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INTRODUCTION


If you like mysteries, and if you like books, what could be better than mysteries featuring the world of books? These wonderful tales have come to be called bibliomysteries. If you go to the dictionary (as a traditionalist) or hit your computer spellcheck, you will discover that there is no listing for this word, and if you type it onto a Word document it will appear with a squiggly red line underneath it, indicating that you have misspelled or entered a non-existent word.


Nonetheless, bibliophiles who also are mystery fiction aficionados certainly know what the word means, however abstruse or esoteric it may seem to those poor, deprived souls who do not share those pleasures.


As a “book person” my entire life, and a mystery fan for more than a half-century, I’ve had a special warm spot in my heart for books about books ever since I read Christopher Morley’s The Haunted Bookshop when I was a teenager.


Admittedly, “the world of books” is a somewhat vague definition of bibliomystery because it overs a lot of geography and is not nearly as specific as some readers might wish it to be.


Defining bibliomysteries is somewhat subjective. It’s pretty clearly in the sub-genre if the crime involves rare books, or if a book or books are the primary macguffin (another word not in the dictionary or accepted by spell-check). If much of the action is set in a bookshop or a library, it is a bibliomystery, just as it is if a major character is a bookseller or librarian. A collector of rare books counts, and often a scholar or academic working with rare books, manuscripts, or archives may be included. Publishers? Yes, if their jobs are integral to the plot. Authors? Tricky. If they just happen to write books (and it is amazing to note the number of fictional mystery writers who stumble onto corpses) and get involved in a mystery, it is a borderline call. If the nature of their work brings them into a mystery, or their books are a vital clue in the solution, they probably make the cut.


In compiling this anthology, I made a lot of judgment calls, perhaps edging closer to inclusion than exclusion, although I’ve read and rejected many stories that some would have included. As a simple example, I can point to the Mr. and Mrs. North series by Frances and Richard Lockridge. Jerry North is a publisher and so it might have been justifiable to include a story but his job did not include anything seriously bookish in the North short stories.


I’d have expected more bibliomystery short stories to have been written in the Golden Age of detective stories, the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, but it seems most authors became so fond of the bookish environment that they used it for novels. If you like reading books about books with an element of murder, permit me to recommend some bibliomystery novels that I am confident you will enjoy as much as I did; this is not a complete list and, in truth, a handful of these titles are not my all-time favorites (hello, Harry Stephen Keeler). Alas, some titles are out of print but most can be hunted down in used copies or e-books.


“Anonymous” The Smiling Corpse, 1935


Bristow, Gwen, & Bruce Manning, The Gutenberg Murders, 1931


Chandler, Raymond, The Big Sleep, 1939


Clason, Clyde B., The Man from Tibet, 1938


Daly, Elizabeth, Murders in Volume 2, 1941


de la Torre, Lillian, Dr. Sam: Johnson, Detector, 1946


Evans, John (Howard Browne), Halo for Satan, 1948


Fearing, Kenneth, The Big Clock, 1946


Fuller, Timothy, Three Thirds of a Ghost, 1941


Gruber, Frank, The Buffalo Box, 1942


Johnson, W. Bolingbroke (Morris Gilbert Bishop), The Widening Stain, 1942


Keeler, Harry Stephen, The Sharkskin Book, 1941


Lockridge, Frances & Richard, Murder within Murder, 1946


Morley, Christopher, The Haunted Bookshop, 1919


Page, Marco (Harry Kurnitz), Fast Company (1938)


Ross, Barnaby (Ellery Queen), Drury Lane’s Last Case, 1933


Targ, William, & Lewis Herman, The Case of Mr. Cassidy, 1939


Taylor, Phoebe Atwood, Going, Going, Gone, 1943


Tilton, Alice (Phoebe Atwood Taylor), Beginning with a Bash (1937)


Wells, Carolyn, Murder in the Bookshop, 1936


Weston, Garnett, The Hidden Portal, 1946


—OTTO PENZLER


New York,


October 2022




THE JORGENSON PLATES


Frederick Irving Anderson


Frederick Irving Anderson (1877-1947), the creator of Sophie Lang, the charming and creative jewel thief, has been largely forgotten by modern readers, having produced only three books of mystery and crime during his lifetime; many additional stories were published only in magazines, mainly The Saturday Evening Post, some being collected in only one recent book,


Perhaps his best-known character is the delightful young woman who appeared in a single volume, The Notorious Sophie Lang, a thief of such daring and unmatched success that she is often regarded as a legend who doesn’t actually exist. Much of her fame derives from a series of 1930s Paramount films recounting her adventures. She was portrayed by Gertrude Michael in all three.


In The Notorious Sophie Lang (1934), the police use a French thief to capture her, but they fall in love and escape. In The Return of Sophie Lang (1936), which also starred Ray Milland, the reformed adventuress is on an ocean liner with her elderly benefactress when she recognizes a “distinguished” fellow passenger; he is actually a jewel thief planning to involve Sophie in the disappearance of a diamond on which he has set his sights. The final film, Sophie Lang Goes West (1937), recounts Lang’s predicament when she evades the police by boarding a train to California. It is not long before she becomes involved with fellow travelers, including a brash but charming Hollywood press agent and a desperate sultan who hopes the valuable gem he is carrying will be stolen. Curiously, although the films had some success, the only volume of Sophie’s adventures was never published in America.


Anderson’s other mystery collections were Adventures of the Infallible Godahl (1914) and The Book of Murder (1930), selected by Ellery Queen as one of the 106 greatest collections of mystery stories ever published. Deputy Parr, who is outwitted by Godahl in one book and Sophie Lang in another, again has his hands full with assorted crooks in his third collection. The posthumous The Purple Flame and Other Stories (2016) contains assorted non-series stories.


“The Jorgenson Plates” was first published in the November 11, 1922, issue of The Saturday Evening Post; it was first collected in The Notorious Sophie Lang (London, Heinemann, 1925).


The Jorgenson Plates


Frederick Irving Anderson


A FROSTY young moon coming up over the hemlock spires along the lake shore discovered a large man in an open fur coat working himself to a high pitch of frenzy over a pair of iron gates set in a patented thief-proof fence that extended to infinity in either direction.


The man was out of gas, and he said so to high heaven in a cultivated voice that shook under his emotion as the iron gates shook under his futile hands. His car stood hard by, an edging of polished nickel indicating its looming inanimate bulk. Saint Christopher, who from his high seat overlooks blowouts and empty gas tanks, had set him down tantalizingly at the sealed portals of one of those vast estates whose seigneurs indicate to the world the extent of their wealth by the extent of their fence line.


After a half hour’s interview with that pair of gates his gorilla-like persistence came to an end, and he sat down on a whitewashed boulder, holding his head disconsolately in his hands. From this reverie he was roused by a woman’s voice, wailing thinly from the car: “Oh, Llewellyn! Why did we ever come out to these dreadful provinces!”


Llewellyn explained that they had crossed the line, were no longer in the provinces, were in the States, which area is, as everyone knows, highly civilized; but the lady, binding her head in robes, from the depths of the car predicted a raid of Comanches, Apaches, or Iroquois before the night was older.


Llewellyn was back at the gate, which he now examined methodically. He was not a walking man, else he might have deserted his wife and adventured down the road. The gate seemed the best bet, and he was hallooing loudly when he became aware of company. A diminutive person in peaked cap, stock, and putties, a paddock boy, evidently imported in bond, had come up beside him noiselessly. Llewellyn recognized the breed, common enough in country lanes back home.


“I’m out of petrol, boy!” he said.


“You ain’t expectin’ to git it of’ im?”


“And why not? Shan’t he have it?”


“ ’Im”—in rising falsetto—“ ’ave it? Lor’! ’E owns it—hall of it!”


“Here’s a quid, boy. Run down the road to the first garage.”


The paddock boy turned his back on the glittering bribe; he eyed with awful malevolence the stalled car. It was in the ditch; that was where it belonged, said he; it had run ’im and ’is ’orses hoff the road, said he; and hit could bloody well sty, for all of ’im, said he. If it ’ad been a ’orse, now; and if it ’ad been a scuttle of hoats as was wanted, or a rub of liniment, or a surcingle, said he—but a gas wagon—no, sir, not for all the quids in the bloomin’ land! said he. And he walked off, nor could any entreaties induce him to return.


“I order you! I command! I’ll have you given in charge!”


“ ‘Aw, go push the bloomin’ bell!” sneered the boy over his shoulder.


Llewellyn sprang to the gate; he found the bell, which he had overlooked in his precipitancy. He leaned against it. He primed his ears. He envisioned a great manorial castle behind the trees, a servants’ hall suddenly alive with his summons. He waited and waited and waited. He prodded the button with rising choler. He had heard of estates in America a mile to the front gate; possibly this was such a principality.


Then, as if a curtain had suddenly lifted, a gentleman, with two stag hounds on leash, seeming to have been projected from the gloaming, stood on the inside, making a Gainsborough picture in the crisp moonlight.


“Sorry! Devilish awkward! I’m needing petrol! A drop to carry me to the next stores! I didn’t know, but—”


Llewellyn ceased speaking, to gape, first in wonder, then in rage. For the gentleman, with the two silent stag hounds, reached up on a pole and turned a switch, saying coldly as he turned away, “Don’t worry that button, please. I’ve disconnected it.”


A streak of moonlight momentarily illuminated the gentleman’s profile. Llewellyn, in the very act of shrieking “Damned American bounder!” found himself unaccountably crying after the retreating figure, “I say! You speak Greek, don’t you?”


The night-walking gentleman turned.


“Well? What of it?”


“But you do speak Greek! Is it not a fact?” babbled Llewellyn, racking his memory. Where had he seen that face? What put that idiotic question into his mind? “Tell me!” he cried in desperation, for his haughty quarry was escaping. “You are fluent in both the modern and ancient tongues—Is it not a fact?”


“If it is any solace to you at this hour of night,” said the disappearing gentleman, “I am; it is.” And he was gone.


“Capri—Brindisi—Scutari—”


Llewellyn dived into the far-off Levant for that face, that supercilious intonation, that chill voice that spoke Greek. Then it came, like a thunderclap.


“Mullet!” he shrieked ecstatically. “Mullet! You old fish! Don’t you know me, Mully? It’s Sissy! Sissy! Sissingham! At Scutari, four years ago.” He listened. Silence. “You did me an inestimable, an unforgettable service at that time, sir,” he pleaded to the night. “It’s Sissy; Sissy.” His voice trailed. He played his last card: “Lord Blunes’ brother!”


That should fetch him, an American. It did.


Mullet—for it was Mullet, none other—came back and turned on the light illuminating the gate; and in its rays he examined the eager face pressed between the bars. Plainly he was suspicious. Passers-by trumped up the most outrageous excuses to get a look inside here, especially at night.


“You have the better of me,” was his final verdict.


“What a scoundrel, to abandon us like this!” came the agonized voice of Mrs. Sissingham from the depths of the car.


“A lady with you? I’ll send a man with some gas,” said Mullet hurriedly; and again he faded out in the night.


“Is he a rich American?” asked Mrs. Sissingham.


“Rich as cheese! Owns all this fence! As I recollect, he is the Baron of Connecticut or Montana, or something. I say!” Sissy felt an idea dawning. “I might manage to have him put us up for the night!”


They eyed each other meditatively. He crawled under the car, and by the light of a pocket torch and by sheer good luck he dislocated something vital. When the petrol arrived, it was brought, as good luck would have it, not by a flunky, but by Mullet himself, in a small car.


“I came back to make my apologies in person,” he said with a curious stiffness. “I recollect you now perfectly. We were able to put you through the Turkish lines, or some such thing, were we not, Sissingham?”


“My word! You were able to put the Turkish Empire at our disposal! You and Lingard!” cried Sissy volubly.


“Wonderful fellow that, Lingard. Mastodonic! Dynamic! Volcanic! Typifies your titanic country! Blunes said to me, when we were packing to come out here, ‘Sissy,’ said old Bluenose, ‘Sissy, my boy, when you make the States, just run up on dear old Mullet! Tell him for me—’ Oh, I say!” exclaimed Llewellyn, breaking off in the middle of the message he was about to deliver in person for his august brother. “The blamed stuff is leaking out in the drain! Now what’s to be done?”


Mullet had quite finished pouring in the gas, unconscious of the fact that it ran out as fast as it ran in. The greedy sand of the lake-shore road had drunk it all up.


“Now we are in for it!” moaned Sissy disconsolately.


They must have a mechanic, or at least a machine shop, before they could stir. It was midnight! It was cold! It was miles from anywhere. He shivered, locked his fur coat about him. It was plainly an impasse. Sissy was just beginning, with ponderous volubility, to thank Mullet for the service which had been so unhappily ineffectual, when a half-smothered sob from the interior of the car brought affairs to a crisis. Mrs. Sissingham, visioning the savages that would probably devour her during a night in the open, was voicing her anguish. Mullet, who had been drumming nervously on the fender, seemed to be brought to sudden decision.


“You’ll find my hospitality a bit thin at this time of year,” he said awkwardly, “but such as it is, I proffer it you. Perhaps Mrs. Sissingham would overlook any lacks.”


“Present your friend, Sissingham!” cried the lady, putting out her hand. “Mr. Mullet, I am overcome. We should be most happy, most happy, I assure you!”


Mullet made fast a towrope and drew their majestic equipage along behind him, while the triumphant Sissy held the wheel. The swept-and-dusted drive led among stately old trees; they knew they were at last nearing the house when they came upon a phalanx of tall poplars standing at attention against the moon. The palace itself lay fantastic in the mystic lights, its rambling roofs and marble copings gleaming; its windows deep and mysterious; about it was a shaven park, with gardens winter-locked and fountains dry. They stood in a vaulted hall, thrilling, while Mullet patiently tugged at a silken bell cord. A sleepy man finally appeared to carry up their boxes. Mullet himself conducted them to their apartment in what was apparently designed as a Tudor wing. He apologized for the slackness of the servants. They had not expected their master and mistress up here so late in the fall.


“Really, they are quite peeved that we should walk into our own house out of season,” he said.


“Out of season?” put in the lady. “You have an establishment for each season then?”


Mullet modestly admitted to six establishments.


“That is,” he amended, “in this country. There is, besides, the villa at Biarritz; and a chalet at Chamonix.” He reckoned mentally. “Eight, isn’t it? Seems to me there should be nine. There must be another knocking about somewheres. I have it! There is an island, in the Leewards.”


“Imagine!” gasped Mrs. Sissingham. “Having so many establishments, I suppose one does grow forgetful. You keep them open the year around, sir?”


“Oh, yes; one never knows. Now, only yesterday my wife had the whim to come up here to the Box for a nip of mountain air. That accounts for the happy accident of our being here to receive you.” And a smile drifted across the chilly countenance of the host.


“Oh! This is your shooting box!” exclaimed Mrs. Sissingham, emerging from her great tweed motor coat as a well-corseted matron of, say, forty kind summers. She patted her hands in raptures, smiling on her pompous husband. With a glance around at the massive funereal apartment in which they stood she gushed, “Oh, you wonderful, wonderful Americans!”


As the mahogany door closed behind Mullet, Mrs. Sissingham watched it for several seconds askance; then she threw her arms about her husband’s neck and kissed him.


“You’re a clever man, Llewellyn,” she whispered. “However did you manage it?” She turned on the door. “How child-like he is! He doesn’t seem quite sure of himself. Is he so very recent? Do you imagine it is our distinguished family connections that rather strike him dumb?”


A tray of refreshments arrived from their host, with the word that as Mrs. Mullet had retired she would greet them in the morning.


Sissy, warm within and without, and happily convinced of his diplomacy, explained that the wonder was not so much that these Americans possessed drawing rooms, as that they knew how to enter them at all, even on all fours. They had come up so recently from nothing.


“He is what is known out here, I believe, as a self-made man,” he said. “And a self-made man, my dear, is usually rather proud of his maker. Haw! Clever! What!”


A tardy maid tapped for admittance; she was a pert little thing, with a widow’s peak, and a bird-like toss of the head; and she curtsied and said prettily, “M’sieu! M’dame!” She carried madame off to unhook her, and to undo the boxes; as she shook out Mrs. Sissingham’s things and hung them in a garderobe as capacious as a box stall, she delivered in bewildering syntax les compliments from her meestress, who begged that madame would find herself chez elle. The astounded Englishwoman found herself inducted into a peignoir and mules, and submitted her tresses to the deft fingers of an expert; the girl was a marvel! So at least she thought until the maid, in the act of suspending madame’s ponderous motor coat on a hanger, let the thing drop, which it did with a startling metallic thump as if it were loaded. Upon which the lady, recovering the coat, curtly dismissed the girl for the night; and throwing it across her arm she went in to her lord and master, who was already sighing contentedly between sheets on his luxurious couch.


“I have been carrying it now for two months,” she said, tucking the tweed coat in beside him as if it were a babe that required warmth. “It is getting heavy,” she added with a weary sigh.


“On your conscience?” ironically inquired Sissy.


“My dear, tell me, are there any more customs ordeals to go through with?”


“No; we passed the last at that little place they called Alburg. I must say you behaved beautifully.”


“Tomorrow morning I shall rip them out,” said Mrs. Sissingham absently. She kicked off her slippers. “I’m going to stay here with you, Sissy!” And she crawled in beside her motor coat. “Box!” she tittered. “Imagine! Calling this monstrosity a box! I’m keen to see the thing by daylight. I counted four different periods in the architecture of the hall.”


Dawn was pinking the drawn shades when Sissy said in his habitual subdued tone, “My dear, are you there?”


She was.


“He would pay a thumping price for them.”


“Yes,” said his wife, with the instant agreement of a parallel thought. “What is his wife like?” she whispered after a moment of cogitating silence.


“I haven’t had the honor really,” admitted Sissy.


Mrs. Sissingham put her lips to his ear.


“I might contrive to let her catch me in the act—ripping the seams—taking them out,” she whispered. “Then I could break down—and confess.”


“You are the deep one!” Sissy rearranged his pillow under his cherubic cheek. “Now I believe I can fetch a bit of sleep, what?”


It was ten o’clock when a maid—not the one of last midnight—entered and rolled up the shades; she touched off the fire, and departed, leaving the tantalizing aroma of coffee in her wake.


Fortunately—because Mrs. Sissingham craved a little time to strike the Mullets stone blind with her gentility before she opened with her big guns—Sissy had done a more thorough job of rendering his car hors de combat than he had realized in the first flush of achievement. It was one of those cars that are first laid down on the drafting not as a series but as an individual. Each part had a name and a number, and, it seemed, an odd screw thread. It would be necessary to send out to have several small items fabricated. A village mechanic, noting down the identifying marks, started a telegram moving from one regional director of replacement of parts to another; until finally word came in that the damage would be repaired by special express arriving Monday on No. 36. To complicate matters, there were no household chauffeurs at the Box, Mullet explaining ruefully that in coming up here for a nip of air he had left his trained troupe behind, to be free for a few days from their arrogance and temperamental vaporings. Servants, lower and upper, were his sore point. In this country, he admitted, the serving class regarded their menial status as a way station on the way up; democracy held out so much promise to them.


To which Sissy replied, “At home, now, we do not permit them to fall into that error of mind.” Reverting to his own predicament, Sissy said weightily: “It is pretty of you to put such a good face on our piling up on you in this way. As if you hadn’t put me and dear old Bluenose everlastingly in your debt, for Scutari! You and your friend Lingard. Wonderful man, that! Human locomotive, I say, by Jove! I must run him down while I’m out here.”


“My wife is enchanted to receive you,” admitted the simple Mullet. “There is one thing about which I wish to speak to you,” added he shyly; and he took his august guest by the arm and led him out of earshot of the house. “Below stairs the rumor is rife that we entertain a great lord and his lady. I suspect it is that romantic French maid who is responsible. She has laid it on a bit thick, I fear, Sissy. Rather an awkward misapprehension to correct! And it would so disappoint the simple souls to disabuse them! Eh, Sissy? Now they are puffed up with importance, with a lord and a lady to serve. It reconciles them entirely to our breaking in on them here, out of season. If you could let it go by default, Sissy, dear fellow! You understand, don’t you?”


“My word!” Sissy stared at his host through the lower hemispheres of his bifocals, the while he drew out his long mustaches. Raising a finger he said confidentially, “Fact is—we don’t speak of this outside the family—my wife, you know, she is the Lady Mary of her line! She can carry the three leopards, argent, and the ceinture d’or of the Dalvarys, if she so elects. Male line extinguished, blown out—and a very good job, too, I might add. We are very tender about it—we haven’t the means to keep it up. But some of the county families at home who are sticklers for form give her the precedence over me! Haw! Fancy!”


As they re-entered the palace they ran into the housekeeper, who was making haste to efface herself when Mullet called her back.


“Mrs. Bright,” he said, “at home, in England, the Lady Mary takes precedence over her husband. It is a phenomenon arising from an age-old custom among the nobility, into which we will not inquire. But I think it would be well should you caution the household to remember this distinction. And, by the way, see that the covers at dinner are properly laid.”


Sissy, hearing himself thus demoted, bowed gravely in assent. Women fed on these little distinctions; why should he say them nay?


His wife and her hostess remained behind the curtain during the afternoon; Mullet had some letters to post, and Sissy had the run of the grounds. There were horses that needed exercising; dogs that needed hunting; there were whole panels of guns itching to be triggered. It was obvious to Sissy, who keeps fit even at ponderous fifty, that his host was not a sporting gentleman, for all his livestock and paraphernalia. Mullet was as soft as a houseman; doubtless he maintained the Box in its astonishing completeness not for himself but for such random guests as evinced sporting proclivities. Everywhere he poked his inquiring Norman beak Sissy was met by obsequious grooms who mi-ludded him with such evident relish that Sissy, not without a sense of humanity, felt positively philanthropic.


While he dressed for dinner he caught sight of the smart swing of the French maid who had set in motion the news of their supreme eminence in the servants’ hall. She was putting finishing touches on the Lady Mary. There was no time to get a report of progress before they went down.


Whatever crudities Mullet may have permitted to stick to his coarse hide in his ascent to riches, considered Sissy as he craftily examined the scene in the drawing room, Mrs. Mullet certainly lacked nothing in breeding. As the ceremony of the first dinner wore on to a close the astute Sissy became convinced that this American millionaire had picked a wife with the same care and circumspection that he had caused to be exercised in the stocking of his stables and kennel. Sissingham was not impervious to female charms, and when they finally rose there was a glow in his veins which may have come from the excellent port, but certainly owed much to the exotic pleasure of watching the play of the lady’s head and shoulders, and drinking in the flute-like notes of her voice as she assured him less by words than by manner that she was not insensible to the honor of their presence. He told himself she would have graced any board, no matter how exalted. His wonder grew at her astonishing familiarity with so many of the people at home. At home one who was anybody was expected to know everybody; but surely such a social eminence was a rarity out here. He had a curious sense of having seen her before; possibly at some great house.


It was not until midnight, when his wife had dismissed the French maid and again begged permission to join her august consort in his regal bed—with her great motor coat for company—that the Sissinghams had a chance to exchange confidences.


“Such clothes!” gushed she, making a bull’s-eye of the exclamation point in Sissy’s ear. “But she wore no jewels. Why?”


“I imagine, possibly,” rumbled Sissy hollowly, “from a sense of delicacy. She is a most extr’ord’nary woman. I’ve been impressing Mullet with a sense of our poverty. Doubtless she took pity on us, my dear—and our lack of adornment!” He kicked his wife’s tweed motor coat, and chuckled. “But where have I seen her before?”


“Or somebody that looks like her?”


“Yes; or somebody that looks like her!” agreed he.


“Guess!” invited Mrs. Sissy mysteriously. But Sissy was not good at guessing. “I have the most amazing tale to unfold!” She let this sink in, for piquancy; then she breathed, “I have an ally! Under this very roof!”


“Gently, gently.”


“Have you noticed my maid?”


“How often must I tell you, my dear, that I never notice servants? I simply don’t see them, that is all.”


“Make a point of noting this one. It will amply repay you.” And she murmured, “Most astonishing likeness—of her mistress—Mrs. Mullet!”


Sissy’s head emerged from the depths of his pillow.


“My word! Then I must have noted the creature subconsciously.”


“You are apt to do that, Sissy,” accused his wife easily. “It is a most astonishing tale!” whispered she, returning to her morsel again. “I surprised it—I forced it out of the poor creature.”


“The maid?”


“She is a natural sister, my dear! Some rascally Frenchman for a parent! Mrs. Mullet gives her a home here, but never recognizes her. Think of it! Of course the poor child is miserable. Sissy,” said Mrs. Sissy in a still lower tone, “I am petting her! I gave her a sovereign!”


“Ah, you’re the clever one!” said Sissy, sleepy now. “Go easy on the l.s.d., my dear!” was his injunction as he gave himself up to slumber. With a rebound from a possible nightmare Sissy muttered, “Make the transaction in cash dollars, not guineas, my love. These bounders have the exchange against us yet, by Jove!”


Sunday evening, with thin snow outside, Sissy was passing from the billiard room to the library to replace a volume of Pepys with which he had been drowsily wasting time. Passing the open door of Mrs. Sissingham’s sitting room he caught sight of his hostess and his wife. It was a pretty scene, tenderly feminine. The tea things lay neglected; the lighting was from a high window, a soft luminous haze reflected from the snow-strewn sky. His wife was sunk in a great chair. She had been weeping, for she was blowing her nose, an indulgence she never permitted herself without the excuse of tears. Beside her on her knees was the lovely Mrs. Mullet, babying her with infinite gentleness. Some protective feminine sense must have warned the comforter of the eavesdropping of an unwanted male, for Mrs. Mullet turned, and catching sight of the bland countenance of old Sissy, peering in and tugging at his long mustaches, she moved her lips warningly, saying as distinctly by pantomime as if she had shouted it, “Go away!”


Sissy moved off softly on slippered feet. He muttered, “Wonderful woman! Wonderful! Her price is above rubies!”


No. 36, on which the replacement parts for Sissy’s pedigreed car were to arrive, was an accommodation train of disreputable habit, making connection with the Montreal express at six, at Tupper Lake Junction. There was seldom much to connect with; but this morning the northbound express dropped superciliously, without stopping, a private car, a thing all mahogany, plate glass with drawn blinds, and polished brass. The nobs inside still slept when the indignant accommodation backed down the line and retrieved the chariot and hooked it on behind the caboose. Eight miles north at a private siding the glittering car was uncoupled; the accommodation conductor personally superintended the operation, which was conducted on tiptoe so as not to break the slumber of the fortunates within. A few early rustics gathered and stood guard at a respectful distance, occasionally visiting among themselves. At eight the galley stove showed signs of life; a Nubian slave, in white coat and gold-filled teeth, regarded the patient railbirds informally as he raised the blinds. Shortly the assemblage was rewarded by the sight of a large yawning man in a Turkish bath robe being fed off polished plate. A brief interval elapsing, the large man emerged and hopped to the ground from the brass embrasure at one end. He was now accoutered in the rough fashionable attire in which the natives of this section, deep-woods guides and trappers, were accustomed to find their sports, as, without disrespect, they styled their city clients.


The large man nodded a good morning at the line, and gripping his stout stick firmly in a big fist he started down the road at a brisk stride.


“He’s a good fellow!” admitted one of the spectators approvingly.


“Sure! Who wouldn’t be?” commented a second.


They watched him disappear around a bend of the road. The large man trudged on in the crisp morning till he came to the shores of a beautiful woods lake. The gates of the Box, at which Sissy had beaten with such startling success four nights gone by, stood ajar, an unwonted occurrence, at which the large man paused to consider. The gates were open because, but a half hour before, the village mechanic had arrived with the spare parts for Sissy’s car.


Sissy was up betimes. Now that his affairs had taken this sudden turn for the better, he was anxious to repair the damage and be off. He was considering the size of the gratuities he must leave among the servants, among whom he had moved and spread sunshine for the past four days. The curtains in the family wing were still drawn. Sissy was attracted to the garage by the tinkle of tools; and unbending a bit he gave the mechanics a good morning and complimented them on their skill. Wearying at length of their talk, which had mostly to do with odd threads, evidently regarded as something unethical, Sissy strolled out across the park to the main drive, down which he moved absently, ruminating on the blessedness of coincidence, the undying quality of the Greek tongue, and the virtues of his wife, who had managed the whole affair in the guise of a great misfortune, from which the tenderhearted Mrs. Mullet had insisted on rescuing her.


The large man in sports costume, gripping his stick with determination, was coming up the drive. At sound of footsteps, and at sight of an intruder in these precincts where he himself had been forced to use so much diplomacy to gain entrance, Sissy paused, took a mustache in one hand, and raised his head to examine this person through the lower hemispheres of his bifocals. The other came on.


“My word!”


Sissy stared, dumb-struck, for the moment.


“A moment!” cried he. “Don’t speak! I’ll have it! I know you! Capri—Brindisi—Scu—” Then: “Lingard! The dynamic—the mastodonic—the volcanic! I say! What the devil are you doing here?”


Lingard came on, scowling, and gripping his stick ever more tightly in his bruiser’s fist.


It was Stephen Lingard, the great mogul. He paused, nose to nose with the beaming British object.


“What the devil are you doing here?” he demanded. “Who are you anyway?”


“It’s Sissy! Sissingham! Lord Blunes’ brother! You haven’t forgotten? You did us an unforgettable—an inestimable service—at Scutari—four years ago. My dear fellow, you placed the Turkish Army—no, by Jove, it was the Turkish Empire—at our disposal! You and your friend Mullet! Wonderful scholar, there! So polished, so clever, so learned in classic lore! It was his fluency in Greek, if you recollect—”


“Yes, yes, yes. But what are you doing here?” insisted Lingard, easing a little.


“My boy, this is old Mully’s place! Imagine! Most amazing coincidence! We’ll speak of it later! Isn’t this magnificent?” demanded the blooming Sissy, encompassing the park with a sweep of his hand. “You know I suspected Mully was as rich as cheese! He had the air, the flair, the haut ton! But really, I was ill-prepared for this splendor! We’ve been spending the weekend with them! We broke down at the gate. I say, you didn’t break down at the gate, did you? That would be jolly, now, what! I say,” said Sissy confidentially, “what a marvelous woman is Mrs. Mullet! I—I—I—” Sissy was utterly incapable of expressing himself adequately.


“At Scutari—four years ago,” repeated Lingard. “I recollect very well, now. So our friend Mullet has been entertaining you here, has he?”


Lingard was smiling, a rare thing with Sinful Stephen. They fell into step. At the entrance to the terrace Sissy pointed out his host, Mullet, emerging, still a bit stiff with the early morning.


“Sissy,” said Lingard, drawing back, “I want to surprise dear old Mully. Take a walk—like a good fellow—will you?”


“Haw! Quite! He’ll be stricken pink, I vow!” ejaculated the obliging Sissy, and he turned and made off on his morning constitutional.


He was nearing the gate when a limousine turned in, and came to a stop at sight of him. Recognizing one of two men in the car, Sissingham momentarily lost his sangfroid; but he immediately recovered it.


“My word! Arbuthnot! This gate is fairly hinged on coincidence!”


“Step inside, Sissy,” said Arbuthnot curtly, throwing open the door.


Sissy obeyed. He sat down, tugging at a mustache, waiting to be addressed. His face was perfectly blank.


“I did you the injustice,” said Arbuthnot slowly, “of suspecting you, too, in this last affair. Your departure and your silence certainly had all the aspects of flight.”


He paused. Sissy stared at him woodenly.


“We traced you through the customs at Alburg. Then we lost you. Then I was sure. But when we found you had telegraphed your motor number all over the States, looking for a replacement, I knew you were all right. Nobody but a fool would do that, Sissy. I apologize.”


Sissy continued to stare, blinking. There was a question on his lips; he seemed to lack courage to ask it.


Arbuthnot nodded.


“Yes, it’s happened again, Sissy,” he said. “This time it is His Grace’s emeralds. Tiara, stomacher, dog collar. Complete. Famous old settings—must have weighed a ton! She was seen, in the act, by one of the servants, who feared to speak.”


Sissingham, with a groan, buried his face in his hands; when he raised his head again his eyes were red as from weeping.


“The hereditary taint!” he moaned tragically. “That fall from the horse accentuated it! She’s never been right since. And I brought her out here for peace and quiet. Oh, sir, what is to be done? Oh, my poor stricken flower!”


“As usual,” said Arbuthnot, keeping his steely eyes upon him, “nothing is to be done. His Grace so directs. This gentleman, Sissy, is Mr. Parr, deputy commissioner in charge of the detective bureau of New York.”


A pallid line showed itself about Sissy’s lips. Through an awful moment His Grace’s man of business, and Mr. Parr the great manhunter, regarded each other in silence. In that instant Sissy seemed to catch the clank of chains.


But Arbuthnot was talking again; he was saying: “The commissioner has consented to act with me in his private capacity, not as an officer of the law. It was through him we traced your motor.”


The revelation that his beloved wife had again been overtaken by a seizure of the intermittent kleptomania that had marred her career seemed to weigh poor Sissy to the dust. Fortunately it had always been, as in the present case, the strongbox of a relative against which her moral lesion was directed, so they had always been able to prevent a public scandal. Now what worried Sissy most was that Mr. Mullet, a very distinguished American, upon whose hospitality they had been thrown by a remarkable coincidence, should be embarrassed by the disclosure.


“Mullet?” said Parr. “I thought this was Steve Lingard’s Folly.”


“Oh, you are mistaken,” interposed Sissingham. “It is one of Mr. Mullet’s many homes. He has eight, I think. No—or is it nine? I forget. By a curious coincidence Mr. Lingard happens to be here—just arrived! To witness my poor beloved’s degradation! What a horror! What a horror!”


It was Lingard who met them at the head of the drive. He explained that Mullet had been called off by a peremptory telegram; Lingard said Mullet had left him to do the honors.


“Why, hello, Parr! What brings you here?” cried Lingard, as the manhunter hove in sight. Parr passed his arm through Lingard’s and drew him to one side.


“My particular job at present,” said Parr, “is to draw the wool over your eyes, while our British delegation is holding a family conference. But first, who is Mullet?”


Lingard looked back to see if they were observed. Then with a laugh of pure joy he said, “Mullet? He’s my manservant. I left him in charge here last week when I ran to town.” Indicating the retreating group: “Do you see that blooming jackass over there? Well, four years ago, in the Mediterranean, he pestered the life out of me. He and his fool brother, Lord Blunes, who is another, once removed. To get rid of them I turned them over to Mullet, introduced Mullet as a gentleman!” Lingard’s mirth momentarily overcame him. “They swallowed Mullet whole—took him for a nob! He happens to speak Greek, and with my help he put them through the lines into Scutari. Well,” went on Sinful Stephen, recovering himself, “our friend the British ass had to break down at my gate the other night. Poor Mully couldn’t resist the temptation of resuming the role of gentleman and inviting him in! Oh, I gather Mully’s been laying it on thick! Told the housekeeper it was by my orders; spread the news that Sissy was a duke or something!”


They strolled on, while Parr detailed the latest dereliction of the distinguished kleptomaniac.


“They say it is a hereditary taint,” said the manhunter. “I suspect it is a gift! I wouldn’t be surprised to find that she and that bally ass of a husband of hers have been making a good thing out of their titled relatives for some time past. However, not a word, Steve. I am deputized to keep you ignorant, until my lady gives up the emeralds. What have you done with Mullet, Steve?”


“I’m holding him incommunicado in his quarters. He couldn’t face them now, of course.” Lingard went off in another roar of laughter at the mental picture of poor Mully striking an attitude before the British aristocracy, with all this borrowed scenery.


They were in the kennels when a housemaid brought word that Mr. Arbuthnot waited for them in the main hall. The inquisition had progressed to an impasse when they reached the room where Sissingham, his wife and His Grace’s man of affairs were in conference. Sissy still preserved his role of being utterly crushed by this latest cruel stroke of fate. His wife, on the other hand, presented the guileless and untroubled countenance of a child.


“In the absence of Mr. Mullet,” said Arbuthnot, “we will have to ask your aid, Mr. Lingard.” He spoke in a low anxious tone. “It’s pitiful. She admits it, smiling. She doesn’t realize, of course. Look at her! Her face is as smooth as a baby’s. A terrible affliction, sir!”


“Of course I am at your service in any way, Mr. Arbuthnot.”


“Here’s the rub—she has sold the emeralds—to—ah—to Mrs. Mullet,” explained the embarrassed man of business. “You understand how unwilling I am to involve the American lady. But—ah—Mrs. Mullet must be seen, must be interviewed. Yet apparently Mrs. Mullet cannot be found! The servants are very strange—”


“Mrs. Mullet?” ejaculated Lingard. “Why, there isn’t any—”


At this juncture Parr, whose sixth sense had suddenly begun to bristle, stepped on Stephen Lingard’s toe, and in apologizing managed to catch the eye of that gentleman. Lingard rearranged his words: “Why, there isn’t any reason why Mrs. Mullet should object to being seen.”


“I have the money here,” explained Arbuthnot. “Mrs. Sissingham surrendered it without hesitation. I have no doubt when the situation is explained to Mrs. Mullet—as it must be, now, sad to say!—everything will be smoothed over satisfactorily. But where is she? The housekeeper says that she had been called to the village hastily, drove away in her own car just before we arrived. I swear,” he added, lowering his voice, “a thunderclap seems to have shattered the economy of this household. I can’t make head or tail of it. Excuse me, sir, but it is a very delicate situation for me to handle.”


He unceremoniously thrust the bundle of banknotes, bound together by a paper band, into Lingard’s hand, with a gesture as if, by that one act, he were ridding himself of the whole responsibility. Lingard awkwardly regarded the bundle of cold cash the titled kleptomaniac had so blithely surrendered on being caught. One of the notes caught his eye. He dragged it out.


He rushed to the window with it, and after an instant’s examination he exploded, “Jumping Jehoshaphat! The old Jorgensen plates!”


Parr, who had discreetly wandered off, reached Lingard’s side in one bound. One look at those counterfeit banknotes was enough.


“Sophie Lang!” he roared. “So she’s finally peddled them!”


He pounded the aghast Arbuthnot.


“She’s gone, you say? An hour ago? Where? Which way?” He snarled like a thwarted animal.


Sissy, glassy-eyed in astonishment, supporting the now terrified Mrs. Sissy on his arm, started forward. Parr seized the telephone, banged it violently, and tossed it aside. The telephone wires were cut. Of course! Count on Sophie! The realization that, coming up here to do his friend Arbuthnot a little friendly service, he had missed the notorious Sophie Lang by an hour, seemed for the moment to unhinge Parr’s mind. Servants were sent scurrying in all directions. It was Sissy who brought the situation back to normal.


“I say,” implored Sissy, tugging at a mustache, “won’t you please elucidate?”


“Elucidate?” bawled Parr. “Why, you bally ass, you’ve been entertained by the slickest crook in two hemispheres the last four days! She’s off with your emeralds. Call your housekeeper, Lingard!” he snarled.


Mrs. Bright was had in, from the other side of the door, where she had been kneeling.


“Who was this woman who has been playing hostess here?” demanded Parr. “Where did she come from?”


Brighty, pointedly making her replies to Lingard, explained that it was the new lady’s maid, straight from Paris, who had come to Mrs. Lingard with such good letters, only last week.


“Call Mullet!” angrily commanded Lingard. The valet was produced, Sissy and his wife turning to wood at the sight.


“Deputy Parr, of the New York police, Mullet!” cried Lingard.


“Now, Mullet, we want a clean breast of it,” howled Parr. “The whole story this time! Who was this woman, this ‘wife’ of yours, who so charmingly assisted in entertaining your titled guests?” And Parr bowed ironically to the staring pair.


Mullet, with much difficulty because of the obvious shock to the aristocratic sensibilities of his recent guests, and entirely ignorant of the unlooked-for denouement, charged the whole matter to the devilish ingenuity of the new French maid. It was she who had inspired the affair from the very beginning. It was she who had persuaded Mullet to accept the exalted position with which Sissy had credited him, and to tender the motor refugees the hospitality which befitted their rank. The need of a fitting hostess suggested her position as his wife. She had helped herself to Mrs. Lingard’s clothes. She had kept the troublesome servants in order, even good Mrs. Bright—who here interrupted to remind Mr. Lingard that she had always been instructed to obey Mullet as if he were Mr. Lingard himself. Furthermore, continued Mullet, to display her versatility the cidevant Mrs. Mullet had contrived to act as maid to the Lady Mary, without detection, making quick changes between roles. Here the Lady Mary subsided, weeping, on her husband’s shoulder.


The complication of the emeralds and the counterfeit banknotes appalled poor Mullet. Up to the moment of his master Lingard’s unlooked-for arrival on the scene the valet had seen it only as the kindness of a particularly versatile lady’s maid in bridging over what to him, without her wonderful management, would have been a particularly mortifying predicament.


“Even a gentleman’s gentleman,” said Mullet, “has his own feelings, sir.”


“Out here,” put in Sissy, who during the last moments had regained something of his ponderous effrontery, “one finds it so very, very difficult to distinguish between the gentleman and his gentleman.”


Parr sprang into the first motor car for the railway junction. But why this haste? he asked himself ironically as he sped along. Sophie, with her emeralds, had the whole North Woods to play in.
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The Aldine Folio Murders


By Lawrence G. Blochman


YOU MAY not remember the Café Grolier. It belonged to a Paris of another day—ten thousand years ago, it seems—before the steel monsters clanked obscenely down the Champs-Élysées, and the heavy boots of Heinrich Himmler’s Gestapo began tramping upon the souls of men who such a short time before thought there was importance in first editions and the bouquet of an old burgundy. The Café Grolier was in a side street not far from the Hôtel Drouot and was frequented by bookmen and art dealers on their way to and from sales at that noted salle des ventes. The proprietor was as proud of his clientele as he was of his cellar and his succulent Tournedos. To prove it, he miraculously wangled an appropriate telephone number: Gutenberg 14-56.


One crisp afternoon before the end of our world, I was sitting at a sidewalk table of the Café Grolier, scanning the catalogue of a library to be dispersed, sipping a Pernod, and reveling in the aroma of roasting chestnuts that used to herald the advance of autumn in Paris. A friendly hand tapped me on the shoulder and a hearty voice exclaimed: “Tiens! My old pal Bender.”


“Inspector! Please sit down and join me.”


I was genuinely pleased to see Inspector Paul Mordant of the Sûreté. I could usually count on running into him while in Paris, as he was something of a one-man Fine Arts Department of the French police. Museum thefts, crimes of bibliomania, art forgeries, and skulduggery in the auction room constituting his peculiar province, we frequented the same milieu. He was a tall, distinguished, well-dressed, gray-haired man. He delighted in pronouncing my name in the French manner. Bender à la française, he said, had a lusty, virile sound.


“Just arrive from New York, Bender?” the Inspector asked, as he rested his elbows on the table.


“No, I’ve been in London,” I told him, “bidding on a collection of incunabula.”


“And you crossed the Channel to bid on the Marsouin library, no doubt?”


“As a matter of fact, there are a few Marsouin items I might bid on,” I admitted. “But what really brought me over was a cable from New York asking me to run up to the provinces to buy an Aldine folio.”


Inspector Mordant nodded. “Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” he said, “Château de Beaumur.”


When I asked him if he knew René François, who was selling the collection, he shook his head.


“I knew his uncle quite well,” he said. “Young François just happened to inherit the library and is trying to turn it into money as quickly as possible. He doesn’t know a quarto from a hole in the ground. You might be able to pick up a bargain.”


“I’d thought of going to Beaumur the day before the sale opens,” I said. “If the Aldine folio is in good condition, New York has authorized me to offer half a million francs for it.”


As a matter of fact, the cable said $15,000, which was even more, but the half million sounded better. I hoped young François would be impressed, too.


“How are things in London?” the Inspector asked, as he sipped the Picon Citron the waiter brought.


I told him that London was quiet.


“You didn’t run into Emil Daur at Sotheby’s or thereabouts, did you?”


“Don’t know the gentleman. Should I?”


“Perhaps not. He’s the bald-headed museum thief who stole the Franz Hals from the Munich Galleries in 1926. He’s only recently turned his talents from objets d’art to rare books, because they’re more easily disposed of. He was in jail in Bucharest last year, but I hear he’s out again. He always gravitates to Paris or London when he’s at large.”


“I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure.”


Inspector Mordant finished his drink, clinked some brass coins to the table top, and arose.


“Come and see me when you come back to Paris,” he said. “And good luck on the Aldine folio.”
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I went to Beaumur next day. The village was about five hours from Paris, in the rolling green hills of Burgundy. The château itself was a large pile of no particular beauty, with a postern of a different style of architecture from the main gateway, and a tower that had been added at still another period. It was not even sufficiently distinguished to have been restored by Viollet-le-Duc, although it was famous in the countryside because part of it, at least, dated back to the tenth century.


The new chatelain, René François, greeted me cordially and insisted that I stay at the château instead of at the village inn.


“If you don’t mind the fact that we have forty-five rooms here and one bath,” he said with a smile. “My late uncle refused to defile his precious château with anything as modern as plumbing or electricity.”


I was easily persuaded, as I liked young François on sight. He was a handsome man of about thirty, with a mischievous smile and serious eyes. I gathered the impression that he had probably spent an aimless and pleasure-filled youth and was about ready to settle down. He told me, over a decanter of topaz wine from his own vineyards, that he was liquidating his uncle’s library in order to modernize the château and the farm lands around it. He intended buying American agricultural machinery, to simplify the problems of his wheat, and to devote more time to marketing the wines of his château vineyards, which he thought had never been properly appreciated outside the village. He even had—for a Frenchman—heretical ideas about advertising his wines.


The Aldine folio . . . the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili?


The young man’s face darkened.


“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for Maître Cardonnet,” he said. “He’s the village notary and the executor of my uncle’s estate. I think he’d give anything to block the sale, as he doesn’t approve of my plans for modernization. He has the library under lock and key, but I’m sure he’ll let you see the Aldine folio when he comes to dinner this evening. . . . Oh, Jeannette!”


A young woman was coming down the stairs near where we sat—a small, trim young woman with wavy chestnut hair and blue eyes and a pleasantly impertinent nose. She had the tiniest feet I ever saw, and a lovely pair of ankles that showed below the smock she was wearing. She seemed to be a few years younger than François.


“Mademoiselle Lacour, this is Mr. Bender, an American bibliophile,” said François. “He is particularly interested in the Aldine folio. When will Maître Cardonnet come from the village?”


“Not before six o’clock,” the girl said.


“Mademoiselle Lacour is my secretary,” François continued. “I stole her from a rare book dealer, near the Odéon, to come here and catalogue my uncle’s library. I had a hard time persuading her to leave Paris, but she finally took pity on my ignorance and came to my rescue. I don’t know what I should do without her.”


He looked at her solemnly as he said these last words, and he did not smile. She smiled in reply, but wistfully. There was adoration in her eyes and a deep, vague fear, as though she felt she had no right to a great happiness that had come to her and was afraid it might be snatched away at any moment. I could well believe that François spoke the truth in more than one sense when he said he did not know what he would do without Jeannette Lacour. And her manner eloquently proclaimed that she certainly could not do without him.


There was nothing for it but wait until Maître Cardonnet arrived. He came promptly at six—and brought two guests with him. Or rather one of the guests did the bringing—in a huge and shiny black Hispano-Suiza. The car belonged to Dr. Hugo Storch, a pink-faced old man, slightly stooped but vigorous-looking despite his thick white hair. Dr. Storch was a Swiss rare-book dealer who said he had driven up from Paris to bid on the Beaumur library.


The other passenger, who sat beside the notary, was a cadaverous, dissipated-looking individual who I learned was a Monsieur Jules Pujot, a distant cousin of René François’ late lamented uncle. The air was electric with hostility as Pujot and François greeted each other. They did not even shake hands. I did not have to be clairvoyant to see instantly that Pujot had come to Beaumur to make trouble.


The notary himself was a plump, pompous, owl-faced little man with a beard. He rolled his R’s and droned his O’s with a rich Burgundian accent as he officiously took charge of everything, even the rooms that Pujot and Dr. Storch were to occupy. He had Dr. Storch drive his car right into the courtyard of the château, since there was no garage. François introduced me to the notary and explained that I was interested in the Aldine folio.


“After dinner!” declared Maître Cardonnet. “Dr. Storch, too, wished to see the collection, and I have agreed to show it to him later. I have taken the liberty of asking him to stay at the château, as it is quite possible there will be no auction tomorrow after all.”


“No auction?” François was aghast.


“Your cousin Jules Pujot is entering a claim against the estate,” Maître Cardonnet declared. “I may have to put everything under seals until the matter is decided.”


“But Cousin Jules was provided for in my uncle’s testament. . . .”


“He has further claims,” the notary insisted. “I suggest a family council tomorrow morning. Your cousin’s lawyer will come from Dijon, and we will see among us whether the sale shall go on.”


“But it must go on,” François protested. “There will be buyers from Paris. There is already Mr. Bender from America and now Dr. Storch. . . .”


“The law is the law,” the notary pontificated. “I did not make the laws and I cannot change them. We will see. Is that roast lamb I smell cooking, my dear René?”


My glance shifted from the eager face of the notary, to the sallow, leering features of Cousin Jules Pujot, whose sleek hair was plastered down so tightly that it resembled a toupée; then to the tensely grave eyes of René François and the attractive anxiety of Jeannette Lacour, who had just come in to say that dinner would be served in five minutes. Only the bland pink face of Dr. Hugo Storch was relaxed.


The dinner, despite the excellent menu and the fragrant wine, was thoroughly disagreeable. Scarcely a word was spoken to break the spell of hostility that hung over the board. The frigid gloom of the vast, cavernous dining hall was lighted only by candelabras. I could feel the goose-flesh rising along my arms, despite the wine, and was on the point several times of suggesting that someone touch a match to the mountain of logs and fagots stacked in the great fireplace. I restrained myself because I could not be sure that my discomfort was caused by the chill of the autumn evening or by some dreadful premonition.


The butler was passing a huge wheel of Brie cheese when the cadaverous Jules Pujot brought the antagonisms into the open. He leaned across the table to François and said:


“Cousin René, you would like very much for me to go away from Beaumur and not interfere with the sale of your library, wouldn’t you?”


François did not reply. He did not even look at Pujot. He pressed his lips together until they were white. Pujot leaned back and laughed.


“Your answer is yes,” Pujot said. “You want me to go away very much. Just how much, Cousin René?”


“I think,” René François replied at last in a tight voice, “that if you tried to stop the sale, I would gladly kill you.”


“Come now, Cousin René,” Pujot sneered. “That is hardly a practical suggestion. I have a much better plan. While driving up from Maître Cardonnet’s office, Dr. Storch told me that he was particularly interested in one volume that you have here—a very valuable volume.”


“The Aldine folio of the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” said Dr. Storch. “If it is the book I believe, and in perfect condition, I am ready to pay 400,000 francs for it this evening—in cash.”


“Cash?” The notary’s bushy eyebrows went up. “Is it prudent, Doctor, to carry—?”


“I always pay in cash,” said Dr. Storch.


“If the folio is in perfect condition, I should be glad to raise Dr. Storch’s figure by 50,000 francs,” I said.


“The auction will take place tomorrow,” François declared.


“It will not take place,” Pujot contradicted. “That is just the point, Cousin René. Unless you agree to my plan, I shall tie up the estate—for years, perhaps. You know how slow the courts are.”


“And your plan, monsieur?” François, deadly pale, refused to address Pujot as “cousin.”


“Simplicity itself,” Pujot said. “You will make me a present of this Aldine folio. I will sell it to Dr. Storch. Tonight I will go with Maître Cardonnet and sign a release to all claims against the estate. Tomorrow I will go away, and you will be rid of me forever.”


François pushed back his chair with a grating sound. He said: “You realize what you are asking? You realize that nearly half a million francs—?”


“I realize everything,” said Pujot calmly. “I have had a most unfortunate season at the Deauville Casino. I am badly in need of half a million francs immediately. And you, on the other hand, are badly in need of clear title to the rest of the estate. Is it a bargain?”


François glared. I thought he was going to leap across the table and strangle his cousin. Instead, he fairly shouted: “That is blackmail!”


Pujot shrugged. “It is good business,” he said, “for both of us.”


“This is idle talk,” interrupted Maître Cardonnet, undoing the napkin which was fastened about his neck with a small gold clasp. “Let us go into the library and I will allow these gentlemen to examine the book in question.”


The notary unlocked the library door with one of a bunch of heavy, old-fashioned keys. With another key he unlocked a bookcase of massive, iron-bound oak. Still another key opened an inner panel.


I did my best to hide my enthusiasm when I finally held the Aldine folio in my hands. I turned to the colophon, to look at the anchor and dolphin of Aldus, and the date: Venice, 1499. I turned to the notorious woodcut of the Worship of Priapus, which was either torn or defaced in every copy I had seen previously. This one was perfect, in all its extravagant anatomical detail. The volume was indeed a beautiful item.


Dr. Storch, too, evidently thought so. I could hear him making pleased, clucking sounds with his tongue as he looked over my shoulder. I turned, and when I saw the eager gleam in the eyes of the white-haired bibliophile, I made a mental note to raise the ante New York had authorized, if necessary to meet the doctor’s bid, by another fifty or seventy-five thousand francs. I felt justified in doing so on my own responsibility.


“I will buy it,” Dr. Storch declared. “Now.”


Maître Cardonnet immediately took the book from my hands.


Dr. Storch had taken an astounding wallet from his pocket and was riffling through a sheaf of the huge, tissue-thin, pastel-tinted diplomas which used to be ten-thousand-franc bank notes when France was France.


The bearded little notary’s eyes bulged as he watched the bibliophile handle the money.


“I will pay 500,000 francs—cash—tonight,” Dr. Storch announced. “Tomorrow my bid will be less.”


“Whatever your bid is, I will top it,” I said.


“There will be no bidding whatsoever,” declared Jules Pujot, “unless Dr. Storch’s offer is accepted tonight. What about it, Cousin René?”


“I will not submit to blackmail,” François replied. His white lips scarcely moved as he spoke.


“Suit yourself.” Pujot shrugged. “It’s your funeral, cousin.”


“I’m not so sure of that,” François muttered.


Dr. Storch replaced his wallet.


“Pardon me, Doctor,” Maître Cardonnet said, “but don’t you think it would be more prudent to leave that money in my safe tonight? A large sum like that, you know—”


“Nonsense.” Dr. Storch chuckled tolerantly. “I am used to carrying substantial sums with me. And I am prepared to defend its safety.” He patted his coat pocket—and his expression changed. He plunged his hand into the pocket and withdrew it—empty. The astonishment in his eyes changed to challenge. His teeth clicked. “I have been robbed!” he announced. “Someone has stolen the pistol I always carry with me.”


“Perhaps you left it in your room,” suggested François. He looked at Jeannette Lacour, whose lips were parted in an expression of anguish.


“I did not leave it in my room. I always carry it on me. It has not left my person for twenty years.”


“I will notify the gendarmerie,” said the notary.


“It is not necessary,” said Dr. Storch. “I will retrieve it myself. I have an idea where it has gone.”


“But you will leave the money in my safe meanwhile? . . .”


“That, too, is unnecessary.” The old man’s eyes flashed. “I can still defend myself, as anyone who doubts will discover.”


“That settles it.” The little notary crossed the room with pompous steps, replaced the Aldine folio in the oaken cabinet, locked all the doors, and pocketed the heavy keys. “What Chinoiseries are taking place here tonight, I do not know. But I intend to find out. You will leave the library, please. All of you. I am spending the night here.”


Maître Cardonnet locked the library and installed himself in a big chair directly in front of the door. He brought up a small table, a bottle of brandy, and a candlestick. As I looked at the brandy and the already flushed face of the well-fed notary, I wondered how good a sentinel he was going to make.


The rest of us went to bed on the second floor. Dr. Storch had the room at the head of the stairs. Jeannette was in the next room, between the doctor and René François. Here the corridor made a right-angle turn, around which I was to sleep. Beyond me was the cadaverous Jules Pujot.
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