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  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
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  In the days of the Emperor Yao, a virgin with a bag of gold could walk alone from one end of the Empire to the other without fear of being molested. Since then, times have

  changed.




  From a Chinese chronicle




  







  Chapter One




  The Man at the Window




  THE FOLOWING PAGES are to be read only in the event of my death by violence. . . .




  

    The words were typewritten on a single sheet of paper, the first of eighty-one pages. The paper was white, a lightweight bond, about sixteen pounds to the ream, the usual typewriting size.

    The script had been folded once. There was a crease across the center of each page. The last page was streaked with dust on the outside, as if it had been thrust into a narrow, grimy place. The

    second page followed the form of a letter, in its beginning. . . .


  




  S. S. SANTA CRISTINA




  At Sea




  To the Commissioner of Police




  Puerta Vieja, Santa Teresa




  Sir:




  Someone is planning to murder me. I don’t know who it is. I have no evidence. Nothing that any ship’s officer would listen to now, while there is still time to save me.




  Yet, in my bones, I know that before this ship touches its next port—Puerta Vieja—I may be dead. Another “accident.” Like Rupert’s. And the snake business.




  There’s nothing I can do but this one thing—write down my suspicions and put the script in the mailbag so it will reach you when we touch port, whether I am alive or dead.

  That’s one thing that might stop the murderer at the last moment—if I got a chance to tell him before he killed me. One thing he can’t have included in his plan—or her plan.

  For no one on board knows anything about this script, except myself. Not even Tony.




  But I don’t want you to read this if I’m still alive when we reach Puerta Vieja. That would mean I was wrong about the whole thing. And this script would only make trouble for

  innocent people.




  How shall I begin? It’s hard to be concise, or even coherent, when you’re frightened. Was there a beginning? A marginal moment when I could have turned back, before it was too late?

  If so, I missed it.




  The first thing I noticed was an oddly disturbing incident that last day of my visit to the Lords’. An incident that left me feeling as if my familiar angle of vision had shifted suddenly

  to an unfamiliar plane. Like a scene in a movie shot from some queer, oblique camera angle. You know how that makes an audience restive? When a scene is so foreshortened the normal looks abnormal?

  It was like that, only psychological. It made me uneasy—but no more than uneasy. Fear came later.




  I was in Rupert’s study that afternoon. He had stopped working there since his accident. I was answering letters that had accumulated during the past few weeks while I was loafing on the

  beach with Amanda and Tony.




  Even now I can see every detail of that cool, shady study, as if it were still before me. Drawn blinds, plunging the room into a grateful twilight. Fragile, old mahogany, dark against

  silver-gray walls. A waxed floor without rugs, clean and cool. Sheffield candlesticks on the desk. And a crystal bowl of water with a spray of passion flowers. Vegetable insects, delicately

  articulated, wings and antennae in subtle shades of mauve.




  The French window, beside the desk, stood open. A lawn, bordered with box and flaming hibiscus, sloped down to the bone-white beach at the tip of the point. Foam fretted the waters of the inlet.

  Beyond, was a vast floor of lapis blue—the Caribbean. The whole was enclosed in a hot flood of sunshine—sealed in a bubble of transparent gold. There was no sound but the scratching of

  my pen. And a distant clicking of shears. Across the lawn, a gardener was clipping the box hedge.




  The drooping brim of a battered straw hat hid his face. Even his figure was disguised by the looseness of his white shirt and trousers. All I could see of the man himself were muscular forearms

  and large hands plying the heavy shears capably. His skin was a leathery brown. It might have been sunburn. It might have been that touch of Negro or Indian blood so common throughout the West

  Indies. I suspected an Indian strain because his skin looked dry. Rupert Lord says that Indians have “lizard blood.” They don’t perspire as we do.




  I can even remember what I was writing at that particular moment. . . . The hibiscus flower here is big as a calla lily and scarlet as a poppy. That shows what sun can do to a species. Our

  hibiscus at home used to have tiny flowers of pale pink. Could the sun have a similar effect on people psychologically? Exaggerating the form and intensifying the color of personality? In this

  climate, even Rupert and Amanda Lord seem a little distorted and more highly colored than I remember them when . . .




  “Please, miss . . .”




  My pen jerked to a stop and blotted the paper. I had not heard bare feet on spongy turf, but now, as I looked up, the gardener was standing just outside the open window.




  He slid the long, wicked-looking shears into a loop that dangled from his leather belt. His hair, just visible under his hat brim at either temple, was dark and straight—more Indian than

  Negro. His copper face was unlined, yet his eyes were mature. He glanced around the room as if to make sure we were alone. His gaze lingered for a moment on the books in the bookcase, then came

  back to me. Not to my face, but to my hand, still holding the pen.




  “Excuse me.” His voice was deep and rich—more Negro than Indian. “But I wonder if you could do something for me?”




  “What is it?” I had no idea what was coming next.




  From his hip pocket, he took a small sheet of paper, creased and soiled as if he had carried it for several days. “Would you mind writing a letter for me?”




  “Of course not, but—why not write it yourself?”




  Something changed behind his eyes. His voice remained steady. “I don’t know how to read or write.”




  I knew there was a high rate of illiteracy in Quisqueya. That was only an abstraction. It was another thing to be confronted with a mature intelligence cut off from the whole world of printed

  knowledge. I recovered my voice.




  “What would you like me to write?”




  “A letter to my wife. She’s in New York. She has a job there.”




  “Will she be able to read it?”




  That was a tactless question, but he was not offended. “Oh, yes. She went to school until she was twelve. Just tell her that I’m giving up my job here, so I can go to New

  York.”




  I wrote the date and the words: My dear wife. I groped for other words to follow. Whatever I wrote without knowing the woman would sound forced and artificial. I did the best I could.

  I hope that you are well and happy in every way. I am giving up my job here so that I may join you in New York.




  My handwriting sprawled. Already I was near the foot of his small sheet of paper. He took another sheet from his hip pocket.




  “You might put the rest on this.” He eyed me gravely. “Will you please put it in just these words: I cannot stand our separation any longer. This seems to be the only way

  out. I’m sorry if it causes trouble.”




  I wrote as he dictated.




  “Now just sign my name, please. Leslie Dawson.”




  “Shan’t I send her your love?”




  “Never mind that.” A trace of impatience. “She knows I love her.”




  I wrote: You know I love you. Leslie Dawson. He couldn’t read what I had written. And I felt that I was doing him a good turn. She knows I love her . . . So many

  marriages have been wrecked by that comfortable assumption!




  He had provided himself with a stamped envelope. Now he laid it before me. “Her address?” I asked.




  “Mrs. Leslie Dawson, 245 West 189th Street, New York.”




  I addressed the envelope and returned it. He seemed grateful. “Thank you, miss. I hated to bother you. But when I saw you through this window, writing, it just came to me that you might

  help me out. I’d kind’ve like to pay you something for doing this, if you’ll let me.”




  Had he taken me for Rupert’s secretary—someone who made a living writing other people’s letters? Probably he’d never seen a typewriter. He would think all business

  correspondence was carried on by hand.




  I shook my head. “There’s no charge for such a short letter.”




  “I’d feel better if you’d let me pay you something.”




  “And I’d feel better if you didn’t!” I smiled.




  He smiled back at me. “All right, miss. If you’d rather. And thank you again. You’ve been more help than you realize.”




  He turned and crossed the lawn, disappearing into the shrubbery.




  His last words lingered in my mind. You’ve been more help than you realize . . . How?




  As I went on with my own letters, I missed the steady clicking of his shears. The hot stillness seemed too intense, almost oppressive, as if a storm were brewing beyond the cloudless horizon. I

  was glad when I heard the quick tap of Amanda’s high heels.




  “Haven’t you finished those letters yet?”




  I turned in my chair. She was rearranging the spray of passion flowers, her sun-burnished hands and arms pale brown against the chalk-white of her sleeveless dress. Everything about her always

  seems cool and firm—her level voice, her trim figure, her smooth, ash-blond hair. Her scarlet mouth is the only touch of warmth in her appearance. And that is paint.




  “All finished.” I swept the envelopes into a pile and rose. “Give me a minute to say good-by to Rupert and I’ll be ready to go.”




  Amanda glanced at her wrist watch with the same air of precision she used to have as Rupert’s secretary before their marriage. “Say two minutes. It’ll take at least that long

  for one of the men to bring the car up from the garage.”




  Since his accident, Rupert has occupied a ground floor bedroom. The traction splint on his leg accounted for the sulky look of his face that afternoon, swarthy against white pillows. The cut

  above his left eyebrow had healed, leaving an angry red scar. It was a narrow escape. A fraction of an inch either way and the glancing blow might have killed or blinded him.




  Rupert has an interesting face. It tapers from a broad, square forehead to a finely modeled jaw, like the shape of a violin case. The dark hair is flecked with gray, but the brown eyes under the

  black brows are always quick with light and motion. His mouth is out of proportion to his delicate jaw—a wide, full-lipped mouth that looks obstinate and morbid. He is supposed to be

  ruthless. At least he is so regarded by competitors since he organized his big electric power company, Western Enterprise, Incorporated. To me, he has always been charming. But then I am not one of

  his competitors.




  His nurse was not in the room at the moment. A pocket-size chessboard lay on the counterpane. Sooner than rest in idleness, he was working out some chess problem by himself. My bundle of letters

  caught his eye.




  “Don’t tell me you wrote all those this afternoon!”




  “And one more.” I perched on the foot of the bed. “For your gardener.”




  “John?” He proffered a cigarette box.




  “No; Leslie.” I took a cigarette. “Leslie Dawson.”




  Lighter in hand, he paused. “We have no gardener named Leslie Dawson.”




  “Are you sure?” Perhaps it was a stupid question. Rupert looked as if he thought so. But there were so many dark-skinned, white-clad servants in this winter home of his that I never

  could remember all their names and faces.




  “Of course I’m sure.”




  “But the man was here a moment ago.” My own voice faltered. “He was clipping the hedge. And he wanted me to write a letter for him—to his wife in New York.”




  Rupert touched a flame to my cigarette, then lit his own. “Have you been sitting out in the sun without a hat?”




  “Of course not.”




  “Do you really think my servants get my guests to write letters for them? Why should they?”




  “This man said he didn’t know how to read or write.”




  “We have no one like that.” Rupert frowned. “And John wouldn’t hire anyone, even for a day, without consulting me. He knows I don’t like strangers about the

  place.”




  “Then who was it?” I described the man, and the whole incident.




  Rupert moved a pawn on the board before he made any comment.




  “It wasn’t John or either of the under-gardeners,” he said finally. “They’re all full-blooded Negroes. You couldn’t mistake them for anything else. It may be

  that one of our gardeners clipped the hedge and some other man spoke to you afterward. Some farmer or farmhand who happened to be passing. You didn’t see the face of the man clipping the

  hedge. You just assumed the man who spoke to you was the same man because they both carried shears. You wouldn’t see the gardener go or the other man come with your eyes on the letter you

  were writing. And you say you didn’t hear footsteps, even when he was close to the open window.”




  There was a shading of irritation in Rupert’s voice. All during my visit I had noticed that any rumor of trespassers provoked his highly charged temper. Even friendly visitors were rare at

  the lonely house on the point. Young Tony Brooke was the only one who used to drop in regularly and he came to see Amanda rather than Rupert.




  “What would a farmer be doing on your lawn?” I persisted.




  “Strangers are not supposed to take a short cut across our grounds. But they will do it. . . . The offer to pay you was a most artistic touch.”




  “Artistic?” The adjective jarred.




  “Yes.” Rupert’s smile twisted sardonically. “It’s the sort of thing you wouldn’t think of if you were making up the whole story.”




  That startled me. “You think I’m making this up?”




  “I did think of it. Until you came to that bit about paying you. And the fancy first name—Leslie. You wouldn’t think of anything so unconvincing yourself. Only the genuine

  article or a very accomplished actor would have added those touches to the role. In a British colony like this, half the Negroes and Indians have fancy names—Cyril, Reginald, Esmé. And

  the bit about paying you is just what such a man would say. Sturdy independence and all that. Paternalism is on its way out—even in this forgotten corner of the world. Of course I’m

  assuming the whole thing isn’t just a daydream. You didn’t doze—or did you? The sun can play queer tricks on eye and brain.”




  I recalled that dazzle of transparent gold in which the man had seemed to appear and disappear so silently, so suddenly.




  “Would sun affect the ear?” I objected. “Or the finger tips? I heard the man speak. I touched the notepaper he handed me.”




  My indignation brought a curiously quizzical smile to Rupert’s face. “Always impetuous!”




  I relaxed into a smile of my own. We are cousins and there has always been a strong bond of affection and understanding between us. Even his sudden marriage to Amanda made no real

  difference.




  The chiming of a French clock broke in upon that moment of warmth and friendliness.




  My ship was sailing in an hour.




  I started for the door, and Rupert called after me:




  “You have that package I gave you?”




  “In my suitcase. Sure you wouldn’t rather mail it after all?”




  “Not after losing two important letters that I did mail! Am I putting you to a lot of trouble?”




  “Not at all. I’m going to Washington anyway. Why shouldn’t I deliver your blueprints?”




  “If it weren’t for this blasted leg . . .” He frowned at the splint. “You won’t forget? The package must be in that fellow’s hands by eight p. m. next

  Friday—at the very latest.”




  “Don’t worry,” I answered from the doorway. “The ship docks in New York at two p. m. Thursday. I have a reservation on the Pennsylvania that night. I’ll deliver

  your precious documents in Washington the first thing Friday morning.”




  “That’s a pretty close connection,” muttered Rupert. “Suppose the ship gets in a few hours late?”




  “I’ll take another train if I have to sit up all night in a day coach.”




  “Why won’t you take a plane?”




  “I hate planes. I was airsick all the way down here. And I love sea voyages.”




  “Even on an old tub like the Santa Cristina?” Rupert laughed. “She’s just a freighter with a few cabins for passengers. She was the only ship on this route

  during the war and we used her when we couldn’t get plane reservations. But we didn’t like her, or her passengers.”




  “Tony Brooke said she’d be all right.” I retorted. “He got the tickets for me. He’s sailing, too, you know.”




  “Vacation in New York?”




  “I suppose so. He can protect me from cardsharpers and con-men.”




  Rupert laughed. “Tony wouldn’t know a crook if he caught one with a hand in his pocket.”




  “At least he’ll be someone to talk to.”




  “He will.” Rupert’s eyes twinkled. “At the bank they call him ‘Babbling Brooke.’”




  Amanda drove me to town in her own car. In Quisqueya, “town” is that huddle of whitewashed shacks called Saint Andrew. Both streets and houses are hewn from friable coral-rock. In

  the dry season there is a cloud of fine, white dust, like the inside of a flour mill. The crossing of Royal and Water Streets forms the “business section.” A yellow mist of mimosa

  around the bank and a green mist of pepper tree around the post office keep it from looking too businesslike. A cockney policeman, his fair skin burned brick-red by the alien sun, stands at the

  crossroads, directing traffic. Usually “traffic” consists of three bicycles and a lame dog, but on “boat day” all sorts of vehicles converge toward the pier at the foot of

  Water Street.




  Another car cut in front of us. Amanda tried to swerve around it. Our way was blocked by a mouse-colored donkey harnessed to a toy cart loaded with melons. He planted his forelegs wide apart,

  laid back his ears, and rolled one white-rimmed eyeball in our direction. Amanda had to stop. She put one finger on the button of her horn and kept it there. The policeman was running toward us. I

  looked around for some sign of the owner of the donkey.




  We were opposite the post office. Glancing across the sidewalk, through an open window, I saw a segment of the shady interior. A bald clerk at the stamp wicket. A plump Negress in pink at the

  letter slot. A man in dingy white writing on a telegraph form at an ink-spattered shelf.




  His large brown hand held the pen capably as it raced across the paper, tracing whole words in almost one motion. He lifted his head. Perhaps it was the clamor of Amanda’s horn that drew

  his glance toward the street. For a moment I looked directly into his eyes. Then our car lunged forward. The scene in the post office was wiped out like a moving picture flashing off the

  screen.




  But not before I had recognized the man as Leslie Dawson. And he was writing. Rapidly, fluently, with the ease of habit.




  







  Chapter Two




  To Start a Rat Race




  AMANDA SWUNG THE CAR AROUND A CORNER. The whole harbor spread before our eyes—two long green arms of shoreline embracing azure water dented with

  little waves that danced and winked in the sunshine.




  “Amanda . . .” I began. “Just now in the post office . . .”




  A shrill blast from the ship’s whistle drowned my voice.




  “We’ll have to hurry.” The car halted. Amanda wrenched the door open. “Boy!”




  A Negro lad pounced on my two suitcases. We scrambled after him, through the tepid shade of an empty customs shed, into the scorching glare of the open pier.




  Shouts came from a group of longshoremen as a cargo sling hoisted a large, heavy box. It was of wood, freshly painted a dark green. On one side a small opening was covered with a mesh of thick

  wire. At that distance, I couldn’t see clearly through the mesh. But, as the box swayed on its way up to a gap in the ship’s side, something behind the mesh moved suddenly as a flicker

  of flame.




  “Your ticket!” cried Amanda. “And passport!”




  My fingers fumbled. An officer beside the gangplank glanced at the papers perfunctorily, perhaps because he recognized Amanda.




  The familiar ship’s smell of brine, tar, brass polish, and disinfectant welcomed us in a great wave on the promenade deck. A steward took my bags. I gave him the number of my cabin. I was

  about to follow him below when Amanda cried, “Tony!”




  I turned around. Tony Brooke was leaning against the deck rail, looking down at the pier. He raised a hand. Silver flashed in the sun. Six pairs of brown heels flew into the air. Six Negro boys

  dived from the pier as one.




  I have always felt about Tony the way I would feel about a younger brother or nephew. His parents and mine used to be neighbors in Westchester years ago. When I first met him I was nine years

  old and he was a bald, blue-eyed baby in a perambulator. Now he looks exactly what he has become—an artless boy, amply provided with this world’s goods, just young enough to have

  escaped combat service in our latest war. It was Rupert who had eased Tony into a beginner’s job at the Quisqueyan branch of an American bank when an undergraduate frolic put a sudden end to

  Tony’s career at Princeton.




  Banking responsibilities had made no apparent change in his easygoing temper, but Saint Andrew’s year-round summer climate had improved his tennis, while Saint Andrew’s ardent sun

  had bleached his hair hemp-white and burned his snub nose cherry-red.




  “What are you doing?” asked Amanda.




  “Having fun.” Tony grinned at both of us.




  In the clear green shallows between ship and pier the Negro boys were swimming under water, naked except for the breechclout the French designate so coyly as a cache-sexe. Down there on

  the white sand, two converged. There was a brief tussle. One rose triumphant, cleaving the water with something bright clenched between his teeth. He made for the pier in long, effortless

  strokes.




  “A cruiser tourist’s idea of fun.” Amanda managed to combine the winter resident’s contempt for “tourists” with the visiting American’s distaste for

  “natives.” “Suppose the engine were to start and the propeller—”




  “It won’t start till everyone’s on board.” Again Tony raised his hand and metal glittered in the sun. This time the coin spun in too wide an arc and fell with a ring on

  the coral-rock pier.




  Three boys raced for it. The smallest got there first. The others overtook him instantly. A brown fist lashed out. The small boy went down, a trickle of blood at one corner of his mouth. A

  bigger boy snatched the coin.




  “Stop!” shouted Tony indignantly. “The little fellow got there first!”




  The boys did not seem to hear him. They were locked in a clinch, kicking, biting, clawing, as if their lives depended on it.




  “Stop!” Tony shouted again. “I’ll give you another shilling to stop!”




  The fight ended. All six boys turned toward Tony. He tossed another coin onto the pier. The biggest boy leaped into the air to catch it and missed. He went down on all fours, groveling in the

  white coral dust until he found it. The others were edging toward him. He rose and turned on them with a snarl, lifting his upper lip to show his canine teeth, like an animal. The others recoiled.

  He took to his heels. The others pelted after him. All six disappeared around a corner of the customs shed.




  “Fun?” Amanda raised delicate brows.




  “I only wanted to see them dive.” Tony’s dismay was comical.




  Amanda considered him thoughtfully. “How much cash do you suppose they see in a week? Or a month?”




  “I know, but . . . Fighting like that—for a measly shilling. About twenty cents. It was like a—a . . .”




  “Rat race?” suggested Amanda cynically. “The surest way to start a rat race is to scatter money in front of people. Any people, black or white. And any money, English or

  American.”




  “But it wasn’t money,” said Tony stubbornly. “It was only a few cents.”




  “That’s money—to them,” returned Amanda. “Amounts are relative. Start throwing thousand-dollar bills around and you’ll have us all groveling. Wasn’t the

  Apple of Discord made of gold?”




  “Was it?” Tony pushed back a creamy Panama hat that represented about two months of an ordinary bank clerk’s salary. “Gosh, I never meant to start a fight!”




  I laughed at his rueful countenance. “Come, Tony, you must have heard or read that there was such a thing as poverty!”




  “It’s just an abstraction to him,” put in Amanda. “Like the rings on Saturn or the distance from the earth to the sun. He knows it’s there, but he doesn’t

  believe it.”




  A woman was coming up the gangplank, followed by a man. She was small-boned, with firm, smoothly rounded flesh, her skin sunned to a delicate biscuit color. She was carefully dressed in pale

  gray voile. Two wide bracelets of Mexican silver, set with garnets, clasped each of her slender wrists as tightly as handcuffs. Her straw hat was garnet-red, with a wide brim that hid her face from

  us as she paused on deck to wait for the man.




  He was short and full-bodied, as careless of dress as she was careful. His crumpled linen suit had wilted in horizontal creases that followed every curve of his plump figure. The sun found a red

  highlight on the dark bottle cradled in his arm. The officer at the head of the gangplank greeted him familiarly. “What’s that, Professor Harley? Claret?”




  “No, sir.” The man’s speech was precise, and somehow pedantic. “Blood. For Dracula. Defibrinated, of course.”




  “Was that professorial humor? Or insanity?” whispered Amanda.




  “They didn’t laugh.” Tony’s eyes followed the pair as they crossed the deck.




  Amanda shrugged. “You meet the weirdest people on a passenger-freighter. I’m glad Tony’s sailing with you.”




  We fell silent as the pair came nearer. At the high threshold of the lounge the woman turned and looked in our direction for the first time. The false innocence of the round, wide-spaced eyes

  made me think of a Persian kitten. So did the pursed mouth and tiny chin. Yet she was physically mature. The hair, piled in smooth, artificial scrolls under the dark-red hat, was as silvery a gray

  as her bracelets. For an instant I caught the cool, uncommon fragrance of lemon verbena. Then she went inside the lounge, and the man followed her.




  The ship’s officer was coming toward us. “You’re not a passenger, Mrs. Lord? Then I’m afraid you’d better be going ashore. We’re sailing in five

  minutes.”




  There was a flurry of hasty good-bys. Amanda was hardly down the gangplank before it was hauled in. Abruptly I caught the first throbbing of the ship’s engine. My holiday was over.




  “Feeling blue?” Tony’s perception startled me, but it’s always hard to hide your feelings from anyone who has known you all your life.




  “It was a nice vacation.” I sighed.




  “But now you have to face a summer’s work in Washington,” added Tony. “In an office that isn’t air-conditioned.”




  I nodded. My first Washington job—public relations for the War Finance Division of the Treasury—had seemed interesting because it was a small part of the wartime excitement there.

  Now I was copy writer for an advertising agency and Washington had reverted to its normal state—a small, provincial “company town,” rather like Hollywood, except that the

  “business” of the “company” happened to be politics instead of films.




  “Why didn’t the Lords ask you down here last winter?” went on Tony. “Then you would have gone back to sleet and snow, feeling superior to poor devils who had to stay

  North.”




  My response came out more tartly than I intended. “Amanda had friends of her own here for the height of the season. I’m glad she and Rupert stayed on through June this year.

  Otherwise I might not have been invited at all. And I was pretty lucky to get a whole month away from the office at any time.”




  “I know what you need!” exclaimed Tony with the glow of an inventor who has stumbled on a startlingly new idea. “A drink! They don’t have a regular bar on these tubs, but

  the chief steward usually has a few bottles on tap in the lounge. What about a daiquiri before dinner?”




  “All right—as soon as I’ve found my cabin and made sure my trunk isn’t in the hold.”




  After the burning glare on deck, the interior of the ship seemed dusky and almost cool. I asked a steward the way to my cabin. He told me to go up the main companionway and down the first

  corridor until I came to a cross corridor that ran from deck to deck. My door would be the last on the port side, forward. I’ve never been able to think in nautical terms. I must have turned

  to the starboard side. For the last door forward was open and there was someone else in the cabin.




  She turned with an exclamation, as startled as I was. Her sudden turn knocked an open suitcase off the luggage rack. Its contents scattered on the floor.




  “Oh, I’m so sorry!” I started to help her pick up the things. They were pitifully few—two dresses, a few toilet articles and underclothes. That was all. Not even a book

  to while away the long hours on deck. Nothing really personal—not a letter nor any scrap of writing at all. And that suitcase was the only piece of luggage in the cabin.




  She frowned. “I was hunting for my passport. I had it a moment ago, as I came on board.”




  I turned to look at her more closely. Her skin was between ivory and amber. Her eyes were large—a liquid black iris against a white eyeball in restless motion with that look of mute

  anxiety you see in the eyes of a doe. She wore maize linen but the curt, Western lines of the sport dress didn’t suit the full curves of breast and hip. She needed harem trousers or a

  sari. She moved with the fluid grace of an Eastern dancing girl. The mind, perceiving more than the senses, seemed to catch a thin, ghostly tinkle of temple bells—a faint, spicy

  fragrance of sandalwood.




  Even now, as I write, I can see the picture she made, her hands, thick and small-fingered as starfish, sifting through the contents of the suitcase. Quite suddenly, for one moment, I had that

  queer feeling that comes to all of us at times—all this has happened to me before. The dimpled, frantic, searching hands—the dubious, wary look in the dark eyes, the tropic sunlight

  beyond the porthole—it had all happened before just this way, down to the smallest detail—even the glint of sunlight on the white of her rolling eyeballs.




  I’m not seeing all this—I’m remembering it. I’m not anticipating—I’m recognizing.




  For an instant I was on the verge of seizing the memory. Then it seemed to grow slippery and slide out of my mental grasp, leaving only a faint malaise—a frustrated sense of having missed

  something I should have recognized. Yet I knew I had never been on this ship before. So the incident couldn’t have happened before in just the same way. . . .




  French psychologists have a name for this experience—the déja vu, the already seen. They used to believe it came from some unexplained failure of synchronization between

  two parts of the brain. Now that they’ve learned that time is only an appearance, this gross explanation has lost ground. Perhaps, when such moments come, our time-perceiving mechanism has

  slipped temporarily out of focus, as the eyes do in double vision. It would need only the most fleeting glimpse of the future to make the present seem like the past, and these experiences are

  always fleeting.




  “Have you any other luggage?” I asked.




  “No. This is all. One suitcase.”




  “Perhaps the passport’s in your purse?”




  “Perhaps . . .”




  She opened a handbag upside down, spilling all its contents on the bed. There wasn’t much. Just a handkerchief—machine-made lace and heavily scented—a powder box, a lipstick, a

  coin purse, and a few loose dollar bills. And there, among them, the missing passport, an American eagle stamped in gilt on its red cover.




  “Oh!” she smiled with a relief that seemed exaggerated to me. “Thank you so much!”




  I left her unpacking and went down the corridor the other way to my own cabin.




  It proved larger than hers and surprisingly comfortable, all blond maplewood and light-green chintz with upholstered armchairs and a studio couch so the place could serve as a private

  sitting-room by day. There was even a shower in the adjoining bathroom.




  I looked longingly at that shower but I didn’t want to keep Tony waiting. I simply washed my face and hands and ran a comb through my close-cropped hair. At the open porthole, white

  curtains stirred lazily in the draft of the ship’s motion, but it was still so hot that I left the door to the corridor ajar for further ventilation.




  Searching for a clean handkerchief, I emptied my overnight bag. My hand was on the lid, about to lower it, when something I had forgotten caught my eye—Rupert’s package, with one

  corner sticking out of the side pocket in the suitcase. Damn! Would I never learn not to volunteer for other people’s odd jobs and errands? This time, of course, I could hardly get out of it.

  The moment Rupert discovered I was going back to Washington, he began dropping pretty broad hints.




  Should I leave his package with the purser during the voyage? It hardly seemed valuable enough for that. Just papers that had something to do with Rupert’s latest engineering plans for

  Western Enterprise. Important to him, no doubt, but not to anyone else. He had been rather vague about the stuff. Probably because he realized that any sort of blueprint is Greek to me.




  I decided to put the package in a bureau drawer with my passport and my traveler’s checks. Then I would be sure to see it when we landed in New York and remember that I had promised Rupert

  to deliver it in Washington by Friday evening at the latest.




  Still holding up the lid of the suitcase with one hand, I grabbed at the package with the other.




  It was fairly big and heavy—the thickness of a ream of typewriting paper and about two-thirds the length and breadth. The whole thing was enclosed in a large, stout manila envelope, with a

  sealed flap at one end. The Quisqueyan climate is hard on mucilage. One corner of the flap had come unstuck. And, of course, it was that corner which caught against the sharp edge of a hasp when I

  jerked the package out of the suitcase. I was already late for Tony’s daiquiris. Instead of disengaging the flap gently, as I should have done, I tugged at it impatiently. There was a sudden

  ripping sound. The whole flap tore across. The envelope yawned open, belching its contents everywhere.




  I stood still. One hand in the air, still holding the torn envelope. The other hand clenching the lid of the suitcase. These were not blueprints or notes on an engineering plan—these

  strips of paper that showered suitcase, couch, armchairs, and floor like giant confetti. These were hundred-dollar bills in American currency. And there were hundreds of them.




  Again I seemed to see white dust rise in a powdery cloud as brown-skinned bodies kicked and bit and clawed over a few silver coins. Again I seemed to hear Amanda’s cynical voice:

  “The surest way to start a rat race . . .”




  I forgot that I had left the door ajar.




  A startled voice spoke, almost in my ear:




  “Good God! Have you robbed a bank?”




  







  Chapter Three




  Conversation Via Ventilator




  TONY WAS STANDING IN THE DOORWAY, his eyes round as blue marbles.




  “Oh, Tony!” I collapsed into an armchair. “Is there any way of stopping this ship?”




  “Too late for that.”




  My glance followed his. Beyond the porthole, a white beach topped with green fronds was sliding by. I recognized the point where the Lords’ house stood—the last outpost of Saint

  Andrew’s harbor. Even as I watched, it fell behind. We were at sea.




  “Why do you want to stop the ship?” demanded Tony.




  I could only look at him, speechless.




  He was frowning. “I got tired waiting for you in the lounge. I came along to see if you’d forgotten. . . . Don’t you know it’s dangerous to travel with so much money in

  cash?”




  This fatherly tone from such an infant was the last straw. “Do you suppose I’m doing it purposely?” I snapped at him. “I had no idea there was money in that

  envelope!”




  Tony came in and shut the door. He pushed about fifteen thousand dollars aside to make a perch for himself on another armchair. “But you must have known,” he said with insufferable

  patience. “People don’t have that much money without knowing it.”




  “Don’t they?” My voice sounded bitter in my own ears. “I don’t even know how much there is.”




  “Then the first thing is to count it.” Tony was already scooping up the stuff in handfuls, throwing it on the couch. He sorted the heap into stacks. When he had formed ten stacks, he

  counted each separately. The bills riffled through his bank-clerk’s fingers swiftly as a pack of cards shuffled by a professional gambler. He looked at me with a touch of awe.




  “They’re all one-hundred-dollar bills. And there are one hundred bills in each stack.”




  “Why . . .” My voice came out hoarsely. “That’s a hundred thousand dollars!”




  “For once, your arithmetic is correct.” Tony grinned. “Better steer clear of promoters, card players, and decorative members of the opposite sex until you’ve ditched your

  dough.”




  “But it isn’t mine.”




  Tony cocked a quizzical brow. “Then you did rob a bank?”




  “Don’t be a fool. The money is Rupert’s. I suppose he gave it to me by mistake.”




  Tony laughed. “Look here, Rupert is pretty free with his cash, but do you think even he would give you or anyone else a hundred thousand dollars by mistake?”




  “The envelope was sealed,” I explained. “He must have given me the wrong envelope.”




  “This it?” Tony picked up the torn envelope and turned it over. “No address. No superscription. Seems funny to keep that much money in an unmarked envelope.”




  “Rupert’s been ill.” I was trying to convince myself as well as Tony that there was some logic in this crazy pattern of events. “He had a bad concussion after his

  accident.”




  “Accident?” echoed Tony. “I heard he’d had a fall from his horse a few days ago. I didn’t know it was serious. What happened?”




  “No one knows precisely. He was alone at the time.”




  “Was he in the habit of riding alone?”




  “Why, yes. Didn’t you know?”




  Tony shook his head. “I only got out there in the evening, not during the day.”




  “Amanda and I used to ride together before breakfast,” I went on. “Rupert was already at work in his study by that time. He usually finished work about five and went riding

  alone before dinner.”




  “That was routine?” asked Tony.




  “As a rule. He joined us once or twice in our morning rides, not more often.”




  “Then I suppose this—accident happened in the afternoon?”




  I nodded. “Just after sunset.” In my mind’s eye I saw again that pale hyacinth sky, dappled with flecks of rose-red clouds in the west, as if a flight of flamingos had shed

  fiery feathers in passing. The harbor was placid and pale as the sky, shadows on the water tinted with a faint reflection of the rose-red. A windless dusk, brooding, enchanted. Then, in the

  stillness, the sudden drumbeat of a horse’s hoofs.




  “Rupert’s horse came cantering up the drive without a rider,” I told Tony. “The saddle was turned over—girth across the horse’s back, seat under its belly,

  stirrups trailing. We found Rupert half a mile from the house, unconscious, with a broken leg and a nasty cut on his forehead. A glancing hoof must have grazed his head when he fell. It was a close

  call. A direct kick would have killed him. Even now the doctor isn’t sure whether there’s a fracture or not. He’s going to take X-rays as soon as he can get a machine out

  there.”




  “The groom’s fault?” suggested Tony. “He must have cinched the girth insecurely. I don’t see how the saddle could work loose otherwise.”




  “Amanda wanted to dismiss the man. Rupert wouldn’t hear of that. He was more concerned about missing some appointment in Washington than anything else. The first thing he asked the

  doctor was whether he would be able to fly to Washington this week. Of course the doctor said no. Rupert knew I was going back to Washington. He began to drop hints. Finally one evening, when I was

  alone with him, he came out in the open and said that if some friend would keep his appointment for him he could sleep in peace. It ended with my promising him to deliver a sealed package by hand.

  This is the package. He said it contained blueprints so—he must have given me the wrong package. Perhaps his concussion made him a little absent-minded.”




  “A little absent-minded?” Tony laughed again. “A man who forgets where he put one hundred thousand dollars isn’t a little absent-minded—he’s nuts!

  Unless . . . Are you sure this is the same package he gave you?”




  “It’s the only manila envelope I have with me.”




  “Was there a similar package at hand when he gave you this?”




  I closed my eyes, trying to visualize the scene in that ground-floor bedroom where they carried Rupert after the accident. There were papers on the counterpane but . . . was there another

  package? Another thick, sealed manila envelope?




  “I can’t remember.” I opened my eyes. “Of course I didn’t look inside the drawer when Rupert pulled it open.”




  “The drawer?”




  “Yes. He took this envelope out of a drawer in a table beside his bed.”




  “Odd place to keep a hundred thousand bucks.” Tony flipped one of the stacks through his fingers again, as if he hoped that he had made some mistake in counting—that the sum

  was really less. “If we were all out West, in the country served by Western Enterprise, I’d say this was a cash payroll for workmen in Rupert’s power plants. But he has no plants

  in the East, let alone the Caribbean. He wouldn’t take a payroll to his winter home, where he’s supposed to be resting. I doubt if Rupert himself handles the payroll anyway.”




  “There could be another reason.” I was thinking aloud. “You know what Rupert is like.”




  “No, I don’t.” Tony dropped the bills. “What is he really like? When he’s off guard?”




  “He takes risks.”




  “Financial risks?”




  “I dare say, though I don’t know about that. I meant he takes risks with horses. In swimming, too. And he does everything in a princely sort of way, like most poor men who have made

  a fortune quickly. He likes money he can handle—probably because he didn’t have much in his youth. He would have loved Europe in Victorian days when men threw around gold sovereigns and

  louis d’or. He’d have liked the Middle Ages even better, when you just hacked a few links off your gold chain with a poniard and tossed them to the mob as largess. He always

  has cash on hand in rather large amounts.”




  “As large as this?”




  “Of course not. I meant two or three thousand. But just now he’s having some sort of legal trouble with his partner in Western Enterprise. He told me so himself. He said he had

  closed several of his personal checking accounts because his partner threatened to attach them. This money must be cash withdrawn from those accounts. He’d have to put it somewhere. He

  couldn’t put it in another bank until the suit was settled.”




  “But a sum like this!” protested Tony. “Not even in a safe!”




  “Perhaps he thought no one would suspect there was so much money in a plain sealed envelope. If the flap hadn’t caught on my suitcase and torn I would never have suspected it. I was

  going to toss the package into a bureau drawer with my traveler’s checks.”




  “Now you know—what are you going to do?”




  “I—I don’t know.” I looked at Tony blankly. “What can I do?”




  “Put it in another envelope and turn it over to the purser,” said Tony. “Then radio Rupert to keep your record straight with him. Tell him how you discovered the money in the

  envelope. And tell him you’ll deposit it to his account in the first available bank the minute you land in New York.”




  I turned this over in my mind. “If I send such a message through the ship’s radio operator, it will be all over the ship in ten minutes that there’s cash on board. Even if I

  don’t mention the sum, they’ll know it’s large. People don’t go to all that trouble for a small sum.”




  “Radio operators are not supposed to tell about the messages they send,” objected Tony.




  “People do all sorts of things they’re not supposed to do,” I returned. “Doctors talk about their patients, lawyers about their clients, bank clerks about their

  accounts.”




  “They do not. I’m a bank clerk myself. Besides, you don’t have to use the word ‘money’ in a radiogram to Rupert. Just say ‘blueprints.’ Or don’t

  radio Rupert at all until you’re safe in New York. Just give the sealed package to the purser and wash your hands of it.”
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