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Аннотация
A collection of stories starring one of the most unique sleuths ever to crack a case

Oliver Quade knows the record for most eggs laid by a single hen. He knows which state has the longest coastline. He knows why cats purr, who signed the Magna Carta, and who won the two-hundred-twenty-meter race in the 1896 Olympics. Oliver Quade is the Human Encyclopedia, with an answer to every question save one: “When are you going to pay the rent?”
Hoping to solve this tricky problem, Quade heads to a poultry convention to sell some encyclopedias, and is just starting his sales pitch when a dead man is found in an incubator. It’s a puzzle that Quade will have to solve if he wants to escape the convention — and hopefully scrounge up some rent money along the way.

In this volume of stories, the Human Encyclopedia tangles with poisoned darts, dog show killers, and Civil War forgeries, but nothing proves quite so troublesome as the most dangerous villain of all: the landlord.


Frank Gruber
Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia


Introduction

Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia
Kevin Burton Smith
The price of this magnificent volume is not twenty-five dollars as you might expect, not even fifteen or ten, but a paltry two-ninety-five. It sounds preposterous, I know, but it’s really true! All the wisdom of all the ages for only two ninety-five!”
The “magnificent volume” in question is The Compendium of Human Knowledge, a handy dandy single volume which offered “all you will ever need to know, the answer to every question… Classified, condensed and abbreviated.”
A variation of that huckster’s spiel lies at the heart of every story Frank Gruber wrote about Oliver Quade, the self-proclaimed Human Encyclopedia, and one of the more intriguing sleuths to appear in the hard-boiled detective pulps of the 1930s.
Intriguing, because in a world of steel-eyed cops and men who made trouble their business, when it came to sleuthing Quade was undeniably a rank amateur, with no more business sticking his nose into a murder investigation than the average reader. He had absolutely no franchise upon which to build a series — not even the flimsy guise of an advice columnist for the love-lorn (Frederick C. Davis’ Lora Lorne) or the shaky premise of an employment agency specializing in “odd jobs” (Alan Farley’s Mike Tyre).
Nope, all Quade did was sell encyclopedias — hardly a magnet for murder and mayhem. But this was, after all, the pulps.
And so, in fifteen fast-paced and pulpy stories (four published in Thrilling Detective, the remainder in Black Mask), Quade found himself thrust again and again into the midst of murder investigations, with only his overly large ego, his boundless curiosity and the most colossally bad luck in the pulps to blame. Quade, it seemed, was incapable of pitching his book and flogging his wares without someone dropping dead somewhere close by. At first he worked alone, but when Gruber moved to the more lucrative Black Mask, the stories got longer, and he gave Quade a partner: Charles Boston, who would serve as Quade’s stooge, assistant, second banana and sounding board. But the essential formula remained unchanged.
In each and every story Quade would gain admission to somewhere he wasn’t invited, or hadn’t paid the entrance fee. It might be a dog show, a poultry exhibition, a racetrack, a State fair, an exclusive mountaintop resort, a carnival midway or an illegal cockfight. Anywhere where a crowd was gathered and where he figured he (with or without Charlie) might be able to peddle a few books. Quade would start off by loudly introducing himself as The Human Encyclopedia and then challenge the gathered crowd, daring them to stump him with a question, any question on any topic at all. Naturally, Quade, a man blessed with a photographic memory and no small amount of flimflammery, somehow knew the answer to everything. Then, having properly astounded the crowd, he would unleash the pitch, and suggest that they too, could look up the answer to any question they ever wanted to know and thus become an intellectual giant, the envy of their peers, and all for a measly $2.95.
At this point, a body would be discovered or someone would drop dead. And the cause of death would never be from natural causes.
Quade, the perpetually uninvited guest and eternal outsider, would promptly be deemed a suspect. Oh, sure, there was invariably a charming young lady with large, innocent eyes and a handsome figure, somewhere in the 20–22 year old age bracket, around for Quade to impress (and occasionally to protect and defend) and usually an officious police officer or two for Quade to run circles around, but the main reason Quade got into so many homicide cases was simply that he couldn’t walk away. His reputation as the world’s smartest man — if not his freedom — would be at stake, and so it would be up to Quade to find the real murderer.
Along the way there’d be a few oddball characters (yokels were a frequent target, as were the wealthy and/or pompous), and eventually, utilizing a combination of gumption, arcane knowledge and a few scams, Quade would crack the case wide open, save the girl, and sell a few encyclopedias.
The formula — and make no mistake, it was definitely a formula — proved extremely effective, partly because Gruber, a solid craftsman, brought a journeyman jazz musician’s talent for improvisation to the proceedings, playing infinite variations on the theme without ever quite losing the melody.
And for a readership still reeling from the Great Depression, it must have been quite a melody, this notion of a cocky, scrappy fly-by-nighter with the bellowing voice and the gift of gab traveling from town to town, footloose and fancy-free, getting involved in all sorts of screwball shenanigans at some of the most peculiar of places, putting it to the rubes and the suits, solving crimes and racking up enough encyclopedia sales to “salt away twenty thousand or so bucks every year.”
Even today — or perhaps especially today — that melody still lingers, and it will only take a story or two to have even modern day audiences humming along.
Quade was pulp writer Gruber’s first series character, supposedly inspired by the author’s own scouring through an encyclopedia looking for story ideas. But the basic template of the brains-and-brawn pairing would serve him well for later series characters, including Johnny Fletcher and Sam Cragg, a perpetually broke con artist and sometime book salesman, and his muscle-bound partner/stooge who appeared in over a dozen novels; Simon Lash and Eddie Slocum, a book-loving private eye and his long-suffering assistant; and Otis Beagle and Joe Peel, a couple of shifty Hollywood private eyes.
Gruber was one of the more prolific of the writers for the pulps, and when that market dried up, he simply moved on to Hollywood and began writing for TV and film. In later years he returned to writing novels, as well as a memoir of his years in the literary trenches, appropriately titled The Pulp Jungle (1967), in which he offered up his eleven-point breakdown of what makes for a good mystery; a formula that he claimed he had perfected and that had stood him in good stead for all those years.
The formula must have worked. In his long career, Gruber claimed to have sold over 300 stories to the pulps, mostly detective tales and Westerns, and to have placed his name on over 60 books and more than 200 TV and film scripts.
You could look it up….
Kevin Burton Smith is a writer and critic. He’s the editor and founder of the Thrilling Detective Web Site, and a columnist and critic for Mystery Scene.
A Complete List of Oliver Quade Stories can be found at Kevin Burton Smith’s amusing and informative website, thrillingdetective.com. Don’t pick up a mystery tale or research a famous detective without it!
* * *
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Death at the Main

Oliver Quade had perused both the Social Register and Bradstreet’s Journal on a number of occasions and he calculated mentally that there was easily a billion dollars worth of blue blood here tonight in this big renovated barn. Reggie Ragsdale, the host, was worth a hundred million if he was worth a cent; the average fortune of the two hundred-odd other men could be estimated conservatively at five million.
Long Island didn’t see many cocking mains. Cocking wasn’t a gentleman’s sport like horse racing and fox hunting. In fact, many of Long Island’s blue-bloods had shaken their heads when Young Ragsdale took up cock fighting. But they had eagerly accepted invitations to the Ragsdale estate to witness the great cocking main between Ragsdale’s birds and the best of the Old South, the feathered warriors of George Treadwell.
Ragsdale had cleared out this large barn, had built tiers of seats in the form of a big bowl surrounding the cockpit. The place was ablaze with lights, and servants in uniforms scampered about with liquid refreshments for the guests.
Oliver Quade had crashed the gate and was enjoying himself immensely. He’d heard of the cocking main quite by accident; and being a Southerner by birth and a cocking enthusiast, he’d “crashed.” He’d brought along a bagful of books, too. After a long and varied career he never knew when the opportunity might present itself to dispose of a few volumes and he wanted to be prepared for any contingency.
He chuckled at the thought of it. Two hundred millionaires protected daily by business managers, secretaries and servants; few of them had ever been compelled — or privileged, depending upon your viewpoint — to listen to a really good book salesman. And Quade was a good book salesman, the best in the country. Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, who traveled the country from coast to coast, selling books and salting away twenty thousand dollars every year.
The fights had already been started when Quade bluffed the doorkeeper into letting him into the Ragsdale barn. For an hour he rubbed elbows with the Long Island aristocrats, talked with them and cheered with them while the feathered warriors in the pit fought and bled and died.
The score stood at eight-all now, with the seventeenth and last bout of the evening to come up, which would decide the superiority of Ragsdale’s Jungle Shawls and the Whitehackles of George Treadwell. Ragsdale rose to make an announcement as the handlers carried out the birds after the sixteenth fight.
“There’ll be a short intermission of ten minutes before the final bout, gentlemen.”
Quade’s eyes sparkled. This was his golden chance, the one he’d waited for all evening. Perhaps they’d throw him out, but Quade had been thrown out of places before. Chuckling, he climbed upon a bench. He held out his hands in a supplicating gesture.
“Gentlemen,” he cried out suddenly in a booming voice that surprised people who heard it issue from such a lean body, “give me your attention for a minute. I’m going to entertain you — something entirely new and different.”
A couple of attendants looked with surprised eyes at Quade. Reggie Ragsdale, on the other side of the pit, frowned. Quade knew that he’d have to talk fast — catch the interest of the audience before Ragsdale tried to stop him. He had confidence in his oratorical powers.
“Gentlemen,” he continued in his rich, penetrating voice. “I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. I have the greatest brain in the United States, probably the greatest in the world. I know the answers to all questions; what came first, the chicken or the egg; the population of Sydney, Australia; the dates of every battle from the beginning of history; the founders of your family fortunes. Try me out, gentlemen. Any question at all — any! History, science, mathematics, general interest. You, sir, ask me a question!”
Quade, knowing the hesitation of any audience to get started, pointed to a man close to him, whose mouth was agape.
The man flushed, stammered. “Why, uh — I don’t know anything I want to ask — Yes, I do! At what price did N.T.&T. close today?”
“Easy!” cried Quade. “You could read that in today’s newspaper. National Telephone and Telegraph closed today at 187 ½. A year ago today it was 153. Ask me something harder. You, sir,” he pointed. “A question; history, science, mathematics—”
“What is the distance to the moon?”
“From the center of the earth to the center of the moon the distance is approximately 238,857 miles. Next question!”
The game was catching on. Quade didn’t have to point at anyone now. The audience had gathered its wits and the next question came promptly.
“What is ambergris?”
“Ambergris is a greasy substance spewed up by sick whales and is used in the manufacture of perfumes. It comes in lumps and is extremely valuable, a chunk of approximately thirty pounds recently found in the North Atlantic bringing $5,200. Next!”
“How do you measure the thickness of leather?” That was evidently a wealthy shoe manufacturer, but his question didn’t phase Quade in the least.
“By irons,” he shot back. “An iron is one seventy-second of an inch. The ordinary shoe sole is eight irons thick, although some run as thick as twelve irons and those on dancing pumps as thin as four irons — And now—”
Quade stooped, snapped open his suitcase and extracted a thick volume from it. He held it aloft. “And now I’m going to give each and every gentleman here tonight an opportunity to learn the answers themselves to any question that may arise, today, tomorrow or any time during the year. This book has the answers to ALL questions. The Compendium of Human Knowledge, the knowledge of the ages crammed into one volume, two thousand pages. Classified, condensed and abbreviated.”
Quade paused for a brief breath and shot a glance at Reggie Ragsdale. The young millionaire, who had assumed a tolerant, amused expression a few moments ago when he saw that Quade’s game was catching with the guests was frowning again. Entertaining the guests was all right, but selling something to them, that was different! Quade knew that he’d have to work even faster.
He launched again into his sales talk, exhorting in a vibrant, penetrating voice that was famous throughout the country. “The price of this magnificent volume is not twenty-five dollars as you might expect, not even fifteen or ten dollars, but a paltry two ninety-five. It sounds preposterous, I know, but it’s really true. The knowledge of the ages for only two ninety-five! Yes, Mr. Ragsdale, you want to ask a question before you purchase one of these marvelous books?”
“I don’t want to buy your confounded book!” cried Ragsdale. “I want to know how you got in here?”
Quade chuckled. “Why, your doorkeeper let me in. I told him I was a book salesman and thought this gathering would be ideal for selling books. Really, Mr. Ragsdale, that’s exactly what I told him and he let me in. Of course, if he didn’t believe me, that’s not my fault.”
A roar of laughter swept the audience. None doubted that Quade had actually made his entrance in that manner. His audacity appealed to the thrill-jaded aristocrats. Even Ragsdale grinned.
“All right, you can stay. But put up your books now; they’re coming in with the birds for the last fight. After it, you can sell your books. I’ll even buy one myself.”
Quade was disappointed. He’d made his pitch, built up his audience to the selling point and he didn’t like to quit before collecting. But he couldn’t very well cross Ragsdale — and sight of the handlers coming in with the birds was making the sportsmen turn to the pit. The best book in the world couldn’t compete against a couple of fighting roosters.
Quade closed his sample case, walked down to Reggie Ragsdale’s ringside seat and prepared to watch the last fight of the evening. Ragsdale grinned at him.
The handlers were down in the pit now. Ragsdale’s handler, Tom Dodd, carried a huge, red Jungle Shawl and Treadwell’s handler, Cleve Storm, a fierce-looking Whitehackle.
“Treadwell must have a lot of confidence in that Whitehackle,” Quade remarked. “He’s battle-scarred. Been in at least four professional fights.”
Ragsdale looked at Quade in surprise. “Ah, you know that cocks are at their best in their first fight?”
“Of course,” said Quade. “I was raised down in Alabama and fought a few cocks of my own. That Whitehackle must be one of those rare ones that’s improved with every fight instead of deteriorated. Ah!”
The referee had finished giving the handlers their instructions and Storm and Dodd retired to opposite sides of the sand-covered pit.
The referee looked at first one handler, then another. He hesitated a moment, then cried, “Time!”
Both handlers released their birds. There was a fluttering of wings, a rushing of air from both directions — and a sudden rumbling of voices from the audience. For the Jungle Shawl faltered in his charge — turned yellow. An unforgivable weakness in a fighting bird.
It cost the Shawl his life, for with a squawk and flutter of wings the Whitehackle hurtled through the air and pounced on his opponent. His vicious beak hooked into the hackle of the Shawl and for a second he straddled the bird, then the two-inch steel gaffe slashed down — and the Jungle Shawl was dead!
“Hung!” cried Tom Dodd.
Both handlers rushed forward. Quade looked at Reggie Ragsdale. The young millionaire was rising to his feet, his lips twisted into a wry grin. Quade looked across the cockpit at George Treadwell — and gasped.
Treadwell was still seated, but his arms and head hung over the top of the pit and even as Quade looked, his hat fell from his head and dropped to the sandy floor. At the distance Quade could see that Treadwell’s eyes were glassy.
“Treadwell!” Reggie Ragsdale exclaimed. He, too, had glanced across the pit.
Ragsdale brushed past Quade and hurried around the pit to Treadwell’s side, Quade following. Other spectators saw Treadwell then and a bedlam of noise went up.
“Don’t anyone leave!” thundered Ragsdale, his bored manner gone. “Treadwell is dead!”
“He’s been murdered!”
The three words rang out above the rumble of noise. Quade looked down into the pit at the awe-stricken face of Cleve Storm, Treadwell’s handler.
“Don’t be a fool, man!” he cautioned. “You can’t make an accusation like that! Mr. Treadwell probably died of heart failure.”
“He’s been murdered, I tell you!” cried Storm. “There wasn’t nothin’ the matter with his heart.”
Ragsdale straightened beside Quade. “Doctor Pardley!” he called.
A middle-aged man with a grey-flecked Vandyke came up. He made a quick examination of George Treadwell, without touching the body. Then he frowned at Ragsdale. “Hard to say, Reggie. Might have been apoplexy — except that he’s not the type.”
Ragsdale blinked. “He was a dead-game sportsman — I’ll see that his widow receives my check at once.”
“That ain’t gonna bring him back to life!” cried Cleve Storm. “I–I warned him not to come up here.”
“Why?” snapped Ragsdale testily.
Cleve Storm looked around the circle of hostile faces, for most of the men here were personal friends of Ragsdale. He gulped. “Because he didn’t have a chance — not against your money. You — you always win.”
Ragsdale winced. It was the deadliest insult any man could have hurled at him: to accuse him of not being a real sportsman. His lips tightened.
Quade came to Ragsdale’s assistance. “I’d advise you to keep your opinions — for the cops.”
Ragsdale flashed him a wan smile of thanks. “That’s right, we’ve got to call the police. And when the newspapers hear of this!”
Quade knew what he meant. Cock fighting was an undercover sport. A murder on the Ragsdale estate — cock fighting. The tabloids would have a scoop.
Ragsdale signaled to a steward. “Telephone for the Charlton police, Louis,” he ordered. “Tell them someone died here — might possibly be a murder.” He did not spare himself.
Quade looked at his leather case full of books and shook his head. Well, this shattered his hopes of making sales. The prospective customers wouldn’t be in the mood now for buying books, even if Quade had the bad taste to try selling them with a corpse just a few feet away.
Wait — a thought struck Quade. The police! They’d be here in a few minutes. This might be a murder after all and everyone here knew everyone else — except Quade. He was a gate-crasher — and he was not a millionaire. Why — why, he might even have some very bad moments trying to explain his presence here.
The police came, four of them, led by Chief Kells. With them came the county medical examiner. There was deference in the chief’s manner as he approached Ragsdale.
“Cock fighting, sir? It’s going to make quite a stir in town. It’s — it’s against the law!”
“I know,” replied Ragsdale wearily. “Go ahead, do your duty.”
The chief looked importantly at the medical examiner who was already going over the body of George Treadwell. “Very well, sir, you might begin by telling me just what happened.”
Ragsdale sighed. “Our birds were fighting in the pit — the last bout. My bird lost. When I looked across the pit, there was Treadwell, head hanging over the railing, dead.”
“Who was beside him?” asked the chief.
Ragsdale shook his head. “I don’t know, several of my guests, I suppose. I know only that I was directly opposite him across the width of the pit. But no one — excepting myself — had any motive for wishing his death.”
“And why yourself?” The chief pounced on Ragsdale’s self-accusal.
“Because I had a bet with Treadwell and lost.”
The chief looked worried, but just then the medical examiner came up. He, too, was frowning. “Not a mark on him,” he said. “Yet I’d swear that it wasn’t apoplexy or heart failure. Symptoms indicate he’s been poisoned, but I can’t find anything on him. I’ll have to do a post-mortem.”
Cleve Storm, who had released his Whitehackle in the pit and come up, sprang forward. “I knew he was poisoned. I knew it.”
“How did you know it?” asked Chief Kells sharply. “And who are you anyway?”
“He was Treadwell’s trainer,” explained Ragsdale. “A loyal employee.”
Kells shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. “It would have to be murder. All right, Mr. Ragsdale. I’ve got to do some questioning. How much money did you have bet on the final outcome of these cock fights?”
“Ten thousand — no, wait. Thirty-five thousand altogether. Ten thousand with Treadwell and twenty-five thousand with a man down in the South.”
“Who? Is he here?”
“No, and I really don’t know the man except by reputation. The bet was made through correspondence. A cocking enthusiast who lives in Nashville; C. Pitts is the name.”
The chief’s eyes narrowed. “That sounds screwy. You mean this Pitts guy just up and sent you twenty-five thousand as a bet?”
“Not exactly. Pitts sent the money to the editor of the Feathered Fighter,” explained Ragsdale. “I gave my own check to Mr. Morgan when he arrived here.”
“That’s true,” said a heavy-set man, stepping forward. “I have both checks in my pocket right now.”
Kells bit his lip. “You know this Pitts fellow?”
“Not personally,” said the magazine man, “but by reputation. He bets on many of the cocking mains and I’ve held stakes for him before. The arrangements have always been made by mail.”
Kells grunted. “How long you been raising roosters, Mr. Ragsdale? I thought horses was your game.”
“They are, but a few months ago Treadwell got me interested in game cocks. To tell you the truth, I’ve only raised a few birds and they’re still too young to fight. All the cocks I fought here tonight were purchased specially for the occasion. It’s quite ethical, I assure you.”
Quade perked up his ears. This was ironical indeed. Ragsdale with millions at his command and intensely interested in winning in everything he did, had probably spent an enormous sum for his fighting birds — and yet they’d lost, against ordinary fighting birds raised by Treadwell himself. Quade began to take a more serious interest in the situation. There might be something here yet that would prove interesting, perhaps afford Quade an opportunity to use that marvelous brain of his.
“From whom did you buy your roosters?” Kells again.
“Terence Walcott, who lives in the state of Oregon. Tom Dodd brought the birds East and handled them for me, during the fights. Dodd!”
Tom Dodd came forward. He was a little bandy-legged man of about forty.
“You the chap who raises these roosters?” questioned the chief.
“Yes, I work for Mr. Terence Walcott of Corvallis, Oregon. I been working around game cocks all my life.”
“Where were you when Treadwell was kil — died?”
“In the pit, of course.”
Kells looked at Ragsdale for confirmation. The latter nodded. “That’s right. He was down in the pit. In the opposite corner from Treadwell. Treadwell’s handler, Cleve Storm, was in the other corner, just under Treadwell’s seat. Federle, the referee, was all around the pit.”
“And everybody was watching them? That sorta lets those three out. Well, who was close by Treadwell at the moment?”
“I was,” a lean, middle-aged man spoke up. “I was right beside him on his left. I was so excited over the fights down in the pit, however, that I didn’t even know anything had happened to poor George Treadwell until Ragsdale came dashing around.”
The chief looked at the man with suspicion-laden eyes. “What’s your name?”
“Ralph Wilcoxson. Treadwell was my business partner. Treadwell & Wilcoxson, Lumber.”
The chief looked even more hostile than before. “And who was on the other side of him?”
“I was,” said Morgan, the editor of the Feathered Fighter.
The chief snorted in disgust. “Hell, everyone here is a friend of someone and respectable as a deacon. What chance have I got?”
Louis, the steward, who was standing behind his master, coughed. “Pardon, sir, everyone here isn’t a friend. I–I let the gentlemen in at the door — and one of them didn’t have a card.”
Quade swore softly. Ragsdale, the sportsman, hadn’t seen fit to betray him, but the servant who’d been the butt of Quade’s harmless joke awhile ago, couldn’t take it. This was his revenge.
“He means me, Chief,” he said, beating the traitorous steward to the punch.
The chief’s shoulders hunched, and his teeth bared. Here was someone who didn’t belong. “Who are you?” he asked, in a voice that almost shook the rafters.
Quade grinned impudently. “Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, the man who knows the answers to all questions.” The introduction rolled glibly off Quade’s tongue. It was part of his showmanship.
The chief’s mouth dropped open. “Human Encyclopedia! What the hell you talkin’ about?”
“Just what I said. I’m the Human Encyclopedia who knows everything.”
“Ask him who killed Treadwell,” called out a wag in the crowd.
Quade winced. His wits had been wool-gathering, otherwise he’d never have left himself open for that. The chief pounced on it, too. “All right, Mr. Encyclopedia — who and what killed Treadwell?”
Quade gulped. “Ah, now, Chief, you’re not playing fair! Even Human Encyclopedias have a code of professional ethics. We don’t go into competition with other professions. You wouldn’t think it fair for cops to take in laundry on the side or sell moth tabs from door to door?”
Chief Kells tried to look stern but made a failure of it. “So you’re not so smart after all.”
“Well,” said Quade, “it’s against union rules, but I’ll help out a bit.” He pointed at the body of Treadwell. “Notice how the arms are hanging over the pit. I suggest you look at the hands!”
The medical examiner sprang forward, reached down and picked up Treadwell’s limp arms. He exclaimed almost immediately. “He’s right. There’s a tiny spot of blood right in the palm of his right hand. And it’s inflamed. Looks like he’s been struck with a hypodermic!”
The chief whirled and leveled a finger at Cleve Storm. “You — you’re the man!”
The cock handler’s jaw dropped and his eyes threatened to pop from his head. “Me!” he cried.
“Yes, you! You been doing all the hollering about murder around here and you’re the only one could have done it!”
“I could not!” screamed Storm, suddenly panic-stricken that the tables had been turned on him. “I was down in the pit when he was killed.”
The chief nodded grimly. “That’s why I’m accusing you. Look,” he pointed at the body of Treadwell. “He’s hanging over the pit right over the side where you was waiting while the roosters were fighting. Dodd was over on Ragsdale’s side, so it couldn’t have been him. And the referee was moving all around, which lets him out.”
The chief’s reasoning was sound, but the expression on Cleve Storm’s face caused Quade to pucker up his brow. Storm didn’t act like a murderer — and if he really was, he’d been damned dumb awhile ago to insist on murder when everyone else was willing to let it go as heart failure.
He looked down into the cockpit. The Whitehackle was still down there and was now quietly scratching away in the sand, hopefully trying to find a worm or bug. But where was the Jungle Shawl’s carcass?
Chief Kells spat out a stream of tobacco juice. “I’m arresting you, Storm. If I find a hypodermic anywhere around here you’re as good as burned right now. Oscar!” He signaled to one of his policemen. “Go over that pit down there, inch by inch. Look for a needle or hypodermic. You, Myers and Coons, you go over this place with a fine-tooth comb!”
Kells turned to Reggie Ragsdale. “I don’t believe there’ll be any more now, Mr. Ragsdale. Of course you know I got to bring charges about the cock fighting. That’ll mean maybe a small fine or suspended sentence. You’ll be notified when to appear in court.”
Ragsdale nodded. “Of course, Chief, and thanks for the way you’ve handled things here. I’ll speak to the board of council-men about you.”
The chief’s eyes glowed. He rubbed his hands together and began shouting orders. Men bustled around. The body of Treadwell was carried out on a stretcher. Cleve Storm, still protesting his innocence, was led out. Guests began to leave.
Quade gathered up his bagful of books and topcoat. He walked over to Ragsdale. “Sorry about the trouble. Hope everything will work out all right.”
“Thanks.” The young sportsman smiled wanly.
Quade nodded and swung around. His topcoat caught on the top of the railing. He gave it a jerk and it came away with a slight ripping sound. Quade swore softly. The coat was only about a year old. He reached out to touch a nail on which the coat had caught.
He stopped his fingers an inch from the point and his eyes narrowed suddenly. It wasn’t a nail on which the coat had caught, but a needle. It stuck up about a sixteenth of an inch from the top of the flat railing. This was the exact spot behind which Treadwell had sat.
At that moment one of the policemen down in the pit yelled. “I’ve found it!” He held aloft a shiny hypodermic needle. The medical examiner hurried down into the pit and took the needle from the policeman’s hand. He sniffed at it. “Not sure,” he said, “but it smells like curare, that stuff the South American Indians put on their blow-gun arrows. Kills instantly. Figured it was something like this that killed Treadwell,” he said triumphantly.
Quade shook his head. Curare at a cock fight! Things were getting complicated. A scrap of information in the back of Quade’s head bothered him. He had a habit of filing away odd bits of information in his encyclopedic brain, and when he had time, marshaling them together like the pieces of a crossword puzzle. A marvelous memory and this faculty of fitting together apparently irrelevant bits of information was largely responsible for his nickname — the Human Encyclopedia.
Quade deserved that name. Fifteen years ago he’d come into possession of a set of the Encyclopedia Americana, twenty-five large volumes. Quade read all the volumes from A to Z and then when he had finished, began at A again. He was now at PU on the fifth trip through the volumes. Fifteen years of reading the encyclopedias, plus extensive reading of other books had given him a truly encyclopedic brain.
What was this odd bit of information that puzzled him? It had something to do with the mix-up here tonight — something he’d observed or heard. Storm? No, because Quade was quite sure Storm was innocent. Something about the birds?
He hesitated for a moment, then sauntered over to the rear door of the barn. He slipped out quietly.
The yard was pitch dark. In the front of the building he could hear voices and automobiles, but back here it was as still and dark as the inside of a pocket. There was no moon or stars. A long black shadow loomed up ahead. Quade made his way toward it.
As he approached the building he recognized it for a Cornell type laying house. There was a door at one end of the building. Quade set down his bag and tried it. It was unlocked. He pushed it open. He stepped inside and struck a match. By the light of it he saw a light switch beside the door. He turned it and electric lights sprang on.
Quade saw that the building was evidently used as a conditioning room for poultry. Wire coops, sacks of feed, a bench on which stood cans of oil, remedies, tonics and other paraphernalia. Quade examined the objects and grinned. There was even a box of face rouge. Having raised birds himself he knew that breeders often used rouge to touch up the ear lobes of the birds. Baking soda was used to bring out the color of the red Jungle Shawl birds. The oil was for slicking up the feathers.
A large gunny sack on the floor caught his eye. There was a small pool of dark liquid beside the sack. Quade stooped and picked up the shawl. He dumped out the contents — four Jungle Shawl cocks — dead.
Four? Nine of Ragsdale’s birds had met defeat. Quade hadn’t seen all the bouts, but he’d been informed by other spectators that six of the losing Shawls had been killed, three merely wounded. Well, where were the other two carcasses? The bag was large enough to have held all of them. That didn’t make sense. If Tom Dodd had brought the carcasses here why hadn’t he brought them all? Or hadn’t Dodd brought them here?
A sound behind him caused Quade to whirl. He was just in time to see the door push open and a couple of hairy arms reach in. The hands held a huge, red fighting cock. Even as Quade looked, the cock was dropped to the floor and the door slammed shut. Quade heard the hasp rattle outside and knew that the person who had thrown in the Jungle Shawl had locked the door on the outside.
Quade’s eyes were focused on the fighting cock. The bird was ruffling up his hackles and uttering warning squawks. Quade gasped. He’d known game cocks down in the South to kill full-grown sheep with their naked spurs — and those were ordinary games. These Jungle Shawls were only one generation removed from the wild ancestors of the Malay jungles.
This particular cock was well equipped for fighting. It had needle pointed steel gaffs on his spurs which seemed to Quade longer than those the birds in the pits had used. They were at least three inches long.
One slash of those powerful legs and the needles would rip through clothing, skin and flesh. They would lay open a thigh to the bone.
Quade was given no time for thought. With a sudden vicious squawk the Jungle Shawl hurled himself at Quade, half running, half flying. Quade sprang backward and collided with a sack of egg-mash. He stumbled on it and tripped to the floor. He rolled over on his side as quickly as he could and just missed the attack of the angry rooster. One wing brushed his face. He sprang to his feet and put a safe distance between himself and the bird.
The cock whirled and uttered a defiant screech. Then it charged again. Quade sidestepped and began stripping off his topcoat which he’d donned before leaving the big barn. He held the coat a foot or so before him and waited.
The bird charged. Quade flicked out the coat like a bull fighter teasing a bull and lashed out with his foot at the same time. The bird hit the coat and there was the ripping sound of cloth. At the same moment Quade’s foot caught something solid and a sharp streak of pain shot through his leg.
The kick hurled the bird several feet backward and Quade looked down. The steel gaffs had slashed the topcoat clean through, pierced Quade’s trouser leg and the skin underneath. Quade felt the warm blood course down his shin and cursed aloud.
He was fighting a losing fight, he knew. The bird seemed hurt by the kick but was preparing for another charge. Quade tossed his coat aside and sprang across the room for a heavy broom that stood against the wall.
Glass tinkled as Quade hefted the broom. His eyes shot to the little window beside the door. A red galvanized pail appeared in the opening and its liquid contents poured in to the floor with a tremendous splash. The fumes of gasoline hit Quade’s nostrils and he gasped. The distraction fortunately had also attracted the attention of the fighting cock, for if it had charged just then it would have been too bad for Quade.
The hair on Quade’s neck bristled. He had a feeling that he was in the most dangerous spot of his entire life. In front of him a fighting cock — and on the side—?
The rooster was cackling again. Quade took the fight to the bird now. He rushed across the room and met him in full charge. The smack of the broom as it hit the rooster could have been heard a hundred yards away. The cock screeched as it was lifted off its feet and hurled against the wall. Quade followed up his attack, smashed the bird again as it hit the floor.
Then — then the entire room shot up in one terrific blaze of fire. The attacker outside the shed had tossed a blazing piece of newspaper into the gasoline. One entire side of the room was a sheet of flame, from floor to ceiling. Quade rushed back from the crippled bird and stared, panic-stricken, at the fire.
The door was locked on the outside. The windows were small and had wire mesh nailed outside of the glass. He could never get through one of them — not in time at least. This building was made of dry spruce boards. It would be in ashes inside of ten minutes.
Quade was trapped.
Heat from the huge flames scorched Quade’s face. Fire! Of what use now was his encyclopedia knowledge when he was trapped in a burning building? Was there anything in the Encyclopedia Americana that would tell him how to get out of such a predicament?
Fire — what would extinguish a fire? Water. There was none in here. Chemicals. There were none — Wait!
Chemicals — no — but baking soda! Why, there were three large cartons of it right here behind him on the bench. Baking soda, one of the finest dry fire extinguishers in the world. Quade had read about it in his encyclopedias and had tried it out — as he had many other things that particularly interested him. He’d built a fire of charcoal wood and paper, had let it blaze fiercely. Then with an ordinary carton of baking soda he’d put out the fire in an instant. That had been an experiment on a small scale, however; would it work on a large scale — when it was an absolute necessity?
Quade reached behind him and snatched up a five-pound carton of baking soda. He reached in, drew out a handful and hurled it into the midst of the big blaze. A flash of white leaped high and was followed by greyish smoke. Quade’s eyes, looking sharply at the floor where the soda fell, saw that the fire burned less fiercely there.
He advanced on the fire then. It seared his face and hands, but he threw the baking soda full into the flames, handful after handful. Then, finally, with a desperate gesture, he emptied the box. He whirled his back on the fire and started back for the second box. He caught it up, ripped open the cover and turned it on the fire.
A wild surge of joy rose in him. Why, there was a wide swath of blackened flooring now leading to the door. The fire still blazed around the edges but the heart was cut out of it. Quade attacked the fire with renewed effort. He hurled soda right and left. His eyes smarted, his lungs choked and his skin was scorched, but he persisted. The second box of soda went and now the fire was but a few flickering flames around the edges. It required only a few handfuls from the third box to put out the last little flame.
Quade surveyed the fire-blackened wreckage and let out a tremendous sigh of relief. A stench of burnt flesh penetrated his nostrils. A mass of smoking flesh and feathers told of the fate of the fighting cock that had attacked him.
Five minutes later Quade leaned against the doorbell of the big Ragsdale residence. A butler opened the door, gasped and tried to close the door again, but Quade shoved it open smartly and stepped into the hallway.
“Mr. Ragsdale in?”
The butler rolled his eyes wildly. “Why — uh — I don’t think so.”
Quade heard voices and the tinkling of glasses ahead. He brushed past the butler. A wide door opened off the hallway into a luxuriously furnished room, containing about twenty men. Ragsdale, standing just inside the door, caught sight of Quade and cried out in astonishment. “Why — it’s Oliver Quade. Good Lord, man, what happened to you?”
Quade walked into the room. His eyes searched the crowd, picking out familiar faces — Morgan, Wilcoxson, the medical examiner, even Tom Dodd. Then his eyes came back to Ragsdale. “One of your hen houses caught on fire and I put it out,” he explained.
“Good for you!” exclaimed Ragsdale. “We all left the barn right after the police found the hypodermic which pinned Treadwell’s murder on Cleve Storm.”
“Storm didn’t kill Treadwell,” Quade said bluntly. “The murderer is right here in this room. He’s the same man who poisoned your Jungle Shawls and made you lose the cocking main.”
“He’s a liar!” Tom Dodd, face black as a thundercloud, came forward. “Your birds weren’t poisoned, Mr. Ragsdale. I handled them myself and examined each one before I pitted them.”
Quade looked insolently at the furious handler. “I didn’t see all the bouts, but I did see four Shawls in a row get killed — and each one of them was killed because he apparently turned yellow — and faltered. But they didn’t really falter. They were poisoned—”
“That’s a lie!” screamed Tom Dodd. “The Shawls lost because they were up against better birds.”
Quade grinned wolfishly. “Say — whose side are you on?” he asked. “You brought those Shawls here and claimed they were the best in the world.”
“That’s right!” snapped Ragsdale. “I paid Walcott a fancy price for those birds and he guaranteed them to beat the best in the country.”
“I think they would have,” Quade assured him. “They were real fighters. One of them almost killed me — but let that pass for the moment. Mr. Ragsdale, just to prove my point, pick up that phone there and call Mr. Terence Walcott, of Corvallis, Oregon.”
“Why should he call up the boss?” cried Dodd. “I’m the handler. I’ve raised fighting cocks all my life!”
“Have you?” Quade didn’t seem impressed. “I’ve raised a few birds myself. By the way, have you gentlemen noticed that we Southerners use different cocking terms than Northerners? For example, up here you say, ‘stuck’ when a bird is wounded. Down South we say ‘hung.’ Am I right, Mr. Morgan?”
“That’s right, Mr. Quade,” the editor replied. “There’s quite a difference in the terminology of the South and North. I’ve published articles on the subject in my magazines.”
“Well, did any of you notice that every time a Jungle Shawl was hung, Tom Dodd cried out, ‘Hung’? Yet Mr. Dodd says he comes from the North!”
The silence in the room was suddenly so profound that Tom Dodd’s hoarse breathing sounded like a rasping cough. Quade broke the silence. “By the way, Dodd, that’s a peculiar ring you’re wearing. Mind letting me take a look at it?”
Tom Dodd looked down at the ring on his left hand. His lips moved silently for a moment, then he looked at Quade. “No — I don’t mind. Here—”
He started toward Quade who, to the surprise of everyone in the room, suddenly lashed out with his right fist. He put everything into the blow, the pent-up emotion and anger he’d accumulated in the burning poultry house. The fist caught Dodd on the point of the jaw, smashed him back into a couple of the guests. They made no move to catch him and Dodd slid off them to the floor. He lay in a huddle, quiet.
“There’s your murderer!” cried Quade, blowing on his fist.
That broke the spell. Men began shouting questions. Quade stooped down, slipped the ornate ring from Dodd’s finger. He held it up for all to see. “See this little needle that shoots out on the inside of the ring?” Heads craned forward.
“That’s why those birds of yours died without fighting, Mr. Ragsdale,” Quade explained. “Just as Dodd would let them go, he’d prick them with this needle. There’s poison on it, which took effect almost instantly.”
Ragsdale shook his head in bewilderment. “But Treadwell—”
“Was killed in a similar fashion, but not with the ring. Remember there was an intermission before the last fight — during which I tried to sell you men a few books,” Quade grinned. “That’s when Dodd stuck a little poisoned needle into the flat top of the railing where Treadwell sat. Perhaps he’d noticed Treadwell eyeing him with suspicion. Suspecting that he was poisoning the cocks. Dodd worked out the whole thing pretty cleverly. Took no chances. Witness the hypodermic which he tossed into the sand. That was for a blind.
“He’d figured out that when Treadwell’s bird won the last and deciding bout that Treadwell would probably smack the railing in his excitement — maybe he’d watched him doing it after other bouts. Well, that’s exactly what Treadwell did. The needle’s still in the railing. I ripped my coat on it when I started to leave.”
“But what made you suspect Dodd?” asked Ragsdale.
Quade grinned. “My encyclopedic brain, I guess. In the excitement of learning that Treadwell was murdered, Dodd was still cool enough to remove the carcass of the Shawl. That was the first thing that got me to thinking. Then the matter of terminology stuck in my mind. I didn’t catch it at first. Dodd cried out ‘hung’ every time. Well, that’s a Southern term and Dodd was supposed to have come from Oregon: claimed he’d lived there all his life.”
“You mean to say that Dodd does not actually come from Oregon?” exclaimed Ragsdale. “Why — that would mean that he isn’t really Dodd at all?”
“Right,” said Quade. “And Treadwell must have known that. He’d probably met the right Dodd at some time or other. I suspect you’ll learn after talking to Walcott on the phone that the real Dodd doesn’t look like this one at all. Where he is, I don’t know. This chap may have bought him off, murdered him perhaps. That isn’t so important because he’ll burn for the murder of Treadwell anyway. It’s enough that we know this chap took the real Dodd’s place somewhere between Oregon and here.”
“Yes — but who is he?” asked Ragsdale.
Quade screwed up his lips. “I think you’ll find that he sometimes uses the name of C. Pitts. In fact, I’m willing to lay odds that a hand writing expert will declare the signature on that check Morgan has, was made by this chap. Twenty-five thousand is a lot of money and Mr. Pitts wanted to make sure he won.”
“I’ll be damned!” said Ragsdale. “You’ve certainly figured everything out. And — I believe you. I can understand now why they call you the Human Encyclopedia.”
Quade’s eyes lit up. “That reminds me — I didn’t get finished out there in the barn. So if you have no objections, I’ll continue with my little talk about The Compendium of Human Knowledge. ‘All the knowledge of the ages condensed into one volume.’”

Ask Me Another

Oliver Quade was reading the morning paper, his bare feet on the bed and his chair tilted back against the radiator. Charlie Boston was on the bed, wrapped to his chin in a blanket and reading a copy of Exciting Confessions.
It was just a usual, peaceful, after-breakfast interlude in the lives of Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, and Charlie Boston, his friend and assistant.
And then Life intruded itself upon the bit of Utopia. Life in the form of the manager of the Eagle Hotel. He beat a tattoo upon the thin panels of the door. Quade put down his newspaper and sighed.
“Charles, will you please open the door and let in the wolf?”
Charlie Boston unrolled himself from the blanket. He scowled at Quade. “You think it’s the manager about the room rent?”
“Of course it is. Let him in before he breaks down the door.”
It was the manager. In his right fist he held a ruled form on which were scrawled some unpleasant figures. “About your rent, Mr. Quade,” he said severely. “We must have the money today!”
Quade looked at the manager of the Eagle Hotel, a puzzled expression on his face. “Rent? Money?”
“Of course,” snapped the manager. “This is the third time this week I’ve asked for it.”
A light came into Quade’s eyes. He made a quick movement and his feet and the front legs of the chair hit the carpeted floor simultaneously.
“Charles!” he roared in a voice that shook the room and caused the hotel manager to cringe. “Did you forget to get that money from the bank and pay this little bill?”
Charlie Boston took up Quade’s cue.
“Gosh, I’m awful sorry. On my way to the bank yesterday afternoon I ran into our old friend John Belmont of New York and he dragged me into the Palmer House Bar for a cocktail. By the time I could tear myself away, the bank was closed.”
Quade raised his hands and let them fall hopelessly. “You see, Mr. Creighton, I just can’t trust him to do anything. Now I’ve got to go out into the cold this morning and get it myself.”
The hotel manager’s eyes glinted. “Listen, you’ve stalled—” he began, but Quade suddenly stabbed out a hand toward him. “That reminds me, Mr. Creighton, I’ve a couple of complaints to make. We’re not getting enough heat here and last night the damfool next door kept us awake half the night with his radio. I want you to see that he keeps quiet tonight. And do something about the heat. I can’t stand drafty, cold rooms.”
The manager let out a weary sigh. “All right, I’ll look after it. But about that rent—”
“Yes, of course,” cut in Quade, “and your maid left only two towels this morning. Please see that a couple more are sent up. Immediately!”
The manager closed the door behind him with a bang. Oliver Quade chuckled and lifted his newspaper again. But Charlie Boston wouldn’t let him read.
“You got away with it, Ollie,” he said, “but it’s the last time. I know it. I’ll bet we get locked out before tonight.” He shook his head sadly. “You, Oliver Quade, with the greatest brain in captivity, are you going to walk the streets tonight in ten below zero weather?”
“Of course not, Charles,” sighed Quade. “I was just about to tell you that we’re going out to make some money today. Look, it’s here in this paper. The Great Chicago Auditorium Poultry Show.”
Boston’s eyes lit up for a moment, but then dimmed again. “Can we raise three weeks’ rent at a poultry show?”
Quade slipped his feet into his socks and shoes. “That remains to be seen. This paper mentions twenty thousand paid admissions. Among that many people there ought to be a few who are interested in higher learning. Well, are you ready?”
Boston went to the clothes closet and brought out their overcoats and a heavy suitcase. Boston was of middle height and burly. He could bend iron bars with his muscular hands. Quade was taller and leaner. His face was hawk-like, his nose a little too pointed and lengthy, but few ever noticed that. They saw only his piercing, sparkling eyes and felt his dominant personality.
The auditorium was almost two miles from their hotel, but lacking carfare, Quade and Boston walked. When they reached their destination, Quade cautioned Boston:
“Be sharp now, Charlie. Act like we belonged.”
Quade opened the outer door and walked blithely past the ticket windows to the door leading into the auditorium proper. A uniformed man at the door held out his hand for the tickets.
“Hello,” Quade said, heartily. “How’re you today?”
“Uh, all right, I guess,” replied the ticket-taker. “You boys got passes?”
“Oh, sure. We’re just taking in some supplies for the breeders. Brr! It’s cold today. Well, be seeing you.” And with that he breezed past the ticket-taker.
“H’are ya, pal,” Boston said, treading on Quade’s heels.
The auditorium was a huge place but even so, it was almost completely filled with row upon row of wire exhibition coops, each coop containing a feathered fowl of some sort.
“What a lot of gumps!” Boston observed.
“Don’t use that word around here,” Quade cautioned. “These poultry folks take their chickens seriously. Refer to the chickens as ‘fine birds’ or ‘elegant fowls’ or something like that… Damn these publicity men!”
“Huh?”
Quade waved a hand about the auditorium. “The paper said twenty thousand paid admissions. How many people do you see in here?”
Boston craned his head around. “If there’s fifty I’m countin’ some of ’em twice. How the hell can they pay the nut with such a small attendance?”
“The entry fees. There must be around two thousand chickens in here and the entry fee for each chicken is at least a dollar and a half. The prize money doesn’t amount to much and I guess the paid admissions are velvet — if they get any, which I doubt.”
“Twenty thousand, bah!” snorted Boston. “Well, do we go back?”
“Where? Our only chance was to stay in our room. I’ll bet the manager changed the lock the minute we left it.”
“So what?”
“So I get to work. For the dear old Eagle Hotel.”
Quade ploughed through an aisle to the far end of the auditorium. Commercial exhibits were contained in booths all around the four sides of the huge room, but Quade found a small spot that had been overlooked and pushed a couple of chicken coops into the space.
Then he climbed up on the coops and began talking.
The Human Encyclopedia’s voice was an amazing one. People who heard it always marveled that such a tremendous voice could come from so lean a man. Speaking without noticeable effort, his voice rolled out across the chicken coops.
“I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia,” he boomed. “I have the greatest brain in the entire country. I know the answers to all questions, what came first, the chicken or the egg, every historical date since the beginning of time, the population of every city in the country, how to eradicate mice in your poultry yards, how to mix feeds to make your chickens lay more eggs. Everything. Everything under the sun. On any subject: history, science, agriculture, and mathematics.”
The scattered persons in the auditorium began to converge upon Quade’s stand. Inside of two minutes three-fourths of the people in the building were gathered before Quade and the rest were on their way. He continued his preliminary build-up in his rich, powerful voice.
“Ask me a question, someone. Let me prove that I’m the Human Encyclopedia, the man who knows the answers to all questions. Try me out, someone, on any subject; history, science, mathematics, agriculture — anything at all!”
Quade stabbed out his lean forefinger at a middle-aged, sawed-off man wearing a tan smock. “You, sir, ask me a question?”
The man flushed at being singled out of the crowd. “Why, uh, I don’t know of any… Yes, I do. What’s the highest official egg record ever made by a hen?”
“That’s the stuff,” smiled Quade. He held out his hand dramatically. “That’s a good question, but an easy one to answer. The highest record ever made by a hen in an American official egg-laying contest is three hundred and forty-two eggs. It was made in 1930 at the Athens, Georgia, Egg-Laying Contest, by a Single-Comb White Leghorn. Am I right, Mister?”
The sawed-off man nodded grudgingly. “Yeah, but I don’t see how you knew it. Most poultry folks don’t even remember it.”
“Oh, but you forget I told you I had the greatest brain in the country. I know the answer to all questions on any subject. Don’t bother to ask me simple poultry questions. Try me on something hard. You—” he picked out a lean, dour looking man. “Ask me something hard.”
The man bit his lip a moment, then said:
“All right, what State has the longest coast line?”
Quade grinned. “Ah, you’re trying the tricky stuff. But you can’t fool me. Most folks would say California or Florida. But the correct answer is Michigan. And to head off the rest of you on the trick geography questions let me say right away that Kentucky has the largest number of other states touching it and Minnesota has the farthest northern point of any State. Next question!”
A young fellow wearing pince-nez put his tongue into his cheek and asked, “Why and how does a cat purr?”
“Oh-oh!” Quade craned his neck to stare at the young fellow. “I see we have a student with us. Well, young man, you’ve asked a question so difficult that practically every university professor in this country would be stumped by it. But I’m not. It so happens that I read a recent paper by Professor E. L. Gibbs of the Harvard Medical School in which he gave the results of his experiments on four hundred cats to learn the answer to that very same question. The first part of the question is simple enough — the cat purrs when it is contented, but to explain the actual act of purring is a little more difficult. Contentment in a cat relaxes the infundibular nerve in the brain, which reacts upon the pituitary and bronchial organs and makes the purring sound issue from the cat’s throat… Try that one on your friends, sometime. Someone else try me on a question.”
“I’d like to ask one,” said a clear, feminine voice. Quade’s eyes lit up. He had already noticed the girl, the only female in his audience. She was amazingly pretty, the type of a girl he would scarcely have expected to find at a poultry show. She was young, not more than twenty-one, and she had the finest chiseled features Quade had ever seen. She was a blonde and the rakish green hat and green coat she wore, although inexpensive, looked exceedingly well on her.
“Yes, what is the question?” he asked, leaning forward a bit.
The girl’s chin came up defiantly. “I just want to know why certain poultry judges allow dyed birds to be judged for prizes!”
A sudden rumble went up in the crowd and Quade saw the sawed-off man in the tan smock whirl and glare angrily at the girl
“Oh-oh,” Quade said. “You seem to have asked a delicate question. Well, I’ll answer it just the same. Any judge who allows a dyed Rhode Island Red to stay in the class is either an ignorant fool — or a crook!”
“Damn you!” roared the little man, turning back to Quade. “You can’t say that to me. I’ll — I’ll have you thrown out of here.” He started pushing his way through the crowd, heading in the direction of the front office.
“If the shoe fits, put it on,” Quade called after him. Then to the girl, “Who’s he?”
“A judge here. Stone’s his name.”
“Well, let’s get on with the show,” Quade said to the crowd. “Next question?”
Quade had lost nothing by his bold answer to the girl’s question. The audience warmed to him and the questions came fast and furious.
“Who was the eleventh president of the United States?”
“What is the Magna Charta?”
“Who was the 1896 Olympic 220-meter champion?”
“How do you cure scaly legs in chickens?”
“How far is Saturn from the earth?”
Quade answered all the questions put to him, with lightning rapidity. But suddenly he called a dramatic halt. “That’s all the questions, folks. Now let me show you how you can learn all the answers yourselves to every question that has just been asked — and ten thousand more.”
He held out his hands and Charlie Boston tossed a thick book into them which he had taken from the suitcase they had brought with them. Quade began ruffling the pages.
“They’re all in here. This, my friends, is the ‘Compendium of Human Knowledge,’ the greatest book of its kind ever published. Twelve hundred pages, crammed with facts, information every one of you should know. The knowledge of the ages, condensed, classified, abbreviated. A complete high-school education in one volume. Ten minutes a day and this book will make you the most learned person in your community!”
Quade lowered his voice to a confidential pitch. “Friends, I’m going to astonish you by telling you the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever heard: The price of this book. What do you think I’m asking for it? Twenty-five dollars? No, not even twenty… or fifteen. In fact, not even ten or five dollars. Just a mere, paltry, insignificant two dollars and ninety-five cents. But I’m only going to offer these books once at that price. Two-ninety-five, and here I come!”
Quade leaped down from his platform to attack his audience, supposedly built up to the buying pitch. But he was destined not to sell any books just then. Charlie Boston tugged at his coat sleeve.
“Look, Ollie!” he whispered hoarsely. “He got the cops!”
Quade raised himself to his toes to look over the chicken coops. He groaned. For the short man in the tan smock was coming up the center aisle leading a small procession of policemen.
Quade sighed. “Put the books back into the suitcase, Charlie.” He leaned against a poultry coop and waited to submit quietly to the arrest.
But the policemen did not come toward him. Reaching the center aisle the man in the tan smock wheeled to the left, away from Quade, and the police followed him.
Quade’s audience saw the police. Two or three persons broke away and started toward the other side of the building. The movement started a stampede and in a moment Charlie Boston and Quade were left alone.
“Something seems to have happened over there,” Quade observed. “Wonder what?”
“From the mob of cops I’d say a murder,” Boston replied dryly.
The word “murder” was scarcely out of Boston’s mouth than it was hurled back at them from across the auditorium.
“It is a murder!” Quade gasped.
“This is no place for us, then,” cried Boston. “Let’s scram!”
He caught up the suitcase containing the books and started off. But Quade called him back. “That’s no good. There’s a cop at the door. We’ll have to stick.”
“Chickens!” howled Boston. “The minute you mentioned them at the hotel I had a hunch that something was going to happen. And I’ll bet a plugged dime, which I haven’t got, that we get mixed up in it.”
“Maybe so, Charlie. But if I know cops there’s going to be a lot of questioning and my hunch is that we’ll be better off if we’re not too upstage. Let’s go over and find out what’s what.”
He started toward the other side of the auditorium. Boston followed, lugging the suitcase and grumbling.
All of the crowd was gathered in front of a huge, mahogany cabinet — a mammoth incubator. The door of the machine was standing open and two or three men were moving around inside.
Quade drew in his breath sharply when he saw the huddled body lying on the floor just inside the door of the incubator. Gently he began working his way through the crowd until he stood in front of the open incubator door.
The small group came out of the incubator and a beetle-browed man in a camel’s hair overcoat and Homburg hat squared himself off before the girl in the green hat and coat. The man in the tan smock, his head coming scarcely up to the armpits of the big man, hopped around like a bantam rooster.
“I understand you had a quarrel with him yesterday,” the big man said to the girl. “What about?”
The girl drew herself up to her full height. “Because his birds were dyed and the judge — the man behind you — refused to throw them out. That’s why!”
The bantam sputtered. “She — why, that’s a damn lie!”
The big detective turned abruptly, put a ham-like hand against the chest of the runt and shoved him back against the incubator with so much force that the little man gasped in pain.
“Listen, squirt,” the detective said. “Nothing’s been proved against this girl and until it is, she’s a lady. Up here we don’t call ladies liars.”
He turned back to the girl and said with gruff kindness, “Now, Miss, let’s have the story.”
“There’s no story,” declared the girl. “I did quarrel with him, just like I did with Judge Stone. But — but I haven’t seen Mr. Tupper since yesterday evening. That’s all I can tell you because it’s all I know.”
“Yesterday, huh.” The detective looked around the circle. “Anybody see him here today?”
“Yes, of course,” said a stocky man of about forty-five. “I was talking to him early this morning, before the place was opened to the public. There were a dozen or more of us around then.”
“You’re the boss of this shebang?”
“Not exactly. Our poultry association operates this show. I’m Leo Cassmer, the secretary, and I’m in charge of the exhibits, if that’s what you mean.”
“Yeah, that’s what I mean,” replied the detective. “You’re the boss. You know the exhibitors then. All right, who were here early this morning when this Tupper fellow was around?”
Cassmer, the show secretary, rubbed his chin. “Why, there was myself, Judge Stone, Ralph Conway, the Wyandotte man, Judge Welheimer and several of the men who work around here.”
“And Miss Martin — was she here?”
“She came in before the place was officially opened, but she wasn’t around the last time I saw Tupper.”
“Who’re Welheimer and Conway?”
A tall, silver-haired man stepped out of the crowd. “Conway’s my name.”
“And the judge?” persisted the detective.
A long-nosed man with a protruding lower lip came grudgingly out of the crowd. “I’m Judge Welheimer.”
“You a real judge or just a chicken judge?”
“Why, uh, just a poultry judge. Licensed by the National Poultry Association.”
“And you don’t hold any public office at all? You’re not even a justice of the peace?”
The long-nosed chicken judge reddened. He shook his head.
The detective’s eyes sparkled. “That’s fine. All that talk about judges had me worried for a bit. But listen, you chicken judges and the rest of you. I’m Sergeant Dickinson of the Homicide Squad of this town. There’s been a murder committed here and I’m investigating it. Which means I’m boss around here. Get me?”
Quade couldn’t quite restrain a snicker. The sergeant’s sharp ears heard it and he singled out Quade.
“And who the hell are you?”
“Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia,” Quade replied glibly. “I know the answers to all questions—”
Sergeant Dickinson’s face twisted. “Ribbing me ha? Step up here where I can get a good look at you.”
Quade remained where he was. “There’s a dead man in there. I don’t like to get too close to dead people.”
The sergeant took a half step toward Quade, but then stopped himself. He tried to smooth out his face, but it was still dark with anger.
“I’ll get around to you in a minute, fella.” He turned belligerently to the show secretary. “You, who found the body?”
Cassmer pointed to a pasty-faced young fellow of about thirty. The man grinned sickly.
“Yeah, I got in kinda late and started straightening things around. Then I saw that someone had stuck that long staple in the door latch. I didn’t think much about it and opened the door and there — there he was lying on the floor. Deader’n a mackerel!”
“You work for this incubator company?” the sergeant asked.
The young fellow nodded. “I’m the regional sales manager. Charge of this exhibit. It’s the finest incubator on the market. Used by the best breeders and hatcherymen.”
“Can the sales talk,” growled the detective. “I’m not going to buy one. Let’s go back on your story. What made you say this man was murdered?”
“What else could it be? He was dead and the door was locked on the outside.”
“I know that. But couldn’t he have died of heart failure? There’s plenty of air in that thing and besides there’s a ventilator hole up there.”
“He was murdered,” said Quade.
Sergeant Dickinson whirled. “And how do you know?”
“By looking at the body. Anyone could tell it was murder.”
“Oh yeah? Maybe you’ll tell me how he was killed. There ain’t a mark on his body.”
“No marks of violence, because he wasn’t killed that way. He was killed with a poison gas. Something containing cyanogen.”
The sergeant clamped his jaws together. “Go on! Who killed him?”
Quade shook his head. “No, that’s your job. I’ve given you enough to start with.”
“You’ve been very helpful,” said the sergeant. “So much so that I’m going to arrest you!”
Charlie Boston groaned into Quade’s ears. “Won’t you ever learn to keep your mouth shut?”
But Quade merely grinned insolently. “If you arrest me I’ll sue you for false arrest.”
“I’ll take a chance on that,” said the detective. “No one could know as much as you do and not have had something to do with the murder.”
“You’re being very stupid, Sergeant,” Quade said. “These men told you they hadn’t seen Tupper alive for several hours. He’s been dead at least three. And I just came into this building fifteen minutes ago.”
“He’s right,” declared Anne Martin. “I saw him come in. He and his friend. They went straight over to the other side of the building and started that sales talk.”
“What sales talk?”
The little poultry judge hopped in again. “He’s a damn pitchman. Pulls some phony question and answer stuff and insults people. Claims he’s the smartest man in the world. Bah!”
“Bah to you!” said Quade.
“Cut it,” cried Sergeant Dickinson. “I want to get the straight of this. You,” he turned to Cassmer. “Did he really come in fifteen minutes ago?”
Cassmer shrugged. “I never saw him until a few minutes ago. But there’s the ticket-taker. He’d know.”
The ticket-taker, whose post had been taken over by a policeman, frowned. “Yeah, he came in just a little while ago. I got plenty reason to remember. Him and his pal crashed the gate. On me! First time anyone crashed the gate on me in eight years. But he was damn slick. He—”
“Never mind the details,” sighed Sergeant Dickinson. “I can imagine he was slick about it. Well, Mister, you didn’t kill him. But tell me — how the hell do you know he was gassed with cy — cyanide?”
“Cyanogen. It’s got prussic acid in it. All right, the body was found inside the incubator, the door locked on the outside. That means someone locked him inside the incubator. The person who killed him. Right so far?”
“I’m listening.” There was a thoughtful look in the sergeant’s eyes.
“There’s broken glass inside the incubator. The killer heaved in a bottle containing the stuff and slammed the door shut and locked it. The man inside was killed inside of a minute.”
“Wait a minute. The glass is there all right, but how d’you know it contained cyanogen? There’s no smell in there.”
“No, because the killer opened the ventilator hole and turned on the electric fans inside the incubator. All that can be done from the outside. The fans cleared out the fumes. Simple.”
“Not so simple. You still haven’t said how you know it was cyanogen.”
“Because he’s got all the symptoms. Look at the body — pupils dilated, eyes wide, froth on the mouth, face livid, body twisted and stiff. That means he had convulsions. Well, if those symptoms don’t mean cyanogen, I don’t know what it’s all about.”
“Mister,” said the detective. “Who did you say you were?”
“Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. I know everything.”
“You know, I’m beginning to believe you. Well, then, who did the killing?”
“That’s against the union rules. I told you how the man was killed. Finding who did it is your job.”
“All right, but tell me one thing more. If this cyanogen has prussic acid in it, it’s a deadly poison. Folks can’t usually buy it.”
“City folks, you mean. Cyanogen is the base for several insecticides. I don’t think this was pure cyanogen. I’m inclined to believe it was a diluted form, probably a gas used to kill rats on poultry farms. Any poultry raiser could buy that.”
“Here comes the coroner’s man,” announced Detective Dickinson. “Now, we’ll get a check on you, Mr. Quade.”
Dr. Bogle, the coroner’s physician, made a rapid, but thorough, examination of the body. His announcement coincided startlingly with Quade’s diagnosis.
“Prussic acid or cyanide. He inhaled it. Died inside of five minutes. About three and a half hours ago.”
Quade’s face was twisted in a queer smile. He walked off from the group. Charlie Boston and Anne Martin, the girl, followed.
“Do you mind my saying that you just performed some remarkable work?” the girl said admiringly.
“No, I don’t mind your saying so,” Quade grinned. “I was rather colossal.”
“He pulls those things out of a hat,” groused Boston. “He’s a very smart man. Only one thing he can’t do.”
“What’s that?”
Boston started to reply, but Quade’s fierce look silenced him. Quade coughed. “Well, look — a hot dog stand. Reminds me, it’s about lunch time. Feel like a hot dog and orangeade, Anne?”
The girl smiled at his familiarity. “I don’t mind. I’m rather hungry.”
Boston sidled up to Quade. “Hey, you forgot!” he whispered. “You haven’t got any money.”
Quade said, “Three dogs and orangeades!”
A minute later they were munching hot dogs. Quade finished his orangeade and half-way through the sandwich suddenly snapped his fingers.
“That reminds me, I forgot something. Excuse me a moment…” He started off suddenly toward the group around the incubator, ignoring Charlie Boston’s startled protest.
Boston suddenly had no appetite. He chewed the food in his mouth as long as he could. The girl finished her sandwich and smiled at him.
“That went pretty good. Guess I’ll have another. How about you?”
Boston almost choked. “Uh, no, I ain’t hungry.”
The girl ordered another hot dog and orangeade and finished them while Boston still fooled with the tail end of his first sandwich.
The concessionaire mopped up the counter all around Boston and Anne Martin and finally said, “That’s eighty cents, Mister!”
Boston put the last of the sandwich in his mouth and began going through his pockets. The girl watched him curiously. Boston went through his pockets a second time. “That’s funny,” he finally said. “I must have left my wallet in the hotel. Quade…”
“Let me pay for it,” said the girl, snapping open her purse.
Boston’s face was as red as a Harvard beet. Such things weren’t embarrassing to Quade, but they were to Boston.
“There’s Mr. Quade,” said Anne Martin. “Shall we join him?”
Boston was glad to get away from the hot dog stand.
The investigation was still going on. Sergeant Dickinson was on his hands and knees inside the incubator. A policeman stood at the door of it and a couple more were going over the exterior.
Quade saluted them with a piece of wire. “They’re looking for clues,” he said.
The girl shivered. “I’d like it much better if they’d take away Exhibit A.”
“Can’t. Not until they take pictures. I hear the photographers and the fingerprint boys are coming down. It’s not really necessary either. Because I know who the murderer is.”
The girl gasped: “Who?”
Quade did not reply. He looked at the piece of wire in his hands. It was evidently a spoke from a wire poultry coop, but it had been twisted into an elongated question mark. He tapped Dickinson’s shoulder with the wire.
The sergeant looked up and scowled. “Huh?”
“Want this?” Quade asked.
“What the hell is it?”
“Just a piece of wire I picked up.”
“What’re you trying to do, rib me?”
Quade shrugged. “No, but I saw you on your hands and knees and thought you were looking for something. Thought this might be it.”
Dickinson snorted. “What the hell, if you’re not going to tell me who did the killing, let me alone.”
“O.K.” Quade flipped the piece of wire over a row of chicken coops. “Come,” he said to Boston and Anne Martin. “Let’s go look at the turkeys at the other end of the building.”
Boston shuffled up beside Quade as the three walked through an aisle. “Who did it, Ollie?”
“Can’t tell now, because I couldn’t prove it. In a little while, perhaps.”
Boston let out his pent-up breath. “If you ain’t the damnedest guy ever!”
Anne Martin said, “You mean you’re not going to tell Sergeant Dickinson?”
“Oh yes, but I’m going to wait a while. Maybe he’ll tumble himself and I’d hate to deprive him of that pleasure… What time is it?”
“I don’t know,” Boston said. “I lost my watch in Kansas City. You remember that, don’t you, Ollie?”
Quade winced. Boston had “lost” his watch in Uncle Ben’s Three Gold Ball Shop. Quade’s had gone to Uncle Moe in St. Louis.
“It’s twelve-thirty,” the girl said, looking at her wrist watch.
Quade nodded. “That’s fine. The early afternoon editions of the papers will have accounts of the murder and a lot of morbid folk will flock around here later on. That means I can put on a good pitch and sell some of my books.”
“I wanted to ask you about that,” said Anne Martin. “You answered some really remarkable questions this morning. I don’t for the life of me see how you do it.”
“Forsaking modesty for the moment, I do it because I really know all the answers.”
“All?”
“Uh-huh. You see, I’ve read an entire encyclopedia from cover to cover four times.”
Anne looked at him in astonishment. “An entire encyclopedia?”
“Twenty-four volumes… Well, let’s go back now. Charlie, keep your eyes open.”
“Ah!” Charlie Boston said.
Dr. Bogle’s men were just taking away the body of the murdered man. Sergeant Dickinson, a disgusted look on his face, had rounded up his men and was on the verge of leaving.
“Not going, Captain Dickinson?” Quade asked.
“What good will it do me to hang around?” snorted the sergeant. “Everyone and his brother has some phony alibi.”
“But your clues, man?”
“What clues?”
Quade shook his head in exasperation. “I told you how the murder was committed, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, sure, the guy locked the bloke in the incubator and tossed in the bottle of poison gas, then opened the ventilator and turned on the fans. But there were more than a dozen guys around and almost any one of them could have done it, without any of the others even noticing what he was doing.”
“No, you’re wrong. Only one person could have done it.”
A hush suddenly fell upon the crowd. Charlie Boston, tensed and crouching, was breathing heavily. The police sergeant’s face became bleak. Quade had demonstrated his remarkable deductive ability a while ago and Dickinson was willing to believe anything of him, now.
Quade stepped lazily to a poultry coop, took hold of a wire bar and with a sudden twist tore it off. Then he stepped to the side of the incubator.
“Look at this ventilator,” he said. “Notice that I can reach it easily enough. So could you, Lieutenant. We’re about the same height — five feet ten. But a man only five-two couldn’t reach it even by standing on his toes. Do you follow me?”
“Go on,” said Sergeant Dickinson.
Quade twisted the piece of wire into an elongated question mark. “To move a box or chair up here and climb up on it would be to attract attention,” he went on, “so the killer used a piece of wire to open the ventilator. Like this!” Quade caught the hook in the ventilator and pulled it open easily.
“That’s good enough for me!” said Sergeant Dickinson. “You practically forced that wire on me a while ago and I couldn’t see it. Well—Judge Stone, you’re under arrest!”
“He’s a liar!” roared the bantam poultry judge. “He can’t prove anything like that on me. He just tore that piece of wire from that coop!”
“That’s right,” said Quade. “You saw me pick up the original piece of wire and when I threw it away after trying to give it to the sergeant you got it and disposed of it.”
“You didn’t see me!”
“No, I purposely walked away to give you a chance to get rid of the wire. But I laid a trap for you. While I had that wire I smeared some ink on it to prove you handled it. Look at your hands, Judge Stone!”
Judge Stone raised both palms upward. His right thumb and fingers were smeared with a black stain.
Sergeant Dickinson started toward the little poultry judge. But the bantam uttered a cry of fright and darted away.
“Ha!” cried Charlie Boston and lunged for him. He wrapped his thick arms around the little man and tried to hold on to him. But the judge was suddenly fighting for his life. He clawed at Boston’s face and kicked his shins furiously. Boston howled and released his grip to defend himself with his fists.
The poultry judge promptly butted Boston in the stomach and darted under his flailing arms.
It was Anne Martin who stopped him. As the judge scrambled around Boston she stepped forward and thrust out her right foot. The little man tripped over it and plunged headlong to the concrete floor of the auditorium. Before he could get up Charlie Boston was on him. Sergeant Dickinson swooped down, a Police Positive in one hand and a pair of handcuffs in the other. The killer was secured.
Stone quit then. “Yes, I killed him, the damned lousy blackmailer. For years I judged his chickens at the shows and always gave him the edge. Then he double-crossed me, got me fired.”
“What job?” asked Dickinson.
“My job as district manager for the Sibley Feed Company,” replied Stone.
“Why’d he have you fired?” asked Quade. “Because you were short-weighing him on his feed? Is that it?”
“I gave him prizes his lousy chickens should never have had,” snapped the killer. “What if I did short-weigh him twenty or thirty percent? I more than made up for it.”
“Twenty or thirty percent,” said Quade, “would amount to quite a bit of money in the course of a year. In his advertising in the poultry papers Tupper claimed he raised over eight thousand chickens a year.”
“I don’t need any more,” said Sergeant Dickinson. “Well, Mr. Quade, you certainly delivered the goods.”
“Not me, I only told you who the murderer was. If it hadn’t been for Miss Martin he’d have got away.”
Quade turned away. “Anne,” he said, “Charlie and I are flat broke. But this afternoon a flock of rubbernecks are going to storm this place and I’m going to take quite a chunk of money from them. But in the meantime… That hot dog wasn’t very filling and I wonder if you’d stake us to a lunch?”
Anne Martin’s eyes twinkled. “Listen, Mr. Quade, if you asked me for every cent I’ve got I’d give it to you right away — because you’d get it from me anyway, if you really wanted it. You’re the world’s greatest salesman. You even sold Judge Stone into confessing.”
Quade grinned. “Yes? How?”
She pointed at Quade’s hands. “You handled that first wire hook with your bare hands. How come your hands didn’t get black?”
Quade chuckled. “Smart girl. Even the sergeant didn’t notice that. Well, I’ll confess. I saw the smudge on Judge Stone’s hands away back when I was putting on my pitch. He must have used a leaky fountain pen or something.”
“Then you didn’t put anything on it?”
“No. But I knew he was the murderer and he knew it… only he didn’t know his hands were dirty. So…”
The girl drew a deep breath. “Oliver Quade, the lunches are on me.”
“And the dinner and show tonight are on me,” grinned Oliver Quade.

Rain, the Killer

Rain padded on the roof with sodden, maddening intensity; it swished on the leaf-barren trees outside the window and pelted the water-gorged earth with deadly monotony. It had rained for three days. Inside the bedroom it had seeped into the soul of the schizophrenic, the man with the dual personality; had filled him with sadistic despair until there was only one outlet for him.
Murder.
The schizophrenic rose from the bed on which he had been lying, went to the desk beside the rain-swept window and took from a drawer a long, pointed paper-knife. This was later to be called The Murder Weapon.
At the door of his room he halted. He had never killed a human being before and the all but vanquished normal half of his split personality made one last struggle. It screamed to the soul of the schizophrenic not to pass through this door, for once it did, it was damned forever.
The face of the man twisted from the struggle within him; a sob was torn from his racked body… and then he opened the door. The victory, temporarily at least, was won by the destructive personality that had been nurtured to full strength by the three-day downpour from the heavens.
The man with the paper-knife walked to another door in the corridor, opened it and stepped into the room.
A man lay on the bed, his form a darker shadow in the semi-dark of the room. The schizophrenic moved to the side of the bed. He stood there looking down at the sleeping man.
The intensity of his thoughts may have transmitted themselves to the subconscious brain of the sleeper, for suddenly he stirred and his eyes opened.
“Hello,” he said, startled. “What is it?”
“I am going to kill you,” said the standing man and raised his right hand over his head.
The man in the bed, shocked awake, saw death in the killer’s eyes. He gasped:
“Don’t! Don’t! Please, I’ll—”
The slender paper-knife came down with terrific force. It struck the throat of the man on the bed, went clear through as if it had been soft butter.
The man on the bed choked horribly and his body thrashed about for a moment. It made a wrestler’s arch and the killer stepped back in alarm. Then the body collapsed.
The killer came forward again. In the semi-gloom he groped for the knife handle, found it and pulled it out of the dead man’s throat. The blood, rushing out, made a soft, gurgling sound.
Methodically, the murderer took hold of the edge of the bedspread. He wrapped the knife in it and wiped it thoroughly, removing from it blood as well as finger prints. Then he let the knife drop to the floor and walked out of the room. He went to his own room, closed the door and entered the bathroom.
He switched on the light above the wash-bowl and washed his hands. He dried them on a towel, hung the towel up neatly on the rack, then looked at his reflection in the mirror over the medicine chest.
The face that looked back at him did not look like the face of a killer.
Rain splashed against the bathroom window. Slowly the monotonous wet sound of it penetrated the consciousness of the killer. A frown creased his forehead. He spoke to the face in the mirror; a half whisper with a trace of returning doubt in it:
“You are a murderer.”
Schizophrenics are unhappy persons. Their dual personalities are constantly at war with one another. In moments of depression, stress or mental anguish, the element without inhibitions gains the ascendancy and the schizophrenic will do things for which he will later suffer untold remorse. But having won once, the uninhibited element wins again… and again… and in time will rule.
Remorse was already wrapping its cold fingers around the heart of the man in the bathroom. The merciless rain beat against the window.
The rain was the real murderer.
Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, had debated with himself about taking the detour and after he’d gone a mile on it he wished he’d decided against it. The only thing that kept him on the narrow, winding road now was that the road shoulders were too soft and muddy for him to risk turning around.
The road was graveled, but wherever there was a depression in the gravel there was a muddy pond. The ditches on each side of the road were miniature torrents. And the rain still came down in sheets. Jupiter Pluvius had a real mad against the world.
It was six o’clock in the afternoon and dark as the inside of an inkwell. Quade cursed dispassionately and wished he’d been content to remain in drowsy idleness back there in the city. He’d come too far, though, to turn back; it would be easier to continue to the next town. There had to be one soon, despite the detour.
The headlights of his little coupe picked out a car on the road ahead. It was a touring car with side curtains, a large machine but not too comfortable for such sodden weather. Its headlights were silhouetting a framework ahead of it. It wasn’t until Quade had come up within fifty feet that he could make out that the framework was a bridge.
Quade braked his car to a stop a few yards behind the touring car and then he saw something else; water was rushing over the flooring of the bridge.
He rolled down the window at his left elbow, stuck his head out into the downpour and yelled, “Bridge go out?”
A man wearing a glistening raincoat sloshed up to Quade’s car. “Naw,” he said. “She ain’t out yet, but she’s creaking and won’t stand much more.”
“You going to cross?” Quade asked.
The man shrugged. “We gotta make it across, but we’re scared to take a chance. The current’s pretty swift. We’d be carried right away.”
Another man in a dripping slicker came up. “Mister, your car’s a lot lighter than ours,” he said. “You might make it.” Quade pursed his lips. “Well, the road’s too narrow to turn around and go back so I guess I’ll have to chance it.”
The man who had come up first, said, “Mind if we ride across with you? We got to get over there.”
“Hop in,” Quade invited. “Three hundred and fifty pounds more won’t make enough difference.”
He opened the door on the far side of him and the two men trudged around. They squeezed into the front seat, the closest man’s slicker wetting Quade clear through to the skin.
He gunned the motor and the wheels swished on the soaked gravel. For a moment Quade thought his car was already stuck, but then the little motor jerked the car out of the rut and it went back. Quade stopped it fifty yards from the bridge.
“Hang on,” he said, grimly. “I’m going to take it full speed.”
“In high?” asked the man beside him.
“No, the water’s too deep for that and if I should kill the motor I doubt whether I could start it again. I’ll take it in low, but I’m not stopping for anything.”
“I thought I heard the bridge creak,” said the second man. “Think we ought to try it?”
Quade thought that he saw the bridge skeleton move. The car was insured and could be replaced. His life wasn’t insured and couldn’t be replaced. He asked:
“How important is it for you to get across?”
The man beside Quade sighed. “Very important. I’m Dave Starkey, the sheriff of this county. And this is Lou Higginbotham, my deputy. A murder has been committed over on that island. That’s why we want to get over.”
“Then,” said Quade, “Hold tight… and pray!”
He shifted into low, kept his foot on the clutch and raced the motor. Then suddenly he let out the clutch. The car leaped forward and Quade pushed the gas throttle to the floorboards. He gripped the steering wheel firmly and missed the lawmen’s car by inches. The coupe hit the water covering the bridge floor and splashed it mightily.
Quade felt the wheels grip the bridge planking. Water splashed up through the floor-boards, soaked his trousers to his knees, but he kept his foot down on the throttle.
Half-way across! The bridge creaked ominously and for a giddy moment Quade thought it was going out. He heard the sheriff beside him gasp.
Three-quarters across and the bridge swayed so that Quade had to fight the wheel. Higginbotham, the deputy, whimpered.
And then, miraculously, the coupe leaped clear of the water and climbed the steep, graveled road on the other side. Quade continued to the crest of the ridge before he lifted his foot from the throttle. He stopped the car then, and a tremor ran through him. He knew that there was a fine film of perspiration on his forehead.
“We made it,” the sheriff said and there was a catch in his voice.
“Do you think your own car can make it?” Quade asked.
The sheriff shook his head. “No, not a chance in the world. That bridge is going out of its own accord inside of a half hour.”
“Then perhaps you’d better not walk back after it. I’ll drive you to where you’re going.”
The sheriff nodded. “Thanks. It’s the Olcott place. ’Bout a quarter mile ahead, then a driveway to the left.”
There was a stone arch over the driveway leading into the Olcott place. That told Quade that he was entering the grounds of a rich man’s estate.
The house, two hundred yards from the highway, was built on a hilltop. It was ablaze with lights and had, Quade estimated, at least twenty rooms. A smaller house nearby was evidently the servants’ quarters.
Quade braked the coupe to a stop before the big house. The raincoated officers climbed out.
“Thanks a lot, mister,” the sheriff said. “If you ever get arrested in Spurling I’ll see that you get treated better than usual.”
Quade said, “That’s very generous of you. But how the devil am I going to get away from here? You said this was an island?”
“Yeah, I’d forgot.” The sheriff frowned. “There’s another bridge a quarter-mile beyond, but I’ve a notion that it’s gone out already. It was lower than the one we crossed.”
“Fine,” said Quade. “I was just looking for an excuse not to drive any more tonight. And I’ve always wanted to spend a day or two on a swell estate like this.”
“You forget why we’re here,” said the sheriff. “A murder—”
“Dead ones don’t scare me,” Quade replied. “Only live ones. I don’t imagine Mr. Murderer hung around here to wait for the cops. Let’s go inside.”
Someone inside the big house must have heard the car stop for before the three men reached the front door it was thrown wide open. A butler in livery peered out. He asked:
“Are you the police?”
“We are,” said the sheriff. “And we had one sweet time getting here.”
Quade and the officers entered the house and began taking off their dripping coats. The butler took them.
A white-haired man came out of the living room on the right.
“Sheriff Starkey!” he exclaimed. “I’m glad you made it. I — well, you know why we sent for you.”
“Yes, Mr. Olcott. You said your brother was killed.”
The man called Olcott shook his head. “It — it was frightful. Allison went to call him for dinner and there — there he was.”
“Lead the way, Mr. Olcott,” the sheriff said.
The white-haired man grimaced and turned to a staircase. The sheriff, the deputy and Quade followed.
A wide corridor split the second floor. On the side where the staircase was, five doors opened onto the corridor; on the unbroken side, six doors. All the doors except the last one to the left of the stairs were open. Ferdinand Olcott led the way to the closed door.
The sheriff pushed open the door. The light was on in the bedroom.
“Ah,” said the sheriff. The deputy cleared his throat hoarsely.
The dead man was about fifty; in life he had been an athletic, heavy-set man. His hair was iron-gray and his face tanned as if he had lived in the open.
There was much blood on the bed. Quade felt his insides tighten and wished that he had stayed in the city, back there fifty miles or so.
The sheriff drew a breath and approached the bed. He examined the body, then said, “It’s just a little hole. He must have bled to death.”
“No,” said Quade. “He died almost instantly. The blade went through the spinal cord at the back of his neck. If he hadn’t died instantly, he would have screamed.”
The sheriff looked sharply at Quade. “Maybe he did scream; what makes you think he didn’t?”
“Mr. Olcott said the butler came to call him for dinner. If he’d screamed, someone in the house would have heard him.”
“Mmm.” The sheriff looked suspiciously at Oliver Quade. “What about the knife hitting his spinal cord? How’d you figure that? Are you a doctor?”
“No, not at all. I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia.”
Sheriff Starkey’s eyes widened. “The Human what?”
“Human Encyclopedia.”
“I don’t get you. Why should you be a Human Encyclopedia?”
“Well, because I sell encyclopedias.”
“You’re a book agent? I’ll be damned.”
Mr. Olcott, standing just inside the door, said anxiously: “He — he was killed? It’s not suicide?”
The sheriff looked at the paper-knife lying on the floor, near the foot of the bed, then at the edge of the sheet where the killer had wiped off the blade.
“It couldn’t have been suicide,” he said. “The blade was obviously wiped off and a man killing himself wouldn’t do that.”
“He was your brother?” Quade asked, turning to Olcott.
Olcott nodded. “Yes, but I hadn’t seen him in six years until he came to visit here last week.”
The sheriff looked disapprovingly at Quade. Then he said to the old man, “Then you don’t know very much about your brother?”
“As much as anyone, I guess. He wrote me often. He owns a tremendously large cattle ranch down in the Argentine.”
Quade saw the sheriff’s eyes light up and knew the question of inheritance had popped into his mind. But the sheriff didn’t ask it. Instead he examined his finger nails.
“I’d like to use your phone now, Mr. Olcott,” he said.
“Of course. Downstairs.”
“Yes. I’m through here, for the time being.”
The upper corridor was strangely devoid of servants. The dead man in the end bedroom had frightened them downstairs, Quade reasoned.
He and the lawmen and Ferdinand Olcott descended to the entrance hall. There the sheriff picked up a phone from a stand. He jiggled the hook, then replaced the receiver on it.
“It’s dead. I’ve been expecting that.” He looked at his deputy. Higginbotham was a big man, standing over six feet, and weighing close to two hundred pounds. He was a young fellow, not over twenty-five. His forehead wrinkled as soon as the sheriff looked at him.
“Lou,” the sheriff said. “You’d better go and see if either of the bridges are still in. With the telephone wire down…” He left the sentence unfinished.
The deputy coughed awkwardly. “You mean I should walk?”
The sheriff looked at Quade, then at Olcott. He said, “Isn’t your chauffeur here, Mr. Olcott?”
“Yes, of course, he’s in the kitchen with the rest of the servants. I’ll have him get out one of the small cars and drive your man.”
Allison, the butler, came out of a door. “Allison,” said Mr. Olcott, “tell Charles to take this deputy where he wants to go. In the smallest car.”
The butler and the deputy went through a door at the end of the hall. Olcott turned to the sheriff then. “I suppose you will want to talk to the family — and the guests?”
“Yes, of course.”
Ferdinand Olcott led the way into a living room that ran the width of the house, more than forty feet. There were seven or eight people in it. Quade wondered that none had been curious enough to come out into the hallway when he and the police officers had arrived.
There was one woman. She was young, beautiful; a rather tall, blonde girl with a boyish figure and classic features. Oliver Quade liked her intelligent expression. She was Martha Olcott, the daughter of the house.
The men interested Quade most. His sharp eyes studied them carefully. Movie-goers would instantly have picked the swarthy man as the villain of the play. He was of middle height, slightly stout, used pomade on his hair, and had a pointed, waxed mustache. This was Arturo Nogales and he was, Ferdinand Olcott explained, the dead man’s business manager.
The second man, from the way he kept his eyes on Martha Olcott, was her sweetheart. He was a well-built, dark young man of about twenty-five or twenty-six. He had probably played football at college and played it well, Quade thought. His name was Lynn Crosby.
The last man came rightly last. He was that sort of man; he was probably five feet six, had sandy hair, wore tortoise-shell rimmed glasses and would have walked around an impudent cat on the sidewalk, rather than dispute the right-of-way. He was Clarence Olcott, Ferdinand Olcott’s son.
The introductions over, Sheriff Starkey got down to business.
“As sorry as I am about everything, I’m still the sheriff of this county and it’s my duty to make an investigation. I must determine first of all where everyone was in the house at the time the murder was committed.”
His bluntness drew a couple of gasps. Ferdinand Olcott protested. “Why, Sheriff, you talk as if you suspect someone in this house killed my brother.”
The sheriff’s eyes popped wide open. “Isn’t that what you think?”
“Of course not,” replied Olcott, indignantly. “The thought never occurred to me that it was done by anyone but an intruder, some second-story man who entered the house for nefarious purposes.”
The sheriff gulped. “In daylight, during the kind of weather we had today? Oh, come now, Mr. Olcott, does it sound reasonable that a sneak thief or burglar would try to come into a house during a rainstorm when he knows that more than a dozen people are in it?”
Olcott frowned and shook his head. “But it’s preposterous to think that anyone in this house committed the — crime. The servants have all been with us for years and surely you don’t think—”
“He means just that,” the mousy Clarence surprised everyone by saying. “And I believe he’s justified in that contention. I’ve been giving some thought to the matter and I can see only one logical explanation: Someone in this house killed Uncle Walter.”
There was some rumbling about that. Quade decided then that he had been silent long enough. He said, “Mr. Olcott’s right. No outsider would have used a paper-knife as a weapon for killing someone in this house. A pocket knife or blackjack would have been a more likely weapon for an outsider. Sheriff, I know you intended to do it, but don’t you think it’s time to find out from whose room the murder weapon came?”
The sheriff glared at Quade. At that moment the outer door slammed and Higginbotham, the deputy, came into the big living room. “Both bridges are out and the river’s gone up more than six feet.”
“Six feet!” cried the sheriff. “It couldn’t go up that much in such a little time.”
“It could if the dam went out up the river,” said Lynn Crosby with his eyes still on Martha.
Ferdinand Olcott exclaimed in consternation. “Fourteen years ago, before that dam was built, we had a flood here and the water came up almost to the spot where this house is built. I never thought that dam would go out.”
“You mean, Father,” interposed Martha Olcott, “that there’s actual danger from the flood?”
Olcott looked frankly worried. “Why, I–I’d hate to think that, but if the dam’s broken, the water’s going to get pretty high. I don’t think it’ll quite reach the house, but, with the bridges out and the telephone wires down, we may be isolated for several days.”
“There’s enough food in the house for a month,” said Martha Olcott.
Nogales, the Argentinian, showed white teeth. “Good! Then there is nothing to worry about.”
“Nothing,” said Quade, “except that a man has been murdered in this house, that the murderer is still here, and that we’re on an island, cut off from the rest of the world. There’s going to be a flood out there and people are going to be too busy for a while to think about this little group here. We may be here a week… with a dead man in the house.”
The sheriff took a deep breath. “Then we may as well get some things straight. I’m the law here and I’m conducting a murder investigation. Mr. Human Encyclopedia, you did a good job in getting us over here, but, just to avoid trouble in the future, keep in mind that I’m running things here. Understand?”
Quade looked sardonically at the sheriff. “It so happens that I’m one of the three people here not under suspicion. I’ve violated no laws and I’m probably the most intelligent person here.”
Clarence Olcott took up the challenge. “I’m a Harvard man, mister,” he said. “I’ve got an A.B. and M.A. and I’m working for an LL.D. I think my educational qualifications are the equal of anyone here.”
“I guess I spoke out of turn,” said Quade. “But, Mr. Olcott, can you tell me in what direction Reno, Nevada, is from San Diego, California?”
Clarence Olcott looked superciliously at Quade. “Any schoolboy could tell you that. Reno is northeast of San Diego.”
“I’m afraid the schoolboy who’d say that would flunk,” Quade replied. “It so happens that Reno is northwest of San Diego. Look it up on the map.”
Clarence strode to a bookcase and took out an atlas. After a moment he grunted. “I’ll be damned. You’re right. But that was a trick question. All right, it’s my turn. I’ll ask you something. Hmm. Who invented the principle of the door lock?”
Clarence Olcott had evidently asked the first question to come to his mind, without realizing the magnitude of it. Quade screwed up his mouth. “That,” he said, “is a very good question. Only about six persons in this country could answer it. I’m one of the six. The ancient Egyptians invented the door lock. The principle of it died with the decline of Egypt, and in medieval days an inferior lock was evolved by Europeans. The first real lock of modern times was invented by Robert Barron in 1774. In 1848 Linus Yale invented the modern tumbler lock, using the principle of the ancient Egyptian lock, patterned after one found in the ruins of Nineveh.”
Almost everyone in the room was staring at Quade by this time. He chuckled and went on: “With the Yale lock and key, 32,768 combinations are possible…. Do you want to ask me another question, Mr. Olcott?”
Sheriff Starkey interrupted: “This is no time for games, Quade. A murder has been committed here and there’s work to be done.”
“Quite so,” said Quade. “Well, what about the paper-knife?”
The sheriff turned to his deputy. “Lou, run upstairs and bring down that knife with which Walter Olcott was killed.”
The big deputy’s eyes rolled as he left the room. Quade heard him take the stairs two at a time. He was in the upper corridor less than a half-minute, then came tearing down the stairs.
He brought the knife into the room, holding it gingerly between thumb and forefinger. The sheriff took it from him and held it aloft. “This paper-knife belonged to someone in this room, didn’t it?”
“It’s mine,” said Martha Olcott.
Her father gasped. “Martha!”
“There’s no point in denying it,” said Martha. “It’s from that desk set you got me for my birthday two years ago. The shears to match are in my desk right now. But this — haven’t seen it for a couple of days.”
“It’s yours, though, you’re sure of that?” persisted the sheriff.
“Yes.”
“That doesn’t prove a thing,” cut in Lynn Crosby. “Any of the servants here could have taken it from Martha’s room. Or, for that matter, anyone else here.”
“As a matter of fact,” cut in Clarence Olcott, “I saw that paper-knife on the hall table only this morning.”
Allison, the butler, cleared his throat. “Beg pardon, but Mr. Clarence is right. I found it in this room and meant to take it back to Miss Martha’s room. Then the mail came and I used it to open some of the house mail. I’m sorry; I forgot all about it after that.”
“And no finger prints on it,” murmured Quade. “There goes your only clue, Sheriff.”
“Perhaps,” said the sheriff sarcastically, “you could conduct this investigation better.”
“Yes, I believe I could.”
The sheriff showed his teeth. “And just what would you do?”
“Well, first of all, I’d establish a motive for the killing. There’s always a motive for murder, you know. Usually it’s for financial gain, although sometimes it’s for jealousy or hate. Establish your motive and you may point the finger at the murderer.”
The glare went out of Starkey’s eyes. “I was about to start along those lines…. Mr. Olcott, you said upstairs that your brother was a very wealthy man.”
“Arturo can tell you more about that,” said Olcott Senior.
“Quite so,” said the swarthy dandy. “I was associated with Mr. Walter Olcott for eight years. He was, in my country, a very important man and, I am happy to say, one of the wealthiest men in Argentina.”
“How wealthy?” asked Starkey.
Nogales shrugged. “How wealthy is a man who owns two million acres of land, more than a hundred thousand cattle, several mines, a few factories and a railroad or two?”
Sheriff Starkey looked intently at Ferdinand Olcott. “Mr. Olcott,” he said, trying to make his voice sound casual. “Do you happen to know to whom your brother was leaving his money?”
“Of course I don’t,” snapped the old man. “My brother was here on a brief visit. He was a comparatively young man. No reason at all for me to ask him about his will. I’m not exactly a pauper myself, you know.”
The sheriff was thwarted on that line of questioning. But he persisted for another hour. He even summoned all the servants and put them through a verbal third degree. He learned nothing.
The schizophrenic looked at the people in the room around him. He saw in their faces doubt of one another… and fear. And it filled him with gloating. “They’re afraid of me; they don’t know which one of them I’ll kill next.”
But then he looked at Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, and he was not so sure of himself. “He’s the most dangerous man here. He has brains! He is almost as smart as I am. Almost! Well, if he guesses too much I’ll give him what I gave Walter Olcott!”
The sheriff declared that he and Deputy Higginbotham would remain down in the living room for the night. He advised the others to go to sleep.
Quade was shown to the room directly opposite the one in which lay the dead body of Walter Olcott. He grimaced as he looked at the closed door. “I’m the one who wasn’t afraid of dead ones,” he reminded himself.
After locking his bedroom door, Quade threw himself on the bed and smoked a cigarette. He was tired, but the monotonous patter of the rain on the window kept him awake. That, and thinking about the events of the evening. Somewhere in this house was a murderer and Quade had an uneasy feeling that he was not yet through.
The knowledge that a flood had cut the island off from the rest of the world, that the people on the island could not escape, could not appeal for help from the outside, would give the murderer a feeling of security. The killer had plenty of time to figure things out.
Quade dozed after a while. Something woke him. Voices. Loud voices; some of them outside the house and a bellowing one inside, downstairs. Quade stepped quickly to the window and raised the lower half. Rain beat in on him.
He saw moving figures down in the gloom and then a light went on downstairs and shed its rays out into the yard. Quade gasped. The yard was full of water!
The figures were servants, splashing in the water to the main house which was on higher ground.
Quade unlocked the door of his room and stepped out into the hallway. He almost collided with Martha Olcott, clad in a dressing gown.
“Something’s happened!” Martha Olcott cried out when she saw Quade.
He nodded. “The servants are coming to the house. The water’s risen and driven them out of their place.”
“Do you think,” Martha asked, “the water’ll come — here?”
Quade shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen the topography of this country in the day time. But the way it’s been raining and the condition of the river and all, I’m afraid…”
While they talked, they descended the stairs. The servants, dripping from the rain and their wading, were streaming into the house. Sheriff Starkey and Higginbotham were dashing about.
Inside of a minute everyone on the island was gathered in the big living room. The place was a bedlam of noise. A couple of the maids were wailing and the men were chattering excitedly.
In the midst of it all, Oliver Quade sniffed the close air in the room and a sudden chill struck at his vitals. He edged away and stepped out into the kitchen.
Black smoke was puffing through the cracks of a door. Quade sprang to the door, tore it open and a huge cloud of smoke gushed out into his face. He retreated before it, then advanced again and looked through the smoke, down the staircase, into the cellar.
Flames flickered through the black smoke. Quade sprang back into the living room. “The place is on fire!” he announced.
Pandemonium broke loose. Everyone yelled and cried out at the same time and for a moment people rushed about bumping and jostling one another. Then Quade took command of the situation. “The fire’s beyond control. The best thing we can do is get out of the house.”
Smoke was coming into the living room now. With it came the roar and crackle of flames. “We’ve got to fight the fire!” thundered Lynn Crosby. He dashed toward the kitchen. Arturo Nogales and Sheriff Starkey dashed after him.
“It’s no use,” said Quade. “A couple of hundred gallons of oil have been spilled down there. That’s what makes the smoke so black. And you can smell the oil. Let’s get out.”
There was a sudden explosion in the cellar and the men from the kitchen came reeling back. “It’s too late!” cried Sheriff Starkey. “The house is a goner!”
Then there was a stampede for the doors. By the time they got outside, flames were shooting through the windows of the kitchen.
“Where can we go?” someone cried in the semidark.
“The other house,” directed Quade. “The floors will be wet but it’s the best there is!”
There were two feet of water on the main floor of the servants’ quarters. Only half of the handful of survivors on Olcott’s Island were in the servants’ house when the electric light went out. Ferdinand Olcott cried out in agony: “That was the light plant. Now what?”
Now what, indeed! The water was rising. The big house was burning. The servants’ quarters weren’t much protection. The water was swirling around in it.
Quade stood by a window watching the roaring holocaust that had been the Olcott mansion. In the room behind him, people were talking, some sobbing, some whimpering. All were restless and afraid.
Then the small-town sheriff, Starkey, voiced the thing that had been in Oliver Quade’s mind the past ten minutes and which he hadn’t wanted to express aloud.
“That fire seemed to me as if someone’d set it,” the sheriff said. “It makes a crematory for the dead one. A regular funeral pyre. If the flood hadn’t wakened the servants, it would have been one for us all.”
Then there was near panic. It took the combined efforts of Oliver Quade, Lynn Crosby, Arturo Nogales and Ferdinand Olcott to soothe the others. And by that time the water had risen two inches. A creak and groan of straining timbers suddenly shook the house.
“I think,” Quade suggested then, “we had better leave this house.”
“Leave the house!” cried Clarence Olcott. “Why, it’s raining cats and dogs outside.”
There was a terrific wrench and the house joggled heavily. “The foundations are going,” said Quade. “The water’s loosened them. In a few minutes this house will wash away.”
Again there was a mad rush for the door and again the servants and family charged out into the torrent of water.
The big Olcott mansion was a glowing skeleton of fire. Quade sloshed ahead of the others, the water above his knees. He circled the house to the right, found himself going up. “The ground’s higher back here,” he called out.
“Of course it is!” cried Ferdinand Olcott. “There’s a ridge behind the house. Ten feet or more. We’ll be safe there. It’ll never reach that high.”
Quade wasn’t so sure of that, but he led the way to the ridge. And there they huddled, thirteen wet, cold, and miserable people.
One of them was a murderer.
“I burned the house down,” the schizophrenic said to himself. “I’m going to die… but it’s fun watching these weaklings. They’ll die a thousand deaths each. They’re afraid to die.”
He was afraid, too, but his egotism refused to admit the fear.
It was a nightmare, there on the promontory behind the ruined house. The fire sputtered and hissed for several hours. It gave some light and a small amount of heat to those crouching on the wet ground. It was a blessing to them; without it, some of them would have gone into hysterics. Some of the women folk were already near it.
The butler and a couple of the maids knelt on the wet ground and prayed. None of the others joined, but neither did they scoff. And perhaps they would join in the praying when the water rose higher.
Quade sat on the muddy side of the promontory. Twice in three hours he moved higher as the water came up and licked at his feet. Around midnight he gave his coat to Martha Olcott.
“Thanks!” she shivered. Lynn Crosby scowled for not having thought of the chivalrous gesture himself. He came down and sat beside Quade then.
“How high do you think the water’ll get?” he asked.
“It can’t go much higher,” Quade replied. “Wouldn’t have come this high if the dam hadn’t gone out. The water doesn’t worry me.”
“What does?”
“Exposure. Everybody soaked to the skin, sitting on this wet ground. All of us will have colds by morning and some — worse. We can’t stay here like this. Not long.”
“But we can’t leave. I know this island. The river’ll be a quarter-mile wide and too strong to swim. I’d try it now if I thought it’d be any use.”
“You couldn’t swim fifty feet in it,” said Quade. “There’s got to be some other way.”
“Maybe we can build a raft?” suggested Crosby eagerly.
“We’ll see when morning comes… There goes the servants’ house!”
It went with a violent wrenching and screeching. The rush of water tore it bodily from its moorings, swept it to the burning mansion and then carried it down into the valley below, turning it over and over like a toy.
It was the longest night anyone had ever gone through. No one slept. When the black sky turned to gray Quade waded down in the water, closer to the smoldering ruins of the mansion.
He found a branch of a tree and poked around for a while. Deputy Higginbotham joined him. His teeth chattered. “Gawd, if I only had a stiff drink of gin,” he muttered. “The water’s got into my bones.”
“A drink or two apiece wouldn’t hurt any of us,” said Quade. He continued poking in the debris.
Sheriff Starkey joined them, cursing under his breath. “Who’s your idea of the killer?” he asked.
“There are things more important right now than arresting a murderer.”
“You mean you know who the killer is?” exclaimed the sheriff.
“Of course,” replied Quade. “I knew last night after he set fire to the house.”
“Who is it?” asked the sheriff hoarsely. “The South American?”
“I’m more interested right now in saving the lives of thirteen people than arresting one murderer,” said Quade. “Martha Olcott already has a cold. She can’t stand another night here. A couple of the maids are coughing pretty hard too.”
The sheriff muttered under his breath. “We’re stuck here until the water goes down.”
“It won’t go down for a week. The rain’s letting up now, but even so, we can’t stay here a week. We’ve got to get away — today!”
“How?”
Quade shrugged. “Go away and let me think!”
The sheriff cursed under his breath, but retreated. Higginbotham went with him.
The rain lessened considerably in the next fifteen minutes and dawn broke grudgingly over the island. Quade’s vision was lengthened then and what he saw disheartened him. A sea of water stretched out as far as he could see. The tops of trees stuck out of the water, like lonely sentinels. The water moved south and west in a steady sweep. It was another quarter-hour before Quade could see the river and then his spirits dropped even lower. The river was a raging torrent, a visible swift current in the sea of water sweeping over the island.
The entire island except the promontory on which the refugees crouched was under water. There was land on the other side of the river, quite a bit, and most of it high out of the water. But it was a half-mile away, too far for anyone to swim in the rushing water.
But there lay safety. If someone over there saw them on the island here and if they had a powerful boat…
Quade turned to the others. “Anyone live over there?” he asked, pointing.
Ferdinand Olcott shook his head sadly. “No one lives within five miles of this island.”
“And I imagine those out there are having their own troubles.”
“If someone could get over there and get help…” Quade thought aloud.
Arturo Nogales, the swarthy South American, began peeling off his soggy coat. “I am a strong swimmer,” he said.
“If you were the strongest swimmer in the world you couldn’t swim across that current out there. There’s a low valley to the south and you’d be swept out before you could reach the high land.”
Martha Olcott came up. “Are we — finished?” she asked.
Quade looked bleakly at her. “All my life I’ve been a resourceful person, but somehow I can’t think of anything to do now.”
She bit her lip. “If we could only build a fire here…”
“Everything’s water-logged,” said Quade. “Perhaps if the rain stops we can gather some wood and get it dried. Or — I’ll be damned! Look at that garage there. It’s still on its foundations.”
“Yes, it’s built on concrete. But there’s nothing there except some tools and things.”
“Tools?” Quade’s eyes flashed. He turned around and called to Lynn Crosby. “Crosby, mind coming with me to the garage?”
Crosby came over. “What good’ll that do? The cars are under water.”
“I know,” said Quade. “I wasn’t counting on them. But there are tools over there, I understand. Perhaps we can do something with them.”
“You said last night a raft couldn’t make it.”
“Chances are almost negligible, but we might figure out something else.”
Higginbotham and the chauffeur, a stocky man named McCarthy, joined Quade and Crosby. They waded in water to their armpits to the garage.
“Look for saws, hammers and nails,” Quade instructed.
They found a keg of thirty-penny spikes, a couple of saws and several hammers, as well as a hand-ax. Quade himself discovered something that filled him with glee. It was about fifty feet of two-inch rope hawser. He carried it to the promontory.
“What’s the rope for?” asked Clarence Olcott, when the four men deposited their spoils on the wet ground.
Quade did not reply. He looked at the telephone poles which stuck out above the water. He bit his lips and scowled for several moments. The others had by this time conceded Quade the leadership and they waited anxiously for him to arrive at some decision.
“That telephone wire,” Quade said after a while. “There are two strands of it. If we could get a thousand yards, I think — I think we would have a chance. The wires are broken somewhere along the line because the phone was dead. I could put that wire to work for us, I believe. Will you get it?”
Sheriff Starkey snorted. “What good would wire do you?”
Quade pointed toward the promontory on the far side of the river. “If we could get this wire there we could rig up a sort of breeches buoy and I think we could all get away.”
“Yeah, but how you going to get the wire there?” demanded Lynn Crosby.
Quade said with more confidence than he felt: “If the rest of you will get the wire I’ll get it across the river.”
“How? You said no one could swim that current,” exclaimed Clarence, the mousy one.
“Get the wire,” said Quade. “I promise to get it over there.”
There was some grumbling but finally the men went out to get the wire from the telegraph poles.
Quade trotted down to the ruins of the Olcott house. He began pulling at some beams and two-by-fours. He dragged out several sizable timbers that had not been burned too much.
“Just what are you going to build?” asked Martha Olcott after watching him for some time.
Quade wiped the excess moisture from one of the saws on his trousers. He grinned, the first grin that had been seen on the little island since the night before.
“I’m going to make a catapult,” he said.
Martha Olcott looked at him as if he had suddenly gone insane. “A catapult?” she repeated. “What — what for?”
“To throw that wire over to the mainland. You remember your history?”
She nodded. “Yes, I know that the Ancients used catapults in their warfare. They threw stones and things with them. But—”
“They threw stones big enough to batter down walls distances of twelve to fifteen hundred feet,” said Quade. “So why can’t we throw a wire that far?”
“Have you ever built a catapult before?”
He shook his head. “No. As a matter of fact, I’ve never even seen one.”
She drew in her breath. “Then how do you know you can build one?”
He grinned at her. “You forget I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
She grimaced impatiently. “Yes, yes, I heard you arguing with the men last night. I’ll admit that you seem to know an amazing number of things. But is building a catapult one of those things?”
“I know everything, Miss Olcott. Everything that man has ever known… or that got into print. I’ve read the Encyclopedia from cover to cover four times.”
She gasped. “You’re joking!”
“No. I sell encyclopedias because I believe in them. I practice what I preach. Fifteen years ago I started reading the set I sold and I’ve been reading it ever since. The Encyclopedia contains all the knowledge of the ages. That stuff I pulled last night was on the level. I’ve an unusual memory. I remember everything I read and therefore I know everything that’s in the encyclopedia. And there’s a very fine drawing of a catapult the Crusaders used at the siege of Acre. They battered down the best fortifications of Saladin with it. I’m going to build a catapult like it.”
She looked strangely at him for a moment. Then she said, “Mr. Quade, I really believe you can do it. Let me help you.”
“Fine,” he said. “Go down there then and poke around in those ruins. Find the spears that were hanging on the walls of the living room last night. The heads, I mean. The shafts are burned, I imagine.”
Quade sawed and hammered. After an hour the men began trooping back with long lengths of dead telephone wire they had cut from the telephone poles. They complained of exhaustion, but after resting a while and seeing Quade working without stopping, they went back for more wire.
They had fourteen hundred feet of wire by noon. That was all that was obtainable. The poles beyond that distance were too close to the raging river.
By that time Quade had the framework of the catapult built. It was a massive structure, resting on solid eight-inch beams.
At two o’clock they had twisted the rope hawser into place, and the other men had spliced the wire and coiled it in a neat pile beside the makeshift catapult.
Martha Olcott had found two spear heads and Quade spent a half-hour fashioning shafts for them and attaching the end of one to the telephone wire.
At last everything was finished. The rain was a mere drizzle then, but the water had risen a couple of inches more.
The recent college graduates, Clarence Olcott and Lynn Crosby, examined the catapult with extreme skepticism. “It won’t work,” Clarence declared. “You need some sort of spring attachment to throw that thing.”
“My friend,” said Quade, “did the ancient Greeks have springs? They did not. This rope twisted in here is all the spring that’s necessary. Here, we’ll try it out with a stone first.”
There was a narrow slot running down the back of the catapult. Quade adjusted things and dropped the stone into the slot. Everyone on the tiny island gathered around.
Quade took a deep breath. Up to now he’d bolstered up his confidence. He remembered the details of the plans in the encyclopedia, accurately, but suppose — suppose the artist who had drawn them had made an error?
“All right,” he said. He touched a wooden lever with his foot. The lever released the trigger and there was a swish and twang and the stone was hurtled out of the catapult. It sailed up in a swift arc, so fast that the eye could hardly follow it. Then it disappeared out of sight. But Quade watched the water and saw no splash. He knew that the stone had gone beyond the water.
Exclamations of awe went up all around Quade. “It worked!” Lynn Crosby cried.
Quade was adjusting the spear which was attached to the wire when Clarence, the scoffer, voiced another doubt. “How you going to make the spear stick over there?”
That was the thing that had worried Quade most. “There are plenty of thick trees over there. I’m hoping it will hit one of them squarely.”
“Suppose it does. Will it have enough force to stick hard enough for the wire to hold up a person?”
“If the spear hits a twelve-inch tree there’s sufficient force to drive it clear through the tree!”
Quade dropped to the soggy ground and looked out along the slot of the catapult. He had aimed the thing high to give the spear a trajectory but still it shouldn’t go too high or too low.
The ropes were twisted tight again. The threaded spear was laid in the slot. Quade shot the trigger.
The spear hurtled out of the slot, drawing the wire with it. It sailed high in the air, went far out and then began dropping. Quade held his breath as the spear began falling — and his spirits fell with the spear.
“It didn’t make it!” cried Lynn Crosby.
It was true. The spear had fallen a hundred feet short. The disappointment of all was heavy. Quade began hauling in the wire.
“What are you going to do now?” scoffed Sheriff Starkey.
“Try again.”
It took a half hour to haul in the wire, coil it carefully and get the catapult ready for another trial. Quade moved the machine back a few inches and elevated it slightly and twisted the rope hawsers until they couldn’t be twisted another sixty-fourth of an inch.
He was as taut as the twisted rope, when he placed the spear into the slot for the second trial. He knew if the catapult didn’t have enough power now, there was no use trying any more. The fault lay in the hawser; it wasn’t thick enough.
“If it doesn’t go this time,” he said grimly to those around him, “figure on spending a week or so here; without food or shelter.”
A couple of the women servants began sobbing and two or three of the men on the island cleared their throats.
“He knows,” said the schizophrenic to himself. “He knows I’m the killer. The man’s smart. If this thing works he must stay here… dead!”
Twang!
The spear was catapulted out again. It seemed to those around that it left the slot with increased force. Quade knew it had. He watched the flight of the spear with a prayer on his lips and his jaws crunched.
The spear began falling…
It disappeared into the woods on the far side of the wide river and the wire suddenly stopped playing out.
“It made it!” cried Lynn Crosby.
Quade gripped the wire. “Now, let’s hope that it landed true.”
He pulled up the slack of the wire, tugged hard. It refused to give.
“I think it’s stuck,” he said grimly. “Here, help me pull, Crosby.”
Crosby stepped up beside Quade and pulled with him. The two of them could not pull the wire more than a couple of inches.
Perspiration broke out on Quade’s forehead. “We’re safe!” he exclaimed.
Cheers and sobs of joy went up.
The breeches buoy was fixed on to the wire and the wire securely lashed around a telephone pole some distance behind the catapult.
“The women will go first,” Quade said.
Lynn Crosby stepped up behind Sheriff Starkey and jerked the sheriff’s gun out of his holster. “No,” he said. “I’m going first!”
“Lynn!” That was Martha Olcott. Her face showed terrible anguish. Quade, looking at her, knew that she’d been guessing the truth, but hadn’t wanted to believe it before.
He cursed himself silently. He should have been alert at the critical moment for just some such move on Crosby’s part. He’d known since the night before that Lynn Crosby was the schizophrenic, the killer who had brutally murdered Martha’s uncle and set fire to the big house and put them all in this predicament. But Quade’s mind had been too filled with the bigger problem. Even if they had subdued the murderer, they would still have to face the problem of getting off the island. Now Crosby had suddenly revealed himself.
“Stand back, everyone!” he commanded, steadying the gun on them.
Deputy Lou Higginbotham, who until then had been a nonentity, reached for a piece of glory. He went for his gun. He got his hand on it, had it half out of the holster and then Lynn Crosby shot him through the face. Higginbotham pitched to the ground.
“I’ll kill every one of you if you try to stop me,” Crosby snarled. His face revealed the soul behind it. He had a split personality no longer. He was absolutely and completely insane now. No more moments of sanity, no more fighting between the two personalities. Lynn Crosby was completely mad.
“Do as he says,” Quade ordered, knowing what Crosby would do if someone crossed him.
Crosby scooped up Higginbotham’s gun and stuck it into the waistband of his trousers. He brandished the sheriff’s gun and his face broke into a huge grin as the group of men and women retreated before him. He laughed raucously. “The flood! Ha-ha! The flood got all of you poor people. All except me. My story will be you wanted me to go over first to test the wire and I did. Then it broke. Too bad. Too bad.” He laughed again, uproariously.
“Lynn!” said Ferdinand Olcott, “you’re insane!”
Lynn Crosby cursed in sudden frenzy. “You — you’re the cause of all this! You thought I wasn’t good enough for your daughter. You told me to get a job and make a name for myself and then you’d think about letting me marry her. That’s what you told me, isn’t it? Well, ask Martha — did we wait for you?”
Ferdinand Olcott staggered back. “Martha — did you—”
Martha could hardly raise her head. “We — were married two weeks ago.”
“Secretly,” sneered Lynn Crosby. “You forced us to get married secretly.”
“But we never lived together,” said Martha Olcott. “That — I am glad of that, anyway.”
Crosby showed his fangs. “You get satisfaction out of that, do you? Well, then think over this: I never loved you at all. I married you for your money, your uncle’s money. He told me he was leaving everything to you. That’s why I killed him. To get his money, through you. And now, as your husband, I’ll get your father’s too.”
Crosby turned toward Quade. “How did you know it was me?”
“The salt,” said Quade. “You went down into the cellar and started that oil fire. You’d heard somewhere that salt killed the odor of oil so you washed your hands with it after setting the fire. I didn’t smell oil on your hands, but you got salt over your clothes. That’s how I knew.”
Crosby nodded. “You’re a smart guy, Quade. Much too smart to stay alive. You might figure out some other way of getting across. So—”
The gun in his hand thundered. Almost at the instant Crosby squeezed the trigger Quade started to throw himself to one side. The bullet went through his left shoulder. He fell limply to the ground. He was fully conscious but to show that he wasn’t mortally hit would only invite another bullet. His face fell into three inches of water and he kept it there.
He held his breath as long as he could, then slowly turned his head sidewise and brought his mouth out of the water. He drew in air sharply and looked toward the catapult.
Lynn Crosby was already in the crude breeches buoy, working his way out over the water, hand over hand.
Quade watched him for a moment, then rose to his knees.
“Mr. Quade!” cried Martha Olcott. “You’re not—” then she saw the blood mixing with the water on his shoulder and sprang to his side.
“It’s all right,” Quade cried out grimly.
The others gathered around. “He’ll cut the wire when he gets almost there,” said Clarence Olcott. “He can pull himself to the other side with what’s left but we — the wire’ll be too short then.”
Quade said to Martha Olcott, “Take the women back a way and don’t look. We’ve got only one chance, but it won’t be pretty to see.”
She understood him immediately. Her face tightened but she quickly herded the maids to the rear.
Quade picked up the spear. Lynn Crosby was out two hundred feet and moving at the rate of fifty feet a minute, out of revolver range. There was only one spear — it had to kill — to save twelve lives.
Quade placed the spear in the slot of the catapult and then the others understood. “You’re going to kill him!” gasped Clarence.
Quade did not reply. He adjusted the catapult quickly, depressing it in front. He dropped down beside the slot, sighted through it, then made some more adjustments.
“All right,” he said then. “He’s three hundred feet out. We’ve got one shot. If it misses, we stay here.”
He kicked the trigger.
Twang!
The spear whanged out of the slot, shot out through space in a low arc — and landed in flesh.
The schizophrenic lived two seconds. In those two seconds the part of him that had been suppressed since the day before screamed: “You were wrong! Wrong!”
And then it, too, died. Finally and definitely.

Death on Eagle’s Crag

Mrs. Mattie Egan, proprietor of Eagle’s Crag, was the toughest prospect Oliver Quade had worked on in many months. For ten minutes he had extolled the merits of the set of encyclopedias. He had painted glorious pictures for Mrs. Egan, had told her of marvelous benefits she would derive from owning the books. He had told her all those things in a voice that could be heard half-way down the mountain.
But Mrs. Egan was unmoved by it all. Her resistance was summed up in the stubborn, unyielding statement: “I’m fifty-six years old, come next January, and I ain’t never owned no books of my own and I don’t intend to start buying none now.”
The word “quit” was not in Oliver Quade’s lexicon. He was the best book salesman in the country. He admitted it himself; his rivals conceded it. Mrs. Egan may never have bought books from any other salesman, but she was going to buy from Oliver Quade.
He told her: “Mrs. Egan, I’m not trying to sell you books. I’m trying to sell you knowledge. In these twenty-four volumes is the knowledge of the ages; everything that the human race has learned since the dawn of time. Everything, Mrs. Egan. Do you know how far the sun is from the earth? Do you know that a certain condiment in your kitchen is a better fire extinguisher than any chemical?”
“No,” replied Mrs. Egan. “I don’t know them things but I’ve lived fifty-six years without knowin’ ’em and I guess I can struggle along a little longer without any encyclepeedies.”
Behind Mrs. Egan, on the broad porch of the lodge which was the main building on Eagle’s Crag, several people were listening with various expressions of interest. Oliver Quade appealed to them. “Folks, I’m asking you, haven’t I made all of you want to own these marvelous books of knowledge?”
It was a trick on Oliver Quade’s part. He’d made his sales talk to the proprietor, Mrs. Egan. The summer guests had heard it merely incidentally. Not being canvassed directly, they were wide open. They didn’t know that the moment they expressed their interest Quade would shift the weight of his sales attack to them, and then carry Mrs. Egan along on the buying tide.
A bespectacled youth of nineteen or twenty made an opening sally. “I wouldn’t want your books, Mister. I already know all the things you’ve asked. The mean average distance-to the sun is 92,900,000 miles. And baking soda is the fire extinguisher you referred to.”
Quade pretended to be disconcerted. Actually, he was delighted. He hadn’t counted on the good fortune of having an intellectual in his audience. The youth would be a perfect stooge.
“Ah,” he chuckled. “We have a student with us. Tell me, sir, who was the first American born president?”
The boy’s forehead wrinkled. He thought quickly, then replied, “James Buchanan.”
Quade shook his head. “It was Martin Van Buren. All presidents previous to him were born English subjects. Here’s another: Of which are there more in this country — telephones or automobiles?”
The student scowled. “You’re asking trick questions. I can ask you questions you can’t answer.”
Oliver Quade pulled a thick roll of bills from his pocket. He peeled off two ten-dollar notes. “Mister, you’ve bought yourself something. They call me the Human Encyclopedia because I know the answers to all questions. I’ve read all the encyclopedias four times and I remember all I’ve read. This twenty dollars is yours if you can ask me three questions I can’t answer.”
The challenge aroused the interest of the others on the veranda. There was a stout, middle-aged woman with a haughty look and a sleek-looking man of about forty.
“I’d like to ask one of those questions,” cut in the sleek man. “If Danny Dale has no objections.”
The youth shook his head. “No, go ahead, Mr. Cummings. You ask the first one. I want to think a moment about my two.”
Mr. Cummings cleared his throat. “All right, when was the half-tone process of reproducing photographs for printing invented and who is generally conceded to be the inventor?”
Quade’s eyes flashed. “You’re a publisher, Mr. Cummings? Well, that’s a question ninety percent of the newspaper and magazine men couldn’t answer. But I can. George Meisenbach, of Munich, patented, in 1882, the process by which the first practical half-tones were made, although in 1852 Fox Talbot, of England, suggested the breaking up of a photograph by means of a screen.”
Cummings whistled. “Mr. Quade, you’re good! I’ll listen to Danny Dale’s questions.”
The cock-sureness had left young Dale’s face. He tried, however, to look blasé. “I’ve got a couple of real ones for you. Number one, what is an astrolabe? Number two, what are the ingredients of gunpowder?”
“The astrolabe,” Oliver Quade said, “is the oldest scientific instrument in the world. It was invented about 150 B.C. by Hipparchus. The mariner’s sextant is an off-shoot of it. Gunpowder — there are many formulas, but all have the same three basic ingredients: saltpeter, sulphur and charcoal. The most commonly used formula consists of seventy-five percent saltpeter, fifteen percent charcoal and ten percent sulphur. Do I win?”
Danny Dale looked crestfallen. “Yes, I guess so.”
Quade slapped his hands together. “Fine; then let’s get back to business. All the things I’ve told you are in this set of encyclopedias. And a hundred thousand more—”
There was an interruption. Behind Quade, in the two-acre clearing, a girl came running, her short bobbed hair tossed to the winds, her lithe figure covering the ground in long strides. Behind her a few feet, running more easily, was a tall young man of about thirty.
It was the girl’s cry that had interrupted Quade. “Mother! Mrs. Egan! Mr. Thompson — he’s dead!”
The stout woman on the veranda let out a frightened “eek.” Cummings and Danny Dale rose from their seats and came quickly down the three-step flight of stairs.
Quade was watching Mrs. Egan’s face and he saw her eyes blink behind her thick glasses. Then a shudder ran through her.
“What do you mean, Mr. Thompson’s dead,” she said, sharply. “I saw him only fifteen minutes ago.”
The young man who had been outdistanced by the running girl was within talking distance now. “He is dead,” he confirmed the girl’s hysterical announcement. “He’s been killed by a rattlesnake.”
Quade stabbed a lean finger at the man. “He was alive fifteen minutes ago and now he’s dead from a rattlesnake bite?”
The young man shrugged. “I know what you’re thinking. That a rattlesnake bite seldom kills inside of two or three hours. But you see, the fang marks were plain and Thompson killed the snake with a club before he succumbed himself.” He jerked his head in the direction of the roadway. “Down there.”
Mrs. Mattie Egan dropped her triple chins upon her bosom. “Miss Judy,” she said to the girl, “you stay here with your mother. She looks kinda sick. The rest of you can come if you like.”
She started determinedly across the clearing to the road leading down the mountain. The men followed her. They descended a hundred yards down the steep slope, then rounding a turn came abruptly on the body of a man. He lay at the side of the crushed rock road, his arms flung out on either side of him, his right hand clutching a thick stick. Five or six feet away, lay a dead rattlesnake, its back broken in three or four places. The deductions of the girl and the young man were sensible — but Quade shook his head.
“This man didn’t kill that snake,” he said, “and the snake didn’t kill him.”
Gasps went up around the circle. Martin Faraday, who with the girl, Judy Vickers, had discovered the body of Harold Thompson, challenged Quade’s statement. “How can you know?”
Quade pointed down at the dead man. “The stick is in the right hand. But this man — Thompson you say his name was — was left-handed!”
The amazing announcement resulted in a stunned silence. Quade broke it himself. “Mind you, I’ve never seen Thompson before. But I can see that his belt end is facing to the right; only a left-handed man would wear his belt like that. His tie also goes to the right, exactly opposite of the way an ordinary man ties it. And the thumb and forefinger of his left hand are ink-stained, proving that he was not only left-handed but that he wrote a great deal with pen and ink. My guess is that Mr. Thompson was a bookkeeper. No, he wouldn’t have been up here on a bookkeeper’s salary. Accountant, then.”
“I’ll be damned,” swore Frederick Cummings. “He told me only yesterday that he was an accountant. Said he was from Buffalo. And I saw him writing left-handed.”
Quade nodded. “Left-handed people are commoner than the average person suspects. In fact, one of every eight people is left-handed.”
“Some more encyclopedia stuff,” scoffed Danny Dale.
Quade ignored the jibe. “We’ve got to notify the sheriff.”
“The sheriff?” cried Mrs. Egan. “What for?”
“I just got through saying that this man was — murdered!”
Mrs. Egan winced. The others took the startling announcement with more fortitude.
Faraday said, “Then no one had better touch anything.”
Quade turned to the proprietor of Eagle’s Crag. “Mrs. Egan, you’ve a phone at the lodge?”
Mrs. Egan shook her head. “No, I ain’t. Young man, d’you realize we’re thirty-three miles from town by road, sixteen from the main highway, thirty-two hundred feet up on a mountain-top. The bloomin’ phone company wanted more to run a line out than Eagle’s Crag is worth.”
“You can send someone to town though?”
The owner of Eagle’s Crag frowned. “This is kinda early in the season and I ain’t got my full crew yet. Only McClosky, the cook. Him and me been runnin’ things. But I guess he can take the station wagon and run down to Hilltown.”
They left the dead man where he lay and climbed back up the steep road to the lodge.
“Mac!” yelled Mrs. Egan. “Where are you?”
A bandy-legged man in bibless overalls and a patched flannel shirt came out of a shed near the lodge. “Here I am, Miz Egan,” he said meekly. His long, handlebar mustaches drooped down to the receding chin.
Mrs. Egan looked suspiciously at him. “Mac, you’ve been drinking again!” she accused.
McClosky wiped the right side of his mustache with the back of his hand, giving the lie to his denial. “No, I ain’t, Miz Egan, honest I ain’t. I was fixin’ up the autymobile in there, that’s what I was doin’.”
“You’re a liar, Mac,” Mrs. Egan said. “But pull out the wagon and head for town. Tell the sheriff one of my guests had been bit by a rattlesnake — only some folks here,” she looked pointedly at Quade, “are tryin’ to make murder out of it.”
“Murder?” yelped McClosky. “Mr. Thompson’s dead?”
“How’d you know it was Thompson?” Quade cried.
McClosky took a quick step back and his eyes rolled. “Why, he’s the on’y one ain’t here, so natcherly I figured…” his words trailed off.
“That was quick work, McClosky,” said Oliver Quade.
“So was yours,” cut in Cummings.
“He’s right, Quade,” said Martin Faraday. “If it is murder as you claim, none of us here is above suspicion. Remember, Quade, you passed us on the road coming up ten minutes before we discovered Harold Thompson’s body.”
“The man’s a perfect stranger to me,” said Quade. “He wasn’t a stranger to any of you though.”
“A man doesn’t have to know a man to kill him,” Cummings looked down at his well manicured nails. “Robbery is sometimes a mighty good motive for murder.”
Quade’s mouth became grim. He looked toward his battered flivver over near the lodge. “All right, I’m a suspect, too. But so is McClosky and everyone here. I don’t think anyone should leave here. Not singly, at least.”
“I know Mac better’n any of you,” cut in Mrs. Egan. “Someone’s gotta go to town and I vote for Mac, suspect or no suspect. He’s too dumb to make a getaway anyway. G’wan, Mac, get out the wagon.”
McClosky popped into the garage and backed out an ancient locking station wagon. He whirled it around the clearing, headed toward the descending road, then suddenly braked the car to a stop.
“Car comin’ up, Miz Egan,” he called.
Mrs. Egan frowned. “Why, I wasn’t expectin’ any more guests until next week. Wonder who it could be?”
Quade could hear the automobile, coming up in second gear, grinding furiously for it was a long, steep ascent to Eagle’s Crag. A moment later it nosed up onto the plateau. It was a big black touring car with side curtains. The driver slewed into the path of the station wagon and stopped.
Men began climbing out, four in all.
“Oh-oh,” Quade said softly.
The newcomers spread out in fan shape and leisurely approached the summer resort crowd. One of the men walked a little ahead of the others. He was of slight build, under middle height. He wore an unmatched coat and trousers and a vest that was open. He was hatless, his eyes oddly cold and calculating and he had a two days’ growth of black beard.
He said in a toneless voice: “Who runs this shebang?”
“I do, Mister,” Mrs. Egan snapped.
The slight man continued to come forward. Quade could see his eyes then; they were the coldest he had ever seen in a human. They were a pale, washed-out blue, steady and unblinking under heavy, bushy eyebrows.
“Me and the boys figure on stoppin’ here a while,” the man said.
Mrs. Egan fidgeted. “Well, the lodge ain’t rightly open for another week yet and I don’t know as how I can accommodate you.”
One of the other men, a giant who stood six feet five and weighed close to 250 pounds, sneered. “G’wan, chief, tell her. What the hell!”
The slight man was unmoved by his friend’s urging. His voice was still toneless as he said, “You’ll put us up. And you better have your man run that buggy back in the garage.”
Then Mrs. Egan flared up. “Say, listen, who are you to tell me what to do around here? I said I couldn’t accommodate you and I meant it.”
“There’s a dead man down the road,” the leader of the four said. “Have you called in the law yet, or was this old coot just goin’ now?”
“What’d you call me?” cried McClosky.
The newcomer turned leisurely toward McClosky, who was climbing belligerently out of the station wagon. “I said you was an old coot,” he repeated. “And my name is Lou Bonniwell.”
“Bonniwelll” cried Danny Dale. “You’re Lou Bonniwell?”
“Yeah, sure, that’s him,” boasted the giant. “And me, I’m Jake Somers. Big Jake.”
Quade took a deep breath. “Welcome to Eagle’s Crag, boys. Me, I’m a stranger here, too.”
“Who’re you?” demanded Bonniwell.
“Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. The man who knows the answers to all questions. I know—”
“Do you know where the law is right now?” asked Bonniwell.
Quade cocked his head to one side. “Far from here, or you wouldn’t be here. You came here to hide out, didn’t you?”
“Yeah. Monk was raised hereabouts. He claims you can see seven States and six counties or something like that from this mountain-top.”
A squat man with long arms grinned vacantly. “Three States and six counties, Lou. And you saw the road yourself. We could hold off an army.”
Bonniwell nodded. “The layout’s all right, Monk. But they’ll get us sooner or later.”
“Not me they won’t get,” boasted Big Jake Somers.
Bonniwell looked bitterly at his big henchman. “You’re big, Jake, but if one forty-five slug doesn’t cut you down, two will.”
“A twenty-two in the right place will do it,” Quade offered.
Big Jake said savagely, “Who the hell asked you?”
Quade grimaced. “Pay no attention to me. I talk too much.”
“You do at that, pardner,” said Bonniwell. “Jake, take one of the guns and sit down over there by the road. Monk, you and Heinie look through things here. Gather up all the artillery.”
Like a general Bonniwell dispatched his forces, and like obedient soldiers his men obeyed. Jake Somers brought a vicious looking submachine gun from the touring car. He walked with it to the head of the road leading down from Eagle’s Crag and seated himself upon a boulder. No one could now leave or enter Eagle’s Crag without his permission.
Monk Moon, the squat man, and Heinie Krausmeyer, a roly-poly blank-faced man, frisked the Eagle’s Crag guests. Then the two disappeared into the lodge.
Mrs. Egan, who had been quiet for a little while spoke then. “That Monk man,” she said. “I recognize him now. He’s Tim Moon’s boy, Alfred. He was raised down there in the valley.” She shook her head. “I never liked him even as a boy. Too sly and sneaky. I allus said he’d come to a bad end.”
“Quite right, ma’am,” agreed Lou Bonniwell. “Monk’ll get hanged some day, if he don’t get shot first.”
Danny Dale stepped forward brightly. “Say, Mr. Bonniwell, I was listening to the radio last night. That was some escape you made from the penitentiary.”
Bonniwell looked at Danny. “Sonny, I was hopin’ there wouldn’t be no kids here. Always complicates things.”
Danny Dale reddened. “I’m not a kid. I’m twenty and I’m a university graduate. I even have a master’s degree.”
A fleeting smile crossed Bonniwell’s face. “Is that so, now? Well, bub, you just watch your p’s and q’s and you won’t get hurt. I never went to college myself, but I been around.”
Danny Dale retreated. Quade looked around at the others. Besides himself there were Frederick Cummings, Marty Faraday, Judy Vickers and her mother, Mrs. Egan and McClosky. Plus four escaped convicts and killers. And one dead man down on the road — murdered by someone on Eagle’s Crag.
“Just so there won’t be no mistake, folks,” Bonniwell said, “we killed two guards when we made the break yesterday morning. In the afternoon we knocked off a cop when we got the guns and stuff at the police station. You can imagine what the law’s gonna do to us if they catch up. Now, I got no quarrel with any of you here. I’m only here because this is a good hideout. We may be here a day or a week. Maybe, two. Until we leave you folks are gonna stay put. Understand?”
After a while Monk Moon and Heinie Krausmeyer came out of the lodge, carrying three shotguns, two rifles and a small pistol. “We found ’em here and there, boss.”
“My husband was a huntin’ man,” said Mrs. Egan. “Them shotguns and rifles was his’n. The pea-shooter, I dunno.”
“That’s mine,” said Cummings. “I–I always carry it with me when I’m traveling.”
“I’ll mind it for you, Mister,” said Bonniwell. “O.K., Monk, toss ’em in the car. Then git out the glasses and kinda look out over them six States and seven counties. The rest of you,” he turned to the Eagle’s Crag folk, “just go about your business. Only don’t get too close to Jake’s machine-gun there.”
Monk Moon brought a big pair of military field glasses from the car. He started toward the rear of the lodge. Quade followed him leisurely. Monk chuckled as he fondled the glasses. “I never had nothin’ like this when I was a kid. Boy, I bet I see four States.”
Behind the lodge the mountain fell away in a sheer precipice. Quade approached it gingerly. “A drop of over two thousand feet,” he grimaced.
“On practically three sides,” said Monk. “Only way up or down is by that road.”
“Hey, you!” called Bonniwell, coming up.
Quade turned. “I wasn’t intending shoving him over,” he said.
“I know you wouldn’t commit suicide by a stunt like that,” Bonniwell said. “Couple of the folks back there say you said that bozo down on the road was murdered instead of bit by a snake. What’s that — a bit of malarkey? You got plenty of it.”
“I have at that,” admitted Quade. “I wouldn’t be the book salesman I am if I didn’t have it. But I was telling the truth about that chap. He was murdered. Someone killed the rattlesnake with a club then put the club in this fellow’s hand after killing him — only he didn’t know the man was left-handed and put it in his right hand to make it look as if he’d killed the snake. Aside from that, take a look at the man’s calf, where the snake was supposed to have bitten him.”
“I think I will,” said Bonniwell. “The thing kinda makes me curious. Come along.”
They walked past Jake Somers sitting on the boulder with his machine-gun. Bonniwell casually dropped behind Quade then, keeping one hand near his waist-band in which was stuck an automatic. When they reached the body of the dead man Quade pointed to Thompson’s left leg. The trouser leg was pulled up part way and two angry red spots were plainly visible. Quade pointed at them. “See how far apart the punctures are? And how deep?”
“No rattler ever did that,” Bonniwell laughed shortly. “There’s a murderer in your crowd. I’m kinda curious to know which of you gazabos had the nerve to pull a job like this. Offhand, I’d say it was you.”
“Not me,” denied Quade. “I’m just a book salesman who happened to drift up here thinking I could make a couple of sales. I never saw any of these people before today.”
“Hmm,” mused Bonniwell. “A while ago you were shooting off about how smart you was. You claimed to know just about everything.”
“That’s right. I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
“But you don’t know who killed this guy?”
Quade shrugged. “I’m more interested in knowing why he was killed. I’ve been playing with an idea how to find out.”
“What is it?”
“Well, Cummings, the fat play boy back there, says Thompson told him he was an accountant. Often accountants have opportunities to get their hands on large sums. My guess is that Thompson stole a wad of money and came here to hide out until the smoke blew away.”
“I think you got something there, fella. Say, ride this hunch of yours and find out how much dough this bozo had and maybe where it is.”
Quade knew that the escaped convict was exceedingly eager to acquire a large sum of money. It would be mighty handy for a quick getaway once he left Eagle’s Crag. It might even persuade him to leave sooner and Quade desired that very much.
They went back to the lodge and Bonniwell herded all those on Eagle’s Crag, with the exception of Jake Somers, into the big livingroom.
“Folks, there’s a murderer among us,” Bonniwell began and Danny Dale promptly snickered. The escaped convict stared at him coldly. “Sonny,” he said. “I’m trying hard to remember you’re just a kid and my mother told me always to treat women folks and kids with kindness.” He gestured to Quade. “You carry on.”
“Have you thrown in with them?” asked Judy Vickers.
Quade looked steadily at the girl and she flushed. He said then, “Harold Thompson was murdered. I’m sure of that. I’m also pretty sure that he was a fugitive from justice, an absconder. I believe he had his loot with him and was killed for it.”
The crowd began murmuring and looking at one another. Quade continued, “Mr. Cummings, you say Thompson told you he was from Buffalo. I imagine, therefore, that he was actually from the opposite direction. New York, I’d say. You’re from there. Have you heard of anyone recently who ran off with a large sum of money?”
Cummings puckered up his mouth. “Mmm, in New York there’s always someone stealing from his firm. The biggest one I heard of lately was a trusted employee of the Horgan Packing Company who ran off with eighty thousand dollars. But the man’s name was Miller, I believe, not Thompson.”
“It’s him!” cut in Mrs. Mattie Egan. “I mind only last week when I was — well, sorta looking through his stuff that I found some handkerchiefs with the initial M on them. I thought it funny, seein’s how his name was Thompson.”
“Then Thompson was Miller,” said Quade. “And he brought with him eighty thousand dollars.”
“Eighty grand,” Bonniwell mused. “That’s a pretty good haul. Why with eighty grand I could—” He broke off, but his eyes remained speculative. After a moment he jerked his head toward Heinie and Monk. “Boys, let’s start on a treasure hunt. Eighty grand makes a pretty big package and it’s somewhere in this shebang.”
The trio started eagerly up the stairs to the bedrooms. Quade watched them go. They would make an intensive search of everyone’s room. If the money was upstairs they would certainly find it.
Judy’s mother, Mrs. Vickers, broke the silence that fell on the group when Bonniwell and his men went off to make the search. “How long is this going to go on? Isn’t there some way we can get aid?”
“If we had some sleeping powders or knockout drops we might put in their food—” suggested Faraday dryly.
“There’s a medicine chest in the bathroom,” said Mrs. Egan. “I guess it’s got some chloroform or ether in it”
“Marty,” said Judy Vickers. “Stop joking. This is a serious matter.”
Mrs. Vickers looked coldly at Martin Faraday, then turned to Frederick Cummings. Her face softened. “Have you any sensible ideas, Frederick?”
Quade got the picture then. Mother Vickers favored Frederick Cummings, but the daughter preferred Faraday. It gave Quade an idea. Mrs. Vickers probably wasn’t as well off as she tried to give the impression. Cummings was wealthy — or Mrs. Vickers thought he was. Faraday? Probably a clerk or some sort who had saved for a year or more to have this outing. Faraday would like a large sum of money. It would remove parental objection. Then, too, perhaps Cummings wasn’t as well off as he pretended to be. He too, could use a large sum of money and he seemed to have been better acquainted with the dead accountant than any of the others.
But then the others would all do considerable for eighty thousand dollars. Mrs. Egan’s entire property was worth only a fraction of that sum. She was a formidable person, had made her own way for years.
McClosky? Quade couldn’t overlook the cook and handy man’s original suspicious reactions to the announcement of Thompson’s death. Danny Dale? A twenty-year-old intellectual, he was the equal of anyone here, excepting Quade.
An hour later the three convicts returned to the livingroom and Bonniwell’s calmness was gone. He was scowling and Quade knew that the frustration of not finding the money had made the killer a dangerous man.
“We’re goin’ to search down here, now,” he snarled. “But I’m warnin’ you all if we don’t find it, I’m going to ask some questions. One of you knows where the dough is stashed and he’s gonna tell me.”
They ripped the furniture, tapped the walls and sounded the floors while Mrs. Egan shrieked dismay. They pried in every nook and corner, but they didn’t find the eighty thousand dollars. When Bonniwell finally called off the search it was nearly dark outside and he had been compelled to turn on the electric lights. There was a portable electric light plant on Eagle’s Crag.
Bonniwell postponed the inquisition, however. He was too hungry. He ordered McClosky to cook food. “And you’re eatin’ first from everything,” he warned. “So go easy on the rat poison.”
The three killers wolfed their food. Monk Moon relieved Jake Somers then and the giant came in and ate. The guests of Eagle’s Crag ate sandwiches that McClosky prepared. Bonniwell herded them all together then.
“Now, folks, let’s find that money. One of you here knows where it is. I’ll begin with you, smart guy.” He looked at Oliver Quade.
“I came up here exactly fifteen minutes before you did,” said Quade. “Do you think I’d have had time to locate Thompson’s money, hide it and kill him, besides trying to sell books to these folks for almost all of that time?”
“He did show up just before we found Mr. Thompson,” said Judy Vickers. “He passed Marty and myself as we were walking down the road.”
“And how long was I trying to sell you that marvelous set of encyclopedias, Mrs. Egan?” Quade asked.
Mrs. Egan sighed. “Too long, but actually I’d say ten or fifteen minutes.”
Bonniwell growled and questioned the three women briefly. Mrs. Vickers was haughty and indignant, Judy frank and guileless. Mrs. Egan was truculent. Finally Bonniwell threw up his hand. “You women get upstairs. Go to bed. I don’t want you around.”
They left and the killer turned savagely to the men. “Now, then, one of you killed that gink and swiped his money. You, Cummings, who the hell are you and why are you here?”
Cummings flushed. “I’m a publisher of trade journals in New York City. I’m here on a vacation. Mrs. Vickers invited me to come here.”
“She’s trying to marry you off to her daughter. Yeah, I got that.”
Martin Faraday snickered. Cummings looked angrily at him. “You don’t think her mother would let her marry a poor schoolteacher, do you?”
“Perhaps Judy has a mind of her own,” retorted Faraday.
“And she’ll use it,” said Cummings, “when she discovers that her mother has already borrowed more than five thousand dollars from me.”
Faraday paled with surprise.
“Ah, love!” Danny said sneeringly.
“Bub!” snapped Bonniwell. “Get to bed.”
Danny Dale glared but when Bonniwell gestured to Big Jake he got up hastily and almost ran up the stairs.
“Now, listen,” said Bonniwell. “You, Faraday, and you, Cummings, you’re both stuck on the girl and I figure one of you two know where the dough is. I don’t give a damn if you knocked off a man. I’m not a cop. But I do want that dough and one of you is going to tell me where it is. Otherwise….” He left the sentence unfinished but looked toward the stairs the women had gone up.
A chill ran up Oliver Quade’s spine. Bonniwell had the Indian sign on the two men. He was quite capable of harming Judy Vickers if he thought by it he could force either Faraday or Cummings to reveal the hiding place of the money. “I’ll give you until tomorrow morning to make up your minds,” Bonniwell continued. “I need sleep myself. Last night was a busy night.”
Bonniwell first sent Heinie out to stand guard with Monk Moon, then he and Somers followed the others upstairs. There was a series of bedrooms on both sides of the long hallway. Quade found one that was vacant and after locking the door, undressed and went to bed. He fell asleep at once.
The sun shining on his face awakened Oliver Quade. He yawned and, getting out of bed, walked to the window. Far in the distance he could see a tiny huddle of buildings, a little village. It was more than a dozen miles from Eagle’s Crag though and was visible only when the sun was strongest and there was no haze in the air, as this morning.
The events of the day before crowded into Quade’s mind. He shook his head and went into the bathroom, and as he looked into the mirror over the washbowl the Idea struck him. He acted immediately.
Lifting up a thick water glass he smashed it into the mirror, then gingerly caught a large section of the mirror that fell out. He carried it into the bedroom and found a piece of cardboard.
He went to the window then and held the mirror, face into the sun, letting the rays flash on it. He held it steady, then covered it with the cardboard. Quickly he removed it, then covered it again. He was about to repeat the operation when there was a knock on the door. Quade laid down the piece of mirror and cardboard and, walking across the room, unlocked the door.
Danny Dale, already fully dressed, was in the doorway. “Hello,” he said. “Just get up?”
Quade nodded. “Come in, Danny.”
Danny came in and Quade locked the door again. Quade went back to the window and picked up the mirror and cardboard. He operated it a couple of times and Danny Dale exclaimed, “A heliograph!”
“Yep,” said Quade. “I’ve read of them doing this in the South Sea Islands and South Africa. They say they signal fifty and sixty miles. All I want to signal is about fifteen miles. There’s a little village out there and someone surely ought to know the Morse code. They ought to have a telegraph office there, at least.”
“But look,” said Danny. “If you get a bunch of lawmen up here aren’t Bonniwell and his gang going to turn on us first?”
“Look, Bonniwell’s going to want that money today so he can get away tonight. Even if he gets the money I hardly think he’ll care much about leaving anyone behind here to tell he’d been here. And if he doesn’t get the money he’ll kill us. So….” Quade went on signaling with his home-made heliograph.
Ten minutes went by and there was no answering signal. Quade sighed, “You’d think someone would have seen the flashes.”
“It’s only a little after six,” said Danny Dale. “Maybe they’re not up yet over at that tank-town.”
“That’s an idea. Well, I’ll try again.”
He rested ten minutes, then tried again. And suddenly he caught a flash of light from the distance.
“They’re answering!” Quade exclaimed excitedly. “Look, there’s another flash.”
“I saw it,” said Danny Dale. “It came from that little town.”
“Here goes the message then,” said Quade grimly. He operated the heliograph swiftly and surely, spelling out the message in the Morse code of long and short flashes. At length he finished and said, “Now, we’ll see if they answer.”
He leaned out of the window, Danny Dale beside him, breathing hard. It came then — a bright flash of directed light. Then others.
“Y-e-s,” Quade spelled out. “They got it!”
“What’d you tell them?”
“About Bonniwell and the boys. And after a while—”
There was a violent explosion outside the door. Quade, whirling, saw splinters sticking out from the panels.
“Bonni—” began Danny Dale and then a bullet smashed the lock. Danny Dale yelped, and dropped to wriggle under the bed. Quade paled but held his ground. The man outside smashed in the door with his foot. Then he stood in the doorway. It was Bonniwell, with a huge automatic in his fist and a snarl twisting his mouth.
“You sneaking double-crosser!” he said, his tone cold with intense fury.
Quade backed a couple of steps until he collided with a chair. His hands went behind his back and caught hold of it. “What do you mean, Bonniwell?” he asked thickly.
“That mirror stuff. You think I didn’t see the flashes. Yah, I ain’t that dumb. I know you was signaling and—” His face worked and then Quade brought the chair up and around in a violent swing. He anticipated Bonniwell by a fraction of a second, but of course he couldn’t beat a bullet.
The chair was off the floor, beginning its arc when a bullet smashed against Quade’s left shoulder like a giant fist and hurled him back against the wall. He ricocheted from it to the floor, landing on hands and knees. A thousand Niagaras were suddenly roaring in his ears, a red haze swirled before his eyes. Quade fought to retain his grip on things. He half lifted himself up on his hands and then one of the Niagaras burst over his head and he fell… down… down… into oblivion.
The roaring was the last thing he heard when he passed out. Water was the first thing he felt when he came to, dripping water, cool and soothing on his fevered brow.
Quade opened his eyes and looked up into the white face of Judy Vickers. He grinned. “I’m still here.”
“With a bullet in your left shoulder,” she replied, soberly. “And if Bonniwell discovers you’re not dead he’ll put another bullet in you.”
Quade sat up and fought giddiness for a moment. Gingerly he felt his left shoulder with his right hand. There was a thick bandage already wrapped around it. “You did this, Miss Vickers? Thanks. Where are the rest?”
“Bonniwell and his men are getting ready for a siege.”
Quade frowned. “I had hoped they’d light out instead. But out there he couldn’t possibly hope to last another day or two. The mountains are swarming with posses. He figures this is as good a place as any for the last fight. And he’s right, of course.”
“You’re very lucky, you know,” said Judy Vickers. “McClosky — wasn’t.”
Quade exclaimed. “Bonniwell killed him?”
She shook her head. “He says not, but this morning McClosky was found in the kitchen with his head smashed in with a stove poker.”
“Stove poker? Bonniwell or his men wouldn’t have bothered with that. I guess the same man who got Thompson finished McClosky. He knew something. I suspected it.”
“There was a hypodermic needle in his pocket.”
“Ah? That’s what made the rattlesnake punctures in Thompson. McClosky found the needle and knew who had thrown it away.”
“Miss Vickers!” called a voice from out in the hall. “Judy Vickers!”
“Here,” replied Judy.
Danny Dale bobbed into the room. He grinned when he saw Quade sitting up. “I knew it was just a shoulder wound, but I didn’t tell Lou. He would have slipped you a couple more.”
“That was mighty decent of you,” said Quade dryly. “How come you didn’t get one yourself? You were in here with me.”
“Oh, I talked him out of it,” said Danny Dale glibly.
“From under the bed?” Quade rose to his feet. “What’s going on downstairs?”
“Lou wants everybody down there. He’s plenty burned up about things and my hunch is that it’s going to be an interesting session.”
Judy Vickers looked at Quade, her forehead creased. “He’s been after Marty and Mr. Cummings all morning.”
Quade sighed. “I guess we’d better go though, or he’ll be coming up here.”
Everyone on the mountain-top, with the exception of Jake Somers, was gathered in the livingroom. Lou Bonniwell’s eyes flashed when Oliver Quade came in with Judy and Danny Dale. “My aim’s gettin’ lousy,” he said, “but I’ll talk the thing over with you again in a little while. Right now, his tone became brittle, “I want to find that roll!”
Frederick Cummings was jittery. Martin Faraday was trying to be calm, but not doing a good job of it. The women, even Mrs. Egan, were frightened.
“The cook,” said Bonniwell. “None of my boys finished him. So it was one of you birds. I figure McClosky knew something and one of you shut him up. Now which one was it?”
“Not me,” cried Frederick Cummings, trembling visibly.
Faraday looked scornfully at him. He remained quiet.
Bonniwell gestured in a frenzy. He looked suddenly like a dog gone mad. Quade could understand now why the man was such a cold-blooded killer.
“Monk, grab the girl and give her a working over. One of them will talk or else.”
Mrs. Vickers shrieked. The perspiration rolled off Cummings’ face, but he made no move. Faraday did. He stepped up beside Judy Vickers. “Keep your hands off her,” he said to Monk who was advancing, his long gorilla-like arms swinging at his sides.
Roly-poly Heinie Krausmeyer grinned vacantly and stepped up to Marty Faraday. The gun in his hand swished up and clouted Faraday along the right side of his face. Faraday yelped in pain and went down to his knees. Heinie struck him again, on the top of his head. Faraday fell flat to the floor and lay still.
“You fool!” snarled Bonniwell. “How can he talk now?” He looked at Cummings. “You white-livered coward,” he sneered. “You wouldn’t talk even if I cut off her nose.”
Judy Vickers dropped to her knees beside Marty Faraday. “Mother, get some water. He’s hurt, badly.”
It was Quade who got the water. He had to step over McClosky’s body which lay in the kitchen just inside the door.
Water did not help Faraday. He revived partially but he merely moaned and cried out incoherently. “Judy!” He called her name over and over.
“His skull’s fractured,” Quade said. “I don’t think he’ll do any talking today.”
Bonniwell turned toward Heinie. The roly-poly killer ducked out of the door.
“Get out your medicine chest,” Quade ordered Mrs. Egan. “Otherwise there’ll be one more dead man at Eagle’s Crag.”
Bonniwell made no objections. In fact he furthered Quade’s offer of treating Faraday. “Patch him up so he can talk by tonight. I’m sure he’s the guy.”
They moved Faraday to the couch and Quade treated the schoolteacher’s wounds. Judy Vickers hovered anxiously nearby, despite her mother’s sighing and muttering. Mrs. Egan’s medicine kit was a good one and Quade was able to help the injured man.
By that time Bonniwell and his men were searching outside for the hidden treasure. They ransacked the garage, the outbuildings and even moved boulders that lay here and there in the clearing.
Quade moved McClosky’s body out of the kitchen and Mrs. Egan cooked for everyone. Quade spent most of his time going back and forth, examining Faraday and soothing Judy Vickers. “He’ll be all right by this evening,” he assured her.
“And then those killers will start all over on him,” sobbed Judy. Quade couldn’t assure her about that. He knew that when the posse came he would himself be in vital danger.
It happened shortly after twelve o’clock. The mountain-top was still one moment; the next the quietness was shattered by a thundering roar. Jake Somers’ machine-gun. Bonniwell and the others immediately rushed to their car and began hauling out guns. They ran to join Jake who was standing up behind the boulder at the head of the road, still sending an occasional burst down the hillside.
Even before the first burst from Somers’ gun had ceased Oliver Quade was down from the veranda and walking toward Bonniwell’s car. He walked softly but with a determined step. He was a dozen feet from it when Bonniwell suddenly turned around and saw him.
“You!” he cried. “Your posse’s here, but you’re not going to welcome them.”
He had picked up a twin to Somers’ tommy gun from his car and he held it facing Quade, as he walked back toward him.
“Are you sure it’s a posse?” Quade asked quickly. “It might be some tourists?”
“Two cars full of them,” replied Bonniwell. “With rifles and tommy guns? Tourists, yeah!”
“But Jake fought them back!” cried Quade. “No harm done.”
“They went back around the turn, that’s all,” said Bonniwell. “You know what I promised you—”
“Wait!” cried Oliver Quade desperately. “I can tell you how to get away!”
The muzzle of Bonniwell’s gun did not waver. His eyes flashed though and Quade knew that he had struck a responsive note.
He said quickly, “Make a deal with them. You can’t take us all along as hostages, but you can tell ’em if they don’t let you go you’ll kill all of us up here. They couldn’t allow that.”
“What makes you think I’m not going to kill all of you anyway?” asked Bonniwell.
“Because you’ll die then yourself. My way you’ll have a chance. The posse came a long way. There won’t be any of them down below. Make them come up here and give you a head start. That’s all you’ll want, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, that and the eighty grand. But they won’t miss a lousy, double-crossing book peddler!”
Quade knew that he had never been closer to death in all his life. “The money!” he cried. “I’ll find it for you!”
“Then it was you!” snapped Bonniwell.
“No, of course not. But I can find the money for you. I know I can. Give me twenty minutes — fifteen. Think of it, Bonniwell. A head start and eighty thousand dollars. What more can you want?”
“I’ll bite once more,” said Bonniwell. “But it’s the last time. I’ll make the deal with the posse and I’ll give you exactly fifteen minutes to find the money. If you don’t find it I’ll leave without it, but you won’t be alive then.”
“And if I do find it?”
“Then I’ll let you live.”
“Give me your word?” Quade asked eagerly.
Bonniwell hesitated a moment, then shrugged. “All right. I promise. You’ve got fifteen minutes.” He turned back to his pals and yelled down the mountain-side.
Oliver Quade turned toward the lodge and saw Judy Vickers running toward him.
“I heard!” she cried. “He’ll kill you if you can’t find the money.”
“I made the best of a bad deal,” said Quade. “But I’ve got to find that money.”
“But I’m sure you — it wasn’t you.!” exclaimed Judy Vickers. “Can you find it in fifteen — thirteen minutes?”
Quade looked at his watch. “It’s 11:12. I’ve got until 11:25. Please go back to the veranda. I’ve got to think — fast.”
Cummings was coming down from the veranda. Judy headed him back.
Quade looked around the two-acre plateau, the house, the garage and the outbuildings. He sighed and seated himself upon the ground. Eighty thousand dollars. Did it even exist? If it did, where was it?
Harold Thompson had been at Eagle’s Crag a week. He’d had ample opportunity of finding a good hiding place. The house? Bonniwell and his men had searched it thoroughly. Quade could forget it. They’d searched the other buildings, too.
The ground? Thompson could have come out one night and buried it in the ground. But if he had, Quade would never find it. Not in fifteen minutes. It would take six men many days to dig up every foot of the plateau.
Quade looked at the persons on the veranda. They were all there now — Mrs. Egan, Cummings, Judy, her mother and Danny Dale. Faraday was inside the house, injured and sleeping a drugged sleep.
One of those six was a double-killer and knew where the money was. One of them couldn’t talk, the others wouldn’t.
Quade shook his head. “Damn! Where would I hide eighty thousand dollars?”
Quade put himself in the place of Harold Thompson. Thompson was a fugitive from justice. He would be skittish. His two great concerns would be his own safety and the safety of the money. He wouldn’t take any chance of anyone stumbling on the money. He’d give considerable thought to a hiding place. He’d find a safe place, one where no one would think of looking. And people seldom looked in the most obvious place. Quade leaped to his feet. Quickly he approached the veranda.
“I think I know where it is!” he announced.
“Where?” everyone on the porch cried.
Quade looked at his watch. “I’ve got eight minutes left. I want everyone to remain here. When I come back, you’ll see the money.”
Quade passed into the house. He looked at Martin Faraday and saw that he was sleeping peacefully. Then Quade picked up the medicine kit. He carried it with him to the kitchen. He opened it up and looked over the bottles in it. He picked up one labeled ether. His eyes gleaming, he opened a cupboard door. Quickly he looked over the cans and bottles and packages in it. He took down one or two, also a china mixing bowl.
He began pouring things into the bowl and biting, acrid fumes stung his nostrils. He worked with difficulty because of his wounded, bandaged shoulder, but he persisted. And finally he poured a half gill or so of a yellowish liquid into a bottle and corked it. He slipped it into his pocket and went back through the house to the veranda.
The moment he stepped out of the house he saw Lou Bonniwell out in the clearing. The escaped convict was carrying a tommy gun.
“Quade!” the killer called.
Quade descended the short flight of stairs to the ground. “Did you make a dicker with the posse?”
“I did. But — your time’s up!”
“I found the money,” said Quade. “At least I think I did. If I guessed wrong—”
Quade dropped to his knees beside the little three-step flight of stairs leading up to the veranda. “I figured this was the most obvious place on Eagle’s Crag,” he said. “So obvious that no one would look here. If I were hiding something….” He reached under the stairs, rummaged about for a moment, then brought out both hands. There was a package in them; a package wrapped in oil cloth, about five inches square. Quade rose to his feet and handed it to the outlaw chief.
Bonniwell put the gun on the ground at his feet. He ripped the oil cloth from the package. Inside the contents were wrapped in newspaper. Bonniwell tore away a corner, looked and nodded.
“You win, Quade,” he said.
Feet pounded down the stairs behind Quade. It was Danny Dale and there was a .32 caliber revolver in his hand.
“Bonniwell,” he said, “that’s my money and I’m going with you.”
Bonniwell gave a start. “Where’d you get the popgun, kid?” he asked.
“The hell with that kid stuff,” snarled Danny. “I’m as tough as you are. If you don’t believe it, reach for that gun.” He gestured with his gun to the automatic that was stuck in Bonniwell’s waistband.
Bonniwell shifted his glance from Danny to Quade. “So this — this punk is the rattlesnake killer!”
“He is,” said Quade. “I figured the minute the money showed up he’d reveal himself. He’s killed two men for that money already and he’d want to go where that money went.”
“And I’ll kill some more if I have to,” sneered Danny. “I outsmarted the whole gang of you and I’d have got away with it if you hadn’t found that money.”
“You see,” Quade said to Bonniwell. “He’s a smart kid. Too smart. He finished university at the age of nineteen and found himself mentally the equal of many men years older. But physically he was still a boy, and business men offered him a boy’s job and a boy’s salary. I imagine Danny’s father told him after he’d put him through college he’d have to shift for himself. But Danny didn’t like the idea of a boy’s job and boy’s salary. Somehow or other, probably by accident, he got wind of Thompson and—”
“Accident, hell!” snarled Danny Dale. “I used my head. My father’s a bookkeeper with the Horgan Packing Company himself. I heard all about Harold Miller and I outsmarted the cops. I went to Miller’s rooming house and went through the trash bins in the basement. I found a map of this section, torn into bits. I came to Hilltown and did some asking around. I found this joint. Accident, hell. I used my brains,” he bragged.
“Was it necessary to kill him, though?” asked Quade.
“Of course it was. The fool recognized me. He’d seen me only once, two years ago when I visited the old man at the office. I had to knock him off.”
“Just like that, Danny?” asked Quade. “Then why the hypodermic needle? Did you just happen to have that with you? And did the snake just happen to come around conveniently when you killed Thompson — or Miller?”
“I figured it all out before I came here. Even the stuff in the needle. It’s not snake poison either. Something like it but faster. McClosky, the lousy old snooper, found the hypo in my room so I had to knock him off.”
“You’re very handy about this knocking off business,” said Quade.
Danny Dale whirled on Quade. “I’ve had about enough of you. I’m giving you the—”
He never got out the last word. He had made a fatal mistake. He had challenged Bonniwell to go for his gun and then had taken his eyes from him. No one could be that careless with Lou Bonniwell.
The outlaw chief dropped the package of money and in the same movement went for his automatic. Danny saw the quick movement and tried to turn his gun back on Bonniwell. He was too late. Bonniwell’s gun thundered.
The big slug lifted Danny clear off his feet and hurled him back to the ground, his head almost blown off.
“He was too young to be that mean,” said Bonniwell, softly.
Oliver Quade walked away from the veranda. Bonniwell fell in beside him.
“It’s all fixed,” he said. “The posse’s coming up here with their guns in their fists. They’re going to give us three minutes head start.” He raised his gun in the air and fired three shots.
Almost immediately Quade could hear automobile gears grinding. A moment later the nose of a car showed around the turn in the road. It came up in second gear. Behind it came another car. Both of them came into the clearing, but drew off to one side.
Men began climbing out, all of them armed to the teeth. Bonniwell and his men gathered cautiously at the side of their touring car. Their own guns were in their hands. Quade stood beside them.
Bonniwell counted the members of the posse. “Twelve. That’s right.”
The leader of the posse, a stocky man with a badge on his vest, said, “After you git in your car you got three minutes head start.”
“Three minutes?” Bonniwell chuckled. He reached into his coat pocket and brought out a large, egg-shaped object.
“A hand grenade!” cried the sheriff.
“Don’t get your dander up, Sheriff,” cut in Bonniwell. “This ain’t for you. Just for the road — after we pass it. I figure we need more’n three minutes start. Wanta break the agreement?”
The sheriff looked at Bonniwell and his men, then at the resorters to one side. “No,” he said thickly. “Get going!”
Monk Moon climbed in behind the wheel. Heinie slipped in beside him. Over Monk’s shoulder he held a tommy gun, pointed at the posse. Jake Somers and Lou Bonniwell climbed into the rear of the car. They promptly poked out guns.
“So long, everybody,” Bonniwell cried as the car began moving.
The car rolled over the little clearing and began descending. The sheriff and his men did not move until Bonniwell’s car had gone around the turn in the road, out of sight. “Let’s go now, boys!”
Then there was a thunderous explosion down the mountainside.
Then all of them heard what Quade had been waiting for — the screams of several men. They came from down the mountain. Almost immediately afterward there was the crash of tin and metal, silence for a moment, then another terrific crash.
“They went off the road. They’re finished!”
“Went off the road?” cried the sheriff. “What kind of fool driver—”
“Not his fault,” said Quade. “The road’s steep and he was hurrying. One of the tires blew out.”
“How do you know a tire blew out?”
“Because I poured some stuff on it. A little mixture with an ether base. Ether dissolves rubber and a couple of simple ingredients make it work faster. Lord, I was afraid you’d hold him here too long.”
“Gawdalmighty!” The sheriff looked in awe at Oliver Quade. “You deliberately killed them?”
“They were killers,” said Quade. “They would have killed several more people before they were killed or taken. So I had to do it. Now I can get back to the encyclopedias….”

Dog Show Murder

The secretary of the Westfield Kennel Show said to Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia: “The price of a small booth is seventy-five.”
“No,” said Oliver Quade. “You misunderstood. I don’t want to rent this booth for the entire year. I want it only for the duration of the dog show — four days.”
“That’s what I quoted you on,” retorted the secretary. “Some of our larger exhibitors are paying as much as five hundred dollars. What are you exhibiting? Remedies, dog foods?”
“No,” said Quade. “Nothing commercial. Mine is an educational exhibit. That’s why I can’t pay any fancy prices for booth space. How about five dollars?”
Ten minutes later they compromised on twenty dollars. Quade paid the money and stowed away his receipt. Then he said to a burly man who had stood by patiently during the dickering, “All right, Charlie, prepare the exhibit.”
Charlie Boston picked up a heavy suitcase and started for the main part of the building. Quade followed along.
“Ollie,” said Boston. “You know I’m not terribly happy. I never am around dogs. I can’t for the life of me figure out why you want to work this dog show. Last week you wouldn’t work the Elks’ Convention in Buffalo. And now,” he shuddered, “look at that whole row of English bulldogs. Gosh, if they should get loose—”
“Nothing to it. The only way to handle a dog is to let him know you’re not afraid of him.”
“I tried that once. That was the time I lost the seat of my pants.”
The dog exhibit building had a small arena, containing about two hundred seats, built around a tanbark pit, where the dogs were put through their paces. The rest of the building was crowded with rows of stalls, separated by wooden partitions. Each stall contained a pedigreed dog. Around the outer edge of the room were commercial exhibits, dog remedies, foods, supplies, equipment.
Oliver Quade’s booth was wedged in between one displaying dog biscuits and another featuring a line of disinfectants and remedies.
Boston set the suitcase on the floor outside the booth. Oliver Quade stepped on it to the counter. Then he began talking.
“I am Oliver Quade,” he boomed in a stentorian voice that rolled out across the auditorium and bounded back from the far walls, “Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. I have the greatest brain in the world. I know everything. I know the answers to all questions: What came first, the hen or the egg; the age of Ann; the batting and fielding average of every big and minor league baseball player; every date in history. Everything under the sun.”
A group of youths had stopped in the aisle before Quade the moment he had started to talk.
“Oh, yeah?” one of them said.
“Oh, yeah?” Quade retorted. “I can answer any question you can ask me. On any subject — history, science, mathematics, sports, anthropology. Go ahead, ask me a question and see.”
The wise-cracking boy looked puzzled. His pals urged him on. “Go ahead. You started it.”
“All right,” grinned the boy. “Here’s one. How does a fox rid itself of fleas?”
The other boys began tittering, but Quade threw up his hands. “That was supposed to be a brain teaser. But I can answer it correctly. Br’er Fox’s reputation for cleverness is justly earned. When he’s bothered with fleas he takes a piece of wool or wood into his mouth and lets himself into a pool of water, tail first. The fleas don’t like to be drowned so they scramble further up on his body. Pretty soon only the fox’s nose and mouth are above the water and the fleas get into the wood or wool he’s got in his mouth. Then the fox drops the thing into the water and removes himself promptly from the vicinity.”
A roar of laughter swept the crowd that had now gathered on the aisle. Quade’s eyes gleamed and he went on: “Try me on something else. Anything, anyone!”
“What kind of dogs are these?” The interrogator was a young woman and she had them on leash; two huge animals, only a little smaller than St. Bernard dogs, and infinitely ludicrous. Long, woolly hair covered their faces, their entire bodies. They looked more like sheep than sheep themselves.
Quade chuckled as he replied, “Those, Madam, are Old English sheep dogs. Once when I was lost in a wild section of England, near the Scottish border, I killed one of those dogs, thinking it a sheep. It was not until later that I learned of my mistake and I haven’t been able to eat mutton since.”
Again the crowd roared. The questions came fast and furious after that. Everyone seemed to want to play the new game.
“How far is it to the moon?”
“What is the population of Talladega, Alabama?”
“When was the Battle of Austerlitz?”
“What is ontology?”
Quade answered all the questions, promptly and accurately. The audience applauded each time he gave a prompt answer. Then, after ten minutes, Quade called a dramatic halt.
“Now,” he bellowed, “I want to tell you how you can learn the answers to all the questions you’ve asked me. All those and ten thousand more. I’m going to give every one of you the opportunity to do what I did — have at your fingertips the answer to every single question anyone can ask you. Every one of you can be a Human Encyclopedia…”
Charlie Boston opened the suitcase at Quade’s feet. He brought out a thick volume and handed it to Quade.
“Here it is, folks,” Quade said. “The compendium of human knowledge of the ages. The answers to all questions. A complete college education crammed into one volume. Listen.” Quade leaned forward and lowered his voice to a confidential bellow.
“I’m not asking twenty-five dollars for this marvelous twelve-hundred-page book. I’m not even asking fifteen dollars, ten or five. Just a mere, paltry, insignificant two dollars and ninety-five cents. Think of it, folks, the knowledge of the ages for a mere pittance…. And here I come!”
He leaped down the from the counter and grabbed an armful of books. Then he attacked the crowd, talking as he went through. He sold the books, twenty-two of them. Then, when the remnants of the crowd still lingered to hear more entertainment, Quade blithely walked off. There was no use wasting time on dead-heads. In a little while there’d be a new crowd and Quade would attack them. But now, he had a half-hour intermission.
He was walking through a dog aisle when a biting voice said to one side of him: “Sheep!”
It was the girl who had asked Quade to identify the sheep dogs. He grinned. She was very easy on the eyes, blonde, and with the finest chiseled features Quade had ever seen on a girl, a complexion of milk and honey and eyes that danced with blue mischief. She was not more than twenty-one or two.
“Sorry I had to embarrass you,” Quade apologized. “But I ask you in all fairness, do those creatures look like dogs?”
He pointed at the one in the stall. The girl surveyed the dog critically. “Well,” she conceded, “the man I got them from told me they were dogs. Sometimes I’m inclined to disbelieve him. But say, what’s the trick about that question and answer stuff you pulled back there?”
“No trick at all, it’s on the level.”
“Oh, come now, you don’t really know everything.”
“But I do. I have a smattering of every subject under the sun.”
“I don’t understand. No one person could know everything.”
“You heard my pitch. I sell small encyclopedias. They’re pretty good, worth the money. But I didn’t get my knowledge from them. I got it from a twenty-four volume set. I’ve read it from cover to cover, not once, but four times.”
She looked at him in awe. “How long—”
“Fifteen years. And I remember everything I read. For example, in the premium list of the Westfield Kennel Show I remember the name of Lois Lanyard as the exhibitor of a pair of Old English Sheepdogs…”
“And you’re Oliver Quade. And now we’re introduced.”
Quade’s eyes sparkled. The friendliness of the girl delighted him. He talked for a moment more with her, then a sleek-haired young man in white flannels came up.
“Freddie,” said Lois Lanyard, “this is Mr. Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. Mr. Quade, my fiancé, Mr. Bartlett.”
Quade started to put out his hand but Bartlett nodded shortly and turned to Lois. “The judge is going to place the awards on the pointers in a few minutes,” he said. “Shall we watch?”
Lois flashed an angry look at her fiancé but Bartlett bluntly took her arm and walked off with her. Quade shrugged and walked down the aisle containing the English bulldogs. He made friends with a couple of the dogs, although he had some uneasy moments while doing so.
“Maybe,” Quade said to himself, “they’ll judge the pointers today. Then again maybe they won’t!”
When he walked away, the snap fastening the biggest bulldog to the wall was loose. The dog, however, didn’t know it yet. Later, instinct and nature would take its course.
Quade went quickly back to his booth, climbed up on his stand and began his pitch. And if he had talked loud before he shook the rafters now. The noise was too much for the dogs and they set up a terrific racket. Inside of thirty seconds bedlam reigned in the building. Men and women began rushing about. That excited the dogs even more. And then, Quade, on his perch, saw a big bulldog leap out of his stall. He went no further than the neighboring one, which contained a bulldog almost as big as himself. Also a male.
The fight created a riot in the building. A hundred people clamored, screamed and yelled. A half dozen dog handlers had to use water and burning newspaper to get the dogs apart.
Quade watched the fight, but Charlie Boston was conspicuous by his absence. He had taken flight outside the building the moment he’d heard one of the bulldogs was loose.
When the dogs were back in their stalls and the crowd began dispersing, Quade strolled into the pointer aisle. “Going to judge the pointers today?” he asked Freddie Bartlett.
Bartlett glared at him, “No, some damn fool let one of the bulls loose and it’ll take two hours for the dogs to quiet down.”
“Next time,” Quade said to himself, “maybe Freddie will be more particular who he snubs.”
Charlie Boston dashed up, wild-eyed. “Oliver,” he croaked. “Come over here a minute. I gotta tell you…”
Quade followed Boston to one side. “In your booth,” gasped Boston. “Gawd, a dead man!”
“Hell, I just left that booth five minutes ago.”
“Maybe so, but there’s a stiff there now.”
Quade’s lips tightened. He distanced his partner, reaching the small booth a dozen steps ahead of him. He leaned over the four-foot counter, looked down into the small space behind — and caught his breath.
A man wearing white flannels, white doeskin shoes and a black and white striped sweater was lying there in the tanbark. And a dark brown liquid had trickled from a spot over his left eye down over the bridge of his nose.
Quade turned. “Call the show secretary and the police.”
“But he’s in our booth.”
“Call the cops,” Quade repeated sharply.
Charlie Boston had a policeman at his side and, in their wake, coat-tails flapping, the dog show secretary.
“Murder!” bleated the secretary. “Murder, here! Oh, my God!”
The dogs started barking again and Quade slumped in disgust. The fool secretary was starting another riot. It lasted for a full ten minutes, then a dozen Westfield police arrived and herded everyone in the building into the aisle before Quade’s booth.
Chief Costello of the Westfield Police Department was in command. “This is your booth, I understand,” he began on Quade.
“Yes, it’s my booth and you want to know what I know. The answer is, nothing. There was a dog fight and I joined the crowd to watch it. My assistant here, Charlie Boston, found the body and told me about it. That’s all I know.”
“Zat so?” The chief turned on Boston and put him through a bad few minutes. But Boston defended himself ably. He had left the building when the dog fight started because he didn’t like dog fights. When the dogs had quieted he’d returned and found the body here in the booth. He’d gone to tell Quade immediately. He stuck stoutly to that story.
The coroner come and examined the body inside the booth. He came out in a few minutes. “Shot with a .32 caliber bullet, I’d say.”
“And no one heard the shot?” the chief said sarcastically. “A hundred people in here, too.”
“And five hundred dogs,” added Quade. “All of them barking. You couldn’t have heard a machine gun.”
The chief glared at him. “I’ll talk to you some more.” He turned to the coroner. “S’pose you’d better take him to town. We’ll give the notice to the papers and someone may come down and identify him.”
“That’s not necessary,” said the coroner. “I know him. His name is Wesley Peters.”
“Wesley! My God!”
The scream came from a gorgeously blonde young woman in the front of the crowd. Quade stepped quickly toward her, but couldn’t quite catch her as she sank to the tanbark. He dropped to his knees and bumped into a slender, dark-haired chap who was also stooping to pick her up.
“I beg your pardon!” the man exclaimed. “It’s my wife.”
Quade pushed a path through the crowd to a booth with a long table in it. The young fellow brought his wife behind Quade, deposited her gently on the table. The coroner came through but the woman had already revived and was struggling to sit up. She moaned. “Wesley! He’s dead… dead!”
Lois Lanyard came up, put her arm around the girl and spoke soothingly.
“I’ll take her home,” said the young husband.
“Hmm. Guess it’s all right,” grunted the chief of police. “I know both of you.”
But the woman who had fainted protested at being taken home and after a moment insisted she was quite recovered.
“Thanks for trying to help,” the young fellow told Quade.
“Quite all right.”
“My brother, Bob,” Lois Lanyard said. “And his wife, Jessie.”
Quade had already guessed the relationship. The family resemblance between Bob and Lois Lanyard was striking, but whereas Lois was wholesome and vital, her brother seemed to be the ascetic, brooding type. His wife was dressed expensively, her hair was burnished gold and her coiffure marvelous. Lois’ clothes had probably cost as much as Jessie Lanyard’s but didn’t look it. Which was the difference between them. Lois was born to money, Jessie had married it.
The chief of police became brusque. “All right, we know who he is. Now let’s see if we can’t find out who killed him. You,” pointing at Quade, “you say this is your booth. I don’t see nothin’ in it.”
“I do not display samples.”
“Naw? What’s your racket?”
The show secretary stretched up on his toes and whispered to the chief. There was a light in the chief’s eyes when he tackled Quade again. “A book agent, huh!” he snapped in glee. “So you’re the bloke who’s been making all the racket around here today. Come on now, talk and talk fast.”
“Why would I want to kill this man? I never saw him before in my life.”
“So what? Does every robber and thug have to be introduced first to the people he robs?”
“Has he been robbed?”
A startled look came into the chief’s eyes. He turned away hurriedly and pulled the coroner into the booth. He emerged a moment later, crestfallen.
“He wasn’t robbed.”
“Ah, his money is still on him, eh? How much?”
“Over a thousand dollars,” admitted the chief. “And there’s a watch and stickpin. But — maybe you didn’t have time.”
“No? You forget that I was the one who sent for the police?”
The chief swore roundly. “Say, who’s the policeman here? You or me?”
“Don’t you know?”
“Why you—!” The chief started to swing a punch at Quade, but caught himself with an effort. “Enough of that stuff now. We’ve got to find the gun.”
He signaled to a couple of policemen and barked orders at them. They scattered through the neighboring booths. And inside of two minutes one of them yelled in discovery. He came back carrying a nickel-plated .32 caliber revolver in a handkerchief. The chief’s eyes gleamed.
He sent policemen scurrying about getting the name of everyone present. Then he allowed everyone to depart. He dispersed the exhibitors too and posted policemen at each door.
“No one’ll be allowed in here until we’ve had time to go over the building,” he announced. “Three o’clock in the afternoon anyway.”
Oliver Quade and Charlie Boston strolled toward a restaurant a short distance from the dog building. “Don’t look now,” said Boston as they entered. “But there’s a flatfoot shadowing us.”
“Naturally. The chief hasn’t forgotten that it’s my booth.”
Lois Lanyard, her brother and his wife and Freddie Bartlett were in the restaurant, seated at a large table. The only vacant spot was at a small table next to theirs. Quade and Boston sat down at it.
Lois introduced them all around.
A waitress came to take their order, then Quade leaned back in his chair and studied the group at the next table. Lois was chattering gaily with Freddie, but every now and then she cast a sharp glance at her brother who was biting his lips and staring moodily at the tablecloth. Jessie Lanyard was trying to make conversation with her husband, but wasn’t having much success. She seemed to have recovered entirely from her faint, but her conversation, it seemed to Quade, was high pitched and forced.
Quade sat up. “Look, folks,” he said, “I seem to be Murder Suspect Number I and the chief of police is going to ask me some mighty embarrassing questions this afternoon. Mind if I talk about it?”
Lois made warning signals with her eyes and Freddie drew himself up stiffly, but Lois’ brother came out of his lethargy. “Yes, let’s talk about it. We’re all thinking about it anyway. Why did my wife faint when the coroner said it was Wesley Peters? Is that what you want to know?”
“No. I want to know why Mrs. Lanyard pretended to faint?”
All four of the people at the adjoining table gasped. Jessie’s face went white, then red. “What do you mean by that?” she snapped.
“I mean that you were no more faint than I,” Quade replied. “I saw your eyes. And your muscles were tensed, not relaxed, when your husband picked you up.”
“Mr. Quade,” said Freddie Bartlett. “I don’t think this is a matter that concerns you.”
“But it does,” cried Lois’ brother. “Jessie put on a scene over there and I want to know the meaning of it. Jessie, why did you faint? Or pretend to faint?”
Jessie’s eyes flashed sparks. “Very well, if you must have a public scene, I’ll tell you. You know very well that I knew Wes before I married you. Naturally it was a shock to learn that he was murdered — under such peculiar circumstances.”
“Why peculiar?” snapped Bob Lanyard. “The dog show was as good a place as any for him to die. He was a — a dog, you know.”
“Bob!” Jessie cried indignantly.
“Why did you have to start this?” exclaimed Lois, looking at Quade.
“Because I wanted to make you all mad,” retorted Quade. “When people are mad they tell things, and I think there are some things to be told. Don’t you think so, Mrs. Lanyard?”
Jessie Lanyard’s eyes slitted, “All right, Wesley was in love with me once. And I almost accepted him before I married you, Bob. I didn’t want to tell you that, but you insisted on having it. So take it.”
Charlie tugged at Quade’s sleeve. Quade turned and saw Chief Costello bearing down on the group.
“Hello, folks,” said the chief. “Thought I’d find you here.”
“You mean your shadow told you we came here,” Quade retorted.
“Still at it, young fella, huh? Well, I got some news for you. I found out who owned the gun that Wesley was killed with.”
Jessie Lanyard rose so suddenly that she bumped the table and knocked over a water glass. Quade saw panic in her eyes.
“It was his own gun,” continued the chief. “He bought it a year ago, got a license to carry it.”
The panic remained in Jessie’s eyes. Quade hesitated, then suddenly pointed a lean forefinger at her. “But didn’t he give you that gun, Mrs. Lanyard?” he asked softly.
Jessie screamed suddenly. She pushed back her chair and it crashed to the floor. Her face was suddenly twisted into a weird gargoyle. “Yes, he gave it to me. Yes, and I killed him. I killed him with his own gun! I’d do it again because I hated him!”
Jessie’s dramatic confession exploded like a bombshell in the crowded restaurant. The place seethed with excitement. Lois sat up in her chair, her eyes aghast. Freddie was frozen stiff in his chair.
Bob Lanyard sprang to his feet. His arms encircled Jessie and he caught her tightly to him. “Jessie!” he cried in anguish. “You mustn’t! You’re over-wrought. You don’t know what you’re saying.”
Jessie began sobbing as if her heart was breaking. Her husband soothed her.
Chief Costello stood back uncertainly. It was obvious the social standing of these people impressed him, made him uncertain. Then he ordered his policemen to clear the restaurant.
Bob Lanyard’s soothing quieted Jessie. In two or three minutes she was able to pull herself together, although she still kept a handkerchief covering her mouth and most of her face.
The chief cleared his throat noisily. “I’m mighty sorry about this, Mrs. Lanyard,” he said. “But you understand…”
“You fool!” gritted Bob Lanyard. “Don’t you know she said that to shield me? Wesley was an old sweetheart. She knew I was intensely jealous of him and when she knew he was murdered, she naturally jumped to the conclusion that I did it.”
“Did you?” the chief asked, taken aback.
Quade almost held his breath, waiting for the answer he was sure would come. It did.
“Yes!” exclaimed Bob. “I killed him. I found the gun in Jessie’s dresser, took it to the dog show with me and killed him during the excitement of the dog fight. He — he was annoying Jessie again.”
“Bob!” That was Lois. “You — you couldn’t have! You were right behind me all that time.”
“No, you were with Freddie.” Bob Lanyard refused to accept the alibi offered him.
Freddie Bartlett blundered in. “Oh, come now, Bob, you know very well we were talking together when the excitement began and I remember your being with us when the dog fight was over.”
“Say, what is this?” cried the chief. “Two confessions inside of five minutes. Is there anyone else here who wants to confess?”
“If I wasn’t afraid you’d take me seriously I’d toss in my hat,” said Quade.
The Lanyards and Bartletts were wealthy local residents who could embarrass Chief Costello in his own bailiwick. He had to treat them with the utmost respect. But Quade, the chief knew, was an outsider and a mere book agent. Fair bait. He turned savagely upon him.
“That’s the last damn crack I’m takin’ out o’ you, fella!” he snarled. “You make just one more yip and I’ll not only throw you in the clink but I’ll see that you get worked over plenty with the rubber hose. Get me?”
“I get you, Chief.” Quade subsided, but his mind worked furiously over the problem. He had a strange hunch that this case had just begun. There had been a hundred or more people in the building at the time Wesley Peters had been killed. And the place had been in an uproar. No one had paid any attention to anyone else because of the commotion. Alibis weren’t worth a dime a dozen.
And Wesley was known in Westfield. There could easily have been a dozen people in the building at the time who knew, and perhaps disliked him. Jessie Lanyard was a neurotic. She might say or do anything under stress of emotion. Her husband was a moody, sensitive type.
Chief Costello made a sagacious deduction. “Maybe we’d better not decide anything just yet. All of us know each other and there’s plenty of time for getting together. Anyway, it would be much better for all of you to think things over and maybe discuss them with your families and lawyers. If you’ll give me your word not to leave town suddenly, I’ll make my report and we’ll get together later this evening.” He departed, taking his policeman with him.
Lois came over to Quade. “I’ve been greatly disappointed in you, Mr. Quade,” she said.
He flushed. “I’m sorry, Miss Lanyard.” He rose, turned stiffly and followed Charlie Boston out of the restaurant, although neither of them had been served yet.
Outside, Charlie Boston whistled softly. Quade turned angrily on him. “Cut it, Charlie.”
Boston stopped whistling. He walked beside Quade without saying a word. After a moment, however, Quade apologized. “Sorry, Charlie. Nerves. I made some fool plays and I’m sore about them.”
Boston grunted assent. “We’re out of our class, Oliver. That’s all that’s wrong. Shall we ditch the books and clear out? It’s only thirty miles to New York City. Once there no one from here’d ever find us.”
“It’d probably be the smartest thing we could do, but you know how I am. I’m too stubborn to quit something I’ve started.”
In the dining-room of the Westfield Hotel, Quade and Charlie discussed the case.
“That thousand dollars Peters had, that worries me. It’s too much money for him,” Quade said between bites.
“I wouldn’t know myself,” replied Boston. “But I’ve heard there’s lots of folks have a thousand dollars.”
“Not ham actors. I read Variety, and I know that Peters hasn’t been in a show for four years or more. I wish I knew how he got his money. He dressed well.”
“Is that the important thing in this case? Seems to me some of those people haven’t told all they know.”
“Some of them don’t know any more than we do, if as much. Hmm, wonder who that is?”
The head waiter was pointing out Quade to a man who had just come into the dining room. He would have been more at home in a Greenwich Village bar than the Westfield Hotel. He was perhaps thirty, tall and hollow-cheeked. There was a three days’ growth of beard on his face. His cinnamon-colored coat didn’t match his trousers and his shirt had evidently been washed in some communal bathroom and worn unpressed.
He came up to Quade’s table. “Mr. Quade? My name’s Renfrew, Felix Renfrew. I read in the afternoon papers about — about Wes Peters and came out here.”
Quade said, “Have a seat; you interest me.”
Renfrew sat down. “Wes Peters,” he declared, “was my best friend. The minute I heard he had been killed I grabbed a bus and came out here.”
“You may have been Peters’ best friend,” said Quade, “but I bet you didn’t hear about Peters’ death in the city.”
Renfrew glared for a moment, then shrugged. “All right, I came out with Wes this morning. What difference does it make? Wes was killed, his body found in your booth. There’s a lot of talk going around town about your knowing something.”
“I do know something. More than you ever will. What’d you come to me for?”
“To find out who killed Wes, that’s why!” snapped Renfrew. “Wes was the best pal I ever had and I’m going to stick around until his murderer is found.”
Quade gave Renfrew the once over, his eyes insolently staring at the unmatched suit and unpressed shirt. “You were Peters’ pal, eh? Roommate perhaps?”
Renfrew flushed. “No, we didn’t room together. But—”
“You live in Greenwich Village?”
“Yes, but what’s that got to do with it?”
“Perhaps nothing. Wes Peters, if you’ll pardon the inference, put on the dog. And when he was found this afternoon he had a thousand dollars on him. Would you be knowing how he got that much money?”
Renfrew shrugged. “Peters always had money. We didn’t live together but he paid my rent and visited at my place a lot.”
“Why?”
“Why? Well, because there was always something doing there. I’m a playwright, you know.”
“I didn’t know. What plays have you written?”
Renfrew scowled. “I’ve written eight or ten, but none have been produced. But they’re good plays. Only the capitalistic—”
“Oh, so it’s like that. Anyway, you always had a crowd of the Village folks at your diggings. Poets and writers and artists. And Peters liked to pose as a big shot. So he paid your rent and hung around your dump. Right?”
“Something like that.”
“And you’re worried because your patron has shuffled off? Kinda puts you on the spot. Tell me, where’d Peters get his money?”
“He never told me.”
“Where’d he come from originally?”
“I don’t know. New York, I guess. I’ve only know him four or five years. But I always guessed that he got his money from relatives. Who else would send him money regularly?”
“Ah, he got it regularly?”
“Yes, I happen to know because at times he was broke but he didn’t worry about it. And he didn’t work. Not for the last four years. Before that he was on the stage. He played the juvenile lead in Hidden Faces, I know.”
“Jessie Lanyard played in that, too, didn’t she?”
Renfrew looked puzzled. He said: “I don’t know her.”
“Well, that wasn’t her name then. She’s the woman who fainted when Wes Peters was found dead. Or weren’t you around then?”
Renfrew flushed. “No, I left right after — well, right after you got through selling books.”
“Because you saw Wes Peters coming in and didn’t want him to see you around?”
Renfrew chewed at his lower lip, then suddenly rose. “I’ve got to catch my bus back to the city.”
Quade did not try to detain him. When he was gone, Charlie Boston snorted. “Wonder what the hell Peters saw in that.”
“The only difference between Peters and Renfrew is that Peters had money these last few years. Before he got the money, I’ll bet, he was just like Renfrew. Dirty finger-nails and all. Well, I guess it was a tough blow to Renfrew at that. He may even have to go to work now.”
“It won’t hurt him,” growled Boston. “Say, what did you say that made him run out so sudden-like?”
Quade grinned reflectively. “I guess I got a little too close. Renfrew had gotten curious about Peters, or maybe, he hoped to find out how and where Peters got his money. So he followed him out here today but didn’t want Peters to spot him… You know, this Renfrew interests me.”
“Not me,” said Boston. “I can find his kind anywhere. What do we do now, go see a movie or something?”
“They’ve got a crime thriller at the Bijou,” Quade said. “But I don’t think it’ll be as interesting as the one we’re in ourselves. Instead, let’s go stir up the porridge a bit.”
“Back to the dog show?”
“No, I thought we’d brace some of the suspects and others in their own backyard. The Lanyard house.”
“Ouch! After the trimming we took from the Lanyards this afternoon?”
Lanyard, Senior, had money. He must have had scads of it, to keep up the estate that Quade and Boston entered a little while later. It was about a mile out of Westfield and was surrounded by a low, trimmed hedge. The house was Georgian style and contained at least twenty rooms. A smaller house nearby was evidently the servants’ quarters. There was also a four-car garage behind the house and a long, low building with wire-enclosed runs in front of it. A dog kennel.
There were a half-dozen cars on the graveled driveway leading up to the house; the smallest a Packard. The cars didn’t phase Quade, however. He squeezed his old flivver in between a Packard and a large foreign car and leaped lightly over the hingeless door.
And there was no hesitation in his manner as he rang the front doorbell of the big house. Charlie Boston had the good grace to hang back a bit.
“They got company, Ollie,” he protested. “Listen to the music.”
Quade had already heard the music, recognized it, too. Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. That and the several cars outside told him what it was. A wedding rehearsal. Evidently the scene in the restaurant hadn’t been allowed to interfere with the Lanyards’ plans.
The door opened and a liveried butler looked questioningly at Quade.
“Mr. Lanyard,” Quade said.
“Which Mr. Lanyard?”
“Senior. Tell him it’s Mr. Oliver Quade.”
“Very well, I’ll see if he’s at home.” The butler closed the door.
“It’s the suit,” Quade said. “I’ll have to get a new one. Can’t go around society homes with the checkerboard pattern.”
The door opened again and a dignified, gray-haired man with a short clipped mustache held out his hand to Quade. “Come in, Mr. Quade. I’ve heard about you. Glad you dropped out.”
Quade winked triumphantly at Boston.
“This way,” Guy Lanyard said, leading the way to a room on the right side of the foyer. Quade looked to the left where the organ was playing, but followed Lois’ father to the right.
In the library, Guy Lanyard said, “Have a seat, won’t you? I presume you want to talk to me about that affair this afternoon. Pretty bad, wasn’t it?”
“It was. This is Charles Boston, my friend.”
“Ah, yes, how are you, Mr. Boston? You were there too?”
“Me, I found the body,” Boston said proudly.
Guy Lanyard winced. “The children have told me about it. And our chief of police left me only a few minutes ago. He’s considerably disturbed about the matter. I’m glad to have this chance of talking it over with you, Mr. Quade. From what Lois and Bob told me about you, I gather that you’re a man of some — ah, perspicacity.”
Quade grinned at the blank look on Boston’s face. “Forsaking modesty for the moment, Mr. Lanyard, I’m probably the smartest person in this State. I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
Guy Lanyard didn’t seem to know just how to take that, but finally he grinned. “Maybe I’m saying the wrong thing, but if so, forgive me, because I’ve never met a Human Encyclopedia before. But as I have this opportunity now I’d like to take advantage of it. Can you tell me if Mid-City Service is a good buy right now?”
“I wouldn’t know,” Quade replied. “I’m not a fortune teller. I impart only knowledge, and the devil himself couldn’t tell you if Mid-City Service is a good or bad buy right now. I can tell you that it was a good buy a year ago. That’s a matter of knowledge. Anything else I could help you on?”
Guy Lanyard’s eyes snapped. “Yes. Who killed Wesley Peters?”
Fortunately Quade was spared answering the question. Lois Lanyard burst into the room. “Dad!” she cried and then came to a stop when she saw Quade.
“Hello,” she said.
“I didn’t know you were having a dress rehearsal,” Quade apologized. “I wouldn’t have come out.”
“Quite all right,” replied Lois. “We’re finished now. Dad, the reason I burst in — don’t you think Honolulu would be more interesting than Europe?”
“Borneo is charming at this season,” Quade volunteered.
Lois Lanyard sighed. “We’re at it again. Well, let’s entertain the others, too. Come along, Mr. Quade.”
Guy Lanyard frowned but Quade was willing. “Fine, I’d like another chance to talk with Freddie Bartlett.”
Lois passed him in the doorway. She whispered fiercely, “Don’t start any more trouble. I’ve had enough for one day.”
The large living-room was full of people; a half-dozen girls, the minister and several well-dressed young men. And Mrs. Lanyard, an older edition of Lois, who still retained most of her youthful beauty. The years had endowed her with added warmth and charm.
Bob Lanyard was walking in and out of the crowd, his ascetic face strained in a frown. His beautiful wife, Jessie, seemed to have quite recovered from the afternoon, for she was chatting gaily, surrounded by several young men.
Freddie Bartlett was in an expansive mood. With most of the girls around him he was expounding on the merits of different honeymoon spots. “Honolulu,” he was saying, “has become too common. Singapore is the place today. A month there, then Yokohama in cherry-blossom time.”
“How about the county jail?” Quade asked. “I’ve been told that it’s charming at this season.”
Freddie Bartlett scowled. “Ah, it’s you, Mr. Shade. Always clowning. How’s the — what do you call it in the vernacular — the pitching business?”
“Fair to middling,” Quade shrugged. “I’ve forsaken it for the nonce. I’m in the detecting business now.”
“Then you’ll be interested to know you’ll have some competition tomorrow. Bob has engaged a famous sleuth — Christopher Buck.”
Quade’s eyelids lowered thoughtfully. Christopher Buck had a reputation that was more than local. He had a good press agent too, for there was seldom a week that some mention of him didn’t appear in the newspapers.
Quade drifted over to Bob Lanyard. “I understand you’ve hired Christopher Buck to do some investigating for you,” he remarked casually.
Annoyance came into young Lanyard’s eyes. “Yes, with all due respect to Chief Costello, I don’t believe he knows what it’s all about and I don’t believe he’ll ever find out who killed this — this Wesley Peters, do you?”
“Not unless the murderer confesses voluntarily.”
Bob Lanyard winced.
“I’m sorry,” Quade apologized quickly. “I forgot.”
“It’s all right. But that’s just why I phoned to the city and engaged Mr. Buck. Unless the case is solved beyond a shadow of a doubt a few people will still have ideas — and I don’t want any reflection to hang over Jessie.”
Jessie must have heard her name mentioned for she suddenly excused herself from her circle of admirers and came over.
“Oh, Mr. Quade, I’m so glad you dropped in. You know I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Indeed?”
“Yes, you know I was in the show business before I married Bob. Your little spiel out at the dog show this afternoon; have you ever thought of going on the stage?”
Quade’s lips peeled back in a wide smile, too wide. “No, and I’m sorry to say that no Hollywood scout has approached me either.”
Jessie Lanyard didn’t catch the sarcasm. “Why that act — you know that question and answer stuff — that’s great. Properly handled it should be a wow on the stage. I’ve a friend in Mr. Kent’s office and, if you like, I’ll give you a note to him.”
“Jessie,” said Bob Lanyard, “perhaps Mr. Quade doesn’t want to go on the stage.”
“Why not? With his personality and that gift of gab? Say, I’ve seen hoofers with less than he’s got make good on the big time.”
Quade pursed his lips. “You mean I’d have to take up dancing?”
That was a bit too strong. Even Jessie Lanyard caught the sarcasm. “I’m sorry,” she said stiffly. “I didn’t know I was being funny.” She put her pretty nose into the air and went back to her covey of admirers.
“At it again,” said Lois Lanyard.
Quade walked to one side with her. “What’s this I hear about your brother employing a private detective?”
Lois frowned. “Bob seemed to think Jessie’s reputation has been besmirched and he’s determined to clear it. Well, she did throw quite a scene today.”
“When’s Buck coming?”
“Tomorrow morning. I’ve heard he’s a very astute man-hunter. He comes high, at any rate.”
“Hmm. You’re really going through with your marriage?”
She looked coolly at him. “Of course I’m going to marry Freddie Bartlett. We’ve been engaged for almost a year and the date has been set for four months.”
“I apologize, Miss Lanyard. Shall we wave the white flag?”
“You’ll keep it white?”
“Of course. I’m sorry I interrupted this evening. I must be going now.”
Christopher Buck was not burdened with good manners. He banged on the door of Oliver Quade’s room at the ungodly hour of eight A.M. Quade, cursing under his breath, climbed out of the bed and opened the door.
“I left a call for nine o’clock, not eight!” he snarled.
“I’m Christopher Buck,” the detective announced grandly.
“So what? I’m Oliver Quade and that gorilla yawning over in the bed is Charlie Boston. A good morning to you.” Quade started to shut the door in Buck’s face.
But the detective must have worked his way through college selling magazines. He put a foot in the doorway. “Hey!” he yelped. “I’m Christopher Buck, the detective.”
Quade opened the door again. “A detective?” he pretended to be amazed. “Why didn’t you say so? Come in.”
Christopher Buck stepped angrily into the room. “Hey, Charlie,” Quade called. “Get up. There’s a cop from the local police force here.”
“I’m not from the Westfield Police,” Buck called. “What’re you trying to do, rib me?”
Quade blinked. Then: “I’ll be damned. Of course, I’ve read about you in the newspapers. You’re the famous detective, Christopher Buck!”
Buck was so lean that he had to stand twice in order to cast a shadow, but he made up for it in height. He was at least six feet four and his huge, bushy eyebrows and stooped figure gave him a sinister appearance.
“I was engaged by Robert Lanyard to solve the murder that was committed out at the dog show yesterday,” he said. “I came to you because I’ve been told you’re the chief suspect.”
“Right to the point, that’s what I like,” said Quade. “Have a seat, Mr. Buck. You don’t mind if I dress while you grill — I mean, question me. Take a chair.”
“Ow, oh-wuh!” said Charlie Boston, yawning and stretching.
Quade drew his pajama coat off, then unblushing slipped off the trousers. Nude as the day he was born, he searched around for his underwear.
“Sitting on my drawers, Mr. Buck?” he asked. “No, here they are.” Calmly he began dressing. Charlie Boston scooted for the bathroom.
Christopher Buck drew a stubby pipe from his coat pocket and filled it. “I’ve already talked to Mr. Lanyard and Chief of Police Costello. There seems to be some difference of opinion as to just what happened yesterday.”
“Some of the dogs got loose and raised a ruckus,” Quade said. “Of course everyone in the building gathered around. I left my stand. Then when the dog fight had been stopped and the dogs chained up, I started to go back. Charlie, here, told me then that there was a dead man in our booth.”
Buck grunted. “You say some of the dogs got loose? I hear there was only one loose.”
“Yeah, that’s right. Anyway, he got into the next stall and tangled up with another dog. The second dog was chained, but it didn’t affect his fighting ability. It was a swell fight.”
“I’m not interested in the dog fight,” said Buck, severely. “I’m interested in the man who was killed. He was an old sweetheart of the wife of my client. Tell me more about this Peters fellow. How long had you known him?”
Quade sighed. “He was in the audience when I made my first pitch out there, but that’s the only time I ever saw him alive. I know nothing about the murder. And I think I’ll have breakfast now.”
Christopher Buck scowled. “I don’t like it. No one seemed to know this Peters fellow, yet someone hated him enough to kill him. Why?”
“You said you were the detective,” Quade reminded him. “Me, I’m only a book salesman.”
“Yes, but I’ve heard about your bragging yesterday. About what a smart fellow you were. Claim to know the answers to everything. Well, who killed Wes Peters?”
“I don’t belong to the detectives’ union.”
Buck started to get up from the chair. It was quite a job, because he was so lean and tall. “You’re not leaving Westfield, are you, Quade?”
“No, I’m going out to the dog show today and make a few dollars. Any time you think you’ve got the goods on me you’ll know where to collar me!”
Christopher Buck closed the door ungently behind him.
“I think I’ll blow myself and have about four eggs and some ham,” Boston said dreamily, coming out of the bathroom.
“O.K., Charlie, better fatten up while you can. It’s been a lean stretch. I think we’ll get us each a hand-me-down, too.”
“Gonna get yourself a nice blue serge?” asked Boston, looking wisely at Quade.
“Why blue?”
“Oh, I dunno. Just thought maybe a loud suit was undignified.”
Quade made a pass at Boston, which the big fellow ducked easily. “She’s getting married today, you sap.”
“Going to the wedding?”
“I wasn’t invited.”
But Quade did buy a blue serge, after all. It fitted him well and changed his appearance considerably. He finished the job by getting some black oxfords, a blue striped shirt and brown felt hat.
He had a good day at the auditorium, running out of books when there were still some prospective purchasers in the crowd. His pockets stuffed with money, he closed his pitch and strolled out of the building.
He saw a hamburger stand nearby and went over to it. As he stuffed the last of a sandwich into his mouth a voice behind him said:
“Ah, Mr. Quade, I was hoping to find you here this morning.” It was Jessie Lanyard, wearing a floppy picture hat and a flowered organdy dress. Her blonde hair was smartly coiffured.
“How d’you do, Mrs. Lanyard?” Quade greeted her. “Won’t you have a hamburger?”
“Why, I don’t mind if I do. It’s a long time since I’ve eaten one. Not since I got married.” She laughed. “You know, one time, when I was out of work I ate nothing but hamburgers for a solid month.”
“They didn’t spoil your figure,” Quade complimented her. He ordered a couple of hamburgers.
“I’ve decided to overlook your kidding last night,” Jessie Lanyard said brightly. “I really like you, Mr. Quade. You’re — you’re my sort of people.”
“Thanks.”
“You know some of the people out here in Westfield are awful snobs,” Jessie prattled on. “My in-laws still don’t treat me any too well. But I don’t care. Even if the in-laws and some of Lois’ girl friends give me the turned-up nose, the men like me. You saw them last night.”
“I did. You were pretty well surrounded.”
Jessie sighed. “Yes, they always rush me. Some of them even — well, that isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s about this detective Bob hired.”
“Didn’t you urge him to do that?”
Jessie smiled prettily. “Well, I did suggest it, I guess. But Bob was so worked up. Seemed to think I had been carrying on with Wes — Mr. Peters. Goodness, I hadn’t seen Wesley Peters for a long time. Not alone, that is. Of course he hung around a lot out here in Westfield, but I couldn’t very well chase him away, could I?”
“No, of course not. By the way, what’d Peters do for a living?”
“He was on the stage. I played with him in a show about five years ago. I was just beginning then,” Jessie hastened to say. “I started very young, you know.”
Quade took a deep breath. Then he said, “Mrs. Lanyard, how long is it since you saw Bill Demetros?”
Ketchup dripped from the hamburger to Jessie Lanyard’s organdy dress, but she didn’t notice it. She was staring too intently at Oliver Quade. “Where did you hear about — him?” she asked, slowly.
“I’ve always been a great newspaper reader and I never forget anything I read. Your name was mentioned with his several years ago. They even ran your photos together. You were Janet Jackson then.”
“I haven’t seen him — for five years,” she said, looking relieved.
“Since he went to jail? You haven’t seen him since he got out?”
“No, and I–I hope I never see him again. I don’t even want him to know where I am.”
“You changed your name even before you married Bob. Demetros probably wouldn’t know where to look for you if he wanted to.”
“No, but there wouldn’t be any reason for him to look me up. The newspapers were wrong. We were never more than casual acquaintances. I–I must go now.”
Quade looked thoughtfully after Jessie Lanyard as she walked to the dog building. Then he left and caught a taxi. Charlie had taken his car to replenish their supply of books.
Quade rode back to Westfield, paid off on the main street of the village, then stood on the sidewalk for a few minutes. A five-and-ten-cent store across the street caught his eye. Smiling grimly, he bought an ordinary toy, shaped roughly like a mature, lethal gun. He had the clerk wrap it in paper and put it in a mailing box. At the stationery counter he bought a box of adhesive address labels.
Then Quade went back to his hotel room. He got a jar of Vaseline from the bathroom, smeared a light coat of it on the water pistol, then wrapped it in paper and put it in the box. He tied the package, addressed a label and stuck it to the package.
He walked with it to the post-office, had the box weighed there, then mailed it first-class.
Returning to the dog show he found Boston fuming because he had been unable to find Quade.
“I brought the books back here an hour ago,” he exclaimed. “Where you been?”
“Attending to some business,” Quade replied shortly.
Quade made a pitch to a small noon-day crowd and took in thirty-five dollars. He and Boston drove to the hotel and had a late lunch. When they got the key for their room the clerk handed Quade a package. “Mailman just brought this.”
“Who’d be sending us a package?” asked Boston as they rode in the elevator to their floor.
“One of my female admirers probably,” Quade said.
In the room he cut the string of the package. Quade opened the box, lifted out the paper-wrapped contents and unwrapped it. He exhibited the water pistol.
Boston examined the gun, then snorted. “Someone’s ribbin’ you!”
Quade scarcely looked at the gun. He was examining the inside of the wrapping paper. The Vaseline on the gun had made recognizable outlines on the paper. He nodded in satisfaction.
“Look, Charlie,” he said “run down to the telegraph office and send a wire to the Blake Publishing Company in New York. Have ’em rush us two hundred more copies of our book. We’re going to need them before this dog show is over.”
“But what about the gun?” protested Boston. “Why would anyone send it to you? I don’t like it, I tell you. It’s — it’s a threat.”
“Don’t you worry your pretty head about the gun, Charlie. Go ahead, send that telegram.”
The moment Boston had left the room Quade took out a knife and scraped the address label from the box in which the gun had been mailed. He addressed another label, glued it to the box, then left the hotel.
He threw the toy pistol into an ashcan a couple of blocks from the hotel. Then he walked three blocks more, entered an alley and sought another ashcan behind the third building from the corner. Into it he tossed the paper box and the wrapping paper in which he had mailed the gun to himself. He’d torn the address label from the box, but left the postmark.
He chuckled. “Maybe a smart detective can make something of a box with a local postmark and paper bearing a little oil and imprint of a gun.”
Quade rejoined Boston at the hotel an hour later and the big fellow had his finger-nails chewed half-way to his wrists. “What’s all the mysterious stuff, Ollie?” he cried. “You got rid of me on a phony excuse, then you go off somewhere.”
“Can’t a man attend to his private business affairs?
“Yeah, sure, but — ah, never mind. What do we do now?”
“You can take the afternoon off, Charlie. I think I’ll do some visiting.”
“At the Lanyard place?… Well, I hope you don’t get burned.”
“It’s a cold world without some heat,” Quade said reflectively. “I’ve just discovered that I’ve been cold all my life.”
A couple of cars were parked in the curved drive of the Lanyard estate. Quade parked his own car, then circled the house to the kennels. The dogs started a terrific barking and Quade was about to retreat when Lois Lanyard called from a window in the rear of the house. “Look out! Those sheep dogs bite.”
“Ever hear of a man biting a dog?”
Lois disappeared from the window but reappeared at a rear door a moment later. She was dressed in a pink and yellow sport sweater suit and her eyes were dancing with mischief. Quade tightened about the mouth.
“Did you come here to see the dogs?” she asked. “There are more of them at the dog show, you know.”
“The dog show? Oh, you mean the dog show where you said you’d be today.”
She sobered for a moment. “I couldn’t very well get away. Some last minute fittings and — other things.”
“Ah! The marriage, of course.”
The moment was a tense one, but then a Gordon pointer came dashing out of a dog kennel and bounced up to the wire fence, putting his nose between the mesh. Quade snapped his fingers at the dog.
“Who does he belong to? Bob?”
“Yes, that’s Duke, his favorite. I’ve got the sheep dogs that are at the show. And Jessie has two Eskimo Dogs, huskies. Come, take a look at them.”
She led Quade to a pen and whistled. A tawny face appeared in the door of a kennel and after a careful examination was followed by a head. Another dog followed.
“They’re beautiful, I think,” said Lois, “But pretty shy.”
A voice called from the house. “Lois!”
“Yes, Mother?” Lois replied.
“I’m afraid you’ll have to come in for that last fitting.”
“I’ll be right in.” Lois turned to Quade. “I have to go now. It’s been nice seeing you. Come and see us when we get back.”
“From Borneo?” he couldn’t help cracking.
She laughed and ran into the house.
Quade drove thoughtfully back to the dog show. Charlie Boston wasn’t around the booth and had probably gone to see the rest of the show. Quade ran into Christopher Buck and Chief of Police Costello, engaged in heavy conversation.
The chief did not look cordially at Quade. “Ah, here you are,” he said in greeting. “What’s the big brain man know today?”
“I know that the prenadilla is a South American fish that travels for hours on dry land,” he retorted. “And I know other things. What do you know? About the police business, for instance. Have you pinched the murderer yet?”
“When I do, maybe you won’t be so cocky,” hinted the chief.
“Still barking up my alley, eh? Well, just for that I’ll let you worry over the thing by yourself.”
He walked off, but less than two minutes later Christopher Buck popped out in front of him. “Say, Quade, what did you mean about letting us worry by ourselves? You know something?”
Quade looked around mysteriously. “I got an anonymous phone call at the hotel this noon. A man’s voice told me to take a look around Bartlett’s house — the ashcan for example. What do you suppose he meant by that?”
Buck’s lean, lank frame quivered with excitement. “The killer’s thrown something away, something important. A clue!”
“What sort of clue would he throw away? The murder gun was found here. It’s just an ordinary .32. Peters’ own gun. But maybe Peters loaned the gun to someone else and that person loaned it to Fred — to the murderer.”
There was no holding Buck after that. He tore off in a lather of excitement. Quade looked at his watch, then sought out Charlie Boston.
“Look, Charlie, in the city the poor people hang around the church door to get a look at the bride. Let’s go down to the church in Westfield and get a gander at the folks.”
“I could smell that coming,” said Boston. “How about the rice, you want to throw some?”
They drove down. The wedding was scheduled for five in the afternoon but curious townsfolk had gathered around the church at a quarter to the hour. Quade parked his car directly across the street, then, throwing one foot across the car door, settled down to wait.
At ten minutes to five a closed sedan pulled up to the chapel door and several people got out. Quade had a glimpse of Lois Lanyard wearing a black silk cape that did not quite cover the white dress underneath. The party moved quickly into the church.
Five minutes later another car drew up and Freddie Bartlett, surrounded by several of his intimates, climbed out and went into the church. Freddie was quite the picture in striped trousers, cutaway tail coat and silk hat.
Quade bit his lip. The ceremony was due to start in another five minutes — unless there was some unusual delay. He wondered if he would have to make the delay himself. But at two minutes to five an automobile siren screeched up the street.
“Now begins the fun,” he said, sitting up.
“It’s the cops,” said Boston. “Wonder who they’re going to pinch!”
“Maybe the bridegroom — or me. We’ll see. Ah, Christopher Buck is with the chief.”
The police car screamed up to the curb before the church. The lanky Christopher Buck sprang from it even before it stopped. He was clutching something under his arm. Chief Costello and a uniformed cop piled out after the private detective. They charged into the church.
“Holy smokes!” exclaimed Boston. “They’re busting right into the wedding and they don’t look like they’re going to kiss the bride, either. It’s a pinch if ever I saw one.”
It was. Almost immediately Chief Costello, Christopher Buck, the policemen and Freddie Bartlett came out. Bartlett’s clothing was disarranged and he was handcuffed. Even a Freddie Bartlett will become indignant at being arrested while the clergyman is saying the words of the marriage ceremony.
Behind the arresting party, swarmed the members of the family and the wedding guests.
“I don’t think there’ll be any wedding today,” said Oliver Quade.
“You knew something was going to happen here,” Charlie accused. “You were too calm about things. I know you, Oliver.”
Quade screwed up his face. “All right, I’ll confess, Charlie. I had a tip-off from Buck. He had a hot clue that pointed to Freddie. I had a hunch he would butt right into the wedding ceremony to make his pinch. For a while, though, I was afraid he wouldn’t make it in time.”
“Afraid? You mean you wanted him to bust up the wedding?”
Quade did not answer. Boston threw up his hands in disgust. “O.K., Ollie, if that’s the way she stands that’s the way she stands. C’mon, let’s beat it, they’re looking over here!”
Quade saw Lois Lanyard, very lovely in a white satin dress and bridal veil, pointing across the street at him. Christopher Buck, head and shoulders above the crowd, was looking, too.
Quade stepped on the starter and shifted into gear. The car leaped away from the curb. “They’re yelling at us, Ollie,” said Boston.
“Let ’em yell. I’ve had lots of people yell at me in my day.”
Fifteen minutes later Quade walked into the dining-room of the Westfield Hotel with Charlie Boston. They were on the soup course when the dining-room was invaded by several determined looking men.
“I’d hoped to get a good meal before going to jail,” Quade said to Boston, “but such is life…. Hello, Mr. Buck, what’s up?”
“Your number,” Buck snapped.
Freddie Bartlett, no longer handcuffed, pointed a lean finger at Quade. “You cheap book agent! Why’d you send this detective to look into my ashcan?”
“Tsk, tsk,” Quade clucked to Buck. “A detective should never reveal the sources of information.”
“That’s the last trick you’ll pull in this town, Quade,” said Chief Costello sternly. “The idea, trying to throw suspicion on an innocent man just to break up his wedding! Well, it brought out the truth and you’re under arrest!”
“What for? For giving information to a private detective instead of a policeman?”
“Cut out the stalling, Quade,” snapped Buck. “Miss Lanyard spilled the beans. She saw you unchain that bull-dog at the dog show — the dog fight. You started that dog fight to cover up your dirty work.”
“The red flag,” said Quade half aloud. “Ask no quarter and give none. All right, I’ll come quietly.”
Charlie Boston pushed back his chair and took up a fighting stance.
“Maybe you could lick them at that, Charlie,” Quade said, “but they’d only get me later. I’ll go along with them. Look me up after they’ve booked me.”
“I’ll get a lawyer. My cousin, Paul, in New York. He’ll put these small town cops through their hoops,” howled Charlie Boston. “He’s the smartest criminal lawyer on the east side.”
But Quade scarcely heard him. He was being dragged off to jail. It was the swankiest jail Quade had ever been in; quite in keeping with the town itself. It wasn’t a very large jail, neat cells, a wide corridor and a clean, large bull pen where the guests were permitted to exercise during prescribed periods.
The inhabitants of the jail unfortunately were not up to its standards. They were unfortunates from the city who had wandered out to rich Westfield hoping to better themselves and had fallen afoul of the law. There were eight or ten of them. As the cells adjoined one another and were separated only by bars, communication among the prisoners was easy.
The prisoners knew all about Quade by the time he was locked into a cell and they greeted him with the respect due a capital crime violator.
Quade bore up cheerfully enough that first evening in jail. He entertained the other prisoners for an hour or two with his fund of knowledge, then pleaded fatigue and they left him alone. Quade examined the bunk and blankets closely and sighed with relief when he found no spots that moved. He threw himself down on it.
An hour later he sat up. “Lord, why didn’t I tumble before?” he said, half aloud. He went to his barred door, cried out loudly, “Turnkey!”
The other prisoners took up the cry and a moment later a uniformed man came clumping into the cell corridor. “What’s all the racket about here?”
“It’s me,” Quade cried. “I want to talk to Chief Costello.”
“You wanta confess?”
“Confess, hell,” snorted Quade. “I didn’t kill that man. But I just thought of something I want to tell the chief.”
“Ah, do you now? Well, tell him tomorrow morning. This is the night the chief plays poker and he don’t like to be bothered with little things.”
“This isn’t a little thing. It’s important.”
“Nuts,” said the jailer. “If you keep up the racket I’ll turn out the lights on you even though it’s only eight o’clock.” He went out through the door and slammed it behind him.
Quade yelled for him to come back. The other prisoners, thinking to help him, yelled also. And then the lights in the entire jail went out. The turnkey had kept his threat. Quade cursed and threw himself on his cot. After a while he fell asleep.
A new jailer came around in the morning and asked the prisoners if they preferred the regular jail breakfast of oatmeal and coffee or a more complete breakfast sent from a restaurant, at their own expense. Quade stripped a ten dollar bill from the roll that had not been taken from him and ordered breakfasts for all the prisoners. He was roundly applauded for his generosity.
After breakfast the jailer came into the cell room and distributed a few letters. There were two for Quade. One from Charlie Boston, telling him that he was going to the city to get his lawyer-cousin, Paul, and not to worry about a thing. The other was an unsigned note, written the evening before. It said merely:
“That was a very detestable thing for you to do. I hope you stay in jail for keeps.”
Quade winced as he read the note. He had treated Lois Lanyard pretty shabbily, but still he couldn’t regret it. Given time to think things over, Lois couldn’t help but realize that she shouldn’t marry Freddie Bartlett. In innumerable ways she’d shown that she didn’t love him; she was going through with the marriage merely because it had been rather expected of her and because several people, including her family, had been opposed to it. Quade had taken a high-handed way of helping her out of her quandary and sooner or later, he believed, she would appreciate it.
The prisoners’ cells were unlocked a little while later and they were herded into the bull pen. The men crowded around Quade then, thanking him for the breakfasts and assuring him that he was the Number One man of the jail as far as they were concerned.
“That’s very fine of you, boys,” Quade thanked them. “But I’m expecting to get out of here today.”
One of the prisoners had not joined in the eulogy to Quade. He was a surly, dark man, who sneered when the others crowded around Quade, but a little later he came up alone.
“Here’s something for you,” he said.
His hand came out of his pocket and Quade threw himself backwards. The gleaming knife blade ripped his coat sleeve from elbow to shoulder.
The prisoners in the bull pen began yelling, but the knife wielder received the surprise of his life. Quade was totally unarmed, except for his quick wits and lean, strong body. But even with a knife the attacker was no match for him.
He side-stepped the man’s second rush and, snaking out a hand, imprisoned the knife wrist. He jerked swiftly on the wrist, then smashed the forearm across a raised knee. The knife clattered to the concrete floor and the prisoner yelped in agony.
Quade stepped back from the prisoner and brought up his right fist in an uppercut. The blow caught the man under the chin, lifted him from the floor and deposited him on his back on the concrete.
Quade scooped up the knife. The prisoners crowded around him.
“What the hell’s the matter with the Greek? He go nuts?” asked one.
“Greek, huh?” Quade rubbed his chin. “I think I know what’s wrong with him. He got a letter this morning, didn’t he?”
“Yeah,” replied one of the men. “He tore it up in little pieces and flushed it down the toilet.”
Quade filled a tin cup with water and sloshed it on the unconscious man’s face. The prisoner gasped and began moaning. In a moment he sat up.
“All right, partner,” Quade said. “Who told you to carve me up?”
“No one,” grouched the prisoner. “I just didn’t like your looks.”
Quade reached down, caught hold of the man’s shirt and yanked him to his feet. “Fella,” he said, glaring into the man’s face. “I asked you a question and I want a straight answer. Was it Bill Demetros?”
The prisoner looked at the fist that Quade shook in his face and said, “Yeah. He said you was getting in his hair.”
Quade threw the man away from him. “I ought to report you and you’d get a good deal more than you’re due to get now, but I can’t be bothered with small fry.”
The turnkey stormed into the bull pen. “Quade, Mister Quade, you’re wanted up front.”
Quade brushed off his new blue suit, frowned at the slashed sleeve, and followed the turnkey to the front part of the jail. Christopher Buck and the chief of police were both there and both looking serious.
“I guess we’ve got to let you go, Quade,” Costello said.
“You’re convinced that I didn’t kill Wesley Peters?”
“Yeah. Bob Lanyard confessed that he did it.”
“What? Why, he confessed that a couple of days ago. You don’t believe him this time, do you?”
“Got to,” grouched the chief. “He left a letter.”
Quade became rigid. “What do you mean, he left a letter?”
“He shot himself last night.”
Quade gasped. “Bob Lanyard shot himself? He’s dead?”
Both the chief and Buck nodded. Quade shook his head in bewilderment. “The letter — could I see it?”
Chief Costello pointed to a piece of paper lying on the desk before him. Quade looked down at it. It was just an ordinary sheet of white bond paper, crumpled, as if it had been clutched in a dead hand. There were two lines of typing on it. They read:
“I killed Wes Peters. He was annoying my wife. Forgive me, Jessie, for making this exit.
Bob.”
“When was he found?” Oliver Quade asked.
“About five-thirty this morning,” replied the chief. “The caretaker heard the dogs whining and howling and when he went to see what was the matter, there he was. The gun was in his hand.”
“He was found in the dog kennels?”
“Yeah, in the vacant stall where Miss Lanyard usually kept those woolly dogs she’s got at the show, now.”
Quade’s forehead wrinkled. Then suddenly smoothed. “Buck, you still interested in this?”
“I’ve lost my client,” growled the cadaverous detective. “But I haven’t been paid off yet. What do you want me to do?”
“Go out there and point out things to me.”
Buck looked at the chief, who nodded. “My men should be through by now. Let him look around.”
They rode out to the Lanyard home in the private detective’s expensive roadster. Quade looked at the drawn shades of the house and shook his head. Lois had been fond of her brother. And it would be a terrible shock to the parents, too.
The backyard was still swarming with newspapermen, but a couple of police were keeping them out of the dog kennels. Buck was known to them and they let him pass through with Quade.
The dog house was a long, low building, divided into three individual stalls. There was a door at each end of the building and connecting doors between the stalls. Quade had to stoop to enter and the tall detective had to walk bent almost double. Quade’s eyes were gleaming by the time they had entered by the small door into the wire runs.
They passed through the huskies’ kennel to where Bob Lanyard had been found in the vacant woolly kennel just beyond. The body had already been removed but the coagulated blood on the floor was mute proof of where the body had lain.
Quade’s eyes made a sweeping, searching tour of the sheep dog stall, then he nodded to Christopher Buck. “All right, let’s go.”
Buck looked at him with narrowed eyes. “That’s all?”
“Yes. I just wanted to make sure he didn’t commit suicide.”
“But he did,” protested Buck. “The gun was in his hand.”
“Placed there by the murderer. If Bob Lanyard wanted to kill himself, why would he come out here? He could have done it in his room just as well. Someone forced him in here, probably at the point of a gun. Didn’t want the people to hear the shot.”
“Quade,” Buck said thoughtfully, “there may be something in what you say. That confession note was typed, but not signed. Anyone could have written it. I’m going to check up on the typewriters around here.”
“That won’t prove anything. Almost all the people interested in this matter could have got to one of the Lanyard typewriters. You forgot they almost had a wedding yesterday and there were plenty of guests.”
Christopher Buck swore. “I’m still on this case. Christopher Buck never quits until he gets his man, even if his client is murdered!”
Quade almost grinned at the man’s dramatic self-appreciation. He left the building and almost bumped into Charlie Boston who was arguing with one of the policemen.
“Ollie!” cried Boston. “I just got back and they told me at the jail that you’d been let out. I brought my cousin, Paul.”
“Jail?” cried a cameraman nearby. “You’re Oliver Quade, the man who was jailed last night?”
Quade gritted his teeth and smiled. “All right, boys, Oliver Quade was never modest. Bring up your cameras.”
They did with a will. They snapped Quade from all angles. It was ten minutes before Boston could drag up his lawyer cousin, a mousy looking man of indeterminate age, who was, in Boston’s own words, “the best lawyer on the east side.”
“Sorry you won’t be needed,” Quade said to him. “But as you see, I’m a free man. Give me your card though and I’ll give you a ring the next time I’m pinched.”
“It’ll be a pleasure to defend you, Mr. Quade.”
The liveried butler came up then and spoke to Quade in a low voice. “Beg pardon, sir, but could you come into the house for a moment?”
“Yes, I could. Charlie, wait out front by the car.”
Quade trudged behind the butler to the house. In the living-room, his face strained and white, was Guy Lanyard. And Lois. Lois, in a black dress and clutching a wadded handkerchief in her hand. Her eyes were dry, but they had been wet before, Quade knew. Quade mumbled his sympathies and Guy Lanyard nodded.
“Mr. Quade,” Lois said. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I shouldn’t have told the police about seeing you unchain that dog.”
“I had it coming to me. It was a dirty trick I pulled on you.”
Guy Lanyard cleared his throat. “Lois had the idea that Bob didn’t shoot himself.”
“He didn’t,” said Quade.
Guy Lanyard gasped. Lois sprang to her feet. “I told you so, Dad. I knew Bob wouldn’t do that. He was moody and all that, but I know he’d never take his own life.”
“Someone killed Bob,” Quade said.
“Mr. Quade,” said Guy Lanyard. “My son had employed — that detective person, who hasn’t impressed me much. I wonder if I could persuade you to do some investigating for us. I’d expect to pay, of course.”
“That won’t be necessary. After the things that have happened nothing could stop me from running down the killer.”
Lanyard heaved a great sigh of relief. “That will be some small satisfaction. Even though it won’t bring back Bob. Perhaps you suspect someone already?”
“I don’t suspect. I know. I’ve known right from the start, but I couldn’t prove it. I can’t yet.”
“Who is it?” cried Lois. “Tell me and I’ll—”
Quade shook his head. “It isn’t time yet. I’m going into the city today — on this case — but I expect to be back this evening. Don’t worry.”
Outside, Christopher Buck pounced on Quade. “What’d the family want, Quade?”
Quade shook his head, continued walking. Buck swore, caught hold of his arm. “Come clean. I just heard through the grapevine about that fellow who tried to kill you in jail.”
Quade stopped. “So?”
“Where does this Demetros fit into the picture?”
“Demetros and Wesley Peters were brothers!”
Christopher Buck gasped. “Say, this Peters fellow was dark complected. I get the picture now. Lanyard killed Peters because he was hanging around his wife, and then Demetros killed Lanyard.”
“Then all you have to do is find Demetros.”
“Yes, but where? Where are you going?”
“To the city. To find Demetros.”
Christopher Buck ran back to his own car. He would burn up the roads to the city, knowing that he could get there an hour before Quade could make it in the dilapidated flivver. Quade wondered what Buck would do if he found Bill Demetros, ex-racketeer and ex-convict.
“First though,” he said to Boston and the latter’s cousin. “I’m going to the hotel and clean up. The facilities in the Westfield jail aren’t as good as those at the hotel.”
Seated in the lobby of the hotel, a big Eskimo dog at her feet, was Jessie Lanyard. She sprang up when she saw Quade. “I slipped out of the house when you were out there, Mr. Quade,” she said. “I want to talk to you.”
The hotel lobby was hardly the place for a private talk. “Come up to my room, Mrs. Lanyard,” Quade said. He introduced her to Charlie’s cousin, then all three of them crowded into the elevator.
Jessie had the husky on a leash, but the dog was skittish and growled ominously. Charlie Boston promptly backed as far away from the dog as he could. Charlie wasn’t afraid of anything in the world except dogs.
In Quade’s room, Jessie said, “It’s about Peters. You asked me yesterday about him. Well, I came to tell you that he was really George Demetros, the brother of Bill Demetros.”
“If you’d told me that yesterday,” said Quade, “it would have been news. But I figured it out for myself last night, in jail.”
She sat up stiffly.
Quade said, without looking at her, “Tell me, Mrs. Lanyard, wasn’t Peters blackmailing you?”
“That was the other thing I came to tell you. Yes, the dirty rat! He blackmailed me. I gave him thousands of dollars and he kept wanting more and more.”
“He threatened to tip off his brother about you. Your new name and your whereabouts. Isn’t that it?”
Her eyes dropped. “Bill will kill me if he finds me. He’s that sort. I was afraid to tell Bob about him. And so I paid all that money to Wes Peters, to keep him from talking. Oh, I know Demetros was in prison all these years, but that didn’t mean I was safe. He had friends on the outside, members of his gang who’d do anything he ordered them to, even though he was in prison.”
“I can believe that,” said Quade. “This morning, here in the local jail, a prisoner got a note from Demetros and inside of a half-hour tried to murder me.”
Jessie cried out. “He — he knows then! Oh, I was afraid he did. I hadn’t even seen him for five years, but I thought I recognized him yesterday at the dog show!”
It was Quade’s turn to be surprised. “Demetros was at the show when Peters was killed?”
“There was a man there I’d have sworn was him. He didn’t talk to me and kept his distance but I’m sure it was him!”
Quade looked at her with clouded eyes. Then he sighed. “Thanks for telling me all this, Mrs. Lanyard.”
She rose. “I’m going away after the funeral. I couldn’t stand it here without Bob — and Demetros loose.”
“Perhaps he won’t be loose very long. He’s known to the police and he’ll have a hard time hiding from them. I don’t think you have to worry about him, right now. Too much excitement around here and too many police and newspapermen.”
“Good-bye, Mr. Quade,” Jessie said. She smiled wanly at Boston who heaved a sigh of relief when the Eskimo dog padded out of the room.
“What do you make of that?” Boston asked when the door was closed.
“All roads lead to Athens — meaning Bill Demetros. So I guess we’ll have to find him.”
“Buck’s got a long headstart,” said Boston. “But somehow I’m not worried about him. From what I hear this Demetros fellow is a very hard customer, indeed.”
Buck was taking the easy way of finding Demetros. When Quade, Boston and the lawyer reached the city, the newspapers already carried screaming headlines: “Police Seek Demetros in Murder Quiz.”
The story mentioned Buck’s name in every other line. He had solved, he claimed, “The Westfield Dog Murders” as the papers called them. And he wanted Demetros. The city police knowing that Demetros made his headquarters here, started a search for him.
Quade bought the paper in the Bronx and read it as Boston tooled the car down to Manhattan. “Methinks Mr. Demetros is going to be rather hard to find from now on,” he said.
“That dumb dick!” snorted Boston. “What’ll we do now? Head back for Westfield?”
“No, drive down to Twelfth Street. Everyone seems to have forgotten Felix Renfrew. He was, after all, Peters’ best friend.”
Renfrew lived on the top floor of a five-story brownstone walk-up. He occupied a dingy room containing a studio couch, a couple of chairs, a rickety table and a gas plate. And a typewriter and stacks of paper.
Renfrew was home, but not overjoyed to see Quade and Boston.
“You knew that Peters was Bill Demetros’s brother?” Quade asked.
Renfrew shook his head. “I met Bill a couple of times through Wes several years ago, but Wes never told me Bill was his brother. Said he was just a friend. I knew Wes was a Greek though, but he was touchy about it and I never asked him his real name. After all, my own isn’t Felix Renfrew.”
“What is it?”
Renfrew reddened. “Obediah Kraushaar, but can you imagine a playwright putting that on a play?”
“Renfrew hadn’t brought you any big contracts.”
“No, but playwriting is a tough racket. I may quit it and go back to Hamburg, Wisconsin. With Wes gone the landlady may chuck me out any day.”
“That’s one of the things I wanted to ask you about. Do you suppose Wes got his money from his brother Bill?”
Renfrew shrugged. “I don’t know, but I imagine so, now that you tell me Bill was his brother. Come to think of it, it was right after Bill went to jail that Peters began getting his money.”
Quade looked thoughtfully at Renfrew for a moment. Then he said, almost casually, “Would it surprise you to know that Wesley Peters got his money from Jessie Lanyard by blackmailing her? Threatening to tell Bill Demetros her whereabouts.”
Renfrew’s mouth fell open and his eyes bulged. If he had known those facts about Wes before, he was a good actor, Quade thought. “Lord!” gasped Renfrew. “I never dreamed that about Wes. But come to think of it, that’s why he was always running out to Westfield. He pretended to me he had some pals out there.”
“And that is why you went out there? To learn who his friends were?”
Renfrew’s mouth clamped tightly shut. And his bulging eyes suddenly narrowed to slits. “What are you trying to do? Spring something on me?”
“I’m trying to get information, that’s all.”
“Yeah? Well, get to hell out of here!” snarled Renfrew. “I’ve said the last word to you. Beat it!”
“Don’t get tough, fella!” cut in Charlie Boston. “I used to eat a couple of poets and playwrights for breakfast every morning.”
Renfrew backed away from Boston. But Quade held out a hand toward his pal. “We’ll let him alone, Charlie, for a while. Let’s go.”
Outside Quade said to Boston. “I got Peters’ address. He used to live near here, on Christopher Street. Let’s take a look at his place.”
They didn’t get into Peters’ apartment, however, for the very good reason that a hard-boiled policeman, who was parked in it, wouldn’t listen to reason or financial coercion. Christopher Buck had sold the New York Police on Bill Demetros.
Quade and Charlie climbed into the flivver, started off. As the traffic light turned red at the corner, a squat, dark-complected man stepped out of a doorway, crossed the sidewalk and stepped on the running-board of the flivver.
“All right, boys,” he said. “Drive around the corner and park the buggy.”
“Ah,” said Quade, “you’re Bill Demetros?”
“Yep. I been following you around since you left Renfrew’s joint. I knew you’d get around there and to my brother’s place sooner or later.”
The lights turned green. Demetros rode around the corner with Quade and Boston. The latter, his nostrils flaring, looked inquiringly at Quade. Quade shook his head.
They climbed out of the car. “You came to town looking for me, didn’t you?” asked Demetros, as they walked together up the street. The gangster kept his right hand in his coat pocket, a fact that Quade had noted from the moment Demetros appeared.
“Yes,” replied Quade. “And I guess we had better luck than the cops.”
Demetros raised his eyebrows. “Luck? All right, in here.” He pointed to a short flight of stairs which led to a saloon just below the level of the sidewalk.
There were two customers and a bartender in the saloon. The three looked at Demetros and his “guests” and went on with their conversation.
Demetros and Boston sat down. The gangster scowled at Quade. “Look, fella,” he said, “none of this business had really concerned you, so why do you have to butt in on it?”
“What about the lad in the Westfield jail who tried to stick a shiv into me?”
“You got out of that, so why don’t you take the hint and stay out of it today? You know, I never liked buttinskys. I know of a few out in the ocean with concrete on their feet.”
Quade grimaced. “As a purely hypothetical question, what’s your own interest in this thing?”
“I just finished a five-year stretch in Atlanta,” Demetros said. “I didn’t like it there and I don’t want to go back. Or worse.”
Quade considered that. It sounded reasonable enough, but still, just how much did Bill Demetros know? Quade cautiously ventured to find out. “You know that Wesley Peters was your brother?”
“Of course,” snapped Demetros. “The louse! How the hell do you suppose I got into this?”
“I see,” said Quade. “Well, I think I’ll be going now.”
Demetros slammed to his feet. “You ain’t going nowhere.”
It was a swell fight while it lasted. Charlie Boston was a howling terror. And Quade was no slouch himself. But the addition of the bartender and the two customers, who turned out to be pals of Bill Demetros, was too much. They and the weapons they brought into the fight, to wit: a couple of blackjacks, a bungstarter and a chair or two.
Regaining consciousness with a splitting headache, Quade groaned and sat up. For a moment he thought he was blinded but then he realized that he was in a dark room. He groped in his pockets and found matches. Striking one, he saw that he was in a dingy room, littered with old furniture, junk and kitchenware. From the rough beams overhead he guessed that it was the basement of the saloon in which they’d met their Waterloo.
Charlie Boston lay supine upon the floor near Quade. He was twitching and mumbling, although still unconscious.
Quade saw a cord dangling from an electric light bulb and pulled on it. To his satisfaction it sprang into light. He rose and stood for a moment, shaking his head to clear away the cobwebs. He ached in almost every muscle of his body. And his blue suit was now ripped in a dozen places.
There was a dirty sink at one side of the room, beside an old coal range. Quade went to it and ran water. He laved his hands and face, then caught a peek of himself in a cracked mirror over the sink. He grimaced when he saw the mouse under his right eye.
Charlie Boston was mumbling louder and Quade sloshed water on Boston’s face. The big fellow shuddered and sat up.
“What the hell!” he gasped as he looked around.
Quade grinned through split lips. “I thought you were a good fighter, Charlie.”
Boston swore. “Fists against fists I’d have licked all four of ’em by myself. But those blackjacks and that chair the bartender conked me with!”
“Pipe down,” Quade warned.
The thugs had neglected to search them, probably figuring on doing that later. Quade still had his wrist-watch. It showed one fifteen. “We’ve been out over an hour,” he said.
“And we’ll probably be ‘in’ here until tonight,” replied Boston. “Then we’ll go on a one-way ride.”
Quade looked around the room. There was a trapdoor overhead and he guessed that recalcitrant customers had on occasion been unceremoniously dropped through the floor. There was another door at one side of the room, which no doubt led to an outer corridor and upstairs. There were no windows in the cellar. The only ventilation in it came from a narrow vent which led into another part of the cellar. The air was dank and laden with a thousand old smells.
“Looks like they used to do the free lunch cooking here in the old days,” Quade observed. “And there’s an awful lot of trash.”
“You mean we could start a fire?”
“We’d probably be roasted by the time the fire department got here. Because I don’t think our friends upstairs would dash to our rescue in the event we fired the joint. No, it’s got to be something better than that.”
He began poking around things in a corner. Thoughtfully he prodded a sack of cement, then a smaller sack containing a white substance. “Lime and cement,” he commented. “The boys mix a bit of concrete now and then.”
“I got a hunch they don’t mix the concrete for no building work,” scowled Boston. “You heard what Demetros said about pouring it on guys’ feet.”
“I remember it well. But lime has many uses. You haven’t forgotten, Charlie, that I’ve read my encyclopedia from cover to cover. There are some mighty interesting things in it…. Ah!”
He brought up a sheet of tough fiber board. He broke off a corner, tested it with his tongue. “Sulphur it is, Charlie. They soak this fiber with it to make it tough and waterproof. Lot of these advertising signs that have to hang out in all sorts of weather are first soaked in it. There’s just one more thing I’d like to find. Look through those bottles around here and see if you can find a bit of ammonia.”
A fifteen-minute search failed to produce any ammonia. Quade sighed. “I’ll have to try it without the ammonia. Build a fire in the stove, Charlie, and hope the damn chimney still works.”
There were plenty of old boxes and other fire material in the room. Charlie Boston soon had a nice fire going in the old coal range.
Quade then broke up the fiber board into small pieces and put them in a big, old cooking pot.
“With better tools I could do a better job, but this will do,” he said to Boston. “If I’d only found some ammonia or naphtha we’d have had some real fun.”
The pot on the stove began giving off a strong, biting odor after a while. Boston sniffed it. “Damn me if it don’t smell like sulphur, Ollie.”
“It is. I tasted it. Sulphur melts at 113 degrees Centigrade and boils at 444. But I don’t think we can get up a hot enough fire here to boil it. But maybe that won’t be necessary.”
Inside of twenty minutes the pot on the stove was half-filled with a brownish-green liquid in which floated pieces of fiber. Quade fished out the fiber as well as he could, then drained the hot mixture through a handkerchief into another pan that Boston had washed in the sink.
He let the stuff cool for a while, then stirred lime into it. The mixture began bubbling but Quade worked cautiously and kept it from bursting into flames. Finally when the mixture was completed and cooling, he poured it out on a sheet of newspaper in thin strips.
“Now, Charlie,” he said, “don’t spit on those strips or there’ll be trouble.”
Quade carried a sliver of the stuff to the sink and tossed it in. There was water in the sink and the instant the sliver touched it, it exploded into a bright yellow flame.
“I’ll be damned,” said Boston.
“If we’d had naphtha,” said Quade, “I could have made Greek fire, the stuff the old-timers used in their wars. Thinking of Demetros gave me the idea. But this will suit our purpose.” He looked at his watch. “It’s after three. Time we got out of here. Tear yourself a leg from that old table there. You may have use for it.”
Taking the thin brittle strips of lime and sulphur, Quade stuffed them in the cracks of the door leading to the outer corridor. Boston helped him and soon the wide crack was stuffed completely around.
“This isn’t going to be a cinch, Charlie,” Quade said. “When that stuff starts burning it’s going to be just about hot enough to melt the hinges off. We’re going to have to smash down the door then and jump through a regular furnace. If there isn’t a staircase or a quick outlet on the other side of the door we’re going to get roasted alive.”
Charlie Boston scowled. “And if we stay here and wait for Demetros to get back it’s a tubful of cement on our feet. I’ll take a chance on the fire, Ollie.”
“All right then, get ready.”
Quade took a deep breath, then, with a pan of water in each hand, suddenly doused the sulphur-stuffed cracks of the door.
The result was astonishing. The sulphur and lime exploded into a roaring thread of bright yellow flame. The fire was so hot that it almost seared Quade’s face even though he sprang back quickly. The flame, he knew, was only a few hundred degrees cooler than an oxy-acetylene torch.
Quade and Boston waited at the far end of the room, shielding their faces with their arms. Now and then Quade peered over his arm. Finally, after about a minute, he said, “The hinges are gone now, Charlie. A good stiff wallop or two and the door’ll go down. Then we’ve got to make it. And keep your fingers crossed.”
Boston caught up the table leg he had torn off and leaped forward. He struck the door a mighty blow and it fell completely off its melted hinges, dropping out into the corridor.
“Let’s go!” cried Quade. He covered his face and leaped straight through the inferno of fire. Scorching heat seared through to his body. For a fraction of a second Quade thought he had lost, but then he stumbled on a stair and began scrambling up it. Behind him he heard Charlie Boston, scuffling and swearing. They fled up the stairs, the fire crackling behind them. Quade beat out sparks on his clothes and he knew that his hair and eyebrows were singed.
A door at the head of the stairs was closed but not locked. They tore it open and burst into the saloon where they had been defeated earlier in the day.
The bartender and one of the two men who had come to Demetros’ aid were the only occupants of the saloon. The fight this time was all in Quade’s favor, Charlie using the table leg to knock both of the utterly surprised men out of the way. He and Quade left the saloon inside of two minutes.
“The building’ll probably burn down,” he exclaimed outside. “But damned if I care.”
Their battered flivver was still around the corner. Demetros hadn’t had it removed. Quade and Boston climbed into it and in a few minutes were bowling north along Seventh Avenue.
It was almost six o’clock when they reached the Westfield Hotel. Dirty, their clothing scorched and torn and their hair singed, they caused the hotel room clerk to exclaim in horror when they entered. But they breezed past him to the elevator.
Quade was putting on a clean shirt when someone in the corridor began a sledge hammer tattoo on their door.
“Christopher Buck, the world’s greatest detective,” Quade remarked. “I recognize his gentle knocking.”
He let Buck into the room. “Where’ve you been?” Buck cried.
“Talking to Bill Demetros.”
“You got him?” Buck cried eagerly. “Where is he, in jail?”
“Not that I know of,” replied Quade. “Matter of fact we lost an argument with him.”
Buck saw the remnants of Quade’s blue suit on the floor. “You were in a fight!”
“No, I got the black eye from a canary. It kicked me.”
Boston came out of the bathroom, several strips of adhesive tape on his face. “You shoulda been along, Mr. Buck,” he grinned largely. “You would have enjoyed it.”
Buck shuddered. “I abhor physical violence. A man with brains doesn’t have to resort to it.”
“Brains?” exclaimed Boston. “Man, where we were your brains would have got you a concrete block.”
Christopher Buck wrapped himself into knots and dropped into a chair. “What’re you going to do next, Quade?” he asked.
“Gather in the murderer,” Quade replied bluntly. “Before there is another killing.”
The telephone tingled. Quade picked it up.
“This is Felix Renfrew,” said an excited voice. “I’m over here at the bus station. I just got in. I’ve got something very important to tell you.”
“Come right over,” Quade told him. He hung up the receiver and turned to Buck. “Sorry, but I’m having a visitor. You’ll excuse me, won’t you?”
Buck scowled. “Holding out again, huh?”
“Look,” said Quade, exasperated. “You’ve fooled around on this case long enough. Your client is dead, so why the hell don’t you take a powder?”
Buck blustered but Quade shoved him through the door. Quade turned to Boston, his eyes gleaming. “This thing is breaking fast, Charlie. Felix Renfrew is coming up here. I think he’s going to give me the proof I’ve been trying to get.”
“That Demetros knocked off young Lanyard? Hell, I knew that long ago.”
Five minutes passed, but Felix Renfrew did not show up. Quade fidgeted. “Wonder if Buck ran into him and bought him off to spill it to him. That man would do almost anything to get credit for breaking a case.” He held up a hand suddenly. “Listen, isn’t that a police siren? Lord, I wonder…”
Quade bounded off the bed and out of the room. He took the stairs to the first floor, three at a time, and burst through the lobby. People were rushing by on the street, heading for a spot in the next block where a large crowd had gathered. Quade caught hold of a man’s arm. “What’s happened?”
“Man’s been shot!”
It was Renfrew, of course. Quade found Chief of Police Costello and his entire force herding the curious back from the huddled body.
Costello was very unhappy. “More killings!” he snapped. “It’s getting to be an epidemic around here.”
“How’d it happen?”
“No one seems to know exactly. He was crossing the street and someone took a shot at him from an automobile. Only one or two people around and they thought at first the noise was just a backfire. Only natural. Up to now, people haven’t been in the habit of firing off guns on our Main Street. What happened to you?”
Quade touched the mouse under his eye. “I got tough to the wrong man. Well, you still satisfied that Bob Lanyard committed suicide?”
The chief cursed roundly. “I been out to the Lanyard house. The old man and his daughter claim it was murder. This Renfrew killing makes me wonder now.”
Quade saw the lank figure of Christopher Buck forcing through the crowd and slipped away. He walked to the hotel and climbed into his disreputable flivver.
Ten minutes later he rang the bell at the Lanyard home.
“Miss Lois Lanyard,” he said to the butler.
“I’m sorry, she’s not at home.”
Quade frowned. “Mr. Lanyard then.”
The butler led Quade into the living-room where Guy Lanyard was sitting by the rear window, moodily looking out toward the dog kennels.
“Where’d Lo — Miss Lanyard go?”
“To the dog show. I thought it best for them to get out for a while.”
“Them?”
“She and Jessie both went. Poor girls.”
Quade left abruptly and drove to the dog show — fast. It was around dinnertime and attendance was slight. Quade went swiftly from aisle to aisle but saw neither Lois nor Jessie Lanyard. He did, however, run into Freddie Bartlett. The wealthy playboy gritted his teeth at sight of Quade. “Here you are, I’ve been looking for you all day.” Freddie spoke as he would to a servant.
“The hell you have,” snapped Quade. “Where’s Miss Lanyard and her sister-in-law?”
“What business is it of yours?” sneered Bartlett. “You’ve been around them just about enough. I was looking for you today to see that you didn’t annoy any of us any longer.”
“Oh, hell!” snorted Quade. “Are you going to try to lick me?”
“Someone seems to have started the job,” Bartlett said ominously, “but I’m going to finish it. You didn’t know I was light-heavyweight champion of my university, did you?”
Quade sighed, stepped forward and smashed Bartlett a terrific blow on the point of the jaw. Bartlett staggered back against a dog partition. His eyes rolled wildly as he struggled to keep his feet.
“So you want to fight?” Quade asked. He lashed out with a left hook, and Freddie Bartlett hit the wooden partition and slid down it to a sitting position. He wasn’t out, but he sat there goggle-eyed. “And now,” Quade said, “where’s Lois?”
Bartlett looked up stupidly. “I–I don’t know,” he mumbled. “They were here, then they said they were going for a drive up River Road. Jessie said something about going where it was quiet. Woods down there—”
Quade left Bartlett sitting there. He dashed to the exit of the building, then on sudden impulse ran back. He found the Old English sheep dog aisle and stepped into one of the stalls, the one occupied by Oscar, Lois’ first-prize winner.
The dog was a bit skittish, but Quade spoke soothingly to it and unchained it. Leading it by the chain, he started again for the exit.
The show secretary was coming in just then. “Here, here, you!” he cried. “You can’t do that.”
Quade did not even answer. He brushed the man aside and rushed out to his car. He put the dog in the front seat and climbed in beside it. In a moment he was scooting out of the fair grounds.
Quade didn’t know the section of the country around Westfield, but during the last few days he’d seen the river several times and instinctively headed toward it. The road beside it was a winding one. There were a few houses and farms on both sides of the road, near town, but when he got out a mile or two, the farms gave way to thick woods. Quade cursed furiously. There was no fencing along the side of the road and every now and then there was a winding wooded lane or road, cutting off from the main drive. Jessie and Lois could have turned down any of these roads and he would miss them.
Quade stopped the flivver beside a small road and listened. There were fresh tire tracks leading into the road, but it did not necessarily mean anything. This was a populated country and someone used these roads every day. He stepped on the starter, but suddenly switched it off again. He strained his ears, but heard nothing. The dog beside him growled deep in his throat. Quade looked at it and his eyes flashed.
“Bark!” he cried, in a sudden command. The dog was startled and barked warningly. “Louder!” Quade cried, making a pass at the dog. The dog barked and bared his teeth threateningly.
And then Quade heard it — a wolf-like howl rising to a mournful note and dying out. It came from the woods ahead and not so far away. Quickly Quade stepped on the starter of the flivver and slipped the gears into second. He stepped on the throttle and the car leaped into the narrow winding road.
As he drove he bore down on the horn. The noise excited the dog beside him even more and it barked. And from ahead, came the answering howl of a dog. The flivver burst into a clearing and Quade brought it to a stop in a cloud of dust. Ahead was a bright yellow roadster, Lois’ own car. Oscar, the sheep dog, began barking excitedly and tried to get out of the car. Quade sighed in relief, kicked the door open beside the dog.
He saw the girls then. They were in the back of the clearing, near an old stone house. Jessie had the big Eskimo dog with her. It was bristling at the approach of the sheep dog and Jessie had to speak to it to keep it from attacking the woolly as the latter bounded across the clearing to his mistress.
“Hello, there!” Lois called as Quade approached. “How’d you happen to find us?”
Quade jerked his head toward the husky. “The dog. He howled.”
Lois looked at him in surprise. “You mean you recognized his howl? But you’ve only seen him once or twice.”
“I know, but this happens to be the only dog in this neighborhood that doesn’t bark. You’re a dog raiser; you ought to know that an Eskimo dog, being descended from the wolf, does not bark — he howls.”
“The Human Encyclopedia himself,” said Jessie.
Quade looked at her. Jessie was unsmiling. “Yes,” he said. “I got that information out of the encyclopedia. It was a good thing to know.”
“We were just about to start home,” said Lois. “Jessie wanted to explore this old house first. It’s deserted.”
“Some other time,” said Quade. “Let’s go back to Westfield now.”
“Why, has something happened?” Lois’ eyes clouded.
“I’ll tell you later,” Quade held out his hand to Jessie. “Let me have your bag.”
Her eyes widened, but he took the handbag firmly from her grasp. It was heavy and he could feel the outline of something hard in it.
Lois’ forehead was creased as they walked to the cars. Something seemed to be annoying her. Quade’s rudeness, no doubt. At the car he maneuvered to hand Jessie into the seat first, then took hold of Lois’ elbow.
“I’ll drive,” he said firmly.
He handed her into the car, then stowed the two dogs into the rumble seat, chaining each to a side, so they would not be forced together too much.
Quade walked around and slipped in under the wheel. He could feel Jessie beside him, her body tensed. She knew that he knew.
No one said a word until they reached the Lanyard house.
“Your father’s in the living-room,” he suggested, guessing that the old man would still be by the window overlooking the dog kennels. He was. By the look on Guy Lanyard’s face Quade knew that he had guessed the truth during his absence.
“Renfrew, Wesley Peters’ pal, is dead,” Quade said.
Lois gasped. “Dead!”
“The police captured this Demetros,” said Guy Lanyard. “Costello phoned just a few minutes ago. He resisted and is in a bad way. Probably won’t live. He’d come to Westfield to—”
Lois suddenly looked sharply at her sister-in-law. “Jessie,” she said slowly, “who was that dark man you talked to at the dog show this morning? I asked you about him before and you didn’t answer.”
“I’m going to my room,” Jessie said.
Guy Lanyard looked at Quade. The latter held his gaze for a moment, then looked at Jessie’s handbag in his right hand. He extended it to her. “Here’s your bag.”
Jessie’s teeth were sunk into her lower lip. She took the bag, turned and walked out of the room. Quade heard her heels as they clicked on the stairs going up.
“Thank God you got to Lois in time,” Guy Lanyard said.
Lois turned to Quade. “What does he mean? What’s the matter with her? Why wouldn’t she answer me about that man? Was he…?”
There was a sharp explosion upstairs. Quade relaxed. Guy Lanyard slumped into his chair.
“It’s best this way,” Quade said.
“That was a shot!” cried Lois. Her eyes were wide. “Jessie! Jessie!”
An hour later Quade dropped wearily onto the bed in his room at the Westfield Hotel. Charlie sat on the other bed, biting his fingernails. “The dame!” he swore. “You knew it was her all the time!”
“Not all the time, Charlie. She fooled me there at the start. That confession of hers. It was on the level and that’s what threw me off the track.
“If she’d stopped with Peters’ death she’d probably have got away with it.”
“What mistakes did she make?” asked Boston. “I didn’t get any. Hell, I never even suspected her.”
“But I knew she killed her husband the minute I read the suicide note he was supposed to have left. Remember what it said? ‘Forgive me for making this exit.’ Making an exit is an actor’s expression. Bob might conceivably have picked up such a phrase from his wife, but his speech ordinarily was scholastic and precise. In his most tragic moment he would not have used slang.
“But aside from the note, Jessie gave herself away by killing Bob in the dog kennels. Remember the layout?”
Boston considered that for a moment, then shook his head. “What’s wrong with that layout? She didn’t want to kill him in the house maybe on account of the noise.”
“It would have been far safer for her to have done so. Don’t you see, Charlie? The dogs are loose in their kennels. She could have forced Bob past the pointers, but after shooting him she could never have gone back that way. The pointer, Duke, would have torn her to pieces. Dogs smell blood quickly and sense death. And Bob probably cried out when she shot him. No, after shooting him she left by way of the husky kennels, her own dogs.
“Get it now. No one could have killed Bob and left by the pointer kennels. And only Jessie could leave by the Eskimo kennels. Those dogs are half wild and in the middle of the night would have attacked anyone but their mistress. So it had to be Jessie.”
“I’ll be damned!” exclaimed Boston. “But did she have to kill Bob?”
“Perhaps, perhaps not. But one murder leads to another and after she killed Peters she had to kill her husband. You see, Jessie made her big mistake years ago when she tried to throw over Bill Demetros. Demetros wasn’t the sort of man who liked his women to leave him, at least not until he was through with them. And he wasn’t through with Jessie. She changed her name, but Bill would have caught up with her probably, except the Government caught up with him about then and sent him on that five-year visit to Atlanta.
“Then Jessie got into that show with Wes Peters. That was a bad break for her, because he turned out to be Bill Demetros’ brother. When Jessie found out she threw him over. Or maybe she met Bob Lanyard about that time. Lanyard meant real dough to her. And safety.
“She married Bob. And then it turned out that Peters, even though he was supposedly not like his gangster brother, was even worse. He blackmailed Jessie about her former association with a gangster and threatened always to tell Bill where she was unless she paid plenty.”
“You mean she paid heavy sugar just to keep that rat Peters from writing his brother that Jessie had married a rich guy?” demanded Charlie.
“That’s about the size of it. Jessie knew Bill pretty well. She knew that he would get word to some of his pals on the outside and it would be too bad for her. So she paid off… and then Bill got out. Inasmuch as Wes had played around with his brother’s girl he figured he’d better skip. He needed money for that. So he went to his mint, Jessie, and demanded one last big roll.
“She couldn’t get enough money. So she gave Peters that thousand that was on him when he was found dead and stalled him. She got an opportunity and gave him a lead slug instead of more money. She might even have taken to carrying the gun figuring to kill herself with it. But when she got such a swell chance in the dog show she up and let him have it.
“It was her first murder and she was pretty shaky about it, so when we went after her hot and heavy there at the start, she broke down, admitted it. Then when her husband tried to take the blame and she saw that no one really wanted to believe she had done it, she began covering up.
“But Bill Demetros must’ve got to her, because all of a sudden I found Demetros on her side. Which wasn’t at all according to Hoyle. Took me a little time to figure out. Demetros had been away for five years and I imagine his lawyers and fixers had come pretty high, so the old safety deposit box was probably pretty empty. He knew Jessie was scared stiff of him. So he showed her how she could come into a big chunk of dough and by splitting with him, live to spend it.
“It was smart figuring on Demmy’s part. By knocking off her husband Jessie could come into a half million or so. Then Lois happened to see Jessie with Demetros and questioned her. That made Lois next on her list. I didn’t know the reason when I went after Lois and Jessie today, but I knew Jessie was desperate and I wasn’t taking chances on Lois being the next victim.”
“That all sounds pretty straight,” said Boston. “But where’d this guy Renfrew fit into the picture?”
“Renfrew finally figured out Wes Peters’ soft thing, or maybe he didn’t see it until after we told him about it. Anyway, he suddenly got the bright idea of taking up where Wes left off, not knowing that Demetros had shuffled a new deal. Renfrew phoned Jessie to put the squeeze on her. Which signed his death warrant. Demetros got to him and told him a few things and then Renfrew got panicky and wanted to come to me, to blow up the thing and save his life. So Demmy killed him.”
“Uh-huh,” said Boston. “What about Lois’ romance you busted up?”
Quade’s ears turned red. “Why, she gave me an invitation to come out some time — What the hell you grinning about, you big ape?”
“Nothing,” said Boston, his face as sober as a Kansas prohibitionist’s.

Death Sits Down

It was dark in the stock room. The murderer pulled on a string that dangled before him and a bulb overhead bathed him with yellow, malignant light. The murderer wanted his victim to see his face before he struck.
The murderer said, “Do you know who I am, John Hocker?”
John Hocker lifted his scared face from the rifle that was pressing into his stomach and looked into the face of the murderer. He gasped. “You! How did you get here?”
“That’s too long a story to tell,” replied the murderer. “In about ten minutes things are going to happen in the plant of the Bartlett Cash Register Company and my presence will be required to play an active part in those things. I thought, though, that I’d kill you first.”
John Hocker trembled even more than he had when the murderer had stepped out of the deeper gloom of an aisle a moment ago and thrust the gun into his middle. “You can’t kill me!” he cried, hysterically. “I’ve never done anything to you. There’s no reason—”
“There are half a million reasons,” said the murderer. “All of them dollars.”
Then he pulled the trigger and the steel-jacketed slug tore into John Hocker’s entrails, smashed his spine and thudded into a packing case behind, where it hit a cash register and made a metallic “ting.”
Hocker was dead before his body thudded to the concrete floor. But, just to make sure, the murderer put the rifle to the dead man’s head and pulled the trigger a second time.
Then he walked coolly to another aisle. He lifted a board from a packing case and stuck the rifle into the box. He then peeled off a cheap pair of canvas gloves and tossed them in on top of the rifle. After that he replaced the board on the case.
He moved unhurriedly. The two rifle shots had made plenty of noise but the doors of the stock room were thick. And the murderer knew that no one should be in adjoining rooms. Everyone in the great plant of the Bartlett Cash Register Company should be elsewhere at this moment. For the reason the murderer had hinted to John Hocker before he had blasted him into eternity.
The joke was really on Oliver Quade. Only he didn’t know it. He thought it was on the employees of the Bartlett Cash Register Company. A couple of hundred of them were gathered in the big plant recreation room.
Quade chuckled as he climbed up on a bench and looked out over a sea of faces. They thought he was going to entertain them. Well, he was, but they were going to pay for it. He didn’t know what these two hundred men knew.
He began talking in his normal speaking voice. It was like the roar of an angry surf.
“I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia,” Quade boomed. “I have the greatest brain in the country. I know the answers to all questions. I know physics as well as Einstein, I know history better than Ridpath and I know more about economics than Professor Lemo.
“What? You don’t believe it? Try me out. Ask me a question, someone. On any subject. History, science, mathematics, sports… You!” He stabbed a forefinger at an open-mouthed worker. “Ask me any question, sir — about the cash register business, if you like.”
The man flushed at being singled out of the crowd, but he attempted a swagger. “Uh, all right, who invented the cash register?”
“James Ritty, of Ohio,” Quade shot back. “He received a patent for it in 1879. Someone else now, ask me any question.”
“Who was Robert Raikes?” someone yelled.
Quade grinned. “The father of the Sunday School. He started the first one in Gloucester, England, in 1780… Next!”
“What is aphasia?” someone asked.
“Speechlessness.”
Then came a good one. “What is althing?”
Quade threw up his hands. “I defy anyone but the asker to answer that one. Is althing something to eat, wear, ride, or is it a city, river or mountain?”
Three or four persons made guesses but Quade shook his head each time.
“Althing is the name for the parliament of the Kingdom of Iceland. It was formed in the year 930 and has been in existence ever since except for a short period from 1798 to 1874.”
The questions came fast and furious after that. And Quade shot back the answers. The working men asked the distance to the sun and moon, the batting averages of different baseball players; historical dates and scientific questions. Quade answered them all. Then suddenly he called a dramatic halt.
“That’ll be all the questions for the moment. Now, I’ll show you how you can all learn for yourselves the answers to questions anyone can put to you.” He stopped and opened a valise. He brought out a thick volume and waved it aloft. “It’s all here, the knowledge of the ages, condensed, classified. The Compendium of Human Knowledge, the greatest, most authoritative—”
Then a bell drowned out Oliver Quade’s voice. It roared its stentorian metallic clangor in the recreation room and in every room and building of the huge Bartlett Cash Register Company plant.
Quade scowled and waited for the noise to subside. It didn’t for a full thirty seconds. By then Quade had lost his audience. The two-hundred-odd men in the room had gathered into clumps and when the bell stopped they all seemed to be talking at once, loudly.
Quade caught two words. He leaped down and caught a man’s arm. “What do you mean—‘sit down’?”
“That bell,” the man replied. “We been waitin’ for it. It’s the signal for our strike. We’re sitting down now — until we win!”
Quade gasped. “Sit-down strike! You mean everyone here’s going to sit down?”
“You bet; three hundred of us. And a thousand outside, to make sure no damn strike breakers get in here.”
“Excuse me,” said Quade. “I just remembered I’ve got to see a dog about a man.” He tossed the book into his valise, caught it up and left the building hurriedly.
Then he saw the reason for the throngs that had been on the street outside, a half hour ago, when he’d entered the plant of the Bartlett Cash Register Company. They were strikers. They carried placards now, all reading:
BARTLETT CASH REGISTER COMPANY
ON STRIKE
There were plenty of men inside the grounds. None molested Quade. Not until he got near the front gate. He found it closed, locked with a padlock. “Hey,” he said to a man standing nearby. “I’ve got to get outside.”
“A quitter, huh!”
“I’m not an employee!” howled Quade. “I’m a salesman who happened to be on the grounds. I want to get out of here.”
“You mean you’re a company spy. You want to make a report to the bosses. Well, you’re just out of luck. We’ve chased the bosses out of the grounds. There ain’t no one comin’ in or goin’ out. Not until the strike’s settled. See those boys outside? They’re to keep quitters inside as well as strike breakers out. Some of ’em’d be downright mad at anyone who tried to leave these grounds. You figure you’d like to go argue with them?”
Quade saw the belligerent faces of several strikers. He shook his head. “I guess not,” he said. “But look, who’s running things in here? I’d like to talk to him.”
“I ain’t sayin’ who is and who ain’t, but maybe Steve Murphy could tell you who’s running things.”
Quade sized up the layout. The plant of the Bartlett Cash Register Company occupied perhaps five acres. The building was set back from the street a considerable distance and there was more than a hundred feet of open ground all around. A high, barbed-wire-topped steel fence ran completely around the grounds. And it was entirely surrounded by pickets.
He went back to the recreation room. “Who’s Steve Murphy?” he asked a sit-down striker.
The man looked around the room. “That’s him over there, the fat guy with the red hair.”
Steve Murphy was a former prize fighter who had gone to fat. He stood five feet six and weighed over 200 pounds.
“What do you want?” he barked.
“I’m Oliver Quade. You heard me a little while ago, making that spiel. I don’t work here. I just happened to be here when the strike was called. Naturally I want to get out of here.”
“So do we; we’re losing money every minute we strike. Maybe we’ll lose the strike and our jobs. But that ain’t gonna stop us. We’re going to stick it out. We knew this strike was being pulled and we got food here for a month if necessary. Those two cars that were backed in on the siding this morning, they’re full of supplies. So, buddy, you just sit tight with us. Ain’t no one comin’ in and no one goin’ out. That’s the rules.”
“Who makes the rules for you?”
“Union headquarters.”
“And who’s the head of your union? I want to see him.”
“That’s Gaylord. But you can’t see him. He’s on the outside, doing the negotiating with the bosses. He’s smart, Gaylord is.”
“But there must be someone in charge of the five hundred men in here.”
“There is. We figured this thing out beforehand and we organized the men into companies of 75 each. I’m a company commander.”
“And who’s the general?”
“Olinger. Bob Olinger. He’s the big boss on the inside. He tells us captains what to do.”
“Then Olinger is the man I want to see. Where’ll I find him?”
“In the office.”
The Chief of the sit-down strikers was about thirty-one. He ran a lathe in the machine shop, but if you met him outside the plant you’d probably have guessed him to be a lawyer. He was lean almost to the point of emaciation. He wore glasses, had an unruly mop of hair and a prominent nose.
“Your face is unfamiliar,” he said to Oliver Quade. “How do you happen to be inside this plant?”
“Ah,” said Quade, “that’s the crux of the whole situation. I’m not a Bartlett employee and I don’t want to be in this plant. I want out — in the worst way.”
“The worst way would be on a stretcher. You probably mean the best way.” He smiled at his own wit.
“You bandy words,” retorted Quade. “You shouldn’t do that with me. I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
“And what is a human encyclopedia?”
“Me. I know the answers to all questions. I’ve read the encyclopedia, twenty-four volumes of them, from cover to cover, four times.”
“How interesting. I knew a man who read Gone With The Wind standing up.”
“He doesn’t belong in my club. Now how about it — do I get a safe conduct pass through the lines?”
“No. This strike is the culmination of weeks of planning. Every man here signed up for the duration of the siege. We made an agreement among us; not a man leaves and none comes in. No matter who.”
“But you can tell your men I’m not one of you. That I’m an innocent bystander.”
“About the innocent part I can’t be sure. You’re a glib sort, Quade. You might be one of those human encyclopedias. Again, you might be a company spy. I couldn’t take the chance. Stick around.”
Quade groaned. “How long is the strike apt to last?”
Olinger shrugged. “Who knows? Old Bartlett and his directors are a mighty stubborn lot. We wouldn’t be on strike if they weren’t. It’s all up to them. Bartlett’s got spies all through the plant. And now, if you’ll excuse me…”
Quade turned to leave the office. Halfway to the door he stopped. “Perhaps,” he said, “the strike won’t be so bad.”
The inspiration for the comment was a girl. She stood in the open doorway, looking questioningly at Quade. He grinned. She was a darned pretty girl. Take away that denim work apron and turn a few beauticians loose on her for an hour and she’d be ready for a picture that would make a society editor really mean it when he wrote: “Beautiful deb.”
“Ruth,” Olinger said, “I thought you were going to leave the plant?”
“You thought wrong, Bob,” said the girl. “Every girl in my department stuck, so I stuck with them!”
Olinger sighed. “All right, but please remember the rules. The women are to remain on the second floor. We don’t want any spies to tell stories about immoralities and orgies and such. It would hurt our cause… Uh, this is Mr. Quade. Miss Ruth Larson.”
“You’re the spellbinder who was giving the men in the recreation room cat fits a while ago,” said Ruth Larson. “The word got up to us. When you get a few minutes come upstairs and amuse the female sitter-downers.”
“Is there any money among them? I seldom talk without a monetary audience.”
The office door slammed open and another girl burst in. She was as frightened as Quade ever hoped to see anyone. “Bob!” she cried. “There’s a dead man in the stock room! He’s been shot!”
“Shot?” cried Bob Olinger, aghast. “What do you mean, Martha?”
“I almost stepped on him!” the girl babbled. “It was horrible!”
She swayed and Quade leaped to her side. He caught her and helped her to a swivel chair. Bob Olinger and Ruth Larson gathered around.
“I went into the stock room and there he was lying — in that pool of blood!”
“Don’t talk about it now,” said Olinger. “I’ll go see what’s what. Ruth, stay here with Martha.”
Olinger did not go directly to the stock room. He went out into the plant first and gathered together four men, his strike captains.
The dead man in the stock room lay between two rows of crates containing cash registers, ready for shipment. The body lay face downward.
Olinger, his lips a straight line, turned the body over with his foot. Then he recoiled.
“It’s Mr. Hocker!”
“Hocker?” cried the ex-prizefighter, Murphy. “You mean Hocker, one of the bosses?” He sounded very awed.
“Yes. The vice-president.”
Pete Walsh, one of the strike captains, grunted. “Something screwy about this. Bob, I thought you herded out all the office gang.”
“I did, but naturally, we didn’t count each one. Hocker must have been out in the plant at the time.”
“Which was unfortunate for him,” said Oliver Quade. “And for you, too.”
Olinger looked dully at Quade for a moment, then suddenly he gasped.
“We’ll be blamed! They’ll say one of us murdered him. It’ll lick us!”
“What do you mean, lick us?” snarled Ford Smith, an unshaven wild-eyed man of about thirty. “You hardly ever see a big strike without someone getting hurt.” At the moment Ford Smith looked very much like a soapbox orator inciting a crowd.
Olinger’s eyes glinted. “Cut out that kind of talk! If the men hear you they’ll do things. Every man in this plant was picked for the sit-down part of it because he agreed to play a passive part. I’ll stand for no rioting, no sabotage. Get that, all of you!” He glared around the circle composed of Steve Murphy, Pete Walsh, Ford Smith and Henry Jackson — his four strike captains.
“Don’t look at me!” growled Pete Walsh. “I didn’t kill this bozo.” Walsh was young, too, about thirty-five. Quade, sizing him up, guessed that he could make things very interesting for Murphy, the ex-prizefighter.
Henry Jackson, the last member of the group, was of a different mold. He was a dour-looking man, his tight-lipped mouth grimly set. Quade sympathized with the strike leader, Olinger. The workers had elected him leader, probably because he had a reputation for integrity and intelligence. But they had played him a scurvy trick in the selection of his four captains.
Quade said, “You’ve still got a corpse. What’re you going to do about it?”
Olinger clenched his fists. “We’ve got to notify the police and they’ll come here in swarms. The newspaper publicity resulting from it’ll ruin us.”
“If we lose now,” said Jackson, “we’re licked for good. We’ll never get the set-up we had this time.”
“The blood hasn’t congealed yet,” said Quade. “That means he was killed during the past half-hour — since the sit-down.”
“You would make it worse,” groaned Olinger. “Well, we’ve got to decide what to do.”
“If you find the murderer—” Quade began, but Ford Smith snarled at him:
“You keep your trap shut. You’ve got no business here in the first place. And anyway, I’ve got my suspicions about you.”
“And I’ve got mine about you!” snapped Quade.
Olinger said, “I don’t want news of this to get out. Quade, you’re in this, so stick around. Jackson, what do you think we’d better do?”
“What else is there to do? As strikers, we’re within our rights. Covering up a murder — no!” Jackson looked as if he’d been expecting the worst to happen and now felt justified.
“I don’t agree with you, Henry,” cut in Pete Walsh. “We tell the cops right now and we might just as well walk out of here. Call the strike off.”
“And you, Smith, what’s your opinion?” asked Olinger.
“I say bury him and keep our mouths shut!”
Olinger looked questioningly at Steve Murphy.
“I side with Jackson.”
Olinger sighed. “That’s two for and two against. Which leaves the deciding vote up to me. All my life I’ve been a law-abiding person. But the folks in this plant voted me their leader; they’re counting on me to see them through. I can’t let them down. While I’m absolutely in favor of keeping within the law, this time I’ve got to go against it. We keep this quiet and go on with the strike!”
Walsh and Smith nodded agreement. Murphy and Jackson sulked for a while, but finally agreed to abide by the decision of the majority.
Olinger said to Quade, then: “And you, Quade, unless you want to be locked up in some store room somewhere, you’ll promise to keep your mouth shut?”
“I’m the world’s greatest talker — when I’m paid to talk,” retorted Quade. “But no being paid, there’s a zipper on my mouth. But what about the girls?”
“I think I can count on them not to talk,” Olinger said.
Pete Walsh winked at the others. Olinger saw the wink and reddened. “Let’s get back to our business!” he snapped. “Walsh, you and Jackson remove — this! Hide the body in a box somewhere!”
“Not me,” said Walsh, backing away. “I’ll touch ’em when they’re alive and I’ll sling ’em around when they’re sick, but when they’re dead, Mrs. Walsh’s boy, Peter, don’t touch them!”
“You big cream-puff!” snorted Ford Smith. “I’ll help Steve.”
The others returned to the office. Quade looked out of the front window. The office was on the second floor and afforded an excellent view of the street. Scores of pickets were parading back and forth outside the fence and across the street several hundred sympathizers stood and watched. In between them and the pickets, on the street, patrolled fifty or sixty uniformed policemen, all with pistols belted on the outside of their uniforms.
Beyond the street, approximately a hundred yards from the cash register plant office was a three-story brick building. In an upper window a man was waving a couple of white flags on short poles.
“Man over there, signaling, Olinger,” Quade remarked.
Olinger came swiftly to the window. “That’s headquarters. We’ve disconnected the phones.” He watched quietly for a while, then said, “It’s Gaylord, boys. He says Bartlett’s having a powwow with the mayor and the city officials. He’ll let us know the results.”
Steve Murphy’s piggish eyes, almost concealed in his fat cheeks, gleamed. “Ain’t the conference private?”
Olinger grinned. “We’ve got a spy in the mayor’s office.”
Ford Smith, who had just come in, looked nastily at Quade. “And I’ll bet a dime there’s spies in here, too!”
“Mr. Smith,” Quade said bluntly, “I don’t think I like you!”
“I’ll hold your coat, Smith,” jeered big Pete Walsh.
But Ford Smith did not want to fight Quade. He glowered at him and retreated. Quade looked out of the windows again. “Better break out your flags, Olinger. Gaylord wants to know if things are O.K. over here?”
Olinger looked at Quade in astonishment. “How do you know?”
“I understand the code.”
“No,” said Olinger. “You don’t understand that code. It’s not the regular Semaphore code.”
“I know that,” replied Quade. “It’s the old Prussian Army code. The one they used so effectively during the Franco-Prussian War. It’s practically obsolete today, which is why you and Gaylord studied it, I suppose.” He grinned. “You remember I told you I was the Human Encyclopedia. I know everything.”
Olinger got a couple of white flags from a desk drawer. “You know too much, Quade. Would you mind leaving this room, now? I want to talk to Gaylord, privately!”
“I’ll go see how the boys in the back room are making out.”
They were making out all right. Quade found poker games going on in almost every room of the plant. There were plenty of checker boards in sight, too; even chess. The recreation room was the scene of a tremendous crap game. Everyone seemed to be in high spirits. It was the first afternoon of the strike.
At five o’clock Olinger announced that the mayor’s conference had broken up in a disagreement. Bartlett and his officials had decided to fight the strike. There was much cursing at that. Olinger stilled it by announcing there would be a dance immediately after supper. “But we’ll keep it in this recreation room!” he warned.
There was a big cafeteria in the plant for it was located out of the city a ways; the strikers had taken it over and drawn lots as to who would cook. There was plenty of food, well-cooked.
Later, the fifty female sit-down strikers came down from the second floor. There were musicians and musical instruments.
Quade did not dance. He wasn’t in the mood. This plant, he felt, was a smoldering volcano. The body of John Hocker was hidden in a packing box in the stock room, an overt move outside the plant, anything, might be a spark that would set off the volcano.
Around eight-thirty, a man came into the recreation room, whispered in Bob Olinger’s ear. Olinger left the room, and returned fifteen minutes later, his forehead furrowed. Quade saw him whisper to Murphy, Walsh, Smith and Jackson, in turn. They left the room with extravagant casualness. Quade slipped after them.
“You stay here!” snapped Smith.
“Oh, let him come along,” said Olinger. “He’s in as deep as us.”
They went to the office, and Olinger got out the signal flags, wigwagged rapidly for five minutes. Then he stopped to watch the windows across the street…
“Bartlett claims we’re holding Hocker a prisoner here,” Olinger reported. “Says Hocker was in the plant today. His family claims he never came home from the office. They want us to let the police in here.”
“Nothing doing!” cried Walsh. “If we’re in this so deep, let’s fight it out.”
“We’ll have to,” said Olinger. “We couldn’t let them find Hocker’s body after denying that he was here.” Olinger signaled the refusal. Then he turned around.
“Gaylord’ll keep them out. He realizes the importance of not letting the police crash in here. But the Bartlett officials voted to fight us. Hocker, who’s dead, was ordinarily sympathetic to our cause. Samuel Sharp, the next biggest stockholder after Bartlett, is inactive in the business. Besides, he’s in New York. Cassoway, the treasurer, is on the fence. So when Hocker was killed, our cause was hurt. Now, Bartlett says he’ll not even arbitrate until we leave the plant.
“If we leave, we’re licked. Bartlett’d get in a flock of strikebreakers. If we last two weeks, we can win. There’s talk that the company isn’t any too well fixed. If we hold up production for two weeks, Bartlett will surrender on our terms. He can’t stand a shutdown more than that. The orders the company has will go to a competitor.”
“Say, Bartlett could shut up this business right now and never have to worry about the rent,” Walsh growled. “I see by the paper the other day where that dizzy daughter of his is figuring on marrying herself a phony duke.”
Something clicked in Oliver Quade’s brain. With one of the finest memories in existence, he never forgot a name or face and yet… a while ago he had seen a face and had not been able to identify it. But now he knew…
Quade slipped out of the office and returned to the recreation room. Many of the strikers had retired for the night, but there were still quite a few dancers there. Ruth Larson was among them.
Quade went up to her. “Would you mind stepping aside with me?”
“Why, Mr. Quade!” she mocked him. “It’s against the rules to go out on the veranda.”
“I know it — Miss Bartlett!”
She caught her breath. “How did you know?”
“I saw your picture in a newspaper, once. I never forget a face, and when one of the lads mentioned Bartlett’s daughter being in Europe, I tumbled to your name. Why—”
She colored. “A lark, I guess you’d call it.”
“No. I wouldn’t. Ruth Bartlett wouldn’t work in her father’s plant. How long — a month?”
“Two.”
“Bob Olinger?”
She bit her lip. Then, “Yes, he’s the reason. I met him three months ago at a schoolmate’s home. I was just one of several rich girls there, to him. He couldn’t tell one of us from another, but I—”
“So you got a job here, where you’d see him. Your father know?”
“Oh, no! He thinks I’m in Europe. A girl chum of mine sends him a telegram every week, signing my name. No one here knows me, none of the office help or the officials.”
“No.” She looked down at her denim work apron. “There are four hundred girls in this plant. Half of them dress like this. In the assembly room where I work, there are a hundred girls. We work alike, look alike, and none of the officials ever look close at a factory hand.”
Quade shook his head. “But why’d you stay here?”
Before she could answer, Pete Walsh bore down on them. “Time to break up,” he said, “Olinger’s orders.”
Quade watched her walk off.
In the machine shops Quade found a couple of hundred folding cots, already set up. He appropriated one, loosened his shoe laces and stretched out. He was asleep in a few minutes.
Breakfast consisted of coffee and bread.
Having eaten, Quade went to the office on the second floor. He found Olinger and his four captains holding a council of war.
“I judge by your faces the strike isn’t going so good this morning,” he greeted the strikers.
“It’s now 7:30,” said Olinger. “In twenty minutes a force of strikebreakers will try to crash through the line. They’ll be escorted by a hundred special deputies and police. There’re eight hundred of our men outside those gates, besides a thousand sympathizers. They don’t intend to let those strikebreakers through the gates.”
Quade whistled. “Does Bartlett know of your attitude?”
“Gaylord — across the street — warned him. Bartlett’s gotten in touch with the governor. The governor has refused to act until the sheriff requests it. Sheriff Spiess is a fool. He thinks we’re bluffing.”
“I still think the boys should have some guns,” cut in Ford Smith. “Them deputies is armed. They’re professional gunmen, spoiling for a fight. Everyone of them was shipped in here by that strike-breakin’ outfit in New York.”
“You’re a captain,” suggested Henry Jackson, sarcastically. “Would you like to go down there and lead the men?”
Pete Walsh jeered and Ford Smith flushed angrily. “You think I’m afraid! Let me tell you—”
Jackson turned to the window. “The strikebreakers are coming!”
The pickets and sympathizers outside saw them, too. The picket lines stopped, stiffened into a formation along the fence.
Olinger snapped orders to his captains. “Walsh, Smith, get down among the men quickly. They’re not to leave the plant. Jackson, Murphy, you two get out in front of the doors. See that no one leaves! Our men are not to get mixed in outside, no matter what happens!”
The four captains ran from the room. Olinger stared out the window and Quade saw the worried look on the young strike leader’s face.
Then the epic outside took Quade’s full attention. A fleet of trucks was coming slowly up the street, surrounded by a convoy of police cars. All along the front of the plant, outside the high steel wire, the strikers were three deep, their arms linked together in a chain. If they held…
On the other side of the street were hundreds and hundreds of friends and relatives of the strikers. Over on the other side, in the brick building, the windows were black with union officials, organizers, strike chieftains.
The trucks and their convoys stopped when they came to within a hundred feet of the main gate. One of the police cars rolled ahead. Several men stepped out of the line of the strikers, went to talk with the officials in the open car. The din of the pickets subsided. Everyone seemed to want to hear what the dickering would lead to: fight or parley.
“That’s the fool sheriff, Speiss!” mumbled Olinger. “I hope he listens to reason!”
The parley went on for a full minute. The sheriff, conspicuous by his light gray Stetson, waved his hands and shouted. The strikers on the street argued and waved their hands too.
“As long as they talk,” Quade said, “things will be all right. Talking men don’t fight.”
Then a gun cracked somewhere and the sheriff reeled and fell back against a couple of his deputies. “I’m hit!” he cried.
Hell broke loose then. A couple of deputies in the car threw up riot guns and blazed away — straight into the chain of pickets.
The strikers surged toward the cars and a hail of lead from other automobiles met them. Tear gas cartridges popped and exploded everywhere into clouds of gray smoke. Above it all, the screams and yells and cries of two thousand men and women. And the scuffing and rushing and turmoil!
It was hell. It lasted only a half minute, but that was long enough to strew a number of bodies along the street.
“Oh, God!” cried Bob Olinger in the plant. “It happened!”
“That first bullet,” Quade gritted. “It came from this building. Upstairs!”
Olinger blinked stupidly. Then: “Of course! The sheriff was facing this way when he was hit. He jerked backwards from the impact. Lord! Who—”
“The same man who did for Hocker…. Olinger, you’ve got to get that man. There’s going to be plenty of hell about that out there. If you don’t get the person responsible for it—”
“I know that. But how can I find one man among three hundred?”
“He’s got a gun, a rifle. You ought to find it.”
“In a plant of this size?”
Quade scowled. “Olinger, have you thought that perhaps all of this, the murder of Hocker, that shot, are all part of an insidious plot?”
“To make us lose the strike?”
“Not exactly — Look, the trucks are backing away.”
“But the police and deputies are staying. They’re driving back our men.”
“What if they try to drive you out of here?”
Olinger swung around. “I don’t think they’ll try that. The men outside are unarmed, out in the open. They can’t fight against a hundred guns. But in here — no, I don’t think they’ll try that. Anyway, not with the sheriff out of it.”
“But the National Guard!”
Olinger swore. “Above all, Gaylord and the rest of us didn’t want the National Guard here. The governor was opposed to our strike in the first place.”
“He’s a fair man, though. You’ll get a square deal from him. Perhaps it’ll be a good thing if the Guard does come,” Quade said.
“Oh, they’ll come all right. I understand a couple of companies were already mobilizing last night, just in case.”
“And then comes the investigation — and they’ll find the body here.”
Olinger’s shoulders stiffened. “We’re licked? Is that what you mean?”
Quade was looking out of the window. “The flags, Olinger. Gaylord says the shot came from the fourth floor, directly over us. But it was too far away to recognize who did the shooting.”
“Let’s go!”
The room on the fourth floor was a typists’ office. The door was unlocked; the room was empty.
“He’s gone!” cried Olinger.
“He’s done his work. You didn’t expect him to stick around.” Quade was looking around the floor. Olinger watched him, puzzled. Quade suddenly stooped and picked up something.
“The empty shell,” he said. “It’s a thirty-thirty — the same gun that killed Hocker. Hardly be two such guns in the plant. Now to find the gun.”
“You don’t think he’d leave it here, do you?”
Quade shrugged. “Where else? It’s daylight now and he’d hardly take a chance walking through the plant with a rifle. He probably brought it up here last night and hid it. Let’s see, where would I hide a rifle in here?”
He looked around the room. There were steel lockers and filing cabinets and many desks. He frowned. “Perhaps under a desk, fastened there with a couple of bent nails or string…”
Olinger, too, got down on his knees and began looking under desks. It was Quade, though, who found the gun — under a desk.
“A thirty-thirty repeating rifle,” he commented, examining the stock critically. He sighed. “He wiped it off. No fingerprints.”
Quade worked the lever of the rifle. The gun tossed out four loaded cartridges; he put them in his pocket.
They returned to the main office. The four strike captains were there. Olinger told them about the bullet coming from the fourth-floor window. The captains looked at the gun in Quade’s hands.
“The man who fired from that window was the same one who killed John Hocker,” said Olinger.
“Gaylord signaling again,” said Jackson by the window.
Olinger stepped to the window, looked across to union headquarters. “Spiess is alive, but badly wounded,” he translated. “Five of our boys got hurt, two killed. Sheriff Spiess has sent the call to the governor. Two companies of Guardsmen will be here this evening.”
Pete Walsh and Ford Smith swore lustily. Steve Murphy’s forehead washboarded. “That’ll mean an investigation, huh?”
Olinger shrugged. “I don’t see how we can prevent it. I’m only hoping — Damn!” He was still looking out of the window. “The chief of police wants to know if he can come in to look for Hocker. Gaylord signals he insists.”
“We can’t let the cops in,” said Pete Walsh. “Tell Gaylord no. We’ll stick. We agreed to sit down until Bartlett gave in.”
Olinger got his flags, signaled. After a moment there was a reply. “Gaylord’s coming over.”
“Ah,” said Henry Jackson, sardonically. “The big mucky-muck is going to risk crossing the road.”
Andy Gaylord did come over. He was a small man but a dynamic one. His speech was as crisp as his body. He greeted the strike chieftains briefly, then jerked his head toward Oliver Quade.
“Who’s this?”
“An innocent bystander,” said Quade. “I happened to be in the plant yesterday when the strike was called and the boys wouldn’t let me out.”
“Thin story,” snapped Gaylord. “You’re probably one of Bartlett’s spies. Somebody’s been in touch with him… Where’s Hocker, Olinger?”
“Dead. Murdered.”
Gaylord cursed. “That’s what Bartlett thought. Who did it? The same one who fired that shot at Spiess?”
Olinger nodded. At that moment Ruth Bartlett came into the office. “Bob!” she cried. “Martha—” Then she saw Andy Gaylord.
Andy Gaylord’s eyes flashed sparks. “What’s she doing here?”
Olinger looked surprised. “Why, you know there are fifty girls sitting down here.”
“Yes, but this is Bartlett’s daughter!”
Bob Olinger reeled back as if struck with a fist. “Bartlett’s what?”
“Daughter. She’s Ruth Bartlett. You didn’t know?… You are, aren’t you?”
Ruth Bartlett’s nostrils flared. “Yes. But—”
“Ruth!” cried Olinger. “You — how? Oh, hell!”
His face was strained — and angry, Quade thought. He knew then that Olinger was in love with the girl. In love with Ruth Larson, rather. He couldn’t afford to love Ruth Bartlett.
“I’ve been working in the plant for two months,” said Ruth Bartlett. “No one knew who I am. I’ve been living with Martha.”
“There’s your spy, Olinger!” Jackson said.
“No,” Quade said. “I recognized Miss Bartlett last night. I believe Miss Bartlett’s intentions here are okay. She’s siding with you, Olinger. She isn’t the spy!”
“What the hell do you know about it?” snarled Pete Walsh. “For all we know you’re in Bartlett’s pay yourself, you—”
“Look,” said Oliver Quade patiently. “You can say anything you like to me. But not in front of Miss Bartlett.”
“Miss Bartlett,” Gaylord said. “You’ve got to leave at once.”
“She can’t go!” said Smith. “She knows about Hocker!”
“It’s about that I came here, now,” cried Ruth. “That is, not about Mr. Hocker, but Martha! I can’t find her anywhere.”
Quade looked at Olinger and saw fear in the young strike leader’s eyes. Olinger said, with forced coolness: “Take a look in the cafeteria, Ruth. I think I saw her there a little while ago.
“I looked there a half hour ago. Was it since then?”
“Yes.”
Olinger lied. He hadn’t been in the cafeteria during the past half hour. Olinger wanted to get Ruth out of here. Before…
Ford Smith said, “She found Hocker, remember? Maybe the guy killed her, too.”
Ruth Bartlett screamed and Olinger stepped up to Smith and said furiously, “Keep your mouth shut!”
Smith recoiled, but Pete Walsh took up his battle. “You know that’s what we’re all thinking, Olinger!”
“Find that girl, Olinger,” said Gaylord. “Find her at once. There’s too much happening around here.”
“I’m doing my best. Want me to quit?” cried Olinger. “All right. I will. Get one of the others to run things here.”
Quade saw the quick look Andy Gaylord shot around at the strike captains before he replied hurriedly to Olinger. “No, no, Olinger. Don’t be so touchy. You’re handling things nicely. I got to get back to the other side.” He popped out of the room.
Olinger ran his fingers through his thick black hair. He looked at Ruth Bartlett and his face became strained. “All right, Ruth, you may as well know the worst. Someone from in here started that slaughter outside. Shot Sheriff Spiess from a window. That’s the gun, there.”
“How many bullets fired from it?” asked Ruth.
“Three,” Quade replied. “Two for Hocker and one outside.”
Relief flooded Ruth Bartlett’s face. “Then Martha—”
“Probably around the building somewhere.”
“We’ll have some of the boys look for her in a minute,” said Olinger.
Ruth smiled her thanks, and left the office. Then the strike captains lit into Olinger. “We’re licked on all sides,” said Steve Murphy. “Bartlett’s daughter in our ranks, spies, murders, mysterious riflemen…” He sighed heavily.
“I’ve got an idea,” said Ford Smith. “One that’ll cinch the strike for us. Bartlett’s daughter is here. Suppose we send the old man a message, saying if he gives in, nothin’ happens to his girl. But if he don’t…”
Bob Olinger was too slight to hit Smith. Smith would fight back and probably lick Olinger. So Quade beat Olinger to the punch. He smacked Smith alongside the jaw; a short, vicious punch that slammed him to the floor. He didn’t get up.
Pete Walsh snarled, “I say Smith’s idea isn’t bad. There’s twelve hundred men working here. Some’ve already been killed. If you think one girl is worth—”
Quade had to put a half nelson on Olinger to keep him from charging the bigger Walsh.
“I’m warning you, all of you!” howled Olinger. “If any of you so much as touches Ruth Bartlett, I’ll kill him myself!”
“No one’s going to touch her,” said Henry Jackson. “Steve and me’ll see to that, won’t we, Steve?”
The ex-prizefighter spat, “You damn right, Henry. I’m going to see Ford and Pete after the strike. I want to talk some things over.”
Quade headed Olinger for the door. “Come on, Olinger, we’ve got to look for Martha White.”
On the fourth floor they found her, behind a couple of cases. Her neck was broken. Her face wasn’t pretty to see. Quade covered Martha’s body with wrapping paper. “Olinger,” he said, “you’d better arbitrate with Bartlett.”
“I’m willing,” moaned Olinger. “It’s him that won’t. Gaylord’s made concessions. Our demands are damn reasonable, but Bartlett won’t meet them.”
“You mentioned other officials of the company. How much voice have they?”
“It’s a corporation. Bartlett owns controlling interest, did rather. I hear some of his stock is mortgaged now. Hocker, Samuel Sharp and Cassoway were the main stockholders. Hocker’s dead, Sharp has never been an active owner. Cassoway isn’t strong enough to buck Bartlett.”
“But every day the strike lasts, Bartlett loses money.”
“So do we. And it hurts us more than it does Bartlett.”
“I don’t know; if he’s had to mortgage his stock he can’t be so well fixed. If the strike runs two or three weeks and Bartlett pays all those strikebreakers and there was sabotage…”
“Sabotage!”
“I’ve been dreading it every minute since we found Hocker’s body. Look, do you figure one of the workmen would murder Hocker and Martha White, then shoot down the sheriff so the armed deputies would kill a few helpless fellow workers?” Olinger looked at Quade in astonishment. “But who would—”
“My contention is that the one who’s making all the trouble is doing it to prolong the strike. For one reason: To cripple Bartlett.”
“You mean one of Bartlett’s partners?”
“Or the one who holds the mortgage on Bartlett’s stock. If we knew who that was…”
They returned to the main office. And there they found a delegation of workers, a dozen or so. Ford Smith and Pete Walsh were as thick as thieves with them.
“The boys in the shop figure they got some say around here,” Ford Smith said.
One of the workers said, “We voted you the leader, Bob, and we ain’t complainin’. But in view of what happened outside we figure—”
“You want to quit?”
“Hell, no! Them was our buddies. But we’re sore and we want you and the others here to be damn sure and not knuckle under to Bartlett. We’re ready to fight the deputies and the strikebreakers. If they come bargin’ in, we’ll give them more than they bargained for.”
Bob Olinger shook his head. “Now, wait a minute, boys. You want to fight fire with fire. Well, that’s a good motto, but not for a strike. We decided on a peaceful sit-down strike. You start any rough stuff and the National Guard will be turned loose on us. What chance will we have then? Use your heads, boys, no matter what happens.”
“You see, fellows, he’s stuck on that Bartlett girl,” cut in Ford Smith.
“So you told them about her. All right, Smith, you can run things from now on. The boys haven’t confidence in me any more. I’m pulling out.”
Disgusted Quade walked out of the office. He went down to the recreation room. More than a hundred of the sit-down strikers were gathered around, playing games. Quade got up on a bench and began speaking. But today he was selling a human commodity, not books.
“Men,” he boomed, “your delegation has just elected a new leader for you. Ford Smith, who isn’t one-tenth the man Bob Olinger is… Shut up, until I finish! Smith wants to fight. He wants you to arm yourselves with wrenches and clubs and fight the National Guardsmen who are armed with machine guns, rifles, hand grenades and tear gas. Listen!” Quade’s voice carried to every ear in the room.
“You’ve fought a losing battle to now; you’re still fighting it. Because you’ve traitors in your own ranks, spies!”
“What about you?” someone yelled. “You don’t belong here.”
“No,” retorted Quade. “But I’m going to tell you some things. Last night John Hocker, vice president of this company, was murdered in this plant. With a rifle. The same rifle that was used to shoot Sheriff Spiess outside and which started that slaughter. The person who fired those shots was one of you; he also killed another worker in here, Martha White, this morning. We just found her body.”
Yells and curses went up, but Quade roared it all down. “Are you mad now? Well, you’re going to be a damn sight madder when Ford Smith gets to running things and fights the police and the National Guard. You’re going to be so mad a lot of you are going to get yourselves killed. And that’s going to make the rest of you even madder, those of you who’re left. You don’t want that. That’s why you need a leader who has a cool head, a calm one. Bob Olinger!”
Quade was the greatest salesman in the country. He could sell anything. He sold those sit-down strikers Bob Olinger…. He sold him so well to the men who had lost faith in him that they almost raised the roof.
When Ford Smith came into the room with the delegates he was hooted out. A few minutes later Olinger came in and received a real ovation.
And then, in the midst of it, Henry Jackson dashed up to Olinger. “Bob! Two carloads of National Guard officers just rolled up outside. They’re taking over!”
Major Parker of the National Guard came up to the Bartlett plant an hour later. Olinger, Quade, Jackson, Walsh and Murphy met the officer by the office entrance.
“I’ve just conferred with Gaylord, the union leader,” the major announced crisply. “Two companies of my men will be here within the hour. You understand, we’re here merely to preserve law and order. Martial law hasn’t been declared. We will not interfere with the strike in any way. That is up to the civil authorities.”
“What about us here in the plant?” asked Olinger.
“You remain in status quo,” replied the officer. “What’s already happened — that’s in the hands of the civil authorities. But from now on, preventing violence is our task.”
Olinger waved toward the street. “What about our pickets?”
“Only enough will be permitted so they won’t obstruct traffic — about twenty.”
“And suppose Bartlett tries again to run in his strikebreakers?”
Major Parker shook his head. “Legally, he can bring in men to work in his plant. But I’ve strongly advised him to avoid trouble. He told me strikebreakers wouldn’t come in.”
“Good!” said Bob Olinger. “Then there shouldn’t be any more trouble.”
When the Major had walked away Quade said softly to Olinger: “No more trouble? You forget, we’ve still got a murderer running around loose in here. He’s killed twice, and he’ll kill again if we don’t get him first.”
Olinger nodded grimly.
Henry Jackson stepped up to Quade and whispered, “I’ve found something in the foundry, Mr. Quade. Something important.”
“What?”
Jackson sighed. “Better come along and see. I’d rather the others didn’t know just yet.”
The foundry was in the rear of the plant. Quade let Jackson walk through the door. He started to follow — and then the world exploded on Quade’s head. He toppled into oblivion.
He came to the hard way. Pain lanced from his head, into his neck and shoulders, down into his body. But deep down in his indomitable unconsciousness a clarion call urged him on. He tore open his eyes and almost swooned again from the pain the effort caused.
He moved his muscles and then suddenly he was fully conscious. He discovered that he was lying on a concrete floor and that his arms and legs were tightly bound, his arms behind his back.
Acrid fumes stung Quade’s nostrils. He saw then that he was in the foundry. The strong odor was sulphuric acid, used extensively in a brass foundry. Five feet away from Quade, lay Henry Jackson, similarly trussed. Blood was smeared on the strike captain’s face, but he was conscious.
Quade looked steadily at him. “You, too?”
“He must have been hiding just outside the foundry door. I stepped through just ahead of you. I heard a thud as he hit you, started to turn and then he hit me.”
“You didn’t see his face?”
“No. When I came to a minute ago, I found myself like this.”
Quade was fully conscious now and the pain in his head was lessening. “What was there here in the foundry you wanted to show me?”
“A bomb. I accidentally discovered it. It was there on the bench. It’s gone, now!”
Quade looked at the work bench. His eyes went higher then and he saw a wall clock. It registered 3:45.
“The Guard’s due here at four o’clock. I guess the bomb’s intended for them. And then there’ll be holy hell to pay. Jackson, when you asked me to come here to the foundry I suspected a trap. That’s why I let you walk ahead, isn’t it?”
“I guessed a trap too. Well, you know that it wasn’t me, anyway.”
“Oh, no,” said Quade. “I know now that it was.”
“Who?”
“You’ve been much too clever, Jackson. When all the others were squawking about this and that, you were always the noble one.”
“You’re crazy. Olinger held out for peace—”
“Yeah, but you’re not Olinger. He’s an idealist.”
“If I’m supposed to be the villain of the piece, Quade, how come I’m tied up here beside you?”
“Like I said, your damnable cleverness. You made Smith sore at me because I discredited him with the workers. He had Napoleon ideas. Then, to have suspicion thrown away from you, you had him scratch you up a bit and tie you and leave you here a while beside me.”
Jackson sighed heavily. “You’re too smart, Quade. But I provided for that, too.” He kicked upwards with his bound feet, until they touched his fingers. Quade, watching, saw him dig a finger nail into his shoe and pull out a tiny blade. Jackson, looking at Quade, grinned sardonically.
“I had this ready, just in case.” He sawed his bound wrists against the blade. It cut through the rope. Jackson’s hands came free and he pulled out the blade entirely from the heel and cut through the ropes binding his ankles.
“Since you know, there’s no reason for me to wait here,” he said sardonically. “It was just for an alibi anyway. In about five minutes the bomb’s going off. No one’ll know how it went off. They’ll think someone threw it from a window. Smith, figuring I was tied up here, would never guess I was responsible for it. Now, I’ve a different plan. There’ll be plenty of fighting when the militia charges the plant. Maybe you and Smith can be accidentally killed… So long, Quade! I’ve got something very important to do — since you made me change my plans.”
Jackson came across, kicked Quade viciously in the face and hurried from the foundry.
Quade waited only until the door had slammed after Jackson. He knew the whole thing now. Jackson had planted the bomb during the night, probably buried it in the ground or placed it in a box which was in plain sight and unsuspected. He had counted on being tied up with Quade during the time the bomb went off. Now, he’d be conspicuous around Olinger and the other captains; his hands empty.
Only Quade knew and Quade was a prisoner here in the foundry. No one would think to look for him during the coming excitement. During the height of it, Jackson would come back, finish Quade with a bullet and then remove the ropes from his wrists and ankles. When he was found eventually, he’d be merely “another victim of the riot.”
Quade looked again at the clock and suddenly started rolling his body. He reached the bench, sat up. Then with his back against it and his feet flat on the floor he began edging up. He reached his feet.
On the bench, three feet from the edge, was a copper vessel. From the smell of it Quade knew that it contained sulphuric acid. He turned so his back was to the bench. Then he bent forward and groped behind his back for the vessel of acid. He got hold of it, dragged it to the edge of the bench.
Then, drawing a deep breath, he tilted the vessel and let the acid slosh to the floor. It splashed against his trouser leg, stung through to his legs. There’d be burns there; the acid would eat away the cloth, but that would take hours. And Quade didn’t have hours.
By the weight of the vessel Quade guessed when there was about a half pint or pint left in it. He gripped the thing securely and began hopping. It was quite a feat. Once or twice he almost lost his balance.
He hopped twenty feet or more, then crouched slowly and set the copper vessel on the concrete floor. He straightened, with one hand groped for a water faucet. He found it and hesitated a moment. This was the crucial moment. It might work — and it might not work. If it worked, Quade would suffer intense physical agony. If it didn’t work — a horrible death.
He turned the water faucet. Only for an instant, then turned it back again.
There was a roar behind him. The water hitting the acid in the copper kettle ignited it. Water acts that way on sulphuric acid. You can mix sulphuric acid with water by pouring the acid into the water slowly, and stirring constantly. But you can’t dash a quantity of water into the acid — not without a terrific conflagration.
Flames leaped from the kettle, scorched Quade’s legs. Grimly he held his bound wrists into the flame. Fire seared his hands; perspiration came out on his forehead, but Quade stood, with his teeth gritted together.
The chances were even that he would burn to death, be mutilated so badly he would be physically incapacitated. But he had to take the gamble.
And he won. A strand of rope gave; another. Then Quade jerked his wrists apart. He cried out from the pain as the burning rope bit into the already seared flesh — but the rope gave.
He fell to the floor, away from the fire. His clothing was burning but he smothered it quickly. He burned the rope from around his ankles. Then he leaped to his feet. The clock said three minutes to four!
Running out of the foundry Quade pounded through the machine shops. He burst into the recreation room, noted with apprehension that it was entirely empty, then started for the door which led to the stairs and the office. That was as far as he got.
A terrific explosion rocked the building. Quade wheeled sharply to the door leading out to the side of the building. He burst out into a milling, wild-eyed hysterical crowd of men.
The stampede of them almost knocked Quade off his feet. He smashed a man furiously in the face, bowled another off his feet, then seeing a vantage spot, leaped through and made the front of the crowd.
The sight that met his eyes made him sick. Just inside the fence, almost directly under the office windows, was a deep hole in the ground. All around it milled men in uniforms. Officers were shouting commands, the men were forming ranks.
But on the ground lay two huddled bodies. And Quade saw blood on the face of another uniformed man being led away by two of his comrades.
He saw all that. And then a solid rank of Guardsmen formed. Quade heard the sharp commands of an officer.
“Fix bayonets!”
Quade pivoted frantically. The sit-down strikers were no longer milling. They saw the threat of the khaki formation but they were not retreating!
“Clear the grounds and the plant!” came the National Guard officer’s terse command. “Squads, wedge!”
With smooth precision, the men formed a wedge of each squad, one man in the front, three flanking him diagonally on each side and an eighth closing up the rear. Bayonets glistened.
Then the three hundred disorganized, massed sit-down strikers began rumbling; shouts of defiance went up.
Quade knew that there would be slaughter here. He was between the strikers and the Guardsmen. He would be swept out of the way, probably bayoneted. But he held his ground. He threw up his hands, cried out to the National Guard officer.
“Wait a minute! The man responsible for that bomb — he’s up there in the window. He’s not one of these men!”
In the second floor office windows were several white faces, that of Bob Olinger — Peter Walsh, Murphy, Ford Smith — and Henry Jackson. Olinger and Jackson were crowded into one window, the others into another. Quade pointed at the window containing Olinger and Jackson.
“Olinger!” he cried at the top of his voice. “Grab Jackson! Bring him down here!”
“Get out of the way, you!” roared the National Guard officer at Quade.
Quade took a step forward, half turned. Jackson’s head disappeared from the window. Olinger lunged backwards, disappeared, and then Jackson appeared again. In his hands was the thirty-thirty repeating rifle.
“Here it is, Quade!” Jackson yelled. The rifle snapped to his shoulder — crashed! But no bullet struck Quade; none even kicked up dirt around him.
Jackson was still framed in the window, but the rifle was dropping from his numbed hands… and Jackson’s face was a horror of blood.
He fell forward, hung half in the window and half out.
“The gun back-fired!” someone said hoarsely, in the sudden stillness.
Quade took the opportunity to spring up to the National Guard officer. “Hold your men. There won’t be any fight now. That was the man responsible for all the trouble! He shot Sheriff Spiess this morning, killed two people in the plant, and buried that time bomb here in the yard!”
The officer looked at Quade in astonishment. Then his eyes snapped. “Lieutenant, take over. Keep the men as they are!” He caught hold of Quade’s arm. “Lead me inside!”
The sit-down strikers were still massed to the side of the building. They were silent now, though. Quade and the Guard officer rushed to the door and began pounding up the stairs to the office.
When they reached the second-floor office Jackson lay in the room. Around him were Olinger and the surviving strike captains. Jackson wasn’t dead — yet. His eyes were staring glassily up at the circle of faces. His jaws were working horribly.
“Quade!” he choked. “Oliver Quade, where is he?”
“Here I am,” said Quade, pushing into the circle.
For a second Jackson’s eyes lost their glassiness. “Quade — wish — you were going with me!” And then a bubble of blood formed on his lips, burst, and Jackson was dead.
Quade looked around the circle of faces. “I fixed that gun this morning. Figuring the killer might have other cartridges around. I was afraid he might try shooting at the troops like he did at the sheriff this morning. I fixed the breech so that when the cartridge exploded, it burst in his face. Messy job…”
“Not as messy as that bomb,” said Bob Olinger. “It was Jackson all along then!”
Quade nodded. “Jackson — or Samuel Sharp. Yes, the inactive member of the Bartlett Corporation. He wasn’t known around here, I guess. He had a deal with another cash register company to bankrupt this firm so they could buy it for almost nothing. He lost!”
“And so have we!” said Bob Olinger wearily. “The sit-down strike is broken.”
“I don’t know about that,” said the National Guard officer. “I heard only fifteen minutes ago that Bartlett’s ready to arbitrate. I guess when he learns about this man’s scheme, he’ll be willing to meet you folks half-way…”
Oliver Quade smiled, walked away. He went to the recreation room for his valise full of books — the books he had started out to sell. It was empty. His sales talk had been so convincing the strikers had helped themselves.
On the way downstairs he bumped into Ruth Bartlett and Bob Olinger, folded in each other’s arms.
“If you need help,” Quade quipped, “remember, I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
“I think he knows all the answers,” Ruth Bartlett said.

Forced Landing

One moment the twin motors of the cabin plane were droning smoothly; the next there was a jerk and the motors were going, brr-bak, brr-bak!
“Gawd!” said the pilot.
The co-pilot’s face was taut and white. “What’s it sound like, Gene?” he asked.
The pilot’s eyes were agony-stricken. “Bad!” he replied. “I guess — I guess you better tell them. There’s a clearing. It’s covered with snow and looks awfully small, but I’ve got to try it.”
Swiftly the co-pilot rose. He opened the door and went back into the passenger compartment. He spoke, his voice smooth and almost matter-of-fact. “We’re going to make a forced landing. Please fasten your safety belts. There’s really no danger…”
But all of them could hear the motors. All could see the tree-studded whiteness hundreds of feet below. A woman shrieked.
Instantly the hostess’s voice spoke: “Everything’s all right, really! Just keep your seats.” Swiftly she went among the passengers, helped them adjust their safety belts, spoke cheeringly.
Morgan, the co-pilot, smiled wanly and wished he’d spoken his mind to Mona, the hostess, before they’d started on this flight.
He went back to the control room. Gene Stallings, the pilot, was circling the plane. It had lost five hundred feet. “It doesn’t look so good, Bill!” he said.
Bill Morgan had been a co-pilot of the line for three years. On an average of three times a year he had seen the headlines in the papers: “Air Liner Crashes!” Sometime it’ll be me, he had thought. This was the time.
However, he said, “You’ll make it, Gene!”
They were skimming the tree tops. “Hang on!” said Gene Stallings.
The snow rushed up to meet them. The ship struck, bounced up in the air, seemed to hover there for a full second, then settled again. Gene Stallings cut the ignition switch.
And then he died.
The nose of the plane went through the snow, sheared off a short poplar stump and buried itself in the frozen earth underneath. It quivered there for an instant, straight on end, then went over on to its back.
It was level ground here, the snow was fairly deep, and the fact that the plane had landed on its nose and taken the brunt of the collision saved most of the passengers.
A woman moaned, a man blubbered hysterically. Another swore softly. Everyone was trying to move about, most of them unable to do so because of the safety belts which had really saved them from being seriously injured.
Mona, the air hostess, had a cut on her cheek, a huge bruise on her shoulder and one side of her felt as if a couple of ribs had been caved in. But she crawled among the passengers, helping them. Through the broken windows the passengers crawled out to the whiteness of the snow.
Four of them. Mona came out, dabbing at her cut cheek with the back of her hand. She counted the passengers. “Two more,” she said.
“My ankle!” screamed one of the women. “My ankle, it’s broken!” It couldn’t really be broken for she was hopping about on it. It was probably only bruised. She was a flaxen-haired blonde. Her hair looked as if it had been dipped in molten paraffin. Her face was broad and very Swedish. A short, roly-poly man wobbled to her side.
“Olga!” he babbled. “Oh, no! Not your ankle!”
Mona got down on her knees, started to crawl back into the cabin of the plane, through one of the broken windows. A lean man in a gray topcoat put his hand on her shoulder, said, “Let me!”
Mona turned her head and looked at the man. “All right, Mr. McGregor.”
McGregor scuttled into the hole. After a moment, the bloody face of Bill Morgan showed in the opening. Mona exclaimed softly and dropped down. She gave him a hand out. “Gene, what about Gene?”
Bill Morgan shook his head. He crawled out, but did not get up from the snow. Then McGregor appeared in the opening. He came out, reached back into the hole, tugged at someone. Morgan crawled over and helped him.
It was a man, an unconscious man. McGregor got to his feet. “One more!” cried Mona.
McGregor shook his head. “No, the glass got the one left in there.”
Mona shuddered. Glass from the window had horribly mutilated the last passenger.
There had been eight in the plane. Gene Stallings, the pilot, was dead. So was one passenger. All of the others seemed to have injuries of some sort. How bad they were could not at the moment be determined. On the whole they had been fortunate.
“We’ve got to get doctors, a hospital!” someone cried.
They were all willing to admit that. But they were all hysterical now. Because they had survived an airplane crash.
It was several minutes before Morgan, the co-pilot, could tell them: “As near’s I can determine we’re a hundred and fifty miles from Duluth. There ought to be a town nearby somewhere. The map shows — I’ll get it from the cabin.”
He crawled back into the plane. He was gone a full three minutes. When he came out his face was gray.
Mona looked at him and knew that he had seen something inside. “What is it, Bill?” she asked.
He shook his head and walked to one side a few feet. She followed. “Gene!” he said. “He was killed — with a bullet!”
Mona gasped softly. “Bill! You?”
He shook his head miserably.
There were three inches of snow on the road, packed smooth and hard and very slick. It was cold and evening was coming on. Charlie Boston cursed dispassionately as he fought the wheel of the little car. He gunned the motor until the wheels went into a skid, then yelled and wrestled with the wheel. Regaining control, he put a heavy foot on the gas.
“Next town we come to,” he said savagely to Oliver Quade beside him, “we’ll trade the damn thing for a sled and some dogs.”
“Or a ham sandwich,” said Oliver Quade sardonically. He sprawled in the seat beside Charlie Boston. He did not seem concerned about the skidding. He did not seem concerned about anything. He knew there wasn’t more than a gallon of gas in the car; he knew they were thirty miles or more from the next town, and he knew that even if they reached the town, they didn’t have money enough to buy gas.
They were broke, stony; Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia, and Charlie Boston, his burly friend and assistant. Things had been good in summer, but they weren’t squirrels and had not stored any nuts for a long cold winter. Charlie Boston had pitted his wits against the race-track bookies and had lost. Oliver Quade had squandered his money on expensive hotels and fine living. And now it was mid-December and they were somewhere in northern Wisconsin, broke and cold and hungry and in a battered jalopy that threatened to expire at any skid.
“I’m a human being,” said Charlie Boston. “I eat, drink and I’m fond of the good things in life. I don’t know why I let you talk me into going up to the North Pole in Winter.”
Oliver Quade grinned. “I think the hotel manager in Chicago had something to do with that, Charlie. He didn’t like the idea of you hibernating in his steam-heated room, not without something to help pay for the steam.”
“Oh, we’ve been broke before,” retorted Charlie Boston. “But look, there are people south of Chicago, too. Why did we have to come north?”
“Because they don’t have ice carnivals in Florida. And because they have one in Duluth. Even if you cut their publicity agents’ bunk in half there’ll still be fifty thousand people there. And a lot of those fifty thousand people are going back to their farms with some mighty fine reading matter that we’re going to sell ’em. And you and me, Charlie, we’ll run the bus into a snow bank and grab us some Pullmans and fine living and keep going until we get to Florida and somewhere warm.”
The rear wheels of the car skidded to the left side of the road. Charlie Boston yelped and fought the wheel. It was only by a superhuman effort that he kept the car from going into the high banks of snow alongside the road.
“That was a close one!” he gasped. “Once we hit that deep snow, we’re stuck. You know we ain’t got no chains. Say! That’s the first time I ever saw a black rabbit. Look!”
Quade had already seen it — a small black animal crouched on the ridge of snow, some fifty yards ahead. “Rabbits don’t have long tails,” he said. “Look out, Charlie!”
Boston twisted the wheel and the car went into a terrific skid. There was a sharp yell of an animal in pain and then Boston got control of the car again.
“Stop the car, Charlie!” exclaimed Oliver Quade. His lethargy was suddenly gone.
The car skidded again as Boston put on the brakes. He managed to stop it beyond where the animal lay. Oliver Quade leaped out to the road. He shuddered as the cold wind bit through his thin overcoat. He jammed his hat far down on his head and ran, a lean, tall man, back toward the animal.
It was dead, of course. He picked it up by the tail and started back toward the car. Charlie Boston had rolled down the window at his side and stuck his head out. “What is it?” he asked. “A cat?”
Oliver Quade was grinning hugely. “Nope. This is a fox, a silver fox. Charlie, we’ve turned the corner, and run smack into Old Man Prosperity.”
“Silver fox!” yelped Charlie Boston. “Why, holy smokes! Ain’t silver fox skins worth about a thousand bucks each?”
Oliver Quade climbed into the coupe and placed the dead animal at his feet. “Not a thousand dollars, but it’s the most valuable fur to be found in all North America. Step on the gas, Charlie. I want to get to the town ahead as quickly as possible so we can pelt this beautiful, poor creature and kiss Mr. Recession so-long!”
Charlie stepped on the starter. It made a grinding, spitting, choking sound. That was all. He ground down on the button again.
Oliver Quade, who almost never lost his composure, said: “Damn it!”
Charlie Boston’s face was a study of mingled rage and despair. “The gas!” he groaned. “Gone. And we’re twenty miles from town in a howling wilderness.”
Oliver Quade, his nostrils flaring, hauled out a road map. He consulted it, then looked at the mileage gauge. “The map says sixty-six miles from Homburg and we’ve come thirty-five which leaves us thirty-one to go.”
“And it’ll be dark in an hour! It’s starting to snow now.”
It was. The sky had been overcast all day. Only a few flakes were coming down now but they were big.
“It’s a God-forsaken country!” said Quade. “We haven’t seen anyone for two hours, but there must be farmhouses around somewhere. It’s a cinch we can’t stay in the car all night. It’s getting colder. We’d freeze stiff.”
“Ollie,” said Charlie Boston, “I feel like a man on a desert island who finds a pot full of gold. I’ll trade my share of that silver fox for one bowl of hot chili. And for a warm bed I’d toss in my chances of heaven.”
“Well,” said Oliver Quade, “in a pinch we can move into the woods and build a fire. We’ve got matches.”
“Let’s try walking first.” Charlie put up the big collar of his overcoat, climbed out of the car. Oliver Quade’s tweed coat was lighter than Boston’s. He wore a light suit underneath. The prospect of a long walk was not cheering. He climbed out of the car on his side, then reached back and picked up the dead fox by the tail.
“I’m willing to desert the car, but not this,” he said. “And look, Charlie, the going may be rough, but, just in case, would you take the valise with the books. We might get an opportunity to make a few bucks. You can’t tell.”
Charlie Boston went around to the trunk, unlocked it and took out a small, heavy valise. He locked the trunk again. “I hate to leave the two hundred, but these twenty’ll get us on our feet. Let’s go.”
They started up the road. The snow was coming down thicker now. The flakes were cold and powdery, not wet which would have indicated warmer weather.
Stunted, snow-laden tamaracks grew to the edge of the road on each side. Interspersed, like sentinels, were white birch. On the higher spots a few lean, tall poplars stood like green sticks stuck into the snow.
“I still think we ought to have had dogs instead of the jalopy,” groused Charlie Boston.
“Nah,” said Quade. “The dogs would have scared away the fox. What’s a bit of snow when we’ve got meat for the pot?”
“Hey! You’re not figurin’ on eating that fox, are you?” There was genuine alarm in Boston’s tone.
Quade chuckled. “Only figuratively. This is a prime pelt and ought to bring us fifty or sixty dollars. We can buy a lot of beefsteaks for that amount. Charlie, do you see smoke over there to the right?”
Boston’s eager eyes followed Quade’s finger. “Umm, I’d almost swear I can smell it, too. Let’s cut over.”
“Looks like a small tote road up here, Charlie.”
It was. And it had been traveled recently. Quade and Boston started up it briskly. Before they had gone a hundred yards along the narrow road that wound in through the trees their steps quickened. They not only saw smoke now, but they saw a house, a large one. In a moment they saw several buildings, clustered around a five-acre clearing.
“Oh, boy!” exclaimed Charlie Boston.
Swiftly they approached the main house. It was built of logs, but it wasn’t just a big cabin. It was a lodge, reinforced with stone and lumber. Paths were shoveled in the snow all around, and a thick column of smoke was coming out of a stone chimney.
They pounded up to a veranda and stamped their feet. Quade rapped sharply on the door with his gloved knuckles. The door was opened almost instantly and a heavy-set man with a close-cropped beard was framed in the doorway.
“Hello,” Quade said, cheerfully. “Our car broke down up the road a piece. We wondered—”
“Sure, sure, come in!” said the man. His face broke into a smile. And then suddenly the smile gave way to a fierce scowl. “What have you got there?” he snapped.
Quade turned around and looked at Charlie Boston. He saw nothing out of the way. He turned back to the bearded man and saw his eyes fixed on the fox he was dangling in his own hands.
He held up the dead animal. “This? Why, it’s a fox we ran down. I thought we’d pelt it.”
“You ran down that fox! And you t’ought you’d pelt it?”
Charlie Boston cut in. “Sure, buddy, why not? We’re trappers, see? I’m Dan’l Boone and this is my pal, Kit Carson.”
“You!” choked the bearded man. “You t’iefs! You kill my fox, and you have the nerve to bring him here!”
“Your fox?”
“Of course, it’s my fox. All foxes around here are mine.”
“How about the wolves?” Charlie Boston shot in. “And the squirrels and the hummin’ birds — they yours too?”
“Wait, Charlie, I think I understand. You raise silver foxes, is that it?”
“Of course!” snapped the bearded man. “I’m Karl Becker.”
“Ah,” said Quade. “Of course, Becker, the silver fox breeder. I’ve read about you. Well, I’m afraid we owe you an apology, Mr. Becker, but, of course, we didn’t know. And couldn’t have helped it, if we had. The fox ran right in front of the car.”
Karl Becker seemed mollified by Quade’s confession. “Come in,” he invited.
Quade and Boston were quite willing. They almost leaped into the lodge, and the hot air was like California slapping them in their faces. They moved toward the roaring log fire in a huge fireplace.
“I’m awfully sorry about the fox,” Quade apologized again.
“Oh, that’s all right,” Karl Becker said. “I was a leedle sore at first, but I know they get through the wire now and then. Usually they come back when they’re hungry, but this time — well, let’s say, it couldn’t be helped, yah?”
Karl Becker took the dead animal from Quade and carried it back to the door. He opened the door and tossed it outside on the veranda. Charlie Boston scowled.
“And you said the Recession has receded, Ollie!”
Quade nodded significantly to the valise Boston had set down near the fireplace. Boston brightened.
“How far is it to the next town, Mr. Becker?” Quade asked.
“Spooner? About thirty-one miles. I don’t think you make it the way the snow’s coming down.”
“We’ve got to make it, Mr. Becker. But unfortunately, we ran out of gas. I was wondering if you had a couple of gallons around here?”
“Yeah, sure. I got lots of gas. I be glad to sell you a few gallons.”
Charlie blinked at Quade. Quade cleared his throat. “Ah, yes, we’d be glad to pay you for the gasoline. On the other hand, you really think we’d have trouble getting to Spooner?”
“Yes, the road isn’t so good. Maybe you better stay here, overnight. I got lots of room, and I’ll be glad to put you up. Reasonable, too.”
Charlie gasped. Quade’s eyes narrowed. He looked at Karl Becker through the slits, then let out a slow sigh. “That would be kind of you, Mr. Becker. By the way, I’m interested in your foxes. You raise quite a few here, don’t you?”
“Yeah, sure. I pelt three-four t’ousand every season. But the business. It’s lousy; not like it used to was.”
“So I’ve heard. Too many breeders raising silver foxes these days. Over-production. You take the hosiery business now…”
“You in that business?”
“No, but I know a little about it. Just like I do everything else.” Oliver Quade pursed up his lips and looked at Charlie Boston.
Boston was looking at Karl Becker and a little grin played around his mouth. Becker had risen to the bait. He was staring at Oliver Quade with his head cocked to one side.
“Ha, you know about everything, Mr. — ?”
“Quade, Oliver Quade. And this is Charlie Boston.”
“Please to meetcha. But, Mr. Quade, did you said you was a smart man, you know everything?”
“Yes, I know everything. I’m probably the smartest man in the entire state of Wisconsin.”
Becker cleared his throat noisily. “Is that so? You’re smart maybe about foxes too?”
“Oh, sure.” Quade attempted to look modest.
Charlie Boston began to rub his hands together, slowly. His grin was widening. He knew Oliver Quade. He knew how he worked. Quade had been annoyed by that bit about selling them a little gasoline and putting them up for the night reasonably. He was out to get the fox raiser now. And no man had ever matched wits with Oliver Quade, successfully. For Oliver Quade was the Human Encyclopedia.
Becker put both hands behind his rumble seat and walked up and down the living room. Then he stopped before Quade.
“Mr. Quade,” he said. “You have made a statement to me, two statements. You have said you know everything. Furthermore, you have said you know smart things about foxes. You will excuse me, but I do not believe you. I am not a book man. I do not know things about this — well, maybe this Einstein t’eory. But I know foxes. I will bet you, Mr. Quade, dot you cannot answer one question I ask you about foxes. I will bet you five dollars.”
“That, Mr. Becker,” said Quade, “is a bet.”
Karl Becker pulled a roll of bills from his pocket. He peeled off one and held it out before him. “Here is my money.”
Quade plunged his hand into his own pocket, fished around. He knew very well what it contained — a lone dime and two pennies. “Ask your question.”
“Very well. What three major diseases are foxes afflicted with?”
“Mr. Becker, those are really three questions. But it’s bargain day. I’ll give you the three for one. Foxes are greatly susceptible to worms — hook, lung and roundworms. They also get distemper and encephalitis. Encephalitis is sleeping sickness, or paralysis of the brain.”
Karl Becker’s face was comical to see. Bewilderment was intermingled with chagrin and greed. Karl Becker thought no more of losing his five dollars than he did his right arm. He clung to the five dollar bill until Quade, grinning, stepped forward and plucked it out of his hand.
Then he added insult to injury. “Mr. Becker, I’m a sporting man, myself. I’ll give you a chance to get even. I’ll bet this five dollars against a night’s lodging and three gallons of gasoline in the morning that I can correctly answer any question you can ask me on any subject!”
Becker’s eyes glinted. “You fooled me once, Mr. Quade. With that act about the fox. You carried it like a dunderhead when you came in here. All right, you know foxes, but you don’t know everything. I take that second bet. And I ask you a question, a good one. In one minute.”
He turned abruptly and went to a book-case. Charlie Boston yelped. “Hey, he’s lookin’ in an encyclopedia!”
Karl Becker took a large volume from the shelf. “So?” he said. “Mr. Quade is smart. He said so. He didn’t said not’ing about not looking in no book. So I look for a good question. Ah!”
He looked triumphantly at Oliver Quade. “So! What is… epicene?”
“Epicene is a term in Greek and Latin grammar denoting nouns possessing one gender only, used to describe animals of either sex. In English there are no true epicene nouns but the word is used when referring to the characteristics of men who are effeminate and women who are masculine.”
The book almost fell from Becker’s hands. “You!” he gasped. He slammed the book shut, sawed the warm air of the lodge with it.
Someone battered the door on the outside. Karl Becker recovered from his agitation. “What? More visitors? The help don’t knock!”
He strode to the door, opened it.
A snow-covered man almost fell into the hot room. Quade and Boston sprang forward. There was a bandage about the newcomer’s face.
“Airplane!” he gasped. “Crashed! Need help. Women — men hurt!”
Quade whistled.
“Pilot killed!” exclaimed the bandaged man.
“I t’ought I heard something a while ago!” exclaimed Becker. “The plane, it passed over here and then I t’ought I heard the bang. But I wasn’t sure. And the men was busy…”
“You’ve got employees here, Mr. Becker?” asked Oliver Quade tersely.
“Yah, sure, three men. They help mit the foxes. Wait!”
He went to the door, took hold of a cord dangling there and pulled on it twice. “They come. They go help!”
The snow was beginning to melt on the man who had just come in from the outside. Quade stepped up to him. “Better take off your coat. You don’t look so good!”
“I’m all right,” replied the hurt man. “I’m worried about the others, though. There’s six of us left alive. If there’s a sled or something around here—”
“I’m a stranger here myself,” said Quade. “But Mr. Becker…”
“Yah, we got sled. Soon’s Hugo comes. Here he is.”
The door opened and a cupid-faced, stocky German of about thirty came in. He wore high boots, overalls and a gaudy, red mackinaw.
“Hugo!” said Becker. “This man come from airplane what fell down near. You get the sled and Oscar and you go help, ja? Maybe Julius better go along, too.”
“Charlie and I’ll go,” said Quade.
Hugo ran out of the lodge. In a surprisingly short time Quade heard the tinkling of harness outside the door and caught up his thin topcoat. Boston grabbed up his own.
Morgan, the co-pilot of the wrecked airplane, staggered to his feet. Quade pushed him back again. “You won’t be necessary. Just tell us which direction to go.”
“Straight north, I think. I don’t really know. I better come along.”
“Your tracks be enough,” said Hugo.
“Let’s go!” Quade said.
They charged out of the warm lodge. In the yard stood a bob-sled with a box on it. Harnessed to it were two snapping, black geldings. A man in a shabby bearskin coat stood up in the sled.
Quade, Charlie and Hugo piled into the sled. Quade nodded with satisfaction when he saw the blankets in it. And the jug in the corner.
“In fact,” said Charlie Boston, who saw the jug, “I’m a victim of the snow myself.”
“Nix,” said Oliver Quade. “That’s a stimulant for medical purposes.”
“I feel sick!” said Boston. He picked up the jug, pulled the cork and with practiced movement tilted the jug. He swallowed lustily.
“Ah!” he said. “Rum. I’m a well man already.”
“Mr. Becker see you take that drink,” said Hugo, “He charge you for it.”
“Nice lad, that boss of yours,” said Charlie Boston, “but he’s not really a German, is he?”
“Yah, sure, he is, a plattdeutcher! He likes money. He is probably the stingiest man in the whole country.”
“I’ll give him more territory than that,” said Quade. He fingered the five-dollar bill in his pocket.
Oscar, the driver of the bob-sled, had turned the horses into a lane leading through a patch of poplars. The snow didn’t seem to be falling so heavily here. But it was cold. Quade looked longingly at the jug. But he knew if he touched it Boston would hit it again, and there were sick people out there in the snow.
A mile through the woods and they burst suddenly into a clearing. “There they are!” cried Hugo.
Quade saw the wrecked plane, the passengers. They had built a small fire in the snow and were huddled around it.
Mona, the air hostess, was the first to reach the sled. She ran alongside it back to the wreck. “Did Bill Morgan send you?”
Quade nodded. “Yes. He’s all right, too. There’s a lodge about two miles from here.”
He leaped out of the sleigh to the snow. Quickly he, Boston and the two Becker men loaded the survivors of the air crash into the sled. They wrapped them up in blankets, passed the jug of rum around to them. Then they laid the dead passenger on the sled, leaving, however, the pilot’s body in the plane.
“Hurry!” cried a flaxen-haired woman. “Or we’ll be late.”
“For supper?” asked Quade sharply.
She looked at him haughtily. A roly-poly man who was waiting on the flaxen-haired woman, bristled at Quade. “See here, my man, do you know who this is?”
“Florence Nightingale?” guessed Quade.
The little man sputtered. “This is Olga Larsen, the Olga Larsen, Queen of the Ice.”
Quade thought he’d seen her face. She was one of the most publicized women in America; but he would have expected to see her in the Madison Square Garden in New York, the Coliseum in Chicago, rather than up in the Wisconsin wilds. Yet, he was himself going to the ice carnival in Duluth. Olga Larsen was the star attraction there, the magnet that would bring thousands to the city.
There was a tall, pasty-faced man standing to one side of Olga Larsen. His face was familiar, too. He was Gustave Lund, Olga’s skating partner.
The lean passenger, McGregor, signaled to Oliver Quade. “Better take a look inside the plane,” the lean man murmured.
Quade looked sharply at the man, then walked to the plane. He dropped to his knees and scuttled through one of the broken windows. It was dark inside. He crawled a few feet in the litter of wreckage, put his hand on a sliver of glass, and grunted. He fumbled in his pocket for matches. He struck one and saw the open door leading to the cockpit. He went forward and then he saw the thing the lean survivor of the crash had hinted about. The murdered pilot…
The match scorched his glove, and he dropped it. He crawled back to the snow outside and found that the sleigh was moving away. He ran after it.
The survivors of the plane wreck hurried into the warm air of the lodge. Becker’s workman, Julius, had prepared hot coffee and for a few moments there was a bustle of excitement.
Quade drank his coffee and, while he did, sized up the others in the room. McGregor, the lean man, kept to one side, but Quade noticed that he did not miss anything that was going on. Olga Larsen had ensconced herself in the center of a sofa and was permitting her little manager, the roly-poly Slade, to fuss over her. Mona, the hostess, and the wounded co-pilot, Morgan, were off to one side sipping coffee and talking together in low tones.
Charlie Boston came over to Quade. “This Larsen dame,” he said, “she don’t look so good like she did in Queen of the Ice.”
Quade grinned. “None of them do, Charlie.” His eyes went to Becker. The fox raiser wasn’t at all disconcerted by the arrival of all the guests.
“Our friend Becker has counted the gate and seems quite pleased.”
“Yeah,” said Boston, “he’s figuring on charging everyone for room and board. Except us.”
“Oh, he won’t lose by that,” said Quade. “He’ll just charge the others a little more.”
McGregor, the saturnine passenger, moved over to Quade. “Did you see in the plane?” he asked.
Quade nodded. “Who did it?”
McGregor shrugged. “We were going along smooth, see. Then all of a sudden the motor began missing. Everybody got excited and then, boom, we hit. First thing I knew, we were all out on the snow.”
“But didn’t you hear the shot?” Quade persisted.
“Me, all I could hear was Gabriel’s horn.”
Gustave Lund, the skater’s partner, said: “What do you mean, shot?”
Quade looked at him. “Don’t you know?”
“I don’t know anything!” Lund said bitterly. “I’m not supposed to know anything. I’m just a stooge. Olga, she’s the smart one, and Slade.”
Slade bounced up from the sofa. “Now lookit, Lund, don’t start in on Olga again! I’ve warned you about that! You’re just paid to skate with her!”
“Slade,” Lund said coldly. “I don’t like you!”
“Boys! Boys!” Olga said placatingly. “Don’t start fighting! I won’t have it! I’ve had enough for one day!”
“Folks,” Quade announced, “it seems that some of you don’t know all that’s happened. The pilot of your plane wasn’t killed by the crash. He died because some one of you put a bullet in his head!”
Quade’s statement stunned the entire room. Only for a moment, however. Then Olga Larsen screamed. Bill Morgan strode angrily across the room.
“Why did you have to spill that?” he demanded.
“Oh,” said Quade, “you knew?”
“Of course I knew, but I wasn’t telling them.”
“Why not?” asked Quade bluntly. “Because you were in the cockpit with him?”
Morgan’s eyes gleamed. “I was with him when we crashed but I didn’t shoot him.”
“But who did?” cried Slade. “You were the only one up front. All of us were fastened in our seats with the belts.”
“That isn’t so, Mr. Slade,” said Mona, the hostess. “If you’ll think back calmly, you’ll know that everyone started jumping around. As far as I am concerned, I helped only Miss Larsen.”
Morgan smiled gratefully at Mona. “Thanks, Mona. Then someone could have opened the door and stuck in a gun!”
“But why would anyone do that?” exclaimed Gustave Lund. “It seems that someone wanted to make sure the pilot was killed!”
“Julius!” That was Karl Becker.
Quade looked at the German fox breeder. His face was white. Julius came hurrying out of the kitchen.
“Julius!” the German said. “Someone’s been murdered around here. I don’t like it. I want you should go tell Oscar and Hugo. Make sure the t’ief alarms are set, and,” he jabbed a stubby finger at Julius, “you know, the guns, too.”
Julius bowed his head and started for the door. He didn’t reach it, however. The door was opened from the outside, and two men stepped into the heated room.
“Hello, folks,” one of them said.
There was a huge gun in his fist. It was a .45 automatic, and it was pointed carelessly in the general direction of the occupants of the lodge.
“Eeek!” screamed Olga Larsen.
“Oh, oh!” said Quade.
Beside him Charlie Boston’s teeth clicked. Karl Becker almost fainted when he saw the gun in the newcomer’s hand.
“Who,” he faltered, “who are you? Vot you vant?”
“Guess,” grinned the gun wielder. He was a square-built man, standing about five feet ten, but so heavily built that he weighed over two hundred pounds. He wore a heavy camel’s hair coat which made him seem more burly even than he actually was. The man with him was short and slight. Swarthy. There was a gun in his hand too.
“You, you’re a hold-up man!” cried Karl Becker. “You want our money. I don’t keep none here. I only got six-seven dollars in the whole house.”
He looked sidewise at the others in the room, but his anxiety did not seem to lessen.
“I’ll bet you’re Karl Becker!” said the big gunman. “I heard about you. You’d sell the gold in your mother’s false teeth. Well, Becker, I’ll take your six-seven dollars for cigarette money, but that ain’t why I came up here to the North Pole. I guess you know that, don’t you, Becker?”
Karl Becker’s teeth chattered. “Uh — uh, I don’t know.”
“You got some foxes out there,” said the gunman. “Maybe you got some skins, too. I like fox skins. Louis, here, does too. We read about you in the newspaper a while ago; so we thought we would come and see you and maybe take along a few pelts.”
“Och Gott!” cried Becker.
Quade whistled. “This is going to be sad,” he said to Charlie Boston.
The gunman had sharp ears. He heard.
“Ain’t it though?” he said.
Olga Larsen contributed her silver fox vocabulary. “Silver foxes, Mr. Becker? You raise them? I have always meant to buy a beautiful silver fox coat.”
“If you’ve got the money to lay on the line,” said the gunman, “I’ll sell you a few pelts, Miss.”
The swarthy gunman nudged his bigger partner. “Hey, Willie, dat dame, I know her. I seen her somewhere.”
Willie looked hard at Olga Larsen. “Yeah, Louie, I have too. Sister, what’s your name?”
Ben Slade couldn’t contain his managerial pride. “This is Olga Larsen,” he announced.
“Olga Larsen!” gasped Louis. “The ice skater!”
“Movie star,” murmured Willie. He looked in awe at Olga Larsen. “Lady, I seen you in Queen of the Ice. You wasn’t bad, not bad at all.”
“Thank you,” said Olga frigidly.
“Oh, that’s all right,” said Willie. “I don’t mind telling you you’re good. Me, I’m good in my own line, too. I always like to meet people who are tops in what they’re doing.”
“You’re Willie Scharnhorst, aren’t you?” Quade asked.
Willie inhaled. “Yeah, sure, but look, pal, I don’t like the Willie stuff from strangers. Call me Bill, and we’ll get along.”
“Willie Scharnhorst,” cut in Boston, “he’s the guy who snatched that butter and egg man down in St. Louis, ain’t he?”
“Now, now,” chided Scharnhorst, “you mustn’t believe all the papers say. They say I did it, and I ain’t saying I didn’t. I ain’t saying I did, either. Anyway, he didn’t shell out.”
“Aw, cut it!” groused Louie. “We didn’t come here to tell everyone our business. We came to do something; let’s do it and get out of here.”
“Yeah,” said Scharnhorst, “the fox pelts. Break them out, Becker.”
“Vot do you mean, break them out?” cried Becker. “They are out, out there on the foxes. It’ll take two weeks to get them off.”
“You wouldn’t fool me, Becker,” jeered Scharnhorst. “You finished pelting your animals two days ago, and somewhere around here you got three or four thousand skins all ready for me to load up into my truck outside.”
Becker groaned. “Thirty-two hundred pelts! A year’s income! Och, why did I ever go into this foolishness business!”
“To make money, you tight-fisted Dutchman!” said Scharnhorst.
Quade grinned. Scharnhorst was as much of a Dutchman as Becker. The newspapers’ pet term for him was “The Mad Dutchman.”
Becker threw up his hands. “The skins are out in the drying sheds.”
“You mean I got to go around and bale them up?” Scharnhorst frowned.
“Not if you don’t want to,” cut in Quade. “If you’ll leave your name and address, we’ll be glad to pack them up and ship them to you.”
“Wise guy!” said Scharnhorst. He turned to his pal, Louie. “Well, Louie, it’s going to be a little harder than we figured, but for a hundred and fifty grand, we don’t mind doing a little work, do we?”
“How much work?” asked Louie.
Scharnhorst grinned. “You heard him say the pelts are in the drying sheds. You take these boys and have them gather them up and load them into the truck. Me, I’ll stick here and see that none of these folks run to call a cop.”
“The police are miles away,” said Becker, “and I ain’t even got no telephone.”
“I know that,” said Scharnhorst. “You’re too stingy to have one put in. I know lots of things about you, Becker. I cased this joint for quite a while.”
“Look, Willie,” said Louie, “it’s snowing like hell outside; it’s cold. Why do I have to be the one to go outside?”
“’Cause I’m the boss,” replied Scharnhorst, “And the boss always takes it easy. Go on now. The sooner you get the pelts in the truck, the sooner we get out of here.”
Louie stabbed his gun at Oscar, then Julius. “All right, you fellows, come on. Let’s get busy! I’m warning you, I’m sore already. You fellows make any bad moves, and I’ll skin you too!”
The three of them left the room. Scharnhorst pulled up a chair near the door and dropped into it. He dangled his gun carelessly between his knees.
“Relax, folks. It’ll take Louie a while to get the skins baled together, and there’s no reason we can’t make ourselves comfortable…. Say, Miss Larsen, how about you giving us a song, that song maybe that you sang in ‘Queen of the Ice’?”
“I don’t want to sing,” said Olga Larsen coldly. “I don’t like you, and I am not used to having guns waved in my face. Please go away!”
“Ha, ha!” laughed Willie Scharnhorst. “So you don’t like me. Well, I don’t mind. I like you just the same.”
“Mr. Scharnhorst,” said Ben Slade suddenly, “we’ve been in an airplane accident. We’re nervous and excited. Please let us alone.”
“Who are you?” asked Scharnhorst.
“Slade’s my name. I’m Miss Larsen’s manager.”
Quade nudged Charlie Boston. “All right, Charlie, here we go.”
“Folks!” Quade announced in a sudden, dramatic voice. “I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. I’m probably the smartest man in the entire state of Wisconsin! I know the answers to all questions!”
His voice rose until it filled the entire room. It was an amazing voice, vibrant and clear. It would have done credit to the best political orator of a national convention. The entire group jerked to attention.
“I see doubt in your faces,” he cried. “You think I’m crazy! I’m not. I’m the Human Encyclopedia, and I know the answers to everything! I can answer any question any of you can ask me on any subject — history, mathematics, geography, business or sports! Try me out with a question, someone!”
Those in the room were staring at Quade in open-mouthed astonishment, all except Karl Becker. He had sampled Quade before.
“What’s this,” demanded Scharnhorst, “a new game?”
“Call it that,” Quade shot back at him, “and ask me something.”
Scharnhorst screwed up his mouth. You could almost hear him think. After a moment his face twisted into what Quade guessed was brilliance. “I got something!” exclaimed Scharnhorst. “Who was called the father of this country?”
Quade looked hard at Scharnhorst. “Is that your idea of a difficult question?”
“Why not?” demanded Scharnhorst. “When I applied for my citizenship papers four years ago, they asked me that. I got mixed up, too. I told ’em Congress.”
Charlie Boston guffawed.
“Oh, you’re another smart guy, huh?” snapped Willie Scharnhorst. “You know all the answers, huh? Well, I did too. The saloon-keeper on the corner told me they always ask first who makes the laws for this country and second, who’s called the father of this country. Well, the judge made a mistake and asked me the second question first and I give him the answer to the first. Was it my fault the judge didn’t know his stuff?”
Quade kept a straight face. “Well, we’ll just skip your question, Willie. Someone else, please, ask me something. Anything.”
“I’ll play,” said Bill Morgan. “I used to fly down in South America. Look, Quade, what’s the chief product exported from Chile?”
“Nitrate,” Quade replied laconically. “It constitutes more than half of all Chile’s exports. The total value of the Chilean nitrate exported every year is $100,000,000 of which the government through taxation gets approximately $20,000,000.”
Murmurs went around the room at that. “You’re dead right!” exclaimed Bill Morgan. “But I’ve got another question—”
“One to a customer,” said Quade. “Miss Lane, what about you?”
“I was just thinking,” smiled the air hostess. “I lived in England a while. So I’ll ask an English question. ‘What is a galee?’”
“A coal miner. A man who operates a coal mine under a government lease, which is called a gale.”
The saturnine, lean Alan McGregor threw in a question, then. “How far is it from St. Louis to Chicago?”
“Two hundred and eighty-five miles,” Quade replied quickly.
And now the game took on. Olga Larsen asked a question, then Ben Slade. Gustave Lund, too. He answered every question thrown at him, quickly and accurately. But suddenly he called a halt.
“And now I’m going to show you how you yourselves can learn the answers to all questions anyone can ask you! I’m going to give each one of you an opportunity to be a Human Encyclopedia!”
Charlie Boston was fumbling with the bag he had lugged with him earlier in the evening. He opened it and produced a thick volume. He handed it to Quade.
“Here it is, folks, The Compendium of Human Knowledge, the knowledge of the ages in one volume! Twelve hundred pages of facts and knowledge! The answers to any questions anyone can ever ask you! A complete education crammed into one volume! And folks,” Quade leaned forward and lowered his voice, “what do you think I am asking for this marvelous book, this complete college education? Twenty-five dollars? Twenty? No, not even fifteen, or ten, or five! Just a measly two dollars and ninety-five cents. Think of it, folks! Twelve hundred pages of education for only two dollars and ninety-five cents! Charlie, the gentleman over there.” He pointed at Willie Scharnhorst.
Charlie Boston had his hands full, his arms full of books. He strode briskly across the room.
“Here you are, Willie,” he said, “and worth its weight in silver fox skins!”
Willie Scharnhorst looked stupidly at the grinning Boston, and then he reached into his pocket with his free hand and pulled out a fistfull of bills. Charlie whisked away three of the bills expertly and dropped the copy of The Compendium of Human Knowledge on Scharnhorst’s lap. He turned away abruptly and attacked the others in the room.
In the meantime Quade was continuing his exhortation. Boston sold more copies of the book, one to Bill Morgan, one to Alan McGregor. He passed up Mona Lane — because he liked her — and forced one upon Olga Larsen, who protested. Boston ignored her and collected from Ben Slade for two volumes. Charlie paused before Gustave Lund, but Lund wasn’t having any. Charlie grinned wickedly at Karl Becker and said:
“It wouldn’t do you any good. You couldn’t read English!”
“Phooie!” said Becker. “What’s this business anyway? What did I do, that all this should happen to me in one day? I don’t like it, I tell you.”
“Neither do I,” groaned Gustave Lund. “First the airplane, then a man murdered, and now this craziness!”
Willie Scharnhorst was fumbling around with his newly purchased copy of The Compendium of Human Knowledge. His ears heard the word “murder.”
“Someone get killed when the airplane fell?”
“Somebody got killed all right,” said Alan McGregor. “But it wasn’t by the crash. It was a bullet right smack in the back of his head!”
Quade, looking at Scharnhorst, saw the startled expression that leaped into his eyes.
“Why should anyone want to shoot someone in an airplane?” Willie asked.
“That’s a question we were talking about when you broke in with your pal,” replied Quade. “It’s the screwiest situation I ever heard of; the airplane crashes, and then we find that the pilot is dead with a bullet in his head.”
“Were you on the plane?” asked Scharnhorst.
“No, that’s one thing I can’t be blamed for. The person who murdered the pilot is one of these others.” He waved a hand about the room.
Willie Scharnhorst’s eyes went around the room. He passed over Morgan, the co-pilot, still with Mona, the hostess, looked long at Alan McGregor and passed on to the two ice skaters and their manager. His eyes went back to McGregor. After a moment he said:
“You, haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”
McGregor looked steadily at Scharnhorst. “I don’t know. Have you?”
“I’m asking you.”
“Were we ever in the same police line-up?” asked McGregor, a slight sneer in his tone.
“Yeah,” said Scharnhorst thoughtfully. “I think I remember now. Only it wasn’t in a police line-up that I saw you. It was in Duke Kennard’s place in Kansas City. Remember?”
“My memory’s very bad,” replied McGregor.
Willie Scharnhorst got up from his chair, laid the book on it and walked slowly toward McGregor. When he was three or four feet away, he made a swift movement which brought him behind McGregor. He stabbed his gun into the lean man’s spine and frisked him quickly. The result was a pearl-handled .32 automatic. He backed away.
“That was very careless of me,” he said. “I should have had Louie frisk everyone here.”
He looked around the room again. “Well, I guess that’s about all the artillery, except—” he nodded at Quade. “How about you?”
“Not me,” said Quade. “I never carried a gun in my life. I don’t have to.”
Willie examined the gun he had taken from McGregor. He dropped the clip into his hand and smelled the muzzle.
“Cleaned it, huh?” he said.
“Not for two weeks,” replied McGregor.
“Personally,” said Quade, “I think the pilot was killed with a .38. And I also think that the person who really killed the pilot had all sorts of chances to throw away the gun and probably did.”
“Eh?” said Scharnhorst. “You don’t think it was this fellow?”
“It could have been. He might have had another gun.”
“Well, who’s your candidate then? You’re a wise guy, you know everything.”
Quade grinned wryly and shook his head.
The door banged open and in came Oscar and Julius with Louie behind them. Louie was shivering from the cold.
“It’s forty below zero outside, maybe sixty or seventy even. I’ll be damned if I’m going to stay out there all night.”
Scharnhorst sighed. “Always complaining. How much more work have you got to do?”
“I just told you,” snarled Louie. “The pelts are strung up on lines. We got to take ’em down, tie ’em in bundles and load ’em in the truck. It’ll take us until morning to load all those skins.”
Scharnhorst scowled. “We should have waited until tomorrow night. Maybe all these guests wouldn’t have been here, and Becker might have had them baled for us. Well, you know how things are, Louie, the snow’ll keep people from coming here tonight, and we’ll have to make the most of it. Get yourself warmed up, and then give it another whack. Me, I’ve got my hands full right here.”
Louie and the two German workers went out again in a few minutes. Quade sat himself on the floor near the fireplace. It was going to be a long night, he knew. Charlie Boston sat down on the other side of the fireplace. In the middle of the room, Gustave Lund, Olga Larsen and Slade began a mild argument. Olga was bemoaning her fate, and Lund was berating Slade for their predicament. He insisted that Slade had no business booking them for a small city like Duluth in the first place.
After a while Bill Morgan and Mona Lane came across the room and stood before the fireplace.
“What do you think of it, Mr. Quade?” asked Morgan respectfully.
Quade shrugged. “We’ll stay here until morning and then they’ll go off. We’ll get to a town without any trouble.”
Morgan nodded. “They’ll be looking for the plane, of course, by morning. It should have been in Duluth by now, and when it’s late, they’ll start looking for it. I know we weren’t off our course much, and they ought to be able to locate it in a few hours. We’ll probably have a plane here before noon.”
“And until then, we might as well make ourselves comfortable,” said Mona.
Quade chuckled, and then the floor lamp flared brightly and went out, plunging the room into total darkness. Quade gasped and began raising himself from the floor. Before he regained his feet, someone in the room yelped sharply. There was a rushing movement and the sharp, terrific explosion of a gun.
Willie Scharnhorst’s voice cut the darkness: “Stand where you are, everyone! I’m at the door, and the first one comes close gets plugged!”
A woman screamed, hysterically. Quade knew it wasn’t Mona Lane. He was on his feet now, crouched and moving forward in the darkness, hands outstretched. He knew the location of the door, and if the darkness held for another thirty seconds, he knew also that he would be in complete command of the situation. A floor board creaked, and someone near the door, Scharnhorst no doubt, fired his gun into the ceiling.
“Stand still, I said!” Willie’s voice grated harshly.
Quade’s outstretched hand collided with a body. His fingers clawed it, and he was rewarded with a snarl and a sudden swish of air. He ducked instinctively. Something heavy and hard grazed the side of his face and thudded on his left shoulder. He almost went to his knees, but gritted his teeth and plunged forward. His hands encountered only darkness. There was a crashing of glass, and then a match sputtered into flame. It threw a ghostly half-light upon the scene.
“You, Quade,” snarled Scharnhorst. “Stand where you are, or I’ll plug you!”
Quade stood. At the other side of the room another match lit up a little spot, and then Hugo, Becker’s helper, came out of the kitchen with a kerosene lamp. It flooded the room with light.
Scharnhorst was standing just inside the door, his feet wide apart, his own gun and McGregor’s held before him, menacingly. McGregor himself was poised on his toes at the window facing Scharnhorst. He looked like a tiger about to spring upon his prey. Becker was lying flat on the floor near the kitchen. Near the fireplace Bill Morgan stood with his arm around Mona Lane. Charlie Boston was behind Quade.
The two skaters and their manager were sitting on the couch. Olga Larsen was blubbering hysterically. Ben Slade’s face was almost as white as the snow outside. Lund sat between him and Olga, his head hanging forward on his chest. Quade looked at him and inhaled softly.
“Lund,” he said.
Lund did not move. Ben Slade looked at the man beside him and bounded to his feet.
“He’s shot!” he cried. “He’s been shot!”
Cold air blew into the room from outside. One entire window pane was broken. Quade looked at it and shook his head. Scharnhorst came away from the door in a rush. He grasped his guns securely, and Quade knew that this was not the moment to attack him. The gunman looked into the face of Gustave Lund and Quade heard his teeth click together.
“Who did this?” he snapped. “You, Quade?”
“No, not me,” replied Quade. “I was sitting down beside the fireplace. I couldn’t have put out the light.”
Scharnhorst’s eyes rolled toward the fireplace, then dropped to the floor.
“The hell you couldn’t. The wire from the lamp runs along there.”
“That’s so,” Quade conceded, “but it isn’t broken there. The circuit could have been shorted almost anywhere — outside the house, in the kitchen, or you, Willie, you could have pulled the cord from the socket there just two feet from your chair.”
“Why the devil would I want to do that?” demanded Scharnhorst. “If I had wanted to bump him off, I’d have just done it without dousing the lights.”
There was truth in what Willie said. Quade felt sure that Scharnhorst hadn’t killed Lund. Besides, there was the matter of the broken window. Throughout the turmoil in the dark, Scharnhorst had advertised his exact position. He could not have thrown the gun out of the window without coming forward at least eight feet and then retreating back to the door. Quade knew he hadn’t done that. He knew too that Boston had been behind him and Charlie was not the sort of man who shot people in the dark. Besides, he was Quade’s friend.
Bill Morgan and Mona? They’d been at the fireplace, but had had a chance to move around. Conceivably, they could have reached the wire, but Quade didn’t think so. Alan McGregor? Yes, he was the logical suspect. He was near the window. But Scharnhorst had frisked him, had taken away his gun. Had the man had another gun concealed on his person or somewhere in the room? He was a member of the party who had been on the airplane. He could have been the one who had killed the pilot.
On the other hand, the skaters and their manager had ignored McGregor completely. If any of them had known McGregor, and they must have for him to want to kill one of them, they had concealed it well. Ben Slade? He was Lund’s manager, received a share of his earnings. Managers don’t kill the geese that lay the golden eggs.
Quade looked hard at Olga Larsen. She was a national figure, the world’s greatest skating star. He recalled something Lund had said earlier. The dead skater had been bitter toward Olga and Slade for some reason.
The door slammed open, and Louie came running in, gun held ready.
“Jeez!” he cried. “What’s all the shooting about?”
“Just a little rub-out, Louie,” Scharnhorst said. “That’s all.”
Louie did not seem greatly disconcerted. “Why did you knock him off?”
“I didn’t. Somebody else here did it.”
“Who?”
Scharnhorst shook his head. “Search me. You can see the electric light ain’t working. All of a sudden the light goes out, the window busts, and someone shoots this bozo.”
“No,” cut in Quade. “He was shot before the window was broken which means that someone in this room killed him. I’m willing to bet eight copies of The Compendium of Human Knowledge against a nickel that you’ll find a gun outside there in the snow.”
Scharnhorst’s eyes slid toward his pal. “O.K., Louie, get it.”
Louie shot an angry look at Oliver Quade and left the room. Quade stepped easily across the room to the window and peered out into the rectangle of light that shone through the window on the snow. He saw Louie come into the rectangle, move around, and then pick up something from the snow. A moment later he came into the room, wiping snow from an automatic.
“This is it!” he said. “Two shots fired!”
“Oh,” said Quade, “a .38. One shot for the pilot and one for Lund.”
“And someone had the gun all the time!” exclaimed Scharnhorst, looking blackly around the room.
When he had first entered with Louie and taken command of the lodge, he had been a good-natured gunman. The events of the past half-hour had changed his disposition. He looked sullen and mean. Quade didn’t like the change. He had read about The Mad Dutchman in the newspapers, knew that when Scharnhorst was enraged, he was a mad dog who would stop at nothing.
“How you coming along with the pelts, Louie?” asked Scharnhorst.
“All right,” growled Louie. “Take me three or four hours more, I guess if — say! I left those two Dutchmen out there. Do you suppose they would beat it?”
“You sap! Get out there! If they’ve ducked for help, we’ve got to scram, too.”
Louie slammed out the door. He returned two minutes later.
“They’ve beat it!”
Scharnhorst cursed roundly. Quade saw Mona Lane flinch. The big man strode across to Becker.
“Where did those men of yours go to?”
“I don’t know,” groaned Becker. “There ain’t no neighbor in ten miles from here, and you can see for yourself that it’s snowing like the devil. Spooner is thirty-one miles from here.”
“Lucky I had the key from the truck ignition,” said Louie. “They couldn’t take the truck. They got the horses, though.”
Scharnhorst pursed his lips thoughtfully. “The way it’s snowing, they’ll be lucky if they can make it to this neighbor in three hours and three hours back here.”
“Not exactly,” said Quade. “This neighbor may have a phone and call Spooner. They have cars and trucks there that can get through here.”
Scharnhorst stared at Becker. “How about it, Dutch? Has this neighbor of yours got a telephone?”
Becker nodded. “Yeah.”
Scharnhorst swore again. “That means if those two lugs get to this neighbor’s, they’ll telephone to Spooner, and they’ll come out here in autos in about an hour — four hours altogether — better make it three in case those bozos push their horses faster than I figure they will. Well, we’ll just have to finish up in three hours.”
His eyes darted around the room. “All right, you fellows! Becker, Quade, and that fat lug beside you! Morgan, you, McGregor and Slade, come on, we got work to do.”
“‘Fat lug’ huh?” Charlie Boston grunted, under his breath. “Maybe I’ll get a chance to talk to him about that.”
“What do you want us to do?” demanded Ben Slade.
“Come on outside and help with the pelts, that’s what. We haven’t got much time. The women’ll stay in here. They ain’t foolish enough to try to get away in this weather.”
“It’s cold outside,” protested Ben Slade, “and I, honest, I wouldn’t be much good out there.”
Scharnhorst looked contemptuously at the little manager. He snorted.
“Yeah, you wouldn’t be much good out there anyway. Stay here with the women.”
“I don’t feel so good either,” said Quade. “And look, I only have this thin overcoat. You wouldn’t make me go out there in the cold, would you?”
“The hell I wouldn’t,” snarled Scharnhorst. “You can work hard and keep warm. C’mon.”
A long, low, snow-covered shed held the fox skins. Quade saw long wires stretched from end to end of the shed on which hung, on wire frames, hundreds upon hundreds of inverted silver fox skins.
“All right, fellows,” said Scharnhorst, hefting his gun, “get busy! Take them skins down from the frames, put them in bundles, and tie them up.”
“There’s another shed,” said Louie. “I better take half of these punks with me. You can stand here at the end and watch these fellows. There’s only one door.”
Quade managed to pair off with Charlie Boston and Karl Becker and follow Louie. That left Scharnhorst with Morgan, McGregor and Hugo.
Outside, Louie herded Quade and the others to a shed about fifty feet away. Inside the shed were row upon row of silver fox pelts.
“Boy! what a lot of fur coats!” exclaimed Charlie Boston. He smacked his gloved hands together, stretched wide his arms, and swooped up an armful of pelts.
“Och!” exclaimed Becker. “Such a business! The skins are still green!” He dropped down upon the pelts and almost reverently began taking out the individual wire frames upon which they were stretched.
Passing Charlie Boston, Quade nudged him. Boston followed him a few feet into the shed. They stood side by side gathering up armfuls of pelts.
“This is it, Charlie,” whispered Quade. “Watch me!”
“Hey, break it up, you two!” called Louie from the door.
Quade moved away with a tremendous armful of pelts. Approaching Becker, kneeling on the floor, he seemed to trip. He cried out and as he plunged forward he heaved the bundle of pelts into Louie’s face. The explosion of Louie’s gun filled the room, but no bullet struck Quade. And then his shoulders hit the gunman’s knees and Louie was falling backwards. Charlie Boston swarmed over Quade, and he heard the solid thump of Boston’s fist landing on Louie. That was all there was to it. Usually, when Boston hit them squarely they did not get up again, not for a while. Quade scooped up Louie’s lantern in his left hand, his gun with his right.
“All right, Ollie. Let’s go!” cried Boston.
Becker was babbling incoherently over his skins. Quade leaped out through the door of the skin-drying shed. At the same instant big Willie Scharnhorst sprang out of the other shed. The big .45 in his hand blasted fire and thunder. The bullet fanned Quade’s cheek. Scharnhorst was no mean shot. Quade fired, more with the intention of scaring Scharnhorst than trying to hit him. Scharnhorst jumped aside, but at that moment a gun somewhere else thundered and hot fire seared Quade’s left shoulder.
“Someone else is shooting at you!” cried Boston.
“I know it,” retorted Quade and made a huge leap around the corner of the shed. He dropped the lantern from his hand. It fell into some loose snow and sunk almost out of sight, but Quade didn’t pause for light. He kept going straight into the darkness. Someone behind him kept shooting and that only made Quade go faster. It was a minute or more before he was really aware that Boston wasn’t behind him. The big fellow couldn’t travel as fast as Quade, but Quade wasn’t worried about him. Boston was quite capable of taking care of himself.
When Quade stopped, there were trees around him. He stepped behind one and looked back in the direction he had come. He saw two or three winking lights moving about and he heard faint talk. But the lights were not approaching him, and he guessed that Scharnhorst realized the futility of trying to capture someone in a snowstorm in an unfamiliar forest.
Scharnhorst would proceed with the work of getting the fox skins together. It was cold out here, and Quade shivered. The prospect of staying out here three or four hours was not a cheerful one.
Furthermore, there were possibilities to this that he did not like. There was Olga Larsen, for example. Scharnhorst was a known kidnapper. Olga Larsen had money, a great deal of it. Furthermore, Scharnhorst was in a precarious situation himself. A truckload of silver fox skins was not easy to conceal even up here in the sparsely settled section of northern Wisconsin. Scharnhorst would have to go one hundred and fifty miles to reach the Canadian border. If he were smart, he would seize Olga Larsen or someone else to use as a hostage until he reached safety.
Quade was quite honest in admitting that he did not care a great deal for Olga Larsen, but on the other hand Scharnhorst might just possibly realize that Quade would be the most formidable pursuer and take along Charlie Boston. For Charlie Boston, Quade would go to very great lengths. He shook his head in the darkness.
“Got to do something before they get away.”
His eyes growing accustomed to the darkness, he made out rectangular spots of blackness to the right. Those, no doubt, were the live fox houses. He moved in the direction and hit meshed wire. He kept his hands on the wire and moved along it. It was a long pen, almost two hundred feet long. When he reached the end of it, he found himself before a long, low shed.
He listened but heard no sign of movement inside the shed. He did, however, hear little noises further away and guessed that the shed was split up into sections, foxes in sections beyond this first one could smell or hear his presence and were restless. Softly he unlatched the door. He opened it a crack and attempted to peer inside. His eyes could not penetrate the inky blackness.
He stood there for a moment and then closed the door. As he did an electric light bulb directly over the door sprang into light. Quade gasped, but his quick brain deduced instantly that the lights in the fox pens were operated by remote control and someone back at the house or wherever the switches were, had turned them on. That meant also that the short circuit in the house had been repaired. But he couldn’t stand here under this light. Neither did he want to risk running to the woods again. He would make too good a target now with lights in several spots.
There wasn’t anything he could do but tear open the door of the fox shed and spring inside. To his consternation, there was an electric light bulb inside. He saw in his first glance around the room that this wasn’t really a fox pen, but rather a room for supplies. He saw several sacks of commercial cereal, fox food, many cans of disinfectants and remedies, even a blow torch. There was a wooden latch on the inside of the door. Quade dropped it. No sooner had he done so when he heard the crunch of feet on snow outside the door.
Quade tensed. He expected any moment that a bullet would tear through the planking of the door, that the harsh voice of Willie Scharnhorst would blast at him. A voice did speak. But it was muffled, disguised.
“All right, Quade. Come on out!”
“I like it better in here,” Quade replied. The advantage was his. The man outside was the person who had killed the airplane pilot and Gustave Lund. Why would he disguise his voice? It was not Scharnhorst. This person, apparently, did not want to make noise and bring Scharnhorst down upon him. That was in Quade’s favor. Quade didn’t want Scharnhorst in on this either.
He moved away from the door to a corner of the room. He heard the crunching of snow outside. The murderer was moving alongside of the fox pens. Suddenly Quade heard the quick flurry of rubbery pads; the nervous squeaks of animals. And then he saw something. The door leading into the adjoining pen was open. The killer was letting the foxes in on Quade. Quade knew that foxes, although shy, could be exceedingly vicious when frightened. And the foxes next door were certainly frightened at the moment.
He started across the room to close the door. He had taken only a step when there was a soft thump on the other side of the door and it flew wide open. A small black animal sprang into the room, saw Quade, and made a frightened leap for the small wire-covered window. Quade stepped quickly back into the corner. He had a gun and could shoot the animal if necessary, but the shot would instantly bring upon him Willie Scharnhorst and Louie.
There was more squealing and rushing about in the pen next door. Two foxes hurtled into Quade’s room, made a simultaneous leap at the window and bounced back to the floor.
He made a quick movement with his hand. “Beat it, fellows!” he said.
The foxes rushed, but not toward the door. They sprang instead upon a bench on which were several tin dishes. They knocked them over. The clatter frightened them even more. Now they were absolutely terrified, so much so they were utterly blind. They squealed and dashed helter-skelter in all directions, bumping themselves against the walls.
Quade crouched in a corner. An animal hurtled against him. He struck at it and sharp teeth ripped the leg of his trousers and tore into his ankle. Giddy pain swept over him. For an instant, he thought he was seeing double. There were more than three foxes in the room. He blinked and tried to count them. Five. And if they had been excited before, they were doubly so now. Perhaps the smell of the blood was affecting them.
Another animal leaped at Quade. He struck down at it with the gun. The animal squealed and fell away. Quade knew that he was in one of the tightest spots he had ever been in in his life. You could fight a human being but you couldn’t fight a room full of maddened foxes. The animals moved so fast you couldn’t even strike them solid blows.
His desperate plight stimulated his nimble brain. It was then he saw the can of ether on the shelf beside him. Alongside of it lay a three foot length of broomstick. Attached to one end of the stick was a bundle of cotton. Quade exclaimed softly. He whipped down the can of ether, tore off the cover, and with a quick movement splashed a half cupful of the contents on the cotton ball attached to the stick. The sickish sweet odor of ether assailed his nostrils.
He jammed his revolver into an overcoat pocket, caught up the stick with the ether-soaked cotton in one hand. The foxes were still rushing around. An animal snapped at his ankles. Quade smashed down with the stick and rapped the animal on the snout. The result was astonishing. The fox yelped, leaped and thudded to the floor, gave a spasmodic kick and lay still.
Quade’s eyes glinted. Now he took the offensive. He advanced from his corner, lunged out at another animal and tapped it lightly on the nose with the ether-soaked cotton. That fox fell. Now there were only three animals left. One hurtled through the air toward Quade’s throat. He smashed it down with his left fist and with his right hand flicked it with the stick.
Two left. Quade sprang forward, lunged for one and missed. The animal rushed away blindly, hit the wall and bounced through the open door into the pen. The fifth animal made a lightning circuit of the room, sprang for the wire-covered window and fell to the floor.
Quade caught it there, and then it was all over. He fastened the pen door so the fox that had escaped could not return. He was dripping with perspiration, weak from his battle and narrow escape, and mad clear through. He dropped the ether-soaked stick, whipped out his gun, and unlatched the door leading to the outside.
He stepped through and almost collided with Louie, the gunman. Louie yelled hoarsely and a bullet from his gun tugged at Quade’s overcoat. Quade shot him. Louie screamed and plunged forward to the snow. Grimly, Quade stepped over him. He marched through the snow that crunched loudly under his feet with every step, straight toward the drying sheds.
There was grim determination in his step and there was fury in his eye.
He found an excited circle of figures there. Charlie Boston was the dominating one of the group. On the snow lay Willie Scharnhorst.
“Ollie!” cried Boston. “Where’ve you been?”
“With the foxes,” retorted Quade. “I see you got Willie.”
“Yeah, he took his eyes off me and I belted him. But Louie got away.”
“Those shots just now was me and Louie shooting it out.” Quade’s eyes darted around the group. “The show’s over, folks,” he said. “Let’s all go to the house.”
Electric lights were on in the big living room of Karl Becker’s lodge. Gathered around were Mona Lane and Olga, Ben Slade and Alan McGregor; Bill Morgan and Karl Becker. Louie, the gunman, was still stretched out in the snow. There was no use bringing him in. In the kitchen, Hugo was tying up Willie Scharnhorst.
“Mr. Quade,” chortled Karl Becker, “I like you. You’re a fine fellow. If it hadn’t been for you—”
Quade waved a hand. “Scharnhorst and Louie are out of it, but there’s still a murderer. He’s in this room. He’s the man who killed the pilot, and Gustave Lund. I might say he’s also the man responsible for the airplane coming down.”
“I thought there was something wrong with the motor,” cut in Ben Slade.
Quade looked at Bill Morgan. “How about it?”
“One of them went dead altogether. The other was missing. There was something wrong with them all right, but I don’t know what.”
“Maybe the pilot knew. Maybe he was responsible for it. What did you know about him, Morgan?”
The co-pilot shrugged. “He was one of the best pilots on the line. Outside of that I didn’t know a great deal about him. He did have one weakness, women — expensive ones.”
“That would tie in, although we’ll probably never know. My conjecture is that he was paid to bring the plane down near this place.”
“But why would he want to do that?” asked Alan McGregor.
“Isn’t it obvious to you that Willie Scharnhorst didn’t have the brains to figure out a set-up like this one? Scharnhorst is just an ignorant hoodlum. He kidnapped that man in St. Louis and didn’t even have brains enough to collect the ransom. He had to let him go.”
Quade shifted suddenly to the flaxen-haired ice skater. “Miss Larsen, why were Gustave Lund and Slade always quarreling?”
“That’s none of your business,” cut in Slade.
“It is,” retorted Quade. “You tried to kill me out there a little while ago, and anything pertaining to you is my business.”
“What?” cried Slade. “I tried to kill you?”
“Yes. You’re the man I’ve been talking about. You shot at me and turned the foxes on me. How many rods do you pack?”
“You’re crazy!”
“I’ll draw a picture,” Quade turned to Mona. “Miss Lane, all of us left this room except you and Miss Larsen and Slade. What happened here after we left?”
“Why, I don’t know exactly. We sat around here in the dark and then Mr. Slade said he was going to try to fix the lights. He went out and a couple of minutes later the lights went on. And after a little while, he came back and said he had fixed them. That’s all I knew until all of you came back in here.”
Quade nodded. “How did you fix the lights, Slade?”
“I didn’t,” replied the little manager. “I just went outside and I heard a lot of shooting and running around and I didn’t go anywhere. I just stayed in back of the house while doing nothing. Then after the lights went on I came back in here.”
“You never left the vicinity of the house?”
“No.”
“Is that so? Then how did you get those silver fox hairs on your overcoat?”
Quade stepped forward as if to touch Slade’s coat. The little man yelled hoarsely and sprang back, tugging at his pocket.
Smack! Charlie Boston’s fist lifted Slade clear off his feet and hurled him back upon the sofa. He tumbled from it to the floor and lay still.
“That’s that,” said Quade. “Maybe he didn’t turn off or fix the lights — I think one of Becker’s workmen did that, thinking he was helping. But Slade is your killer.”
“I think you’re right,” Olga Larsen said suddenly. “Lund claimed Slade had stolen my money. He was stalling for a couple of weeks now. Lund was trying to get me to ask Ben for an accounting. But I thought Slade was honest. I suppose he just took advantage of the darkness to kill Lund.”
“I’ll bet you’ll find that Mr. Ben Slade is short twenty-five or fifty thousand dollars, or whatever you call big money,” Quade said. “Slade may never admit it, but I maintain he booked you for the Ice Carnival just to get you landed up here. Becker, it was that newspaper story about your foxes that was responsible. I read it myself only a week ago. One hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth of fox skins was quite an inducement to them.”
“You mean dem two was working together?”
“Sure. Scharnhorst came along here with a truck. Slade brought down the airplane and the famous Olga Larsen. He’d paid the pilot to make a forced landing then, and just to play safe, and keep him from talking, he killed the pilot. Scharnhorst’s job was to take the furs, but a big truckful of furs is a hard thing to hide. That’s why they needed Olga Larsen. She’s a national figure. Slade brought her here so Scharnhorst could kidnap her. Hold her as a hostage, rather. With her life in danger, the police and G-men wouldn’t go after Scharnhorst. Then in a week or two, when the furs were safely cached or sold, Willie would have turned Olga loose to make more money for Slade. He killed Lund to keep his account shortage quiet.
“Mr. Becker, in the morning there are four animals in one of your sheds to pelt. I killed them,” Quade finished.
Karl Becker frowned. “You shot them? You put holes in their skins? That cuts down their value!”
Charlie Boston looked down at his huge fist. “Just once, Ollie,” he pleaded.
Quade grinned. “No — Mr. Becker, I didn’t put holes in your precious pelts. If I wasn’t so tired it would cost you money to know how I killed them, but I’ll just tell you. I killed them the same way you do, by tapping them on the nose with ether-soaked cotton.”
“Is dat so? You really do know about foxes then?”
“Only what I read in books. Mr. Becker, I like you. I’m going to give you a copy of The Compendium of Human Knowledge.”
Karl Becker was genuinely touched by Quade’s generosity. “Dot’s fine, Mr. Quade. You know I like you, too, and I tell you what I do. You have safed me from these low-life t’ieves. You have safed my thirty-two hundred beautiful skins. I reward you. One minute!”
He stepped outside the door and returned with a limp, black animal. “Dis fox, Mr. Quade, the one you run over in your automobile. I am going to make you a present of him — because you are such a fine fellow.” He extended the dead fox to Quade and said, as an afterthought: “De fox got out of the wire and maybe I never see him again, anyway.”
Charlie Boston gnashed his teeth. He stepped toward Karl Becker. Oliver Quade looked away.

State Fair Murder

He was here again. He saw the bright new banners: Minnesota State Fair, and a wave of nostalgia swept through him. There was sunshine and the clacking of turnstiles. Along the Midway he saw the same faces, heard familiar voices; the Kewpie dolls the suckers never won, gleamed from their shelves. He saw all of this and was glad that he was again a part of it.
And so he turned into the Education Building and found a bench and, mounting it, began talking in a voice that was louder than the noises of the huge building, that drowned even the clamor of the Midway and the yells of fifty thousand throats at the nearby speedway.
“I am Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia!” he thundered. “I know the answers to all questions. I can answer anything anyone can ask, on any subject…”
A man rushed up and, grabbing Oliver Quade’s coat, tugged furiously.
“You can’t start that stuff in here!” he cried, in a thin, high voice. “I told you you had to work outside!”
A look of utter weariness came upon Oliver Quade’s face. “Mr. Campbell,” he said, “I do not think more of twenty-five dollars than you do of your right arm. Yet that is the sum I paid you and I insist therefore, that I be allowed to work wherever I choose. And I choose this building.”
“Quade,” gritted Campbell, who was secretary of the Fair, “I dislike grease joints because they sell bad food and clutter up the grounds, yet I do not detest them one-hundredth as much as sheet-writers. And I would rather sleep in bed with a sheet-writer than live on the same street with a pitchman. And you, sir, are a pitchman. Do I make myself clear?”
So Oliver Quade took his case of books and went outside the Education Building. The noises of the Midway, the eighteen racing cars on the speedway, the fifty thousand persons in the grandstand could have been equalled only by eight tornadoes, three earthquakes and a 21-gun salute from the Pacific Fleet.
Yet Quade went into competition with it all — and held his own.
“I am Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia,” he roared again. “I know the answers to all questions. I can answer anything anyone can ask me, on any subject — history, science, mathematics…”
An angry-looking man waved a book at Oliver Quade and yelled: “Who was the Republican nominee for president in 1848?”
“Ha,” said Quade, “you jest. The Republican Party did not come into existence until 1860. Abraham Lincoln was its first nominee.” He waved his arms dramatically and yelled at the throng that was gathering around him. “Now, try me on something else. Any subject, history, science, mathematics, sports—”
It was a hell of a time for murder.
The man who had asked the question about the Republican Party cried: “Ohmygawd!” and fell against Quade — dead.
Quade lowered the man to the ground and saw a little dart sticking in the small of his back. He picked up the book the man had dropped and noted the title: “Arnold’s American History.”
“A ringer,” he said.
And then — confusion.
For fifteen minutes the chief attraction of the fair was the corpse lying between the race-track and the Education Building. A couple hundred of the Fair’s special police made a solid, semi-circular fence.
Inside the circle twenty or thirty police from St. Paul milled about. Scattered among them were a half dozen private citizens. Oliver Quade was one of the unfortunates. A Lieutenant Johnson had him up against the Education Building and was giving him some law.
“I don’t like your story,” Lieutenant Johnson said for the fifth time.
“You don’t, eh? All right. I’ll give you a better one. A pink-eyed guy eight feet tall came along, riding a female zebra, with a six-shooter in each hand—”
“Wise guy, huh!” snarled the police lieutenant. “Wasn’t there an audience around I’d paste you a couple.”
“What’d you expect?” demanded Quade. “I’m a total stranger here. I was making a pitch to five hundred people and one of them got killed. I never saw the man before in my life. I’m just an innocent bystander.”
The lieutenant knew that very well, but he hated to give up on Quade. He was the only tangible connection with a man who had been killed. He was the only one of all the persons who had been in the crowd who had remained to be grabbed by a policeman. Crowds are that way.
A sergeant came up with an open notebook. “Here’s what we’ve got, Lieutenant. His name was L. B. Arnold and he was president of the Arnold Publishing Company, of Anoka. There was $36.53 in his pockets, besides some letters and papers. The dart, well, the doc says there was some strange poison on it, but he won’t be able to say what it is until he makes a chemical analysis.”
The lieutenant sawed the air impatiently. “All right, we’ll go into that later.” He turned back to Quade, glowering. “I could take you to Headquarters.”
“What good’d it do you?”
“None, I guess. Where you staying?”
“At the Eagle Hotel in Minneapolis.”
The lieutenant wrote it down. “Don’t you check out of there without letting me know. And while you’re here on the grounds check in at the secretary’s office every couple of hours in case we want you.”
“I’ll do that,” said Quade. “And Lieutenant, here’s something. This book. I picked it up from the ground. It seems to have been the dead man’s.”
The lieutenant tore it from Quade’s hands. But when he looked at the title, he sniffed. “Yeah, it was his, but it don’t mean nothing. You heard the sergeant say he was president of the Arnold Publishing Company. They publish school books and they got an exhibit inside the building. I saw it myself. They got five hundred of these books.”
“Then let me have this one. I’m interested in history.”
“This is evidence. Go buy yourself a book.”
Quade snorted and picked up his case, which contained a good many copies of The Compendium of Human Knowledge. He had hoped to sell these books here today. That was his business — selling these encyclopedias.
He bucked the throng held at bay by the circle of special police and broke through, to a lunch stand that was next door to the Education Building. There was a whole string of these grease joints along the Midway, some operated by professionals, some by amateurs. This one was an amateur’s stand. It bore a banner: “South Side Church.” A half-dozen attractive girls were inside the booth.
Quade caught the eye of the best looking girl. “Coke,” he said.
The girl brought the bottle, opened it and put a straw in it. “You’re the man — uh…”
“I am,” said Quade, “but I didn’t do it. This is Labor Day and I never kill a man on Labor Day. Haven’t for years.”
The girl was easy on the eyes. In her early twenties, blonde and rather tall. The white uniform she wore added to, rather than detracted from, her appearance.
He said, “My name’s Oliver Quade.”
She smiled, finally. “You announced it loud enough and often enough when you were making that — pitch, I guess you call it.”
He grinned. “What’s your name?”
She shook her head. “I have no name. I’m just one of the girls from the church. Reverend Larsen warned us—”
“That you were doing this for the church and not to get picked up by fresh young men.”
“Exactly.”
“All right. Let’s keep it on a business basis then. You were listening to my pitch—”
“What else could I do? You drowned out even the noise from the grandstand.”
He chuckled. “You can’t make money by whispering. Look at your own business here. You’ve got a cleaner stand and serve better food than Joe Grein over there, but look at the way he drags them in.”
She saw the logic of what he said and frowned. “What with that yelling of his and cane waving—”
“Cane,” said Quade. “That reminds me. I’ll see you later. I’ll leave my case here, to make sure I come back.”
He heaved it over the counter and set it by her feet, then grinned at her open-mouthed face and walked off quickly.
A hundred yards down the Midway Quade spotted a concession and muttered under his breath. He stopped behind a burly man in a checked suit, who was trying to drive a twenty-penny spike into a pine log. He wasn’t having much luck with it. He swung lustily, but somehow the hammer always slipped off the nail, or struck it a glancing blow, bending it.
Quade made a clucking noise with his tongue and the big man whirled. His angry face relaxed when he saw Quade. Then he winced.
“Uh, hello, Ollie. I was just comin’.”
“Is that so, Mr. Boston?” Quade asked sarcastically. “Tell me, my friend, how much money have you spent here trying to win one of those lovely, lovely canes?”
Charlie Boston scowled. “Not much. Maybe a couple bucks.”
“For a cane you could buy in town for thirty cents.” Quade sighed and signalled to the concessionaire. “Hi, Johnny! Let me have your hammer a minute. I want to show this oaf how to drive in a nail.”
The concessionaire chuckled. “I didn’t know he was a pal of yours. He’s gone for about four bucks. I’ll give it back—”
“No, let him pay for his fun.”
Johnny grinned crookedly. He tapped a spike about a half inch into the log, then handed Quade his own hammer. With one half the energy Boston had expended on a blow, Quade drove the nail two inches into the wood. With the second blow he sent it to within a half inch of the block. The third, a light one, drove the nailhead flush with the log.
Johnny Nelson sang out: “And the gentleman wins a cane!” He handed him a yellow stick. Quade winked at him, then pulled Boston away from the booth.
“Charlie,” he chided the burly man, “how often have I told you not to try to beat the other fellow at his own game?”
“Aw, you don’t have to rub it in,” growled Boston. “Anyway, you were lucky, that’s all. My hammer kept slipping.”
“Of course it did. It was supposed to slip. The ball had been rounded on an emery wheel. You’ll recall Johnny handed me his own private hammer. With it even you might have—”
“Why, the dirty crook!” Charlie Boston turned to plunge back to the cane concessionaire, but Quade grabbed his arm.
“We’ve no time for that. While you were frittering away your time I got mixed up in a murder mess.”
Boston gasped. “Murder!”
“Yes. I was making a pitch and someone tossed a dart into a prospective customer’s shoulder. There was poison on the dart.”
“Is that what all that commotion was about awhile ago?” cried Charlie Boston. “Gawd! I saw everyone rushing but I figured it wasn’t nothing more than a dip lifting someone’s poke.” He whistled as astonishment overwhelmed him. “A murder at your pitch!”
“While you were trying to win a cane!”
Boston sulked. “All right. All right.”
“Got a job for you, Charlie. One that suits your peculiar talents. Next to the Education Building there’s a grease joint, run by some girls from a church. Go down there with that nice, new cane of yours and give the girls your personality.”
Boston looked suspiciously at Quade. “Is this a rib?”
“No. This murder happened right next door to them. Pump the girls. Find out if they saw anything. Wait there for me. I’ll be back in a little while.”
Boston walked off briskly. The assignment was one he relished. Quade shook his head dolefully after his pal and went off in the other direction.
A few minutes later he stopped at a tent concession. There was a board backdrop in the tent, over which was spread a sheet of canvas, with red hearts painted on it. One or two customers were throwing darts at the hearts.
“Abe,” Quade said to the concessionaire, “did you lose a dart here today?”
Abe Wynn, a bald, fat man, grunted. “I lose a dozen every day. The yaps swipe ’em.”
“The cops been here yet?”
Wynn winced. “No, but I heard — and I’ve been expectin’ them. I don’t know a damn thing. It happened at your pitch, huh?”
Quade nodded. He picked up a handful of darts and began tossing them at the red hearts. “And the dart had your trademark. I s’pose you wouldn’t remember the people who tossed here today?”
“No. It’s been a good day and there’ve been two-three hundred. Any one of them could have slipped a dart into his pocket. But, Ollie, you know damn well one of these darts wouldn’t kill a man unless it struck a big vein or the heart.”
“There was poison on it. A deadly poison.”
“That lets me out, then. None of these darts have poison on them. I know because I wipe them with an oily rag every day to keep them from rusting.”
“Well, I was just asking. If a Lieutenant Johnson talks to you, he’s tough.”
Quade worked his way to the front of the Fair Grounds, to the Administration Building. He located the secretary’s office and had scarcely stepped inside, than Lieutenant Johnson grabbed him. “I was just going to look for you.”
“Yeah?”
“Some people have been picked up. I want you to look them over and give me the nod if any of them were in that crowd when you were selling those books.”
“There were five hundred. I wouldn’t know them all.”
“You might remember some of the faces…. In here.”
In the secretary’s office were eight or ten men and one woman. Quade’s eyes ran quickly over the gathering. He whispered to Lieutenant Johnson. “The stocky fellow in the gray suit — I’m sure of him. And the girl, she was there for a minute, although I think she left before it happened.”
The detective smacked his lips and stepped up to the middle-aged man in the gray suit. “Mr. Colby, you were Arnold’s office manager, weren’t you?”
Colby nodded. There was apprehension in his eyes. “I’m also a stockholder in the company. I thought a great deal of Arnold. I’m sure Ruth will bear me out in that.” He nodded toward the girl.
The girl’s eyes were tear-stained and she was wadding a moist handkerchief in a gloved hand. “My father always spoke very highly of Mr. Colby.”
She was, then, the dead man’s daughter. Which puzzled Quade. She had been in the crowd when he’d started, but she hadn’t been with her father — and had left before he was killed. Or had she left?
Lieutenant Johnson was still working on Colby. “Today’s a legal holiday. But you can save us time, Mr. Colby. We’re putting an auditor into the business tomorrow. You can save yourself a lot of trouble right now by telling for how much you tapped the till.”
Colby exclaimed angrily. “I resent that question. If I’m under arrest I demand to be allowed to telephone my attorney. If I’m not under arrest, I insist on courteous treatment.”
“This is a murder case, Mr. Colby,” snapped Johnson. “If my questions seem pointed, please bear in mind the gravity of the crime. It’s my business to ask questions, so could you venture an opinion as to why someone would want to murder Mr. Arnold?”
“I could not,” retorted Colby. “The Arnold Publishing Company is a corporation. L. B. owned sixty percent and I believe ten percent is in Miss Arnold’s name. She will naturally inherit her father’s stock. I stand to gain nothing by Arnold’s death.”
“Is that right, Miss Arnold?” the detective asked.
The girl nodded. “I believe so. Father told me only yesterday that the business was in bad shape.”
“That’s right!”
The exclamation came from a stocky man with huge, black eyebrows and a Hitler mustache. Lieutenant Johnson whirled on him. “Your name?”
“Wexler. Louis Wexler.”
“You were a friend of Arnold’s?”
“Creditor would be a better word. He owed me for printing.”
Colby interrupted. “Do you have to advertise it to the world? You got plenty of money from Arnold over a period of years. That he was a little hard pressed at the moment…”
“Hard pressed?” cried Wexler. “What about me? I’ve got a plant and a payroll. I got to lay it out every week—”
“So you were sore at Arnold?” Lieutenant Johnson said softly.
Wexler glared at the detective, then seemed to realize that he had laid himself open. Abruptly, his manner changed. He even attempted a smile. “Just in a business way, you understand. After all, you don’t kill a man who owes you money. You can’t get it back, then.”
Quade nudged the lieutenant. “Ask the girl why she slipped away from my pitch,” he murmured.
Johnson inhaled softly. Then he pounced on Ruth Arnold. “You were at the scene of your father’s murder. Did you leave before or after he was killed?”
Ruth Arnold’s hand flew up to her mouth and her eyes popped wide open. The tall young man beside her gripped her arm. He scowled at the detective. “Ruth was with me all afternoon.”
“Let her answer my question!” Johnson thundered.
“I left before,” Ruth Arnold whispered.
“Why’d you leave — because you saw your father?”
That question scored, too. But the girl’s supporter answered, “She left to meet me. It’s all right, now, Ruth. They’ll find it out anyway.”
“That you and Miss Arnold are engaged?” cut in Oliver Quade.
The girl gasped, but the man beside her, nodded. “Yes. Ruth’s father objected to her having anything to do with me.”
“What’s your name?” demanded Johnson.
“Jim Stillwell.”
Oliver Quade cleared his throat. “Lieutenant, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask Mr. Stillwell a question?”
Lieutenant Johnson shrugged. “Go ahead.”
“All right, Mr. Stillwell, who was the first man in American history to win the Republican nomination for president?”
“What the hell!” snorted Lieutenant Johnson angrily. “You playing games?”
“No, I’m interested in history and I thought I’d ask—”
“I don’t mind answering,” said Jim Stillwell. “John C. Fremont, in 1856, was the first Republican nominee. Right?”
“Surprisingly, yes.”
“You got any more questions?” the detective lieutenant asked, sarcastically.
“Yes, who was vice-president during Lincoln’s first term?”
“Get out of here!” cried Johnson.
“In one minute. Did you find out what poison was on the dart?”
“Well, the doc says it was dipped in some hydrocyanic acid. But where the devil would they get that stuff?”
Quade said: “In a drugstore — or if a fellow was real smart he could go out into a cornfield where there was some Indian corn. He could pick out a stunted stalk, and in some crotch find enough hydrocyanic acid to kill fifty people. It forms in stunted Indian corn and—”
The lieutenant sawed the air. “Yeah, I know you’re a smart guy. But get out of here!”
Quade left the room. On his way out, he picked up, from a desk, a copy of Arnold’s American History.
At the grease joint operated by the girls from the church, he found Charlie Boston in command of the situation. He was leaning against the counter, twirling his new cane and chatting with a dark-haired girl.
“Hi, pal,” he greeted Quade. “It’s all fixed. This is Mildred Rogers. She’s mine. Yours is the blonde. Her name’s Linda Starr.”
The blonde was the girl who had repelled Quade’s advances a while ago. He shook his head at her. “So you’d accept a blind date — after turning down my own noble advances.”
“You beat about the bush instead of getting down to business,” she retorted. “Anyway, I’d seen you and I hadn’t the blind date.”
“Where’ll we pick you up at seven-thirty?” he asked.
She gave him a number on South Lindell. “And if you don’t show up, I’m knitting some ear muffs for my regular boy friend who’s at West Point and I’d like to stay home an evening and finish them.”
“Ear muffs are against army regulations,” he replied. “So we’ll be around at seven-thirty.”
They moved away from the lunch stand and Quade whispered to Boston. “Well, what’d you find out?”
“Why, nothing. They didn’t see a thing. But they are real nice girls and we didn’t have anything to do this evening, anyway.”
Quade swore softly. “Nothing except earn money. Do you realize that the four bucks you threw away trying to win that cane was our grub money? I had to shell out all of mine to pay for the Fair privileges.”
“But it’s only three o’clock. You can still make a pitch or two and get some money.”
“I’m not in the mood, now.”
Boston groaned. “So that’s coming on again. You weren’t in the mood all summer. That’s why we’re away up here in Minnesota at the last fair of the season and without a dollar of get-away money.”
“Stop it, you’re breaking my heart. All right, I guess I’ll have to make a pitch. We can’t stand up the dear girls!”
He made the pitch, but his heart wasn’t in it. He sold four books at $2.95 each, working to a crowd of four hundred. Ordinarily, he would have disposed of twenty books to a crowd that size.
It was six o’clock when they climbed into the heap of tin and wheels they had parked in a parking lot outside the Fairgrounds.
On the eight-mile drive to Fourth and Hennepin in Minneapolis, Quade passed two red lights and almost ran over a traffic cop.
Charlie Boston groaned when the last blasts of the cop’s whistle died out. “I think he got your number!”
“Is that so?” Quade asked, absent-mindedly.
Boston snarled. “If you’re going to daydream, let me take the wheel. You know damn well our insurance lapsed on this buggy three months ago.”
Quade roused himself. He grinned crookedly at Boston. “Charlie, tell me — who was Thomas Hart Benton?”
“I don’t know. There was a Doc Benton in my home town of What Cheer, Iowa, but I don’t think he had any relative by the name of Thomas Hart Benton.”
Quade sighed. “Your abysmal ignorance is sometimes appalling, Charlie. Thomas Hart Benton was senator from Missouri from 1821 to 1851.”
“If you knew, why did you ask me? I only carry your books. I don’t read ’em.”
“You’ll read one this winter, in Florida, if I have the strength to make you. Now here’s an American history I picked up today. A very interesting subject. Americans don’t study it enough. Would you believe there were people who didn’t know who won the War of 1812?”
“I’m one of them,” said Boston, sarcastically. “But there’s things I know you don’t know. One of them is the swingeroo. We’ve got a date with a couple of jitterbugs tonight and you’re going to be an awful disappointment to them.”
“Why, Charlie, I’m sure that nice Linda girl would rather discuss cultural subjects than jump around a crowded dance floor.”
“Nuts!” said Charlie Boston.
At Fourth and Hennepin, Quade made a left turn and drove the flivver two blocks south. Then he squeezed it in between a taxi and a fireplug.
They climbed out and went into the Eagle Hotel, a fourth-rate firetrap, that was patronized by lumberjacks, farm hands and traveling citizens who could not pay more than a dollar a day for a hotel room.
Quade called for his key and when the clerk handed it to him, he said jokingly: “Julius, in what year was fought the Battle of Hastings?”
Julius said: “1066. It established the supremacy of the Normans in England.”
Quade gasped. “Why, Julius!”
The hotel clerk grinned. “Try me on Ancient history. I’m particularly good on Phoenician and Chaldean.”
Quade fled to the elevators.
Up in their room, Quade took a quick shower, then brushed his suit and touched up his shoes with a towel. Boston went into the bathroom and when he came out, Quade was sprawled on the bed, reading Arnold’s American History.
Boston scowled. “Why don’t you take it along tonight?” he asked.
“A very good idea, Charlie.” Quade rose and tucked the book under his arm. “Let’s go.”
Quade followed Hennepin to Lindell, then turned into the south boulevard and cruised along for more than a half-hour.
Finally he pulled up before a two-story frame house. “Here’s the number.”
He blew the horn and the girls, Mildred Rogers and Linda Starr, came out. They were dressed in semi-formal evening dresses. “Ha,” said Quade, “you should have told us and we’d have got our dinner jackets out of the mothballs.”
The girls were looking dubiously at the ancient flivver. Linda said, “I suppose your chauffeur has the limousine tonight?”
“Never judge a man by the car he drives,” retorted Quade. “Climb in and we’ll be off to a nice Greasy Spoon and a quiet country road.”
“The road’s all right,” retorted Linda Starr, “as long as you don’t stop on it before we get to The Poplars, which is halfway between here and Lake Excelsior. And if you don’t have at least three gallons of gasoline in the car and ten dollars, we don’t step into this pile of junk.”
“By a coincidence,” laughed Quade, “we have just that much money. So climb in.”
They arranged themselves in the flivver. Boston and Mildred in front and Quade with Linda in the rear. Linda saw the book in Quade’s hands.
“Your homework?”
“My history lesson. D’you know, Linda, who won the Battle of Gettysburg?”
“The United States.”
“Ha, I had in mind a more specific answer, such as which general.”
“Abraham Lincoln.”
“Perhaps we’d better skip the history lesson.”
“Hooray! I never liked it myself. I always got D’s. Now it’s my turn. What do you think of Benny Goodman?”
He told her and she sulked all the way out to The Poplars, which turned out to be a huge roadhouse with great neon signs and a parking lot that already contained more than a hundred cars.
They went in and got a table for four and when they had seated themselves, Quade saw Colby, the manager of the Arnold Publishing Company. He was in a booth with a blonde; a blonde on the voluptuous side.
Colby’s face looked a bit sick when he saw Quade. He whispered to the blonde, then signalled to a waiter. A moment later he paid the check and the two of them got up and started for the door.
Quade pushed back his chair. “Will you excuse me a moment?”
Without waiting for a reply, he followed Colby and the blonde. They got outside before he reached the door and when he stepped out into the night, he saw them moving in the ghostly light shed by the neon signs, toward the parking lot.
He went after them, calling, “Hey, Colby! Wait a minute!”
Instead of stopping, they started running.
“Damn!” Quade said. He bounded after the fleeing pair. When he reached the first line of cars, someone rose up out of the gloom. Quade, thinking it was the parking lot attendant, swerved to the left. A battering ram lunged out of the darkness and smacked him in the forehead. Quade went down like a log.
Some time later he crawled to his hands and knees. He shook his head and pain darted from his head down into his body. He winced and began swearing.
After a minute he climbed to his feet. He got out a packet of matches from his pocket and began lighting them. By their feeble light he searched the ground around where he had fallen. When he had used up the last of the matches he quit in disgust.
He returned to the roadhouse.
Linda Starr saw him first. “So he gave you what you deserved! Imagine trying to flirt with a man’s girl!”
“And two shiners!” guffawed Charlie Boston.
Linda Starr opened her purse and handed Quade a small mirror. “Look at yourself!”
Quade looked and winced. The punch he had taken in the darkness had caught him right between the eyes, a little high or both eyes would already have been closed. As it was, they were decidedly puffy. They would be black by tomorrow.
“What did you do with your book?” Linda asked.
“Somebody swiped it. I was on the ground looking for it. That was a very interesting book.”
“What was interesting about it?” asked Mildred Rogers. “I used the Arnold History in high school, only four years ago.”
“Yes?” said Quade eagerly. “Then, do you remember — was William Clarke Quantrill a famous Confederate colonel?”
“I don’t remember,” frowned Mildred. “I guess I was like Linda about history.”
“You girls!” said Quade bitterly.
Linda Starr reached again into her purse. “Here’s something may interest you, Mr. Quade.” She brought out a handkerchief, unrolled it on the table and revealed a feathered dart, with an inch and a half of pointed needle.
Quade exclaimed, “Where did you get that?”
“From the back drop of our lunch stand. Someone threw it at me. It missed my head by about one inch.”
Quade inhaled sharply. “When did that happen?”
“Right after you two left this afternoon — after the murder.”
“What is it?” Charlie Boston asked, reaching for the dart.
“Let it alone!” Quade slapped Boston’s hand away before it could touch the dart. Then he picked it up himself, handling it gingerly. The point, for about a half-inch, was covered with a greenish, sticky substance.
He looked sharply at Linda. “Have you any idea what this stuff is on the point?”
Her eyes met his, steadily. “I handled it very carefully.”
He stared at her. She was a flippant, light-headed girl. Or was she?
He asked softly: “When that murder happened this afternoon, were you looking?”
“I was,” she replied. “The man who threw the dart was standing right at the edge of our stand.”
“You saw his face?” Quade exclaimed.
“Unfortunately, no.” She sighed. “I didn’t pay any attention to him, until I saw his arm whip forward. And then he sprang quickly around the corner. I had no more than a glimpse of him. I don’t think I could identify him.”
“He wouldn’t know that, though,” said Quade, half-aloud. “And he must have seen me talking to you. He must’ve prepared two darts instead of only one in case he either missed the first time or had to get rid of a witness.” He laughed shortly. “And Johnson, storming all around!”
“Look, Ollie,” said Charlie Boston. “Are you playing detective again? You promised me the last time that you were through. We always come out the wrong end on it.”
Quade looked around the table. “Well, you’ve had a drink apiece…”
“Why not?” retorted Boston. “You were gone twenty minutes. What’d you expect us to do, sit around twiddling our thumbs?”
“So, inasmuch as I don’t want to embarrass the girls with my shiners, let’s pull out.”
“Let’s,” said Linda Starr.
Quade rolled the dart into Linda’s handkerchief and stowed it carefully in his breast pocket. Then he called the waiter.
A few minutes later they reached the flivver in the parking lot. “I’ll drive this time,” Quade volunteered.
Boston had no objections. He was even enthusiastic about the suggestion as he climbed in the back with Mildred. When they were in the car, Quade whispered to Linda.
“Which way do I go to get to Anoka?”
“Left,” she whispered back. “There’s a cut-off road about two miles from here. It’s about ten miles to Anoka. You’re going to follow up on that — business?”
“Yes, but — sh!”
But they were whispering in the rear seat, too. And after a mile or so they were quiet. Linda moved closer to Quade. There was a chill in the September air and she shivered a little.
On the outskirts of Anoka, Quade pulled in at a filling station. “Got to get some gas,” he announced.
Charlie Boston yawned elaborately. He did not even know where they were; did not care.
When the attendant had filled the tank, Quade went into the station with him and paid for the gas. Then he asked: “By the way, can you tell me how to get to the residence of L. B. Arnold?”
“Turn right on the second street. It’s the big white house in the middle of the block.”
“And Mr. Colby, who works for Arnold?”
“He lives at the hotel — the Fortner House.”
“Thanks,” Quade stepped to the door, then turned back. “Ever hear of a man named Wexler?”
“Yeah, sure, he owns the printing plant here. It’s on the other side of town.”
Quade went back to the car. Linda nudged him gently and looked inquiringly at him. But he shook his head. He turned the car right in the second block and drew up before the Arnold house. He climbed out alone.
Jim Stilwell opened the door to Quade.
“What do you want?” Stilwell demanded truculently.
“I’d like to ask Miss Arnold a question. She lives here, not you. Or have you moved in since her father got killed?”
Stilwell blocked the doorway. “You’re not a cop. It’s none of your business. Miss Arnold’s gone through enough today. Clear out of here.”
Quade heard movements in the house behind Stilwell. He tried to push past Ruth Arnold’s fiancé. Stilwell snarled and swung his fist. Quade ducked and used his head as a battering ram. He drove the young fellow into the house, but Stilwell was only recently out of college and had evidently played football. He chopped down and hit Quade on the back of his neck, smashing him to the floor.
Quade clawed at the big fellow’s ankles. He heard Charlie Boston coming up the porch stairs and tried desperately to hang on until he got there. Stilwell drew back his foot to kick Quade and then Charlie Boston roared. Quade rolled aside in time to hear a loud smack. It was followed by a thump.
When he got to his feet, Jim Stilwell was sitting on the floor and Charlie Boston stood over him.
“Come on, get up!” Charlie invited.
“O.K., Charlie!” said Quade. Then to Stilwell, “I only wanted to ask Miss Arnold a couple of questions.”
Ruth Arnold was already in the vestibule, gasping at Stilwell on the floor. “What — what happened?”
“Nothing much, Miss Arnold. I just want to ask you a question.”
“He isn’t a cop, Ruth!” exclaimed Stilwell. “You don’t have to tell him anything.”
“You don’t,” admitted Quade, “but it will save you trouble if you do. How much insurance did your father carry?”
“Not much, only about five thousand dollars.”
“See, wise guy,” exclaimed Stilwell. “You think Ruth killed him.”
Quade shook his head. “I know she didn’t. I’m merely trying to establish a motive for the real killer.”
“Well, you’ll have to look somewhere else. Ruth didn’t kill her father, not for a measly five thousand dollars insurance!”
“I’d forgotten!” said Ruth Arnold. “Before the Depression, when business was good, Father took out a fifty-thousand-dollar insurance policy as president of the Arnold Publishing Company. That policy is still in effect, but it wouldn’t help me any at all, because the insurance money would go into the firm which isn’t doing well at all.”
“You could liquidate, couldn’t you?”
“Perhaps, but I wouldn’t. Father was proud of the business. When he took out that insurance policy, the company did a million-dollar business. It’s gone away down, but Father always said it would come back, some day.”
Quade nodded. “Thank you, Miss Arnold.” He turned and walked out of the house.
Out by the flivver, Linda Starr said, “So you got a few more wallops? Nice going.” He grinned and slammed into the car.
In the rear, Charlie Boston growled, “That’s what we usually get when we play detective.”
Quade drove back to the main street of the little town. He turned right in the next block and stopped before the hotel.
“I won’t need you this time, Charlie,” he said, as he climbed out.
In the lobby, he went into the telephone booth. He picked up the phone and said, “Will you give me Mr. Colby’s room.”
A moment later Colby’s voice said, “Yes?”
“This is Lieutenant Johnson of the St. Paul Police Department,” Quade said in a muffled voice. “I want to ask you one question.”
“Go ahead,” Colby said wearily.
“Was William Clarke Quantrill a Confederate colonel of cavalry?”
He heard Colby inhale sharply before replying. “No. He was a Missouri guerilla who pretended—”
“Thank you, Mr. Colby,” Quade said and hung up. He ran out of the hotel and said to Charlie Boston and the girls, “There’s a restaurant across the street. Let’s get that dinner we didn’t get at the roadhouse.”
“What’s the matter with you, Ollie?” exclaimed Boston. “Why should we eat in a dump like this after we walked out on that swell joint?”
“The food’s good here — I hope,” said Quade. “Come on, Linda.”
Linda came willingly, but Charlie Boston and Mildred still complained when they went into the restaurant. Quade selected a table near the window and seated himself so he could look out.
They ordered, and just as the waitress brought the food, Quade got up, abruptly. “Excuse me a minute.” He went out of the restaurant.
Across the street, Colby was walking rapidly northward. Quade followed on his own side of the street. In the next block, Colby stopped at the door of a two-story brick building. After a moment he went inside, and a light appeared in a window.
Quade crossed the street. Standing on his toes, he peered into the lighted room. It was furnished as an office with shelves of books on three sides. It was unoccupied. He moved to the door and found it unlocked. Drawing a deep breath, he opened the door and went inside.
He heard noise in the room beyond the lighted office. A drawer squeaked and, as Quade stopped and listened, he heard the rustle of paper.
He took a couple of quick steps across the office and entered the room beyond.
“Hello, Mr. Colby,” he said. A bundle of long, narrow sheets of paper fell from Colby’s hands.
“You!” Colby gasped. “How’d you get here?”
Quade said, “What do you know about Quantrill, Mr. Colby?”
The expression of fright on Colby’s face disappeared, and was replaced by a snarl.
“So it was you!”
Quade pointed to the long sheets of paper which were scattered on the desk before Colby. “Checking up on the galley proofs? So you were in on it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“History,” said Quade. “Specifically, Arnold’s American History, the favorite in hundreds of high schools. I should say was because the last edition is not a favorite. It contains too many historical inaccuracies, such as, Quantrill being a Confederate colonel of cavalry, and Zachary Taylor being the first Republican candidate for president.”
“Stupid proof readers!” exclaimed Colby.
“And because of the proof readers’ blunders, you came down in the middle of the night to find the galley proofs? What are you going to do with them?”
“He wasn’t going to do anything with them,” said a soft voice behind Oliver Quade.
Quade sighed. He moved carefully to one side and then turned. “Hello, Mr. Wexler,” he said.
There was a .32 automatic in Louis Wexler’s hand. He said, “Colby should have given it to you earlier tonight.”
“At the Poplars when he took the book from me?”
“Yes, then.” Wexler shook his head. “That just goes to show you, Colby, even the smartest plans can go screwy.”
Colby scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Wexler.”
“Oh, it’s all right now, Colby,” said Quade. “You can let your hair down. This is just among us. It’s possible for an editor to get historical inaccuracies into a book, but a printer couldn’t do it alone, because the editor, who knows such things, reads the proofs. So I knew you had to be in on it.”
Wexler nodded admiringly. “You see, Colby, your scheme was no good. It’s a good thing I muscled in on you.”
“That explains one of the little things that puzzled me,” said Quade. “I could figure out that the Arnold Publishing Company had been staggering for some years because Arnold was conservative and didn’t want to take any chances. Mr. Colby wanted more money, so he thought if he helped to make things even worse, the creditors would force the business into bankruptcy and then he, Colby, would buy it in, at a bargain price. But Arnold got wise to Mr. Colby’s little plan, and so did you, Wexler. But why did you kill him, Wexler?”
“That’s a little secret between me and Colby,” said Wexler. “But I don’t mind letting you in on it. It’s not going any further! Arnold owed me a little money, not much. He could have cleaned it up if his last book had gone over. And then, what? I discover Mr. Arnold’s manager, Mr. Colby, has been changing history. You wouldn’t think, would you, Mr. Quade, that I am an expert on history? Yeah, it’s a hobby with me.
“So what? So I talk to Mr. Colby and he mentions that Mr. Arnold has a fifty-thousand-dollar corporation policy. It don’t do Colby any good, though. If Arnold dies, the money goes to the company. Arnold’s girl owns seventy per cent of the stock. She can liquidate the business — in which case Colby gets three-four thousand as his share.
“Or she can run the business indefinitely. In which case Colby gets nothing…. But suppose Arnold Publishing Company owes their printer forty thousand and Arnold dies? What happens then? The insurance is paid to the company and the company pays its creditors.”
Wexler chuckled. “And I am the chief creditor. I get the money and split with Colby — on account of I wouldn’t be such a big creditor if Mr. Colby don’t doctor up the company’s books.”
“A very nice scheme,” said Quade. “But what about the insurance company — weren’t you afraid of them?”
“Naw. What can they suspect? That Mr. Colby killed Mr. Arnold? No, because he owns only thirty per cent of the stock. Arnold’s daughter inherits sixty and already owns ten. She’s the likely suspect, but the insurance company wouldn’t dare say a nice girl would kill her father. Me, why would I kill Arnold? The insurance company don’t even know I exist.”
“But you’re the chief creditor of the firm. Most of the money the insurance company pays the Arnold Publishing Company goes to you.”
“Ah, that’s the sharp point. The insurance company don’t know I am a creditor. Naw, they don’t know that, because Mr. Colby, he don’t say nothing. Not right away. Later on — well, Mr. Wexler liked Mr. Arnold so much he didn’t want to press for payment of his bill right away. So in two-three months, when the cops and the insurance company have forgotten all about things, Arnold Publishing pays its bills…. It’s really all very simple. I’m sure there won’t be another human encyclopedia up in this neck of the woods, then, to figure out this and that.”
“No,” said Quade, “but it so happens I have three friends outside. They’re up the street waiting for me.”
A startled look leaped into Colby’s eyes. “You’re lying!” he said, but there was uncertainty in his tone.
“Am I?” smiled Quade. “You forget I was at The Poplars with a group.”
“To hell with that,” Wexler said.
“You can’t kill him, Wexler!” exclaimed Colby. “Not here. I—”
Wexler looked coldly at Colby. “Ah, you’re afraid of that, Colby. Afraid when there’s the least little chance of getting your toes in it. All right, go outside and see if those friends of his are waiting.”
“They’re in the restaurant across from the hotel,” said Quade.
Colby ran out of the proofroom. Quade heard the door outside slam. He thought Wexler might be scared enough to let him have it now.
“While we’re waiting, Quade,” said Wexler, “I could be more relaxed if you’d raise your hands.”
Quade brought his hands up to shoulder level. Then he sniffed and reached carefully for the white handkerchief in his breast pocket.
“Careful!” cautioned Wexler.
“Yeah, sure!” Quade drew out the handkerchief and showed Wexler the dart inside.
“Remember this?” he asked. “You threw it at the girl in the lunch counter.”
“Drop it!” cried Wexler. “Drop it, or I’ll plug you!”
“You can shoot,” said Quade, “and there’s a possibility the wound won’t be fatal, but a scratch of this, Wexler — well, you put the poison on it yourself. And I can surely hit you with it.”
He gripped the poison dart between thumb and forefinger. A quick flip and it would zip at Wexler. The distance was too short to miss.
Perspiration broke out on Wexler’s forehead. “Drop it, Quade!” he cried hoarsely.
He knew his own poison, but he knew that he had everything to lose and nothing to gain — except a few more months of life. Was it enough?
Surrender meant but a stay of death.
Quade was still casual outwardly, but inwardly he was like a coiled spring. He had to read Wexler’s intentions from his face, and act a fraction of a second before the killer.
“All right,” said Wexler, “you win.”
He lied. He was lowering his gun, but Quade saw it in his eyes. He was going to shoot. He was going to gamble on getting in the surprise, vital shot.
“Fine,” said Quade. He took a step back, smiled — and dropping his hand to the proofreader’s desk, lifted it up and shoved it at Wexler in a tremendous heave. At the same instant, he threw himself frantically sidewards and forward.
Thunder rocked the little room. The bullet from the automatic missed Quade’s face by less than one-sixteenth of an inch. He felt the wind as it zipped past him.
Then Wexler was down under the desk and Quade was swarming over it, slamming at the printer with his fist that was not encumbered by the dart. He put everything he had into the blow and it connected solidly with Wexler’s jaw.
Wexler collapsed.
When he recovered a few seconds later, Quade had the automatic. There were tears in Wexler’s eyes as he looked up at Quade. “The dart…” he muttered. It was sticking in his throat.
“Oh, that,” said Quade. He grinned crookedly and gave it a flip. It stuck in the overturned desk. “Why, you see, Wexler, I didn’t want to carry a thing around in my pocket with poison on it, for fear I might accidentally stick myself with it — so I carefully wiped the poison from it.”
Louis Wexler screamed incoherently.
The outside door slammed open, feet pounded through the office. Quade whirled, the automatic gripped in his fist. But it wasn’t Colby; it was Charlie Boston.
“Ollie!” Boston cried. “I heard a shot and I knew you had something to do with it.”
“I did,” said Quade. “But did you see a man running outside?”
“Yeah. He bumped into me and got tough. The squirt! I knocked him cold with one punch!”
“Good, Charlie! Now go out and collar him before he comes around. The local law ought to come around any minute.”
He came, a burly policeman with a huge revolver. With him came Linda Starr and Mildred Rogers.
Quade waved at the girls. “Be through here in a few minutes.”
“No more history, Mr. Quade?” asked Linda.
“No more history. The lesson’s finished for today.”

Funny Man

Charlie Boston grabbed Oliver Quade’s arm. “Look,” he said, “a movie studio!”
Quade twisted the wheel to the right, stepped on the brakes. The motor of the dilapidated jalopy expired with a wheezing sigh.
Quade looked across the street. “All right, it’s a studio,” he said. “They do have studios in Hollywood, you know.”
“The sign by the gate says Slocum Studios,” Charlie Boston’s voice was eager. “Do you suppose this is the place where Hedy Lamarr works?”
“And if it is, would she want to see you? Come on, we’ve got things to do. We’ve got to get located. After all, we were lucky to make it from San Bernardino on three gallons of gas.” He looked hopefully at Charlie Boston. “I don’t suppose, Charlie, you’ve got a stray quarter — or even a dime, somewhere about you?”
“You know damn well I haven’t. You got my last cent in Arizona.”
“In that case, I guess I’ve got to go to work. Before I’m even a half-hour in Hollywood!”
“Where can you work around here?”
“Right there,” said Quade. “Where all those people are hanging around the studio gate. If I work fast I won’t need a peddler’s license.”
He opened the door of the flivver beside him and it came away in his hand. “If we ever get any money, Charlie, we’ll buy a new car and send this one to China.”
He walked across the street toward the studio gate. Before he quite reached it he turned to the right and stopped with his back against the stucco wall.
He raised his hands dramatically and began talking in a voice that rolled out over Wilshire Boulevard and drowned out the noise of the traffic.
“I’m Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia!” he boomed. “I know the answer to all questions. I know the distance to the moon and the sun. I can name all the presidents and vice presidents. I can recite the batting averages of every major league baseball player. I am the Human Encyclopedia, the walking compendium of human knowledge.”
There were twenty or thirty people already hanging around the gates when Quade began talking. Inside of thirty seconds the number had doubled. A crowd draws a larger crowd. This is true, anywhere. In Hollywood it is doubly so. Hollywood has more freaks than any other city in the country; and they always have time to listen to another freak.
Quade thundered on: “I know the answers to all questions. I bar no holds. I’ll answer any question on history, science, mathematics, business or sports. Try me out, someone. Make me prove what I say. Ask me a question!”
“Is it going to rain today?”
“It hasn’t rained here in 224 days,” Quade retorted. “So the chances are it won’t rain today. But that’s not a fair question. The answer doesn’t require any encyclopedic knowledge. I’m not a fortune teller and can’t make guesses. I’m an exponent of learning. Any question anyone can ask me—”
“I’ve got a question!” someone yelled. “Referring to a number of animals, would you say, a herd of lions, a flock — or what?”
Quade’s eyes brightened. “Now, that’s the type of question I like. It would stump practically anyone in this audience. But, ladies and gentlemen, it doesn’t phase me. The answer is — a pride of lions. And just for fun, I’ll give you extra measure. In referring to geese you would say a gaggle of geese; pheasants, a nide of pheasants. Try those on your friends, sometime… All right, someone else ask me another question, any subject at all.”
It came instantly. “What are felt hats made of?”
“Rabbit fur,” Quade shot back. “The fur is sheared from the pelt, put through certain processes and emerges as ‘felt.’… Next!”
A youth snapped: “A man boiling a kettle of water on top of Mt. Everest stuck his bare arm into the boiling water and wasn’t scalded. Why not?”
Quade cried, “You’re getting tricky now. The answer to that question is because of the low boiling point of the water at that altitude. The boiling point of water at sea level is 212 degrees, but it drops one degree for every five hundred feet of altitude. Therefore, the boiling point of water at the top of Mt. Everest, which is 21,000 feet, would be only 172 degrees — not enough to scald a person.”
They came fast and furious after that.
“Who was Machiavelli?”
“How far is it from the earth to the moon?”
“Who won the heavyweight championship from Tommy Burns?”
Quade tossed back the answers swiftly and accurately. The game continued for ten minutes, then Quade called a sudden halt.
“That’s all, folks. Now, I’m going to tell you how you, each and everyone of you, can learn the answers to every question that was asked here today — and ten thousand others. Any question anyone can ask you at any time. They’re all here!” He holds out his hand and Charlie Boston, who had lugged a valise from the car across the street, tossed him a book.
Quade ruffled its pages. “Here it is, The Compendium of Human Knowledge. The knowledge of the ages, condensed, classified, abbreviated, all in one volume. A complete high school education, available to every man, woman and child in this audience.
“Yes, I’m selling this amazing book, the compendium of all knowledge acquired by man since the beginning of time. But what am I asking for this college education in one book… $25.00? Cheap at the price! But no! Not even $5.00, but a mere, paltry, insignificant $2.95!”
Charlie Boston stepped up beside Oliver Quade and hissed: “Scram, Ollie! A cop!”
A man in a blue uniform pushed through the crowd. “Hey, you!” he said. “Mr. Slocum wants to talk to you about that voice of your’n.”
Oliver Quade drew himself up to his lean frame and fixed the policeman with an icy stare. “Since when is a citizen of this glorious country denied the right of free speech? Are you not a servant of the people? So by what right do you dare order one of your employers not to speak!”
The cop grinned sickishly. “I’m not complaining about your talk. It’s Mr. Slocum. He wants to see you in his office, right away.”
Quade waved his hands to the audience. “You see, ladies and gentlemen, that’s what happens to a humble citizen when one of our millionaire movie moguls turns his thumb down. My voice raised in honest speech, in a humble endeavor to earn a livelihood, annoys Mr. Slocum, yonder in his plush-lined office and so I am arrested.”
“Who said anythin’ about arresting anyone?” the policeman demanded. “I only said Mr. Slocum wants to talk to you. He heard your voice and sent me out to bring you in. Hey, you didn’t think I was a regular cop, did you?”
Quade brightened. “Of course not, my good man! I see it all now. Mr. Slocum is a motion picture producer; he heard my resonant voice and — yes, of course. He wishes to talk contract with me. Lead on, officer! I’ll talk to your Mr. Slocum.”
The crowd was already dispersing. The policeman pushed his way through and Quade followed. Behind him came Charlie Boston, still protesting at walking into a lion’s den.
The main studio building was a maze of corridors and private offices. The uniformed man led Quade and Boston down the row of offices and finally opened the door of an office that only a Hollywood mogul or a blue-sky promoter could afford.
There were two or three girls in the office and a couple of sleek-haired young men.
“Miss Hendricks will announce you to Mr. Slocum,” said the policeman to Quade. “Miss Hendricks, this is the man from outside, the man whose voice Mr. Slocum heard.”
A woman who looked like a middle-aged schoolteacher said, “Mr. Slocum will see you.”
“Wait here, Charles,” Quade said, and passed through the portals of Mr. Tommy Slocum’s inner sanctum.
He went into a room that looked like a newspaper morgue. A short, slight young man, who wore baggy trousers and a soiled shirt, got up from behind a littered desk and snapped at Quade:
“Can you bark?”
Quade had seen and heard many things in his life. He was almost never surprised. But his mouth fell open now.
“Can I bark?” he repeated inanely.
“Yeah, sure. Like a dog. Let’s hear you.”
Quade’s eyes hardened. “You mean like this?” He barked. “Arf! Arf!”
Tommy Slocum sawed the air impatiently. “No, no, no! Bark like the biggest, maddest dog you ever heard in your life. Put feeling into it!”
Quade fixed the little man with a deadly stare, took a deep breath… and barked. He barked like a St. Bernard dog whose tail had been stepped on by a fat man.
Tommy Slocum cried. “Splendid! I thought you had the stuff when I heard you bellowing out there on the street. You’ll do, fella, you’ll do!”
Deliberately Quade looked about the room. “Where’s the keeper?” he asked. “This is the crazy house, isn’t it?”
Tommy Slocum guffawed. “Don’t you know? This is the Slocum Studios. We make the Desmond Dogg animated cartoons.”
Quade looked sick. “Desmond Dogg! And I–I barked like Desmond Dogg?”
“Sure, that’s why I wanted you. Pete Rice, who usually dubs in the voice for Desmond, has laryngitis and won’t be able to bark for three-four days. We need the voice tomorrow. Come in here at nine o’clock. It’ll only be a couple of hours’ work and you’ll get fifty dollars. Oke?”
“Mr. Slocum,” said Quade. “You sent a policeman outside to drag me in. You interfered with my legitimate business. Your cop scared away my customers. I didn’t complain. I came in here because I thought a motion picture producer had recognized my talents. And what do you do? You insult—”
“All right, what the hell’s money?” snapped Slocum. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks.”
Quade’s mouth twisted suddenly. “I’ll be here at nine in the morning.”
He turned abruptly and rushed out of Slocum’s private office. He burst out of the room and almost knocked the wind out of one of the tallest men that ever walked a street. He was as thin as he was tall.
“What the hell!” the man gasped. “Look where you’re going!” Then his eyes popped. “Oliver Quade!”
“Christopher Buck!” Quade exclaimed. “The world’s greatest detective!”
The long, lean man winced and darted a look around him. “Nix!”
Quade looked innocently around the office. “Are you in disguise? Shadowing someone?”
“Still the clowner!” Christopher Buck spat venomously.
Quade chuckled. “What’re you doing here in movieland, Buck? Didn’t think you’d ever get across the plains.”
“I came in an airplane,” said Buck coldly. “How did you come — riding the rods?”
“Ha-ha,” Quade laughed mirthlessly. “We do have great times together, don’t we? Say, Charlie, remember this beanpole? Our old friend, Christopher Buck.”
“I saw him when he came in,” Charlie Boston retorted. “I was hoping he wouldn’t recognize me.”
Christopher Buck reddened. Then his eyes suddenly narrowed. “What’re you fellows doing here?”
Quade shrugged. “Well, you know how it is, Buck, old boy. When Hollywood calls… I just signed a long-term picture contract.”
Buck looked suspiciously at Quade. “Quit clowning, Quade. You just came out of Tommy Slocum’s office. So he did hire you?”
“I just said so.”
“Sure you said so, but you didn’t say what he hired you for. Look, Quade, we worked together on a case once before. You helped me quite a bit—”
“I helped you, Buck?”
Buck smiled ingratiatingly. “Well, you were lucky, eh? Now, look, we’re both working on the same case. Maybe for different bosses. But what’s the difference? We can still work together. Pool our information, you know, and maybe split fees, huh?”
“If you did the splitting, Buck,” growled Charlie Boston, “we wouldn’t get a hamburger out of it.”
Quade brightened. He caught Boston’s eye and winked. “On the other hand, Buck, maybe there’s something in what you say. You in a hurry to see Slocum? If not, why not let’s go talk about this over a cup of coffee?”
Buck sighed. “Why not? Maybe I’ve got some things you can use and maybe you’ve stumbled across a bit or two that might clear something for me. Come on.”
The trio walked out of the studio, through the street gate. Boston turned toward their old jalopy across the street but Quade caught his eye in a warning look. He fell behind Christopher Buck.
Buck led the way to a Packard coupe. “Might as well use my car,” he offered. “Or shall we walk over to that restaurant on the corner?”
“Oh, the Brown Derby’s just up the street,” Quade said. “I like the atmosphere there.” He had never seen the Brown Derby in his life.
The three of them climbed into the coupe and Christopher Buck tooled it into the traffic. “How long’ve you been here, Quade?” he asked.
“Not so long. But long enough to pick up a few things.”
“What?”
“Now, now, Buck, you wouldn’t want me to tell what I know, before I know what the score is, would you?”
Christopher Buck scowled. “Cagy, as always, huh? Well, who’s your client — Tommy Slocum?”
“Who’s yours?” Quade asked.
“Stanley Maynard’s paying me. That’s why I was — ah, somewhat disconcerted to see you coming out of Slocum’s office. The way Maynard put it to me, Slocum wasn’t to know who was having the investigation made.”
“Oh, Maynard was trying to keep it dark? Does he think Slocum’s a chump?”
Buck sighed. “Well, it would have come out sooner or later… There’s the Brown Derby. They’ll probably charge you twenty cents for a cup of coffee. But — come on!”
They went into the restaurant and sat in a booth.
Quade picked up a menu. “It’s almost lunch time. This avocado salad sounds intriguing.”
“Long time since I ate an avocado salad,” agreed Boston. “I guess I’ll have it too. Shucks, Ollie, you’ve given me an appetite. Look, they’ve got a steak at two bucks. Can you imagine getting a steak here for that? I think I’ll try it.”
“I’ll have one, too,” Quade said. “What about you, Buck?”
“I’m not as big an eater as you fellows,” grunted Buck. “But go ahead. I guess we’ve got time. I’ll just have a glass of buttermilk.”
“All right now, Quade, just what does Tommy Slocum intend to do?”
“What he always does. Sit tight! The question is, what is Maynard going to do?”
“With the case he’s got and the proof, he’s going through with the suit. He’d be foolish not to. He’s got the goods on Slocum. It’ll cost him a million before it’s finished.”
Quade shrugged, pretending he knew what this was all about. “There’s a difference of opinion about that. That’s what makes a lawsuit. Slocum’s a tough customer. And he’s got plenty of money.”
“Maynard knows that. That’s why he’d rather settle out of court at a somewhat lower figure. The Wentworth dame coming in—”
“Ah, yes!” said Quade, still groping.
“Thelma Wentworth?” Charlie Boston cut in.
“There’s only one Wentworth,” Buck said. “Sure, Thelma Wentworth. Who’d you suppose? The thing I can’t figure out is how a woman like her ever came to know Willie Higgins.”
“Higgins?” said Quade. Then he shook his head quickly. “He’s bad medicine. When they sent him to Alcatraz they really did something.”
Christopher Buck looked sharply at Quade. “You knew, of course, that he’s out?”
“Oh, sure,” said Quade. “I read the papers.” Which was a slight falsehood. He hadn’t read the papers in several days. He hadn’t known that Willie Higgins was out of Alcatraz. But he knew who Higgins was. Everyone knew that. His career, before he had finally been sent to Alcatraz six years ago, was known to everyone.
But what Higgins had to do with Thelma Wentworth, who seemed to be known to even Charlie Boston, but was merely a name to Quade, was something else. For that matter, Quade didn’t even know what Christopher Buck was talking about. He was merely cuing Buck. The lanky detective thought Quade knew something and it wasn’t Quade’s idea to disillusion him.
“So you see,” Buck went on, “the thing’s more complicated than you think. Tommy Slocum… Stanley Maynard… Thelma Wentworth and Willie Higgins, all mixed up. And maybe some others. There’s money in it, though, for a couple of good private detectives and if we work together and play it right, we ought to be able to nick them for say, five or ten grand.”
Quade chuckled. “Knowing you, Buck, the figure’ll be five times that!”
Buck’s mouth twisted. “What’s Slocum paying you?”
Quade smiled deprecatingly. “Well, you know Christopher, I’m not a professional detective. Money can’t usually buy my — uh, detective services. It has to be something unusual.”
“Ah,” said Buck, “so Slocum’s really paying you big sugar? That proves he’s worried about Maynard, after all. I had a hunch about that!”
“Buck,” sighed Quade, “that wasn’t cricket. You talked about cooperation and all you brought me here for was to pump me about what my boss is doing. I’m not going to say another word, now, until I have my coffee and steak and salad.”
A triumphant light gleamed in Christopher Buck’s eyes while Boston and Quade did justice to their food. When they finished, they talked each other into having pie a la mode for dessert.
Quade finally put down his fork. “Excuse me, a minute, now, Buck. I’ve got to make a phone call.” He got up and went to the washroom. He washed his hands, then returned to the booth. His eyes spotted the check that lay face down on the table near his own place.
He remained standing. “Something’s come up, Buck!” he said. “I’ve got to run!”
“Wait!” exclaimed Buck. “I’ll go with you.”
Quade took his hat from the hook. “No, no, I’d rather go alone.”
“But we haven’t settled yet how we’re going to work!” cried Buck. He squirmed out of the booth and was so anxious to follow Quade he grabbed up the check, and winced when he saw the amount. Quade was already moving toward the door and Boston was scrambling out of the booth.
Buck threw a coin on the table and followed. Quade waited just inside the front door. Buck hurriedly paid the check at the cashier’s stand.
“You’re going back to the studio, Quade?” he asked eagerly. “I’ll drive you there.”
“Well, all right.”
As they climbed into the car, Charlie whispered in Quade’s ear: “Well, it worked!”
They drove back to the Slocum Studios and Buck parked his car. At the gate, Quade and Boston fell behind Buck and allowed the tall detective to get them through the gate by showing his pass.
Once inside, Quade became reticent. “You run along about your business, Buck.”
“Yeah, but that phone call,” protested Buck. “What’s come up?”
Quade waved a finger chidingly at Buck. “Now, now!”
Buck’s face contorted angrily for a moment. “All right, if that’s the way you’re going to be. But remember, Quade, I’m on the job, and I’ll be running into you.”
“Oh sure, no hard feelings. Eh?”
Buck went off and Boston asked, “So what’s it all about, Ollie?”
“We’re detectives again,” replied Quade. “Christopher Buck, the world’s greatest detective, came all the way from New York on a job. He thinks because I once got mixed in a case that he was on — and solved it — that I’m here as a detective.”
“But, hell, you don’t even know who those people are that he mentioned!” exclaimed Charlie Boston.
“We got a lunch out of it, didn’t we? How much was the check?”
“Five-forty!” chuckled Boston. “Which, for a tightwad like Christopher Buck, was plenty.”
“He figured he was going to have a cup of coffee — on us!” Quade laughed. “Say, Charlie, who’s Thelma Wentworth?”
“Huh? Say, don’t you read the movie magazines, Ollie? She’s the new sensation in the films. Her and Hedy Lamarr. I knew about her, all right, but who’re Maynard and Higgins? Is that the Willie Higgins who used to be Public Enemy Number One?”
“Yep! None other! Seems he finished his time on Alcatraz. Also he knows these people. Maynard, I haven’t placed. But he seems to think he’s got something on Tommy Slocum. I’m going to find out what.”
Charlie’s forehead creased. “You’re not serious in mixing in this detective stuff, are you? Not out here?”
Quade shrugged. “We’re broke. That is, we are today. Although tomorrow Tommy Slocum’s giving me a hundred bucks.”
“What?” cried Charlie Boston. “He really gave you a job? Doing what?”
Quade said hastily, “Oh, just a job.”
“What the hell can you do around a studio?”
“Lots of things. They have producers and writers and such, in a studio, you know.”
“Not in this place, Ollie. This is where they make the Desmond Dogg cartoons. It’s all done by artists.” Boston looked suspiciously at Quade. “Why the mystery all of a sudden? You’re talking to me, you know.”
“Oh, hell!” said Quade disgustedly. “We’re broke and we’ve got to make a quick stake so — well, Slocum offered me this hundred bucks for just a couple of hours work and I accepted.”
“A hundred bucks for a couple of hours?” persisted Boston. “Doing what?”
Quade swore. “Barking, damn you! I’m going to imitate Desmond Dogg’s bark. Now laugh, you fool!”
Boston did laugh. He laughed until the tears rolled down his cheeks. But Quade heard only the beginning of the laughter. He walked off, muttering savagely to himself.
Oliver Quade jerked open the first door he came to and found himself facing one of the most beautiful girls he had ever seen in his life. She was tall and slender and blonde.
“Oh!” she exclaimed. “You startled me!”
“Sorry, I guess I got into the wrong place. Whose office is this?” He wondered why the girl looked so pale, why her lips were so taut. His sudden entry couldn’t have scared her that much.
She started around him, toward the door through which he had just entered. “I–I got into the wrong office myself,” she said lamely. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone here.”
She stepped hurriedly past him, pulling the door shut behind her. Quade stared at the door. “I must have caught her doing something,” he said to himself. “She’s scared stiff.” He shrugged and glanced about the office. There was an inner door with a ground glass panel, on which was lettered the name: Mr. Maynard.
He walked across and opened the door. “Mr. Maynard,” he began, “I just dropped in to—” he stopped.
He was talking to a dead man.
He sat in a big chair behind a mahogany desk. His arms hung loosely at his sides and his head was thrown back. Blood was trickling from his mouth, to the thick rug. It was dropping on a .32 caliber automatic that might have fallen from his limp hand.
Quade had seen dead men before. He was a man of the world and had seen many things in his time. He had never got used to death. A shiver ran through his lean body and he felt strangely cold. He backed out of Maynard’s private office and closed the door softly. Then he walked swiftly out of the other office into the corridor. And collided with Tommy Slocum.
The little producer said “Excuse me,” and reached for the door through which Quade had just come.
Quade’s hand shot out and caught Slocum’s arm. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you, Mr. Slocum.”
“Why not? Who’re you to tell me where I can go? I’m Tommy Slocum and this is my joint. I’m the boss around here.”
“I know, but just the same, don’t go into Mr. Maynard’s office. Not yet. He’s — dead!”
“Dead, hell!” said Slocum and shoved against the door. Then, as understanding swept into his brain, he recoiled. “Dead!” he squeaked in a thin voice.
“With a bullet in his head. I think you’d better call the police.”
“Oh, my God!” moaned Tommy Slocum. “Stanley Maynard — dead? I don’t believe it.”
But he did believe it. And if he had known of Maynard’s death before Quade told him, he put on a very good act.
He snapped at Quade: “You found him? All right, stick around then. Hey, Hendricks!” he roared at the top of his voice. “Come out here!”
Miss Hendricks, the school-teacherish looking secretary, rushed out of her office. “Call the police!” Slocum yelled at her. “Tell them to hurry up. Stanley Maynard’s killed himself.”
Heads popped out of doors. Tommy Slocum roared at them. “Get back to your work! What do you think I’m paying you for? To gawk around? Somebody call the police department. Murder’s been done. Mr. Maynard’s killed himself.”
“What a man!” murmured Quade.
And now the human bloodhound, Christopher Buck, popped out of nowhere. “Maynard’s dead?” he hissed. “Where?” He saw Oliver Quade and clapped a hand to his skinny face. “You, Ollie, what do you know about this?”
“I found his body. He’s in there.” He jerked a hand toward the office door.
Christopher Buck slithered past them and little Tommy Slocum charged him. “You can’t go in there, you long drink of water. Stay out!”
Christopher Buck shook off the little man. “Maynard’s my client! I’m going in and no one can stop me.” And in he went.
Quade stepped in swiftly after him. Tommy Slocum yelled and followed. He sobbed when he saw the dead man with the sightless eyes staring at the ceiling.
“Stanley, old boy!” he moaned.
Buck, his head craned forward, was sniffing about the office. “Through the mouth,” he said, “and the gun’s here. I don’t believe it!”
“You don’t believe what, Buck?” asked Quade softly.
“That he’d kill himself. He was so sure of winning out. Damn, what a dirty trick! Now, I can whistle for my fee.”
Someone came up behind Quade and breathed on his neck. “I told you, Ollie!” exclaimed Charlie Boston. “We had no business butting in around here.”
“Oh, shut up, Charlie!” snorted Quade.
“The best friend I ever had!” said Tommy Slocum.
“Oh, yeah!” That was Christopher Buck, all detective now. He had whirled on Slocum and was towering over him, his face grim and unforgiving. “If he was your best friend, why was he suing you for a million bucks?”
Slocum jumped. “Who’re you?” he cried. “How’d you get in here? What right have you got to talk that way to me? I’m Tommy Slocum and this is my studio. Get the hell out of here.”
Christopher Buck showed his teeth. “I’m Christopher Buck, the detective!” he announced. “Mr. Maynard employed me to — to uncover some evidence he wanted. I came out here from New York by plane. Mr. Maynard wanted me right away. Why, Mr. Slocum, why?”
“Hendricks!” roared Tommy Slocum. “Call the cops. Have this man thrown out of here. I don’t care if he is a detective… Hendricks!”
A studio cop rushed into the office. “Yes, Mr. Slocum, what is it?”
“Emil! Throw this man off the lot. He says he’s a detective, but I don’t believe him. Throw him off. He insulted me.”
The studio cop looked at the tall detective who was glowering at him. “I dunno, Mr. Slocum,” the cop said hesitantly. “The city police just pulled up outside—”
“Here we are!”
They came in, a small army of them. A hawk-faced man with graying hair was in command. “I’m Lieutenant Murdock,” he announced. “What’s happened here?”
Slocum pointed a quivering hand at the dead man. “Stanley Maynard, he killed himself!”
“O.K.,” Lieutenant Murdock said. “We’ll take care of things. Just keep back… Johnson, clear this gang out of here. Outside, everybody. We’ll handle things in here.” Everyone cleared out.
Alone in an adjoining office, Quade sidled up to Tommy Slocum. “In a little while, Mr. Slocum, they’re going to discover that Maynard didn’t kill himself.”
The producer of the famous Desmond Dogg animated cartoons snapped: “What do you mean, he didn’t kill himself?”
“I mean he was murdered.”
“You’re crazy, the gun—”
“Was left by the murderer, in an attempt to make it look like suicide.”
Slocum’s eyes widened. “You were coming out of Maynard’s office when I bumped into you.”
“Uh-huh,” said Quade. “I never met Mr. Maynard while he was alive. Before today I had never even heard his name. I know nothing about him and had absolutely no motive for killing him. I can prove that. Can you?”
Slocum became strangely calm. “I don’t get you.”
“You heard what Christopher Buck said — that Maynard was suing you for a million dollars.”
“That’s news to me,” scoffed Slocum. “Why would Stanley want to sue me? He was working for me and we were friends.”
“Buck says otherwise.”
“Buck, Buck!” Slocum cried, impatiently. “Who is this Buck, who seems to know everything?”
“In the East, they call him the world’s greatest detective.”
“I can believe that. He’s been hanging around for two days trying to bother me. I’ve refused to talk to him. Or any private detective. My life’s an open book. Every time I open my mouth a newspaperman’s around to print what I say.”
“They’re probably outside, right now,” said Quade. “They’ll want to know everything about—”
“And I want to know something,” Slocum flared up. “I hired you for tomorrow. What the hell are you doing around here today?”
“Giving you good advice,” said Quade. “You’re going to need it in a little while. When Lieutenant Murdock gets—”
The door of Maynard’s private office was jerked open and Lieutenant Murdock stabbed his hand in Tommy Slocum’s direction. “Mr. Slocum, I want to ask you some questions.”
“Think fast,” murmured Quade.
Slocum glared at Quade, then went toward Murdock. Quade walked casually behind him and got into the other room without being noticed by Lieutenant Murdock.
Christopher Buck was pacing up and down, his hands clasped behind his back, a deep scowl on his face.
“Mr. Slocum,” Lieutenant Murdock said, “I understand you’ve been having trouble with Maynard. What was the nature of this trouble? What I’m getting at is a motive for suicide.”
“I haven’t had any trouble with Maynard,” Slocum declared. “He worked for me. He was my right hand man.”
Buck stopped his pacing and confronted Slocum. “Then why did Maynard telephone me in New York and have me fly out here? He was going to sue you for a million dollars.”
A cop stuck his head in the door. ‘“Lieutenant, the medical examiner’s man is here.”
“All right. Have him come in. I’m through here.”
Quade stepped forward and caught the lieutenant’s arm. “Just a minute, Lieutenant, you’re making a mistake. Maynard didn’t shoot himself.”
“What the—” Murdock began angrily, but Quade whispered in his ear. “Look at the direction the bullet took. Quick, before the medical examiner tells you what’s what and makes a chump out of you.”
A heavy-set man came into the room, followed by a white uniformed man carrying a black bag. The heavy-set man made a clucking sound with his mouth as he regarded the dead man.
Murdock stepped swiftly around the medical examiner and peered over the desk at dead Stanley Maynard. He straightened.
“It isn’t suicide, Doctor,” he said loudly. “It’s murder. Take a look at the course the bullet took and see if you don’t agree.”
The doctor made his examination, studied the dead man’s face and throat carefully, then turned and frowned. “The bullet entered his mouth from above, then cut through the bottom of the mouth and entered the throat from outside—”
“Could he have done it himself, Doc?” asked Murdock eagerly.
“Umm,” said the doctor. “There are powder burns which indicate the gun was held closely, but — no, he would have had to hold the gun over his head and point it downward at himself to inflict such a wound. Not impossible, but decidedly improbable. And exceedingly awkward.”
“Thanks, Doc,” said Lieutenant Murdock. He nodded in satisfaction and shot a swift look at Quade. Quade was deliberately avoiding Slocum’s angry stare.
Buck pounced down. “So, it’s murder! I knew it! Well, Mr. Slocum, what have you to say to that, now?”
Slocum drew himself up. “I say, to hell with you. And you, too, copper. If you want to ask any more questions, talk to my lawyer.”
“I don’t have to do that, Mr. Slocum,” said Murdock angrily. “I could take you down to Headquarters, you know.”
“You want to arrest me?” snapped Slocum. “Go ahead and see what happens.”
Murdock shook his head. Slocum was a Hollywood tradition. You don’t arrest a Hollywood tradition offhand, especially not if the tradition has several million dollars behind him.
Murdock said, “I suggest you telephone your lawyer, Mr. Slocum. I’m afraid I will have to ask you a few questions later on!”
“Fine! I’ll be in my office.” Slocum slammed out of the room, throwing a dirty look at Oliver Quade as he passed.
A woman’s sobbing in the other room reached the inner office as Tommy tore out. Quade moved toward the door. Murdock headed him off. “Just a minute!” he said.
Quade spoke out of the corner of his mouth. “I helped you out of a tight spot a minute ago,” he reminded. “Saved your face.”
Murdock reddened. “Yeah, but I want a word with you in a minute.” He was looking past Quade into the other room. Suddenly, he stepped around and went through the door. Quade followed.
A girl with gorgeous blonde hair was slumped in a chair, sobbing. A tall, clean-cut looking young fellow in his middle twenties, stood over her, awkwardly patting her hair.
“There, there, Thelma!” he was saying. “It’s tough, but nothing you can do about it!”
“What’s your name?” Lieutenant Murdock asked of the young fellow.
“Paul Clevenger,” was the reply. “And this is Miss Thelma Wentworth.”
The girl looked up and Quade inhaled softly. It was the beautiful girl he had encountered in this very room a minute before he had discovered the dead body of Stanley Maynard. The girl whose face had been so pale and who had evidently been so frightened. Her cheeks were tear-stained now, but fright was still in her eyes.
She was Thelma Wentworth, glamor girl. Christopher Buck had mentioned her name in connection with Stanley Maynard and Tommy Slocum — and Willie Higgins, former Public Enemy Number One!
She saw Quade now and her damp handkerchief went up to her face. “Oh, it’s too horrible!” she sobbed. “I can’t believe it.”
Lieutenant Murdock cleared his throat and Oliver Quade stepped unobtrusively out into the corridor. He sauntered down to Slocum’s office and went in. Slocum was seated behind his desk. He stopped biting his fingernails when he saw Quade. “You Judas!” he spat.
Quade grinned. “No, Mr. Slocum, I was getting myself in solid with Lieutenant Murdock. I told him something the M.E. would have told him inside of three minutes. I saved his face for him and he’ll remember it later — when I’m working for you.”
“You’ll never work for me,” declared Slocum.
“Oh, but you’ve forgotten. You hired me to be Desmond Dogg’s voice tomorrow.”
“Forget it. Foghorns are a dime a dozen.”
Quade shook his head. “You know there isn’t another voice like mine in all Hollywood. You picked it yourself. By the way, do you remember how you happened to hear it?”
“How could I help hearing it? You roared loud enough out there on the street.”
“Then you must have heard most of my pitch — the questions the people asked me, which, you’ll remember I answered correctly.”
“Yeah, sure. Trick stuff.”
“No, it wasn’t trick stuff. I can answer any question anyone can put to me. I’m the Human Encyclopedia.”
Slocum sneered. “All right, Human Encyclopedia, clear out. I’ve got work to do.”
Quade said, “Mr. Slocum, what do you know about Willie Higgins?”
Tommy Slocum jumped to his feet. “Willie Higgins!” he cried. Then he caught himself. “Higgins? That’s the gangster who’s serving time on Alcatraz Island, isn’t it?”
“He finished his term last week,” replied Quade. “Sit down, Mr. Slocum. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m working for you, remember?”
Slocum sat down and stared at Quade.
Quade went on: “You don’t have to answer any of my questions, but by this time it must be obvious to you that you’re in a jam. Stanley Maynard was murdered in your studio, just before he started a million-dollar suit against you. He’d already employed one of the highest priced private detectives in the country to acquire certain evidence against you. So, what is the District Attorney going to say when he learns all that?”
Slocum said bitterly, “You cheap, loud-mouthed book agent!”
Quade’s nostrils flared. “Listen, Slocum, you make the best movie cartoons in the business. You know your stuff. But I know mine. I’m the greatest book salesman in the country. I’m broke today, yes. But I’ve made fortunes selling books! I can make them again, if I want to. You call me loud-mouthed; what the hell are you? Because you’ve had some success, you can bellow at some people and get away with it. But you can’t call me names. I’ve got more knowledge in my little finger than you have in that swelled head of yours.”
Slocum suddenly chuckled. “That’s the first time anyone has told me off in ten years!”
“You had it coming, then!” snapped Quade.
“Yeah, sure!” agreed Slocum affably. “I don’t mind it at all.” He sighed. “For ten years I’ve worked like a dog. Everyone’s fought me, tried to cut my throat. I’ve had to yell and fight them…. How’d you like to work for me, steady?”
“I wouldn’t work for anyone, steadily. I like to move around, see things and people. I’ve spent fifteen years reading the encyclopedia from cover to cover, not once but four times. And I’ve got a trained memory. That stuff outside this morning, it wasn’t faked. I can answer any question anyone can ask me.”
“What was the first motion picture cartoon?”
“Krazy Kat,” replied Quade.
Slocum’s eyes narrowed. “Any question, you said. All right. I was raised on a farm, so I know this one. Maybe it’s not fair, but you said any subject. How many breeds of domestic turkey are there?”
“Six. Bronze, Bourbon Red, Narragansett, White Holland, Slate and Black.”
Slocum’s mouth fell open. “I thought that one would get you. Even the average turkey raiser doesn’t know how many different breeds there are.”
“I know. Now, Slocum, what do you know about Willie Higgins?”
Slocum winced. “You get back to that. Well, I’m not going to answer you.”
“Christopher Buck’s going to ask you that same question.”
“That long-legged lug who calls himself a detective?”
“Yes. And let me repeat, don’t underestimate Buck. He’s conceited, egoistic and publicity mad. But he’s got a very fine detective agency in the East and a good many men who underestimated him are in various penitentiaries. I’ve had dealings with Buck before.”
Slocum bit his nails again.
Quade said, “And what is Thelma Wentworth to you?”
“Damn!” swore Slocum. “What’s she got to do with this?”
“You slammed out of Maynard’s office too quick to see her. She was in the outer room with a man named Paul Clevenger. She was crying.”
Slocum’s eyes blazed. “The fool! Why’d she come around at a time like this? She’ll get smeared all over the papers.”
“She was here earlier,” Quade said. “Before you got on the scene. Before I found Maynard, she came out of his office!”
Slocum choked. “Quade, I want you to do something for me. I’ll pay you plenty. What do you say?”
“That’s what I’ve been getting at, Mr. Slocum. Murdock isn’t going to tackle you just now, but he’ll report to the D.A. and he’ll get after you. And with Buck on the other side spilling things you’re going to have to have some mighty good answers.”
“I know,” said Slocum. “I’ve known that for fifteen minutes. Moody, my lawyer, will have to stall the D.A. for a while until you deliver.”
“Anything special you want me to do?” Quade asked.
“Yes. I want you to find Willie Higgins.”
“Then you do know him?”
“I’m not going to tell you one single thing. But if you find Higgins and bring him to me before anyone else finds him — and I mean the police, this Buck, or anyone, I’ll pay you two thousand dollars.”
Knuckles rapped on Slocum’s door and Miss Hendricks stuck her head inside. “Mr. Slocum, District Attorney Nelson is here.”
Slocum reached for his phone. “All right, Quade. Go to it!”
Quade nodded. “I’ll get him for you, if I can, Mr. Slocum. But just one thing more. I’m going to be too busy to get it otherwise, so how about a ten-dollar advance?”
Slocum squinted at Quade, then thrust his hand into a pocket and produced a crumpled bill which he tossed at Quade. “Now, I’ll see the D.A.”
Quade saw that the bill Slocum had thrown at him was a hundred dollar note. He stuck it in his pocket and went out.
In the corridor, Charlie Boston was holding up the wall. Quade walked briskly past him and Boston fell in behind. “We all right?” Boston whispered. “We gonna stay outa trouble?”
“If we get out of here.”
They cleared the studio building and got out into the open lot. “That does it,” sighed Quade.
They came out on the street and Boston nodded to the stalled jalopy across the street. “What about that? We’re still broke.”
Quade waved at a passing cab. “Taxi!” Brakes screeched. “Inside, Charlie,” Quade ordered. “The Lincoln Hotel!”
Ten minutes later, they climbed out of the taxi in front of one of the most expensive hotels in Hollywood.
Quade tendered the hundred-dollar bill to the cabby. The man exclaimed, “I haven’t got change for anything like that!”
Quade turned and waved the bill at the doorman who was hovering over them. “Get this changed and pay the driver. I’ll be at the desk, inside.”
“Holy cats!” said Boston as they walked into the luxurious lobby. “Where’d you get that fish skin?”
“My client,” said Quade. “And there’s more where that came from. Hollywood’s rolling in money.”
He stepped up to the desk and said to the clerk, “I want a nice suite, facing the boulevard. And rather high up, so I don’t get too much street noise.”
He signed the registration card with a flourish. “Oliver Quade and Charles P. Boston. New York City.”
The doorman came up from the cashier’s window with a handful of bills. “Here you are, sir.”
“Front!” said the clerk snappily. “Show these gentlemen up to Suite 831 and 832.”
In their suite Quade picked up the telephone book. Charlie Boston stared at him.
Quade picked up the phone. “Hello,” he said. “I want the Clayton Automobile Agency… Hello. Have you got a yellow sports job in stock? Well, bring it over to the Lincoln Hotel as soon as you can. Oliver Quade is the name.”
He hung up the receiver. “For the love of Mike!” groaned Charlie Boston.
“Tut-tut,” said Quade. “We’re mixing with moneyed people. We’ve got to act like money.”
“So you’re mixed up in the detective stuff again,” Boston shook his head. “I could smell it coming the minute I saw Christopher Buck. That means we’re going to take a lot of punishment again and wind up behind the eight-ball.”
“Not this time, Charlie,” Quade said cheerfully. “I’ve decided that this is one affair from which I’m going to emerge with both hands full of money. It’s lying around on all sides and I’m going to grab it.”
Boston threw up his hands helplessly. “There’s no use talking once your mind is made up. Who’re we working for — Slocum?”
“Right you are, Charlie. And at the moment we have to do only one little thing. Tell me, would you know Willie Higgins if you saw him?”
“If I saw him,” said Boston. “I guess I’d know him all right. So would anybody. His pan’s been in the newspapers often enough.”
“Old pictures. They don’t take pictures of their guests in Alcatraz. So what we’ve got to go by is a five-year-old likeness of him. Since then he may have gained a lot of weight or lost it. He may have raised a mustache or a beard. No, not a beard. I don’t think they’d let him do that on The Rock.”
Boston said suspiciously, “Say, you don’t think Higgins is in Hollywood, do you?”
“I do. And what’s more, you and I are going to find him.”
“Do you want to commit suicide, Ollie? Willie Higgins is so mean he’d poison his own grandmother. Five years on Alcatraz has probably made him even meaner.”
“Oh, he can’t be so tough,” said Quade easily. “As I remember him from the pictures he was a little fellow. Even if he gained a lot of weight, he wouldn’t be up to your two hundred pounds.”
“Stop right there, Ollie! You’re not going to get me to tackle Willie Higgins. If he was a dwarf, I’d still keep out of his way. Higgins don’t fight with fists!”
The door resounded to a smart rat-a-tat. “Come!” Quade called.
A cheery-faced man came in. “Mr. Quade? My name’s Clayton. I understand you wanted to see one of our sport jobs.”
“That’s right,” said Quade. “Tell me, Mr. Clayton, is your car a better buy than the Packard?”
Mr. Clayton smiled deprecatingly. “We think it is, Mr. Quade. If you’ll come outside, I’ll point out a few salient factors.”
“I’ve seen your car, Mr. Clayton,” said Quade. “It looks O.K. The only thing I’m not sure of is how it operates. I mean by comparison with, say, the Packard and the Cadillac, both of which I’ve driven.”
“A demonstration, Mr. Quade—” began the automobile dealer.
“Exactly! But I don’t want one of your demonstrations. You’d look for the smooth streets and you’d whiz me around a corner with your foot touching the brake so I wouldn’t even know it. What I’m getting at, Mr. Clayton, is you can’t tell enough about a car with a test-tube demonstration. You’ve got to drive it yourself, for several days. Now, I’ve promised both the Packard and the Cadillac people that I’d try only one more car and then decide among the three of you. Is that satisfactory, Mr. Clayton?”
“Certainly, sir! We’ll back our car against any on the market, in any price range. Of course—”
“Fine! I’ll try your car for a few days and if it operates as well as the others, I’ll no doubt buy it because I like the color better. Did you bring the keys up with you, Mr. Clayton?”
“Of course, but—”
“But what, Mr. Clayton? Oh!” Quade laughed heartily. “You don’t know me. Quite so. Well, well! I’m Oliver Quade of New York and this is Mr. Charles P. Boston. If you’re worried about us, why just stop down at the desk. Or, there’s the phone — call up my friend, Tommy Slocum.”
Mr. Clayton beamed. “Certainly, Mr. Quade, you drive that car as long as you wish. Take a week. When you’re ready, just call me. Thank you very much. I’m sure you’ll decide in our favor.”
“I hope so, Mr. Clayton. And good day, sir!”
When he’d gone, Charlie said, “Ollie, you’re the biggest four-flusher in California.”
Quade winked at him. “Who knows? We may buy the car from him yet. Our jalopy’s on it’s last legs. Which reminds me, better run down there and get our things out of the car and see if you can’t get it dragged off the street. Here.” He tossed over the keys Mr. Clayton had left.
Boston started for the door. “What are you going to do?”
“Make a few phone calls.”
Boston went out and Quade reached for the telephone. “Get me Consolidated Studios… Consolidated? I want to talk to Miss Thelma Wentworth.”
“I’m sorry,” said an operator. “Miss Wentworth does not receive calls at the studio.”
“But this is a matter of vital importance.”
Quade got the general office and was switched to three different persons. He used his most autocratic voice on them and finally got the ear of a Mr. Gould.
“Lou Gould,” the man said. “I’m Miss Wentworth’s agent. Just what is this matter of importance? I handle all of Miss Wentworth’s business matters. You can tell me what it’s about.”
“Then tell Miss Wentworth that Oliver Quade wants to see her right away. Tell her it’s the man she bumped into this morning in a certain place.”
When Gould’s voice came back on it sounded pained. “Miss Wentworth said she’d see you. If you’ll come over here—”
Knuckles rapped on Quade’s door and before he had a chance to say anything, Christopher Buck’s lean face appeared. Quade snapped into the telephone. “I’ll call you back in five minutes. Stay at your phone.” He banged the receiver on the hook. “Buck,” he said, “how’d you get here?”
The tall detective came into the room and let himself down into a chair. He was so tall and lean the act was very much like an accordion folding itself.
“How come you ducked out of the studio, Quade?” he asked.
“Too many cops around — and shamuses. So you followed me.”
“No. One of my operators did. I gave him the sign when you came out of Slocum’s office. I just saw your stooge downstairs. You’ve come a long way since New York. That’s an expensive car you’re driving these days.”
“I like a good car,” retorted Quade. “So what can I do for you?”
Buck nodded toward the telephone. “Did I interrupt an important call?”
“You did, but don’t let that worry you. What’s on your mind? You didn’t shadow me just so you could drop in for tea.”
“Slocum’s on the spot,” said Buck. “You know that. When I left the studio the D.A. was just about to have a warrant sworn out for him, on a first-degree homicide charge.”
“Nuts! He doesn’t dare to do that to Slocum, not without evidence.”
“I’m cooperating with the D.A.,” said Buck.
“What for? Your client’s dead. Los Angeles County isn’t going to pay you the kind of fees you’re used to.”
“I’ve got another client.”
Quade looked sharply at Buck. “Who?”
“Thelma Wentworth.”
Quade’s eyes barely flickered toward the telephone, but Buck caught it. “Ha! So you were talking to her!”
Quade said tightly, “So she’s not your client. You’re lying. Look, Buck, you drew a rather crude picture this morning. Around Slocum, Maynard, the Wentworth girl and Willie Higgins.”
“You can see the picture though, can’t you? Maynard’s been knocked off. Maybe they won’t indict Slocum for that just yet, but they will when I get through. I need just one little thing. When I get that—”
“And that little thing is—”
Buck grinned wolfishly. “The same thing Slocum wants you to get from Willie. Look, Quade, we’re both after the same thing. Why don’t we corner Willie together, then compromise, take the biggest fee and split!”
“Nuts!”
Buck coughed. “By the way, Lieutenant Murdock will be up to talk to you in a few minutes.”
“You told him where I was? Thanks, Buck. I’ll snitch on you some time.”
“Oh, I didn’t do it. It was my operator, I’m afraid. Well, so you’re not with me?”
“No, Buck. I’m not.”
Buck uncoiled himself. “Lieutenant Murdock says you were the one who found Stanley Maynard.”
He took two strides toward the door and ducked out.
The Human Encyclopedia paced the floor for a minute, then went to the door. He was stepping out of the elevator in the lobby, when Lieutenant Murdock reached out and caught his arm. “I was going to see you, Quade.”
“I was just going out.”
“I won’t take more’n a couple of minutes,” the lieutenant said, walking to the divan in the corner of the lobby. As he sat down, Quade observed a man across the lobby watching them covertly over the top of an open newspaper. Buck’s man, no doubt.
Murdock said, “I understand you were the first to see Maynard.”
Quade shrugged. “The first you know of. Someone else might have gone into Maynard’s office after he was killed.”
“That sounds as if you think someone else had been in before you.”
“Not necessarily. I mean a half-dozen people could have gone in and out of his office and decided the best thing to do was keep mum.”
Murdock’s mouth twisted out of shape. “Dr. Lang said Maynard had died about twenty minutes before he examined the body. That would place the time pretty close to when you found his body. What were you going in to see Maynard about? I understand you’re not connected with the studio?”
“Oh, but I am. Slocum hired me just this morning.”
“Doing what? Buck claims you’re a book agent.”
“Ordinarily I am. I travel the highways and byways, selling books where I can, studying nature—”
“Nix on that stuff,” Murdock said crossly. “Answer my question. Why’d Slocum hire you?”
“To bark for him! The next time you hear the voice of Desmond Dogg on the screen, that, Lieutenant, will be me!”
Murdock’s face was comical to see. “You — the voice of Desmond Dogg!”
“What’s funny about that? Walt Disney dubs in the voice for Mickey Mouse and Rudy Ising is the growl you hear when the big bad bear gets mad.”
“I’ll be damned!” said the lieutenant. “Well, did you see anyone go in or come out of Maynard’s office?”
“Nope,” said Quade.
“Well,” Murdock got up, “listen, Quade, don’t leave Hollywood suddenly. I may think of some more questions to ask you later.”
“Any time, Lieutenant, any time.”
The lieutenant left the hotel. Quade sauntered over to the newsstand. Out of the corner of his eye he watched the man with the newspaper.
He grinned slowly, then suddenly headed for the side door of the hotel. He jumped through and rushed to the corner, forty or fifty feet away, made a quick left turn and popped into the Hollywood Boulevard entrance.
Inside the lobby he moved swiftly to a telephone booth and, leaving the door partially open so the lights would not go on, called the Consolidated Studios.
“General office,” he said. “Mr. Quade calling Lou Gould.”
“Sorry,” was the reply. “Mr. Gould waited for your call, but finally he and Miss Wentworth had to leave.”
Quade hung up and came out of the booth. He went to the Hollywood entrance, where a man was talking to the doorman. “Tell Buck I lost you,” he said as he passed.
The shadow gulped.
Quade walked a couple of blocks and entered a drug store. As he skimmed through a telephone directory he saw Buck’s operator getting a drink at the soda fountain.
Quade found a number and went into a booth. A moment later he said: “Hello, is this the Hollywood office of the Movie Fan Magazine? Well, this is Mr. Quade speaking. I’m the motion picture editor of the Omaha News-Bee. I’m in Hollywood doing a publicity story on Miss Thelma Wentworth, the new glamor girl. I want to check some facts in her history. Can you tell me her birthplace?”
“Certainly,” said a woman’s voice. “Miss Wentworth was born in Tasmania, the daughter of a British diplomat.”
Quade sighed. “I’m sorry, lady, I’m from Nebraska, but we’re not all farmers out there. Start all over. Where was Miss Wentworth born? Brooklyn?”
“Waterloo, Iowa,” was the reply.
“Fine,” said Quade. “Now give me the lowdown on Tommy Slocum. Where was he born and what did he do before he clicked in Hollywood?”
“Strangely,” said the informant, “Mr. Slocum also comes from Waterloo, Iowa. He was a sports cartoonist on the Waterloo Independent before he went to New York.”
“One thing more — what about Stanley Maynard?”
“Stanley Maynard?” Quade detected the sudden change in the woman’s tone. “Say, what did you say your name was?”
“Shade. I’m the motion-picture editor of the Omaha News-Bee. About Maynard—”
“I’m sorry,” was the reply, “but you’d better come to our office for further information.”
“Thank you,” said Quade and hung up.
When he came out of the booth, the shadow was thumbing through the magazines. Quade whistled pleasantly at him and went outside.
He sauntered down the street. In the next block he came to a combination magazine and cigar store. Racing tip sheets were displayed prominently on the rack. Quade went inside and said to the man behind the counter:
“Doc, I’ve got a really hot one at Santa Anita tomorrow. I want to place a big bet.”
The man stared blankly at Quade. “What do you think this is?”
“Phooey!” said Quade. “All you take in on cigars and magazines you can stick in your ear.”
“I never saw you before in my life!” protested the counterman.
“I just blew in from New York. Do I look like a cop?”
“No, but just the same, I don’t take horse bets. But I know a fella — How much was you figuring on betting?”
“Depends on the bookie. If the odds are right, maybe a couple of grand.”
The man’s eyebrows arched. “Just a minute,” he said. He went to a telephone booth and closed the door tightly. He emerged in a couple of minutes, mopping his forehead. He pulled a notebook from his pocket, wrote on a sheet and ripped it out of the book. “Go to this address. Ask for Jake.”
“Thanks, pal!”
The shadow was looking in the window of a shoe store next door. Quade signaled to a taxi on the corner.
Five minutes later he stepped out. As he paid the driver he shot a look at the taxi that had pulled to the curb a half block away.
A sign on a store window said: “Argus Realty Company.” The walls inside were covered with pictures of houses, maps and insurance calendars.
A young chap got up from behind a desk.
“I want to see Jake,” Quade said. “Mr. Wolfson sent me over.”
A man in the rear of the realty store took his feet from his desk and slid his derby forward on his head. “You interested in a good house?” he called to Quade.
Quade went back. “Yeah, in Santa Anita.”
“How much you figure on paying?”
“That depends. If I can locate my partner.”
“Yeah? “Jake said.
“My partner’s name,” said Quade, “is Willie Higgins. Ever hear of him?”
Jake said, “You ain’t a cop. So what’s your angle?”
“I want to have a talk with Willie.”
Jake shook his head. “I’ve seen the name in the papers, Mister, but I ain’t never seen the man himself. You’ll have to—” His face went slack. Quade, seeing the man’s eyes looking past him, whirled, just in time to see his shadow duck out of sight, outside the store.
The realtor-bookie swung on Quade. “What’re you tryin’ to pull?”
Quade was perplexed. “Nothing. I know Willie Higgins used to be a big horse player and since he’s in Hollywood I figured you might know where he was staying.”
“You lie like hell!” exclaimed Jake. “Get out and don’t come back!”
Quade shrugged and walked out. Outside, he looked around for the man who had been shadowing him, but the fellow was strangely out of sight now. Which gave Quade something to think about.
He took a taxi back to the Lincoln Hotel. A bright yellow sports model was parked at the curb. When he got up to their suite, Charlie Boston asked, “You know a fellow by the name of Paul Clevenger?”
“Yes, why?” Quade said.
“He called up five minutes ago. Said he wants you to meet a friend of his tonight at the Sunset Club.”
Quade knew who that “friend” was. Paul Clevenger was the young fellow who had soothed Thelma Wentworth, that afternoon in Stanley Maynard’s office.
Oliver Quade and Boston sauntered into the Sunset Club. In a far corner Thelma Wentworth was seated at a table with Paul Clevenger.
Charlie inhaled softly. “If I kill the guy with her, would she give me a tumble?”
“According to the Bill of Rights,” said Quade, “every man is equal.”
She was gorgeous. No, that was an understatement. In Hollywood, she was super-colossal. She wore a white evening gown that revealed. Her blonde hair glittered. Her features were smooth and finely chiseled.
Her eyes were on Quade as he bowed slightly. “Good evening. Miss Wentworth. Allow me to present my friend, Mr. Boston.”
Young Paul Clevenger was rising. “Won’t you join us?” he asked.
Quade sat down opposite Thelma Wentworth. Beside him, Charlie Boston breathed heavily.
“It’s all right,” Thelma Wentworth said in a low voice. “Paul… knows.”
Quade regarded him deliberately. “You’re not in the picture business, are you, Mr. Clevenger?”
Young Clevenger laughed. “Hardly. Banking is my racket.”
Quade saw the possessive look Clevenger bestowed on Thelma. He looked at the glamor girl for a moment and was rewarded by a slight frown.
“Paul and I went to school together,” she explained. “He’s out here for a visit.”
The boy from her home town. There’s always one. Sometimes they forget him. Thelma Wentworth hadn’t. Perhaps the fact that young Clevenger was in the banking business accounted for that. You can forget the boy from home if he’s a soda jerk or works in a filling station. If his father owns the bank — and many Iowa banks are wealthy — you don’t forget him. Bankers are nice people to know. Remarkably handy to meet.
“Stanley Maynard was from Iowa — too?” Quade asked.
She winced. “No.”
Paul Clevenger said, “Thelma didn’t even know him. She just happened to be at the Slocum Studio—”
“Why?” Quade interrupted.
Clevenger bristled. “Why were you there?”
“I have a job there. Miss Wentworth hasn’t.”
“But,” Thelma exclaimed softly, “I know Tommy Slocum as well as I know Paul. He used to live two doors up the street from us, in Waterloo.”
“I see,” said Quade. “So you were visiting Tommy and happened to go into the wrong room — Maynard’s. You didn’t know Stanley Maynard at all.”
“She never even met him, I tell you,” snapped Clevenger.
“Did you know him?” Quade asked sharply.
“I got to Hollywood three days ago,” Clevenger said angrily. “Thelma’s let me take her around. I knew Slocum slightly. That’s all. I never saw Maynard, dead or alive.”
Thelma’s eyes widened. She was looking past Quade. He turned. Tommy Slocum was bearing down on the table. He was scowling, furiously.
“Hello, chief!” Quade grinned. “Join us?”
“You get around!” Slocum said truculently.
Quade smiled. “You know Miss Wentworth and Mr. Clevenger?”
“Of course I know them. How’d you get to know them?”
“Why, I get around,” Quade quipped. “Shake hands with my assistant, Mr. Boston.”
Slocum looked coldly at Charlie Boston’s big hand. He sat down abruptly.
“You wouldn’t think it would get so cold in the evenings,” Quade remarked drily.
Tommy Slocum showed his teeth. “Did you say you were going home, Quade?” he snapped.
“Why, no, I just got here. I like this place. I’ve heard about it for years. When I left New York the Count said to me — my friend, Count Felix Rosoff, you know — he said to me, ‘Oliver, when you get to Hollywood you must see the Sunset Club.’ And Tommy, old man, he was right. Don’t you agree with me, Mr. Clevenger?”
“I’m not an authority on night clubs,” Clevenger replied stiffly. “I’ve only been to New York twice in my life. This is the first time I’ve been in Hollywood.”
Quade chuckled, pushed back his chair. “Excuse me a moment, Miss Wentworth? A business associate has just come in. I must tell him something.”
“Goodbye, Quade,” Slocum said bluntly.
Quade smiled pleasantly at him and bowed to Miss Wentworth.
Boston followed him. “Buck,” he said. “In soup and fish! What a man!”
Christopher Buck’s face showed relief when he saw Quade and Boston. “Sit down, Quade,” he invited. “And tell me what’s new.”
“You damn well know because your shadow followed me all afternoon,” Quade said.
Buck’s face was blank. “Why?”
“That was my question,” Quade retorted. “Why? Anyway, I let him tag along. I could have lost him easy enough. Did once. He tell you that?”
Buck glowered at the table across the room. “Is she paying you, Quade?”
“She is not. And don’t go getting ideas, Christopher. You might get burned.”
“One of the biggest society women ever heard of, back East, shot a guy once,” said Buck. “Any woman’s a potential murderess. This Wentworth—”
“Is the second most important actress in Hollywood,” Quade said. “And Hollywood protects its own. Get what I mean, Buck?”
“A client is paying me money,” Buck said doggedly. “I’ve never let down a client.”
A stocky man with sleek black hair and a shaggy tweed suit was standing behind Tommy Slocum’s chair, patting the producer’s shoulder and talking over his head to Thelma Wentworth. He turned and showed Quade a mouthful of gleaming teeth.
He left the table, came toward Quade. He stuck out a fleshy hand. “Howdy, Mr. Quade. I’m Lou Gould. Like to talk to you a minute.”
Buck cut in: “You’re Lou Gould, the actor’s agent. I tried to get you at Consolidated this afternoon.”
Quade clung to Gould’s hand and started pulling him away. Buck shot up to his tremendous height and pushed his long, lean arm in between.
“I’m Christopher Buck,” he said.
Gould gave Buck his ten per cent personality. “Yeah, sure. We’ll have to get together. Give me a jingle at the office sometime.”
“Well, I’ve got to be going,” Quade said. “Thanks for the drink, Christopher. Good-night, Mr. Gould.”
Lou Gould was quite willing to be rescued from Christopher Buck, but Quade knew that that would be an impossibility. When Buck got his teeth into someone, fire or water wouldn’t make him let go.
“I’m going to slug Buck some day,” Boston said as they left the Sunset Club.
“Some day I’m going to let you slug him,” Quade retorted.
They got their bright yellow car from the nearby parking lot and drove to the hotel, where they turned it over to the doorman. “Don’t get the paint scratched,” Boston cautioned the man.
The lights were on in their suite when Quade unlocked the door.
The shadow who had followed Quade all afternoon was sitting in the most comfortable armchair. He was a rather slight fellow with an unhealthy complexion.
Quade said, “Are we intruding?”
“Not at all,” the man replied. “This is your room. And my name’s Higgins.”
Charlie Boston went back a step. “Willie Higgins!”
“You know,” said Quade, “I just guessed that out a little while ago. I couldn’t figure out why the real estate fellow got so scared when he got a glimpse of you through the window. I thought at the time you were one of Christopher Buck’s ops.”
Higgins nodded thoughtfully. “Understand you been looking for me.”
Quade sat down across the room from Higgins. Charlie Boston remained standing near the door, decidedly uncomfortable.
Quade said, “Tommy Slocum wants to see you.”
Higgins shrugged. “So?”
“That’s all. Tommy Slocum asked me to bring you to him. He didn’t tell me why.”
Higgins regarded Quade thoughtfully. “How much will he pay?”
Quade became suddenly annoyed. Ever since morning people had been giving him hints of things, had taken for granted he knew what they were talking about. He had played up to them, fishing out scraps of information. But as far as knowing anything definite was concerned, he was completely at sea. In a dead calm that seemed to presage the coming of a hurricane.
He said testily, “I don’t know a damn thing. Tommy Slocum seemed to think I did: so did Christopher Buck and Thel — and someone else. I don’t know anything.”
“From the way you talked this morning, you knew everything,” Willie Higgins said. “You said you were a human encyclopedia, or something, didn’t you?”
“But I’m not a mind reader! All I know is that you’ve got something or know something, that Tommy Slocum wants. And it has some bearing on Stanley Maynard’s murder.” He shot a speculative look at Higgins. “Would you be knowing anything about that?”
“I would not. The only thing I know, Quade, is that you’re a damn liar.”
Charlie Boston growled deep in his throat. Higgins glanced at him and Boston became quiet. Higgins went on:
“Not that it’ll do you any good, but I was down at the Slocum Studios this morning. I saw you come up with a rattletrap flivver. And now you’re driving a big yellow bus that cost. So…”
“So why does Tommy Slocum want you?” Quade snapped.
“Maybe because he killed Stanley Maynard.”
“I don’t think he did,” Quade said slowly.
“I think he did.”
Quade sawed the air impatiently. “All right, how much do you want for — it? I’ll tell Slocum your proposition; that is, if you won’t go and talk to him yourself.”
“I won’t,” said Higgins. “At least, not in his place. But you can tell him the price is a half million.”
He got up and grinned crookedly. Charlie, seeing him approach, stepped hastily away from the door. With his hand on the knob, Higgins turned. “And if you’re figuring on putting me at the studio when that business happened, don’t waste your time. I’ve got four different alibis.” He went out.
Charlie Boston shivered. “I could hear wings flapping!”
“Oh,” said Quade, “he didn’t look so tough.”
“No? What was that bulge under his coat? You suppose that was a ham sandwich?”
“A half million,” Quade said thoughtfully. “And Maynard was going to sue for a million.”
“For what?”
“That’s one of two things I don’t know. The other thing is — who killed Stanley Maynard?”
Slocum Studios’ gateman was so impressed by Quade’s yellow car that he permitted him to walk through the gates without a pass. Boston went to park the car somewhere on the street.
Quade sauntered into Miss Hendricks’ office. “Morning,” he said pleasantly. “Can you tell me where the sound room is? I believe they’re waiting there for me.”
“Studio Twelve, on the second floor,” replied Miss Hendricks.
Quade nodded. “Say, if my secretary, Charlie Boston, the big lug who looks like a heavy-weight wrestler, comes looking for me, keep him here.”
He went out and climbed a flight of stairs. Studio Twelve was a large room, soundproofed.
“I’m the new voice of Desmond Dogg,” Quade said to a young fellow.
“It’s about time you got here,” the fellow snapped. “We were just getting ready to go out and find another sap.”
Quade showed his teeth in a cold smile. “Bring on your dog!”
Several men were gathered around a microphone and a layout of crazy objects. The young fellow snatched up several sheets of music.
“I’ll explain what we’re doing,” he said crisply. “Desmond Dogg’s a St. Bernard. In this particular scene he’s pulling the old rescue scene. Christopher Cat—”
“Christopher?” Quade asked.
“Yes, Christopher. And don’t interrupt. Christopher Cat’s lost in the snowstorm. Desmond Dogg has this keg of rum tied about his neck and is leaving the hospice to rescue Christopher. The wind’s howling — that’s Felix — and it’s snowing like hell. Desmond — that’s you — is running down the mountain.”
“With the keg of rum around my neck?” Quade asked.
“Yes, and don’t interrupt again. You’re galloping through the snow. You bark, woof-woof, and then you sing: ‘Here I come with a keg of rum.’ All right, Felix — wind!”
A skinny fellow with a big Adam’s apple stepped up to the microphone and whistled softly. Amplified, the sound was very much like the howling of a blizzard.
“O.K.,” said the young director. “Now, you, Oscar — Desmond’s feet crunching the snow.”
Another man brought a bowl of baking soda up to the microphone, stuck an iron pestle into it and twisted it. The result was a sound like feet crunching on snow.
“Swell,” said the director. “Now, we’ll get together on it. Felix, wind! Oscar, snow! And you, whatever your name is, you bark, ‘Woof-woof!’ and sing — in a dog’s voice!”
The wind howled and the snow crunched under Desmond Dogg’s feet, and Quade barked and sang in a tone that might have sounded like a dog’s if a dog could sing.
When they finished, the director held out his hand to Quade. “My name’s Needham. You did that better than Pete Rice. He just couldn’t get that dog quality into his voice.”
“I’m a success!” Quade murmured.
“Sure, why not? I’ll talk to Tommy Slocum and have him give you a contract. Now then, Miss Phillips! Come over here and do your meowing!”
Miss Phillips, imitating Christopher Cat, was good enough to stampede a convention of rats, Quade thought.
They rehearsed the scene a half dozen times, then recorded it. Needham, the director, put them through two more scenes, then called a halt. “That’ll be all until this afternoon. I want to see the film run off again.” He turned to Quade. “Like to come to the sweat box?”
It sounded interesting, so Quade went along. The room they went to was a miniature theater; a couple of dozen chairs in the rear, a projection room and a screen.
“You know how these cartoons are made, don’t you?” Needham asked Quade.
“Lot of drawings photographed, eh?”
“Ten to fourteen thousand for a single reel which lasts about eight minutes on the screen.” He held up a stack of celluloid rectangles.
“The animators make the original drawings on large pasteboard strips. There are forty to sixty scenes, or frames, to a picture. The animators draw these, put in the animals. The graduation of the movements is drawn on these celluloid panels. The photographer puts a ‘cel’ on the frame, photographs it, then puts down the next. The whole thing is speeded up, makes your movement.”
“And ten to fourteen thousand complete drawings are made?”
“Only of the animals in their movements. Girls do that, from the animators’ originals. Some girls do the tracing, others the filling in and the graduation of the movement. It’s expensive business. Some of our technicolor films cost as much as a complete seven reel film put out by other studios.”
“Well,” said Quade, “some people prefer Desmond Dogg to Clark Gable.”
Needham grunted, called toward the projection room. “O.K., Clarence!”
The little theater went dark and a moment later the projector threw a beam of white upon the screen.
The various screen credits followed:
Tommy Slocum Productions
Presents: Desmond Dogg’s Dilemma
Based upon the famous character created by Tommy Slocum
Producer: Tommy Slocum
Director: Hector Needham
Original Story by Stanley Maynard
Photography: M. V. Hilton
Desmond Dogg appeared upon the screen — a St. Bernard, against a background of mountain and snow and a hospice almost toppling off a cliff.
Quade said, “I just remembered I’ve got to make a phone call,” and got up, groped his way in the darkness to the door, went outside.
He made his way to Miss Hendricks’ office. Charlie Boston jumped up from a chair. “Where you been all morning, Ollie?”
“Barking,” Quade retorted and pushed open the door of Slocum’s office.
The little producer looked up, scowled. “I didn’t think you’d have the nerve to come around.”
“Why not? You hired me to be Desmond Dogg’s voice. Hec Needham just told me I was better than Pete Rice. He wants you to sign me up on a contract.”
Tommy Slocum snorted. “Quade, no man ever talked to me like you have, or did the things you’ve done to me.”
“Why, I haven’t done anything to you.”
“You know damn well what I mean. What were you trying to pull on Thel — Miss Wentworth?”
“Oh,” sighed Quade. “I saw Willie Higgins. He said the price is a half million — for it.”
Quade was watching Slocum closely. The half million made no unusual impression.
He exclaimed, “If you found him, why didn’t you bring him here?”
“He wouldn’t come. Doesn’t trust you.”
“He doesn’t trust me — and asks for a half million? He’s got a crust.”
“Still, I can see his point,” Quade said. “He’s one week out of Alcatraz and he’s nervous about being seen within two miles of a place where a man is murdered.”
Slocum nodded, then looked up suddenly. “Which reminds me, that cop, Murdock or whatever his name is, called up here a while ago. Said you’re to be sure and be at the inquest at three this afternoon.”
“What do you think the verdict of the coroner’s jury will be?”
Slocum’s face twisted. “What the hell you gettin’ at?”
Quade shrugged, walked toward the door. “What’ll I tell Willie?”
“Tell him he’s crazy. He can’t shake me down for a half million.”
“He thinks he can,” Quade said.
The telephone on Slocum’s desk rang at the same instant the door opened under Quade’s hand. Lieutenant Murdock came in and said:
“Mr. Slocum, the D.A.’s given me orders to take you in on suspicion of murder. I’ve got a warrant for your—”
Slocum howled and jerked the receiver off the ringing phone. He yelled “Yes!” listened for a moment. Perspiration suddenly appeared on his forehead. “All right,” he said in a meek tone and hung up.
“A warrant for your arrest!” Lieutenant Murdock repeated.
Christopher Buck’s head appeared over Murdock’s. “Hello, Quade!” he said in a better-to-eat-you-with tone.
“Buck,” said Quade, “you certainly can put your big feet into things.”
“Yah!” jeered the self-styled world’s greatest detective. “You got on the wrong boat this time!”
Slocum got up from behind his desk. “O.K., Sergeant!” he said.
Lieutenant Murdock said grimly, “And you, smart boy, be at the inquest at three o’clock!”
Quade nodded.
When they were gone, Quade went out to Miss Hendricks’ office. She was white around the gills. “They’ve arrested Mr. Slocum!” she gasped.
“But they can’t make it stick,” Quade said.
Charlie came over. “Buck looked like he’d just won screeno!”
“Yeah, but when he goes up on the stage to get the money, he’ll find he’s missing one number.” Quade turned to Miss Hendricks. “You know, I’m working for Slocum. I want to make two or three long distance telephone calls. Will you have them put through?”
Wide-eyed, she nodded and Quade slammed into Tommy Slocum’s private office, sat down in the producer’s chair and reached for the telephone.
“Get me the Waterloo Morning News,” he said. “Yes, Waterloo, Iowa.”
Twenty minutes later Quade made his final telephone call. “Consolidated Studios? I want to talk to Lou Gould, the actors’ agent. Is he hanging around there?”
“No, he isn’t. Any message?”
“There is,” Quade said. “You tell him to have Miss Thelma Wentworth at the coroner’s inquest at three o’clock this afternoon. That’s an order!” He slammed the receiver on the hook. Charlie Boston, draped on the office couch, said, “I wouldn’t believe it of a girl like her! But if I’ve got to die, I’d like her to knock me off!”
“You’re goofy,” Quade snorted. “Come on, let’s be bait for Mr. Willie Higgins.”
Charlie Boston said, “Ouch!”
When they got out to the street, Boston said, “What’re those paper tags on the jalopy? That cop’s going to get writer’s cramp.”
The yellow sports job was parked on the side street. When Quade climbed in behind the wheel, Willie Higgins came out of a drug store nearby.
“Hi,” he greeted Quade.
“Hello, Willie,” Quade said. “Squeeze in.”
Charlie muttered, but moved over against Quade. Willie Higgins climbed into the car. “You fix it?”
“Yeah, where’ll we go?”
“Your hotel’s all right with me.”
Quade started the car. As he swung out into traffic, Higgins said, “They pinched Slocum, huh?”
Quade nodded. “Yeah, but you can square that, I guess.”
Higgins grunted, said nothing. But when they got to Quade’s suite, he said: “Where is it?”
“Do I look like I had a half million on me?” Quade asked.
“They could be big bills,” Higgins said. His eyebrows drew together. “You trying to pull something funny?”
“The jam Slocum’s in, he can’t afford to. But it’s going to take him a couple of days to raise the money. In the meantime — where is it?”
Higgins started for the door. “You’ll get it when I get the money.”
“Charlie!” Oliver Quade snapped.
Higgins’ right hand darted under his left coat lapel. Charlie’s fist smacked against his jaw and Quade caught the man from Alcatraz as he catapulted back. He let him down gently to the floor.
“I thought you were afraid of him, Charlie,” Quade said cheerfully.
Boston dropped to his knees, reached into Higgins’ coat and brought out a .32 caliber automatic. Quade went quickly through Higgins’ pockets. He tossed a sheaf of bills on the rug beside Boston. Boston’s eyes popped. He picked up the bills, ruffled them.
“Grands!” he said softly. “Forty-eight thousand bucks!”
“He’s a quick spender,” Quade commented. “Two G’s in one day. Guess he dropped it on the races.” He poked at the various objects he had taken from the unconscious ex-convict’s pockets. “I guess I was right, after all.”
“What’d you find?”
“Nothing,” Quade said. “Nothing but the money. If I’d found something else, I’d have been wrong. Put the money back.”
“Back? Why, that’s more money than I ever saw in my life.”
“It’s small change to what Willie had before the G-boys started in on him. His trial cost him a hundred thousand. His back income taxes ran almost to a million. And I imagine the fifty-thousand-dollar fine he had to scrape up before they let him off the Rock just about broke him.”
“Except for the change.”
Quade shook his head. “He’s made this since he got out… Ah!”
Higgins was twitching. Charlie backed away hastily, darted into the other room of the suite and came back without the automatic. He winked at Quade.
Higgins sat up and held his jaw. “You lug!” he spat at Charlie.
Boston grinned. “No hard feelings?”
“I’ll let you know about that later!”
Higgins got to his feet and, still holding his jaw, started for the door. Quade shook his head at Boston and the latter blocked Higgins.
“I want to ask you some questions, Willie,” Quade said.
Higgins suddenly thought to look in his pockets. He pulled out the bank roll, ruffled it and nodded in satisfaction.
“Why didn’t you light out with the fifty thousand, Willie?” Quade asked.
“I was going to,” said Higgins, “until you said Slocum wanted to see me. Up to then I was hanging around — just in case.”
“Just in case someone tried to pin a murder rap on you, eh? All right, you didn’t bump Maynard. Who did?”
“I don’t know,” said Higgins. “I came out of the Rock without a dime. All I had was a chunk of — something. I sold it for fifty thousand. Then the guy got knocked off. Somebody might have said I did it. That long-legged shamus was nosing around. Maynard might have told him about me.”
“He had,” said Quade. “That’s how I got interested. Well, we won’t be seeing you around then?”
Higgins shook his head. “I guess I’ll see what South America looks like.” He started for the door and looked at Charlie. “Look me up if you come to South America, big boy.”
“I want to see America first,” retorted Boston. “No hard feelings?”
Willie Higgins shook his head and went out.
“I think,” said Quade, “we’d better hurry if we want to get down to that inquest.”
Lieutenant Murdock said to Quade: “I was just going to send out some boys for you.”
“You can always count on Quade,” Quade said cheerily. “Well, I see everybody’s here. Got it all sewed up?”
Christopher Buck said, “In a knot, old chap.”
“Can you tell now who’s paying your fee, Christopher?” Quade asked.
“Sure, why not? Young Clevenger. His old man owns a bank in Iowa. He wanted me to see that Miss Wentworth didn’t get mixed up. But she won’t be called to testify. The lieutenant said it wouldn’t be necessary.”
“Well,” said Quade, “if you don’t want to be shown up as a sucker in front of the newspaper boys, I suggest you call the principals into the next room.”
Murdock glared at Quade. “You’ve pulled enough jokes!”
“The joke’ll be on you,” said Quade, “if Tommy Slocum files a suit against you for false arrest.”
Buck’s eyes rolled. “What’s that, Quade?”
“I mean you didn’t hit the jackpot after all, Buck, old fellow. I just had a little chat with Willie Higgins.”
“Willie Higgins!” exclaimed Murdock. “The fellow who just got out of Alcatraz?”
“Yep. Remember Willie, Christopher? You’re the lad who told me about him yesterday.”
Buck fidgeted uneasily. “Maynard gave me a bum steer, there.”
“You mean you changed horses when your first one dropped dead. Well, you going to call them into the next room? Or would you rather have me spill it on the stand over there, Lieutenant?”
“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to hear him,” Buck mumbled to Murdock. “He’s wrong, but—”
“Bring Slocum’s lawyer, too,” said Quade. “So he can get an idea for how much to sue.”
Murdock walked off and spoke to the various principals in the case: Slocum, Thelma and Clevenger. As they passed into another room Quade fell in beside Slocum. “I just left Higgins, Tommy. He was looking up the sailing schedules to South America.”
Slocum groaned. “You blithering fool! You let him get away?”
“Sure. He didn’t have what you wanted. But don’t worry. Desmond Dogg will save you.”
Murdock growled, “Mr. Quade has some things he wants to talk about.”
Quade nodded and began: “Mr. Slocum, how long have you been making Desmond Dogg cartoons?”
Slocum’s nostrils flared. “Six years. But I was doing other cartoons for three years before then. I don’t see though what that’s got to do with this.”
“This is the laundry,” Quade said. “Everything gets washed. I saw a preview of one of your Desmond Dogg pictures today. The screen credit says: ‘From the famous character created by Tommy Slocum.’ That isn’t quite so. You didn’t create Desmond Dogg, Slocum.”
Tommy Slocum remained quiet.
“As a matter of fact,” Quade went on, “Stanley Maynard, who was a cartoonist on the Waterloo Morning News some years ago, drew a little comic strip about a St. Bernard dog who was called Desmond Dogg. The strip didn’t go over very well. When he left the News, Maynard got a release from the paper and tried to peddle the strip to a syndicate. They didn’t take it on. Probably because Maynard wasn’t such a good cartoonist and his ideas weren’t so hot.
“But when you got going good out here in Hollywood, Maynard submitted his Desmond Dogg to you, Slocum. You bought it from him.”
“Nothing wrong about that,” said Slocum. “I bought all rights to Desmond Dogg. I put him across. I gave Maynard a job at a big salary. He didn’t complain.”
“Not until recently. He didn’t know that a — a party somehow got the contract in which he signed Desmond Dogg over to you.”
Slocum sighed wearily. “All right, Quade, if you’ve got to have it all. I wasn’t so prosperous five years ago. I got into a roulette game over in Willie Higgins’ club and lost a pile of dough. I gave the contract to Willie Higgins. That is, I signed over a transfer to him.” Slocum paused. “Of course, it was a gambling debt,” he smiled nervously, mopped at sweat, “and Willie agreed to keep the whole thing quiet until I could buy the contract back. Meanwhile, he went to jail.”
Quade held up his hand. “Let me tell the rest, Mr. Slocum. You transferred the contract to Willie. But Willie was no slouch. He made it very legal. He had witnesses, and a notary public. There was nothing mentioned about it having been a gambling debt.”
Slocum said, “I—”
“Take it easy,” Quade snapped. “All of this comes around into a nice little pattern and I’d like to round it out while it’s hot. When Willie got out of jail he still had the contract. You hadn’t bought it back. So he sold it to Maynard for fifty thousand dollars. All legal and everything. Maynard in turn put the bee on you. He was going to sue you and take over your business, now that he had the contract.”
“He was suing for a cool million,” Buck offered.
“Sure,” Quade said, “and you, Slocum, you were holding out, rather futilely, against Maynard. Your only action was based on the ground that the contract had gone to Willie on a gambling debt. And gambling debts in California are illegal. Therefore, you said a court would figure the contract was still yours. That threw Maynard for a while. But Willie had cinched the contract with a notary and witnesses. If Maynard could produce these, prove the contract was not transferred as a gambling debt, he would win the suit against you. But the transfer to Willie was old, so Maynard hired Chris Buck to find the notary Willie had, and the witnesses. They had scattered out, couldn’t be located. That’s the way things stood when Maynard was killed. Naturally, it looked as though you had done it, Mr. Slocum.”
“But, I—”
“No, you didn’t kill him,” Quade smiled. “I’ve done a little digging around. Since you aren’t guilty of murder there’s no point in my exposing any of the more sordid details of your life at this inquest. I won’t mention the names of the women and all, but the fact was that Paul Clevenger was blackmailing you. Isn’t that true?”
Slocum blanched. “I — yes.”
“He knew a lot about you. From Waterloo, and here in Hollywood. He’d been in town longer than he claimed.”
“It’s a damned lie!” Clevenger shouted.
“It isn’t!” Slocum snapped, “and you know it isn’t. I have your correspondence to prove it!”
Chris Buck grabbed Clevenger. The kid’s face was white, his eyes dilated.
“Well, there it is,” said Quade. “Clevenger had Slocum lined up for a cinch shakedown. For how many thousands I don’t know. That’s immaterial. What’s important is this: Clevenger knew that if Maynard won his suit against Slocum — and Maynard couldn’t help win it once the witnesses were found — Slocum would be stony broke. He wouldn’t have the dough to pay off a blackmail shake-down. In a nutshell, Clevenger would be out of luck. So he killed Maynard, hoping to squelch the whole thing, or at least to stop it long enough so that he could collect from Slocum. Clevenger was broke. His old man had turned him out. The kid was pretty desperate and—”
“Let me at that guy!” Clevenger screamed. “Let me at that son of a—”
Buck hit Clevenger in the mouth. The kid recoiled, put his hand to his lips, looked at the blood on his fingers. Then he seemed to collapse like a deflated balloon. He nodded his head, looked longingly at Thelma, then dropped his eyes again. The girl just stared at him.
Quade concluded: “As for Willie — he was a little stir-whacky. When Maynard was bumped, he figured the contract reverted to him. He was trying to shake half a million out of Slocum for it on sheer bluff.”
Murdock snapped cuffs on Clevenger’s wrists. Clevenger roared helplessly when Thelma put her hand on Slocum’s arm.
Buck said, “Nuts,” and strode out.
“Quade,” Slocum said, “you said Needham wanted me to give you a contract to be Desmond Dogg’s voice. I’ll give you a contract, but it’ll be for Maynard’s job.”
“Ollie!” cried Charlie Boston, standing by the window. “The car! Some hit-and-run driver smacked it!”
The yellow sports job had been hit. One headlight was gone, a fender and running board crumpled and the hood badly damaged.
Quade looked at the car and turned to go out the door after Chris Buck.
“Where are you going, Mr. Quade?” asked Thelma.
“To hunt up Mr. Christopher Buck. He admired this car yesterday. I’m going to sell it to him, now, at a bargain. Sight unseen!”

Oliver Quade at the Races

Oliver Quade put the napkin on the table and leaned back in his chair. “That,” he said to Charlie Boston, on the other side of the table, “is what I call a fine lunch.”
“I like their dinners better,” said Charlie Boston. “There’s more to them.”
Quade signaled to the waiter. “The check, please. And let me have your pencil.”
The waiter put down the check, but did not add his pencil. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “but I have orders not to let you sign this check.”
Across the table, Charlie Boston winced. A light came into Quade’s eyes. “Well!” he declared. “If that isn’t something! Would you mind asking the dining-room manager to step over here?”
The waiter went off, but it was the manager of the hotel rather than the dining-room manager who came to their table. He said:
“Sorry, boys, but that’s all.”
“What’s all?” Quade demanded.
“All of everything,” the manager replied. He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket. “You’ve been at this hotel four weeks, now. Your bill, including room, meals in the dining-room, telephone and incidentals, amounts to $424.38. I shall give you until six o’clock this evening.”
Oliver Quade frowned. “That’s rather short notice. Ah — I rather doubt if I can get the money by then.”
“That will be too bad — for you.”
“You mean you’ll lock us out?”
“No,” said the hotel manager, “you won’t be locked out. You will be locked up— in the city jail.”
“Shucks,” said Quade. “You can’t lock up a man just because he’s behind in his hotel rent.”
A glint came into the eyes of the hotel manager. “I think,” he said, “this can be called more than rent delinquency. Intent to defraud is a better phrase. You’ve been here four weeks, you’ve gotten advances, you’ve charged up all sorts of things, and you haven’t paid one cent. I shall give you until six o’clock this evening. Full payment by then, or…” The manager turned and strode out of the dining room.
Charlie Boston groaned. “We’re sunk, Ollie. We’ll never raise that much money by this evening.”
“I wonder,” said Quade, “how the food is in the city jail.”
A middle-aged man wearing pince-nez got up from a nearby table and came over. “Excuse me, gentlemen, but I couldn’t help hearing what the manager said.”
Quade fixed the intruder with a cold stare. “So?”
The man took a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket. “How would you like to earn that — for a half-hour’s work?”
Quade picked up the bill and scrutinized it. “What is the name of the man you want killed, and where can I find him?”
The other chuckled. “It’s not that bad. All you have to do is deliver a letter for me.”
“A letter?” Quade looked at the twenty-dollar bill. “A two-cent stamp will deliver it anywhere in town. Or, if you’re in a hurry, Western Union will deliver it for about forty cents.”
The man with the pince-nez shook his head. “There’s a little more to it than that. Did you observe those two men who were sitting at the table near the door?”
“The ones who are going out now? The rather large men?”
“Precisely. I believe those men will follow you and try to take the letter away. They surely saw me approach you.”
Quade screwed up his face. “A punch in the jaw — for twenty bucks? How about it, Charlie?”
Charlie Boston glowered. “I didn’t take a good look at them. But neither of them was eight feet tall, was they?”
“No,” said the man with the pince-nez. “Neither were that large. You’ll deliver the letter?”
Quade nodded.
The other reached into his breast pocket and drew out a thin letter. Quade took it and read the address: “Martin Lund, 98641 Sunset Boulevard. What do I do, wait for an answer?”
“No, just give the letter to Mr. Lund. But make sure he gets it personally.”
“Suppose he isn’t there? What do I do with the letter?”
“I’m registered at the hotel. My name is George Grimshaw. However, Lund will be at that address. He’s expecting me.”
Quade pushed back his chair. “We’ll go right now.”
At the door of the dining-room, the waiter caught up with Quade and Boston. “Your check!”
Quade bared his teeth, but gave the man the twenty-dollar bill he had just received. After a moment he got $18.30 in change. He tipped the waiter the thirty cents.
There were only a few people in the lobby and Quade had no difficulty in picking out the two men who had left the dining-room just before them. They were standing near the cigar counter.
“O.K., Charlie,” he said. “Let’s go.”
“They’re following,” growled Charlie Boston.
“Yes. It’s odd what man will do to make a living these days. Somehow, I’ve a feeling I’m going to get more than just a punch on the jaw out of this.”
They stepped out of the hotel door and their pursuers were directly behind them. There were two taxicabs parked nearby. Quade stepped up to the first and opened the door.
“All right, Charlie,” he said softly.
He whirled suddenly and sent a sizzling uppercut into the face of the foremost pursuer. He followed it up with a left to the stomach.
The man gasped and reeled back. But he returned instantly with a right that crashed through Quade’s guard and hit him a devastating blow just under the heart. Quade’s back hit the taxicab so hard he bounced away from it, straight into another punch that caught him in the mouth. He went back and again hit the taxicab. To cover up he dropped to his knees on the sidewalk.
But that was all there was to the fight. Charlie Boston panted: “Look at ’em run!”
Quade raised his head. The thugs were indeed running, were already past the hotel entrance and going strong.
“Hell, I hardly hit the one bozo,” snorted Boston. “Oh-oh, looks like you stopped a couple.”
Quade got to his feet and shook his head to clear the bees from it. “What a man’ll do for twenty bucks!” he said disgustedly. He jerked open the door of the taxicab and stepped inside.
The cab driver turned around in his seat. “Those lugs try to slug you?” he asked.
“No!” snapped Quade. “They wanted to play tag with us. We wouldn’t play…. D’you suppose you’ve got time to drive us out on Sunset?”
“Oh, sure. Sure!”
“Damn decent of you,” Quade said politely.
Boston sat down beside Quade and the cab zoomed to the corner. It turned right and the driver gunned the motor. A moment later they made another right turn on to Sunset Boulevard. Quade looked out of the rear window.
“They don’t seem to be following.”
The cab rolled west on Sunset for about ten minutes, then the driver pulled up to the curb. “Here you are!”
The bill was seventy cents. Quade gave the cabby a dollar and waited for his change. The man tried to make it in dimes and couldn’t. He finally gave Quade a quarter and a nickel. Quade gravely handed him back the nickel and received a dirty look in exchange.
“You’re very welcome,” Quade said icily.
The building before which they had stopped was a two-story affair, a row of small stores on the street level, and offices on the second floor. Quade found the entrance and consulted the directory just inside the door.
“Martin Lund, suite seven,” he said.
They climbed the stairs to a dimly lighted corridor. Suite 7 was at the far end. There was light behind the ground glass door and Quade pushed it open.
They found themselves in a small waiting room, furnished in bird’s eye maple. There was no one in it.
Quade coughed loudly. Charlie Boston called, “Anybody here?”
There was no reply. Quade scowled and stepped to the door of a private office. He pushed it open, stuck his head in — and stopped.
A man was sitting in a swivel chair. His head rested on a desk. There was a pool of blood on the desk. Some of it had dripped to the green broadloom rug on the floor.
Boston breathed down Quade’s neck. “Gosh!” he said softly.
“Twenty dollars!” Quade muttered. Then he shook himself and backed into Charlie Boston. “Let’s get out of here — quick!”
Charlie Boston was perfectly willing. He was already descending the stair when Quade was still halfway up the corridor.
Down on the sidewalk with the hot California sun beating down, Quade exhaled heavily. “Did you see a gun anywhere, Charlie?”
There was a film of perspiration on Boston’s forehead. “Uh-uh,” he said. “All I saw was the blood. That was enough. Let’s get out of here.”
“In just a minute.” Quade reached into his pocket and drew out the letter George Grimshaw had given him at the hotel. He looked at it.
“What you goin’ to do with it?” Boston asked.
Quade stuck his finger under the flap and ripped open the envelope. He drew out another envelope and a slip of paper. He looked at the slip and showed it to Boston.
The letter read:
Martin:
Can’t come to your place, but here it is. Meet me in the club house at the track.
G. G.
“What’s in the other letter?” Boston asked.
Quade felt it. “It’s not money, so I don’t think I’ll open it — not right now, anyway.”
“Well, what’re we going to do?”
Quade said, “We’ve got seventeen twenty-five left of the twenty. Do you think the manager of the hotel would take it as a down payment?”
Boston winced. “No, he looked like a guy who’d made up his mind to do something and was going through with it. That’s your fault, Ollie. You been ridin’ him pretty hard this past month.”
“I know,” Quade admitted. “I was counting on a break. It didn’t come. Well, we’ve got just one chance.”
“What’s that?”
“The race-track. Perhaps we can run this into enough to pay the hotel bill.”
Boston exclaimed. “But, Ollie! For years you been squawking about my playing the ponies. And now—”
“Now, it’s necessity. The seventeen dollars won’t stave off the hotel manager. A couple of hundred might. And what other way can we make a couple of hundred in a few hours?”
Boston looked suspiciously at Quade. “Say, that note! You want to go to the races because that fellow Grimshaw wrote Lund he was going there. That’s why you want to go.”
Quade said, “Tsk! Tsk! Such deduction!”
“That’s it,” persisted Boston. “You want to play detective again. That means we’re going to get knocked around some more. And when it’s all over you and me will be behind the eight ball again.”
“We’re there, now!”
“Huh?”
“Lund’s body is going to be found sooner or later. Three people, Grimshaw and the two thugs, knew we were going there this afternoon. No, four. The cab driver, too. How long do you think it’ll be before they have us down at the Fairfax Station?”
Boston winced. “Ow!”
Forty-five minutes later, Quade and Boston alighted from the special race-track bus. Ahead of them were the huge buildings of the grandstand and club house. Beyond the buildings was the track. They walked across the vast parking lot and approached the ticket windows.
“Club house, two-twenty!” snorted Boston. “Let’s go over to the grandstand.”
By way of reply, Quade stepped to the ticket window. “Two club-house tickets,” he said.
At the gate he spent fifteen cents for a program. When they were inside, walking up the long flight of stairs to the club house, Boston said:
“Fifty cents bus fare, four-forty for tickets, fifteen cents for programs. How much does that leave us?”
“You forgot the seventy-five cents taxi fare back to the hotel where we got the bus,” replied Quade. “That leaves us a total of eleven dollars and forty-five cents.”
“And you want to win enough to pay our hotel bill?”
“Oh, I’ll be satisfied with a couple of hundred profit. I leave that part of it up to you, Charlie. I may be the Human Encyclopedia, but one of the things I don’t know is how to pick horses. You’ve always been talking about your marvelous system. So go ahead, do your stuff.”
Charlie Boston took the program from Quade. “What do you want to bet on the first race? Two dollars.”
“Why delay the agony? If your system’s good, it’ll be just as good for the entire amount, won’t it?”
Charlie Boston perked up. “That’s the way I like to play ’em myself. If you’re going to bet on the nags, bet on them right. That’s my system.”
By this time they were in the club house. Quade was somewhat disconcerted by the size of it and the crowd. “Never find anyone in this mob,” he grumbled. “You’d think people had other things to do than come to the races.”
A red-coated bugler on the track, put his instrument to his mouth and blew on it. The horses began parading out of the paddock.
“What about the bet, Charlie?” Quade asked.
“In just a minute. Hmm, yes, Rameses is my horse. Ten bucks to show. Come on, Ollie.”
They started back to the club house, to the pari-mutuel betting room. Quade caught Boston’s arm. “Why to show, Charlie?”
“Because that’s my system. I never bet a horse to win. Only to show. I never lose that way.”
“I’ll not say anything about last winter when we were in Florida,” Quade said, “provided you don’t lose today.”
“I won’t lose!” said Boston, emphatically. “This race is a cinch. There’s the window. Just tell him a ticket on Rameses, Number six.”
A minute later Quade rejoined Boston. He rubbed the ticket between his thumb and forefinger. “This is for the Lincoln Hotel,” he said.
“Come on!” exclaimed Charlie. “The horses are going to the post now. They’ll be off in a minute.”
The cry of “They’re off!” went up before they got back to the front side of the club house.
Thirty thousand people immediately went nuts.
Quade couldn’t even see the horses. There were too many people on their feet in front of him. But finally he found a spot, where, by standing on his toes, he managed to catch a diagonal view of the track.
A voice blared over a public address system.
“At the turn. Skyhigh… Betty May second by a length… Beefboy. Cold Water coming up on the outside… Rameses.”
“Rameses!” yelled Charlie Boston.
The announcer droned, “In the stretch, Beefboy and Skyhigh, neck and neck. Betty May third… and Rameses! Rameses coming up.”
“Come on, Beefboy!” screamed several thousand throats. And just as many roared. “Skyhigh!.. Betty May!.. Rameses!”
The horses thundered across the finish line, not a single length separating the first four animals. The announcer gave the result even as the numbers of the winning horses flashed on the tote board. “Beefboy, first, Skyhigh second and Betty May third!”
Oliver Quade took the ten-dollar pari-mutuel ticket from his pocket and tore it up. “Charlie,” he said, “just what is this system of yours?”
Charlie Boston winced. “Why, I wait until they parade the horses, then I pick the best looking of the black ones.”
Quade growled deep in his throat. “After all these years of listening to you blab about how you could pick them!”
The voice of the announcer exclaimed, “Hold your tickets, everybody. A foul has been claimed against the rider of Beefboy! Hold your tickets!”
Charlie Boston yelped, “Our ticket!” He stooped and began searching among the forest of moving legs for the ticket Quade had torn and thrown away. Here and there others who had thrown away tickets prematurely were also scrambling for them. A fat, perspiring man, moaned, “My ticket, my ticket!”
Charlie Boston came up with two halves of a pari-mutuel ticket. “Whew!” he panted, triumphantly. “That was close.”
The voice on the public address system droned, “The foul has been allowed. Beefboy is disqualified. The winner is Sky-high. Betty May is second and Rameses third.”
“Whew!” yelled Charlie Boston. “We win! I told you my system worked. It had to. There was only one black horse in this race.”
Oliver Quade snatched the pieces of pasteboard from Boston’s hands and raised himself to his toes to consult the tote board out on the field. He inhaled softly. “Nine-eighty to show!”
He turned and stumbled over the fat man who was down on his knees. The man exclaimed, “My ticket! My ticket!”
“Come on, Ollie,” Charlie Boston cried, “let’s go and collect.”
Oliver Quade gripped Charlie Boston’s arm. “Charlie, this ticket — it’s not ours!”
“What? You mean it’s no good?”
“I mean,” said Quade, “our ticket was for ten bucks. This one’s for a hundred.”
For an instant, Charlie Boston’s face was stricken. Then slowly the lines lifted and an expression of huge delight spread over the broad face. “And it pays nine-eighty!”
Quade shook his head. “No, Charlie. It isn’t ours.”
Charlie Boston showed his teeth. “No? Well, we had a ticket on Rameses. You threw it away. Somebody’s found it by this time. O.K., so we found someone else’s ticket. ‘Finder’s keepers, losers weepers,’ my grandmother always said.”
The fat man wailed, “My ticket, my ticket!”
Quade tapped him on the shoulder. “Mister, I threw away a ten-dollar show ticket on Rameses—”
“A ten-dollar ticket!” cried the fat man. “Hell, I threw away a hundred-dollar ticket!”
Quade clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Say, that’s tough, pal. Maybe if you’d offer a reward, someone might—”
The fat man rose to his knees. “That’s an idea. I’ll post a reward!”
“You win,” Quade snapped. “Here’s your ticket. I found it.”
The man got up and fell against Quade. He tore the halves of the tickets from Quade’s hands. “Thanks, mister,” he babbled, “thanks a million.” He stumbled toward the club house and Quade had to spring after him and catch hold of his arm.
“Say, the reward!”
The fat man blinked. “Oh, sure, the reward.” He reached into a pocket and brought out a roll that would have choked Rameses, the horse. He peeled off two bills and shoved them at Quade. “There you are, sir, and many thanks!” He turned and wobbled away.
Quade looked at the reward, stunned.
“Two bucks!” Charlie Boston cried. “Two bucks for a ticket worth nine hundred and eighty! Quade, you—”
He staggered away, too stricken to continue his reproach.
Slowly, Quade folded up the two one-dollar bills and put them in his pocket. Then he walked into the club house, in the direction of the pari-mutuel betting room.
To reach it, he had to walk past the staircase leading up to the rooms of the Turf Club. As he came abreast of the stairs a man hurtled down and collided so savagely with Quade that he went sprawling to the floor. The man fell on top of him.
“What the hell!” Quade cried, angrily. He shoved at the man and wet sticky stuff smeared his hand. Startled, he jerked the hand around to look at it.
He saw blood on his fingers.
He got up from the floor then. The man who had knocked him down remained on the floor. He would never get up. He was dead. It was George Grimshaw.
A tall man in a gray uniform ran up. He looked at the man on the floor and paled. “He’s — dead!”
Quade nodded soberly. “He came tumbling down those stairs. Knocked me over.” His eyes went to the stairs. He started toward them, but the gray-uniformed man rushed past him and blocked Quade with his back.
“I see it!” he said. “And you — up there! Stay where you are!”
Two men and a woman were coming down the stairs. They stopped, puzzled. “What’s the matter, officer?” one of the men asked.
The special policeman shook his head. “Someone’s been hurt. Everyone will have to remain upstairs.”
A heavy-set man in his middle thirties came out of the betting room. He snapped, “What’s going on here, Kleinsmith?”
The uniformed man turned and relief swept across his face. “Hello, Lieutenant. This man,” he pointed to the huddled body on the floor, “came tumbling down those stairs. He’s dead and,” he pointed to the stairs, “there’s a gun lying there.”
The heavy-set man took a fat cigar from his vest pocket and stuck it between his teeth. He rolled it in his mouth and looked at Quade. “There’s blood on your hand, Mister,” he said accusingly.
“Yes,” Quade admitted. “He knocked me over when he fell down the stairs.”
The cigar made a complete circuit of the heavy-set man’s mouth. “Zat so? We’ll get into that in a minute. You, Kleinsmith, run up to the steward’s office. Tell him what happened, then phone the office. After that, come back here and bring some of the boys with you.”
The uniformed man turned to go.
“You forgot something,” Quade said. “The police.”
The heavy-set man scowled. “What do you think I am?”
Quade replied calmly. “Just a special policeman hired by the track. This is murder, man.”
“All right, Kleinsmith,” snapped the track police lieutenant, “call the cops, too. In the meantime,” he glowered at Quade, “let’s have your story. Why’d you knock him off?”
Quade walked deliberately to the stairs and sat down on the lowest step. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and began wiping the blood from his fingers.
“I’ll wait until a policeman comes,” he said.
And wait he did, even though the special detective snarled and stormed at him. Fortunately, the police came within a few minutes, an entire squadron of them, led by Captain Roletti. By that time there was a ring of spectators eighteen deep around the dead man. The police dispersed the crowd quickly, however, driving away everyone but Quade and the track policemen.
“Now then,” said Roletti, a black-haired, dapper man of about forty, “let’s start at the beginning. You, Mister, what’s your name?”
“Oliver Quade. I was on my way to the betting room and when I passed these stairs this man came tumbling down. He knocked me to the floor and fell on me. I pushed him off, and then discovered that he was dead.”
“How’d you know he was dead?”
“How do I know you’re alive?”
Captain Roletti grinned frigidly. “Oh, so it’s going to be like that? Fine! I haven’t had a good scrap all week. So he fell down the stairs and tumbled into your arms. Uh-hum, and where are your witnesses, the people who saw you walking along here when he came down?”
Kleinsmith, the special policeman, said, “I saw it.”
Roletti whirled on Kleinsmith. “Ah, Mr. Kleinsmith, The Eye himself. So you’re his pal, eh?”
Kleinsmith screwed up his face. “No, I never saw the man before in my life.”
“No? Then how’d you happen to be watching?”
“That’s my job. I’m supposed to keep an eye out for slickers and pickpockets.”
Captain Roletti smiled pleasantly. He purred, “Ah, so you were looking out for pickpockets and you were watching Mr. Quade. Now we’re getting somewhere.”
Kleinsmith turned red in the face. “I didn’t say he was a pickpocket. I said that was part of my job. I happened to be watching him because, well — there was some mixup about the last race. The results were announced and some of the people who’d lost tore up their tickets. Then a foul was allowed, which made Rameses a winner. Mr. Mills had torn up a hundred-dollar ticket. This man found it and—”
“And tried to keep it?”
“No. He returned it to Mr. Mills.”
Captain Roletti snorted. “Diogenes! All right, Kleinsmith, get this Mr. Mills. You seem to know him.”
“Oh, yes, he’s a member of the Turf Club.” Kleinsmith went off.
Captain Roletti scowled at Quade. “You’re lucky, Mister. But don’t go yet.” He climbed the stairs and, stooping, examined the gun. Finally, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to pick the gun up by the muzzle. He came down the stairs and handed it to a blue-uniformed policeman.
“Take this to the steward’s office, Cassidy. Blake will be out in a little while with his stuff. He’ll go over it for prints.”
Special Policeman Kleinsmith came back with the fat, perspiring man whose name was Mills. The fat man took a look at the body on the floor.
“George Grimshaw!” he gasped.
“You know him?” snapped Captain Roletti.
“Of course,” replied Mills. “He’s got a stable here.”
Captain Roletti whirled on Kleinsmith. “What’s this? He’s running horses here and you don’t know him?”
“Of course I know him,” replied Kleinsmith.
“Why the hell didn’t you say so then?”
“You didn’t ask me. I just took it for granted you knew. Everybody knows him around here.”
“I’m not a race-track cop,” snarled Roletti. He turned to the plain-clothes track lieutenant. “You knew him too, Gilroy?”
Gilroy nodded. “Yes. He owned the horse that paid off because of the foul — Rameses.”
“That’s just fine,” Roletti said, sarcastically. “You, Mr. Mills, where do you come in on this, except for throwing away a hundred-dollar ticket?”
Mills saw Quade now and brightened. “Say, you’re the chap found my ticket. Darned decent of you to return it.”
Quade looked bitterly at him. “Glad to do it again some time. Like hell,” he added under his breath.
There was a commotion at the door of the club house. “Let me in!” cried the voice of a girl. “Let me in. They say it’s my father!”
“It’s Miss Grimshaw,” said Lieutenant Gilroy.
Roletti said, “All right, boys, let her in!”
The policemen at the door stood aside and a tall, slender girl came running into the room. A tall, well-built young man followed her. The girl’s face was already wet, but when she saw the body of George Grimshaw she cried out and broke her stride. Quade reached out quickly and caught her.
“Easy, Miss Grimshaw,” he said soothingly.
Her body was shaking violently, but she made a tremendous effort to recover control of herself. After a moment she said, “Thank you,” and released herself from Quade’s grip.
The tall young fellow nodded curtly to Quade. He took the girl’s arm. “All right, Helen?” he said.
Helen Grimshaw turned to Lieutenant Roletti. “He’s been murdered!”
Roletti looked at her thoughtfully. “What makes you say that?”
“It’s apparent, isn’t it?”
“He’s been shot, but…” Roletti cleared his throat.
“No,” said Helen Grimshaw firmly, “he didn’t commit suicide.”
Roletti shrugged. “I don’t think so either. But murder — well, that’s a serious charge. Er, perhaps you have a reason for saying that?”
She bit her lower lip with sharp, white teeth. “Perhaps. Could I see if his wallet is in his inside coat pocket?”
“It is,” replied Roletti. “I looked. It wasn’t robbery. Not in a club house with several thousand people.”
“Look in the wallet,” said the girl. “See if there’s a letter in it.”
Lieutenant Roletti knelt down beside the dead man and extracted a long wallet from his inside breast pocket. He got to his feet and opened the wallet. “There’s a slip of paper here, but it isn’t a letter.”
Quade saw his nostrils flare.
“It’s a receipt,” Roletti went on grimly. “It says: ‘Received from Herbert Mills, $10,000 in full payment for original letter written by Jesse James, dated Sherman, Texas, September 8, 1876.” The captain broke off. “Say, what’s this about?”
Mills took a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his forehead. “That’s right. I bought the James letter from Grimshaw this afternoon, just before the last race.”
“You paid ten G’s for a letter written by Jesse James!” snorted Captain Roletti. “You expect me to believe that?”
“It was worth more than ten thousand,” Helen Grimshaw said tightly. “I–I happen to know that Father had once been offered fifteen thousand for it.”
“Who — who’d make such an offer?” gasped Herbert Mills.
“Guy Paley,” replied Helen Grimshaw. “In fact, Father was going to sell him the letter today.”
“How about that?” snapped Roletti, looking at Mills.
The fat man shook his head. “I don’t know anything about it. Except that Grimshaw approached me about a week ago, asked me to give him a price on the Jesse James autograph. Said he needed money. We dickered for a week over the price and finally, today, I bought the letter. I paid him the money just before the last race.”
Captain Roletti bared his teeth. “Well, where is it? He hasn’t got it on him. I don’t like that. Not at all. And there’s something else I don’t like. This horse racing business. His horse comes in fourth in a race, then there’s a foul and the nag’s moved up to third place. What about that?”
The tall young man who had remained quiet up to now, said bluntly, “Why don’t you ask the horses about that?”
Captain Roletti whirled. “And who’re you, wise guy?”
“My name’s Jack Forester,” said the young man. “I run a few horses here.”
“Oh, yeah? Maybe one of those nags in the last race belonged to you?”
“That’s right. Beefboy, the horse that was disqualified.”
Captain Roletti put his tongue into his cheek. “Your horse won this race, then it was disqualified and Grimshaw’s won. And then he was killed. Tell me some more, Forester. I’m getting interested in you!”
The track policeman cut in. “Mr. Forester is one of the wealthiest men in the state.”
Captain Roletti’s eyebrows arched. He started to say something, but his words were suddenly drowned out by approximately thirty thousand throats roaring, “They’re off!”
Roletti looked toward the track and scowled. There was no use continuing his questioning until the race that had started was finished. Races are run, murder or no.
And bettors rushed to collect their winnings. Roletti found that out a minute later, when the winning horses crossed the wire and a stampede of winners, hundreds of them, charged into the room.
“Hey!” Roletti cried to his policemen. “Keep ’em out.”
As well try to stop an avalanche. The excited winners brushed aside policemen, swarmed over them and carried them along on the tide, toward the pari-mutuel room. Quade was engulfed and when he finally emerged he found himself in the pari-mutuel room.
Order came quickly now as ticket holders lined up before the cashiers’ windows. Quade took the opportunity to make his escape.
He slipped out of the club house and, just outside the door, Charlie Boston grabbed his arm. “Ollie! I been watching for you. Were you pinched?”
“Nope. But I don’t want to tempt the captain too much. Let’s get out of here.”
“Swell. I don’t like it at all. That fellow — it was Grimshaw, wasn’t it? The guy who had us deliver the letter.”
Quade nodded. “If they’d searched me, I’d have been sunk. I didn’t tear up that letter we were supposed to take to Lund.”
“Ouch!” exclaimed Boston. “Better ditch it right now.”
“I can’t. I’ve discovered that it’s worth ten thousand dollars. It’s one of the rare specimens of Jesse James’ handwriting.”
“The old-time bank robber? For Pete’s sake! Who’d want to pay that much for his autograph? Anyway, Ollie, you’ve got to get rid of it. It’s dynamite.”
“To that I agree,” said Quade. “I’m going to get rid of it right now. Over there.”
They crossed the street and Quade went into a drugstore and bought an envelope and stamp. He addressed the envelope and, outside, dropped it into a mail box.
In the bus going back to town, Boston lamented, “This is our unlucky day. I pick a winning horse and you throw the ticket away. Everything else’s been going wrong, too. I’m going to bed and stay there until tomorrow.”
“In what bed?” asked Quade. “You don’t think the Lincoln Hotel is going to let us into our rooms, do you?”
Boston’s face fell. “What’re we going to do? We’re flat broke, aren’t we?”
“Not quite. We had a dollar and forty-five left after buying our ticket. Then I got the reward.” He winced. “I spent a nickel in the drugstore and fifty cents for bus fare.”
“So it’s a flophouse tonight!”
Quade shrugged. “The day isn’t over yet. Something may turn up.”
Boston looked sharply at Quade. “You’re not going to stick your neck out on this, are you?”
“It’s out now,” said Quade. “How long do you suppose it’ll be before the cops tie up the deaths of Grimshaw and Lund? Remember, the dining-room waiter at the Lincoln Hotel saw Grimshaw give us money. And there’s our friends, the pugs, who tried to take Grimshaw’s letter away from us.”
The race-track bus dropped them in front of the Lincoln Hotel. Quade and Boston went into the lobby. The manager of the hotel was behind the desk with his clerk. He looked at Quade, then turned his eyes deliberately to a clock on the wall.
“Hello, Mr. Meyer,” Quade said cheerfully. “I have good news for you.”
Meyer’s face broke into a pleasant smile. “The rent?” he said, hopefully.
Quade nodded. “Yes. Well, not exactly all of it, but I expect to have the balance by six o’clock. You gave me until then, didn’t you?”
Meyer, the manager, frowned. “Yes. Uh, do you want to give me, now, the amount you have?”
“N-no, I think I’d rather wait and give it all to you at once. Let’s see, it’s three-thirty now. A friend is coming to my room in a little while to give me the balance.” He grinned and held out his hand.
Meyer hesitated, then turned and took a key out of a cubbyhole. He gave it to Quade. “Very well, at six o’clock then.”
As they walked to the elevators, Boston said out of the side of his mouth, “What do you mean, you raised part of the rent?”
“Sure,” Quade replied. “About one two-hundredth.”
They rode in the elevator to the eighth floor. They turned a corner and stopped before the door of Room 810. Quade unlocked the door and they entered their suite. It was a suite. There was nothing cheap about Quade. He’d reasoned that it would be just as difficult to raise the money for a single room as a suite.
Charlie Boston dropped into an easy chair. “Well, we’ve got two and a half hours.”
Knuckles rapped on the door they had just closed. Quade called, “Yes?”
A deep voice replied, “Mr. Quade?”
Charlie Boston leaped up from his chair. “What the hell!” he exclaimed. He caught up a straight-backed chair and stepped to the side of the door. There was a glint in his eye.
Quade walked to the door and opened it.
Mills, the fat man whose ticket Quade had returned at the track, stood in the doorway. His eyes widened when he recognized Quade. “Say, you’re the chap—”
“I am,” said Quade grimly. “I’m the lad who found your hundred-dollar ticket. Remember? You gave me a nice big reward.”
“Yes, of course. Say — I had no idea!”
Quade nodded to Boston and the latter brought his chair down. He almost slammed it on Mills’ feet. “Won’t you come in?” he snapped.
Mills nodded and came into the room. “This is really an awfully pleasant surprise,” he exclaimed. “I was afraid — what I mean, it’s always so hard to do business with strangers. And when I heard about you, why I—”
“Skip it,” said Quade. “You came to increase the reward?”
Mills looked blank. Then his thick lips made a huge O. “Oh, that! Why, yes, if that’s the way you want to do it, of course!”
“Fine!” said Quade. “I tore up a ten-dollar ticket of our own. Ninety-eight dollars. Give me ninety-six more and we’ll call it square.”
“And cheap at the price,” growled Charlie Boston.
Mills nodded thoughtfully. “Quite so. I’ll even make it an even hundred — if you’ll let me have the letter.”
Quade inhaled softly. “What letter?”
“Why, the letter Grimshaw gave you. To deliver to Martin Lund, you know.”
Charlie bared his teeth and growled deep in his throat.
Quade said quickly, “Oh, that letter. So sorry. But I didn’t deliver it. You see, a couple of thugs attacked us as we left the hotel.”
Mills gasped. “What?” Then his fat face tightened until his piggish eyes became mere slits. “But they didn’t take the letter from you.”
Quade’s nostrils flared. “No, they didn’t. And you wouldn’t know that unless you’d hired them! Hold on, Charlie, I’m first!”
He sunk his fist six inches into Mills’ flabby stomach, then crossed with a left that bounced off the fat man’s jaw. Charlie Boston’s fist swished over Quade’s shoulder and smacked against Mills’ left cheekbone.
Mills slipped away from in front of Quade, dropped to the floor. He landed on hands and knees and remained there, whimpering.
Quade stepped back. “All right, Mills, let’s hear some talk from you.”
“Let me hit him just once more,” Boston begged.
Quade motioned Boston back. “What about it, Mills?”
Mills remained on the floor, but raised his flabby face. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth down his chin. “I’ll call the police,” he said thickly.
“I don’t think you will,” Quade said.
Boston took a threatening step forward and Mills scrambled to the side. He climbed to his feet and looked longingly toward the door. “I didn’t do anything,” he said.
“Maybe not,” said Quade grimly. “But the lads you hired knocked me around. You didn’t get any more now than I got from them. Come on, spill it, before we give you another working over.”
“I didn’t hire anyone to take the letter from you. Grimshaw told me about you. I saw him at the track. He said a couple of tough-looking men had been following me around and when he heard the hotel manager threaten to dispossess you here, he thought—”
“Rats!” said Charlie Boston.
“It’s the truth,” insisted Mills. “Grimshaw was playing another customer against me. Fellow named Paley.”
“Who’s he?” Quade asked.
“An autograph collector. Lund’s customer.”
“Lund was an autograph dealer?”
Mills bobbed his head. Then he jerked it up, suddenly. “Was?”
“Oh, don’t tell me you didn’t know Lund was dead,” Quade said.
Creases appeared on the fat man’s broad forehead. “I — well, I suspected it. I went to Lund’s office from the track, but there was an ambulance and police car at the curb. That was as far as I went. In fact, I’d already suspected something was wrong. Because Grimshaw was so darned anxious to sell me the letter.”
“You’re lying,” said Quade. “If you bought the letter from Grimshaw, what do you want now?”
Mills’ piggish eyes popped open to a full eighth of an inch. “Don’t you know? The Custer letter. I thought you knew. That was the one Grimshaw was sending to Lund.”
A fist banged on the door. “Open up!” yelled an authoritative voice. Then without waiting, the man outside pushed open the door. It was Captain Roletti.
He looked around at the three occupants of the room. “Been havin’ a little fun, boys?” he snarled.
Quade looked at Mills. The fat man dabbed at his chin with a handkerchief. “Mr. Quade did me a favor today,” he said. “I came here to — to reward him.”
“Yeah,” said Captain Roletti. “I remember. He said something about finding the ticket you’d thrown away at the track.”
Charlie Boston brightened. “Mr. Mills was just going to slip us a reward. Thanks a lot, Mr. Mills.” He extended an open hand.
Mills looked at Boston’s hand, then at Captain Roletti. Reluctantly he reached into his pocket.
“Mr. Mills threw away a hundred-dollar ticket that paid nine-eighty,” Charlie Boston said. “Me and my pal found it.”
Mills pawed his thick roll of bills. Finally he held out two twenties and a ten. “Fifty be all right?”
Quade started to wave away the money, but Boston took the bills from Mills’ hand. “Thanks, Mr. Mills,” he said.
Captain Roletti watched the proceedings. “Cut it out!” he snapped, suddenly. “You’re not kidding anyone. This isn’t a lovefest. These bozos were knocking you around, weren’t they, Mills?”
Quade’s eyes looked steadily at Mills. “Uh, no, Captain,” Mills said, “of course not. I fell down as I got off the elevator a few minutes ago.”
Roletti growled. “All right, call it that.” He turned to Quade. “Your name’s Quade, isn’t it?”
Quade nodded. “That’s the name. Same as I told you at the track.”
Roletti snorted. “You acted up, out there. But I been doin’ a little checkin’ on you. You were out on Sunset Boulevard before you came out to the track.”
“Who says so?”
“The manager of the hotel. He told me some things about you. For instance, that George Grimshaw slipped you a twenty to deliver a letter for him.”
“Oh, that! Of course. Mr. Grimshaw was in a hurry to get out to the track and had made an appointment to meet a man in front of the Mirabeau Hotel on Sunset. He couldn’t make it, so he sent me out to take him a note.”
Roletti glowered. “You delivered the letter?”
Quade said, “No, he didn’t show up.”
“How do you know he didn’t? You know the man by sight?”
“No, but Mr. Grimshaw said he’d be wearing a white linen suit. There wasn’t anyone around at all wearing a white linen suit.”
“So what’d you do with the letter? Did you return it to Grimshaw?”
“No, I never saw Mr. Grimshaw after that. I mean — not alive.”
“Ah,” said Roletti, “now we’re getting down to things. You knew that was Grimshaw who was shot in the club house at the track. Why didn’t you say out there that you knew the man?”
“Why, you didn’t ask me. Remember? You made that mistake with Kleinsmith, the track cop, too.”
Roletti said, “Nuts! Give me the letter you didn’t deliver to this — Paley, did you say?”
“I didn’t say.” Quade thrust a hand into his inside breast pocket. Then he let his eyes widen. Quickly he thrust his hands into other pockets. “Why, I haven’t got the letter. I must have lost it. Or had my pocket picked.”
Captain Roletti yelled, “Damn you, Quade! I’ve got a good notion to run you in. You know a hell of a lot more about this than you’re letting on.”
“Why, Captain! I don’t know anything. The manager of the hotel must have told you that I never saw Grimshaw until he came up to me in the dining room. What reason would I — well, why shouldn’t I deliver a letter when a man pays me twenty dollars? Especially, when I’m broke.”
Suspicion was still ripe in the captain’s eyes. But after a moment he shifted to Mills, the fat man. “What’s your part in all this?”
Mills drew himself together. Then he took a card from his pocket. “I’m Herbert Mills,” he said stiffly. “Victor Mills and Son, Brokers. I’m the son, you know.”
Captain Roletti looked at the card. “I’ve heard of the company. Rates pretty high, doesn’t it?”
Mills shrugged an admission. “You must know my father. He’s a friend of the mayor, you know.”
“I know. But let it stop there. All right, you coming?”
Mills moved quickly to the door.
“Thanks for the reward, Mr. Mills,” said Charlie Boston.
Mills popped out of the room. Roletti turned and delivered a parting shot: “Don’t leave town, Quade!”
Quade stepped after him. “Say, tell that to the manager on your way out, will you?”
The door closed, but Quade signaled to Boston to remain quiet. He waited a moment, then jerked the door open. The hallway was empty. He closed the door.
“Charlie,” he accused his friend, “that was highway robbery!”
“Oh, was it?” grinned Boston. “Why, the fat so-and-so. Fifty-two bucks reward isn’t too much for giving him nine hundred and eighty. And say, that Mills guy knows a lot more than he lets on. About Grimshaw and Lund, both.”
“You’re telling me, Charlie. He lied like the devil. A Custer autograph wouldn’t be worth as much as he intimated. Custer wrote plenty of letters. Articles for magazines, too. His autograph is pretty common.”
“I don’t get that autograph stuff at all, Ollie,” said Boston. “Hell, I read a piece in the paper a while ago which said that Greta Garbo’s autograph was only worth two bucks.”
“She’s still alive, Charlie. The value of an autograph increases with age, provided also that it isn’t too common. The autographs of some of the signers of the Declaration of Independence aren’t worth over fifty bucks, but one of them, that of Button Gwinnett, is worth fifty thousand.”
“Holy smokes!” exclaimed Charlie Boston. “I never even heard of the guy.”
“Not many people are familiar with his name, today. In fact, if he hadn’t been one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence no one would even want his autograph… Shame to be wasting all my Human Encyclopedia knowledge on just you.”
“But this Jesse James stuff. Why should his autograph be worth so much? He’s only been dead about fifty years or so.”
“That’s right. But if you’ll remember your dime novels, you know Jesse James wasn’t in the habit of writing letters. At least not with his own name. He was an outlaw from the time he was fifteen until he was killed nineteen years later. And his name today is known to more people than the names of any of the signers of the Declaration of Independence. Yes, I’d say that an authentic autograph of Jesse would be worth quite a sum of money. I think I’d like to talk to Miss Grimshaw about that.”
“The girl whose father was knocked off? Where’ll you find her?”
“Why, her father was here at the hotel, so I imagine this is where Miss Grimshaw will be. A lot of the race-track crowd make this their headquarters. I’ll see.” He walked across the room and picked up the telephone.
“Hello, operator, can you tell me in what room Miss Helen Grimshaw is registered?”
“Ten-fourteen,” was the reply. “Shall I ring it?”
“No, thank you. I’ll run up. She’s expecting me.”
“I’ll bet she is,” snorted Boston. “Is she expecting me too?”
“You stay here and hold down the fort. As long as one of us is here, the manager won’t lock the door on us. I’ll be back in a little while.”
Oliver Quade climbed two flights of stairs to the tenth floor. Outside of Room 1014 he paused. A rumble of voices came to his ears, but he could not make out the words. He rapped on the door.
There was silence inside the room for a moment, then a feminine voice called, “Come in!”
Quade pushed open the door. Helen Grimshaw, looking pale and drawn, sat in an easy chair facing the door. She clutched a handkerchief in her fist. Standing nearby, a scowl on his handsome face, was young Jack Forester, the wealthy horseman.
Quade said, “I’m Oliver Quade. Remember me?”
Jack Forester snapped, “What do you want?”
“Why, I’m interested in autographs,” he said. “I understand your father had a fine collection of Custer items.”
Jack Forester cut in sharply. “Say, is this a time for that? Can’t you see Miss Grimshaw has suffered a severe shock?”
“I’m all right, Jack!” said Helen Grimshaw. “After all, I’m going to need money. Plenty of it. Yes, Mr. Quade, Father owned some Custer letters. Not many, however. Are there any particular ones you are interested in?”
“Yes. Any he wrote while in Washington during ’76? During the time he appeared as a witness before the Federal Board of Inquiry.”
Helen Grimshaw shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I know Father had no letters written during that period.”
Quade sighed. He half turned away, then said, casually, “By the way, Miss Grimshaw, did you ever meet an autograph dealer named Martin Lund?”
The girl shook her head. “No, but Father had dealings with him. He bought and sold several items for Father… It’s — it’s been a shock. Both of them killed on the same day.”
“Will you get out of here?” cried Jack Forester, unable to restrain himself any longer.
Quade nodded, then opened the door and stepped out. He was immediately flanked by the two thugs who had attacked him and Charlie Boston that morning. Each grabbed an arm and, to make it more effective, the bigger of the two showed Quade a .32 caliber automatic.
“How’s about it?” he asked cheerfully. “You want some of this?”
“I ought to have it, I guess,” Quade said bitterly, “for being so stupid. I should have known you boys would be around again. Well, what is it?”
“We want to talk over some things with you. Let’s go down to your room — by the stairs.”
The man put the gun in his coat pocket, but kept his hand on it. “We’ll make off we’re pals if we meet anyone on the way.”
“Sure, pal,” Quade said and started for the stairs with the two thugs crowding his heels. On the eighth floor he said, “You know I think you boys are making a mistake. I don’t—”
“Keep your mouth shut!” snarled the man with the gun, taking it from his pocket and jamming it into Quade’s spine. “You’re not going to give any signal to that big stooge of yours.”
Quade relaxed. He pushed open the door of his suite. Charlie Boston was lying on one of the twin beds in the bedroom. He lifted up his head, said, “That you, Ollie?” Then he saw the men behind Quade.
He sprang up from the bed. By that time the man with the gun had stepped around Quade and pointed the gun at Boston. “Lay down again, mutt,” he sneered.
Charlie Boston sat on the bed. “What’s the idea?”
“Search me,” said Quade flippantly.
The man with the gun took up that remark. “That’s just what we’re going to do. Search you. You can save yourself a lot of trouble by kicking through with that letter.”
“Oh,” said Quade, “you want a letter. Sorry. I haven’t got one. But I’ll be glad to write you one.”
The thug showed Quade the gun, then whipped it up suddenly and laid it along the side of his jaw. It was a cruel blow and sent pain streaking through Quade’s head.
Charlie Boston leaped to his feet again, snarling. The gunman quickly threw down on him. “Come ahead, monkey!” he invited.
Quade said steadily, “I still haven’t got that letter.”
The man with the gun said, “Search him, Tony!”
Tony made a good job of it. He even took off Quade’s shoes. But he didn’t find the letter. “She ain’t here, Henry,” he said.
“Try the other lug.”
Boston bristled, but relaxed under the threat of the gun. Tony searched him thoroughly. Then he went through the drawers of the dresser in the bedroom; in the sitting room. Finally he tackled the closets and even peeled back the rugs on the floors.
He finally conceded defeat. “It ain’t here.”
Henry, whose face had been growing darker during the search, turned to Oliver Quade. “I’m going to ask you just once more for that letter, and then I’m going to take this gun and break every bone in your head. And I’ll do it without noise. Now, where’s the letter?”
Quade saw the determination in Henry’s eyes. “I mailed it to myself. It won’t be here until morning.”
Consternation spread across Henry’s face. “You mailed the letter to yourself?”
“Yes. You boys know what happened at the track. I was questioned by the cops. I had a hunch they’d be after me again and I couldn’t risk having it found on me, or in this room. I mailed the letter to myself.”
“Jeez!” cried Tony. “He’s lyin’!”
Henry sighed wearily. “No. The letter isn’t here. That’s just about what a smart guy like him would do. Well, we’ve got to stick here until morning. You’ll have to go out and tell the boss.”
“Before he goes,” said Quade, “let me give you a friendly warning about something. My room rent’s overdue. At six o’clock the manager comes to lock me out. It’s five-thirty now.”
Alarm shot into Henry’s eyes. “What the hell?”
Despite the gravity of the situation, Quade chuckled, “Of course, if you were to pay the bill…”
“How much is it?”
“Four hundred and twenty-four dollars.”
Henry exclaimed, “For the love of Mike!”
“He’s stringing us,” snapped Tony. “No guy could run up a hotel bill of four twenty-four.”
“There’s the telephone,” said Quade. “Ask the manager how much my bill is.”
Henry looked at the phone. “You pick it up. Ask him about the bill. I’ll hold the receiver and get the answer. Here, Tony, hold the rod.”
Quade picked up the phone, while Henry put the receiver to his ear. Quade said, “Let me talk to the manager, Mr. Meyer.”
Henry nodded. After a moment, he nodded again. “Mr. Meyer,” Quade said, “will you tell me again how much my bill amounts to?”
Henry listened for a moment, then reached over suddenly and covered the mouthpiece. “He wants to know if you’ll pay by six o’clock. Tell him, yes — quick!”
“Yes, Mr. Meyer, at six-sharp. Thank you,” Quade said.
Henry put the receiver on the hook. “Tony, you’ll have to run out and tell the boss. We’ve got to stay here until the morning mail comes in. If we don’t pay that money, they’ll come up here. Hurry, tell him the money’s got to be here before six.”
Tony returned Henry’s gun and scooted out of the room. Henry moved to a position just inside the door. He glowered at Quade. “This is a lousy mess.”
“Isn’t it?” Quade asked pleasantly. “But you can cheer yourself up by thinking of the letter.”
“I’ve been thinking about it already. And if it don’t come here, you know what’s going to happen to you?”
“The same thing that happened to Martin Lund and George Grimshaw?”
Henry scowled. “We didn’t have anything to do with that.”
“Rats!” jeered Charlie Boston.
Henry gave him a dirty look. “I ain’t never bumped a man—” he began and then when Charlie Boston took a step forward, a gleam in his eyes, he added hastily: “Except in self-defense. Sit down, bozo!”
There was a knock on the door. Henry leaped three feet toward Quade. “Keep your mouth shut!” he whispered frantically.
“It might be the maid,” Quade said. “If I don’t answer she’ll come in.”
“All right, answer!”
“Yes?” Quade called. “Who is it?”
“Herbert Mills,” was the reply. “Can I see you a moment, Mr. Quade?”
Henry’s eyes popped. “Let him come in, but don’t spill anything. Introduce me as a friend. Any damn name.”
“Come in, Mr. Mills,” Quade invited.
Herbert Mills, his fat face perspiring, came into the room, closing the door behind him. Quade, shooting a look at Henry, saw the gunman’s hands jammed deep in his coat pockets.
Quade walked toward Herbert Mills, held out his hand. “Glad to see you, Mr. Mills.”
He caught the fat man’s hand, whirled and slammed in the bolt on the door behind Mills. Then shoving Mills violently toward Henry, he cried, “Charlie!”
Mills yelped and jerked his hand out of Quade’s grip. The latter was surprised at the strength in the fat man. Henry cried out: “No, you don’t!” and then Charlie Boston slugged him from the side.
A fist banged on the door. “Let me in!” cried the voice of Tony.
Quade sunk his fist into Herbert Mills stomach. The fat man said, “Whoosh,” and folded forward. Quade chopped at his face, but Mills leaned forward too quickly and the fist hit his ear. He yelped in pain.
Charlie Boston was wrestling with Henry, now, trying to keep Henry from bringing the gun into the battle. Quade stepped back to deliver a finishing blow to the fat man. Herbert Mills, not half as far gone as he had pretended, suddenly lunged forward and rammed Quade in the stomach.
Quade was catapulted back against the wall. He recoiled from it into the ham-like swinging fists of Herbert Mills. One caught him flush on the jaw and he went down to his knees.
“Charlie!” he cried weakly.
“Coming!” roared Charlie Boston. He suddenly picked up Henry bodily and smashed him against the wall. The gun fell from Henry’s hand. Boston scooped it up and clouted Henry on the head with it. Henry fell limply to the floor.
Then Boston was on Herbert Mills’ back. He hit the fat man twice with the gun and Mills fell against Quade, almost crushing him to the floor. Quade scuttled out from under and took the gun from Charlie Boston’s hand.
He leaped to the door, shot the bolt and jerked it open. Tony was just disappearing around the corridor. Quade slammed the door shut.
The phone rang shrilly. Quade stepped around Herbert Mills, who was on his hands and knees, blubbering, and scooped up the phone.
“Mr. Quade!” said the angry voice of the hotel manager. “What’s going on up in your room? I’ve just received a complaint that you’re smashing furniture. Stop that instantly! I’m coming up with a policeman!”
“Bring two!” snapped Quade, banging the receiver back on the hook.
Herbert Mills got to his feet and sat down heavily on the bed. He put his hand to his head and brought it away, smeared with blood. He looked at the blood and glared at Quade.
“I don’t know what this is all about. I just came in to make you a larger reward for that Custer letter and you light into me. What for?”
“Oh, so that’s your story? You didn’t come in here because Tony came for you? Or for the Jesse—”
“I don’t even know who Tony is. And I’m not interested in any Jesse James letter. I’ve already got it, smart guy.”
“Yes? May I take a good look at it?”
Mills brought out a letter from his coat pocket. He unfolded it. “This is it.”
“It’s it all right,” said Quade, “but it’s not what you really want. This is a forgery. And you know it.”
“You’re crazy,” said Mills. “I guess I ought to know if it’s genuine.”
“Perhaps you should,” retorted Quade, “being a crook yourself. But that letter’s a forgery. And you know it. And anyone who knew anything about Jesse James would know it.”
Mills looked again at the letter. “I don’t get it.”
“The date!” cried Quade. “Sherman, Texas, September 8, 1876. On September 7, Jesse James, Frank James, the three Youngers and three other men, held up the Northfield, Minnesota, bank and suffered the most crushing defeat of their careers. Two members of the gang were killed in Northfield and the others were pursued for two weeks by more than two thousand possemen. Eventually, another member of the band was killed and the three Youngers captured. During those two weeks Jesse James most certainly was not in Texas, nor was he in a position to write any letters — even to his mother.”
Herbert Mills’ fat face became flabby as mush. “Who — who are you?” he asked weakly.
“Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia,” grinned Quade. “The man who knows—”
“What’s going on here?” cried the voice of Meyer, the hotel manager.
Quade turned. Meyer was storming into the suite. Behind him was Captain Roletti.
Roletti snapped, “Ah, so you chaps are together again. Good thing I happened to stay down in the lobby. Well, which one is it?”
“Him!” exclaimed Herbert Mills.
“Him,” said Quade.
Captain Roletti nodded at Mills. “I guess I’ll take you. I’d just about decided that, anyway. I thought I’d check up on everybody connected with this affair, just in case, and I discovered a little while ago that Herbert Mills and Son are broke. Junior’s been out of the firm the last three months. And he hasn’t been picking them very good — at the track, I mean. So he’s been dabbling a bit in autographs, mostly forgeries. A dealer named Lund made a beef to Headquarters about a Herbert Mills, only this morning!”
Herbert Mills groaned.
“Nice going, Captain,” Quade complimented. “Perhaps I can fit in the missing pieces. Mills had a customer for a Jesse James letter, but didn’t have the letter, because there was only one such letter in existence and Mr. George Grimshaw owned it. Mr. Grimshaw was willing to sell the letter, but, oddly, wanted money for it — which was something Mr. Mills didn’t have, in large enough quantities. He stalled around with Mr. Paley, the customer, gave him a glimpse of a forged letter maybe. He didn’t dare really sell the forgery though, because Mr. Paley, while he might only make a casual examination of a letter, would give it a real good going over before he laid out big money.”
He paused and looked at Herbert Mills. The fat man’s stricken face told him that he was on the right track. He went on:
“In the meantime, Mr. Paley went in to see Martin Lund, a dealer in autographs. Mr. Lund promptly told him that there was only one letter in existence and George Grimshaw owned that. Paley told him to make a dicker with Grimshaw for it.
“About that time I came into the picture. Grimshaw brought the letter to town this morning to take to Lund, but discovered suddenly that a couple of thugs were following him. He guessed the reason, and hired Charlie Boston and myself to make the delivery of the letter.
“We got by the pugs all right — and then discovered that Martin Lund had been murdered. I went out to the track because there was a note with the letter informing Lund of Grimshaw’s whereabouts.
“Mills was ahead of us at the track. He knew where the original was because his monkeys had reported to him. He’d killed Lund because Lund knew too much about him — though he got to Lund too late. Lund had already reported Mills’ forgeries to the police, but Mills didn’t know that.”
“That’s right,” the captain said. Quade went on:
“Mills needed the money the James letter would bring. He not only had to get his hands on it, but he had to get Grimshaw out of the way. If he sold it with Grimshaw alive, Grimshaw would be on his neck for stealing it.
“So Mills killed him and stuffed the phoney receipt in Grimshaw’s pocket. That was to throw Grimshaw’s heir, his daughter, off the track. That disposed of Lund and Grimshaw and left Mills free to resume his original negotiations with the customer, Paley. Except for one small thing — obtaining the original Jesse James letter. He’s been working very hard to get that. Haven’t you, Herbie?”
Herbert Mills scowled.
Meyer, the hotel manager, cut in: “It’s six o’clock, Mr. Quade. If you haven’t got that money, you’ll have to go—”
“O.K.,” Quade sighed, “We’ll go.”
“Uh-uh,” Charlie Boston exclaimed. “Here’s the dough!” He took a huge roll of bills from his pocket.
Mills cried out. “That’s mine! He stole it from me.”
“You’re crazy!” exclaimed Boston. “Me and Ollie won this at the races. We had a hundred-dollar show ticket on Rameses. Didn’t we, Ollie?”
Quade looked at Mills, then at the adamant face of the hotel manager. “That’s right, Charlie. We certainly did have a ticket on that horse.”
Captain Roletti coughed, then winked at Quade. “You’re right. I heard you did.” He passed Quade and said out of the side of his mouth, “Where he’s goin’ he won’t need it, anyway.”

Words and Music

Oliver Quade was in the dough. His hotel bill was paid, he had fifty-three dollars in his pocket, and Charlie Boston, his friend and assistant, had a ticket on the Irish Sweepstakes.
It was something to celebrate and they were doing it in the bar and cocktail lounge of the Midtown Hotel. They’d had two beers apiece and were at that expansive stage where they were willing to listen to the beef of the little fellow who’d had a good many more than two beers.
“I’m a song writer,” the little fellow insisted drunkenly. “I can prove it.”
“That’s fine,” said Oliver Quade. “I knew a song writer once who ate crackers in bed. Too bad, he was a nice guy.”
The song writer swiveled about and leered at the pasty-faced professor who was banging away at the dwarf piano at the other side of the room.
“Bah,” he said, “listen to that bilge. They call that music! I wrote the best little damn song that’s been written in this damn town in the las’ five years. Y’wanna hear it?”
“No,” said Charlie Boston.
“Tha’s fine,” said the little man. “I’m glad to oblige, and when you hear it, remember the name’s Billy Bond. ‘Words and Music’ by Billy Bond. Tha’s me, Billy Bond.”
He whipped a folded sheet of song manuscript from his inside breast pocket and, holding his glass of beer in his other hand, began to navigate the perilous sea between the bar and the piano.
Oliver Quade winked at Charlie Boston. “This may be good.” He followed Billy Bond.
The little song writer waved his sheet of music in the piano player’s face. “Here, chum! Play this. It’s good. I wrote it myself.”
“Well, well,” said the piano pounder, “a member of the perfession. Shake!”
Billy Bond ignored the outstretched hand. “Play it in slow tempo. With feeling. It’s a sad song, see. About a cottage by the shore, a summer day, a soft wind…”
The man at the piano hummed a few notes. “I gotcha, pal. I gotcha. Yeah, sure…”
“I’ll sing it,” said Billy Bond. “You play.”
He cleared his throat noisily and sang:
“Say, dear, you’ll come with me to the shore…
We’ll leave our little cottage… never more…”
Billy Bond banged his fist on the top of the piano. “Slower!” he yelled at the piano player. “I told you slow tempo. Try it again!”
Oliver Quade saw the glint in the piano player’s eyes and laid a hand on Billy Bond’s arm. “Maybe this isn’t just the place for your kind of song, Billy boy. But it’s a swell number!”
“Sure, it’s swell!” snapped Billy Bond. “That’s why I want you to hear it. I want everybody to hear it.”
He picked up his beer glass from the top of the piano where he had set it. “I’ll sing it,” he said. He gulped a mouthful of beer and started to set the glass back on top of the piano.
Quade, looking at Billy Bond, saw the horror that swept across his face.
“Gawd!” said Billy Bond. His mouth fell open and the glass of beer fell to the floor. Billy Bond clawed at his throat — and fell forward, into Oliver Quade’s arms.
Quade let him gently to the floor. A film of perspiration suddenly formed on his forehead as he looked into the song writer’s glazing eyes.
“He’s passed out!” said the man at the piano.
“No,” Quade replied. “He’s… dead!”
The piano player snorted. “Naw!” he pushed back from the piano and came around it. He prodded Billy Bond with his toe. “Hey, souse! It’s time to go home.”
A two-hundred-pound waiter came forward. “Shame on your pal, mister,” he chided Quade. “One beer and he passes out!”
Quade said tightly, “You oaf, he’s dead!”
“Dead drunk,” cracked the piano player.
“If you don’t want to be bothered with him,” said the waiter-bouncer, “just slip me his address and I’ll pour him into a taxi. No extra charge.”
He stooped and turned Billy Bond over. With his face almost in Bond’s, he stiffened. “Jeez!” he cried. “He is dead!”
The piano player reeled back. His pasty face turned the color of sour dough.
And then pandemonium reigned in the cocktail lounge. After pandemonium, came the police. Several of them. Also several men from the medical examiners’ office. Photographers and reporters.
The pride of the force, Detective Sergeant Vickers, was in charge of the police detail. He looked almost too young to be a detective sergeant. He was tall and slender, wore a tailor-made London drape suit, a green snap-brim Alpine hat and French-toed tan shoes.
He was brusque and thorough. “He had a glass of beer,” he said to Oliver Quade. “He took a drink of it and keeled over — dead. Why?”
“You’re the detective,” Quade retorted.
The sergeant’s eyes roamed over Quade and finally came to rest on Quade’s middle vest button.
He said, “What’s your name? And occupation?”
“The name is Oliver Quade. I’m a human encyclopedia.”
Sergeant Vickers’ eyes came up to Quade’s necktie. “What was that last?”
“I said I was a human encyclopedia. Is there any law against that?”
The sergeant’s lips puckered. “No,” he said, “there’s no law against it. And none that says you have to talk. Only… I can take you down to Headquarters where we have a little room with a big light in it and some very hard-boiled cops who sometimes disobey police regulations. So let’s try again; what’s your occupation?”
“I’m a human encyclopedia. I make my living telling people the answers to questions. I sell books of knowledge. And I know what’s in them. Take The Compendium of Human Knowledge. Twelve hundred pages of information, condensed, classified — everything the human race has ever learned since the beginning of time. And only $2.95—”
“Hey! You trying to sell me a book?”
“Well, I’m really on a vacation, but I’ve got some books in my room upstairs. If you’d like to give me an order—”
Sergeant Vickers snarled, “Cut it!”
“For example,” said Quade, “do you know our American woods are full of a plant with narcotic qualities and no one does anything about it?”
“Sure, that’s easy,” said Vickers, answering in spite of himself. “Marijuana.”
“And you call yourself a detective!” Quade said pityingly. “Don’t you know something is done about the marijuana weed? It’s the mandrake, or may-apple, famed in fable, and said to groan when uprooted. It has a grotesque shape, formed almost like a man, and the ancients considered it a cure for barrenness.” Quade took a deep breath and started in again. “Do you know—”
“Shut up!” cried Vickers. He shifted to Charlie Boston and glowered at him. “What’s your name?”
“Charles Boston. I’m an assistant human encyclopedia.”
Sergeant Vickers chopped the air with his fist. “The dead fellow, what’s his name?”
Quade answered that. “He said it was Billy Bond. He was a song writer.”
“Billy Bond, a song writer? I never heard of him.”
“Do you know all the song writers in New York?” Quade asked.
Vickers loosened a bit. “I cover the Broadway beat. I know just about all the hoofers, the bookmakers, song writers and all the other riff — ah, Broadway regulars.”
“And you never heard of Billy Bond? Well, maybe he was just breaking in. I never heard of him myself until he introduced himself here at the bar, less than five minutes before he died.”
“You mean you didn’t come here with him?”
“Hell, no.”
A white-coated intern came over and whispered into Sergeant Vickers’ ear. Quade saw the sergeant’s eyes widen.
He looked at Quade through smoldering eyes. “So you were just a bar-pickup acquaintance of Bond’s, huh? Would you be surprised to know then that Bond died of poison? Hydrocyanic acid. It was dumped in his beer!”
Quade moistened his lips with his tongue. His nostrils flared slightly, but otherwise he showed no emotion.
Sergeant Vickers said softly, “You don’t seem very surprised?”
“I knew he was dead,” Quade replied evenly. “He fell against me and I got a whiff of the hydrocyanic acid.”
Vickers pounced on that. “How do you know it was hydrocyanic acid?”
“Because I’m a human encyclopedia. I know everything. Hydrocyanic has an odor very similar to bitter almonds. It is made by adding sodium gradually to sulphuric acid.”
Vickers’ lips parted slightly. “What the — You know a lot about poisons? You must have had a damn good reason—”
“Sure. I’ve got good reasons for knowing a lot of things. For example, that a proteus is a blind, water-breathing, tailed amphibian, inhabiting the limestone caves to the east of the Adriatic. You still refuse to believe that I’m what I told you, a human encyclopedia? Now, look, you’re sniffing around the wrong telephone pole. And while you’re at it, the real culprit has beat it. The one you want is the chap who changed the beer glasses.”
“Whoa! What’re you getting at?”
“Someone changed glasses with Billy Bond. I wasn’t paying too much attention to it at the time, because Bond was getting into an argument with the piano player and, anyway, I wasn’t attaching any significance to a little thing like that — then. After Bond was dead, the fellow was gone.”
“Yes?” said Sergeant Vickers, through bared teeth. “And just what did this beer-swapping gent look like?”
“He had a scar on his chin.”
“A scar, eh? Go on.” There was a jeering note in the sergeant’s voice.
“The scar was about the size of a dime. Rather odd design. It looked almost like a figure nine. That is the top part of it was almost a circle. And the circle had a tail—”
“Soup Spooner!” exclaimed Vickers.
“Eh?”
“Fella I know has a scar something like that. Was this fella tall or short?”
“About five feet, thin and he weighed around one sixty. There was something else that was peculiar about him. His eyes were kind of — vacant.”
Sergeant Vickers inhaled softly. “He looked a little goofy? That’s Soup Spooner. Hold it a minute.” He stepped briskly to the bar and crooked his finger at the bartender. “Paddy, was Soup Spooner in here?”
Paddy’s forehead washboarded. “Soup Spooner? Why, I don’t think….”
“Cut that,” Sergeant Vickers snarled. “You haven’t had this dump all these years without knowing Soup. The description he,” jabbing a finger at Quade, “gave, fits Soup. Now, was he here?”
Paddy still looked worried. “Well, Sergeant, as you can see, there were quite a few people here and I was pretty busy and—”
Sergeant Vickers cut him off, savagely. “Was Soup anywhere near this Bond fellow at the bar?”
The bartender shook his head. “To tell you the truth, Sergeant, I hardly ever look at the faces of customers.”
Vickers swore and turned back to Quade. “All right, it was Soup Spooner. It fits in with the rest of it. Soup knows about poisons and things.”
“He mixes a neat Mickey Finn?”
Vickers grunted. “He’s a chemist who went bad. He got his name from making soup for petermen. That’s how he got goofy, too. A batch of nitroglycerine exploded on him. Too bad. The guy was a genius with chemicals. If he’d gone straight you’d be reading about him in those encyclopedias of yours.”
“Well,” said Quade, “if you know him, I imagine you’ll have no trouble picking him up?”
“Naw. We’ve got his record down at Headquarters. We can round him up inside of two hours. Not that it’ll do us any good. Soup knows people. Lawyers and politicians. We can put him on the scene — and it doesn’t mean a thing.” He laughed shortly. “For that matter, we’ll have a helluva time proving murder anyway. This song writer might have got tired of it all, you know. Only I don’t think so. Not if there was poison in his beer and Soup was in the same building. But try and convince a jury of that.”
“Tough,” Quade sympathized. “O.K., then, if my pal and me scram?”
Vickers whipped out a notebook. “Where do you live?”
“Right here, at the Midtown. Room 707. One week’s rent paid in advance.”
“Well, stick around. You’ll be wanted for the inquest in a couple of days. I’ll let you know.”
Oliver Quade, followed by Charlie Boston, walked smartly out of the cocktail lounge. There was a worried look on Charlie’s face, but he said nothing until they had closed the door of their room. Then he exploded.
“Dammit, Ollie! Can’t we go anywhere without getting mixed up in trouble?”
“No trouble, Charlie. A little misunderstanding, that’s all.”
“All, hell!” Charlie said bitterly. “You think I didn’t see the look in your eyes? You’re going to play cop again and I’m going to get slapped around and we’re both going to wind up on the sidewalk, without our luggage and not a dime in our pockets. Just when we’re ahead of the game, for the first time in months!”
“Hush, Charlie!” Quade chided. “None of that’s going to happen. Not any more. I’m through with it. Billy Bond was a perfect stranger to me. I’m not interested. Only a little curious.”
Charlie Boston groaned. “Curious! Here we go again!”
Quade grinned crookedly. “What was he so sore about? You’d think if he’d just had a song published, he’d be happy about it. And poison in beer. Wow! That’s a new one. Ummm…”
He stepped between the twin beds and scooped up the telephone. “Give me Mr. Billy Bond’s room, please. Eight twelve, isn’t it?”
“No, nine one four. I’ll ring him.” She did. There was no response, of course. Quade said then: “Never mind. But look, would you have a bellboy bring me up a copy of The Showman, from the newsstand downstairs?”
As he hung up the receiver, Charlie Boston flung himself down on a bed and sulked. Quade chuckled. “What’s good in the fourth at Rockingham, tomorrow?”
Charlie Boston’s head jerked up. “The fourth. Daisy Q… Aw, hell!” He let his head fall back to the pillow.
“So I have to give up what little fun I get out of life to play stooge to your pet crime waves!”
“Right!” said Quade.
A few moments later there was a knock at the door and Oliver Quade let in a bellboy. He took the copy of The Showman and exhibited a quarter and a five dollar bill.
The bellboy, who was thirty-five and partially bald, riveted his eyes on the bill.
Quade said, “What would you do for this?”
“No,” said the bellboy. “I wouldn’t kill anyone.”
“Very well. Bring me the key to Room 914 and the bill’s yours.”
“It’s a lie!” the bellboy cried. “I didn’t rob that room last week. You can’t pin it on me!”
Quade chuckled. “You dope, I’m not a cop. I’m a book salesman. I want to take a look into Room 914. I’m not going to take anything out of it, and I’m not trying to frame you for the robbery you didn’t commit last week. You can stand outside the door while I’m inside.”
“Gimme the fin,” said the bellboy. “If somebody walks by your room in a couple of minutes and accidentally drops a key, it wasn’t me, because I’m down in the basement chinning with the engineer.”
The bellboy departed with the bill and Quade shook his head in admiration. A couple of minutes later, he opened the door of his room and sure enough, there lay a key, with a tag on it which was the number 914.
“Coming along, Charlie?” Quade asked.
Charlie Boston got up from the bed. “If you’re set on going to jail, I might as well go along, so I can say, ‘I told you so.’”
They climbed the stairs to the ninth floor, and a moment later slipped into Room 914. It was a mere cubbyhole of a room, one of the nine-dollar-a-week affairs.
Quade went straight to the cheap chest of drawers. Scattered among two or three shirts and some underwear were several letters, addressed to William Bond, Midtown Hotel, New York City.
Quade looked at the postmarks and found one dated only a few days previous. He slipped out the contents, a single sheet of notepaper, at the top of which was printed, apparently with a rubber stamp.
Bond’s Meat Market
Quality Meats and Sausages
Waverly, Iowa
The letter was in a scrawling hand and written in pencil. It read:
Dear Son:
Your year is up. Since your heart is so set on becoming a song writer, your mother wants I should let you stay another six months, but I do not see how I can afford it. Business is not very good in the shop and since I’ve had to hire a boy to take your place, in addition to sending you the $15.00 every week, we have been pinched ourselves.
If you insist on staying in New York I cannot continue to send you the money. You will have to support yourself. I am sorry. I think it would be better if you came home and went to work in the meat market and forgot all about that song writing.
Your father,
Joseph Bond.
Quade refolded the pathetic little note and put it back in the envelope. “Poor guy,” he said soberly.
“What’s wrong with the meat business?” demanded Charlie Boston, remembering meals he had missed.
“I didn’t say anything about the butcher shop. I said it was tough about Billy. He finally clicked, just when his time was up and — bingo!”
“Bingo to you,” said a calm voice at the door.
Quade whirled. He had not heard the door open. Nor did he hear it close, now, as the man who had come into the room pushed it softly shut.
He was a rather slender man, slightly above medium height, and had a scar on his chin that looked very much like a figure 9. His eyes were slightly bulging — and vacant.
A draft of wind seemed to fan Quade’s spine. He said, “Hello, Soup.”
The intruder’s dull eyes fixed themselves on Quade’s face. “How d’you know my name?”
“Somebody mentioned it in the cocktail lounge downstairs, a while ago.”
Soup Spooner’s thin lips curled. “Maybe you’re the guy who mentioned it… Hold it, lug!”
The last was an admonition to Charlie Boston who had started to edge forward. Soup’s right hand came carelessly out of his coat pocket and there was a .32 caliber automatic in it.
“What the hell you snoopin’ in here for?” he demanded.
“Why, I was just — uh, trying to get this fellow’s home address. Notify his folks, you know?”
“Hand them over — the letters. Maybe I’ll notify the family myself. How about your families?”
“Hey!” exclaimed Charlie Boston, in alarm.
“Ha-ha,” Quade laughed mirthlessly. “I guess we better be going — minding our own business.”
He took a tentative step forward. Soup Spooner made no objections and Quade tried another step.
Then the door was flung violently open and Sergeant Vickers of the Homicide Squad stepped into the room. “What the hell?” he cried. “Soup, drop that rod!”
Soup reversed his automatic and held it by the muzzle. “I got a permit, Vickers.”
“Whoever gave you a permit?” Vickers demanded.
Soup shrugged. “Man I used to work for arranged it. The Swede.”
“The Swede, huh? Well, he’s pushing up daisies these days. And I’m going to see that your little permit is revoked, Soup. What’re you doing in here?” Vickers scowled at Quade. “And you, mister?”
“Believe it or not,” said Quade, “I was waiting for a stagecoach.”
“I was lookin’ for a pal,” Soup offered, “and I saw these guys friskin’ this room. That’s why I pulled the rod on them.”
“Yeah? Well, who’s this friend of yours?”
“Fella named Smith. Tom Smith.”
“What’s his room number?”
“Nine two seven.”
Vickers turned and stabbed a thumb at a detective standing by the door. “Step over and ask the party in room 927 if his name is Smith.”
Quade said, “This is the man who was in the cocktail lounge. I saw him coming up on the elevator and recognizing him, followed. Isn’t that so, Charlie?”
“Yeah, sure,” agreed Charlie Boston. “He’s the bird who’s doing the lying.”
“And what,” Vickers asked, pointedly, “are you doing with those letters?”
Quade said quickly, “They were lying on the bed here. I just picked them up.”
“You lie like hell!” said Soup Spooner.
The detective who had gone to Room 927 returned. “It’s a woman. Her name is Hoffnagel.”
Vickers bared his teeth. “Come again, Spooner.”
Soup blinked. “I musta made a mistake. This is the Keenan Hotel, isn’t it?”
“You know damn well it’s the Midwest!”
Soup passed a hand before his eyes, and when he removed it, his expression was more vacant than ever. “I–I get mixed up sometimes. Maybe it was Bill Jones I was going to see. Or Joe Coffee.”
“Or Captain Hitchcock at the station,” Vickers snapped. “Come along, Soup.”
He relieved Soup of the automatic and shoved him toward the door. Then he turned to Quade and Boston. “And you birds, I’m putting a watch on this room. Scram!”
Quade and Boston scrammed. Back to their own room where Quade attacked the copy of The Showman the bellboy had bought for him. After a few minutes intensive search, he exclaimed: “Here it is, Charlie. Listen: ‘Billy Bond’s song, Cottage by the Shore, has been accepted for publication, by the Murdock Publishing Company.’”
“So?” Charlie Boston asked. “We knew he had a song accepted. He was hollering it loud enough downstairs.”
“Yeah, sure,” said Quade. “But didn’t you notice something funny about his room?”
“There wasn’t anything wrong about it.”
Quade said wearily, “He was a song writer. He’s been trying to sell songs for a whole year. His father’s letter said so. But did you see one single song sheet around his room.”
Boston screwed up his face. “Maybe he’d just cleaned out his room.”
“Ah, hell! No song writer would ever chuck away his rejected songs. Not all of them. I knew a song writer in Dayton, Ohio, once whose whole house was full of manuscripts. They had them on the piano and in the kitchen. Even in the bathroom.”
“What’re you trying to make out, Ollie?”
“That someone had beat us to this Billy’s room. And cleaned it out.”
“They didn’t clean out his personal letters. You’d think—”
“No, I wouldn’t. There wasn’t any sense in trying to conceal his identity, because the hotel people would know him, anyway. But the songs….”
“What?”
“I don’t know.” He scooped up the telephone directory and, finding a number, asked the operator to get it for him. A moment later he had the offices of The Showman.
“Say,” he said, “in this week’s department, ‘Words and Music’, you got a piece about Billy Bond getting a song accepted by the Murdock Publishing Company.”
A man’s voice said, wearily, “Who’s this, Murdock again?”
“No. I — uh, I’m speaking for Oliver Quade’s Band. The boss thought he might — well, plug the song and I’m just calling—”
“No soap,” said the representative of The Showman. “The item was in error. The Murdock Company denies it.”
“Yeah? Well, where’d you get the dope?”
“From Billy Bond himself. We were victimized. It happens every week. Somebody wants some free advertising and sends us some baloney. We can’t check on everything that comes in.”
“No? Well, you ought to!” Quade banged the receiver on the hook.
“That’s screwy,” he said, to Charlie Boston. “They say Billy Bond sent that item in himself and it isn’t true. Why would he do a thing like that?”
“Maybe he had a dicker with another outfit and wanted to play the Murdock Company against them. They’re a well-known outfit.”
“What? How do you know?”
“Why, I’ve seen their ads. They’re all over.”
“All over where?”
Charlie Boston picked up a true confession magazine from the dresser. He ruffled the pages in back. “I’ve seen it in here. Lots of times. Here it is!”
Quade ripped the magazine from his hands. He scanned a column of small ads, then began reading:
Song poems Wanted. Fame and Fortune May be Yours. You Write the Words. We furnish the Music. Big Royalties! Murdock & Co. Monadnock Block, New York City.
“Do you smell anything, Charlie?” Quade asked.
“You mean that ad? They’re phonies?”
“Maybe. Some of these outfits are. I guess there must be a million people in this country trying to write songs. Most of them can’t write music, but anyone can write the words of a song. Joe Doak sees this ad and sends in his lyric. So what? So he gets a letter saying the lyrics are swell.”
“Form letter number 83, huh?”
“Yeah. Joe Doak falls for it. Murdock & Co. has ‘discovered’ other song hits — lyrics that came in the mail just like Joe Doak’s. Maybe Doak’s tripe will be a hit. His lyrics are swell. All he needs is a good tune for them. And guess what? Murdock and Company has a couple of the best tunesmiths in the business, right on their staff. One of them read Joe Doak’s lyrics and raved about them so much that the company’s willing to let said tunesmith arrange the music for practically nothing — just a mere fifty or sixty bucks.”
“Hell,” said Charlie Boston, “even I wouldn’t fall for that.”
“You would if you lived in the sticks and worked in a meat market. You wouldn’t let fame and fortune slip through your fingers for a measly little fifty smackers, would you?”
“Maybe not. So I send the dough to Murdock, huh? What then?”
“Then you’ve got lyrics and music. What good are they, if you can’t get the song published? Maybe your old man has a meat market and he kicks in with $200 to $250. Murdock publishes your songs. Prints five hundred, a thousand, maybe two thousand copies. All you got to do now is sell them.”
“Me? How would I know how to sell song sheets?”
Quade shrugged. “That’s no worry of the Murdock Company. They’ve lived up to their part of the bargain. It’s in the contract.”
“Not my contract. I holler police. I squawk to Jim Farley.”
“It won’t do you any good. These companies operate within the laws. They live up to their agreement.”
Quade picked up his hat. “Hold down the fort, Charlie. I’m going over and have a little chitchat with Mr. Murdock.”
“You might need me, Ollie!”
“Uh-uh, not in a music publisher’s office. I’d like you to stick around here. I’ve a hunch Sergeant Vickers will be popping in again. I’m curious as to what he’ll say.”
The Monadnock Block was on Madison. It had seen better days. Quade consulted the building directory and rode in the elevator to the sixth floor. The layout of the Murdock Company consisted of an anteroom and two private offices. A tall woman, wearing glasses, sat behind a desk in the anteroom.
“Mr. Quade calling on Mr. Murdock,” Quade said smoothly.
“You have an appointment?”
“No, but I want to see him just the same.”
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to tell me your business first.”
“It’s personal.”
The woman — she was in her early thirties — wore no makeup whatever. She sniffed at Quade. “I’m Mr. Murdock’s confidential secretary. You can tell me what it’s about.”
“You’re Miss Smith?” Quade asked.
“The name is Henderson,” the woman said primly. “Now, if you’ll state—”
Quade slowly closed one eye in a wink. “Tell him it’s about Ethel. He’ll know.”
Miss Henderson looked steadily at Quade. Then she rose and went into one of the private offices. She was inside for a long moment. When she came out, she nodded to Quade.
Murdock was about forty. A bluff, hearty type with not too much hair. “What’s this about Ethel?” he boomed. “I don’t know any woman with that name.”
“I didn’t say Ethel was a woman,” Quade said. “Ethel’s the name of a song. I wrote it myself.”
Murdock’s eyes glittered. “You’ve got the manuscript with you?”
“No, you see, I saw your ad in a magazine. It says you write the music for lyrics. That’s what I’ve got. A lyric.”
“Send it in. We’ll advise you if it shows merit.”
“Oh, it’s got merit all right,” Quade said. “You don’t have to be afraid of that. All my friends who’ve seen it said it was swell. It ought to be a hit.”
“No doubt, no doubt. But I’m sorry. I can’t tell you anything about it until I see it.”
“Well, I wanted to get your terms before I sent it in. How much royalty will I get?”
“That depends. Al Donnelley made twenty thousand dollars on his last song.”
“Al Donnelley? Say, he’s good.”
Mr. Murdock coughed. “Al sometimes does a little arranging for me. Just as a favor, you know. It’s quite possible, er, if your lyrics are good that I can persuade Al to write the music for you.”
“You could? That’d be great. We’d go fifty-fifty on the profits, huh?”
“Why… I don’t think Al would want to do that. He’d be satisfied just to know that he helped a new song writer make the grade. He’s a great guy, Al. Of course, I’d give him a little present or something. Maybe fifty-sixty dollars. You wouldn’t mind that, would you?”
“Me? I’ve got to shell out fifty dollars? Sure. I wouldn’t mind. I’d give it to him out of the first royalties.”
Mr. Murdock shook his head. “That’d make it — too commercial. Al wouldn’t like that. Give me the money when you bring in the lyrics and I’ll slip it to Al.”
“But I haven’t got fifty dollars. Not now.”
“How much have you got?”
“Well, that’s the trouble. I haven’t got any money. In fact, I had to borrow carfare to get—”
Mr. Murdock kicked back his chair. “Good afternoon, I’m very busy.”
Quade went to the door. With his hand on the knob, he turned. “You want me to send Ethel to you? The song, I mean.”
“If you send fifty dollars with it — yes!” Murdock said grimly.
Quade went out the door. He stopped at Martha Henderson’s desk. “He threw me out,” he complained. “For a lousy fifty bucks. I’ll show him. I’ll get my song published somewhere else.”
“You do that,” Martha Henderson said coolly. “I’ll listen to it on the radio. Goodbye.”
“What’re you doing tonight, sister?” Quade asked bluntly.
“I have a date with a girl friend,” Martha Henderson retorted. “Her name is Ethel.”
Quade winced and ducked out of the office…
Back at the hotel he bumped into Detective Sergeant Vickers stepping into the elevator. “I was just going up to see you, Quade,” the detective said.
“Did he confess?”
“Confess?” Vickers snarled. “Nick Darcy was in the station waiting for us. You know who Nick Darcy is? Just about the toughest criminal lawyer in this town, that’s all.”
They stepped out on Quade’s floor and walked to his room. Charlie Boston snorted. “You bring cops home with you?”
Vickers snapped. “What I want to know is how the hell Nick Darcy knew I’d be bringing Soup in? Did you tip him off?”
“I never even heard of Darcy,” Quade retorted. “I don’t keep up with criminal news.”
“The hell you don’t. I was checking up on you at Headquarters. Lieutenant Todd knows all about you. Gave you a big build-up. Says you go around the country pretending to sell books and somehow you always get mixed up in some murder case.”
“Is that all the lieutenant said about me?” Quade smiled. “I’m disappointed.”
“No, he said the helluvit was, you usually solved them and made monkeys of the cops. So that encyclopedia stuff isn’t a gag, eh?”
“Gag, hell!” Quade said indignantly. “I am the human encyclopedia. Ask me any question, any question at all.”
“All right,” Vickers said, aching to get even with him for the mandrake one. “See how smart you are about criminal things. How much stolen property is recovered and returned to the victims?”
“That’s easy,” Quade said. “It varies slightly, but during the first nine months of 1939, and taking in the whole country, a little over sixty-seven percent of all stolen goods — autos, furs, jewels, money, and the like — was reported recovered. In 1938, however—”
“All right! All right!” Vickers waved his arms. “Now about this Billy Bond affair… Soup may have had a friend with him who stayed downstairs and saw me taking him out. That’s how Nick got tipped off so quick. I had to let Soup go, on account of Darcy had a habeas corpus writ with him and there wasn’t enough evidence to hold Soup on a murder charge. He really had a license to carry the rod.”
“And he knows about poisons and such?”
“Yeah, sure. Oh, there’s no doubt that Soup slipped the stuff in Billy Bond’s beer. The question is, who hired him to do it?”
“Wouldn’t he be doing it on his own?”
“Naw. It’s a job of work with Spooner. That’s his business. Somebody wants to throw a stink bomb in a movie that’s lined up with the wrong union, they hire Soup to make the bomb. Soup’s got a reputation. People who want a job done, hire him to do it.”
“And you’ve never been able to pin a rap on him? I thought you said he was goofy?”
“Yeah. In some ways. He’s kill-crazy. Don’t think no more of a life than you do about stepping on a bug. And he’s got no nerves at all. But when it comes to other things — mixing up a bomb or a batch of poison, Soup isn’t crazy at all. He’s a genius.”
Quade put his forefinger under his collar and loosened it. “And he’s out walking the streets now. Uh, is Soup the kind that holds a grudge?”
Vickers smiled grimly. “Against you? Well, don’t go drinking beer with him. That’s all I’ve got to say. That’s why I stopped in, to warn you.”
He moved to the door. “You got any ideas about this business, Quade?”
“Only one, Sergeant. Bond was a song writer, but there were no song sheets or manuscripts in his room. It just struck me as funny.”
“Funny? Say!” Sergeant Vickers popped out of the room.
“Ollie,” said Charlie Boston. “The Danbury Fair opens in a couple of days. Remember? We were there in 1932 and sold a lot of books. Why don’t we run up there?”
“Maybe we will, Charlie. Maybe we will. After we clean up here.”
Charlie groaned. “You heard what the copper said. That guy, Soup, is kill-crazy. He might toss a pineapple at us. You can’t digest a pineapple, none a-tall!”
“We won’t go down any dark alleys. Come on, Charlie, forget it. We’ll go downstairs and lap up a beer.”
Charlie sprang up quickly from the bed. “Sure, but why downstairs? I–I didn’t like their beer.”
“Watch your glass and it’ll be all right. It’s not the beer they sell that’s poisoned. Come on.”
Paddy, the bartender, remembered Quade and Boston. He looked uneasily at them as he drew two beers.
Quade drank half of his beer and smacked his lips. “Good stuff, Paddy. By the way, where’s the professor?”
“The piano pounder? He ain’t on in the afternoon. Just around lunch time and after supper. Why?”
“No reason. I was just wondering.” Carrying his glass, Quade sauntered over to the little piano and began pawing over a stack of music.
“That’s funny,” he remarked. “He must have taken it with him.”
“What?” demanded Paddy, the bartender.
“Billy Bond’s song, Cottage By the Shore. Remember, he was singing it when he—”
“I don’t know anything about Cassidy,” the bartender said quickly, “or about Bond. He stopped in here once in a while for a glass of beer. That’s all I know.”
“I’m curious about that song,” said Quade. “Where does Cassidy live?”
“At the Mangner, across the street!” barked Paddy. “And that’s all I know about him.”
Quade drank the rest of his beer and put the glass on the bar. “Come on, Charlie, we’ll go see a movie. They’ve got Donald Duck.”
But outside, Quade headed obliquely across the street to the Mangner Hotel, a rat’s nest, if there ever was one. A sign outside stated: “Rooms. $1.00 a day, up.”
A wildcat bus company had its “depot” in the tiny lobby. Beyond it was a four-foot desk, over which presided a seedy-looking clerk. Quade put on his best brusque manner. “What room does Cassidy, the piano player, hole up in?”
The clerk avoided Quade’s eyes. “What’s he done?”
“Nothing, maybe! All right, what room?”
“Two-ten, but—”
Quade took the stairs two at a time, Charlie Boston pounding behind him. Two-ten was at the head of the stairs. Quade pounded on the door with his fist. “All right, Cassidy! Open up!”
There was no response. Quade shook the door knob and banged again on the thin panels. A colored maid poked her head out of an adjoining room. “Mistuh Cassidy takes a nap in the afternoon, mistuh!” she said. “He’s asleep now.”
“He sleeps sound,” exclaimed Quade. “Give me your pass key.” He strode toward the girl and whipped it out of her hand.
He unlocked the door of Cassidy’s room, pushed open the door — and stopped.
Charlie Boston crowded against him. “What’s the matter, Ollie?”
“We won’t go in,” Quade replied, “not until the cops get here. Cassidy’s got his throat cut!”
Some time later, Detective Sergeant Vickers moaned to Quade, “But why the devil should you go to his room?”
“Curiosity. You probably pumped him at the Midtown Cocktail Lounge. But I didn’t. I wanted to get his views.”
“He didn’t have any. Claimed he’d never seen Billy Bond before.”
“Paddy, the bartender, said Bond stopped in once in a while for a glass of beer.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that Cassidy would know Bond. A bartender gets a better chance to remember customers than a piano player would.” Vickers screwed up his face and looked suspiciously at Quade. “Lieutenant Todd was right, you’re snooping around on this. Trying to make a monkey out of me.”
“Sergeant,” Quade said, with elaborate innocence, “you wrong me. Naturally, I’m a little curious about who wanted to kill poor Billy Bond. That letter in his room… from his father….”
“I’ve sent him a wire. I guess we’ll be sending Billy home. Tough, but it’s part of the game. I only hope Soup slips up somewhere. If he does and we get him downtown, and Nick Darcy doesn’t show up with a writ, well — Soup’s going to change his appearance.”
“Me,” said Quade. “I’d rather take a poke at the guy who hired Soup. Can we go now?”
Vickers nodded wearily. “Yes, but don’t discover any more dead men.”
Quade and Boston walked back across the street to the Midwest Hotel. The bellboy who had obtained the key to Billy Bond’s room for Quade, stood outside the hotel, talking to the doorman. He winked at Quade, then followed him into the lobby.
“Mr. Quade,” the bellboy whispered, “are you a betting man?”
“Only on sure things.”
“This is a sure bet. For me. I’ll bet you five bucks I can tell you something interesting.”
Quade sniffed. “How do you know it’ll interest me? Five bucks worth.”
“Call it a bet, then. Billy Bond had a girl friend. Bet you didn’t know that?”
“I didn’t,” said Quade. “But what makes you think I’d pay five bucks for her name?”
“You didn’t want his key just to look at his neckties, did you? Is it a go?”
“And her address?”
The bellboy nodded. “The name is Lily Roberts. She warbles at the Club 38 on 52nd Street. O.K.?”
Quade slipped him five dollars. “O.K.”
Charlie Boston sulked all the way up to their room. “I’m surer than ever now that we ought to go to the Danbury Fair, Ollie,” he insisted.
“In due time, Charlie. In due time. Let’s get our suits pressed; we’re going out stepping tonight. To the Club 38.”
Charlie Boston groaned. “There goes the last of our bank roll! And what’ll we wear while these suits are getting pressed?”
“We’ll go to bed. Call a bellboy.”
The owners of the dilapidated brownstone building on 52nd Street had been about to tear down the building when a man came along and said he wanted to put a night club in on the ground floor. Builders ripped out partitions, splattered paint and paper and electric lights here and there and in a little while there emerged the Club 38. Inside of two years it became the snootiest night club on the street.
The headwaiter regarded Quade and Boston haughtily until the former slipped him five dollars. Then he led them to a tiny table not too far from the miniature dance floor.
They had scarcely seated themselves when the orchestra burst into a fanfare and the lights in the room became dim, to be relieved by a spotlight.
The master of ceremonies shouted, “That song stylist, Miss Lily Roberts!”
A statuesque blonde in a low-cut evening gown came out from behind the orchestra and walked into the spotlight. She began singing in a husky, throaty voice:
“Say, sweet, you’ll come with me to the sea…
You’ll stay there evermore… with me…”
She was singing the chorus when Charlie Boston suddenly exclaimed, “Ollie, that song!”
“I know,” Quade replied, grimly. “The words are practically the same as Billy Bond’s. It’s probably his song — and that’s his girl.”
Lily Roberts finished the song and was greeted with a tremendous burst of applause. She sang another number, then retreated, amid continued calls for more.
Quade signaled to a waiter. “Listen, chum,” he said confidentially, “what was the name of that first song Lily warbled?”
“Oh, that! Why, Cottage By the Sea.”
“Cottage By the Sea, eh? Well, look, you suppose you could get me one of the musician’s copies? For — this?”
He laid a folded five-dollar-bill on the table. The waiter pretended to wipe off the cloth with his napkin and the bill disappeared. It was a neat job.
Two minutes later he came back with a folded sheet of music. Quade looked at it and said softly, “What did Billy Bond say the name of his song was?”
“Cottage By the Shore.”
“That’s what I thought. The Showman gave that title, too. Well, listen to what it says here: ‘Cottage By the Sea, Words and music by Al Donnelley.’”
Charlie Boston gasped: “One of these guys is a robber!”
“The question,” said Quade, “is which one. I haven’t told you about my visit to Murdock & Company this afternoon. Murdock gave me a big song and dance; what pals he is with a famous song writer. The guy’s name is Al Donnelley!”
“Why, the dirty—!” cried Charlie Boston. “Did Murdock publish this song?”
Quade shook his head. “No. It says here, ‘Published by Wingate Music Company.’”
Boston sighed. “All right, Ollie. You’ve got me going now. Let’s go it whole hog. Bring on the blonde and we’ll give her a third-degree.”
“Lily Roberts, eh? You could go for her.”
“Well, she isn’t a bad looker. Not for my money.”
At that moment, Lily Roberts wandered out from behind the bandstand. She looked about the floor with an expression of boredom. Quade signaled to the waiter who had obtained the song sheet for him.
“Julius, do you suppose you could persuade Miss Lily to have a drink with us?”
The waiter stowed away the bill. “A man can only try, eh?”
He went over to Miss Lily Roberts and spoke to her. Lily looked over at Quade and Boston, and wrinkled her nose distastefully. Then she strolled over.
Quade and Boston both rose hurriedly. Quade offered Lily his chair and moved to one the waiter brought up.
“I drink only champagne cocktails,” Lily Roberts said abruptly.
“Waiter,” Quade said, “bring Miss Roberts a glass of beer! Domestic beer!”
Lily started to get up, but Quade said quickly, “Hold it, Lily! I want to talk to you, about — Billy Bond!”
She stiffened. “Cops?”
Quade didn’t say yes and he didn’t say no. He smiled. “That song you sang a while ago. Cottage By the Sea. It wasn’t bad. It’s new, isn’t it?”
Lily nodded. “Just came out a couple of days ago. The customers like it.”
“It reminded me very much of a song Billy Bond wrote. Ever hear his?”
“Naw,” said Lily. “I gave up listening to his songs months ago. He was a good kid, but he wasn’t a song writer. I told him he didn’t have the stuff.”
“I don’t imagine he liked you to say that.”
Lily sniffed. “So what? So he was just a fella I saw once in a while. Nice to kill an hour with, but he didn’t have what it takes. Not more’n enough to buy a beer with once in a while.”
“No champagne?”
The gorgeous Lily patted her red, red lips to conceal a yawn. “All right, I’m sorry. He wasn’t a bad kid, but can I help it if the Big Town was too much for him and he jumped off?”
“Oh, you think it was suicide.”
“What else? He was broke. A flop. He took the easy way out…. Are you cops, or aren’t you?”
“No,” said Quade. “We’re friends of Billy Bond.”
“Glad to have met you.” Lily pushed back her chair. “I’ve got to get ready for another number.”
“So long,” Boston said, but she merely glared at him.
She sauntered off.
Quade said, “Nice blonde, eh, Charlie?”
“And he wasted his dough buying beer for that cake of ice. A dame like that makes a man lose his faith in love.”
Quade grinned, but there was a glint in his eyes.
Soup Spooner lived on the top floor of an old brownstone house on Tenth Avenue. He cooked and ate here, slept and conducted his chemical experiments. He had an amazingly well-equipped laboratory.
Now and then Soup had visitors. They talked furtively and gave him commissions to execute. Soup read the newspapers later on, to learn of his success.
Soup was in his laboratory today. He was working and the ghost of a smile played about his mouth. It was an unusual thing and indicated that Soup was engaged in a particularly interesting experiment.
The biting odor of ammonia was strong in the room, but Soup was oblivious of it. Before him on a bench were a half-dozen, small steel discs. Soup put little pinches of powdered iodine on each of the discs. With a knife blade he took iodine from certain discs and added it to others. Finally he took a flask and let drops of ammonia drip on the discs. He worked each heap into the ammonia, making a plastic mixture which he spread out thinly on the discs.
He let them dry a few moments, then carried one of the discs to a table at the far end of the room.
Then he did a strange thing. On his bed lay a shining trombone. He got it and, returning to the table on which he had laid the single disc, stepped off a distance of six feet. Marking the spot, he got a telescopic music stand and spread on it the rough manuscript of a song.
He put the trombone to his lips and began playing. He played one bar of music, looked at the disc, and played another bar. Suddenly there was a sharp explosion and the brown stuff on the disc went up in a puff of smoke. Soup Spooner took a pencil from his pocket and marked one of the notes on the music manuscript.
Then he returned to the bench and obtained another disc. He repeated the business of playing on the trombone. He had to play four bars before there was an explosion.
His dull, vacant eyes almost showed life, for a moment. He nodded his head in satisfaction.
Oliver Quade bounced out of bed at ten o’clock the following morning, as frisky as a colt in clover. “Roll out, Charlie!” he cried. “I had a swell dream. We moved to a ritzy apartment house on Park Avenue.”
Charlie Boston rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “On what? The twenty-three bucks we got left?”
“Money isn’t everything, my boy!” Quade retorted. “It’s the grand manner that gets you by. Come on, get up. We’ll have a touch of breakfast, then run over to Park Avenue.”
“Huh? What for?”
“Why, to engage that apartment I was just telling you about. It’s in the Huyler Arms.”
“Are you crazy, Ollie? Why should we want to move over to the Huyler Arms?”
“Because last night when you started snoring you woke me up and I got to doing some thinking. Serious stuff. I thought of two things and I couldn’t give myself any answers. One — why did Billy Bond himself send in that item to The Showman?”
“Even I figured that one out,” Boston replied. “The kid was trying to work his old man for some more dough. He didn’t have anything to show for his year. So he got a phony news item printed about having a song published. He was going to send it to the old gent, to wangle some more cash.”
“You ought to be on the force, Charlie,” Quade said sarcastically. “So why did someone dump poison into his beer?”
“The blonde had an answer for that. Maybe the old man turned Billy down, so Billy decided to end it all.”
“Which leads you right down the street to Question Number Two that worried me. Why was Cassidy, the piano player, knocked off?”
“Maybe he saw Soup spill the poison in the beer?”
“Uh-uh, that contradicts your other theory. Besides, Cassidy wasn’t acting when Billy keeled over. He was plenty touched. Cassidy was killed because somebody, maybe Soup, wanted that song manuscript Billy had whipped out in the cocktail lounge. Remember? I looked for it when we went back. It wasn’t on top of the little piano, and it wasn’t in Cassidy’s room. I looked while Sergeant Vickers was fussing around. Let’s say Soup swiped it — but why?”
“You’re the Human Encyclopedia,” Boston said. “I’m only the stooge. I’d much rather be up at the Danbury Fair. It opens tomorrow and we ought to be there right now, finding a spot.”
“There’re always fairs, Charlie. Roll out, so we can get going.”
“You’re really going through with that Park Avenue stuff? What for?”
“Because Mr. Al Donnelley lives there. I looked him up in the phone directory. I’d like to meet Al. He must be in the chips to live at a jernt like the Huyler Arms.”
Charlie Boston groaned…
The Huyler Arms was even worse than Charlie Boston had imagined. The renting agent wore a cutaway coat and striped trousers.
“Just a little one-bedroom apartment,” Quade said, loftily. “I’m not going to bring many of my things. I can run out to the country easily if I need anything. And my secretary, Mr. Boston, here, will be going out there weekends, anyway.”
“Oh, quite!” said the manager. “We’ve a lovely little furnished apartment on the tenth floor, overlooking the Avenue. Would you care to see it?”
“I would, indeed.”
It was a very nice apartment, consisting of a living room, bedroom and kitchenette. The furniture was in excellent taste, if a bit shabby around the edges.
“Only two and a quarter,” said the renting agent. “Should you care to take a lease, it’ll be two hundred even.”
“I don’t believe I’d be interested in a lease. That’s why I came here. Because it’s an apartment hotel. I may be in town only two or three months. Florida, you know… and a bit of sport in Quebec.”
“Ah, yes, quite! The apartment is satisfactory?”
“Oh, quite! Charles, will you write out a check for the first month’s rent?”
Charlie Boston’s mouth moved two or three times before he could bring out any words. “I’m sorry, Mr. Quade, I do believe I left the check book in the country. The rush, you know.”
Quade looked annoyed. “That’s awkward! And I don’t believe I have any money with me. You’ll have to run over to the club later and get some. Umm, yes, here’s a little change. Will this tenner do for the moment, Mr. Holzshuh?”
“Oh, quite! At your convenience, Mr. Quade. And I do hope you’ll like it here.”
“I think I will. I’m a bit tired now. Rather large evening yesterday, you know.”
“Of course. Here are the keys.”
The renting agent left them alone in the apartment. Boston waited until he had closed the door, then snorted: “Secretary! Check book! Bah!”
Quade chuckled. “I told you it was the manner, Charlie.”
“How long you think we can get away with it?”
“Until the ten dollars are used up. A day or two, anyway. And I think that’ll be long enough to check up on Mr. Al Donnelley.”
The piano in the apartment above was banging steadily, not too loud, but enough to be heard in Quade’s newly-rented little place. After a while the tenant above gave his tonsils a bit of exercise. He didn’t sing very well, but he sang loud.
Quade looked at the ceiling. “That wouldn’t be Al Donnelley, would it, Charlie?”
“You know damn well it is, Ollie,” Boston said. “You checked up on the telephone before we came over here and worked the manager around into showing us this apartment, right underneath Donnelley’s hangout.”
“Oh, did I? How clever of me. Well, no wonder this apartment was vacant. Donnelley must have driven the previous tenants out with his racket.”
A trombone joined the piano and after a moment, a female voice joined the male.
Quade said, “Tsk! Tsk! Parties before lunch time. That’s a song writer for you, Charlie. Reach up and bang on the ceiling! We don’t have to put up with that racket, do we?”
Boston took off a number twelve shoe and stepped up on the sofa. He pounded lustily on the ceiling with the heel of his shoe.
In the apartment above, someone responded promptly by jumping up and down. Tiny bits of plaster fell on Charlie Boston’s face.
He snarled, “Fine neighbors!” He belabored the ceiling with increased vigor.
Three or four pairs of feet began stamping on the floor above. Quade said, in a tone of satisfaction, “That settles it, Charlie. We’ll go up and give them a piece of our minds.”
Boston said, crookedly, “Now comes the slapping around. I’ll bet a couple of them are heavyweight prize-fighters. All right, lead on.”
They left their newly rented apartment and ascended to the floor above and made their way to the door of Apartment 11-C. Quade leaned against the door buzzer.
A skinny, long-haired chap of about thirty, with bright eyes, opened the door. “Yeah?” he said.
“We’re the new tenants down below,” Quade said, pleasantly. “You’re making too much damn noise.”
Long-hair sneered. “I pay the rent of this apartment and I can make all the noise I like. If you don’t like it, you know what you can do.”
A brawny chap with black, slick hair hove up behind Long-hair. “Trouble, Al?” he asked.
“Al?” said Quade. “Say, you wouldn’t be Al Donnelley, the famous song writer, would you? I heard he lived in this building.”
“Yeah, I’m Donnelley. What of it?”
Quade crowded Donnelley into the hallway, trying to peer inquisitively into the apartment. “That’s swell,” he said, “you’re our neighbor. Sorry about the beef. Forget it. Umm, having a little party, huh?”
“Yeah,” Donnelley conceded. “Have a drink?”
“Don’t mind if I do. This is my secretary, Mr. Boston.”
They pushed into the apartment. There were five or six men and about that many women of various ages and degrees of attractiveness.
They were mostly gathered around a grand piano, clutching drinks that were being served by a white-jacketed Filipino. Charlie Boston snagged drinks for himself and Quade.
A little girl whose lips matched her hair came up to Quade. “I’m Grace Evans,” she said. “I’m glad you joined the party. You live here in the building?” Without waiting for a reply, she went on: “You must have loads of money. I’ll bet you’re a stock-broker or something.”
“Or something,” Quade said. “And I’ll bet you’re in the chorus.”
She made an O with her mouth. “Why, how’d you know? My, but you’re clever. I just love clever men. Say something clever, will you?”
“I feel like singing,” Quade said. “Get Al to sing something. His new song, Cottage By the Sea. I like that.”
Al Donnelley was already at the piano. Grace Evans shrieked at him. “Al, play your new number.”
“Which one?” Al Donnelley asked, expansively.
Grace Evans trilled. “Isn’t he clever? He writes so many songs he doesn’t know which is his latest. What is it, again?”
“Cottage By the Sea,” Quade said. “I heard it the other day and it was swell.”
Al Donnelley pawed over some music sheets and finally found the one he was looking for. He spread it out, glanced at it and began pounding the grand piano.
The sleek-haired man began bellowing in a hog-calling voice and the others in the room took it up. Quade went through the motions of singing, but kept his eyes on Al Donnelley. The song writer played well enough, but when it came to vocalizing, he wasn’t so good.
Half-way through the song, the door bell whirred, but no one paid any attention to it. Quade saw the Filipino going toward the door, but did not turn until Donnelley finished with Cottage by the Sea.
Quade exclaimed, “That was swell, Al!”
“Wasn’t it?” a new girl asked Quade.
He looked at the girl with her hat on and for a moment he didn’t recognize her. It was the man behind her, that told him who she was. The man was Murdock, president of the Murdock Publishing Company. And the girl — in a silver fox jacket, brilliant make-up and the trimmings — was Martha Henderson, Murdock’s secretary.
She said, “I didn’t know you knew Al. You should have said so the other day.”
“I didn’t know him then. Uh, I live in the apartment below.”
“In this building. Why, you said—” She turned abruptly and, catching hold of Murdock’s arm, pulled him aside.
Al Donnelley got up from the piano. “Hi, Murdock,” he cried. “And Martha, old girl. H’ar’ya. Glad you came up.”
Quade caught Charlie Boston’s eye and motioned toward the door. He set down his glass. “Well, thanks for the drink, Al. Got to be going.”
Martha Henderson deserted Murdock and ran to Al Donnelley’s side. She whispered into his ear. Murdock’s face looked as if he’d just been told that his bank account was overdrawn.
“Hey!” he said, weakly. “Wait a minute, you two!”
Quade began moving toward the door. “Sorry, Al. We’ve got to be running along. Stop downstairs sometime and I’ll repay the drink. So-long.”
Al Donnelley made a running dive and landed on his hands and knees in the narrow hall leading to the door. “You can’t leave here!” he bawled. “Hey, Joe! Max! Help me!”
Quade tried to step over Al Donnelley, and the song writer jack-knifed and caught hold of Quade’s ankle. He yanked on it and dumped Quade on top of himself.
Charlie Boston roared and went into action then. He smacked the sleek-haired man who was charging and smashed him back into another man coming up behind.
Quade, sitting on the floor, reached out and clamped a half Nelson on Al Donnelley. He flopped him over on his back, let go of the half Nelson suddenly and cuffed the song writer along the side of his head. Al Donnelley’s head banged on the floor. He went limp.
Quade bounced to his feet, took a couple of quick steps and opened the door. “All right, Charlie!” he yelled.
Charlie Boston was just in the act of chopping down Mr. Murdock, president of the Murdock Publishing Company. He finished that little task very neatly, then leisurely joined Oliver Quade at the door. There was no pursuit and the two friends returned to their new apartment on the floor below.
“That,” said Charlie Boston, “was fun. Is there going to be any more like that?”
Quade shook his head. “No, this case is just about washed up. Al Donnelley washed it up. If Vickers is smart, he’ll throw Donnelley in the clink and give him the third-degree. He’ll kick through.”
“With what?” Charlie Boston demanded. “I didn’t see anything out of the way. Maybe he swiped that song from Billy Bond and maybe he didn’t.”
“Maybe he did? He didn’t even know it!”
“Whaddya mean, he didn’t know it? He played it.”
“With the music. And he had to keep reading it. Funny. You’d think if a fellow had written the song himself, he’d be able to play it without keeping his eyes on the music.”
Boston inhaled softly. “Jeez, I never thought of that. You think—”
“I think I’ll call Sergeant Vickers.”
Quade picked up the telephone and told the operator downstairs that he wanted police headquarters. The operator gasped. “Is there anything wrong, Mr. Quade?”
“Too damn much noise around here. I’m going to make a complaint about the people upstairs.”
“Oh, don’t do that, sir! We’ll take care of it!”
“Never mind. I’ll handle it myself. Just get me Headquarters. And make it snappy, or I’ll make a complaint about you, too.”
The girl made the connection. After being shifted to several departments, Quade finally got Sergeant Vickers. “This is Oliver Quade, the Human Encyclopedia. I’ve got that Billy Bond case washed up for you, Sergeant. Feel like making the arrest?”
“Are you kidding?” Sergeant Vickers cried.
“Of course not! Rush over to the Huyler Arms on Park Avenue and I’ll give you a lad who can tell you the whole thing with a little pressure.”
“You’re sure, Quade? I’ve got a little something myself today that’s damn funny. It came in the mail. The original manuscript of that song Billy Bond wrote.”
“What? Somebody sent you that in the mail?”
“Yeah. Sounds screwy, doesn’t it? There was a note with it, even screwier. It says: ‘Play this on your trombone.’ That’s what’s funny about it, Quade.” Vickers cleared his throat. “I do have a trombone. Play it a lot. But no one except my landlady knows I’ve got a trombone. Secret vice, you know. What do you make of it, Quade?”
Quade bit his lip. “Where do you live, Sergeant?”
“On West Forty-Sixth. I’ve got a little apartment—”
Quade cried, “Meet me on the corner of Forty-Sixth and Broadway, in front of Childs’, in ten minutes. And don’t go to your apartment first.”
“Why not? What’s it all about?”
“Meet me there and you’ll find out!”
Quade slammed the receiver on the hook. “Come on, Charlie. I’ve got an awfully funny feeling about something.”
“About what?”
“You’ll see!”
Outside the Huyler Arms, Quade signaled to a taxicab and inside of ten minutes paid it off at 46th and Broadway. They had scarcely taken up a stand than Sergeant Vickers climbed out of a police car and waved goodbye to his driver.
“All right,” Sergeant Vickers said to Quade. “What’s this about winding up the Bond case?”
Quade caught the detective’s arm. “First of all, let’s go to your apartment.”
“What for?”
“I want to see that trombone of yours. In the meantime let me see that song manuscript that came in the mail.”
A look of scepticism on his face, Vickers produced the manuscript. Quade scanned it closely. “Yes, as nearly as I can tell, it’s the same one Billy Bond handed to Cassidy, the piano pounder at the Midwest Bar.”
“But why would he send it to me, whoever it was? Soup, you figure?”
Quade shrugged. “I think I can answer that when we get to your apartment.”
They were already walking west on 46th Street, crossed Eighth Avenue, and near Ninth Vickers turned into a shabby building.
“I guess you live on your salary,” Quade murmured.
“Damn tootin’ I do,” Vickers retorted.
He led them down a half-lit corridor and finally unlocked a door, exposing a rather neat two-room-and-kitchenette apartment. “I call this home,” Vickers said.
Quade immediately began poking around the place. “Where’s this secret vice of yours, Sergeant?”
Somewhat sheepishly Vickers brought it out from a closet, a gleaming trombone. He started to put it to his lips, but Quade caught it from him. “Hold it!” he cried.
Startled, Vickers surrendered the instrument. “Say, you don’t think—”
Quade was examining the mouthpiece. He shook his head. Then he hefted the instrument gingerly. “It looks all right,” he said, “it must be something else.”
“What are you talking about?” Vickers demanded in bewilderment.
“Soup Spooner,” Quade replied. “That lad may be goofy, but he isn’t goofy enough to send you a bit of evidence that might point to himself — if he didn’t have a danged good reason. I thought for a minute…”
A look of horror suddenly spread across the sergeant’s face. “That he wiped some of that poison on the trombone. Good Lord!” He snatched the instrument from Quade and began examining it himself.
Quade asked, “Would Soup be apt to know where you live, do you think?”
Vickers nodded, vigorously. “Everyone around here knows me, and Soup holes himself up nearby, over on Tenth Avenue.”
“Then,” said Quade, “let’s go over this place. With a fine-tooth comb.”
It was Quade who found it. His sensitive nostrils led him to it. It was in a glass vase standing on the mantel piece — just a couple of feet from a raised music stand which the sergeant would no doubt use when practicing on his trombone.
Quade smelled the ammonia first, then when he took down the vase and looking in, saw that it was half-filled with a solid brownish cake, he sniffed again and knew that the composition also contained iodine.
A film of perspiration covered his forehead. “Sergeant,” he said, “if you’d played the trombone, you’d have made yourself a candidate for a harpist’s job — up above!”
Vickers came over and looked into the vase. “Who put that stuff in there?” he demanded.
“I think,” said Quade, “your friend, Soup Spooner.”
“What is it? Smells like ammonia.”
“Ammonia,” said Quade, “when mixed with iodine is perfectly harmless when wet, but when dry, it’s more devastating than T.N.T.”
Sergeant Vickers reeled back, his face blanching. “Soup—”
Quade nodded. “You were annoying him. So he sent you the music manuscript and suggested you play on your trombone.” Quade gasped. “Let me see that manuscript again.”
The sergeant handed it over. Quade’s steely eyes scanned it again and slowly his mouth widened in admiration. “Sergeant, remember your saying Soup was a genius! Well, he is. When it comes to figuring out a devilish murder plot. This score’s been changed. I heard Lily Roberts sing it last night and this morning I heard Al Donnelley play it on the piano. Neither of them ever reached high G sharp. But here — see, in this fourth bat, a couple of notes have been changed. You hit high G sharp, suddenly and unexpectedly!”
Vickers stared. “I don’t get it.”
“Did you ever hear of the stunt old Caruso used to pull? He’d go into the bar of the old Knickerbocker Hotel, take a wine glass and hit it with his fingernail to get the pitch of it. Then he’d sing in that pitch, and break the wine glass. With his voice.”
A gleam came to Vickers’ eyes. “You think this bomb would explode if I played high G sharp on this trombone?”
Quade nodded slowly. “With iodine and ammonia you can make an explosive so sensitive a fly lighting on it will detonate it. Soup’s an expert on explosives. He experimented with this, mixed the stuff in just the right proportions. You can vibrate all you want and nothing will happen. But make a sound in high G sharp — and this house will go up!”
Without a word Vickers went into the bathroom. Quade heard him running the water in the tub and carried in the vase.
A few minutes later they returned to the living-room. “And now,” said Quade, “let’s round up a few people and see what’ll happen.”
Various detectives brought them to Sergeant Vickers’ little apartment on West 46th Street. There was Murdock, president of the Murdock Publishing Company, his secretary Martha Henderson, Al Donnelley and finally — brought in handcuffed to a cop — Soup Spooner himself.
Vickers got them all seated in his apartment, with detectives posted at strategic spots. The chairs, by prearrangement, all faced Sergeant Vickers’ music stand and the mantel piece. A red glass vase was prominent on the mantel piece.
Oliver Quade then took charge of the show. “Folks, you’ve all been brought here because you all had something to do with the death of Billy Bond, a young song writer; one of you committed the actual crime of murder.”
Murdock, pompous as ever, exclaimed, “I demand to be allowed to call my attorney.”
“Later,” said Quade, “and you’ll need him, too. You’re a damn crook, Murdock!”
“You’ll hear from my lawyer about that remark.”
“I don’t doubt it, yet, for the benefit of the other witnesses, I’ll repeat my statement. You’re a crook, Murdock.”
“I’ve got testimonials from hundreds of satisfied clients,” Murdock cut in. “Bona fide testimonials. I can prove—”
“Sure, you can. I could bottle salt water and sell it as a cure for cancer and a certain number of people would write and tell me how it cured their incurable cancer. People are like that. They’re gullible as hell.” Quade grinned crookedly. “And the most gullible of all are would-be song writers. The radio and the movies have made the people in even the most remote sections, song conscious. The words of a song are simple. A million people could write words for a song. And so a million people who read your cleverly worded ads are potential suckers.”
Quade picked up a magazine and turned to the ads. He read: “ ‘Song poems wanted. Fame and fortune may be yours. You write the words. We furnish the music. Big royalties. Murdock & Company, New York City.’”
“A sucker reads that ad,” Quade went on. “He sends you a song poem and you give him a form letter telling him the lyrics are swell and have all the elements of a potential hit. All Mr. Sucker needs with his lyrics is some good music and, by a strange coincidence, you have a famous song writer on your staff who was so impressed with the lyrics he’ll gladly write the music for them — for a mere $50.00.”
Al Donnelley began to squirm in his chair. Murdock snorted. “So what? Al does write the music for some of these — er — would-be song writers. We render a definite service. The small fee isn’t exorbitant. The postal authorities—”
“Okayed you on that, I know. They couldn’t say anything about your publishing enterprise, either. If you can get a few suckers to kick through for a song printing job, well — it’s perfectly legitimate to make eight or nine hundred percent profit on the printing, which you let out to a music printer.”
Murdock shrugged. “I’m listening. You’ll listen when Nick Darcy gets after you.”
“Oh, he’s your lawyer, too! O.K.! So the songs of nine hundred and ninety-nine of these suckers are tripe. But the thousandth song, or maybe it’s the ten thousandth, is a natural. Such a song was one called Cottage By the Shore, submitted by one Billy Bond.”
“All right,” conceded Murdock. “Bond sent me some lyrics. Tripe that he got back. You can’t prove otherwise.”
“I think I can. As it happened, Billy Bond wrote the music for his own song. You couldn’t hook him on that fee, but he fell for your ad, anyway, and sent you the song. Instead of clipping him for a printing fee, you told him the song was no good. You admit that. But it was good. And you knew it. So you changed a word here and there, turned a copy of the thing over to your dummy, Al Donnelley, who took it to Wingate, who in turn published it — adding to the string of song hits already produced by Al Donnelley!”
Al Donnelley opened and closed his mouth. He looked frightened. But over the face of Murdock came a grim look.
Quade went on: “The song was published only a few days ago. When Billy Bond heard it, he recognized it for his own and he came to you and squawked. Said he was going to sue you. You denied stealing his song.”
“Of course I did!” snarled Murdock. “I never even read his tripe.”
Quade proceeded relentlessly: “But Billy Bond sent in an item to The Showman and when you saw that, Murdock, you began to get scared. You could smell trouble, so you sent for Soup Spooner.”
Soup Spooner yawned. “Ho-hum, here we go again!”
Quade shot him a quick look. “Soup killed Billy Bond, then he cut Cassidy, the piano player’s throat, because Cassidy had picked up and taken home Bond’s original manuscript. You, Murdock, didn’t want that to be floating around. You made only one little mistake, Murdock. But you couldn’t help that. Because when Billy Bond first wrote his song, he made two copies.” Quade was making this up fast. “One of them he sent — to Iowa, to his father. It’s dated, and it proves that Al Donnelley’s version, called Cottage By the Sea, is a plagiarism!”
Quade reached into his breast pocket and took out a folded song manuscript. “This,” he said, “is another copy that we happen to have. As someone here knows, it was sent to someone else. I’m going to ask Sergeant Vickers here to play it on his trombone. And I want you all to listen and see for yourselves if it isn’t note for note like Al Donnelley’s Cottage By the Sea.”
He handed the music to Sergeant Vickers and the detective spread it out on his music stand. He picked up his trombone, blew a practice note or two.
Quade was watching Soup Spooner. The chemist-killer’s eyes were fixed carelessly on the red vase on the mantel and there was a mocking smile on his lips. Quade knew suddenly that Soup would not break. He had no nerves. Even though he knew he was within thirty seconds of eternity, that he could not escape it without confessing to two murders, he would say nothing. Soup Spooner was that sort of man.
Sergeant Vickers moistened his lips with his tongue, nodded and blew one note on the trombone.
Martha Henderson screamed. “Stop it! Don’t play!”
Quade stabbed his forefinger at Murdock’s secretary. “Why shouldn’t he play, Miss Henderson?”
“Because I don’t want to hear that song. If a man’s been killed because of it, I—” She trembled violently.
“Nonsense, Martha!” Quade said sharply. “The rest of us want to hear it. Don’t we, Murdock?”
“Go ahead,” said Murdock.
Vickers put the trombone to his lips again. This time he played two notes. Then Martha Henderson catapulted from her chair, heading for the mantel. Quade put out his foot and tripped her.
Martha Henderson hit the floor on her hands, screamed and came up to her knees. “Don’t!” she screamed. “Don’t play! You’ll kill us all and — and I don’t want to die!”
Quade stooped and caught her wrists. “Why not play it, Martha?”
She fought Quade, her eyes constantly on the vase on the mantel. She was completely hysterical now. “Because you’ll kill us. The bomb — if you play, the bomb’ll go off! We’ll blowup!”
Soup said disgustedly, “A dame! The finest chemical experiment I ever made and a dame spoils it!”
“Your iodine-ammonia bomb, Soup?” Quade asked softly. “It’s already gone down the drain. The vase is empty.”
Murdock, the music racketeer, was slumped in his chair, his eyes popping. “I–I don’t understand all this!”
Quade said, “So, you’re only a crook, Murdock. Not a murderer. You weren’t mixed up in the other. It was Martha Henderson, your trusted secretary. And Al Donnelley.”
Soup said, “Ah, that stuffed shirt! He didn’t know what it was all about. He couldn’t write a song if he had to. Martha slipped him the stuff now and then that he got published. Martha got it from the trash in the office and he cut her in on the profit.” He sniffed. “I shoulda known better than to trust a dame. Jeez! That woulda been swell if he’d played that piece. This whole place woulda gone — boom!”

Frank Gruber, Hardboiled Humor, & the Noir Revolution

Frank Gruber (1902–1969) was one of the most successful and prolific writers of the pulp era. At his peak he produced three or four full-length novels a year, many about series characters Johnny Fletcher and his sidekick Sam Cragg. Each year Gruber also wrote numerous short stories, many featuring Oliver Quade, “The Human Encyclopedia,” that is arguably his most warmly remembered series character.
By the late 1930s Gruber had visited Hollywood, and sold the screen rights to Oliver Quade with hopes that a regular series of films would be made (see Gruber’s essay on writing Oliver Quade mysteries in our Behind the Mask feature following the last story in this collection). Unfortunately only one lackluster Quade film was made. However, within a few years, Gruber was writing successful screenplays almost every year, including such major features as The Mask of Dimitrios, Terror by Night (one of two superior Sherlock Holmes scripts for Basil Rathbone), and with his companion and fellow Black Mask contributor, Steve Fisher, the classic noir thriller Johnny Angel. This last film was based on the novel Mr. Angel Comes Aboard by fellow Black Mask writer Charles G. Booth.
Although Gruber had a light touch, and successfully combined humorous characters with authentic hard-boiled milieus, a technique that was a major influence on later mystery writers like Craig Rice, Gruber claimed that he, Steve Fisher, and Cornell Woolrich became great friends at Black Mask and together developed the noir thriller under the brilliant hand of editor Fanny Ellsworth. Ellsworth was the great woman editor of the pulps who took over Black Mask from Captain Joseph Shaw in 1936 and promoted a kind of dark, psychologically centered emotional tale in Black Mask, often of innocent men trapped by fate. Gruber describes his writing friendships in his colorful autobiography, The Pulp Jungle, which is also an informal history of pulp magazines, and the era in which they flourished.
Gruber wrote more than three hundred stories, sixty novels, and more than two hundred television and film scripts, mostly mystery and western tales. Perhaps his most beloved character is Oliver Quade, the Human encyclopedia, whose seemingly infinite knowledge of even the most arcane subjects helps him solve crimes in a long series of pulp stories.
According to an early reminiscence called The Starving Writer, published in The Writer (July 1948), Gruber arrived in New York in 1934 one month after Steve Fisher. They had been corresponding and met up in Ed Bodin’s office; Bodin was literary agent for both friends at the time. Gruber, like Fisher, arrived alone with a typewriter, a suitcase, and a few dollars. As Gruber noted in many reminiscences, “I had one thing else… the will to succeed.” Both Gruber and Fisher shared this powerful desire.
After a few dry months, Fisher and Gruber began to sell the occasional story. In 1936, Fisher married Edythe (Edie) Syme, an editor at Popular Publications, Inc. Gruber and his wife often went to dinner with Fisher and Edie.
By then, Fisher and Gruber had become close friends with Cornell Woolrich with whom they occasionally had dinner on those rare occasions when they were able to sidestep Woolrich’s restrictive, overbearing mother.
Fisher, Gruber, and Woolrich all started to sell to Black Mask after Fanny Ellsworth took over editorial reign. In The Life and Times of the Pulp Story in Brass Knuckles (1966) Gruber claims that he and Fisher managed to take the reclusive Woolrich to a party where they all got drunk. The next day Fanny Ellsworth called Gruber and reported that Woolrich had come tearing into the Black Mask offices threatening never to write for the magazine again because Fisher and Gruber had told him that they were getting three times the word rate for their stories than Fanny was giving Woolrich. Fisher and Gruber had been too drunk to remember the hoax!
Gruber knew Ellsworth well from selling lead rangeland novels to her during the years she ran the very successful, Ranch Romances. Gruber thought Ellsworth an extremely erudite and perceptive editor who could have run The Atlantic Monthly or Harpers. In The Life and Times of the Pulp Story Gruber claims that he introduced Fisher to Ellsworth and helped him break into Black Mask. Both Gruber and Fisher credit Ellsworth with deliberately and perceptively changing the course of the magazine.
It is difficult to remember seventy-five years after the revolution, but Steve Fisher, Cornell Woolrich, and Frank Gruber lead the second wave of Black Mask boys in the late 1930s and ushered in a sea change in crime fiction narration. Fanny Ellsworth, who became editor at Black Mask with a new strategy, favored a change from the objective, hard-boiled writing promoted by Joseph Shaw and the earlier editors of Black Mask to the subjective, psychologically and emotionally heightened writing that came in vogue under her guidance.
This little-noticed shift in style in Black Mask fiction, “The Ellsworth Shift,” led to the creation of the film genre we now know as noir through the writings of Steve Fisher, particularly in his film scripts, and through the novels and short fiction of Cornell Woolrich, whose writings we now also call noir, although the term was originally applied only to film.
This dark new style and psychology in crime fiction narration jumped from magazine and book publications into screenplays, and led in the 1940s to the emergence in Hollywood of the classic age of the noir film thriller.
The obsessive, dreamlike narration favored by Fisher and Woolrich in their tense crime tales was a perfect match for the dark shadows, and frightening, expressive camera angles developed in German and Hollywood horror cinema. Narrative fiction style, and camera photography styles, played against and enriched each other in the development of this new film genre.
In his seminal essay, Pulp Literature: Subculture Revolution in the Late 1930s, from the Armchair Detective published in the 1970s, Fisher was the first to note this paradigm shift in Black Mask fiction. The gifted new woman editor, Fanny Ellsworth, used Fisher, Woolrich, and occasionally Gruber, who also supplied humor to the emotional new mix.
Humor was another taboo under the old Shaw regime. Most effectively through the art of Woolrich and Fisher, Fanny Ellsworth turned the emphasis in Black Mask fiction away from the objective, unemotional, hard-boiled writing style Hammett and the first wave of Black Mask writers introduced to the magazine, and for which Black Mask is celebrated.
Black Mask author William Brandon provides us with the most revealing portrait I know of Joseph Shaw discussing the art of objective writing in the early 1930s when he was at the height of his influence. Brandon recounts many conversations he had with Shaw in his little-known memoir, “Back in the Old Black Mask” (The Massachusetts Review, Winter 1987):
“Shaw wanted action, naturally, as did any right-thinking pulp, but what Shaw wanted most of all was style.
“Objectivity was part of what Shaw meant by style — a clean page, a clean line, an uncluttered phrase.
“Even the illustrations — Shaw called them ‘end pieces’—that Shaw liked were of a certain elegance and were meant to excite the imagination rather than a surface emotion. But traditionally the pulps left nothing to the imagination and the cruder the emotion the better. I think Shaw would have argued for hard and cruel emotion too but I think he felt it was better effected by clean and plausible and objective subtlety.”
Brandon makes it very clear that Shaw was not interested in character expressed through psychology, but only as it was expressed through external action.
Shaw didn’t buy any of Brandon’s detective stories, but he introduced him to “Fanny Ellsworth across the hall, a pretty and witty and red-haired young woman who edited Ranch Romances (“Love Stories of the Real West”), and Fanny started buying — at rare intervals — western stories I wrote in what I thought was a humorous vein.”
Fanny was comfortable with complexity in the stories she edited. She liked strong emotion and humor in a story, regardless of its genre.
Shaw was uncomfortable with humor and he mistrusted complexity in his narratives, whether in plot or in psychological states.
By all contemporary accounts, Fanny Ellsworth was one of the great fiction editors of all time. Frank Gruber describes her as one of the brightest, most urbane people he met in New York. Gruber and Steve Fisher both assert that when Fanny Ellsworth took over control of Black Mask she came with a well-mapped vision for a change in the kind of crime fiction the famous magazine would feature.
Ellsworth immediately started to buy stories from Frank Gruber, who wrote lead stories for her Ranch Romances pulp, and also Steve Fisher, who she recognized had a natural talent for expressing strong and complex emotions. She also increased the number of stories she purchased from Cornell Woolrich, who also had a natural way with twisted, pathological emotional states presented in strange, dark, haunted plots.
Ellsworth quickly established a much more subjective, emotionally driven style of crime writing than Shaw. Commentators on Black Mask’s influence on film and popular culture have not often noticed these changes in style and direction.
Certainly, Curt Siodmak’s science fiction noir masterpiece, Donovan’s Brain, the darkest of obsessive, subjective, first person narratives, serialized in Black Mask in 1942, years after Fanny Ellsworth had left, would not have made it into Black Mask if the talents of Fisher (nine stories from August 1937 to April 1939) and of Woolrich (twenty-two original stories from January of 1937 to June of 1944) had not first been let loose on its pages.
Black Mask writers and genres influenced Hollywood in more ways than hard-boiled dialogue and tough-guy detection of films based on Hammett, Chandler, and similar writers.
The late Curt Siodmak’s work on horror films, especially at Universal scripting and creating The Wolf Man (1941), and with Val Lewton at RKO scripting I Walked with a Zombie (1943), is of interest, particularly with regard to the emergence of a noir film esthetic from out of the shadows of the “horror” films of the 1930s and 1940s Hollywood (See my interview with Siodmak about his film experiences, particularly with Val Lewton: http://www.blackmaskmagazine.com/siodmak.html).
Once the noir film emerged at the beginning of the 1940s with the production of Steve Fisher’s novel, I Wake Up Screaming (1941), Fisher’s and Woolrich’s noir work flooded Hollywood:
In 1943 the great run of more than two-dozen noir films based on works by Cornell Woolrich, the genius of the dark thriller, began when Val Lewton produced The Leopard Man (1943); Robert Siodmak (Curt’s brother) directed Phantom Lady (1944); The Mark of the Whistler (1944) followed; Clifford Odets scripted Deadline at Dawn (1946); then came Black Angel (1946); and The Chase (1946); followed by The Guilty (1947); and Fear in the Night (1947).
Steve Fisher scripted Cornell Woolrich’s I Wouldn’t Be in Your Shoes (1948) with a telephone call assist from his pal Woolrich. When Fisher couldn’t come up with an appropriate ending for I Wouldn’t Be in Your Shoes, Woolrich suggested that Fisher resurrect the sexually obsessive, psychotic cop from I Wake Up Screaming and turn him into the culprit, motivated by his lust for the framed man’s wife. Ironically, Fisher originally had based that haunting and haunted police detective, Ed Cornell, on his friend Cornell Woolrich.
The most famous Woolrich inspired film, of course, is Alfred Hitchcock’s 1954 classic, Rear Window.
Frank Gruber and Steve Fisher always remarked on this change in the esthetic of the crime thriller that started to take place in pulp fiction (and some would argue in American cinema) in the late 1930s, and which came of age in Hollywood films in the 1940s; and to note Black Mask’s and Fanny Ellsworth’s role in that change.
In Black Mask, Fisher and Woolrich shared a talent for presenting aberrant mental states, and for casting suspenseful plots with inventive, obsessive incidents.
Frank Gruber, who more than any other Black Mask writer encouraged Fanny Ellsworth’s influence among his writing peers, had a flair for introducing humor into classic hardboiled and noir thriller situations. And so even though he did not have the dark, obsessive, natural noir talents his best friends Fisher and Woolrich possessed, Gruber was still able to make significant and influential contributions during Ellsworth’s heightened emotional reign over Black Mask’s narratives.
Gruber’s natural sense of humor heightened and relieved the tension in hardboiled and noir thrillers and influenced many writers to follow him. Craig Rice even adopted character duos of a sharp, super smart and fast-talking detective partnered with a slow-witted, always hungry, funny foil of a sidekick. One of Rice’s characters even had a photographic memory.
More modern stylists who owe much to Gruber’s sense of comic complications, and humorous dialogue are Donald E. Westlake, and the much more sinister Elmore Leonard. Gruber credits Fanny Ellsworth with allowing Black Mask authors to relax and explore their sense of narrative humor.
Under Captain Shaw, brilliantly funny narrators like Norbert Davis had to sneak their more zany sides into more traditional tough guy stories. We can see the long distance result of Gruber’s influence in the movement toward screwball mysteries in the films of the late 1930s and the 1940s, especially in the better film work of Bob Hope and Red Skeleton.
Even the great Dashiell Hammett in his late career brought the genre its greatest recipe for mixing humor with mystery in the Thin Man films. Nick and Nora Charles were presented on screen as a classic screwball loving couple as they romped through an iconic tough guy crime universe of cops, criminals, and corpses with a charming élan that became Hammett’s most enduring commercial creation.
Even more important than Ellsworth’s encouragement of humorous turns in classic Black Mask mysteries, Fanny Ellsworth was the inspiration for the full emergence of the psychologically heightened noir genre that has had an enduring and thrilling impact on film and fiction in popular American and world-wide entertainment.
— Keith Alan Deutsch

BEHIND THE BLACK MASK

Frank Gruber reveals how he writes an Oliver Quade story!
From Black Mask Magazine, May, 1939
In working out an Oliver Quade story I always determine, first, the background for the yarn. I generally try to have an original or colorful setting for the yarn. This isn’t always as simple as it sounds.
Although Hollywood backgrounds are used repeatedly by other writers, I’d never done a Hollywood story. Mainly because I’d never been in Hollywood until recently and I always believe I should know a little of a background, from personal observation.
So, when the opportunity presented itself for a Hollywood trip, I decided to write a story with a Hollywood background. After giving it some thought, I came to the conclusion that just about every phase of Hollywood had been covered by other writers — except the animated cartoon studio.
The thought struck a responsive note in me for I am very fond of Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck…. So I emerged with Desmond Dogg and “Funny Man” in this issue of Black Mask.
To Mr. Hugh Harman of the Harman-Ising Cartoon Studios, I am indebted for the courtesy of a personally conducted tour through a “cartoon factory.” I want it understood, though, that none of characters or situations in “Funny Man” refer in any way to the Harman-Ising Studios. They are entirely fictitious, only the factual material and the “atmosphere” was obtained from H-I.
For the benefit of those who came in late, I’d like to report that Oliver Quade will soon be portrayed in a motion picture, Paramount Pictures having bought the film rights to all the Quade stories, for Lynn Overman. The story now “in the works” is Dog Show Murder, which appeared originally in the March 1938 issue of Black Mask.
I hope every reader of Black Mask goes to see this picture at least ten times, for if it’s a success there’ll be more Oliver Quade pictures.
I’ve promised myself a treat. If “Funny Man” is ever filmed and I am still around Hollywood, I’m going to see Mr. Lynn Overman do the scene where he imitates Desmond Dogg.
— Frank Gruber
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