


[image: image]








CAT’S
PAW


ROGER
SCARLETT


Introduction by


CURTIS
EVANS


AMERICAN
MYSTERY
CLASSICS


[image: image]


Penzler Publishers
New York









INTRODUCTION


IN 1929, youthful New York cousins Frederic Dannay and Manfred Bennington Lee, under the pseudonym Ellery Queen, published their first detective novel, The Roman Hat Mystery, and with startling celerity became leading lights of that dazzlingly ingenious literary epoch known as the Golden Age of detective fiction. Although the two men behind the celebrated pseudonymous author constituted the most prominent mystery writing “couple” of their day, there was another couple—one united not by family ties but by bonds of intimate companionship—that soon followed in Ellery Queen’s distinguished wake: life partners Dorothy Blair (1903-1976) and Evelyn Page (1902-1977).


Between 1930 and 1933, these two women, both of whom were but a couple of years older than Dannay and Lee, published five superlative puzzlers under the pen name Roger Scarlett. Yet, although they were well-received in their day, the Roger Scarlett mysteries until recently had been forgotten—outside, interestingly enough, of Japan, where Roger Scarlett was championed by the great crime writers Seishi Yokomizo and Edogawa Ranpo, leaders in Japan’s embrace of “authentic” (i.e., fair play) detective fiction after World War Two.


Like the influential English detective novelist Dorothy L. Sayers, who graduated from Somerville College, Oxford, Dorothy Blair and Evelyn Page were educated at elite all-female institutions, the former woman at Vassar and the latter at Bryn Mawr. Both schools formed part of the loose association of northeastern American women’s colleges known as the “Seven Sisters,” comprised of, in addition to Vassar and Bryn Mawr, Barnard, Mount Holyoke, Radcliffe, Smith, and Wellesley. Whether or not the detective story truly is the “normal recreation of noble minds,” as the English barrister and author Philip Guedalla is reputed by Sayers to have memorably put it, during its Golden Age it was undeniably the addictive plaything of the highly educated.


The ancestral lines of both Dorothy Blair and Evelyn Page went back as well to the northeastern United States, the traditional intellectual citadel of the country. Dorothy’s father, dashing, mustachioed James Franklin Blair, was a Pennsylvania native who after graduating from the University of Vermont College of Medicine initially practiced at the State Farm Institution at Bridgewater, Massachusetts (today the Bridgewater State Hospital for the Criminally Insane). After completing further studies at Harvard Medical School and the School of Medicine at Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland, Blair, back in Bridgewater, wed Elizabeth Pickering Healey and departed with her in 1902 to Bozeman, Montana, a town of some 3,500 people and home to the Agricultural College of the State of Montana (today Montana State University). There Dorothy was born the next year, followed four years later by a sister, Betty, who died tragically from a heart ailment at the age of fifteen.


Before settling permanently with his family in Bozeman, Blair purchased the Bozeman Sanitarium, an ornately gabled and turreted thirty-two room private hospital erected in 1894 at the cost of over $30,000, which he promptly renamed, in an unabashed show of self-assertion, the Blair Sanitarium. Dr. Blair achieved considerable prosperity in Bozeman, evidence of which can be seen in the construction as his family’s domestic residence of a stylish brick colonial revival structure complete with a glassed-in sunporch and a second-story ballroom. He also sent his attractive blond daughter Dorothy back east for her education to Vassar, located in Poughkeepsie, New York, whence she graduated in 1924. At his death in Bozeman nine years later, Dr. Blair left his widow and daughter an estate worth, in modern value, over three quarters of a million dollars.


Although comfortably circumstanced on account of her parents’ ample wealth, Dorothy upon her graduation obtained a position as a junior editor at the Boston publishing firm of Houghton Mifflin, where she met the similarly situated Evelyn Page, a graduate of Bryn Mawr College near Philadelphia, four months Dorothy’s senior who came from a socially prominent family in the City of Brotherly Love. (Evelyn’s late father, William Hansell Page, had been a tea broker, surely a fitting occupation for the pater of a writer of classic mystery.)


Oddly enough Evelyn’s family home on Locust Street, where her mother Sarah Sherrerd Page resided until her death in 1932, was just a five minutes’ walk from the residence of young pharmaceutical executive Richard Wilson Webb, who in 1931 published the first of his Q. Patrick detective novels with another young bluestocking from a prominent Philadelphia family, Martha Mott Kelley, a recent graduate from Radcliffe.


A couple of a years later, Richard Webb in England would meet another newly degreed collegian, Hugh Callingham Wheeler, and together under the pseudonyms Q. Patrick, Patrick Quentin and Jonathan Stagge, the two men would become, along with Dorothy and Evelyn, the only same sex couples collaboratively writing Golden Age detective fiction of which I am aware.


At Bryn Mawr, Evelyn, an energetic five-foot-three brunette with a severe bob cut, had been active in student athletics and other school activities, playing water polo and field hockey. Also, during her senior year, she served as class vice-president and treasurer, as well as managing editor of both The Lantern, the college literary magazine, and The Sportswoman, which was among the first American sports periodicals devoted exclusively to women’s athletics. After graduating magna cum laude from Bryn Mawr and earning a BA in 1923, she went on to obtain an MA at the same institution three years later and edit the alumnae magazine.


By 1928, Dorothy and Evelyn were living together in a flat in the Beacon Hill neighborhood of Boston where, like all those vaunted mystery-devouring statesmen, scientists, archbishops, professors, and captains of industry of the day, they perused detective fiction for relief from the tedium of copy editing at Houghton Mifflin.


Concluding, after reading an egregiously poor example of the crime craft, that they ought to be able to make a go of writing detective fiction themselves, the two women left the publisher’s employ and retired to a charming remote early-nineteenth-century farmhouse two miles outside of the village of Abington in northeastern Connecticut. The next year, they completed their first essay in the genre titled, appropriately enough, The Beacon Hill Murders. It was accepted by Doubleday’s Crime Club imprint and published in March 1930, about seven months after The Roman Hat Mystery.


At their Connecticut farmhouse during the early 1930s, the couple would write an additional four mysteries for the Crime Club—The Back Bay Murders, Cat’s Paw, Murder among the Angells (this one long a particular favorite of Japanese connoisseurs), and In the First Degree—and they would reside there together until their deaths in the 1970s, long after they had ceased penning detective fiction. (In another odd coincidence concerning Richard Webb and Hugh Wheeler, Dorothy and Evelyn’s farmhouse domicile was located only ninety miles east of the eighteenth-century farmhouse in the Berkshire Mountains of western Massachusetts, where the two men moved in together after World War Two.)


In 1934—ironically the year which, in retrospect, saw the cessation of their brief mystery writing career—Dorothy and Evelyn at their Abington farmhouse entertained Wesley Griswold, a twenty-five-year-old features writer for the Hartford Courant. His long article on his visit, published on December 2, gives fascinating details of what the two women’s writing partnership was like, while also providing intimate glimpses of their personal relationship. (Griswold himself would later become an editor at The New Yorker and Popular Science, a successful antiquarian writer, and the life partner of UCLA librarian and art collector Brooke Whiting.)


According to Griswold, Dorothy and Evelyn typically spent from four to six months plotting and writing one of their mysteries, with Dorothy—“a fair-haired native daughter of Bozeman, Montana, who affects tweeds and sweaters….and is hospitable in a breezy Western way”—outlining the story and Evelyn—“a small, well-groomed brunette with a Vina Delmar coiffure and a quiet but keen sense of humor”—doing the preliminary writing at her typewriter. However, Dorothy kept her hand in this phase of the job as well, “smoothing out snarls in the action, adding drama to the discovery of clues and finesse to the solution of the crime. She often sketches a crude graph which indicates where the peaks of suspense are to be raised.”


“At this point the meticulous process had still only just gotten underway: in story conferences which intrude upon meal time and overshadow evenings set aside for rest and recreation, it will have been mutually decided that the first draft will have to be revamped.


“Miss Blair then tackles this task while Evelyn Page taps her way to the end of the story. When it’s complete the two authors attack it together until they are satisfied that it’s plausible, exciting and that not too much has been given away before the conclusion.”


Clearly Dorothy and Evelyn were not adherents of the haphazard “I just plot it as I go along” or “When I start the book I don’t know who the murderer will be” style of mystery writing. In her conversation with Griswold, Dorothy made clear that she, like Frederic Dannay and Manfred B. Lee, belonged to the then influential traditionalist school of S. S. Van Dine, creator of the Philo Vance detective novels, which in the 1920s were national bestsellers in the United States. Like Van Dine and Ellery Queen, Dorothy regarded “the concoction of crime stories [as] a fascinating game, a sort of super jigsaw puzzle.” Dorothy commented to Griswold:


“The hardest job in writing a detective story is to protect the murderer from discovery…. Of course we employ the normal number of red herrings, but only to test the reader’s mettle. We prepare one character for the dumb reader to fasten his suspicions upon, another to mislead the slightly more intelligent murder mystery fan, and for the really smart reader, with whom we have the most fun, we lay a trail of clues which, if he’s as adroit as he thinks he is, will lead him directly to the criminal. It is our plan to give this reader every opportunity to make his own discovery, so that, when he has finished the book, he can look back and see exactly why he should have thought the murderer guilty.”


Evelyn insisted to Griswold that their detective novels, constructed as they were upon a series of virtuoso artifices, did not require an “exhaustive knowledge of police procedure,” because as mystery writers she and Dorothy were concerned not with documentary realism but rather “the perpetration of the crime, the suspicion cast by its occurrence on friends or relatives of the deceased and the discovery of clues leading to the guilty person.”


While allowing that the “police are necessary to us in our crime puzzle, of course,” she added that “we should only confuse ourselves and the reader by explaining in great detail just what they were doing and why.” Dorothy amusingly admitted that her strongest memory of their research excursion to Boston’s Middlesex County Courthouse had nothing to do with cops and criminals but rather concerned “the difficulty we had in finding a parking space.”


When laboring over one of their detective novels, Dorothy and Evelyn usually spent their mornings writing in their “well-lighted study in the southeast corner of the house. They had no set schedule but Evelyn noted wryly: “We seem to start later each day.”


The name of Roger Scarlett, they divulged, had been derived by them randomly from a Boston telephone book, back when they were looking for a name for their pet bulldog. When they began writing their first detective novel, they simply appropriated the name for their nom de plume, rechristening their bulldog “Podge.” Being confirmed animal lovers, Dorothy and Evelyn upon their move to Abington added to their burgeoning menagerie two black cats, dubbed Liberia and Congo, and an enormous Newfoundland named Puck, who provided security for the isolated abode, the two women having let their gardener go not long after their arrival.


“The best excuse for having a man about the place,” they informed Griswold, “was the sense of security and protection he afforded, but Puck’s formidable bulk serves this purpose very well.” When the local postmaster brought the first Roger Scarlett fan mail to the farmhouse at Abington, asking Dorothy, who answered the door, if she and Evelyn “had a houseguest by the name of Roger Scarlett,” Dorothy announced to the bemused gentleman that she was Roger Scarlett. “She’s sure he still thinks she has lost her mind,” wrote Griswold.


Dorothy and Evelyn proved quite self-sufficient with neither man nor maid puttering around the house and grounds, womanfully coping “unaided with forty acres and two ponds, and the painting, plastering, preserving, cooking, washing, wood chopping, and gardening pertaining thereto.” Griswold noted approvingly that the couple’s “literary hideout” was enlivened “with cheery chintzes, rich mahogany American antiques and bright Oriental cabinets and prints. Nearly every room in the house has a fireplace and a great pile of freshly cut logs is heaped on the front lawn.”


Perhaps mystery writing proved too economically incidental to this idyllic pastoral existence for the couple to continue to yoke themselves to its rigors. With the death of Evelyn’s mother in 1932 and Dorothy’s father in 1933, they may simply have felt no financial need to continue writing detective fiction. For whatever reasons, however, the pair’s last detective novel appeared in 1933. Dorothy and Evelyn produced no more books of any sort together after the publication of the last Roger Scarlett mystery in 1933, yet they kept active intellectually.


Both women, but particularly Dorothy as we shall see, were friends of bestselling regional novelist Mary Ellen Chase and her life partner, medieval historian Eleanor Duckett, both of whom were professors at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts. Dorothy and Mary Ellen Chase had originally met in 1916, when the twenty-nine-year-old Chase, a native of Maine, was teaching primary school in Bozeman, where doctors had sent her to cure her tuberculosis. A thirteen-year-old Dorothy—whom Chase later recalled as a “girl in a red coat in the snow of Montana, a radiant memory”—had been one of Chase’s students.


Over three decades later, in 1949, Dorothy, now forty-five, reintroduced herself to the sixty-one-year-old Chase at Smith College, where her partner Evelyn had been hired as a professor and she was serving as a reader. The delighted Chase wrote of her encounter with Dorothy: “I like her hugely, and we had an exciting three hours. She is most attractive, tall, healthy, and looks thirty-five though she must be forty-five. I do not know when I had so thrilling a day.”


Chase, who was then writing a commissioned biography of John D. Rockefeller, Jr.’s late wife, Abigail, engaged Dorothy as her research assistant on the project, with Rockefeller’s full approval. She wrote much of the book at Dorothy and Evelyn’s farmhouse near Abington, effusively declaring that the abode was her “shelter in this whirlwind, the one material means by which the book has been accomplished.”


“During their collaboration on the book,” notes Chase biographer Elienne Squire, Dorothy and Chase “became lovers” (with the knowledge of their own respective companions), and they traveled together to Europe for a seven week holiday that Chase termed the “New Experiment.” Those weeks, wrote an enraptured Chase in her personal journal, “will always be borne within us. They have meant everything to me and I know they have meant the same to her.”


Dorothy later would stay at Windswept, Chase’s home in Maine, for several weeks in the summer of 1951, when Duckett was conveniently away in England researching a book, and the pair would spend a couple of months together in France in 1953. Over the rest of her life Dorothy, whose “astute mind and sunny disposition” utterly “captivated” Chase (in the words of Elienne Squire), served as a reader and, one might say, muse, not only for the books written by Chase and Duckett, but for those written by her companion Eleanor, who led a far more visible public life than Dorothy.


During 1938 and 1939 Evelyn contributed an interesting book review column to the Washington Post, taking notice mostly of mainstream fiction, although she allowed the occasional mystery to make an appearance. Mainly on account of its appealing central character, an elderly English gentlewoman and amateur sleuth, she favorably reviewed the short detective fiction collection Mrs. Warrender’s Profession, written by the prominent English socialist intellectual couple Douglas and Margaret Cole. Perceptively she pegged as the “best baffler” in the collection “The Toys of Death,” which nearly a half-century later was anthologized by Martin Greenberg and Bill Pronzini in their book Women Sleuths.


During the Second World War, Evelyn served consecutively as an aircraft inspector for the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics (1942-1945) and a sergeant in the Women’s Army Corps, or WAC (1945-1946). In the postwar years she boldly stormed the groves of academe, obtaining a PhD at the University of Pennsylvania in 1952 and positions at Smith College (1949-1956) and Connecticut College (1956-1964), where she was an assistant professor of English and history. Additionally she served for four years (1956-1960) as principal of the Williams Memorial Institute (today the Williams School), a girls’ prep school affiliated with Connecticut College that was founded by nineteenth-century New England feminist philanthropist Harriet Peck Williams.


In 2017, art critic Lucy Lippard affectionately recalled taking a course in creative writing at Smith College in the fifties with a “wonderful woman named Evelyn Page. She wrote detective stories under the pseudonym Roger Scarlett with her partner Dorothy Blair. She limited us to one violent death per semester—that was the easiest way to wrap up a story.”


Three times during the 1960s, Evelyn secured appointments as a Fulbright lecturer at overseas educational institutions, initially at Mashad, Iran, and later at Seoul, South Korea, and Saigon, South Vietnam. Having developed a taste for Asian sojourns, the globetrotting Evelyn was visiting Morocco in 1977 when she died suddenly on the 13th of December en route from Casablanca, little more than a year after Dorothy had passed away on September 5, 1976, committing her ashes to her partner of four decades. (Mary Ellen Chase preceded her two younger friends in death by just a few years, expiring in 1973, while Eleanor Duckett died in 1976, at the venerable age of 96.)


During her later years Evelyn published two more books: The Chestnut Tree (1964), a gently satirical novel concerning life in genteel Philadelphia society during the early twentieth century, and, just a few years before her and Dorothy’s deaths, a historical literary study, American Genesis: Pre-colonial Writing in the North (1973), which is still cited in scholarship today.


In her acknowledgments to American Genesis, Evelyn circumspectly thanked “Miss Dorothy Blair” for the “time and attention” she had “generously spent…in reading and criticizing my manuscript.” Although they had published only five Roger Scarlett detective novels over a short span of four years during the midst of the Great Depression, the two clever women behind Roger Scarlett remained, to the end of their lives some four decades later, the closest of collaborators.


In their debut Roger Scarlett detective novel, The Beacon Hill Murders, Dorothy Blair and Evelyn Page introduced their brilliant series sleuth, Boston police inspector Norton Kane, along with his avidly admiring chronicler, a staid attorney named Underwood, who provides narration in the first three novels of the series and appears as well in the fourth. Also debuting in The Beacon Hill Murders are the dutiful if not overly perspicacious Sergeant Moran and his dim minion in blue, McBeath, cops of the conventional “flatfoot” school who witness Kane’s dazzling feats of deduction in the first three novels in the series.


Physically Kane, a confirmed bachelor like all the best sleuths of his day, is described as possessing ugly features, although he is graced with “thick black hair” and a “fine forehead,” along with the sensitive eyes of a visionary. Clearly Dorothy Blair and Evelyn Page modeled Norton Kane and Underwood after affected aesthete Philo Vance and his worshipful pal Van (not to mention Sherlock Holmes and Watson), to the extent that the authors soon came to worry that they had made Kane too arrogant and condescending to the lesser mortals around him. (“Philo Vance/Needs a kick in the pance,” famously quipped poet Ogden Nash of Kane’s famous model.) “We found we were making him too disagreeable,” Dorothy confided to journalist Wesley Griswold. “When he began to annoy us we figured the irritation of the public was probably greater than our own. Lately we’ve been trying hard to sweeten him up.”


Similarly recalling the detective fiction of S. S. Van Dine, Inspector Kane in the Roger Scarlett yarns invariably is tasked with elucidating a murder or series of murders taking place among denizens of an old mansion or brownstone townhouse. (All of Van Dine’s mysteries are set in New York, while Scarlett’s take place in Boston.) As in Van Dine’s books, lavish floor and room plans are provided. In Cat’s Paw—the middle child of Roger Scarlett’s five distinguished criminal progeny, originally published ninety years ago in December 1931—Kane, along with his loyal chronicler Underwood and his assistants Moran and McBeath—is tasked yet again with solving a diabolically clever murder in a mansion filled to the rafters with genteel suspects.


The novel has the most unusual structure of the Inspector Kane series, being divided into four parts: the first part, “The Question,” being a short prologue; the second part, “The Evidence,” a depiction of the days of family discord leading up to the murder; the third part, “The Case,” Moran and McBeath’s ultimately stymied preliminary investigation; and the fourth part, “The Solution,” Kane’s dramatic exposure of the culprit. Only the prologue and the final section are narrated by Underwood, although the middle parts, told in the third person, ostensibly are written by him for the perusal of Kane, who has just returned to Boston from an overseas trip to take over the investigation.


In the section of his nationally syndicated “Book Survey” column devoted to detective fiction, future Pulitzer Prize winning historian Bruce Catton—having come down with a confirmed case of Scarlett fever, as it were—deemed Cat’s Paw “another good one,” based upon a classic murder mystery situation (found in such outstanding examples of the form as Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot’s Christmas and Georgette Heyer’s Envious Casca): “The eccentric old uncle gives a house-party to his nephews and nieces, and gets done in just after announcing that he’s going to change his will. The suspects are singularly hateful, and you keep hoping that all of them are guilty. The result may surprise you, though.”


With Cat’s Paw, Roger Scarlett continued his generous habit of lavishing floor and room plans upon readers of the Norton Kane series, in this case providing an endpaper map of the second story of the Martin Greenough mansion, an anachronistic survival along Boston’s Fenway, a thoroughfare laid out by the great Victorian landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted along the southern and eastern edges of the Back Bay Fens in the Fenmore-Kenway neighborhood of Boston (home, from 1912 onward, of Fenway Park). The forbidding mansion in this novel is a “huge Gothic house” surrounded by a “high stone wall,” which in turn is surmounted with “threatening spikes of broken glass.” Understanding the intricate physical mechanics behind Roger Scarlett’s mansion murder is essential to any reader attempting to descry a solution to the puzzle; yet so is comprehending the novel’s fairly complex (for the genre at this time) character psychology.


Cat’s Paw is the most obtrusively subversive as well as the wittiest of the Roger Scarlett novels. Elderly cat fancier “Cousin Mart,” as he is known to his relations, resides in improbable sin with a decorous middle-aged woman, the respectably widowed Mrs. Warden, to whom he is not married, scandalizing, much to the reader’s amusement, the flummoxed Sergeant Moran when the policeman arrives upon the scene.


Cousin Mart himself, in the classic manner of the mystery murderee, enjoys sadistically baiting his outwardly docile but inwardly seething dependents, a fatal indulgence. On the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday he gathers before him his paramour Mrs. Warden, nephew and niece George and Anne Pickering, nephews Francis, Blackstone and Hutchinson Greenough, Hutchinson’s wife, Amelia, and Stella Irwin, formerly affianced to Francis and currently keeping company with Blackstone, to announce that, after a decade of cohabitation with Mrs. Warden, he is shortly going to marry her and change his will.


At this point, readers will know that Cousin Mart is not long for this world. Can they beat Norton Kane to solving the riddle of Mart’s ingenious murder? As a puzzle, this superbly constructed detective novel, like those of Ellery Queen from these years, is a true tour de force, with Kane dramatically calling out Martin Greenough’s killer literally in the last line.


—CURTIS EVANS
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CHAPTER I. PROLOGUE


THE QUESTION


I HAD received Kane’s wireless message and had sent him my reply. That had been thirty-six hours ago, when Kane, returning to Boston from a vacation abroad, was on the steamship Scythia off the banks of Newfoundland. Now, as I sat waiting for him in forced patience, the message that had come from him flashed again through my mind:


“Get in touch with police on Greenough case. Find out everything, everything. Kane.”


Well, I had done that, I had found out everything I could find out. I glanced over toward my desk to assure myself for the hundredth time that my sheaf of notes was still there—those notes that formed the skeleton and even the flesh of the story I had to tell him. It was as strange and monstrous a crime as any Kane and I had followed together. But I felt that I was ready, that there was nothing he could ask me about the case that I could not answer, except for one question—who did it? That riddle, Kane, as inspector under the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, must solve for himself.


In the time that had passed since my receipt of his message I had entirely abandoned my clients and my law practice to devote my thoughts and imagination to the affairs of the Greenough family. That had not been difficult, for the curiosity of a whole city was centered on the crime which I was privileged to study at first hand. Not I alone had been swept off my feet by the combination of legend and truth, reticence and masquerade, which old Martin Greenough had so carefully and so mockingly built up about himself and which had brought him and his family to so shocking a climax. The press and the public were hourly clamoring for more news and fresher news, but little enough of the case had leaked out to satisfy their demands.


With Moran, the police sergeant in charge of the case pending Kane’s arrival, I had been able to probe into the strange happenings on the Fenway estate. We alone knew the situation as the Greenough family knew it. Between us we had pressed the inquiry farther, perhaps, in our desire to serve Kane, than he himself would have pressed it. Both of us had worked with him before and were trained in his methods. If Moran, the good-natured, objective sergeant, lacked subtlety, and I, a lawyer, born and bred into caution and convention, lacked his magical daring and acuteness, we tried to make up for our defects by our willingness to learn and our eagerness to pick up every stray scrap of information. Kane was one of those who, without asking, command devotion.


It was growing late. The hot afternoon sun cast slanting shadows across the dusty streets. Kane’s steamer must have docked by now, even allowing for the delays of quarantine and the customs.


I began to check the things I must tell him. Over and over again in my mind I turned the faces, the speeches, the actions of the people with whose lives I had suddenly become intimately concerned.


“Taking a short nap, Underwood?” I should not have heard the words if the warm, amused voice in which they were spoken had been less characteristic and less familiar.


“Kane!” There was nothing I could say to express the pleasure I felt at seeing him, the long, loose-jointed, angular New Englander with whom I had spent so many absorbing hours.


As soon as I had shaken hands with him, I seized the pile of notes from my desk. “Here is——” I began eagerly.


But Kane, when he had thrown his coat and hat on the sofa, waved me aside, smiling, and fetched out a crumpled package of cigarettes. “Have one?” he asked. “French Marylands. The steward didn’t find my last package, although in the way of smelling out tobacco he’s a better detective than I am.”


He laughed a little, and his bright, deep-set eyes studied my face over the flame of the match he held. “I’ve brought you a quart of Scotch,” he said, “in defiance of the law whose servants we are, and your sixteenth Dunhill pipe, which you need never smoke. It’s a poor exchange, I admit,” his Yankee lips twisted into a grin, “for what you have for me.”


“Do you want me to start now, or——”


“No, not now,” he interrupted. “Dinner first, and then you must tell me the story without stopping.”


I cannot remember what we talked about during dinner, if we talked at all. I was too highly charged with excitement, too preoccupied even to listen intelligently. Kane, sitting opposite me, seemed calmer, but I knew that his self-control was a mask that hid nervous force, as his harsh, ugly features concealed his delicately balanced and sensitive imagination.


We were back in my living room again before he gave me the signal to begin. Everything that he might want in the course of the evening—it turned out to be the course of the whole night—was arranged beside him, a huge ash tray, his pipe cleaners, his tobacco pouch, his pipe.


He settled himself comfortably and looked over at me. “Now,” he asked simply, “what have you been able to find out?”


“Almost everything,” I answered, “except the solution of the crime. Things I know from my own observation, or that Moran and I found out through exhaustive inquiry—details only hinted at in the evidence, a shade of expression, the intonation of a voice. Together they form the plot. I’ll reconstruct the situation and the story for you chronologically, if you like.”


“Good,” Kane said quickly. “Start at the beginning.” He leaned back in his chair to listen.


“It’s quiet enough, the beginning,” I remarked, “even though it leads to murder.” Then I took up my story.









PART I. THE EVIDENCE


(As I gave it to Kane on the night of June 19th, including in my relation everything that might be necessary to his consideration of the case, and everything that might serve to indicate to him which one of eight persons was guilty of murder)









CHAPTER II


THE SHADOW OF THE UNEXPECTED


ALONG WHAT is now the Fenway, Martin Greenough built his house, or rather his mansion, his castle. At the time when he bought the land, thirty flat, uninteresting acres of it, the Fenway was not a boulevard or a park. The ground itself was within the city limits of Boston, but neither the real-estate dealers, nor the contractors, nor the politicians had as yet conceived the idea of developing it, as they did later, of course for the benefit of the people. When Martin Greenough anticipated them and their plans, he did so, frankly and firmly, for his own pleasure and use. He built his huge Gothic house, laid out his land, surrounded it by a high stone wall, and topped that wall with threatening spikes of broken glass for his own purposes and his own glory. Later, when his place obstructed the course of the public parkway, and so might have been condemned by the city, he was able, in an underground but no less efficacious manner to prevent its condemnation. The interests of the people bowed graciously to the power of wealth, and the park merely skirted his wall, made a loop, and left Martin Greenough’s domain untouched.


Someone might have made a good deal of that simple matter. In the first place, he might have said to himself, it is not for everyone that a great highway changes its course; in the second place, it is not everyone who has the obstinate and somewhat perverse desire to see that course altered. Proceeding thus, he might have gained for himself an accurate and exhaustive idea of Martin’s character.


A great deal was said of Martin, although perhaps as little was generally known of him as of his place. No one questioned his wealth. As to the means by which he had made it—for he and he alone had amassed it—that was a more fertile field for speculation. He had organized and established a world-wide trade in white slaves, it was whispered. He had been the first of the bootleggers (those who advanced this opinion had, of course, to pass hastily over the fact that his millions were made long before the necessity for that profession arose). He had been the bull, bear, and wolf of Wall Street—this although Martin had never willingly gone to New York, nor stayed there longer than he was forced to. He had emigrated to South Africa in his youth and there dug for and found bushels of diamonds. But sadly enough for this theory, Martin had, since early childhood, loathed and abhorred manual labor, and it is doubtful that he would have dug for anything.


None of these rumors, however, was without its adherents, and none without its opponents. The most plausible was that of the white-slave trade. There could be no anachronism there, and it might be governed as easily from Boston as from New York. This fancy never came to Martin’s ears, and if it had he would only have chuckled a little. It would have pleased him more than the dull truth: that he had made a great deal of money in the textile business; dropped that branch of industry in the nick of time to favor oil, steel, copper, and other minerals; invested cautiously in sound stocks which thereupon soared beyond the wildest of wildcat ventures, and so forth.


But the gossip about him held, philosophically speaking, a few elements of truth. Martin had never been burdened by scruples. In the place of them he cherished caution. But he was also endowed with a contradictory adventurous quality that was hard for his business associates to define. It was this bright audacity of his that had made them shy off from his schemes, so that he alone profited by them, and profited the more largely. He had too clear an air of originality, too unusual a distinction, to be trusted. As an older man, he embodied this quality of his, this uniqueness, in the home to which he retired.


In every way, his estate was a perverse gesture. The city clamored at his gates for the land which he held for no purpose beyond the gratification of his egoism. That part of it which would not have been included in the park should have been used for building lots, for houses and apartments. It was entirely unsuitable to Martin’s taste in natural beauty, for it was as flat as a floor. Not a tree grew on it. The ground was poor and infertile. For such a house as he planned to build artificial foundations had to be provided. His builders, his architects, all his agents told him these things, and recommended more favorable sites beyond the city limits, but Martin had made up his mind, and no one could change it. Under his domineering perseverance, the lay of the land was changed. Little hills and slopes were built to satisfy his liking for rolling country. Trees and shrubs were transplanted to cover its bareness, and new soil brought in so that they would find something to feed on and continue to grow.


But not even Martin could entirely outwit natural laws. For perhaps five years the place looked raw and artificial. A few of the transplanted trees died, a few of the shrubs refused to draw their nourishment from this doubly alien soil. But at the end of the five years Martin’s perversity was in part justified. He had brought the country to the city at no matter what expense. As for the expense, at the end of twenty years that too was justified, for the land rose in value, and kept on rising until the money that Martin had put into it was less by a good deal than the money he could have got out of it if he had chosen to sell.


But he did not choose to sell. Now that he had established for himself a home in accordance with his personal taste, he could see no point in spending time in less pleasant surroundings. He rarely left his study, almost never left his house. Once or twice a year he would order his car, and in it drive down the winding avenue of trees that led to the gate, and through the gate onto the public streets of Boston. Like Wolsey, he might have been holding an orange to his nose meanwhile. In the city he would visit the two or three stores which he always patronized, and since he ordinarily slept in the daytime and would not rise before evening, these stores were kept open for him after business hours. Wisely so, for Martin, on these infrequent excursions, could be counted on to spend a great deal of money.


When he had finished his orgy of shopping he would return gratefully to his lawned and wooded estate, and to the gray-stone mansion, couchant among the foliage. In style, as his nephew George, with unaccustomed wit, later said, Martin had anticipated the collegiate Gothic, anticipated and outdone it, with his battlements, towers, ivy, and gloom. It was enormous, this house of his, and this too was incongruous, for Martin was not married, and planned to live, as far as anyone could guess, alone.


But when he was in his fifties, Fate, with his always sardonic acquiescence, managed to furnish him with a family—a family which only rarely inhabited the gray-stone house with him, it is true, but a responsibility in every other sense. Martin himself had been the youngest of five children. All the ability to succeed, to make money, which ran in his parents’ veins he seemed to have absorbed. The other four lived inconspicuous lives and as inconspicuously faded out of existence, leaving their children poorly off. Naturally and wisely they left their children to the wealthier Martin as guardian and trustee. He accepted the legacies, as they came along, with the same satiric smile. He knew very well, he was fond of saying, what he had to guard—there were five of the children—but he hardly knew what he had in trust. And indeed, the only one of them who had any property at all, young Hutchinson Greenough, soon put himself on a level with the rest by an early and extravagant marriage and various unwise speculations.


“Cousin Mart,” as they all called him, had done a great deal more than his duty by them, although while they were young he seemed to take little personal interest in them. He knew George as the one who avoided him, Anne, George’s sister, as the one who ignored him, Blackstone as the one who fought back at him with his own weapons. Francis and Hutchinson he did not remember as children at all. They had come into his charge only as young men.
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