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			CHAPTER I

			Bad News for Big Gus!

			Convict No. 53,784—known on the records of the Northern State Penitentiary at Moundsville, Illinois, as Gus L. McGurk—in the Chicago newspapers as “Big Gus”—and amongst crookdom as “Muscle-In”—stopped short in his mopping of the lower cell walk in Old Cell Block. It was but 10 in the morning—two full hours yet before dinner would be called in the prison’s 4 huge mess-halls—and since there was so little available work to distribute among Moundsville’s 2200 inmates, Big Gus always had to stretch out his limited area of mopping territory by actual slow-motion-picture manipulation of his mop—and frequent, if not more frequent, stoppings, as though for rest. Today, however, carried away by the realization that he would be “hitting the bricks” in only 3 more days, he had forgotten himself completely and actually worked—worked so hard and so swiftly that the collar of his coarse blue denim suit had actually become damp—and perspiration even hung from the end of his bulbous pockmarked nose. So stop he did—but not at all because of the damp neck, or the perspiration, or because he was using up “easy” mopping territory that should last him the rest of the day. For along that cell walk was coming nobody else than Convict No. 56,832—or “Educated” Brink, trusty—his youthful frame clad this morning in the neat gray chauffeur’s suit in which he drove the warden hither and thither; and, under Educated’s right arm, was no other than “Convict No. 1”—the latter being the beautiful all-striped black and grey cat who had been born in the prison but who, unlike the institution’s other 2200 “guests,” had the free run of the entire place, and was therefore known to every man within. The tense look on Educated’s face, with its narrow-set eyes, both directed squarely toward Big Gus, told the latter, standing there mop in hand, that something was afoot.

			And when Educated—who so often was sent aver the entire prison by the warden to gather in Convict No. 1, so that the famous striped cat could be shown to some visiting guest—deliberately freed Convict No. 1—though with a cautious glance around the now deserted cell block—Big Gus knew that something was afoot.

			Educated, approaching him, veered off to one side, and with the caution of one who knew that a “screw” might be silently watching from one of the upper cell walls, spoke in a low tone to Big Gus—and from the inner side of his mouth only. But constricted as his words were, they were nevertheless cleanly enunciated, and correctly, as well, as befitted one who had once spent 4 long years in a high school and thus attained his “monicker” of “Educated.”

			“Bad news, Gus!” were his opening words. “I carried Con No. 1 through 3 cell blocks to tell it to you. Brace yourself, now. For the news means—maybe—the chair for you. Where can I talk to you?”

			And Educated peered out over the cell walk rail, plaintively calling, “Kitty? Kitty?”

			The chair! Big Gus gasped. He had presence of mind enough to grunt: “Faucet room—off connectin’ corr’dor—right away!”

			And Educated was gone—peering here and there into various of those archaic flagstone-paved “one-man” cells which characterized Moundsville’s Old Cell Block, and calling “Kitty, Kitty?” Though obviously knowing that Convict No. 1, on his release, had slithered straight into Cell No. 44. Whose occupant—old Bill Raymond, lifer—was always known to leave therein—and where Con No. 1 could get it!—a single piece of meat from last night’s meal.

			As for Big Gus, though his mop water had just been drawn, and was therefore clean, he hastened, nevertheless, pail in hand, and sweating more now than if he were vigorously wielding his mop, around the large square cell walk, and down that corridor he had mentioned—and which connected Old Cell Block with Cell Block No. 1.

			A moment later he stood inside a big cement-floored room, fitted with huge faucets, and, on hooks along one wall, mops, brooms, and cleaning paraphernalia of all kinds. And it was but a second later that Educated when his eternal search for Convict No. 1 for the warden—had the run of the entire prison, entered the door. And closed it carefully.

			Gus strode forward and seized him by the arms.

			“What—what t’ hell, Ej’cated? What—what’s this here now news? Spill it—quick?”

			“I will, Gus,” replied the narrow-eyed convict in the chauffeur’s suit. “And here it is: The State’s Attorney—up in Chi—has got the skull of Wah Lee!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER II

			Concerning a Negro Laborer, a Girl From New Zealand, and a Chinaman’s Skull!

			“Th’—th’—skull—o’ Wah Lee?” gasped Big Gus, Even his ever highly colored bulbous nose turned a deathly pale. “Jee—sus—Gawd!” he added, passing a huge, hamlike hand over his forehead. “An’—an’ the S. A.’s got it? Jesus! Christ! An’ here—me—me due to hit th’ bricks this week—Friday—my 15-year stretch, wit’ th’ even 5 off for good behav’or—up. An’—listen, Ej’cated, are you sure—what you’re telling me?”

			“Am I sure?” replied the other. “Hell, Gus, would I be toting Con No. 1 away from the warden’s office—if I didn’t have some real McCoy to hand you?”

			“Well—well, goddamn it to hell, Ej’cated—you ain’t handed me nothing yet. Hurry, goddamn it—an’ give me the lowdown. Spill it. Where’s the sconce? Who—who dug it up? When was it dug up? Who—”

			“Easy, Gus! Easy! You’re sweating like hell. Plain to see you was in on the bumpoff of the Chink boy all right. As well as the snatch. But that’s your biz—not mine. And I’ll give you the lowdown quick—for if I’m nabbed in here with you, it’ll be the end of my trustyship, and—”

			“Well goddamn it,” bit out Big Gus, frantic for the entire news of which he had just had the gist, “your 5-year bit—with th’ 20 months off—is up in 60 days anyway. So what th’ hell—even if they stick you in th’ hole? Goddamn it—give it all to me. Quick.”

			“All right, Gus. Here it is. And so’s you’ll know it’s the McCoy—and no rumor fakealoo—let me say it comes straight from a lad that’s keeping company with an office girl hired by the S. A.—a girl up from New Zealand only about a year or so, and named Beryl Burlinghame. The lad is Handsome Harry—a new guy in the racket. The Tritt Mob—most of ’em are people new to you, Gus—but there’s a couple of old-timers in the mob who are friends of yours—that’s how comes it this news is reaching you now—anyway, the Tritt Mob sicked this bird Handsome on to this young New Zealand gal so’s he could pick up from her everybody or everything the S. A. might work up against the rackets. Which this Handsome’s been doing regular. The S. A. having a habit, it seems, of explaining things to this girl—she being from the other side of the earth, and a sort of—of protegee of his. No—I know you don’t get me on that, Gus—but what I mean is that her father did the S. A. a big favor once. Yes. So anyway, this Handsome’s been picking up lots of things. And picked up plenty—last night! Though on something else. Entirely. As follows: A nigger laborer—named Moses Klump—living alone at 3733 Vernon Avenue—found this sconce about two weeks ago, when digging—over on Goose Island—for a certain gas main intersection for the People’s Gas Company. It seems, Gus, that the gas pressure all over Goose Island was too low—and the P.G.L.&C. Company figured there was blockage at exactly this point—you know!—crust from gas, oil, and so forth—and they figured to uncover the point and try and dislodge the crust. However the hell they do that! Anyway, account of the problems in laying gas mains on Goose Island, this main has crossed right under a number of the old buildings there. And this particular point lay right underneath the wreck of one particular building. And this coon was set by one of the company’s engineers to dig there—by himself—and the exact point where he was digging, Gus, was under the dirt floor in a big hexagonal—that means six-sided, Gus—room that used to be the testing room of the old Schlitzheim Brewery, where—”

			“Yeah—yeah—yeah,” put in Big Gus, desperately, thinking of the time his mob had whisked the kidnaped Chinese youth to the deserted and out-of-the-way brewery—not to omit mention, either, it is to be admitted, of how he himself had subsequently despatched the youth by a well-directed shot in the back of the latter’s head—and for good and sufficient reasons! “Ne’ mind all the goeometry, and th’ goeography. Go on!”

			“I’m giving you the geometry and the geography, Gus,” said Educated, coldly, “so’s you’ll know absolutely they got the evidence.” He paused. “Well, this dinge Klump dug up the sconce about an even 6 feet under the surface of the dirt—and right at the center of that room—for the company engineer had laid out two strings, crossed, from two angles of the hex, to guide the dinge in reaching that gas main intersection. Anyway,” Educated went on hurriedly, “the dinge said nothing to his boss about having found the sconce, and took it home. Together with the loose lower jaw that was with it. He scraped ’em off, Boiled ’em clean. Fixed the lower jaw to the sconce by some tape or wire or string or something. And had a sort of sweet piece of brickabrack for the dump where he baches. Figuring—so it’s known he said—that if and when his luck in the crap game would bust, he’d chop off a chunk from the skull, carry the chunk around in his poke, and when that chunk wasn’t any good any more, take another chunk, and—you know coons, Gus, how they—”

			“Yeah—yeah—yeah. Go on, will you? How in hell did the S. A. git it?”

			“Well, the dinge, it seems, had been working on a construction job in South America, when that famous snatch case busted, Gus—and the same, 3 years later, when you were tried—and he didn’t know anything about the history of that old Schlitzheim Brewery there on Goose Island. And yesterday morning—while working on another job somewhere on the South Side—for it seems, Gus, he isn’t even a regular laborer for the gas company—he happens to tell another dinge how he had been working over there on the Island, and where; and of course the other dinge up and tells him the whole story of that brewery—of that very testing room—and how the headless corpse of Wah Lee was dug up there—rather, the eaten-off headless corpse, since—because of the quicklime—there wasn’t—”

			“Yeah—go on,” ordered Big Gus peremptorily, sweating profusely.

			“Okay! Well, the other dinge told this Klump dinge all about how Wah Lee’s corpse had been found there—buried only two—or three—feet under—and right at the center of that room—the old testing room—and how the state hadn’t been able to prove at all that ’twas the snatched Chink, because the head, the only thing that would have identified it, wasn’t there—and because that San Francisco person testified the way he did, and that old woman, Mrs. Mary Grubbs, testified that—”

			“Yeah,” almost screamed Big Gus, “go on! I know all about them things. Since I was virt’ally tried for the snatch. Go on. About this here dinge?”

			“Well,” continued Educated helplessly, “the dinge—the Klump dinge, I’m referring didn’t say anything to the other dinge about having found the sconce. It was home in his pantry okay—and he’d never even chopped a chunk off it yet. But he’d heard enough to realize that he’d uncovered—maybe!—the famous sconce that would have sent that snatch case to trial, and—”

			“—an’ settled me,” said Big Gus, morosely—a safe enough statement, since the two were alone together. “Go on.”

			“So the dinge—Klump—soon’s he gets home yesterday afternoon—for the job he was on came to an end about 3 bells in the afternoon—took a pike up inside the nose of the sconce—and, lo and behold, Gus, he saw where bone had been cleared away on one side only of the nose—the operating, you see, that was done just before you—well—snatched the Chink, Gus; and so he knew then, all right, all right, that he had the long searched-for sconce of Wah Lee. Yes! And so, after printing his initials, M. K.—Moses Klump, see?—it seems he couldn’t write, but could print—in black ink on the back of the skull, just close to the bullet hole—now hold yourself together, Gus, I’m giving it all to you as fast as I can—soon as he does set those letters down—for he was a sort of wise coon and even knew he’d have to identify those letters in court someday—he looked up the S. A.’s name in the telephone directory and marched straight down to the latter’s office with the sconce—wrapped and tied up, of course, in a paper package. Well anyway, the S. A. was out of town—he’d had to go to some funeral of some relative down in St. Louis—and damn lucky for you, Gus, for otherwise this info probably never would have reached you—so the dinge turned over to the S. A.’s office girl what he’d found, told her where he’d found it, and how, and about a central bullet hole in the back of the sconce, and how the bullet must have come out by way of its left eye, shattering the back wall of the eye—hold yourself together, Gus; I’m trying to give you everything—and how some kind of cutting had been done inside the sconce’s nose on the right side—yes—and how he’d stuck the two initials of his John Hancock on it in ink—and to all of which things, Gus, after she stuck the sconce pronto in the S. A.’s safe, she took a full deposition for the dinge. Something, evidently, that the S. A. had always instructed her to do wherever legal evidence was concerned—or wherever somebody would later have to testify to something. And—but I guess that’s all, Gus. The sconce was turned in yesterday afternoon late—the girl passed the whole tale to this Handsome last night—helped, naturally, by Handsome’s foxy questionings—and the S. A. is due back in Chicago tomorrow morning early from his brother-in-law’s planting in St. Louis—got to be back positively, it seems, Gus, for he’s to go in court personally tomorrow morning and buck banker Claussen’s appeal for bail—after which you’ll have to look to see yourself indicted before the day’s out—and tried this time for murder and snatch—instead of, as that other time, conspiracy to snitch ransom coin.”

			And Educated, finishing his long exposition of facts, made a helpless gesture with his two hands as much as to say, “Sorry—but I’ve done my part.”

			As for Big Gus, he was breathing hard. But he managed somehow to speak.

			“I’ll say,” he bit out savagely, “that you brung me bad news. Goddamn bad news! And if ever I hadda think, I gotta think now. Yes, by Jesus Christ—I do!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER III

			“In a Safe—in the Klondike Building”

			Educated turned towards the doorway.

			“I wish you luck,” was all he said.

			But Big Gus reached out a hamlike hand—detaining him.

			“Listen—Ej’cated—I know you feel you oughta beat it out of here now—but don’t. For—for Cri’ sakes! Nobody ain’t comin’ in here. And I gotta ask a few questions. I gotta. First: the gal spilled all what you’ve just told me, to this new gaycat—this Handsome Harry?”

			“Right! Last night, Gus. She’s in love with him. And doesn’t dream he isn’t legitimate. A regular collar ad, I was told he is—and knows how to shove the salve—dish out the flattery—see? What she gave him wasn’t info, of course, such as the Tritt Mob is trying to get—or need; but, having got it, he passed it on to ’em—and by midnight; and one of ’em—Limpy Blaine, who’s a friend of yours—passed it on, even before dawn today, to a guy who’s a friend of yours as well as a friend of mine—Jerry the Snake. And—”

			“Jerry—the Snake? Good old Jerry—but listen, Jerr—”

			“He knew, Gus,” Educated put in quickly, “that ’twas going to mean the hot seat for you; so he came straight to Moundsville here—only an hour ago—knowing I was a trusty, and that he could get to speak to me privately, the warden being a pretty good guy, you know, and not making us trusties talk through the screen grating in front of the screws. Jerry’s got no pedigree, you know—and he said he was my mouthpiece, come to tell me about a big estate I was to catch a cut of. And the warden let me be with him a half hour. Alone. And Jerry gave me the whole story—quick—but not leaving a single fact out. He—”

			“Now wait, Ej’cated,” begged Big Gus, passing a hand over his forehead. “Wait! Where—where is the sconce right now? In the City Hall, you say?”

			“Oh no, Gus. No! All this happened in the S. A.’s old office—in some ancient building called the Klondike building—across the street from the City Hall. I told you the dinge looked his name up in the phone directory—and that brought the dinge there, you see. No, this is some office, Gus, in which Louis Vann—he’s the present S. A., though of course you’d know that, I guess—in which Louis Vann started his law practice years ago, and which, it seems, he still keeps today out of sentiment. And with everything in it exactly like it used to be. To the last piece of furniture—and the last picture on the wall, including, incidentally, the old diploma! Yes! And this young New Zealand broad—the one I told you whose old man did Vann some favor—well, she just takes care of this old office—she’s not his regular secretary in the City Hall. No! Though she knows all what to do—about evidence and all that.”

			Big Gus was stroking his pockmarked bulbous nose. A thing he always did, rather than stroke his chin, when his mind was working desperately, intently. And he spoke.

			“So that sconce, Ej’cated—is in Looey Vann’s old office, eh! In the old Klondike Building, heh? Why—that son-of-a-bitch!—I—”

			“You’ve had personal dealings, have you?” inquired Educated, surprised, “with ‘Lock-the-Stable-Door’ Vann?”

			“‘Lock-th’-Stable-Door’—Vann?” echoed Big Gus.

			“Who—what—”

			“Oh, that’s what Jerry the Snake says he’s known as, here and there about Chicago, you know. But only, of course, since he became the S. A.”

			“Yeah—but w’y,” demanded Big Gus, “are they callin’ him that?”

			“Why? Because, as I understand it, he always posts a man somewhere near, or around where, a job—a snitch, or a bump-off—has been pulled, to wait!”

			“To wait! For what! For who?”

			“Why, for the guy, of course,” Educated said, sardonically, “who pulled it—to come back.”

			“Aw!—for Jesus Christ’s sake!” exploded Big Gus, disgustedly. “Comeback—f’r what? His lunch?”

			“The story simply is,” explained Educated patiently, “that years ago, when Vann was a kid, he read some Nick Carter novel in which, somewhere, it said; ‘The criminal always returns to the scene of his crime.’ And it left its ineradicable impress on his consciousness.”

			“Inyradical impress—okay—whatever that is! Well has he ever made a grab based on that beautiful the-ory?”

			“Never, it seems. And that’s why those who are in the know up there in Chicago—and by that I mean the regular cops, on the force—give him considerable of a horse-laugh. Though not to his face. No. But here—you were intimating, when we ran off the track, here, that you once crossed arms with him—and in that same old office.”

			“Exackly,” Big Gus admitted. “I was up in that ident’cal old office years ago—yeah, th’ one in that Klondike Building—when Vann was just startin’ out—I see him as a fast comer-up, an’ I try to slip him a retainer of a C-note to front for me in case of any jim-ups—but he wouldn’t play ball. Th’ white-livered bastard! Said if I had a pedigree—he couldn’t take me on. Which I had. So the deal was off. He—So-o? The sconce is in his office, hey?—in th’ old Klondike Building? An’ in his pete, to boot? Jesus—a plain ord’nary goddamn knobknockin’ job, that pete, if ever in Christ’s world there was such; and—listen?—Jerry told you pos’tive, now, that the sconce was took to that office?”

			“Positively, Gus.”

			“Well—but probably you wouldn’t know this—I wonder did the broad look at it? I—”

			“She told Handsome no, Gus. The thought of the ‘thing inside,’ she said, was ‘disgusting’ to her. She only tore the paper open a little at one point—just enough to make sure that ’twas a sconce—and not a—a pincushion. Or—or a quart of Scotch. If you get me! To make sure the dinge wasn’t screwy—yes. And then she locked it in the safe—wrapped just as he brought it. And took that full deposition from him—everything he could tell or remember. Or that she could think to fish out of him. And had his signature mark witnessed by a couple of punks up the hall. One of whom, by the way, Gus, slightly knew the dinge. Enough so that she was able to notarize the deposition herself. And the deposition, it’s now—”

			“Oh, t’ hell wit’ th’ deposition,” bit out Big Gus. “That don’t mean nothing. Not a goddamn thing. It’s—it’s th’ goddamn sconce—wit’ th’ surg’cal work in th’ snoot. An’ th’ bullet hole in it. An’—so th’ sconce—hm?—is in Looey Vann’s old ofhce—in th’ Klondike Building—an’ Vann not expected back ’til early tomorrow morning? Hm? By Chri—listen—this here now dinge who made this dep’sition—what th’ hell did you tell me the black bastard’s name was?”

			“Moses Klump, I told you. And lives in a cottage at 3733 Vernon Avenue. A down-at-heel street—full of unpainted, rickety cottages, occupied today only by niggers. If now, Gus, you were only in touch with some mob who’d do a bump-off for you, you could—”

			“I—could bump the dinge off? Christ, Ej’cated—that ’twouldn’t do no good—now that he’s made that goddamn dep’sition. In front o’ witnesses. An’ all that. Christ—no! It—but this here dep’sition, Ej’cated? Jus’ where is it? In th’ pete wit’ th’ sconce? If so, I c’n—”

			“No, Gus. The S. A.—according to the girl’s story to this Handsome—has a small $3 lock-box in the Lasalle Day and Night Safety Deposit Vaults—in his and her name—that he instructed her to put any valuable papers in—in case of fire or anything. So she strolled over, after locking up the office, and stuck the deposition in the lock-box.”

			“Oh yeah—yeah, I get it. Couldn’t stick no sconce in no $3 lock-box, eh? An’ anyway—in case of a fire—th’ sconce wouldn’t burn inside th’ pete anyway. Yeah—I get it. But the sconce is in th’ pete, eh? Jesus—le’ me get my lousy brains together. I’m—I’m dizzy. I’m—” Big Gus commenced thinking hard again, helping it along this time by passing a blue denim sleeve over his entire face. Suddenly he looked up.

			“Ej’cated—you’re a frien’ o’ mine, ain’t you?”

			“Certainly am, Gus. You did plenty for me—back in those days when I was a stockyards kid—and you were in the money—and my old man was bumped off on that job you and he were on. If it hadn’t been for you, I wouldn’t have got through high school; though,” Educated added, bitterness dripping from his tones, “damn little good it did me—for I hate the goddamned Law today worse than you do—for bumping the Old Man off the way it did. Without his even having a chance to take it on the lam—and serve a short stretch. And—but enough of that! I’m your friend. So—even though your snatch wasn’t pulled by my mob—I’ll do anything for you. Personal. See?”

			“Okay, Ej’cated. Now when you goin’ up to town t’ Moundsville—next—wit’ the Head-Gee?”

			“Up to town? Hell—I’m going right in to Chi today, with him.”

			“Into—Chi? Th’—th’ hell you are! And he’ll maybe leave you alone—wit’ th’ car—once or twice?”

			“Hell—yes! A half dozen times. While he runs in here and runs in there. He knows I’m not going to lam—with only 60 days left—and take a chance on coming back and serving all my g. b. off time. I’ll be alone a half dozen times—from 10 minutes to a half hour each time.”

			“Jesus—if that—if that ain’t the berries! It—Ej’cated, will you call a certain number in Chi—on th’ phone—and tell that there party—but all condensed-like—exact what you just told me?”

			“Sure—sure—sure, Gus. Glad to. I’ll condense the whole thing on the way up to Chi in my, mind, so’s I can say it all quickly. And I—but who’s the party, Gus?”

			And now, for the first time, Big Gus became regretfully silent. For never had he revealed what now he was going to have to reveal. But hopelessly scattered was his old mob—two serving The Book—life sentences—one in an Eastern stir, and one in a Western stir: two knocked off—killed—by G-men, and the remaining man’s whereabouts unknown—at least to him, Big Gus. And out of touch, moreover, he had been himself, now, for 10 long years, with other criminals—other, that is, than those who got stuck in here at Moundsville and became, for the time being, quite impotent beings. He shook his head. It was his only chance. And he surveyed Educated Brink curiously, as he spoke.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER IV

			“Wanted—One ‘Kite’”

			“Ej’cated,” Big Gus began, “you was on’y a snot-nose kid back w’en there was snatching in Chi. Back w’en Big Al had the alky racket all sewed up for hisself. So I wonder if—I wonder if you ever hearn anything about—about Big Gus’ mob—havin’ an inside wire—to the Law?”

			Educated nodded gravely. “Yes, Gus. I did. Kid though I was. It was common knowledge that you had somebody—in the police department—or, so some said, on the law staff at the City F-Hall—and some even said ’twas in the Detective Bureau—from whom you used to get red-hot info as to what was doing, on running down some snatch—and that it was practically that guy’s info that made you local Snatch King—for a while.”

			“Local Snatch King, hey?” commented Gus, dryly.

			“Well—I never took the rap, though—if you’ll notice—on no snatches. An’ I—but as for that guy, Ej’cated, there was such a guy. And I slipped him plenty of dough. An’ though I ain’t never counted him as one of my 6-man mob, he got as fat a cut on every job—as any other guy. An’ sometimes more—when things was hot—and he was deliverin’ the goods! And he took goddamn few chance. In fac’, none at all—as he thought. And he—However, Ej’cated, I’m gonna entrust you now wit’ a name, see? This guy’s name—yes. I dunno just what his phone number is—but his name’s in the Chi phone book, for I checked on it myself, on’y a couple of weeks back, w’en I was up in the Head-Gee’s office explainin’ about the loss of them mop-tightenin’ wires what Beany McMew snitched. For w’ile th’ Head-Gee was gassin’ on th’ phone—I riffled over the book, see? An’ I—but anyway this guy’s handle is in the book—an’ I’m giving it to you complete—even to the middle I-nitial And so the minite you git into Chi today, Ej’cated—and the Head-Gee there lopes up into some love-nest of his’n to rassle with some broad, or whatever the hell he does in Chi—I want you to call this here name, and—but first you’ll hafta ident’fy yourself as 100 per cent okay—wit’ a introduction containin’ two names all in itself. Key names, see? The one bein’ the name of a guy—see?—an’ the other the name of a certain mag’zine what’s been published up there in Chi for the last million years or so—a mag’zine what prints on’y jokes and hoomor. In short, Ej’cated, the key names is ‘Szüd,’ an’ ‘Harlequinade’; and so, to keep yourself from maybe getting hung up on, you’ll have to introduce yourself—right off the bat!—by saying: ‘This is Mr. Szüd—of Harlequinade.’ Now say that,” he ordered.

			“‘This is Mr. Seed—of Harlequinade,’” repeated Educated, puzzledly, at least pronouncing with absolute correctness the name of the magazine in question which Big Gus, it is to be admitted, had pronounced “Harleyquinnade.”

			“So far so good,” commented Big Gus grimly. “All okay—yes!—so far as the comb’nation goes. But now spell that first name. As you’ll be asked—right off the bat—to do. And if you don’t spell it right, you’re a phoney—see?—and you’ll catch a blank wall.”

			Educated Brink may have thought he was a well-founded crook, but he was to find differently, even though he had heard the key name at exceedingly close range. “S-E-E-D, of course,” he spelled out scornfully.

			“Not by a goddamn sight,” declared Big Gus firmly.

			“It’s—”

			“I get you,” Educated put in hurriedly. “Z-E-E-D—of course.”

			“No!” was Big Gus’ retort. “It’s—”

			“’Nuff said, Gus,” Educated put in hurriedly. “It’s either S-I-E-D or Z-I-E-D.”

			“No, it ain’t neither o’ them ways,” returned Gus.

			“It’s—”

			“Then by God,” declared Educated, manifestly in a huff, “it’s got to be T-S-I-E-D.”

			“Well it ain’t got to be,” was Gus’ answer. “An’ you could go on guessing for the next million years. It’s—” and he spelled it triumphantly out, “It’s S-Z-U with two dots over it!-D. Now you spell that out the way I done.”

			Educated, miffed, did so. Complete to the “u with two dots over it!”

			“Where in hell, Gus,” he asked disgustedly, “did a name like that ever come from? And how the hell, moreover, did two names like that ever get strung together—the way you have ’em—for this identifying business?”

			“How? I’ll tell you how! The day this here thing was cooked up—years an’ years ago—this scheme, Ej’cated—by w’ich, in case of a jam or somethin’—me and this guy you’re to call could stamp the McCoy an any message or’ anything that would hafta pass between us—a copy of that there Chicago hoomer an’ joke mag’zine—Harlequinade—was layin’ close by us. So that was made part o’ th’ comb’nation. An’ as for the name Szüd, that was a guy I usta play poker wit’, years an’ years ago, in a joint in Chi, on th’ near nort’ side. Dead now, o’ course. And nobody—abs’lutely nobody—could never spell his goddamn name right. So that got stuck in too! And so the whole comb’nation—includin’ the spellin’ of that first name—was, so me an’ this guy that you’re to call figgered, a goddamn perfec’ test. An’ never—’til this day, Ej’cated—have I used it. An’—but you got it now, hey? All right. Let’s get going.”

			“Yes, let’s!” agreed Educated, heartily. “Before one of the screws wanders in here—and spells our names out—in his black book.”

			Big Gus threw a cautious glance over his shoulder. But Educated’s words presented, thus far, only a purely hypo­thetical situation!

			“Well,” Big Gus went on, “after you’ve got this guy hisself on the wire—and he knows from them key names—an’ your spellin’ out the first one, w’en he asts you to—that your message is the hundred per cent McCoy—an’ that you’re fronting on th’ wire for nobody but Big Gus hisself—I want that you should spiel him ever’thing that th’ Snake spieled to you to tell me—see I—boil it down, yes, as much as you can—but give him all the fac’s. All! Partic’ly, Ej’cated, w’ere that sconce is—see? And that Big Gus hisself says that the pete is nothing but an ol’ can—a knockin’ job, at the least. An’ be special sure to tell him also, Ej’cated, that the S. A. hits Chi tomorrow morning early—an’ that the sconce’ll be stuck dam’ quick after that into the big b. p. vaults in the City Hall. W’at Christ hisself couldn’t get into. And then, Ej’cated, blow back to your bus—an’ wait for your Head-Gee. For your work for Big Gus is did—for good an’ forever—an’ you’ve paid back anything Big Gus has ever did f’r you. And when I get out of here Friday, Ej’cated—you’ll git paid back more.”

			Educated appeared just a bit puzzled. As one who knew that Big Gus would never be getting out Friday, if—But he asked a further significant question.

			“Of course,” he said, “this guy isn’t going to spill his guts to me—over the wire—a stranger—key names or no key names! He won’t—in all probability—even say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to what I tell him. And any chances of my contacting you again, to let you know concerning his—his attitude, are problematical, to say the least, Gus—for they all depend on whether Con No. 1 is missing—and whether the warden wants him—and whether the warden sends me out over the stir to find him. All of which may not happen again for several days, you know. So—will you be wanting this guy, perhaps, to post you any kind of a kite—a phoney kite, of course, such as can be read and passed up in the front office—saying it’s all jake—and the box will be cracked?”

			“Yes, I do,” said Big Gus eagerly. “Exactly that! In fact, Ej’cated, them key names is all arranged for jist such a reply. And jist such a kind o’ jam as I’m in now. F’r instance, Ej’cated, if he wants to reply ‘okay’—a phoney kite, using them names in straight order—first ‘Szüd’ and then ‘Harlequinade’ means ‘okay.’ Which in this case would mean that he can get the box cracked all right. And—will! And—tonight! In fac’, Ej’cated, by the time I would get such a kite—which’d be tomorrow morning—the job should already be did.”

			“Then why,” asked Educated, puzzledly, “bother with the phoney kite? The job’ll either be done by then—or it can’t be done—and in either case the kite won’t alter things.”

			“Well, I want it,” insisted Big Gus desperately. “And you tell him that! For I’ll—I’ll be sittin’ on red-hot needles an’ pins. Wit’ no goddamn way o’ gettin’ no goddamn news from nowhere about nothing.”

			“Okay!” agreed Educated hastily, to this barrage of negatives. “I’ll tell him precisely that. But—” He stopped. “I take it, Gus, that, by your agreed-upon system, if those key names come back to you reversed—‘Harlequinade’ first—then ‘Szüd’—it would mean ‘Nothing doing’—or ‘No can do’—or ‘Won’t attempt.’ Am I right?”

			“You’re right,” assented Big Gus. “To the dot.” But a sinister tone came into his voice. “On’y them key names better not come back to me that way, that’s all I’ll say!”

			To which remark, Educated only stared. The stare, translated, manifestly saying: “And what will you do—and what can you do—if he doesn’t?”

			But as it was to transpire within a few seconds, Big Gus was to detail exactly what he would do—and what he could do!—if that “kite” came back with those key names reversed—or, worse, never came back at all!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER V

			“Honest Lou”

			“Well,” Educated commented verbally, “you seem pretty sure you’ll be taken care of—and by experts!—and so all I can say, Gus, is that I hope you will be. And incidentally, Gus, if you are—if that box is knocked in—and that sconce snitched—the S. A. is out of office—loses his home in Oak Park—and goes back to scrubbing at law in that two-by-four office.”

			“Whaddye mean, Ej’cated? Loses his job—an’ his home—an’ all that? ’Count o’ me havin’ that ev’dence snitched?”

			“Just, Gus,” Educated explained patiently, “this Vann is—from what Jerry the Snake told me—one of those rare birds—an honest politician. ‘Lock-the-Stable-Door’ Vann is his monicker only to the cops. The grifters, however, call him ‘Honest Lou!’ For he can’t be reached with mazuma. Nohow—no time! And he’s badly involved financially—so the girl told Handsome—through paying off a series of notes that he was once ass enough to sign with his old man. For the old man. For the old man kicked off—and left him nothing but these signatures—to square up. Anyway, Gus, it seems Vann badly needs 4 more years in office to get well in the clear—2 years to clear off the remaining notes and his home—and a couple of years to stick something by. For his kids and all that.

			“And,” Educated went on painstakingly, “while the re-election, on the State’s Attorneyship, is sewed up—and in the bag!—for his party—providing they don’t just stick up some kind of a downright rumdum as a candidate—the re-election won’t be in Vann’s Christmas stocking! For—so again the girl told Handsome—Vann got the highball from his party chiefs last week that he’s not ‘sensational’ enough for them—and that, re-election in the bag, or not in the bag, they won’t run him again unless, perchance, during the next 7 days, he can cinch matters for them—from his side of the fence—by assembling the elements for a big criminal conviction that the whole city is as one man together on. And—now don’t get sore, Gus—that conviction would be you! On the Wah Lee snatch. A fact, now! For there isn’t another case like it pending—or even that can break. It’s the case of all cases, Gus, and the one case that can iron out any of ‘Honest Lou’s’ personal problems. For if he has in his mitts what it takes to send you to the chair—and the power to time it exactly, as he has, by an indictment of you and a setting of your trial just before next election—then he’s renominated next week with flowers and music; and, renominated—and with that conviction in his portfolio—he’s elected. And thus pays off the rest of his notes—and his mortgage included. And all that. While conversely, Gus,” Educated pointed out painstakingly, “if you knock his one chance for renomination sky high by jerking that evidence out from under him, then—” Educated made an airy-fairy gesture with his two hands, “—Honest Lou—is up the flue! Financially—politically—and every other way!”

			It was with ever-growing interest that Big Gus had listened to every word of Educated’s careful exposition of matters political up in Chicago. Several times, indeed, he actually licked his lips with his thick tongue. And, when Educated came to the engaging—though as yet, of course, hypothetical—end of matters, he actually guffawed aloud.

			“Well, by Jesus Christ,” he said in a low voice, acceding to Educated’s warning headshake about the tone of that guffaw, “if this, what you’ve jist told me, ain’t the best news I ever hearn in my life—outside, o’ course, of learning that that sconce was laying in that old tin can in the Klondike Building!—then I hope to—to—to lick all the sweat off my body, on the next hot night, wit’ my own tongue. No foolin’, Ej’cated. W’y, to save my skin—an’ at the same time cost that bastard his skin—w’y say, that’s Christmas comin’ in October. No less!”

			It would have been plain to anyone, however, that Educated was not able to grasp the tremendous personal animus that was now entering Gus’s probable triumph with respect to prolonging his own criminal career another twenty years or so! Indeed, Educated’s face indicated that he thought Gus should be mighty glad if the latter had a chance to get that evidence—and should forget such trivialities as personal feelings. But he made no comment. And, staring helplessly a few seconds longer at Gus, he spoke.

			“Well,” was all he said, “I’ll give this guy that I’m to call up—the entire set-up. And the fact, as well, that you’ve got to have a phoney kite—saying he’ll have the job done. Or—or—that he won’t.” He hurried on as Gus’s face darkened savagely. “But,” Educated now added, businesslike, “you haven’t given me the name of the guy yet. So what—what is his name?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VI

			A Name—Complete!

			Big Gus sighed. He had the natural reluctance of the born criminal to divulge to even his right hand what his left hand did—or knew! But—it had to be! And Educated after all was a square grifter. And so, digging up from his blue overall pocket a stub of pencil, and a ragged scrap of paper, Big Gus laboriously—on the wall—wrote out on the scrap a single complete name.

			Which he turned over—without comment—to Educated. And whose eyes, gazing on it—widened. Exceedingly wide. Indeed, Educated gave vent to a but half-suppressed whistle.

			“Jesus—Christ, Gus! I’ll say you had an inside wire—into the heart of the Law. You—” He broke off helplessly and, folding up the slip of paper, tucked it into an inside pocket of his gray chauffeur’s uniform. “Gus, I got to go! I got to. I couldn’t stand to lose my good time off here—in this lousy hell hole. I—but before I go, a question. Easy to see, Gus, that you’re figuring this guy will do something—anything—and quick and fast; that he’ll maybe get hold of one of your old mob, and—well—do something. In a hurry. And—but Gus, am I to tell him what he’s to do? Or anything?”

			“No,” said Big Gus, easily.

			“I see. Then there must be somebody then, Gus, that he can contact, who—”

			“There is. You ever hear, Ej’cated, of Venus Baldy, who–”

			“Venus—Baldy?” educated asked. “Listen, Gus, there isn’t anybody ever in the racket that I haven’t heard about. As a kid, I ate up everything ever printed. Venus Baldy took the rap in Australia back in—oh, I guess it must be now about 15 years ago—anyway, he took the rap in Sydney for a bump-off. He was bald as a billiard ball—so I read—and had a nude Venus tattooed on his scalp—the lousy damfool! Anyway, he beat the rap by a crush-out—had help from the outside—disappeared completely—and was known to have hit Chi, because 3 months after the crushout he shot his mouth off, to some hood, over some phone circuit in Chi that the cops happened to be listening in on just then. But they never glaumed him, and—Jesus Christ, Gus, was he in your mob?”

			“Right! Though I ain’t got nothing today that could prove it. No! He’s the golden-haired boy—so far’s my bein’ able to involvate him—or call on him. Even if I knowed w’ere he was. But anyway, ’twas him, Ej’cated, who put us together—me an’ th’ guy whose handle’s in your pocket there. For Venus Baldy had met this guy w’en th’ latter had been in Australy, some years before—buyin’ in on a gold mine—and had helped him to forger some name of some dead miner; an’ Venus knew the bastard was crooked as hell, and would sell his behind if he was paid for it. And ’twas to him Venus blew—w’en things got hot as hell for him in Chi—and Venus didn’t have a lead dime. And then—later—I got hold of Venus. Yes. Well, there ain’t no doubt that since I took my rap—an’ my mob got all sent to hell an’ gone—that Venus has prob’ly been eatin’ off my man w’enever he ain’t no coin. Though not eatin’ no lobster ally newberger—no!—since both has a pretty nice set-off a’gin each other w’en it comes to blackmail. I’ll say! Anyway—my man’ll know, all right, all right, where in Chi Venus can be got. W’ile Venus, in turn, is abs’lutely cert to know some soup-slingin’ lad somewhere, who can do anything from blowin’ a high-proof V wit’ dinny, to torchin’ in wit’ a oxy-flame—or even knockin’ a knob, such as this job is. Or, if needs be, Venus hisself could—”

			“I get you perfectly, Gus. Your man there can easily contact Venus Baldy, and Venus Baldy can contact somebody else. Or even pull the job himself—for a price!—if needs be. I get it all okay, Gus. I got to go! I hear inspections some­thing—going on out there. Doors opening—and closing. Screw 32—McGinnis—if I don’t miss my bet. Now suppose—well one last question, Gus. Suppose this guy—being on the outside of stir—safe, and all that—don’t want to mess in a dangerous game, and, convinced maybe by those key names I’ll give him that I’m the McCoy, just stalls by saying that he doesn’t know where Venus is today; or what if maybe he doesn’t—so far as that goes? Or suppose—sitting safe and pretty as he does—he refuses absolutely to play ba–”

			Big Gus, at the very suggestion of inspection, and a screw outside, was hastily refilling his pail—with a loud roar of falling water—at the nearest faucet.

			He turned the water off, however, momentarily, so that he could answer. But in a low, low voice.

			“Oh—yeah? Well that, Ej’cated, is the very las’ thing I want you to tell the bastard. Tell him, Ej’cated, that if I catch the hot seat—thanks to th’ corpse o’ Wah Lee bein’ now complete to the ident’fyin’ item—that I’m gonna crack wide open—wide open, see?—with all dates on certain long-distance calls I made him—and he made me—plus 4 letters I snitched 10 years ago out of his diggings. And w’ich I got in a lockbox—under a 12-year lease—under another monicker. Which I really have, Ej’cated, In short, Ej’cated, tell the son-of-a-bitch I’ll be namin’ no less than th’ finger-man in th’ Wah Lee case. Right! For he was finger-man, Ej’cated, in that snatch—as well as inside wire. And I’ve got him by the nerts. Tell him he better think goddamn hard—as to w’ere he can fin’ Venus—or somebody else—in case he says he ain’t nobody who can do nothing. Tell him I got th’ New Orleans letter—an’ th’ Vicksburg letter—an’ th’ Memphis letter. An’ a carbon of his letter—to Cairo, Illinois. Right! Tell him all that, Ej’cated—replete with them details I just gave you—and tell him that if Big Gus catches the hot seat for the snatch O’ Wah Lee—that two is gonna set in it. Two—not one. Him an’ me. Two, Ej’cated—an’ tell him that if he sits in the hot squat, I hopes they fry him to a crisp brown!”

			“To a crisp brown,” repeated Educated, nodding. “I’ll tell him that, all right,” he said with the determination of the true crook. And hastened out of the door before “inspection” might catch him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VII

			A State’s Attorney Receives Happy News!

			Louis Vann, State’s Attorney of Cook County, dismounting, bag in hand, in the Central Passenger Station at Chicago, from the train which had left St. Louis at midnight, noted that his train was right on the dot—for the hands of the gargantuan clock that hung suspended just beyond the gates stood at 7 a.m. exactly. He might, he reflected, as he made his way briskly along the platform, have come back to Chicago by air—in which case he would be starting this day of Wednesday, October 23rd with an upset stomach; and, again, he might have left St. Louis at 2 a.m., and come in on the streamlined Zephyr—with the result that he would have had a beastly headache due to no sleep—the latter being due, in turn, to his not turning in before midnight. As it was, he felt—outside, that is, of the depression engendered in him by the bad news he’d received, just before leaving Chicago, from the party chiefs—like a million dollars—head clear!—step as elastic, for: his 39 years of age, as of a youth in college. And so, bag in hand, he threaded his way through the yawning exit gate to go straight to his office.

			But, somewhat to his surprise, standing at the gate just back of the guard’s elbow, was a girl with taffy-colored hair and blue eyes—a girl of about 23—with a very English traveling bag in her hands. No other, in fact, than his office girl, Beryl Burlinghame—the one, that is, who superintended his old office in the Klondike Building where he had started his career with but 4 thick law books, a diploma, an ancient second-hand iron safe, and no clients—and where today he still did his concentrative work on such big criminal cases as he had to prosecute personally.

			“Well—well—Beryl,” he said, as he came entirely through the gates. “You’re just leaving, eh—as I’m coming in?”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann,” the girl replied. “As I told you I would be, when we talked on the long-distance wire Monday after­noon. My sister Sylvia, down there at Indianapolis, would never forgive me if I failed to appear as bridesmaid at her wedding—which is set for two o’clock today. I stayed on, however, ’til the last minute—so that you would be back—”

			“—and holding the fort, eh?” he laughed. He wheeled about and glanced back at the gates. No waiting train—streamlined or otherwise—was drawn up. He turned and surveyed the New Zealand girl curiously. “But you’re a bit early, aren’t you, Beryl? I don’t see any train.”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann,” she returned, “I am. Half an hour early. But I came down thus because I knew you were coming in on the Chicago Special—and in that way I would be able to see you for a few minutes anyway—before I left myself.”

			“That’s fine,” he said. “Though you didn’t need to have bothered. Nothing important, I take it, has come up—in my absence!”

			And without waiting for an answer though taking her bag, he beckoned her off to one side and away from the gate and the waiting guard. And she followed him. Now they stood alone.

			“No,” she now said, in answer to his question propounded just before he had drawn them both off to one side, “nothing important has come up, Mr. Vann. Nothing. Except that the skull of some Chinese young man named—what was it now that was told to that Negro?—yer—some Chinese youth named Wah Lee has been found. And—”

			“Wah—Lee’s—skull?” ejaculated Vann. “Found?” he repeated unbelievingly. “Found? Why, Beryl—you amaze me. Who found it? Where was it found? I saw nothing in the St. Louis papers.”

			“Well, you see, Mr. Vann, its finding doesn’t happen to be a matter of publicity. At least not yet. Nor could I tell you about it when I talked to you on long-distance Monday afternoon because it wasn’t—well—apparently found till around the time I was closing the office at 5 o’clock. Of course I don’t know anything about the case—who Wah Lee was—anything—for I was only a little girl when it probably all happened—”

			“1927—and also 1930,” Vann put in hurriedly. “But go ahead.”

			“And living in New Zealand, too,” she said, a faint trace of homesickness showing plaintively in her voice.

			“But anyway, Mr. Vann,” she went on hurriedly, “a Negro named Moses Klump came to the office late Monday afternoon, and—well, it seems that a couple of weeks ago he had been digging for a gas-main connection or something, in some old—old dismantled beer manufactury—once known as the Schlitzheim Beery—”

			“Brewery,” he corrected her hastily. “And—”

			“Schlitzheim Brewery, of course,” she amended. “On some place you call Goose Island, and—and have you really an island—right here in Chicago?”

			“Yes, yes,” he returned. “A huge island—caused by the North Branch of the Chicago River parting and then coming together again later. A vast area, full of dark, unpaved roads—without lamp posts, many of them, and without names, many others—the whole dotted with great towering warehouses—sunbaked mud flats—gloomy-looking tanner­ies and foundries—crazy shacks occupied by Russians—and what-not. So—so the Negro uncovered a skull there, did he? Hm! But the question is—exactly where? And the bigger question likewise is—hm?—was it uncovered deep? Was—he—”

			“Mr. Vain,” the girl put in, “I made him tell me every detail possible about its finding: the shape and location and description of the particular room in the building under the dirt floor of which he turned it up, the depth where he found it, and when. And by questioning him I’m sure that I brought out many other things that he would not have thought of. And I read the entire deposition to him and had him sign it—that is, unfortunately, Mr. Vann, he couldn’t write—but he made his mark on it in front of Mr. Peabury down the hall, and Mr. Selzner, up the hall, and the latter, Mr. Vann—as luck would have it!—knew him personally. And thus I was enabled to notarize the deposition in the bargain. And I put it safe against fire in the little lock-box that’s in your and my name—over there in the LaSalle Day and Night Vaults.”

			“Ah—good girl, Beryl! You’re catching on to American legal ways like—like nobody’s business. Witnesses die—and they change their testimony—and all kinds of strange things happen. And—but now concerning this skull, where was it fou—but first—this Moses Klump—where does he live?”

			“At 3733 Vernon Avenue, Mr. Vann. He’s a bachelor. And though living alone, and a poor man, he has a cheap telephone—and it’s listed—so that he can get jobs from building foremen.”

			“Fine! I’ll be in touch with him the minute you take your train. And—but go on. This skull. Where is it right now?”

			“Well, you can jolly well be assured, Mr. Vann,” the girl said half jokingly, “that it’s still in the same tied-up paper package that he brought it in!” And added quickly: “Oh, locked safe and tight—yes—of course—the way you’d want it to be—surely—but I confess I didn’t undo the package he brought in, other than to just—just tear the paper open at one side and confirm definitely that a skull was in there. Ugh!” she gave a little shiver. “No, I didn’t make a doorstop out of it, if that’s what you think—but treated it like valuable evidence which, however, I take it it isn’t—at this late date?”

			Vann nodded with satisfaction, though not answering her question. And he was pleased to note how this girl from the Antipodes, to whom—when she and her sister had arrived in Chicago just short of a year before—he had given that position out of obligation to her father, was adapting herself to the requirements of, at least, his personal office; and, quite assured that she had taken the precious package promptly over to his suite in the City Hall, and had it locked in the high-powered burglarproof, fire-proof vault by Retired Detective Sergeant Tom McFee, custodian there for the last 5 years, Vann’s lean face radiated pleasure.

			“Here,” he said, “your train isn’t due yet for some time, Beryl—so come into the waiting room there—and let me get all this information.” And he led the way into the big waiting room, and the two dropped down on a high-ladder the—and how deep? he queried, his smile fading.

			“Six feet,” the girl told him. “Couldn’t, however, be deeper, it seems, because a half-foot further, and this big gas main would have been uncovered.”

			“The hivvins be praised,” Vann said, jocularly, rubbing his hands. “Found then, within the legal 6 feet of the body desired to be offered as the corpus delicti. It’s it—all right. By—the gods! Lying 3—3 feet—under that very body. Plain as day, now. They aimed to plant that identifiable skull where it could never possibly see the light of day again—but had to dig a huge hole in order to get a small one 6 feet down. And then, when filling up—they were tired—and they undoubtedly said—‘why dig another hole for the body itself?’—and just put the body in at a higher level of the same hole. Crafty, at that, that mob! For if the body ever were found—the entire place would be dug up at the level of the body only.” Vann surveyed the girl curiously. “What—if anything—did the Negro tell you about the general appearance of the skull, Beryl?”

			“Well,” she said, “he looked into its nose aperture—after another Negro had told him about the old case and this brewery; for this fellow, Mr. Vann, had been in South America back 10—13 years ago—and knew quite nothing. And he found where bone had been cleared away inside—on the right side. Where—as he put it—’de li’l shingle didn’ hang down lak as on de odder side.’ ”

			“Capital!” Vann commented. “A 10-strike—for the State’s Attorney’s office. And what else?”

			“Well, he knew that it was a young man because it had practically all of its teeth, upper and lower.”

			“Ah—our Senagambian is a budding detective! But that’s fine. The presence of the teeth, I mean. For that will knock out, one hundred per cent, one last possible forlorn contention a desperate defense may offer.”

			Beryl Burlinghame looked at her employer puzzledly. “Why, Mr. Vann—isn’t this old, old case all disposed of—and everything—”

			“Heavens no, Beryl. Not at all. It—but what else did he tell you?”

			“Well, he said the skull had a bullet hole—in its back, and the back of its left eye-socket was all shattered, showing that the bullet had come out there.”

			“The dirty dogs!” Vann ejaculated, referring not, however, to well meaning Negroes—but to a criminal outfit now today pretty badly scattered. “But that’ll knock out also any defense that the Chinese lad died a natural death. Not that that would help a certain defendant very much—no!—since the kidnaping charge is plenty. Puh-lenty! But go on, Beryl.”

			“Yes, I will. Gladly—since it interests you so, Mr. Vann. Well, this Negro took the skull home after he found it—he was all alone, incidentally, when he did find it—except that some child thereabouts—some little Russian boy who’d said his name was Vadisclov, and who was about 6 years old—did see him uncover it—anyway, Mr. Klump took it home, cleaned it, and scraped it, and boiled it, and taped its lower jaw to its head proper by a long strip of some white adhesive tape—and then put it religiously away.”

			“Superstitious, Beryl?”

			“Yes. He figured, he says, that possession of the thing would favorably effect his luck in some game called—yes—crappers—and—”

			“Craps,” Vann chuckled. “He wanted a ‘reversed Jonah’—if needs be! But go ahead?”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann. But—but I’ve told you all now, virtually, that he told me. For as soon as he found, from what some Negro on some other job told him about the Schlitzheim Beery, that he must surely have something that was connected with some case where some man was convicted of kidnaping years ago—”

			“No,” corrected Vann. “Convicted only of collecting $50,000 ransom money. Not for kidnaping—no! And for mighty good reasons, the crafty sharks. A man today in Moundsville Penitentiary, down in Illinois about 60 miles or so—but go ahead, Beryl?”

			“Well,” she said undecidedly, “You have all the facts now, Mr, Vann. Mr. Klump lettered his initials—M. K.—in black India ink, on the back of the skull, near the bullet hole—for he was an intelligent Negro—and he wrapped it up and brought it straight down to your office, which he found, of course in the telephone book. And thus it came to me. And I took that full deposition of all he could tell me, and all I could think to ask him, which I am sure was everything. And then fulfilled the necessary legal qualifications of the paper—and locked it safe against fire.”

			“And the skull the same,” commented Vann triumphantly. “Good girl, Beryl! We’ll be in court now, sometime during the next few months—in fact, just before next election!—with a real kidnaping case. And will be writing finis—or practically so—on what was once known as the Parson Gang. And a certain ‘Muscle-In’—getting an easy reward for murder, kidnaping, extortion, and a half-dozen other crimes never brought to light—will now get what he really deserves. The electric chair! Fine—fine—double Fine! Beryl girl, do you realize that this little ‘routine matter’—as you plainly regarded it!—which you just took care of, means my saving my home—squaring up my father’s notes—and God knows what else?”

			The girl looked embarrassed.

			“Well, Mr. Vann,” she said, “I—I couldn’t help but gather from what those men said last week, in the office, that unless you could assemble the necessary elements for a—a sensational and sure conviction to launch just before election, they—they weren’t going to—renominate you. And of course, Mr. Vann, I naturally knew what your bank balance was—nearly zero, after paying off that last note—from keeping your accounts for you. And of course—I knew about the mortgage coming due out there in Oak Park. And the way you’ve been turned down by the loan companies on a renewal. Though one, at least, did say that if you were renominated, they’d make a new loan. But all in all, Mr. Vann, I did, yes, know—even if I am a New Zealander—just what you were up against. The only thing I didn’t know, of course, was that this skull could constitute the elements of a case that—that would save you.”

			“It is, Beryl!” he said jubilantly. “And not just the elements of a case, either—but the case itself! And with that case in my portfolio—as now it is!—I’m renominated! And renominated, I’m the same as re-elected. And re-elected, my dear girl, I can get all in the clear, during the next four years, by the State’s Attorneyship’s salary. Beryl, Beryl—you taffy-haired Antipodean!—you helped Fate herself to put me back on terra firma. And at the same time determine the name of Chicago’s next State’s Attorney as L. Vann, Esquire.”

			“Have I?” she said. “I’m glad. But I suppose that, Mr. Vann, no matter how many times you get re-elected, and hold office, you will always—to your dying day—be known as—” and she stopped short, with a little gasp, as one realizing she had let something slip.

			“As what, my dear girl?” Van asked surprised.

			“Well—” reluctantly, “as—as ‘Lock-the-Stable-Door’ Vann.”

			Vann felt his face and neck turn to a deep cherry.

			“Where—where did you hear that?” he inquired, a bit gruffly.

			“I shouldn’t have spoken,” the girl said impulsively. “It—it just slipped out. But I happened to be riding on a streetcar the other night, behind a blue-coated policeman and obviously a plainclothesman. And they spoke of you. And it made me awfully angry. The tone, that is, in which they referred to you. And both spoke of you as—”

			“Yes, I know. ‘Lock-the-Stable-Door’ Vann.” He paused. “And, being a New Zealander, you are curious?”

			“Well, no, no,” she lied loyally. “I’m—”

			“Yes, you are! Well, it’s simply, my dear girl, that I really believe that a murderer, or a thief, does tend to return to the scene of his crime. And so I often—not always, no, but often—have the scene of a crime covered, on that supposition.”

			“But why, Mr. Vann,” she asked helplessly, “would a criminal do that?”

			“Alas,” he chuckled, getting back his good spirits, “and you too joining the army of skeptics! But the answer to your question is, God knows—I just read it years ago—in a Nick Carter dime novel. And added it to my armamentarium of psychological facts.”

			The girl nodded, but looked pained, as though she still remembered the two policemen discussing her employer.

			“Forget it!” he said, interpreting her feelings. “One doesn’t get office in Chicago without having one bitter nickname amongst the police, another amongst the criminals, and plenty more. ‘Lock-the-Stable-Door’ Vann is sitting very pretty this morning. Thanks to certain help from you in the last few days. And so now what can I do for you?”

			“Well,” she said, a bit undecidedly, “you can, if you want—but Mr. Vann, just how does it come that you know so much about this case? For I take it you were—you were just a struggling barrister—when it transpired?”

			“I’ll say!” was his genial rejoinder. “Sitting in that old Klondike Building—waiting for clients who didn’t come. And having that ancient safe, we’ve got there, to indicate the voluminousness of my cash receipts!” He shook his head. “Well, it’s easy to tell you how I and that case met! Foster Emmons—State’s Attorney back in 1930, when the thing really came to a head—was a brilliant man, Beryl, but a drunkard, and a friend of mine. And he hired me, Beryl, to draw up a certain proposed bill of indictment—one which however never got used!—and to make it absolutely attack-proof. He even hired me—” Vann chuckled, “—to write an opening speech for him—to the jury. One also never used! I did him a pretty flowery speech, I fear—though Lord knows my bill of indictment had hard facts a-plenty. Indeed, from the way I went over that case—preparing it for him—I believe that every name, person, date and fact of it is burned on my brain—to remain forever.”

			“Then,” the girl said, spiritedly, “I’ll answer the question you just asked me a moment ago: namely, what you can do for me. You can, Mr. Vann—if you will—tell me the actual circumstances of this kidnaping. For I do so want to be au fait—on American criminological matters.”

			“Gladly—little New Zealander!” Vann said easily. “For I’m, after all, in no vast hurry. And your train hasn’t even drawn up yet. Though—let’s keep our eye on the gates there—just the same! All right. Well, here, in brief, are the circumstances of that famous and very unusual case which first broke 13 years ago in Chicago. The Wah Lee Kidnaping Case!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VIII

			The Kidnapping of Wah Lee

			“Wah Lee,” began Louis Vann, realizing that before many months now, he would be reciting these identical, and highly dramatic, facts in a huge courtroom, “was the only son of Wah Lung, a wealthy Chinese restaurant keeper here on our Rialto. Indeed, Wah Lung still owns, today, Beryl, the restaurant which he owned then—the famous Golden Dragon Inn, on Randolph near Clark—in case you’ve ever eaten in it—and have been willing, therefore, to pay a stiff price for its de luxe dishes—and its drinks! Wah Lung was a widower—and this boy, who was 23 years of age, was, beyond any doubt, the apple of his eye. They had a quarrel of sorts—yes—it took place on the 20th of September, 1927, about a week and a half prior to the ‘snatch’—that being, Beryl, the underworld term used in America for a ‘kidnaping.’ The quarrel—such as it was—had much to do subsequently with the escape from justice of a white scoundrel who should have gone to the electric chair for the job. As to that quarrel, it concerned young Wah’s desire to pay court to a white girl in his university class—for he was, I ought to state, in his senior year at Northwestern University at Evanston, our famous Chicago suburb; but he and his father made the quarrel up. So, at least, the old man subsequently claimed. The facts of the quarrel were overheard by a Chinese cook in the place—who later related it to the then-State’s Attorney. The facts of the making-up, however, rested solely upon the old man’s statement; and he claimed that his son Wah Lee acknowledged himself to be in the wrong—agreed to put the white girl out of his heart and his life.

			“Be that as it may, Beryl, Wah Lee had once before, it seems, narrowly escaped being the victim of a ‘snatch’—for his father was known to be extremely prosperous, and it was likely, you may be sure, that the snatch-gangs of that day would have considered the only son of a rich Chicago father! Anyway, a gang once nearly got Wah Lee—when the latter was walking along the Lake—shortly after leaving his first class for the day at the University—but he had succeeded in climbing into a passing car, and giving them the slip. But he had been warned, by a couple of friendly detectives who were delegated to look into it—though fruitlessly—to keep always amongst people—amongst crowds. And never to broadcast his intended movements—certainly, at least, not to suspicious persons.” Vann paused. “Well, to make a long story short, Wah Lee, on the 25th day of September, that same year, went to the Ingleside Hospital—a little hospital situated at that time on busy 63rd Street—to have a difficult sinus operation performed. The hospital was at such a place that life literally teemed about it on two streets—surface cars, you know?—L-road trains—trucks—automobiles—passing people. A more than safe place, so far as any kidnaping might go. The day he went there was, if you’ll note, a week after that quarrel. And the operation was performed the second day after he went there. Or on September 27th. And by a Doctor Hancoast Bradley, a specialist associated with the hospital—but now dead.

			“Wah Lee had, it seems,” continued Vann, “walled-in pus in his right sphenoid sinus—a small cavern, Beryl, back virtually under the brain-case. And the specialist there at the Ingleside Hospital—Dr. Bradley—had decided to do a somewhat standard operation for that specific condition—namely to chop back through the various structures of the nose—on that side only, of course—and enlarge the opening of that sphenoid cavern so that it would drain itself—and become permanently cured. A rather difficult operation, as I understand, and not being a surgeon I can’t describe the details of it other than, perhaps, to say that amputation of a certain thin hanging panel of mucous-membrane-covered bone—yes, the very thing that Klump has described to you as still remaining on the other side, and as a ‘li’1 hangin’ shingle’!—but known correctly as the ‘middle turbinate,’ is the first stage of the operation. Anyway, be that as it may, Wah Lee went through the operation—and quite successfully—and late on October and was notified that he could go home late next afternoon—and continue irrigating his nose with normal salt solution at home. So—some two hours before he left, that next day—that was at 3 p.m.—he phoned his father that, since he was so near to Jackson Park, home of—as you may not know, Beryl—the famous Japanese Bridge, which is over the junction of two of the isolated lagoons—as I said, he phoned his father that he was going to step over there, before going on home, and make some pencil sketches of the bridge for a graduating thesis he was then writing on Japanese Architectural Art. His father demurred, stoutly, deeming it inadvisable, since the park was devoid of people in that time of the year—and especially that late part of the day—but the boy pointed out that no white gangs knew he was going there, and assured his father, moreover, that he would slip out by the back door of the hospital—go around the block by way of Ingleside Avenue, and back to 63rd street—and take the 63rd Street surface car, on another corner, for the park. And—”

			“Might I ask,” put in the girl, frowning, “if that was not an awfully foolish thing to do!—to talk openly, on a hospital phone, about his—his movements?”

			“As for that,” said Vann, frowning himself, “he talked in Chinese—and he was, as is known, the only Chinese—and moreover, Chinese-speaking individual—in the hospital.” Vann was, nevertheless, perplexedly silent a moment; then continued. “And so—Wah Lee went to the park. Getting there—so it was subsequently figured—around 4 p.m. The day half fading. And there, Beryl, he was ‘snatched.’ By a gang with 4 gangsters in it. White gangsters. And—”

			“How—how did the authorities know that, Mr. Vann? I mean that he definitely was ‘snatched’?”

			“How? A child—named Tommy Evans—sailing a boat in the lagoon close by saw the whole occurrence. The car, moreover—according to the boy’s story—had been parked there for a full two hours. Waiting, you see, for its quarry to arrive! And when Wah Lee did finally show up in that then isolated stretch of trees and shrubbery, the car’s passengers—all of whom had gotten out and were, like tourists or something, apparently inspecting famous bridge—marched Wah Lee into the car guns pointed at him, presumably, from their pockets. Easy enough, for at that hour—just before dusk—the great park was as good as deserted.”

			“Well, if,” the girl asked puzzledly, “that was the kidnaping, how on earth did that gang learn that Wah Lee would be at the bridge—learn it so definitely in fact that—”

			“—that,” put in Vann, frowning, “they were even able to beat him there by a full two hours?” He paused. “That, Beryl, was always one of the mysteries of the case. None of the hospital employees subsequently questioned apparently knew the boy’s plans. At least—if anyone did—he or she lied about having known them. And lied about having inadvertently, perhaps, dropped the information to someone else—someone through whom, by some devilish machina­tions, it might conceivably have flown straight to the underworld. All, however, were pretty reputable and decent people. It was even advanced that the boy might have chatted with some visitor the afternoon or evening before—and for some reason naively revealed his plans—some visitor who might have known to whom in the underworld Wah Lee’s movements would be of value. The final theory, bizarre as it sounds, was that Wah Lung’s telephone wire had been tapped—and his conversations listened in on by someone who could understand Chinese. For the police found actual evidences of some old tapping—date unknown!—of that circuit where the wires ran under the sill of a room in an old hotel on Randolph Street at the side of the restaurant. The occupant of the room—at least on the day the particular conversation was held which had revealed Wah Lee’s plans—had, however, been a white man. And, if innocent of complicity with the plot—a mere transient, for he was never named, and never came forward either—afraid, no doubt, of being beaten by the police. A white man, bronzed as though he had been in many places about the world. That—and the tapped wire—were the only bases for presuming that the secret conversation in Chinese had been picked up for the gang. If there was a visiting ‘finger-man,’ Beryl, at or in the hospital—a ‘finger-man’ being the term for the man who makes it possible for a gang to find its victim at the proper point in space and time—the fact could not, and never was, ascertained. For the simple reason that Wah Lee was never recovered alive to detail to the police his actions, conversations, and et cetera, prior to his kidnaping.”

			Vann paused a second, ruminatingly. Then went on.

			“Well, to continue, the Ingleside Hospital burned to the ground the day after the kidnaping. A quite legitimate conflagration, however, Beryl, and resulting from a nurse accidentally dropping some burning oil that was to make a healing vapor for some patient’s nose. No patients were killed in the fire—or even suffocated—all were gotten out safely—but the place, being very small, and rather old, was destroyed entirely—to its last X-ray plates—its records—everything! Though, with respect to our now imminent kidnaping trial, we have—today—in our files—a correspondence between the hospital and Wah Lung, describing in detail the operation that was to be done on his son; and that it was relatively safe; and the later correspondence stating that it was done. In fact, we even have his history card—which had been sent as a courtesy, to Wah Lung—so that their Chinese doctor could survey it!”

			Vann stopped to see if the girl was following everything. Which she was, for she asked promptly:

			“And did they, the night of Wah Lee’s disappearance, made demands on Mr. Wah Lung—for ransom money?”

			“No, Beryl. Not that night. No. They merely phoned him, that night, that if he would see his son alive again—he should sit quietly for a full week, and wait the terms of a ‘negotiation.’ No, they did not make the specific demands until October 8th—6 days afterward. And again—by phone only. They were careful, you see, not to write ransom letters. And no letters are available today. Though Wah Lung’s testimony is. Nor did they, as is usual, send particles of Wah Lee’s clothing—to assure the father that they really had him. And that helped a white scoundrel, 3 years later, to escape his just deserts. A man known, Beryl, as ‘Muscle-In.’ For he caught a sentence only for—well—for ‘muscling in’! The which will be made more clear, as I proceed. Now where was I? Well, they—the kidnaper or kidnapers—demanded of Wah Lung—the father—and by phone only—that he get $50,000 ransom money together. In five-dollar bills and ten-dollar bills. And that—on the night of October 15th—they gave him time, you see, to get this big sum together—he drop the bundle containing same from the back platform of a Chicago and Milwaukee electric train—on this side of the Illinois state line—where he would see a red flare blaze up. Which he did, Beryl. For he had gotten the $50,000 together. Quietly. And without ever having informed the ‘white police.’ And he dropped it—exactly as per instructions. But the boy—well, the boy did not return!

			“The kidnapers phoned, however, a few days later—and said that the boy had been taken on a plane to the Louisiana coast—and thence aboard a boat bound for South America—but that the boat had even now, due to a coded wireless message, turned about—and that the boy would be returned safe by November 1st, at latest. And the poor sucker of a father—he believed that! So—came November 1st. And another phone call said that the boat had docked in some bayou—the boy had been flown back as far as St. Louis—but was now ill, in the gang’s St. Louis hideout, with a mild case of scarletina, according to the verdict of the skilled gang doctor who was in attendance on him, and could not be moved for g days. There was no danger whatsoever, the negotiator said, and the boy would positively be back in Chicago by November 9th, absolutely. Came November 9th—and no boy! And no calls! Came November 15th, Beryl, and again there was no boy—and, of course, no more calls. And so Wah Lung, grief-stricken, reported all to the police. Even to the unimportant matter of the quarrel with the son. And how he had even paid the demanded ransom.

			“Fortunately, however,” Vann explained, “the numbers on one thousand of these $5 bills were of record, for a clerk in the First National Bank, who had gotten together for Wah Lung—at the latter’s request—a certain one-thousand old $5-bills, to be given in exchange for five new $1000-bills—suspected somehow from Wah Lung’s haggard appearance that they might be going to be used for ransom money—and so just made a complete record of their numbers. And—”

			“And these turned up at once I suppose, Mr. Vann?”

			“They did not, Beryl! No! By bad luck, this particular $5000-dollar component of the ransom money must have been the last of it ever to be passed. Perhaps it was suspected of being so-called ‘hot money’—who knows? And it is because none of those 1000 $5-bills turned up for three long years, that the case jumps straight to 1930—a point which lies exactly 10 years back of us.”

			“For,” explained Vann, “on the and of October that year a snaky-eyed stranger passed a $5-bill over the paying teller’s ledge in a Wilmette, Illinois bank—asking for change. And the clerk—one Chetwyn Robinson—had been the identical clerk who had made up that list of bill numbers in the First National Bank at Chicago here, 3 years before—and this particular bill, carrying a tiny triangular patch of red courtplaster patching, caught his attention like—like nobody’s business! And so, having that old listing of numbers still in his notebook, he compared the number on this bill—all outside range of. his cage, you understand, and while supposedly getting a new supply of $1-bills—and found it was really of the ransom bills. And so he tipped off the bank detective. Who followed the snaky-eyed chap. The latter,” continued Vann, “went straight to a little poorly furnished caretaker’s office and living quarters—up by way of a winding wooden stairway, above one of the dirt-floored rooms of the former Schlitzheim Brewery on Goose Island, the site of which had been for sale for years. This room, above which the caretaker’s quarters were, was this identical hexagonally shaped room I asked you about, Beryl—the so-called ‘testing room’ of the brewery.” Again Vann paused a second. “Well—the Wilmette detective at once summoned Chicago help—and both caretaker and snaky-eyed chap were arrested.

			“The snaky-eyed chap,” Vann went on, “to dispose of him for good and all in this exposition!—proved to be an ex-convict, one Job Breeden, who had been ‘in stir’—meaning, Beryl, in prison—in Columbus, Ohio, before, during and long after the Wah Lee kidnaping—and he was definitely cleared, by that fact, from charges either of kidnaping, extortion or anything else. His story, rendered at headquarters, was simply that the $5-bill he’d passed in Wilmette had been given him as ‘expenses’ on some work he was to do in that suburb for the caretaker—i.e., watching some domestic of whom, it seems, the caretaker was jealous!—and that, having done the work successfully, he’d come back to get an additional $5 fee promised him. But the caretaker—well he proved, Beryl, to be a better catch. Yes! For he was found to be one, Gus McGurk, possessor of a pedigree at the d.b.—meaning, Beryl, a record at the Detective Bureau. Known—so it showed there—as Big Gus—and also as Muscle-In, due to certain propensities he appeared to have for inserting himself into criminal propositions worked up by weaker criminals, and taking the profits! He was also the nephew of some politician and real estate man—one Fean McGurk—dead today, incidentally—who had been one of the last stockholders in the brewery, and who now represented it as real-estate sales agent, and who had, so it seems, the say as to who should be caretaker of the site and partly demolished structure. And he had been in the custom of tossing the caretakership—such as it might be worth—for no wages were connected with it!—to his nogood nephew, this Big Gus, whenever the latter asked for it; for Big Gus, as it soon appeared, used the caretakership whenever he needed a hangout or a hideout where there wouldn’t be too many eyes on him—or him activities.

			“Well,” Vann continued, “they searched Big Gus’s portmanteau—which was under the old cracked iron bed in the place; and they found, Beryl, not only a heading torn from the evening issue of the St. Louis Record of October 30th, 1927, bearing two Chinese characters put on in brush, and reading ‘Wah Lee’—but also complete parson’s suit—and by complete, I mean, complete even to the reversed ecclesiastical collar—but also—”

			“Just a minute, Mr. Vann,” put in the girl, puzzledly, “A parson’s suit? You mean, do you not, a—a clergyman’s suit?”

			“That’s right. Yes.”

			“Well—had this Big Gus been a clergyman, at one time—and maybe—”

			“Gone wrong? Heavens no, Beryl! The suit branded him definitely as being a member of the Parson Gang—if not in all likelihood its actual leader; a small gang or that day of which every member in it was known to have a parson’s suit—and all of whom frequently traveled about, dressed in such suits, at such times or in such districts where they were in danger of a police pick-up on suspicion. The old Parson Gang. Yes! But all broken up today, Beryl, thanks to various life sentences—and G-men bullets. Yes! And—but where was I? Oh, yes. Well, they found also $1000 of the ransom money in this fellow McGurk’s portmanteau. Every dollar of it—bar none—part of those 1000 $5-bills which Chetwyn Robinson, that bank clerk at the First National, had definitely passed to Wah Lung in I927. And therefore, red-hot ransom money! And last, but far from least, they found—in one of McGurk’s notebooks—a jotted-down telephone number which proved to have been a purely temporary number, assigned by the telephone company for one day only to the apartment of Wah Lung, during the hearing of some law suit regarding his regular number; and since this had happened right during the kidnaping negotiations, Wah Lung had given that temporary number to the kidnapers so that there should be no interruptions of negotiations.

			“And so,” Vann hastened on, with a glance at his watch and also at the train gates, “while Big Gus was held, unbooked, the police dug that brewery over—suspecting naturally that the Chinese boy might have been held right there—thanks to McGurk’s having had the caretakership off and on, now and then. Though, unfortunately, with no records extant of when. And they began their digging, naturally, in the, dirt-floored room at the base of the stairs which ran up to McGurk’s little quarters.”

			“The former testing room?” the girl put in, showing that she was following every angle.

			“Yes. And thank the Lord that room—of that entire labyrinth of rooms—is specifically and unmistakably identifiable in a court of law. The Lord is indeed good, this day, to the State’s Attorney’s office. For it—but any more questions?”

			“Well—they found the body, I take it? A headless body—as now I see?”

			“A fleshless, headless body, Beryl! Eaten by quicklime. The body of—quite obviously!—Wah Lee; and murdered—since the head itself was missing. And murdered after October 30th. And presumably murdered in an attempt to escape; or else because he’d gotten a clue to the identity of the place where he was being held. Or maybe even murdered by one of the gang, out of sheer wantonness—who knows?—after the ‘build-up’ of the ‘South American boat,’ and the St. Louis ‘hideout’ was carefully insinuated into the father’s mind. Since they kept him alive as long as that, Beryl—27 days—or 28 days—either near-escape on his part, or discovery on his part of the location of his hiding place, seemed the only possible answer. Anyway, to get back to our story, the police found a body. The body which failed—at least in the days of my particular predecessor in office, Fos Emmons!—to serve as a 100 per cent sure corpus delicti or victimus kidnapii—if I may coin some impromptu Latin! And simply because—but I’ll give you the fact ‘why’—in a minute. So—as I say, Big Gus was held—booked now, yes; but not indicted yet—while that place was dug over its entire extent, both for other possible victims and also for the missing head—though, unfortunately, dug only at the general level where that body had been found, or a foot or so lower at most, But lo!—the publicity attendant on the finding of the thing, which was presumably the corpse of Wah Lee, brought forth a parson in San Francisco—but a really genuine parson this one, Beryl—and a man, incidentally, who’s story was unassailable—one, The Reverend Horace Mylrea, of 601 Darien Way, Frisco—who declared that he had talked personally with Wah Lee in San Francisco on the date of November 25th, 1927—which date, Beryl, you’ll note was after the payment of the ransom money by Wah Lung—likewise after Wah Lung had applied to the Chicago police; and the youth, Mylrea averred, had told him disgustedly that his father had been a fool for parting with all that ransom money to those white gangsters. Mylrea claimed that he had originally met the boy while in Chicago, and that the boy—being there in Frisco—had called on him. And had told him also, incidentally, that he was on his way to Mexico. Also that he had gotten out of Chicago because of his father’s unwillingness that he pay court to a certain white girl. And that he actually had, that day in Jackson Park, gotten into a car with four men—but only because he felt faint. These four men, he told Mylrea, were making some kind of scientific test, with some kind of an instrument, of atmospheric electric discharge, rising towards dusk—and had obviously never come forward to the police later, because of the usual danger of being beaten up—individually—and collectively. They had—so Mylrea claimed Wah Lee had told him—let Wah Lee out near the old Northwestern Railway Station, where he had taken a train for the West. He had, moreover, he told Mylrea—so at least the latter claimed!—written his father, Wah Lung, from Denver, after reading how the latter had been bilked—but had not gotten either a reply or the return of his letter. And so had presumed his father was angry about the lost ransom money.

			“And on top of this amazing witness—reported by the Frisco police to have the highest reputability—came forward an old woman, Mrs. Mary Grubbs, who lived in a two or three-room shack on Goose Island just across a railway spur from the brewery. She was definitely known to have two sons, both sailors, and named Dolf and Brunker. And she told the State’s Attorney that the found body—rather, skeleton—was that of her son Dolf, whose head had been blown completely off, on April 3rd, 1927, by a large-bore elephant-hunting gun wielded by Brunker, her other son. The gun, she said, Brunker had brought from Africa; and she actually had it, as evidence of her facts! Brunker, she said, had fled immediately after the killing; and she and her husband, Sam—now, in 1930 dead!—in a panic had carried Dolfs headless body over to the dark brewery and, under cover of the night, buried it under the testing room floor—with plenty of quicklime from some factory lying further up the spur. The blown-to-pieces head of Dolf—brains, scalp and all!—in the shack, Sam had swept up, mopped up, and burned! And the fled son had never shown up.”

			“How—how awful!” said the girl.

			“Yeah?” said Vann, dryly. “Like a fiction story, isn’t it? Yes!”

			“Then—then she was not telling the truth?” the girl queried.

			“Wait!” said Vann. “Well, her story remained quite unshaken. And she had told it, she said, only because she knew that the police would be learning in short order that neither of her sons had been seen on Goose Island, or anywhere else, for the last three years—and that the police would assuredly be querying her as to whether they might have both been in the alleged kidnaping. And she wanted, she said, not only to clear them of any complicity in the matter—but to square Brunker before she died—for, she said, the shooting had been a quarrel and Dolf had actually made a gesture of drawing a revolver on Brunker. A good motive, you see she had—for coming forward.”

			Vann paused a second, then continued. “Well, Big Gus’s attorney, one Fleming Wiles—Big Gus wasn’t indicted yet, you understand—looking over the case pro and con, and also at the fact of these two unsolicited witnesses, went to Foster Emmons and said that Big Gus, indubitably caught dead-to-rights on possession of the ransom money, and of the phone number which branded him as having been the negotiator with Wah Lung, was willing to plead guilty to conspiracy and extortion. That, in short, Big Gus’s only admission was to the effect that he had heard—via the underworld—that some gang, trying to snatch Wah Lee, was failing utterly to find any trace of him; and then later, another rumor, less definite, that still another gang had snatched him—and that he was on a boat going towards South America; and so Big Gus had hurried in ahead of them all, and pulled a ‘Muscle-In.’ The evening St. Louis Record of October 30th, 1927, he had bought—so he claimed!—on October 31st, at the Out-of-Town Newsstand on Quincy and State Streets; and the Chinese signature—in brush!—on it, reading ‘Wah Lee,’ he had obtained—so he also claimed!—from some certain Chicago Japanese, to send to Wah Lung if, during the telephone conversation of November 1st, the latter would demand some proof that the negotiator actually had his son. For, Big Gus frankly stated—though through his lawyer only—he had intended to string the father as long as possible—to obscure the whole transaction. Big Gus, in fact, actually named, Beryl, a then-dead Japanese—one Suko Haburo—as the maker of the brush-made mark—an erudite Oriental rascal who was definitely known to have been mixed up, back in 1927, with white criminal activities. All a clever ‘muscling-in,’ so Big Gus claimed—on the gang who had abducted the boy—and on which gang the boy plainly must have died. And—so said Fleming Wiles, Big Gus’s lawyer!—Big Gus and he would fight to the death any attempt to make Big Gus guilty of actual kidnaping and murder. And so Emmons—realizing that not only were Chinese brush-made characters not legally identifiable as is handwriting—and that these, moreover, were cunningly attributed to a now-dead Jap!—and realizing likewise that if the two unexpected witnesses who had popped up in the case knocked out the identity of the headless corpse, and hence the charge of kidnaping for ransom, then the whole prosecutive castle would tumble down, and Big Gus would walk out free—came to an agreement with Big Gus’s attorney, the agreement providing that Big Gus was to plead guilty to extortion, and the state was to consent to a sentence of 15 years in the penitentiary. To be really frank, Beryl, Fos Emmons was a sort of—of weak sister, as well as a drinker; he’d been razzed unmercifully in the papers for failure to get certain convictions; and he was very glad, I think, to be able to send Big Gus up for a good stretch, and add a conviction to his professional record, even if it wasn’t a capital conviction. And so the upshot of it all was that Big Gus, on some date in late October 1930, plead guilty to conspiracy and extortion, and took 15 years in Moundsville. Entering there next day. And commencing his sentence immediately. Which sentence—under the good-behavior time-off schedules then in force, plus the modified retroactive regulations on that, passed last year—would have reduced to an even 10 years. And a not-so-hard 10 years, either—considering the 50,000 dollars he extorted. Nothing at all, indeed, such as would be served out in one of your British prisons. For Big Gus—so I was reliably informed about a year back by someone who goes out to the prison—has a fine rug in his cell—a gift of some convict who made it; a radio; an electric clock; and so little work to do that he actually has to stretch it out the best he can! This work even gives him enough of the run of prison that he is able to get a ‘snootful’ of prison-distilled alcohol now and then, and so hasn’t, at all, had a bad time of things. to easy years. For such things go fast. And—but, speaking of to years—there is one thing I must do at once—and no foolin’!”

			“What? What must you do, Mr. Vann?”

			“I must call Moundsville,” said Vann, frowning, “the minute you pull out—and I get over town. For, depending on what date Big Gus went in to prison, he could conceivably—yes—be about ready to go out now. And if he were to get out, Beryl, before we indict him, then any indictment—gotten on that skull you took in—wouldn’t be worth a continental. Yes, I must ring the warden—the minute I get to the Klondike Building.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER IX

			And Five Years Later

			Vann was silent for a moment. For such few further facts as he had to complete the story of that famous kidnaping—which facts had come to light some years later than those he had just set forth—he had to resuscitate through sheer recollection, intensified, to be sure, by his never-failing interest in that case which he had helped—though fruitlessly—to prepare for trial; but aided not at all now through having worked professionally on the facts. But these were reasonably clear in his mind, and he went on.

			“Five years later, Beryl—yes, 1935—you would then have been in that girl’s school in Christchurch there—yes—this clergyman, Mylrea, of San Francisco died—but just before he died he remorsefully left a signed confession to the effect that he had secretly taken morphine for years, getting it through various peddlers; that he had been having—back in 1930, that is—ever-increasing trouble to get his dope; and that his dope peddler, of that date, had approached him with a proposition that, if he would swear to a deposition that he had seen and talked with one Wah Lee, on certain dates, and to certain effects—etc.—he would be given dope enough to carry him for two full years. And frantic with narcotic hunger, he had assented—and had, moreover, fully fulfilled the compact.”

			“This—this Big Gus’ gang,” the girl queried quickly, “had reached this—this clergyman?”

			“Yes,” Vann nodded. “With their widely extended criminal affiliations, it had evidently been no trouble to reach a dope addict of some far-away city—an addict of good repute, and not known to the police as an addict!—and they did reach him through this peddler.” Vann paused. “And now, of course, this old Grubbs woman was immediately re-investigated. All this happening incidentally during the State’s Attorneyship of another of my predecessors—one Charley Gilborne. She had died in the meantime—in ter—having presumably fallen off one of the lonely bridges going into Goose Island from—from, well, the mainland, Chicago! But plainly, Beryl, she was ‘bumped off’ by Big Gus’s gang so that she would never be able to repudiate her deposition concerning that headless body; probably followed, she was, one night, and actually hoisted right up over the rail into the dark river. The headless body she had of course claimed, the previous year, right after her deposition thereto, and had had cremated, and its ashes scattered—with some prayers—from a lake boat on which Dolf had once, as a sailor, sailed. But though the body was gone—it was, you see, of official record—and could serve as a corpus delicti should she ever change her testimony. So—they ‘knocked her off’—for safety’s sake. But it was found, Beryl, on re-investigating her, long after her death, that she had been a miser—and had owned several Rat buildings in Hyde Park; and it was found also that she had mysteriously paid off a $5000 mortgage on a certain 2-flat building she’d owned on Blackstone Avenue—and right after she’d sworn to and signed that deposition in Chicago relative to the identity of that headless skeleton. And the then State’s Attorney told me personally, Beryl, that he believed that both of her sons undoubtedly went down on the freighter City of Duluth—which sank in a storm on Lake Michigan on April 2nd, 1927. Carrying to their death a lot of unknown sailors recruited suddenly because of strike trouble. And if this were so—and Mrs. Grubbs knew they had both shipped aboard that boat—then, three years later, she could with absolute safety have laid the murder of one upon the oth­er—and as of April 3rd—since both were dead. For no-one in the world would have been able to contravert her statement.”

			“I suppose,” the girl interrupted, “that that gang even furnished that large-bore elephant-gun with which Brunker was supposed to have blown Dolf’s head off?”

			“Beyond any doubt,” Vann replied. “Not to make mention of the $5000—doubtlessly part of the Wah Lung ransom money, though not identifiable as such. But,” he added, “Mrs. Grubbs being then—in 1935—non-est, and the previous S. A. having accepted her disposition without attack—attacked it could not be at that late date. But it was evident that $5000 had bought her—bag and baggage—body and soul!”

			“Misers will do just anything for money,” commented the girl. “I had an aunt once, in Wellington, New Zealand, who—but that’s not important now. No! For just what, Mr. Vann, is the new situation—which the finding of this skull creates?”

			“What?” said Vann, triumphantly. “Why, Beryl, it simply means that—found within six feet of that headless body—it becomes prima facie evidence of skeleton and skull belonging to each other. And constitutes the complete—not partial, but complete!—corpus delicti—absolutely clinching the kidnaping. The bullet hole in that skull is, we might say, pure velvet—since murder and kidnaping both have the same penalties. What is of further importance, Beryl, is that no defense attorney will by any possibility be able to claim that body and head are both that of Dolf—for the reason that Dolf is definitely known to have had no upper teeth—and the matter thereof was carefully checked at the time. Through the records and testimony of the very dental surgeon who drew those teeth, and made the plate, for the simple reason that that was the crux of the alleged quarrel between Dolf and Brun­ker, Brunker having allegedly called the other ‘a toothless old man.’ And this skull which the Negro brought to you has, according to what he told you, good and plentiful teeth, both upper and lower. So—it’s a one hundred per cent ‘out,’ you see, as Dolf’s. And, with the nasal operative work done on its right side—not that Dolf couldn’t have had, at some time in his wandering life, such an operation—well—that proves that Mary Grubbs’ entire evidence and deposition was a lie. A hundred per cent lie. And now Big Gus McGurk can be tried for kidnaping. With murder thrown in for good measure!”

			“But, Mr. Vann,” the girl queried, “can a man here in America—he can’t, in New Zealand, you know—can a man here be put in jeopardy twice for the same thing?”

			“A very good comment, Beryl,” complimented Vann. “And the answer is ‘no.’ But Fos Emmons, the S. A. back there in 1930, had brains enough, evidently, not to burn our—our State’s Attorney’s aces, I mean—bridges behind us—on that conviction. For Big Gus, you see, had never been in jeopardy for kidnaping. No! Nor for murder. No! He was technically tried only for extortion of $50,000 ransom money. And plead guilty to that. Now he can be tried on a bigger charge—and will absolutely get the chair—because we’ve the evidence now that the kidnaped youth was buried right in and under his regular hideout, and—by virtue of McGurk’s previous guilty plea—he got the ransom money therefor! Oh, Beryl, Beryl—it’s a case that even Leo Kilgallon—my young helper over there in the offices at the City Hall—could go in Court with, and win with both his hands tied behind his back—and his eyes blindfolded. It’s—it’s what we call a ‘push-over.’”

			And Vann shook his head in absolute wonderment as to what had literally tumbled into his lap, and in extreme satisfaction too—considering the recent dictum of his party chiefs—and that badly needed 4-years’ States-Attorneyship’s salary.

			“And I wonder,” he now said musingly, “what ex-Sarge Tom McFee, the vault custodian over there in the City Hall, will say this morning when I take that package out of the vault—and strip off the paper from it right in front of his eyes?”

			The girl looked at him a bit queryingly, and then replied.

			“Well, Mr. Vann,” she said, “you could, of course—if you wanted to—to bewilder Mr. McFee—take the package over to him and do just that—for I locked it in the office safe.”

			“In—in the office safe, Beryl!” Vann ejaculated. “You don’t mean—you don’t mean—in that old cheesebox—in the Klondike Building office?”

			“Cheesebox?” she retorted. “Why—it has a combination dial—and is made of metal, and—”

			“Oh Beryl, Beryl!” he remonstrated. “That safe isn’t fit to house a hundred-dollar bill. A fact! It—but why didn’t you take the skull package over to the City Hall vaults?”

			“Well, Mr. Vann, I—I didn’t understand—no—I regarded it as just some evidence in some case already completely disposed of and over. I considered its value to be—well—to be academic at the most.”

			“Academic?” he repeated helplessly. “I’ll say it’s of aca­demic value! It—why, Beryl—by that single skull Big Gus McGurk, one of the rottenest lowest crooks that crookdom ever spawned, will go to the chair. While without that item, the deposition—testimony—of that Negro is of no utility whatsoever. Any defense attorney—with that actual item not produced—could have the case thrown out of Court pronto. He could—no, Beryl,” Vann broke off, “if ever anything should have gone over to the City Hall and been put in our high-powered, burglar-proof vault, that should have been. For—however, since nobody knows it’s been there in the Klondike Building, I don’t suppose it really matt—however,” Vann broke off again, “you’re quite sure you haven’t told anybody about it?”

			The girl’s eyes fluttered momentarily to the floor.

			Then she looked up.

			“No, Mr. Vann. No—nobody.”

			“All right, then,” he said, patting her hand reassuringly.

			“Everything’s okay then. Big Gus, you know, undoubtedly has wires—to the underworld. And he—but chances of the finding of that skull filtering to him, way down there in Moundsville, would be practically nihil, and so—” Vann broke off. “But—by golly!—the Negro! Now I wonder—yes, I wonder—if he’s told anybody. He didn’t, you say, tell the Negro laborer who gave him all the dope—but then he may have confidential friends of his own. And—you hold the fort here, Beryl—I want to call a number.”

			And rising from the high-backed bench, Vann entered a glassed-in telephone booth which stood against the wall some 20 feet in front of them. And looking in the telephone directory, found with no trouble an entry of the name Moses Klump, at 3733 Vernon Avenue. And rang that number—which was Vernon 1062.

			A woman—obviously, from her high-pitched tones, colored—answered the phone.

			“Let me speak to Moses Klump, please,” Vann asked. “Or tell me what job—if any—he’s working on.”

			“Moses? Ah’m sohhy, Mista—Ah’m Moses’ sistah, Mis’ Geran’um Klump—what lib out neah de Wes’en ’Lectric Comp’ny—but Moses, he done was killed yest’day in a—a accident.”

			“Killed? In an accident? Why, good Heavens—how—”

			“Yassuh. He was killed w’en a big wall falled on him—du’in’ de wreckin’ ob de Litchman Wah’house on Cott’ge Grobe Ab’noo neah 18th St’eet. His fun’al gonna be tomo’oh mo’nin’ f’um Green’s Fun’al Pahlohs on Th’utty-ninth St’eet, an’ Ah’m puttin’ in de day heah gittin’ all Moses’s fu’nituh an’ things togethah fo’ to sell, an’ put in sto’age. Ah—ah ain’ hahdly dygested his death mahse’f, yit.

			“We-ell—we-ell—thank you. That is—I’m sorry. I—I was going to talk about a job for him. And—but sorry. Sorry. Good-by.”

			And Vann hung up.

			He came out of the booth, his face serious. And sat down again by the girl, whose face was expectant, curious.

			“Well, Beryl,” he said quietly, “I’ve got to hand it to you—in spite of the fact that I just chided you. Yes! For your getting that fully witnessed deposition from that Negro was the most astute piece of legal work you ever did for me. For Moses Klump is dead, Beryl. No—not murdered. He was killed in an accident. But the deposition—witnessed—notarized as it is—makes the skull box per cent legal evidence. Yes, Beryl, I’m going to forgive you for placing the Skull—or package—in an old pete whose cracking is nothing but—but a knob-knocking job.”

			“Old Pete?—cracking? Knob-knocking job?” the girl put forth helplessly. “What—what—”

			Vann smiled indulgently. For the naïveté of his little Klondike Building office caretaker had always amused him.

			“Just a term that safe robbers use, Beryl, here in America. A pete is a safe. And when a cracksman has ‘cracked a pete,’ he’s gotten in—regardless of whether he’s gotten in by a ‘combo-twirl’—meaning expert manipulation of the dials—or by ‘dinny-juice’—meaning nitroglycerin—or by ‘knob-knocking.’ The latter meaning knocking the handle and knob and dials off with a sledge hammer, and drawing the bolt, through the resulting hole. Which is absolutely all that any cracksman—expert, or amateur—would have to do with that old cheesebox of ours there in the Klondike Building. Yes. Just knock the handle and dial off—pull the bolt—and he would be in! Except that, of course, cracksmen don’t crack safes in an office that is but the sentimental relic of a man’s early and poverty-stricken days. And—but see here now, Beryl, you’re quite sure, are you, that you told nobody about that sconce? For if it reached the underworld—well, somebody friendly to Big Gus might—but you told nobody?”

			The girl looked most embarrassed. “N-no! No—I told nobody, Mr. Vann.” She shook her head as to confirm her statement.

			And her obvious discomfiture was not lost on Vann. But he concluded that it was simply because he was cross-questioning her.

			“All right then, Beryl,” he assured her. “Absolutely no harm done—so forget it. You’ll be a witness, later on, to the effect that you locked that package in a cheesebox! While Art Chambervain—up the hall there—will be a witness to the fact that I shall take it out this morning, and, unwrapping it, put my own initials on it—right above Klump’s. And—but, hey!—do you see what I see? Yes—your train for the Hoosier Capital. So—beat it! And I’ll do likewise. For the very first thing I’m going to do this morning, when I get over town, is to draw up an indictment for kidnaping and murder against Big Gus McGurk—and present it to whatever grand jury is sitting, by noontime. After which—well—what a trial you’ll see—in a few weeks. What a trial! It—it will make L. Vann, Esquire. It—”

			“A-hall—abo-ho-hard—for India-nap-poh-lis and Cin-Cinn-at-tee. All abo-ho—” It was the train caller calling. Vann rose. “Better grab a seat, Beryl, while you can—on the sunny side. And I’ll be seeing you—when?”

			“Tomorrow I’ll be back,” the girl told him, also rising. “On duty—at 8 a.m. prompt. And you have Sylvia’s address and phone number in case you have to ring me about anything.”

			And Louis Vann, seeing the girl as far as Gate 9, turned and left the station. Already viewing—in his mind’s eye—the huge headlines of the noonday papers proclaiming the fact that new and damning evidence had at last brought Big Gus McGurk to rightful justice—and that Louis Vann was himself, and in person, to lead Big Gus to the electric chair!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER X

			In Room 806

			Outside the station Vann flagged a yellow taxicab—still in a most pleasant frame of mind. The case—why, the case would be, of course, a “pushover.” Too easy, almost, he reflected just a bit regretfully, to take great professional satisfaction in. And at length, after being blocked at several downtown street intersections by passing floods of Loop and department store workers, he was dismounting in front of the Klondike Building, just across Washington Street from the tall towering City Hall which housed his official offices. The Klondike Building, though 12 stories high, was itself an ancient structure whose entrance was marked by an outmoded soapstone arch—and which was sandwiched between two stores, one selling shoes at $1.95 a pair—the other purveying animals and pets.

			Inside the dark wood-floored foyer, he waited—with fitting patience—till the single elevator, housed in its wire screen shaft, wheezed its way to the bottom.

			And climbed in, the only passenger.

			Raising his eyebrows a bit curiously, as the operator, with white hair, stifled a gigantic yawn.

			“Well!—well, Peters,” Vann said, “you must have been on some party last night! Yawning—” He glanced at his watch. “—only sixteen minutes after you start work?”

			“Sixteen minutes?” retorted the other grouchily, trying the shaft door to see that it was closed, and jerking on the steel cable which started the cage. “Two hours, and sixteen minutes!”

			“Two hours—and sixteen minutes?” queried Vann puzzledly. “Why, I thought Adolph—being night watchman—always handled the cage till 8—and then you took on?”

			“Right, Mr. Vann,” the other said, as the car wheezed slowly upward. “Only, Adolph went on another spree last night—prior to midnight—and didn’t come back. So the night engineer called the Old Man—and the Old Man rung me at 5 bells this morning to beat it down and take over at 6. Adolph’ll be rolling in, however, before noon—demanding to take over. And I’ll be sending him packing home—to sleep it off. Only that won’t get me back my 2 hours lost sleep.”

			“Poor Adolph!” said Vann, as the car creaked past the 5th floor. “A good-hearted chap. Or at least so he’s always seemed to me. For he’s been around here now—if I’m not mistaken—just a week short of the time I’ve been State’s Attorney. But oh—that occasional thirst of his! Why docs the owner of the Klondike keep him on?”

			“Why?” asked Peters as the car drew up to the 8th floor, and he stopped it. “Well, Mr. Vann, Adolph Reibach hails—or at least he says he does—from the same province in Germany—Pomerania—that the Old Man, Mr. Kieckhofer—does. Which was why—and no less!—Mr. Kieckhofer bounced out that mighty good Negro nightman we used to have—remember him?—Energetic Enos, I think you called him?—and put Adolph, straight over from Germany, on. In other words, Mr. Vann, the Old Man—Herr K!—has sentiment, don’t you forget—just like you—ever holding your first law office.”

			And he swung wide the door.

			“I see,” Vann laughed, stepping forth. “Sentimentalists all, eh?”

			The bell in the cage now buzzed raucously, indicating another passenger downstairs, and, as the cage started down, Vann himself proceeded up the old dark wooden-floored hall. But marveling, as always he did—how well and efficient and clean this old building was kept up by the punctilious August Kieckhofer, its sole owner. And a moment later he was putting his key in the lock of the door of his room, Number 803.

			But, to his surprise, the key did not have to turn—to release the door! And frowning—and opening the door a few inches—he saw immediately why. The lock had been sprung! Moreover—and his face darkened—there were jimmy marks on the wood of both door and door frame at the level of the lock.

			Sneakthieves!

			Searching for odds and en—

			He had swung the door halfway open now, and was himself halfway across the threshold when, glancing across the room itself, he stopped dead—in his very tracks. For a man lay on the floor—on his back—a man clad in clean striped overalls and jumper, and with a large bunch of keys at his waist. And his face was white and set—his dead, unseeing blue eyes staring straight towards the ceiling. His head had been bashed in, for blood—now sticky, coagulated blood—had rolled clear across the floor to the nearest floorboard. And Vann’s horrified eyes, roving straight from the dead face with its odd yellow mustache—a face which he knew to be that of poor Adolph Reibach—came to rest, quite naturally, on his safe.

			His—his cheesebox!

			Which was all it was. And all, moreover, chat it had proved to be. For its door stood wide open. Its single bolt was shot. Its cast-iron knob and combination dials lay in shattered pieces on the floor in front of it.

			And Louis Vann—gazing at the few old books standing in it—knew immediately what had gone out of that safe. What had gone out had been—the skull of Wah Lee! And with it, the nomination and re-election of Louis Vann as State’s Attorney of Chicago!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XI

			Murder—At 10:43 P.M.

			Louis Vann, in his spacious and beautifully furnished private office in the City Hall, paced up and down, up and down, over the thick green velvet carpet covering the huge floor. During which—as he knew—Inspector Rufus Scott, the best burglary man on the Detective Bureau—the one individual who knew about all there was to know about safe burglary—was making, in the old building across from the City Hall, a complete examination of Room 806. On Vann’s great polished hand-carved mahogany desk lay, under the generous light from the huge windows, the long foolscap sheet of paper containing his seventeen handwritten legal points against the liberation, on bail, of Banker Claussen—the penciling of which he had done in his spare time in St. Louis, and for the rendering of which in court this morning he had come back to Chicago as promptly as he had. And fortunate for his rendition of them—in the light of what had happened across the street!—Banker Claussen’s attorney had phoned the State’s Attorney’s office early that morning that Claussen would, for the nonce, remain in jail, and that the appeal for bail was off.

			It was but 45 minutes ago, in fact, that Vann had discovered the body of Adolph—and his own pillaged safe. And but 44 minutes ago that, like a wise man who realized that certain others knew their business of burglary and homicide examination much better than he, he had quietly drawn shut the door of Room 806, and closeted himself within the telephone booth standing on the stairs between Floors 8 and 7. First inquiring therein at the Detective Bureau for Detective Scott—then getting the latter at his home, near in to the Loop—and requesting him to come down immediately. But without a word to his superiors—or to any reporters.

			And now Miss Jason, the elderly scrawny-necked female who acted as Vann’s secretary and Cerberus in these, the legal offices which the State provided him, stood in the doorway.

			“Inspector Scott, Mr. Vann. He wants to know whether he can see you for just a few min—”

			“Yes—yes—yes”, Vann said irritably. “Of course! Show Scott in—at once.”

			And a second later, Rufus Scott, his square black criminological examination case in hand, his 50 years of age and gray hair at his temples contrasting as vividly with Vann’s more youthful appearance and ungrayed hairs, as did his bulky muscular build contrast with Vann’s more slender figure, stepped inside. Miss Jason, at a peremptory nod from Vann, withdrew.

			“Sit down, Rufus,” Vann ordered immediately.

			Which Scott did, in the hand-carved visitor’s chair at the edge of Vann’s big desk. Depositing his hat on a near-by mahogany stand, and his square black case on the floor by the side of his chair. During which Vann dropped down into his own swivel chair.

			“Well, old man,” the latter began without delay, “what did you figure out—on the job? And what—but first, Rufus, is it all safely hidden away yet—from the press?”

			“Absolutely, Louis,” said the veteran police department inspector. “For I took advantage of the fact that your office door—” Scott broke off, however, and inserting his thumb and finger in one of his vest pockets, withdrew a shining long flat key. “Though the lock appears to be quite out of commission now on your door, the door fortunately held those two powerful ringbolts—rather, I should say, Louis, it and the doorjam together, and—but you know to what I refer?”

			“Oh yes,” interpolated Vann. “I put them in myself years ago. And when I used to knock off in the summertime for a couple of weeks, I always locked up the office by padlock.”

			“Yes,” Scott nodded. “Well, I locked the eyes of those two ringbolts together with an official police department Waddington padlock. To each of which padlocks, as no doubt you know, there exists only one key. And so tight that door is now, thanks to the way you installed those ringbolts, that a flea couldn’t weave through! And now—” Scott slid the key across to Vann, who slipped it into his own vest pocket. “And now you only, Louis, hold the one and only key. So if you’ve some pickup you want to make, on suspicion—for questioning, that is—you’ve at least all of today to do it in. For I find, by inquiry from the night engineer, that Reibach had no relatives whatsoever. At least, you understand, of record. And so, being dead now less than 12 hours, his body can easily stay right where it is—till night.”

			Vann nodded emphatically. “It would,” he said quietly, “have stayed there till tomorrow, Rufus—if it hadn’t been for Banker Claussen. A fact! For my office girl over there is out of town—and I’d not have been back here in Chicago today except for the Claussen Case.” Vann broke off, waiting expectantly. Then added: “Well, Rufus—what have you got to give me? So that I can figure whether there’s any use to make any kind of an effort to get the rat—or rats—who pulled that job? Was it a professional peterman, Rufus—who got in my safe? Or an amateur? Which? And at about just what hour do you fig—”

			“I can tell you a bit, Louis,” Scott interrupted, “about what happened there last night. But not, I’m afraid, all you want. Or expect. Because—but first, do you mind telling me, Louis, if you had some evidence in that safe—against some individual? You know, of course, that I can keep my mouth shut.”

			“Of course,” nodded Vann. “That’s exactly why I called you—on the dot. Yes, I had something in that safe, Rufus, that was evidence. Something turned in, two days ago, to my girl over there—who locked it in there. It was evidence, however, only against a man now locked up in Moundsville Penitentiary—Big Gus McGurk.”

			Inspector Scott’s face was a bit blank. “McGurk? Oh yes—he went up for kidnaping, didn’t he? Nine—no—ten years ago. I was in India on furlough when he went up.”

			Vann realized that Scott virtually knew no more of the peculiar technicalities of McGurk’s conviction than had even his own office girl from New Zealand. But he did not correct the other—and for purely legal reasons. So that, in fact, if by some now forlorn chance Scott should be later testifying in court, no defendant’s lawyer could bring out that Scott had a knowledge, prior to his examination of those quarters, or during his report of his examination to the State’s Attorney, of any specific motive for such crime.

			“I won’t explain the setup, Rufus,” Vann said briefly, “in the wild hopes that maybe later you’ll be testifying in court for the State—and no crook’s ‘mouthpiece’ can be tumbling you about on the witness stand!”

			“That’s good reasoning, Louis,” assented Scott, “and I’d prefer it that way myself.” He paused. “We-ell—there’s only 4 old law books in your safe now! Which I daresay you saw yourself—from the open door? But what you want to know first, of course, is whether there was one or two men in there last night—and whether a professional peterman, or an amateur, cracked your pete—or whether some gazabo midway between both professional and amateur?” He paused again. “Well, I’ll say, Louis, that beyond any doubt, one man only did the job. A man, moreover, of somewhat distinctive appearance—in some way! And he was actually already in your box—when he knocked Reibach off. But I’m sorry to have to add that there’s no ascertaining this particular peterman’s professional status.”

			“No? Why not, Rufus?”

			“Simply because,” the other explained, “he used a purely amateur’s method to get into your box—a sledge. The identical thing he’d have used if he’d been a 100 per cent professional—and come there prepared to crack it, no matter what kind of a box it was. Yes, he used a sledge. Carrying it, in all probability, in an old violin case. For a violin case seems to be practically the only thing a sledge can be toted inconspicuously about in. But whatever else was inside that case, Louis—soup—wedges—whatnot—there’s quite no telling. For—but good Lord, Louis—Where ever did you get that ancient cheesebox!”

			“From a today-defunct second-hand safe store on Lake Street,” admitted Vann. “For $14! In my salad days. And kept it throughout all the years for sentiment.”

			“I see,” Scott nodded. He paused a second, uncertainly. Then resumed speaking. “Well—getting back to this lone boxman again—while he left fingerprints about your safe door—and his only!—he, but say, was your office girl in the habit of occasionally wiping things off in the office there?”

			“Yes,” Vann replied promptly. “Every night, before leaving, she always went over things with an oil rag. Even the painted walls. Neatest thing, that girl, in four counties. No—four continents is better. For she—so he left f. p’s, eh! Amateur then, Rufus—no professional!”

			Rufus Scott smiled dryly. “You think so, do you? Well, Louis, these fingerprints all show leather grain—no skin patterns! In short, he used gloves—old leather gloves. Such as I’ve known many a dyed-in-the-wool professional to use. So don’t make any deductions as to his peterman’s status—and don’t hope to convict him either on the f. p.’s he left!” Vann’s face fell. “That’s bad,” was all he said. “Well—how do you personally figure he got in there? And at about what time did he—”

			“Secreted himself, beyond any doubt,” Scott put in, “in the building before the street doors were locked at 9 o’clock. For there’s a big unused and unoccupied closet under the stairs. And 4 toilet rooms—each with two private compartments. The location of the toilets being even listed on the directory board. And there’s a mop closet on every floor. Oh, he was in, all right, when the place was locked up.”

			“And let himself out,” said Vann, “when the job was done?”

			“Yes. Which was within not more than 2—3—minutes after 10:43 p.m.. last night.”

			“10:43—p.m.?” said Vann, his face lighting up. “Then you’ve got evidence—to clinch the exact hour he killed Adolph?”

			“Absolutely, Louis. I’m able to say conclusively he killed Reibach at 10:43. Or, to be exact, within a fraction of a minute one way or the other. So, if you pull in any likely suspect who can’t account for his whereabouts at that moment—Well—” Scott broke off, and made a significant gesture with his hands.

			“And as soon,” put in Vann with a dry smile, “as the papers print the full story of this murder, which will positively have to be by evening—for I can’t hold it back any further than that—well, every and any crook I take in will have an ironclad alibi for 10:43 last night. Not so?”

			“Yes,” admitted the police-force veteran. “But ironclad alibis don’t always hold, you know, Louis.”

			“Quite true. Yes, indeed. Well now, this exact hour of Adolph’s death is important. So how do you posit it at such exact—”

			“By a perfect triple time alignment,” interrupted Scott. “And an alignment which—in this case—couldn’t have been staged. No! But here it is. And in giving you the alignment, I virtually give you what happened in your office last night.”

			Scott paused. Then continued.

			“This bird hid himself in one of the many, many places possible in the building—but, most likely, in the 7th floor toilet—till around 10:20 Of 10:25, more or less, when he figured the building would be clear of all tenants. Then he marched upstairs with his violin case—jimmied the door of 806—and passed on in. Turned on the lights boldly. Sized up speculatively—beyond any doubt whatsoever!—that 3-panel folding black burlap screen which partially shields that old leather couch of yours in the corner just opposite the door—since its lower panel edges are flush with the floor itself. But since the couch stood forth from the endmost panel at least a third of its own length—at least does this morning!—realized that the couch was untenanted—that your office girl hadn’t by some chance dropped off on it, waiting for some midnight date with some boy friend—and—”

			“And a quite useless speculation, that, on his part, I can say,” commented Vann dryly. “Since my office girl, over there, is 100 per cent proper, and would die before meeting a man on the street at night—let alone midnight. But go ahead, Rufus. Finding the place was his, he then did exactly what—as you dope things out?”

			“Well, finding—as you put it—that the place was all his, he examined the safe door—the knob—and the combination dials. Confirming in his own mind that they were made of brittle stuff all right; cast iron—and so forth. And then, getting out his sledge, started swinging at the knob and dials. He presumed any janitor or night watchman, if any existed, was on any of the other 9 floors—and knew, too, that the inertia of the heavy safe would practically absorb his blows at it. However, Reibach must have been on that very floor there—maybe in the corridor below—or above. And if he didn’t hear the blows—must have felt them. And hurried to the one office whose light indicated the disturbance might have emanated from there. And fumbling at the door—and finding it unlocked, thanks, of course, to the jimmying—opened it, and walked in. Very likely he thought just maybe you were there—that you’d returned to the office from here, near the end of the day, and had dropped off, yourself, on that old leather couch—and which I’ll warrant, Louis, you have done dozens of times—”

			“Dozens of times is right,” assented Vann, nodding. “But go ahead.”

			“—and so,” Scott continued, “Reibach probably just thought you’d awakened after a few hours’ snooze, and were now doing some important concentrative work, all by your lonesome, on one of your cases. And he thought perhaps that he’d ask you if you’d heard anything. Never suspecting a cracksman, I’m certain, in your old office—with that ancient cheesebox. Never! Anyway, it’s right there, Louis, where I postulate that one man only did the job. For, had there been two, the other man would have been in position back of where the door could swing open—to cope with any surprise interruption. And with, almost certainty, a gun. Whereas—as it happened—this bird with the sledge was virtually surprised at the job. And had to do his own dirty work. And, moreover, with the sledge itself. He leaped back of the door himself, Louis—yes, I definitely know that—when he heard the very first fumbling at the knob. And once Reibach was completely inside—and the door closed—your cracksman swung at him with the sledge. And Reibach raised his forearm defensively. And a silver wristwatch on his wrist, under the long-sleeved janitor’s jumper he wore, was smashed. And it was a watch, Louis, which Reibach had set by the Western Union clock in the engine room just an hour before. A fact I got from Dilliam Casey, the building engineer, who, by the way, thinks I’m investigating Reibach for non-appearance in court yesterday on some disorderly conduct charge. Anyway, Louis, the hands of Reibach’s watch, thanks to the stoppage of its mechanism, are—right now—at exactly 10:43:37.”

			Vann’s face was troubled. “But Rufus—remember the Daley case?—where the hands of just such a watch were set, for an alibi? And the murd—”

			“Yes, Louis. I well remember. But wait till I give you the whole setup. This is a triple time alignment—and not a single one like the Daley case.” Scott paused. “You see, Reibach kept a nightly report sheet downstairs in the engine room, showing the hour and minute he started out on each of his regular tours of exploration and inspection, as well as the time he returned. He was very pernickety on this, it seems, for his job, more or less depended on that sheet. Anyway, his last ‘out’ entry on the sheet was 10:10 p.m. His next ‘in’ report would—had it ever been set down!—have been approximately 10:50. Based on the average time of his regular trips. While his next trip would have been at 11:20. One hour and 10 minutes apart, you see? However, he never reported in from the last 10:10 trip.”

			“Well,” admitted Vann, “that backs up the 10:43—but only to the extent that Adolph’s death took place between 10:10 and 11:20. Or, we’ll concede, between 10:10 and 10:50. Yes! But this further confirmation of the exact minute, Rufus? What—”

			“I’m coming to that. And that’s what also indicates that Reibach’s murderer got back of the door as Reibach came in. And hence worked alone.” Scott paused. “Reibach, Louis, was struck at three times, by the fellow with the sledge. Yes, a fact! The first time, on the forearm. Which of course didn’t kill him. In fact, he obviously pulled himself together and threw himself, like a tiger—at the peterman. Who was ready for him this time—with a better blow. And came down atop Reibach’s head. Yes, Louis, an octagonal discolored area in Reibach’s scalp, practically atop his head, shows that he caught a heavy sledge-blow there—and plainly dropped unconscious from it. But, Louis—the murderer smashed him again—well to the side of that. After Reibach lay there unconscious. And that blow, Louis, bashed in Reibach’s very skull”

			“The dirty dog!” ejaculated Vann, referring, of course, to the safe-cracker.

			“And that,” pronounced Scott, “is where I postulate that the peterman had some degree of distinctive appearance, which, if described to us, the police—or to you, the S. A.—by Reibach—if Reibach recovered, that is—might help in eventually picking up the peterman. Even convicting him, perhaps. Yes! Some degree—of distinctive appearance. Yes!”

			“As—what?” queried Vann, his ears wide open.

			“Heaven knows! He might have been a red-haired man. That strikes me, Louis, as most possible. Again, he might have had a drooping eye. Or two eyes of different color. Or he might have been a man of peculiar stature—under-sized—or extremely large. Anyway, he didn’t have to make that last blow. For Reibach must have been unconscious. And, making it, he did it so that Reibach would never recover—and help to get him captured—or better, convicted.”

			“Red-haired man?” Vann was musing, fingertips together. “That would be my guess, too. For anybody knows, Rufus, that descriptions of build and height mean absolutely nothing in courts of law. However—red-haired man!” He gave a helpless gesture of his hands. “Go on, Rufus?”

			“I will. Well about that first blow, ’twas delivered, as I stated, from approximately back of the door. I base that, Louis, on the direction Reibach staggered—when he caught it. Yes! For I happen to know in exactly which direction—and how far—Reibach staggered. For, seeing the blow coming, he raised his forearm—as also I have stated—and caught the blow on the forearm. And lost his balance plainly. And staggered backward a number of steps. Clear to that glassed-in pendulum clock you’ve got there, on the north wall. And his head struck the lower corner of the clock’s boxlike frame and knocked the whole clock awry. Awry by at least thirty degrees. So that it stopped dead. At 10:43—10:43, that is, plus practically no appreciable fraction of a minute, as nearly as one can read its dial and its hands.”

			“The devil you say!” ejaculated Vann, light dawning on him. “And that clock can’t be reset—with its glass door locked? And me—with the only key!” And withdrawing from his pocket his bunch of keys, he held aloft silently a small but very intricate Yale-like key.

			“I rather fancied,” commented Scott, “that you hadn’t noticed that clock. Particularly since you scarcely crossed the threshold.”

			“God—no!” retorted Vann. “I’m lucky to have noticed as much as I did. And viewing the scene from the doorway only, as I did, the fact of the clock being awry practically wouldn’t have shown to me. For the side projection of the wooden clock case wouldn’t be much different in one position than another. So-o! It was awry—and stopped! And that clock, Rufus—well, it’s one real time-keeper! I’ve never had to reset it over once in ten days—and then by only a minute at most. And so—it corroborated Adolph’s smashed wristwatch?”

			“To a T,” pronounced the other. “And I noticed, right off, that it was not only a locked clock, but had a decidedly intricate lock. And I cured that you doubtlessly had its key. But after I got done in there, I stepped across the hall, into a room of some Scotchman—by name Angus MacIntosh—who’s set down on his office door as an appraiser of old books, coins and stamps—and I asked him whether there was a clock anywhere at all in the building by which I could get the time—correct to the minute. I figured, Louis, that a Scotchman would never use up 4-cent calls on his phone to correct his watch or his movements—much less wear out his shoe leather by going unnecessary distances—but would know the unequivocal nearest whereabouts of such a clock! Which it seems he did. For he told me that, right across the hall—in ‘Louis Vann’s office’—I could get the time, correct to the split second, off the pendulum wall clock there. And that—well, that was all I wanted to know.”

			Vann nodded. “Well, now I’m quite satisfied on that 10:43 murder hour. A triple alignment, all right. And tying precisely with Adolph’s murd—though, Rufus, you haven’t told me yet how you know, as definitely as you appear to, that Adolph staggered against the clock, and knocked it awry? Has—”

			“By the fact, Louis,” explained Scott, “that a half dozen of Reibach’s yellow hairs were stuck on the lower corner of the clock case. And that there was a small gash in Reibach’s scalp on that side. I examined the hairs—and some from his head—under my portable microscope; and they tell the story, Louis, beyond any doubt. And I have ’em all here, moreover, safely sealed in an envelope.” And reaching down for his square black carrying case, Scott opened it and brought forth a sealed cloth envelope across the flap of which he had plainly written his initials. Which envelope the State’s Attorney took promptly.

			“I only wish,” Vann commented ruefully, “that you had some of the murderer’s hairs instead. Red as they probably—or maybe only possibly!—are. For hairs are something to achieve a conviction on—sometimes! However, I’m glad we’ve at least the hour of the blow. Thanks to my poor old glassed-in clock being in the picture. ’Twas a clock owned by my mother, Rufus, and she gave it to me for my first office, and I had that special lock put on its door because, before I could even afford $14 for a second-hand safe, I used to keep small change and papers inside the glass case.”

			“A peterman being unable,” said Scott dryly—and sardonically, “to get through a pane of glass?”

			“No!” retorted Van. “A peterman being unable to dream that a poor lawyer—would have anything inside his clock!” He paused. “Well I think there’s only one more thing now, Rufus, that I’m a bit in the dark on yet. And it’s this: What is your basis for deeming this peterman already in my safe—when Reibach came in on him?”

			“There wasn’t the sign of a hair, blood, nor hair oil,” said the other promptly, “on any parts of the broken knob, or fragments of the dial, or the safe door—as there assuredly would have been had he used that sledge again—even swung it—after bashing Reibach’s skull in. No, that sledge—after that death blow—went pronto into the waiting open violin case. Which showed that the peterman had already cracked the pete. Not, now, that it makes any material difference.”

			“True enough,” agreed Vann. “Other, perhaps, than that it helps to establish that he emerged from those doors downstairs at no later than—”

			“10:45—plus or minus a fraction of a minute,” put in Scott. “For all he had to do after knocking Reibach into kingdom come was close his violin case—click out the lights—draw the door to—and wind his way swiftly down those 7 flights to the street door. Which, as you yourself know, locks only with an inside spring latch. I timed myself—on the way down. z minutes, it takes. No more. 10:45 precisely, he stepped forth into the street. Stowing his leather gloves away, now that he was free of all locks and knobs. And yes, I see the question in your eyes, Louis. But both stores downstairs report they were closed at that hour.”

			Now the two men were silent.

			“And that is all you can give me,” asked Vann, as one man trying to urge another gently on, “on this peteman’s probable appearance?”

			“All,” said the other laconically. “Unless I let my imagination go riot. Which I’ve learned, to my own sorrow, never to do. Sure I know, Louis, that you’re in a position to throw a huge dragnet over this city—but only providing you know a what find of fish to seine in! But I can’t help you there. Concrete clews to his appearance there are none—only the purely deductive ones I’ve stated.”

			“Exactly as in 41 per cent of all homicides,” mused Vann, “and 68 per cent of all burglaries.” He gave a short, hard laugh. “This fellow wasn’t a pulp-paper magazine burglar, eh, Rufus?”

			“I fear not,” Scott agreed. “He may not have been even a killer—except in this one unexpected instance.”

			A deep silence fell between the two men.

			“Going—hrmph!—to—hrmph!—cover the place, Louis?”

			“I get you, Rufus!” said Vann, dryly. “‘Lock-the-Stable-Door-Vann!’ Yes, I may possibly. Though on purely general principles. Lock-the-stable-door principles, that is. I won’t cover it, however, unless I can get hold of Portfolio Smith—down at your bureau there—who has a nose with its tip actually stuck in the 4th dimension.”

			“Meaning what, Louis?”

			“Oh, just meaning that Portfolio can actually smell when people aren’t the—well, the McCoy! A fact. However, he’s unlocatable just now. Not on duty. And recently moved besides.”

			“I see. Well, one other point, Louis. When the news photographers rush in that office later today or tonight, for pictures, they’ll play billy-hell with—”

			“They won’t be in there at all,” Vann said. “My kid brother, Hugh Vann, of the Despatch, photographed that whole office a week ago, with the idea of later making a feature story on it. Since I gave him exclusive rights on those pics—they’re still his—and exclusive.”

			“That’s good,” Scott said. “Better a herd of buffalo trampling over the scene of a crime than a troop of news photographers.”

			A deep silence again fell on both men.

			Which Scott, this time, seemingly, took as a hint that the other wanted to terminate the interview.

			For he rose, promptly.

			“I know you’re a busy man, Louis,” he said, “and with this thing busting under your nose—you’re going to be busier yet. ’Tis my off day—as you learned when you rang the Bureau—and I’ll be painting my bungalow all day. Though I will, of course, print up the several camera shots I took—the open safe, you know?—the tilted clock?—and so forth—in my lunch hour, and paste them up in the proper spots in my book of notes so that wherever things get disturbed at the inquest—and everything will—we’ll have the absolutely prior record of it all. And though I’ll go back on my painting job after lunch, I’ll nevertheless be ready to spring in my car, and come downtown and testify, the moment you decide to call the coroner and dish the case to the press.”

			“Thanks, Rufus,” responded Vann, also rising. “I’ll call you down, all right, the very moment I decide to dish it. Though at this specific moment I can’t say at what hour today that will be. If, though, on your way down, you catch a flash of it in the Despatch, that won’t mean it leaked—for the kid brother, you see, who’s been for years on a downstate sheet, is now, as I told you, on the Despatch, and I’ll be slipping him the highlights thirty minutes ahead of the others so that he gets off on a good foot here in Chicago’s newspaperdom. But I can’t say just now what hour this will all be. Some time towards evening, I think—unless some unexpected development takes place before then. My right-hand bower, Leo Kilgallon—” Vann glanced impatiently at his watch, “—is due on here in 30 minutes—and I want to go over the situation pro and con with him. Thank Heavens, at least, for the law that the State’s Attorney can hold back, from the police, a report on a crime, for 12 hours—provided he himself has been notified!”

			“Which you certainly were,” commented Scott dryly. “Walking right in on it!” He took up his hat. “I’ll be going. And I hope you get your man, Louis.”

			“Thanks, Rufus,” said the other. “Indeed, old man, for expressing hopes like that—in this particular case—I should tender you my no less than a million thanks: for, Rufus, unless I get my man—and my stolen goods—I’m finis—in the State’s Attorneyship. Yes, a fact, Rufus. Straight from Boss Sean Hennerty! No renomination next week—unless I’ve the goods on hand right now for a good spectacular conviction next spring. And this—well, this was it! The evidence for the case of all cases. And so far as getting my man goes—let alone my stolen goods—I very, very much doubt, to be downright frank with you, that I will get him. A fact! For this peterman—whether professional, or whether amateur—was sent out by some existing remnant of Big Gus McGurk’s gang. Or the one-time Parson Gang—in case you recall that name better—the gang, remember, where all the members used to have ecclesiastical suits?—and made their meets openly dressed that way? True,” Vann added, catching Scott’s slow nod, “I haven’t yet established the exact linkage between this job—and that gang—but I will, all right all right, and before the day is out—by the time, in fact, that a certain party now on the way to Indianapolis reaches there—and I can get her on the wire. And—but the point is this: And this is the reason why I haven’t got that place covered this very instant—and perhaps won’t be covering it this time at all. For the peterman in this case, Rufus, having been sent out by a remnant of a once well organized gang of professional crooks is—well, you can bet your bottom dollar, Rufus, that at this moment he and my stolen goods are safe in some hideout—and a hideout, moreover, of a kind that has no chance whatsoever of being raided, on general suspicion, by our office. And in which hideout he’ll lie snugly up—till this thing has blown over. Yes! Thanks a million, Rufus, for your splendid and speedy co-operation—but I firmly believe this to be a case of ‘chalk one up for The Gang McGurk’!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XII

			At the Inn of the Golden Dragon

			Wah Lung, owner and proprietor of the famous Inn of the Golden Dragon, on Chicago’s Rialto, sat at a small table far in the rear of his de luxe restaurant, one of the most beautiful ones in Chicago, checking over his daily accounts-payable. It was but 10 in the morning; there would not be a customer before the noon luncheon trade, and now and then the squat kindly faced, bald-headed Chinese looked up to see that his many workers were arranging carefully the interior of the restaurant for the busy throng that, by noontime, would be dining on the pick of Chinese viands.

			It would have been thought that Wah Lung, owner of this magnificent eating place with its great, life-size hand-hammered bronze dragon—plated however, with actual solid gold!—standing up front near the doors, its jade-green plush carpets an inch thick, its fountain with cunningly illumined waters playing ever softly, its outlying tables arranged in ingeniously terraced nooks, each like tiny gardens, with other tables overhanging them, its curved “Ming” bar near the entrance door, its wonderful system of soft indirect tinted lighting, and its four great circular windows, wreathed with Chinese carvings, and gazing out onto busy Randolph Street, would have been very happy. But happy Wah Lung was not; because upstairs—in those regal living quarters which lay above the restaurant—there was no son, no wife. The hun­dreds of Chinese books—the imported teakwood furniture—the 9 rare Chinese bric-a-brac of the Ming period—lay up there for the use of but one man: a lonely bitter broken man who lived now but to make money—to do nothing with—and to forget.

			And thus he sat this morning, as heavy of heart as he had been 10 years before when, after having trustingly paid $50,000 ransom money to the white criminal Big Gus, the body of his son, Wah Lee, had turned up beneath the floor of the old Schlitzheim Brewery. True, lying witnesses of that white gang skulking in the back of Big Gus had proven that Wah Lee had been alive in San Francisco, long after that abduction; that the headless body was that of somebody else—but Wah Lung had known better. Even as had, in all probability, the weak and vacillating prosecuting attorney of that day. Not to omit mentioning a considerable part of the public who read the case. And today—childless now as he had been for 10 years—he, Wah Lung, knew even more than then that the body had, indeed, been that of Wah Lee.

			And as he sat, chin sometimes in one hand, sometimes in the other, scarcely seeing his bills for meat, and noodles, and wines, and the imported preserves, nor his great triple checkbook, nor the black onyx fountain pen holder, one of his tuxedo-clad waiters glided over to him, and stood waiting deferentially, as wishing to ask a question.

			Wah Lung looked up. And spoke, kindly, in Chinese. “Yes, Foy? And what might it be?”

			“Mr. Hugh Vann, Master—a reporter on the Chicago Despatch—wishes to speak with you?”

			“Vann?” ejaculated Wah Lung. “Hugh?—Vann? The same blood—of a surety—as that of the present attorney for the State. Show him back here, Foy.”

			And not more than 6 seconds later, a young alert-looking man of about 30, clad in tweed suit, came up to the table, soft black fedora hat in hand.

			“Hugh Vann, Mr. Wah,” he said. “Of the Despatch.” Wah Lung had arisen courteously. “You are related, perhaps—to Mr. Louis Vann—our Attorney for the State?”

			“I’m his brother, Mr. Wah. His kid brother! And, thanks to being just that—I’m over here—to get a word from you.”

			“I see,” said Wah Lung. “That is—to be truthful—I do not at all see! But will you not come upstairs,” he invited, “to my quarters? I can have tea—or a cocktail, from the bar up front there—brought upstairs.”

			“Thanks, Mr. Wah, but not today. For I’ve lots to do. I’m comparatively a new man on your Despatch here—and I’m taking time off from an important assignment to write up another story—and have it all written, ready to spring—but which will require, to really complete it—an expression from you.”

			“A story? Meaning, of course, an account of news that has transpired? Yes. And requiring—an expression from me? Well, if I can do anything, I shall be most happy. Please to be seated then—if you will.”

			“Are we quite alone here!” asked Hugh Vann, gazing about him a bit troubledly.

			“We will be—I assure you,” pronounced Wah Lung, “from this moment on.” And leaning over, he inserted into the nub of the black onyx fountain pen holder a bright scarlet pen which had hitherto lain on its side. “That is a little signal I have devised to indicate to my many workers that I do not wish to be disturbed—by anyone!”

			“Good,” said Hugh Vann. And dropped down into the chair which stood across from the checkbook. Ignoring a convenient hat rest, and depositing his soft hat carelessly on the floor. While Wah Lung curiously took up his own chair again, shoving the huge checkbook to one side.

			And waited expectantly.

			“Now first, Mr. Wah,” said Hugh Vann, “a Chinese—as I know from much downstate experience with your race—is very honorable. And will—if he agrees—keep one tight mouth! Now this story I’m fixing to spring is a red-hot exclusive—laid right in my mitts by the big brother—and will mean, if nobody comes out with it ahead of my sheet, my standing ace high with my new employers. So—will what I tell you now be kept absolutely confidential?”

			“I might say to you,” said Wah Lung slowly, “that of all the Chicago papers, I favor, greatly, the Despatch—because it is the only one which frankly and openly refuses to attribute all violence, amongst my own race, to tong strife. However, I perceive, Mr. Vann, that expression, on my part, of mere favoritism, will not carry the weight that my word will. And so let me say that you have my absolute assurance that anything you tell me will not be conveyed by me to anyone connected with a news organ, or to anyone—white or Chinese—who will—or even can—convey it to such person. Or to such news organ.”

			“Hunky-dory—squared!” said Hugh Vann. “The word of a Chinese, Mr. Wah, I have found always to be a hundred per cent good. But the word of one who is an ace-high citizen here in Chi, as you are—we-ell!—it’s 150 per cent good, if that’s at all possible.” He paused. “However I’m holding you on that only so far as 2:30 p.m. today goes. Yes! For the story, Mr. Wah, will land on the Loop newsstands at 2:30 sharp—in the first edition of the Despatch off for today. You understand, do you not, that the Despatch doesn’t come out prior to that—like the other sheets?”

			“I do,” nodded Wah. “And my understanding is that it compensates for its loss of the noonday editions by publishing editions on till midnight, whereas the other evening papers stop publishing around 10 p.m.”

			“Right-o, Mr. Wah! A little innovation cooked up by the Despatch Powers-That-Be—back when Hector was a pup! Well, this story will pop out on the newsstands on the 2:30 Despatch drop—and will probably be blazoned forth on every other sheet about 45 minutes later. Or as soon as the newshounds can rush to the big brother’s office—and the linotypers on the sheets can dash off a few hundred ems of lead—and the matrix men can pound out a stereotype. Another reason, however, for this 2:30 p.m. release, Mr. Wah—quite aside from the interests of the little brother here!—is that big brother figures he may possibly get in Dutch if he holds back the facts any further. As he has been doing—since shortly after 8 bells this morning. He figures however, that he’s justified in holding till 2 bells, or thereabouts, for the reason that he wants to order a routine police pickup, all over Chi, of all odd-looking grifters and hoods—bad guys, see, Mr. Wah?—but such as have a plus “z” on their Bertillon—meaning, that is, red hair or a bum glim, or a game peg, etc.—and a rough checkup on where they claim to have been at a certain hour last night; but he realizes that any lug of that type that he hasn’t got hold of by 2:30, he isn’t going to get hold of! Simply because—but do you follow me okay?”

			“I am sure that I do,” said Wah, nodding. “It all sums up that I am not to say anything to anyone that can reach any press before 2:30. Which again, be positively assured—I will not.”

			“I’m sure of that. All right then, Mr. Wah. Get ready first, if you will—to take it on the chin.”

			“Take it—on the—oh yes—you wish to deliver me depressing news?”

			“Yes, Mr. Wah. And here it is: Your son’s head—that is, his skull—has turned up!”

			Chinese are said to be imperturbable, in the face of the greatest crises, but not so with Wah Lung. He half rose from his chair. Fortunately, not a waiter was in the restaurant proper at the moment.

			“My son’s—skull—” he ejaculated, “has—has turned up—at last? His—”

			“Yes, Mr. Wah. But pull yourself together, please. And sit down. The skull—well—it’s gone again.”

			Wah Lung sat down. Weakly. “Please—please—to tell me all,” he begged.

			“I will—and will boil it mighty close,” said Hugh Vann.

			“His skull was uncovered at that old brewery, Mr. Wah, a couple of weeks ago, by a coon laborer. Working, at the time, all alone. And it was uncovered, moreover, within the necessary legal number of feet of where the headless body was disinterred years back, for it to be prima facie evidence of belonging to that body. Which, of course, was that of your son. It—now brace yourself, for you’ll have to learn all this sooner or later anyway!—a bullet, Mr. Wah, had been sent squarely through the back of your son’s head, and had come right out of his left eye, shattering the back of the eye orbit. Yes, I know how this goes through you—like a knife. But you’d be learning it anyway within 5—6 hours. Well, the coon—he was a bachelor, by the way, and kipped all by his lonesome—took the skull—and the loose lower jawbone which naturally he found with it—home. And cleaned them up by boiling and scraping and whatnot. And he fastened the lower jaw onto the head—yes, I know this is hell for you, Mr. Wah, but I’ll be done with this part in a jiffy—he fastened the jaw to the head with a long strip of white surgical tape going—” Hugh Vann made a demonstrative gesture that was more like a Sicilian cutting his own throat, than the description of a strip of tape winding from cheekbone under chin to other cheekbone, but it evidently illuminated his statement, “—going thus. Yes. And he kept the—the thing for—for a luck fetish. You know coons? And then, long after, he learned from another coon about that famous kidnap case. And went home. And looked up into your son’s—well—his skull’s nose aperture. And saw plainly where bone had been obviously cut away on the right side. The surgery, of course, that was done on your kid prior to the snatch. And so this coon printed his initials—M. K.—standing for Moses Klump—in black India ink on the back of the skull, near the bullet hole—and took it down to my brother’s office. All wrapped and tied up, of course. Louis, however, was in St. Louis. And his girl—without even unwrapping the thing—that is, of course, she tore it open just a mite at one point to make sure it was a skull, yes—his girl put the package into my brother’s old safe. All this taking place, I ought to perhaps explain, in his own old office in the old Klondike Building. But she took a complete deposition from the coon—I’ve read it, Mr. Wah, and it’s a beaut—it establishes that skull as corpus delicti—and how! That is, only, of course, if the skull itself is present—which now, b’God, it isn’t! Lucky, in one sense, that she took the deposition—for the coon was killed in a building demolition accident yesterday. But, unlucky is the fact that somebody last night cracked my brother’s pete—”

			“Cracked—cracked your brother’s—your brother’s—Pete?” queried Wah Lung, passing a hand wearily over his forehead. “I do not—I do not underst—”

			“Just broke into his safe,” explained Hugh Vann with extreme patience. “By means of a sledge. Knocking off the knob. And the combo dials. At 10:43 p.m.—last night. The 10:43 being absolutely known, Mr. Wah. And it’s the hour on which any suspicious-looking hoods are going to be questioned—and checked up on. For the job, Mr. Wah, was murder. A fact! For the safe-cracker killed the night watchman. Yes. A fellow named Reibach. Who obviously came in on him. And because of the ensuing fracas—and a matter of clocks, watches and time sheets—the hour of the murder is nicely known.”

			“And of course he—the murderer—the—the pete-cracker—got away—with the wrapped package—containing—” But Wah Lung could not say it.

			“Yes. Got away with it. Not with the deposition—no!—for it, fortunately, was locked elsewhere—but got away with the thing that gives the deposition validity. Yes, got away with the one vital thing—beautifully initialed with the coon’s ‘M.K.’—and a thing provable, moreover, as never having gone out of that safe since its deposit there. A thing one hundred per cent evidence by which—this time—Big Gus McGurk, down in Moundsville Penitentiary, would be sent to the chair.”

			“Whereas,” said Wah Lung bitterly, “Big Gus McGurk will be free—in a few months—to do, with his old gang, to others as he did to me?”

			“His old gang,” declared Hugh Vann, “—The Parson Gang as it was called then, thanks to its members using ecclesi­astical costumes so often—is more or less broken up today, Mr. Wah. Some of its known members serving The Book—and others shoving up daisies with their toes. However, a phone message out to Moundsville Pen a few minutes ago reveals that Big Gus will be out—thanks to good-behavior time-off—Friday. That is, Mr. Wah, unless the guy who made the box is nabbed—and reveals the whereabouts of the skull. In which case, of course, Big Gus will walk forth into the arms of half a dozen deputy sheriffs from my brother’s staff—with an arrest order, based on an indictment secured in the meantime. However, all this latter is quite academic, I fear—dealing with events which haven’t happened yet. And probably—yes—won’t happen!”

			“How—how,” asked Wah Lung, “did the news get—to the underworld—that my son’s—my son’s head—had been found?”

			“We presume the coon talked. We may, though, before the day is out, have a brand-new angle on that. As so often happens.”

			Wah made a helpless tired gesture with his two hands.

			“Well—what can a Chinese restaurant proprietor do—against the cunning forces of white gangdom? Nothing!” He paused and sighed deeply. “And so—my poor son’s head came forth out of the unknown—and then went, again, like—like a butterfly pausing on a mulberry leaf. Well, I am sorry, indeed. In most things, I endeavor to be a Christian—and a Confucianist. Which happens to be the same thing. But here is one matter in which, frankly, I cannot be that. I am bitter that Lee’s skull was successfully’ stolen. Because in it—in my son’s skull only—lies justice for the one worst member of that one-time gang. And—but has your brother any chances, do you think, of picking up the man—who did the crime?”

			“None at all, he believes,” said Hugh Vann promptly. “For the fellow, realizing that a job done on the S. A.’s own box is sheer dynamite!—will be cert to lie up in a damned good hideout. And even if he did get picked up, Mr. Wah—well—that’s no sign that the skull itself would ever be forthcoming. To get man and skull both would be—thinks Louis—a miracle.”

			“But if,” queried Wah Lung bewilderedly, “your brother did get the man—though not my son’s—um—the skull—would your brother have evidence of print-finger nature by which to convict—”

			“None,” replied Hugh Vann, cutting off any useless trains of thought in Wah Lung’s head along that line. “The fellow who did the job used gloves—leather—but plenty efficient for the purpose!—and so left no f. p.’s—print-fingers to you.”

			“Very bad,” commented Wah Lung, “for the ends of justice, I mean. Very good, of course, for the malefactor! Well—” He thought. “Well, has your brother some clue—as to the general appearance or type of man who opened the safe?”

			“No, he hasn’t. At least nothing definite. He deduces, Mr. Wah, that the man had some slight distinctive appearance that would have greatly narrowed down a huge pickup order. For we know definitely the cracksman bumped off the night watchman after he’d knocked the latter into slumberland. Neither does my brother know, moreover, whether the boxman was a professional, or just—just a man with a sledge, instructed to ‘knock the knob,’ as the term is known in the underworld. No, we know nothing of him. For the one person who might tell us something—is dead. And lies this moment in a darkened, locked office—without even the coroner to soothe his fevered brow.”

			“To soothe his fev—but you say he is dead—oh, yes, persiflage. Yes. I understand. Well—I have long wondered whether the day were ever to come when I was to sit in court and tell—and for the last time, I hoped—those sad, sad events leading up to my son’s disappearance. But it appears indeed—that I am not to do so.”

			“I fear myself, Mr. Wah, that it’s only the newssheets who are going to get anything printable out of the uncovering of your son’s skull. And that—” Hugh Vann broke off, and looked at his watch. “Whooie! I’ve got to hop forth on that regular assignment of mine—the while I cook up in my brain the lead and windup of this yarn. In fact, that’s what I’ve come to you for, Mr. Wah. The story’s windup! In other words, a statement from you! A fully quotable statement, moreover—covering the whole affair. A statement without which my yarn would not be complete. For the whole city, Mr. Wah, reading that story, will ask—as one man: ‘What on earth does Mr. Wah, the bereaved and despoiled father, think of this?’ And so, Mr. Wah, will you oblige me now with a comprehensive statement—comment—what you will?”

			“Of a surety,” said Wah Lung, slowly. “If it will be of help to you—and yours.”

			He sat for a long minute, drumming with his fingertips on the table. And thinking. And at last he spoke.

			“Well—just quote me then, Mr. Vann, in either of the two following ways—” Hugh Vann already had a small notebook out, and even a pencil poised above one of its leaves. “Quote me,” went on Wah Lung, “as follows: If I knew where my son’s skull was at this moment—or will be, at least, by tonight—I would know the man who was the higher-up in that kidnap gang or:—”

			“The famous ‘inside wire?’ “ nodded Hugh Vann, looking up momentarily from the pothooks strewn over the top half of his notebook page. “But I think I heard you just use the word ‘or,’ did I not?”

			“Yes,” admitted Wah Lung. “You did. For I was just about to add a further statement, prefaced by the four words ‘or quote me conversely.’ Yes. As follows: If I knew with absolute certitude who the man is who was the higher-up in that gang, I not only would have my son’s skull—but the evidence by which to convict that man—and McGurk as well—for the crime of kidnaping and murder. That—yes—that is all.”

			“Well, now—let’s see,” commented Hugh Vann, gazing at his notebook leaf. “From your words I have down here, Mr. Wah, you’ve given me leave to quote you one way—or the other. But the two statements are, after all, appreciably different. Yes, indeed they are. And so which, Mr. Wah, of your two statements, shall stand—as your comment?”

			Wah Lung gave a mirthless laugh.

			“Was it not Confucius,” he queried, “who once said that Truth is exactly like the sleeve of a coat—insofar as that when it is turned inside-out, it is still Truth? Yes. So, of my two statements—just take your choice!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIII

			When the “Church” Offered to Help the “Law”

			Officer “Limp” Kilgallon—christened Daniel, but carrying the name of “Limp” today due to a very slight physical defect left by a fleeing gunman’s bullet—had noticed the man with the crimson box twice, as, on his own daytime downtown beat, he had passed the Dearborn and Adams Street corner of the Old Post Office—first at five minutes to noon—and now at ten minutes after. The man stood on the curbing—as though waiting for an east-going car, the box—a pasteboard shoebox-sized affair with lid held snugly to box proper by a tight and broad rubber band—of a brilliant crimson color and with holes punched in either end as though to give air to something alive within it—under his left arm. And on the top of which—as he presumably waited for his car—he worked methodically with a stub of a pencil poised above a scrap of paper.

			The man was about—so Officer Limp Kilgallon figured—35; though of course appearances in such things were deceptive, for was not he, Limp Kilgallon, full 46?—with an actual grown boy working in the State’s Attorney’s office?—yet looking no more than 40? And was he not—however, the man on the corner was about 35 anyway, with brown eyes, and handsome devil-may-care face—and a deeply reddish cast to his hair which, had it not been for the presence of that vividly crimson box, would have seemed decidedly redder. He was dressed in quite unobstrusive dark blue clothes, a slight bit rumpled, to be sure, but clean; on his head was a close-fitting blue-black cap, and his soft shirt was held together at the neck by a black tie. Decidedly all-American looking, moreover, in every respect, and belying quite the brief answer he had given to Limp when the officer passing him just now the second time—and long after the patient waiter should have found his car—and questioned him friendlily and courteously. And which answer had been: “No—spik—Inglize—Mist—er.”

			Perhaps, Limp mused frowningly, as he now stood on Dearborn Street in front of the Old Post Office main door, a good half-block away from the curious waiter for the car that came not—not even, indeed, in view of the latter, since the other stood at present just around the bend of the street intersection—he, Limp, had exceeded his authority as an ordinary officer-of-the-beat when, quite ocularly dazzled by the screaming crimson of that punched box, he had veered over to the waiting man and had asked: “What kind-a pet is it, Chappy? Kit—or a pup?” And the fellow, looking up from the thing he was working on—and which this time at close range revealed itself to be a thing of white and black squares—a crossword puzzle!—had enunciated, slowly and very painfully, “No—spik—Inglize—Mist—er.” And to which Limp, scratching his head, had merely said “Okay.” And had gone on.

			For of course the mere fact that this fellow had hair with a decidedly reddish cast—well, that was nothing warranting his even being cross-questioned on an open street corner when he was doing nothing wrong, nor even out of the way. Even in the face of the very fact that an order was out today for all squad cars, detective sergeants, and officers-of-the-beat to question—and even arrest—all obvious or known hoods who had “z” characteristics in their Bertillon. Such as red-haired men, men with limps like himself, or men with a bad optic. And so forth. But—now that Limp had questioned the man with the box—well, the thing took on queer aspects. For that crossword puzzle—such of it as had already been completed by the fellow’s stubby pencil—was one involving English letters—moreover, English words! That much Limp had positively seen. No foreign language newspaper clipping, that crossword puzzle, at all. English words—all of them! And yet the fellow had absolutely said “No—spik—Inglize.”

			Which—red hair or no red hair—certainly tossed the fellow into the suspicious class. Except that—Men under suspicion—or who know they are under suspicion—don’t stand around in the open where any passing plainclothesmen can give them the once-over. And maybe put the bracelets on them.

			Limp Kilgallon scratched his head again.

			He was in a dilemma.

			For the set-up was strange—peculiar—bizarre.

			And the problem, centering as it did about a quite American-looking “foreigner” with a punched-out crimson box from which came neither “meeiow” nor “woof,” waiting for a streetcar that invariably he let pass, doing a crossword puzzle in pure English—and yet saying “No—spik—” to a uniformed officer questioning him friendlily—well, the problem wasn’t covered by anything in the book of regulations—pickup order, or no pickup order.

			Wild ideas, however, surged through Limp Kilgallon’s phlegmatic brain as he stood uncertainly here in mid block. A man might, f’rinstance, carry on his person the reddest box possible, in order to make his own red hair seem less red—by mere contrast. An out-of-town hood, possessing no Chicago “scatter,” might boldly make a stand on the open “stem”—knowing that people in the open are, for the most part, considered “on the legit” and seldom—in fact, almost never—questioned on suspicion. In short, pure nerve carries off many a ticklish situation. And “hard guys,” Limp realized—guys who could shoot their way with a single rod out of a blind alley police trap—or could go before the green lights, and take all that could be given, without ever issuing a sing—had plenty of nerve. But as for this fellow—well, Limp pondered, while he did look to be a typical gangster type all right, all right, with his cap and his quiet clothing, he might just as easily be an individual who would shiver from his boots to his ears if he even had to pick up a departmental revolver such as now reposed in the holster at Limp Kilgallon’s own belt. In fact, the fellow might even be a pansy—so far as that went. And might just be waiting for somebody—instead of for a streetcar. Might even be waiting to get picked up by someone—in a machine.

			All quite on the up-and-up, however, except for—except for that damned crossword puzzle—and the fellow’s reply. And—and, yes, the bright red of that box! For the thing could actually be spotted, under the fellow’s arm, two blocks away. It could be—hm?—could that now be it? Was the box empty—just a “shill”?—but a “highball”—to somebody—hovering about? Was the affair a “meet”! Or was it just—

			But at this juncture of Officer Limp Kilgallon’s hopelessly chaotic conjectures, he saw, coming out of the entrance of the Old Post Office, and thence majestically down the steps, nobody else than an old friend. And a friend who was, withal, one of the highest personages in the city.

			Archbishop Stanley Pell!

			Who talked five—or was it seven?—different languages? The Archbishop, had it not been for his bit of a paunch sticking out, would have looked extremely dignified, clad as he was in his black cloth, his ecclesiastical collar, and with his gray hair proclaiming his 65 or 66 years of age. And Limp, casting a glance up the street, now saw the Archbishop’s famous Purple car parked at the curb—and realized that the Archbishop had doubtless gone in to post some important airmail or registered letter intended for some church dignitary in one of the other dioceses. And glancing up again, Limp saw that another man who had come out the doors at the same time as the Archbishop—a peculiar-looking short man of about 46, with beady black eyes and mustaches like handlebars—was actually with the Archbishop. For the two exchanged a word.

			But now the Archbishop, as both neared the bottom of the steps, caught sight of Limp Kilgallon smiling up at him.

			“Well—well—well!” he said boomingly, coming to a stop at the base of the steps. “If ‘tis not my good friend Daniel Kilgallon? And how are you, Daniel?”

			“Fine, Archbishop.”

			“And your good mother?”

			“She’s fine too, Archbishop. A bit o’ rheumatics in her legs, of course.”

			The Archbishop turned to the man with the handlebar mustaches. “Professor Mustaire, do meet an old friend of mine—Daniel Kilgallon of our honored Chicago police force. His mother and I grew up together on Chicago’s West Side, He covers this section of the Loop by foot—while the squad car covers it on four wheels!”

			Professor Mustaire bowed dignifiedly.

			“Most pleased to meet you, Officer Kilgallon.”

			The Archbishop was speaking. “Professor Mustaire, Daniel, is head of the West Chicago School for the Deaf and Dumb. And he is one who helped simplify the sign language used, the world over, by the deaf and the dumb.” Limp Kilgallon felt a bit overawed in the presence of two such distinguished individuals. But the Archbishop hastened to put him at his ease.

			“Daniel here, Professor, has a son—Leo is his name—who’s the right-hand bower to our estimable State’s Attorney, Mr. Louis Vann.”

			“Indeed?” murmured Professor Mustaire politely. And a brilliant piece of repartee now came to Limp. “It sorta seems,” he said, “that between the two of you gentlemen—you’ve a corner on all the languages spoke!”

			“Not quite,” said Archbishop Pell. “For I speak only eight myself, Daniel.”

			“I wish I did,” replied Kilgallon, dourly.

			“Why, Daniel?”

			“Because I could question a gazabo up the street who don’t speak English. That is—well, that is—” He broke off.

			“Well, what language does he speak, Daniel?”

			“I—I don’t know. His answer to me, when I tried to question him, was ‘No spik Inglize.’”

			“‘No spik Inglize’—eh?” the Archbishop laughed.

			“Well, that doesn’t convey much, does it? Though, Daniel, if you could talk all the languages, you could tell by the way he accented those words just what his own tongue was.”

			“Which,” proclaimed Limp, “is why I wish I could spiel to him—in each of your eight tongues!”

			“Why? Is he a suspicious character?”

			“Well—yes, Archbishop. He’s—he’s got red hair.”

			“Red—hair? Good heavens, Daniel—does that make a man subject to suspicion—in Chicago?”

			“It does, Archbishop, when an order’s out to pick up all suspicious persons who have a ‘z’ in their Bertillon; meaning a distinguishin’ mark of any kind.”

			“I see. But—but is he a suspicious character? What is he doing?”

			“Well—he’s standing on the curb there on Adams Street—just off the line of this street—waiting for a car.”

			“Waiting for a—good heavens again, Daniel! Since when is it a crime—to wait for a streetcar?”

			“It ain’t a crime,” pronounced Mr. Kilgallon. “Only—he don’t take the car, see?”

			“Well—he’s probably waiting, through error, for one of the special-route cars that do not run down Adams Street.”

			“Maybe he is. Yes. Only—he’s suspicious.”

			“Because he’s minding his own bus—come, come, Daniel. Or—well—is he talking to himself?”

			“Oh no—no. He’s just fiddling with a puzzle. Only—only he’s got a red pasteboard box under his arm—with holes punched in each end.”

			Archbishop Pell turned to Mustaire and smiled broadly. Mustaire threw back an equally broad smile. The Archbishop turned back to Limp, and his own smile faded.

			“You’re plainly troubled, Daniel, I can see that. And about nothing more than a mere foreigner who probably is taking a Mexican horned toad home to one of his children. However, maybe I could help you. That is, I mean, I might question him for you. Though—”

			“Sa-ay, Archbishop—that would be the berries! If you would. ’Twould call the turn. For you see—well you see this here puzzle is a crossword puzzle—containing English words.”

			“Containing English words? Well then, Daniel, I believe you just scared him. Scared him into pretending he couldn’t talk. Chances are that if I’d asked him the identical question which you did, he would have—however, what was your question?”

			“Just, Archbishop, what he had in his box. A kitten or a pup.”

			“Oh, yes. Well, chances are that if I’d asked him that same question, he would have tipped his hat and told me—courteously.”

			“But maybe not truthfully,” declared Limp Kilgallon stubbornly.

			“Truth, Daniel, is something that gleams from a man’s very intonations. And can almost never be mistaken. However, your man really may be a foreigner; and he may have just been jotting down a memo on somebody else’s partly worked-out crossword puzzle. I think, to bring peace to your mind, I’d better question him for you. Except that—” the Archbishop paused.

			“Except what?” queried Limp eagerly.

			“Except,” added the cleric solemnly, “in case his actions or words—in any language that he and I may mutually hit upon—do not strike me as being just—well—according to Hoyle, I—I will be at considerable of a loss exactly how to judge and weigh them. Since I have no knowledge, you see, of why you are seeking red-haired men today—or men with ‘z’ characteristics, as I think you’ve stated it. And I might thus report to you something that would cause an innocent man trouble with your department. Yes, indeed. So—if my assistance is of utility to you, Daniel, I think you should explain to me—” The Archbishop broke off, as one wishing his hearer to have the pleasure of doing the obvious courtesy.

			Limp scratched his head troubledly. “Unfortunately, Archbishop,” he said slowly, “I—I can’t tell you. For the reason that the order is a State’s Attorney’s special order, pers’nally issued, and—yes, I know Leo is Looey Vann’s own right hand—and I admit that Leo would naturally know, and would let his Old Man—meanin’ m’self!—in on what was what; and I admit that—by,Golly, Archbishop,” Limp broke off flounderingly, “I will tell you! Yes—I will.” And he drew out his watch, and gazed speculatively at it. “Yes, I can tell you—and will. But let’s see now. Th’ story springs at 2:30 sharp. Yes. And it’s 12:17 now.” He looked up. “But listen, Archbishop—if I tell you, and you alone, something terrific conf’dential now, will you promise never to let it out to anybody, man, woman or child, till—till 2:30?”

			“Would you believe an Archbishop’s oath?” countered the other quizzically, but with healthy curiosity written on his round face.

			“I’ll say I would,” was Kilgallon’s succinct reply.

			“Then the oath of an Archbishop you shall have,” declared the cleric.

			“An’ fedaith,” countered Kilgallon troubledly, “I will need it! For I’ll be trusting a fifth man with what—so far’s I know—only four people in all Chicago know anything about. But a bargain it is, Archbishop. And I’ll—” He broke off, gazing embarrassedly toward Professor Mustaire.

			Who promptly took the hint. “I’ll step down into the parcel-post a second,” he said to the cleric, “to get the pound-rate on old magazines to France. And will be back in a couple of minutes, Archbishop. Ready to lunch with you at St. Hubert’s Grill.”

			And he was gone, down the short flight of steps leading to the basement parcel-post division of the Post Office.

			“And now, Daniel,” the Archbishop asked, “what on earth is—all this?”

			“Archbishop,” said Limp rapidly, “what I’m going to tell you now has come to me straight out of the S. A.’s office. And not over a phone wire—but face to face. It come to me from Leo, of course. Who happened to meet me on me beat but 20 minutes or so ago. And nobody, Archbishop, but Vann—and Leo—and now myself—knows it. Unless I count in the S. A.’s brother who, I think, is to catch a scoop on it. And, Archbishop, if that scoop was lost—if the other papers bust out today with the story ahead of the Despatch—well—it’ll be a straight one-two-three to trace how they got it. And—”

			“Daniel, Daniel—what do you think I am? Here—”

			And the Archbishop raised a hand. “I swear,” he said quietly, “not to reveal to a living soul—man woman or child—what D. Kilgallon is now about to tell me.” And his lips thereupon moved in some silent oath.

			“O—kay! Archbishop!” declared Limp, apparently relieved. “Well—here she is.” He gazed about him, but no one was even in two earshots of them. “Archbishop, somebody made the S. A.’s pete last night, an’—”

			“Made—made his pete?” the other queried helplessly. “Cracked his box,” explained Limp succinctly. “His—his safe, see? Right! And got away, Archbishop. With vital murder ev’dence. The skull, Archbishop, of that Chink boy, who was kidnapped years ago—”

			“Oh—yes. Wah—wah—”

			“Wah Lee. Right. And the cribman bumped off the night watchman in the place when he done the job. The story’s 100 per cent soopressed, however, so’s any suspicious bad actors can be questioned on the hour of th’ crime. But ’tis scheduled to spill on the first Despatch out.”

			“I see—I see,” nodded the other. “Well—well—what a criminal city! Yes, indeed. And—but now this chap—with the red box? And with—as you also say—red hair too? I suppose, Daniel, you don’t relish embarrassing an honest citizen—and thereby, indirectly, yourself!—cross-examining him on the public highway. But, on the other hand, you don’t want to be guilty of overlooking something with possible police significance. Yes, I quite understand. And so I will quest—”

			Professor Mustaire had by now come up the low stairs nearby, and, in fact, was just rejoining them.

			“I,” continued Archbishop Pell, “will question the man—for you. As to what kind of pet he has in his improvised cage. Friendlily. And will use such tongue as I figure he speaks in. Oh—he will not be afraid of the cloth, Daniel, as he would—and doubtlessly was—of the Law.”

			“This sounds very thrilling,” commented Professor Mustaire. “Could you use any witnesses?”

			“Sure, Perfesor,” said Limp Kilgallon genially. “If you want to sit in. Except, of course—if you don’t mind—I’ll ask you to tail the Archbishop by at least 10 feet or so—and sort of stand off like—some number of feet, you know—when Archbishop puts him on the carpet?”

			“I’m sure I understand,” nodded Mustaire.

			“Then we’ll go,” said Archbishop Pell. “And—but where will we find you, Daniel? To tell you about the man’s white rat—or waltzing mice—or whatever his pet proves to be?”

			“I’ll stroll on up,” said Limp unsmilingly, “as far as Jackson Boulevard yonder—and wait.”

			And the Archbishop and his impromptu assistant moved off towards Adams Street, a gap quickly widening between them.

			Reaching Jackson Boulevard, the next corner, Limp moved out towards the curb—but off the line of Dearborn Street proper—and stood, whistling a tune. Damn decent, the Archbishop, big man that he was in Chicago, to help out a humble flattie—even if the matter was of no importance.

			And thus he continued to stand. One—two—three full minutes. When, turning, he saw Archbishop Pell and Professor Mustaire both returning.

			Both faces were puzzled—but that of Archbishop Pell was profoundly mystified.

			Limp was all interrogation.

			“Well, Archbishop,” he said, “you look like as you’ve viewed a horned toad all right—on’y one that had a skirt an’ a sunbonnet and specs on. But the fellow—well he’s the McCoy, I suppose? Was he scared o’ me—or was he a—and what was he, if he was? A Polack? For he sure looked American to me, I’ll say. I suppose I’m some damned—pardon me—darn fool, eh?”

			The Archbishop did not even look critical of Limp’s frank expression. For he was scratching his chin. At last he spoke.

			“Daniel, I fear the fellow is—well—crazy. Yes. Or—or that he took me for somebody else. Though, if he did, that doesn’t at all account for his wor—No, he’s crazy, that’s what he is.”

			“Why—why—what did he do, Archbishop? Make a pass at you? If he did—” And Limp’s hand went subconsciously to the revolver at his belt.

			“Oh, no, no, no, Daniel. He was unusually reserved and quiet. He—but I’d better tell you, I think, just what happened. I drew up alongside of him—as though I too were wanting to take a car. And Professor Mustaire here drew up—oh, about 5 feet from us. And then it was that one of the Professor’s ex-pupils, coming across the street, recognized him—and asked him—what was that now, Professor, he asked you—in deaf-and-dumb language?”

			“He asked me,” said Mustaire, “where the new Roosevelt Building was? And I told him—with my fingers, of course.”

			“Yes,” Archbishop Pell nodded. “And so, Daniel, there we three stood. Quite segregated—so far as other people went. Your red-haired man, let me say, was not now engaged on the working of his puzzle, but it lay, face up, partly under the rubber band which held the cover of his box to the box itself. In readiness, as at least I fancied, for resuming it on the streetcar. At any rate, thus we three stood—myself at the red-headed man’s elbow, and Professor here 5 feet away. But he—your red-haired man—had seen Professor talk with his hands—and evidently thought him to be a deaf-mute. And so, looking down at his crimson box, I said, very friendlily: ‘I’m Archbishop Pell.’ Thinking, of course, that he’d heard of me. And I added: ‘What have you in the box?’”

			“And—he?” queried Limp. “What’d he say? ‘No spik Inglize’?”

			“No—oh no. Not to me. He spoke English. That is, Daniel, you might call it English. I call it—”

			“What’d he say?” asked Limp, very businesslike.

			The Archbishop was actually indulging now in the plebeian motion of scratching his own gray head.

			“What did he say, Archbishop?” pressed Limp. “When you asked him what he had in the box?”

			“We-ell, Daniel, this is what he said: He said—”

			The Archbishop paused quite helplessly.

			“He said,” he continued: “‘Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete.’”

			Limp’s mouth fell wide open.

			“Wah—Lee’s—skull?” he ejaculated. “And—and that he’d cracked Vann’s safe?”

			“Vann’s ‘pete,’” corrected the other. “He used, I regret to say, evidently correct criminological terminology.”

			“Listen,” put in Kilgallon, “he seen Professor here—making sign language with this deaf-and-dumb pupil?”

			The Professor himself nodded. And put in full official confirmation of what had just been related.

			“Yes, Officer Kilgallon. I was only 5 feet away. And could hear everything. And when Archbishop here asked him—after introducing himself as Archbishop Pell, what he had in the box, he absolutely said: ‘Wah Lee’s skull. I cracked Vann’s pete.’ I read myself to sleep many a night with detective stories, and the last part of his statement was completely intelligible to me—even significant, in the face of the fact that both of you had just been mentioning our own State’s Attorney Vann. As for the Chinese name ‘Wah Lee,’ however, which the red-haired man repeated, that, I might say, is devilishly familiar to me, though I cannot, for the life of me, figure how or why—it seems to be something I dimly remember as part of a world story breaking years ago when I was in South Africa.” And Mustaire shrugged his shoulders in the French manner.

			“And—and he had the stinking gall—to say he had Wah Lee’s skull—and that he’d kicked in Vann’s box? Well the dirty, wise-cracking son-of-a-bit—sea-cook,” Limp hastily corrected himself, seeing the Archbishop’s eyes resting sadly on him. “Pulling some high comedy on the open stree—But by Jesu—I mean by—by gorry—how’d he even know that—” Limp broke off, seeing Professor Mustaire taking in everything wide-eyed. And to himself only he added: “How the hell did that red-thatched son-of-a-bitch know that Vann’s pete was made last night? And that skull snitched? Yeah—that’s the question—and how!”

			He looked up.

			“Listen, Archbishop, this—this knocks me for a goal. A wisecracker, that baby, perhaps, who’s caught a lead to—listen. You said—‘I’m Archbishop Pell’?”

			“Yes, Daniel.”

			“And then you asked: ‘What have you in the box’?”

			“Yes, Daniel.”

			“And he said—”

			“‘Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete.’ That, Daniel, was exactly what he said.”

			“An’—an’—but what happened then, Archbishop?”

			“Well—he seemed to see instanter that he’d—he’d knocked me for a goal too!—For he said, ‘Pardon me, Your Reverence—I took you for somebody else. Just—just skip it, will you?’ And then Professor Mustaire and I—to save our face, as the Chinese put it!—climbed aboard an Adams Street car just drawing up—no—Daniel—your man didn’t board the car at all; he stayed right on where he was—and we, Professor and I rounded the corner on the car, but rode only one-half block, getting off at the mid-block Post Office door stop back of us—and making the conductor think, I am quite sure, that we were both crazy!”

			Limp passed a red hand helplessly over his brow.

			“No, you ain’t crazy,” he commented. “But he is. That red-thatched lug, I mean. That is, he is, or—or he’s a smart-aleck wise-cracking bast—ahem—gazabo, who ought to be—but no, it can’t be that, neither, because—oh, well, whatever he is, he’s a goddam—I mean gol-darned—liar, since he spoke English to you, but give me—th’ Law—the runaround. Well—I’ll just follow Regulation No. 6—covering the case. Meaning, Archbishop, that I’ll have the squad car look into him and his crimson box. Yes, that’s what I will. For—but here comes the squad car now!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIV

			The Contents of a Crimson Box

			Senior Squad-Car Officer “Hoke” Morgan leaned forward in Loop Squad Car No. 18—known as The Good Ship S. W. L., because it was delegated to cover the southwestern quarter only of the Loop and the Loop’s outlying fringe—and spoke to its driver, “Heimie” Blivens,

			“Draw over to the curb yonder, Heimie,” he ordered.

			“Limp Kilgallon is giving us a highball.”

			Which plainly Officer Kilgallon was.

			And a second later the car, carrying its three officers—one in the driver’s seat, and two in the rear seat—was at the curb next the southeast cornerstone of the Old Post Office.

			“Hi, Limp,” Hoke said. “What can we do for you? And who was the fat priest—and the guy with the handlebar on his lip—you were just talking to?”

			“You’d be surprised!” was Kilgallon’s only answer to the latter query. Then added: “And as to what you can do for me—you can do nothing. But, for the Psychopathic Hospital you can maybe do something.”

			“The Psychopathic? You want, that is, to be locked in a padded cell? Glad to oblige. Get in.” And Hoke Morgan threw open the door leading to the space in the back of the car.

			“Cut the comedy, Hoke,” said Limp grumpily. “For ’tis comedy I guess—plus red-hair!—why I just called you over. Anyway, this is the set-up. There’s a bird, Hoke, been standing for—oh, Christ knows how long—on the curb, straight through from us here on Adams Street—” And Limp made a sweep, back of him, with his hand, “—with a bright red pasteboard box under his arm, workin’ a crossword puzzle. But taking no streetcar—like any law-abiding person waiting on the curb should be doing—or else moving on. Looks like he’s going to stand there all day. His box has got holes punched in each end, and when I asked him, polite like, what he had in it—and he told me ‘No spik Inglize,’ I moseyed on, for I don’t know how to chew the fat in no languages but English. And besides—he wasn’t busting no rules nor regulations. But I had reasons, Hoke, to want to know a little more about him—no no, he don’t look like no hood—though, b’God, Hoke, he does, at that! Yes, he does!—anyway, Hoke, he’s got red hair, if that means anything to you, and—but anyway, as I stood near the main Post Office door, who should come down the steps but my good friend the Archbishop of Chicago—Archbishop Pell—he knew my mother—and ’twas he and no fat priest I was just talking to—in fact, that’s his Purple car going down Jackson towards Federal Street now, and—but where the hell was I?—oh yes—well anyway, I give him the setup, an’ he offered to question this guy—friendly like.”

			“And why the hell why,” demanded Hoke, “should the guy be questioned? That special S. A. order we’re carryin’ today ain’t to pull in every Tom, Dick and Harry who just happens to have a ‘z’ point in his pic.”

			“No, I know it ain’t,” agreed Limp wearily. “Only this guy—what didn’t ‘spik Inglize’—was workin’, atop his goddamned blood-colored box, a crossword puzzle—with English words. That’s—why,” he ended triumphantly.

			“Well, why,” asked Hoke pointedly, “didn’t you tilt the lid of his box—and look for yourself?”

			“Oh—yeah? With this Courtesy Rule?—just out of the Mayor’s office last week? And have this bird go to the Commission—and get me 10 days layoff? No, I done a more log’cal thing. My friend the Archbishop spiels 8 languages—so I had him go and call the guy’s turn.”

			“Meaning—what?”

			“Meaning to ask the guy—friendly like—what he had in the box.”

			“Which he did, I suppose? And the guy said ‘no spik’?”

			“No he didn’t. He said—in direc’ answer to my friend the Archbishop, as to what he had in the box—he said—he said—”

			“Well—what in th’ hell did he say? Don’t forget we’re under them same Courtesy Rules as you. What’d he say?”

			“We-ell—he said somethin’ incriminatin’ him. As—as a boxman. Yeah—I know—maybe pulling comedy. But, if ’twas comedy, well—but I think you should oughta run around there, call him over to the car, and give him the general once-over. Which is what my book of regulations says I am to do—in case I find a suspicious-acting bird. Call you—and give you the order to frisk him.”

			“Give us an order?” said Hoke scornfully. “That’s good! A flattie like you, you lug—giving Admiral Hoke of the S. S. S. W. L.—orders!” He surveyed Limp genially. “So—you think, Limp ol’ boy ol’ boy, we should pull your chestnut out of the fire, eh?” He tapped the driver on the shoulder. “Drive on, Heimie.”

			“No—wait,” begged Limp. “Wait—Hoke. He—this bird—he—he said something to the Archbishop that might a-been comedy—but I don’t know how, by Christ, he knew th’ facts—to make comedy out of ’em. He—well, that’s why it was incriminating. It wasn’t th’ words so much as—how—how he knew, see?”

			“It’s your play,” declared Hoke coldly. “If you want a citizen frisked, you better put the old cards on the table—and all of ’em too. Exactly what’d he say?”

			Limp scratched his head. And squirmed. Then spoke.

			“Listen, Hoke—do you know what’s back of that special S. A. order of today?”

			“I do not. Nor does anybody else, I guess. Though you ought to know—with a son in his offices.”

			“Well,” assented Limp troubledly, “I—I do. Yes. And—and I’m gonna tell you. I—but you won’t spill it, Hoke, to no newspaperman? For it’s scheduled to drop on the newsstands at—at 5 tonight.”

			“No—no—we won’t. What’s back of it?”

			Limp turned to the driver. “Heimie, you won’t drop off in some tavern now—and pass what I’m about to tell you all to no newspaperman?”

			“I will not,” declared Heimie.

			“And you—Mac?” Limp asked, of the officer who sat alongside Hoke Morgan.

			“Nary a word will leak from me, Limp,” said Mike McCarthy.

			Limp appeared satisfied.

			“Okay then. Well, Hoke—a box was blowed early this morning. About—about 6 bells. In—in Evanston. And the box was owned by a friend of the S. A.!”

			“Oh-oh!” said Hoke. “Playing close to the fire, eh? How many grand?”

			“Five—six, I think,” said Limp. “But amongst the loot was a sconce—no no, I mean the bone of a sconce—a skull, see?—and—”

			“Sa-ay,” broke in Hoke. “Are you snuffin’ coke—somewhere along your beat, Limp? Why th’ hell would a box-man take a sconce?”

			“I—I don’t know,” was Limp’s reply. And uttered, as Hoke Morgan noted, as by a man backed into a corner. “But—but this one did. A sconce that was a famous Shakespearnian relict. It even had a hole in the back of it, where a bullet had gone in, an’ come out its left eye, and—”

			“I never heard that Shakespeare was murdered,” said Heimie Blivens quietly.

			“Keep quiet, will you,” growled Limp. “This here sconce was a relict from—from some of his plays. It had its jawbone taped to it, with white surgical tape. And it had initials on the back—near th’ bullet hole—of ‘M. K.’ Them standing for, you ignorant boobs, for ‘Mooy Klippatry,’ meanin’, in Swedish, Prince of—of Denmarckia. For—for this here skull, you see, was the skull of Hamelet hisself. A fact. Used for years by Sir Richard—now what the hell was the name of that famous Shakespearnian actor?”

			“Sir Richard Axton,” put in Mike McCarthy sepulchrally.

			“Yes. That’s it. Sir Richard Axton. And—”

			“You better drive on, Heimie,” said Hoke. “This here setup is getting wilder and wilder. And we’re only humble coppers—in a big city.”

			“No—wait,” pleaded Limp. “I tell you them are all true facts. The guy’s name whose box was kicked in, is Doolittle. Claude Doolittle. Though he ain’t listed in the Evanston directory. No. And this job—now don’t go—was a bumb-off job. Yeah. The boxman, he bumped off a hack—one of the Evanston night hacks. Shot him square through the ticker. A fact. And remember this is all on the Q. T. But getting back now to this guy back there on Adams Street. When my friend the Archbishop asked him what he had in the box, what th’ hell do you think the lug said?”

			“What?”

			“He said: ‘That actor’s sconce; I kicked in Doolittle’s gopher.’ “ And Limp made a triumphant gesture with his hands.

			Now it was Hoke Morgan’s turn to scratch his chin.

			“Kidding the cloth, that’s all,” he said at last.

			“But this box job, Hoke, ain’t been in the papers—”

			“It ain’t? Not even in Evanston? And yet this guy—knows all about—”

			“Right. And, moreover, if he was kidding an Archbishop, he wouldn’t have said ‘kicked in a gopher.’ He—would have just said he’d just blowed a safe.”

			“Maybe,” put in Mike McCarthy—though quite sarcastically, “he was th’ boxman—but thought y’r fri’nd, th’ Archbishop, was a runner for th’ Parson Gang?”

			“Th’ Parson Gang?” echoed Limp. “Oh yes—the old Parson Gang? We-ell—well, by Jesus Christ, that’s maybe what he did at that! By Christ, I—I never thought of that. And that was the very gang what was mixed up with—” He broke off, with sudden shortness. “Well, Hoke—I’ve made me report to you. And will have to state, in my daily report to headquarters, that I did make this report to you. And so’s mine c’n be complete, will ye be so kind as to tell me whether you are—or whether you ain’t—gonna look this guy over?”

			“Oh,” said Hoke, “we’ll question him—have a look in his box—and, even if he’s on the up-and-up, tell him to quit loafing around the Post Office. He ain’t mixed up in no box job. He wouldn’t be out here—if he was.”

			“Okay,” said Limp. “I’ll be flagging you again—within an hour. Or you, me.” And taking advantage evidently of the green light, he dove across Jackson Boulevard.

			“Scoot around, Heimie,” ordered Hoke. “And let’s let the air out of Limp’s coke dream. Actors’ sconces! With initials ‘M. K.’—standing for Mooey Kaflooey—or Hamlet—or what th’ hell. And bullet holes? Phooey! Arabian Nights!”

			And it was no more than one quarter of a minute when the squad car, rounding the corner at Adams and Dearborn Streets, drew up at the curbing some seven or eight feet beyond the point where people waiting for the streetcars would stand—a point from which even now several car-waiters were flooding towards an Adams Street car coming to a grinding stop. All, that is, but one man—a man with the identical description given by Limp: red-dish hair—and bright scarlet pasteboard box under his arm. A man who remained where he was—even as the Adams Street car ground off. And remained, moreover, standing where he was—even when the squad car came to a stop but 5—6 feet beyond him.

			Hoke Morgan, opening the door, looked out.

			“Hi, friend,” he called. “Draw over this way—a minute.”

			The man with the crimson-hued box looked surprised—indeed downright suspicious.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“For some good advice, that’s all,” said Hoke, his face darkening.

			The man stared at the officer with his calculating brown eyes. Then stepped over to the squad car apprehensively. Hoke Morgan noted that the cover of the other’s box was held to the box proper by a tight rubber band; while tucked but partly underneath the band, on the lid, was a partly worked crossword puzzle.

			“Waiting for somebody?” Hoke inquired.

			“No. Waiting—for a streetcar.”

			“Well—what was wrong with that one that just passed!”

			“Oh, that one?” The man adjusted the cap on his head, as one obviously a bit nonplused. “Too—too crowded. Figured the next one will have nobody on it.”

			“I see? Well, get in here—and we’ll ride you up to the next car stop.”

			“Get in? Why! Am I arrested?”

			“Arrested? Hell—no! We just want to take you to where you can get aboard—ahead of the shoppers down here. Get in—we don’t want to be drawing a crowd. Get in. We’ll let you out one—two blocks up.”

			“Well, I don’t want—”

			“Get—in!” ordered Hoke, putting a hand menacingly into his coat.

			“Thanks,” said the stranger, catching the gesture. And got in. Into the space between the two officers.

			Hoke closed the door. The squad car—without any orders—bowled on westward.

			A half block away from the corner, however, Hoke Morgan, looking down curiously at the box, held snugly under the stranger’s arm, asked, genially and pleasantly: “What’s in the box, friend? Kitten? Or a frog?”

			“Kitten?” echoed the other. “Why-y—that is—no—no kitten. No. Just something—I was getting for my wife. Some—some slippers.”

			“Slippers? Do slippers need holes—for to breathe?”

			“Well you see, I foun—”

			“Here—gi’ me that box.”

			“That’s my property,” said the capped man, fiercely.

			Hoke Morgan, with a quick motion, wrested it neatly out from under the captive’s arm.

			Who looked as though he would have liked to fight—or to seize his property back. But who—sandwiched tightly in between two officers—did nothing!

			The while Hoke Morgan, removing the crossword puzzle, slipped off the rubber band, and pried off the snugly fitting cover.

			And whistled!

			Whistled so loud that even Heimie, at the wheel, looked clear around. And likewise whistled.

			For a grinning skull lay within the pasteboard box.

			A skull—and nothing more!

			A skull whose jawbone was held to the skull proper by a single length of white adhesive surgical tape.

			Already, however, Hoke Morgan was lifting the thing from the box, his left thumb and his left index finger in each of its eye sockets, handling it as though it were a bowling ball. Turning it over, in fact, by merely turning his own wrist.

			And there, in back of the skull, was a round dark hole—and near the hole, in black ink, were the initials “M. K.”

			“Slippers—heh?” Hoke said sarcastically. And then—suddenly: “All right—Mac!”

			And McCarthy, as one who expected the very words, reached out swiftly to the man at his side, even as Hoke, dropping the box to the floor and slipping the skull between himself and the side of the car, reached out likewise with his powerful arms.

			And, in a trice, the reddish-haired stranger’s arms were locked to his sides.

			And Hoke’s free hand was patting all of the other’s pockets. For a gun. Or a dirk. Or a blackjack.

			But there was nothing suggesting any of those things. And Hoke, partly releasing his grip on the other, picked up the skull again with his free hand.

			“So-o?” he said. “And Limp’s fakealoo wasn’t fakealoo after all? It—it was th’ McCoy. And this—part o’ the loot from a hack-murdering box-job. All right, Heimie. Drive straight to the City Hall—to the State’s Attorney’s special lockup.” He turned to the man who had had the box.

			“Well, buddy boy, it sure looks as though you’re going on a long long ride.”

			“A long long ride? To where?”

			“To where?” echoed Hoke. “To the electric chair, that’s where.”

			“Oh—yeah?” said the fellow, his voice dripping with the most supreme insolence Hoke Morgan had ever heard in his life. “Me—and who else?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XV

			—Said the Supreme Court

			Fleming Wiles, famous—rather should it be said, notorious!—criminal attorney, clad in plus-fours and golf shirt, leveled off, with his silver-plated driver, at his golf ball at tee No. 7 on the Edgewater Links. His ordinarily overly red face was even redder today in the light of the midday Autumn sun, and he resembled nothing so much as a well-fed country-estate proprietor.

			He ought to hold that shot, he realized, for, tramping. over the green from the north, was his golfing partner who had gone to get a drink of water, Criminal Judge Stanley Klarkover, once member of the Illinois Supreme Bench, and author of two widely quoted books on criminal jurisprudence.

			And Wiles did hold his shot, for, across a hillock no more than two hundred feet to the south of him, he saw no other than his new—painfully brand-new!—secretary, Miss Fifi Fanchon, approaching. Miss Fifi, as she hove into view, was as French-looking as her name, with jet-black eyes and neatly coiffeured black hair. Indeed, Wiles always picked his personal secretaries For beauty and legs—and did not bother about mere brains!

			“Well, well, Fifi,” he said. “What’s up? Did the office burn up?”

			“Oh, no, Mr. Wiles. I—”

			“Here—here—I thought I was going to be Fleming to you?”

			“Next week maybe,” she said coyly.

			“Be it so,” laughed Wiles confidently. “Well, what willst with me?”

			“I merely brought Attorney Haldock’s answer to your ultimatum. Which came, registered and special delivery, an hour ago.”

			“Ah—good! He’s accepted what I jammed down his throat. Good!”

			She was handing him the letter in question. But looked surprised.

			“But—but—how do you know—”

			“How!” he laughed. “Why if he’d told me to go to hell, he would never have registered his letter.” He broke it open. And nodded. “Fine! Haldock’s client, the complainant in the Tenty Case, will waive prosecution. So our light-fingered thief, Slippery Weems, goes clear.” He handed her the letter. “File this when you go back. And what else is new up in town? Remember, I’ve been golfing all morning.

			She tucked the communication somewhere in her bosom.

			“We-ell—there’s nothing new, I guess. To interest you, Mr. Wiles. Except—oh yes, Millionaire Bothwell walked out of Joliet Penitentiary an hour ago, a free man.”

			Wiles, with mouth slowly opening, faced the girl who had a helpless penchant for giving information with vital links left out.

			“Say—surely—listen—you’re not trying to tell me that the Supreme Court of Illinois has ruled on the Filched Attested Evidence case? And ruled, moreover, against the State?”

			“Yes, Mr. Wiles, it has. At 9 this morning. The story was in the early issue of the News—out on the street at 10 o’clock—but inside on page 2 only. And in the 11 o’clock edition, out later, was an added bulletin that the States Attorney of LaSalle County admitted the state to be one hundred per cent defeated, and okayed Mr. Bothwell’s leaving the prison a free man.”

			“Well—well, I’ll be damned, Fifi,” Wiles ejaculated.

			“I’ll say I am interested in that ruling, because of an oblique angle it has on our Colledge Case. Which we’d lose, however, now—on that oblique angle, anyway—in view of the fact that only by a conviction of Sam Lancaster can Colledge be acquitted.”

			“Exactly just what, Mr. Wiles,” asked Fifi, “was the issue being ruled on?”

			“Well, Fifi,” Wiles said, leaning on his club, and noting that Judge Klarkover was getting nearer, “it was simply this: As to whether a piece of evidence, whose validity as evidence depends upon the circumstances of where and how it was uncovered—and which vital facts are carried in an attestation of a person now dead and unable to specifically identify the evidence in question—is still evidence if it—presumably it, you understand, Fifi!—turns up after having been filched or stolen from some place where it has been deposited for safekeeping. As in the case of Simon Bothwell, that Ottawa, Illinois, retired millionaire.

			“Bothwell, you see,” Wiles expatiated, “when in his studio one night, down in Ottawa, Illinois, shot a man in the house adjoining. A man named Amos Hawlwick. A bitter clothesline fight, you know! Bothwell was caught in that very study, and was able to prove moreover, by competent and unimpeachable witnesses, that he’d never been out of it. Yet the police could not find the gun in it. Any gun! After he was arrested, however, the gun turned up. Let me say a gun! For some child found the presumed death gun up on the roof of the next house. Where Bothwell had presumably flung it. The child knew enough to take the gun straight to the LaSalle County’s State’s Attorney’s house. The State’s Attorney, however, was out of town. The child told the State’s Attorney’s wife all the facts anyway. She knew nothing about calibres or anything—let alone guns!—as neither did the child; and so, till her husband could get back, she had the child letter his crude initials on the wooden handle of the gun, in ink, and deposited the gun on a closet shelf in the house. That night, however, the child was struck by a car and died. And burglars got into the State’s Attorney’s home. Whilst the wife was across town. And they robbed it blind. Lifting the gun in the bargain.

			“And finally,” Wiles went on, “the gun—or presumably the gun, since it carried a pair of initials on it that tallied with those the child had presumably put on, and since the State’s Attorney’s wife was at least able to say it ‘looked exceedingly like the gun she’d put on the closet shelf!’—turned up in a Peru, Illinois, pawnshop, where some of the jewels, some of the medals, and some of the clothes from that burglary had all been pawned. The ‘recovered’ gun fitted the lethal bullet—ballistically, you understand. It was, in short, the lethal weapon that had killed Hawlwick. And Bothwell was convicted of murder. His conviction was, of course, appealed. And he lost. And went to prison for life. Then it was appealed higher. And the point made by his lawyers, this time, as they ran the case toward the Supreme Court, was that since lettered initials are not legally handwriting, there was no legal proof that the gun which turned up at the pawnshop was the same gun that was found on the roof adjoining Bothwell’s home. And later stolen. For while stolen, it had been, they said, ‘peripatetic’—that is, Fifi, its movements not checkable. The contention made by Bothwell’s attorneys, Fifi, was that the gun, to be evidence, should have been recovered on the person of—or amongst the possessions of—the original thief, and he must, moreover, be convicted in court of that specific robbery. Or should the gun in turn, have been recovered on the person of some known associate of the original thief, the latter must establish its full actual movements from place of deposit to himself, and himself to recipient, by full confession of the theft and transfer. Thus fully and completely establishing—as a legitimate witness—the movements of the evidence. For under the conditions in the Bothwell Case—and any case like it—substitution, Bothwell’s attorneys said, may—could—have occurred. And that, Fifi, is the whole case—and its appeal—boiled down—and in sheer essence.”

			“Well, that was exactly what the Supreme Court found,” Fifi remarked. “For their specific ruling was that if a man is found with presumably stolen evidence on his person—evidence that is, Mr. Wiles, of the exact kind such as you’ve described—of value only because of where it has been uncovered—and merely attested to—and the man either confesses the theft or is subsequently successfully convicted of the actual theft in which the said evidence disappeared—then and then only, is it valid evidence. And usable in court as such.”

			“That’s telling ’em,” Wiles laughed. “And I’m thinking that a few more people, in jails today here and there about the United States, may eventually get out of limbo on that ruling. Will, of course, if by any chance their cases are parallel to the Bothwell Case.”

			“An Illinois Supreme Court ruling must, Mr. Wiles, be awfully—awfully conclusive, when this Mr. Bothwell, already convicted and in prison, would be liberated immediately by local prosecutors and judges.”

			“Well, good God, Fifi,” expostulated Wiles, “what further higher ruling can there be? That is, in Illinois? For such a case can’t be sent on higher to the Supreme Court of the United States, you know. That ruling you’ve just cited me is guilt-edged. Law, now, in the State of Illinois! For when the highest tribunal in the state declares that evidence, under certain conditions, is no longer legal evidence, then that’s the last word—in that state, anyway!—the final word—and the ultimate word. It becomes merely a case, then, of opening the jail doors—in that state, anyway!—and letting out such lucky birds as went in on such evidence. I absolutely predict, as I said, several more liberations and quashed indictments, throughout the country—though probably all small fry—on that Illinois ruling alone.”

			“The court maintains,” said Fifi, “in its long opinion, part only of which I read, that Evidence is the most sacred thing on earth—and too easily tampered with and modified. They almost came out flat-footedly and said point-blank that in the Bothwell Case it seemed probable that the State didn’t have hanging evidence—that is, it had it in the entirely wrong place for the right conviction!—and so arranged by phone to have its own house robbed, in order to later recapture the evidence in a—a—”

			“A more conclusively hanging form?” laughed Wiles.

			“Yes—that’s almost their words!”

			“Well,” declared Wiles, “they are ruling somewhat ultralegally, of course—with the idea that it’s better to let five guilty gazaboes go free than to send 1 innocent bird to the chair. And it will be another 500 years before all the quirks of jurisprudence are ironed out. Well—” He leveled his eye again on his ball and on his club end. “—it’ll be just too bad, I guess, for any Illinois prosecutor anywhere just now who has evidence—but evidence only because its place of uncovering has been attested to in some wise by somebody demised or vanished—which that prosecutor has temporarily lost and regained. He might just as well discard such defendant as that evidence will convict—before even going to trial on it. For the judge, if not a half-wit, will make him.”

			“Why—Mr. Wiles,” said Fifi, shocked and typically feminine, since all of the hard facts, and all of the hard law just discussed, appeared apparently lost on her. “Would any judge let an actually guilty man go—just because of a Supreme Court ruling?”

			Wiles’ jaw fell open. He half shook his head. And up, just then, came Judge Klarkover.

			“Ah there, Judge,” Wiles said. “You’ve met Fifi, of course, over at our other links. She and I have just been having an argument. So will you give us an ex-officio ruling now? Fifi here is up for—for murder. The evidence that clinches it is evidence because of the place where it’s been uncovered—and its uncovering is set forth in attestation only—attestor, however, demised. And, before being identified by any other person, it’s been swiped out of the State’s Attorney’s assistant’s lockbox by some vault attendant—passed on to the—er—underworld—but subsequently regained by the State’s Attorney. Though from a party, however, who cannot himself be convicted of either stealing the evidence—or even of handling it. Of—of anything, in fact. What will you do now?”

			“Hold court, of course,” said Klarkover. “And send Miss Fifi to the electric chair. Call the case, Clerk!”

			“Yes, Judge—but wait! I said it was the clinching evidence. And the Supreme Court of Illinois has just, a few hours ago, ruled in the Filched Attested Evidence issue.”

			“It—has?” Even Judge Klarkover was surprised.

			“How?”

			“Negatively.”

			“Neg—the devil—you say? Well, I’ll be—but here—we’re holding court. And if I have any regard for opinions as to my own sanity amongst my own confreres—and don’t want to get impeached in the bargain!—there’s only one possible ruling I can give. Fifi, I happen to know you’re guilty—but you’re discharged! And State’s Attorney—you come up here—and catch hell for even coming in this court with evidence you know to be invalidated. And—not another word, sir, or b’God, sir, I’ll fine you $500 for contempt of court! In fact, I declare Court now to be adjourned—and I’m going to play golf!”

			Which exactly was what Judge Klarkover did. For with a sudden swing of his club he sent Fleming Wiles’ beautifully poised ball flying over hill and dale!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVI

			“The Criminal Always Returns to the Scene of His Crime!”—Nick Carter

			Louis Vann, disgustedly coming up from the basement lockup in the South Chicago Police Station where be had just talked with one “Pinky McHarg, boxman”—finding, however, that the cracksman had an alibi so good that it could hold an electron!—wrinkled his nose at the typical police station smell. And wondered why criminals would be criminals! And have to be picked up, and stuck in places like this—and spend half their lives in other places of this general category.

			Captain Scuttleman, at the desk, blue-clad and huge with his bulk, spoke in Vann’s direction.

			“The operator’s got your party, Mr. Vann—and he’s on the phone in the triple booth over there.”

			Vann stepped over some dirty spittoons, and entered the fine telephone booth—finer, indeed, than the police station itself!

			“Captain Congreve?” he asked.

			“Matt Congreve of the Detective Bureau—speaking,” came a voice.

			And now Vann, even before he made his request, felt a surge of red going over his neck.

			“How’s chances now, Matt—of getting ‘Portfolio’ Smith—and for the day?”

			He grew even redder as he heard Congreve’s half-suppressed guffaw over the phone. Congreve, unfortunately, could afford to be familiar with the State’s Attorney, for chief of the Detective Bureau Congreve always seemingly had been—and probably always would be; while Vann, as State’s Attorney, once was not—and someday again would be exactly such!

			“Was that you, Louis,” Congreve asked, “trying to get Portfolio all morning?”

			“I tried several times—yes. But it seems he’d moved—wasn’t on duty yet—and nobody could even suggest how to get hold of him.”

			Congreve chuckled very audibly. And his next words were obviously a quotation.

			“‘The criminal always returns to the scene of his crime’!”

			“Yes,” said Vann. “As someday, Matt, you’ll find out. But alas, only Portfolio believes in my theory.”

			“Well, he’s here, Louis—and you can have him—though I’ll make a charge against you for his day’s time, and—but here he is. Portfolio?”

			And a new voice came on.

			“Portfolio speaking, Mr. Vann.”

			“Hello, Portfolio. Have you got your portfolio?”

			And Vann was inquiring about that article which always made Portfolio Smith, detective and plainclothesman, look exactly like a salesman waiting on the corner for a customer. He was, Vann always had thought, the only detective in the bureau who never looked like one! Which was one of three reasons why Vann wanted him now. And the other two reasons—well, Portfolio possessed that hyper-magic nose for smelling out people who were not what they purported to be—and Portfolio believed implicitly in Vann’s theory!

			“Portfolio,” Vann said, “I’ve just arranged with Captain C. that you’re to do special work today for me.”

			“Thanks, Mr. Vann. I like to work for you. Though, damn it, we never prove up!”

			“Oh, we will some day, Portfolio. For the theory is right. The criminal should—if he’s at all human—return to the scene of his crime! Only, Portfolio, he doesn’t always and invariably do it—and we’ve caught all the cases where he hasn’t. That’s all.”

			“I hope so, Mr. Vann. Because the boys will razz hell out of me tomorrow—when they find I was specialling for you. For they’ll know exactly why. Well—er—where is it this time, Mr. Vann?”

			“My own old office building, Portfolio. The Klondike.”

			“Oh yes, I know it. And would you care to let me in on the facts!”

			“Naturally, Portfolio.” And for the sake of the barest possible telephone line inspector listening in on the automatic circuit, Vann used some code phrases known only to himself and his sympathetic assistant in theory! “Portfolio,” he said, “the ‘creep’ in that building caught a ‘slide’ last night—and my ‘twicker’ was ‘libbed.’”

			“The—the hell you say, Mr. Vann!” And Portfolio gave vent to a whistle.

			“It’s confidential however, Portfolio—a news scoop, for 2:30, for the kid brother—which is another reason I didn’t want to risk anybody but you.”

			“Nary a word, Mr. Vann. Rest assured.”

			“I know it. Well, Portfolio, all I want you to do is the same old thing. Take up the old stance—out in front—and use your own judgment—and your head. For you’ve the best nose in the whole department—the only nose, in fact—for smelling out persons who have no business to be where they are.”

			“Thanks.” And Portfolio sounded as though he were nodding proudly. “I have made a record with my crim’nological smeller, haven’t I!” Portfolio paused. “You haven’t any clue as to who done it, Mr. Vann?”

			“None. But we’ve several chances at our theory, I think.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well, Inspector Scott seems to think it was a one-man job. But after all, that sort of thing is sheer hypothesis. And even if I’d caught the man with the actual goods—I’d still want you posted there—to try and nab a possible accomplice.”

			“Well, Mr. Vann, I’ll report at once. And—”

			“And, Portfolio,” Vann interrupted, “you know all the newspapermen, don’t you? Bar none?”

			“There ain’t one in Chi I don’t know. Nor news photographer neither.”

			“All right! When the story does break at 2:30, I rather think they’ll lay off completely—realizing naturally that it’s Hugh’s, from A to Izzard. But if any particular one comes breezing around, you can just tell ’em the place is locked tight. And photographed. And there’ll be no influx into it, even when the coroner makes his formal examination later on today, on the premises. After all, it’s my office—and I think I’ve got something to say.”

			“You got all there is to say,” assented Portfolio loyally. “And I’ll report at once—and just you be sure the old nose is hungry to do its stuff today.”

			“I’m so sure of your nose, Portfolio,” declared Vann, “that I wouldn’t even think of putting anybody else on the job.”

			“And if,” Portfolio now asked, “anything develops? Where will I fetch him for questioning?”

			“Well,” was Vann’s answer, “who gets the biggest kick out of our theory, Portfolio? And who razzes us the worst?”

			“Cap Congreve—of course!”

			“All right. Then if, by the thousandth chance—”

			“I get you, Mr. Vann! I’ll set him right down in Cap’s lap. And enjoy not watching him crack—if, God willing, he does—but watching Cap watch him crack! All right. I’ll be reporting over there at once and—hey, hey there, boy—keep your hands off that portfolio! Good—by, Mr. Vann.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVII

			The Discomfiture of Sebastien Squires

			Rutgers Allstyn, attorney and specialist in the law of contract, snapped together the jaws of his traveling bag, and gazed speculatively about his luxuriously furnished office fronting on both the great stone esplanade of North Wacker Drive and the Chicago River, the latter body of water as green today as the inch-thick carpet which covered Allstyn’s floor. Then, deciding he was overlooking nothing on the eve of his trip out of town, he took up his derby hat, and his silk-lined driving gauntlets lying close by the hat, and with his other hand reached for his bag.

			But at this juncture, Squires, the old antediluvian law clark and Cerberus who for years had maintained vigil over Allystyn’s outside chamber, entered the room, his thin black clothes flapping over his long gaunt frame. He closed the door carefully to behind him before he spoke.

			“I—I don’t suppose, Mr. Allstyn,” he said deferentially, “that now, that you’re all in readiness to leave, you would even consider seeing a client.”

			“A client?” asked Allstyn, surprised. “Somebody with an appointment—whom we overlooked!”

			“Oh no, sir. This client just took a chance and came in—without any appointment.”

			“Oh! Well, tell him—or her, as the case may be!—to come back some oth—but here—” Allstyn looked at his watch. Its hands were at 10 minutes to 1. “After all, I’m not making a train or a plane out of here. And I daresay I could spare a few min—but, on the other hand, I don’t want to encumber my mind today with bus—well, what kind of a client is it?”

			“A very odd—ahem!—looking young man,” pronounced Squires, as one who had quite no realization that he himself resembled nothing so much as a gaunt old crow.

			“Odd-looking?” exclaimed Allstyn. “In what way, Squires?”

			“It—it would be extremely difficult, sir, for me to—to formulate a precise answer to that question,” pronounced Squires, gazing, for some reason, stolidly at the floor.

			“Then,” commented the lawyer, “he must have three arms and two heads. Has he?”

			“No, he has not,” declared Squires, looking up from the floor again. “Though I feel emboldened to say, sir, that it might be better were he thus encumbered, instead of being—ahem—what he—that is, as he is!”

			“My gosh, Squires,” commented Allstyn. “Whatever he is—it’s plain to be seen that you don’t approve of him at all.”

			“I do not approve, no—ahem—of young men who affect—that is, who use—” But Squires would not continue. “I get you, Squires! It’s plain he uses perfume or—God help us both—rouge! Well, that would make him—at least to me—more interesting. Only, alas, the last client I had in that general category—the fellow who wore high-heeled shoes—wanted to talk about four hours.”

			“This young—ahem!—man, Mr. Allstyn, says he wants but five minutes of your time.”

			“Five minutes?” laughed Allstyn. “Well, that would mean 15—at the very least! But all right. Your description of him, Squires—or rather, your utter failure to describe him—intrigues ‘meh’; and your several ‘ahems’ confirm him as indeed being worth the viewing. Show him in.”

			“Yes sir. But before I do so—and in case he keeps you a bit too long, and you rush off—where, Mr. Allstyn, will this office be able to get in touch with you during the 3 or 4 days you expect to be gone?”

			“Ah, Squires—that, I regret to say, is to remain the riddle supreme! For I haven’t yet forgotten how the reporters tricked and wormed out of you my whereabouts—back in the Custerball proceedings. And cost us the case! No reaction on you, though, old chap, because it’s your confounded natural sterling honesty which makes it impossible for you to meet them on their ground. I leave here—yes—when your young odd—ahem—man leaves—driving in my own car; but whether I shall be driving east, west, north or south—or how many hundred miles—will have to remain the most subterranean of state secrets. For I leave, Squires, to draw up a contract, for a client in a distant city—or might it maybe be just a town?—who knows?—and which contract is to be filed—though in quite another city!—within a few hours after it is drawn. Reporters who will sense that that contract is a type that is strictly up my alley—of all the lawyers in the Midwest—will come here immediately to find out where I went—thus to locate the client! Who happens to be an individual who has successfully dodged service now for one entire year in a court action. And by which dodging he protects a lady’s name. And the lady herself being at one time my friend. All a bit complicated, Squires, yes—but the point is that if you don’t know where on God’s green earth I am, you won’t be able to tell the reporters a confounded thing, will you?”

			“I daresay not, sir. No. But now—supposing that the American Railway Express should call back here—as they thought they might possibly do during the next half hour—to tell us whether that packet with the missing address label which they located in Kalamazoo was the one containing the Striebel documents. You would want, I presume, to know—”

			“Well, I’d rather know than not to know—yes!”

			“Well then where, sir, could I get that information to you?”

			“You can’t, Squires. For the simple reason that—but here—I am going to stop off at the old ancient decrepit Ulysses S. Grant Building on my way forth from the city, to see whether the elevator man there has picked up anything regarding the address of that former tenant there who witnessed the Haley will. And since I’m there, I think I’ll just run in to a certain tiny 2 by 4 office on the 10th floor and say hello to its lone occupant. And so you can leave any message coming in in the next half hour from the Railway Express company with this occupant—or maybe even catch me sitting there. The occupant will be, incidentally, Elsa Colby.”

			“Elsa Colby?” ejaculated Squires, his seamed face lighting up. “And how is the child?”

			“Child, Squires? Good—heavens! Elsa?—24 years old!—and a full-fledged criminal attorney?—and you call her a child?”

			“I call her even, sir—begging your pardon—an infant.”

			“Well, all I can say to that, Squires, is that if she heard you say that, her red hair would crackle—actually crackle; her blue eyes would flash zigzag streaks of high-tension electricity at you; and the freckles on her nose, Squires—they would pop right off at you like gatling-gun bullets. Elsa Colby—graduate criminal attorney—24 years old—an infant!”

			“How is she doing at her profession!” asked Squires—though whether to change the angle of the subject or not, no one could know.

			“Starving to death, of course, Squires. But since she weighs only 95 pounds or so anyway—the process isn’t nearly as painful as it probably was in the case of George ‘Fatty’ Burgerson, the embryonic land-tenure specialist, who really did die from starvation while waiting for business! And—but what does any lawyer do, Squires—just out of college?”

			But Squires did not reply to the question to which everybody in the legal procession knew the answer. Instead he said: “Well, I will ring you at Elsa Colby’s office, then—in case the Railway Express reports. And after that—well, you will be gone indeed. And I—I don’t like it, not knowing where on earth you are. It—it isn’t good business.”

			“No? And why on earth isn’t it? I have no wife. No child. Nothing. And my only brother, moreover, now touring India. It is a great relief to me, Squires, to play hookey from my own identity for a few days. A vacation, no less. So avaunt, now, Sebastien Squires. And let me hear the woes of this young—ahem—odd—ahem-looking client!”

			And a moment later the visitor just under discussion entered the room.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVIII

			The “Clown” Who Would a “Hamlet” Be!

			The client was, to say the least, odd-looking! At least—so far as Rutgers Allstyn’s regular clientele went. Not, however, merely in that the visitor was small in stature—no more than 5 feet 5 inches—and very slender. Nor that he was impec­cably, immaculately dressed, and about 25 years of age. Nor in that he wore the daintiest of mustaches on his upper lip, and a yellow flower—carefully selected, obviously, for its pure perfection of petal pattern—in his lapel buttonhole. Nor that the corner of a lavender silk handkerchief peeped from his outer handkerchief pocket. Nor in that on his Grecian nose reposed a pair of slender rimless eyeglasses, through which he peered a bit myopically or else astigmatically, the eyeglasses being themselves attached by a silken inch-broad black ribbon to his top vest button. Nor even, in fact, that he wore a huge, flowing, flowery black Windsor tie—true mark of either the “lit’ry man,” or the artist who does not sell enough of his canvasses to become a “business man.” No, this young man was odd-looking for the simple reason that, on each of his cheeks, was a deftly applied area of rouge. Undoubted rouge! And carelessly applied, at least today—for the site on one cheek did not exactly match the site on the other. Plainly, Allstyn saw, this young man was one of those beings—talented in some field, or otherwise—who live on the perilous fringe between crocheting sofa pillows for a living—and being a man in a man’s world. And yet—as Allstyn was also to find out a few moments later—a young man whose dainty number 6 feet rested so securely on the masculine edge of that fringe, that his voice held no trace whatsoever of fuzziness—and he possessed, moreover, ambition to marry—and have children!

			A highly, extremely feminine creature, that is all. As Allstyn was shortly to discover. A being such as bold bad truckdrivers often, on deserted streets, hoot derisively at.

			“Are you—Mr. Rutgers Allstyn?” he asked.

			“I am,” said Allstyn gruffly. And then, being at heart a man extremely tolerant of all human frailities and deficiencies, and feeling he had been far too brusque, he added: “And what might I be able to do for you! Just draw the door to, there behind you—yes—and have this chair.” And Allstyn, indicating the great comfortable chair in question, dropped into his own swivel seat, and waited curiously till the other had closed the door on the outer room, and had seated himself in that official visitor’s chair. “Yes, what can I do for you?”

			“Mr. Allstyn, I’ve come to you for an opinion—on a contract.

			“On drawing one up?”

			“No, on breaking one.”

			“Oh—breaking one, eh? I see. Well—is this a clothesline quarrel or something? Some personal difference—arisen between 2 persons?”

			“Oh no, Mr. Allstyn. No quarrel. No. No, my idea in breaking this contract is to improve my general financial condition. And also, incidentally, my prestige.”

			Allstyn raised his brows queryingly.

			“The prestige angle I do not grasp,” he said. “But the financial condition—well, have you some definite aims in view—with respect to improving your positions Marriage?” And he waited for the young man to shudder visibly.

			But the young man did not at all shudder. “We-ell yes, I aim—yes—to be married. If and when things are—ahem—propitious.”

			“Indeed? Well, I am greatly interested in marriages—because of a theory I have as to Nature demanding, through marriage, a complete admixture of types—ahem—racial types. Do you mind describing your intended in that impending marriage—though, first, is your affection reciprocated?”

			“Oh yes, indeed. She loves me!”

			“That is fine. She—but describe her, if you don’t object. Merely a matter, you understand, of my studies in marital attraction.”

			“Gladly, Mr. Allstyn. Well, she is a fine big 6-foot-high girl, who works in a coal yard—checking the weight of outgoing coal wagons. She dresses most modestly—chief in tweed suits. Her hair she wears short—thus.” The young man showed where his intended’s hair had been cut. “And she weighs 175 pounds. Healthy, too—the proper mother, don’t you know, to be the mother of my children.”

			“Oh—yes. Yes, of course. Well just what, if I may ask, is delaying this marriage?”

			“Well, she insists on our living in a house. And I insist absolutely on our living in a trailer—something which now today I do. We haven’t agreed on that—and various other things—and so matters are in—in statu quo.”

			“The Trailer Age—alas!” commented Allstyn. “What kind of car do you drive?”

			“I don’t drive any at all.”

			“But I thought you said you lived in a trail—”

			“Oh yes, I do. A trailer without wheels.”

			“Without—wheels? Why—what—”

			“This one is parked, on four packing boxes, on a vacant lot at Superior Street and North State Street. Though you can’t see it, because it’s back of billboards on both streets. The lot is owned by Wm. Juggenberger, Jr. of New York. The trailer, a quite elaborate one, was originally his. And he allows me to live there, at 5 cents a year, to maintain occupancy of that lot for him so that—”

			“Oh yes, yes, yes. I know that lot. It’s surrounded by bill­boards two high! There was something in Juggenberger Senior’s will that the lot couldn’t be left to rot without tenants—or without income both. And that title to it was forfeited to his son if it were. Well, well—so you’ve realized your ambi­tion? You live in a trailer? Behind a fence—30 feet high!”

			“Precisely. Yes.”

			“And how—how do you get in? And out? Of the lot, I mean?”

			“Oh there is a slot on the Superior Street side, between the end of the billboard and the adjoining building, by which one can pass in or out.”

			Allstyn, reflecting, felt that he had asked about all the preliminary questions logical with respect to a new client. Excepting, perhaps, in this case—what this client now in front of him did for a living! But Allstyn went back to the subject in hand.

			“Well, now that we have a fair and logical motive for an endeavor to obtain cancellation of a contract—” Allstyn did not use the same phrase the young man had used, namely, “breaking of a contract”—”namely, ‘improvement of one’s financial condition and one’s prestige’ may I ask, next—if you don’t mind telling me—why did you come to me?”

			“Because, Mr. Allstyn, everybody knows that virtually any contract—taken to any lawyer—will result in a decision by that lawyer that the contract can be broken: 49 out of 50 will tell a client, who wishes to break a contract—any contract—that he has a case, to do so.”

			“About 51 out of 50,” chuckled Allstyn, “might be better statistics. For how would we lawyers live—if we didn’t create strife—in the courts?”

			“But,” declared the young man, “it is said, Mr. Allstyn—and in more places than one—that you are the one man in Chicago who will not advise a client to try to break a contract if that will only result in the client’s losing his case.”

			“Someone, anyway, thinks well of me,” commented Allstyn. “Then you want, I take it, an honest opinion as to whether some certain contract—presumably one binding you—can be negotiated into a cancellation?”

			“Gracious no, Mr. Allstyn! ‘Broken’ is what I said. Shattered—smashed! Chances of negotiating a cancellation are just nihil, because—but before asking you for this opinion which I desire, I want to say that I’m not Croesus. I was of the belief, as I called here today—and without even an appointment—that I could have you read this contract; and that for perhaps $10 you would tell me if or not—yes or no—there is any chance to break it.”

			“How many words has your contract?” asked Allstyn. “For I am driving out of Chicago today—and on your very heels, moreover.”

			“No more than 400 words,” said the newcomer.

			“Well,” said Allstyn, “you seem to be a straight-appearing chap. And $10 will pay for my gasoline—and some besides! So—10 it is then—if you’re agreed.”

			The other quickly opened a comfortable-looking billfold which, Allstyn saw, held at least a dozen crisp $10 bills and several fives, and slid over one of the 10’s.

			Which Allstyn did not pocket for the moment, but laid underneath a small paperweight shaped like a brass Buddha.

			“And now first,” said the attorney, “what is your name?”

			“My name is Piffington Wainwright.”

			“My God!” said Allstyn—but solely to himself. “Of all the first names in the world, it would be—Piffington! My God—Piffington!” But he maintained a serious face, as well as demeanor.

			“Piffington?” he said musingly. “A distinctly individual name—to say the least. Do you mind tel—”

			“Not at all. A family name, that’s all.” And no further illumination did Mr. Wainwright toss, on that point—at least at this juncture.

			“Oh yes,” nodded Allstyn, “it does, at that, ring more like a last name than—than a first. Piffington Wainwright, eh?”

			“Yes, Mr. Allstyn. In Chicago, in the Midwest here—yes!”

			“In Chicago?—and the Midwest here? But—but—well, what might it be—elsewhere?”

			“Well, in New York—and other places in the East—I call myself just ‘P. Wainwright.’ Everywhere. Even the people in New York with whom I have the contract in question do not know what that ‘P’ stands for.”

			“I—see.” Though Allstyn—it is to be admitted!—did not see, any more than a blind mole reading 5-point type at noonday.

			“But why,” he queried gently, “did you not wish the other contracting party to know your—er—first name?”

			“Because it was none of their business, really; while it is yours, don’t you know.”

			Allstyn scratched his head helplessly at this logic.

			“But how did you handle them when they insisted—as they doubtlessly did—on knowing your full name?”

			“Oh,” said Mr. Wainwright, blithely, “I just told them that I had been christened, by my parents, just ‘P’—in concurrence with the wishes of a certain grandfather who hoped that eventually I would voluntarily take his first name. Which also, you see, began with ‘P.’ And that, because of that legal christening, ‘P’ Wainwright was my legal name!”

			Allstyn stroked his chin reflectively.

			“And which,” Mr. Wainwright went on equally blithely, was the truth, you see. About my grandfather, you know. And my being christened just ‘P.’ For the ‘Piffington’ component of my name has been selected by me—a family name, Mr. Allstyn—only, taken by me from an English novel.”

			Allstyn stared a bit helplessly at the young man who was legally, it seemed, one P. Wainwright; or, selectively, Piffington Wainwright!

			“And what,” he asked gently, “might your brothers and sisters be named? ‘Q,’ ‘X,’ and ‘Y,’—or what?”

			“I have no relatives,” said the young man briefly.

			“I—see. Yes. Well, I guess we’ve talked enough about names, eh? And so now, what is your business, Mr. Wainwright?”

			“I am a writer. A writer for radio. That is, I write certain scripts which—which are presented over the air by others.”

			“Oh, indeed? That is interesting. For I am something of a radio fan. I don’t go for music, however, but often, often tune in, and thrill to the dramatic episodes of G-men chasing counterfeiters—and Chinese underground dramas—and criminals being brought to just—”

			“Unfortunately,” said Mr. Piffington Wainwright, “I do not write those. I write the feature which has run now for some years—two nights a week—called ‘Uncle Griffy’s Bed-Time Animal Tales for Tiny Tots.’”

			“Oh!” said Allstyn. And again “Oh! The Tiny Tot Tales? Oh—yes. I know about that feature. Can even tell you what it comes over—and who its sponsors are. It comes over the United-Evening Chain. From 7 to 7:15 each of the two evenings that it comes through. Am I right? And it’s sponsored by, jointly, the American Kiddy-Toy Products Corporation and the Housewives’ Comfort Dish-Drying Cloth Company. Right? You see I have a friend who has a little girl. About two years old. And several times we’ve sat and watched her, sitting on a stool in front of the radio, go fast asleep to the tale of how—”

			“Yes, I know,” said the young man, and bitterness showed in his voice. “Of how the Big Gray Rabbit said to the Little Brown Mouse—” He broke off with a peculiar air of disgust in his voice. “What I write is not only moronic—but sub­moronic!”

			“Oh—do you think so?” questioned Allstyn. “Of course, a moron is legally a person with a mind of one under 6 years of age. So I suppose you have a right, of course, to coin the word submoron for your—er—audiences. Yes. But what—well, what would you prefer to write—if I may ask?”

			“The precise stuff you just described a few minutes back,” said Mr. Piffington Wainwright, promptly. “Crime-story stuff—for the radio audiences solely: thrilling swift-adventure stories about criminals and detectives, wild chases in the night along dark roads, dramatic clashes in old deserted houses, searches for objects which are the keys to wealth or happiness. In short—drama! And not mush-and-milk.”

			Rutgers Allstyn stared at his client. The thought of the daintily mustached, fragilely eyeglassed, beflowered and—alas!—berouged—Mr. Wainwright writing the kind of red-blood things which he, Allstyn, listened to so frequently on his radio, nearly made Allstyn grin earwise: but again, as before, he held his face rigid with an effort. After all—every clown wanted to play Hamlet!

			“Well, why,” he queried, “don’t you just write this super-hyper-dramatic material then? Rather—er—submit it?”

			“Why?” said Mr. Wainwright. “My employers, in the radio entertainment field, won’t let me! Won’t even listen to the idea of my doing so. And my contract prevents my writing it for any other firm.”

			“Oh—I’m beginning to get it faintly now. A mere slip of paper—standing in the way of full artistic fulfillment?”

			“And also big money,” said Mr. Wainwright meaningfully. “For, quite aside from what you call ‘artistic fulfillment,’ which is, with me, the main thing—a tiny tot bedtime tale is worth, to its writer, exactly $15! And no more.”

			“And the crime-story stuff—”

			“—is worth fat money—to its writers.”

			Allstyn nodded slowly.

			“Well—let’s see this contract which seems to thwart you. I presume you read it—before you signed it?”

			Mr. Wainwright was drawing from his breast pocket a folded document which, Allstyn perceived, even from a distance, comprised no more than one sheet of legal-size paper. But, through his dainty eyeglasses, Mr. Wainwright stared incredulously at the lawyer.

			“Of course,” he said, “you—you are chafing me? For nobody, I realize ever in the history of the world, signed a contract—without reading it?”

			“No? Well, I could take you right now over to the Ulysses—er—a—building—on the other edge of the Loop, and show you a practicing lawyer who signed a most vital contract without reading it. With a joker in it that can—conceivably—cost this lawyer, within but a few years, $100,000.”

			“A lawyer! A lawyer—did that?”

			“Yes. A practicing criminal lawyer. A girl, to be sure, but one of whom—so, at least, I think!—everyone will hear of, one of these fine days—though God knows just when!—in connection with some or another sensational criminal case. For I’m sure that the lesson learned by her, in that one supreme bull of her life, will assuredly come to the front in anything she ever does in court. For the reason that—but would you care to hear the circumstances?”

			“I would indeed,” said Mr. Piffington Wainwright firmly and in a voice that—it is to be admitted—actually dripped with skepticism.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIX

			“No Talkee”

			State’s Attorney Louis Vann, just back at his City Hall Suite by no more than to minutes from a speedy trip by auto to the South Chicago Police Station, raised the furthest of his four desk phones as it rang. For when that particular phone rang, Vann knew that important information was to come to him. Since only a few persons had that number.

			And the call was important—for on the other end was no other than Leo Kilgallon, his special assistant.

			“Leo speaking, Mr. Vann,” the youthful voice on the other end said.

			“Oh yes, Leo. And where are you speaking from?”

			“I’m right here in the same building with you, Mr. Vann. The public booth—in the corridor of our private lockup. But I thought I’d ring first—to see whether you were back yet.”

			“Yes, I am, Leo. By—” Vann glanced from the tail of his eye at the small gilt clock facing him across his desk. “It’s 1:10 now—so I’m back from South Chicago by 10 full minutes at least. Of course that boxman, Pinky McHarg—with the inflamed optic—that Chief Scuttleman picked up out there was a dud. He was even in the Illinois Eye, Ear and Nose Hospital all last eight—and because of the very eye that caused his pickup! However, in view of what you phoned me, out there, the McHarg pickup was all wet, anyway. And—but enough of him. Have you interviewed this fellow yet—as I instructed you to do on the wire, when you caught me just as I was leaving South Chicago?”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann, I have. And—but have you given the skull the once-over yet?”

			“I’ll say I have! It’s Wah Lee’s of course—to a T—exactly as per the description in our deposition. White surgical tape—bullet hole—initials ‘M. K.’—surgical work inside nose. I’m no oral surgeon, of course, but I can at least see plainly that operative work’s been done inside on the nose’s right side. Moreover, I just talked, myself, to Daniel Kilgallon—that is, I should say, your father—and got a further confirmation of what he gave you on the phone: i. e. the real lowdown of what Morgan, of the squad car, tried to render you. More than that, Leo, I just talked to Archbishop Pell—over at St. Hubert’s Grill where he’d mentioned, before your father, he was going. And got, direct, the full of this pickup’s reply to the Archbishop’s question. Why-y—the fellow, Leo, he’s—but what name does he give you?”

			“Just John Doe, Mr. Vann. Refuses to give his right name.”

			“Reason enough. Well, what kind of a bird is he? Distinct crook type, I suppose?”

			“Yes—well, that is, yes and no. That is, he’s got the debonair air of all hoods, but, on the other hand, he uses good English—quite correct English, moreover. A bit breezy, perhaps, here and there—yes. That is, Mr. Vann, he strikes me as a bird who’s at least been around in his day. Rubbing elbows all the way from gutter to palace! If you get me.”

			“Yes. I do. Well, what does he say about having cracked my old cheesebox? He admits it, I hope?”

			“No, Mr. Vann. Quite on the contrary. Says he did not.”

			“Oh, he does, eh? Well—who, according to his sobstory, gave him that skull, then?”

			“Nobody, he says.”

			“Nobody? Well, good God—why did he tell Archbishop Pell—thinking he was some confederate—thinking, by God, Leo, that Pell was some member of the Parson Gang, now, beyond doubt, using the gang’s old clerical costume dodge—why did he tell Pell that he’d broken into my safe?”

			“I asked him that. For my father, of course, had told me exactly what the Archbishop had told him this fellow had said. And so I asked him that—but by degrees, you understand. For first I asked him why he was ‘passing’ the skull of Wah Lee?”

			“And he said—what!”

			“He said, Mr. Vann, ‘Who the hell is Wah Lee?’”

			“Oh, he did, eh? Well, what did you say then?”

			“I said: ‘Well, why did you crack Mr. Vann’s safe?’”

			“And what did he say?”

			“He said: ‘Who the hell is Mr. Vann?’”

			“That’s good! And you, Leo—what did you say?”

			“I said: ‘Mr. Vann is the man who’ll send you to the chair.’”

			“And he—?”

			“Then I sprang it on him, out of the clear sky, that we had a witness to his words. Just one. I didn’t tell him, of course, about the other.”

			“And what did he have the supreme gall to say?”

			“He said, ‘I don’t like to contradict a member of the Church, but I’m—I’m quite certain, in my own mind, I said nothing of the kind!’”

			“Oh—he did, eh? Does he know there was a further confirmatory witness there?”

			“No, he doesn’t. He doesn’t dream that. If you ask me, he figures this is a case of one man’s word versus another’s. And therefore a perfect legal set-off. He ‘regrets,’ he says, that no witnesses were present to prove that he didn’t say all that.”

			“Oh, he does, eh? Well, the man he thought was a deaf-and-dumb man will be present at this fellow’s trial. And will talk a-plenty.” Vann paused. “Well, what the devil does he say, Leo? About the whole set-up that caused him to be picked up?”

			“Well, all he says, Mr. Vann, to my brief rehearsal of that, is that he’ll talk when he gets to court—and not before!”

			“Oh, he will, eh? Well, that’s the kind of a bird I like,” added Vann. “How much money was on his person?”

			“Not a dime. And literally—not figuratively, Mr. Vann. Not a dime.”

			“Exactly the amount of money,” commented Vann, “that was always kept in my old safe across the street. Not a dime! Well—does he holler for a ‘mouthpiece’?”

			“No. When I asked him—purely as a stall, of course—if he wanted a ‘mouthpiece’ right off, he said ‘no thanks’—he didn’t want any of the State’s attorney’s stool pigeons pumping him in his cell.”

			“Oh he did, eh? Well that baby is just about the softest snap this office has every had. Or ever will have! why—we got him with the goods actually on his person—plus his own admission as to the identity of the goods, his knowledge as to the identity, and what he’d done to get ’em. All backed up by two witnesses who are absolutely unimpeachable. And last but not least—we’ve got the goods themselves! Say—he may as well plead guilty—take the rap—and call it a day!”

			“That’s exactly what I told him. Naturally. And he said—well, he said: ‘Why should I take a rap for doing something I never did? And stealing something I never stole? And saying nothing I ever said? Nix! I’ll go to trial on it.

			“Planning a legal battle, eh? Well, that’s our avocation around here, eh boy? We hand ’em legal battles aplenty, don’t we—when they want legal battles, eh?”

			“Yes,” said the other. “But—”

			“But? But—what?”

			“Listen, Chief, have you stopped—to think?”

			“No, Leo. I never think! If I ever had, I’d never have gotten to be State’s Attorney.”

			“Oh come—Chief! I—I didn’t mean it that way. What I meant was this: This lug apparently intends to go to bat.”

			“What for God’s sakes on?”

			“Only God knows that, Mr. Vann. Maybe some clever cock-and-bull yarn that he hasn’t worked out yet in his own mind. But—”

			“Well, cock-and-bull it sure will be!” commented Vann grimly. “And with plenty of accent on the last!”

			“Well,” declared Leo, undecidedly, “be that as it may, he does, I’m certain, intend to go to bat. And so—have you stopped to figure that until he does—and until he’s actually convicted—that skull found on him isn’t legally the State’s property—isn’t even legal evidence by which to convict Big Gus?”

			“That, my dear boy,” pronounced Vann confidently, “‘be’ a ‘werry’—a most ‘werry’—moot point! As yet, anyway. However, to answer your question, let me say I haven’t given a thought to fine legal distinctions—since the news came in from you that the fellow was nabbed 100 per cent dead to rights. I simply figured we’d have a signed confession before sundown.”

			“If you ask me, Mr. Vann, I’d say you won’t. And, in case I’m right on that, then our skull—as found on him—isn’t legal evidence. In re, I mean, State of Illinois Versus Gus McGurk. For though you and I know it to be the one that was put, wrapped, in your safe by Beryl—and passed to her, wrapped, by the Negro—it still isn’t legally ‘identifiable’ as that one—unless we cinch it as having been taken from your safe by the defendant. Through conviction of him. Have you considered at all, Chief, that the case of this lug is similar to the Bothwell case, down at Ottawa?”

			“Now, now, Leo,” Vann chided, “you think you’re delivering news to your doddering old chief, don’t you, boy? So what would you say if I told you that on the way back from South Chicago I compared the two cases in my mind, element by element, and found that they’re not just similar, Leo; they’re identical.”

			“You—you did?” For some reason not known to Vann, Leo Kilgallon appeared a bit staggered. “Well, then,” he asked, helplessly, “in view of the Supreme Court decision today on the Both—”

			“Leo!” Vann’s voice was dumbfounded. “You don’t mean to say—”

			“Listen, boss—have you read any papers today since the morning paper?”

			“Devil, no, Leo! I’ve been busier today than the armless paperhanger with the seven-year itch. And—”

			“Well,” put in Leo helplessly, “they ruled today—on the famous Filched Attested Evidence Case.”

			Vann was silent. Then—

			“Negatively, eh?”

			“Right!”

			“Well—I’ll be damned!” was all Vann said. “It was said to be 50-50—yet I was betting on the wrong fifty. Well—I’ll—be!”

			“And so there,” Leo pressed on, “you are. Big Gus—as you told me—gets out Friday. Day after tomorrow. All right. Then I certainly don’t need to point out to you now, Chief, that if you try to take that skull before the grand jury tomorrow, to get an indictment against Big Gus his attorney will easily prove it isn’t evidence for an indictment, since it isn’t evidence for a trial—at least, can t be until this reddish-haired peterman we’ve got is convicted. And will quote that Illinois Supreme Court decision.”

			There was a long pause. Vann was perturbed, for he knew full well that Leo Kilgallon spoke the truth. “Well, what you say,” he declared at length, “is true, of course—only too true. I was quite carried away, I’ll admit, by the fact that we’d recovered the goods—and had witnesses to an admission on the part of the boxman. However, Leo,” he added, “the warden down there at Moundsville wouldn’t let Gus go out Friday, I’m thinking, if—”

			“Mandamus, chief! You know it. And I know it! And Big Gus would walk out. I’ll bet my month’s salary on that. Why, Chief, Big Gus has a million ways to get info out of that pen to his ‘mouthpiece.’ It’s even my humble belief, moreover, that Fleming Wiles—who, I understand, handled the old case so slick for McGurk—will come forward of his own volition, and front for Big Gus. For after all, Chief, it’s only by Wiles’ pulling slick—but easy—ones like that—yes, a mandamus!—that he holds his criminal trade. And if Gus’s written record there at Moundsville shows ‘good behavior’ and his time with ‘time off’ is up—well, you’ll never hold him. The warden, who’s a down-state man, will say it’s Chicago’s problem—not his.”

			“Oh yeah? Well we can nab Big Gus at the gates on some phoney charge.”

			“Oh sure, Chief—sure. But a charge that will be blown up by a habeas corpus inside of 24 hours. While this reddish-haired fellow’s case, if it follows customary procedure—with his ‘mouthpiece’ figuring every way to beat his rap—will be 3—maybe even 6—months coming to trial. After which—where would Big Gus be?”

			Vann scratched his chin troubledly.

			“It sure always did take you, Leo,” he said disgruntledly, “to find flaws—in everything.”

			“And that,” said Leo Kilgallon boldly, “is why, I trust, you keep me on—as your assistant! And—but where shall I report now? Back to you—or to that Rogers Park matter?”

			“You’d better go on to Rogers Park, boy. And get that deposition. Yes. For McMinster is going to New York by plane at 6—and not returning.”

			“Okay, Chief. I’ll be back as promptly as I can make it.” And they hung up together.

			And Vann sat chin in hand. His thin scrawny woman-secretary entered, diffidently.

			He looked up. “Miss Jason,” he said suddenly, “hold the fort here—please. For I’m leaving. But will be back in—oh, thirty minutes at most.”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann. But where—in case something important breaks—could I get you?”

			“Where? Why, on the unlisted number—Dearborn 999—which is that of the lockup keeper in our incommunicado cells in the sub-basement. Yes—the State’s Attorney’s special lockup. For I’m going downstairs, Miss Jason, to interview one of the most important captures this department has ever made. The Man with the Crimson Box. Yes—that’s exactly what I’m going to do!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XX

			The Case of the $100,000 Joker

			Allstyn smiled faintly at the naive incredulity of his visitor, Mr. Piffington Wainwright, about a person signing a contract without even reading it!

			“In the first place,” he said, “let me say that I have of record—in my own legal experiences here alone—1476 cases where contracts were signed without being read. And at least half of those cases, roughly, were special contracts—and not standard printed ones with fine small-type clauses which apparently nobody—but lawyers!—ever do read. A fact! But you’re interested, of course, in this particular case—because one of the contracting parties is a lawyer.

			“To be quite honest with you, however,” he continued, “this ‘lawyer’ was only a potential lawyer when all this happened. And was raising money, through the contract I refer to, on which to go to college—and thence later to law school. Raising it on a valuable inheritance. But since she had firmly in her mind to become a lawyer—she should, we will concede, have exercised in her signing of papers all the sagaciousness of a lawyer.”

			“She should indeed,” affirmed Mr. Wainwright critically. “And I don’t yet see how—”

			“Well this girl, Elsa Co—but here, I should not mention actual names—hardly!—and so—”

			“Be assured. I beg of you,” declared Mr. Wainwright, “that I shall forget entirely Miss Coe’s identity.”

			“Good!” said Allstyn, with the faintest of smiles. “Well—having accidentally named her, I’ll continue anyway to call her Elsa—yes!—Elsa was only a few months over 18 when she signed this particular contract. For this, you see, was 6 years ago. And because 18 years—plus some months—old, she was of legal age, therefore, to make any contract she signed binding. And she was of sufficient years, moreover, you might say, that she should have known better. Today, of course, she does—and very much so! For she’s one of the cutest and brightest little girls—at least so I think!—ever to shoulder her way into a badly underpaid profession—the law, let alone criminal law, which starve to death 95 per cent of those who practice it exclusively. No raving beauty, Elsa—no! No Hollywood screen vampire, Elsa—hardly! Nor—but anyway, be that as it may, the other contracting party was her uncle, a man named Silas Mof—ahem—what on earth is wrong with me today?—for here I am again giving actual names!”

			“The name of Mr. Cyrus Muff,” said Mr. Wainwright with extreme dignity, “I shall proceed to forget as though I never heard it.”

			“Good! Well, he—yes, Mr. Cyrus Muff!—slipped a joker in on her. Yes—Elsa. Nothing—as he afterward privately told her—but without witnesses to hear him say it—that he intended—or would even think of—enforcing! No! Something putatively intended—as he hypocritically put it—and also, of course, without witnesses—to teach her a valuable lesson in law—her new proposed profession—that she would never forget. And which, as I think I have said, did prove the lesson supreme. For Elsa. For I am sure that she would not today sign a check in her own checkbook—that is, if she had enough legal business, poor child, to sport a checking account. But as I just started to say, Elsa wouldn’t today sign a check in her own checkbook without first reading every one of the printed words. For her uncle, as I just stated, slipped this joker into that contract. And since the contract had to be recorded against a certain highly valuable piece of real estate—”

			“Why?” asked Mr. Wainwright, businesslike. “I ask this for the reason that this joker, I take it, contained perhaps only 50 words or so?—and, at $100,000, that would have made it a piece of writing potentially worth—hm—yes, $2000 per word. So much more than I get per word that—that—that I am interested.”

			Allstyn smiled.

			“Well, it was just that when Elsa’s father died—when she was 17—he left, as his only estate, a great square block of vacant land on the northwest side, worth conservatively—at least today—around $130,000; and known as Co—ahem—yes—Coe’s Nugget! ‘Nugget’ because, perhaps, the district around it is well built up with modern apartment buildings—and many builders have eyed it covetously; or ‘Nugget’ because Dan Co—um—Dan Coe—had held on to the thing from the time he’d inherited it from his own father. Anyway, he left it, with its taxes paid up for at least 15 full years in advance, to—”

			“Pardon me,” said Mr. Wainwright, frowning so terrifically that his eyeglasses tilted precariously forward on his patrician nose, “but if that was all Mr. Coe had to leave, how could he pay the taxes on it up that far ahead? And why should he?”

			“Did you ever own a judgment against the City of Chicago?” asked Allstyn. “One gained from, say, the condemnation of a piece of your property?”

			“I never did,” pronounced Mr. Wainwright. “And never expect to! I am fortunate in that I own my own typewriter!”

			“Well, this man did,” explained Allstyn. “He got it for the condemnation of a small lot on the West Side, the lot lying fortunately in the direct line of some proposed new Chicago thoroughfare. And it—the judgment—was quite non-collectable! And likewise consequently unsalable. So Dan Coe just turned it in to the city against taxes not yet accrued on his—his Nugget. Now is it clear?”

			“It is—yes. But I am anxious to know about this joker. Because the very, very few clauses in my contract have turned out to be—all jokers! They have indeed. And—but this gentleman, Mr. Coe, left this property, you say, to Miss Coe—”

			“To Miss Coe—yes; and to Mr. Muff—yes. That is, it was left to them jointly, in the proportions of 1/10 interest to her uncle—and 9/10 to her. Dan Coe did not, however, wish the property sold at the frightfully low values then prevailing in the real estate doldrums of the mid-30’s—he wanted it held unsold till around 1945, when it would not only have recovered its rightful value, but would have become, perhaps, considerably aggrandized; and when, moreover, his daughter would have reached enough maturity of mind that a large sum of money, gained through a real estate transaction, wouldn’t trickle through her fingers. And so, in a will which he wrote up himself, and without the help of an attorney, he provided, in a series of ingenious legal restrictions and provisions, into which, Mr. Wainwright, I shall not endeavor to go—since manifestly you are considerable of a layman in real-estate matters—he provided that his property could not be sold, mortgaged, nor partitioned as long as his daughter Elsa was part owner in it—up to, that is, her 30th birthday. After which—but any questions, perhaps!”

			“One,” replied Mr. Piffington Wainwright, succinctly. And continued:

			“While, truly, I am not legally minded, Mr. Allstyn, I confess that I do not see how, under those particular restrictions you have just stated, she—Miss Coe—could very well have ceased being part owner in the—er—Nugget?”

			“How? Why, by her death, of course. And her heir coming in on her share. Or by—but wait—and you shall see.”

			“Well, Elsa,” the lawyer continued, after a pause, “decided, shortly after she was 18, that she wanted to go to college and then law school—a project involving tuition and living expenses for 6 long years—or at least $5000. So since she was prevented, through her father’s legal restrictions, from raising the money by mortgaging her interest in her inheritance, she proposed to her uncle that if he would pay her the sum of $5000 cash—which she could put in a bank to use for her education—she would sign a contract assigning to him $15,000 of the receipts of her eventual sale of her 9/10 share of the property, taking place when she was 30, and would agree moreover to join with him, in selling it, within not more than 3 years after that date. Well, he grabbed at the deal, of course, for it constituted a gilt edged loan providing virtually 13 per cent interest per year. And without violating the Illinois usury laws.

			“So he drew up the contract. Which, by consummation, would give him his 1/10 interest in the Nugget and a full interest in exactly $15,000 of Elsa’s eventual receipts out of her 9/10 interest—and leave her a round $100,000 or so monetary interest in the Nugget. And she signed the contract, receiving from her uncle a certified check for $5000. And it was thus, you see, that the contract had—of necessity—to be recorded against this piece of real estate; and thus, you see, that the joker in it naturally becomes likewise recorded against the piece. But the joker—alas!—was of such deadly nature that it could have cost Elsa her whole $100,000 ownership in the property. If either of two certain contingencies—either of which were quite possible—even probable—ever arose in the future.”

			“And—and she signed it!” Mr. Wainwright half groaned. And passed a small hand over his forehead. “Signing a contract—without reading it—I just can’t underst—”

			“Neither can I,” added Allstyn brusquely. “But my 1476 cases of record prove otherwise. And in Elsa’s case there was, perhaps, more justification than in the whole other 1475 cases! For one thing, she had no idea whatsoever that her own dead father’s half-brother would even dream of doing her a legal and monetary harm—particularly since the contract in question was an extremely lucrative one for him. And for the other thing, she was having a love affair with a boy—her first love affair I guess—she was just over 18, you see—and was rushing off to a dance where he was to be. Anyway, her uncle, with whom she was temporarily living, sprung this contract on her just as she was in a mighty pother to be off; she took it in to his bedroom to read while she hurriedly powdered her nose and rouged her—ahem—you know!—fixed herself up—and the contract—well—it got second place—to her petite freckled nose! For when she emerged—to rush off to the dance—she hadn’t bothered to read a word of it. And signed it—lock, stock and barrel—before witnesses.”

			“And you set it aside—for her?” asked Mr. Wainwright eagerly. With tense eagerness. “On that very score? For of course I noted, Mr. Allstyn, when you first broached the young lady’s predicament, your use of the word ‘conceivably’ with respect to her eventual loss. And then—just now—your statement that this joker could have cost her $100,000.” He paused. “You set the contract aside—on the score that she had not read it?”

			“On the score—that she had not read it?” repeated Allstyn, amusedly. “No, I did not. She came to me later—yes—and after she no longer resided with her uncle—but I did nothing so foolish as you outline. For—for one thing—she had stated, remember, right in front of two witnesses—and in reference to her uncle’s pointed query as to whether she had read the paper faithfully, and knew what she was signing—that she had read it. Poor child—she confided to me later that she was frantic for fear her newly acquired boyfriend would be dancing with some other girl. ‘Some really pretty girl’—as she put it! And—”

			“Perhaps,” ventured Mr. Wainwright mildly, “her uncle set the clock ahead on his bureau—or perhaps over his whole house—to throw her into a mad rush?”

			“Bravo, Mr. Wainwright! For many years I wondered why Elsa had been in such a pother to get to that dance—only to get there before it had even begun! You’ve solved it!”

			“But,” persisted Mr. Wainwright, who manifestly was far more interested in the cryptic “Elsa’s” contract than in “Elsa” herself, “you broke this contract?”

			“No,” declared the lawyer, “I did nothing so foolish as that. Rather—let me say—as attempting that. For with this contract she had, as it were—and as we state it in real estate law—‘clouded her title’ to that piece of property. And clouded it in such manner, moreover, that any lawsuit about the contract would have clouded it further. And result in but one thing, to wit: that even if Elsa didn’t eventually lose her 9/10 interest—or her 9/10 interest minus $15,000—in it through the arising of the one or the other of the contingencies outlined by that confounded joker, she would never be able to convey her interest—i. e. to turn it into cash. For builders, you see, don’t put up half million dollar apartment buildings on land that has been technically forfeited by the conveyor! And—”

			“But just how,” queried Mr. Wainwright—and somewhat plaintively, “would she have thus—forfeited her interests For the restrictions prevented her from even selling it!”

			“How?” repeated the lawyer. “By the exercise of the most devilish dynamite-laden thing in real-estate law: the quitclaim! In this case—the so-called ‘contingential quitclaim.’ For that joker clause, you see, provided that if either of those two certain contingencies arose in Elsa’s life—before, that is, she was 30—the contract was to constitute a quitclaim, to her uncle, for $5000 cash, of all her right, title and interest to the property! And the matter of ‘quitclaiming,’ you see, had been unfortunately overlooked by Elsa’s father in his various restrictive prohibitions. And to quitclaim—straight or contingentially—is something which, under the particular conditions existent, she had the inalienable right to do. Most definitely so—yes!—in the face of last year’s decision by the Supreme Court of the United States, in the case of the Idaho and Wyoming Oil Company versus Henry Barrows, owner of an estate partly in trust and partly not—and executor, by golly, of two quitclaims—one direct, and one contingential—and the latter hinging on nothing more than the amount of rainfall in a given county in a given period! Yes, the right of Elsa to quitclaim was one hundred per cent legal And a fully consummated quitclaiming, on her part, is something that would not merely give her uncle full ownership of the Nugget—but would make it possible for him immediately to sell—since her quitclaim, don’t you see, would make her no longer ‘part owner’ in it.” Allstyn paused. “And quitclaim is exactly what she did—if, that is, either of those two aforesaid contingencies ever arose.”

			“And I presume,” said Mr. Wainwright, musingly, “that once that property would be reconveyed by Mr. Muff—it would be utterly unrecoverable—by Miss Coe? On any basis—whatsoever? For I once had an aunt who had the possibility of recovery of a lost title, but the piece of real estate became passed, though once only, in the meanwhile, and—”

			Rutgers Allstyn raised a hand to indicate that an obvious case need not be rehearsed to him.

			“Quite correct. And in this case I might say that should Mr. Muff ever acquire technical ownership of that square block of valuable land, it would immediately be reconveyed by him within a few minutes to a certain rascally son-in-law he possesses—and in turn to the son-in-law’s father, who is a large builder on the Northwest Side. And who covets the site. And it would then be 101-per cent unrecoverable in law on any score whatsoever—even that of temporary insanity!—which young love, at 18, undoubtedly is!”

			But Mr. Wainwright’s face showed that he did not grasp passion of that type. Nevertheless, he asked an eager question.

			“Well what, Mr. Allstyn were you able to do for this girl then?—if, as you say, you dared not attempt to assail the contract?”

			“My advice to her,” stated Allstyn slowly, “had to be—believe it or not, Mr. Wainwright—to let the contract stand as was; but to counteract neatly that dangerous joker in it. In other words, to pull a certain swift one. On that rascally uncle! And I showed her a one hundred percent certain chess move by which to do exactly this. And, later, we made arrangements for the making of this chess move. And so—when it comes time for these possible contingencies to arise—well, they just can’t now; for the cards are all in her hands.”

			“But what were the two contingencies?” eagerly asked Mr. Wainwright. “By which she virtually kissed her $100,000 interest in her own property good-by?”

			“Well, the joker provided, Mr. Wainwright, that in the event that—” Allstyn stopped, and studied his client.

			“Maybe,” he said musingly, “I oughtn’t to tell you this—inasmuch as it’s never been publicized in any newspaper story, thanks to Silas Moff—ahem—Muff’s—having undoubtedly passed something to the recording clerk. However, facts are but facts. And I rather think you’re an individual who can keep his mouth shut.”

			“I am, believe it or not,” Wainwright assented.

			“I am sure you are,” the lawyer said. “Well—” he paused. “Well, the joker in question provided that in the event this girl failed to gain an acquittal in her first criminal case, or was disbarred during her first three months of practice—then that paper I spoke of was a quitclaim!”

			“And how,” Mr. Wainwright asked plaintively, “if you don’t mind telling me—did you effect a sure method of counteracting the joker?”

			“Very simply,” pronounced Allstyn, grimly. “I have a brother who is a judge on the Criminal Bench. Just now, however, in India on a trip. And it’s all arranged that when he comes back and ascends the bench again, Elsa is to be given some case due to come up before him, where acquittal of the defendant is all preordained. By ineluctable facts, you see. One of those purely formal trials. And that—that will be her first case.”

			“And pending which, Mr. Wainwright countered, “Miss Coe is naturally not chancing matters—by practicing?”

			“Oh no! Miss Coe is not chancing matters by going into court as a trial lawyer. But is practicing. Advising, you know—and so forth—on the outside of courtrooms.”

			“Well what,” asked Mr. Wainwright, “if she were suddenly appointed, by some judge, to defend some defendant? Right—right off the bat?”

			Allstyn raised his brows quizzically. “In such case, she’d have to get in touch with me—and let me pull the wires with the Chief Justice of the Criminal Assignment Bench, who is a friend of mine, and would get her released. That’s all there would be to that. I wouldn’t even have to explain to him.”

			“Yet it’s too bad,” Mr. Wainwright now said, “that her contract wasn’t smash—”

			“No,” said Allstyn firmly. “I assure you, my dear young man, that the method I just outlined was—and is—the simplest method of sidestepping that dangerous clause. And, thanks to it, she cannot now lose her $100,000 interest in her property. For she has the precise chessman—and the precise move—namely, nonappearance in court just now, and appearance later on, under circumstances arranged by my judiciarial brother—to render her provisional quitclaim quite impotent. I have related the whole case solely to show you how people sometimes can cut their own throats—with their own fountain pens.”

			“And all of which narration cheers me up very much,” was Mr. Wainwright’s comment. “For I sure would like to smash my contract and—but here—here is my contract.”

			And he handed his single sheet of paper to Allstyn.

			Allstyn unfolded it. Its jet-black typewritten lines were in carbon imprint only, but it was signed with many and various names, as undoubtedly was its original counterpart. And tilting back at ease in his swivel chair, Allstyn proceeded, with considerable curiosity, to read the extremely brief document.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXI

			An Offer, and an Acceptance

			State’s Attorney Vann, seated in the single wooden chair in the incommunicado cell of “John Doe,” tilted back against the cold stone wall, stared with puzzlement at his brown-eyed reddish-haired and quite cheeky prisoner. “So you won’t tell me anything, eh?” he said.

			“Why should I?” asked the other coolly, from the edge of the hardwood shelf-like bench where he sat. “You’re the State’s Attorney. Your business is prosecuting, isn’t it?”

			“Very much so—yes,” assented Vann. He was speculatively silent. And then barked suddenly: “Got a police record?”

			“Why ask me?” grunted the other. “You’ll know—within a few hours. For they took my fingerprints out there.” And he held up his ten fingers, around the balls of which faint black rings showed.

			Vann gave a helpless gesture with his own hands.

			“Well—why not say then, now?”

			“Listen,” was the other’s gruff retort. “You’re leading—in this race. And I’m following the pace to the 6-furlong pole—and holding anything I got in wraps.”

			“Following the pace?” echoed Vann. “To—to the six furlong pole? And holding—oh yes—I get it. Been a track tout in your day, eh?”

			The reddish-haired man stroked his chin as though perhaps he’d said too much. Then he replied. “Maybe! Maybe even a bookie. Maybe only an odds-checker. Maybe even a jock—in my youth!”

			“That last is easily believable. You’ve got a slim build as though you’d been light when you were a boy. How old are you?”

			“What do you think?”

			“Thirty-five. Am I right?”

			“Your error isn’t what you might call egregious.”

			‘Ho! Had some schooling, haven’t you?”

			“Not so much as I might have had—if I’d lived in the 5th century.”

			‘The 5th cent—why?”

			“Because Confucius, Buddha, Zoroaster, Socrates, Plato, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides were all alive in that one century.”

			“Hm? You know things that I don’t.”

			“And why shouldn’t I?”

			“No reason at all,” said Vann testily. He paused. “Well, I hear you’re going to make things hard for me? That is—that you’re going to try to! With a long-drawn-out fight against indictment—and then against going to trial—going, in short, to use up a half-year or more?”

			“Did I say that—to anybody? I did not. What the hell difference, I’d like to know, would it be to me whether I was tried tomorrow—or a year from tomorrow? The verdict would be the same, wouldn’t it? As a matter of fact, I’d take a trial right tonight—tonight, Mr. State’s Attorney!—and a bench trial to boot!—if I could get it before Judge Hilford Penworth.”

			Vann screwed up his forehead. “Of course,” he said grumpily, “that’s baloney that you’d take a trial tonight, but—but why Hilford Penworth, if I may ask? You been up against him before? And he was ‘easy’—with you?”

			“Hell—no! I never saw the man in my life. Would I be willing to go up against him again—if I had a trial record? No, I’ve got it from good authority—authority inside the law-chap in another city, however—that Penworth is the one judge on the criminal bench here in Chi who has an ultra-legal mind.”

			Vann laughed mirthlessly. “And God help you—if you come up against a strictly legal mind! You’d get the chair—in front of such—whereas, I’ll freely concede, in front of a jury of non-legal minds, you might, yes, you might come off with life imprisonment only.”

			“Well,” retorted the other gruffly, “I said what I said. Give me a legal mind—Penworth—and that’s all I’d ask. However,” and he shrugged his shoulders. “All this would be impossible anyway. So why discuss it? There’s the matter of indictment and—”

			“And coroner’s inquest—and everything,” admitted Vann. “However, for your education, Doe, let me say that a coroner’s inquest over the man you bumped off requires only 5 minutes—and will be over, moreover, by 3:30 o’clock or thereabouts today. While an indictment can be secured by the State’s Attorney from the sitting grand jury—and there’s always a grand jury sitting—in 10 minutes—in 5, in fact where the defendant waives contest, and requests the indictment under the law. As sometimes happens. So you see how little you know? However, about Judge Penworth, I happen to know he hasn’t heard a case in 6 months. Because he’s been hopelessly confined to his home, on Prairie Avenue, with severe gout in his right foot and equally severe arthritis in his left knee. Practically doesn’t leave his bedroom. And if it weren’t for that, believe me, I’d call your cheap bluff about him, because—”

			“Because why? And why—cheap bluff?”

			For good and sufficient reasons, Vann did not answer that first query. But did the second.

			“Why—bluff? Because that’s what it is—based on some knowledge on your part that Penworth’s laid up. But you’re playing close to the cushion on a belief like that, for Penworth would hold a trial in a minute—if I asked him—with an open-and-shut case like yours, certain to be settled within two hours at most. Except that—”

			“Yes? Except that—what?”

			“Except that, of course, he couldn’t go down to the courthouse. Which makes your bluff 24-carat!”

			“Oh, it does, eh? Well, do you imagine for a minute that I don’t know a judge can determine any spot he wishes for his courtroom? His own house—if he wants to? So—where’s my bluff now, eh? It’s you, S. A., who’s the cheap bluffer. For you need an entire year to lay out a case against me. O-kay! You shall have it. But a full year. For when I get hold of a lawyer—which I haven’t got yet—I’ll first file a—”

			“Wait!”

			Vann was staring unbelievably at his prisoner.

			“Wait, Doe! Are you really on the level—with what you says Would you actually take a trial—before Penworth—and tonight? And would you sign a jury waiver in the next hour?—and a request to the grand jury for immediate indictment to clear self of criminal charge!—as it’s called?—and a petition for immediate trial?—and an acceptance of tonight as a trial date?—if I sent them all over to you?”

			“Certainly I would. So what—”

			“So—what? Hell fire, if you would—if you did—I can get you the trial okay—right in Penworth’s own home. For he lives—alone and a bachelor—in an ancient old house with rooms like—like barns. Like carbarns—so far as that goes. And he—but hell,” added Vann, disgusted with himself for having talked, in semi-friendly mien, this long with a murderer and safe-burglar, “you’re dishing out the bunk.”

			“Am I?” said the other coolly. “I’ll show you whether I am or not. Send over all those papers you have to have signed—and I’ll sign ’em. And I’ll go before Penworth tonight. For the sooner I go on trial—the sooner I can be on my way.”

			Vann stared at the other. This was so good an offer for his purpose that it was literally too good to be true. “You’d better think on it,” he said cautiously. “For five minutes.” And rang for the turnkey. “Because I don’t want to go to all that trouble—if you’re going to change your mind. Yes, think on it. I’ll be right back.”

			But, on the other side now of the big iron-barred door, Vann turned to the prisoner. And through the grating asked a single question.

			“Who’d be your mouthpiece?”

			“Mouthpiece? Oh—I don’t need one.”

			“Don’t need one? Oh—yes—you—do! If for no other reason than that your trial might be set aside by a higher court if you didn’t have one. We-ell—if that’s your dodge, Doe, we’ll just call it a day and—”

			“No—wait!” The other was at the grating. “I tell you I don’t want a mouthpiece. Nor need one. But if you insist on my having one—okey, then.”

			“Well—who would you want?”

			“Why ask me? I—I don’t know any mouthpieces—here in Chi.”

			“So?” retorted Vann. “So! Then they imported you in here for that cribcracking job, eh?”

			“Oh, sure—sure,” said the other, with what proved, however to be sarcasm. “I was flown in here all the way from—Cicero!”

			“And that,” declared Vann, “may be more truth than poetry. I’ve known more than one cribcracker who came from Al Capone’s territory just the other side of our west boundary. I wouldn’t be surprised if I picked up a hot pedigree on you—out there in Cicero.”

			“You might at that,” agreed the other laconically. “And then again—you might not! But let’s get back to business. I told you I was willing to go to bat. Tonight. Before Penworth. Penworth only. And if you think I have to have a mouthpiece, then pass me one—any one. The Public Def—”

			“We don’t have a Public Defender any more,” said Vann curtly. “The office has been abolished. If you had no lawyer of your own, the judge himself, in that event, would assign you one. And—however, wait a minute.” And Vann went up the empty corridor lined with equally empty cells, and into the triple-glassed telephone booth standing at the further end. Where he rang the Criminal Records Department at the Detective Bureau. “Riggs talking,” came an alert voice on the other end of the wire.

			“Vann speaking, Riggs. I don’t suppose that by any chance whatsoever you’ve yet dug up a pedigree—on that noon-hour arrest made by the Squad Car Number 18? The fellow, I mean, who’s being held in my own lockup?”

			“No, Mr. Vann, I haven’t. But I can tell you definitely right away that he has no record here in Chicago. Including Cicero.”

			“Including Al-Caponeville too, eh? So he’s an out-of-towner? But—how do you know all this so soon, Riggs! And how do you happen to be able to include Bad-Man-town to our west, there?”

			“Well, Mr. Vann, your man has an unusual pattern on his thumb that throws him definitely in a category in which there isn’t over 300 cards. And almost an equally odd one on his index finger that puts him in a sub-class of that with not over 20 cards. Which makes it possible to say, right off the bat, that he has no record in Chicago. Since he was a special pickup of yours, I tried to make things as complete for you as possible. And called up Charlie Graines, who handles the Cicero records at present; and gave him the two patterns on the phone. And got a reply even while our connection was still on. No record. But of course your man may have plenty of records—in some other burg.”

			“Yes. Maybe and probably!”

			“What are you holding him for, Mr. Vann r’ If you don’t mind saying?”

			“Watch the papers!” replied Vann. “And you’ll see what he was brought into Chicago for. Thanks, Riggs. Send his card over to my office, will you?”

			And he hung up.

			And called another number.

			And, to a man’s voice which answered, he asked:

			“Let me speak to Mr. Silas Moffat.”

			“Silas Moffit speaking.”

			“Oh—Mr. Moffit? I rather thought that was your voice—but wasn’t sure. Well, Mr. Moffit, this is Vann—Louis Vann—the State’s Attorney. Mr. Moffit, you told me about a week ago—in discussing with me the more or less impossibility of your renewing the mortgage on my home out there in Rogers Park, to let you know the moment I had a 100 per cent watertight case—one scheduled, that is, no only to go before a senior judge, but one where absolutely everything was against the defendant, and he had no attorney—nor money for any. Where—in short—as you put it—the case was in the bag for the State—and the trial practically a formality. And you intimated—I trust you remember that?—that if I’d let you know of such a case well in advance—you might extend my mortgage at least till a month or so after election. To be honest with you, Mr. Moffit, the tentative and somewhat semi-proposition smacked just a bit of no less than a certain one of those old-time melodramas played a few years back on the Dixiebelle. That showboat that was anchored here a while in the river—and it—but anyway, you recall your proposition?”

			“Yes, Vann, of course I do. And I admit making it, moreover. Even though, to my mind, your bungalow isn’t at all enough security today for that loan. Which fact you’ve probably found out—if you’ve shopped around any in the market for a new mortgage! And so far as my innocent and friendly proposition sounding like something out of the Dixiebelle repertoire, I don’t see myself how life is any different today in essence than is set forth in some old play. Economic conditions are identically the same—people are the same too, aren’t they? And your mortgage, I rather take it, is just as troublesome to you as the one that may have harassed some noble Southern planter—on the Dixiebelle. Yes? No? And—but dropping showboats, and getting back to business—I said all that you just quoted a minute or so back. Yes. And have you such a case—as you just described.

			“And—how, Mr. Moffit! And one that can’t blow up like one I enthusiastically called you up about yesterday, by long-distance—clear from St. Louis!—four different times. At 4 o’clock. At 6. At 8. And at 10. Though glad I am now that you were downtown—or wheresoever you were.”

			“Well I was ‘downtown’ all right, at all those 4 different hours you name—only the ‘downtown’ in question happens to be Kalamazoo, Michigan’s downtown! For I was in Kalamazoo practically all day sizing up an unusually attractive loan proposition. One with fine security because of a certain absolutely inevitable public improvement—but which improvement lies just far off enough yet, so far as condemnation-money goes, that the owners are sure to have to default the loa—hrmph—anyway, on your first-named call, I was looking the property over, in the estimable presence of the president of the Kalamazoo Board of Local Improvements—on your second, I was making my decision!—on your third, I was getting aboard the Detroit-Chicago Flyer—and on your last, I was stepping forth here, at the LaSalle Street Depot. But you say you had something up my—er—my alley, as it were!—and it—it blew up?”

			“Yes, this morning, Mr. Moffit. Though its blowing up has happened a bit too late for the morning papers here. Anyway, Mr. Moffat, it was the case of Slippery McFinnisy, the notorious old pickpocket who’s been successfully working the Madison Street streetcars for years. He was locked up over at the Bureau, caught absolutely dead to rights this time—with his hand squarely in his victim’s pocket!—and no way on earth to ‘beat the rap,’ as we term it, other than perhaps to get a mighty smooth lawyer plus some judge who is notoriously easy on petty criminals. And my own assistant, Leo Kilgallon, told me yesterday on the long-distance wire that Slippery, dead broke, had signed consent for any lawyer to be assigned him providing he could have trial in front of Judge Mason Beldward.”

			“And Judge Beldward,” commented Silas Moffit, “in addition to being a senior judge—and having disbarring privileges!—is considerable of a sociologist! Avers—if I’m not mistaken?—that criminals are more or less the products of a false econ—”

			“Judge Beldward,” said Vann, “had his wallet, containing $2000, lifted day before yesterday afternoon, on a bus—and it seems that the things he said to my assistant, over the phone, when he—Beldward—consented to hear the case, wouldn’t look good in the—Annual Cook County Judiciary Report! Why—’Slippery’ McFinnisy, taking bench trial before Beldward!—well, it was leading not just with one chin—but with the three chins that Slippery had. Anyway, Mr. Moffit, that was the case I was trying to get through to you on yesterday. But today—”

			“Yes?” interrupted Silas Moffit, eagerly. “And today—what?”

			“This morning I got a hasty call from Captain Daly—yes, night-Captain of the Detective Bureau—that Slippery succeeded in hanging himself, with his belt, from the ceiling grating of his cell at the Bureau—just before dawn. And, therefore, of course, just after today’s newspaper deadline!”

			“Oh, dear me!” was Silas Moffit’s comment. “Why that—that was a classical example of the kind of a case I—well—I—er—had in mind. Because it—but you say you have something even better?—er, that is—more in that category?”

			“And how!—as I said once before. The name of the defendant is John Doe. Burglary and murder. I can’t give you the details of the crime—but they’ll be set forth in the first Despatch out today. Anyway, the defendant was caught with the stolen goods on his person. Admitted—to credible and unimpeachable witnesses—the identity of the goods, and even his actual commission of the crime. Has no money to hire a lawyer—and doesn’t ask one. And last but not least, Mr. Moffit, he’s willing to take a trial—tonight—which fits in beautifully with certain vital plans of mine for using his stolen goods in quite another legal matter—a trial, as I was about to say, before Judge Hilford Penworth. And do you know who Penworth is?”

			“Know who he is? I know him personally. One of the various mortgages I hold over and about Chicago happens to be on his Prairie Avenue home. And in view of the way that long-scheduled Prairie Avenue improvement fell through, the mortgage is as bad a one today—if you ask me!—as yours is.”

			“Oh?” Vann was a bit taken aback. “Well,” he said—for want of a fitting reply, “that—that is coincidental, to say the least. Though on the other hand—if something I heard awhile back were true—it isn’t at all. No!” He paused. “Is it really true, Mr. Moffit,” he queried, “that all you Chicago mortgages are on properties owned by members of the Chicago bar and bench?”

			“It is,” replied the other promptly. “The whole 63 of ’em—from a $500 one up to a $22,000 one.”

			“If you don’t mind telling me—” asked Vann, who had several times in the past puzzled a bit over this.

			“Not at all. Specialization in securities. Rather—in security holders. Far I’m able to look up lawyers and judges from A to Izzard—all their past life histories—and all their future earning powers—through my son-in-law, Manny Levinstein.”

			“Oh yes, Mr. Moffit. I see. And I know of Manny Levinstein, too. He’s an attorney specializing, if I’m not mistaken, in personal injury cases.” And Vann made a grimace of distaste in the phone, which fortunately did not travel via television. “But I never dreamed,” he added wonderingly, “that you were Jewish—for—”

			“Am I supposed to be—whatever my daughter marries?” asked Silas Moffit testily.

			“Well—of course—no, Mr. Moffit,” Vann made great haste to correct himself. “But I realize you could be, in the face of the penchant—of the Jewish race—for Biblical names—and your own son being named Saul—”

			“The damned worthless rat!—the filthy—but go on!”

			“We-ell—it seems as though I’ve inadvertently trod on a sore spot of yours, Mr. Moffit! However, speaking of Saul, he called up my office this morning—”

			“Yes, I know! And without even having been there myself—or even having heard of it. Obviously he heard of the death, night before last, of Holoday, your special assistant prosecutor on rackets, and having once been a rackets assistant-prosecutor himself, he thought you might grab him. Which I only hope you didn’t, Vann—the dirty rat! For he’s not worth powder to blow him to hell—and has long forgotten all law he ever knew—and besides, being disbarred all these years—”

			“But of course, Mr. Moffit, the point on which he was disbarred was only appearance, in court, drunk—twice; and now that 10 years have elapsed, he could easily get re-admittance to the bar. And, by pulling a few wires, without even an examination. But the facts are, however, that I have known for some time that Holoday couldn’t pull through—and personally promised Mayor Sweeney that that purely personal appointment of my own office—or rather, reappointment—was to be his alone. For his nephew—to be frank.”

			“Well, I only hope you didn’t tell that damned rat any of that, Vann. For then he’d have been annoying Mayor Sweeney.”

			“Oh, I—I think not,” Vann said, bewildered as he recalled how equally bitter and hostile Saul Moffit had been, that morning on the wire, towards his own father—and suspecting that the whole family animosity had been created not only by the father having at some time verbally laid out the son—but by the son, in turn, having at some time given the father a beautiful dressing down!—and that neither had been able to “take it.” And all of which, it may be said, was precisely the fact! “For Saul,” Vann continued, “well, Saul, if you ask me, seems to—to have lost his backbone. And so far as his calling up Mayor Sweeney, I think my turndown—which wasn’t at all a turndown—just simply a statement that the appointment belonged solely to Sweeney now—was final with him. I sort of threw the onus of the situation back on him, Mr. Moffit—to ease things up for his ego, don’t you know?—by asking him why on earth he hadn’t called the office yesterday—immediately the morning papers had carried the news of Holoday’s death. For I had, right in front of me, our individual records of all persons who had called up while I was gone—and he hadn’t! And he said he hadn’t been able, because he’d been out of town all day yesterday–”

			“Lying drunk with some whore, that’s all—but go on?”

			“Oh surely not, Mr. Moffit? He’s surely not that far gone—”

			“No? Well, if you ask me, I think the very whore he was lying with is keeping him! For he’s got the soul of a pimp, and the brain of a—”

			“Oh, now now, Mr. Moffit, you’re a bit biased, really. I’m sure, when it comes to—”

			“Listen,” said Silas Moffit gruffly, “the bastard son-of-a-bitch—so I have it on good authority—manages to dress pretty fair—yet doesn’t work. Oh, I know, he claims—at least according to my informant—to be doing night bookkeeping for some brewery. But of course he isn’t. For he hasn’t guts enough to work. He—he hasn’t guts enough to do anything. He was simply lying right here in Chicago with some dirty whore, drunk when he ought to have been trying to get aboard a saddle that he knows—rather once knew!—something about, and—but go on?”

			“Well, all I know is that he was sober anyway, when he called—and said he had been down in Springfield all day, pulling certain wires around the State Capitol Building there, to get his license to practice renewed. But without the formality of examination, of course! And so hadn’t seen the news of Holoday’s death till he stepped off the train in the Polk Street Depot near 11 o’clock, and picked up a morning Tribune that some outgoing passenger had left on one of the waiting room benches.”

			“Well give him nothing—” Silas Moffit ordered gruffly, “—ever! On your staff, I mean. Not—not so much as a job sweeping out. And if the next incumbent of office in the rackets-assistantship dies—tell Sweeney to give the job to the filthiest nigger in Chicago rather than to—to Saul. For he’s a goddamned rat, and a whoremonger, and a nogood, and a whelp, and a pissant, and—a—and I’m mighty glad you’re on the wire with me now, Vann, so I can wise you up in case the next incumbent of the racket-assistantship dies off. For that stinking reptile of a Saul Moff—but let’s get back to our business. The matter of this defendant you’ve got.”

			“Yes, indeed—let’s,” said Vann fervently. Realizing that he had inadvertantly stepped, with both feet, into a most acrimonious family mess—though glad, at least, that the man he was trying to favor was—for good and plenty reasons!—very much on his side. At least when it came to not dealing out that rackets-assistantship to the much-degenerated Saul Moffit.

			“Well now,” Vann resumed, “about this defendant, Mr. Moffit—or rather, speaking now of Judge Penworth!—I don’t need to tell you, I’m sure—though quite confidentially—that Penworth, in addition, of course, to being now a senior judge—and having disbarring privileges and all that—is the hardest man on the bench. He’s known as ‘Lifer Penworth’—and gives about as small a break to any defendant as can legally be given. And so, Mr. Moffit—since this Doe bird is willing to take a trial before Penworth—Penworth, of all persons!—with everything against him, he’s as good as convict—”

			“You say,” put in the other with ill-suppressed eagerness, “he has no money? The fellow Doe?”

			“Not a lead dime, Mr. Moffit, was on his person. He won’t name any lawyer even to be sent for—because he claims he not only has no ‘mouthpiece’—as his kind call it—but he doesn’t need any. But when I told him he’d legally have to have one, he was quite willing to let the trial judge name one.”

			“I see—I see, Good!” Moffit’s satisfaction with all this information was more than puzzling to Vann. But Vann was, after all, interested only in getting the mortgage on that property of his extended—till re-election made new financing a simple and easy matter. “Well, Vann,” went on the man at the other end of the wire, “that—what you’ve just told me—yes—is all I want to know. For I—but are you going to take the defendant up on this! And—can you definitely get his case before Penworth?”

			“The answer to your first question is ‘yes.’ And to your second is: ‘Easy.’ Chief Justice of the Criminal Assignment Bench Mike Shurley—who is my good friend, incidentally—will gladly assign the case to Penworth, if I ask him, in order to clear up a certain dirty mess here in Chicago. While Penworth, in turn—to oblige me—and likewise to help clear up this same dirty mess I refer to—will hold the trial tonight. Of that I am as certain as—well—as that my John Hancock reposes on a trust deed in your vault. Yes, Penworth will hold the trial all right. ’Specially with this fellow—yes, Doe—signing up all the necessary releases and so forth. The grand jury will quickly vote a routine indictment between other routine matters, on a ‘docket-clearing’ request. Yes, Mr. Moffit, Penworth will hear the case I am certain. For he’s not confined, you know, to bed at all. Only to his home. Which will necessitate of course his delegating one of his downstairs rooms as official courtroom. But that’s quite within his legal powers as judge. Even his old court clerk—Fred Mullins, I think the fellow’s name is—has stuck with him, as a sort of valet and secretary, during his enforced exile from the bench; so everything is absolutely perfect for the holding of a trial. By tomorrow morning, Mr. Moffit, I assure you positively that friend Doe will be in no less than the death cell out in the County Jail—and I’ll have his stolen goods which I need for another—and far more vital—case.”

			“I see. Yes, I see,” said Silas Moffit, hurriedly. “All—all right, Vann. Thank you a lot. I must hurry out now. On something very important. Yes. Well, I think you may consider your mortgage now as extended—I’ll have my son-in-law fix up the papers today, and send them over to your office for your signature. Though it’s extended, you understand, Vann, till just after election only. After that—if you get in due to being renominated—you’ll probably have no trouble in refinancing your place. Let’s hope so anyway.”

			“Yes.” And Vann, considerably mystified, hung up. The proposition just consummated still smacked, to him, of the Dixiebelle!—but, whether or no, his mortgage was only too real—and money just now was only too damn tight! So Dixiebelle or no Dixiebelle, he—

			He went back to the cell he had left. Standing, however, on the outside this time. The man who called himself ‘Doe’ again sat on the hardwood shelf, in a lugubrious brown study.

			“Well,” said Vann dryly, through the grating, “have you thought it over? While I attended to a matter?”

			“I don’t need to think it over.” The defendant was over by the grating now. “I told you what I’d do. So—was your matter getting Judge Penworth to hear my case—in his home?”

			“No, it wasn’t. But that’s positively assured, I tell you. The ropes to arrange that are as good as pulled. All right, then. I’m going now. And I’ll be sending over a full bunch of papers in a few minutes. For you to sign. They’ll constitute all the necessary waivers and requests by which we can bring you to trial tonight—before Penworth. I’m going to state in each one of them moreover that we—the State—agrees—on our part—to give you this trial before Penworth—and tonight. So that there’ll be no technicalities later for you to squawk for a reversal on—at least on any such point as that we secured the papers by coercion. I’ll be arranging matters with Penworth himself within the next 20 minutes. And he’ll assign you a lawyer. One who will call on you here—and will be admitted. Satisfied!”

			“A hundred per cent,” said John Doe. “And thanks—Vann.”

			“Don’t thank me,” Vann replied gruffly. “For here and now we begin to play on opposite sides of the fence. For don’t think, Doe, that just because this trial is held inside a judge’s home, it won’t mean—if his verdict is against you—that you won’t sit in the hot seat.”

			“That’s my worry, isn’t it?” said John Doe coolly.

			“Very, very, very much so,” said Vann unsmilingly.

			And left.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXII

			“I’m Your Lawyer!”

			Hugh Vann, seated in the incommunicado cell of “John Doe”—in the same chair, in fact, which but ten minutes ago had been vacated by his brother—reiterated the statement he had just made.

			“I really am your attorney, Doe,” he said. “Robert Arnley—as you can see from the card in your hands. And selected by the court to defend you tonight. So what is your defen—”

			“Hasn’t the Honorable Court acted mighty damn swiftly?” was John Doe’s somewhat dubious query, as he fingered the card which Hugh Vann had just given him, and which did carry the name of one Bob Arnley, Attorney, and which card Hugh Vann had happened, through pure chance, to have on his person.

			“Why, of course,” Hugh Vann said blandly. “The State’s Attorney, while out of your cell here a few minutes back, called the Chief Justice of the Criminal Assignment Bench, who in turn rang me—I was right here in the building—and here I am.”

			“Lawyers—by pneumatic tube, eh?” said the defendant.

			“Something—er—like that,” admitted Hugh Vann. He looked at his watch. His story of the Klondike Building murder was, he knew, on the linotypes right now. If not being locked up. And he must phone in, soon, the full facts of the arrest of this man, the damning circumstances thereto, and whatever else could be squeezed out of that arrest—all to be run in a concise several-hundred-word bold-face news bulletin at the top of that story.

			“Well old man,” he said genially, “I’m coming back later today of course for a good long heart-to-heart talk; but, for the immediate moment, now, it’s necessary for me to know who you are—and what defense, if any, you have in mind to offer to this charge. Please understand—I want, just now, only the pivot of what defense—if any—you think you have to offer. So first—who are you?”

			“John Doe, Esquire!” said the other, dryly. “Does one have to drag in his whole family in a criminal affair!”

			“Not at all,” declared Hugh Vann. “John Doe let it be! And now, old man, in view of the way they’re rushing you to trial—what’s to be your defense? Alibi? What!”

			The defendant was contemplatively silent.

			“Well,” he said at length, “since you are my attorney, I suppose I’ll have to come clean with you.” He paused. “My defense will naturally have to be that I have hypno-mesmeric amnesia as to the whole occurrence in which I’m alleged to have figured!”

			“Hypno—mesmeric—amnesia? What—what do you mean?” And Hugh Vann leaned forward puzzledly. “Just what I said,” returned the other coolly. “Complete amnesia—over a certain fixed period of time marked off by specific mesmeric phenomena—and all caused by oft-repeated hypnotic suggestions.”

			Hugh Vann wondered dully if he were being spoofed. “You—you know the lingo of the science of hypnotism, don’t you?”

			“God, I ought to!” the other said cryptically.

			“Well, what—what is the period of time,” Hugh Vann now inquired gently, “over which you—er—have no recollection?”

			“It extends,” said the other coolly, “from precisely the moment I struck Chicago—which date I do happen to know was October 20th—3 days ago that is, isn’t it?—you see I landed here on a freight, coming from Galveston, Texas, where I came into America on a freighter—anyway, the period of my amnesia extends from the afternoon I came into Chicago, up until the moment I was hustled by those dicks into some door somewhere up there on the street that leads down into this lockup.”

			“It—would!” said Hugh Vann dryly to himself. “It—would!” But aloud he said only: “I do wish old man, you’d—you’d explain this?”

			“I will gladly. Would have to in court, anyway, so far as that goes. But this is the how of it: I’m a drifter—and always have been. My family name is my own. So that’s that. During the last few years, however, I’ve been traveling, in South America, with Königsberg—now dead—and—”

			“He would be—whoever he was,” said Hugh Vann to himself. Aloud he said: “Who was Königsberg?”

			“Königsberg? Why—why, he was the famous stage hypnotist, of course, and I was one of his several professional subjects. Anyway, to boil matters short, he always put me into hypnosis for the evening performance by mesmerizing me first, and—”

			“Mesmerizing you? I—I thought mesmerization and hypnotization were all one thing.”

			“Good God, no! He always mesmerized me first by making me gaze into the receding reflections of a revolving lamp, placed at the focus of some inclined mirrors. You know—”

			“Oh—something,” Hugh Vann inquired, “like that gadget in the window of the Revolving Lamp Drug Store—on Van Buren and Dearborn Streets?”

			“The very identical thing,” said the other easily. And went on. “Well, Königsberg always suggested to me—as I happen to know—that when I would come out from my evening hypnosis, I would have no recollection whatever of what had happened between two gazings into his revolving lamp.”

			“That is,” asked Hugh Vann, “he used the same revolving lamp—with mirrors and all?—to draw you out of your—your hypnosis?”

			“Exactly,” said the other, easily and smoothly. “And then came one day when I had to have a minor surgical operation that was due to cause me lots of pain and mental agony. I would have had Königsberg hypnotize me just before the operation, except that he himself was due to be two hundred miles away. A series of special performances—at special high rates. But he suggested that I gaze on the revolving lamp—he had a duplicate, you see, to leave me—before going into the hospital. Which I did. And beyond that—I don’t know anything. For Königsberg returned some days after my travail was over. And put the lamp on me again. And the only recollection I had of all my suffering—and I understand I had such—was gazing at a revolving lamp. At the focus of some inclined mirrors. Which was, in reality, two revolving lamps fused. I had no recollection, you see, about the period of time between the two gazings. Or mesmerizations—as they call such kind of gazings.”

			Hugh Vann stared. He felt now he was being spoofed by an expert.

			“And later,” went on John Doe, “Königsberg, curious, and ever experimental, tried to restore, by hypnosis, my memory of that hospital period. But it would not come back. It was simply separated psychically—that’s the way he put it, anyway—and floating like a broken-off bubble in the—the subconscious.”

			Hugh Vann looked helpless—and he knew he looked helpless. “Go on,” was all he said.

			“Well, Königsberg finally died. If you consult the available newspaper files, you’ll find he died in Rio de Janeiro three months ago. And I drifted. And finally came on here to America. And to Chicago, as I told you. And on that day, October 20th—I definitely remember the date well—I was gazing in that revolving lamp—or the mirrors in back of it, if you want me to be precise—of that Revolving Lamp Drugstore. Yes—the one on Van Buren and Dearborn Streets. And—”

			“And—” Hugh Vann leaned forward. This was moonshine of the purest ray serene.

			“And I remember nothing further than finding myself, in the hands of several police captors, still gazing apparently into the same revolving lamp—except that the lamp and mirror was now in the window of some tiny drugstore which apparently lies right jam-up next the door where I was dragged downstairs here—that is, from what I gathered, the store gives both on the street and inside the City Hall foyer.”

			“Whadda alibi!” said Hugh Vann to himself. “Complete coverage!” Aloud he said gently: “Well—your story is consistent anyway! For the owner of that store is cousin to our mayor—and did succeed in wedging a ten-foot-wide offspring of itself right in the City Hall here! On the technicality that medical emergencies demanded a drugstore in and on the City Hall.” He was silent. And then asked: “Come in on that freighter—as a passenger?”

			“Hell—no! As a worker. And jumped ship.”

			“I see. And the freighter—what was its name?”

			“The Sao Fillipe,” replied the other promptly. “And you can wire down to the capt—”

			“The Sao—Fillipe,” Hugh Vann was echoing. “Why, good Lord, man—that’s the boat that nearly caused an international incident, day before yesterday. Picked up a cargo of Revolutionary war materials there in Galveston—and shoved off for somewhere in South America—nobody knows where—and left all its wireless equipment openly on the dock—so’s there’d be no contention later by the United States Government that it had wirelessed the ship, and the ship had failed to heave to and return to port.”

			The red-haired man’s jaw fell open.

			“It’s—it’s left port?”

			“And—how! But ’twas in all the papers. Why man, we couldn’t even wireless that vessel. And check your statement. But you couldn’t have muffed that story, It was front-page stuff.”

			John Doe gave a half-hearted doleful laugh.

			“I doubt that I did. But—but the amnesia, plainly, has wiped out whatever I may have read on it.”

			The other regarded him curiously.

			“Well then,” Hugh Vann said, “excepting the fact that you’ve had complete hypnotically suggested amnesia during that 3-day period between—between your eyes falling on those two revolving lamp gadgets, why, isn’t it yet possible that because of criminal relations you entered into with—with God knows whom, you broke into Mr. Vann’s—ahem—safe and—er—bumped off—”

			“Because,” declared the other promptly, and supremely confidently, “I couldn’t do that. I’m not a burglar, Or crib-cracker. Sure—I know the lingo of that sort of thing—from drifting around. But that’s all I am—a drifter. No crook! And just because a man develops amnesia over a certain period doesn’t mean he has an utter change of personality during that period. Königsberg would confirm me on that. I never in my life pulled anything criminal—and so I didn’t during that period that’s now lost to me. In short, whatever I did while in that lost period, I certainly didn’t bust any safes open.”

			“But see here,” expostulated Hugh Vann, “you were caught, after all, with a skull on your person. So you must have—”

			“Just a minute. Some Chinaman’s skull, wasn’t it, who—”

			“Some Chinaman is right! Yes. And with its jawbone fastened to it with white surgical tape—just as it was when it was deposited in the State’s Attorney’s safe. And—”

			“Yes—but from something dropped by a fellow named Kilgallon who was down here, I gather that the deposited skull wasn’t viewed by anybody when it was put in deposit? Is that right?”

			“Well, no, or yes. Anyway, that is—”

			“Anyway, the deposited skull, as I was informed, had a bullet hole through the back of its dome, didn’t it? As did the one found on me!”

			“Yes and—”

			“And it had some surgical work done inside its nose aperture, didn’t it?”

			“I’ll say! And—”

			“And it had some initials, ‘M. K.’ lettered on its back, didn’t it?”

			“Yes. And believe me, my dear client, you—”

			“Well, just hold all that! The skull found on me was my own property.”

			“Your—own—property? Why—where did you get it?”

			“I swiped it—out of a Chinese nose-surgeon’s office—in Shanghai, China. Where I’d been knocking around a few weeks. And just preparatory, inc’dentally, to shoving off—in a freighter—for South America. Where subs’quently I met up with Königsberg. Anyway, the skull was the skull of a Chinese coolie named I Ling—’twas a name a guy could never forget—who had been one of this surgeon’s operative cases, but who’d later been stabbed to death on the docks. And the surgeon had somehow—at least so he told me—got I Ling’s sconce. For office purposes.”

			“So—it’s something you ‘swiped,’ eh? But I thought you said you weren’t a croo—”

			“No, I’m not. And certainly wasn’t that day. For this damned lousy chink specialist offered to give me an examination—I had, and still have today, migraine attacks with terrific pain in the bridge of the nose—anyway, he offered to give me an examination and diagnosis for 5 yi. I gave him a 10-yi note. And, a while later, he refused to give me any change. So, while he was out of the office for a few minutes, I walked out with the Chink’s sconce—to keep as a good-luck fetish. And always carried it ever after.”

			“Hm!” Hugh Vann passed a hand over his forehead. “Are there any customs records anywhere—of your fetching such a skull into America? Or into South America!”

			“Hell—no! From China I went to South America on a freighter. And came back here the same way. ‘Sailors,’ jumping ship, don’t go through customs.”

			“No. Well, who—who was this Chinese surgeon?”

			“He was a Dr. Yat Yut—and there’s another name not easy to forget. The only nose-surgeon, then, in Shanghai. He’s dead now.”

			“Yes,” said Hugh Vann dryly, “I rather thought he would be! Dead, eh?” His voice dripped irony.

			“Oh yes. Quite dead! But you may have read of his death yourself and forgot it. He was killed in his office at—at 51 Tunsin Road. By some Chink patient whose tonsils he’d taken out—and who later killed him, thinking the lost tonsils prevented his—the patient—joining up with his ancestors.”

			“No,” said Hugh Vann slowly, “I didn’t just happen to read that story. Though it’s plain you did. Since—ahem—you can cite it so fluently to me. Well—” He paused. “How’d the bullethole get into your skull?”

			“Oh, I fired that in. In Buenos Aires. To try and determine an argument I’d had with Königsberg. And when I found the bullet would go clear through—well—I forget the argument! For I was on the wrong side.”

			“I—see. And all this—is to be part of your story to the judge tonight? But see here—those initials? ‘M. K.’? Where and how did they come one!”

			“Those? Those are Königsberg’s. Max Königsberg. He told me jokingly that I’d have no real luck with my fetish without them. And lettered them on—half jokingly, yes—and half seriously too. A considerable egotist, Königsberg.”

			Hugh Vann sighed. And pitied, from the bottom of his heart, this fellow’s real lawyer. But he pressed on. For he was getting a wow of a newspaper story.

			“Was that skull—on your person—when you were gazing into that revolving mirror? That first revolving mirror?”

			“Oh yes! Though in a canvas carryall—you know what I mean?—a large square of canvas, looped around some things, and tied at the neck?—like hoboes carry?—fact is, I came on here from Texas as a ‘bindle stiff’—anyway, to get back to your question, the skull was in a canvas carryall, in my hand, and in with it was an extra shirt or so, a suit of b.v.d.’s, and a tie or two.”

			“But the skull only—though now in a crimson box—was in the hands of some detectives, I take it, when you found yourself gazing in that second revolving lamp mirror? And being hustled downstairs?”

			“Right! As I saw when they dumped it out downstairs. Only, of course, it’s rather apparent that considerable things must have happened between the two times I looked into those revolving lamp mirrors.”

			“Rather!” declared Hugh Vann dryly. “Well, just how do you account for somebody having evidently induced you to place your precious stage prop—or luck-piece—or whatever it was!—in a crimsonized box, and—and stand there on the corner with it?”

			“I don’t think anybody did! It must have been some idea of mine. Plenty logical enough—if only we knew the motives.”

			“Yes—if! Well then, how do you account for your saying, to Archbishop Pell, when he asked you what was in your box: ‘Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete’?”

			“If I said that,” pronounced Doe thoughtfully, “—though I’m not at all convinced that I did, considering what I know about Archbishops—I—I must have been kidding, that’s all.”

			“Some kidding, all right. But how would you have known that Mr. Vann’s safe had been broken into? And just such an item stolen? For I happen to know that that information wasn’t known to anybody.”

			“It wasn’t, eh? How about the guy who did the job?”

			“Oh sure, yes. But you mean to imply—”

			“I mean to imply nothing,” the other said crossly. “The information just must have leaked, that’s all. To me. And I must have kidded the Archbishop, that’s all.”

			“Well, do you think that the party who conveyed such information to you will come forward later, and admit it to the State’s Attorney?”

			“Hell—no!” said the red-haired man. “And get beaten up—by the State’s Attorney’s men—on the theory that he, or she, or whoever it was, was in on the crime?”

			“The State’s Attorney here no longer beats up—however, you’ve already learned that. Well, what do you hope for—by going pell-mell to trial?”

			“Why—that somebody who can establish definitely that I couldn’t have been in on that crime—which I understand took place between to and n last night—will come forward, once my trial is set, and publicity about it launched, and get me freed. For since I’m amnesiacal concerning my whole stay in Chicago, I can’t help myself. I—I’ve got to depend on my publicity doing it for me.”

			Hugh Vann rose suddenly. “I’ll—I’ll be going,” he said hurriedly. “And will return at 4 o’clock—to work this all out in detail.” And hastily he rang far the jailer. And was soon out.

			Up out of the lockup, by one of the stairs to the main foyer, he called up his paper. And dictated a concise yet comprehensive story which, he noted, was being grabbed by re-write men as fast as he dictated it. Then he called his brother. And told him laughingly of the defendant’s words.

			“About the wildest yarn I ever heard spun,” Louis Vann declared. “A—a desperate bird’s desperate claim.

			Amnesia? Good God! But I’m glad it’s baloney, Hugh. And something that can never, under any circumstances, be confirmed. The amnesia part, I mean. For of course his claim to have owned a Chinese sconce, swiped from a dead nose-specialist’s office in Shanghai, is just an attempt on his part to clear up the anomalous situation he ‘putatively’ got into—in the ‘putative’ amnesia! Which amnesia, as I say, I’m glad is pure baloney. For if that alone were true—confirmable, you understand—it would mean with absolute certainty that I couldn’t send McGurk to the chair.”

			“It would, Louis? Why—how is that?”

			“Why, because in that case this fellow John Doe would be minus the recollection of who passed the box and the skull to him—and why—and how—and long before he ever reached trial, the fellow who did pull the job would have scattered and vanished. Would, in fact, immediately your newsstory breaks. And by the Illinois Supreme Court ruling of today, Hugh, unless the chain of passage of the evidence is complete, and re-established—i.e. the identity of the man who takes the evidence, and the man who receives it, and any between—the skull isn’t evidence. But you don’t need to put that in the story when you phone it in.”

			“When I phone it in?” retorted Hugh Vann. “My complete story is already, if I know Despatch speed, coming off press! And contains only facts—of the murder, the robbery, and the arrest—and baloney. The latter being this fellow’s ‘hypno-mesmeric amnesia’—and the ‘hopeful alibi witnesses’! And now I rush forth to view my masterpiece in print. See you later, Louis. Good-by.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIII

			400 Words

			Rutgers Allstyn, tilted back in his swivel chair, surveyed first the title of the contract which had just been proffered him by Mr. Piffington Wainwright of the roughed cheeks, and self-confessed author of the “Tiny Tot Bed-Time Tales,” who straightened his flowing black Windsor tie fussily and troubledly watched the examination of his paper through his delicate eyeglasses fixed by their broad black ribbon to his vest.

			The contract began, as so often was the case, with a plethora of capital letters:

			CONTRACT

			[of date September 6th, 1939]

			FOR EXCLUSIVE WRITING SERVICES

			between P. Wainwright (and his assigns if any) and ADLAI, COLLERMAN AND GRIM-SHAWSTER, Suite 1921-1941 Radio City, New York City (and their heirs and assigns if any)

			Allstyn looked up from the single foolscap sheet.

			“First, Mr. Wainwr—but as I am quite a lot older than you, I am going to call you Piffington. Do you object?”

			“Not at all, Mr. Allstyn. I detest formality.”

			“Good! Well, Piffington, just who are Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawst—”

			“They are the largest radio program purveyors in New York. They provide, in short, proven radio programs for sponsors. They are a selling organization as well as a creative one—for they often actually go out and sell some new type of program to sponsors. As a rule, however, they have more eager advertising departments for nationally known products trying to obtain programs through them—than they have worth-while programs to offer. They own their own sound studios—and also, incidentally, a radio broadcasting station of their own. And they control many writers and dramatists—also actors—and innumerable so-called ‘radio-rights’ on otherwise copyrighted material.”

			“I see.”

			And Allstyn looked down at the paper again.

			P. Wainwright, in consideration of $1000 cash in hand to him paid, receipt of which is hereby acknowledged, agrees that his employment in all forms of writing and dramatic construction, whether for radio, stage, magazine or book publishers, motion-picture screen, or television—either in the U. S. A. or any other country on the globe—shall be exclusive with Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster for a period of 20 years from the date of this instrument.

			Allstyn looked up, And whistled.

			“Whew? Why on earth, Piffington, did you tie yourself up—for 20 long years?”

			“Why? Because at the time I did so I didn’t dream but that I had talent only for writing darnfool bedtime stories. A talent the possession of which I only stumbled on—by pure accident. For I’d submitted a couple of tales of that category in the beginning. Which were taken. But I had another reason yet. A friend of mine, working as a clerk in a stock and bond concern, had shown me—by a set of remarkable curves and tables of statistics—how one could, in the next 30 days, make $50,000 through investing only a round thousand. He really proved it, as I say, in black and white. And so, anxious to make myself independent for life—my frank idea was, to be candid, to have a Rolls-Royce automobile with three trailers trailing after it—a sort of de luxe traveling suite, don’t you know?—anyway, I went to these radio people who had been Buying my bedtime stories regularly. And which stories were pulling like the deuce—thousands of kids listening in. Though I didn’t dream that. No. For I never tuned in on my own radio. I—I detest radio. Well, they offered to give me $1000 and no questions asked—not a bonus, you understand, but a sum to be subtracted at the rate of $1 for every future acceptable radio script I should turn in—if I’d tie up to them exclusively for 20 years. I was not forced, of course, to work for them—yet could not, under the contract—at least presumably—work for other similar Firms. Well, Mr. Allstyn, I was so—so darned glad that I was able to get a thousand dollars—just like that—” And Piffington Wainwright gave a careless flirt of his hand, “—and at the same time get probably a long-time writing berth, that I seized the chance. Avidly. And signed the contract they drew up.”

			“And the stock-pyramiding scheme, Piffington?” Allstyn queried. For he knew it was some pyramiding scheme. In fact, he already knew the answer to his question.

			“All the stocks went downward,” said Piffington. “We—we never reached even a book value of $1000. Though I still say my friend’s curves and tables were correct—it was just that some adverse influences must have been at work.”

			“No doubt,” declared Allstyn dryly. “The same old influences that always work—when a man is trading in the wrong direction. Yes—movement in the other direction! Oh, well, I did some of that myself in my day.” And Allstyn, undecidedly, fixed his attention once more on the document on his lap.

			Both parties mutually agree that the above-described sum shall constitute an advance on earnings only, and shall be repayable to the firm of Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster in installments of $1 subtractable from the remuneration for future acceptable radio scrips, but at the rate of no more than $1 for each accepted script.

			Allstyn looked up. “Well—at two scripts a week, Piffington—which is, as I recall it, the number of times per week that my friend’s little girl used to listen in on your—er—creation—your thousand dollars advance would, at least, be paid off in 10 years. But the contract goes on—for another 10 years, eh?”

			“Right,” nodded Piffington Wainwright.

			So Allstyn went on to the next paragraph.

			P. Wainwright agrees to submit scrips in only such fields of radio entertainment as Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster shall dictate and decree. His rate of remuneration shall at no time be less than 1/2 cent per word. Adlai, Callerman and Grimshawster or their radio editors, shall, however, have the right to reject or accept any script whatsoever. P. Wainwright furthermore agrees that Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster may serve legal notice on all radio-agencies, individuals and agents representing same, and radio-studios, as well as magazine and book publishers, motion-picture and stage producers, and producers of television performances, that P. Wainwright’s writing and dramatic services are exclusively the property of Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster, and until September 6th, 1959; and that Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster may bring suit against any individual, company or corporation causing this provision to be violated, and may retain all damages secured.

			This contract shall be terminable without notice by the firm of Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster, but not by P. Wainwright.

			Subscribed to mutually this day of

			September 6th, 1939, by Adlai,

			Collerman and Grimshawster, and

			P. Wainwright

			per Sanford Adlai

			Sam Collerman

			Angus McForster Grimshauster

			P. Wainwright.

			Witnessed, September 6, 1939, by

			Archibald Winters

			Mrs. Mary Cartenson

			Harry Eaclaire.

			Allstyn, noting that the contract bore in addition, at the bottom, even the usual notary-public notarization, looked up, laying the paper down. “Well now, Piffington,” he began, puzzled, “inasmuch as all writing is a form of artistic expression—one form, no more, I should think, then another—why, may I ask, outside of perhaps the financial end—marriage to this girl who—who weighs coal—if, as and when, that is, you both agree as to whether to live in a house or in a flock of trailers!—yes—but which financial end, anyway, you suggested awhile back was not of the hugest importance—why do you even want to negotiate—hrmph!—attain cancellation of—of this contract?”

			“Negotiate—” expostulated Piffington Wainwright. “Attain—cancellation? Bust it, you mean—high, wide and mighty! Yes. But why? My gracious, Mr. Allstyn—why? Because Adlai, Collerman and Etcetera refuses to give me even a chance to try my hand at anything else. Anything, outside of bedtime stories, that I submit to them, they claim is rot. I even tried them out—by a trick—and submitted a dramatic police-crook script done by a crack radio writer—a friend—which later actually went over the radio on the Dromedary Cigarette Hour. They—they said it was rot! And I was to do bedtime tales—or nothing. And—but why, you ask, do I even want to stop! Well, would you want to write, all your life, stories for tots—extending so far on into the future that eventually all the tots of the tots you first began to appeal to would be listening in to your damn foo—excuse me!—darn fool stories of how the Pussy With the Striped Tail—I dare not even, by Gracious, call it a skunk!—took a nut away from Mrs. Squirrel—oh the bad, bad striped pussy!—and ran off and off and off and off—into the big, deep, dark gloomy woods where—”

			“Yes, I heard that very one,” said Allstyn grimly. “Told by—but who tells your creations?”

			“Uncle Griffy, the grand old man of radio. Thank the good God I don’t have to tell ’em! Every kid in the land can tell you about Uncle Griff. While not a kid could tell you about Piffington Wainwright!”

			Allstyn shook his head. The proverbial clown, all right, capable in his own profession—but wanting to play Hamlet. It was sad—if not ludicrous.

			“All right, then, Piffington,” he said. “I guess I get your stance—all right. So now—a number of questions. First—you read this contract—before you signed it?”

			“Once more again, Mr. Allstyn, yes. They even had me read it aloud—before the witnesses.”

			“Ah—that’s sagacity, to say the least! On their part, I mean. Now you weren’t—by any chance—when you signed it—drunk?”

			“Drunk? Merciful heavens, no! A drink of the lightest wine makes me deathly sick.”

			“I see. Well, now was the first approach—relative to a hinder—or an advance—and a long-time exclusive writing contract—made by you, or by them?”

			“Oh, by me—I will admit.”

			“I see. Any witnesses? To your approach?”

			“We-ell—yes. A stenographer and a clerk—in Mr. Collerman’s office. Then, in turn, Mr. Grimshawster himself.”

			“Did these witnesses, by any chance, hear you agreeing definitely to the terms—before the thing was put in actual writing?”

			“We-ell—yes—they did.”

			“Then the contract wasn’t shoved on you—out of the thin air?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Well, in endeavoring to get them to cancel it—as I presume you have—did you ever tell them you were willing to return their thousand dollars?”

			“Did I? I’ll say! Not only that, but I actually tendered it! With a witness present. The witness was a writing friend of mine who has made huge money in the radio crime-story field. A thousand dollars is—is mere chicken feed to him. He was quite safe in the possible loan, moreover. For he knew that if I failed at doing his sort of stuff, I could easily repay him by my earnings on writing bedtime stories—for some other radio material outfit.”

			“Yes. Well your thousand was, I take it, refused?”

			“Unequivocally.”

			“Have you tried to destroy Adlai, Etcetera and Etcetera’s faith in your abilities by submitting poor scripts?”

			“Have I? I have indeed! I’ve written tosh. One was so—so toshy that they thought it was super-stuff, and put it on the air—5 weeks ahead of its turn. So I turned out one worse. It was about a new animal called the Eppy-kittynu. An animal with 5 legs. One was an elephant’s leg, and one a fish’s fin. And the fifth of the legs—believe me or not—wasn’t even a leg. It was an animated, jointed stovepipe—that could walk. Sound-effects there, of course. I couldn’t, of course, motivate the existence of the thing to mere kids by the truth: that an elephant had raped—raped, I say boldly, Mr. Allstyn—a dachshund in a dark alley, with the result that—No! I had to say that my Eppykittynu had been a rooster who had made some wishes to be something else in the hearing of a Good Fairy. With the result that—but you understand. Well, that—that was the daffiest thing ever put on the air! But the kids—they were enthusiastic. The chain got letters from them, all over the country. They wanted more Eppykittynu stories! My rate was raised to $15 a story. For I was then getting but $10. And the station assigned me an additional bedtime story a week—for a small sponsor called the Unbreakable Doll Company. Well, in desperation, I called in my Good Fairy—and wished the idiotic Eppykittynu back into a dachshund.”

			Allstyn suppressed a grin with difficulty.

			“But surely,” he commented, “it must be theoretically possible to do something so bad that—”

			“Oh yes,” said Piffington Wainwright wearily. “It is. I did several such. The firm refused to buy them. And shifted another writer over to the series until I had—as they put it—‘recovered my wits!’”

			Allstyn nearly grinned again,

			“Well,” he asked, “did you ever tell them you would never write animal bedtime tales again?”

			“Yes, I did. And moreover acted on it. I—I struck! But they just said I would get hungry eventually, if not during 1939, then later in 1941—or maybe even in 1951.”

			“Have you tried offering your services elsewhere—though with, of course, a possible lawsuit attached?”

			“Oh yes, But nobody in New York will touch me. All interested parties have been notified that I’m Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster’s tied-up writer.”

			“I see. Have you tried submitting elsewhere as a brand new newcomer? Under another name? Not legal, I confess, in the face of your contract but—I’m curious to know?”

			“Mr. Allstyn, a writer today for screen, magazine or microphone has to virtually give—and substantiate—the entire story of his life, and what his grandmother died of, before they will accept his material. So afraid they are, you see, of plagiarisms.”

			“I see. Have you tried any tiny independent radio stations?”

			“Yes. But not one but has been notified and warned. Oh, I’m not the only exclusive writer, you know, that Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster have.”

			“No, I daresay not. Well, have you at any time thought to go to some sponsor—and try to sell him on yourself, so as to make him demand, of Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster, that if he comes on with them as their client, they in turn will put you to writing his stuff?”

			“Not a chance, Mr. Allstyn! Unless, that is, that sponsor had some sort of a kid product to sell. And I did try it—yes—with the Bristle-Cut Electric Razor people—and the Quadruple-Distilled English Gin people—but the moment they learned I had never had anything commercially put on the air but bedtime tales—well—the interview was over.”

			“Yes, I daresay it was. Well now, last but not least, have you had a talk with either Adlai, Collerman or Grimshawster?”

			“With the latter two I had audiences. They were tough! I’d write, they told me, what I’d proven a success at—or nothing. Look, they said, how successfully Boris Karloff had played apes all his life. Would I, they asked, have Boris Karloff play Romeo?”

			“They—would!” laughed Allstyn. “And the head of the firm, Adlai? Or is he the head?”

			“Oh, yes. For he’s the chief stockholder. Owning 62 per cent of the stock. When he delivers an order—which, however, is but once in a blue moon—that order is followed—for it’s virtually the decree of a combined stockholders’ and directors’ meeting! Him I never managed to meet personally, because he spends all his time in Pittsburgh, where his own products are manufactured. And the few times—or vice versa!—I’ve shuffled from New York to the hometown—he was in Miami. And so—”

			“Just a minute, Piffington,” interrupted Allstyn with a frown. “You introduce, I fear, more questions than you answer. First, how does Sanford Adlai run his radio entertainment company in New York—if living for the most part in Pittsburgh? And—his own products? What are they?”

			“Answering your first question,” replied Piffington Wainwright, “Sanford Adlai is a sort of second—or would-be—James O’Donnell Bennett. Loves to pull the wires—you know?—hire?—and fire?—and make orders?—by telegraph only. Listens in, however, on every performance controlled by his New York company—and jacks Collerman and Grimshawster up plenty, on the other end, if things aren’t just exactly right. But about your second question. His products. Yes, he has several of his own. For instance, he owns Shavene. Made in Pittsburgh. And he owns Glisteno Toothpaste. And I even recently heard that he’s practically sole owner in a new electric razor that’s going to be put out there, and to be called The Morning Glider—or something. Anyway, you queried, impliedly, back there, in asking about him—whether I’d ever had an interview with him. Not personally, no—but I did write to him. During one of the times he was in Miami. And he wrote me back, personally. Said he was sorry, but he’d tuned in on my stuff and knew that I couldn’t do anything one hundredth as well as the stuff I was doing. He even wrote me that his good friend, Samuel Goldwinner, of Metric-Goldwinner and Steuer, the Hollywood screen magnates, had just that day told him of how Nickelplate Films, Limited, had recently made the great error of having a Chinese scenarioist do the Sharley Shan stories—with the result that the audiences walked out on the last one.”

			“I must have seen that one myself!” declared Allstyn.

			“Sharley Shan at the Oberammergau Play it was called. It—it was awful. Every molecule of the ashes of Wiggers Deerly, the original author, must have revolved 90 degrees once about their own axes—in his urn!” Allstyn reflected a moment. “Well, did you try to substantiate your claim to Adlai—epistolarly made, of course—by submitting him a dramatic crime-story script?”

			“Yes, I did. A short one. There were 3 murders in it—a desperate struggle between a heavyweight prize fighter and a half gorilla, half chimpanzee—and a brilliant battle of wits between a criminal posing as a G-man, and a G-man posing as a criminal, and—”

			“Did he deign to read it?”

			“For a miracle—yes. And he wrote that someday—perhaps around 1950—1951—after the public was saturated with crime and action stories, he might put on the air a burlesque of such. And to hold on to my script, And they would accept it then, in lieu of my regular contribution for the Xmas week broadcast, when sponsors won’t pay for a kid broadcast because kids won’t listen to their radios!”

			“Well, he has long-distance ideas, anyway! But now one last question. Why did you come to me, in reality? The fundamental reason now.”

			“Why? Well—I figured you could break my contract for me. I would gladly mortgage my future earnings in the crime-action-story field to get it brok—”

			Allstyn raised his hand to stem the explanation. And shoved the contract across his desk back to his client. “Piffington,” he said slowly and kindly, “would you be surprised to know that your contract can’t be broken?”

			“It can’t?” The other’s face fell.

			“No,” Allstyn said firmly, “it can’t.”

			But Piffington Wainwright Esquire was not one, it seems, who accepted expert opinion.

			“That contract,” he said fiercely, “can be broken, Mr. Allstyn. And you undoubtedly know the one way. Only, for some reason, you dare not tell me. Now I’ve paid my money, Mr. Allstyn—and you took it. And I want—nay, I demand—that you tell me that way.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIV

			Wherein a Judge is Willing to Help

			Judge Hilford Penworth, lying on his comfortable bed, in his blue dressing gown, his portable telephone in hand, his gouty foot bound in yards of lint, and his arthritic knee bandaged carefully, had listened in amazement to the briefly condensed story just related to him on the wire by Louis Vann, the State’s Attorney. His afternoon cup of milk stood untouched, close by his elbow, atop the old Richard Lionshead and Company safe, with its lion’s head cast in deep relief on the door, and its drab silk scarf lying over its top, which graced the small 3rd-floor room where the Judge spent practically most of his time; and so engrossed was he by Vann’s carefully elucidated story that when his eyes did stray vacantly out the one window of the room, leading as it did onto a great drab prairie of uncleared broken bricks and torn timbers, caused by the gradual tearing down of old Prairie Avenue by the wreckers—and due in turn to too high taxes leveled against archaic landmarks—Judge Penworth saw nothing. Now and then he stroked his short white goatee with his free hand, and knew that his unusually immobile and stolid face was—for once—alight with interest.

			And Vann was at last finished.

			“Most amazing—I must say,” was Hilford Penworth’s comment. “And the fellow has a record here, I presume?”

			“Not in Chicago, no, Judge. He was obviously imported in here to do the job. Though from what city I would have no idea whatsoever. Particularly in view of the fact that 90 per cent of all the large cities of U. S. A. are now within 4 hours of Chicago—by air. Imported in yesterday, he was, however—beyond any doubt.”

			“But why, Mr. Vann, do you so definitely postulate yesterday?”

			“Well, I feel, Judge, that if he’d been imported in the day before, he would have done the job—the day before. Yes! Besides—the skull only went into my safe night before last, and it naturally took some time for the news of my custodianship of it to travel to the underworld.”

			“I daresay. But how do you imagine it leaked?”

			“As to that, Judge, I am almost certain now that I know. From something I learned in talking with the landlady of my office girl. The office girl herself, however, is in Indianapolis—and I’m having the devil of a time to get in touch by wire with her. A matter of a wedding party, you know—and a whole troop of young folks gallivanting off somewhere in cars.”

			“I see,” Penworth replied, though he did not at all see. “Hm? Well I suppose you urged your prisoner to plead guilty?”

			“Oh yes, yes, Judge. Of course. But he religiously maintained the ridiculous role of one unjustly accused. And—”

			“Unjustly accused? Hm? Well have you any lead at all as to what type of defense he’s going to offer?”

			“Very much so—yes. Through my—through another party. Amnesia! Amnesia as to the whole occurrence. As to his whole movements in Chicago.”

			“Amnesia? Hm? That would require some rather unique proof, I’d say. And it would—but on what basis will he endeavor to explain his possession of your—”

			“—my skull? Purloined—in a far city—out of a dead nose specialist’s office—and otherwise embellished—by people now dead!”

			“Well—well—well! But I suppose you’d be surprised as the devil if he proved those things?”

			“Surprised, Judge? Why, I—but of course you’re kidding me?”

			“Well, maybe I was. Partly. However, Vann, you’ve got to keep always in mind that only a half-wit would think of offering a defense that he couldn’t at least partly prove. And I take it this fellow’s no half-wit.”

			Vann was thoughtful—and silent. But came back to himself.

			“Well, Judge—the point now is—are you going to help me out! That’s the question! Chief Criminal Justice Shurley has just this minute told me on the phone that he’ll gladly assign the case to you—if you’ll be so kind as to act. And this fellow downstairs in my lockup seems to be in absolute readiness to sign all jury waivers and whatnot—everything, in fact, permitting a trial in front of you; and all because—as he puts it—you have an ‘ultra-legal mind’!”

			“Which,” said Judge Penworth a bit miffed, “I trust I have.”

			“Oh yes, yes, Judge—no offense meant. But the point is, that while this fellow has this bug about ‘ultra-legalism’ in his mind, I want to take advantage of it. And by one fell swoop, as it were, convict him—and get the evidence by which to give Gus McGurk, out there in Moundsville, what he should have had 10 years ago.”

			“Well—speaking as one with an ‘ultra-legal mind,’ Vann,” said Penworth coolly, “I think, Mr. Vann, that—before I’d endeavor to indicate to a possible judge the nature of his decision—that I’d wait till he rendered it!”

			“Yes, yes, Judge. Of course. Yes. I—I was speaking only in an academic sense. Of course, as prosecutor, there’s no doubt in my mind what you’ll give him. It will be the chair. But I want you to know that I do realize you have yet to make a decision—in a legal sense. Indeed yes. Well—the point is, Judge, that this isn’t just a case of knocking in my safe—and killing a poor German. It’s a case of clearing off the dockets the most dastardly kidnaping and murder ever pulled off in Chicago. It—”

			“Very much so!” declared the man, who had just heard himself characterized as one with an “ultra-legal mind.”

			“For if this fellow you’ve got, Vann, were—by some chance—not guilty, then that skull wouldn’t be legal evidence against McGurk.”

			“Do I know it?” said Vann. “So help me God—I do! And, even more than that, I—but I take it that you, too, Judge, have just learned of the Illinois Supreme Court’s decision in the Filched Attested Evidence case.”

			“No, I haven’t,” was Penworth’s reply. “I didn’t even know they’d reached a decision. Certainly, there was nothing in the morning papers to that effect.”

			“No, Judge. The story came out around noon. And what you’ve just stated—as a more or less ex officio ruling!—the Supreme Court today officially decreed.”

			“It seems then,” said Penworth dryly, “that both the Supreme Court and I—have ultra-legal minds!”

			“Now, Judge,” returned Vann, “you’re either ribbing me—or chiding me. But the point is—and still remains—are you going to help me out? I know you haven’t gone downtown for months—for a half-year—but—”

			“Well,” put in Penworth, “could you go to trial—as quickly as tonight?”

			“My Lord, yes, Judge. Everyone of my witnesses can be gotten by phone. Not one requires even a subpoena. I was just talking on the phone, moreover, to one who would be the very chief one—to make sure that he was in town. I refer to Wah Lung, the bereaved fath—”

			“Oh, yes,” put in Penworth. “Wah and I have had a number of chats, up in my bedroom here. He’s called on me—let’s see?—three times, I think. I met him at the time of his trouble. It was thought, you know, that McGurk’s attorney, Fleming Wiles, was going to come before me for a habeas corpus for McGurk—and Wah came to me—quite naively, I must admit!—to ask me in advance if I were going to issue the habeas. I fancied he was maybe going to try to kill McGurk in my courtroom—and so did not let him know what I already knew—which judge the petition was to be brought before. As things happened, however, the whole mess was compromised.”

			“Yes,” acknowledged Vann. “And what a compromise! That gangster, and murderer, McGurk, living on the fat of the land out there in Moundsville for 10 years now—seeing motion picture shows twice a week—reading magazines—when he should have been made a lesson to all kidnapers the world over. However, will you play in—Judge? By holding this trial? Any large room in your house—and, believe me, I know those Prairie Avenue houses, for my wife came from one!—any large downstairs room there could serve to accommodate such people as we’ll need tonight. I’ll—I’ll limit the Press to one man on each sheet. And absolutely all you’ll need to do, Judge, is to appoint a lawyer for this bird—who can represent him.”

			Judge Penworth was silent over a long number of seconds. He knew he was going to accede, and hold this trial. But figured that it would do no harm, in a disciplinary manner, to let the State’s Attorney hang in mid-air a moment or two anyway.

			“All—right,” he said at length. “I’ll hold it, Mr. Vann. And I’m definitely setting it, moreover, for 8 p.m. tonight. Yes—8 p.m. exactly. My court clerk and bailiff will be, of course, Mullins, who served me so well when I was downtown there—and who has been God’s own help to me out here during the last 6 months. Yes—at 8 o’clock he will lock the doors here—providing all your people are here—and will become court clerk, as of former days. Of course, I’m leaving it to you to have your witnesses—and stenographers—and everything. I can’t be bothered with further than what I’m granting. And—but one last warning, Mr. Vann.”

			“Yes, Judge? Thanks a million for helping out. Some day maybe I can help you some way, and—but this warning?”

			“Just this, Mr. Vann. I want to warn you that I’m going to exercise that ‘ultra-legal mind’ you referred to. In short, there’s to be no conviction—much less acquittal—before the trial. And no railroading—during it. In short, you’ll have to establish all your claims.”

			“Okay, Judge! I get it all—perfectly. I have no doubt about the outcome—with you sitting. Nor do I—but will you appoint a lawyer for the defendant, yourself, by phone?”

			“Yes, surely. At once.”

			“And do you mind telling me whom you might have in mi—”

			“No. Not at all. I have a hundred, off-hand, in mind, 95 of whom can probably use the hundred dollars State fee. But I’ll get in touch with Humphrey Humphries.”

			“Oh, yes, I know him. There’s no better criminal attorney today. And I’ll enjoy making Humphries squirm. Moreover, he’ll be absolutely red-headed at being forced to act as defense council—even though he’ll need the hundred dollars like nobody’s business. And—but forgive me, will you, Judge, for talking out of school? Now can I do anything to facilitate things at your end?”

			“Not a thing, Mr. Vann. You fix your case. I’ll have Mullins arrange all the spare chairs in the house, down there in my big drawing room—the room back of my parlor, you understand?—and such several tables, too, as will naturally be required. I’ll have him even hook a loudspeaker onto the telephone circuit. Just in case, you know? You just arrange your end—the courtroom will be ready.”

			“Ah—that’s fine, Judge. Thanks a million.” And saying good-by, Vann hung up.

			While Hilford Penworth, shaking his gray head, laid the phone across its cradle-base standing atop the old safe near his bed.

			And no more than 5 seconds later, a big man—a man at least 6 feet and 1 inch in height—with big nose and bluish veins in that nose, entered the room, a cut-glass pitcher of ice water clinking in his hand.

			“Fred,” said Penworth, turning about on the bed, “you’ve helped me hear many strange trials, haven’t you, since the day, long long ago, that I appointed you to be my court clerk?”

			“I’ll say!” agreed the other laconically, demonstrating by his words the easy familiarity that can come between two individuals through nearly a decade’s association.

			“Well, Fred,” went on Penworth, “I want you to get every chair in the house—and set them up in the drawing room downstairs. Together with two small tables—to serve as adjuncts to the big table already there. And—”

			“Every—every chair—in the place? What—why—”

			“We are going to hold a trial tonight,” said Penworth, calmly. “And right in the house here—for a change! A trial, Fred, for the murder of one Adolph Reibach—and the theft of the skull of one, Wah Lee!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXV

			The Desperate Clown!

			Allstyn, facing his client, the berouged Piffington Wainwright, shook his head at the other’s fierce demand to point out the way—subterranean or otherwise!—by which the latter could break his radio-writing contract.

			“I know no way,” Allstyn said gruffly.

			“But there—there must be a way to break it,” insisted the other.

			“Well, there isn’t. By law, you understand. And why on earth,” Allstyn went on, “you folks who come to me—and have—during the years—with open-and-shut contracts, correctly drawn up, with considerations paid, and all that, expecting that your contract can just be set aside—just like that!”—And Allstyn gave a light snap of his fingers “—willy-nilly, as it were—for no more than the implied wish to do so, I can’t, for the life of me, understand. I can sympathize with you all—yes—for you all have motives for wanting ‘out.’ But understand your case I can’t. For, Piffington, a contract is, essentially, an agreement which is set down in writing and signed in order that it can’t later be broken. Broken, that is, at the whim of one or the other party. That is what a contract is! An unbreakable agreement. Not a breakable one. You can’t set such things aside—much less get any court in the land to do so—when they’ve been signed with eyes open on all sides, by people of legal age and adult minds, and with considerations passed, and whatnot. The best that can ever he done in such cases is perhaps to negotiate an adjudication where a comma is, by accident, in the wrong place—and some sentence holds diametrically opposite meanings. Or negotiate a compromise where one clause conflicts in meaning with another clause. But in your contract, Piffington, there aren’t even enough clauses to create inter-clause conflict. Your contract is open-and-shut. It—”

			“But—but it’s peonage!” almost shouted Piffington.

			“Not at all,” Allstyn rebuked him. “Peonage is quite and indeed another thing entirely—when you look into it. No, sale of exclusive services, for any length of time, is as legal as—as buying that brass Buddha paperweight of mine over there. Yes! Your contract is square and aboveboard. Cutthroat perhaps, yes. Irritating—yes. And all that. But legal. Now you wanted me to be honest, you know? So I’m going to show you how honest I really am. Here—” He removed the brass paperweight from the $10 bill, lying in front of him, and slid the bill over to the other. “Here is your money back. For I don’t really need money, to be candid. And here, also, is your full legal opinion: Your contract cannot be broken—and any lawyer who tells you so will only be trying to get litigation fees out of you.”

			Piffington Wainwright sat dolefully in his chair.

			“Coming from you,” was all he said, bitterly, “I’ve—well—I’ve got to accept such a verdict.” But now, returning to earth, he was restoring—with alacrity—the returned $10 bill to his well-stuffed wallet. One who, Allstyn saw amusedly, did not allow Opportunity to thunder at his door. But Allstyn liked the other’s utter directness—no hypocrisy—with long arguments about why the $10 should not be returned.

			“I’m afraid you will have to accept such verdict,” affirmed Allstyn. “For my opinion is an honest opinion, For I like to break downright faulty contracts—such as, for instance, where somebody has tried to write his own legal paper, and succeeded only in creating something so full of contradictions that the profiting party is glad, before I get done with him, to tear up the paper. Yes, I like to break such contracts—and make large fees. But I can’t break this. No! But enough on that score, however. Piffington, you are a fool! You have a connection which, as you gave me to understand a few minutes back, is now worth 3 scripts a week to you—or $45 a week. You can live where you want to, I take it, sending in your stuff by mail—” Piffington Wainwright nodded. “And you have the ability to sustain your connection almost indefinitely, for you have a God-given talent for doing something that kids literally eat up. Yet you want to—”

			“Oh,” said Piffington Wainwright with a disdainful wave of his hand, “I can do that junk—forever and forever—before even my morning cup of tea is drunk each morning; do it, moreover, with one hand tied behind my hack. It’s the dramatic crime-stuff that I want to do. It’s—”

			“Dramatic crime-stuff? Well, what groundwork—occupational groundwork, let me amplify that—do you have for doing it? For instance—have you ever done private investigative work? But I see you haven’t—by the emphatic shake of your head. Well, have you ever—but just what were you doing, in New York, at the time you discovered you could supplement your income by writing bedtime tales?”

			“I was a lapilist—or what you would call ‘burlap specialist.’”

			“Burlap specialist? What do you mea—”

			“Simply that I had been a burlap clerk who had learned so much about burlap, that I was promoted over the other clerks to the position of lapilist, with an additional $5 a week salary.”

			“Wait. I thought burlap—was just burlap?”

			“So does the rest of the world. No, there are more kinds of burlap—such as that made from jute, flax, hemp, manila—et cetera—and more aspects thereto—and more kinds of weave—than you could ever imagine. For instance, you would not know, I fancy, that it is possible to calculate the exact weave of a piece of burlap by measuring the distance through which the burlap permits visibility of objects behind it. I discovered that—and put it into a formula which is used today to check burlap weave counts. And—”

			“Well, that’s most interesting, to say the least. However, a knowledge of burlap, I take it, wouldn’t be much help in writing crime stuff, at least regularly, and so—well, speaking again of groundwork and whatnot, have you ever gone out to a penitentiary—one like, say, our famous Moundsville, containing cell blocks that are the newest creation in penology, as well as cell blocks that are the oldest and most archaic—and inmates ranging from the softest to the hardest—and gone all the way through it? And talked with the men?”

			“Good heavens, no! And besides, how could I—ever accomplish that?”

			“How? Good Lord, Piffington! A ‘famous’ radio writer like you? Why you could tell the warden you were just in town a couple of hours—and making a study of the ‘radio-mentality’ of the men, having heard that many of them tuned in on kid stuff. On your stuff, in short. And you could—but let it pass. Well, did you ever visit, through the help of a friendly State’s Attorney—or say, an attorney for the defense—a real crook—in a real cell—on a real charge?”

			“Why, no! I nev—”

			“Well, have you ever seen a real big-time criminal?”

			“We-ell—I waited one day—after the radio had announced that Emory Peters had been captured in Elgin, Illinois—I waited next that famous door in the City Hall that’s said to lead down to—”

			“Oh, yes—I read that article too! It was in the Gazette, wasn’t it? Some feature story titled ‘The Door from Which No Man Returneth!’ For the reason that through it go the State’s Attorney’s prize catches—toward the chair! I’ve been through that door myself—but on business. There’s quite a scandal about that tiny drugstore whose show window is right plumb next it. The store with the revolving lamp going ever around, in the focus of several inclined mirrors. For—but maybe you know the scandal, eh?”

			“No, I do not. I may have been in New York—or elsewhere—when it broke. I know the window you speak of—and the revolving lamp—from having waited there—to see that Emory Peters. But not the scandal.”

			“Well,” Allstyn elucidated, “the little store is known, you know, as the Little Revolving Lamp Drugstore. It being an offspring of the more well-known and larger Revolving Lamp Drugstore—on Van Buren and Dearborn. And it—the little store—got into the City Hall—of all sacrosanct places!—with one entrance on the street, and one inside the foyer—through a direct pull between the owner of the main R. L. Drug Store—and the Mayor. And—however—did you get to see Emory Peters—by waiting there—next the famous door?”

			“No, I did not. I waited full two hours. And a detective—at least he wore, on his vest, a gold star, all fringed with little diamonds—though I can’t, for the life of me, imagine for what kind of a deed a red-faced lout like him, with a scar on his chin, would have been honored with a star like that—anyway, this detective came along and said—hrmph—he said—that is—”

			“Well—what did he say?”

			“Well, the filthy oaf said, ‘Beat it, Gertrude, before I run you in.’”

			Allstyn tried to keep his face straight. And to cover his embarrassment added:

			“Well, what did you say? Or did you say—anything?”

			“Indeed I did! I spoke up. And said plenty.”

			“Well—what on earth did you—could you say?”

			“Why—I said to him, I said: ‘You go to hell, you dirty goddamned bastard of a grandmother-raping son-of-a-bitch.’”

			“Ow-w!” said. Allstyn, putting his fists to his head. “Was that telling him—things! And—and what did he do?”

			“He? He looked at me and said, ‘Excuse me, buddy—my mistake. But we police make it a point to keep people moving—in City Hall Block.’”

			Allstyn shook his head hopelessly.

			“You are a most amazing individual, Piffington,” was all he could say. “But of course the said ‘detective’—well that is—but just between us now, Piffington, as man to man, don’t you know—and all in friendliness—why do you use—use rouge—on your cheeks?”

			“Why? For two reasons. One, I am an aesthete. And am pained by my ordinarily pale complexion. Second, my body belongs to me—and nobody else.”

			“Bravo! Your case is carried—on either point alone. Hm!” And Allstyn surveyed his ever collected client. “Well—you sure put a high-up member of the Chicago Police Department smack in his place! For the man you jumped on was—believe it or not—no less than Chicago’s Chief of Police—”

			“No?” ejaculated Piffington, leaning forward, mouth agape.

			“A fact! For you said, didn’t you, that he wore a diamond-fringed gold star?—had a red face?—and a scar on his chin? Well that was Philander Moriarity, Chicago’s famous Police Chief who was known—at least years back, when he was Chief Inspector at the Detective Bureau—as the Nemesis of the Parson Gang, a gang of rascals who were outwitting the police back in the days of your youth, but most of whom are pushing up daisies today—or serving life sentences. Moriarity loves City Hall Block—loves to stroll about it, in plain clothes; they say that on a vacation trip he took to South America two years ago, he wandered his City Hall Block up till time to take his plane for New Orleans—and, on the very first hour he was back in Chicago, went to his City Hall Block first and immediately!”

			“I—I think,” said Piffington Wainwright, “that you’re spoofing me. Either about a Philander Moriarity being Chief of Police of Chicago—for I know absolutely nothing about local politics here—or that, if he is, the man I unloaded all that blistering vituperation on was he!”

			“But I’m not spoofing you,” declared Allstyn, “on either fact. I might perhaps tell you, if you don’t believe me, to open yonder telephone book, look up the name ‘Philander Moriarity,’ and note the words after it which I happen to know say ‘Executive Head, Chicago Police Department.’ I might even urge you to ring him tonight at his home, and catch the sound of his voice. Except for the fact that—”

			“Except for what?” asked Piffington, with a peculiar tone in his voice that, to Allstyn, seemed to say the other was looking forward to unloading shortly some more billingsgate on P. Moriarity—but telephonically only!

			“Except for,” said Allstyn hastily, “that Philander Moriarity left Chicago, by air, last night at midnight, on another vacation—Asia, according to this morning’s Trib—Australia, according to this morning’s Herald-Ex—Alaska, according to today’s early News!—he detests reporters, it’s said, and won’t talk to ’em; so the only thing the Municipal Airport newshounds could get was from the ticket-window, and that he was booked straight through to Frisco, but with a stop-off at Denver—to recover from that ol’ Rocky Mountain airsickness!—till the 3 p.m. Denver-Frisco plane today. And so puh-lease, Piffington, don’t go calling his quarters; for he not only, as now you see, won’t be there, but calls to police chiefs are invariably traced even while they’re being made—and you’ll only get yourself in more Dutch than you were the day Moriarity encountered you there on City Hall Bl—but that’s more or less what I’m really trying to get at: namely, that Moriarity, in accosting you that day, was only fulfilling a necessary and obligatory duty of any policeman high or low, in a troublesome block—yes, City Hall Block—around which there are always so many strange—and therefore suspicious—characters going, just as there are about Old Post Office Block, and—”

			“Isn’t it the truth?” Piffington acquiesced. “Only this morning, while coming out of the Old Post Office, after registering one of my scripts to New York, I saw a girl tramping along the block, and carrying—of all things—a lavender gripsack.”

			“A gripsack? Good heavens! I didn’t know such things still existed. And lavender? How—”

			“Yes, Mr. Allstyn, lavender. For ’twas made of carpet—that had been a brilliant lavender. Anyway, people turned and stared after her like nobody’s business.”

			“No doubt! We’re chronic starers here in Chicago. And as rude as they make ’em. And—however, I was trying, a moment back, to sort of—of plumb your capabilities, don’t you know, for writing the stuff you want to write. And so—continuing along that line—have you ever visited the corpse of a murdered man—in the police department morgue?”

			“The corpse—of a murdered man? Great heavens—no! And what could I discover—if I did?”

			“I’m sure I don’t know,” Allstyn said frankly. “Maybe pick up some clue that would help a State’s Attorney send two men to the chair—or three—instead of one.”

			“But—but my business isn’t sending two—three—any men to the chair. It’s—but anyway, there are no murdered men just now in the Chicago police department morgue.”

			“True. Or perhaps so. For, in Chicago, one never knows what will come to pass between strokes of the clock. However, try it sometime—unless, of course—” Allstyn gave a shrug of his shoulders, “—the sight of a dead man is repellent to you?”

			“Repellent?” repeated Piffington Wainwright in apparent utter surprise. “Why—how could it be? A dead man is nothing but a live man with the vital principle drawn out. If the vital principle that’s drawn out isn’t in itself repellent—then what’s left certainly can’t be.”

			Allstyn passed a hand helplessly over his forehead. “Well—by gosh—I never heard it put quite that way before. However, Piffington, sometimes one’s emotional self finds something repellent. Quite against the dictates of one’s cool reason. And—”

			“Well, no dead man exists,” declared Mr. Wainwright, “that could cause the tiniest flurry in my psyche. Fact is, I once had an undertaker friend who always called me in just before shipping his lady corpses to the house—to apply the rouge and lipstick. He was a clumsy ox—and I flatter myself that I fixed him up some mighty de luxe corpses.”

			Allstyn stared. “Once again, Piffington, I declare you’re a strange chap. For—but getting back again to the concrete matter of building fiction out of at least some semblance of fact, have you ever, for instance, watched a criminal attorney working—in the hours just before a trial?—working desperately for an acquittal?”

			“Why, no, I—”

			“Well, did you ever, then, attend a hard-fought murder trial?”

			“No, never! But why should—”

			Allstyn made a significant gesture with his hands.

			“But you don’t understand,” expostulated Piffington Wainwright, obviously catching the meaning of the gesture. “Authors don’t have to know anything about what they write!” Allstyn’s mouth was opening for a vigorous denial. “Authors,” the other reaffirmed vehemently, “don’t have to know anything whatsoever—about what they write. A fact, Mr. Allstyn! If—if an author wants to stage a scene on the Sahara Desert he—he just steps down to the Oak Street beach—on a hot noonday—and gets the atmospheric ‘feel’ of things. And—”

			“But where will said author, for instance, get, for instance, the lingo that professional crooks use?”

			“Oh—that?” said Piffington disdainfully. “Any 10-cent pulp-paper magazine contains yards and yards of that. Like, for instance, a safe being a ‘pete.’ Hmph! Why, a man could—if he collated the data in those stories—go out and become a professional safe cracker. Could even blow a safe, and correctly measure out the—the—soup.”

			“Well, that builds up my very contention,” persisted Allstyn. “Those fellows who wrote those stories did have the correct dope. Not so?”

			“No doubt. But why should I feel I have to dig it all out again? If they have it—and I get it from them—then I have it. And—and everybody’s happy.”

			Allstyn stared at Wainwright.

			“You are a most blissful combination, Piffington, of theory and—and pragmatism, I have ever encountered.”

			“Indeed? Well that was exactly what a chap who was encumbered with religion—many religions in fact—once told me.”

			“Encumb—well—have you no religion?”

			Piffington shrugged his shoulders daintily. And replied: “Just that while I’m here on earth, I’m here—and when I’m dead, I’m non est—and when my specific moment comes, I have to pass on—like it or not—willy-nilly.”

			“But what do you mean—your specific moment?”

			“Why—that every living thing in the world has a certain moment set—oh, not by some fool score-keeper—no—but by the plan in—in which everything is meshed—for that living thing or person to check out. And when that moment is there—it has to go.”

			“Yonder fly?—the last one of the season,” asked Allstyn, “has its moment?”

			“Of course.”

			Allstyn picked up a wire flyswatter.

			“All right. Now I’m going to whack him into Kingdom Come. Note—I poise the flyswatter. If I come down—I change his moment, do I not?”

			“Not at all. For if you come down, you merely have certified that ’twas his moment!”

			“But good God, Piffington, if I don’t come down, it isn’t his moment then, is it?”

			“Obviously not.”

			“Yet if I do—it is his moment?”

			“Obviously.”

			“Then—then the moment isn’t fixed, is it?”

			“Oh, yes, it’s fixed,” declared Piffington. And then delivered a triumph of feminine logic. “For you would only have occasion to decide to smash him when his moment is nigh and ready!”

			Allstyn laid his swatter gently back—and unused—on the desk. The fly—spared—flew gaily off.

			“Well,” Allstyn declared, jumping off philosophical argument with P. Wainwright with seven-league boots, “you were saying, Piffington, that an author doesn’t have to know a blamed thing about the things he writes. But doesn’t he have to feel the people he creates?”

			“Oh yes, surely. But that is easy.”

			“Easy? Well, I—”

			“Well, of course—you have to have some faculty—for giving imitations. As I do.”

			“Oh, do you? Professionally?”

			“Oh no. At parties—and private gatherings. Last night I was at a party—was there all night in fact, from eight in the evening till dawn—at Buford van der Zook’s, the artist who—”

			“Oh—Buford van der Zook? I know him. A charming fellow, don’t you think?”

			“I very much do,” affirmed Piffington. “One of the finest hosts I’ve ever encountered.”

			“But what do you think of his oils?”

			“I think they’re above the heads of most people.”

			“Maybe that is so. For I—but you gave some imitations at his party last night? I bet he was pleased. For he goes in for unusual and talented guests.”

			“I hope he was pleased. For I did my best. Before his dozen or so guests. And my vocal cords were in fine fettle. For low-pitched imitations—and high-pitched ones. In fact, I did one of Albert Einstein—figuring out a new relativity theory. And I—I even imitated Mae West. Which latter imitation required a wiggle—as well as correct handling of the vocal cords.”

			Allstyn grinned openly at the idea of Piffington giving a Mae Westian wiggle. And hastily got off that subject. “We’re off the track again, I see,” he said pleasantly. “But before getting on again, I must again say, Piffington, that you’re one of the strangest characters I’ve ever encountered in all my professional life. Bar none! You’re—you’re a thousand inconsistent traits, blended together.”

			“But consistently,” amended Piffington unsmilingly. “For no person is really inconsistent, you know. If he were, he couldn’t enter into social or business relationships—carry on—even function in the social system.”

			“Right and correct,” Allstyn conceded. “Well, about my various tips on getting practical hints on crime-story writing, it seems that—”

			“I thank you for them,” put in Piffington Wainwright. “But with respect to all of them, and on all of which I’ll at least reflect, I reaffirm that I can do dramatic crime-story stuff, concerning criminals and policemen, that will raise the hair on your scalp. And I—”

			“Well, after all,” said Allstyn, more kindly, “I really don’t know anything about all that. I confess I can’t believe that Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster would turn your crime-story material down—if it really was dramatic. And convincing. Though God knows I’ve heard the tale about how Zenith Pictures, Inc., in Hollywood made a complete picture called The Bloody Corpse in the Forest, with Bela Rogosi, and finally produced it as The Big Red Doll in the Woods, with Shirley Hemple. And about how Izzy Villmatsch, of United Pictures, started a million-dollar production on a script which he happened by pure accident to pick up in the studio and read, and which was actually a mixture of two different scripts that hadn’t been assorted back into their respective selves! And of how Heimie Berngreiner, the head of Amalgamated Films, instructed his script editor to ‘get hold of this feller Poe in Baltymore’ and ‘get some of them hairraising scrips.’ And of how Radio station W. W. N., right here in Chicago—the World’s Worst Nuisance, I call it!—signed on 100 ‘genuine’ hillbillies for the assembling of the ‘greatest hillbilly band in creation’—and got no less than Roger Hyer’s Orchestra, all out on strike from New York. Crazy—all of those radio and movie people are, I know—from screen to microphone. And—but all I can say, again, for your $10—receipt of which I acknowledged, but acceptance of which I gladly forego!—is that you can’t break the contract. Under which circumstances therefore, the only way for you to get it broken is to—”

			Allstyn broke off himself. A bit embarrassedly. And said no more. Glancing meaningfully at his watch, instead. Then he rose.

			“The only way,” Piffington Wainwright was repeating puzzledly, “for me to get it broken—is to—to what?” But catching the hint that the interview was over, he too arose, though he did not put his hat on his head.

			“Oh—really nothing,” Allstyn replied hastily. “And don’t forget your contract there!”

			“I don’t want the ten I’ve taken back from you,” Piffington Wainwright declared determinedly. “I—I want to know how to break that contract.”

			“Very well,” sighed Allstyn. “Take up your paper, then. But keep your ten. And I’ll finish what I started to say.”

			Piffington Wainwright restored the paper to his breast pocket. And arrested in mid-air his hand which was moving toward the billfold.

			“Well, Piffington,” the lawyer said reluctantly, “no attorney of decent repute ever makes it a practice, don’t you know, to hand out information—or advice—of this nature. And certainly I never have—in all my days in this profession. For it isn’t high ethics—it isn’t, by George, ethics. No! But perhaps in your case—um—there are justifications. Justifications, that is, for at least telling you what some unscrupulous lawyer might tell you. Hrmph! Anyway, the point is this: You have tried a number of mild and—er—genteel expedients towards inducing Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster to tear up, as it were—and friendly like, as it were—your 20-year paper. Which of course they won’t do. But if you should—ahem!—make yourself the fly in their ointment—the—the arsenic in their morning coffee—they’d mighty soon—” he broke off painfully.

			“Make myself—the arsenic—in their morning coffee? How?”

			“How! Hrmph! Well if you were engaged in one of the many lines of work, Piffington, which I have come to be familiar with, through contract work, I could better explicate exactly what I mean. But I know absolutely nothing about the radio-writing game. While you, on the other hand, know everything about it—from writing to broadcasting. So ought you ask me how?”

			“Well no—I daresay I oughtn’t. No. But the fly—in their ointment? And the arsenic—in their morning coffee! I—” And now a great light suddenly went over Piffington Wainwright’s dainty features. “I get it now, really. Or, a the Germans say: Es gehts mir ein licht auf! Yes, I get it quite, Mr. Allstyn. My stance—my stance has been all wrong! For I have been going about, on my very—er—belly, seeking to get the contract broken. And the more I go about thus—the more the other side wants to retain it unbroken. Yes. I see! My stance has been all wrong! I should make them want to get it broken. And it should be they—yes—who should come crawling to me—on their—er—bellies—yes—begging me to accept back my contract. Even better yet, yelling aloud—for all to hear—that they’ve broken it themselves, hear ye, hear ye, hear ye! Strange, confound it, that I had to come up here, Mr. Allstyn, just to get the gist of a most obvious idea. But isn’t that—just like life? Yes indeed.

			“But I have it all straight in my mind now,” Wainwright continued, nodding. “The arsenic in their coffee! And not only the arsenic in their coffee, but—if you don’t mind my vulgarity, Mr. Allstyn—the bee in their pants—in the pants of Messrs. Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster. Yes, everything is crystal-clear to me now. So listen in, from now on, Mr. Allstyn, on your various crime-story hours, and before very long you’ll be hearing one of my creations. Since before I’m done now, Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster shall crawl to me on six knees—well, say four knees, since Adlai always stays in Pittsburgh—asking me to call it a day. Better yet, bruiting it far and wide that I, P. Wainwright, am not their property. Yes, I got it at last. And I’m off now. For I—” He put his hat on his head, “—I positively won’t steal another second of your valuable time. Good day and thanks. And—”

			“Well, how—how,” asked Allstyn troubledly, “will you—er—be going about all this? Which, damn it all, Piffington, I don’t officially—ahem—counsel—or advise. For—”

			“No, I quite understand that, of course. Your ‘suggestions’ are between the two of us only. But how—I think you asked—will I go about this? Well—I wouldn’t know that just now. But I’ll find a way. It’s sufficient, for the second, to know the proper stance. Yes. The fly in the ointment. The arsenic in the coffee. The bee in the pants. How else could—but I’ve plainly far overstayed my welcome—and I am going!” And Piffington Wainwright turned toward the door. “Happy to have met you, Mr. Allstyn. And I’m off now—to concentrate!”

			Allstyn scratched his head. To himself only he said: “This confounded clown would burn up his circus—all the animals—the trapezes—and the sideshows—just to get his chance—to play Hamlet!” Aloud he said: “Well, I’ll be glad, at least—to hear the first broadcast—of your new material.”

			Mr. Wainwright was now at the door. And partly opened it, in fact, and stood with his hand on the knob. “You will,” he replied confidently. “Moreover, I’ll even let you know how I acted on your adv—suggestion. Since, at this second, I don’t know myself. But, as I said, I’ll find a way. Yes—I’ll find a way!”

			And he was gone.

			And a quarter minute later, as Allstyn stood troubledly with his driving gauntlets on, and his bag in one hand, the sound of the elevator gates, in the hall outside the outer reception room, closing on the determined Hamlet-playing clown, filtered in to the lawyer—thanks to the fact that Squires had entered, and had left open the door to the outside reception room.

			“I’m leaving now, Squires—and must run,” Allstyn said hurriedly. “That young man has kept me considerably longer, however, than the five minutes we alloted to him; so I’ll not even try now to go to the Ulysses S. Grant Building and—”

			“Very well, sir. Anyway, the Railway Express Company phoned five minutes ago that that package was the one containing the missing Striebel documents.”

			“Good! Then there’d be no need whatsoever of your having to catch me at Elsa Colby’s. Where now I shan’t be, anyway. Well, it appears we’re all cleaned up then. So good-by—and see you in 3—4 days.”

			“Good-by, sir—and good luck. And oh yes, I didn’t fill out a card at all on that young man—ahem—client, who just called. If you don’t mind, sir, telling me what name I shall set down, I’ll fill same out.”

			“Oh yes. Well, make out one card, Squires, reading ‘Mr. Sentimental Tommy. Address: Land o’ Dreams.’”

			“Mr.—Sentimental Tommy, sir? Surely his name isn’t—”

			“Didn’t you ever, Squires, read Barrie? And didn’t you hear our client, as he went out, say ‘I’ll Find a way!’? Yes, Squires. The name is S. Tommy, Esquire. Good day!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVI

			Ebon Curls!

			Louis Vann, his list of witnesses for tonight’s trial on his desk, a series of peculiar checkmarks denoting such persons on it as had been called up by himself, and a still more peculiar series showing those that had been called by Miss Jason, contemplated his wife hungrily. Dressed in a chic but inexpensive black shopping dress that exactly matched her big dark eyes, the only note of white on the dress being the ruffs of white at the wrists, Miriam Vann seemed—at least to Louis Vann regarding her now—younger than the day he had married her. Though whether or no, he was quite certain that he loved her more today than on that memorable day. And if he had any doubt of this, the little concrete resultant of that marriage now sat on his knee, her black curls seemingly carved out of ebony, her brown eyes exactly like those of her mother, her two-year-old person a sort of elf.

			“Gosh, darling,” he was saying to Miriam, “but I sure am glad you stopped off. For—wurra, wurra!—I can’t come home tonight—and that after being out of town these few days.”

			“No?” Miriam inquired. “Why not, Louis?”

			“I go to court tonight,” he explained. “The case of that fellow—but did you read the early afternoon papers?”

			“No,” Miriam Vann said.

			“Well,” Vann told her slowly, “a pickup—murder and larceny—has consented to take trial right off the bat; and I’m grabbing advantage of it.”

			She gazed at him intently, as sensing, with the perspicuity of a wife, that this was no just routine affair.

			“Anything unusual—about the case, Louis?”

			“Unusual!” he laughed harshly. “I’ll—say! ’Twas my own office that was robbed. And—”

			“Louis!” She leaned forward, red lips agape. “Not the dear old—”

			“Yes. And that fellow Adolph, who’s been night watchman there almost, within a week, to my being S. A. here, was the one who was killed. I didn’t tell you anything about it when I phoned earlier today for I was busier than—anyway, Darling, it seems that—”

			“No, Louis.” She was manifestly quite shocked. “Don’t you waste precious time by rehearsing the facts now. I’ll get the papers and read them on the way home with Dolly.”

			She was thoughtful.

			“Well—will it be a long trial, Louis?”

			“Daddy!” It was Dolly speaking. Her tiny finger was pointed at Vann’s four telephones. “Thometime when you is talking to four peopleth at the thame time—will you let me watch?”

			“I don’t talk to 4 ‘peoples’, honey, at the same time.”

			“You—don’t?” The little face looked up at him surprised. “Then w’y—w’y you got fo’ telephones?”

			“Why, because, Sweetkins, I—well, you see, certain ones are for certain people to call up on—and others for others. See? Just as you have your sandpile to play in, and Johnny Ebberts has his.”

			The big black eyes studied on that question.

			“But what if peopleth all rusth to telyphones on your birthday, Daddy—and tell you many happy weturns—don’t you then—talk to them all?”

			“Thank heavens, sweetkins, they don’t know my birthday. Now be a good girl—and think up another.” He turned to his wife. “About this trial—no, it shouldn’t take very long. Not as trials go. One night at most. So it’s good night to my coming home. Glad I had a good sleep—coming in last night.”

			“Louis?”

			“Yes, Darling. What?”

			“Did you have any luck—with that Central Investment Corporation?”

			A shadow passed over his face. “No, not from that outfit, no. I—I was practically offered a bribe. A fact! The son of the C. I. Corporation head is, it seems, in jail out there on California Avenue for forgery. His papa told me on the wire our mortgage was too outrageously high—but he’d take it up for two years or so, if I’d nolle prosse the boy’s case.” He paused. And grew serious. “Well, it’s a bit late now to be making money—nolle-prossing. Anyway, I told him I could do nothing.”

			“And what did he say?”

			Vann laughed mirthlessly. “He said he could do nothing, either.”

			“Then, Louis—”

			“Rest easy,” he commanded her. “Silas Moffit has consented to extend the loan till after election. In exchange for an insignificant favor. Which I was able to do for him.”

			“Why—what was it, Louis?”

			“He wanted me to let him know when the State had a case that was—well—in the bag! And before, moreover, some senior judge.”

			“But why on earth, Louis,” Vann’s wife inquired, fixing her eyes directly and unwaveringly on his, “would Mr. Moffit want to know—exactly what he did?”

			“I’m quite sure,” Vann said, gazing straight and reassuringly into her own eyes, “—at least now that I’ve pondered over it once or twice—that he wanted to get the defense assigned to a certain niece of his, recently graduated in law, who’s never had her baptismal fire. Anyway, I was able to tell him of this case. And my simple little favor got us—you and me!—an extension on our mortgage till after election.”

			“But why on earth, Louis,” his wife persisted, “would he want the girl to cut her teeth on a hopeless case?”

			“Oh, what he doubtlessly really wanted, Darling,” Vann told her, “was for the girl to have the $100 fee. And a hopeless case?—well that would make her concentrate her efforts, you see, on a spiel to the judge—or jury. Which is the real baptismal fire, you know, for the striplings!”

			“But do you think, Louis, that Mr. Moffit can swing a thing like that? Who is the lawyer—appointed for the defense?”

			“I haven’t even bothered to look into that yet,” said Louis Vann. And added pridefully: “For it wouldn’t make a particle of difference to me—or the State!—if the ‘great’ Fleming Wiles himself were to conduct this defense! But that, Darling, is the second of your two questions. The first was whether Moffit could swing an appointment to his niece. Yes, it’s my belief he could.”

			“How, Louis?”

			“How? Well, Darlin’, you know—he’s all threaded in, amongst the bench and bar, with his mortgages. I know that he’s had some business of some sort—something involving a quitclaim—with no less than Chief Justice Michael Shurely of the Criminal Assignment Bench. And, if that isn’t enough in this matter, Moffit actually has a mortgage on the home of Judge Penworth who is to try this case—and ultimately make the defense attorney assignment. And who—being not only a senior judge!—but also Chief Commissioner of the Ethical Practices Sub-Division—can make that assignment stick—and how!—since he can disbar any attorney who might fail to show up for the slaughter!”

			“Oh-oh!” she said. “I should say Mr. Moffit is sewed up—with the powers that be! Then—then his poor niece will get a case that’s already lost? And before a judge who can put her out of business with nothing but the scratch of a pen?”

			“And will get a hundred dollars,” Vann cautioned her, “that, laid end to end, buys shoes and food! Yes—if Moffat swings it. And doesn’t muff it!—isn’t that a terrible pun?—by offending Shurely or Penworth. Which I’m certain he won’t. He’s very adroit—when he needs to be! But whether or no, his word’s okay. And our mortgage is extended—till after election!”

			“Then, Louis,” she said, a great note of relief in her voice, “we’re sitting okay again. For with you running again, and in—and only the last two notes of your Dad to clear off, we can easily straighten out the loan by an amortized affair, plus assigning your salary—”

			“Plus some life insurance,” he cautioned her. “In case the salary earner quits earning—and goes to the cemetery!”

			“Well yes, of course. But that kind of insurance—loan life insurance—is easily obtained. And—but Louis—is there any chance at all that you won’t be renominated?” Louis Vann could not help but cast his eyes to the floor. But pretended that some dust on his shoes caught his eye. And leaned over and flicked it off. “No, Darling,” he said. For Miriam had worried much in these last months. And he must not, he knew, worry her further about what Boss Hennerty had said. For after all, the setup on that was all changed now. And—”No, Darling, as far as I know—I’ll be renominated—and if renominated, of course, the election is all a formality.”

			“I’m so glad,” was all she said. Then paused. “This man—you’re to try tonight? Have you an idea what his defense is to be?”

			“He claims amnesia—on the whole period of the crime. On his whole stay in Chicago, in fact.”

			“Amnesia? Would that get very far in court?”

			“My God, Miriam, I don’t see how it could. His defense is so ridiculous that even Judge Penworth will be downright insulted to have it offered in court.” He was lost in his own rejections.

			“Mama!” said Dolly suddenly. “Papa wanth us to go. He’th looking with one eye at hith paperth.”

			“Dolly’s right, Louis.” Miriam rose suddenly. And glanced at the watch on her wrist. “It’s 4:15. And you’ll have witnesses you’ll be wanting to summon to that trial. Such as it will be. Well, we’ll run on. And we’ll see you—”

			“—when you see me, Darling,” said Vann. And kissed his wife. And conducted her to the door.

			“Confound it!” he said, as he closed it on her, and returned to his desk, “why didn’t I tell her the truth? That I only got an extension till after election—and that the election will depend upon the indubitable conviction of that fellow tonight? However—why worry her? His conviction is in the bag!”

			But there was a troubled note in Vann’s words to himself. For the whole confident demeanor of that insouciant defendant downstairs had been somehow—that his acquittal was “in the bag”!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVII

			Disconcerting News

			Hardly had Vann reseated himself at his desk, and marked with special checkmarks the names of witnesses whose presence tonight at that trial Miss Jason could arrange for him, than one of the four telephones on his desk rang sharply. Then the other.

			Dolly’s hypothetical contretemps was being realized, at least in half.

			He picked up the nearest. “Hold the wire a minute please–” he said into its transmitter, “—two phones ringing at the same time.” And laying it quickly down on its side, he picked up the other phone.

			“Louis Vann speaking,” he said.

			“This is Professor Miranovski, Mr. Vann,” came a voice that sounded faintly, barely familiar to Vann. “Though perhaps you might know me better as Dr. Gregor Miranovski, the hypnotic therapeutist?”

			“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” Vann said. And now he could visualize the little hunchbacked man with the gold spectacles, whose lecture, on Compulsory Neuroses, he had heard, fully 3 years back. A man who was, moreover, no quack, but held a standing in his profession. Vann had been struck that day by the exceeding youthfulness of Miranovski’s voice, coming out of such huge squat shoulders; and again, today, the same feature was prominent. “And what can I do for you, Profess—Say, Professor, could I call you back at your office in a few minutes? I’ve an incoming call on a certain phone here that indicates it’s an important call.”

			“I’m sorry to say,” said Miranovski, “that you can’t! At least—” And he chuckled. “If you do, my office girl will tell you I’m out of town. For I began a long-deferred vacation at noon today with those instructions to her. No,” he added, “I’m in a drugstore, and with a friend—a Dr. Alberti from another city—waiting outside in my car—”

			“Well listen then, Professor, I want very, very much to talk to you. Though on the wire will be plenty okay—so long as you’re ‘on holiday’! So will you hold the wire—just a minute?”

			“Gladly, Mr. Vann. Gladly.”

			And Vann, sliding open one of the larger drawers of his desk, dropped the phone gently in it, and closed it tightly on the connecting cord. And put that other phone to his ear.

			“What the goddamned hell, Vann!” came a voice, which Vann realized was Boss Hennerty, the political power of the city who made or unmade a man.

			“Awfully sorry, Chief,” he made hasty reply. “Just one of those confounded cases where two phones rang at the same time. I’ve slipped the other off, for the moment, into a drawer.”

			And Vann waited curiously.

			“Well, Vann,” said Hennerty, “you sure pulled the bonehead play of your whole State’s Attorneyship. I’m amazed.”

			“What—what do you mean, Chief?”

			“What? Why, good Christ, letting that evidence that could convict McGurk get snatched right out from under you.”

			“Well, Chief, I see you’ve read the story; in which case, however, you’ll know I had nothing to do—”

			“Oh, that’s no excuse, Vann! You shouldn’t have been employing a girl so dumb—let alone one so damned young, and likewise from way over on the other side of the globe, and therefore downright ignorant of American crimes and criminal matters—that she could have pulled a boner like she did. For that girl talked, Vann—whether she admits it or not. And allowed that skull, moreover, to lie two nights in an old—old tomato can. And she’s cost you your re-election.”

			“By which,” returned Vann spiritedly, “I may at least infer that if I were able to convict McGurk, you’d be renominating me?”

			“Why, of course! Convicting McGurk would be the one thing to catapult a candidate into office. And with you already in office and able to time that conviction, and that evidence in your mitt, we’d have had to renominate you. But—you up and lost the choicest piece of evidence you ever had. Or,” Hennerty reluctantly granted, “let your half-wit Klondike Building office force lose it for you.”

			“But see here, Chief, the evidence—well, the evidence came back into my hands—and is right in my desk here now—”

			“Oh, hell, Vann! I was just at the Cosmopolitan Club, and talking to Judge Kimball and Judge Weinheimer.”

			“Oh, Weinheimer—formerly of the Illinois Supreme Court?”

			“Of course. And they both tell me that if you don’t convict the man it was found on, of breaking into your safe and stealing it, it’s zero as evidence. In the McGurk case, that is. They say that’s not only good law, but that the Illinois Sup–”

			“Yes, I know,” Vann interrupted troubledly. “And when two such mighty fine judges, aided—” He was a bit sarcastic now, “—by the Illinois Supreme Court say so, I’ll accept it. In which case I’ll just have to convict this fellow I’ve got!”

			“Convict him? But he claims—according to the big story your brother had in the Despatch—that the skull isn’t the Chicago Chinaman at all. That it’s some Shanghai Chinaman. And that he himself has amnesia. Of some damfool kind. But nevertheless, amnesia. And—”

			“Oh come, come, Chief! It’s amazing to me how a shrewd politician can be so naive. Claims? You ought to know that everybody in a life-or-death game claims something. And—”

			“Well, maybe they do. But supposing that what this fellow claims is—is the McCoy? And supposing somebody, or even lots of people, seeing that story—and the stories the other papers, God help ’em, are rehashing from it!—know him—yes, the fellow—and can back his story in every detail. Inclu­ding his actually having had such a Chink skull prior to the theft of yours. Or even—Vann—not including his having had such a skull—on the supposition, by God, that that is just a wild and woolly fabrication of his, to try and account some­how, someway, for his having your property on him. Well, in either of such cases, the court will discharge your man. At least with respect to your indictment. Which no doubt by now you’ve got?” Vann nodded silently toward the speaking receiver. “For your indictment, Vann, isn’t one just claiming the fellow just stood on a street corner—and waxed facetious with somebody?”

			“No, that’s true,” admitted Vann. “And—but see here, Chief, hold your horses, will you? That trial hasn’t been held. And nobody’s called up this office to tell us we’re all wet! And good God, Chief, a man just can’t claim amnesia, willy-nilly, and get away with it in a hardheaded court of law. All the crooks would be doing that, you know, if they could. This fellow’s lawyer will have to substantiate that a dozen ways around. And—if he remembers anything whatsoever by which his lawyer can ‘substantiate’ that, it’ll be just too bad! For his lawyer will be forced on the stand hims—or, perhaps, herself, in this case. And made to state what the remembered item was. In which case, by God, the fellow will be guilty. For his amnesia will be proven to be phony. And I’ll convict him. And the evidence—in re McGurk—will be officially validated.”

			Hennerty was silent, evidently digesting this.

			“Well, I guess you know what you’re doing. Now, at last—anyway! And all I’ve really called you up about, Vann, is to tell you that the factor of this skull coming into your hands changes the whole setup as to not renominating you. For, with it validated as evidence, the renomination is yours. And so, Vann, if you want 4 more years in office there—you just better convict your man tonight.”

			“Let tonight take care of itself, Chief,” said Vann.

			Throwing as much of an air of confidence in his tones as possible. “And in the meantime you—you be drawing up those nomination papers! And notifying the committee. For my nomination is—is in the bag.”

			“Hope so,” Hennerty grunted, in a not-at-all convinced tone. And with a typical Hennertian grunt, hung up.

			As Vann likewise did. Mopping his brow. For he always felt uneasy when talking to Boss Hennerty. As who, in public office in Chicago, did not? And now he remembered that waiting phone in his drawer. And extricated it. “Still there, Professor Miranovski?” he asked.

			“Yes,” came Miranovski’s youthful and alert voice.

			“Waiting—like that fellow with the crimson box was doing today!”

			“Oh—you’re interested in that case, Professor? Because it putatively involves something in the field of hypnotism?”

			“Naturally! But for even further reasons. For I may claim—in a sense—to know your man.”

			A sudden ominous feeling crept into Vann. “You—know—him!”

			“Well, yes and no. No and yes! I saw him arrested today, near the Post Office. In fact I had just talked with him. About something of mutual interest to us both. For, as I say, I knew him to a certain degree. And I had just turned away. And walked off 15 feet or so. And, looking back, saw a squad car picking him up. And driving off with him.”

			“So you—you know him, eh? Well—did you have any idea what was in his crimson box?”

			“Good God no, Mr. Vann! No, indeed. And I merely surmised he was being picked up for loitering, or something like that. But after reading what I did, just a few minutes ago—the Despatch story, to be exact—I felt impelled to call you up at once and immediately.”

			“Well, I sure am mighty glad you did, Professor. For we haven’t any information on him. Not even his right name.”

			“Well, I can’t help you in that respect myself. You know him, evidently as John Doe. And so only do I. Let me just say that he was a visitor to my office about 3 days ago. The same day, in short, that he struck Chicago. But late in the afternoon—and manifestly after the moment he presumably gazed into that revolving lamp on Van Buren and Dearborn Streets. He saw my window lettering from the street—‘hyp­notic therapeutist’—and came up to ask whether I treated migraine that way—and what my charges would be. For he had some premonitory symptoms that said a case of such was coming on him in a few days. Ocular flashes, I think. Of course I told him I treated all such things as that. And knowing that if and when he did come in, with an actual attack, he’d be in absolutely no condition whatsoever to give any kind of a case-history, I made out a card on him right off. And when he was reluctant to tell me who he was, for the card, I just laughingly said: ‘Well, we’ll put you down as John Doe.’ So I, you see, Mr. Vann, have nothing better, on that, than you have.”

			“But you both talked a few minutes—today I mean—there on that Post Office corner?” Vann queried. “And mutually recognized each other?”

			“Oh yes, yes, yes. We talked specifically about the matter of his migraine. For just a few minutes. Then I went off.”

			“Well, if he was in your office—though only 3 days ago—he must have told you something about himself?”

			“Well, yes. He told me he’d once traveled with a professional hypnotist, Max Königsberg, whom I knew—a mighty fine operator—anyway, he told me the identical story he evidently told you. Or the man who wrote that story. About the revolving lights. And how events which occurred between two such mesmerizations always became completely and irrevocably lost for him.”

			“Well, by gosh, Professor, I am mighty glad now to have you on the wire here. Twice before—because of the hooks you’ve written, and because of your impeccable reputation here in Chicago—I came near calling you in other cases as an expert witness for the State. But circumstances changed things. And so, by gosh, I may at that call you for the State. Depending, however, on—But first, a direct question: Is it possible, Professor, for a man to have this so-call ‘hypno-mesmeric amnesia’?”

			“Absolutely and unequivocally. Yes!”

			“And it will invariably encompass just the exact stretch of time between two given—well—‘gazings’—at something?”

			“Between any two events that have been suggested by a hypnotist who has developed power over the subject’s mind. Between two strokes of a bell. Or between two toots of a whistle! Or between, say, looking at a Mother Goose book cover and—say—hearing a zylophone trilled!”

			“Well, if you say it’s so, Professor—it probably is. Though his saying it is another thing entirely! However, will the lost events be recovered for such a—er—patient by sending him into another such period?”

			“Oh no, no, no. Such things have been tried. The lost events are just lost—for good—much like a bubble that breaks off from another bubble—in this case, the consciousness—and sails away entirely.”

			“Hm? You don’t suppose a damn good licking with rubber hoses and big fists might make a man recall those lost events?”

			“Heavens no, Mr. Vann! Not a chance.”

			“Well, could the lost events be recovered for such a man under hypnosis?”

			“Not if the original operator has specified that he only would have that power. Which, so your man told me, Königsburg always did. But alas for you, Königsburg is dead.”

			“Yeah! And so is absolutely everybody else this fellow uses for an ‘out.’ For—listen, Professor, without even having to ask you this—for I know your answer before you give it—I’ll wager you my next year’s salary that this fellow didn’t tell you a damn word about owning a Chinese skull, picked up in Shanghai, and all that?”

			“Quite true. Though we talked chiefly migraine—and not travels!”

			“To be sure. Did he even have the canvas carryall with him that he claims—the day he first called at your office?”

			“Oh yes. He had that. But I wouldn’t know what he had in it.”

			“Yet nary a word did he drop to you—about ever even being in China?”

			“‘Nary a word,’ as you put it! Of course, Mr. Vann, you surmise that Shanghai skull story is just something he’s temporarily using to explain away something he can’t account for.”

			“‘Can’t’ is good!” said Vann. “But go on!”

			“Well, I think the identical thing myself!”

			“Good! Then we both think the same. And the judge who tries him will be joining us!”

			Vann was silent for a minute. Then spoke.

			“Well, of course, Professor,” he now said, “I don’t need to tell you that in the opinion of this office, this fellow’s fakealoo is baloney of the purest ray serene. If—if you don’t mind my mixing my metaphors! And all of it fakealoo, I mean—and not just that Shanghai skull romance. My idea is that he undoubtedly had some hypnotic experience in the past. Maybe only from driving tent pegs for some hypnotist traveling in a tent show! Maybe for stooging and faking for him. And so knows the lingo of the game. But his mere claim that he has hypnotic amnesia wouldn’t sit for a single minute with any criminal judge. Because such a contention has no standing in law. And so I’m going to hand this bird the electric chair tonight. In a special trial he’s called for—and accepted. Before Judge Penworth. For 8 p.m. And thanks to convicting him, an thereby establishing the legal identity of what was found on him today, I expect to be your State’s Attorney for the next fou—” But Vann broke off. No need to emphasize things which would ultimately probably be known far and wide anyway.

			“Well, if, Mr. Vann,” inquired Miranovski, “as a pure hypothesis—a pure hypothesis, understand me, Mr. Vann—this fellow did have hypnotic amnesia—or let me be absolutely specific, and say hypno-mesmeric amnesia—what then, I should like to ask, would the situation be for him?”

			“Well,” declared Vann grimly, “it’d be just too bad, I guess. For he couldn’t prove it—and nobody else, so far as that goes, could prove it—for you can’t establish the identity of a lost and broken soap bubble—and so he’d go to the chair, just the same, for safe-cracking and murder, and I’d have my evidence legally certified for a far more important case.”

			“But I guess I didn’t make myself clear,” Miranovski put in. “What if he did have hypno-mesmeric amnesia? And could prove it? And could prove, moreover, that he hadn’t robbed your safe, or killed your night watchman, or anything?”

			“Well,” laughed Vann, “in that case, Professor, I’m emboldened to say that I’d have to scare up a private practice or something quick. For I’d have on my hands then a piece of evidence which the Supreme Court says would no longer be evidence. And would be out from even bringing to trial the juiciest case this office ever had. Let alone giving an unhung rascal about a tenth of his just deserts.”

			“Well it rather seems to me,” pronounced Miranovski, sticking evidently to the scientific end of things, rather than the moral aspects, “that your captive has proved—definitely and conclusively—that he has hypno-mesmeric amnesia! Or rather—with respect to the proof per se—just amnesia—without the trappings!”

			“Well if he could prove amnesia,” laughed Vann, “we’d be glad to let his lawyers tack the ‘hypno-mesmeric’ adjective on it. And—but you say he’s proved it. How, how in God’s name, Professor, has he proven it?”

			“How? Well I’ll tell you how. Last night, Mr. Vann, I was in my office in the Columbus Memorial Building, working on the proofs of my forthcoming book. With Dr. Alberti, in fact. Who came here from another city to help me get it on press. Anyway, I was there—and Dr. Alberti with me—from around 7 o’clock last evening till around 8 this morning. And one of my patients came in. Around 8 o’clock, that is. This patient’s name was Robert Williams. He had a case of trifacial neuralgia. Plainly of neural or psychic origin. But a most frightful sort of thing—whether psychic or whether an infection. Williams knew, however, from past experience—as even your man Doe knew in his migraine cases—that hypnotism would dispel the pain attacks. So I put Williams into a hypnotic sleep. During which he lay on the office couch there, whilst Dr. Alberti and I worked on the proofs of my book. When we got ready to leave, which was around 7 this morning, I brought the patient out from the sleep. The terrible trifacial neuralgia, incidentally, had gone. And I even dropped the patient off from my car, near Water Tower Park, at Chicago Avenue and the Drive. And—”

			“But—so what, Professor?” asked Vann impatiently. “Can this patient Williams cast any light on our John Doe’s amnesia?”

			“In a manner of speaking, yes he can. But getting back, Mr. Vann, to the point under discussion, it seems to me that the fact that your prisoner called for a quick trial—hoping that newspaper publicity would bring forth countless alibi wit­nesses for him—instead of taking the shortcut and naming those witnesses himself, is proof of his hypnotic amnesia. Q. E. D.!”

			“Only,” retorted Vann, “he doesn’t have any alibi witnes­ses. And the so-called ‘proof,’ therefore, is a sophistry—to the n-th degree!”

			“Well, maybe, Mr. Vann,” said Miranovski, undecidedly. “Only I’m sorry to have to tell you that the patient whom I just tentatively called ‘Robert Williams’—and whom I put into the hypnotic sleep, from 8 o’clock last evening till 7 this morning—is your John Doe, who was picked up today at the Post Office. A fact! And ’twas, of course, his migraine—and not trifacial neuralgia—that the hypnotic sleep was banishing. And by not naming me, Mr. Vann—and Dr. Alberti of course—he has proved conclusively his hypnotic amnesia; and, in conjunction with his complete alibi, proves—I rather think—that the whole rest of his story may be true. Though regard­less of whether you personally accepted the rest of his story to account for his possession of something looking like your evidence—or whether you didn’t—or whether the court did—or whether it didn’t—the fact remains, Mr. Vann, that your prisoner can’t be convicted of murder or robbery last night.”

			Never before in his entire life had it taken so many seconds for facts to sift into Vann’s brain. But now they were in—all of them!

			“And you—you,” he said slowly, “will be coming to the trial tonight—and testifying—to all this?”

			“Why, of course, Mr. Vann. And Dr. Alberti the same. And three different parties who rang either me—or him—at the office there—at, respectively, between 8 and 9, between 10 and 11, and between 3 and 4 in the morning. In the interests of justice, you know—and of science.”

			“Good—night!” said Vann disgustedly. “Then the whole case is up the flue, and the bigger case yet knocked into a cocked hat. And I—”

			“Dr. Alberti beckons me,” said Miranovski, courteously.

			“But I’ll see you in court.”

			“Of course,” was all Vann said. And, as the other clicked off, he replaced the telephone instrument slowly on its cradle.

			“Oh, hell!” he said wearily. “I wonder how long it will take to build up a new practice? And where, oh where, can I rent a decent suburban home cheap? I wonder?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVIII

			Canceled—One Contract!

			“By the Gods!” ejaculated Rutgers Allstyn, delightedly. “If the little devil didn’t succeed in doing it—after all!” And, grinning as he uttered them, he repeated softly—and aloud—a certain four words which still lingered powerfully and ineradicably in his recollection: “I’ll find a way!”

			Seated in his car during a temporary jam in the heavy after-5 o’clock Michigan Avenue traffic—for this unusual day had seen him catapulted back to Chicago from Logansport, Indiana, whither he had gone; and now bound, in exact opposite direction, to Superior, Wisconsin, where he must needs be!—he grinned even more broadly—from, it might be said, this time, ear to ear!—as he re-read the particular sub-head that was printed in bright scarlet, of the many-headed story printed across the damp Evening Gazette on his knees—and which Gazette had been agilely passed up to him, in exchange for a nickel from which he had waved away the change, by the newsboy on the corner who had perceived both from the stalled traffic and Allstyn’s emphatic half-nod, that a sale could be made. For the bright, scarlet-printed sub-head in that peculiar evening paper whose absolute profligacy in sub-head was diagnosed, by those in the typographical “know” as “Multiple Headitis,” read:

			NEW YORK RADIO ENTERTAINMENT CORPO-

			RATION TO WHOM HE WAS EXCLUSIVELY

			CONTRACTED ANNOUNCES HE HAS

			DEFINITELY NOT BEEN IN THEIR

			EMPLOY FOR LAST THREE DAYS

			BECAUSE OF THEIR HAVING

			CANCELLED HIS CON-

			TRACT 3 DAYS

			AGO!

			Allstyn chuckled. And, as the green traffic signal came on, instead of pouring on northward with the Good of cars, he turned off on quiet Balboa Avenue where, completely out of the rush, he drew up alongside the curb. And—thanks to the fact that bright daylight was still coming down out of a quite unclouded sky, due to the continuation this year, over America, of “Daylight Saving” time—Allstyn bent his full attention to the fresh-stamped Gazette now in his hands instead of on his knees. “And him,” he chuckled again, “at a party at Buford van der Zook’s all of last night giving imitations before a dozen or so guests.” And he grinningly re-read that first head. Which—at the instant he had bought the paper—had literally hit him in the face! And which head ran:

			RADIO WRITER, ONE OF TWO PERSONS PICKED

			UP ON GENERAL SUSPICION AT SCENE OF

			CRIME, CONFESSES CHICAGO MURDER

			AND SAFE BURGLARY!!!!

			“‘I’ll find a way,’” Allstyn again quoted softly. “And Squires—Squires wouldn’t believe he was Sentimental Tommy!”

			He continued on with the heads:

			KILLER OF NIGHTWATCHMAN PROVES TO BE

			AUTHOR OF BEDTIME STORIES TO WHICH

			THOUSANDS OF TINY TOTS

			HAVE BEEN LISTENING

			NIGHTLY!!!

			“No more piggle-wiggle—with the spotted ears,” Allstyn said softly. “Or the big gray mousie—with the long white whiskers. At least of the brand Piffingtonian. And my guess is, that the kids aren’t going to be fooled by any imitations, either.” But he forged on:

			DETAILS IN FULL, TO CHIEF OF DETECTIVE

			BUREAU, HIS REASONS FOR—AND

			METHOD OF—COMMITTING

			THE CRIME!!

			“This, at least,” Allstyn commented to himself smilingly, “ought to be good! But whether or no, it’ll be the test as to whether Piffington is going to strike 12 in his new field!” And he went on. For of sub-heads there appeared to be literally no end!

			STORY COMPLETELY CLEARS REDDISH-HAIRED

			SUSPECT KNOWN THUS FAR ONLY

			AS “JOHN DOE”

			“Gad,” said Allstyn, growing serious for the first time, “I hope the idiot hasn’t given clearance papers to some guilty bird. However, the State’s Attorney won’t be letting anybody go just because Piffington has unloaded a boat-load of moonshine.”

			And now, continuing, Allstyn came to the bright scarlet sub-head by which he had been particularly intrigued back there in the traffic jam.

			NEW YORK RADIO ENTERTAINMENT CORPOR-

			ATION TO WHICH HE WAS EXCLUSIVELY

			CONTRACTED ANNOUNCES HE HAS

			DEFINITELY NOT BEEN IN THEIR

			EMPLOY FOR THE LAST THREE

			DAYS BECAUSE OF THEIR

			HAVING CANCELED HIS

			CONTRACT

			3 DAYS

			AGO!

			“Which,” Allstyn commented, nodding slowly, “having been announced by them to the press, is a legal cancellation—and no maybe!”

			He went on devouring the sub-headlines:

			SUBSTITUTE NEW PROGRAM FOR UNCLE

			GRIFFY TEMPORARILY

			“Boy, I’ll say he burned the circus up! Uncle Griffy—sponsors—kids—all in the spill.” He chuckled again. “And now for the story. This should be good!”

			And he commenced the story proper. Which began:

			Piffington Wainwright, radio-writer, and one of two unusual acting or appearing persons picked up today under extremely suspicious circumstances in the foyer of the Klondike Building by Detective “Portfolio” Smith, working specially for the State’s Attorney, and hopelessly entangled in various explanations, confessed late this afternoon, in the presence of police and Captain Matthew Congreve of the Detective Bureau, the burglary last night of the State’s Attorney’s safe, and the murder of the Klondike Building nightwatchman.

			“Now what the devil crime was this one, I wonder?” Allstyn queried of himself. “There was absolutely nothing on it in the papers—clear up to noon today. And—”

			“Shine your shoes, sir?” said a most intelligent-looking bootblack, of about 16, carrying a few papers also; a boy wearing pedantic-looking spectacles, and so intelligent that Allstyn figured at once he was a high school boy helping, after school hours, to get himself through school.

			“No,” Allstyn told him, “but you can take this quarter, if you will, and get me a package of Piedmont cigarettes over there—yes, the store on the alley—and keep the change,” The boy took the quarter. He had a very honest face. “And boy—wait—did some crime story break in today’s paper? Oh, after noon time—but before, say, 4?”

			“Indeed there did, sir,” declared the boy eagerly. “Around 2:30 the Despatch came out with a big scoop—about the State’s Attorney’s safe having been robbed last night, around 10:40 or so, and the nightwatchman killed.”

			“Around 2:30, eh? The publication of the story, I mean? Well, go ahead and get me those smokes.”

			The boy was off. To Allstyn, remembering how Piffington had left his office just before the Despatch must have flashed forth on the stands—and remembering, as though it had been but 5 minutes ago, Piffington’s last dramatic words, “I’ll find a way!” everything fitted together like a jigsaw puzzle. All Allstyn wanted to view now was the highly colored illustration the jigsaw pieces purported to set forth.

			Wainwright’s break came after an attempt to establish, as an alibi for the known hour of the crime, that he had been at the jai-alai matches at Winterset Gardens last night from 8 till midnight, and he had a seat coupon to apparently establish it. He was proven to be lying, however, by the fact that all the jai-alai matches were called off last night because of the championship disputes, and all wrestling bouts substituted. This he did not know at all!

			Allstyn laughed out loud. He was picturing in his mind how far and how hard Piffington would have been booted, had the police gotten the least inkling of that van der Zook party! And would, in fact, be booted, Allstyn realized troubledly, when this beautiful edifice all crumbled in by one of those guests who had been in the van der Zook’s home, there on far South Shore Drive, and a full 20 miles from Chicago’s downtown, phoning in to the detective bureau. As matters undoubtedly stood now, however, if any of those guests were reading this story, that individual was doubtlessly presuming that one—or all the rest of the guests—was communicating with police headquarters. Which very psychological fact—Allstyn ruminated—Piffington, by no means a simpleton, had realized! And, it is to be admitted, Allstyn was later to discover that Buford van der Zook, of No. 7440 South Shore Drive, had left Chicago that morning for New York City. But right now, and not knowing even this, Allstyn was reflecting that this was the first time in all his history as a lawyer where a man had had, under strange circumstances, to conceal a perfectly good alibi, and offer in its place a “bum” one—and one which, Allstyn was certain, Piffington had elaborated solely out of having read in the morning papers about the calling off last night of the jai-alai matches. As even he, Allstyn, had read. And as for the seat coupon, it was Allstyn’s bet that Piffington—whose parsimonious mode of living indicated that he conserved anything and everything!—had picked that seat coupon up on the sidewalk somewhere—or on a park bench—for he was very much a type of person who would not go to a jai-alai game if admission were free! But Allstyn now ceased his analyzing and synthesizing and went on with the story.

			Wainwright’s arrest was one of two made this afternoon by “Portfolio” Smith, a detective-bureau plainclothesman borrowed by the State’s Attorney to cover the foyer of the Klondike Building, and pick up any or all persons who came around there not “looking just right.” Smith’s first arrest the latter turned over to a passing squad car; his second, Wainwright, he took to the bureau himself. The arrest, in the case of Wainwright, was one purely “on suspicion.” For Wainwright came in the building looking very perturbed, but failed to enter the elevator which was then waiting. Instead, he stood and examined the directory board in order to—as is now known—let the elevator go on up, and allow him to take the stairs. But when asked, by Detective Smith—who was struck by his general appearance—who or what he wanted in the building, Wainwright was quite unable to explain. If he had even said he was a curiosity-seeker, he might then and there have been let go. But he made the egregious mistake of not preparing himself in advance with an excuse, if picked up under just the contingency under which he was. And so he was rushed to the detective bureau by Smith in a taxicab.

			“Unable to explain!” Allstyn mimicked. “Some day I’m going to re-write this story—but all paraphrased. And that line will read, ‘He flung himself, with a loud hosanna of joy, into Detective Smith’s arms.’” Allstyn paused. “Wonder who the other fish was that Smith caught?” And bent his attention to the story again.

			Thirty minutes later, his alibi smashed, and badly entangled in various statements about himself, and about his errand to the Klondike Building, Wainwright broke down and confessed all.

			“And now,” Allstyn remarked to himself, “should come Extravaganza—with a big E! Do your stuff now, Piffington boy, old boy!” And he drove on, quite fascinated in spite of the utterly farcical aspect of the whole thing.

			Wainwright had, so he said, come back to the building in which, last night, he had operated as a thief and a murderer, because of two reasons: One, that somewhere—either at or since the crime—he did not know which—he had lost, out of his watchpocket, a silver watch with his initials P. W. engraved on its back, and feared that, while in the State’s Attorney’s little office last night, and bending over to examine the contents of the safe which he had succeeded in opening, the watch had slipped to the floor, and slid under, and far back under the safe.

			“Not bad at all,” commented Allstyn. “That losing the watch ‘either at—or since the crime’! I wonder where he actually stashed it?—if he even had one at all?” And Allstyn went on with the story detailing the “reasons” why P. Wainwright, Esquire, putatively went back to the Klondike Building!

			And two: that Wainright recalled having twice, during his operations there, temporarily removed the leather gloves with which he had shrouded his fingertips: and remembered also once having leaned against the wall with his fingers outstretched, reading Louis Vain’s law graduation diploma. And viewing his crime later in retrospection, he feared that at the time he had so leaned, his ten fingers had been in their unshrouded state, and had left their imprints on the wall; and that some shrewd fingerprint man, dusting the wall for possible prints under pictures—as Wainwright admits having read in some crime story magazine they often did!—would bring the prints out, and crystallize them in a photograph. And because of certain other leads which might and could lead to Wainwright—and which are set forth later in his confession—pin the crime on him. And so, Wainwright said, his attempted return to the office was so that he could wipe away, with his handkerchief, the wall under that diploma before some expert dusted it.

			“That, I must confess,” commented Allstyn critically, “is a bit ponderous! And far, far too generous with fingertips. Good God—10! And there must have been ‘pics’ in that story. One of which showed the sheepskin! For—but why, I wonder, did—however, this is Piffington’s party, not mine.” And Allstyn continued:

			Wainwright thought, so he told the police, that now that the body of the man he killed had undoubtedly been removed from the office for inquest and so forth, and the premises superficially examined for clues, the office would be in operation again with a secretary; that he could call there on a pretext, decoy her out of the room by a word to the effect that the girl in the room on the floor beneath had asked her to run down there a minute; and, in her absence, he could look hastily under the safe and recover his watch if it were there, and swab off the wall under the diploma. As matters actually stood, however, Wainwright could not possibly have gotten into that office, since an official police-department padlock held the one door tightly closed, and its one key, originally in possession of the State’s Attorney himself, was now in possession of Captain Congreve of the Detective Bureau for the possible use of the Criminal Investigation Department after the inquest should be held.

			“What the blamed idiot of a Piffington doesn’t know,” said Allstyn, now downright worried, “is that this thing is going to cost him a billy-hell of a licking—before he’s done. For if I know Mat Congreve and his sidekicks at all, Piffington can’t use up the time of that C. I. Department over there, and then later smilingly walk out. This is something that P. Wainwright’s pulp-paper magazines have never told him! For—” But Allstyn stopped musing, as he noted that the story had now reached what plainly was the highspot of Piffington Wainwright’s inventiveness. And Allstyn bent his full quizzical attention on it.

			Wainwright’s story of the commission of the crime is as follows:

			As to the actual murder itself, he struck—so he claims—at the nightwatchman Reibach, who came in on him, using the sledge with which he had opened the safe, but struck first in a sheer panic, and not to kill. Then, realizing that the other could identify him later, Wainwright knew he must finish what he had started. And, closing his eyes—he had already felled Reibach now, so he says—he delivered, so he states, on Reibach’s head, the lethal blow. He says that next morning he felt neither regrets nor self-reproach, for the reason that Reibach’s death had been due to take place at that second anyway—by one means or another—and that he, Wainwright, had merely administered Destiny’s dictum.

			“I contributed that,” Allstyn smiled. “With that pass I made at that fly—and that philosophical discussion I precipitated. The original opportunist, Piffington! And I’m willing to wager a hundred dollars that Sam Weinheimer will offer him a week at the State-Lake Vaudeville theatre. With all this publicity! Specially when he finds out the fellow can do imitations—even though rotten ones.” And Allstyn went on with the story:

			As to the causes out of which the murder and robbery grew, Wainwright asserts that three days ago a reddish-haired man of about 35 years of age fumbled at the door of the trailer in which he, Wainwright, lived, this trailer being stationed back of some billboards on Superior and North State Streets, and the—

			“Now comes action and incident,” nodded Allstyn—appreciative, at least, of the technique of Piffington’s “confession,” if not the propriety of it, “laid inside a trailer—and the trailer back of billboards two high!—Piffington’s ‘residence’ was made for this drama.” And Allstyn went on:

			—and the reddish-haired man thinking that the trailer, which stood wheel-less and propped up on packing boxes, was abandoned and deserted, and that he could pre-empt it, Wainwright, coming to the door, and seeing that the other was a drifter and adventurer type, invited him in, believing he could pick up some interesting facts to be woven into stories. For the radio bedtime story writer has, it seems, an urge to write fiction! The man, however, would give him no name, but laughingly said to call him “Red.” This man, in talking to Wain—

			“Here’s your cigarettes, sir,” said a dignified voice at Allstyn’s elbow. And he looked up to see the exceedingly intelligent-looking bootblack.

			“Thank you, lad, and keep the change. And say—just a minute—in that story that appeared at 2:30 today, was there anything about a red-haired man?”

			“Oh, yes, sir. A red-haired man—rather, sir, the paper described him as a ‘reddish-haired’ man—identity unknown—was arrested today near the po—”

			“Just a minute—and then continue,” ordered Allstyn. “What was the complete description of this man?”

			“Just and only, sir, that he was reddish-haired—and about 35 years of age.”

			Allstyn nodded grimly. “Just and only there—just and only here! But don’t mind my cryptic comments, my boy. Go on with what you were telling me.”

			“Well, the story just was that this man—identity unknown—was arrested near Old Post Office today, and immediately stuck incommunicado in the State’s Attorney’s special lockup. He had a crimson-painted shoebox under his arm, and a skull which had been taken from the State’s Attorney’s safe. At least, sir, supposedly so—anyway! It seems that when accosted by some high Churchman, and asked what was in the box, he said ‘Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete.’”

			“Good—that is, thanks. And—oh, by the way, were there any pictures in that story? Pictures, I mean, of the place that had been robbed?”

			“Indeed there were, sir! Four of them. Showing most everything. Though what puzzled me, if you don’t mind my saying it, was that the pictures had been taken before the robbery!”

			“They were? But how do you know that?”

			“Well, because, sir, under one of them, which showed an old leather couch alongside a wall—and near the end of the same—were some—some descriptive lines which read—well, they read almost exactly like this—you see sir, I’ve an aunt who collects folding screens, and I have—”

			“—a complex on same? I don’t just see anything yet—but go on?”

			“Well, the lines under that particular picture, sir, they read practically exactly like this . . .” And verbally the boy proceeded to reproduce something which obviously, because of a particular object in it, a particular personal relationship, had remained prominently in his memory.

			“‘Old leather couch,’” he repeated slowly, “‘back of black-burlap-covered folding screen partly shielding which murderer may possibly have slipped when he heard German janitor’s footsteps, outside door of office, and from which hiding-place he may have emerged and cut off latter’s retreat after he entered office.’ But,” the boy added, to Allstyn, “the black-burlap covered screen, you see, wasn’t shown in the picture.”

			“Well, my dear lad, the news photographer couldn’t show a couch very well, could he, if he’d proceeded first to screen it off with a black-burlap-covered screen?”

			“But merely to show the couch, sir, that lay back of the screen which itself was the subject of the descriptive matter isn’t—isn’t logic—to me. However, sir, to get down to a better case of what I had reference to, in one of the photos which showed the State’s Attorney’s old safe, the safe door was closed, and a scarf hung partly down over the front of it. Whereas, had the picture been taken after the robbery, the news-photographer would have been sure to have shown the safe with its door wide open—and its dial smashed—and all that, don’t you know?”

			“Right you are, my boy. You’ve a mighty good head on you. Well, I’m as puzzled as you, I fear, as to how such pictures could all have been available in advance. And—but one of them showed a diploma, didn’t it, on one wall?”

			“Why, yes—but—but how, sir, since obviously you never saw the story, could you know—”

			Allstyn smiled. “Oh, I’m seeing the story just now, sort of—of taken apart and put together again—in another story! Which—but now about those pics—well—was there a by-line on that story! Meaning—”

			“Oh, I know what a by-line is, sir. For I’m taking junior journalism in my high school course. But there was. The story was by a man named Hugh Vann.”

			“Named Vann, eh? Well, there we are! Relative of our own State’s Attorney. And probably had the pics all ready—but taken for another purpose. Well, my bop, thanks—and here’s a quarter.”

			“Thank you, ever, ever so much, sir.” And the boy gave a courteous bow, showing that he came from a good family. And moved off.

			And Allstyn resumed the story. Piffington, he saw now plainly, had grabbed on to the fact that the State’s Attorney’s captive had reddish hair, by bringing him into his own story as one “Red”; and thanks to the latter being some tight-lipped criminal whose best bet for the time being was complete silence, Piffington was enabled to spin beautiful pipe dreams involving the other. And an intelligent bootblack’s description, just now, of the pictures of that office interior—including diploma on wall!—reconstructed completely for Allstyn where the resourceful Piffington had gotten his necessary jigsaw pieces. The story continued:

			This man in talking to Wainwright, told him the identical story detailed earlier today in a contemporary newspaper: which, briefly, was that he had just landed in Chicago after having come from South America, where he had traveled for some years with a professional hypnotist named Max Köneigsberg. And how, in fact, he was subject to so-called hypno-mesmeric amnesia, quite unresolvable, by any means, he told Wainwright, whenever he gazed twice into—or, so far as that goes, when his gaze even fell upon—a revolving-lamp placed at the focus of converging mirrors. This extreme susceptibility—and which susceptibility tallies with the red-headed man’s own description of the condition set forth today in a contemporary newspaper—was caused, he told Wainwright, by uncountable hypnotizations and mesmerizations by such lamps, and repeated hypnotic suggestions therein. It was, in fact, his telling Wainright laughingly how the first thing he happened to see, on striking Chicago, was just such a revolving-lamp as had been used on him countless times, in a drugstore on Van Buren and Dearborn Streets, and that he intended to remain assiduously away from that corner lest, coming face to face with it again, he lose all memory of the events taking place between such gazings, that Wainwright subsequently utilized this fact for one of the most Machiavellian deeds ever done to an innocent man.

			“Let’s see, now?” said Allstyn, meditatively. “There’s three captives in this case! The reddish-haired man, Piffington, and the other suspect picked up this afternoon at the Klondike Building entrance. Now if Piffington, by any fool chance, helps that reddish-haired man to slip out free—and then later gets booted out himself—when his ironclad alibi comes to life—well, I hope that one remaining suspect is worth while!” He shook his head helplessly. And resumed the story.

			When the reddish-haired man asked Wainwright if he could stay there with him for a few days, Wainwright granted him the permission, as the man was clean, and honest-spoken, and there was an extra swing-couch in the once commodious trailer, now disbandoned. The reddish-haired man’s subsequent movements in Chicago were, however, Wainwright says, rather mysterious, and none were ever known to him. With the single exception that, on the man’s second day there, Wainwright saw him reading a piece in the morning paper, and then contemplating him, Wainwright, curiously. A short while later, the reddish-haired man wrote a letter on blue paper, which he went out immediately and mailed. On examining the newspaper, Wainwright found that the story the reddish-haired man had been reading was one to the effect that the State’s Attorney, through a fund granted him by an anonymous politician, would pay $10 reward to all persons notifying him personally of the names of Pansies, if and when such persons were investigated and confirmed to be such, and sentenced in court as such, and if such notification was of record with the State’s Attorney.

			Wainwright was, so he says, horrified at the thought that his name had been sent in, because he utilizes rouge, for purely aesthetic purposes, and his appearance might be misconstrued. For to be taken up and tried on such a charge would, he said, knock out—and sky-high—a possible marriage he expected to contract, though he will not give the name of the woman in the case. At any rate, going out immediately to a drugstore, he looked up the State’s Attorney’s number, and found him to be located apparently in a Washington Street building; and, calling that number, found that the State’s Attorney himself was out of town, and would be out of town till next morning.

			Troubled, he went downtown to that office, in quite blissful ignorance that the State’s Attorney had bigger and more official offices in the City Hall, and peeped in it as though seeking some other party. The office girl was telephoning, with her back to him—

			“There was a keen stroke!” Allstyn said. “If he’d so much as rung her in—she’d have knocked his confession sky-high by testifying she never saw him in her life.” He went on, a sneaking admiration for P. Wainwright’s inventive powers growing within him.

			—with her back to him, but he saw a safe of the most ancient type. And realized, with a terrible shock, that his name—contained within a blue letter penned by “Red”—was in that safe—for inves­tigation, arrest and publicity. And that it must—it must!—be gotten out somehow! Before the State’s Attorney got back.

			And right afterwards he made up his mind. If criminals could do it, he could! And would! For a score of pulp-paper magazine stories he had read had said that all that had to be done to a safe like that, to open it, was to hit its dials with a sledge. And as for the door of the office, a score more of such stories had said that the principle of Archimedes—commonly called a jimmy!—was the simple answer.

			“Which little paragraph in Piffington’s ‘confession,’” Allstyn commented dryly, “means that all the pulp-paper magazines will be ordered off the stands tonight by our Mayor! And an injunction suit by the publishers thereof filed—to get back on! This confounded clown has even started a fire in the circus grounds of the next town up the road—New York!” And with a sigh Allstyn went on with the story.

			And so last evening, Wainwright says—after, that is, “Red” had vanished from the trailer for parts unknown—he went downtown and entered the Klondike Building before it closed, carrying a sledge, which had been in the toolbox of the trailer, wrapp—

			“Ah!” said Allstyn. “I wondered how he was going to make the sledge materialize! His story was up the flue—if he’d tried to say he’d bought it.” And went on:

			—wrapped in a sheet of heavy wrapping paper tied with twine. And a crowbar, from the same tool chest, under his coat. He concealed himself, he says, in the washroom of the building, and, when all was quiet, jimmied the old door easily with one pry of the crowbar. He wore leather gloves, he says, as did the hyper-professionals in the pulp-paper magazine stories he had read. Once inside—the door shoved snugly to behind him—and the lights on—he had, he says, a profound and almost overpowering illusion that another person was in the room with him—for he distinctly heard the “thump, thump, thump” of a human heart; and, practically convinced that the office girl must have remained down late, curled up on the couch that lay partly back of the black-burlap-covered folding screen—

			“Long live news-pictures—but especially their captions!” Allstyn half nodded. “For the identical cap that our little newsboy friend just expatiated on has supplied couch and folding black-burlap-covered screen—and given Piffington a beautiful pair of highlights for confessional purposes.” And he went on:

			—practically convinced that the office girl must have remained late, curled up on the couch that lay partly back of the black-burlap-covered folding screen, and gone to sleep, he crossed the room cautiously—step by step—till suddenly, when three-quarters of the way across, the outlines of the couch loomed up between the interstice of the burlap as one hundred per cent empty—and quite devoid of human burden! And then only, Wainwright says, did he learn that the “thump, thump, thump” in his ears was only the beating of his own heart!

			“An artistic touch, that,” commented Allstyn—and truly sincerely. “And one which only an ex-burlap specialist—‘lapilist,’ I think he called it?—as he once was in New York—and inventor of a weave formula based on burlap’s ‘transparency’ could ever have fabricated.” And realizing—and strangely, too, for the first time in his life, since Allstyn had never been much of a reader of fiction, much less analyzer thereof—what a single touch of “authoritative” concrete “detail” could do for a document such as Piffington’s creation must have been, Allstyn went on, more than exceedingly impressed now.

			And finding thus that he was alone, he became, Wainwright says, suddenly calm. And went to work. And strictly according to pulp-paper lines. And the safe door swung open, Wainwright also avers, more easily—

			“And now, of details we get—none!” Allstyn commented, now momentarily the severe critic. “He should have elaborated just a bit here, and—but it’s expecting too much I dare say for a ‘burlapalist’ and bedtime-story writer to be able to expatiate on the knobknocking phase of this penny-dreadful. And besides, the results of this document—down New York way!—are all that count, anyway.” And now the pragmatist, instead of the lit’ry critic, Allstyn pressed on.

			—swung open, Wainwright also avers, more easily than those safe doors did in the various stories he had read. But he found, in this particular safe, not a letter. And only later did he realize that such letter would be in some more official City Hall office of the State’s Attorney. At any rate, interrupted by Reibach, he felled him—then killed him, as has already been related. And, to cover up the motive for his crime, he took from the safe the only thing of importance it apparently held, which was a paper-wrapped object on which, on the bottom, was penciled lightly “Wah Lee’s skull, evidence; case unknown.”

			“And there,” commented Allstyn, “is the probable flaw of the entire beautiful structure he’s reared! For he gets the identity of the stolen goods from a newspaper story—but attributes his knowledge of them to a penciled notation! I’ll bet one million dollars the girl secretary never bothered to write, on that wrapping, the contents. For—but why, I wonder, didn’t the Department check that by a phone call to her? Well—we’ll see. Now where the devil will Piffington dispose of that sledge?”

			But the next two sentences disposed of that question. With the paper-wrapped skull under his arm, the jimmy under his coat, and the sledge crudely re-wrapped, Wainwright slipped from the building. Straight to the river he went, down on the lower embankment, and thence toward Dearborn Street. Far out into the middle of the river somewhere he flung the jimmy. The heavy sledge he got rid of simply by tearing off the end of the paper wrapping, and letting the tool slip silently forth into the dark river at Piling NO. 37—NO. 37, according, at least, to the electric light on the upper Wacker Drive level. The paper he then tossed onto the water, where it floated rapidly away.

			Allstyn couldn’t help now but laugh aloud. Even a passer-by looked curiously at him.

			“Goes Mr. Jimmy,” Allstyn said to himself, “out somewhere in the bosom of dark Madame River. And goes Mr. Sledge down into no less than to feet of sludge and slime and murk and mud! And quite unfindable! And I—I told this bird he couldn’t do crime stories! Alack and alas!” Shaking his head—but only at himself!—he continued:

			Once back home at his trailer, with the stolen skull, Wainwright realized that “Red,” reading the story next morning of that safe burglary, and reflecting on it, might put two and two together—go to the State’s Attorney—and his testimony might result in his, Wainwright’s, arrest, at least as a suspect. And Wainwright was worrying more and more about those possible fingerprints he thought he might have left on the wall under the diploma. But morning came—and no story in the particular paper that is flung daily over the billboards at the door of his trailer . . . And no “Red” either. Wainwright wanted to go downtown badly, he says, to see the later editions, but dared not leave the skull there, lest “Red,” returning in his absence—for he had shown the latter how to open the door without any key!—might prowl the trailer and find the skull; and so, tearing off the paper wrappings, and burning them, he put the skull in a white shoebox which he tied as though it contained merely a pair of shoes, and went downtown with it under his arm. Downtown, he found that the robbery had apparently not yet been discovered. Perhaps—so he figured—the secretary was late to work that day. But he knew the crime would be discovered any moment. And it was only downtown there that, remembering “Red’s” case of recurring hypno-mesmeric amnesia—and also a certain thing that “Red” had conveyed to him—that Wainwright conceived, so he says, a Machiavellian plot to not only erase from “Red’s” mind the single incident that might focus suspicion on him, Wainwright, but also save him, Wainwright, by sending “Red” to the chair!

			“Wow!” said Allstyn. “How the papers must have loved this! The newspaper boys owe Piffington one fine dinner, I’m thinking!” He went on:

			For Wainwright knew, he says, that all State’s Attorney’s captures are, when arrested, taken straight to the State’s Attorney’s special lockup in the City Hall. For he had once patiently stood by the famous door “from which no man returneth,” and where also, he had noted, was the window of some drugstore calling itself also “The Little Revolving Lamp Drugstore.” And he knew that if he could get “Red” picked up on a State’s Attorney’s case—and what case could be more a States’ Attorney’s case than the robbery of the State’s Attorney’s own safe?—”Red” would he hustled straight to that door, and would, on seeing that revolving lamp, lose all memory of all events centering about himself in Chicago—though such story would never, never be believed by the police.

			And so he decided directly to involve “Red” in an incident where the latter would get picked up under damning circumstances—and pronto. And the method by which he would do so, he says, was suggested by his seeing—while he himself walked troubledly along Old Post Office Block—a girl with a lavender gripsack, or rather, carpet bag made of lavender carpeting, going along, with people gazing after her and the gripsack as though both were curios. And so—

			“The gal with the lavender gripsack!” commented Allstyn amusedly. “Whom in reality Piffington saw this morning—when he was registering a manuscript to New York! There, at least, is fact—for a change. Lavender gripsack! ’Twould be one grand finale to this comedy of errors if she were found somewhere today—and had a couple of skulls herself in her gripsack!” But Allstyn realized that he too now was soaring on the wings of hypermelodramatic invention. And reined himself sharply in. Went on with the story, in fact. Which now changed its setting again to that stage so conveniently placed behind high billboards—and with witnesses none!

			And so, going back home—for his story was all set in his mind—Wainright found “Red” at last returned. And utterly downcast in spirits. So much so that he revealed at last, Wainright says, his real identity and why he had come to Chicago. His name was, he said, Jack Melbourne; he was, he said, from Australia originally, having been brought from there to America, when a small boy, by an uncle now dead; and stated that he had many relatives living in Australia today.

			“’Twas evidently about here,” Allstyn said shrewdly, “that Piffington managed to grab hold of a concrete name for his man ‘Red’: and gave him, I note, the commonest two names in all Australia—and a dead uncle, on this side of the world, to boot!” And went on:

			He had come to Chicago, he said frankly to Wainright, to blackmail a certain man, residing in the Chicago suburb of Evergreen Park, who had once been a purveyor of inside police information to a band of criminals. “Red” did not, Wainright says, use the actual word “blackmail,” but put it urbanely that he had come to “gently induce this man to set him up, in a small business, in the man’s own suburb of Evergreen Park.” This man, he said, while touring Rio de Janeiro a couple of years ago with a Cook’s tour, had heard a lecture of Königsburg’s and had later come to the latter’s hotel, and had had a private medical hypnotization for some nervous disorder. At this hypnotization, “Red” Melbourne had assisted. During the hypnosis, however, the man accidentally revealed that he had been, years and years back, in Chicago, the inside information man—the bridge from the Law to Crookdom—for a gang of criminals known—so he said—as The Parson Gang—

			“Said gang name furnished,” groaned Allstyn, “by yours truly!” And went on:

			So “Red,” fulfilling an intention of long, long duration, had come to Chicago to look this man up. And to—after, of course, surveying the whole situation pro and con—force money—or the favor of being set up in business!—from this man because of what the latter had revealed. But—alas for “Red”—he had just ascertained that his man was not in Evergreen Park, much less in Chicago, Cook County, or even Illinois, as it appeared! Nor would he be for months and months to come. And was, therefore, not in the least a source of money—or financial favors!—for “Red.”

			Wainright waited patiently till the other had talked himself out. And then sprung on “Red” the story he had concocted. Which was, in short, that he, Wainwright, was in secret a Federal under-cover man. Indeed, he says he showed “Red” a Federal badge, which he had actually picked up some days before, and never turned in—and which badge he now says he has tossed into the river from one of the bridges, but doesn’t recall which.

			“That—river!” said Allstyn. “The without-which-not of this affair, all right, all right!” He went on with the story:

			He told “Red” that he had been delegated to make a criminal “meet” with a man, carrying a bright box of crimson, with a skull in it. And that an operative friend of his was delegated to follow the man. But he had just received word, now—so he told “Red”—that his fellow operator would not be able to play in; and, rather than call up the chief and arrange for a new man, he offered “Red” $10 to perform the actual act of “making the meet”—and would, in that case, he told “Red,” himself follow the man. “Red” avidly agreed, he says. And on the basis of payment after completion of the job. So Wainwright hastily painted over his shoebox with some crimson ink he happened to have in the trailer. And instructed “Red” that the latter was to stand on the north-east corner of Old Post Office Block—at noon—and, when the criminal came up—and the criminal might, Wainwright told the other, be dressed in any manner whatsoever—and asked, as a code message, “What have you in the box, buddy?” “Red” was to say, “Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete.” All of which dialogue Wainwright says he obtained from the same source that he obtained the method of robbing the safe: namely, pulp-paper magazines.

			“The pulps again!” Allstyn commented. And added, reprovingly: “He should have involved the 10-cent burlesque shows a little—and given Mayor Sweeney a really good chance for a grand civic purification. However, maybe he will involve ’em yet.” And, hopeful of most anything now, he drove on with the story:

			And he would, Wainwright told “Red,” himself follow the man who would approach “Red” with the cryptic query. So, “Red,” accompanying Wainwright downtown—to Old Post Office, in fact—took from the latter’s arm the box, and took up the prescribed position. The while Wainwright stood off some 20 feet, putatively the “shadow” in the case. But “Red” did not, for some reason, get questioned by anyone but an obtuse patrolman who merely strolled on. And then by a clergyman of sorts, who presumably thought “Red” was drunk. And while figuring how to get into a drugstore and tip off the States’ Attorney’s office anonymously, Wainwright saw “Red” picked up by a squad car. Eagerly, he says, he watched the papers. And found, evidently, that his plan had worked perfectly. For at 2:30 a minor contemporary of this paper, which has been enabled to receive inside facts only through relationship of one of its men with the State’s Attorney, came out with the full story of the crime—and the full story of the arrest—and the fact that “Red” had, putatively at least, become amnesiac over the whole period of his stay in Chicago.

			“While in the meantime,” Allstyn commented, “ ‘Red’—in limbo and incommunicado—is keeping his trap tightly shut as to what he pulled last night for some underworld bigwig, and doesn’t even dream that his wild—oy-yoy, how wild!—’amnesia’ story is being backed up by one of the half million people who read it. If he even knows it got into print—which I doubt. Probably he’s trying to fabricate some wild, wild story to account to the State’s Attorney for having a Chinaman’s skull on his person. For he’s the safe-buster all right, all right—and not that other suspect picked up by Smith. Since—” But Allstyn, with a deep sigh, gave it up—and went on with the story instead:

			But seeing that his plan had gone through, Wainwright feared suddenly, for the first time, that “Red’s” amnesia might be pierced by hypnotism—and lead straight to himself. If it did, of course, he told himself, he would brazen it out—and claim that “Red” was the burglar. But he had—as it has been said—found that his watch was missing—and also realized that he might have left his fingerprints under that diploma. And so he decided, before “Red’s” amnesia might be pierced by hypnotism, to remove the last possible things that could incriminate him, Wainwright. And thus—as a result of visiting the Klondike Building to remove them, and of being taken up on suspicion by Detective Smith—and of being brought to Captain Congreve’s—and of becoming hopelessly entangled in his explanations—to full confession.

			Wainwright is—or rather was!—the little-known author of most of the Uncle Griffy Bedtime Animal Tales for Tiny Tots, delivered over the United-Evening Chain. And was—up, that is, to three days ago!—under contract with the Radio-Entertainment firm of Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster of New York City. Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster were unable, however, when confronted by the New York representatives of the various Chicago papers now carrying this story—and each of which representatives naturally received a telegraphic flash of Wainwright’s confession here, involving Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster as employers—to cast any additional light on their former, employee, stating that he had always been for them a somewhat enigmatic figure, even to rendering—as a legal name—the mere name of “P. Wainwright,” and claiming that he had been christened thus because of the wishes of some grandfather; to which the firm also added that not until the news of Wainwright’s being a murderer was brought to them, did they even know that—in Chicago and the Midwest—Wainwright used, for a first name, the name “Piffington,” arbitrarily selected by him. They did announce, however—through Sam Collerman, vice-president—and over the firm’s official signature given out in multiplicate to the various news representatives—that P. Wainwright’s services with the company had terminated 3 nights ago, etc., unknown to himself, and through their optional cancellation of his contract.

			The story was nearly ended now!

			“Well, all I can say,” was Allstyn’s comment now, “is that he was able to do for himself, the little be-rouged devil, what I couldn’t do for him! It seems, after all, that God helps those who have the guts to help themselves. And—”

			And now he chuckled so loud that 2 passers-by nudged each other, for the final paragraph ran:

			Wainwright, when informed that his contract was cancelled, had a face a mile long, and stated sadly that it would have been possible only through continued work in his line, in his cell, to obtain adequate legal counsel.

			And now the story was ended.

			And Allstyn’s laugh faded.

			“Yes,” he said, “he’s achieved—what he was after. And now it’s up to Rutgers Allstyn to rescue him.”

			And throwing forward his starting lever, he turned his car toward the Detective Bureau.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIX

			The Discomfiture of Captain Congreve!

			Three minutes later Allstyn drew up in front of the Detective Bureau, great white-stone 10-story building towering high in the air on the dingy corner of 11th and South State Streets. Tumble-down Negro shacks clustered under its eaves—tired spavined horses, driving rickety junk-wagons to near-south-side and near-west-side junk yards, plodded past its doors—and, far over in the west, in the black smoke arising from Chicago, London of the West, the sun sank, a great ball of red fire.

			In and out of the revolving doors of the Detective Bureau people threaded even at this late hour of the day: thick-soled plainclothesmen, policemen in uniform, worried-looking women whose husbands had gotten into the toils of the law, plump-looking well-fed bondsmen. Inside the marble tessellated foyer, however, there were probably more people flooding towards the doors than coming from them.

			Allstyn, inside, went straight to the row of booth telephones along the wall. Went, in fact—as one long experienced—to one booth which carried an unobtrusive card lettered:

			FOR DEPARTMENT COMMUNICATION ONLY

			And without having to drop a nickel—inasmuch as this booth was to expedite official business, it being presumed that anybody who had gotten as far as this outlying fringe of the city’s downtown district, must have plentifully valid business with some department upstairs—Allstyn asked the switchboard operator for Captain Congreve’s office. Asked, in fact, for Captain Congreve himself, knowing that a detective bureau chief comes on duty at noon, and does not leave till 9 p.m.

			In a minute, a booming resonant voice, of, manifestly, a big-shouldered man, answered Allstyn:

			“Captain Congreve—speaking?”

			“Hello there, Captain. This—this is Rutgers Allstyn.”

			“Oh, yes, Allstyn. What can I do for you!”

			“A lot, Captain! I’m just dashing pell-mell through Chicago on a civil-law matter—ran down to Lo—to a southeastern Indiana town on it this afternoon—found my client had been called, by a death in his family, up to—well, to a northwest Wisconsin city!—his wire had missed me, you see—and now I find myself dashing back through Chicago again—and bound northwestward this time. And—but I’ll just say in brief that I’m representing—at least sort of, anyway!—this—this fellow Wainwright you had up there today.”

			“Oh, Wainwright? Oh, yes. Well since when, Allstyn, are you doing criminal work?”

			“Never, Captain. I ought to have said, really, that—”

			“Well, hold the wire—” And Congreve’s words were the weary words of one who had said those same words, to a million criminal attorneys, a million times in his career, “—and I’ll have you put directly on to your client. That is, if possible. For he’s somewhere over at the State’s Attorney’s offices now.”

			“But wait, Captain. I—”

			But a loud clicking was ensuing, marking Congreve’s rocking of his departmental telephone, and Allstyn heard him saying to the local police operator: “Put this party on with P. Wainwright—who’s now somewhere in the Sta—well, you can locate the party through the State’s Attorney’s operator.”

			A clicking, some more talking—off the phone, however—and Allstyn found himself suddenly talking to no less than his civil client of that afternoon.

			“Hello?” the almost inarticulate voice of Piffington Wainwright answered.

			“Piffington?”

			“Yes. But—but the man who is in charge of me says I can’t say but a few words. So—”

			“All right! This is Allstyn.” And almost without waiting for this to sift into Piffington’s brain, Allstyn hurried on: “Piffington, I want to just tell you that a notice given out by Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster late today, to the New York newspaper representatives, that your contract is out—finis!—over—and canceled—is legal cancellation. You’re free from the contract now, young man; so sit tight where you are, and—”

			But by one of those unfortunate things, which happen between five and six o’clock in the afternoon on all switchboards, the connection was broken.

			Allstyn paused undecidedly. Then emerged, and entered one of the elevators.

			“Captain Congreve’s office,” he said.

			“Private entrance at room 605 Mr. Allstyn,” said the operator, who, much to Allstyn’s surprise, had recognize him.

			The elevator disgorged him at the 6th floor. And he went down the cool, cement-floored hall, finally coming to a blank, unlettered door with only the digits “605” on it. And he realized that, had he not been recognized, and given the correct “steer,” he would have reached an anteroom, with at least a couple of rooms and secretaries in between. And glad, at least, that this much red tape had been circumvented, he turned the knob and walked in. Captain Congreve, as broad-shouldered as his voice indicated, white of hair, and wearing his blue coat with brass buttons, sat at his huge flat-top mahogany desk, partly facing off from the tall windows which gazed forth over Chicago’s west side towards that rapidly falling ball of fire, in a huge private room carpeted entirely over with plum-colored monotone carpet. His huge desk, plus a few chairs, and, over in the opposite corner, a triple-glassed telephone booth, seemed to be the only furniture in the vast room. Captain Congreve was engaged just now in a humdrum clerical capacity which, as Allstyn knew, fell relentlessly on Detective Bureau chiefs: namely, drawing pay-vouchers for work of this, that, and the other kind done, and which vouchers could later be cashed at other departments. Several men, in fact, waited at Congreve’s desk, perhaps for the very vouchers in question. One, sitting in a chair at the right of the big desk, was a curly-headed man with stocky shoulders, who looked like a prize fighter. And, at the other side of Congreve’s desk, sat a tall, thin man with eyeglasses, who looked like a professor. And standing back of this man, against the wall, were two others: one, a thin keen man with penetrating blue eyes, framed in silver-rimmed spectacles; the other, a decidedly roly-poly jolly chap of no more than 30. Congreve, fountain pen in hand, looked up.

			“Well, well, Allstyn—thought I’d disposed of your troubles over the wire?”

			“Not altogether, Captain,” laughed Allstyn, “no. I fear I have to come up in person to do that.”

			“All right, Allstyn. Sit down. I’m just disposing of some of the daily clerical work that falls on my head! Paying one department, as it were, out of the funds of the other!” He waved a red hand around the circle surrounding him. “Rutgers Allstyn, gentlemen, best lawyer in Chicago, on contracts. But now apparently—ahem—taking up criminal law! Allstyn—” And he motioned to the curly-headed, stocky-shouldered man sitting next him, “—this is Peter McKanstry, who does work now and then for the bureau. And this—” And he motioned to the intelligent-looking man with the eyeglasses on the other side of his desk, “—is Mr. Horace Winterbottom, of the Social Service Bureau.” Now he inclined his head toward the fat roly-poly fellow: “This is Don Gribbons, office of the Traffic Department. And this—” And now he nodded towards the grave man with silver spectacles, “—is Jeff Forsyth, who happens to be—”

			“Oh, you don’t have to tell me,” said Allstyn. “Jefferson Forsyth?—famous fingerprint expert?—and head of the Criminal Identification Bureau of the Detective Bureau! Happy to meet you, Mr. Forsyth—and—” He swept his head in an arc, “—and the rest of you gentlemen likewise.”

			He dropped, at Congreve’s nod, toward an empty visitors’ armchair facing the desk, into the chair in question. And waited patiently. Congreve, putting his name laboriously down to another salmon-colored oblong of paper in a book resembling a great multiple checkbook, turned his page, and wrote in a date for one further on. But turned his attention to Allstyn.

			“What can I do for you, Allstyn?”

			Allstyn looked dubiously around the figures awaiting vouchers.

			“Don’t mind these folks,” Congreve told him. “Unless, of course, you’ve something secret. In which case—” And he nodded toward a connecting room.

			“Well—no,” Allstyn replied. “There can’t be anything very secret anyway about what I’ve got to say.” He paused. “Well, as you can surmise, Captain, I’ve run up to tell you something—a good deal, in fact—about this fellow Wainwright, who—”

			“Oh, yes, yes, yes.” And Congreve slid open the top drawer of his desk, and withdrew a large square card, at least a foot square, which he slid over to Allstyn, turning it over face up as he did. “Write down, will you, what you can add there.”

			Allstyn gazed unsmilingly at the card. It was a standard detective bureau card, such as were used to register criminals, and bore two freshly affixed photoprints of Piffington, taken front-view and side-view and, in its 10 numbered rectangles, his fingerprints. The blank space captioned “Information furnished by friends or relatives:” was glaringly empty. Allstyn noted, however, that the card had not yet been stamped with a serial registration number. And he was glad, at least, that he could save Piffington from resting, for the rest of his life, under the stigma of having once been “Booked.”

			“No,” he said, shoving the card off, “I came up on the matter of the ridiculous rubbish that poor blighter confessed to you today.”

			“Ru-rubbish?” stammered Congreve. And his color turned suddenly greenish. The rest of the men, who had shown unmistakable signs of departing in a body, stayed their departure as one man. “What—what do you mean, Allstyn?” Congreve asked.

			“Simply, Captain,” Allstyn explained, “that this Piffington Wainwright was my client. In a purely civil matter, that is. And he came to me today to try to find out how to break a purely personal contract with those New York radio people. But when I read the contract, I had to tell him it was unbreakable, And—well I hate to confess this, Captain, but I sort of suggested that if—if he could make himself poison—you know?—to the radio people, they’d break it themselves. And sky-high.”

			To Allstyn, at least, Captain Congreve looked, at that moment, like a great black gathering storm cloud.

			“And so—and so,” Congreve said, gloweringly, “the rouge-plastered little pup utilized this department, eh, to bust it? With a phoney ‘sing’? Is—is that what I’m to gather, Allstyn?”

			“Yes,” Allstyn admitted, already hating this job.

			“Phony is the word all right—since I happen to know he’s got an ironclad alibi up his sleeve.” He paused. “Oh, I’m sort of—of to blame, I’m afraid, in view of the fact that—”

			“Was it you—” and Congreve heaved a great sigh. “Was it you,” he repeated, “that he talked to—earlier today—in yonder booth—and cautioned not to reveal this—this alibi?”

			“No, not I. For I left town almost immediately after, being with him. And—but did he claim he talked to me!”

			“He did not, no. He pretended that ’twas his criminal attorney. That is, he balked when he had his John Hancock half down. And made it a condition that he wouldn’t put the other half down unless he could talk five minutes with his lawyer—on a private wire. So I let him have that booth. Where he did jabber with somebody. No I don’t know who; nor couldn’t hear a word through three thicknesses of glass. And besides, that booth’s on an outside wire. The fact is, it’s for just such bargainings, anyway.”

			“Well, I rather think I can guess,” Allstyn said, nodding, “whom he talked with. It was either a certain man on South Shore Drive—or—or the latter’s personal man—or some certain guest, at a certain shindig—who could phone in and bust that confession sky-high. Just what he told the party in question, I of course have no idea. And—” Allstyn broke off—”Anyway, Wainwright, I’m sorry to say, has used your department—to break a contract. Though only 10 minutes ago, however, did I get to read the story. And know anything about it.” He paused. “Now I know how damned angry this sort of thing makes you, Captain. But you—you ought to be a good sport—so long as he was clever enough to put it over the way he did. And it seems to me he was clever, in the way in which he got that sledge-hammer out of the picture by dropping it to the bottom of the river. To the bottom of the bottom of the river, in fact, if I’m correctly informed as to the sludge down there! And in the way he manufactured a hypothetical watch that might hypothetically have been dropped at the scene of the crime—and ten finger impressions that he ‘thought’ he might have left! But unfortunately, as I say, Captain—and I’ve got to tell you for him, now that he’s being pushed about over there at the State’s Attorney’s offices—he was at a party all last night given by Buford van der Zook, the artist, on South Shore Drive. And whom, incidentally, I know myself. And which fact Wainwright—not dreaming at the time he mentioned it to me, of what he was going to pull—in fact, to be accurate, he thought I was going straight out of town—held back from you.”

			Congreve looked, at that moment, to Allstyn, like a man so unutterably weary of being a detective bureau chief that Allstyn felt sorry at having to do what he was doing.

			“Of course, Allstyn,” Congreve said, like a child trying to hold on to the tail of a beautiful but escaping kite, “you realize, don’t you, that in dissolving Wainwright’s confession this way, you’re knocking the State’s Attorney’s chances sky-high, of convicting Gus McGurk in the Wah Lee murder?”

			“Well, I can’t help that, of cou—but how do you make that out, Captain?”

			“How? Well—that skull is the only evidence to establish corpus delicti in that Wah Lee Case. Common sense alone would say that—however, the Supreme Court of Illinois today declared that in a case like that, anybody snitching evidence like that must be convicted of having snitched it. If the evidence is to remain evidence! The idea being to confirm the identity of the evidence. And establish the unbroken chain, don’t you know, of passage, from repository to crook—and crook back to police again. Now, goddamn it Allstyn, in busting Wainwright’s confession, you’ve busted one of the nicest uninterrupted movements of that evidence as—as could ever exist. For instance: Wainwright babbled that he took the stolen skull home—put it in a shoebox—then took it back downtown with him again—where he walked about with it trying to figure what to do—and, when he had so figured, lugged it back home again to where the red-haired guy had now returned; then took it—now in the crimsoned box—back downtown again—and the red-haired guy to boot; and there, near that southeast corner of Old Post Office Block, passed the box over to the red-haired guy; and watched the other—from off some distance—clear up till a squad car picked the latter up. And took legal possession, of course, of the sconce. An absolutely unbroken movement, you see? Which is essent—”

			“But good God, Captain,” Allstyn put in, “I have to set the idiot right before he proceeds to put the State’s Attorney’s office, in turn, to a further lot of fool trouble. Though now that Wainwright’s contract is broken—he’ll repudiate his confession in short order. But aside from all that, I’m not hurting the State’s case against McGurk. You still have that red-haired man in custody. And besides—you’ve another suspect, haven’t you, that was hauled in by the detective Smith—at the scene of the crime?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Congreve, unenthusiastically, “we have. Yes. A Malay—with six fingers on each yellow hand! I’ll fetch him up, if you’d care to see him.”

			He dropped his chin to his hand, seemingly a weary man indeed.

			“I’ve seen Malays,” said Allstyn, “and I’ve seen people with six fingers on their hands. So I’ve as good as seen your six-fingered Malay. And so you can do as you please, Captain, about making a special showup of him—for me alone.” He paused. “I don’t know, of course, why your Malay was carted in here—but there certainly must have been more reason than merely that a Chinese skull was stolen—or that six fingers can spin a safe dial better than five can. But the point remains, Captain, that you’ve got two individuals now—yes, the Malay, and the red-haired man—through whom—and by conviction of either—or even confession of either—you can establish the full movements of that skull—its legal identity. So will you check the gilt-edged alibi I’ve handed in for Wainwright and—”

			Allstyn gazed at his watch, and realized he must be getting started, “—and put him back on the streets, with or without a boot in the—the behind, as soon as possible?”

			Congreve appeared still, however, a most aggrieved man. Particularly when his eyes fell on the voucher book whose triple banked vouchers he had just been filling out. “Well, well, well,” was all he said. And looked up. “See here, Allstyn, have you any idea of what expense a ‘confession’ like Wainwright’s costs a department like this? I’ve just, in fact, been signing the very vouchers. Which have to be paid, you know. Whether a confession is phony or not. Now take this chap Peter McKanstry here.” Congreve inclined his head toward the stocky little man at his left. “He’s a professional diver. Fortunately for us, he was working a half-block up the embankment today, on a River and Harbors Commission job and it only took a phone message over there to move him and his air machine a couple of hundred feet and make a single descent. At Piling 37, you know. Where Wainwright claimed he sunk his sledge. Hell! But, $10 that one descent cost us. And ’twould have been $25, Pete says, if we’d had to send out the full equipment special. And Mr. Horace Winterbottom, here, is an official ‘observer’ for cases like that. A technicality, you know, Allstyn, that has to be covered—so that if a diver brings up something, the defendant’s lawyer can’t later claim the diver took it down with him first! So—a regulation $5 fee to Horace—and I happen to know he needs it.” Congreve was grumpily silent. “Also, we phoned all over New York City for your man Buford van der Zook—yes, we found the invitation later inside Wainwright’s coat lining—but van der Zook had gone this morning to New York by air, and no servant on duty at his residence could tell us anything about his party—for the simple reason that they were given last night off—and van der Zook’s man, who had handled the party, had gone on to New York with van der Zook. In short, Allstyn, I used up $8 long-distance time being switched here, there, and all over New York. Again, Allstyn, I had to take Jeff Forsyth, here, off a most important fingerprint case, and send him scuttling over—with Don Gribbons, here, as official ‘observer’ again!—to that locked office, to dust the wall under that diploma. And search for f. p.’s. And under new regulations here I actually have to pay Forsooth’s department for his time—$8 I got off at. While Don Gribbons here—‘official observer’—gets $5. If only Vann had still held the key of the place, I might have charged those last items off to the State’s Attorney’s office—but the key had just been officially delivered to me—and so the place was technically in the hands of the Police Department. And—however, Allstyn, your client—and disregarding my time, since I’m on salary!—cost us 36 round dollars.”

			“Well I realize he must have cost you something,” Allstyn said discomfitedly. “And because he was, after all, my client, and I’m partly responsible for putting fool ideas into his fool head, I’m going to ask the privilege of drawing you a check for—” He hurriedly drew out from his side coat pocket the folding pocket checkbook he always carried there, “—for that full 36 dollars!”

			“No, no,” Congreve expostulated, “I don’t want your check.”

			“I know, Captain—but it’s only right. It’ll be made payable to the department, and—”

			“But I can’t take it, Allstyn.”

			“But why not, Captain? In the face of the fact that I’ll be making it out direct to the department, the only possible reason that you can’t take it is that you—or the department you represent—or both—feel grateful to me, in some way; and certainly neither you nor the department has any cause to feel grateful to me; so—”

			“No? Well—maybe the department—and I—have cause at that,” said Congreve, with evident reluctance. “For the demolishment of Wainwright’s confession by Rutgers Allstyn means the removal of a black, black blot from the escutcheon of a man with whom I not only have had professional relations, but whom I’ve additionally always considered my best friend. And so—”

			“You mean, of course, that Wainright’s confession drags in, someway—though invidiously—the name of somebody known to you? Though, to save my life, I can’t recollec—”

			“Oh,” said Congreve, “no paper would have printed his name and identity—at least during such time as the confession remained unconfirmed—or even till, perhaps, the confessor had been convicted—for the paragraph in which the name occurs is dynamite—libel!—and, in the event of something like this—yes, someone, I mean, like you, coming in, and knocking the confession sky-high—well—the printing of that name would be good for $20,000 damages, by the man in question, against every paper in town.”

			“The devil you say! What is—was—the elided—or—er—edited paragraph?”

			“Well, ’twould have been, of course—but here—I’ll read it to you,” said Congreve. “It’s even possible that, since this individual is of the political party opposed to State’s Attorney Vann, Vann stuck a piece of paper over part of the paragraph before he photostated the confession there in his department, and handed out copies to the newspapermen. For Lou Vann is of the type who doesn’t fight underhandedly. But I’ll read the paragraph in question—” Congreve was withdrawing from a drawer of his desk a thin sheaf of sheets which Allstyn could see were but carbon imprints. And riffling over several, Congreve read aloud, with marked asperity in his voice:

			“So I importuned Red Melbourne to tell me the name of the man who had revealed himself in the hypnosis in Rio as having been a passer of information to this so-called Parson Gang. Telling him that if he had seen in the early morning paper which, unfortunately, he’d now thrown away, that the man had left Chicago late last night for parts unknown, I might be able to lend him some valuable suggestions. So he told me, a bit reluctantly, that it was Chicago’s present Chief of Police Philander Moriarity—”

			“What—a—revenge!” broke in Allstyn, helplessly shaking his head. And hastily explained himself. “Moriarity, Captain, called Wainright ‘Gertrude’ one day on City Hall Block, and ordered him to move on. And though Wainright let out on him—and how!—it plainly continued to rankle in Wainwright’s soul. He even spoke of Moriarity to me as ‘a filthy oaf.’ But, until I told him who the man really was who had pushed him about, he never knew. ’Twas even I that told him that Moriarity’s departure, from Chicago, on last night’s Chicago-Frisco plane—with stop-off at Denver till the 3 p.m. plane today—was in this morning’s Trib; I even told him how the morning papers and early News gave Moriarity every possible destination for his vacation such as Asia—Australia—and Alaska! I did it, of course, as I saw by the look on his face that he was more likely than not to call Moriarity’s home and spill over again—only to get himself into a jam by a traced call. But the point is that ’twas I who told him that Moriarity had been in South America a couple of years back—hence Wainwright’s tie-up of him with Brazil; and ’twas even I that told Wainwright that Moriarity had, when Chief Inspector here at the Bureau years back, been the nemesis of the so-called Parson Gang; hence Wainwright’s dragging in of even that name. The original opportunist, Wainwright is—no less! And now I do understand, at least, your sentimental part-feeling of gratefulness to me that prevents your allowing me to draw my own check to defray the expenses you’ve been put to on this fellow Wainwright. Since I’ve cleared Philander Moriarity’s name—even Chicago’s name, in a sense. Only, Captain Congreve, forget it—please! And I’m going to fill out the check, here and now, for—”

			“But what good,” objected Congreve, biting his lips, “will your check do me? For it seems you’ve gotten in and cleared Philander Moriarity—a bit late. At least to save my official scalp—and his and my friendship. For on the basis of all this—yes, all this we’ve been discussing, Allstyn—I went and called the Denver Airport and found that he had boarded that Denver-Frisco plane all right—and then, God help me, went and wired the Frisco police department, thinking, again God help me, that poor Moriarity was running away from, maybe, that trial that was due to come oft tonight. And detectives are waiting now to take him into custody as he steps off that plane that’s due at Frisco Airport in 3 hours from now. My God, Allstyn—think of it—Chicago’s own Chief of Police—arrested solely because he got named in a phony confession—taken up to be held in high, high bonds supposedly against the day when Gus McGurk, convicted on that skull, sings out lustily the name of the real higher-up in that Wah Lee Kidnap Case—whoever such may really be. What a mess! And all due to stupid and obtuse me. Falling like a ton of bricks for a spurious romance by a romancer who was—all the time—giving smart-aleck imitations at Buford van der Zook’s all-night party.”

			“Then—then,” put in Allstyn desperately, “I’m going to write out—print out, in huge capitals—in the lower front corner of the check—as evidence to save your scalp—that it’s for repayment to this department of expenses in this phoney confession which I myself precipitated and, inadvertently, made near-convincing in the bargain. So here goes—”

			“But still I can’t take your check, explanatory addendum or no explanatory addendum,” grumbled Congreve.

			“But why—why?” begged Allstyn.

			“Well, because,” said Congreve helplessly, “because—well, you see, Allstyn, we located van der Zook finally in New York City—in the offices of my own old friend, Captain Gilrain of the New York Police Department—and van der Zook claims that though his invitations were worked out for him by a friend, nobody named Wainwright—or even remotely resembling Wainwright’s description—was at his party last night. Some error, no doubt, due to one man writing the invitations for another. Since after all, Wainwright assured you he—all right,” Congreve broke off. “Again, Pete here—yes, the diver—brought up a sledge—some sledge anyway, Allstyn, at Piling 37. In fact, there it is.” And Allstyn, turning his head slightly, to follow Congreve’s gesture, saw a mud-encrusted sledgehammer, with a huge, clean detective bureau tag tied to it, standing upright against one wall. “Something dropped off some river boat by somebody, no doubt,” said Congreve. And sighed. “But under the safe in that office—” He was opening the drawer of his desk again, and withdrawing something, “—Forsyth here—and Gribbons—found this!” And now Allstyn’s eyes popped out of his head. “Yes, a silver watch,” Congreve went on, “with ‘P. W.’ engraved on the back of it. Something, beyond any doubt, dropped yesterday—by some legitimate visitor in there. But—” And now Allstyn found himself staring at a damp paper roll, held tightly closed by a rubber band, which Congreve was tossing from the drawer onto the table top, “—but here’s a photograph, Allstyn, of 10 fingerprints—found on the wall under that diploma—by Jeff Forsyth here. And—and unfortunately they’re—they’re Wainwright’s!”

			“Then—then—then—” Allstyn said dazedly, half rising from his chair, “it’s—”

			“Yes, that’s right,” Congreve admitted sadly. “That confession is confirmed fully!—40 ways across the board!—and back again! Which means that if its author doesn’t gladly grab a sentence of life imprisonment tonight before Judge Penworth, who is scheduled to sit for a hearing—but now a nolle-prossing—of that red-haired man, the name of the next occupant of the electric chair in Cook County—according to the present calendar of executions—will have to be Piffington Wainwright, Esquire! But here, here, old man, let me give you a drink of my brandy!”

			

			THE END

			

			Publisher’s Note: A forthcoming novel by Mr. Keeler entitled “The Man with the Wooden Spectacles” will re-introduce many of the characters introduced in this novel, and will specifically detail some of the adventures of a character only mentioned in the story just completed—i.e. Elsa Colby, girl criminal attorney.
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