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“The gallows in my garden, people say,
Is new and neat and adequately tall.
I tie the noose on in a knowing way
As one that knots his necktie for a ball;
But just as all the neighbors … on the wall …
Are drawing a long breath to shout ‘Hurray!’
The strangest whim has seized me … After all
I think I will not hang myself today.”

From G. K. Chesterton’s
A Ballade of Suicide



Young Donald Lawson was familiar with
that poem … yet now his body hung
dead on a crag. Murder or suicide, Manville
Moon was already on the case, as
bodyguard to Don’s beautiful sister
Grace. For Grace’s life was threatened,
too, and to protect it Moon found himself
crossing fists and guns with hired
killers, and fencing desperately with
Grace’s friends, family and fiance, any
one of whom might have wanted to kill her.
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TO MY MOTHER

who would prefer me to write innocuous tales about members of Dover Place Church





I

THE REASON SO MANY PEOPLE catch me in bed is not that I spend more time there than anyone else, but only that between jobs, which is most of the time, my slumber hours are odd, being roughly contingent on the closing-hours of taverns. In addition it was a Saturday in the middle of July, and the brick courtyard next to my bedroom gathered all the heat it could absorb from a bright sun and shoved it through my window.

I was therefore sleeping naked without covers when the most beautiful woman I ever met dropped in at high noon.

It takes me longer to get from bed to the door than most people, because I first have to strap on an intricate contrivance of cork, aluminum, and leather which substitutes for the lower part of a right leg I contributed to the war effort. As a result I was still nude when a soprano voice from the front room called, “Anybody home?”

“Stay where you are!” I yelled, then added in a lower tone, “Unless you’ve had children and are over seventy.”

A girlish giggle indicated my caller was somewhat less than seventy, so I advised her to wait ten minutes while I made myself presentable. It was closer to fifteen before I accomplished this chore, including a rapid shave. I always shave before investigating female callers who get me out of bed, because a bent nose and one drooping eyelid is enough handicap for a face, without adding whiskers.

When I finally emerged from the bedroom, I found her standing before the mantel in my front room. It is hard to describe the first impact of her beauty, and useless to try to catalogue its details, for no one of her attributes would have been outstanding in a crowd of any hundred college-age girls. She was about nineteen or twenty, of average height, average slimness, average blondness of hair and blueness of eye.

Yet some wondrous alchemy combined her various average features into an effect which was shattering. Perhaps it was partly her appearance of crisp coolness in an oppressive heat which had already begun to wilt my fresh collar, or perhaps it was simply personality bubbling within her, for the difference between prettiness and beauty is mainly a thing of poise and manner. Whatever it was, it caught me between the horns like a club, although from the advanced senility of my thirty-two years I rarely glance twice at women under voting age.

When I finally got my mouth closed, I realized she had said something.

“I didn’t catch that,” I said.

“My name is Grace Lawson,” she repeated. “You’re Mr. Moon?”

“I think so,” I said, still off center. “Sit down so you won’t break.”

I led her to my favorite chair and released her hand only after she sat down.

“Have a drink?” I asked, fumbling with the rye decanter, then changing my mind. “No, you’re too young. Smoke?” I lifted the lid from my cigar humidor and dropped it on the floor.

“No, thanks,” she said, smiling. Apparently she was used to men stumbling over their own feet when they first met her.

I said, “Pardon me,” poured breakfast into a shot glass, tossed it off, lit a cigar, and regained my equilibrium. When I took a seat on the sofa across from her, I found I could regard her without shooting any embolisms.

“You’ve come on business,” I said. “That’s a deduction.”

She smiled again. She had a smile that made you want to do something about her. Nothing drastic, for she was not the bedroom-eyed type. You didn’t want to take her in your arms; you wanted to pat her on the head.

She asked, “How did you deduce that?”

“Elementary. Pretty girls never call on me socially.”

“You’re probably being modest,” she said, “but I did come on business. Do you charge much?”

“More than I’m worth. Tell me what you want before we discuss rates.”

“I couldn’t pay very much,” she said. “I don’t get my money until I’m twenty-one, and all I have is five hundred a month allowance.”

I blinked. “You’re virtually a pauper. How old did you say you are?”

“Going on twenty.”

“In school somewhere?”

“The state university summer session. I had to make up two courses I dropped. I’m a junior.” “Where’d you hear of me?”

“The woman who owns El Patio recommended you. The night club, you know.” “Fausta Moreni?” I asked.

“Yes, Fausta. Arnold and I have dinner at El Patio now and then. We were telling Fausta about the attempts on my life, and she recommended I see you.” Her lip corners lifted in a light grin. “She said if I made eyes at you, she’d cut my heart out, but she was only fooling.”

“You don’t know Fausta,” I told her. “Let’s start at the beginning. Somebody’s trying to kill you?”

“I think so. Once the saddle girth on my riding-horse was cut, presumably so I’d fall, and once my milk was poisoned, and once a flowerpot fell from an upper window when I was coming in late at night, and it broke right next to me.”

I sat up straight. “You think so! You’re lucky you’re alive. How’d you escape all that?”

“Just luck, really,” she said. “The saddle girth was cut so far it snapped soon as my weight hit the stirrup. And the milk was poisoned with something that smelled strong, so I didn’t even taste it. Uncle Doug had it analyzed—he’s a doctor, you know—but I’ve forgotten what the poison was. Of course maybe the flowerpot was just an accident. It missed me several feet.”

“You report all this to the police?”

“Oh, no. You see it almost has to be someone in the house, so we wouldn’t want the papers to get it. Uncle Doug has been sort of investigating, but since Don ran away last week, Arnold and I have been wondering if that’s enough. We think maybe someone tried to kill Don, too, and he ran away because he was scared.”

“Who is Don?” I asked, somewhat numbed by the barrage of names she had just thrown at me, and deciding to sort them out one at a time.

“My brother.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Your name is Grace Lawson? The kid who disappeared last week is your brother?”

“My older brother, though not much older. Don was born just eleven months before I was. Last Sunday he left a note and ran off without even taking a suitcase.”

I asked, “Aren’t you and your brother scheduled to inherit Fort Knox or something at twenty-one? I didn’t read the news item on it very carefully.”

“We each get some money at twenty-one,” she admitted. “Unless whoever is after us succeeds in killing us. Then it goes to Ann.”

I held up one palm. “For some reason you only confuse me, the more you talk. Maybe it’s because you run in names and act like I ought to know them, or maybe it’s only your dazzling smile. But let’s go back and start over. Begin by telling me all about yourself and your family.”

“Well, there’s not very much about me,” she said. “I go to State U., but I live at home and drive back and forth. It’s only fifteen miles, you know. We live in Willow Dale. My mother died when I was born, and Daddy was killed in an auto accident a year ago. Ann is my stepmother, but I call her Ann because she’s only twelve years older than me, and more like a pal than a mother. Uncle Doug is Doctor Douglas Lawson, Daddy’s younger brother. He’s a bachelor and a regular dream, and if he weren’t my uncle and I weren’t in love with Arnold, I’d marry him even though he is an elderly man of forty.”

Momentarily I contemplated the eight years remaining between me and the wheelchair, then asked, “Uncle Doug live in the house?”

“No. Well, in a way. He has an apartment in town, but he visits so much we gave him his own room. He’s always there week-ends. But just Ann, Don, and I really live there.”

I said slowly, “A minute ago you said whoever is trying to kill you must live in the house. You mean Ann?”

“Oh, no!” she said quickly. “It couldn’t possibly be Ann. Though she, Don, and I are the only real residents, we have lots of regular visitors. There’s Mr. Mannering, the family lawyer. He has his own room, too. And Arnold. And Abigail Stoltz, the painter. She’s an aunt of Ann’s and visits week-ends a lot. And Gerald Cushing, who runs the drugstore chain for the estate. Daddy started the Lawson Drug chain, you know. Then there are five servants. All those people were around when the attempts were made on me.”

“Who is this Arnold you’re in love with?”

She seemed surprised that everybody didn’t know Arnold. “My fiancé. Arnold Tate. He’s a graduate student in English Lit. at State U. He’s going to be a professor, and some day a university president.”

“Going to buy him a university?”

“Oh, no,” she said, wide-eyed. “Arnold wouldn’t permit that. We even have to live on his salary after we get married, though I can use my money to educate the children if I want.”

“White of Arnold,” I said. “Now tell me about the will. How is the money set up?”

A half-frown creased the skin between her eyebrows. “I don’t believe the will has anything to do with someone trying to kill me.”

“Maybe not,” I said, “but tell me anyway.”

“Well,” she said reluctantly, “it seems Daddy wanted to be sure we children got the big share, though I don’t think it was very nice of him not to trust Ann to do the right thing. She’s awfully nice, really. Of course he provided for her. She has income for life from a half-million-dollar trust fund, and the use of the house as long as she wants, though she can’t sell it. Even the house’s maintenance is provided for through another trust fund, so Ann doesn’t have to worry about taxes or upkeep or servants’ salaries or anything. Then there were some bequests to charities and fifty thousand dollars to Uncle Doug and ten thousand dollars, I think it was, to Maggie, the housekeeper. The rest is held in trust for Don and me, or the survivor if one dies, until we reach twenty-one, when we each get half, providing we don’t marry before that.”

“How was that last again?” I asked.

“That was because Don ran off and married a waitress when he was eighteen,” she said. “He was always a little wild. Daddy had it annulled, and according to the will, if either of us marries before twenty-one, we get only one hundred thousand dollars and the rest goes to the other. If we both marry, or both die, Ann gets the bulk of the estate and all the trust funds are sort of canceled out.”

“I see. How much is the bulk of the estate?”

“Quite a lot. I don’t remember exactly. Once I asked Mr. Mannering, but I forget whether he said eight or eighteen million.”

I got up and poured myself another drink. It didn’t help much.

“Just offhand,” I said, “it looks like Don has the best motive for knocking you off, and your stepmother has the best motive for quenching you both.”

“Oh, no,” she objected. “Ann doesn’t even know about the attempts on my life.” I noticed her objection did not extend to brother Don, which rather intrigued me.

“Who does know?” I asked.

“Only Arnold and Uncle Doug. I don’t think it has anything to do with the will. I think probably one of the servants is insane.”

“That’s a sound theory,” I agreed. “Let’s hire a psychiatrist to psychoanalyze everybody. What is it you want me to do now? Act as a bodyguard?”

“Well, I thought you could sort of investigate around to find out what’s going on. You’re a private detective, aren’t you?”

Generally I say yes when a potential client asks me that, but to my own amazement I found myself telling the truth. “Theoretically. But I specialize in bodyguarding. You might call me a professional bodyguard.”

“The card under your doorbell reads, ‘Manville Moon, Confidential Investigations.’ “

“All right,” I said. “I’m a false advertiser. ‘Confidential Investigations’ sounds better than ‘Professional Bodyguard.’ I’d be glad to guard your body for a fee, but investigation of the attempts on your life ought to be made by the police.”

Her lower lip thrust out. “Fausta Moreni said you made investigations like this. She said you even solved some murders.”

“I have on occasion,” I said patiently. “But always when the police were on the case, too. If I start poking around for a potential murderer without the cops knowing anything about it, and he happens to get you before I get him, the district attorney is going to ask nasty questions. The state doesn’t issue private detective licenses because it thinks the regular police need competition. Private dicks are supposed to supplement police work, not substitute for it.”

She looked disappointed. “I thought maybe you could come up as a guest, say a friend of Arnold’s, and sort of look around without exciting anybody.”

“How could I investigate without exciting anybody? You can’t get to the bottom of a thing like this without asking questions. I’d have to check the people who handled the poisoned milk, whoever saddled your horse, who was awake when the flowerpot dropped. You think a casual house guest who starts prying like that isn’t going to excite anyone?”

“Well, gee,” she said uncertainly. “I wouldn’t want to call the police without checking with Uncle Doug first.” The two little lines appeared between her eyebrows again, then smoothed away, and she threw one of her stupefying smiles directly into my face. “Would you come up just over the week-end and look around? Then Monday we’ll either let the police know, or I’ll release you.”

Before I could recover from the smile, I heard myself saying, “I suppose I could do that.”

She rose in preparation to leave. “I’ll drive back to school and pick up Arnold. I’m supposed to be in class now, but I cut. We’ll come by for you about six. Supposedly you’ll be driving down from the university with us, in case anyone at home asks. I guess you’d better be a graduate student in English literature, too, so Arnold can cover for you if anyone asks you questions about Shakespeare or something.”

“All right,” I said. “I read Shakespeare in high school. Imagine I’ll be able to fool the servants, anyway.”

After she left I remembered I had never told her my rates, which indicates the effect she had on people, for even my worst enemies have never accused me of lacking a certain hardheaded commercial sense.





II

FAUSTA MORENI IS THE ONLY WOMAN I ever got excited enough about to want to marry, but that was a long time ago. We met when I was twenty-four and she was a nineteen-year-old refugee from Fascist Italy. From Rome on north, Italians are neither as dark-skinned nor black-haired as the southern variety which constitutes most of America’s Italo-American population. Fausta was from Rome and she had snapping brown eyes, light-tan skin, and vivid blond hair.

All during the war I carried her picture in my wallet and the memory of her comic accent, quick movements, and soft lips somewhere inside me. The trouble was my memory was of a naïve youngster bewildered by a strange country and needing a strong man’s protection. But when I finally returned home Fausta wasn’t in need of anything. She had become, peculiarly enough, a professional blackjack dealer, and one of the highest paid in the country at that. Possibly her success was due as much to her opponents’ concentrating only half their minds on the cards and the other half on trying to beat down her resistance to their personal designs as it was to pure skill, but nevertheless her employer thought enough of her to leave her El Patio when he suddenly departed with a bullet through his head.

No sooner had the will been read than Fausta closed the casino and converted El Patio into a restaurant-night club. It was a smart move, for not only was the legitimate business less precarious, but it made as much in the long run by charging outrageous prices, and Fausta was an extremely rich woman at twenty-seven.

I think I must like my women weak and helpless, for the change was more than I could take. More or less by mutual consent we stopped mentioning marriage, but though we rarely saw each other any more, we were still good friends, and I have never been able to generate for any other woman the same feeling I once had for Fausta.

After Grace Lawson departed, I took a cold shower, had lunch at the corner drugstore, then returned to my flat and phoned Fausta at El Patio.

“Manny!” her husky voice said. “Why do you never phone unless I send you a customer? You do not like Fausta’s kisses any more?”

“I love ‘em like candy,” I said. “What’s the dope on this Lawson girl?”

“She is a nice girl and her boy Arnold is very nice, too. You take good care of her, you hear? And keep it strictly business. She is much too young for an old man like you.”

“Don’t you ever think of anything but the passes I make at other women?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Fausta said. “You stop making passes and I will stop thinking about it.”

“All right. What you know about the kid?”

“Only that she and her Arnold have dinner here now and then. Also someone is trying to kill her, but I do not know who.”

“You’re not much help,” I said, “but thanks for the business. See you later, Fausta.”

“Wait, Manny! When will you come to see me?”

“One of these nights.”

“You said that a month ago,” she complained. “You come tonight.”

“Sorry. Going to the Lawsons’ for the week-end.”

“Then you come Monday.”

“Maybe,” I said. “I’ll give you a ring.”

By the time I finished packing my smallest grip, it was only two o’clock and I had nothing to do until Grace Lawson returned at six. For the next three hours I skimmed over my copy of Hamlet in preparation for my role as an English student, on the theory that most people remembered little aside from Hamlet of the classics they were exposed to in school. Then the doorbell rang.

My caller was a tall, heavy-boned man who looked like an English lord. He stood so straight he nearly leaned backward, and held his head back even farther, so that condescending eyes peered down his nose as though through invisible bifocals. He was dressed in white gabardine, white shoes, and a sailor straw hat, and hands thrust deeply into his coat pockets pulled the cloth tightly across an ominous bulge under his arm.

When he spoke, the English-lord effect was destroyed by a pure midwestern accent.

“You Manville Moon?” he asked.

I admitted I was and stepped aside to let him enter.

“You can call me Tom Jones because that’s not my name,” he said, and drew wide lips back in a humorless grin to expose horse-sized teeth.

Without offering his hand he placed his straw hat on the mantel and appropriated the most comfortable chair in the room.

I said, “Excuse me a minute,” went into the bedroom, removed the P-38 and shoulder holster I had packed in my grip, and arranged them where they would be more readily accessible.

When I rejoined the man who was not Tom Jones, he asked without preamble, “Could you use five thousand dollars, Moon?”

“Who couldn’t?” I said.

“Good. A plane leaves for Mexico City in an hour. You get a month’s vacation with all expenses paid, plus five thousand bucks. Better start packing.”

“What do I do to earn it?”

“Nothing.” He exposed his horsy teeth again. “It’s a new radio give-away program. Only instead of asking you questions, we just ask you not to ask us questions.”

“No thanks,” I said. “I couldn’t afford the income tax on five thousand dollars.”

“Did I say five?” he asked. “I meant ten.”

“You could mean a million and I wouldn’t bite.”

“Then let me put it another way,” he said agreeably. “You get ten thousand and a free vacation, or nothing and a free funeral. Catch on, Moon?”

“Sure. You’re new in town, aren’t you?”

He gave me his humorless grin. “About a week.”

“Then you don’t know about my double standard. You see, I divide everybody in the world into two classes—people and mugs. People include everyone who makes the legitimate economy of this country function the way it does—bankers, carpenters, scrubwomen; everyone who works for a living. Mugs are the parasites, the guys who prey on what I call ‘people.’ Some of them are undernourished pickpockets and some head vast illegal enterprises that bring in millions, but it makes no difference how important the mug is, or how much social position he has. A mug is a mug.”

My guest’s expression had changed from puzzlement to boredom, so I cut my sermon short. “People I let call me ‘Moon,’ or ‘Manny,’ or just ‘Hey, you,’ if they want. But mugs I like to call me ‘Mr. Moon.’ “ I added apologetically, “I always explain the first time, because otherwise it wouldn’t be fair.”

His bored expression disappeared to be replaced by a flared-nostril lord-of-the-manor expression. He surged to his feet, jerked his big, white-knuckled hands from his pockets and towered over my chair.

“Get on your feet, Moon,” he said curtly.

When I was twenty I decided to become heavyweight champion of the world. I only got as far as three professional bouts against tankers in the light-heavy class, all of which I won on knockouts, before the boxing commission barred me from the ring for reasons which make another story. And more mature consideration has decided me the barring did not prevent me from becoming champ, but only prevented me from becoming punchy. Nevertheless I was what the trade calls a “steady fighter,” and I still have most of my co-ordination.

I got on my feet and let him have a left hook he didn’t even see. He spun like a top and crouched over with his rear to me. Then I employed my aluminum foot to boot him head first into the sofa.

From the sofa he rolled to the floor, glared at me groggily, and shot one hand at his armpit. I let him look at the muzzle of my P-38.

My reaction to the hall door opening behind me was not as quick, however. Instead of turning, I merely glanced over my shoulder. A round-headed, bowlegged little man nearly as wide as he was high pushed the door closed behind him and leaned his back against it.

He, too, was dressed all in white, except for a contrasting black automatic gripped in one hairy hand.

“Take it easy, bub,” he said. “Set your heater down real gentle.”

Stooping, I laid my gun on the carpet at my feet. I straightened at the same time my first guest came erect. He took two steps toward me, wound up his right arm, and let a roundhouse sizzle at my head.

My knees bent, pulling my head down a foot, and the tall man’s fist whistled over my hair, the momentum carrying him clear around and causing him to stumble to one knee.

“Cut that!” the squat man said sharply. “Want all the neighbors in here?”

The English lord struggled to his feet again and glowered at me savagely. Then he regained his sense of proportion along with his horsy grin. Drawing a hammerless revolver from beneath his arm, he wagged it at me friendlily.

“Mr. Moon prefers the funeral to the vacation,” he told his partner. “We have to call him ‘mister,’ he says, because we aren’t his social equals.”

The squat man ran flat eyes over me as though choosing the best spot for a bullet. “In here, or do we take him for a ride?” he asked. “Guess we could muffle it in a towel or something, couldn’t we?”

I felt the hair rise along the back of my neck.

The taller gunman shook his head. “He’d probably put up a fight and make noise. We better use the car.”

“I’ve decided to take the ten thousand and the vacation,” I said. “Maybe I better pack.”

“Maybe you better shut up,” the tall man said. “Get moving.”

Lifting his straw hat from the mantel, he dropped it over his little revolver and gestured with the hat toward the door. His short friend glanced at him admiringly and tried his own hat over his gun. But the automatic was too large, so he thrust it in a side pocket instead and kept his hand on it. Then he courteously held the door for me.

We met no one in the hall, nor on the half-flight of stairs to the street entrance. But no more had we reached the sidewalk than a long black Cadillac convertible swooped around the corner and skidded to a stop in the “no parking” space directly in front of the apartment. Two people were in the car, and my heart by-passed a beat when I saw the driver was Grace Lawson.

At the same moment she saw me and waved gaily, the squat man whispered hoarsely, “Geez! It’s the kid! What we do now?”

“We lose the pot,” the tall man said quickly. “Scram, and fast!”

Immediately both turned and headed down the street side by side at a fast walk. I stared after them with my mouth open until they rounded the corner and disappeared from sight.

I approached the car and said to Grace, “Were you in the Girl Marines?”

“No,” she said, startled. “I wasn’t old enough. Why?” “Because you’re so prompt. Early, aren’t you?”

“A little. Arnold makes me get everywhere early.” She turned her eyes to the skinny lad of twenty-two or twenty-three who sat next to her, and her tone changed to the one radio announcers use when they say, “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.” But what she said was, “This is my fiancé, Arnold Tate, Mr. Moon.”

As we shook hands I examined him in an effort to discover what he had that gave rich and beautiful girls the blind staggers. He seemed to possess none of the traditional great-lover attributes. No bulging muscles, no Grecian profile, no silken lashes, nor golden curls. His frame was big-boned but skinny, his face long and narrow, with very black eyes, an aquiline nose, and a thin but prominent jaw. His black hair was straight and possibly had been combed, but riding with the top down had spilled it all over his forehead. He had a firm handclasp and looked like a nice guy.

I said, “How are you, Arnold?” which he recognized as a rhetorical question, for instead of answering, he asked me the same thing.

“I was just walking to the street with some callers who dropped in,” I told Grace. “Be back soon as I get my bag.”

My P-38 still lay in the middle of the front-room floor. I hid it under my arm, got my grip from the bedroom, and returned to the car.





III

GRACE DROVE AS THOUGH she were rushing to a hospital and was afraid she would have a baby before she got there. She was a good driver, but the only times we got under fifty were at stop signs and red lights.

I was conscious of some sort of strain between her and Arnold Tate. During the first mile of our eight-mile drive to Willow Dale neither said a word, Arnold sitting still and aloof, as though he heartily disapproved of both of us, and our beautiful chauffeur occasionally casting appealing sidewise glances at him. Abruptly Arnold started the conversation.

“I want you to know I don’t approve of this at all, Mr. Moon,” he announced.

‘Of what?” I inquired.

“This subterfuge. It’s ridiculous, when Grace’s life is in danger, to consider anything so inconsequential as unfavorable publicity. I think the police should have been called long ago.”

“So do I,” I said.

He flashed me a surprised glance. “Then why didn’t you recommend that procedure to Grace?” “I did.”

“Now, Arnold,” Grace broke in. “Let’s not go all over that again. Mr. Moon is a professional bodyguard and knows all about keeping people from getting killed. Don’t you, Mr. Moon?”

“No. I only know how to try. The last woman I was hired to protect managed to get killed anyway.”

For a moment there was silence.

“If it will make you feel better, I caught the murderer,” I said.

This time the silence was longer. When it began to look as though it would last indefinitely, I said, “The two men in white you saw me with when you drove up weren’t exactly friends. They were professional gunmen come to warn me out of town.”

Both of them looked at me sharply.

“They seemed to know you, too, which is why they departed so quickly. But if they are the ones trying to kill you, I don’t know why they didn’t take this opportunity. They had me covered, and they could easily have taken over your car, forced you to drive somewhere lonely, and rubbed all three of us out.”

Grace had paled, but Arnold only looked angry. “How did they know Grace had engaged you?” he asked.

“That’s the question I intended asking you two. Who knew she was going to?”

“No one but the two of us and Fausta Moreni,” Arnold stated positively, then glanced quickly at Grace.

She shook her head, “I didn’t tell anyone.”

“You can rule Fausta out,” I said. “She chatters, but she doesn’t talk. She wouldn’t pass on anything told her in confidence to her own mother. That’s why so many people tell her their troubles. If neither of you let it out, the only answer is that someone’s been tailing Grace.”

Arnold started to twist in his seat.

“Never mind,” I said. “I’ve been watching and there’s no tail on us now.”

Arnold said loudly, “I’m going to call the police the minute we get to the house!”

“You do,” Grace threatened, “and I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Haw!” Arnold snorted. He turned to me. “Understand, Mr. Moon, I’m not objecting to your being engaged. As a matter of fact I think a professional bodyguard is an excellent idea. But I think it’s absurd not to call the police, also, or for you to attempt to pass yourself off as anything but a bodyguard. If you’ll pardon my frankness, you don’t look like a graduate student in English literature.”

I grinned at him. “What do I look like?”

“A prizefighter or a stevedore or an army first sergeant.”

“You win first prize,” I said. “I’ve been all three.”

Grace flicked her eyes curiously at my face.

“The nose and the bum eyelid aren’t from the ring,” I told her. “I picked them up in stevedore days.”

She flushed crimson. “I’m sorry,” she said almost inaudibly. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

For some obscure reason her embarrassment embarrassed me. I am not sensitive about my face, for it isn’t exactly ugly, but only battered. So it was not the subject of my appearance that embarrassed me, but the feeling that I had caused Grace discomfiture. Which indicates the effect she had on people, for normally I am about as sensitive to others’ feelings as a Nazi prison guard.

As we neared Willow Dale, Grace pulled over to the side of the road and stopped.

“Now promise you’ll behave, Arnold,” she said. “I don’t want you spoiling the week-end by exciting everybody at home.”

“I’m going to phone the police.”

She chewed her lip petulantly. Suddenly she smiled, threw the car in gear, and started again.

“Go right ahead,” she said in a deliberately sweet voice. “I’ll tell them you’re crazy and I don’t know a thing about it.”

For a few moments he examined her in silence, half exasperated and half amused. Then he shrugged resignedly. “She would,” he told me wryly, and did not speak again the rest of the trip.

Willow Dale is not a suburb, but a section of the city. Sometimes it is called “the millionaires’ subdivision,” for the five richest families in town live there. It consists of about fifteen acres perched atop a high bluff over the river. Private gates lead into each of the five estates, and the Lawson gate was the middle one.

The sun cast its slanting glow over perfectly kept lawns as we rolled up the graveled drive. We passed a badminton court, a tennis court, and a concrete swimming-pool. We could not see the house until we were nearly upon it, for between it and the swimming-pool was a screen of weeping willows. It appeared suddenly as we passed the weeping willows, a two-story brick mansion which must have contained twenty rooms.

Grace swung behind the house and pulled into the only vacancy in a four-car garage. Two other cars were parked in the court next to the garage, and beyond the court was a small stable.

“Uncle Doug and Abigail,” Grace remarked after glancing at the cars on the court.

As I followed Grace and Arnold to a side door, I glanced over the outside of the house. It was of modern, but not modernistic construction. It sat about thirty yards from the river bluff, which was edged with an iron handrail to prevent strollers from falling a hundred feet to the rocky beach below. An opening in the rail directly behind the house indicated steps descending to the beach. Beyond that I had time before we rounded the corner of the house only to observe that apartments of some kind were situated over the garage, probably servants’ quarters.

Grace turned me over to an elderly housekeeper with a rawhide complexion, a mouth like a catfish, and a faint mustache.

“This is Mr. Moon, Maggie,” she told the woman. “He’s a friend of Mr. Tate’s from school. Give him the room next to mine.”

My first impression of the old woman was of unbending snobbery. Her critical eye took in the cut of my clothes, the shine of my shoes, and estimated the cost of my wrist watch in a single glance. When her eyes returned to my face, her expression indicated she had reached no decision.

I am not much of a hand with young ladies, but old ones flock to me like flies to candy. I let one eyelid droop solemnly, and was rewarded by a twinkle deep within Maggie’s frosty eyes.

She turned abruptly and said in a soft but carrying voice, “Kate!”

Immediately a uniformed maid appeared from another room.

“Show this gentleman the fourth guest room,” Maggie instructed the girl.

As I followed Kate up the stairs, I could not help noticing the excellent legs attached to her trim, straight body. And when she opened the door to my room and stood aside for me to enter, I noted she was just as decorative from the front. She had a nice figure and fine black hair, but the prettiness of her features was somewhat spoiled by the sullen cast of her mouth. I guessed her to be about twenty.

“The bath is over there,” she said, pointing across the room. “If you want anything, pull the cord over the bed.”

“What time’s dinner?” I asked.

“Seven-thirty, but they’re all having cocktails in the drawing-room now, so you can go down whenever you want.”

There was an elusive air of resentment in her tone, and a deliberate absence of “sirs.” Not that I care even if housemaids call me “Bub,” but it struck a peculiar note in a household seemingly run like a hotel. Apparently she had a grudge, but it could hardly be a personal one against me, for I had never seen her before.

I let it go by thanking her for her trouble, unpacked my small grip, and descended to the drawing-room.

Grace and Arnold had not yet come down, but five other people were in the room. The first things to register on me were an evening gown and a white mess jacket, and momentarily I thought, without much concern, that my light-tan gabardine suit was going to be distinctly out of place. Then I realized only two of the group were dressed, which put me with the majority.

A woman about thirty or a little over, whom I judged to be the stepmother, Ann, commanded all my immediate attention. She was as breath-takingly beautiful as Grace, but in an entirely different way. She was tall and raven-haired, with a milk-white complexion and calm, luminous eyes a man could have drowned in. She wore a dinner gown cut to look as if it were going to slip loose and slither down around her ankles at any minute, but instead of thinking it daring, you immediately accepted the fact that unnecessary concealment of such an obviously fine form would have been censorship of art. As with Grace, your first impulse when she looked at you was a desire to pat her, but in this case not on the head.

The only other woman was a gaunt, middle-aged spinster whose uncurled gray hair was worn in a boyish bob. She had on a severely tailored gray suit and an expression like a ferret’s.

Two men stood before the small bar with the ladies, one about sixty years old and the other about forty. The older man was constructed like a slab of granite, huge and solid and ponderous of movement. His face was firm and unwrinkled, except for two deep creases between his eyes, and its sculpturing was along the line of Benito Mussolini’s. He wore a light-blue business suit.

The other man was slight and quick-moving, a debonair man-about-town in white mess jacket and patent leather pumps. He had the sharp, amusing face of a master of ceremonies in a burlesque house.

The fifth person was a Negro houseboy behind the bar.

Ann Lawson glanced over at me without surprise, set down her glass, and approached with a warm smile.

“I’m Mrs. Lawson,” she said, offering me a remarkably strong hand.

I told her my name and that I had come out at the invitation of her stepdaughter and Arnold Tate. She introduced the other woman as her aunt, Abigail Stoltz, adding the identification, “The painter, you know,” at which I nodded agreeably, though the name meant nothing to me. The older man turned out to be Jonathan Mannering, the family lawyer, and the other Dr. Douglas Lawson, Mrs. Lawson’s brother-in-law and Grace’s Uncle Doug.

When introductions were completed, Ann asked, “Are you connected with the university, Mr. Moon?”

I said no and was saved from elaboration by the entrance of Grace and Arnold. Apparently everyone suited individual taste in dinner dress here, for Grace wore a frilly, informal party dress and Arnold the same sport coat and slacks he arrived in.

“You’ve met everyone, have you, Mr. Moon?” Grace inquired. “Hello, everybody. Hi, Unc!” The last greeting she emphasized by standing on tiptoes and planting a kiss on the debonair doctor’s cheek.

He grinned at his niece fondly and winked at Arnold. Mrs. Lawson gave Arnold as warm a welcome as she had me, but Mannering and Abigail Stoltz greeted him with tepid politeness.

“What will you have to drink, Mr. Moon?” Ann Lawson inquired. “And you, Arnold?”

I said I would have rye and water, and Arnold chose a Martini. Grace settled for a nonalcoholic Coke.

Conversation stayed on a small-talk level while we worked toward the bottoms of our glasses. Amid dead silence on the parts of Arnold and myself, Grace built me an elaborate academic background, sketching in a mythical past career as a high-school teacher, presumably to account for the nearly ten years I had on her fiancé, explaining that I taught in the wintertime and attended the university each summer, placing me in the same thesis seminar as Arnold, and even giving a title for my supposed thesis: The Use of the Comma in Shakespeare. Later I learned she had rummaged through the stacks of the university library and obtained the title from an actual master’s thesis submitted ten years before.

“How’d Shakespeare use the comma?” Uncle Doug asked.

“As punctuation,” I said shortly, wishing Grace would shut her beautiful little trap.

Maggie, the housekeeper, appeared in the arch from the dining-room and announced dinner was ready. During dinner I took the opportunity of studying the group more closely, adding little to my knowledge except that Abigail Stoltz rarely opened her mouth; Jonathan Mannering had an old-world manner and a stock of complimentary clichés which he ponderously showered on his hostess, and that Dr. Douglas Lawson had a delightful sense of humor.

Ann seemed to be as fond of Douglas as her niece was, and once or twice I seemed to detect more than a sister-in-law’s indulgence in her laughter at his dry wit.

We were served by Kate and the Negro houseboy who had been tending bar.

Throughout the meal I had been wondering where the fifth habitual week-end guest was, the man Grace had mentioned as general manager of the Lawson Drug chain. As we returned to the drawing-room for coffee, Ann cleared up the mystery.

“Gerald Cushing will be out later this evening,” she told Jonathan Mannering. “He wants to see you about a corporate surplus, or something important-sounding like that.”

“Indeed?” the big man intoned. “Are you sure that isn’t an excuse to visit a beautiful woman? I use business as an excuse all the time, myself.”

Which gives an idea of what the lawyer considered delightful compliment, and is the reason I have not reported his previous conversation in detail.

I wondered if Gerald Cushing were a bachelor, too, and if he, Douglas Lawson, and Jonathan Mannering were all politely suiting for the widowed Ann’s hand. My wondering was cut short by an overalled youngster about seventeen years of age, who burst in suddenly from the front porch.

“Ma’am!” he blurted out at Ann. “There’s a dead man caught on a snag halfway down the bluff!”
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