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  The bunco artists


  AT THIS point it may be worth reviewing just once more a field of felony in which Simon Templar won quite a few interesting tourneys in his early years, and in which he exploited most effectively the gift of assuming a pose of fabulous and even fatuous innocence (when a situation called for such a disguise) which was once partly responsible for getting him nicknamed “The Saint.”


  I make my excuses to anyone to whom these routines are already old stuff; but the Saint never lost a connoisseur’s and collector’s appreciation of them, and the recapitulation I have in mind may not be entirely dull.


  In the simplest basic version of the “confidence” game, the sucker or mark sees a stranger drop a wallet, and naturally picks it up and restores it to its owner. The owner thanks him and keeps on talking to reveal that he is burdened with the job of distributing a huge charitable fund, or some similar sinecure involving the handling of large sums of money: his problem is to find an absolutely trustworthy assistant, and by a happy coincidence the boob who returned the wallet has just given unsolicited proof of unusual honesty. However, the operator has associates who will demand more substantial evidence that the dupe is a man of means who can be trusted with the virtually blank checks they will be handing him; so it is suggested that he bring to a meeting the largest amount of cash he can raise, to exhibit to them to win their confidence—from which theme the racket derives its name.


  The fool does so, his money is examined and returned to him, his candidacy is unanimously approved with handshakes, and the session rapidly adjourns on promises that formal agreements will be signed with him in a few days. It is not until after the crooks have departed that the victim discovers that the wad of currency which he got back contains only one bill of large denomination, on the outside, while the bulk of it has been dexterously transformed into single dollars or even rectangles of blank paper of the same size.


  In one of the commonest variations of this plot, the con men pretend to be making fast fortunes from inside information on horse racing or the stock market. They allow the dimwit to join in their gambles, and before long he has won, on paper, a small fortune. But when settling time comes, another member of the gang, masquerading as a bookie or a broker, refuses to pay off until the mark shows proof that he could have met his losses if the results had gone the opposite way. Again the fathead digs up all the cash he can raise, with the identical consequence.


  Although these tricks have been exposed innumerable times in articles and stories, it is a staggering fact that practitioners of such hoary devices, or closely related mutations of them, are extracting pay dirt with them to this very day.


  Often erroneously referred to as forms of the confidence racket, but actually only its kissing cousins, are what the professionals call bunco jobs. In these the ultimate larceny is hardly less barefaced, but the technical difference is that the “confidence” gimmick is not employed.


  Nevertheless, they also have one distinguishing trait in common, which is the psychology behind the manipulation of the bait which hooks and lands the poor fish who provides the sharper with his dinner.


  Simon pointed this out to Mrs Sophie Yarmouth with privileged severity.


  “If only respectable people like you weren’t so fundamentally dishonest,” he said, “most of these swindlers would be starved into trying to earn an honest living themselves. But when you’re offered an outrageous bargain, you’re too greedy to stop and think that anything that looks so much like what you’d lightly call a steal is most probably exactly that. You’re so excited by the idea of making a fast buck that you don’t care if the deal involves you in something that’s frankly a little shady. That only makes you feel extra clever; and you’re so fascinated by your own newly discovered business genius that you don’t even have time for the rudimentary precautions that a schoolgirl would take before lending a pal the price of an ice-cream cone.”


  “That isn’t true,” Mrs Yarmouth sniffed. “I was thinking of Howard, and how much it might do for him. And if he hadn’t gone off to play some ridiculous cowboy part on location in Wyoming, and left me alone in Palm Springs, I wouldn’t have been exposed to these crooks and made to suffer for only trying to help his career.”


  Howard Mayne heroically stifled the temptation to take issue with this gem of feminine logic. He could not really help looking heroic about it, for he was blessed with all the facial qualifications of the rugged type of movie star, and his only trouble was that no Hollywood producer had yet been persuaded to give him a leading role.


  “Don’t argue with the man, Aunt Sophie,” he said. “Tell him the whole story, and he may be able to tell you what you can do about it.”


  Mr Copplestone Eade (to give him only one of a variety of fine-sounding names which he used) had made Mrs Yarmouth’s acquaintance without difficulty beside a Palm Springs hotel swimming pool and cemented it with a few chats in the lobby, a casual cocktail, an after-dinner coffee and Benedictine in a restaurant where they had found each other eating alone, and one no less apparently spontaneous lunch together beside the same pool where they had met. It was more than enough for Mr Eade to learn that she had a nephew who was a hopeful but not yet very successful actor, and for him to establish that he had been an executive at a couple of major studios and was now embarking on the independent production of films for television.


  Mr Eade was then in his fifties, with a fairly well preserved figure, grey hair which he wore just enough beyond ordinary length to seem vaguely artistic without being arty, and the kind of strongly lined face that suggests a man of force and experience, either in business or boudoir, or perhaps both. But there was no hint of romance in his approach, for that was not one of Mr Eade’s habitual methods, and besides he had an extremely jealous wife who had too much on him to take chances with.


  Mrs Yarmouth brightly mentioned that he could do worse than consider her nephew for an important part in his projected series, and Mr Eade said courteously but very noncommittally that he would be happy to interview him. He had already ascertained that it would be at least two weeks before Howard Mayne would be through with the small part for which he had suddenly been sent off to Wyoming, while Mrs Yarmouth, who was only a visitor from Vermont, had still never seen the inside of a movie studio and would be returning to Hollywood within a week; so that when Mr Eade, before he left the next Monday, insisted that she must call him directly she got in town and have lunch at the studio and let him show her how movies were made, it was with a comfortable certainty that she would take him up on it, and that he had a few invaluable days ahead in which to arrange the scenery and props which would be essential to the denouement of the tabloid drama that he had just nursed through a neat and fertile first act.


  The studio which Mr Eade used for a setting was entirely legitimate, being merely an incorporated agglomeration of real estate and architecture which was in business solely to rent space and facilities to all comers, without interest in their projects or product, so long as they had the requisite credit rating or better still the cash. Mr Copplestone Eade’s credit might have evoked no raves from Dun & Bradstreet, but he always had a working reserve of cash, since bunco is one of the most capitalistic kinds of crime: and his requirements were relatively modest, consisting at this point mainly of office space in an enclave where movies were in fact busily and evidently being made.


  With this entrée he was able to guide Mrs Yarmouth authoritatively around the lot, dispensing interesting lore about the processes which brought a cinematographic masterpiece from the script to the screen—much of which, thanks to some far-off days when he had worked as an extra, was reasonably authentic. He was able to take her on a stage where scenes were being shot, introduce her to a director with whom he had previously scraped an acquaintance with talk of a possible job, present her to a famous star who did not know him from Adam but gave a friendly performance from force of habit, and show her an elaborate set under construction on another stage which he said was being built for his own forthcoming series, all with such casual aplomb that by the end of the tour it would not even have entered her head to doubt that he was exactly what he had said he was.


  But when they made what he called a courtesy stop at his office, to see if there had been any vital messages while he was entertaining her, before they went on to lunch, there was an abrupt change in this placid tempo. His secretary met him with a long face.


  “I’m afraid this is going to be a nasty shock for you, Mr Eade,” she said. “I tried to call Mr Traustein about the meeting this afternoon, and it seems he had a heart attack in the shower this morning, and he died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.”


  “Oh no!” said Mr Eade, and collapsed into a chair as if his legs had been cut from under him.


  Mrs Yarmouth felt instinctively obliged to say she was sorry.


  “No, it isn’t that,” said Mr Eade, removing his hands from a face which he hoped looked convincingly haggard. “He was a fine man, I understand, but I hardly knew him at all in a personal way. Our relationship was purely business. Mr Traustein was a very rich man who privately financed movie ventures, which people like myself, on the creative side, seldom have enough capital to do. He had promised to put up the money for the series that I was expecting to start, and the papers were to be signed this afternoon.”


  “And you can’t go ahead without him?” Mrs Yarmouth prompted, quite superfluously.


  “Frankly, no,” said Mr Eade heavily. “Not that I couldn’t get any amount of other financing, of course. That isn’t any problem, with a property and a distribution deal like mine. But to get the right terms, you have to have time to negotiate. You’ve no idea how ruthless the vultures in this town can be. When they know you’ve got to have money in a hurry, and haven’t got time to haggle, they make you pay through the nose. And it’s their business to know everything that’s going on in the Industry—you can’t bluff them. The minute I start talking to them, they’ll know they can put me through the wringer.”


  “What shall I tell the studio, Mr Eade?” asked the secretary, who had been standing patiently by.


  She was a rather homely woman of primly efficient aspect, in the neighbourhood of forty, so radically different from the popular conception of a Hollywood producer’s secretary that Mrs Yarmouth had approved of her on sight and had thereby been subtly strengthened in her respect for Mr Eade.


  “Please don’t tell them anything,” he said urgently. “Don’t talk to anybody. Perhaps I can still think of something before the whole town knows I’m over a barrel.”


  “Very well, Mr Eade.”


  “You’d better get some lunch—we’ll have a lot to do this afternoon. But before you go would you bring me that last letter from Herbert and Shapiro?”


  He let Mrs Yarmouth read the missive herself. On a genuine sheet of letterhead pilfered from an advertising agency so famous that jokes about it were good for a laugh even from unsophisticated audiences, it said in part:


  This will confirm that the StarSuds Corporation have authorized us to pay you the agreed price of $30,000 for each episode of your series DON JUAN JONES in full upon delive ry of each half-hour’s film ready for projection, commencing on May 12 and weekly thereafter.


  However, we feel obliged to remind you that time is of the essence of your contract, and that failure to deliver the first film on or before May 12 will be grounds for cancellation of the entire series, as it would cause us ourselves to forfeit the time commitment which we have from the network.


  “You see,” Mr Eade elucidated, “as far as a sponsor’s concerned, having a good TV show is only half the battle. Getting a good network time to put it on the air is the other half. StarSuds happen to have a perfect time spot booked for this series. But if I don’t deliver, they’ll lose it, and besides cancelling my contract they could probably sue me for damages.”


  “I should think it’d be more sensible if they lent you the money to make the pictures,” said Mrs Yarmouth.


  “You don’t understand,” said Mr Eade patiently. “Things just aren’t done that way in this business. StarSuds is packed in boxes, but the soapmakers don’t make the boxes. Their attitude is that they’re in the soap business, not the box business. Or, to take it a step further, the motion-picture business. They expect to buy television pictures, not make them. As it is, they’re as close to subsidizing this series as they’ll ever come. Think of it.” He tapped the letter. “They’ll pay for the first film on May the twelfth. That’s in just over two weeks. And from then on, they pay for each film on delivery. They’ll cost me less than twenty thousand each to make—I can show you the budget. That’s ten thousand dollars a week clear profit. But,  between now and the twelfth, I must shoot at least two pictures to keep my schedule here at the studio.”


  “That means an investment of forty thousand,” said Mrs Yarmouth brightly. “And then you get back thirty—”


  “But, of course, right then I have to start another picture, which means an investment of another twenty thousand—”


  “So then you’re only down thirty thousand, and you get all that back the following week—”


  “Precisely,” said Mr Eade, unwilling to be outclassed in arithmetic.


  “In other words, in two more weeks I’d be even—”


  “And after that you’d actually be working with their money,” Mrs Yarmouth calculated triumphantly.


  Mr Eade gracefully conceded the mathematical honours.


  “But we’re only taking about might-have-beens,” he reminded her lugubriously. “It would have been a very nice deal, but now I’m afraid it’s another story.” He straightened his bowed shoulders with simple dignity and assembled his features into a heartrendingly brave smile. “But I don’t want to bore you with my troubles, and we certainly mustn’t let them spoil your lunch.”


  He sustained a valorous lightness and charm for about half an hour and then allowed the first slackening of the inevitably forced conversation to develop into a silence in which Mrs Yarmouth’s thoughts could not humanly fail to go back over the details of his predicament.


  “I hope I’m not being too inquisitive,” she said, “but if you only had to borrow forty thousand dollars—”


  “Twenty thousand,” he corrected her quickly. “I’m putting up half the money myself, in any case, and I’m only sorry that’s all the cash I have available.”


  He had already assayed her expertly as being worth a $20,000 touch at the maximum, but he had discovered the psychological wheeze that a mark was much more easily induced to put up an amount which seemed to be only matching Mr Eade’s own investment than the same sum if it were represented as the entire capitalization of the venture.


  “Well, twenty thousand,” she said. “But how much were you going to have to give Mr Traustein for that?”


  “Thirty per cent of the profits.”


  “That sounds like an awful lot.”


  “I assure you, for television financing, it was very reasonable. Forty per cent is quite normal.


  Some people have had to pay fifty per cent. And in my situation I’ll be stuck for at least sixty—perhaps even seventy. In fact, if someone offered me twenty thousand dollars for only half the profits, right now, I’d think of them as a fairy godmother. But I don’t think anyone’s likely to.”


  Mrs Yarmouth performed another mental computation which left her goggle-eyed.


  “That’d give them five thousand dollars a week,” she said in an awed tone.


  “For thirteen weeks, anyway,” corroborated Mr Eade matter-of-factly. “Longer, of course, if StarSuds renews the contract.” He smiled again, wanly. “You see how true the saying is that Money can always make money.”


  Mrs Yarmouth went on thinking, visibly and intensely, but, Mr Eade appeared to be temporarily mired in his own despondent reflections and did not interrupt her.


  It was another refinement of his technique that he hardly ever propositioned any of his victims, having found that they were much more effectively and firmly hooked if he let them suggest a participation themselves and believe that it was their very own idea. He was sure that Mrs Yarmouth would not disappoint him, and she didn’t.


  “Do you suppose,” she said timidly, “that if I put up ten thousand dollars, it would help?”


  Mr Eade was not crude enough to leap up and dance a jig, but after he had satisfied himself that $10,000 was the most cash that she could raise quickly, by selling some Government bonds and emptying her savings account, he permitted himself to develop some controlled enthusiasm.


  “I could always raise about five thousand dollars in loans from personal friends,” he mused.


  “I should be able to get twentyfive hundred on my Cadillac. And if I cashed in my insurance policy … You know, with your ten thousand, I almost think we could swing it!”


  “Would that entitle me to a quarter of the profits?” she asked.


  “You could name your own terms.”


  “You said you’d be glad to give up half the profits for twice that amount, but I don’t want to be greedy.”


  “I can only think of you as a very generous lady,” Mr Eade said huskily.


  “And what would you think about considering my nephew for the leading man?”


  Mr Eade was not shocked—in fact, he had been expecting this even sooner.


  “As a partner—and a very important partner—you’d certainly have a voice in the casting. Of course, we do have an option on quite a big name for the part, as you know, but I haven’t signed his contract yet, and if you insisted … I’m sure Howard Mayne could do the job—I made some inquiries about him after you mentioned his name. But he’ll be away on location for at least another week, you said. That makes it more difficult. But we could shoot around him … Yes, if you want that very badly, I won’t argue with you. It’s settled,” said Mr Eade, settling his argument with himself. He gave her his hand on it, gravely, and then permitted himself to revert with a frown of partial apology to more crassly financial problems. “But do you fully understand that what it said in that letter—‘Time is of the essence”—is literally true? This is Thursday. I must have this money in my bank before they close tomorrow, because most of our costs have to be put up in advance first thing on Monday morning, or else the studio and the guilds and unions won’t let us even start shooting.”


  “I’ll send a wire to my bank in Middlebury this afternoon,” she said, “and tell them to wire me the money, and I ought to get it tomorrow morning.”


  From then on everything was so automatic that it would be tedious to recount it in detail.


  She was back before noon the next day with a cashier’s check and only realized when she laid it on Mr Eade’s desk that she had not consulted a lawyer and indeed did not know one in that city, Mr Eade thought she should not take just any lawyer but should wait until her nephew could recommend one. He produced an impressive document which actually was most conscientiously worded, for he had paid a genuine if somewhat shabby attorney fifty dollars to draw it up.


  “This is the agreement that poor Mr Traustein was going to sign. I’ve simply had my secretary substitute your name for his and alter the amount of the investment and your percentage.” He pointed out the changes. “Suppose I sign it, but you don’t. Then I’m completely committed; but if you want any changes, after you’ve talked to an attorney next week, you can insist on having them made before you sign. In that way you’ll still be in the driver’s seat.”


  Mrs Yarmouth found this thought very comforting over the weekend, until Monday brought her an alarmed telegram from Howard Mayne in answer to the long, excited letter she had written him. Then when she tried to call Mr Eade at the studio, she was told that he had given up his office on Saturday and they had no idea where he had moved.


  “You see?” said the Saint. “If you hadn’t been in such a hurry to cash in on the poor man’s misfortune, on a scale of usury that would make Shylock look like a drunken sailor—”


  “It was a very fair rate, in the circumstances,” she protested huffily. “He told me so himself.”


  “He  told you so. But didn’t anything tell you that with a contract with people as big as Herbert & Shapiro and StarSuds, he shouldn’t have to cut anybody in for twentyfive hundred a week in exchange for a month’s loan of ten grand?”


  “Why didn’t you go to the police at once, Aunt Sophie?” Mayne put in.


  “Because I’m not quite as stupid as you think. If I’d done that, it would’ve been sure to get in the papers, especially if Mr Eade was caught, and you don’t think I want everyone in Middlebury laughing at what a fool I’ve made of myself, do you?” she said paradoxically.


  “That’s another thing that helps these bunco artists,” said the Saint. “Half the time the cops don’t even have a chance to do anything, because the sucker is too ashamed to let the whole story come out”


  “I wish you would stop calling me that,” said Mrs Yarmouth. “All I want to know, since Howard has persuaded me to take you into my confidence, is whether you think you can do anything about it.”


  Simon rubbed his chin.


  “The toughest thing about that is the needle-and-haystack part,” he murmured. “I have a couple of ideas where he might go from here, but I can only promise to keep my eyes peeled. It’s lucky that snapshot you took of him in Palm Springs turned out so well.”


  Mr Eade’s movements were not completely unpredictable, for like many of his ilk he was somewhat a creature of habit. Each year, like many more respectable salesmen, he covered roughly the same circuit, which corresponded with the equally predictable migrations of human pigeons. In summer, during the tourist season, he worked the transatlantic liners and airplanes, with intermittent sojourns in London, Paris, and the Riviera. In the autumn he might shuttle between New York and Bermuda. At the turn of the year his base would be in Miami Beach, perhaps interrupted by excursions around the Caribbean, until about Easter he jumped to Southern California for the pickings of the desert season there. Then sometimes he would kill a little time in San Francisco, or cross over to Nevada, before the round started all over again.


  At the Persepolis in Las Vegas, his wife reported spotting a top-grade mark. To the uninitiated, this might sound far more providential than finding a needle in a haystack, considering the ant-like swarms of variegated citizenry which seethe continuously through such casinos; but in fact, to the fully transistorized veteran of sucker prospecting, it is hardly even an effort to winnow through the densest strata of insolvent chaff and geiger in on any lode of naive nuggets that may be present.


  “He’s carrying a bale of bills that would choke a horse, but he never gambles more than a few bucks—that’s not what he’s here for,” she said. “He’s waiting for a divorce in about another week, and then he’s going to marry some Hollywood starlet. He’s a used-car dealer from Tucson, and he thinks he’s pretty sharp. I listened to him telling a bartender all about himself.”


  She was the same homely and efficient woman who had played the part of his secretary in the television build-up; but now, in readiness for an entirely different ro1e, she was loudly dressed, excessively rouged and powdered, and conspicuously encrusted with jewels, to add up to the instantly recognizable prototype of a graceless and probably obnoxious vulgarian who had somehow succeeded in picking up much bullion and little breeding.


  “Point him out to me, my dear,” said Mr Eade.


  The next time Simon Templar sat at a bar with a vacant stool beside him, she moved onto it, expanding herself arrogantly to crowd him, and demanding the instant attention of the bartender he was talking to without even allowing him to reach the end of a sentence. It would have been impossible for him not to notice her, but she seemed superbly oblivious to the disgusted stare with which he raked her from her hennaed hair down to her pink brocade shoes.


  “Don’t be afraid to give me a full shot,” she said as the bartender was pouring. “I’m paying for it, and the house can afford it.”


  The bartender let the jigger run over till it stood in a little puddle on the counter, moved the glass of ice cubes and the soda water toward her, rang up the ticket and placed it in front of her, and silently went away.


  “The insolence of these people!” she muttered. “Chisel you out of every drop and every nickel they can get away with, and can’t even be bothered to do it with a smile .”


  Simon said nothing, watching her with cold detachment while she put the ingredients of her highball together and swallowed it greedily, toying nervously between gulps with the glittering necklace ending in a large emerald pendant which she wore around her thick but wrinkled neck.


  She looked at the tab, slapped a dollar bill on it, and said in a penetrating rasp: “Keep the change, boy.”


  Simon studiously averted his eyes, until a sequence of rustlings and clinkings and a finally violent flouncing assured him that she had emptied her glass and left. He suffered no anxiety, for he knew that his reaction was intended to be basically emotional and that the plot would proceed whether he entered it vocally at that stage or not.


  He had time for one peaceful sip of his Peter Dawson before Mr Copplestone Eade moved in.


  Mr Eade introduced himself from somewhere near the level of the floor, by brushing against the Saint’s leg, and Simon glanced down to see him straightening up with something sparkling in his hand which he appeared to have retrieved from under the Saint’s feet.


  “Pardon me,” said Mr Eade, “but I think the lady who was with you dropped this.”


  “She wasn’t with me,” said the Saint, gallantly forbearing to quibble over whether she should be called a lady. He looked more closely at the green bauble dangling at the end of the chain of stones and recognized it at once from the way she had drawn attention to it with her fidgeting. “But I’m pretty sure that’s hers.”


  Mr Eade held the item up to admire it more carefully.


  “A magnificent stone,” he remarked. “Not in the necklace itself—those are real diamonds, quite nicely mounted, but very small and not very good. Notice how the settings make them look about three times their actual size. But the eme rald …” He whipped out a loupe from an inner pocket, screwed it into his eye, and peered through it at the pendant. “Yes, undoubtedly genuine. A rather shabby antique setting, but a stone that would be worth at least thirty thousand dollars in today’s wholesale market.”


  He handed Simon the necklace and removed his magnifying monocle with an apologetically awkward laugh.


  “Excuse me being so professional,” he said. “But I’m in the wholesale jewellery business myself, and I never seem to be able to get away from it. Everyone who hears that I’m in it has something they want to ask me about.”


  He produced a card which confirmed, with all the authority of tasteful engraving, that he was indeed a wholesale jeweller, with an address in New York City which not even a native of Manhattan could have stated positively, without going back to look, was an impossible location for premises of that kind.


  “Maybe you’d enjoy meeting the dame who lost this,” Simon said. “I don’t know her from Eve, except that Eve must have been a lot more attractive, or Adam would never have goofed off. But a ruin well plastered with fancy rocks.”


  Mr Eade pursed his lips sympathetically.


  “That type, was she?”


  “Definitely. And fortissimo.”


  “That’s the way it goes,” said Mr Eade, as one philosopher to another. “At the Taj Mahal, where I’m staying, I had the misfortune to run into some good customers of mine who really should go back to the Indians—East or West Indians, whichever would accept them first. They buy jewels psychopathically, like an alcoholic always wants one more drink, or a hillbilly comedian who just made the big time doesn’t only want a Cadillac, he’s got to have three. Of course they’re wonderful clients to have, but sometimes I think—”


  What Mr Eade thought, aside from the necessity of naming a hotel where he could be reached, and skilfully impressing it on his interlocutor with a mnemonic twist which only an outright cretin could have forgotten, was cheated of utterance by the abrupt return of the dowager they had been discussing, who came blundering through the crowd with her eyes on the ground and a haughty disregard for the people she jostled, casting to one side and the other like a bird dog, until she appeared to scent the necklace which Simon was still holding, and plunged towards it with a shrill yip worthier of a coon hound than a pointer.


  “Thank you very  much,” she said, snatching it from his hand. “I suppose you were wondering if you’d have more chance of getting a reward if you turned it over to the management or if you tried to find me personally.”


  “Madam,” said the Saint, “I assure you—”


  “And that’s giving you the benefit of the doubt,” she said malignantly. “From the way you were looking at it, you could just as well have been trying to make up your minds whether it was worth keeping and saying nothing about at all. Well, for your information, even though the pendant is only something I took a fancy to in a junk shop, the necklace is real, and it’s insured for eight thousand dollars.”


  Mr Eade gave a slight but perceptible twitch and exchanged glances with the Saint.


  “If you’ll forgive me,” he said with some reluctance, “I’m afraid you’re very ill advised about that pendant.”


  “I wear it because I like it,” she retorted, testing the catch and then refastening the coruscating collar around her neck. “And that’s all that matters to me, even if I only paid twenty dollars for it.”


  “But as a qualified appraiser and professional jeweller,” persisted Mr Eade painfully, “it’s my duty to tell you that—”


  “Oh, so that’s your racket. The things some people will do to drum up business,” she commented, almost as if she was on the verge of accusing him of having caused her to lose the necklace in the first place. “Thanks very much, but when I’ve got any work of that sort I’m not likely to give it to someone I just picked up in a bar.”


  She dug into her purse, came out with a couple of crumpled dollar bills, and tossed them on to the counter.


  “But here’s a drink for you, anyway, so you can’t complain that you didn’t get anything for your trouble,” she sneered, and was gone, ploughing like a Juggernaut through the patrons who were not quick enough to give her gangway.


  Simon was the first to regain his voice.


  “You see what I meant?” he murmured.


  “Charming.” Mr Eade shook his head numbly and incredulously. “Never once let either of us finish what we were trying to say. And to think she may never find out what that twenty-dollar ornament is really worth.”


  “I suppose you couldn’t have been mistaken?”


  “Positively not. You have to know about emeralds, especially with the synthetics they’re making now; but that’s my job. I examined it with a powerful glass. She may have found it in a junk shop, where the dealer didn’t know what he’d got—you hear stories like that, though I never came this close to one before. But if she wanted to sell it, I’d pay thirty thousand dollars cash for it right now, because I know I could turn right around and sell it to those people I was telling you about for fifty thousand.” He shrugged and smoothed out the crumpled currency on the bar. “What shall we do about this?”


  “Since we had to take the insults anyhow,” said the Saint, “we might as well swallow the last one.”


  Mr Eade signalled the barman to replenish the Saint’s glass and ordered himself a temperate St Raphael. They toasted each other perfunctorily and then lapsed into one of those brooding silences which Mr Eade was so adept at engineering.


  “Why don’t you go after her and try to buy that thing?” Simon asked finally.


  “After the way she behaved, could you force yourself to throw that much money into her lap?”


  “You could make a nice profit.”


  “You mean, by bidding for the necklace and letting her throw in the pendant?” said Mr Eade, just in case Simon had overlooked that angle. “Unfortunately, it would be most unethical for me to do that. As a professional; if I didn’t offer her a fair price, and anything ever came out about it, it would finish me in my business. It wouldn’t be the same as a layman doing it, who couldn’t be accused of taking unfair advantage. He could always claim he was just lucky.” Mr Eade tilted his glass again meditatively. “Well, let’s hope that some day she sells it for ten dollars to another junk dealer and some more deserving person has the good luck to pick it up.”


  Simon lighted a cigarette and puffed at it in a jerky way that was exactly the kind of symptom Mr Eade liked to see.


  “Suppose someone else brought it to you, in the next day or two—I mean, someone who might have heard us talking, for instance,” he said clumsily. “Would you think you were obligated by those professional ethics to ask how much he paid for it?”


  “In an ideal world I suppose I might be,” said Mr Eade thoughtfully. “But being human, and not being directly involved, I’m afraid I’d feel that it’s a kind of poetic justice when such an unpleasant person gets taken, and I wouldn’t feel bound to ask any awkward questions.”


  He emptied the rest of his glass slowly, to ensure the pregnancy of the pause, and put it down, and only then permitted his eyes to twinkle.


  “But you’re not likely to run into her again—not if you’re lucky, that is,” he said with an air of completely amiable understanding. With the interlude thus closed, he consulted his watch.


  “And now, according to my astrological chart, this is the most favourable hour for me to match my fate with a roulette wheel, so if you’ll excuse me …”


  He drifted away, intuitively certain of his histrionic triumph to a degree which would have made a stage actor’s most coveted ovation seem pallid and hollow.


  Simon Templar was no less satisfied with his own performance. He did not bother to go looking for the odious matron, or even worry about whether she would find him again, for he knew that his portrayal of the beatified Simple Simon infected with cupidity and dazzled by the potentialities of his own newly discovered acumen was as polished as it had ever been in the days when he used to exploit it more frequently, and he was confident that an angler like Mr Eade could be relied on not to let such an obviously well-hooked fish escape the gaff.


  He was toasting himself tranquilly by the pool the next morning when the woman came by.


  She wore a flowered romper-style play suit that looked like a badly fitting slip cover on her, but she was still jewelled as if for a night at the opera.


  “Are you sitting out in this heat because you like it, or to give you an excuse to exhibit your beautiful physique in the hope that some stupid woman will fall for it?” she inquired.


  He gazed back at her with scarcely veiled dislike in his cold blue eyes—because that would have been expected of him.


  “I like it,” he said, unsmiling. “And I can always hope.”


  “Don’t look at me. I’m not stupid. I know all about men who are too good-looking for their own good.”


  Her painted face was even harder in daylight, and her voice had lost none of its cultivated acidity. She twisted and tugged at the necklace and pendant she was still wearing, in the nervously irritable automatism which had first made him notice it; and suddenly it came loose and fell through her fingers to the ground.


  “You go on like that,” said the Saint, without moving, “and one day you’ll really lose it.”


  She used a short sibilant word which no lady should have in her vocabulary and picked up the string of gems herself. She fiddled with the catch in sharp, angry movements which suggested that she only wished it had been an animate object that she could have hurt.


  “I shouldn’t ever wear it at all. It’s jinxed, that’s what it is. I’ve lost it before, and had it stolen once, and each time it’s cost me money to get it back. Even last night I had to buy you a drink. And while I was away from the table, my number came up twice in a row. I ought to know better. I got it from my last husband, and he was never anything but bad luck. God damn the stinking thing,” she broke out, at the peak of her gradual crescendo of fury. “Now the catch is really busted. And you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to take it right downtown this afternoon and sell it—if I can find an honest jeweller anywhere in this clip town.”


  She glowered at him suspiciously.


  “You got anything to say about that? You think I wouldn’t?”


  “I didn’t say a word,” Simon protested.


  “When I decide anything’s no good for me, I junk it. Whether it’s a piece of jewellery or a husband, or anything else. They can all be replaced. How do you like that?”


  “It’s okay with me,” said the Saint. “But if you’re not kidding about selling that necklace, how much would you take for it?”


  “What’s that to you?”


  “I’m a used-car dealer. A trader. I might make you an offer.”


  “I don’t want a used car.”


  “I’m getting married pretty soon, directly my divorce comes through. My girl likes jewels, and you might give me a good buy.”


  “I told you last night, it’s insured for eight thousand dollars.”


  “That means you couldn’t get more than four for it at the most, if you had to sell it.”


  She studied him shrewdly between narrowed lids. “What did you say your name was? I wouldn’t take less than five.”


  “Sebastian Tombs,” he said equably. “And I’ll split the difference with you. Fortyfive hundred. Cash.”


  “Show it to me,” she scoffed. “If you’ve got it.”


  “I’ll have to wire my bank in Tucson. But I can have it this afternoon.”


  She dropped the necklace into her bag and shut it with a snap that matched the saurian clamp-up of her mouth.


  “I’ll look for you in the lobby at four,” she said. “But don’t think I’ll be surprised if I don’t see you.”


  Simon freshened himself with a languid swim in the pool and went back to his room, from which he made a call to the Taj Mahal.


  “Were you serious about what you said last night, about the pendant that gruesome old witch was wearing?” he asked.


  Mr Eade chuckled with unfeigned delight. “Don’t tell me you’ve stolen it!”


  “I think I can buy it. Would you still be in the market for it?”


  “Certainly. I never joke about business.”


  “Can I bring it over to your hotel, say about four-thirty?”


  “I have an engagement to play golf this afternoon,” said Mr Eade, glancing hastily over a summary of plane schedules. “And then with the usual drinks at the club, and I’d like to get showered and changed … Could you make it seven o’clock, and consider that an invitation to dinner?”


  The Saint made another phone call, enjoyed a leisured lunch, and then drove downtown. But he was back and waiting in the lobby of the Persepolis punctually at four o’clock and had to cool his heels for ten minutes before he saw the woman sailing towards him like a runaway galleon.


  “All right,” she said aggressively. “Have you got it all, or are you going to give me a song and dance?”


  He handed her an envelope, and she counted forty-five bills and pointedly verified that each individual one was of the correct denomination. Then she opened her purse and brought out the necklace.


  “Okay, here you are.”


  He stared at it in dismay.


  “But the pendant—”


  “I didn’t say that went with it. I bought that myself. And anyway, it’s only junk.”


  “But it looked perfect with the necklace, somehow,” he protested. “That’s what appealed to me.


  I wouldn’t want the necklace without it.”


  She leered at him with insulting cynicism.


  “And I suppose you’ll tell your girl it’s a real emerald, too.” She let him suffer for an artistic moment and said: “Very well, you can have it But it wasn’t included in the price. It cost me twenty dollars, and that’s what I want for it.”


  The eagerness with which he fumbled for a twenty-dollar bill imposed a severe strain on her facial self-control, but she kept her mask of misanthropic disdain intact while she exchanged the pendant for the money, although she trusted her voice to remain in character for no more than a grudging “Thank you” before she turned and stalked away as if he had once again ceased to exist for her.


  In their room at the Taj Mahal, a three-minute taxi ride away, Mr Eade, dressed for travel, was smoking a thin cigar and turning the pages of a cheesecake magazine. Their bags, packed and ready to go, stood by the door.


  “Couldn’t have been easier,” she said, in answer to his mildly interrogative eyebrow.


  She opened her bag and counted him out twenty-three hundred-dollar bills, and he scrupulously gave her fifty dollars change.


  “How long have we got, Copplestone?”


  “Our plane leaves at five-forty,” He checked his watch. “I think we should leave for the airport in ten minutes at the most.”


  “Then I’ve got time to take some of this war paint off.”


  She disappeared into the bathroom and was quite surprisingly transformed when she came back. Without the excess jewellery and the flamboyantly clashing scarf which she had worn like a shawl collar, she was acceptably dressed; and with only normal make-up she was neither the harridan of the Persepolis nor the prim executive secretary of the Hollywood studio, but a very ordinary middle-aged woman—a chameleon waiting to be prodded into its next coloration.


  “I don’t know what I’d do without you, my dear,” said Mr Eade sincerely. “We make a perfect team.”


  “As long as there goes on being a sucker born every minute, we’ll do all right,” she said. “A couple more jobs like this and that Yarmouth dame, one after another, and we ought to be able to take a nice long vacation.”


  There was a knock on the door, and Mr Eade opened it almost unthinkingly, and certainly without concern.


  “Mr Eade?”


  The man who stood there was unknown to him, but something about his bearing had a chillingly familiar air, which became an icy clutch around Mr Eade’s heart as the man flipped open a wallet to exhibit a gold metal star pinned inside. While Mr Eade sought achingly for breath, the man came on in.


  “And Mrs Eade, I presume?” he remarked politely. He turned back to the door. “Come on in, Mr Tombs.” Simon Templar followed him. “Is this the guy who gave you the pitch about the emerald?”


  “That, Lieutenant,” said the Saint concisely, “is him,”


  “What is this all about?” demanded Mr Eade hollowly.


  The Lieutenant dissected him with distantly unfriendly eyes.


  “You should know all about it, Copplestone,” he said with a cruelly sarcastic inflection. “Unless you’ve been luckier all your life than you deserve. The usual bunco rap. Mr Tombs isn’t so dumb. He figured what you were up to and came to see us this afternoon. I was in the lobby, and I witnessed him giving Mrs Eade the money and her giving him the necklace. We followed her back here and waited outside the door till I’d heard enough to wrap it up double. You want me to recite it, or are you going to say Uncle?”


  “You can enjoy the technicalities on the City’s time,” said the Saint gently, “Having delivered the case into your lap, I’d just like my money back.”


  The Lieutenant reached out for Mrs Eade’s purse and emptied its contents onto a table, but what he presently sorted out made his face crinkle in a comical mixture of astonishment and perplexity.


  “Eleven thousand eight hundred and eighty dollars in cash and traveller’s checks,” he said.


  “But only twenty-two of those marked hundreds you gave her.”


  “This is rather ridiculous,” Mr Eade argued weakly. “Mr Tombs made a deal, on his own initiative—”


  “For something that was represented as a diamond necklace, alleged to be insured for eight grand.” The Lieutenant produced it from his pocket and flung it down. “This here is a piece of paste that you couldn’t insure for eighty bucks. And that’s fraud, Pappy. Have you got the rest of that dough? If you have, we’ll find it.”


  Mr Eade sadly extracted the other twenty-three bills from a distended wallet. Simon picked up the total and added one more green leaf from the pile on the table.


  “That’s the extra twenty she squeezed out of me for the pendant,” he explained. “Some of that other lettuce will be part of the ten grand they got from Mrs Yarmouth, and no doubt Copplestone has the rest of it. I guess they kept everything split fifty-fifty—more or less. You’d better impound it, anyway. I’ll call Mrs Yarmouth right away and tell her it’s safe and have her go to the police in Los Angeles and get the extradition machinery started.”


  Mr Copplestone Eade, after a long reproachful gaze at his spouse, turned with a sigh and conjured further wads of negotiable paper from various pockets. He was above all things a practical man and knew when to abandon a line that would obviously get him nowhere.


  “Here is five thousand dollars,” he said. “My wife, I’m sure, will be glad to contribute the other five. As you surmised, we split fifty-fifty—more or less. Shall we be realistic? Extradition proceedings can be tiresome. And trials can be lengthy, and embarrassing to all parties. And during all that time the money would be tied up by the Court. Don’t you think that if she got it all back at once, like you’ve got back yours, she could be persuaded to drop the charges?”


  Simon Templar only gave an impression of pondering this.


  “Well, I did only tell her I’d try to get her money back,” he admitted.


  “But you have to think of yourself, of course,” said Mr Eade, with increasing benignity. “I know a little about you private eyes. You’re getting a good fee from Mrs Yarmouth, naturally, but the publicity of an arrest might be even more valuable. Would—say—two thousand dollars compensate you for that?”


  “Two thousand dollars,” said the Saint blandly, “from each of you, might.”


  He collected seven thousand dollars from Mr Eade, and seven thousand more from the pile on the table, and only then seemed to become aware of the fourth person who was now speechlessly watching the proceedings.


  “This is all right with me,” he said, “but I still don’t know how the Law feels about it. After all, I’ve taken up a lot of his afternoon.”


  “Perhaps a thousand dollars for yourself, Lieutenant?” suggested Mr Eade, overanxious with incipient relief.


  The officer almost choked.


  “Now I’ve heard everything,” he boiled over. “First it turns into legal blackmail, if there is such a thing, and using me for an accessory—and now you’d like to make me a partner too. Thanks, but you can keep the rest of your dirty money. You’re lucky I don’t get promoted for making arrests. My job is just to keep this town clean of grifters like you, who’d give it a bad name. But don’t miss that plane, Mr Eade, and don’t let me ever run into you again, or you won’t get off so easy!”


  “Why on earth did you have to turn down that extra G-note?” Simon complained later.


  “At least it would have paid for the special plane you had to charter to get here.”


  “I thought the scene was more convincing that way,” Howard Mayne said. “Anyhow, I was only helping you out for Aunt Sophie’s sake. I don’t think I’m ready for a life of crime yet.”


  The Saint grinned.


  “You’re wasting a lot of talent,” he opined. “But I hope Copplestone sees you in a movie some day when you’re a star and realizes how good you really might have been as Don Juan Jones.”




  The happy suicide


  The advertisement said:


  GALLOWS FOR RENT. Strong, excellently constructed. Only $10 a day, exclusive occupancy. Rope free. Do it yourself. Box 13, Miami Gazette.


  “It was a gag,” Lois Norroy said, perhaps rather unnecessarily.


  She had a nut-brown sun tan that contrasted quite startlingly with blond hair of a pale platinum shade that the human follicle hardly ever manages to sustain much beyond infancy without chemical assistance; and this, combined with a figure of noteworthy exuberance in the upper register, made her look more like the popular conception of a movie star (or rather, perhaps, that anomalous creature known to the trade as a “starlet”) than an extremely able and somewhat cynical writer of the lines that made such dumb belles seem wise, witty, or cute, which she was.


  “You see, Paul was one of these do-it-yourself fiends,” she explained. “It was his one relaxation, the only pastime that could take his mind completely off his job. Where other fellows would’ve kept a library or a stable or a harem, Paul kept a workshop—to rest in. But it was a shop that any professional craftsman would’ve been glad to settle for. If there’s any tool or gadget he didn’t have, it’s only because he hadn’t heard of it. So when he decided he wanted this lamppost out by his barbecue, of course he had to make it himself. He did it very functionally and seriously, and he swore it wasn’t until it was finished that he realized how much like an old-fashioned gallows it looked.”


  But only that morning Paul Zaglan had been found dangling by the neck from his own unintentional gibbet, with an overturned stepladder under him, in the barbecue-patio of his house in one of the less pretentious developments north of Miami, and only thus for one day had succeeded in crowding his more famous brother in the headlines.


  “Then we started kidding about it,” Lois Norroy said, “and that advertisement was the result. It was Paul’s own idea, but we all agreed it might bring some goofy answers. And he thought they might give him some ideas or some gags he could use in a show.”


  “So after all, it still only took his mind off his work the hard way,” said the Saint.


  He had no reason to be quite so cynical; but if we must be technical, he had not much reason even to be there at all. Don Mucklow had invited him to help ferry a boat to Grand Bahama and stay over for some fishing, but a strong northeaster had started to blow and forced them to postpone their sailing. Then, when they were circumnavigating nothing more hazardous than the smorgasbord at Old Scandia, Don had run a collision course with Lois Norroy and introduced him. After that, being what she was, it would have been too much to hope that she would forget him when Paul Zaglan’s suicide added an unexpectedly lurid newsworthiness to the assignment she was already working on. These things were always happening to Simon Templar, and sometimes he felt he was getting quite used to them.


  “But you don’t have to be so utterly flip about it,” Lois said rather edgily.


  “It’s true, though, isn’t it?” Simon protested mildly. “When he built this thing he was trying to forget his job, but it turned right around and started giving him ideas. Which only proves that when Destiny has you by the ear it isn’t much use wriggling.”


  “Then why don’t you  relax and enjoy it?”


  A certain most unsaintly gleam came into Simon’s blue gaze.


  “It seems to me,” he murmured, “that that Oriental advice was originally given on a rather different subject. Now if that’s what you have in mind, darling—”


  The editors of Fame  magazine would have found it hard to believe, but Lois Norroy actually blushed.


  “I mean,” she said hastily, “why don’t you step in and solve the mystery?”


  “Because, for one thing, as I tried to tell you when you were trying to set me up for a Fame story—and in spite of a lot of popular myths—I am not a detective.”


  “You’ll do until a better one comes along.”


  Simon gave her a cigarette.


  “I don’t think the local Joe Fridays would like to hear you say that,” he drawled. “But even if you’re determined to suborn me with outrageous flattery, what makes you think there’s any mystery to solve?”


  She looked at him with improbably steady and challenging brown eyes.


  “You must have been fairly close to a few suicides before this,” she said. “But did you ever know one who was completely happy just before he did it?”


  “How sure are you of that?”


  “Remember, I was with him all yesterday afternoon and evening, until he went home about eleven o’clock. We were still working on the Portrait. At Ziggy’s.”


  This statement was not as cryptic as it may sound to those who were never addicts of Fame magazine, which at that time was at the peak of its somewhat transitory success. Devoted to the most intimate discussion and dissection of current celebrities, it was a lineal descendant of the lurid scandal sheets that had swamped the newsstands a few years before, but like many a child of murky parentage it had risen considerably above its origin. Although it catered to the same appetite for gossip and revelation, it was much more dignified, much more discriminating, and therefore on occasion much more deadly. But it was not necessarily destructive ; it enhanced at least one reputation for every three that it undermined; so that there was never any lack of professional exhibitionists who were eager to play Russian roulette with their futures by cooperating to become the subject of one of the Portraits which were the main monthly feature of Fame,  with their caricatures emblazoned on the cover, and a synoptic biography and assessment inside to which no closeted skeleton was sacred. And for this treatment Paul’s brother Ziggy was an ineluctable natural.


  Since Fame  magazine has long ago published its devastatingly competent capsule of Ziggy Zaglan, this chronicler is not going to try to top it. Let it simply remain on the record that a man who lacked every imaginable (or should it be imaginary?) asset of good looks and good voice, agility or ingenuity, wit or charm, talent or temperament, was able for a stretch of months which it would only be agonizing to enumerate to stay at the top of every popularity poll or rating system devised to assure timorous sponsors that their commercials were interrupting the entertainment of a satisfactory number of bleary-eyed slaves of a TV set. He was one of those preposterous phenomena which afflict the public once in a generation like an epidemic: he resembled no other performer, living or dead, and indeed there was a cadre of diehards which forlornly maintained that he was not a performer at all, but millions of 100 per cent American housewives would have taken a Trappist vow sooner than they would have missed their daily dose of Ziggy Zaglan.


  He was also important enough to be able to dictate his own working conditions, which he took advantage of to do his show for nine months in the year from Miami Beach, where he had established his legal residence for the two most seductive reasons that Florida could offer: its climate and its freedom from state income tax. As a result, several members of his permanent team had been constrained (perhaps not too reluctantly) to follow suit and had moved their homes to the same fortunate area, though not to the identical gilded neighbourhood. Perhaps the most inevitable of these was Paul Zaglan, a brother, who had the main writing credit on the show.


  “I’ve always wondered,” said the Saint. “Who was the brains of the act? Granting that some kind of brains were involved, of course.”


  “It wasn’t Paul,” she said. “Paul was a wonderful guy, and a terrific worker, and he had lots of brilliant flashes. But the personality that came over to the public was always Ziggy’s.


  Paul was the carpenter. He gave Ziggy scripts with a solid framework and lots of interesting angles, but they’d never have got off the ground until Ziggy added his own curlicues and all those zany touches that seem to send half the half-witted public.”


  “I gather that this doesn’t include you.”


  She shrugged.


  “Would anyone buy curlicues with nothing to hang ‘em on?”


  “Or scaffolding with nothing on it?”


  “All right,” she said sharply. “Maybe I just liked Paul better as a person. I used to know him fairly well in New York, before Ziggy was big enough to move down here—before I even went to work for Fame.” 


  Simon slanted an idle eyebrow at her.


  “Okay, what happened last night?”


  “Ziggy and Paul had been working on the show all afternoon, except when they were being interrupted by Ted Colbin—that’s Ziggy’s agent—and the man from the network, Ralph Damian. There’s a big hassle going on about a new contract, so they’re both down here to fight it out, so that every time they reach a compromise on something they can take it straight to Ziggy and see if he’ll buy it.”


  “Ziggy is so biggie?”


  “With a hey-nonny-nonny and a cha-cha-cha. So Monty and I—”


  “Take it easy,” pleaded the Saint, “I’m meeting people too fast. Who’s Monty?”


  “Montague Velston,” she said. “My partner on this assignment. This is the third Fame Portrait we’ve worked on as a team … We’d just been stooging around, watching the antics and making our own notes. That’s the way we operate when we’re getting one of those candid snapshots of an alleged genius at work.”


  “Thank you for warning me,” Simon said. “I had a hunch all along that—”


  “We had dinner rather late, about a quarter of nine. After coffee Paul said he was bushed and went home. Ziggy was just warming up—he starts nibbling dexedrine after lunch, and by the time everyone else is folding he’s opening up. He went in the den and started his final rewrite on the next script. He always does that himself, after everything’s been hashed out with Paul and the rest of the gang. That’s when he adds those unique touches that make the Ziggy Zaglan show.”


  “So everyone else went home too?”


  “No no. After all, we only had hotels to go to, and it was cosy enough at Ziggy’s, and the drinks were free. And he’d said, ‘Don’t go away, I’ll be through in an hour or two, and you won’t even miss me. Monty and Ted started playing gin rummy, and Ralph went on the make for me.”


  The Saint remained politely expressionless.


  “And?”


  “It could only be verbal skirmishing, of course, with Monty and Ted in the room. He turned the radio on to an FM station that was playing Viennese waltzes, very softly, so it wouldn’t disturb Ziggy, who was typing a blue streak in the next room, and gave me his best intellectual line. I kept him going for almost an hour, for my own education, but when he realized it was only an academic interest he got restless.”


  “Men are so selfish, aren’t they?”


  “About the same time Ted Colbin was getting tired of losing to Monty, so he was quite receptive when Ralph suggested they ought to catch the last show at the Latin Quarter and case the talent.”


  “That sounds a trifle unchivalrous,” Simon remarked.


  “Oh, naturally I was invited to go along, which gave me the chance to beg off without costing him any face. Monty was still in a sport shirt and said if he went back to the hotel and changed at that hour it would be into his pyjamas. So Ralph and Ted went off, leering and wisecracking.”


  “Without saying goodbye?”


  Another voice said sepulchrally: “When Ziggy Zaglan is creating, nobody but nobody interrupts him.”


  They both turned to see the slight dapper man who had come strolling around the corner of the house. He wore grey suede shoes, charcoal doeskin slacks, and a pearl-coloured silk shirt with gunmetal-tinted collar and pocket hems. Even against this carefully neutral background his face seemed colourless. He had wavy black hair, black eyes set rather close together, a pencil-thin line of black moustache, and a smooth, sallow complexion. He looked like a man that prudent strangers would hesitate to play cards with.


  “This is Monty,” Lois Norroy said, and introduced the Saint.


  Montague Velston shook hands very gently.


  “Pardon the interruption,” he said, “but I’m an amateur detective myself. When I heard that Lois had gone off with you, something told me this was where you’d be.”


  “Since you caught up with us,” Lois said, “you go on with the story.”


  “As far as I’m concerned,” Velston said, “it’s strictly filler. Lois and I sat hashing over our notes and a few other things for about an hour, and then Ziggy came out waving a script and saying he had the show wrapped up and now we should all relax. His idea of relaxing was to pick up Ted and Ralph from the Latin Quarter, and then we should all go on to some all-night strip-clip emporium out towards Hialeah where we wouldn’t need coats and ties or practically anything else except money. This I wanted like a brain tumour, but I figured that it might be part of our assignment to observe Ziggy on a bender, so I agreed to be sacrificed.”


  He had a soft and languid way of speaking which combined with his total lack of facial vivacity to keep you belatedly groping back for some mordant phrase that he had almost smuggled past you.


  “Was it worth it?” Simon inquired.


  “You would expect a constructive answer from a burnt offering? Ziggy played host to all the disengaged hostesses and bought, by my count, twentyfive gallons of alleged Bollinger. In between contour chasing at the table, he got into every act on the floor. If he hadn’t been the great Ziggy Zaglan, it would have been embarrassing. Since I’m not the great Ziggy Zaglan, I was embarrassed anyhow, but everyone else thought it was as funny as a case of hives. There were a few high spots which would slay the lads at a college reunion but which would hardly get a good yawn from the sophisticated editors of Fame.  Finally Ziggy fell asleep, about five ayem, and Ted paid out a few hundred dollars from his account and we took him home. Since then I’ve only been trying to scratch the fungus off my palate.”


  Monty Velston took out a thin cigar, gazed at it mournfully, and put it back in his pocket.


  He turned patiently to Lois again. “I still haven’t heard what really happened with you after we dropped you off at the hotel. Or was I too groggy to assimilate it when you phoned?”


  “I didn’t do a thing but sleep, and I was having breakfast by the pool when Ziggy arrived and told me about Paul. The police had called him, and he was on his way over here. I threw some clothes on and came with him. They’d taken down the—the body, by that time, but everything else was just the way they’d found it.”


  “Which was how?” Simon asked.


  The young woman shrugged.


  “Just about like now. Except for the stepladder. That was lying down. He must have kicked it over when he—jumped off.”


  She wasn’t altogether the invulnerably case-hardened reporter that she liked to pretend, he realized. There were words which evoked mental images that made her flinch momentarily before she consciously toughened herself to go on.


  The ladder was about six feet high, Simon judged, as he strolled past it. The top platform was just below his eye level. Some tidy soul had righted it and set it over some distance from the lamppost with which it must have been used.


  “The coloured woman who works—worked for Paul every day came in at nine o’clock and found him,” Lois concluded. “The police lieutenant who sent for Ziggy only wanted to ask some routine questions, mostly to find out if we had any idea why Paul did it. He didn’t get much help.”


  Simon walked slowly around the structure that had triggered the whole weird episode, examining it more closely. The resemblance to the traditional primitive gibbet was almost ludicrously exact, for essentially it consisted simply of a square upright post about eight feet high with a single thirty-inch arm projecting from the top, like an inverted L, and a diagonal strengthening brace between the two members: it was easy to see how any imagination could have been carried away by the train of macabre humour which had ended in such a deadly joke. But a detailed study compelled one to add that even if it had fallen into an artistic pitfall it had been designed with some mechanical ingenuity and constructed with professional skill. There was an electrical outlet fitted flush in the under side of the crossbar, self-protected from rain, which was evidently intended to service the lamp which was planned to hang from the bar, but the wiring to it could only pass through the centre of the arm and the upright. Simon saw that each of these members was actually made from two pieces of wood which must have been grooved down their inside length and then joined together to form the necessary tunnel for the concealed wire, but the halves had been so carefully matched and finished that only the keenest scrutiny could detect the joint.


  “You were right,” Simon observed. “He was certainly an amateur in one sense only.” He went on staring emotionlessly at the noose which still dangled from the stout iron hook under the end of the crossbar, where the lantern was obviously meant to hang, adding the last gruesome touch to the gallows outline that turned similarity into solid fact “And a jack of many trades, apparently. Carpenter, electrician—and rope handler. How many suicides would you think could tie a correct hangman’s knot? I’ll give any odds you like that ninetynine per cent of hanged suicides swing themselves off on any old slipknot that they can fumble up. But the authentic legal knot is quite tricky, at least tricky enough that I’m sure nobody ever hit on it by accident, except maybe the inventor. And this is a perfect specimen that you could use in a textbook for executioners.”


  “Very interesting,” Velston said in his toneless voice that made it impossible to tell whether he was serious or sarcastic. “Do you get any other associations?”


  “The rope is fine, new, expensive white nylon—the very best. One loose end is bound with scotch tape, the way the chandlers do it to prevent it unravelling; the other end is raw. So it was cut off a longer piece, and whoever cut it figured this piece was expendable.”


  “This is deduction?” Velston said tiredly. “But it makes sense too. What, after all, is the current market for a loose end of rope that just hung somebody?”


  “Put that needle down, Monty,” Lois snapped. “Gould you do any better?”


  “That is not in my contract. I observe and report. This material I may need some day. Mr Templar cannot possibly live for ever without being taken for a Fame  treatment.”


  “Children,” Simon interposed pacifically, “I may have an inspiration. Let’s pull a switch. I think I could sell Fame  a portrait of two of its distinguished collaborators at work on a Fame  portrait. Let me go to work on it and give you a rest from observing me. After all, I still haven’t anything to work on here.”


  “Wouldn’t you like to look around the house?” she asked.


  “Not particularly. I wish I could convince you that I’m not the Sherlock type. Cigarette ash to me is just cigarette ash; I probably wouldn’t recognize a clue unless it was labelled. I’ve bumbled around a few times and come up with some answers, but they were mostly psychic.


  And here I don’t even know what crime I’m expected to investigate. Are you sure you aren’t just trying to dream one up, so you can grab a fast and phony vignette of the Saint in action?


  If so, you should let me in on it, and I might go along with the gag—for a percentage.”


  Lois Norroy bit her lip.


  There was a moment in which both she and Velston seemed to teeter in search of a balance that had been unfairly undermined. It was Montague Velston, expectably, who recovered first.


  “This would require a fiat from the board of directors, with whom we hirelings do not sit except at bars and usually when we’re buying,” he said. “Under the circumstances, we’d better accept your proposition, Mr Templar. Anyhow, as Lois points out, we should keep our noses to the current gallstone. The reason I’m here, in fact, is because Ziggy has called a press conference at which he will distribute his quotes on the subject of Paul’s suicide without playing any favourites, and I think we should have this performance in our file. You’re welcome to join us, Mr Templar.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to turn down an invitation like that,” said the Saint, in a perfectly dead-pan facsimile of Velston’s tone.


  He took them both in his car, since Velston had found his way there by taxi. They were only a few blocks from the western end of Broad Causeway, and on the Beach side Lois gave an address which the Saint’s elephantine memory for local topographies could place within a block or two. Otherwise she sat rather quietly between the two men, as if each of them inhibited her from naturalness with the other.


  The Saint was correspondingly restrained by the hope of maintaining a neutrality which he did not feel. He had been aware of a certain warmth of unspoken friendliness growing between himself and Lois which might go on beyond this episode, but about Velston he was not so sure.


  Ziggy Zaglan’s home was almost completely hidden from the street by a high wall draped with blazing bougainvillea, and uninvited admirers were still further discouraged by a pair of massive wrought-iron gates that blocked the driveway. Velston got out and gave his name to a microphone set in one of the gateposts, and after a brief pause the gates swung open in response to some electric remote control. The house that came in sight as they followed the drive around the curve of a tall concealing hedge was in the tropical-modern style, with wide cantilevered overhangs to shade its expanses of glass and screened breezeways that sometimes made it hard to see exactly where the outside ended and the interior began.


  The front door was opened as they reached it by a white-haired Negro butler who should have been posing for bourbon advertisements, who said: “Good afternoon, ma’am and gentlemen. Mist’ Zaglan is out by the pool.”


  They went out of the central hall around a baffle of glass brick and indoor vines and came into the living room. At least, it had three-quarters of the conventional number of walls for a living room, and towards the back or inner wall is had many of the usual appurtenances, including some recessed shelves of surrealist bric-a-brac, some overstuffed furniture, a card table, a large portable bar, and an enormous edifice of bleached oak centered around a television screen supported by several loud-speaker grilles and buttressed by cabinets which undoubtedly contained as good a collection of records and hi-fi reproductive equipment as a dilettante with money could assemble. What would have been the fourth wall consisted only of ceiling-high panels of sliding glass, through which with the help of bamboo furniture an almost unnoticed transition could be made to the preponderant outdoorsiness of the swimming-pool area, which in turn expanded through almost invisible screens of the lot’s western frontage on upper Biscayne Bay and the sea wall and walk where a shiny thirty-foot express cruiser was tied up.


  In the area which clung hardest to the time-honoured tenets of living-room décor, two men disengaged themselves somewhat laboriously from the plushiest armchairs. One of them was slim and wiry, with a seamed sunburnt .face and crewcut blond hair; the other was tall and moonfaced, with a hairline that receded to the crown of his head and very bright eyes behind large thick glasses.


  “This is Ted Colbin, Ziggy’s agent,” Velston introduced the wiry one, who looked like a retired lightweight fighter. “And Ralph Damian, of UBC.” He indicated the moonfaced one, who looked like a junior professor of mathematics. “May I present Simon Templar?”


  The name registered on them visibly, but not beyond the bounds of urbane interest.


  “Not the Saint?” Damian said, looking more than ever like a recent and still eager college graduate, and not at all like the lecherous executive that Simon had visualized.


  “Guilty.”


  “I’ve had so many people tell me there ought to be a TV series about you that I’ve sometimes wondered whether you were fact or fiction.”


  “Before you sign anything, Mr Templar, if you haven’t already,” Colbin said, “I wish you’d talk to me. I’d like to give you my impartial advice, and it needn’t cost you a cent.”


  “Mr Templar insists that he has nothing to sell,” Lois said. “Not even to anything as painless as a Fame  interview, with me doing it. He’s only here now to watch Monty and me in action. But if you work on him, you’ll probably wake up and find him starting his own network and charging agents ten per cent for selling them to sponsors.”


  The Saint grinned.


  “This is a wicked libel,” he said. “I only came here because Lois promised I could meet Ziggy in person and perhaps get his autograph.”


  “He’s out there,” Damian said, “giving his all, putting a protractor on the angles.”


  His thumb twisted towards the pool area, where all that the uninitiated eye could see was a group of half a dozen nondescript men clustered around a focal point which their own semicircle of backs concealed from view.


  “How do you know that’s what he’s doing?” Simon asked curiously.


  “That’s easy. Would you like to hear it?”


  He opened a panel in the bank of record cabinets, flipped a switch, and turned some dials. In a few seconds the cracked plaintive voice familiar to everyone who had been within range of a radio or TV set, which to millions of fanatical adorers was capable of eliciting every nuance of response from guffaws to tears, came through the multiple speakers a little louder than life.


  “I’m not going to speculate on Paul’s reasons for doing what he did. Let the people who don’t really care have a field day with their guesses and gossip.”  This was the dignified, the earnest Ziggy, who sometimes came out for a curtain speech in which he begged people to give generously to the Red Cross, or to remember an orphanage at Christmas, his plea made all the more cogent by that hoarse and helpless delivery, reminding them that under the motley of a clown might beat the heart of a frustrated crusader. “Everyone knows that I’ve always maintained that an artist’s private life should be private—that after he delivers his manuscript, or walks off the stage, the world should let him alone. Paul never shortchanged any of us who depended on the material he gave us. But his own life was his own show—to coin a phrase—and if he chose to finish the script where he did, we haven’t any right to ask why.” Here came the gravelly catch in the throat, burlesqued by a hundred night-club comedians in search of something foolproof to caricature. “The only sponsor he had to please is the One who’ll eventually check on all our ratings …. How does that sound?” Another voice, less readily identifiable as Damian’s said: “Pretty lustrous, Ziggy. I only wonder if that last touch isn’t extra cream on the cereal—”


  Damian flicked the switch again, silencing the record, and said himself: “We ran it through a couple of times before the newsboys got here, of course. With a property as big as Ziggy, you can’t shoot off the cuff.”


  “May we quote you?” Velston asked.


  “I’d be wasting my breath if I asked you not to, so I only hope you’ll do it correctly. I shall repeat my exact words to your charming collaborator, as a precaution.” Damian glanced around, but Ted Colbin had edged Lois away to the other side of the room, where they seemed to be talking very intensely but inaudibly. He turned back to the Saint, with a disarmingly juvenile kind of naughtiness sparkling in his eyes. “Are you shocked, Mr Templar? I’ve admitted that Ziggy Zaglan’s interview on his brother’s death was rehearsed like any other public appearance. Isn’t that a sensational revelation?”


  “You must wait till I try out a few answers to that,” said the Saint amiably.


  Outside, the group of men by the pool was breaking up. They began to straggle away towards some exit which bypassed the living room. One figure was left behind, the smallest of them all, a sombre silhouette in dark-blue slacks and polo shirt gazing into the sunset.


  Then, a moment after the last reporter disappeared, the lone little man turned and began walking towards the house, with increasing briskness, until he rolled aside one of the screen doors and almost bounced into the living room.


  “It was all right,” he wheezed. “It played like an organ. I could feel it. But I need a drink.”


  His skin was tanned to the healthy nut brown which was everything that the Florida Chamber of Commerce could ask of a professional resident with a yacht and a pool, but his build was a trifle pudgy and he had a little pot which he did not try to disguise. In fact, it was an asset when he slumped his shoulders and assumed the dejected question-mark stance which was one of his most effective mannerisms. His face could best be compared to that of a dyspeptic dachshund. He had hair that looked like the first attempt of an untalented wigmaker. This is not to say that he had a comedian’s natural advantage of looking funny.


  He looked like a mess, a rather unpleasant mess with a bad disposition, whose hangdog air was a shield that only served to ward off the indignation of bigger and better men. This at least was the screen personality that the American public had taken to its bosom in one of those absolutely implausible weddings of mother instinct and perversity which have been the Waterloo of every would-be prognosticator of the entertainment market. This was Ziggy Zaglan, in whom almost nobody could find any requisite of success except that millions of people were crazy about him, He was halfway to the portable bar when he noticed Simon and skidded to a stop. He elected to play this in dumb show, with pointing finger and interrogative eyebrows.


  “Mr Simon Templar,” Damian said. “Your summer replacement.”


  “I brought him,” Lois said, detaching herself from Colbin. “He wanted to meet you,” she said rather lamely.


  Zaglan got it. He drew circles over his head with one forefinger, his eyebrows still questioning.


  The Saint nodded.


  Ziggy scuttled behind the pushcart bar and cowered there, peering from behind it in abject terror. Then he picked up a bottle, aimed it like a gun, pulled an invisible trigger, and staggered from the imaginary recoil. Recovering, he inflated his chest, preened himself, and drew more halos over his head, only this time as if they belonged to him.


  It was as corny as that, but everyone had some kind of smile.


  “Have a drink, Saint,” Ziggy said, putting out his hand. “Scotch, bourbon, or shine?”


  “I’ll take some of that Peter Dawson you just blasted me with.”


  Ziggy dropped ice cubes into glasses with one hand while he simultaneously poured with the other.


  “The first one, you’re a guest. After that it’s every man for himself. Nice to have you aboard.”


  He raised his glass, saluted quiveringly, and turned back to Ralph Damian. As if nothing had interrupted him and the Saint had been disposed of like the turned page of a magazine, he went on: “Listen, Ralph, it came to me out there: this ties in perfectly with a new opening I had in mind for the next show. We know that by then the whole world has heard about Paul. Why isn’t there something better than the old Pagliacci routine and the show must go on? Why not come out and face it? Now suppose I opened the show with something like I had for this press-conference bit. Then I go on: But you’ve all read how Paul didn’t seem depressed when he said goodnight to us. So whatever else was on his mind, he must have been satisfied with the ending of the script he’d written for himself. Just as he was satisfied with the script we’re going to do tonight—”


  Simon felt a nudge and turned to find Colbin at his elbow.


  “Can I talk to you for a minute?” said the agent.


  “Why not?” said the Saint “Everyone else has.”


  Colbin steered him out on to the pool terrace, deftly collecting a highball along the way.


  “I hate bullshooting,” Colbin said bluntly. “So I’ll come right out with it. What are you doing here?”


  “You heard—”


  “I heard what Lois said, and what you said, which was two loads of nothing. The way I dope it out, Norroy and Velston are dragging you along just to see if you’ll stir up anything they can use. Even if you don’t do anything, they can hang half a dozen speculations and innuendoes on you, and since it’s a fact you were here the readers will believe that where there’s smoke there’s fire. That’s Fame’s  oldest trick. I think you’re smart enough to know that. So I dope it that either you’ve got nothing but time to waste, or you think there may be something crooked in the deal.”


  “Why do you dope it that I’d tell you?”


  “Because I might be useful.”


  The Saint’s blue eyes probed him dispassionately.


  “You’ve got an investment here,” he said. “Ten per cent— maybe more—of an awful lot of money. Why would you want to help anyone who might even accidentally turn up something that might jeopardize it?”


  “Because I’m an old-fashioned big-dealing sonovabitch,” Colbin said without animosity. “I play all the old copybook maxims, right down the line. ‘If you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em.’ I know that nobody ever scared you off or bluffed you off, if you thought you had hold of something. So why should I beat my brains out trying to be the first? So I’ll help you. I’m hoping there’s nothing you can dig up that’ll damage my property. But if there is, I want to be the first to know. Perhaps I could show you a deal.”


  “I haven’t offered anything.”


  “Okay. ‘Nothing venture, nothing gain.’ What can you lose? I’ll play my hand, you play yours. But I’m putting my cards on the table. Help yourself. From all I’ve heard about you, if anyone gives you a square shake, you do them the same courtesy. That’s all I’m asking.”


  “Since we’ve agreed to no bullshooting, Ted—how do I know about your shake?”


  “Try me.”


  Simon took out a cigarette and lighted it, taking plenty of time.


  “Well, Ted,” he said, “what’s all this about how happy Paul Zaglan was, just before he topped himself?”


  “I’d say he was walking on air,” Colbin answered. “I mean metaphorically, before he tried it for real. He’d just delivered his last script and quit his job with Ziggy.”


  Simon raised his eyebrows.


  “Was that something to celebrate?”


  “Now he was going to write what he’d always wanted to.”


  “The Great American Novel—or The Play?”


  “Anything, later. But first he was going to get eating money by selling his memoirs of Life With Ziggy.”


  It sounds like a nice fraternal parting gesture.”


  “They were only legally brothers. You could find that out quick enough. Paul was the elder, but he was adopted. Later on the parents were surprised to discover that they could make one of their own, after all. That was Ziggy. But all his life Paul took care of him. He’d promised the mother he would—the father died while they were kids. It was Paul’s way of paying her back for taking him out of an orphanage and raising him in a real home.”


  “Until last night he decided he was all paid up?” Simon murmured.


  “Until the day before yesterday, when she died. I guess that’s when he really started to feel happy.”


  The Saint was luckily accustomed to surviving jolts that would have staggered the ordinary mortal.


  “No doubt he was anticipating a humdinger of a wake,” he said.


  “She’d been very sick for a long time,” Colbin said stonily. “Cut out the phony bullshooting sentiment and anyone would call it a merciful release. But it was a release for Paul too. He could stop being a brother to Ziggy.”


  Two thin parenthetic wrinkles cut between the Saint’s brows.


  “I must have missed that—at least, I didn’t notice anything about it in the papers.”


  “You wouldn’t have. It wasn’t the same name. She married again after the boys were grown up.”


  “Even so, I’d’ve thought—”


  “Her second husband went to jail as a Red spy. Very likely it was as big a shock to her as anyone—anyhow, she wasn’t indicted with him—but you know how these things go with the public. It wasn’t a relationship that Ziggy would want to advertise.”


  Simon released a very long slow trail of smoke.


  “But you knew it”


  “Ziggy got drunk and cried it out on my shoulder when the story broke. About the husband, I mean. He thought his career was finished, and I was ten per cent as worried myself. But somehow the connection never came out.”


  “Then why are you telling me?”


  “To prove I’m levelling with you,” Colbin said, and took a swallow from his glass. “Norroy and Velston may trip over it some day, by accident, but they won’t find it by hard work because they don’t work like that. You’ll find out, if you cared enough; so I’m only saving you the trouble. But you won’t spill it to Lois or Monty just for kicks. ‘The leopard doesn’t change his spots.’”


  “Some great philosopher launched that one,” said the Saint. “When did Ziggy see his mother last?”


  “I don’t think he ever saw her after that. He couldn’t risk it, could he? Be reasonable, man.


  But I know he called her on the phone quite often. She understood.”


  Simon Templar took a last deep pull at his cigarette and put it down in the ash tray on one of the marble poolside tables. He stared abstractly at the darkening blue bay, beyond which the deceptive sky-line lights and neon tints of Miami were beginning to twinkle, striking the high points off the gleaming chrome and glistening varnish of Ziggy Zaglan’s trim speed cruiser tied alongside the sea wall. Now he could read the name lettered on her transom: she was called, almost inevitably, the Zig Zag. 


  “Yeah,” said the Saint vaguely. “I’m sure.” He could have been talking to himself, until he turned. “Do you know where I can make a quiet phone call?”


  Colbin pointed, with an air of complete confidence.


  “Over there, the way the reporters left. Around the corner, you’re in the hall, and the phone’s in an alcove on the right. I’ll wait here for you.”


  Simon made no commitment but threaded his way between a vine trellis and some potted palms and located the phone without much difficulty. He had a little more trouble finding the man he wanted to talk to, but there were few places where the Saint did not have his own odd connections, and in Miami they were especially various.


  In a comparatively few minutes he had been deviously and electronically introduced to the Beach medical examiner.


  “Certainly he was hanged, Mr Templar,” was the official statement.


  “Any other injuries?


  “Nothing that I noticed, though of course I didn’t look very hard. The larynx was ruptured, but that often happens, particularly with a heavy man.”


  “There’s no chance that he was throttled first and then hung up there?”


  “Not unless he was garrotted with the same rope. And I think even that would have left a different kind of mark. Yes, I’m sure of it. But death was definitely due to strangulation.”


  “His neck wasn’t broken?”


  “No.” An increasingly puzzled note crept into the doctor’s voice. “May I ask what you’re driving at?”


  “I’ll tell you at the morgue tomorrow,” said the Saint. “I think you’ll be there again.”


  He went back out to the pool terrace, where he found that Lois had joined Colbin. They both dropped anything they might have been discussing directly he came in sight and waited expectantly for him to talk first. It happened to be conveniently easy to address them together.


  “You were both right,” he said. “I was led into this by the nose, so it’s too late to tell me to keep my nose out of it. But I soon found there were so many paradoxes in this set-up that I was very nearly ready to believe that one more would turn out to be like the rest—just normal. Until it dawned on me that I’d only been looking at it upside down.”


  “I have to read this sort of thing every time I pick up a paperback book,” Colbin complained. “I guess it must be the only way to do it.”


  He had made himself comfortable on an aluminium and plastic long chair, and Lois was sitting on the end where his feet were up. The whole setting, from the boat at one side to the living room in which the other three men were now lighted as if on a stage, was straight out of House & Garden. 


  “Everyone here is a fugitive from type casting,” Simon explained imperturbably. “Lois could be taken for a lot of things, none of which is a female writer. Her partner, Monty Velston, looks like the popular picture of a cardsharp or a con man . You’re a big-time agent, but you might be an ex-jockey. Ralph Damian is a network vice-president, but he could pass for a junior-college teacher. Ziggy looks like—well, frankly, nothing. Maybe it should have a big N … What did Paul look like?”


  “A bear,” Lois said.


  “Weighing?”


  “Oh, more than two hundred.”


  “About two-thirty,” Colbin estimated.


  The Saint kindled another cigarette.


  “All right. Among all these contradictions, I couldn’t go up like a rocket over a suicide that didn’t look like a suicide. Even though Lois tried to tell me he was too happy. After all, I thought, maybe that’s the way they kill themselves in show business. But you added a lot of detail, Ted, that I couldn’t slough off. And about that time the light struck me. I try to tell everyone I’m a mystery moron, but it finally got even me. It wasn’t a suicide that didn’t look like a suicide. It was a murder that didn’t look like a murder.”


  “Ah.” The ice cubes rattled in Colbin’s glass as he drained it. “Thanks for the elucidation.


  And you know who?”


  “I think so.”


  “Do we have a deal to talk over? “


  “No deal, Ted. Not for cold-blooded murder of a happy man. There are too few of them.”


  “Okay. If it’s a square shake, okay. Let’s have it.”


  “Let’s go inside,” Simon said.


  Lois Norroy got to her feet, her eyes fixed on him frantically as if she was dying to ask something but couldn’t. Simon took her arm and turned her quietly towards the living room.


  The deck chair creaked as Colbin hoisted himself up with a sigh and followed them.


  Plate glass sliding on noiseless rollers let them into another world as silently as a film dissolve.


  Zaglan and Damian stood with highball glasses in hand, listening raptly to a voice which came from the battery of speakers, which was still Ziggy’s but with improved resonance. Velston sat in a chair a little apart, also nursing a tumbler and listening with no less attention, if with a more cynical air.


  The voice was saying: “It’s the oldest cliché there is in the theatre, that the show must go on. But we’ll try to give it a different reading, which I think would be more like what Paul would have told us: Let’s go on with the show!” 


  Ralph Damian was rubbing his chin, pursing his lips judicially, saying: “I don’t know, Ziggy. It still sounds a bit—”


  “Flatulent?” Colbin rasped.


  For a stunned second after that he had everyone’s undivided attention, and he did not waste it.


  He said: “Anyhow, the Saint’s got another different idea of what Paul would want. He thinks Paul was murdered.”


  Since the bombshell had been dropped for him, Simon Templar resignedly made the best use he could of it and took a moment to observe the reactions. Ziggy’s, almost fatefully, was the most stereotyped and the most exaggerated. His eyes bugged and his mouth fell open. Damian switched off the playback machine, and his eyes sparkled fascinatedly. Montague Velston even looked interested.


  The Saint tidily eased some ash off his cigarette and said deprecatingly: “It wasn’t my original idea, but it grew on me. I didn’t start turning psychological handsprings the first time I heard that Paul seemed too happy to commit suicide. However, I’ve heard a few important details since which made it pretty unarguable.”


  Ziggy brought his chin up off his chest at last, so abruptly that it squeezed the horizontal lines of his mouth.


  “What details?” he demanded; and his eyes turned so that they almost switched the question to Colbin.


  “Nothing that would have to come out if the rest of the case was clean,” said the Saint quietly. “But I’d already started squinting sideways at some of the other details. First, Paul’s lamppost—or gallows, as it turned out to be. An unusually neat and ingenious piece of homework, certainly put together by someone with a good mechanical mind. Then the noose—if you’ll pardon my enthusiasm—a beautiful professional job, which very few amateurs could tie, not even good carpenters like Paul. But the gallows was already there, and it wasn’t planned for a gallows. Someone else might have tied the noose. Someone else who had an interest in knots and who’d bothered to learn some.”


  “Like me?” Damian suggested, the edge of derision barely showing through a mask of polite intelligence. “How did you know I kept a little sailboat on Long Island Sound?”


  “Shoot me,” Colbin said. “I should of kept quiet about the stretch I did in the Navy in the last war, after the draft caught me.”


  “Tell him about me, fellers,” Ziggy implored frantically. “Tell him how I can’t even tie up a Christmas package. Tell him I only have a boat because it looks good out there in the publicity pictures. Tell him I can’t even wear a clip-on bow tie without it comes undone.”


  The Saint smiled, with a patience he did not feel.


  “To be more concrete,” he said, “I just talked to the medical examiner who did a pro forma autopsy on Paul. He confirmed that Paul died by strangulation, which could include hanging. He wasn’t throttled by hand. His larynx was ruptured—if you’ll all pardon the gruesome details. But his neck wasn’t broken.”


  “What is this supposed to mean to us laymen?” Velston asked, with strenuously inoffensive tolerance.


  “Only that a guy who apparently liked to do everything just right, whether it was putting together a lamppost or a scaffold, and who must have been one of the few suicides who ever swung in a genuine hangman’s knot, must’ve turned awful clumsy and stupid at the last moment if he couldn’t think of any better way to finish the job than to step off a low rung of a six-foot stepladder and choke himself slowly and miserably to death, instead of jumping off the top and getting it done with a quick, clean broken neck.”


  “Would you expect a man who’s upset enough to commit suicide to be as rational about it as that?” Damian objected.


  “If he was calm enough to tie that knot, I would,” Simon replied.


  Colbin crossed to the liquor trolley and refilled his glass. “What the man means,” he said, “is that someone grabbed hold of Paul, who was twice as big as any of us, and hung him up there.”


  “After hitting him a jude out on the Adam’s apple which would make him helpless and also start his strangling,” Simon said calmly.


  They all thought about it with reluctant but increasing soberness.


  “Did you tell him we once did a Portrait on a judo expert, Lois?” Velston asked. “With his hints on self-defence for determined spinsters. I remember, that was one of them. But of course, two million other people read it in Fame,”  he added hopefully.


  The attempt fell rather flat.


  “When did Paul die, Saint?” Lois asked.


  “That was my first question,” Simon answered. “As practically everyone knows now, no doctor can examine a corpse and say, ‘He died three hours and twenty minutes ago,’ like they used to in the old detective stories. How closely they can hit it depends on the climate, and what the body died of, and a lot of other things. The guy I talked to wouldn’t stick his neck out—if you’ll pardon the expression—any further than that it was somewhere between eleven last night and one this morning, give or take an hour or so at either end.”


  Everyone could be seen doing mental arithmetic on that. “Then that clears all of us, at least,” Damian said in a tone of relief. “We were all together, more or less, for hours before and after that margin.”


  “That’s true,” said the Saint. “But if this was a premeditated job, it was meditated by someone who knew about that gallows-lamppost. And the advertisement I saw only came out yesterday, and it was under a box number. That doesn’t make it top secret, but it does limit the field.”


  “We all knew about it,” Lois said. “Paul had us all over to his place for cocktails two days ago, and that’s when we were kidding about it and the idea for the advertisement came up.”


  “Except me,” Ziggy put in quickly. “I wasn’t there. I had a date with—”


  “But you heard about it.”


  Colbin turned around with a sudden angry break in his dour composure.


  “Where are we getting at with all this bullshooting?” he snarled. “Let’s say it and the hell with it: most of us had some reason to shut Paul up, because of the damage he was threatening to do Ziggy—”


  “Not me,” Velston said. “I love Ziggy like Pasteur loved rabies, but for him I wouldn’t murder a maggot.”


  “How do I know what you wouldn’t do to stop someone scooping you with a scandal?” the agent retorted. “How do I know you weren’t jealous because Lois was getting too chummy with him? Or if Lois had a grudge against him for something that happened when they knew each other before? And who the hell cares? We don’t have to go through all this crap about motives, because all of us have got perfect alibis.”


  All of them turned to the Saint again, only now they seemed far more comfortable than they had been for some time. It was as if Colbin’s outburst had enabled them to throw off a lurking doubt which had been privately oppressing each of them, letting them take deep breaths and begin to relax again.


  But, somewhat disconcertingly, Simon Templar was still the most confident and relaxed of all.


  “Therefore,” he said equably, “the alibis may not all be perfect.”


  “Mine is,” Ziggy croaked. “It must be good for about twelve hours. I was here before dinner, and all through dinner, and then I was working for a bit, and then—”


  “You went into the den, but can you prove that you stayed there and worked?”


  A stricken expression that was unintentionally one of the funniest grimaces he ever made came over Zaglan’s face.


  “I was belting the typewriter all the time. Everyone must of heard me.” He appealed to the others. “You all heard me, didn’t you?”


  “They heard a typewriter,” said the Saint. “For about an hour—which was enough time for you to have run over to Paul’s, by car or even across the bay in your boat, and done everything we’ve talked about, and come back. May I look in your den?”


  Zaglan nodded, dumbly, pointing to a door in a side wall.


  Simon opened it, glanced in, and came back. He said: “There’s a tape recorder on the desk, which I suppose you use to try routines out for sound. You seem very fond of that method.


  But it could just as easily have played back an hour of typewriter music which you’d recorded in advance, and you already had everyone scared to death of interrupting you when you’re having an inspiration, so there was no risk that anyone would even knock on the door.”


  “You’re nuts,” Zaglan said hoarsely. “If you can find a tape recording anywhere in this house with typewriters clicking on it, I’ll eat it. I’ll be the first guy to have a tapeworm with sound effects.”


  “That’s not the right answer, Ziggy,” Damian said, his eyes glittering with alert anxiety.


  “Everyone knows you can run a tape back and erase everything on it in a few seconds.”


  “Whatya trying to do, frame me?” Ziggy squealed. “You sold out to another network?”


  He tore at his hair in quietly cosmic desperation, his rubbery features contorting like those of a baby preparing to cry, until a brain wave rolled over him as transparently as an ocean comber.


  “So after I knocked Paul out with the judo, I dragged him up a ladder and stuck his head through a noose. Me, weighing a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. Tell ‘em, Ted,” he pleaded desperately. “Tell ‘em how I sprain my wrist if I swat a fly. Tell ‘em about my hernia—”


  “Take it easy, little man,” said the Saint hastily. “I’d already thought of that. I suppose you could theoretically have done it all, but only with the help of a lot of gadgets and gimmicks which are much too complicated for my simple mind. I’ve only put you through the wringer this much because by all accounts you seem to be rather a heel, and it may do you some good. But I was using you mainly to prove how deceptive an alibi can be. Now I have to wreck the whole time-honoured alibi, system.”


  Ziggy Zaglan was too dazed, or relieved, to be insulted. He sagged back against the nearest supporting piece of furniture and gulped: “You do?”


  “I mean, according to the tired old detective-story rules. If any of you ever read them, which I suspect you have, you know the convention. An alibi is an alibi is an alibi. Even if only one other character corroborates it, it’s an alibi. In detective stories, for some reason, it isn’t supposed to be kosher to have two characters in cahoots. The villain is always a lone wolf. But in real life it’s usually the opposite. When a good police officer hears a cast-iron alibi, the first thing he wonders is what might be in it for the supporting witness. I keep telling everyone I’m a lousy detective, but I have talked to some good ones.”


  Montague Velston tugged some folded paper and a ballpoint pen out of his pockets.


  “This,” he said, “I have got to get verbatim.”


  “So I started thinking about the other alibis where they were thin. For instance, while there was an hour where Ziggy was only represented by a tapping typewriter, there was also an hour where you and Lois only have each other to testify that you were both sitting around here.”


  “But even if we’d wanted to—to do it, for any reason,” Lois said breathlessly, “we couldn’t have. I mean, how could we tell when Ziggy would decide to quit working? It might’ve been in two hours, or ten minutes, or even in ten seconds he might’ve come bouncing out to get a drink or ask us to listen to something!”


  The Saint nodded cheerfully.


  “I thought of that too. And I may say, darling, that I felt a lot better when I convinced myself that you weren’t in on the deal. But then I had to start thinking about Ted and Ralph, who also were their own best witnesses for more than an hour. And when Ted took me aside and began selling Ziggy shorter than anyone, it made more sense all the time.”


  “Sure,” Colbin scoffed. “That’s how I got to be a big agent, selling my clients short.”


  “You could always get other clients, but you only had one neck. You’d try almost anything to protect your property, but if it went sour the property could take the rap. You thought you had it made until I showed up, and then you got a wee bit panicky and started coppering your bet too fast. You always had that way out in mind, of course, from the time you swiped a piece of new rope from Ziggy’s boat. But you were hottest of all when you sized up Ralph Damian as a bird of your own feather. He’d provide the alibi you thought you ought to have—according to all those paperbacks you read—and on top of that you could see how useful it might be to have a big wheel at UBC tied to your wagon. What percentage of your percentage of Ziggy did you have to promise him to sell the deal?”


  “This is all delightfully libellous,” Damian said, with his bright eyes dancing. “Does he have any assets, Ted? We should be able to sue him for everything he’s got.”


  The Saint sighed. It was a pity, he thought, that there were still a lot more detective-story clichés which he hadn’t yet had time to extirpate. But he could keep working at it.


  “You must talk it over with your lawyers,” he said agreeably. “I know they’ll be glad to hear that you expect to have some way of paying them. But first they’ll have to get you off this murder rap. Perhaps you’d better phone them right away, because the cops are planning to pick you both up after you leave here. The only reason they aren’t banging on the door now is because the Ziggy Zaglan show is such good publicity for Miami Beach that they want to keep him out of it as much as possible.”


  “Who did you talk to when you went to the phone?” Colbin challenged shrilly. “Anyone but this hick medical examiner?”


  “Only an old friend of mine, the sheriff, Newt Haskins. He told me that a more elaborate autopsy, with an analysis of Paul’s digestive tract, which I didn’t mention before, had pinned down the time of death pretty closely around midnight,” said the Saint prophetically. “At that time you two were supposedly on your way to the Latin Quarter. But then they checked the car-park attendants,” he went on mendaciously, but with unwavering assurance, “and found that you didn’t get there until very much later, in fact only a short while before Ziggy and Monty came to drag you out. And then they went back to make another check at Paul’s—they must have arrived right after Lois and Monty and I left—and they found that like any good gadget man he also was wired for sound. He had his plaything running when someone dropped in last night, and the sound track is a bit confusing, but—”


  “You moronic crummy little fast-buck promoter,” spat out the network executive, glaring brilliantly at the haggard little agent. “You said it was foolproof, but—”


  “I didn’t know there were such fools as you,” Colbin said wearily.


  Simon Templar shrugged, and backed away from the argument, and went in search of the telephone again to call an old friend, the sheriff, Newt Haskins, whom he had not yet talked to. It was not altogether unfortunate, he thought, that some of the oldest clichés were still paying off. As long as they could still be used to make the ungodly trip over their own tongues, he would probably have to go on taking advantage of them.


  He also hoped he would be able to get his part wrapped up in time to move on to an equally venerable but more pleasurable cliché, which would call for taking Lois Norroy off to dinner as a preliminary.







  The good medicine


  “DON’T YOU ever feel foolish about telling people you’ve retired and don’t want to get in any more trouble?” David Stern asked.


  “About as foolish as I feel when I’m asked whom I’m planning to swindle or slaughter next,” Simon Templar admitted.


  “That’s a fine way to talk to an influential newspaper owner who is also buying you a magnificent dinner.”


  “I’ve never asked you to use your influence for me, Dave. And I also notice that you apparently didn’t want to be seen with me in one of the more widely advertised food foundries that bring tourists to New Orleans from every corner of the continent, according to the guidebooks.”


  The newspaper owner grinned.


  “If you lived here, you might like a change from that fancy cooking too. And I can’t imagine you acting like a tourist anywhere.”


  They were in Kolb’s, on St Charles Street, a restaurant whose cuisine favours (as the name implies) a tradition Teutonic rather than Creole. Thus, by a paradox of environment, what might have been commonplace in Leipzig became actually more exotic in Louisiana than the famous establishments that emphasize their French background.


  “Don’t think I’m complaining,” said the Saint, making happy inroads on some tenderly baked duckling bedded in sauerkraut. “But you should know better than to introduce an Ulterior Motive into this pleasant session—unless it is young, beautiful, and of course uncooked.”


  “Like, for example, the specimen at the corner table that you have so much trouble keeping your eyes off?”


  “Well, for example.”


  “I think he calls himself the Marchese di Capoformaggio, or some such name. But I only know what I read in the columns I buy. Possibly he’s as phony as any Balkan prince of the pre-war crop. But she seems to like him—at least as of the last press releases.”


  “Thank you,” said the Saint politely. “You are a salt mine of information. And now, as a purely incidental item, who is she?” 


  “As if I didn’t know that was the one you were interested in. That is Elise Ashville.”


  “The  Elise Ashville?”


  “Of course.”


  “Hell,” said the Saint with great patience, “who the hell is the  Elise Ashville?”


  Stern was honestly surprised.


  “You really don’t know? She owns Ashville Pharmacal Products, Inc.—one of our bigger local industries. They make patent medicines. Juven-Aids. VervaTonique. Dreemicreem.  You must have seen them advertised, at least.”


  “Gawd, who could help it? But I never had any reason to notice who made ‘em.”


  Simon looked towards the corner table again. The woman who sat there with the pale-blond, delicate-featured, expensively tailored and shirted and accessoried type, for which a previous generation’s graphic term “lounge lizard” has never been bettered, was not constructed to the conventional specifications of a female tycoon. Even to refer to her as a “woman” seemed slightly heavy, although the much-abused word “girl” was equally inapplicable. She could easily have passed for much less than thirty and could not have ranked forty by the most vicious estimate: the Saint would have personally favoured the lower estimate, being a man and vulnerable to certain figures, of which she had a honey, unless the couturiers had cooked up some new gimmicks which could falsify even such a candid décolleté as she was wearing. Incontrovertibly above that she had a face of petulant but exciting beauty, capped by a casque of darkly burnished copper hair. If she could have walked many blocks outside without eliciting an appreciative whistle, it would only have been in a blackout that coincided with a dense fog.


  She was completely aware of the boldly appraising way that Simon had been looking at her, he knew, and he did not have any impression that it displeased her at all. He observed that she did not seem to have brought it to her escort’s attention, as a woman will when she is annoyed by such a scrutiny.


  “I’d never have visualized her in a dispensary,” Simon remarked. “Or at an industrial board meeting, for that matter.”


  “Don’t let that Vargas build fool you. As I hear it, she did most of the originating of those concoctions. And as a business woman, by all accounts, she’s sent some big wheels back with their kingpins wobbling.”


  “Tell me more.”


  David Stern hospitably refilled the Saint’s glass from the bottle of Alsace-Willm Gewürztraminer in the ice bucket beside them.


  “I don’t go in much for gossip, but this seems to be pretty factual …”


  Whatever else she was rumoured to have been before, or on the side, Mrs Elise Ashville had certainly been a waitress at the soda fountain of Richard Ashville’s modest neighbourhood drugstore until she married him and began to infuse her ambitious energy into his humble business. Until then, reportedly, he thought he had already attained his personal pinnacle when he became the proprietor of a store of his own (subject to a reasonable mortgage) and had been prepared to bumble placidly through his declining years retailing the standard nostrums, scraping the standard profit off cokes and comic books, and compounding such prescriptions as came his way. He was a gentle and unassuming man whose ailing mother had successfully monopolized him until she died shortly before Elise came to work for him, by which time he was well into an unsophisticated middle age; and he had been mildly astonished when this gorgeous creature accepted the proposal which his glands forced through his shyness.


  It was not long after an exhausting honeymoon, however, that he discovered that her concept of a woman’s part in a partnership was more vigorous than his mother’s in more ways than one. Browsing along the shelves while he was taking stock after closing one night, she said: “I was reading an article about what a terrific profit there is in some of this stuff, how the ingredients in a bottle that people pay more than a dollar for are worth maybe only five cents. But you  only make a little bit of that profit. Why don’t we put up our own mixtures and make all of it?”


  Mr Ashville painstakingly explained to her that the public would not come in and ask for these mixtures unless it had first been conditioned to think it needed them, by lavish promotion and advertising, on which the manufacturers spent a fantastic amount of the apparent gravy, “Phooey,” said the dynamic Elise. “They’ve got a lot of overhead and stockholders to pay, too. We can put a small ad in the local papers for a few bucks and bottle the stuff ourselves.”


  From there on it was the kind of homespun success story beloved by the Reader’s Digest, except that the end products would never have earned the endorsement of that periodical.


  Not that there was anything actively poisonous or even especially deleterious about the pills and potions put out by the Ashville Pharmacal factory—the Food and Drug Administration would have seen to that, even without the help of Mr Ashville’s unreconstructed conscience—but neither would they do anyone much good, other than psychologically. This trivial imperfection, however, did no perceptible harm to the sales.


  Juven-Aids (“To help restore that youthful feeling”) contained, for instance, only a few B-vitamins, harmless amounts of phosphorus and nux vomica, and minimal quantities of a common ataraxic; but hundreds of thousands were swallowed, three times a day after meals, by customers who were convinced that they felt better for them, or at least that they would have felt worse without them.


  Dreemicreem (“For the skin a queen might envy”) was something that Elise herself whipped up, literally with an egg beater, in the beginning, out of a detergent, an astringent, some mayonnaise that had gone rancid, and a cheap perfume to disguise it: smeared on myriads of hopeful faces, just before washing with plain cold water, according to the instructions, it undoubtedly cleansed their pores as effectively as any soap and could not have left any more wrinkles than were there to start with.


  VervaTonique (“Blended from the same herbs and fruits to which many ancient philosophers attributed the secret of long life and vigour”) also assayed 25 per cent alcohol by volume, if you could read the smallest print on the label; so that any of its highly respectable addicts, which included staunch supporters of the WCTU, who knocked back an ounce of it whenever they felt enervated, as the directions suggested, were benefited by the same jolt as if they had belted a good highball down to the halfway mark, without any moral qualms to detract from the resultant euphoria.


  Elise turned out to have an unsuspected executive instinct, as well as a positive genius for skirting the law by juggling words into the kind of advertising claim that hinted exuberantly at miracles and only on the closest analysis could be proved to have promised practically nothing. In three breathtaking strides the local enterprise had grown to statewide, to regional, and finally to national dimensions, with the assistance of some frightening financial parlays; but it rode such an unbroken run of luck that in only five years it was in what Dun & Bradstreet called “a sound progressive condition” and could let its managing directrice draw a lavish stipend and a lush expense account with no protest from its creditors.


  “So what’s wrong with that?” Simon inquired. “It’s hardly retailing gossip to say that they started on a shoestring and boiled it into oceans of slop that they’re selling at the price of soup. Maybe their ethics are dubious, but I can’t help feeling that the suckers they sell to are almost fair game.”


  “Without getting into that argument,” said the publisher, “the rest of it is a bit less equivocal.”


  Mrs Ashville, whose personality and tastes had been expanding as rapidly as her business, had begun to find the time and inclination for a more glamorous social life, which she indulged with increasingly frequent and protracted visits to New York, Palm Springs, and Miami Beach, where she became a regular feature of the café society columns, which reported her holding hands with a number of different squires whose impressive-sounding titles were usually better known than their credit ratings. When even the diffident Mr Ashville rebelled against being thus publicly cuckolded, at least by inference, and suggested a divorce, she obliged him promptly. It was only then that he was reminded, by coldly practical lawyers, that she owned outright the controlling percentage of stock in Ashville Pharmacal Products, which had been founded almost indulgently as a toy for her to play with, that he had even laughingly signed a document that she brought him in the early days specifically declaring that he did not in any way regard it as community property, and that the most he could claim from the Corporation, aside from his rights as the personal holder of one paid-up share, would be the few hundred dollars he had advanced to get it started.


  “So she got everything,” said the Saint. “That seems to be the story in most American divorces. But for a change, there almost seems to be some justification for it. As you tell it, she was the brains of the act. She dreamed it up and put it over. He was only the first stepping-stone. If she outgrew him after that, and wants to prove she’s arrived by splurging on aristocratic gigolos, it may be deplorable, but I guess it’s her privilege.”


  “I understand they paid him two thousand dollars.”


  “She might have been more generous,” Simon admitted.


  “He’d sold the drugstore long ago, of course, when the medicine business began to take all their time. But that was already community property, and whatever it fetched went into expanding the business. When the breakup came, he was several years older, and he wasn’t young to start with. To be exact, he was fifty-five at the time. And that was two years ago.


  Not the ideal age to make a fresh start, with no capital.”


  “Tough,” Simon said reluctantly. “But—”


  “Soon after that he came down with TB. Then it wasn’t even a matter of starting over.


  When his money ran out, he had to become a charity patient in the State hospital. He’s there now.”


  The Saint blinked.


  “Don’t look up,” Stern said, “but she seems to have signed the check, and they’re headed this way. Do you want to be introduced?”


  “Yes,” Simon said, assiduously finishing his plate. “If you can bring yourself to gamble your good repute on my alias.”


  “Who do you want to be—Sebastian Tombs?”


  “I think the Count of Cristamonte might appeal to her more.”


  He was only just able to say it in time, and then she was at the table. Even before he raised his eyes with carefully measured nonchalance, his senses were aware of a perfume, a warmth, a physical presence that seemed to send out vibrations from its own high-voltage charge.


  “Relax, darling,” she said, as the newspaper proprietor stood up. “I’m not going to slap you, or even make a scene.”


  “It never occurred to me that you would,” Stern said with easy courtesy.


  “I don’t mean for some of those scandalous columns you’ve published—I know you only print what the syndicates send you. I mean, though, I hope you don’t think I’m sore at you for picking on me in that editorial the other day. How did it go?—‘Louisiana’s industrial potential should not be judged solely by the unfortunate publicity earned by the personal antics of certain of our prominent commercial citizens!’ And everyone knows that I’ve had more publicity than any other commercial citizen of this town. That was a little bit snide, darling.”


  She had a naturally husky voice, and she had adapted to herself some of the mannerisms of a famously mannered Southern actress, but an interpretation of her own softened and sugared them.


  “It’s all right, I know you can’t admit you were referring to me,” she went on before the other could admit or deny anything. “Especially before witnesses. But you know the Marchese isn’t my attorney.” For the first time she made a show of noticing the Saint. “What about your  friend?”


  “The Count of Cristamonte,” Stern said with the obligatory gesture. “Mrs Ashville.”


  The momentary widening of her eyes might have been hard to measure without a micrometer, but Simon did not miss it. They were brown eyes with flecks of green, and there were hardly any telltale wrinkles around them. Even at close quarters her skin had the clear and silky texture coveted by the users of Dreemicreem.  There was no doubt that simply as a female she was what almost any male would have classified to himself as a Dish.


  She put out her hand with more than conventional cordiality and said: “Oh, a distinguished visitor getting the VIP treatment. Please don’t be scared by anything I was just saying, about Mr Stern. You couldn’t be in better hands. I was only kidding him, in our crude American way.”


  “You don’t have to explain,” smiled the Saint, with the barest trace of some vaguely European accent. “I’ve been in America before. And for the pleasure of meeting you, I would forgive David anything.”


  She had left her hand with him when he bent over it, and it took her that long to withdraw it, as if it were something she had forgotten. She had not bothered to present the Marchese to anyone, and he was trying to appear elegantly inscrutable and aristocratically bored in the near background, to which he was strategically relegated by Mrs Ashville’s uncooperative back and the space limitations of the aisle which burdened waiters and bus boys were trying to use as a thoroughfare.


  She continued to look the Saint over, not a whit less candidly than he had been studying her a few minutes earlier.


  “How long are you here for?”


  “To my sorrow, only a few days.”


  “I’m sorry too. Very sorry.” She turned back to Stern at last with a smile. “Don’t worry about losing my advertising, darling. As long as your circulation figures hold up, you can make all the jokes you want to about me. Just don’t knock the product … And be careful where you take your handsome friend. He should go back to Europe remembering nothing but the best of this town.”


  With a last flashing glance at the Saint she swept on. Her pallidly aesthetic escort followed like a reactivated toy towed by a string, with a coldly perfunctory inclination of his head towards the table that had interrupted their progress, as he went by.


  “That’s a lot of woman,” Simon observed as they sat down again. “She transmits like a long-range radio station—and it isn’t only music. I can see where a little guy in a corner drugstore wouldn’t have had much chance.”


  “She’s progressed quite a bit since then.”


  “Sure. And there are movie stars who graduated just as recently from slinging hash. Some of ‘em were smothered with sables before they were quite used to wearing shoes. But more women are natural actresses than end up in Hollywood. If they’re born with the spark, and given the opportunity, they don’t take long to learn the princess routines. Cinderella had to have a fairy godmother, but all the modern gal needs is the confidence that comes with a little success and a lot of money. And I say the performance can be just as much fun if you forget the pedigree.”


  “You turn a fine phrase, my friend. But you sound as if you were trying to sell yourself.”


  “If she threw herself at me, I can’t pretend it wouldn’t be nice to have an excuse not to duck.”


  “And forget the discarded husband in the charity ward? I must have had a wrong impression, but I didn’t know you were as tough as that.”


  Simon lighted a cigarette.


  “Have you printed that story? It doesn’t seem like it, or she’d’ve mentioned it.”


  “Frankly, we only got the tip yesterday. We sent someone out to check on it today, and Ashville begged him to drop it. Said Mrs Ashville didn’t know, and he didn’t want her to.”


  “Then where did the tip come from?”


  “A sister of his who phoned us. She said Mrs Ashville knew all about it and didn’t care.”


  “Do you know if this sister could be bitter about something else? If Mrs Ashville really doesn’t know, you can’t score it against her. Has anyone asked Mrs Ashville? You had a chance to ask her yourself just now,” said the Saint “I have a top-notch editor and some excellent reporters,” said his host urbanely. “I don’t try to do all their jobs myself. I was only telling you as much as I happened to know. You’ll have to read the rest of it in the paper—if they decide it’s worth printing. And I’m sorry if I spoiled the romance you didn’t have.”


  The Saint had to laugh.


  “And I’m sorry I can’t make you a story, after you’ve tried so hard to feed me the ingredients. But things don’t happen to me that way.”


  He was wrong, of course—any time he made a categorical statement like that, his peculiar Fate usually took it as a personal challenge and set out to make a liar of him.


  An hour later, after pancakes and coffee and Benedictine, the headwaiter who was bowing them out deftly slipped a folded piece of paper into the Saint’s hand while seeming to almost ignore him in the exchange of compliments and banalities with the important local patron. But Simon felt the warning pressure that went with this professional legerdemain and slid the note into his pocket without a visible flicker of attention.


  He managed to read it under the street lighting, with the most unostentatious casualness, while waiting for their car at the parking lot, as if it had been a list of Things To Do In Town. In a vigorous sprawling hand, it said:


  If you feel like a quiet nightcap, call me any time after eleven—Magnolia 7-5089. The name is Elise Ashville


  “Where would you like me to drop you off?” Stern asked cagily. “I’m afraid I have an important meeting first thing in the morning, but—”


  “Don’t worry, I don’t want to be shown the Vieux Carré,” said the Saint. “As a matter of fact, I took the Bourbon Street promenade last night, for old times’ sake. Maybe it’s old age creeping up on me, but the honky-tonks seem to get honkier and tonkier every year. Let’s have a quiet digestive dram at my hotel and call it a day.”


  Thus a little time passed quickly and painlessly, and a few minutes after eleven he was able to dial a pay phone in the lobby.


  The voice that answered the ring had none of the charm of the traditional Southern servitor as it snapped: “Mrs Ashville’s residence. Who’s calling?”


  “The Count of Cristamonte,” Simon said, with the accent.


  “Hold on.”


  Then after a moment it was the voice he had been expecting, electrically rich with suggestive overtones.


  “Please excuse my maid’s tone of voice. I think she thinks she’s working too late, or something. Are you ready for that nightcap?”


  “I would like to see you again.”


  “Ask any taxi driver for the Elysée Apartments. The new building. I had it named for me.


  You work the elevator yourself. On top of all the floor buttons there’s one small green button with no number. That’s my penthouse. Will you be long?”


  “No longer than this taxi will take,” he said.


  One reason why Simon Templar’s nervous system had survived his extraordinary life with so little damage by strain and fraying was that he had an amazing gift of closing his mind to unprofitable speculation. When there was obviously nothing to be gained by trying to foreguess a situation that would soon supply its own answers, he was able to simply switch off the futile circuit and wait with only philosophical anticipation for the future to unroll itself.


  He saved his prophetic energy for the occasions when life and death might depend on how many moves he could stay ahead of the game, but he felt reasonably sure that this was not that kind of game.


  He was even more sure when she unlocked the inside door at which the automatic elevator stopped in obedience to the small green button and let him step out into a room that could only have been designed by an interior decorator who had studied his subject by watching old movies on television. It cried aloud for a sinuous slumber-eyed siren in a long clinging robe, possibly fondling a tame ocelot. Elise Ashville was too palpably charged with corpuscles and vitamins for that role, and she had not even conceded to the diaphanous negligee which any writer of a certain modern school would have considered a formal necessity for such an occasion; but the suggestion of untrammelled nakedness under the demurely neck-high and ankle-deep housecoat she had changed into was no less positive and even more effective. And her approach had a refreshing timesaving candour.


  “I’m glad you weren’t too  tied up with Mr Stern, since you aren’t going to be here long.”


  “I think he was rather relieved that he didn’t have to take me on a tour of the strip-tease joints.” The Saint held his accent down to an intriguing cosmopolitan minimum, just enough to add spice to the personality he was projecting. “And your Marchese?”


  “I told him I had a terrible headache.”


  She led the way to a long, wide, deep, and unlimitedly functional couch, flanked by a coffee table burdened with bottles of almost anything except coffee, together with glasses and an ice bucket “Then the only one who must be unhappy is your maid,” he remarked. “She sounded quite annoyed about answering the phone.”


  “She was sore because I took her away from her TV set to give me a rubdown and fix me a bath and a few things like that, and then I made her wait up until you called—that was in case anyone else called first, she could say I was out. So she’ll be fired as soon as she’s fixed my breakfast. I can’t stand servants who think they ought to have union hours and rules. If a servant isn’t a servant, what are you paying for? That’s the European angle, isn’t it?”


  “Well, it was like that once. But today—”


  “I’m going to ask the employment agency for a good hungry refugee. I couldn’t do worse than with what I’ve been getting. But I won’t bore you any more with that.  Do you mind fixing your own nightcap?”


  “I thought that was a figure of speech.”


  She met the intentional challenge of his gently insolent gaze without the flicker of one mascara’d eyelash.


  “I suppose in Europe no lady would have sent you a note like mine?”


  “No, it could happen. But a gentleman would only take it as a most generous compliment.”


  “You’ve got a nice line, darling, but you don’t have to strain it. Mr Stern must have told you a little about me. I expect you’re used to getting a lot of breaks because of your title. I get them because I can pay for anything I want. And I couldn’t let you get away, because I think you’re the most exciting-looking man I’ve ever seen.”


  “Then you would not misunderstand my impatience to kiss the most exciting woman I have seen in America?”


  It was a purely Arabian Nights kind of episode that the Saint would never have dared to relate to anyone who he did not already know to be convinced that in this amazing world anything can happen; but this subtracted nothing from his enjoyment of it, since he was not in the habit of telling that kind of story.


  Churlish as it may seem to some readers, however, he did not wake up the next morning completely bemused by exquisite if implausible memories. In fact, after reviewing everything through a third cup of breakfast coffee, he found nothing more incredible than one recklessly premature pontification of his own. To retrieve that one he had to brazen out an unexpected call at a local newspaper office.


  “I thought you decided last night that there was no story in it for you,” Stern said, not without malice. “What happened to change your mind?”


  “Nothing,” Simon replied mendaciously, “except that I began to wonder if you’d think I just couldn’t be bothered. Would you care to get me those other details that you didn’t know last night?”


  “Let’s go and talk to the editor.”


  The editor was a composed and genial man who puffed a pipe in a relaxed manner that would have horrified any well-trained casting director. He said: “No, I haven’t sent anyone to talk to this sister. Since Ashville himself was so definite about not wanting the story printed, I decided to drop it. After all, if his pride is all he’s got left, and it means that much to him, we don’t have to strip him of that last shred of dignity to get out an interesting edition.”


  “Did the sister leave any address?” Simon asked.


  “Yes. I’ve got a note of it somewhere.” The editor rummaged through the papers in a tray.


  “Here it is. 4818 Alamanda Street. I think that’s out towards the hospital.”


  “I’d like to talk to her. I won’t pretend that you sent me or even let her know where I got the address. On the other hand, if I don’t think you can do any good by printing anything she tells me, I won’t pass it on to you. Fair enough?”


  The gentleman of the press exchanged glances.


  “Well,” said the editor philosophically, “since he seems to have got the address anyhow, we could call that an extravagantly generous offer.”


  Alamanda Street proved to be a channel of grimy and uninspired façades that ran for only two blocks—the impressive numbering of the houses was simply scaled to match the corresponding numbers on the boulevard which it paralleled. The buildings were old without having acquired any antique elegance and somewhat oversized without stateliness. Several of them had signs offering rooms or apartments for rent, as the owners tried to eke out some revenue from their outmoded dimensions. Number 4818 was one of these, and the Saint found Miss Ashville’s name on a card over one of the mailboxes in the hall with a pencilled note in the corner, 2nd floor back. 


  She came to the door as soon as he knocked, and he accepted that as a good omen, having been prepared to wait all day if she had been out.


  “Good morning,” he said. “Could I talk to you about the call you made to the paper, about your brother?”


  “You’ve been long enough getting here,” she said. “Come in.”


  The room to which she admitted him was large but airless, shabbily furnished but meticulously tidy. One couch had an unmistakable air of being convertible into a bed, and he suspected that the barest essentials of a kitchenette were crowded behind an anachronistic concertina door in one corner. The contrast with the penthouse which he had left less than twelve hours ago could hardly have been starker.


  “A reporter went to see Mr Ashville at once, but he  said he didn’t want anything printed.”


  “I know. And he may never forgive me for making that call.”


  She had waved Simon to a chair, but she remained standing, her hands folded together at her waist. She had black hair with grey strands in it that she must have washed and set herself, very accurately and unbecomingly, and she was probably not more than a year or two past forty, but she had the kind of untended face that any casual observer would say belonged to a nice homely middle-aged woman—without even a thought of the heartbreaks and frustrations that might be buried behind that callous classification.


  “Before you called the paper,” he said, “did you try to see Mrs Ashville?”


  “I did. More than once. But at the office she was always in a meeting. I went to her apartment, and I know she was in, because the maid took my name, but she came back and said Mrs Ashville was not at home. Just like that. Then I wrote her a letter.”


  “A rude one?”


  “No, a very nice one. I said that I wondered if she was avoiding me because she was afraid I was going to be a nuisance, either by blaming her for the divorce or trying to patch things up. I told her I could understand that, but I wasn’t the meddling kind; and I didn’t want anything from her, either. Not for myself. But I thought she ought to know about Richard.


  And I told her just how it was with him.”


  “How bad is it?”


  “The doctors don’t give him more than a year. Of course, with new drugs being tried all the time, you never give up hope … But even if he hasn’t got long, it might be a little longer, and it’d certainly be a lot less horrible, if he could be taken to Arizona or Colorado or one of those places.”


  “Didn’t she answer that?”


  “Yes,” said Miss Ashville grimly. “She answered. That’s what I want to show you.”


  She went to a drawer in the battered but carefully polished bureau and brought back a letter. It was on the very heaviest pearl-grey stationery, with a very large engraved monogram in gold in one corner surrounded by a corona of twinkling effects which at the first glance would have been taken for stars but on closer scrutiny proved to be tiny coronets. It must have betrayed a powerful fixation, he thought.


  The aggressive but agreeable perfume that still clung to the paper, and the impetuous self-indulgent sprawl of writing, both connected with still very lively memories; but the tone was altogether different.


  Dear Miss Ashville, 


  I’m sorry to hear of Richard’s bad luck—which I think and hope you may be exaggerating slightly—but I must say I’m surprised he should take this sneaky way, of getting his sister to write begging letters for him.


  After all, getting divorced is for better or for worse like getting married. He made a settlement which satisfied him at the time, and he can’t keep trying to go back on it whenever things aren’t going well for him, or when would it ever stop? 


  If either of you thinks you have any legal claim on me, please talk to my lawyers who will know how to deal with it. 


  Yours truly, 


  Elise Ashville. 


  “Brrr,” said the Saint.


  “You see?” said the homely sister. “Of course I’m prejudiced, but she just can’t be a nice person.”


  “Did you ever talk to the lawyers?”


  “I did not. You know very well I’d have been wasting my time. That’s what people like her have lawyers for. Besides, Richard hasn’t any legal claim. I know it, and she knew it when she said that.”


  Simon glanced at the letter again.


  “Had you quarrelled before? ‘Dear Miss Ashville . . . Yours truly’ —as if you’d never even met.”


  “We haven’t. Not to this day. I was abroad when they got married. I went to work for the Berlitz school in Brussels not long after the war, teaching American English—did you know that they teach both kinds? I only gave it up and came back when I realized that Richard might need someone to take care of him. I’m glad I did, but I wish I’d saved up more money.


  What I had put away didn’t go very far.”


  “Have you talked to a lawyer of your own? I should think any sharp operator could cook up a case that ‘d at least be good enough to get into court and that wouldn’t be good publicity.


  Her lawyers might easily advise her to fork out something just to avoid that.”


  She shook her head definitely.


  “That couldn’t be done without Richard signing complaints and summonses and knowing all about it, and he’d never do that. He’s that kind of fool, but I love him for it.”


  “Then what did you think the paper could do?”


  “There’s a kind of pride that wouldn’t ask for charity, like Richard’s,” she said, “and another kind that can’t bear to think of a wicked woman getting away with what she’s done, without letting everyone know the rottenness of her. That’s my kind. I’ve read about her in the gossip columns since I’ve been back, going to the parties and the fancy restaurants, and always with some prince or baron or something, and it makes me boil over inside. If you print those stories, I think you ought to print the other things that are just as true. Perhaps it won’t do Richard any good, I’ve got to resign myself to that anyhow, but it’d be an eye opener to some of her fine friends.”


  “I’m afraid,” said the Saint cynically, “that nothing would shock most of them, except if she ran out of money.”


  “Do you think I’m just being vindictive?”


  He considered her levelly.


  “Yes. And I thoroughly approve. I often think the world could use a lot more vindictiveness—only I’d rather call it righteous indignation. I had to see you to make up my mind, but you’ve convinced me—you and this letter—that something has to be done.”


  He gave the letter back to her, and she took it reluctantly.


  “Then why don’t you keep it and publish it?”


  “I can’t.” Simon had not forgotten his promise to Stern and the editor, and he kept it scrupulously. “I hope you won’t think I’ve taken advantage of you, but I never said I was a newspaperman. I just let you assume it. My name is Templar, and I am sometimes called the Saint.”


  Even though she had spent the last ten years in Belgium, the durability or the international scope of his reputation was reflected in the enlargement of her eyes.


  “You … But how …”


  “I have ways of hearing all sorts of things,” he said glibly. “Don’t ask me how I got interested in your brother’s case, because I couldn’t tell you the truth. But I’m going to work on it”


  “If there’s anything I can do to help you “


  “I wouldn’t be bashful about asking, believe me. But I don’t know yet what can  be done.”


  But already, under an air of vaguely discouraged perplexity, his brain was racing. “The only thing I’m sure of is that, given enough time, I usually dream up something.”


  When he phoned Elsie Ashville, after lunch, she answered the ring herself, but her voice was cold and almost unrecognizable until he gave his fictitious identity. Then it became warm and languorous.


  “Darling. When do I see you again?”


  “What are you doing?”


  “Getting ready to go to the office. Got to make a few decisions and do a few chores. But for this evening, you name it.”


  “What about your Marchese?”


  “He can dry up and blow away. He woke me up at nine o’clock this morning, calling to ask how my headache was. I told him I had a wonderful night but he was spoiling my beauty sleep.” She laughed, intimately. “I’ll tell him I want to be alone and go to bed early tonight, to make up for it. Whatever you say.”


  “I was teasing,” he said. “I have to catch the plane to Chicago in two hours, to see about a deal there. You remember, I told you yesterday I was not entirely a gentleman of leisure.”


  “I don’t remember you telling me anything about your business. We were much too busy, weren’t we?”


  “For me, to mix business and pleasure is mixing champagne and vinegar. The result is all vinegar, no champagne. I prefer us to be all champagne. You will still be here next Tuesday, if I can finish talking to these dreary pill makers and fly back?”


  “You’ve got a date. But what  dreary pill makers?”


  “I shall tell you when it is all over. Until Tuesday, then, most wonderful Elise!”


  He figured that that should be just enough to keep her nagged by an intermittent but persistent bug of curiosity, which by Tuesday should have piqued her to an ideal pitch of receptivity. But just in case it should torment her into trying to beat his timing, he made one more phone call, to David Stern.


  “I’ve talked to Ashville’s sister, and kept your paper out of it, as we agreed. By the same token, I haven’t anything to tell you. Except thanks.”


  “But are you going to do anything?”


  “If I told you what I had in mind, you mightn’t approve. I don’t want you to sprain your conscience. And another thing. If I happened to make Elise very angry with me, it’s just possible she might include you for having introduced me. Personally I think she’d swallow it and keep quiet, rather than admit that anyone got the best of her, but I’d hate to expose you to the risk. So if she checks with you again, you never saw the Count of Cristamonte before and you didn’t vouch for him. I simply came to the office, introduced myself, and started asking a lot of questions about local industrial conditions, and finally conned you into adjourning to a cool cocktail bar, and then to dinner. I said I wasn’t free yet to tell you what I might be interested in manufacturing, except that it was something sensational in the medical field.”


  “That’s all very well,” protested the publisher, “but I think you owe it to me—”


  “To save you from being an accessory before the fact,” said the Saint. “One day, when I’m sure there’s not going to be a squawk, I may tell you more. Meanwhile, let this be a lesson to you not to get involved with shady characters like me.”


  Again he hung up, before he could be pinned down by any more questions than he was inclined to answer.


  As a matter of record, he did not fly to Chicago, but drove a hundred miles in the opposite direction, down to the Gulf coast and the picturesque outpost of Grand Isle at the end of the road, to sample the fabled fishing in the bayous and out around the offshore oil rigs. He spent a very innocent and refreshing three days and drove back to New Orleans on Tuesday afternoon only because he had committed himself. It was a sacrifice for which he felt thoroughly entitled to a halo.


  He called Elise Ashville as soon as he had checked in at one of the elegant new motels on the Airline Highway and was put through with flattering speed by her office secretary. Her voice, in spite of a brave attempt at complacency, confirmed that the splinter he had deliberately planted had not stopped plaguing her.


  “Darling. I hope you had a very dull trip.”


  “Terribly dull—but profitable.” He had not forgotten his accent. “Do we still have our date?”


  “I was counting on it. I sent the Marchese to Mexico—to find out if it really isn’t too hot at this time of year. How were your dreary pill makers?”


  “Very dreary, but very nice to me. If I call for you at your flat at seven, will that give you time to have relaxed and made yourself beautiful?”


  “Make it seven-thirty. I must be specially fascinating. You don’t know how you’ve tortured me, and now I shall drive you mad until I find out what you’ve been up to.”


  “I shall enjoy that,” he said.


  She was not used to men being confident and casual enough to have that note of carefree mockery in their voices when they spoke to her, and it sent unfamiliar currents tingling through her spine.


  Enjoying a soothing facial massage and a stimulating body rub from her new maid, who was a trifle clumsy but much more obsequious and uncomplaining than the last one, she wondered whether this adventure might turn into something more durable than the others. She was not naturally promiscuous so much as amoral and ambitious: the discovery that with wealth added to her considerable physical endowments she could use titled playboys as playthings had gone to her head but had not completely turned it. To pick up and discard them at a whim flattered the ego of an ex-waitress; but to marry one merely for his title, with all the world knowing as well as she that that was all she had bought, would have violated every principle of the same plebeian common sense.


  But as the Countess of Cristamonte, if he was actually even solvent in his own right … She toyed lazily with the name while she wallowed lengthily in the oiled and foamed and scented water of her sunken Roman bath. It was not so bad. Of course, she had sometimes dreamed of a Prince, but there were hardly any genuine ones left whom you could meet outside of a real palace, and most of them were either too young or too old. She might do worse than this, and she certainly wouldn’t have to apologize for him physically … While she allowed herself to be fluff-dried and powdered (she had observed these symbols of supreme luxury in a movie when she was a little girl, and in a depression would have slashed her office overhead to the bone before she dispensed with any of them) she almost accepted his proposal, and abruptly recalled that he had not yet made it. But that could be arranged, if the other qualifications were in order. Tonight she would be sure to have time to probe further into that.


  “You can leave as soon as you’ve tidied up, Germaine,” she said, as she sat pencilling her eyebrows. “And don’t come crashing in early in the morning.”


  “Oui, madame.  At vat hour do you vish me to be ‘ere?”


  “Not a minute before ten-thirty.” The maid might have to get used to some highly bohemian goings-on eventually, but there was no point in shocking her into a dither in the first few days.


  “I know I’ll be up very late tonight, and I won’t want to be disturbed.”


  “I understand, madame.” 


  By the time she opened the door herself to the Saint’s ring, she had an excited feeling that the wheel of Fortune was spinning into a pattern loaded with her numbers— which only proves how misleading such hunches can be.


  “Darling,” she said. “You’re terribly punctual.”


  “Should I have pretended I did not care if I waited another hour to see you?” He kissed her hand with a flourish but went no farther except with eloquent eyes; and she thought that only a truly sophisticated gentleman would have had the gumption, in the circumstances, not to try to muss up a lady’s freshly perfected make-up at the very start of the evening. “I cannot play these games, especially after the games I have had to play since I was here.”


  “You look very healthy for a man who’s spent a weekend in Chicago.”


  “Only because on Saturday and Sunday I have to go out to the country clubs, or the yacht clubs,” he said quickly. “I have only one thing against America: when a business man wants to take you away for a change from the office atmosphere—be careful! When he gets you to take off your coat, he is planning to take your shirt”


  “Is that what those dreary pill makers did to you?”


  “Yes. No. That is, they tried, but they didn’t. I think I made a good deal.”


  “Darling. You’re at home here, remember? Make us a cocktail.” She settled into her corner of the oversize couch. “The very driest Martini, for me.”


  He stirred up some Romanoff vodka with ice and allowed four drops of Cazalis & Prats to fall in the pitcher.


  “You see? I am learning all the tricks of an American business man.”


  “Why do you want to be an American business man?”


  “Because, alas, I don’t have the temperament of a gigolo. When I compliment a beautiful woman, I want her to believe me and not think I am complimenting her bank account. Here’s an American compliment for you: you look good enough to eat. Is that why I would be called a wolf?”


  She laughed.


  “Well, you won’t have to prove it that way. I’ve made a reservation for us at Antoine’s.”


  “No.”


  Her head went back a fraction of an inch, as if jolted by a tiny invisible blow, and her eyebrows went up.


  “Why not? It’s the most famous place in New Orleans.”


  “That is the first reason. I have seen nothing but famous places for so many days now that I’m bored with them. Second”—he ticked the list off on his fingers, smiling disarmingly—“where I come from, it is the custom for a man who is taking a woman to dinner to choose the place.


  Unless she is paying, which I’ve told you does not agree with me. Third, I did not plan to go to any restaurant, which would be crowded and noisy and either too stuffy or too air-condiditioned. For us, this time, I wanted something quite different.”


  “Don’t tell me you want to cook something here!”


  “Do I already look so domesticated?” he said reproachfully. “No, I am thinking much more romantically. It came to me while I was on the plane, thinking of you and of our first real date. What would be quite different, I thought, from the first date to which any one else would invite her? So I had an idea. I remembered I noticed last night it was almost a full moon. I had time after I got here to hire a car, to make inquiries, to drive around. I found a place beside the lake, at the end of a road, fifteen or twenty miles out of town, away from all the traffic and the people, with the most beautiful big trees and nice ground to park; and there I decided we would have a picnic.”


  She stared at him with mounting incredulity.


  “A picnic?  Are you kidding?”


  “Ah, but you are thinking of the American or the English picnic. The blanket spread on the ground, the sand in the sandwiches, the ants in the warm beer. I shall show you how a civilized Frenchman picnics.”


  “In these clothes? And after you told me to get all dressed up for you—”


  “Certainly. In the car I have folding chairs, a folding table, even a tablecloth. I have knives and forks and plates and napkins. In a large box of ice I have caviare, vichyssoise, prawns in aspic, pheasant glazed with truffles—all from one of the best kitchens in town—a salad needing only to be mixed, and a magnum of Bollinger. For music, I provide some of the world’s greatest orchestras—on records. You will be served as well as you could be in the finest restaurant, if only I don’t spill anything. But all this, and the moon on the water, we shall have all to ourselves.”


  “You and me and the mosquitoes,” she said, though his dramatic enthusiasm was so enchanting that her tone of voice was  softened in spite of herself. “Darling. We’d be eaten alive!”


  He shook his head.


  “I have already thought of that too.”


  He reached for her hand and held it open, and took a small gold box from his pocket and tipped out a pill into her upturned palm. The pill was a little larger than an aspirin tablet, pink and sugar-coated. Then he poured her a glass of water.


  “Take it.”


  “What’s the idea?” she demanded suspiciously. “Is this one of those happy-dope pills that you think’ll make me agree to anything, or just not care how much I get bitten?”


  “No, it isn’t. I give you my word of honour that it cannot possibly harm you, or upset you, or affect your good judgement. It isn’t an aphrodisiac, or a drug that will place you at my mercy.”


  “Well, these are two things I wasn’t worrying about.” She raised the pill to her lips and stopped again. “If I take it, will you promise to answer my next question?”


  “I promise.”


  She put the tablet in her mouth and washed it down.


  “Now,” she said, “tell me what your business was with those pill makers in Chicago.”


  “It was about this pill.”


  “Don’t cheat. A full answer.”


  He grinned ruefully.


  “Now you have cheated me. I was looking forward so much to having you try to seduce the answer from me. Instead, I am trapped … Very well. They were bargaining for the formula of this pill, which will keep all mosquitoes and gnats and such nuisances away from you for the rest of the night. So do you have any more arguments against my picnic?”


  “You’re crazy, but you did make it sound exciting and different,” she said slowly. “But this pill business—that’s the craziest of all.”


  “You see how important it will be? No more people dabbing themselves with sticky, smelly things to chase the bugs, and never doing it quite enough. Just one little pill two or three times a day, and you can forget that they exist. A little aroma comes through all your pores, nothing that you or your best friends could detect, but to the nose of a bug—ppheuw!” 


  “I’d heard of them trying to find something like that, but I didn’t know they’d got it yet.” He freshened the remains in the pitcher and refilled their glasses.


  “I am lucky to have it first. Let me finish this full answer quickly, so that we can be gay again.


  My father’s hobby was exploring. He made many expeditions in South America; but because he was only a titled amateur, with no scientific qualifications, his discoveries were not taken seriously and often they were not even believed. Even the books he wrote he had to pay to have published—and of course they were not even translated in English. He was writing another when he died a few years ago. I read it, as a duty. He told how he had wondered how natives could live naked in a jungle with bugs that would drive an unprotected white man insane in a few hours, and how he could not believe the white men who thought it was only because the savages were used to it or didn’t feel it. He searched for another answer and found it in the nut of a certain tree that they eat.”


  “It sure sounds nutty to me—but I’m listening.”


  Simon shrugged.


  “Being his son, I am a little nutty too. I went back up the Amazon where he had been—of course, it’s much easier today. I found the tribe he had visited, and the tree, which he described very well. I tried the nuts, which are so horrible that after one bite you would prefer the mosquitoes, but no mosquitoes came near me. Then I knew how I could make an honest living.


  Is that enough, and do we go for a picnic?”


  “I suppose I should have my head examined,” she said inventively, “but this I have got to see. Only if it doesn’t live up to the billing, it could be the end of a beautiful friendship.”


  “Agreed. At the very first bite of a bug, we shall throw everything in the lake and drive back to Antoine’s.”


  But on the drive out to the place he had picked, she could no more resist pumping him with other questions than she could have cut out her own tongue. What was the tree? He didn’t know, he wasn’t a botanist. He’d simply gambled on having several tons of the nuts husked and powdered by cheap Indian labour, and rafted down to the coast at Belem, where he stored the sacks in a warehouse. But the pills? He’d taken a few pounds of the flour back to Europe, had tablets hand-made by a pharmacist friend, even telling him that they were only supposed to be a kind of general tonic. However, he had decided that the pills could be most profitably manufactured and exploited in the United States, and he had been negotiating with four of the biggest drug companies.


  “It has not been quite as easy as I expected,” he said. “You see, I couldn’t give them a regular formula, and I dared not give them samples to make their own tests, because they could analyze them, and your modern chemists are so clever that they might quickly find a way to make the same thing synthetically without even identifying the tree. So I had to make my own demonstrations and see that every pill I gave out was swallowed. It made many problems. But this company in Chicago was most interested.”


  “Then what brought you to New Orleans?”


  “I’d also wondered about starting a small factory myself, and I thought I might be at home here with its Continental traditions. That is why I was talking to Mr Stern. But when I went back to Chicago, these people were ready to discuss a deal, and I decided it might be wiser to let them have the headaches with the Government and the unions.”


  “But Mr Stern must have told you who I was, after he introduced us the other night.”


  “Yes, naturally.”


  “And you never told me a word about it.”


  “We were too busy, weren’t we?” he quoted her naughtily. “And if I had started trying to sell you my pills the first moment we were alone together, what would you have thought?”


  She had no reply to that, but her active mind kept on working all the rest of the way to the place where he took her. Beyond any doubt he had the kind of presence and personality she had sometimes dreamed of, but she had not created and become the queenpin of Ashville Pharmacal Products merely by dreaming.


  When he stopped the car, she got out at once and strolled and stood around while he deftly and cheerfully set up lanterns, unfolded chairs and table, and unloaded boxes of utensils and provender. It was indeed a lovely spot, cool and clean-smelling, framed in ancient trees bearded with Spanish moss, with the dark mysterious expanse of Lake Pontchartrain lapping sleepily up to the shore and a round yellow moon rising high; but all she was interested in was the insect life.


  Innumerable flying things fluttered and dived drunkenly around the lamps, and from the shadows came myriads of mosquitoes with a ceaseless hum of tiny tireless wings. She could even see them flickering past her eyes, and hear the rise and fall of individual hungry hoverings around her, while even tinier gnats whined thinly past like diminutive rockets. But not once did the whine build into the typical infuriating crescendo of a gnat’s kamikaze plunge directly into the earhole, and she could watch her bare gleaming arms without seeing them darkened by the settling of a single mote of disrespectful voracity. Her expectant shoulders and back and legs waited for the hair-touch of an almost weightless landing and the microscopic stab of the first probing sting, but time went on and they felt nothing. And she knew that to be first on the market with a pill that would accomplish such a miracle would make what by any standards could be literally called a fortune.


  There was soft music coming from the portable player, and he was spooning caviare on to the first plates on the neatly laid table.


  “Come, Elise, sit down and relax,” he said. “You know by now that nothing is going to bite you.”


  “It’s amazing,” she said as she let him seat her. “I must know—did those pill makers give you a good deal?”


  “Not too bad,” he answered with no embarrassment. “It will be a royalty of ten cents a hundred, with a guarantee of fifteen thousand dollars a year, and they pay ten thousand at once for the stuff I have in Belem—that is, if there is no hitch.”


  “How do you mean? Isn’t it signed yet?”


  “The president of the company has to give the final okay, and he’s been on vacation in Honolulu. He will be back tomorrow, and it will be one of the first things they put up to him. They wanted me to wait, but I told them I had a date here that I could not break. Anyway, they can phone me, and I can fly back in a few hours.”


  “They’re robbing you,” she said intensely. “I’m a pill maker myself, and I know. If your pills are worth anything, they’re worth twice as much. I’ll prove it to you. I’ll double their offer right now.”


  The cork popped from the bottle he was working on.


  “Please,” he said with a gesture. “No vinegar.”


  “Baloney. If you won’t give me a business break, you’re robbing me as well as yourself, and that’d make anything sour.”


  “But I’ve practically given my word—”


  “They haven’t given theirs, have they? They can still back out and not owe you a nickel. So if they can’t close a deal because somebody’s on vacation, that’s their bad luck. Be an American business man. Send ‘em a wire tonight and tell ‘em all bets are off.”


  “Elise, suppose you are only talking from the Martinis, or the moon, or because you like me a little? Suppose in the morning you wake up and decide you have been foolish? You tell me  all bets are off. Then where am I?”


  “You don’t know me very well, Buster, but I get your point. All right. When we get home, I’ll give you my personal check for twenty-thousand. You take it to the bank as soon as they open—”


  “And they immediately call the police.”


  “Not with the note I’ll give you. There’ll be a code word that tells them it’s okay. And then right away you put in a long-distance call to Chicago and tell those jerks you already made a better deal. We’ll talk to my attorneys about the contract later in the day. Is that good enough for you?”


  It was easily as good as anything he could have proposed himself, but he let her spend most of an exceptionally delightful meal selling it to him.


  When Mrs Elise Ashville let herself wake up by sybaritically easy stages the next morning, and finally focused her eyes on the bedside clock, it showed ten minutes past eleven.


  She squirmed, yawned, stretched, and sprawled again in the enormous bed, draining the last raptures of sleepy recollection, until she suddenly realized that some faint sounds of activity in the apartment should have aroused her somewhat before that. Either the new maid was going to prove as unreliable as her predecessors, or she was a potential jewel who crept in and moved around like a mouse.


  Mrs Ashville yawned again and sat up, in an unwontedly agreeable and optimistic mood which could not have been solely due to the single pink vitamin-complex pill that Simon Templar had persuaded her to take the night before.


  “Germaine,” she called—quite dulcetly, at first.


  There was no response, even after louder repetitions. Germaine Ashville, having done her part by giving her sister-in-law a facial with almost pure ethylhexanediol, and pouring two full quarts of it into her bubble bath, and even spiking all her colognes and perfumes with the same popular odourless insect repellent, was already boarding a plane to Denver with her brother, and the Saint was seeing them off.




  The unescapable word


  “IN SPITE of everything I’ve tried to say,” Simon Templar complained once, in a reminiscent vein, “I keep falling over people who insist on thinking of me as a sort of free-lance detective. They’ve read so many stories about private eyes that they simply can’t get the picture of a privateer. And when they do get me hooked into a mystery, they always expect me to solve it in about half an hour, with a couple of shiny clues and a neat speech tying them together, just like the wizards do it in those stories—and it’s no use trying to tell ‘em that what cracks most cases in real life is ninety-five per cent dull and patient routine work … But there have been a few hallowed occasions when I was able to do it just like a magazine writer. And I can think of one that was practically a classic example of the formula. It even has the place where you could stop and say, ‘Now, dear stupid reader, you have been given all the facts which should enable you to spot the culprit; and if you can’t put your finger on him and give a reason which proves you aren’t only guessing, you should be hit on the head with the collected works of Conan Doyle.’ Incidentally, it’s also a completely uncensorable cop story—because no matter how much anyone disapproves of the word, it would have been a hell of a lot tougher to solve without it.”


  This was not long after one of America’s most distinguished law enforcers had stirred up a mild furore in a lull between world crises by stating for publication that in his opinion the time-honoured word “cop” was derogatory and should be excised from the vocabulary of all police-respecting citizens.


  To Simon, when he stopped at sunset at the neat little adobe motel on Highway 80, on the outskirts of a village with the improbably romantic name of Primrose Pass, mainly because it seemed pointless to load an already long day with another hour’s twilight driving when he would have to sleep somewhere in the Arizona desert anyhow and was in no hurry to get anywhere anyway, Harry Tanner had not been instantly identifiable either as a Cop or as a Police officer, but only as a muscular man with a traitorous bulge in front, stripped to blue jeans and undershirt, who was pushing a mower over a small area of tenderly cherished grass in front of the half-dozen cottages arranged like a miniature hacienda. But in the morning, when Simon stopped by the “office” to beg some ice cubes for his thermos, the same individual was turning over the registration cards from the night before and looked at him with the peculiarly and unmistakably challenging stare of the traditional policeman.


  “Anybody ever call you the Saint?” the man asked, with a voice blunt and uncompromising enough to match the stare.


  “A few,” Simon murmured neutrally.


  The other finished pulling on a khaki shirt, buttoned it, and pinned on a badge which he took from his pants pocket.


  “My name’s Harry Tanner. I help my wife run this joint sometimes. The rest of the time I’m the town marshal. Would you be interested in a murder we just had here?”


  “If I’m going to need an alibi,” said the Saint gloomily, “I can only hope that either you or your wife stays up all night to watch for any guest who might try to sneak out with the furniture. I don’t know how else I could prove that I didn’t leave my cottage all night.”


  Tanner’s mouth barely cracked in the perfunctory sketch of a smile.


  “I know you didn’t do this one. I just thought you might help me solve it.”


  Simon was so astounded by the novelty of the first sentence that he did not even think of his habitual answer to the second until he was sitting in the marshal’s battered pickup and being driven at exactly the posted twentyfive-miles-per-hour limit through the business centre of Primrose Pass, which extended for three whole blocks.


  “No point in cutting loose with a siren and getting ever’-body all stirred up, when we wouldn’t get there two minutes quicker,” Tanner said. “I had enough of that when I was a cop in Cleveland, Ohio. That’s where I used to read about you, and I hoped I’d meet you, but you never came our way.”


  “Did I hear you call yourself a cop?” Simon inquired with discreet interest.


  “Yup. Been a cop all my life, practically. They even made me an MP in the Army. Only I always wanted to get out West, ever since I saw my first cowboy picture. So when I happened to read about this town looking for a trained officer, right after I was discharged, it was just what. I wanted … But don’t let that word give you any ideas.”


  He spun the wheel and steered the truck around a gas station to a dirt road that intersected the highway, with a certain physical grimness which left the Saint confused and wary all over again.


  To get the conversation back on more solid ground, Simon asked: “Who’s been murdered?”


  “Fellow named Edward Oakridge, out at the Research Station, where we’re going.”


  “People always expect me to know everything. It’s very flattering but hard to live up to.


  What is this Research Station?”


  “It’s something run by the Government. They got three scientists working out there—or it was  three, up till now— and they monkey around with a lot of electrical stuff. Had to put in special power lines to carry all the juice they use. But not even the guards out there know what they’re researching. I don’t know either—and my own daughter works there.”


  Simon instinctively checked the reflex upward movement of an eyebrow, but Tanner did not look at him.


  “Is she a scientist or a guard?”


  “She types reports for the scientists. But she hardly understands a word of ‘em herself. At least, that’s all she’s allowed to say.”


  “But don’t tell me they hired her for a top-secret job like that just because they met her in the local drugstore.”


  “No. Walter Rand—that’s Professor Rand, he’s the head man on this project—happened to tell me one day that they had too much paper work and he was going to have to send for a secretary. Marjorie had a secretarial job in the FBI office in Cleveland when I pulled up stakes, and she’d stayed there. There wasn’t anything for her in a town like this when I came here. But her mother always hated her being so far away, so I asked Rand if he’d take her if she’d take the job. She liked the idea of being near us again, too, and of course her security clearance was ready made.”


  “It sounds like a lucky break. With this leaning towards cop-dom that she seems to have inherited from you, she’d probably have ended up a full-fledged G-woman if you hadn’t rescued her.”


  “Well, instead of that, she inherits something from her mother that makes her fall in love with a cop,” Tanner said dourly. “Hadn’t been here a month before she was going steady with one of the guards out at the Research Station. Young fellow by the name of Jock Ingrain.


  You’ll meet him. He’s the one that found the body.”


  His heavy face, with the eyes narrowed into the glare from the dusty road, invited neither sympathy nor humorous appreciation. He was a man who had spent so many years giving a professional imitation of a sphinx that the pose had taken root.


  The Saint lighted a cigarette.


  “This murder is starting to sound like a rather family affair,” he remarked. “You said there were three scientists. What about the third?”


  “His name is Dr Conrad Soren.”


  “And they don’t have any assistants?”


  “No. Whatever they’re experimenting with, I guess it’s something they can handle between themselves.”


  “But there are other guards, besides Ingram.”


  “Yup. Three of ‘em. But only one of ‘em is on duty at a time. They each have eight hours on and twenty-four hours off, in turn, so none of ‘em gets stuck with the night shift all the time.”


  “And when was the murder committed?”


  “That’s one thing we got to find out,” the marshal said.


  The road, whatever its ultimate destination, still stretched ahead in a straight line to the bare horizon; but Tanner slowed up suddenly and made an abrupt turn on to a narrower and even more rutted trail that was marked only by a stake with a small weathered shingle nailed to it on which could barely be read the crude and faded letters that spelled out HOPEWELL RANCH.


  In less than a quarter of a mile the ranch came in sight, as they rattled around one of those low deceptive contours which can hide whole townships in an apparently empty plain. The Hopewell Ranch was in no such category of size, in fact it consisted of only two buildings: the long rambling ranch house with an attached garage, and a barn-like structure not far from it. A few palms and cottonwoods and eucalyptus trees lent some of the atmosphere of an oasis to the shallow pocket where the buildings stood, in contrast to the drab sage and greasewood and sahuaro that eked some desiccated sustenance from the arid wilderness around, but it still had a rather pathetically abandoned and defeated air that was in even sharper contrast with its name.


  “Fellow from back East built it and tried to raise a few horses, but mostly it was because he had TB and the climate was supposed to be good for him,” Tanner said. “Maybe he came here too late, but he didn’t last long. Nobody else wanted the place until somebody from the Government came around shopping for a location for these scientists. Seems this was just what they wanted, perhaps because, except the way we come from, there’s nothing but desert and jack-rabbits around for fifty miles or more.”


  The only visibly new feature of the establishment was a conspicuously shiny wire-mesh fence about nine feet high, which contained the ranch house in the approximate centre of what looked to be a square of about two hundred yards on each side, with the barn quite close to one corner where there was a steel-framed gate to which the washboard track they were following led.


  Tanner braked the truck with its fenders only inches from the gate; and Simon’s ears became aware of a thin squealing sound which he could not associate with any of the diverse mechanical protests emanating from the innards of the ageing pickup. Almost immediately a man in a nondescript grey uniform came out of the barn, waved to the marshal in recognition, and came to open the gate. Another man, similarly uniformed, stood in the doorway that the first man had emerged from and watched.


  “You hear that noise?” Tanner asked, and the Saint nodded.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s the fence. Anything or anyone comes near it, they don’t even have to touch it, but it sets up that whining. Acts like a sort of condenser. Nobody could get close enough to climb over or cut the wire without starting it oscillating. It can’t even be switched off when they want to open the gate. And it sounds loudest right inside those old stables. That’s where the guards live—the Government made it over into living quarters for ‘em. And not more than two of ‘em are allowed to be off the station at the same time: that way, there’s always an extra man on call besides the one who’s on duty. So even if the man on duty wanted to sneak the gate open, for any reason, he couldn’t do it without the other fellow hearing it.”


  “Unless the electricity were cut off altogether,” Simon suggested.


  “In that case an emergency system cuts in and also starts up a siren on top of the main building, so the whole place would be alerted.”


  Tanner let in the clutch and drove through the gate and stopped again a few yards inside.


  “In other words,” said the Saint, “this is the old reliable inside-job type of mystery, with the latest electronic guarantees.”


  Tanner grunted.


  “I guess you can call it that, if you want to.”


  He shut off the engine and climbed out, and Simon stepped out the other door and strolled around to join him. The guard finished closing the gate and started towards them.


  As soon as he had taken two steps from it, the high-pitched wailing note that had been quivering remorselessly in the air stopped suddenly.


  “Hi, Chief,” the guard said.


  “This is Frank Loretto,” Tanner said. “He’s the senior guard.” With only the necessary turn of his head he went on: “You were the stand-by man on Ingram’s watch when it happened—that right, Frank?”


  “Right, Chief.”


  Loretto was square-built and square-faced, with wiry black hair liberally flecked with white, a hard-looking man with a soft agreeable voice. He studied the Saint curiously with discreet dark eyes; but Tanner either preferred to ignore the invitation to complete the introduction or was unaware of it.


  “Tell me again how it happened, Frank.”


  “Jock relieved me at seven o’clock. Klein had been on stand-by during my watch; as soon as that let him out, he took off for Tucson to see a dentist—he had a toothache all yesterday.


  Burney had been sleeping: he got up and had breakfast with me.”


  “That’s Burney,” Tanner explained to the Saint, with a jerk of his thumb towards the other guard who still stood in the doorway of the converted stables.


  “The Professors got here just after eight, as usual, all together—Dr Soren and Oakridge, in Rand’s car.”


  “They all three board at the hotel in town—I mean, they did,” Tanner amplified. “They only come out here to work.”


  “Jock let ‘em in, and then he set off to make his round,” Loretto went on. “That is, all the checks every man is supposed to make when he conies on duty. Burney and I sat around and made some more coffee. About nine o’clock Marj got here in her car, and I let her in.”


  “Marjorie starts an hour after the scientists,” Tanner told the Saint, “because she usually has to work at least an hour after they quit.” He shifted his ponderous direction once again.


  “Okay, Frank, what then?”


  “You’d better get it from Jock, Chief,” Loretto said gently. “He called me on the intercom at nine-fiftytwo and told me he’d found Oakridge dead and he was staying to see nothing got moved. Then I phoned you. Being his stand-by, I had to stay here on the gate.


  Besides, I’m a cop too … But Burney went and had a look.”


  Tanner glanced again at the man in the stable doorway—he was tall and thin, with a sallow complexion and a long pessimistic face—and hitched up his pants stolidly.


  “We’ll look for ourselves,” he said. “See you later, Frank.” He turned and lumbered on towards the house, and Simon followed him.


  Something was beginning to nag the Saint’s sensitive perceptions like a tiny splinter, and he had to get it out.


  “Does everybody around here have some sort of complex about being a cop?” he asked. “I can’t remember when I’ve heard quite so much self-conscious talk about it.”


  “Right here and now, there’s a reason.” Tanner looked at the Saint with another of his probing dead-pan stares. “Most cops would say I was crazy to bring you here. I’ve heard a lot of people say that you hate cops.”


  “Only particularly stupid cops, and crooked cops,” Simon said, answering what sounded almost like a question. “And I’ve had to do a few unkind things to fairly good cops, who were just too ambitious about adding my scalp to their trophies. But I didn’t hate them.”


  “That’s the way I got it,” Tanner said. “From a cop named Inspector Fernack, of New York. He was our guest of honour at a Police Association dinner in Cleveland once; and your name came up, I forget how, in a bull session afterwards. I figured he knew what he was talking about.”


  “That was nice of John Henry,” Simon murmured. “I must try to be kinder to him next time I’m in his bailiwick … But I still don’t get the connection.”


  “You will in just a minute,” Tanner said. He opened the front door of the house and went in. They stepped directly into the living room, without any intervention of a hallway. It was a large room which seemed lofty because no ceiling intruded between the floor and the rough-hewn beams and rafters of the roof. There was a broad picture window on the other side framing a panorama of pale greys and olive green that ended in a low line of corrugated purple hills, and a big smoke-blackened stone fireplace at one end. The solid Spanish-derivative furniture, Navaho rugs on the floor, and copper and Indian pottery ornaments had obviously been left unchanged since the departure of the ill-starred original owner; and it had been kept as a common room for some of the very different breed of pioneers who had infiltrated the Southwest since the dawn of the Atomic Age.


  The Professors, as the guards seemed to have aptly christened them—or, at least, the two who were left—were typical of the New Order, which at that time still seemed disconcertingly untypical of the Old. As befitted the priests of a Science separated by multiple walls of electronic computers from the gropings of the dreamy medieval alchemist, they would have seemed much more at home in a smalltown bank than stirring a smelly cauldron on some blasted heath. The one who bustled instantly into the foreground, forestalling any possible query as to who was the ranking spokesman, was so executive that it crackled.


  “Glad you got here at last, Marshal,” he said.


  The way he uttered the words “at last,” with bell-like clarity, yet with a total lack of inflection, so that the implied censure was unmistakable and yet, if challenged, he could unassailably disclaim any such intention, was as much a triumph of technique as the way he turned the compliment of giving Tanner his correct title into a subtle reminder of a class difference between them. He was a short rotund man with rimless glasses and a tight mechanical smile and wispy brown hair stretched thinly over the places where it had stopped growing, whose neat business suit was a final incongruity against the décor of the room and the scenery outside.


  “Professor Walter Rand,” Tanner said introductorily.


  Rand shook hands heartily and vacantly, like a politician.


  Tanner continued, pointing at the others in turn with a thick, uncourtly forefinger: “Dr Conrad Soren. My daughter Marjorie. Jock Ingram.”


  Dr Soren inclined his head stiffly. His costume was almost as inappropriate as Rand’s, in a different direction, consisting of unbleached linen slacks and an exuberantly flowered shirt that would have been more at home on the beach at Waikiki. He had a short nose and a long upper lip and a brush of thick straight wiry hair, all of which might have given him a rather simian aspect if it had not been for his large and extremely intelligent eyes.


  Marjorie Tanner was a pretty girl with nice brown hair and nice brown eyes and a nice figure. She was not the type that was likely to launch a thousand ships, or even a thousand feet of motion-picture film, but she had a wholesome air of being nice to know and even nice to live with. Jock Ingram was a few years older but well under thirty, a well-knit young man with crewcut sandy hair and pleasantly undistinguished features but very earnest eyes, the type that most parents of daughters would be happy to see calling. Already they managed to look like a couple; and they looked at the Saint together in the same politely puzzled way.


  The marshal, however, had again conveniently forgotten to complete the other side of the introduction. “Let’s see the body, Jock,” he said bluntly.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The young man in uniform headed towards an open arch in the wall opposite the fireplace.


  It was the end of a corridor than ran lengthways through the house, with doors on each side and another door across the far end. Ingram led the way past two doors on the right and opened the third room. It faced the same view as the living room and had obviously once been a bedroom, but it had been stripped of all household furniture. Instead, it held a workbench littered with an assortment of small tools, an engineer’s drawing board under the window, a bookcase with rolls of drafting paper and other stationery on the shelves, and the body. The body lay on the floor near the middle of the room, belly down, the head turned to the right so that the left cheek rested on the bare floor. Of all the workers in that converted Western setting, Edward Oakridge, even in death, looked the least out of place, for he wore a plaid shirt and blue jeans secured by a tooled leather belt, although he had not gone so far as to wear cowboy boots but had his feet in comfortable sneakers. He was a short burly man, and what could be seen on his face had some of the same Neanderthal ruggedness as his physique. His head was completely hairless, so that the blood-clotted wound slightly above and behind his right ear could be plainly seen; but even more conspicuous and more gruesome was the screwdriver handle that stuck out at an angle from his powerful neck, directly over the jugular vein.


  It was the latter wound which had done the most bleeding, to form a pool on the bare tile floor. Into that pool of ghastly ink the dying man had dipped a finger, and with it had traced three capital letters close to his face, which spelled a word. And as he gazed down at it, the earliest of the Saint’s perplexities was answered.


  The word was: COP.


  “Now I get it,” said the Saint at last. “Why didn’t you tell me, Harry?”


  “Jock told Loretto and Loretto told me when he phoned,” Tanner said. “But that was double hearsay. I hadn’t seen it myself.”


  He squatted to make a closer examination, and Simon leaned over to confirm it.


  “Somebody hit him when he wasn’t looking, with something with a sort of cornered edge,”


  Tanner said. “It may have cracked his skull, but it doesn’t seem to have crushed it in. The murderer wasn’t certain that that killed him either, so he stuck the screwdriver in his throat to make sure.”


  “There’s a soldering iron here on the workbench with what looks like blood on the tip,”


  Ingram said. “The guy could’ve put it back down there when he picked up the screwdriver.”


  They went over and looked, without touching. “But Oakridge still wasn’t quite dead,”


  Simon said slowly. “He came to again for a few seconds, before he passed out for keeps. He couldn’t even yell, with that thing in his gullet. But he tried to leave a message.”


  Then all three of them sensed the presence of Professor Rand in the doorway and turned before he spoke; but it was the Saint who was the objective of his busy bright eyes. “Are you from the FBI?” he inquired. “He’s assisting me,” Tanner pre-empted the reply calmly.


  “But the FBI have been notified. They’re sending a man from Tucson.”


  “Then wouldn’t it be better to leave everything undisturbed till he gets here? After all, this establishment is under the Federal Government—”


  “It may sound crazy, Professor, and it likely is. but this is also inside the town limits of Primrose Pass, which were drawn by some optimist who figured it didn’t cost anything to think big. I haven’t been told anything by the Federal Government which says I shouldn’t bother about a murder committed anywhere in my territory.”


  “I’m only thinking, Marshal, that the FBI will have all the latest equipment and can probably save you a lot of trouble.”


  “My trouble is what the town pays me for,” Tanner said equably. “But don’t worry, we won’t disturb anything. You didn’t disturb anything, did you, Jock?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You didn’t have a chance to wipe up that word on the floor, before you called anyone?”


  Ingram’s straightforward eyes did not waver, but a flush crept into his face.


  “I could have, I suppose. I didn’t think of it.”


  “Did anyone else have a chance to mess up anything?”


  Ingram hesitated, and Rand said: “Yes, I did.”


  He was sublimely unabashed by the reactions that simultaneously converged upon him.


  “There was a diagram pinned on that board,” he said. “I noticed that it included the fullest details of—of our most recent advances in—in the problems we have been working on. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific. This is such a highly classified project that I mustn’t even say what it’s about, except to someone with special credentials.”


  “I don’t think that matters to us,” said the Saint. “So it’s the long awaited Death Ray, or a gizzmo that transmutes red tape into blue ribbons. The only point we’re concerned with is, it would be of incalculable value to the Enemy.”


  “Exactly.”


  “And it’s gone,” Simon said, glancing at the uncluttered drafting table.


  “That’s what I was telling you,” Rand said testily. “I removed it and locked it in my safe.


  Not knowing who might be brought here by an inevitable investigation, it was my duty to keep it out of sight of any unauthorized person. However, it may be pertinent for you to know that it was there.”


  Tanner’s stolid bulk quivered momentarily with what in any less undemonstrative individual would have been taken for the vibration of a chuckle.


  “Well,” he said, “thanks anyway for giving us the motive.” He gazed woodenly at the Saint.


  “You want to look around here any more?”


  “I don’t think so,” Simon said, after doing exactly that for several seconds, but without shifting from where he stood. “I guess I’ve seen all I’m going to. I’ll leave the magnifying-glass and vacuum-cleaner work to the Sherlock squad. Now what about this door here?”


  “The bathroom,” Rand said.


  Simon opened the door and looked in. The room had been used for some minor laboratory work, and there were a dozen chemical bottles on the tile-topped counter in which the washbasin was set. There was another door on the opposite side of it.


  “I suppose that goes to another former bedroom?”


  “Yes. We’re using all the rooms. As a matter of fact, I was working in there myself from about eight-fifteen on.”


  Simon tried the handle.


  “It’s locked.”


  “I’m afraid it will have to remain so,” Rand said, with a tightening of his thin lips.


  “Except to the FBI, or someone properly authorized by the Department of Defence. The same applies to the other rooms where we have—er—experimental assemblies. However, if you’ll step outside, I’ll tell you all that you need to know.”


  They filed out into the corridor again.


  “The door at the end used to be the master bedroom; now it’s our main workshop. The room you were just in, as you saw, is a drafting and general utility room.” Rand was leading them briskly back along the passage. “Then the room you were asking about, which communicates through the bathroom. Then this”—Rand opened the door nearest the living room–“used to be the den. We use it as an office and for some of our paper work. Miss Tanner works here.”


  It was a completely unremarkable room, to all appearance, except for being somewhat overcrowded by a secretary’s desk, typewriter stand, and filing cabinets which had been added to the normal furniture.


  “The other doors are just powder room–storage closets —linen closet, and so on,” said Professor Rand, dismissing them with a flick of his hand, and led the way back through the arch into the living room where Soren and the girl were still waiting.


  “In fact,” Simon observed, “this must be one of the smallest Defence establishments in the country.”


  “It isn’t a factory,” Rand said severely. “It’s purely a Research Station. And the—er—device we are working on is quite small. But I assure you, its size is in no proportion to its importance. I think I can say that without betraying any official secrets.”


  From Harry Tanner came the kind of subsonic rumble that might have been emitted by a volcano that was trying not to erupt.


  “Official shinplasters,” he said obscurely. “What I’d like to know, Professor, is how you expect me to investigate a murder without investigating anything around it”


  “What I’ve been trying to tell you, Marshal, is that I don’t expect you to. That is no slight, but—”


  “But you think I’m just a dumb village cop, eh?”


  “I know your record, Marshall; but I’m sure you don’t claim to have the same facilities here that you had in Cleveland.”


  “That’s right,” Simon interposed quietly. “And we probably don’t even need them.”


  All of them looked at him in a puzzled but guarded way, irresistibly drawn by an elusive quality of assurance that emanated from him, but uneasy as to what it might portend for any of them individually. Tanner in particular had a shocked and resentful expression, as if one alley that he had counted on was deserting him at the first shot.


  The Saint lighted a cigarette as if he were quite unaware of being saddled with so much responsibility and went on: “After all, there might be a clue anywhere in the house. Perhaps in the kitchen. I’m sure Professor Rand wouldn’t object if we searched the kitchen. But if we aren’t looking for anything definite, I’m damned if I know what we’re likely to find. The clue might just as well be a bottle of Escoffier Sauce as an electrode… . And the same with the fingerprint routine. There doesn’t seem to be any possibility that this wasn’t an inside job.


  Therefore everyone on the Station is theoretically suspect. But so far as I know, everyone on the Station could have a legitimate excuse for having been anywhere or touched anything.”


  “Except the cops,” Soren said.


  He had a very deep voice that reverberated disproportionately from his narrow chest and a meticulous way of articulating every syllable that made him sound rather like a talking robot “Beg your pardon, sir,” Ingram put in. “The guards are supposed to check all the rooms, twice in each watch, at night and on weekends or whenever there’s nobody working.”


  “Okay,” said the Saint. “So no fingerprints mean a thing, anywhere, except maybe on the soldering iron or the screwdriver—and you can bet the murderer wiped those.”


  “Precisely,” Rand agreed, but in a somewhat defensive way, as if he wondered what his concurrence might be letting him in for.


  Simon took a long drag at his cigarette and half sat on one corner of a sturdy antique table.


  “That brings us,” he said, “to the next standard routine: alibis.”


  There was a brief silence, until it became apparent that he was waiting for answers.


  “Klein’ll have the best one,” Ingram said. “He left the Station soon after seven, to drive to Tucson.”


  “So I heard,” Tanner confirmed. “And Loretto and Burney sat chewing the fat after you started your round until you found the body and called ‘em. So they rule out each other.”


  “Unless they were in cahoots,” Soren said, with the punctilious enunciation that gave such an odd effect to his choice of vocabulary.


  Tanner said, with studied reasonableness: “All these guards must’ve had the hell of a check-up by the FBI you’re so sold on before they qualified for this job. Sure, any security system can slip up. But for it to slip twice on four men is mighty long odds for me to swallow.


  I’d rather see if ever’-body else has an alibi first. Like you gentlemen, for instance.”


  Professor Rand made a little sound that was almost a polite snort.


  “Really, Marshal, if you think the guards were so carefully checked, you can imagine the kind of clearance we must have had, to be actually working on this project.”


  “I remember a scientist named Klaus Fuchs,” Simon murmured, “who went over to the Russians with stuff that’s supposed to have cut down our lead in atomic weapons by five years. Why shouldn’t you give the marshal your alibis—if you have any?”


  There was another, more searching pause. “I suppose I had better come clean,” Soren boomed at last. “I have none. Oakridge and I were working in the main workshop. He went to the drafting room to check some specifications on a final drawing, and I went on with what I was doing. But of course, you have only my word for it.”


  “When I came in,” Marjorie Tanner said, speaking for the first time in a clear, impersonal voice, “I went straight to the office and went on with some typing that I hadn’t finished yesterday. But I couldn’t prove  that I stayed there.”


  “I heard the typewriter,” said Rand. “But I couldn’t swear that it never stopped. For that matter, I couldn’t prove what I was doing myself. While Soren and Oakridge went to the main workshop, I had something to do in the other room where I told you I was. But I haven’t any witness.”


  “And anyone,” said the Saint, “could have gone up or down that corridor, from any room to another, without being seen and probably without being heard.”


  Tanner threw Simon a grateful glance of restored confidence.


  “There you are,” he said. “It sets up four possible suspects, including my own daughter.”


  “You needn’t be quite so generous, Marshal,” Rand said with scarcely veiled sarcasm. “It’d be hard to make anyone believe that Miss Tanner committed murder in the horrible way that we’ve seen. And there’s still only one of us who can be called a cop.”


  Tanner turned heavily to the young man in uniform.


  “Well, Jock,” he said, “if you don’t have an alibi, you’re no worse off than anybody else.”


  “I don’t,” Ingram said steadily. “After I left the gate, I made the round of the fence. I didn’t hurry—there wasn’t any reason to. Then I went most of the way around again the way I’d just come—that’s a trick we pull sometimes. Then I came up to the house and checked the emergency light plant and batteries. Then I went in the kitchen and got a coke—”


  “We keep soft drinks and stuff to make sandwiches for lunch in the icebox,” Marjorie Tanner said, telling it to the Saint.


  “Then I came in and talked to Marj for a few minutes. That was about nine-thirty. I stayed five or ten minutes—”


  “It was nearer fifteen,” she said.


  “Then I walked out around the house, and I happened to look in a window and saw Mr Oakridge on the floor, and I came back in and found he was dead.”


  “So for ten or fifteen minutes, anyway, you two got alibis for each other,” the marshal said.


  Simon shook his head.


  “Don’t let’s kid ourselves, Harry,” he said with genuine regret. “You know as well as I do that that doesn’t mean a thing. No autopsy is going to fix the time of death as accurately as that.”


  “I am not sure,” Soren said with measured resonance. “We all know how it is between Miss Tanner and this guard. We can only sympathize with Mr Tanner’s natural instinct to give his prospective in-law every legal break.”


  “But not with trying to cover up for him,” Rand said, his eyes snapping hard and bright behind his glasses. “I’ve tried to be patient, but I’m finding it more difficult all the time to understand your reluctance to concentrate on the most obvious suspect. I’ll tell you frankly that from the moment we saw the circumstances of the murder, Dr Soren and I have felt it our duty to drop everything else and keep this young man under our personal surveillance. If you’re so anxious to take a hand in this investigation, I suggest that your first and most useful contribution would be to take him into custody.”


  “If I’m investigating, I’ll do it my own way,” Tanner growled. “I saw that word COP, too, but I didn’t see any proof Oakridge wrote it. Somebody else could of dipped Oakridge’s finger in the blood and done it.”


  It was a weak try, and they all knew it. Rand simply clamped his lips tighter, in an expression of pitying impatience. Soren condescended to consider it more respectfully, his lustrous eyes peering up intently from under lowered brows, but he finally said: “I would not have tried to frame him like that. A clever killer would feel safer if everyone could be suspected. Why narrow it down to only one—who might have been the one to have a perfect alibi?‘r “That’s pretty good criminal thinking,” said the Saint, with the detached appreciation of a connoisseur. “I’ll take it a little further, for what it’s worth. I think the murderer’s instinct would be to get away as quickly as possible—at least to be somewhere else when the body was found, even if he didn’t have an alibi—”


  “Then how can anyone have this stupid idea that Jock did it,” said the girl quickly, “when he found  the body?”


  “There are exceptions,” Soren said, not unkindly. “He is one person who might have thought he could get away with it.”


  “With what? Writing something on the floor that would only point to himself?”


  For a moment everything sagged into the vertiginous hiatus which can yawn before the most brilliant minds in the presence of a feminine lunge toward total confusion.


  Simon took a final pull at his cigarette and chuckled. He put it down and said: “Let’s stay on the rails. With that screwdriver still in the wound, Oakridge would have taken a few minutes to bleed as much as we saw externally. Of course, the murderer might have had the nerve, to stand there and wait till there was enough blood to write with; anything’s possible. But let’s try the things that are easier to believe first. Assuming that Oakridge wrote the word, is there anything else he could have been trying to say, besides accusing Ingram?”


  Tanner swung around towards Soren. “Your first name is Conrad, isn’t it?” he said. “He could just as well have been starting to try to write that, and his hand slipped—”


  “No,” said the Saint scrupulously. “It’s as definite a P as I ever saw. It could never by any stretch of imagination have set out to be an N.”


  “But it might perhaps have been an unfinished R,” Soren retorted. “And if the C was really a crude L, the finger would be on Loretto.”


  “No again,” said the Saint judicially. “The C is round and positive—almost a complete circle. It couldn’t be anything else.”


  The marshal turned to Rand almost pleadingly.


  “Could those letters stand for anything to do with your work?” he asked. “I mean, if they were chemical symbols, or something mathematical…”


  Rand stared at him without any softening but visibly forced himself to give the suggestion a conscientious mental review. Then he glanced at Soren, who responded only with a slight blank shrug.


  “No,” Rand said, turning back to Tanner more stonily than ever. “I’m sorry—absolutely nothing.”


  Tanner took a compulsive lumbering step in one direction, then in another, not going anywhere, but rather in helpless stubborn rebellion against the inexorable walls of logic that were crowding him closer on every side except one. But his resistance was beginning to have some of the tired hopelessness of the last minutes of a beleaguered bull.


  Ingram’s and the girl’s glances met, in a simultaneous reaching towards each other of complete unison.


  Ingram looked up again and said: “Thanks for trying to give me a fair break, sir. But neither of us want you to get yourself in dutch for me. Go ahead and arrest me, if you think you ought to. I’ll prove I didn’t do it, somehow.”


  The girl reached up and took his hand as he stood beside her and said: “I know he will, Dad.”


  Simon slid another cigarette into his mouth and struck a match. Inwardly he was approaching the same state of baffled frustration as the marshal, even if his purely intuitive inability to visualize Jock Ingram as this kind of murderer was perhaps even greater; but no one could have guessed it from his cool and nerveless exterior. That aura of unperturbed relaxation was the only authority he had to keep everyone answering his questions, but he intended to exploit it to the last second—even though he still seemed to be groping in unalleviated darkness.


  “Just one last little detail before we call the paddy wagon,” he intruded. “I said there couldn’t be any argument that Oakridge wrote the letters C-O-P. But from the position of his hand, and the fresh blood on his finger—it looked to me as if he’d dipped it again after he wrote the P—I’d say there were good grounds to believe that he was trying to add something more when he passed out. Now, I don’t imagine he wanted to say that everything was copacetic, or put in a dying plug for the Copacabana. But can any of you think of anything else beginning with the same letters that has anything to do with this project here? Have you done any experimenting in a place that could be called a copse?”


  “No,” Rand said promptly.


  But in spite of themselves they could all be seen gazing into space and trying out tentative syllables.


  “Cope,” said the girl. “Copious …”


  The words died forlornly, inevitably.


  “Copper,” Ingram said, and immediately reddened. “I mean—”


  “The metal is used in most electrical work, of course,” Soren said kindly. “It has no unusual significance in what we are doing.


  “Copra?” Tanner said.


  “A coconut product, I believe,” Rand said witheringly, “which, without asking for any official clearance, I can say that we do not use.”


  “Copy,” Soren said.


  There was a moment’s breathless hush.


  Marjorie Tanner’s hand tightened on Ingram’s ringers, and her father’s baggy eyes began to light up; even Rand pursed his small mouth hesitantly.


  “But after all,” Soren said, with sadness in his sonorous bass, “if poor Oakridge was worried about a copy, even of a vital diagram—we have all thought of that motive. He was not telling us anything.”


  The room sighed as a multiple of separately inaudible deflations.


  “Copulation, anyone?” flipped the Saint.


  He should have known better than that. The silence this time was deafening.


  “I really think we’re entitled to know the name of your new assistant, Marshal,” Rand said at last, with the smoothness of a wrapped package of razor blades; and Simon decided that the marshal had carried him long enough.


  “The name is Templar,” he said. “More often called the Saint.”


  He had seen all the conceivable reactions to that announcement so often that they were seldom even amusing any more. This time he only hoped they would be disposed of quickly.


  “Did you know this, Marshal?” Rand was the one who finally cracked the new stillness, in a voice of shaky incredulity.


  “Yes, Professor,” Tanner said.


  “And knowing it, you brought him here and let him pretend to be your assistant?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “The FBI will be very interested.”


  “I don’t think it’ll surprise ‘em much,” Tanner said, with the first real satisfaction he had permitted himself. “When I was calling Tucson, I thought to mention that I’d got a fellow named Simon Templar registered at the motel. It turned out the FBI man I was talking to had had something to do with clearing Mr Templar for some special work during the war. He said if I could get the Saint to come out here with me it wouldn’t hurt anything, at least.”


  Simon let an embryo smoke ring disintegrate at his lips as he paid Tanner the salute of a half-surprised, half-laughing flicker of his brows and hitched himself with the flowing movement of a gymnast off the table where he had been perched.


  “And for the record,” he said, to put all the cards down together, “I don’t think Jock Ingram did it either.”


  “Indeed.” Rand had been shaken, but flint sparked behind his prim, scholarly eyeglasses.


  “According to your analysis, then, you must think it was either Dr Soren or myself, because that’s what you’ve reduced the list of suspects to.”


  “Maybe I do,” said the Saint cheerfully. “It wouldn’t make any difference if it were reduced to only one other suspect. In detective stories I’ve noticed they like to confuse you with a lot of possibilities, but in real life it isn’t any easier if you only have two alternatives, I mean to pick the right one honestly, for sure, and so that you can make it stick—not taking a fifty-fifty chance on a guess, or flipping a coin.”


  He made a slight arresting gesture with his cigarette to forestall the interruptions he could see formulating.


  “Let’s reconstruct the crime. It doesn’t seem difficult. Oakridge went into that room and caught somebody doing something he shouldn’t. According to Professor Rand, there was a very important drawing on the board. Very likely someone was photographing it. Not copying”—he gave Soren a nod of acknowledgement–“because that would be easier for this Someone to explain away. It had to be so blatant that Someone knew that his goose was cooked the minute Oakridge got out of the room to tell his story. So Someone picked up the nearest blunt instrument, a soldering iron, and hit Oakridge on the head from behind as he started for the door. The position of the wound on his skull confirms that. Then, wanting to make sure that if Oakridge wasn’t dead he would die quickly, and without being able to talk, and not wanting to do it by hammering away at his skull until he smashed a hole in it—which, if you’ll take my word for it, is a messy and uncertain business for a guy who isn’t a very muscular and physical type–he shoved a screwdriver in through his jugular vein and his throat.”


  Simon angled a hand towards Ingram, who stood rather stiffly but unfalteringly at a kind of attention beside Marjorie Tanner’s chair, but with her fingers still firmly locked in his.


  “Now I’ll admit that, of all of us here, Jock is one of the most likely to beat a man’s head to a pulp, if he had enough provocation. But that is exactly how Oakridge wasn’t  killed. And if any of you can visualize this lad in the rest of the part, the essential part, as the master spy who infiltrates a top-secret project and photographs the priceless plans—even if, with the best will in the world, you believe he could tell a priceless plan from the blueprint for a washing machine—”


  “Please, may I butt in?” Soren said, with his sepulchral precision. “All your deductions are dandy, Mr. Templar, but they are all tinted by your own rather melodramatic personality. You could be passing up a much less exciting reconstruction and motive.”


  “Such as?”


  “I don’t like to bring this up,” Soren said, looking around with his deeply earnest eyes, “and I would not, except in these circumstances. But most of us know that there were other complications about poor Oakridge. The popular picture of a scientist shows him as a kind of disembodied, dedicated priest. Sometimes this is true. But there are exceptions. Oakridge was one. His glands were fully as active as his brains. Not to mince words, he was a wolf. He gave Miss Tanner quite a bit of trouble.”


  With her cheeks colouring under the glances that could not help converging on her, the girl said: “Oh yes, but—”


  “But at least once your fiance was annoyed enough to warn him.”


  “I told him to keep his hands off her,” Ingram blurted straightly, “or he and I would have to talk it over somewhere outside. But I wouldn’t’ve jumped him from behind like that, like Mr Templar says it happened.”


  “I don’t think there was any need to bring that up,” Rand interposed fussily. “It’s true that Oakridge was quite difficult in some ways. Not the scientific type that we’re used to in this country. I was strongly opposed to having him on this project at all, as a Russian; but his qualifications were so outstanding—”


  “Hey!”  Tanner almost bellowed suddenly. “You say he was a Russian?” 


  Professor Rand blinked at him irritably.


  “Yes; but the FBI gave him a full clearance. He escaped into Poland from the Russian army that was invading it from one side while Hitler was driving in from the other—that was before Stalin suddenly changed allies. From there he got away to England and then to America. He worked on the Manhattan Project, which developed the A-bomb. His name was Dmitri Okoloff. He took the name of Edward Oakridge when he became a citizen—from Oak Ridge, Tennessee, where he’d worked.”


  “You squawk about me bringing the Saint here,” Tanner grumbled ominously, “and you had him working—a Russian!”


  “Shut up, Harry,” said the Saint with unexpected sharpness. “This is the slob who got murdered. Not a suspect.  Get it?’


  He had drawn all the eyes again, but they held him like nails, uncertain and exasperated in diverse ways, but nearly all ready to crucify him. And he felt astonishingly unconcerned.


  “Had Oakridge learned English very well?” he asked, with his gaze on Rand like a blue flame.


  “Quite well,” Rand said. “Without as much—er—vernacular as Dr Soren. But he was always trying. Except when he got excited. Then he’d blow up and start screaming in Russian.”


  “Listen,” said the Saint tensely. “Oakridge had been conked on the head and a screwdriver rammed through his throat. He’s knocked out with a severe concussion, and he’s also bleeding to death. But the human body is awful tough—and from what I saw of him, Okoloff-Oakridge had an extra tough one. His brain recovered from the hit on the head before he bled to death through his gullet. But he knew he was gone, and he couldn’t yell, and he wanted to say who did it. He was only an adopted American, but he was going to write the name of a traitor, if it was the last thing he did.”


  “You don’t have to be so theatrical,” Professor Rand said edgily. “We’ve all seen what he wrote.”


  “But you couldn’t read it,” said the Saint. “It never occurred to anyone—including me—until this moment, that he was writing in Russian. Waking up from a crack on the head, dazed and dizzy and knowing that he was dying, he blew up. As you said, Professor. And in that foggy state he reverted to the writing that was most natural to him … And if this were one of those detective stories, I guess this is where everybody would be asked to take a deep breath and try to beat the Great Sleuth to the sniff.”


  For enough seconds to be counted there were no takers. Then Harry Tanner said, almost as if he had been accepting a dare: “Does COP mean something else in Russian?”


  “If it does, I wouldn’t know,” said the Saint. “About all I know besides tovarisch  and vodka  is some of the alphabet. But anyone who’s ever seen a newsreel or a news photo from behind the Iron Curtain must have noticed a word that’s bound to crop up in a lot of their posters, which looks like PYCCKU, and if they had an inquiring mind they could have figured out that it stood for Russky.  You see, in Russian letters, C is S, and P is R, and if Oakridge had been starting to write, in his way, S-O-R-E-N—”


  Tanner and Ingram began to move at the same time, in an oddly synchronized and yet spontaneous way.


  Simon Templar eased the ash from his cigarette.


  “I could make quite a phony production,” he said, “about who felt obliged to suggest the word COPY, and then had to knock it down, and who was so very intellectual about the kind of false clue that a clever murderer wouldn’t leave, and who had to try to drag in the angle of Jock and Marj’s romance and Oakridge’s wolfiness, and so on; but I will feel rather let down if they don’t find a Minox camera, or some prototype which the Russians must have invented first, on Dr Soren.”


  Soren stood his ground until Tanner and Ingram put their hands on him, and then he started to thunder something incoherent about the Constitution.


  They found the camera on him, anyhow.


  It was the kind of evening in Harry Tanner’s home that Simon Templar heartily detested, even though Mrs Tanner, the inevitable plump, motherly woman, cooked an excellent dinner.


  Marjorie Tanner was very eager and pretty and held hands a great deal of the time with Jock Ingram, who was very stalwart and modest and sincere. They would make a dream couple like the ideal Boy Scout and Girl Guide, and he could only wish every blessing on them.


  Harry Tanner, bovinely exhilarated and unbent, said: “Anybody tell me you aren’t a detective, I’ll punch him right in the nose.”


  “A dying man writes out the name of his murderer, and when someone tells us the alphabet he wrote in I’m just lucky enough to be able to read it,” said the Saint sourly. “That should qualify me as an Honorary Cop anywhere.”


  Not to anyone would he ever admit that far more fragile threads of discernment had started to bring his sights to bear on Dr Soren before ever an alphabetical coincidence gave him the ammunition to fire a decisive challenge. If any such legend got around, he might never be able to shake off the stigma of being a natural detective.




  The perfect sucker


  “DON’T EVER run away with the idea that any fool can play the fool,” Simon Templar was heard to say once, without a blush. “To turn in a first-class performance as the ideal chump, the answer to the bunco artist’s prayer, the way I’ve played it sometimes to hook them on their own line, takes more talent than ordinary actors win awards for. If you overdo it and make yourself look too utterly stupid, a con man might pass you up simply because you seem too dumb to have even the rudimentary larcenous instinct which he needs for his routine. If you strike any false note, you’re likely to scare him into a dead run. You have to ad-lib all your own dialogue, and you don’t get any rehearsal. And the discouraging thing is that no matter how much you polish your technique, you’ll never do so well as when you aren’t even trying.”


  He was certainly not trying when he met Mr Irving Jardane, or Mr Jardane met him; for he had come to the Rouge River in Oregon with no thought of hooking anything more predatory than a few rainbow trout. At such times the Saint had to make no effort to look worthy of his often incongruous nickname. In the complete relaxation which a man can only achieve when solely preoccupied with the leisured assembling of a fly rod and reel in anticipation of a peaceful evening’s fishing, all the bronze and sapphire hardness which could edge the Saint’s face at some other moments was softened to an almost unbelievable innocence, which a more bemused critic than some of the sharks he had gaffed in his lifetime might have claimed was the revelation of a wonderful childishness of heart which he had never really outgrown.


  Mr Jardane was a rather stout gentleman of about sixty, with bristly white hair and the florid complexion of one who liked to live well—though perhaps not in the same sense as a dietician might define it. He came by the white frame cottage where Simon was sitting on the stoop and paused to ask: “Been doing any good here?”


  The Saint did not delude himself for an instant that his interrogator was eager to know whether he had recently performed any acts of charity or beneficence. In piscatorial circles such a question has only one meaning, and Mr Jardane was very obviously a fellow fisherman. In fact, he was one of the fishingest fishermen Simon had seen for a long time, from the soles of his waders up to the crown of his special hat which was encircled with a string of small magnets to which clung a dazzling assortment of artificial flies. A plastic box of additional flies, with a magnifying lid, hung like a bib from around his neck; a creel was slung by a strap over one shoulder and a spinning tackle box by another strap over the other.


  He clutched both a fly rod and a spinning rod in one meaty hand, a landing net dangled down his back, and on his belt were holsters containing a hunting knife and a pair of pliers tricked out with half a dozen auxiliary gadgets. All this gear was of the finest quality, but one seldom saw so much of it on one man at one time.


  Mr Jardane had the next cabin in the irregular row spread out along the high bank of the river in a parkland of tall pines between Grant’s Pass and Medford which made up the prettiest fishing camp on that stretch of water (and I have to put that in the past tense, because by the time you read this you might search for it in vain). Simon had already noticed him, as he noticed almost everyone who came within his long range of vision. Mr Jardane’s car was a Cadillac of the latest model: combined with his elaborate angling equipment, he gave the almost blatant impression of a man who had plenty of money to spend on anything he liked and who had no inhibitions about doing so. But fishermen are an infinitely varied crew, and the Saint could think of many more foolish or more wicked things for a rich man to splurge on.


  “I got a couple this morning,” he said. “Only small ones. And I worked for them.”


  “I worked,” grumbled Mr Jardane, “and didn’t get anything. Yes, I had one strike. But I lost him. Fishing’s lousy this year, anyhow. It’s those floods they had last winter. Chewed the bottom of the stream all to hell.”


  “So I hear.”


  “Anyhow, for me the fishing doesn’t have to be good,” said Mr Jardane defensively. “It’s just supposed to be good for me.” 


  If he was trying to get a raised eyebrow, he succeeded with that.


  “Gome again?” Simon murmured politely.


  “You think I do this to eat fish? I hate fish. Except when it’s cargo. Me, I could eat steak and potatoes every day of my life. That’s cargo too. But I like cargo. I like work. So the doctors tell me I work too hard and I got to lay off at least a month out of every six and relax. They tell me to go fishing. So I go fishing. Relax? Every time I lose a fish, my blood pressure goes up out of sight. I can feel it. But you can’t argue with doctors. I’d rather try to figure a tight freight schedule any day.”


  Simon grinned lazily.


  “Is that your job?”


  “Yes.” This was where Mr Jardane gave his name. He added, as if the additional explanation shouldn’t really have been necessary: “Transamerican Transport. The yellow trucks with the red lightning flashes painted on ‘em. You must’ve seen ‘em all over.”


  “Oh. Those.”


  “What’s wrong with ‘em?”


  “Aside from clogging the traffic when they’re crawling uphill, or barrelling too fast down the other side, and stinking up the whole countryside with diesel fumes, I guess they’re wonderful.”


  “They’re more than that. They’re necessary. Any time you eat a Maine lobster in California, or an Oregon pear in Florida, or a good steak most anywhere, as like as not Transamerican hauled it there. Think about that when you’re eating Gulf shrimp in Chicago. And you think we don’t pay for the roads? Listen, how many private individuals d’you figure could afford to run a car if they had to take over the share of gas and highway taxes and licenses that’s paid by the trucks?”


  “I’m sorry,” said the Saint amiably. “I wasn’t trying to start a fight. It’s only that I wonder sometimes if progress is worth all the things it spoils. I’m only a little crazy.”


  Mr Jardane sniffed.


  “All right,” he said aggrievedly. “But I made my pile out of the world the way it is, and I’ll bet I’ve done it as honestly as however you make a living.”


  “That,” said the Saint mildly, “is certainly more than probable.”


  The admission seemed to make Mr Jardane feel better. He watched Simon dexterously tying a tapered leader on the end of his line and asked chattily: “What sort of business are you in?”


  “I used to be a sort of business investigator,” Simon told him, without feeling obliged to explain that the only sort of business he had ever investigated very deeply was funny business.


  “But I’m more or less retired now.”


  He had said this so often that he had honestly begun to believe it, in spite of the fact that every month or two something infallibly happened to make a liar out of him.


  “Retired already? And you look so much younger than me. But don’t think I envy you,” said Mr Jardane vigorously. “I’ve worked all my life, and I’ll die in harness, if those damfool doctors’ll let me. Wouldn’t know what to do with my time if I quit.”


  “I go fishing,” murmured the Saint. “Like you’re doing.”


  Mr Jardane blinked at him somewhat dubiously, as though he instinctively sensed a barb somewhere and was trying to locate its point. Failing in the immediate effort, he made a gesture of shrugging himself more purposefully into his manifold accoutrements and said firmly, if fatuously: “Well, I guess I’ll give it another whirl. We’ll compare scores later.”


  “Good luck.” Simon said pleasantly.


  But he didn’t even glance up as Mr Jardane clomped away, being too intent on snipping his knot close and melting the remaining couple of millimetres of nylon into a tiny slip-proof bead with the tip of his cigarette.


  When the sun dipped below the hills on the west he went down the bank and began to wade slowly up the riffle, pausing for a number of casts every few yards. There were still at least two hours of daylight left, but the direct sunlight was cut off from the water, and there was no reason why the trout shouldn’t begin biting, except for their own natural orneriness . . . Which, apparently, was at its worst that evening, for in the first hour the only specimen of salmo gairdnerii  that rose to his fly was a fingerling of such immature dimensions that he could only release it and hope that the experience would keep it out of trouble until it grew to more edible size.


  He took to a path by the water’s edge to bypass an unpromising stretch of rapids, and it brought him to a floating pier which the owner of the resort had hung some fifteen feet out into the stream to provide a place where anyone who was disinclined to wade could enjoy some limited casting. The outer end of it was already occupied by a small thin man with gold-rimmed glasses who was studiously baiting a spinning line, but Simon stopped on the pier anyway to light a cigarette and lean his rod against the handrail while he changed to the wet fly which he had decided to try next.


  The alders and laurels along the bank were still green, but every gust of breeze harvested a flutter of falling leaves, and since the vanishing of the sun there was a perceptible crispness in the air. With the first russet fragrances of autumn blending with the sweet damp smell of the river, and the rush and chuckle of water playing accompaniment to the whispered arias of the treetops, and the softened light from the sky overlaying the landscape with a hint of gauze that a painter would despair of capturing, a poet might have felt that the mere catching of a fish was magnificently unimportant compared with the excuse that the attempt gave a man to enjoy so much beauty and tranquillity; and the Saint might easily have agreed with him.


  No doubt the relaxed and peaceful mood was even more plainly reflected in his lounging stance as he propped himself beside his rod and carefully wove his knot.


  But a fisherman is still a fisherman anywhere, and so he felt no surprise or resentment when the frail man at the end of the pier interrupted his vacuous serenity with the conventional inquiry: “Any luck?”


  “Not much yet,” Simon said cheerfully. “How are you doing?”


  The other reached down into the water and pulled up a string from which dangled four small but not contemptible fish.


  “How’s that?”


  “Not bad.”


  Simon was inevitably interested—he would have liked to call it envious, but he was human too.


  “I see you’re one of the fellows who’d rather do it the hard way,” said the little man sociably, lowering his catch back into its natural cooler. “I’m afraid I’d be a complete duffer at fly casting.” He picked up his rod and held up the line, exhibiting a couple of salmon eggs on the hook with a small sinker a cubit ahead of them. “But I suppose you’d despise this kind of fishing.”


  “It seems to catch trout.” Simon conceded.


  The little man made a clumsy roundhouse cast but managed to reach out about forty feet.


  He had sparse mousy hair and an eager bony face; somehow he made one think of a timid schoolteacher.


  “There’s a bit of art to it, all the same.” he insisted apologetically. “A lot of people don’t catch anything, even with salmon eggs. They get nibbles, and lose their bait, but they don’t seem to be able to hook the fish. It used to happen to me, till I made a study of it. First. I decided you have to let your egg go to the bottom, and leave it there, so it lies pretty much naturally. There’s no use to keep hauling it in and throwing it out again. If there’s a trout anywhere around, he’ll find it. And If he’s hungry, he’ll take it.”


  “I can’t argue–with the theory.”


  “But he won’t usually gulp it, the way he might go for a fly. He knows it’s not going to run away. And I think it must taste better than a fly. Why shouldn’t he want to enjoy it? So he takes it in his mouth and swims a little way with it. That’s when most people go wrong. They feel a little tug and jerk their rod, and unless they’re lucky they snatch the egg right out of his lips, or pull the hook out of the egg, but they don’t snag him.” 


  “What do you do, Professor?”


  “I’ve got a lot of extra line off the reel, see, like this, and I’m holding it in the tips of my fingers, just as lightly as I can, only just enough so’s the current won’t take it away, and I can feel a little pull if I get one, but not so tightly that he’ll feel a resistance and get suspicious—Look, something’s playing with it now!”


  The monofilament was peeling slowly away from his poised fingertips. Two or three feet of it slipped off, and then the movement stopped. The little man lowered his thumb to grip the line again as lightly as a feather.


  “Now, he’s really taking it well into his mouth. In a minute he’ll be ready to start swallowing, and then he’ll move on again to look for something else to eat… There he goes . . . Give him a little more to make sure … ” The skinny fingers delicately released more line, then checked it gently. “Now we should have him.”


  The handle began cranking, the rod tip flicked up and then bent, and the line sprang straight and taut from it for a second before a galvanized shimmer of silver erupted from an eddy downstream. In a very few seconds more the little man was hoisting his prize bodily onto the decking—it was not much over the legal minimum and couldn’t put up any appreciable struggle.


  “But it’s a fish, isn’t it?” said the little man diffidently. “And I was lucky to be able to show you what I mean.”


  “You must be a hell of a psychologist,” said the Saint.


  “Well, I am about some things.”


  The man added the trout to his string but did not put the string back in the water.


  “Why don’t you take a turn here?” he said. “It’s a good spot.”


  “Thanks, but you had it first.”


  “No, really, I’m through. I’ve got all I want for supper, and it’s time I took them home and cleaned them and cooked them.”


  He squeezed past the Saint quite decisively, and Simon took his place at the end of the pier and began working out line with false casts. The other stopped as he reached the bank, and out of the corner of an eye Simon saw him put down his rod and his string and squat down to rinse his hands in the river; then the Saint had to concentrate completely on keeping his back cast high and accurately grooved into a narrow gap between the trees behind him, a problem which the salmon-egg psychologist had not had with his spinning tackle. Simon would have been quite childishly delighted if some enchanted trout had risen as if on cue to his first cast and would have settled for any prompt action that would have entitled him to give a return lecture on technique; but by the time he had his fly drifting and sinking where he wanted it, the only audience he was immediately anxious to impress had gone.


  About ten minutes and several casts later, on the swing-around, he tied into his best strike of the day. Having dared his luck by coming out with no landing net, he had to beach it after a brief but exhilarating tussle at the shore end of the pier. It was a rainbow which he estimated at almost two pounds—far from a boasting size, but big enough to dwarf anything the egg expert had to show.


  After unhooking it and killing it cleanly, he squatted down again to rinse his hands, exactly as the little man had done. And it was as he turned back from this ablution that he saw the wallet.


  It lay on the path just a half step off the pier, where anyone who was not purblind, leaving the pier, could hardly have missed it, or if he did could scarcely have failed to trip over it.


  Simon Templar picked it up. Of course.


  He looked inside it. Inevitably.


  It contained remarkably little of the motley miscellanea which most men accumulate in their wallets. There was a driver’s licence, an Auto Club card, and an insurance card, all bearing the name of Oliphant Quigg, with an address in San Francisco. The remaining contents were most monotonous, consisting of eleven identical pieces of paper currency, each with a face value of $100.


  One didn’t have to be a detective to assume that the name of Oliphant Quigg was the private affliction of the Saint’s newest acquaintance, and that the wallet had squeezed out of his hip pocket when he washed his hands.


  Simon Templar suddenly decided that he had done enough fishing for the day. Like Mr Quigg, he had plenty for his own dinner, and the others would keep better in the river than in his icebox, and it would soon be dark anyhow. And to the Saint, much as he might insist that he had retired, people who dropped wallets like that still promised one of the few sports that fascinated him more than fishing.


  He stopped by the office to make an inquiry and was not disappointed.


  “Yes, he’s staying here,” said the proprietor. “Number fourteen—the end cottage over that way.”


  “I found something I think he dropped,” Simon said for explanation.


  In the gathering dusk he walked over to the indicated cabin and knocked on the door.


  When Mr Quigg opened it, Simon was holding up the wallet in front of him. The little man looked blank at first, then appalled. His hand flew to his hip and came back empty and trembling.


  “Gosh,” he gasped. “How ever could I—Do come in, won’t you?”


  Simon did not need to have his arm twisted. And if the invitation had not been issued he would have doubted his own sanity.


  Mr Quigg had taken the wallet and was thumbing shakily through it.


  “Your money’s all there, Mr Quigg,” Simon assured him. “I couldn’t help seeing it, of course, when I looked inside to find out who it belonged to. You’re lucky it didn’t fall in the river.”


  “Or am I lucky that you’re such an honest man? If you’d kept it, I could never have proved that it didn’t  fall in the river.”


  “Why didn’t I think of that first?”


  The little man fingered out a corner of one of the bills.


  “Would you be offended if I—”


  “A psychologist like you should know that,” Simon told him reprovingly. “Or do you only know about fish?”


  Mr Quigg pushed the bill back and put the wallet away in his pocket.


  “Well, at least you won’t refuse a drink?”


  “Now you’re talking.”


  Mr Quigg went into the tiny kitchen and produced a bottle of Peter Dawson.


  “Is this all right?”


  “My favourite,” said the Saint, who had followed him in. “Mind if I put this minnow down in your sink while I’m here?”


  “Please, make yourself at home, Mr—”


  “Tombs.”


  “That’s a nice trout, Mr Tombs. Much better than mine. I’m really happy you caught it. Especially happy, now.”


  Simon accepted the glass he was handed, lifted it to eye level in a gesture of salute to his host, and said with a smile: “Maybe there’s something to this business about living right, after all.”


  “That’s nothing to laugh about,” said the little man earnestly. “If there’s any justice in this world, a truly honest man ought to be specially favoured by the gods. There aren’t enough of them so’s it would make a great upset in the ordinary laws of chance. Believe me, sir, I feel quite privileged to have met one like yourself.”


  In the Saint’s soul was burgeoning a sensation of bliss almost too ecstatic to be borne. To have encountered a gambit of such classic if corny purity on a New York sidewalk, and to have helped it to develop in some tawdry Broadway bar, would have been only a mechanically enjoyable routine. To meet it beside the Rogue River and continue it in a fishing camp cottage gave it the same spice of the miraculous that would have been experienced by a shipwrecked gourmet on discovering that the vessel stranded on the island with him had been laden to the Plimsoll line with a cargo of the finest canned and bottled delicacies that France could export. It gave him a dizzy feeling of being the spoiled pet of a whole brigade of guardian angels to an extent that Mr Quigg’s interpretation did not even begin to justify. But according to the protocol which he had once himself enunciated, he was categorically prohibited from leaping up and down and uttering shrill cries of jubilation. The most he could permit himself at this point was to wriggle modestly.


  “Oh, hell,” he said, exerting some effort not to ham it into Aw, heck. “Don’t let’s go overboard about this.”


  “But I mean it,” said Mr Quigg. “If I only had a friend that I knew was absolutely honest, it’d make all the difference in the world to my life.”


  “What sort of highbinders do you have in your circle, Ollie?”


  “Just ordinary people. They wouldn’t dream of cheating you out a dollar, but if they had a chance to chisel a few thousands without the slightest risk of getting in trouble I wouldn’t expect them to die before they’d do it.”


  Mr Quigg put down his glass and picked up a knife, but it was quickly apparent that the only butchery he intended was to be performed on his fish, which were laid out on a newspaper on the draining board.


  “Will you excuse me if I finish this job?” he said, and continued with the cleaning which Simon’s knock had obviously interrupted. He was quick and neat at it. “It’s a crime not to eat trout absolutely fresh.” He pursed his lips in a final survey of his dressed-out catch.


  “Mmm—this is more than I can eat tonight. I’ve such a small appetite. I think I’ll preserve a couple of them.”


  The unorthodox word, combined with the startling contradiction of what he had said only three sentences before, should have been enough to hold anyone’s attention on what he proceeded to do, which proved to be rewardingly extraordinary.


  Perched on one of the kitchen chairs was an aluminium coffer which at first sight could have been taken for some kind of portable icebox, roughly cubical in shape and measuring about two feet on any side, until you noticed that it was plugged in to an electric outlet and had a row of dials and switches along a lower panel which suggested a television set with no screen.


  Then when Mr Quigg opened a door in one side it looked more like an oven. He slipped two trout into a self-sealing plastic bag, and put the bag in the box, and twiddled switches and dials.


  Whereupon the cabinet ceased to resemble anything Simon had ever seen except a prop from a Hollywood “science” movie. A thin high-pitched humming came from it, and its interior glowed with a weird fluorescence. Violet ribbons of energy like cold, crawling streaks of lightning bridged the inside and writhed up and down between its walls like tortured disembodied snakes. And on the central griddle where Mr Quigg had placed it, the transparent plastic package was bathed in a soft rosy light that seemed to emanate from the trout themselves.


  Simon Templar had seen a fine assortment of Contraptions in his time, from transmuters that made gold and diamonds out of a handful of common chemicals, to machines that printed perfect replicas of British banknotes or United States greenbacks as fast as you could turn a handle; but never before had he seen a gizzmo that gizzed with such original and soul-satisfying pyrotechnical effects.


  “What is that?”  he demanded, and did not have to fake a fragment of his yokel’s entrancement.


  “It’s my Preservator,” said Mr Quigg matter-of-factly. “I invented it. I couldn’t explain it to you very easily, unless you happen to be very well up on electronics and radiation theory.


  And then I’d be afraid of telling you too much, perhaps. But it preserves anything you treat with it by total sterilization, without chemicals or refrigeration.” He flicked another switch, the slow fireworks died down, and he withdrew the plastic envelope, from which the pink luminosity had already faded. “You could keep this for months now, anywhere, even in the tropics, and when you opened it those fish would be just as fresh as they are now.”


  “No fooling—you’ve tried it?”


  “Well, not in the tropics. But here’s something I’ve been keeping just to see how long it would  last.” Mr Quigg took from a cupboard another transparent bag in which was sealed a small lettuce cut in half. “This has been down to Los Angeles a couple of times through the San Joaquin Valley, and it was with me in Sacramento for a week, and they were all plenty hot, and it’s never been in a frig since I treated it. If you didn’t know, wouldn’t you say it could’ve been picked yesterday? But I preserved it last April. Yes, on the eighteenth. Look, you see that strip off the top of a newspaper, with the date on? I sealed that in with it so’s I couldn’t forget.”


  Simon could not be so ungracious as to point out that anyone who had thoughtfully hoarded a number of old newspapers could have just as easily sealed a dateline of fifty years ago in with a lettuce packaged yesterday. Instead, he regarded the Contraption again with renewed awe.


  “Where could I get one of these?” he asked.


  “You couldn’t. It isn’t on the market. As a matter of fact, it isn’t even patented. It probably never will be.”


  “But good Lord, man, you’re going to do something about it, aren’t you? Why, an invention like this must be worth a fortune!”


  “Yes, I know,” said the inventor sadly. “All the food growers and packers, the trucking firms, the markets … even all the fishing camps like this could use it; it wouldn’t cost as much as a deep freeze, and they could preserve everything their guests caught, and people could take fish and game home wherever they lived without having to bother about keeping it iced…. But it wouldn’t do me  any good.”


  “You mean you’re already in such a high tax bracket that you don’t care?”


  “Oh no. I wouldn’t mind that so much. But I do have a problem. Quite a personal one. Somebody would have to handle the Preservator for me as if it was all his own, and I’d have to trust him to kick back some of the profits. That’s what I meant when I said if I only knew a completely honest man—someone like you… But I do  know you!” A strange feverish gleam came into the little man’s wistful eyes. “If I only had time to tell you—I mean, I don’t want to bore you—Oh. I know it’s too much to hope, but … Well, could I possibly ask you to have dinner with me? If you wouldn’t mind contributing your own trout, and you can have my two extras as well, and I’ve got lots of vegetables and a bottle of Château Fuisse if you like wine, and if you get tired of my troubles I’ll shut up the minute you tell me.”


  The Saint smiled sympathetically. The other’s babbling eagerness could not have struck a more responsive chord from his heartstrings. Already he treasured an affection for Mr Oliphant Quigg not unlike that which a tiger might have conceived for an appealing wolf cub, likewise towards dinnertime.


  “You’d have to hire a bouncer to throw me out now,” he said with the utmost sincerity. “I love listening to people’s troubles, especially when they sound as unusual as yours.”


  Mr Quigg’s story, he found out presently, was not quite as unusual as its advance build-up. In fact, some cynics might have said that it was not particularly unusual at all, in modern America. Mr Quigg was simply a victim of the twentieth-century philosophy, promulgated by a hard core of embattled suffragettes, and made law by a widespread gaggle of gutless jurists in mortal terror of what their own wives would do to them if they opposed it, which proclaims that any female who makes the supreme sacrifice of marrying a man and thus officially granting him the ineffable favours of her body even for a few months is thereby entitled, if they separate for any reason whatever, not only to walk off with a hog’s share of any fortune he may have been able to accumulate in all his preceding years of toil and thrift, but also to clamp an advance lien on a major percentage of anything he may earn for the rest of his life thereafter.


  Mr Quigg, during twenty-five years as professor of electrical engineering at such a humble college that Simon had never heard of it, had patented two or three minor gadgets or improvements on standard equipment and had succeeded in licensing his rights for royalties which eventually attained a volume on which, with the addition of a meagre pension, he was able to retire in very modest comfort. He had no plans other than to indulge his passion for fishing and to tinker with a few other scientific ideas which he had been gestating—one of which was an entirely new method of food preservation. But a capable and motherly woman of less than forty whom he met one evening in a hotel on Lake Mead, where he had gone for some bass fishing, soon remedied that deficiency of purpose, and before he fully realized what was happening he was married.


  Within a year he had discovered that his wife was so capable that she had taken complete control of their finances, allowing him two dollars a week pocket money, and so motherly that she treated him like a naughty child in need of stern discipline. She considered fishing messy, stupid, and a waste of time and money: when they wanted to eat fish, they could buy it at the market in a minute, and in the long run it wouldn’t cost a fraction of what he’d been spending on tackle, bait, licenses, trips to remote places, lodgings, and boat rentals. The experiments which used to happily clutter his living room were banished to a bleak cellar, but I she did not dispute their potential as money-makers and in fact upbraided him for approaching them so casually: she decided that only by putting in a proper working day of eight hours, six days a week, could he expect to get anywhere with his projects and make a real fortune, and she was going to see that he did it.


  When at long last he rebelled enough to go into a bar with an old friend he ran into on his way to the store where she had sent him to buy some groceries, and stayed out for more than two hours, and came home without the money or the supplies but drunk enough to tell her that he would as soon be dead as shut up in the basement for six days a week and not even allowed to go fishing on Sunday, she fled sobbing to the nearest neighbour and was next heard from through an attorney, who wanted to know if Mr Quigg was at least prepared to give her her freedom in a gentlemanly way, after all she had done for him. Mr Quigg, who was in a slight haze of hangover, but surprisingly without remorse, agreed that he would chivalrously refrain from contesting charges of persistent drunkenness and mental cruelty. He was too relieved at the prospect of the simple solution offered by this minor sacrifice to pay much attention to the papers he was asked to sign: it was September, and the steelhead were reported thick in Klamath Glen, and he had moved some of the works of the Preservator into the kitchen and had already had a new inspiration about it while waiting for his breakfast eggs to boil.


  About a month later Mr Quigg read in the paper that his wife had been granted an interlocutory decree, and that in consideration of her ordeal the judge had awarded her the community property, their savings account, their Government bonds, the car which she had already taken, and Mr Quigg’s patents together with contracts appertaining and royalties accruing thereto, plus 50 per cent of the proceeds of any invention which he might have started to work on at any time prior to the divorce.


  “In other words,” said the little man, “I was left with the lease on an old house, a lot of shabby old furniture, my old fishing kit and some tools, and my pension from the college.”


  “They can’t do that to you,” Simon protested.


  “Oh, but they can. I went to another lawyer, when it was too late, and even he told me they could. And they had. They even get half of anything I may ever do from here on. What chance would I have of proving that anything I might invent tomorrow didn’t have its roots in something I worked at during the first fifty years of my life?”


  “All the same, chum, this could be worth millions. And even half a million—”


  Mr Quigg shook his head.


  “I’m a funny guy. I don’t get mad very easily, but when I get mad I can stay mad for a long time. I know now that I was taken for a sucker. And I’m just sore enough that I’ll never write it off to experience and let bygones be bygones. That woman and her shyster lawyer took me for everything I had when she left me, and I can’t do a thing about it. But I can see to it that she doesn’t get half a million more. I’d rather scratch along on a pittance for the rest of my life than give her another nickel. Were you wondering about the eleven hundred dollars in my wallet?”


  “Well—”


  “They’re what’s left of fifteen hundred I sold another little invention for. If I’d handled it properly, it’d probably have paid me five thousand a year for life. But then there’d’ve been contracts, and checks, and records, and I couldn’t’ve kept from giving her half of it. I preferred to give the idea away, let someone else take the credit for inventing it, and settle for fifteen hundred dollars cash under the table. Do you blame me?”


  “If that’s the way you feel about it, it’s your privilege,” said the Saint. “But it seems a shame about the Preservator.”


  Mr Quigg poured himself another glass of wine. They had finished eating by then, and he had become progressively less inhibited with each sip that washed down the meal.


  “It is. You don’t know the offers I’ve turned down. Why, only the other day … But it’s out of the question. That’s one invention she always knew I was working on. I could never get away with it. Unless—so we’re back where we started—unless I had a completely honest friend.”


  “What could he do?”


  “I’d sell him all rights to the Preservator,” said Mr Quigg. “It’d have to be a bona fide deal, for something that might look like a genuine price. Say ten thousand dollars. All right, she’d get her half of that. But this friend would make a fortune. And I’d have to trust him to slip a fair share of it back to me, without any contract or lien or anything, in cash handouts when I asked for it, so’s there’d be no record and she  couldn’t get her claws on it.”


  “I see,” said the Saint. “You’d be absolutely at his mercy.”


  “And how many people could you be sure wouldn’t fall for a temptation like that? Unless it was someone like yourself. Now you know what I was getting at. I can’t presume on our few hours’ acquaintance, I know. I’m pipe-dreaming. But if only you were interested, what a difference it would make to my life!”


  Simon reached for what was left of the Château Fuisse with a smile that did not have to worry about how thinly it veiled its excitement.


  “Don’t throw that pipe away yet, Ollie,” he said. “I’m going to think it over.”


  It was another hour before he could plausibly take his leave, on the valid excuse that he had been up since before dawn and wanted to be out on the river at dawn again the next morning; but the truth was that he was desperately afraid of casting some inadvertent damper on Mr Quigg’s pathetically incoherent optimism, and after a while his facial muscles began to ache.


  The fishing was still slow at the start of the next day, but he took two nice eating-size trout before the sun was high enough to strike the water and he decided that he might as well knock off for breakfast. As he was walking back along the higher ground towards his cabin, Mr Irving Jardane came blundering up the bank, looking more than ever like a piscatorial pack mule, and trudged beside him.


  “I see you’re still doing okay,” observed the transport tycoon aggrievedly. “And I’m still skunked. I don’t get it. What the hell do these trout want, anyway?”


  “What are you offering them?” Simon asked.


  “Nothing but the best. I had a chap who makes ‘em design ‘em specially for me.” Mr Jardane tore off his trick hat and stared at its multicoloured adornments with baffled indignation. “Did you ever see anything prettier? What do you  catch ‘em on?”


  Simon reversed his rod and exhibited the drab and tattered fly on the end of his leader, hooked into a keeper ring near the butt.


  “This.”


  “That?”  The other peered at the relic with barely concealed disgust. “What d’you call that?”


  “A Gray Hackle—much the worse for wear.”


  “You mean they bite on that? If I were a fish—”


  “But you aren’t,” Simon pointed out gently. “Those hat trimmings of yours look beautiful to you, but to the trout around here they just don’t suggest anything edible. This tattered piece of fuzz makes its mouth water—if a fish’s mouth can do that. You have to see it through the eyes of a trout.”


  “Dad blast it,” growled Mr Jardane, “you must be another fish psychologist. Like a fellow I got talking to on the pier the other day.”


  “A little wispy guy with a theory about salmon eggs?”


  “That’s him. Name of Quigg. A genius, too.. But crazy. Got an invention that couldn’t help making millions, but he won’t do a thing about it.”


  “He showed you his Preservator?”


  “You too? Sure he did. We got talking about my business, and some of my problems, and it came up. I tell you, it’s sensational. Revolutionary. If anyone else was working on anything like it, I’d know. I have to keep up with these things in my business. Hell, I offered him three thousand dollars just for the right to test it myself for three months, with an option to take it over on a royalty basis with a twenty-thousand-a-year minimum guarantee, and he turned me down flat”


  “I got the impression that I could make a deal with him,” Simon said.


  By then they had walked as far as the Saint’s cabin, but this could not have been responsible for bringing Mr Jardane to such an abrupt halt. He scrutinized the Saint with a cold deliberation that was supremely unconcerned with its rudeness.


  “If you can, you’re a lot better talker than I am,” he said. “But if you do, I’ll make you the same offer.”


  “What would you do with the Preservator?”


  “Make it, man! Make it and sell it. I manufacture my own truck refrigeration equipment already. I’m set up. I’ll change over to this. And after I’ve outfitted my own fleet, I’ll expand. I’ve got all the contacts. Let me worry about the merchandising. You just send in your auditor every year to make sure I haven’t shortchanged you.”


  “I’ll see if I can talk to Quigg again after breakfast,” said the Saint.


  He found Mr Quigg contentedly reading a science-fiction magazine, but cordially willing to be interrupted, and came to his point without much ado.


  “Certainly I meant it,” Mr Quigg said. “Why should I have changed my opinion of you overnight? But I’m a little overwhelmed. It’s so much more than I ever really dared to hope for.


  You are serious?”


  “I’ll give you exactly what you asked for,” said the Saint most seriously. “Would you care to put it in writing?”


  “By all means.”




  The little man bumbled around the cottage, found some paper in a drawer, and sat down and wrote thoughtfully but decisively. Then he handed the sheet to Simon.


  “Will that do?”


  I hereby offer to sell to Mr Sebastian Tombs, for the sum of $10,000, all rights in my food-preserving process called the Preservator. 


  (signed)


  Oliphant Quigg


  “It should take care of everything for now,” said the Saint.


  “Mr Jardane might want something much more elaborate,” said the little man calmly. “But whatever you need to satisfy anyone’s lawyers, I’ll sign it.”


  Simon’s eyebrows went up.


  “How did you know I’d talked to Jardane?”


  “Oh, so you have? I was guessing. But I’m not surprised. And believe me, I don’t mind a bit. You ought to be able to make a good deal with him. And I’d rather make you a present of half the profits than pay them to that greedy woman and her conniving lawyer. Besides, you’ll be doing something to earn your share. I think Mr Jardane is a pretty hardboiled business man; which is why I couldn’t be at all ready to trust him with the same proposition that I made to you. But you strike me as being well able to take care of yourself. Good luck to you!”


  Simon went back to Mr Jardane’s cottage and displayed the paper. The haulage hot-shot glared at it for long enough to have read it four times and then transferred his incredulous scowl directly to the Saint.


  “D’you mind if I ask Quigg if he really signed this?” he demanded. “Because I’m going to, whatever you say.”


  “Go ahead,” said the Saint generously. Mr Jardane went out like a fire-eating lion and came back in less than ten minutes like a somewhat dyspeptic lamb.


  “Okay,” he grumbled, handing back the document. “You must be a terrific operator. Wish I had you working for me. But I know when I’m licked. All right. So you’ve got this Preservator sewed up. My offer still goes. Yes or no?”


  “Mr Quigg put his offer in writing,” said the Saint mildly, laying down the magazine with which he had been passing the time. “Would you do the same?”


  “Certainly. I was leaving this afternoon, anyhow. I’ll see my attorney first thing tomorrow and put him to work drawing up a contract.”


  Simon looked disappointed.


  “Fine. But I was thinking of calling a friend of mine at Westinghouse this evening—”


  “But before I go,” Mr Jardane continued firmly, “I’ll rough out a preliminary agreement myself that we can sign.”


  “If you insist,” said the Saint, looking more unsubtle every minute. “But then some money would have to change hands, to make it legal, wouldn’t it?”


  “I’ll give you my check for three thousand dollars at the same time.” Simon stood up.


  “To return the compliment you paid me when you verified that Ollie had actually signed this offer, would you mind if I said I’d be much more impressed with cash? After all, I don’t really know anything about you except what you’ve told me. But there should be someone in Grant’s Pass that your trucks do business with, or you could go to a bank and have them call your bank back home for authority to cash you a check.”


  Mr Jardane glowered at him for a second or two, a picture of grudging admiration.


  “I bet you were a tough and nasty investigator,” he said. “But I can take it. Business is business, God bless it. I’ll get you your cash. Don’t go away—and don’t call Westinghouse, or anyone else.”


  Shortly afterwards, through a window of his own cottage, Simon saw the Cadillac drive away. After it had gone, he made unhurried but efficient preparations for his own departure.


  He packed all his personal things and a box of such supplies as were not immediately expendable. He moved his car around to the back of the cabin, and loaded his suitcase and the box into the trunk through the back door, where his activity was cut off from chance observation from almost any angle, including that of Mr Quigg’s cottage at the other end of the scattered colony. When he had finished, there was nothing he would have to take out of the cabin except the fishing tackle that was still picturesquely littered around the living room.


  It saddened him somewhat to have to cut his stay so abruptly short. But business was business, as Mr Jardane had observed, and even a Saint couldn’t be sanctimonious enough to snub it when it jumped into his lap: there were immediate compensations, and there would be other rivers to fish.


  Presently he fried the last of his bacon and cooked his remaining trout in the fat, with a squeeze of lemon and a sprinkling of chopped almonds which he had left out. He was finishing a glass of Dry Sack and getting ready to feast when Mr Jardane drove by again and almost at once was knocking on the door.


  “You’re just in time,” Simon said hospitably. “Would you care to join me in some truite amandine?  Save me from being a glutton.”


  “Thanks, but I’ve got to be on my way if I want to get home tonight. I had a sandwich in town while I was waiting for a public stenographer to type this up. I dictated it to her while I was waiting for this bank to get in touch with my bank.” Mr Jardane flourished a thin sheaf of papers. “Read it, sign it, and I’ll give you your money.”


  Simon turned the oven on at its lowest and put his lunch away to keep warm while he read one of the copies of his prospective partner’s composition. He had to admit that there was nothing slipshod about Irving Jardane. This was no second-class operator who would risk botching a good thing by skimping on some detail, no matter how tiresome the chore might be. The “preliminary agreement” that he had drafted was well thought out, comprehensive, and painstakingly phrased in the language of a man who had made some study of contracts: it had a competent and authentic ring that would have impressed even a genuine business man. At the same time, perhaps even more skilfully, it avoided any legalistic hedging which might have seemed to conceal pitfalls and thus could have led to prolonged argument.


  “It seems very straightforward,” said the Saint, and quickly signed all four copies.


  Mr Jardane countersigned one of them, gave it back, and put the other three in his pocket.


  Then he produced a roll of currency and counted off thirty hundred-dollar bills.


  “That ought to make it legal enough for you,” he remarked, perhaps a trifle sarcastically.


  “Now, you’ve got my address in your copy of our agreement. Let me hear from you directly you’ve got Quigg’s signature on a proper sales contract. An outright sale like that is simple enough that any local lawyer could write it. Get it done before he changes his mind or some men in white coats pick him up. And send me a notarized copy of his receipt for the money you pay him—before I go any further, I want to be sure you’ve made it legal with him.” 


  “I’ll get rolling right after lunch, Irving old chum,” Simon promised him.


  He ate his meal with leisured enjoyment, and during the course of it he watched Mr Jardane stuff the Cadillac with his impedimenta from the next cottage and drive away. The Cadillac, he thought, had been a nice touch too—there was no other car that conveyed such an air of solid affluence to the sucker type who forgot that all the best U-Drive outfits had them for rent by the day for that very reason.


  He washed up tidily and then openly carried his fishing tackle out to his own less ostentatious wagon. He was still wearing the morning’s shabby but comfortable fishing togs; and to anyone who might have been keeping watch on him—such as Mr Quigg—he would only have looked as if he were preparing to wet a line farther up or down the river that evening, not to remove himself indefinitely from those parts. But beyond any dispute, he reasoned as he let off the handbrake and toed the accelerator, he was getting rolling. It had always given him a perversely puerile delight to look certain overconfident individuals squarely in the eye and tell them a literal truth which they were incapable of appreciating. He was pleased to think that he had been especially scrupulous throughout this episode.


  A more conventional courtesy, however, obliged him to stop at the camp office on his way out.


  “I’m on my way, Ben,” he told the proprietor. “I know I’m paid up through next weekend, but forget it, with my compliments. Maybe I’ll take it out on you next time I stop here.”


  “There may not be another time,” said the other glumly. “If that new highway goes through as it’s supposed to, we mightn’t be here next year. It’s only a question of time, anyway. What’s the matter? Is anything wrong?”


  “Everything is gorgeously perfect,” said the Saint. “I’ve had a wonderful old-fashioned workout, and there’s nothing I like better. Aside from letting you know you’ve, got an unexpected vacancy, I wanted to thank you for keeping quiet about my real name. I hope you didn’t have to tell too many lies about Sebastian Tombs. That really is a ridiculous name.”


  “Mr Quigg did ask me a few questions, but I told him I didn’t know any answers. You must have made a big hit with him.”


  “He may be disillusioned next time you talk to him. And if he is, please let him in on my secret. The same goes for a white-haired slob with a hired Cadillac, using the name of Irving Jardane and claiming to be the head man of Transamerican Transport. If I may drop a friendly flea in your ear, I’d suggest that you didn’t cash any of his checks, if he ever comes here again—which may be unlikely.”


  The owner frowned sharply.


  “You’re talking about Irv Jardane—the fellow in the next cottage to yours?”


  “None other. A postgraduate psychologist, although maybe not quite so smooth as Brother Quigg.”


  “I don’t quite get you, but I know he can be pretty gruff at times—”


  “What else do you know about him—aside from what he wrote on the card when he registered?”


  The proprietor blinked in a shocked but rather puzzled way.


  “He was a classmate of mine in college. Worked his own way through—the real hard-driving kind. I watched him start with one truck that he drove himself, and build up that Transamerican Transport System, while I was in business in Portland. He’s been coming here for the last five years, ever since I retired and bought this place.”


  An oddly empty sensation lodged in Simon Templar’s stomach like a bullet and expanded hollowly. He lighted a cigarette, moving rather slowly and stiffly, while a clammy chill stroked his skin into goose-pimples.


  “Thanks, Ben,” he said at length. “You just saved me from pulling the most fabulous boner of all my life. Some day I may tell you both how gorgeously ghastly it could have been, but right now I don’t feel strong enough. However, I just changed my mind again, and I’m going to stay out the week in the cottage.”


  “Whatever you say,” answered the other agreeably, if in some pardonable fog.


  Simon drove back to his cabin, unloaded his gear again, and took from his suitcase the chequebook of a Swiss bank in which, for many obvious reasons, he had for some time found it convenient to carry an account in the name of Sebastian Tombs. He wrote a check for $10,000 and made another pilgrimage to the cottage at the other end of the camp.


  “Your bank should be able to get this cleared by airmail and cable within three days,” he said. “Meanwhile we’ll get some professional to draw up whatever you ought to sign, and directly you can give me a valid receipt I’ll take everything to Portland myself and get Jardane started. The sooner he gets going, the sooner you start collecting. For the time being, here’s the three thousand option money he was talking about.”


  The little man peered at the crumpled cash mistily through his bifocals.


  “But according to our verbal agreement, half of this is yours.”


  “You know how you feel about your ex-wife?” said the Saint lightly. “That’s how I feel about tax collectors. I’m going to do this for free. Call it my contribution to the cause of the downtrodden male, which wouldn’t normally be a deductible item. Or a sop to my own conscience. Just do me a favour and stop dropping your wallet and telling the story of your life to anyone who picks it up. You might make some innocent con man feel like a perfect sucker.”


  “I don’t understand this at all,” said Mr Quigg.




  The careful terrorist


  THE EXPLOSION that killed Lester Boyd blew out a couple of windows in his West Side apartment and narrowly missed some passers on the sidewalk below with a shower of falling glass; but otherwise its force was so accurately calculated that it endangered nobody but its intended victim. The apartments across the landing and directly overhead felt only a dull concussion, and a little plaster fell from a ceiling underneath; that was all. But all that was left of Lester Boyd was a gory pulp and the memory of a crusading journalist who had taken one dare too many.


  Two days after it happened Chief Inspector Fernack came striding out of the New York Herald Tribune  by the back way on 40th Street, swung to his left, and collided with Simon Templar with a force that would have sent most men spinning. But the momentum of Fernack’s rugged beef and bone was absorbed almost casually by a deceptively lean frame of spring steel and leather, and the Saint smiled and said: “Why, John Henry, haven’t you heard that it isn’t supposed to be good for men of your age to gallop around like Boy Scouts on a treasure hunt?”


  Fernack recognized him with delayed surprise, bit off the churlish execration which like any healthy New Yorker he was instinctively prepared to launch at any stranger who obstructed his own fevered shuttlings, and said almost lamely: “Oh, it’s you.” Then, with renewed irascibility: “When did you get back in town? And what are you up to now?”


  The Saint suppressed a sigh—just enough for it to be still irritatingly perceptible.


  “Yesterday,” he replied methodically. “And nothing. But I don’t need to ask you  silly questions, John Henry. I’m just an amateur detective—not a pampered civil servant. I observe that you’re slightly overwrought. I see where you’ve come from.” He glanced up at the grimy building beside them. “I read newspapers. I know that Lester Boyd worked here. I deduce that you’re working on his murder and that you’re still trying to tag a Clue.”


  “Have you got one?” Fernack growled.


  “I’ve got the price of a drink,” Simon said. “You look as if you could use one—and why should we stand being jostled on a hot pavement outside Bleeck’s when it’s cooler and quieter inside?”


  The detective offered only token resistance to being steered through the unpretentious door of the famous tavern. Simon found a sufficiently secluded space for them at one end of the age-mellowed bar, for they were still more than half an hour ahead of the vanguard of artists and writers and big and little wheels of the newspaper world who had given the place its name as their informal club and who by lunch time would have jampacked it to the first of its two daily peaks of convivial frenzy. He ordered Dry Sack for himself and Peter Dawson on the rocks for Fernack; and under the soothing influence of the smooth Scotch nectar Fernack almost apologized, in a grudging and indirect way.


  “This isn’t just a routine case to me,” he said. “I knew the guy. Some of the stuff he printed was what I told him. He was doing a good job.”


  Originally assigned to do a short series on the rackets that still flourished in a United States that had become progressively less conscious of them as they became more deeply embedded in the political and economic system, Lester Boyd had pursued his researches with such zeal and proficiency, and had written about them with such trenchant clarity and wit, that the initial articles had stretched out into a syndicated column which had been running for more than six months with no diminution of reader interest when an expertly measured quantity of dynamite brought it to an abrupt conclusion.


  The subjects of Boyd’s investigations were not the illicit distillers and unlicensed gamblers and peddlers of forbidden pleasures, the violators of fairly simple laws which could be enforced by any moderately efficient police force with the ambition to do it. He pointed out that the victims of that group of malefactors were mostly eager customers by their own choice, or at best had been susceptible to relatively little coaxing to step off the straight and narrow path. The targets that he had made his specialty were the crooked union bosses and masterminds of devious extortion who defrauded and disfranchised the “working man” at the same time as they professed to be championing his cause, and who simultaneously used the threat of strikes and riots to saddle legitimate business with a hidden tax which, he argued, was eventually paid by almost every citizen in the form of the extra pennies which as a result had to be added to the majority of things that people buy.


  This is such an ingeniously subtle and diffused form of blackmail, embezzlement, and larceny that most public prosecutors—to say nothing of the rank-and-file union members and the realistic business men on the other side of the table—had long since given up hope of any practical solution except to continue the payment of tribute and charge it off to modern overhead. But Lester Boyd’s pertinacious studies had contrived to detail and document so many case histories and specific shakedowns that they had started a rumble of rising indignation across the land which the sensitive ears of its politicians could not ignore. And as a corollary, the parasites who saw their immunity and fat living menaced stopped sneering and began to snarl.


  “He was warned to lay off,” Fernack said. “He got messages stuffed in his mailbox, phone calls in the middle of the night. Then a coupla goons were waiting outside his apartment building once when he came home, but the cop on the beat happened to come around the corner just as they started slugging him. After that I tried to make him call Headquarters whenever he was going any place where there wasn’t bright lights and plenty of people, and we’d have a radio car cruise by and watch for him. Sometimes he’d do it and sometimes he wouldn’t bother, but I made him have it put in the paper anyway and I figured it’d make those bastards think twice about trying to beat him up again. But he wouldn’t lay off, of course. So they laid him off.”


  “You know the characters he was attacking,” Simon said. “Have you had any of them in and asked them questions?”


  “Oh, sure, I’ve had ‘em in. And asked ‘em stupid questions. And got the stupid answers I deserved.” The detective’s voice was harsh with corrosive acid. “If you mean did I give ‘em a good old-fashioned going over, you know damn well I didn’t. You remember how in Prohibition nobody could lay a hand on a top gangster for all the shyster attorneys around him and the crooked politicians spreading their pocket handkerchiefs for him to walk on so’s his shoes wouldn’t get dusty? Well, these mugs make those old-time mobsters look like punks. They got twice as many lawyers and half the time they don’t even bother with the politicians. These guys are legitimate—at least until somebody proves otherwise. They got fancy offices an’ secretaries an’ all the trimmings, just like the president of General Motors. They go to conventions an’ banquets and make speeches. Suppose we caught some goon who beat somebody up, and maybe twisted his arm a bit till he named one of the bosses who hired him to do it? The boss would laugh at us. Just some overenthusiastic union member trying to talk himself out of an assault rap, he’d say—and what other proof do we have?”


  “Who would you use your rubber hose on if you could get away with it?” Simon asked sympathetically, but with just enough hint of an underlying taunt to be sure of stinging Fernack out of any imminent reversion to the discreet habits of the clam. “Boyd was shooting at so many guys. Did he have anyone in his sights sharply enough to make himself an obvious murder risk?”


  “Yeah. Just one guy that I put him on the tail o f. But what he dug up, after the lead I gave him, was all his own. He said it was hot enough that if it wouldn’t get this guy at least five years in a Federal pen it could only be because the Attorney General was fixed.


  Anyway, he had somebody worried enough to want him bumped off.”


  “Where did he keep this information?”


  “That’s what I was up to the Syndicate office trying to find out. But they don’t have it. Nobody seems to know where it is—unless, probably, it was all in his head. But it don’t mean the same any more. Suppose anybody found it now and this louse did draw a five-year stretch. That only pays for some of his past racketeering. The murder is still on the house.”


  Fernack’s big knuckles whitened, around his glass in a contraction of coldly suppressed fury that threatened to crush it like an eggshell. “There’s only one way he’s ever likely to be tied into that bombing, and that’d be if someone backed him up to a wall and beat a confession out of him. Which the judge would throw out anyhow. But I can remember a time when I’d of done it just the same, just for the satisfaction of seeing he didn’t beat the rap without even getting his hair mussed.”


  “What’s his name?” Simon persisted.


  “Nat Grendel,” Fernack said, almost defiantly. “You’ve heard of him.”


  The Saint nodded.


  “I read Boyd’s articles. But I didn’t think Grendel would go all the way to murder.”


  “Some guys will go a long way to stay out of Leavenworth.”


  Simon lighted a cigarette.


  “I never get enough exercise in this effete city. How would you feel if I did some of the old-fashioned brutal things to Brother Grendel that they won’t let you do, now that Centre Street has become so correct and maidenly?”


  The detective glared at him in what anyone who had not followed their long acquaintance through all its vicissitudes would certainly have considered a disproportionately apoplectic reaction to such a friendly offer.


  “You stay out of this! If somebody takes Nat Grendel for a ride, in the name of some kind o’ justice above the Law, like you did to some other guys in this town once, I’ll know it was you and I’ll send you to the electric chair and I’ll pull the switch myself, so help me. I got enough trouble already—and you can’t get away with that stuff any more.” He drained his glass violently and added, with what seemed like a somewhat naive superfluity: “Anyhow, Grendel’s only the guy who wanted Boyd wiped out. The guy whose trademarks were all over that bomb job is The Engineer.”


  In the underworld’s roster of peculiar specialists the man who was usually referred to as the Engineer was perhaps the most sinister and shadowy. The latter adjective is applicable to his reputation and modus operandi  rather than to his physical aspect, which was anything but wraithlike.


  His real name was Herman Uberlasch, and he had the bullet head, stolid features, and bovine build with which any cartoonist would have automatically endowed a character intended to represent a typical Teuton. A straggly moustache masked the ruthless line of a bear-trap mouth, and gold-rimmed glasses of unfashionable shape maintained a deceptive screen of gentle helplessness before his very pale blue eyes. Ostensibly he operated a watch, clock, and small-appliance repair shop on a shabby corner of Third Avenue; but his unsuspecting neighbours would have been amazed to see the figures on the income-tax returns which he meticulously filed each year. To the inspectors, who were also amazed and slightly incredulous, he explained unblinkingly that he was sometimes paid quite fantastic fees for overhauling priceless antiques and heirlooms; and beyond that, since there was no evidence that he had been unwise enough to conceal any income, they had no authority to go.


  But in more sophisticated circles, Herman Uberlasch was widely believed to have been the first practical joker to wire a bundle of dynamite and a detonator to the ignition system of a car in such a way that the next person attempting to start it would simultaneously eliminate both himself and his vehicle from the automobile market. That story may belong strictly to folklore. But even if there is any truth in it, he progressed rapidly to more complex and ingenious conceptions. He was more plausibly credited with inventing a cigarette lighter which could actually be lighted for demonstration purposes, but which exploded like a grenade when operated by anyone who did not know its secret; and there is no longer much doubt that he originated the prank of mounting a .45 cartridge inside a telephone receiver with such a cleverly sprung firing mechanism that as far as the victim was concerned its message literally went in one ear and out of the other. He had a solution for almost any problem that could be handled mechanically, and he was always alert for ways to adapt the latest advances of science and technology to his work: when television came in, he was the first to think of fitting a picture tube with a special cathode that in one or two sessions would give its audience a dose of X-rays which would soon place them beyond the reach of the most insistent commercial.


  It was for achievements thus unsung, or at least vocalized only in very limited choral society, that Uberlasch won his reputation as the Engineer; but as the time-honoured and straightforward custom of taking troublesome individuals for a ride became somewhat outmoded or less practical, his unusual talents were increasingly in demand, and to his great disgust his name was bandied about among the cognoscenti, and a man who heard that the Engineer had been assigned to him would scarcely dare to strike a match for fear that it might kindle his own funeral pyre. But still it was all only accepted rumour and furtive whisperings, for the Engineer himself never boasted, nor did his gadgets leave any evidence that could embarrass him.


  If the police raided his humble premises (as one rash officer did once) he had the ideal legitimate justification for any springs, cogs, timing devices, electrical parts, tools or instruments that might be found there; the explosives never entered his shop but were always added on the job at the last moment.


  “It might be five or ten years before a combo like that makes a slip that would stick in court, Bill—if they ever make it,” Simon argued. “I just want to speed up the odds.”


  This was after Fernack had refused another drink and departed for his office downtown, muttering further threats of what would happen if the Saint presumed to take the law into his own hands; and Simon had waited for the editor of the syndicate which Boyd had been working for, with whom he already had a date for lunch.


  “I couldn’t get away with setting you up to be shot at,” was the answer. “Even if you talked me into it, my boss wouldn’t let me go through with it.”


  “You could hire me to continue Boyd’s column,” Simon wheedled. “Any self-respecting newspaper should refuse to let itself be bullied into dropping this subject just because the goons have hit back once, and my reputation as an expert on skullduggery and dirty pool is certainly good enough to account for picking me to carry on. Then when you start publishing me, and I say in my first article that by an odd coincidence I was the little bird who told Boyd where to dig up the dirt that he was going to publish on Grendel, and that I’m just as qualified to go on raking it out—well, you could hardly refuse to print that, because for all you know it might be the truth. And then if anything unfortunate did happen to me as a result, nobody could blame you, because obviously I’d asked for it myself.”


  “But what you’re thinking is that they’ll have to try to give you something like the same treatment they gave Lester; but you’re going to be fast enough to duck.”


  “And maybe catch them off base, too—if you don’t mind how a metaphor gets mangled. You’d go a long way to see that somebody pays for Boyd’s murder, wouldn’t you?”


  The editor rubbed his chin.


  “I don’t think Fernack is going to like this,” he said.


  “What we have to hope is that Nat and Herman like it even less,” said the Saint Nat Grendel would have objected venomously to hearing it reported that he blew his top when the first article under Simon Templar’s by-line was shown to him, for he prided himself on having risen above such vulgar displays, but he came frighteningly close to it.


  In the course of a career professedly devoted to improving the status of the working man.


  Nat Grendel had improved nobody more than himself. Rising from origins as lowly as those of any of the toilers he claimed to represent, he had managed to transform himself into a fair facsimile of their own traditional bogey-man. Always impeccably barbered, groomed, and tailored, he looked as if he had never soiled his manicured fingers on any cruder tool than a fountain pen. Not for him was the rugged, raucous, homespun, back-slapping pose of certain other labour leaders who were always trying to prove that inflated salaries and unlimited expense accounts had not made them feel any less spiritually akin to the common man whose cause they championed. Grendel always spoke softly and moreover had taught himself to do it in the language and even a good imitation of the accents of education and breeding; and he comported himself with a reserved and worldly suavity which often exceeded that of the corporation executives with whom he had to negotiate. Yet by some paradox which a Freudian psychologist would not find totally baffling, he commanded the genuine loyalty of a full fourth of the members of the key union local which he dominated, and the steel talons inside his kid gloves were sharp enough to control the rest. Even some of the more conservative and constitutional modern hierarchy of union bosses secretly envied Grendel’s unchallenged rule over his self-chosen province; and although the supreme councils of organized labour disclaimed and deplored his tactics, he was still far too powerful a figure to be disowned or even seriously disciplined.


  At fifty, he had plenty of wavy hair of a distinguished grey, though his brows and the pencil-line of moustache which he cultivated were still jet black, and he was quite vain of his somewhat actorish good looks and well-preserved figure. Along with the appearance, he had developed the tastes of a sybarite: he liked to dine in expensive restaurants, accompanied by showy if not scintillating young women, and his terrace apartment overlooking Central Park housed a collection of antiques which few of the tycoons he professionally sneered at would have been ashamed of.


  The concluding paragraph of the Saint’s first essay said:


  Those who still want to know the facts which the late Lester Boyd meant to publish will not be disappointed if they continue to watch this space. But I don’t want to put Nat Grendel out of his misery too quickly. I want him to sweat for a few days and lie awake for a few nights first. And meanwhile I am thinking of a few extra ways to make him unhappy which even Boyd couldn’t have handled.


  Grendel found this partly puzzling, but the text which preceded it was essentially ominous enough to make him acutely uneasy for about twenty hours.


  The second article, however, did nothing but elaborate an assortment of generalities, and he began to feel his confidence rebuilding as he allowed himself to consider the possibility that the whole thing might be a hoax, or at best a very crude and hollow bluff.


  Although when it seemed expedient Nat Grendel had employed enough gunmen, thugs, plug-uglies, pipe-wielders, rock-slingers, and brass-knuckle masseurs to make up a sizeable task force, he had contrived to hold himself so personally aloof from violence that he would have scorned the mere suggestion of maintaining a private bodyguard. And it is an interesting fact that he had never had any occasion to doubt the wisdom of that arrogant economy until the third morning after Simon Templar had finagled himself a short-term mortgage on the Fourth Estate.


  When his Puerto Rican houseboy announced the visitor, Grendel was examining a china lion-dog figurine of the Yin dynasty which had reached him through the mail only that morning. “This is one of a pair my grandfather brought back from Shanghai,”  said the letter enclosed in the parcel, from an address in Buffalo. “A dealer has offered $100 for them, and we could use the money, but I don’t know if it is a fair price. I have read where you are a collector yourself and I know you would always help one of your union men not to get gyped whatever the papers say, so please tell me if I should take it.”  Grendel was still far from being an expert himself, but he knew that if the figures were fakes no dealer would pay $10 for them, but if he would pay $100 they must be worth many times that amount. Grendel was trying to distract himself from his major anxiety by deliberating whether in the circumstances $125 or $150 would be the ideal offer for him to make on his own account—the object being to seem magnanimous without encouraging his follower to try for more competitive bids—and his first reaction when he heard the name “Templar” was to be so incensed by the effrontery that he forgot to be afraid.


  “Send him in,” he snapped; and as soon as the Saint entered he went on in the same tone: “You’ve got a nerve thinking you could just drop in and get an interview from me, after the lies you’ve already printed!”


  Simon shook his head gently.


  “I’m not a bit interested in anything you’re likely to tell me. And I’m not here to ask if you’d care to buy me off, as you may have been thinking. I just came to keep the promise I published and bring a little personal woe into your life, in case you hadn’t decided yet whether to take me seriously.”


  By that time the houseboy had withdrawn, closing the door after him, and Grendel’s first physical qualm came a little late.


  The Saint was surveying the decorations and ornaments with elaborate and unblushing curiosity.


  “You’ve come a long way, Nat,” he remarked. “If only you’d picked up some honesty along with the other cultural trimmings, you’d be quite a success story.”


  “Listen to who’s talking,” Grendel jeered.


  For an instant the Saint’s eyes were like sword-points of sapphire.


  “Don’t ever get one thing wrong,” he said. “I never robbed anyone who wasn’t a thief or a blackguard, although they might have been clever enough to stay within the law. I’ve killed people too, but never anyone that the world wasn’t a better place without. Sometimes people seem to forget it, since I got to be too well known and had to give up some of the simple methods I used to get away with when I was more anonymous, but my name used to stand for a kind of justice, and I haven’t changed.”


  “If that’s how you feel, you shouldn’t be picking on me,” Grendel said automatically, and was even angrier to hear how hollow it sounded.


  “You are a parasite and an extortioner, among other things, and you’ve had dozens of men beaten and maimed for obstructing your chosen escalator to a penthouse,” said the Saint dispassionately. “But an ordinary judge and jury might have cut you back to size eventually. Only the man who seemed most likely to help that happen was conveniently blown away, and a friend of mine who knows his onions thinks that, whatever happens now on the other counts, you’re a cinch to literally get away with murder. So for old times’ sake, I decided I should do something about it.”


  He smiled again, with renewed geniality, and sauntered across to a glass cabinet which obviously enshrined some of Grendel’s most fragile treasures. He opened the door calmly, and with unerring instinct lifted out a delicate vase from the central position on an upper shelf.


  “This is a nice piece, isn’t it?” he murmured. “I bet it cost you plenty of skimmings off the union dues.”


  “That’s none of your business. Be careful—”


  “It would be a crime to destroy it, wouldn’t it? But is it quite such a crime as destroying a man, wantonly, for no better reason than that he might have told the truth about you?”


  “Put that down,” Grendel said savagely, starting across the room, “and get out of here—”


  Simon Templar put down the vase, sadly and very seriously, but none the less firmly, as an executioner might have swung down a switch that sent a lethal voltage into an electric chair, crisply and positively, on the edge of the nearest table, with an unflinching force that shattered it into a shower of fragments.


  In a white paroxysm into which no other goad could have stung him, Grendel sprang forward into a collision course with an orbiting set of knuckles which he intercepted with his right eye.


  He reeled and swung wildly, contacting nothing but thin air; and another wickedly accurate fist jarred his teeth sickeningly and sent him staggering back to collapse ignominiously in an armchair which caught him behind the knees.


  The Saint sat on the edge of a table and lighted a cigarette.


  “You’d better relax, Nat, before something permanent happens to your beauty.”


  Dabbing a silk handkerchief on his bloody lips, Grendel spat out some crude words that he had not used for fifteen years. But pain and shock had already quenched his momentary flare of violence. Outside of that instant of uncontrollable madness he would never have exposed himself to physical conflict at all, for he had neither the muscles nor the spirit for personal combat. Now the awareness of his abject impotence at the hands of the Saint was linked with the bitter memory of other half-buried humiliations suffered in his youth, before he learned more devious ways of fighting; and the mocking eyes of the contemptuous buccaneer gazing speculatively at him seemed to know it.


  “I wonder what you’ll do now, Nat? You could call the police and charge me with assault, or call your lawyer and sue me. But if I said I was only trying to interview you, and you went berserk and knocked that vase out of my hand when you took a poke at me, and I had to smack you a couple of times to cool you down in self-defence—it’d only be your word against mine, and you might have a tough time selling it.”


  “I’ll get you for this, don’t worry!”


  “With one of your goon squads? But you’ll never get the same satisfaction out of hearing what they did to me as I’ve had out of slapping you with my own hands. I suppose if they were good enough to kidnap me they might be able to hold me while you beat me up. But that wouldn’t be so good for you, because you’d be proving in front of your own men that you were a white-livered punk who couldn’t lick anyone that didn’t have his hands tied behind him, and they mightn’t forget it. Besides, beating me up isn’t enough. I’ve got to be killed; or else I give you my word I’m going to send you to jail as surely as Lester Boyd would have.


  And you wouldn’t have the nerve to kill anyone yourself even if he was trussed up like a mummy.”


  “You’ll find out,” Grendel said.


  Simon contemplated him skeptically.


  “You’ll probably end up just farming the job out as usual,” he said. “The whole trouble is, you’re yellow. Even if the Engineer could set me up with some radio-controlled bomb that you could fire from here without the slightest risk that it could ever be proved you did it, I don’t think you’d have the guts to press the button. You’ve made yourself into a little two-bit czar, but you’ll never find out what it feels like to play God.”


  He stubbed out his cigarette, most deliberately, on the beautifully polished table top, and slid himself lazily off it to straighten up on his feet.


  “I’ll leave you to brood about it,” he said lightly. “But don’t brood too long, because in a day or two I may drop by again and do something else horrible. And I’ve got plenty more printable things to write about you.” He paused at the door. “Any time you’ve got a few husky friends with you and feel brave, you don’t have to waste a lot of time looking for me. I’m staying at the Algonquin.”


  Herman Uberlasch felt phlegmatically confident that he had nothing to apologize for in the bomb that had silenced Lester Boyd–although it was one of his less intricate contraptions, it had been entirely adequate for the job, and the conscientious craftsmanship that went into it was evidenced by the fact that it had admittedly hurt no extraneous characters whose injury might have beclouded the issue and unnecessarily increased the volume of public indignation.


  Therefore he was somewhat puzzled by the curt and rancorous tone of voice in which Grendel phoned him a few days afterward and summoned him to another conference. But he went, because Grendel was an old established client and never haggled over a fee, and when he got there he could see very plainly why his customer was emotionally distraught.


  “Dot iss a beautiful shiner you got, Nat,” he commented tactlessly, in the accent which he had guarded as an artistic flourish rather than from any linguistic disability. “Und der schvelling of der mouth also. I didn’t know it vos so true vot I read in der paper.”


  The Saint’s latest article had begun:


  The reason why Nat Grendel, the tapeworm of organized labour, will be not sampling the caviare in his favourite haunts for a few days is that he is ashamed to show his face in public. Not, I regret to say, on account of the things I’ve been saying about him here, but simply because of some inglorious contusions inflicted on it by the rude hands of an unidentified person who may have felt he was paying an interim dividend on the late Lester Boyd’s account.


  “Never mind about that,” Grendel said coldly. “I want you to do something about Templar.”


  “Chust like Boyd perhaps? A liddle machine dot goes off ven he schvitches on der lights? ... Dot iss a good, simple, reliable system mit no bugs in it. Or do you vant dis vun to be different?”


  “I’ve got a crazy idea—I’d like to pull the trigger on this myself. Would it be possible to rig something that could be fired by radio, for instance? So I could wait till I got him on the phone and tell him what I was doing, and then press a button and even hear it go off.”


  The Engineer’s torpid face lighted up.


  “You should’ve been a clairvoyant, Nat. You ask for der very latest idea I been working on. Only a few days ago a feller comes in my shop mit a model airplane for me to repair, und it has radio controls so he can fly it he says two miles avay. Now you know how I’m alvays looking for new ideas to improve my service, so of course I see at vunce how dis could be exactly vot I’d need some day to schtart a fire or set off a special bomb, und naturally I find out vhere he gets it und I put it in schtock. Dis vill be so interesting I vould almost do it for nodding—only dot vould be unprofessional,” he added hastily.


  “How long will it take you to get it working?” Grendel asked. “This can’t wait for weeks while you’re experimenting.”


  “Der experimenting iss already done. I vould not be talking about it if I hadn’t proved I could make it vork. Der bomb I can haf ready tomorrow. Vhere iss Templar living?”


  “At the Algonquin.” Uberlasch frowned.


  “To plant der bomb may not be easy. It iss a schmall hotel vhere everybody iss known und everybody iss noticed. Und I suppose Templar iss no fool, und he vill be looking out for somebody trying to take care of him like Boyd.”


  “Up to a point, yes. But he’s so damned sure of himself that he doesn’t seriously believe it could happen to him. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I’m convinced that he thinks he can bluff me out of making anything happen to him because it’s too soon after what happened to Boyd. So I’m betting it’ll be easier than you expect.”


  “I alvays giff you top marks for psychology, Nat. Maybe you got der answer right dere.”


  The Engineer scratched thoughtfully at his benevolent walrus whiskers. “Now perhaps ve cash in on his blind schpot like dis …”


  In a room only a few floors less lofty in an adjacent hotel, where he had registered under a new and utterly implausible name, Simon Templar presently took off the earphones and switched off the sensitive radio receiver which had brought him every word of the conversation.


  Nat Grendel also had his blind spot. Like any other man involved in sometimes highly questionable stratagems, he was acutely sensitive to the risk that someone might try to install an eavesdropping device in his apartment, and his loyal and conscientious servant had standing orders which would have made it virtually impossible for anyone to gain admission and be left alone on any pretext even for a moment. But it had not occurred to Grendel, who did not have the Engineer’s turn of mind, that a Chinese ornament credibly sent to him by a trustful member of his union could have sealed into it a microphone and miniature radio transmitter capable of broadcasting for a more than sufficient two hundred yards.


  Grendel placed the lion-dog temporarily on top of the cabinet which the Saint had vandalized and wrote a letter to Buffalo which he thought neatly solved his dilemma.


  “I’m not an expert valuer,”  he wrote, “but I do know that antique dealers expect to make a profit. Let me see if I can help you to share in it. I’m sending you herewith $100—all that the dealer would have given you—to tide you over your immediate emergency. Send me the other figure, and let me get an offer for the pair. Perhaps I can get a slightly better bid than you could, from some dealer who owes me a favour, and if so I’ll send you the difference.” 


  In this way he would have both pieces in his possession, there would be no danger of the owner getting an embarrassingly different valuation, and in a short while an additional check for perhaps $15 would secure him an even more grateful and devoted disciple.


  For the protective function performed by Grendel’s houseboy, Simon Templar was able to rely to a large extent on the voluntary devotion of a large part of the Algonquin staff, some of whom had known him for so many years that they took an almost proprietary interest in his welfare. When he returned to the hotel the following afternoon from typing and handing in his column at the newspaper syndicate office, a bellboy stepped into the elevator with him, exchanged a polite greeting and some innocuous comments on the weather, got out at the same floor, and trailed him unobtrusively to his suite.


  “There was a man here while you were out, sir, supposed to be from the telephone company,” he said when they were alone. “I got the job of letting him in with the passkey and staying here while he worked, you know, like the hotel always has somebody do. It was some complaint about the phone not always ringing, he said. He fiddled about a bit and fastened something on the wire, under the bed, but he said that was only temporary and he’d take it away when he brought a new bell unit. I thought you’d like to know, sir.”


  The bellhop showed him the attachment on the wire, and Simon removed it and examined it cautiously. It was a small but very efficient wire recorder, as he pointed out.


  “You might as well take it home and have some fun with it,” he said. “Or any shop that deals in secondhand recorders should pay a fairly good price for it. If that bogus telephone man comes back and finds it’s gone, I promise you he won’t even let out a peep.” The bellboy grinned.


  “Thank you,  Mr Templar. And I hope nobody ever gets the drop on you.”


  “Keep your fingers crossed for me,” said the Saint piously, “and your eyes open.”


  As soon as his self-appointed sentinel had gone he made a further search and did not take long to find the second memento left by his visitor. This was a plastic box about the size of a couple of cigarette packages, and it was fastened to the under side of the telephone table with a gooey adhesive. Obviously it had been prepared so that all the operator had to do was distract the bellhop’s attention for an instant, strip off a protective covering, and press the sticky side of the box up against the wood, where it would cling without any other fastening.


  It was not hard to detach, but he handled it very gingerly, knowing what it contained.


  He could look back on many minutes of agonizing suspense in the course of his life, but none that were more icily nerve-racking than those that he spent before he was sure that he had rendered the Engineer’s newest masterpiece harmless.


  Even after that he felt tense as he went back downstairs with a small valise which he had already packed, and told the desk clerk that he would be away overnight, and made an especial point of asking for the switchboard to be notified to give that message to any telephone callers.


  Not until his taxi had pulled away from the door, cutting him off from any chance of being prematurely contacted by Grendel, did he draw a completely relaxed breath.


  He did not, however, go out of town, but before they had reached Fifth Avenue he changed the directions which the doorman had relayed to the driver, from the Air Terminal to the other hotel where he had set up his listening post; and it was from there that he called Fernack the next day and invited the detective to meet him for a drink at the Algonquin at five-thirty that evening.


  “What’s the idea now?” Fernack asked suspiciously. “Are you thinking you can con me into giving you the same leads I gave Boyd, so you can keep up your newspaper career?”


  “Don’t be late,” said the Saint. “And have a police car waiting for you outside—you may need it.”


  “This had better be good,” Fernack grumbled. “I read all your articles, because I gotta, but I’m gettin’ a hunch that you’re full of spit. If I was Grendel, you’d worry me a bit less every day.”


  Inspector Fernack’s misjudgement could be excused, for he lacked the inside information which gave Grendel’s appreciation of the Saint’s literary output a peculiar piquancy, right up to and including the opening lines of the column which had appeared that morning:


  I sincerely hope that none of the home truths I have been expounding here recently will be taken as an attack on those honest union leaders whose efforts have eliminated so many abuses and raised the living standards of every employee and through him of all Americans, without excessively feathering their own nests.


  A type like Nat Grendel, my current nominee for the Ignobel Prize, is actually a thorn in the side of every intelligent member of the labour movement, from the national leaders down to the lowliest dues-payer; but some of the suckers who give him their allegiance should see how his nest is feathered.


  I made it my duty to case this joint recently, and I will testify that in one glass case alone I saw an assortment of bric-a-brac which even in my amateur estimation would be worth about 20 years’ work at union scale with no taxes; while on his desk, freshly unwrapped, I saw what looked like his latest acquisition —a hunk of Oriental pottery which a consultant has identified from my description as a Yin dynasty lion-dog worth as much as Mr Grendel’s average constituent (if I may use the expression) would spend on a couple of years’ mortgage payments …


  Nat Grendel was still chewing a thumbnail over that sentence when Uberlasch arrived late in the afternoon. The matching china figure to the one the Saint had referred to had arrived earlier, by express, with a letter of effusive thankfulness enclosed; and Grendel had been unable to resist unpacking it and setting it on his desk beside its mate, the better to admire their symmetry.


  Now he might end up having to pay something like a reasonable market price for the pair, if he wanted to keep them, unless he could think of some foolproof way of double-talking around those gratuitous observations which his faithful fan might just have been cussed enough to read. The probability inflamed all over again a complex of wounds of which his facial inflammations were now only dwindling shadows.


  “How many do you vant of dose china nightmares, Nat?” wondered Uberlasch, whose faded eyes missed very little. “Now for half der price I could make you a dog dot vags his tail und barks und eats only flashlight batteries. Dot iss, if it’s schtill true vot I read in der papers.”


  “The only thing I want to read in the papers tomorrow,” Grendel said edgily, “is how this precious radio gadget of yours worked.”


  The other put down the untidy brown-paper parcel he carried on the desk and opened it.


  When exposed, its contents were contrastingly compact and tidy.


  “Here iss der transchmitter, Nat. It iss already tuned mit der bomb. Here iss der button. Ven it iss time for you, you pusch mit der finger. Dot iss all. You could’ve had it last night, und by now it vould be all over.”


  “Templar went somewhere out of town yesterday, I found out from his hotel. That’s why I told you not to hurry. But he’s due back any time now. All I want is to be sure everything’s jake with the thing you planted.”


  The Engineer sat down comfortably and lighted a rank cigar.


  “If it ain’t, I should be blown up mit it myself,” he said. “I’m not der great psychologist like you, but dot bomb vos put in mit a psychology of genius.”


  Simon Templar himself was ready to concede that, with the generosity of one true artist towards another. He admitted as much to Chief Inspector Fernack, in his living room at the Algonquin, while he poured Old Curio over the ice cubes in two glasses.


  “I honestly don’t know how many times I might have been a sucker for a switch like that,” he said. “They knew, of course, that the odds were about twenty to one I’d hear about any trick they used to get into my room, so they deliberately used one of the corniest routines in the book to make the bet even safer. Perhaps they overdid it a bit in actually showing the bellhop the gizzmo on the telephone wire. But I was supposed to feel so smug about finding it that I wouldn’t think I needed to search any farther. And I just possibly might have, if I hadn’t had electronic insurance.”


  “But the bomb, man,” fumed the detective, too agitated about fundamentals to notice the last cryptic phrase. “Why didn’t you keep it, or bring it to me? That’d be the kind of evidence—”


  “Of what?”


  “Any part that’s used in a bomb can be traced, especially before it’s blown up.”


  “Did you ever tie anything to the Engineer that way?”


  Fernack gulped.


  “Somebody was in your room, impersonating a telephone service man. The bellhop could identify him—”


  “If he lived to do it. The guy did me a favour. But after what they did to Boyd, and what they had planned for me, can you see me asking him to stick his neck out like that?”


  “If he identified the Engineer, I’d have that Dutchman locked up so tight that even Grendel couldn’t spring him.”


  “You might: but I doubt it. But even if you did, do you think you’d ever make Uberlasch say who hired him? Just on a point of pig-headed Prussian pride, you couldn’t open his mouth with redhot crowbars, and if you think you know better you’re only kidding yourself.”


  “If we don’t keep trying,” Fernack said stubbornly, “what’s ever going to stop Grendel?”


  “I had a suggestion once, but you didn’t like it.”


  The detective looked up grimly.


  “I still don’t.”


  “Let’s put it this way,” said the Saint. “Grendel and the Engineer are guilty as hell: you know it, and I know it. But under the ordinary processes of law they don’t seem any nearer to getting their comeuppance. However, it’s an ancient legal doctrine that if anyone injures himself in an attempt to commit a crime, it’s strictly his own fault. For instance, if we were standing on the edge of a cliff, and you suddenly tried to shove me over, and I dodged, so that you lost your balance and fell over yourself, it couldn’t be blamed on me for not standing still and letting you push me.”


  “So what?”


  Simon sipped his drink placidly.


  “In the same way, if Grendel was fooling around with some nasty little toy that was intended to blow me to blazes, and instead it went off and disintegrated him—it’d be practically suicide, wouldn’t it?”


  “What are you driving at?” rasped Fernack distrustfully. “You didn’t get me up here just for an argument.”


  “No,” Simon admitted. “I also thought you might ask me for an alibi, and I couldn’t think of a better one I could give you than yourself. For the rest, I’m betting everything on psychology. I know that Grendel fancies himself as the sharpshooter in that department, but I think I’ve got him out-psychologized—or maybe buffaloed would be a better word,” he said enigmatically.


  And then, as if on cue, the telephone rang.


  “That should be Grendel now,” said the Saint, putting down his glass. “Come and listen.”


  He led the way into the bedroom, and Fernack followed him in glowering uncertainty.


  Simon lifted the handset and said: “Hullo.”


  “Templar?”


  “Speaking.” Simon turned the receiver away from his ear and beckoned Fernack closer so that the other could also hear.


  “This is Nat Grendel.”


  “Well. How are your bruises? They should be sporting some beautiful colour effects by now.”


  “Do you remember saying that if I had you sitting on a bomb you didn’t believe I’d have the guts to set it off myself?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m going to show you how wrong you were.”


  “Don’t try it, Nat,” said the Saint soberly. “I can’t give you a fairer warning than that.”


  “This isn’t a warning,” Grendel said. “I’m going to kill you, you bastard. But right now. I just wanted to tell you about it, so that the last thing you know’ll be that I’m doing it myself. Now.”


  Simon prudently moved the receiver a little further from his ear; but the detective, who was caught unprepared, jumped at the loudness of the clack  that came from the diaphragm.


  “What was that?”


  Simon Templar listened a moment longer, to nothing, and then quietly put down the phone.


  “That was the accident I was talking about. I got the idea from Shakespeare. You remember that line about ‘the Engineer hoist with his own petard’?  You didn’t ask me how I got rid of the petard that they fixed for me. I suppose it was rather naughty, but the only thing I could think of was to put it inside a piece of china that he was interested in and send it back to him. It wouldn’t’ve hurt him if he hadn’t pressed the button.” The Saint went back into the living room and finished his drink. “Well, I guess we’d better get in that car I told you to have waiting and go see how much mess it made.”
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