she has missed her way in the fog,’ I said. ‘How­ever, I will wait a little longer. I can’t go and leave you like this.’

			“She thanked me feebly, and we sat for some time in si­lence. As time went on, I began to feel the situ­ation to be in­creas­ingly un­canny. The sick wo­man breathed heav­ily, and moaned from time to time. The de­sire for sleep over­powered me more and more. I could not un­der­stand it.

			“Presently it oc­curred to me, stu­pefied though I felt, that the most sens­ible thing would be to get the taxi-man—if he was still there—to come in and wit­ness the will with me, and then to go my­self to find a doc­tor. I sat, sleepily re­volving this in my mind, and try­ing to sum­mon en­ergy to speak. I felt as though a great weight of in­er­tia was press­ing down upon me. Ex­er­tion of any kind seemed al­most bey­ond my powers.

			“Sud­denly some­thing happened which brought me back to my­self. Mrs. Mead turned a little over upon the couch and peered at me in­tently, as it seemed, in the lamp­light. To sup­port her­self, she put both her hands on the edge of the table. I no­ticed with a vague sense of some­thing un­ex­pec­ted, that the left hand bore no wed­ding-ring. And then I no­ticed some­thing else.

			“Across the back of the fin­gers of the right hand went a curi­ous scar—as though a chisel or some such thing had slipped and cut them.”

			Park­er sat up­right in his chair.

			“Yes,” said Mr. Trigg, “that in­terests you. It startled me. Or rather, startled isn’t quite the word. In my op­pressed state, it af­fected me like some kind of night­mare. I struggled up­right in my chair, and the wo­man sank back upon her pil­lows.

			“At that mo­ment there came a vi­ol­ent ring at the bell.”

			“The ser­vant?”

			“No—thank Heav­en it was my taxi-driver, who had be­come tired of wait­ing. I thought—I don’t quite know what I thought—but I was alarmed. I gave some kind of shout or groan, and the man came straight in. Hap­pily, I had left the door open as I had found it.

			“I pulled my­self to­geth­er suf­fi­ciently to ask him to wit­ness the will. I must have looked queer and spoken in a strange way, for I re­mem­ber how he looked from me to the brandy-bottle. How­ever, he signed the pa­per after Mrs. Mead, who wrote her name in a weak, strag­gling hand as she lay on her back.

			“ ‘Wot next, guv’nor?’ asked the man, when this was done.

			“I was feel­ing dread­fully ill by now. I could only say, ‘Take me home.’

			“He looked at Mrs. Mead and then at me, and said, ‘Ain’t there nobody to see to the lady, sir?’

			“I said, ‘Fetch a doc­tor. But take me home first.’

			“I stumbled out of the house on his arm. I heard him mut­ter­ing some­thing about its be­ing a rum start. I don’t re­mem­ber the drive home. When I came back to life, I was in my own bed, and one of the loc­al doc­tors was stand­ing over me.

			“I’m afraid this story is get­ting very long and te­di­ous. To cut mat­ters short, it seems the taxi-driver, who was a very de­cent, in­tel­li­gent fel­low, had found me com­pletely in­sens­ible at the end of the drive. He didn’t know who I was, but he hunted in my pock­et and found my vis­it­ing-card and my latch­key. He took me home, got me up­stairs and, de­cid­ing that if I was drunk, I was a worse drunk than he had ever en­countered in his ex­per­i­ence, hu­manely went round and fetched a doc­tor.

			“The doc­tor’s opin­ion was that I had been heav­ily drugged with ver­on­al or some­thing of that kind. For­tu­nately, if the idea was to murder me, the dose had been very much un­der­es­tim­ated. We went in­to the mat­ter thor­oughly, and the up­shot was that I must have taken about 30 grains of the stuff. It ap­pears that it is a dif­fi­cult drug to trace by ana­lys­is, but that was the con­clu­sion the doc­tor came to, look­ing at the mat­ter all round. Un­doubtedly the brandy had been doped.

			“Of course, we went round to look at the house next day. It was all shut up, and the loc­al milk­man in­formed us that the oc­cu­pi­ers had been away for a week and were not ex­pec­ted home for an­oth­er ten days. We got in­to com­mu­nic­a­tion with them, but they ap­peared to be per­fectly genu­ine, or­din­ary people, and they de­clared they knew noth­ing whatever about it. They were ac­cus­tomed to go away every so of­ten, just shut­ting the house and not both­er­ing about a care­taker or any­thing. The man came along at once, nat­ur­ally, to in­vest­ig­ate mat­ters, but couldn’t find that any­thing had been stolen or dis­turbed, ex­cept that a pair of sheets and some pil­lows showed signs of use, and a scuttle of coal had been used in the sit­ting-room. The coal-cel­lar, which also con­tained the elec­tric meter, had been left locked and the meter turned off be­fore the fam­ily left—they ap­par­ently had a few grains of sense—which ac­counts for the chill dark­ness of the house when I entered it. The vis­it­or had ap­par­ently slipped back the catch of the pantry win­dow—one of the usu­al gim­crack af­fairs—with a knife or some­thing, and had brought her own lamp, si­phon and brandy. Dar­ing, but not really dif­fi­cult.

			“No Mrs. Mead or Miss Grant was to be heard of any­where, as I needn’t tell you. The ten­ants of the house were not keen to start ex­pens­ive in­quir­ies—after all, they’d lost noth­ing but a shil­ling’s worth of coals—and on con­sid­er­a­tion, and see­ing that I hadn’t ac­tu­ally been murdered or any­thing, I thought it best to let the mat­ter slide. It was a most un­pleas­ant ad­ven­ture.”

			“I’m sure it was. Did you ever hear from Miss Grant again?”

			“Why, yes. She rang me up twice—once, after three months, and again only a fort­night ago, ask­ing for an ap­point­ment. You may think me cow­ardly, Mr. Park­er, but each time I put her off. I didn’t quite know what might hap­pen. As a mat­ter of fact, the opin­ion I formed in my own mind was that I had been en­trapped in­to that house with the idea of mak­ing me spend the night there and af­ter­wards black­mail­ing me. That was the only ex­plan­a­tion I could think of which would ac­count for the sleep­ing-draught. I thought dis­cre­tion was the bet­ter part of valour, and gave my clerks and my house­keep­er in­struc­tions that if Miss Grant should call at any time I was out and not ex­pec­ted back.”

			“H’m. Do you sup­pose she knew you had re­cog­nised the scar on her hand?”

			“I’m sure she didn’t. Oth­er­wise she would hardly have made ad­vances to me in her own name again.”

			“No. I think you are right. Well, Mr. Trigg, I am much ob­liged to you for this in­form­a­tion, which may turn out to be very valu­able. And if Miss Grant should ring you up again—where did she call from, by the way?”

			“From call-boxes, each time. I know that, be­cause the op­er­at­or al­ways tells one when the call is from a pub­lic box. I didn’t have the calls traced.”

			“No, of course not. Well, if she does it again, will you please make an ap­point­ment with her, and then let me know about it at once? A call to Scot­land Yard will al­ways find me.”

			Mr. Trigg prom­ised that he would do this, and Park­er took his leave.

			“And now we know,” thought Park­er as he re­turned home, “that some­body—an odd un­scru­pu­lous some­body—was mak­ing in­quir­ies about great-nieces in 1925. A word to Miss Cli­mpson, I fancy, is in­dic­ated—just to find out wheth­er Mary Whit­taker has a scar on her right hand, or wheth­er I’ve got to hunt up any more so­li­cit­ors.”

			The hot streets seemed less op­press­ively oven-like than be­fore. In fact, Park­er was so cheered by his in­ter­view that he ac­tu­ally be­stowed a ci­gar­ette-card upon the next urchin who ac­cos­ted him.
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					“There’s not a crime
					

					But takes its prop­er change out still in crime
					

					If once rung on the counter of this world.”
				

				E. B. Brown­ing: Au­rora Leigh
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					Gone Away

				
				
					“There is noth­ing good or evil save in the will.”

					Epic­t­etus
				

			
			“You will not, I ima­gine, deny,” ob­served Lord Peter, “that very odd things seem to hap­pen to the people who are in a po­s­i­tion to give in­form­a­tion about the last days of Agatha Dawson. Ber­tha Go­tobed dies sud­denly, un­der sus­pi­cious cir­cum­stances; her sis­ter thinks she sees Miss Whit­taker ly­ing in wait for her at Liv­er­pool docks; Mr. Trigg is in­veigled in­to a house of mys­tery and is semi-poisoned. I won­der what would have happened to Mr. Probyn, if he had been care­less enough to re­main in Eng­land.”

			“I deny noth­ing,” replied Park­er. “I will only point out to you that dur­ing the month in which these dis­asters oc­curred to the Go­tobed fam­ily, the ob­ject of your sus­pi­cions was in Kent with Miss Vera Find­later, who nev­er left her side.”

			“As against that un­doubted snag,” re­joined Wim­sey, “I bring for­ward a let­ter from Miss Cli­mpson, in which—amid a lot of rig­mar­ole with which I will not trouble you—she in­forms me that upon Miss Whit­taker’s right hand there is a scar, pre­cisely sim­il­ar to the one which Mr. Trigg de­scribes.”

			“Is there? That does seem to con­nect Miss Whit­taker pretty def­in­itely with the Trigg busi­ness. But is it your the­ory that she is try­ing to pol­ish off all the people who know any­thing about Miss Dawson? Rather a big job, don’t you think, for a single-handed fe­male? And if so, why is Dr. Carr spared? and Nurse Phil­liter? and Nurse For­bes? And the oth­er doc­tor chap­pie? And the rest of the pop­u­la­tion of Leahamp­ton, if it comes to that?”

			“That’s an in­ter­est­ing point which had already oc­curred to me. I think I know why. Up to the present, the Dawson case has presen­ted two dif­fer­ent prob­lems, one leg­al and one med­ic­al—the motive and the means, if you like that bet­ter. As far as op­por­tun­ity goes, only two people fig­ure as pos­sibles—Miss Whit­taker and Nurse For­bes. The For­bes wo­man had noth­ing to gain by kil­lin’ a good pa­tient, so for the mo­ment we can wash her out.

			“Well now, as to the med­ic­al prob­lem—the means. I must say that up to now that ap­pears com­pletely in­sol­uble. I am baffled, Wat­son (said he, his hawk-like eyes gleam­ing an­grily from un­der the half-closed lids). Even I am baffled. But not for long! (he cried, with a mag­ni­fi­cent burst of self-con­fid­ence). My Hon­our (cap­it­al H) is con­cerned to track this Hu­man Fiend (cap­it­als) to its hid­den source, and nail the whited sep­ulchre to the mast even though it crush me in the at­tempt! Loud ap­plause. His chin sank brood­ingly upon his dress­ing-gown, and he breathed a few gut­tur­al notes in­to the bass sax­o­phone which was the cher­ished com­pan­ion of his sol­it­ary hours in the bath­room.”

			Park­er os­ten­ta­tiously took up the book which he had laid aside on Wim­sey’s en­trance.

			“Tell me when you’ve fin­ished,” he said, caustic­ally.

			“I’ve hardly be­gun. The means, I re­peat, seems in­sol­uble—and so the crim­in­al evid­ently thinks. There has been no ex­ag­ger­ated mor­tal­ity among the doc­tors and nurses. On that side of the busi­ness the lady feels her­self safe. No. The motive is the weak point—hence the hurry to stop the mouths of the people who knew about the leg­al part of the prob­lem.”

			“Yes, I see. Mrs. Crop­per has star­ted back to Canada, by the way. She doesn’t seem to have been mo­les­ted at all.”

			“No—and that’s why I still think there was some­body on the watch in Liv­er­pool. Mrs. Crop­per was only worth si­len­cing so long as she had told nobody her story. That is why I was care­ful to meet her and ac­com­pany her os­ten­ta­tiously to Town.”

			“Oh, rot, Peter! Even if Miss Whit­taker had been there—which we know she couldn’t have been—how was she to know that you were go­ing to ask about the Dawson busi­ness? She doesn’t know you from Adam.”

			“She might have found out who Murbles was. The ad­vert­ise­ment which star­ted the whole busi­ness was in his name, you know.”

			“In that case, why hasn’t she at­tacked Murbles or you?”

			“Murbles is a wise old bird. In vain are nets spread in his sight. He is see­ing no fe­male cli­ents, an­swer­ing no in­vit­a­tions, and nev­er goes out without an es­cort.”

			“I didn’t know he took it so ser­i­ously.”

			“Oh, yes. Murbles is old enough to have learnt the value of his own skin. As for me—have you no­ticed the re­mark­able sim­il­ar­ity in some ways between Mr. Trigg’s ad­ven­ture and my own little ad­ven­ture­let, as you might say, in South Aud­ley Street?”

			“What, with Mrs. For­rest?”

			“Yes. The secret ap­point­ment. The drink. The en­deav­our to get one to stay the night at all costs. I’m pos­it­ive there was some­thing in that sug­ar, Charles, that no sug­ar should con­tain—see Pub­lic Health (Adul­ter­a­tion of Food) Acts, vari­ous.”

			“You think Mrs. For­rest is an ac­com­plice?”

			“I do. I don’t know what she has to gain by it—prob­ably money. But I feel sure there is some con­nec­tion. Partly be­cause of Ber­tha Go­tobed’s £5 note; partly be­cause Mrs. For­rest’s story was a palp­able fake—I’m cer­tain the wo­man’s nev­er had a lov­er, let alone a hus­band—you can’t mis­take real in­ex­per­i­ence; and chiefly be­cause of the sim­il­ar­ity of meth­od. Crim­in­als al­ways tend to re­peat their ef­fects. Look at George Joseph Smith and his brides. Look at Neill Cream. Look at Arm­strong and his tea-parties.”

			“Well, if there’s an ac­com­plice, all the bet­ter. Ac­com­plices gen­er­ally end by giv­ing the show away.”

			“True. And we are in a good po­s­i­tion be­cause up till now I don’t think they know that we sus­pect any con­nec­tion between them.”

			“But I still think, you know, we ought to get some evid­ence that ac­tu­al crimes have been com­mit­ted. Call me finick­ing, if you like. If you could sug­gest a means of do­ing away with these people so as to leave no trace, I should feel hap­pi­er about it.”

			“The means, eh?—Well, we do know some­thing about it.”

			“As what?”

			“Well—take the two vic­tims—”

			“Al­leged.”

			“All right, old par­tic­u­lar. The two al­leged vic­tims and the two (al­leged) in­ten­ded vic­tims. Miss Dawson was ill and help­less; Ber­tha Go­tobed pos­sibly stu­pefied by a heavy meal and an un­ac­cus­tomed quant­ity of wine; Trigg was giv­en a suf­fi­cient dose of ver­on­al to send him to sleep, and I was offered some­thing of prob­ably the same kind—I wish I could have kept the re­mains of that cof­fee. So we de­duce from that, what?”

			“I sup­pose that it was a means of death which could only be used on some­body more or less help­less or un­con­scious.”

			“Ex­actly. As for in­stance, a hy­po­derm­ic in­jec­tion—only noth­ing ap­pears to have been in­jec­ted. Or a del­ic­ate op­er­a­tion of some kind—if we could only think of one to fit the case. Or the in­hal­a­tion of some­thing—such as chlo­ro­form—only we could find no traces of suf­foc­a­tion.”

			“Yes. That doesn’t get us very far, though.”

			“It’s some­thing. Then, again, it may very well be some­thing that a trained nurse would have learnt or heard about. Miss Whit­taker was trained, you know—which, by the way, was what made it so easy for her to band­age up her own head and provide a pi­ti­ful and un­re­cog­nis­able spec­tacle for the stu­pid Mr. Trigg.”

			“It wouldn’t have to be any­thing very out of the way—noth­ing, I mean, that only a trained sur­geon could do, or that re­quired very spe­cial­ised know­ledge.”

			“Oh, no. Prob­ably some­thing picked up in con­ver­sa­tion with a doc­tor or the oth­er nurses. I say, how about get­ting hold of Dr. Carr again? Or, no—if he’d got any ideas on the sub­ject he’d have trot­ted ’em out be­fore now. I know! I’ll ask Lub­bock, the ana­lyst. He’ll do. I’ll get in touch with him to­mor­row.”

			“And mean­while,” said Park­er, “I sup­pose we just sit round and wait for some­body else to be murdered.”

			“It’s beastly, isn’t it? I still feel poor Ber­tha Go­tobed’s blood on my head, so to speak. I say!”

			“Yes?”

			“We’ve prac­tic­ally got clear proof on the Trigg busi­ness. Couldn’t you put the lady in quod on a charge of burg­lary while we think out the rest of the dope? It’s of­ten done. It was a burg­lary, you know. She broke in­to a house after dark and ap­pro­pri­ated a scut­tle­ful of coal to her own use. Trigg could identi­fy her—he seems to have paid the lady par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion on more than one oc­ca­sion—and we could rake up his taxi-man for cor­rob­or­at­ive de­tail.”

			Park­er pulled at his pipe for a few minutes.

			“There’s some­thing in that,” he said fi­nally. “I think per­haps it’s worth while put­ting it be­fore the au­thor­it­ies. But we mustn’t be in too much of a hurry, you know. I wish we were fur­ther ahead with our oth­er proofs. There’s such a thing as Habeas Cor­pus—you can’t hold on to people in­def­in­itely just on a charge of steal­ing coal—”

			“There’s the break­ing and en­ter­ing, don’t for­get that. It’s burg­lary, after all. You can get pen­al ser­vitude for life for burg­lary.”

			“But it all de­pends on the view the law takes of the coal. It might de­cide that there was no ori­gin­al in­ten­tion of steal­ing coal, and treat the thing as a mere mis­de­mean­our or civil tres­pass. Any­how, we don’t really want a con­vic­tion for steal­ing coal. But I’ll see what they think about it at our place, and mean­while I’ll get hold of Trigg again and try and find the taxi-driver. And Trigg’s doc­tor. We might get it as an at­tempt to murder Trigg, or at least to in­flict griev­ous bod­ily harm. But I should like some more evid­ence about—”

			“Cuckoo! So should I. But I can’t man­u­fac­ture evid­ence out of noth­ing. Dash it all, be reas­on­able. I’ve built you up a case out of noth­ing. Isn’t that hand­some enough? Base in­grat­it­ude—that’s what’s the mat­ter with you.”

			

			Park­er’s in­quir­ies took some time, and June lingered in­to its longest days.

			Cham­ber­lin and Lev­ine flew the At­lantic, and Se­grave bade farewell to Brook­lands. The Daily Yell wrote anti-Red lead­ers and dis­covered a plot, some­body laid claim to a mar­quisate, and a Czecho-Slov­aki­an pre­ten­ded to swim the Chan­nel. Ham­mond out-graced Grace, there was an out­burst of murder at Mo­scow, Foxlaw won the Gold Cup and the earth opened at Ox­hey and swal­lowed up some­body’s front garden. Ox­ford de­cided that wo­men were dan­ger­ous, and the elec­tric hare con­sen­ted to run at the White City. Eng­land’s su­prem­acy was chal­lenged at Wimble­don, and the House of Lords made the ges­ture of stoop­ing to con­quer.

			Mean­while, Lord Peter’s pro­jec­ted mag­num opus on a-hun­dred-and-one ways of caus­ing sud­den death had ad­vanced by the ac­cu­mu­la­tion of a mass of notes which flowed all over the lib­rary at the flat, and threatened to en­gulf Bunter, whose task it was to file and cross-ref­er­ence and gen­er­ally to pro­duce or­der from chaos. Ori­ent­al schol­ars and ex­plorers were but­ton­holed in clubs and strenu­ously pumped on the sub­ject of ab­struse nat­ive pois­ons; hor­rid ex­per­i­ments per­formed in Ger­man labor­at­or­ies were com­mu­nic­ated in un­read­able doc­u­ments; and the life of Sir James Lub­bock, who had the mis­for­tune to be a par­tic­u­lar friend of Lord Peter’s, was made a bur­den to him with daily in­quir­ies as to the post­mortem de­tec­tion of such vary­ing sub­stances as chlo­ro­form, cur­are, hy­dro­cy­an­ic acid gas and di­ethyl­sulph­on­methyl­ethyl­meth­ane.

			“But surely there must be some­thing which kills without leav­ing a trace,” pleaded Lord Peter, when at length in­formed that the per­se­cu­tion must cease. “A thing in such uni­ver­sal de­mand—surely it is not bey­ond the wit of sci­ent­ists to in­vent it. It must ex­ist. Why isn’t it prop­erly ad­vert­ised? There ought to be a com­pany to ex­ploit it. It’s simply ri­dicu­lous. Why, it’s a thing one might be wantin’ one’s self any day.”

			“You don’t un­der­stand,” said Sir James Lub­bock. “Plenty of pois­ons leave no par­tic­u­lar post­mortem ap­pear­ances. And plenty of them—es­pe­cially the ve­get­able ones—are dif­fi­cult to find by ana­lys­is, un­less you know what you are look­ing for. For in­stance, if you’re test­ing for ar­sen­ic, that test won’t tell you wheth­er strych­nine is present or not. And if you’re test­ing for strych­nine, you won’t find morphia. You’ve got to try one test after an­oth­er till you hit the right one. And of course there are cer­tain pois­ons for which no re­cog­nised tests ex­ist.”

			“I know all that,” said Wim­sey. “I’ve tested things my­self. But these pois­ons with no re­cog­nised test—how do you set about prov­ing that they’re there?”

			“Well, of course, you’d take the symp­toms in­to ac­count, and so on. You would look at the his­tory of the case.”

			“Yes—but I want a pois­on that doesn’t pro­duce any symp­toms. Ex­cept death, of course—if you call that a symp­tom. Isn’t there a pois­on with no symp­toms and no test? Some­thing that just makes you go off, Pouf! like that?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” said the ana­lyst, rather an­noyed—for your med­ic­al ana­lyst lives by symp­toms and tests, and nobody likes sug­ges­tions that un­der­mine the very found­a­tions of his pro­fes­sion—“not even old age or men­tal de­cay. There are al­ways symp­toms.”

			For­tu­nately, be­fore the symp­toms of men­tal de­cay could be­come too pro­nounced in Lord Peter, Park­er soun­ded the call to ac­tion.

			“I’m go­ing down to Leahamp­ton with a war­rant,” he said. “I may not use it, but the chief thinks it might be worth while to make an in­quiry. What with the Bat­ter­sea mys­tery and the Daniels busi­ness, and Ber­tha Go­tobed, there seems to be a feel­ing that there have been too many un­ex­plained tra­gedies this year, and the Press have be­gun yelp­ing again, blast them! There’s an art­icle in John Cit­izen this week, with a poster: ‘Ninety-six Mur­der­ers at Large,’ and the Even­ing Views is start­ing its re­ports with ‘Six weeks have now passed, and the po­lice are no near­er the solu­tion—’ you know the kind of thing. We’ll simply have to get some sort of move on. Do you want to come?”

			“Cer­tainly—a breath of coun­try air would do me good, I fancy. Blow away the cob­webs, don’t you know. It might even in­spire me to in­vent a good way of mur­der­in’ people. ‘O In­spir­a­tion, sol­it­ary child, warb­ling thy nat­ive wood-notes wild—’ Did some­body write that, or did I in­vent it? It sounds re­min­is­cent, some­how.”

			Park­er, who was out of tem­per, replied rather shortly, and in­tim­ated that the po­lice car would be start­ing for Leahamp­ton in an hour’s time.

			“I will be there,” said Wim­sey, “though, mind you, I hate be­ing driv­en by an­oth­er fel­low. It feels so un­safe. Nev­er mind. I will be bloody, bold and res­ol­ute, as Queen Vic­tor­ia said to the Arch­bish­op of Can­ter­bury.”

			They reached Leahamp­ton without any in­cid­ent to jus­ti­fy Lord Peter’s fears. Park­er had brought an­oth­er of­ficer with him, and on the way they picked up the Chief Con­stable of the County, who ap­peared very du­bi­ously dis­posed to­wards their er­rand. Lord Peter, ob­serving their ar­ray of five strong men, go­ing out to seize upon one young wo­man, was re­minded of the Mar­quise de Brin­vil­li­ers—(“What! all that wa­ter for a little per­son like me?”)—but this led him back to the sub­ject of pois­on, and he re­mained steeped in thought and gloom till the car drew up be­fore the house in Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue.

			Park­er got out, and went up the path with the Chief Con­stable. The door was opened to them by a frightened-look­ing maid, who gave a little shriek at sight of them.

			“Oh, sir! have you come to say some­thing’s happened to Miss Whit­taker?”

			“Isn’t Miss Whit­taker at home, then?”

			“No, sir. She went out in the car with Miss Vera Find­later on Monday—that’s four days back, sir, and she hasn’t come home, nor Miss Find­later neither, and I’m frightened some­thing’s happened to them. When I see you, sir, I thought you was the po­lice come to say there had been an ac­ci­dent. I didn’t know what to do, sir.”

			“Skipped, by God!” was Park­er’s in­stant thought, but he con­trolled his an­noy­ance, and asked:

			“Do you know where they were go­ing?”

			“Crow’s Beach, Miss Whit­taker said, sir.”

			“That’s a good fifty miles,” said the Chief Con­stable. “Prob­ably they’ve just de­cided to stay there a day or two.”

			“More likely gone in the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion,” thought Park­er.

			“They didn’t take no things for the night, sir. They went off about ten in the morn­ing. They said they was go­ing to have lunch there and come home in the even­ing. And Miss Whit­taker hasn’t writ­ten nor noth­ing. And her al­ways so par­tic­u­lar. Cook and me, we didn’t know what—”

			“Oh, well, I ex­pect it’s all right,” said the Chief Con­stable. “It’s a pity, as we par­tic­u­larly wanted to see Miss Whit­taker. When you hear from her, you might say Sir Charles Pil­l­ing­ton called with a friend.”

			“Yes, sir. But please, sir, what ought we to do, sir?”

			“Noth­ing. Don’t worry. I’ll have in­quir­ies made. I’m the Chief Con­stable, you know, and I can soon find out wheth­er there’s been an ac­ci­dent or any­thing. But if there had been, de­pend upon it we should have heard about it. Come, my girl, pull your­self to­geth­er, there’s noth­ing to cry about. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear any­thing.” But Sir Charles looked dis­turbed. Com­ing on top of Park­er’s ar­rival in the dis­trict, the thing had an un­pleas­ant look about it.

			Lord Peter re­ceived the news cheer­fully.

			“Good,” said he, “joggle ’em up. Keep ’em mov­ing. That’s the spir­it. Al­ways like it when somethin’ hap­pens. My worst sus­pi­cions are goin’ to be jus­ti­fied. That al­ways makes one feel so im­port­ant and vir­tu­ous, don’t you think? Won­der why she took the girl with her, though. By the way, we’d bet­ter look up the Find­laters. They may have heard some­thing.”

			This ob­vi­ous sug­ges­tion was ac­ted upon at once. But at the Find­laters’ house they drew blank. The fam­ily were at the sea­side, with the ex­cep­tion of Miss Vera, who was stay­ing in Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue with Miss Whit­taker. No anxi­ety was ex­pressed by the par­lour­maid and none, ap­par­ently, felt. The in­vest­ig­at­ors took care not to arouse any alarm, and, leav­ing a trivi­al and po­lite mes­sage from Sir Charles, with­drew for a con­sulta­tion.

			“There’s noth­ing for it, so far as I can see,” said Park­er, “but an all-sta­tions call to look out for the car and the ladies. And we must put in­quir­ies through to all the ports, of course. With four days’ start, they may be any­where by now. I wish to Heav­en I’d risked a bit and star­ted earli­er, ap­prov­al or no ap­prov­al. What’s this Find­later girl like? I’d bet­ter go back to the house and get pho­to­graphs of her and the Whit­taker wo­man. And, Wim­sey, I wish you’d look in on Miss Cli­mpson and see if she has any in­form­a­tion.”

			“And you might tell ’em at the Yard to keep an eye on Mrs. For­rest’s place,” said Wim­sey. “When any­thing sen­sa­tion­al hap­pens to a crim­in­al it’s a good tip to watch the ac­com­plice.”

			“I feel sure you are both quite mis­taken about this,” urged Sir Charles Pil­l­ing­ton. “Crim­in­al—ac­com­plice—bless me! I have had con­sid­er­able ex­per­i­ence in the course of a long life—longer than either of yours—and I really feel con­vinced that Miss Whit­taker, whom I know quite well, is as good and nice a girl as you could wish to find. But there has un­doubtedly been an ac­ci­dent of some kind, and it is our duty to make the fullest in­vest­ig­a­tion. I will get on to Crow’s Beach po­lice im­me­di­ately, as soon as I know the de­scrip­tion of the car.”

			“It’s an Aus­tin Sev­en and the num­ber is XX9917,” said Wim­sey, much to the Chief Con­stable’s sur­prise. “But I doubt very much wheth­er you’ll find it at Crow’s Beach, or any­where near it.”

			“Well, we’d bet­ter get a move on,” snapped Park­er. “We’d bet­ter sep­ar­ate. How about a spot of lunch in an hour’s time at the George?”

			Wim­sey was un­lucky. Miss Cli­mpson was not to be found. She had had her lunch early and gone out, say­ing she felt that a long coun­try walk would do her good. Mrs. Budge was rather afraid she had had some bad news—she had seemed so up­set and wor­ried since yes­ter­day even­ing.

			“But in­deed, sir,” she ad­ded, “if you was quick, you might find her up at the church. She of­ten drops in there to say her pray­ers like. Not a re­spect­ful way to ap­proach a place of wor­ship to my mind, do you think so your­self, sir? Pop­ping in and out on a week­day, the same as if it was a friend’s house. And com­ing home from Com­mu­nion as cheer­ful as any­thing and ready to laugh and make jokes. I don’t see as how we was meant to make an or­din­ary thing of re­li­gion that way—so dis­respect­ful and noth­ing up­lift­ing to the ’art about it. But there! we all ’as our fail­ings, and Miss Cli­mpson is a nice lady and that I must say, even if she is a Roam­ing Cath­ol­ic or next door to one.”

			Lord Peter thought that Roam­ing Cath­ol­ic was rather an ap­pro­pri­ate name for the more ul­tra­mont­ane sec­tion of the High Church party. At the mo­ment, how­ever, he felt he could not af­ford time for re­li­gious dis­cus­sion, and set off for the church in quest of Miss Cli­mpson.

			The doors of St. Ones­imus were hos­pit­ably open, and the red Sanc­tu­ary lamp made a little spot of wel­com­ing bright­ness in the rather dark build­ing. Com­ing in from the June sun­shine, Wim­sey blinked a little be­fore he could dis­tin­guish any­thing else. Presently he was able to make out a dark, bowed fig­ure kneel­ing be­fore the lamp. For a mo­ment he hoped it was Miss Cli­mpson, but presently saw to his dis­ap­point­ment that it was merely a Sis­ter in a black habit, pre­sum­ably tak­ing her turn to watch be­fore the Host. The only oth­er oc­cu­pant of the church was a priest in a cas­sock, who was busy with the or­na­ments on the High Al­tar. It was the Feast of St. John, Wim­sey re­membered sud­denly. He walked up the aisle, hop­ing to find his quarry hid­den in some ob­scure corner. His shoes squeaked. This an­noyed him. It was a thing which Bunter nev­er per­mit­ted. He was seized with a fancy that the squeak was pro­duced by diabol­ic pos­ses­sion—a protest against a re­li­gious at­mo­sphere on the part of his own par­tic­u­lar be­set­ting dev­il. Pleased with this thought, he moved for­ward more con­fid­ently.

			The priest’s at­ten­tion was at­trac­ted by the squeak. He turned and came down to­wards the in­truder. No doubt, thought Wim­sey, to of­fer his pro­fes­sion­al ser­vices to ex­or­cise the evil spir­it.

			“Were you look­ing for any­body?” in­quired the priest, cour­teously.

			“Well, I was look­ing for a lady,” began Wim­sey. Then it struck him that this soun­ded a little odd un­der the cir­cum­stances, and he hastened to ex­plain more fully, in the stifled tones con­sidered ap­pro­pri­ate to con­sec­rated sur­round­ings.

			“Oh, yes,” said the priest, quite un­per­turbed, “Miss Cli­mpson was here a little time ago, but I fancy she has gone. Not that I usu­ally keep tabs on my flock,” he ad­ded, with a laugh, “but she spoke to me be­fore she went. Was it ur­gent? What a pity you should have missed her. Can I give any kind of mes­sage or help you in any way?”

			“No, thanks,” said Wim­sey. “Sorry to both­er you. Un­seemly to come and try to haul people out of church, but—yes, it was rather im­port­ant. I’ll leave a mes­sage at the house. Thanks fright­fully.”

			He turned away; then stopped and came back.

			“I say,” he said, “you give ad­vice on mor­al prob­lems and all that sort of thing, don’t you?”

			“Well, we’re sup­posed to try,” said the priest. “Is any­thing both­er­ing you in par­tic­u­lar?”

			“Ye-es,” said Wim­sey, “noth­ing re­li­gious, I don’t mean—noth­ing about in­fal­lib­il­ity or the Vir­gin Mary or any­thing of that sort. Just some­thing I’m not com­fort­able about.”

			The priest—who was, in fact, the vicar, Mr. Tredgold—in­dic­ated that he was quite at Lord Peter’s ser­vice.

			“It’s very good of you. Could we come some­where where I didn’t have to whis­per so much. I nev­er can ex­plain things in a whis­per. Sort of para­lyses one, don’t you know.”

			“Let’s go out­side,” said Mr. Tredgold.

			So they went out and sat on a flat tomb­stone.

			“It’s like this,” said Wim­sey. “Hy­po­thet­ic­al case, you see, and so on. S’pos­in’ one knows some­body who’s very, very ill and can’t last long any­how. And they’re in aw­ful pain and all that, and kept un­der morphia—prac­tic­ally dead to the world, you know. And sup­pose that by dy­in’ straight away they could make some­thing hap­pen which they really wanted to hap­pen and which couldn’t hap­pen if they lived on a little longer (I can’t ex­plain ex­actly how, be­cause I don’t want to give per­son­al de­tails and so on)—you get the idea? Well, sup­pos­in’ some­body who knew all that was just to give ’em a little push off so to speak—hurry mat­ters on—why should that be a very dread­ful crime?”

			“The law—” began Mr. Tredgold.

			“Oh, the law says it’s a crime, fast enough,” said Wim­sey. “But do you hon­estly think it’s very bad? I know you’d call it a sin, of course, but why is it so very dread­ful? It doesn’t do the per­son any harm, does it?”

			“We can’t an­swer that,” said Mr. Tredgold, “without know­ing the ways of God with the soul. In those last weeks or hours of pain and un­con­scious­ness, the soul may be un­der­go­ing some ne­ces­sary part of its pil­grim­age on earth. It isn’t our busi­ness to cut it short. Who are we to take life and death in­to our hands?”

			“Well, we do it all day, one way and an­oth­er. Jur­ies—sol­diers—doc­tors—all that. And yet I do feel, some­how, that it isn’t a right thing in this case. And yet, by in­ter­fer­ing—find­ing things out and so on—one may do far worse harm. Start all kinds of things.”

			“I think,” said Mr. Tredgold, “that the sin—I won’t use that word—the dam­age to So­ci­ety, the wrong­ness of the thing lies much more in the harm it does the killer than in any­thing it can do to the per­son who is killed. Es­pe­cially, of course, if the killing is to the killer’s own ad­vant­age. The con­sequence you men­tion—this thing which the sick per­son wants done—does the oth­er per­son stand to be­ne­fit by it, may I ask?”

			“Yes. That’s just it. He—she—they do.”

			“That puts it at once on a dif­fer­ent plane from just hasten­ing a per­son’s death out of pity. Sin is in the in­ten­tion, not the deed. That is the dif­fer­ence between di­vine law and hu­man law. It is bad for a hu­man be­ing to get to feel that he has any right whatever to dis­pose of an­oth­er per­son’s life to his own ad­vant­age. It leads him on to think him­self above all laws—So­ci­ety is nev­er safe from the man who has de­lib­er­ately com­mit­ted murder with im­pun­ity. That is why—or one reas­on why—God for­bids private ven­geance.”

			“You mean that one murder leads to an­oth­er.”

			“Very of­ten. In any case it leads to a read­i­ness to com­mit oth­ers.”

			“It has. That’s the trouble. But it wouldn’t have if I hadn’t star­ted try­ing to find things out. Ought I to have left it alone?”

			“I see. That is very dif­fi­cult. Ter­rible, too, for you. You feel re­spons­ible.”

			“Yes.”

			“You your­self are not serving a private ven­geance?”

			“Oh, no. Noth­ing really to do with me. Star­ted in like a fool to help some­body who’d got in­to trouble about the thing through hav­ing sus­pi­cions him­self. And my beastly in­ter­fer­ence star­ted the crimes all over again.”

			“I shouldn’t be too troubled. Prob­ably the mur­der­er’s own guilty fears would have led him in­to fresh crimes even without your in­ter­fer­ence.”

			“That’s true,” said Wim­sey, re­mem­ber­ing Mr. Trigg.

			“My ad­vice to you is to do what you think is right, ac­cord­ing to the laws which we have been brought up to re­spect. Leave the con­sequences to God. And try to think char­it­ably, even of wicked people. You know what I mean. Bring the of­fend­er to justice, but re­mem­ber that if we all got justice, you and I wouldn’t es­cape either.”

			“I know. Knock the man down but don’t dance on the body. Quite. For­give my troub­lin’ you—and ex­cuse my bar­gin’ off, be­cause I’ve got a date with a friend. Thanks so much. I don’t feel quite so rot­ten about it now. But I was get­tin’ wor­ried.”

			Mr. Tredgold watched him as he trot­ted away between the graves. “Dear, dear,” he said, “how nice they are. So kindly and scru­pu­lous and so vague out­side their pub­lic-school code. And much more nervous and sens­it­ive than people think. A very dif­fi­cult class to reach. I must make a spe­cial in­ten­tion for him at Mass to­mor­row.”

			Be­ing a prac­tic­al man, Mr. Tredgold made a knot in his handker­chief to re­mind him­self of this pi­ous re­solve.

			“The prob­lem—to in­ter­fere or not to in­ter­fere—God’s law and Caesar’s. Po­lice­men, now—it’s no prob­lem to them. But for the or­din­ary man—how hard to dis­en­tangle his own motives. I won­der what brought him here. Could it pos­sibly be—No!” said the vicar, check­ing him­self, “I have no right to spec­u­late.” He drew out his handker­chief again and made an­oth­er mne­mon­ic knot as a re­mind­er against his next con­fes­sion that he had fallen in­to the sin of in­quis­it­ive­ness.
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			Park­er, too, had spent a dis­ap­point­ing half-hour. It ap­peared that Miss Whit­taker not only dis­liked hav­ing her pho­to­graph taken, but had ac­tu­ally des­troyed all the ex­ist­ing por­traits she could lay hands on, shortly after Miss Dawson’s death. Of course, many of Miss Whit­taker’s friends might be in pos­ses­sion of one—not­ably, of course, Miss Find­later. But Park­er was not sure that he wanted to start a loc­al hue-and-cry at the mo­ment. Miss Cli­mpson might be able to get one, of course. He went round to Nel­son Av­en­ue. Miss Cli­mpson was out; there had been an­oth­er gen­tle­man ask­ing for her. Mrs. Budge’s eyes were be­gin­ning to bulge with curi­os­ity—evid­ently she was be­com­ing du­bi­ous about Miss Cli­mpson’s “neph­ew” and his friends. Park­er then went to the loc­al pho­to­graph­ers. There were five. From two of them he ex­trac­ted a num­ber of loc­al groups, con­tain­ing un­re­cog­nis­able por­traits of Miss Whit­taker at church bazaars and private the­at­ric­als. She had nev­er had a stu­dio por­trait made in Leahamp­ton.

			Of Miss Find­later, on the oth­er hand, he got sev­er­al ex­cel­lent like­nesses—a slight, fair girl, with a rather sen­ti­ment­al look—plump and pretty­ish. All these he des­patched to Town, with dir­ec­tions that they should be broad­cast to the po­lice, to­geth­er with a de­scrip­tion of the girl’s dress when last seen.

			The only really cheer­ful mem­bers of the party at the George were the second po­lice­man, who had been hav­ing a pleas­ant gos­sip with vari­ous gar­age-pro­pri­et­ors and pub­lic­ans, with a view to pick­ing up in­form­a­tion, and the Chief Con­stable, who was vin­dic­ated and tri­umphant. He had been tele­phon­ing to vari­ous coun­try po­lice-sta­tions, and had dis­covered that XX9917 had ac­tu­ally been ob­served on the pre­vi­ous Monday by an A.A. scout on the road to Crow’s Beach. Hav­ing main­tained all along that the Crow’s Beach ex­cur­sion was a genu­ine one, he was in­clined to ex­ult over the Scot­land Yard man. Wim­sey and Park­er dis­pir­itedly agreed that they had bet­ter go down and make in­quir­ies at Crow’s Beach.

			Mean­while, one of the pho­to­graph­ers, whose cous­in was on the staff of the Leahamp­ton Mer­cury, had put a call through to the of­fice of that up-to-date pa­per, which was just go­ing to press. A stop-press an­nounce­ment was fol­lowed by a spe­cial edi­tion; some­body rang up the Lon­don Even­ing Views which burst out in­to a front-page scoop; the fat was in the fire, and the Daily Yell, Daily Views, Daily Wire and Daily Tid­ings, who were all suf­fer­ing from lack of ex­cite­ment, came brightly out next morn­ing with bold head­lines about dis­ap­pear­ing young wo­men.

			Crow’s Beach, in­deed, that pleas­ant and re­spect­able wa­ter­ing-place, knew noth­ing of Miss Whit­taker, Miss Find­later, or car XX9917. No hotel had re­ceived them; no gar­age had re­fuelled or re­paired them; no po­lice­man had ob­served them. The Chief Con­stable held to his the­ory of an ac­ci­dent, and scout­ing parties were sent out. Wires ar­rived at Scot­land Yard from all over the place. They had been seen at Dover, at New­castle, at Shef­field, at Winchester, at Rugby. Two young wo­men had had tea in a sus­pi­cious man­ner at Folke­stone; a car had passed nois­ily through Dorchester at a late hour on Monday night; a dark-haired girl in an “agit­ated con­di­tion” had entered a pub­lic-house in New Alres­ford just be­fore clos­ing-time and asked the way to Hazelmere. Among all these re­ports, Park­er se­lec­ted that of a boy-scout, who re­por­ted on the Sat­urday morn­ing that he had no­ticed two ladies with a car hav­ing a pic­nic on the downs on the pre­vi­ous Monday, not far from Shelly Head. The car was an Aus­tin Sev­en—he knew that, be­cause he was keen on mo­tors (an un­answer­able reas­on for ac­cur­acy in a boy of his age), and he had no­ticed that it was a Lon­don num­ber, though he couldn’t say pos­it­ively what the num­ber was.

			Shelly Head lies about ten miles along the coast from Crow’s Beach, and is curi­ously lonely, con­sid­er­ing how near it lies to the wa­ter­ing-place. Un­der the cliffs is a long stretch of clear sandy beach, nev­er vis­ited, and over­looked by no houses. The cliffs them­selves are chalk, and covered with short turf, run­ning back in­to a wide ex­panse of downs, covered with gorse and heath­er. Then comes a belt of pine-trees, bey­ond which is a steep, nar­row and rutty road, lead­ing at length in­to the tar­mac high road between Ram­bor­ough and Ry­ders Heath. The downs are by no means fre­quen­ted, though there are plenty of rough tracks which a car can fol­low, if you are not par­tic­u­lar about com­fort or fussy over your springs.

			Un­der the lead­er­ship of the boy-scout, the po­lice-car bumped un­com­fort­ably over these dis­agree­able roads. It was hope­less to look for any pre­vi­ous car-tracks, for the chalk was dry and hard, and the grass and heath re­tained no marks. Every­where, little dells and hol­lows presen­ted them­selves—all ex­actly alike, and many of them cap­able of hid­ing a small car, not to speak of the mere signs and re­mains of a re­cent pic­nic. Hav­ing ar­rived at what their guide thought to be ap­prox­im­ately the right place, they pulled up and got out. Park­er quartered the ground between the five of them and they set off.

			Wim­sey took a dis­like to gorse-bushes that day. There were so many of them and so thick. Any of them might hold a ci­gar­ette pack­age or a sand­wich pa­per or a scrap of cloth or a clue of some kind. He trudged along un­hap­pily, back bent and eyes on the ground, over one ridge and down in­to the hol­low—then circ­ling to right and to left, tak­ing his bear­ings by the po­lice-car; over the next ridge and down in­to the next hol­low; over the next ridge—

			Yes. There was some­thing in the hol­low.

			He saw it first stick­ing out round the edge of a gorse-bush. It was light in col­our, and poin­ted, rather like a foot.

			He felt a little sick.

			“Some­body has gone to sleep here,” he said aloud.

			Then he thought:

			“Funny—it’s al­ways the feet they leave show­ing.”

			He scrambled down among the bushes, slip­ping on the short turf and nearly rolling to the bot­tom. He swore ir­rit­ably.

			The per­son was sleep­ing oddly. The flies must be a nuis­ance all over her head like that.

			It oc­curred to him that it was rather early in the year for flies. There had been an ad­vert­ising rhyme in the pa­pers. Some­thing about “Each fly you swat now means, re­mem­ber, Three hun­dred few­er next Septem­ber.” Or was it a thou­sand few­er? He couldn’t get the metre quite right.

			Then he pulled him­self to­geth­er and went for­ward. The flies rose up in a little cloud.

			It must have been a pretty heavy blow, he thought, to smash the back of the skull in like that. The shingled hair was blonde. The face lay between the bare arms.

			He turned the body on its back.

			Of course, without the pho­to­graph, he could not—he need not—be cer­tain that this was Vera Find­later.

			All this had taken him per­haps thirty seconds.

			He scrambled up to the rim of the hol­low and shouted.

			A small black fig­ure at some dis­tance stopped and turned. He saw its face as a white spot with no ex­pres­sion on it. He shouted again, and waved his arms in wide ges­tures of ex­plan­a­tion. The fig­ure came run­ning; it lurched slowly and awk­wardly over the heathy ground. It was the po­lice­man—a heavy man, not built for run­ning in the heat. Wim­sey shouted again, and the po­lice­man shouted too.

			Wim­sey saw the oth­ers clos­ing in upon him. The grot­esque fig­ure of the boy-scout topped a ridge, wav­ing its staff—then dis­ap­peared again. The po­lice­man was quite near now. His bowl­er hat was thrust back on his head, and there was some­thing on his watch-chain that glin­ted in the sun as he ran. Wim­sey found him­self run­ning to meet him and call­ing—ex­plain­ing at great length. It was too far off to make him­self heard, but he ex­plained, word­ily, with em­phas­is, point­ing, in­dic­at­ing. He was quite breath­less when the po­lice­man and he came to­geth­er. They were both breath­less. They wagged their heads and gasped. It was ludicrous. He star­ted run­ning again, with the man at his heels. Presently they were all there, point­ing, meas­ur­ing, tak­ing notes, grub­bing un­der the gorse-bushes. Wim­sey sat down. He was dread­fully tired.

			“Peter,” said Park­er’s voice, “come and look at this.”

			He got up wear­ily.

			There were the re­mains of a pic­nic lunch a little farther down the hol­low. The po­lice­man had a little bag in his hand—he had taken it from un­der the body, and was now turn­ing over the trifles it con­tained. On the ground, close to the dead girl’s head, was a thick, heavy span­ner—un­pleas­antly dis­col­oured and with a few fair hairs stick­ing to its jaws. But what Park­er was call­ing his at­ten­tion to was none of these, but a man’s mauve-grey cap.

			“Where did you find that?” asked Wim­sey.

			“Alf here picked it up at the top of the hol­low,” said Park­er.

			“Tumbled off in­to the gorse it was,” cor­rob­or­ated the scout, “just up here, ly­ing up­side down just as if it had fallen off some­body’s head.”

			“Any foot­marks?”

			“Not likely. But there’s a place where the bushes are all trod­den and broken. Looks as if there’d been some sort of struggle. What’s be­come of the Aus­tin? Hi! don’t touch that span­ner, my lad. There may be fin­ger­prints on it. This looks like an at­tack by some gang or oth­er. Any money in that purse? Ten-shil­ling note, six­pence and a few cop­pers—oh! Well, the oth­er wo­man may have had more on her. She’s very well off, you know. Held up for ransom, I shouldn’t won­der.” Park­er bent down and very gingerly en­fol­ded the span­ner in a silk handker­chief, car­ry­ing it slung by the four corners. “Well, we’d bet­ter spread about and have a look for the car. Bet­ter try that belt of trees over there. Looks a likely spot. And, Hop­kins—I think you’d bet­ter run back with our car to Crow’s Beach and let ’em know at the sta­tion, and come back with a pho­to­graph­er. And take this wire and send it to the Chief Com­mis­sion­er at Scot­land Yard, and find a doc­tor and bring him along with you. And you’d bet­ter hire an­oth­er car while you’re about it, in case we don’t find the Aus­tin—we shall be too many to get away in this one. Take Alf back with you if you’re not sure of find­ing the place again. Oh! and Hop­kins, fetch us along some­thing to eat and drink, will you, we may be at it a long time. Here’s some money—that enough?”

			“Yes, thank you, sir.”

			The con­stable went off, tak­ing Alf, who was torn between a de­sire to stay and do some more de­tect­ing, and the pride and glory of be­ing first back with the news. Park­er gave a few words of praise for his valu­able as­sist­ance which filled him with de­light, and then turned to the Chief Con­stable.

			“They ob­vi­ously went off in this dir­ec­tion. Would you bear away to the left, sir, and enter the trees from that end, and Peter, will you bear to the right and work through from the oth­er end, while I go straight up the middle?”

			The Chief Con­stable, who seemed a good deal shaken by the dis­cov­ery of the body, obeyed without a word. Wim­sey caught Park­er by the arm.

			“I say,” he said, “have you looked at the wound? Some­thing funny, isn’t there? There ought to be more mess, some­how. What do you think?”

			“I’m not think­ing any­thing for the mo­ment,” said Park­er, a little grimly. “We’ll wait for the doc­tor’s re­port. Come on, Steve! We want to dig out that car.”

			“Let’s have a look at the cap. H’m. Sold by a gen­tle­man of the Jew­ish per­sua­sion, res­id­ent in Stepney. Al­most new. Smells strongly of Cali­for­ni­an Poppy—rather a swell sort of gangs­man, ap­par­ently. Quite one of the lads of the vil­lage.”

			“Yes—we ought to be able to trace that. Thank Heav­en, they al­ways over­look some­thing. Well, we’d bet­ter get along.”

			The search for the car presen­ted no dif­fi­culties. Park­er stumbled upon it al­most as soon as he got in un­der the trees. There was a clear­ing, with a little rivu­let of wa­ter run­ning through it, be­side which stood the miss­ing Aus­tin. There were oth­er trees here, mingled with the pines, and the wa­ter made an el­bow and spread in­to a shal­low pool, with a kind of muddy beach.

			The hood of the car was up, and Park­er ap­proached with an un­com­fort­able feel­ing that there might be some­thing dis­agree­able in­side, but it was empty. He tried the gears. They were in neut­ral and the hand­brake was on. On the seat was a handker­chief—a large lin­en handker­chief, very grubby and with no ini­tials or laun­dry-mark. Park­er grunted a little over the crim­in­al’s care­less habit of strew­ing his be­long­ings about. He came round in front of the car and re­ceived im­me­di­ate fur­ther proof of care­less­ness. For on the mud there were foot­marks—two men’s and a wo­man’s, it seemed.

			The wo­man had got out of the car first—he could see where the left heel had sunk heav­ily in as she ex­tric­ated her­self from the low seat. Then the right foot—less heav­ily—then she had staggered a little and star­ted to run. But one of the men had been there to catch her. He had stepped out of the brack­en in shoes with new rub­bers on them, and there were some scuff­ling marks as though he had held her and she had tried to break away. Fi­nally, the second man, who seemed to pos­sess rather nar­row feet and to wear the long-toed boots af­fected by Jew boys of the louder sort—had come after her from the car—the marks of his feet were clear, cross­ing and half-ob­lit­er­at­ing hers. All three had stood to­geth­er for a little. Then the tracks moved away, with those of the wo­man in the middle, and led up to where the mark of a Mich­elin bal­loon tyre showed clearly. The tyres on the Aus­tin were or­din­ary Dun­lops—be­sides, this was ob­vi­ously a big­ger car. It had ap­par­ently stood there for some little time, for a little pool of en­gine-oil had dripped from the crank­case. Then the big­ger car had moved off, down a sort of ride that led away through the trees. Park­er fol­lowed it for a little dis­tance, but the tracks soon be­came lost in a thick car­pet of pine-needles. Still, there was no oth­er road for a car to take. He turned to the Aus­tin to in­vest­ig­ate fur­ther. Presently shouts told him that the oth­er two were con­ver­ging upon the centre of the wood. He called back and be­fore long Wim­sey and Sir Charles Pil­l­ing­ton came crash­ing to­wards him through the brack­en which fringed the pines.

			“Well,” said Wim­sey, “I ima­gine we may put down this el­eg­ant bit of purple headgear to the gen­tle­man in the slim boots. Bright yel­low, I fancy, with but­tons. He must be lament­ing his beau­ti­ful cap. The wo­man’s foot­prints be­long to Mary Whit­taker, I take it.”

			“I sup­pose so. I don’t see how they can be the Find­later girl’s. This wo­man went or was taken off in the car.”

			“They are cer­tainly not Vera Find­later’s—there was no mud on her shoes when we found her.”

			“Oh! you were tak­ing no­tice, then. I thought you were feel­ing a bit dead to the world.”

			“So I was, old dear, but I can’t help no­ti­cin’ things, though moribund. Hullo! what’s this?”

			He put his hand down be­hind the cush­ions of the car and pulled out an Amer­ic­an magazine—that monthly col­lec­tion of mys­tery and sen­sa­tion­al fic­tion pub­lished un­der the name of The Black Mask.

			“Light read­ing for the masses,” said Park­er.

			“Brought by the gen­tle­man in the yel­low boots, per­haps,” sug­ges­ted the Chief Con­stable.

			“More likely by Miss Find­later,” said Wim­sey.

			“Hardly a lady’s choice,” said Sir Charles, in a pained tone.

			“Oh, I dunno. From all I hear, Miss Whit­taker was dead against sen­ti­ment­al­ity and roses round the porch, and the oth­er poor girl copied her in everything. They might have a boy­ish taste in fic­tion.”

			“Well, it’s not very im­port­ant,” said Park­er.

			“Wait a bit. Look at this. Some­body’s been mak­ing marks on it.”

			Wim­sey held out the cov­er for in­spec­tion. A thick pen­cil-mark had been drawn un­der the first two words of the title.

			“Do you think it’s some sort of mes­sage? Per­haps the book was on the seat, and she con­trived to make the marks un­noticed and shove it away here be­fore they trans­ferred her to the oth­er car.”

			“In­geni­ous,” said Sir Charles, “but what does it mean? The Black. It makes no sense.”

			“Per­haps the long-toed gen­tle­man was a nig­ger,” sug­ges­ted Park­er. “Nig­ger taste runs rather to boots and hair-oil. Or pos­sibly a Hindu or Parsee of sorts.”

			“God bless my soul,” said Sir Charles, hor­ri­fied, “an Eng­lish girl in the hands of a nig­ger. How ab­om­in­able!”

			“Well, we’ll hope it isn’t so. Shall we fol­low the road out or wait for the doc­tor to ar­rive?”

			“Bet­ter go back to the body, I think,” said Park­er. “They’ve got a long start of us, and half an hour more or less in fol­low­ing them up won’t make much odds.”

			They turned from the trans­lu­cent cool green­ness of the little wood back on to the downs. The stream­let clacked mer­rily away over the pebbles, run­ning out to the south­w­est on its way to the river and the sea.

			“It’s all very well your chat­ter­ing,” said Wim­sey to the wa­ter. “Why can’t you say what you’ve seen?”
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					“Death hath so many doors to let out life.”
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			The doc­tor turned out to be a plump­ish, fussy man—and what Wim­sey im­pa­tiently called a “Tut­ster.” He tut­ted over the mangled head of poor Vera Find­later as though it was an at­tack of measles after a party or a self-pro­voked fit of the gout.

			“Tst, tst, tst. A ter­rible blow. How did we come by that, I won­der? Tst, tst. Life ex­tinct? Oh, for sev­er­al days, you know. Tst, tst—which makes it so much more pain­ful, of course. Dear me, how shock­ing for her poor par­ents. And her sis­ters. They are very agree­able girls; you know them, of course, Sir Charles. Yes. Tst, tst.”

			“There is no doubt, I sup­pose,” said Park­er, “that it is Miss Find­later.”

			“None whatever,” said Sir Charles.

			“Well, as you can identi­fy her, it may be pos­sible to spare the re­l­at­ives the shock of see­ing her like this. Just a mo­ment, doc­tor—the pho­to­graph­er wants to re­cord the po­s­i­tion of the body be­fore you move any­thing. Now, Mr.—An­drews?—yes—have you ever done any pho­to­graphs of this kind be­fore? No?—well, you mustn’t be up­set by it! I know it’s rather un­pleas­ant. One from here, please, to show the po­s­i­tion of the body—now from the top of the bank—that’s right—now one of the wound it­self—a clos­eup view, please. Yes. Thank you. Now, doc­tor, you can turn her over, please—I’m sorry, Mr. An­drews—I know ex­actly how you are feel­ing, but these things have to be done. Hullo! look how her arms are all scratched about. Looks as if she’d put up a bit of a fight. The right wrist and left el­bow—as though someone had been try­ing to hold her down. We must have a pho­to­graph of the marks, Mr. An­drews—they may be im­port­ant. I say, doc­tor, what do you make of this on the face?”

			The doc­tor looked as though he would have pre­ferred not to make so much as an ex­am­in­a­tion of the face. How­ever, with many tuts he worked him­self up to giv­ing an opin­ion.

			“As far as one can tell, with all these post­mortem changes,” he ven­tured, “it looks as though the face had been roughened or burnt about the nose and lips. Yet there is no ap­pear­ance of the kind on the bridge of the nose, neck or fore­head. Tst, tst—oth­er­wise I should have put it down to severe sun­burn.”

			“How about chlo­ro­form burns?” sug­ges­ted Park­er.

			“Tst, tst,” said the doc­tor, an­noyed at not hav­ing thought of this him­self—“I wish you gen­tle­men of the po­lice force would not be quite so ab­rupt. You want everything de­cided in too great a hurry. I was about to re­mark—if you had not an­ti­cip­ated me—that since I could not put the ap­pear­ance down to sun­burn, there re­mains some such pos­sib­il­ity as you sug­gest. I can’t pos­sibly say that it is the res­ult of chlo­ro­form—med­ic­al pro­nounce­ments of that kind can­not be hast­ily made without cau­tious in­vest­ig­a­tion—but I was about to re­mark that it might be.”

			“In that case,” put in Wim­sey, “could she have died from the ef­fects of the chlo­ro­form? Sup­pos­ing she was giv­en too much or that her heart was weak?”

			“My good sir,” said the doc­tor, deeply of­fen­ded this time, “look at that blow upon the head, and ask your­self wheth­er it is ne­ces­sary to sug­gest any oth­er cause of death. Moreover, if she had died of the chlo­ro­form, where would be the ne­ces­sity for the blow?”

			“That is ex­actly what I was won­der­ing,” said Wim­sey.

			“I sup­pose,” went on the doc­tor, “you will hardly dis­pute my med­ic­al know­ledge?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” said Wim­sey, “but as you say, it is un­wise to make any med­ic­al pro­nounce­ment without cau­tious in­vest­ig­a­tion.”

			“And this is not the place for it,” put in Park­er, hast­ily. “I think we have done all there is to do here. Will you go with the body to the mor­tu­ary, doc­tor. Mr. An­drews, I shall be ob­liged if you will come and take a few pho­to­graphs of some foot­marks and so on up in the wood. The light is bad, I’m afraid, but we must do our best.”

			He took Wim­sey by the arm.

			“The man is a fool, of course,” he said, “but we can get a second opin­ion. In the mean­time, we had bet­ter let it be sup­posed that we ac­cept the sur­face ex­plan­a­tion of all this.”

			“What is the dif­fi­culty?” asked Sir Charles, curi­ously.

			“Oh, noth­ing much,” replied Park­er. “All the ap­pear­ances are in fa­vour of the girls hav­ing been at­tacked by a couple of ruf­fi­ans, who have car­ried Miss Whit­taker off with a view to ransom, after bru­tally knock­ing Miss Find­later on the head when she offered res­ist­ance. Prob­ably that is the true ex­plan­a­tion. Any minor dis­crep­an­cies will doubt­less clear them­selves up in time. We shall know bet­ter when we have had a prop­er med­ic­al ex­am­in­a­tion.”

			They re­turned to the wood, where pho­to­graphs were taken and care­ful meas­ure­ments made of the foot­prints. The Chief Con­stable fol­lowed these activ­it­ies with in­tense in­terest, look­ing over Park­er’s shoulder as he entered the par­tic­u­lars in his note­book.

			“I say,” he said, sud­denly, “isn’t it rather odd—”

			“Here’s some­body com­ing,” broke in Park­er.

			The sound of a mo­tor­cycle be­ing urged in second gear over the rough ground proved to be the her­ald of a young man armed with a cam­era.

			“Oh, God!” groaned Park­er. “The damned Press already.”

			He re­ceived the journ­al­ist cour­teously enough, show­ing him the wheel-tracks and the foot­prints, and out­lining the kid­nap­ping the­ory as they walked back to the place where the body was found.

			“Can you give us any idea, In­spect­or, of the ap­pear­ance of the two wanted men?”

			“Well,” said Park­er, “one of them ap­pears to be some­thing of a dandy; he wears a loath­some mauve cap and nar­row poin­ted shoes, and, if those marks on the magazine cov­er mean any­thing, one or oth­er of the men may pos­sibly be a col­oured man of some kind. Of the second man, all we can def­in­itely say is that he wears num­ber 10 shoes, with rub­ber heels.”

			“I was go­ing to say,” said Pil­l­ing­ton, “that, à pro­pos de bottes, it is rather re­mark­able—”

			“And this is where we found the body of Miss Find­later,” went on Park­er, ruth­lessly. He de­scribed the in­jur­ies and the po­s­i­tion of the body, and the journ­al­ist grate­fully oc­cu­pied him­self with tak­ing pho­to­graphs, in­clud­ing a group of Wim­sey, Park­er and the Chief Con­stable stand­ing among the gorse-bushes, while the lat­ter majestic­ally in­dic­ated the fatal spot with his walk­ing-stick.

			“And now you’ve got what you want, old son,” said Park­er, be­ne­vol­ently, “buzz off, won’t you, and tell the rest of the boys. You’ve got all we can tell you, and we’ve got oth­er things to do bey­ond grant­ing spe­cial in­ter­views.”

			The re­port­er asked no bet­ter. This was tan­tamount to mak­ing his in­form­a­tion ex­clus­ive, and no Vic­tori­an mat­ron could have a more del­ic­ate ap­pre­ci­ation of the vir­tues of ex­clus­ive­ness than a mod­ern news­pa­per man.

			“Well now, Sir Charles,” said Park­er, when the man had hap­pily chugged and popped him­self away, “what were you about to say in the mat­ter of the foot­prints?”

			But Sir Charles was of­fen­ded. The Scot­land Yard man had snubbed him and thrown doubt on his dis­cre­tion.

			“Noth­ing,” he replied. “I feel sure that my con­clu­sions would ap­pear very ele­ment­ary to you.”

			And he pre­served a dig­ni­fied si­lence through­out the re­turn jour­ney.

			

			The Whit­taker case had be­gun al­most im­per­cept­ibly, in the over­hear­ing of a cas­u­al re­mark dropped in a Soho res­taur­ant; it ended amid a roar of pub­li­city that shook Eng­land from end to end and crowded even Wimble­don in­to the second place. The bare facts of the murder and kid­nap­ping ap­peared ex­clus­ively that night in a Late Ex­tra edi­tion of the Even­ing Views. Next morn­ing it sprawled over the Sunday pa­pers with pho­to­graphs and full de­tails, ac­tu­al and ima­gin­ary. The idea of two Eng­lish girls—the one bru­tally killed, the oth­er car­ried off for some end un­think­ably sin­is­ter, by a black man—aroused all the pas­sion of hor­ror and in­dig­na­tion of which the Eng­lish tem­pera­ment is cap­able. Re­port­ers swarmed down upon Crow’s Beach like lo­custs—the downs near Shelly Head were like a fair with mo­tors, bi­cycles and parties on foot, rush­ing out to spend a happy week­end amid sur­round­ings of mys­tery and blood­shed. Park­er, who with Wim­sey had taken rooms at the Green Li­on, sat an­swer­ing the tele­phone and re­ceiv­ing the let­ters and wires which des­cen­ded upon him from all sides, with a stal­wart po­lice­man pos­ted at the end of the pas­sage to keep out all in­truders.

			Wim­sey fid­geted about the room, smoking ci­gar­ette after ci­gar­ette in his ex­cite­ment.

			“This time we’ve got them,” he said. “They’ve over­reached them­selves, thank God!”

			“Yes. But have a little pa­tience, old man. We can’t lose them—but we must have all the facts first.”

			“You’re sure those fel­lows have got Mrs. For­rest safe?”

			“Oh, yes. She came back to the flat on Monday night—or so the gar­age man says. Our men are shad­ow­ing her con­tinu­ally and will let us know the mo­ment any­body comes to the flat.”

			“Monday night!”

			“Yes. But that’s no proof in it­self. Monday night is quite a usu­al time for week­enders to re­turn to Town. Be­sides, I don’t want to fright­en her till we know wheth­er she’s the prin­cip­al or merely the ac­com­plice. Look here, Peter, I’ve had a mes­sage from an­oth­er of our men. He’s been look­ing in­to the fin­ances of Miss Whit­taker and Mrs. For­rest. Miss Whit­taker has been draw­ing out big sums, ever since last Decem­ber year in cheques to Self, and these cor­res­pond al­most ex­actly, amount for amount, with sums which Mrs. For­rest has been pay­ing in­to her own ac­count. That wo­man has had a big hold over Miss Whit­taker, ever since old Miss Dawson died. She’s in it up to the neck, Peter.”

			“I knew it. She’s been do­ing the jobs while the Whit­taker wo­man held down her alibi in Kent. For God’s sake, Charles, make no mis­take. Nobody’s life is safe for a second while either of them is at large.”

			“When a wo­man is wicked and un­scru­pu­lous,” said Park­er, sen­ten­tiously, “she is the most ruth­less crim­in­al in the world—fifty times worse than a man, be­cause she is al­ways so much more single-minded about it.”

			“They’re not troubled with sen­ti­ment­al­ity, that’s why,” said Wim­sey, “and we poor mutts of men stuff ourselves up with the idea that they’re ro­mantic and emo­tion­al. All punk, my son. Damn that phone!”

			Park­er snatched up the re­ceiv­er.

			“Yes—yes—speak­ing. Good God, you don’t say so. All right. Yes. Yes, of course you must de­tain him. I think my­self it’s a plant, but he must be held and ques­tioned. And see that all the pa­pers have it. Tell ’em you’re sure he’s the man. See? Soak it well in­to ’em that that’s the of­fi­cial view. And—wait a mo­ment—I want pho­to­graphs of the cheque and of any fin­ger­prints on it. Send ’em down im­me­di­ately by a spe­cial mes­sen­ger. It’s genu­ine, I sup­pose? The Bank people say it is? Good! What’s his story? … Oh! … any en­vel­ope?—Des­troyed?—Silly dev­il. Right. Right. Good­bye.”

			He turned to Wim­sey with some ex­cite­ment.

			“Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson walked in­to Lloyds Bank in Stepney yes­ter­day morn­ing and presen­ted Mary Whit­taker’s cheque for £10,000, drawn on their Leahamp­ton branch to Bear­er, and dated Fri­day 24th. As the sum was such a large one and the story of the dis­ap­pear­ance was in Fri­day night’s pa­per, they asked him to call again. Mean­while, they com­mu­nic­ated with Leahamp­ton. When the news of the murder came out yes­ter­day even­ing, the Leahamp­ton man­ager re­membered about it and phoned the Yard, with the res­ult that they sent round this morn­ing and had Hal­le­lu­jah up for a few in­quir­ies. His story is that the cheque ar­rived on Sat­urday morn­ing, all by it­self in an en­vel­ope, without a word of ex­plan­a­tion. Of course the old jug­gins chucked the en­vel­ope away, so that we can’t veri­fy his tale or get a line on the post­mark. Our people thought the whole thing looked a bit fishy, so Hal­le­lu­jah is de­tained pending in­vest­ig­a­tion—in oth­er words, ar­res­ted for murder and con­spir­acy!”

			“Poor old Hal­le­lu­jah! Charles, this is simply dev­il­ish! That in­no­cent, de­cent old creature, who couldn’t harm a fly.”

			“I know. Well, he’s in for it and will have to go through with it. It’s all the bet­ter for us. Hell’s bells, there’s some­body at the door. Come in.”

			“It’s Dr. Faulkner to see you, sir,” said the con­stable, put­ting his head in.

			“Oh, good. Come in, doc­tor. Have you made your ex­am­in­a­tion?”

			“I have, In­spect­or. Very in­ter­est­ing. You were quite right. I’ll tell you that much straight away.”

			“I’m glad to hear that. Sit down and tell us all about it.”

			“I’ll be as brief as pos­sible,” said the doc­tor. He was a Lon­don man, sent down by Scot­land Yard, and ac­cus­tomed to po­lice work—a lean, grey badger of a man, busi­ness­like and keen-eyed, the dir­ect op­pos­ite of the “tut­ster” who had an­noyed Park­er the even­ing be­fore.

			“Well, first of all, the blow on the head had, of course, noth­ing whatever to do with the death. You saw your­self that there had been next to no bleed­ing. The wound was in­flic­ted some time after death—no doubt to cre­ate the im­pres­sion of an at­tack by a gang. Sim­il­arly with the cuts and scratches on the arms. They are the merest cam­ou­flage.”

			“Ex­actly. Your col­league—”

			“My col­league, as you call him, is a fool,” snorted the doc­tor. “If that’s a spe­ci­men of his dia­gnos­is, I should think there would be a high death-rate in Crow’s Beach. That’s by the way. You want the cause of death?”

			“Chlo­ro­form?”

			“Pos­sibly. I opened the body but found no spe­cial symp­toms sug­gest­ive of pois­on­ing or any­thing. I have re­moved the ne­ces­sary or­gans and sent them to Sir James Lub­bock for ana­lys­is at your sug­ges­tion, but can­didly I ex­pect noth­ing from that. There was no odour of chlo­ro­form on open­ing the thor­ax. Either the time elapsed since the death was too long, as is very pos­sible, see­ing how volat­ile the stuff is, or the dose was too small. I found no in­dic­a­tions of any heart weak­ness, so that, to pro­duce death in a healthy young girl, chlo­ro­form would have had to be ad­min­istered over a con­sid­er­able time.”

			“Do you think it was ad­min­istered at all?”

			“Yes, I think it was. The burns on the face cer­tainly sug­gest it.”

			“That would also ac­count for the handker­chief found in the car,” said Wim­sey.

			“I sup­pose,” pur­sued Park­er, “that it would re­quire con­sid­er­able strength and de­term­in­a­tion to ad­min­is­ter chlo­ro­form to a strong young wo­man. She would prob­ably res­ist strenu­ously.”

			“She would,” said the doc­tor, grimly, “but the odd thing is, she didn’t. As I said be­fore, all the marks of vi­ol­ence were in­flic­ted post­mortem.”

			“Sup­pose she had been asleep at the time,” sug­ges­ted Wim­sey, “couldn’t it have been done quietly then?”

			“Oh, yes—eas­ily. After a few long breaths of the stuff she would be­come semi­con­scious and then could be more firmly dealt with. It is quite pos­sible, I sup­pose, that she fell asleep in the sun­shine, while her com­pan­ion wandered off and was kid­napped, and that the kid­nap­pers then came along and got rid of Miss Find­later.”

			“That seems a little un­ne­ces­sary,” said Park­er. “Why come back to her at all?”

			“Do you sug­gest that they both fell asleep and were both set on and chlo­ro­formed at the same time? It sounds rather un­likely.”

			“I don’t. Listen, doc­tor—only keep this to your­self.” He out­lined the his­tory of their sus­pi­cions about Mary Whit­taker, to which the doc­tor listened in hor­ri­fied amazement.

			“What happened,” said Park­er, “as we think, is this. We think that for some reas­on Miss Whit­taker had de­term­ined to get rid of this poor girl who was so de­voted to her. She ar­ranged that they should go off for a pic­nic and that it should be known where they were go­ing to. Then, when Vera Find­later was doz­ing in the sun­shine, our the­ory is that she murdered her—either with chlo­ro­form or—more likely, I fancy—by the same meth­od that she used upon her oth­er vic­tims, whatever that was. Then she struck her on the head and pro­duced the oth­er ap­pear­ances sug­gest­ive of a struggle, and left on the bushes a cap which she had pre­vi­ously pur­chased and stained with bril­liantine. I am, of course, hav­ing the cap traced. Miss Whit­taker is a tall, power­ful wo­man—I don’t think it would be bey­ond her strength to in­flict that blow on an un­res­ist­ing body.”

			“But how about those foot­marks in the wood?”

			“I’m com­ing to that. There are one or two very odd things about them. To be­gin with, if this was the work of a secret gang, why should they go out of their way to pick out the one damp, muddy spot in twenty miles of coun­try to leave their foot­prints in, when al­most any­where else they could have come and gone without leav­ing any re­cog­nis­able traces at all?”

			“Good point,” said the doc­tor. “And I add to that, that they must have no­ticed they’d left a cap be­hind. Why not come back and re­move it?”

			“Ex­actly. Then again. Both pairs of shoes left prints en­tirely free from the marks left by wear and tear. I mean that there were no signs of the heels or soles be­ing worn at all, while the rub­bers on the lar­ger pair were ob­vi­ously just out of the shop. We shall have the pho­to­graphs here in a mo­ment, and you will see. Of course, it’s not im­possible that both men should be wear­ing brand new shoes, but on the whole it’s un­likely.”

			“It is,” agreed the doc­tor.

			“And now we come to the most sug­gest­ive thing of all. One of the sup­posed men had very much big­ger feet than the oth­er, from which you would ex­pect a taller and pos­sibly heav­ier man with a longer stride. But on meas­ur­ing the foot­prints, what do we find? In all three cases—the big man, the little man and the wo­man—we have ex­actly the same length of stride. Not only that, but the foot­prints have sunk in­to the ground to pre­cisely the same depth, in­dic­at­ing that all three people were of the same weight. Now, the oth­er dis­crep­an­cies might pass, but that is ab­so­lutely bey­ond the reach of co­in­cid­ence.”

			Dr. Faulkner con­sidered this for a mo­ment.

			“You’ve proved your point,” he said at length. “I con­sider that ab­so­lutely con­vin­cing.”

			“It struck even Sir Charles Pil­l­ing­ton, who is none too bright,” said Park­er. “I had the greatest dif­fi­culty in pre­vent­ing him from blurt­ing out the ex­traordin­ary agree­ment of the meas­ure­ments to that Even­ing Views man.”

			“You think, then, that Miss Whit­taker had come provided with these shoes and pro­duced the tracks her­self.”

			“Yes, re­turn­ing each time through the brack­en. Clev­erly done. She had made no mis­take about su­per­im­pos­ing the foot­prints. It was all worked out to a nicety—each set over and un­der the two oth­ers, to pro­duce the im­pres­sion that three people had been there at the same time. In­tens­ive study of the works of Mr. Aus­tin Free­man, I should say.”

			“And what next?”

			“Well, I think we shall find that this Mrs. For­rest, who we think has been her ac­com­plice all along, had brought her car down—the big car, that is—and was wait­ing there for her. Pos­sibly she did the mak­ing of the foot­prints while Mary Whit­taker was sta­ging the as­sault. Any­how, she prob­ably ar­rived there after Mary Whit­taker and Vera Find­later had left the Aus­tin and de­par­ted to the hol­low on the downs. When Mary Whit­taker had fin­ished her part of the job, they put the handker­chief and the magazine called The Black Mask in­to the Aus­tin and drove off in Mrs. For­rest’s car. I’m hav­ing the move­ments of the car in­vest­ig­ated, nat­ur­ally. It’s a dark blue Renault four-seat­er, with Mich­elin bal­loon-tyres, and the num­ber is XO4247. We know that it re­turned to Mrs. For­rest’s gar­age on the Monday night with Mrs. For­rest in it.”

			“But where is Miss Whit­taker?”

			“In hid­ing some­where. We shall get her all right. She can’t get money from her own bank—they’re warned. If Mrs. For­rest tries to get money for her, she will be fol­lowed. So if the worst comes to the worst, we can starve her out in time with any luck. But we’ve got an­oth­er clue. There has been a most de­term­ined at­tempt to throw sus­pi­cion on an un­for­tu­nate re­l­at­ive of Miss Whit­taker’s—a black Non­con­form­ist par­son, with the re­mark­able name of Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson. He has cer­tain pe­cu­ni­ary claims on Miss Whit­taker—not leg­al claims, but claims which any de­cent and hu­mane per­son should have re­spec­ted. She didn’t re­spect them, and the poor old man might very well have been ex­pec­ted to nurse a grudge against her. Yes­ter­day morn­ing he tried to cash a Bear­er cheque of hers for £10,000, with a lame-sound­ing story to the ef­fect that it had ar­rived by the first post, without ex­plan­a­tion, in an en­vel­ope. So, of course, he’s had to be de­tained as one of the kid­nap­pers.”

			“But that is very clumsy, surely. He’s al­most cer­tain to have an alibi.”

			“I fancy the story will be that he hired some gang­sters to do the job for him. He be­longs to a Mis­sion in Stepney—where that mauve cap came from—and no doubt there are plenty of tough lads in his neigh­bour­hood. Of course we shall make close in­quir­ies and pub­lish de­tails broad­cast in all the pa­pers.”

			“And then?”

			“Well then, I fancy, the idea is that Miss Whit­taker will turn up some­where in an agit­ated con­di­tion with a story of as­sault and hold­ing to ransom made to fit the case. If Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah has not pro­duced a sat­is­fact­ory alibi, we shall learn that he was on the spot dir­ect­ing the mur­der­ers. If he has def­in­itely shown that he wasn’t there, his name will have been men­tioned, or he will have turned up at some time which the poor dear girl couldn’t ex­actly as­cer­tain, in some dread­ful den to which she was taken in a place which she won’t be able to identi­fy.”

			“What a dev­il­ish plot.”

			“Yes. Miss Whit­taker is a charm­ing young wo­man. If there’s any­thing she’d stop at, I don’t know what it is. And the ami­able Mrs. For­rest ap­pears to be an­oth­er of the same kid­ney. Of course, doc­tor, we’re tak­ing you in­to our con­fid­ence. You un­der­stand that our catch­ing Mary Whit­taker de­pends on her be­liev­ing that we’ve swal­lowed all these false clues of hers.”

			“I’m not a talk­er,” said the doc­tor. “Gang you call it, and gang it is, as far as I’m con­cerned. And Miss Find­later was hit on the head and died of it. I only hope my col­league and the Chief Con­stable will be equally dis­creet. I warned them, nat­ur­ally, after what you said last night.”

			“It’s all very well,” said Wim­sey, “but what pos­it­ive evid­ence have we, after all, against this wo­man? A clev­er de­fend­ing coun­sel would tear the whole thing to rags. The only thing we can ab­so­lutely prove her to have done is the burg­ling that house on Hamp­stead Heath and steal­ing the coal. The oth­er deaths were re­turned nat­ur­al deaths at the in­quest. And as for Miss Find­later—even if we show it to be chlo­ro­form—well, chlo­ro­form isn’t dif­fi­cult stuff to get hold of—it’s not ar­sen­ic or cy­an­ide. And even if there were fin­ger­prints on the span­ner—”

			“There were not,” said Park­er, gloomily. “This girl knows what she’s about.”

			“What did she want to kill Vera Find­later for, any­way?” asked the doc­tor, sud­denly. “Ac­cord­ing to you, the girl was the most valu­able bit of evid­ence she had. She was the one wit­ness who could prove that Miss Whit­taker had an alibi for the oth­er crimes—if they were crimes.”

			“She may have found out too much about the con­nec­tion between Miss Whit­taker and Mrs. For­rest. My im­pres­sion is that she had served her turn and be­come dan­ger­ous. What we’re hop­ing to sur­prise now is some com­mu­nic­a­tion between For­rest and Whit­taker. Once we’ve got that—”

			“Humph!” said Dr. Faulkner. He had strolled to the win­dow. “I don’t want to worry you un­duly, but I per­ceive Sir Charles Pil­l­ing­ton in con­fer­ence with the Spe­cial Cor­res­pond­ent of the Wire. The Yell came out with the gang story all over the front page this morn­ing, and a pat­ri­ot­ic lead­er about the danger of en­cour­aging col­oured ali­ens. I needn’t re­mind you that the Wire would be ready to cor­rupt the Archangel Gab­ri­el in or­der to kill the Yell’s story.”

			“Oh, hell!” said Park­er, rush­ing to the win­dow.

			“Too late,” said the doc­tor. “The Wire man has van­ished in­to the post of­fice. Of course, you can phone up and try to stop it.”

			Park­er did so, and was cour­teously as­sured by the ed­it­or of the Wire that the story had not reached him, and that if it did, he would bear In­spect­or Park­er’s in­struc­tions in mind.

			The ed­it­or of the Wire was speak­ing the ex­act truth. The story had been re­ceived by the ed­it­or of the Even­ing Ban­ner, sis­ter pa­per to the Wire. In times of crisis, it is some­times con­veni­ent that the left hand should not know what the right hand does. After all, it was an ex­clus­ive story.

		
	
		
			
				
					XXII

					A Case of Con­science

				
				
					
						“I know thou art re­li­gious,
						

						And hast a thing with­in thee called con­science,
						

						With twenty pop­ish tricks and ce­re­mon­ies
						

						Which I have seen thee care­ful to ob­serve.”
					

					
						Tit­us An­dronicus
					
				

			
			Thursday, June 23rd, was the Eve of St. John. The sober green work­aday dress in which the church settles down to her daily du­ties after the bridal rap­tures of Pente­cost, had been put away, and the al­tar was white and shin­ing once again. Ves­pers were over in the Lady Chapel at St. Ones­imus—a faint reek of in­cense hung cloud­ily un­der the dim beams of the roof. A very short aco­lyte with a very long brass ex­tin­guish­er snuffed out the candles, adding the faintly un­pleas­ant yet sanc­ti­fied odour of hot wax. The small con­greg­a­tion of eld­erly ladies rose up linger­ingly from their de­vo­tions and slipped away in a series of deep gen­u­flec­tions. Miss Cli­mpson gathered up a quant­ity of little manu­als, and groped for her gloves. In do­ing so, she dropped her of­fice-book. It fell, an­noy­ingly, be­hind the long kneel­er, scat­ter­ing as it went a small pente­cost­al shower of East­er cards, book­mark­ers, sac­red pic­tures, dried palms and Ave Mari­as in­to the dark corner be­hind the con­fes­sion­al.

			Miss Cli­mpson gave a little ex­clam­a­tion of wrath as she dived after them—and im­me­di­ately re­pen­ted this im­prop­er out­burst of an­ger in a sac­red place. “Dis­cip­line,” she mur­mured, re­triev­ing the last lost sheep from un­der a has­sock, “dis­cip­line. I must learn self-con­trol.” She crammed the pa­pers back in­to the of­fice-book, grasped her gloves and hand­bag, bowed to the Sanc­tu­ary, dropped her bag, picked it up this time in a kind of glow of mar­tyr­dom, bustled down the aisle and across the church to the south door, where the sac­ristan stood, key in hand, wait­ing to let her out. As she went, she glanced up at the High Al­tar, un­lit and lonely, with the tall candles like faint ghosts in the twi­light of the apse. It had a grim and aw­ful look she thought, sud­denly.

			“Good night, Mr. Stan­ni­forth,” she said, quickly.

			“Good night, Miss Cli­mpson, good night.”

			She was glad to come out of the shad­owy porch in­to the green glow of the June even­ing. She had felt a men­ace. Was it the thought of the stern Baptist, with his call to re­pent­ance? the pray­er for grace to speak the truth and boldly re­buke vice? Miss Cli­mpson de­cided that she would hurry home and read the Epistle and Gos­pel—curi­ously tender and com­fort­able for the fest­iv­al of that harsh and un­com­prom­ising Saint. “And I can tidy up these cards at the same time,” she thought.

			Mrs. Budge’s first-floor front seemed stuffy after the scen­ted love­li­ness of the walk home. Miss Cli­mpson flung the win­dow open and sat down by it to re­arrange her sanc­ti­fied odd­ments. The card of the Last Sup­per went in at the Pray­er of Con­sec­ra­tion; the Fra An­gelico An­nun­ci­ation had strayed out of the of­fice for March 25th and was wan­der­ing among the Sundays after Trin­ity; the Sac­red Heart with its French text be­longed to Cor­pus Christi; the … “Dear me!” said Miss Cli­mpson, “I must have picked this up in church.”

			Cer­tainly the little sheet of pa­per was not in her writ­ing. Some­body must have dropped it. It was nat­ur­al to look and see wheth­er it was any­thing of im­port­ance.

			Miss Cli­mpson was one of those people who say: “I am not the kind of per­son who reads oth­er people’s post­cards.” This is clear no­tice to all and sun­dry that they are, pre­cisely, that kind of per­son. They are not un­truth­ful; the de­lu­sion is real to them. It is merely that Provid­ence has provided them with a warn­ing rattle, like that of the rattlesnake. After that, if you are so fool­ish as to leave your cor­res­pond­ence in their way, it is your own af­fair.

			Miss Cli­mpson per­used the pa­per.

			In the manu­als for self-ex­am­in­a­tion is­sued to the Cath­ol­ic-minded, there is of­ten in­cluded an un­wise little para­graph which speaks volumes for the in­no­cent un­world­li­ness of the com­pilers. You are ad­vised, when pre­par­ing for con­fes­sion, to make a little list of your mis­deeds, lest one or two pec­ca­dilloes should slip your mind. It is true that you are cau­tioned against writ­ing down the names of oth­er people or show­ing your list to your friends, or leav­ing it about. But ac­ci­dents may hap­pen—and it may be that this re­cord­ing of sins is con­trary to the mind of the church, who bids you whis­per them with fleet­ing breath in­to the ear of a priest and bids him, in the same mo­ment that he ab­solves, for­get them as though they had nev­er been spoken.

			At any rate, some­body had been re­cently shriv­en of the sins set forth upon the pa­per—prob­ably the pre­vi­ous Sat­urday—and the doc­u­ment had fluttered down un­noticed between the con­fes­sion-box and the has­sock, es­cap­ing the eye of the clean­er. And here it was—the tale that should have been told to none but God—ly­ing open upon Mrs. Budge’s round ma­hogany table un­der the eye of a fel­low-mor­tal.

			To do Miss Cli­mpson justice, she would prob­ably have des­troyed it in­stantly un­read, if one sen­tence had not caught her eye:

			
				“The lies I told for M. W.’s sake.”

			

			At the same mo­ment she real­ised that this was Vera Find­later’s hand­writ­ing, and it “came over her like a flash”—as she ex­plained af­ter­wards, ex­actly what the im­plic­a­tion of the words was.

			For a full half-hour Miss Cli­mpson sat alone, strug­gling with her con­science. Her nat­ur­al in­quis­it­ive­ness said “Read”; her re­li­gious train­ing said, “You must not read”; her sense of duty to Wim­sey, who em­ployed her, said, “Find out”; her own sense of de­cency said, “Do no such thing”; a dread­ful, harsh voice muttered grat­ingly, “Murder is the ques­tion. Are you go­ing to be the ac­com­plice of Murder?” She felt like Lancelot Gobbo between con­science and the fiend—but which was the fiend and which was con­science?

			“To speak the truth and boldly re­buke vice.”

			Murder.

			There was a real pos­sib­il­ity now.

			But was it a pos­sib­il­ity? Per­haps she had read in­to the sen­tence more than it would bear.

			In that case, was it not—al­most—a duty to read fur­ther and free her mind from this hor­rible sus­pi­cion?

			She would have liked to go to Mr. Tredgold and ask his ad­vice. Prob­ably he would tell her to burn the pa­per promptly and drive sus­pi­cion out of her mind with pray­er and fast­ing.

			She got up and began search­ing for the match­box. It would be bet­ter to get rid of the thing quickly.

			What, ex­actly, was she about to do?—To des­troy the clue to the dis­cov­ery of a Murder?

			Whenev­er she thought of the word, it wrote it­self upon her brain in large cap­it­als, heav­ily un­der­lined. Murder—like a po­lice-bill.

			Then she had an idea. Park­er was a po­lice­man—and prob­ably also he had no par­tic­u­lar feel­ings about the sac­red secrecy of the Con­fes­sion­al. He had a Prot­est­ant ap­pear­ance—or pos­sibly he thought noth­ing of re­li­gion one way or the oth­er. In any case, he would put his pro­fes­sion­al duty be­fore everything. Why not send him the pa­per, without read­ing it, briefly ex­plain­ing how she had come upon it? Then the re­spons­ib­il­ity would be his.

			On con­sid­er­a­tion, how­ever, Miss Cli­mpson’s in­nate hon­esty scouted this scheme as Je­suit­ic­al. Secrecy was vi­ol­ated by this open pub­lic­a­tion as much as if she had read the thing—or more so. The old Adam, too, raised his head at this point, sug­gest­ing that if any­body was go­ing to see the con­fes­sion, she might just as well sat­is­fy her own reas­on­able curi­os­ity. Be­sides—sup­pose she was quite mis­taken. After all, the “lies” might have noth­ing whatever to do with Mary Whit­taker’s alibi. In that case, she would have be­trayed an­oth­er per­son’s secret wan­tonly, and to no pur­pose. If she did de­cide to show it, she was bound to read it first—in justice to all parties con­cerned.

			Per­haps—if she just glanced at an­oth­er word or two, she would see that it had noth­ing to do with—murder—and then she could des­troy it and for­get it. She knew that if she des­troyed it un­read she nev­er would for­get it, to the end of her life. She would al­ways carry with her that grim sus­pi­cion. She would think of Mary Whit­taker as—per­haps—a Murderess. When she looked in­to those hard blue eyes, she would be won­der­ing what sort of ex­pres­sion they had when the soul be­hind them was plot­ting—murder. Of course, the sus­pi­cions had been there be­fore, planted by Wim­sey, but now they were her own sus­pi­cions. They crys­tal­lised—be­came real to her.

			“What shall I do?”

			She gave a quick, shame­faced glance at the pa­per again. This time she saw the word “Lon­don.”

			Miss Cli­mpson gave a kind of little gasp, like a per­son step­ping un­der a cold shower-bath.

			“Well,” said Miss Cli­mpson, “if this is a sin I am go­ing to do it, and may I be for­giv­en.”

			With a red flush creep­ing over her cheeks as though she were strip­ping some­thing na­ked, she turned her at­ten­tion to the pa­per.

			The jot­tings were brief and am­bigu­ous. Park­er might not have made much of them, but to Miss Cli­mpson, trained in this kind of de­vo­tion­al short­hand, the story was clear as print.

			“Jeal­ousy”—the word was writ­ten large and un­der­lined. Then there was a ref­er­ence to a quar­rel, to wicked ac­cus­a­tions and angry words and to a pre­oc­cu­pa­tion com­ing between the pen­it­ent’s soul and God. “Idol”—and a long dash.

			From these few fossil bones, Miss Cli­mpson had little dif­fi­culty in re­con­struct­ing one of those hate­ful and pas­sion­ate “scenes” of slighted jeal­ousy with which a wo­man-rid­den life had made her only too fa­mil­i­ar. “I do everything for you—you don’t care a bit for me—you treat me cruelly—you’re simply sick of me, that’s what it is!” And “Don’t be so ri­dicu­lous. Really, I can’t stand this. Oh, stop it, Vera! I hate be­ing slobbered over.” Hu­mi­li­at­ing, de­grad­ing, ex­haust­ing, beastly scenes. Girls’ school, board­ing­house, Blooms­bury-flat scenes. Dam­nable selfish­ness weary­ing of its vic­tim. Silly schwärmerei swamp­ing all de­cent self-re­spect. Bar­ren quar­rels end­ing in shame and hatred.

			“Beastly, blood­suck­ing wo­man,” said Miss Cli­mpson, vi­ciously. “It’s too bad. She’s only mak­ing use of the girl.”

			But the self-ex­am­iner was now troubled with a more dif­fi­cult prob­lem. Piecing the hints to­geth­er, Miss Cli­mpson sor­ted it out with prac­tised ease. Lies had been told—that was wrong, even though done to help a friend. Bad con­fes­sions had been made, sup­press­ing those lies. This ought to be con­fessed and put right. But (the girl asked her­self) had she come to this con­clu­sion out of hatred of the lies or out of spite against the friend? Dif­fi­cult, this search­ing of the heart. And ought she, not con­tent with con­fess­ing the lies to the priest, also to tell the truth to the world?

			Miss Cli­mpson had here no doubt what the priest’s rul­ing would be. “You need not go out of your way to be­tray your friend’s con­fid­ence. Keep si­lent if you can, but if you speak you must speak the truth. You must tell your friend that she is not to ex­pect any more ly­ing from you. She is en­titled to ask for secrecy—no more.”

			So far, so good. But there was a fur­ther prob­lem.

			“Ought I to con­nive at her do­ing what is wrong?”—and then a sort of ex­plan­at­ory aside—“the man in South Aud­ley Street.”

			This was a little mys­ter­i­ous … No!—on the con­trary, it ex­plained the whole mys­tery, jeal­ousy, quar­rel and all.

			In those weeks of April and May, when Mary Whit­taker had been sup­posed to be all the time in Kent with Vera Find­later, she had been go­ing up to Lon­don. And Vera had prom­ised to say that Mary was with her the whole time. And the vis­its to Lon­don had to do with a man in South Aud­ley Street, and there was some­thing sin­ful about it. That prob­ably meant a love-af­fair. Miss Cli­mpson pursed her lips vir­tu­ously, but she was more sur­prised than shocked. Mary Whit­taker! she would nev­er have sus­pec­ted it of her, some­how. But it so ex­plained the jeal­ousy and the quar­rel—the sense of deser­tion. But how had Vera found out? Had Mary Whit­taker con­fided in her?—No; that sen­tence again, un­der the head­ing “Jeal­ousy”—what was it—“fol­low­ing M. W. to Lon­don.” She had fol­lowed then, and seen. And then, at some mo­ment, she had burst out with her know­ledge—re­proached her friend. Yet this ex­ped­i­tion to Lon­don must have happened be­fore her own con­ver­sa­tion with Vera Find­later, and the girl had then seemed so sure of Mary’s af­fec­tion. Or had it been that she was try­ing to per­suade her­self, with de­term­ined self-de­cep­tion, that there was “noth­ing in” this busi­ness about the man? Prob­ably. And prob­ably some bru­tal­ity of Mary’s had brought all the miser­able sus­pi­cions boil­ing to the sur­face, vo­cal, re­proach­ful and furi­ous. And so they had gone on to the row and the break.

			“Queer,” thought Miss Cli­mpson, “that Vera has nev­er come and told me about her trouble. But per­haps she is ashamed, poor child. I haven’t seen her for nearly a week. I think I’ll call and see her and per­haps she’ll tell me all about it. In which case”—cried Miss Cli­mpson’s con­science, sud­denly emer­ging with a bright and beam­ing smile from un­der the buf­fets of the en­emy—“in which case I shall know the whole his­tory of it le­git­im­ately and can quite hon­our­ably tell Lord Peter about it.”

			The next day—which was the Fri­day—she woke, how­ever, with an un­pleas­ant ache in the con­science. The pa­per—still tucked in­to the of­fice-book—wor­ried her. She went round early to Vera Find­later’s house, only to hear that she was stay­ing with Miss Whit­taker. “Then I sup­pose they’ve made it up,” she said. She did not want to see Mary Whit­taker, wheth­er her secret was murder or mere im­mor­al­ity; but she was tor­men­ted by the de­sire to clear up the mat­ter of the alibi for Lord Peter.

			In Wel­ling­ton Av­en­ue she was told that the two girls had gone away on the Monday and had not yet re­turned. She tried to re­as­sure the maid, but her own heart mis­gave her. Without any real reas­on, she was un­easy. She went round to the church and said her pray­ers, but her mind was not on what she was say­ing. On an im­pulse, she caught Mr. Tredgold as he pottered in and out of the Sac­risty, and asked if she might come the next even­ing to lay a case of con­science be­fore him. So far, so good, and she felt that a “good walk” might help to clear the cob­webs from her brain.

			So she star­ted off, miss­ing Lord Peter by a quarter of an hour, and took the train to Guild­ford and then walked and had lunch in a way­side teashop and walked back in­to Guild­ford and so came home, where she learnt that “Mr. Park­er and ever so many gen­tle­men had been ask­ing for her all day, and what a dread­ful thing, miss, here was Miss Whit­taker and Miss Find­later dis­ap­peared and the po­lice out look­ing for them, and them mo­tor­cars was such dan­ger­ous things, miss, wasn’t they? It was to be hoped there wasn’t an ac­ci­dent.”

			And in­to Miss Cli­mpson’s mind there came, like an in­spir­a­tion, the words, “South Aud­ley Street.”

			Miss Cli­mpson did not, of course, know that Wim­sey was at Crow’s Beach. She hoped to find him in Town. For she was seized with a de­sire, which she could hardly have ex­plained even to her­self, to go and look at South Aud­ley Street. What she was to do when she got there she did not know, but go there she must. It was the old re­luct­ance to make open use of that con­fes­sion pa­per. Vera Find­later’s story at first hand—that was the idea to which she ob­scurely clung. So she took the first train to Wa­ter­loo, leav­ing be­hind her, in case Wim­sey or Park­er should call again, a let­ter so ob­scure and mys­ter­i­ous and so lav­ishly un­der­lined and in­ter­lined that it was per­haps for­tu­nate for their reas­on that they were nev­er faced with it.

			In Pic­ca­dilly she saw Bunter, and learned that his lord­ship was at Crow’s Beach with Mr. Park­er, where he, Bunter, was just off to join him. Miss Cli­mpson promptly charged him with a mes­sage to his em­ploy­er slightly more in­volved and mys­ter­i­ous than her let­ter, and de­par­ted for South Aud­ley Street. It was only when she was walk­ing up it that she real­ised how vague her quest was and how little in­vest­ig­a­tion one can do by merely walk­ing along a street. Also, it sud­denly oc­curred to her that if Miss Whit­taker was car­ry­ing on any­thing of a secret nature in South Aud­ley Street, the sight of an ac­quaint­ance patrolling the pave­ment would put her on her guard. Much struck by this re­flec­tion, Miss Cli­mpson plunged ab­ruptly in­to a chem­ist’s shop and bought a tooth­brush, by way of con­ceal­ing her move­ments and gain­ing time. One can while away many minutes com­par­ing the shapes, sizes and bristles of tooth­brushes, and some­times chem­ists will be nice and gos­sipy.

			Look­ing round the shop for in­spir­a­tion, Miss Cli­mpson ob­served a tin of nas­al snuff la­belled with the chem­ist’s own name.

			“I will take a tin of that, too, please,” she said. “What ex­cel­lent stuff it is—quite won­der­ful. I have used it for years and am really de­lighted with it. I re­com­mend it to all my friends, par­tic­u­larly for hay fever. In fact, there’s a friend of mine who of­ten passes your shop, who told me only yes­ter­day what a mar­tyr she was to that com­plaint. ‘My dear,’ I said to her, ‘you have only to get a tin of this splen­did stuff and you will be quite all right all sum­mer.’ She was so grate­ful to me for telling her about it. Has she been in for it yet?” And she de­scribed Mary Whit­taker closely.

			It will be no­ticed, by the way, that in the struggle between Miss Cli­mpson’s con­science and what Wilkie Collins calls “de­tect­ive fever,” con­science was get­ting the worst of it and was wink­ing at an amount of de­lib­er­ate un­truth which a little time earli­er would have staggered it.

			The chem­ist, how­ever, had seen noth­ing of Miss Cli­mpson’s friend. Noth­ing, there­fore, was to be done but to re­tire from the field and think what was next to be done. Miss Cli­mpson left, but be­fore leav­ing she neatly dropped her latch­key in­to a large bas­ket full of sponges stand­ing at her el­bow. She felt she might like to have an ex­cuse to vis­it South Aud­ley Street again.

			Con­science sighed deeply, and her guard­i­an an­gel dropped a tear among the sponges.

			Re­tir­ing in­to the nearest teashop she came to, Miss Cli­mpson ordered a cup of cof­fee and star­ted to think out a plan for hon­ey­comb­ing South Aud­ley Street. She needed an ex­cuse—and a dis­guise. An ad­ven­tur­ous spir­it was welling up in her eld­erly bos­om, and her first dozen or so ideas were more lur­id than prac­tic­al.

			At length a really bril­liant no­tion oc­curred to her. She was (she did not at­tempt to hide it from her­self) pre­cisely the type and build of per­son one as­so­ci­ates with the col­lec­tion of sub­scrip­tions. Moreover, she had a per­fectly good and genu­ine cause ready to hand. The church which she at­ten­ded in Lon­don ran a slum mis­sion, which was badly in need of funds, and she pos­sessed a num­ber of col­lect­ing cards, bear­ing full au­thor­ity to re­ceive sub­scrip­tions on its be­half. What more nat­ur­al than that she should try a little house-to-house vis­it­ing in a wealthy quarter?

			The ques­tion of dis­guise, also, was less for­mid­able than it might ap­pear. Miss Whit­taker had only known her well-dressed and af­flu­ent in ap­pear­ance. Ugly, clump­ing shoes, a hat of vir­tu­ous ugli­ness, a shape­less coat and a pair of tin­ted glasses would dis­guise her suf­fi­ciently at a dis­tance. At close quar­ters, it would not mat­ter if she was re­cog­nised, for if once she got to close quar­ters with Mary Whit­taker, her job was done and she had found the house she wanted.

			Miss Cli­mpson rose from the table, paid her bill and hur­ried out to buy the glasses, re­mem­ber­ing that it was Sat­urday. Hav­ing se­cured a pair which hid her eyes ef­fect­ively without look­ing ex­ag­ger­atedly mys­ter­i­ous, she made for her rooms in St. George’s Square, to choose suit­able cloth­ing for her ad­ven­ture. She real­ised, of course, that she could hardly start work till Monday—Sat­urday af­ter­noon and Sunday are hope­less from the col­lect­or’s point of view.

			The choice of clothes and ac­cessor­ies oc­cu­pied her for the bet­ter part of the af­ter­noon. When she was at last sat­is­fied she went down­stairs to ask her land­lady for some tea.

			“Cer­tainly, miss,” said the good wo­man. “Ain’t it aw­ful, miss, about this murder?”

			“What murder?” asked Miss Cli­mpson, vaguely.

			She took the Even­ing Views from her land­lady’s hand, and read the story of Vera Find­later’s death.

			

			Sunday was the most aw­ful day Miss Cli­mpson had ever spent. An act­ive wo­man, she was con­demned to in­activ­ity, and she had time to brood over the tragedy. Not hav­ing Wim­sey’s or Park­er’s in­side know­ledge, she took the kid­nap­ping story at its face value. In a sense, she found it com­fort­ing, for she was able to ac­quit Mary Whit­taker of any share in this or the pre­vi­ous murders. She put them down—ex­cept, of course, in the case of Miss Dawson, and that might nev­er have been a murder after all—to the mys­ter­i­ous man in South Aud­ley Street. She formed a night­mare im­age of him in her mind—blood-boltered, sin­is­ter, and—most hor­rible of all—an as­so­ci­ate and em­ploy­er of de­bauched and bru­tal black as­sas­sins. To Miss Cli­mpson’s cred­it be it said that she nev­er for one mo­ment faltered in her de­term­in­a­tion to track the mon­ster to his lurk­ing-place.

			She wrote a long let­ter to Lord Peter, de­tail­ing her plans. Bunter, she knew, had left 110A Pic­ca­dilly, so, after con­sid­er­able thought, she ad­dressed it to Lord Peter Wim­sey, c/o In­spect­or Park­er, The Po­lice-Sta­tion, Crow’s Beach. There was, of course, no Sunday post from Town. How­ever, it would go with the mid­night col­lec­tion.

			On the Monday morn­ing she set out early, in her old clothes and her spec­tacles, for South Aud­ley Street. Nev­er had her nat­ur­al in­quis­it­ive­ness and her hard train­ing in third-rate board­ing­houses stood her in bet­ter stead. She had learned to ask ques­tions without heed­ing re­buffs—to be per­sist­ent, in­sens­it­ive and ob­ser­v­ant. In every flat she vis­ited she ac­ted her nat­ur­al self, with so much sin­cer­ity and such limpet-like ob­stin­acy that she sel­dom came away without a sub­scrip­tion and al­most nev­er without some in­form­a­tion about the flat and its in­mates.

			By teatime, she had done one side of the street and nearly half the oth­er, without res­ult. She was just think­ing of go­ing to get some food, when she caught sight of a wo­man, about a hun­dred yards ahead, walk­ing briskly in the same dir­ec­tion as her­self.

			Now it is easy to be mis­taken in faces, but al­most im­possible not to re­cog­nise a back. Miss Cli­mpson’s heart gave a bound. “Mary Whit­taker!” she said to her­self, and star­ted to fol­low.

			The wo­man stopped to look in­to a shop win­dow. Miss Cli­mpson hes­it­ated to come closer. If Mary Whit­taker was at large, then—why then the kid­nap­ping had been done with her own con­sent. Puzzled, Miss Cli­mpson de­term­ined to play a wait­ing game. The wo­man went in­to the shop. The friendly chem­ist’s was al­most op­pos­ite. Miss Cli­mpson de­cided that this was the mo­ment to re­claim her latch­key. She went in and asked for it. It had been put aside for her and the as­sist­ant pro­duced it at once. The wo­man was still in the shop over the way. Miss Cli­mpson em­barked upon a long string of apo­lo­gies and cir­cum­stan­tial de­tails about her care­less­ness. The wo­man came out. Miss Cli­mpson gave her a longish start, brought the con­ver­sa­tion to a close, and fussed out again, re­pla­cing the glasses which she had re­moved for the chem­ist’s be­ne­fit.

			The wo­man walked on without stop­ping, but she looked in­to the shop win­dows from time to time. A man with a fruit­er­er’s bar­row re­moved his cap as she passed and scratched his head. Al­most at once, the wo­man turned quickly and came back. The fruit­er­er picked up the handles of his bar­row and trundled it away in­to a side street. The wo­man came straight on, and Miss Cli­mpson was ob­liged to dive in­to a door­way and pre­tend to be ty­ing a boot­lace, to avoid a face to face en­counter.

			Ap­par­ently the wo­man had only for­got­ten to buy ci­gar­ettes. She went in­to a to­bac­con­ist’s and emerged again in a minute or two, passing Miss Cli­mpson again. That lady had dropped her bag and was agit­atedly sort­ing its con­tents. The wo­man passed her without a glance and went on. Miss Cli­mpson, flushed from stoop­ing, fol­lowed again. The wo­man turned in at the en­trance to a block of flats next door to a flor­ist’s. Miss Cli­mpson was hard on her heels now, for she was afraid of los­ing her.

			Mary Whit­taker—if it was Mary Whit­taker—went straight through the hall to the lift, which was one of the kind worked by the pas­sen­ger. She stepped in and shot up. Miss Cli­mpson—gaz­ing at the orch­ids and roses in the flor­ist’s win­dow—watched the lift out of sight. Then, with her sub­scrip­tion card prom­in­ently in her hand, she too entered the flats.

			There was a port­er on duty in a little glass case. He at once spot­ted Miss Cli­mpson as a stranger and asked po­litely if he could do any­thing for her. Miss Cli­mpson, se­lect­ing a name at ran­dom from the list of oc­cu­pants in the en­trance, asked which was Mrs. For­rest’s flat. The man replied that it was on the fourth floor, and stepped for­ward to bring the lift down for her. A man, to whom he had been chat­ting, moved quietly from the glass case and took up a po­s­i­tion in the door­way. As the lift as­cen­ded, Miss Cli­mpson no­ticed that the fruit­er­er had re­turned. His bar­row now stood just out­side.

			The port­er had come up with her, and poin­ted out the door of Mrs. For­rest’s flat. His pres­ence was re­as­sur­ing. She wished he would stay with­in call till she had con­cluded her search of the build­ing. How­ever, hav­ing asked for Mrs. For­rest, she must be­gin there. She pressed the bell.

			At first she thought the flat was empty, but after ringing a second time she heard foot­steps. The door opened, and a heav­ily over­dressed and per­ox­ided lady made her ap­pear­ance, whom Lord Peter would at once—and em­bar­rass­ingly—have re­cog­nised.

			“I have come,” said Miss Cli­mpson, wedging her­self briskly in at the door­way with the skill of the prac­tised can­vass­er, “to try if I can en­list your help for our Mis­sion Set­tle­ment. May I come in? I am sure you—”

			“No thanks,” said Mrs. For­rest, shortly, and in a hur­ried, breath­less tone, as if there was some­body be­hind her who she was anxious should not over­hear her, “I’m not in­ter­ested in Mis­sions.”

			She tried to shut the door. But Miss Cli­mpson had seen and heard enough.

			“Good gra­cious!” she cried, star­ing, “why, it’s—”

			“Come in.” Mrs. For­rest caught her by the arm al­most roughly and pulled her over the threshold, slam­ming the door be­hind them.

			“How ex­traordin­ary!” said Miss Cli­mpson, “I hardly re­cog­nised you, Miss Whit­taker, with your hair like that.”

			“You!” said Mary Whit­taker. “You—of all people!” They sat fa­cing one an­oth­er in the sit­ting-room with its taw­dry pink silk cush­ions. “I knew you were a med­dler. How did you get here? Is there any­one with you?”

			“No—yes—I just happened,” began Miss Cli­mpson vaguely. One thought was up­per­most in her mind. “How did you get free? What happened? Who killed Vera?” She knew she was ask­ing her ques­tions crudely and stu­pidly. “Why are you dis­guised like that?”

			“Who sent you?” re­it­er­ated Mary Whit­taker.

			“Who is the man with you?” pur­sued Miss Cli­mpson. “Is he here? Did he do the murder?”

			“What man?”

			“The man Vera saw leav­ing your flat. Did he—?”

			“So that’s it. Vera told you. The li­ar. I thought I had been quick enough.”

			Sud­denly, some­thing which had been troub­ling Miss Cli­mpson for weeks crys­tal­lised and be­came plain to her. The ex­pres­sion in Mary Whit­taker’s eyes. A long time ago, Miss Cli­mpson had as­sisted a re­l­at­ive to run a board­ing­house, and there had been a young man who paid his bill by cheque. She had had to make a cer­tain amount of un­pleas­ant­ness about the bill, and he had writ­ten the cheque un­will­ingly, sit­ting, with her eye upon him, at the little plush-covered table in the draw­ing-room. Then he had gone away—slink­ing out with his bag when no one was about. And the cheque had come back, like the bad penny that it was. A for­gery. Miss Cli­mpson had had to give evid­ence. She re­membered now the odd, de­fi­ant look with which the young man had taken up his pen for his first plunge in­to crime. And today she was see­ing it again—an un­at­tract­ive ming­ling of reck­less­ness and cal­cu­la­tion. It was with the look which had once warned Wim­sey and should have warned her. She breathed more quickly.

			“Who was the man?”

			“The man?” Mary Whit­taker laughed sud­denly. “A man called Tem­pleton—no friend of mine. It’s really funny that you should think he was a friend of mine. I would have killed him if I could.”

			“But where is he? What are you do­ing? Don’t you know that every­body is look­ing for you? Why don’t you—?”

			“That’s why!”

			Mary Whit­taker flung her ten o’clock edi­tion of the Even­ing Ban­ner, which was ly­ing on the sofa. Miss Cli­mpson read the glar­ing head­lines:

			
				“Amaz­ing New De­vel­op­ments in Crow’s Beach Crime.

				“Wounds on Body In­flic­ted After Death.

				“Faked Foot­prints.”

			

			Miss Cli­mpson gasped with amazement, and bent over the smal­ler type. “How ex­traordin­ary!” she said, look­ing up quickly.

			Not quite quickly enough. The heavy brass lamp missed her head in­deed, but fell numb­ingly on her shoulder. She sprang to her feet with a loud shriek, just as Mary Whit­taker’s strong white hands closed upon her throat.
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					—And Smote Him, Thus

				
				
					“ ’Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church-door; but ’tis enough, ’twill serve.”

					
						Romeo and Ju­liet
					
				

			
			Lord Peter missed both Miss Cli­mpson’s com­mu­nic­a­tions. Ab­sorbed in the po­lice in­quiry, he nev­er thought to go back to Leahamp­ton. Bunter had duly ar­rived with “Mrs. Merdle” on the Sat­urday even­ing. Im­mense po­lice activ­ity was dis­played in the neigh­bour­hood of the downs, and at Southamp­ton and Ports­mouth, in or­der to foster the idea that the au­thor­it­ies sup­posed the “gang” to be lurk­ing in those dis­tricts. Noth­ing, as a mat­ter of fact, was farther from Park­er’s thoughts. “Let her think she is safe,” he said, “and she’ll come back. It’s the cat-and-mouse act for us, old man,” Wim­sey fret­ted. He wanted the ana­lys­is of the body to be com­plete and loathed the thought of the long days he had to wait. And he had small hope of the res­ult.

			“It’s all very well sit­ting round with your large dis­guised po­lice­men out­side Mrs. For­rest’s flat,” he said ir­rit­ably, over the ba­con and eggs on Monday morn­ing, “but you do real­ise, don’t you, that we’ve still got no proof of murder. Not in one single case.”

			“That’s so,” replied Park­er, pla­cidly.

			“Well, doesn’t it make your blood boil?” said Wim­sey.

			“Hardly,” said Park­er. “This kind of thing hap­pens too of­ten. If my blood boiled every time there was a delay in get­ting evid­ence, I should be in a per­petu­al fever. Why worry? It may be that per­fect crime you’re so fond of talk­ing about—the one that leaves no trace. You ought to be charmed with it.”

			“Oh, I daresay. O Turpitude, where are the charms that sages have seen in thy face? Time’s called at the Crim­in­als’ Arms, and there isn’t a drink in the place. Wim­sey’s Stand­ard Po­ets, with emend­a­tions by Thing­ummy. As a mat­ter of fact, I’m not at all sure that Miss Dawson’s death wasn’t the per­fect crime—if only the Whit­taker girl had stopped at that and not tried to cov­er it up. If you no­tice, the deaths are be­com­ing more and more vi­ol­ent, elab­or­ate and un­likely in ap­pear­ance. Tele­phone again. If the Post Of­fice ac­counts don’t show a hand­some profit on tele­phones this year it won’t be your fault.”

			“It’s the cap and shoes,” said Park­er, mildly. “They’ve traced them. They were ordered from an out­fit­ter’s in Stepney, to be sent to the Rev. H. Dawson, Pever­il Hotel, Blooms­bury, to await ar­rival.”

			“The Pever­il again!”

			“Yes. I re­cog­nise the hand of Mr. Trigg’s mys­ter­i­ous charm­er. The Rev. Hal­le­lu­jah Dawson’s card, with mes­sage ‘Please give par­cel to bear­er,’ was presen­ted by a Dis­trict Mes­sen­ger next day, with a verbal ex­plan­a­tion that the gen­tle­man found he could not get up to town after all. The mes­sen­ger, obey­ing in­struc­tions re­ceived by tele­phone, took the par­cel to a lady in a nurse’s dress on the plat­form at Char­ing Cross. Asked to de­scribe the lady, he said she was tall and wore blue glasses and the usu­al cloak and bon­net. So that’s that.”

			“How were the goods paid for?”

			“Postal or­der, pur­chased at the West Cent­ral of­fice at the busiest mo­ment of the day.”

			“And when did all this hap­pen?”

			“That’s the most in­ter­est­ing part of the busi­ness. Last month, shortly be­fore Miss Whit­taker and Miss Find­later re­turned from Kent. This plot was well thought out be­fore­hand.”

			“Yes. Well, that’s some­thing more for you to pin on to Mrs. For­rest. It looks like proof of con­spir­acy, but wheth­er it’s proof of murder—”

			“It’s meant to look like a con­spir­acy of Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah’s, I sup­pose. Oh, well, we shall have to trace the let­ters and the type­writer that wrote them and in­ter­rog­ate all these people, I sup­pose. God! what a grind! Hullo! Come in! Oh, it’s you, doc­tor?”

			“Ex­cuse my in­ter­rupt­ing your break­fast,” said Dr. Faulkner, “but early this morn­ing, while ly­ing awake, I was vis­ited with a bright idea. So I had to come and work it off on you while it was fresh. About the blow on the head and the marks on the arms, you know. Do you sup­pose they served a double pur­pose? Be­sides mak­ing it look like the work of a gang, could they be hid­ing some oth­er, smal­ler mark? Pois­on, for in­stance, could be in­jec­ted, and the mark covered up by scratches and cuts in­flic­ted after death.”

			“Frankly,” said Park­er, “I wish I could think it. It’s a very sound idea and may be the right one. Our trouble is, that in the two pre­vi­ous deaths which we have been in­vest­ig­at­ing, and which we are in­clined to think form a part of the same series as this one, there have been no signs or traces of pois­on dis­cov­er­able in the bod­ies at all by any ex­am­in­a­tion or ana­lys­is that skill can de­vise. In fact, not only no proof of pois­on, but no proof of any­thing but nat­ur­al death.”

			And he re­lated the cases in fuller de­tail.

			“Odd,” said the doc­tor. “And you think this may turn out the same way. Still, in this case the death can’t very well have been nat­ur­al—or why these elab­or­ate ef­forts to cov­er it up?”

			“It wasn’t,” said Park­er; “the proof be­ing that—as we now know—the plot was laid nearly two months ago.”

			“But the meth­od!” cried Wim­sey, “the meth­od! Hang it all—here are all we people with our bril­liant brains and our pro­fes­sion­al repu­ta­tions—and this half-trained girl out of a hos­pit­al can beat the lot of us. How was it done?”

			“It’s prob­ably some­thing so simple and ob­vi­ous that it’s nev­er oc­curred to us,” said Park­er. “The sort of prin­ciple you learn when you’re in the fourth form and nev­er ap­ply to any­thing. Rudi­ment­ary. Like that mo­tor­cyc­ling im­be­cile we met up at Crofton, who sat in the rain and prayed for help be­cause he’d nev­er heard of an air­lock in his feed. Now I daresay that boy had learnt—What’s the mat­ter with you?”

			“My God!” cried Wim­sey. He smashed his hand down among the break­fast things, up­set­ting his cup. “My God! But that’s it! You’ve got it—you’ve done it—Ob­vi­ous? God Almighty—it doesn’t need a doc­tor. A gar­age hand could have told you. People die of it every day. Of course, it was an air­lock in the feed.”

			“Bear up, doc­tor,” said Park­er, “he’s al­ways like this when he gets an idea. It wears off in time. D’you mind ex­plain­ing your­self, old thing?”

			Wim­sey’s pal­lid face was flushed. He turned on the doc­tor.

			“Look here,” he said, “the body’s a pump­ing en­gine, isn’t it? The jolly old heart pumps the blood round the ar­ter­ies and back through the veins and so on, doesn’t it? That’s what keeps things work­ing, what? Round and home again in two minutes—that sort of thing?”

			“Cer­tainly.”

			“Little valve to let the blood out; ’noth­er little valve to let it in—just like an in­tern­al com­bus­tion en­gine, which it is?”

			“Of course.”

			“And s’pos­in’ that stops?”

			“You die.”

			“Yes. Now, look here. S’pos­in’ you take a good big hy­po­derm­ic, empty, and dig it in­to one of the big ar­ter­ies and push the handle—what would hap­pen? What would hap­pen, doc­tor? You’d be pump­in’ a big air-bubble in­to your en­gine feed, wouldn’t you? What would be­come of your cir­cu­la­tion, then?”

			“It would stop it,” said the doc­tor, without hes­it­a­tion. “That is why nurses have to be par­tic­u­lar to fill the syr­inge prop­erly, es­pe­cially when do­ing an in­tra­ven­ous in­jec­tion.”

			“I knew it was the kind of thing you learnt in the fourth form. Well, go on. Your cir­cu­la­tion would stop—it would be like an em­bol­ism in its ef­fect, wouldn’t it?”

			“Only if it was in a main artery, of course. In a small vein the blood would find a way round. That is why” (this seemed to be the doc­tor’s fa­vour­ite open­ing) “that is why it is so im­port­ant that em­bol­isms—blood-clots—should be dis­persed as soon as pos­sible and not left to wander about the sys­tem.”

			“Yes—yes—but the air-bubble, doc­tor—in a main artery—say the femor­al or the big vein in the bend of the el­bow—that would stop the cir­cu­la­tion, wouldn’t it? How soon?”

			“Why, at once. The heart would stop beat­ing.”

			“And then?”

			“You would die.”

			“With what symp­toms?”

			“None to speak of. Just a gasp or two. The lungs would make a des­per­ate ef­fort to keep things go­ing. Then you’d just stop. Like heart fail­ure. It would be heart fail­ure.”

			“How well I know it … That sneeze in the car­bur­et­tor—a gasp­ing, as you say. And what would be the post­mortem symp­toms?”

			“None. Just the ap­pear­ances of heart fail­ure. And, of course, the little mark of the needle, if you happened to be look­ing for it.”

			“You’re sure of all this, doc­tor?” said Park­er.

			“Well, it’s simple, isn’t it? A plain prob­lem in mech­an­ics. Of course that would hap­pen. It must hap­pen.”

			“Could it be proved?” in­sisted Park­er.

			“That’s more dif­fi­cult.”

			“We must try,” said Park­er. “It’s in­geni­ous, and it ex­plains a lot of things. Doc­tor, will you go down to the mor­tu­ary again and see if you can find any punc­ture mark on the body. I really think you’ve got the ex­plan­a­tion of the whole thing, Peter. Oh, dear! Who’s on the phone now? … What?—what?—oh, hell!—Well, that’s torn it. She’ll nev­er come back now. Warn all the ports—send out an all-sta­tions call—watch the rail­ways and go through Blooms­bury with a tooth-comb—that’s the part she knows best. I’m com­ing straight up to Town now—yes, im­me­di­ately. Right you are.” He hung up the re­ceiv­er with a few brief, choice ex­pres­sions.

			“That ad­jectiv­al im­be­cile, Pil­l­ing­ton, has let out all he knows. The whole story is in the early edi­tions of the Ban­ner. We’re do­ing no good here. Mary Whit­taker will know the game’s up, and she’ll be out of the coun­try in two twos, if she isn’t already. Com­ing back to Town, Wim­sey?”

			“Nat­ur­ally. Take you up in the car. Lose no time. Ring the bell for Bunter, would you? Oh, Bunter, we’re go­ing up to Town. How soon can we start?”

			“At once, my lord. I have been hold­ing your lord­ship’s and Mr. Park­er’s things ready packed from hour to hour, in case a hur­ried ad­journ­ment should be ne­ces­sary.”

			“Good man.”

			“And there is a let­ter for you, Mr. Park­er, sir.”

			“Oh, thanks. Ah, yes. The fin­ger­prints off the cheque. H’m. Two sets only—be­sides those of the cash­ier, of course—Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah’s and a fe­male set, pre­sum­ably those of Mary Whit­taker. Yes, ob­vi­ously—here are the four fin­gers of the left hand, just as one would place them to hold the cheque flat while sign­ing.”

			“Par­don me, sir—but might I look at that pho­to­graph?”

			“Cer­tainly. Take a copy for your­self. I know it in­terests you as a pho­to­graph­er. Well, cheerio, doc­tor. See you in Town some time. Come on, Peter.”

			Lord Peter came on. And that, as Dr. Faulkner would say, was why Miss Cli­mpson’s second let­ter was brought up from the po­lice-sta­tion too late to catch him.

			

			They reached Town at twelve—ow­ing to Wim­sey’s brisk work at the wheel—and went straight to Scot­land Yard, drop­ping Bunter, at his own re­quest, as he was anxious to re­turn to the flat. They found the Chief Com­mis­sion­er in rather a brusque mood—angry with the Ban­ner and an­noyed with Park­er for hav­ing failed to muzzle Pil­l­ing­ton.

			“God knows where she will be found next. She’s prob­ably got a dis­guise and a get­away all ready.”

			“Prob­ably gone already,” said Wim­sey. “She could eas­ily have left Eng­land on the Monday or Tues­day and nobody a penny the wiser. If the coast had seemed clear, she’d have come back and taken pos­ses­sion of her goods again. Now she’ll stay abroad. That’s all.”

			“I’m very much afraid you’re right,” agreed Park­er, gloomily.

			“Mean­while, what is Mrs. For­rest do­ing?”

			“Be­hav­ing quite nor­mally. She’s been care­fully shad­owed, of course, but not in­terfered with in any way. We’ve got three men out there now—one as a cost­er—one as a dear friend of the hall-port­er’s who drops in every so of­ten with ra­cing tips, and an odd-job man do­ing a spot of work in the back­yard. They re­port that she has been in and out, shop­ping and so on, but mostly hav­ing her meals at home. No one has called. The men deputed to shad­ow her away from the flat have watched care­fully to see if she speaks to any­one or slips money to any­one. We’re pretty sure the two haven’t met yet.”

			“Ex­cuse me, sir.” An of­ficer put his head in at the door. “Here’s Lord Peter Wim­sey’s man, sir, with an ur­gent mes­sage.”

			Bunter entered, trimly cor­rect in bear­ing, but with a glit­ter in his eye. He laid down two pho­to­graphs on the table.

			“Ex­cuse me, my lord and gen­tle­men, but would you be so good as to cast your eyes on these two pho­to­graphs?”

			“Fin­ger­prints?” said the Chief, in­ter­rog­at­ively.

			“One of them is our own of­fi­cial pho­to­graph of the prints on the £10,000 cheque,” said Park­er. “The oth­er—where did you get this, Bunter? It looks like the same set of prints, but it’s not one of ours.”

			“They ap­peared sim­il­ar, sir, to my un­in­struc­ted eye. I thought it bet­ter to place the mat­ter be­fore you.”

			“Send Dewsby here,” said the Chief Com­mis­sion­er. Dewsby was the head of the fin­ger­print de­part­ment, and he had no hes­it­a­tion at all.

			“They are un­doubtedly the same prints,” he said.

			A light was slowly break­ing in on Wim­sey.

			“Bunter—did these come off that wine­glass?”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			“But they are Mrs. For­rest’s!”

			“So I un­der­stood you to say, my lord, and I have filed them un­der that name.”

			“Then, if the sig­na­ture on the cheque is genu­ine—”

			“We haven’t far to look for our bird,” said Park­er, bru­tally. “A double iden­tity; damn the wo­man, she’s made us waste a lot of time. Well, I think we shall get her now, on the Find­later murder at least, and pos­sibly on the Go­tobed busi­ness.”

			“But I un­der­stood there was an alibi for that,” said the Chief.

			“There was,” said Park­er, grimly, “but the wit­ness was the girl that’s just been murdered. Looks as though she had made up her mind to split and was got rid of.”

			“Looks as though sev­er­al people had had a near squeak of it,” said Wim­sey.

			“In­clud­ing you. That yel­low hair was a wig, then.”

			“Prob­ably. It nev­er looked nat­ur­al, you know. When I was there that night she had on one of those close turban af­fairs—she might have been bald for all one could see.”

			“Did you no­tice the scar on the fin­gers of the right hand?”

			“I did not—for the very good reas­on that her fin­gers were stiff with rings to the knuckles. There was pretty good sense be­hind her ugly bad taste. I sup­pose I was to be drugged—or, fail­ing that, caressed in­to slum­ber and then—shall we say, put out of cir­cu­la­tion! Highly dis­tressin’ in­cid­ent. Amor­ous club­man dies in a flat. Re­la­tions very anxious to hush mat­ter up. I was se­lec­ted, I sup­pose, be­cause I was seen with Evelyn Crop­per at Liv­er­pool. Ber­tha Go­tobed got the same sort of dose, too, I take it. Met by old em­ploy­er, ac­ci­dent­ally, on leav­ing work—£5 note and nice little din­ner—lash­ings of cham­pagne—poor kid as drunk as a blind fid­dler—bundled in­to the car—fin­ished off there and trundled out to Ep­ping in com­pany with a ham sand­wich and a bottle of Bass. Easy, ain’t it—when you know how?”

			“That be­ing so,” said the Chief Com­mis­sion­er, “the soon­er we get hold of her the bet­ter. You’d bet­ter go at once, In­spect­or; take a war­rant for Whit­taker or For­rest—and any help you may re­quire.”

			“May I come?” asked Wim­sey, when they were out­side the build­ing.

			“Why not? You may be use­ful. With the men we’ve got there already we shan’t need any ex­tra help.”

			The car whizzed swiftly through Pall Mall, up St. James’s Street and along Pic­ca­dilly. Halfway up South Aud­ley Street they passed the fruit-seller, with whom Park­er ex­changed an al­most im­per­cept­ible sig­nal. A few doors be­low the en­trance to the flats they got out and were al­most im­me­di­ately joined by the hall-port­er’s sport­ing friend.

			“I was just go­ing out to call you up,” said the lat­ter. “She’s ar­rived.”

			“What, the Whit­taker wo­man?”

			“Yes. Went up about two minutes ago.”

			“Is For­rest there too?”

			“Yes. She came in just be­fore the oth­er wo­man.”

			“Queer,” said Park­er. “An­oth­er good the­ory gone west. Are you sure it’s Whit­taker?”

			“Well, she’s made up with old-fash­ioned clothes and grey­ish hair and so on. But she’s the right height and gen­er­al ap­pear­ance. And she’s run­ning the old blue-spec­tacle stunt again. I think it’s the right one—though of course I didn’t get close to her, re­mem­ber­ing your in­struc­tions.”

			“Well, we’ll have a look, any­how. Come along.”

			The cost­er had joined them now, and they all entered to­geth­er.

			“Did the old girl go up to For­rest’s flat all right?” asked the third de­tect­ive of the port­er.

			“That’s right. Went straight to the door and star­ted some­thing about a sub­scrip­tion. Then Mrs. For­rest pulled her in quick and slammed the door. Nobody’s come down since.”

			“Right. We’ll take ourselves up—and mind you don’t let any­body give us the slip by the stair­case. Now then, Wim­sey, she knows you as Tem­pleton, but she may still not know for cer­tain that you’re work­ing with us. Ring the bell, and when the door’s opened, stick your foot in­side. We’ll stand just round the corner here and be ready to rush.”

			This man­oeuvre was ex­ecuted. They heard the bell trill loudly.

			Nobody came to an­swer it, how­ever. Wim­sey rang again, and then bent his ear to the door.

			“Charles,” he cried sud­denly, “there’s some­thing go­ing on here.” His face was white. “Be quick! I couldn’t stand an­oth­er—!”

			Park­er hastened up and listened. Then he caught Peter’s stick and hammered on the door, so that the hol­low lift-shaft echoed with the clam­our.

			“Come on there—open the door—this is the po­lice.”

			And all the time, a hor­rid, stealthy thump­ing and gurg­ling soun­ded in­side—drag­ging of some­thing heavy and a scuff­ling noise. Then a loud crash, as though a piece of fur­niture had been flung to the floor—and then a loud hoarse scream, cut bru­tally off in the middle.

			“Break in the door,” said Wim­sey, the sweat pour­ing down his face.

			Park­er sig­nalled to the heav­ier of the two po­lice­men. He came along, shoulder first, lunging. The door shook and cracked. Park­er ad­ded his weight, thrust­ing Wim­sey’s slight body in­to the corner. They stamped and panted in the nar­row space.

			The door gave way, and they tumbled in­to the hall. Everything was omin­ously quiet.

			“Oh, quick!” sobbed Peter.

			A door on the right stood open. A glance as­sured them that there was noth­ing there. They sprang to the sit­ting-room door and pushed it. It opened about a foot. Some­thing bulky im­peded its pro­gress. They shoved vi­ol­ently and the obstacle gave. Wim­sey leapt over it—it was a tall cab­in­et, fallen, with broken china strew­ing the floor. The room bore signs of a vi­ol­ent struggle—tables flung down, a broken chair, a smashed lamp. He dashed for the bed­room, with Park­er hard at his heels.

			The body of a wo­man lay limply on the bed. Her long, grizzled hair hung in a dark rope over the pil­low and blood was on her head and throat. But the blood was run­ning freely, and Wim­sey could have shouted for joy at the sight. Dead men do not bleed.

			Park­er gave only one glance at the in­jured wo­man. He made promptly for the dress­ing-room bey­ond. A shot sang past his head—there was a snarl and a shriek—and the epis­ode was over. The con­stable stood shak­ing his bit­ten hand, while Park­er put the come-along-o’-me grip on the quarry. He re­cog­nised her read­ily, though the per­ox­ide wig had fallen awry and the blue eyes were bleared with ter­ror and fury.

			“That’ll do,” said Park­er, quietly, “the game’s up. It’s not a bit of use. Come, be reas­on­able. You don’t want us to put the brace­lets on, do you? Mary Whit­taker, ali­as For­rest, I ar­rest you on the charge—” he hes­it­ated for a mo­ment and she saw it.

			“On what charge? What have you got against me?”

			“Of at­tempt­ing to murder this lady, for a start,” said Park­er.

			“The old fool!” she said, con­temp­tu­ously, “she forced her way in here and at­tacked me. Is that all?”

			“Very prob­ably not,” said Park­er. “I warn you that any­thing you say may be taken down and used in evid­ence at your tri­al.”

			In­deed, the third of­ficer had already pro­duced a note­book and was im­per­turb­ably writ­ing down: “When told the charge, the pris­on­er said ‘Is that all?’ ” The re­mark evid­ently struck him as an in­ju­di­cious one, for he licked his pen­cil with an air of sat­is­fac­tion.

			“Is the lady all right—who is it?” asked Park­er, com­ing back to a sur­vey of the situ­ation.

			“It’s Miss Cli­mpson—God knows how she got here. I think she’s all right, but she’s had a rough time.”

			He was anxiously spon­ging her head as he spoke, and at that mo­ment her eyes opened.

			“Help!” said Miss Cli­mpson, con­fusedly. “The syr­inge—you shan’t—oh!” She struggled feebly, and then re­cog­nised Wim­sey’s anxious face. “Oh, dear!” she ex­claimed, “Lord Peter. Such an up­set. Did you get my let­ter? Is it all right? … Oh, dear! What a state I’m in. I—that wo­man—”

			“Now, don’t worry, Miss Cli­mpson,” said Wim­sey, much re­lieved, “everything’s quite all right and you mustn’t talk. You must tell us about it later.”

			“What was that about a syr­inge?” said Park­er, in­tent on his case.

			“She’d got a syr­inge in her hand,” panted Miss Cli­mpson, try­ing to sit up, and fum­bling with her hands over the bed. “I fain­ted, I think—such a struggle—and some­thing hit me on the head. And I saw her com­ing at me with the thing. And I knocked it out of her hand and I can’t re­mem­ber what happened af­ter­wards. But I have re­mark­able vi­tal­ity,” said Miss Cli­mpson, cheer­fully. “My dear fath­er al­ways used to say ‘Cli­mpsons take a lot of killing’!” Park­er was grop­ing on the floor.

			“Here you are,” said he. In his hand was a hy­po­derm­ic syr­inge.

			“She’s men­tal, that’s what she is,” said the pris­on­er. “That’s only the hy­po­derm­ic I use for my in­jec­tions when I get neur­al­gia. There’s noth­ing in that.”

			“That is quite cor­rect,” said Park­er, with a sig­ni­fic­ant nod at Wim­sey. “There is—noth­ing in it.”

			

			On the Tues­day night, when the pris­on­er had been com­mit­ted for tri­al on the charges of mur­der­ing Ber­tha Go­tobed and Vera Find­later, and at­tempt­ing to murder Al­ex­an­dra Cli­mpson, Wim­sey dined with Park­er. The former was de­pressed and nervous.

			“The whole thing’s been beastly,” he grumbled. They had sat up dis­cuss­ing the case in­to the small hours.

			“In­ter­est­ing,” said Park­er, “in­ter­est­ing. I owe you sev­en and six, by the way. We ought to have seen through that For­rest busi­ness earli­er, but there seemed no real reas­on to sus­pect the Find­later girl’s word as to the alibi. These mis­taken loy­al­ties make a lot of trouble.

			“I think the thing that put us off was that it all star­ted so early. There seemed no reas­on for it, but look­ing back on Trigg’s story it’s as plain as a pikestaff. She took a big risk with that empty house, and she couldn’t al­ways ex­pect to find empty houses handy to do away with people in. The idea was, I sup­pose, to build up a double iden­tity, so that, if Mary Whit­taker was ever sus­pec­ted of any­thing, she could quietly dis­ap­pear and be­come the frail but oth­er­wise in­no­cent Mrs. For­rest. The real slip-up was for­get­ting to take back that £5 note from Ber­tha Go­tobed. If it hadn’t been for that, we might nev­er have known any­thing about Mrs. For­rest. It must have rattled her hor­ribly when we turned up there. After that, she was known to the po­lice in both her char­ac­ters. The Find­later busi­ness was a des­per­ate at­tempt to cov­er up her tracks—and it was bound to fail, be­cause it was so com­plic­ated.”

			“Yes. But the Dawson murder was beau­ti­ful in its ease and sim­pli­city.”

			“If she had stuck to that and left well alone, we could nev­er have proved any­thing. We can’t prove it now, which is why I left it off the charge-sheet. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more greedy and heart­less mur­der­er. She prob­ably really thought that any­one who in­con­veni­enced her had no right to ex­ist.”

			“Greedy and ma­li­cious. Fancy try­in’ to shove the blame on poor old Hal­le­lu­jah. I sup­pose he’d com­mit­ted the un­for­giv­able sin of askin’ her for money.”

			“Well, he’ll get it, that’s one good thing. The pit digged for Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah has turned in­to a gold­mine. That £10,000 cheque has been hon­oured. I saw to that first thing, be­fore Whit­taker could re­mem­ber to try and stop it. Prob­ably she couldn’t have stopped it any­way, as it was duly presen­ted last Sat­urday.”

			“Is the money leg­ally hers?”

			“Of course it is. We know it was gained by a crime, but we haven’t charged her with the crime, so that leg­ally no such crime was com­mit­ted. I’ve not said any­thing to Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah, of course, or he mightn’t like to take it. He thinks it was sent him in a burst of con­tri­tion, poor old dear.”

			“So Cous­in Hal­le­lu­jah and all the little Hal­le­lu­jahs will be rich. That’s splen­did. How about the rest of the money? Will the Crown get it after all?”

			“No. Un­less she wills it to someone, it will go to the Whit­taker next-of-kin—a first cous­in, I be­lieve, called All­cock. A very de­cent fel­low, liv­ing in Birm­ing­ham. That is,” he ad­ded, as­sailed by sud­den doubt, “if first cous­ins do in­her­it un­der this con­foun­ded Act.”

			“Oh, I think first cous­ins are safe,” said Wim­sey, “though noth­ing seems safe nowadays. Still, dash it all, some re­la­tions must still be al­lowed a look-in, or what be­comes of the sanc­tity of fam­ily life? If so, that’s the most cheer­ing thing about the beastly busi­ness. Do you know, when I rang up that man Carr and told him all about it, he wasn’t a bit in­ter­ested or grate­ful. Said he’d al­ways sus­pec­ted some­thing like that, and he hoped we wer­en’t go­ing to rake it all up again, be­cause he’d come in­to that money he told us about and was set­ting up for him­self in Har­ley Street, so he didn’t want any more scan­dals.”

			“I nev­er did like that man. I’m sorry for Nurse Phil­liter.”

			“You needn’t be. I put my foot in it again over that. Carr’s too grand to marry a nurse now—at least, I fancy that’s what it is. Any­way, the en­gage­ment’s off. And I was so pleased at the idea of play­ing Provid­ence to two de­serving young people,” ad­ded Wim­sey, pathet­ic­ally.

			“Dear, dear! Well, the girl’s well out of it. Hullo! there’s the phone. Who on earth—? Some damned thing at the Yard, I sup­pose. At three ack emma! Who’d be a po­lice­man?—Yes?—Oh!—right, I’ll come round. The case has gone west, Peter.”

			“How?”

			“Sui­cide. Strangled her­self with a sheet. I’d bet­ter go round, I sup­pose.”

			“I’ll come with you.”

			“An evil wo­man, if ever there was one,” said Park­er, softly, as they looked at the ri­gid body, with its swollen face and the deep, red ring about the throat.

			Wim­sey said noth­ing. He felt cold and sick. While Park­er and the Gov­ernor of the pris­on made the ne­ces­sary ar­range­ments and dis­cussed the case, he sat hunched un­hap­pily upon his chair. Their voices went on and on in­ter­min­ably. Six o’clock had struck some time be­fore they rose to go. It re­minded him of the eight strokes of the clock which an­nounce the run­ning-up of the black and hideous flag.

			As the gate clanged open to let them out, they stepped in­to a wan and aw­ful dark­ness. The June day had ris­en long ago, but only a pale and yel­low­ish gleam lit the half-deser­ted streets. And it was bit­terly cold and rain­ing.

			“What is the mat­ter with the day?” said Wim­sey. “Is the world com­ing to an end?”

			“No,” said Park­er, “it is the ec­lipse.”
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