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CHAPTER ONE

MY idea of a really big night is to climb into a pair of slippers, get exactly three drops of bitters into an oldfashioned, and stretch out comfortably in front of logs glowing in a fireplace. When Arab and I were married last month and rented an eighteenth-century farmhouse near Valley Forge, I pictured us spending a lot of happy evenings in front of the big fireplace, watching embers turn from gold to red to purple.

I should have known better. I should have known that, whenever Arab curls up in front of a fire, it’s likely to turn into a four-alarmer.

Take this business of the Chippendale chair, for example. People buy fake Chippendales every day and go home and live peacefully ever after. But when I let Arab talk me into buying that fake Chippendale, we bought ourselves the right to play catch with dynamite.

Of course I had suspected, the first time I saw Arab, that marrying her would be like setting up housekeeping between the points of a spark gap. She was playing left wing on the all-Philadelphia field-hockey eleven, against Boston, I think. She looked tiny and fragile out there on the Cricket Club field in the middle of all that pedigreed brawn. Like a child playing gaily around trucks on a busy street.

Woody Carnwath, who had dragged me to the game, said earnestly, “She’s like a flower, isn’t she?”

I watched her take the ball toward the Boston goal. She flitted here and there like an elf, golden hair streaming in the wind, and her stick playing xylophone tunes on nearby shins. I watched her give the hip to the Boston centre half.

“Like a flower,” I said. “Only she hasn’t got a stem. She’s got a fuse.”

“I want her to marry me,” Woody said.

“I think it would be a mistake.”

“Wait till you meet her, Andy. Then tell me what you think.”

I met Arab that night. I told Woody I still thought it would be a mistake, and Arab and I were married a month later. I didn’t feel like wasting time, what with having sent in an application to get back a reserve commission I used to have in Field Artillery. I don’t really know why she picked me over Woody, who has some money and a lot of good looks. I don’t have much of either. The last time I forgot and peered at myself in a mirror, my hair still looked like a dried-out hummock of grass, and my body still seemed as long and loose as a deck-chair. Even my draft-board has a 1-B opinion of me, so far.

My main worry, in getting married, was that Arab would find the antique business dull. She’d been used to excitement. Inter-city hockey, runner-up in the North American women’s small-bore skeet shoot, a couple of blues at the Devon Horse Show on her own jumper, and all that. I warned her it would be dull.

“How dull?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said, “ever happens in the antique business. Except maybe an expert dislocates his jaw pouting at another expert.”

“Maybe we can stir up something.”

“In the antique business,” I said, “there isn’t anything to stir up except tea.”

Arab knew nothing about antiques, but it didn’t take her long to stir something up — or blow it up, rather. She found a Tower musket in my downtown shop. She wasn’t interested in it as an antique. She was interested in it as something to shoot. She found an old bullet-mould, poured herself a few slugs, and tried out the musket with powder from a shot-gun shell.

I don’t know anything about guns, but it seems that Tower muskets were never intended to handle anything as explosive as modern black powder. Arab was lucky. When the musket shattered, she got off with singed hair and a bruised cheek. It taught her a lesson. She gave up fooling with ancient muskets and was out the next day experimenting with a 1760 long rifle.

Did I mention that I don’t like guns? Before marrying Arab, guns used to make me nervous. Now I get hysterical.

Things had been peaceful for a week before that business of the fake Chippendale started. Arab and I had been investing part of our A petrol ration card in a week-end trip up through the Pennsylvania Dutch country, trying to buy a few good pieces for the shop. We had picked up a dower chest painted with tulip designs; it dated back to Johann Rank, although it wasn’t one of his signed chests. One of the Plain People had let me talk him out of his roundabout chair, built to fit in corners, for one hundred and seven dollars. We had a pair of steeple-topped andirons and the creepers that stand inside the andirons to hold short pieces of wood.

On the return trip we were about five miles from home, near Chester Springs, when I spotted something on the porch of an old farmhouse just off the road. I jammed on the brakes of our station wagon.

“Look at those legs!” I said.

Arab peered at the farmhouse porch and frowned slightly.

“Mine are just as nice as hers,” she snapped.

I said, “Huh?” and looked again and saw a girl in the chair. Maybe I should have noticed her first, because it isn’t usual to see a girl with long tanned legs, wearing shorts and a halter top, lounging on the porch of an unrestored Chester County farmhouse. On the other hand, it also isn’t usual to see a mahogany Chippendale chair, intended for use in an eighteenth-century drawing-room, on such a porch.

“I was talking about the chair,” I told Arab. “What stopped me was seeing those cabriole front legs.”

“I never remember what cabriole means,” Arab said.

“Bowed,” I said patiently. “Typical of the Chippendale style. Do you mind going up to take a look at it?”

“You go,” Arab said. “I’m tired and dirty and in no condition to stand up beside any simple farmer girl out of Vogue. I’ll just stay here and pay no attention through this pair of field-glasses.”

I grinned, and went up the flagstone walk to the porch. The girl in the chair was really a collector’s item. Her hair spilled down to bare shoulders and had the deep sheen of Duncan Phyfe’s thousand-dollar-a-log Cuban mahogany. Her eyes were a smoky brown, and you could have hung a hat on her eyelashes.

“I beg your pardon,” I said, “but I happened to see that chair of yours. I’m interested in antiques.”

She dropped her movie magazine. “You know about antiques?” she murmured. “I’m ever so glad. We’ve been thinking for years that we ought to ask somebody about this chair.”

“May I look at it?”

“Oh, please do.”

She watched breathlessly while I ran a hand over the finish, studied the plain carving of the splat, and up-ended it to examine the joints and the stretchers between the legs.

“It’s been in the family for, ooh, ages,” she said, “and of course we wouldn’t think of selling it unless it turned out it was really too valuable to keep. We think it came over from England in the Revolution, with Lord Howe.”

I grinned. “Sister,” I said, “if this chair came to America with Lord Howe, you arrived with Columbus. You’re a lot older than this chair.”

She said haughtily, “You needn’t think you can buy it cheaply by pretending it isn’t good.”

“It’s good all right. It’s one of the best jobs of faking I ever saw.”

“I think,” she said, “I shall have to awsk you to leave.”

That was supposed to send me off feeling like a peasant. “O.K.,” I said, “but I could give you a tip.”

“What do you mean?”

“I bet you aren’t getting a decent commission. Hold out for it.”

She sat down on the steps, stretched out her handsome legs, and shucked off her act like a stocking with a ladder. “You begin to interest me, big boy,” she said. “I get fifteen a week and room and board. Is that bad?”

“For the act you put on, terrible. Ask for ten per cent.”

“And how did you know this is a phoney set-up?”

I jerked a thumb at the chair. “Sucker bait,” I said. “A chair like this doesn’t belong on a porch. And you don’t belong in a tumble-down farmhouse. What are you, between floor shows?”

“Hostess. I drink tea highballs to keep the customers happy. At the Colony. It’s closed for redecoration. Do you know, the drip who owns this haystack said anybody could sell phoney antiques and that the job wasn’t worth much.”

“Yeah? Who is he?”

She wriggled bare shoulders impatiently. “Play nice, will you?” she said. “It’s a month till the Colony opens, and I like to eat. Listen, I sold something they call a low-boy off this porch last week for twelve hundred and fifty bucks. What would ten per cent be on that?”

“A hundred and a quarter.”

“I’ll get back at that drip for cheating me. Look, how did you know this chair is a fake? I wouldn’t know a Chippendale from a Pekinese.”

I tried to explain to her about the gloss that furniture acquires over the years. In colonial days, most cabinetmakers merely oiled the bare wood, or maybe varnished it lightly and gave it a coat of wax. They let age and use bring out the gloss. Nobody can duplicate that patina with sandpaper, shellac, and an ageing treatment. Convincing fakes have to be pieced together from old bits of furniture, so that the original patina is undisturbed. Most of this chair was antique, but hadn’t started life as a chair. Maybe the legs had come from a broken settee.

The girl said, “Isn’t there any A-is-for-apple, B-is-for-Boy way of explaining this to an amateur?”

“Sorry. There’s one flaw in this chair an amateur might figure out. See this stretcher connecting the two front legs?”

“Um-hmm.”

“Lot of people have a habit of hooking their heels over the front stretcher of a chair. In a real antique, the stretcher would show signs of wear. This hasn’t a mark.”

“You sound like a dick. You aren’t from the Hall, are you?”

“I’m a dealer. Andrew Blake, Antiques. Chestnut Street, Philadelphia.”

She reached up a hand. “Hiya, Andy. I’m Hazel Wynne. Now that everything’s on the up and up, I don’t guess you want to buy this cherished heirloom of a proud but impoverished family, huh?”

“The only thing this chair’s good for,” I said, “is to sit down on.”

“There’s some more junk in the barn, but it’s locked up and the boss is away. I don’t guess you’d want it, anyway.”

The horn on our station wagon bleated. “I just remembered I got a wife,” I said.

“Is she nice?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m glad somebody’s got a nice wife. I’ll buy you both a drink, some time. Look, there’s one other thing you might want to see.”

“It’ll be a waste of time.”

“I got a special reason I want you to see it. Wait a minute.” She went into the house and came out in a moment with another chair. “They didn’t tell me to sell this one,” she said, “but then they didn’t actually tell me not to sell it. The boss and another guy were talking about this chair last night as if it were important. Is it worth something?”

I looked at it, and curiosity came out over me like a rash. “What’s your special reason for wanting me to see it?”

“I’d like to get back at that guy for just paying me fifteen a week. If you want this chair, take it for anything you want to pay. Five bucks, maybe. That’ll burn him up. And he can’t say I did it on purpose, because he didn’t leave any orders about this one.”

The chair was something to give a dealer bad dreams. It was a copy of a really fine Chippendale. It had cabriole legs ornamented with acanthus leaves, claw-and-ball feet, and an elaborately carved back and splat. William Savery might have done the original for some wealthy Philadelphia family of Revolutionary days. The original might now be worth $20,000; in fact, back in the high old days of ‘29 a Chippendale armchair of this type sold for $33,000 at an auction in Philadelphia.

But the weird thing about this chair was that there was no attempt to imitate fine patina, no attempt to smooth off the carving. It couldn’t pass as an antique even with an amateur, and nobody would buy it just as a chair. It was as if someone reproduced the Mona Lisa hastily in crayon.

“This thing,” I said, “would frighten my customers into collecting stamps. Sorry.”

“Well, I’ll get back at the boss some other way.”

I went back to our station wagon. Arab looked at me reproachfully. “Remember me?” she asked. “I’m Mrs. Andrew Blake.”

“The name is familiar,” I said. “Aren’t we related by marriage?”

“At the moment, distantly related. Why do husbands always look so horribly animated when they’re talking to other women?”

I grinned, and gave Arab a complete account of what had happened. “It’s funny about that second chair,” I concluded. “I’m sure I’ve seen the original. But can’t think where. And there ought to be some reason for a weird copy like that one.”

Arab said indignantly, “You mean to say you didn’t buy it? Do you want me to lie awake all night?”

I tilted an eyebrow.

“Well, I will! And by morning I’ll be so consumed by curiosity that there won’t be anything left but a question mark, and then who will you get to burn your toast and throw out your socks when they get holes in them?”

“You really want me to buy the chair?”

“Certainly I do! Haven’t you any curiosity except about things that happened before 1800? Andy, this is a chance for you to stop acting middle-aged.”

I took a strong hand and said it was ridiculous and wasteful and out of the question, and then bought the chair. Hazel was pleased.

I put the chair in with the spoils of my trip, hoping that it wouldn’t infect the other pieces, and we drove home. Arab and I spent the next few hours going over every ugly inch of the chair. It contained no compartments hiding the family jewels. There was no carved map showing buried treasure. And yet I couldn’t get away from a feeling that this chair meant something.

We were only half through dinner when the old cow-bell at our door rattled. The visitor was a mild, elderly man who identified himself as J. M. Banks, a C.P.A. with an office in town, who collected antiques as a hobby.

“A friend recommended you as a reliable dealer, Mr. Blake,” he said. “I’ve been trying to pick up a slat-back rocking-chair for my collection. One of the early ones, with the rockers as long in front as in back.”

“I think I could find one for you,” I said.

“The trouble is,” he said, “I want one with the original varnish or oil finish.”

I told him that would be a lot harder to find, but that I’d look around. We chatted a while, and he admired a Hepplewhite chair, commenting on the three feathers carved on the back. Most people don’t know that those feathers are a reminder of a bitter political fight in eighteenth-century England. The feathers were the symbol of the Prince of Wales. They show that Hepplewhite belonged to the prince’s party in the days when Englishmen were trying to force mad old George the Third to abdicate. Banks knew all about that, and I decided that here was one amateur who knew antiques.

Then he proceeded to ruin his reputation.

“I’ve been admiring your Chippendale,” he said, nodding at the nightmare I’d bought.

I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so I merely said, “Yes, it’s rather unusual.”

“I’ve never seen one outside of a museum with such intricate carving.”

“This isn’t quite a museum piece.”

“Perhaps not. But I’ve taken a fancy to this chair. Would you consider selling?”

I shuddered. “I don’t know …” I began.

“I might go two hundred dollars.”

Two hundred! That’s the sort of profit dealers dream about. Of course, I couldn’t take his money…. At that moment a movement in the hall, behind my visitor’s back, caught my attention. It was Arab, doing a dance to make me look up. She shook her head.

When I didn’t answer at once, Mr. Banks said, “I might even make it two-fifty.”

He worked up his offer to three hundred, but I kept on refusing. Out in the hall Arab was shaking her head violently enough to bring on concussion. Mr. Banks gave up at last. We chatted a few minutes longer, and then he left, after getting my promise to give him a call if I located the slat-back rocker.

The moment the door closed, Arab hissed, “You’d have let him.”

“Let him? I’d have helped him!”

“But don’t you understand? It’s all part of the mystery!”

I don’t like mysteries. I don’t even like them in book form, where at least you can sneak a look at the last chapter to see how things are going to come out. “There isn’t any mystery,” I said firmly.

“There is so! Your girl-friend’s boss found the chair was gone, got your address from her, and sent that man to buy it. He wants it back, badly. Anybody could see that!”

“It could be a coincidence.”

“Piffle! That man knew too much about antiques to be taken in by a fake.”

“Maybe,” I said, “he’s just near-sighted.”

Arab looked scornfully atme, and grabbed the telephone books. There was no J. M. Banks listed in the suburban book; no J. M. Banks in the Philadelphia book; no J. M. Banks in the classified under public accountants. It made me very unhappy.

It was late when we went up to bed. Arab blossomed out in crimson pyjamas and I promptly forgot all about our mystery. Crimson gives a boiled-lobster tint to the skin of some blondes, but Arab can get away with it. She stood in front of the mirror, and her hair looked like candle flames as she combed it, and her legs were as slim and lovely as anything Sheraton ever made.

I kissed the back of her neck, and said, “I think there’s a man in your bedroom.”

“Is he man enough,” Arab said, “to go and warm the icy sheets on my side of the bed?”

Romance began to die. “I warmed them first last night,” I growled.

“You missed the foot of the bed, though.”

Well, I let myself be exploited.

Three hours later I awoke, to find Arab shaking me. She was whispering, “Andy! Andy! Wake up. Please wake up!”

“Uh?”

“They could move our house right away and you’d sleep on!”

“The way you steal my covers while we’re asleep,” I said. “One of these mornings you’ll have to get me up with an ice-pick.”

“There’s a burglar downstairs! Listen!”

The wind was pawing stealthily over our farmhouse. Ancient beams and joists cracked. An overnight guest would have been unable to tell whether there were a dozen burglars or none in the house. But after you’ve lived in a restless old house for a while, you sense the pattern behind the usual noises. Right now the pattern, the rhythm was wrong.

“What shall we do?” Arab whispered.

I said crossly, “If you take your icy feet away from my back I might think better.”

“My feet aren’t on your back.”

This turned out to be true. My vertebrae were twining into ice-cubes all by themselves.

“Andy, you’ve got to do something! I know he came for that chair!”

I took a deep breath and got up. I put on my bathrobe quietly. I bent over and kissed Arab and said firmly, “Don’t worry, darling.” Then I marched across the room, shut and locked the door, and came back to bed. “See,” I told her, “you’re safe with me.”

“You mean that’s all you’re going to do?”

“We could yell ‘Police’ out of the window, but there aren’t any other houses for nearly a mile except the Oakleighs’, and they’re away.”

“All right. Then I’ll have to do something.”

She got out of bed, put on a robe, and went to the closet. I shivered. Arab, as I have said, was runner-up in the North American women’s small-bore skeet shoot. She has two shot-guns and a few rifles and a revolver, and maybe even a couple of hand grenades, around the house. She brought out a shot-gun from the closet, broke it open with a vicious click, and rammed in a couple of shells. I sighed. If I left this to her, she’d probably kill the poor guy.

“I’ll handle this,” I said.

She held out the gun. “Remember that the trigger pull is a little draggy.”

“I wouldn’t touch it for a million bucks.”

“Shame on you, Andy! Four years of field artillery at Princeton, and you’re afraid of a shot-gun.”

“I used to get jittery when we fired the seventy-fives, too,” I said. “But a field-gun still points straight no matter how much a guy shakes. Keep the bed warm, will you?”

I went out.

Some men might make a complicated business of going after a burglar. It was simple and easy, the way I handled it. I crept quietly downstairs and into the dark living-room, and parried a blackjack with my head.

Arab came down to investigate, a few minutes later, and brought me around. The burglar was gone, and so was the fake Chippendale chair. I didn’t feel sorry about that, either. When our local one-man police force arrived, I didn’t even report the chair stolen. Somebody wanted it more than I did and could have it. I was through.

I wasn’t through, as it turned out. Because two people wanted that chair more than I did — and one of them was Arab.





CHAPTER TWO

BY morning I could have hung my hat on the lump on the back of my head, but otherwise nothing seemed wrong. I decided to get myself a name as a very rugged and durable guy. I got up. It was a mistake. Now that I was back in commission once more, Arab wanted to go after that chair. She wouldn’t talk about anything else. So, after lunch, I escaped by hopping a train into Philadelphia to my downtown shop on Chestnut Street.

The young lady who acts as my assistant, and who often charges customers more than I’d dare charge, had everything under control. I decided to spend the afternoon looking for a very special lowboy that my best client wanted.

In colonial days, wealthy people usually ordered a highboy and a lowboy at the same time, and the pieces were made in a matching pattern. My client had a fine walnut highboy that had probably been made by Jonathan Gostelowe, of the Gentlemen Cabinet and Chair Makers of Philadelphia. Gostelowe had undoubtedly made a lowboy to match my client’s highboy, but the two pieces had been separated some time in the past. If the lowboy could be found, the value of both pieces would be increased.

I’ve given this long explanation to show that my actions that afternoon had no connection with the case of the fake Chippendale chair. It is not true, as Arab later claimed, that I was playing detective without letting her in on it. Arab merely seized on what happened that afternoon as a swell excuse to go boiling off on her own.

I spent the afternoon visiting the shops of other dealers. I would go in and chat about the war and drop a casual reference to my need for a number of articles, including a bandy-legged walnut lowboy decorated with fan carvings. I had to be careful, because the price would skyrocket if word got around that I was trying to match a collector’s highboy.

It was after three o’clock when I got around to C. Emerson Platt’s place off Rittenhouse Square. I didn’t know much about Platt, except that he was a man to watch at auctions. If you outbid him on a piece he really wanted, he would make life miserable for you by bidding up the price on pieces you wanted and then stepping out just as you hit your limit. He had a genius for figuring out just how high you would go. I remembered him as an overstuffed sofa of a man. He had a grey complexion instead of the ruddiness which usually goes with two hundred and fifty pounds. And he had the most irritating laugh I’d ever heard. It wasn’t really a laugh; just a steady toneless clatter like a pneumatic hammer smacking rivets.

Platt wasn’t in but would be back any minute, his clerk said. I waited, amusing myself by looking over the display. The first few pieces I examined weren’t bad. Then I found a nice looking-glass, one of the so-called “Bilboa glasses” that sailors out of Marblehead used to bring back from the Bay of Biscay. Usually you find them in New England. I happened to run my finger around the bevel. I frowned. The bevel was sharp. That meant it was a modern reproduction, not an antique. On old looking-glasses it’s almost impossible to feel the edge of the bevel. Modern workmen can’t imitate that technique.

That started me prying discreetly among other antiques on display. I found the marks of a circular saw here and there on a chest-on-chest said to date from 1750. Nobody had circular saws then. I found two chairs of the early Georgian period that had flattened lion masks carved on the forward bulge of their cabriole legs. That was suspicious. Chairmakers of that period didn’t go in for flattened masks. They allowed enough wood to make deep carving possible. These chairs might be early Georgian, but the flattened lion masks were late Duchess of Windsor. The legs had originally been smooth, and the masks had been carved recently to increase the value of the chairs. And, of course, there hadn’t been enough wood to allow deep carving.

A voice behind me said, “Well, well, well, Mr. Blake, this is a real honour,” and then went off into a toneless rattle of laughter.

I turned. “Hello, Platt,” I said. “Hope you ‘don’t mind me looking over your display.”

“Not at all. You find it interesting?”

“Uh-huh. Unusual.”

His glance worked over me in quick little jerks, like an ant trying to get a hold on a straw. “We might go back in my office.”

“Sure.”

On the way back, he stopped to pat a blackened oak chest. “Hadley piece,” he said. “About 1675. Ought to bring plenty, don’t you think?”

I ran a finger over some marks on the top. They were worm channels. Lots of amateurs think worm-holes mean something. They don’t. You can infect healthy wood in six months if you know how. And if you haven’t got six months you can use bird-shot.

Worm channels, however, mean plenty. They mean the wood was cut after the worm did his job. Wood-worms die if they tunnel to the outside. They stop when they get near the surface, turn into death-watch beetles, and then hammer their way out. Worm channels can only be exposed by the saw or plane, and no honest craftsman would use wormy timbers for furniture.

Platt said, watching me from the edge of his eyes, “What tales this chest might tell us, if it could speak.”

“I wouldn’t believe this chest,” I said, “if it took an affidavit.”

He gave that riveting laugh, and said, “Surprising how many people insist on worm channels. Let’s go back and have a drink.”

We went into his office and he brought out a bottle of Scotch and filled two jigger glasses. The glasses were in keeping. They looked like two ounces and maybe held seven-eighths of an ounce. We gabbed about this and that and I noted something odd. Platt didn’t seem interested in asking about the reason for my visit. He seemed to be leading up to something of his own.

Finally he said, “Odd, you dropping in. Because I was about to give you a call.”

“Umm?”

“Yes, yes, about to give you a call. One of my clients is interested in Spanish mission furniture.”

“He must want to be difficult. There isn’t enough antique mission furniture around this city to crowd a telephone-booth.”

“The difficult ones are the best, Mr. Blake. My client wants me to take a few weeks and comb the South-West — New Mexico, Texas, perhaps even California — for good mission pieces.”

“You better not tell anybody his name,” I said. “There isn’t any law against larceny of a client.”

“How true. The trouble is, I can’t make the trip. I couldn’t trust many people with the job. I thought of you.”

“Thanks,” I said, wondering if I should ask him to roll up his sleeves and deal this hand over again. “What would this involve on my part?”

“Nothing at all, nothing. Take three weeks or a month in the South-West, photograph likely pieces, air-mail the photos back to me. Really a vacation. Take Mrs. Blake.”

“For how much?”

“Say, a hundred a week, plus expenses. In advance, too.”

“Umm.”

“My client might even go to a hundred and a half.”

This wasn’t just pulling a card from his sleeve. My overstuffed friend had a marked deck, and was slipping cards off the bottom, and had a stooge peeking over my shoulder. No antique dealer ever offered another dealer anything like this. I began to figure things out.

“That’s swell,” I said, “only I can’t go for a month.”

“Oh, it would have to be right away!”

“Sorry, it’s out, then.” Just to be nasty, I added, “I have a special job of my own to handle first.”

Platt said slowly, “Wonderful climate in the South-West. Very healthy. We may have a bad spell around here. You ought to watch your health.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll wear my woollies.”

As soon as I left his shop I headed for a phone-booth and called Arab. “Guess what,” I said. “Somebody wants to get us out of town. He wants it so badly that he’ll pay me a hundred and a half a week all the time I’m away. He even offered to pay all expenses. He says, take you too.”

Arab gave a little squeal. She sounded like a tomboy who had just found an unexploded giant salute on the Fourth. “Andy, it’s the chair!”

“Looks as if. How do you feel about leaving?”

“I never felt more settled in my life. I can just feel myself sending down roots.”

“I’d rather you sent out tendrils,” I grumbled. “It’s more feminine.”

“But, Andy, tell me all about it!”

I gave her a summary, and added, “Platt must be Hazel’s boss. He must have a guilty conscience. And so when he comes in his shop and finds me prying around, he gets worried and tries to buy me off. Something big is up. Really big. And he’s afraid I’ll tumble to it.”

“What did you say to his offer?”

“Oh, I gibbered at him evilly and clanked chains and breathed clammily on his neck and said I had a special job to do before I could leave town.”

Arab said happily, “I knew I could trust you.”

“Sure. That’ll give him sleepless nights. That’ll pay him back for having our house burgled.”

“Pay him back? Why, Andy, you haven’t paid him back. That’s just the first instalment.”

“I don’t think he’ll dun me for any more payments.”

“You mean you’re not going ahead with this?”

“If possible,” I started, “I am now going into reverse.”

Arab said bitterly, “I hope you back into a pin-cushion,” and hung up.

On my way home I realized that I had made a mistake telling Arab about the Platt incident. I was going to have to do a lot of talking to calm her. I marshalled my arguments, (a) It wasn’t our business to go prying around, (b) We had no idea what was cooking, (c) We had no way of finding out. (d) I didn’t feel well.

And so on.

By the time I got home I had worked up to (t) and had a very strong case. Arab wasn’t home. There was a note from her explaining that an old girl-friend had called up and wanted her for a hen-party.

I had dinner and put on slippers and relaxed in front of the fire. Everything would have been restful except for Danuss. She kept swirling through the living-room like a typhoon looking for something to uproot. She dusted the leg off a chair, broke a porcelain lamp, and swept over a small table. She mumbled like thunder in the distance.

I complained finally, “You’d get along better with your work if you used an axe.”

When Danuss is angry she never talks to you. She seized a floor lamp, cuffed the shade violently, and told it, “What kind of a man does Mis’ Arab marry who lets her go traipsing off after trouble all by herself?”

“Whoa,” I said. “She’s visiting a friend. She said so in that note.”

“Notes,” said Danuss, strangling the lamp in two huge black hands. “Mighty poor friend she visits, totin’ a gun.”

Goose-flesh came out on me so hard you could have used me for sandpaper. “She took a gun? Where’d she go?”

Danuss threw the lamp aside. “Ah cain’t do all the figgerin’ around heah,” she said, and went upstairs. A moment later something bumped on the steps. My shoes.

I got into them fast. There was only one place where Arab might have gone. To the farmhouse where we had bought the fake Chippendale. For all I knew, she might be laying siege to it. My hand was on the door-knob when the phone rang. I could feel that ringing in my teeth, like a dentist’s drill. I knew there was trouble on the other end of the wire.

Arab’s voice came through the receiver, gasping, “Andy? Oh, Andy, hurry up! I don’t know how to get out of this!”

“Out of what? Where are you?”

“At a tap-room. Lincoln Highway, about five miles west of Paoli. North side of the road. It has a red-and-green neon sign. Hurry!”

“You want cops?”

There was a surprising giggle. “I want a chaperon. I got a boy-friend.”

“Will you tell me what this is all about?”

“Yes. But I’ve got to talk fast. I drove out to watch that farmhouse, you know? And two hours ago a couple of men and your friend Hazel came out and got into a car. I trailed them. They came to this tap-room. And a little later I went in too, very innocently.”

“My God, and they got on to you?”

She giggled again, helplessly. “N-no. Andy, you’re going to be mad. Andy, one of the men picked me up. I thought I’d find out something. But I haven’t and my boy-friend thinks I’m quite a number and I’m not sure I can handle him.”

I growled, “You say good night and come on home.”

She could hardly talk for laughing. “I can’t! I tried once and he stopped me. It was all I could do to slip away to phone. I told him it was to break a date with a man. And” — her voice scooted up in a hysterical giggle — “and he’s plying me with liquor!”

I looked around to see if Danuss had left anything for me to break. “You get yourself in the wildest jams!”

“Oh, Andy, he’s coming over to this phone!”

“Swell. I want to talk to that baby. I’ll — ”

A man’s voice came through the receiver. It sounded flat and tired. The voice said, “Get yourself a good book for to-night, stooge. She won’t be there.”

I said, “How would you like a smack in the jaw?”

He didn’t even bother to sneer at me. He said lazily, “On second thought, I think I’ll move in for keeps. You better get yourself a library.” Then the receiver clacked in my ear and the line was dead.
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