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  Foreword: The Crazy Age




  MIKE ASHLEY




  We do love to apply nicknames to things, even decades. The Swinging Sixties, the Gay Nineties (or was it the Naughty Nineties?) and, of course, the Roaring Twenties. And

  aren’t those two words evocative. You need scarcely utter them than our mind’s eye conjures up visions of the jazz age, the charleston, country-house parties, the first talkies and, of

  course, those “bright young things”. A decade of excitement, energy, eccentricity, fun and freedom – a complete release after the horrors of the Great War, and total gay abandon

  for the terrors yet to come.




  Because, as we know, it wasn’t all fun. The 1920s was a time of great hardship in Britain – the Jarrow March, the General Strike, the fear of communism and revolution. In America

  there was prohibition and the rise of gangsterism.




  It was a decade of extremes, and it’s out of extremes that the stories emerge. The 1920s saw the start of the Golden Age of the detective story. In Britain it was during this decade that

  Agatha Christie’s Poirot and Miss Marple first appeared and, even more typical of the period, Dorothy L. Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey. In America that role was taken by S.S. van Dine with

  his detective Philo Vance, but the 1920s also saw the rise of pulp fiction and the hard-boiled school led by Carroll John Daly and Dashiell Hammett. The one was a rebellion against the other,

  showing that even in crime fiction, there were extremes.




  In this anthology I wanted to encapsulate those extremes. I wanted a selection of stories that not only showed the fun, the froth and the frolics of the 1920s but also the hard, violent and

  vicious underbelly. Above all I wanted the stories to reflect that unreality of the decade: a period when, rather like the “swinging sixties”, people threw caution to the wind and lived

  life to the full, regardless of what was round the corner.




  I also wanted the stories to show the exciting “newness” of things in the twenties. The movies were all the rage, with film stars the new celebrities, and by the end of the 1920s you

  could hear them as well. There was the radio and the first communication revolution with the growth of the telephone. And there was a travel boom, with the growth in the motor car and commercial

  airlines. With the 1920s we entered the era of the gadget, with mass production and a booming economy.




  That’s what you’ll find here. From Annette Meyers’s Greenwich Village partygoers to Robert Randisi’s beauty pageant, from Marilyn Todd’s murder in the artworld to

  Gillian Linscott’s death in Britain’s first telephone booth, from Hulbert Footner’s “Bright Young Things” in the world of crime to Mat Coward’s murder before the

  Communist revolution, these stories cover every facet of life in that mad decade.




  So, let’s party . . .




  – Mike Ashley




  





  Timor Mortis




  ANNETTE MEYERS




  

    

      Annette Meyers is probably best known for her series about corporate headhunters Xenia Smith and Leslie Wetzon, set amongst the wheeling and dealing of Wall Street and

      Broadway. Annette is well qualified to talk of the theatrical world as she worked with Hal Prince on the Broadway Productions of Fiddler on the Roof, Cabaret and A Little Night

      Music. With her husband Martin, writing under the joint alias of Maan Meyers, she has produced a historical mystery series chronicling the Tonneman family down the generations in New York,

      starting with The Dutchman (1992). Annette introduced her poet-detective Olivia Brown in her 1999 novel Free Love, set amongst the arty set in Greenwich Village in the 1920s. The

      follow-up novel was Murder Me Now (2001). Here’s the latest adventure.


      



    


  




  

    

      

        Are You a Free Thinker?


        Whether or not, Come to the


        Greenwich Village Feather Ball Costume Dance


        Given by


        Writers and Artists of Greenwich Village




        Webster Hall




        11th Street, near Third Avenue




        Admission:




        In Costume $1




        Without Costume $2


      


    


  




  Greenwich Village is our enclave, our village, and we rarely venture east of Washington Square Park, unless of course it is for one of our fancy

  dress balls, which we hold at Webster Hall on Eleventh Street near Third Avenue.




  The costume balls were inaugurated before the Great War by The Masses, an irreverent magazine to which everyone in the Village contributed short stories, poetry, drawings, essays and

  humor. The purpose of the balls was to pay off the magazine’s persistent debts with the admission charged. The focus of The Masses was anti-war, and the government, in the midst of the

  Great War, had shut it down. Although The Masses has not survived, costume balls continue for the benefit of one or another of our Village institutions.




  It was said that when our own Floyd Dell, one of the editors of The Masses, first approached the proprietor of Webster Hall about the cost for rental of the space, the proprietor asked,

  “Is yours a drinking crowd?”




  To which our Floyd replied, “Hell, yes.”


  

  And the proprietor said, “You can have it for nothing.”


  

  You might very well ask, “What of Prohibition?”


  

  The truth is,

  things are hardly different now, even with Prohibition. The bar at the costume balls is as crowded as before, perhaps even more so. The costume balls are our playground, and play we do, dancing and

  drinking till we greet a new day in Washington Square Park.




  There may be hundreds of ways to die, and certainly, I’ve seen more than a few in my curious life, but to come to a costume ball riding naked on a white horse and have

  one’s breast pierced by a feathered arrow is more than anyone’s imagination – even mine – could ever contemplate.




  But let me not get ahead of my story.




  If you were a stranger in Greenwich Village and chose to begin your acquaintance in front of my sliver of a house on Bedford Street, whether you turn to the right, or left, you would soon be

  lost among our crooked, winding streets, streets that cross one another and take new names, or just stop never to resume, or resume as if nothing has happened several blocks away.




  In the hour just before dawn, when the sky begins to surrender darkness to threads of pink, my Village appears the painted set of a play about to begin. Innocent and pure. And all of us who make

  our home here are, for the moment, innocent and pure. In thought, if not in deed.




  Corruptible? Well, of course. This is life, not a play. Perhaps we’re naive to think we can live in art. And then again, what exactly does corruptible mean?




  It began on one of those wicked March days when a person is seduced by the surprising silky air at midday, only to be viciously betrayed by afternoon. I was on my way home to

  Bedford Street wrapped in disagreeable thoughts, my head down against the wind, otherwise I might have seen her.




  I’d come from a very unsatisfactory meeting with Mr Harper about my first book of poems, Embracing the Thorns, during which he, for all his promises, presented me with the most

  penurious of contracts. And he was, in fact, talking in terms of a year from now as, he said, they would prefer more from me than a slim volume of verses. Indeed. Indeed!




  So I was hardly in fine fettle when, with some persistence, my friend Edward Hall eventually managed to get my attention. The taxi he was riding in pulled up beside me and he called,

  “Oliver!”




  My determined stride suspended, out of the corner of my eye, I caught an odd flurry of color, blues on the wing, a human butterfly, before the apparition faded into the entrance of a shop.




  “I’ve been trying to get your attention for two blocks,” Edward continued. “You look like a dark cloud.”




  “Dark cloud? My dear Edward, I’ll have you know I’m a thunderstorm, a tornado cloaked in a hurricane, a –”




  “Enough, Cyrana!” He opened the door and pulled me into the cab, and with some aplomb, planted a tender kiss on my lips. “Come along and you can tell us all about

  it.”




  My artful abductor, I saw at once, was not alone in the taxi. On his other side sat a small, finely dressed gentleman, his exophthalmic eyes as bright and curious as a chimp’s. His

  exquisite hands rested on the silver head of his walking stick.




  “Oliver, may I present Michael Walling?”




  I reached across Edward to shake hands with Michael Walling, whose name I’d recognized, Walling House being a well respected press. Edward is currently at Vogue, and when editors

  meet with publishers not their own, there’s no telling what their meeting is about.




  “Charmed,” Michael Walling said, brushing my fingers with his little mustache.




  “We’re off to the Lafayette,” Edward said. “Why don’t you join us?”




  “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” I said, modestly, but bestowing on publisher Walling my most brilliant smile.




  “I should be delighted if you would join us, Miss Brown. I am a great admirer of your work.”




  The Hotel Lafayette and the Brevoort Hotel are the two best hotels in the Village, each insinuating its own continental flavor. They are situated almost back to back; the

  former, on University Place and Ninth Street, is where Gene O’Neill stays when he comes down from Provincetown. The Brevoort stands at Fifth Avenue and Eighth Street. In its basement is an

  informal café, the perfect place for merrymaking. Both locations are patronized only when we are in the money, which sad to say, isn’t often. So I was not going to turn down an invitation to

  one or the other.




  I’ve known Edward Hall longer than anyone else in the Village. At Ainslee’s, he was the first editor to buy my poems. And for a short time we were lovers. When

  Ainslee’s, like The Masses, went the way of other small magazines and journals, Edward moved on to Vogue, where – lucky me – he’s continued to buy my

  poems. And although I knew that he’d like his early place back in my affections, for my part romantic passion is fleeting. My passion is for my work. But our friendship remains, and I

  treasure it.




  As for Michael Walling, he could well have walked out of the previous century, an odd little man in a well-tailored suit and vest, not a wrinkle on him except around his eyes, where wrinkles lay

  like folds of draperies. His wide mouth was made wider yet by very prominent teeth and the thin mustache with waxed tips. He handed his spotless gray fedora and his silver headed walking stick to

  the doorman and suggested we take tea in the Game Room.




  I’d been only once to the Lafayette’s quaintly ornate Game Room, where after dining at the restaurant, a man, or nowadays a woman, could come for a cigar and cognac and French

  coffee. The ceiling is lofty, the room large yet somehow intimate, with tall windows facing the street. Mirrored walls reflect marble-topped tables lit by green shaded lamps. And of course French

  magazines and newspapers are available in a corner rack, and domino and chess players are encouraged by reserved tables. In style and grace, the Game Room was a perfect match for our host.




  “So do tell us, Oliver, why you are a tornado cloaked in a hurricane,” Edward said slyly. We’d settled in over little bread and butter squares, short bread and tea, rather

  churlishly delivered by an ancient waiter with a sibilant accent, more Balkan than French.




  I shook my cigarette holder at Edward and told him in my most severe voice. “You are making fun of me, Edward.”




  “No, I swear –”




  “My dear Miss Brown,” Mr Walling broke in, “I cannot speak for Edward here, but I for one would like to know what caused your unhappiness. And, if you’ll allow me to be

  your champion, I shall try to make things right.”




  “Well, thank you, Mr Walling, sir.” The short bread could not have melted more sweetly in my mouth. “You are a gentleman, as opposed to Edward-here.” I leaned toward him

  so he could light my cigarette when he lit his.




  Edward laughed. “Forgive me, Oliver. Do tell your story.”




  I related my disappointment with Mr Harper and the postponement of my book, growing more and more impassioned, my hands moving with my words. Edward captured my hand in his, terribly contrite,

  as well he should have been.




  Mr Walling set down his teacup, which he’d been holding but not sipping from during my narration. “Miss Brown, I am shocked at the cavalier way you are being treated by one of my

  publishing colleagues, and I do hope you will not think all publishers are the same. Do you have a contract?”




  I removed the thin envelope from my pocket. “I have not signed it, but I’m afraid I must.” As I sighed, I caught Edward’s eye. “What else is a poor writer to

  do?”




  “You might,” Mr Walling said, taking charge of my other hand, “consider allowing me to publish your first book of poetry. It would be an honor.”




  “Mr Walling!”




  “Michael,” said he.




  “Michael, I am quite overwhelmed.”




  “You would have a fine presentation, Oliver.” Edward’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Do consider it.”




  “I see a slim volume bound in black cloth, the title and your name in gold lettering. Deckle-edged paper, of course.” Walling looked deep into my rather spectacular, if I do say so

  myself, green eyes. “We would be prepared to offer you an advance of five hundred dollars, and we can publish when you’re ready. What do you say, Miss Brown?”




  I could hardly believe my good fortune. A beautiful book from a respected publisher, and a five-hundred-dollar advance. What did I say? I said, “If you’ll pardon me for a

  moment.” I took Mr Harper’s mean contract to the fireplace and threw it in. The fire flared around the paper for a moment and held, as if reluctant to consume it. Whether it was an

  aberration, or an omen, I couldn’t have cared less. I turned my back on it and gave my new publisher my consent.




  We shook hands and Michael’s nod to our surly waiter produced clean teacups filled with mediocre champagne, but still champagne. As the afternoon faded, the well showed no sign of running

  dry, and I noticed the waiters begin to scowl and grumble as more and more tables came to be occupied by decorous people.




  “Do you care for archery, Miss Brown – Olivia – if I may?” my host asked.




  “Olivia, of course, Michael. And as for archery, I must confess I know very little about it, but I have been known to be arch.” Edward’s hand squeezed my right thigh.




  “Well, that can be rectified.” Michael smiled at me but took the subject no further, except to say, “You must meet Clara. Perhaps Edward can bring you round next week to one of

  Clara’s evenings.”




  “Well, I –” Now my left thigh got the squeeze, and I played with the wicked thought that I might press my thighs together and introduce my two suitors to one another. I rose

  instead and put an end to it. “I’d be delighted, Michael.” Clara Walling is an artist of sorts, a woman with money who had prevailed upon her husband to buy one of the great white

  townhouses in Washington Square, so she could be closer to her quarry. She enjoys collecting young artists and writers and then showing them off to her Uptown friends. I’d heard about Clara

  Walling’s evenings, and I am probably the only clever girl in Greenwich Village who’s never been.




  “I must be on my way,” I said, “I have a costume to prepare.”




  “Costume?” Michael said.




  “The Ball, tomorrow night,” Edward said, becoming animated.




  “Oh, yes, of course. That’s what Clara’s been working on all week. I’d quite forgotten.”




  “You must come, too, Michael,” I said. “I’ll save a dance for you.”




  “Then how could I not?” was Michael’s gallant reply.




  “We’re trying to raise money to start a modern magazine,” Edward said.




  Edward had made the arrangements and we advertised our ball as a Feather Ball, the costume left to the attendees’ imaginations.




  I took my leave, but Edward followed me. I thought, oh, dear, I am going to have to be firm with him that there could be nothing between us.




  “Oliver.” He looked down at me with besotted eyes.




  “Edward, dear, you know—” I was resigned that this was to be our eternal relationship. His devotion, my friendship. Still, his devotion was to be treasured. Some day I would be

  old and gray and there would always be Edward to tell me how much he loved me.




  “Please pretend we are lovers,” he said.




  “Pretend? But Edward, you know we can only be dear friends.”




  “Oh, I know that, Oliver. But I’d like old Walling to think otherwise, because it’s Clara and I who are lovers.”




  Well, I guess that told me.




  I left Edward and Michael, surely two characters right out of Moliere, to discuss whatever it was I’d interrupted, and headed home, my feet fairly skimming the sidewalk, assisted by

  champagne and good news. The sun had receded, leaving behind a pale, mustardy twilight.




  My Edward and Clara Walling. I had to laugh. You see, nothing is permanent. For all that, I couldn’t wait to meet La Belle Clara in person.




  As I approached Fifth Avenue, I saw someone among a fuzzy cluster wave to me. What was his name? Frank something or other. Calls himself Franz, wears a frayed cloak and a grimy crimson

  Byronesque tie. Claiming to be a writer, he’s always on our fringe. I hardly knew him. And now didn’t want to know him, as he has begun to conduct guided tours of Greenwich Village for

  tourists who want to view bohemians and visit our saloons and coffee houses. Our little enclave is being invaded. It’s no wonder so many of us are sailing for Paris.




  I pulled up short, changed direction and once again I caught a momentary glimpse of vivid color, blues, butterfly wings aflutter. I turned back but the vision was gone.




  By the time I reached 73½ Bedford Street and home, the promise of spring was but a distant memory. The afternoon had turned chill and a punchy little wind flicked at my cloak with

  impudent disdain.




  Home is the three-storey red brick house that had come to me from my great aunt Evangeline Brown, the black sheep of the Brown family. She’d chosen to live in Greenwich Village in a Boston

  marriage with Miss Alice. In fact, I never even knew of her existence until she died and left me her house. The duplex on the second and third floor was available for me, but as to the ground

  floor, a codicil to her will stated that the tenant in that flat was to live there rent free for the rest of his life. This tenant, I learned from the little brass plate next to his door, was one

  H. Melville, Private Investigations, Confidentiality Assured.




  This is how I met Harry Melville and learned that my mysterious great aunt Evangeline, or Vangie, as Harry called her, had run a private investigation business and that he had been her

  assistant. As I am of an inquisitive nature, I saw no reason not to carry on the family business. And I think Harry, though he will protest, secretly relies on my help, from time to time, on his

  cases.




  I’d just reached the gate, thinking about a lovely martini, when the front door opened and there was Harry himself, and shockingly attired, by which I mean no soiled trousers, but a real

  suit, looking for all the world like a customer’s man from Wall Street. That is, he would have were it not for his long hair, which he wears, pulled back with a rubber band into a

  ponytail.




  “Perfect timing.” He took hold of my arm, turned me about and walked me away from my lovely martini.




  I confess I began whining, which is not my nature at all. “Where are we going? I was so looking forward to a lovely martini.”




  “You’ll have your lovely martini if you come along with me.”




  “Aha! A bribe. Why would you have to bribe me? Is this a new client? I would love a new client.”




  “Not this one,” he said.




  Now that was intriguing. Who was this difficult client and why, if the client was so difficult, was Harry on his way to see him. “So why didn’t the new client come to you, or has he

  heard that the springs in your sofa are lethal?”




  Harry didn’t respond, except for a squeeze of his fingers on my elbow, all the while propelling me back from whence I’d just come. He was in one of his dark moods, I could tell, so I

  stopped asking questions. When we arrived at his destination, the Brevoort, he guided me through the door to a seat in the lobby and told me to wait.




  I didn’t see why he was being so mysterious, but I was intrigued by his change of costume from seedy Village bohemian private detective to Wall Street broker, a profession for which he has

  neither use nor admiration. Or so I’d always thought.




  Through the lobby of the slightly shabby, if expensive, continental Brevoort passes a mix of transients, residents and visitors, complementing the shabbiness of the lobby. I reached into my

  pocket for my pencil and notepad.




  “Come along, Oliver.” Harry pulled me from my chair and I dropped my pencil. And, Good Lord, here was another shock. Harry was wearing real shoes, not his usual scuffed sandals.




  We entered an elegant, intricately carved elevator and went to the third floor. As Harry steered me down the corridor and stopped in front of a door, I decided I’d had enough of the

  mystery.




  “You had better tell me the name of our client so I don’t look the complete fool.”




  His jaw tightened. “A distant cousin,” he said.




  “Mine or yours?”




  He didn’t see the humor. He knows I have no relatives whatever, only dear Mattie, my friend and companion who lives with me at 73½ Bedford Street. He looked down at me and actually

  growled, “Let it be.” He pressed the bell on the side of the door and in a short time, the door opened.




  “Harry. Come in.”




  Harry stood in front of me so our client didn’t notice me at first, but silence and I are often at loggerheads. You see, even with Harry blocking my view, which is easy as I’m a bit

  of a thing – Amy Lowell was impossible to obscure. To say she is vast would be a horrific understatement.




  She responded to my gasp with a grudging, “Oh, I see you’ve brought her. You might as well come in, too, Olivia.” She stepped aside, but there was little space in the

  small room as she took up most of it. She was wearing a flowing gown of multi-shades of purple, making of herself a floral mountain.




  Amy Lowell is an established poet who does not suffer fools gladly. Her sharp wit and scathing tongue are well known in poetry circles. She is one of the Boston Lowells and unlike us the

  slovenly bohemians of Greenwich Village, Miss Lowell is a very proper person. Very proper and very enormous. You may think me cruel, but I have been on the receiving end of Miss Lowell’s

  scathing wit and I’m still bleeding from the carving. She has let it be known in no uncertain terms that my morals are disreputable and that my poems, superficial, tainted with left wing

  concepts, not to mention feminist causes. As she tarred the great poet Elinor Wylie with the same brush, particularly condemning Elinor’s several marriages, I take no heed of the opinions of

  Miss Amy Lowell. Well, hardly any.




  Truly, she brings out the very worst in me, not the least because she worked furiously trying to keep women from the Vote. She criticizes feminists and has so many staid and stuffy conventional

  opinions, she might as well be a banker. Yet her poems are often even more sensual than mine and she lives openly in a Boston marriage. She is nothing but a judgmental snob, not to mention

  hypocrite.




  Last month, at a reading in Philadelphia, when I was told that Amy Lowell had been their speaker the previous year, I couldn’t help responding flippantly, “Therefore, I deduce that

  your program plan is one year a fat girl, next year a thin girl.”




  “Distant cousin?” I now said dubiously as I took one of the two chairs in the tiny drawing room. My scruffy old Harry a Lowell? Certainly not.




  Harry sat in the other, held the crease in his trousers and crossed his leg over the other. What was his design?




  “Harry’s mother was a Lowell,” said the largest poet of our generation, male or female, looking down her nose at me from where she sat taking up the entire expanse of the

  sofa.




  I produced a sound something like “eeek,” and waited for Harry to disprove her.




  “What is it, Amy?” Harry said, passing over my open-mouthed astonishment.




  “Fania. She’s run off again.” She clipped a big Manila cigar, struck a match and lit the tip, proceeding to make unpleasant sucking sounds until she filled the little room with

  intense fumes.




  “I thought she was being cared for,” Harry said.




  “She’s very sly.”




  “Who is Fania?” I asked when I got over my shock about Harry being a Lowell.




  “A distant cousin,” Harry said.




  “Another one?”




  “Her dear dead mother married a foreigner,” Amy Lowell said, as if that explained everything.




  “What do you mean by she’s being cared for?”




  “The family keeps watch over Fania, for her own good.” Lowell shifted her weight on the sofa and the poor sofa groaned.




  “For her own good?” I directed my question to Harry.




  “Fania has a mania,” Harry said. “A paranoia.”




  “Freud! You give me Freudian diagnoses!” Lowell’s explosion almost blew me right off my chair. “You see, it’s that fraud, that madman’s theories that have

  destroyed this delightful child.”




  I have to admit that I couldn’t have been more surprised as Harry has never admitted to any real interest in the Herr Doctor, whose influence has seduced almost everyone we know into

  analysis. Not me, of course. I’ll have none of it.




  “Paranoia?” I asked. I put a cigarette into my ebony holder. Harry came over and gave me a light from his cigarette. He remained standing.




  “Fania is afraid of dying,” Amy Lowell said, hand on her enormous bosom, calming herself.




  “Most people are afraid of death, don’t you think?”




  Harry took his silver flask from his breast pocket and had a long swallow. I shot him a pleading look but he ignored it. How I could have used a good swig of gin. And hadn’t he promised me

  a lovely martini for coming with him?




  “Fania’s way of dealing with her fear is eccentric,” said Amy, sending another cloud of pungent smoke into the already dense air.




  “How so?”




  “For a time she hides in her rooms, too fearful to even venture into the gardens. Then she disappears and contrives to embarrass the family by her flagrant behavior.”




  “She tempts death,” Harry said. “Her last adventure was a leap off the Cambridge Street Bridge. She broke both of her legs, but she lived.”




  “Naked,” Amy Lowell said, “She was naked.”




  Horrors, I thought. At least to a Boston Lowell. “It seems to me she’s trying to die, not that she’s afraid of death.”




  Harry said, “She says her friend suggested it.”




  “Well, what kind of friend would do that, I’d like to know?”




  “Fania,” Amy Lowell said, drawing deeply on her cigar, “has an imaginary friend.”




  “Imaginary?”




  “At least no one has ever seen her,” Harry said.




  “Does this friend have a name?”




  Harry looked at his cousin, who said, “Camilla. Camilla Faye.”




  “And you’re sure there’s no such person?”




  Amy Lowell gave me a not at all tolerant look, as if no sane person would ask such a ridiculous question.




  I said, “I suppose it would be terribly expensive for the family to hire a full-time companion.”




  “Fania is a very wealthy young woman,” Amy said. “If something were to happen to her, the money would leave the family.”




  “And go where?”




  “To her unworthy father.”




  Dear, dear, I thought, perhaps Fania has reason indeed to fear death.




  “Do we have any idea where she may be?” Harry said.




  “I’ve had to take time from my speaking engagements to come here because she’s been seen in the city. I want you to find her before she does something dreadfully

  embarrassing.”




  “You mean like dying?” I asked in my sweetest tone.




  Thus arrived the moment Harry decided it was past time to leave. For my part, it couldn’t have been a minute too soon.




  As he held the door for me, the woman mountain called him back while waving me off imperiously. I was standing at the elevator fulminating when Harry caught up to me.




  “She told you not to bring me, am I right?” I accused.




  He grinned at me and loosened his tie, opened his shirt collar. We walked into Washington Square Park and sat on a bench as the meager sun cantered westward. Harry took off his jacket, though

  there was a definite chill in the air.




  “It’s hard to imagine that those lovely poems come from that immense barrel of flesh.”




  Smirking, Harry offered me his flask, at long last, and I finished off what little gin was left.




  “And what could possibly be so secret that she had to whisper for your ear only?”




  “That Fania has mutilated herself,” he said, with a total lack of concern.




  “Callous fellow!” I imagined dreadful things consisting of wounds and scars of the ear and nose variety. “Mutilated? In what way?”




  “She has shaved her head and painted her scalp blue.”




  “Ah, an original. I would like to meet this Fania.”




  We smoked our cigarettes in silence. Harry appeared to be thinking, but one never quite knows with Harry. He could have been enjoying the waning light or the slim ankles of the college girls in

  their short skirts who strolled by.




  “So you’re one of those Lowells, are you?” I said.




  “An accident of birth.”




  “You might have mentioned it in passing.”




  “It’s not a part of my life.”




  “Now it is. Have you considered that poor Fania Lowell may not have a mania?”




  “The Boston doctors diagnosed it. Aggressive behavior in fear of death.”




  “Timor mortis,” I murmured, a poem forming in my mind.




  “And her name is not Fania Lowell. It’s Fania Ferrara.”




  “You Lowells do hide out under peculiar names,” I said. “Melville. Ferrara. What next?”




  We made a detour to the Hell Hole, once known by the gracious but incongruous name of The Golden Swan. It is an Irish saloon, the damp smell of beer ingrained in the wood of

  the sawdust-covered floor and disreputable tables. A thug named Lefty Louie tends bar, ready to throw out anyone who doesn’t belong. The place is a favorite of Tammany bosses, gangsters,

  pimps, gamblers, and all sorts of low lifes, including artists and writers, Gene O’Neill being one, and the notorious Village street gang, the Hudson Dusters. The Dusters claim the Village,

  south of Thirteenth and west of Broadway, as their territory. They cluster in houses below Horatio and around Bethune on Hudson Street.




  Harry steered me past the bar entrance on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Fourth Street, with some sort of mumbled explanation which I could not hear because of the thunderous passage of trains

  overhead on the Sixth Avenue El. They don’t allow women, not even me, in the Hell Hole’s gents-only Front Room, where above the doorway hangs the original wooden sign featuring a

  tarnished golden swan.




  We girls are consigned to the so-called Family Entrance, a half glass door on Fourth Street. It leads to the Back Room, dreary and gas lit, smelling of mildew and fermentation, not to mention

  smoke, more from the blustery potbellied stove than from our cigarettes.




  “Why don’t I just run along home,” I said, churlishly. I didn’t like being consigned to the widows’ closet.




  Harry chucked me under the chin. “Impatience doesn’t suit you.”




  Even after Harry brought me a chary cup of gin, I was not a happy creature sitting there among the piteous Irish widows weeping into their mugs of beer. The shouting and laughter from the Front

  Room drifted into my dreary spot. I took out my pencil and my little pad and wrote: Timor Mortis.




  I was playing with a fair phrase when my nostrils were assaulted by an acrid, albeit familiar odor. The tenor of the room altered, almost with a concerted shudder. Standing over me was Red

  Farrell, one of the Hudson Dusters. The few weeping widows in the room cringed and kept their eyes in their beer mugs.




  For some reason – another thing Harry has never shared – the Dusters are totally loyal to him. They have, in fact, watched over me when my life was in danger, and they treat me as

  some kind of mascot. But I admit, they take getting used to and if I didn’t have this strange relationship with them, they would scare me half to death.




  “Olwer!” Red Farrell doffed his tatty wool cap, releasing a conflagration. He’s nothing short of a terror to behold. His ear is partially chewed. A scar runs down the left side

  of his face from his brow to his scraggly goatee. His eyes are pale blue, the pupils tiny black dots. The acrid smell was coming from the dark weed clenched between his teeth.




  The Dusters call me Olwer because when Harry introduced us, he was recovering from a bad beating; he’d tried to say Oliver, and it had come out Olwer. They just assumed that’s my

  name.




  “Mr Farrell,” I said. “How nice to see you again.”




  “Sherlock wants youse.” The Dusters call Harry Sherlock, I suppose for obvious reasons. His breath made my eyes tear. I drank the rest of my gin and put my pad and pencil in my

  pocket.




  “Olwer!” If Red Farrell is only terrifying, Ding Dong, the Dusters’ leader, who was standing on the street next to Harry grinning at me through discolored teeth, is far worse.

  His smashed nose is but a small part of the picture. He was wearing a long, dark green velvet jacket, baggy trousers, an aviator silk scarf that had once been white. His derby was squashed down on

  his head almost to his bushy brows, which hung in wiry threads over his beady eyes.




  “Mr Ding Dong,” I said, flattered that he had come out of his lair to greet me. “You are looking well.”




  “Youse too, Olwer.” He tilted his head at Red Farrell, the motion enough to send Red back into the Hell Hole.




  I glanced at Harry, who seemed pleased.




  “Have you seen our lady of the blue head?” I asked.




  Ding Dong’s hand made a circular motion near his ear. “Nutters, walkin’ round lookin’ like dat.” He nodded to us and went back inside the Hell Hole.




  Harry had an engagement, probably with his mysterious Uptown inamorata, but after I bemoaned the loss of the martini he’d promised, I suggested he soothe my hurt feelings

  with one of the bottles of gin I knew he had sitting with the cake of ice in his bathtub. I’d heard his bootlegger deliver in the dead of last night, so I was secure that he would come

  across.




  Hugging the cold bottle to my breast, I climbed the stairs to my flat and found my dear, sweet Mattie at tea in my narrow little kitchen with her betrothed, Detective Gerry Brophy, whom we had

  met when we first came to live in the Village.




  “Don’t bother, Gerry,” I said as Gerry struggled to his feet.




  “Olivia.” He was a going-to-orange redhead with loads of freckles and blue eyes that all but disappeared when he smiled, which he was doing at the moment.




  “Olivia, tea?” Mattie said, her face flushed from the kettle, and maybe a little more.




  “Something stronger, I think. Something purely medicinal, Gerry.” I carried the bottle into our parlor and fixed myself the longed for martini. Is there nothing better than the tang

  of gin on the tongue? I came back into the kitchen. “Oh, Gerry, have you possibly heard about a new girl in the Village with a blue head?”




  “Blue hair, you say?”




  “No hair. A blue scalp.”




  He shook his head. “No, I can’t say I have.”




  “I have,” Mattie said. “I saw her in Washington Square the other day. Dancing under the arches, dressed as a butterfly, she was.”




  “You never mentioned it,” I said. But perhaps I too had seen her earlier in the day, the flare of blue behind me, like the wings of a butterfly.




  “Olivia, this is the Village. Everyone is a little strange.”




  “Cept thee and me,” I said, passing her my glass. She took a sip and passed it along to Gerry, who inhaled the fumes, good cop that he is, and passed it back to me and I finished it.

  “We must celebrate. Walling House is going to publish my first book of poems.”




  “What happened to Mr Harper?” Mattie asked.




  I slipped a cigarette into my holder and bent to get a light from Gerry. “He went up in smoke.”




  Webster Hall is an auditorium suitable for social functions. For us it is the perfect place for dancing, with boxes overlooking our dance floor and the bar next door that keeps

  our whistles wet. Amid flying feathers, Kendall held me close as we spun round the floor, colliding now and then with other spinners, releasing more feathers into the air, until it was as if we had

  burst a multitude of pillows. I, still languid from making love, buried my face in the hollow of his chest. He is an old friend of Harry’s, from the Great War. Kendall and I are, regrettably,

  only sometime lovers because he works in Washington for the Secret Service as a cryptographer. Still, I think it is the sensuality of anticipation that makes a long distance affair work well for

  us.




  A girl in a feathered tutu that was disappearing with each movement danced by with a masked man in a white robe, on which someone had stenciled feathers. The costumes varied from original to

  extreme, though there were more than enough Robin Hoods and Little Johns. I myself wore a delicious green feather boa, which Mattie and I had found amid elegant clothing in one of the attic trunks

  that had belonged to Miss Alice, the love of my great aunt Evangeline’s life.




  The Victrola music would start and stop when whoever was winding it went off to refill his glass. But it didn’t matter because we could hardly hear over the noise of the revelers and we

  made our own music anyway.




  Yet, something disquieted me. A foreboding. I couldn’t seem to put my finger on it, this sense that things were off kilter. A whiff of evil in the air. I pushed the presentiment away. We

  always have fun at our balls.




  The dance floor had gotten crowded with inebriated Pierrots, street urchins, Robin Hoods of every size and shape, sheiks, and artists and their models. We could hardly move, my derriere pressed

  to that of a Hun in full regalia, feathers like a wreath atop his pronged helmet.




  I saw Harry at a distance, up in one of the boxes, his arm round Norma Millay. The only concession he’d made to a costume was a huge Indian feather sticking out of his ponytail.




  “Let’s go upstairs,” I said, trying to get Harry’s attention. The other boxes were beginning to look like love nests.




  “Go ahead,” Kendall said, dropping a welcome kiss on my parched lips. “I’ll get the gin.” Tall as he is, he got lost in the feathered sea almost immediately.




  As I made my way to the stairs, waving off first knight, then tramp, and finally a drunken caveman who pawed my breasts and tried to plant a gin-tainted kiss somewhere on my face, a creature

  costumed as a brilliant bird bumped me sharply and what seemed to me deliberately.




  My Irish temper might have gotten the better of me had not the double doors to the street sprung open revealing the prancing hoofs of a white stallion. The revelry came to a stunning halt. Its

  rider, an apparition in multi-colored feathers, urged the stallion forward. Something like lightning flashed through the air. A simultaneous gasp filled the hall. The apparition’s breast

  turned crimson. The stallion reared; its rider slid to the floor.




  No one moved. Finally, I pushed my way to the injured person, but Harry, the Indian brave, was already there, on his knees beside the still feathers. When I peered through the gathering crowd, I

  saw a feathered arrow rising from the motionless crimson breast. What I had initially thought were feathers, were shredded bits of colored silk, like butterfly wings.




  With tenderness most unlike him, Harry brushed the silken shreds from the face of the dead girl, the girl who had ridden in on the white horse, and I saw a flash of vivid blue.




  Fania Ferrara was no longer missing.




  By the time the police arrived, four coppers in midnight blue, the hall had emptied out, the bar next door shuttered, and the owner of the Victrola had disappeared with it as

  well. All that remained were scores of dirty glasses nestled among the feather carpet, and poor dead Fania, her breast dark with clotted blood surrounding the feathered arrow. And of course, Harry,

  Kendall, and I.




  You well may ask what happened to the white stallion. It was last seen cantering up Third Avenue, sprouting wings and taking flight, according to an inebriated fellow clinging to one of the iron

  struts of the El.




  Harry, who’d been holding Fania’s white hand, stood. The copper with the most size and the triple chin spilling over his tight collar gave Harry the once-over. “You know her,

  Melville?”




  “Her name is Fania Ferrara, Grundig,” Harry said.




  Grundig looked round the big hall, took in the evidence of liquored revelry and the feathers. “And I suppose you four were the only ones here.”




  One needn’t respond to a purely rhetorical question.




  “You better get Kilcannon.” Grundig sent one of the other cops off to find this Kilcannon. Averting his eyes from Fania’s nakedness, he then introduced himself as Sergeant

  Marcus Grundig, took our names, and suggested we wait for the inspector outside the hall. “This is no place for a lady,” he said.




  I suppose he meant me.




  “Olivia?” Mattie’s voice pierced my stupor.




  I had a beastly hangover, and Kendall, before he left for Washington, had asked me to marry him, spelling for me the end of our affair. I’d sent him off with my usual

  I’ll-think-about-it. I explained to him that my work comes first, that I have no desire to be either wife or mother, but he didn’t seem to hear me.




  “Olivia.”




  “You’re shouting.”




  “I’m not shouting.”




  I peered out from under the bedclothes. The room was swirling and dipping. I ducked back into the cozy darkness.




  “Olivia. You’d better drink this.”




  I peered out again. The room began to calm itself. Mattie was holding a steaming cup in a saucer.




  “I need a cigarette.”




  She set the cup down on the little table next to my bed and lit one for each of us. “What happened last night?”




  “How do you know anything happened?”




  “Gerry was here this morning with an Inspector Kilcannon. They wanted to see Harry but Harry didn’t answer his door.”




  “We were all upset last night.” I took a sip of the hot black tea. My hand was shaking so that a portion went into the saucer. Mattie took charge of it.




  “The ball ended badly. Harry’s missing cousin Fania was shot dead with a feathered arrow.”




  “Dear God,” Mattie said. Then: “Harry has a cousin?”




  “Harry has more relatives than you would believe. He was terribly upset about Fania.”




  “I should think so.”




  “We’d better see how he is.”




  “Not just yet,” Mattie said. “Inspector Kilcannon is in the parlor. And I saw Harry leaving when I brought the milk in.”




  “We talked to the Inspector last night, or this morning, it was. Told him everything we knew. What else can he want?”




  Mattie went down to entertain Kilcannon while I washed my face and wrapped myself in the green patterned Japanese kimono I’d found in the attic. My head was throbbing. The tea hadn’t

  helped. I knew just the thing that would cure me and it was in the parlor. Fresh air would have to do. I opened the window. Coming down Bedford Street were Ding Dong, Red Farrell, and Kid Yorke.

  Knowing they wouldn’t be happy to meet up with Kilcannon, I leaned out of the window. They didn’t see me. I looked round for something to toss and there was my feather boa. I sailed it

  out the window and it landed auspiciously on Kid Yorke’s derby.




  “Hey, Olwer,” Kid Yorke wrapped my green boa about his scrawny neck.




  Red Farrell and Ding Dong looked up at me.




  “Coppers in my parlor,” I stage whispered.




  They took off with such speed that only a few green feathers fluttered to the street where they had stood only moments before.




  Kilcannon, napkin across his knee, was having a cup of tea and a piece of Mattie’s shortbread. He was what they call Black Irish, a descendant of the Spanish Armada

  sailors who jumped ship and married Irish girls: hair jet black, skin tone olive, and the sharp blue eyes of his Irish ancestor. He was thick torsoed without being fat, and had a fine black

  mustache. In vocation and style, he was as far from any of us here in the Village as you could get. But he was a fine-looking man, and I like fine looking men.




  As I waltzed into my parlor, trying to avert my eyes from the liquor cabinet, Kilcannon got to his feet, dislodging the napkin. “Ah, Miss Brown. I hope you’ll forgive me for

  disturbing your work.” He set down his teacup and seemed suddenly speechless in my presence.




  Mattie choked back a giggle and left us.




  “I want to do everything I can to help find who killed Fania.” I motioned for him to sit and I sat opposite, taking care with the folds of my kimono before realizing I’d

  forgotten to put on shoes. I waited for him to ask me whatever it was he wanted to ask, but he was definitely distracted by my bare toes. “Inspector?” I tucked my feet up under me.




  The olive skin on his cheekbones flushed. “Perhaps you know where I can find Mr Melville?”




  “He’s probably gone to the Brevoort to break the news to his cousin Amy Lowell, who came down from Boston yesterday to try to find poor Fania.”




  “Then I’ll be heading in that direction.” He rose, almost reluctantly.




  I joined him at the door to my parlor. “Have you any more information about who could have done this?”




  “Only that there were at least a dozen Robin Hoods and a few Little Johns, all with bows and arrows, and even some Indian braves, say like Melville.”




  I admit to getting a bit huffy. “Harry didn’t have a bow or an arrow and he would never have harmed his cousin.”




  Kilcannon didn’t react. “So Miss Ferrara was staying with Mr Melville while she was visiting the city?”




  Was that the point of his visit? “No. He had no idea she was even here until his cousin Amy told him Fania had run away and was somewhere in the city. She asked Harry to try to find her

  before –” Oh, dear, I thought, now I’ve done it.




  “Before?”




  “I think you should talk with Harry, or Miss Lowell, about Fania, as I only know a few bits and pieces, second hand.” I shut up after that and as soon as Kilcannon left, I had my

  taste of gin.




  A short time later, Harry returned to his flat, and not long afterward, Ding Dong and Red Farrell joined him. There was no sign of either Kid Yorke or, alas, my feather boa.




  I stood in the doorway with my glass of gin. Red Farrell was stretched out on Harry’s dilapidated sofa; Ding Dong sat cross-legged on his cluttered desk. Harry lit a cigar.




  “What do you know?” I asked.




  “She weren’t on da street,” Red Farrell mumbled without removing the derby from his face. “She were wid some rich people what has a private saloon on da Park.”




  My knuckles went white on the door jam. “I know them. Everyone knows them. Not a saloon, Mr Farrell, a salon. Harry?”




  Harry nodded. “It appears that Fania was befriended by Clara Walling.”




  The drawing room was white, white walls, white rugs; the damask draperies were white, the chairs and sofas covered in white velvet, the chandelier, white porcelain. Our hostess

  was an imposing older woman, perhaps in her mid-thirties. A brazen silver streak marked her otherwise dark brown hair. She wore a gown lush in pattern and the color of burgundy, made even more

  outstanding as she was posed in front of a white marble fireplace.




  She greeted me with, “My dear Olivia Brown, I’m so glad to meet you at last. I’ve been telling Edward for the longest time that he must bring you –”




  “I always respond to invitations when I receive them,” I said, smiling away a pinch of tartness. I did not like Clara Walling.




  She locked arms with me. “I’m sure you know most everyone here. Edward, do get Oliver – if I may – some champagne.”




  I dipped my head. “Olivia,” I said. I took the fluted glass from Edward. My friends call me Oliver. Clara Walling would not be my friend.




  “Perhaps you don’t know Jack Dempsey.” She was taking the high ground, as if we were in competition. Maybe we were, if she and Edward had become lovers. “He’s

  standing in front of the bay window with Lincoln Steffens and –” She rolled her peculiar pale hazel eyes – “all those girls. You’re safe,” she continued,

  touching my red tresses with what I thought to be too much familiarity. “Jack only likes dark-haired girls.”




  “Bother,” I said. “What a disappointment.” I was saved by the arrival of Hart Crane and Allen Tate, followed by that notorious lecher Max Bodenheim. Every starving poet,

  not to mention writer and artist, turned up at Clara Walling’s Evenings because she served a sumptuous feast at midnight, a groaning board of ham and turkey and imported cheeses, and the very

  best of French wines.




  As I greeted my friends, I drifted toward the new heavyweight champion who liked only dark haired girls. I do love a challenge, don’t you know.




  “Oliver!” Lincoln Steffens spotted me – he stood well above everyone but Dempsey. Greeting me with a wet kiss and arm round my shoulders, he pressed his way to the side of the

  champ. “Champ, meet our resident girl poet, Oliver Brown.”




  Dempsey’s an enormous slab of a man with dark, intelligent eyes. My tiny hand entered a maw of muscle. It was not at all an unpleasant sensation. “Oliver?” he said. His voice

  was gruff, almost shy. I didn’t think he was terribly comfortable in this setting.




  “My friends think Oliver suits me better than Olivia.”




  “I like Olivia,” the Champ said, my hand still lost in his.




  The dark hair girls round him stirred uneasily. I smiled.




  Then, wouldn’t you know, Michael Walling appeared at my side, apologized to the Champ and whispered in my ear, “Clara likes her guests to circulate and meet other people.” And

  I was rather unceremoniously plucked from the Champ’s presence.




  In that brief moment, as Michael took my arm and steered me away from Dempsey, my eyes met Clara’s amid the crowd – there must have been close to two hundred people. She did not like

  me any more than I did her.




  Who was Clara Walling? Where had she come from?




  After Harry and I discovered Fania’s connection to Clara Walling, I toddled off to Vogue to talk with Edward, ostensibly about the half dozen poems they were buying. He took me to

  lunch at the Waldorf. We talked about the death of the girl, Fania Ferrara.




  “I’m not sure we should plan any more balls,” he said. “We’re just attracting too many people from outside, and we don’t know who they are.”




  “Michael is such a dear man,” I said, moving the corned beef hash round my plate. The Waldorf was Uptown proper, which meant, no alcohol. “I’d heard last year that his

  press was in financial difficulties, but he was so reassuring.”




  “It’s Clara, her money, you know. First husband was an oil man, died and left her a fortune. You’ll love her. She’s amazing.”




  I would reserve judgment, I thought. “How did Michael meet her?”




  “He’d gone to see a writer in St Louis, and there she was. A hot-house rose among field flowers.”




  Oh, Edward, I thought, what has she done to you?




  He continued, not noticing my horror at his poor metaphor. “Clara had always wanted to live in the Village. She had such a drab and boring existence in St Louis.”




  When I got back to Bedford Street, Harry was in a funk, feet up on his desk, drinking rye whiskey from the bottle. He told me Kilcannon had just left. The police had talked with Clara Walling.

  She firmly denied knowing Fania.




  “Ding Dong could be mistaken,” I said.




  Harry looked dubious. “They don’t miss much.”




  I agreed. I reported what I’d learned from Edward.




  It turned out that one of Harry’s Princeton chums was from St Louis. “Family publishes The Post-Dispatch,” he said. “I’ll get him on it.”




  We made a plan. I would go to Clara’s Evening with Edward and see what I could glean.




  So here I was, not gleaning very much. I slipped past Hippolyte Havel, one of our resident raving anarchists, who held his champagne glass up high and yelled, “Goddam

  bourgeois pigs!” then embraced me, blubbering, “Not you, Oliver, never you.”


  

  When a waiter offered more champagne, I was one of many who held out empty glasses. Beside me stood a

  girl about my age in a flowing silken dress of shades of blue. Her small face was almost hidden by the fullness of her hair, black with glints of gold and she had black gypsy eyes, touched with

  kohl. She looked vaguely familiar.




  “You’re Olivia Brown, the poet, aren’t you?” she said in a child-like voice.




  “Guilty,” I replied, taking a hearty swallow of champagne. The room was extraordinary, the ceilings high and molded with cupids and love knots, but it was beginning to undulate. I

  wondered if we were nearing buffet time as I was more than a little tipsy and I had work to do. “What a beautiful room,” I said. The girl was staring at me expectantly over her fluted

  glass.




  “Yes,” she said. “My aunt has exquisite taste.”




  Oliver, my dear, I told myself, you live under a lucky star. I turned my radiant smile on her. “Your aunt?”




  “Clara. Yes. She’s invited me to stay while I’m studying painting at the Art Students League.”




  “How very interesting . . .” I said. We were becoming manipulated by the crowd of hungry artists. It was nearing midnight. “In all this,” I waved my hand,

  “I’ve missed your name.”




  At this moment the butler slid open the doors to the dining room and we were caught in the forward surge and as we became separated, I heard her say, “Camilla Faye.”




  Tipsy I may get, but I never forget a name. Camilla Faye was strung across my brain flashing in red neon. Camilla Faye is the name of Fania Ferrara’s alleged imaginary friend.




  I, being a mere slip of a girl, couldn’t get near the table, but bohemian tour guide Franz, without his moth-eaten cloak, clad in sackcloth and sandals and his filthy crimson Byronesque

  tie, tried to feed me from his plate of sliced ham and turkey. He stared at me with lascivious eyes.




  I edged my way to the open doorway Edward and I had passed through earlier. A maid directed me up the broad marble staircase to a bathroom, second door on the right of the wide corridor. The

  staircase, no longer marble, continued upward to a third floor.




  There were three other doors off the corridor.




  The master bedroom, first door on the left, was obviously Clara’s, a true boudoir, lace and ruffles. A spot of color on the chaise brought me into the room. It was the remains of a

  brilliant bird costume.




  Michael’s bedroom was across the way, first door on the right, next to the bathroom.




  After a quick peek, I passed both, as this was not in the plan. I opened another door, looking for Camilla Faye’s room, but it was a wood paneled library. Books always seduce. Yes, there

  were books shelved floor to ceiling. But under glass was a gun cabinet, and beside it, also behind glass, a cabinet filled with archery equipment. Both cabinets were locked.




  I left the library and slipped down the servants’ stairs at the end of the hall. I heard moaning, male and female, and thumping. I peered into the kitchen. The moaning was coming from the

  scullery where china was scoured and washed, but where the scullery maid had a better idea of how to use her time.




  No one was in the kitchen, at least for now. At any moment someone could be here. The kitchen was warm and steamy, the outside door slightly ajar. I moved quickly, hoping it wouldn’t

  squeak as I opened it.




  It did squeak but the noisy celebration from the scullery obstructed it. Harry, distinguished in clean corduroys, a flannel shirt, black beret, and an ascot of tiny fleurs-de-lis on a faded blue

  field, was waiting just as we’d planned. “Any problems?”




  “You may thank the lovers in the scullery, bless them.” I led him up the back stairs, pointed out Clara’s room and Michael’s and the library, where Harry wanted to have a

  look at the archery equipment. But we heard people talking on the stairs and made it into the bathroom in the nick of time, locking someone out. Whoever it was gave the door a few pounds,

  complained querulously, then quit. Harry turned the water taps on full. I noted they were gold.




  “What else do you know?”




  “Camilla Faye is a real person.”




  “Bloody hell.”




  “Clara Walling is her aunt.”




  “Ah, poor Fania.” Harry’s eyes were moist. “We let her down.”




  “Nobody believed her.”




  “We all had other lives to lead.”




  “But am I mistaken, Fania thought this Camilla was her friend?”




  “She trusted her. They went on adventures together, so she said.”




  Someone pounded on the door. “Oliver, are you in there?”




  “Good heavens, wouldn’t you think Edward would be busy with his inamorata?”




  “See if you can use your wiles and lure him away,” Harry said.




  “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, Oliver,” Edward said, hand on my waist.




  I walked him firmly toward the stairs. “I couldn’t get near the banquet table and I’m so hungry,” I said, giving him a hint of a kiss under his chin.




  “Well, we’ll remedy that at once,” he said.




  Edward left me to share a sofa with Max Eastman and John Sloan, who kissed me fondly and then went back to discussing the implications of the Sacco and Vanzetti case. I would have joined in but

  Camilla Faye strayed past and I went after her.




  I touched her arm. “Camilla, I’m sorry we weren’t able to continue our conversation. Do you know we have a mutual friend?”




  She gave me half a smile, indeed a cautious smile.




  “I am new to the city,” she said, moving away from me. “I would be surprised to hear we know someone in common.”




  “Oh, but we do,” I replied, at my most guileless. “Fania Ferrara.”




  Camilla shook my hand from her arm. “I know no one by that name.”




  She fled and I didn’t follow her. Instead, I had another glass of champagne and asked a maid for my cloak, and as Edward had quite disappeared and Harry could take care of himself, I

  headed home, thoughts jumbling round my brain.




  If Camilla Faye had befriended Fania Ferrara, what was her purpose? And what had Clara Walling to do with this?




  As I neared my house, I saw a Western Union boy park his bicycle against my gate and walk to my door. He was carrying a telegram.




  I rushed the rest of the way. “Is that for me?”




  “It is if your name is Harry Melville,” he said, smartly. “Which it is not.”




  “How do you know it’s not?”




  “Because you’re Olivia Brown the poet and I saw your picture in the paper.”




  Well, I ask you, how can one argue with fame?




  Harry opened his door. “Ah, good,” he said. He tipped the Western Union boy a dime and took the telegram. “Come on in, Oliver. Here’s what I’ve been waiting

  for.” He opened the telegram.




  I sat gingerly on the arm of his sofa. I know better than to try dodging the springs. “Well? Am I never to know what it says?”




  Harry folded the telegram and put it in his pocket and headed for the door.




  “Where are you going?”




  “I called Kilcannon and told him to meet me at the Walling house.” He was out the door before I got to my feet.




  “Wait, Harry, I’m coming with you.”




  He looked back in time to see me trip over the thick roots of an old tree that were breaking through the sidewalk near Sixth Avenue, then waited for me to catch up. “You need a

  keeper,” he said.




  “Just tell me what the telegram said.”




  He unfolded the telegram. “Born Claire Kerr. St Louis. Good family. Sent to Florence to study art. Parents die while she’s in Italy. Marries into old but impoverished Italian family.

  Becomes Clara. Finds that her inheritance comes to nothing because of her father’s unfortunate investments.” He tugged at my hand. “Don’t slow down.”




  “Ah,” I said, “impoverished Italian family. That would be the Ferraras?”




  “Yes. There is a child. Camilla.” He took a drink from his flask and passed it to me.




  I was grateful beyond belief. “The plot thickens.”




  “Here’s what I think happened. Walk, Oliver. Fania’s mother Louisa arrives in Florence to see the museums. She meets Ferrara, who’s a charming cad, and falls for him. She

  doesn’t know he’s married and he and Clara decide it’s not in their best interest to tell her. Louisa’s wealth is obvious. When Louisa returns to Boston, Ferrara follows

  her, probably with Clara’s approval.”




  We were rushing across Sixth Avenue against the light. Harry held up his hand like a traffic cop. A town car screeched to a halt. “Bloody hell,” Harry yelled. “You want to kill

  us?” Further sharp words were exchanged.




  I tugged on Harry’s sleeve. “Let’s go. Finish the story.”




  Safely back on the sidewalk, Harry said, “Where was I?”




  “Ferrara follows Louisa Lowell to Boston.”




  “Yes, and marries her, much against the family’s wishes. Louisa dies when Fania’s born. Ferrara returns to Clara in Italy, leaving Fania to the Lowells.”




  “But Clara is no fool. Fania is an heiress.”




  Harry nodded. “Clara makes plans to come back to the States, but the War intervenes and they must wait.”




  “So she sends Camilla to Boston to befriend Fania, somehow.”




  We turned the corner onto Washington Square.




  “Yes, And Clara goes home to St Louis in the guise of a wealthy widow. She opens the family house, and tries to find a way to Fania’s inheritance. Then by chance she meets Michael

  Walling.”




  I laughed. “He thinks she’s got money, she thinks he’s got money. A perfect relationship.”




  “Clara sees it as her opening to come East and help Camilla eliminate Fania.”




  “So Michael and Clara marry. And all the while Ferrara is waiting in Florence for his inheritance. These are nasty people, Harry.”




  The Walling house was dark.




  We were too late.




  Ding Dong came out of the park when he saw Harry. “Dey just got a taxi. Da old lady and da goil.”




  “Bloody hell.”




  “Poor Michael,” I said.




  “Da steamship line,” Ding Dong said.




  Harry reached into his pocket. “They can’t go anywhere without these.” He had two passports.




  “Dey won’t get far anyways.”




  “How so?”




  “Kid Yorke slashed da tires.” Ding Dong’s nose twitched as if he detected an odd smell. He faded into the dusky park.




  And Kilcannon rounded the corner with Gerry Brophy.




  Clara and Camilla Ferrara were arrested for Fania’s murder, though neither admitted being the deadly archer. And had Ferrara’s marriage to Louisa Lowell been

  legitimate, Ferrara might have inherited a fortune. But as it was, even had Clara blamed the plot entirely on her husband, the evidence wasn’t strong enough for the Italian authorities to

  either charge him or return him to America.




  As for me, having lost both lover and publisher, I went back to my work.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Dialogue with Butterfly




                  Poor butterfly circling round my head,


                  “Oh, joy, oh joy,” I hear you cry.


                  Poor lovely creature, don’t you know


                  That you are doomed to die?




                  You flutter softly near my heart,


                  Which wounded, still lies bleeding.


                  “However short my life,” you say.


                  “Mortal love’s more fleeting.”
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      Harry Keating was one of Britain’s doyens of crime fiction, producing stories, novels and books about crime fiction for over forty years, so he hardly needs any introduction. He is best remembered for his series about Inspector Ghote of the Bombay C.I.D., but he wrote much else besides, including several historical mystery novels. This included a series written under the alias Evelyn

      Hervey about Victorian governess Harriet Unwin who first appeared in The Governess (1984). Here he turned his attention to the early years of the 1920s and how the old world had to come

      face to face with the new.


    


  




  Perhaps it was the glory of England returning after the grim days of the Great War. Or perhaps it would prove, after all, to be something quite

  otherwise. It was the day of the first post-war Eton and Harrow match, that annual event, more social than sporting, which in the years up to 1914 had brought together in one place, Lord’s

  cricket ground, almost all the Upper Ten Thousand. There, on the excuse of watching the next generation bat and bowl, as many of them had themselves in past years generation after generation, they

  had come once more to parade themselves in the sunshine, to assert their status once again. And in the Pavilion and in beflagged tents, dark blue and light, to have luncheon.




  Now at the beginning of a new decade all seemed to be as it once had been. Yet before a single ball had been bowled after the lunch interval, murder was to splatter an ugly blot on the fair

  surface of the day.




  At the time that it took place none of the nine or ten thousand spectators, in whose ranks the late conflict had cut such a swathe, knew, of course, that it had happened. It was only in the days

  succeeding the match that the news of it came to dominate every conversation. During the interval they had, as was the custom in “the old days”, strolled about on the grass in front of

  the Pavilion, the gentlemen in tall shining silk hats, their womenfolk twirling bright parasols in dresses and hats as elaborate and striking as money could buy, if here and there could be seen a

  skirt that allowed stockinged calves to be fully in view.




  “I had hoped,” the Bishop of Cirencester, the Right Reverend Dr Pelham Rossiter, remarked, catching sight of one young lady so dressed, “that no such indication of the dreadful

  decline in the country’s morality would be seen here today of all days. But it was, I fear, a hope destined to perish.”




  “My dear bishop,” his companion, Wilfred Boultbee, the well-known City solicitor, replied, “I can see the day when ladies without even hats will be admitted at Lord’s,

  and heaven knows what depravities will go along with that.” His full grey moustache sank to an even lower angle than habitually.




  The two of them wandered on, gently digesting their shares of the lobsters and pigeon pies, the salmon mayonnaise and tender lamb that had been provided after the long years of wartime

  deprivation in all the abundance of the milk-and-honey days of yore. The last bubbles of champagne gently eructated behind their firmly closed lips.




  Just a few yards away a rather less elevated conversation was taking place between two other people soon to be caught up in the murder.




  “God, what a fearful bore a day like this is,” Julia Hogsnorton, daughter of the Earl, exclaimed to the Hon. Peter Flaxman, immaculate in beautifully brushed tall hat, tailcoat

  fitted to the twentieth of an inch over broad shoulders, pale spats just visible at the ends of black-and-white striped trousers, thin dark moustache trimmed to a nicety. “I can’t

  imagine how you can stand it.”




  “My dear girl, I stood it for four years before the war, and even enjoyed it then, in a way. Nice to show one is one of the world, you know. So I don’t find it impossible to enjoy it

  all again today. Since the fools with money are prepared to lay it on for me, and those Jewish Scotsmen are prepared to provide me with some cash, I’m happy to take advantage of their

  kindness. It’s better than Flanders fields.”




  “Not that you spent much time slogging through the mud there, flinging yourself down in it each time a shell landed. Or not if what you told me one drunken evening was true. An A.D.C.

  somewhere well behind the lines, wasn’t it?”




  “Fortunes of war, old girl. Fortunes of war. But, talking of drunken evenings, shall we go back to the tent? I seem to remember unopened bottles lurking somewhere in the

  background.”




  “Oh, all right. But it can’t go on for ever, you know, this relying on the gods and the moneylenders. A lady begins sometimes to feel uncomfortable in circumstances like

  that.”




  “Well, you’ll have to put up with circumstances like that, unless you can suggest a way I can unclasp old Boultbee’s tight fists.”




  He walked on, at a slightly faster pace than before.




  Unpleasant revelations were, too, manifesting themselves now to the older moral couple digesting their luncheon.




  “Bishop, excuse me,” Wilfred Boultbee said abruptly. “I think I really must – Well, I think I should return to the luncheon tent. My soda-mint lozenges. I had them on the

  table, preparatory to taking one as I customarily do after any meal, but somehow I failed to see them as I left. But now I feel the need, acutely. You know my weakness of old, since we were at

  school even. A digestion that – how shall I put it? – that frequently fails to digest.”




  “I remember. Indeed I do. What was it we called you? Belcher Boultbee. Yes, that was it. Old Belcher Boultbee.”




  His richly reverberant episcopal laugh rang out.




  But Belcher Boultbee was immune to it. He had suddenly spotted something, or rather someone, yet more irritating to himself than a young woman showing her calves.




  “Bishop,” he said, “let’s, for heaven’s sake, step out. I see that French fellow’s heading back to the tent, chap young Flaxman insisted on bringing to

  luncheon. I had hoped, once we’d eaten, he would have the decency to remove himself. It seems he has not.”




  “I’ll step out, if you want, though I must confess I found our foreign friend – What did Flaxman say he was called? The Comte de – de somewhere. I found him agreeable

  enough.”




  “Oh, agreeable,” the City solicitor replied. “Yes, he’s all of that. It’s what you might call his stock-in-trade. And, for all that title of his, trade is what

  he’s about. I happen to know rather more about the fellow than he’d like to think I do.”




  “Very well, let’s get there before him. Perhaps he’ll sheer off if he sees us. For myself perhaps I’ll take just one more glass of champagne. And you can consume your

  soda-mint lozenge.”




  A more modest version of the rich episcopal laugh could be heard as they hurried on.




  Equally making their slow way towards the tent where they had lunched were the last two members of the party whom the murder was deeply to concern, Peter Flaxman’s cousin, Captain Vyvyan

  Andrews – they were both distantly related to Bishop Rossiter, the host – with his wife, Mary. Their conversation, too, was not as placidly reminiscent of the past days of glory as it

  might have been. But they had better reasons for lacking in joie-de-vivre.




  “We should never have agreed to come,” Vyvyan Andrews, pale-faced to the point where his fair, once military moustache seemed almost to have vanished away, in his borrowed tailcoat

  and slightly stain-marked silk hat, was saying in a bitter undertone. “Never, never. I told you. But you would do it.”




  “But, darling, it was because – Well, because I hoped it would do you good, cheer you up.”




  “Cheer me up. You’re pathetic, pathetic. How can you believe all I need is to be cheered up, as if I was having a bad cold, or a bit of a belly-ache? But I’m not sniffling and

  snuffling. I’m ill. Ill. My whole inside’s been gassed out, and I’ll never be the same again. Never.”




  He came to an abrupt standstill, plunged his hand feverishly into the top pocket of the frayed and ancient tailcoat, pulled out, not a silver cigarette case, but a crumpled packet of gaspers,

  fumbled one into his mouth.




  His wife, ever alert, opened her handbag, extracted a box of matches, lit one and held it, in both hands for steadiness, to the up-and-down jiggling tip of the cheap cigarette.




  Stolidly watching the little scene some dozen yards away, PC Williams thought enviously for a moment of the man who could light up whenever he wanted. On duty, keeping a benevolent eye –

  an eye, to tell the truth, a good deal more benevolent than that of the Bishop of Cirencester – on the nobility and the gentry strolling in the sunshine, no hope for him of the pleasure of

  tobacco for many hours to come. Especially since he was also keeping a less benevolent eye on the free seats not much further off where a small number of members of the proletariat, not top-hatted

  though equipped with squashy low-brimmed head-wear, awaited the resumption of play.




  But then, taking in how much that feverishly puffed-at cigarette must be meaning to a man with uncontrollably trembling hands and twitching facial muscles, PC Williams abruptly found envy was

  not at all what he was feeling.




  “I can’t even hold down a job,” he could make out Captain Andrews’ raised voice saying. “Not even when I manage to get one. Having to depend on my wife going out to

  work. Yes, on you working, and working for a pittance. And you talk of cheering me up.”




  “Darling, I don’t mind going out to work. I’m only glad Mr Boultbee found me something to do in his office.”




  “Yes, a piece of charity. From that tight-fisted monster who’s our trustee. And what are you there? A filing clerk, a filing clerk.”




  “But, darling, Mr Boultbee – and I know he does treat the family trust as if it was his private fortune, not a penny to be spent from it except under duress – does need someone

  to file away the documents in that office, and it should be someone who’s responsible enough to handle things which could be terribly important. So you can’t really say I’m being

  paid out of charity. You know you can’t.”




  “All I know is that day after day I feel terrible. I wish to God Jerry had put me out once and for all. Yes, I do.”




  He gave his wife, in her sad imitation of the de rigueur extravagant hats and dresses of the strolling ladies of the Upper Ten Thousand, a look that was not far short of being one of hatred.




  “Darling,” she said, “let’s go in and sit down. Perhaps some champagne . . .”




  When PC Williams had safely seen Captain Andrews and his long-suffering wife, closely followed by the Hon. Peter Flaxman with his lady-of-the-moment and the dandified figure of

  the French count, enter the isolated little pavilion-like tent, from which earlier he had been able all too clearly to hear the clink of china, the popping of corks, he did not hear again, as he

  had expected, the murmur of smooth conversation and occasional discreet laughter. Instead, there was a ear-piercing shriek and then voices raised in sharp questioning.




  A moment later he found himself summoned with a single imperious gesture by Peter Flaxman. And, still helmeted, as he stooped to enter the tent in his turn, he saw Wilfred Boultbee, City

  solicitor, trustee of the estates of a dozen of the noblest and richest families in Great Britain, frigid moralist, lying slumped across the long-ago cleared lunch table, his right hand clutching a

  large white table-napkin. At the solicitor’s side there was standing, distraught and utterly unbishop-like for all his purple vest and immaculate dog-collar, the Right Reverend Dr Pelham

  Rossiter.




  Williams immediately took charge. He noted names, even those of the caterers. He examined the scene, as much of it as there was to be examined, an empty round table with gilt chairs still more

  or less in their places, a side table on which there remained four or five bottles of champagne together with a dozen or so of wide-brimmed glasses. He ascertained that Wilfred Boultbee was indeed

  dead and that near the hand clutching, as he was to say later, “with demonic strength” that napkin, there was a worn little tin in which there rested four flat white soda-mint lozenges.

  He suggested that Bishop Rossiter should sit in a chair in the corner.




  “You’ll be better off resting, your – your Grace,” he said, thereby showing he had taken in at a glance the purple vest. “It must have come as a shock to you. Quite

  a shock.”




  Then, looking at the deflated, trembling man, he decided that, if ever any evidence untainted by afterthoughts was to be obtained it had better be before the bishop was taken away to

  recover.




  “Sir, your reverence, my lord, could you just tell me what happened? You’d not been in the tent here for as much as a minute – I happened to notice you arriving with –

  That is, I happened to notice you arriving – before I heard that loud cry, anguished it was, yes, anguished.”




  “Very well, I–I’ll try.”




  He managed to look up.




  “I–I–I – He took one of his lozenges, soda-mint lozenges. We’d come back for . . . Old Belcher for once forgot – He took one from – from that little

  – that tin he has. And – and – one crunch and – and he gave that terrible cry and was dead. I-I know very well when a soul has gone to the Great Father of us all. My sad

  task, clergyman . . . Often at the bedside . . .”




  “Thank you, your Rev – Grace, my Lord. That was most helpful.”




  PC Williams consulted the big silver watch from his pocket, pulled out his notebook, wrote ponderously for a little. Then, stepping to the door of the tent, but not a foot further, he blew his

  whistle to call for assistance.




  So it was that at noon next day Detective Inspector Thompson, shrewd-faced, grey-haired, upright, found himself standing in front of the Commissioner of the Metropolitan

  Police, summoned to give an account of his investigation of an affair all but dominating that morning’s newspapers from the stately Morning Post down.




  “I’m afraid it’s going to be a nasty business, sir,” he said. “Baffling, the Daily Mail called it.”




  “I dare say it did, Inspector. But you’re a Scotland Yard officer and we are not baffled at Scotland Yard. I require you to bring the matter to a conclusion in the shortest possible

  time. Damn it, man, from what I understand the possible suspects inside the locked gates of Lord’s cricket ground comprise almost every member of the Upper Ten Thousand, Dukes and Earls and

  Cabinet Ministers among them. Unless – certainly the best possible outcome – you find your man is some disgruntled person from the free seats.”




  “Not any chance of that, sir, I’m sorry to say. The luncheon tent in which the tragedy occurred was under the eye all morning of PC Williams, from the Albany Street station, a man I

  once had under my command. A thoroughly reliable fellow. If anyone unauthorized entered that tent at any time Williams will have see them. I can promise you that.”




  The Commissioner puffed out a huge sigh of relief.




  “Well, that would seem to eliminate the majority of the spectators,” he said. “The Cabinet Ministers along with the riff-raff from the free seats.”




  He sat in thought for a few moments. Then looked up, eyes bright with hope.




  “The waiters,” he exclaimed. “There’ll have been two or three of them at least in that tent, and you get some pretty dubious characters among such people nowadays with so

  many unemployed about, a good many of them resentful and undisciplined.”




  “Looking into them was one of my first tasks, sir. And I can say with assurance that both of them – they numbered only two, as a matter of fact – have been vouched for. Elderly

  men, in service with the catering firm in question from before the War and too old to have been called to the colours.”




  The Commissioner, who was in full uniform, picked up his leather-covered swagger-stick from the desk in front of him, appeared to give it a close scrutiny and then replaced it.




  “Tell me, Inspector,” he said. “Have I got the situation right? Mr Boultbee died as the result of – ha – ingesting what appeared to be a common soda-mint

  lozenge– Good God, I take the things myself on occasion – but which had been treated with a poison. Do we yet know what particular substance it was? Eh? Eh?”




  “No, sir, we don’t. None of the four remaining mints in the tin have proved to be other than what they ought to be, and – And we shan’t know precisely what was in the

  gentleman’s stomach until further tests have been carried out. But, as you will know, sir, it is by no means impossible for a determined murderer to get hold of what they need. A visit to

  some chemist’s shop at a distance, a false signature in the Poisons Book, it’s altogether too easy.”




  “Yes. Very well, Inspector. I suppose our man – Unless, by God, it’s a woman. Poison’s a woman’s weapon, you know. There were ladies present, weren’t

  there?”




  “Yes, sir. Miss Julia Hogsnorton, younger daughter of Earl Hogsnorton—”




  “Well, I don’t believe . . . No, perhaps we should bear that young lady in mind. Now I come to think of it, I’ve heard she’s rather wild like a lot of young women these

  days. What they’re calling the post-war generation. But who was the other lady there?”




  “Mrs Mary Andrews, sir, wife of Captain Vyvyan Andrews, who was also present of course.”




  “Hm. Anything known, eh?”




  “No, sir. A thoroughly respectable lady, sir. However, there is one circumstance that may be relevant.”




  “Well, let’s hear, man. Let’s hear it.”




  “Mrs Andrews is employed in the office of Mr Boultbee, sir. She works as a filing clerk. Something of a sinecure post, sir, I’ve gathered. Captain Andrews is one of the casualties of

  the War, sir, a victim, as I understand from his doctor, of neurasthenia arising from his experiences in the trenches and no-man’s-land.”




  “Hm. You seem to have covered a good deal of ground in the last twenty-four hours, Inspector.”




  For a moment the Commissioner looked at his comparatively junior officer with an air of interest.




  But it was for a moment only.




  “Very well. So much for the female element. Species more deadly than the male, eh? Rudyard Kipling said that somewhere just last year. We shouldn’t forget it. But who were the

  gentlemen present at the time?”




  “Well, sir, there is, I suppose, the Bishop of Cirencester . . .”




  “Ha. Bit of an awkward thing here. I know Rossiter pretty well. First met him, as a matter of fact, on the day of an Eton and Harrow match long ago. He was playing for Eton, a pretty fair

  bat, and I was, of course, an Harrovian. And, by golly, I took his wicket. Clean bowled him.”




  Inspector Thompson watched the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police chuckling.




  “I think, sir,” he said eventually, “that the Bishop can be safely discounted. He did, of course, according to PC Williams’s very thorough evidence, go into the empty

  tent with Mr Boultbee. But it was apparent to Williams, from the loud cry of agony he heard from where he was stationed not far away, that the poisoning occurred almost as soon as the two of them

  had entered. And the Bishop was certainly in a state of almost total collapse when Williams saw him immediately afterwards.”




  “Very well, I can take it then I shan’t have to bowl him out again.”




  “No, sir. I don’t think we will need to interview him further. He returned, with his chaplain, to Cirencester by the first possible train and there took to his bed at the

  palace.”




  “Ha, poor old Rossy, bowled over if not bowled out, eh? But let’s get on with it, Inspector. Let’s get on with it. We neither of us have time to spare today. So have you found

  out anything about the remaining gentlemen?”




  “Yes, sir. I have. If we’re to go by motive alone, there is a good deal of suspicion attaching to the Hon. Mr Peter Flaxman. And with the confusion there was in the tent as they all

  left after lunch, which my inquiries have shown must have been when the poisoned lozenge must have somehow put there for Mr Boultbee to take, it looks as if we may well have to rely simply on what

  motives the – er – suspects might have.”




  “Young Flaxman, eh? Then spit it out, Inspector, spit it out. May as well hear the worst.”




  “Mr Flaxman is a gentleman of limited means, sir, but considerable expectations, as I learnt from the late Mr Boultbee’s junior partner. It seems Mr Boultbee was one of the trustees

  of a considerable fund which will come to the two beneficiaries, the cousins Peter Flaxman and Vyvyan Andrews, only when they attain the age of thirty. Neither will, in fact, do that for some five

  years yet.”




  “Ha, the root of all evil.”




  “Yes, sir. So we are told. And at Mr Boultbee’s office I managed to gather that both gentlemen have applied since the Armistice for advances on their expectations, something which

  their trustees are permitted to make. However, it seems the three other trustees relied entirely on the advice of the late Mr Boultbee. And that advice has consistently been that no disbursements

  should be made.”




  “I hope, Inspector, that you brought no improper pressure on to Mr Boultbee’s junior partner. You seem to have acquired a good deal of information which I should have thought was

  confidential.”




  Inspector Thompson looked steadily at the Commissioner.




  “No, sir,” he said, “there could, of course, be no question of that.”




  “I’m glad to hear it. So we appear to have arrived at a point where two of the people, and perhaps their ladies, who could have placed a poisoned lozenge into the cachou-box in which

  Mr Boultbee kept his supply of soda-mints were—”




  “Excuse me, sir,” Inspector Thompson broke in, with not a little daring, “but it is as well perhaps to have things entirely clear. Mr Boultbee, so his partner happened to

  mention, lost several years ago the silver box he carried his lozenges in, and – his partner indicated that he had, what shall I say, a certain mean streak – he refused to replace it

  but used instead a battered little tobacconist’s tin that had once contained snuff. My informant indicated that people used to joke about that.”




  “Rather poor taste on his part, Inspector, if I may venture to say so.”




  “Perhaps it was, sir. However, it may be helpful to know about it if it comes down to trying to discover exactly what happened at that table when the lunch party set off for a

  stroll.”




  “No. No, wait, Inspector, you’ve forgotten something. Important, you know, to keep every thread in your hands.”




  A little frown gave added force to the rebuke.




  “The French gentleman, sir? The Conte de Charvey. I have made inquiries about him. It seems he was a slight acquaintance of Mr Flaxman’s and had put him in the position of being

  unable to withhold an invitation to the match.”




  “Had he indeed? A trifle suspicious that, eh? French fellow wanting to watch cricket. Unless, of course, he’s one of those froggies who seem to think the game is one of the secrets

  of British power. As I suppose it is, come to think of it.”




  “Yes, sir. However, I also learn from the late Mr Boultbee’s partner that Mr Boultbee knew something to the Count’s disadvantage. I have had a word with Fraud, and apparently

  they’ve been keeping a sharp eye on him.”




  “Fraud, eh? Why haven’t they informed me that a character of this sort has come to our shores? Eh? Eh?”




  “I’m sure I couldn’t say, sir.”




  “No. I dare say not. But . . . But do you think the fellow may have needed to get rid of someone who had come to learn too much about some underhand business of his? That sort of

  thing?”




  “It always could be, sir. But one ought perhaps to bear in mind that the murderer would need to have known Mr Boultbee’s habit of taking one of those soda-mint lozenges shortly after

  his every meal. But while all of the other four persons under consideration might well have been aware of that, it’s scarcely likely that a stranger such as the Count would be.”




  “Yes. Yes, Inspector, I take your point. Good man, good man. Yet, let me remind you, we shouldn’t put our French bad hat altogether out of the picture.”




  “No, sir. No, of course not. I will bear him in mind throughout the investigation.”




  “Hah. Yes. Yes, Inspector, you speak blithely enough of throughout the investigation, but let me tell you once again: this is a matter which has got to be cleared up in the very

  shortest of times. All right, this PC Wilkins, Watson, whatever, whom you seem to have such faith in, would appear, thank goodness, to have eliminated the hundreds of extremely distinguished

  persons who might conceivably have committed this appalling crime. But nevertheless the yellow press will, if they get half a chance, hope to draw public attention to – Well, to even the

  highest in the land. So action, Inspector, action.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  When Inspector Thompson left the Commissioner’s office he had little hope that any amount of action would see the case concluded quickly enough to suit his chief. But, in

  the end, action proved to be what was needed. Directed more or less to go back to Lord’s, where by night and day a police watch had been kept, he made his way into the luncheon tent,

  everything there still preserved just as it had been when PC Williams had entered. Though convinced that it was only in the motives of the four people most likely to have committed the deed that

  the solution must lie, he nevertheless stood looking down at the stained white cloth of the table. A blank sheet.




  Or was it?




  Wasn’t there something there that somehow differed from Williams’ minutely accurate description?




  For more than a few minutes he stood there puzzling. What was it that seemed somehow wrong?




  Is it, he asked himself, the mere absence of that little tobacconist’s snuff tin from which the one deadly lozenge had, by chance surely, been plucked by that tight-fisted City solicitor?

  Nothing more than that? The tin itself, of course, had been sent to the fingerprint bureau at the Yard, and within an hour a report had come back to say that someone had scrupulously wiped the

  little shabby article clean of any possible clue as to who had flipped it open, taken out one lozenge – Wilfred Boultbee, so careful of other people’s money, was very likely to have

  kept count of his supply of the miraculous means of combating the intolerable pangs of indigestion – and added that one deadly other.




  No help there.




  And then . . . Then it came to him. What was missing from the scene as he looked at it now was an object PC Williams had described well, if with a touch of honest Welsh hyperbole. In the dead

  man’s hand, he had said, there had been a soiled white table-napkin clutched with demonic force. It had been, almost certainly, taken away with the body when it had gone for medical

  examination. But why had it been there on the table at all? It must have been left when the guests had risen from their places to go and stroll outside.




  But – could this be what had happened? – had someone still had it, perhaps in their hand, after all the debris had been cleared away by the waiters? And had they then let it fall on

  the table in such a way that it covered up Wilfred Boultbee’s little battered old tobacconist’s tin? That could, if what Williams quoted to me from his notebook had it right, have

  accounted for the unusual circumstance of the dead man forgetting to take a lozenge immediately after eating.




  But which of them was it? Who had picked up that napkin, dropped it so as to hide the little tin, and then, of course, subtly urged Wilfred Boultbee out of the tent before he had gathered

  himself together enough to remember he had not taken a lozenge?




  Well, if that is what happened, one thing is clear. It’s very unlikely to have been one of the women. I can hardly see either of them – I can hardly see any lady – taking that

  rigid man by the arm and laughingly leading him off. So it must come down to one of the two cousins, each with motive enough. Because, as I tried to make clear to the Commissioner, the French

  count, whatever he’s up to in England, could not possibly have known about Wilfred Boultbee’s poor digestion. So which of the two is it? Which?




  Captain Andrews, the ruined man? The victim of the carnage which the civilized nations of the world have inflicted on one another? A man, you might say, with nothing to live for. Had he, as a

  last wild bid to acquire a decent income, murdered his tight-fisted, implacable trustee? A bid to free his wife from the daily toil of grubbing together enough to make their lives possible? Easy

  enough to feel sympathy for a man who had done more than give his life for his country, a soldier who had given all that made life bearable, had been left with the prospect of years ahead carrying

  round with him the body that the War had gassed out? Yet, if he has been driven to the last extreme of murder, he has to be brought to trial for it. Let judge and jury find what extenuating factors

  they can.




  So, the Hon. Peter Flaxman? What about that typical example of the new, pleasure-devoted, careless world that seems to have come into being in the wake of all the horrors and deprivations of the

  years between 1914 and 1918? Is he a new breed, and a by no means pleasant one? A breed of self-seeking, hedonistic young people, uncaring of all below them in the social hierarchy? And is that,

  when you come down to it, what brought about the demise of a man altogether opposed to such a way of life? An old man who, you could say, represented all the virtues, all the strict morality, of an

  age on the verge of extinction?




  Which of those two men is it – all but certain that one or the other of them put that deadly lozenge into Wilfred Boultbee’s little tin – who in truth conceived that deadly

  scheme? Isn’t the balance, however unfairly it might seem, equal between them? Each with the same obvious motive, each with opportunity enough, each offered the same easy means of finding a

  solution to their problems?




  So which?




  And only one answer. Startlingly plain, once one ceases to look at the human complexities and turns a steady gaze on the simple facts.




  Captain Andrews, poor devil, has hands that constantly tremble, shake to the point, as Williams vividly recalled for me, of hardly being able even to hold a cigarette when he desperately wants

  to inhale the tranquillizing smoke. I cannot for a moment see Captain Andrews carrying out that little necessary piece of legerdemain under the starched white table-napkin.




  So, if it isn’t the one, it must be the other. Simple. Appallingly simple.




  Right, I’m off to see the Hon. Peter Flaxman in his rooms in the Albany.




  Or do they insist you have to say just Albany?




  Whichever. It’s there that I’ll arrest the murderer of Mr Wilfred Boultbee, City solicitor, repository of a thousand secrets and tight-fisted representative of an age that’s

  going, going, gone.




  





  So Beautiful, So Dead
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      Robert Randisi is disarmingly prolific with over 350 novels to his credit. Most of these are westerns but he has also written many private-eye novels, starting with his

      series featuring ex-boxer turned P.I. Miles “Kid” Jacoby, who first appeared in Eye in the Ring (1982). Randisi founded the organisation the Private Eye Writers of America in

      1981 and, with Ed Gorman, co-founded the magazine of the mystery field, Mystery Scene, in 1985. He also finds time to edit anthologies whilst with his partner, Christine Matthews (who

      also appears in this volume), he has started a series about husband-and-wife sleuths Gil and Claire Hunt.




      Occasionally Randisi will cross over his western and detective enthusiasms. The Ham Reporter (1986), set in 1911, teams up Bat Masterson with Damon Runyon to solve a mystery.

      Masterson also appears in the following story, which is based around real events. Randisi tells me, “The facts about the Miss America Pageant are true. Val O’Farrell was real. He

      was described in two Bat Masterson biographies as a police detective, and as one of the top private detectives of his day. Bat Masterson died about 5 weeks after the events at the Pageant,

      sitting at his typewriter. The gangster Johnny Torrio is also mentioned. He had a young apprentice he later sent to Chicago – Al Capone.”
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  Val O’Farrell looked down at the dead girl with a gut wrenching sadness. So beautiful, so dead.




  “What a body, huh? Why would anyone want to cancel the ticket of a babe like that? And pluggin’ her in the head, too. Jeez, how you gonna figure that?”




  O’Farrell turned to look at Detective Sam McKeever.




  “What?” McKeever asked. “She’s a babe. Hey, she’s lyin’ there naked under a sheet, what am I supposed to do, not look?”




  “No,” O’Farrell said, “she’s used to bein’ looked at.”




  “Like most beautiful young dames, huh?”




  “This one more than some,” O’Farrell said. “She’s supposed to be one of the contestants at that new Beauty Pageant out in Jersey.”




  “Yeah? No kiddin’?” McKeever said. “I heard they was gonna let them wear these new skin tight bathing suit things.”




  “Tight and skimpy.”




  “You seen ’em?”




  “Not yet.”




  During the beauty pageant in Washington D.C. last year the contestants had worn long stockings and tunic bathing suits. However, Atlantic City’s first contest was going to be something

  really different and special because the censors had seen fit to lift their bans on bare knees and skin tight suits. It remained to be seen if the idea would fly.




  “Hey,” McKeever said, “you better get out of here before the boss shows up. You ain’t a cop no more, you know.”




  “Oh, I know.”




  O’Farrell had retired from the force two years ago, in 1919, and had opened his own detective agency. He’d been on the “inside” so often, though, while on the job that he

  catered to a pretty high class clientele, these days. He went from being the best dressed cop in town to the best dressed shamus.




  “How’d you know to come up here, anyway?” McKeever asked.




  “I was supposed to pick her up and take her out to Jersey.”




  “You knew her?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Maybe you better tell me about it, Val,” McKeever said, folding his arms, and O’Farrell did. He laid it out for the detective just as it had happened . . .




  2




  Vincent Balducci had come into his office two days before with flash and confidence bordering on arrogance. Most of the flash came from the sparks he was wearing in a

  couple of rings.




  “I’ve got a job for you, Mr O’Farrell,” he’d said, after introducing himself. He said his name like O’Farrell was supposed to know who he was. He did, but he

  didn’t tip his hand – not yet.




  “How did you get my name, Mr Balducci?”




  “You were referred to me by a mutual acquaintance,” Balducci said. “His name is not important. He said you used to be a cop, an honest cop – or as honest as they get

  around here. He said you were thorough and you wouldn’t gouge me on your fee just because I’m rich.” Balducci looked around O’Farrell’s well furnished office.

  “I’m thinkin’ the last part is probably right.”




  “All the parts are right, Mr Balducci,” O’Farrell said. “Why don’t we get to the point of the visit?” O’Farrell motioned him to his visitor’s

  chair.




  “All right.” Vincent Balducci said, seating himself. He laid his coat over his lap. O’Farrell noticed it had a velvet collar. He laid a matching hat atop it. His hair was dark

  – too dark to be natural – and shiny, combed straight back. “Yes, why don’t we. Do you know who I am?”




  “I read the newspaper,” O’Farrell said. The year old New York Times already had an archive of stories on Vincent Balducci, a millionaire “philanthropist”. What that

  generally meant to O’Farrell was that the man had a lot of money and didn’t know what to do with it.




  “That will save us some time, then,” Balducci said.




  That was when Balducci told O’Farrell about Georgie Taylor. He was married, he said, but it was a loveless, sexless marriage that was entered into for convenience. Naturally he needed a

  friend outside his marriage. When he met Georgie he knew she was the one.




  “But she’s younger, right?” O’Farrell asked.




  “Uh, well, yes,” Balducci said, “quite a bit younger. I am sixty-five and she is, uh, twenty-five.”




  “You look good,” O’Farrell said. “I had you pegged for fifty-five.”




  “Thank you,” Balducci said, “I try to keep myself in shape.”




  And he did a fine job. Except for his obviously dyed hair and some lines on his face, he did look younger than he was. He was tall, fit, and he moved like a younger man. O’Farrell sneaked

  a look at his own growing paunch. He was fifteen years younger than the millionaire, but they probably looked the same age. He decided not to think about that.




  “Lots of married men have dames on the side, Mr Balducci,” he said to the man. “Where do I come in?”




  “Have you heard about this beauty pageant in Atlantic City this weekend?”




  “I heard something about it,” O’Farrell said. “Is that the one with the new bathing suits?”
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