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INTRODUCTION


Among aficionados of detective fiction, the term “locked room mystery” has become an inaccurate but useful catchall phrase meaning the telling of a crime that appears to be impossible. The story does not require a hermetically sealed chamber so much as a location with an utterly inaccessible murder victim. A bludgeoned, stabbed, or strangled body in the center of pristine snow or sand is just as baffling a location as a lone figure on a boat at sea, a solo airplane, or the classic locked room.


Like so much else in the world of mystery fiction, readers are indebted to Edgar Allan Poe for the invention of the locked room mystery, which happened to be the startling core of the first pure detective story ever written, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” initially published in the April 1841 issue of Graham’s Magazine. In this ground-breaking tale, two women are heard to be screaming and a group of neighbors race up the stairs to their apartment. They break down the locked door, the key still in the lock on the inside, to find the savagely murdered mother and daughter. The windows are closed and fastened, egress through the fireplace chimney impassable, and no loose floorboards or secret passages. Of course, the police are baffled (just as readers were then, and continue to be today, a hundred and seventy years after its original appearance). Only the detective, C. Auguste Dupin, sees the solution, establishing another of the mainstays of the detective story: the brilliant amateur (often replaced in later stories by the private eye) who is smarter than both the criminal and the official police.


The locked room mystery, or impossible crime story, is the ultimate manifestation of the cerebral detective story. It fascinates the reader in precisely the same way that a magician is able to bring wonderment to his audience. What he demonstrates appears to be impossible. After all, young ladies, no matter how attractive and scantily clad, don’t just disappear, or turn into tigers, or get sawed in half. Yet we have just seen it happen, right before our very focused eyes.


Be warned. As you read these astoundingly inventive stories, you will inevitably be disappointed, just as explanations of stage illusions exterminate the spell of magic that we experienced as we watched the impossible occur. Impossible crimes cannot be impossible, as the detective will quickly point out, because they have happened. Treasure has been stolen from a locked and guarded room or museum or library, in spite of the constant surveillance by trained policemen. A frightened victim-to-be has locked, bolted, and sealed his home because the murderer has warned him that he will die at midnight, and a brigade of officers in a cordon surrounding the house cannot prevent it.


If the mind of a diabolical genius can invent a method of robbery or murder that appears to be insoluble, then surely there must be a mind of equal brilliance that is able to penetrate the scheme and explain its every nuance. That is the detective’s role and, although he appears to be explaining it all to the police and other interested parties, he is, of course, describing the scenario to the reader. The curtain that has masked the magic, that has screened the illusion, is raised, and all returns to ordinary mechanics, physics, and psychology—the stuff of everyday life.


Therefore, if you want to maintain the beauty of a magic show, refuse to listen to a magician who is willing to explain how he performed his illusion. Similarly, if the situations in these locked room mysteries have provided a delicious frisson of wonder, stop reading them as soon as you reach the denouement.


No, of course you can’t do that. It is human nature to want to know, and the moment of clarity, when all is revealed, brings a different kind of satisfaction. Admiration replaces awe. The legerdemain achieved by the authors of the stories in this volume is, to use a word that has sadly become cheapened by overuse, awesome.


While it is true that Poe invented the locked room story (although Robert Adey, in the introduction to his monumental bibliography, Locked Room Murders, gives credit to a pioneering effort by the great Irish novelist Sheridan Le Fanu, claiming the honor of first story for “A Passage in the Secret History of an Irish Countess,” which appeared in the November 1838 issue of Dublin University Magazine and was later reprinted in the posthumously published The Purcell Papers in 1880), there can be no argument that the greatest practitioner of this demanding form was John Dickson Carr.


Not only did Carr produce 126 novels, short stories, and radio plays under his own name and as Carter Dickson, but the range of seemingly impossible murder methods he created was so broad and varied that it simply freezes the brain to contemplate. In perhaps the most arrogant display of his command of the locked room mystery, he has his series detective, Dr. Gideon Fell, deliver a lecture to a captivated audience in his 1935 novel The Three Coffins (published in England as The Hollow Man). In this display of erudition, Fell spends fifteen pages enumerating all the ways in which a locked room does not turn out to be impenetrable after all, and in which the impossible is clearly explained. He offers scores of ideas for solutions to the most challenging puzzles in the mystery genre, tossing off in rapid succession a greater cornucopia of invention than most mystery writers will conceive in a lifetime. When he has concluded his seemingly comprehensive tutorial, he informs the attendees that none of these explanations are pertinent to the present case and heads off to conclude the investigation.


Many solutions to the feats of prestidigitation in this collection will have been covered in Fell’s lecture, but the sheer inventive genius of many of the contributors will have exceeded even Carr’s tour-de-force. In his brilliant history of the mystery genre, Murder for Pleasure (1941), Howard Haycraft warned writers of detective fiction to stay away from the locked room puzzle because “only a genius can invest it with novelty or interest today.” It should be pointed out that, however well-intentioned the admonition, nearly half the stories in this volume were written after the publication date of that cornerstone history and appreciation of the literature of crime.


The locked room mystery reached its pinnacle of popularity during the Golden Age of detective fiction between the two world wars. This is when Agatha Christie flourished, and so did Dorothy L. Sayers, Ellery Queen, Clayton Rawson, R. Austin Freeman, Margery Allingham, and, of course, Carr. In those years, the emphasis, particularly in England, was on the creation and solution of a puzzle. Readers were more interested in who dunnit, and how dunnit, whereas in the more modern era a greater focus has been placed on why dunnit. Murder—the taking of another person’s life—was a private affair and its solution demanded a ritual that was largely followed by most writers. The book or short story generally began with a fairly tranquil community (even if that community was in a big city, such as London or New York) in which all the participants knew each other. A terrible crime, usually murder, occurred, rending the social fabric. The police came to investigate, usually a single detective rather than an entire team of forensic experts, and either he (there were precious few female police officers in the detective stories of that era) would solve the mystery or show himself to be an abject fool, relying on a gifted, and frequently eccentric, amateur to arrive at a conclusion. Clues were placed judiciously throughout the story as the author challenged the reader to solve the case before the protagonist did. The true colors of the least likely suspect were then revealed and he or she was taken into custody, returning the community to its formerly peaceful state.


Many current readers don’t have the patience to follow the trail of clues in a detective story in which each suspect is interviewed (interrogated is a word for later mysteries), each having doubt cast on their alibis, their relationships with the victim, and their possible motives, until all the suspects are gathered for the explanation of how the crime was committed, who perpetrated it, and it why they did it. It is not realistic and was never intended to be. It is entertainment, as all fiction is . . . or should be. Dorothy L. Sayers pointed out that people have amused themselves by creating riddles, conundrums, and puzzles of all kinds, with the apparently sole purpose being the satisfaction they give themselves by deducing a solution. Struggling with a Rubik’s cube is a form of torment eliciting a tremendous sense of achievement and joy when it is solved. This is equally true of reading a good detective story, the apotheosis of which is the locked room puzzle, with the added pleasure of becoming involved with fascinating, occasionally memorable, characters, unusual backgrounds, and, when the sun is shining most brightly, told with captivating prose.


Don’t read these stories on a subway train or the back seat of a car. They want to be read when you are comfortably ensconced in an easy chair or a bed piled high with pillows, at your leisure, perhaps with a cup of tea or a glass of port. Oh, heaven!


—OTTO PENZLER









ELSEWHEN


Anthony Boucher


Can a mystery writer have a greater tribute than to have the world’s largest gathering of crime fiction aficionados named in his honor? Although William Anthony Parker White (1911-1968), better known under the pseudonyms he used for his career as a writer of both mystery and science fiction, Anthony Boucher and H.H. Holmes, may not be as famous as a few other Golden Age detective writers, such as Ellery Queen, John Dickson Carr, and Erle Stanley Gardner, the annual convention is called the Bouchercon. Of course, the Anthony Awards are also named for him.


Under his real name, as well as under his pseudonyms, White established a reputation as a first-rate critic of opera and literature, including general fiction, mystery, and science fiction. He also was an accomplished editor, anthologist, playwright, and an eminent translator of French, Spanish, and Portuguese, becoming the first to translate Jorge Luis Borges into English.


He wrote prolifically in the 1940s, producing at least three scripts a week for such popular radio programs as Sherlock Holmes, The Adventures of Ellery Queen and The Case Book of Gregory Hood. He also wrote numerous science fiction and fantasy stories, reviewed books in those genres as H.H. Holmes for the San Francisco Chronicle and Chicago Sun-Times, and produced notable anthologies in the science fiction, fantasy, and mystery genres.


As Boucher (pronounced like voucher), he served as the long-time mystery reviewer of The New York Times (1951-1968, with eight hundred fifty-two columns to his credit) and Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine (1957-1968). He was one of the founders of the Mystery Writers of America in 1946.


“Impossible” crime stories are a joy to read and very challenging to write, but Boucher gave himself a real challenge when he set “Elsewhen” in the future, combining his skills as a science fiction writer as well as a constructor of first-rate mystery plots. Even with a time machine, you will find this a classic, fair-play mystery story.


“Elsewhen” was originally published in the December 1946 issue of Street & Smith’s Detective Story Magazine; it was first collected in Far and Away (New York, Ballantine, 1955).


Elsewhen


Anthony Boucher


“MY DEAR Agatha,” Mr. Partridge announced at the breakfast table, “I have invented the world’s first successful time machine.”


His sister showed no signs of being impressed. “I suppose this will run the electric bill up even higher,” she observed.


Mr. Partridge listened meekly to the inevitable lecture. When it was over, he protested, “But, my dear, you have just listened to an announcement that no woman on earth has ever heard before. Never before in human history has anyone produced an actual working model of a time-traveling machine.”


“Hm-m-m,” said Agatha Partridge. “What good is it?”


“Its possibilities are untold.” Mr. Partridge’s pale little eyes lit up. “We can observe our pasts and perhaps even correct their errors. We can learn the secrets of the ancients. We can plot the uncharted course of the future—new conquistadors invading brave new continents of unmapped time. We can—”


“Will anyone pay money for that?”


“They will flock to me to pay it,” said Mr. Partridge smugly.


His sister began to look impressed. “And how far can you travel with your time machine?”


Mr. Partridge buttered a piece of toast with absorbed concentration, but it was no use. His sister repeated the question: “How far can you go?”


“Not very far,” Mr. Partridge admitted reluctantly. “In fact,” he added hastily as he saw a more specific question forming, “hardly at all. And only one way. But remember,” he went on, gathering courage, “the Wright brothers did not cross the Atlantic in their first model. Marconi did not launch radio with—”


Agatha’s brief interest had completely subsided. “I thought so,” she said. “You’d still better watch the electric bill.”


It would be that way, Mr. Partridge thought, wherever he went, whomever he saw. “How far can you go?” “Hardly at all.” “Good day, sir.” People cannot be made to see that to move along the time line with free volitional motion for even one fraction of a second is as great a miracle as to zoom spectacularly ahead to 5900 A.D. He had, he could remember, felt disappointed at first himself—


The discovery had been made by accident. An experiment which he was working on—part of his long and fruitless attempt to re-create by modern scientific method the supposed results described in ancient alchemical works—had necessitated the setting up of a powerful magnetic field. And part of the apparatus within this field was a chronometer.


Mr. Partridge noted the time when he began his experiment. It was exactly fourteen seconds after nine thirty. And it was precisely at that moment that the tremor came. It was not a serious shock. To one who, like Mr. Partridge, had spent the past twenty years in southern California it was hardly noticeable. But when he looked back at the chronometer, the dial read ten thirteen.


Time can pass quickly when you are absorbed in your work, but not so quickly as all that. Mr. Partridge looked at his pocket watch. It said nine thirty-one. Suddenly, in a space of seconds, the best chronometer available had gained forty-two minutes.


The more Mr. Partridge considered the matter, the more irresistibly one chain of logic forced itself upon him. The chronometer was accurate; therefore it had registered those forty-two minutes correctly. It had not registered them here and now; therefore the shock had jarred it to where it could register them. It had not moved in any of the three dimensions of space; therefore—


The chronometer had gone back in time forty-two minutes, and had registered those minutes in reaching the present again. Or was it only a matter of minutes? The chronometer was an eight-day one. Might it have been twelve hours and forty-two minutes? Forty-eight hours? Ninety-six? A hundred and ninety-two?


And why and how and—the dominant question in Mr. Partridge’s mind—could the same device be made to work with a living being?


It would be fruitless to relate in detail the many experiments which Mr. Partridge eagerly performed to verify and check his discovery. They were purely empirical in nature, for Mr. Partridge was that type of inventor who is short on theory but long on gadgetry. He did frame a very rough working hypothesis—that the sudden shock had caused the magnetic field to rotate into the temporal dimension, where it set up a certain—he groped for words—a certain negative potential of entropy, which drew things backward in time. But he would leave the doubtless highly debatable theory to the academicians. What he must do was perfect the machine, render it generally usable, and then burst forth upon an astonished world as Harrison Partridge, the first time traveler. His dry little ego glowed and expanded at the prospect.


There were the experiments in artificial shock which produced synthetically the earthquake effect. There were the experiments with the white mice which proved that the journey through time was harmless to life. There were the experiments with the chronometer which established that the time traversed varied directly as the square of the power expended on the electromagnet.


But these experiments also established that the time elapsed had not been twelve hours nor any multiple thereof, but simply forty-two minutes. And with the equipment at his disposal, it was impossible for Mr. Partridge to stretch that period any further than a trifle under two hours.


This, Mr. Partridge told himself, was ridiculous. Time travel at such short range, and only to the past, entailed no possible advantages. Oh, perhaps some piddling ones—once, after the mice had convinced him that he could safely venture himself, he had a lengthy piece of calculation which he wished to finish before dinner. An hour was simply not time enough for it; so at six o’clock he moved himself back to five again, and by working two hours in the space from five to six finished his task easily by dinner time. And one evening when, in his preoccupation, he had forgotten his favorite radio quiz program until it was ending, it was simplicity itself to go back to the beginning and comfortably hear it through.


But though such trifling uses as this might be an important part of the work of the time machine once it was established—possibly the strongest commercial selling point for inexpensive home sets—they were not spectacular or startling enough to make the reputation of the machine and—more important—the reputation of Harrison Partridge.


The Great Harrison Partridge would have untold wealth. He could pension off his sister Agatha and never have to see her again. He would have untold prestige and glamor, despite his fat and his baldness, and the beautiful and aloof Faith Preston would fall into his arms like a ripe plum. He would—


It was while he was indulging in one of these dreams of power that Faith Preston herself entered his workshop. She was wearing a white sports dress and looking so fresh and immaculate that the whole room seemed to glow with her presence.


“I came out here before I saw your sister,” she said. Her voice was as cool and bright as her dress. “I wanted you to be the first to know. Simon and I are going to be married next month.”


Mr. Partridge never remembered what was said after that. He imagined that she made her usual comments about the shocking disarray of his shop and her usual polite inquiries as to his current researches. He imagined that he offered the conventional good wishes and extended his congratulations, too, to that damned young whippersnapper Simon Ash. But all his thoughts were that he wanted her and needed her and that the great, the irresistible Harrison Partridge must come into being before next month.


Money. That was it. Money. With money he could build the tremendous machinery necessary to carry a load of power—and money was needed for that power, too—that would produce truly impressive results. To travel back even as much as a quarter of a century would be enough to dazzle the world. To appear at the Versailles peace conference, say, and expound to the delegates the inevitable results of their too lenient—or too strict?—terms. Or with unlimited money to course down the centuries, down the millennia, bringing back lost arts, forgotten secrets—


“Hm-m-m!” said Agatha. “Still mooning after that girl? Don’t be an old fool.” He had not seen Agatha come in. He did not quite see her now. He saw a sort of vision of a cornucopia that would give him money that would give him the apparatus that would give him his time machine that would give him success that would give him Faith.


“If you must moon instead of working—if indeed you call this work—you might at least turn off a few switches,” Agatha snapped. “Do you think we’re made of money?”


Mechanically he obeyed.


“It makes you sick,” Agatha droned on, “when you think how some people spend their money. Cousin Stanley! Hiring this Simon Ash as a secretary for nothing on earth but to look after his library and his collections. So much money he can’t do anything but waste it! And all Great-uncle Max’s money coming to him too, when we could use it so nicely. If only it weren’t for Cousin Stanley, I’d be an heiress. And then—”


Mr. Partridge was about to observe that even as an heiress Agatha would doubtless have been the same intolerant old maid. But two thoughts checked his tongue. One was the sudden surprising revelation that even Agatha had her inner yearnings, too. And the other was an overwhelming feeling of gratitude to her.


“Yes,” Mr. Partridge repeated slowly. “If it weren’t for Cousin Stanley—”


By means as simple as this, murderers are made.


The chain of logic was so strong that moral questions hardly entered into the situation.


Great-uncle Max was infinitely old. That he should live another year was out of the question. And if his son Stanley were to pre-decease him, then Harrison and Agatha Partridge would be his only living relatives. And Maxwell Harrison was as infinitely rich as he was infinitely old.


Therefore Stanley must die, and his death must be accomplished with a maximum of personal safety. The means for that safety were at hand. For the one completely practical purpose of a short-range time machine, Mr. Partridge had suddenly realized, was to provide an alibi for murder.


The chief difficulty was in contriving a portable version of the machine which would operate over a considerable period of time. The first model had a traveling range of two minutes. But by the end of the week, Mr. Partridge had constructed a portable time machine which was good for forty-five minutes. He needed nothing more save a sharp knife. There was, Mr. Partridge thought, something crudely horrifying about guns.


That Friday afternoon he entered Cousin Stanley’s library at five o’clock. This was an hour when the eccentric man of wealth always devoted himself to quiet and scholarly contemplation of his treasures. The butler, Bracket, had been reluctant to announce him, but “Tell my cousin,” Mr. Partridge said, “that I have discovered a new entry for his bibliography.”


The most recent of Cousin Stanley’s collecting manias was fiction based upon factual murders. He had already built up the definitive library on the subject. Soon he intended to publish the definitive bibliography. And the promise of a new item was an assured open-sesame.


The ponderous gruff joviality of Stanley Harrison’s greeting took no heed of the odd apparatus he carried. Everyone knew that Mr. Partridge was a crackpot inventor.


“Bracket tells me you’ve got something for me,” Cousin Stanley boomed. “Glad to hear it. Have a drink? What is it?”


“No thank you.” Something in Mr. Partridge rebelled at accepting the hospitality of his victim. “A Hungarian friend of mine was mentioning a novel about one Bela Kiss.”


“Kiss?” Cousin Stanley’s face lit up with a broad beam. “Splendid! Never could see why no one used him before. Woman killer. Landru type. Always fascinating. Kept ’em in empty gasoline tins. Never could have been caught if there hadn’t been a gasoline shortage. Constable thought he was hoarding, checked the tins, found corpses. Beautiful! Now if you’ll give me the details—”


Cousin Stanley, pencil poised over a P-slip, leaned over the desk. And Mr. Partridge struck.


He had checked the anatomy of the blow, just as he had checked the name of an obscure but interesting murderer. The knife went truly home, and there was a gurgle and the terrible spastic twitch of dying flesh.


Mr. Partridge was now an heir and a murderer, but he had time to be conscious of neither fact. He went through his carefully rehearsed motions, his mind numb and blank. He latched the windows of the library and locked each door. This was to be an impossible crime, one that could never conceivably be proved on him or on any innocent.


Mr. Partridge stood beside the corpse in the midst of the perfectly locked room. It was four minutes past five. He screamed twice, very loudly, in an unrecognizably harsh voice. Then he plugged his portable instrument into a floor outlet and turned a switch.


It was four nineteen. Mr. Partridge unplugged his machine. The room was empty and the door open.


Mr. Partridge knew his way reasonably well about his cousin’s house. He got out without meeting anyone. He tucked the machine into the rumble seat of his car and drove off to Faith Preston’s. Toward the end of his long journey across town he carefully drove through a traffic light and received a citation noting the time as four-fifty. He reached Faith’s at four fifty-four, ten minutes before the murder he had just committed.


Simon Ash had been up all Thursday night cataloging Stanley Harrison’s latest acquisitions. Still he had risen at his usual hour that Friday to get through the morning’s mail before his luncheon date with Faith. By four thirty that afternoon he was asleep on his feet.


He knew that his employer would be coming into the library in half an hour. And Stanley Harrison liked solitude for his daily five o’clock gloating and meditation. But the secretary’s work desk was hidden around a corner of the library’s stacks, and no other physical hunger can be quite so dominantly compelling as the need for sleep.


Simon Ash’s shaggy blond head sank onto the desk. His sleep-heavy hand shoved a pile of cards to the floor, and his mind only faintly registered the thought that they would all have to be alphabetized again. He was too sleepy to think of anything but pleasant things, like the sailboat at Balboa which brightened his weekends, or the hiking trip in the Sierras planned for his next vacation, or above all Faith. Faith the fresh and lovely and perfect, who would be his next month—


There was a smile on Simon’s rugged face as he slept. But he woke with a harsh scream ringing in his head. He sprang to his feet and looked out from the stacks into the library.


The dead hulk that slumped over the desk with the hilt protruding from its back was unbelievable, but even more incredible was the other spectacle. There was a man. His back was toward Simon, but he seemed faintly familiar. He stood close to a complicated piece of gadgetry. There was the click of a switch.


Then there was nothing.


Nothing in the room at all but Simon Ash and an infinity of books. And their dead owner.


Ash ran to the desk. He tried to lift Stanley Harrison, tried to draw out the knife, then realized how hopeless was any attempt to revive life in that body. He reached for the phone, then stopped as he heard the loud knocking on the door.


Over the raps came the butler’s voice. “Mr. Harrison! Are you all right, sir?” A pause, more knocking, and then, “Mr. Harrison! Let me in, sir! Are you all right?”


Simon raced to the door. It was locked, and he wasted almost a minute groping for the key at his feet, while the butler’s entreaties became more urgent. At last Simon opened the door.


Bracket stared at him—stared at his sleep-red eyes, his blood-red hands, and beyond him at what sat at the desk. “Mr. Ash, sir,” the butler gasped. “What have you done?”


Faith Preston was home, of course. No such essential element of Mr. Partridge’s plan could have been left to chance. She worked best in the late afternoons, she said, when she was getting hungry for dinner; and she was working hard this week on some entries for a national contest in soap carving.


The late-afternoon sun was bright in her room, which you might call her studio if you were politely disposed, her garret if you were not. It picked out the few perfect touches of color in the scanty furnishings and converted them into bright aureoles surrounding the perfect form of Faith.


The radio was playing softly. She worked best to music, and that, too, was an integral portion of Mr. Partridge’s plan.


Six minutes of unmemorable small talk—What are you working on? How lovely! And what have you been doing lately? Pottering around as usual. And the plans for the wedding?—and then Mr. Partridge held up a pleading hand for silence.


“When you hear the tone,” the radio announced, “the time will be exactly five seconds before five o’clock.”


“I forgot to wind my watch,” Mr. Partridge observed casually. “I’ve been wondering all day exactly what time it was.” He set his perfectly accurate watch.


He took a long breath. And now at last he knew that he was a new man. He was at last the Great Harrison Partridge.


“What’s the matter?” Faith asked. “You look funny. Could I make you some tea?”


“No. Nothing. I’m all right.” He walked around behind her and looked over her shoulder at the graceful nude emerging from her imprisonment in a cake of soap. “Exquisite, my dear,” he observed. “Exquisite.”


“I’m glad you like it. I’m never happy with female nudes; I don’t think women sculptors ever are. But I wanted to try it.”


Mr. Partridge ran a dry hot finger along the front of the soapen nymph. “A delightful texture,” he remarked. “Almost as delightful as—” His tongue left the speech unfinished, but his hand rounded out the thought along Faith’s cool neck and cheek.


“Why, Mr. Partridge!” She laughed.


The laugh was too much. One does not laugh at the Great Harrison Partridge, time traveler and perfect murderer. There was nothing in his plan that called for what followed. But something outside of any plans brought him to his knees, forced his arms around Faith’s lithe body, pressed tumultuous words of incoherent ardor from his unwonted lips.


He saw fear growing in her eyes. He saw her hand dart out in instinctive defense and he wrested the knife from it. Then his own eyes glinted as he looked at the knife. It was little, ridiculously little. You could never plunge it through a man’s back. But it was sharp—a throat, the artery of a wrist—


His muscles had relaxed for an instant. In that moment of non-vigilance, Faith had wrested herself free. She did not look backward. He heard the clatter of her steps down the stairs, and for a fraction of time the Great Harrison Partridge vanished and Mr. Partridge knew only fear. If he had aroused her hatred, if she should not swear to his alibi—


The fear was soon over. He knew that no motives of enmity could cause Faith to swear to anything but the truth. She was honest. And the enmity itself would vanish when she realized what manner of man had chosen her for his own.


It was not the butler who opened the door to Faith. It was a uniformed policeman, who said, “Whaddaya want here?”


“I’ve got to see Simon . . . Mr. Ash,” she blurted out.


The officer’s expression changed. “C’mon,” and he beckoned her down the long hall.


The tall young man in plain clothes said, “My name is Jackson. Won’t you sit down? Cigaret?” She waved the pack away nervously. “Hinkle says you wanted to speak to Mr. Ash?”


“Yes, I—”


“Are you Miss Preston? His fiancée?”


“Yes.” Her eyes widened. “How did you—Oh, has something happened to Simon?”


The young officer looked unhappy. “I’m afraid something has. Though he’s perfectly safe at the moment. You see, he—Damn it all, I never have been able to break such news gracefully.”


The uniformed officer broke in. “They took him down to headquarters, miss. You see, it looks like he bumped off his boss.”


Faith did not quite faint, but the world was uncertain for a few minutes. She hardly heard Lieutenant Jackson’s explanations or the message of comfort that Simon had left for her. She simply held very tight to her chair until the ordinary outlines of things came back and she could swallow again.


“Simon is innocent,” she said firmly.


“I hope he is.” Jackson sounded sincere. “I’ve never enjoyed pinning a murder on as decent-seeming a fellow as your fiancé. But the case, I’m afraid, is too clear. If he is innocent, he’ll have to tell us a more plausible story than his first one. Murderers that turn a switch and vanish into thin air are not highly regarded by most juries.”


Faith rose. The world was firm again, and one fact was clear. “Simon is innocent,” she repeated. “And I’m going to prove that. Will you please tell me where I can get a detective?”


The uniformed officer laughed. Jackson started to, but hesitated. “Of course, Miss Preston, the city’s paying my salary under the impression that I’m one. But I see what you mean: You want a freer investigator, who won’t be hampered by such considerations as the official viewpoint, or even the facts of the case. Well, it’s your privilege.”


“Thank you. And how do I go about finding out?”


“Acting as an employment agency’s a little out of my line. But rather than see you tie up with some shyster shamus, I’ll make a recommendation, a man I’ve worked with, or against, on a half dozen cases. And I think this set-up is just impossible enough to appeal to him. He likes lost causes.”


“Lost?” It is a dismal word.


“And in fairness I should add they aren’t always lost after he tackles them. The name’s O’Breen—Fergus O’Breen.”


Mr. Partridge dined out that night. He could not face the harshness of Agatha’s tongue. After dinner he made a round of the bars on the Strip and played the pleasant game of “If only they knew who was sitting beside them.” He felt like Harun-al-Rashid, and liked the glow of the feeling.


On his way home he bought the next morning’s Times at an intersection and pulled over to the curb to examine it. He had expected sensational headlines on the mysterious murder which had the police completely baffled. Instead he read:


SECRETARY SLAYS EMPLOYER


After a moment of shock the Great Harrison Partridge was himself again. He had not intended this. He would not willingly cause unnecessary pain to anyone. But lesser individuals who obstruct the plans of the great must take their medicine.


Mr. Partridge drove home, contented. He could spend the night on the cot in his workshop and thus see that much the less of Agatha. He clicked on the workshop light and froze.


There was a man standing by the time machine. The original large machine. Mr. Partridge’s feeling of superhuman self-confidence was enormous but easily undermined, like a vast balloon that needs only the smallest pin prick to shatter it. For a moment he envisioned a scientific master mind of the police who had deduced his method, tracked him here, and discovered his invention.


Then the figure turned.


Mr. Partridge’s terror was only slightly lessened. For the figure was that of Mr. Partridge. There was a nightmare instant when he thought of Doppelgänger, Poe’s William Wilson, of dissociated personalities, of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Then this other Mr. Partridge cried aloud and hurried from the room, and the entering one collapsed.


A trough must follow a crest. And now blackness was the inexorable aftermath of Mr. Partridge’s elation. His successful murder, his ardor with Faith, his evening as Harun-al-Rashid, all vanished. He heard horrible noises in the room, and realized only after minutes that they were his own sobs.


Finally he pulled himself to his feet. He bathed his face in cold water from the sink, but still terror gnawed at him. Only one thing could reassure him. Only one thing could still convince him that he was the Great Harrison Partridge. And that was his noble machine. He touched it, caressed it as one might a fine and dearly loved horse.


Mr. Partridge was nervous, and he had been drinking more than his frugal customs allowed. His hand brushed the switch. He looked up and saw himself entering the door. He cried aloud and hurried from the room.


In the cool night air he slowly understood. He had accidentally sent himself back to the time he entered the room, so that upon entering he had seen himself. There was nothing more to it than that. But he made a careful mental note: Always take care, when using the machine, to avoid returning to a time and place where you already are. Never meet yourself. The dangers of psychological shock are too great.


Mr. Partridge felt better now. He had frightened himself, had he? Well, he would not be the last to tremble in fear of the Great Harrison Partridge.


Fergus O’Breen, the detective recommended—if you could call it that—by the police lieutenant, had his office in a ramshackle old building at Second and Spring. There were two, she imagined they were clients, in the waiting room ahead of Faith. One looked like the most sodden type of Skid Row loafer, and the elegant disarray of the other could mean nothing but the lower reaches of the upper layers of Hollywood.


The detective, when Faith finally saw him, inclined in costume toward the latter, but he wore sports clothes as though they were pleasantly comfortable, rather than as the badge of a caste. He was a thin young man, with sharpish features and very red hair. What you noticed most were his eyes—intensely green and alive with a restless curiosity. They made you feel that his work would never end until that curiosity had been satisfied.


He listened in silence to Faith’s story, not moving save to make an occasional note. He was attentive and curious, but Faith’s spirits sank as she saw the curiosity in the green eyes deaden to hopelessness. When she was through, he rose, lit a cigaret, and began pacing about the narrow inner office.


“I think better this way,” he apologized. “I hope you don’t mind. But what have I got to think about? The facts you’ve told me are better than a signed confession for any jury.”


“But Simon is innocent,” Faith insisted. “I know him, Mr. O’Breen. It isn’t possible that he could have done a thing like that.”


“I understand how you feel. But what have we got to go on besides your feelings? I’m not saying they’re wrong; I’m trying to show you how the police and the court would look at it.”


“But there wasn’t any reason for Simon to kill Mr. Harrison. He had a good job. He liked it. We were going to get married. Now he hasn’t any job or . . . or anything.”


“I know.” The detective continued to pace. “That’s the one point you’ve got—absence of motive. But they’ve convicted without motive before this. And rightly enough. Anything can be a motive. The most outrageous and fascinating French murder since Landru was committed because the electric toaster didn’t work right that morning. But let’s look at motives. Mr. Harrison was a wealthy man; where does all that money go?”


“Simon helped draft his will. It all goes to libraries and foundations and things. A little to the servants, of course—”


“A little can turn the trick. But no near relatives?”


“His father’s still alive. He’s terribly old. But he’s so rich himself that it’d be silly to leave him anything.”


Fergus snapped his fingers. “Max Harrison! Of course. The superannuated robber-baron, to put it politely, who’s been due to die any time these past ten years. And leave a mere handful of millions. There’s a motive for you.”


“How so?”


“The murderer could profit from Stanley Harrison’s death, not directly if all his money goes to foundations, but indirectly from his father. Combination of two classic motives—profit and elimination. Who’s next in line for old man Harrison’s fortune?”


“I’m not sure. But I do know two people who are sort of second cousins or something. I think they’re the only living relatives. Agatha and Harrison Partridge.”


Fergus’ eyes were brightening again. “At least it’s a lead. Simon Ash had no motive and one Harrison Partridge had a honey. Which proves nothing, but gives you some place to start.”


“Only—” Faith protested. “Only Mr. Partridge couldn’t possibly have done it either.”


Fergus stopped pacing. “Look, madam. I am willing to grant the unassailable innocence of one suspect on a client’s word. Otherwise I’d never get clients. But if every individual who comes up is going to turn out to be someone in whose pureness of soul you have implicit faith and—”


“It isn’t that. Not just that. The murder was just after five o’clock, the butler says. And Mr. Partridge was with me then, and I live way across town from Mr. Harrison’s.”


“You’re sure of the time?”


“We heard the five o’clock radio signal and he set his watch.” Her voice was troubled and she tried not to remember the awful minutes afterward.


“Did he make a point of it?”


“Well . . . we were talking and he stopped and held up his hand and we listened to the bong.”


“Hm-m-m.” This statement seemed to strike the detective especially. “Well, there’s still the sister. And anyway, the Partridges give me a point of departure, which is what I needed.”


Faith looked at him hopefully. “Then you’ll take the case?”


“I’ll take it. God knows why. I don’t want to raise your hopes, because if ever I saw an unpromising set-up it’s this. But I’ll take it. I think it’s because I can’t resist the pleasure of having a detective lieutenant shove a case into my lap.”


“Bracket, was it usual for that door to be locked when Mr. Harrison was in the library?”


The butler’s manner was imperfect; he could not decide whether a hired detective was a gentleman or a servant. “No,” he said, politely enough but without a “sir.” “No, it was most unusual.”


“Did you notice if it was locked earlier?”


“It was not. I showed a visitor in shortly before the . . . before this dreadful thing happened.”


“A visitor?” Fergus’ eyes glinted. He began to have visions of all the elaborate possibilities of locking doors from the outside so that they seem locked on the inside. “And when was this?”


“Just on five o’clock, I thought. But the gentleman called here today to offer his sympathy, and he remarked, when I mentioned the subject, that he believed it to have been earlier.”


“And who was this gentleman?”


“Mr. Harrison Partridge.”


Hell, thought Fergus. There goes another possibility. It must have been much earlier if he was at Faith Preston’s by five. And you can’t tamper with radio time signals as you might with a clock. However—“Notice anything odd about Mr. Partridge? Anything in his manner?”


“Yesterday? No, I did not. He was carrying some curious contraption—I hardly noticed what. I imagine it was some recent invention of his which he wished to show to Mr. Harrison.”


“He’s an inventor, this Partridge? But you said yesterday. Anything odd about him today?”


“I don’t know. It’s difficult to describe. But there was something about him as though he had changed—grown, perhaps.”


“Grown up?”


“No. Just grown.”


“Now, Mr. Ash, this man you claim you saw—”


“Claim! Damn it, O’Breen, don’t you believe me either?”


“Easy does it. The main thing for you is that Miss Preston believes you, and I’d say that’s a lot. Now this man you saw, if that makes you any happier in this jail, did he remind you of anyone?”


“I don’t know. It’s bothered me. I didn’t get a good look, but there was something familiar—”


“You say he had some sort of machine beside him?”


Simon Ash was suddenly excited. “You’ve got it. That’s it.”


“That’s what?”


“Who it was. Or who I thought it was. Mr. Partridge. He’s some sort of a cousin of Mr. Harrison’s. Screwball inventor.”


“Miss Preston, I’ll have to ask you more questions. Too many signposts keep pointing one way, and even if that way’s a blind alley I’ve got to go up it. When Mr. Partridge called on you yesterday afternoon, what did he do to you?”


“Do to me?” Faith’s voice wavered. “What on earth do you mean?”


“It was obvious from your manner earlier that there was something about that scene you wanted to forget.”


“He—Oh, no, I can’t Must I tell you, Mr. O’Breen?”


“Simon Ash says the jail is not bad after what he’s heard of jails, but still—”


“All right, I’ll tell you. But it was strange. I . . . I suppose I’ve known for a long time that Mr. Partridge was—well, you might say in love with me. But he’s so much older than I am and he’s very quiet and never said anything about it and—well, there it was, and I never gave it much thought one way or another. But yesterday—It was as though . . . as though he were possessed. All at once it seemed to burst out and there he was making love to me. Frightfully, horribly, I couldn’t stand it. I ran away. That’s all there was to it. But it was terrible.”


“You pitched me a honey this time, Andy.”


Lieutenant Jackson grinned. “Thought you’d appreciate it, Fergus.”


“But look: What have you got against Ash but the physical set-up of a locked room? The oldest cliché in murderous fiction, and not unheard of in fact.”


“Show me how to unlock this one and your Mr. Ash is a free man.”


“Set that aside for the moment. But look at my suspect, whom we will call, for the sake of novelty, X. X is a mild-mannered, inoffensive man who stands to gain several million by Harrison’s death. He shows up at the library just before the murder. He’s a crackpot inventor, and he has one of his gadgets with him. He shows an alibi-conscious awareness of time. He tries to get the butler to think he called earlier. He calls a witness’ attention ostentatiously to a radio time signal. And most important of all, psychologically, he changes. He stops being mild-mannered and inoffensive. He goes on the make for a girl with physical violence. The butler describes him as a different man; he’s grown.”


Jackson drew a note pad toward him. “Your X sounds worth questioning, to say the least. But this reticence isn’t like you, Fergus. Why all this innuendo? Why aren’t you telling me to get out of here and arrest him?”


Fergus was not quite his cocky self. “Because you see, that alibi I mentioned—well, it’s good. I can’t crack it. It’s perfect.”


Lieutenant Jackson shoved the pad away. “Run away and play,” he said wearily.


“It couldn’t be phony at the other end?” Fergus urged. “Some gadget planted to produce those screams at five o’clock to give a fake time for the murder?”


Jackson shook his head. “Harrison finished tea around four thirty. Stomach analysis shows the food had been digested just about a half hour. No, he died at five o’clock, all right.”


“X’s alibi’s perfect, then,” Fergus repeated. “Unless . . . unless—” His green eyes blinked with amazed realization. “Oh, my dear God—” he said softly.


Mr. Partridge was finding life pleasant to lead. Of course this was only a transitional stage. At present he was merely the—what was the transitional stage between cocoon and fully developed insect? Larva? Imago? Pupa? Outside of his own electro-inventive field, Mr. Partridge was not a well-informed man. That must be remedied. But let the metaphor go. Say simply that he was now in the transition between the meek worm that had been Mr. Partridge and the Great Harrison Partridge who would emerge triumphant when Great-uncle Max died and Faith forgot that poor foolish doomed young man.


Even Agatha he could tolerate more easily in this pleasant state, although he had nonetheless established permanent living quarters in his workroom. She had felt her own pleasure at the prospect of being an heiress, but had expressed it most properly by buying sumptuous mourning for Cousin Stanley—the most expensive clothes that she had bought in the past decade. And her hard edges were possibly softening a little—or was that the pleasing haze, almost like that of drunkenness, which now tended to soften all hard edges for Mr. Partridge’s delighted eyes?


It was in the midst of some such reverie as this that Mr. Partridge, lolling idly in his workshop with an unaccustomed tray of whiskey, ice and siphon beside him, casually overheard the radio announce the result of the fourth race at Hialeah and noted abstractedly that a horse named Karabali had paid forty-eight dollars and sixty cents on a two-dollar ticket He had almost forgotten the only half registered fact when the phone rang.


He answered, and a grudging voice said, “You can sure pick ’em. That’s damned near five grand you made on Karabali.”


Mr. Partridge fumbled with vocal noises.


The voice went on, “What shall I do with it? Want to pick it up tonight or—”


Mr. Partridge had been making incredibly rapid mental calculations. “Leave it in my account for the moment,” he said firmly. “Oh, and—I’m afraid I’ve mislaid your telephone number.”


“Trinity 2897. Got any more hunches now?”


“Not at the moment. I’ll let you know.”


Mr. Partridge replaced the receiver and poured himself a stiff drink. When he had downed it, he went to the machine and traveled two hours back. He returned to the telephone, dialed TR 2897, and said, “I wish to place a bet on the fourth race at Hialeah.”


The same voice said, “And who’re you?”


“Partridge. Harrison Partridge.”


“Look, brother. I don’t take bets by phone unless I see some cash first, see?”


Mr. Partridge hastily recalculated. As a result the next half hour was as packed with action as the final moments of his great plan. He learned about accounts, he ascertained the bookmaker’s address, he hurried to his bank and drew out an impressive five hundred dollars which he could ill spare, and he opened his account and placed a two-hundred-dollar bet which excited nothing but a badly concealed derision.


Then he took a long walk and mused over the problem. He recalled happening on a story once in some magazine which proved that you could not use knowledge from the future of the outcome of races to make your fortune, because by interfering with your bet you would change the odds and alter the future. But he was not plucking from the future; he was going back into the past. The odds he had heard were already affected by what he had done. From his subjective point of view, he learned the result of his actions before he performed them. But in the objective physical temporospatial world, he performed those actions quite normally and correctly before their results.


Mr. Partridge stopped dead on the sidewalk and a strolling couple ran headlong into him. He scarcely noticed the collision. He had had a dreadful thought. The sole acknowledged motive for his murder of Cousin Stanley had been to secure money for his researches. Now he learned that his machine, even in its present imperfect form, could provide him with untold money.


He had never needed to murder at all.


“My dearest Maureen,” Fergus announced at the breakfast table, “I have discovered the world’s first successful time machine.”


His sister showed no signs of being impressed. “Have some more tomato juice,” she suggested. “Want some tabasco in it? I didn’t know that the delusions could survive into the hangover.”


“But Macushla,” Fergus protested, “you’ve just listened to an announcement that no woman on earth has ever heard before.”


“Fergus O’Breen, Mad Scientist.” Maureen shook her head. “It isn’t a role I’d cast you for. Sorry.”


“If you’d listen before you crack wise, I said ‘discovered.’ Not ‘invented.’ It’s the damnedest thing that’s ever happened to me in business. It hit me in a flash while I was talking to Andy. It’s the perfect and only possible solution to a case. And who will ever believe me? Do you wonder that I went out and saturated myself last night?”


Maureen frowned. “You mean this?”


“It’s the McCoy. Listen.” And he briefly outlined the case. “Now what sticks out like a sore thumb is this: Harrison Partridge establishing an alibi. The radio time signal, the talk with the butler—I’ll even lay odds that the murderer himself gave those screams so there’d be no question as to time of death. Then you rub up against the fact that the alibi, like the horrendous dream of the young girl from Peru, is perfectly true.


“But what does an alibi mean? It’s my own nomination for the most misused word in the language. It’s come to mean a disproof, an excuse. But strictly it means nothing but elsewhere. You know the classic gag: ‘I wasn’t there, this isn’t the woman, and, anyway, she gave in.’ Well, of those three redundant excuses, only the first is an alibi, an elsewhere statement. Now Partridge’s claim of being elsewhere is true enough. And even if we could remove him from elsewhere and put him literally on the spot, he could say: ‘I couldn’t have left the room after the murder; the doors were all locked on the inside.’ Sure he couldn’t—not at that time. And his excuse is not an elsewhere, but an elsewhen.”


Maureen refilled his coffee cup and her own. “Hush up a minute and let me think it over.” At last she nodded slowly. “And he’s an eccentric inventor and when the butler saw him he was carrying one of his gadgets.”


“Which he still had when Simon Ash saw him vanish. He committed the murder, locked the doors, went back in time, walked out through them in their unlocked past, and went off to hear the five o’clock radio bong at Faith Preston’s.”


“But you can’t try to sell the police on that. Not even Andy.”


“I know. Damn it, I know.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to see Mr. Harrison Partridge. And I’m going to ask for an encore.”


“Quite an establishment you’ve got here,” Fergus observed to the plump bald little inventor.


Mr. Partridge smiled courteously. “I amuse myself with my small experiments,” he admitted.


“I’m afraid I’m not much aware of the wonders of modern science. I’m looking forward to the more spectacular marvels, spaceships for instance, or time machines. But that wasn’t what I came to talk about. Miss Preston tells me you’re a friend of hers. I’m sure you’re in sympathy with this attempt of hers to free young Ash.”


“Oh, naturally. Most naturally. Anything that I can do to be of assistance—”


“It’s just the most routine sort of question, but I’m groping for a lead. Now, aside from Ash and the butler, you seem to have been the last person to see Harrison alive. Could you tell me anything about him? How was he?”


“Perfectly normal, so far as I could observe. We talked about a new item which I had unearthed for his bibliography, and he expressed some small dissatisfaction with Ash’s cataloging of late. I believe they had had words on the matter earlier.”


“Bracket says you had one of your inventions with you?”


“Yes, a new, I thought, and highly improved frame for photostating rare books. My cousin, however, pointed out that the same improvements had recently been made by an Austrian émigré manufacturer. I abandoned the idea and reluctantly took apart my model.”


“A shame. But that’s part of the inventor’s life, isn’t it?”


“All too true. Was there anything else you wished to ask me?”


“No. Nothing really.” There was an awkward pause. The smell of whiskey was in the air, but Mr. Partridge proffered no hospitality. “Funny the results a murder will have, isn’t it? To think how this frightful fact will benefit cancer research.”


“Cancer research?” Mr. Partridge wrinkled his brows. “I did not know that that was among Stanley’s beneficiaries.”


“Not your cousin’s, no. But Miss Preston tells me that old Max Harrison has decided that since his only direct descendant is dead, his fortune might as well go to the world. He’s planning to set up a medical foundation to rival Rockefeller’s, and specializing in cancer. I know his lawyer slightly; he mentioned he’s going out there tomorrow.”


“Indeed,” said Mr. Partridge evenly.


Fergus paced. “If you can think of anything, Mr. Partridge, let me know. This seems like the perfect crime at last. A magnificent piece of work, if you can look at it like that.” He looked around the room. “Excellent small workshop you’ve got here. You can imagine almost anything coming out of it.”


“Even,” Mr. Partridge ventured, “your spaceships and time machines?”


“Hardly a spaceship,” said Fergus.


Mr. Partridge smiled as the young detective departed. He had, he thought, carried off a difficult interview in a masterly fashion. How neatly he had slipped in that creative bit about Stanley’s dissatisfaction with Ash! How brilliantly he had improvised a plausible excuse for the machine he was carrying!


Not that the young man could have suspected anything. It was patently the most routine visit. It was almost a pity that this was the case. How pleasant it would be to fence with a detective—master against master. To have a Javert, a Porfir, a Maigret on his trail and to admire the brilliance with which the Great Harrison Partridge should baffle him.


Perhaps the perfect criminal should be suspected, even known, and yet unattainable—


The pleasure of this parrying encounter confirmed him in the belief that had grown in him overnight. It is true that it was a pity that Stanley Harrison had died needlessly. Mr. Partridge’s reasoning had slipped for once; murder for profit had not been an essential part of the plan.


And yet what great work had ever been accomplished without death? Does not the bell ring the truer for the blood of the hapless workmen? Did not the ancients wisely believe that greatness must be founded upon a sacrifice? Not self- sacrifice, in the stupid Christian perversion of that belief, but a true sacrifice of another’s flesh and blood.


So Stanley Harrison was the needful sacrifice from which should arise the Great Harrison Partridge. And were its effects not already visible? Would he be what he was today, would he so much as have emerged from the cocoon, purely by virtue of his discovery?


No, it was his great and irretrievable deed, the perfection of his crime, that had molded him. In blood is greatness.


That ridiculous young man, prating of the perfection of the crime and never dreaming that—


Mr. Partridge paused and reviewed the conversation. There had twice been that curious insistence upon time machines. Then he had said—what was it?—“The crime was a magnificent piece of work,” and then, “You can imagine almost anything coming out of this workshop.” And the surprising news of Great-uncle Max’s new will—


Mr. Partridge smiled happily. He had been unpardonably dense. Here was his Javert, his Porfir. The young detective did indeed suspect him. And the reference to Max had been a temptation, a trap. The detective could not know how unnecessary that fortune had now become. He had thought to lure him into giving away his hand by an attempt at another crime.


And yet, was any fortune ever unnecessary? And a challenge like that—so direct a challenge—could one resist it?


Mr. Partridge found himself considering all the difficulties. Great-uncle Max would have to be murdered today, if he planned on seeing his lawyer tomorrow. The sooner the better. Perhaps his habitual after-lunch siesta would be the best time. He was always alone then, dozing in his favorite corner of that large estate in the hills.


Bother! A snag. No electric plugs there. The portable model was out. And yet—


Yes, of course. It could be done the other way. With Stanley, he had committed his crime, then gone back and prepared his alibi. But here he could just as well establish the alibi, then go back and commit the murder, sending himself back by the large machine here with wider range. No need for the locked-room effect. That was pleasing, but not essential.


An alibi for one o’clock in the afternoon. He did not care to use Faith again. He did not want to see her in his larval stage. He might obtain another traffic ticket. Surely the police would be as good as—


The police. But how perfect. Ideal. To go to headquarters and ask to see the detective working on the Harrison case. Tell him, as a remembered afterthought, about Cousin Stanley’s supposed quarrel with Ash. Be with him at the time Great-uncle Max is to be murdered.


At twelve thirty Mr. Partridge left his house for the central police station.


Fergus could hear the old man’s snores from his coign of vigilance. Getting into Maxwell Harrison’s hermitlike retreat had been a simple job. The newspapers had for years so thoroughly covered the old boy’s peculiarities that you knew in advance all you needed to know—his daily habits, his loathing for bodyguards, his favorite spot for napping.


The sun was warm and the hills were peaceful. There was a purling stream at the deep bottom of the gully beside Fergus. Old Maxwell Harrison did well to sleep in such perfect solitude.


Fergus was on his third cigarette before he heard a sound. It was a very little sound, the turning of a pebble, perhaps; but here in this loneliness any sound that was not a snore or a stream seemed infinitely loud.


Fergus flipped his cigarette into the depths of the gully and moved, as noiselessly as was possible, toward the sound, screening himself behind scraggly bushes.


The sight, even though expected, was nonetheless startling in this quiet retreat: a plump bald man of middle age advancing on tiptoe with a long knife gleaming in his upraised hand.


Fergus flung himself forward. His left hand caught the knife-brandishing wrist and his right pinioned Mr. Partridge’s other arm behind him. The face of Mr. Partridge, that had been so bland a mask of serene exaltation as he advanced to his prey, twisted itself into something between rage and terror.


His body twisted itself, too. It was an instinctive, untrained movement, but timed so nicely by accident that it tore his knife hand free from Fergus’ grip and allowed it to plunge downward.


The twist of Fergus’ body was deft and conscious, but it was not quite enough to avoid a stinging flesh wound in the shoulder. He felt warm blood trickling down his back. Involuntarily he released his grip on Mr. Partridge’s other arm.


Mr. Partridge hesitated for a moment, as though uncertain whether his knife should taste of Great-uncle Max or first dispose of Fergus. The hesitation was understandable, but fatal. Fergus sprang forward in a flying tackle aimed at Mr. Partridge’s knees. Mr. Partridge lifted his foot to kick that advancing green-eyed face. He swung and felt his balance going. Then the detective’s shoulder struck him. He was toppling, falling over backward, falling, falling—


The old man was still snoring when Fergus returned from his climb down the gully. There was no doubt that Harrison Partridge was dead. No living head could loll so limply on its neck.


And Fergus had killed him. Call it an accident, call it self-defense, call it what you will. Fergus had brought him to a trap, and in that trap he had died.


The brand of Cain may be worn in varying manners. To Mr. Partridge it had assumed the guise of an inspiring panache, a banner with a strange device. But Fergus wore his brand with a difference.


He could not blame himself morally, perhaps, for Mr. Partridge’s death. But he could blame himself for professional failure in that death. He had no more proof than before to free Simon Ash, and he had burdened himself with a killing.


For murder can spread in concentric circles, and Fergus O’Breen, who had set out to trap a murderer, now found himself being one.


Fergus hesitated in front of Mr. Partridge’s workshop. It was his last chance. There might be evidence here—the machine itself or some document that could prove his theory even to the skeptical eye of Detective Lieutenant A. Jackson. Housebreaking would be a small offense to add to his record now. The window on the left, he thought—


“Hi!” said Lieutenant Jackson cheerfully. “You on his trail, too?”


Fergus tried to seem his usual jaunty self. “Hi, Andy. So you’ve finally got around to suspecting Partridge?”


“Is he your mysterious X? I thought he might be.”


“And that’s what brings you out here?”


“No. He roused my professional suspicions all by himself. Came into the office an hour ago with the damnedest cock-and-bull story about some vital evidence he’d forgotten. Stanley Harrison’s last words, it seems, were about a quarrel with Simon Ash. It didn’t ring good—seemed like a deliberate effort to strengthen the case against Ash. As soon as I could get free, I decided to come out and have a further chat with the lad.”


“I doubt if he’s home,” said Fergus.


“We can try.” Jackson rapped on the door of the workshop. It was opened by Mr. Partridge.


Mr. Partridge held in one hand the remains of a large open-face ham sandwich. When he had opened the door, he picked up with the other hand the remains of a large whiskey and soda. He needed sustenance before this bright new adventure.


Fresh light gleamed in his eyes as he saw the two men standing there. His Javert! Two Javerts! The unofficial detective who had so brilliantly challenged him, and the official one who was to provide his alibi.


He hardly heeded the opening words of the official detective nor the look of dazed bewilderment on the face of the other. He opened his lips and the Great Harrison Partridge, shedding the last vestigial vestments of the cocoon, spoke:


“You may know the truth for what good it will do you. The life of the man Ash means nothing to me. I can triumph over him even though he live. I killed Stanley Harrison. Take that statement and do with it what you can. I know that an uncorroborated confession is useless to you. If you can prove it, you may have me. And I shall soon commit another sacrifice, and you are powerless to stop me. Because, you see, you are already too late.” He laughed softly.


Mr. Partridge closed the door and locked it. He finished the sandwich and the whiskey, hardly noticing the poundings on the door. He picked up the knife and went to his machine. His face was a bland mask of serene exaltation.


Lieutenant Jackson hurled himself against the door, a second too late. It was a matter of minutes before he and a finally aroused Fergus had broken it down.


“He’s gone,” Jackson stated puzzledly. “There must be a trick exit somewhere.”


“ ‘Locked room,’ ” Fergus murmured. His shoulder ached, and the charge against the door had set it bleeding again.


“What’s that?”


“Nothing. Look, Andy. When do you go off duty?”


“Strictly speaking, I’m off now. I was making this checkup on my own time.”


“Then let us, in the name of seventeen assorted demigods of drunkenness, go drown our confusions.”


Fergus was still asleep when Lieutenant Jackson’s phone call came the next morning. His sister woke him, and watched him come into acute and painful wakefulness as he listened, nodding and muttering, “Yes,” or, “I’ll be—”


Maureen waited till he had hung up, groped about, and found and lighted a cigarette. Then she said, “Well?”


“Remember that Harrison case I was telling you about yesterday?”


“The time machine stuff? Yes.”


“My murderer, Mr. Partridge—they found him in a gully out on his great-uncle’s estate. Apparently slipped and killed himself while attempting his second murder—that’s the way Andy sees it. Had a knife with him. So, in view of that and a sort of confession he made yesterday, Andy’s turning Simon Ash loose. He still doesn’t see how Partridge worked the first murder, but he doesn’t have to bring it into court now.”


“Well? What’s the matter? Isn’t that fine?”


“Matter? Look, Maureen Macushla. I killed Partridge. I didn’t mean to, and maybe you could call it justifiable; but I did. I killed him at one o’clock yesterday afternoon. Andy and I saw him at two; he was then eating a ham sandwich and drinking whiskey. The stomach analysis proves that he died half an hour after that meal, when I was with Andy starting out on a bender of bewilderment. So you see?”


“You mean he went back afterward to kill his uncle and then you . . . you saw him after you’d killed him only before he went back to be killed? Oh, how awful.”


“Not just that, my sweeting. This is the humor of it: The time alibi, the elsewhen that gave the perfect cover up for Partridge’s murder—it gives exactly the same ideal alibi to his own murderer.”


Maureen started to speak and stopped. “Oh!” she gasped.


“What?”


“The time machine. It must still be there—somewhere—mustn’t it? Shouldn’t you—”


Fergus laughed, and not at comedy. “That’s the payoff of perfection on this opus. I gather Partridge and his sister didn’t love each other too dearly. You know what her first reaction was to the news of his death? After one official tear and one official sob, she went and smashed the hell out of his workshop.”


On a workshop floor lay twisted, shattered coils and busbars. In the morgue lay a plump bald body with a broken neck. These remained of the Great Harrison Partridge.
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Whistler’s Murder


Fredric Brown


THE ANCIENT but immaculate automobile turned in at the driveway of the big country house. It came to a stop exactly opposite the flagged walk that led to the porch of the house.


Mr. Henry Smith stepped from the car. He took a few steps toward the house and then paused at the sight of a wreath on the front door. He murmured something to himself that sounded suspiciously like, “Dear me,” and paused for a moment. He took off his gold-rimmed pince-nez glasses and polished them carefully.


He replaced the glasses and looked at the house again. This time his gaze went higher. The house had a flat roof surmounted by a three-foot parapet. Standing on the roof behind the parapet, looking down at Mr. Smith, was a big man in a blue serge suit. A gust of wind blew back the big man’s coat and Mr. Smith saw that he wore a revolver in a shoulder holster.


The big man pulled his coat together, butttoned it, and stepped back out of sight. This time, quite unmistakably, Mr. Smith said, “Dear me!”


He squared his gray derby hat, went up onto the porch, and rang the doorbell. After about a minute, the door opened. The big man who had been on the roof opened it, and frowned down at Mr. Smith.


“Yeah?” said the big man.


“My name is Henry Smith,” answered Mr. Smith. “I would like to see Mr. Walter Perry. Is be home?”


“No.”


“Is he expected back soon?” asked Mr. Smith. “I . . . ah . . . have an appointment with him. That is, not exactly an appointment. I mean, not for a specific hour. But I talked to him on the telephone yesterday and he suggested that I call sometime this afternoon.” Mr. Smith’s eyes flicked to the funeral wreath on the open door. “He isn’t . . . ah—”


“No,” said the big man. “His uncle’s dead, not him.”


“Ah, murdered?”


The big man’s eyes opened a little more. “How did you know that? The papers haven’t—”


“It was just a guess,” Mr. Smith said. “Your coat blew back when you were on the roof and I saw you were wearing a gun. From that and your . . . ah . . . general appearance, I surmise that you are an officer of the law. If my guess of murder is correct, I hope that you are, and not . . . ah—”


The big man chuckled. “I’m Sheriff Osborne, not the murderer.” He pushed his hat back farther on his head. “And what was your business with Walter Perry, Mr. . . . uh—”


“Smith,” said Mr. Smith. “Henry Smith, of the Phalanx Insurance Co. My business with Walter Perry concerned life insurance. My company, however, also handles fire, theft, and casualty insurance. We’re one of the oldest and strongest companies in the country.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard of the Phalanx. Just what did Walter Perry want to see you about? Wait, come on in. No use talking in the doorway. There’s nobody inside.”


He led the way across the hall into a large, luxuriously furnished room in one corner of which stood a mahogany Steinway grand. He waved Mr. Smith to an overstuffed sofa and perched himself on the bench of the piano.


Mr. Smith sat down on the plush sofa and placed his gray derby carefully beside him. “The crime,” he said, “I take it, would have occurred last night. You suspect Walter Perry and are holding him?”


The sheriff’s head tilted slightly. “And from what,” he wanted to know, “do you take all that?”


“Obviously,” said Mr. Smith, “it bad not yet occurred when I talked to Walter Perry late yesterday, or he would certainly have mentioned it. Then, if the crime had occurred today, I would expect more activity about—coroner, undertaker, deputies, photographers. The discovery must have occurred no later than early this morning for all that to be over with, and the . . . ah . . . remains taken away. I take it that they are, because of the wreath. That would indicate that a mortician has been here. Did you say we had the house to ourselves? Wouldn’t an establishment of this size require servants?”


“Yeah,” answered the sheriff. “There’s a gardener somewhere around and a groom who takes care of the horses—Carlos Perry’s hobby was raising and breeding horses. But they aren’t in the house—the gardener and the groom, I mean. There were two inside servants, a housekeeper and a cook. The housekeeper quit two days ago and they hadn’t hired a new one yet, and the cook— Say, who’s questioning who? How did you guess we were holding Walter on suspicion?”


“A not illogical inference, Sheriff,” said Mr. Smith. “His absence, your manner, and your interest in what he wanted to see me about. How and when was Mr. Carlos Perry killed?”


“A little after two o’clock, or a little before, the coroner says. With a knife, while he was in bed asleep. And nobody in the house.”


“Except Mr. Walter Perry?”


The sheriff frowned. “Not even him, unless I can figure out how—Say, who’s questioning who, Mr. Smith? Just what was your business with Walter Perry?”


“I sold him a policy—not a large one; it was for only three thousand dollars—a few years ago while he was attending college in the city. Yesterday I received a notice from the main office that his current premium had not been paid and that the grace period had expired. That would mean loss of the policy, except for a cash surrender value—very small, considering that the policy was less than three years old. However, the policy can be reinstated within twenty-four hours after expiration of the grace period, if I can collect his premium and have him sign a statement that he is in good health and has had no serious illness since the policy date. Also, I hoped to get him to increase the amount . . . ah—Sheriff, how can you possibly be certain that there was no one else in the house at the time Mr. Perry was killed?”


“Because,” said the big man, “there were two men on the house.”


“You mean, on the roof?”


The sheriff nodded glumly. “Yeah,” he answered. “Two private defectives from the city, and they not only alibi each other—they alibi everybody else.” He grunted. “Well, I hoped your reason for seeing Walter would tie in somewhere, but I guess it doesn’t. If anything comes up, I can reach you through your company, can’t I?”


“Of course,” said Mr. Smith. But he made no move to go.


The sheriff had turned around to the keyboard of the Steinway grand. With a morose finger he picked out the notes of “Peter, Peter, Pumpkin Eater.”


Mr. Smith waited patiently until the sheriff was finished. Then he asked, “Why were two detectives on the roof, Sheriff? Had there been a warning message or threat of some sort?”


Sheriff Osborne turned around on the piano bench and regarded the little insurance agent glumly.


Mr. Smith smiled deprecatingly. He said, “I hope you don’t think I’m interfering, but can’t you see that it’s part of my job, part of my duty to my company, to solve this crime, if I can?”


“Huh? You didn’t have insurance on the old guy, did you?”


“No, just on young Walter, But the question arises—is Walter Perry guilty of murder? If he is, I would be doing my employer a disservice to go out of my way to renew his policy. If he is innocent, and I do not remind him that his policy is about to lapse, I am doing a disservice to a client. So I hope you see that my curiosity is not merely. . . ah . . . curiosity.”


The sheriff grunted.


“There was a threat, a warning?” Mr. Smith asked.


The sheriff sighed deeply. “Yeah,” he said. “Came in the mail three days ago. Letter saying he’d be murdered unless he made restitution to all the people he’d gyped out of money on songs he’d stolen—pirated, I think they call it in that game—from them. He was a song publisher, you know.”


“I recall his nephew having mentioned it. Whistler and Company, isn’t it? Who is Mr. Whistler?”


“There ain’t any,” replied the sheriff. “It’s a long— All right, I might as well tell you. Carlos Perry used to be in vaudeville—a solo act, whistling. ‘Way back when—when there was vaudeville.” The sheriff sighed. ‘When he took on a girl assistant, an accompanist, he billed himself as Whistler and Company, instead of using his name. See?”


“And then he got into song publishing, and used the same name for a company name. I see. And did he really cheat his clients?”


The sheriff said, “I guess he did. He wrote a couple of songs himself that went fairly well, and used the money he got from ’em to set himself up in publishing. And I guess his methods were crooked, all right. He was sued about a dozen times, but usually came out on top and kept right on making hay. He had plenty. I wouldn’t say he was a millionaire, but he must have been half of one, anyway.


“So three days ago this threatening letter comes in the mail, and he showed it to us and wanted protection. Well, I told him we’d work on finding out who sent the letter, but that the county couldn’t afford to assign anybody to permanent protection duty and if he wanted that, he’d have to hire it done. So he went to the city and hired two men from an agency.”


“A reputable one?”


“Yeah, the International. They sent Krauss and Roberts, two of their best men.”


The sheriff’s hand, resting on the keyboard, struck what he probably intended as a chord.


“Last night,” the sheriff went on, “as it happened, nobody was in or around the place here except the boss—I mean, Carlos Perry—and the two International ops. Walter was staying overnight in the city—went in to see a show and stayed at a hotel, he says. We’ve checked. He went to the hotel all right, but we can’t prove be stayed in his room, or that he didn’t. Checked in at about midnight, and left a call for eight. He could’ve made it here and back, easy.


“And the servants—well, I’d told you the housekeeper had quit and not been replaced yet. Just coincidence the other three all happened to be away. The cook’s mother’s critically sick; she’s still away. It was the gardener’s night off; he spent it with his sister and her husband in Dartown, like he always does. The other guy, the horse trainer or groom or whatever you’d call him went to town to see a doctor about an infected foot he’d got from stepping on a nail. Drove in in Perry’s truck and the truck broke down. He phoned and Perry told him to have it fixed at an all-night garage, sleep in town, and bring it back in the morning. So, outside of horses and a couple cats, the only people around last night were Perry and the two private ops.”


Mr. Smith nodded gravely. “And the coroner says the murder happened about two o’clock?”


“He says that’s fairly close, and he’s got something to go by, too. Perry turned in about midnight, and just before he went to his room he ate a snack out of the icebox. One of the ops, Roberts, was with him in the kitchen and can verify what he ate and when. So—you know how a coroner can figure time of death, I guess—how far digestion has proceeded. And—”


“Yes, of course,” said Mr. Smith.


“Let’s go up on the roof,” suggested the sheriff. “I’ll show you the rest of it, easier’n I can tell you.”


He got up from the piano bench and went toward the stairs, Mr. Smith following him like a small tail on a large comet. The sheriff talked back over his shoulder.


“So at midnight Perry turns in. The two ops search the place thoroughly, inside and out. There ain’t nobody around then. They’ll swear to that, and like I said, they’re good men.”


“And,” said Mr. Smith cheerfully, “if someone was already hiding on the premises at midnight, it couldn’t have been Walter Perry. You verified that he checked in at a hotel at midnight.”


“Yeah,” the sheriff rumbled. “Only there wasn’t nobody around. Roberts and Krauss say they’ll turn in their licenses if there was. So they went up, this way, to the roof, because it was a moonlight night and that’s the best place to watch from. Up here.”


They had climbed the ladder from the back second-floor hallway through the open skylight and now stood on the flat roof. Mr. Smith walked over to the parapet.


Sheriff Osborne waved a huge hand. “Look,” he said, “you can see all directions for almost a quarter of a mile—farther than that most ways. There was moonlight—not bright enough to read by, maybe, because the moon was low in the sky—but both the International men were on this roof from around midnight to half past two. And they swear nobody crossed any of those fields or came along the road.”


“They were both watching all the time?”


“Yeah,” the sheriff answered. “They were gonna take turns, and it was Krauss’ time off first, but it was so nice up there on the roof and he wasn’t sleepy, so he stuck around talking to Roberts instead of turning in. And while they weren’t watching all directions every second—well, it’d take anybody time to cross the area where they could’ve seen him. They say it couldn’t have been done.”


“And at two thirty?”


The sheriff frowned. “At two thirty Krauss decided to go downstairs and take a nap. He was just going through the skylight there when the bell started to ring—the telephone bell, I mean. The phone’s downstairs, but there’s an extension upstairs and it rings in both places.


“Krauss didn’t know whether to answer it or not. He knew out in the country here, there are different rings for different phones and he didn’t know whether it was Perry’s ring or not. He went back up on the roof to ask Roberts if he knew, and Roberts did know, and it was Perry’s ring on the phone, so Krauss went down and answered it.


“It wasn’t anything important; it was just a misunderstanding. Merkle the horse guy had told the all-night garage he’d phone to find out if the truck was ready; he meant when he woke up in the morning. But the garageman misunderstood and thought he was to call when he’d finished working on the truck. And he didn’t know Merkle was staying in the village. He phoned out to the house to tell ’em the truck was ready. He’s a kind of dumb guy, the one that works nights in the garage, I mean.”


Sheriff Osborne tilted his hat back still farther and then grabbed at it as a vagrant breeze almost removed it entirely. He said, “Then Krauss got to wondering how come the phone hadn’t waked Perry because it was right outside his bedroom door and he knew Perry was a light sleeper; Perry’d told him so. So he investigated and found Perry was dead.”


Mr. Smith nodded. “Then, I suppose, they searched the place again?”


“Nope. They were smarter’n that. Good men, I told you. Krauss went back up and told Roberts, and Roberts stayed on the roof, watching, figuring maybe the killer was still around and he could see him leaving, see? Krauss went downstairs, phoned me, and while I was getting around here with a couple of the boys, he searched the place again, Roberts watching all the time from the roof. Krauss searched the house and the barns and everywhere, and then when we got here, we helped him and went all over it again. There wasn’t nobody here. See?”


Mr. Smith nodded again. He took off his gold-rimmed glasses and polished them, then walked around the low parapet, studying the landscape.


The sheriff followed him. He said, “Look, the moon was low in the northwest. That meant this house threw a shadow across to the barns. A guy could get that far, easy, but to and from the barns he’d have to cross that big field as far as the clump of trees way down there at the edge of the road. He’d stick out like a sore thumb crossing that field. And outside of the barns that there chunk of woods is the nearest possible cover he could’ve come from. It’d take him ten minutes to cross the field, and he couldn’t have done it.”


“I doubt,” observed Mr. Smith, “that any man would have been so foolish as to try it. The moonlight works both ways. I mean, he could have seen the men on the roof, easily, unless they were hiding down behind the parapet. Were they?”


“Nope. They weren’t trying to trap anybody. They were just watching, most of the time sitting on the parapet, one facing each way while they talked. Like you say, he could’ve seen them just as easy as they could’ve seen him.”


“Um-m-m,” said Mr. Smith. “But you haven’t told me why you’re holding Walter Perry. I presume he inherits—that would give him a motive. But according to what you tell me about the ethics of Whistler and Company, a lot of other people could have motives.”


The sheriff nodded glumly. “Several dozen of ’em. Especially if we could believe that threatening letter.”


“And can’t you?”


“No, we can’t. Walter Perry wrote it and mailed it to his uncle. We traced the typewriter he used, and the stationery. And he admits writing it.”


“Dear me,” declared Mr. Smith earnestly. “Does he say why?”


“He does, but it’s screwy. Look, you want to see him anyway, so why don’t you get his story from him?”


“An excellent idea, Sheriff. And thank you very much.”


“It’s all right. I thought maybe thinking out loud would give me some idea how it was done, but it ain’t. Oh, well. Look, tell Mike at the jail I said you could talk to Perry. If Mike don’t take your word for it, have him phone me here. I’ll be around.”


At the open skylight Mr. Henry Smith paused to take a last look at the surrounding country. He saw a tall, thin man wearing denim coveralls ride out into the field from the far side of the barn.


“Is that Merkle, the trainer?” he asked.


“Yep,” said the sheriff. “He exercises those horses like they was his own kids. A good guy, if you don’t criticize his horses—don’t try that.”


“I won’t,” said Mr. Smith.


Mr. Smith took another look around, then went down the ladder and the stairs and got back into his car. He drove slowly and thoughtfully to the county seat.


Mike, at the jail, took Mr. Smith’s word that Sheriff Osborne had given permission for him to talk to Walter Perry.


Walter Perry was a slight young man who wore horn-rimmed glasses with thick lenses. He smiled ruefully at Mr. Smith. He said, “It was about renewing my policy that you wanted to see me, wasn’t it? But you won’t want to now, of course, and I don’t blame you.”


Mr. Smith studied him a moment. He asked, “You didn’t . . . ah . . . kill your uncle, did you?”


“Of course not.”


“Then,” Mr. Smith told him, “just sign here.” He produced a form from his pocket and unscrewed the top of his fountain pen. The young man signed, and Mr. Smith folded the paper and put it back in his pocket.


“But I wonder, Mr. Perry,” said Mr. Smith, “if you would mind telling me just why you . . . ah—Shriff Osborne tells me that you admit sending a letter threatening your uncle’s life. Is that right?”


Walter Perry sighed. “Yes, I did.”


“But wasn’t that a very foolish thing to do? I take it you never intended to carry out the threat.”


“No, I didn’t. Of course, it was foolish. It was crazy. I should have seen that it would never work. Not with my uncle.” He sighed again and sat down on the edge of the cot in his cell. “My uncle was a crook, but I guess he wasn’t a coward. I don’t know whether that’s to his credit or not. Now that he’s dead, I hate to—”


Mr. Smith nodded sympathetically. “Your uncle had, I understand, cheated a great many songwriters out of royalties from their creations. You thought you might frighten him into making restitution to the ones he had cheated?”


Walter Perry nodded. “It was silly. One of those crazy ideas one gets. It was because he got well.”


“Got well? I’m afraid I don’t—”


“I’d better tell you from the beginning, Mr. Smith. It was two years ago, about the time I was graduated from college—I worked my way through; my uncle didn’t foot the bill—that I first learned what kind of an outfit Whistler and Company was. I happened to meet some former friends of my uncle—old-time vaudeville people who had been on the circuits with him. They were plenty bitter. So I started investigating, and found out about all the lawsuits he’d had to fight and—well, I was convinced.


“I was his only living relative, and I knew I was his heir, but if his money was crooked money—well, I didn’t want it. He and I had a quarrel and he disinherited me, and that was that. Until a year ago when I learned—”


He stopped, staring at the barred door of the cell. “You learned what?” Mr. Smith prompted.


“I learned, accidentally, that my uncle had some kind of cardiac trouble and didn’t have long to live, according to the doctor. Probably less than a year. And—well, it’s probably hard for anybody to believe that my motives were good, but I decided that under those circumstances, I was missing a chance to help the people my uncle had cheated, that if I was still his heir, I could make restitution after his death of the money he had stolen from them. You see?”


Walter Perry looked up at the little insurance agent from his seat on the cot, and Mr. Smith studied the young man’s face, then nodded.


“So you effected a reconciliation?” he asked.


“Yes, Mr. Smith. It was hypocritical, in one way, but I thought it would enable me to square off those crimes. I didn’t want his money, any of it. But I was sorry for all those poor people he’d cheated and—well, I made myself be hypocritical for their sake.”


“You know any of them personally?”


“Not all, but I knew I could find most of the ones I didn’t know through the records of the old lawsuits. The ones I met first were an old vaudeville team by the name of Wade and Wheeler. I met a few others through them, and looked up some of the others. Most of them hated him like poison, and I can’t say I blame them.”


Mr. Smith nodded sympathetically. “But the threatening letter. Where does that fit in?”


“About a week ago I learned that his heart trouble was much better. They’d discovered a new treaunent with one of the new drugs, and while he’d never be in perfect health there was every chance he had another twenty years to live—he was only forty-eight. And, well, that changed things.”


The young man laughed ruefully. He went on, “I didn’t know if I could stand up under the strain of my hypocrisy that long, and anyway, it didn’t look as though restitution would come in time to do any good to a lot of the people he owed money to. Wade and Wheeler, for instance, were older than my uncle—he could easily outlive them, and most of the others. You see?”


“So you decided to write a letter threatening his life, pretending that it came from one of the people he’d cheated, thinking it might scare him into giving them their money now?”


“Decided,” said Walter Perry, “is hardly the word. If I’d thought about it, I’d have realized how foolish it was to hope that it would do any good. He just hired detectives. And then he was murdered, and here I am in a beautiful jam. I don’t blame Osborne for thinking I must have killed him.”


Mr. Smith chuckled. “Fortunately for you, the sheriff can’t figure out how anybody could have killed him. Ah . . . did anyone know about your hoax, the threatening letter? That is, of course, before the sheriff traced it to you and you admitted writing and sending it?”


“Why, yes. I was so disappointed in my uncle’s reaction to receiving it, that I mentioned it to Mr. Wade and Mr. Wheeler, and to a few of the others my uncle owed royalties to. I hoped they could suggest some other idea that might work better. But they couldn’t.”


“Wade and Wheeler—they live in the city?”


“Yes, they’re out of vaudeville now, of course. They get by doing bit parts on radio and television.”


“Um-m-m,” said Mr. Smith. “Well, thank you for signing the renewal on your policy. And when you are out of here, I’d like to see you again to discuss the possibility of your taking an additional policy.”


“Yes, Mr. Smith, I’ll be glad to discuss another policy—if I get out of this mess.”


Mr. Smith smiled. “Then it seems even more definitely to the interest of the Phalanx Insurance Company to see that you are free as soon as possible.”


Mr. Henry Smith drove back to the Perry house even more slowly and thoughtfully than he had driven away from it. He didn’t drive quite all the way. He parked his ancient vehicle almost a quarter of a mile away, at the point where the road curved around the group of trees that gave the nearest cover.


He walked through the trees until he could see the house itself, across the open field. The sheriff was still, or again, on the roof.


Mr. Smith walked out into the open, and the sheriff saw him almost at once. Mr. Smith waved and the sheriff waved back. Mr. Smith walked on across the field to the barn, which stood between the field and the house itself.


The tall, thin man whom he had seen exercising the horse was now engaged in currying a horse.


“Mr. Merkle?” asked Mr. Smith, and the man nodded. “My name is Smith, Henry Smith. I am . . . ah . . . attempting to help the sheriff. A beautiful stallion, that gray. Would I be wrong in guessing that it is a cross between an Arabian and a Kentucky walking horse?”


The thin man’s face lighted up. “Right, mister. I see you know horses. I been having fun with those city dicks, kidding ’em. They think, because I told ’em, that this is a Clyde, and that chestnut Arab mare is a Percheron. Found out yet who killed Mr. Perry?”


Mr. Smith stared at him. “It is just possible that we have, Mr. Merkle, It is just barely possible that you have told me how it was done, and if we know that—”


“Huh?” said the trainer. “I told you?”


“Yes,” returned Mr. Smith. “Thank you.”


He walked on around the barn and joined the sheriff on the roof.


Oshorne grunted a welcome. He said, “I saw you the minute you came out into the open. Dammit, nobody could have crossed that field last night without being noticed.”


“You said the moonlight was rather dim, did you not?”


“Yeah, the moon was low, kind of, and—let’s see, was it a half moon?”


“Third quarter.” said Mr. Smith. “And the men who crossed that field didn’t have to come closer than a hundred yards or more until they were lost in the shadow of the barn.”


The sheriff took off his hat and swabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief. He said, “Sure, I ain’t saying you could recognize anybody that far, but you could see— Hey, why’d you say the men who crossed that field? You mean, you think—”


“Exactly,” cut in Mr. Smith, just a bit smugly. “One man could not have crossed that field last night without being noticed—but two men could! It seems quite absurd, I will admit, but by process of elimination, it must have been what happened.”


Sheriff Osborne stared blankly.


“The two men,” said Mr. Smith, “are named Wade and Wheeler. They live in the city, and you’ll have no difficulty finding them because Walter Perry knows where they live. I think you’ll have no difficulty proving that they did it, once you know the facts. For one thing, I think you’ll find that they probably rented the . . . ah . . . wherewithal. I doubt if they have their own left, after all these years off the stage.“


“Wheeler and Wade? I believe Walter mentioned those names.”


“Exactly,” said Mr. Smith. “They knew the setup here. And they knew that if Walter inherited Whistler and Company, they’d get the money they had coming. So they came here last night and killed Mr. Carlos Perry. They crossed that field last night right under the eyes of your city detectives.”


“I’m crazy, or you are,” declared Sheriff Osborne. “How?”


Mr. Smith smiled gently. “On my way up through the house just now, I verified a wild guess. I phoned a friend of mine who has been a theatrical agent for many years. He remembered Wade and Wheeler quite well. And it’s the only answer—possible because of the dim moonlight, the distance, and the ignorance of city-bred men who would think nothing of seeing a horse in a field at night when the horse should be in the barn. Who wouldn’t, in fact, even see a horse, to remember it.”


“You mean Wade, Wheeler—”


“Exactly,” said Mr. Smith. “Wade and Wheeler, in vaudeville, were the front and back ends of a comedy horse.”
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