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			CHAPTER I

			Mr. Silas Moffit Seeks a Bargain!

			Mr. Silas Moffit, loaner of money to the Chicago judiciary and members of the Chicago bar, carrying his usual black cotton umbrella without the like of which—rain or shine!—he never went about, and dressed in the same rusty black suit and black string tie he invariably wore, dismounted in great haste from a Yellow taxicab in front of the old Prairie Avenue residence of Judge Hilford Penworth, and hastily paying off the driver with a handful of nickels, dimes and pennies—but which handful of change included not a single 5-cent tip for the driver!—went up the crumbling white soapstone steps two at a time. His violent and impatient ring at the bell was answered almost immediately by a tall man with blue veins in his large nose and a somewhat belligerent black forelock across his forehead—a man engaged in some sort of peculiar domestic task, for he held a gilt-legged plush chair in each hand, and was minus both his coat and vest.

			“Is Judge Penworth in?” asked Silas Moffit, though he knew quite well that Judge Hilford Penworth—under those certain circumstances known in court circles in Chicago, and consisting of one gouty right foot and one arthritic left one!—could hardly be anywhere but “in”.

			“Yes—sure,” replied the man with the two chairs. “But he’s up in his third-floor bedroom—where he spends most of his time. And before taking you up, I’ll have to know who—” His cold blue eyes rested on the black cotton umbrella under Silas Moffit’s arm, and thence roved toward the bright sun in the early afternoon sky that late October was presenting. “Oh,” he added, “you’re Mr. Silas Moffit, aren’t you?” And his voice changed with the deference of one who knows that the man to whom he speaks holds a large mortgage on the house where he works!

			“Yes, I am Mr. Moffit—and I want to see the Judge right away. Immediately—and quickly.”

			“O-kay!” replied the other, manifestly a bit irritated at Silas Moffit’s peremptoriness. Adding, a bit defiantly—or seem­ingly so: “And I’m Fred Mullins—for many years the Judge’s court clerk. But now acting as his man, here at the house. And—” He set the two chairs down in the great hallway. “Just arranging,” he explained curtly, “the big drawing room for a trial—the Judge, you see, is going to hold special court here tonight because—but I’ll take you up, Mr. Moffit, and—however,” he broke off again, “maybe you’d just as soon go on up by yourself?—since you’ve been here before? For outside of an old Polish woman, who comes here mornings to clean up, we’ve no maid or anything here; just Judge and I live here alone, you know, and—”

			“Oh, I know the way,” put in Moffit, irritably: “I’ll go up. No need to waste precious time gassing.”

			And up the inner stairway he plodded, Mullins gazing after him through puzzled blue eyes, compressed now to mere slits, but taking up the two chairs again.

			At the top of the stairs—on the third floor—Silas Moffit knocked at a door whose ornamental panelings bespoke the “elegant eighties.” Knocked brusquely and authoritatively.

			“Fred?” called a voice, which, thanks to the shrinkage of the woodwork over many decades, came through a well-defined crack between bottom of door and threshold.

			“That you? Or—”

			“No, Judge,” said Silas Moffit, raising his voice so that his words, too, might slither under that door. “It’s I—Mr. Moffit. Silas Moffit! Your man told me to come right on up.”

			“Oh, yes, Mr. Moffit. Come in.” Moffit did so. Judge Hilford Penworth was lying atop his bed, an old mahogany fourposter, in a blue bathrobe, his hands peacefully across his midriff. His invariably immobile and stolid face, rendered even more dignified by his short white goatee, lighted up a trifle, at least, with recognition at his visitor’s entrance, and he drew his gouty right foot, bound in yards of padded cotton lint till it resembled a cushion, away from the edge of the bed, and arranged his bathrobe to cover what manifestly was his arthritic left knee, also bound in lint. “Draw up a chair, Mr. Moffit. And what can I do for you?”

			Silas Moffit, cotton umbrella deposited against the nearest wall, sat down on a chair which stood conveniently in the angle between the Judge’s bed and the latter’s old Richard Lionshead and Company safe, the heavy iron cubicle having been turned slightly on its rollers so that it partly faced the bed, and partly the window, its lion’s head, cast in deep relief on the door, gazing as austerely at Silas Moffit as even the Judge himself was now doing. A handy table of convenience, for a temporary invalid, plainly, the old safe, for on the grey silk scarf covering its top was a partly used glass of milk, and close by the wall was a portable telephone where the Judge could reach out for it if it rang.

			Before speaking, however, Silas Moffit, like a true mortgage holder, flicked one eye ceilingward to note the general condition of the plastering of the room—and even turned his head, businesslike, and gazed squarely through the room’s one window, now in back of him, and looking down, 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, because of high taxes, by the wreckers—and indicating that “values” for a man’s loaned money lay here, if at all, this bright day of Wednesday, October 23rd, in land only! Indeed, so considerable was the demolition, that the nearest house was now a block away! And noting which, Silas Moffit withdrew his gaze from the window, and placed it once more upon the man on the bed.

			“Judge,” he began, casually and familiarly, “I’ve been thinking about that mortgage on this place. And as I told you when I was last here—though ’twas in the morning then, and ’twas the Polish woman who then took me up—the mort­gage’s far too large to renew. Your big street improvement, Judge, didn’t come through—and it isn’t going to come through, moreover, for another five years. And so, under the circumstances, I feel there’s nothing I can do but enter a foreclo—however, what I really want to say, Judge, is—now don’t come back at me, Judge, with a sarcastic query as to whether this is something out of some old play played on the Dixiebelle! Because it’s just a plain honest proposition, from one gentleman to another, and—but what I started to say was that if you want to do me a small favor, Judge, I might consider renewing that mort—”

			“Yes?” put in Penworth, eagerly. “What—what is it, Mr. Moffit? I’ll—but as to what you mean in your reference to the Dixiebelle, I’m sure I don’t grasp it—outside of the fact that I was the judge who issued the injunction preventing the Associated Chicago Theatre Managers from driving it out of the river. And—oh yes, I think I get your meaning now. Well, the Dixiebelle dramas were closer to Life than Life is to itself. So I thought! And that’s one of the reasons—purely extra­neous of course to the real legal reason—why I enjoined the Chicago Police Department from removing the boat. And—but what is it you want, Mr. Moffit? I’ll be glad to oblige. Except, of course, you understand—” And Judge Penworth’s face grew stern. “—you understand, I’m sure, that I couldn’t help you to subvert justice—in any court in Cook County?”

			“Judge,” said Silas Moffit, with equal sternness, “have you ever heard, in all my days of doing mortgage business with the judiciary and the bar, of any attempt on my part to use my influence to change the course of justice?”

			“I certainly have not,” declared Penworth. “And I assuredly would have—had there ever been such attempt. So what—”

			“And there never has been,” declared Silas Moffit. “Because I’ve never yet had any reason to ask—hrmph!—never asked any favors of the judiciary. Now, however, I am. A very small one, however, as I look at it. And with respect to it, Judge, I could have gone higher than you to seek it—yes, I mean Chief Justice of the Criminal Assignment Bench Mike Shurely, who, as I understand it, deals out all the criminal cases to the various trial judges. Yes, Judge, I could have gone to Justice Shurely, in this particular instance, to request the proper trial judge to—hrmph!—to do this small, unim­portant favor for his own friend, Si Moffit. For Judge Shurely, you see, requires a quitclaim of mine—on a small North Shore lot which I clouded five years ago, by a foreclosure which I never went through with—to complete a site for a beautiful estate he’s assembling as a wedding present for his only daughter and her husband-to-be. And we haven’t quite been able to get together on the value of my quitclaim.

			Within, that is, a few hundred dollars. And so I could have—”

			“Yes I understand, Mr. Moffit. The cantilever lever of business amity can be operated at its very fulcrum! But of course the same thing, I’m sure you realize, would apply to Michael Shurely as applies to me: Namely, nobody can possibly subvert or contravert the actual course of justice.

			Nor can anybody—I don’t care who he is!—obtain—But I’m sure you understand that. And I appreciate, also, your coming straight to me directly with whatever it is you want to ask. So what is it? What does this favor concern?”

			“Well, Judge, it’s about the trial tonight, here in your house, of that fellow who killed that nightwatchman in the old Klondike Building at 10:43 last night—and opened the State’s Attorney’s safe—and stole the skull of Wah Lee!”

			The Judge’s mouth fell open. “How—in heaven’s name, Mr. Moffit—do you know—about that case?”

			“How? Well, the entire facts of the crime are all in the first Despatch—just out. And with a fore-story, in boldface type, detailing the fellow’s complete capture and arrest. Except that it doesn’t say where he’s being held. Anyway, the first edition of the Despatch for the day—the one out at 2:30, you know—was tossed on the newsstands as I rounded a corner on my way over here. I caught a flash of the headline, and hopped out and bought one, And read it in the cab while coming the rest of the way here. Like to have it?”

			And from under his black coattails, resembling the tail feathers of a crow, Silas Moffit fished the rolled-up paper in question. Or what appeared to be just a thin first section.

			“I would indeed like to have it—and thanks!” And the Judge took the paper avidly. “But—” He glanced hastily at its headline. “My impression was that the fact that the trial of this fellow was to be held so quickly was not to be made of public record. Much less, even, than that it would be held here—of very necessity—because of my being semi-invalided. And—”

			“Both of those facts, Judge Penworth, came to me—but not from the story here, no! For they’re not in the story. They came to me, let me say, straight from State’s Attorney Louis J. Vann, himself.”

			“From Vann? But why would he have occasion to tell you?”

			“Why?” Silas Moffit regarded a hangnail on one of his fingers intently. “Well, I was talking to him recently, on the phone, about a mortgage I happen to have on his own place in Oak Park; and begged him—for reasons which I can outline to you only, Judge!—to let me know sometime in the near future when some penniless defendant was to be tried. And whom the court—” Silas Moffit, for some reason known best to himself, broke off. “Anyway, Judge, he was kind enough to ring me today, and tell me that such would take place tonight. The attorney for the defendant, and all that, being arranged for this afternoon.

			All in the case of a fellow—his name quite unknown!—involved in a homicide and burglary—and the full story of which was due to fall on the newsstands at 2:30. All I got, at the time, was that the fellow was willing to drive a bargain as to trial—if he could get it immediately—and before you. Which, Mr. Vann said, could and would easily be arranged—so long as it could be held at the house here. And—well—till the story itself came into my hands a couple of minutes or so after ago—I knew no more.”

			“And?”

			And the icy and ominous inflection which Judge Hilford Penworth gave to that tiny word was one that boded ill for any man who intended to ask what he should not ask—mortgage on Prairie Avenue, or no mortgage on Prairie Avenue!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER II

			A Judge Demolishes an “Alibi”!

			The ominous tone in Judge Penworth’s voice was not, by any means, lost on Silas Moffit.

			“Now, Judge,” he put in very hastily, “don’t—don’t get me wrong. I—I didn’t come here to ask a single thing for this defendant. Whom I don’t know from Adam. Certainly—it least so far as I know—since even his picture isn’t in the story. No, Judge, the favor I want of you is—is so trivial—at least so I think—that—that you’ll laugh when you hear it.”

			“I get it now, Mr. Moffit,” replied Penworth, unbending markedly. “You want, of course, to hear the trial tonight—but realize that under the limited space available, no general spectators can be there. Yes. Well, I’m quite sure that I can arrange that for you—through Mr. Vann—especially con­sidering that it’s my house that’s to be the courtroom. Yes.”

			But Silas Molest did not nod grateful agreement with Judge Penworth’s native supposition, gazing instead moodily at his shoe top as does a man who, in trying to extricate himself from a bog, has only mired himself deeper.

			As one, in fact, desperately speculating on how to reopen a difficult subject—and diplomatically!

			The Judge, however, now appeared to be manifestly relieved, as one who, after all, did have a mortgage on his crumbling homestead. And who would rather not refuse favors—at least of a sort!—to him who held it. And it was he—not Silas Moffit—who took up the conversation.

			“Yes, when Mr. Vann put it up to me earlier this afternoon, I did agree to hold trial here tonight. Since manifestly I couldn’t go elsewhere—with this terrible foot, and equally terrible knee—to facilitate the course of justice. And the defendant, it seems, was willing to take a bench trial tonight. Providing it would be before me only.

			“You see,” Judge Penworth explained patiently, “the item stolen in the burglary is, it seems, the one vital item necessary to indict—and likewise to convict—Gus McGurk, now out in Moundsville Penitentiary, of kidnaping and murder. For McGurk, you know is serving time only for extortion. The corpus delicti was not established, you know, at the time. And McGurk, so Mr. Vann tells me, is ready to step forth in a couple of days or so, a free man, having served ten years good behavior time—of the fifteen years he got for his 50,000 dollars extortion. And by sheer intrinsic law—not to omit mention of a certain legal decision rendered so late as today by the Supreme Court in an analogous case, conviction of the burglar and murderer—ahem—alleged burglar and murderer in this case will be necessary to validate the item found on his person as being the specific item that was in Mr. Vann’s safe—and thus make it possible for Mr. Vann to take quick action against McGurk. A truly classical situation in law—and one, I believe, that is destined to be part of Chicago’s more interesting criminological history. So I agreed gladly to hear the case—and determine for Mr. Vann if the defendant is guilty. Which, remember, Mr. Moffit, none of us, at this moment, have the slightest—hrmph—right to presume.

			“And thus it comes about,” finished the Judge, “that my good reliable Fred Mullins is even now arranging the big drawing room downstairs completely for the trial tonight. Which heaven knows we could never take care of if it were a jury trial. But we’ll manage all right, I’m sure. Hm?” He was reflective. “I wonder, at that, how many witnesses Mr. Vann—and, of course, this defendant—will have? If, that is, the defendant has any at all! For it seemed to me, from what Mr. Vann said, that—” He broke off. “Mind detailing the story I have here, for me?—no, I can’t read it myself—Mullins took my glasses downstairs to wash them for me, and hasn’t brought them up. Just give me the highspots—if you don’t mind—and I think I can calculate in a minute approx­imately how many witnesses Mr. Vann will be having. Of course we have no idea as to what the defendant’s defense will be, so—”

			“I can give you that, Judge, right off,” declared Silas Moffit eagerly, retrieving the newspaper. “And without even glan­cing at the newspaper. For there is a forestory—written by Hugh Vann—evidently Louis Vann’s brother—detailing all the circumstances of the arrest of this fellow, and the later interview Hugh Vann had with him in his incommunicado cell. In which, so I gather, Hugh Vann posed as the defendant’s attorney.” The Judge shook his head reprovingly. “Anyway, the defendant—refusing, incidentally, to render his name at all—told Hugh Vann that his defense to all that the police were evidently going to charge against him, was amnesia.”

			“Amnesia!” ejaculated Judge Penworth. “Good God in heaven! Amnesia! Why, if that were a valid defense, every criminal in America would be using it. Amnesia doesn’t, moreover, dissipate any charges. Well, on what basis does it appear he’s going to claim this?”

			“Well, it seems, Judge—at least so he told Hugh Vann anyway—that he always develops amnesia between two such successive instances wherein he gazes into a lamp revolving within the angle of two inclined mirrors—a lamp exactly, in fact, like that one in the window of our famous Revolving Lamp Drugstore on Van Buren and Dearborn, or the one in its subsidiary, the Little Revolving Lamp Drugstore in the City Hall. A sort of neurotic inheritance, the fellow claimed, from traveling for years in South America with some hypnotist who used this device on him over and over. Anyway, he claims that on the day he struck Chicago—three days ago—he gazed into the revolving lamp in that big drugstore—and, first thing he knew, he was still gazing into it, but in a smaller window—and, evidently, days later—with three detectives hustling him through a door alongside.”

			“Good—good heavens!” ejaculated Penworth again. “A sort of—of blanket erasure, isn’t it? Of—of everything, but the charges, unfortunately. And—but by George—by George, Mr. Moffit!—now this is very odd indeed. For Mr. Mullins was over there at the Revolving Lamp Drugstore—the main one, that is—just the other day, refilling the prescription for my damnable gout, and he mentioned to me that the place didn’t seem like itself without the famous landmark—the revolv—say, Mr. Moffit, get me the number of that store. No, the phone directory isn’t needed. Just get it for me off that bottle of medicine over yonder. Yes.”

			Silas Moffit arose with alacrity, and got the number in question. Which was Van Buren 0999. And rendered it to the Judge.

			Who reached out for the phone, standing atop his old Lionshead safe, and dialed the number in question. And, a second later, he was saying:

			“Let me speak to Mr. Herman von Horn, the proprietor?”

			A pause, and then:

			“Is this Mr. von Horn? Say, Mr. von Horn, an emissary of the speaker, the other day—rather, let me put it this way: was your revolving lamp in operation the other—

			“Oh, you don’t say? Well—well. Well, Mr. von Horn, this is Jud—that is, somebody connected with the Criminal Court. Yes, the Criminal Court. And will you just keep that fact to yourself? In spite of any newspaper stories—and so forth? Unless you are called as a witness—in a certain case—one that is breaking in today’s paper?”

			A pause.

			“Thank you.”

			And Judge Penworth hung up.

			“There was no revolving lamp there that day,” he said, sternly. “Nor was there one today in Mr. von Horn’s smaller store in the City Hall. Mr. von Horn sent both to the factory. The first came back today only, and is running today only in the main store. The other one, in the smaller store, went out yesterday.”

			“Then,” exclaimed Silas Moffit, with a peculiar—and, it is to be admitted, sinister—exultancy, “the fellow’s alibi won’t be worth the powder to blow it to—hrmph!”

			“—to hell, you were about to say, Mr. Moffit? Well I’m constrained to say it won’t! But no lawyer, under these circumstances, will ever permit him even to offer it. No, that particular defense is out! But I wouldn’t be surprised, Mr. Moffit, but that he was merely spoofing the young journalist, For such defense is too ridiculous—on its very face. And—however—hrmph!—I am but the judge, after all, delegated to listen to evidence and not to create it. We shall mutually forget that we know about the matter—but if that defense is offered, I will naturally—judge or no judge, have to call Mr. von Horn as a Court’s witness.”

			A silence fell on the two men.

			“Well, that leaves me,” commented the Judge ruminatively, “just where I was—with respect to estimating the defense’s probable witnesses. So suppose you give me, now, the highlights of the story there, and I will at least estimate Mr. Vann’s layout.”

			“And,” put in Silas Moffit, eagerly, “determine at the same time, no doubt, whether the defense has any chance at all?”

			“Yes,” admitted the judge sadly. “Determine offhand—whether the defense has any chance at all. For even I, the judge in the case, may equitably make that remark! Yes, indeed. So proceed, Mr. Moffit.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER III

			“Wah Lee’s Skull; I Cracked Vann’s Pete!”

			Silas Moffit unfolded on his knee the paper which he had already officially donated to the Judge. And followed the printed story with his eye as he gave its highlights.

			“Well,” he began, “the story sets forth in brief, Judge, how Mr. Vann came back to Chicago this morning from St. Louis—where he’d been attending some relative’s funeral for a few days—stopped off, on his way to the City Hall, at his old personal office in the old Klondike Building—and found his ancient safe opened—the dials all splintered—obviously a sledge job!—and the murdered body of the building’s night watchman on the floor. A poor fellow named Adolph—yes, Adolph Reibach—who’s been night watchman there—at least so it says here—practically as long as Vann himself has been State’s Attorney. And—”

			“Wait a minute, Mr. Moffit! Reibach, eh? Reibach? Hm? Mr. Vann gave me, of course, only a sketchy synopsis of the unfortunate situation—and didn’t state the victim’s name: Just called him ‘faithful old Adolph.’ But—Reibach? Now I wonder—if that could possibly be the same German—then fifty years old—who used to do odd jobs around here for me ten long years ago? And who had a flock of daughters, all living on the West Side? If it is, by any chance, then the defense—if things should go against it tonight—and if it’s somehow gotten a transcript of Reibach’s life history—could suddenly claim prejudice, and try to call for—”

			“A change of venue? No, Judge, it says definitely here that this Reibach was hired, at the very time he came over from Germany, by the owner of the Klondike Building—one August Kieckhofer—because Reibach came—or at least said he did—from the same province of Germany—Pomerania—that Kieckhofer himself came from. And all of which, moreover, was only four years ago. And it says, furthermore, Judge, that this dead Reibach is not a day older than about 40 years old—right today. And still again, you speak of your Reibach having had a flock of daughters; well, it seems that ’twas because of this Reibach not having any relatives whatsoever of record on his employment card there that Mr. Vann was emboldened to let his body lie right there all morning—while he worked secretly on the case. So, all in all, you’ll be quite free of any possibility of sudden call for change of venue tonight—at least because of any claims of your having previously known the victim.”

			“Very good! I’d hate to get all under way with a trial—and then have things suddenly blow up because of a ridicu­lously—though quite valid, I’ll concede!—technicality like that. Well, my old odd-jobs Reibach would definitely be 60 years old today. And I even met two of his daughters once. So that’s that! And now what does it say Vann then did?”

			“Well, Judge, it goes on to say how Vann quickly drew the door of his office to, stepped down to a phone booth on the stair landing, and had Inspector Rufus Scott over there in a few minutes. All sub rosa, moreover. After which he put Scott in sole charge of examining the premises. And went over to his City Hall offices. And how Scott then made a complete inspection of the site of the double crime.”

			“One of the most unshakable witnesses,” the Judge nodded “on the entire Chicago police force. A real specialist in criminology. And so meticulously accurate that I’ve never yet seen anybody shake him.”

			“I—see,” Silas Moffit nodded, as one whose knowledge of criminal Chicago was limited to judges and lawyers.

			He gazed down at his paper again. “Well, the safe was minus a certain single item. An item which, moreover, Vann had known was in there.”

			“Exactly how,” frowned Judge Penworth, “did Vann know this—for I didn’t catch that angle when he gave me that hasty—so very hasty—survey of the situation? As I understand things, he had only just gotten in from St. Louis—and the item—it was a skull, of course, I know that—had been originally put in, in his absence.”

			“Well it seems,” explained Silas Moffit, “that his office girl—the one, that is, who keeps that particular office for him—a Miss Burlinghame—had met him in the depot this morning on her way to Indianapolis. To attend some wedding. Of a sister or something. And there, in the depot, she’d given him certain facts. Specifically, that a skull had been unearthed sometime before, by a Negro laborer, in the—the old deserted Schlitzheim Brewery, on Goose Island, in the very room—at the very geometrical site, in fact, except deeper—where that headless skeleton was found years ago—and which failed completely as a corpus delicti in the old Wah Lee kidnaping and murder.”

			“Yes,” Penworth nodded, “That skeleton which the underworld worked hard to establish as another body.”

			“And—succeeded!” added Silas Moffit meaningfully.

			“Yet would not have done so,” pointed out Penworth, “if the skull had been found with it. In view of the surgical work that had been done so recently in Wah Lee’s head. And—but go ahead, Mr. Moffit. After all, the story you have there deals with one case—homicide and burglary of today. While the Wah Lee Case is, after all, another case—kidnaping and murder—of another day. And the two cases are connected only by virtue of the single item—Wah Lee’s skull. For, patently, this must be Wah Lee’s skull which has at last been unearthed.” He paused.

			“Now as I understand it, the Negro who brought it in, finally, to Mr. Vann’s office—after he surmised, that is, from hearing from some other Negro something about the history of the old Schlitzheim Brewery—”

			“Yes, Judge. He hadn’t been in America at the time of the old Wah Lee Case.”

			“I—see. Well, as I understand things, he brought this skull in, wrapped and tied in paper, and the girl herself never actually viewed it. Is that right?”

			“Yes,” affirmed Silas Moffit. “And which fact, I can see plainly, Judge, intrigues your—your legal sense. Yes, that is exactly the situation. It seems that she put it in that safe without examining it—she checked its identity as a skull, yes, by tearing open a bit of the paper and making certain it was a skull, and not—not—well, not a cantaloupe!—and she took a deposition from the Negro, embodying such vital facts as to how he’d unearthed it; how he’d boiled and scraped and cleaned it; how he’d fixed the lower jaw to the sconce proper with white surgical tape; how he’d put his initials, ‘M. K.’ on the rear of it before bringing it in—his name, it seems, Judge, was Moses Klump; how it had a bullet hole in its back, and a shattered rear wall in its left eye-socket; and how some kind of surgical work, anyway, had been done inside its nose.”

			“Some—kind?” commented the Judge judicially, putting his fingertips reflectively together. “That, too, can make an interesting legal point tonight. For we know, of course, precisely what surgery was done in Wah Lee’s nose. And—but go ahead, Mr. Moffit. For I’m still anxious to approximate the number of witnesses Mr. Vann essentially is bound to have tonight.”

			“Well, there’s one he won’t have, Judge,” commented Silas Moffit. “The Negro! Which you may or may not know. For he was killed yesterday in a warehouse accident.”

			“So I understand—yes. And,” added Penworth, “it is fortunate—that is, for Mr. Vann’s case!—that the girl took that deposition. Which, I’m emboldened to say, will be State’s Exhibit Number One tonight! But here—I’m delaying things. Go ahead, Mr. Moffit.”

			“Yes, Judge.” Silas Moffit glanced at the paper again.

			“Well, the upshot of Inspector Scott’s examination was that the murder of Reibach was done with a sledge—the same sledge, in fact, that was used to crack open the safe—and done brutally, moreover—for the German’s skull had obviously been smashed in after he’d already been knocked unconscious by a prior blow. In fact, Judge, Scott’s derivations in the matter—as given briefly here—seemed to be that it was plainly and patently a one-man job altogether—and that the one man was distinctive enough—red-haired or something!—that he found it best to kill Reibach off after knocking him out, rather than let the watchman recover and broadcast his—the murderer’s—description. And the murder itself, Scott maintains, was done at 10:43 p.m. last night. And is established definitely by four different and distinct time confirmations. First, a smashed watch on Reibach’s wrist—done by a first glancing sledge blow. Second, a tilted glassed-in pendulum wall clock, that was stopped at the same hour, and with some of Reibach’s hairs—obviously from a gash found in his scalp—stuck on one of its lower corners. And showing how he’d reeled backwards from that first blow which smashed his wrist watch. It seems, moreover,” added Silas Moffit, squinting at the paper, “that both watch and clock can be proven—though by factors not given here—to be correct. And that the clock, moreover, couldn’t have been reset by the murderer—because the only key to its glassed-in box—a special Yale key—was in Louis Vann’s own pocket. There are, moreover—so the story says—still two more confirmations of the murder hour, which at the least rivet it to the hour from 10 to 11 last night—and based on the dead watchman’s time sheet and—”

			“If Scott,” Penworth put in, “sets the time of the murder as of 10:43 last night, then 10:43—or closely thereabouts—is the hour. Quite regardless of who did it—or how.”

			“I see,” nodded Silas Moffit. And paused. “One thing is certain anyway, Judge. Namely, Mr. Vann wouldn’t have let the hour of the murder be set forth in this story, as it is, if it hadn’t been that at press time of the story—and long before, in fact—he was 100 per cent convinced he had the man who did the job. And—” But Silas Moffit lowered his gaze to the paper again. “Anyway,” he continued, “it seems that—according to the story here—sometime around noon today, some patrolman named Daniel Kilgallon noticed a reddish-haired man, of about 34 or 35 years of age, standing on Adams Street—at the northeast corner of the Old Post Office, in actuality—waiting for a streetcar—yet not taking any. The fellow had a crimson box under his arm—just a shoebox, it says here, Judge, inked over with crimson fountain pen ink—and was working a newspaper crossword puzzle atop the box, As though putting in time.

			“And,” Silas Moffit went on, tossing his eyes up to the top of another column, “it tells how Kilgallon questioned him casually as to what sort of a pet he might have in the box—for it seems the box, Judge, had holes punched in each end—camouflage, as later appears, yes!—and the fellow just said to him; ‘No spik Inglize.’ And how, halfway up Dearborn Street, Kilgallon—troubled because of the answer, and the fact that the crossword puzzle the fellow was working was one with English words—encountered an old friend of his boyhood—rather, his mother’s earlier days—no less a person, in fact, than Archbishop Stanley Pell of Chicago, who was coming down the post-office steps, in company with a—a—yes—a Professor Andre Mustaire, head of some well-known West Side deaf and dumb school; and how Kilgallon told the Archbishop about the incident in question, and how the Archbishop—because he was a linguist, and also a good fellow—agreed to step around the corner and question the reddish-haired man in various languages. Depending on what Archbishop Pell’s judgment of the fellow’s dialect was.

			“And which,” Silas Moffit went on, “Archbishop Pell did, accompanied by this Mustaire. At a distance, that is.

			For it seems that Mustaire stayed in the Archbishop’s wake—and drew up some distance off—on the curb. At which instant some ex-pupil of his hove up and asked for some directions to some building in the Loop—all in sign language—and which Mustaire gave him—in the same language—”

			“With the result,” Penworth nodded, “that the reddish-haired man, now defendant in this case, must have presumed that Mustaire was a deaf-mute?”

			“That,” admitted Silas Moffit, “is the theory which the story sets forth. And which common sense dictates too, I’d say. But anyway, the Archbishop questioned the reddish-haired man. And—well, as a mere layman in such matters, Judge, I would say that that conversation between them will be the whole pivot of this case tonight.”

			The Judge looked reflective, but rendered no ex-officio comment. Saying instead: “Well, just repro—er—set it forth. The hasty version I got from Mr. Vann on the phone may well have been garbled.”

			“Well,” Silas Moffit declared, “the Archbishop, drawing up to the fellow, said: ‘I’m Archbishop Pell. What have you in the box?”

			The Judge straightened up interestedly on his bed. “And am I correct in assuming,” he asked, “that the fellow did admit having the goods in question—and of having committed the crime? It seems almost too unbeliev—”

			“Well, Judge,” Silas Moffit broke in, “it seems the fellow replied as follows:”

			And licking a lip appreciatively—no doubt for reasons known best to himself!—Silas Moffit read off the answer which the paper stated the reddish-haired defendant had given: “‘Wah Lee’s skull; I cracked Vann’s pete!’”

			“Which reply” Silas Moffit commented dryly, “it ought to be interesting to hear him explain—in court!—in view of—” He gazed down at the paper again. “—in view, Judge, of the State’s Attorney’s own statement here—right in quotes!—that even the very fact of his safe having been robbed last night—much less of what had been in it—wasn’t known to anybody—outside, that is, Judge, of the burglar, and perhaps those who put him on the job!—known to anybody,” Silas Moffit repeated, “but Vann himself—Inspector Rufus Scott—Vann’s own brother, Hugh Vann—and Vann’s own personal assistant, Leo Kilgallon; for it seems, Judge, that the fellow with the crimson box was already in position at the Old Post Office corner at the time Patrolman Kilgallon caught part of the facts from his son Leo. Yes, indeed, Judge, it’ll be interesting to hear the defendant explain away that answer!”

			“Well, what,” inquired the Judge, “did he—hrmph—that is, does the paper say—he did, after he gave the Archbishop that answer?”

			“Well the paper says,” declared Silas Moffit, “that after he saw he’d literally floored the Archbishop, he said hurriedly, ‘Pardon me, Your Reverence, I took you for somebody else. Just skip it, will you?’ ”

			And now Silas Moffit laid the paper atop the Judge’s bed. Indicating that the rest of the story was brief, to say the least.

			“The State’s theory of the crime,” he said, “is that the presence of that skull in that old safe leaked to the underworld—in fact, Judge, the story indicates that the State will show in court exactly how!—and that the underworld got this fellow to pull this job, and snitch that skull out; and that he was scheduled to make a criminal ‘meet’ there on that cor­ner with the skull, and turn the goods over, but thought that Archbishop Pell was a criminal, and a confederate, and—”

			The Judge nodded. “Yes. A member of the old Parson Gang, doubtlessly. Which was known to have been mixed up in that Wah Lee Kidnaping. Its members, you know, all had ecclesiastical costumes. For just such occasions. And—but go ahead.”

			“Well, that concludes the story,” Silas Moffit declared.

			“For Kilgallon immediately notified the squad car, who took the fellow up—found out, in the very car, he had a skull in that box—and, because Kilgallon had intimated that he had inside information that the State’s Attorney was especially interested in some case of a stolen skull—it seems, Judge, Kilgallon’s own son is Vann’s own assistant, and had con­fided things to his father—well, the squad hustled the reddish-haired fellow straight to the State’s Attorney’s special lockup in the City Hall sub-basement. And that,” he finished, “is the whole story, condensed.”

			The Judge shook his head thoughtfully.

			“My God,” he said, “but the defendant is badly involved all right.”

			“Involved, Judge? I’d say he’s sewed fast and tight across the board. And, on that as a postulate—plus the fact that he’s apparently broke, and can’t, for some reason, command money—I think I can predict, to a T, his play tonight. Which play won’t be worth two whoops in—well—in Hades—so far as the ultimate outcome goes.”

			Silas Moffit paused. “My belief is, Judge,” he said slowly, “that he’ll try to involve some other person—in any wild weird way possible—but just so that he involves the person!—so that, in short, if he—yes, the defendant—catches the chair, that person will later put up the hundred dollars or so to habeas corpus him for a pre-execution insanity hearing—just, you see, to clear that individual’s own skirts of even the bare stigma lying in this fellow’s charges. And the fellow will, of course—as in all those pre-execution insanity hearings—lose his plea—but he’ll thus have had his chance of chances—which is all these crooks ever try to get. That, in rough, Judge, I’d say, will be his play tonight. Sewed as he is, fast and tight across the board. And if he doesn’t wind up in the old electric ch—but excuse me, Judge, I keep forgetting that I’m talking to the trial judge in the case himself. And of course—ahem—the rascal hasn’t been tried yet.”

			“Tried he has not been,” declared Penworth, a bit reprovingly. “Though tried he will be—and fairly. Though perchance he won’t consider it so! For they—they never do. Hm? I suppose drastic efforts will be made today—by the underworld—to reach the defendant. To change his story. Or to instruct him in one. Even to—by Jove—to divert his prosecution.”

			“Do—do you think so?” asked Silas Moffit, plainly, for some reason, worried.

			“We-ell,” the Judge qualified, “I rather think Mr. Vann will keep his defendant where the latter will be reached by no one not entitled to get to him! But I do think it possible—yes—that some sort of dodge may be sprung by the underworld—that great heterogeneous world, Mr. Moffit, which encompasses every possible type of anomalous citizens from the safeblowers and confidence men at its top, down to the pansies—ahem—hrmph!—inverts at its bottom—to try to divert Mr. Vann. To—to muddy up his prosecution. Yet, again, from what I know of Vann, he’ll not be caught napping. No! And—but all this speculative hypothesis, Mr. Moffit, please understand—is on the basis that the defendant is guilty. And of the Underworld. For remember, I’ve not heard a word of the trial yet. Nor have you. And which you shall, of course, for that favor which you wanted—well, you may consider it granted.”

			Silas Moffit stroked his chin troubledly.

			“But that—that wasn’t the favor I wanted, Judge! No!

			The favor I want, concerns, in one resp—er—rather several —a relat—”

			“Oh!” And one could see light breaking through Penworth’s brain! “Surely—your son Saul hasn’t been readmitted to the Bar?—and—you want me to appoint him to help Vann tonight as Assistant Pros—”

			“No!” Silas Moffit actually shouted the word. And his eyes blazed. “That dirty goddam—excuse me, Judge—what I meant to say is: that filthy bastar—please, Judge, excuse me again—my—my blood pressure—hrmph—I wouldn’t want you to give that rat a job sweeping out your courtroom. And he hasn’t been re-admitted to the Bar—and never will be. For he’s a damned, lousy, stinking—”

			“Moffit! Calm yourself!”

			“For—forgive me, Judge. When I get on the subject of that rat, I—”

			“Rat? But good heavens, Mr. Moffit, he’s your own blood, and so you’re only calling yours—”

			“Rat he is!” Silas Moffit almost shouted. “A dunghill rat who—”

			“Well, I have heard of eyes blazing, Mr. Moffit,” declared Penworth grimly, “but never have I seen them do it—until this moment. Well—I’m glad that you’re not asking anything for Saul Moffit. Because he’s been—er—washed up here in Chicago for years—I’ve even heard, to be frank, rumors that some woman keeps him; and he’s a classical example of a man who has done an ‘inverse skyrocket’—all the way from the top of life, to the bottom.

			Though I can’t understand why you hold that against him—however—” He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

			“Family feuds—are bad things! Well—” He paused.

			“—we get back again—to this favor you wanted. Which, you stated, was remotely connected with—but exactly what does the favor directly concern—and directly involve?”

			“Well—ah—er—Judge,” Silas Moffit stammered, “the favor I want concerns the—the defendant—ahem—the defense—and—”

			“Concerns—the defendant?” And the Judge’s face darkened. “Moffit! How dare—but what is that favor? Speak?”

			And in Penworth’s voice came that tone which boded ill—and severe ill—for any human being who should attempt ever to try getting at the robes of the Blind Goddess with the Scales. He gazed at Silas Moffit sternly. Waiting!

			Ever waiting!

			And Silas Moffit wiggled in his chair. As a man on the spot! And licked his lips helplessly with his tongue.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER IV

			Mr. Silas Moffit Drives a Bargain!

			“Well, Judge,” Silas Moffit said, after an embarrassing pause, “Mr. Vann as much as told me that this trial will just be a formality at best—that it’s cut and dried as to its verdict—the fellow being hawgtied, so to speak, at every angle. So hopelessly—as I could see right then—that—as I gathered even then—Mr. Vann considered the fellow a fool not to have confessed—and taken a life sentence, which would automatically bring him parole in 33 years, Now, however, so even Mr. Vann implied—the fellow’s in for the chair, and—but again forgive me, Judge, since all this suggests a decision on your part that hasn’t yet been rendered. And nobody in all Chicago but knows that you make your own decisions—and always have. And that they’re not only 100 per cent just, but 101 per cent so!—and 101 per cent legal to boot!” Silas Moffit saw that stern face relaxing a bit. And hurried on. “Anyway, Judge, to get back to the point between us, the moment Mr. Vann told me of this case, it occurred to me: why—here is exactly the kind of case where my niece ought to get her courtroom baptism.”

			“Your niece? Who is your niece?”

			“Elsa Colby is her name, Judge. She’s a graduate in law—Northwestern U—just finished early last month because of having a final course to take in the summer school. She specialized in criminal law—but has never had a case.”

			“Elsa Colby, eh? Yes—I think I remember that name—on the last docket of the young lawyers newly admitted to the Bar. Well—but specializing—so early in the game?

			That’s rank foolhardyism, isn’t it? It seems to me that—but what does the girl do all day? Twiddle her thumbs—in her office?”

			“Mighty near, Judge. She keeps busy—embroidering a quilt laid out on a rack covering nearly one wall of her office. Which is in the old Ulysses S. Grant Building.

			Though I doubt if she’s got enough money to buy the colored silks to complete the—the northwest corner of the fool quilt. But anyway, Judge, my favor is this: I would like you to appoint Elsa to defend this fellow—this fellow—whom Mr. Vann nabbed; and, Judge, if you’ll do that, I’ll renew the mortgage on this place. And for 5 years, Judge. Which length of time will surely bring your improvement through. That, Judge, is how much I think of Elsa—and how much I want to see her get her baptismal fire, so to speak.”

			“Hm? Well how old is she?”

			“24, Judge.”

			“24, eh? Well—is she a good bright girl?”

			“Well—she won a Phi Beta Kappa key—it’s something you get in college only when—”

			“Yes, I know,” nodded Penworth. “That means she stood over go in all her studies—bar none!”

			“Then, Judge, would you be willing—to give Elsa the appointment—as defender of this fellow?”

			Judge Penworth laughed a bit mirthlessly. Yet appeared to be tremendously relieved. “Good God, Moffit, considering that that’s all you ask—and that it has nothing whatsoever to do with my own rulings and decisions on this fellow tonight—and that I haven’t been able to find a single mortgage company in all Chicago that will look at a renewal here—I’m willing to appoint the devil himself! Particularly since—if you’d gone to Mike Shurely first—he’d have doubtlessly begged me, as a personal favor to him, to appoint her. Yes—sure—I’ll appoint her. I’m waiting a telephonic call-back now from a lawyer whom I had in mind to appoint—but, when he calls, I’ll just say that what I had to say to him was off. Yes. Now what’s this girl’s phone number?”

			“It’s Dearborn 8722,” said Silas Moffit, with great haste.

			“And she’s always there. If by any chance she weren’t, however—well, you have my number, of course—and, at a word from you, I’ll round up her whereabouts for you.”

			“All—right! Dearborn—yes. 8722.” The Judge was enter­ing this data in a tiny notebook which, with fitted pencil, he apparently kept under his pillow. “And the name—Elsa Colby? Yes.” He closed his notebook. “Consider her, then, Mr. Moffit, appointed. Absolutely! And I feel quite free at appointing her, moreover, for the case really does appear to be but an academic formality. For the fellow is—at least from present considerations—mad to go to trial. But that, of course, is his funeral!”

			“Yes,” assented Silas Moffit. “And doubtlessly, his funeral, in this instance, literally as well as figuratively.” He tapped his toe uneasily. “Er—Judge?”

			“Yes? What?”

			“I feel now that I should warn you that poor Elsa—when you tell her you’ve appointed her—will fight like a little wildcat—do everything to get out of it—try—”

			“Fight—me?” said the Judge aghast. “Fight—me?” he repeated, and with a trace of irritation in his voice. “Why—that’s no way for a youngster to do—just starting out in law. She—she should be glad—to be appointed—to get the lucrative $100 fee alone. She should be glad, moreover, that the office of Public Defender is now abolished here in Chicago—and that some of the Public Defender’s former at salary is now divided up amongst less fortunate criminal lawyers. She should be glad—”

			“Yes, Judge—but she won’t be! She’ll beg, plead, threaten —try everything on God’s green earth—to make you let her out. And I want to ask you, therefore, if—for her own sake—you’ll tell her frankly that if she refuses to take the case, you will—under the new statutes that permit you to do so—write her disbarment.”

			Bewilderment and displeasure both, plainly, lay on the Judge’s face. But it appeared to be the former that got the upper hand. “But—but why,” he asked, “will she—will she fight me?”

			“Why? Because she’s afraid—to take her first case. Afraid, lest she do some injustice to her client, and—”

			But the Judge laughed quietly. “My goodness! A deaf-and-dumb lawyer couldn’t hurt this fellow’s chances! At least—from what you just read me, and from what Mr. Vann told me. But if she’s like you say, Mr. Moffit, she’ll probably blow up in court, and—”

			“Blow—up—in—court? Don’t you believe it, Judge. It’s just pre-performance stage-fright. I saw her twice—in amateur theatricals—darn near collapse before going on the stage; but when she did go on, she—she was the hit of the show.”

			“Well, that merely demonstrates what I’ve always maintained: The Baptismal Fire—in every field—is its own excuse.”

			“So I think. But now Judge—if she balks—in fact, when she balks!—will you threaten her with disbarment?”

			“Threaten her—with disbarment? I—I will disbar her!”

			The Judge was becoming downright angry, as the hypothetical picture, plainly, grew more objective in his mind.

			“I—I will disbar her. Not only under my absolute rights as Chief Commissioner of the Ethical Practices Subdivision—but also under the new statutes which allow any judge who has been on the bench as long as I have to do exactly that. And just as I would disbar any lawyer who refused to take a kind court’s benevolent appointment. Yes—I’ll give her a 3-month’s disbarment as her very first, and most valuable, lesson in criminal law. I’ll—” He broke off, his wrath—of choleric nature—obviously fading a bit. “But oh, Moffit, the girl will take the case all right—and be glad to.”

			But to this Silas Moffit made no reply. Except to rub his hands together with satisfaction. Then, pulling out a great turnip of a gold watch, he rose hastily. “I’m so glad, Judge. And relieved. I love that girl—my half-brother’s only daughter, you know—and I realize that she must make that plunge sooner or later. Now—with this as a start—everything will be under way for her legal career. I look to see her make good very quickly then—yes.”

			“Well, her chance has arrived,” said the Judge meaningfully. “She’s appointed. The minute you leave.”

			“And one more thing—and I will.” The Judge was attentive. “May I also have the favor granted which all along was one you thought I wanted? In short, Judge, may I come to this trial tonight?”

			“Well, now, Moffit, since you read me off those facts, involving so many persons, I can see plainly that—huge as my drawing room is, downstairs—there’ll be witnesses a-plenty, of necessity, packed in it tonight; and inasmuch as now I’ve consented—”

			“Well, it was just,” interrupted Silas Moffit, “that I would love to see dear Elsa get her baptismal fire, I have no interest in the case itself, rest assured. Only in Elsa. And then, too, it occurred to me at the same time what a nice gesture it would be if, when her name is announced by your clerk in the improvised courtroom as official defender—and she arises to acknowledge herself as defense counsel—I could pass up to you that 5-year renewal on that mortgage. And—”

			“I quite understand,” said Penworth, hastily. “Yes—quite. Well, you may attend, Moffit. In fact—you may be John Q. Public himself! Yes. For the public, in general, will not be in attendance at this trial. The Press, yes—but the public, no. But you shall be the official Public! And the hour, let me say, is 8 p.m. sharp. And I’ll see that your name is put down on whatever list of permitable entrants Mr. Mullins receives from Mr. Vann—for Mr. Mullins, before taking up his official position tonight as my court clerk and bailiff combined, will attend to the admitting of all the proper entrants and their disposition in the courtroom. As for Mr. Vann, I’m sure he will later authorize my having put your name down.”

			“I’m quite sure he will,” declared Silas Moffit quietly.

			And even meaningfully. “And now—I’ll be going.”

			And standing not on the order of so doing, Silas Moffit bowed himself to the doorway—only to be called back by Penworth.

			“Aren’t you forgetting something, Mr. Moffit?”

			Silas Moffit surveyed his person all over, from head to foot. And then a startled look of utter unbelief came over his face: the look of a man who simply can’t believe he has been solicited for a bribe, but who yet has heard—with his very own ears!—no less than—

			“We-ell no, Judge,” he stammered. “I’m not. That is—”

			“Well, how about your bumbershoot yonder?” And a dry amused smile hovered over the jurist’s lips.

			“Good God—yes—of course!” And Silas Moffit hastily retrieved it. “I think I leave my confounded umbrella someplace at least once a day. For—but now, Judge, I note you smiling!—and of course now you’re going to ask me why I carry one—rain or shine! Which practically everybody does ask—sooner or later—and which I’ll wager not less than one person will yet today before the day is out.

			“No, I am not,” Judge Penworth said hastily, though with a pronounced show of dignity. “I quite am not going to ask any question about a purely personal eccent—er—um—predilec­tion. Lest,” he added ruefully, “you show me my place by asking me about one of my own. Such as my deplorable habit of—but I’ve nothing to ask,” he finished, smiling dryly back from the bed.

			“You’re a real gentleman, Judge!” Anyone could see Silas Moffit was in grand fettle. “And it’s a real pleasure to meet up with breeding around this town. Well, I’ll be going now, so that you can tell my niece—the good news!”

			And with a final good-bye, Silas Moffit left the room—this time for good—nodding, after he reached the down stairs front hall, towards Mullins who was now coming up from the basement with two chairs not nearly so fine as the first two he had been carrying.

			Silas Moffit let himself out. And hurried down the soapstone steps. Up the block. And around the corner. And into a drugstore. In which, first buying a slug, he stepped into a single triple-glassed phone booth standing alone and isolated up front.

			His voice was jubilant as he asked for Chocktaw 8888 and even more jubilant when he recognized the masculine voice of his son-in-law on the other end.

			“Manny?” he said hurriedly.

			“Yes. This—this is Popp’n’law?”

			“Yes.” Silas Moffit made a momentary grimace. “Say Manny, get out the D. C. papers from the lockbox at once so they may be immediately put of record, and—”

			“D. C. papers, Popp’n’law? D.—C.? What papers, maybe—do you mean? Now if you mean the ones you signed yesterday—the revised ones we worked out together to disinherit Saul by 101 per cent so’s he won’t have a show in hell to ever get a single penny from your estate, why of course I can get ’em out, and—”

			“No, no, no, no, you imbecile!” put in Silas Moffit irritably. “I mean—but since you have introduced the subject, I want to go all over those papers again with you tomorrow—with a still finer-toothed comb—so that we can be 199 per cent sure, instead of just 101 per cent sure, that he hasn’t a chance in—”

			“But—but he ain’t got a chance,” the man at the other end practically wailed. “He’s cut out now of even inheriting by way of me—or Bella. And—listen, Popp’n’law, have you just seen Saul?”

			“Seen Saul? No I haven’t seen the filthy, lousy, upstart, stinking, dirty son of a bastard bitch—and I don’t want to.”

			“Nor do I—but the papers I’m talking about now—and which I want you to get out at once—are the double-conveyance papers.”

			“Double—double?” the man on the other end queried, as one actually scratching his head.

			“The ‘ring-around-the rosy’ papers, you imbecile. Funny thing you couldn’t keep in mind papers by which you and your father make not less than $10,000 each! The serially numbered papers, in short, constituting the deed from me to you for $110,000—and the deed from you to your father for $2000—and the contract between him and you to pay you $10,000 cash down, and $5,000 a month, assigned back to me—and his $10,000 check to you, endorsed by you back to me.”

			“But—but Popp’n’law, we can’t put papers of record that ain’t validated yet by a prior conveyance from Elsa.

			And—”

			“No? Well, probably not. But the recording office is open all night in the County Building, isn’t it?”

			“Yes—sure, Popp’n’law. But—but Elsa ain’t yet forfeited her rights—”

			“Well, just to chop off all discussion, Manny, she has! Or rather, will have—by about midnight tonight, more or less. A fact! For she’s appointed, Manny! By the court. On a case. And it’s a case that she can’t possibly win. And if she refuses to take it, Manny—she’s to be disbarred!”

			“Oi!” The exclamation from the man on the end was a half-shout—half grunt—of triumph. And with a note of satisfac­tion in it that was exactly that to be found in a hungry wolf’s pleased growl when surveying a luscious field mouse. “And—and in either one of those two cases—by the contingential quitclaim papers she signed—Colby’s Nugget—is yours?”

			“Correct, Manny!” replied Silas Moffit, hungrily. “In either case—her hundred thousand equity is mine. And adds itself to my ten thousand equity! Her part is mine—yes—but minus the $10,000 cut to you—and the same to your father. All right. Get all the papers out, Manny—and see you later!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER V

			The Busy Young Man

			He was a most odd-looking young man, the young man who stood on the corner of Washington and Clark Streets, reading the sensational murder story that had just been dropped on all the Loop newsstands by the Despatch, in its first issue out for the day. For his cheeks were rouged, and his eyes surveyed the print through dainty rimless eyeglasses held to his vest by a broad, black ribbon; as black, indeed, as was the very lit’ry tie he wore—which was a black Windsor! About 25 years in age, no more, he was small in stature, and slender, and immaculately dressed, the finishing touch to his garb being a tiny yellow flower—carefully selected, obvious­ly, for its pure perfection of petal—in his buttonhole, and the bare corner of a lavender silk handkerchief just peeping from his handkerchief pocket.

			Yet, try as one might, one would still not be able to conclusively place this particular young man in the category of those male individuals who use rouge, for about him were various contradictory suggestions of amazing heterogeneity. One—apparent to perhaps anyone—being that the young man was some peculiar combination of individualist and aesthete—one who, in short, would ruddle his otherwise too-white skin if he so wished and so desired, and those who didn’t like it could take a sweet jump into the lake—and “to hell with ’em” to boot! While the other suggestions which literally radiated from him, as do heat waves from a red-hot stove, would have depended more or less upon the calling of the observer himself. As for instance, the comment of G. Fontenoy Burgette, an accomplished actor—Shakespearean and otherwise—now out of work, and passing the very corner, which comment ran: “A synthetically assembled histrionic front, that whole get-up!—and I’ve a notion to copy it, end write me up a 10-minute vaudeville skit about it.” While Arthur K. Hambury, seasoned managing editor of 4 fiction magazines published in Printingtown, and also passing the corner, was at the same time remarking:

			“That fellow has not one, but several varieties of creative genius within him!”

			Most interesting of all, perhaps, is the comment of a most seasoned observer of men and things, one “Cylinder” Mc­Greavy, hold-up man and burglar, also passing the corner, who actually said: “In the racket, that bird—either coke-peddler, or box-hunter for a gopher-mob!—but wit’ a goddam’ good gang in back of ’im!”

			But be the artificial-looking, and also contradictory-looking young man what he be, the story he was reading was a finely written story, and, from its text and headlines, it was plain that it was a scoop; from its by-line, in fact it was evident that its writer was brother of one person actively named in the story, namely, the State’s Attorney; and it was furthermore obvious that the journals in question had had ample time to write the story, since the murder, taking place during the night —but not discovered until morning, and then only by the State’s Attorney himself!—had not been officially revealed to the police.

			And it was also plain that, after having been completely written, a whole new chapter had been added to the story by virtue of information telephoned in, or hastily written up—for a several-hundred word forestory, in boldface type, describing how the murderer and burglar, self-admitted by certain words he had inadvertently and through error uttered to a harmless pedestrian, had been arrested with presumably the stolen goods on his person—and was now being held incommuni­cado somewhere—presumably in some special lock-up controlled by the State’s Attorney. Where he was wildly and ridiculously claiming—at least to the correspondent who had written the story—‘hypno-mesmeric amnesia’ over his whole stay in Chicago. Which, he averred, had been the last three days.

			A number of photographs embellished and illuminated the story: The State’s Attorney—who, so it seemed, with the State itself, was the despoiled party!—gazed forth so debonairly that it was plain it was a reproduction of a campaign poster; pictures of the inside of the really quaint office where the robbery had taken place were also reproduced, though it was evident, by the very undisturbed condition of the old iron safe in one, that they were photographs taken before the crime in question—indeed, as stated at one point in the story, they had in actuality been taken some time before the case, for a feature article to detail how Chicago’s State’s Attorney had always retained this quaint room—memento of his struggling days—out of sentiment, and which photographs were now being used fortuitously for this bigger and more important tale.

			Such fine photography did the prints embody, that even some of the larger words on a diploma, hanging on one wall in one particular view, were legible. Absent only, in fact, from the photographic layout, was the picture of the captured murderer and burglar. No doubt by express intention of the State’s Attorney himself, who thus would abort completely a possible repetition of that contretemps which had befallen the State’s Attorney in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, three months ago, wherein one of the latter’s catches had been habeased out of jail under designation on the habeas corpus warrant not of the latter’s name—which was unknown even to his attorney—but by use of the suspect’s picture—reproduced in the Pittsburgh Gazette!

			It was, however, the murderer’s fantastic alibi in this Chicago criminal affair, more than anything else, which made the eyes of the odd-looking young man, reading the story, widen. Till he came to the end of the story.

			At which, looking off into space for a few seconds, he exclaimed:

			“By the gods—this is the chance! With him standing mute—for this amnesia tale of his is just something to temporarily block his being questioned—this is where I come in!” He half shook his head, a bit dubiously. “Too bad I was with the gang all night—I might just as well have been with J. D., knocking in that box!—for I couldn’t need sleep more than I do! But no help for that now. For this is the chance, all right. But good only till—”

			He gazed at a clock hanging out over the corner. “Boy!—I’ll have to work fast—mighty fast! For the State’s Attorney’s boys’ll take just about 12 hours of this amnesia hooey from J. D.—and no more!—and then he’ll catch all they’ve got—from fists to rubber hoses!—and will crack and when he does—my play will be up the creek. So now the question is: is that office with the kicked-in box open for business, and running?—and can I get in?”

			He took a last hasty survey of the paper; then tossed it away. And, confirming by the street sign that he was already at Washington Street, he dove across the traffic and hurried a half-block westward. Where he turned into an ancient office building whose entrance was marks by an outmoded soapstone arch on which was chiseled “The Klondike Building,” and inside of whose woodfloored foyer was just a single ancient elevator shaft with iron webbing, the elevator being just now somewhere upstairs.

			He did not ring for the elevator—but took the stair.

			And within exactly 1 minute—a tribute to good wind and heart—was at the 8th landing, and making his way down a dark wood-floored hall and around a bend, happily, from that elevator shaft. And shortly he stood before a door, whose ground-glass panel carried only the digit “806,” and just the words

			LOUIS J. VANN

			Attorney

			This, as had been set forth in the story he had just read, was the old office of the present State’s Attorney, now housed, of course, in the big City and County Building across the street, and an office still being held today for purely sentimental reasons. The office, moreover, described in the story as having been the scene last night of murder and robbery. All was quiet as a grave; no shadows were there on that ground-glass panel to reveal any worker therein. But the young man did not enter, if for no other reason than that the door was held firmly, rigidly, closed by a massive and extremely high-grade padlock which tautly linked together an old ring-bolt that was in the door, and one that was in the jamb—both ring bolts having doubtlessly been installed at some long bygone time when the original occupant of the room had gone on a long vacation—and so neatly did the eye of one bolt lie exact­ly above that of the other—and so snugly did the padlock shaft fill them both—that a fly could not have woven his way inside that office.

			This was the door whose lock—in that story—had been said to have been jimmied. And the marks of that jimmy, moreover, were visible near where the lock was—if one looked hard enough.

			But daunted the young man was, in no wise, by the powerful padlock. Indeed, at the very sight of it, his eyes lighted up with a strange triumphant light to be seen only in the eyes of fanatics, collectors, and speed maniacs. And he proceeded to give it particular attention—especially such words and numbers as would be found etched upon it.

			For, stamped on a generous blank area on the face of the padlock was visible the inscription:

			Official Police Department

			Padlock—Code LBJ

			This appeared of no interest to the young man with the roughed cheeks, for with a decided air of familiarity with such things as padlocks, he tilted up the padlock so that a smaller blank area on its end would be visible to him.

			And there, in extremely fine letters, but letters which were quite readable to him through his pince-nez, were the words

			Waddington Lock, Type C-4

			“And that,” he said, half smiling, “is all I want to know!”

			With which he turned and left the door, and within a few seconds was again taking the stairs to the main floor.

			Once there—and outside, in fact—he proceeded a couple of numbers further westward, where a great sign hung over the sidewalk reading:

			CHICAGO LOCK AND HARDWARE COMPANY

			Every Kind of Lock and Key in the World

			Hardware, Too!

			And into this place he hurried.

			It was an exceedingly capacious store, having an elbow-shaped extension in the rear where a couple of adjoining stores did not require their full depth. And it was—though the young man did not know it—the foremost emporium for locks and keys in the entire Middle West.

			Approaching a blond-moustached salesman at a counter which appeared to be devoted to locks only, he spoke, half inquiringly, and half dogmatically.

			“The Waddington lock is, of course, an individual lock, supplied with one key only—”

			“Oh yes,” the salesman replied, taking the tone of the words as a query instead of a statement—which very shortly it was to prove to be. “They are used for official police purposes because they positively cannot be picked, and are individual. But one key with each lock, and each lock sealed.”

			A faint smile swept over the young man’s rouged face at the statement he had just heard.

			“No doubt,” he said, suddenly, “you carry Copely padlocks?”

			“Indeed we do!” the clerk affirmed. “The Copely line is—”

			“I would like,” the young man interrupted, “a Copely Master Padlock—yes, the kind which can be opened by four different keys. Though I want a Type B padlock.”

			“Right, sir.” And the clerk ran up a ladder, where he looked into a drawer. “I don’t suppose you would mind, would you,” he called down, “if it were a Type A—so long as it’s a Copely Master pa—”

			“Must be Type B,” said the young man, frowning for the first time. “So, if you haven’t—”

			“Wait!” The clerk went nimbly up another step. And took down an open hardware drawer from that level.

			Which he brought all the way down. And from it, surveying it stintingly first, brought out a paper-sealed padlock. On which was printed, “Copely Master—Type B.”

			The young man tore off the paper and inspected, quite critically, the lock inside, and its single key, as one who knows that goods within wrappers often belie the words printed thereon.

			“I rather take it,” said the clerk, puzzledly, “that you are a little familiar with padlocks?”

			The young man looked up. There was an amused light in his eye.

			“A little—familiar’ Did you ever hear of Pepperduff Wainwright?”

			“Pepperdu—Why Lord, yes! He was the greatest expert on padlocks and padlock mechanism in—in the world. And invented many. In fact, come to think of it—he—he invented this Copely lock. And—yes, by George, he evolved the Paddington lock too, if I’m not mistaken. For they’re both in the same category. And—but did you know him?”

			“He was my grandfather,” said the young man simply. “And virtually brought me up, I lived padlocks day and night—had ’em at every meal!—had to undergo catechization on ’em every night before I could even go to bed. And I—but here, you can throw this in the junk box.”

			“In—in the junk box? But here, sir, isn’t—”

			The young man raised a hand patiently.

			“The key of it is all I want,” he said. And because, evidently, of the extreme mystification on the clerk’s face, he added, “You see I’ve a trunk at home that I bought at auction—and it’s padlocked with an old Paddington police lock of—of certain type and number—anyway, this key, I happen to know, will open it.”

			“Sa-ay—it’s a handy thing at times to know locks, isn’t it? I—”

			“Do you wait on that counter yonder where those sledges stand?”

			“I can—yes.” And the clerk started around the end of the counter and was almost immediately back of another counter across the narrow store space, the young man following. “But I don’t quite understand,” the clerk was saying. “A sledge, now?—well, why would you want to smash the lock if—”

			“The trunk happens to have two padlocks on it,” said the young man wearily. “One, as I say, positively can be unlocked with this key. The other is a—a Zylline lock—unpickable and unremovable. I’ll take that short sledge over yonder. How much is it?”

			“That one? It’s $4.50.”

			“Wrap it, please, if you will.”

			It was wrapped, right there at the counter. And the young man was outside within 9 minutes after he had entered, so swift had been the two transactions.

			He hurried on toward Clark Street, passing the Klondike Building without even a sidewise glance. His eyes were fixed ahead of him in intent thought.

			But no further from the Klondike Building in that direction than was the Hardware Store from it in the other, was a tiny watch-repair shop, no more than about 7 feet wide. It carried prominently in its narrow window a sign reading, “Second-hand and Uncalled-for Watches Cheap.” And so many of which did it apparently have that they filled the whole upper part of the window.

			The young man stopped short.

			Swiftly he cast his eyes over the battery of watches which hung, many of them, backs outward. Then he went in. The proprietor, an old man with a white head and an engraving tool in his hand, turned to the tiny wooden rail cutting off his work bench.

			“How much,” said the young man, gazing troubledly at a big telechron clock at the end of the silver-like store, “is that old silver watch there, with ‘I. V.’ engraved on it?”

			“We-ell—now in a manner of speaking—”

			“Quick!” said the young man. “Name your lowest price, or else!”

			“We-ell—well, it’s $4. And it keeps—”

			“Can you, in the next few minutes, while I’m on an errand, engrave a half-circle loop on that ‘I,’ changing it into a ‘P’—and an additional angle on the ‘V,’ making it a ‘W’?”

			“Why, yes—sure. It might look a little—”

			“Do it, please,” said the young man. “The ‘I’ into a ‘P’—and the ‘V’ into a ‘W.’ And here’s $2 on account. And if it isn’t done in 15 minutes when I come back, I’ll have to pass it—”

			“It’ll be done!” said the old man. “And—and I’ll rub acid across the fresh cuts to make the engraving look uniform.”

			And almost before Mr. Piffington Wainwright, the owner of the initials in question, was out of the door, the old man was locking the watch in a felt-lined vise; was, in fact, before Mr. Wainwright was ten feet distant, cutting, with sure hand, a neat curling sliver of silver from the watch case.

			At the corner, Mr. Wainwright waited for a taxicab to come along. Reflecting deeply, as he waited, on the newsstory he had read.

			“Wild defense, all right—J. D.’s claiming amnesia! And ‘hypnotic amnesia’—of all things! Just a stall, of course, for time; for with that defense he hasn’t a cha—hm?—say, I might be able to sew my own entrance into this affair up a bit tighter if Dr. Mironovski really is out of town. But—”

			But standing not on suppositions, he stepped into a drugstore in back of him, the name of which—as shown on a huge sign over its door—was VADO’S. And inserted himself immediately into a line of 3 persons in front of a cashier’s booth which, from the placard above the wicket, sold telephone slugs. With the result that he met for the very first time in his young life—met, that is, in a sense—one of Chicago’s famous figures; no less, in fact, than—

			For a man in a pharmacist’s tan coat, back of a counter just to one side of the line, was speaking to a customer who, himself, leaned, in profile, on the counter, chin in hand and—the pharmacist, that is—was saying:

			“Yes, Mayor Sweeney, this particular remedy of mine will knock out any headache that ever existed. Except, of course—ahem—”

			Mr. Wainright, being always glad to meet the famous, turned slightly in line to survey his Mayor.

			Mayor Gardiner Sweeney, now turning about in his hand a small demoniacal-looking green-glass bottle, was a man of about 50, with rather small greenish-blue eyes, and curly hair peeping out from under a black derby hat.

			His tweed clothes were rich, and a gold encased elk’s tooth, with huge diamond in the tip of the tooth, swung from a massive chain on his vest, His face was pale with the paleness of one who smoked far too many cigars; it was lined, too, with the lines of one who had sat in too many troublesome late-houred political meetings.

			“I’ll take it, Vado,” he was grunting. “But don’t bother to wrap it up. For I’m hopping in my car outside—and going home for the day.”

			“Okay, Mayor—and no charge!—it’s on the house—but—just a minute, Mayor. Been having these—er—headaches long?”

			“Some time. Though this one, plainly, is from a Welsh rarebit I ate day before yesterday. And—but why do you ask?” The mayor’s voice was grumpy, as one whose intimate physiology had been pried into!

			“We-ell—I think I would have my headaches looked into by a doctor, for headaches, Mayor, are symptomatic of so many things. A fact! And if your doctor says there’s no organic trouble at the base of them —well— now I know you’ll laugh—”

			“I won’t laugh. What in hell is there in Life to laugh at, anyway? What is it you suggest?”

			“Well—that before drenching your system with acetanilid—which is in all headache remedies—and maybe putting your heart permanently on the blink—you see what a psychotherapeutist can do.”

			Mr. Wainright, now passing a nickel over the wicket, smiled faintly at those words. Considering who and what he was about to call up!

			“One of those ducks,” grunted Mayor Sweeney, “who talk pain away?—but from nuts only? Hell, Vado, he couldn’t talk this headache of mine away—if for no other reason than that I’m sane—not just 100 per cent sane, Vado, but 101.333 per cent!” Mr. Wainwright, now obtaining his slug, could not but help note the drugstore proprietor frowning puzzledly as one who knew—exactly as did Mr. Wainwright himself!—that he who is too downright convinced of his own sanity is, almost always, in danger. “I’ll stick to your Vado’s Knockit,” the Mayor was continuing, pocketing the bottle. “Or Bromo Seltzer. All right, Vado. Thanks for the bottle—and I’ll send you over a pair of tickets tomorrow for the Policeman’s Benefit.” And Chicago’s “top man” was going out the door, on his way home to treat his headache with Vado’s Knockit, and, perhaps, to brag to his own wife that he was 101.333 per cent sane. Though at this juncture of matters Mr. Wainwright, actually grinning at the paradoxical concept of a man being more sane than sane!—101.333 per cent so!—had secured a slug, and was now entering a telephone booth. Where, looking up a number, he dialed it.

			A girl’s voice answered.

			“I want,” he said, “to speak to Dr. Gregor Miranovski, the hypnoti—that is, hypnotic therapeutist—on a very very serious matt—”

			“Dr. Miranovski,” said a girl’s voice, “is out of town.”

			“Thank—you!” He hung up. “Well, he’s out, all right.

			So I may be able to use him. If I can pull an imitation of him—on the phone.”

			Now, outside on the sidewalk again, a cab drew up in response to his signal.

			“The River,” he told the driver simply.

			The driver looked astounded. As he had a right to be, at anybody desiring to ride such a short distance. But philo­sophical where strange fares were involved, he jerked his meter, and with a lurch that flattened his fare against the cushions, sped riverward.

			At the Clark Street bridge, Mr. Wainwright climbed blithely out, paying off the taximeter “pull” of 25 cents with a silver half-dollar from which he waved back the change.

			Down the stone stairs of Wacker Drive Mr. Wainwright hastily made his way, to, in fact, the concrete embankment along the river. A diver was working midway of the block between Clark Street and Dearborn Street, the cranks of his air machine being turned by two laborers.

			A small group of loungers were looking on from the actual embankment—and a larger group from the Upper Drive level.

			The young man frowned.

			This large and generous audience was going to complicate exceedingly what he now must do—and do quickly.

			Slowly he walked to where the diver was submerged.

			But past and on. And he was just about halfway between the diver’s position and Dearborn Street—at Piling 47, to be exact, in view of the black numbers stencilled on it—when the lucky break of breaks came.

			Lucky, that is, for this particular young man.

			For a great, clumsy helicopter was bearing clutteringly down on the region, from the southeast, its double horizontal wings making a terrific roar. It was only a few hundred feet above river and street. The bridges, at both ends of this block, became suddenly thick with people—arrested, in motion. Streetcars stopped. And automobiles also on the drive above. Everybody in the entire vicinity—except one—raised his chin and faced the sky.

			That one exception was the diver, working far down the water’s surface.

			And perhaps even he too looked upward. Who knows? At which, Mr. Wainwright, with a chuckle, just tore off the end of his paper wrapping—tilted his package—and the sledge within slid forth into the silent water with a slight splash—and was gone instantly. The while the helicopter let out a great final roar of its blades which brought all chins a millimeter higher.

			And before it was drifting away to the west—and traffic was miraculously resumed again—Mr. Wainwright was again climbing into a cab on the Upper Drive level at Dearborn Street.

			“Clark and Washington Streets,” he said, naming the very point where, but a fraction of an hour before, he had read that story detailing the catastrophic fall of one J. D., safe burglar, and had, himself, evolved a great radical idea in connection therewith!

			His face was a bit thoughtful now, as he walked rapidly back toward the Klondike Building.

			He stopped, however, at the little watch-repair shop where he had ordered the watch engraved.

			And it was ready! Had been ready no doubt for 5 minutes.

			The “I. V.” had been neatly converted into a “P. W.”—and the fresh cuts had been darkened with some acid.

			“Oke,” Mr. Wainwright said briefly, and laid down 2 dollars.

			And departed.

			Again entering the Klondike Building.

			And again taking the stairs.

			And again striking Floor 8 in one minute.

			Where again he repaired to the door of 806.

			Nobody was in the hall. With quite supreme confidence, he slipped the master key he had purchased into the Police Padlock. It opened easily—exactly as he had known it would! He slipped it off and into his side coat pocket. And shoving the door slightly inward, and half turning, he slipped back­ward into the room—thus assuring himself that nobody in the hall was seeing this maneuver.

			But as he turned about, after quietly shoving the door to, he gave a start.

			Not, however, because anyone was in the room, coolly surveying his entrance—nor even looking in from the one window, since that latter contingency was one quite impos­sible, the window fronting only on a blank, ugly windowless wall, less than five feet from it. Neither, moreover, did he give a start because of the old safe across the room, with its door swung wide open—and several bits of gleaming dial on the floor. Nor at the old clock, awry on the wall. Nor at the old desk. Nor at the old leather couch—or rather, should it per­haps be said, the several feet thereof which struck emptily out from a black burlap-covered folding screen.

			But because, on the floor, lay a dead man! A dead man, in the striped overalls and jumper of a janitor and night watch­man. And his face was covered with a blue bandanna handkerchief that presumably had been his own.

			“Good—grief!” said Mr. Wainwright, to whom a mere corpse was nothing at all. For many were the corpses—women, of course—that he had prettied up with rouge and lipstick for his good friend, Gideon Arkwright, the North Avenue undertaker. “I certainly inferred,” he commented, to himself, scratching his chin, “that the body had been removed elsewhere. For—now what the devil did that story say on that? Oh yes!—that the body had been ‘left all morning exactly where ’twas found.’ ‘All morning’ is right!—plus a piece of ‘afternoon’ thrown in! He nodded sagely. “One shrewd piece of language, that ‘all morning’—and struck in there like a plum to make others think as P. Wainwright, Esquire—and keep curiosity seekers away. Well, my profit, that’s all.”

			And he gave a philosophical shrug of his shoulders.

			And proceeded to business.

			Though not without first reading a white card that had been placed on the inside of the door he had just closed, with 4 thumbtacks. It bore, on its top, the engraved words:

			CHICAGO POLICE DEPARTMENT

			and underneath it, in handwriting, and signed, was the notice:

			This room completely inspected by me at 8:30 a.m. October 23 by special request of State’s Attorney Louis J. Vann, and notes and camera shots made of all vital and essential criminological residua.

			Rufus Scott,

			Inspector, Burglary Division,

			Chicago Detective Bureau.

			Mr. Wainwright smiled dolefully. “Then a few ‘post-crime’ ‘traces’ oughtn’t to hurt matters in the least!”

			And apparently acting on which, he crossed the room quickly to that open safe. Where he drew from his pocket the watch he had just procured. Setting its hands to the hour of 10:43—which it seems the able inspector Scott had, accord­ing to the newsstory, been able to determine as conclusively and absolutely the hour of the crime and the murder—Mr. Wainwright twisted the winder till something in the watch snapped.

			After which, squatting down, he sent the watch sliding—with a slight shuffling noise—back under the safe, the under bottom of which cubicle cleared the floor very narrowly, thanks to the odd manner in which the makers—or perhaps some later secondhand dealers—had appended the wheels, the axles of the latter protruding at points considerably up the sides of the iron box. Mr. Wainwright did not, however, attempt to follow the progress of the watch with his eye, if for no other reason than because of the darkness beneath the safe, but, judging from the smart rap that sounded forth, the watch just hit the wall board and came to a stop.

			Mr. Wainwright now went straight to where an old diploma hung on one wall, a bit higher than an eye could conveniently reach. And here, again, he indulged in a double procedure. The first part of which consisted of rubbing his ten fingertips vigorously in his hair. Which done, he planted them—the whole 10—fingers slightly outstretched—against the painted wall under that diploma.

			And now he stood not further on the order of his going!

			For stepping adroitly over the thing on the floor, he was again at the door through which but three-quarters of a minute before he had entered. And opening which, a few inches, he gave a cautious peep into the hall. In both directions.

			But the hall was clear.

			It was the work of a split second for him to emerge and to slip, back into the eyelets of the bolt, the curved shaft of the open padlock which had been reposing in his side coat pocket. Click! And the padlock was locked.

			Again he took the stairs to the street. Tossing the master padlock key back of a radiator between floors 5 and 4.

			The elevator was not in sight as he came down the last flight, and into the wood-moored foyer.

			And within a minute of having left that 8th floor, he was out again on the sidewalk. And a full 40 feet away, in a westerly direction, though gazing studiedly back of himself. With the result that he could see a yellow taxicab draw up sharply in front of the Klondike Building, and a well-built man in a tweed suit, carrying a leather portfolio, climb out and pay off the driver with some kind of very official-looking tickets. After which, striding forward to the door, the tweed-suited man took up a position at the side of the Klondike Building entrance.

			To some persons, he would have been—in the light of his portfolio!—nothing other than a salesman, waiting some client or customer scheduled to enter, or to leave, the Klondike Building. Not so was he, apparently, to Mr. Wainwright. Who, now standing on the curb, was nodding his head.

			“Soles an inch thick,” the latter was commenting. “And looking as innocent as a cat who’s just swallowed the family parrot. A detective, of course. Put there by the State’s Attorney.” And he gave a tiny chuckle. “Yet why not? Doesn’t the criminal always return to the scene of his crime?” He gave a half-nod. “There’s the spot for my arrest, all right—and the man to make it! And then—then to confess to the murder of Rudol—no, Adolph Reibach! And the theft of that skull. So here goes! And I do hope, by Gracious, I do—that I haven’t slipped up anywhere. Heavens!—to have all this trouble—for nothing!”

			And resolutely he walked toward the Klondike Building, and that innocent-appearing man with the portfolio!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VI

			“Consultation Only!”

			Elsa Colby was so small—at least as compared to the giant quilt cover which, on its slightly inclined rack, covered almost one wall of her cramped office—and which office, fortunately for its own size, was never crammed with clients and seldom with even client!—that at times she had to mount a small stubby stepladder stool to ply her skillful needle. The bright red of Elsa’s hair—made even brighter, seemingly, by its contrast with the knitted mouse-grey one-piece dress that she wore—was of the exact color as the great scarlet poppies which lay at each corner of the quilt; her blue eyes were precisely the blue of the pond which lay in its middle—at least of the one experimentally completed ripple on that pond; and the freckles on her face—and most particularly on her nose—were like—but no, they were not like anything on the quilt proper at all, but were like the spattering of brown ink from an angry fountain-pen on a sheet of white paper.

			Her quilt, it might be said, lay exposed in entirety upon its huge rack for the simple reason that it held, here and there, throughout its entire area, certain flecks which must be done in green; and Elsa, having been able to pick up a huge amount of green silk thread—but green only!—at a discount, had to do that color first, and fully, just as independent shoestring movie producers, with little or no money to rent locations or to put up settings, have to complete, in one rented setting, all the scenes for two or more “quickies,”—before negotiating a new setting!

			But though secondhanded the old step-ladder stool was—it had cost only 18 cents on West Madison Street—and rickety as it was to boot, Elsa made quite no strain on it what­soever—for the reason that she was but 90 pounds in weight —95 normally, but the 20-cent meals at the Two Sisters Restaurant were notoriously shy of nutriment!

			It might be said that only in the matter of the lettered door of her tiny front office on the 10th story of the ancient Ulysses S. Grant Building, the latter not a part of Chicago’s Loop, but a barnacle clinging hungrily on the dingy outskirts of that Loop, did Elsa present any “professional front.” Unless, perhaps, one included the special typewriter-desk standing to the right of Elsa’s own desk, with its battered electric typewriter plugged into the wall back of it by a long cord, the machine suggesting that it regularly turned out scores of important legal briefs, and the former that a paid steno­grapher—at some mysterious hours unknown!—held vigil here. To be sure—typewriter desk or no typewriter desk—the row of law books over Elsa’s own desk looked heavy enough to weigh a successful lawyer down. But the typewriter desk itself was one that had been scornfully left behind in that office when Elsa had moved in; the typewriter itself—and which Elsa always affectionately called Old Million-Words-a-Minute—was no other than a most “lucky” purchase at an unclaimed goods sale wherein the auctioneer, a friend of Elsa’s, had put the machine up at auction, in front of her alone, 5 minutes before the auction began; the office itself cost only $9 a month—too much, in fact, for a site in which to do quilt embroidering—and the door of the office read, outside:

			ELSA COLBY

			Attorney-at-Law

			(Criminal Law)

			Consultation ONLY

			Elsa, this day, had just completed a single leaf of those several million green leaves yet to be done, and had climbed off her stool to survey it from a distance—when her phone rang.

			She did not answer it immediately, however, for her point of surveyal of her quilt happened to be alongside her one broad window and her surveyal thereof had transferred itself instead fascinatedly to the street far below where some kind of local political parade was going by, the band music coming up almost thread-like through the glass pane of the window, the obviously green-coated musicians seeming, from above, like small green rectangles mathematically spaced apart, and all flowing onward in unison—and a real elephant!—Repub­lican, therefore, that parade!—looking, from above, like some strange grey wobbling paramecium—and scarcely any big­ger! From the old-fashioned windows of the 9-story Printo­graphy Building across the way, ink-smeared printers’ devils were leaning out and gesticulating to each other—and Elsa, who loved elephants passionately—even when shrunken a hundredfold as was this one!—was assuredly just now torn between love and business!

			But the parade suddenly and unexpectedly rounded the corner of VanBuren Street—and the elephant-paramecium, seen thus in perspective, developed two moving cardboard legs—then all was gone. And the phone was still ringing!

			And so now, curiously, Elsa answered it—curiously, be­cause Elsa had no clients; though, to be sure—and strange to say—she really desired none—for a while. Unless perchance, they were such as wanted to pay one—two—three dollars for advice.

			The voice on the other end of the wire was judicial, dignified, ultra-legal, grave and, so it occurred to Elsa, cold.

			“Am I speaking—to Miss Elsa Colby?”

			“Why yes—yes. This is Elsa Colby—speaking.”

			“Ah—how do you do, Miss Colby? This is Judge Pen­worth, Miss Colby. Judge Hilford Penworth.”

			“Judge—Penworth? Oh yes, yes. Judge Penworth—who has not been actively engaged on the Bench—for some time?”

			“Yes, Miss Colby. Yes. But not retired—by no means! Well, Miss Colby, what I’m calling up about—but how are you feeling?”

			“How—am I—feeling?” Elsa was surprised at this interest in her health. “Why—I’m feeling fine,” was all she could say.

			“And not ailing—hrmph—as is vice-Treasurer Colby of the United States Treasury?”

			“Oh—Mr. Fenby Colby? Oh, yes, I did read that he was ill. Why no, Judge Penworth—indeed no. I’m not related to Fen­by Colby. And as for ailing—well—I haven’t even a cold.”

			“That is excellent, Miss Colby. Well, Miss Colby, I’ll make brief—what I called you up about. There is to be a trial—for murder—larceny included, too—to be held tonight at my home—8 p.m. The details as to the trial you could get from the State’s Attorney’s office—the facts, from the early papers just out—and some, no doubt, from the defendant himself, one John Doe—under arrest since noontime, and now being held by the State’s Attorney in his incommunicado tier. I make the latter statement because I am appointing you to defend Doe tonight.”

			“Defend—Doe—tonight?” ejaculated Elsa, utterly aghast. “Defend—but Judge Penworth, I—I am a consulting attorney only. I—I don’t want any court cases. I—”

			“Miss Colby, you are an attorney—admitted to the Cook County Bar—are you not?”

			“Yes, Judge, I am admitted. But—”

			“All right. You are appointed, now and herewith, to defend this fellow Doe. And—”

			“But—but Judge Penworth, he—whoever he is—would never go to trial so quickly. It will be a matter of months of preparation. And—”

			“No? Well, it may interest you, Miss Colby, to know that he has signed all the necessary waivers by which he can have immediate trial. And is putting his fate before me—without a jury—at 8 o’clock tonight—and getting it over with. And so I have appointed you his defense counsel, and the fee—”

			“But Judge—I mean Your Honor—I—I don’t want the fee. I—I don’t need the fee. I—I have an inheritance coming to me in a few ye—I mean I—I just today found a lot of money I’d saved up, in—in an old mattress. And some other lawyer—”

			“Miss Colby.” The voice was hard and ultra-judicial. “Did you hear me say—I had appointed you?”

			“Yes.” Elsa’s words tumbled desperately forth now. “But Judge, I—I am ill—that is, I’m sure I am, so—which means that—”

			“That will do, Miss Colby!” The voice was just a bit wrathful. “You assured me, before this conversation began, that you never felt better in your life. Now I have—at least so I hope—a judicial mind—so far as any defendant’s rights go. But I assuredly trust that you won’t start right off—on the very word ‘go’—by antagonizing me against your client’s case—and before he even comes up before me. I have appointed you herewith to represent him—though, from what little I gather, he might better have pleaded guilty. Be that as it may, the best thing you can do, Miss Colby, is to hop over to the Grand Jury chambers, in the next 30 minutes and get from the clerk a copy of the indictment against the defen­dant—which indictment the defendant will have petitioned—then over to the State’s Attorney’s lockup—find out all you can from the client—and at least try to clear him. After all, you know, whether you clear him or don’t clear him, the fee comes to you just the same, and—”

			“Fee? I—I don’t want the fee,” protested Elsa. “I—you see, I—I don’t take clients for court cases, Judge Penworth. I am a consult—”

			“You are taking the case of John Doe,” said Judge Penworth. And never had Elsa heard such quiet, stubborn do­mination in a human voice. “And now I bid you goodday—”

			“Wait, Judge! I refuse—”

			And now the voice on the other end, as Elsa knew from considerable experience with persons with high blood pres­sure, was that of a man clearly close to an apoplectic outburst. For its owner practically shouted into his transmitter.

			“That’ll—that’ll do, Miss Colby! I’m calling Sam Gurley, the State’s Attorney’s special lockup keeper, the minute I hang up here, and telling him you’re this man’s lawyer—tentatively, anyway! And if, by heavens, I hear you haven’t reported to Gurley as Doe’s attorney, and properly identified yourself, moreover, as yourself—by 5 o’clock—and to Doe himself as well—yes, I give you till 5 o’clock!—and not one second longer!—I shall forward, under the rights now granted me by the Cook County Bar Association, a disbarment order against yourself from practicing at the bar in Cook County. A disbarment order which I shall fill out immediately this conversation is terminated. And—”

			Disbarment!

			Elsa caught her breath sharply. And actually paled.

			“Dis—disbarment—Judge? But—”

			“Yes,” he snapped, still plainly choleric, “that’s—that’s exactly what I said. Disbarment—if you haven’t reported to that client by 5! And just—just you keep this in mind too, Miss Colby: that order will be kept close to my elbow—and if, reporting to that fellow, you fail later to report in court—and I—I have to call in some other attorney the last minute—that order will go straight as an arrow to—to where it will become immediately effective.”

			“But—but, Judge,” Elsa almost wailed, “you—you don’t understand! You see, I don’t want any cases, lest I—”

			“Five p.m.!” The Judge’s voice was not choleric now, but deadly, quietly ominous. “5 p. m.—or that disbarment order, young lady, dated 5 p.m. today, will go forth by both phone and messenger—to its proper destination. Five p.m.”

			“But—but, Judge, I—”

			But nothing but the echo of an angry savage click—followed by deep silence—greeted Elsa on the instrument.

			The Judge, irately, had hung up!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VII

			A Trip to the Black Belt

			Elsa, dismounting hurriedly from the South State Street car in the vicinity of Aunt Linda Cooksey’s home, knew that she was indeed in the Black Belt. For a Negro motion-picture theatre advertising a double-bill of lurid melodramas—admission 5 cents only!—vied with a dingy pawnshop in front of which flapped moth-eaten suits at $2 each. Fried-fish stands, moreover, were much in evidence—each with its two frying pans mounted on a two hole gasoline burner, the one containing the usual hamburgers and greasy intertwined onions, the other, sizzling cadaver-colored perch, and with invariably its black proprietor in a gargantuan cook’s white hat; and black tradesmen looked out of dusty, fly-specked shop windows as Elsa made her way hastily along the block between 23rd and 24th Streets.

			But Elsa, now so definitely in the Black Belt, knew something even more than that she was in the Black Belt.

			And with even greater assurance! Because it was based on the mathematics of “never-having-failed!” She knew, in short, that before 2 hours should elapse today, she would accident­ally meet up with somebody she had not seen—well—for an eternity! For, getting off the streetcar, she had glimpsed a white horse with two black legs. And it had never failed to be a perfect omen. One black leg—one hour. Two black legs—two hours. Quite all she wondered, at most, was just who the party would prove to be.

			Not dreaming, in the least, that he would be no less than her drunkard half-cousin, Saul Moffit, only son of her half-uncle, Silas Moffit. And whom she was destined to meet—of all places!—at no less a spot than—

			But now reaching a narrow dark passageway between a Negro undertaking parlor, containing a child’s casket in the window, trimmed with lacy frills, and a fruit store with sticky fruit outside, Elsa made her way back through the passage­way, the chill of which penetrated her bones even as she traversed it.

			In the rear, facing a leaning unpainted cottage which, propped up firmly at one front corner with assorted bricks and stones, nevertheless tilted definitely toward the other side which rested on a huge, rusty, upturned preserving kettle, Elsa knocked at the knobless door which, thanks to its being both knobless and lockless, did not close by one full inch—and yet firmly resisted her knock.

			A moment later, a black hand, evidently unwinding yards and yards of wire from a nail somewhere on the inside door casing, was visible, and presently the door, liberated, swung open. And there stood Aunt Linda Cooley who, as part of Elsa’s father’s house, had brought Elsa up from babyhood until she was 16.

			A lean, rangy woman, Aunt Linda was—a “skinny ’ooman” as her own kind termed her; a woman who did not show what years might have passed over her head.

			Indeed, if it had held any grey, such would have been ever occluded—thanks to the red bandanna which entirely and, always, tightly enshrouded it. From the lobes of her ears, protruding out from under the taut edge of the bandanna, hung heavily great brassy rings such as an African savage might wear, and which were in perfect keeping wig some of her neighbors’ description of her as “dat voodoo ’ooman whut lib a’hind de coffin shop.”

			The sleeves of Aunt Linda’s brilliantly and gypsy-like flowered cotton dress were rolled up, and her bony forearms were sudsy—showing that she was managing, in these $4-a-month living-quarters, to scare up a few w’ite folks’ clothes to wash.

			“Well, fo’ de lan’ sake, Chil’,” she was saying. “Whut you dain’ obah heah? Ah would t’ink you would be in you’ office studyin’—an’ heppin’ dem w’ite folks to git out ob trubble.”

			“No, Aunt Linda—I’m over here—and in trouble myself!”

			“You—in trubble, Elsa? Well, Chil’—come in—right to oncet.”

			Elsa stepped in. The reception quarters of Aunt Linda’ three-room home—its combined kitchen and living room!—were graced by a rusty kitchen 4-hole range which burned coal and wood, and which, like the house itself, was propped up, at one of its corners, on a small upturned stewing kettle. A huge square of cold linoleum, with patches and holes in it, covered the floor of the room, though its gelidity was more than compensated for by the brilliant scarlet cheesecloth drapes which hung at either side of the long window gazing out on the dingy rear yard. Two chairs, one a swing-seat af­fair, and lined with carpet, the other, a huge flat-handled rocker with two different rockers glued to it, and hair leaking out of its leather bottom, beckoned to “comp’ny” as even did the gargantuan coal-oil lantern which, in lieu of electric bulb or gas chandelier, stood atop a square plaque of wood sus­pended by four wires from the crumbling ceiling.

			Through a door, partly ajar, could be seen a white iron bed, with paint scaling away, but with one leg broken squarely off and the bed therefore propped up on that corner, exactly as were house and kitchen range, but this time by a wooden soap box. While through another door, also partly ajar, and leading to a room fronting doubtlessly on the rear alley, was visible the bright rim of a zinc wash-tub, giving forth from itself and through the very door aperture the smell of fresh suds—and indicating, thereby, how Aunt Linda kept the business operations of her home separate from the social ones.

			“Now you set you’sef’ down, honey chil’,” Aunt Linda was saying. “And tell yo’ Auntie whut is wrong.”

			Elsa did sit down, in the big chair made like a swing.

			And Aunt Linda, wiping off the suds from her wrists, and hooking her front door to again, with a double turn of her wire, deposited her rangy, toothpick-like self in the capacious, flat-handled, hair-stuffed rocker facing Elsa.

			“Whut wrong now, Chil’? Fo’ you mussa come to yo’ aunt fo’ adwice, didn’ you?”

			“Well, Aunt Linda, I came to you because I—well—I just didn’t hardly know what to do. I never yet knew advice that you gave me on any subject—even whether you did, or whether you didn’t, know anything about the subject—to be anything but good advice, nor—Anyway—I came straight to you.”

			“Da’s de baby! Now whut on yarth is wrong?”

			“Well, Aunt Linda, it’s about that big piece of Northwest Side vacant property Father left me. Colby’s Nugget, as I guess even you’ve heard it called? Rather, maybe I should say, my visit to you is about my own 9/10ths ownership in the property!” She paused. “You know, of course, exactly how Father left it to me; how it comes to me only when I’m thirty, and how—”

			“Ob co’se, Chil’. An’ he leab it in dat way, I t’ink, so dat it don’ leak away f’um you, w’en you is nothin’ yit but a baby, in rich libbin’, an’ dressin’, an’ traipsin’ down to Floridy, an’ sich like t’ings, an’ so’s no ol’ forchunehuntin’ count or somp’n try to mahhy you.”

			“Perhaps yes,” Elsa agreed sadly.

			“But ob co’se,” Aunt Linda said frowningly, “it kin leak away wid all de unpaid taxes on it—hebbins, Chil’, dey mus’ be putty much now, ain’t dey?”

			“Taxes, Aunt Linda? Why—I thought you knew. Father turned in to the city a judgment he got on the condemnation of another piece he had—a judgment which he couldn’t collect from this darn city!—for taxes in advance. With the result, Aunt, that the property’s absolutely clear today, And will be—till I’m 30. Clear, that is, but for a 10th interest in itself. For you know, at least, how Uncle Silas is in on the ownership of the property by 1/10?”

			“Ob co’se, Chil’. An’ he one bad man—if you axe me. Ah wouldn’ trus’ yo’ daddy’s half bruddah fudder dan Ah could th’ow dat kitchen range. Eben if Ah does do cleanin’ now an’ den fo’ him, at dat vehy flat on Clebeland Ab’noo whah he now libbin’ all alone—alone, at leas’, ’ceptin’ fo’ dat ’oomatic ol’ Zeke whut runs things dah fo’ him. He a fah wussah puhson, Elsa, dan dat no-good daughtah Bella of his’n, whut is mahhy to dat Jewishah lawyah. Fo’ Ah don’ wash clothes now an’ den fo’ Bella, lak Ah does, widout luhnin’ dat she des lazy-no-good—but dat all. W’ile yo’ half-uncle—he got snek-pizen in he’ veins!” Despite the vehemency of her dictum, Aunt Linda rocked peaceably. “Ah ain’ nebah got it cleah in mah min’, do’, Honeh, how yo’ Unc’ Silas ebah shell out fi’ thousum dollahs cash fo’ you to git th’u collige an’ lawying school, w’en he ain’t can eben leg’ly take no mohga’ge o’ nothin’ on yo’ nine-tenfs de way yo’ nine-tenfs was lef’.”

			“How, Aunt Linda? Well I’ll tell you how! I simply signed what is known as an assignment of $15,000 of my receipts from the eventual sale of my 9/10ths share. Payable when I sell it.”

			“Hm! Ah unnastan’ dat all right. Assignment! Mah brothah Jake long long ago—he daid now—he sign one ob dem t’ings to secuh anoddah niggah’s note—an’ de niggah, he nebah pay—an’ de Law it took fi’ dollahs a week f’m Jake’s wages fo’ 10 long months. But see heah, Chil’, you done got fi’ thousum dollahs. Whut ’ventu’lly got yo’ th’u school. Yit you sign a assignment fo’ fifteen thousum dollahs? Da’s pretty big int’rust, ain’t it?”

			“Mighty big, Aunt, yes. When it’s calculated out. But my tied-up share in that tied-up property was the only thing on earth I could raise capital on.”

			“Well, da’s true—an’ ain’ no ’ticklah hahm did anyway by de big ’screpancy ’tween fi’ thousum an’ fifteen thousum dollahs. Fo’ w’en you is thutty yeahs ol’ dat Colby’s Nugget is gonna be des dat ma’ much valy’ble dan is w’en you harried de money. Specially sence, as you say now, de taxes ain’ in de pictah nohow!”

			“Yes, that’s quite true,” said Elsa. “For even today, Aunt, it’s conservatively appraised at $130,000—and my 9/10ths share alone, even minus the $15,000 assignment to Uncle Silas, is worth a round $100,000—plus a couple of thousand odd. But Aunt Linda—Aunt—did you ever hear of a quitclaim?”

			“Whooie! Has Ah? Da’s how Ah los’ mah cottage on Thutty-Ninf St’eet. Way back, w’en you was on’y a little gal. In fac’, da’s ’zac’ly how come Ah come to wuk fo’ ye’ daddy—whut wus des lef’ widout no mama to take keer ob you. Ah done signed a claimquit fo’ a real ’state man des to hol’—an’ not to use, onless an’ maybe—an’ whut he do but ignoh de ‘onless an’ maybe’ an’ put mah claimquit on—on recohd, yes, da’s whut it wuz called—on recohd—an’ mah cottage wuz gone. Ah go to two w’ite lawyahs ’bout it. One, he say: ‘Don’ nebbah sign no claimquit—fo’ dey ain’ no goin’ behin’t o’ back ob a claimquit—dey dynamite’. An’ de oddah lawyah, he lissen to mah sto’y an’ he say: ‘Claimquits, madam, is mos’ dang’ous t’ings in all real-’state law. W’en dey is recordened—de lawyin’ is all obah! Gooday, madam.’ ”

			Elsa might, under ordinary circumstances, have smiled, in spite of herself, at the picture Aunt Linda Cooksey had just drawn up: but smile, she did not, today—in the light of her own complications.

			“Well, Aunt Linda,” was all she said, “claimquits—or quitclaims, as the right name is—are all of what your two lawyers told you. As I also heard, and as I also knew—some number of years back. But anyway, Aunt Linda, here’s what happened. The assignment I have to Uncle Silas was an assignment, unless—”

			“On-less!” Aunt Linda stopped rocking. “Honey—you don’ mean you went an’ signed some kin’ ob a quitclaim?”

			“Some kind of a one—yes, Aunt Linda! No less than a so-called contingential quitclaim, the validity of which type of quitclaim has been affirmed completely by the United States Supreme Court in the case of the Idaho and Wyoming Oil Company versus one Henry Barrows. I quitclaimed—though contingentially, understand?—all my right, title and interest in Colby’s Nugget. For Uncle Silas, Aunt, put a clause in that assignment that specif—but do you know what a clause is?”

			“ ’Cose Ah do. ’Twas des account ob a clause in mah own grandfathah’s will dat Ah ’riginally ’herited dat house on Thutty-Ninf Street. So Ah knows w’ut it is. A clause, it’s a puhagraf whut state thus an’ so?”

			“That’s right, Aunt Linda. Well, Uncle Silas put a clause in that assignment stating that, should I fail to acquit my first client—specifically, Aunt, my client in my first criminal case before the Bar—or get disbarred during my first three months of practice, my paper was to constitute a quitclaim complete for my share in Colby’s Nugget—in exchange for the $5,000 cash I’d already received.”

			“W’y—dat ol’ rascal! He—but fus’, wut mean dis disbahhed?”

			“That means, Aunt—well Aunt, you used to go with a jockey, didn’t you—in the long long ago?”

			“Yes, Honey. De bes an’ de blackest one whut ebah ride de tracks. He uz so black dat he look, in a race, lak a empty suit pu’ched atop de hoss.”

			“Well, disbarred, Aunt, means—in law circles—‘ruled off the turf.’ ”

			“Oh—now Ah gits it cleah. Mah sweety he wuz rule’ off de tu’f mo’n once. Disbahhed means, den, dat some jedge o’ juhy o’ lawyah’s ‘sociation say you cain’t practice lawin’ fo a suttin length o’ time?”

			“Exactly that.”

			“Well den, w’y—but lissen, honeh, w’y you sign’ dis papah?”

			“Because I didn’t read it, Aunt Linda. I was just turned 18—was badly in love—and rushing off to a dance where my first boy-friend was to be, and—”

			“Oh yes—dat han’some no-good Barfin boy. Who he ebah mahhy an’way?”

			“Oh—he married Grace van Sant, the winner of a beauty prize contest on the northwest side. And a really beautiful girl too.”

			“Oh, he did, hey?” Aunt Linda was bridling up. “An’ Elsa Colby de mos’ beau’fullest chil’ in all Chicago, raght undah his snooty nose!”

			“Heavens—no, Aunt Linda! Never beautiful, Elsa Colby—then nor now. The difference is that today I know it—but then I didn’t!”

			“Well, you wrong, ’coze you hund’ed puh cent sweet. An’ clebah. An’ you—but let dat pass.” Aunt Linda surveyed Elsa solicitously. “You is got regretments, mebbe, honey—an’ hahtache, mebbe—dat you nebah get to mahhy wit’ de Barfin boy?”

			“Heavens no, Aunt! For after I found that good-looking boys are interested, at best, in homely girls only be. cause—” Elsa’s face pinked almost as red as her hair. “At least,” she broke off, “when I found he was interested in me in a quite different way than I in him—” She broke off again. “Well, I ceased to care for him in a jiffy. Anyway, Aunt, that first love is always a most ridiculous thing.”

			“Ain’ it de truf? De fus’ boy Ah ebah had, he—but le’s git back to dis bus’ness. So you went an’ signed dis cutth’ot papah.”

			“Yes, Aunt.”

			“An’ whut on yarth did dat rascal say w’en you latah discovah dat clause? As you musta did?”

			“Oh he said, Aunt, that he had just put it in as a sort of ‘joke’—to teach me my first lesson in law. It was something, he said, that of course he’d never enforce.”

			“Oh, he did, hey? Bet he didn’ say dat ‘fo’ any witnesses?”

			“That’s right, I will admit,” Elsa conceded. “He said it only at a time and place when we were quite alone.”

			Aunt Linda nodded darkly. “So he tell you he des gibbin’ you a free lesson, heh? Well, dat man don’ gib nobody nuffin’, let alone free lessons! He des tuk a gen’al chance on slippin’ in somep’n about somep’n whut mought happen—an’, again, mought not; but if’n it did, he’d hab his han’s on dat propitty. Nuffin venture—nuffin gain!”

			Since Elsa discomfitedly did not reply, Aunt Linda went on.

			“Well whut you do w’en you fin’ dat? Fo’ dat papah, Chil’, wuz a real-’state papah—an’ he done suttinly put it ob recohd?” Elsa nodded. “Whut you do—den? Aftah he gib you dat run-aroun’? You see a lawin’ man?”

			“Yes, Aunt. The best in the city. Rutgers Allstyn. And he pointed out to me how badly I’d clouded my title to my property. If, that is, I tried to sue to set the paper aside. For don’t forget, Aunt, I was of age when I signed it—and I declared, moreover, before witnesses, that I’d read it! But Mr. Allstyn didn’t bow me out, Aunt, as your lawyers did—in the long ago. Yes—in the face of your ‘claimquit’! No. He showed me the exact way to completely circumvent Uncle Silas’ trickery—assuming it to be plainly that—and to force the paper to remain just what it was: an assignment, and nothing more.”

			“He did? Whut wuz his way?”

			“Well, his way, Aunt, was simply to render that dangerous clause impotent. To—to hamstring it, see?

			Through my taking one case—and one case only—and one, moreover, in which it would be all set for my client to be acquitted—during my first three months of practice.

			In that way I would not only completely nullify the factor involving the loss of my first case, by winning it!—but through not going before the Bar before or after—at least till my first 3 months of practice were over—I would not run any chance whatsoever of disbarment. And—but Aunt, do you follow me?”

			Aunt Linda was figuring mentally, her brow creased into black wrinkles, her lips slightly moving, and counting some points of logic on several black fingers of her left hand.

			“Yas, I sees de p’ints a’right. On’y, Elsa, Ah don’ see how you would gonna know, ahead ob tryin’ a case, dat you’ clien’ would be gonna win. Leas’ways, Elsa, wid no hund’ed thousum dollah assuh’ance whut you’d hafta have!”

			“Well simply this, Aunt. Mr. Rutgers Allstyn’s cousin, who grew up with him virtually as a brother, is Judge Douglas Allstyn of the Criminal Court. And Mr. Rutgers Allstyn went with me, to his cousin—this was six years ago—and described the ticklish situation. And Judge Douglas Allstyn promised us that he would definitely assign to me a case, right after I graduated from school, in which—through considera­tion ahead of the time he was to render decision—he had definitely determined, on some technicality or other, to dis­charge the defendant. Some purely formal case, see? And by my taking that case—and technically winning it!—most of that vicious clause would be knocked out. You grasp that, do you, Aunt Linda?”

			“Yas, Ah grasps it,” Aunt Linda nodded sagely. “Right by de tail, yas. An’ dat wuz a good way to git aroun’ de p’oblem. But yit you is heah, Elsa, ’cause day is somep’n wrong ’bout yo’ affairs. An’ ’bout dat vehy affair. All ob w’ich means dat dat judge gib you de wrong case—o’ some p’n?”

			“No, Aunt. He wouldn’t do that. He even assured me so late as last June that he would take care of me all right. But, when I got out of school in September—and set up my office—he was in India, on a trip around the world. And not expected back till December. Which meant that I must just play safe and mark time, see, till he returned. So far as, I mean, taking any court cases.”

			“Den how come, Honey, you is in trubble? W’y you don’ continue on mahkin’ time?”

			“Because, Aunt Linda, a little while ago—just before I started over here—a judge of the Criminal Court called me up, and appointed me as defense counsel in a Criminal Court case—where the defendant has asked for immediate trial. For trial tonight, in short. I was quite frantic, for as it looked to me, from the judge’s words, the defendant’s chances were slim indeed. I—I almost had words with the judge. And he got very angry, Aunt, and told me that if I didn’t report to my client by 5 o’clock—I was disbarred. And—wait, that’s not all, Aunt!—he said that even though I did report to the client, the disbarment order would be held open—and if I then didn’t report in court tonight—it would go through at once.”

			“Kin—kin he do dat?”

			“By the new regulations, he can.”

			“Hm? Well whut you do, den? Ah ’spose you got aholt ob dis Allstyn man quick?”

			“I rang him, Aunt—yes. But he had just left Chicago. In his car. On a secret mission. Giving no one his whereabouts or his destination.”

			“Hm r’ Den—whut? You called dis jedge back, mebbe?”

			“I tried to—yes. But got only his man. And when I asked for the judge himself, his man said he’d gone out for a walk. To be gone till after 7 o’clock tonight.”

			“Hm. Did he say whah you could cotch him?”

			“Why, Aunt—this Judge couldn’t go for a walk! He has arthri—that is rheumatism in one knee, and gout in one foot. He simply won’t see me, that’s all; and is determined to put that disbarment order through if I don’t comply with his demands.”

			“Hm? Da’s a complication a’right. Consid’an’ dat clause. An’—but if’n you wuz disbahhed now, Honey, cu’d you an’ways git ondisbahhed?”

			“Undisbarred, Aunt? No! Only reinstated. There’s no such thing as undisbarment. If you’re disbarred—you’re dis­barred.”

			“Ah see. An’ he gonna do dis if’n you don’ repoht to yo’ clien’ by 5 o’clock?”

			“So he said—angrily—positively—almost apoplectically.”

			“Hm. An’ dis beah client, he’s guilty, eh?”

			“Doubtlessly, Aunt, as I have the best reason in the world to believe—based on later information I’ve gotten.”

			Aunt Linda pondered troubledly.

			“But Ah wondah w’y dat jedge he so hell-set to p’int des a kid lak you?”

			“Why, I presume, Aunt, he was going over the roster of new attorneys appointed to the Bar, and—”

			“No, he wuz’n,” insisted Aunt Linda. “Dey’s somep’n undah dat! Whut dis jedge’s name?”

			“Judge Penworth, Aunt Linda.”

			“Jedge—Penwu’th?” Aunt Linda exclaimed. “Now is he fus’ name Hilbilly—O’ Hilton—somep’n?”

			“Why yes, Aunt. It’s Judge Hilford Penworth.”

			“Lan’ sakes, Chil’! Ah see it all now. You ain’ got no chance ob arguin’ dat jedge out ob dat app’intment. An’ you nebah did hab.”

			“I didn’t? But how—”

			“ ’Cause, Chil’, yo’ Unc’ Silas, he done got—but fus’—dey is one link whut still missin’ in mah mind—but not ye’s. Fo’ you ain’ seen nothin’ whut Ah sees. Sense—but heah is de link: Is dey an’buddah ’tall, Chil’, whut knowed you wuz nullerfrying dat dang’ous clause by playin’ possum till dis heah Jedge Allstyn git back fm India, at w’ich time he gonna gib you des a cut-an’-dried case to try—one de winnin’ ob w’ich is all in de bag already—no, wait, Elsa—is dey an’body else know dat, whut would o’ could hab tol’ yo’ Unc’ Silas?”

			“Well,” replied Elsa, “the only person, outside of my lawyer—and now you—and Judge Douglas Allstyn himself, in India—who knows the fact, is my landlady, Mrs. Hirschberg.”

			“Hm? Jewisher, eh? An’ yo’ Unc’ Silas’ son-in-law a Jewisher? Well, whut coffee-gabbin’ societies do she belong to?”

			“Coffee-gabbing soc—Oh, I get you, Aunt. Well, she belongs to a flock of them. One is known as the ‘Ladies’ Weekly Social Club,’ and another is the ‘Ladies’ Self-Improvement Society,’ and anoth—”

			“Huh! Don’ go no fuddah! Spos’n Ah wuz to tell you dat Manny’s mama, Mrs. Lena Levinstein, de wife ob his papa whut int’rested in all dat Norfwes’ Side proputty, she ’long to de Ladies’ Self-Improbement Club today. W’ich ’zackly is whut Ah’s tellin’ you! Fo’ Ah huhd huh tryin’ to git Bella to ’long to it—on’y ob cose, Bella she too lazy to draw huh breath—let alone git out to any meetin’s. All right. Well—fus’ ob all—now dat Ah tells you dis far’—is it clah ’nough to you how yo’ possum-playin’ has done got to yo’ Unc’ Silas?”

			Elsa was thoughtful. “Oh Auntie, Mrs. Hirschberg wouldn’t reveal—still—” And Elsa reflected upon the day she had been home ill, and had seen the tongues of at least the small and select Ladies’ Weekly Social Club, that day meet­ing at Mrs. Hirschberg’s home, actually go galloping—like strychnine-injected race horses—after Mrs. Hirschberg’s one-hour-steeped coffee had commenced to flow down their throats. Never before in her life had Elsa seen a phenomenon anything like it. And—

			“Well,” was all she could say, “conceding even, Aunt, that Mrs. Hirschberg has unwillingly spilled—to Mrs. Levinstein —that her roomer is playing possum, as you put it, in a matter involving that estate ownership, and that the information has traveled thence to Mr. Levinstein, somehow, thence to Manny, and thence to Uncle Silas—there has still been nothing that Uncle Silas could do personally to change my course of action, or to alter circumstances for me.”

			“No! Well, dey is—plentah. Yo’ unc’ des got a mohgage on dat jedge’s house, da’s all, an’—”

			“Oh, come—come, Aunt Linda! I’ll accept the possibility of Mrs. Hirschberg spilling an unfortunate hint of the situation to Mrs. Levinstein Senior; but as for mortgages—why, mortgages, Aunt, as a source of pressure against people, went out with the last melodrama!”

			“Oh, Ah see,” nodded Aunt Linda, most humbly. Sus­piciously so! “Dey has wen’ out, has dey, so fah as pressin’ peoples go? Well—do tell! Count of bein’ sohta ig’nant lak, Elsa, Ah didn’t know dat at all, an’—but by de way, Chil’, w’ud yo’ mind tellin’ me how many peoples in Chicago succeeds in redeemin’ they proputty, once fo’closah suit is act’ally file’ by de mohgage holdah?”

			“Well, to be frank, Aunt, statistics are that, in Cook County, less than 5 in 100 so succeed. Because of the huge legal fees, and the Master-in-Chancery fee, and so forth, added on to the mortgage indebtedness. But—”

			“An’ mebbe, Chil’,” persisted Aunt Linda, humbly, “you’d tell dis ig’nant ’ooman whut de statiticks is ’bout how many peoples ob de nin’y-fi’, in de hund’ed, gits somet’in’ out ob dey equity, w’en de place is sol’ undah de hammahr? O’ is de hammah gone out too—wid de last melldrammerer ?”

			Elsa gave a half laugh. For Aunt Linda’s demeanor was, even to her, suspiciously humble. “No, Aunt, the hammer still actually falls—on foreclosed property. And—but as to your question, only 1 out of the remaining 95—or practically 1 per cent of the whole—gets anything at all out of the sale, because nobody bids foreclosed Cook County property in. Because of the delay, you see, in acquiring transferable title. In fact, Aunt, a party who gets foreclosed in Cook County is darned lucky not to get a deficiency judgment levied against him—or her—as the case may be.”

			“Don’ know whut defishincy jedgment is,” proclaimed Aunt Linda, “but de fu’s paht ob whut you tell me is plenty ’pohtant by itself. Well den,”—she rocked gently—“summin’ it all up, a fo’closah suit, it mean—heah in Chicago—goo’night, don’ it?”

			And she fixed Elsa with her gaze.

			“We’ll—we-ell—”  offered  Elsa,  “yes, it really does. But—”

			“An’ oh c’ose,” said Aunt Linda mildly, “peoples don’t min’ packin’ up dey clothes an’ tings an’ gittin’ out ob houses whut dey has lovin’ly built de’sevves wid lil gahdens whut dey wives an’ children’s hab laid out! And ob co’se dey don’ mind gibbing up places eider whah big st’eet improbements goin’ come some day—an’ lettin’ somebody else git de big condamnation fees? No!” And now Aunt Linda’s mildness dropped suddenly. “Well, whut you has des’ tol’ me is ’cisely whut Ah has been tryin’ to convey to you. Dat moh’gages presses people des as bad today as dey did w’en de fus’ one was drawed up by de fus man whut got his eagle eye on somebuddy else’s propitty, o’ else des tryin’ to git intrust on somebody else’s bein’ in trubble. Wheneber dat fus mohgage wuz drawed up! An’ specially do dey presses people today, Chil’, w’en nobody cain’t git no money nowhah. Hah!” Aunt Linda laughed hollowly. “So—dey is gone out, is dey? Wid de ol’ mellerdrammerers? Well Chil’, befo’ you gits done wid life, you is gonna fin’ yo’sef centahed in mo’ an’ one mellerdrammerer whut is mo’ mellerdrammertic dan de ones whut played on dat ol’ showboat, whah I sit once in de back th’ee rows whah niggahs kin sit. Fac’ is—ifn you axes me—you is act’ally libbin’ a mellerdrammerer rahght dis minut’—and don’ eben know it. Dat’s whut! An’—but les us git down to hahd fac’s. Now Ah says yo’ Unc’ Silas done got a mohgage on dat jedge’s house. An’ you laffs at me. So—do dat Jedge lib on Prairie Abenoo?”

			“Why yes, Aunt. So I found—when I got his number in the book and tried to call him back.”

			“All right! Da’s all Ah wan’s to know! Yo’ Unc’ Silas he got mohgage on dat jedge’s house.”

			“But, Aunt, how—how can you know all this—about Uncle Silas’ affairs?”

			“How? Lan’ sake, Chil’. Ain’ Ah tell you once already how Ah clean up ‘roun’ yo’ Uncle’s flat off an’ on—an’ wash fo’ dat lazy Bella now an’ ag’in, at dat 8-room house ob huh’s? An’ on’y a few weeks ago w’en Ah wuz dah—yes, at Bella’s—an’ yo’ Uncle wuz stayin’ wid ’em fo’ a few nights, kaze de dec’rators hah made his flo’s all sticky wid vahnish—he an’ Manny wuz in Manny’s libery—talkin’ ’bout de mohgages—all of w’ich dey’s brung home from Manny’s safe downtown—an’ whut dey’s got all laid out for’ discussionin’—an’ I heah ’em discussin’ one on a Jedge Hillbilly’ Somebody’s house. An’ sayin’ he cain’t renew it—and dey don’ lak fo’closin’ neider, cause mebbe de big Prairie Abenoo Improbement don’t nebber come thu! An’—well, Chile, hit’s all clah to me. Yo’ Unc’ somehow fin’ out ’bout dis heah law case—an’ sic dat jedge on you to he’p him steal yo’ fathah’s land.”

			Elsa was staggered now. “Well, Aunt’Linda, I’m dead sure there’s no collusion—at least so far as stealing my land is concerned. For Judge Penworth has a reputation for being straight. But as to the mortgage—and his appointing me—yes—there could be an agreement—yet I couldn’t dare claim collusion—just because the Judge has appointed me.”

			“Hahdly,” said Aunt Linda sardonically. “You can’t claim nuffin’—wid dis disbahment o’der skimmin’ along to reach you in anotha’ houah o’ so. Hahdly!”

			Aunt Linda now asked another question. “But dis heah man whut is to git tried? Whut de case ag’in him? He drunk o’ disohdaly—o’ what?”

			Elsa shook her head. “The case against him is bad, Aunt. Burglary! And murder! Not one—but two charges. I ran out and got a Despatch the minute the Judge hung up on me—and got the details of the man’s crime. Or rather,” Elsa corrected herself punctiliously, “his alleged crime! But since the story was written by a man I personally happen to know is brother to the State’s Attorney himself, one can only assume, Aunt, that its facts are—are 24-karat, when it comes to being facts. But the point is, anyway, that the man was caught dead to rights with the stolen goods in his possession.”

			“Well, dat don’ mean numen’ def’nit’, Chil’. An’ Ah don’ see w’y you mek sich final comclusions ’bout it—at leas’ at dis p’int. Fo’ dey is a t’ousum reasons why men som’times happens to hab on deysevves stolened goods. And it don’, in itself, mean nuffin’.”

			“Sometimes not, maybe,” Elsa admitted ruefully, “but here quite the opposite. For this man, Aunt, admitted, in front of two highly reputable witnesses, that he did have the goods in question—and that he’d cracked the State’s Attorney’s safe, moreover, to get them!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER VIII

			There Were 15 at Table!

			Louis Vann, State’s Attorney of Cook County, Illinois, seated at his great handcarved mahogany desk in the private office of his official suite in the City Hall, his feet firmly imbedded in the thick green velvet carpet beneath his swivel chair, studied intent1y the foolscap sheet of paper lying on the desk in front of him. The paper being no less than his hastily hand-written roster of State’s witnesses for the forthcoming trial tonight, of one John Doe, identity unknown. Both the paper, and Vann’s thin, keen—and, it is to be admitted, boyish—face were lighted up by the flood of light from the huge windows fronting his big desk—windows which, oddly enough, looked unseeingly out across the busy street towards the ancient building containing Vann’s old office where he had begun practice—and which today, as State’s Attorney, he still retained, out of sentiment—and which had been, moreover, the night just gone, the scene of robbery—and murder!

			But his study of the names of those witnesses who would, he felt, make the State’s case tonight a two-hour affair at most, was interrupted by the entrance into his private sanctum of Miss Jason, the thin-necked and very elderly female who saw to it rigorously that no one was allowed to disturb the State’s Attorney unless he himself first passed upon that matter.

			“Mr. Vann—” she began.

			“Yes?” And he looked up impatiently from his roster of witnesses.

			“Special Investigator August Bardell—of your staff—wishes to see you.”

			“Who? Oh—Bardell? Oh, I’m awfully busy, Miss Jason. Tell him to come by tomorrow, will you?”

			“But he wants only, Mr. Vann, 3 minutes.”

			“But—”

			“And he says it is rather important.”

			“Yes, but I can’t aff—only 3 minutes, eh?—well tell him if he’ll say what he has to say in 2—he can come in!”

			Miss Jason essayed one of those smileless smiles for which she was noted in the City Hall. And melted noiselessly out of the picture.

			Evidently Investigator Bardell—one-time plainclothesman on the Detective Bureau—but now transferred to Vann’s own State-paid staff—was willing to say what he had to say in 2 minutes. For he entered a moment later, a stocky individual in a brown suit, with the thick-soled shoes of the true detective, and wearing a voluminous black Windsor tie indicating some sort of weird disguise.

			“For—for God’s sake, Bardell!” ejaculated Vann. “Since when?” And he made a gesture to his own law-abiding and conservative tie.

			Bardell flushed a brick-red.

			“That’s—that’s what I wanted to see you about.”

			“That tie? Then for Heaven’s sake keep it till tomorrow, and—”

			“But wait, Mr. Vann—it’s not so much the tie, as the matter of how I wore it—and the place. You know?”

			“Oh—the meeting of those bloody fire-eaters? I ought to have guessed!” Vann paused expectantly. “Well—whom did they plot to blow up?”

			Bardell, now standing at Vann’s desk, made answer.

			“Nobody, Mr. Vann. ’Twas a regular legitimate party, from A to Izzard, that meeting off Bughouse Square. All men—no wimmen!—but strict—well—fun.” And Bardell made a grimace as indicating that fun was a thing of many definitions.

			“Fun? Well, that’s odd, to say the least. Considering that Hugo Schletmar, who’s practically known to have been mixed up in bombings in 4 different cities, was to be there. And Andrew Brosnatch, who served time on Alcatraz for assassinating Millionaire Lovewell of San Francisco—the same. Are you dead sure nothing was slipped over on you?”

			“Listen, Mr. Vann, I tell you that even anarchists have to unlax now and then. Koncil and I were present in that big studio room o’ young van der Zook’s, from 7:40 in the evening, right after the first of the invited guests had arrived—till 5 this morning, when the affair broke up, and the last guest—inc’dentally he was the first one, too!—including us—departed. And there wasn’t a word of anarchistic talk. No blowing up of anybody. No—no bumping off the President. Or sowing a pineapple in the First National Bank. Nothing but drink red wine—knock editors—and—”

			“Knock editors?”

			“Yeah, Editors, Mr. Vann. For there were literary lights amongst ’em. A regular Bohemian bunch—no fooling. And a spaghetti dinner served at—what time was it, now?—yes—10 p.m. sharp. With everybody putting on colored tissue-paper hats—pulling snapperjacks—and drinking red wine.”

			“My God! Schletmar and Brosnatch—putting on tissue paper hats! For of course they were there. Otherwise—”

			“Oh yes, Mr. Vann, sure they were there. Otherwise I’d have reported right off the bat that the cover was a fizzle.”

			“Well—that’s that, I guess. From the source and nature of the tip I had, I did think that Schletmar and Brosnatch must be up to something. And which of course is why I wangled invites for you and Koncil out of that very source. As ex-movie actor—and big game hunter—respectively.” Vann gazed down at Bardell’s thick-soled shoes.

			“I hope you didn’t wear those shoes?”

			“God no, Mr. Vann! I wore my—my freak shoes. And I haven’t adjusted Kleig lights in the studios there in Hollywood for two long years without being able to spout the studio lingo. Nor was Koncil found wanting, either, in view of his having gone, with President Kattins, of the Second National Bank, to Africa.”

			“I don’t suppose,” asked Vann ironically, “that the host’s father, Buford van der Zook Senior, was amongst that bunch?”

			“I’ll say no! From conversation around the table I gathered he was a real artist—and makes real money. While van der Zook the younger is a—a futurist. His canvases, so I thought, were awful! And they explained why he lives in a garret room off Bughouse Square, with not even a telephone, and has to serve spaghetti and red wine at a party, instead of capons and champagne, as his old man is said to do.”

			“But which verdict as to van der Zook Junior’s canvases,” Vann commented, “you no doubt kept to yourself? As did the rest! Well, was there anybody there at all suspicious acting, or looking?”

			“Sorry, Mr. Vann—but positively not. In the way, that is, that you mean. A bunch of Bohemians—if ever there were any—and I don’t believe anybody there knew that Schletmar and Brosnatch were the dangerous birds they really are. Fact is, I don’t think anybody there had the least idea that Brosnatch had served time on Alcatraz.”

			“But, suspicious or not, I presume you made a mental listing of the guests?”

			“A mental listing? Why, say, Mr. Vann, I got a written listing—with them signing their own signatures to it.”

			“Oh come, come, Bardell—you didn’t arouse Schletmar’s suspicions—nor Brosnatch’s—by asking either of them to sign anything?”

			“Why, I didn’t have to, Mr. Vann, for when the first feed was over—you see there were two feeds during the night, the first being regular, and served around a big table—the later one being buffet—and God, but the wine was rank at that second one!—but anyway, as I started to say, there was an early main feed put on to—to sort of oil up the hungry geniuses, I guess!—and when that feed was over, which was at 10:40, everybody signed everybody else’s paper napkin—clear around the table. And with addresses, to boot—in case anybody wanted to get in touch later with anybody else.”

			And Bardell, fishing in his breast pocket, brought up a rectangularly folded paper napkin, which, as he unfolded it, showed that it contained a list of signatures in ink, or in pencil, and, in one place, red crayon—bold and flourishing, all of them, as done by such as had drunk red wine—and deeply!

			“Well, I’ll certainly say,” Vann commented, “that you brought home the roster! And—how!” He took the napkin, and laid it on his desk, signatures uppermost. “And who’ve we got here? Oh—Harman Ochs, the cubistic sculptor? That fellow has something new—but the world will never admit it. And—well, well, well, here’s Schletmar himself—and I note he even sets down the address on Portage Park where he’s rooming. That shows conclusively, Bardell, that you and Koncil got across okay. And who else have we? Lon Annyman. Now where on earth have I hear—”

			“Oh,” put in Bardell helpfully, “he’s—”

			“Right!” said Vann, the answer coming suddenly to him. “The inside-page cartoonist who got bounced off the Tribune because he was found inserting hidden caricatures of well-known Chicagoans in his backgrounds.

			Damn fool! He should have—but let’s see who else we have? Jerry Ames. Good American name. And—but who—who on earth—is this?”

			And Vann pointed to a very eccentric signature, made in green ink, with tiny triangles used for dots over the ‘i’s and two capital ‘V’s interlaced, to constitute a capital ‘W.’

			It read, Piffington Wainwright, N. W. Corner Superior Street and North State Street.

			Bardell gazed over Vann’s shoulder, the better to see which signature the State’s Attorney was pointing to.

			“Oh—that?” he said. “That’s the bird I spoke of who was first to arrive—since he came before even Koncil and myself—and last to go. For he went with us. In Koncil’s car, south. And we dropped him off near Water Tower Square. A weird-looking bird all right.  Wore rouge on his cheeks, and—”

			“Fairy, eh?” nodded Vann. And then added dryly:

			“You ought to officially mail me in his name for that police roster of Chicago pansies, and earn your $10 out of that fund put up by—well, I’m not allowed to give the donor’s name, but—”

			“Yes, Mr. Vann, I know all about that. But such names have to be confirmed as such. And this name, I’d say, can’t be. For, rouge or no rouge, the fellow is no nancy. I know, because he sat next to me all during the dinner. And I had plenty chances to chin personally with him. He told me all about his going to get married shortly to some girl who works in some coal office, and you know yourself that no fair—”

			“Yes, but—but the rouge?”

			“I know. Well, a couple of the guests there twitted him about that. He just laughed, and said that if he didn’t like his own white skin, it was his own goddamned business—those were his words!—if he wanted to color his skin up a bit. And that if he didn’t own his own carcass, to do with as he pleased, he might as well jump in the lake right now.”

			“I see. Well, if he really has marriage in view, and didn’t make even a pass at you, then he probably has nothing against his manliness than perhaps a mother who didn’t let him play with the other bad boys.” Vann looked down at the napkin. “But this—this N. W. Corner of Superior and State Streets? What—”

			“Oh, he says he lives on a vacant lot there, back of some billboards, in an abandoned trailer. Some property tangle—where he gets the use of the site—for making occupancy.”

			“Oh yes—that William Juggenberry Junior Estate, I’ll wager. Which had some provisions like that tied up in it. For—but what does this Wainwright fellow do?”

			“We-ell—he does imitations—he did a number of ’em while we were eating. And he’s not bad, either. Can change his voice like nobody’s business, and can—but to give you an idea, Mr. Vann, he put on one of Einstein, figuring out a new relativ—hrmph—theory—and one of Mae West.”

			“Then of course he’s an actor. So—”

			“No, he isn’t. For I asked him exactly that. The imitations-giving is just his av—avocation. Actually, he’s some kind of a writer.” Bardell frowned. “What kind, I wasn’t able to get. But I knew he was, because of his stance against editors. They were half-wits, all of them. The radio editors included! Besides,” added Bardell, “he had green ink stains on his right fingertip.”

			“Just an eccentric Bohemian creative artist then,” sighed Vann. And ran his eyes speculatively down the rest of the names. Finding nothing more of interest. “Well,” he said,.

			“I’ll keep this signed-up napkin—in the file on Schletmar. And with a cross entry for Brosnatch.”

			“You won’t need to do that,” said Bardell mildly. “For Koncil also has one of these napkins—and will be barging in with it any time—after which you’ll have two!”

			“Okay, Bardell. Well, I guess you can go.”

			“Thanks—and I will. For I want to catch some more sleep. That party—all night, you know? And then going out tonight at 7 on the Merkise Case.”

			“Beat it then—and hit the hay. And I’ll arrange for Miss Jason to head off Koncil and his napkin! And I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“Okay, Mr. Vann.” And Bardell, with a bow to his superior, retired. Letting himself out of the private office.

			Vann rang hastily for Miss Jason. Who entered precisely on the very departing heels of Bardell.

			“Miss Jason,” Vann directed her, “place this napkin here in the file on Hugo Schletmar.” And he held it forth to her.

			She gazed at it, astonished.

			“A—a napkin, Mr. Vann? Well, surely—but—but do you mind telling me why—”

			Her eyes, however, were now resting on the names.

			And she changed her interrogative. “That is, what it contains?”

			He looked up at her curiously.

			“No, not at all. It contains, in their own handwritings—and with their own private addresses—the names of 11 possible anarchistic connections of Hugo Schletmar and Andrew Brosnatch—if or ever the Post Office gets bombed! Or the Federal Attorney-General gets assassinated. Or anything like that. All the said names having been obtained last night be­tween the witching hour of 10 p.m. and the equally witching hour of 11 p.m.—at, to be precise, Miss Jason, 10:40 p.m.!—whilst the owners of the names were stoking the fires of mortal man with red wine and spaghetti. The dinner being the highspot of a party which ran—with all in attendance at it—from about 7:30 in the evening till 5 this morning. And the said names being, moreover, obtained in duplicate since Koncil will be barging in here later on with another such napkin. And which you can put in Brosnatch’s file.”

			She had taken it gingerly, and was apparently riveting her eyes on one signature in particular.

			“One, I note,” she commented, “has most freakish hand­writing. The one in green ink.”

			“Oh, yes, The one with tiny triangles as dots for the ‘i’s. Yes, he was the hungriest.”

			“The—the hungriest? What do you mean, Mr. Vann!”

			“Why—the first to arrive—and the last to go!”

			Miss Jason essayed one of her smileless smiles. And asked a further question.

			“Did they—did they talk anarchy? Or communism?”

			“Nary a word, so I understood. But—we’ll hold the roster of signatures anyway, as they might eventually become suspicious parties, on this or that matter.”

			She folded the fragile napkin gently. “Suspicious, maybe,” she admitted, “but at least—” and stopped.

			“At least—what?” asked Vann curiously.

			“Well, at least they can’t any of them be accused of helping murder poor Mr. Reibach in your old office across the street, since—”

			“—since that took place,” Vann filled in for her, smilingly, “at 10:43 p.m. last night—proven four ways running! Yes,” he nodded, “you’re 100 per cent right on that. But, fortunately for this office, the man who did do that job is fast and tight and incommunicado—in our own special lockup. Just where he belongs! And where—but here, here, Miss Jason, we’re wasting precious minutes!—for don’t forget I’m to try the gentleman tonight. So be off with you. And no more visitors from now on—unless they have a bearing, and a most important one, on the Case of the Man with the Crimson Box!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER IX

			The Man With the Three Tables

			Aunt Linda, seated in the hair-stuffed rocker in the kitchen-parlor of her rear cottage, screwed her black face into a bewildered frown at Elsa Colby’s point-blank statement as to how the client which the Court was trying to force upon her had actually admitted his crime to witnesses.

			“He—he did?” Aunt Linda repeated. “Well, is de witnesses rep’table peoples?” she asked astutely.

			“Only an Archbishop—the Archbishop of Chicago,” returned Elsa sardonically. “And the Superintendent of a School!”

			“Whooie—dem is big peoples! Well, huccome dis man whut is in dis jam—huccome he shoot his fool mouf off in front ob a extra lis’ner? Huccome he shoot his mouf off in front ob an’body? Whut Ah means, ob co’se, is whut do he tell de po-leece w’y he done admit all dese t’ings bfo’ witnesses?”

			“He has the most ridiculous explanation of that, Aunt, ever heard—on land or sea! And one that I, at least, know is—is baloney. Moreover, Aunt, it doesn’t even explain anything. He claims, in short, that he has amnesi—that is, Aunt, loss of memory—over the whole time he’s been here in Chicago. Which, he claims, is some 3 days.”

			“Los’ his mem’ry, huh? Well, mebbe he—but what’s de ’bout dat you is know it’s baloney—and de po-leece don’t?”

			“Simply,” Elsa explained, “that the fellow claims—at least to the newspaperman who wrote the newsstory—that he always develops amnes—loss of memory, Aunt—over such periods of time as lie between instants when he looks at a revolving lamp. Yes, Aunt, exactly like the one in that drugstore window close by my office there in the Ulysses S. Grant Building. But it also just happens, Aunt, that the very day this fellow claimed to have gazed into the particular lamp, I was talking to old Mr. van Horn, the owner of the drugstore. Who told me his famous lamp had gone to the factory. So today I ran in there and checked up on that. And he told me the lamp had only come back this morning. Undoubtedly, the police—or the State’s Attorney—know this fact now, for old Mr. van Horn had a mysterious phone call, shortly before I came in, from someone claiming to be connected with the Criminal Court. So you see even the fellow’s ridiculous and impossible alibi has collapsed.”

			“Ah t’inks,” commented Aunt Linda sagaciously, “dat he done spout all dat ’case he wuz stallin’ fo’ time to t’ink—and some newspapahman he des grab it all wid he tongue in his cheek. Da’s whut Ah t’inks!”

			“You may be right.”

			“But you ain’ answahed mah two ques’ions. Fus’: what do de po-leece—not him—claim as to huccome he shoot his fool mouf off today in front ob a extra lis’ner? An’ secon’, huccome he shoot his fool mouf off in front ob an’body?”

			“Well, Aunt, in belated answer to your latter question, it was a case, obviously, of mistaken identity. And in answer to your first question, the extra man happens to be the superintendent of a West Side deaf-and-dumb school—it seems he stood off a short distance—he’d just talked with his fingers to some pupils passing the corner—”

			“Ah see,” Aunt Linda broke in. “An’ de man w’ut is now arrest’, he mussa t’ought dis sup’tendant was a deefndum man. Hm? A Archbishop an’—an’ a sup’tendant! Well dem is big peoples, a’right.”

			“And they’ll be the star witnesses at that trial, too,” declared Elsa. “They—and plenty others! And all of which, Aunt, means that if I should appear in that courtroom to night, I’d lose my case sure—make my quitclaim to Uncle Silas valid—and—”

			“An’ in de twinklin’ of a gnat’s eye,” proclaimed Aunt Linda sagaciously, “dat Uncle ob yours will gonna convey dat proputty quick to dem rasc’ly in-laws ob his’n—fo’ Manny’s fathah, as Ah done tol’ you, Elsa, is intrested in acquiahin’ no’thwes’ side proputty. An’ do yo’ Uncle once convey it, dey won’ be no ma’ chance ob you ebah gittin’ it back dan oh—ob a one-laiged man growin’ a new laig. Yassah! Fo’ ’twas des dattaway Ah lose mah own cottage yeahs ago—lot ob people conveyin’ away f’m me lak as if dey wuz playin’ ball! Hm?” Aunt Linda lapsed momentarily into gloomy thought. Then asked a further question. “Well, whut you den did nex’, huh?”

			“Why—I came straight to you, Aunt. To tell you all—and to ask your advice.”

			“Even if Ah is a ig’nant black ’ooman, eh, Elsa? An’—an’ a conjuh ’ooman’ sides.”

			Elsa laughed in spite of herself. “Well, Aunt, I don’t let the ‘conjure’ part influence me—because I don’t believe in it at all!”

			“You don’, eh? Well, whut wud you say if Ah wuz to tell you—but heah—Ah’ll git back to dat subject in a min’—an’ Ah’ll say plenty! Point is, des now, dat you is come heah fo’ some advice. Wedder you b’lievs in conjuhs—o’ wedder yo’ doesn’. An’ p’int equally is dat Ah cain’t gib no advice till Ah knows still ma’ about dis heah man whut is been cotched. Or raddah, whut soht ob crime dey is accusin’ him ob. So—fus’—whut wuz dese stoldened goods whut wuz foun’ on him?”

			“Oh, I didn’t tell you that, did I? Well it seems to have been—from what I can make out—extremely vital evidence—required by the State of Illinois—for successful prosecution in some old kidnaping and murder trial.

			Nothing, however, of intrinsic value. In short, Aunt, it was a skull! The skull of—to be exact—some Chinaman named—named Wah Lee.”

			“Wah—Lee? Well, fo’ hebben’s sake! His skoll? Yo’ don’ say? Wah Lee’s—skoll?”

			“Why, Aunt, you talk as though you knew this Wah Lee.”

			“Well, it seems moughty neah lak as if Ah did! But no—Ah didn’ know Wah Lee hes’ef—no!—but Ah suah know all ’bout his kidnappin’ an’ his mu’der—an’ all dat. Ebery las’ fact an’ detail.”

			“Every last fact—and detail? From the newspapers of that time, I suppose? But—but that was all pretty long ago, wasn’t it, when it broke? From what I gather, from that newsstory—for the newsstory today, you see, kept pretty close to today’s crime—and today’s matters—that Chinese kidnaping case, even in the both times which I somehow surmise, from one allusion in the story, it broke into print—took place when I was in my early ‘teens. And so I don’t see how you, Aunt, who never, never reads newspapers—”

			“Des hol’ it, Elsa gal. An’ Ah’ll tell you ’zac’ly how Ah happens to be so close to all dis Wah Lee business. Fah as de newspapahs ob dat time goes, Ah don’ know nuffin. Outside ob a li’l whut Ah heah. But Ah has been closeter to dat case, Elsa, dan lots ob peoples—an’ ma’ recenter, too—an’ in dis heah way: Ah had de job, Elsa, th’ee yeahs ago, ob cleanin’ up de apahtmen’ ob a man whut write up de whol’ Wah Lee case fo’ a mag’zine what is call’ Famous Crime Sto’y Mag’zine. Dey ain’ a bit ob use ob me cluttahin’ up dis heah discussion wid names an’ facks ’bout de man hisse’f, ’cept to say he wuz a pote—a moughty good pote—an’ he write pomes fo’ mag’zines lak Hahpahs an’ de Fo’am—”

			“For Harper’s Magazine—and Forum? Good heavens, Aunt—and you mean to say he wrote for that lurid Famous Crime Story Magazine besides?”

			“Fo’ Crime Sto’y Mag’zine besides? Hah! W’y, Elsa, dat man wuz a geneyous. He wuz two jackals an’ a Mistah Hide.”

			“Two Jack—oh, two Jekylls and one Hyde? What do you mean?”

			“I mean dat he usta could do mos’ evaht’ing whut is did in de writin’ line. Fo’ instance: he usta int’view peoples whut udder peoples lak to know all ’bout. Does yo’ membah once, honeh, w’en some flagpole sittah in Clebeland sat fo’ weeks an’ weeks atop de highes’ flagpole on de highes’ buildin’ in dat city?”

			“Why yes—yes, I do. His name was ‘Shipwreck Casey.’ ”

			“Da’s right! Well, dis man Ah wukked fo’ see’d a sto’y in dat—an’ he went to Clebeland—an’ he had hisse’f hauled up to de vehy top ob dat pole an’ he int’viewed dat Mistah Casey, de top ob de pole—so he tell me latah—swayin’ back and fo’th a good th’ee feet—mah God!”

			Aunt Linda interrupted herself, putting her black hands to her temples, “it—it mek me sick to mah stommick, Elsa, eben to t’ink about it; ifn ’twoulda been me up dab dain’ de int’viewin’, Ah’d hav been th’owin’ up ebbahting Ah’d et fo’ breakfus’; Ah’d—Ah’d hab been w’ite as a ghos’; Ah wouldn’ hab been able to axe Mistah Casey a single wuhd. But dis pote, he had nu’ve, see, Elsa?—an’ he swayed back an’ fo’th till he got de int’view. An’ den come down an’ writ it up. An’ got whol’ hund’ed dollahs fo’ it. An’ he wuzn’ lyin’, eidah, ’case Ah not on’y hab seed de vehy int’view—but he gib me a clippin’ ob it. Wi’ch acc’dental Ah buhn up one day, on’y few months ago, lightin’ dis range.”

			“Well,” was Elsa’s comment, “—poet—and interviewer—I’ll say he was a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

			“Well, Ah said,” corrected Aunt Linda imperturbably, “dat he wuz two doctah Jeekulahs an’ a Mr. Hyde. Fo’ he usta write true confessiums, also, fo’ True Confessiums Mag’zine. All ’bout how some po’ gal come to de wickid city, an’ how de mens all try to get huh vuhtue. He libbed all alone, dis man did, an’ w’en Ah knowed him, he wuz in de money—fo’ he had a flat wid th’ee special rooms in it fo’ his th’ee ‘moods,’ as he call ’em. Dat is, Elsa, w’en he writin’ a pome fo’ Hahpahs, he des sat in a li’l room at a spindly-laigged table, an’ in front ob him on’y a ho’nshell bottle containin’ ink, an’ wid a quill pen in it. An’—an’ a raddio—yes—playin’ sweet moosic. But w’en he do de confessiums, he sit at a mahog’ny han’ca’ved table in anoddah room all fu’nish up wid rich hanging’s—an’ a divan suggestin’ all de divans in the wuhld on w’ich all de virgins in de wuhld has los’ dey vuhtue—an’ incense—pew!—whut incense!—rollin’ out ob a brass urn. An’ my oh my—whut palp’tatin’ confessiums dat man did write.

			“Fo’ ’twas on de confessiums and de true fack stuff dat he mek his money. Pomes—” Aunt Linda waxed contemptuous. “—dey don’ pay.”

			“That’s true. And—but what was his crime-story room like?”

			“Oh, dat room? Well, dat wuz de pra’tical room! An’ look lak a train despatchah’s office. It consis’ ob a room wid des oilcloth on de No—two kitchen tables set back to back—an’ all cuvuh obah—w’en he wuhkin’, wid newspapah clippin’s got f’m all obah de country—photographs got f’m photograph bu’eaus—an’ a foldin’ screen, pinned all obah wid notes and t’ings. He had maps ob all de big cities on de walls—an’ sco’s ob st’eet guides; an’ he hab a phone in dat room—to check t’ings wid newspapah offices, an’ oddah so’ces. Fo’ ebbah he put ’em down. He nevah hab to leab de room—bein’ ve’y retiahin’—but he do plenty checkin’ by phone an’ mail—check ebber’ting th’ee ways!—an’ he so accu’ate, Elsa, on whut he wrote, dat he get seberal ob dem Famous Crimes to write up. ’Cose, Ah dessay he ain’ doin’ so good today—now dat dat mag-zine is gone bus’ed—an’ de gov’min is mek de confessium mag’zines prove up dat ebbery one ob dey confessiums is true.”

			“I dare say not. But let me in at least, Aunt, on a deep literary secret. Who was he? As a poet, I mean? Appearing in Harper’s and Forum?”

			“Well, his name wuz Rich’d St. Geo’ge.”

			“Richard—St. George? Why, for heaven’s sake, Aunt, I’ve read many of his poems. They are beautiful, and as—as colorful little bits as—well as Maxfield Parrish’s lithographs are colorful.”

			This was too deep for Aunt Linda. And she frowned.

			“Well, is we discussin’ Wah Lee—o’ is we gonna go into de life hist’ry ob Rich’d St. Geo’ge?”

			“No, no, Aunt, Wah Lee, of course. And the point is, I take it, that you worked for Mr. St. George right while he was writing up this Wah Lee Case?”

			“Da’s exack de p’int! An’ ebbery bit he write up, he read to me. Wu’d fo’ wu’d. An’ obah an’ obah too!”

			“Why, Aunt? I don’t just underst—”

			“ ’Cause, Honeh, as he say, ‘Linda, if Ah kin get it all up to de lebel ob yo’ undahstandin’, ebberybuddy, clah down to de maroons, will undahstan’ it.”

			“Up to the level of your unders—ahem—that is—but maroons—what, Aunt, are—”

			“—maroons? Why, dey’s dem peoples whut has dey wits cut in half.”

			“Oh—I get it.” And Elsa passed her hand feebly over her forehead. “Yes. If he could get it down to—that is—ahem—up to—that is, to your intellectual level, it—”

			“Da’s right.” And Aunt Linda straightened proudly up.

			“He say dat if he mek it so dat Ah kin git ebery wu’d raght—an’ ebery idea in it—den de whol’ wuhld, bah nobuddy, is boun’ to undahstan’ it. Soht ob a complincated compliment—but one Ah alluz ’preciated.”

			Elsa managed to keep an immobile face.

			“Then do tell me, Aunt, the highlights of the Wah Lee Case! For it’s quite obviously tied up lock, stock and barrel with this case that’s trying to get itself thrust upon me. But hasn’t yet, by gosh! And—but can you condense the Wah Lee Case?”

			“ ’Cose Ah kin comdense it! Do you t’ink Ah wud keep you heah lissenin’ to fo’ty thousum wuhds lak dat ahticle Mistah St. Geo’ge writ contain, an’ he’p Silas MofFit datta­way to git title to yo’ proputty? No, Ah’ll tell you all dat Mistah St. Geo’ge writ—but in one hund’ed wuhds. Fo’, if’n he ain’ read dat ahticle to me, in bits, fifty times—he ain’ nebbah read it at all!”

			And Aunt Linda, putting her fingertips together reflec­tively, began her hundred-word recountal of that world-famous case, The Wah Lee Kidnaping.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER X

			The Kidnapping of Wah Lee

			“Wah Lee,” Aunt Linda began, “wuz de on’y son oh dat rich Chinaman, Wah Lung, whut raght t’day owns de Gol’en Dragon Inn on Randolph Street. ’Bout 23 yeah’ ol’ Wah Lee wuz. An’ widout no mama—his papa bein’ a widowah. An’ in collige Wah Lee wuz. All dis bein’, you unahstan’, Elsa, thu’teen yeahs ago. An’way,” Aunt Linda continued, “de kidnapin’ gangs oh dat day, dey had dey eyes on him. His papa bein’ so rich, y’ know? Fo’ once—befo’ de time he ac’ually wuz kidnap’—dey made one pass at him, an’ cotched nothing but aih! So he an’ his papa, dey wuz pretty cahful how dey watch deyse’ves.

			“An’ so come de day,” Aunt Linda declared, with all the drama of an old silent motion picture, “w’en Wah Lee he hadda go to de horspital to hab a lil op’ration puffom’ in his nose. Raddah, ’way back unda’ his brains—dey wuz a little cabern dah dat wuz fill’ wid puss—and dey had to chop lots ob bone away, an’ mak a passage so dat cabern kin drain itse’f—oh, de op’ration Ah guess, wuz vehy complimcated an’ vehy diff’cult.

			“So he go to dis horspital. Whut wuz call’, den, de Ingl’side Horspital. Fo’ it was buhn’ down de day aftah de kidnapin’—no, no crim’nal stuff, Elsa; ’twas a legit’mate fiah—an’ all de Axe-Ray plates an’ ebberyting wuz all go up in smoke. Do’ it seem to me lak Ah heah dat de hist’ry cahd in he case lucky wuz in Wah Lee’s papa’s han’s to show his Chinese doctah.”

			“That history card will be one of the foremost State’s Exhibits tonight,” commented Elsa wearily. “But go ahead, Aunt.”

			“Well, Wah Lee he go to dis horspital. And aftah some obsuhvation an’ mo’ tests, and so fu’th, de op’ration was puffohm’. An’ den, a few days o’ so latah, dey say he kin go home nex’ aft’noon. And so, dat nex’ aft’noon—’bout a coupla houhs befo’ he go—w’ich was at th’ee o’clock—he ’phone his papa in Chinese dat sence de horspital wuz so clost to Jackson Pahk, he wuz des goin’ to step obbah dah and study de Jap’nese Bridge, whut goes ’crost de neck ob watah connectin’ two of de lagooms, so’s to git some p’ints on some theoris whut he wuz writin’ in collige on Jap’nese Aht.

			“An’ so he leab de horspital dat day at th’ee o’clock. An’ dat wuz de las’ ebbah seed ob Wah Lee.

			“Cept,” Aunt Linda qualified, “by dem whut kidnap him—and de boy whut seed it did!

			“Fo’ a boy sailin’ a boat in de lagoom dah, dat late fall day—an’ de on’y pusson in de wicinity—he see Wah Lee come up. On foot. An’ he see fo’ men whut had been waitin’ in a cah fo’ neah two full houhs, run de Chinee boy into de cah. At leas’, de boy see Wah Lee git into de cah, lak as if dey had guns in dey pockets on him.”

			“Plainly,” said Elsa, leaning forward, “the kidnaping gang had a perfect tip-off as to Wah Lee’s movements? How—”

			“Le’ me do dese fac’s,” demanded Aunt Linda coldly. “An’ dey’ll git did in chron’cal order.” She struggled, apparently, to find her bearings. “Oh—yeah. Well, putty soon come de deman’s—by phone—on Mistah Wah Lung, his papa, fo’ ransom. W’ich, in dis case, wuz set at fifty thousum dollahs. Dey deman’ dat de moneh be drapp’ off a suhtain train—w’en a red light flah up. An’ all dat. Same ol’ stuff, Elsa. And de fathah, he vehy trustin’, and he git de money togeddah. In ol’ bills. And he drap it, lak instrucked. And de boy he don’ yet retuhn.”

			“Did Mr. Wah Lung notify the police then?” queried Elsa.

			“On’y aftah de gang dey has stringed him along wid fish-sto’y aftah fish-sto’y as to w’y de boy ain’ retuhned. An’ finally he sees he is gettin’ stringed by—by expuhts!—an’ so den he tell de po-leece. An’ de po-leece, investigatin’, fin’ ev’dences dat Wah Lee’s convuhsatin wid his papa, dat day, wuz listen’ in on. An’ dat de gang knew dat way dat Wah Lee wuz goin’ into de pahk ‘roun’ dusk. And so lay fo’ him. An’ dat wuz de end ob dat chapter. Boy gone! Moneh gone! All ovah! Not one man cotched.”

			Now Aunt Linda paused, obviously to give due dramatic emphasis to this story she was expounding for a girl who, when it happened, was playing with dolls.

			“But th’ee yeahs latah, honey,” she resumed, “or ten yeahs ago, one ob de ransom bills tuhn up at a bank in Wilmette—an’ it tuhn up at de cage ob a tellah whut fix’ up paht ob de ’riginal ransom money fo’ Wah Lung, an’ who had put de numbahs down, suspec’in’ it was ransom money; and he set de bank ’tective on de job, an’ de man what put de bill in, he wuz followed, an’ de bill wuz traced down as comin’ f’om a man name’ Gus McGurk. Who libbin’ as a cahtakah in a desuhted brew’ry on—on Goose Islan’. De Schlitzheim Brew’ry it wuz call’; it ain’ in bus’ness today. Fac’ is, de ruints ob it is still stan’in’ obah dah on Goose Islan’. An’—but gittin’ back to de man whut was follow’, he tuhn out to be on’y some cheap convic’ whut wuz in prison somewhah befo’, du’in’, an’ aftah de kidnapin’. He so clah ob de dirty mess, dat dey aftahwahds let him go. But de man whut dey trace de ownahship ob de bill to, well—dat somp’n else ag’in! Fo’ in his t’ings, whut he got upstaihs, dey fin’ plenty—an’ how! One t’ing bein’ a phone numbah whut Wah Lung had temp’ry on’y one day du’in’ dose negot’ations. An’ dey fin’ a headin’ ob a St. Louis Recohd ob date October 30th, ob de kidnappin’ yeah, wid two Chinese cha’cters on it whut—if dey is genuine—fo’ dey reads ‘Wah Lee’—prove dat Wah Lee, assumin’ he wuz kidnap’ and muhder’, wasn’t muhder’ till a full month aftah he wuz kidnap’. W’ich soht ob indicate’ he musta git shooted w’ile ’scapin’. But an’way, de po-leece foun’ also in McGurk’s t’ings a pahson suit—whut show dat he wuz a membah ob de Pahson Gang.”

			“The Parson Gang, Aunt? What—what gang was that?”

			“Dat wuz a gang, honey, whut all use’ pahson suits w’en dey is gotta move aroun’ in public eye. At de time ob de writin’ ob dat ahticle by Mist’ St. Geo’ge, dat Pahson Gang wuz scattered highah dan a kite—some ob de membahs daid—an’ some in prison fo’ life. Again, dey wuz one man who nebbah wuz cotched. Dat wuz a Australian crim’nal whut got out ob a Australian pen’tent’y once just befo’ he wuz gonna git hanged—an’ pop up in Chicago. At leas’ so de po-leece knowed—f’om a phone convuhsation dey acc’dentally bus’ed in on. Dat man he wuz call’ ‘Venus Baldy,’ an’ he—”

			“Venus—Baldy? Why on earth—”

			“Cause, fo’ one t’ing, Elsa, he wuz bald; an’ for de secon’ t’ing, he hab a nude Venus tattooed on his scalp. De—de nasty t’ing! An’way he wuz knowed to be in Chicago, an’ wuz knowed to be in dat gang. He ain’ nebbah wuz cotched. Neiddah wuz de man—some man ’dentity unknowed—an’ nebbah wuz got to be knowed, neidah!—whut use’ to tip de gang off to all whut dain’ in po-leece an’ coht cuhcles to cotch ’em, an’ all dat. De po-leece, dey call dat man de ‘inside wiah.’ ”

			“Oh yes, Aunt. Inside Wire. That is a criminal term. Just as there are other terms for other people—in such gangs. Such as, for instance, the fingerman—”

			“Yes, Ah remembered dat tuhm. But Mist’ St. Geo’ge, whut wrote de ahticle, he say dat dis crime wuz diff’ent dan is mos’—’kaze it plainly hab no fingah-man in it. Fo’ de gang in dis case got dey prey by lis’enin’ in on a phone cuhcuit, f’om a ol’ hotel neah de Chinese rest’ant, and fin’ out dattaway. An’—”

			“The police—know that—positively?”

			“We-ell—dey foun’ some ins’lation rub off one ob de wiahs whut go to de res’ant—des whah it go undahneaf a window in dat hotel—and dey fin’ dat a man wid skin lak he had lib’ in de t’opics, o’ in de O’ient, wuz libbin’ in dat room on dat date—man whut prob’ly kin speak Chinese!—an’ dat he wuz gone de nex’ day. So—”

			“All that, in a pure legal sense, Aunt, is no more proof of the hypothesis in question than it is that—that Cleopatra carved the Rosetta Stone.”

			“Cle’patra? Ah don’ know who she is. An’ Ah ain’ probin’ nuffin’ mahse’f. Des relatin’ de fac’s—so’s you kin mebbe git some light on dis man whut de cohts tryin’ to drap in yo’ lap.” And Linda paused, a bit wrathfully.

			“Well, de po-leece dey tuk a chance, an’ dey dug down in de big duht-flo’ed six-sided room ob de brew’ry above whah dis Gus McGurk lib. An’ at de exack centah ob de room—’bout th’ee feet below de su’face—dey foun’ a headless co’pse—des a skelington, ’count dat w’en it wuz bu’ied, quicklime had been put in wid it. An’ de skelington de po-leece wuz suhtain mus’ be de co’pse ob de kidnap’ China­man. On’y, de haid wuzn’t dah, an’—”

			“Oh, oh! The gang shot Wah Lee—but hid his head because the bullet hole in it—and the operative work done inside his nose—would serve as corpus delicti for a charge of murder. Today’s story, Aunt, says that the skull in this case was dug up about 6 feet below the center of that hexagonal room, which shows that—now exactly what would that indicate?”

			“W’y,” declared Aunt Linda emphatically, “it mean dat to git a li’l hole ’way down deep to buhy de Chinaman’s haid in, de gang had to staht wid a great big hole—if’n yo’ ebbah has do any diggin’ Elsa, yo’d know whut Ah means—and dey plant de haid—den dey pahtly fill de hole up—and den dey say, tikhed lak, ‘whut de use ob diggin’ anoddah hole now dat we has one?’—an’ dey puts de haidless body in above whah de haid is res’in’, and—well, da’s all dat means.”

			“You’ve doubtlessly got it right, Aunt. And—but do go on with your story. Was this Gus McGurk tried, then, on the basis of the headless body only?—and acquitted?—of the murder part?”

			“No, he wuzn’t. No! Fo’ plenty ob unnawu’ld cha’cters come fo’wu’d to sabe McGurk. Dey ’splain away de body fo’ him. An’ he ’splain away evaht’ing else! Co’se, he cain’t ’splain away de ransom money, so he des claim dat he muscled in—as he put it—on a kidnapin’ whut he heahed some oddah gang had pull—but on whom de boy had died. An’way, he ’splain ’way evaht’ing—”

			“Oh, he did, eh?” Elsa bridled, instinctively angry at the cool effrontery of a criminal whom she had never seen or known; angry—it is to be admitted!—with herself that she had elected to defend members of that sinister world of which he was a part. “Well, just how, Aunt, did McGurk explain the brush-made Chinese signature reading ‘Wah Lee,’ made on a St. Louis newspaper heading of October 30th, of the kidnapping year, and proving conclusively that Wah Lee had been near and around him—and alive all the way up to October 30th, of the kidnapping year?”

			“Oh,” declared Aunt Linda, making an airy-fairy gesture, with one black hand, “he des claim dat some Jap made dem cha’cters fo’ him—to use, if necessary, in his negot’ations wid de ol’ man—some Jap, Elsa, whut was knowed by de po-leece to be mix’ up in crim’nal activity—but who wuz now daid.”

			“Cunning—to say the least. To me—who’s no detective—those characters indicate, at the least, that the gang did intend to return the boy—otherwise they wouldn’t have held him so long; but that he did make a near-escape—and got shot. But go ahead, Aunt? And how did the underworld take care of the headless body for McGurk!”

			“Well, a high-up cluhgyman name’ Rev’end Mylrea in San Francisco, he come fo’wahd an’ swo’ dat he talk to Wah Lee in ’Frisco aftah de date ob de suppose’ kidnapin’—aftah, eben, de date de ransom money was paid—after, eben de date on dat St. Louis papah whut had de Chinese chac’ters on it; an’ dat Wah Lee wuz on his way to Mexico, an’ mad ’kaze his papa wouldn’ let him pay coht to a w’ite gal. But five yeahs latah, Elsa, w’en dat man die—he confess’ dat he wuz a dope fien’—an’ dat de unnahwuhld got to him wid promises to keep him in dope if’n he tell dat sto’y. But—gittin back ag’in to de time de body wuz foun’, a ol’ ’ooman on Goose Islan’ come fo’wuhd an’ swo’ dat it wuz huh son, Dolf Grubbs, a sailah. An’ dat his brothah, Brunkah, in a fight, had blowed his haid off wid a elephant gun in de yeah ob de kidnappin’. An’ dat she an’ Dolf’s papa—who wuz now daid—had tuk de boy’s body obah in de night an’ bu’ied it undahneath de duht flo’ ob dat ol’ brew’ry.”

			“And she long later confessed?”

			“No, Elsa. She des got boosted one night obah a bridge on Goose Islan’ into de ribber—to shut huh mouf. An’ dey foun’ dat shohtly aftah McGurk’s arres’, she pay off a $5000 mohgage she hab on a flat buildin’ she own in Hyde Pahk—and dey fin’ ev’dences dat bof huh sons wuz prob’ly drown, undah oddah names, on a boat call’ De City oh Duluth whut wen’ down in Lake Mich’gan dat same yeah.”

			“Well, even if these things did only come up long after McGurk went to prison for—well, evidently, Aunt, he didn’t go there for either kidnaping or murder—it must have been a weak prosecutor who would have let the underworld bluff him in this way. Now if I had been State’s Att—”

			“Da’s whut it seems wuz said, Elsa, by lots ob peoples. Fum de ahticle Mist’ St. Geo’ge writ an’ read me, it seem lak dis Mist’ Fostah Emmons wuz kin’ ob weak—an’ sence he wuz daid w’en de ahticle wuz writ’, Mist’ St. Geo’ge could say an’t’ing he wanted!—an’way, Mist’ St. Geo’ge say a strong man wouldn’ nebbah hab did whut Mist’ Emmons did. W’ich wuz to negot’ate wid McGurk’s lawyah an’ fin’ly let McGurk take 15 yeahs in de pen’tent’ry fo’ exto’tion only.”

			“Which 15 years,” commented Elsa, “cuts down to an easy 10—on good behavior. Who achieved that, Aunt?”

			“A—a Mist’ Flemin’ Wiles.”

			“Oh—Fleming Wiles? Well, as a criminal lawyer myself Aunt I do have to express my admiration of his putting over a great triumph. That is to say, the very bottom of the criminal lawyer heap in Chicago—Elsa Colby!—heaps a plaudit on the head of the top of the heap—Mr. Wiles!”

			“Well at leas’,” Aunt Linda said, obviously not quite gathering whether Elsa was complimentary or critical, “it seem dat one good p’int ’bout Mist’ Emmons’ compr’mise wuz dat it 1ef’ open de chanct to pros’cute Gus McGurk again some day—maybe!—on muhder an’ kidnapin’—sence he on’y go to prison fo’ extohtion only.”

			“Hm?” Elsa’s eyes narrowed. “I can see now, Aunt, why Mr. Vann, the State’s Attorney, will move heaven and earth tonight to convict this man who was caught with this skull—for by a decision rendered today, by the Illinois Supreme Court, in an analogous case, that skull can’t be evidence against McGurk—even for an indictment—unless the thief is convicted. Indeed, Aunt, I understand—from a political friend of mine—that Mr. Vann’s only chance to get re-elected—renominated, that is, since, if renominated, his election is assured—is to get his hands on the goods for a big spectacular conviction. To be launched just before election. And such, plainly, would be the conviction of this McGurk. Yes, Aunt, the cards are stacked against me in this case of today more than ever—for this case is one that Mr. Vann can’t afford to lose.”

			She sat quietly.

			“My God!” she burst out. “And this client shoved down my throat by Judge Penw—he—he had on his person a skull tallying, at every point whatsoever, with the one put in that safe by that girl—or at least, according to that deposition, dug up and fixed up by that Negro—and—and he’s admitted having it. And admitted doing the job on Mr. Vann’s safe besides. My—God! My—God! Of—of all the cases! Of—well, thanks, anyway, Aunt Linda, for giving me all these vital highlights on the older case that, 13 years, and 10 years later, has obviously brought about this case. Thanks for—”

			“Ah don’ know des whut highlights is,” retorted Aunt Linda. “But Ah knows whut advice is. An’ dat you is come to me today fo’ advice. Isn’t dat so?”

			“Yes, Aunt. It is—and I have!”

			“Well, considahin’ de way de cahds is stack’ agin you, advice yo’ needs—an’ advice yo’ is gonna git. But fus’—fus’—Ah’s got a bone to pick wid you. An’ de question is—kin you take it?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XI

			Black Woman’s Advice

			Elsa Colby stared at Aunt Linda Cooksey.

			“I—I think I can take almost anything,” she replied bitterly.

			“All raght! At leas’ Ah brunged you up, w’en you wuz li’l, to take a bang on de haid an’ not bawl all obah de lan’scape—an’ Ah is glad yo’ is still retainin’ dat quality. An’ whut Ah is gonna tek you obah de coals about, Elsa, is dis heah conjuh’ bus’ness. Whut aw’ile back you say you don’ take na’y stock in. Now dat got a rise out ob me, Elsa. Fo’ conjuhin’—but whut w’d you say if Ah wuz to tell you dey ain’t a niggah in Chicago whut don’ b’lieb dat a man kin change his whol’ fate an’ futah by touchin’ de hump ob a hunchback’ man, in a grabeyahd, du’in’ de dahk ob de moon, an’—”

			“But, Aunt—what every negro in Chicago believes doesn’t make anything so.”

			“It don’? Don’ ’spose you has ebbah huhd ob de preshuh on t’ings made by thousums ob peoples thinkin’ de same thought, has you?”

			Elsa ran her hand helplessly through her flaming red hair. For she knew that Aunt Linda had actually upearthed a profound philosophic and mystical concept.

			And one too vast to be discussed in that ramshackle kitchen.

			“An’ how ’bout,” Aunt Linda pressed her triumphantly, “yo’ own b’lief dat if’n you sees a w’ite hoss wid one black laig, yo’ll gonna see, wid’in one houah, somebuddy whut—”

			“Yes, I know,” retorted Elsa, hastily. “But—but—well, I don’t really believe it at all, Aunt; it—it just always seems to come out that way, that’s all. And I always amuse myself—don’t you know?—by—by checking on it. That’s all. And all I can say, Aunt, is that I’m sorry—but I don’t believe, either, in people’s power to change their luck by dragging poor hunchbacks into graveyards on moonless nights, and touching those humps, and I don’t believe in ‘conjures’ either.”

			“You don’ belieb in conju’hs, den? Well, Ah moughty quick tell you’, Chile, dat wedder you does or doesn’—yo’ Unc’ Silas an’ dat Manny, dey bof does, an’—how!”

			“They do? Why?”

			“W’y? ’Cause Bella she drag’ ’em bof recent’ to a se’ies of lectuahs downtown call’ de Powah ob de Voodoo. Give’ by a famous mys—myst—”

			“Mystic?”

			“Yas, da’s raght. Some East Injun p’offessah dat hab study’ up deep on it. An’ who hah—”

			“Wait, Aunt! Nine-tenths of those ‘East Indian’ professors who give lectures on mystical subjects are just racketeers—with Turkish towels tied around their heads. And as for Voo­doo, good heavens, Aunt, for one thing alone, it hasn’t even an all-powerful God like the one in the Christian relig—”

			“Elsa!” Aunt Linda radiated a condition of indignation and profound hurt. “Ah don’ know whut kind ob ejjication dey has been gibbin’ yo’ in dem collidges, but dey mos’ suhtinly is a all-pow’ful God back ob Voodoo. An’—how!” She shook her turbaned head mysteriously.

			“There is? Well, what’s he called? Buddha? Mohammed? Confuc—”

			“No. He—” Aunt Linda looked all around herself almost as though to make sure that some partially embodied spirit wasn’t hovering over her shoulder. Then she leaned close to Elsa. Her lips first moved in some kind of prayer or ritual. And then, in a half reverent whisper, rendered the name of the great deity of Voodooism:

			“Mumbo-Jumbo.”

			“Mum—”

			“No—no! Don’—don’ call on him,” Aunt Linda warned her desperately, “less’n you fus’ issues a prayah an’ a wish. Nobuddah mus’n’ ebbah say dat name idle-lak. Fo’ dat god git vehy angry onless, w’en yo’ says his name, yo’ recognize His powah by axin’ him somet’ing—an’t’ing—an’ yo’ cain’t ax him nuffin’ direc’ mo’ dan once in one yeah. An’ once you has axed him som’ting direct wid yo’ lips, den yo’ cain’ commun’cate wid him no mo’ dat yeah. ’Cept by sen’in’ up a conjuh—whut is same as axin’ him.

			“Yo’ got me so ‘cited des now wid yo’ skeptism, dat Ah wen’ an’ says his name; an’ in de absence ob any clah thoughts ’bout yo’ an’ yo’ p’oblems, Ah des axed him dat he mek yo’ lib long enuf to be a ol’, ol’ ’ooman—an’ now—f’m now on, dat is—we cain’t do no mo’ direc’ axin’. Not, how­ever, dat dat mattah partic’lar. Seein’ we has conjuhs. But—”

			“All right, Aunt,” Elsa interrupted with a smile. “I get the idea! I mustn’t utter Mr. Don’t-do-it’s name without honoring his supreme power with a request! And—if I believe in him!—I get one request each calendar year! All right. I’ll not profane the holy name, I promise you, till I get a just super-perfect wish to couple it up with! But see here—what is this, now, about Uncle Silas and Manny believing in conjures?”

			“Well, it’s des,” Aunt Linda said, “dat dey all wen’ to dem lectuahs wid Bella—an’ dey all come f’m de las’ one—dis wuz de vehy time, Elsa, dat yo’ uncle wuz stayin’ wid Bella fo’ a few nights—well, dey all come home f’m dat las’ lectuah awful convince’ dat suhtin’ niggahs kin do strange, strange t’ings! But Ah put de finishing touches on dey convincement!”

			“You did? How?”

			“Well, yo’ unc’, you know, wuz fixin’ to sell dat proputty he got out neah de Olive Hill Cem’tahy fo’ a big sum ob money. Evaht’ing wuz all set fo’ de money to be paid obah downtown—to his rep’sentive. As Ah huhd Manny puttin’ it—for Ah wuz wuhkin’ at Beluga’s dat day—‘de deal wuz in de bag.’ But as dey wuz bof countin’ ye’ uncle’s proficks on papah, yo’ unc’ an’ me we quahal ’bout a half-dollah Ah claim he owe me fo’ extra time Ah put in at his flat, washin’ de flohs so’s dey kin take de vehy vahnish whut raght den wuz keepin’ yo’ uncle out ob his flat. An’ so, sulkin’ lak, kaze he claim Ah owe him time, ’stead ob him owin’ me moneh, Ah put a li’l libbah stew on de fiah. An’ happen to buhn it a li’l. An’ he an’ Manny come in de kitchen, an’ he say—whut de hell dat stinkin’ food you cookin’, Linda? Food, Ah say—dat ain’ no food. Ah done put a conjuh on de fiah—to th’ow obbah yo’ fin’ deal on de cem’tahy proputty, cause yo’ won’ pay me mah half-dollah. An’ lo an’ behol’—Elsa—des as we talkin’, an’ my stew boil ovah an’ stink eben mo’ terr’ble, de phone rang—an’ he ansah it—and de Cem’tahy Comp’ny des dat vehy min’ lose dey title to de whol’ cem’tahy in som’ big coht case, and dey wuz bankrup’. Ah heah it all! An’ Manny, who’d stayed dah in de kitchen—an’ he huhd it all, too—he tuhned w’ite lak a ghos’, Elsa. Not f’m losin’ no money, no—kaze he wuzn’ in dat deal at all—but f’m seein’ voodoo did befo’ his vehy eyes. An’ des den yo’ uncle he come back, lookin’ awful funny, an’ scratchin’ he haid, and gi’ me my fitty cents. An’ say: ‘Heah’s yo’ money—an’ quit cookin’ dem goddam’ conjuhs.’ ”

			Elsa smiled faintly. “Well, Aunt, since it was only legitimate stew that upset the deal, I’m less convinced than ever—about conjures.”

			“Yas? Well, Manny an’ Bella an’ yo’ unc’ Silas dey ain’ less convince’, Ah tell you dat!”

			“Probably not. Well, Aunt, I came only for your good advice. For, conjures or no conjures, I’ve got to admit that you’ve ever had an uncanny ability to know exactly what course to take in any bewildering affair. If there’s anything in the world such as 4th-Dimensional vision—I believe you’ve got it.”

			“Fo’th demented division? Ah don’ know whut dat is, no. But good advice yo’ is come fo’—an’ good advice you is gonna git. Fac’ is, Elsa, you is gonna get eben mo’. But fus’—heah is de advice.” Aunt Linda paused impressively. “Now in de fus’ place, chil’, de cahds, dey is stacked agin you. Dat orn’ry Jedge he has p’inted you—see?—and if’n you’ don’ take dat case, you is disbahhed—den woops!—all is in de fiah. Yo’ mought des as well say: ‘If’n Ah don’ tek de case, den ’bout fi’—fifteen o’clock o’ so, Unc’ Silas is gonna be conveyin’ dat proputty away so fas’ it will tek mah breath away!’ So, Elsa, you is pos’tively gotta play fo’ time. In shoht—you is gotta tek de case! For ifn you tek it, dey cain’t be no disbahment. An’ so long as you don’ reach de decision in coht, yo’ ain’ los’ de case. An’ no disbahment—an’ no losin’ de case—den you isn’t yet quitclaimed. Da’s all elementarish, Elsa. An’ in de face ob it, you is got to repoht as lawyah—an’ see de man whut you is to defen’. Mebbe he got one o’ two things, Elsa, dat he ain’ told dem odders—but whut he will tell you, his lawyah. An’ mebbe you will see, honey, inside one minute, dat he ain’t a flea’s chancet ob bein’ convicted ob nothin’. Fo’ des supposin’, honey, dat no mattah how black things may look ag’in him, he claim dat Franklin de Roosevelt wuz wid him w’en de crime was commit’—an’ supposin’ yo’ called up Franklin de Roosevelt and ask’ him, an’ he say ‘huah Ah wuz wid nun—an’ Ah’s flyin’ now to Chycago to test’fy.’ Whut would you do den?”

			“Well,” laughed Elsa uneasily, “I’d go into court with the client’s case with no misgivings. That is—if his witnesses assured me they would be here in time—and I was sure, also, that the plane wasn’t coming down!”

			“All right den, Chile. Exackly dat is mah advice. Repoht as de man’s attouhney—so’s you kin see de man. Fo’ ob co’se his keepah won’ let you see him, da’s suhtain, till you signs some kin’ ob ’ceptance dat you ’grees yo’ is his attouhney. But see him! Fo’ dis man may be guilty—yes—but maybe, ag’in, he ain’. ‘Cause a man done foun’ undah bad cuhcumstances don’ mean nothin’. He ain’ tellin’ dem a fing whut he got in his mitt—but he’ll tell you, his lawyah. An’, Chile, if’n he give yo’ what’s-what to win dat case, yo’ kin easy put a stop to any fu’thah foolishments ob yo’ uncle.”

			“Further foolishments? What do you mean?”

			“ ’Bout disbahments! Fo’ you des get out ob town aftah dat—fo’ de balance ob yo’ fus’ th’ee months oh practice—so’s you cain’t possibly get ’p’inted no mo’ to no cases. An’ git disbahed in coht on dis, o’ dat, o’ oddah technicalicness. You kin go an’ stay wid mah aunt, yo’ Great-aunt—Great-aunt Lizy!—out in Gary if’n you ain’t no money. Now da’s de ’vice paht. Whut you t’ink ob it!”

			Elsa was ruminatively silent for a few seconds. Then she spoke. “Well, all I can say, Aunt Linda, is what I’ve already said: that you’ve never yet steered me up a wrong street with your advice. And your stating it all out in words makes it, furthermore, all very, very clear. Yes, it is my only play. But suppose—well, suppose this man is as guilty as all circumstances point him to be? Then, having registered as his attorney, if I didn’t show up at his trial, I’d—” Aunt Linda raised her skinny hand. “Lissen, honey, yo’ couldn’ not show up at his tri’l any mo’ dan you couldn’ not show up at whah he’s locked up. Yo’ is gonna hab to tek de case—an’ try de case—no mattah how t’ings is. Fo’ dis heah affaiah is a one-way st’eet fo’ you. Ahead on’y. Fo’ you is got no chances if you don’ tek de case—but seberal if you does! Fus’, dat de man plain’y ain’ guilty—and secon’, dat if he is, yo’ can still cleah him.”

			Elsa frowned. “Yes. That—that’s the undelectable part of this criminal law. That we—the defenders—have to give the defendants their full legal and moral chance.” She paused. “Of course, Aunt—in both of your two hypothetical cases—don’t forget there’s also the quite likely probability that I couldn’t clear him in a million years.”

			“Nonsense!” exclaimed Aunt Linda, waving the very idea down with an emphatic downward flick of her hand.

			“A li’l gal whut win one ob dem keys fo’ bein’ smahtest gal in de class?—couldn’ outsmaht dem t’ick-headed polit’cal lawyahs whut get dey jobs th’u wiah-pullin’? Nonsense!” Again she waved the very idea away as though it were a troublesome gnat. “Ob co’se,” she qualified, “yo’ mus’n’, undah no cuhcumstances, go into co’t ’tiahed lak a mouse. Do’ yo’ is a cute mouse—at dat!”

			“Like a mouse, Aunt? What do you mean?”

			“Ah mean “ said Aunt Linda, mincing no words, “wea’in’ dat mousey li’l knit gray dress whut yo is got on now. Da’s a good dress fo’ fussin’ ’roun’ in yo’ office. But if’n yo’ has to go in coht, yo’ mus’ dress lak a millium dollahs. Yit vehy, vehy fem’nine. Fo’—”

			“Oh, come, come, Aunt Linda! This trial—in which I haven’t even yet signed up to participate!—is a bench trial. No jury.”

			“Da’s all right. Ah said whut Ah said.”

			“Well—am I supposed—supposed to vamp the judge, then?—or the State’s Attorney?—or the defendant?—or whom?”

			“How ol’ de jedge?” asked Aunt Linda, sagely.

			“Well—I understand he’s well up in his sixties.”

			“Ah see. Well, dey ain’ no use tryin’ to wamp a real ol’ man, no! De ones whut’s ‘roun’ fifty—dey werry pers’asive to fem’ninity; but de ones beyant dat, dey all daid whah wimmen concuhned. All ’cept yo’ uncle, ’caze Ah’ve watched him watchin’ women’s laigs out de window on rainy days lak—lak nobuddy’s business. An’—how! But we’ll ’sume dis jedge ain’ lak yo’ uncle, an’ has put away his int’rest in wimmens, an’ laigs, an’ all de. An’ is ‘out’—so fah as bein’ wamped goes. An’ ob co’se yo’ ain’ gonna wamp yo’ ’ponent. He dah to win he case. An’ as fo’ wampin’ de ’fendant, you wouldn’ be wantin’ to make no truck wid trash lak him—less’n mebbe,” Aunt Linda added, with a shrug of her shoulders, “he fall in lub wid you, an’ tell you som’p’n, las’ min’, dat he wouldn’ tell you odderwise. It’s on’y, Chil’, dat you mus’ look, in a co’teroom, lak a millium dollars; mus’ mek people t’ink yo’ is got som’f’in’ in yo’ li’l fis’ an’ ain’ no li’l mouse. No! Whah,” now asked Aunt Linda, with disconcerting suddenness, “is dat green dress whut Ah allus said mek yo’ look lak Pha’oh’s daughtah?”

			“Like somebody—with red hair and freckles!—she dragged out of the bulrushes with Moses, you mean,” retorted Elsa. “It’s worn out.”

			“It is, hey? Well, whah dat dress wid de fancy sateen flounces whut Ah once made you?”

			“The green one? It’s in ribbons.”

			“Huh! You shuah is been down to hahd-tack, ain’t you? Well, whah is de dress wid de big screamin’ green an’ lilac an’ yaller plaids?”

			“I’d be arrested for indecent exposure, Aunt, if I ever wore that again. It’s full of holes. Big—ones!”

			“Huh. Well, whut scrumptious dress is you got, now ?”

			“Scrumptious? None. Absolutely none, Aunt. The most scrumptious dress I know, I haven’t got!—for it’s priced at $37 and lies in the dress shop of a French woman, Francine de Loux, on Monroe Street just off State.”

			“Huh! Dat Francine—de Loo! French ’ooman, hey? Well, she’ll—but fus’—whut kin’ ob a dress is dat dress? Whut Ah mean is, do it got any red in it?”

			“Any red in it? Why, no, Aunt. It’s—but why do you ask?”

			“Why? ‘Cause yo’ shouldn’ nebbah weah no dress, Elsa, wid eben a mite ob red in it! It kill yo’ haih—whut is yo’ crownin’ glo’y, on’y yo’ don’ know it. An’ won’ see it. Well den, sence you say dis dress is scrumptious, an’ ain’ got eben a mite ob red in it, den dat Francine de Loo gonna gib you dat dress—an’ like it. So you git ’roun’ dah on yo’ way back to town, an’—”

			“She’ll—give—me—that dress? Why, Aunt Linda—”

			“Yes, da’s whut Ah said. She one ob de two customahs Ah got, whut comes heah fo’ cahd-readin’s. Don’ axe me how she and me come togeddah. An’ she ain’t no French ’ooman eider—she Irish as Patty’s sow. Ah gabe huh a readin’ two weeks ago, whut cos’ huh on’y twenty-fi’ cents—an’ ’count ob dat readin’—de future predictionals in it—she mek ober a t’ousum dollahs by buyin’ some bankrup’ stock ob crazy gowns, f’um some Jew in New Yohk. Whut she been sellin’ since—as impohted French dresses—at a big profick. An’ she drap in, night befo’ las’, an’ she say, ‘Linda, Ah ain’t got nahy cash to rewahd you—fo’ Ah is sunk to de neck in stock an’ chattel mohgages—payin’ out neah every night mos’ ob de money Ah gits in du’in’ de day; but yo’ come ’roun’ mah shop any time—an’ Ah’ll gib yo’ any dress dat yo’ picks out in the whol’ place.’ Well, Ah ain’ nebbah gone ’roun’, Elsa, fo’ de kin’ ob dresses Ah likes, wid libely coluhs, she ain’ got—and mebbe ain’t nebbah goin’ to git. So—” And here Aunt Linda resuscitated from some pocket of her brilliantly flowered gypsy-like dress, a pencil stub, and on a piece of paper brought up from the same pocket, which she laid out on the flat handle of her rocker, laboriously wrote something. Which scrap of paper she then handed to Elsa.

			Who, in turn, surveyed it curiously. It said:

			Gib my neece Elsa Colby whuts to do some tryin in a big tryal de gown whut you done said I is GOT to eccep sos de nex readins tween us wone run fals. She alriddy got huh I on same.

			Linda Cooksey

			Elsa held the order, undecidedly. That stunning gown—in the window of Francine de Loux—it was tempting!—but poor Aunt—

			“Put dat in yo’ pocket,” Aunt Linda was ordering. “Dis is se’ius. Can’t peoples stan’ on foolishments ’bout who owns whut. You, gal, is got to go into coht!”

			Elsa pocketed the slip helplessly. Aunt Linda had a way about her, so Elsa felt, that she ought to be trying a few cases in court herself.

			“All right, Aunt,” Elsa said. “But so far as what you said a couple of minutes back goes, namely: about my being able to vamp defendants into revealing state secrets—and out­smarting ‘thick-headed political’ lawyers—you’re certainly the world’s greatest optimist. My freckles, alone, would tie the tongue of a drunken pathological liar, about to confess something—anything—on my shoulder! And my—but about ‘thick-headed political lawyers’—well, let me say that the State’s Attorney—who will beyond any doubt try this case—since it was his own office that was robbed, and his own re-nomination that was stolen—is no thick-headed lawyer. He’s a keen sharp man who got the berth because he was fitted for it. And—but thanks for the implied compliments to me. The set-up is as you’ve put it—and you’ve made everything quite clear. And have, incidentally, told me more about Uncle Silas here today than I knew from virtually growing up within range of his beneficent presence!”

			“Meanin’—des whut?” inquired Aunt Linda with a frown.

			“Why—about him believing—or at least half-believing—in ‘conjures’; and his looking out the windows on rainy days at women’s legs—my goodness! It’s rather revealing—don’t you know?—to have a complete and true picture—of one’s own half-uncle!”

			“You po’ po’ chil’,” Aunt Linda said, shaking her turbaned head. “Don’ yo’ know dat neidah yo’, no’ Bella, no’ Manny, no’ nobuddah else who ebbah hab contack’ed dat man, know de real man? W’y, dat man, Elsa—he been wea’in’ a mask all he life; an’ de real Silas Moffit is somethin’ nobody know, o’ eben dream ’bout. It teks a ol’ niggah ’ooman what mess aroun’ wid voodoo to know dem t’ings.”

			And strange to say, Elsa believed Aunt Linda Cooksey!

			“Well, just what,” she asked curiously, “is the true picture of my uncle, Aunt Linda?—the man back of that peculiar stage character in black clothes, and ever carrying an umbrella, that I know as Uncle Silas?”

			Aunt Linda threw up her hands helplessly., “Good God, Chil’—Ah don’ know. It’s on’y de mask Ah sees—w’ile yo’ don’ see eben dat. Whut back ob de mask, even Ah kain’ see. Ah on’y know dat someday, w’en Silas Moffit on his deaf-bed and out ob he haid, he gonna surprise all de res’ ob yo’ whut’s ’roun’ his bedside—as de mask falls off. On’y t’ing whut Ah can say, wid asshu’ance, is dat de real Silas Moffit, whut’s back ob de mask, is des as bad an’ orn’ry as de one wid de mask. But—kin tell yo’ two fings an’way ’bout de man behin’ de mask: he a ‘gibuppah’—by ‘hair’tance f’m he father, Grandfather Sylvestah Moffit. An’ two—he crazy—fo’ de plumb same reason!”

			“Crazy, Aunt Linda? Oh you’re absolutely wrong there. For—well assuming on the basis of the old Illinois Common Law that anybody who commits suicide is crazy—we’ll call Grandfather Moffit thus, since he did end his own life. And whether he really was—or really wasn’t—glad I am that I haven’t any of his blood in me. But his blood, don’t forget, Aunt Linda, became diluted one half in Uncle Silas. And whatever Uncle Silas is, he certainly isn’t crazy. Don’t forget I once worked in the Elgin State Hospital for six months as girl clerk, and have read more than one book on psychi—er—craziness. And I can assure you positively—”

			“Don’ keer,” Aunt Linda interrupted scornfully, “whut de fool books says. Ah says he is crazy. But de trubble is, dat he crazy on on’y one p’int. An’ dem kin’s peoples, Elsa, nebber gits locked up.”

			“Well, you’re right on that. But what is the paranoiacal—er—single point?”

			“W’y—Saul, ob co’se. De hatred he got on Saul ’mount to plain insan’ty.”

			“Yes? Well, I understand, from somebody who met Saul more recently than I have, that Saul is twice as antagonistic to his fa—”

			“Ne’ min’ de fancy wuhds! Saul, bein’ Silas’ son—an’ thahfo’ ca’yin’ de blood ob Gran’fathah Sylvestah Moffit—is lakwise crazy—on’y he got two p’ints he crazy on.”

			“Oh—I see! Saul, being fully a three-quarter dilution of Grandfather Moffit’s blood, nevertheless takes on an additional point of insanity! The professors of psychiatry, Aunt, will be glad to meet you. Well—what are Saul’s Castor and Pollux—of insanity?”

			Elsa’s reference to the twin stars of the heavens did not in the least faze Aunt Linda.

			“W’y, she replied promptly, “his onreasonin’ hatred ob his fathah—w’ich ain’ natu’al f’m a blood son—an’ dat collectin’ he do, ob ol’ spectacles.”

			“Saul?—collects spectacles? For heaven’s sake! But how—how do you know that?”

			“How ? Didn’ Ah clean up—all fo’ nuffin—’bout 2 yeahs ago—de attick room whah de po’ wretch den libbin’—all in rags an’ eber’thing?—an’ see de walls all line’ wid specs? Hyster’cal spectacles, dey wuz. He buy de fool t’ings w’en he can’t eat. Da’s insan’ty!”

			“We-ell—I dunno! If collectorship is insanity, Aunt Linda, then there’s lots of bugs on the outside of asylum walls. But I am surprised. At such—such a type of collecting. Saul would be mighty interrested in a pair of spectacles I saw—day before yesterday—made of wood, and with a weird, weird history.”

			The least that could be said of Aunt Linda Cooksey was that she had a wide interest in anything and everything in the entire world.

			She instantly pricked up her ears.

			“Wooden specs? Fo’—fo’ lan’s sake. An’ wid a hist’ry? If’n dey got hist’ry ob any kin’, dat fool Saul would gib one ob his laigs fo’ ’em. Whah dey is?”

			“They’re at an exhibition, Aunt, going on at the Fair. Yes, the Fair Department Store. It’s called the Oddities Bazaar. And is showing on the 10th floor. The exhibition, it seems, travels about the country, showing in department stores—a sort of trade puller, don’t you know? But everything shown has a price ticket on it—and is for sale. I asked the man who owned the exhibition—a man named Alfred Opp—how it happens his exhibition doesn’t just melt away; and he said that, for everything that is bought, at least a couple even more unique oddities are brought in. And sold to him cheap. And thus he works his game two ways—and the exhibition never dies!”

			“But dese heah wooden specs? Who on yarth evah used wooden specs? An’ w’y?”

			“Well, it seems they were made, Aunt, by a man for his own use—and he was notorious, at least—if not famous. He was, in short, Jacques Brusseau, the famous’ ‘Bluebeard’ who killed 21 wives in France—and got life on Devil’s Island. And while there on the Island, he whittled the spectacles out of a single block of wood, including even the wooden pins—neatest things you ever saw—that hold the ear-pieces to the frames proper. And of course the spectacles have square rims for the lenses instead of oval rims, since—”

			“But ob co’se dey wuz a fake, eh?” Aunt Linda was plainly a skeptic.

			“No, strange to say, they weren’t,” Elsa returned. “For a lot of documents were in the same exhibition with them—in fact, the exhibit itself was a Devil’s Island handicraft exhibit and Brusseau exhibit combined. And the spectacle themselves were merely one item. One of the exhibits was Brusseau’s own diary, written in broken English, so’s the guards couldn’t read it!—detailing exactly how he had to make the spectacle frames—and showing crude drawings of them. And with a letter from his own oculist, in Paris, telling him how to cut down his old glass lenses—there on Devil’s Island—so they could lie in the new rims. And giving even the formula of the lenses. Oh, they were the McCoy, all right—since they were only minor items in the exhibit.”

			“McCoy? Dat mus’ be law talk. Well, yo’ say dey wuz a price tag on ebaht’ing. An’ how much doze specs wuz!”

			“Fifty dollars!”

			“Whooie! Dey’d a been a high spot a’right, in po’ Saul’s c’lection.”

			“From what you say of it—I think they would have! But from what you also say of Saul—if he’s living in an attic room, and ragged, and unkempt—they’ll not likely join his collection. Even if he hears of ’em. Since—however, we’re a bit off the track, Aunt. You say Saul is crazy—just because he collects spectacles—and hates his father. Well, I don’t agree with you—at least on the former. I have rather technical ideas, myself, you see, on insanity. And—but what was the other—well—neurological defect—you mentioned? About Uncle Silas, I mean? For I think you said, with manifest criticism in your voice, that he was a—a ‘give-upper.’ ”

			“De whole Moffit fambly, Elsa, is ‘give-uppahs.’ An’ haid-fo’gettahs’ to boot! An’ ’hairted it, ob co’se, all ob dem—f’m Grandfathah Moffit, who blowed his brai—”

			“Wait! You’ve sprung still a new term now. What—what on earth is a ‘haid-forgetter’?”

			“W’y,” Aunt Linda said, as though surprised at such ignorance, “dem is peoples whut wu’d fohget dey own haid if’n ’twasn’ fastened on dem. On’y, Elsa, dey is mo’ to haid-fohgettin’ dan dat. A true haid-fohgettah, Elsa, is a puhson what not on’y fohgits his haid, but den cain’t eben ’rembah whah he lef’ it!”

			Elsa smiled faintly. “And you claim that Uncle Silas—and Saul—are that?”

			“Whooie!” Aunt Linda flung up her arms. “Is—dey!”

			Elsa was, to say the least, interested in her family tree even to the branches thereof of which she herself was of “And Grandfather Moffit?” she asked curiously, “he forg—?”

			“Whooie! De man couldn’ ’membah if’n he had his breakfas’—de numbah ob his house—wheddah he had his undehwah’ on—he one plumb example ob one haid-fohgettah!”

			“I see,” Elsa nodded. “Well it looks, Aunt, as though you’re elected keeper of the family inheritance tree. But now what—what do you mean by ‘give-uppers’?”

			“W’y, what Ah means, Chil’, is folkses whut hab somefin’ ci’culatin’ in dey blood whut, w’en t’ings seem to tuhn ’ginst ’em, cain’t see no way out, nowhah, and immejiately gibs up. An’ dey all has it, de Moffits—b’lieb it o’ not—’cluding Bella. An’ all got it, des’ as Ah say, f’m Grandfathah Mofht. Fo’ dat man, Elsa, weddah yo’ know it o’ not—had his fo’tune all in gold-minin’ stock. And some fool newspapah come out one day—w’en dey ’parently wuzn’ no news o’ nothin’ wuth printin’—with a ahticle sayin’ how two young inventahs had ’parently foun’ a way to mek gol’ out ob clay. Grandfathah Moffit—dey says—wuz standin’ by his bureau w’en he read dat sto’y.

			An’ des reach’ down in de drawah, tuk up a big gun, an’ blowed his brains out. All obah de wall. W’y, Elsa, dey say his brains was hangin’ down in long strings—”

			“Yes,” Elsa said hastily and faintly. “I get you. So that’s a give-upper, eh! Well, there’s sure none of that in you or me, Aunt Linda. For—and you say you can trace it? In all of Grandfather Moffit’s descendants?”

			“Co’se—an’ why not?—sence it cause’ by somefin’ in de blood. Now tek Bella. She a giv’-uppah. Tek de time she try to git in to dat fashionable club o’ lazy sluts lak huhse’f. Dey kep’ huh out by on’y one blackball. An’ nebah ag’in do Bella try! Now tek Saul—he git th’own out, yeahs ago, f’m lawyin’—’kaze he come to coht twice drunk—disbahed, I guess dat would be, hey?—an’ do he ebah go to anothah city an’ staht obah? No, he don’. He drap down—down—down—a—a drunkened bum. It’s de cu’se f’m ol’ Sylvestah, da’s all.”

			“And Uncle Silas,” put in Elsa, a bit fascinated in spite of herself. “What’s his classical example of give-upping?”

			“Prob’ly ain’ nebbah come yit—’case he allus havin’ ebbaht’ing his way. But it will come! Fo’ Ah tells yo’, Elsa, dey is fi’ def’nit’ t’ings ’bout de Uncle behin’ de mask whut is fact: Fus’, he’s crazy—eben if ’tis on on’y one subjec’, Saul. Secon’, he’s a ‘haid-fo’gettah.’ Thu’d—he’s a ‘gib’uppah.’ Fo’th, he wea’in’ a mask whut conceal’ de real man. An’ fif’, de man whut is behin’ de mask is as bad as de one whut’s showed in de mask—see?—an’ don’ you spen’ no time trus’in’ him ebbah, o’ playin’ in his hands.”

			Elsa nodded.

			“Well, all this, Aunt Linda, is enough to at least suggest that I get going! You’ve delineated the set-up for me all right—and now, on top of that, you’ve amplified—and with no softening touches!—the man I’ve got to fear. And so, Aunt, on the basis of all that urgence, I will be go—”

			But Aunt Linda had risen majestically, and Elsa, not completing her sentence, watched the other bewilderedly.

			For from a shelf over the kitchen range, Aunt Linda was taking down a rusty and apparently empty tin can, with curious black and orange crosses painted in it, and several small newspaper-wrapped packets. Elsa continued to watch her in perplexity. As Aunt Linda opened her various packets and into the tin can placed, in turn, what evidently was a dried frog’s leg, a piece of hard-cooked liver, the contents of a bottle half full of mucilage, and the equivalent of about a third of a cup of some bright yellow powder.

			“What—” Elsa ventured to inquire.

			Aunt Linda looked back calmly over one shoulder, the great massive ring in her ear flashing momentarily. “Ah said Ah wuzn’ gonna gib you jes’ advice on’y. No! An’ Ah ain’ on’y goin’ to gib you a dress to tek de place ob dat po’ mouseskin whut you in. No! Ah gonna put a conjuh on de stob’. An’ mek fiah undah it. A real conjuh, Honey—an’ not no phoney lak whut Ah wuhhy Silas an’ Manny wid. And de conjuh will make it dat—” She broke off, unfolding a very tiny packet. And held up a shriveled whitish thing.

			“Know whut dis is?” she demanded. And there was pride and power in her tones.

			“Heavens no, Aunt. What is it?”

			“It de lef’ big toe-nail ob a hunchbacked niggah whut wuz kill’ in a alley in de full light ob de moon. De greates’ conjuh, Elsa, ebbah knowed in—”

			“A—a toenail—of a murdered hunchback—” Elsa shivered a bit. “Where on earth—oh, from the undertaker—up front?”

			“Raght! He gib it me. Fo’ scrubbin’ out de place whah he keep his co’pses—dat is, w’en he got any!” Aunt Linda chuckled. “Ah ben keepin’ it fo’ ’muhgency—an’ heah ’muhgency is! Mah own li’l gal—whut Ah brunged up as do’ she wuz mah own—facin’ huh fus’ real case—an’ su’ounded by rascals. Now we has got a conjuh! Ob cos’, no tellin’ exackly how conjuh wu’k—but mah best guess is, Honey, dat w’en you sees you man, he is gonna show you dat he got half a dozen alibis—ebery one des as good as de odder!—and dat Silas Moffit is lick’ befo’ de case even staht.”

			Elsa rose hurriedly. She knew, from a faint memory of seeing Aunt Linda use that yellow powder once in the long ago, that an awful putrid stench would be filling the room within a minute or so. And she did not have to try to imagine the kind of smell that would come from that toenail! And on top of all of which—according to the little cheap watch on her wrist—she must delay not another minute. Not that she did not have time a-plenty to beat the deadline which the irate Judge Penworth had given her—no. But because that trial would be opening up within less than 4 hours. And some preparation she must have, even if—

			“I’m leaving, Aunt Linda,” she said abruptly. “At—at once. And will see my client. And will see you, too—tomorrow.”

			“Do dat, Elsa.” Aunt Linda’s tones were calm and confident, and as she spoke she stirred the ingredients of her conjure with a wooden stick whose end looked very much as though it had been dipped into blood of some kind.

			“On’y huhhy, Chil’. Fo’ de conjuh musn’ git all ’vaporated fo’ you gits dah.”

			So Elsa, depositing, unknown to Aunt Linda, a thin silver quarter on the arm of the chair Aunt Linda had occupied, turned toward the door. The while Aunt Linda was busily lighting some wood and paper already laid out inside her stove, and repeating, in a weird toneless monotonous voice, some Africa-like incantations. And even as the fire crackled up under the waiting tin can, a stench started to pour forth into the room. At which Elsa left hastily. Smiling grimly as she hurried back through the dark passageway towards South State Street and its carline.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XII

			“My Name Is Now ‘S. Moffit’—If You Please!”

			But Elsa was not destined to board her car without a brief deviation. A meeting up, in other words, with no less than—

			She was, in fact, just about to pass the entrance of a narrow passageway near the end of the block—a passageway between a negro herb emporium, and a secondhand furniture store containing the most rickety furniture she had ever seen in her life—the passageway in turn. showing, at its further end, some kind of a crumbling brick cottage—and was all in readiness to veer then over to the curb to wait for her car, when a man suddenly emerged from the mouth of the dismal corridor. Almost on her feet.

			She jumped back. And then her mouth fell open.

			For once again—the omen of a black-footed white horse—was completely proven!

			The man’s mouth, likewise, fell open.

			He was a white man, and—according to certain knowledge, which Elsa happened to have about him, since she knew him!—only 40 years of age; but, due to drink—and the indisputable signs of the heavy lone drinker were indeed to be seen in his pitted nose, his obviously bloodshot eyes, and the hanging grayish flesh under the eyes—he looked to be at least 50. His face was indisputably that of a one-time handsome man, but that fact appeared to be of little interest to him today, for his black hair was carelessly and raggedly trimmed about his temples—and was prematurely gray, to boot. Unlike, however, most men with the signs of the drunkard, he was dressed most neatly—in a newish, though apparently cheap, suit, for its cut was too extravagant, and its greenish stripe far too flamboyant.

			His tie was neat—but too loud. His shoes were new—but made of an amazing pattern of tan and black leathers.

			And his gray hat, while clean, was too rakish.

			“Saul!” Elsa exclaimed. “What on earth—”

			“Stop!”

			And from the eyes of the man flashed, momentarily, danger.

			“Stop?”  echoed  Elsa.  “But—why on earth, Saul, should I—”

			“Stop!” he ordered again. “That—that is not my name.”

			“Not your name?  For God’s sake, man, are you drunk, or—”

			“My name, Elsa,” he said, unbending a trifle, “is now S. Moffit. Just—S. Moffit.”

			“For pity’s sake,” she said. “Am I supposed to stand here and—and call my own half-cousin just—just ‘S. Moffit’?”

			“Yes,” he replied, harshly. “You are. For I had my name legally changed, 4 months ago—and actually recorded—with the county recorder—in Blue Island—which is Cook County, don’t forget, where we’re standing now! Changed, let me say, Elsa, to—to S. Moffit.”

			“To—to S. Moffit? Well, what—why—how—well that is, what the billy heck does the ‘S’ stand for?”

			“Nothing. My name’s now just S. Moffit—no more—no less.”

			“Well, for the good God’s sake, Sau—um—I mean—S. Moffit—listen, I don’t know how long I can keep that fool procedure up—calling my own cousin by just—just an alphabetical letter—but do you mind telling me two things: First, why in hell’s bells you ever did that?—and second, what in hell’s bells you’re doing here in Niggertow——ne’ mind that last one. Answer the first one first.”

			“Why? Well you ought to know, Elsa. It’s simply that I don’t want anything on earth that that filthy, dirty, stinking, lousy viper—yea!—that’s the word!—viper—bestowed on me.”

			“Oh yeah,” Elsa said faintly. “Yeah—of course! I—I heard you weren’t so warm for your father. And—but that’s a new one on me, Sau—er—S. Moffit. Getting your name legally changed—to shuck off all remnants of what the man who brought you into the wor—”

			“The cockroach of hell—yes?—go on.”

			“For pity’s sake, Sau—er—S. Moffit, can’t we talk together—without going into personalities? Okay. Well second—what on earth are you doing over here in—in Niggertown?”

			And Elsa’s heart fell. For she had heard some strange, strange rumors about Saul.

			Which rumors were confirmed—or not at all confirmed—depending entirely on how one looked at it!—by the way Saul Moffit, drunkard, was dressed. For studying his flamboyant clothes closer, Elsa found that, while they were, to be sure, all new—or at least newish—they were cheap. The suit was thin and hard of weave. The shoes were so cheap they squeaked when he changed position. The hat felt was plainly molded—not shaped. Either they had all been gotten for very little out of a pawnshop where some newly attired individual had had to pawn them—or else—or else—

			And again those rumors trickled into Elsa’s heart.

			But they were not to be confirmed, however, by Saul’s own account of what he was doing in this block. For extracting gently from a side coat pocket a pair of little old rickety gold-rimmed spectacles, a badly cracked lens in one side, he held them proudly—even exultantly—up.

			“Look and breathe—gently! No. 331—of the rarest collection of historical and unusual spectacles ever collected.”

			“Yeah,” she said, unenthusiastically, “I—I heard about that, too.” She stared unfriendly at them. “I’m looking—and all I see is a pair of old specs which probably cost you as much as—”

			“Only $10, Elsa! Think of it! $10—for these!”

			His gaze, fastened on them, was positively worshipful.

			“Hell’s bells, Saul—er—S. Moffit. When I pay out 10 bucks these days, it’s for—a whole outfit, darned near. Seems to me you’re lolling in the filthy lucre to be handing out as much as—but anyway—whose and what be they?”

			“They belonged originally, Elsa,” he said, reverently—and holding them off for her to gaze with equal reverence upon, “to no less than Robert E. Lee’s personal Negro slave, Cal Hudge. And who remained on voluntarily with Lee after Lee got rid of all his slaves. Cal Hudge’s grandson, Ija Hudge, lives back there in that red brick shack—old and paralyzed—and this was amongst a bunch of Robert E. Lee relics he advertised recently in the papers. I got there first. And grabbed off these specs. The other things—and relating more definitely to Lee himself—aren’t of interest to me.”

			“But—but are you sure, Saul—”

			“Stop!” he ordered. “I’ll not be called, I told you, by anything that putrid old rat ever gave me.”

			“Okay! You win! Well are you sure, S, that the specs are genuine?”

			“Oh—absolutely, Elsa. Hudge has a daguerreotype of his grandfather wearing ’em. And plenty of other documents and letters confirming all the stuff. Anyway, Elsa, don’t you see, nobody fakes historical spectacles, because there’s absolutely no market for such things—and when you do come on a pair that’s unusual, odd, bizarre, historical, or what-have-you—it’s genuine.”

			His eyes, which a moment before had flashed warning fire, were gazing as tenderly at the spectacles as a mother at her child.

			“Well, I dunno about all that,” Elsa was saying. “But if people learn that S. Moffit’s in the market, and paying out as much as ten bucks for a pair—spectacles’ll soon be faked.”

			“Well,” was his regretful—and even sheepish—answer, “S. Moffit won’t be in the market for any more for a good while—if not longer! For after this week’s purchases, S. Moffit will be laying low—and probably earning back the money.”

			“Earning back the money?” Elsa couldn’t quite grasp the words. But was destined, in a few minutes, to get the “explanation” of it—if “explanation” at all it really were! She was gazing critically at the pitiful object which Saul was still proudly holding off, and now shifting it slightly so that the light from the sky would favor it more fully.

			“But I’m glad,” she said, “you like such things, S. And speaking about unusual spectacles, I want to tell you about a pair of wooden—” She cut herself off shortly. She had just been about, of course, to say “wooden spectacles”—followed by the words “priced at $50.” And then the history of the same. But her heart sank. For Saul did look oh, so cheaply dressed. So—so down at heel spiritually. She even fancied, somehow, that he looked hungry. She knew collectors would starve themselves to death to buy a single item for their collections. And she figured that this fanatic, did she so much as tell him of those wooden spectacles in the Oddities Bazaar, might more than likely pawn this very outfit of clothing—plus everything else he had in the world, to get the $50 to buy them. Still worse—and this was connected with the rumor!—he might go to a woman—and ask for the money.

			Her lips closed tight.

			“What was it you were going to say?” he was asking absently, polishing gently the one uncracked lens with a silken handkerchief, spotlessly clean.

			“I had started out,” Elsa said firmly, “to tell you about a pair of historical spectacles I saw a month ago in the Chicago Historical Society’s Building—Abraham Lincoln’s own, the night he was killed by Booth—and then—then—ah-hum—changed abruptly off to say ‘Wouldn’t you like to have a pair owned by Lincoln?”

			“Naturally,” he admitted, carefully straightening out a bend in one of the ear-pieces of the pair he did have. “Of course!”

			Elsa was vastly relieved. Her near-revelation of things best left unrevealed was nicely averted. And to get away from that dangerous angle, she asked:

			“How—how many specs does your collection comprise, S?”

			“Well, in reality, 327.”

			“327, eh? Well—but come to think of it, didn’t you just a second ago tell me that pair in your hands now made No. 331?”

			“Well—yes—I did,” he admitted, again a bit sheepishly. “For rather fatuously, you see, Elsa, I counted in 4 pairs that, altogether, I have lost. We collectors—you know!” And his face was a peculiar mixture of dolor—presumably at the missing 4 pairs—and pride in the phrase “we collectors.”

			“I don’t exactly underst—”

			“Just,” he explained, “that 4 different times I’ve bought unique or historical spectacles, and—well—when I got home—I didn’t have ’em.”

			“Because you were drunk?” Elsa chided him.

			“Quite no,” he said, unperturbed. “Because each time, as it happened, I left the confounded things some place, and when I went back to the  very places  I thought I  might  have  left them —”

			“Thought? But didn’t you know?”

			He shook his head helplessly. “You see, Elsa, I have a bad habit of—”

			“I get it! Aunt Linda was telling me. She doesn’t call it a ‘habit’ though. She simply says you are a rare species known as a ‘haid-fohgettah.’ ”

			He smiled friendlily. “Aunt Linda’s characterization of me is quite able, I must say.”

			“She also says,” put in Elsa, curiously and expansively, “and this may burn you up—that you inherited it from—well—from the same person who gave you your first name—that is, the name you’ve now legally dropped.”

			His face turned actually black before her eyes. “Well so help me God,  I—I never thought of that. Good Christ almighty, I —”

			“But hold everything,” Elsa said, appalled by the glowering blackness of his face, and vaguely realizing she was igniting no less than a prairie fire, “Aunt says, however, that the trait actually came down to you both from Grandfather Sylvester Moffit.”

			Saul’s face became immediately the picture of pronounced relief.

			“Thank God for that,” he said. “I wouldn’t have even a trait of char—”

			“And so,” Elsa made haste to say, “you’ve got, in actuality, 327 pairs of spectacles?”

			“In actuality, 327—yes,” he admitted. “Though morally, Elsa, 331—for I really count in, you know, the 4 pairs I’ve lost and never regained.”

			“And what do those things cost you—on the average?”

			“Well,” he hedged, “some cost me as little as 5 cents a pair—”

			“While others,” Elsa scolded him frankly, “cost as much as would take you and me to the Opera. Viz. the one in your hand, there! But be that as ’tis, how much do you consider the collection worth?”

			“Nothing,” Saul Moffit frankly said, “to a practical person like you. But to an individual interested in the history, the science, the practice, the theory and the craftsmanship of spectacleology, I think my collection might be worth—well—a couple of thousand dollars.”

			“And if you died, S?” And Elsa was not just speculating.

			For she knew drunkards were relatively short-lived. “Uncle Silas would get it then, wouldn’t he?”

			But at her very inadvertent re-mention of Saul’s father—colored this time, no doubt, with the idea of that individual obtaining something precious of Saul’s, light again blazed forth from his eyes so strange—so mad—that, to herself alone, Elsa said: “Aunt Linda’s right on him, all right—though not on Uncle. Saul’s insane, as sure as you live—on the subject!”

			“That—that goddamned bastard,” he choked, eyes blazing even more. “Nothing I ever own—at least in this cycle of my many existences—will ever go to that dirty goddamned son-of-a—”

			“Sau—S. Moffit—stop! You—you shouldn’t talk like that. About your father, I mean. So far as cussing in front of me—cuss your fool head off, if it makes you feel any better—but my gosh, you shouldn’t talk that way about a blood relative—and the closest one you’ve got. And if you mean what I think you mean—about cycles of existence?—well, what in billy-hell other ‘cycles of existence’ do you think you’ve got, anyway, but this one right here?

			Or—besides, even if you have got other ‘cycles,’ your father’s going to be right in all of ’em with you—don’t forget! Unless, of course, some of ’em cover other combinations of actualizations which haven’t turned up in this one, and—but here—here—it’s me that’s getting way over my head now. The point is that nobody should talk about their own father the way you just did about yours. And your eyes—they actually blazed fire!”

			“Which I only wish,” he raged, having evidently forced himself to listen to her long peroration with a powerful effort, instead of the patient politeness she had thought it to be, “was really enough to sear his guts out. Then—then I’d go and fasten my gaze on him—and listen to him scream. And—but you asked a question—and sorry I cursed in front of you—” The mad blaze actually died out of his eyes in front of Elsa’s astounded gaze, and his eyes became dead, hollow, cavernous—”The individual you named will never inherit one penny of mine.”

			Elsa couldn’t but half giggle now. “Have you got a penny—S?—for anybody to inherit?”

			“Well, it’s quite true, of course,” he replied with dignity, “that my total estate—as I stand here right now—are the clothes I stand in! Outside, of course—the spectacle collection. Which is more than all the mere filthy money in the world. And the collection—well, I’ve willed that, Elsa—in a will already drawn up and left with a friend—to the Field Museum, so that the party you named—goddamn him to hell, the putrid rat—the—the—well, he won’t ever get so much as—”

			“As an earpiece—or a nose-bridge screw, hey?”

			“Right,” he said, amicably. He had replaced his gold spectacles lovingly in his side coat pocket. A streetcar went roaring by northward. And Elsa, knowing that valuable time was passing—at least for her—decided not to let another do likewise.

			“Step out here, S. Moffit, will you, to the curb? I’ve got to flag the next car—or else!” And, firmly, she led the way, he following docilely, till both stood on the curb marked with the white-painted stop-post.

			No city-bound car was now in sight, so she continued, facing him.

			“And where are you living now, S. Moffit?”

			“Where.” he asked, in some surprise. “Why, my whereabouts are in the new telephone directory—out last week.

			And—” He commenced fumbling in the side coat pocket which did not contain the spectacles. “But let me give you one of my cards—but no,” he broke off, as his fingers evidently touched what he was after, “I’ve got only one with me, I note, and I may need that this afternoo—” He withdrew his fingers without withdrawing the card in question. “Any­way, Elsa, I’m in the new phone directory—so you won’t need a card. I’ve a flat—8 rooms—on Cleveland Avenue near Fullerton.”

			“On Cleveland Avenue? Why—why, that’s where—”

			“Yes, I know.” And the blaze fanned up slightly in his dead eyes. “That’s where the—the stinker of all stinkers lives. The—the Grand Llama of Whelpdom! The—the—well, I live a block down the street, to keep watch on him.”

			“Keep watch on him? But listen, S, why—why would you want to keep watch on him?”

			“Why?” Saul Moffit appeared to be quite dumbfounded by such a silly question. “Why, because, in all his free hours, day and night, he’s keeping watch on me.”

			“My God,” said Elsa to herself, heartsick, “he’s becoming paranoiacal. Is paranoiacal—poor devil. Of course—”

			And Elsa, though still speaking to herself, knew whereof she spoke! “—it could be a paranoid state—from chronic alcoholism. But just the same—oh dear!” “And how,” she asked aloud, “can you afford to pay rent for an 8-room flat? And why, anyway—8 rooms?”

			He smiled tolerantly on her.

			“Don’t you know,” he said, “that an old-fashioned 8 room flat costs no more than a modern 5-room one? Like—like the—”

			“Yes, the stinker?—rat?—whelp?—lives in?”

			“And a friend,” Saul Moffit went on, “gave me the furniture in situ—’twas in this very flat, see?—old stuff, but all okay. And oh yes—you asked why I want eight rooms. Well, one of these days I expect to lay out all the spectacles on the walls—with rough placards—in some sort of system as they will someday eventually lie in some museum.”

			“Poor Saul,” thought Elsa. “He thinks a museum has acres of space to devote—to spectacles!” Aloud she said: “Well, of course you said a mouthful when you spoke of 8-room flats costing no more than 4 or 5. But when it comes to that, old boy, how—now listen here, S. Moffit, I met up with a guy the other day—oh, I won’t mention any names—and because of his and my conversation, I’m going to ask you, point-blank, how do you pay rent for a flat—and buy spectacles like a millionai—”

			“Not like a millionaire,” he corrected her. “For I’ll be laying low—and how!—for a while. But go on?

			“All right. Well, how do you do it? You see I heard you don’t work. But a flat, even if old-fashioned, means rent to pay—and rent means income—and those nice clothes you got on—”

			“Oh dear,” Elsa broke off, to herself alone. “Can the rumor be true—some woman keeping him?—he’s still good-looking, all right—oh dear—”

			He was gazing curiously at her. “So I don’t work, eh! And the rumor-mongers are busy? Well, suppose I tell you, cousin o’ mine, that I do work—as a bookkeeper—nights—”

			“Nights? What on earth—for what—for whom—”

			“For what?” His eyes, once blazing, once dead, now held a devil-may-care defiant expression in them. “For an illicit brewery, my dear!”

			“An illicit brewery? Oh, S—come off it! There aren’t any more illicit breweries”—

			“Aren’t there?” His eyes still held that cryptic, almost contemptuous look in them. “Well you’d be surprised, little infant. Half the beer drunk in this very district you’re standing in now is forced onto the black saloonkeepers, practically at the points of guns, by racketeers—and I’m working in one of those breweries—and getting real money for it.”

			“Well, for the love o’—well, I think,” Elsa broke off, though undecidedly, “that that’s fine—that you’re working, yes. Because you know you and John Barleycorn have been a bit friendly in past years—and when a guy works he can’t drink, since—but gee whiz—to think that you, who once was an ace lawyer—and one of the best-versed men in the city on rackets, should be working for racketeers now. What a strange world.”

			“Isn’t it?” he said, his eyes still gazing cryptically at her. “But I’m not an ace lawyer, Elsa. Nor even a passably good one. And never was. I wouldn’t have made a good defender, in old days, for a chicken-thief. I lost so many cases, Elsa, in actual prosecutions, that it was a miracle I got aboard the then S. A.’s staff. But there I made good. Simply because I could smell out—you see, Elsa, I believe I’m really a paranoiac.” Elsa started. “For I could see rackets where nobody else could see ’em. Never heard, did you, how I uncovered the fact of how all the taxi-drivers in Chicago were keeping a whole set of taxi officials rich—because they, the drivers, were forced to take out their accident insurance from a company owned by the officials? That really lay under everybody’s nose—even the mayor’s—but nobody was hep. Oh, I used to uncover rackets all right!”

			“So even I understand! Listen, S. Moffit, why or why don’t you call up Lou Vann—for you know—or don’t you?—that Holoday, his rackets-assistant, is dead—and ask Vann—to try you out—as rackets-assistant once more?”

			“And how,” he queried amusedly, “would I function—when I wasn’t admitted to the bar?”

			“Why, damn it, you’re so good in that line that if you worked from your desk only, there’s plenty of striplings could go into court and handle what you worked up. And besides, I’ve heard it said that now that 10 years are passed, you could get reinstated. Without re-examination. So once again, why haven’t you called Vann up—it’s the chance of a lifetime for a man with a background like you, and—”

			“Hold it, Elsa! I have called Vann up.”

			“Oh—you did? When?”

			“This morning.”

			“And—and what did he say?” Elsa held her breath, for she genuinely liked Saul.

			“Well,” he replied bitterly, “he neatly ‘checked the bet’ by asking me why—you see, Elsa, he obviously had, in front of him, the office record of all calls made—for his office, you know, doesn’t even say ‘peep-peep’ to anybody until they’ve told who they are—well anyway, he checked the bet by asking me why I hadn’t called his office yesterday—immediately the news of Holoday’s death was in the papers.”

			“I hope you had a good answer?”

			“I had an answer, Elsa—but not the right one! I told him I’d been down in Springfield, Illinois all day, trying to get my license renewed. Without re-examination, that is! And that I didn’t catch the info about Holoday’s death till I got off in the Polk Street depot about 11 o’clock last night. And picked up a morning newspaper that somebody had left on the benches in the waiting room.”

			“But you say your not calling up—cost you the appointment?”

			“No. It was just ‘checking of the bet’ to me, Elsa. For because of his record of incoming calls, he had me where the tail was short, see! He said the re-appointment had gone, by promise, to Mayor Sweeney. So I dropped the whole matter pronto—and with disgust.”

			“Well maybe, S, your not calling him did cost you the—but where were you, really, yesterday?”

			“Drunk, I regret to say,” he replied coolly. “Lying like a filthy sow—all day long—in my palatial flat!”

			“But how—how on earth can you drink, and—”

			“—and work? I told you—” And his eyes looked defiantly at her again. “—that I work only nights. From midnight, in fact, till 6 a.m. Midnight being the witching hour when our green beer starts to roll out in covered trucks, to go into the back doors of presumably closed saloons—and 6 a.m. being the hour when the greasy money—a quite cash on the nail business, that!—has all come tumbling back in.”

			“I see,” was all Elsa said. “Well—maybe in time—you’ll get something—”

			“Better?” he laughed grimly. “Why?” he queried ironically, “what better could one have—than working for a lucrative brewery? And for a beegada gangster-boss who lets one draw so far ahead on salary, to buy historical spectacles—food—no, the drink is all free, Elsa!—that—well, just how far ahead I might be drawn right now would require an assistant bookkeeper to the bookkeeper himself! But anyway, what better could one desire?”

			His voice was bitter, nevertheless, and still defiant.

			“Yes, I suppose,” was all that Elsa said. And gazed at him speculatively. Torn between a desire to ask his advice—as she had just asked Aunt Linda’s. Yet realizing now that time was not as it was when she had entered Aunt Linda’s Temple of Wisdom! But nevertheless—

			“I’d sorta like,” she began, “to ask your advice on a criminological legal matt—” she stopped. For he had raised his hand.

			“Don’t! I lost all the cases I ever defended.” He gazed interestedly at her. “But of yourself, Elsa—what? I knew you’d hung out your shingle. But where on earth are you?”

			“I’m in the old Ulysses S. Grant Building,” she told him. “On the 10th floor. Room 1010.”

			He had a notebook out, and was busy putting it down.

			“And I wish,” Elsa added, “that you’d come up and see me—anytime—and if I’m out, just wait—or something!”

			“I will, Elsa,” he said. “For I don’t go on duty till midnight, remember! Bankers’ hours—mine!” And again, defiantly he gazed at her. “I’ll be in soon, really.”

			Far up the street the trolley of an oncoming car sparked in the grayish air.

			“There comes my car,” Elsa said. “Which means I’m going—and how!” She turned back to him. “Well, all I can say is that I’m darned sorry about your losing out on that rackets-assistantship, for—”

			“Forget it!” he said harshly. “I’m happy. Well dressed. Look at meh! And have 327 odd or historical spectacles, that cost me only a few hungry nights at best. Though never will again. Since, as I told you, the Big Gun back of the brewery—” His eyes danced defiantly at hers. “—advances S. Moffit money which S. Moffit has not yet earned! Why, if I had that rackets-assistantship, I’d only get to worrying about the job, and then lose it by downing a double whiskey—”

			“Yeah. I know! I remember all about that—from old days. You used to take a double to begin, and after that—”

			“The deluge! But you know nothing about repeat-drinks, child.”

			“No? Well at the last party I was at—Bea Kronty’s—a single whiskey made me call out ‘Whoops—another, please!’ Only I never got it, for I wound up under the table, Mel Davis holding my hand. No, I haven’t graduated to double-whiskies yet. That’s for experts.” The streetcar was roaring down the block. “Well, Sau—um—S. Moffit, I’ve enjoyed meeting up with you—but got to go. And you’ll be up—to see me—soon?”

			“Sooner! 1010?—Ulysses S. Grant?—okay.”

			And Elsa ran out and flagged her streetcar. And got on it. And rapidly drew away from Saul Moffit, standing at the curbing, smiling friendlily—with no hint of the insane blaze in his eyes that had been therein a while before.

			“Crazy as a bedbug on the subject of his father,” Elsa said. “Whether inherited from Gran’ther Moffit, or just alcoholic—he’s crazy all right. But not so crazy—when it comes to being all nicely dressed up—even if the clothes are cheap. And I don’t believe that wildcat brewery story at—all! I wonder—I wonder who the woman is?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIII

			“John Doe,” Defendant

			Elsa, admitted by the lockup keeper to the cell of her client—and with no trouble at all, moreover, after she had fully identified herself!—looked her client over appraisingly as the iron grilled door clanged to behind them, and the hollow sound of the lockup keeper’s footsteps, receding up the long, empty cement corridor, came in to them.

			Handsome, the defendant was; brown-eyed—dressed in dark quiet clothing—and with such a red glint to his hair that it placed him practically in the same category as Elsa herself: In age, she judged him to be older than herself by no more than 9—maybe 10 at most—years.

			He had risen, with at least a show of courtesy, as she was admitted, and stood thus—though there was on his lips a bit of a sneer that puzzled her. Having been announced to her as the attorney selected to defend him, she wondered if he were contemptuous of her age—and her sex.

			But having just seen with her own eyes, upstairs in the office of the Criminal Courts Process Recorder, the blanket acceptance this fellow had signed—taking blindly and without question any attorney the court might select for him—she wondered about his attitude.

			She sat down, diffidently, on the single hard wooden chair with which the dark cell was provided, and he in turn dropped down on the outswung wooden bench on which, were he not going to trial tonight, he would have to be sleeping.

			“We-ell—” she began cheerfully, “are you the man who blithely signed all those many papers—without any attorney’s advice—or anybody else’s advice for that matter—bringing you to trial so swiftly that a person hasn’t hardly a chance to cook up a defense for you?”

			“Yes, I’m the man,” he said succinctly, and unsmilingly.

			“Well, what on earth,” she began, “did you do that for, when—but first, my name is Elsa Colby. Practicing attorney—and specializing in criminal law. The court itself has selected me to defend you. And that being the case, do you understand that you now have no further choice in the matter?”

			“Who asked for any further choice?” he inquired, a bit gruffly. “If you’re graduated from a law school, then—”

			He made a peculiar gesture with his shoulders that seemed to say,”—then that’s plenty good enough for me.” He looked her over, however, shrewdly and appraisingly. “I’m glad at least,” he added, “that you haven’t been appointed to defend me in a free-for-all. For if the wind from a single fist alone ever hit you, girlie, it would blow you over hill and dale.”

			“Oh, you think so, do you?” asked Elsa, not at all, however, insulted. “Well, I’m 90 pounds in weight—so I don’t think any wind will blow me down. However—” She grew very serious. “However, defense in court isn’t a matter of brawn, muscle nor weight. It—” She broke off. “However, let’s get over—quickly—the necessary preliminaries to our professional relationship. So first—what is your name?”

			“John Doe,” he said.

			“Oh—I mean your right name. Here—” She fumbled in the pocket of her knit mouse-gray skirt, and drew forth a piece of paper and a pencil. And held them forth to him.

			“You can write your right name—if you fear somebody will overhear—and your family will get into the papers.”

			He waved the paper and pencil away.

			“Sorry,” he said curtly, “but Doe it’ll have to remain. Anyway, Doe is as good as any other.”

			She looked at him. But felt that she understood. “Well, I suppose it is—yes,” she conceded. “And how old are you, Mr.—well—Doe?”

			“What,” he asked—though more curiously, apparently, than combatively, “would that have to do—with defending me?”

			“A lot,” Elsa told him quite truthfully. “If it embraces enough years for you to have piled up a long police record in. For it—but how about that? Have you a police record—here in Chicago?”

			“No,” was his reply. But, she noticed, he did not amplify his statement by saying that he had no record elsewhere.

			“Be honest with me now, Mr.—well, Mr. Doe,” she urged him. “For if the record exists, I can impound all the information in it at the Bureau of Records, myself. In fact, the State’s Attorney will have the actual record-card itself at your trial—if it exists.”

			“He won’t have my record-card,” he said decisively, “at any trial!” And there was a sort of triumph in his voice which made Elsa wonder in what far metropolis of the world that record-card lay buried!

			Which satisfied her, however, as she saw no reason why any criminal case should be decided on anything other than its own merits.

			“Well then,” she assured him, “about your age, the matter isn’t of so much moment; but nevertheless—well—you’re how old?”

			“Old enough to be your father,” he replied, unsmilingly.

			“Oh—come—come,” she said. “You’re 35—within a year or so one way or the other, are you not?”

			“Right,” he returned, “only without the year or so either way. And that’s why I still say that I’m old enough to be your father. For—”

			Elsa, raising her hand peremptorily, put a speedy stop to this useless discussion about ages, the tenor of which held, at best, only the half-contemptuous suggestion that she herself was not out of the doll-playing stage yet.

			“You’re not stating, I suppose, Mr. Doe—where your home is?”

			“Gladly. It’s anywhere in the world where they have a hat hook.”

			“Meaning anywhere you hang your hat?” she nodded. “Well, that’s general enough! Education?”

			“Just what,” he objected, “would that have to do with defen—”

			“An educated defendant, on the witness stand, can sometimes help his case—where an uneducated one often hangs himself! That’s all. So—what education have you had?”

			He gave a curt, hard laugh. And replied.

			“University. The University of Hard Knocks. All the courses—and a postgraduate course to boot.”

			She smiled very faintly. “Well—your attorney now knows one per cent more about her client than she did when we began this questioning.” She paused. “Well, why now, Mr. Doe—here, of all the ridiculous appellations, ‘Mr. Doe’ is the worst!—suppose I call you John?—for after all, you’re my client—and a client in a matter involving life and death—why on earth, John, did you sign up all those papers letting the State’s Attorney rush you to trial?”

			“Why? Because, Elsa, I—”

			“Elsa? Here—here—my name is Miss—”

			“If we’re getting down to first names around here,” he said testily, “turn about is fair play. All right! Why did I sign up all those papers? So’s I could get to trial, of course. And get it over with. And be on my way. I made it a condition, however, that I’d sign the whole batch only if I got a trial tonight—and before Judge Hilford Penworth.”

			“But why before Penworth—of all judges?”

			“Why? Because I heard—though in another city than this—that he had an ultra-legal mind.”

			“Well,” she frowned, “that I’ve ascertained myself—within the last ten minutes. By a brief phone-talk with an attorney who’s tried cases before every judge in Cook County. But I heard also something else—that Judge Penworth is plenty hard. Why, John—you could have selected a dozen judges on the Chicago Criminal Bench more downright easy than he is, and you could even have—why oh why,” she broke off, “didn’t you at least wait till you had counsel? Even though I haven’t had a—er—a world of experience, I can get info—the low-down—on anything. And I—”She broke off again. “Well, John, I’m your attorney now—and so—are you guilty or not guilty? That is, John, you don’t need to say anything with your lips—just make me a sign. Raise your middle finger, lying there on your knee, if you’re guilty—and your index finger if you’re not guilty—though—” But Elsa didn’t finish what was in her mind. “Which—John?”

			“Not guilty, my dear sweet young infant out of the nursery.” But he held up both middle fingers.

			“Is—that—nice?” she echoed. “To refer to me as being just out of the nursery? Well—whether or no—the infant. out of the nursery, has been appointed to defend you on the ‘toughest rap’ that anyone in this man’s town ever faced.”

			“Looks kind of bad, eh?” he said, his brown eyes fastened queryingly on her.

			“Bad? Bad—plus! The particulars of your arrest are all in the Despatch; and since the State’s Attorney’s own brother wrote the story—and the opposition papers, out since, haven’t apparently altered a single fact!—then the facts must all be practically correct. And when I leave here, moreover, I’m to step upstairs to the Grand Jury Room and pick up a copy—the second carbon imprint!—of your actual indictment, which is elsewhere in the building for the moment—for it seems, John, they indicted you not more than 30 minutes ago. The State’s Attorney, far from bothering in the least to block or harass your attorney—as so often happens—hasn’t even yet, according to something I gathered from the lockup keeper out yonder, phoned down to learn who’s reporting here to represent you. For he’s holding a royal flush in diamonds—and doesn’t mind who plays across the table from him! Anyway,” Elsa added, “I’ll say matters look plenty bad. And—” Elsa paused. “will you take my word, John, that this cell is at the end of a long corridor—and that nobody is in any cell between here and the lockup keeper’s desk? And that I wouldn’t let you discuss your case if what we said were overhearable?”

			“I guess I could take your word, sweet child, on that.”

			“All right. But let’s drop the ‘child’ business, John. And specially the ‘sweet child’ business. All right, then. Now may I ask you first, John, what you were doing today on the corner of Adams and Dearborn Street with—but wait—first of all, how on earth did you happen to give out this beautiful yarn to the Despatch concerning this wonderful ‘amnesia’ alibi?”

			“You sound sarcastic! Moreover, I gave no yarn—to any Despatch. The S.A. sent one of his spies down here to pump me—so I just helped to fill up his pitcher to the brim!”

			“I’ll say you filled it! Only, John, ’twas a newspaperman you handed that yarn out to.”

			“A newspaperman? The son of a lug said he was my attorney—but I knew he was lying. I figured he was—but what was his name?”

			“Hugh Vann.”

			“Hugh Vann? Well—what more can you want? With the S.A. being named Vann too?”

			“Yes, I know, but Hugh Vann was a legitimate newspaper­man—and not spying for his brother.”

			A mirthless smile spread over his lips.

			“And this weird wild alibi—” she began.

			“Weird? Wild? What’s wrong with it?”

			“What’s wrong with it? Oh, quite nothing! Merely that the Revolving Lamp Drugstore didn’t have its revolving lamp in its window three days ago when you first presumably gazed at it—not, in fact, till this morning; while the City Hall store didn’t have its in its window today. That’s all that’s wrong with that alibi!”

			He grinned broadly for at least a second. But his grin quickly faded. “So you looked into that, eh, Miss Attorney?”

			“I—and somebody else! For the owner of those two stores got a phone call—even before I saw him—asking about that very feature—and requesting him to keep quiet.”

			She surveyed him troubledly. “And so that—that was to be your defense, John?”

			“That,” he said contemptuously, “was just a piece of fantastic cotton wool to ram down the throat of a dirty spy from the State’s Attorney’s office who thought he could fool me. And if he used it for a newspaper story—well—no harm done anybody.”

			Elsa was reactively silent.

			“Well, that’s that, then—and I’m glad at least that you’re not figuring to squat atop a soapbubble like that! And so now, getting back to what I started to ask you a minute ago, what, John, were you doing on the corner of Adams and Dearborn Streets today with that Chinese boy’s skull?”

			“I wasn’t—that is, so far as I know—on the corner of Adams and Dearborn Streets today with any Chinese boy’s skull.”

			“Why, John—they found it—in the box under your arm—after the box almost screamed attention you were there.”

			“Screamed attention? Hell—fire! And I’m talking to you as I would to a real attorney now—and not an infant. Why, you could trip up one of these Chicago coppers with one of your shoes—and he wouldn’t know you were there. No, it was the big clergyman—ecclesiastic—that caused me to catch my pickup.”

			“I’ll say it was! And that big ecclesiastic, John, will be one of the principal and main witnesses against you. For he’s head of his particular church here in Chicago. While that deaf-and-dumb man—at least presumably deaf to you!—who stood off on the curb, was his friend—and is director of a deaf-and-dumb school here—and a well-known honored member of society.”

			There could have been no doubt whatsoever to anyone that the reddish-haired John Doe was completely flabbergasted.

			“Well—I’ll be!” he ejaculated. “And—and that gazabo wasn’t deaf himself—at all?”

			“Not by a darn sight, John. And he heard every word of your conversation with the ecclesiastic—as you call him.” John Doe was extremely silent, unsmilingly so. So Elsa took up the cudgel of her questioning.

			“And why, John, when this ecclesiastic—Archbishop Stanley Pell, his name is—though I believe he introduced himself right off as Archbishop Pell—why, when he did so, and asked you what was in the box, did you say ’twas the Chinese boy’s skull—and that you’d successfully broken into the State’s Attorney’s safe?”

			“Suppose I say I didn’t?”

			“You didn’t? Oh, come, come, John. They’ve got two witnesses to swear that you did. Not to omit the skull itself.”

			“But maybe I didn’t say—what you claim I said?”

			“Well,” she replied helplessly, “maybe you’re taking me too literally. They claim you replied specifically—when asked what was in your box—‘Wah Lee’s skull.’ ”

			“Well if so—so what?”

			“If so—so what? Good God, John. You—well, they claim you also said, right after that, and in apparent explanation of your first words, ‘I cracked Vann’s pete.’ Now I may be only a girl, John, but I’ve read up enough millions of words about your world that I don’t need a glossary to know what those terms stand for.”

			“Well,” he sighed, “I suppose if two men say I said that—that settles it, eh? Of course you stated, when you queried me about it, that I said I had the Chinese boy’s skull, and that I’d just broken into the State Attorney’s safe.”

			“Well, verbal analogy only, John. So—why on earth did you say all that? Did you think, when the Archbishop came up to you, that he was another man?”

			“What do you think, Elsa?”

			“Miss Colb—oh, what’s the use,” broke off Elsa. “It’s trouble enough to buck all the counter-questions you pass back—without trying to get you to be decently formal. After all, no use, anyway, of maintaining formality with a man about to be tried for his life. For—listen, John, let me interpose a question quite off the line for a second. If you’re convicted tonight, have you got any money—five hundred dollars or so—to file an appeal bond?”

			“I will answer that one,” he said. “Nary cent!”

			“Then do you know, John, that you can be strapped within the electric chair within ten days from tonight?”

			“Ten days? Well—I knew that the time between sentence and execution has been shortened in all the States, but ten day—“

			“Yes, ten days—under the laws of last year. And you can’t stay it unless an appeal bond is filed—covering all the initial costs of transcripts of evidence and all.”

			“Rich man’s law, eh?” he said bitterly.

			“I didn’t pass it,” she replied hastily. “Well, we’ll get back to cases. You asked me a moment ago whether I thought you thought the Archbishop was another man. Yes, to be frank, I naturally do.”

			“All right then. What next?”

			“All right, then. Well, did you think he was one of the Parson Gang?”

			“The Parson Gang?” His face did not move. Whether it was blank ignorance—or a mask—she simply could not determine.

			“Yes, the Parson Gang, a gang which operated here around 13—14—years ago. And up, I guess, to some few years later. Yes, I know I was an infant back in those days; but I’ve picked up—from a source I won’t mention!—a little about the old Chicago criminal history of those days—and about a certain famous local case, as well, which plainly is connected with—with your predicament. So—did you think the Archbishop was a member of that old Parson Gang—or rather, some present existing remnant of it? For they all used to wear, as I understand it—however, what does it matter. You thought, when he approached you in that garb, that you were talking to somebody supposed to contact you that way.”

			“Why do you think that?” he asked with, plainly, honest curiosity.

			“Because you wouldn’t have drenched a dignified ecclesiastic with, a flood of crook lingo if you hadn’t. But never mind. My business is to try like the devil to ameliorate your position.” Elsa paused flounderingly. “Well, you’ll at least admit to me, John, won’t you—that you knew that Mr. Vann’s safe had been robbed—a man killed—and that the thing taken had been the skull of a certain Chinese boy?”

			“I’ll deny on the witness stand that I knew any of that,” he declared arrogantly.

			“Well then,” she persisted patiently, “we’ll leave the killing part out of it. You’ll at least admit, then, that you knew that Mr. Vann’s safe had been robbed—and a Chinese boy’s skull taken in that robbery?”

			“I’ll deny on the stand that I knew that—likewise,” he retorted.

			“You will?” she returned, quite flabbergasted. “Well, how then,” she inquired, a bit caustically, “will you explain to—say—the Court—being able to convey all the facts of that crime—and so early as half-past noon today, which as I understand it, was the approximate hour of your arrest—when the facts themselves weren’t of public record till 2:30 today—in a Despatch story that was a scoop handled by the State’s Attorney’s own brother, its details guarded like nobody’s business?”

			“Well, I said,” he retorted, changing his position uneasily, “that I’ll deny knowing those facts altogether. And I take it that my denial would rule out any further question as to how I might have known them.” He nodded sagely. “Yes, of course. For certainly I’ll deny that I knew Mr. Vann’s safe had been robbed, as well as that I knew a Chinese boy’s skull had been taken in the robbery That is—if it was!”

			Elsa stared at him.

			“So you’ll just deny them, eh’ Just—like that? Good Lord, John, do you think for a single minute that any court in the land will accept it as a coincidence that you just jollily and brightly said you’d cracked a certain man’s pete—when that man’s pete already had been cracked!—and that you had, in your box, the identical thing stolen from that pete?”

			“We-ell, no—I suppose no court would just offhand accept a coincidence like that. No.”

			“Then why on earth expect me to—” Elsa broke off. “Listen, John, your trial lies less than 4 hours away. Do you realize that the longer you play cats and dogs with me in this cell here, the less time I’ve got to frame any kind of a defense for you? Insanity—or heavens knows what? I—”

			“But lady, lady,” he expostulated, “you come at me—slam-bang—asking me what I was doing with thus-and-so in my possession—without even being decent enough to ask me first whether I did have thus-and-so in my possession, So naturally—”

			“All right. I get you. It happens, unfortunately, that the skull you had in your possession is that of Wah Lee, a kidnaped Chinese boy. One hundred per cent corroboratable, as such. But, adhering to the technicalities of fair language, whose skull was it—according to your knowledge?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			“No. But whoever’s sconce it was, it certainly wasn’t that of any Chink youth—that, I’m willing to wager my life on.”

			“Willing? Well, you’re wagering your life in this game—whether you’re ‘willing’ or not! And—well then—who gave you the skull?”

			“Nobody gave it—as you put it—to me.”

			“Nobody? In heaven’s name, John, how do you suppose I can—” She broke off. And realized that she looked exceedingly downcast at that moment.

			And he seemed to sense her oppression, and to want—or at least half-want, anyway—to help her; for he spoke to her—a bit uncertainly, to be sure—and for the first time there was a sort of half-warm kindliness in his tones.

			“Girl,” he said, “I’m sorry—because you’ve got your information to get, of course, and I—but I can’t give you any answers to your questions. First, where I got the skull. Wah Lee’s—so you claim it is—nor second, why I told the big churchman—well—what I did tell him, yes, including that I presumably had the skull of a Chinese boy who I certainly didn’t know was figuring in any famous—”

			“You—you—you dare to even claim, John,” she said aghast, “that you didn’t even know that Wah Lee was the central figure of a big kidnaping, murder and extortion case?”

			“No. I gathered today, when the S.A. was down here—rather, before even that—when a gink who called himself ‘Leo Kilgallon’ and openly admitted he was the S.A.’s assistant, was down here—that all that Wah Lee stuff broke way back 13 and 10 years ago respectively. At times when I was out of touch with the world. For in all of the 13th year back, I was in Brazil. Back in the very jungles. And in the 10th year back, in a South African hospital with a draining abscessed appendix—or place where the appendix had been.”

			“Well then,” she said half helpfully, “somebody who got you into all this obviously informed you that the skull was Wah Lee’s. Did they not?”

			“What do you think?” he retorted, again falling back to his invariable defense.

			Elsa was more than irritated. She was close to being infuri­ated. She had a powerful impulse to rise and stamp her little foot and scream at him to quit his asinine poker-playing. She knew, however, that if she did, he would only smile sar­donically at her exhibition of weakness. But she could not control the vehemence in her tones.

			“What do I think?” she almost cried. “I—I think I would like to hit you on the nose—you fool idiot! Here you are, literally standing on the edge of the electric chair—and I your only hope—and to everything I ask you, you answer—’what do I think!”

			“Well—why not?” he retorted, with almost genuine sincerity. “I like to know what you think. You’re a damned sweet kid—such a one as I’ve been looking for all my life, and—”

			“Lis—ten,” she said, sarcastically, “is—is this, by any chance—a proposal of marriage?”

			“What do you—”

			“Enough!” she said, raising her hand. “Now listen here, you—you John Doe. You may as well make up your mind. You’re going to have to explain to me, here and now, what you’re going to have to explain to the Court, whether or no. Why you were at that spot. Why you had Wah Lee’s skull in that box. And why oh why oh why oh why you actually told a man you had it—and that you’d cracked the State’s Attorney’s safe to get it. You’ve either got to explain it all here and now, or else—”

			“Or else—what?” His voice was implacably cool.

			“What? Well, I’ll tell you what! I won’t take your case.”

			“Okay then,” he replied quietly, and a bit sardonically.

			“It looks as though you won’t take my case. And I really regret that—for you’re a smart kid—and a pretty kid and—”

			“So I’m pretty, eh?” she commented, and there was more than mere sarcasm in her tones now—there was downright bitterness. “Now I do know,” she added, “that you’ll baldly swear to any lie.”

			“That’s not a lie,” he retorted roughly. “And I’m not being gallant. You are a pretty kid—with the kind of hair I ought to have had, but didn’t get. Swell all-red hair! And a cute freckle on your upturned nose. And—but let it pass. I’ll not answer those questions.”

			“All—right!” said Elsa, grimly. “And I’ll be leaving and—” And she rose. And reached for the electric button which would summon the lockup keeper, and which button she knew had been turned on during the while she would be closeted with her client. But, with an uneasy laugh, she sat abruptly down again.

			“A reversal like that,” commented her client, “really deserves some sort of an answer. The best it’ll be, however, is that I shan’t claim here—or in court—that anybody ‘gave’ the skull to me—nor told me it was Wah Lee’s. Nor will I even admit here—or in court—that I ever heard of the kidnap case either, nor of the Parson Gang. If, that is,” he qualified, smilingly, “whatever attorney defends me takes the proper stand and insists that such pre-knowledge, or lack of such pre-knowledge, is absolutely irrelevant to the question at issue!”

			She faced him helplessly.

			“Well, all I can say, you fool John, is that if you won’t—er—can’t claim that somebody passed the skull to you—then you’re guilty yourself of stealing it. In which case—listen—are you, John, protecting somebody else?”

			“I’ve nobody to protect. But John Doe.”

			“And you’re protecting him,” Elsa commented mirthlessly, “like—like a general who gives the soldiers in his front line trenches felt hats instead of iron hats.”

			He smiled. Though not a cheerful smile.

			“What made you change your mind, just now,” he asked, “about sticking with me?”

			“What? I’ll tell you what! I’ve been informed by the judge that I’m disbarred if I don’t take your case. And try your case. And to which case, I’ll admit, I wasn’t warm when it was offered me.”

			“Well, what do you care,” he queried, “if you are disbarred? You’ll be marrying eventually—if not much, much sooner—a swell kid like you never goes unplucked from the garden of life—and so why not check out now?”

			“You’re quite a gallant,” she retorted coolly. “And it’s plain to be seen that you’ve had lots to do with many women. But I don’t intend to get disbarred. Because nobody is going to want a dried-up woman lawyer for a wife. And if I wait for that—however, there’s plenty other reasons also why I don’t care to be disbarred.” She paused.

			“John, let’s get down to brass tacks. You’re awfully cocky—for a man who may get strapped into the chair. Have you an alibi—corroboratable by people of reputable standing—for the hour of that murder last night?”

			“What was the hour of the murder?”

			“What was the hour of—” Elsa paused. “Well—since you told the Archbishop you cracked the safe—you ought to know! But it was committed at 10:43. And provable 3 ways, as I understand matters. Practically 4 ways—if we include Inspector Scott’s skilled estimate as to the time the—the victim’s body had been dead.”

			“I have no alibi—corroboratable by people of reputable standing—” It was plain he was mimicking her.”—for 10:43 last night. Nor, the same, for many hours before—nor many hours after.”

			“Then by God, John—and I’m cussing now, and with no reservations—why don’t you plead guilty—and take 20 years? I—yes—I think I might be able to drive a bargain with the judge in chambers before the trial—and get you that. In which case, no trial, maybe, technically would have been held and—”

			“Wait, redhead! That’s out! Serve 20 years—when I’m innocent? What do you take me for? Eat beans and java and stew inside a 2-by-4 cell—for 20 long years? Listen—you have a hot proposition. Nothing—doing, Miss Colby.”

			“Well—you are exorcised! For in your own excitement you forgot and actually called me Miss Colby!” She paused.

			“Well, am I to understand then, John, that you’re going to tell me quite nothing?”

			“Quite,” he said firmly. “Nothing more than what I just have. And which, in essence, is nothing. And which, perhaps, is far more than I should have. For you see, charming child, I realize that you were sent down here by the S.A. to find out everything you could on me, and—”

			“Me?” she ejaculated, just getting the drift of his words, and quite aghast. “Sent down here—by the S.A.? Well, I—like—that, John! Must I go upstairs and bring down some credentials? If so, I’ll have to—”

			He waved away the credentials which had not yet even been presented to him!

			“I wouldn’t believe a bushel basket of alleged credentials which you might bring down,” he said contemptuously.

			“And now, Elsa girl, go back to Mr. Vann—and tell him that I’ve enjoyed my visit with his charming messenger—and tell him also that I compliment him on his ability to read human nature—and to know exactly the exact type of sweet girl-child to send down here to do expert fishing in me!—and I really mean that about you, Elsa girl—but tell him I’ve nothing to send up to him. And—”

			“John—John—John,” Elsa broke in reprovingly. “I am your lawyer! I positively am. And what can I do—to make you believe that?”

			He was studiedly reflective, for a moment, as though he were not one hundred per cent sure of his own surmise.

			“Well—I’ll tell you,” he declared briefly. “If—when Court opens tonight, with the clerk rapping for order, and saying ‘Hear ye, hear ye, etcetera’—you’re stationed there at my elbow, named by the clerk as defense counsel—and you get up in court, following the State’s Attorney’s introduction of himself as prosecutor, and introduce yourself officially in the records as defense counsel, then I’ll know at last that you are my lawyer.”

			“And that moment,” she said bitterly, “will be a hell of a time to prepare any kind of a defense whatsoever!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIV

			Signed—On the Dotted Line!

			State’s Attorney Vann, seated in his swivel chair—but turned a full 180 degrees from its regular position facing his desk!—stared curiously at the odd-looking prisoner who had just been sent over to him by Captain Matt Congreve of the Detective Bureau. In back of Vann, on the desk now standing behind him, lay a typewritten document headed, in capitals, PRISONER’S CONFESSION, two of whose three stapled foolscap sheets were turned back, and the remaining sheet of which carried a somewhat trembly, uncertain signature. Cap­tain Congreve’s special emissary, Big Art Kelgrave—who, rather coincidentally, was a member of Vann’s under-cover investigative staff delegated to report secretly on conditions in the police department—sat off to one side, his 260 pounds of weight firmly holding down an ornate armchair, his clean-shaven face showing—at this late hour of the afternoon—blue-black around the chin and hair areas, and the handcuff by which he had brought his prisoner over still dangling from his own wrist. While Leo Kilgallon, Vann’s youthful yet own personal assistant in the regular State’s Attorneyship work, stood off against the same wall, straight­ening his black bow tie, and staring as curiously, through jet-black eyes, toward the prisoner as even did Vann.

			As for the prisoner, he was a slight little fellow of about 25, with fragile eyeglasses perched on a well-shaped nose, yet appended safely to his vest by a broad black ribbon. He wore a black Windsor tie, and his cheeks were—of all things—rouged! He was gazing somewhat moodily towards his own shoe-tips.

			“Come, come, Wainwright,” Vann was saying, “speak up. For your confession, I tell you, just won’t hold water!

			Two of my own investigators were at that party all last night where you were—though on a different matter—and one of them was right at your elbow all through the very hour of Reibach’s murder. Why did you do this thing?”

			The little fellow said nothing.

			“I’m rather thinking,” Vann said dryly, “that if Captain Congreve had known that that invitation he unearthed in the lining of your coat referred to Buford van der Zook the younger—and without a phone!—instead of to Buford van der Zook Senior—of South Shore Drive—and with a phone—he’d have been booting you out of his office by this time instead of shoving you over here in my lap. But alack and alas—two van der Zooks—both artists—and your beautiful alibi remained hidden! And—but come, come—why did you do it?”

			The little fellow remained silent.

			“Well,” persisted Vann, “why then, did you call me up from over there in Captain Congreve’s office, and pretend to be Dr. Gregor Miranovski, the hypnotic specialist?”

			“How—how could I do that?” said the little fellow.

			“How? Well, my two investigators at that party last night said you rendered some mighty fine imitations. And the min­ute you spoke here, a few minutes back, I caught the unmistakable tones I’d just heard over the phone ten minutes before. So—why did you do it?”

			“I didn’t.”

			Kelgrave spoke up—and harshly. “See here, Wainwright, as sure as I’m the head of Captain Congreve’s Narcotic Squad—and as sure as I was called in by him to size you up, and okay you as not being a hophead—I’ll make you tell us who you did call up there in Cap’s triple-glass booth.

			And—” He turned to Vann. “He made it a condition that he wouldn’t finish putting his name on this confession unless he could hold a confab with his lawyer. And so—” He rose menacingly from his chair toward the captive. “And we let you talk in there for 5 full minutes. Now you say who you called up, or—”

			Vann raised a hand.

			“Wainwright,” he said, “unless you come out, and pronto, and tell us why you did it, I’m going to lock you and Art here in a cell together and—”

			The little fellow blanched a bit under his rouge.

			“I robbed your safe,” he said, “and killed Reibach while doing it. I slipped out last night, at that dinner at van der Zook’s, and took a cab, and—”

			“Oh come, come, Wainwright,” Vann expostulated wearily. “Listen here, man, now that your actual confession’s in front of me, I can point out one single point in it, that by itself alone, nullifies the whole thing! A most artistic touch all right—that point!—but unfortunately just one of those instances, Wainwright, where the artist gilded the lily—and spoiled both the lily and the gilt! But quite aside from all that, before this paper ever got here—within 5 minutes, in fact, after Captain Congreve called me and said he was sending you over, I knew your confession was baloney by 100 per cent. For I had my investigator’s report showing that of all the persons in Chicago, you—plus 12 others—couldn’t have done that particular crime. And so I knew you must have confessed solely on the basis of that Despatch story which hit the stands at 2:30. And so—if you’d expected your confession to be even at least temporarily ‘confirmed’—you’d have had to work mighty fast to drop a sledge in the river, at or near where some diver was working where Congreve could later pick it right up again! And to get a watch engraved with your initials to slide under that safe. Anyway, Wainwright,” Vann went on patiently, “it just hit me, squarely between the eyes, that 40 feet or so to each side of my old building, the Klondike, there’s a source for all you would have needed—lock store and hardware to one side—watch engraver and secondhand watches to the other—and the story, at least to me, was then complete! In brief, I had Leo Kilgallan, my assistant here, across the street in 1 minute flat; and one minute later he was phoning me that you’d been in both places. Around 2:45. Buying a Copeley master key and a sledge in one—and an engraved watch in the other.

			So, Wainwright, you should be able to see now that your confession is exploded at absolutely every angle. So speak up, now. Why did you do it? Answer, or—or—or—” Vann felt himself to be utterly floundering, in the face of this shrinking and quite unbelligerent captive.

			Leo Kilgallon, however, was speaking up. Hastily.

			“Listen, Boss—when I was sitting next Mayor Sweeney’s elbow, the other day, at the Council Meeting—when he was conducting the meeting, of course—there was one alderman—Alderman Lenn—who was blocking the Traction Settlement by one vote. And Mayor Sweeney said to this bird—”

			“Said what, Leo? What the devil has Mayor Sweeney’s council meetings got to do with this session?”

			“Just,” proclaimed Leo dryly, “that Mayor Sweeney said to this alderman: ‘John, you require logic; and so I’m going to have the rest of the boys here lock you up, for 5 minutes only, in the cloak room with Alderman McGare yonder—who was heavyweight champion in his day—for just a little logical confab. So why don’t you vote now, John?’ And, Boss, Alderman Lenn swallowed several times, looked at the rest of the crowd and voted for the Traction Settlement.”

			“I get it,” said Vann, himself dryly. “However, Leo, the Mayor was fooling—that old ‘cloak-room lockup’ is one of his time-worn council meeting chestnuts—though I dare say Alderman Lenn had a sudden panic that this time it might materialize! But what I’m going to say now—will be no fooling.” And he turned to the prisoner. “Now you answer me why you did this—or you and Kelgrave here go downstairs into a cell together—as I promised you!—but with a piece of rubber hose in lieu of a heavyweight championship!”

			The little fellow looked exceedingly pained.

			“Then—then,” he said, “my confession—won’t even make the papers?”

			“Hell—no! Not when it’s exploded. How could it?”

			The little fellow sighed wearily.

			“Why did you do it,” Vann asked again, for he was more curious than angry. And intensely relieved to find that a certain telephone conversation he had thought he had just had with a presumed “Dr. Miranovski” was now spurious.

			“Well,” said Mr. Piffington Wainwright—that being, it seemed, the prisoner’s full name—with a deep sigh, “it does look, all right, as though my perfect edifice is crumbling at my feet—has crumbled! And so—but see here, Mr. Vann, I—I think I have a right at least to drive a bargain. About—well, you see, Mr. Vann, your statements as to the very facts which seem to conflict utterly with my confession of this affair don’t appall me really so much as your statement that there is—or was—an artistic flaw in it. I feel that you must be wrong on that. And I think I have a right to demand that you tell me exactly what such flaw is, before I—”

			“Ordinarily,” said Vann dryly, “we don’t make bargains around here—certainly not when we have people like Art Kelgrave here, of the Narcotics Squad, with such nice big fists as he has!—to go into a cell, for a little while, with would-be bargainers! On the other hand, we are able to see when a simple bargain expedites things for everybody concerned. And so—to play ball with you, Wainwright—let me say, in brief, that your flaw dealt with the black-burlap-covered folding screen that cuts off—or rather partially cuts off—the old couch in my office, and the existence and description of which screen you got, of course, from the caption under that left uppermost picture in today’s Despatch story. Your flaw, in fact, lay in the very burlap of that screen!”

			“Then—then there could be no flaw,” Mr. Wainwright insisted courteously. “For I once worked, in New York City, as a burlap clerk—and rose so high that I became what is known as a lapilist—which is a specialist on burlaps. I even created a mathematical formula that is used today among burlap workers to calculate roughly the weave of a piece of burlap. By stretching a length of it vertically. And putting something in back of it. And then ascertaining the number of feet from it at which the full outlines of the object behind it can be discerned, and applying the formul—”

			“And right there, Wainwright,” put in Vann, a bit amused in spite of himself, “is where you fell down. A fact! For you state here—” and Vann turned and referred to the paper. “—you state here that after you got into my office, and closed the door, and put on the lights, you heard a definite ‘thump-thump-thump’ which later on you found was the beat of your own heart but which just then you were positive was the heart-beat of another individual in the room; that you felt almost certain that my office girl must have stayed downtown, curled up on the couch—with her feet, of course, drawn away from the part of the couch you could see—and dropped off to sleep. And that you advanced catlike across the room until you could see, through the burlap weave, the outlines of the couch, and that it was empty—”

			“But burlap is transparent,” the little man almost cried. “At certain ranges.”

			“Yea bo!” conceded Vann agreeably. “But not the burlap on my folding screen! Wainwright, that black burlap has had applied to the back of it, only, no less than four coats of heavy black paint, till the screen is absolutely opaque. Till every interstice between warp and woof is filled up. The reason therefore is that now and then I have occasion to sneak back over there to steal a brief snooze—and when I want light cut off from me—I want it cut off well—and entirely! Wainwright, you could, in actuality, have gone over and placed your nose squarely against that black burlap—and still you couldn’t have looked through it—there isn’t so much as a pore for a fly to look through; the only single point that you could have peered through you didn’t mention in this document: that was a knifehole that I made myself only last week by plunging through that thick-painted burlap a stiletto taken off of that murderer Spinelli, who claims he couldn’t have killed Borgiotti because Borgiotti wore a painted burlap vest, and because Spinelli’s stiletto was too dull. Well, it wasn’t—for it went through my screen—and left a quite evident hole, but which hole is itself even too far above the outline of that couch to reveal anything. So all that you claimed you elicited, Wainwright, through looking through that burlap, was zero, and—well, are you satisfied now that sometimes an artistic touch is too artistic?”

			The little fellow smiled ruefully.

			“Well, at that,” he said, “it was only an artistic flaw with respect to your inside knowledge of things.” He sighed again. “Well, I guess the jig is up—as they used to say in the old melodramas. And I’ll have to speak. So all right. I will. And am. I confessed J. D.’s crime—in order to get a contract broken.”

			“A contract brok—but here?—J. D.?—you know the man—who did the crime?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“But—J. D.? Why—”

			“John Doe,” explained the little fellow. “That’s what the Despatch story called him. So to myself, since I read it, I’ve just been referring to him as J. D.”

			“I see. Well, what’s this—about you trying to get a contract broken? Who is the contract with?”

			“With a big radio-program purveying firm in New York City called Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster.”

			“I’ve heard of them. And the contract was between them and one, Piffington Wainwright, I take it?”

			“That—is right—yes. Except, of course, that my name on the contract is my legal name.”

			“Your—legal name? Well—isn’t Piffington Wainwright your right name?”

			“Well—it is—and it isn’t! My legal name is just ‘P. Wainwright.’ No more—no less. Just P. Wainwright. In short, the way I was christened. You see, I—I had a grandfather, now dead, who financed one of his daughters—my mother—also now dead!—through childbirth, providing she would christen her first son just ‘P.’ And allow him later to select his own first name. Grandfather hoped, you see, that that grand­son—myself, of course—would later voluntarily take his own first name. Which I did not! For—for his name was Pepperduff. I simply tossed Grandfather’s name completely aside, for a less freakish one. I—I took Piffington, for mine. It was from an English novel that I’d read—and re-read—about a dozen times. I—I liked the name. And so I took it.”

			Vann stared. “Well,” he commented dryly, “it does, to say the least, smell of dank castles—and tea at four in the drawing room! Personally, I’d rather have Pepperduff. Or Just Peter.” He continued to stare puzzledly at the other.

			“And so,” he mused, “ ’twas no dice, eh, for Grandfather—when it came to seeing his ‘P. Wainwright’ grandchild taking his own first name?”

			Mr. Piffington—by self-admitted selection!—Wainwright —by birth!—nodded.

			“Well, where, now,” asked Vann, “is this contract now? The one signed just ‘P. Wainwright’? Your copy, that is?”

			“I had just mailed it—to a cousin of mine who—well, he has some ideas on such things as—as breaking contracts—when I picked up that Despatch.”

			“Well, we don’t need the contract. Just the circumstances. Exactly what do you do for Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster?”

			“I write—well I write the Bedtime Animal Tales for Tiny Tots—which ‘Uncle Griffy’ tells two nights a week.”

			“The devil you say, Wainwright!” And Vann’s face lighted up. “My little girl can’t be torn away from our radio on the nights that goes on. And we can’t even fool her as to the nights, either. She knows! So—you write those tales?”

			“Yes,” said Mr. Wainwright, scornfully, “I write those tales—all about how the Big Gray Rabbit said to the Little Brown Mouse—” He broke off, apparently disgusted.

			Vann was puzzled.

			“Well—why did you want this contract broken? Which I suppose was breakable at the option of the other parties only?”

			Mr. Wainwright nodded confirmation to the last question.

			“But why—” Vann repeated.

			“Because,” Piffington Wainwright explained, “the contract was for 20 years’ exclusive services—writing the—the goddamned things!”

			“That is,” Vann inquired, legalistically, “I take it that the party of the first part, one P. Wainwright, wasn’t actually compelled to turn out copy if he didn’t feel in the mood, but wasn’t permitted by the contract to—”

			“—to,” put in Mr. Wainwright, “write for any other similar firm—or for any magazine—or for the stage—or for any book publisher—or for television—or even for the screen!”

			“Whoops!” commented Vann. “That was an exclusive contract all right! But—all your Bedtime Tales—were accepted?”

			“Hell yes,” said the berouged Mr. Wainwright.

			“Well,” put in Vann, “it seems—but see here, a living’s a living, isn’t it? Was the rate of payment wrong?”

			“Oh no. It was fair enough—considering the microscopic size of the damn fool scripts.”

			“Fair, eh? Hm. Well—well, what did you want the contract broken for?”

			“Why? Why, so I can write other stuff, of course. For the radio.”

			“Other stuff? Such as—what?”

			“Why—crime-story stuff—fast action stuff—plot stuff—you know?—G-men—sinister Chinese villains—detectives—heroines being whisked along dark roads at midnight—mysterious objects that are the key to the location of vast fortunes—clashes in dark underground dens—in short, drama—and not—not god-damned conversational twaddle between moron rabbits and half-wit mice.”

			Vann had to grin in spite of himself.

			“Well, did you ever try getting your contract broken legitimately—that is, canceled?”

			“Yes. And they refused.”

			“They? Well, every firm is usually the expression of the personality and individuality of the head man of the firm. Which, in this case I take it, would be the first of those three names? Or Adlai?”

			“Yes. Adlai—Sanford Adlai is his full name—is the grand mogul of A. C. and G.”

			“Well—what kind of a man is Sanford Adlai?”

			“An A No. 1 son-of-a-bitch, from what I gather,” declared Mr. Wainwright coolly.

			“From what you gather? You have never met him?”

			“No, I—”

			“Then you haven’t contacted him—on getting a cancellation?”

			“Oh, yes, I have—but by letter only. You see, Adlai, though he is the firm—he owns 62 per cent of the stock in it —Adlai runs the firm from Pittsburgh, where his own products are manufactured. He—”

			“His own products? Being what?”

			“Why—he owns Shavene! And Glisteno Toothpaste! And I’ve inside information that he’s practically full owner of a marvelous new electric safety razor that’s to be put on the market very soon—The Morning Glider, it’s to be called—and the factory for the manufacture of it is being filled just now with the automatic machinery. Some bird with a head full of hackneyed ideas, of course, will get the job of writing the radio stuff for it—which being for men, is to be—so I understand—like that an the Magic Honeless Razor. While I—I will continue manufacturing rabbits—with all kinds of ears!”

			“And Adlai runs his firm from Pittsburgh?” Vann inquired.

			“Yes. He fancies himself to be—from what I understand—another James Gordon Bennett and Joseph Pulitzer combined. Likes to fire—hire—order—and countermand by wire. Listens to all the programs his firm controls, and often jacks them up by wire before the program is even signed off. He shuttles back and forth between Pittsburgh and Miami—and during such times as I’ve shuttled back and forth between the midwest and the East, the—”

			“—the shuttlecocks didn’t meet?” commented Vann, dryly. “But you at least took up with him, by letter, the cancellation of this contract?” Mr. Wainwright nodded.

			“And he refused?” Mr. Wainwright again nodded.

			“Why?”

			“Because he said nobody who could write such good stories about rabbits and mice could ever do the other kind of stuff.”

			“Hoist by your own perfect petard, eh? Well, how did you ever happen to sign this contract in the first place! Tying you up for 20 long years?”

			“Oh it’s a long long story,” declared Mr. Wainwright, spiritlessly. “You see, I’d stumbled accidentally into this line of writing by getting a bedtime animal tale accepted—and then continuing to turn them out. And then there came a time—but I won’t go into details. Sufficient to say that I needed a thousand dollars. In a lump sum. And they gave it to me. In a lump sum. But for consideration of that contract. And the pay-back of the thousand at the rate of $1 out of every subsequently used script.”

			“I see. An old method—but quite legitimate—for tying up a satisfactory creative worker.” Vann paused. “And so—when you saw that Despatch story—it occurred to you that if word was wired to New York that you were a brutal murderer—they themselves would announce cancellation?”

			“So I felt absolutely certain. For if they didn’t, every one of their sponsors buying programs from them would rise up and cancel their own contracts. And—well, you see, I had just been up to the office of a lawyer here—a foremost contract specialist1—asking whether that contract could be broken. And he told me no. But he—he dropped a sort of hint that if I could make myself the bee in Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster’s pants—they might cancel.”

			“Who was he?”

			“I—I refuse to drag him into it. He said it wasn’t ethical for him even to suggest such things.”

			“All right. We’re not advertising other attorneys here, anyway.” Vann paused puzzledly, half turned in his chair now, his eye on that typed “confession.”

			“And your grandfather was Pepperduff Wainwright, the lock expert and inventor?”

			“He was—yes. And when I saw that Paddington padlock on the door of your office, I knew that the key for a Copeley Master Padlock, Type B would open it.”

			“Weren’t you horror-stricken by Reibach’s body—on the floor?”

			“Not at all. I’ve often helped a certain friend—an undertaker here—to fix up lady corpses. That is, with respect to the rouging of their cheeks and lips.”

			Vann sighed.

			“You’re a very strange bird, Wainwright,” was all he said. And then: “Who is this girl you expect to marry?”

			“I—I refuse to drag her name into this.”

			“Well, by Godfrey, you didn’t pull your punches any—when it came to dragging in the name of a foremost Chicagoan. Yes—I refer to your use of the name of Philander Moriarity—our own Chief of Police. What on earth induced you to use him, of all persons—as the name of the man mentioned to you by the alleged ‘Jack Melbourne’ as being the old passer of inside police information to the old Parson Gang?”

			“We-ell—the attorney I was consulting def’nitely identified him for me as the man who, in plain clothes, had been a bit insulting to me one day on City Hall Block. And in the same breath told me that Mr. Moriarity had been known, in his day, as the Nemesis of the Parson Gang. And even in the same breath—to, he said, divert my calling up Mr. Moriarity’s house, and dropping some—er—Billingsgate on the latter’s head—my attorney told me that Mr. Moriarity was reported in the morning papers as flying to the coast—though with stop-off at Denver till the 3 p.m. Denver plane today.”

			“I see. Well, Chief Moriarity, because he’s of the political party opposed to me, will never believe other than that we induced you, with a piece of hose, to use his name. And—but the point is, anyway, that the use of his name gave you one individual who—being in the air above the Rocky Mountains—wouldn’t be contactable from the hour of your confession till late tonight. Yeah, I see.” Vann paused. “Well, the name of this girl you expect to marry is of no use to us anyway. But what would she have said—to your confessing to a murder?”

			“She? Well, when she would have learned all the circumstances, she would have agreed that I should have tried—what I did try.”

			“Hrmph!” Vann turned to the 260-pound Kelgrave.

			“Some prescience, Art, must have been in my cranium when I put Rufus Scott, the best burglary man on your bureau there, to examining those premises this morning—after I eased in to the Klondike Building there from St. Louis, and found that body.”

			“I don’t know, Mr. Vann,” said Kelgrave, “just what pressy-ince is—but I do know that Rufus Scott’s notes and camera shots and testimony’ll never be shaken on any witness stand. You’ve the best criminological expert and observer in all U.S.A. to go on the stand for you against your John Doe.”

			Vann turned to Wainwright.

			“Don’t you realize, Wainwright,” he said sternly, “that you could have jimmied up justice? Just suppose I hadn’t had those premises fully examined and checked up this morning —”

			“Well,” expostulated Mr. Wainwright, “I wouldn’t have known anything about the crime—if they hadn’t been. For then you wouldn’t have been retailing the facts to any newspaper. But anyway, I didn’t do anything but step across the body—slide my watch under the safe—imprint my fingertips on one wall—and then got out.”

			“Well, I’ll be taking your affidavit on that, of course. But that’s not the real point. Don’t you realize that you might have knocked Justice sky-high? Here I’ve got the real cracksman and murderer fast and tight. But what, now, if I’d quashed the indictment which I now have against him—on the pure strength of your confession?”

			“You wouldn’t have,” said Mr. Wainwright naively.

			“For, as Confucius said, ‘No man lets a bird fly out of his hand because another nestles in his hair.’ ”

			Vann grimaced.

			“And,” he commented dryly, “as Confucius didn’t say: ‘No man is safe in even rubbing noses against even the handle of a chair that carries 2200 volts.’ ”

			“Well, I wasn’t even doing that!” pronounced Mr. Wainwright. “For I had an alibi—14 persons—and 14 signatures—strong. And I could prove that the sledge and the watch came into the picture after the crime. And could show, by the key to that police padlock, how I got in as well.”

			Vann surveyed the other sourly.

			“Well, we’re going to bring this interview to an end, now. And—but one question: Why did you call me up, as Dr. Miranovski, and attempt to persuade me he could supply an alibi for my reddish-haired prisoner John Doe?”

			“Why? Why, to strengthen my own position. That reddish-haired man, from what I read in the Despatch, is hopelessly involved. I knew, of course, you’d check back eventually with Miranovski—and find that the call was spurious.”

			“But how’d you know I wouldn’t check back immediately—and right off the bat?”

			“I knew you couldn’t check back immediately. For I was up there to his office this morning—to get some specialized hypnotic info I need for—for a play I’m figuring to write some day—though, God help me, I’ll never be able to market it, because A. C. and G. will sue any producer that deals with me—anyway, Miranovski’s girl was temporarily out of the office—but somebody in the hall told me he was out of town. So I rang him hurriedly today, after I’d formed my plans, and confirmed that he was out of town. And so I knew it would be some time before you could locate him—by long distance.”

			Vann shook his head in helpless exasperation. Then spoke.

			“Well, Wainwright, I regret to say that there are no criminal statutes today—at least unrepealed—covering the gentle pastime of confessing murders! I am going to tuck you in a cell over at Central Police Headquarters nevertheless, till tomorrow—and give you bread and water only. And that, only providing you get busy and dictate your repudiation of this damned confession. And if you don’t, Art Kelgrave here has a powerful arm, and—but can you dictate?”

			“Yes—yes,” said Mr. Wainwright hurriedly. “Very—fluently.”

			“All right. Get busy.” Vann had already pressed a button. And Miss Jason, looking extremely curious, popped into the tiny conclave.

			“Miss Jason,” Vann instructed her, “I want you to take down a 300-word statement from this fellow here. Declaring what he did today in my office—how he did it—and why he did it. After which, type it up, and he’ll sign it. And—”

			One of the four phones on Vann’s desk rang sharply.

			“Wait!” he said. And raised the proper instrument.

			“State’s Attorney Vann speaking,” he said cheerfully.

			“Who’s calling?”

			And a second later the answer came. And by the cold ugly tone in which it was couched—plus the identity of the caller himself!—Vann perceived instantly that no less a person than Chicago’s State’s Attorney was—on the spot!

			
				
					1	The visit of Mr. Piffington Wainwright to the offices of Mr. Rutgers Allstyn, specialist in contracts, is set forth in an earlier novel by Harry Stephen Keeler entitled The Man with the Crimson Box.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XV

			On the Spot—One S. A.!

			“This is Cockerill Danielson,” a voice said frigidly. “Editor of the Evening Gazette. Though possibly you don’t know me, and—”

			“Oh—oh yes. Oh, hello, Danielson? And what can I do for you?” Vann’s tone was as pleasant as he could make it—since it was plain from Cockerill Danielson’s sarcastic words that he was on the warpath. And very much so!

			“You can give me 20 seconds,” said Danielson, “to tell you what the afternoon newspapers of Chicago think of you. And—”

			“What? What do you mean, Danielson?”

			“I’ll tell you what I mean, Vann. For I’ve just returned from a meeting held over at the Palmer House between the editors of Chicago’s afternoon papers. That is—” And Danielson’s voice, if at least not his words, grew bitterly sarcastic—“all but the Despatch! And I’m herewith telling you—on behalf of those who were there—that the thing you did today was the most unethical thing any State’s Attorney ever pulled in Chicago.”

			“What—what do you mean, Danielson?”

			“What do I mean? Good Christ, Vann—you ask that! Discovering a murder case in your own personal office this morning when you walked in—calling in Rufus Scott sub rosa to check it secretly—then locking the place—holding everything—and then giving it all out only to your own brother Hugh Vann. Plus the facts of an arrest you made later, to boot!”

			“But see here, Dan—er Cockerill,” Vann expostulated, “I had good reasons for keeping everything tight under cover. I wanted to put out a special city-wide pick-up order and—”

			“You can hold that, Vann,” retorted Danielson scornfully. “For when you did pass the facts of that crime to the press—you passed it to one paper only, the Despatch. And in plenty, plenty of time for the facts to be worked up—and completely written up in a big scoop.”

			“Says who?” Vann retorted boldly, knowing at least that 20 rewrite men, all working simultaneously, could amplify a skeleton synopsis into a big story in 1/20th of the time it would take one man to write it up.

			“Says who?” came back Danielson. “What do you think we are in this game, Vann? Half-wits? Why—but did you read the story your brother wrote?”

			“Hell no!” said Vann, truthfully. “Why should I read facts I already know? And besides, don’t you suppose I’ve been busier today than a legless Marathon runner?”

			“Busy, yes—keeping facts back from part of the Press. Well, for your own edification, Vann, your brother has a wind-up feature on the part of his story that was written before the later arrest bulletin, consisting of a comment by Wah Lung, Wah Lee’s father. In which Wah Lung says—but here—I’ll read it straight off from the Despatch in front of me.” And Danielson, evidently aiming for some point, read off the bereaved father’s alleged comment: “ ‘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 if I knew with absolute certitude who the man was 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.’ ” To which Danielson added: “And when your brother asks him here which of the two quite different statements is to be his official statement, Wah Lung says: ‘Was it not Confucius 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?’ ”

			“Well, now about Wah Lung’s statement,” Vann blustered, “I happen to know that Hugh got it, from him by phone, just as the Despatch was locking up its forms early this afternoon. And—”

			“Oh—yeah?” And from the biting scorn in the words, Vann knew Danielson had him. “Well, I just talked myself on the wire to Wah Lung, over there in his Inn of the Golden Dragon, on the Rialto, and he says that Hugh Vann came in there as early as 10 this morning—told him all the facts of how that skull had been unearthed by some Negro—and brought to your office in your absence—the full description of the skull, as given in the Negro’s deposition—the fact of the Negro having been killed yesterday in an accident—and the fact of the robbery last night, and the murder—and bound Wah Lung to secrecy by promise from Wah that he wouldn’t let the facts go to any rival paper. At least before 2:30. Which Wah Lung lived up to—being a Chinaman!—and a damn site whiter than a lot of State’s Attorneys in Illinois.”

			“Ouch!” said Vann to himself. And openly: “But see here, Cock—er Danielson, I’ve a right, don’t forget for a minute, to—”

			“And you can hold that too, Vann,” Danielson retorted, as scornfully as he had before. “Sure you have a right! A right to do any damn thing you want to do. Only—honorable State’s Attorney—your ‘divine right’ will cost you your re-election. Rather, your re-nomination. Since re-nomination this year, is re-election.”

			“How do you make that out?” Vann inquired guardedly.

			“How? Why, do you think Boss Hennerty will have you re-nominated, Vann, if all the afternoon papers—all but the Despatch—are lined up solidly to pound hell out of you? Never—in a pig’s eye!”

			“All the papers? But hell-fire, Danielson, you’re one of the Party’s papers—”

			“Oh—yeah? We’re just what we want to be. On any particular candidate. And I’m on this wire now to tell you, Vann, that the decision passed at that meeting today at the Palmer House is that we’re going to pound hell out of you if you run—which’ll mean you won’t run—because Hennerty won’t re-nominate you. In short, Vann, you’re done. Washed up.”

			“But listen here, Danielson, I—now see here, I—say—will you hold the wire?”

			“Why?” said the other. “I’ve said all I want to say, so—”

			“No, no—wait, Danielson—hold it, please. Will you do that?”

			“Oh, all right. Since there’s no more news around here just now than meat in chop suey. And 20 re-write men snoring with their chins on their chests’.”

			“Then just hold it,” begged Vann.

			He plastered his palm squarely over the transmitter of the instrument. And turned toward the three men closest to him. Miss Jason still stood exactly where she had been riveted by the ringing of the phone. Vann addressed his word, however, only to Leo Kilgallon.

			“Hell’s bells, Leo!” he said. “The afternoon papers have all ganged up on me—because of that rich handout I gave Hugh today. And with the set-up of affiliations as it is today—that means all the morning papers likewise. That’ll mean finis on my running again—for Hennerty won’t re-nominate me. Do you know anything about Danielson? What tack I should take with him?”

			Leo Kilgallon scratched his chin.

			“Yes,” he said, “I know Danielson. Not personally, no. He’s tough—but can be turned. But only if—” He broke off. “Listen, Boss, you’ve one ‘out’ from this jam—and one only.”

			“One ‘out’? And what is it?”

			“Simply this: Boss, you cheated ’em all today on a big story; so now you’ve got to give ’em a bigger one!”

			“What bigger one have I got?”

			“The story of the capture—and the confession—of the real burglar and murderer!”

			“This dithering infant’s blitherings?” ejaculated Vann, gazing toward the berouged Mr. Wainwright. “Why, repudiated as it already is, it isn’t worth two cen—”

			“Hell, Boss—it isn’t repudiated yet! Not till he signs the repudiation. In fact, not till you hand it out. You can take his repudiation—yes—but date it a couple of hours from now—and for the moment dish forth this guy’s capture, and confession, to all the papers but the Despatch—yeah, you’ll have to leave Hugh out on a branch this time to save your own skin—for Danielson’s pride is hurt. And that’s your out. I’m confident that if you’ll tell Danielson you’ll give him and these others a hot screaming front-page scoop—and leave the Despatch out on a line—he’ll rescind.”

			“And what,” asked Vann ironically, “when this Old Man Doddley, the watch engraver—and Waley, that hardware clerk, see the story of this grand confession? Involving a silver watch with ‘P. W.’ on it—and a sledge? One or the other—or both—will phone in lickety-instanter to some paper. And it’ll just be, of all things, the Despatch!—in which case the Despatch will have the ‘repudiation story’ in its mitt before even the ‘confession story’—and I will be up the creek with the other papers! And—”

			“But see here, Boss,” Leo Kilgallon interposed, “Waley was just leaving for Joliet, Illinois, when I interviews him—to pick up a new lease for the store for his employer, from the owner of the place who lives in Joliet. He won’t be there till 7 bells at least—when the repudiation stop itself will be tumbling forth—and he’ll be on the train when that ‘confession story’ springs—and won’t even know anything about it.”

			“Hm? Did he know who you were?”

			“No, Boss. He thought I was some private investigator investigating some petty matter—he didn’t know what.”

			“And the old watch engraver?”

			“The break is ours there too, Boss. The old man was just putting some drops in his eyes, when I was over there. To enlarge his pupils—it seems pre-senile cataract is impending. He told me he wouldn’t be able to do any more today but lock up and go home—and pass up his evening paper, tonight completely. And be bored, to boot, because his radio is out of whack. By all of which I infer he’s a widower.”

			“We-ell—the breaks do seem, at that, to be ours. But these fellows—who were at that party last night—of course I can ring Bardell and Koncil, and shut them up!—but those Bohemians—”

			“You’ve gotta take a chance sometimes, Boss. Chances are that if any of those birds see the story, they’ll think Wainwright is working some kind of a publicity stunt, and they’ll play in with him.”

			“That’s right,” put in the prisoner. “We—we had a discussion on that very thing at the table last night—about how the lowest creature who lives is the one who breaks another man’s publicity.”

			“You did, eh?” Vann surveyed the prisoner searchingly. Then turned and gazed undecidedly towards Kelgrave.

			“I know nothing, Mr. Vann,” said the latter, hastily. “And I’ll stay under cover with this bird till you get ready to release his repudiation.”

			Vann’s eyes came back to the prisoner’s undecidedly.

			“I’ll never give you away, Mr. Vann,” that gentleman said fervently. “The story may—may be the break I’m looking for. Adlai, Collerman and Grimshawster may announce cancel­lation of my contract. You can rely on me.”

			Vann turned his head half around to Miss Jason.

			“Do let us work with you on this, Mr. Vann,” she begged. “We’re all with you.”

			“Okay!” said Vann, suddenly. “You can date this fellow’s repudiation a full couple of hours from now by the clock. But we won’t take it in here, no, for the newspaper boys undoubtedly will be here within 10 minutes. In fact I myself will be running off photostats of these pages, Miss Jason, on your photostat machine while they come. Though with, of course, a strip of paper stuck over this confounded mention of Philander Moriarity—he’ll just have to remain for the newspaper boys, as ‘the Man in Evergreen Park’—and I’ll have to up and swear that we’re holding back that one blanked-out name so’s we can catch our man—yeah-bo! But the procedure—my running off the photostats—ought to make it possible—” Vann glanced at the telechron clock on one of his walls. “—yes, make it possible, with the help of plenty of rewrite men, for the papers to put the story of Wainwright’s capture and confession on the street for the home-going Loop crowds. As for the time of the repudiation story, our post-dating of it ought to be just right to let it get into the 7 o’clock editions tonight. Now all of you get ready to lam upstairs to the private files room above us here—yes, by the private stairway yonder—yes, you too, Leo, for I want you to direct the wording of this repudiation. Art, you continue to squat up there with the prisoner till we have to give out the second handout to the papers.”

			Everybody, seemingly anxious to help Vann, arose. But waited. Since the matter was, of course, not yet completely settled.

			While Vann unleashed his palm from the transmitting end of the phone, and brought the instrument to his lips and ear again.

			“Danielson? You on yet?”

			“Christ, yes, sure I’m on. But ready to get off. So—”

			“Wait, old man. Wait! Listen, Danielson, I guess I ‘done’ you guys wrong all right—in passing that handout out to Hugh only. But hellfire, man, didn’t you ever have a kid brother you wanted to help? No? Well, all right. Anyway, I stand ready now, Danielson, to make it up to you fellows—if you’ll call off your dogs. In short, Danielson, I haven’t said anything—but I’ve a bigger story, by far, than that burglary and murder, in my mitt here. And it’s exclusive for all you boys jointly—all of you, you understand, but the Despatch!—which plainly is the flea in your ointment!—if you’ll call it quits. How about it? Will you-all forget your grudge—on that basis?”

			“We-ell—hrmph! Say listen, you’d have to dish us up something pretty goddamned good to balance what you slipped the Despatch today.”

			“All right. From a newspaper standpoint, that’s just what I’ve got.”

			“Yeah? Well you’re an S.A.—and I’m a newspaperman. So what have you got!”

			“Just, Danielson, that I’ve the man who cracked my safe and killed Adolph Reibach.”

			“Says who? Some budding Sherlock Holmes on your staff!”

			“No! Says the prisoner’s whole confession, signed and sealed.”

			“The hell you say, Vann!” Already Danielson’s voice lost half of its ire. “So—but is it confirmed?”

			“As to that—but hold the wire a second.” And again Vann cupped the transmitter with his hand. “Art, have you any idea whether Congreve himself was going to confirm it—or leave it to me?”

			“As to that, I can’t say,” said Kelgrave. “For I shoved out with the prisoner. If Cap does confirm it, however, it’ll all be done without the confirmers knowing what the facts are. For he said, Mr. Vann, that this was your meat—and cautioned me about not letting it leak to a single newspaperman on the way over here.”

			“If you ask me, Boss,” Leo Kilgallon put in, “he’ll leave the confirmation to you. As he did in the last two cases.”

			“You think so, eh?” Vann mused, troubledly. “Though the key to my office is in his possession, since the inquest. And he would have sent it over here with the captive if—however, Leo, the minute things have settled down a bit here with us, be sure to ring him and warn him that—confirmation or no confirmation!—nix-nix, and double-nix, on any wires to the coast in re Philander Moriarity—unless Congreve maybe wants to find himself in the sticks. Oh, he’ll take the hint all right. And so—” And he turned back to the instrument again.

			“If you want to hold off for full confirmation, Danielson, it’ll delay you fellows’ story till everybody’s out of the Loop and homeward bound. But I’m willing to say that the confession—as given—will be 100 per cent confirmed. As to—that is—contributory details. That is, I may have to hold back a single name in it to be confirmed by actual arrest. But the whole rest of it will be 100 per cent ‘confirmed.’ So certain of it, in fact, am I, Danielson, that if it isn’t, I agree to give you, alone, all the news out of this office for the next 30 days.

			“It’s a sale! And as for the official confirmation, we’d want that for a later edition anyway. Well now, what kind of a fellow is this bird you snagged? Some professional cracksman?”

			“Decidedly not!”

			“No—no out-of-work actor, I hope, trying to get his name for a week on some marquee?”

			“Listen, Danielson, this fellow is so high-up—in his own profession, you understand!—that he has a 20-year contract with the outfit which employs him. But which contract is finis—as sure as my name’s Vann!—once this story breaks. Whether his confession were phoney or 24-karat, he’d be finis—because of the specific kind of work he does—forever, evermore.”

			“The hell you say? And we’ll be able to catch an interview with him—and some pics?”

			“No, Danielson. No. At least not for a couple of hours.”

			“Oh, I see. You’ve got him in the goldfish room, eh! Wasn’t his confession complete?”

			“Plenty! But there’s some angles have to be worked out further. At least his reasons for snitching that skull have nothing to do with the McGurk mob.”

			“The hell—you say?” Even Danielson was surprised, “Why—”

			“I told you, Danielson, that the story is a knockout. The motive for snitching the skull is a thousand miles from what you thought, and—”

			“And this reddish-haired captive you took—you’re going to quash the indictment against him, now, and—”

			“I am not! Hell—no! For he’s involved. As accessory, of sorts. In short, I’m going to try him just the same—in the hopes of making him crack wide open. For the confession indicates that the fellow I just got is covering him adroitly. And so—” Vann gazed at his clock. “All right, Danielson. What’s your answer?”

			“The answer is—we’ll call off the dogs! If, that is, the Despatch doesn’t flash out with the yarn—”

			“It won’t—unless you yourself leak. And—but do I have to confirm this deal with the other editors?”

			“No, you don’t. I was chairman and spokesman for that meeting. And delegated to speak for all. In fact, I’ll phone ’em all now—the minute you hang up. And our own men will be right over.”

			“All right, Danielson. Photostatic copies of the confession will be waiting for you. And I tell you it’s the story of the year!”

			And Vann hung up. And turned about in his swivel chair.

			“It’s a deal, folks! But it’s a good thing we’ve already indicted the man we’ve got. For this confession, on the streets could delay that precious and vital step—if our reddish-haired prisoner’s lawyer saw fit to go into the Grand Jury room and flash it. But—indicted he is! So that’s that! And so now up the stairs—all of you. While I await the Press!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVI

			An Appeal—To J. Doe

			“And that moment,” Elsa Colby was saying bitterly to her reddish-haired client, in his incommunicado cell downstairs, “will be a hell of a time to prepare any kind of a defense whatsoever!”

			His reply, however, was coolly rebukeful.

			“Don’t swear, sweet child! Your dolls may accidentally pick up some of the words.”

			“Oh, you’re awfully blithe and gay,” she retorted, “for a man who’s been caught with the goods—and has admitted everything. And has no ali—listen, did you ever see a man get—get—get cooked in the electric chair?”

			“No. Did you?”

			“No. But I wish you had seen one.”

			“Why?”

			“Then you’d co-operate with your lawyer.”

			“With a sweet girl spy—a girl of the kind I’ve been looking for for years, but never met—sent up by Louis Vann,” he amended. “Unless, of course,” he added, less harshly, “when court opens up, you are sitting there by my side—my protector—my sweet and charming protector.”

			“A protector who can’t do a—a damned thing for you,” she protested, “but make a fool of herself and you by trying to shake worth-while and reputable witnesses who will establish the identity of that skull, and what you said, and everything else. In fact, John, it won’t hurt here and now to tell you that I got information a while ago to the effect that this ‘ultra-legal judge’ you’ve been so gosh-darned foolish as to try to get, is so—so darned ultra-legal that he won’t even stand for witnes­ses, who tell straight stories, to be badgered. As an attorney can do, you know—if that attorney wants to. Yes, I under­stand he puts the kibosh to that sort of thing—right off the bat.”

			He was studiedly silent.

			“Well—then I suppose you—that is, my rightful attorney—can’t badger ’em, then?”

			“Though little good it ever does anyway, at least for getting actual acquittal,” commented Elsa bitterly. “The difference between badgering decent straight-forward witnesses against you tonight, and letting them tell their stories with dignity, could easily mean, for you, the difference between the chair and life imprisonment.”

			“For me,” he declared unsmilingly, “there is no difference —between the chair and life imprisonment.”

			“Nor for me either,” said Elsa, cryptically—and she was referring now to her own circumstances—and not his. “For if you get either—you’re convicted. In which case—My God!” she added, as the realization of things swept over her. “Of all things! And you—you—would have to believe that I’m a State’s Attorney’s spy. And hence tell me nothing. Poor Elsa—her first case! And—”

			“Is this your first case?” he asked, frowning.

			“Yes,” she returned defiantly, “And what’re you going to do about it? You got yourself into this. But don’t worry. I’ve tried many cases in school—and acquitted myself with honor.”

			“I’ll bet you did, at that,” he said. “I even believe you are a graduate lawyer—maybe getting $50 a month from the State’s Attorney.”

			She made no retort to that, but surveyed him bitterly.

			“Poor—Elsa?” he was repeating puzzledly. “Now if you were on the up-and-up—and your being my lawyer was the McCoy—and this really was your first case—you’d be glowing like the live coal that a Kilkenny Irishman juggles out of the fireplace atop his pipe.”

			“Would I?” she said unsmilingly. “Well, I am glowing—only I’m doing it upstairs—in my thatch.” She stared at him. “Poor Elsa,” she went on musingly. “Her first case! A gilt-edge rap—and a fool for a client. For two cents I’d go out of here and—and shoot myself in the leg. And thus—” And she wondered whether, if she did shoot herself through the leg and thus escape service, that granite-miened judge would accept it as an excuse therefore—and rescind disbarment. She doubted it. Besides—she would probably cut an artery and bleed to death!

			“If you were to shoot yourself in the leg,” her client was saying dryly, “you’d only make a run in your stocking.”

			“Well, there’s two runs there already—on the sides you can’t see,” was her rejoinder. “And there’s—” She broke off. “My oh my—but this is all very gay right now, John, yes—but it won’t seem so gay when you get the chair—and get dumped into one of those death cells out in the County Jail on California Avenue—with no money to file the necessary appeal bond in 3 days—and then commence to tick off those 10 days till they lead you through the little green door.”

			He slumped appreciably, at her graphic description of things, on his bench. And looked worried.

			“Still nothing to say?” she asked, half hopefully.

			“Nothing,” he persisted. “For if I talk to Louis Vann’s minions—I am a goner!”

			She didn’t exactly grasp that.

			“Well, then here’s one,” she asked desperately. “Have you any witnesses you want called?”

			“You and Vann wouldn’t call ’em if I did,” he returned.

			“No? Well, you could make plenty squawk on that afterward—and nearly get an order for a new trial from an upper court. Except, to be sure, you haven’t any appeal money—so you’d never get so far as consideration by an upper court. But you could make plenty squawk, just the same.”

			“I suppose I could—yes,” he admitted solemnly. “That is—if I could establish I had witnesses—who should have been called. But you see, I—well—would I have to tell you what my witnesses would testify to?”

			“I couldn’t make you.”

			“Well, would I have to tell you where they were located?” There was a grim smile on his face now.

			“I couldn’t make you—but how would I locate them then?”

			“Oh, they might miraculously appear,” he said. “Or, again—one I have particularly in mind listens each night on the raddio.” Elsa winced at his gross mispronunciation of the word, yet half suspected it was purposeful and because he despised that vehicle of entertainment or else was a devout Al Smith Democrat. “—to Uncle Griffy’s Bedtime Story,” he continued. “Which comes on in Chicago, I believe, at—let’s see?—it comes on in New York from 8 to 8:15, doesn’t it?—then that would make it in Chi, here, from 7 to 7:15—so you could broadcast a ‘desprit’ raddio appeal for him to appear at such-and-such a courtroom, to help his red-headed friend with the anchor tattooed on his foot!”

			“Have you an anchor tattooed on your foot?”

			“No.”

			“Then why—”

			“Skip it!” he said abruptly. “Stranger things there be, you know, on land and sea, than aught you or I wot of.”

			“That,” she declared sternly, “is not from Shakespeare. For I know my Shakespeare forward and backward.”

			“I didn’t say it was from Shakespeare,” he retorted mildly. “Can’t I put together a few of his phrases—into a new Shakespeareanism?”

			“Oh, you can do whatever you want,” she answered weari­ly. “At least—during the coming 10 days or so.” She was silent. “Well, getting back to practical things then, have you that witness? Who could testify to—well, if necessary, you could, I suppose, at the last minute, in the very courtroom, tell me what on earth I’m supposed to elicit from him on the witness stand?”

			“So I could at that. Well, I’ve only one. Just—one.”

			“Well—” Elsa almost screamed it. “Dish out his name then! What is it? And where will I find him?”

			He gazed at the floor reflectively.

			“Got an empty envelope on you?” he asked suddenly.

			“Yes—for a wonder! It’s stamped and addressed—but not yet used.” And Elsa fumbled in her knit suit pocket, and withdrew the double-folded envelope that was to contain the postal order for her office rent. And which, indeed, had not been used! She held it forth curiously toward him. With a pencil.

			He took them both, and opening the envelope out so that it gaped widely, he wrote painstakingly within it, its rear side against the wall at his elbow. Finally he withdrew the pencil, and sealing the envelope, handed them both back to her.

			“That’s the only witness,” he said quietly, “that I would wish to be called to the stand.”

			“And where,” said Elsa, almost grabbing the envelope, “will I—”

			“The inscription inside will indicate clearly the obvious means by which he can be placed upon the stand.”

			“I ought to open it now,” she asserted, troubledly. “for—”

			“Oh—don’t!” he begged, a bit weary. “I’ve had a busy day, myself. And have given more than I should. It’ll be self-explanatory, anyway.”

			“Very well.” She folded the envelope quadruply, this time, and tucked it away. “You’re making it awfully hard for me, John.”

			“Yes?” he gazed at her troubledly. “Why? Lawyers don’t get worried because they lose cases. And 70 per cent, I take it, of young lawyers have lost their first case. Not that I want you—rather, let me say, an attorney honestly working far me and not for the S.A.!—to lose this case. Good Chri—er—hell-a’-mighty—no! Because if he—or she—loses, I lose! Not that—let me make it clear to you—I can’t take the hot-squat if I have to—and smile at the newspapermen. For I can! I’ve been through plenty—in the Brazilian jungles. But don’t think I want to sit in that 2200-volt seat. Nor go into the Big House. I’ll say not! And so—taking tentatively that you might be on the up-and-up, and not working in that snake pit upstairs, why—”

			“I’ll tell you why,” Elsa interrupted him bitterly. “Many years ago I si—well—” she broke off. Downright angry with herself that she was even essaying to tell this probable murderer and burglar her own private affairs. But he was waiting on her words. And so she went on. But changed her tactics. “I’ve a sister, John. Who—who has a 9/10ths interest—in a big tract of land. Worth—worth over a 100,000 dollars. Oh,” she added, airily, “I inherited too—I—I got the house that was on the land. And sold my share for an education. Anyway, my sister—to raise some money for—for medical care—she signed a paper with an uncle of ours, and it was an assignment, and he slipped a clause in it which provided that if I—my sister’s sister, you understand?—failed to acquit her—” And Elsa, having embarked on a slightly distorted version of her affair, finished the story as she had virtually told it to Aunt Linda a while ago.

			He listened in amazement.

			“My God—your sister—what—what an idiotic little fool—to sign such a paper? Why, girl, she made that paper practically a quitclaim. If—as—and when! And if this man—your mutual dear uncle—transfers that property one second after the quitclaim becomes legally effective—” He broke off. “We-ell—it’s rather obvious that if the Judge throws the Book at me tonight, your sister loses a hundred grand?”

			“Exactly! And if he even tosses the shortest chapter in it at you—20 years in the pen!—my sister still loses—the hundred grand. And all on account of me. And here I’ve nothing to fight for you on—against sickening facts—and practically a whole battery of reputable witnesses. And—now, John, for the last time, I ask you. My sister—my sister—it isn’t fair—because she—she was young—and involved herself. It—it doesn’t matter—for me. But I—I love my sister. And so out of chivalry, John, to an unknown girl—and because, John, you say I am a ‘sweet kid’ and all that hooie—I ask you for the last time: What—against all this testimony and evidence that will be offered tonight—am I to pit? What line of defense—will you want me to take?”

			“Does a patient tell his own surgeon how to sew up a wound?” he returned, a trace of desperation in his tones.

			“And as for your sister,” he added, belligerently, “it’s her affair, not mine, Nor even yours—so far as I can see—since you got your share—and used it profitably.”

			“Well, even conceding I’m the surgeon in this case is something,” Elsa commented bitterly. “And that much being so, is there anything I can bring you tonight—to—well—sort of improve your appearance in court? Like a fresh white shirt—if so, what size? Or—or a new tie? The cop that’ll have you in charge will let you change—in some anteroom—they always permit that.”

			He gazed down at himself critically. “No, I guess not. This shirt’s okay—and so is this tie. No use, you know, for me to prejudice Hizzonner by the old, old gag—of appearing in court all scrubbed up, and rubbed up, and dolled up, like I fell out of a bandbox; every grifter since Kingdom Come has gone up to trial that way. No, bring me nothing. Unless perhaps—and this is on the assumption that you are the McCoy as my attorney—bring me nothing, perhaps, but one stick of chewing gum—which I can chaw on for a few minutes just before you slap me on the stand to deny all the charges, and not be spieling up there like a guilty lug with his dry mouth full of sand, nails, mush and what-have-you.”

			“That’s a tall hard order to fill!” said Elsa, a little sarcastically. “One stick o’ gum! Okay. And what flavor, M’Lord Doe?”

			“Well now, M’Lady Elsa, you’re barging into the deep waters of—of the psychology of saliva flow!” Elsa started. What a strange bird this criminal was. “For since my highly individual tummy crawls at peppermint, spearmint, pepsin, and all the rest of the standard cuds—and it be a well-known ‘fack’ that the pleasanter the flavor, the more the old saliva flows—the said stick’ll better be ‘Oh God.’ If you can get it, that is!”

			“Oh God if I can get it?” repeated Elsa helplessly. “What—what the hell kind of talk is that, John Doe?”

			“It does sound screwy, doesn’t it? Well, permit me—” and still seated, he put his hand on his chest and made an ironical bow. “—permit me to illuminate my verbal obfuscations! ‘Oh God’ is a new flavor that—that lives entirely up to its name. For when you first taste it, you invariably say—”

			“—Oh God!” filled in Elsa, ironically. “Well, I never heard of it in my life, and I’ve had ice-cream sodas put together for me, containing every combination and nuance of flavors ever known—including violet, licorice—”

			“The more,” he said delightedly, “I talk with you, the more I recognize my—my own protoplasmic pattern. A fact! But speaking of flavors, you haven’t, I take it, yet covered the nigger drugstores yet, eh?”

			“Of course I haven’t. What do you take me for? But since we’re working here together to give you a moist mouth when you go up on that witness stand to—to—to probably try to lie your fool head off—damn it, I ought not to even put you on—but anyway, I’d like to at least show you I am your attorney. So—where do I get this Oh God gum?”

			“Only God himself, I fear, knows,” he said blithely. “You see,” he explained, a little more seriously, “I happened, about a few months ago, to be in a nigger drugstore in K. C. Carrying about one degree of fever from the flu. And craved ice cream. Even a ice-cream sody! Just a—a big sissy, see? And knowing how the niggers go in for weird scents and flavors, I asked the proprietor to toss me together a new kind of sody. And he gave me one—with a single purple syrup right out of a single spigot—which he said was called ‘Oh God’ favor. And by gosh, Elsa, sweet sister connoisseur in flavorology, it had what—well, what never in my life I’ve encountered. Or will again, maybe, God help me. For ‘Oh God’ was its right name. And I asked the proprietor where in hell he got it. And he said he got limited amounts of the syrup from the drugstore of his brother, going as the Afric Drugstore on 24th and State, this town—Chicago.”

			“Yes. That’s right in niggertown. And incidentally but a few blocks west of where that trial is to be held tonight. But go on? Since I’ve been saddled with you, darned if I don’t get me a new flavor out of it!”

			“Well, you’ve got it, sister-collector! For—but anyway, when I was riding south on State Street yesterday, I saw that store—and having a yen to sip nectar with the gods themselves on Mount Olympus once more before I died, I hopped off and barged in. And asked for a sody—flavor ‘Oh God.’ Just a big sissy again, see? And—well—the black proprietor knew all about it—since he himself had originally made up the very syrup I’d encountered in his brother’s store in the K. C. niggertown, by dissolving in an ordinary sweet syrup base a new synthetic chemical tentatively called, by its inventor, ‘Oh God’—after the ejaculation of some coon on whom the first dose was tried out—in an ice-cream soda. But the black proprietor had none of the syrup at present. Let alone the chemical. ’Twas the invention, that chemical, he told me frankly—suspecting, I guess, that I was some kind of city soda-water spy or inspector—of a Jewish chemist living right above the very store, who invented it originally to disguise noxious drugs. The proprietor said, in fact—seeing I was a intelligent sort o’ bird—that ’twould even completely disguise valerian—”

			“Poo!—ickey!” Elsa ejaculated involuntarily. And her freckled nose rose straight up. “Of all the horrible-smelling things—valer—But go on. I’m getting something, damn it, out of you.”

			“Yes. Well, he said the inventor had had no luck whatso­ever in getting his chemical adopted by the American Pharma­ceutical Association, because he had refused its formula to the American Medical Association, and was now about to put it limitedly on the market himself—from right above that very shop—but in the form of chewing gum—with the idea, of course, of getting some big chewing-gum manufacturer like—like Wrigley to take it on. But again, the black proprietor implied that if a big-scale chewing-gum man eventually did take it on—or even a small-time chewing-gum manufacturer —and this Jew continued to stand pat on refusing to divulge the formula of his flavor, as he most certainly would—they might both find themselves right up before the F. and D.—what on earth is that?”

			“The Federal Food and Drugs Commission, of course. The ‘Oh God’ could contain some coal-tar derivative, you know, that would make it illegal to circulate practically. ’Twon’t stop me, of course, from eventually having one soda made out of it—one, anyway. But go on?”

			“That’s all there is, sweet one—there isn’t any more! Mr. Afric said the Jewish chemist stopped in there each night, for a coke, at exactly 7 o’clock—on his way home from someplace where he worked. And being ‘wan fine feller’—and werry proud of his concoction—would beyond any doubt give me enough for a few ‘sodies.’ And so, quite frustrated in the realm of my gastronomic psyche, I went on. For I was way behind on my afternoon schedule for blowing half a dozen safes—and bumping off half a dozen citizens—as you probably figure anyway. And—but here—we’re wasting a lot of words, I think, just to moisten me up tonight on the stand. Just fetch along a stick of pepsin gum—and we’ll call it a day; to be sure I can’t stomach it, and if it dries me up—and I stand mute up there—saying muh ooh gug gug wooh kugh gug—your case will be up the flue, won’t it?”

			“God forbid it be up the flue any further than it is,” Elsa said hastily. “If you were to make an ass of yourself on the stand, that would be the finishing touch. Well, I have your big order. One stick o’ gum. Flavor, ‘Oh God.’ And if it’s manufactured at all—or any gum whatsoever emanating from a number at 24th and State—which would be it—you’ll get it. For between here and my office I pass the stand of a legless Cockney known as Gummy Joe, who specializes in chewing gums. Has a sign on his showcase reading ‘If It’s Made, Joe Has It!’ And he has. For he has chewing gums from India—Czechoslovakia—Japan. Even balls of sweet bark from out the African jungles. Betel nut, from Brazil. When any customer tells him about a new gum—he stocks it. A real artist in chewingumology—”

			“As even are you and I—in flavorology, eh?”

			“As I am, anyway,” said Elsa curtly. “And so—if Gummy Joe has this divine gum which will change your oog gugs to intelligible language, I suppose you’re all set to deny the charges tonight?”

			“Why, of course,” he said in manifest surprise. “Why not?”

			“Well, the point is that putting you on to deny ’em—whether with your trap full of Oh God Chewing Gum or not—means laying you right in—in Lou Vann’s mitts!

			For then he has the right to cross-examine you. In other words, to tear you to pieces! To bring out—that you have no alibi. To—and that’s the point! However, sufficient to the evening is the evil thereof! And thanks, anyway, to tipping me off to a new flavor. And in connection therewith, now that you and I’ve established the similarity—nay, the identity!—of our—our protoplasmic pattern, as you’ve put it—our mutual connoisseurship in flavorology—our psychical and spiritual en rapportness, as perhaps you’ll let me put it?—have you still nothing to tell me—as to your—that is, our—line of defense?”

			And again he visibly froze up.

			“No, nothing,” he said curtly. “For all I can say is what I’ve already said. Which is—!” His lips closed in a hard line. “That Skull—at least so far as I personally am in a position to know—wasn’t this fellow Wah Lee’s. Though I can’t establish that by telling you whose it might be. And I didn’t break into Mr. Vann’s safe, and take the skull. Nor knock off the hack. Sure—I know they say I admitted all of that. And it’ll be two birds on the upper stratum establishing that fact. And one bird on the lower stratum—” His voice was bitterly ironical. “—with the sconce in his mitt—to boot! But I’m innocent. Though I haven’t, as I told you, reputable witnesses—” Again she felt he was mimicking her. “—to say I wasn’t right up in Mr. Vann’s office. At 10:43 last night. Nor for hours before. Nor hours after. I’m—I’m innocent of the charges, that’s all. And if you are the McCoy—my lawyer—and I’m not fully convinced of that yet—and you’re decent enough to call my lone witness, I know he’ll—he’ll testify to the fact that I’m a ‘right guy.’ ”

			She rose. “A right guy, hey?” she retorted ironically. “A—right—guy? A lot of good that will do you. All right. You can block me, John, a dozen ways running—but you can’t stop me from trying to do something—for you. Though—though God knows what. I—” She did now press the button. “I’m going! And quick!” And indeed Elsa did now want to hop on the job, and get hold of this man’s one lone witness, and try to find out from the latter what on earth she could about her client—or what on earth the man thought he could testify to.

			The lockup keeper’s feet were coming from afar.

			“Good-bye, John,” she said. “You’ve told me lots today—all of which was nothing! For all this bunkalorum about my being a ‘sweet child’—and something you’d ‘looked for for years’—a hell of a lot of good that, John, will be in a court action. So, all I’ve got to say—” The lockup keeper’s feet were coming closer now. “—is that I won’t walk out on you. For I half believe—well, maybe,” she amended more accur­ately, “4/9ths believe that maybe you are innocent. In some wild weird way that I can’t grasp. But that doesn’t mean you can be acquitted. No—not by a damn sight—no. And if I lose your case tonight—well, my sister—my sister—she loses—a hundred thousand dollars.”

			“And,” said he who called himself John Doe, rising now from his bunk, “if you lose my case tonight, Elsa, I get—probably—the electric chair. So—if I can risk it—maybe you—and your fool sister!—can.”

			“Yes, I suppose—we can,” admitted Elsa. And stepped through the narrow gap offered her, as the lockup keeper, now arrived, opened the iron-barred door.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVII

			Expert Testimony Re Demise Wah Lee!

			Dr. Purvis Graham, retired nasal surgeon, stepped within the richly carpeted anteroom of the State’s Attorney’s office, Curious about the reason he had been requested to come there, he shifted his silver-headed walking stick from one hand to the other, and glanced at the platinum wristwatch held to his wrist by its very masculine leather wrist-strap. Its hands were at a few minutes past 5. A tall, thin female Cerberus approached him from within an adjoining room, closing the door behind her.

			“I am Dr. Purvis Graham,” the surgeon said, smoothing down the silver-tinged hair on one side of his head.

			“Mr. Louis Vann, in a brief telephone conversation with me, said that he would like me to—”

			“Oh yes, Doctor. Yes. Yes. Mr. Vann said that the moment you came you were to be admitted.”

			She threw open the door of the room from which she had just emerged, and beckoned the surgeon in. He stepped within, and the lone occupant of the room, working at a great highly polished desk, under a vast flood of bright and generous daylight—thanks to the continuation this year, over America, of “Daylight Savings Time,”—turned—then rose.

			“Dr. Graham—I believe?”

			“Yes. And you are Mr. Vann, of course?”

			“Yes, Doctor. Be seated, if you will.”

			The single door closing the two men together was now shut, and the doctor dropped down in the capacious armchair, next the State’s Attorney’s big desk. The latter, pivoting about, was the first to speak.

			“Dr. Graham, I think it very fine of you to be willing to come down here in person. For I was willing, you know, to have my assistant bring out to your place what I wanted an opinion on. But you insisted—”

			Graham raised his hand. “Not at all, Mr. Vann. I am a very lonely man since I retired from nose surgery. And I was coming downtown anyway—first to take a look into the nose—and at the retinae—of a patient of a physician friend of mine, the patient in question living close in on Michigan Avenue—after which I expected but to repair to my club to indulge in a solitarily eaten dinner and spend a weary evening reading magazines—all this when your call came. It was a pleasure to stop off here and break the monotony of things.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Graham.” The State’s Attorney was silent for a few seconds. “Now let’s see, Doctor. First, you are the author, are you not, of a textbook used in many medical colleges? On nasal surgery?”

			“Yes, I am. Graham’s Surgery of the Nasal Accessory Sinuses, it is known as. And while once a regular professor at Chicago U—and I am now an honorary instructor. That is,”—he gave a gentle laugh—“I still give lectures—and the students listen to them!”

			The State’s Attorney smiled. But a most satisfied smile.

			“And,” he asked, “you practiced—for how many years!”

			“How many years? Oh heavens—many! Let’s see? 39!—40?—no, 41. 41 years, Mr. Vann.”

			“Ah, that’s fine! You are my man!”

			Dr. Graham was politely puzzled but said nothing.

			The State’s Attorney spoke again.

			“Doctor, did you read the early afternoon papers—out on the stands—from 2:30 on?”

			“No, Mr. Vann, I did not. From noonday on I’ve been seated in front of my telephone worriedly waiting a long-distance call from my son-in-law in Los Angeles—you see my daughter, his wife, has been going through a difficult delivery. However, the baby arrived late this afternoon—a bouncing boy!—my daughter came through the ordeal just—just perfectly—and so, with my suspense relieved, I started down to the club. Catching the request, however, just before leaving—to look in on this—er—patient I spoke of. But coming straight here first, however, as my physician friend, Dr. Oldfield Owens, says there’s no extreme rush. As for reading the afternoon papers—” he chuckled. “—I haven’t yet read my morning paper today, to tell you the truth!”

			“Ah, that’s fine!”

			Dr. Graham raised his brows, but said nothing. But he creased them into fine wrinkles as the State’s Attorney, swinging open the door of a cabinet in his lower desk, brought forth a skull to which was tightly affixed, by a long strip of white surgical adhesive tape, its lower jawbone. Presenting it to the doctor as he now did—rearwards—Graham was enabled to see four separate pairs of initials written in India ink on its rounded back—all, however, in obviously different hands—and one pair, reading “M. K.,” being printed only, and crudely; in the midst of the entire cluster of pairs of initials, Graham also perceived instantly a small sinister black hole which he realized had something very much to do with matters criminological and legal.

			Vann was speaking.

			“Doctor, will you take a look at this skull—aided, perhaps, do you so require, by my electric pocket torch in my desk—and tell me the precise and exact nature of the surgical work that has been done on it? Or, shall I say—in it!”

			Graham took the skull by its rounded back. And sweeping his gaze over and about it, spoke. “No trefining or trepanning, plainly—so it must be intranasal work. So then—” He raised a hand, as Vann’s hand went toward a drawer. “No, I won’t need your pocket torch, Mr. Vann. If you’ll just draw down the shades—then light and tilt forward your desk light there. Yes, I happen to have in my own pockets the tools of my particular trade—in my breast pocket, the retinoscope to check retinal conditions so often occurring in nose conditions —even in brain conditions too!—and, in my coat pocket, my reflecting mirror. For I brought them both along, of course, to check Mayor Sweeney’s ca—” He stopped short, confused.

			“Mayor Sweeney?” ejaculated Vann, plainly surprised. “Is he ill?”

			“I very much doubt it,” declared Graham dryly. “My guess, right off the bat, is that it’s something due to his eating all the rich dinners, at all the banquets he’s attended and spoken at in recent weeks. Particularly, that 18-course dinner at the Moderne Club where he gave that ringing talk on Traction. But his family physician—my friend—is one of those Mayo-Clinic trained men, who want everything checked from A to Izzard. I’ll warrant I’ll bump into 2 or 3 one-line men there today. My job, of course, will be to see that the Mayor’s headaches—no doubt from billiousness—aren’t from nose polyps—or from the inside of his skull!”

			“Oh, I trust,” murmured Vann, “that it won’t be that latter. That’s a bad place to have trouble.”

			“Well,” said Graham, with the disinterested sangfroid of the true doctor, “if it were, you might some day be mayor. For Sweeney came up himself, did he not, from your office?”

			“Not mine exactly—but nearly so. From being First Assis­tant State’s Attorney years ago. Oh—a dozen years ago at least. Yes,” Vann added, with a little envy showing in his voice, “Gardiner Sweeney was wise—shook himself out of this rut—jumped into county politics—and look where he is today?”

			“I don’t need to look,” laughed Graham, “judging from the one symptom I’m called in on—and his gustatory case history! For I know where he is. Flat on his back with a torpid liver, and an aching head, and a heart slugging along from too much acetanilid and headache remedies.”

			He was withdrawing from his pocket, now, his shiny mirror with hole in it and a headband, which latter he slipped over his head, and drawn moreover way down so that his eye gazed through the hole in it. Vann, plainly seeing that matters were waiting on him, hastily lighted the desk lamp, tilted it for­ward, and then jumped up and pulled down the shades. Returning to his chair.

			Graham now took up the skull. Revolving it about a bit—focusing the light that fell on his mirror into the skull’s nose.

			And nodded, emphatically.

			Seeing that surgical work had indeed been done—and surgical work in his own very field. For the right turbinal bone had been cleanly amputated—clearly by the usual wire snare; the removal of that turbinal bone had given surgical access, therefore, to the ethmoid cell region, which cells had been exenterated and their original supports scraped clean. And, peering far back now at what this ethmoidal cell “box” would have otherwise blocked—both visually and operatively —Graham saw what he expected to see: that the sphenoid sinus—that small cavern under the brain, with its inadequate opening—had been opened beautifully—and by the chisel blow that had not, here, as so often was the case, split bone and optic nerve. He looked up.

			“Well—this is the skull of a patient who was in a nose operation, of course. Either there was an expert operator—or, mayhap, a dead patient!”

			“Why do you say that, Doctor?”

			“Well, because the operation is difficult—and here it has been performed very expeditely and cleanly and completely. What specifically has been done, however, is first: amputation of the patient’s right turbinal bone—a sort of shingle-like appendage which hangs down in every one, from the roof of the nose. The unremoved turbinate, in fact, can be seen still on the skull’s left side. The removal of this turbinate has made it possible, in turn, for the operator to reach the so-call ethmoidal cell box—on the right side, I mean—and those curious bony-walled air-cells have been cleanly scraped out, and, being thus out of the way, the right sphenoid sinus has had its opening enlarged—made wider—see?”

			“What would that be done for, Doctor?”

			“For—what?” Graham, a little nonplussed, felt at this juncture, for the first time, that Louis Vann was questioning him in reality in the exact manner the State’s Attorney pro­posed to follow in some criminal case—and not at all as a man who did not plainly know the only possible reason why an enclosed bony cavern would have to have its outlet enlarged. “Well,” the surgeon said, “it would be done—this enlarging of that opening—for pus in the sphenoid sinus only. The enlarged opening, and removal of the general blockage, would give it opportunity to drain automatically—and thereby heal.”

			“Is that a very common operation, Doctor?” Vann’s questions were coming with businesslike directness and swiftness.

			“We-ell—not as common as appendectomy, Mr. Vann, no—nor as rare, either, as resection of the lower intestine!”

			“I see. But you do state that this operation is difficult?”

			“Well—yes—though of course it all depends—on circum­stances. For an unpracticed operator, there is always danger of severing the patient’s optic nerve—in the particular ‘splitting operation’ that has to be done on the sphenoid wall—with hammer and chisel. With resultant blindness, of course, in the patient. On that side only, however! Again, I might say the operation is not difficult—to a really exper­ienced operator—if the patient is in a frame of mind to—well—stand the gaff. But difficult, yes, if the operator has never done more in his practice than, perhaps, amputate a few turbinal bones to give ethmoidal drainage. Again—less diffi­cult if the patient is under complete anaesthesia than under local. And highly dif­ficult for a general practitioner—under any condition—if not downright impossible, I would say. Continuing along the same lines, the operation is less difficult if it can be done in several steps—and more difficult if done all at one sitting.” Dr. Purvis Graham gave a helpless gesture with his hands. “It’s so hard, Mr. Vann, to answer such a question. To a man who could do a laminectomy for exposure of the spinal cord—one of the hardest operations in the world!—this little operation would be highly difficult. Really! While to a man who does nose work—and much of it—it’s not so difficult. No! Have I—answered your question?”

			“I think you have—okay. Except—yes—what would be the reason, Dr. Graham, for extirpating those cells and going way back—and opening that sphenoid?—oh, I mean really—what kind and degree of suffering would drive a patient to undergo it?”

			“Well,” was Graham’s prompt reply, “in the first place, the patient—as a rule—wouldn’t know the difficulties—nor the dangers in it! In the second place, pus walled up in that little cavern under the brain and back of the eye would cause in­tractable pain through pressure on the nerve branch governing the superior oblique muscle of the eye on that side. Causing a cyclophoria between both eyes—a feeling, on the part of the patient, as though both of his eyes were literally twisted out of his head. So much suffering, indeed, that even patients who are given to understand the gravity of the operation will, more often than not, take a chance on it—to get relief.”

			Vann now drew forth from under a paperweight a large card, carrying handwriting, and which Graham saw was printed, on its top, in heavy black type, HISTORY CARD. The State’s Attorney asked another question, however, without looking at the card.

			“Have you any further details, Dr. Graham, you could give me—about this particular operation? Anything? I want everything you can give me.”

			“Hm?” Dr. Graham gazed once more inside the skull’s nose. Then he looked up.

			“We-ell—this operation was, manifestly, done under a general anaesthetic—ether—gas—evertin—etc—if that’s of any utility?”

			“Indeed? How do you know that, Doctor?”

			“How? Because the operator plainly had plenty of time—the patient, in other words, wasn’t squirming under cocaine and terror! The job done here is neat and complete—the patient’s head doubtlessly locked tightly in a towel-padded headrest—with nurses in attendance.”

			Vann nodded with satisfaction. Now he did look at the card marked HISTORY CARD.

			“Do—do—rather, did!—you know Dr. Hancoast Bradley?”

			“Oh—Hancoast Bradley? Indeed, yes! He was head of the eye and nose department of the old Ingleside Hospital, situated years ago on 63rd Street. Long burned down, of course—the hospital. Dr. Bradley used to do the intricate and difficult operations himself. This isn’t, by any chance is it, some of his work?”

			“It is, Doctor Graham—yes.”

			“Well—well.” Doctor Graham gazed more reverently than hithereto he had, at the nose aperture. “Well—that’s one statement I could hardly doubt. For he was a man who knew how to get those ethmoid cells out—without breaking into the eye orbit—as a certain famous Philadelphia nose surgeon—I shan’t mention any names!—once did!”

			He shook his head deprecatingly. “Well—well—Dr. Bradley’s work, eh? Poor Hancoast! Dead for some 6 years now, I think.”

			“Yes. Indeed, Doctor, because of his being dead—expect—ahem!—to see yourself called in a case concerning this skull.”

			“Oh!” Dr. Graham was a bit taken aback. He had the practicing specialist’s ethical dislike of publicity—but remembered also that he was no longer practicing. “Well—”

			Vann was querying him again.

			“You have then, I take it, Dr. Graham, told me all you possibly can—pro tempore—about this skull? I.e. the operation? The conditions? And the operator?”

			“Well—you have told me the operator, which confirmed my rough Sherlockholmesian deductions. But I can tell you definitely one further thing, Mr. Vann, which, however, may be of no interest whatsoever to you.”

			“Don’t be too sure of that, Doctor! What is it?”

			“Well—” Dr. Graham turned the light from his reflector once more into the nasal aperture, and gazed at the exceedingly clean-cut edges of all the cut bone surfaces. He nodded, as he surveyed every millimeter where chisel or wire snare or forceps had passed or sliced. Then he looked up.

			“Well, Mr. Vann—simply this: This patient died, I can tell you definitely, within no more than 8 days after this operation was performed.”

			Vann, apparently thunderstruck, was leaning forward in his swivel chair. “Doctor! You—you don’t say? You know that? How—”

			“Easily, Mr. Vann. And positively—to boot! As follows:

			The edges of the cut bone are sharply delineated. At every point—bar none. Not rounded off at all yet, by Nature, those edges, see? They are pristine sharp yet. The patient had, no doubt, by the time he died, restored over them the mucous membrane that would naturally shroud them—but the slower bone changes which nature imposes had not yet taken place. I myself, Mr. Vann, once made a long study of that subject on cadavers which had died at various lengths of time after nose operations. And I definitely know, Mr. Vann, that on the 10th day after operation—if the patient lived—the cut bone edges commenced suddenly to take on a change which is indisputable. These edges, however, are what we call ‘sub-10.’ Unmistakable—in the light of my extensive studies. And all of which are incorporated, incidentally, in a published thesis in the John Crerar medical library called, ‘Post-Operative Bone Changes a Function of Time-plus-10 Days.’ ”

			“And,” said Vann, tensely, “you can definitely say, then, that this patient died within 8 days after this operation?”

			“Within 8 days—yes. Perhaps the 8th day—or less. Possibly the 9th maybe. But absolutely nothing, Mr. Vann, like a week and a half after—or two weeks or more. 8 days plus a day or so either way, yes.”

			“Ah, that is a beam of light indeed!” said the State’s Attorney cryptically. “Well, Doctor, will you be an expert witness for me tonight—in a murder case?”

			“Tonight?” ejaculated Graham, staggered. “Why—yes—of course. Indeed, you’d subpoena me if I didn’t! However, you won’t have to do that. ’Twill be better—than sitting in a club.”

			“Thank you, Doctor. That is good of you. I’ll give you all the details, however, now that you’ve spoken in the dark—and no subpoena. Dr. Graham, you have established here this afternoon something, hitherto not known, in connection with one of the most famous local kidnaping cases of all Chicago history.”

			“Famous local kidnap—say—this isn’t the skull—of Wah Lee?”

			“It is, Doctor, yes.”

			“Well—for heaven’s sake—and this is the poor Chinese boy’s skull?” Dr. Graham picked it up and looked commis­eratingly at it.

			“Yes, Doctor,” Vann said. “Dug up—at long last!—near where the body was. Which body as you recall, was spuriously and criminally identified as another body! And which identification is now out. And—how! But, Doctor, do you know what you’ve proved?”

			“I—I fear I don’t. What have I proved?”

			“Well, Doctor, it was always presumed, you know, that the kidnapers of Wah Lee were on the square—with respect, I mean, to returning him eventually to his father—since they got the ransom. It was presumed they held him a long time here in Chicago—to make probable a certain story they’d given to his father that he had been aboard a boat bound for South America, and had had to be brought back—at least to St. Louis. For the heading of a St. Louis newspaper—of date October 30, of that kidnap year,—was unearthed in the luggage of the man who eventually went to the penitentiary for, at least, the extortion—with brushmade Chinese charac­ters reading ‘Wah Lee’—and which the Chinese boy’s father at least thought—and believed—in fact was certain—had been made by his son. So it was deemed Wah Lee had been held 27 or 28 days. And that, during that inordinately long captivity, the boy managed to get a slant either that he was being held in the Schlitzheim Brewery—or that, on or about October 31st, he affected a near-escape. And that, in the excitement of the moment, they slew him. In spite of the fact that his father had kicked in, long before, with 50,000 good dollars. But, Doctor, Wah Lee was operated on—here’s his history card—on the 27th day of September, that year; and on the 3rd day of October he was snatched. Figure it out—”

			“Hm! Why—that’s only seven days, of course. Then—”

			“Right! They killed him immediately—and at once! And the brushmade characters on that October 30th St. Louis paper were spurious—and were made by a Chicago Japanese rascal, after all. They killed Wah Lee at once, knowing that never would he or could he be liberated. And which means simply that—”

			“That—what?”

			“That, Doctor, he would have been able to tell the police exactly and concretely and unmistakably to whom—either working legitimately in the hospital—or else visiting there—he had confided, either on the evening of October 2nd, when he first knew himself he was to be discharged next day, or early in the afternoon of October 3rd, his proposed trip to the Japanese Bridge in Jackson Park; someone who phoned or sent that information straight to the gang. Wah Lee’s being killed, therefore, immediately on being brought to the brewery —as shown by your figures—indicates that never could he have been liberated—in the face of what he knew! It knocks out all that crazy theory about the tapped wires—and the possible ‘Chinese-speaking white transient’ who might have picked up the conversation between the boy and his father. It establishes definitely the existence of the individual to whom Wah Lee himself confided his movements. The individual—”

			“The supposed possible ‘finger-man’ in the case?” supplied Graham.

			“Right! In short, Doctor, that man, if Wah Lee were ever returned to his father, would be nabbed—and the whole gang would thereby be tripped up. So—they killed Wah Lee at once!”

			“And the secret,” Dr. Graham said, shaking his head, “is locked forever—in the brain—that once filled this skull?” Again he shook his head.

			“Not completely locked—no,” pronounced Vann bitterly. “For after I win a certain case tonight—to which I’ve just asked you to come and add your expert testimony—it will mean that I will have the legal evidence with which to send a certain convict, now in Moundsville Penitentiary, to the electric chair. And if I know anything about convicts—much less about him!—he’ll name the man higher up—before he goes. Two men, rather—the ‘finger-man’ in the Wah Lee kidnaping—and the man who was ‘wire.’ In short, Doctor, after I win this case tonight—and quite regardless of whether I win it through the court handing the defendant 20 years, life, or execution!—the verdict will mean that not only this convict I speak of—but two more persons altogether—will also go to the chair. Not one man—but three!”

			“In other words,” declared Dr. Graham, with a faint grave smile, “a three-bagger?”

			“Yes,” declared Vann fervently. “A three-bagger—no less!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XVIII

			A Call to Chinatown

			For the 5th time, Elsa Colby, seated in her tiny office, raised her receiver and swiftly dialed the number Chinatown 9887. Only to receive the empty buzz of an empty line.

			Her face grew serious. Here it was 5:30 o’clock!—and this idiot—charming idiot, to be sure!—and murderer—well, not actually legally proven yet to be a murderer, no!—over there in that incommunicado cell, with his insouciant air, due to go to trial in 2½  hours. And not a single witness—character, alibi or otherwise—to produce.

			Except one! And that one—at best and at most!—only a character witness. Heavens! One—solitary—witness! The party whose name was written on the inside of that envelope ‘Doe’ had sealed up. Truly, the man was—

			Off to one side of Elsa, face upward, lay the third carbon of the brief indictment—Indictment No. 42,666!—for burglary and murder, which had been voted against John Doe that afternoon. While now entirely gone from behind Elsa was the frame-held quilt-cover on which she had been working that afternoon, its wooden sides now stacked vertically in one corner of the quite closetless room, and its quilt-cover, hastily rolled up ever since the moment Judge Penworth had hung up on her that day, now lying across the top shelf of her open bookshelf.

			Before Elsa, on the desk, covers upward, lay the tattered torn copy of Famous Crime Story Magazine, which, on her way back to her office, she had picked up at Moxie’s Back Magazine Store on Van Buren Street close to the Ulysses S. Grant Building—close, in fact, to legless Gummy Joe’s famous chewing-gum stand—and on which magazine was featured, in bright outlined yellow letters, “The Wah Lee Kidnaping.” Lucky, Elsa reflected, that Moxie had such a huge and well-classified stock of back magazines—a better stock in magazines, indeed, than Gummy Joe’s stock had been in chewing gums, since Joe, amongst his 999 varieties, had had quite none put out from even so remote a spot as 24th and State Streets, let alone any that hadn’t been on the market for months!—anyway, Elsa again reflected, lucky that Moxie had had such a huge and well classified stock of back magazines, for, now that she had gotten from Aunt Linda the bare highlights of that famous case which had blazoned forth twice when she, Elsa, had been but in her teens, she felt now that she ought to know every angle of it. It was a well-developed and amplified version, this reconstruction in the magazine created by the poet Richard St. George—though no name whatsoever was given on or in the magazine as compiler!—and it was, moreover, replete with pictures, bearing credit lines of this, that or another news-photo bureau, and Elsa’s blue eyes, skipping not a single word, had been traveling over the article between the moments when she had been vainly trying to get that Chinatown 9987.

			But she did not pick up her magazine again after that last empty buzz. For the huge array of pictures had made her realize the stupendous battery of witnesses that would be involved should ever the murderer of Wah Lee himself ever go to trial. And that, in turn, made her realize sickeningly, as nothing else did, the number of witnesses which Louis Vann, as prosecutor, would be throwing on the stand tonight. While she—Elsa Colby, attorney for the defense—would have but one. At best. The name written in that envelope by that devil-may-care fool over there in the City Hall. Together—with where he could be found. “John Doe, S. A.’s Lockup, Chicago.” Himself! Oh the imbecile! Did he think, by any chance, that, after being caught with that stolen skull on his person?—and admitting it to have been that of Wah Lee?—and that, moreover, he had broken into Vann’s safe?—he could himself explain it away?

			She could see the sardonic smiles on the faces of the witnesses—spectators—should he so much as try that! And, likewise, the pitying smiles directed towards her—his youthful attorney. Elsa sighed deeply. Plainly, she saw, it was up to little Elsa Colby—if she desired to save her fortune—and, purely incidentally, that charming murderer—to do something, anything!

			And so, carefully shoving forward out of the way, for the moment, her precious copy of Famous Crime Story Magazine, the Wah Lee story in which she intended to finish if she had to do it on a streetcar or—or in that dressy shop!—she looked through the red telephone book under Chinese Groceries and found—by luck!—just what she wanted: The Grocery of one Mr. Hip Fat, who—according to his street number—must be directly underneath the living quarters and place of business of the man she was trying to locate.

			Hastily she dialed this new number.

			A second later her dialing was answered.

			“Ho-lo,” said a jovial voice.

			“Let me speak to Mr. Hip Fat,” Elsa said hurriedly.

			“He speaking.”

			“Mr. Fat—or, er, that is, Mr. Hip—this is Elsa Colby—a lawyer in the Ulysses S. Grant Building. Can you, possibly by any chance, tell me where, in Chinatown—or even elsewhere—Dr. Sun Chew Moy, whose office and living quarters are above your store, might be located in a hurry? That is, when he’s not in his officer’ As is the case right now?”

			Elsa’s precise query seemed suddenly to dawn on her Chinese auditor.

			“Ho—Docta Sun? He gone down to Splingfiel’, Ill’noy. We got big sign hea’ in sto’-window—nex’ to do’ what lead upstells—and it say—in Tsinese—‘please not to ascend—Docta he is not the’—he be back tonight by 8 o’clock shalp—please to retuln.’ An’—”

			“Back—by 8 o’clock! Oh—for heaven’s sake—and Dr. Sun’s presence right back there at his office is the only thing on earth that can help me—and maybe can’t at that. I—Mr. Fat, that is, Mr. Hip—surely you would know where in Springfield I could contact Dr. Sun by pho—but heavens, of course he’d be on the train right now. Oh heavens, heavens! I—”

			“Whassa matta, lady—you got pain?”

			“Yes—a pain in the neck. And how!”

			“Hm. You got bad pain? Well—you wait. I put my son on phone. Wait!” There was a pause. Then, in quite correct English: “Mr. Charles Ling speaking.”

			“Charles—Ling!” Elsa exclaimed. “Not—not Charlie Ling—my classmate at law school?”

			“Why—well—I have studied law—yes—at—but is this, by any chance, Carrot-Top Col—ahem—Elsa—”

			“Yes, Charlie, Elsa—Carrot-Top—Colby! But what—why—”

			“But why so surprised, Elsa? You knew my father owned a Chinese grocery.”

			“Yes. But the name—Hip Fat—”

			“Oh that, Elsa?” The young Chinese on the other end laughed embarrassedly. “Well, my correct name is Hip Fat Ling. Or Hip Fat Charles—translating that ‘Ling’ as closely as one can. Or Charlie Fat Hip—according to the reversed American nomenclature. But you can imagine, Elsa, how that name would sit in college—or professionalism. So I took the name Charles Ling—at the U. That’s all.”

			“Well, Charlie, what are you doing now?”

			“Clerking here in father’s grocery in Chinatown. Measuring out Chinese potatoes—and weighing up cabbages!”

			“But, Charlie—I thought you were going to New York, where you said practically all of your people were, and—”

			“—and practice law? Good God, Elsa—there wasn’t a law firm in New York City would take me in, as junior lawyer, or even law clerk. And if I’d hung out my shingle, I’d have starved. For my people, Elsa, don’t go to law. No! So I trotted right back home here to Chicago where Father; five years ago, opened this grocery store. And who—Buddha be praised!—will give me meals—and a place to sleep!” His choice grew bitter. “A Chinaman, Elsa, should never acquire an education. At least—not in law. No! And—but Elsa, just what did you want of Father?”

			“Well, Charlie, it’s this: I’m up against a tough, tough proposition. I’ve a client, Charlie, due to go to trial, who is licked—before he goes to bat. The idiot apparently doesn’t know it, however. And, moreover, he hasn’t even a witness. Character, alibi, or anything else. Won’t let me help him in any way—because he’s suspicious that I’m working in the interest of the State’s Attorney’s office. And because I don’t even know the darn fool’s identity, I can’t even dig up a witness or two on my own behalf. And my only chance at all to help him, so far as I can see, is one so—so slim, Charlie—that—well it’s positively silly—still, a chance is a chance—you know. And this one, such as it may be, hinges absolutely on my getting into immediate touch with Dr. Sun Moy. In fact—”

			“Well, wait, Elsa. Would, by any possibility, our Dr. Lung Wee, physician and surgeon, on West 22nd Street here—”

			“—do as well?” Elsa finished for him. “No, no, Charlie! Not in the least. No! Dr. Sun Moy—and nobody else!—is the very double pivot—and not single pivot, either I—of my lone chance. And which—darn it, Charlie!—hinges absolutely on the presence of Dr. Sun right here in Chicago—right there at his office, moreover—though, if I only had him on the phone right now, I might partly get around the complication of his not being actually here on the spot, and—” Elsa broke off, realizing how confusing her words must sound. “That is, Charlie, what would derive to my case if I were to put into execution a certain plan, which plan hinges in turn upon Dr. Sun Moy’s being right here—that is, right there, above your store—and not in Springfield or on a train!—would be dynamite—worse, trinitrotoluene!—against my client—if the latter were guilty. Which, by gosh, Charlie, he plainly is! Though, to be sure, Charlie, maybe he has only an oblique connection with the crime of which he’s charged—instead of a direct one. If you get me! Anyway, what I’d derive through Dr. Sun’s being personally here within—or maybe, only maybe, my getting him on a wire—well, ’twould plant my client right down in to the electric chair and—and pull the switch on him—if he—my client, I mean, and not Dr. Sun!—weren’t 101 per cent innocent and in the clear of what he’s charged with. And—”

			“Well, Elsa,” interrupted the young graduate attorney on the other end of the wire, “why oh why oh why, then, risk Dr. Sun Moy at all? If he’s a witness, that is? Though from the way you put things, I’m not altogether certain that it’s exactly in that capacity you’re considering him. But, anyway, why risk whatever ’tis that you can obtain through Dr. Sun’s presence here? It seems to me—”

			“Because, Charlie,” Elsa put in hurriedly, “what I can derive through Dr. Sun’s being here will also help my foo—yes, more than that, my damfool client!—if the idiot were, by the millionth chance, in the clear. In the clear, that is, Charlie, by a hundred per cent—and not a fraction less. And—but the real honest-to-God reason, Charlie, for my even considering —for even a second—the idea involving Dr. Sun, is that I haven’t a darn thing to shove forward in my fool client’s case. It’s a tough one, Charlie. Money is involved, as well as—as freedom. My—my own money. No, nothing I’ve advanced to the client, or anything. Too—too long a story to tell you. But now—wurra, wurra! Well I’ll have to ask your advice, I guess, as to how to get around this complication about Dr. Sun May’s not being back till—that is, you may be able to sugg—well, now let’s see, Charlie, your father says Dr. Sun is positively not due back at the office upstairs till 8 o’clock? And at 8 o’clock, God help Elsa Colby—with red, green, purple, or what-have-you hair!—she’s due to go into court, and—”

			“Oh, night session, eh? Yes—I see. Well, Elsa, I can modify Father’s information to you a wee bit. Dr. Moy isn’t coming back to his office at all.”

			“Not—coming back?” exclaimed Elsa. “Well, for the luvva—”

			“But wait, Elsa. I’m to meet him—in the old Ford!—on the corner of 55th Street and Harlem Avenue—City Limits, you know, just this edge of what’s called, now, Harlem Heights—at 6:30 sharp, with a 5-pound box of jung-wee candy which he’s having us make up for him.

			You know?—the Chinese confection, made up of squares of ginger, pineapple, or preserved fruit, and coated with frosting flavored with muikwuilo? The distillate of bamboo? For he’s going to call on a girl—Chinese—living near there, who happens to be leaving for San Francisco—in fact, for China, Elsa—at 11 o’clock tonight. And—that is, Elsa, the set-up is as follows: Dr. Sun Moy rang us from Bloomington, Illinois, a half hour ago. He told me he was on the road—in a Lincoln car he’d bought from a friend of his down in Springfield—coming in. And that he’d just talked by long-distance with his sweetie, and learned she was leaving for China at 11 tonight—and so wasn’t going to hold office hours tonight; wasn’t even coming all the way in, since her place is in Harlem Heights, and not far from the New Kaskaslaa Highway on which he’s coming in; and he told me I should have old Lung Jim, Father’s cook here, who fixes our special delicacies, make up the muikwuilo candy, and I should start out with it, in our Ford from here, at the right time to intercept him there at 6:30; and also to put up the other sign which we keep in readiness, and which reads: ‘Doctor regrets much severe illness makes impossible his carrying out professional duties, and will be honored if patients will return again some other day.’ Or, in English,” Charlie Ling added, “ ‘chase yourself!’ And all of which commission,” Charlie finished, “I’m fixing to do for Moy. For Lung Jim is pouring the coating on the candies now, and I figure to leave in the car about 6 o’clock.”

			And Charlie Ling stopped.

			“And all of which,” Elsa commented unsmilingly, “means that Dr. Sun Moy isn’t coming back to within 12 or 15 miles of his office tonight?”

			“Well—in rough, yes, Elsa. But what can we do for you? As for the doctor—well if there’s anything he can do, he’s one swell guy—and no foolin’. And as for me—what the devil can I do for you?”

			“Charlie,” said Elsa, “you can do lots for me—if you want to. And here it is: If ever you felt any professional bond with an old classmate, you can make Dr. Sun drive back in with you after you intercept him at 6:30. And, in case he absolutely refuses, to see that he rings me—before you yourself start back. In short, to let him know that it’s a matter of life and death for him to—that is, Charlie, you don’t need to suggest at all how—how damned slender anyway is the ‘life’ part of it, in view of the case facing my defen—well anyway, that it’s hypothetically anyway a matter of life and death if—if he, Dr. Sun Moy—can be on tap right there in his very office at and shortly after 7 o’clock, so that—listen, Charlie, will you do this—for me?”

			“Heck yes, Elsa! I’ll make the blighter park that Lincoln of his, and run him back bodily in the old Ford—if I have to sit on him all the way. I’ll see that he comes in. And in case he’s stronger in a wrestling match than I, I’ll at least not let loose of him till he rings you from some drugstore out there. So leave it to Charlie! And your number is—

			“Dearborn 8722, Charlie. I’m figuring to dive out in a few seconds to exchange the rag I’ve got on for something I can go into court with, but after that will be right here on tap, studying—in a pulp-paper magazine, of all things!—a famous case which touches on my very defendant’s own case—and I’ll be waiting to hear that you’ve intercepted Dr. Sun okay, and that he—” Elsa’s spirits fell suddenly.

			“Though dammit, Charlie, I don’t know but that maybe I should forget the whole move. For if my client’s guilty, I’d only be helping to strap him in the electric chai—”

			“And if he’s innocent you’d be helping to unstrap him out of it. No, Elsa, drop no possible move. As even my own Confucius said: ‘The cat who has an extra mousehole in range of its eye, is less likely to go hungry than the cat with its whiskers stuck patiently in one mousehole only.’ ”

			Elsa laughed, in spite of herself.

			“Confucius is right, at that, utters Nobody Colby, of Chicago, in this year of Our Lord. Anyway, Charlie, the situation lies now more or less in the gas in your car—and the tires on its wheels. And God be with it—and you! I’m leaning on you, therefore, and—”

			“—and neither Charlie Ling, nor O Ming Toy—that’s the Ford!—will fail you. Now you get back, Elsa, to your job. And confidently wait a ring from Dr. Sun—either out there—or, even better, from right upstairs.”

			And, together, they hung up.

			Elsa leaned back in her chair. Fingertips idly on phone. Thinking. Thinking about something upon which women, the world over, have, often and again, thought!

			Something to wear!

			For she hadn’t been exactly romancing when she had suggested to Charlie Ling that she was about to exchange the “rag” she had on for something appropriate to bigger things. And she was thinking now of that chic dress in the window of Francine de Loux. It seemed, truly, a presumptuous thing to do—so, she had to admit even to herself—to barge in, armed by that illiterate pencil-written note, asking Aunt Linda’s premium for lucky fortune-telling. However, this thing tonight was no penny-ante police-court hearing. This—this was a trial for life. And her own fortune involved. And—well, Aunt Linda had transferred to her morally, if not perhaps altogether legally, her rights to one dress. And Aunt Linda had a perfect right to trans—

			But Elsa, leaning back, and thinking of several things at one time, really, with the dress only as a fourth, started suddenly in her chair. As the feeling came to her that she was not alone in her tiny office. And, turning quickly, she found that she wasn’t. For, standing silently within the doorway, was no other than a figure wearing black clothes and a black string tie. And, under his arm, a black cotton umbrella!

			“Why—Uncle Silas!” she commented, springing up in surprise, still startled. “When—when did you come in?”

			“Just this second,” he said. “You were just saying goodbye to somebody—as I closed the door behind me. Quietly, of course—so as not to disturb you in case you decided to talk further.”

			“Oh.” Elsa gazed at him suspiciously. “Well—sit down, Uncle Silas. Do. You—you startled me. Coming in so—so quietly, don’t you know?” She dropped back into her chair, still startled. “You—you must wear rubber soles.”

			“I do,” he declared amiably. ”I find them extremely comfortable.” He eased himself into Elsa’s lone visitor’s chair, his umbrella across his knee. “Well, Elsa,” he said blandly, “I happened to be across the street on a business matter—at old Sam Hollery’s in fact—and so took occasion to run up here, for I wanted to congratulate you on having your first court case. How fine! How thrilling! And to think that it should be tonight, of all nights—which happens to be Bella’s birthday. I am so proud, don’t you know. To think that you—” He wagged his head from side to side.

			“Yes, isn’t it thrilling, Uncle Silas?” Elsa commented dryly. “And incidentally, the case in question was shoved—down my very throat. It—but listen here, Uncle Silas, how did you know I had my first court case? And tonight, moreover? For my understanding—which I got from the State’s Attor­ney’s own personal assistant not 30 minutes ago—is that the fact of the case in question being assigned already to Judge Penworth for trial has been freely released to the newspapers for printing, and to radio stations as well, but that by agreement between the newspapers and the State’s Attorney’s office—who, don’t forget, is able to do the papers many or no favors!—the fact of the trial being held tonight—and the time and the place—are all suppressed, so that curiosity-seekers won’t be milling, by hundreds—or maybe even thousands, for all I know—around the house where—um, that is—around the—the place in question—yes—where the case is to be tried. So—” She fixed her gaze unswervingly on him. “How did you know I had my first court case? And that I was due to go into court tonight?”

			“How?” he repeated, stupidly, like a man balked—by incontrovertible facts he had just that moment heard—from using some contravention of those very facts to explain some­thing. “How?” he repeated again, now like a man maneuver­ing for time to think. “Why—why—” he stammered, “I—I—”

			His words were interrupted by the sharp ringing of the phone in front of Elsa.

			She drew it over with a sigh. If only it hadn’t rung, she might—so she knew from past experience—have run her uncle into a corner. For, despite all the surprising things she had learned about him today from Aunt Linda—things hitherto absolutely unknown to her—she did know, and always had known, that he was a man who could never think up adequate answers, when pressed to explain something unexplainable on the spot—and on the second! And now—now, while she was taking care of this confounded call, he would probably be building up a quite watertight explanation of how he had heard what he claimed to have heard. She was tempted, in fact, to let the phone ring—and pursue her uncle relentlessly into the corner where manifestly she had him; but, on the other hand, this ring might be a message connected with this very case—and one, even so fortuitous for her position in it that Mr. Silas Moffit, before he left, would be looking as black as the umbrella he carried. Indeed, optimist that she was, far down at heart, Elsa just knew she was going to hear something good!

			“Hello?” she said, hopefully.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XIX

			Concerning Animated Mummies!—Confessions!—Folding Screens!—And Whatnot!

			The man’s voice that answered the phone was one that was faintly—very faintly familiar to Elsa Colby.

			“Is this Elsa Colby?” it asked.

			“Yes. Speaking.”

			“Well, Elsa, this—this is Art Kelgrave.  You know? Of the—”

			“Sure, Art. Of the Detective Bureau Narcotics Squad. Now don’t tell me you’re seeking to reach some coke-head through my vast criminal clientele—”

			“Well, I’m not calling you up, Elsa, about coke-heads—narcotics—or anything else like that. But since you’re bringing the point up yourself, if you do by any chance have a possible lead—through any possible coke-head client of yours—to Eustaqua Brusbriuante, known to us N. Squad as ‘Madame End-of-the-Road,’ I do have something of value and interest to impart to the dame.”

			“Who is—just who?” Elsa asked businesslike. And exactly as one who had at least a dozen clients with vast strings into the Underworld. For work could come to one, sometimes, via the Detective Bureau as well as the Underworld! And she proceeded to lie gracefully in that direction. “I have got a coke-head client, Art, an—an ‘allrounder’ who messes in with all the narcotics, and has a finger, in a manner of speaking, on every other narcotic user in town. So—”

			Art Kelgrave appeared to be impressed.

			“You don’t say, Elsa? Most of ’em don’t know anything except the location of the single joint where they get their dreams. Well, since you have got an ‘all-rounder’ and maybe therefore can do us Narcotic Squad a slight favor!—I might just say that Eustaqua’s the owner of that southwestside marijuana smoking-flat we raided last night. Which story you evidently didn’t see. Though no wonder, since only the Herald carried it. Filipino woman, of course.”

			“And exotic as hell,” said Elsa jealously. And grew even more jealous with her own use of the word. For the word ‘exotic’ always infuriated her to the point of frantic envy.

			Kelgrave chuckled. And showed by his answer that he knew what the word meant. Indeed, his answer showed him to be what Elsa already knew him to be a far more than ordin­arily intelligent Detective Bureau operative.

			“Well, if you think, Elsa,” he said, chuckling again, “that a little animated mummy, with a face like a dried-up brown cocoanut—and aged 50 years—is exotic—then maybe she is! If you think peroxided yellow hair on a dame as wrinkled and brown as that, is exotic—you’re welcome! Though I guess she was all of that, maybe, when she came to London 30 years ago as only daughter of the Philippine Islands envoy. Oh, yes—this is one dame at the end of life’s road, Elsa, that we have full ‘history’ on! She probably was exotic and beautiful as hell when she married Sir Gordon Haynes-Arlegraves—and probably just as much so when she was divorced by him a month later because she was found in bed with his nigger chauffeur. She probably was still plenty exotic for the next few years, while she was a secret agent in London, used to trap Asiatic envoys—which is how she managed to be able to run a gambling room, without molestation from Scotland Yard, in Mayfair. But after that—write your own ticket. Prostitute, next, in Buenos Aires. And then—”

			“Hey, wasn’t the—the lady getting a bit old by then?”

			“Older, and browner, and ever’thing—yes. Which is probably why she finally came to New York and opened a Negro sporting house in Harlem. From which she dropped—dropped, I said, Elsa, and not riz!—to boosting goods from department stores in Cleveland. And then to being a booker of gals, right here in Chi, for nude dancing—at stags. It seems, Elsa, she got a $25 fee for the providing of a gal to dance in the nude—while the gal, generally hungry, got only five bucks.”

			“Big profits, heh? And now—”

			“And now—and that’s why we call her ‘Madame End-of-the-Road.’ For her road has been a wild colorful affair—only the end’s not so good. For she’s been reduced at last to keeping a marijuana smoking flat—you know?—where people can come and inhale the Mexican weed? But we smoked her out last night, from her place on Kedzie Avenue and Pershing Road. Thanks to getting a lead to her joint from a Mex farmer out on the Calumet River in South Chicago, snatched for shoving some queer, and who was growing all the weed for her. We even found a roster of over 400 marijuana addicts in Chi, in the handwriting of old Manuel Sanchez who’s just starting to serve 5 in Joliet for manslaughter.”

			“Enterprising, heh?” Elsa commented, again a little envious of those rare characters who could start earning money on nothing. “A field of weeds—a roster of names—and the lady opens up a luxurious palais de dreams.”

			“Luxurious—did I hear you say, Elsa? Ever see a marijuana smoking-flat? I thought not! Well hers was the drabest we have encountered. No carpets whatsoever. The furniture 50 years old. As old as her, in fact. Nothing matching anything else any more than her peroxided hair matches her monkeyface. The electric bulbs almost burnt out. Though, baby!—what a place she had all for herself—back of the flat, and separated from it by a passageway. Two rooms furnished like—like—well, for the sultan of Turkey’s own fa-vor-ite! Canopied bed. Thick rug—baby!—I’d like to live in ’em myself. Except that our axes have cut that rug and that bed pretty well up now. Anyway, ’twas those particular quarters why we didn’t get her. And why—in a sense, Elsa—I’m dribbling all this to you now. For they had entrance on another street entirely—Pershing Road, in fact—and so, when we came in by the flat door—on Kedzie Avenue—she went out—by her private quarters door!”

			“And so you want me to relay the party some word for you?” asked Elsa, as businesslike as possible. “Which is—but why don’t you contact her landlord? The owners? Maybe—”

			“The ‘landlord’ in this case happens to be a southwestside real-estate renting firm who take all and full responsibility for the renting of the two sets of quarters. From the way they’re ‘fronting’ for the owners, I’d say the owners are probably Negroes, and dare not be revealed as renting to the dope trade. Maybe the owners knew what the premises were being used for—maybe they didn’t. But we can’t padlock the place anyway for just one violation, and—”

			“No, hardly. And—”

			“And,” Kelgrave went on, “far as trying to run Madame End-of-the-Road down through them, why bother?—when we have an ‘in’ with famous criminal attorneys like yourself—with a couple of dozen ‘all-rounders’ among your clients?”

			“Yes, why,” echoed Elsa troubledly—having no “allrounders” in her almost clientless clientele. “Well—you want me to pass—that is, to try to pass some word—through my ‘all-rounder’—but just—just what is it?” Elsa felt that she was at least partly keeping up her bluff at being somebody!

			“Well just, Elsa, that if she’ll clear out of Chi within 24 hours—and stay out!—we’ll call it quits. Our evidence on that raid is more or less rickety anyway—for the marijuana cigarettes in use were all tossed onto a lighted grate fire—and all we got was a half-dozen goofy-looking birds who looked like they were living thousands of years in a few seconds.”

			“You mean to say,” asked Elsa, incredulously, “that you people down there are giving people like that a complete ‘out,’ if—”

			“Yeah, Elsa, we are! We’ve tried everything to knock that game in the head. And now we’re embarked on a new plan: to ‘bargain’ ’em all out of Chi. Catch ’em—raid ’em—and offer ’em 24 hours to get out and stay out. And we’ll bury their history cards—if they’re ‘glaumed’ elsewhere.”

			“Well, you sure are optimists down there. For twice as many will come in, as go out. And besides, in some new city, this old crone—”

			“Hey—not quite such an old crone, at that. For though she is 50, she—she’s little, remember—and yaller-haired!”—so she looks only 40.”

			“Yea,” said Elsa, now the cat, “40—tropical! Well, the party’ll only go hence and hither, and start some new racket in some new city. So—what?”

			“So what? Why, that means more work for criminal attorneys like you who can always use more work, I take it?”

			“Well,” Elsa said airy-fairily, “we can always squeeze in a little extra work—sure. Well, Art, I’ll pass that kind ‘word’ to my ‘all-rounder’—and maybe ’twill be passed on to its objective—and if that’s all I can do—”

			“Wait, Elsa! I didn’t call up on that at all, you know.”

			“Oh—you didn’t? Yes, come to think of it, you did specify that. Well—what—well, what can I do for you then, Art?”

			“Well, Elsa—” Art Kelgrave’s voice now became exceedingly troubled. “—you can’t do anything for me—outside of maybe helping to slide the info to that nut-brown monstrosity with the cocoanut face, and the bleached hair, to get the hell out of town—but maybe I can do something for you. Maybe keep you from lying down on what’s maybe the most important job in your young life. I dunno!”

			“What—what do you mean, Art?”

			“Well—” Plainly the man on the other end of the wire was troubled indeed. “Elsa, I feel that because of the friendship between us, I ought to tell you something; and yet, if you use the information wrongly, I’d—I’d get terribly in Dutch with Mr. Vann.”

			“Well is it something, Art, concerning his case—against John Doe?”

			“No, Elsa, I don’t know anything about his case against your client. Other than, maybe, just that Professor Clark S. W. Adgate, the foremost criminologist in all America—at least so we in the Department think!—is to testify—for the State. I do know, though, that you were appointed counsel for the defense for Doe—for that info, plus also that about Clark Adgate—was dropped downstairs, a while back, by Leo Kilgallon—whilst we were engaged on—on another matter. And it’s because of knowing that you, Elsa, caught this razzberry of a case—with people like Adgate on the other side—that I’m calling you up now. Had it been any other lawyer though, Elsa, I’d not have been calling. I can assure you of that.”

			“Well, Art, you—you do mystify me. And sort of dum—dumfoozle me as well—when you tell me that no less than the great Clark S. W. Adgate himself is to take the stand tonight—on the other side. For of course I know who he is. Whooie! The State sure is out for a conviction—but what can I say, Art? To the matter, I mean, of your having evidently still something else you feel I ought to know! Only that if there’s anything you want to tell me—about anything—it will remain locked in my mind absolutely. I promise you that.”

			“You promise that, Elsa?” Art Kelgrave was plainly troubled, and for the first time the deep suspicion came into Elsa’s mind that he was one of those under-cover men whom Vann allegedly had in the police department to watch conditions there.

			“Absolutely I promise it, Art. And if it involves my case—for heavens sake, Art, tell me!”

			The man on the other end paused a long time.

			“Well, such as I can tell you, Elsa,” he said finally, “here it is: Elsa—but listen, have you been in your office for some time?”

			“Yes, Art. Oh—for more than a half hour at least.”

			“Then you haven’t seen any papers dumped down on the newsstands shortly after 5?”

			“No, Art. I haven’t. Why?”

			“Well, all of them—all, that is, but the Despatch—are carrying a big front-page story detailing the confession of that crime of which your—your client is charged.”

			“By—by him?”

			“No, Elsa—by another man.”

			“You mean, Art,” Elsa ejaculated delightedly, “the real criminal—has confessed?” Elsa felt a wave of cheer envelop her from head to foot. It was like the first effects of downing a tumblerful of one brandy. There would be no trial tonight now of her client John Doe. The whole thing would be nolle-prossed. And if Silas Moffit had had any Finger in the pie that had been served to her, he was whipsawed now, and—

			But Art Kelgrave was speaking.

			“Well, Elsa, the fellow who has confessed isn’t guilty at all. I’m in a suite of rooms above the State’s Attorney’s office with the fellow right now—he’s locked in a room 2 rooms from where this phone with outside connections is, till the hour comes for his repudiation to go out on the newsstands.”

			“Re—repudiation, Art?” Elsa’s heart dropped down like a plummet, and rapped sharply on her two insteps. “But—but listen, just repudiating, you know—”

			“Elsa, old kid, I’ll have to make this brief. I see now I shouldn’t have wasted all that good time talking about Madame Eustaqua End-of-the-Road. Anyway, Elsa, I just want to say that I’d hate to see you get all coked up that your case tonight—yes, I happen to know also that you go to bat tonight—will be a walkaway, with nothing for you to do but maybe argue the judge out of giving your client 30 days for disorderly conduct. The fact is, Elsa, that this fellow close by me here—P. Wainwright is his name—confessed the whole crime—burglary and murder!—just to bust a contract that’s tying him up lock, stock and barrel for 20 years or so.”

			“A—a contract, Art? With—with whom?”

			“With a radio entertainment firm in New York City. Who are holding him down to writing bedtime animal tales for kids. And he—well, the sap thinks he can do the G-man stuff. You know? But that’s not the point. The point is, Elsa, that he’s not only repudiated the confession—and the repudiation is all signed and sealed—but it can be—will be, in fact—established that three ‘confirmations’ of his confession he sewed into the affair were sewed in after the story came out today in the 2:30 Despatch.”

			“After? Still, Art, he might be very cunning—in his repudiating—he may have thought things over, and—”

			“No, Elsa. Certain junk he’s sewed into the case has been obtained—all of it—after the story came out. On top of which, his confession has an unseen weak spot in it that—at least to Lou Vann—was bigger than a garage door, and—”

			“But—but wait, Art. Just because Lou Vann claims he sees a weak spot in it, doesn’t mean a damned thi—”

			“But it does here, though, Elsa,” Kelgrave put in sadly. “For you see this lug—and, incidentally, Elsa, he wears rouge!—a fact!—anyway this lug stated that after he entered Vann’s office last night—and turned on the lights—he crossed the room swiftly till he could see through the black-burlap covered folding screen that partly cut off the old couch. Make out the outlines of the couch, you know, and—”

			“Wait! Since when, Art, is burlap transparent? I never—”

			“That’s the whole point, Elsa. It seems this fellow was a burlap clerk in New York once, and worked out an actual formula—multiply the number of feet from which you can make out an object through a sheet of burlap, by x—and you get the weave!”

			“I see. Well I learn something new every day. All right. Then burlap is semi-transparent—at certain distances? So what, then?”

			“Well, he crossed the room sufficiently—so he claimed—till he could see through the burlap—make out that the couch was empty—that the office girl hadn’t stayed down by some chance, curled up on it, and gone to sleep, and—”

			“And if she had? What was he going to do? Was he gatted up?”

			“No. I asked him that identical question on the way over to Vann’s office in a cab. With him. He told me that if the girl had been there, he’d have pointed his finger at her through his pocket—tied her up—and, to shut her mouth as to his description and identity, raped her.”

			“Whoops, Art! A guy sporting rouge?—raping a gal?—well that’s more cock-eyed than the case of the guy that bit the dog. And so that’s the weak poin—”

			“No. It’s only the point where I personally began to to think there was something phoney about the confession.

			But the weak point, Elsa, in the ‘burlap’ part of the story is that the back of that folding screen—according to Lou Vann—is covered with at least 4 coats of thick black paint till it’s as opaque as a brick wall. For Vann says he used to sneak over there sometimes, during days—and cop a snooze back of it. Anyway, it seems, you can’t any more look through that screen than you could into the gizzards of a battleship—from the waterline. Positively the only place where one could, Vann told us—and the fact moreover is known only, Vann said, to himself and his office-girl—is a hole, considerably and far above even the outlines of the couch itself, where he had recently successfully tried out the sharpness of that stiletto found on that Spinelli, that murderer, who claimed—”

			“Yes, I know. And—”

			“And the lug never mentioned the hole, see? He knew his burlap all right—and played the fact of the screen being covered with burlap—but got fooled by the outer surface of it.”

			“Well—well, maybe still, Art,” said Elsa desperately, “his confession is the McCoy, but is garnished up a little because of Cap Congreve’s fists over there—”

			“No, Elsa. For to put your mind to rest on that matter for good and all, it just happens that Mr. Vann has two investigators who happen to have been in the company of this lug all night at a party off Bughouse Square—on another matter entirely—and at the very hour of the bump-off they were at dinner—why, they even both have this fellow’s signature on a paper napkin.”

			Elsa was depressedly silent. She was trying to assimilate this smashup of her mental roller-coaster car.

			“But why, Art,” she asked suddenly, “is the—the confession only going out on the stands—and not—not the repudiation? Plus, I presume, the various confirmations of the repudiation?”

			“Because, Elsa,” said Kelgrave—painful reluctance in his voice, “the papers jumped on top of the S.A. awhile ago—and told him they were going to slit his throat on the renomination. And so he had to buy ’em off—in short, Elsa, he handed ’em this story—all, that is, but the Despatch, which was the horsefly in their butter, for the point at issue was his having given the Despatch that fine exclusive story today—and we—all of us who were on the ground, helped the little conspiracy. And so the repudiation—plus all its confirmations—plus the 24-karat 200-proof alibi!—will go out on the newsstands in about the 7 o’clock editions.”

			“After the confession has sold a quarter million papers. And made Vann sweet again with the Fourth Estate! Yeah, I get it, all right. And—but say—this is on the level now, is it? And no dodge of Lou Vann—to lull me to sleep?”

			“Absolutely on the level, Elsa. All of it. But 1000 per cent confidential. And for nobody but you, kid, would I double-cross Mr. Vann as I have. Though, at that, I can’t regard it as—er—double-crossing him. The point just is that I don’t want you to get stuck out on a limb—thinking your case tonight is all in the bag. Through a nolle-prove on Vann’s part—or an argument by you to His Honor that your client is guilty, at most, of disorderly conduct. As might be one verdict under this fellow Wainwright’s confession. No, Elsa, the confession is nothing but a phoney flash—in a phoney pan; and was made, all right, to bust a contract. And—but listen, now, girl, you won’t let this leak?—so that the Despatch breezes out with an advance story on the repudiation?”

			“Heck no, Art! I won’t double-cross you in any way. I’m—I’m darned grateful to you—and I’ll at least show you that.”

			“Okay, Elsa. And now I’m going back to my lug—and wait the hour for the repudiation to be launched. And—mum’s the word?”

			“Mum’s the word,” Elsa said. And, practically together, they hung up.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XX

			Colby Versus Moffit—Round 2

			Elsa turned around in her swivel chair. Her uncle was the first to speak.

			“Well,” he said dryly, “it was easy to interpret your end of that conversation—both halves of it! For your end was quite all I got, thanks to the insulting way you hugged that receiver against your ear. Am I some kind of a filthy scoundrel, Elsa, that I have to be crudely excluded from even—but skip it! As I say, it was easy enough to interpret your end of that conversation. And both halves, moreover.”

			Elsa regarded him puzzledly.

			“Well,” she said undecidedly, “private business is private business, you know, Uncle—but I’ll be a sport and confirm all—if you’ll state correctly what I was talking about.

			So—” She was frankly curious now. “—what was the first half of my conversation about?”

			“Simply,” he said confidently, “that the man on the other end was asking you—though for reasons, however, that I can’t fathom—whether by some chance you had a lead to the whereabouts of that old Mrs. O’Shanahan who stole that roster of secret gangster and illicit contributors to the Republican Party out of Democratic Boss Hennerty’s office last week—though God knows how he ever originally snitched it!—and burned it before the local Republicans here in that sunflower field in North Chicago. And for which—as I gather—our esteemed mayor is to slip her a valuable tavern license—for a deluxe tavern, to be call the Palay d’ Dreams. For I heard you distinctly Speak of ‘her’ and ‘roster’ and ‘field’—and opening up the said luxurious tavern—and ’twas all self-evident.”

			“It seems,” said Elsa unblushingly, “that you win! Yes, that was the subject of the first half. The fellow on the other end thought I had a lead to old Mrs. O’Shanahan. Who’s now known, incidentally, to be a woman narcotics bureau worker—stooling for no less than the Federal-G. But about the second half of my conversation—again—I’ll bite?”

			“That,” he said, again utterly confidently, “was all about the fact that somebody has obviously confessed that crime for which your client is to be tried tonight—but that his confession is all moonshine—and completely—provable so. Yes—no?”

			“Yes,” said Elsa angrily—and angry that her Uncle should have had a batting average of even .50 after the way she had purposely pressed that receiver all the way about her shell-like ear. “But for God’s sake, Uncle, keep your mouth shut—will you?—and don’t get me in bad with—with whoever was on the wire?”

			“If you can trace anything later as having come from Silas Moffit,” said her uncle sonorously, “Silas Moffit will give you a thousand dollars.”

			“Thank Silas Moffit for me,” said Elsa unsmilingly. “And tell him I’ll hold him to that!” She paused. “Well, just as the phone rang, Uncle, you were floundering around, like a dragon in a mudpuddle, trying to tell me how and where you heard the two facts of this case being tried tonight, and of my being attorney for the defense in it. So—”

			“Why, Elsa!” he ejaculated piously, “I was doing no such thing. Not in the least was I floundering. I heard them from Manny.”

			“Oh, I see. And where did he hear them, Uncle?”

			Mr. Silas Moffit was no longer stammering. If he had needed time to think, he had gotten it!

			“He heard them,” he declared promptly, “from some lawyer named Smith, who in turn heard them from the—”

			“State’s Attorney’s office—of course!” said Elsa, perceiving that this chain of communication was one not checkable, with one link named “Smith”! “I think,” she said directly, and unsmilingly, “that you, Uncle Silas, had something to do with my getting this chilled steel nut—to crack.”

			“I?” he retorted, in mock surprise. “Why—Elsa! What on earth do you mean? How could I have had—”

			“Well, I’ll tell you just exactly how you could have,” Elsa said suddenly. And prepared—as she herself would have phrased it—“to pull a swift one”! For Elsa, being herself a female, had all the cunning of the female—back to the original Eve. “You see,” she said unblinkingly, “today, somewhere between—” and she hesitated but the ten-thousandth of a second. Her client, “John Doe,” had been arrested shortly after noontime. And Louis Vann had talked with him shortly after that. And knew that her client had no case—and no money either. “—between 1 and 2 o’clock,” Elsa hastened on, “—yes, I’m sure it was between 1 and 2, though I’m not dead sure as to the exact moment, no!—I was in the apartment building where you live—yes, there on Cleveland Avenue—on an errand, and I passed the door of your apartment and—and you were talking on the phone—I could hear you”—that, she figured, was probably a reasonably safe bet! “—and—” And now she decided to plunge all “—and through the very door I heard you say; ‘Yes, Vann.’ And there,” she finished, gazing innocent-eyed at him, “is how I’m certain you learned this tough case—tough, that is, for the ultimate defense lawyer—broke in Chicago. After which, ’twould have been easy—at least for you—to have pulled some wires that would toss it into my—” She gave an airy gesture with her hands that said all the rest for her.

			He gazed at her with a worried expression that showed plainly he was wondering whether she were being a female of the species. Or whether—

			“It is true,” he said, with great dignity, “that I was talking with Mr. Vann at about that hour. He—he called me up. But strictly on a business matter. We talked for some number of minutes—yes—but absolutely nothing was said about matters in his office. Nothing!” he added belligerently. “Any time!” Elsa said to herself. “Caught him that time—with his britches out on the line!” And, aloud, she said: “Well, I think, just the same, that Vann slipped you that info, due to some previous request of yours, so that—”

			“Mr. Vann,” Silas Motet declared, with extreme dignity, “is an honest man.”

			“Are you telling me?” Elsa retorted. “Lou Vann might peddle a piece of info out of his office—yes—for that’s his own right; but when it comes to driving relentlessly after convictions, he’s so honest he leans over backwards. Vann would hang his own grandmother—if, that is,” Elsa qualified, “she were guilty of murder.”

			“I believe he would,” Silas Moffit agreed—and his agreement was plainly genuine, and not a hypocritical assent.

			“He’s so honest,” he went on, this time with a slight sneer in his voice, “that he’ll probably not get renominated. But be that as it may, Elsa, what on earth were you doing in my building? Whom were you calling on?” And he fixed her fast with his eyes.

			“Ouch!” said Elsa. “Now he’s tossing one straight to first.” But, undaunted, Elsa slid for the goal. And, as it eventuated, made it. Made it, that is, at the expense of revealing Saul’s new location—but, since that was in the new telephone book, it would only be a matter anyway of a few days before Silas Moffit would have known.

			“I heard,” Elsa said, “that a certain party had moved onto Cleveland Avenue. Near Fullerton. And without even bothering to—to look in the telephone book, I decided to call on him. While near there. And since you yourself live on Cleveland—near Fullerton—I naturally presumed—”

			She gave a beautifully helpless gesture with her small hands. “I naturally presumed he’d be right in your building. Good God—why not?”

			“Good God why not? And Good God why, pray? Why should your friend be in my building, for God’s sake?”

			“Why? Why because the man is a relative of mine as well as my friend. In short, he is Saul.”

			“Stop!”

			And Elsa’s mouth fell wide open as, from her uncle’s eyes, blazed a light not one whit different than many hours earlier today she had seen pour from Saul’s eyes. It was positively uncanny.

			“I—I don’t want,” Silas Moffit was raging, “to hear the name of that dirty, filthy, lousy, goddamned, whore­monging—”

			“Rat!” put in Elsa, helpfully. “Why not? That’s what he’s forced to call you—thanks to whatever you’ve done to him. So a tossed bouquet is worth the tossing back, if only to stop the—the billingsgate around here.”

			“What—what I’ve done to him?” Silas Moffit was echoing, plainly aghast. “Good Christ a-mighty! What I’ve done to him? That’s—that’s good! What he’s done to me, you mean. And so—so—” He was half choking. “So he had the supreme gall to refer to me, eh, as—as a rat?”

			“Aye,” said Elsa, sepulchrally. “And also a viper—and even the cockroach of hell!”

			“Of all the goddamnable supreme gall,” he began irately, “that’s—”

			“But I don’t see,” Elsa now defended, “that ’twas gall, if you’ve at any time dished out to him any of the stuff you’ve just—”

			“It’s amazing,” her uncle commented bitingly, “how people call others by the exact names that they are themselves. Why, that—that piece of dried putrid cat-vomit calling itself a man—with a whiskey-soaked sponge he calls a brain—that delusion-riddled whelp—that—”

			“Whoa, Tillie! Do you mind telling me, Uncle, just what Saul—”

			“Stop!” warned Silas Moffit. “I—I won’t have that filthy word soiling my ears.”

			“Him the same,” Elsa retorted outspokenly. “Except that he goes you one better. And how! For he’s legally chopped his patronymic to—but anyway,” she broke off hastily, “do you mind telling me what he ever did to you that makes you so damned bitter?”

			“What—what he did to me? Why the goddamned whoremonging—”

			“Great guns, Uncle,” Elsa put in, downright admiringly, “I didn’t dream you had a command of cusswords like that. You’ve positively only one equal.”

			“Who?” he demanded.

			“The identical guy you’re talking about,” she snickered. “But who’s more or less boiled you down to rat, viper and cockroach.”

			“He has, heh? So he’s boiled me down, has he, to just rat?” For some strange reason, the appellation “rat” seemed to be the only one of the 3 that was hitting Silas Moffit where the skin was thin. “Well, let me tell you, my girl, that when it comes to that, he’s the—the—the Adam, and Eve, and Cain, and Abel, of the—the whole rat tribe. Crossed with all the—the bedbugs to boot. He’s—he’s—he’s—and so he dares to call me a rat? Well, by God, I’ll—I’ll—”

			“Sue him for libel maybe?” said Elsa unsympathetically. “Or maybe sue him to—to just nullify his copyright on the name ‘rat.’ Well, it seems to me,” she again defended Saul, “that maybe he has got some right to have some iron in his soul—whatever the right is—and—”

			“You shut your mouth!” Silas Moffit snapped. “Nobody asked you what you thought. And so he calls me a—however, you asked me to tell you what the—the—the—”

			“Bastard son-of-a-bitch,” put in Elsa kindly and helpfully.

			“Yes—squared and cubed—did to me? Why, he wrote me a letter telling me I was a senile, impotent old money-grubbing wretch who—who doubtlessly purposely scared my own father, Sylvester Moffit, into blowing out his brains the way he did, so that I could—”

			“Them is a lot o’ charges,” Elsa conceded. “Though I’ll half venture, Uncle, that what got your—your nannie, was the charges of senility and impotency—no—don’t hit meh! And so that’s what Sau—er—the ‘g. d. s. o. b.’—did to you? But what did ’oo do to him?”

			“What did—what the hell kind of talk is that?” Silas Moffit raged.

			“I stole it,” Elsa confessed, “from the come-along of a talkie. It sounded cute. So what did ’oo do to him?”

			“I—I—believe me, I—did plenty!” Silas Moffit averred triumphantly. “I wrote him a letter, the—the—the—”

			“—the goddamned bastard rat?” Elsa said helpfully.

			“—yes, the bastard rat, telling him he was not only a quarter-wit louse that a 15-cent nigger prostitute wouldn’t spit on when she was drunk, and smelled so bad that all the dead cats in cat-dom had voted him their—anyway, I told him I’d already bought a grave for him, and a gravestone, to boot, reading ‘Here Lies Nothing—God be Thanked.’ ”

			“Good gravy!” Elsa exclaimed. “You two sure certainly will never have to have a paternity test! If you two aren’t father and son, then biology and inheritance are plumb screwy. Darned if I can figure which of you can think up the bitterest terms Why, you’re like—like a couple of lunatics, each with a match or so, and each with a nice dry field—your own feelings and emotions. The first of you lights up a corner of his own field—then tosses a burning wisp of it onto the other’s—then the other tosses back a blazing bundle—then the first gets a steam-shovel and tosses over a whole blazing square rod of turf—and first thing you know the whole countryside about you both is crackling, and burning, and—”

			“And you say,” he asked moodily, and also like a little child, “you say he really called me—his father—a rat?”

			“Good gra—listen?—do we have to go into that ag—yes,” Elsa declared. “But he didn’t particularly concentrate on any one appellation. Seems to me he used the names of all the beasts of the field—and the insects that crawl on the earth—and the birds—”

			“Never mind those,” he said coldly. “You say—he called me a rat?”

			“I said he did; so—he did. But good gravy, Uncle, the rat—believe it or not—is a benefit to all humankind. All the old theories about it have been exploded. According to an article I read in Time last week. It’s now conclusively proven that as a scavenger it consumes 8 times as much bad as it does good. If the rat, moreover, were eradicated, mankind would perish. So said the article. A fact! And the rat’s qualities of motherhood are supr—”

			“Stop your idiotic trying to square your—your filthy cousin.” Silas Moffit ordered curtly. “I only hope he—he wears out even the rags that now cover his syphilis-infected back. For he’s the lowest—”

			“Now you stop!” said Elsa peremptorily. And her eyes blazed. “I’ve—I’ve had all I can stand today—from both of you! And as for you, Uncle, I’m going to say just one thing. And here it is. Someday, Uncle, you’re going to be awfully damned sorry. At some particular moment—though what moment I don’t know. But it’s the moment when you learn that poor Saul is dead—and that that grave you’ve so kindly bought for him is at last to be filled. For you’ll outlive him all right, all right. In spite of the difference in your ages. His kidneys and liver must be all on the blink—from pouring quarts of alky through them. While you—thanks to eating oatmeal in the mornings, and unbuttered crusts, the way you do—and being underweight—you’ll outlive him. Live, probably, to be as old as Methuselah. And I only pray God—yes I do—that on the day you hear that Saul is dead from uremia—or from walking drunk into the path of a car—or however it happens—is that I can be there. To watch you. Because, believe it or not, Uncle Silas, I’m interested in psychology. Straight—or distorted. And it isn’t natural to hate one’s own blood the way he hates yours—and you hate his. And when the day comes that the survivor of an insane feud like his and yours hears that the other is gone, in some bitter unhappy way—well, there’s certain to be some sort of emotional revolution down in that bird’s guts to which the Russian Revolution, by comparison, is nothing but a flock of orators tossing handbills. All statistics, however, declare that you’ll be that survivor—and so I only pray God that, being the psychology fan that I am, I’m there—the moment the news is dished out to you. To watch—to take notes—and to marvel!”

			“To marvel, eh?” he said dryly. “At the unexpected nature of my reaction! Which I can tell you, however—here and now—and in advance—will be a loud whoop of joy, and—but since you are such a great psychologist, just what do you think you will see—when I receive those glad tidings which, my girl, will be the sweetest tidings I shall ever have heard? Just what—does the great psychologist, E. Colby, expect to see?”

			“Heaven only knows,” said Elsa truthfully, knowing that the psychology of such things as she had described was the one big unseen fact in life. “But I only hope I am there—to see it—that’s all.”

			“Well, perhaps,” he said sarcastically, “heaven will be good to you. And will even let you have a box sea—but see here, Elsa, you say you actually heard that viper call me a rat, and—”

			“Godamnittohell!” Elsa screamed. “Will—will you stop it—or—or am I to become a babbling idiot in court tonight—instead of a lawyer?”

			His only answer, however, was to sit amusingly and pleasedly stroking his chin, radiating satisfaction at the picture Elsa had pointedly drawn, and thinking no doubt of that happy, happy day when he should learn that his first-born was no more—or at least on the sure way thereto.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXI

			Round 3. Colby Leading—Moffit Parrying—

			Elsa hoped devoutly the subject was stopped now, even as fortunately today the practically identical line of thought and talk emanating from Saul had been stopped by the arrival of the streetcar. But no—Silas Moffit returned to the subject of his son—which seemed utterly to fascinate him.

			“I hope also,” he said amiably, “that you are present, the day after the day you refer to, when I pile all that filthy goddam—all right, pipe down!—don’t get hysterical—pile all his damnfool spectacles on a fire, and burn ’em, bag and baggage!”

			“Why, Uncle, you’d—you’d burn up an actual collection?”

			“And—how!” he said exultantly. “And my only regret would be that that goddam—all right, pipe down!—that he wouldn’t be there—to see ’em go up in smoke.”

			“So that’s the way you feel?” said Elsa, her own redhaired gorge rising. “Well, you’ll never succeed in doing that—for I definitely know he’s willed ’em to some museum—and that you’ll never get a red penny of his esta—”

			“Estate—hah!” he snapped. “He has none! And he’ll never get a red cent of mine. For he’s a—”

			“And suppose,” Elsa went on, still angry, “that I told you right now where there’s a pair of historic specs”—and Elsa was thinking once more of those strange square-framed wooden monstrosities made by the French Bluebeard—“that, now that you talk so blithely about bonfires, Saul is going to hear about from me—and that’ll probably wind up in his collec—”

			“Where—where are they?” Silas Moffit asked eagerly.

			“Gee—wouldn’tcha like to know? Then you’d go over and buy ’em—and have your little bonfire—with just one pair of specs—and one invite—and that one for Saul.”

			“Oh—oh, nonsense,” he said. “Where are those spec—”

			“And now,” said Elsa to herself, “I’ve started a new wheel rolling.” And to end that, she said wearily: “Oh, I was only referring to a pair of gold specs belonging once to a slave of Robert E. Lee. But Saul has ’em now—he was just picking ’em up when I met him last—so it wouldn’t do you any good even if you knew where they were.” Elsa paused. “But we’re sort of running off the track, aren’t we? We were talking, I think, about your talking on the phone to Lou Vann. Which you admitted. And then wanted to know what I was doing over there in your building. Well, I came over there—” to Elsa this was an easy lie. “—to give some advice to my cousin which later, by chance, I was able to give him on the street.”

			“What—what was the advice?” Silas Moffit demanded.

			“Why—to call on Lou Vann, of course—and try to get that rackets-assistantship.”

			He laughed contentedly. Almost purred! “I’m happy to say that Mr. Vann told me, more or less incidentally in that phone talk today, that that appointment was, by pre-arrangement, totally Mayor Sweeney’s—the moment Holoday died. Your dear dear cousin, it seems, had no chance of getting that.”

			“Well,” Elsa retorted, “one thing is certain: you didn’t boost him any for the job. For—but again we’re getting off the path that we were on originally. ‘Way originally. I said I thought you had something to do with my getting this chilled steel nut to crack—this case, of course—whether you got it via Lou Vann, or via Manny—and I still think so.”

			“And I have once told you,” he said, with now completely regained dignity, “that that is an unwarranted and unkindly accusation. For—but first, did I understand you to say that the case with which you are confronted is somewhat difficult?”

			“Listen,” she said, “if you had the job of proving that Moses wasn’t a Jew, would you call that a tough job?”

			He looked at her cunningly. “We-ell—” and gave a curious gesture with his two hands that, she knew, he had picked up solely from his son-in-law, Manny Levinstein. “Well,” he went on, “that is, of course, too bad, Elsa girl. It’s—”

			“—too damned lousy tootin’ bad,” Elsa said mirthlessly, “in view of the clause in that paper I once gave you. Yes, dear Uncle, I could conceivably lose this case tonight! In which event the Chicago Title and Trust Company will find more than a serious cloud existing on my title to Father’s property. They’ll find, in short, that I’ve quitcl—”

			“Oh,” he interrupted, waving his hand, “I wouldn’t use that clause against you.”

			“You’re sure of that?” asked Elsa, half hopefully.

			“Quite,” he nodded. But gazed at his shoetops.

			“Well, why on earth—once more, Uncle Silas,” Elsa asked helplessly—for she really did wonder if he were the financial wolf in sheep’s clothing that circumstances seemed to proclaim him to be—or just the benignant, well-meaning old uncle he always seemed to be—benignant, that is, when he was not off on that particularly crazy tangent which was his with respect to Saul just as much as it was Saul’s with respect to him, “why, Uncle Silas, did you ever originally permit me to sign a paper that held such a clause as that?”

			She waited, yet optimistically.

			“Why? I told you why long ago, and—” He broke off irritatedly, as a person guilty of something. “ ’Twas to give you your first—and most valuable—lesson in your proposed profession. To put you on your toes, as it were, after you should get out of college. For you see, Elsa, many years ago, when I was a boy, we boys owned—jointly—a swimming hole; and we—”

			“Yes,” Elsa interrupted, “I’ve heard the analogy—several times before. Though it never, however, seemed to me to fit this case at all.”

			“It didn’t? Well, I thought it—but anyway, I inserted that clause in that paper to give you your first baptism in the matter of legal documents. To cause you, after you should graduate, to read, study, and analyze every phrase in a document. And I take it you’re a much better lawyer today—for that very incident. And that you’d sign nothing, today, without reading it at least three times. That’s—that’s how much I thought of you. And now you—”

			“Well,” she said, extremely bewildered, “that—that was quite thoughtful of you to—to look so far ahead. Yes. And—but you do say, don’t you, Uncle Silas, that nothing on earth would ever cause you to take advantage of that clause?”

			His eyes dropped again, momentarily, to his shoetops.

			“No, nothing. Nothing, that is, except—”

			“Except?” Elsa stiffened in her chair. “Except—what?”

			“Except just, Elsa, that if—well this is purely hypothetical, you must understand—but supposing—”

			“Yeah—supposing’“ Elsa’s voice was hard.

			“Supposing—ahem—you forfeited your title to the Nugget—or, rather, your 9/10ths in it, on a technicality, and that, before we could correct that forfeiture, a sudden opportunity came up by which Colby’s Nugget would have to be sold then or never, and—”

			“Just—a—minute, Uncle! There’s no such thing as that the Nugget never could be sold. For—”

			“No, no, no,” he said, testily. “Of course not. But there are deals and deals, you know—some involving cash, and some time-payments, and some what-not. And—but as I started to say, if a sudden possible deal came up, that very minute, in which the Nugget could be—and ought to be—sold, I would have to—for your sake and mine—go ahead and take advantage of it. And—”

			“And?”

			“And at some later date think how best to adjust matters with respect to the general idea—ahem—of your father’s, that when you should be 30 you would have—um—a compete—”

			“I see,” Elsa said darkly. “Yes. I see.” She paused, still really perplexed. “Uncle Silas,” she remarked suddenly, “I’m due, as you seem quite well to know, to go into court tonight;—no, I wasn’t even able to refuse, because I’d have been disbarred, and that clause would have been effective immediately—but as I just started to say, I’m due to go into court tonight, and with that clause in that paper, my title is frightfully jeopardized; and I’m going to make a suggestion to you. Which I’m sure you’ll assent to. I’ve learned my legal lesson now—don’t fear. And so I’m going to ask you if you’ll immediately return me that original contract between us, marked ‘Canceled,’ so that I can send it right over to the County Building, and put it of record as canc—”

			“Why, Elsa!” her uncle exclaimed. “Where’s your legal knowledge? That paper can’t be canceled, because it deals with other matters. It’s—it’s my only security for my loan to you.”

			“Oh yes—of course,” she nodded. “That is true! Well, would you here and now—if I quickly type it out on my electric typewriter yonder—sign a wai—”

			“Those are remarkable things, aren’t they?” he put in energetically. “Manny has one, you know: it cost him $200 new—and it’s a real delight to use it. And curious thing, now, Elsa, when I graduated from Davetown University, Iowa in the year of—well, anyway there was a chap in my graduating class who had the weird idea of making a typewriter operate electrically with no finger-pressure. Think of it, Elsa! And this chap—but where—and when—did you get your machine, Elsa? And how?”

			“Ho-ho!” said Elsa to herself. “So we’re going to talk typewriters now, are we—instead of waivers? And if that gets detracked, we’re going to talk Davetown University maybe!” And aloud she said: “At an unclaimed goods auction. One month back. $15. Through a friend. The electric cord at Sears Rosebuck’s basement. Price: 40 cents. Length, 14 feet.”

			His eyes were staring wide at her, as she continued:

			“Yes, the machine can write 6 times as fast as an ordinary one. Or conversely, its owner can do a legal brief on it in 1/6th the ordinary time. That is, if she has one to do! Also the machine is only 10 years old. And its name is Old Mr. Million-Words-a-Minute. And now we’ve exhausted electric typewriters. Mine, anyway. And about the guy in your graduating class, at Davetown U., who had the odd idea of making typewriters eventually operate with no finger-pressure—he eventually did! For you’ve forgotten you’ve told me six times in the distant past of the little spectacled wizened chap Wilkus Luke, that you big brutes—of that era—tossed into the campus pond of an icy night. And this machine is patented by one Wilkus Luke. So I know the end of that story. And as I was asking, before you levered me off the—that is, before we slithered off the track—will you, Uncle—if I quickly type it on Old Mr. Million-Words—sign a waiver of that pernicious clause in my old assignment to you, which waiver I could send over and put of record, and—”

			“Unfortunately,” he interrupted her harshly, “I put that contract up with a financier of sorts, in Ft. Wayne, Indiana—as security for a loan to myself—and under the law passed by the Indiana State Legislature last year I would be subject to a 5-year penitentiary sentence—and huge damages—did I waive a single clause or punctuation mark in it.” He gazed benignly on his niece.

			She stared at him. “You?” she commented. “You—who loan money—put the paper up for a loan? Why, Uncle, it doesn’t seem possible. It—”

			“Well, it is possible,” he said peevishly. “My own loans are all frozen up—for the time being. And I was able to get this money for 1 per cent less than I can re-loan it out, here in Chicago. And so I did. And put the contract up with this man for security. And I have his receipt, moreover, for it.”

			“You ha—well—well, would you let me see it?”

			“Let you see it?” he repeated. “Gladly I would—except—ahem—it’s in my safety box—in old Phineas Jackson’s Safety Vaults—and which vaults, since they aren’t a day and night affair, are closed now.”

			“Why, Uncle! You—you always hated Mr. Phineas Jackson like nobody’s bus—Well, Uncle, if you’ve taken a box in his place, the millenn—well, I’m beaten so far as further arguing goes. And—but would you let me see your box receipt?”

			He grew angry. “See here, young lady, I—however, to end this argument, I left the receipt on the window sill of one of my empty houses—one on Ravenswood Avenue—and the house burned overnight, and the receipt with it.

			So—” He broke off, giving a curious shrug of his shoulders Elsa knew now, for a certainty, that he was lying—and clumsily at that.

			“Well,” she retorted, angry herself, “you wouldn’t mind, I’m sure, since my juvenile mind is troubled—and since I’ve got to concentrate tonight untroubledly—telling me the number of the burned house?—so that I could at least check it with the fire department and thus—”

			“By—by Godfrey, Elsa,” he burst out, “for two cents I’d—I’d walk out of your office. Here I come in, like a thoughtful proud uncle, to—but no, I positively won’t allow our family to use the fire department to thresh out its family spats. And I won’t be letting you see the safety box key on my ring either, for the simple reason that I accidentally left the key in one of my other safety boxes. And—”

			“Left it—in one of your other safety boxes?” Elsa shook her red head bitterly. “All right. You win! It’s more than obvious that you wouldn’t nullify that damned clause for me—if it was the last thing you ever did. And if I had any doubts, thus far, Uncle Silas, about the whole set-up—I haven’t now! You’re going to use that clause against me—in case my client gets convicted tonight. And all I can say, therefore,” she added fiercely, “is that if only—so help me, dear, dear God!—if only—so—so help me also Confucius, Buddha, Mohammed and the Virgin Mary!—if only—” she drove wildly on, “—so help me even Mumbo Jumbo, ol’ King of Voodooism!—I could get my mitts between now and then on some valuable real-estate paper of yours that you haven’t yet put of record—well—what I’d do to that paper—God bless himself, in that case, and Mumbo Jumbo the same to boot!—oh!—baby!”

			And right in front of her uncle’s amazed eyes Elsa emphasized exactly what she would do in such impossible event, by drawing an imaginary match across an imaginary matchcase, and holding it to an imaginary paper while imaginary smoke wafted up between her and Mr. Silas Moffit!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXII

			Round 4—Stiff Uppercut By E. Colby

			Silas Moffit appeared to be amused by Elsa’s violent outburst, and her fervent calling on all the gods—of all the religions! He even chuckled.

			“I don’t think,” he said dryly, “that God feels especially flattered just now to have been coupled up with Mumbo Jumbo! Nor Mumbo Jumbo—if such person ever existed, and really exists somewhere, disembodied, now—with God! But I can only humbly say that I hope the flame of the match which you touch to my valuable real-estate document that you haven’t got, is as hot as the fiery red; in your hair!” He sighed. “Really, Elsa, it’s too—too bad, Here, I come up to congratulate you on a first court case—and your most important case—and become accused of—”

			“—of having profound plans, yes, of conveying my estate away from me if I lose that case tonight, and my quitclaim becomes valid. And of then giving me some cock-and-bull story that ’twas for my best good. Yes, I accuse you of all of that, Uncle Silas. And I’m also telling you that I’m very busy—if I’m even to try to clear the murderer who has been dumped into my professional lap. So—if you’ll run on—you can read all about the matter in the papers tomorrow, and–”

			“Read?” he pronounced exultantly. “Why—I’m going to be there—at your trial—in person. Do you think that my only niece, who used my money to go through college, could have her baptismal fire without me being in the very front row? No indeed, Elsa. The very moment I heard the news, I arranged—by pulling a—ahem—friendly legal wire—to be there. And shall be there.”

			“Oh—I see,” she nodded. “So you’ll be beaming on me from the front row, eh?”

			“I shall be regarding you paternally—yes,” he said. “And I—but, Elsa, I am keeping you, I know, from framing up the brilliant defense which I am sure you will offer—and of getting together your corps of valuable witnesses, and all that, and—and so I’ll be vamoosing.” He rose. “Too bad—” he chuckled with his tongue. “Too bad, really, that this defendant called for a trial so quickly—as tonight—for it doesn’t give you, Elsa, a chance to frame the really brilliant defense which I’m sure ordinarily you would offer.”

			She too rose, businesslike.

			“Yes, isn’t it too bad? For it does prevent me from making a proper defense. However, it may interest you to know that I don’t really need any defense! For no less an expert than Aunt Li—and oh yes, that in turn reminds me at least to thank you for the hope that the match I touch to your valuable real-estate document will be nice and hot!—it really may interest you, Uncle, to know that my actual calling on Mumbo Jumbo tonight, coupled with the wish that I get hold of that paper, will insure that I get hold of it all right!—anyway, as I started out originally to say, I’ll need no defense, tonight, because—but haven’t you,” broke off, “forgotten your fides Achates?”

			“My—fydies—H-80’s?” he repeated uncomprehendingly. “And what the devil is—” But he looked all over himself, and even passed a hand lightly over his head to assure himself that his hat was thereon. “What the devil, Elsa,” he inquired peevishily, “do you mean by fydies—”

			“Oh, your bumbershoot, of course,” she said exasperatedly.

			“Good God, of course!” he ejaculated. And pirouetting about, reached over to where he had stood it against the wall. “My third occasion today of leaving that behind. But what did you mean by fydies H-80’s?”

			“Oh, that means,” Elsa explained wearily, “ ‘faithful friend.’ I forgot that you didn’t study either Latin or Greek at Hog Hollow Coll—I mean Davetown U. ‘Faithful friend,’ ” she went on hurriedly, “it means. Or—or loving dog that trots ever behind one, tongue hanging out, eyes beaming love—though your ‘dorg,’ you say, stays behind—now and then?”

			“By God, Elsa,” he said admiringly, “but that’s aptly put!” He was most amiable now. And, oddly enough, not miffed at all because of her nearly calling his alma mater “Hog Hollow College!” “My umbrella is exactly like a dog! But one of those confounded dogs, don’t you know, who—when you’re about to leave a place—is maliciously withdrawn under the table—or—or back of the door—or God knows where—and so off you go without him.” He held the umbrella up. “Dog—that’s exactly what you are!”

			He faced Elsa again. “By Godfrey, Elsa, when you were a little girl you used to have some profound philosophical ideas—your father’s mouth used to fall wide open at some of the things you pulled—and you’ve certainly propounded one today. Such as—”

			“—why is an umbrella like a dog,” Elsa said flippantly—and also sarcastically—now completely distrusting any of her uncle’s compliments. “But speaking of umbrellas,” she persisted, for to her the psychology of the whole Moffit tribe had always been a fascinating labyrinth to be explored, “speaking,” she repeated, “of umbrellas—well, since I’m 99.999 per cent convinced, Uncle, that you intend to slap a transfer of that property on record when—er, that is, if—I lose that case tonight—and I’m a thousand per cent convinced that when you do, I’ll never talk to you again, so help. me God!—well, do you mind at least satisfying my curiosity before you and I go into the great silence—you never would thus far, you know—do you mind satisfying my curiosity as to why you’ve carried that fool thing that’s now in your hands—for years—day and night—rain or shine—stars or clouds—heat wave or cold wave—”

			“I haven’t carried this ‘fool thing’—as you term it,” he replied, now patently miffed, “ ‘for years.’ Since I only bought it this morning—at a second-hand umbrella stand near the Boston Store. To take the place of my other one which, like the dog you spoke of just now—”

			“Just stayed behind somewhere?”

			“Precisely.”

			“Well, why,” asked Elsa, still sarcastic, “didn’t you go back—and whistle—and call ‘Here dorg’?”

			He surveyed her pityingly. “I am beginning to doubt now that you have the philosophical mind with which I just credited you. Else you wouldn’t be so flip—listen—did you never carry an object—or a garment—with you everywhere you went—but I see no—well, if you had, you would have found that not only would you be inclined to leave that kind of an object behind, everywhere you stopped—”

			“If,” Elsa qualified coolly, “I were a ‘haid-fog—’—I mean, if I had the Mind Moffitian, yes—but go ahead?”

			“If you had just a pinch of the Moffit mind in your Colby cerebellum,” he retorted, acrimoniously, “you might be able to figure out a way to clear that 100 per cent guilty crook client of yours tonight! And—but let it pass. As I was attempting to say, before I was brutally and discourteously interrupted, if you were wont to habitually carry a particular object with you everywhere you went, you would find that you’d be inclined to leave it, willy-nilly, here, there, and everywhere—and, on top of that—and to boot!—when you ultimately did find you had done just this, you wouldn’t be able to remember at all just where you’d left it, so that—”

			“If,” she came back tauntingly, “I had a mind like that of a Moffit: Sylvester—Silas and Saul! But go ahead. And do you buy another umbrella, Uncle, every time you leave yours somewhere? I’m not ribbing you, really. I’m interested.”

			He surveyed her suspiciously.

			“If you are ribbing me,” he said gelidly, “enjoy yourself!” And added, warningly: “While—you can! And if you’re not,” he added, “I will show you that one member of our family at least can display courtesy to others in it.”

			He stood a moment, his chin held inordinately high, obviously reveling in the superiority attained by being both confidential and hypercourteous in this verbal set-to.

			“No,” he said, arrogantly, “I naturally don’t buy another umbrella without first trying to figure where on earth I left the one I had—no! And which does involve, often—thanks perhaps to a—er—slight idiosyncrasy in the otherwise very fine Moffitian mind!—everything from near brain fever to the use of calculus, logarithms, logic and God knows what else. No, I don’t buy another without retracing all my steps—over all the places I’ve been in the few hours before I discover it’s gone—and either catching up with it, in case rain hasn’t started, or—”

			“Oh, yes. I get it! If rain starts in before you recover it—the jig is up.”

			“Practically, yes,” he said, with supreme dignity. “People being of the dishonest nature that they are. But now that you have the facts of my little idiosyncrasy, I presume you will find it quite impossible to believe that a person could leave behind him such an essential part of his being as his umbrella, and—on top of that, forget so utterly exactly where he had left it that—”

			“Not at all! The blood Moffit—Sylvester—Silas and Saul. Or, putting it scientifically, when the conscious mind tries to follow the vagaries of the subconscious—it’s like a rheumatic elephant trying to catch a fox.”

			“An apt simile,” he said, without the vestige of a smile, “if only you’ll leave out the unnecessary cracks against the Moffits. And now again I’ll be going. And holding tightly, this time, to my umbrella so as not to clutter up—the while you’re preparing an important case!—your very efficient premises with it as I did a certain cigar store—’way back on October the 22nd, this year a.d.!—with my lucky umbrella. Yes—”

			“Wait! Lucky umbrella? And October 22nd? Why, that was only yesterday.” And poor Elsa, confronted with her first case in court—and that case as good as lost—swung suddenly backward in time, as though she were hanging onto a long cosmic rope, across 10,000 years: from the age of philosophical concept to the era of sheer rank superstition. “What—what cigar store,” she asked cunningly, “didja leave it in? Or—or maybe your equations are just wrong—maybe you left it on a streetcar—or on a train—or in an elevator—or at someplace you stopped off ahead of the store—or—or someplace you stopped off after leaving it—you know, Uncle, with nearly every cigar store in the city carrying that giant Jumbo cigar above the counter, your subconscious mind may see yourself leaving that in the rear—and thinking it was your umbrell—but what cigar store didja leave it in?” Her face was the picture of innocence.

			“The store,” he said contemptuously, “if it will make you any happier to know, is known as The Whistling Jim.

			And in case,” he added scornfully, “you’ve any idea of sneaking over there and recovering my lucky umbrella for yourself—just forget it! For the lying dog of a proprietor, who was on duty himself when I went in there, naturally maintains it wasn’t left there; and now that he’s committed himself, he’ll stand on that till hell freezes over.”

			“And chances are,” Elsa spiritedly defended the owner, Mr. Whistling Jim, “that he may be telling God’s own truth. For after all, if you’d distinctly remembered having left it there, you’d have gone immediately back after it. And so—”

			“That’ll do,” he said, still with extreme contemptuousness. “Our budding barrister forgets there is something in the world that sometimes supplements definite knowledge. Something known as logic.”

			“Oh yeah? Logic, heh? Seems to me I took a whole course in that—in college. But let’s hear your 24-karat logic?”

			“Quite! Well, my dear budding barrister, it is true that I have no recollection whatsoever of either carrying forth my umbrella—or of not doing so—but I do know that I passed an umbrella seller, squatting on the sidewalk up the street, and he held out an umbrella to me and said: ‘Umbrella, sir? Rain’s but 5 minutes off.’ And umbrella sellers don’t try to sell people who already have one. Q. E. D.”

			“Okay! And now I’ll hand you a piece of logic. When I first came into this building, there was a blind man in this block who sold chocolate bars on sunny days, and umbrellas on gray days—and who could just sense whether a person was obscuring his light—crossing his vision, in other words. And he could smell rain like nobody’s business. And he’s been gone for ages. Now if by any chance that gink who offered you an umbrella is this gink—or was blind anyway—well, where’s the old logic now? Q. E. D.!”

			He surveyed her contemptuously.

			“Your whole example,” he said coldly, “is made up out of whole cloth. For this fellow—hm!—” he broke off, “by Godfrey, Elsa, you might have something at that—in that, I mean, I might have left my lucky umbrella somewhere ahead of the cigar store—and fastened on the big Jumbo cigar as a false recollection that I left it there.” He passed a hand over his forehead. “By Godfrey, maybe it is an utter delusion altogether—my thinking I left it in that Whistling Ji—come to think of it now, when I entered that pipe store, which was before that, to glance at their stock and see if by any chance they had a giant teakwood pipe like old Sam Hollery’s, I was without—by God!—now I do remember—it was before I even went into the pipe store—it was when I stepped into that new sausage emporium to see if they had any Czechoslovakian metwursts—I leaned the umbrella against the counter—and walked off withou—but no, when I was asking the newsboy outside for a Weekly Real Estate News, a quarter minute later, thinking yesterday’s date was today’s, I leaned on the umbrell—no, by God, I leaned on the trolley post—good Christ, Elsa, why didn’t you leave me be? Here I was at least absolutely certain ’twas the cigar store—even though the lying bastard of a Whistling Jim himself does say no—and now you’ve started me—at any rate,” he broke off, with a note of finality, “it would have had to be the Whistling Jim, or the pipe store, or the sausage store, because that umbrella seller outside the Whistling Jim tried to sell me one—and by God he wasn’t blind—although, of course, he may have learned to cover it up by looking straight at a prospect—well now, that makes it possible that I left it on the streetcar that I took after I left the Whistling—”

			“It’s a gift!” Elsa said fervently. “And only squirrels and Moffits have it! Oh yes, Uncle. And you can just chop off that red-hot retort that’s trying to escape you. Only squirrels and Moffits have it, I say! For in identically the same way has Saul lost—and irrecoverably—no less than four—” She was going, of course, to say, “pairs of historical spectacles,” but realized, both from her experience of the last few minutes and the thundercloud on her uncle’s face, that if she did, the whole conversation was due to fly pyrotechnically off again like a comet into interstellar space.

			“It’s a gift,” she repeated reverently. “And for the sake of the limited time we both have, let’s drop the subject. Instead, tell me how I can get an umbrella blessed—quickly tonight—so that it will be lucky?”

			He grinned malevolently at her. “You can’t! You can’t just make an umbrella lucky, my girl. It has to have been accomplished through—now damn it, I remember I was sizing up the handle of it as I went out of the pipe store, and figuring what an odd pipe could be made out of it; so that not only cuts out the pipe store and the sausage store entirely, but confirms the absolute mental picture I have of its being tucked under my arm when I went into that Whistling Jim cigar sto—unless, by God, I leaned it momentarily against that drugstore wall while I was searching for my keys, and walked off withou—or, again, laid it on the seat of that streetcar, and got up in a hurry when I reached my stree—but no, that umbrella seller smiled when he looked my way, so he couldn’t have been blind; which decrees that ’twas the Whistling Jim that got it this time, so—but where on earth was I?—oh yes—well, my lucky umbrella happens to have been bought at the very moment when all the stars governing my life were—”

			“Wait, Uncle—wait!” And Elsa, who at his very mention of “lucky stars,” had immediately commenced to swing back across the 10,000 years again, proceeded to return malevolency with pure malignancy! “Since we’re going into things mystical,” she said, felinely, “let’s be ultra-correct in our terminology—what say?” And down, midway of her return swing, she dipped her hands—and brought them up brimming with the odd concept that Silas Moffit’s own son had broached that afternoon. “All the stars governing your life in this particular cycle of your existence!—or maybe I’m over your head now, what?” she taunted him.

			But he looked at her so pityingly that she actually shrunk.

			“When you get over my head on philosophy and mysticism and the Hidden Laws of Existence, astronomers will be finding maggots on the moon with 10-cent-store spyglasses! And, as I was saying—at the moment you thought to teach a mathematician how to multiply 2 by 2—my lucky umbrella happened to have been bought at the very moment when all the stars governing my life were in fortunate conjunction, both with the date of the month, and the numerology of the word ‘umbrella.’ Which fact was so clearly and conclusively demonstrated to me by a famous astrologist and numerologist, that—”

			“—that immediately an old piece of cotton and wire became lucky,” said Elsa, who by now had swung completely back across the 10,000 years again! “But damn it, you haven’t yet answered my question. Why you always carry—”

			“Yes, I know. And I’ll answer it. So that you’ll have an object lesson for all time to come in courtesy and good breeding. Well, I’ll answer it only providing you drop all your antagonistic parries at me. Now will you—or won’t you? If you won’t—”

			“Okay. I will. Since you’re leaving—”

			“All right. You asked why I always carry an umbrella—lucky if it happens to be—but anyway if it isn’t! Well, my dear budding lawyer with a presumably analytical brain, an umbrella is a portfolio. And the most easily carried and convenient portfolio in the world. Now take my business, of loaning money to the bar and judiciary—”

			“And that’s another question I’m going to ask. Since I’m paying through the nose for all this info by holding back all ‘antagonistic parries’—otherwise known as dirty cracks. For some reason I don’t know myself, I’ve never asked that question before. But do now. That’s a darned queer specialty, isn’t it, Uncle? As queer, in its way, sez I, as Saul’s collecting spec—all right, calm down! A queer specialty though, isn’t it, loaning only to the judiciary—and to members of the bar? I’ve heard that no financial man in any city of the whole U. S. A. confines his business to that particular cross-section of humanity. So why—”

			“Easily answered,” he said complacently. “And pleasurably also—since it will dispel your apparent illusion that the Moffit Mind works without motivations.” He paused. “I have a son-in-law who is a lawyer. And was—long before you cut your legal teeth. And Manny can get the inside dope on every lawyer and judge in Chicago. What I mean is, whether the prospect has his fingers in any graft, or game, or whatnot. What his whole real financial picture is. Besides which Manny has an uncanny ability to tell when their re-election is in the bag. Or if their own party is going to sandbag ’em. And thus, my dear prober into human psychology, I can tell whether a prospect is going to be able eventually to pay off—or fail to pay off. Now is or isn’t that better than loaning money blindly—on false financial pictures? Manny even knows which judges have their fingers in rich pies. And incidentally, Elsa, that judge you’re going before tonight is—Manny says—200 per cent honest. Now you know all. And to dispel your last illusion that we Moffits are daft or—or something, I’ll show you exactly how an umbrella is a portfol—”

			“Stop!”

			Elsa had swung back across the years! Opening an umbrella—inside of a room! It—it was flaunting Fate itself! It was unthink—But Silas Moffit had slipped open the binding tape at the top of his cotton-covered habiliment and had already opened it halfway, its ribs projecting outward and upward.

			And was, in fact, reaching down within it!

			And pulling forth a paper. Which, as he took it forth, Elsa saw carried at its top, in big black type, the word DEED.

			“Now here,” he said sardonically, holding up the deed, “might have been that ‘valuable paper’ of mine that you were destined to set fire to—or maybe just to hold a lighted match under, eh?—as a threat to make me write out all sorts of silly modifications of our own recorded instrument which I have absolutely no legal right to do. Yes—this might have been that paper!” He waved it tauntingly in front of her. “For it’s no less than an as-yet-unrecorded deed, to me, of some valuable South Chicago acreage which one Sol Isenberg would give his immortal Jewish soul to regain. But won’t regain, damn him! And all of which reminds me—since there’s a touch of rain in the air—and the cotton on this contraption hasn’t yet proved its seaworthiness—I’ll just put this document into my buzzum!”

			And lowering the half-opened umbrella to the floor—and which remained stiffly half-opened, thanks, no doubt, to some rustiness in its wire joints—Silas Moffit hastily unbuttoned both his vest and coat, and withdrawing from the breast pocket of the latter garment a vast bulging mass of miscellaneous papers and envelopes of, presumably, no value, inserted the deed middlewise amongst them, and then buttoned them all together again—but this time in the inside pocket of his vest, where they made a tight bulging tumor.

			And again—while Elsa silently watched him through narrowly closed eyes—he took hold of his umbrella handle, raised the still half-opened article slightly off the floor, and reached down into it once more with his free hand.

			And up, this time, in his fingers, came a clipped sheaf of promissory notes. As was evident to Elsa from the printing at the top of the uppermost one, which read, “JUDGMENT NOTE.”

			“More ‘valuable papers,’” Silas Moffit said sarcastically. “Except that these aren’t signed yet by anybody. Like—to destroy ’em?”

			Elsa only gazed sourly at him.

			And again he reached down. ‘Way down, this time. And up, in his talons, came a bright red crab apple.

			“My customary bedtime pill,” he said. “Given me today—as every other day—by my good friend and ‘physician’—Nick the Greek—on Madison and Dearborn Street!”

			And again, as though to dispel completely what he knew were Elsa’s inward ideas about him, he reached down into his Pandorean Box—wire-ribbed, cotton-covered Pandorian box, that is!—and brought forth a 2-drink liquor miniature of some sort.

			“My new traveling emergency medicine case,” he pronounced. “Two ounces of pure triple-distilled grain alcohol—presented to me this afternoon by no less than my good friend, Lucius the Liquor Dealer, on Clark and Van Buren. Oh yes, Elsa. Silas Moffit has friends—believe it or not! Though that’s not the point now at issue. The point is—” And Silas Moffit waxed a bit fretful “—the point is,” he demanded, “is this light convenient thing a perfect portfolio—or isn’t is?”

			And belligerently he awaited her verdict which, he manifestly believed, would decree him to be 100 per cent normal, and with every screw tight in its socket!

			And Elsa rendered him her verdict! “I think it’s plumb screwy,” she said frankly. “—or, in other words, the nuts!—to use an umbrella for a portfolio, if for no other reason alone than that the resultant bumps and knobs in it are going to make it look only like the left hind leg of a spavined horse. And that I didn’t notice the knobs in yours today means that I’m even slipping myself. A fact!” He opened his mouth, to give angry retort, but she drove relentlessly on. “Moreover, from what I’ve learned this afternoon and just now, from conversation with only two members of the Tribe Moffit, and one woman who knows ’em all from Izzard back to A, I’d say that anybody who’s a Moffit shouldn’t carry any portfolio at all—whether of cotton and wire, or of leather: He should carry a hollow cast-iron life preserver around his waist, with a log-chain attaching same to his right knee, and another log-chain attaching his head to his shoulders. And now you know what the one surviving member of the Colby Family thinks!” Silas Moffit, who had just completed buckling up his “portfolio,” with, once more encased in its folds, his crab apple, his alcohol miniature, and the worthless promissory notes, made no reply however—he just threw up his hands, even the one holding the umbrella, in a gesture of profound disgust of one who had gone to supreme pains to clear up something—but had accomplished nothing because of a “stubborn female.”

			“But thanks anyway,” Elsa continued, “for solving the riddle that so long has perplexed me. And now I go to my trial tonight, Uncle, with great peace of mind. Not because of your assurances—hacked up by nothing—that you won’t use that quitclaim-assignment paper against me. But because—well, a while back you were commiserating with me on my not having time to frame a brilliant defense tonight. But you see—I don’t really need any concrete defense tonight! Let alone brilliant defense. For my client—I’m sure this will interest you, Uncle, hobnobbing as you do with mystics and numerologists, and so forth—well, my client is in the safe hand of Voodoo.”

			And if Elsa had been desirous of knocking her uncle squarely into the middle of the week to come, she fully obtained her desire!

			For he turned greenish-white.

			“In—in the hands of—of Voodoo?” he repeated, his eyes popping from his head. “What—what do you mean? Did that goddamned old nigger bitch of a Linda cook one of her conj—”

			“Yes,” Elsa said simply, “she did! And it smelled worse than did the one that knocked your cemetery deal galleywest!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIII

			Silas Moffit’s Second Prescribes “One Horseshoe” For Each Glove

			“You really mean,” Silas Moffit repeated weakly, “that that wench of hell cooked up one of her filthy conj—”

			“Of—course!” Elsa repeated. “Didn’t I say so? And she cooked it specifically to clear my man. Or rather—in a far wider sense yet, Uncle—to make me win out tonight—hands down!—on all fronts!”

			And at that moment, strangely enough, Elsa—the skeptic profound on such things as conjures—Elsa, who was only utilizing the fact of Aunt Linda’s “conjur” to harry Silas Moffit a bit—swung suddenly forward 10,000 years m Time and Space—to a day where Man understood the real mechanism, in the Plan of Life, of things “occult”—rather, the whole benign Web of Equi-Realities which, 20,000 long years back of that point—even 10,000 years back, in the very Age of Science—was being called “Facts” and “Superstition.” And in that bare second in which Elsa hung motionless at the furthest end of her long cosmic swing, there was given to her intuitively—and in a flash—the full understanding of Aunt Linda’s faith—of her “conjur”—how it would—must—had to operate. For it had to work not because it smelled of dead fingers—scorching stinking powders—but because of the fact that—

			That she, Elsa, had told—was now telling—of its existence to one Silas Moffit, who believed therein!

			And whom the knowledge of the “conjur” must, in turn, transform. Had, in fact, already obviously done so. For he now presented the appearance of one who—to say the very least—was utterly disconcerted. And was, therefore, a man now in whom new motivations—new traits of character—new impulses—new determinations—were surging, boiling, to the top. And solely because of those new traits—new impulses—new determinations—was the whole implacable “Plan of the Fixed Future” being somehow changed—altered—disrupted—wrenched—twisted—

			In short, Karma! The theory of changing Destiny at its very Source. The theory of—

			But Elsa knew no further. For she had swung back. Dizzily back, across the 20,000 years through which she had been momentarily projected. To the Today! Where philosophy—mysticism—superstition—are still mixed—where any inside into the Divine Plan of Things was either senseless intuition—a plain “hunch”—or downright insan—

			But Elsa had retained just enough from that mere “flash” she’d gotten at the further end of that great forward swing to press blindly on.

			“The ‘conjur’ Aunt Linda made up, Uncle,” she said quietly, “was of the identical kind as the one she put on the fire that day she knocked out your luscious Olive Hill Cemetery deal—except that in this one she put the ne plus ultra of all conjurs—the Zenith of Voodoo Power—the left big toe-nail of a negro murdered in the light of the full moon!”

			Silas Moffit gazed at Elsa so forlornly, that she would have laughed aloud—only she was too bitter to laugh.

			“What—what for,” he inquired bleakly, “what for did you go to—to Aunt Linda—in this matter?”

			“What for? Why, because I always tell Aunt Linda everything. She’s the best ‘out-of-court’ legal advisor any attorney could have. And she’s even more, for, as I’ve just conveyed to you, she’s able to add voodoo to her advice. Has—in this instance.”

			“Voodoo!” was all he said. “Voodoo? Ri—ridic—ridiculous supersti—” He broke off. “I must go,” he said quickly. “Good-bye,” he added hurriedly. And was out of the door, casting back, as he went rapidly out, one last bewildered helpless glance toward Elsa.

			And had Elsa been able to see through Space—as just now she had “felt” she had somehow “seen” through Time—after he had left, and to hear therethrough as well, she would have—within exactly 1 minute!—heard him talking excitedly in the telephone booth in the foyer of the old building next to the Ulysses S. Grant and saying:

			“No, no, Manny, everything isn’t all right, I tell you. That goddamned old nigger bitch went and brewed a conjure!”

			“A—a conjure?” the voice on the other end was saying. “What—what the hell for Popp’n’law?”

			“To insure Elsa’s clearing that crook, you fool—what do you suppose for?”

			“Well—well—I’ll—I’ll be damned. She—but what of it, Popp’n’law? She’s just an old ignorant black coon, and—”

			“Yeah? Well, you know what happened in your house that day my Olive Hill Cemetery deal blew up?”

			A dead silence followed. And then—

			“Yes, I know. And of course I remember, too, the explanation that Indian mystic gave for the power of those voodoo women. But we only got Linda’s own statement, Popp’n’law, that she’s a gen-u-ine voo—um?—now if only it hadn’t been for that Olive Hill deal blowing up the very minute she stirred up that conj—listen, Popp’n’law, would you like to see that crook—Elsa’s client, I mean, of course—go to the electric chair?”

			“Why shouldn’t I, you fool? Since he’s plainly guilty. And the confession of that other bird is all bunk—listen you haven’t seen any of the after-5 papers, have you?”

			“No. I’ve been working here alone—for a full hour. Is there some new development—in that case?”

			“Yes. Only it’s something that doesn’t mean anything. I have inside info on it, which I just picked up in Elsa’s office by overhearing her end of a confidential conversation she had with somebody else. And so when you read this new development, just forget it! And keep your mouth shut. But getting back to your question about the fellow they have indicted, of course I want to see him go to the chair. Since he’s guilty. And he’s going, moreover, means that we take over Colby’s Nugget—to hold and to have! And that goddamned little redheaded cat—”

			“Yes, I know, Popp’n’law—I know! But as to the fellow’s landing in that chair, there are lots of funny last-minute slips take place in law. Though I will admit, his goose looks no less than 99.999 per cent cooked, and all Elsa can do—at best—is to play for a life sentence for him instead of the chair. Which for us, Popp’n’law, is every bit just as good as the chair, except—but, listen, did you get any inkling at all out of Elsa, whether she has anything at all in her mitt—even to try? For—”

			“No! Or—or yes. I don’t know. She was talking on the phone when I came in. Just ending a conversation. And she was saying ‘the situation lies now more or less in the gas in your car—and the tires on its wheels. And God be with it—and you! I’m leaning on you, therefore, and—’ And that,” Silas Moffit broke off, “was all that was said after that, on her end of the line—of that particular conversation.”

			“Hm? Sounds to me, Popp’n’law, like she’s dug up some possible alibi evidence—no actual alibi witness, no!—but something ‘evidential’—something to do with the amount of gas in the tank of some car. And maybe the wear and tear on some set of tires—new or otherwise. Some car this fellow might have started out in from—”

			“And I think,” declared Silas Moffit, “that she has reference to a car that somebody is to start out in at once, and reach somewhere or somebody in—in all probability, as I figure it, some possible professional underworld perjurer who will cold-bloodedly try tonight to place that fellow Doe far and away from Chicago at the hour of that killing. For she’s been doing that ‘consulting only’ stuff just long enough now to have doubtlessly a line or two to various people in the underworld—maybe even has something on one or another. But anyway, Manny, the point’s the same. That she has something in—as you put it—’her mitt.’ And is figuring to spring it—unbe­knownst to even her own client.”

			“Yes. She has. And is. That’s plain. Well, all I can say, Popp’n’law, is that even if her client’s goose does seem to be cooked, he may fool you—me—and everybody else—and leap into the clear.”

			“In which event,” declared Silas Moffit grimly, “there’ll be no building, by your father, on the Nugget—and you and Bella won’t be taking that trip around the world. And I—”

			“Listen, Popp’n’law—hold it! Conjures are strange things—I don’t understand how they work, but work they sometimes appear to do! But slips in law are stranger things yet. Take it from me—who’s fooled around plenty with accident suits! And so, Popp’n’law, there’s two things you got to do now to prevent any such slip.”

			“Two things? What single one thing can I do? I—”

			“You’d be surprised, Popp’n’law! However, there really are two things you can do. And, I think—will! For—but now, first, about this fellow they nabbed today near Old Post Office. Now when it really comes right down to things, he ain’t got any defense whatsoever, at best, but some cock-and-bull story such as that he picked up that Wah Lee’s skull somewhere, and that he never said—as the story of his arrest claims he did—to any witness or witnesses that it was Wah Lee’s skull, and that he’d broken into the State’s Attorney’s safe to get it. And that he was 2 miles—10 miles—maybe even 500 miles—if there’s ‘auto-tires’ and ‘auto-gas’ involved in this thing!—away, at 10:43 last night, when that German night watchman was killed.

			But you, Popp’n’law, can knock out even that cock-and-bull defense completely—and put him in that electric chair where, after all, you know goddamned well he belongs. And then we can quick make that transf—”

			“Now you hold it, you half-wit! What the hell can I do! I’ve no connection with that case. And have been lucky even to be able to be a spectator at that trial tonight, since—”

			“But you ain’t gonna be that tonight, Popp’n’law. Not altogether, no. For you’re going to be a witness also! In short—but here’s the point exactly: Where were you last night at around, say, 10:45?”

			“At 10:45? Well, I happen to know exactly where I was at that hour. If the clock on Bush Bourse—on the near-North Side—is at all correct. And I’ve never yet known it to be wrong! I was waiting there for a Clark Street car, to go North—and home—after looking over that godawful old building there where that well-to-do nose surgeon, Doctor MacLeish MacPherson practices—and also those Dove Brothers, Dentists, who racketeer on pyorrhea—the building that wants a second mort—”

			“Yes, I know. But don’t let us mind the building itself now, Popp’n’law. You were on the southeast corner then—so you think?”

			“So I think? Why, you damned little whel—”

			“Now wait, Popp’n’law! Wait. I ain’t Saul, y’know! And there’s method back of my—my madness! And besides, you got to admit that you and Saul have got a loose scr—um—deficiency, when it comes to remembering even where you’ve bee—now hold it, Popp’n’law, for I know what I’m driving at now—anyway, here’s the point: was anybody with you there last night? Like, I mean, to help you appraise that old shack?”

			“Say—listen you—when the day comes that I can’t appraise an old shack like that for myself, I’ll—but evidently you do know what you’re driving at, so—no, nobody was with me.”

			“Good! Well, exactly what, Popp’n’law, was your movements—that is, as you recall ’em!—between 10 and 11 last night?”

			“As I recall them? Well, by godfrey, if this is some sort of a subtle campaign of insults, I’m going to tell you—listen, don’t you toss out any more hot shots against my mentality—and second, don’t you ever again couple me, in any way whatsoever, with that—that—that goddamned—”

			“All right—I won’t! I won’t. Now what was your movements last night between 10 and 11? Rather,—to be exactly exact—from 10:01 to 10:59—inclusive!”

			“From 10:01—to 10:59 inclusive? Well, just what in hell you’re trying to cook up, I can’t fathom, but—well, at 10:01 last night, I was standing on the sidewalk, in front of the LaSalle Street depot—”

			“Okey-dokey! You’d know that from the big clock above the entrance to the LaSalle Street depot reading 9:01 railroad time, if not by the big crowds pouring out of the entrance from that streamline train that comes in nightly from Detroit at exactly 10 sharp, Daylight Saving time. For I happen to know there ain’t any other incoming trains all the way from 8:45 to 11:30. All right, station clock—and crowds. And then—Popp’n’law?”

			“Well—then I ambled on foot over to State Street—though first stopping in a couple or so shops that clustered near the depot—though for but a second or so each—and once at a newsstand, also close to the depot, to look at a news headline—and, reaching State Street, studied that old building where the Shanghai Chop Suey Restaurant was for so many years—and failed up—its owner is a retired lawyer, you know, and he thinks he wants a loan on it to modernize it!—anyway, from there I took a State Street car to Chicago Avenue—got off—walked over west—and was in front of the building where MacLeish MacPherson practices. And across the way, likewise, from Bush Bourse.”

			“And absolutely nobody was with you, Popp’n’law, from the LaSalle Street depot point—to the Bush Bourse point!”

			“No, nobody, at that hour of night. If it had been in the daytime, then of course somebody would more than likely have fallen in with me, and—”

			“Yes. And now about them different shops you say you stopped in at. Did you know the proprietors?—or they you!—however, come to think of it, Popp’n’law, that don’t make no nevermind—for they was all in around Van Buren and LaSalle I take it, right where we’re starting out at?”

			“Correct.”

			“Well now, Popp’n’law, ain’t you possibly mixing in—sort of speaking—that Bush Bourse corner examination, with last night’s movements? For if I know anything at all, I know that if you was in front of the LaSalle Street depot—which we can say definitely to be LaSalle and Van Buren Streets—at 10:01 last night, you’d abs’lutely have strolled north on Wells Street—I mean, of course, after stepping into them several shops you stepped in right around there—well anyway, you’d abs’lutely have strolled north on Wells Street, and given a complete once-over to that old Blivens Building, on Wells near Washington, what only late yesterday struck us for a third mortgage loan.”

			“In a pig’s eye I would ha—well yes yes of course,” Silas Moffit modified his words, “one always at least looks into all the loan requests. But go ahead?”

			“Well, after you looked it well over, and counted the windows, and sized up the real depth, and all that, you were finally satisfied it was n. g. for a ‘first,’ let alone a ‘third,’ and so rounded the corner of Washington and Wells, to go down Washington to Clark—and catch a Clark Street car for home. Or rather, of course, to be exact, for Fullerton Avenue—where you’d be hopping off in front of that new cigar store, the Tobacco Box—and walking west to home. Now surely you remem—”

			“Say listen—Manny.”

			“Yes?”

			“I’ve just come—at least a while ago—from a cigar store where I left my lucky umbrella. And—no, no, ’twasn’t today at all I left it there, no; ’twas—that’s right. And the store is the Whistling Jim, on—oh you know where it is, eh? Well, I caught the proprietor who happened to be on duty at the time I was in there—as the clerk told me this morning when I barged in there to recover it. It was his day off today—yes, the proprietor’s—but I caught him as he came to pick up a traveling bag. To run down to some sister or something in Kankakee. And, Manny, the dirty bastard lies up and down and says I didn’t leave it there! Now the fact is, of course, that being a tobacconist, he just grabbed it because he saw a chance to make an unusual pipe out of its handle, which was made out of—anyway, I want you to go over there tomorrow at noon—when he gets back, and takes over—and present your card, and say that I’ve filed a replevin suit through you: and then maybe the crooked son of a bitch will disgorge my prop—”

			“But—but Popp’n’law—if he says you didn’t leave it there, then maybe you didn’t. For—for you know how you—how both you and Saul, in fact—are about—about losing things, and not knowing—”

			“Stop it! This is one case where I positively know what I did do. If for no other reason than that a certain pavement hawker smiled directly at me. And proved thereby he wasn’t blind. And proved by that, in turn, that I was then without any umbrella at all. And which establishes, thereby, that it wasn’t under my arm when I came out of this Whistling Jim’s. So go down there tomorrow noon sure, and—”

			“All right—all right. But don’t forget, Popp’n’law, last time you came in my place with your face almost purple, commanding me to file a replevin suit for your lucky umbrella against that cheese store, you—you had the very umbrella in your hand—and were waving it like—like a windmill.”

			“That’ll do! I—I thought that the one in my hand was still another one. Because I’d forgotten entirely about recovering it at the—anyway, you do tomorrow exactly what I tell you to do. For—”

			“All right—all right. But we’re—we’re way off the track again. The point just now is that surely you remember what I just related a minute back? About, I mean, getting your homebound Clark Street car—in the Loop?”

			“Remember that?” Silas Moffit repeated cautiously. “We-ell—” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “We-ell—yes, now that I think of it, Manny, I naturally did—hrmph!—since the Blivens Building was offering 9 per cent interest—however, you were saying?”

			“What I’ve been saying, Popp’n’law, is only what you’ll naturally have to testify to tonight, after that trial is under way—and you’ve gotten your first look at that defendant.

			For he is—that is, must be!—the same guy, Popp’n’law, whom you seen coming toward you, and away from the entrance of the Klondike Building, at just about 10:45 by your watch—and with a violin case in his hand. You know—sledge? Yes. Now think hard, Popp’n’law. It’s so easy to get building inspection trips mixed up—and to think that one went out on one particular one one night, when one really—”

			“Yes, yes—I don’t need to think. It does all come back to me now. ’Twas the night before last that I sized up the building across from Bush Bourse. Last night I was on Washington Street. Yes! Because of strolling down to that Blivens Building from LaSalle and Van Buren Streets where I positively was at 10:01 o’clock. I was going east—yes—to reach Clark Street, and take a car home. And was crossing LaSalle at a few minutes after that killing is known to have taken place. Though ’twasn’t at 10:45, Manny. ’Twas at 10:46! Yes, by my watch. And also by the big bronze clock hanging out from the 33 North LaSalle Building. For I—I checked one against the other, see? Yes, and this man I saw did carry a violin case. And, up to now, I just supposed he was some musician—going to work in some west side night club. And—well by godfrey, Manny, if he is the same man as this defendant tonight, I’ll—”

			“You’ll take the State’s Attorney off to one side, before the trial opens—tell him what you have discovered—and be called, amongst all the prosecution witnesses, as a witness for the State!”

			“Why, of course, of course, Manny. I could scarcely do less! And that’ll write finis to any wild cock-and-bull stories the Doe fellow might even expect to spi—but all right, Manny-boy. You’re a fine bright boy, Manny, and if now and then I get a little short-tempered with you, just overlook it. It’s—it’s my liver. Yes. And it’s well that you refreshed my mind, as you have, on what I really was doing last night. For I would have sworn I went over to Bush Bourse, and—but see you later, Manny-boy, and—but oh, yes—what is the other thing I can do? To—er—nullify that black bitch’s stinking conjure—in which, of course, I have no belief whatsoever!”

			“No, of course not,” Manny admitted dryly. And added grumpily: “And I was wondering whether you were going to have confidence enough in me at least to ask me what the other thing was! Well—here’s the other thing. And plenty important, too. And if you’ve got even a one third of one per cent belief in that black wench’s voodooism, Popp’n’law, you’d better do it! But here it is. You must go straight back, Popp’n’law, to Elsa’s office, plump yourself down in it, and not stir out of it till shortly before time for you both to go to cour—”

			“Wait! Why?”

			“Why, so’s to get her end of all telephone conversations. It seems you got plenty out of what you listened in on this evening—just from her end alone! And you’re bound to pick up something—something!—from some of her conversations, if, as it seems, she has irons in the fire—that we can slip to the State’s Attorney, even if anonymously—”

			“Wait! She’ll be plenty peeved—if I plank myself down in her office. She—”

			“Well, suppose she is? She can’t boost you out—not with her 90 skinny pounds. All hell can’t get you out of there, Popp’n’law—if you set yourself down and say you’re going to stay! Just give her some applesauce. Tell her—tell her that a long-distance New York call, supposed to come in to you on my wire here, has had to be switched to hers. And I’ll not answer this phone for a full two hours, in case she checks up on the yarn. Though you can get me any time on Abe’s—across the hall. Just take along a newspaper and tell her you’ll sit quietly and read your paper and be too busy to see, speak or hear. Oh come, Popp’n’law, you aren’t afraid of her skinny freckled fists, are you?”

			“That—gnat? If she so much as tried anything like that I’d—I’d knock her cold. Hm? Yes, by God, Manny, you’re right. She will be having calls, in connection with whatever she’s trying to do in this case—and something—something—is bound to be derived therefrom. Which I can phone to you. And you can phone to Louis Vann. Yes, I’ll go straight back there. For—for goddamn it, Manny, I—I—I am leery, somehow—of the powers—possible powers, anyway, of that black wench. Because after all, you know, the Supreme Power that transcends our physical laws has been known, in the past, to be vested in ignorant people as well as educated ones. And in people of all colors. And in that one instance, anyway, she practically prove—anyway, I’ll go straight back. And all hell, Manny, won’t budge me out of that little spitfire’s office. See you later, boy. And good-bye.”

			And the connection was terminated.

			But of all this, Elsa, of course, heard nothing. As neither did “Central”—since the telephone connection was an automatic one. Nor did anyone else hear—in view of the singleness of that wire, and the tripleness of the glass walls in that telephone booth. And it was just as well for Elsa, at least, that she didn’t hear any of it. Considering that she just might have been rash enough to make up her mind to try to oust her uncle bodily. And considering, moreover—with respect to certain testimony he was now in full readiness to give tonight—that she could not disprove a single word of that testimony even had she known in advance what it was going to be!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIV

			Mr. Silas Moffit “Moves In—Bag and Baggage”

			Elsa, at the moment her uncle returned, and stepped within the room, was talking on the phone to one Mr. Dudley Bandolph.

			“But at least, Mr. Bandolph,” she was saying troubledly, “you will be in—at your place?—all evening? That is—up to 8 o’clock?”

			“Yes indeed, Miss Colby,” was Mr. D. Bandolph’s reply. “That’s positive! I’ll be here steadily except, of course, for about one hour—commencing now!—during which I’ll be at one of the many cafés clustering around Wabash and Cermak Road. For this out-of-town chemist I speak of—yes, Dr. Runwead Rodgers—whom I’m taking over there for dinner, has to make a 7:15 train out tonight. After which, I’ll be all in readiness to go into your matter further.”

			“That is fine, Mr. Bandolph—and I’ll not hold you another second since Dr. Rodgers is there now, and you’re both leaving. Will you ring me as soon as you return to your office?”

			“I’ll ring you the very minute Dr. Rodgers goes on downtown, Miss Colby. Though from a café booth. For there’s something wrong with this phone—its receiver—and there has been all day—and it’s a most—most damnable nerve strain to try to get anything on it. Yes, I’ll ring you the moment we’re done dinner, and Dr. Rodgers has gone on—and then and there we’ll fix up the matter in question, and dependent of course, on how you come out—with the other party.”

			And Mr. D. Bandolph was referring, as at least Elsa knew, to one Dr. Sun Chew Moy!

			“I’ll wait your call,” Elsa said. And hung up. Only to swing about in her swivel chair, and to see her uncle once more inside the door.

			“What—back again, Uncle?” she said in surprise. “Forget something? ’Tisn’t your umbrell—for you have it there under your arm. And ’tisn’t your valuable South Chicago deed—for you buckled it into your vest packet with not less than 2 tons of bulk wastepaper and assorted envelopes. And ’tisn’t your head—for it’s right there atop your shoulders. So—what?”

			“I’ve come back,” he said urbanely—and, for some unaccountable reason, apparently not at all irritated because of her jibe about his head!—dropping down at the same time into her uncomfortable visitors’ chair, leaning his umbrella against the wall, and taking from his pocket a rolled-up newspaper, “to sort of camp on you, for a couple of hours, more or less, if you don’t mind. Though I know you won’t.” And, calmly, he opened his paper. Revealing it thereby to be a Weekly Real Estate News which was, Elsa knew, published tonight, and was available from any newsboy along Dearborn Street downstairs.

			And Elsa, digesting his cool announcement, now found her tongue. Or part of it anyway!

			“But—but I do mi—good heavens, Uncle, haven’t you any business around tow—”

			“Yes, I have business—yes—but it happens to be right here.” He cleared his throat. “You see, I just talked on the phone downstairs to Manny, who’s been waiting an important long-distance call for me. From New York. A—a syndicate—there, which is to say yes or to say no, sometime between—between 4 and 8 this evening—to taking that 79th and Stoney Island Avenue triangular tip I foreclosed on six years ago. Anyway, Manny has to leave. Immediately. His—his second cousin, Meyer, was hur—ahem—was reported hurt in an auto accident. In—in Gary. So rather than wend my way across the Loop to Manny’s office—only perhaps to have the call come in whilst I was on the way—I immediately arranged with his operator to have it put on your number—when it comes. For I knew you wouldn’t object. And so here I am. And I promise to be as quiet as a mou—”

			“But see here, Uncle, I’m—I’m working on a matter of an important trial and—”

			“Of course you are, my dear,” he said soothingly. “And therefore, don’t forget, may need some wise suggestions—here and anon. Suggestions which an older person like myself may be able to render. Now—hrmph—this man Bandolph you were just talking to—that name sounds strangely familiar to me—but anyway, I note that already you’re beginning to run into complications of some sort. So why not ask my advice when you’re stuck, and—” He smiled expansively. “—and make me thus pay—for using your office—and wire!”

			“Oh—yeah?” said Elsa, not in the least impressed by his smooth arguments. “And, after learning all I had in mind, you’d decide to forego your New York call—and off you’d trot to Lou Vann’s.”

			“Why—Elsa?” he said reprovingly. “You should be ashamed—to talk like that. If I were to get tired of waiting—to forego my call—I most certainly would not go to Mr. Vann with anything I learned in this off—but—ahem—are your dealings with this Mr. Bandolph something—something which Mr. Vann would very much like to know?”

			“Oh no, no, no, no, no,” Elsa said hurriedly. And nervously. “He’s—he’s just a man—who—but see here, Uncle, since this New York Syndicate is only to say yes or to say no—wouldn’t their letter, or their wire, to you be just as illuminat—”

			“I happen to wish,” he put in coldly, “to know the outcome tonight.”

			“But confound it, Uncle, this office is so—so darned small, you know—”

			“Of course. But I shall remain quite out of your elbow reach, my dear. So—”

			“But damn it, Uncle,” Elsa exploded desperately—and quite frankly, “I don’t think you—or even anybody else in the entire city—should be camping in my office at a time when I’m dealing with a man’s life—holding phone consultations with various pers—”

			“Why—Elsa?” His face was pursed up as though he were going to cry. But he didn’t convince Elsa in the least. “You—you don’t trust me, do you?” he said plaintively.

			“Don’t cry,” she returned sarcastically. “I do trust you. Almost as far as I can see you! But the fact is—”

			“The fact is,” he said harshly, “that when a blood uncle—or practically that, anyway—can’t sit unobtrusively in his own niece’s office—to get an important telephone call—it’s a sad state of affairs. And I frankly—” And now he commenced to get a little choleric—and Elsa could see that this, at any rate, was genuine. “In fact, Elsa, if you want to take that attitude—and demand that I leave—and leave I shall, if you demand it!—then I see no reason whatsoever why I shouldn’t be just as cold-blooded. In short, to take full and unmitigated and immediate advantage of your technical quitclaim after you’ve lost your case tonight. As—ahumph—you most certainly will. And—”

			“Hold it,” she said wearily. “I’m—I’m not ordering you out. It’s just that—”

			And to herself only did she finish that sentence.

			“—this is one fine kettle of fish!”

			Which was what it was! For Elsa expected no less than three calls to come in tonight, roughly around and about 7 o’clock, all connected in a sense with each other, and two of which she could not even intercept. All of those calls would involve hurried yet detailed instructions, and arrangements. Open discussion, in fact, of certain things she wanted done. And she had very few doubts that when those conversations were over, Silas Moffit would immediately lose interest in his “New York call” and lumber forth.

			Only to call up Lou Vann on some outside wire. Whereas, if she ordered him out now—he had a supreme, and beautiful, and perfect, and final excuse to do the unavuncular thing of taking advantage of her quitclaim.

			“—just that,” she finished audibly, for his benefit, “that—that I’m always a—a bit flustered—when I have an audience around me.”

			“Don’t be, my dear—with me,” he said soothingly. “For we’re uncle and nie—well, well, well, well,” he broke in suddenly, as he opened out his paper to, apparently, its page 3, “if they’re not going to widen and put through Congress Street at last! Well what do you think of that, Elsa?” And contentedly he loosened the buttons on his black coat.

			“All this gal can think about,” said Elsa to herself only, “is you planking yourself in my office at the high spot of my whole career—my first court case—and with a hundred thousand dollars hanging on it to boot. Quite all this gal can think about. Quite!”

			The phone rang sharply. She hesitated—then answered it because it must be answered. But it was a wrong number. She hung up. And it brought forcibly to her the untenable situation in which she sat, literally compressed.

			“Of all the—the lousy complications!” she said to herself. “My God! Bandolph going to call up here—Sun Chew Moy the same—and Cohenstein to be talked with—when Cohenstein calls up—around 7! And—and Uncle Silas Wolf Moffit there! Reading real estate news with his eyes. And listening with ears a mile deep. And a dirty doublecrosser, say I, if ever God made one. Certainly yes—with a hundred-thousand-dollar reason to double-cross. Well, of all the—”

			And she stopped dead in her ruminations.

			For a brilliant idea—one that was ten times more brilliant than the red of her hair!—had surged into the small neat head which supported that hair.

			And quickly, she spoke.

			“Okay, Uncle,” she said quietly. “Yes—about your staying here. On second thought, I’m happy to have you. For after all, you know, you are my uncle. So make yourself at home. Take off your hat. Lay up your umbrella. And stay—till we start for court!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXV

			—And Elsa Develops a Little “Idea”!

			She saw Silas Moffit look up from his paper suddenly—and regard her suspiciously. But she remained bland and genial—even though she was seething inside. She even added to her invitation by rising from her chair and saying:

			“In fact, Unc1e, you can take my swivel chair here—which I’m sure will be more comfortable.”

			“But won’t you need your chair for work—but you’re not going out, are you? I gathered from your conversation that you have several important calls coming in. You shouldn’t lea—”

			“That’s true—about some calls coming in. Yes. Though—they’re not important at all. I assure you. Anyway, they’re not due to come in for quite a while. In the meanwhile, I’m going to skip over to Monroe Street—to a dress shop called Francine de Loux, just off State—and snatch myself up something to wear in court tonight. I’ll hop the new Dearborn Street ‘shuttle car’ downstairs, and be at Monroe in 5 minutes. Will be back, in fact, before you’ve finished your Real Estate News. Which I note is unusually thick this week.”

			“All right,” he said grudgingly, “I will take the swivel chair then—and gladly. This lone chair you’ve got here for visitors—minus handles, and with a crossbar in the back that cuts into a man’s very spine!—is the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever sat in.”

			And, Real Estate News in one hand—and umbrella, rescued from the wall where he’d been sitting, in the other, its crab-apple bulge and its miniature of alcohol bulge now uppermost—he promptly vacated the chair in question, and while Elsa was taking down a soft-knitted black tam-o-shanter cap from a hook near the door, he dropped down with an expectant sigh into the far more comfortable-looking swivel chair. Only to—

			“O-oof!” he ejaculated. As under his heavier weight it surged way, way back. “Why—why on earth,” he said, righting himself hastily by flinging his torso—and therefore his center of gravity—far, far forward, “don’t you tighten the spring—of this damned thing?”

			And disgruntledly—and very cautiously, lest, no doubt, its very loss would again disturb his precariously attained balance, he gingerly deposited his umbrella—crab-apple and miniature alcohol bulges now on the visible edge!—across Elsa’s desk, back out of the way of things. He continued, however, successfully to hold his erect position. And now teetered experimentally, feet however, firm on floor. “Why,” he demanded again, “don’t you tighten the spring of this damn thing?”

			“For two very good reasons,” Elsa told him coldly. “One being that I weigh only 90 pounds—and don’t need much of a spring. And the other being that the chair is second-handed—and the spring worn out anyway.”

			“Well,” he said cheerfully, planting a foot firmly on each side of the chair, well back of its front legs—a thing he could easily do, thanks to the fact that Elsa had made it low for her own short legs—and with the result that he could now rock with complete safety, “you’ll get a hundred dollars just for merely appearing in court tonight. And can thereby refurbish this entire office.”

			“And,” Elsa said grimly to herself, “be likewise out, at the same time, by that same ‘mere appearing in court’ by only $99,900! Wurra—wurra—wot a bargain! How in billy-hell, I wonder, can a court trial—where everybody in it but the defense lawyer is just aching to go ahead—be derailed? Aye—how?”

			She had her hand on the doorknob now. And, paper in hand, he was looking queryingly at her.

			“Do you mind, Elsa—locking the door after you? As I note it hasn’t a springlock?”

			“Why no—no—but why?—the scrubwomen don’t pour in here till around 10.”

			“Perhaps not, but I don’t want to waste words with every Tom, Dick and Harry of a life insurance agent—book agent—and whatnot else—who tries to comb this building on his supper-coffee.”

			“Well,” she admitted, “they do, I will admit, work office buildings assiduously after supper these days. But not, Uncle, because of their supper-coffee; but because of the supper-coffee drunk by their prospects!”

			“Well, I drank none,” he said. “And so want no confab. Lock me in. And they can rap their fists off outside.”

			“Okay!” Elsa assented. And in view of that certain plan for getting her office vacated—which, if it took place before she returned, would leave her typewriter at the mercy of any sneak-thief, she didn’t know but that her uncle’s idea was a good one. For her, anyway!

			“But in case,” she warned him mockingly, taking out the key from a pocket in her gray knit dress, “there’s a fire—well, have you got a rope, Uncle, inside your handy umbrella there, that will drop 10 floors to the street? For there be nary fire escape on this particular window—nor the two on either side of it!”

			“I have no rope,” he returned unsmilingly. “But I’ve a heavy-soled shoe with which, at the first smell of smoke, I’ll neatly kick through your frosted glass door—after which I’ll step through into the arms of the firemen. So be off—so that—ahem—you can get back.”

			“We’re off, then!” she said. And stepped outside. Closing and locking the door.

			Now of course, she could not see him, thanks to the exceeding thickness of the brightly lighted frosted glass which bore her name, but knew at least that he was not prowling. At least—not yet! For she could hear him creaking comfortably to and fro in her chair.  The rusty spring giving forth a peculiar singsong that seemed to go “e-eeka—onka—e-eeka—onka—”

			And, satisfied thus that he was as yet in no mischief, she strode grimly toward the elevators.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVI

			“Completion” of the “Zoo”!

			But before taking the elevator downward, to go over to the Monroe Street shop, Elsa took the stairway that lay just to the side of the elevator shaft—and went one flight up! On a quite important errand! Since it devolved about the perfect and complete ousting of one Mr. Silas Moffit, from the offices of one Miss Elsa Colby, Attorney-at-Law!

			That is to say, however, she went about 14/15ths of a flight up. For at this point her ascension by foot was arrested by the greeting of a blue-coated special-delivery boy with a leather sack under his arm, who was coming down and had already descended the top 15th of the flight.

			“Just a minute, Miss Colby!” he said—and considerably to her surprise. “I’m on my way down to your office—with a special.” And he held out to her a small square envelope.

			“Well, I’m ‘Miss Colby’ all right,” she agreed, taking the envelope and seeing, by even the light that came from the upper head of the stairs, that it was typewritten in very tiny type, with her name, room number, and building complete. “But you?—aren’t you on the wrong floor?”

			“No’m,” he said. “I had an airmail-special for the Western Novelty Company up on the top fl—the 12th floor. And delivered that first, and walked down.”

			“I see,” she nodded, as he riffled over some sheets on his receipt book. “But how—how did you know me?”

			He grinned. “I—I can’t say, ma’am.”

			She was signing for the special now. The metal-backed receipt book teetering on the palm of her hand.

			“Come on,” she demanded. “You’d better say—or—”

			“Well—I delivered you a special about three weeks ago and—and well, I never forgot you.”

			“Such a ravishing beauty, hey? Come on, boy–come clean.”

			He grinned.

			“All right then, Miss Colby—since you invite me to. You see, I got a sister what I always thought had the reddest hair in 20 counties, and was the freckledest girl I ever—”

			“I get it!” said Elsa dryly. “There’s your receipt.”

			And the boy, still grinning, hastily fled up a part of the flight he’d already descended, and disappeared around the elevator shaft, while Elsa plodded on to the top, and paused under the light to read the missive—or whatever it was.

			She heard the delivery boy, in fact, board the down-going elevator and go down as she tore the small envelope open.

			“Little wretch!” she said grimly. “I’d like to wring his—”

			The envelope contained a single large cheap card.

			But a most weird and unusual card!

			A card such as would have been printed up only by a weird and unusual being.

			For the face of it, confronting Elsa under the light at the top of the stairway, read:

			[image: Image37799831.JPG]

			“Great—heavens!” was all Elsa said, realizing she was now viewing the identical card which she had nearly received from Saul Moffit’s hands that afternoon, hours before.

			Bewilderedly, she turned it over. And found, typewritten on its back—and signed also, on the machine!—a message in the same tiny type that was on the envelope.

			And even a date—or rather, hour heading—which showed that it had been typed off, and dropped into a mailbox—she glanced now at the envelope—its date stamp was but 10 minutes after that on the card—oh, what a postal system in Chicago proper!—almost 3 hours to get from Niggertown to the Loop!—well, anyway, she saw, it had been written but a few minutes after she had parted company with its owner that afternoon, eras, æons ago! For it read:

			3:59 p.m.

			Dear Elsa:

			I’m just on my way home to my palatial apartment now to sleep till time to go on bookkeeping duty tonight—

			“Duty my blooming eye!” Elsa commented shrewdly.

			“To see that woman—who’s dressed him up like—like a plush horse!” And she went on.

			—but I’ve darted into a Negro real-estate office near where we parted, to hammer off this brief warning to you and put it immediately into the mailbox. It is as follows, Elsa:

			In case you meet up with that damn skunk whom we were discussing—

			“And now,” Elsa sighed, shaking her head, “are the beasts of the field complete! ‘Viper’ he called his father—and ‘cockroach of hell’—and ‘old rat’—and ‘Grand Llama of whelpdom’—well—the zoo is now open to the public!”

			And she went on:

			—under no conditions tell him about my having thus far lost 4 different pairs of historic spectacles, much less my having been unable to figure out even where I’d left them. For I have profound reason to believe he has it in the back of his head—

			“Poor alcoholic paranoiac!” Elsa said, shaking her head again. “Though at that, I wouldn’t put it beyond Uncle Silas to do anything to Sau—” She went on.

			—to try and have me committed to an insane asylum, and that one fact—on which he MIGHT subpoena you—might give him the exact leverage to do so. WATCH THIS, Elsa!

			S. Moffit.

			Elsa gave an uneasy laugh. “At that,” she commented, “I darn near did spill it! Well—if ever Silas Moffit subpœnas me—on an insanity hearing against Saul—I’ll shoot the works on the whole Moffit family!”

			With which she tore card and envelope into fine bits, threw them into a huge cuspidor which stood just off near the head of the stairs, and proceeded to do what she had come up to this floor to do!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVII

			THE PERFECT “UNCLE-OUSTERING” IDEA OF ONE E. COLBY!

			First, however, Elsa made her way down the soft, wood­floored hallway, passed several dark doors, to where a door panel was brightly lighted like her own on the floor below.

			Except that—unlike her own—above this door hung a lighted red globe bearing on it black letters reading FIRE ESCAPE HERE! And—unlike her own—this door faced in such manner that its windows must look down over narrow Plymouth Court, constituting the rear of the old Ulysses S. Grant Building. On the lighted panel itself were the letters

			DAILY COURTS CALENDAR

			Keene Larborough, publisher

			Elsa hurriedly turned the knob and walked in. The room was a large square one, and the fire escape—promised by the lighted globe outside—loomed dark and rust-red through both of its two windows. The walls were covered with photographs evidently of judges and lawyers—for many wore black gowns. A man seated in a wheelchair worked alone at a large table covered with proofs, paste pots, takes and whatnot. His fingerjoints were huge with arthritis, indicating plainly why his typewriter, nearby, was an electric one, and plugged into the wall. He was about 50, and had black curly hair, now well shot with gray, and black eyes set well apart in his head. He seemed to have about him the air of someone who had been something in the courts of law years ago. Which was exactly what Keene Larborough had been, for two decades ago he had been one of Chicago’s foremost trial lawyers. Till, unable to go into court any longer because of the streetcar accident that paralyzed his legs—he had become a “case-preparer” in the office of other attorneys. And then, subsequently, when the settlement he had received from his legs was gone, and arth­ritic changes in his hands—plus a little too much drinking on the side!—had made it impossible for him to do protracted or intensive inside work, he had fallen to publishing this tiny polygraphed leaflet from material gathered for him daily, at the close of the courts, by a part-time office boy, and getting it nightly into the mail for all lawyers, and everybody else con­nected with the courts, to have on their desks next morning.

			The Daily Courts Calendar!

			A simple, easy, puttering job to keep alive a body which once held a fine brain.

			“Well, well, Elsa Colby,” he said, looking up, “it looks as though I shall never be able to put your name in spaced caps.”

			“What do you mean, Mr. Larb—”

			“Keene to everybody, Infant!”

			“Well, just what do you mean, Keene?”

			“Just,” he laughed, “that I allus puts a lawyer’s name in spaced caps—with a double line under it—when ’tis his first appearance in court. It gives ye subscribers a grin, you know! But you—you’re stealing a march on me! For tonight’s D.C.C. covers tomorrow’s courts—not tonight’s! And by tomorrow, it seems that your first appearance before Hizzoner —et alia!—will be over!”

			“That’s true,” she assented dolorously. “Too—true! For—but where did you learn, Keene, that I was to make my ‘debut’ tonight?”

			“Chief Justice Mike Shurley’s secretary is a good friend of mine, and slipped my wandering peripatetic—i.e. my errand boy—a third carbon of the special form he filled out covering tonight’s trial at Penworth’s home. There’s nothing in the papers—nor will be—for I queried the Herald City Editor while I was getting some dope on another matter—and he tells me all the Chicago sheets have passed their word to Lou Vann to print nothing about the trial—till it’s over and done—in exchange for representation, in the limited space available, of one man each.

			And thus curiosity seekers, you see, are to be kept from milling around Hizzoner’s house!”

			“I see,” Elsa nodded. Feeling oddly embittered, somehow, that, even when she had manfully shouldered a trial that was probably due to cost her everything in the world—even when the trial in question was an important trial on an important matter—Press and State had yet neatly combined to keep even a scintilla of publicity for herself out of her slender lap. But she dismissed her bitterness. “Well, Keene,” she explained, “what I just popped up here for was to ask you a small favor. I’ve—I’ve had a most awful infliction just worked on me. By Fate. Rather, by design, I think! And I’ve less than two hours—as you know, anyway!—to work up, on that awful case, what—whatever I expect to work up, God help me! Yet be it what it be, I expect to be talking confidentially on the wire in about an hour with one—two—three different parties. Who will be calling me up. And a man, Keene, whom I don’t trust any more than I would a green slimy snake, has just planked himself in my office. Determined to stay there.”

			“Well,” Larborough said cheerfully, “use my phone here—to call your three parties. I’ll even roll myself out—while you do.”

			“Unfortunately, Keene,” she explained, “all the parties are to call me—and can’t even now be gotten direct by me. The first party—a Chinese—is to be literally ‘captured’ for me tonight—and will almost certainly ring me, on ‘capture’ from the nearest drugstore to learn what it’s all about. The second, a—a—well, small-time manufacturer of sorts—is to ring me from a cafe booth after he gets gorged with a meal and disgorged of a visitor! The third party—a—a chemist, bearing the unchristian name of Cohenstein—well, I’ll jump over details and merely say that there’s no phone in the Cohensteinian home!—but that the party is going into a certain drugstore at 7 p.m., and will be told to ring me. Anyway,” Elsa broke off, defensively, “I—I just don’t want this party—who’s now in my office—to be there. For he’s—he’s out to peddle anything I say or do to the poorest place for it to be peddled to: the State’s Attorney.”

			“Well—if there’s anything I can do, Elsa—just command me. We famous trial lawyers have to stick together, you know. As Lou Vann once said to me—”

			Her face fell.

			“You’re—you’re a personal friend—of Lou Vann’s?”

			“Lou Vann,” Keene Larborough said bitterly, “is writing finis to my little business here—next week. For he’s filed an injunction order against the court clerks preventing them from handing out the calendrical info to anybody but practicing lawyers. And then only on direct personal inquiry across the rail. He maintains that my sheet goes to unauthorized persons. Like crooks. Who use the info for—but the sheet doesn’t go to crooks, Elsa. Well—that’s all.”

			“Oh!” She felt cheered up at this news, even though it saddened her to realize that Keene Larborough was at the end of his leash, so to speak. “I’m sorry, really, about that—”

			“Forget it!” he said brusquely. “I’ll no doubt start a trade journal for circus clowns. Or a—a gazette of disorderly houses. Resourceful—me, I may even start a magazine and call it Rip—a magazine designed to rip the curtain off of hundreds of our pseudo-charities, and likewise thousands of our hypocritical prize contests. Like, for instance—” And his voice grew scornful. “—the so-called ‘Two and a Half Million Dollar Prize Drawing’—allotting the ‘2½  Million Dollars in Prizes’ to be given to the holders of 500 lucky registration numbers amongst the people who attended the International Life Insurance Show last week at the Stadium. Which ‘people’ includes you, of courage, and me, and all Chicago, and the suburbs thrown in. Now there’s a beautiful exam—”

			“But—but that was no racket, Keene? They really are going to draw 500 of the registration numbers on a wheel in front of a disinterested committee. Have already done so, probably—since, after all, today is Wednesday. And having promised in the Press to—well, they’ll have to give each one a $5,000 paid-up policy—and five hundred times $5,000 assuredly is—”

			He raised a hand.

			“Dear infant in matters of life insurance, may I—as one who in his youth studied to be an actuary—call your attention to the fact that those policies are D-8’s—absolutely the lowest form of life insurance that crawls on six legs! To be sure, they’re noncancellable—once issued!—for any cause whatsoever; but that’s merely characteristic of mere mail-order life insurance. The D-8 policies they’re giving are non-negotiable—non-assignable—non-surrenderable for cash—non-borrowable-on—non-everything there is. And don’t forget that the—”

			“Mebbe they are, Keene,” said Elsa spiritedly, “but the companies to whom they’re assigned will have to kick out five thousand smackers to somebody every time the holder of one dies. And five thousand smackers is—”

			Again he raised a hand.

			“Yes,” he admitted, “they will have to kick out 5000 smackers. Yes. But only after the policies—most of them—have been lying dormant for decades. And the so-called reserve in each one—which is the real honest-to-God value—has been in the company’s possession—for decades.

			And investable, under the law—since they are D-8’s!—in better paying securities than regular policies. Don’t forget, child, that a lonely dollar doubles itself in 10 years at 6 per cent compound interest.”

			“Oh-oh—I get it! Then one of those policies—but see here, Keene, many of the winners will be old men, and—

			“Dear child,” he interrupted her, almost impatiently, “don’t forget that every baby in Chicago was registerable in that ‘lottery’ vicariously—through its birth certificate only—without having to come down in that howling mob with presumably wet diapers! And every baby in Chicago was registered. And, by use of the standard life-expectation tables, it has been calculated by no less than Professor Angus Mundell that, based on the average age of registration and the run of the attendance—and terribly pulled down by the vast baby registration—those policies—because they are D-8’s, and also because they’re investable in C-securities—well, the average cost of each one to the Associated Companies Corporation this day in October—is but $1471.59. And that, therefore—for considerably less than seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars—and all of which came out of ‘advertising’ funds, the Associated Companies were enabled to run an actual lottery, with apparently two and a half million dollars in prizes—pah!—and, with all their amazing moving electrical graphs, and horrible pathological exhibits—ugh!—write not less than a fat billion dollars life insurance.” Keene Larborough paused. “Yea bo! ’At would be the headline article, child, in the first issue of Rip! Except that, alas, there won’t be any Rip—since magazine publishing takes hard capital, And I have naught but ye old polygraphing machine. And so—reverting once more to what I’ll do, now that Vann is chopping off this little racketette, I’ll probably start—oh—a polygraphed series of lessons on how to win at penny-ante. Or something. Resourceful, me—I say again. A fact! But here—let’s get back to you. Now what on earth, Elsa girl, are you expecting to even try to work—in a case like that John Doe one, which is plainly in Vann’s bag right now? What on earth do you even expect to do, child? I’m interested, naturally.”

			“Are you, Keene? Well—I’ll tell you, I—but here—I’m going to ask you one. After all, you’re an old trial lawyer. Now exactly what would you do, Keene, in a case of a client who would tell you positively nothing—give you nary a witness—nary item for even a shred of an alibi—even a legitimate excuse for being where he was and as he was—when nabbed?”

			“I’d grab my hundred bucks County-paid fee,” Keene Larborough said, “and to hell with such a lug. He’d deserve the chair for even playing like that with his own lawyer. And to be frank, Elsa, your client does deserve the chair! All right. Now I’ll ask you my question again. All over. What, besides grabbing your fee—and begging Hizzoner to be easy—are you going to do?”

			“Well, Keene, I don’t know that I ought to get confidential—of course, you’re a right guy if ever there war one!—and Lou Vann’s razor is at your windpipe to boot. Hm?” She was a bit dubious.

			“Is yo’ lookin’ fo’ a favuh ‘roun’ heah, gal?” he asked meaningfully.

			“Sho’ is,” she said mockingly.

			“Den git conf’dential, does yo’ wan’ dat favuh!” His tired eyes laughed.

			“Sho’ will hab to,” she agreed, helplessly. And dropped her bantering tone.

			“Well, Keene,” she said slowly, “here goes—for an opinion! A certain young lawyer—ahem!—had a client recently—for consultation only. The client was a Chinese doctor. Very much in love with some Chinese girl living somewhere to the west of the city—wanted to marry her—but was worrying whether he was possibly letting himself in for eventual legal trouble in a certain matter, and threatening his marriage. And he—well anyway, Keene, this doctor had heard of this young lawyer, and had consulted the same to find out whether he—yes, ye doc!—was breaking any law whatsoever—written or unwritten—on the statute books or not—musty or recently passed—in administering to certain patients a peculiar neuro-anesthetic against pain which he had invented—but administering it, however, unknown to those patients—”

			She paused undecidedly.

			“And your answer,” Keene Larborough put in, “was that he wasn’t breaking any Illinois law—so long as he had a valid sheepskin?”

			“That was the young lawyer’s answer, yes. Based on the State of Illinois versus Dr. George Allenby, 1939.”

			“But how—how does the chap administer an anesthetic—without the patient in question knowing it? Now a hyperdermic needle is a quite visib—”

			“He administers it by the mouth, Keene. In a cube of Turkish-Paste-like candy.”

			“In a cube of candy? But doesn’t it make the candy smell?—taste?—awfully druggy?”

			“I’ll tell the cockeyed world it does, Keene! Smell druggy, I mean!” And Elsa’s nostrils contracted automatically. “I—ahem—this young lawyer got within a few feet of about a hundredth of a gram of the powder—in her client’s possession—and thought she had fallen head first out of an airplane into a drugstore, and smashed every bottle in the shop! Fortunately, however, for this Chinese doctor’s purpose, the drug doesn’t taste quite as badly as it smells! At least—a slight touch of sweetness, and any good strong flavor, will drown it out. And so what he does exactly is to administer it in a square of Chinese candy that is flavored with bamboo—and therefore drowns the drug out.”

			“Bamboo! Oh my God, Elsa—I’d say that would be worse than the original drug! I’ve tried to drink the muikwuilo cordial the Chinese distill from Bamboo, and have nearly gagged!”

			“But you’re not a Chinaman, Keene, see!” Elsa smiled.

			“Anyway, he administers it in the bamboo candy; but it could, equally well, he says, be incorporated in an ordinary stick of chewing gum. He even had a small-time chicle manufacturer whose place is near his—rather, I should say, a chicle manufacturer who specializes only in putting certain laxatives and other drugs into chewing gums—a man named Band—but the name doesn’t matter, does it?—anyway, this Chinese doctor had this chicle man experiment a bit for him, and find out just how much of this particular drug an average stick of American chewing gum will hold in absorption—and he—yes, the Chinese doctor—found an ordinary stick would hold as much as 3 doses.”

			“And might be chewed,” remarked Larborough, “provided the chewer held his nose with both hands, eh?”

			“Just about—yes. To use it thus would involve flavoring the gum highly, that’s all—so that the ‘esters’—as he described them—constituting the ‘flavor,’ impinging on the nerve endings inside the nose, would drown out the smell of the drug. And—but back to this Chinese doctor! He’s been administering the drug—but to his own patients only—merely to get the thing worked out scientifically—as to dosages, effects, and so forth—rather than to get practical use out of it. And it has worked beautifully, he says—specially in one-tonsil operations on children. And lancing boils. And so forth. But the really peculiar thing about this neuro-anesthetic, Keene, seems to be that during the 15 minutes before it actually induces numbness—though it never induces unconsciousness, it seems, nor even motor paralysis—it starts the patient to talking a blue streak and telling truthful facts about himself. In fact, whenever in that stage, the patient will answer any interrogation truthfully. And if not queried, will bleat out anyway—maybe a hit out of sequence—all sorts off things that he really should not tell. Chinese boys have told this doctor of the windows they have maliciously smashed, and of grocery stores they’ve broken into, of bicycles they’ve stolen, even of unsavory episodes with little girls, of—but maybe you don’t believe my sto—rather, the Chinese doctor’s story?”

			“Why, sure I’d believe it. Since he paid hard money for consultation on the facts in it. Anyway, there are a number of molecular compounds that do things in that precise line. Such as scopalamine, for instance, used originally in painless childbirth. And—but go ahead. I see a more than faint glimmer of something.”

			“I guess you do, now! And you’re right! Well, suppose this young lawyer had—no, now has!—a client who is exactly like this John Doe in today’s papers. And who won’t divulge a single darn fact about himself—even to his own lawyer—and when his very life is at stake, in connection with a certain murder. And suppose this young lawyer has come to the ineluctable conclusion that the only possible explanation—if, that is, Keene, the young lawyer’s client is innocent, as he claims to be!—is that he is protecting the name of some high-up married woman in Chicago whom he was with—the entire night of the murder in question. Oh yes, Keene, such things are happening all the time. And men are men, you know.”

			“But wait—if this client were with a married woman—”

			“Yes, I know. Then why doesn’t he explain a certain skull part of his jam? Well, I—I wouldn’t put it past some married woman with a gangster lover—oh, there are women and women, Keene—some who double-cross men with no compunction—and others who have to have a whole pack of lovers to—to be happy—anyway, I wouldn’t put it past a married woman lying in both categories to shove a man straight into the electric chair. For a job done by one of her other lovers. Who—but anyway, Keene, what would you think of a lawyer who intended—if her whole defense turned sickeningly out, in the courtroom, to be nil—to put her client on the stand to deny the charge, only to slip him first a specially made stick of chewing gum, all dolled up with a fancy colored wrapper, but containing a good triple dose of this truth-telling drug, and disguised with a new synthetic flavor that is not only powerful enough to drown out even valerian, but which to him is exactly like—like fish to a cat; and—”

			“Wait—wait!” Keene Larborough passed a hand weakly over his forehead. “You—you have to get this Chinese doctor actually to let loose, to you, of a stiff dose of the neuro-anesthetic in question?”

			“Yes—speaking quite plainly. To turn it over, that is, to the chicle man—to be quickly fixed up for my purpose.”

			“He’ll—he’ll never do it, Elsa. Never! Client or no client. For your proposed purpose, that is. For he’ll see the gates of the State prison loom—however, skip it! And you have to get the chicle man quickly to cook up some gum and roll you out a stick, loaded with a dose of this drug, and wrap it in colored paper?”

			“Right-o!”

			“And—”

			“—the flavor. The without-which-not to both drown out the vile drug—and to break down the gum-chewing resistance of the client—at the same time? Well it happens, Keene, that he ain’t got no resistance at all—to a certain flavor known—at least off and on!—as ‘Oh God.’ And which a certain Negro drugstore, on the very threshold of Chinatown itself, has been trying out a bit in sodas. At least, up to some time ago—when it got skeered—or something. Anyway, the poor chemist who invented the flavor—and keeps quantities of it on hand for his own more or less fruitless business negotiations—lives up above the drugstore—”

			“I get it. Monsieur Cohenstein?”

			“—and,” Elsa continued, “comes into the said drugstore nightly—as have I ascertained via phone!—at 7 bells sharp—so regularly that he even puts the Wrigley Building clock—and all other clocks—to shame. And, as you may partly have noticed, Keene—and which I’ll herewith confirm completely—drugstore—chemist’s flat—Chinese doctor’s office—and chicle man’s factory—are all grouped together within only a few blocks of each other, and—wait!—all are right to the west of—in fact, practically in the back yard of!—the Penworth mansion where tonight Hizzoner is going to hold cour—”

			“I get it! Everything has fallen together in my mind even more than it falls together spatially! And so Elsa Colby expects to—”

			“—to pick up a certain piece of concocted ‘chewing gum’ on her way to court tonight, and—”

			“Yes, of course. But Elsa Colby figures to—”

			“—figures, Keene, that if all is lost anyway, she might as well go whole hog or none, pass her client a stick of gum radiating ‘Oh God’ for two feet all about itself!—and also up the chewer’s own nose—but ‘Oh God’ only!—a stick with which to moisten his—his doubtlessly by-then-dry whistle before he has to talk to the court for his very life; then slap him on the stand to deny categorically the charges in the indictment, only to—”

			“—only to spill his guts instead,” said Keene Larborough unpoetically. “Before Hizzoner—Court—the Press—and all!”

			“To spill his guts, yes,” acceded Elsa. “Including—” And her little white teeth came together. “—the—the name of the darned married woman in whose boudoir he spent—well,” she qualified, “maybe might possibly have spent—the night. Who knows?” And Elsa sighed. Frankly wishing, for a meeting second, that she was some exotic married woman, instead of a scrubby, red-headed, freckle-faced girl lawyer. “And so what’s the opinion, Keene—of an old vet like yourself—on the foregoing and aforesaid!”

			“Well, Elsa girl,” Larborough said, “I can only say that it’s the wildest stunt ever pulled off in a courtroom. I’ve done many weird and strange things in my day—but this, I’d say, tops my wildest ones. Though what you propose to do—rather, to try to do!—for my belief is that this Chinese doc will refuse absolutely to give you a single milligram of that drug for such pur—”

			“And I’m gambling,” said Elsa quietly, “from my one interview with him, that he’ll do that just to see his drug used in a legalistic sense instead of a medical one. For he has a scientific mind, and—”

			“And I’m telling you I know the Chinese—and they are hellishly skittish of things like that. Puh—lenty! But let that be a question moot. And to answer your specific query: What you propose to do, Elsa, is justified—on the theory that anything that can’t make matters any worse for your client is justified. That baby you got there is all set to catch the chair—on any mere denial, categorical or otherwise, of things. So he might as well—yeah, that’s it: That’s just why your scheme is the wildest ever. For presuming and assuming him to be guilty, with a load of that drug in his veins, he’ll just lock himself right in that old 2200 volt chair. So that he never can be unlock—”

			“Right!” admitted Elsa grimly. “Where, as you just said, he’d be bound to go anyway. And on the other hand, if he is somehow in the clear—and is protecting someone—and that someone would, under the circumstances, be a woman—he’ll give her name on the stand—or her husband’s name—her residence—something—probably everything—she’ll be sub­pœnaed—by yours truly—and she’ll be tangled ten ways going before she gets done testifying—but muh client will git acquitted.”

			“Woof!’ And Keene Larborough threw up his two hands in a helpless gesture. “And the client’s attorney will scrub floors in the county jail for six months.”

			“Scrub—floors? What—what do you mean, Keene?”

			“I simply mean, child, that whether your client merely locks himself in the chair—or whether he divulges some woman’s name and saves his reddish scalp—he’ll know, after he comes out of his truth-telling spree, that he’s been tricked. And will ‘beef’ there and then. And tell the S.A. about the gum. And the passing of the gum, in court, will be remembered. And you’ll be called before the bench—to explain every last detail about where you got a piece of gum, doped with some kind of a drug, and flavored with God-Help-Me or whatever you call it and—”

			“Oh, you make me wish, Keene Larborough,” Elsa said, with a fearful sigh, “that a great tidal wave would engulf Chicago in the next hour, sweeping away Prairie Avenue—the Loop—this building—”

			“God forbid!” he said unsmilingly. “Because wheelchairs don’t float. But see here—ye’ve more than a’rned yer favor, cheel! So what is it you wanted me to do for you—towards clearing your office of some obstruction, or—or obstruc­tionist?”

			“Well here ’tis, my good fran’. I want you to ring my office the very minute I leave here—and keep ringing it at several minute intervals, for I more than surmise that the party now squatting there will be using my phone galleywest to make as many outside business calls as he can—hence you’ll have to insert yourself gently in between and betwixt a couple of his, see? I shan’t wait to see the simple op’ration done—for a certain dress shop where I’m hieing for closes down between 6:30 and 7—at least, last time I was gazing hungrily in its windows, its lights went out about that time, and right in my face to boot. Anyway, here’s what I want you to say to this party, Keene: Say—but first ask for Miss Colby. In a werry brusque businesslike voice. And when this party says—as it’s 101 per cent certain he will—in honeyed tones: ‘She is not here, but left me to take any messages,’ you say quickly, ‘Well, this is the Police Department speaking—Department Z—’—that Department Z is something, Keene, made up in my own head, see?—’—we have Mr. Silas Moffit’s umbrella, and are seeking Mr. Moffit.’ And then hang up, Keene—bango!—before even the man on the wire with you can say ‘I’m Mr. Moffit, and who are your”—or even ‘Jack Spratt’—or anything.”

			“Hanging up,” said Larborough, “is one of the skillfulest things I do. Thanks to various creditors. Before he even says ‘I’m,’ he’ll get a click. But just what will happen then, Elsa? Of benefit to you?”

			“What will happen, Keene, will happen soon’s I get back and unleash the gent in question. He will urge himself out of my place so fast ’twill surprise even me.”

			“To recover—an old umbrella!” Keene Larborough asked skeptically.

			“To recover a lucky umbrella,” amended Elsa. “The numerical focus—no less!—of umty-teen numerological and astrological concatenations. And computations! And which lucky umbrella he needs tonight—of all the night in his career. Oh, yes he does—as I happen to know, Keene.

			For—but since, Keene,” she broke off, “I am the proud author of this plan I’m setting forth, I must perforce state that it’s perfectly motivated—and motived—at all points. Even by Fate itself. Yes, he’ll get after that umbrella—lying in hypothetical ‘Department Z’!—And which department, I’m sorry to say, he’ll never never find, since you and I anyway know there are only three official sub-departments to the Police Department!—anyway, he’ll get after that umbrella in ‘Department Z’ without a moment’s delay—” She gazed out of the window. And noted the utter starlessness of the sky, now that night had dropped down. “Look—even the sky is helping me! Promising rain. The chance of somebody in ‘Department Z’ temporarily borrowing the found umbrella—then loaning it in turn to somebody else—and then—no, Mr. Silas Moffit won’t take chances on that! Not on this, for him, night of nights!”

			“But do the police locate lost umbrellas?” asked Keene Larborough laughingly.

			“No, Keene. And don’t kid me. My Uncle Silas Moffit uses his, as I’ve found out, as a portfolio. And he’s always carrying mortgages and documents and quitclaims and deeds and bills of sale around in it. I half suspect he even picks up a few unsmoked cigar butts during the day, and drops them in too! But be that as it may, there will more than likely have been some legal paper in the umbrella he lost somewhere yesterday—or maybe ’twas last night—and in a cigar store, as it appears—which conceivably could have caused the bumbershoot to have been turned over to the nearest policeman by an honest picker-up thereof—in the said cigar store, see?—and which paper in turn would serve as a clew for the department—perhaps just the name of the grantor on some deed, if the paper were such—by which the department would conceivably have phoned my uncle at his apartment—only to find he’s not there. And for the quite logical reason that he’s squatting in my office, now! And thus, shunted by someone to Niece Elsa for information—for there’s one or two persons, I’m pretty sure, over in the P. D., who know that he and I are related—well anyway, shunted to Niece Elsa for infor—listen, Keene, I got to go. If I’m not to lose my only chance to supplant this rag. And—”

			“Run!” he said. “And I’ll fulfill your plan as brilliantly as the plan itself is. Now git!”

			And Elsa got! Not knowing, even as she emerged from the doors downstairs, that Keene Larborough was doing the identical thing she’d asked him to do—and hanging up: before ever her uncle had even a chance to utter so much as ‘I’m.’ Nor did she know, moreover, as she went down Monroe Street some minutes later, that Keene Larborough, was at that very minute talking to no other than Louis Vann, State’s Attorney. Though a bit shamefacedly.

			“Yes, Vann,” he was saying, “I’m grateful to you for being willing now specifically to omit me from that injunction as a ‘qualified, authorized courts agent.’ Very much so! For I need that calendrical info badly to carry on this sheet. My only livelihood. As for the girl, I really hate to apparently double-cross her, but—but—well, goddamn it, I’m an invalid, Vann, and—and have to live. Besides—I consider she’s—she’s all wet anyway as to even being able to hornswoggle this Chinese doctor, whoever he may be, out of a single dose of that drug. He’ll—he’ll give her some harmless powder. And last but far from least, she’s up the creek anyway, so far as Doe being, by any possibility, innocent. He’s—well, I don’t know what your opinion is, Vann, but mine, gained from the facts in the papers, is that he’s an out-of-town gunman drafted in on that crib job because the crib job itself amounted to nothing, but the gunmanship might amount to much. Viz.—poor Reibach. Who, as things turned out, didn’t even merit triggerwork. And who—but anyway, Vann, you have the gist of the facts now. She has nothing to offer in the way of defense. This red-headed gunman has given her absolutely nothing. She hasn’t a leg to stand on. And therefore proposes—as soon as she sees the case is lost—to feed John Doe—who she hopefully half-believes may be some gay Lothario now doing the knight-in-armor act after his bedroom act is over—proposes, as I told you, to feed him a stick of specially made-up gum doctored with that drug, and make him divulge the name of the married woman he may have been with last night. Q. E. D.”

			To which Louis Vann was giving but a cheerful chuckle. And replying:

			“And that’s quite all, Keene, I would really like to know, to be frank. The full story—out of that bird’s own mouth—on the witness stand—before court and press and all—of how he knocked in my safe and killed poor Reibach. For, Keene, that red-headed son-of-a-bitch is no boudoir hound. I know men, Keene—unerringly. And I give you my personal word—as State’s Attorney of Cook County—and before any revelations during the trial, or before execution—I even promise you a hundred years’ lease on that court info you require in your business, if I’m wrong—that Doe is a resourceful, cool, grim, hard-as-nails professional underworld character—moreover, a real cribman—who’s been mixed up with crime and regular safe-cracking so much and so often that he knows every play that may have to be made—as well as when not to play!—and to unlock his tongue about himself for 15 sweet minutes tonight would be all I’d really want—and all that the police of many cities are wanting right this minute—only they don’t know it yet!”

			“Only,” Larborough was qualifying, “that Chinese doctor will never pry loose to Colby of a single grain of that drug—for any such purposes.”

			“No? Well, old man, I happen to know that doctor—see? A fact! And I can tell you here and now—if it’ll make you feel any better—that you haven’t ‘double-crossed’ friend Colby in the least—for I guarantee you that this Chinese doc will give her the dose of that drug she wants tonight—and wherever she wants it, to boot! Because I have it from his own lips, Keene, that there isn’t a truth-telling drug in existence that will function if the teller, by his words, is putting himself in extreme danger. Patients—Chinese boys, as I think you’ve said—may have blabbed plenty to this doc under this drug—but only, Keene, because they knew that the doc—of their own race—would never bring ’em to justice. Whereas this fellow Doe—even under a triple dose—would only stay ‘tight’ on the witness stand, i.e. hand out a categorical denial, and thereafter stand mute.”

			“This—this Chinaman assured you of that? But is he the same man? She didn’t tell me his name, and—”

			“That doesn’t matter—in this case. For your statement about him having a Chinese girl sweetheart on the city’s West Side clinches the matter by 100 per cent. This girl, moreover, has a brother who right now is locked up over in the county jail, waiting trial on a more or less oblique complicity in a tong killing. And whose case I can nolle prosse should I so desire, because of various circumstance in it. And this Chink doctor came to me last week—and got down on his actual knees begging me to nolle prosse the case against the young Chink—for which, he, the doc, offered to do anything.  And—”

			“Well, I suppose he’s the same one, then, for—”

			“Of course. Man who’s been experimenting in personality-changing drugs for some years. Of course he didn’t tell me the specific thing he confided to Colby—because I’m theoretically an officer of the law, and might conceivably want his scalp! But he told me a hell of a lot about the whole subject, and gave me a most amazing demonstration—”

			“Of this truth-telling drug?”

			“No. Of another discovery that he made. Namely, that a powder made up of one-half cocaine and one-half some salt of zirconium—zircaine, he calls the combination!—will make a man lie his blooming head off—and when he hasn’t even the least occasion to lie. This doc mixed up some of the powder he happened to have with him, with a few drops of water—and injected it, with a hypodermic syringe, into a chocolate drop, and we called in the Reverend Horatio Kilgallon, Leo Kilgallon’s uncle, who was in the next room with Leo. Pastor, you know, of St. Ignatius’ Church?” Vann chuckled audibly. “And 15 minutes after Reverend H. had eaten it—at our request, of course, to see if he could tell us the flavor!—he was solemnly declaring that Christ was not divine, and that he himself had been unfrocked in 1880—which, incidentally, was before he was born—and he told us—us, the Law!—that he owned the biggest house of prostitution on the South Side.”

			“Wow, Vann! Watta drug!”

			“I’ll say! And of no practical utility to anybody. Well, old man, just forget your seeming ‘double-crossing’ of Colby. I don’t think for a single minute that her experiment will work—but, even if it did, with an all-round crook like Doe, with a criminal record, it could only work to the State’s benefit. Plus the benefit of a lot of police departments—in a lot of cities. And so her experiment shall go through—exactly as she wishes. For I’ll see myself that she actually gets the drug from this Chinese doc. For I’ll contact him ahead of her—both via the Chinese gal!—and by covering his office in Chinatown. And she’ll get the drug all right—and her experiment shall go through. And Keene Larborough will find—after, that is, he reads tomorrow’s papers—that truth-telling drug or no truth-telling drug in J. Doe’s veins, when the latter’s neck was in danger, he stood mute as a drum. Will stand—as now, in advance of tonight, I should put it—for I’m personally going to see, Keene, that our little friend Colby is provided by ye Doc Oriental with one good hyper-man-sized dose of—”

			“Okay then, Vann,” Keene was saying hurriedly. “And thanks again—for everything. I—I naturally knew you’d like to know what was going on—on the other side of the legal fence. So I’ll let you go now. Good-bye.”

			And he hung up, not hearing—Keene Larborough!—Vann’s throaty laugh and the latter’s finish to his own words as he too hung up. And which consisted of—

			“—one good hyper-man-sized dose of zircaine, with which her client will catapult himself the balance of the way into the electric chair with the biggest and wildest goddamned lie ever perpetrated in court. Oh-boy!”

			But of all these things—uttered both in the Ulysses S. Grant building—and in the City Hall—Elsa, of course, heard quite nothing. For she was, at this very moment, gazing open-mouthed at a dress in the still-lighted Francine de Loux window, which dress bore a price-sign of $27.50 only, yet was literally made for her alone—with her red hair—her blue-green eyes—her freckles; and she was, as she gazed, saying:

			“Oh-boy!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXVIII

			“—In Care Elsa Colby”

			It was a full 30 minutes before Elsa emerged from the De Loux shop, a tied-up dress box in her hand. For that so-marvelous creation—which had been given her without question by Francine de Loux, on presentation of Aunt Linda’s order—had required several cunning alterations, made on the spot, however, by the shop seamstress, a woman with eyes as black as Francine De Loux’s obviously dyed hair.

			And it was at least a further 8 minutes before Elsa, stepping off of a State Street car, and hurrying up narrow Plymouth Court, cut into the Ulysses S. Grant Building by its convenient and quicker rear entrance on Plymouth Court, and which entrance—like all the other entrances in that particular block—was merely an iron-framed large square door for the passage of freight, with a freight elevator just to its side.

			Her tied-up dress box had, however, during her progress from the Plymouth Court corner attained an appendage—an appendage which now traveled with it as cockily and as snugly as a hobo riding a blind baggage: no less, in short, than a tightly rolled copy of a late Despatch—the latest, considering the fact that the wagon which, as Elsa hurriedly approached Plymouth Court on the North Side of Van Buren, had dropped into the arms of the waiting newsboy across the street a couple of dozen damp fresh papers and driven clatteringly off, had been a Despatch wagon. And it had been after Elsa crossed the corner diagonally that she had received her non-paying “passenger”—for her young friend Clubfoot, who owned that stand, seeing a box being piloted across the street by a very small young lady with fiery red hair, had himself clumped hastily across Plymouth Court, rolled-up Despatch in fist and, intercepting her, had lifted up one end of her box and gallantly tucked his gift under the string thereof with the words, “Take dis, willya, Miss Co’by, f’r dat leg’l inflammation you gi’ me.” And thus it was—as a fee!—and delivered f.o.b. under the string of her box!—that Elsa became provided with a newspaper of late enough issue to contain that scheduled repudiation.

			Whether the one evening passenger elevator of the Ulysses S. Grant Building was waiting right now to take up passengers or not, Elsa, entering by the Plymouth Court side, could not see, because of the complete sheet-iron wall which entirely cut off the four-elevator shaft from the rear freight-handling area; and the little snug iron door in that wall, far to one side, was, as always it was, closed. But the big freight elevator stood there, its sliding vertical gates open, but evidently just about to transport heavenward a heavy piece of office furniture which had come in after office hours. No less, in fact, than a huge glass-covered and handcarved mahogany desk which filled at least a third of the platform. And, with one hand on the upper corrugated gate about to draw it down—and one hand on the steel pull cable—stood “Deafy” Olson, the old deaf-as-stone operator. Catching sight of her, he stopped the coming together of the gates, and motioned Elsa in.

			“Yump een, Miss Colby,” he commanded. “Ay tak’ you up—an’ ask baysness quaystion.”

			Being such a one as loved passionately to ride freight elevators—and bursting also with super-feminine curiosity as to who could be moving into that old building with such a fine desk, Elsa hastily got aboard. Upon which, “Deafy” drew the corrugated freight doors to with a loud bang, and slowly the car—with a series of ever-threatening jerks—started to ascend. And then “Deafy,” free for a few minutes, turned to her.

			“Mees Colby,” he began worriedly, “aye vass drunk night before last, an’ aye hit may brooder. An’ hay is going to arrest me w’en hay com’ back from Ceencinnati, day after tomorrow. Now how mach eet cost me dat you go see haim, an’ try to talk haim out of it?” To which “Deafy” quickly added: “Can you do eet for $3?”

			“Why not?” Elsa mouthed, and nodded, realizing that three dollars would pay her room rent for a week.

			“But eef,” “Deafy” persisted, “hay stell arrest me, den aye don’t have to pay you, hey? Is agree?”

			“Okay,” said Elsa sadly. And nodded agreement. “Law business,” she muttered, “is certainly getting darned contingential around this neck of the woods!” And her face fell, as she thought of a certain “contingential quitclaim” she had once blindly signed—and which was as good as due to become an out-and-out quitclaim once that trial of John Doe got openly under way tonight; and then she thought automatically of the trial itself, rushing—rushing—rushing relentlessly down upon her—exactly like a mountain torrent; rushing—And to change her own thoughts from a deep black to at least a dark brown, she pointed at the luxurious desk.

			“Where going?” she mouthed.

			“Meester Mortimer duMont—creem’nal lawyer—moving een t’morrow,” proclaimed “Deafy.”

			“Ow!” said Elsa. “And now—criminal lawyers—moving in to the U. S. Grant Building! Hellfire—just as E. Colby, shorn of ye old ancestral estates, will be needing all the business she can get to—eat—and to pile up a burial competence—competition has to gather on the doorstep. Oh—well.” And she sighed.

			The elevator stopped now, and “Deafy” let her out at a floor which somehow he knew—but she did not!—was floor 10. “Ay be oop to see you t’morrow,” he said. And drew his doors shut again, and she heard the car lumbering back downward.

			And circling the elevator shafts, backed up on this floor with iron partitions to at least 12 feet of their height, Elsa once more found herself in terrain that was familiar to her: her own floor. And, turning off down the soft wood-floored corridor on which her own cubicle of an office faced, she made her way to that brightly lighted panel which marked it. And her waiting uncle! Realizing that the hour was close now—very close—for her calls to be coming in; yet confident, however, that her uncle would make a swift exit—once she released him—to retrieve his lucky umbrella; and she was more than curious as to exactly what excuse he would render her.

			Her swivel chair was creaking away most imperturbably, however, as she drew up to her door, giving forth the same casual song it had given when she had locked him in—“E-eeka—onka—e-eeka—onka—” and she heard the unmis­takable rustle of a page of his Weekly Real Estate News being turned completely over. And her face fell. A mile! He was taking things awfully—awfully placidly! And she wondered if Keene Larborough had really gotten through to him with the decoy call. Or was it just that, finding himself locked in, her uncle had perforce had to cultivate patience? And taking out her key to release him—so she devoutly hoped anyway!—her eyes fell on an envelope which, she saw, had been shoved more than halfway underneath her door. And, plainly, so quietly that her uncle, rocking away in the chair, had not heard the sliding of it under. Much less seen it, engrossed, no doubt, in his Weekly Real Estate News!

			“Ho-ho!” she nodded to herself. “A note from Keene—telling me about the results of his call!”

			And, curiously, she drew the envelope out.

			Not dreaming, in the least, as she did so, of the shock she was to receive when she should, very shortly, read its opening lines—and then its signature!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER XXIX

			“Bombshell of Hate!”

			The envelope proved to be longish in shape. In short, at least a No. 10. And, from the feel of her thumb beneath it, sealed.

			And it was typed, on its face, just:

			Att’y Barlow James,

			in care Elsa Colby.

			“Barlow—James?” she repeated wonderingly. “The Big Shot—in clearing lunatics! But—but—why—why on earth—in care of me?” Arid quite bewildered she turned the envelope over—only to find that its flap, either having borne old mucilage, or else having been but hastily pressed down after it had been moistened—had failed to adhere to the envelope proper, and merely lay dry—and separate!—from the latter.

			Elsa, it may be quite frankly said—being an attorney, at least of sorts!—was by no means one blindly to relay on an envelope, poked anonymously under her door, to any attorney or attorneys at the far, far other end of the professional and financial scale from herself—at least when the contents thereof were examinable!

			Or, perhaps it may be said more succinctly, Elsa had all the curiosity of the eternal femine!

			Or again—and in shorter and curter language—Elsa was human!

			And so—quite unashamedly, and quite unblushingly!—she withdrew the contents of the envelope, finding them to be—at least judging from the size and shape and weight thereof—either a tri-folded thick sheet—or perhaps two thin sheets—of foolscap paper. And which, believing it to be but a single sheet, she deftly and impatiently—and still quite unblushingly!—shook open, by the one of its corners closest to her thumb and which far overlapped the corner or corners beneath. Revealing, as it shook completely open, that the supposed sheet in question was not just one sheet of foolscap—but was in reality a duplex sheet, capable of having a foolscap-sized piece of carbon paper inserted between its halves—and now constituting, as it hung downward from her thumb and forefinger, a broad ribbon of paper full 26 inches long. And containing typing. Typing in single-spaced lines, moreover! And so filling the entire side of the double sheet now facing her that it was plain it must run over to the upper half of the reversed double side, which latter had been closed entirely in by folds when she had withdrawn it. And to further unblushingly read which—for Elsa still had quite no intention of being messenger boy for anybody till she knew something of the “why” and “whereof” thereof!—to further unblushingly read which—at least the side facing her—she moved back in the corridor a full 10 feet—under the first over-hanging corridor light, in fact—sticking the envelope in her bosom, and propping her suitbox, with its rolled-up late Despatch tautly beneath its top and longitudinal string, against her thigh.

			But even as the “e-eeka—onka—e-eeka—onka—” of the ever placidly rocking swivel chair faintly reached her ears—and again, distantly, the rustle of a newspaper page—she found, with a bit of a shock, that the very opening greeting in the letter was not to Attorney Barlow James at all—but was to a woman! A woman, moreover, who—as Elsa, at least, was in a position to know—was keeper—rather now, ex-keeper!—of a marijuana smoking-flat!—was quite definitely, in fact—as Elsa was shortly to learn, as she traversed the dumfounding communication—that same notorious individual who had been described to her late today by Art Kelgrave of the Narcotics Squad. That infamous creature who had once been, for one brief month in her doubtlessly exotic youth, an English titled lady, then a secret agent and “decoy” in Affairs Oriental in London—as well as gambling room keeper there, then a prostitute in Buenos Aires, then—considerably later, no doubt—keeper of a low house for Negroes in Harlem, New York—then a shoplifter in Cleveland!—then a booker of girls, in Chicago, to dance nude at stag parties—and then, last of all, and through connections with certain Midwest Mexicans, keeper of a fly-by-night marijuana smoking-flat in Chicago. A little dried-up brown woman today, according to Art Kelgrave—full 50 years of age—and looking exactly like a shriveled-up mummy with a face like a cocoanut, except that she sported weird-looking yellow peroxided hair which pulled her down 10 years anyway, in age. And all of which was to explain, in part, this letter going to an attorney. Except that it did not explain the fact that the attorney in question was a high-priced specialist in insanity, nor did it explain why it had been shoved under Elsa Colby’s door for relaying thereto. And not at all did it explain—at least in its opening—the highly affectionate tone of the communication’s beginning.

			For, dated at the top with today’s date, and year, it began:

			My own sweet and loyal Eustaqua:

			“Good Lord!” Elsa exclaimed—for at this point in the communication she was, of course, at this point only! “Could—could it be?—that notorious Filipino woman?—whom Art Kelgrave said was known as ‘End-of-the-Road’?”

			And now twenty wild horses could not have torn Elsa Colby away from this mystifying letter.

			And she went on with its lines.

			This letter is sent to you in care of Barlow James, the best attorney in the United States on matters involving insanity. He has habeas corpused more inmates out of asylums, and kept them out, than any other attorney. He is reported on the phone as out of town tonight—while you in turn, as a result of last night’s trouble, are not reachable—and so I am leaving the letter with someone who will be neutral-minded enough in the matter it deals with, to get it on to James.

			“Th’ neutral-minded gink,” Elsa grimaced, “being of course, muh!” But at the next words in the letter Elsa’s blue-green eyes opened as wide as plates in a Greek restaurant.

			For they ran:

			For when this letter reaches your hands, Eustaqua—even James’ hands—even the hands of the party who will send it on to James—I shall be dead, by my own hand.

			“Good—grief!” Elsa ejaculated. “A—a suicide letter. But—but who—” And immediately she turned the long sheet quickly over. To see what name—if any!—was signed to the portion that overran the two connected front pages of the now sinister-sounding communication.

			And then and thereupon, she uttered but one word—even as the swivel chair inside her office continued to sing its plaintive song.

			“Saul!”

			And then, on the very heels of that one word:

			“Heavens—and earth!—Saul!—messed up with that notorious Oriental creature and—and proclaiming he’s going to commit suic—Saul!—of all persons. But what—why—”

			For at the bottom of what was nearly a full foolscap page of overrun typing was written, in black ink, the laconic appellation which only that day Saul Moffit had bitterly told her he had officially taken over the last 4 months—and forever, to boot! Even to the extent of having it legally certified and recorded.

			S. Moffit

			Scornful—even contumelius, it seemed—in the very way it was signed! As scornful, indeed, as it had looked, when printed only, on its queer, queer card—that card which he had hastily typed out earlier today in that south side Negro real-estate office—and sent her post-haste by special delivery—that card warning her, Elsa, that his father might try insanity commitment against him—that card which now lay torn to pieces, on the floor above, in the cuspidor.

			“Jupiter—Jehosephat!” Elsa said again. A bit aghast, to say the least, at her inadvertent discovery of what was, plainly, a far more sordid romance than she had suspected—a romance between Saul, 40-year-old intellectual—but looking decidedly more than 50, due to alcoholic changes—and this notorious yet drab adventuress of Asiatic blood, actually 50—but, according to Art Kelgrave, looking no more than 40 because of her smallness and her peroxided hair; yet nevertheless, as one of pure Asiatic blood, in the sere and yellow leaf—if not the serest and yellowest leaf! A romance growing out of the coming together of two persons so unlike—and with such unlike histories—that it held absolutely no explanation—until suddenly, at this very juncture, Elsa herself furnished it!

			“He met her, of course—through making a collection from her—for that bootleg brewery he told me about—for the illicit beer she sold in her flat—at a dollar a throw or so—to quench the thirst of those weed-smokers. And which shows at least that he did work for that brewery—in the beginning. Till—till she plainly took him up! As plain now, all right—how they came together—as—as the horn on a rhino’s nose!”

			And having now solved this aspect of the case, Elsa felt a tremendous surge of relief sweep over her. For the threat of suicide broached in the letter did not, somehow, worry her. For the things that Saul—when drunk—was going to do!—but never did, simply because drunkenness always caught up with him, were legion and multifarious—to say the least! And Elsa—from years back—had knowledge aplenty about that! “Saul—Saul was drunk,” she continued, nodding, “and how!—when he wrote this—and he’s spilled some beans, too, and how!—but I—I’d better get the police out, just the same, to keep an eye on whatever place he—he indicates he’s going to try to—well of all things!—and his own father right in there now, and—but—but what’s buzzing in Saul’s alky-soaked brain that he should—”

			And she turned back, bewilderedly, to the opening of the letter.

			And continued exactly where she had left off—her blue eyes widening even more as she read:

			I am the one, Eustaqua, who killed the man known as Adolph Reibach, and stole the skull of that Chinese Wah Lee; and—

			“Good—good grief!” Elsa found herself saying. “He’s not just merely drunk; he’s—he’s gone plumb cra—but no, he’s mixed his drinks this time, that’s all, and—”

			And she read hastily on, wondering just exactly how soon, after Saul had left her today, he had started in to drink—wondering, even more, in fact, whether he had somehow gotten laudanum, or paregoric, or opium, or something, into one of his drinks. Or whether he had even mixed, with his drinking, the fumes of a couple of marijuana cigarettes, probably obtained from Eustaqua Brurbriuante in her exotic quarters across that rear passageway from her sordid flat.

			—and, as I stated, when the envelope containing this letter is torn open, I shall already be dead.

			“—dead drunk!” Elsa commented sagely. “But just the same, old Saul, old Saul, old Saul, ol’ boy, I’m gonna—”

			She screwed up her forehead at the next statement which, following the word “dead,” obviously referred to it. And which ran:

			A simple state which again and again I’ve told you, Eustaqua, is as ridiculously easy to enter as it is to go to sleep. And—

			“Says you, Saul,” Elsa commented out loud, “who never sampled that drink yet!” And perturbedly went on:

			And after entering which, a man is instantaneously back in existence—in another cycle thereof—but enjoying all the delights and sensations of life.

			“Which may be your theory, Saul,” commented Elsa grimly. “And in spite of which I’ll hold right on to the existence I’ve got. The while, ol’ Saul, ol’ Saul, ol’ Saul, ol’ boy, I’m gonna have your father put every policeman in Chicago to—”

			Saul’s father!

			Who hated him so! And was, Elsa had to admit, equally hated in return by Saul. Saul’s father! Who even now sat rocking away, less than 15 feet away from where she stood reading a drunken suicide letter, addressed to the notorious Eustaqua Brisbriuante, from Saul himself. Ironic—to say the least, Elsa realized. Would Silas Moffit, when shown this wild hectic effusion, say, “Let the dirty Flip-lover bump himself off!” Or would he say “My God, Elsa—let’s do something.” She wondered!

			And drove on with the disconcerting communication. Noting, a bit troubledly, that, for a drunken man, it displayed an uncanny knowledge of law. though that wasn’t any unusual thing—considering how Saul had once both studied law and practiced it. And that, moreover, drunken chess players could play extremely accurate chess. It merely indicated that—But frowning, she drove on.

			I shall wish you, Eustaqua, to have James represent your interests. Concerning something of mine. And which now must become yours. For I—

			“His spectacle collection!” Elsa ejaculated aghast. And then added grimly: “And a damned good thing it is that I got this fool letter first!—for if I know anything at all about law, he’s turning it into a deed that can not only invalidate his previous willing of that collection to that museum, but—but will sweep all those historic specs into the hands of a common dive-keeper. Unless, of course, he’s referring to some other possess—but, good Lord, he’s got nothing else in the world. We-ell!” And she stiffened resolutely up. And the 327 pairs of spectacles in Saul Moffit’s collection could not have had, at this moment, a better guardian—a stouter Cerberus! “If this idiot,” she said decidedly, “coked up on alky—is herewith virtually deeding that swell collection of specs to a—a doggoned whore, I’ve got the deed! And—how! And will continue to keep—”

			But Elsa was to learn, a paragraph or so later, that the letter in her hands referred not at all to Saul’s precious collection of spectacles—definitely willed, as he had assured her that day, to a museum—but to quite another item, though one which was, in its way, perhaps even more unusual than the spectacles collection. And she was to learn, moreover, that it was this item which—in connection with hate—sheer, supreme hate!—and a certain weird and blithe concept of Saul Moffit’s concerning the multiplicity and inexhaustibility of the cycles of existence!—was the cause of the letter now in her hands being so meticulously, so coolly, detailed, instead of being—as its author was to say later on in it—a brief and curt statement to the police as to his involvement with a certain affair in the Klondike Building, plus the present location of all the confirmatory details thereto. And so still believing implicitly that the letter was referring to the spectacles collection, Elsa drove fascinatedly on:

			For I do not intend that a certain blood relative, whom I shall refer to here as THE KING OF SKUNKS—

			“Oh dear!” said Elsa. “Now it comes—of course! His father!” And she pressed on.

			—shall profit one red copper cent by the fact that I must go by my own hand, Certainly not against you, who have been a mighty loyal woman to me. The only woman in the world who has been really unselfish. A woman who knows all the world has to teach—about the Divine Art of Love. And since, Eustaqua, you are now just 40 years of age, you need to look out for yourself.

			“Just—40 years—of age!” ejaculated Elsa. “Is—good! Just skyrocketing past 50, Saul means—though, poor imbecile, he doesn’t know that! And—but of all the horrible romances! Now come smack to light! And Saul!—trying to cover it up by saying he was keeping books for a wildcat brewery! Oh, I—I knew today—when I saw him dressed like a plush horse, that some woman must be kee—and so—so she—she was keeping him? And not at all being kept—by some man—as I’m sure Art Kelgrave believed. Oh, dear me—horrible romance is right! And to think it has to—to pop up in a drunken—though thank God for that, anyway!—drunken intent-to-commit-suicide letter.” And Elsa went courageously on.

			It was considerable of a jolt to me this noon, Eustaqua, when I learned, from a morning newspaper, about last night’s raid, and the exact nature of the operations you have been carrying on in the South Kedzie Avenue flat. I did believe, all the time, that it was but an ordinary assignation flat. And therefore legitimate. And—

			“Legitimate!” chocked Elsa. “Well—if assignation flats are legitimate—then—then pigs are doves! Now at last I understand—Relativity!” And on she went.

			But since I am now having to hand you a jolt, the pot can’t call the kettle black, can it, Eustaqua! So that is that. But learning this noon that you are all washed up in everything pertaining to earning money, I immediately transferred to you a very valuable something that has just come into my hands. That is to say, Eustaqua, it has no value whatsoever in its present form—it has a mathemat—

			And here it was—or at least not very much beyond this point—that Elsa was to learn that the name of MOFFIT had been graven, this day of October 23, upon the Great Hall of Fame of Winners at Lotteries! Together with a good half-thousand other persons.

			—it has no value whatsoever in its present form—it has a mathematical value of some $1400, depending on various things—but has an immediate value of $5000 the second I am dead.

			In other words, Eustaqua, I was notified by phone today, shortly before noon—and confidentially, of course—by the Associated Life Companies Corporation, that I am one of the 500 winners of the $5000 paid-up life policies in the Life Show drawing, held this morning. The full list of win—

			“Well for—for crying out loud,” Elsa bit out, suddenly grasping the full import of these new words. “And me—with a registration number of seven beautiful 2’s—all in a stri—well, for—and a full 500 of those juicy bones tossed to the pack—well, there ain’t no justice, that’s all.” And on her eyes raced:

			—winners is to be exclusively published tomorrow in the Tribune, which gave to the Life Show at least a hundred thousand dollars worth of free publicity. At any rate, Eustaqua, I am one of the 500. The policy now on my life—and which is assigned to the Mid-West Life of Illinois—is non-cancellable for any reason whatsoever—though it is, at the same time, non-negotiable—nonborrowable-on—non-assignable–and non-surrender­able for cash; it is—or rather was—drawn, for the time being, to “Next of Kin.” As beneficiary. (James will explain all these things to you fully.) But immediately I learned of your being washed up—and but 10 minutes after I received my notification—I went straight down to the Associated Life Companies Corporation, in the London Guarantee Building, and, under my qualified legal rights to do so, had the beneficiaryship of the policy changed over to you instead of to “Next of Kin” as it then tentatively stood. I rea—

			“No—no wonder,” Elsa said grimly, “that he was so darned confident this afternoon that his father would never get hide nor hair of anything he had.” And on she drove.

			I realized of course, Eustaqua, that should I unexpectedly die—when I should die, in fact—my transference to you of the beneficiaryship of that policy would indicate that we have been lover and mistress over these recent months that you have lived in Chicago. But a dead man, being a non-existent man, feels no “disgrace”; and my blood relatives will, I’m sure, without exception, successfully survive the public revelation of our little romance.

			“I’ll say they will!” was Elsa’s firm declaration. “Because public revelation there’s gonna be none! Since this pipedream is going to be covered up plenty—and how!”

			And she drove relentlessly on.

			And now, very strangely, Eustaqua, Fate has suddenly closed tightly in on me. (At least, in this cycle of my existence.) Has closed in on me with respect to the crime committed in the Klondike Building. And I must—if I am not to become just a man wearing a number, over long long years—end my life. (Step, that is, easily, into another cycle.) Obviously—at least so far as this cycle goes—there is nothing else to be done.

			“Marijuana talking—as sure as—as cats yowl on back fences,” Elsa commented sagely. “When it comes to Fate—and that Klondike Building stuff.” But a second later she was to find her conjecture 100 per cent wrong.

			And why, Eustaqua, did you never once induct me into the mysteries and pleasures of the fumes of marijuana? If only you had done so, I might have had a happier existence in this cycle which I am now discarding. And the very cycle itself might never have come about.

			“Hm?—the marijuana’s out, then,” Elsa commented grimly. “And I—well damn it, I—I don’t at all like this. I—” And on she drove.

			But getting back to this life-insurance policy, Eustaqua. Now suicide—which I of course know is in reality nothing more than the discarding of a worn shoe for another one which fits equally as well, if not probably better—has always been—in Illinois—and at least up to recently—evidence definitely establishing insanity. Though—since 1939—it has been prima facie evidence thereof only in the complete absence of contravertive evidence thereto. And since, by the new inheritance-relationship code of this spring, THE KING OF SKUNKS is now my legal “next of kin”—

			“And he’s righter than right at that,” Elsa nodded, “in spite of his plainly having gone plumb, stark crazy! Father and first-born—now closest—and next—in law!” And on she read:

			—he will, of course, try to utilize the fact of my “suicide” to set aside—in the courts—my transference this very day, to you, Eustaqua, of the beneficiaryship in that policy. And which, reverting again to being payable only to “next of kin,” becomes payable to him.

			And so that is why, Eustaqua, the envelope—

			“Hells—bells!” said Elsa suddenly, passing her free hand over her forehead. “This—this is no drunken letter. Nor half-drunken letter. Nor—nor drug-ridden letter either. That—that precision of expression! And—and that punctuation! And if—if it isn’t a pipe-dream, then—then it could—might—maybe be the McCoy—about his being somehow involved in the Klondike Building killing. Oh dear!”

			And on she drove, fearfully now.

			—is why, Eustaqua, the envelope which contains this letter contains the letter and not the mere signed statement which, in any event, I would have left behind me. (Since through such statement—brief as it might have been—or detailed as now it is—the KING OF SKUNKS will always and forever, during the brief space of life left to him, be branded with the blood of “criminal” and “killer”! And, wherever he goes, people will turn, and point him out, and say—but I am sure, Eustaqua, you grasp what I mean.) But now—instead of that brief statement—I send this letter. For this letter, Eustaqua—and nothing else—must serve in court, under Attorney James, to constitute the contravertive evidence against the charges of insanity which are bound to be brought by THE KING OF SKUNKS. (And so far as my referring within this letter to the cycles of existence—and which perhaps the Honorable Court itself will insist the jury consider as evidence that I am insane, James—who is himself a metaphysician of high order—will slap on expert testimony which will prove that there is ample evidence today, of sheer scientific value, to prove the multiplicity of cycles of existence.) And so this letter—as I said above—must be the one thing to prove that I retained, clear to the very end of this cycle, the power of coherent thought; to indicate—by its correct spelling—by its very punctuation—

			“And right there,” said Elsa suddenly—and perspicaciously, “is the loose thread—the—the sophistry—in this whole weird composition, that shows it to be either a game of some sort—or a pipe-dream. For people who really and absolutely intend to kick off simply can’t write coherently—can’t spell—can’t punctuate—and anybody knows that!”

			Poor Elsa! Or perhaps, even at that, Fortunate Elsa. For she could not see, as she stood tonight, in the musty hall of the old Ulysses S. Grant Building, her dress box tilted against her slender thigh, that dread incident in her own life, 40 long years later, when a laboratory slide made from her blood revealed to her—through her physician—that she had the most fatal of all diseases; nor the beautiful little letters she wrote to each and all of her friends—so finely written—and so finely and rhetorically punctuated—that never subsequently was she able to get a single one back; for of course—as tonight she could not see—the laboratory man had accidentally transposed the slides of two patients—and Elsa had been literally snatched from the jaws of what had seemed to be quick, and sure, and distressing death. Nor could Elsa see, either, tonight, the practical dictum of the American Institute of Psychiatry, issued in 1979, wherein the institute declared that “every individual tainted, even slightly, with lunacy and inoculated at the same time with any metaphysical belief whatsoever, presents an absolutely distinctive and unpredictable case as to both motiving and motivation.” And so, because all these things were, after all, things lying 40 years or so hence when Elsa’s red hair carried streaks of gray, and she could not see them now, she sagely nodded, and “knew” conclusively that a man contemplating death could not spell—and could not punctuate! And having stopped to render this triumphant analysis of the document in her hands, she now went back and picked up once more the strange thread which she was endeavoring to run through her mental bobbin.

			And so this letter—as I said above—must be the one thing to prove that I retained, clear to the very end of this cycle, the power of coherent thought; to indicate—by its correct spelling—by its very punctuation—before a jury of thinking men that I am not rambling by so much as 1/100th of 1 per cent; to show, moreover, that circumstances over which I had no control—and not any defect in my own mind—so definitely dictate my own erasure [from this particular cycle] that the matter is not even a question of insanity. Or drugs. Or even of drink. And under that verdict which I am certain any competent jury, under James—and with this letter—will render, THE KING OF SKUNKS, sniffing hungrily around to get that $5000 life insurance, will have to skulk off into the bushes with his frowsy, lousy tail between his flea-bitten shanks.

			“Oh, dear me—such awful hatreds,” Elsa half wailed. “To be stirred in with—with the deepest of philosophy. If—if ever there was an example of a man as sane as—as a college professor—for, after all, no one can disprove his ‘cycles’ business—yet dippy on one single tiny point—his closest blood relative—Saul is it!” And again she passed a hand unhappily across her forehead, for her complete assurance of a few minutes back was, like all such things, swiftly evaporating: and she was confused again—yet not so much that she did not realize that that very stupendous mutual hate existing between son and father was the one thing that bid fair to make this document clear up, in complete detail—and to the last minute element thereof—the amazing events, for such they must have been, which must have occurred last night in the Klondike Building. If, that is—if—if this whole thing really wasn’t a pyrotechnic mirage of Saul’s brai—if—But further than this Elsa’s own now confused brain could not reach.

			I went yesterday afternoon, Eustaqua—and now I write not only for your benefit, and for Barlow James’ benefit—but for the benefit of Lou Vann—for the Commissioner of Police—and for the Chief of the Detective Bureau; for should THE KING OF SKUNKS, goddamn his soul, succeed in declaring me insane, this letter will therefore fail to have been competent evidence. And COMPETENT and COMPLETE evidence it is going to be—I promise you!—for Vann, Congreve, and Brittman will all go into court and help you to find it so. Otherwise, they will have failed to officially clear off their dockets a certain little troublesome happening in the Klondike Building. And thus, by Vann’s help, and Congreve’s, and Brittman’s, the KING OF SKUNKS will fail to get his stinking talons on one cent of that insurance I have just won.

			“The—the very fact,” Elsa said to herself, her brain swinging dizzily, “that Saul continually puts that skunk business down in capitals is damned near legal proof he’s insane—at least on that one subject. And if he’s insane on the one subject, then he’s legally insane on every oth—but by gosh, he’s—he’s shooting straight enough mentally—everywhere else. Oh—I do hope he started in to drink after he wrote this out—still—my God!—if he has got something to do with that murd—yes, he’d be better off dead. Still—oh my,” she ended in a half wail.

			And desperately resumed again—re-reading that last paragraph, but automatically jumping over the bitter interpolation that had been enclosed within it.

			I went yesterday afternoon, just before five o’clock, to Lou Vann’s personal office in the Klondike Building. To request a favor. In connection with a certain vacancy existing on his staff of assistant-State’s Att—

			“To—to beg—that vacant berth on the rackets division, there, of course—just as I advised him to this afternoon,” Elsa commented, still dazed. “Yet how—how does he tie that visit up with—”

			She pressed on. Ever more and more sick, in the pit of her stomach, as she realized increasingly that Truth—horrid Truth!—at that point was being told by the words of this communication—words that had been set down coldly—methodically—almost, in one sense, emotionlessly—yet in reality chosen and selected and tied together by sheer hate—and revealing now-confirmable things through sheer hate—that would make the document one thousand per cent attack-proof in a sanity court. And all—all—to prevent Silas Moffit—back in the “cycle” from which Saul now proposed to depart!—from cashing in on Saul’s policy won in that very “cycle.” To Elsa, who had more than just a mere glimmering grasp of what she always called “that cycles business” it was all almost an obscene travesty of metaphysics itself—an imperious attempt, by puny man, to control—whilst in one cycle—the events in another. And thus put himself higher than the God who allegedly rotated simultaneously all the cycles! And she prayed wordlessly, at this instant, to that very God that soon—soon—in this letter she would come to the illuminating point which would prove exactly how and where the mirage—which some of its facts must be!—had originated in Saul’s alcohol-sclerosed hate-tinged brain. Because only thus—and with a sigh that came clear up out of her tiny shoes, Elsa drove on.

			—assistant-State’s Attorneys. The office, however, was empty. The office girl must have been down in the women’s room. I did not know Vann was out of town. I merely thought he had not come across yet from the City Hall. I was dog-tired. So dog-tired that I lay down on the leather couch. Which stood partly hack of a folding black burlap screen. Though my feet and knees were visible past the further edge of the scree—that is to say, to be quite exact, the black burlap screen was burlap only in front; behind, it was evidently painted and re-painted with thick black paint so that, with the exception of a single slit-like hole, about 3 feet up, through which light came, it was quite opaq—

			“God!” was all Elsa said. Heartsick now. Her last lingering hopes that this was a “pipe-dream” shattered. “The—the McCoy! The inside info—that nobody but Lou Vann himself—and his girl knew. The—McCoy!” And now a terrific aching thump in her head told her that a rousing headache had begun. Grimly, she drove on.

			—opaque. I evidently dropped completely off at once. To sleep. Far when I woke, the room was dark. I sat up—

			And now Elsa realized, with a shock, that precious, precious time was being wasted by her—if Saul were due to end his life. Of course, there was always the possibility—nay, downright probability!—that he would down a double whiskey somewhere to steel his nerves. For Elsa had no illusions whatsoever that one just “stepped out of a ‘cycle’ ”—as one going to sleep! When it came right down to the “stepping,” she knew it would take some courage derived right out of this cycle! And that Saul’s dose of courage would be a double-whiskey! And that—Saul being Saul—and despite cycles being circles of the 4th, 5th, or 6th dimensions, or whatever they were!—that initial double whiskey would only induce a second double-whiskey. And, before the night was over, Saul would be drunk on a tavern floor, but in the horrible position of a man who had locked himself in the electric chair—in the very “cycle” where he already was!—and had given the Police the very evidence to put him in the chair! But—but the police weren’t—weren’t going to get this evidence. No!—Elsa told herself fiercely—quite unable at this juncture, because of the utter turbulence of her seething thoughts, to see how the whole thing involved her—and her interests, They—they weren’t going to get this evidence! For—but yet, on the other hand, only through the police themselves could she block Saul—if he were grimly embarked this very moment on ending his own life. Yet where—where—could the police look—to block him? The somewhere, in which to do it, that he had in mind, couldn’t be the Cleveland Avenue flat where he lived. For he’d been here—within the last 50 minutes or so. And it couldn’t be Eustaqua’s quarters—completely raided and demolished last night by the police—no, since Saul had been here within at least the last 50 minutes, he must be somewhere near—or in the Loop. And because she could do quite nothing else, she read hurriedly on—for this document, and this document only, held such clue—if it did—as to where and how Saul intended to—

			I sat up, rubbing my eyes. And peered around the end of the screen. Light rejecting on Vann’s wall clock from the opposite wall of the inner court outside showed the time to be half-past 10. I realized then that the office girl, when she had left to go to the woman’s room, must already have had her hat on, and that she had returned after I dropped off, looked hurriedly in only to the extent of seeing that apparently no one had come in her absence—i.e. no one was now sitting in the one visitor’s chair—and had then hastily snapped off the lights and had left for the night.

			Right then I heard a noise at the door. A cracking, smashing noise. I withdrew far back of the screen. And crouched low. The door opened. Then closed. And the lights came on. My eye, at the moment, was but a few inches from the one small hole which pierced through the thickly painted burlap. I moved it quickly in line with the hole. And I saw that a janitor stood there in the room. For he wore a striped jumper. And had a bunch of keys at his waist. One hand held a wooden toolbox, and the other a jimmy. Though both hands were encased in loose leather gloves. I recognised him immediately as a German janitor I talked with not long ago in the lobby of that same building. I could not grasp why he had jimmied a door to which he had keys. Now of course I know. He set everything down on the floor, except his gloves. And came over to the phone on Vann’s desk. He was now no more than 4 feet from me. Though looking markedly away from me. He dialed a number. And proceeded to talk low to somebody he continually called “Chief.” Except in one instance when, excited, he forgot himself and addressed his hearer by name. The man at the phone near me talked, however, without a single trace of the German accent he had when last I talked with him. And that is why everything he said—every name he uttered—was unmistakable to me. His first words were: “‘Actor’ Rickbauer talking, Chief.” (Rickbauer is positively the name he uttered, for once again later in his conversation he repeated it. The spelling is mine, though it could be Rickbower or Rücbauer.) Then he said: “Well Chief, you’re just about to cash in now for all the years you’ve had me casing the S.A.’s home-joint. For I’m in it now—and did a good job on the door!” The man on the other end must have asked him whether he had done anything on the safe yet, for the man on my end answered—as closely as I can reconstruct it: “Not yet, Chief, no—but I’ll have Wah Lee’s skull out of the pete in 5 minutes, and grinning the way the yellow bastard was the morning you wandered into his hospital room—looking for a ‘Mr. Smith’—and talked art with him—and found he was going that day to Jackson Pa—okay, Chief, I’ll chop it—though this is an automatic connection, don’t forget.” I was bowled over, to say the least, for the opening words of the man Rickbauer’s answer had shown me that he was talking not only to the higher-up of that old Parson Gang—but was, in addition, talking to the actual so-called “fingerman” in the Wah Lee Kidnap Case. I strained my ears. Though I did not in the least need to do so. For in response to something said on the wire, and apparently calling him down, Rickbauer said—and excitedly: “But I tell you, it’s in the bag—” And right there it was he clearly uttered a name—the name of the man he was talking to. Before I could even begin to digest this surprising development, there was more talking, and then the man near me said: “Yes, if you don’t hear from me in 15 minutes, the pete is cracked okay.” Then there was more talking which I could not get. Then the man near me said: “Yes, I understand—and of course, with all the heat that’ll be on, I wouldn’t come near you myself. The meet will be at Old Post Office—Corner N. E.—tomorrow at noon—and my 2 grand cut will be in centuries so I can count it off before I pass the sconce.” There was more talk from the other end. Then he said: “No, the heat is just as bad for me as it is for you—the dicks may be tailing me from early tomorrow morning on. So I’m cutting in a brother of mine on that meat; his name is Gottfried Rickbauer, and he’s just in from South Africa where he’s been doing a rap of 10 on the Breakwater as a lemon man. And so’s you’ll know he’s the McCoy, we’ll have the sconce in a colored shoebox.” And then, after a minute’s talking on the other end, he said: “Yes, I get the high-sign, Chief. Though I doubt very much it’ll be made by this 24-karat right-hand bower of yours—yes, this Quickchange Nat—if he’s only due to get out of stir tomorrow a.m. But whether or no—and whoever he is—your man will say: ‘I’m the Reverend Johnson,’ and then, ‘Where’s the Merchandise Mart?’ All okay, Chief.” And he hung up.

			“Good—Godfrey!” was all Elsa could say. “It’s—it’s like a nightmare, that’s what! Reibach himself—a part of the gang. And was my own client—outside the door?—helping Rei—” She shook her head violently as only one does who really is trying to jerk out of a nightmare. For she was practically convinced by now that she was home in bed, or had dropped off in her office. And was dreaming it all. Yet, alas, she found herself talking to herself—asleep though she manifestly was! “Of all the—but where and how does Saul enter this thing? God grant it may yet be all a delirious delusion of his, and—”

			But the next paragraph seemed almost to have been placed to blow that comforting idea completely out of Elsa’s red head. For it read:

			And now a word to you, you KING OF SKUNKS.

			Am I delivering the facts coherently! Do you think you can establish insanity against this letter—in court? Try it, you KING SKUNK OF ALL KINGS OF SKUNKS.

			Elsa manfully swallowed some air, and went on reading:

			But going back now to the affair in Lou Vann’s office, scarcely breathing, I proceeded to watch the man Rickbauer. He took out a short sledge from the tool box. And with one smash, he knocked the dial off of the safe. Then he stood the sledge against one wall, well away from the safe, and in back of where he had stood. And kneeled down at the safe itself. And worked the door somehow open. Taking out a paper-wrapped roundish package. Which he apparently tore open a little with his fingers.

			And it was at that moment, fool that perhaps I was, that I saw a chance to make two thousand easy dollars. By entering the crime myself. By killing Rickbauer, that is. Silencing his lips. And myself impersonating the unknown brother from South Africa. At the right spot. And the right hour. And catching the money that would be waiting in the hands of this newly released convict, Quickchange Nat, whoever he was—or, if not he, whoever else it was that would be used to pass it. For I knew absolutely that you, Lou Vann, would cover up that killing for hours and hours, if not all of today, in order to get a huge dragnet thrown out over the entire city. And so, the gang of which this Rickbauer was a member, would never even know. And Rickbauer’s two thousand fee would be mine, all mine, if I dared to play in. If I dared, in short, to upset Justice, and kill all chances that you, Congreve and Brittman, would ever have to catch—rather, let me put it, convict the higher-up in that Parson Gang—the man Rickbauer called “Chief”—the high man in the Wah Lee case—the man whose name I heard with both my ears. I had no illusions at that moment, Vann—and I have none now—that, with Rickbauer dead, you can ever convict anybody whose mere name is given you by someone who “allegedly” heard it on a telephone wire. No! The only possible chance thereof lay in my staying right where I was—behind that screen—letting Rickbauer depart—calling you—who would then have Rickbauer followed—his phone calls tapped—his brother found—the meet covered—the man, “Quickchange Nat,” or whoever else, in clerical costume, completed that meet, trailed—and, at long last, when that skull passed straight and direct to the Higher-Up himself, would the latter be trapped dead to rights. Whereas, if I silenced Rickbauer—and stole the meet myself—the last possible chance to convict that Higher-Up—both on possession of stolen property and an entire nabbed gang turning State’s Evidence—was killed.

			I made my decision, Mess’rs. Vann, Congreve, and Brittman. To play—for myself. And not for your much-touted Law. For I tiptoed out from back of the screen. Rickbauer never heard me—on the soft rug as I was. He was still kneeling, examining that package, when I took up that sledge. In my bare hands. And thanks to doing which—and the present location of that sledge, which I shall reveal—this letter may be completely confirmed.

			“Oh no, no, no,” Elsa said suddenly, and actually aloud. “That—that sledge has got to be got—and—and dropped into the river—by Uncle Silas and me. Because—oh dear! Elsa Colby—accessory after the fact. Oh dear, oh dear!” And she drove desperately on.

			I came down with the sledge on Rickbauer’s head like—But the German must have had the head of an ox. For he rose. And came at me snarling. His eyes crossed horribly. I—

			“Oh—my goodness!” said Elsa faintly, her stomach rising and falling gently within her body. “Now—now I do know—at last—that this never came out of. a disordered brain. Eyes—crossed! From a blow on the head! Only—only a brain specialist—and Elsa Colby—with her two weeks’ experience helping enter those records in that brain lesion ward at the State Hospital—would know that. Oh dear! Now I do know–” Poor Elsa, for the second, had forgotten utterly that this paper had already confirmed itself by its writer’s knowledge of the back of that burlap screen—and of the hole which Vann himself had driven therein. “Oh dear,” she repeated. “Now I do know—I’m getting facts. And that—” She shook herself violently together. And pressed on.

			I wasn’t prepared for a second swing. And got him only on the forearm. But drove him back against the clock. He got his balance somehow. And came at me again. I really think he was blind now. For he seemed to look far beyond me. And his arms flailed like the arms of a windmill. I came down on his head squarely. And heard the sledge’s nose crush bone. He was dead.

			There, to be sure, I made my second mistake. For myself, that is. For I should have rung the police. I should have rung you, Vann—or tried to. Or you, Congreve. Or you, Brittman. And, suppressing all the details of that phone conversation I’d overheard, told you what I’d done. And gotten, therefore, city-wide praise. For the killing of a burglar, masquerading as a janitor, right under the very nose of you, Lou Vann. But I failed. And instead, I rolled the partly torn-open skull into a sheet of newspaper that lay in the waste-basket, and snapped a rubber band around it. (The newspaper is now in my flat, on the shelf of my closet. It is a copy of the Indianapolis Ti—

			“Must—must burn that paper,” Elsa said faintly. “Uncle Silas and me. For—but oh dear—Elsa Colby and her uncle—accessories after the fact. What, oh what—” And she drove desperately on.

			—a copy of the Indianapolis Times, with a notice of the coming marriage of some girl named Sybil Burlinghame marked in ink.) I tossed—

			“The—the sister, of course—of that office girl called Beryl,” Elsa said faintly—more than heartsick at the way this document was tying facts together—even mentioning persons who had not been mentioned at all in the Despatch’s big exclusive story today, nor any of the subsequent stories to boot. And all Elsa needed just now to completely complete her misery of soul was the knowledge that Sybil Burlinghame had been married, this very afternoon in Indianapolis, Indiana! But she went on desperately querying herself. “And where in God’s name is the sledge—”

			But she stopped short futilely querying herself. And, instead, drove desperately on.

			I tossed the sledge and the jimmy into the open carpenter’s box. And jerked off the loose gloves from Rickbauer’s hands and tossed them in, too. And snapping the catch of the box, took it, and the package, both up. And pushed off the lights, using my elbow only to depress the button. And closed the door, taking the handle only through the corner of my coat. And I see you now, you KING OF SKUNKS, sitting in the courtroom where you are trying to set aside the transference of my policy to my woman, your ugly yellow teeth bared in a snarl of frustration, as Barlow James reads this letter before a jury and shows that only a sane man could have written it, let alone acted as I acted. Was that—my using my elbow—you KING OF SKUNKS, the act of a man with his brains defective? Was my taking that doorknob through my coat the act of a man with no brains? I see you now, within 10 more minutes or so, as the honorable jury declares I am sane, slinking from the courtroom cursing. And—but where was I? Oh yes. I went down the stairway, And out onto the street.

			I took a Madison Street car to the first street east of Halsted. Where I boarded a Checker cab which I took only to 1 block of my flat. And so that the cab may be immediately located, I will say that its driver was a young Japanese, and he told me that not less than four Checker cabs in Chicago were driven nights by Japanese university students. This cab, however, had a number composed of 4 digits, all alike, though I do not recall what they were. But the foregoing data will narrow it down to 9 possible cabs and 4 possible drivers, and locate it immediately. I told the driver I was a carpenter out on a late “job.” And how do you like the perfect punctuation in this letter, you KING OF SKUNKS? And the coherent way I set forth the facts? Insane, am I? Mad as a March hare, eh? Rambling, am I? Cracked? Well, the jury will tell YOU a thing or two about that, you KING OF ALL KINGS OF ALL KINGS OF SKUNKS.

			“Oh, come—come—Saul!” Elsa said faintly. “No—no more personalities. The facts are—are terrible enough.” And on, on she drove.

			There was nobody on Cleveland Avenue at that hour—or even in the halls of the building—to observe my entrance into my flat. Or to question me. For the only person in my flat was a guest. A business guest, that is. And he was asleep. On 10 grains of veronal I had given him that day.

			And this is the man, Lou Vann, who is locked tonight in your lockup. Going gaily to trial for murder.

			His name is Richard St. George. He—

			“Jumping—guns!” Elsa ejaculated. “Richard—St. George! And—and my client—isn’t a crook!” Her spirits suddenly started to ascend with the speed of a diver who has suddenly kicked off his lead shoes—except that, unfortunately for poor Elsa, the long slimy clammy tentacle of a huge octopus at that moment reached up from the sea bottom and took tight hold of Mr. Diver, the tentacle consisting of the ineluctable fact that by this very letter Saul Moffit must—would—sit in the chair on whose handle, anyway, Richard St. George was now sitting. Either that, or—But Elsa’s brain was whirling too fast at this moment to analyze pulls being made on her soul from opposite directions! “And—and so my client,” she was repeating, “isn’t—a crook? Instead, he’s a—a genius? An all-round writing genius! And—and he said I—I was a sweet kid! And—and that he’d been looking for me for years—but never met me till today. And—and if I know anything at all about men—or red-heads—he meant it. He—oh dear!”—and now she felt the octopus’ tentacle—“the minute one gets a little sunshine in one’s life, a—a cloud has to bust! Poor Saul! Oh dear!” And with a sigh she went on.

			He claims to be an all-round magazine writer. And is. For I have seen his name tacked to all sorts of material. He showed me, however, in a certain one of a stack of old Forums that he saw piled up under my table, his picture and his name. Confirming his identity completely. At any rate, he rang my bell yesterday afternoon—about two hours after I had returned from the Associated Life Companies Corporation, and about an hour before I went back downtown again on several various errands, and all of which wound up—as I have explained—at the office of you, Lou Vann. To end, as I have already explained, with my killing Rickbauer. Anyway, this St. George rang my bell. I asked him in. After he established who he was, he said that he had heard of me, and was certain that a good magazine article could be written on me and my specialty. He—

			“Of—of course,” Elsa said dazedly. “And with photos in it of all those historic spectacles, it would be a humding—oh dear!” And, again drawn to the bottom of the sea, she went hopelessly on.

			He said he knew exactly where he could get $250 for such an article. And would split the money equally. He said, however, that it would require several days of close interviewing to do it. To “dig out of me the real high spots, the most odd angles,” as he put it. And that he was stony broke—without means to eat, or a place to sleep. He said he had just come into Chicago from Omaha. Where he had been lying in a hospital for 6 months. (A hospital called St. Stephen’s on the Hill.) After an unknown hit-and-run driver had struck him, All of the money on his person, he said, had been grabbed by the hospital. And he had even had to thumb his way to Chicago. Am I rambling yet, KING OF SKUNKS? Once in Chicago, St. George said, he had immediately called on a famous safecracker, in Cicero, whose identity he had learned while working an some underworld article. He had hoped, he said, to make a deal by which he could write this man’s criminal biography in a single article. And I only trust, KING OF SKUNKS, that my woman spits fully in your face as the insanity trial is over. The safecracker, however, was laid up with rheumatism, and refused, moreover, to play in. So St. George decided, he said, to try two other men, also known to him as safecrackers. Does an insane man, KING OF SKUNKS, know how to place commas in his own death letter? But while taking leave of the Cicero man, some local detective, wearing a star, had descended on them, evidently to make sure the safecracker in question was laid up. And had looked St. George over suspiciously. And so St. George had gotten out. And was afraid to pursue any further the safecracking angle. And so tried me.

			I was glad to play in with him for a share amounting to $125. And agreed to put him up. But I did not want him to prowl my place. And so, when he asked for permission to go to bed, and for a cup of hot milk, I put 10 grains of veronal I had in it.

			And so he was dead to the world when I got in last night, around midnight. I removed from the wooden box my skull package, and placed the box, containing the fingerprinted and bloody-nosed sledge, under the davenport in my parlor, where it is at this moment. And—

			“But from where it’s gonna be removed damn pront—” began Elsa resolutely. And then: “But—but—if Uncle and I do that, then—oh dear!” And on, on she drove.

			—and went to my own own bedroom. And to bed. After unwrapping and examining my precious $2000 piece of human bone. My nerves, strangely, were cool. Much much cooler than yours, KING OF SKUNKS, as you sit there in the courtroom waiting to hear the jury decide whether I am insane or sane. My nerves, as I say, gentlemen of the psychological jury, were cool. For I had only killed a criminal, anyway.

			I awoke in the gray dawn. And St, George was standing by my bedside. Staring, open-mouthed, at the skull, sitting on the table by my bed. It seems he had come in to ask if I had any Bromo-Seltzer or aspirin. For he had a splitting headache. From the veronal, of course. A headache evidently far worse than that in a certain SKUNK’S head as even now he realizes his case is lost.

			And then I knew I must somehow—someway—explain the thing that stood there in front of St. George. Before the storm of publicity broke. So I told him quickly that my phone bell had rung shortly before midnight. And that when I answered it, I found myself accidentally in on a telephone conversation between two men. Criminals. And I see your expensive lawyer now, KING OF SKUNKS, preaching that a sentence like that last one, with only one word in it, is evidence of insanity. But Barlow James will show the jury that such sentence is evidence of sanity, not insanity. And I told St. George that one of these criminals had told the other that Vann’s safe had been cracked just before 11 o’clock. And the skull of Wah Lee stolen. And that the skull was even then cached in an automatic checking-compartment on the Quincy Street L-Station. With the key to the box laid atop the compartment cabinet. And that the skull was to be passed next day to the Parson Gang. For $2000. And under those particular conditions which I myself, actually, had heard this “Actor” Rickbauer repeat on the phone. And, I then told St. George, I had hurried downtown quickly—and had myself gotten the skull. And was now waiting only for dawn, to call Lou Vann.

			Immediately, however, he heard my story, he said: “Under no circumstances do what you are going to do! For I can make a thousand dollars out of this affair—$500 for each of us. And still get the skull into your State’s Attorney’s hands. Though, unfortunately, it won’t do him any good. For this gang is frankly trying to use you for a decoy to save McGurk.” And when I looked surprised, he said: “I know far more about that famous Wah Lee Case than you dream!” And—

			“I’ll—I’ll say he did!” Elsa breathed. “Considering he was the one who wrote it all up once—from A to Izzard—for that magazine in there.” And hopelessly ensnared now in this strange—and tragic—and in parts only, frankly insane—story, she pressed on.

			And then he said: “You were deliberately rung into a spurious conversation earlier tonight—a conversation held entirely on one telephone in front of one telephone instrument—to try at least to make you attempt, through desire for money, to grab that $2000. And thereby save McGurk for all time to come. For that gang has already substituted another skull. But one that will fall down completely, with respect to dental conditions, as Wah Lee’s—when McGurk is later tried on it. After which McGurk, having legally been in jeopardy on the old crime, can never be tried on it again. And the way that gang intends to maneuver that doctored skull into the State’s Attorney’s hands is to tip the police off tomorrow, anonymously, or through some stool, that you—or somebody known to you—is there on Old P.O. corner with the stolen skull. And you—if, that is, you had fallen for their story!—would have gotten nothing except to be arrested—and disgraced. Whereas, from an article which I can squeeze out of their scheme, I can get one thousand dollars. From a certain magazine publisher who specializes only in true-fact ‘back-of-the-scene’ stories, and has money to burn. And who even goes to press with his next issue day after tomorrow. The article will be entitled ‘Arrested for Murder! Or What Goes On Back of the S.A.’s Doors!’ And in it I shall at last be able to reveal to the Public truthfully—and convincingly too, perhaps, since I am a man of reputation, of sorts, myself!—everything that happens to a crook from the second of his arrest, till the time he rises in the witness box and tries to save his neck from the noose. And to get it all quickly, I will bargain for immediate trial. And my surprising defense will be, of course, the real facts—

			“Well, of all the—of all the weird situations!” Elsa said, shaking her red head. “I—I can imagine nothing weirder than—than if, when my poor dear idiot of a client really was going to dish out the Truth with a capital T, he’d have had something fed to him in his coffee tonight, by Lou Vann’s connivance—or—or something—or some way—to make him lie like a billygoat! Which would have been the touch supreme to this fantastic situa—oh dear! Oh my! Oh—Saul!” And she pressed on, brain swinging dizzily.

			—the real facts; and, after they have subpoenaed you to confirm them, and you have done so, and I step down acquitted, I will do the entire article overnight. We’ll get the news-bureau photographs for pictures. Make the issue of that magazine just about to go to press. And have our money by tomorrow night.”

			I had to agree. Because he had me. And now I am rambling, am I not, KING OF SKUNKS? The point has come at last, has it not, where I am proving I am insane? As for you, you already senile fool, you had better leave the trial and go on home right now, for there will be no rambling, and for every comma that your brilliant snide attorney can find so much as displaced, I order my woman herewith to give you $10 from that insurance money. Yes, St. George had me, Captain Congreve. Far worse than even THE KING OF SKUNKS, leaning forward there in the front row, dripping the putrid sweat that continually oozes from him, dreams. For I discovered today, after I had already told St. George that story, that phone service was cut off from my entire block all night, because of an accident to the transmission conduit for that block—and that there are no longer any automatic checking-cabinets on the Quincy Street L-Station! In short, Captain Congreve, my whole story to St. George cannot stand up. And I have realized all day that there would be nothing I could do, therefore, but let him hang himself. Since anyway he thrust himself into this affair unasked, and—But we went through with his plan. He took up his position on that corner at noon. With the brightest colored box we could make. To attract the real gang (in case they really were on the level [as I absolutely knew] about passing that money) and get the $2000. Or to guide the police, whom St. George was certain had already been tipped off that somewhere in the Loop, around noontime, would be a man with a colored box containing that stolen skull.

			It was even I who precipitated the actual arrest. Though I could do nothing else. For I was standing, about a quarter block from St. George, on Dearborn Street, when I saw Archbishop Pell approaching with another man. I knew the Archbishop to be the most curious old prynose in all Chic—

			“Ow!” said Elsa. “The Church can be damned thankful that I’m squelching this damned docum—owoo!” she broke off, as she suddenly realized that if this paper were suppressed, then her client—Grimfaced, she resumed.

			—knew him to be the most curious old prynose in all Chicago. I hurried on ahead of him. Passed St. George. And said, as I passed: “Behind me comes a man in parson costume who’ll be certain to accost you. But he’s not a Parson Gangster; he’s genuine—as I happen to know.” And on I hurried.

			The rest of the facts are known to all. St. George led with his chin by admitting, to Pell, a crime he did not commit. And by letting himself be arrested. Under the damning circumstances he was arrested under. And who is now headed for trial. In which the only possible thing open to me—as at least I have known all day—would be to deny completely and utterly the apparently wild and fantastic tale he will tell on the witness stand; to swear, moreover, that he never was in my flat in his life except perhaps as a possible sneak-thief—and that my flat had been apparently visited thus three nights before: to declare that I had been talked to, at most, concerning a write-up, only on the telephone—that I had turned the petitioner down flat—and that, therefore, before being brought into court and seeing Doe-St. George there, I had never met him either personally or legitimately; and to then and there reveal in court that, according at least to the phone conversation St. George had held with me, he was with some invalided but notorious Cicero safecracker night before last, thus giving the Cicero detective who actually saw him there in person a chance to come forward and confirm my statement. And in this manner make it conclusive that St. George himself was rung in by the underworld to do that job in the office of you, Lou Vann. And—But for the first time in this long letter, Commissioner Brittman, I am beginning to feel a bit exhausted. And if I am to retain such energies as I shall require for the final step, I must conclude the letter quickly.

			“Not—not too quickly, Saul!” Elsa breathed. “For you must lose your energies—and even your nerve—you must!—before you—you take such a step. You must! You must!”

			And she pressed on, her temples actually throbbing now.

			And now, Eustaqua, Brown Priestess of Strange Love, it is time that I address a few lines to you. All my final lines, in fact. And no more to those who would attach a penitentiary number to me. For, Eustaqua, all my precious plans are now, for me, completely out. And it is I who led with my chin. And not this St. George. For I learned late today—from a source which I will not attempt here to state, but which will in due course reveal itself—that the famous Criminal Identification Department of the Chicago Detective Bureau, ever working away upon the Klondike Building Crime, has traced, directly to me, the ownership of a pair of wooden spectacles which I inadvertently left behind me in Lou Vann’s office last ni—

			“Good gosh!” Elsa ejaculated. “And he owned ’em all the time! Thanks to all the easy coin she’s been ladling out to him! Or—or maybe at that, the illicit brewery job story—and the ability to draw ’way ahead on his pay—was the McCoy just as much as—as his involvement with this woman ape is. And so he owned the specs all the time!—except that they were No. 4 of the four pairs he told me he’d lost; and which means—” But no further did Elsa attempt to clamber out on this now fruitless branch of speculation.

			—which I inadvertently left behind me in Lou Vann’s once last night. And which were not brought to light—as now I completely reconstruct things—until the C. I. D. examined beneath the couch, and alongside the wall against which it stood. And—

			“Oh, oh, oh!” Elsa groaned, actually aloud. “A hell of a lot of good suppressing this letter is going to do now! And a hell of a time—for Saul to be ‘reconstructing’ things. For—” But on she went helplessly:

			—stood. And until I learned the disconcerting news of these spectacles coming to light in the hands of the C. I. D., I was of the absolute belief that I had lost them quite elsewhere than in Vann’s office. For figuring back from the point, subsequent to leaving Vann’s office—subsequent, even, to dismounting from that Jap-driven taxi—where I first discovered I no longer had them on my person. I—

			“Oh!” Elsa groaned again, “the poor damned haidfo’getter of the hopeless Tribe Moffit.” Her eyes ached so badly now that she had to sweep them momentarily from the paper. And with what she had already seen “reconstructed” in this very letter, she proceeded, during the forced respite from her aching eyes, to do the rest of the reconstructing herself.

			“As easy—as easy to read what actually happened—as for an Egyptologist—to read a First Grade primer. He lay down on that couch. And that side pocket of his coat—the same identical fool pocket he was carrying those Robert E. Lee specs in today—gaped open as he slept. And bang!—the specs slid out to the floor! Back of the couch. And then—then—that’s it—that’s it!—having hungrily fondled them in a taxi on the way over—for more likely than not, having that woman’s coin to spend on spectacles, he had it to spend on taxis, and came to Vann’s office in one to get there before it closed—he had the illusion, later—long later—that ’twas in the Jap-driven taxi that he went home in that he’d fondled them; and that he must, therefore, have left ’em there on the seat—where they must have been picked up probably by the next rider. But which at least made him feel secure that ’twasn’t in Vann’s office, anyway, that they got left—oh dear!—the mental incompetence fight—that’s going to grow out of this paper will go down into History!”

			And though her eyes ached now as though seven and seventy devils were pounding inside them with little hammers, she resolutely resumed reading.

			—first discovered I no longer had them on my person, I had the profound illusion that it was definitely outside of Vann’s office where they and I parted company. And that—but my reconstruction, Eustaqua, of what I thought happened is of no significance here in the face of what I have definitely learned. For the fact of the famous C.I.D.’s tracing those spectacles to me confirms that it was in Vann’s office where they came to light—whether under the couch or back of the couch. And to have even traced them to me, as the C.I.D. has, it has thereby learned a fact about me which is in direct contradiction to a statement I personally made today to Lou Vann on the phone. For to have tied ownership of the spectacles to me, the C.I.D. has had to wire Alfred Opp, conductor of Opp’s Oddities Bazaar, being held here, and who told me only himself late yesterday afternoon, when I bought the spectacles with the last currency I had, that he was flying to New York after dinner. And Opp not only has a ledger with the names and addresses of all purchasers from his bazaar, but he has been able moreover to tell the C.I.D. that I bought the spectacles at 4:15 p.m. An hour when I personally told Lou Vann I was outside of Chicago. And many hours’ journey outside, moreover.

			“Told him,” Elsa nodded, every detail of her conversation with Saul flooding inexorably back on her, “that he was in Springfield—trying to get his license restored! And told me, in turn, he was drunk. Whereas, in reality, he was—” She did not finish, but with a dolorous sigh from out of her very boot-tops, went on.

			And so the moment the C.I.D. brings their complete findings to Vann, I am lost. Particularly in the face of the story St. George will tell tonight on the witness stand. I am lost, Eustaqua. (Though only, of course, in this now unsatisfactory cycle.) For while it is easy enough, Eustaqua, merely to deny a story on the witness stand—or all aspects of the story!—it is another thing entirely—as only YOU know!—to stand up under a withering cross-examination about it, and to explain any non-explainable contradictions therein. [Viz. your own experience in London in 1910.] And the only final outcome, Eustaqua, will be that Vann—bitter because I entered that crime, and killed off all the chances, for all time to come, to convict the Higher-Up in the Parson Gang and the Wah Lee kidnapping—and thus cheated him out of what would have been the only real triumph in his whole “great” State’s Attorneyship—Vann will indict me as accessory-after-the-fact of burglary and grand larceny; will try me; will easily convict me. For it was no less than this Vann who said, in his famous office-taking speech: “And to anybody in my regime who—through greed or to secure personal ends—aborts the conviction of anybody else, I promise to see—if humanly possible—that he serves some or all of the sentences he’s aborted.” Yes, Eustaqua, to make good on words like that, Vann, who will be able to show that I have aborted long sentences for at least a quartette of persons, will see that I serve my share.

			And rather than serve not less than 10 terrible years in Moundsville Pen, under such conviction, and live in disgrace ever after—I prefer to go now. [To step forth, in short, from the now quite impossible cycle, into another cycle where I shall find myself again at the identical point where I am in this one, but without this particular pattern of actualizations confronting me.] But in stepping easily and lightly forth, to immediately rejoin you, Eustaqua, in one of the infinite parallel cycles, I leave this letter, duly and properly signed, by which, beyond any doubt, the “you” that lies in this cycle will obtain that insurance in spite of all the efforts of the KING OF SKUNKS to prove that I am insane. For my letter shows the unbroken quality of my mind—and the inescapable forces which necessitate my “ending myself” (as the courts will naïvely put it]. Or “resuming myself more fortuitously,” as James will demonstrate. But after my “sanity hearing,” Eustaqua, is successfully over—for you—I wish you to render to the KING OF SKUNKS—for me—one thing. A mere gesture, at most—but one which Chicago’s great State’s Attorney may take as a cause for prosecuting you—on a misdemeanor. Though if he does, you may point out to him gently—but in open court—with this letter—and this envelope—that it is too, too bad that he must prosecute small-time offenders like yourself when the name by which Rickbauer addressed the man on the wire with him, is the identical one which I have typed out on the inside flap of the envelope containing this letter. But be that as it may, Eustaqua, my last petition to you is as follows: after the jury says that I am sane, and that the insurance money is all yours, I wish you to give to THE KING OF SKUNKS—for one thing. And I know that you will. It is a mouthful of spit. Spit churned up in the very courtroom from chewing betelnut. And square in his leering, sneering, slavering face.

			Good-bye, Eustaqua—till, within a little while—and in another cycle—we rejoin.

			S. Moffit

			“Oh!” was all Elsa could say, as she reached the bottom of the virulently bitter—yet coolly worded—communication. “My God! Poor Saul’s whole life a miserable failure, as it was—and now this to—to cap it! It’s—it’s awful. For if the double-whiskey he may have taken to steel his nerve for that—that so blithe bit of ‘cycle stepping’ has been followed by another—and left him sodden—then he—he sure will be up the creek. For Vann will try him—and no foolin’. And if—my God!—if Saul has already put himself out of the way—that’s—that’s awfuller yet! Oh—my! And what—what will his father say? He’ll—he’ll see crimson—when he sees the terrible things Saul has called—oh dear! I’d—I’d better only tell him the essence of this thing. Or else he’ll—well, it’s up to me now, I guess. To dish out tough, tough news—either way it stands.”

			But only here did it dawn on Elsa that she had not yet read all this letter contained. Rather—letter and envelope. For there was the matter of the name—by which Saul had actually heard Rickbauer address his chieftain—on the wire.

			Hastily she jerked from her bosom the envelope which still protruded clumsily therefrom. And revolved, clear about, its loose flap. Gazed at the inner side—now fully uppermost. Saw, typed thereon in capitals, the words—

			MAYOR SWEENEY

			“Mayor—Swee—” she ejaculated. “Oh—impossible! Saul only thought he hear—that is, it—it might have been a Sweeney—but not—not Mayor Swee—”

			But, right here, one of those curious occurrences in which Fate seems to take a hand in things mortal, took place. For the rolled-up newspaper held under the gradually loosening string of Elsa’s dress box, the box itself still propped against her thigh, popped out—fell on the floor—opened up. And Elsa’s eyes, drawn inexorably to it, by jet-black headlines, the topmost one of which contained letters full 4 inches deep, became blue-green sauce-dishes! For staring up at her—in three screaming newsheads running clear across the page—and with a story beneath that was readable, even at the distance, due to the fact that it, too, ran across the page—and in 36-point boldface type—was the dumfounding news:

			MAYOR SWEENEY GOES INSANE!!!
WORRY SAYS WIFE—

			ORGANIC BRAIN DISEASE SAYS SPECIALIST!

			Mayor, Completely Violent, Has Delusion He is old

			Parson Gang Chief; also Calls Continuously for Some Unknown Actor, known as Rickbar

			[Exclusive with this paper!]

			Late this afternoon, the mind and brain of Chicago’s illustrious Mayor, the Honorable Gardiner Sweeney, crashed. He had to be constrained forcibly by servants from injuring himself and those about him. To his family physician, Dr. Oldfield Owens, Mrs. Sweeney confided that her husband had been worrying intensely during the last 24 hours—the cause, however, not being known to her. Specialists called in, however, declare such worry to be only the precipitating factor: long existent, organic brain disease, they claim, underlies the real crumbling of the Mayor’s mind. The nature of the causative pathology, the specialists say, precludes utterly any chance of recovery; and Mayor Sweeney was quietly removed, at 6:30 this evening, to South Shore Sanitarium pending permanent commitment. The Mayor’s delusions are colored by today’s crime news: he believes he is Chief of the old Parson Gang, and its “wire” from days when he was First Assistant State’s Attorney. He seems also to believe, so nearly as can he gathered, that he is a stage manager, assembling performers for a production, for he calls continually for one actor named Rickbar, and for some quickchange vaudeville artist named Nat. These must be, Mrs. Sweeney believes, acts he has seen and liked somewhere, though the particular Thespian actually named by the Mayor is not listed, under any spelling, in the National Actors’ Registry, A special meeting of the City Council is being called for tomorrow to appoint a succ—

			The balance of the story lay on the half of the paper undermost.

			“Oh why—why,” Elsa half moaned, “couldn’t Saul have but waited—another day? For I just know now—as sure as I ever knew anything—that he’s—he’s done it. He—he was too damned cool—in that letter. He—oh, why couldn’t all this have happened 24 hours later than it did? For God—God has taken a hand—confirmed all that Saul could say—as to our own mayor being head of that gang—why—Saul would have received plaudits for killing Rickbauer—not conviction—oh damnittohell, God, why oh, why must you always get in late with everyth—”

			Elsa broke off with a start. For she realized she was being blasphemous. And that lightning would hit the Ulysses S. Grant Building in less than 2 seconds.

			“Excuse me, God,” she said now, reverently and humbly. “It—it isn’t up to me—to pass judgment—on anybody—anything. All it’s up to me to do—is to tell Uncle Silas—that the son he hates with all his heart—and—and guts—is prob’ly dead—and disgracedly so to boot!”

			And steeling herself for what she knew would be bound to be a painful and difficult ordeal, Elsa returned once more to the locked door she had left some considerable number of minutes before. The rhythmical and regular squeak of the swivel chair inside continued to sound as she inserted her key deftly into the lock, and again she heard a newspaper page being turned.

			And, realizing how drawn and tense must be her face, she turned the key hurriedly; and, already announced as it were, by the clattering rattle of the old reluctant lock, she flung open the door.

			Only to stand transfixed on the threshold. Her eyes widening puzzledly.

			For the chair she had heard squeaking was squeaking all right, only—there was nobody in it! There was, in fact, nobody in the room at all. And swinging her eyes dazedly toward the window, she immediately found the explanation of that chair’s never-ending song. For the window was up—to its fullest extent. And the wind from it, bellowing into the room—sluicing under the crack in the door—impinging at the same time on the broad back of the swivel chair, itself revolved just enough to catch that wind, and attached to the base by only a weak and un-oiled spring—the wind had been doing it! And, as though in a weird dream of some sort, Elsa saw, at the right-hand end of the windowsill, and lying empty on its side, its tin screw-stopper some distance off, the 2-ounce alcohol miniature which once before she had viewed tonight—though then sealed and corked. And her eyes, sweeping still dazedly from the windowsill back along the floor, came to rest on her uncle’s Real Estate News lying thereon. And one of whose closely adherent pages even now was being unrelentingly pried up by that determined wind, and being turned rustlingly over as though by an invisible hand. And still utterly and hopelessly dazed, Elsa’s eyes swung sidewise to the desk where the empty creaking chair stood. Noting, this time, that her electric typewriter—old Mr. Million-Words-a-Minute himself!—who, when she had left, had been far over at the left rear corner of that desk, now stood drawn up in the front of it. And, alongside Mr. Million-Words, a paper, whose further edge, standing vertically upright because of a crisp fold in it that had not been sufficiently smoothed out, showed, in familiar black letters, the word DEED. And, on the other side of Mr. Million-Words—the phone! And Elsa, trying founderingly to add one and one together in her stupefied brain, now noted her uncle’s umbrella—its binding tape unleashed—lying carelessly across the rear of the desk where Mr. Million-Words himself had stood. And now, as in a hopelessly weird dream, her numbed brain commenced to take in Silas Moffit’s black hat, lying a foot from the umbrella. And then only, full and complete realization coming to her at last, did Elsa—dropping both dress box and letter simultaneously from her hands—sweep lightning-like across the small room. To that wide-open window. Her brain, she was absolutely certain now, was going ’round and ’round within her skull. And so she held tight—tight!—to the sides of the window. As she gazed out—and down. And, gazing down, felt her soul go sick within her. Both at the 10 stories of distance—and at what she saw at the end of that distance.

			For she could see, far far below, hundreds and hundreds of people milling about in a great surging mob. And right in front of the Ulysses S. Grant Building, moreover. And, in a tiny open circle, from which they were all magically held back somehow—a circle which, at this extreme distance, seemed but a few inches across—a circle which lay on the sidewalk below the very window—was something—a something!—resembling at this distance nothing so much as a male rag doll in black clothing—lying on its face—motionless… And now Elsa heard sirens. Police sirens—coming from the north. Out of the Loop. And saw, coming up from the south, lights—lights—lights in regular formation—the lights from a platoon of motorcycle policemen. And—faint—she turned away from the window.

			“My God!” was all she said. “And—and all the time—‘S. Moffit’—was Uncle Silas! I—I should have guessed, I ’spose; yet how—” She passed a freckled hand dazedly over her forehead. “Of course—he went to Lou Vann’s late yesterday afternoon—to warn Vann—not to take poor Saul on—as assistant State’s attorney—in that rackets division. To tell Vann—that Saul would flop. For he—he hated Saul! And of course he bought those historic wooden specs—the minute he heard of ’em—to—to frustrate poor Saul. So that Saul, when—when he should hear about them—and trace them down—and find them sold—and query Alfred Opp—would find that his own father—had beaten him to them. Oh, what awful, awful hatreds! And—and—” And again Elsa passed her hand feebly across her forehead. “And of course Uncle Silas stuck those specs—after he’d bought ’em—as he apparently stuck most everything—crab apples—and alky miniatures—and everything else—into his umbrella. That umbrella he afterward lost! But which he was certain—after he got home last night—and collected his wits together—he’d left in the Whistling Jim—from where he must have gone straight to Lou Vann’s. And all because that umbrella-hawker outside the Whistling Jim—who must have been blind—or—or a dithering optimist—tried to sell him one! But when Keene sprung my decoy call on him tonight—and, my goodness!—that call evidently came in just as he was about to covertly type in some additional clause in that valuable deed there—good God!” And Elsa, badly shaken, to say the least, by all that had transpired, shivered violently from head to toe as she remembered how tonight she had prayed boldly to no less than Mumbo Jumbo—the god of Voodooism, that that valuable paper would eventually be eligible to her lighted match. Which now—now it was! Except that now—now—And again she shivered. And desperately her mind plodded, plodded, plodded thickly on. “But—but when Keene sprung my decoy call on him—he—why, of course—of course!—that ‘Department Z’—Uncle Silas thought Keene said ‘Department C’—and everybody knows that Department C of the Chicago Police Department, is—is the dread C.I.D.—of the Detective Bureau. Good—grief!—what he must have thought!—when he heard Keene say—‘We have Mr. Silas Moffit’s umbrella—and are seeking Mr. Moffit himself!’ For he realized then—h-h-haidfo’getter as he was—that he’d actually carried it on as far as Vann’s office—and left it there—perhaps alongside the wall back of the couch he lay down on—and not left it in that Whistling Jim store at all. And—and so he knew—at least thought he knew!—that the terrible C.I.D. had him! And that all was lost. Yet typed off this—this panegyric of hate—before he calmly stepped out—of the ‘cycle.’ Whew! Wonder who—in that Whistling Jim shop—really got the lost umbrella—with the specs in it? And wheth—and so ’twas Uncle’s gamer’—loaning money to judges and lawyers—that Richard St. George came here—to write up? And not—not Saul’s spectacle-collecting game? Which would have been scads bett—oh dear me!—poor Uncle Silas! And so it’s been he—instead of Saul—who’s been mixed up—with that horrib—but how—how could he ever have met such a notorious wom—why!—of course!—since her raided flat was at Kedzie Avenue and Pershing Road—and he owns some old rattletrap flats on the southwest side called The Kershing Flats—that’s it!—‘Kershing’—Kedzie and Pershing!—he was her landlord!—the mysterious landlord that those real-estate agents are covering up. Oh dear! I’d—I’d never have believed he had one hundredth of the supreme nerve it took—to type out on old Mr. Million-Words—a document such as thi—but Aunt Linda was right. When she said I’d never know the real man—till he was practically on his death bed—that he wore a mask—that he had insane blood in him—was a ‘give-upper’—no different than Gran’ther Moffit—who blew his brains out—for no other reason than a crazy fantastic newsstory. ‘Give-upper’—that’s it! For Uncle Silas—Uncle Silas let guilty knowledge—set to work by my poor, innocent enough little subterfuge to only decoy him out of here—execute him. Execute him—when the set-up, by which he’d have grabbed my $100,000 property by midnight tonight, was just a hundred per cent perfect! Execute him—for grand larceny—and at least second-degree murder!”

			And before an alarming numbness, that right now was commencing to manifest itself in both of her small feet, should become so complete—due to the shock of all this—that she could not get over to the phone—Elsa crept to the instrument. And dialed it. Though for “Operator” only. For she wasn’t up to wildly tossing over the pages of the telephone book; of scanning columns…names…initials…

			“Too—too ill,” she told the operator weakly, “to—to look up my party. But would you kindly get me—the State’s Attorney—and call me back when you have him? Yes, please. Oh—a message? To get you past—his secretary? We-ell—yes. Tell him the party at this number—has a signed deposition—covering completely the movements of a piece of evidence he has—that will send one McGurk to the electric chai—or no—tell the State’s Attorney, rather, that—that he has an even hour to—to save his face! To quash. Or to file a nolle-prosse. In the matter of Indictment No. 42, 6———well skip it, then. And just tell him that his case—against one swell guy—that is, I mean against one Richard St. George—alias John Doe—is dead. As dead as a doornail. Has collapsed—completely. Thank you—I’ll wait.”

			

			THE END
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