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INTRODUCTION


One of the primary characteristics of the Golden Age of the detective story (1920s-1940s) was the series protagonist. Unlike novels of suspense, espionage, or crime, the primary figure of the detective novel was likely to appear in more than one book. He or she, whether an official member of a police force, a private investigator, or an amateur sleuth, would be available to solve crimes at the rate of at least once a year, or as fast as the author could write new adventures.


More than merely solving mysteries with astonishing accuracy and consistency, the books starring series detectives also featured a regular supporting cast. Amateurs seemed always to find the same homicide detectives assigned to the cases on which they were working, either because the police had called them for help or because they couldn’t get rid of the meddlers.


Of these detectives, Stuart Palmer’s Hildegarde Withers, a schoolteacher who retires during the series, was one of the most popular. Though untrained in sleuthing, she has an incredibly strong acumen for deduction, and devotes much of her time to helping Inspector Oliver Piper (of the New York City Police Department) solve murder cases. Miss Withers is still teaching when she makes her debut in The Penguin Pool Murders (1931), having taken a class of third-graders on a field trip to the New York Aquarium. A thief has attempted to steal a purse from a woman and is making his escape.


“The little man made a last frantic burst of speed,” Palmer writes, “—freedom was almost within his grasp—only to tumble ingloriously over a black cotton umbrella that dropped like a bar sinister across his path. His skull collided with one of the pillars, and for a time the little man lay very still.


	“For a long minute there was a hush, and then Miss Hildegarde Withers, whom the census enumerator had recently listed as ‘spinster, born Boston, age thirty-nine, occupation school teacher,’ dusted off her umbrella and restored it to its place under her arm with a certain air of satisfaction.


	“‘Serves you perfectly right,’ she admonished her silent victim.”


And there she is: fearless, pragmatic, no-nonsense, helpful. She retains her unchanging personality throughout a series that ran for eighteen books: fourteen novels, the last (and least), Hildegarde Withers Makes the Scene (1969), being completed by Fletcher Flora after Palmer’s death the previous year. There were also four short story collections, notably The Riddles of Hildegarde Withers (1947), which Ellery Queen selected for the landmark work Queen’s Quorum, a bibliography of the 106 greatest short story collections in the history of detective fiction. For another collection, The People vs. Withers and Malone (1963), Palmer teamed up with Craig Rice, another giant of the American Golden Age, to write a half-dozen stories that featured both of their famous detectives, Miss Withers and the drunken lawyer John J. Malone.


Infamous for her choice of odd, even eccentric, hats, Miss Withers was based partially on Palmer’s high school English teacher, Miss Fern Hackett, and partially on his father. Palmer, a frequent contributor to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, wrote to Frederic Dannay (half of the Ellery Queen collaboration and the editor of the magazine) about the way in which Miss Withers came to be such a significant character:


The origins of Miss Withers are nebulous. When I started Penguin Pool Murder (to be laid in the New York Aquarium as suggested by Powell Brentano then head of Brentano’s Publishers) I worked without an outline, and without much plan. But I decided to bring in a spinster schoolma’am as a minor character, for comedy relief. Believe it or not, I found her taking over. She had more meat on her bones than the cardboard characters who were supposed to carry the story. Finally, almost in spite of myself and certainly in spite of Mr. Brentano, I threw the story into her lap.


Noticing the potential and immediate popularity of the series, Hollywood quickly leaped in and made a motion picture based on The Penguin Pool Murder, one year after the book’s release. In what turned out to be fortuitous casting, Edna May Oliver took the role of the spinsterish sleuth and James Gleason played Inspector Piper. Gleason was well-suited to play the crusty, unrefined cop who forms an uneasy alliance with the dry, reserved schoolmarm. Piper is a bachelor, accustomed to having things his own way, which was difficult with the intractable Miss Withers on the scene; the comic badinage and the hints of middle-age romance that occur in the books and in the films give the series a great deal of charm. Though Gleason played Piper in all six films in the series, Oliver wanted to do other things, left RKO, the studio under which she had been under contract, and retired after three, being replaced first by Helen Broderick for one and Zasu Pitts for the final two movies.


In addition to writing the Miss Withers stories, Stuart Palmer wrote factual articles, short stories (two featuring Sherlock Holmes), and two novels about Howard Rook, a newspaperman who decides to become a private eye. He also had a successful career in Hollywood, writing thirty-seven feature films, all of which were “B” mysteries in such popular series as The Lone Wolf, Bulldog Drummond, and The Falcon, as well as such original screenplays as Hollywood Stadium Mystery (1938), Halfway to Shanghai (1942), and Step by Step (1946).


Palmer’s familiarity with Hollywood and its cast of bizarre characters was useful as background for one of the best novels in the series, The Puzzle of the Happy Hooligan, which was published in 1941 while he was busily writing one screenplay after another.


Miss Withers has been invited to Hollywood to serve as a technical advisor on a murder mystery movie and finds herself giving advice about the real-life murder of Mammoth Studio’s leading writer. Despite inexplicable opposition from the studio, she makes it her business to find out just how one goes about breaking a man’s neck without leaving a mark. Before she finds the answer to that question, Miss Withers encounters the puzzle of the white apple core, the problem of the lateral pocket loop, and the mystery of the folding bed—and has a preview of her own murder.


Few mystery writers of his era received more popular and critical praise than Palmer. John Dickson Carr, in his introduction to the 1952 anthology Maiden Murders, wrote: “Here are the old craftsmen, the serpents, the great masters of the game: Mr. Ellery Queen, Mr. Stuart Palmer, M. Georges Simenon.” Dannay ranked Palmer with Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. The leading mystery critic of the era, Anthony Boucher, in The Case of the Seven of Calvary (1937), cited Palmer as among the greatest of the puzzle story writers, along with Erle Stanley Gardner and John Dickson Carr. In 1954 his fellow authors elected Palmer president of Mystery Writers of America.


Boucher also named Miss Withers “one of the first and still one of the best spinster sleuths” (in Four and Twenty Bloodhounds, 1950), and in their introduction to Uncollected Crimes (1987), Bill Pronzini and Martin Greenberg wrote: “Ask any knowledgeable mystery reader to name the quintessential little old lady sleuth, and the response will invariably be either Agatha Christie’s Miss Jane Marple or Stuart Palmer’s Hildegarde Withers.”


Considering this illustrious praise, it is a wonder that Palmer’s work is so neglected today. The Puzzle of the Happy Hooligan, for example, was last reprinted in 1986, which means that at least a generation of mystery readers and fans has likely entirely missed out on reading this masterful author. But stay tuned—there will certainly be more Miss Withers to come in the American Mystery Classics series.


— OTTO PENZLER




I


I met a Californian who would
Talk California—a state
So blessed, he said, in climate
NONE HAD EVER DIED THERE
A NATURAL DEATH….


—ROBERT FROST


He was on fire. Flames licked around him, and the building was about to collapse, and he couldn’t jump from the window because the water from the firemen’s hoses kept pushing him back into the room. That was the dream.


Consciousness returned so slowly to Wilfred Josef that there was a split instant of relief when he remembered all about being here at the Firsk’s for cocktails. He even remembered making his getaway when the party waxed noisy (Josef liked only the noises he himself made when he set classics from his collection of limericks to music via the guitar) and his coming out to a deck chair on the moonlit patio for forty winks.


The sound of his own screams brought him wide awake. He found—like the young girl from Peru who woke up one night in a hell of a fright—that it was perfectly true. Or at least a big wad of crumpled Sunday newspaper was blazing merrily under his chair, and two laughing madmen were dancing withershins around him, yelling “Fire! Fire!” and squirting him unmercifully with soda-water siphons.


The other guests, carrying ping-pong paddles, half-finished drinks or bridge hands came rushing out through the doorway. But by that time Wilfred Josef (author of year before last’s best-selling novel Anastasia’s Lovers) was singed, sodden and impotent on a charred island in a lake of fizz water.


Mona Firsk, trying to make a noise like a hostess, rushed toward him, her stubby, ring-covered fingers outstretched in sympathy. But even for her the picture presented by Josef’s amazed, naked face was too much. She was swept away in the rising tide of laughter, for he had lost eyebrows, lashes, and even most of the silky Vandyke which had been his pride and joy. He was mad as a wet hen and getting madder every second in spite of the helpful brushing off, the support into the house and the stimulants which were being offered as first aid.


Under cover of the hilarity two men faded quietly around the corner of the house, keeping in the soft dirt of the tulip beds. As they passed the swimming pool they paused there to cast adrift the seltzer bottles and then went on down the long flight of steps to the street and the line of parked cars.


There they stopped laughing and listened. “What are we listening for, Saul?” The speaker was Virgil Dobie, a vast, gargantuan man with pointed, Satanic eyebrows and the innocent eyes of a child.


Saul Stafford, a small, untidy man with a leonine head and a perpetually blue jaw, swayed slightly on his bandy legs. “We are waiting to see if some fool turned in an alarm.” He seemed to feel the need of justification. “What else can you do with a man who wears a zits like that? And who insists on reciting limericks when you’re trying to make a small slam vulnerable?”


Dobie nodded judicially. “In itself a grave social error.


“But perhaps all this will be a lesson to him. Say, Saul, what are we listening for?”


Then they both heard it, far off. And coming closer.


Stafford turned toward the crimson Packard with the cut-down Darrin body. “I dislike open cars and I dislike your driving,” he announced. “But drive me home anyway.”


They rolled on down the driveway and were turning out of Bel Air’s gray-stone gates when the fire trucks went screaming and careening past them.


Those same sirens, homeward bound a few minutes later, shattered the silence of the evening on Hollywood Boulevard, sounding even to the heights of a little room on the top floor of the Roosevelt. Miss Hildegarde Withers sat up in bed, her hair in curlers and a wry smile upon her long, equine visage. Sirens in the night and the rumble of trucks—it made her suddenly homesick for Manhattan. “This is a fine way to start a vacation,” she scolded herself sternly, and plumped the pillow.


In the beginning, like any other middle-aged schoolteacher with a savings account and six months’ sabbatical vacation, Miss Withers had planned the usual Mediterranean cruise. And then Europe exploded, making it seem the better part of valor to see America first.


So here she was in Hollywood to her own mild surprise. With an itinerary all planned, including side trips to the San Fernando Mission and the La Brea tar pits in Hancock Park.


And to the Brown Derby on Vine Street where noon next day found her doing justice to an excellent omelet aux fines herbes. As is the custom of tourists in that justly celebrated restaurant, she was amusing herself by trying to match up the caricatures on the walls with their prototypes among the great and near great of Never-Never Land.


At which point trouble in the shape of a strange, excited young man in a bright plaid suit came over and plumped down beside her. “You,” he accused, “are the Murder Lady. Want a job?”


“I beg your pardon?” In spite of herself Miss Withers’ expression of shocked propriety changed to a quick alertness.


“My name’s Wagman, Harry Wagman,” he went on, taking it for granted that she would recognize the name. “Picked you out from your picture in this afternoon’s Herald-Express.”


Here he displayed the paper, and Miss Withers looked dubiously at a reproduction of a too-candid shot of herself in the act of shaking hands with Chief of Police Amos Britt of Avalon, Catalina Island. The heading began, “SOUTHLAND WELCOMES SLEUTH—Miss Withers Revisits Scene of Triumph.”*


She nodded. “What was that you said about a job?” During her several adventures as an amateur criminologist the maiden schoolteacher could hardly remember a single time when her services had been requested by anyone. Indeed, it was usually in spite of hell and high water that her insatiable curiosity had managed to get her into a case.


“Right! This job would pay you that a week, maybe more.” Wagman wrote the figure “$300” on the tablecloth.


Now she knew that there was a catch to it. “You don’t solve murder mysteries by the week,” she told him. “Besides, I haven’t read anything recently about a local murder.”


Wagman was amused. “Ever hear of the Borden case back in Rhode Island or somewhere?”


“What?” Miss Withers peered at him very suspiciously. “That happened nearly fifty years ago. And in the opinion of most experts it was quite thoroughly solved.”


“Please! Just a minute, lady. This job wouldn’t be for you to solve the Borden case.” Wagman stopped, bit his lip and then wrote a name on the tablecloth. “Thorwald L. Nincom. Ever hear of him?”


“The movie director?” she said uncertainly.


Wagman winced. “The producer. Mr. Nincom makes the biggest superepics in Hollywood. Well, listen. It isn’t officially given out yet, but he’s going to do a picture based on the Borden case, a big super-A picture, in technicolor. And I’m going to sell you to Nincom!”


Miss Withers gulped, and her eyebrows went up. “That sounds very cozy, but—”


“Leave it to me!” insisted Wagman. “I’m your agent and for a measly ten per cent I take care of everything.” He wrote the percentage down on the tablecloth. “You’ll be technical adviser on the picture, see? Mr Nincom always has technical advisers on his pictures. Last year when he made The Road to Buenos Aires I got Madame Lee Francis a three months’ contract. And what she can do you can do!”


The schoolteacher hesitated and was lost. So far she had been in town three days and had not once passed through the portals of a moving-picture studio. When she got back to Jefferson School the other teachers were sure to ask, “Ah, did you once see Gable plain, and did he stop and speak to you?” or words to that effect. It would not be nice to confess that she had drawn a blank. On the other hand.


Mr Wagman, taking her consent for granted, was already talking into a telephone which a waiter had mysteriously plugged into the side of the booth. An appointment was arranged for noon tomorrow at Mammoth Studios and made official by Wagman’s writing place and hour down upon the linen.


As the schoolteacher passed out of the restaurant she could not help looking up at the wall and picking out a spot where one of these days her own likeness might hang. Then a soberer idea presented itself. All that she knew about the Borden case was the silly jingle beginning, “Lizzie Borden took the ax and gave her mother forty whacks….”


Noon tomorrow finally became noon today, and Miss Hildegarde Withers rode up to the main gate of Mammoth Studios in a bright yellow taxicab after a trip which took her well over most of southern California by way of Robin Hood’s barn. The size of the tariff shocked her almost speechless.


“Listen, lady,” the driver told her, “there ain’t but two picture studios actually in Hollywood. That’s R.K.O. and Paramount. The rest are scattered all over the map. And if you think Mammoth is a long haul try Metro or Warners’. They’re twenty miles apart.”


“When in Rome…” quoted Miss Withers to herself, and tipped the man a munificent quarter. “I’m going Hollywood already,” she decided.


Harry Wagman stood in the Moorish gateway looking at his watch. “Now I’ll do the talking,” he told her. “It’s as good as settled though. Did you see your publicity in this morning’s Reporter?”


He showed the schoolteacher what appeared to be a small tabloid newspaper full of testimonial advertising and devoted to news of the industry. Halfway down a gossip column she read: “Plans for the new Thorwald L. Nincom production move apace…. Today he will sign a famous New York detective as technical expert on the picture.”


“I haven’t the slightest idea how that got out,” said Wagman unblushingly. “But it can’t do any harm. Here in Hollywood people don’t believe anything, even their own love affairs, until they read it in print.” And he steered Miss Withers inside the sacred gates. She had a brief glimpse of a reception room full of uncomfortable chairs and uncomfortable people, then of a double door guarded by a beefy young man in the uniform and badge of a policeman. The door clicked, and they went down a hallway and then outside into a street between towering, windowless buildings.


Young men on bicycles went lazily past them, bearing envelopes, sacks of mail, and round tin cans which Wagman said contained film, the precious strips of celluloid which were the sole product of this vast plant. Trucks rumbled by, and here and there were little groups of worried, older men in bright ties and sedate sack suits. There was no sign anywhere of a star or even of an extra player, but Miss Withers was oddly thrilled all the same.


Then they turned into a doorway and came at last into a spacious outer office hung with still photographs from old Nincom pictures, the likenesses of gigantic apes clinging to the Empire State Building, of stampeding buffalo and hooded knights of the Klan and of a lovely young woman tied very tightly to a railroad track in front of an oncoming train. All these assorted characters were enlarged to truly terrifying proportions.


This room was presided over by a lovely blond automaton with soft amber eyes and long magenta fingernails, whom Miss Withers took to be a movie star and who turned out to be Mr Nincom’s third secretary. Wagman addressed her as “Jill.”


Jill announced them to the Presence and for her pains received an angry masculine roaring. “I’m sorry—” she began. “But—” The roaring went on.


Jill’s lip was a bit redder than normal when she turned to them again. “I’m sorry,” she said coolly. “But Mr Nincom cannot be disturbed now. He’s in a story conference with the writers.”


Wagman nodded. “My clients also,” he whispered proudly to Miss Withers. Then to Jill: “How’re the boys coming with the script? Have they got it licked yet?”


She raised her eyebrows. “You mean Dobie and Stafford? Those two bums—I mean, they aren’t working on the script at the moment. They got the ax.”


Wagman wailed, “The devil! Why doesn’t somebody tell me these things?”


Jill put through a phone call, turned back to them. “Don’t ask me, Harry Wagman. They’re your writers, not mine. And you can have them.”


Miss Withers, a quiet bystander in all this, saw Wagman wink. To Jill he said, “Why, Miss Madison, are you and the boys still feuding?”


“I’m not amused at their punk gags, and neither is the boss. She lowered her voice. “You know, he always likes to have his writers have lunch with him so he can be sure they don’t take too much time out? Well, Dobie and Stafford decided they were tired of that and sick of the commissary food, so they brought lunch pails full of garlic sandwiches and breathed themselves right out of an assignment.”


“They’re under contract,” Wagman observed cheerily. “Say, how about trying His Nibs again?”


Jill Madison tried again. Once more she was met by that crackling roar of words. She looked up, biting her lip. “I’m afraid you’ll have to make another appointment,” she told them.


Wagman shrugged and took Miss Withers’ arm. “We might as well blow,” he said dispiritedly. They went back again, out into the sunshine of the studio street. “I must say—” began the miffed schoolteacher, and then stopped short. Coming down the sidewalk was a penguin who wore a white sun topee, a blue sweater with the numeral “4” on its back and a polo mallet tucked rakishly under its flipper. Following, was a sunburned young man in the uniform of a ship’s captain. He was talking to the bird, not too happily.


“Hi, skipper!” Wagman cried. “How’s Pete today?”


The captain stopped and shook his head. “Not so hot,” he admitted. “We were all set for a part in Zanuck’s new picture where Pete was going to eat a bowl of goldfish, and then they decided to save money and hire two college boys from U.C.L.A. instead.”


“That’s Hollywood,” sympathized Wagman. The captain started off again, and Penguin Pete, who had been patiently resting on his round stomach, rose and hurried after him.


“You never know in this town—” began Wagman.


Then he stopped, looked back to where Jill Madison, her face flushed, was running after them.


“I’m sorry,” she cried. “Mr Nincom didn’t want you to go. If you’ll come back and wait until the story conference is over he’ll try to see you.”


So they came back inside. Miss Withers sat down on a hard leather lounge beside the man who was to take 10 per cent of her salary if she ever got one and tried to avoid the accusing eye of the giant ape on the opposite wall.


It was a little more than half an hour before the inner door opened and a little procession emerged. Foremost was a slight youth with cropped hair and a hunted expression who was gnawing at the place where his fingernails used to be. “That’s Frankie Firsk,” whispered Wagman. “Son of Rupert Firsk, the matinee idol of the silents. Now the old man is retired and down to his last yacht, and Frankie is trying writing.” Behind Firsk came a fluttery old lady who looked like the stage version of a London “char” and who was shaking her head and muttering to herself. “Melicent Manning—she wrote the scenario for the first picture Pickford ever did back in two hundred B.C.” Then there was a wasp-waisted Slav in a green suit with an American flag in the buttonhole, and bringing up the rear was a stocky chap who looked like a middleweight fighter gone prosperous. His fists were clenched tight now, and he seemed to weave slightly as if he had run into a punch.


Wagman said, “Willy Abend, the pink playwright. And the last one is Doug August, the cowboy poet.”


“All of them on one story?”


“There were two more yesterday,” the agent advised her. “And there may be six more tomorrow.” He rose and led her toward the desk again where Jill Madison was signing for a brown envelope delivered by a tall and dreamy youth. “Shush, Buster!” she was saying.


He was staring after the writers. “They get more a week than I get in a year,” Buster went on. “And they’re just a bunch of poops. Mr Nincom and his poops! Say, that’s not bad, huh?”


“Not good,” Jill said. She clicked at the switchboard.


“Lunch today? Just this once?” He beamed hopefully.


“No, thank you,” she returned. To Wagman: “Just a moment, I think I can get you in….”


Buster lingered. “‘Girl who always buy own lunch wind up old maid,’ so Confucius say.” Then he wandered away, his broad young shoulders sagging a trifle.


“Those fresh messenger boys!” Jill Madison observed.


“There is something in what he said, all the same,” observed Miss Hildegarde Withers thoughtfully. “About buying your own lunch. I know.”


Then the switchboard signal flashed three times, and Jill Madison nodded. The way was clear.


They were suddenly inside the paneled study of Mr Thorwald L. Nincom. Miss Withers stopped and blinked. Behind the largest mahogany desk she had ever seen was hunched a tallish man whose once good looks had run all to chins and paunch. He wore a green knitted shawl over his shoulders and with the fingers of one hand he constantly caressed the hairless dome of his head or tugged at his wispy mustache.


Mr Nincom acknowledged their arrival by holding up his pale hand imperatively and went on talking into the telephone.


“No, no, no—no—no! I saw those tests, I tell you. And Sheridan won’t do for Lizzie. Listen, Artie, I don’t want oomph; I want sizzle! What? Now, seriously, can you imagine the De Havilland girl killing her parents with a hatchet? It’s got to be somebody else. Of course, Davis; only Harry Warner wouldn’t ask any more than a pound of flesh for her. All right. Yes.”


He hung up wearily, reached into his desk drawer and sniffed at a small bottle filled with bits of cork and aromatic spirits of ammonia. “The people I have to work with!” he moaned. “It was different when we were making silents. Ah, those days!” He suddenly frowned on his visitors, and Miss Withers wondered if she were expected to genuflect. But the great man turned to Wagman. “A type,” he said judicially. “Most definitely a type! Might fit into the dead-pan, sour-puss New England background. But has she worked for me before? I always try to cast people who’ve worked for me before.”


“This isn’t for talent, Mr Nincom,” Wagman hastily explained. “I suggested that Miss Withers here might work out on the technical end—remember?”


“Hmm, possibly.” Nincom waved them to chairs. “I suppose she’s had experience along such lines?”


Miss Withers somewhat resented being spoken of as if she were not in the room. “I must confess, Mr Nincom, that I—”


She stopped talking because nobody was listening. “In this story,” Nincom went on, “we are faced with bringing to the screen the epic biography of a fiery, inhibited woman—a daughter of icy New England. A great dramatic true story packed with suspense and murder and love interest, laid in the Gay Nineties with bicycles built for two, hoop skirts and bustles, everybody dancing the polka—it’s bound to be powerful!”


Miss Withers saw that Wagman was nodding, so she nodded too.


Mr Nincom rose to his feet, produced a conductor’s baton from behind his desk and started to stalk up and down, now and then pausing to conduct an imaginary orchestra. “A lovely young woman, driven to murder by a combination of circumstances. Or was she? After the jury sets her free, what then? What of the loyal sweetheart who has saved her from the noose? With the dark cloud hanging over her head, still hanging in spite of the acquittal, what can she do but send him away? Nothing!”


Mr Wagman shook his head, and Miss Withers seconded it. She was conscious of the fact that, half concealed by a screen in one corner, a small mouse-like woman was hammering a noiseless typewriter. And Mr Nincom went on and on.


The interview went swimmingly, as monologues usually do. At one time the schoolteacher had a sudden fear that she was being hired under the impression that she was Lizzie Borden herself, or at least a contemporary. With this point cleared up, and the newspaper clipping read aloud again by her agent to qualify her as a technical expert, all was serene. She listened as she was bound out to Mammoth Pictures as a technical adviser on Nincom production number 11-23 at a salary of five hundred dollars a week with a four-week guarantee. “Your job is to make sure that we follow the actual practice of the time, particularly in the detective stuff,” Nincom advised her. “And, please, I beg of you, keep this assignment absolutely to yourself. Tell nobody the nature of your work. I don’t want Selznick to rush in and make a murder picture. The first sequence of the script will be on your desk sometime this afternoon, Miss Withers.”


“My—my desk?”


Nincom pressed one of the many buttons before him. There was a pause, evidently a longer pause than he expected. He rang again, then snatched up one of his telephones.


“Jill? What the goddam and all to hell?” He stopped. “What? Oh. Well, find her and tell her to get in here and get in quick. Don’t I ever get any loyalty and co-operation around this place? What? WHAT?” He jiggled the instrument angrily.


Then, surprisingly, the door was flung open, and Jill Madison entered. She was still the perfect secretary, still the beautiful blond automaton, except that a loop of her yellow hair had fallen rakishly over one eye and she seemed out of breath.


“Yes, Mr Nincom?” she said in a somewhat choked tone.


The great man relaxed, assuming an instantaneous mantle of good fellowship. “This is Miss Withers, Jill. She is joining our little family. Will you be good enough…?”


His voice died away in his throat, for it was only too apparent that she was not listening. Moreover, she was making a noise.


It was a noise usually considered vulgar. Jill Madison made it, not in the Bronx fashion, nor yet in the soft Italian style, but with curled thumb and forefinger pressed against her tightened lips, as they do within the sound of London’s Bow bells. When it had died away she bowed and departed, slamming the door after her as a sort of punctuation mark.


For as long as one might have counted one hundred by tens all was dead silence within the sanctum sanctorum of Mr Thorwald L. Nincom. He did not look like a man amazed. He did not look angry. He simply stared at the door, as jarred as if a canary bird had spat in his eye.


Miss Hildegarde Withers had an uncomfortable feeling that all clocks in the world had stopped, that time was standing still. She cleared her throat. “You were saying…?”


That broke the spell. Nincom took a deep, shuddering breath and fumbled into the drawer for his smelling salts. “Have her report…Writers’ Building,” he managed to say, and waved them off.


In the outer office, by way of effective contrast, all was excitement. There was a little knot of men and girls around Jill, all noisily congratulating her. Harry Wagman loudly demanded, “What makes?” several times, but they were too busy to answer him. “Probably getting married and leaving the business,” he told Miss Withers. They went on outside.


They were halfway down the narrow canyon of glittering white sunlight when there came the patter of footsteps behind them, and a small mouselike woman rushed up, thrust typewritten sheets into their hands. She turned out to be Miss Smythe, Nincom’s number-two secretary.


“Here—I most forgot,” she gushed. “Isn’t it wonderful about Jill Madison drawing the favorite in the Irish Sweep? And maybe going to win a hundred and fifty thousand dollars?” She swallowed and rushed away again.
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