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

  by classic crime writers.




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

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Prologue




  THE MURDER MYSTERY at the Royalty Theatre was solved through the agency of a house fly and a canary.




  The fly discovered the chemical evidence that so impressed the jury at the trial, but the canary provided a psychological clue to the murderer’s identity before the murder was committed.

  Basil Willing is still troubled by the thought that it might have been prevented if he had read the riddle of the canary sooner.




  It began with the canary. Though birds are unblessed with public relations counsels this one made the first page of the Times one spring morning when a weary make-up man snatched a filler

  at random from the galley file to plug a hole at the bottom of column three.




  BURGLAR FREES BIRD




  

    

      New York, April 28—Police are puzzled by the odd behavior of a burglar who broke into Marcus Lazarus’ knife-grinding shop near West 44th Street shortly

      before dawn yesterday. Nothing was stolen but the intruder opened the cage of Lazarus’ pet canary and set the bird free. The shop is hardly more than a shack in an alley leading to the

      stage door of the Royalty Theatre.


    


  




  On April 28 at eleven o’clock in the morning, Dr. Basil Willing unfurled a copy of the Times at breakfast on a plane from Washington to New York. He read the war

  headlines with the sensation of individual littleness that an ant must have during an earthquake. It was a relief to come across such a human item as BURGLAR FREES BIRD.

  That was criminal behavior on a conceivable scale; pleasantly trivial after the murder of peoples, the robbery of continents, and the perversion of cultures. The little puzzle teased his

  imagination as prettily as a problem in chess or mathematics.




  Why risk incurring the severe penalties for burglary by breaking into a shop without stealing anything? Why prolong the risk by lingering on the premises to free a canary from its cage? Was this

  erratic burglar a man of sentiment who broke into the shop solely in order to free a bird from a cage that was cramped or dark or dirty? A telephone call to the A.S.P.C.A would have been far less risky and more permanent in its effect. But if freeing

  the bird were an afterthought, what sort of burglar would be distracted from the serious business of burgling by such a frivolous impulse?




  At the moment Basil believed his knowledge of this “crime” would always be limited to the few facts contained in the news item. The construction of a plausible hypothesis within such

  narrow limits was a mental exercise as strict, and therefore as stimulating, as the composition of a sonnet. But the longer he played with those few facts, the more clearly he realized that no

  hypothesis he could construct embraced all the facts adequately. If this were an anagram, some of the letters were missing. The letters he had spelled only nonsense words and stray syllables,

  unintelligible and tantalizing as a message in an unknown code.




  That afternoon Basil stopped at Police Headquarters to discuss a sabotage case with Assistant Chief Inspector Foyle of the Police Department.




  “Well, well!” For once the Inspector’s shrewd, skeptical face was off guard, relaxed and friendly. “I thought you were marooned in Washington for the duration!”




  “At the moment I’m working with the New York office of the F.B.I.”




  “As a psychiatrist or an investigator?”




  “A little of both. Very much the sort of work I used to do for the D.A. If it weren’t for you I’d be in uniform by this

  time.”




  “What have I to do with it?”




  “You gave me my first chance to apply psychology to the detection of criminals. Now I’m supposed to be applying it to the detection of spies and saboteurs. But I ought to be with

  some medical unit. I’m under forty-four, I have no wife or children, and I’ve been in the Medical Reserve Corps ever since the last war. I went straight from Johns Hopkins to a casualty

  clearing station, and it was through shell-shock cases that I first became interested in psychiatry.”




  “Don’t worry, doc,” said Foyle dryly. “They’ll call you up quick enough if they need you. They probably think that anybody who speaks German like a native and reads

  a crooked mind like a book is more useful doing what you’re doing now. . . . Funny thing happened to me the other day. I was walking down Whitehall Street sort of fast, the way I always walk

  when I’m thinking, and a recruiting sergeant sees me and comes rushing up to me with a big smile. Then suddenly he stops and his smile goes out like a light and he shakes his head and turns

  away. When he first saw me he thought I might do because I’m still thin and wiry and can move fast; but when he got close enough to see my gray hair and the lines in my face he

  wasn’t interested any more. I suppose I should’ve been glad in a way, but I wasn’t. I felt the way I did the first time a truck driver called me ‘pop’ instead of

  ‘buddy.’”




  War talk brought the morning paper to Basil’s mind, and that in turn reminded him of the canary.




  “Yeah, it was sort of funny,” admitted Foyle. “I got a report on it from the precinct this morning. I thought it might be a publicity stunt.”




  “For whom?”




  “Wanda Morley. Her new show opens at the Royalty in a day or so, and the knife-grinder’s shop is right next door. But her press agent swears he doesn’t know a thing about it,

  and her name hasn’t been mentioned in connection with it. If there were any tie-up it would’ve come out by this time.”




  “Is there anything of value in the shop?”




  Foyle laughed. “You should see it! Nothing but a grindstone and a lot of rusty old knives and scissors.”




  “Has Lazarus any enemies who might do a thing like that just to annoy him?”




  “He says not. If people wanted to annoy him wouldn’t they have stolen something? Or injured the bird? It was perfectly all right—just out of its cage flying around the room

  when Lazarus came to his shop to work yesterday morning. Then he noticed the door of the cage standing open and the broken latch at the window. Those were the only signs that anyone had been

  there.”




  “But why?” persisted Basil.




  “That’s your headache, doc. My job is to catch the guys who do wrong—not to worry about why they do it! Maybe you can tell me why they always push forward at a

  fire when we tell them to stand back?” The Inspector weighed his next words. “I wish it hadn’t been a knife-grinding shop.”




  Basil’s interest quickened as if someone had supplied one of the missing vowels to his anagram. “So that’s it?”




  “Looks that way. We made quite sure nothing had been stolen. That can mean only one thing: “Somebody wanted to sharpen a knife—without witnesses.”




  “Murder?”




  “Sure. With malice prepense. But there’s nothing we can do about it. No fingerprints. No clues. . . .”




  Outside in Centre Street, the east wind struck through Basil’s spring overcoat with a sudden, keen thrust. Somebody wanted to sharpen a knife. . . . In his

  mind’s eye, he saw the dark, faceless figure in the gray, dreamy light just before dawn sliding a moistened thumb along a blade secretly sharpened to a slicing edge. There would be the low

  humming of a grindstone and a spray of cold blue sparks; but no one would be likely to see or hear anything at that hour in a little shack in an obscure alley running through the theatrical

  district. Why such stealth unless the purpose were murder in its most inhumane form—with the premeditation of a surgeon and the callous blood-letting of a butcher? That was sound enough as

  police logic, but . . .




  With an almost audible click, new facts and old fell into juxtaposition. His anagram had become less intelligible than ever. If this were murder in its most in humane form, why free the

  canary?




  Like most modern psychiatrists, Basil Willing believed that no human being can ever perform any act without a motive, conscious or unconscious. The unmotivated act was a myth like the unicorn or

  the sea serpent. Even slips and blunders had their roots in the needs of the emotional nature. He had used his knowledge of that fact to solve his first murder case. But what was the motive here?

  What feeling had informed the hand that unlatched the door of the canary’s cage yesterday morning?




  However pitiful a winged creature in a cage may be, a murderer planning to use a knife against a fellow human being is hardly in the mood for pity. . . .




  





  




  Chapter Two




  Persons in the Play




  THE MODERN ART GALLERY was inclosed in a penthouse on Central Park South. The

  architect prided himself on being “functional,” but he had forgotten that the principal function of a modern building is resistance to air raids. He had made the north wall of the

  gallery one great sheet of sheer plate glass. After Pearl Harbor, the management had supplemented the glass with two-inch bands of adhesive tape, criss-crossed in a series of tall X’s and

  sealed flat and taut with an electric iron.




  Outside, winter lingered in the Park like an insensitive guest who has long outstayed his welcome. The turf was bald and dry and brown. The skeleton trees made a black mesh against a sultry

  streak of saffron at the western edge of the white sky. Nurses and children, hurrying east to home and supper, bent their heads forward, unconsciously streamlining themselves in order to cleave the

  April wind. There was not a hint of green in the landscape, but there was a new freshness in the air that hinted of all the green things to come in a few weeks.




  Inside, a crowd of invited guests—largely feminine, furred, perfumed, and voluble—pretended there were no such things as wars and east winds. Soundproof walls shut out traffic

  noises. A thermostat maintained a temperature as mild and even as that of an embryo. Brilliant, artificial light from concealed sources was refracted in every direction by three blond walls of

  wax-rubbed pine. There were no shadows. The gallery was a solid cube of light, a medium where people moved and had their being like fish in a tank of illuminated water.




  Now and then one of the guests remembered to glance at the paintings on the walls and tell the exiled artist in schoolgirl French that his oeuvre was épatante and vraie

  Parisienne. For the most part, they sipped cocktails, nibbled macaroons, admired fragments of T’ang pottery on the twin mantelpieces, or sat down to gossip on settees covered with tight,

  slippery leather in jade green.




  A young man and a girl were sitting on one of these settees—the one with its back to the glass wall. The girl was pretty, but there was nothing remarkable in her prettiness. Hundreds of

  girls have chestnut-brown curls that gleam red when light touches them and gray eyes that seem blue under a blue hat. The freckles across her short nose were faded as if she had changed an outdoor

  life for an indoor light in the last few years. The women in red fox and rayon velvet and flowered hats looked at the beautiful severity of her tweed suit and decided that she was underdressed. The

  women in silver fox and bagheera and clever black hats looked at the same suit and wondered if they could be overdressed. Something in the short curl of her upper lip and the tilt of her small,

  stubborn chin suggested that she cared little for their opinions. Her manner was composed and detached, rather businesslike. On her knee was a sketch pad; in her right hand, a soft, black pencil.

  From time to time, she sketched something in the crowd that pleased or amused her—a piquant profile, an impossible hat, or an ungainly silhouette.




  The young man had slumped down on the seat beside her with his hands in his trouser pockets. He was a shade fairer than the girl and about her own age—in the late twenties. His eyes were

  too round, his mouth too wide, his legs too long; yet the general effect of his appearance was pleasing, for he had the look of youth, health, high spirits, and an affable disposition. At the

  moment he was not being affable. Neither was the girl.




  “I don’t see why we should wait any longer.”




  “Don’t you?” The man’s eye followed her pencil.




  “Maybe we’d better call the whole thing off.”




  “Now, Pauline—” he began.




  She cut him short. “I don’t like secrets—particularly secret engagements. And I don’t see any reason for it. Both our parents were delighted. Though you don’t seem

  to realize it, there are other men in the world. Some of them ask me out to dinner and—so forth. If they knew I were engaged to you they—well, it would make things easier all around. As

  it is, I’m neither engaged nor disengaged. I’m suspended in a vacuum. It’s hard to act as if you were an engaged girl when nobody knows you are. It wouldn’t matter for a

  short time, but it’s been going on for several months now. Honestly, Rod, I’m tired of keeping my ring in a bureau drawer and looking self-conscious whenever your name is mentioned. I

  can understand waiting until after the run of the play to get married, but why can’t we tell people we’re engaged?”




  “Because we just can’t.”




  “Why?”




  “It’s—well, you wouldn’t understand. You’ll just have to take it on trust that we can’t.”




  “How are we ever going to get along after we’re married if you don’t trust my understanding enough to tell me things that matter so much to both of us?”




  “And how are we ever going to get along if you don’t trust me at all?”




  Pauline closed the sketch pad and slipped the pencil into a slot in the cover. “Rod, we can’t go on like this. We will have to call it off.”




  “All right, then do!” Rod assumed an elaborate non­chalance. “May I get you a cocktail?”




  “If you will be so kind.” What a dreadful thing politeness was: always the mask of hostility between sexes or classes; never the medium of true friendship or true love. Pauline

  watched Rod as he rose and disappeared into the crowd. Her lips parted as if she were going to call him back, then closed again without making a sound. To think that so much could be ended by so

  little! A few sharp words spoken under cover of a chattering crowd and the whole thing was all over.




  Mechanically, she pulled out the pencil again and reopened the sketch book. But the line faltered. Her hand was trembling. Her throat felt swollen and raw. I mustn’t cry. There

  are hundreds of people looking at me. Her eye caught the outline of a short, fat woman in a short, fat, fur coat pushing through the crowd like a tug through heavy seas. Her quick, nervous

  pencil pinned the fugitive absurdity to paper with three strokes. She felt the bench yield to a weight at the other end. Someone had sat down beside her. Her eyes were on the sketch pad as a

  man’s voice spoke.




  “You couldn’t be more detached if you were sketching monkeys at the zoo.”




  She started and turned an arrogantly blank face in the direction of the voice. Then a light came into her eyes. “Basil! What are you doing here?”




  “Sur-réaliste painting is just another form of psychoanalysis to me. What are you doing here?”




  “I thought I might get some ideas.” The pencil noted a young girl’s frivolous, feather hat perched above a solemn, old face.




  “For a portrait of mutton dressed as lamb?”




  “No, costumes. I design them, you know. For the stage. Or perhaps you didn’t know.”




  “No, I didn’t. The last time I saw you, your chief interest in life was—let me see. . . . Was it the rhumba? Or beagling?”




  “Beagling. But that was ages ago.”




  “About fifteen years ago. You were thirteen or fourteen.”




  “And you were an old man—thirty-two or three. But now you’re just about my own age. I believe Einstein was right!”




  He laughed. “When I first saw you, you were fifteen inches long and weighed eight pounds. That was during the last war.”




  She nodded. “I was three when the Armistice came. The family never let me forget that I remarked: Won’t it be funny not to have a war any more?” Her gaze explored his

  lean, ageless, brown face; his dark, penetrating eyes. In the bright light she saw two single gray threads in the thick, brown hair. She would have said he was thirty-five—thirty-eight at the

  most. But he must be a year or so over forty now; for she knew he had been in her father’s class at Johns Hopkins in 1916 and had left it for the Medical Corps in 1917.




  “Basil, you’re old enough to be honest with me. Will you answer a personal question frankly?”




  “Depends on the question.”




  “Thank heaven you’re not polite!” She sighed. “How do I look to you? Pretty or ugly?”




  “I thought women’s handbags were provided with mirrors.”




  “I thought psychologists taught that people never see the same face in the mirror that they show to other people.”




  “My dear Pauline, you are a Baltimore girl and all Baltimore girls are pretty.” He looked at the ringless left hand holding the sketch pad. “Any particular reason for doubting

  it?”




  Pauline’s eyes were on the crowd around the buffet. “I just wondered if maybe I was—well, plainer than I realized. You get so used to your own face you can’t see it

  objectively; and it always looks young to you because you get it mixed up with your memories of youth. That’s why old women wear such youthful hats.”




  Basil smiled. “You can still wear youthful hats, Pauline. But you do look a little pale—possibly anemic.” His clinical glance considered her. “Been dieting?”




  “No, only working. I’ve just finished Wanda Morley’s new show. It opens tonight at the Royalty.”




  “The Royalty?” There was a new note in Basil’s voice. “You mean the Royalty Theatre on West 44th Street?”




  “Of course. Sam Milhau puts on all Wanda’s shows at the Royalty. It was a tough job. Adaptations of Victorian styles. She’s reviving Fedora.”




  “Sardou’s Fedora? Isn’t that a pretty musty old piece of fustian?”




  Pauline smiled. “Modern playwrights don’t go in for sugared ham. That’s Wanda’s meat, so she has to play revivals. It was Candida and Mrs. Tanqueray last

  season. It’ll be Lady Windermere or Madame X next. Wanda wants to do everything that Bernhardt and Ellen Terry and Fanny Davenport did. She even imitates their foibles. And yet,

  goodness knows, she looks modern off-stage!”




  Basil’s glance followed Pauline’s through a sudden rift in the crowd to a woman who had just entered the gallery. She would have drawn glances anywhere. She was thin and supple as a

  whip, with a flashing, feline grace that made every gesture a work of art. Her black hair was parted in the middle, sleekly waved and brushed up in two little wings above either ear. Her face was a

  creamy oval, slashed with a long, thin mouth, stained scarlet. Her eyes were tilted and tawny, their golden spark heightened by gold and topaz earrings. She wore black with a leopard-skin cap far

  back on her dark head and a leopard-skin muff on one arm.




  “Wanda Morley?” asked Basil.




  “Yes. Fascinating, isn’t she?” There was a tart flavor to the speech. “And yet you can’t say just why,” went on Pauline. “It’s a sort of miracle.

  Hollywood has just established a formula for female allure—bleached hair, blubbery lips, tapering hips, and great udders that make you wonder about the butter-fat content per quart of human

  milk. Then along comes Wanda and breaks all the rules—dark hair, thin lips, no hips, and no bosom—and yet she makes all the finished products of the Hollywood beauty factories look as

  ersatz as they are. You can’t reduce her to a formula. Her eyes are too slanting, her mouth too wide, and all of her is too thin. She ought to be downright ugly, and she would be if

  she just weren’t so extraordinarily beautiful. Basil, do you suppose beauty is purely psychological after all? Put Wanda on paper and she’s hideous. She’s easier to caricature

  than any other actress on the stage. But there’s something in her nature that pulls all her features together and suggests the idea of beauty almost hypnotically. Why don’t you

  psychologists find out what makes women like that tick?”




  “It’s probably a kind of suggestion,” agreed Basil, “based on self-suggestion. Some of the French psychologists have a theory that luck is a product of self-suggestion.

  Perhaps a woman is only beautiful when she believes in her own beauty sincerely without any conscious effort.”




  “Then beauty is really vanity!”




  Basil caught an undertone. “You don’t love Wanda, do you?”




  “I hate her.” Pauline spoke as tonelessly as if she were saying: It’s going to rain.




  “Any particular reason?”




  “She’s an intellectual fraud, and she can’t act.”




  “That might account for dislike but—hatred?”




  “I was just being colloquial. But I don’t like her. She says things.”




  “What sort of things?”




  “Well, what I suppose you’d call catty things. At home I used to read novels where women talked like that; and I always thought the author was just using them as mouthpieces for his

  own spite, because I never knew any woman in real life who talked that way. But the minute I met Wanda I thought: There really are women like that, and this is one of them!”




  Basil’s thoughts reverted to Pauline’s home environment—secure, kindly, generous. He had never heard Pauline’s mother or sisters say anything spiteful or envious, or even

  gossipy. To a girl coming from that environment, it would be a shock to meet one of those simple-minded climbers who know no other form of social intercourse but war.




  “I’m just as bad as she is now,” Pauline was saying. “You have to hit back.”




  Wanda Morley had reached the buffet. People turned to look at her. Some smiled and spoke, but her responses were brief. She paused to speak to a man. Rod joined them. Wanda refused a cocktail

  with a gesture, took a cigarette from her bag and put it between her lips. Both men produced matches. She smiled impartially at either, hesitated a moment, then leaned toward Rod.




  Pauline’s pencil traced a side view of Wanda, exaggerating her fluent suppleness so that it looked boneless and snaky. The line wavered. Pauline’s hand was shaking. She crossed out

  the imperfect sketch with slashing strokes.




  “Black hair and golden eyes,” remarked Basil. “Rather like a puma. Those three would make a neat composition. You could call it Puma with Stag and Sheep.”




  Rod was the stag—long-legged and fleet-looking, with a round, intense eye and a flaring nostril. The other man was the sheep—narrow forehead, pendulous nose, dull eyes set close

  together.




  Pauline’s answering smile was cheerless. “Pumas prey on deer and sheep, don’t they?”




  “That’s the point. Do you happen to know these victims?”




  “The sheep is Leonard Martin. The stag is Rodney Tait. They’re both in Wanda’s company. Rod brought her here this afternoon. He’s supposed to be getting a cocktail for me

  now, but he seems to have forgotten all about it.”




  “Can I—?”




  “No, I don’t believe I want one after all.” There was a snap as the point of Pauline’s pencil broke. “She only does it to annoy because she knows it

  teases!”




  “Does what?”




  “What’s she’s doing now. Preying.”




  There was something a little avid in the red-lipped smile and the bright, yellow eyes set off by the pale face and black clothing. The color scheme was carefully planned, vivid as a playing

  card, and the features looked just a little larger than life. The face would have been eye-catching on a hoarding or a stage, but it was a little overwhelming at close range. Wanda was a poster,

  Basil decided, and Pauline a miniature. Wanda’s beauty would bloom under a spotlight that would wash out Pauline’s softer coloring and more delicate features.




  Wanda was talking to the two men with animation. Her thin mouth writhed against her face like a small, red snake. It was extraordinarily mobile—proud, wistful, ironic, beguiling in

  bewildered succession. Smoke trailing from the cigarette in her hand traced the suave line of each gesture as visibly as sky-writing. To Basil, it seemed that Wanda was performing the part of the

  charming and successful actress; conscious of many eyes upon her, yet less sensitive to their impact than a person unused to living in public. Just as an object that is constantly handled acquires

  a patina—worn, hard, smooth, glossy and a little soiled—so the surface of Wanda’s personality seemed to have been glazed and tarnished by the curious glances that were always

  sliding over her face and figure wherever she went.




  “Oh, Lord, here she comes!” murmured Pauline.




  Wanda had dropped her cigarette in an ash tray. Her flat, limp muff was tucked under one elbow as she drew on long, beige gloves. She moved forward slowly, still talking to Rod and Leonard, her

  small, dark head tilted on the long, flexible white column of neck. She drew them in her wake as a magnet draws steel filings.




  “Why, Pauline, darling! What a surprise to see you here! Somehow one just never thinks of a costume designer as being interested in real art.”




  Pauline smiled. “If ever you meet any of your friends in heaven, Wanda, I’m sure you’ll say: Darling, what a surprise to see you here!”




  Wanda wasn’t listening. Her eyes had shifted to Basil. Their glance was as intimate as a caress. “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”




  “Dr. Willing, Miss Morley. Mr. Tait, Mr. Martin.” Pauline was curt.




  “Not Basil Willing—the famous psychiatrist!”




  Even as Basil told himself this was boloney his ego began to purr.




  “To think of actually meeting you! Pauline, dear, you must bring him to my opening tonight. You have an extra ticket, haven’t you? Dr. Willing, it would mean so much to me to know

  you were in the audience! We’re all going to have supper at the Capri afterward and wait up for the reviews in the morning papers. You will join us, won’t you?”




  The very suddenness of the invitation made Basil hesitate. “Well—”




  “Of course you will!” Wanda swept on imperiously, and he saw she didn’t really care whether he came or not. In the language of the stage, she was simply using him to feed her

  lines in her chosen role of Fascinating Femininity. At the same time, he realized that some men would fall for this sort of thing. Certainly Rod and Leonard seemed to be falling for it.




  “I wish I could stop to talk now,” pursued Wanda, “but I’m giving an interview to a reporter from the Sun at six-thirty, a photographer from Vogue is coming

  at seven, and I must have at least one hour’s rest before I go to the theater. You have no idea how I hate all this fuss and bother and publicity! It’s so false. If only I

  could live a real life in some quiet little suburb doing all my own housework and caring for a husband and children!”




  “Why don’t you?” Pauline’s voice was small and dry. “It’s a free country.”




  “My dear girl!” A hint of shrillness broke through the smooth surface of Wanda’s trained voice. A hint of color darkened her cheeks. Basil had seen similar symptoms in neurotic

  patients brought face to face with the cause of a neurosis they would not admit. He decided that Wanda was one of those chronic self-deceivers who becomes allergic to truth. At least truth had much

  the same effect as a chemical allergy on her vaso-motor system. But she rallied quickly with practiced ingenuity. “Special talents impose special responsibilities. I can’t just think of

  myself as if I were a nobody. I have a duty to my public and my art. Think of all the people who would be thrown out of work if I disbanded my company. Not only actors, but stage-hands and ushers

  and—people like that!”




  Pauline laughed.




  

    

  

    

      

        

          

            “Now Dives daily feasted and was gorgeously arrayed




            Not at all because he liked it, but because ’twas good for trade.”


          


        


      


    


  


    


  




  “Really, Pauline, that sounds almost communistic to me.” Wanda looked at a slender gold band on her wrist. The little watch was covered with a cabochon topaz in

  place of the usual crystal. “Heavens, it’s nearly five-thirty now! I must dash! Good-by, darling! Dr. Willing, I’m counting on you tonight. Good-by, Leonard . . .




  Rod started to go with her, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Don’t bother to come with me, Rod. Sam Milhau is driving me home. We have a few things to talk over before

  tonight. The boy who was to play Desiré has fallen ill, and we’ll have to cut out his lines. Fortunately there are only a few!”




  Rod seemed a little piqued at this dismissal. Pauline was amused. Leonard’s thoughtful eyes followed Wanda as she passed through the crowd like a breeze through a field of poppies, leaving

  a trail of turning heads behind her.




  A waiter presented a tray of French pastry. Pauline took a strawberry tart. Basil and Rod followed suit. Leonard eyed the remaining tarts and savarins with distaste and shook his

  head.




  “Poor Wanda!” cried Pauline. “She’s beginning to ham off-stage as well as on!”




  Leonard’s long face broke into a wry grin of appreciation, but Rod was dismayed.




  “That’s not like you, Pauline. Great artists have to be conceited. Don’t you remember what Huneker said about Rodin? His vast store of conceit kept him going all the years the

  public neglected him.”




  “The public isn’t neglecting Wanda,” returned Pauline. “Not with two press agents working night and day to keep her on every theatrical page in town. And it’s not

  her conceit I mind; it’s her hypocrisy. She leads the sort of life most suburban housewives would give their eye-teeth to lead; but she flatters them by pretending that they’re the

  lucky ones and that she’s the martyr to circumstance who deserves everyone’s sympathy. She never sends her picture to the papers without a covering letter to explain that she just

  hates publicity. She never wears an orchid without telling everyone present that what she really wanted was a simple bunch of violets. You’re never quite sure whether

  she’s apologizing for being a success or rubbing it in. I suppose it’s her idea of being ‘democratic.’ I prefer honest snobbery.”




  “Pauline!” protested Rod. “That isn’t fair.”




  “Isn’t it?” Pauline lifted her chin and looked at him. “I believe you’re half in love with her!”




  It was the true word spoken in jest. Rod chose to take it lightly. “Don’t be silly!” he cried. “We’re just good friends.”




  “You sound like an old, divorced couple!” Pauline shut her notebook with a snap and rose. “Can I give anyone a lift uptown?”




  “Yes,” said Rod. “If you’re including me.”




  “Of course.” Pauline took a narrow envelope out of her purse and turned to Basil. “Here’s your ticket for tonight. She thrust the envelope into his hand. “Do come

  if you can! Better dress. Wanda likes her first nights plushy. Good-by!” Pauline slipped away in the crowd. Rodney Tait followed her.




  There was a flicker of mild amusement in Leonard Martin’s eyes. In a close-up he looked sickly and underweight; he was gaunt to the point of emaciation. Loose skin sagged in folds and

  creases on his long face as if he had lost flesh recently. It had a dark tinge, nearer bronze than tan, that contrasted vividly with his pale blue eyes and the fringe of sandy hair above his ears.

  His high, bald forehead shone waxily in the brightly lighted room. His manner was gentle, almost apologetic. Basil wondered what part such a tired, discouraged, quiet, little man could play in a

  dashing melodrama like Fedora.




  He was speaking now in a voice as mild as his eyes. “I suppose we’ve confirmed your belief that all theater people are crazy?”




  “Stimulating is the word I should have used.”




  “Wanda is certainly stimulating.” Leonard exhaled a deep sigh. His breath was heavy as if he had been eating overripe fruit. “She’s rather like an X-ray,” he mused.

  “When you’re first exposed to her, you think there’s no harm done! Her technique is so obvious! Then weeks, or even months later, you may discover you’ve been badly

  burned.”




  “Is that what happened to young Tait?”




  “I don’t know. But Wanda ought to leave Rod alone. He’s only a boy and she—well, she wouldn’t like me to say how long she’s been on the stage. . . . I must be

  off now. Shall I see you this evening?”




  “I expect so.” Basil looked down at the ticket envelope in his hand. It was covered with fine print, but two words stood out in larger type: Royalty Theatre. “Have you

  seen the pictures?” he asked suddenly. “There’s a rather curious animal study over here.”




  They squeezed through the crowd to the first row of a group standing in a semi-circle before a small painting in oils. At a little distance it looked like a turquoise matrix. There was a brown

  plain wide open to a turquoise blue sky mottled with tan clouds. Cunning perspective gave the spectator a feeling of infinite distance, airy and sunlit. In the foreground, drawn on a small scale,

  there was a row of crumbling Doric columns. A tiny brown ape sat on one of them, cross-legged, holding a yellow bird. He had just pulled off its wing. Three pear-shaped drops of dark red blood were

  falling toward the ground, high-lighted like rubies.




  Leonard looked at the painting, and Basil looked at Leonard. His only response seemed to be the same mild, quizzical amusement he had shown as they discussed Wanda.




  “The draughtsmanship is sound, but I’m afraid the subject is a little over my head. Is it supposed to inspire pity or cruelty? My chief feeling is disgust. I suppose that’s

  because I don’t like monkeys. And I do like canaries!”




  





  




  Chapter Three




  Enter First Murderer




  WHEN BASIL set out for the theater the evening was young, and he decided to walk. He turned into 44th Street from Fifth Avenue,

  the east wind at his back, pushing him along with surprising force. With the reluctance of a busy man, he had obeyed Pauline’s injunction to “dress.” Now the pavement felt hard

  under the thin soles of patent leather shoes, and white doeskin gloves impeded his efforts to dig loose change from a hip pocket when he stopped at a newsstand for an evening paper. He amused

  himself with the thought that this unaccustomed splendor was almost as good as a disguise. No one was likely to recognize Dr. Willing, the active member of the District Attorney’s staff, or

  Dr. Willing, the studious psychiatrist, in this drone’s livery.




  As he came to the Royalty Theatre, he stepped back to the curb and looked up with a certain curiosity. It was one of New York’s older theaters. A gloomy façade of plum-colored stone

  with white trim suggested a wedge of fruit cake with vanilla icing. The marquee blazed with electric bulbs:




  Sam Milhau presents WANDA MORLEY




  in FEDORA




  with RODNEY TAIT and LEONARD MARTIN




  Light flooded two great posters at either side of the box-office door—fleeting impressions of Wanda caught on paper with a few slashing brush strokes in sepia and red.

  Her head was a small, dark ovoid poised on a long, sinuous, white column of neck. Her tilted eyes were half shut in a provocative side glance over a shrugging shoulder. The wide mouth with its

  thin, scarlet lips curled in a sardonic smile. It might not be art, but it was Wanda. One sketch showed her against a Muscovite skyline of onion-shaped domes; the other, against a summery

  background of oleander and mimosa. Nothing in either suggested that anyone else appeared in the play. But apparently Wanda was what the public wanted. Already a long queue besieged the box office

  and an extra traffic policeman was telling a pair of autograph seekers to move on.




  Basil glanced at his watch. It was only eight, and the curtain would not rise until eight-forty. He looked about for a place where he could read his evening paper.




  To the left of the theater stood a gaudy, Broadway hotel; to the right, one of the low buildings called “taxpayers” because their rentals just cover the landlord’s tax bill.

  This one housed a row of small shops and restaurants, and the first of these was a cocktail bar.




  The moment Basil entered the place he knew it was expensive. There seems to be an unwritten law in New York that the more expensive a drinking place, the dimmer the light; and this place was so

  dim that he could hardly see across the room. Night gathering in the street outside turned the plate glass window into a huge mirror. Behind the bar, another mirror doubled the reflection of amber

  bottles with golden highlights. Wherever there wasn’t a window or a mirror, there was a highly polished surface of wood or metal, so the whole place shimmered like a faceted jewel in the

  half-light. The air was close and spicy with an aroma of mixed drinks. Soft music came from a radio turned low. A solitary bartender mixed his highball and inquired if there were any news about the

  opening next door in the evening paper?




  Basil turned to the theatrical page.




  OPENINGS TONIGHT




  

    

      At the Royalty Theatre this evening, Sam Milhau is reviving Sardou’s Fedora starring Wanda Morley. According to Mr. Milhau’s office, Fedora,

      usually considered a romantic melodrama, will be staged tonight with the strictest realism. Action and dialogue have been brought up to date. The Russian Revolution of 1917 replaces a Nihilist

      plot in the original version, and the players will appear in modern dress. Miss Morley is, of course, playing the title role created by Bernhardt. Rodney Tait, her leading man, is making his

      first appearance on Broadway after winning laurels on the West coast; and a distinguished supporting cast includes Leonard Martin who is returning to the New York stage after a year’s

      illness.


    


  




  “That all?” The bartender was disappointed.




  “There’s something under Stage Notes.”




  They read it together.




  

    

      There may be jealousy and bickering in some theatrical companies, but according to Sam Milhau, the company that is opening tonight at the Royalty in his revival of

      Fedora is just one big, happy family; and no member of that family is more beloved than the star, Wanda Morley. Even the stagehands have fallen under Miss Morley’s spell. They have

      all clubbed together in order to send her a floral tribute on the opening night. “Just because she’s regular guy,” explained one of the electricians. “And we want her to

      know we’re all rooting for her!”


    


  




  The bartender grinned. “The things them press agents think of!”




  The street door flew open as if a gust of wind had blown it in. A young man swaggered up to the bar. He was about Basil’s own height, just under six feet, and he was dressed as Basil was

  dressed—patent leather shoes, dark overcoat, white gloves and muffler, and what Parisians used to call a “hat with eight reflections.” But there was a difference. Perhaps nothing

  tells more about a man’s temperament than the angle at which he wears a top hat. Timidity carries it as straight as a book balanced on top of the head to improve posture. Toughness pushes it

  far back to expose a tousled forelock. Gaiety tips it to one side. But arrogance tilts it as far forward as possible, carrying the head high and the chin thrust out to keep the brim from sliding

  down over the eyes. This young man was arrogant. Hat balanced precariously just above the bridge of his nose, he peered through the shadow the brim cast across his eyes like a half-mask and gave

  his order curtly: “Rum, gum and lime.”




  The bartender was polishing a tumbler. He paused to rest two hands on the counter and responded deliberately: “That’s a new one on me.”




  “Two jiggers of rum, one of lime juice, and one of sugar-cane syrup,” retorted the young man impatiently. “If you haven’t any syrup, grenadine will have to do. And fill

  it up with ice and soda.”
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