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  Introduction




  Dear Reader,
 

  

  I must open with an introduction to the Introduction.
 

  

  It is rumored that the editor of this volume, a young man with innocent eyes and a

  mouth in which butter would never melt, once worked at the Bronx Zoo’s Reptile House where he had the most venomous inmates contentedly eating out of his bare hand.




  My doubts about that were resolved the day he and I were engaged in discussing the publication of this collection.




  ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘you’ll do an introduction for it.’




  ‘Of course,’ said I, nonchalant as could be.




  After a few sleepless hours in bed that night, I clearly saw what I had gotten myself into. First thing next morning I reported back to headquarters and informed the editor that I had changed my

  mind about doing an introduction.




  ‘You can’t change your mind,’ he said in the mildest of tones. ‘You gave me your promise.’




  ‘Yes, but consider the problem. A proper introduction should be a rousing panegyric to the author’s dazzling talent. I can’t write anything like that about myself. I mean, I

  probably could, but I don’t think the reader would take it kindly.’




  ‘You’ve got a point there,’ said the editor. ‘All right, no panegyric.’




  ‘You see?’ I said, pleased that he was being reasonable about it. ‘And what does that leave? A solemn analysis of the stories themselves? A weighty explication of their

  subtleties?’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because these are short stories, for God’s sake, not some great overblown kapok-stuffed novel. Look at them. Each one is a story and it’s short. It tells all without being

  laid out on the literary rack.’




  The editor nodded. ‘True,’ he said.




  ‘In that case—’




  ‘Nevertheless,’ said the editor, sliding a Florentine dagger from his sleeve and holding it up so that I could observe the play of light on its blade, ‘within one week you will

  have ready an introduction as promised.’




  Herewith, the Introduction.




  Facts are good to start with. Let us start with facts.




  All the stories in this collection except one deal with that streak of wickedness in human nature which makes human nature so deplorably fascinating. The one exception deals with a certain flea

  (Ctenocephalides canis) who is only too human in nature and disposition, and it stemmed from visits made in my youth to Hubert’s Flea Circus just off Times Square. Hubert’s is

  long gone now, which is too bad. Fleas of even low character would be a great improvement over much of the human traffic in the area nowadays.




  The public appearance of the stories in the collection encompassed thirty years, and the works themselves are presented in chronological order. The extent of the evolution our society has

  undergone in these thirty years will occasionally make itself felt in the earlier stories by references that, depending on your age, may strike you as either achingly nostalgic or grotesquely

  unbelievable. For example, along the way you will encounter a man who is ready to sell his soul for an assured income of fifty dollars a week, a comfortable amount in those days. I should also like

  to remark that in the early stories all male characters wear their hair short and all female characters wear their hair long, thus making it fairly easy to differentiate between the sexes even

  while observing them from the rear.




  The stories are not of equal merit. In view of this, it would seem convenient that I use some device like the clichéd Scale Of One To Ten to set down exact ratings for each piece so that

  you could, before reading it, adjust your own response to the proper wave length. However, I have learned over three rough decades that this would be folly. As its author, I tend to judge the

  merits of any piece by the degree to which it meets the expectations I have for it while it is yet barely conceived. Where expectations are met by the finished work I rejoice. Where expectations

  are not met I am downcast and hard to live with. But of course the reader, never having shared with me the process of conception and parturition, shares none of my expectations and time and again

  will frown at my triumphs and smile upon my failures. Eventually, like all writers when they enter their dotage, I came to the conclusion that there is no way of telling what the reader will be up

  to, and that the best way of dealing with him is to just hand him the goods and then quickly step back out of range.




  Now to broaden the canvas.




  Underlying this confessional is the assumption that you are a devotee of that peculiar narrative form, the short story, and here we are surely in the same happy company. I became a member of it

  very young. At age three, I was shipped off in my mother’s care to a boarding house in Lakewood, New Jersey, to recuperate from some lingering ailment. In my earliest days I was always

  recuperating from some lingering ailment or other, and this one must have been particularly interesting to have led to that hegira from Brooklyn to the remote wilderness of New Jersey where, as

  everyone in my family knew, the fresh air alone was life-restoring.




  I have some vivid memories of that bucolic episode, but most vivid is the memory of my father, on a weekend visit, sitting by my bed filling me with bliss as he read Peter Rabbit to me,

  patiently read it over and over on demand until I was letter perfect in it. He must have read other stories to me as well, but of them I have no recollection because they lacked the true magic. The

  true magic is what sticks in the mind.




  Then in my first or second year at school I met The Gingerbread Man and reeled under the encounter. Plainly, the ultimate in literature had been achieved. Homeric in theme, penetrating

  in characterization, The Gingerbread Man raised me to the heavens and drove my fond parents to distraction as, making a sort of Vedic chant of it, I would deliver it to them between

  mouthfuls at the dinner table. It may have been out of their desperation that I suddenly found myself the recipient of a subscription to the late-lamented, ever memorable St Nicholas

  Magazine for children.




  Here was my introduction to the wonderful world of magazines, and it didn’t take me long to realize that this was not the only subscription being delivered to my address. My father, it

  seemed, was hopelessly addicted to magazine fiction. That was a long time ago, the 1920’s, and it was indeed a Golden Age of the short story. Most Golden Ages, when you scratch them hard

  enough, turn out to have been largely brass, but this one was authentic: an era before long-distance automobile travel and television when a fast expanding and increasingly prosperous middle class

  put a good deal of its loose change into magazines principally devoted to fiction.




  Even so, I suspect that the variety of publications arriving on my doorestep was out of the ordinary, extending from the glittering weekly Saturday Evening Post,

  Collier’s, and Liberty to the sobersided Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s. Following Lewis Carroll’s sagacious observation: ‘After all, what

  is the good of a book without pictures or conversation?’ I soon learned to sort out the fiction from the rest of the contents in any magazine and, however hard the struggle and small the

  reward ofttimes, wound my mesmerized way through it.




  So it was that even before adolescence I was deep into popular magazine writers who, forgiven their early indiscretions, now stand propped up as literary monuments on academia’s lawns. I

  read Hemingway, Faulkner, and Scott Fitzgerald hot off the press. Ring Lardner, who still eludes the monument-makers, I worshipped. Simultaneously, there was the exploration of the volumes in the

  family bookcase, among them collections of Mark Twain, Kipling, Poe, Stevenson, and de Maupassant. I must note that there was no precocity in this and that I was but one of many among my peers.

  Remember that this was before the simple-minded Dick and Jane had been invented. Those years, when one entered high school he was expected to read with a certain fluency, and it was just a case of

  applying the fluency to suitable love objects. And of course I always read for pleasure alone, never having been misled into believing that one should read any fiction for the self-conscious

  improvement of his character or intellect.




  But I did find that pleasure has considerable shadings. Poe bred the blackest fancies in me. De Maupassant’s stories made me uneasy. I knew that something highly interesting was going on

  between the lines but couldn’t quite fathom what it was. I also knew intuitively, even in my extreme youth, that here was a writer who reduced stories to their absolute essence. And that the

  ending of each story, however unpredictable, was, when I thought of it, as inevitable as doom.




  The true magic again.




  In high school I expanded horizons considerably, discovering in the process the recently founded New Yorker and a wide range of detective story magazines, most notably Black Mask.

  The New Yorker became a pervasive influence, generally enlightening and brightening, although it sometimes bothered me that so many of its stories seemed to fix on nothing more than terribly

  sensitive people bound and determined to give themselves a hard time.




  There was no such problem with the more insensitive characters who inhabited Black Mask and its imitators, even when I began to take notice that their adventures were usually more of

  the same. What these pulps communicated to me was an exciting sense of immediacy. The clipped, flat, declarative style colored by dialogue with a frequently sardonic edge had the texture of the

  neighborhood I lived in. Today, with the absorption of that style into respected literature, one realizes the huge debt owed its creators and early masters, writers like James M. Cain and Dashiell

  Hammett. Indeed, Hemingway’s most effective story, ‘The Killers,’ is pure pulp in style. What raises it to the heights is an extraordinary narrowness of focus which makes the

  reader contribute as much to the narrative as the writer. The more things change, the more they remain the same. Pulp readers in my palmy days would never go for that degree of subtlety any more

  than television crime-show viewers would today, these crime-shows, some of which I dote on, being no more than gussied-up electronic pulp.




  It was late in my college years that I started to write stories, having been struck by the fancy that my vocation lay that way. Certainly in my childhood I had borne all the characteristics of

  the author-to-be. I had been an incorrigible daydreamer and prevaricator with an unbounded imagination and a handsomely contrived excuse for every occasion. Now I felt it was time to put the

  imagination to work for fun and profit, and so for the next ten years, between and around jobs as farmer, schoolteacher, ship-builder, ironworker, and infantryman, urged on by an insanely devoted

  and endlessly patient wife – the very same one who will be copy-reading these pages – I made sporadic attempts to join the ranks of the illustrious published.




  I wish at this point, since every fiction writer likes to draw on his reader’s tear ducts now and then, that I could describe my veritable martyrdom to the craft of writing during those

  ten years. A wholesome respect for hellfire forbids this, because, in fact, as the years rolled on my urge to write became fitful at best. Persistent failure did not kindle ever brighter in me the

  flame. Rather it led to the sensible conclusion that there were better ways of spending time away from my paid employment than in the harvesting of rejection slips.




  However, there was a rekindling when, an overripe thirty and just home from military service, I was urged by my helpmeet to give the game one glorious, full-time try before returning to gainful

  employment. It was during that period that I was struck by an idea for a story so outrageous that even as I was putting it down on paper I knew it was destined for oblivion. As if to confirm this

  foreboding it then bounced like a pinball from one editorial office to another until – the helpmeet stepping in again – it was directed to an editor who apparently had a taste for the

  outrageous, that half of Ellery Queen known as Frederic Dannay. And now, some thirty years after its maiden publication, it serves as the title piece of this collection.




  So here we are, and if this sketchy, lopsided, and self-serving autobiography demonstrates nothing else, it does show that I go back a long way into antiquity. Indeed, back to a time when

  horse-drawn fire engines still dramatically clattered through the streets in my part of Brooklyn, the lamplighter man mysteriously appeared at dusk each evening to bring a glow to the gas lamps

  along the block, and, thanks to the Volstead Act, your friendly neighborhood bootlegger did a thriving business in Scotch aged at least two hours in the bottle.




  I have pleasant memories of that era, but I can’t say that I’m moved by any profound nostalgia for it. We born and bred New Yorkers are like that. The action is so damn fast around

  these parts that if we feel any nostalgia at all, it is likely to be for the way things were last year. Or even last month.




  But I do mourn all those wondrous publications devoted in large part to fiction which have disappeared along the way or have now been converted into picture books or journals of alleged

  information or anything else that doesn’t make demands on a reader’s imagination. Because that is what all storytelling comes down to: the writer’s imagination beckoning to the

  reader’s. A joint venture, and as I’ve come to learn whichever half of it I am, one of the most intriguing of all.




  Here, too, having seen to the making of both short stories and novels, I am moved to confide that the short story is certainly the less self-indulgent and the one more likely to provide an

  immediate and interesting aftertaste, acid or alkali.




  Multum in parvo, sayeth the sage.




  I can only hope that you will find multum in all the parvo to follow.




  Stanley Ellin




  Brooklyn, New York




  August, 1979
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  The Speciality of the House




  ‘And this,’ said Laffler, ‘is Sbirro’s.’ Costain saw a square brownstone facade identical with the others that extended from

  either side into the clammy darkness of the deserted street. From the barred windows of the basement at his feet, a glimmer of light showed behind heavy curtains.




  ‘Lord,’ he observed, ‘it’s a dismal hole, isn’t it?’




  ‘I beg you to understand,’ said Laffler stiffly, ‘that Sbirro’s is the restaurant without pretensions. Besieged by these ghastly, neurotic times, it has refused to

  compromise. It is perhaps the last important establishment in this city lit by gas jets. Here you will find the same honest furnishings, the same magnificent Sheffield service, and possibly, in a

  far corner, the very same spider webs that were remarked by the patrons of a half century ago!’




  ‘A doubtful recommendation,’ said Costain, ‘and hardly sanitary.’




  ‘When you enter,’ Laffler continued, ‘you leave the insanity of this year, this day, and this hour, and you find yourself for a brief span restored in spirit, not by opulence,

  but by dignity, which is the lost quality of our time.’




  Costain laughed uncomfortably. ‘You make it sound more like a cathedral than a restaurant,’ he said.




  In the pale reflection of the street lamp overhead, Laffler peered at his companion’s face. ‘I wonder,’ he said abruptly, ‘whether I have not made a mistake in extending

  this invitation to you.’




  Costain was hurt. Despite an impressive title and large salary, he was no more than a clerk to this pompous little man, but he was impelled to make some display of his feelings. ‘If you

  wish,’ he said coldly, ‘I can make other plans for my evening with no trouble.’




  With his large, cowlike eyes turned up to Costain, the mist drifting into the ruddy, full moon of his face, Laffler seemed strangely ill at ease. Then ‘No, no,’ he said at last,

  ‘absolutely not. It’s important that you dine at Sbirro’s with me.’ He grasped Costain’s arm firmly and led the way to the wrought-iron gate of the basement.

  ‘You see, you’re the sole person in my office who seems to know anything at all about good food. And on my part, knowing about Sbirro’s but not having some appreciative friend to

  share it is like having a unique piece of art locked in a room where no one else can enjoy it.’




  Costain was considerably mollified by this. ‘I understand there are a great many people who relish that situation.’




  ‘I’m not one of that kind!’ Laffler said sharply. ‘And having the secret of Sbirro’s locked in myself for years has finally become unendurable.’ He fumbled at

  the side of the gate and from within could be heard the small, discordant jangle of an ancient pull-bell. An interior door opened with a groan, and Costain found himself peering into a dark face

  whose only discernible feature was a row of gleaming teeth.




  ‘Sair?’ said the face.




  ‘Mr Laffler and a guest.’




  ‘Sair,’ the face said again, this time in what was clearly an invitation. It moved aside and Costain stumbled down a single step behind his host. The door and gate creaked behind

  him, and he stood blinking in a small foyer. It took him a moment to realize that the figure he now stared at was his own reflection in a gigantic pier glass that extended from floor to ceiling.

  ‘Atmosphere,’ he said under his breath and chuckled as he followed his guide to a seat.




  He faced Laffler across a small table for two and peered curiously around the dining room. It was no size at all, but the half-dozen guttering gas jets which provided the only illumination threw

  such a deceptive light that the walls flickered and faded into uncertain distance.




  There were no more than eight or ten tables about, arranged to insure the maximum privacy. All were occupied, and the few waiters serving them moved with quiet efficiency. In the air were a soft

  clash and scrape of cutlery and a soothing murmur of talk. Costain nodded appreciatively.




  Laffler breathed an audible sigh of gratification. ‘I knew you would share my enthusiasm,’ he said. ‘Have you noticed, by the way, that there are no women present?’




  Costain raised inquiring eyebrows.




  ‘Sbirro,’ said Laffler, ‘does not encourage members of the fair sex to enter the premises. And, I can tell you, his method is decidedly effective. I had the experience of

  seeing a woman get a taste of it not long ago. She sat at a table for not less than an hour waiting for service which was never forthcoming.’




  ‘Didn’t she make a scene?’




  ‘She did.’ Laffler smiled at the recollection. ‘She succeeded in annoying the customers, embarrassing her partner, and nothing more.’




  ‘And what about Mr Sbirro?’




  ‘He did not make an appearance. Whether he directed affairs from behind the scenes, or was not even present during the episode, I don’t know. Whichever it was, he won a complete

  victory. The woman never reappeared nor, for that matter, did the witless gentleman who by bringing her was really the cause of the entire contretemps.’




  ‘A fair warning to all present,’ laughed Costain.




  A waiter now appeared at the table. The chocolate dark skin, the thin, beautifully molded nose and lips, the large liquid eyes, heavily lashed, and the silver white hair so heavy and silken that

  it lay on the skull like a cap, all marked him definitely as an East Indian of some sort, Costain decided. The man arranged the stiff table linen, filled two tumblers from a huge, cut-glass

  pitcher, and set them in their proper places.




  ‘Tell me,’ Laffler said eagerly, ‘is the special being served this evening?’




  The waiter smiled regretfully and showed teeth as spectacular as those of the majordomo. ‘I am so sorry, sair. There is no special this evening.’




  Laffler’s face fell into lines of heavy disappointment. ‘After waiting so long. It’s been a month already, and I hoped to show my friend here . . .’




  ‘You understand the difficulties, sair.’




  ‘Of course, of course.’ Laffler looked at Costain sadly and shrugged. ‘You see, I had in mind to introduce you to the greatest treat that Sbirro’s offers, but

  unfortunately it isn’t on the menu this evening.’




  The waiter said, ‘Do you wish to be served now, sair?’ and Laffler nodded. To Costain’s surprise the waiter made his way off without waiting for any instructions.




  ‘Have you ordered in advance?’ he asked.




  ‘Ah,’ said Laffler, ‘I really should have explained. Sbirro’s offers no choice whatsoever. You will eat the same meal as everyone else in this room. Tomorrow evening you

  would eat an entirely different meal, but again without designating a single preference.’




  ‘Very unusual,’ said Costain, ‘and certainly unsatisfactory at times. What if one doesn’t have a taste for the particular dish set before him?’




  ‘On that score,’ said Laffler solemnly, ‘you need have no fears. I give you my word that no matter how exacting your tastes, you will relish every mouthful you eat in

  Sbirro’s.’




  Costain looked doubtful, and Laffler smiled. ‘And consider the subtle advantages of the system,’ he said. ‘When you pick up the menu of a popular restaurant, you find yourself

  confronted with innumerable choices. You are forced to weigh, to evaluate, to make uneasy decisions which you may instantly regret. The effect of all this is a tension which, however slight, must

  make for discomfort.




  ‘And consider the mechanics of the process. Instead of a hurly-burly of sweating cooks rushing about a kitchen in a frenzy to prepare a hundred varying items, we have a chef who stands

  serenely alone, bringing all his talents to bear on one task, with all assurance of a complete triumph!’




  ‘Then you have seen the kitchen?’




  ‘Unfortunately, no,’ said Laffler sadly. ‘The picture I offer is hypothetical, made of conversational fragments I have pieced together over the years. I must admit, though,

  that my desire to see the functioning of the kitchen here comes very close to being my sole obsession nowadays.’




  ‘But have you mentioned this to Sbirro?’




  ‘A dozen times. He shrugs the suggestion away.’




  ‘Isn’t that a rather curious foible on his part?’




  ‘No, no,’ Laffler said hastily, ‘a master artist is never under the compulsion of petty courtesies. Still,’ he sighed, ‘I have never given up hope.’




  The waiter now reappeared bearing two soup bowls which he set in place with mathematical exactitude and a small tureen from which he slowly ladled a measure of clear, thin broth. Costain dipped

  his spoon into the broth and tasted it with some curiosity. It was delicately flavored, bland to the verge of tastelessness. Costain frowned, tentatively reached for the salt and pepper cellars,

  and discovered there were none on the table. He looked up, saw Laffler’s eyes on him, and although unwilling to compromise with his own tastes, he hesitated to act as a damper on

  Laffler’s enthusiasm. Therefore he smiled and indicated the broth.




  ‘Excellent,’ he said.




  Laffler returned his smile. ‘You do not find it excellent at all,’ he said coolly. ‘You find it flat and badly in need of condiments. I know this,’ he continued as

  Costain’s eyebrows shot upward, ‘because it was my own reaction many years ago, and because like yourself I found myself reaching for salt and pepper after the first mouthful. I also

  learned with surprise that condiments are not available in Sbirro’s.’




  Costain was shocked. ‘Not even salt!’ he exclaimed.




  ‘Not even salt. The very fact that you require it for your soup stands as evidence that your taste is unduly jaded. I am confident that you will now make the same discovery that I did: by

  the time you have nearly finished your soup, your desire for salt will be nonexistent.’




  Laffler was right; before Costain had reached the bottom of his plate, he was relishing the nuances of the broth with steadily increasing delight. Laffler thrust aside his own empty bowl and

  rested his elbows on the table. ‘Do you agree with me now?’




  ‘To my surprise,’ said Costain, ‘I do.’




  As the waiter busied himself clearing the table, Laffler lowered his voice significantly. ‘You will find,’ he said, ‘that the absence of condiments is but one of several

  noteworthy characteristics which mark Sbirro’s. I may as well prepare you for these. For example, no alcoholic beverages of any sort are served here, nor for that matter any beverage except

  clear, cold water, the first and only drink necessary for a human being.’




  ‘Outside of mother’s milk,’ suggested Costain dryly.




  ‘I can answer that in like vein by pointing out that the average patron of Sbirro’s has passed that primal stage of his development.’




  Costain laughed. ‘Granted,’ he said.




  ‘Very well. There is also a ban on the use of tobacco in any form.’




  ‘But, good heavens,’ said Costain, ‘doesn’t that make Sbirro’s more a teetotaler’s retreat than a gourmet’s sanctuary?’




  ‘I fear,’ said Laffler solemnly, ‘that you confuse the words, gourmet and gourmand. The gourmand, through glutting himself, requires a wider and wider

  latitude of experience to stir his surfeited senses, but the very nature of the gourmet is simplicity. The ancient Greek in his coarse chiton savoring the ripe olive; the Japanese in his bare room

  contemplating the curves of a single flower stem – these are the true gourmets.’




  ‘But an occasional drop of brandy or pipeful of tobacco,’ said Costain dubiously, ‘are hardly overindulgence.’




  ‘By alternating stimulant and narcotic,’ said Laffler, ‘you seesaw the delicate balance of your taste so violently that it loses its most precious quality: the appreciation of

  fine food. During my years as a patron of Sbirro’s, I have proved this to my satisfaction.’




  ‘May I ask,’ said Costain, ‘why you regard the ban on these things as having such deep esthetic motives? What about such mundane reasons as the high cost of a liquor license,

  or the possibility that patrons would object to the smell of tobacco in such confined quarters?’




  Laffler shook his head violently. ‘If and when you meet Sbirro,’ he said, ‘you will understand at once that he is not the man to make decisions on a mundane basis. As a matter

  of fact, it was Sbirro himself who first made me cognizant of what you call “esthetic” motives.’




  ‘An amazing man,’ said Costain as the waiter prepared to serve the entree.




  Laffler’s next words were not spoken until he had savored and swallowed a large portion of meat. ‘I hesitate to use superlatives,’ he said, ‘but to my way of thinking,

  Sbirro represents man at the apex of his civilization!’




  Costain cocked an eyebrow and applied himself to his roast which rested in a pool of stiff gravy ungarnished by green or vegetable. The thin steam rising from it carried to his nostrils a

  subtle, tantalizing odor which made his mouth water. He chewed a piece as slowly and thoughtfully as if he were analyzing the intricacies of a Mozart symphony. The range of taste he discovered was

  really extraordinary, from the pungent nip of the crisp outer edge to the peculiarly flat, yet soul-satisfying ooze of blood which the pressure of his jaws forced from the half-raw interior.




  Upon swallowing he found himself ferociously hungry for another piece, and then another, and it was only with an effort that he prevented himself from wolfing down all his share of the meat and

  gravy without waiting to get the full voluptuous satisfaction from each mouthful. When he had scraped his platter clean, he realized that both he and Laffler had completed the entire course without

  exchanging a single word. He commented on this, and Laffler said, ‘Can you see any need for words in the presence of such food?’




  Costain looked around at the shabby, dimly lit room, the quiet diners, with a new perception. ‘No,’ he said humbly, ‘I cannot. For any doubts I had I apologize unreservedly. In

  all your praise of Sbirro’s there was not a single word of exaggeration.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Laffler delightedly. ‘And that is only part of the story. You heard me mention the special which unfortunately was not on the menu tonight. What you have just eaten

  is as nothing when compared to the absolute delights of that special!’




  ‘Good Lord!’ cried Costain. ‘What is it? Nightingale’s tongues? Filet of unicorn?’




  ‘Neither,’ said Laffler. ‘It is lamb.’




  ‘Lamb?’




  Laffler remained lost in thought for a minute. ‘If,’ he said at last, ‘I were to give you in my own unstinted words my opinion of this dish, you would judge me completely

  insane. That is how deeply the mere thought of it affects me. It is neither the fatty chop, nor the too solid leg; it is, instead, a select portion of the rarest sheep in existence and is named

  after the species – lamb Amirstan.’




  Costain knit his brow. ‘Amirstan?’




  ‘A fragment of desolation almost lost on the border which separates Afghanistan and Russia. From chance remarks dropped by Sbirro, I gather it is no more than a plateau which grazes the

  pitiful remnants of a flock of superb sheep. Sbirro, through some means or other, obtained rights to the traffic in this flock and is, therefore, the sole restaurateur ever to have lamb Amirstan on

  his bill of fare. I can tell you that the appearance of this dish is a rare occurrence indeed, and luck is the only guide in determining for the clientele the exact date when it will be

  served.’




  ‘But surely,’ said Costain, ‘Sbirro could provide some advance knowledge of this event.’




  ‘The objection to that is simply stated,’ said Laffler. ‘There exists in this city a huge number of professional gluttons. Should advance information slip out, it is quite

  likely that they will, out of curiosity, become familiar with the dish and thenceforth supplant the regular patrons at these tables.’




  ‘But you don’t mean to say,’ objected Costain, ‘that these few people present are the only ones in the entire city, or for that matter, in the whole wide world, who know

  of the existence of Sbirro’s!’




  ‘Very nearly. There may be one or two regular patrons who, for some reason, are not present at the moment.’




  ‘That’s incredible.’




  ‘It is done,’ said Laffler, the slightest shade of menace in his voice, ‘by every patron making it his solemn obligation to keep the secret. By accepting my invitation this

  evening you automatically assume that obligation. I hope you can be trusted with it.’




  Costain flushed. ‘My position in your employ should vouch for me. I only question the wisdom of a policy which keeps such magnificent food away from so many who would enjoy it.’




  ‘Do you know the inevitable result of the policy you favor?’ asked Laffler bitterly. ‘An influx of idiots who would nightly complain that they are never served roast

  duck with chocolate sauce. Is that picture tolerable to you?’




  ‘No,’ admitted Costain, ‘I am forced to agree with you.’




  Laffler leaned back in his chair wearily and passed his hand over his eyes in an uncertain gesture. ‘I am a solitary man,’ he said quietly, ‘and not by choice alone. It may

  sound strange to you, it may border on eccentricity, but I feel to my depths that this restaurant, this warm haven in a coldly insane world, is both family and friend to me.’




  And Costain, who to this moment had never viewed his companion as other than tyrannical employer or officious host, now felt an overwhelming pity twist inside his comfortably expanded

  stomach.




  By the end of two weeks the invitations to join Laffler at Sbirro’s had become something of a ritual. Every day, at a few minutes after five, Costain would step out into

  the office corridor and lock his cubicle behind him; he would drape his overcoat neatly over his left arm, and peer into the glass of the door to make sure his Homburg was set at the proper angle.

  At one time he would have followed this by lighting a cigarette, but under Laffler’s prodding he had decided to give abstinence a fair trial. Then he would start down the corridor, and

  Laffler would fall in step at his elbow, clearing his throat. ‘Ah, Costain. No plans for this evening, I hope.’




  ‘No,’ Costain would say, ‘I’m footloose and fancy-free,’ or ‘At your service,’ or something equally inane. He wondered at times whether it would not be

  more tactful to vary the ritual with an occasional refusal, but the glow with which Laffler received his answer, and the rough friendliness of Laffler’s grip on his arm, forestalled him.




  Among the treacherous crags of the business world, reflected Costain, what better way to secure your footing than friendship with one’s employer. Already, a secretary close to the workings

  of the inner office had commented publicly on Laffler’s highly favorable opinion of Costain. That was all to the good.




  And the food! The incomparable food at Sbirro’s! For the first time in his life, Costain, ordinarily a lean and bony man, noted with gratification that he was certainly gaining weight;

  within two weeks his bones had disappeared under a layer of sleek, firm flesh, and here and there were even signs of incipient plumpness. It struck Costain one night, while surveying himself in his

  bath, that the rotund Laffler, himself, might have been a spare and bony man before discovering Sbirro’s.




  So there was obviously everything to be gained and nothing to be lost by accepting Laffler’s invitations. Perhaps after testing the heralded wonders of lamb Amirstan and meeting Sbirro,

  who thus far had not made an appearance, a refusal or two might be in order. But certainly not until then.




  That evening, two weeks to a day after his first visit to Sbirro’s, Costain had both desires fulfilled: he dined on lamb Amirstan, and he met Sbirro. Both exceeded all his

  expectations.




  When the waiter leaned over their table immediately after seating them and gravely announced: ‘Tonight is special, sair,’ Costain was shocked to find his heart pounding with

  expectation. On the table before him he saw Laffler’s hands trembling violently. But it isn’t natural, he thought suddenly. Two full grown men, presumably intelligent and in the full

  possession of their senses, as jumpy as a pair of cats waiting to have their meat flung at them!




  ‘This is it!’ Laffler’s voice startled him so that he almost leaped from his seat. ‘The culinary triumph of all times! And faced by it you are embarrassed by the very

  emotions it distills.’




  ‘How did you know that?’ Costain asked faintly.




  ‘How? Because a decade ago I underwent your embarrassment. Add to that your air of revulsion and it’s easy to see how affronted you are by the knowledge that man has not yet

  forgotten how to slaver over his meat.’




  ‘And these others,’ whispered Costain, ‘do they all feel the same thing?’




  ‘Judge for yourself.’




  Costain looked furtively around at the nearby tables. ‘You are right,’ he finally said. ‘At any rate, there’s comfort in numbers.’




  Laffler inclined his head slightly to the side. ‘One of the numbers,’ he remarked, ‘appears to be in for a disappointment.’




  Costain followed the gesture. At the table indicated a gray-haired man sat conspicuously alone, and Costain frowned at the empty chair opposite him.




  ‘Why, yes,’ he recalled, ‘that very stout, bald man, isn’t it? I believe it’s the first dinner he’s missed here in two weeks.’




  ‘The entire decade more likely,’ said Laffler sympathetically. ‘Rain or shine, crisis or calamity, I don’t think he’s missed an evening at Sbirro’s since the

  first time I dined here. Imagine his expression when he’s told that, on his very first defection, lamb Amirstan was the plat de jour.’




  Costain looked at the empty chair again with a dim discomfort. ‘His very first?’ he murmured.




  ‘Mr Laffler! And friend! I am so pleased. So very, very pleased. No, do not stand; I will have a place made.’ Miraculously a seat appeared under the figure standing there at the

  table. ‘The lamb Amirstan will be an unqualified success, hurr? I myself have been stewing in the miserable kitchen all the day, prodding the foolish chef to do everything just so. The just

  so is the important part, hurr? But I see your friend does not know me. An introduction, perhaps?’




  The words ran in a smooth, fluid eddy. They rippled, they purred, they hypnotized Costain so that he could do no more than stare. The mouth that uncoiled this sinuous monologue was alarmingly

  wide, with thin mobile lips that curled and twisted with every syllable. There was a flat nose with a straggling line of hair under it; wide-set eyes, almost oriental in appearance, that glittered

  in the unsteady flare of gaslight; and the long, sleek hair that swept back from high on the unwrinkled forehead – hair so pale that it might have been bleached of all color. An amazing face

  surely, and the sight of it tortured Costain with the conviction that it was somehow familiar. His brain twitched and prodded but could not stir up any solid recollection.




  Laffler’s voice jerked Costain out of his study. ‘Mr Sbirro. Mr Costain, a good friend and associate.’ Costain rose and shook the proffered hand. It was warm and dry,

  flint-hard against his palm.




  ‘I am so very pleased, Mr Costain. So very, very pleased,’ purred the voice. ‘You like my little establishment, hurr? You have a great treat in store, I assure you.’




  Laffler chuckled. ‘Oh, Costain’s been dining here regularly for two weeks,’ he said. ‘He’s by way of becoming a great admirer of yours, Sbirro.’




  The eyes were turned on Costain. ‘A very great compliment. You compliment me with your presence and I return same with my food, hurr? But the lamb Amirstan is far superior to anything of

  your past experience, I assure you. All the trouble of obtaining it, all the difficulty of preparation, is truly merited.’




  Costain strove to put aside the exasperating problem of that face. ‘I have wondered,’ he said, ‘why with all these difficulties you mention, you even bother to present lamb

  Amirstan to the public. Surely your other dishes are excellent enough to uphold your reputation.’




  Sbirro smiled so broadly that his face became perfectly round. ‘Perhaps it is a matter of the psychology, hurr? Someone discovers a wonder and must share it with others. He must fill his

  cup to the brim, perhaps, by observing the so evident pleasure of those who explore it with him. Or,’ he shrugged, ‘perhaps it is just a matter of good business.’




  ‘Then in the light of all this,’ Costain persisted, ‘and considering all the conventions you have imposed on your customers, why do you open the restaurant to the public

  instead of operating it as a private club?’




  The eyes abruptly glinted into Costain’s, then turned away. ‘So perspicacious, hurr? Then I will tell you. Because there is more privacy in a public eating place than in the most

  exclusive club in existence! Here no one inquires of your affairs; no one desires to know the intimacies of your life. Here the business is eating. We are not curious about names and addresses or

  the reasons for the coming and going of our guests. We welcome you when you are here; we have no regrets when you are here no longer. That is the answer, hurr?’




  Costain was startled by this vehemence. ‘I had no intention of prying,’ he stammered.




  Sbirro ran the tip of his tongue over his thin lips. ‘No, no,’ he reassured, ‘you are not prying. Do not let me give you that impression. On the contrary, I invite your

  questions.’




  ‘Oh, come, Costain,’ said Laffler. ‘Don’t let Sbirro intimidate you. I’ve known him for years and I guarantee that his bark is worse than his bite. Before you know

  it, he’ll be showing you all the privileges of the house – outside of inviting you to visit his precious kitchen, of course.’




  ‘Ah,’ smiled Sbirro, ‘for that, Mr Costain may have to wait a little while. For everything else I am at his beck and call.’




  Laffler slapped his hand jovially on the table. ‘What did I tell you!’ he said. ‘Now let’s have the truth, Sbirro. Has anyone, outside of your staff, ever stepped into

  the sanctum sanctorum?’




  Sbirro looked up. ‘You see on the wall above you,’ he said earnestly, ‘the portrait of one to whom I did the honor. A very dear friend and a patron of most long standing, he is

  evidence that my kitchen is not inviolate.’




  Costain studied the picture and started with recognition. ‘Why,’ he said excitedly, ‘that’s the famous writer – you know the one, Laffler – he used to do such

  wonderful short stories and cynical bits and then suddenly took himself off and disappeared in Mexico!’




  ‘Of course!’ cried Laffler, ‘and to think I’ve been sitting under his portrait for years without even realizing it!’ He turned to Sbirro. ‘A dear friend, you

  say? His disappearance must have been a blow to you.’




  Sbirro’s face lengthened. ‘It was, it was, I assure you. But think of it this way, gentlemen: he was probably greater in his death than in his life, hurr? A most tragic man, he often

  told me that his only happy hours were spent here at this very table. Pathetic, is it not? And to think the only favor I could ever show him was to let him witness the mysteries of my kitchen,

  which is, when all is said and done, no more than a plain, ordinary kitchen.’




  ‘You seem very certain of his death,’ commented Costain. ‘After all, no evidence has ever turned up to substantiate it.’




  Sbirro contemplated the picture. ‘None at all,’ he said softly. ‘Remarkable, hurr?’




  With the arrival of the entree Sbirro leaped to his feet and set about serving them himself. With his eyes alight he lifted the casserole from the tray and sniffed at the fragrance from within

  with sensual relish. Then, taking great care not to lose a single drop of gravy, he filled two platters with chunks of dripping meat. As if exhausted by this task, he sat back in his chair,

  breathing heavily. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘to your good appetite.’




  Costain chewed his first mouthful with great deliberation and swallowed it. Then he looked at the empty tines of his fork with glazed eyes.




  ‘Good God!’ he breathed.




  ‘It is good, hurr? Better than you imagined?’




  Costain shook his head dazedly. ‘It is as impossible,’ he said slowly, ‘for the uninitiated to conceive the delights of lamb Amirstan as for mortal man to look into his own

  soul.’




  ‘Perhaps—’ Sbirro thrust his head so close that Costain could feel the warm, fetid breath tickle his nostrils – ‘perhaps you have just had a glimpse into your soul,

  hurr?’




  Costain tried to draw back slightly without giving offence. ‘Perhaps.’ He laughed. ‘And a gratifying picture it made: all fang and claw. But without intending any disrespect, I

  should hardly like to build my church on lamb en casserole.’




  Sbirro rose and laid a hand gently on his shoulder. ‘So perspicacious,’ he said. ‘Sometimes when you have nothing to do, nothing, perhaps, but sit for a very little while in a

  dark room and think of this world – what it is and what it is going to be – then you must turn your thoughts a little to the significance of the Lamb in religion. It will be so

  interesting. And now—’ he bowed deeply to both men – ‘I have held you long enough from your dinner. I was most happy,’ he said, nodding to Costain, ‘and I am

  sure we will meet again.’ The teeth gleamed, the eyes glittered, and Sbirro was gone down the aisle of tables.




  Costain twisted around to stare after the retreating figure. ‘Have I offended him in some way?’ he asked.




  Laffler looked up from his plate. ‘Offended him? He loves that kind of talk. Lamb Amirstan is a ritual with him; get him started and he’ll be back at you a dozen times worse than a

  priest making a conversion.’




  Costain turned to his meal with the face still hovering before him. ‘Interesting man,’ he reflected. ‘Very.’




  It took him a month to discover the tantalizing familiarity of that face, and when he did, he laughed aloud in his bed. Why, of course! Sbirro might have sat as the model for the Cheshire cat in

  Alice!




  He passed this thought on to Laffler the very next evening as they pushed their way down the street to the restaurant against a chill, blustering wind. Laffler only looked

  blank.




  ‘You may be right,’ he said, ‘but I’m not a fit judge. It’s a far cry back to the days when I read the book. A far cry, indeed.’




  As if taking up his words, a piercing howl came ringing down the street and stopped both men short in their tracks. ‘Someone’s in trouble there,’ said Laffler.

  ‘Look!’




  Not far from the entrance to Sbirro’s two figures could be seen struggling in the near darkness. They swayed back and forth and suddenly tumbled into a writhing heap on the sidewalk. The

  piteous howl went up again, and Laffler, despite his girth, ran toward it at a fair speed with Costain tagging cautiously behind.




  Stretched out full-length on the pavement was a slender figure with the dusky complexion and white hair of one of Sbirro’s servitors. His fingers were futilely plucking at the huge hands

  which encircled his throat, and his knees pushed weakly up at the gigantic bulk of a man who brutally bore down with his full weight.




  Laffler came up panting. ‘Stop this!’ he shouted. ‘What’s going on here?’




  The pleading eyes almost bulging from their sockets turned toward Laffler. ‘Help, sair. This man – drunk—’




  ‘Drunk am I, ya dirty—’ Costain saw now that the man was a sailor in a badly soiled uniform. The air around him reeked with the stench of liquor. ‘Pick me pocket and then

  call me drunk, will ya!’ He dug his fingers in harder, and his victim groaned.




  Laffler seized the sailor’s shoulder. ‘Let go of him, do you hear! Let go of him at once!’ he cried, and the next instant was sent careening into Costain, who staggered back

  under the force of the blow.




  The attack on his own person sent Laffler into immediate and berserk action. Without a sound he leaped at the sailor, striking and kicking furiously at the unprotected face and flanks. Stunned

  at first, the man came to his feet with a rush and turned on Laffler. For a moment they stood locked together, and then as Costain joined the attack, all three went sprawling to the ground. Slowly

  Laffler and Costain got to their feet and looked down at the body before them.




  ‘He’s either out cold from liquor,’ said Costain, ‘or he struck his head going down. In any case, it’s a job for the police.’




  ‘No, no, sair!’ The waiter crawled weakly to his feet, and stood swaying. ‘No police, sair. Mr Sbirro do not want such. You understand, sair.’ He caught hold of Costain

  with a pleading hand, and Costain looked at Laffler.




  ‘Of course not,’ said Laffler. ‘We won’t have to bother with the police. They’ll pick him up soon enough, the murderous sot. But what in the world started all

  this?’




  ‘That man, sair. He make most erratic way while walking, and with no meaning I push against him. Then he attack me, accusing me to rob him.’




  ‘As I thought.’ Laffler pushed the waiter gently along. ‘Now go in and get yourself attended to.’




  The man seemed ready to burst into tears. ‘To you, sair, I owe my life. If there is anything I can do—’




  Laffler turned into the areaway that led to Sbirro’s door. ‘No, no, it was nothing. You go along, and if Sbirro has any questions send him to me. I’ll straighten it

  out.’




  ‘My life, sair,’ were the last words they heard as the inner door closed behind them.




  ‘There you are, Costain,’ said Laffler, as a few minutes later he drew his chair under the table, ‘civilized man in all his glory. Reeking with alcohol, strangling to death

  some miserable innocent who came too close.’




  Costain made an effort to gloss over the nerve-shattering memory of the episode. ‘It’s the neurotic cat that takes to alcohol,’ he said. ‘Surely there’s a reason

  for that sailor’s condition.’




  ‘Reason? Of course there is. Plain atavistic savagery!’ Laffler swept his arm in an all-embracing gesture. ‘Why do we all sit here at our meat? Not only to appease physical

  demands, but because our atavistic selves cry for release. Think back, Costain. Do you remember that I once described Sbirro as the epitome of civilization? Can you now see why? A brilliant man, he

  fully understands the nature of human beings. But unlike lesser men he bends all his efforts to the satisfaction of our innate nature without resultant harm to some innocent bystander.’




  ‘When I think back on the wonders of lamb Amirstan,’ said Costain, ‘I quite understand what you’re driving at. And, by the way, isn’t it nearly due to appear on the

  bill of fare? It must have been over a month ago that it was last served.’




  The waiter, filling the tumblers, hesitated. ‘I am so sorry, sair. No special this evening.’




  ‘There’s your answer,’ Laffler grunted, ‘and probably just my luck to miss out on it altogether the next time.’




  Costain stared at him. ‘Oh, come, that’s impossible.’




  ‘No, blast it.’ Laffler drank off half his water at a gulp and the waiter immediately refilled the glass. ‘I’m off to South America for a surprise tour of inspection. One

  month, two months, Lord knows how long.’




  ‘Are things that bad down there?’




  ‘They could be better.’ Laffler suddenly grinned. ‘Mustn’t forget it takes very mundane dollars and cents to pay the tariff at Sbirro’s.’




  ‘I haven’t heard a word of this around the office.’




  ‘Wouldn’t be a surprise tour if you had. Nobody knows about this except myself – and now you. I want to walk in on them completely unexpected. Find out what flimflammery

  they’re up to down there. As far as the office is concerned, I’m off on a jaunt somewhere. Maybe recuperating in some sanatorium from my hard work. Anyhow, the business will be in good

  hands. Yours, among them.’




  ‘Mine?’ said Costain, surprised.




  ‘When you go in tomorrow you’ll find yourself in receipt of a promotion, even if I’m not there to hand it to you personally. Mind you, it has nothing to do with our friendship

  either; you’ve done fine work, and I’m immensely grateful for it.’




  Costain reddened under the praise. ‘You don’t expect to be in tomorrow. Then you’re leaving tonight?’




  Laffler nodded. ‘I’ve been trying to wangle some reservations. If they come through, well, this will be in the nature of a farewell celebration.’




  ‘You know,’ said Costain slowly, ‘I devoutly hope that your reservations don’t come through. I believe our dinners here have come to mean more to me than I ever dared

  imagine.’




  The waiter’s voice broke in. ‘Do you wish to be served now, sair?’ and they both started.




  ‘Of course, of course,’ said Laffler sharply, ‘I didn’t realize you were waiting.’




  ‘What bothers me,’ he told Costain as the waiter turned away, ‘is the thought of the lamb Amirstan I’m bound to miss. To tell you the truth, I’ve already put off my

  departure a week, hoping to hit a lucky night, and now I simply can’t delay any more. I do hope that when you’re sitting over your share of lamb Amirstan, you’ll think of me with

  suitable regrets.’




  Costain laughed. ‘I will indeed,’ he said as he turned to his dinner.




  Hardly had he cleared the plate when a waiter silently reached for it. It was not their usual waiter, he observed; it was none other than the victim of the assault.




  ‘Well,’ Costain said, ‘how do you feel now? Still under the weather?’




  The waiter paid no attention to him. Instead, with the air of a man under great strain, he turned to Laffler. ‘Sair,’ he whispered. ‘My life. I owe it to you. I can repay

  you!’




  Laffler looked up in amazement, then shook his head firmly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I want nothing from you, understand? You have repaid me sufficently with your thanks. Now get on

  with your work and let’s hear no more about it.’




  The waiter did not stir an inch, but his voice rose slightly. ‘By the body and blood of your God, sair, I will help you even if you do not want! Do not go into the kitchen,

  sair. I trade you my life for yours, sair, when I speak this. Tonight or any night of your life, do not go into the kitchen at Sbirro’s!’




  Laffler sat back, completely dumbfounded. ‘Not go into the kitchen? Why shouldn’t I go into the kitchen if Mr Sbirro ever took it into his head to invite me there? What’s all

  this about?’




  A hard hand was laid on Costain’s back, and another gripped the waiter’s arm. The waiter remained frozen to the spot, his lips compressed, his eyes downcast.




  ‘What is all what about, gentlemen?’ purred the voice. ‘So opportune an arrival. In time as ever, I see, to answer all the questions, hurr?’




  Laffler breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Ah, Sbirro, thank heaven you’re here. This man is saying something about my not going into your kitchen. Do you know what he means?’




  The teeth showed in a broad grin. ‘But of course. This good man was giving you advice in all amiability. It so happens that my too emotional chef heard some rumor that I might have a guest

  into his precious kitchen, and he flew into a fearful rage. Such a rage, gentlemen! He even threatened to give notice on the spot, and you can understand what that would mean to Sbirro’s,

  hurr? Fortunately, I succeeded in showing him what a signal honor it is to have an esteemed patron and true connoisseur observe him at his work firsthand, and now he is quite amenable. Quite,

  hurr?’




  He released the waiter’s arm. ‘You are at the wrong table,’ he said softly. ‘See that it does not happen again.’




  The waiter slipped off without daring to raise his eyes and Sbirro drew a chair to the table. He seated himself and brushed his hand lightly over his hair. ‘Now I am afraid that the cat is

  out of the bag, hurr? This invitation to you, Mr Laffler, was to be a surprise; but the surprise is gone, and all that is left is the invitation.’




  Laffler mopped beads of perspiration from his forehead. ‘Are you serious?’ he said huskily. ‘Do you mean that we are really to witness the preparation of your food

  tonight?’




  Sbirro drew a sharp fingernail along the tablecloth, leaving a thin, straight line printed in the linen. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I am faced with a dilemma of great proportions.’

  He studied the line soberly. ‘You, Mr Laffler, have been my guest for ten long years. But our friend here—’




  Costain raised his hand in protest. ‘I understand perfectly. This invitation is solely to Mr Laffler, and naturally my presence is embarrassing. As it happens, I have an early engagement

  for this evening and must be on my way anyhow. So you see there’s no dilemma at all, really.’




  ‘No,’ said Laffler, ‘absolutely not. That wouldn’t be fair at all. We’ve been sharing this until now, Costain, and I won’t enjoy the experience half as much

  if you’re not along. Surely Sbirro can make his conditions flexible, this one occasion.’




  They both looked at Sbirro who shrugged his shoulders regretfully.




  Costain rose abruptly. ‘I’m not going to sit here, Laffler, and spoil your great adventure. And then, too,’ he bantered, ‘think of that ferocious chef waiting to get his

  cleaver on you. I prefer not to be at the scene. I’ll just say goodbye,’ he went on, to cover Laffler’s guilty silence, ‘and leave you to Sbirro. I’m sure he’ll

  take pains to give you a good show.’ He held out his hand and Laffler squeezed it painfully hard.




  ‘You’re being very decent, Costain,’ he said. ‘I hope you’ll continue to dine here until we meet again. It shouldn’t be too long.’




  Sbirro made way for Costain to pass. ‘I will expect you,’ he said. ‘Au ’voir.’




  Costain stopped briefly in the dim foyer to adjust his scarf and fix his Homburg at the proper angle. When he turned away from the mirror, satisfied at last, he saw with a final glance that

  Laffler and Sbirro were already at the kitchen door, Sbirro holding the door invitingly wide with one hand, while the other rested, almost tenderly, on Laffler’s meaty shoulders.




  





  The Cat’s-Paw




  There was little to choose among any of the rooms in the boarding house in their dingy, linoleum-floored, brass-bedsteaded uniformity, but the day he

  answered the advertisement on the Help Wanted page, Mr Crabtree realized that one small advantage accrued to his room: the public telephone in the hallway was opposite his door, and simply

  by keeping an ear cocked he could be at the instrument a moment after the first shrill warning ring had sounded.




  In view of this he closed his application for employment not only with his signature but with the number of the telephone as well. His hand shook a little as he did so; he felt party to a gross

  deception in implying that the telephone was his personal property, but the prestige to be gained this way, so he thought, might somehow weight the balance in his favor. To that end he tremorously

  sacrificed the unblemished principles of a lifetime.




  The advertisement itself had been nothing less than a miracle. Man wanted, it said, for hard work at moderate pay. Sober, honest, industrious former clerk,

  age 45–50 preferred. Write all details. Box III; and Mr Crabtree, peering incredulously through his spectacles, had read it with a shuddering dismay at the thought

  of all his fellows, age 45–50, who might have read the same notice minutes, or perhaps, hours, before.




  His answer could have served as a model Letter of Application for Employment His age was forty-eight, his health excellent. He was unmarried. He had served one single firm for thirty years; had

  served it faithfully and well; had an admirable record for attendance and punctuality. Unfortunately, the firm had merged with another and larger; regrettably, many capable employees had to be

  released. Hours? Unimportant. His only interest was in doing a good job no matter the time involved. Salary? A matter entirely in the hands of his prospective employer. His previous salary had been

  fifty dollars per week, but naturally that had come after years of proved worth. Available for an interview at any time. References from the following. The signature. And then, the telephone

  number.




  All this had been written and rewritten a dozen times until Mr Crabtree had been satisfied that every necessary word was there, each word in its proper place. Then, in the copperplate hand that

  had made his ledgers a thing of beauty, the final draft had been transferred to fine bond paper purchased toward this very contingency, and posted.




  After that, alone with his speculations on whether a reply would come by mail, by telephone, or not at all, Mr Crabtree spent two endless and heart-fluttering weeks until the moment when he

  answered a call and heard his name come over the wire like the crack of doom.




  ‘Yes,’ he said shrilly, ‘I’m Crabtree! I sent a letter!’




  ‘Calmly, Mr Crabtree, calmly,’ said the voice. It was a clear, thin voice, which seemed to pick up and savor each syllable before delivering it, and it had an instant and chilling

  effect on Mr Crabtree who was clutching the telephone as if pity could be squeezed from it.




  ‘I have been considering your application,’ the voice went on with the same painful deliberation, ‘and I am most gratified by it. Most gratified. But before calling the matter

  settled, I should like to make clear the terms of employment I am offering. You would not object to my discussing it now?’




  The word employment rang dizzily through Mr Crabtree’s head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘please do.’




  ‘Very well. First of all, do you feel capable of operating your own establishment?’




  ‘My own establishment?’




  ‘Oh, have no fears about the size of the establishment or the responsibilities involved. It is a matter of some confidential reports which must be drawn up regularly. You would have your

  own office, your name on the door, and, of course, no supervision directly over you. That should explain the need for an exceptionally reliable man.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Mr Crabtree, ‘but those confidential reports . . .’




  ‘Your office will be supplied with a list of several important corporations. It will also receive subscriptions to a number of financial journals which frequently make mention of those

  same corporations. You will note all such references as they appear, and, at the end of each day, consolidate them into a report which will be mailed to me. I must add that none of this calls for

  any theoretical work or literary treatment. Accuracy, brevity, clarity: those are the three measures to go by. You understand that, of course?’




  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Mr Crabtree fervently.




  ‘Excellent,’ said the voice. ‘Now your hours will be from nine to five, six days a week, with an hour off at noon for lunch. I must stress this: I am insistent on punctuality

  and attendance, and I expect you to be as conscientious about these things as if you were under my personal supervision every moment of the day. I hope I do not offend you when I emphasize

  this?’




  ‘Oh, no, sir!’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘I . . .’




  ‘Let me continue,’ the voice said. ‘Here is the address where you will appear one week from today, and the number of your room’ – Mr Crabtree without pencil or

  paper at hand pressed the numbers frantically into his memory – ‘and the office will be completely prepared for you. The door will be open, and you will find two keys in a drawer of the

  desk: one for the door and one for the cabinet in the office. In the desk you will also find the list I mentioned, as well as the materials needed in making out your reports. In the cabinet you

  will find a stock of periodicals to start work on.’




  ‘I beg your pardon,’ said Mr Crabtree, ‘but those reports . . .’




  ‘They should contain every single item of interest about the corporations on your list, from business transactions to changes in personnel. And they must be mailed to me immediately upon

  your leaving the office each day. Is that clear?’




  ‘Only one thing,’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘To whom – where do I mail them?’




  ‘A pointless question,’ said the voice sharply, much to Mr Crabtree’s alarm. ‘To the box number with which you are already familiar, of course.’




  ‘Of course,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  ‘Now,’ said the voice with a gratifying return to its original deliberate tones, ‘the question of salary. I have given it a good deal of thought, since as you must realize,

  there are a number of factors involved. In the end, I let myself be guided by the ancient maxim: a good workman is worthy of his hire – you recall those words?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  ‘And,’ the voice said, ‘a poor workman can be easily dispensed with. On that basis, I am prepared to offer you fifty-two dollars a week. Is that satisfactory?’




  Mr Crabtree stared at the telephone dumbly and then recovered his voice. ‘Very,’ he gasped. ‘Oh, very much so. I must confess I never . . .’




  The voice brought him up sharply. ‘But that is conditional, you understand. You will be – to use a rather clumsy term – on probation until you have proved yourself. Either the

  job is handled to perfection, or there is no job.’




  Mr Crabtree felt his knees turn to water at the grim suggestion. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he said. ‘I most certainly will do my absolute best.’




  ‘And,’ the voice went on relentlessly, ‘I attach great significance to the way you observe the confidential nature of your work. It is not to be discussed with anyone, and

  since the maintenance of your office and supplies lies entirely in my hands there can be no excuse for a defection. I have also removed temptation in the form of a telephone which you will

  not find on your desk. I hope I do not seem unjust in my abhorrence of the common practice where employees waste their time in idle conversation during working hours.’




  Since the death of an only sister twenty years before, there was not a soul in the world who would have dreamed of calling Mr Crabtree to make any sort of conversation whatsoever; but he only

  said, ‘No, sir. Absolutely not.’




  ‘Then you are in agreement with all the terms we have discussed?’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  ‘Any further questions?’




  ‘One thing,’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘My salary. How . . .’




  ‘It will reach you at the end of each week,’ said the voice, ‘in cash. Anything else?’




  Mr Crabtree’s mind was now a veritable logjam of questions, but he found it impossible to fix on any particular one. Before he could do so, the voice said crisply, ‘Good luck,

  then,’ and there was the click which told him his caller had hung up. It was only when he attempted to do the same that he discovered his hand had been clenched so tightly around the receiver

  that it cost him momentary anguish to disengage it.




  It must be admitted that the first time Mr Crabtree approached the address given him, it would not have surprised him greatly to find no building there at all. But the building was there,

  reassuring in its immensity, teeming with occupants who packed the banks of elevators solidly, and, in the hallways, looked through him and scurried around him with efficient disinterest.




  The office was there too, hidden away at the end of a devious corridor of its own on the very top floor, a fact called to Mr Crabtree’s attention by a stairway across the corridor, which

  led up to an open door through which the flat grey of the sky could be seen.




  The most impressive thing about the office was the CRABTREE'S AFFILIATED REPORTS boldly stenciled on the door. Opening the door, one entered an incredibly small and

  narrow room made even smaller by the massive dimensions of the furniture that crowded it. To the right, immediately inside the door, was a gigantic filing cabinet. Thrust tightly against it, but

  still so large that it utilized the remainder of the wall space on that side, was a huge, old-fashioned desk with a swivel chair before it.




  The window set in the opposite wall was in keeping with the furniture. It was an immense window, broad and high, and its sill came barely above Mr Crabtree’s knees. He felt a momentary

  qualm when he first glanced through it and saw the sheer dizzying drop below, the terrifying quality of which was heightened by the blind, windowless walls of the building directly across from

  him.




  One look was enough; henceforth, Mr Crabtree kept the bottom section of the window securely fastened and adjusted only the top section to his convenience.




  The keys were in a desk drawer; pen, ink, a box of nibs, a deck of blotters, and a half-dozen other accessories more impressive than useful were in another drawer; a supply of stamps was at

  hand; and, most pleasant, there was a plentiful supply of stationery, each piece bearing the letterhead, Crabtree’s Affiliated Reports, the number of the office, and the

  address of the building. In his delight at this discovery Mr Crabtree dashed off a few practice lines with some bold flourishes of the pen, and then, a bit alarmed at his own prodigality, carefully

  tore the sheet to minute shreds and dropped it into the wastebasket at his feet.




  After that, his efforts were devoted wholly to the business at hand. The filing cabinet disgorged a dismayingly large file of publications which had to be pored over, line by line, and Mr

  Crabtree never finished studying a page without the harrowing sensation that he had somehow bypassed the mention of a name which corresponded to one on the typed list he had found, as promised, in

  the desk. Then he would retrace the entire page with an awful sense of dallying at his work, and groan when he came to the end of it without finding what he had not wanted to find in the first

  place.




  It seemed to him at times that he could never possibly deplete the monstrous pile of periodicals before him. Whenever he sighed with pleasure at having made some headway, he would be struck with

  the gloomy foreknowledge that the next morning would find a fresh delivery of mail at his door and, consequently, more material to add to the pile.




  There were, however, breaks in this depressing routine. One was the preparation of the daily report, a task which, somewhat to Mr Crabtree’s surprise, he found himself learning to enjoy;

  the other was the prompt arrival each week of the sturdy envelope containing his salary down to the last dollar bill, although this was never quite the occasion for unalloyed pleasure it might have

  been.




  Mr Crabtree would carefully slit open one end of the envelope, remove the money, count it, and place it neatly in his ancient wallet. Then he would poke trembling exploratory fingers into the

  envelope, driven by the fearful recollection of his past experience to look for the notice that would tell him his services were no longer required. That was always a bad moment, and it had the

  unfailing effect of leaving him ill and shaken until he could bury himself in his work again.




  The work was soon part of him. He had ceased bothering with the typed list; every name on it was firmly imprinted in his mind, and there were restless nights when he could send himself off to

  sleep merely by repeating the list a few times. One name in particular had come to intrigue him, merited special attention. Efficiency Instruments, Ltd was unquestionably facing

  stormy weather. There had been drastic changes in personnel, talks of a merger, sharp fluctuations on the market.




  It rather pleased Mr Crabtree to discover that with the passage of weeks into months each of the names on his list had taken on a vivid personality for him. Amalgamated was steady as a

  rock, stolid in its comfortable success. Universal was high-pitched, fidgety in its exploration of new techniques; and so on down the line. But Efficiency Instruments,

  Ltd was Mr Crabtree’s pet project, and he had, more than once, nervously caught himself giving it perhaps a shade more attention than it warranted. He brought himself up sharply at

  such times; impartiality must be maintained, otherwise . . .




  It came without any warning at all. He returned from lunch, punctual as ever, opened the door of the office, and knew he was standing face to face with his employer.




  ‘Come in, Mr Crabtree,’ said the clear, thin voice, ‘and shut the door.’




  Mr Crabtree closed the door and stood speechless.




  ‘I must be a prepossessing figure,’ said the visitor with a certain relish, ‘to have such a potent effect on you. You know who I am, of course?’




  To Mr Crabtree’s numbed mind, the large, bulbous eyes fixed unwinkingly on him, the wide, flexible mouth, the body, short and round as a barrel, bore a horrifying resemblance to a frog

  sitting comfortably at the edge of a pond, with himself in the unhappy role of a fly hovering close by.




  ‘I believe,’ said Mr Crabtree shakily, ‘that you are my employer, Mr . . . Mr . . .’




  A stout forefinger nudged Mr Crabtree’s ribs playfully. ‘As long as the bills are paid, the name is unimportant, eh, Mr Crabtree? However, for the sake of expedience, let me be known

  to you as – say – George Spelvin. Have you ever encountered the ubiquitous Mr Spelvin in your journeyings, Mr Crabtree?’




  ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Mr Crabtree miserably.




  ‘Then you are not a playgoer, and that is all to the good. And if I may hazard a guess, you are not one to indulge yourself in literature or the cinema either?’




  ‘I do try to keep up with the daily newspaper,’ said Mr Crabtree stoutly. ‘There’s a good deal to read in it, you know, Mr Spelvin, and it’s not always easy,

  considering my work here, to find time for other diversions. That is, if a man wants to keep up with the newspapers.’




  The corners of the wide mouth lifted in what Mr Crabtree hoped was a smile. ‘That is precisely what I hoped to hear you say. Facts, Mr Crabtree, facts! I wanted a man with a single-minded

  interest in facts, and your words now as well as your application to your work tell me I have found him in you. I am very gratified, Mr Crabtree.’




  Mr Crabtree found that the blood was thumping pleasantly through his veins. ‘Thank you. Thank you again, Mr Spelvin. I know I’ve been trying very hard, but I didn’t know

  whether . . . Won’t you sit down?’ Mr Crabtree tried to get his arm around the barrel before him in order to swing the chair into position, and failed. ‘The office is a bit small.

  But very comfortable,’ he stammered hastily.




  ‘I am sure it is suitable,’ said Mr Spelvin. He stepped back until he was almost fixed against the window and indicated the chair. ‘Now I should like you to be seated, Mr

  Crabtree, while I discuss the matter I came on.’




  Under the spell of that commanding hand Mr Crabtree sank into the chair and pivoted it until he faced the window and the squat figure outlined against it. ‘If there is any question about

  today’s report,’ he said, ‘I am afraid it isn’t complete yet. There were some notes on Efficiency Instruments . . .’




  Mr Spelvin waved the matter aside indifferently. ‘I am not here to discuss that,’ he said slowly. ‘I am here to find the answer to a problem which confronts me. And I rely on

  you, Mr Crabtree, to help me find that answer.’




  ‘A problem?’ Mr Crabtree found himself warm with a sense of well-being. ‘I’ll do everything I can to help, Mr Spelvin. Everything I possibly can.’




  The bulging eyes probed his worriedly. ‘Then tell me this, Mr Crabtree: how would you go about killing a man?’




  ‘I?’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘How would I go . . . I’m afraid I don’t understand, Mr Spelvin.’




  ‘I said,’ Mr Spelvin repeated, carefully stressing each word, ‘how would you go about killing a man?’




  Mr Crabtree’s jaw dropped. ‘But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. That,’ he said, ‘that would be murder!’




  ‘Exactly,’ said Mr Spelvin.




  ‘But you’re joking,’ said Mr Crabtree, and tried to laugh, without managing to get more than a thin, breathless wheeze through his constricted throat. Even that pitiful effort

  was cut short by the sight of the stony face before him. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mr Spelvin, terribly sorry. You can see it’s not the customary . . . it’s not the kind of thing

  . . .’




  ‘Mr Crabtree. In the financial journals you study so assiduously you will find my name – my own name – repeated endlessly. I have a finger in many pies, Mr Crabtree, and it

  always prods the plum. To use the more blatant adjectives, I am wealthy and powerful far beyond your wildest dreams – granting that you are capable of wild dreams – and a man does not

  attain that position by idling his time away on pointless jokes, or in passing the time of day with hirelings. My time is limited, Mr Crabtree. If you cannot answer my question, say so, and let it

  go at that!’




  ‘I don’t believe I can,’ said Mr Crabtree piteously.




  ‘You should have said that at once,’ Mr Spelvin replied, ‘and spared me my moment of choler. Frankly, I did not believe you could answer my question, and if you had, it would

  have been a most disillusioning experience. You see, Mr Crabtree, I envy, I deeply envy, your serenity of existence where such questions never even enter. Unfortunately, I am not in that position.

  At one point in my career, I made a mistake, the only mistake that has ever marked my rise to fortune. This, in time, came to the attention of a man who combines ruthlessness and cleverness to a

  dangerous degree, and I have been in the power of that man ever since. He is, in fact, a blackmailer, a common blackmailer who has come to set too high a price on his wares, and so, must now pay

  for them himself.’




  ‘You intend,’ said Mr Crabtree hoarsely, ‘to kill him?’




  Mr Spelvin threw out a plump hand in protest. ‘If a fly rested on the palm of that hand,’ he said sharply, ‘I could not find the power to close my fingers and crush the life

  from it. To be blunt, Mr Crabtree, I am totally incapable of committing an act of violence, and while that may be an admirable quality in many ways, it is merely an embarrassment now, since the man

  must certainly be killed.’ Mr Spelvin paused. ‘Nor is this a task for a paid assassin. If I resorted to one, I would most assuredly be exchanging one blackmailer for another, and that

  is altogether impractical.’ Mr Spelvin paused again. ‘So, Mr Crabtree, you can see there is only one conclusion to be drawn: the responsibility for destroying my tormentor rests

  entirely on you.’




  ‘Me!’ cried Mr Crabtree. ‘Why, I could never – no, never!’




  ‘Oh, come,’ said Mr Spelvin brusquely. ‘You are working yourself into a dangerous state. Before you carry it any further, Mr Crabtree, I should like to make clear that your

  failure to carry out my request means that when you leave this office today, you leave it permanently. I cannot tolerate an employee who does not understand his position.’




  ‘Not tolerate!’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘But that is not right, that is not right at all, Mr Spelvin. I’ve been working hard.’ His spectacles blurred. He fumbled with

  them, cleaned them carefully, replaced them on his nose. ‘And to leave me with such a secret. I don’t see it; I don’t see it at all. Why,’ he said in alarm,

  ‘it’s a matter for the police!’




  To his horror Mr Spelvin’s face turned alarmingly red, and the huge body started to shake in a convulsion of mirth that rang deafeningly through the room.




  ‘Forgive me,’ he managed to gasp at last. ‘Forgive me, my dear fellow. I was merely visualizing the scene in which you go to the authorities and tell them of the incredible

  demands put upon you by your employer.’




  ‘You must understand,’ said Mr Crabtree, ‘I am not threatening you, Mr Spelvin. It is only . . .’




  ‘Threatening me? Mr Crabtree, tell me, what connection do you think there is between us in the eyes of the world?’




  ‘Connection? I work for you, Mr Spelvin. I’m an employee here. I . . .’




  Mr Spelvin smiled blandly. ‘What a curious delusion,’ he said, ‘when one can see that you are merely a shabby little man engaged in some pitiful little enterprise that could

  not possibly be of interest to me.’




  ‘But you employed me yourself, Mr Spelvin! I wrote a letter of application!’




  ‘You did,’ said Mr Spelvin, ‘but unfortunately the position was already filled, as I informed you in my very polite letter of explanation. You look incredulous, Mr Crabtree, so

  let me inform you that your letter and a copy of my reply rest securely in my files should the matter ever be called to question.’




  ‘But this office! These furnishings! My subscriptions!’




  ‘Mr Crabtree, Mr Crabtree,’ said Mr Spelvin, shaking his head heavily, ‘did you ever question the source of your weekly income? The manager of this building, the

  dealers in supplies, the publishers who deliver their journals to you were no more interested in my identity than you were. It is, I grant, a bit irregular for me to deal exclusively in currency

  sent through the mails in your name, but have no fears for me, Mr Crabtree. Prompt payments are the opiate of the businessman.’




  ‘But my reports!’ said Mr Crabtree, who was seriously starting to doubt his own existence.




  ‘To be sure, the reports. I daresay that the ingenious Mr Crabtree, after receiving my unfavorable reply to his application, decided to go into business for himself. He thereupon

  instituted a service of financial reports and even attempted to make me one of his clients! I rebuffed him sharply, I can tell you (I have his first report and a copy of my reply

  to it), but he foolishly persists in his efforts. Foolishly, I say, because his reports are absolutely useless to me; I have no interest in any of the corporations he discusses, and why he should

  imagine I would have is beyond my reckoning. Frankly, I suspect the man is an eccentric of the worst type, but since I have had dealings with many of that type I merely disregard him, and destroy

  his daily reports on their arrival.’




  ‘Destroy them?’ said Mr Crabtree, stupefied.




  ‘You have no cause for complaint, I hope,’ said Mr Spelvin with some annoyance. ‘To find a man of your character, Mr Crabtree, it was necessary for me to specify hard

  work in my advertisement. I am only living up to my part of the bargain in providing it, and I fail to see where the final disposition of it is any of your concern.’




  ‘A man of my character,’ echoed Mr Crabtree helplessly, ‘to commit murder?’




  ‘And why not?’ The wide mouth tightened ominously. ‘Let me enlighten you, Mr Crabtree. I have spent a pleasant and profitable share of my life in observing the human species,

  as a scientist might study insects under glass. And I have come to one conclusion, Mr Crabtree, one above all others which has contributed to the making of my own success. I have come to the

  conclusion that to the majority of our species it is the function that is important, not the motives, nor the consequences.




  ‘My advertisement, Mr Crabtree, was calculated to enlist the services of one like that; a perfect representative of the type, in fact. From the moment you answered that advertisement to

  the present, you have been living up to all my expectations: you have been functioning flawlessly with no thought of either motive or consequence.




  ‘Now murder has been made part of your function. I have honored you with an explanation of its motives; the consequences are clearly defined. Either you continue to function as you always

  have, or, to put it in a nutshell, you are out of a job.’




  ‘A job!’ said Mr Crabtree wildly. ‘What does a job matter to a man in prison! Or to a man being hanged!’




  ‘Oh, come,’ remarked Mr Spelvin placidly. ‘Do you think I’d lead you into a trap which might snare me as well? I am afraid you are being obtuse, my dear man. If you are

  not, you must realize clearly that my own security is tied in the same package as yours. And nothing less than your permanent presence in this office and your steadfast application to your work is

  the guarantee of that security.’




  ‘That may be easy to say when you’re hiding under an assumed name,’ said Mr Crabtree hollowly.




  ‘I assure you, Mr Crabtree, my position in the world is such that my identity can be unearthed with small effort. But I must also remind you that should you carry out my request you will

  then be a criminal and, consequently, very discreet.




  ‘On the other hand, if you do not carry out my request – and you have complete freedom of choice in that – any charges you may bring against me will be dangerous only to you.

  The world, Mr Crabtree, knows nothing about our relationship, and nothing about my affair with the gentleman who has been victimizing me and must now become my victim. Neither his demise nor your

  charges could ever touch me, Mr Crabtree.




  ‘Discovering my identity, as I said, would not be difficult. But using that information, Mr Crabtree, can only lead you to a prison or an institution for the deranged.’




  Mr Crabtree felt the last dregs of his strength seeping from him. ‘You have thought of everything,’ he said.




  ‘Everything, Mr Crabtree. When you entered my scheme of things, it was only to put my plan into operation; but long before that I was hard at work weighing, measuring, evaluating every

  step of that plan. For example, this room, this very room, has been chosen only after a long and weary search as perfect for my purpose. Its furnishings have been selected and arranged to further

  that purpose. How? Let me explain that.




  ‘When you are seated at your desk, a visitor is confined to the space I now occupy at the window. The visitor is, of course, the gentleman in question. He will enter and stand here with

  the window entirely open behind him. He will ask you for an envelope a friend has left. This envelope,’ said Mr Spelvin, tossing one to the desk. ‘You will have the envelope in

  your desk, will find it, and hand it to him. Then, since he is a very methodical man (I have learned that well), he will place the envelope in the inside pocket of his jacket – and at that

  moment one good thrust will send him out the window. The entire operation should take less than a minute. Immediately after that,’ Mr Spelvin said calmly, ‘you will close the window to

  the bottom and return to your work.’




  ‘Someone,’ whispered Mr Crabtree, ‘the police . . .’




  ‘Will find,’ said Mr Spelvin, ‘the body of some poor unfortunate who climbed the stairs across the hallway and hurled himself from the roof above. And they will know this

  because inside that envelope secured in his pocket is not what the gentleman in question expects to find there, but a neatly typewritten note explaining the sad affair and its motives, an apology

  for any inconvenience caused (suicides are great ones for apologies, Mr Crabtree), and a most pathetic plea for a quick and peaceful burial. And,’ said Mr Spelvin, gently touching his

  fingertips together, ‘I do not doubt he will get it.’




  ‘What,’ Mr Crabtree said, ‘what if something went wrong? If the man opened the letter when it was given to him. Or . . . if something like that happened?’




  Mr Spelvin shrugged. ‘In that case the gentleman in question would merely make his way off quietly and approach me directly about the matter. Realize, Mr Crabtree, that anyone in my

  friend’s line of work expects occasional little attempts like this, and, while he may not be inclined to think them amusing, he would hardly venture into some precipitous action that might

  kill the goose who lays the golden eggs. No, Mr Crabtree, if such a possibility as you suggest comes to pass, it means only that I must reset my trap, and even more ingeniously.’




  Mr Spelvin drew a heavy watch from his pocket, studied it, then replaced it carefully. ‘My time is growing short, Mr Crabtree. It is not that I find your company wearing, but my man will

  be making his appearance shortly, and matters must be entirely in your hands at that time. All I require of you is this: when he arrives, the window will be open.’ Mr Spelvin thrust it up

  hard and stood for a moment looking appreciatively at the drop below. ‘The envelope will be in your desk.’ He opened the drawer and dropped it in, then closed the drawer firmly.

  ‘And at the moment of decision, you are free to act one way or the other.’




  ‘Free?’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘You said he would ask for the envelope!’




  ‘He will. He will, indeed. But if you indicate that you know nothing about it, he will quietly make his departure, and later communicate with me. And that will be, in effect, a notice of

  your resignation from my employ.’




  Mr Spelvin went to the door and rested one hand on the knob. ‘However,’ he said, ‘if I do not hear from him, that will assure me that you have successfully completed

  your term of probation and are to be henceforth regarded as a capable and faithful employee.’




  ‘But the reports!’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘You destroy them . . .’




  ‘Of course,’ said Mr Spelvin, a little surprised. ‘But you will continue with your work and send the reports to me as you have always done. I assure you, it does not matter to

  me that they are meaningless, Mr Crabtree. They are part of a pattern, and your adherence to that pattern, as I have already told you, is the best assurance of my own security.’




  The door opened, closed quietly, and Mr Crabtree found himself alone in the room.




  The shadow of the building opposite lay heavily on his desk. Mr Crabtree looked at his watch, found himself unable to read it in the growing dimness of the room, and stood up

  to pull the cord of the light over his head. At that moment a peremptory knock sounded on the door.




  ‘Come in,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  The door opened on two figures. One was a small, dapper man, the other a bulky police officer who loomed imposingly over his companion. The small man stepped into the office and, with the

  gesture of a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, withdrew a large wallet from his pocket, snapped it open to show the gleam of a badge, closed it, and slid it back into his pocket.




  ‘Police,’ said the man succinctly. ‘Name’s Sharpe.’




  Mr Crabtree nodded politely. ‘Yes?’ he said.




  ‘Hope you don’t mind,’ said Sharpe briskly. ‘Just a few questions.’




  As if this were a cue, the large policeman came up with an efficient-looking notebook and the stub of a pencil, and stood there poised for action. Mr Crabtree peered over his spectacles at the

  notebook, and through them at the diminutive Sharpe. ‘No,’ said Mr Crabtree, ‘not at all.’




  ‘You’re Crabtree?’ said Sharpe, and Mr Crabtree started, then remembered the name on the door.




  ‘Yes,’ he said.




  Sharpe’s cold eyes flickered over him and then took in the room with a contemptuous glance. ‘This your office?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  ‘You in it all afternoon?’




  ‘Since one o’clock,’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘I go to lunch at twelve and return at one promptly.’




  ‘I’ll bet,’ said Sharpe, then nodded over his shoulder. ‘That door open any time this afternoon?’




  ‘It’s always closed while I am working,’ said Mr Crabtree.




  ‘Then you wouldn’t be able to see anybody going up that stairs across the hall there.’




  ‘No,’ replied Mr Crabtree, ‘I wouldn’t.’




  Sharpe looked at the desk, then ran a reflective thumb along his jaw. ‘I guess you wouldn’t be in a position to see anything happening outside the window either.’




  ‘No, indeed,’ said Mr Crabtree. ‘Not while I’m at work.’




  ‘Now,’ said Sharpe, ‘did you hear something outside of that window this afternoon? Something out of the ordinary, I mean?’




  ‘Out of the ordinary?’ repeated Mr Crabtree vaguely.




  ‘A yell. Somebody yelling. Anything like that?’




  Mr Crabtree puckered his brow. ‘Why, yes,’ he said, ‘yes, I did. And not long ago either. It sounded as if someone had been startled – or frightened. Quite loud, too.

  It’s always so quiet here I couldn’t help hearing it.’




  Sharpe looked over his shoulder and nodded at the policeman who closed his notebook slowly. ‘That ties it up,’ said Sharpe. ‘The guy made the jump, and the second he did it he

  changed his mind, so he came down hollering all the way. Well,’ he said, turning to Mr Crabtree in a burst of confidence, ‘I guess you’ve got a right to know what’s going on

  here. About an hour ago some character jumped off that roof right over your head. Clear case of suicide, note in his pocket and everything, but we like to get all the facts we can.’




  ‘Do you know,’ said Mr Crabtree, ‘who he was?’




  Sharpe shrugged. ‘Another guy with too many troubles. Young, good-looking, pretty snappy dresser. Only thing beats me is why a guy who could afford to dress like that would figure he has

  more troubles than he can handle.’




  The policeman in uniform spoke for the first time. ‘That letter he left,’ he said deferentially, ‘sounds like he was a little crazy.’




  ‘You have to be a little crazy to take that way out,’ said Sharpe.




  ‘You’re a long time dead,’ said the policeman heavily.




  Sharpe held the doorknob momentarily. ‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said to Mr Crabtree, ‘but you know how it is. Anyhow, you’re lucky in a way. Couple of girls downstairs

  saw him go by and passed right out.’ He winked as he closed the door behind him.




  Mr Crabtree stood looking at the closed door until the sound of heavy footsteps passed out of hearing. Then he seated himself in the chair and pulled himself closer to the desk. Some magazines

  and sheets of stationery lay there in mild disarray, and he arranged the magazines in a neat pile, stacking them so that all corners met precisely. Mr Crabtree picked up his pen, dipped it into the

  ink bottle, and steadied the paper before him with his other hand.




  Efficiency Instruments, Ltd, he wrote carefully, shows increased activity . . .




  





  Death on Christmas Eve




  As a child I had been vastly impressed by the Boerum house. It was fairly new then, and glossy; a gigantic pile of Victorian rickrack, fretwork, and

  stained glass, flung together in such chaotic profusion that it was hard to encompass in one glance. Standing before it this early Christmas Eve, however, I could find no echo of that youthful

  impression. The gloss was long since gone; woodwork, glass, metal, all were merged to a dreary gray, and the shades behind the windows were drawn completely so that the house seemed to present a

  dozen blindly staring eyes to the passerby.




  When I rapped my stick sharply on the door, Celia opened it.




  ‘There is a doorbell right at hand,’ she said. She was still wearing the long outmoded and badly wrinkled black dress she must have dragged from her mother’s trunk, and she

  looked, more than ever, the image of old Katrin in her later years: the scrawny body, the tightly compressed lips, the colorless hair drawn back hard enough to pull every wrinkle out of her

  forehead. She reminded me of a steel trap ready to snap down on anyone who touched her incautiously.




  I said, ‘I am aware that the doorbell has been disconnected, Celia,’ and walked past her into the hallway. Without turning my head, I knew that she was glaring at me; then she

  sniffed once, hard and dry, and flung the door shut. Instantly we were in a murky dimness that made the smell of dry rot about me stick in my throat. I fumbled for the wall switch, but Celia said

  sharply, ‘No! This is not the time for lights.’




  I turned to the white blur of her face, which was all I could see of her. ‘Celia,’ I said, ‘spare me the dramatics.’




  ‘There has been a death in this house. You know that.’




  ‘I have good reason to,’ I said, ‘but your performance now does not impress me.’




  ‘She was my own brother’s wife. She was very dear to me.’




  I took a step toward her in the murk and rested my stick on her shoulder. ‘Celia,’ I said, ‘as your family’s lawyer, let me give you a word of advice. The inquest is over

  and done with, and you’ve been cleared. But nobody believed a word of your precious sentiments then, and nobody ever will. Keep that in mind, Celia.’




  She jerked away so sharply that the stick almost fell from my hand. ‘Is that what you have come to tell me?’ she said.




  I said, ‘I came because I knew your brother would want to see me today. And if you don’t mind my saying so, I suggest that you keep to yourself while I talk to him. I don’t

  want any scenes.’




  ‘Then keep away from him yourself!’ she cried. ‘He was at the inquest. He saw them clear my name. In a little while he will forget the evil he thinks of me. Keep away from him

  so that he can forget.’




  She was at her infuriating worst, and to break the spell I started up the dark stairway, one hand warily on the balustrade. But I heard her follow eagerly behind, and in some eerie way it seemed

  as if she were not addressing me, but answering the groaning of the stairs under our feet.




  ‘When he comes to me,’ she said, ‘I will forgive him. At first I was not sure, but now I know. I prayed for guidance, and I was told that life is too short for hatred. So when

  he comes to me I will forgive him.’




  I reached the head of the stairway and almost went sprawling. I swore in annoyance as I righted myself. ‘If you’re not going to use lights, Celia, you should, at least, keep the way

  clear. Why don’t you get that stuff out of here?’




  ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘those are all poor Jessie’s belongings. It hurts Charlie so to see anything of hers, I knew this would be the best thing to do – to throw all her

  things out.’




  Then a note of alarm entered her voice. ‘But you won’t tell Charlie, will you? You won’t tell him?’ she said, and kept repeating it on a higher and higher note as I moved

  away from her, so that when I entered Charlie’s room and closed the door behind me it almost sounded as if I had left a bat chittering behind me.




  As in the rest of the house, the shades in Charlie’s room were drawn to their full length. But a single bulb in the chandelier overhead dazzled me momentarily, and I had to look twice

  before I saw Charlie sprawled out on his bed with an arm flung over his eyes. Then he slowly came to his feet and peered at me.




  ‘Well,’ he said at last, nodding toward the door, ‘she didn’t give you any light to come up, did she?’




  ‘No,’ I said, ‘but I know the way.’




  ‘She’s like a mole,’ he said. ‘Gets around better in the dark than I do in the light. She’d rather have it that way too. Otherwise she might look into a mirror and

  be scared of what she sees there.’




  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘she seems to be taking it very hard.’




  He laughed short and sharp as a sea-lion barking. ‘That’s because she’s still got the fear in her. All you get out of her now is how she loved Jessie, and how sorry she is.

  Maybe she figures if she says it enough, people might get to believe it. But give her a little time and she’ll be the same old Celia again.’




  I dropped my hat and stick on the bed and laid my overcoat beside them. Then I drew out a cigar and waited until he fumbled for a match and helped me to a light. His hand shook so violently that

  he had hard going for a moment and muttered angrily at himself. Then I slowly exhaled a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling, and waited.




  Charlie was Celia’s junior by five years, but seeing him then it struck me that he looked a dozen years older. His hair was the same pale blond, almost colorless so that it was hard to

  tell if it was graying or not. But his cheeks wore a fine, silvery stubble, and there were huge blue-black pouches under his eyes. And where Celia was braced against a rigid and uncompromising

  backbone, Charlie sagged, standing or sitting, as if he were on the verge of falling forward. He stared at me and tugged uncertainly at the limp mustache that drooped past the corners of his

  mouth.




  ‘You know what I wanted to see you about, don’t you?’ he said.




  ‘I can imagine,’ I said, ‘but I’d rather have you tell me.’




  ‘I’ll put it to you straight,’ he said. ‘It’s Celia. I want to see her get what’s coming to her. Not jail. I want the law to take her and kill her, and I want

  to be there to watch it.’




  A large ash dropped to the floor, and I ground it carefully into the rug with my foot. I said, ‘You were at the inquest, Charlie; you saw what happened. Celia’s cleared, and unless

  additional evidence can be produced, she stays cleared.’




  ‘Evidence! My God, what more evidence does anyone need! They were arguing hammer and tongs at the top of the stairs. Celia just grabbed Jessie and threw her down to the bottom and killed

  her. That’s murder, isn’t it? Just the same as if she used a gun or poison or whatever she would have used if the stairs weren’t handy?’




  I sat down wearily in the old leather-bound armchair there and studied the new ash that was forming on my cigar. ‘Let me show it to you from the legal angle,’ I said, and the

  monotone of my voice must have made it sound like a well-memorized formula. ‘First, there were no witnesses.’




  ‘I heard Jessie scream and I heard her fall,’ he said doggedly, ‘and when I ran out and found her there, I heard Celia slam her door shut right then. She pushed Jessie and then

  scuttered like a rat to be out of the way.’




  ‘But you didn’t see anything. And since Celia claims that she wasn’t on the scene, there were no witnesses. In other words, Celia’s story cancels out your story,

  and since you weren’t an eyewitness you can’t very well make a murder out of what might have been an accident.’




  He slowly shook his head.




  ‘You don’t believe that,’ he said. ‘You don’t really believe that. Because if you do, you can get out now and never come near me again.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter what I believe; I’m showing you the legal aspects of the case. What about motivation? What did Celia have to gain from Jessie’s death? Certainly

  there’s no money or property involved; she’s as financially independent as you are.’




  Charlie sat down on the edge of his bed and leaned toward me with his hands resting on his knees. ‘No,’ he whispered, ‘there’s no money or property in it.’




  I spread my arms helplessly. ‘You see?’




  ‘But you know what it is,’ he said. ‘It’s me. First, it was the old lady with her heart trouble any time I tried to call my soul my own. Then when she died and I thought

  I was free, it was Celia. From the time I got up in the morning until I went to bed at night, it was Celia every step of the way. She never had a husband or a baby – but she had

  me!’




  I said quietly, ‘She’s your sister, Charlie. She loves you,’ and he laughed that same unpleasant, short laugh.




  ‘She loves me like ivy loves a tree. When I think back now, I still can’t see how she did it, but she would just look at me a certain way and all the strength would go out of me. And

  it was like that until I met Jessie . . . I remember the day I brought Jessie home, and told Celia we were married. She swallowed it, but that look was in her eyes the same as it must have been

  when she pushed Jessie down those stairs.’




  I said, ‘But you admitted at the inquest that you never saw her threaten Jessie or do anything to hurt her.’




  ‘Of course I never saw! But when Jessie would go around sick to her heart every day and not say a word, or cry in bed every night and not tell me why, I knew damn well what was

  going on. You know what Jessie was like. She wasn’t so smart or pretty, but she was good-hearted as the day was long, and she was crazy about me. And when she started losing all that sparkle

  in her after only a month, I knew why. I talked to her and I talked to Celia, and both of them just shook their heads. All I could do was go around in circles, but when it happened, when I saw

  Jessie lying there, it didn’t surprise me. Maybe that sounds queer, but it didn’t surprise me at all.’




  ‘I don’t think it surprised anyone who knows Celia,’ I said, ‘but you can’t make a case out of that.’




  He beat his fist against his knee and rocked from side to side. ‘What can I do?’ he said. ‘That’s what I need you for – to tell me what to do. All my life I never

  got around to doing anything because of her. That’s what she’s banking on now – that I won’t do anything, and that she’ll get away with it. Then after a while,

  things’ll settle down, and we’ll be right back where we started from.’




  I said, ‘Charlie, you’re getting yourself all worked up to no end.’ He stood up and stared at the door, and then at me. ‘But I can do something,’ he whispered.

  ‘Do you know what?’




  He waited with the bright expectancy of one who has asked a clever riddle that he knows will stump the listener. I stood up facing him, and shook my head slowly. ‘No,’ I said.

  ‘Whatever you’re thinking, put it out of your mind.’




  ‘Don’t mix me up,’ he said. ‘You know you can get away with murder if you’re as smart as Celia. Don’t you think I’m as smart as Celia?’




  I caught his shoulders tightly. ‘For God’s sake, Charlie,’ I said, ‘don’t start talking like that.’




  He pulled out of my hands and went staggering back against the wall. His eyes were bright, and his teeth showed behind his drawn lips. ‘What should I do?’ he cried. ‘Forget

  everything now that Jessie is dead and buried? Sit here until Celia gets tired of being afraid of me and kills me too?’




  My years and girth had betrayed me in that little tussle with him, and I found myself short of dignity and breath. ‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ I said. ‘You haven’t

  been out of this house since the inquest. It’s about time you got out, if only to walk the streets and look around you.’




  ‘And have everybody laugh at me as I go!’




  ‘Try it,’ I said, ‘and see. Al Sharp said that some of your friends would be at his bar and grill tonight, and he’d like to see you there. That’s my advice –

  for whatever it’s worth.’




  ‘It’s not worth anything,’ said Celia. The door had been opened, and she stood there rigid, her eyes narrowed against the light in the room. Charlie turned toward her, the

  muscles of his jaw knotting and unknotting.




  ‘Celia,’ he said, ‘I told you never to come into this room!’




  Her face remained impassive. ‘I’m not in it. I came to tell you that your dinner is ready.’




  He took a menacing step toward her. ‘Did you have your ear at that door long enough to hear everything I said? Or should I repeat it for you?’




  ‘I heard an ungodly and filthy thing,’ she said quietly, ‘an invitation to drink and roister while this house is in mourning. I think I have every right to object to

  that.’




  He looked at her incredulously and had to struggle for words. ‘Celia,’ he said, ‘tell me you don’t mean that! Only the blackest hypocrite alive or someone insane could

  say what you’ve just said and mean it.’




  That struck a spark in her. ‘Insane!’ she cried. ‘You dare use that word? Locked in your room, talking to yourself, thinking heaven knows what!’ She turned to me

  suddenly. ‘You’ve talked to him. You ought to know. Is it possible that—’




  ‘He is as sane as you, Celia,’ I said heavily.




  ‘Then he should know that one doesn’t drink in saloons at a time like this. How could you ask him to do it?’




  She flung the question at me with such an air of malicious triumph that I completely forgot myself. ‘If you weren’t preparing to throw out Jessie’s belongings, Celia, I would

  take that question seriously!’




  It was a reckless thing to say, and I had instant cause to regret it. Before I could move, Charlie was past me and had Celia’s arms pinned in a paralyzing grip.




  ‘Did you dare to go into her room?’ he raged, shaking her savagely. ‘Tell me!’ And then, getting an immediate answer from the panic in her face, he dropped her arms as if

  they were red hot, and stood there sagging with his head bowed.




  Celia reached out a placating hand toward him. ‘Charlie,’ she whimpered, ‘don’t you see? Having her things around bothers you. I only wanted to help you.’




  ‘Where are her things?’




  ‘By the stairs, Charlie. Everything is there.’




  He started down the hallway, and with the sound of his uncertain footsteps moving away I could feel my heartbeat slowing down to its normal tempo. Celia turned to look at me, and there was such

  a raging hatred in her face that I knew only a desperate need to get out of that house at once. I took my things from the bed and started past her, but she barred the door.




  ‘Do you see what you’ve done?’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘Now I will have to pack them all over again. It tires me, but I will have to pack them all over again just because

  of you.’




  ‘That is entirely up to you, Celia,’ I said coldly.




  ‘You,’ she said. ‘You old fool. It should have been you along with her when I—’




  I dropped my stick sharply on her shoulder and could feel her wince under it. ‘As your lawyer, Celia,’ I said, ‘I advise you to exercise your tongue only during your sleep,

  when you can’t be held accountable for what you say.’




  She said no more, but I made sure she stayed safely in front of me until I was out in the street again.




  From the Boerum house to Al Sharp’s Bar and Grill was only a few minutes’ walk, and I made it in good time, grateful for the sting of the clear winter air in my

  face. Al was alone behind the bar, busily polishing glasses, and when he saw me enter he greeted me cheerfully. ‘Merry Christmas, counselor,’ he said.




  ‘Same to you,’ I said, and watched him place a comfortable-looking bottle and a pair of glasses on the bar.




  ‘You’re regular as the seasons, counselor,’ said Al, pouring out two stiff ones. ‘I was expecting you along right about now.’




  We drank to each other and Al leaned confidingly on the bar. ‘Just come from there?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said.




  ‘See Charlie?’




  ‘And Celia,’ I said.




  ‘Well,’ said Al, ‘that’s nothing exceptional. I’ve seen her too when she comes by to do some shopping. Runs along with her head down and that black shawl over it

  like she was being chased by something. I guess she is at that.’




  ‘I guess she is,’ I said.




  ‘But Charlie, he’s the one. Never see him around at all. Did you tell him I’d like to see him some time?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I told him.’




  ‘What did he say?’




  ‘Nothing. Celia said it was wrong for him to come here while he was in mourning.’




  Al whistled softly and expressively, and twirled a forefinger at his forehead. ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘do you think it’s safe for them to be alone together like they are? I

  mean, the way things stand, and the way Charlie feels, there could be another case of trouble there.’




  ‘It looked like it for a while tonight,’ I said. ‘But it blew over.’




  ‘Until next time.’ said Al.




  ‘I’ll be there,’ I said.




  Al looked at me and shook his head. ‘Nothing changes in that house,’ he said. ‘Nothing at all. That’s why you can figure out all the answers in advance. That’s how

  I knew you’d be standing here right about now talking to me about it.’




  I could still smell the dry rot of the house in my nostrils, and I knew it would take days before I could get it out of my clothes.




  ‘This is one day I’d like to cut out of the calendar permanently,’ I said.




  ‘And leave them alone to their troubles. It would serve them right.’




  ‘They’re not alone,’ I said. ‘Jessie is with them. Jessie will always be with them until that house and everything in it is gone.’




  Al frowned. ‘It’s the queerest thing that ever happened in this town, all right. The house all black, her running through the streets like something hunted, him lying there in that

  room with only the walls to look at, for – when was it Jessie took that fall, counselor?’




  By shifting my eyes a little I could see in the mirror behind Al the reflection of my own face: ruddy, deep jowled, a little incredulous.




  ‘Twenty years ago,’ I heard myself saying. ‘Just twenty years ago tonight.’




  





  The Orderly World of Mr Appleby




  Mr Appleby was a small, prim man who wore rimless spectacles, parted his graying hair in the middle, and took sober pleasure in pointing out that

  there was no room in the properly organized life for the operations of Chance. Consequently, when he decided that the time had come to investigate the most efficient methods for disposing of his

  wife he knew where to look.




  He found the book, a text on forensic medicine, on the shelf of a second-hand bookshop among several volumes of like topic, and since all but one were in a distressingly shabby and dog-eared

  state which offended him to his very core, he chose the only one in reasonably good condition. Most of the cases it presented, he discovered on closer examination, were horrid studies of the

  results (vividly illustrated) of madness and lust – enough to set any decent man wondering at the number of monsters inhabiting the earth. One case, however, seemed to be exactly what he was

  looking for, and this he made the object of his most intensive study.




  It was the case of Mrs X (the book was replete with Mrs X’s, and Mr Y’s, and Miss Z’s) who died after what was presumably an accidental fall on a scatter rug in her home.

  However, a lawyer representing the interests of the late lamented charged her husband with murder, and at a coroner’s investigation was attempting to prove his charge when the accused

  abruptly settled matters by dropping dead of a heart attack.




  All this was of moderate interest to Mr Appleby whose motive, a desire to come into the immediate possession of his wife’s estate, was strikingly similar to the alleged motive of Mrs

  X’s husband. But more important were the actual details of the case. Mrs X had been in the act of bringing him a glass of water, said her husband, when the scatter rug, as scatter rugs will,

  had suddenly slipped from under her feet.




  In rebuttal the indefatigable lawyer had produced a medical authority who made clear through a number of charts (all of which were handsomely reproduced in the book) that in the act of receiving

  the glass of water it would have been child’s play for the husband to lay one hand behind his wife’s shoulder, another hand along her jaw, and with a sudden thrust produce the same

  drastic results as the fall on the scatter rug, without leaving any clues as to the nature of his crime.




  It should be made clear now that in studying these charts and explanations relentlessly Mr Appleby was not acting the part of the greedy man going to any lengths to appease that greed. True, it

  was money he wanted, but it was money for the maintenance of what he regarded as a holy cause. And that was the Shop: Appleby, Antiques and Curios.




  The Shop was the sun of Mr Appleby’s universe. He had bought it twenty years before with the pittance left by his father, and at best it provided him with a poor living. At worst –

  and it was usually at worst – it had forced him to draw on his mother’s meager store of good will and capital. Since his mother was not one to give up a penny lightly, the Shop brought

  about a series of pitched battles which, however, always saw it the victor – since in the last analysis the Shop was to Mr Appleby what Mr Appleby was to his mother.




  This unhappy triangle was finally shattered by his mother’s death, at which time Mr Appleby discovered that she had played a far greater role in maintaining his orderly little world than

  he had hitherto realized. This concerned not only the money she occasionally gave him, but also his personal habits.




  He ate lightly and warily. His mother had been adept at toasting and boiling his meals to perfection. His nerves were violently shaken if anything in the house was out of place, and she had been

  a living assurance he would be spared this. Her death, therefore, left a vast and uncomfortable gap in his life, and in studying methods to fill it he was led to contemplate marriage, and then to

  the act itself.




  His wife was a pale, thin-lipped woman so much like his mother in appearance and gesture that sometimes on her entrance into a room he was taken aback by the resemblance. In only one respect did

  she fail him: she could not understand the significance of the Shop, nor his feelings about it. That was disclosed the first time he broached the subject of a small loan that would enable him to

  meet some business expenses.




  Mrs Appleby had been well in the process of withering on the vine when her husband-to-be had proposed to her, but to give her full due she was not won by the mere prospect of finally making a

  marriage. Actually, though she would have blushed at such a blunt statement of her secret thought, it was the large, mournful eyes behind his rimless spectacles that turned the trick, promising, as

  they did, hidden depths of emotion neatly garbed in utter respectability. When she learned very soon after her wedding that the hidden depths were evidently too well hidden ever to be explored by

  her, she shrugged the matter off and turned to boiling and toasting his meals with good enough grace. The knowledge that the impressive Appleby, Antiques and Curios was a hollow

  shell she took in a different spirit.




  She made some brisk investigations and then announced her findings to Mr Appleby with some heat.




  ‘Antiques and curios!’ she said shrilly. ‘Why, that whole collection of stuff is nothing but a pile of junk. Just a bunch of worthless dust-catchers, that’s all it

  is!’




  What she did not understand was that these objects, which to the crass and commercial eye might seem worthless, were to Mr Appleby the stuff of life itself. The Shop had grown directly from his

  childhood mania for collecting, assorting, labeling, and preserving anything he could lay his hands on. And the value of any item in the Shop increased proportionately with the length of time he

  possessed it; whether a cracked imitation of Sévres, or clumsily faked Chippendale, or rusty saber made no difference. Each piece had won a place for itself; a permanent, immutable place, as

  far as Mr Appleby was concerned; and strangely enough it was the sincere agony he suffered in giving up a piece that led to the few sales he made. The customer who was uncertain of values had only

  to get a glimpse of this agony to be convinced that he was getting a rare bargain. Fortunately, no customer could have imagined for a moment that it was the thought of the empty space left: by the

  object’s departure – the brief disorder which the emptiness made – and not a passion for the object itself that drew Mr Appleby’s pinched features into a mask of pain.




  So, not understanding, Mrs Appleby took an unsympathetic tack. ‘You’ll get my mite when I’m dead and gone,’ she said, ‘and only when I’m dead and

  gone.’




  Thus unwittingly she tried herself, was found wanting, and it only remained for sentence to be executed. When the time came Mr Appleby applied the lessons he had gleaned from his invaluable

  textbook, and found them accurate in every detail. It was over quickly, quietly, and, outside of a splash of water on his trousers, neatly. The Medical Examiner growled something about those

  indescribable scatter rugs costing more lives than drunken motorists; the policeman in charge kindly offered to do whatever he could in the way of making funeral arrangements; and that was all

  there was to it.




  It had been so easy – so undramatic, in fact – that it was not until a week later when a properly sympathetic lawyer was making him an accounting of his wife’s estate that Mr

  Appleby suddenly understood the whole, magnificent new world that had been opened up to him.




  Discretion must sometimes outweigh sentiment, and Mr Appleby was, if anything, a discreet man. After his wife’s estate had been cleared, the Shop was moved to another

  location far from its original setting. It was moved again after the sudden demise of the second Mrs Appleby, and by the time the sixth Mrs Appleby had been disposed of, the removals were merely

  part of a fruitful pattern.




  Because of their similarities – they were all pale, thin-featured women with pinched lips, adept at toasting and boiling, and adamant on the subjects of regularity and order – Mr

  Appleby was inclined to remember his departed wives rather vaguely en masse. Only in one regard did he qualify them: the number of digits their bank accounts totaled up to. For that reason

  he thought of the first two Mrs Applebys as Fours; the third as a Three (an unpleasant surprise); and the last three as Fives. The sum would have been a pretty penny by anyone else’s

  standards, but since each succeeding portion of it had been snapped up by the insatiable Appleby, Antiques and Curios – in much the way a fly is snapped up by a hungry

  lizard – Mr Appleby found himself soon after the burial of the sixth Mrs Appleby in deeper and warmer financial waters than ever. So desperate were his circumstances that although he dreamed

  of another Five he would have settled for a Four on the spot. It was at this opportune moment that Martha Sturgis entered his life, and after fifteen minutes’ conversation with her he brushed

  all thoughts of Fours and Fives from his mind.
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