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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  PART ONE:




  Blindfold Quest




  





  Chapter One




  THE TRAIN LEFT Washington at 10:45 P.M. Starting at Manhattan, it was the New York-Atlanta-New Orleans Limited, number 37, the

  most luxurious train on a southerly run. When it pulled out of Union Station at Washington, that Monday night in October of the year 1912, Jim Blake had just swung aboard.




  And this chronicle must begin with the reason for his journey.




  Half-past nine of the same morning—Monday, October 14th—had found Jim Blake finishing breakfast in his bachelor apartment on the south side of Gramercy Park in New York, with stout

  Mrs. McCool standing by to tidy up afterwards. A little over middle height, lean, and not ill-looking in a strongly Anglo-Saxon way, Jim at thirty-five might be accounted a very fortunate man. He

  had just poured another cup of coffee and lighted his first cigarette when the telephone rang.




  The call came from Colonel Harvey at Harper’s. Ebullient Colonel George Harvey, president of the stately old publishing house in Franklin Square, was also the very active editor of

  Harper’s Weekly, with his name spread across its cover every Saturday. And George Harvey had many talents. He charmed authors; he hypnotized the press; he had steered the firm through

  a bad financial crisis at the turn of the century. But nowadays not everybody trusted his judgment; he had been spending so heavily on publicity that the directors were alarmed.




  Colonel Harvey’s voice, impressive if a trifle strident, rang heartily over the wire. Today he had chosen to be avuncular.




  “Morning, Jim, boy! Didn’t get you out of bed, did I?”




  “No, not at all. If there’s something on your mind, Colonel Harvey . . .”




  “There is, my lad. Despite your new-found prosperity and freedom from ancient shackles, are you still game to take on a special assignment for the Weekly?”




  “With pleasure, if it interests me. What’s the assignment?”




  “A supplementary question,” said Colonel Harvey. “How well do you know New Orleans?”




  “Hardly at all.”




  The telephone refused to believe this.




  “Oh, come on! You were at college in the South, and yet you’re not familiar with New Orleans?”




  “It’s just one of those things. Richmond and Charleston I know well, and Atlanta pretty well. Years ago, as an undergraduate, I was in New Orleans once to visit a classmate named Leo

  Shepley, and had a high old time in my unregenerate days. But that’s about all. Having been abroad for so long . . .”




  “Jim, a good newspaperman can land on his feet anywhere. This story that needs your particular touch: I’m betting you’ll jump at it.”




  “You haven’t told me what it is.”




  “And I don’t think I will, on the phone.”




  “Is it as secret as all that?”




  “It’s not secret at all. Can you manage to come down here and see me this morning?”




  “Yes, of course. In about an hour?”




  “Good! I haven’t looked up trains yet, but you may have to move fast. Better pack a bag ahead of time, just in case.”




  “Expect me by ten-thirty or even earlier, Colonel Harvey. The bag shall be packed and waiting. ’Bye, Colonel.” Jim hung up the receiver and turned. “Mrs. McCool . .

  .”




  “Your bag’s a’ready packed, sor,” announced Mrs. McCool, emerging from the bedroom with a small suitcase in her hand. “I knew ye’d be nayding ut as soon as I

  heard ’twas Colonel Harvey. Colonel Harvey!” Her voice grew lyrical. “A grand name, wid bugles in ut! And whin would the gintleman ’a’ been a colonel, now? In the

  Spanish War, maybe, like Colonel Roosevelt?”




  “Well, no. He was once appointed military aide to a former governor of New Jersey. In the sense you mean, he’s no more a real colonel than the first Cornelius Vanderbilt was a real

  commodore. But he came by the title honestly, as such things go; he still uses it.”




  “Good luck to him, sor, and to you too! Dhen it’s off to New Orleans you’ll be?”




  “Yes, very probably. Thanks for packing the bag, Mrs. McCool.”




  “No thanks nayded; it’s me pleasure. But New Orleans, now!” Mrs. McCool brooded darkly. “Yon’s a place o’ sin and wickedness, I’ve heard

  tell.”




  “It’s a civilized city, Mrs. McCool. And a broadminded one, too.”




  “Broadminded, is it? If ye mane booze and women, which is what ye do mane, say so plain and shame the divil! Not that I’d call ye loose or immoral, worse dhan what most men are:

  though in London, be all accounts, you were more took wid a couple o’ freezin’ Englishwomen dhan befits a Yankee gintleman o’ Scotch descent.”




  His partiality to Albion’s daughters Jim could not deny. But for verbal accuracy he was something of a purist.




  “Scots descent, Mrs. McCool,” he corrected rather sharply. “Scotch comes out of a bottle.”




  “Sure ’tis enough o’dhat ye’ve had, I’ll be bound, though you’re no soak ayther!” Again her tone changed. “Oh, bedad, who am I to criticize

  me betters? Now galong widja to Colonel Harvey, and to New Orleans too if it must be! ’Tis damn few Englishwomen will be tempting you dhere, glory be!”




  Taking his hat, the suitcase, and a morning paper at whose headlines he had scarcely glanced, Jim tramped downstairs and out into a winelike autumn day, brisk but not at all chilly, with

  tattered trees inside the railings of the square. He crossed the street to his bank, the Gramercy Park branch of the Atlas Title & Trust Co., and drew out more than enough cash to see him

  through.




  Then, pondering. . . .




  On his return to America a year ago, with The Count of Monte Carlo piling up royalties, he had bought a fifty-horsepower Peerless and learned to drive it. Now he wished he had waited. The

  1912 Cadillac featured an automatic electric starting-device (no more need to wrench at a crank, if this worked), and electric lamps instead of cumbersome acetylene gas.




  Still, the Peerless was a first-rate car. For an instant Jim toyed with the notion of driving it to Franklin Square this morning, though only for an instant.




  New York had changed during his absence abroad; but then, as you so constantly heard, this city was always changing. The new Pennsylvania Station had been open for two years. The stone lions of

  a new Public Library haughtily faced Fifth Avenue. They had almost finished the new Goliath of the Woolworth Building, soaring sixty floors above Broadway between Barclay Street and Park Place.




  But the problem of tangled traffic, a horse-drawn parade now complicated by far-from-silent automobiles, changed only for the worse. Much though he enjoyed motoring, Jim Blake seldom drove in

  town except when on his way out of it or returning. Since most cars still had the steering-wheel on the right-hand side, it was no easy matter to judge oncoming traffic in a crowded street.




  At least motor-cabs had become plentiful. Crossing Gramercy Park again, Jim hailed one outside the club next door to his own address. As the cab chugged west to Fourth Avenue, then south past

  Union Square for the long run down Broadway, he settled back and unfolded his morning paper.




  “This job for the Weekly! . . .” he said to himself.




  Harper’s Weekly, subtitled ‘A Journal of Civilization,’ had been a potent political force ever since the cartoons of the late Thomas Nast did so much to break Boss Tweed

  in the eighteen-seventies. Whatever assignment Colonel Harvey had in mind, Jim fervently hoped it had no concern with politics.




  And yet you couldn’t escape politics wherever you turned. As election day drew nearer, every newspaper shook to the uproar of a three-cornered fight for the Presidency of the United States

  in which the Republican incumbent, William Howard Taft, was challenged both by Governor Wilson for the Democrats and by rambunctious Theodore Roosevelt for the Progressive or Bull Moose party he

  had created when the Republican bosses refused to nominate him at Chicago. Mr. Wilson said Roosevelt was a megalomaniac, Mr. Roosevelt said Wilson looked and talked like an apothecary’s

  clerk, and both of them made remarks anything but flattering to Mr. Taft.




  They were still at it; today Colonel Roosevelt would make a speech in Milwaukee. But even T.R., that perennial headline-grabber and God’s gift to cartoonists, had been almost pushed off

  page one. War exploded in the Balkans, with Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro united to march against Turkey. A European conflagration must at all costs be averted.




  Here in New York, over the week-end, there had been a conference of Democratic bigwigs at the Hotel Astor. The liner Mauretania would sail this afternoon for Southampton and Cherbourg,

  bearing . . .




  Oh, never mind!




  At shortly past ten o’clock Jim’s cab set him down at the House of Harper. Plagued by disastrous fires since the firm’s founding almost a century ago, the brothers Harper of

  the middle eighteen-fifties had determined on an edifice which should be as nearly as possible fireproof. And they had succeeded. There it stood, outwardly little changed but for smoke-grime,

  rearing five storeys of brick and stone and iron in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge.




  Telling the cab-driver to wait, Jim strode through the main entrance, under Benjamin Franklin’s statue over the doorway, and up a massive staircase, twelve feet wide, to what they still

  called the first or counting-room floor.




  It always seemed darkish here, despite boasted tall windows. On the right, at the telephone switchboard, sat amiable Miss Polly Wrench, with her starched shirtwaist and her high-piled hair, to

  clock junior employees in and out.




  “Good morning, Mr. Blake! How are you?”




  “Never better, Polly. How’s yourself?”




  “A little sad, I’m afraid; no real reason.” Then Polly grew slightly kittenish. “And who is it this morning, o most valued author? Mr. Alden, or . . . no, sorry! It must

  be Colonel Harvey, isn’t it?”




  “Being on the switchboard, Polly, you know it is. May I leave this suitcase while I go on upstairs?”




  “Yes, of course you may! Just put it down there. I’ll look after it.”




  Even the inside of the old premises, Jim reflected, could have changed little beyond certain necessary concessions to the present. Electric light, yes. Telephones, yes. Modern printing

  machinery, for the secondary building across the courtyard behind this one, obviously yes. But no elevator; never an elevator! That would have been too easy.




  On each floor above the street, in good repair still, a covered bridge led to the round brick tower in the courtyard. Inside that tower rose the famous spiral staircase, of wrought iron to last

  forever, which had known the tread of so many writers and artists. And Colonel Harvey was only one flight up. Jim Blake, in excellent physical condition, took the stairs at a run.




  Venerable old Henry M. Alden, editor of Harper’s Monthly Magazine, had his office on the same floor as Colonel Harvey. But whereas Mr. Alden’s lair was little more than a

  dusty, paper-crammed cubicle with one window, the president and general editor occupied quarters of spaciousness and luxury near splendor.




  Above shoulder-high bookcases or panels of carved mahogany, above walls smooth with some material that glistened like gold-tinted burlap, a frieze of paintings by Harper artists ran all the way

  round the office. Against one wall hung a large framed photograph of J. P. Morgan, who had been more than generous with loans when they were needed.




  George Brinton McClellan Harvey, that self-made man from Vermont, sat behind his flat-topped desk with a cigar upthrust in one corner of his mouth and his right hand pressing flat the open pages

  of a railway guide. Large shell-rimmed spectacles, no less than his eternal cigar and rather flamboyant clothes, made him a figure easy to identify. Though the dark hair might be sprinkled with

  gray, his vitality had abated not one ounce. With the courtliest of gestures he motioned Jim to a chair.




  “In case I misunderstood you,” he began in a tone less courtly, “or misjudged the effect a little success so often has, let’s get one thing quite straight.” The

  next words were fired at his visitor. “You’re not too proud to cover ordinary news as you used to do?”




  “No, naturally I’m not too proud! Why should I be?”




  Colonel Harvey took the cigar out of his mouth and drew himself up.




  “It’s well to remember,” be announced, “that I began as a newspaperman, too. I’ve come a fairly long way, it may be stated without immodesty, since I won my

  first job on a small-town sheet at three dollars a week. But that’s not the point. Let’s consider someone else.”




  Here Colonel Harvey cleared his throat.




  “Mr. James Blake,” he continued, addressing the photograph of J. P. Morgan as though Jim were not there at all. “Scion of a good old family much respected in Westchester County

  since their forebears trekked north from Virginia at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Because one of those Virginia forebears helped to found the College of William and Mary in 1693,

  it’s a family tradition that the eldest son in each generation shall attend our second oldest institution of learning. The present James Blake, an only child, graduated class of 1900. Being

  an admirer of Richard Harding Davis, who first popularized the newspaperman as a romantic figure . . .”




  “Mr. Davis himself was something of a romantic figure,” Jim pointed out. “He still is, though he must be almost fifty.”




  “Dick’s the same age as I am,” rapped Colonel Harvey. “He was managing editor of the Weekly from ’90 to ’94, and neither of us is quite ready

  for the boneyard just yet. But we’ll return to James Blake. Being an admirer of Dick Davis, and having family influence behind him, he landed a job as cub reporter on the New York

  Banner.




  “Let’s be fair to the fellow. He had a knack of writing vivid news stories, and the nose or the luck to find news on his own, though with a regrettable taste for crime reporting when

  left to his own choice. And he did pretty well. In ’04 he was made the Banner’s London correspondent, a post he filled for the next seven years.




  “In 1911 he wrote a novel, The Count of Monte Carlo, allegedly based on real-life intrigue and spying—crime again, please notice!—under the surface of European

  diplomacy. To everybody’s surprise, including my own, The Count of Monte Carlo became a runaway best seller on both sides of the Atlantic. Today Jim Blake plies his trade only as

  ‘our special correspondent.’ He can afford to be choosy.”




  “Forgive me, Colonel, but who’s being choosy? You said you had a job for me, and here I am.”




  “Then listen carefully, Jim. In the second congressional district of Louisiana . . .”




  “So we’re back to politics, are we? It’s a political assignment you’ve got in mind?”




  “Yes, of course it is. At a time like this, what else did you expect? Have you been following ‘Comment’ in the Weekly?”




  “I have, Colonel. And it’s good, rousing stuff. But the Weekly has concentrated on taking potshots at Teddy Roosevelt. Even apart from all the cartoons inside, at least four

  times this year he’s been caricatured on the cover as something between a circus clown and Benedict Arnold. The editorial notes usually end in a kind of refrain: ‘Down with the

  demagogue! Smash the third term! Save the republic!’ You seem to have Teddy Roosevelt on the brain.”




  “He’s got himself on the brain, hasn’t he? ‘Vox populi, vox mei’: that’s Teddy.”




  “And you’ve stopped booming Governor Wilson; it’s been many a long month since you last cheered for Governor Wilson. Nothing’s gone wrong between you two, has it?

  There’s a rumor . . .”




  “It’s more than a rumor; it’s ancient history.” Colonel Harvey inhaled smoke deeply. “I asked Brother Wilson straight out whether he thought my support was hurting

  him. He said he believed it was. In the popular mind, it would seem, the House of Harper is associated with the House of Morgan. That’s all right for New York or the East generally, he

  claimed, but it’s rank poison to the chawbacons west of the Mississippi.




  “They say I got mad and went sour on Brother Wilson, which is a lie. I was a little hurt, that’s all. When practically single-handed I made that man governor of New Jersey, I’ve

  got a right to feel a little hurt. He might have been more tactful with his friends.




  “But make no mistake, my lad. I’m still supporting T. Woodrow, though I don’t make so much noise about it; I’m with him all the way to November 5th. He’ll win; he

  deserves to win; and, anyway, this year the Democrats could win with anybody except Brother Bryan. Now are you ready to listen to my proposition?”




  “I’m all attention.”




  Colonel Harvey crushed out his cigar in an ashtray. He rose up, bustled across the office, then bustled back to his chair and stared hard at his guest through the big spectacles.




  “The first two congressional districts of Louisiana,” he said, “are both in New Orleans, adjoining parishes on each side of Canal Street. The Democratic candidate for the House

  of Representatives from the second district is a young lawyer, about the same age as you, called . . . By the way, Jim, what’s your middle name? Or have you got one?”




  “Yes. It’s Buchanan, a family name. But I’ve never used it in a by-line. Why do you ask?”




  “Because this man running for Congress is also a James Blake. There’s never likely to be any confusion between you: he’s James C. Blake, C. for Claiborne, a good old

  name, too; his friends call him Clay. He’s a colorful character and a good speaker, they tell me; everybody seems to like him. Jim, I want a personality story on Clay Blake.”




  Jim made a last stand against that hypnotic eye.




  “But why, of all things, a political assignment for me? Both Wilson and Roosevelt claim to be progressives. I’m a conservative, even a reactionary, insofar as I’m

  anything at all; I distrust progressives and hate reformers. In the name of sanity, Colonel, why a political assignment for me?”




  “First,” said Colonel Harvey, “because the personality piece is what you do best. The one you wrote for me eighteen months ago, about that actress What’s-her-name, was a

  real daisy. Every reader felt he’d actually met the woman and knew what she was like. Second, because this isn’t merely politics; it’s human interest. And that’s not all.

  When you first walked in here I spoke about ordinary news, which this isn’t. There may be a big story in it.”




  “How so?”




  “Don’t worry about the ‘progressive’ angle; Clay Blake, like most Southerners, is as conservative as you are. Candidates for Congress, as a general rule, are a dime a

  dozen; nobody cares. This one’s different. He can’t help being elected, because he’s unopposed; no Republican has had a Chinaman’s chance there since they kicked out the

  last carpetbagger in 1877. So apparently he can’t help being elected. But the underground wire has it that some enemy is out to ruin him.”




  “Who’s trying to ruin him? And how?”




  “That’s what my spies can’t tell me. I’m hoping you can find out. At least there’s something damned funny going on in the Crescent City. Surely that interests an

  under-the-surface merchant like you?”




  Jim stood up and extended his hand.




  “You’re bloody well right it interests me, Colonel! I’m sorry if I backed away too soon.”




  “Then you’ll take it on?”




  “With pleasure. I don’t know New Orleans, but I know somebody who can give me a line on conditions there.”




  Colonel Harvey, after gripping Jim’s hand, snatched another cigar out of his pocket and used it like an orchestra leader’s baton.




  “Let’s understand each other. I want copy, tentatively, for this Saturday’s issue. If there’s any prospect of a real story, perhaps even a chance to beat the wire

  services, just conceivably I might give you another week to make good. But I’d prefer something for this Saturday. And you know our deadline, late Thursday, so there’ll be no

  time to mail your story. Either telegraph it from New Orleans, or phone through to rewrite as you used to do in your salad days. Got that?”




  “Got it. Any further instructions?”




  “There’s the matter of your train. No need to rush off this morning, I find. Your best bet,” and Colonel Harvey tapped the railway guide, “is the New

  York–Atlanta–New Orleans Limited, very much travel de luxe, leaving Penn Station 4:48 P.M. You’ll be off today, Monday, and arrive Terminal Station, New

  Orleans, early Wednesday morning. How’s that?”




  “It won’t do, I’m afraid.”




  “Won’t do?” yelped Colonel Harvey. “What do you mean, it won’t do?”




  “I said, didn’t I, that there’s someone who can supply the information I must have?”




  “You mean the friend and classmate I’ve heard you mention once or twice in the past? What’s his name: Leo Somebody?”




  “No, not Leo Shepley. Leo’s a rake and a bon viveur, though anybody who takes him for a fool will get a healthy shock. He used to come to New York for periodic hell-raising

  when I was with the Banner, but I haven’t seen the old so-and-so in about eight years.”




  “Well, then?”




  “The man I mean is Charley Emerson, formerly of New Orleans. He made history on the Sentinel, the best police reporter in the country and the authority on his home

  beat.”




  “The Sentinel, eh?” Colonel Harvey began fishing in his pockets. “That’s old Alec Laird’s pride and joy, if I’m not mistaken. Alec must be in his

  dotage by this time, but I hear he’s picked a good successor. And the name of George Harvey, Jim, is open-sesame at the Sentinel. If you need any help, just present this card to the

  managing editor.”




  “I’ll have the card, if I may; but I can get what I need from Charley Emerson, thanks. Not long ago he received a legacy from some well-heeled relative: no fortune, but enough for a

  comfortable retirement. He lives in Washington now, quote, ‘to observe the inanities of the political scene.’ If I’m to waylay Charley right away, it means a local train to

  Washington; there’s one at noon. So I can’t possibly take the train you—” Jim stopped suddenly. “Here, hold on!”




  “What’s the matter with you, boy?”




  “If this crack Limited is Atlanta–New Orleans, it must stop at Washington.”




  “It does stop at Washington; there’s a lieover of twenty minutes or so. Great God in the bushes! You can take the de luxe after all, boarding at Washington

  tonight!”




  “That’s the general idea.”




  “Then everything’s in order, Jim; the rest is up to you. Your usual fee, plus a walloping bonus if you come up with something good. And expenses, of course.”




  “Speaking of that, Colonel, will expenses run to a lower berth both ways?”




  “My dear fellow,” Colonel Harvey said with a touch of grandeur, “you’ll be representing Harper’s Weekly. Take a drawing-room and occupy it in solitary state.

  No, wait! A train from here at noon should get you to Gastown not much later than six o’clock. And you know Dice Reynolds, our man in Washington?”




  “Yes.”




  “Right! I’ll phone Dice to make the New Orleans reservation and meet you at Union Station with the tickets. That’s about all, except . . . in case I want to get in touch with

  you, at what hotel will you be staying in New Orleans?”




  “It had better be the St. Charles; that’s the only one I know.”




  Jim stood up and took his hat from the desk. Colonel Harvey bustled after him as he made for the door.




  “One last word, my lad. Forget this obsession of yours about crime and the police. Take it from a man who was once managing editor of old Joe Pulitzer’s World: mysterious

  happenings in real life aren’t at all like mysterious happenings in a story by Conan Doyle or Arthur B. Reeve. Or in The Count of Monte Carlo either. Where you’re going,

  there’ll be no beautiful and enigmatic English girl to distract you from business. And you’ll meet no spy of the German Emperor, who turns out to be something else at the end of the

  book. It’s a straight job of reporting; keep it that way. Now goodbye, good hunting, and don’t let me down!”




  Jim descended the spiral staircase, his footsteps ringing on iron and echoing back in the old tower. He had plenty of time for a noon train; it was not yet eleven. He had begun to enjoy this.

  And he felt unwontedly exuberant without knowing why.




  Colonel Harvey was right, of course. He must not look for sensationalism round some corner or indeed round any corner: not at staid Harper’s, not on a Southern Railway train to New

  Orleans, not even in New Orleans itself. If he had put more truth into The Count of Monte Carlo than anybody would believe, it was because some people on this earth really did lead lives of

  adventure and intrigue, walking with danger as though with a mistress.




  But not Jim Blake; never Jim Blake!




  And yet, if he faced sober truth, would he have wanted a life like that? Could he have endured a life like that? Franz von Graz didn’t enjoy it; Franz was the original haunted man. In the

  novel, of course, Franz’s identity had been so disguised that he could be called a fictitious character. But what had happened, eventually, to that Austrian in the service of Imperial

  Germany? Was he jailed or dead, either through some slip of his own or because, as Franz feared, the Wilhelmstrasse had decided he knew too much?




  Jim reached the counting-room floor: darkish, as always, with its pervasive aroma of damp and old Bibles. There sat Polly Wrench behind the switchboard. Jim retrieved his suitcase, thanked

  Polly, and started down the very broad staircase to the entrance lobby.




  He had the best of all possible worlds. He would become involved in no sensationalism, and wanted none. He was a detached observer, a reporter: no more. Nothing personal could . . .




  Then it happened.




  Vaguely he had heard light footfalls rap across the counting-room floor and descend the staircase at his back. He glanced over his right shoulder just as the girl behind him, four or five steps

  up, caught her heel on a tread and pitched headforemost.




  Jim’s suitcase bumped down the steps and skittered across tile in the lobby. He did not see the suitcase after dropping it; his arms were too full of femininity. Jim had to brace himself

  as he caught her, or they both would have gone rolling like the suitcase.




  He staggered but kept his balance, his left arm underneath her waist, taking the weight against arm and shoulder. Though not heavy, she was very supple. He became conscious of white silk blouse,

  of tailored blue-serge skirt and jacket, of heavy dark-gold hair under the small straw hat. A gold-mesh handbag swung by its chain from her right wrist.




  In that undignified position, head down and tilted so far forward that Jim could not see her face, she spoke in a soft, slurred, breathless voice.




  “Oh, this is awful!” And she shivered all over. “I can’t think how . . . Put me down, won’t you? Please put me down!”




  He carried her to the foot of the stairs, slid his hands up under her arms, and set her down to face him.




  “I say, I am sorry!” she cried. “I’m not even wearing one of those dreadful hobble skirts, so I can’t think how I came to be so clumsy. It was good of you to

  catch me, but I do apologize. I am so frightfully sorry!”




  And she looked up into his eyes.




  Jim felt a trifle light-headed.




  “Madam,” he began oratorically, “you may regret the circumstances of our first encounter. Permit me to say I welcome them almost as much as I welcome you. You’re British,

  aren’t you?”




  





  Chapter Two




  HER AGE he estimated in the middle twenties; as he afterwards learned, she was twenty-seven. “Beautiful” would have been too strong a word.

  But she was very pretty, with those healthy, fresh-complexioned good looks which seem to radiate innocence or even naïveté. Wide blue-green eyes contemplated him within a fringe of dark

  lashes. And yet nobody could have called this girl naïve. Despite her embarrassment and pouring contrition, the pink mouth showed a sense of humor struggling through. Her admirable bodily

  proportions seemed emphasized rather than concealed by the severe tailored costume.




  For something else had occurred as they looked at each other.




  The shock and tug of mutual attraction was a palpable force in that dusky entrance hall; it could almost be breathed. That she felt this as well as he did Jim could not doubt; the intense

  blue-green eyes communicated it before they retreated from him.




  “British?” she said, trying to conquer confusion. “That’s fairly obvious, I expect. Yes, I’m British. And you’re Mr. Blake, aren’t you?”




  “How do you know that?”




  “I’ve seen your photograph somewhere. You—you wrote that very entertaining book. And you used to live in England, didn’t you? May I ask how long you’ve been

  back in the States?”




  “Just a year: as of October, ’11. Now, since you know my name . . . ?”




  “Yes; how ungrateful of me! Mine is Matthews, Gillian Matthews. I’m usually called Jill.”




  “Then may I ask, Miss Jill Matthews, what you’re doing on these sinister premises? Are you a writer or an artist?”




  “Goodness, no! Nothing so fetching or glamourous! You, as a famous author . . .”




  “I’m not a famous author; I’m a working newspaperman in quest of a story. But there’s a cab waiting outside. May I offer you a lift uptown?”




  “No, really!” Jill Matthews cried. “That won’t do! That’s dreadful!”




  “Forgive me, but what’s so dreadful about offering you a lift? It’s not considered an insult even in London.”




  “Mr. Blake, you don’t understand! That wasn’t what I meant at all!”




  “Much as I hate upsetting you, surely this alarm is out of all proportion to the actual suggestion? Since fate quite literally threw us together, we seem destined to become better

  acquainted. Is that idea so distasteful to you?”




  “Really, Mr. Blake, you persist in misunderstanding!”




  “How so?”




  “It’s not distasteful in the least. I shouldn’t mind becoming better acquainted, as you choose to put it. But we can’t become better acquainted; we

  couldn’t, even if that were our dearest wish. I’m leaving New York today; I’m going home!”




  By the Mauretania, no doubt. Jim’s elbow brushed the newspaper he had thrust into his pocket; profanity wrote a fine legible script across his brain.




  Is it ever thus? You meet the one girl for whom you could really go overboard: dark-gold hair, Circe in pink-and-white flesh, every potentiality to make a man dream; and she gets away from you

  before you can do one damned thing about it. On the other hand, today and tomorrow are not forever.




  “As a matter of fact,” he said, “I must catch a noon train for Washington on the first lap of my story assignment. But you, I gather, won’t be leaving until afternoon.

  Are you staying with friends? Or at a hotel?”




  “I’m at the McAlpin Hotel. Only . . .!”




  “The McAlpin’s not far from Pennsylvania Station; I can drop you at the hotel. At least there’ll be time to exchange views, and find we have similar views on most created

  things. Then, when we meet again . . .”




  “Oh, silly, how can we meet again?”




  “Easily; I’m a man of leisure, as a general rule. And don’t think I’m eccentric; here are some plain facts. This present assignment will take only a few days. Once

  I’ve learned the truth about somebody’s plot to ruin an honest man, I’m strongly tempted to follow you wherever you are. You’re quite a charmer, Jill; you would draw an

  anchorite from his cave and disturb the meditations of Marcus Aurelius himself. I will follow you, my sugar-candy witch, and catch up with you at last if I have to put Scotland Yard on your

  track.”




  “I—I almost wish you would. You’re worse than eccentric; you’re raving mad! And . . . and isn’t that the woman from the switchboard, signalling to you up

  there?”




  Jill had pointed. He swung round.




  Polly Wrench was in fact standing at the head of the stairs, her arm raised.




  “Mr. Blake!” called Polly.




  At the look on her face as she peered past him, at the sudden scurry of footsteps here in the lobby, Jim whirled back again. The great doors to the street stood wide open, showing a throng of

  passers-by on the sidewalk beyond. Jill Matthews had gone.




  “Mr. Blake!” shouted Polly. “Colonel Harvey wants to know—”




  “So do I,” Jim yelled back, and bolted into the street.




  He couldn’t see Jill: not for the moment, at least. Across the square stood three hackney carriages, two open and one closed, as well as a single motor-cab. Jim’s own cab still

  waited, turned now to face the other direction. But its driver had disappeared, too.




  Jill must have run hard. He saw her sitting in one of the open carriages over the way. He saw this just as its coachman’s whip went up, and the carriage rolled out and was lost to sight in

  a press of other vehicles surging uptown.




  Jim charged into the square, but had to turn back or be run down. Three seconds later the absent cab-driver emerged from a saloon, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.




  You couldn’t shout instructions to follow a carriage no longer in view; you couldn’t even tell by which of several routes she might be going. Jim went indoors for his suitcase, said,

  “Penn Station!” and then fumed all the way there.




  Colonel Harvey had declared there was something damned funny going on in New Orleans. There was something equally damned funny about the behavior of Miss Jill Matthews. She didn’t object

  to being called by her first name; she didn’t object (on the contrary) to some muffled, frantic semi-lovemaking in the lobby at Harper’s. But she wouldn’t share a cab with him

  between Franklin Square and the McAlpin Hotel. Even the prospect she had characterized as “dreadful,” and it explained nothing merely to say she was leaving for home.




  Jim’s first impulse, to call at the McAlpin en route, would have proved impracticable even if he had been sure she was really there. When he thought there would be time for both hotel and

  station, he had reckoned without midday traffic in New York.




  Three times they were held up by stoppages, usually involving a brewer’s dray or two. At Madison Square, bearing west along Twenty-third Street, the cab developed engine trouble and had to

  be coaxed back to life. When at length he reached the great new railway temple on Seventh Avenue, Jim had just time to buy the two necessary tickets and swing aboard before his train pulled

  out.




  Blue-green eyes, seductive mouth: no! For the present, anyway, he must forget the infernal girl and concentrate on business. Settling back in a green-upholstered chair of the parlor car, with

  periodic excursions to the washroom-smoker for a cigarette, he added up the meagre store of facts he now had. Unless Charley Emerson could add greatly to them . . . !




  It seemed a long haul to Washington. Dusk had gathered, towards the end of it, when the porter came along with a whisk-broom and brushed the cinders off the window-sill on to the right knee of

  Jim’s trousers. It was almost time for a tip.




  In the great hall at Union Station, another marble temple built after the plan of a Roman bath, he encountered Dice Reynolds of the Weekly. Dice, disgruntled to waspishness at not getting

  the New Orleans story for himself, handed him about a yard of ticket and the little green slip of the drawing-room reservation. His train would go at a quarter to eleven.




  After leaving his bag at the checkroom, and telephoning to make sure he would find Charley Emerson at home, he emerged from the station into a high, cool emptiness spangled with pale lights.

  After the din of New York, Washington always seemed lethargic and slow-moving, little more than a sleepy Southern town.




  Charley Emerson lived in the Congressional Apartments, at the corner of East Capitol Street diagonally across from the Congressional Library, where Charley in retirement indulged his twin

  hobbies of old books and toy trains. A cab took Jim there in short order, through streets of genteel boarding houses on the edge of near-slums.




  Dusk was deepening, though a red gash still lay along the sky. The burnished dome of the Congressional Library had a gold gleam against night as Jim entered the smallish red-brick

  apartment-house, whose front windows faced south between the Library and East Capitol Park.




  Charley Emerson, a wiry little terrier of a man with scruffy patches of gray-black hair and the scar of an old burn above his left ear, admitted him to a comfortable apartment on the second

  floor. In the living-room, lighted by a table lamp with a shade of mosaic glass in half a dozen colors, one wall seemed to be composed entirely of books. Against the opposite wall stood a long

  trestle-table, bearing the maze of tracks, signals, bridges, tunnels, and stations for a sleek little train powered by two dry-cell batteries attached to a transformer.




  According to the occasion Charley could be either shatteringly frank or smooth with the noncommittal suavity of a trained diplomat. Tonight, it seemed, he had decided to be frank.




  “All right!” he exclaimed, sighting along an extended forefinger. “You weren’t very informative on the phone, but you’ve whetted my curiosity. Tell me what you want

  to know and I’ll tell you what you’ll have to know, as far as I’m sure I know it myself. First, though, do you mind an early dinner?”




  “On the contrary, I’ve been looking forward to one. I had so rushed a morning that there was no time for lunch, and I’m ravenous.”




  “In the basement of this place there’s a bar and grill to which I’ll invite you presently. It’s quite respectable; you could take your Aunt Nelly there. And the steaks

  aren’t half bad. Now sit down and fire away.”




  Jim sat down and told his story, omitting only the episode of Jill Matthews.




  Charley bent over the trestle-table, his hand on the switch of the transformer. The little train jerked forward suddenly, then whirred and clicked at a steady pace as Charley adjusted the speed.

  Lighting a Wheeling stogy (two for a nickel), he dropped into an easy chair beside the table and puffed in silence until Jim had finished.




  “When people ask me about New Orleans,” Charley remarked, “what seems to interest them most is the famous legalized red-light district known as Storyville: no less than

  thirty-eight blocks of the Vieux Carré around North Basin Street, containing everything from palatial houses where evening dress is obligatory to a twenty-five-cent crib in an alley. And it

  works, you know! Allowing brothels to operate, always provided they’re run on the level and don’t disturb the peace, is the one sane political move which . . .”




  “I’m not concerned with Storyville, Charley. What’s the inside information on Clay Blake?”




  “Well . . .”




  “Let’s have it, please. If somebody’s out to get him . . .”




  Charley, face twisted up and an intent look in his eye, meditatively tapped ashes on the carpet.




  “Clay’s all right, Jim. He’s as able a lawyer as we’ve got and a damn good fellow, though a little too intellectual for my taste. You’re intelligent, Jim;

  you’re not intellectual, thank God. Clay is intellectual. Now don’t get the wrong idea! He’s no Christer or holier-than-thou, as you’ll understand very soon.




  “He defeated Happy Chadwick for nomination in the Democratic primary, when most people thought Happy would have a walkover. Clay’s just popular, that’s all. The men like him;

  the women love him. The women may not be able to vote, but the hand that rocks the cradle still has a hell of a pull. And he’s had the backing of two good friends. One of these friends is a

  man about town called Leo Shepley . . .”




  Jim stared at him.




  “Haven’t I ever mentioned it, Charley? I know Leo Shepley very well, or I used to know him well in days gone by. But I shouldn’t have taken him for a political type.”




  “He’s not a political type. Still! Leo was the great college football star twelve or fifteen years ago, as I hardly have to remind you. Odd as it may seem, that still counts.

  He’s got no very good reputation in polite circles, and he tears around in that red Mercer Raceabout until they wonder why he hasn’t broken his fool neck. But they’ll find excuses

  for him whatever he does. Clay’s other friend . . . are you following me?”




  “Intently.”




  “Clay’s other friend is Alec Laird, now high khan of my old paper, the Sentinel.”




  “Just a minute, Charley! Colonel Harvey mentioned Alec Laird, but said he was so old that . . .”




  “Easy, Jim! Your good colonel meant Alec senior, who founded the Sentinel and still owns it. I mean Alec’s son, always called young Alec though he must be at least forty. Oh,

  these newspaper empires! Remember the two Gordon Bennetts, father and son, successive proprietors of the New York Herald?”




  “Well?”




  “Gordon Bennett the elder, dead these forty years, minded his shop and paid strict attention to the till. Whereas Gordon Bennett the younger was (and still is, to some limited extent) a

  real hellion.” Charley writhed as though in torture. “Sweet, suffering Jesus!”




  “What’s the matter with you?”




  “As far as the Lairds are concerned, that situation is exactly reversed. In his younger days, by all accounts, Alec the elder showed distinct tendencies towards skittishness. That

  doesn’t go for Alec junior, who’s as responsible a citizen as you’d want to pass the collection plate in church. Don’t get him wrong either. Some say he’s too

  fond of power; I worked for him and never noticed it. He may be a sobersides and an unredeemed puritan, but you can depend on Alec when you need somebody in your corner.




  “Another branch of the Laird family—Peter Laird, young Alec’s cousin, and the elderly dowager they call Madam Ironface—may be said to have a bearing on the present

  position of Clay Blake. It’s Clay Blake we’re concerned with, isn’t it? James Claiborne Blake: no relation to you, as I’d already ascertained for myself, but candidate for

  Congress and virtually certain to be elected. It’s time I mentioned what may well be the most important point about Clay at this moment. It’s time I mentioned the woman.”




  “What woman?”




  “The woman in his life,” said Charley. “Does the name Yvonne Brissard mean anything to you?”




  “Nothing at all.”




  Charley dropped the stogy into a china cuspidor and sat forward.




  “Originally Yvonne was a New Orleans girl, born of good bourgeois Creole stock. When she was six or seven years old—some time ago; she’s past thirty now—her parents took

  her abroad, to a dull provincial city in France. But Yvonne herself didn’t stay dull or provincial. She grew up into a smashing beauty: dark hair, melting eyes, all the other appurtenances,

  too. When she was eighteen she cut loose from her family and went to Paris. To say she rang the bell there would be putting it mildly. In her chosen profession . . .”




  “As a prostitute?”




  “We don’t call it that, Jim.”




  “Then what do we call it?”




  “Hell’s fire, man, do I need to stress the difference between the prostitute and the courtesan?”




  “There’s difference in degree, of course.”




  “That’s putting it mildly, too. Your prostitute is nothing at all. Your courtesan, particularly in the moneyed circles of Europe, achieves eminence and a kind of left-handed

  respectability. Her furs, her diamonds, her bank account provide armor against clubs or poisoned darts. Almost every woman secretly envies her as she rolls past in her own carriage or car. She is

  above this world. In Paris, in Vienna, even in London . . .




  “Jim, our Yvonne has had a really spectacular career. Her conquests have included a French cabinet minister, a British industrialist, even some sprig of minor royalty from the Balkans. And

  she kept ’em all dizzy. Her secret, it’s claimed, is that she combines complete wantonness with an outwardly modest and well-mannered air that adds zest to the business.




  “Now hear the next-to-latest development. In spring of this year—furs, diamonds, bank account and all—Yvonne Brissard returned from Europe for an extended stay in the city

  where she was born.”




  “To conquer New Orleans, too?”




  “Oh, no. She wasn’t ‘received,’ as the saying is, and didn’t expect to be received. On the other hand, she did rent one of those fine mansions beside Bayou St.

  John, a district picturesque, rather mysterious, and still unspoiled even in this year 1912. How she persuaded the owner of that particular house to accept her as a tenant is something of a mystery

  in itself. But that’s not the point. The point is that she met Clay Blake. Whereupon these two, the Creole siren and the Anglo-Saxon lawyer of excellent family but no particular wealth, fell

  for each other like a ton of bricks. Their affair, though discreetly conducted, has been sizzling with bright flames ever since.”




  Jim sat up straight.




  “Look here, Charley! Are you suggesting, is anybody suggesting, that Yvonne Brissard is part of the alleged plot against my namesake? That somebody may be using the woman to ruin

  him?”




  “To ruin him? In New Orleans? Jim, are you bughouse?”




  “I’m only asking . . .”




  The rattle of the toy train endlessly circling had become almost a hypnosis. It stopped suddenly, leaving a void, as Charley stood up and touched the switch of the transformer.




  “Food!” he proclaimed in a ringing voice. “You say you’re starving; I know I am. That’s enough for a first instalment; not one more word until we’ve put

  ourselves outside some grub! Come along downstairs.”




  “But you haven’t explained . . .”




  “Nor will I, at the moment.” Charley adjusted his cuffs. “Not one more word, I say, until the inner man can relax, too. Now stir your stumps and come along!”




  What Charley had called the basement at the Congressional Apartments was in fact a semi-basement only a few feet below the level of the street. Cramped and raftered, it had a faint alcoholic

  dampness to match its gloom. Entering from the back, they found the bar parallel to the left-hand wall and, on their right, wooden booths enclosing tables, each table with a dim little pink-shaded

  lamp. Towards the front, beyond the glass door at the end of this cavern, five or six stone steps led up to street level. An autumn wind swirled dead leaves outside.




  They were the only customers in the place. Ensconced in a booth opposite Charley, and facing forward, Jim had the fidgets. If his host’s apartment had been comfortable and commonplace, for

  some reason the atmosphere here seemed alien, furtive, even a trifle sinister.




  Several times, as their meal progressed, he found his glance straying towards the front door. More than once he thought he saw a shadow stir on the glass, as of some other customer descending.

  It was only an impression from the corner of the eye, probably hallucinatory; the door never opened.




  But he had small cause for complaint. Having ordered steaks done rare, they got steaks done rare. Jim drank beer; Charley drank Bourbon and water. Finally they sat back, replete, Charley

  lighting a stogy and Jim a cigarette, as the dispirited waiter brought coffee. Both pondered for some time. It was Charley who broke the silence.




  “Jim, what are you thinking?”




  “ ‘Lo, she that was the world’s delight . . .’ ”




  “I wish you wouldn’t quote Swinburne so early in the evening. The world’s delight, eh? Yvonne Brissard?”




  “As a matter of fact, my thought bore no reference to Yvonne Brissard. All the same! If your interdict on questions is now lifted . . .”




  “It’s lifted, Jim. Anything goes.”




  “You keep in fairly close touch with your native city, I know. Have you heard the report of Clay Blake as potential victim of some dirty work?”




  “I’ve heard the report, yes. However, since no dirty work has been attempted . . .”




  “You won’t even entertain the possibility that his affair with Yvonne Brissard may be used against him?”
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