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DOROTHY


One

I AM NOT one of those people who like to spend vacations collecting sunburn and aches. My idea of a vacation is to rest quietly in the shade of a blonde, perhaps flexing the wrist muscles now and then to stir the sugar in another round of old fashioneds. So, when my chief in the War Department approved my six-day leave, I thought I was all set. I had laid in a stock of bourbon for old fashioneds before the liquor shortage, and I had been far-sighted enough to marry the blonde two years before. Unfortunately I had forgotten how my wife Arabella can attract trouble when she has time to make the effort. Real trouble. The kind that comes in .30 and .45 caliber packages. I could have had a quiet vacation if I had added merely one more ingredient to my first old fashioned … knockout drops.

The first twelve hours of my leave were perfect. I spent ten of them sleeping, had a leisurely brunch, and settled down in a deck chair on the lawn to nip at my first daytime drink in ages. What with being out of practice I got four drops of bitters into it instead of three, but it was still good. The low Virginia hills rambled around the horizon in haphazard and unmilitary fashion — very pleasant after the geometric crags of The Pentagon.

I thought happily of my desk in A-2 of Army Air Forces. For six days the IN basket of some other guy would be creaking under the priority cables and buckslips and memos. For six days I didn’t have to battle any vicious red EXPEDITE tags. I could feel my nerves relaxing and starting to ship messages around my body by slow freight.

From inside the house came cozy domestic sounds. Faint crashes. A distant gasp. A whiff of smoke. It sounded as if Arab might be cooking. It was nice of her to devote the first day of vacation — hers as well as mine — to whipping up something tasty. Her job as principal clerk in an Ordnance Branch hadn’t given her any more leisure in the past twenty months than mine had given me. Her footsteps sounded on the porch and then swished through the tall grass on the lawn behind me. I would have to cut that grass some day.

“Hello,” I called. “Baking chocolate cake?”

She stood behind my chair, and said in a tearful voice, “No.”

“Raisin pie? Blueberry muffins?”

“I — I wasn’t cooking anything, Andy.”

“It sounded like cooking. What were you mixing up?”

She sniffed, “I was mixing seventy-four per cent potassium nitrate, sixteen per cent charcoal, and ten per cent sulphur, but something went wrong.”

My mind added those ingredients slowly, and then the answer jabbed me and I whirled around and yelled, “GUNPOWDER!”

She was standing behind my chair with her fingers laced into a knot and her feet toeing in like a little girl reporting for a spanking. From her appearance you might have thought she had taken a shower fully dressed and then had patted herself with coal dust instead of talcum. Her hair drooped like seaweed, and only a few glints of gold shone through the grime. In the wet dress her body looked young enough for middy blouses.

I grabbed her. “Are you hurt? Did it burn you?”

“I’m all right, Andy.”

I sighed in relief, and kissed her. It was nice, even allowing for the ten per cent sulphur. “I heard you coming across the porch,” I said, “so I know we still have a porch. But I’m afraid to look at the house. Do we still have it?”

“I didn’t do any real damage,” she explained, snuggling closer. “You see, I knew it might be dangerous and I rigged up a bucket of water overhead, fixed so I could dump it at a moment’s notice. I don’t think I was a fifth of a second behind the flash. That’s a system they use in powder plants, only there it works by electronics.”

“Memo to Mrs. Arabella Blake. Subject: Gunpowder. You are hereby directed to quit making it.”

“First indorsement. To Andrew Blake, Captain, A.C. Phooie.”

“Aw listen, Arab, what do you have to make gunpowder for?”

“Because I like to shoot guns. I can’t get shotgun or rifle ammunition so all I can shoot are flintlocks and such. But you need black powder for flintlocks and that’s almost impossible to buy.”

I groaned. I hadn’t realized, when we were married, that we weren’t moving into a love nest but into an arsenal. I hadn’t realized that I was marrying the runner-up in the North American Women’s Small-Bore Skeet Shoot. That was shotgun stuff, of course, but Arab didn’t discriminate against rifles and pistols. Personally, I don’t like hand arms. I prefer nice stable guns, like the seventy-fives we had in R.O.T.C. at Princeton back in the early Thirties. A seventy-five doesn’t wobble no matter how much a guy shakes. I don’t like hand arms but it’s not true, as Arab once claimed, that I’m scared to death of them. It’s just that I’d rather live with a houseful of trained cobras.

The worst thing about Arab’s guns is that they come in handy. She can track down trouble the way a detector spots land mines. I used to be an antique dealer in peacetime, and after we were married Arab dug up a gang of antique furniture crooks so fast that the whistle of lead almost drowned the chime of wedding bells. When she first came to Washington, in the full of ‘42, she ran a one-woman campaign against loose talk. This brought us a close acquaintance with some very unpleasant people who were in the business of listening to loose talk.

Recently she had started collecting antique firearms: snaphances, matchlocks, U.S. Martial pistols … and, of course, shooting them. We had been forced to leave a comfortable Washington apartment and move ten miles out in Virginia to a house where she could hold target practice without disturbing the Military District of Washington. We have no neighbors within a mile and Arab can shoot as much as she likes without bothering anyone … except me.

“You’d have made some man a wonderful wife,” I grumbled, “back in the days of stone axes.”

“Andy, would you love me more if I gave up guns?”

“I might have a chance to love you longer.”

“A mousy woman wouldn’t be good for you, Andy. You’d just sleep all the time if you hadn’t married an alarm clock like me. Look how you were rusting before I came down here in forty-two. And right away I got you into that loose talk business and you won a promotion.”

“I almost won a military funeral.”

“And they gave you the Legion of Merit.”

“It was a toss-up. Between that and a court martial.”

“And now you’ve been a captain ever so long and I know you’re up against a tough Table of Organization, but they’d revise that T/O if you were more of a spark plug.”

I complained, “I work myself dizzy at The Pentagon.”

“But you don’t get as much done as you did a year ago. Right after that loose talk business you were ripping through red tape like double-O shot through cobwebs. But now it has you all tied up. You’re too cautious. I bet you don’t even say hello to people any more except through channels.”

“We have certain methods of procedure,” I said stiffly, “that must be followed by all personnel. We — ”

“The trouble is, I haven’t had time to give you my personal attention. Just stand still and let me look at you, Andy.”

She backed away a few steps. Maybe I should have laughed, because she did look like Cinderella before the beauty parlor treatment. But at the moment I didn’t really notice the dishmop droop of her hair and the smudged face. All I could see were two very grave and honest blue eyes, studying me.

As she looked at me, I shivered. I knew what she was seeing. An unplanned, angular face. Sandy red hair that usually looks like a wilted whisk broom. A long body hung together as carelessly as a folding wooden cot. She was seeing a guy who never got past the first cut of a football or basketball or baseball squad and who was voted Most Unlikely to Succeed by his classmates at Old Nassau and who had dreamed along in the antique business while other guys were getting names as coming young men in important lines of work.

Ever since the wedding I had been afraid that some day she would look carefully at me and realize that she must have been nuts. She was a Reynolds, of the Philadelphia Main Line Reynolds. What with all the money and social position in the family, a Reynolds girl could have a fairly wide choice of men even if she had two heads and lived in a bottle. Arab has only one head … the one that Life ran on the cover the time they did an article on Main Line debs. You needed an M-4 tank to be sure of getting to her through a stag line. So she had picked me. I sometimes think the doctors are lying when they say she has 20/20 eyesight.

“Bring in the jury, will you?” I said. “The accused is getting nervous. And what am I charged with?”

“With blocking traffic, darling. But I think you can be reformed.”

“I don’t want to be reformed. I like being safe and sane, and so regular that people set their watches by me.”

“I don’t mind them setting watches by you, Andy. But I do object to calendars.”

“Well,” I said, “I don’t know what to do. There isn’t any local dragon, or I’d sally forth and let him bite a few choice red points from me.”

“We could at least get you out of that deck chair, as a start. I read an advertisement for an auction of antiques, downtown. That shouldn’t be too strenuous, and it might liven you up a bit.”

“Would there,” I asked suspiciously, “be any antique firearms in this auction?”

“What if there are?”

“Oh, nothing,” I sighed. “Let’s go.”

I carried the deck chair onto the porch and folded it sadly. My plans for a lazy afternoon were shot. I had no suspicion that the deck chair would gather yellow Virginia dust all through my leave. Nothing warned me that, during the next five days, I would look back longingly to those quiet idyllic times when nothing happened except for Arab making a slight mistake in combining potassium nitrate, charcoal, and sulphur.

We dressed and walked a mile to the main highway, where we caught one of the hourly buses into Washington. It was a hot day: the sort of day on which, in peacetime, most government offices shut at noon and everyone goes into hiding. In wartime a day like this one always brings everybody into Washington’s cramped shopping center. The auction rooms on F Street were crowded, although there was a half-hour to go before the sale opened. Apparently a lot of money was being invested in antiques these days. I heard a couple of people telling each other that you got good honest workmanship and materials when you bought antiques, which was more than you could say for modern wartime merchandise.

I grinned, because at the moment they were admiring the worm channels on a carved press cupboard attributed to seventeenth century Connecticut. I didn’t know when the worms had been at work, but I knew when the cabinetmaker had been. The press cupboard was about as antique as Arab. Wood worms don’t crawl on the surace of wood, digging ruts with their noses. They burrow through the wood. Before they reach the surface they stop, go into a pupa stage, turn into Death Watch beetles and hammer their way out. Worm channels can only be exposed by chisel and saw and plane, and of course honest craftsmen don’t use wormy timbers. The early Connecticut press cupboard was a phony.

That was no special reflection on the firm holding the auction, however. It wasn’t guaranteeing anything. It was merely selling off a collection for somebody, and maybe the auctioneer didn’t know about worm channels. Lots of people don’t.

It wasn’t a bad collection, on the whole. The owner hadn’t been stung more than average. I spotted a nice Pennsylvania slat-back chair, an authentic Sheraton whatnot veneered in satinwood and bird’s eye maple, a Willard clock, and a pair of andirons with uprights cast in the form of Hessian soldiers. Andirons of that type were popular after the Revolutionary War; our ancestors liked to spit tobacco juice at them. Probably they would be bought and cherished by some nice old lady.

As I went around I played a game, scribbling the lot numbers and the price I thought the item might bring. I put down ninety bucks for the slat-back chair, twenty-five hundred for the Sheraton piece, a hundred and twenty for the Willard clock and fifty dollars for the andirons.

I checked up on firearms and found that Arab hadn’t pulled a fast one. There were a few, but no more than might be expected in a sizable collection. The only really interesting thing about the firearms was that they were monopolizing the attention of the two best-looking gals in the place: Arab, and a high-octane redhead with a skin as pale and clear as one of Hepplewhite’s ivory inlays. Quite a bit of the ivory skin was on display. The white piqué sports dress didn’t reach her knees and the bolero jacket, meant to keep the sunback modest, hung over her arm. It was the sort of outfit that could only be worn by a girl who wasn’t troubled by sunburn, freckles, or blushes. She was studying a double-barrel flintlock pistol as if she meant to shoot a guy with it.

One of my theories is that you can tell a lot about a girl by her legs. Even if the theory is wrong, I don’t feel that the time is wasted. The redhead had long slim legs with lean ankles. There was no fat on them; when she moved, muscles twitched under the skin. She hadn’t acquired the muscles by sitting in a chair and crossing her legs. She had won them the hard way … in a chorus line, or in trying to get into the Nationals at Forest Hills, or maybe doing full Gainors from the high board.

An elbow tried to make kindling out of my ribs, and Arab said crossly, “I suppose you’ll claim her legs merely reminded you of something by Chippendale.”

“Chippendale,” I said, “went in for cabriole legs … bowed legs. No, I wasn’t reminded of Chippendale.”

“Aren’t mine nice too, Andy?”

“The only reason I look at competition is to make sure you still have it licked.”

“Thank you, Andy. Only I wish you didn’t have to spend so much time making sure.”

A red-faced man mounted a platform just then, and the crowd edged forward. We tried to get to the inadequate row of folding chairs and missed out. A couple of assistants collected the antiques that had been on display, and took them up front. I leaned against the wall and began to enjoy myself. It had been a couple of years since I had attended an auction, and I had almost forgotten the excitement of watching dealers jockeying for position and bidders fighting each other and occasional nice pieces going at a bargain. The Sheraton whatnot brought four grand, which was on the stiff side, while the Willard clock slipped through at sixty bucks. One of the dealers nabbed it; you wouldn’t have suspected by his face that he had a sure hundred per cent profit.

The auctioneer knocked down the Hessian andirons for fifty-three bucks to a nice old lady. That gave me a perfect score, because I had picked the price within three bucks and the type of buyer. I hoped nobody would ever tell the nice old lady about the tobacco juice. The next item was a double-barrel pistol, which ought to go for about thirty bucks according to my list. I’m not an expert on old firearms, but even a dealer who specializes on furniture has to learn a little about them. Rusted Kentucky rifles and dueling pistols with missing locks have a way of bobbing up when you buy a complete collection from somebody.

The auctioneer chanted, “Now we have Lot Number Sixteen. Here’s a fine specimen of late eighteenth-century coach pistol. English make. Flintlock. Double-barreled. Complete with flannel-lined case, bullet mold, and a dozen bullets. Just the thing to hang over your fireplace. Who’ll start it at fifty dollars?”

I grinned. Coach pistols with plain stocks and barrels, and by unknown gunsmiths, weren’t going to panic the house like that. If he wanted fifty bucks he’d better load the thing and point it at somebody.

“Ten dollars,” said a girl nearby.

It was the high-test redhead, bidding on the pistol she’d been examining earlier. She had greenish eyes that I’d rather have slanted at me over a cocktail glass than over a fifty-caliber steel barrel. I watched her while the bidding went up a buck or two at a time. One foot tapped the floor, and she snapped bids almost before her few opponents had finished making theirs. Her voice had husky tones in it, like a fire crackling. The white piqué clung to her figure here and there, and I got the impression that she wasn’t wearing her woolies underneath.

Because of watching her I lost track of the bids for a minute, and so it was a shock when I realized what was happening. The bids were rocketing up five bucks a jump. Somebody across the room had just made it seventy dollars. I squinted again at my list. It wasn’t logical. Even in London, where an English pitsol would do better than here, seventy bucks would be silly. I hadn’t studied the piece carefully before the auction, but I would have remembered if there had been a silver plate marked “Joseph Manton, Patent and Crown.” If the pistol could be attributed to Manton, or to the Ketlands or Nock or Mortimer & Wogdon or any of the other famous English gunsmiths, the auctioneer would have made a big point of it.

“Eighty-five,” the redhead called in a whiplash voice.

“Ninety.”

Only one person was bidding against her: a man on the other side of the room. He made his bids in a hoarse whisper like a tout giving you a horse in the next race. So many people were between us that I had trouble spotting him. I stood on tiptoe and moved around and finally got a peek. He was a jockey-sized guy with a starved face, and ears that looked like handlebars from a bicycle. It was difficult to get a long look at him; he kept wriggling through the crowd like a minnow.

The bidding was taking ten-dollar leaps now. The redhead saw the little guy’s last raise and bumped the pot to one-fifty. One hundred and fifty dollars for a coach pistol you could duplicate at forty if you tried one of the half-dozen mail-order dealers. The redhead was getting worried. Her scarlet-tipped hands wrenched at her white pocketbook. Across the room the hoarse voice said a hunnert and sixty, and the girl jerked as if she had been slapped. She tried to see across the room by standing on tiptoe, but it wasn’t much use. In her spiked heels she was already on tiptoe.

“One-sixty,” the auctioneer chanted. “Who’ll make it one-seventy? Going at one-sixty, going — ”

The redhead took a deep breath. “Two hundred,” she snapped.

Whispers made a taffeta rustle through the crowd, and a lane began to open across the room. People were moving away from between the bidders, the way people clear a space for a fight. The little man didn’t seem to like it. His minnow wrigglings were more frantic. He darted behind one group, then another, and suddenly there was nobody to hide behind and the redhead saw him.

A scream jabbed my eardrums. The girl had screamed, but not in fright. There was almost a hawklike note in it. She screamed, and ran across the room toward him faster than I’d have thought anybody could run in three-inch heels. The little guy fáked a dash toward the front of the room, made a half-spin and whipped out through the doorway to the street. The girl flashed after him.

For a couple of minutes there was a lot of gasping and shoving, and by the time I reached the doorway nothing could be seen. On the crowded street a few pedestrians were looking up F Street as if somebody had sprinted past them, but the redhead and little man had vanished. I went back inside.

It took the auctioneer ten minutes to get things moving again. He tried to coax someone to pick up the bidding at two hundred bucks but failed. Finally he laid the pistol aside in the apparent hope that one of the bidders would return.

Crowd psychology is tricky. Bidding had been lively for the first sixteen lots, but now the crowd was bored. The excitement over the pistol made everything else an anticlimax. The slat-back chair, for example, which I had picked to bring ninety bucks, went at forty-seven. It didn’t take more than a half-hour to close out the remaining lots. Neither the redhead nor the little guy had returned, and because it was an absolute auction the pistol had to be sold. Quite a few people were interested in the weapon but not to any great financial extent. The one-dollar bids made me yawn and I went outside to wait for Arab, who always stays until the end of everything. All that fuss over an old pistol irritated me, anyway. I could have seen the sense in a fuss if it had been, say, a Duncan Phyfe sideboard.

Arab came out in five minutes, and we headed for the Virginia bus terminal. “What did that hunk of iron pipe bring?” I asked.

“Sixty-two dollars and fifty cents, darling.”

“The person who bought that rod,” I said, “made a down payment on a time bomb. The redhead and the half-pint weren’t bidding in the hundreds just to make the auction a success.”

“I didn’t see the half-pint,” Arab said. “There were so many people in the way. What was he like?”

“Little. Little and mean-looking. I got a hunch the new owner of that rod will meet a lot of unpleasant people. Who bought the thing?”

She took my arm and skipped once and said happily,

“I did.”


Two

A SHIVER frisked over my skin like a black widow spider. We had just started to cross E Street at Twelfth. I looked quickly around, yanked Arab out of the way of an oncoming taxi, reached the opposite sidewalk safely, and peered up at the windows of the buildings in front of us. I don’t quite know what I expected to find. Maybe a figure behind us raising a keen-edged East Indian khouttar, or a murderous lunge from the taxi, or a face leering down from behind a poised bowlder in a window of the building.

But the figure behind us was a WAC who shrank from my glare and went down the street nervously, making sure she had all her insignia. The danger overhead was from pigeons. The empty taxi had stopped in plenty of time for the traffic light, and the driver was an authentic Washington hackie because he was waiting haughtily for customers to try to claw their way into the cab. At the very least I had expected him to give us a honeyed, sinister invitation to enter.

“What are you looking for?” Arab asked. “Didn’t you hear me say I bought the gun?”

“I heard you. I was looking around for trouble. It seems to be slightly delayed.”

“Everything is, nowadays, darling. You can’t expect peacetime service.”

I asked gloomily, “Is it too much to hope that you didn’t leave our address at the auction place?”

“Well, I had to give them a check and of course identify myself and give my name and address. But I didn’t give your name and address.”

“Swell,” I said. “I’ll move right out. Didn’t you suspect that leaving our address puts us right in the middle of a very queer racket?”

“Oh, Andy, you wouldn’t put down a mystery novel after the first chapter, would you?”

“Nope. Before the first chapter. I don’t like books or people to breathe clammily on the back of my neck. Where is the pistol?”

She lifted a neat package she had been holding under her arm, almost hidden by her big pocketbook. She gripped it firmly, as if I might snatch it.

“Don’t worry,” I snapped. “I won’t try to throw the thing away. Getting rid of a pistol, even an old one, is about as easy as abandoning a body. And anyway, our visitors wouldn’t know we had thrown it away.”

“What visitors?”

“The ones we’ll be having tonight, or maybe the next night. The ones who’ll be looking for our welcome mat under a nice dark window.”

She gave a delighted shiver. “You ought to thank me, Andy. You seemed interested in that red-headed girl. Maybe I’ve given you a chance to meet her.”

“I would just as soon,” I said, “meet the business end of a blowtorch.”

“There’s nothing dangerous about a blowtorch,” she cooed, slanting her eyes at me, “as long as you hold it properly.”

“Women,” I snarled, “are like hand grenades. There isn’t any right way to hold them. The only right thing is to get rid of them … fast.”

“Andy?”

“Huh?”

“Andy, you didn’t really mean that, did you?”

“Don’t mind me,” I sighed. “Men are always yelping against their fate, and then marrying it anyway. I wouldn’t be happy without you. I might be a better insurance risk, but I wouldn’t be happy. So let’s go home and have fun staying away from lighted windows.”

We climbed on our bus at the Virginia terminal at Twelfth and Pennsylvania, and I made Arab sit with me in a back corner where we couldn’t be seen easily by people outside. Nobody suspicious appeared before we left. That made me feel a little better, but not much. It would be simple to get our address at the auction place … as easy as parting with five bucks.

Ordinarily I do a lot of grumbling about the time it takes a bus to get from Washington to The Pentagon. Most of our Virginia buses are prewar — pre-World War I, I believe. They toil across Fourteenth Street Bridge and then wearily tackle the loops leading to The Pentagon. Half the time we have a new driver who doesn’t know the loops. When that happens, getting to The Pentagon is like living in the seventeenth century and hunting for the Northwest Passage. But right now the bus trip couldn’t be too slow for me. I didn’t want to go home. I wanted to get off in the concourse and cancel my leave and sleep on a desk for the next two months. Of course I knew that Arab wouldn’t go along with that.

“I’ve been wondering,” she said. “Might that scene between your redhead and the little man have been cooked up? To get a higher price for the pistol?”

“But they didn’t get a much higher price, and they lost a couple of grand on the rest of the auction because it seemed so tame after the pistol business. It doesn’t add up. Just in passing, lay off that your redhead business. I am not a guy who mixes either drinks or women. And I already have a blonde.”

She snuggled against me, and murmured, “I know how you like your old fashioneds, Andy. But how do you like your blondes?”

“I like my drinks strong and my blondes weak. But nobody pays any attention to my likes.”

“Andy, why did your — the redhead — fail to come back? Why didn’t the little man come back before the auction ended?”

“All I can do is guess. She went after him as if she either wanted to carve him into hors d’oeuvres or hold him for the law. If he got away, he might have been too scared to come back. She might have caught him and yelled for a cop, or lost him and gone on hunting. Either way she wouldn’t get back.”

“Thank you, Andy. You always make things clear.”

“I hope I make it unpleasant, too. Because that’s what it’s going to be.”

We arrived home and found everything peaceful. I mixed an old fashioned for my nerves, and a fruit salad type of drink for Arab, who doesn’t know any better than to like the things. Then I hung around within sneering range while she opened her package. She went “ooooh” and “aaaah” until I couldn’t stand it any longer and had to look at the pistol.

“What do you make of it?” she breathed.

“It is,” I said, “a late Eighteenth Century double-barreled English coach pistol. Flintlock. Complete with flannel case and a dozen rounds. Just the thing to hang over your grave.”

“Oh Andy, don’t be so difficult! Doesn’t it just ooze mystery?”

“Sure. Note the secret staircase built into the right barrel. Observe the trap door in the powder pan, leading to a pit filled with pit vipers. Glom onto the map of Cap’n Kidd’s treasure carved in the stock.”

“All right, be difficult. But if we’re in for trouble, the best way to stop it is to find out what the mystery is.”

“Correction. The best way is to hang this rod up on our porch with a spotlight on it and a sign announcing TAKE ONE.”

“Look at it, Andy. Pick it up.”

I don’t like pistols. Usually I handle them the way I’d brandish a porcupine. My fingers touched the butt … and I almost yelled. The thing seemed to jump into my hand. It sat up like a trained cobra. I looked down horrified as the browned barrels swayed back and forth, back and forth. Both serpentines were at full cock, and the bits of flint in them gleamed like fangs. Some trick of balance made you want to squeeze the butt and single trigger.

“How did those serpentines get cocked?” I asked hoarsely. “They were okay when I picked it up.”

“You did it, darling. I saw you. As you picked it up, your thumb reached out automatically and cocked them. The same thing happened to me.”

I eased the hammers down, and watched the flints scrape along the frizzens and nose aside the pan covers. “This thing is built for murder,” I said.

“I felt that, too. And it’s more than just perfect balance, Andy. I’ve handled a lot of pistols. This one has the balance of a ballet dancer, but that doesn’t account for it.”

“Wait a minute. It’s not mysterious. We’re just victims of psychology. We expect this hunk of iron to pull deadly tricks and so it does them. But only because we teach it the tricks. Like my thumb cocking it. This thing needs to be debunked.”

I laid it down carefully, watching my thumb all the time, and located a long pencil. The first thing to do with a gun, even an old one, is to find out whether or not it is loaded. Old weapons can be even more dangerous that way than modern firearms. Old guns were difficult to unload. A man had to spend a couple of minutes putting a twisted wire called a worm into the barrel, screwing it into the lead ball until it took hold, withdrawing the bullet, and then loosening the packed charge and shaking it out. Sometimes the owner unloaded by firing the piece; maybe up the chimney, the way Shakespeare describes in The Merry Wives of Windsor. At other times the owner didn’t want to waste the load and left it in the piece. Every once in a while you find an ancient hand gun that has been loaded for a century … and powder doesn’t always lose its explosive properties as it ages.

There was no powder in the priming pan of this pistol, but it is possible to ignite a main charge in other ways and I was taking no chances. I put the pencil down both barrels in turn, measured how far it went, and compared the measurement with the distance between muzzles and touch holes. They matched closely, which they wouldn’t have done if there had been a charge in either barrel. I examined the pistol closely. The single trigger fired both barrels at once when both serpentines were cocked; if you wanted to fire one barrel you merely cocked one. The steel was browned to prevent rust. I couldn’t check the sear assembly without going into the tedious job of taking it apart, but the mechanism worked smoothly and seemed to be in fine shape.

There was no chasing or ornamentation except for one thing, which had been hidden previously as the pistol lay in its case. On the left side a small silver plate had been let into the walnut stock and fastened with silver pins. The autioneer hadn’t thought to look at the plate through a magnifying glass. I studied it through a glass and saw an aged tracery. There was a date: 1791. And there were two words. They came whispering out of the past with a cold, deadly message: Spare Naught. I put the thing down. I could feel sweat coming out on my body like prickly heat.

“What did you find?” Arab asked breathlessly.

I told her, and explained, “It might add ten or twenty bucks to the value, as far as the average collector is concerned. As far as I’m concerned, it makes me willing to pay somebody ten or twenty bucks to take it away. This cannon has all the winning qualities of a mad dog.”

“That’s your psychology again. But haven’t you found out anything about the mystery?”

“Nope.”

“Then we’ll just have to wait for visitors, won’t we?”

From the edges of my eyes I saw a goblin face smear itself against a front window. I would have yelled, but the yell met gulps coming down my throat and the traffic jam almost strangled me. The choking gave me a moment to think, and I realized that even lovely faces look odd when puttied against a window. The face had been a girl’s, and had been framed by hair the color of embers.

“We won’t have to wait long,” I said. “I’m gonna have a chance to prove that blondes and redheads don’t mix.”

Arab jumped to the door, yanked it open. The redhead’s hand was lifted to knock and so she almost announced herself by rapping politely on Arab’s nose. It didn’t get the girls off to a good start. There might have been fireworks, except that each wanted something that the other could supply.

“How do you do,” Arab said. “Please come in.”

“Thank you.” The redhead’s voice had warm cello notes in it, and she walked into the room as if modeling chinchilla. “I hope I didn’t startle you. I wasn’t sure I had the right place.”

“It’s quite all right,” Arab said. “I’m afraid the window left a smudge on your nose.”

“I shouldn’t have done that, should I?” She dusted her nose with a handkerchief, stared at Arab’s print dress, and cooed, “So sorry to break in on you when you’re not dressed for company.”

“I do look frowsy,” Arab said. “And I was admiring your outfit at the auction. You looked so nice in it … as if you’d just stepped out of a bathtub and hadn’t quite reached for a towel.”

I cleared my throat and said, “I hate to be the innocent bystander at times like these. May I referee?”

“Why Andy, whatever do you mean? Miss Uh, this is Captain Blake. I’m Mrs. Blake.”

“I’m so glad,” the redhead murmured, as if the relationship was a great surprise to her.

“Did you think we weren’t married?” Arab snapped.

“My dear! Did you think I meant that? I meant I’m so glad to meet you and Captain Blake. I’m Katharine Hawley. K-a-t-h-a … you know, like Kit Cornell.”

“Maybe,” I said, pointing to part of Arab’s arsenal hanging on the wall, “maybe I should just load two of those things for you, and leave.”

“What are you talking about, darling?”

“Yes,” Miss Hawley echoed. “I hope you haven’t misunderstood us, Captain. I did come to talk about a gun, by the way.”

“What a coincidence,” Arab said. “We were just talking about one. Could it be the same?”

Our visitor walked to the table and touched the Spare Naught pistol with a finger. “It’s this one. You weren’t bidding on it while I was at the auction, Mrs. Blake.”
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