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Characters of This Mystery



IN THE ORDER OF THEIR APPEARANCE



RICK TRAIN—Ex-reporter, Hollywood publicity man, crack pistol shot, home on a holiday.

GOLDIE—Proprietress of Goldie’s Haven, a road house.

WILLIE ARNOLD—Racketeer, pinball machine king.

FLO GILBERT—A blonde show girl, currently unengaged.

BLYTHE AMSTER—Socialite friend of Hertha Train; one of the week-end guests at Birch Manor.

KIT SHEEHAN—Jealous boy friend of Blythe; another week-end guest.

HERTHA TRAIN—Rick’s devoted cousin; daughter of Susan Train.

ELIOT HACKER—Hertha’s fiance; also a week-end guest.

SUSAN TRAIN—Rick’s aunt; wealthy widow of Howard Stritt Train, politician; hostess of Birch Manor.

MONTY WILSON—Close friend of Rick; in love with Hertha.

OLIVE—A gossiping maid.

ROSCOE LUCAS—A man about town; one of the week-end guests.

NADINE LUCAS—His wife.

GROVER KAHLE—New York lawyer, engaged to Susan Train.

ZACHARY—A man of all work.

MICAH PELTZ—Sheriff of Hale County.

V. S. WEATHERLY—District Attorney of Hale County.





CHAPTER ONE

Outside of Elmton I stopped off at Goldie’s Haven for a pair of beers. I swung my convertible into the parking lot in front of the sprawling imitation-log building. My legs were stiff, my eyelids heavy from four hours of night driving. I slid up the knot of my necktie and put on my jacket.

The juke joint was filled with the clamor of the jukebox, cigarette smoke, and people. I skirted dancing couples, cut between two tables around which determined drinkers drooped, and squeezed myself into the line-up at the bar.

I like room for my elbows when I drink, so, after I got my beer, I backed away from the bar and looked for table space. There wasn’t any in sight. A girl yelled, “Hi, Rick.” She was a tall, leggy thing; she had stopped dancing with a man inches shorter than herself, and was waving at me. Her partner, still holding her in his arms, obviously didn’t care for the interruption. It required concentration to remember that her name was Mae and that in more youthful days we had casually necked on her porch whenever there hadn’t been much else to do. I waved back and moved on.

The alcove at the rear of the main room had three booths on each side. The last on the right, just off the ladies’ room, was miraculously empty. I finished my beer and ordered another and a ham on rye from a weary waitress.

In the booth directly opposite, two men sipped highballs and munched popcorn. One of them I had seen before, but I couldn’t place him. That’s what happens when you return every now and then to the town where you have spent your youth — faces and names become jumbled. This fellow had thin hair, neatly parted in the center, and a trim little mustache and big brown eyes which were very far apart. Perhaps he was one of the political parasites who used to come hat in hand to see my uncle.

His companion was a theme in white carried out to the last detail: cool white linens, white shirt and tie and sport shoes, and the white panama which hung on a hook above his head was doubtless his. No smudge anywhere broke the monotony. He had a lean face to which a pair of rimless glasses added dignity. I was sure I had never seen him before.

The man with the mustache glanced up.

“Hello,” I said.

His eyes lay flatly on me without recognition. The corners of his mouth twisted downward in annoyance.

“Don’t I know you from somewhere?” I asked. “I’m Howard Stritt Train’s nephew.”

He looked me over coldly and said something to his companion, then suddenly he smiled. The man in white studied me. For a moment I thought he was going to say something to me. Instead, he picked up his glass.

The door to the ladies’ room opened and Goldie swept through. She carried plenty of poundage but she knew what to do with it. She affected the long, high-waisted gowns of a great Victorian lady and the stately carriage of a dramatic actress. She was sole owner of Goldie’s Haven, and she ran it the way a queen would run her court. She nodded to the two men in the other booth as if bestowing a regal honor on them. Then she saw me and came over.

“Well, Rick,” she said, sitting down opposite me, “I haven’t seen you in these parts in years.”

“A year,” I said. “I’ve been doing publicity in Hollywood. A couple of weeks ago I sawed through the bars and fled back east to sanity and democracy. A drink?”

“You know I don’t touch the stuff.” She stuck a cigarette into a long gold-striped holder and leaned forward to the match I struck. “It’s easy to quit good jobs when you have a rich aunt.”

I made a wry face. “That’s not fair. I’m the only one who doesn’t sponge regularly.”

“Except when you have to. That makes it easy.” She glanced at the two men in the opposite booth and smiled. “Only …” she said, and threw away the rest of the sentence.

“Only what?”

“Nothing,” Goldie said.

She looked as if she had a swell joke up her sleeve which she wasn’t yet ready to pull out. It wouldn’t have surprised me if it had something to do with one of the men in the opposite booth.

“Who’s the guy?” I asked. “I know him from somewhere.”

“What guy?”

“The one with the trick mustache.”

“Don’t you know him?”

“Don’t you want to tell me who he is?” I asked irritably.

She dropped her cigarette into an ashtray without crushing it out, and stood up. “Rick, you ought to know by now that I don’t answer questions about my customers.”

I watched her sweep through the main room. The man in white was leaning across the table and talking to the man with the mustache. Twice he broke off to glance at me. His voice was low and his words weren’t distinguishable over the juke joint noises.

I drained the last few drops of beer. As I put the glass down, I had it! The lad with the mustache was Willie Arnold. Recently I’d seen his photo in the New York papers, and a couple of years ago, when I’d been a police reporter on the New York Courier-Express, I had covered a trial in which he’d been charged with grand larceny. He’d been acquitted, of course — Willie Arnold always was. But now he was in deeper than he’d ever been — a little matter of a couple of bodies fished out of the Hudson River. It appeared that those bodies had belonged to men who had provided too much competition for Willie Arnold’s pinball machine business. The police wanted to ask Willie Arnold about those corpses, and Willie Arnold didn’t want to be asked. He had faded from official sight.

I called the waitress over and paid her. Goldie was at the bar chatting with a couple of women. I touched her on the shoulder and stepped away. She followed.

“Not that I give a damn,” I said, “but Willie Arnold ought to be more careful about being seen in public.”

A shadow crossed Goldie’s face. “You’ll keep your nose clean?”

“Why not?”

She chewed her lower lip. “Yeah, I guess you will anyway.” She patted my cheek maternally and flashed me a smile. I wondered if she was called Goldie because of her teeth or her hair. “I like you, Rick. If anything bothers you, come to me about it first.”

“What’s supposed to bother me?”

She shrugged plump shoulders. “Just in case,” she said, and turned back to the two women.

• • •

Birch Manor was seven miles beyond Elmton. From the road I saw the lake shimmer under a white quarter-moon and through the trimmed silver birches I saw the colonial house, white and charming. All the windows visible from that angle were dark.

I drove up the cinder driveway and pulled up behind a line of cars. I counted five in front of mine. I was extremely fond of Aunt Susan and my cousin Hertha and I had spent a reasonably happy youth there, but in recent years visiting Birch Manor had become like going to a resort hotel. Aunt Susan’s system of inviting guests was beautifully uncomplicated. It consisted simply in asking everybody she met during her periodic visits to New York to come up for a week end. Fortunately most people didn’t believe she really meant it or weren’t in the mood for so long a journey to spend only a couple of days. But more than enough came.

I got my valise out of the car trunk and walked to the house. Now I could see a single light glimmer through the curtains of one bedroom window. The only sound made by a human being was that of cinders crunching under my feet. My wrist watch said one-thirteen.

On the open porch which ran along the entire front of the house I came across the first sign of life — still life, at that — in the form of two inanimate figures in a deathlike clinch on the glider. They were a white blur against the white wall of the house. My presence didn’t bother them.

A dim bulb was on in the foyer, and there was another like it in the second floor hall. I stopped in front of Aunt Susan’s door, turned the knob, then decided to let her sleep through the night without interruption. My room was two doors further down the hall. I opened the door, dropped my valise and fumbled for the light switch.

There was a strange girl in my bed!

She sat up, blinking. She was an elaborately curved blonde who, even in bed, wore a liberal application of make-up, as if in anticipation of just such a situation. She wore pajamas which came up to her throat, but that hardly made them modest attire. They were just about transparent.

“What do you want?” she demanded.

“I’m Rick Train.”

Her expression softened. She had a button nose and a little pointed chin. Aunt Susan didn’t often invite guests as pleasant to look at as this one.

“Oh, sure,” she said. “Hertha told me you were expected.” She reached over to the night table and shook a cigarette out of a pack. “Smoke?”

I shook my head. She lit the cigarette and leaned back against the headboard. She didn’t bother to pull the cover up over the joyously revealing pajamas. She expelled smoke through her nostrils and studied me. Her eyelids narrowed, and between them gray eyes were hard and cautious. “Anything you want?”

“I wanted my bed,” I said, “without anybody in it just now. This has been my room since I was a kid. I didn’t know anybody was in here.” I picked up my valise. “Pleasant dreams.”

She blew smoke in my direction. She seemed relieved. What had she expected … that I had barged in to make passes at her? Hardly that, I figured. Then what?

“Good night,” she said.

At the door I turned. “Want me to put the light out?”

“If you don’t mind.”

I carried my valise down to the living room and decided that I might as well make my bunk on the couch.

Through the windows which opened out on the porch I heard a woman say angrily, “I’m surprised at you, Kit. I thought you’d be more understanding.”

“You mean you thought I’d be a sucker,” a man retorted.

That sounded as if it might go on all night. Anyway, I wasn’t ready for sleep just yet. It was stifling hot in the house. I dropped my jacket on a chair and pulled off my necktie. That still left my shirt plastered to my skin. I got a towel from the downstairs bathroom.

When I stepped out on the porch, the battle between the girl and the man on the glider was still on. The girl was saying, “You’re a pig-headed fool, that’s what you are. I’m …”

She broke off when I slammed the door. She was alone on the glider now. Her hands were clasped between her knees, and the young man was leaning against one of the tall white porch columns.

“Good evening,” I said.

The man grunted. The girl remained silent.

I walked to the lake. On the dock I stepped out of my clothes and dived. The water was warmish, but it felt fine on my naked body. I struck out for the float a hundred feet away.

For a long time I lay flat on my back on the float, looking up at the quarter-moon which was in a direct line with my eyes and my raised left knee. Once I glanced around and saw a canoe near the far shore. Somebody from Birch Manor must be in it because nobody else used the lake. There was one other house on the lake front, but it had not been opened in years, and the remainder of the land on the lake, about a third, was a wild jumble of undergrowth and dead trees belonging to an estate which, as far as we were concerned, was only a name. I used to hunt pheasants there with a handgun.

Lying on the float with a whisper of breeze stroking my wet body, I felt better than I had in a long time. This was home. Ever since my father had died when I was ten, this had been the only real home I had known. Aunt Susan would have mothered anybody who had come to live with her, but she had a particularly soft spot for me because I was my father’s son. Over a period of years, from veiled phrases and attitudes, I had come to realize that she had cared more for my father than for his brother Howard whom she had eventually married.

I don’t suppose anybody had ever got close to Howard Stritt Train except, perhaps, one or two political cronies. He was Republican boss of the county and had served twenty-two years in the state legislature without interruption — a cold, ostensibly righteous man who had never been known to vote against any measure which would line his pockets with silver.

When he had died three years ago Aunt Susan had opened the doors of Birch Manor wide. Previously, guests had been limited to those who were politically useful in one way or another. Aunt Susan’s reaction had been to go on a binge of reckless invitations, and it had become a habit.

A white shape moved between the birches which fringed the lake. I watched the shape until I saw it drift toward the dock. Then I slid into the water.

The woman was not recognizable except as a woman. If she saw my clothes at all she must have assumed that somebody had left them there earlier. She walked to the edge of the dock, but her eyes missed me treading water at the edge of the float. In view of my lack of swimming trunks, I wasn’t particularly anxious to attract her attention.

Presently she sat down and proceeded to remove her shoes and stockings. The situation had fascinating possibilities. I couldn’t make up my mind whether or not to let her continue her attack on her clothes. She took the decision out of my hands by sitting on the edge of the dock and dangling her bare feet in the water.

I swam toward the dock. The girl looked up and watched me. I could see now that she was the girl who had been necking and then quarrelling on the porch.

She tightened her skirt around her thighs and swung her legs. “You’re the man I saw leave the house a few minutes ago.”

“I’m Rick Train.”

“Oh, yes. I’ve heard a lot about you from Mrs. Train and Hertha. They showed me the trophies you won pistol shooting. My name is Blythe Amster.”

She was a somber little thing, rather pretty if you liked women built along fragile lines. The moonlight and her simple white frock were ideal for the delicacy of her features.

“I suppose you heard Kit and me,” she went on. “We didn’t mean for anybody to hear.”

“Your boy friend?”

She bit her lips. “He was. He’s frightfully jealous.”

Talking up to a girl from my position was a lot less than comfortable, especially as I had to be careful to keep most of my body submerged. I couldn’t very well take a rest by floating.

“That pile of clothing over there belongs to me,” I told her. “It consists of everything I had on. I wasn’t expecting company.”

She jumped up as if in fright, and I suppose she blushed. She looked like the kind of girl who would.

“Take it easy,” I said. “I’m not going to pop out at you.”

She had snatched up her shoes and was padding off the dock on bare feet. Through the birches I could see her white form flitting along the path to the house.

I dried myself and dressed and lit my pipe. The canoe was in the middle of the lake now, coming toward the dock. There were two people in it, both paddling. I sat down and waited.

It wasn’t until the canoe passed the float that I recognized my cousin Hertha and Eliot Hacker. Both were peering at me. Then Hertha yelled “Rick!” and waved her paddle. As soon as the canoe pulled up alongside the dock she rushed into my arms.

She was a big girl who didn’t look it at first glance because of her admirably proportioned figure. Her honey-brown hair was worn straight down the back of her neck as I imagine an Amazon would have worn it. You had to look at her closely to notice that her nose was too broad and her mouth too wide and her skin too healthily ruddy. But that would have been a mere quibble over details. It wasn’t easy to look at her objectively; her personality got in the way and biased you in her favor.

“We weren’t sure whether you were coming at all,” she said. “Why didn’t you let us know definitely?”

“I stopped off in New York to visit friends, but they’d all fled the heat. What’s the idea of sticking a blonde in my bed?”

Eliot Hacker observed, “I remember when you used to approve of blondes in your bed, Rick.”

He stuck out his hand. He was a local boy who had been hovering about Hertha since we were kids. His job was with the State Tax Division in Albany, close enough to bring him home for week ends. He was about as tall as Hertha when she wore sneakers.

“Mother invited a gang for July Fourth,” Hertha explained. “She hadn’t the forethought to concentrate on married couples so we ran out of rooms. We’ll manage to put you up somewhere.”

“The attic,” I groaned. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

She tucked one hand through my arm and another through Eliot’s and we moved off the dock. I fetched my valise from the living room and the three of us went upstairs. In front of Eliot’s door, he and Hertha unabashedly kissed good night. I waited uncomfortably for them to get through with it. He handed me a sheepish grin when he took his face from hers and faded into his room.

Hertha got linens and led me up a narrow staircase to an eight-by-ten emergency bedroom in the attic. It was the hottest spot in the house. I pulled off my shirt and sank into a chair and brooded over Hertha as she spread a sheet over the bed.

Presently I said, “So you’ve decided to marry Eliot.”

“He’s a sweet boy.”

“As sweet as Monty?”

She smoothed the sheet. “That’s all washed up,” she said wearily. “It’s been dragging on and on too long. I don’t mind that he’s an unsuccessful artist and an unsuccessful writer. I had confidence in him. I was ready to marry him in a minute, but you know how stubborn he is. He refuses to live on my money until he can support me, and he can’t even support himself.”

“You’ve taken the guts out of him,” I said. “He’s no good without you and he’s too damn proud to take you and your money.”

“He’ll be better off if I take myself out of his life,” she said dully.

“Does Monty know about you and Eliot?”

“He’s in the house now. He arrived this afternoon. Nobody expected him. I almost died when I saw him.” She dropped down on the bed and pulled a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her knitted blouse and lit one. I saw now how strained she looked. “I’m so glad you came, darling. Monty showing up, on top of everything else, is the last straw.”

“What else?” I asked. “Your letters indicated that for once there was no trouble with the estate.”

“I learned the bad news only a few days ago.” She dragged in smoke. “Mother is getting married.”

My teeth clamped down on my pipe. I was shocked and wasn’t quite sure why. “Who’s the man?” I asked.

“A New York lawyer named Grover Kahle. Mother met him last month. She drove the car into Elmton one morning and on the way back she had a flat. Grover Kahle came along in his car and changed the tire for her and, of course, Mother invited him for lunch. Since then he’s spent a lot of time here.”

“Do you like him?”

“No.”

“What’s wrong with him? Has he a cast in his eye or a slinking manner?”

“Please don’t try to be funny, darling,” she said. “I couldn’t stand it. As a matter of fact, he’s handsome and rather charming. But he’s not her kind.”

I put a match to my pipe. There was a short silence.

“Why shouldn’t she marry again?” I was really arguing with myself. “We’ll never think any man good enough for her.”

“He’s marrying her for her money,” she burst out vehemently.

“Ah, the money!”

She threw me a sharp look. “What do you mean by that?”

I shrugged. “We don’t object to her marrying because it will reduce or eliminate our shares of the estate. But there will be a lot of people who will get that idea.”

“I don’t care what people think; I’m only concerned with Mother’s happiness.”

I sat down beside her and took her hand in mine. “Maybe you’re not fair to this lawyer. Is he here now?”

“It looks as if he’s made up his mind to stay for good. Darling, we’ll have to find a way to break it up.”

“Don’t worry so about it. Aunt Susan has more sense than you give her credit for.”

“She’s in love,” Hertha said. “There’s no sense in love.”

“And you’re not in love?” I said. “I assume that’s why you were able to make a rational choice between Eliot and Monty.”

She permitted herself the faintest sort of smile. “Understand this, darling, I love Eliot. Otherwise I wouldn’t marry him. You’ll think I’m a fool when I say I’m different. Perhaps you’d be right. Anyway, I’ll do anything in my power to keep Mother from marrying Grover Kahle.” Something hard, almost ruthless, came into her face. It wasn’t at all like her.

“Good night, Hertha,” I said. “We’ll go into the whole business tomorrow, although I still think it’s none of our affair.”

“Good night, darling,” she said wearily.

It took me a long time to fall asleep. The heat was only partly responsible. I kept seeing that taut, determined expression in Hertha’s face, and I didn’t like it.





CHAPTER TWO

Shots awoke me. I opened my eyes into sunlight. The height of the sun told me that I had slept pretty late.

The shots started again. I counted six of them and then there was a long pause. Somebody was shooting a revolver. A jumble of sprightly voices came up to me. As far as I was concerned, this was a hell of an hour to begin celebrating the Fourth.

I slid off the bed and went to the window. A couple of hundred feet beyond the back of the house was the tennis court. Nobody was playing, although Eliot Hacker and Hertha had rackets under their arms. It would have been suicide to play in that heat.

Almost directly beneath my window a group was bunched around Monty Wilson. It was a usual enough sight — men and women clustering around his six-foot-two of loose-jointed body and laughing with him. Except that this time there was a revolver in his hand instead of a highball glass. His rugged face, with features too prominent for handsomeness, was tense with concentration as he sighted the revolver at a birch log bench some thirty feet away. He squeezed the trigger. Something jumped off the top rail of the bench. I noticed that half a dozen walnuts were lined along the rail.

The audience applauded. Monty waved the gun in a disparaging gesture. “Luck,” he said. “Rick could do it blindfolded.”

The gun was mine: a custom-made .357 Magnum with my monogram on its walnut stock. I treasured that revolver above anything else I owned. Monty must have come across it in my desk drawer.

I would have been sore if anybody else had taken it. Monty Wilson was different. We’ve been sharing shirts and socks and ties and automobiles for years — mostly mine because Monty hadn’t been blessed with a rich uncle and aunt.

Monty Wilson and Hertha had fallen in love the day I had brought him home for a week end during our freshman year at college. When he had graduated, everybody had assumed that they would be married as soon as he wrapped himself around a reasonable income. We hadn’t expected it to take long. He had been quite a lad in school — a football hero, a literary genius, a mean hand with brush and canvas.

Maybe if Hertha had had less money and he hadn’t considered it essential to at least approach her income on his own, he would have gone places. He shot for the stars, first as an artist and then as a short story writer. He tried for too much too quickly, and when, after a few years, his success was only moderate, the heart went out of him. He drank too much and waited for God knows what — until now she was going to marry Eliot Hacker.

Monty was preparing to shoot again. He squinted down the sight a couple of times, relaxed, squinted again. Then he let go. The slug kicked up dust fifty feet beyond the bench.

He flashed a grin. “If Rick saw me now he’d kick my pants. After all the trouble he went to, teaching me how to handle one of these things. He’s had better luck with you, Hertha. Try it.”

She was standing a little distance away with her hand tucked through Eliot’s arm, and I saw a bitter twist to Monty’s mouth as he extended the gun to her. She took it and fired twice. The second one hit the railing, which was fair shooting.

After that, everybody else had a try. Blythe Amster was there, looking small and trim in shorts and halter. Her boy friend Kit carefully did not go near her and, when it was his turn to shoot, he scowled at the walnuts as if they were potential rivals for Blythe’s affections. He missed by a mile.

The blonde who occupied my room was attired in two fragments of cloth which passed for a swimming suit. She seemed to know how to handle a gun and actually made one of the walnuts wobble.

Finally there were a man and a woman whom I had never seen before. The girl giggled like mad and nearly hit Eliot who stood too far out. Then the man shot and came decently close.

I couldn’t resist the perfect setup for a stunt. I rummaged in my valise until I found the .22 Woodsman automatic which I had taken to Hollywood. I slipped in a clip of ten cartridges and dropped behind the window. I steadied my wrist on the sill and lined up both sights. I took all the time I needed because I wanted this to be good. Six times I squeezed the trigger, and when I looked up no walnuts were left. Considering the angle and the distance, that wasn’t at all bad.

Every head was craned up toward me. Monty waved at me. “That’s the way it’s supposed to be done. Hi, Rick.”

I laughed and pulled my head back through the window.

• • •

There was a knock on my door. I opened it and Aunt Susan entered. “Richard,” she said, and kissed me half a dozen times. Then she held me at arm’s length and studied me gravely. “You’ve lost weight,” she decided. “You didn’t take care of yourself.”

“I was extremely careful to have a good time,” I said. “You look swell, Aunt Susan.”

I had been struck at once by the fact that she looked younger than she had in years. There was a glow in her cheeks which no rouge could have achieved and a fine luster in her eyes. Mark it up to love. You couldn’t tell she was Hertha’s mother save for the same long honey-brown hair, which she wore more coyly than Hertha, piled on top of her head like a modern edition of a Gibson girl. She had the slender lines to carry it off, probably the results of considerable dieting. I had always thought her prettier than Hertha or a lot of attractive girls a good deal younger.

We sat down side by side on the rumpled bed.

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Hertha has told you?” She looked at me with that light in her eyes which I had never seen before. “I hope you also won’t try to make it hard for me.”

“I wish you all the happiness in the world.”

“Grover is really a splendid man,” she said. “Hertha insists that he is marrying me for my money.” She pouted. “That isn’t very flattering of her, is it? Why can’t a man love me for myself?”

“That should be easy enough.”

“You’re a sweet boy, Richard.” She leaned” forward from her hips, her eyes on the floor. “I feel as if I’m living for the first time. Does that sound too hackneyed? Well, it’s true. I wasn’t exactly unhappy with Howard, but …”

“I know, Aunt Susan.”

“You young people are so jealous of anybody over forty being in love. You seem to resent it. At least Hertha does.”

“That’s not it,” I said. “Hertha wants you to be happy. She’s afraid you might be making a mistake.”

“So might she if she marries Eliot or anybody else. The human race would die out if we didn’t take that chance. And she’s completely wrong about Grover. Why, I believe he has more money than I have. He’s quite a big lawyer in New York, you know.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“He told me so.”

“Oh!”

“Our wedding will be small and informal,” Aunt Susan said. “We’ll have it right here and invite only our closest friends and relatives. We haven’t set the date yet, but there is no reason why the wedding shouldn’t take place within a few weeks. I am sure that you and Grover will get along and Hertha will come to appreciate him when she knows him better.”

“Do you know anything about him?”

“He’s told me everything about himself. Of course he’s not an angel. One can’t expect it of a man, especially a handsome and wealthy bachelor. I do so want you to like him.”

“I’ll try.”

“Oh, you’ll like him,” she insisted. “Everybody does. I must run along now.”

The door closed behind her and I started to dress.

When I went down to the dining room, it was empty save for Olive, the maid. She was a rawboned female who years ago had been chosen by Aunt Susan with an eye for her lack of face and figure because of my presence in the house. Aunt Susan had conceded that I wouldn’t be one to mess with maids — I hadn’t been quite as certain myself — but she hadn’t believed it wise to dangle temptation in front of me.

The breakfast, as usual, was fine until the coffee. I took an experimental sip and stood up. Olive had been watching me with interest, waiting for that moment.

“She’ll never learn,” I said. “How’d you like to share a good cup with me, Olive?”

Her homely face lit up. I carried the cup and saucer into the kitchen. “Good morning, Marie,” I said, and carefully poured the concoction into the sink.

It was a ritual I had observed on and off for some seven or eight years now with the hope that Marie would be convinced that coffee was intended for human consumption. It was a losing struggle, for Marie, although on the whole an admirable cook, had, picked up nothing new since her arrival from France and so was incapable of making a drinkable cup of coffee. And it was a matter of pride with her not to learn, perhaps even of principle.

Her squat face had started to wreathe into a smile of welcome when I had entered the kitchen. Now she emitted an outraged grunt and stalked out, her enormous hips waddling with rage.

I brewed two cups and poured one for Olive and one for myself. We drank, sitting at the kitchen table. Uncle Howard used to protest that I spoiled the servants, but that had been only one of the social questions on which we had differed.

“So Aunt Susan is getting herself a husband,” I said.

Olive beamed. “Isn’t it wonderful? He’s such a fine man.”

“Is he, Olive? You know that you can be frank with me.”

She bobbed her head vigorously. “You can take my word for it. I’ve seen all kinds come here, and he’s a fine man.”

“How about the other guests?” I asked.

Ecstasy gleamed in her eyes at the chance to spread herself out. The Birch Manor Crier, Hertha called her. But first she had a complaint.

“Eight guests,” she sighed. “Only two of them married, so that makes seven rooms. With you and the Missus and Miss it makes ten rooms.”

For the sake of the record, in Olive’s jargon, “Missus” was Aunt Susan, “Miss” was Hertha, and I was “The Mister” when not addressed directly by her. When Uncle Howard had been alive the title had been his, while I’d been put in my proper place with an adjective, “The Young Mister.” Upon his death, she elevated me to his rank by graciously dropping the adjective, and Uncle Howard had become Mr. Howard Train. Guests and the dead were given their complete names. Her method was as rigid as the system of titles of the English nobility.

“The guests,” I reminded her.

“Oh, yes. There’s Mr. Grover Kahle in Mr. Howard Train’s room. You know how he met Missus? She had a flat tire …”

“I heard about that, Olive.”

“Then there’s Mr. Eliot Hacker.” She leaned forward. “I think it’s really serious with this one. And you know Mr. Monty Wilson came yesterday. Imagine how Miss feels! Every place she and Mr. Hacker go, Mr. Wilson watches them with his eyes so hurt and sad, and he drinks all the time.” She sighed. “And he was always so jolly. I was always sure he and Miss …”

“How about the others?”

“Well, there’s Mr. and Mrs. Roscoe Lucas. The people Missus invites! He’s got different clothes on every time he comes out of his room. She’s sort o’ quiet; Nadine Lucas. Then there’s the blonde one in your room. Blonde, humph! She wasn’t always, that’s easy to see. Her name is Miss Flo Gilbert. Not Florence, Flo. Missus called her Florence, but she said no, her name was Flo and nothing else.”

“Why did you put her in my room?”

“Miss said maybe you wouldn’t come home and there wasn’t any room left except the attic. Honest, if it was up to me …”

“Never mind, Olive.”

“Well, I don’t think it was right taking your room. Oh, well! Then there’s a young couple who aren’t married yet, but she’s wearing a square diamond ring. Name’s Miss Blythe Amster. But you know her. Friend of Miss. She’s been here before.”

“Never when I was.”

“She’s awful sweet. Her man is Mr. Kit Sheehan. He has a funny face, but they’re frightful in love. Let’s see; I think that’s all. If anybody else comes, I don’t know where I’ll put them.”

Somebody was moving about in the dining room. Olive jumped up and went through the door. I followed. The strange young man and woman I had seen with the others in back of the house were seated at the table. The man stood up when I entered.

“You’re Rick Train, aren’t you?” he said. “That was great shooting from the window. You sure showed up the rest of us.”

“After all, I’m supposed to be an expert,” I told him.

“I’ll say you proved it. By the way, we haven’t been introduced. I’m Roscoe Lucas and this is my wife, Nadine.”

He was about my age; had straw-colored hair, very fair skin and very red lips. He wore one of those brilliantly hued sports outfits which are lavishly advertised but which hardly anyone seems to wear. His wife had pleasant features and nothing else. At that, it might have been a lot; it depends on what you expect from a woman. When she acknowledged the introduction, her voice was piping and childish.

We discussed our good fortune in having such ideal weather for the Fourth, and then Olive brought their orange juice and I drifted out of the house.

Kit Sheehan was sitting on the porch swing. For a moment, I wondered if he’d spent the night there after his quarrel with Blythe Amster, but then I saw that he was clean shaven and wore swimming trunks and a sweat shirt.

“Good morning,” I said.

He had a broad body and a broad face topped by an uncombed shock of flaming hair. He was thick-lipped and had a chin that you could lean your elbow on.

He looked up wearily and nodded. Then he dropped his head again, pondered, appeared to come sluggishly to a decision, and lumbered to his feet.

“Stay away from Blythe,” he said.

I wrinkled my forehead. “Come again?”

“Don’t act dumb. I know Blythe went down to the lake to keep an appointment with you. Do you think you fooled me by pretending not to know each other? Blythe is Hertha’s friend and comes here often. I heard your voices on the dock.”

“So you’re one of those?” I said. “Even tailed her! For the past few years I haven’t been here often and never met her before, which, I’ll admit, was my hard luck.”

His freckled right hand formed a menacing fist. I felt sorry for him; he’d never in his life be completely happy with a woman.
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