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It is ordered that Miss Batcheller for her adultery shall be branded with the letter A. ———Unknown. Records of Maine Province. (1651)


It was around this law that Nathaniel Hawthorne wove the story of The Scarlet Letter.




A


UNTIL THE fourth year of their marriage their friends considered Dirk and Martha Lawrence one of the happiest couples in New York.


The lovebirds were invariably described as “nice, interesting young people”. The temporal part of the description puzzled outsiders at first, since both were in their thirties, not the prime youth of the biologists. Besides, Martha was two years older than Dirk. But after people got to know them the description came easily. Dirk was cast in the dark, romantic mould of Bohemian garrets, and Martha had the plump, exquisite look of the pigeon a-perch on the sill. That they were interesting and nice was never questioned at all. Dirk was a writer, and to non-writers—who comprised most of the Lawrences’ friends—writers are curiosities from another world, like movie stars and ex-murderers. And Martha was an absolute darling—that is, she was no threat to the other women in their set.


Still, those who esteemed the Lawrences as interesting and nice would have been astonished, had they ever thought of going back over the statistics, at the amount of evidence to the contrary. There were times, especially in the third year, when Dirk was far from nice—when he lost his temper publicly at nothing visible to the human eye, or when he had had two or three scotch old-fashioneds too many. And even a writer can become a bore when he makes a scene or gets nastily drunk. There were times when Martha was a very dull pigeon indeed; these were usually the times when Dirk was being far from nice. But no one thought of these dabs of episode as being related to a large canvas. Their only effect was to make the Lawrences seem as human as other people at a time when they were in considerable danger of being dropped for their inhuman felicity.


Ellery got to know the Lawrences through Nikki Porter. He had seen Dirk Lawrence now and then at meetings of The Mystery Writers of America, in the days when Dirk was turning out his dark, unpopular mystery novels, but they had not become friendly until Dirk married Martha Gordon. Martha and Nikki had known each other in Kansas City; when Martha came to New York to live, the two girls met again, liked what they rediscovered, and became inseparable.


Martha Gordon had come to New York not to seek her fortune but to live on it. Her mother had failed to survive Martha’s birth, and her father, a meat-packer, had died during the war while Martha was touring the Pacific with a USO troupe—she had majored in dramatic arts at Oberlin and was doing Little Theatre work when the war broke out. Mr. Gordon left her a great many millions of dollars.


Ellery found Martha an intelligent, sensitive girl, unspoiled by her money but lonely because of it.


“When they tell me how gorgeous I am,” Martha said grimly during a bull session in the Queen apartment one night, “I point to the plank. And they all tell me.”


“You’re over-suspicious,” Ellery said. “You’re a darned pretty girl.”


“Et tu, Ellery? Do you know how old I’m getting to be?”


“Don’t bother looking around for a plank here,” said Nikki calmly. “This one runs, Martha. I know.”


“And there you are,” said Ellery. “You ought to take Nikki with you on your dates, Martha. Her judgment of men is uncanny.”


“Anyway,” said Martha, “who wants to get married? I’m going to be a Broadway star or die in the attempt.”


Martha was wrong on both counts. She failed to become a Broadway star, and she survived to meet Dirk Lawrence.


By this time Martha had worked out a technique. She lived modestly, and her acquaintances were all people of moderate means. When Dirk Lawrence asked her to marry him she was working in the office of a theatrical producer at a salary of sixty dollars a week. He did not learn that his bride was a millionaire until they set up housekeeping in a third-floor walk-up in the East 30s.


Ellery knew the Lawrences as well as he knew any of Nikki’s friends, yet he never achieved a solid feeling about their future. The trouble, he suspected, lay not so much in Dirk’s thin royalties and Martha’s fat dividend cheques as in Dirk’s psychological economy. Dirk acted as if he had been invented by Emily Bronte—fierce, brooding, a little uncouth, and strange in sudden ways.


But it was this very quality in Dirk’s nature that attracted Martha. To the little blonde wife, her big swarthy scowling husband was an uncredited genius, a great and tragic figure. The truth was, they were drawn to each other because of their oppositeness. Dirk was always preoccupied with his problems, fancied as well as real; there was not a self-centred bone in Martha’s sturdy little body. He demanded, she fulfilled. He sulked, she diverted. He stormed, she soothed. He doubted, she reassured. She satisfied completely his evident needs for a worshipful ear, a bosom to lay his head on, and a pair of soft maternal arms. And Martha was happy to provide the ear, the bosom, and the arms.


It should have been a sound enough basis for a marriage, but apparently it was not. Toward the end of the third year, when the change became noticeable, they seemed unable to stay in one place.


It was usually Martha who started the running. But Ellery had noticed—on the evenings when he and Nikki did the town with the Lawrences, or went to a party, or engaged in any activity which involved mingling with other people—that Martha’s flights were a sort of conditioned reflex, arising out of Dirk’s threat to settle into one of his moods. Dirk’s dark mouth had a trick of turning up very slightly at one corner when he was about to sulk or get angry; the appearance was of a smile, but the effect was unpleasant. At such times, whatever Martha was doing or saying was dropped immediately. She would jump up and say, “I feel like a bowl of vegetables and sour cream at Lindy’s,” or whatever—Ellery felt—happened to pop into her mind at the moment. Then Dirk would pull himself out of it, and off they would go, hauling people along who could see no reason for not staying where they were.


Occasionally, however, Martha’s back was turned when Dirk’s mouth pulled its tell-tale trick. Then he would either explode with terrifying violence over some trifle or begin to drink like a camel. Those were the occasions when Martha would suddenly develop a sinus headache and have to go right home.


In the fourth year their troubles came to a head. They were seen together less and less. Dirk drank steadily.


That was the year Martha found her place in the theatre. She bought a play and produced it with her own money. There were parties which Dirk did not attend. At other times he would show up at rehearsal, or accost Martha in a restaurant, and make a scene. Martha burrowed into production details, seeing no one they had known, not even Nikki. When the play failed, Martha stuck out her little jaw and began to look around for another script. What went on in their home—by this time they had taken a plush apartment on Beekman Place—was no secret to their neighbours. There were quarrels early and late, sounds of breaking furniture, wild sobs, and wilder roars.


Their marriage had collapsed. And no one seemed to know why.


Nikki was as baffled as the rest of their crowd.


“I have no idea what’s wrong,” she said, at Ellery’s question.


“But Nikki, you’re her best friend.”


“Even your best friend won’t tell you,” Nikki said unhappily. “Of course, it’s Dirk’s fault. If only he’d stop making like Edgar Allan Poe!”


Then, one beautiful night in the early spring, Ellery and Nikki learned what was wrong with the Lawrences.


* * *


It began with a Western Union messenger. He leaned on the Queen buzzer just as Nikki was tucking Ellery’s typewriter into its shroud for the day.


“It’s addressed to you, handwritten,” Nikki said, coming into the study with an envelope. “And if that’s not Martha Lawrence’s handwriting, I’m a monkey’s aunt. Why would she be writing to you?”


“You sound like a wife,” Ellery said, jiggling the cocktail shaker. The day’s dictation had not gone well, and he was in no mood to be nice to anyone, especially the lone witness of his frequent exhibitions of anguish. “All right, Nikki, hand it over.”


“Don’t you want me to read it to you while you make the cocktails? After all, what’s a secretary for?”


“The cocktails are made. Give me that!”


“I don’t understand,” said Nikki without rancour as Ellery tore open the envelope. “Something awful must be happening. Of course, if you’d rather I left the room….”


But the note made them both grave.


Ellery dear—




I’ve tried everything I know, which apparently isn’t enough. This can’t go on. I need help.


I’ll be on a bench in Central Park, on the main walk approaching The Hall from the 5th Ave. entrance at 72nd St., at around 9.30 tonight. If by some horrible coincidence you should see Dirk or hear from him between now and then, don’t for God’s sake breathe one word about my having asked you to meet me. He thinks I’m seeing Amy Howell at the Barbizon about a playscript.


I’ll wait till 10. Please come.


Martha





* * *


Nikki was staring at the notepaper, with its uneven scrawl. “Holy matrimony,” she said. She deliberately kicked Ellery’s desk and went over to the couch and sat down. “It’s past working hours, so you can act like a gentleman—if that’s possible of any man. I want a drink and a cigarette…. Poor Mar. This marriage was going to last a thousand years, like Hitler’s Reich. You’re going to meet her, aren’t you?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?”


“If it was a case, Nikki, of Dirk’s stealing something or murdering somebody———”


“How do you know it isn’t?” demanded Nikki fiercely.


“My dear child———”


“And don’t ‘my dear child’ me, Ellery Queen!”


“—this is chronic. It’s been going on for over a year. It’s simply a case of two people who started out for paradise on a raft finding the damn thing sinking under their bottoms four miles out. It happens every day. What can I do for Martha? Hold her hand? Take Dirk into St. Pat’s by the seat of the pants and read him a fatherly sermon to a playback of the Wedding March?” Ellery shook his head. “The middleman in a situation like this is sure to get it in the neck.”


“Are you through drivelling?”


“I’m not drivelling. It’s just that instinct tells me to stay out of this.”


“I ask you only one question,” Nikki said, rising so suddenly that part of her cocktail slopped over on to her last pair of nylons. “Are you going to meet Martha tonight, or aren’t you?”


“But it’s not fair,” protested Ellery. “She ought to go to a clergyman. I mean I haven’t made up my mind.”


“Well, I have. I’m through.”


“You’re what?”


“Through. I’m throwing up your pitiful little job. Get somebody else to finish your book. It’s no good, anyway.”


“Nikki!” He caught her at the door. “Of course, you’re right. It reeks. And I’ll go.”


“Oh, it’s not so bad, Ellery,” said Nikki softly. “There are some parts I think are positively brilliant….”


* * *


Ellery found Martha on a park bench in a deep shadow. He very nearly missed her, because she was all in black, including a veil. It was as if she had deliberately dressed to blend with the night.


She caught his hands as he sat down.


“Martha, you’re shaking.” Ellery felt that levity might help. “Isn’t that the approved opening line?”


He was wrong. Martha began to cry. She snatched her hands away and put them to her face and cried into them in a deep, dry, horrible way.


Ellery was appalled. He looked round quickly to see if anyone was watching. But the bushes behind their bench were silent, and most of the people on the other benches ignored them. Tears in Central Park were no novelty to nature lovers.


“Martha, I’m sorry. I really am. Won’t you tell me what’s the matter? It can’t be as bad as all that. Things seldom are….” He went on in this dismal vein for some time. But Martha only cried more deeply, more dryly, and more horribly.


Ellery began to wish himself elsewhere. A few nearby heads had turned with indignation, then curiosity. And a large figure in a peaked cap, swinging a nightstick, had stopped strolling to stare at them very hard.


“Something wrong, bud?” boomed the large figure.


“No, no, officer,” Ellery called loudly enough for their bench neighbours to hear, too. “We’re just rehearsing a scene from our new play.” He pulled his hat-brim lower.


“Yeah?” The park patrolman lumbered over quickly as heads turned everywhere within range. “When do you open? I’m sort of a confirmed theatregoer myself. Me and the wife see every show I can rustle some ducats for———”


“Next month. Broadhurst. Simply mention my name at the box office. Now if you’ll excuse us———”


“Yes, sir. But what name?”


“Alfred Lunt,” said Ellery.


“Yessir!” The patrolman stepped back respectfully. Then he said to Martha, “Good night, Miss Fontanne,” saluted, and marched off whistling.


Ellery said in a hurry, “Now, Martha———”


“I’ll be all right in a minute, Ellery. This is so stupid of me. I hadn’t the slightest intention of … It just happened….” Martha buried her face in his chest.


‘Of course,” said Ellery, looking round uncomfortably. Everyone was watching the rehearsal. “You’ve kept this in a long time. Naturally. Now just pull yourself together, honey, and we’ll have a long talk.” Ellery’s left arm began to ache; Martha was jamming it against the slats. To relieve the ache he worked his arm free and draped it along the top of the bench. It touched Martha’s shoulders.


“Lovers’ quarrel?” said a voice.


Martha quivered.


Ellery turned.


Dirk Lawrence stood behind the bench.


Dirk’s hat was plastered to one side of his head, and his dark features had the fixed but pendulous set of the very drunk. The reek of whisky surrounded him. The eyes under their thick overhang were unpleasant-looking pits.


“Hello, Dirk,” said Ellery heartily. “Where’d you come from?”


“Hell,” grinned Dirk. “And I’m looking for company.”


Ellery found himself on his feet. But Martha was already between him and her husband.


“Go home, Dirk,” she said in a shrill voice. “Please go home.”


“Hell of a home. See what I mean?”


“Now look here, Dirk,” said Ellery resentfully. “If that crack about lovers wasn’t a gag, you’re a bigger damn fool than I am. This is the first time I’ve seen Martha in months. She wanted to talk something over with me———”


“In the language of the eyes, no doubt,” said Dirk Lawrence dreamily. “My little Martha. My little nymph. You know something, Brother Q? You kid me not.”


“Martha,” said Ellery, “you’d better go.”


“Yes, Martha my love, you do that,” said Dirk. “On account of I’m going to teach this dirty feist to keep his paws off another man’s wife———”


“Dirk, no!” screamed Martha.


Dirk stepped into a moonbeam. Ellery saw that some bubbles of foam had gathered in the twist of his mouth. His eyes seemed sober and sad. He back-handed Martha’s face across the bench, and she disappeared.


Involuntarily, Ellery stooped to look for her.


He never reached his knees. A bomb tore his head off, and the back of it went bong! against the cement walk, followed by the rest of him.


The last thing he remembered was an outburst from the nearby benches as of many firecrackers.


It was applause.


* * *


“So now you know,” Martha was saying. “Better than I could have told you, Ellery. I tried my best to keep him from following me. But I guess I’m not very good at it, and he doesn’t believe anything I say, anyway.”


“Have some more coffee, darling,” crooned Nikki.


Ellery wished that Nikki would show some appreciation of his performance. His jaw had a green-and-purple lump on it, and the back of his head felt as if it had bounced around in a cement mixer.


He had come to in the park to find his head in Martha’s lap and a crowd of admiring spectators encircling them. Dirk was gone. The theatre-loving patrolman was remarking with heat that he’d sure as hell like to run that hambone in for getting so carried away by his part—if Mr. Lunt would tell him the scene-stealing slob’s name, that is—and by the way, here he’d been under the impression that Mr. Lunt was getting grey, or was that one of them there new hair falsies? In the end, hiding his face with his hat, Ellery cajoled the patrolman into putting them in a cab at the 72nd Street entrance, the only address he could think to give in the mushy condition of his brain being that of the Queen apartment. And there was Nikki, who was supposed to have had a date with an obscure but paid-up member of the Authors’ League, waiting for his return. Martha had fallen into her arms, and the two women had disappeared into Inspector Queen’s bathroom for a half-hour, leaving Ellery to administer his own first aid. Not even his father was home to cluck over him.


“But what’s the matter with Dirk?” Nikki demanded. “Is he off his rocker?”


“I don’t know,” Martha said in the same draggy way. “I don’t know what’s happened to him. I don’t think he knows himself.”


“I felt no particular uncertainty,” said Ellery, trying to move his jaw sidewise.


“You’re lucky to be alive.”


“Oh, come,” said Ellery. “The brute punches hard, but not that hard.”


“That’s why I was so afraid,” Martha said to her coffee-cup. “I was afraid he had a gun with him. He’d threatened to start carrying one.”


“Nikki threatens to quit every hour on the hour, Martha, but she’s still affiliated with the firm.”


“You don’t believe me. I suppose I couldn’t expect you to. I tell you if Dirk had had a gun with him tonight, he’d have killed you.”


“And he’d have had a darned good case, too,” Ellery said. “See here, I don’t want to seem unfeeling, but give the devil his due. Look at it from Dirk’s viewpoint———”


“Suppose you look at it from Dirk’s viewpoint,” said Nikki coldly.


“You told him a pretty feeble story, Martha, about meeting some female play scrivener at a woman’s hotel. So he followed you. He saw you enter the park, pick out a nice dark bench. I came along, obviously by pre-arrangement. I sat down, and the first thing Dirk knew you were cuddling against my manly breast and I had my arm around you. Your crying made it look even worse—as if you and I’d been having ourselves a thing, but I’d found a new chick to play around with and wanted out, and you were trying to hold on to me. What else could he have thought? After all, the man’s only flesh and blood.”


Martha shut her eyes.


“Like you?” said Nikki horridly. “Wives like Martha exist only in Victorian novels, and a husband who doesn’t know it ought to be altered.”


“Will you stop interrupting? Besides, Martha, Dirk was tight. Probably if he’d been sober———”


Martha opened her eyes. “When he’s sober it’s worse.”


“Worse? How do you mean?”


“When he’s sober, I can’t keep telling myself that he’s saying those horrible things because he’s drunk.”


“You mean Dirk actually believes you’re sleeping around?”


“He tries not to. But it’s become an obsession, something he can’t control.”


“May I say nuts?” inquired Nikki.


“Nikki, you aren’t in love with him. I am.”


“If he were my husband, I’d give him something to have an obsession about!”


“He’s sick….”


“This is going to hurt,” said Ellery. “Either he’s sick, Martha—or he’s right.”


Nikki leaped. “Martha, I’m taking you over to my place this minute. This minute.”


“Sit down, Nikki, and shut up. Or go into the next room. If Martha wants my help, I’ve got to know what the problem is. I’m not going to deliver a sermon—I’ve seen worse crimes than adultery. So first, Martha, tell me! Are you what Dirk called you tonight—a nymph?”


“If I am, he hasn’t caught me at it yet.” Martha’s face continued to show nothing. “Look, boys and girls, I’m a gal who’s trying to save her marriage. If I weren’t, I shouldn’t be here.”


“Touché,” said Ellery. “Now tell me everything you know about Dirk that might explain this jealousy complex of his.”


* * *


About Dirk’s childhood Martha was largely in the dark. He also had been an only child. The Lawrences were East Shore Marylanders, Southern sympathizers during the Civil War. Dirk’s mother’s family were South Carolina Fairleighs, with a distinguished history of slaveholding and aristocratic poverty.


Whatever Dirk had lacked as a boy, it was not material. The Lawrence wealth was inherited from his Great-grandfather Lawrence, who had gone west after Appomattox, made millions in mines and railroads, and returned to Maryland to restock the family coffers.


“Dirk’s father never did a lick of work in his life,” Martha said. “And neither did Dirk till he put on a uniform. His father sent him to Virginia Military Institute, but he was kicked out after a year for chronic insubordination. He decided he wanted to be a writer. Pearl Harbour caught him living in Greenwich Village, wearing a beard and trying to make like a poor man’s Hemingway on an allowance of a mere ten thousand a year. He enlisted—in relief, I think—and he was an officer with the paratroopers in Belgium when he got the news that his parents had both been killed in an automobile accident.


“It wasn’t till he got home after the war that Dirk learned two things: One, that the police suspected Mr. Lawrence of having deliberately run the car, with himself and Mrs. Lawrence in it, off the road———”


“Why?” asked Ellery.


“I don’t know, unless it had something to do with the other thing Dirk found out when he got back. His father had run through every penny of the Lawrence fortune and had left nothing but debts.


“Dirk went back to New York, broke except for what he had on his back. He tried writing again, but after a few months of starvation he looked for a job. A publishing house took him on in the editorial department, and he was with the firm over two years. The job lasted till 1948, when he was twenty-eight years old.


“I’ve met some of the people he worked with there,” said Martha, “and they all paint the same picture. Dirk was skinny and intellectual-looking—from not getting enough to eat—and he’d developed a black Russian attitude towards life. His long suit was irony, and of course he’s brilliant. But he didn’t get along with the other people in the office, women especially.”


“Any particular reason?” asked Ellery.


“It might be this: Shortly after he landed the job, he began going out with a girl in the office. All I know about her is that her name was Gwladys, which she spelled with a w. She fell head over heels in love with him, they had an affair, and she soon became a nuisance. They quarrelled and he stopped seeing her. And then she committed suicide. Of course, she was a hopeless neurotic, and it wasn’t Dirk’s fault, but from that time on he had nothing to do with women.”


Dirk’s editorial job had required him to read a great many mystery stories. They stirred his imagination, so he began to write again, this time attempting a detective novel. To his surprise, his own firm accepted it for publication. It sold just under four thousand copies, but the notices were good.


“That was the one he called Dead Is My Love,” Martha said. “Ellery, what did you really think of it?”


“For the work of a new hand, it was surprising. The plotting was amateurish in spots, and the story had a wry quality, but it was different. I questioned Dirk about the morbidity of his writing when I first met him at a meeting of Mystery Writers of America. His only comment was that murder is a morbid subject. That’s when he quit his job and devoted all his time to the typewriter, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” said Martha. “He turned out three more detective stories in the next twelve months.”


“I remember,” Ellery nodded, “that Dirk would open up to me in that period when at MWA gatherings he’d utter hardly a word to anyone else. He was hurt at the small sales of his books while what he felt to be inferior products earned two and three times as much. He covered up by being defiant. When I suggested a brighter, less gothic, approach, some compromise with popular taste, Dirk replied that that was the kind of stuff he wanted to write, and if people didn’t like it they didn’t have to buy his books. I thought at the time it wasn’t a very grown-up reaction. I wasn’t surprised when he stopped writing detective stories.”


“That was my doing, I’m afraid,” Martha said with a slight tightness. “You know, I chased Dirk. I decided to marry him three days after we met.”


“You never told me that,” said Nikki accusingly.


“There’s lots I’ve never told you, Nikki. I used to write him daily mash-notes. I was perfectly shameless about it. I was the one who encouraged him, after we were married, to try a serious novel.


“And maybe that was my big mistake,” Martha said. “He was so happy, he worked so hard. And when the book came out and got an even smaller sale than his detective stories, and most of the critics panned it brutally….”


“The Sound of Silence was a bad book, Martha,” said Ellery gently. “Souped-up realism that only succeeded in being slick melodrama.”


Martha was silent. Then she said: “We had a time of it for a few weeks, but I finally loved some self-confidence back into him and he started on the next novel. And that turned out even worse….


“After the second book there wasn’t a thing I could do to snap Dirk out of his depression. The harder I tried, the more I seemed to irritate him. When he went to work on his third novel, he locked himself in the study. And that was when I suppose I made my second mistake. Instead of hammering the lock off and pounding some sense into his thick head, I … well, I looked around for something to do. That’s when I produced All Around the Mulberry Bush. The flop it took taught me a lot, and I knew I’d found the spot in the theatre I’d been groping for before I met Dirk.


“I also thought,” continued Martha in that dreadful calm, “that my fiasco would bring Dirk and me together again, on the theory of the sociability of misery. It only seemed to shove us farther apart. He accused me of going the route of all rich dilettantes, and we had a really bang-up row. I suppose I was terribly hurt for the second time…. Anyway, back he went to his typewriter to sulk, and I bought my second play. And that’s when this jealousy business showed up.”


“Exactly how,” asked Ellery, “did Dirk first manifest it?”


“You’ve met Alex Conn. It was my second production and Alex’s first. There’s never been an author more respectful of his producer. Poor Alex wouldn’t dream of making love to me; he’d sooner try to embrace the Sphinx. Besides, he has a broad streak of lavender.


“Alex’s play had to be rewritten before we went into rehearsal. I had definite ideas about how I wanted certain scenes to run, and I got into the habit of dropping into the hotel where Alex was working, a dirty fly-trap off Times Square. Alex works best in his undershirt, with his shoes off, and one night Dirk burst in on us and, to my absolute amazement—and Alex’s—accused us of having an affair. We thought he was joking. But the beating he gave poor Alex in that horrible hotel room was no joke….


“Nothing Alex or I said to assure Dirk he was imagining things had the least effect. He was—he looked—well, you saw him tonight, Ellery. Only that night he wasn’t tight.”


“I hope you told him off!” said Nikki.


“Well, I told him I wasn’t going to act as if I’d committed a crime, because I hadn’t, and I said a lot of other things, too, about mutual trust and faith and love, and the result was we wound up with our arms around each other and what seemed like the dawn of a new understanding. But the very next week, when I was talking over the role of Michael in Alex’s play with Rory Burke, who eventually played it, Dirk made another scene—and that one got into the columns. And that’s the way it’s been ever since, and I don’t know why, why, why!”


And suddenly everything gave way and Martha was sobbing. “If Dirk doesn’t stop … I can’t take it much longer! He needs help, Ellery. I need help. Is there anything you can see to do? Anything?”


Ellery took her hand. “I’ll try. I’ll try, Martha.”


* * *


Ellery put Martha Lawrence into a cab—she insisted on going home alone—and he went back upstairs to find Nikki filling the coffee-pot from the kitchen tap viciously.


They had their coffee like two strangers in a cafeteria.


But then Nikki put her cup down with a bang. “I know I’ll hate myself in the morning, but I’ve got to sit up and beg.” After a moment, Nikki said, “Ellery. I’m begging.”


“For what?”


“Oh, don’t be obtuse! What can you do?”


“How should I know? You know the idiot as well as I do. Better.”


Nikki frowned. “Personally, I think Martha’s the idiot. But then, as she said, I’m not in love with him. Mar’s done a lot for me, Ellery—things I’ve never told you, and probably never will. And I not only love her, I like her. There’s something so awfully clean about Martha. Like a little girl in a starched pinny….


“Maybe that’s it. She’s the last woman in the world, I should think, whom anyone would accuse of sleeping around. Especially her husband! That’s why I’m so worried, Ellery. It isn’t natural. There’s something wrong with Dirk.”
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