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    Chapter 1

    Moon Lady

    

    She came into my office, a pale, delicate girl, and I caught her arm. I thought she was going to heel over in the center of the floor. I put her down in a chair and brought her a drink from the cooler.

    “I’m terribly sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have come today, of course.” Then she swallowed some more water and smiled up at me. “But I have had a feeling that I might never come—never be able to come.”

    “What’s the trouble?” I asked her.

    “Double pneumonia—first. And now, Mr. Connelly, I’m not sure how to tell you so that you won’t think I’m being ridiculous. Sometimes I believe that my terrible illness gave me a persecution complex, and that can be very dangerous to one’s health, can’t it?”

    “Yes,” I agreed. “But tell me about it and let me be the judge of whether your fears are real or imaginary.”

    “It’s a man,” she told me, “a young man I am engaged to. He went back to Rio de Janeiro. I have a great deal of money and I put some in his business down there. Now I’m wondering if he simply wants to marry me because of my money. Is that wrong—a sort of sick thinking?”

    “Lady,” I told her, “you’ve got something bigger than that to think about first. Do you love this young man?”

    “I don’t think so. I don’t ever want to see him again.”

    “That,” I said, “would be up to you, I should think.”

    “No”—she shook her head—“that is up to you. That’s why I came to see you. I want you to keep him from seeing me if he comes back.”

    Now there was something new. I’ve had some tough cases but never had I played the part of protecting a fair damsel from seeing her lost love. It might not be to my interest to advise her further, but I play my business on the level, so I did.

    I said: “I think you’re making a mistake about not seeing him again. You can’t just hide yourself away from the world. If this young man is in your social set you’re sure to meet him at different affairs. If not—well, it’s a small world when you want it to be a large one. The theatre, a hotel restaurant, outside your own house even.”

    “I am afraid I’m not putting it very well.” She looked straight at me now from large black eyes. “You see, I’m afraid he’ll kill me.”

    “That,” I said, “is a little different. He’s threatened you?”

    “Not exactly in so many words. But I read it in his eyes—in what he didn’t say. Do you understand?”

    “No, I don’t,” I admitted. “You can’t arrest a man for a threat he didn’t make.” She had a peculiar glint in her eyes. “When does he get back?”

    “Not for a couple of months yet—maybe never if I wire him.” She got up from the chair and steadied herself on the back of it. “I’ll be in to see you again when I feel more sure of myself. Peculiar, too. It was Fred—this young man—who suggested you to me if I ever felt I was in trouble.” She fumbled with her purse then. “Tell me what I owe you.”

    “Don’t worry about that.” I closed up the bag and took her arm and led her to the door. “I didn’t get your name,” I said pointedly.

    “No”—she looked up at me—“I didn’t intend to give you my name. It’s not that I don’t trust you. I think it’s that I am ashamed of myself. Later, if I feel the same way about things and my returning strength doesn’t convince me that it’s just a nervous persecution complex. Thank you so much.” And just before she left me, “I don’t love him, and I won’t marry him under any circumstances. Good-bye.”

    “Good-bye,” I said and watched her go to the elevator. She seemed stronger now and relieved at having talked to me. I didn’t follow her. She didn’t need a detective. What she needed was a rest. I never expected to see her again.

    I can be wrong at times. I was wrong about not seeing the girl again. A month later she came back. She didn’t look any better. In fact, she looked worse. A little feverish, I thought, unless it was make-up gave her that flushed appearance. Her eyes were big, the pupils dilated.

    “I hope you haven’t forgotten me, Mr. Connelly. It’s not nice to be forgotten,” she said as she walked to the big chair and sat down.

    I admitted it wasn’t and waited.

    “You have to protect me,” she said. “I won’t see him. I won’t ever see him. I feel as if I’d go mad if I saw him—mad—mad—mad.”

    I could believe that. I was beginning to feel a slight suspicion that already there was a screw loose. But I said soothingly: “That’s all right. You won’t have to see him. Now can I take you home?”

    “No, Mr. Connelly.” She got up off the chair and buried her face in her hands and started to cry. Then she came to the desk and leaning over it grabbed my right hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. Connelly,” she said, “so sorry. It seems I was just born to give pain. You see, there is someone else in my life.”

    She opened her bag after that, took out a sealed envelope, and laid it on the desk. “A retainer,” she explained. “I insist upon it. I will send my car for you very soon.”

    Then she ran to the door and was gone.

    Something wrong? Sure. The girl must have had a shock. I’d probably find the answer to it inside that envelope. I tore it open and saw the check. No note, just a check.

    My eyes bulged. I had a shock, too. The check was made out to my order, all right, and the amount was certainly enough. In fact it was a little too much. It was for one million dollars, and the signature fitted in with the amount. It was signed, The Man in the Moon. Well, anyway you can’t say I’m a guy who exaggerates things. Here I just said she had a screw loose some place, and now she had turned out crazy as hell.

    It was too late to find the girl. The elevator man remembered taking her down all right, but no one had noticed her leave the building or where she went. I took a taxi and went across town to the bank that the check was drawn on. No, I didn’t expect them to make good, but I did hope it might mean something to them. But if she had drawn any other million-dollar checks or signed any The Man in the Moon no one had tried to cash them. So I forgot the incident.

    It had a sequel—at least a continuation. The sequel to the whole affair was a long way off. Anyway, a week later I had a caller, Horace Freeman Tayte, attorney-at-law. All of Horace Freeman Tayte was long and stooped and well-worn in body and clothes. He had kindly gray eyes and a look of absolute honesty. It didn’t seem possible that any lawyer could be all he looked and still be eating today.

    He sat down and coughed behind his hand. His voice was soft and friendly, so I was doubly on my guard.

    “Is it possible, Mr. Connelly,” he asked, “that you know Miss Iva Grey?”

    “It’s possible,” I told him, “but I can’t recall the name offhand.”

    “This is a sad case, Mr. Connelly, a very sad case. A young woman who was poor suddenly becoming rich—all her dreams, her most cherished hopes about to be realized—and then catastrophe.”

    “Dead?”

    “No, lost. Wandering in darkness.”

    “I think,” I said, “that one of the larger agencies might serve your purpose better. That is, if the matter is too much of a private one to make use of the Missing Persons Bureau and—”

    “Good gracious,” he interrupted me, “she’s not lost that way. I meant wandering in mental darkness. We—I understand from her own statement that she has been to see you.”

    I had it—my moon lady of the big eyes and the million-dollar check. So I let out gentle hints of the young lady’s actions. She was Iva Grey, all right.

    “Crazy as a loon,” I finished. 

    “Mentally unstable, yes, and sick,” he corrected me gently. “I wish you to come and see her now with me. You’ll be paid for your time, of course.”

    “Who signs the check, The Man in the Moon?” I cracked wise, but it was a waste of time. The old bird simply looked at me severely. We settled it that I was to receive a hundred dollars for my visit, which was not bad—seeing that I would have nothing to do but spend time.
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