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About the Author
Erle Stanley Gardner (1889-1970) is the master of American mystery fiction.
A civil rights lawyer, his mysteries contain intricate, ever-twisting plots. Challenging and full of surprises, these are whodunits in the best tradition.
He wrote 146 books, 85 of which feature Perry Mason. The fictional attorney became the basis of a number of television series (reputedly 271 episodes), and achieved an enviable record for winning his cases.
Erle Stanley Gardner has an amazing sales record: at the height of his popularity in the mid-1960s he was selling an average of 26,000 copies of his novels a day, making him one of the world’s best selling author’s, easily outstripping at the time Agatha Christie and Barbara Cartland combined
Born in Massachusetts, Gardner went on to attend Law School in Indiana, but this only lasted for around a month, being suspended because of various distractions to his studies, especially boxing. He moved to California and became a self-taught attorney before opening his own law office, but bored with this ended up working in sales for five years. Returning to the law in 1921, he created another law firm, but again was not really enthusiastic, other than when acting as a trial lawyer.
Writing was his great passion and eventually he gave up the law completely to pursue a full time writing career. In this he was prodigious, setting himself a target of 66,000 words per week. His output under various pseudonyms, as well as his own, went wider than Perry Mason and also extended to non-fiction. He became an expert on the early Mexican exploitation of California.
In later life, law did play a significant part in his life once again. With friends, he set up what they termed ‘The Court of Last Resort’, aimed at investigating and attempting to reverse what they perceived as miscarriages of justice because of poor legal representation, or evidential problems.
Gardner himself once wrote:
‘I want to make my hero a fighter, not by having him be ruthless to women and underlings, but by creating a character who, with infinite patience jockeys his enemies into a position where he can deliver one good knockout punch.’
FOREWORD
More frequently than they realize, authors are inspired by outstanding individuals whom they meet. Two years ago in New Orleans I met a little old chap who has as much bounce as a rubber ball, whose eyes sparkle with enthusiasm, whose white hair shaggles down around his shoulders. His name is Wood Whitesell.
Some men live for power, some live for money, some for social prestige. Whitesell lives to enjoy life in his own way and to make photographic studies which bring out the true character of his subjects.
He cares nothing for money, would cheerfully insult his best customer if that customer infringed upon the professional prerogatives of the photographer. He is always working on some new experiment upon which he will expatiate with bubbling enthusiasm. He trots around his studio, trying to crowd all of the things he wants to do in the twenty-four hours which are allotted to any one day. He has no regular mealtimes, is usually too busy to think of food. When he finally realizes he’s hungry, he’ll dash across the street to the Bourbon House, grab a piece of pie, gulp down a hurried cup of coffee, and rush back to his studio. When he needs a special light, he solders a piece of tin around an electric light, and makes exactly what he wants. His studio is filled with home-made contraptions that do the work just as well as would the most expensive equipment.
Whitesell and Gramp Wiggins are, of course, two distinct entities, although they have numerous points in common. To what extent Gramps was inspired by Whitesell even I don’t know. All I know is that after a winter in New Orleans during which I became well acquainted with Whitesell, Gramp Wiggins walked into my consciousness one day and demanded to be set down on paper. As I began to portray Gramps, I realized how very much in common he had with Wood Whitesell.
I don’t know how old Whitesell is, but he has an ageless enthusiasm, a zestful desire to crowd innumerable activities into his waking hours, and an individuality which bristles like a porcupine the minute you try to dictate to it.
Like Gramp Wiggins, his expectancy of life may not be as great as that of a younger man, but you can gamble one thing about both of them: as long as they live they’ll be very much alive, and they’ll keep on living until they die.
So with this book I make a bow to Wood Whitesell and an acknowledgement that – but no, Gramp Wiggins won’t let me say anything that will detract from his personality.
Erle Stanley Gardner
CAST OF CHARACTERS
JANE GRAVEN
Efficient and long-suffering secretary to Ralph G Pressman, she got herself in a situation not covered by the office rulebook.
GEORGE KARPER
Ruthless and self-assured, the owner of the Independent Acres Subdivision Company was convinced that every man had his price.
HUGH SONDERS
A taciturn, hard-working rancher, he suddenly discovered that he would have to fight for what was already his.
EVERETT TRUE
Crusading editor of the Petrie Herald, he faced more than he’d bargained for, after the hottest story of the year broke in his county.
SOPHIE PRESSMAN
Beautiful and calculating, Pressman’s wife had a way of getting just what she wanted and sometimes more than she deserved.
HARVEY STANWOOD
Bookkeeper and auditor for Pressman, his matinee-idol looks masked a brain that worked as smoothly as the keys on a cash register – and with the same results.
EVA RAYMOND
Woman-about-town who knew that life was a gamble, she was willing to wager everything she had.
FRANK DURYEA
District attorney for Santa Delbarra County, too often he found himself one jump behind a certain lively gentleman.
MILRED DURYEA
The good-humoured, understanding wife of the district attorney, she was the go-between when relations between her husband and grandfather became strained.
GRAMP WIGGINS
World traveller, celebrated cook, cocktail-maker supreme, and amateur sleuth, he found one clue enough to unleash the bloodhound in him.
PETE LASSEN
Sheriff of Santa Delbarra County, he knew that the outcome of the violent happenings in his county could mean defeat for him.
PELLMAN BAXTER
Young broker and family friend of the Pressmans, he had trouble explaining just whose friend he was.
HARRY BORDEN
A big, cat-footed deputy sheriff, he discovered that shadowing an elderly gentleman could lead to surprising consequences.
RICHARD MILTON
Fiery and eloquent opposition candidate for district attorney, he pulled no punches in his efforts to defeat Frank Duryea.
CHAPTER ONE
Jane Graven, secretary to Ralph G Pressman, sat at the dressing-table, surveying her reflection with a critical eye. It had been a hard day at the office. Ralph Pressman had disappeared abruptly in the middle of the afternoon, without telling anyone where he was going. He had been doing that quite frequently of late, and Jane Graven had been left with a hundred and one loose threads dangling, and no idea of where the boss was, when he was coming back, or how she might reach him.
But the boss, bad as he was, wasn’t as much of a problem as his wife. Sophie Pressman could make life very, very irritating for her husband’s employees, and Jane Graven saw in the reflected image of her face little lines of worry and nerve strain that shouldn’t have been there.
Her telephone rang.
Jane frowned, looked at the clock. It was almost eleven. She hesitated a moment before picking up the receiver, saying, ‘Hello.’
A woman’s voice said: ‘I have a long-distance call for Miss Jane Graven. Is this she?’
‘Yes,’ Jane said. ‘Who is calling, please?’
‘It’s long-distance from Petrie, California. Hold the phone, please … Here’s your party. Deposit sixty cents, please.’
Jane heard the sound of two quarters and a dime tinkling the bells at the other end of the line, heard the girl say: ‘Go ahead, please.’
Jane said, ‘Hello.’
There was no answer. Abruptly, the line went dead. The operator said, ‘Just a minute, please.’ A few moments later the operator’s voice, sounding very puzzled, said: ‘I’m sorry, but your party has hung up. He doesn’t answer the phone. It’s in a pay station at the Petrie Hotel.’
‘Did he,’ Jane asked, ‘give his name?’
‘Yes. Ralph G Pressman.’
Jane sat up for another hour, waiting for Mr Pressman to call. Then she switched out the light, and finally got to sleep.
Up in Petrie, the man who was calling Jane left the telephone booth hurriedly as he saw a familiar face in the lobby. He dared not wait to talk on his call. Leaving the hotel, he drove several miles out of town to a disreputable, unpainted cabin, where he had one of the few really good night’s rests he had enjoyed in months.
CHAPTER TWO
George Karper believed that every man had his price, but Karper never paid the asking price. He always waited until the man he wanted could be had at a bargain.
Now at 11.15 p.m. George Karper sat at his desk. Before him was a file of confidential reports on Harvey L Stanwood, Ralph Pressman’s cashier, auditor, and general right-hand man.
Those reports covered a period of three months. They had been compiled at some expense and with infinite attention to detail.
Karper’s particular interest was not in Stanwood, but in a complicated oil-lease situation which the Pressman interests were pushing through to completion in the Petrie area in Santa Delbarra County, a hundred miles up the coast.
Karper glanced casually at the clock as he lit a cigar. Eleven-fifteen. It was nothing for Karper to sit up until three and four in the morning – scheming, planning, laying traps for his enemies. A cold, mental realist, Karper’s schemes usually paid off. Intensely practical, he had no use for anything which didn’t work.
Now, however, Pressman had Karper in a very tight spot – a very tight spot indeed. He wished that he knew just what Pressman had –
Karper picked up the confidential reports again, reached a decision. In the morning he would call young Harvey L Stanwood and ask him to lunch.
CHAPTER THREE
In a ranch house some eight miles outside of Petrie Hugh Sonders lay wide awake.
A night breeze stirred the curtains on the window. The air was scented with eucalypti and orange blossoms, and held that balmy freshness which is of the country. Sonders’ ranch stretched in fertile, well-kept acres – irrigated, cultivated, pruned, neat, orderly. And on a hill, not over a hundred yards from the bedroom window, where Sonders could see its stark outline against the night sky, was an oil derrick … The court had said Pressman had the right to put it there.
Sonders’ hands twitched under the covers. If he only had Pressman by the throat … Steady now! Those thoughts wouldn’t do anyone any good.
Sonders rolled over to his right side so he couldn’t see the window and the silhouette of the oil derrick. His body was tired with that comfortable weariness which comes from work in the open air. Only in the last two months had he had trouble getting to sleep. Now he’d been in bed for an hour – for more than an hour. He looked at the luminous dial of the clock on the stand by the side of his bed – eleven-fifteen.
CHAPTER FOUR
Everett True, editor of the Petrie Herald, sat at his office desk, a green, celluloid eyeshade pulled down on his forehead. Sheets of flimsy gave him a running account of what was going on in the world … He’d have to crowd the headlines in somewhere. The residents of Petrie were interested in the war, of course.
But the big news, so far as the citizens of Petrie were concerned, lay in the decision of the district court of appeals which had been handed down that afternoon, affirming the decision of Santa Delbarra’s superior court. That old oil reservation actually had teeth in it.
By the court’s decision, the owner of those old rights had the right to enter on the property, to prospect for oil, to build the necessary roads, derricks, sumps, refineries, pipelines – destroying, if necessary, surface improvements.
That old oil reservation, which had been just ‘a cloud on the title’ for years, was now a nightmare. For years no one had even bothered to find out who the owner was. The county assessor had placed only a nominal valuation on the ‘rights’ – just to keep the records straight.
And now they had been bought up by someone who quite evidently meant business – a Ralph G Pressman of Los Angeles … Strange how hard it was to get photographs of him. He’d always been camera-shy. Even the Los Angeles newspapers couldn’t help out.
Up until three or four months ago, the ranchers could have got together and bought out those oil rights for a song … Strange they hadn’t done it. They’d been sleeping on a legal volcano, and then along came Pressman to blow the lid off. The ranchers had their association now. They’d organized it after the decision of the superior court, after Pressman had put the derrick in on Sonders’ ranch.
Well, that wasn’t getting out a paper … Sometimes there wasn’t any news at all, and you had to make headlines out of bubbles. Now there was so much news you couldn’t get it in the paper. And True had an editorial to write – not for tomorrow’s paper. He’d have to let a lawyer look it over … But he’d have to write it out tonight.
Everett True pulled a movable stand containing a typewriter over to his desk. He ratcheted in a sheet of paper, wrote in capital letters ‘IS IT LEGALIZED BLACKMAIL?’ He glanced mechanically at the clock to see how much time he had before starting the presses.
It was exactly eleven-fifteen.
CHAPTER FIVE
Sophie Pressman, a woman some twenty years younger than her husband, ran up the front steps of the ornately expensive Pressman residence and fitted a latchkey to the front door. She was in high spirits. For no good reason at all, a little quip flashed through her mind: ‘Some women,’ she thought, ‘feel more secure with a second string to their bow. I like it when I have a second beau on my string.’
She laughed, glanced mechanically at her wristwatch so that she could, if necessary, tell a convincing story.
It was early. The time was only eleven-fifteen.
It was as she was fitting the key to the lock that she heard the grind of the starting mechanism on a car parked almost directly across the street.
She watched the lights flash on, heard the rhythm of the purring motor, watched the car drive away.
Her high spirits oozed out through her quivering legs, as though a leak in her toes had let all the vitality drain from her body. Several things registered now in a crashing crescendo of dismayed realization – little isolated things which at the time hadn’t meant a thing: the lone man who had been seated at the next table; the car that had locked bumpers with hers; the man in the grey overcoat –
She felt suddenly cold. She turned back toward the door. The icy tips of her fingers fumbled with the latchkey.
CHAPTER SIX
Harvey L Stanwood, deep-chested, slim-waisted, looked very attractive in his full-dress suit. Eva Raymond, watching him with proud, possessive eyes, felt that he was fully as handsome as any of the movie stars she had seen on the screen.
There was a certain dash about young Stanwood. The atmosphere of success – the aura of romance – clung to him and filled Eva with a heady intoxication.
Harvey Stanwood’s eyes were just bad enough to get him out of the draft, but they were eyes that didn’t miss a thing. As Ralph G Pressman’s auditor and bookkeeper, he had access to figures which might not have meant much to the ordinary plodder, but to Stanwood’s chain-lightning brain they meant a lot … And Stanwood capitalized on that knowledge. He knew what was going on. Occasionally he cut himself a piece of cake.
Eva Raymond was nobody’s fool, herself. Eva had been on her own ever since she was seventeen. She liked excitement, white lights, and the feeling of gambling with life. She detested the idea of routine drudgery in an office job. She refused to be pushed ever deeper into a daily rut of routine. Eva Raymond wanted action – and got it.
Harvey Stanwood had been winning consistently earlier in the evening, but now the wheel was going against him. Eva noticed a peculiar thing about Harvey’s gambling. When luck was coming his way, his bets were moderately and conservatively placed, but when his luck started going the other way, he began plunging, making big bets, pyramiding, pushing out money recklessly.
Eva had been around gambling tables a lot. She had known some really expert gamblers. She knew that the way to gamble was to plunge heavily when things were coming your way, and to draw in your horns when the tide turned … Somewhere in the back of her mind she debated whether she should tell Harvey Stanwood about that … It was dangerous. Harvey was very conceited. He loved to tell her how to do things, give her little hints on her manners, on her English, on her appearance. If she should reverse their roles, it might not go so well … And then there was the embarrassing question of explaining to him how she had acquired this secret of the gambling fraternity. Stanwood was jealously possessive.
It was while she was turning this over in her mind that the board took Stanwood’s last chip.
‘Another stack?’ the croupier asked.
Stanwood nodded.
A floor man moved up and said something to the croupier. The croupier, leaning forward, his long, delicate fingers already closing over the stack of chips, said to young Stanwood: ‘Would you mind stepping into the office for a moment, Mr Stanwood?’
Harvey grinned amiably. ‘Not at all. It might change my luck. Be seeing you in a jiffy, Eva.’
Eva was worried. She had seen other men ‘step into the office’ when they had lost their last chip. But Harvey – good heavens, Harvey was rolling in money. He was on the inside of many of Mr Pressman’s investments, riding along on the gravy train. Surely, Harvey wouldn’t be asked to ‘step into the office’ over a cheque that had bounced or a credit which had suddenly been cut off. Nevertheless, she watched the curtained doorway which led to the sumptuous managerial office with a certain apprehension; and, as the minutes lengthened, the apprehension grew.
It was half an hour before midnight when young Stanwood emerged.
He was his usual gay, debonair self. ‘Okay, babe,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a drink and go home.’
She let him guide her toward a secluded table. When they were seated she met his eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’
‘Matter? I don’t get you.’
She said: ‘I know my way around this joint. When you –’
‘Don’t say “joint”, baby.’
‘All right, this place, then. I know what it means when they ask a man to step into the office. Now, what’s the score?’
For a moment Stanwood retained his debonair superiority; then suddenly his lips tightened. He said quietly: ‘I wasn’t going to tell you, but it’s our last night together. Tomorrow I’ll be in jail.’
She winked her eyes rapidly, trying to clear her vision. Her ears having heard her air castles blasted into the confusion of gaudy wreckage, she felt as though her eyes might betray her next, that the vision of Harvey Stanwood – so good-looking, so magnetic, so sure of himself – might vanish into thin air and leave her sitting at a table with only an empty chair and a waiter insistently presenting a bill … It was the feeling she had in nightmares when, without rhyme or reason, every event, no matter how auspicious in its inception, suddenly turns into tragic disaster.
‘What – what’s – what’s the matter?’ she asked.
Stanwood gave her cold facts.
‘Okay, baby. I was the wise guy. I couldn’t make money fast enough, the way things were going. I had a sure-thing tip. I needed some money for a flyer. I dipped into the boss’ funds … Nothing big, nothing that I couldn’t have paid off before I’d been discovered if I’d lost. The point was that I didn’t lose. I won. That started me going. I spread out rather thin. The first thing I knew, I ran into a whole flock of bad luck. By that time I was hooked. I could never have paid off the slow, steady way – not before I was discovered, anyway.
‘I was left with only one alternative. I’d lost it gambling, and I’d have to get it back gambling. I could have done it tonight if they’d let me alone. I had a swell run of luck for a while, and was on my way to getting everything back. Then things turned against me, and I lost … Well, they’ve shut off my credit.’
‘You mean they know you’re short?’
‘I’m not certain whether they know it here or not. That isn’t the point. The point is that I had to stake everything on one gamble. This was no time to be conservative … When Ralph G Pressman shows up at the office tomorrow morning, certain things will be glaringly apparent. I can’t cover them up any longer. Pressman will start asking questions within thirty minutes of the time he reaches the office. Thirty minutes after that, I’ll be in custody.’
‘How – how much?’
‘Something over seventeen thousand. I haven’t figured it all out to the last penny.’
‘Isn’t there anything you can do?’
‘No.’
‘Couldn’t you go to Pressman and explain –’
His bitter laugh interrupted her. ‘You don’t know Pressman.’
For a moment she was silent; then her eyes half squinted thoughtfully. ‘That’s right,’ she said almost musingly. ‘I don’t know Pressman.’
He was too preoccupied to notice the significance of her words.
‘Will Mr Pressman be in the office tomorrow?’ she asked.
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Perhaps not until the next day. He’s putting over a slick deal. I guess I’m probably the only one who knows where he is. I’ll bet his wife doesn’t even know.’
‘Where is he?’ she asked.
‘Ever hear of a place called Petrie?’
‘No.’
‘It’s a little town up in Santa Delbarra County.’
‘I’ve been in Santa Delbarra quite a lot. I didn’t know there was a place called Petrie near there.’
‘It isn’t exactly near, some thirty miles from Santa Delbarra, out in the east end of the county. Just a little hick place, but there’s been some oil activity there.’
‘And Mr Pressman is up there?’
Stanwood said: ‘It’s a complicated business transaction. You wouldn’t be interested.’
‘Yes, I would. Tell me.’
‘It’s confidential.’
‘Tell me. I might help.’
‘You help?’
She nodded.
He laughed, not rudely, but bitterly.
‘Tell me, anyway,’ she commanded.
Stanwood said: ‘It goes back into the early history of California when thousands on thousands of acres were given by the Mexican government in the big Spanish grants. At that time the whole north-east end of Santa Delbarra County was owned by Don José de Salvaro. He died, and the property eventually came into the hands of a shrewd Yankee named Silas Wendover. When Wendover sold the property in small parcels, he put a clause in each deed stating that he was keeping all the oil on the property for himself, his heirs and assigns.
‘Back in those days, people hardly knew what oil was. They thought Wendover a little crazy. They cheerfully left the Yankee with any oil that might be on the property. It was a great joke.
‘For years and years that reservation was considered simply as a cloud on the title. Then as oil began to be discovered in California, people took it a little more seriously, but no one ever bothered to look up exactly what that reservation in the deeds meant. They considered vaguely that owning the oil was one thing and getting at it quite another.
‘Then Pressman looked it up. He found that under the wording of that reservation as it existed in that old deed and some of the court decisions, the Wendover heirs had the right to enter upon the land, to prospect for oil, to erect all reasonable derricks and sumps, to build roads, and, when oil was discovered, to lay pipelines, put in refineries, storage tanks, additional roads, pumping stations – in fact, anything that might be reasonably necessary to get the oil out of the land.
‘Pressman quietly bought up those outstanding oil rights. When he moved in and started putting down a test well, it was as though he’d dropped a bombshell right in the middle of Petrie. The people went crazy.’
‘And Mr Pressman is up there now?’ she asked. ‘In the hotel?’
‘Not in the hotel.’
‘Where?’
‘If I tell you, you promise you won’t tell a soul?’
‘Yes. Tell me.’
‘He’s slipping over a fast one on the ranchers up there. A man named Sonders owns the property on which Pressman located his first oil well. Sonders went into court to get an injunction. He got licked. He appealed. Only today, the appellate court affirmed the decision. Pressman knew it would.’
‘That still isn’t telling me where he is.’
‘Be patient, baby. I want you to get the picture. When it comes to a showdown, the ranchers up there will try to buy the boss out. Most of that land is citrus land, highly developed. Some of it is swell subdivision property – small irrigated ranches … Well, the boss is up there finding out just exactly how much they’re going to be able to pay him, what their top price will be.’
‘But how can he expect to do that?’
Stanwood grinned. ‘No one up there knows Pressman personally. He’s just a name … Well, down at the lower end of the property affected there’s some land that isn’t quite so valuable, a few small ranches. A month ago one of those ranchers got an offer through a real estate man to sell out at a fancy price. He accepted. The buyer was Jack P Reedley. Reedley is a dirty unkempt bachelor who’s planning on putting in some chickens and rabbits when he can raise the money.’
‘But you were going to tell me where Pressman was,’ she said impatiently. ‘That’s what I want to know. Just where he is tonight – now.’
‘That’s it,’ Stanwood said. ‘Pressman is Reedley.’
‘You mean –’
‘Exactly.’
‘But what’s the idea?’
‘Don’t you get it? The ranchers, led by a man named Howser, are levying secret assessments on all the property, getting a huge fund of cash. In the course of a few days they’ll call on Reedley. They’ll find a dirty, tight-fisted old bachelor, living in a shack. They’ll tell him how much they want him to put in the kitty and why. Because Reedley is a newcomer, he’ll ask questions.’
‘But those ranchers won’t tell him anything.’
Stanwood laughed. ‘You don’t know Pressman.’
‘You’ve said that before.’
‘Well, when Pressman gets done talking with those hicks, he’ll have the whole inside story. That leaves Pressman holding all the ace cards. If he should happen to strike oil in a test well, he’s sitting on top of the world. If he gets a dry hole, he’ll pretend that he’s got oil anyway. The ranchers won’t know the difference. They’ll squeeze every dollar they can possibly raise. They’ll start offering a hundred thousand or so, and then come up as they have to … By that time Pressman will know exactly how high they’ll go, exactly how much money they have.’
‘And Mr Pressman is up at Petrie now?’
‘That’s right. With a day’s growth of whiskers and old dirty clothes, slouching around a little three-room shack … It’s a slick scheme.’
‘You don’t think if anyone went to Mr Pressman and tried to – well, intercede for you – After all, you’ve done a lot for him.’
‘And I’ve been paid for what I’ve done. That’s the way Pressman would look at it.’
‘And if Pressman doesn’t get back to his office in the morning?’
Stanwood said: ‘I’m safe until Pressman gets back. He may be up there four or five days. It’ll depend on things up there. If he doesn’t show up for a while – well, I could squeeze a little more cash out of the business and make one more fling – and that fling might pay off.’
‘Is Mr Pressman married?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘What’s she like?’
‘She’s a beauty. But don’t let that fool you. She’s playing him for a sucker. She’s somewhere in the thirties. He’s in the fifties … Boy, she’s sure good-looking! But Pressman can have her. I wouldn’t want her.’
‘Why not?’
‘Too cold-blooded, too scheming, too selfish – but boy, oh, boy, she certainly has a figure.’
‘Pressman likes – figures?’
‘He did when he married her.’
‘His first wife?’
‘Don’t be silly. Pressman’s a millionaire … No, she saw him, decided she wanted to be Mrs Ralph G Pressman, and dispossessed the party in charge … Oh, she’s nobody’s fool.’
‘How long have they been married?’
‘Five years.’
‘Perhaps Mr Pressman is a little disillusioned and – well, deep down in his heart, a little lonely. Perhaps that’s why he’s so cold-blooded in business.’
‘It may be,’ Stanwood said, ‘but let’s quit talking about Pressman. Tonight is ours, darling – and perhaps tomorrow night. If Pressman only stays up there for a few days more and I can get my fingers on a little more cash – what the hell, baby! Perhaps we can pay out … Oh, waiter –’
CHAPTER SEVEN
Jane Graven opened all of Ralph G Pressman’s mail. As his secretary, it was her duty to sort and arrange that mail in the order of its importance.
On the days when Pressman didn’t come in before twelve, she prepared a brief summary of the mail. Then, in case he telephoned in and wanted a report, she could either read this summary to him over the telephone, or send it to him by messenger. For that reason, he had repeatedly instructed her to open everything whether it was marked personal or not.
Toying with the envelope from the Dropwell Detective Service, Jane Graven wondered whether her instructions were supposed to include a letter such as this, so plainly marked ‘PERSONAL, PRIVATE, CONFIDENTIAL’. It had been sent to the office by special messenger, and Jane Graven had signed a receipt for it.
For thirty minutes the bulky envelope lay on her secretarial desk unopened.
The impression wormed its way into her mind that this might be something very, very important, something upon which Mr Pressman should take immediate action. Twice before, when she had balked at opening an envelope addressed in a feminine hand and marked ‘PERSONAL’ and ‘PRIVATE’, Pressman had been angry with her. He kept no secrets from her, he had said repeatedly. A man’s secretary was like his doctor. She must know his every contact, his every move, his every thought. Otherwise, she couldn’t be in a position to gauge the importance of matters which demanded attention.
Jane Graven tried to reach her employer on the telephone.
Daygard, the butler, answered the telephone.
‘Hello, Arthur,’ Jane said. ‘Can you tell me where Mr Pressman is this morning? This is his office.’
‘No, Miss Graven, he hasn’t been down to breakfast as yet. I’m not certain – Yes, ma’am. It’s the office … Very well, ma’am.’
Jane knew Mrs Pressman was coming to the telephone, even before she heard the sound of steps and Mrs Pressman’s cool voice. ‘Yes? Hello? What is it, Jane?’
‘I wanted to reach Mr Pressman. I was trying to find out where he is,’ she said.
‘Yes. What was it? Something in the mail, Jane?’
Mrs Pressman’s voice was friendly, with that cooing, patronizing air of a wife who looks down upon her husband’s secretary from a great height. Jane’s status, so far as Mrs Pressman’s treatment was concerned, was just a little bit above that of the servants.
‘It was – wasn’t anything important. I just wanted to know about a –’
‘A letter?’ Mrs Pressman prompted.
‘Yes.’
‘Who is it from?’
Jane caught her breath, said: ‘There isn’t any return address on the envelope. I – Well, I thought, Mr Pressman might be interested in knowing about it.’
‘Open it,’ Mrs Pressman commanded. ‘See who it’s from, dear.’
Driven to desperation, Jane held up the envelope in front of the telephone transmitter, ripped a paperknife across the sealed fold so that the sound would undoubtedly be transmitted, pulled out the enclosures – and sat staring at them dumbly. She didn’t have time to co-ordinate all the various factors in her mind. The typewritten words on the single sheet of paper conveyed their message to her brain, a message which, somehow, she had known all along was in that envelope. But the full implications didn’t register in her mind, wouldn’t blossom into complete fruit for several minutes.
But that first quick glance told Jane Graven that the Dropwell Detective Service, acting upon instructions of Ralph Pressman, had been shadowing Sophie Pressman; that the name of Pellman Baxter, a young broker who was considered an intimate, if not a friend, of the family was mentioned. Photographic negatives, taken in the dark with the aid of an infra-red flashbulb which functioned so surreptitiously the parties were unaware of the photographs, were contained in the enclosed, sealed envelope. ‘In accordance with our custom,’ a sentence read, ‘we deliver the negatives themselves to our clients – obviating, in this manner, any possibility of future annoyance.’
‘Well?’ Mrs Pressman said over the telephone, her voice showing impatience.
Jane Graven’s laugh caught in her throat.
‘What is it?’ Mrs Pressman asked, and her voice, Jane realized suddenly, was as sharp as a razor edge.
‘I … It’s nothing,’ Jane lied. ‘It turned out to be just some political literature sent out with the words “private” and “confidential” on the envelope, so that Mr Pressman would be certain to see it. It’s nothing.’
‘“Private” and “confidential” were printed?’ Mrs Pressman asked with acid disbelief.
‘Written,’ Jane said hastily. ‘In pen and ink. That’s what fooled me.’
‘Yes,’ Mrs Pressman said coolly, ‘I should think it would,’ and hung up without saying goodbye or giving Jane the slightest information.
Jane knew that her hand was trembling as she dropped the receiver back into place and picked up the letter. She turned the sealed enclosure over and over in her fingers – flashlight photographs taken with an infra-red bulb, surreptitious shots of a man and a married woman in –
She heard the click of the door latch and started guiltily.
Harvey Stanwood stood in the doorway, smiling. His face looked tense and drawn.
‘Hello,’ he said, ostentatiously consulting his watch. ‘Didn’t mean to be so late, but I had to go by the courthouse and look up some records in connection with an estate matter Mr Pressman wanted investigated. Haven’t heard anything from him, have you?’
At the moment, the unusual elaboration given the explanation and the fact that it seemed to have been rehearsed didn’t dawn on Jane Graven. She jerked open the upper drawer of her secretarial desk, pushed the envelope and letter in it, said, ‘Mr Pressman hasn’t come in yet. I don’t know just when to expect him.’
CHAPTER EIGHT
Harvey Stanwood crossed over to the big vault, spun the knobs of the combination, pulled the huge doors open, and went inside.
The air smelled like that of a tomb.
As the walls closed about Stanwood, it was necessary for him to summon every bit of will-power he could command to hold himself steady.
That was the way a cell would feel. He would undoubtedly get ten years, perhaps twenty. Last night, with a few drinks under his belt, with the tingle of gambling in his blood, a pretty girl at his side, he had felt that he could take it – that he could take anything.
Now, with a thick feeling in his head, with nerves jumpy from too much to drink and not enough sleep, he felt that he couldn’t take anything. He would have tried flight, if it hadn’t been for one desperate last chance – that Pressman might not show up at all today.
There was the Hillhurst cheque for five thousand dollars in the vault. That cheque was as a guarantee of good faith. It wasn’t to be cashed unless certain conditions developed. But if Stanwood cashed that cheque, he could ring up Hillhurst and tell him it had been an error, and rebate the five thousand – if he was lucky.
Right at the present moment, Stanwood was short exactly $17,395.58. An extra five thousand now wouldn’t make much difference. And if he should have a winning streak –
He heard the telephone ring. Corliss Ramsay at the switchboard said: ‘He’s busy at the moment – in the vault. Could I have him call you back?’
Stanwood heard the musical cadences of her voice. She was blonde, twenty-two, languorous, and seductive. He knew that she was piqued because he had not paid her more personal attention.
He heard her coming toward the vault, and hastily pulled down a ledger and started examining it, hoping she would not detect his nervousness.
She said: ‘You’re wanted on the telephone. Do you want to take the call? He says it’s important.’
‘Who is it?’
‘He wouldn’t tell me his name.’
‘I’ll go to my desk and take the call,’ Stanwood said. ‘It will be just a moment. Explain that I’m in the vault.’
‘I’ve done that already.’
Stanwood hurried to his desk, paused, took a deep breath. Stanwood picked up the receiver. A man’s voice inquired, ‘Harvey Stanwood?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘When I tell you my name, don’t mention it over the telephone. I don’t want anyone to know who is talking.’
‘Who is this?’ Stanwood asked.
‘Can anyone in the office hear what you’re saying?’
‘No.’
The voice said conversationally: ‘Happened to run into an old friend of mine yesterday. This friend has an interest in the Three-Twenty-Two Club … You may know him. Chap by the name of Baines. He says he’s seen you up there quite a bit lately … Nice chap, Baines.’
Stanwood waited a second before he could trust himself to speak. When he finally said, ‘Who is this talking?’ he realized that his voice lacked the assurance he wanted to put punch into a demand. He had merely asked a question, and his voice had all but quavered.
‘I’m going to lunch with you today,’ the voice asserted. ‘We have some things to talk over. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going or about this call.’
The man waited, but Stanwood could think of nothing to say.
‘The Purple Cow,’ the man went on. ‘I’ve reserved the next to the last booth on the right-hand side. Be there at twelve-fifteen. The curtain will be drawn. Walk right in.’
‘Who – who is this talking?’ Stanwood asked.
‘You’ve got that all straight now,’ the voice went on, ‘the Purple Cow, twelve-fifteen sharp, next to the last booth on the right-hand side?’
‘I heard you, but I want to know who this is talking.’
The voice over the telephone said: ‘George Karper.’
Stanwood’s ears heard the sharp, unmistakable click of the receiver being hung up at the other end of the line; but it was a full three seconds before Stanwood could summon the strength to hang up his own receiver. His legs felt as limp as pieces of cotton string.
CHAPTER NINE
George Karper had just turned fifty. His face was smooth and unwrinkled. His hair, although touched here and there with silver, remained dark, wavy, and abundant. His eyes were grey and studious, his smile delightful, and he had the figure which wears clothes to advantage, neither too thin nor too fat, long of arm and leg, slender of waist, with a well-built chest.
Only about the mouth was there a suggestion of tight-lipped ruthlessness, and at times his eyes seemed studiously thoughtful, as though translating some conversational opening into terms of his own advantage.
Karper was waiting in the booth when Stanwood came in. His eyes flicked in a quick appraisal of Stanwood’s face. It was only a brief glance, but Stanwood felt that the one glance had been sufficient to suit Karper’s purpose. He had been appraised, ticketed, and a price tag placed on him.
‘Sit down, Stanwood. I wanted to talk with you.’
Stanwood took a seat, looked across at Karper, and felt his eyes shift suddenly away from the other’s face.
The one thing meant more to Stanwood than anything that had previously happened in connexion with his defalcation. He knew that Karper knew, or at least suspected, and Stanwood couldn’t look the other man in the eyes to save his life. It was the first time he had ever flinched from meeting another man’s eyes.
Karper began as soon as the soup had made its appearance and the waitress had withdrawn and dropped the brown curtain into place. ‘Stanwood, I want some information.’
Stanwood kept quiet.
Karper said quietly: ‘There’d be some money in it for you – quite a bit of money. Perhaps you could use a little ready cash, eh?’
Stanwood felt his heart give a sudden, quick leap, then felt colour in his face. He tried to keep from showing any eagerness. Holding the water glass in his hand so that he could take a quick sip of water in case he felt his voice was betraying him, he asked: ‘What do you want?’
Karper said: ‘Something you can furnish me. No one else will know about it, something that need concern only the two of us.’
Stanwood said: ‘I couldn’t do anything that would betray the interests of my employer.’
‘Oh, certainly not,’ Karper agreed.
There followed a period of silence while the waitress brought food. Karper let Stanwood alone with his tumultuous thoughts.
That silent pressure bothered Stanwood. He ate half of what he had ordered, pushed his plate away, and asked: ‘Well, what is it you want?’ The voice was crisp enough, but the lighting of a cigarette gave Stanwood an excuse as he spoke to avoid Karper’s eyes.
Karper said: ‘The low-down on that Petrie oil business – all of it.’
Stanwood said: ‘That would be impossible.’
‘Impossible,’ Karper pointed out, ‘is a very definite and a very final word.’
Stanwood shifted his position.
‘Nothing is impossible,’ Karper went on.
Again there was an interval of silence.
Karper said suavely: ‘Let us forget that word “impossible”. Let’s look at it this way. Everything has its price. Sometimes the thing that is desired is so valuable that no price seems high enough. Then we say casually that it is impossible. Whereas it’s all a matter of price.’
‘Price?’ Stanwood asked.
‘Exactly.’
‘I’m afraid I don’t understand,’ Stanwood said, knowing all the time that he did understand.
Karper said: ‘A friend of mine whom I mentioned over the telephone is quite a student of the psychology of gambling. He says it’s quite possible to tell when a man is gambling merely for amusement, when he’s gambling because he hopes to win, and when he’s gambling because he’s desperate … Interesting subject, don’t you think? Because we’re all gamblers more or less … I’m frank to admit that I want this information so that I can gamble, but I want to take some of the risks out of the gamble. That is, as far as possible.’
Stanwood suddenly met Karper’s eyes. ‘How much?’ he asked.
‘Five thousand.’
‘It isn’t enough.’
Karper stared steadily, hypnotically. ‘You could run it up on the tables so that it would be enough.’
Stanwood shook his head. ‘If I’m going to sell out, I get what I need.’
‘How much do you need?’
‘Eighteen thousand dollars.’
Karper said: ‘That’s out of the question.’
Suddenly Stanwood found that he could hold Karper’s eyes. He said: ‘I’m not entirely a damn fool, Karper. I may be weak, but I’m not dumb – at least, not that dumb. That information would be worth a lot of money to you.’
‘Not that much.’
Stanwood got up and reached for his hat. ‘All right then,’ he said, ‘it’s your lunch. You pay the bill.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Karper said, surprised respect in his voice.
Stanwood remained standing.
‘Sit down,’ Karper commanded.
Stanwood hesitated perceptibly, then sat down on the extreme edge of the bench, still holding his hat.
Karper said: ‘I’m not representing all these surface rights. My own interests are limited. I can’t afford to pay eighteen thousand. I might go to seven. The wheel owes you eighteen thousand. You can’t get it back because you haven’t enough operating capital to force the law of averages to work for you. Seven thousand would give you enough to win back what you’ve lost.’
Stanwood looked at his wristwatch. ‘We’ll have time,’ he said, ‘before I go back to drop around to your bank and arrange for a transfer of eighteen thousand dollars.’
‘Eight thousand,’ Karper said. ‘That’s the limit.’
Stanwood cleared his throat. ‘That wouldn’t do me any good, even if I won, unless Mr Pressman didn’t return to the office for a day or two.’
Karper said: ‘We have time to go to the bank before my two o’clock appointment – if we start now.’
Karper let Stanwood see cold finality in his eyes.
Stanwood cleared his throat.
‘All right,’ he said in a dry voice, ‘let’s go.’
CHAPTER TEN
Mrs Pressman came sweeping into the office at two-thirty, her manner that of a haughty monarch who condescends to confer a priceless boon upon her subjects by making a personal appearance in public.
Corliss Ramsay barely had time to plug in the line, ring Jane Graven in her office, and say, ‘Bad News is here,’ before Mrs Pressman opened the door which led to her husband’s private office and the secretarial office which opened from it.
‘Good afternoon, Jane,’ she said and walked directly over to her husband’s desk.
Jane Graven started to say something, then caught herself, and became elaborately busy with secretarial matters on her own desk.
Mrs Pressman finished her survey of her husband’s desk, then came to stand in the doorway of Jane’s office, exerting upon the secretary the silent pressure of her disapproving presence.
Jane looked up.
‘The mail,’ Mrs Pressman said.
Jane smiled. Her lips felt cold. ‘Oh, yes I have it here.’
Mrs Presssman walked over to the desk, scooped up the pile of mail. ‘I’ll take it to him,’ she said.
‘Won’t he be in the office today?’
Mrs Pressman countered with a quick question. ‘Have you heard from him?’
‘No,’ Jane admitted.
‘I think, under the circumstances, it would be better for me to take it home with me. He’ll want it there.’
Jane knew this for a barefaced falsehood, knew also there was nothing she could do about it.
‘Have you a briefcase I can put this in?’ Mrs Pressman asked.
Jane had only her own briefcase. There were some papers in it, but Mrs Pressman, having invaded the office, was quite apparently in no mood to put up with half measures.
‘I have my own briefcase,’ Jane said.
Mrs Pressman’s silence had all the force of a command. Jane dumped the papers out of it and helped Mrs Pressman put in the mail.
‘That’s all of it?’ Mrs Pressman asked.
Jane could only nod.
‘I’ll have it ready for him in his study at the house when he arrives,’ Mrs Pressman said, and then vouchsafed the second smile of the interview. ‘Good afternoon, dear.’
‘Good afternoon,’ Jane said, and watched her out of the door.
Mrs Pressman was exactly twenty-two years younger than her husband. They had been married five years, the same length of time that Jane had been working for Mr Pressman. One of Mrs Pressman’s premarital demands had been that her husband discharge the secretary who had been working for him for some ten years. Jane – young, timid, and inexperienced – had been sent by the employment agency for an interview with Ralph G Pressman. She had got the job.
Jane waited until she heard the click of the door confirm Mrs Pressman’s departure; then she went to the outer office.
‘Couldn’t you have given me more notice, Corliss?’
Corliss Ramsay shook her blonde head. ‘She swept through here like a whirlwind through a pile of loose papers,’ she said. ‘I had the line plugged in before she was halfway across the office, but she’d gone through the door of the directors’ room by the time I had you on the line. What she want?’
Jane parried the question by saying: ‘Mostly a chance to show her authority.’
Corliss said: ‘Well, if I were Ralph G Pressman, I’d –’ She broke off to plug in on an incoming call, listened, said: ‘It’s for you, Jane.’
Jane, thinking it might be Pressman, ran rapidly into her office, saying: ‘I’ll take it there.’
But it wasn’t Pressman. It was Stanwood.
‘The boss in?’ he asked.
‘No.’
‘Heard anything from him?’
‘Not yet.’
‘I’m working on a point the income tax people have asked me to clarify, and will have to get some data on the outside. If he’s not going to be in, this afternoon would be a good time to do it.’
‘Well,’ Jane said dubiously, ‘I don’t know. He may show up at any moment. If he does, he’ll be apt to want you.’
Stanwood said definitely: ‘Somehow, I have an idea he won’t be in the office today. This stuff has to be done. I think I’ll do it now, Jane. I’ll take the responsibility.’
‘Okay. Is there any place where I can reach you on the telephone?’
‘No. I’m going to be here and there. If I get a chance I’ll call in later.’
‘Okay,’ Jane said.
She heard Stanwood hang up, and, at the very moment the connection was broken at the other end of the line and before Jane could even take the receiver from her ear, she heard Corliss Ramsay’s voice coming over the wire, saying hastily: ‘Once more, Jane. Get ready.’
Jane said: ‘You mean that –’ and caught herself just in time to keep from saying, ‘Bad News is here again.’
She had a peculiar feeling that Mrs Pressman was standing somewhere behind her within earshot, and said into the telephone in her most impersonal voice: ‘Yes, in the event he rings in, tell him that Mr Stanwood just called. He’s going to be out on some income tax matters all the afternoon.’
She dropped the receiver back into place, and heard motion from behind her as Mrs Pressman moved forward, smiling now, a far more cordial and personal smile than she ordinarily vouchsafed to the office help. ‘Jane, dear, I wonder if you could do something for me. I’ve simply got to get a cheque in the bank before three o’clock, and I also have an appointment at five minutes after three. I can’t do both. Would you mind running down to the bank and depositing this cheque?’
Jane hesitated. This was the first time in all the five years she had been working for Mr Pressman that his wife had ever attempted to interfere in the business, the first time she had ever asked one of the girls to ‘run errands’.
The sudden freezing of Mrs Pressman’s face made Jane realize that her hesitation was perhaps even more harmful than an outright refusal.
‘You see,’ Jane explained hastily, ‘some important messages have come in for Mr Pressman, and if he should telephone while I am gone – I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mrs Pressman. I’ll send Corliss, and I can watch the switchboard while Corliss is out.’
‘No,’ Mrs Pressman said. ‘I would prefer that you went yourself. Let Corliss give any messages to Mr Pressman in case he calls … It’s quite all right. I’ll take all the responsibility. If anything happens, you may explain to Ralph that you are acting under my orders.’
For some four seconds Jane debated whether to tell her she took orders from only one person. But, after all, it was a trivial thing. She could make the trip down to the bank and back in ten minutes.
‘You see,’ Mrs Pressman explained coldly, ‘it’s because I’m in such a hurry.’
‘All right,’ Jane said. ‘Give me the cheque.’
She received the cheque duly endorsed, Mrs Pressman’s passbook, and a smile which once more was cordial. ‘Thank you very much, Jane, dear. It’s really a big help to me. I’ll tell Ralph that you’re a lifesaver.’
Jane made certain that Mrs Pressman actually was going to take all the responsibility, by stopping at Corliss Ramsay’s desk and saying: ‘Mrs Pressman has sent me out to do an errand for her. If Mr Pressman calls in, tell him that Mrs Pressman sent me out on an errand.’
Corliss Ramsay’s eyes were sympathetic, understanding. She said, with just the right emphasis: ‘If he calls in, I’ll tell him.’
‘Tell him she’s going to the bank,’ Mrs Pressman supplemented. ‘I think that’s a little better than saying “on an errand”, don’t you, girls? Come, Jane, I’ll ride down in the elevator with you.’
She walked down the corridor and rode down in the elevator with Jane as though her presence conferred some special favour. She was calling a taxi as Jane smiled a worried good day, and hurried the four blocks down to the bank. Because it was near closing time, there was a line at the window, and it took Jane longer than she had anticipated. A full fifteen minutes had elapsed before she returned to the office.
‘Any telephone from the boss?’ she asked Corliss.
‘No. Gosh, how I was hoping he’d call. When I told him that Bad News had sent you out on an errand, he’d have gone straight up in the air!’
Jane said: ‘I suppose I really shouldn’t have gone. I don’t believe she was in any such hurry as she said. She didn’t act like it.’
‘And she came back again after you’d left,’ Corliss said. ‘Had the taxi waiting down at the kerb, said she’d forgotten her gloves.’
‘Forgotten her gloves!’ Jane exclaimed.
‘Yes.’
‘Why, she couldn’t have. I saw her put them in her handbag … I’ll bet she forgot she’d put them there and came all the way back and –’
‘No,’ Corliss said, ‘she actually deigned to notice me as she went out. She said she’d found them right where she’d left them on your desk.’
Realization flooded Jane’s mind as though someone had thrown a bucket of ice water over her head.
‘Oh, my gosh!’
‘What’s the matter?’ Corliss asked.
Jane said vaguely: ‘Nothing. I thought I’d forgotten something, but I guess it’s all right.’
She mustn’t let Corliss know. It was terribly obvious, now that she paused to thing back on it. She said breezily, ‘Well, I’ll get to work,’ and went back to her own office.
She took the precaution of closing the door before pulling open the top drawer on her desk.
She realized, even as she stood staring down with dismayed eyes, that pulling the drawer open had been an empty, meaningless gesture. She had, of course, known the answer.
The envelope from the detective agency with the confidential report and the photographs was no longer there.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
At two-thirty Karper returned to his office and put through a long-distance call to Hugh Sonders at Petrie.
Two minutes later when he had Sonders on the line, he said: ‘Sonders, this is Karper in Los Angeles … Independent Acres Subdivision Company.’
‘All right,’ Sonders said. ‘What is it?’
‘How are subscriptions coming along?’
‘Okay. Howser’s committee has interviewed about ninety per cent of the property owners.’
‘Man by the name of Jack P Reedley,’ Karper said. ‘Got a little chicken ranch –’
‘I know the one you mean,’ Sonders interrupted. ‘I’m delegated to see him. I’m intending to call on him tomorrow or day after … He’s a newcomer, won’t get much out of him, but I want to get him signed up for something even if it’s only fifty dollars, so he’ll be one of us. His place isn’t worth over a couple of thousand.’
Karper said dryly: ‘You haven’t seen him yet, then?’
‘No.’
‘Do you know who Reedley really is?’
‘What do you mean? Reedley is Reedley, isn’t he?’
‘No.’
‘Who?’
‘Reedley,’ Karper said, ‘is Ralph G Pressman.’
‘What!’
‘That’s right.’
‘You’re certain?’
‘Yes.’
‘What’s the idea?’
‘He thought you’d call on him and he’d have a chance to find out the low-down.’
Sonders said: ‘I’ll call on him, all right. I’ll get Everett True of the Petrie Herald. We’ll go down there, and –’
‘Wait a minute,’ Karper interrupted. ‘Do something for me, will you?’
‘What?’
‘Don’t go down there for a couple of hours. Give me that much leeway.’
‘Why?’
‘I have some things I want to do.’
‘He might get away.’
‘No. He’s going to stay right there. Here’s something else. The oil well is a dry hole – dry as a bone.’
‘How did you get this information?’
‘It came to me straight.’
Sonders said: ‘This is a break. If we catch him putting over something like that, it might even have some bearing on the lawsuit. Might get us a rehearing in the Supreme Court.’
‘That wouldn’t affect his legal position,’ Karper said.
Sonders laughed. ‘He has to come to court with clean hands, legally speaking. And don’t the Supreme Court justices read the newspapers?’
‘All right,’ Karper said, ‘just be certain of one thing.’
‘What?’
‘Wait two hours. Don’t ever let on that I knew anything about it. Never tell anyone where you got the tip, not a soul, not even Howser or True.’
Sonders hesitated a moment, then said: ‘Okay. It’ll probably take a couple of hours for me to get hold of True and get the story lined up.’
CHAPTER TWELVE
Frank Duryea, the district attorney of Santa Delbarra County, kicked his shoes off and lay back on the bed, his hands clasped behind his head, watching his wife with affectionate pride in his eyes.
Milred Duryea, some five years younger than her husband, tall, slender, tolerant, sat in front of the mirror at the dressing-table, rubbing creams into her face with the tips of long, pliable fingers.
‘Don’t do that,’ she said, over her shoulder.
‘What?’ her husband asked.
‘Settle down there on the bed. You’ll go to sleep. Get up and take your clothes off.’
Duryea said amiably: ‘Some of them are already off. I have made a great concession to the bedroom conventions. I have removed my shoes.’
‘You’ll go to sleep there, and I’ll have to undress you myself.’
The district attorney yawned. ‘A very interesting thought. Undressing seemed such a chore, I thought I’d rest for a minute. Now you suggest the delightful possibility that I might drift off to sleep and wake up to find myself neatly tucked into bed.’
‘I’d skin your clothes off wrong side out,’ she threatened.
‘I know; but, being a dutiful wife, and a good housekeeper, you couldn’t bear to let them stay that way. You’d turn them back right side out again and put them on the hangers in the closet.’
‘And your love letters would fall out of your coat pocket,’ she said.
‘How little you know of the legal mind,’ he said. ‘I burn my love letters as fast as I get them.’
‘Have you no sentiment?’
‘Not in regard to love letters. When you’ve practised law as long as I have, and heard as many love letters read to juries in that patient, dreary monotone with which an opposing attorney discusses matters of sentiment – No, my darling, not love letters.’
‘Not even mine?’
‘You never wrote me any.’
‘Well, you never wrote me any.’
‘That legal training again.’
Milred removed the surplus cream on a soft towel, then wiped off her hands. ‘Come on. Get started,’ she ordered.
‘I can’t,’ Duryea said, staring up at the ceiling. ‘I’m thinking of love letters – read in court. “My dear darling,”’ he recited in a flat, expressionless voice, ‘“you have no idea how much I miss you. My body cries out for the touch of your tender caress. The haunting memory of your lips pressed against mine makes my heart beat more quickly. When I first clasped your body, so soft and pliable, in my arms, and –”’
‘Oh, I know!’ his wife exclaimed triumphantly, pouncing upon him and depositing her weight so that his legs were imprisoned. She began tickling the bottoms of his feet.
The district attorney tried to continue declaiming his love letter, but his words became more rapid and higher-pitched. Abruptly he broke off in nervous laughter, doubling up his knees, trying to push her off his legs.
She clung to him, working on the bottoms of his feet.
‘I surrender,’ the district attorney of Santa Delbarra County yelled. ‘Absolute, unconditional surrender!’
She ceased her ministrations. ‘Off with them,’ she ordered.
Duryea slid his legs over the bed, unbuttoned his vest. ‘A very dirty trick, I call it,’ he said. ‘Distinctly unprofessional. With the ratio of divorces constantly on the increase –’
‘What is it?’ she asked, as he broke off to listen, his head held slightly on one side.
‘I thought,’ he said, ‘I heard a car come up the driveway and stop.’
‘A car?’
‘A car,’ he insisted. ‘A very disreputable car with a decrepit motor.’
‘Gramps!’ she exclaimed.
‘It is, of course, within the bounds of dire possibility. I have accustomed myself to earthquakes, have even geared myself to anticipate the possibility of an enemy invasion. Airplane bombings and gas attacks are part of the everyday hazards of life, but your grandfather, my dear, is a special calamity reserved for –’
A cracked, quavering horn, having some of the qualities of a phonograph record which is about half run down, made raucous noise.
‘It is Gramps!’ Milred Duryea exclaimed.
The district attorney buttoned his vest, reached down for his shoes.
Milred dashed to the closet for a robe.
‘The time?’ she asked.
‘Ten-forty-eight,’ her husband announced. ‘The advent of the calamity is now duly noted for posterity.’
She said, ‘You’re dressed. Go to the back door and get him to lay off that infernal horn. Tell him we know he’s here.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Duryea said. ‘I think I hear steps outside the window.’
A moment later a high-pitched voice called through the Venetian blinds. ‘Hello, folks. Guess who this is.’
Frank Duryea said sternly: ‘There is no necessity to guess. No friend would drive such a disreputable motor. You are, therefore, a relative. No Duryea ever sported such an out-of-tune, thoroughly raucous, run-down horn. That means it’s a Wiggins, one of my wife’s relatives.’
‘Yep,’ Gramp Wiggins chuckled, ‘that’s me. … Don’t aim to disturb you folks none. Got my house trailer outside. Going to roll in, but thought I’d have a hot toddy first. Didn’t intend to let you know I was here until morning, but I saw the light in the bedroom and thought you might like a snort.’
‘The occasion,’ Duryea proclaimed, ‘calls for stimulant – definitely. Your last visit all but ruined my chances of re-election. Heavens knows what will happen this time.’
‘Now you look here, young fellow,’ Gramps said. ‘I’m not going to interfere none this time. I know the way you feel about having me butt in on your office, so you just set your mind easy on that score. I’m pulling out before noon … Just dropped by to say hello … How about it, Frank? You want to join me in a snifter?’
‘You’re darned right I want a snifter,’ Frank said. ‘I need it. I had even craved it before I heard your coffee mill. But you should ask Milred first.’
Gramp Wiggins’ voice sounded hurt, and it was impossible for the district attorney to tell whether the old man was stringing him along or whether he really was insulted. ‘What are you talkin’ about? Ask Milred if she wants a toddy! She’s a Wiggins ain’t she? Nobody ever needs to ask a Wiggins when there’s a hot toddy bein’ brewed. You take the assent of a Wiggins for granted. It’s only these damn Yankees that have to be asked … All right, you folks be out in five minutes, and she’ll be ready.’
They heard his steps on the cement walk, the quick steps of a spry old man filled with enthusiasm and a zest for life.
Duryea ran his fingers through his hair.
‘There it is,’ he said. ‘The complete calamity in one chapter. If there’s as much as a misdemeanour committed between now and when he leaves, the old bloodhound will be on the trail.’
Milred laughed. ‘It isn’t going to be so bad. He’s leaving by noon. You should be able to keep your county law-abiding until then.’
Duryea indicated his surroundings with a comprehensive wave of his hand. ‘Look about you, woman. Here we are with our income hocked for the next twenty years to pay for this fine house in an exclusive residential district. Notice the neighbourhood, surrounded by the swanky homes of the city’s aristocrats. We’ve moved into the rarefied atmosphere of the upper strata of local society for the purpose of securing prestige, contacts and a fuller and more abundant life socially.
‘And what happens? At irregular intervals, an unwashed, rattletrap automobile with worn tyres, holes in the upholstery and cracks in the windshield, draws a thoroughly disreputable home-made trailer into our driveway. An old reprobate who happens to be your grandfather hops out of the vehicle with a due accompaniment of raucous noise in one form and another. He shouts out nocturnal invitations to make whoopee … Then he wants to be called into consultation on the crime problems of the county.’
Milred said: ‘You like him. You know you do.’
‘My professional standing,’ Frank Duryea complained, ‘bears to this day the half-healed scars resulting from previous contacts with your ancestral past.’
Milred gave herself a quick survey in the mirror. ‘Go ahead and sit there if you want to, you old crab. Gramp Wiggins can make the most marvellous hot toddy in the world, and if you think any Wiggins descendant worthy of the name is going to sit here and listen to you grouse while –’
Duryea straightened up.
‘You have now,’ he observed, ‘mentioned one of your grandfather’s outstanding virtues. He certainly can concoct drinks and food. Come on, sister, let’s go.’
Gramp Wiggins’ trailer was very definitely a bachelor affair. It was entirely bereft of those feminine touches which grace a home. On the other hand, it was scrupulously clean, and everything was in its place.
Frying pans and pots, in place of being kept out of sight in lockers, were suspended from nails driven in the walls. A series of small shelves with wooden guard rails had been placed on the wall just behind the table so that a person could swing up the folding table, lock it into position, and find all the spices and condiments, all the plates and saucers, readily available. Knives, forks, and spoons were held in circular containers. Cups hung on hooks from a wider shelf which was some three feet above the top of the table.
Gramp Wiggins had hot water and spices bubbling away on the gasoline stove. As Frank and Milred Duryea entered the trailer, Gramps was twisting bits of lemon peel and dropping them into the steaming liquid.
Gramps was a little man of indeterminate age. His eyes, twinkling at them over the tops of half-spectacles, were full of life, utterly devoid of film. Gramps was a creature of enthusiasms, and his eyes showed it. The man’s motions were as quick as those of some wild thing. He darted about the trailer, arranging seats for his guests, keeping up a running fire of conversation. ‘Well, well, great to see you! How are you? Been quite a spell since I’ve been through this way … Had quite a jaunt since I saw you last. Down Mexico way – clean down – way down below Mexico City. Great country. Then I was around up north for a while, and they got to rationing gasoline and tyres, so I decided I’d better sort of get myself located.’
Duryea exchanged glances with his wife.
Gramps’ body leaned across the table. His hands deftly unhooked three cups, plunged them bodily into a kettle of boiling water.
‘Secret of hot toddy,’ Gramps said, ‘is to have your cups piping hot. You don’t want to put your hooch in until just when you’re ready to serve. Alcohol has a lower boiling point than water. Lots of people boil half the alcohol out of their toddies without even knowing it … Now this here’s a special concoction of hottoddy liquor I’ve worked out. Four different kinds of liquor in it. Ain’t goin’ to tell you what they are, either. It’s a secret.’
Gramps fished out a quart bottle about two-thirds full of a villainous-looking dark liquid, gave it a tentative shake or two, and twisted the cork with his teeth.
He was thoroughly disreputable so far as externals were concerned. His white hair hung down almost to his shoulders. His clothes seemed utterly devoid of any acquaintance with the pressing machine. But the man’s animation, his astounding vitality, dwarfed his physical appearance into insignificance.
‘Now the secret of this here concoction,’ he went on, ‘aside from the liquor, is a few leaves of a certain herb I put in it. Herb grows right around here, too, but nobody never pays any attention to it … Gettin’ so we don’t monkey with herbs any more … Well, now, folks, get ready. She’s just about due to come off the fire. Ain’t goin’ to make it too sweet. You can put in more sugar if you want. An’ don’t worry about that sugar ever seein’ a ration book either. I smuggled it up from Mexico. Lots more where that came from … Not that I use so awfully much sugar myself, but I like to have it on hand, and I got an awful boot out of smugglin’ it in. There ain’t no use talkin’. There’s somethin’ about smugglin’ that’s downright attractive. Well, folks –’
He broke off as steps sounded outside, and then a tentative knock on the door of the trailer.
‘Well, now,’ Gramps grinned, ‘seems like the neighbours are coming over. Thought you said the neighbours didn’t approve of me, Milred. Well, let me get a cup or two of my hot toddy in ’em, and they’ll quit sneerin’ about the “disreputable old tramp” that comes to call on you, and next time you see ’em, they’ll want to know when your “delightful grandfather” is comin’ back to see you again.’
Gramp Wiggins flung open the door. ‘Come on in,’ he said. ‘Come right on in. It’s a mite chilly out there, and I’ve got somethin’ in here to warm you up.’
The man who stood in the driveway looking into the trailer with dark, apprehensive eyes was somewhere in the fifties, a slight, nervous man who seemed obsessed by worries and responsibilities.
‘I’m not certain I have the right place,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for the district attorney.’
‘Yep,’ Gramps announced. ‘You got the right place for the district attorney, and for a hot toddy. Come on in. Come on in!’
The man seemed somewhat taken aback by Gramps’ breezy cordiality. ‘I don’t want to intrude,’ he said apologetically. ‘Would you mind telling him that Carl Gentry, the constable at Petrie, would like to see him for a minute?’
The trailer springs swayed as Duryea got to his feet and came to the door. ‘Hello, Gentry,’ he said, shaking hands. ‘Come on in. Come on in.’
‘I just wanted to see you for a minute,’ Gentry explained. ‘I didn’t want to intrude.’
‘Oh, come on in,’ Duryea invited. ‘I don’t get to see you very often anyway. This is just a family party. This is Mr Wiggins, my wife’s grandfather. Come on in and meet my wife.’
Gentry climbed up on the steps to the trailer, shook hands with Gramp Wiggins, sniffed the fragrant aroma of the toddy; then his eyes focused on Milred.
‘My wife,’ Duryea said. ‘Milred, this is Mr Gentry, the constable out at Petrie.’
Milred gave him her hand, said: ‘Do come over here and sit down, Mr Gentry. We’re just welcoming Gramps, and having a nightcap.’
Gentry cleared his throat nervously, seated himself by the side of Milred Duryea.
Gramps poured out hot toddies and said: ‘Now take it easy, folks. When I make a hot toddy, I mean she’s hot … Here’s regards.’
Three spoons dipped tentatively into the mixture. Three faces showed varying expressions. Milred registered surprise, Duryea downright satisfaction. The constable from Petrie seemed just a little less worried. The sharp lines of his face relaxed for a moment into a smile. ‘What’s in that?’ he asked.
Duryea laughed. ‘Don’t ask him. It’s a secret.’
‘Four kinds of liquor,’ Gramps said, ‘blended in just the right proportions, and then a few leaves of a certain herb … That herb’s what gives it that little pungent flavour. Mix it with the lemon peel, and it tickles your palate at the same time it gives you a full-bodied taste of real satisfaction.’
Gentry said: ‘It certainly hits the spot. I’ve been worried about developments up my way tonight, and thought I’d better drive down and have a talk with you and the sheriff … Sort of a strain taking a drive all by yourself. At night, thataway. Got to feeling sorta jumpy. This just hits the spot!’
Gramps looked at him searchingly, said significantly: ‘When a man takes a drink of this, he can’t worry about nothin’ – jus’ don’t give a damn.’
‘You don’t look as though you ever worried about much,’ Gentry said enviously.
‘Don’t,’ Gramps announced laconically. ‘Used to, but quit. Only way for a man to go through life is to feel like a cat. Let ’em throw you up in the air and you’ll light on your feet. When you feel you can do that, you just don’t give a damn what happens.’
‘You said this was your father?’ Gentry asked Milred.
‘Grandfather,’ she said.
Gentry stared in surprise from Gramps to Mrs Duryea.
‘Careful now,’ warned the district attorney, laughing.
Gentry scratched the greying hair over his left ear, said lamely: ‘Well, he doesn’t look like anybody’s grandfather.’
Duryea laughed.
Milred said: ‘You couldn’t have put it more tactfully.’
Gentry said to the district attorney: ‘Could I see you for a moment, Mr Duryea?’
‘Can’t you talk right here?’ Duryea asked. ‘Or is it real private?’
‘No, it’s not real private … That’s the trouble with it. It’s too darned public.’
‘Well, go ahead. What is it?’
‘You know something of the trouble we’ve been having up our way.’
‘Over those oil rights?’
‘Yes.’
‘I thought the court had settled that,’ Duryea said.
‘Well, you know how it is. You take a farmer and start tramping down his crops, and you’re going to have a fight on your hands. I don’t care whether it’s the law, or whether it ain’t the law. If it is the law – Well, that’s what starts revolutions.
‘Of course, I can see the other side of the thing. Those oil rights were reserved, and everybody knew they were reserved. Nobody just paid any attention to ’em, that’s all. Everybody thought that if the folks that had the oil rights wanted to come on the land and prospect, they’d have to pay for the drilling and any crops they destroyed, have to buy roads and all that sort of thing … The farmers figured they’d stick ’em enough for right of way, derrick space, and crop damage, so it would amount to about the same thing in the long run as though they didn’t have any oil rights. And no one ever figured there was any oil in that part of the country, anyway.’
Duryea nodded.
‘Well, feeling’s running pretty high,’ Gentry said, ‘and it seems like this man, Pressman, may have tried to pull a fast one and got caught at it … That’s going to make trouble.’
‘What did he do?’ Duryea asked.
‘Well, we ain’t absolutely plumb certain yet, but certain enough so Everett True, the editor of the Petrie Herald, is going to run a story about it in the morning, and when that paper hits the streets, there’s going to be hell to pay … Pardon me, ma’am, that slipped out.’
‘It’s all right,’ Milred said, smiling.
‘What is it?’ Duryea asked.
‘Well, it seems like there’s some kind of a poker game going on out there. Some of that country that Pressman has the oil rights on is mighty good citrus land. Some of it is pretty well improved with buildings, orchards and all that … Now then, if he starts puttin’ in roads an’ derricks, it’s going to make things pretty bad. My idea is you’d just about have to call out the militia when he did it. But the people out there are law-abiding, and they’d buy him out if he’d make ’em any reasonable sort of an offer. Now it looks as though he’s dickering around and maybe getting ready to sell out. A lot depends on what he finds in that test well he’s putting down. The rumour is that the test well’s gone deep enough already, so he knows just about what he’s got; but you can’t find out one single thing about the well.’
Duryea nodded.
‘Tom Howser,’ Gentry went on, ‘is sort of organizing all the farmers out that way, getting ’em all together, and having secret sessions, figuring just how much each man is willing to pay to get rid of the cloud on his property; then putting the thing in a pool and doing a little horse trading.
‘Some man that’s got a good orange orchard with maybe a fifteen- or twenty-thousand-dollar house on his property, barns, warehouses, and all that, might be willing to pay fifty or seventy-five dollars an acre to get the cloud removed. Some other fellow with a little place wouldn’t pay so much, but he might pay four or five dollars an acre … Well, suppose Howser gets the whole thing pooled together and finds he’s got three or four hundred thousand dollars. Well, then he goes to Pressman and starts playing poker, tells him the oil rights ain’t worth anything, didn’t cost him much, that he’s willing to pay seventy-five thousand to clear the whole thing up, and then they start working up.’
Duryea said: ‘And Pressman, on the other hand, is also doing horse-trading. He’s trying to make them believe he’s got a good showing of oil in that test well. No one will know whether he has or not.’
‘That’s exactly it,’ Gentry said. ‘Now then, nobody out our way knows Pressman. He’s just a name so far as our community is concerned. But a week or so ago, a man bought out one of the small chicken ranches here. This man was named Jack Reedley … This afternoon Hugh Sonders got a straight tip that Reedley was really Pressman who had bought the property just to see what the owners had in mind. What makes it look a little more reasonable that way is that when we looked it up, we found the sale never went through escrow. The man who owned the place just took his dough, signed a deed, and moved out all at once.’
‘How did Sonders get the tip?’ Duryea asked.
‘Well, we’re not certain, but we think that George Karper picked it up somewhere. Karper’s in Los Angeles. He’s got big holdings near Petrie; seems like he was just ready to put on a subdivision. Had everything ready to go.’
‘And Karper gave Sonders that tip?’ Duryea asked.
‘We don’t know. That’s just a guess, but, anyway, Sonders got that tip. He showed up at the Herald office, and Everett True clapped on his hat, and the two of them went sailing out to Reedley’s place.’
‘What happened?’ Duryea asked.
‘Reedley wouldn’t let ’em in. He barricaded the doors and windows, and pulled the shades down, refused to see ’em, wouldn’t answer questions, just stayed in there and sulked … You can figure that out. Not only wouldn’t he let them see his face, but he wouldn’t let them hear his voice … Well, Everett True has been checking around getting all the information he could, and he came to the idea that it is true, that Reedley was really Pressman. He’s going to publish the thing in the morning. He isn’t going to stick his neck out too far, but he is going to state that the property owners, who have organized this protective and mutual association under Howser, are going to make the claim that Reedley is really Pressman.’
‘When’s that paper coming out?’ Duryea inquired.
‘Tomorrow morning. That’s what I wanted to see you about. I had a talk with the sheriff, and he said I’d better get in touch with you to see what the law is.’
‘Law on what?’
‘I want to get a good strong organization of deputies out there and be ready to do something. If Reedley is really Pressman – well, there’s going to be trouble, lots of trouble.’
‘How many deputies do you want?’ Duryea asked.
‘I reckon as how I oughta have fifty of ’em.’
‘Well, go ahead. Appoint them.’
‘That there’s the trouble,’ Gentry said. ‘Pressman, perhaps, is within his rights, but he’s from Los Angeles, and he’s a slicker. There ain’t nobody out our way wants to get deputized and then have to shoot at the home folks so this slicker will be safe to keep on trimming people … And one of these days I’ve got to get re-elected – an’ so have you.’
Duryea thought that over. At length he said: ‘I’ll tell you what you do. Get out there early in the morning before the paper is distributed, and before the property owners have a chance to organize. Go call on Reedley. If he turns out to be Pressman, tell him what he’s up against. Tell him that you’re willing to take him into protective custody on some minor traffic charge or something of that sort.’
‘But s’pose he doesn’t want to?’
‘Then,’ Duryea said, ‘it’s up to him. We’ll do the best we can, but we won’t do anything until after a mob starts forming. We’ll try to stop any violence, but we won’t be placed in the position of giving Pressman a bodyguard … That would be my idea. How does it strike you?’
‘It strikes me swell,’ Gentry said. ‘I’ll just go out there in the morning and put it to him cold turkey. If he wants me to arrest him so he’ll be in technical custody for his own protection, I’ll bring him down to the county seat.’
‘That’s all right,’ Duryea said. ‘We can take care of the situation, and no Petrie mob will do anything once we get him down here.’
Gentry picked up his hat off his lap, got to his feet, bowed awkwardly to Mrs Duryea and Gramps, said to the district attorney: ‘Well, thanks. That’s pretty good advice. I’ve got to be getting back to my job. Almost anything may happen out there, and I’ve got to be on the job.’
Duryea escorted him to the door. ‘Remember, according to the letter of the law, Pressman is right. The court has decided that injunction case in Pressman’s favour.’
‘I know,’ Gentry said, ‘but you just can’t take land away from a rancher. You can’t start pulling out fruit trees or trampling down crops. I’m telling you, Mr Duryea, it can’t be done … Well, good night, everybody, and thanks, Mr Wiggins, for that hot toddy. It certainly helped … Maybe you’ll be out my way one of these days.’
‘Maybe,’ Gramps agreed with staccato eagerness. ‘Can’t tell. I get around quite a bit … Gettin’ interested. Might be out there almost any time.’
Gentry closed the door.
Gramps turned to Duryea. ‘Ain’t that interesting?’
‘It’s an interesting legal complication,’ Duryea said.
‘No, no. I mean the idea that Pressman is playin’ poker with ’em on this oil well. Wouldn’t it be a slick stunt to get hold of the log of that oil well and find out what she actually was doing? There’d be some information that’d be valuable. That’d be a nice piece of detective work.’
Duryea said sternly: ‘Now listen, you old reprobate. You’re filled to the gills with mystery and adventure. You don’t realize the temper of the people. In many ways you can’t blame them. In other ways they’re culpable. They took their own interpretation of that reservation in the deed, without ever taking the trouble to find out what it really did mean. Simply because there had never been any trouble over it, they considered it as meaning little more than though there’d been a reservation for a telephone or a power line across the property … They should have looked it up before they invested money in the property.’
Gramps might not have heard the district attorney. ‘Doggone me,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t that be a swell piece of detective work!’
Duryea shook his head at Milred. ‘I’m afraid,’ he said, ‘your grandfather is about to become a jailbird.’
Gramps grinned. ‘Now, you listen to me, Frank Duryea. No one ain’t ever caught me in anything yet.’
Duryea stretched and yawned. ‘We’re on our way to bed, Gramps. Make yourself comfortable. We’ll leave the back door unlocked … And don’t get up too all-fired early.’
Gramps said: ‘I won’t make no noise when I get up. Good night.’
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Frank Duryea opened his eyes and, drugged with sleep, regarded the half light in the bedroom.
Half asleep, half awake, he tried to determine what had wakened him. There had, he knew, been some strange, disturbing noise. It sounded like – There it was again. This time there could be no mistaking it, the sound of creaking hinges.
Duryea straightened up in bed. Through the open window he could see the green fingers of palm leaves, and behind them, in the distance, some eucalypti towering over red-tiled roofs. Early as it was, he could see there was no wind. The leaves of the trees were motionless against the riotous colour of the morning sky.
It had sounded like the back door on the screen porch. If it wasn’t the wind, then it must be –
Suddenly he remembered Gramp Wiggins, groaned inwardly, rolled over, and tried to go back to sleep.
He failed to recapture the drugged drowsiness he expected. Twice he rolled over to the other side, conscious of a growing sense of irritation at his inability to get back to sleep, conscious also that the light was momentarily getting stronger, and that, even if he did get to sleep now, it wouldn’t do him any good.
He had thought at first that Milred was sleeping, but, as he turned for the third time, her voice from the pillow beside him said: ‘Rolling and twisting and getting mad doesn’t do any good. You have to lie still, refrain from moving, breathe deeply and regularly, and entertain peaceful feelings toward all the world.’
‘Oh, is that so,’ Duryea said, ‘and is the recipe doing you any good?’
‘Not a damn bit,’ she admitted, and then added: ‘I can’t feel at peace with the world.’
They sat up in bed then, looking at each other, and grinning.
‘Was it the door that wakened you?’ Milred asked.
‘Yes. That started it. But lately there’s been a peculiar pounding noise.’
‘Not pounding, dear. Beating.’
‘What’s the difference?’
‘Gramps is beating up some of his famous hot-cake batter. He insists that it has to be beaten for ten minutes, then let rest for ten minutes, then beaten for ten minutes more.’
‘Can you,’ Duryea asked, ‘tell me why anyone should get up at this hour of the morning if he doesn’t have to?’
‘He has to. He’s too restless to sleep long … I keep thinking of those hot cakes, and occasionally you get the very faint aroma of coffee.’
‘Well,’ Duryea asked, ‘what are we waiting for?’
Milred threw back the covers. ‘I’ll give you first whack at the bathroom, while I go and tell Gramps to prepare for visitors. We’ll eat in our dressing gowns.’
Gramps was delighted to see his guests. By the time Frank Duryea entered the trailer, the interior was filled with the delicious fragrance of fresh coffee and frying bacon. Gramps was giving the finishing touches to his final beating of the hot-cake batter.
‘Hello, son. Walk right in and sit down. Going to have some breakfast in just a jiffy. Milred says you woke up kinda early, feelin’ a little hungry.’
‘Unusually early,’ Duryea said dryly.
Gramp Wiggins didn’t take the hint. ‘Gettin’ up early’s a good thing. Gets your system cleaned out of poisons. Poisons pile up in your system when you sleep. Sleep too long at a time, and it don’t do you no good … If you want to know somethin’ about cooking bacon, son, look at the way we’re cookin’ this.’
Gramp Wiggins indicated Milred, who was holding a frying pan tilted at a sharp angle over a burner in the gas stove.
‘Never let bacon cook in grease,’ Gramp Wiggins said. ‘Grease gets to bubbling, makes the bacon indigestible, and ruins its flavour. Tilt the fryin’ pan up a little more, Milred … That’s right. Now keep pressing against the bacon with that pancake turner, so you squeeze the grease out … That’s right. Now pour the grease off into that can … No, no, no. Don’t let it get down so close to the flame. Keep that frying pan tilted up! Keep the bacon up in the upper end of it. It’s more work all right; but once you’ve tasted bacon cooked that way, you know what good bacon really is … A gentle heat to melt the grease, and then a little pressure to squeeze it out, an’ keep repeatin’ the process until you’ve cooked your bacon gently and slowly with no bubbling grease … Now these here are hot cakes, son! That’s the kind o’ coffee you don’t get very often in this country.’
‘Coffee you smuggled in from Mexico, I suppose,’ Duryea said with mock sternness.
‘What do you take me for?’ Gramp Wiggins said. ‘I declared that coffee and got it through all due and regular. The only things I smuggle are the things the government says I can’t bring in with me the way I want ’em – sugar and booze.’
‘Has it ever occurred to you,’ Duryea asked, trying to make his voice sound officially stern, ‘that you might wind up in jail?’
‘Sure it has,’ Gramps admitted readily enough, ‘but you can’t let a little thing like that stop you. Nowadays to do what a man wants to, he has to take chances on going to jail, same as he does on gittin’ killed in an automobile smash. You’d just lose out on lots of things you wanted to do, if you got finicky about going to jail.’
‘Rather an unsocial attitude,’ the district attorney commented.
‘Unsocial!’ Gramps screamed at him. ‘Unsocial, hell! It’s still a free country. Lots of people think the legislature has taken your liberties away. It ain’t done nothin’ of the sort. It’s only passed laws providin’ that you go to jail if they catch you exercising those liberties. Hell, it’s still a free country!’
‘An interesting glimpse of the psychology of an individualist,’ Duryea pointed out, ‘but if everyone –’
‘Now you quit worryin’ about me goin’ to jail, an’ spell Milred on that frying pan. Keep her tilted up high, an’ keep pressin’ that grease out. Not too hard now, just a gentle pressure, holding it down against the pan.’
Duryea followed Gramps’ instructions, had the pleasure of seeing the bacon turn to a crisp, golden brown, entirely unlike any bacon he had ever cooked before, and all the time Gramps was keeping up a running fire of conversation.
Travelling around the country and associating with people in various and sundry trailer camps, Gramps had a weird assortment of contacts in various parts of the country. A California grape grower sent him choice wines. A pal who had a farm in Vermont provided maple sugar and syrup. Even the jar of thick, red jam had been contributed by the wife of a boysenberry grower whom Gramps had met on his travels.
‘How on earth do you ever get all that stuff delivered?’ Duryea asked.
‘Oh, I write to ’em, an’ let ’em know about where I’m going to be, and they send things on by mail. Us trailer folks kinda keep in touch with each other … Okay, son, that bacon’s done. Put it out on a piece of paper. Sit down there and sink your teeth into one of these here hot cakes. Now, put on lots of that maple syrup and try some of that jam. Best you ever tasted … Better let me spike that coffee up a little bit with some brandy. Put more kick in it.’
‘This is fine,’ Duryea said.
Milred grinned across at her husband. ‘My gosh, I’m famished. I –’
She broke off to listen.
‘Car coming, fast,’ she explained, standing in the doorway and looking down the street.
They heard the car squeal to a stop, then steps on cement, the sound carrying clearly in the crisp morning air.
Milred looking out of the window, said: ‘It’s the sheriff. I’d better let him know we’re in here.’
‘You mean Sheriff Lassen?’ Gramp Wiggins said, his voice shrill with excitement. ‘Tell him to come in here! I ain’t seen him in a coon’s age! I want to shake hands with him. He’ll remember me, won’t he, Frank?’
‘Remember you is right,’ Duryea said. ‘You gave him more headaches. The last time you tried to help him –’
‘Now, whoa! Back up!’ Gramps said. ‘You gotta admit that I put him on the right track.’
‘Yes, you guessed right,’ Duryea admitted.
‘Guessed! Guessed, hell!’ Gramps shrilled. ‘I called the turn. I –’
The trailer swayed on its springs as the sheriff hoisted himself into the crowded quarters.
‘Hello, everybody.’
‘You remember my grandfather, Gramp Wiggins?’ Milred asked.
The sheriff came over to shake hands. ‘Sure do. He gave us quite a bit of help on that case when he was here last.’
Gramps beamed with pride.
‘Sort of a block off the old chip,’ Milred muttered demurely.
Lassen said: ‘I hope there’s enough coffee in that pot for an extra cup. This cooking smells so good it’s a crime.’
‘Plenty of coffee, lots of bacon, hot cakes, jam, lots of everything,’ Gramps said. ‘Now you folks sit down an’ start eatin’ right away. These hot cakes are going to come up so fast it’ll s’prise you. No use letting good food get cold.’
Lassen slid into a chair. Gramps poured him coffee. ‘Help yourself to a plate up there, Sheriff, and a knife and fork and spoon. Use all the sugar you want. The government ain’t got no restriction on that sugar, and if you want to talk with Frank, go right ahead. Don’t mind me.’
Duryea made a warning signal which the sheriff, reaching for a plate, failed to get.
‘Guess you saw Gentry last night. He was pretty worried. That’s nothing new for him. I’ve never known him when he wasn’t worried. This time he seems to have had some reason for worry.’
‘What’s the matter?’
‘He told you about what the Petrie Herald was going to claim?’
‘Uh, huh.’
‘Well, before the paper hit the streets, Gentry took a couple of deputies and went out to Reedley’s house. He was going to put it up to him cold turkey. If Reedley was Pressman, he was going to give him a chance to get out of the place without getting hurt. If he wanted to stay on, he was going to tell him that the constable wasn’t going to act as a bodyguard for him.’
‘I know,’ Duryea said. ‘I advised him to handle it that way. What happened?’
‘It’d already happened when Gentry got there.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Dead. Sometime during the night. Curtains were pulled up so you could look right into the house. An oil lamp was burning. Body lying on the floor. An attempt had been made to make it look like suicide … Perhaps it was. The door was locked from the inside, and the key was clutched in his right hand. I understand he left a suicide note. Gentry thinks we should go out there and look things over – says it’s going to set off a lot of fireworks.’
Duryea gave a long, low whistle.
‘Thought I’d come by and get you,’ the sheriff went on, ‘and we could pick up a bite of breakfast somewhere and run out … Didn’t expect I’d find you up this early. And,’ he nodded at Gramps, ‘didn’t expect I’d run into such a nice breakfast.’
Gramps said: ‘How was it done? A gun or–’ He caught Duryea’s disapproving eye upon him and abruptly lapsed into silence.
Pete Lassen poured more maple syrup on his hot cakes. ‘Done with a gun,’ he said. ‘As nearly as they can tell, death must have been instantaneous. I told them not to move the body until we got there, Frank.’
‘And we still aren’t sure that he was Pressman?’
‘No. Gentry’s inclined to think now that he wasn’t.’
‘Why?’
‘Says the man was pretty seedy looking, and doesn’t think it’s Pressman … I talked to him over the telephone, and he was pretty excited. It’s hard to get the facts … How about it? Can you take a run out there with me?’
‘Sure,’ Duryea said. ‘As soon as I get some clothes on. Milred and I rolled out of bed and came in for an early breakfast. It won’t take me over five minutes. Come on, let’s go.’
They left the trailer for the house. Gramps seated himself across the table from Milred and started tossing flapjacks from the griddle to his plate. After a few minutes, they heard the doors of the sheriff’s car slam, and the sound of the car pulling away from the kerb.
Gramp Wiggins looked solicitously at Milred. ‘It’s gettin’ pretty cold here,’ he said. ‘You oughta have some clothes on.’
‘Cold?’
‘Yes. Mighty chilly.’
‘I’m all right.’
Gramps thought for a moment, then tried a different tack. ‘Ain’t got a half pound of butter in the house you could loan me, have you?’
Milred laughed at him. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘You can’t fool me, and you don’t have to. When were you intending to start?’
Gramps said: ‘Right now, by gum,’ and started heaving dishes around promiscuously, piling things in the sink with a helterskelter, hurried abandon which contrasted oddly with the neat efficiency of the bachelor’s den-on-wheels.
Milred Duryea laughed tolerantly, said: ‘Remember, Gramps, you’re my relative. Don’t strain the family relationship with my husband too much. If he’d wanted you around, he’d have invited you to go along.’
‘Great jumpin’ Jehoshaphat!’ Gramps exclaimed. ‘There ain’t no law says a man can’t travel anywhere on a public highway. Guess if I want to go to Petrie, there ain’t nobody goin’ to stop me. Got just as much right to park there as I have anywhere … Milred, you get the hell out of here, and let me get started.’
He dashed around the little trailer like a whirlwind, making things tight; then he darted out of the door, and a moment later Milred heard the sound of a starting motor, the rattlety bang of Gramps’ decrepit car.
Milred Duryea, not wishing to be taken to Petrie in her négligée, stepped abruptly out of the trailer, and slammed the door.
Almost immediately the trailer creaked into motion.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
It was nearing nine o’clock as the county car slowed down for the main street of Petrie.
‘Know where this Reedley cabin is?’ Duryea asked the sheriff.
The sheriff said: ‘As I understand it, it’s the old Dingman place. Just a little chicken ranch affair. A couple of acres up on the edge of the mesa country. If it hadn’t been for this oil stuff, it wouldn’t be worth paying taxes on. A little shack about a hundred feet from the road back in some eucalyptus trees.’
The road wound through the last of the orchard land, marginal territory in which stunted trees with pale, anaemic leaves were in marked contrast to the rich full green of the lower lands. Then the soil gave way to rocks and sagebrush and bits of greasewood with here and there a cleared patch of hay land.
‘Those eucalyptus trees over there,’ the sheriff said.
They slowed for the turn-off where a dirt road took off from the pavement.
‘That’s the place all right,’ the sheriff said. ‘See the automobiles parked there in the trees?’
The dirt road widened into a yard surrounded by tall eucalyptus trees. The yard itself was completely and utterly disreputable. There were old piles of scrap lumber, chicken coops patched together out of odds and ends, several chicken houses made of old, unpainted lumber, roofed with rusted tin which had evidently been hammered out of five-gallon oil cans and tacked together to form an excuse for roofing. All around the yard were chicken droppings and chicken feathers, and that unmistakable odour associated with chicken coops.
Reedley’s house was in keeping with the rest of the place, a shack building which had evidently been built a bit at a time. Starting with one room, it had had two rooms added. The building was devoid of paint – old, weather-beaten and dilapidated.
A group of men gathered into a compact little knot were talking under the trees. The sheriff swung his car over toward them, saying to the district attorney: ‘Guess you know all these people. Deputy coroner. Deputy sheriff … That slim chap talking with Gentry is the editor of the Herald … Hello, folks.’
They crowded around the car, shaking hands, making comments.
‘Well, boys,’ the sheriff said at length, ‘what about it?’
Gentry, the constable, said: ‘I think you’d better hear Everett True’s story, Sheriff.’
True stepped importantly forward. As editor of the Petrie Herald, he had a certain position in the community, and he was, quite apparently, jealous of that position. He was a tall, middle-aged man with high forehead, burning, intense eyes, and a rapid manner of speech. Quick in his actions and accurate in his perceptions, he had quite evidently rehearsed his story in his mind, reducing it to the bare essentials.
‘Hugh Sonders came into the office about four-thirty yesterday afternoon,’ he told the sheriff. ‘He had a tip that Reedley was Pressman. Wouldn’t tell me where he’d got it … At first I was sceptical; then as I investigated, I began to think there might be something to it. The more I checked, the more plausible the whole thing seemed. I hadn’t been able to get a photograph of Pressman, but I did have a pretty fair description. I had written an editorial in the form of a question asking whether Pressman thought there was oil in the property and was making a good-faith attempt to develop it, or whether he was merely seeking legalized blackmail from the people who had built up this community by hard work and self-denial.
‘We decided to go call on Reedley, and I thought it would be a good idea to pull a proof of this editorial, show it to Pressman – if that’s who Reedley turned out to be – and use his comments as the basis of a story.
‘I showed Sonders the editorial. He thought it wasn’t nearly strong enough. The way he felt influenced me somewhat. I made some changes – interlineations, and the change of a word here and there, and gave it to Sonders to look over. Sonders read the proof of the editorial and talked it over with me while we were driving out. I intended to take a photograph if I could, and had a small candid camera concealed in my hip pocket. It was arranged that Sonders would hand him the proof-sheet of the editorial, and, while he was reading it, I’d get out my candid camera and try for a shot.
‘Sonders and I arrived here about five o’clock. As I was driving into a parking place under the eucalyptus trees, Sonders saw a shade being jerked down. We noticed then that all the shades had been lowered. That made us believe Reedley really was Pressman, that he had an idea of what we wanted and why we were coming, and had jerked down the shades when he saw us turn in at the driveway.
‘Naturally, I was somewhat excited. Sonders was, too. He pointed out that there were two doors to the house, that in order to keep our man from walking out on us, we’d each take a door. I went to the back door, Sonders went to the front. We knocked, then kicked at the doors and started calling out. We couldn’t get any answer.’
‘But you’re certain he was home?’ the sheriff asked.
‘Yes. The man who was inside at one time approached the front door. Sonders could hear him plainly. He thought perhaps the man intended to shoot. He was rather frightened. I know exactly how he felt. I had a similar experience. I heard someone moving around on the inside of the house, heard cautious steps coming toward the back door where I was standing and knocking. Then there was a minute or two of tense silence. I could feel the man standing there on the other side of the door … I tell you it was a creepy feeling. Then the man walked away. I heard the boards creak, and the sound of his steps across the floor. I called out to him: “I am from the newspaper. I simply want to ask you a few questions.” ‘
‘Get any answer?’ the sheriff asked.
‘Not a word.’
‘Hear him moving around any after that?’
‘Once or twice in the front part of the house. That was when he was debating whether to open the door for Sonders, I guess. I suppose the man merely wanted to get out without being questioned or photographed. That’s the logical explanation, of course, but I had the feeling he was standing there with a gun, debating whether to shoot me through the door. The strange thing is that Sonders said he felt exactly the same way when the man walked toward the front door … Of course, if we hadn’t covered both exits, he’d have simply gone out the back door when we started pounding on the front door … You can imagine how he must have felt – if he was Pressman. He undoubtedly knew me by sight. When he saw Sonders and me drive up, he realized his deception wasn’t going to work, that he’d be held up to ridicule and censure as a cheap trickster. It wouldn’t help his case in the courts any. I almost believe he’d have killed us if he felt he could have got away with it.’
Duryea said: ‘A man wouldn’t kill you just to avoid publicity.’
‘I know. It isn’t logical – but you should have heard the ominous steps, the slow creaking of the boards … It gave me the creeps.’
‘Then what?’ Duryea asked.
‘After several minutes – I don’t know just how many minutes – I decided I’d better have a talk with Sonders. I saw we weren’t getting anywhere. Perhaps I was a little frightened. I walked back around the house. Sonders was still pounding on the front door. We tried the front door then, and it was locked. He wanted to know if I’d tried the back door, and I told him no, I’d simply pounded on it. He suggested that I go back and try it. I didn’t have nerve enough. I kept remembering the ominous way that man approached the back door and then paused.’
‘Could you tell how far he was from the back door?’ the sheriff asked.
‘I’d say not over six or seven feet. You could hear him walking toward the door – just as though he intended to open it, or as though he was debating whether to start shooting. To tell you the truth, Sheriff, I was badly frightened. It was just a little more grim realism than I’d bargained for.’
The sheriff looked around the little knot of silent, interested spectators, spotted a bronzed, taciturn individual with steady blue eyes, a grimly determined mouth. ‘You’re Sonders, aren’t you?’ he asked.
‘That’s right, Sheriff.’
‘Thought I recognized you. You were on a jury once.’
‘That’s right.’
‘You don’t know Pressman?’
‘I’ve never met him. He’s only a name to me. I’ve never been able to meet him. I’ve tried repeatedly. He won’t see me.’
‘You’ve never met this man Reedley?’
‘No.’
‘Where did you get the tip that Reedley was Pressman?’ Sonders’ lips clamped shut even more definitely. He shook his head silently.
‘Come on,’ the sheriff said. ‘We should know that, Sonders.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Sonders said in a tone of complete finality. ‘It’s information that I can’t give you.’
‘Why?’
Sonders started to say something, and once more shook his head. ‘I can’t even tell you that.’
‘You came out here with True?’
‘That’s right.’
‘And you took the front door and True the back?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you’re certain someone was in the house?’
‘Quite certain. In the first place, I saw the shades being lowered as we drove into the yard. The last shade came down just as True was driving his automobile into a parking place under the trees here. I took the front door, True the back. We pounded on the doors and raised all the commotion we could. You could hear a man moving around in there just like a caged animal … And I’d have bet all the tea in China that man had a gun and was debating whether or not to use it.’
‘Why,’ the sheriff asked, ‘should he have wanted to shoot? Suppose he was Pressman, and you were calling on him. He knew the jig was up, that his real identity was going to be revealed, and his little scheme wasn’t going to do him any good … But still that’s no reason why he should shoot.’
‘I don’t know,’ Sonders said. ‘You can’t prove it, by me, unless a theory I have accounts for it. All I know is that from the way that man inside the house was walking around, the way he came and stood in front of the door and paused, not close enough to the door to have reached the knob, yet close enough so that – Well, I just know darn well he was standing in there holding a gun pointing at the door, and trying to get up his nerve to pull the trigger. That’s just the way I felt.’
‘And it’s just the way I felt,’ True said. ‘There was something sinister about the way that man acted. I had counted on some blustering, some hostility, but not anything quite like that.’
‘What’s this theory of yours?’ the sheriff asked Sonders.
Sonders said: ‘We know Pressman was a crook, a legal sharper, but that was his moral calibre just the same. Now the man may have resorted to some trickery in connection with this oil business we know nothing about – and when he saw us come tearing up to the house, thought we’d discovered his secret … The old story of his conscience betraying him.’
‘Where’s this editorial?’ the sheriff asked.
True grinned. ‘We got so scared we –’
‘No, True,’ Sonders interrupted. ‘I found it this morning in my inside coat pocket. I’d have sworn I never put it there. Guess I was plenty excited – thought we’d lost it for a while. True had some stuff written in there … Well, you can see for yourself.’
The sheriff took the folded paper, a typical long narrow sheet of galley proof. ‘You had this in your hand when you came up to the house here, yesterday? I mean, could he have seen it looking out the window?’
‘That’s right. I was holding it in my right hand. My idea was to push it right out at him, first thing, and then let True get his picture – as early in the game as we could … I didn’t know how long the interview would last.’
The sheriff glanced at the paper.
‘If you don’t mind,’ True said, ‘I’d like that back. It’s got some changes we worked out … Oh, well, I won’t use the editorial now, anyway. It doesn’t make any difference. Keep it.’
‘Anything to indicate the time the shooting took place?’ the sheriff asked Gentry, turning to the constable.
‘Sometime after dark,’ Gentry replied. ‘The oil lamp is burning and the shades are pulled all the way up – just the way things are now. I didn’t touch anything.’
‘What time did you get here?’ Duryea asked.
‘Right around seven o’clock when we got here.’
‘What did you find?’
‘Things are exactly the way I found them. We haven’t touched a thing, except that I did use a pass-key to get the front door open – which was no trick at all. It’s just a simple mortise lock of the cheapest type.’
‘You knew something was wrong before you opened the door?’ the sheriff asked.
‘Sure. You can look through that window – the one on the porch to the right of the door. You can look right into the room and see the whole thing.’
Gentry put his hand in his pocket. ‘Here’s somethin’ I found on the porch. Don’t know as it means anything.’ He handed the sheriff a compact.
Duryea and the sheriff studied it. ‘Sterling silver,’ Duryea said, ‘initials “ER” engraved on it … Where was it, Gentry?’
‘Right there by the front door. Looked like it had been dropped hard, powder had spilled out on the boards of the porch, and the mirror’s broken … Lot of perfume in that powder.’
The sheriff put the compact in his pocket. ‘The young woman who dropped that is going to have bad luck for seven years,’ he said, and then added grimly, ‘and that’s not just a gag.’
Duryea turned to True. ‘What did you and Sonders do after no one came to the door in response to your knocking? Did you leave the place, or did you keep trying to find out more about the person who was in there?’
‘No. We didn’t stick around … Of course, Sheriff, this man may have committed suicide. There are plenty of things that point that way.’
Pete Lassen looked at Duryea, said: ‘How about it, Frank? Think we’d better go in now?’
Duryea nodded.
True said: ‘Sonders and I drove to Los Angeles right after we left here. We ascertained that Pressman hadn’t been in his office all day. I checked up on that description of Pressman I had, and we came back.’
‘What time did you get back here?’
‘Oh, I guess it was around midnight when we pulled in, wasn’t it, Hugh?’
‘Right around there.’
‘And decided to run the story?’ Duryea asked.
‘That’s right. I had picked up a little more corroborating evidence down in Los Angeles, and I was pretty well convinced there was foundation for this story … Of course, I was going to use it as an interview with Hugh, let him make the accusation, and merely report the interview. Ostensibly, I was going to keep the newspaper in the position of being a neutral party, willing to give equal space to both sides. But the headlines on this morning’s paper will really attract attention. They go clean across the front page … Biggest type I’ve got in the place.’
‘Did you actually get an interview from Sonders, or did you just make up a story?’
‘No. He got the interview,’ Sonders said, ‘and believe me, he handled it just like an interview, asked me questions, took down my answers on the typewriter, read it all over to me, and finally had me sign it.’
‘I knew this was going to be hotter than a stove lid, and I took the steps to protect myself,’ True explained. ‘Naturally, I wasn’t going to get the paper involved in a libel suit if I could help it, and if I did have a libel suit, I was going to be in such a position I could publish a retraction and a statement that I’d been acting in good faith.’
‘What time did you leave the newspaper office?’ Duryea asked Sonders.
‘I waited until the paper was put to bed, and then I went out with True, and we had a drink or two. After that, I went to bed.’
‘What time?’
‘What time do you put the paper to bed, True?’ Sonders asked.
‘It was right around three o’clock this morning.’
‘And you,’ Duryea asked Gentry, ‘what do you know?’
‘Only that I came out here this morning, pounded on the door, got no answer, took a look through the window – just casually, the way a person will sometimes – and saw this body lying on the floor, the lamp still burning, although it had been broad daylight for an hour or more.’
‘Well,’ the sheriff said, ‘I guess we’d better go in. How about it, Frank?’
Frank nodded.
‘I’ll show you around the place,’ Gentry said importantly.
‘Okay, the rest of you boys better keep out of the way,’ the sheriff said. ‘We may want to do a little lookin’ around. We’ll want lots of elbow room.’
They walked up on the porch. The rest of the group trooped up behind them, and then stood at the window, watching the investigation being carried on by the officials.
Duryea had never quite accustomed himself to viewing the bodies of men who had met death by violence with that calm, professional detachment which is supposed to characterize enforcement officers.
This body lay sprawled on the floor, with the right arm far extended, the hand doubled into a fist. The other arm was bent at a peculiar angle, the fingers still clutching the butt of a heavy, long-barrelled revolver. On a table by the corpse, a mantle-type oil lamp burned dimly. One side of the chimney as well as of the incandescent mantle was badly smoked.
The interior of the house was in strange contrast to the slovenly exterior. Plainly furnished, the place was neat and clean. The body was clothed in dirty overalls, pull-on boots, an old coat very much the worse for wear, and a faded blue work shirt. A red and white check cloth which had evidently been used as a tablecloth had been placed over the head. Gentry drew back this cloth.
Duryea gave one look, then turned away in quick horror.
The sheriff bent down to examine the man more closely.
‘Pretty hard to make much of an identification now,’ he said. ‘The top of the head is just about blown off. What kind of a gun is that, Gentry?’
‘A Colt. It’s labelled “New Service 44-40”. It has a seven and a half inch barrel, and shoots a steel-jacketed, soft-nosed bullet with high-velocity, smokeless powder. It sure does a lot of execution.’
The sheriff said: ‘Not only the bullet, but the powder gases, did a lot of damage … What’s this paper over here?’
The sheriff indicated a piece of paper suspended by a pin from the back of a chair.
‘Read it,’ Gentry said laconically.
They moved over to study the sheet of paper – a plain sheet of writing paper, eight and a half by eleven, on which had been pasted words cut from a newspaper. These words formed a rather ambiguous message which read:
SEEM HOPELESSLY DEADLOCKED. CAN’T GO FARTHER IN IMPOVERISHED CONDITION. NECESSITY OF TAKING DETERMINED STAND APPARENT.
The words were in different sized type, as though they had been cut from headlines where the type was of different sizes.
Sheriff Lassen said: ‘That’s a hell of a suicide note.’
Duryea, studying the paper, pointed out: ‘Notice that it’s been cut from three portions of a newspaper. The words “seem hopelessly deadlocked” came apparently from one headline. The words “can’t go farther in impoverished condition” were apparently cut from another headline, although that headline had, in turn, been cut in two. The words “necessity of taking determined stand apparent” are evidently from an entirely different part of the paper, perhaps a heading which was over an editorial. It’s a different type altogether from that used in the headlines.’
‘That’s right,’ the sheriff agreed.
‘That makes three pieces that were cut from the paper,’ Duryea said, ‘and then the words “can’t go farther in impoverished condition” were evidently divided so they would string out in a line to form the one message.’
‘Well,’ the sheriff grunted, ‘I still claim it’s a hell of a suicide note.’
‘It is, for a fact,’ Duryea agreed. ‘There’s one interesting point about it.’
‘What’s that?’
‘If that note is genuine, the man isn’t Pressman. It talks about an “impoverished condition”. From all I can gather about Pressman’s business affairs, they’re very much in order, and he’s highly solvent.’
‘Well,’ Gentry observed, ‘you can’t ever tell about that. Lots of times those big men fall pretty hard. Sometimes the bigger you think they are, the harder they’ll crash.’
‘That’s right,’ the sheriff agreed.
‘Somehow, I don’t place Pressman in that category,’ Duryea said. ‘I suppose it’s occurred to you, Gentry, that these words might all have been cut from one newspaper?’
Gentry said: ‘We figured that out, Mr Duryea, and we searched every inch of this cabin, trying to find the newspaper they were cut from. We can’t do it. That’s what makes it look like murder instead of suicide. What’s more, that’s a sheet of pretty good bond paper, regular typewriter size … Now, there ain’t a single sheet of that kind of paper anywhere in the house. We found a writing tablet and some stamped envelopes, but not a single sheet of that bond paper. That paper cost money.’
‘You’ve gone through the place thoroughly?’
‘Yes. We haven’t moved the body, and we haven’t touched that paper or anything you’ll want to fingerprint; but we’ve gone through the house, covering almost every inch of the place.’
‘That lamp burning when you came in?’ Duryea asked.
‘Yes. We haven’t touched it.’
Duryea noticed that the men standing on the porch peering in through the window were shutting out a good part of the light. He turned somewhat impatiently, then checked his impatience with the realization that these were not mere curiosity seekers but men of some importance in the community, men such as Everett True, the editor of the Petrie Herald. He saw that he could raise the shade a few inches more at the top, and this would help the light situation. He moved toward the window, then stopped as he realized that one of the men who was standing with his face all but pressed against the window was none other than Gramp Wiggins.
Duryea pretended he hadn’t recognized Gramps, and let him hastily shuffle himself into a less prominent position.
The sheriff, noticing Duryea’s glance at the window, said: ‘How about pushing those shades up a few more inches, Gentry? It’ll improve the light situation.’
The constable raised the shades.
‘How about identifying this body?’ Duryea asked.
‘I telephoned Pressman’s office. It wasn’t open, but long distance had a record of a night number to call in the event any important call should come in. I explained this was very important, and got a connexion with this number. It turned out to be that of a man named Stanwood who is the auditor and treasurer of the Pressman businesses. I told him I didn’t want to make any commotion,’ Gentry said, somewhat apologetically. ‘I told him that the Petrie Herald was carrying the story that Reedley was Pressman, and that if that was true, he’d better send someone up here at once, because the man we knew as Reedley had been killed.’
‘What did he say?’
‘Well, Stanwood seemed very nice. He thanked me, but he certainly didn’t give me any information, just listened to what I said. But he did say he would get up here just as soon as he could possibly make it.’
‘How long ago did you telephone him?’
‘Same time I telephoned the sheriff.’
‘He should be here now, then,’ Duryea said, looking at his watch. ‘Let’s see. If you telephoned him –’
‘I think he’s coming right now,’ Gentry said as they heard the sound of a car coming to a stop outside the house. ‘I just got a glimpse of that automobile through the window,’ Gentry went on. ‘It’s a high-powered outfit.’
Quick steps sounded on the porch. One of the spectators outside said: ‘Yep. They’re all in there. Go on in if they sent for you.’
Stanwood pushed open the door, stood looking about the place with an air of defiance, ‘Well,’ he said. ‘What is it? Who wanted me?’
‘You’re Stanwood?’ Gentry asked.
‘Yes,’ Stanwood said. He looked at the body on the floor, then hastily turned his eyes back to Gentry. ‘Is this some sort of trap?’ he asked. ‘Are you trying to get me to make some statement about Mr Pressman’s business? If so, you’re wasting your time.’
‘Did Pressman own this cabin?’ the sheriff asked.
‘You can search me. I’m paid to keep the books.’
‘You mean even if he had owned it, you wouldn’t tell us?’
‘I mean I’m paid to keep the books. Exactly what did you want?’
Pete Lassen indicated the body. ‘You’d better take a look at the features,’ he said quietly.
‘Yes,’ Stanwood said. ‘I want to do that … Good heavens, is a shooting always as messy as this?’
‘This was a pretty powerful revolver,’ the sheriff said. ‘All right, Gentry, turn back that tablecloth.’
The constable turned back the tablecloth.
Stanwood tried to say something, but, for the moment, words wouldn’t come. He made a peculiar, inarticulate sound, cleared his throat, nodded his head, his face set in harsh lines of self-discipline.
‘Yes, that’s Pressman … Let me out of here. I’m going to be ill.’
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Milred Duryea brought out her husband’s slippers, his pipe, and the sporting section of the afternoon newspaper.
‘Hard day?’ she asked.
Duryea settled down in the easy chair, slipped off his shoes, put on his slippers, unbuttoned coat and vest, and stretched his legs out on a cushioned stool.
‘With service like this,’ he announced, ‘even the really hard days seem like nothing at all.’
‘Around here,’ Milred told him, handing him his pipe and the humidor, ‘you rate.’
‘Apparently I do.’
‘How,’ Milred asked, ‘did my grandfather get along? Did he behave himself?’
‘Your grandfather,’ Duryea admitted, ‘did very nicely. He confined his activities to peeping in windows and pumping witnesses. I never have seen his equal when it comes to getting information out of people. He’s so darn human. He breezes up to people, starts talking, and inside of a few minutes has them turned inside out. I’m willing to bet he knows as much or more about this killing than I do, right now … How old is he?’
‘Good Lord,’ Milred said, ‘I’ve given up trying to keep track. He isn’t old. He’s experienced, that’s all. You have the feeling that he’s like a seasoned old saddle that never will wear out.’
‘Reason I asked,’ Duryea said, stuffing tobacco down into his pipe, ‘is that he wears me out, and yet never turns a hair. He was trotting around out there asking questions, getting everyone talking with him. I’ve never seen anyone with so darn much energy and enthusiasm.’
‘Probably that’s why he keeps young,’ she said, pulling up a stool and seating herself so that her hands were clasped on the arm of his chair, her chin resting on her interlaced fingers. ‘Gramps has always been a law unto himself. Heaven knows what he’ll do. I’m terribly afraid he’ll cut loose with something sometime that will make things difficult for you. However, there’s one consolation. He won’t stay long.’
‘Why?’ Duryea asked. ‘Has he said something about leaving, other than that crack he made yesterday?’
‘Oh, no. But he never stays long in one place. You can’t keep him anywhere. He rattles around the country in that trailer of his – gets a kick out of people, but only certain types of people. Says he doesn’t like the ones who have been poured into a mould. He wants the tough, salty characters which means, in case you don’t know it, bootleggers, peddlers, streetwalkers, hobos, prize fighters, trappers – oh, the darndest assortment you could imagine. You know what I mean.
‘If he ever should bring someone here with him, it’s like as not to be a bank robber, or a bootlegger, or some tough old miner who’ll get drunk and want to shoot up the town. You can imagine the complications of our living in this neighbourhood with your position and –’
‘Forget it,’ Duryea interrupted. ‘Gramps is wild over mysteries, but he appreciates my responsibilities.’
‘He really does respect you,’ Milred admitted, ‘but he’s wild and unconventional. You can’t do anything with Gramps. He – Well, he’s never been tamed. That’s all. He was the black sheep in the family. I know my father just never could understand him, no matter how hard he tried.’
‘Did Gramps understand your father?’ Duryea asked.
She laughed, and said: ‘Gramps said he took after his mother’s side of the family. Grandmother got a divorce, you know. That suited Gramps right down to the ground. He was never intended to live in a home.’
Duryea relaxed to the first fragrant puffs of tobacco, took possession of one of his wife’s hands, stroked the fingers gently.
‘Gramps eating with us?’ he asked.
‘Probably not. He doesn’t like civilized cooking, and he hates tablecloths … As far as that’s concerned, he may be headed for Alaska by this time, or –’ She broke off to listen, then said: ‘No. I’m wrong again.’
The bark of a noisy motor and a series of unmistakable rattles indicated that Gramps’ house on wheels had once more pulled into the Duryea driveway.
Quick steps sounded on the back porch. A door pushed open, slammed shut, then steps came across the kitchen and through the dining-room.
‘Prepare for the worst,’ Milred said. ‘He sounds as though he had a new idea. At any rate, he’s bursting with something.’
‘Hello. Hello,’ Gramps called. ‘Where’s Frank?’
Duryea grinned at his wife. ‘Here,’ he called.
Gramps came bustling into the room. ‘Whatcha doing?’
‘Relaxing,’ Milred said.
‘Thinking over the murder?’ Gramps asked. ‘I’ve been –’
Milred got to her feet. ‘Now you listen to me, Gramp Wiggins. You leave Frank alone. He’s entitled to some home life. He wants to relax and forget about murders.’
‘Forget about murders!’ Gramps shrilled. ‘One of the nicest, most gore-filled murders we’ve had in years, and you want him to forget about it!’
‘Let him go.’ Duryea grinned at his wife through a blue haze of tobacco smoke.
Gramps came walking quickly over toward the chair, reached in his hip pocket, and jerked out a gun.
Duryea, suddenly losing his complacency, pushed Milred to one side. ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘Look out what you’re doing with that gun!’
Gramp Wiggins might not have heard him. He pushed the butt end of the gun into the hand of the startled district attorney.
‘Come on now, son,’ he said. ‘You’re committing a murder. Point the gun at me and pull the trigger. There ain’t any shells in it.’
Duryea broke the gun open, made certain that the cylinder was empty.
‘Oh, Gramps,’ Milred protested, ‘leave him alone! He’s had a hard day and he wants to rest.’
‘Rest!’ Gramps snorted. ‘You can’t rest your mind, only give it something new to think about. Anyhow, who wants to rest when there’s a chance to solve a murder case? Come on now, son, point the gun at me and pull the trigger.’
Duryea grinned at his wife. ‘Perhaps the best way to get rid of him is to kill him, at that,’ he said jokingly, and raised the gun.
‘No, no! Not there,’ Gramps said. ‘At my head. Blow my brains out.’
‘What’s the idea?’ Duryea asked. ‘Do you want to see what it feels like to be a corpse?’
Gramps said earnestly: ‘I want you to see what it feels like to be a murderer.’
‘I don’t think that’s necessary. We won’t gain anything by that, Gramps.’
‘That’s what you think. You do what I say, Frank Duryea. You point that gun at my head and pull the trigger. Go ahead now.’
‘Let him have it,’ Milred urged. ‘He’s a Wiggins, and no true Wiggins ever died in bed.’
Duryea said: ‘Any speech go with this, Gramps, or do I just pull the trigger?’
‘You’d oughta make it sound realistic,’ Gramps said. ‘Try and get yourself worked up so you’re mad about something.’
‘Marvellous opportunity,’ Milred urged, sotto voce. ‘Give him the works!’
Duryea lowered his feet from the leather footstool, raised himself up out of the chair, holding the gun, his eyes fixed sternly on Gramp Wiggins. ‘Should I,’ he asked, ‘have the gun in my hand, or had I better put it in my pocket and pull it out?’
‘Put it in your pocket and pull it out after you get mad,’ Gramps said. ‘Try and get yourself really mad. Try and have a fight with me. Ain’t there something we can quarrel about – politics or naval strategy, or –’
Duryea said: ‘All right, you asked for this.’ He levelled his finger accusingly at Gramps. ‘I’m sick and tired of the way you bust in on me when I’m trying to relax. Just because you get a big thrill out of murder mysteries, you think everyone else should become addicts. You think being a district attorney is like reading a detective magazine … I get so damn tired of crimes and criminals that when I come home I want to forget about them. You – you don’t ever get tired of anything. You just don’t ever get tired … You make good cocktails and you cook good food; but you park a disreputable damn house trailer in my driveway, you disturb my slumbers early in the morning, when I like to do some of my best sleeping, you ply my wife and me with liquor and make us drunk, you – you damned old reprobate. Shooting’s too good for you!’
‘Now you’re goin’ to town, son!’ Gramps said. ‘By gosh, you act like you really mean it! You’re doin’ some good acting. Stay right with it. Lay it on. Let’s have some more.’
‘You come to town and invariably bring some sort of bad luck with you,’ Duryea went on. ‘The last time you were here there was a murder case. You show up this time and start another one … Although it may be a suicide for all we know. But you –’
‘Suicide, hell!’ Gramps interrupted. ‘That’s what I’m tryin’ to show you. Go ahead. You’re mad enough now. Start shooting. Come on. Let me have it right in the head.’
Duryea said: ‘All right, you asked for this. I’m going to get rid of you once and for all.’
Duryea whipped his hand to his hip pocket, pulled out the revolver, levelled it at Gramp Wiggins’ head, said, ‘This will put you out of the way,’ and pulled the trigger of the empty revolver.
Gramps grinned. ‘That’s the way, son. Now you’re whizzin’. Now you’re really goin’ places. I believe you really meant some of that … You missed me that time, son. Try again.’
‘The hell I missed you,’ Duryea said. ‘Here, get a load of this,’ and clicked the trigger five times.
Gramp Wiggins lurched forward, swayed. His knees buckled. He fell down on the floor, groaned, rolled over on his back, and lay still.
‘Gramps!’ Milred said in alarm. ‘Gosh, Frank, it may be his heart. Perhaps the excitement –’
‘Shut up,’ Gramps said in his shrill, piping voice. ‘I’m acting a part. Don’t spoil it.’
‘He’s a corpse,’ the district attorney said.
‘You’re dang right I’m a corpse,’ Gramps announced. ‘Now then, you’re a murderer. How does it feel?’
‘It feels swell,’ Milred said. ‘Now we can take that trailer down to a parking lot … Or perhaps we aren’t the beneficiaries under his will. He wouldn’t have left any insurance –’
Gramps said: ‘Nope. Your husband’s goin’ to get convicted of first-degree murder. You’re goin’ to be a widow woman … Better try to make it look like suicide, son. Put the gun in my hand and make it look as though I’d shot myself. Come on now. Hurry up … Here’s somebody coming to the door! Make it snappy!’
Gramps lay flat on his back, his arms slightly outstretched, his eyes closed, simulating a corpse, giving rapid-fire directions, however, in his high-pitched, nervous voice.
‘Nope, you ain’t quick enough,’ Gramps said as Duryea hesitated. ‘You’ve got to be scared. Pretend you’re a police car, Milred, driving up in front. Scare him.’
Milred made a sound like a siren.
‘Come on,’ Cramps said to Duryea. ‘Get scared … Make heavy steps on the porch, Milred.’
Milred banged her feet on the floor. Grinning, Duryea leaned over Gramps, opened the fingers of the old man’s hand, shoved in the butt of the gun, and said: ‘There you are.’
Milred, making her voice sound gruff, said, in her best hardboiled manner to her husband: ‘Hey, you! What the hell’s coming off here?’
Duryea, almost whining, said: ‘Honest, officer, I didn’t do it! I didn’t have anything to do with it! I just came in here a few minutes ago and found the body lying on the floor, just the way you see it now. The poor old geezer wore himself out and committed suicide.’
‘That’s what you say,’ Milred gruffed, stamping her feet over to stand looking down at the supine Gramps. ‘How do I know you didn’t shoot him, and then stick the gun in his hand?
‘No, no,’ Duryea said. ‘He committed suicide, officer. He suddenly realized how much sleep he’d made people lose, and he killed himself.’
Milred said: ‘Gimme a cigarette, buddy.’
Duryea handed her one.
‘Hell of a sounding story!’ Milred went on. ‘Every time I bust in on a murder, I hear that same old gag. Why can’t you guys think up a new one?’
‘Honestly, officer, this is the truth!’
‘I’ll bet it is,’ Milred said sarcastically. ‘You don’t look to me like an honest guy. You look like the sort that would cheat on your wife. I’ll bet you –’
Gramps abruptly sat up. ‘You’re a hell of an officer,’ he said to Milred.
‘Shut up,’ she announced. ‘I’m giving him a third degree. I’m just about to find out if he’s true to me.’
Gramps said: ‘You’re cock-eyed. You’re both cock-eyed. Don’t you see what he did?’
‘Sure. He murdered you,’ Milred said.
‘That’s right,’ Gramps admitted, ‘and then leaned over me to stick the gun in my hand, to make it look like I committed suicide. And what did he do? Don’t you get it? Don’t you get the thing that is the absolute payoff?’
‘What?’ Duryea asked.
‘You stuck the gun in my left hand,’ Gramps shrilled excitedly.
Duryea said: ‘No, I didn’t I –’ Abruptly, he checked himself.
‘You did so,’ Gramps insisted, ‘and you’ll do it every time. When a man lies on his back, he’s facing you, just like you can see yourself in a mirror. A man gets accustomed to looking in a mirror and shaving and brushing his hair and tying his necktie, and the figure in the mirror is always left-handed … What I mean is that the hand that’s raised by the reflection in the mirror is always the hand that’s directly opposite the hand of the man who’s standing in front of the mirror … Well, that’s what happens. You get scared, and in a hurry, and go to push a gun in a man’s hand when he’s lying on the floor on his back, staring straight up, and nine times out of ten you’ll stick it in his left hand.’
Duryea was thoughtful. ‘It is,’ he admitted, ‘an interesting experiment.’
‘Interesting!’ Gramps said. ‘Hell’s whiskers, it’s the pay cheque! It shows absolutely the guy was murdered! The corpse was holdin’ that there gun in his left hand. The gun was planted there by a murderer.’
‘Well, we’ve about come to that conclusion, anyway,’ Duryea said.
‘Good thing you did,’ Gramps told him. ‘I was afraid you might get thrown off on that suicide theory … But I still don’t think you got the point.’
Duryea said: ‘All right, tell me the point, and then let me settle back and enjoy my pipe.’
‘The point,’ Gramp Wiggins said, ‘is that a man only pulls a boner like that when he’s in a hurry, when he’s startled … I was crowdin’ you into movin’ fast. You weren’t exactly scared, but what with Milred and me talkin’, you were bein’ heckled so you moved faster an’ thought less than you would have otherwise.’
‘All right,’ Duryea said tolerantly, winking at his wife. ‘I was moving faster than I otherwise would have moved. So what?’
‘Don’t you get it?’ Gramps shrilled. ‘If you’d had time to stop and think things over, you’d have switched the gun over to my right hand. We were all kidding, but we made you hurry.’
‘Go ahead,’ Milred announced. ‘Get it over with, because I’ve got to supervise a cocktail and dinner.’
Gramps said: ‘The man that murdered Pressman was in a hurry. Something happened to scare him. It wasn’t all done on the spur of the moment. It was carefully planned. Then right when he was in the middle of puttin’ things into execution, something happened to frighten him.’
Duryea settled down in his chair, reached for his pipe, said: ‘You may have something there, Gramps.’
‘You’re gol-derned right I got somethin’ there,’ Gramp Wiggins said, ‘an’ I got something else, too.’
‘What?’
‘I can tell you the exact time the murder was committed – almost.’
‘That,’ Duryea conceded, ‘would be very very interesting,’ but added dubiously: ‘– if you can do it.’
‘There was a clock in that room that told the time of the murder,’ Gramps said.
‘What?’
‘That oil lamp.’
‘What does that have to do with it?’
Gramps said proudly: ‘I did a little snoopin’ around, son, lookin’ through the windows there. I don’t know whether you saw me or not, but I wasn’t missing a thing. I prowled around the house and peeked through all the windows … Well, I’m going to tell you something. The man that lived in that house may have wanted to look like some old hermit in case the people he wanted to see came to talk with him, but he was neat as a pin, neat and orderly.’
‘It doesn’t need a detective to tell that, Gramps. If you’re going to –’
‘Wait a minute,’ Gramps interrupted, ‘let me finish this thing. I say he was neat as a pin. He was orderly and methodical in his habits … Now, he wouldn’t have filled one oil lamp without filling both oil lamps. There was an oil lamp in the kitchen and one in that room where the body was found. The one in the kitchen was chock-full of oil and the chimney cleaned up so it was sparkling.’
‘I don’t get it,’ Duryea said.
‘You wouldn’t,’ Gramps said, ‘because you’re too young to know anything about oil lamps. You never had to use ’em. I’ve used ’em. I know all about ’em. Filling lamps and trimming the wicks and keeping the chimneys clean is a chore. Don’t make any difference how you figure it, it’s a chore … When a man fills one lamp, he fills ’em all. Ask anybody that ever monkeyed around with oil lamps.
‘Now then, I figure that lamp in the kitchen was filled yesterday, sometime during the day, because it hadn’t been used any – and all the cookin’ would have been done out there in the kitchen. That would mean the oil lamp in the other room was filled at the same time. So I went down and bought me a lamp of that exact make and model, filled her up with oil, put her in my trailer, started her burning, and watched her burn … A lamp uses up just about so much oil every hour, and I was pretty careful to mark right where the oil was in the bowl of that lamp at the house when you was lookin’ at the body … Bet you and the sheriff never even thought of that, did you now?’
‘No, we didn’t,’ Duryea admitted. ‘It’s interesting. What did you find out?’
‘The murder,’ Gramps said, ‘was committed right around six hours before you got out there.’
Suddenly Duryea smiled.
‘What’s the matter with that?’ Gramps asked.
‘The only trouble with that,’ Duryea said, ‘is that you’ve overlooked one very simple factor in the case.’
‘What?’
‘The lamp in the living-room would be used more frequently than the one in the kitchen.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Let’s suppose,’ Duryea said, ‘that the lamps were filled two days ago, instead of yesterday. The one in the kitchen looks full because the man who was living there started cooking his dinner before it got dark. Probably used the lamp only for a few minutes in washing dishes and straightening the kitchen up. Then he went back and lit the lamp in the living-room, sat around reading until ten or eleven, turned out the lamp, and went to bed. That would account for both lamps having been filled at the same time, but there being considerably less oil in the lamp in the living-room than was in the kitchen.’
Gramps said positively: ‘That lamp in the kitchen hadn’t been used … At least, I don’t think it had. It looked nice and clean –’
‘You’re making the same mistake all amateurs make,’ Duryea told him. ‘You overlook the fact that the investigation of a murder is a cold, remorseless, logical routine. For instance, one of the first things we do is fix the time of death by an examination of the body. The autopsy surgeons have certain particular things they look for. Now, in this case, the autopsy surgeon says death occurred sometime after four o’clock in the afternoon and before eleven o’clock at night.’
‘Don’t go thinking your autopsy surgeons are so darn infallible,’ Gramps sputtered. ‘I can remember lots of cases where they got things all balled up. What did they do when it came to fixing the time of death in the Thelma Todd case? Tell me that.’
‘I will admit it’s possible to make error under certain exceptional circumstances,’ Duryea conceded, ‘but this particular autopsy surgeon is exceedingly careful. He fixes the time between four o’clock in the afternoon and eleven o’clock at night, and you can gamble on the accuracy of that … We know that the man was alive at five o’clock because that’s when True and Sonders called on him. They could hear him moving around in the house, and the fact that he wouldn’t come to the door and wouldn’t answer questions shows pretty conclusively that Pressman knew what they wanted and realized that his disguise had been penetrated … Now it got dark around seven o’clock war time. Perhaps not so dark a murderer couldn’t see what he was doing, until seven-thirty … The crime was committed after the lamp had been lit, which means after dark. We’ll fix the time the lamp was lit as somewhere between seven-thirty and ten o’clock. You’ll find the murder was committed somewhere within that two-and-a-half hour period.’
Gramps suddenly started chuckling.
‘What is it?’ Duryea asked.
‘You talkin’ about those oil lamps,’ Gramps said. ‘You don’t know anything about oil lamps. You’re reasonin’ right against yourself.’
‘How do you mean?’
Gramps started to explain, then suddenly changed his mind. ‘Nope. I ain’t goin’ to tell you any more right now. Only remember this. Autopsy surgeons don’t know everything.’
Milred said, ‘Well, you men go ahead and thresh out your murders. I’m in between maids again, so I’m having to do the work myself. If you want a cocktail, that’s in the masculine department.’
Gramps said eagerly: ‘Say, I’ve got a new cocktail! How’d you folks like to try it?’
‘No,’ Milred said firmly. ‘I’m fully familiar with your cocktails, Gramps. I want my husband to be able to taste these steaks.’
‘It ain’t got so much dynamite,’ Gramps said.
‘All right,’ Milred surrendered with a sigh, ‘but make it mild. You’ll find the liquor closet in the pantry on the –’
‘Won’t use your liquor,’ Gramps said. ‘I’ll use my own. Give me a cocktail shaker. I’ll get some ice out of your refrigerator and fix the best cocktail –’
‘It has to be mild,’ Milred said. ‘Your cocktails are loaded with high explosive.’
‘Sure, it’ll be mild,’ Gramps told her. ‘That’s what I promised you, didn’t I? I got some new stuff to put in this, something you’ll really enjoy.’
Milred gave him a cocktail shaker, and Frank Duryea settled back with a sigh of complete contentment. Mildred moved over to sit on the arm of his chair.
‘Lord knows where he gets the energy,’ Duryea said. ‘Personally, I’m tired.’
‘You have a lot of things on your mind he doesn’t have, dear.’
‘I don’t work as hard as Gramps does. He’s been on the go all day, and now he’s as full of pep and enthusiasm as a bird dog when he sees someone reach for a gun.’
Milred ran the tips of her fingers across her husband’s forehead, down over his eyes, patted his cheek, gave him a quick kiss, said: ‘Sit there and relax, and forget about Gramps. I’m going out and get the steaks started. The potatoes have been baking just long enough so that the steaks should go on.’
Duryea glanced up admiringly at his wife. ‘You certainly do take things in your stride. Can’t you get someone to come in at least temporarily?’
‘Oh, I can, but it’s more bother than it’s worth. I’ll have another maid within two or three days. Just quit worrying about it.’
She went out to the kitchen, and Duryea heard the sound of the oven door opening and closing, the rattle of plates, and the clink of glasses; then there was the sound of ice being violently agitated in a cocktail shaker, and the quick, trotting steps of Gramp Wiggins.
‘Okay, Milred, here we are, and this is mild … Bet you never tasted anything like this before.’
‘What is it, Gramps, another one of your concoctions, or something you’ve picked up from some friend –’
‘Well, about half and half,’ Gramps said. ‘This has a new kind of liquor in it.’
‘A new kind of liquor?’
Gramps shied away from the hostile suspicion of her voice. ‘Now don’t go gettin’ me wrong, Milred. This here is old liquor. I mean real old. It’s older than any liquor you got in the house.’
‘Where did you get it?’
‘Mexico.’
‘Okay, let me taste it before you offer it to Frank.’
Duryea laughed and said: ‘Come on, Gramps. Don’t pay any attention to her. Bring in the cocktails.’
A few moments later Duryea heard his wife exclaim: ‘Why, Gramps, that’s good!’
‘Course it’s good,’ Gramps said. ‘I told you it was good.’
Milred brought in a tray with glasses. Gramps gave the cocktail shaker a final agitation, then poured out a pale concoction of foaming bubbles which presently settled into a clear drink with a very slight tint of golden yellow, as though glasses filled with crystal-clear liquid were reflecting a bit of sunlight.
Duryea sniffed the drink, pledged Milred with his eye over the rim of the glass, and tasted suspiciously.
It wasn’t until after the smooth tang had touched his tongue that he realized he had braced himself for something rather violent.
‘Doggone it, it is good,’ he announced.
Gramps said innocently: ‘I may have made it too mild.’
Duryea, tasting it, said: ‘Well, it’s innocuous all right, but it tastes good just the same.’
‘Now it ain’t so damned innocuous,’ Gramps said, rising indignantly to the defence of his drink. ‘You just swig down a couple of ’em and you’ll – well, you’ll get a good appetite.’
Milred left her second cocktail half finished to turn the steaks. Gramps managed to squeeze an additional dividend out of the shaker so that he and Duryea had a third cocktail while Milred’s share consisted in having her glass ‘freshened’.
It wasn’t until Milred announced that dinner was served and Duryea started to get up that he realized something was wrong with his knees. There was a peculiar buzzing in his head. His brain felt clear enough, but his legs were like rubber, and there was a sudden urge toward hilarity.
Startled, he glanced at his wife. One look at her eyes, and he knew that she was aware of exactly how he felt.
‘Gramps,’ Duryea said, looking at the enthusiastic little old man who seemed hardly to have turned a hair, ‘what the devil was in those drinks?’
Gramps said: ‘A drink they make from mescal down there in Mexico. After she gets so old, she turns a clear yellow. A darn nice drink. You mix that with –’
‘You mean to say you’ve mixed tequila with gin?’
Gramps said soothingly, placatingly, ‘Now you just sit down and relax, buddy. Don’t get all steamed up about what you’ve taken. It’s just a nice tonic … Tasted good, didn’t it?’
Duryea dropped into his chair. Milred glanced across the table at him. ‘Who,’ she asked, ‘is going to carve these steaks?’
Duryea grinned. ‘Gramps,’ he said.
Silently Milred handed the carving knife and fork to her grandfather.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Harvey Stanwood looked up and down the bar, over at the dark booths where electric lights disguised as candles gave an intimate, cosy illumination. There were not more than half a dozen people in the entire place. It was a place Stanwood had never been in before.
He ordered a drink, then sauntered to the telephone booth and dialled George Karper’s number.
When he had Karper on the line, he said: ‘I guess you know who this is, Mr Karper. I had lunch with you day before yesterday.’
‘Oh, yes,’ Karper said cautiously. ‘I hope nothing you ate disagreed with you?’
‘So far, I’m getting along all right,’ Stanwood said, ‘but I think it might be a good plan for you and me to have a little chat.’
‘I don’t,’ Karper snapped promptly.
‘At a place,’ Stanwood went on, ‘where there wouldn’t be any chance of our being seen together … I’m at a little bar called The Elmwood on Grand Avenue. You can get down here any time within the next ten minutes. I’ll be in the back booth on the right-hand side.’
Karper said positively: ‘That’s out. As far as I’m concerned you’re poison. You –’
Stanwood interrupted: ‘I’m not taking this all by myself, Karper. I want to talk with someone. You’d better get here in ten minutes.’
‘Or what?’ Karper demanded truculently.
‘Or else,’ Stanwood said, and hung up.
Exactly eight minutes later Karper walked in the door, surveyed the bar, strolled leisurely over to the booth, and said in a loud voice to Stanwood: ‘Why, hello! What are you doing here? Haven’t seen you in ages.’
Stanwood got up and shook hands. ‘It has been a long time. I just dropped in for a drink. Won’t you join me? Understand you’ve gone in for ranching these days. Have a drink and tell me about it.’
‘Sounds reasonable,’ Karper said cordially, sliding in along the leather cushion.
Once inside the booth, however, where he could lower his voice, he glared across the table at Stanwood. ‘In the first place, I don’t like the manner in which you arranged this appointment. In the second place, it’s dangerous for you and me to be seen together.’
‘Dangerous for whom?’ Stanwood asked coldly.
‘For me – for both of us – for you.’
Stanwood pressed the button which summoned the bartender. ‘What’s yours?’ he asked Karper.
‘Old-fashioned,’ Karper said.
‘Make mine Scotch and soda,’ Stanwood ordered.
When the bartender had withdrawn, Stanwood leaned across the table, put an unlit cigarette in his mouth, and said: ‘Got a match?’
Karper said coldly: ‘Yes.’
‘Lean over and light my cigarette,’ Stanwood told him.
Karper hesitated a moment, then scraped a match on the underside of the table and leaned forward to hold the flame to Stanwood’s cigarette.
Stanwood said rapidly in a low voice: ‘I’m not in a very sweet spot, but you can cover up for me.’
‘Not me,’ Karper said promptly. ‘Whatever spot you’re in is your own funeral.’
Stanwood glanced furtively around him, then said: ‘When I told you where the boss was hiding out, I didn’t expect you were going out and murder him … That’s too strong a dose for my stomach.’
He sucked in a deep drag on the cigarette, and settled back against the cushions to exhale smoke, apparently thoroughly relaxed and very much at his ease.
Karper said indignantly: ‘So that’s your game! Well, I’m not taking any part of it. You can’t get by with that!’
‘You don’t have to run a bluff with me,’ Stanwood told him.
Karper said coldly: ‘I’m just on the verge of going to the police myself.’
‘With what?’ Stanwood asked.
‘In case you really want to know, I’ve had detectives keeping an eye on you for some time. You’ve been hitting a fast pace – and I mean damned fast. A lot of it can be proven. You were short about seventeen thousand bucks. You tried to make a last plunge and failed to get anywhere. Pressman was on to you. He was going to get in touch with the district attorney. You wanted him out of the way.’
Stanwood’s smile was frosty. ‘I sold out to you at your suggestion. A few hours after I gave you the information that Reedley was Pressman, Pressman was dead.’
Karper said: ‘I have an alibi, in case you try that.’
‘For what time?’
‘For whatever time is necessary. What were you doing after you left me?’
Stanwood said: ‘Listen, this isn’t getting us anywhere. Here’s all you have to do. When the police question me about my shortage, I’ll tell them you and Pressman were really associated in certain secret business matters; that Pressman advanced all the expense incurred, but he didn’t want it to show on the books, so he had me take out the cash which represented your share, use it to defray your half of the partnership expenses; and then you would give this amount back to me in cash and I’d return it to the business as simply a deposit to cover withdrawals.’
‘For what?’
‘For your share of the operating expenses in certain mines.’
‘You’re crazy!’
‘Okay. Remember two things: one is that that would give you a half interest in some profitable mining investments – and the other is if I go to jail for embezzlement, you go up for murder.’
Karper regarded Stanwood with cold rage. ‘I’m going to check out of this right now. I’m going to tell the police –’
‘– that you made a secret trip to Petrie right after I left you the day of the murder,’ Stanwood said.
Karper showed the statement gave him a jolt.
Stanwood said, ‘You thought I didn’t know that, didn’t you? Well, I –’
Karper interrupted him. ‘That trip was political. I want to beat that courthouse ring up there this election, particularly the district attorney and the sheriff.’
Stanwood smiled triumphantly. ‘Santa Delbarra is the county seat. You went to Petrie. You went there because –’
Karper said suddenly: ‘Take it easy, Stanwood. Somebody’s coming over to this adjoining booth.’
For a moment they were silent, both of them watching the old man in the frayed, disreputable clothes who slid in at the table of the booth across the way, spread a sporting section of the newspaper out in front of him, and started a nervous pencil making cabalistic marks on the margin of the newspaper.
Stanwood said: ‘It’s all right. Just some old codger with a yen for playing the races.’
Karper, studying Gramp Wiggins covertly, said: ‘I’m not so damned certain … This is poor business. We can’t afford to be seen together in public.’
‘On the other hand,’ Stanwood said in a low voice, ‘it’s the only way we can afford to be seen together.’
Karper said: ‘I suppose you figure your best defence is to beat me to the punch and try to pin the thing on me.’
Stanwood said: ‘You’re not kidding me any. That’s what you’re trying to do, and I want you to know you can’t get away with it. Here’s something for you to think over. Frank Duryea, the district attorney at Santa Delbarra, telephoned me a half hour ago and asked me to come up there this evening for a conference. He wants to know certain things about Pressman’s associates.’
Karper frowned.
The waiter brought their drinks. Karper paid for them. When the waiter had left, Karper said in a conciliatory voice, ‘Let’s be reasonable about this thing, Stanwood. Perhaps we’re both wrong. You’ll remember that you said you could fix things up if Pressman didn’t show up that afternoon. Well, I thought you’d taken steps to see that he didn’t. I may be mistaken. I hope I am.’
Stanwood said shortly; ‘You are – and don’t make another mistake right now.’
Karper fished a cigar from his pocket, gave a quick glance over to where Gramp Wiggins was doping out the horses, said, ‘I think you understand my position, Stanwood. I don’t know one damn thing about what happened to Pressman. And I’m beginning to think you don’t, either. I’m sorry I said what I did – and I’d hate to have you make some crack to the district attorney up there that would drag me into it. Look here, why can’t we have an understanding on this thing?’
‘How?’
‘You keep me out of it, and I’ll keep you out.’
‘That’s a deal.’
Karper’s eyes were cold and steady. He said, ‘Well, there you are,’ and raised his glass.
Fifteen minutes later from a Western Union branch office Gramp Wiggins scrawled a hurried wire to Frank Duryea, district attorney of Santa Delbarra County, Santa Delbarra, California.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
‘Pelly’ Baxter was properly touched by grief, as became an old friend of the family.
For the butler he had just the right greeting, a democratic, man-to-man touch which was called for in the levelling presence of grief.
‘Good afternoon, Arthur. Terrible, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes, Mr Baxter.’
‘I realize something of how you must feel, Arthur.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘You’ve been with him for several years?’
‘Four, sir.’
‘A very marvellous man, Arthur. We’re going to miss him.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘It’s been a terrible shock to Mrs Pressman, I suppose.’
‘Yes, sir, very much. She’s eaten hardly a thing.’
‘Ask her if she’d like to see me for a few minutes, or whether she’d prefer to be left entirely alone. If the latter, Arthur, ask her if there’s anything I can do, anything at all.’
‘Yes, sir. She’s upstairs. If you’ll wait in the library, sir, I’ll let her know you’re here.’
Pelly Baxter walked across the reception corridor and entered the spacious library.
The room was as filled with silence as a cemetery. The books on the shelves seemed as resentful of a living intruder as tombstones in the moonlight. The room was partially darkened by drawn curtains, heavy with the gloom of its silence.
Baxter walked over to where a shaft of sunlight filtered in through the half-closed drapes, looked out upon a well-kept lawn sprinkled here and there with shady trees and shrubbery. By an effort, he kept himself from walking the floor.
After several seconds’ silent contemplation, he turned back to the gloomy interior of the library, just as the butler, entering the room, said: ‘Mrs Pressman will see you in her upstairs sitting-room … If you’ll step this way, please.’
The butler led the way up the stairs, down a corridor, and into a cosy, feminine sitting-room which was filled with the sunlight streaming through the French doors that opened on a little balcony. At the other end of the sitting-room, through an open door, Baxter glimpsed a bedroom.
Sophie Pressman was as alert as a football coach on the eve of a big game. Yet in the presence of the butler she seemed as strangely subdued as the huge library had been.
‘Hello, Pelly,’ she said without enthusiasm. ‘It was nice of you to come … There’s nothing anyone can say that helps, but knowing that people want to help makes all the difference in the world.’
She indicated a stack of telegrams on a table. ‘In times past I’ve had to send telegrams of condolence, and, groping for words in which to express something of what I felt, have realized how horribly futile words were. But now I realize that it isn’t what friends say that helps, but that they try to say it … Do sit down, Pelly. Let Arthur bring you a Scotch and soda.’
‘No, thanks,’ Pelly said. ‘I just dropped in to extend my condolences and see if there was anything on earth I could do – anything at all.’
‘Nothing, thanks, Pelly. I knew I could count on you … That’s all, Arthur.’
The butler quietly closed the door.
For a moment there was silence in the room; then Pelly Baxter moved over closer to Sophie Pressman. ‘You’ve got it?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’
‘In a safe place?’
‘Yes.’
‘I wouldn’t trust that butler too far.’
‘I don’t.’
‘How did you get it?’
She said, ‘I went up to Ralph’s office, told his secretary I was going to take the mail home with me so that Ralph could have it when he came in.’
‘What did she say?’
‘She was completely nonplussed, but there wasn’t very much she could do about it. She couldn’t stand up and say: “I don’t think your husband would like you to do that, Mrs Pressman.”’
Pelly Baxter grinned. ‘Hardly.’
‘She was reluctant enough about it,’ Mrs Pressman said, and then added, grimly: ‘It’s going to be a pleasure to fire that girl.’
‘You think she knew what was in it, and –’
‘Of course she knew what was in it,’ Mrs Pressman said. ‘She’d opened the letter. She hadn’t opened the envelope containing the pictures, thank God.’
‘And, knowing that, she handed it to you?’ Baxter asked incredulously.
‘She did not. She handed me the rest of the mail. She had this carefully put away in a drawer in her desk. So I sent her out on an errand just as I was leaving the office, then doubled back, claimed I’d forgotten my gloves, and opened the drawer in her desk. It was in there.’
‘She’d read the letter?’
‘Undoubtedly.’
‘That’s rather – dangerous.’
‘I didn’t say it wasn’t. But it would have been a lot more dangerous to have left that letter there in the office.’
‘The detective agency will make a duplicate report?’
She smiled and said; ‘The detective agency is operated by a realist. If Ralph had lived, Ralph would have paid him. As the situation now stands, I pay him. I think you’ll find the detective agency will be very, very discreet.’
‘And the secretary?’
She met his eyes squarely. ‘We’ll have to silence her.’
‘How?’
‘I don’t know yet.’
Baxter avoided the insistence of her eyes by groping for a cigarette. ‘Want one, Sophie?’
‘Yes.’
He handed her a cigarette, struck a match, and masked his eyes in a cloud of light blue smoke.
Sophie Pressman said: ‘I had no idea you were – well, that you’d go that far, Pelly.’
‘What do you mean by that?’
‘Do I need to elaborate?’
Pelly Baxter smoked for several seconds in silence; then he said: ‘Let’s get this straight, Sophie.’
‘I don’t think we need to. It’s a dangerous matter to discuss.’
Baxter might not have heard her. He said speculatively: ‘You’re a very remarkable personality. There’s something about you which fascinates men. I’m just wondering if it isn’t perhaps because your intervals of fire are followed by such a completely cold detachment.’
‘Are you trying to psychoanalyse me?’ she asked.
‘No,’ he said. ‘Myself.’
‘I thought it would swing around to you,’ she said, ‘but go ahead.’
‘I would,’ Pelly said, choosing his words carefully, ‘have done almost anything for you – but not that.’
‘Not what?’
‘Not – well, you know what happened to Ralph.’
She met his eyes steadily. ‘You don’t have to admit it to me if you don’t want to, Pelly, but let’s not try deceiving each other.’
Baxter said: ‘All right, let’s be frank. I didn’t know he’d had detectives working for him. I didn’t know anything about those pictures or about that report until you told me over the telephone. At that time I didn’t have any idea where Ralph could be located. So far as I was concerned, Petrie was simply a dot on the map … I never felt more helpless in my life, particularly so when I realized that you weren’t going to take it lying down, but intended to do something about it … However, you didn’t take me into your confidence.
‘Then when I heard what had happened, I realized – Well, looking at it from your viewpoint, I consider it was self-defence. Your life, your happiness, your reputation, everything that meant anything to you was at stake. You –’
‘Wait a minute, Pelly,’ she interrupted, without raising her voice. ‘Are you trying to tell me that I did it?’
He said, choosing his words carefully: ‘I’m trying to tell you that I can appreciate what might have prompted you to take any action you did take, and it doesn’t lessen my feeling for you one bit.’
‘Why do you do that, Pelly?’
‘Do what?’
‘Try to wriggle out from under and leave me holding the sack?’
His eyes shifted momentarily, then came back to hers. ‘Look here, Sophie, are you by any chance going to – Oh, I can’t say it. It sounds too terribly crude.’
‘Go ahead and say it, Pelly.’
‘Are you,’ he blurted, ‘looking for a fall guy? Did you think that if anything went wrong, I’d – that my love for you – well, you know what I mean.’
She said: ‘Pelly, my dear, we’re both modern. I hope we’re both realists, despite the fact that we recognize the value of romance. I’m going to be perfectly frank with you. I know that you killed my husband. So far as I’m concerned, it’s not going to make any difference. Frankly, I think it was the only thing to do, but there’s no necessity for you to deceive me on that, and –’
‘I tell you I didn’t,’ Baxter blurted.
She smiled quiet refutation of his statement.
Baxter got to his feet. His voice was raised somewhat. ‘Personally,’ he said, ‘I thought you were carrying things too far – altogether too damned far. There certainly were other ways of making a settlement, but –’
‘Pelly,’ she said with cold finality, ‘if you think something has gone wrong, and if you’re trying to push me out to the front as –’
‘That’s just what I feel you’re trying to do to me.’
Her eyes were cold and hard. ‘That’s a side of you I hadn’t seen before, Pelly, my dear.’
He was past caring for external appearances now. ‘Try any of that stuff, my lady,’ he said grimly, ‘and you’ll see a damn sight more of me that you haven’t seen. Don’t think I’m going to take any murder raps for you.’
They were standing now, facing each other, Pelly Baxter’s face angry and just a little frightened. Sophie Pressman was firm, cold, and very sure of herself.
‘You know, Pelly,’ Sophie said at length, ‘I could produce proof – if I had to.’
‘Sophie, are you completely crazy?’
‘I don’t think so, darling.’
‘Well, you sound like it.’
She said: ‘You see, the police called last night to ask me a few questions.’
‘Such as where you were at the time of the murder?’
‘Don’t be silly, dear. Nothing like that. I’m a grief-stricken widow. They called to ask me if I could throw any light on what had happened, if there was any reason Ralph might have had for committing suicide.’
‘What did you tell them?’
‘I told them I knew of none, that his domestic life was happy, and his finances were very satisfactory.’
‘What else?’
She said: ‘They showed me the gun and asked me if I could identify it, if I thought it was Ralph’s gun.’
‘What did you tell them?’
‘That I knew nothing whatever about his guns, that firearms always frightened me, and I had nothing whatever to do with them.’
‘Well?’
‘But,’ she said, ‘I didn’t tell them that you were quite a collector of weapons and that this gun was yours.’
‘Was mine, Sophie?’
‘Yes, dear.’
‘You’re crazy.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s your gun, Pelly. A big gun with a very long barrel. I think they said it was either seven inches or seven and a half, I’ve forgotten which, and there was a little chip out of a corner near the end of the butt … You remember you were showing me your collection, and –’
‘Good God!’
‘Yes?’ she asked quietly.
‘Great heavens, I’d forgotten that,’ Pelly said with an exclamation of dismay.
‘Forgotten what, darling?’
‘That Ralph borrowed that gun about a month ago. Remember when he went out on that deer-hunting trip? He said he wanted a revolver. I let him take that one, and he’s never returned it.’
‘I wish you’d told me that in advance. Then I could have told the police that it was a gun my husband had taken with him on his camping trip. But you didn’t tell me … That’s what comes of not confiding in me.’
‘Not confiding in you!’ he exclaimed. ‘You knew he had that gun! You knew it was mine. You followed him up to Petrie, killed him with it, and – and –’
‘Don’t, darling,’ she said. ‘It isn’t going to do you any good, trying to blame it on me. Because I won’t take it, you know, and that’s going to make things very, very difficult for you. Can they trace the gun to you – through the numbers I mean?’
He dropped into a chair, put his elbows on his knees, propped his chin in his hands, stared dejectedly at the floor, completely dismayed. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, and then after a moment added: ‘Perhaps not. I picked that gun up at a dude ranch in Montana several years ago.’
‘You’re doing that very nicely, Pelly. Have you rehearsed it?’
‘Rehearsed what?’
‘The act you’re putting on for the police. You don’t need to rehearse it any more. You’re perfect, darling, absolutely perfect. Don’t do it too much, or your performance might become too set.’
He said: ‘I might have known it would have come to something like this when I started playing around with you. You’re too damn cold-blooded … I suppose you wanted his insurance and couldn’t stand the notoriety incident to a divorce … No, the notoriety wouldn’t have bothered you so much. It’s the idea of being thrown out without any property. You broke up his home five years ago. You did it damned cleverly. You knew what you were after when you did it, and now I suppose –’
‘Darling, don’t you want me to have Arthur bring you a Scotch and soda?’
He said: ‘Shut up. Keep that damned butler out of here. I think he’s a snoop who is suspicious already.’
There was another interval of silence. ‘Of course, darling,’ Mrs Pressman said, ‘I’m not going to tell the police that it’s your gun … Not unless you make me.’
He didn’t say anything to that.
Mrs Pressman started opening telegrams with a paperknife. ‘People are so thoughtful, so considerate,’ she said. ‘Some of them sent the nicest telegrams.’
After a while Pelly said: ‘It’s all so damned cold-blooded and useless, Sophie.’
‘What is?’
‘You framing it on me. If anything happened, you could beat the case hands down. Women as poised and as beautiful as you are can always get away with a little husband-shooting. He was having an affair with his secretary, and when you found it out he laughed at you, and asked you what you were going to do about it.’
She studied him thoughtfully. ‘Go on, Pelly.’
‘That’s all there is to it. You had discovered him in his secret love-nest up near Petrie. You went there to ask him to please give this woman up and return home. He laughed at you. He had a suitcase lying open on a chair. This gun was in it. You wanted to frighten him, so you grabbed the gun. He jumped at you and started trying to wrest the gun away from you. Your finger was locked in the trigger guard. You screamed that he was hurting you and tried to jerk your hand away. Then you heard a terrific roar – and there he was, lying dead at your feet. You loved him, and you threw yourself on his body, crying to him to open his eyes, to speak to you … You realized he was dead. After what seemed hours to you, you closed his suitcase, took it with you, and went home.’
She considered that for some little time. ‘You have a good imagination, Pelly.’
‘It’s the truth. They’d acquit you.’
‘Don’t they sometimes send women to the women’s prison at Tehachapi – for life?’
‘Not you. They’d acquit you and want to kiss you!’
‘No, dear,’ she said. ‘I don’t want any of it. I wouldn’t do that for you. I don’t love you enough. Your great anxiety to save your own precious skin has done something to me. If you really loved me, you’d swear you did it, to save me from being convicted. No, Pelly, dear, definitely not. I don’t want any of it.’
Pelly got to his feet again. ‘Let me think this over. Something’s got to be done.’
She looked up at him and smiled. ‘And don’t forget about that little minx, that agate-eyed little secretary of Ralph’s. Do you know, after hearing what you said about Ralph and her, I’m beginning to think that he might have been interested in her. I let her stay on just a little too long. Ralph was very impressionable, you know.’
‘What time do the police think the murder was committed?’ Baxter asked.
She smiled. ‘You phrased the question very adroitly. What time do the police think the murder was committed … Let me see … As I remember it, it was some time along in the evening. An oil lamp had been lit. The autopsy surgeon says it might have been any time after four o’clock in the afternoon and before eleven at night. He’s afraid to try fixing it any closer than that.’
Pelly started for the door. ‘I’ll see what I can think up,’ he promised, without enthusiasm. ‘It’s a ticklish business. I’ll want you to back me up in any statements I make.’
‘Oh, of course; but just be certain that I know what they are … And don’t leave without kissing me, darling. You know you’re all I have to turn to now. It will be a year before you can marry me without exciting comment, but I wouldn’t want to feel that your affection was getting cold. That would never do. Not if I’m willing to forgive you for – well, you know, what you did.’
For a long moment he stood facing her without moving. Then he walked toward her, put his arms around her, kissed her, and almost jerked away, as though there had been something repellent in the embrace.
She laughed, a cooing, throaty laugh. ‘Still play-acting with yourself, Pelly? Come, dear, kiss me with more fire, more passion! Kiss me tenderly. Let your lips cling to mine as though you hated to leave me … And you won’t ever leave me now, dear. You’ll be true to me as long as – as long as I want you.’
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The girl at the counter in the telegraph office smiled cordially.
‘Yes, we have a telegram for you, Mr Wiggins. Just a moment … Here it is.’
Gramps pulled back the flap of the freshly sealed envelope, extracted the folded sheet of yellow paper on which a paper ribbon of typed words had been pasted he message read:
COURTESIES EXTENDED BETWEEN COUNTIES IN POLICE MATTERS STOP WHEN WE HAVE ANYTHING TO DO IN LOS ANGELES COUNTY WE ADVISE CHIEF OF POLICE IF WITHIN CITY LIMITS OR SHERIFF IF IN COUNTY OR SOMETIMES BOTH REQUESTING CO-OPERATION STOP ANY TIME SANTA DELBARRA COUNTY FEELS IT NEEDS ASSISTANCE IN LOS ANGELES WILL REQUEST PROPER AUTHORITIES TO CO-OPERATE STOP DISLIKE TO PUT DAMPENER UPON YOUR EFFORTS WHICH NO MATTER HOW CLEVER ARE STILL AMATEURISH BUT SITUATION WILL BE GREATLY CLARIFIED IF YOU CONFINE YOUR DETECTIVE ACTIVITIES TO READING PUZZLING CASES IN CURRENT MAGAZINES STOP YOU LEFT YOUR TRAILER PARKED IN MY DRIVEWAY IN SUCH A POSITION CAN’T GET MY CAR OUT OF GARAGE WITHOUT MOVING IT AND CAN’T MOVE IT WITHOUT POSSIBLE DAMAGE TO TRAILER HITCH STOP MILRED JOINS ME IN SENDING KINDEST REGARDS SINCERELY YOURS
FRANK DURYEA
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Harvey Stanwood held a folded newspaper in his hand as he studied Eva Raymond searchingly across the little table in the cocktail bar. ‘I’ve been dumb,’ he announced.
She yawned. ‘You sound peeved over something. Remember I haven’t had breakfast yet. I just got up.’
‘You haven’t seen the papers, I suppose?’
‘No, I don’t read the papers … Why didn’t you give me a ring last night, dear?’
He looked at her accusingly. ‘You went to Petrie last night.’
There was languid boredom in the manner in which she raised her eyebrows. ‘Petrie,’ she said, repeating the word after him as though trying to recall what it meant. ‘Oh, yes, I remember now. That’s the place where you said they were having the oil excitement.’
‘You went to Petrie,’ Stanwood repeated, ‘to see Ralph Pressman. You were going to try and intercede for me – and perhaps cut yourself a piece of cake … After all, if Pressman and his wife were washed up, there just might be a chance.’
‘Harvey, dear, what are you talking about.’
‘You know what I’m talking about.’
‘Don’t you feel well?’
‘Where,’ he asked, ‘is that compact I gave you, the one with your initials engraved on it?’
She opened her purse, looked inside, frowned as though puzzled, said suddenly: ‘Why, remember I gave it to you night before last, when we were dancing. You slipped it in your coat pocket … Let me have it back, dear.’
She extended her hand across the table.
‘It won’t work,’ Stanwood said.
‘What do you mean?’
Stanwood opened the paper to the second page, folded it, and pushed it across the table.
The reproduction of a photograph of a woman’s compact with a cracked mirror and the initials ‘ER’ engraved on it was headed by the caption, ‘WOMAN’S COMPACT FOUND BY POLICE ON PORCH OF MURDERED MAN’.
‘Harvey,’ she breathed, an exclamation that was a half whisper. ‘What happened?’
‘Pressman was murdered. Your compact was found on the porch … Perhaps you’d better read about it.’
She snatched at the paper, read eagerly the story under the headline, ‘VICTIM OF SLAYING IDENTIFIED AS LOS ANGELES BUSINESSMAN’.
When she had finished, she looked up at him with eyes that held bewilderment and just a touch of horror. ‘Harvey, did you do that?’
‘Don’t be silly.’
‘You must have. You had my compact in your pocket night before last, and –’
‘I gave you back that compact as soon as we came back to the table.’
‘I don’t remember it.’
‘I put it in your purse.’
‘I didn’t see you.’
‘Well, I did.’
She said demurely: ‘All right, darling. I’ll protect you on that, but where does that leave me?’
‘It leaves you,’ Harvey said brutally, ‘on the front porch of that shack up in Santa Delbarra County.’
She shook her head.
Stanwood put his elbows on the table. ‘All right, baby, you’re not fooling me any. I told you Pressman and his wife were ready to split up. I told you he liked figures. I told you that if he didn’t come back to the office, I might stand a chance … You could kill two birds with one stone. I suppose it was the old “innocent” act. Your automobile was out of gas. You’d walked for half a mile and had come to this house. You hated to disturb him, but did he have a telephone and could he call for someone to come and help you get your automobile started? You felt pretty certain he didn’t have a telephone, and at that hour in the morning –’
The demure mask dropped from her face. Instantly she was cold and hard. ‘Why do you say at that hour of the morning?’ she asked, the question fairly crackling from her lips.
‘Because that’s just about the time you’d pick to pull a stunt like that – too late for him to put you out, too early to have him get up to go help you with the car.’
She smiled at him then, and said: ‘You want me to take the rap for you, don’t you, dear?’
‘What are you getting at?’
‘You went up there, and either accidentally dropped my compact out of your pocket while you were killing him, or did it deliberately after you killed him. I suppose you felt I could beat the case by saying I was fighting to protect myself.’
‘Babe, you’re crazy – plumb nuts.’
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll do it.’
‘Do what?’
‘Say I was up there, to protect you.’
‘But you were there!’
‘Of course I was, dear.’
‘But damn it, don’t say anything to that district attorney!’
‘Why, I thought that was what you wanted.’
‘Eva! Listen to me! Were you up there, or weren’t you?’
‘I was up there, of course – if that will help you beat the rap, dear.’
Stanwood sighed, said fervently: ‘Damn!’
Eva Raymond looked up to find the waiter standing by the table.
‘Make mine an old-fashioned,’ she said casually.
CHAPTER TWENTY
It was just turning dusk as Gramp Wiggins backed his automobile carefully into position, using an ingeniously constructed mirror on the rear of his car to centre the trailer hitch.
Milred, attired in a cooking apron, came out of the kitchen door to stand on the screen porch, regarding him grimly.
Gramps didn’t see her until he had the trailer centred; then he looked up and grinned. ‘Hi, Milred.’
‘Hi, Gramps.’
‘They tell me I’m in the doghouse.’
‘You haven’t heard anything yet.’
Gramps climbed out of the car, went around, and twisted the handle which lowered the trailer into position on the hitch. When he had the assembly locked into position, he came up to the screen porch. ‘Well, go ahead and say it.’
‘Say what, Gramps?’
‘What a heel I am for goin’ away and blockin’ the driveway an’ all that stuff.’
She laughed and said: ‘You’re getting a persecution complex.’
‘Well, I’m sorry. I never thought about Frank’s car. I was in a hurry, and I had to leave the trailer some place.’
‘That’s a minor matter. Frank can get along without his car as long as there are taxicabs in town, and the county furnishes him with an automobile for transportation on his official business … Had anything to eat?’
‘Nope.’
‘Come on in and sit down. I’m having a bite in the kitchen.’
‘Where’s Frank?’
‘He’s up at the office. Busy.’
Gramps came in, said: ‘Got anything to drink around the place?’
‘Nothing that you’d be interested in, and don’t try to inveigle me into any of your concoctions tonight. That cocktail of yours had me trying to jab a fork in my steak every time it came whizzing around.’
‘Nothing to that,’ Gramps protested in well-simulated surprise. ‘That was mild. Didn’t give you no headache next morning, did it?’
‘No.’
‘Well, there you are. That’s good liquor.’
‘The presence or absence of a headache the next morning isn’t the only thing in life, Gramps. I like to see where I’m going once in a while.’
‘I tell you that was mild. I’ll run out and grab a nip of the pure quill, won’t bother to mix up no cocktail … Sure you don’t want to join me?’
‘Absolutely, definitely, positively, certain,’ she said. ‘And in case you’re interested, you’re having steak hash tonight.’
‘Yum yum,’ Gramps said. ‘Hash is swell,’ but added with quick suspicion, ‘when it’s good.’
‘This,’ she said defiantly, ‘is good, and don’t make any insinuations. Otherwise you’ll find yourself on the outside looking in.’
‘Onions in it?’
‘Lots of onions.’
‘Garlic?’
‘Some.’
‘Got some garlic salt in the place?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, put a shaker by my plate, and I’ll spike it up a little,’ Gramps said. ‘Hash ain’t hash without lots of garlic.’
Gramps went out to the backyard, unlocked the door of his trailer, entered the sacred precincts, and poured himself a generous swig of that which he referred to as ‘the pure quill’. He came back to find Milred putting the dinner on the table.
Gramps tasted the hash, added garlic salt, tasted it again, and nodded his head. ‘Put a little gravy in here, didn’t you?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘That’s what makes it nice. Hash ain’t no good when it’s dry. Tastes like sawdust. Always save out a mite of gravy when you’re goin’ to make hash the next day, an’ put it in the hash. Doesn’t do any hurt to slice a lot of onions an’ cook ’em up first. The meat’s already been cooked. Ain’t no use to cook it to death, just warm it enough to get it good ’n’ hot ’n’ let the gravy soak in.’
‘That’s right.’
‘Could have put a little more garlic in there, and it’d have been better.’
‘Frank has to be careful about garlic. He’s working so much at the office nights … Never know when he’s going to be called.’
‘That’s right. What’s he working on tonight? That murder case?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘Got a lead in it?’ Gramps asked, unable to keep the eagerness out of his voice.
She laughed. ‘It’s simply routine. He’s interrogating some witnesses from Los Angeles. He’s asked them to come up.’
‘Uh huh,’ Gramps said noncommittally.
‘How about some more hash, Gramps?’
Gramps said: ‘Don’t care if I do. I claim that’s pretty darn good hash. Guess it’s the Wiggins in you that makes you such a darn good cook.’
He passed his plate. Milred spooned him out a generous second helping of the hash. Gramps put on garlic salt, and had just cleaned up his plate when he suddenly gave a convulsive start and clapped his hand to his mouth.
‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.
‘Doggoned tooth,’ Gramps said, pushing his plate well back on the table and raising his other hand up to his jaw. ‘Goldang, jumpin’ toothache! Shoulda had somethin’ done about it a while ago. It’s been giving me fits lately. Gee jumpin’ Jehoshaphat! That hurts!’
Gramps pushed back his chair, started stomping around.
Milred said: ‘Put some Campho-Phenique on a piece of cotton, shove it down into the cavity.’
‘Ain’t got no Campho-Phenique,’ Gramps said.
‘I have some.’
Milred jumped up, hurried to the medicine chest in the bathroom, came back after a few moments with a bottle of Campho-Phenique and a bit of cotton on an applicator. ‘Here you are, Gramps. Let me put it in.’
‘Nope. Better put it in myself,’ Gramps said. ‘I know right where it is … Get awfully touchy about anyone foolin’ around my mouth, particularly when I’ve got a toothache.’
Gramps took the cotton and Campho-Phenique, went out to his trailer, returned presently to hand the bottle back to Milred.
‘Make it feel any better?’ she asked.
‘Not much,’ Gramps said. ‘Hang it all, I know some toothache drops that always do the job. Reckon I gotta go get some of ’em … I’ll be back after a while, but don’t wait up for me. I’ll just park the trailer out in front of the house.’
She said: ‘Park it right in the driveway. I’ll move Frank’s car out after you go. We’ll leave it out on the street, and then you can use the driveway. In case he should have to go out during the night, he’ll have his car where he can get at it.’
‘Okay,’ Gramps said. ‘Don’t look for me if you don’t see me. Remember I got my bed with me.’
Gramps scuttled across the kitchen, banged the door on the screen porch as he took the back stairs in one leap, and a few seconds later Milred heard the motor on the automobile rattle and bang into noise, and caught a glimpse of the trailer moving past the kitchen window.
With the calm resignation of a woman who has long since given up trying to reform masculine character, she went into the hallway, took the receiver from the telephone, and dialled her husband’s office.
‘Hello,’ Frank said, his voice sounding short and impatient.
‘Hate to interrupt you, dear,’ Milred said. ‘This is your ball and chain. My paternal grandfather showed up, heard you were at the office, and suddenly developed a jumping toothache. I think it was an excuse to get away and go up to see if he couldn’t horn in on proceedings.’
Duryea chuckled. ‘Have to hand it to him for being persistent … It didn’t look like the real thing, eh?’
‘Quite a case of malingering, if you ask me. The acting was rather good but a trifle overdone.’
Duryea said: ‘Okay, I’ll have a reception committee for him.’
‘Don’t know when you’ll be home?’
‘No.’
‘Working?’
‘Yes.’
‘Witnesses?’
‘Yes.’
‘Love me?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘Okay, I’ll be here when you get home.’
Milred hung up the telephone, and smilingly took the bottle of Campho-Phenique back into the bathroom.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
There were lights on in the offices of the district attorney. Gramp Wiggins tried the entrance door and found that it was unlocked. He eased his way into the outer office.
A buzzer connected with the door sounded in the district attorney’s private office, and Frank Duryea promptly opened the door marked PRIVATE.
‘Hello, Gramps,’ he said without surprise. ‘How you feeling? Okay?’
‘Who, me?’ Gramps asked in surprise. ‘I’m all right. I’m always all right. Ain’t never had an ache or a pain in my life.’
‘How about your tooth?’
Gramps seemed suddenly crestfallen. ‘Oh, that,’ he said apologetically. ‘Nothing much. Just a little twinge of pain, little cavity I guess.’
‘How’s it now?’
‘All right … You been talkin’ with Milred?’
‘Yes, she telephoned. She was a little worried about you.’
Gramps recovered his self-possession. ‘I’m all right. Got some drops that fixed me right up. She said you were workin’ up here, and thought I’d drop in and see if perhaps there was anything I can do to help you.’
‘Not a thing,’ Duryea said.
‘Sorry about leavin’ that trailer parked in your driveway. I thought your car was out of the garage. Figured I’d drop in an’ apologize.’
‘That’s all right,’ Duryea said, smiling quietly, and closing the door to his private office behind him as he came out into the reception room.
‘Got my jalopy an’ trailer parked down here,’ Gramps said. ‘Thought you might like to ride home with me. Figured as how, since I’d froze your car in the garage, I might’s well give you a lift home.’
‘Well, I’m working now. Can’t leave.’
‘Somebody in there?’ Gramps asked, in apparent surprise.
Duryea nodded.
‘A witness?’ Gramps asked eagerly.
‘You might call him that.’
‘In this Pressman case?’
Duryea said: ‘He’s a young man by the name of Stanwood. He was cashier and auditor for the Pressman interests. He’s giving me some purely routine information. I want to get something of Pressman’s financial background.’
‘Oh,’ Gramps said with disappointment evident in his voice. ‘I thought perhaps it was someone you was givin’ a third degree to.’
‘We don’t give third degrees,’ Duryea smiled.
‘Perhaps I could be of some help,’ Gramp Wiggins said. ‘Do you want somebody to take notes? Sort of a witness to what’s said, in case this chap should make some slip?’
‘No,’ Duryea told him, smiling. ‘There’s nothing you can do except go on home and keep Milred company.’
‘Milred’s all right. Suppose I sit here and sorta wait? Maybe somethin’ll turn up.’
‘Wait for what?’ Duryea said.
‘To take you home.’
Duryea smiled. ‘All right, Gramps. Sit down there and amuse yourself.’
Gramps took the chair which was closest to the door of the private office. When Duryea returned to the inner room, Gramp Wiggins leaned forward in the chair. Unashamedly he craned his neck to see what was going on in the other room. He had a brief glimpse of the sheriff’s profile, of the rather white, set features of Harvey Stanwood. Then the door closed, and a latch clicked impressively.
Gramps sat back in the chair, pulled a villainous pipe from the side pocket of his coat, stuffed in plug tobacco, lit a match, and started puffing.
The pipe was just well under way when the outer door opened, and a young woman, apparently somewhat frightened, said timidly: ‘Is this the district attorney’s office?’
‘That’s right,’ Gramps said. ‘Come right in. Did you want to see the district attorney? He’s busy now. Perhaps there was some message I could deliver.’
She said: ‘I’m Eva Raymond of Los Angeles. The district attorney asked me to come up here this evening.’
The door from the private office opened once more. Duryea stood on the threshold, scowled at Gramp Wiggins, said: ‘Did you work the buzzer on that door, Gramps?’
Gramps pointed to the opposite end of the office. ‘This young lady just came in.’
Duryea opened the door wider so that he could see Eva Raymond, smiled, said: ‘Good evening. You’re Miss Raymond?’
‘Yes.’
‘I wanted to ask you a few questions. Would you mind waiting a few minutes, Miss Raymond?’
‘Will it be long?’
‘Not over ten or fifteen minutes, I think.’
‘Very well.’
Duryea hesitated, looked at Gramps, said: ‘You might go out and walk around, Gramps, if you have anything you want to do around town, and come back in, say, fifteen minutes.’
‘No, thank you. I’ll sit here. Just don’t feel much like walkin’ tonight. Got a bunion that’s botherin’ me.’
‘You don’t need to wait, Gramps,’ Duryea said. ‘The sheriff will drive me home.’
‘That’s all right,’ Gramps told him. ‘I’ll sit here for a while. Gotta go out to your house anyway. Ain’t no use wastin’ rubber.’
Duryea hesitated as though finding the situation hardly to his liking, then, apparently reaching a decision, said, ‘Very well,’ and popped back into the private office, pulling the door shut behind him.
Gramps grinned across at the girl. ‘Mind my pipe?’ he said.
‘Not at all.’
‘It’s kinda strong.’
‘I like pipe tobacco.’ She beamed at him. ‘It’s strong – and masculine.’
She moved over to the table in the centre of the room, picked up a magazine, and selected a seat across from Gramp Wiggins.
Gramps appreciatively surveyed the scenery.
She looked up abruptly, caught his eye, and adjusted her skirt.
Gramps puffed placidly away at his pipe, said: ‘Did you know Pressman?’
She met his eyes. ‘No.’
Gramps said: ‘Funny thing the district attorney wanting to see you, then.’
‘That’s what I can’t understand.’
‘Well, you can’t ever tell these days just what’s going to happen.’
‘Just what’s your connection with the case? Are you a witness?’
Gramps said: ‘No, I’m just sorta investigatin’. Of course, I don’t want to pry into your business none, but sometimes when a person talks things over with somebody else, it sorta gets things clear in their own minds, and they can answer questions better.’
She thought that over, said abruptly: ‘The district attorney is a very young man, isn’t he?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘I expected to find a much older man.’
‘He’s young, but he’s tough,’ Gramps said. ‘Don’t make no mistake about that. He’s tough.’
‘Just who are you?’
‘Well, I’m kinda related to him. Sort of a member of the family by marriage, you might say.’
‘Related to his wife?’
‘Yes.’
‘Her father?’
‘Father, hell! I’m her grandfather.’
Eva Raymond showed genuine surprise. ‘You don’t look it.’
‘Don’t feel it,’ Gramps announced pertly. ‘I been here an’ there, an’ seen quite a few birthdays; but I don’t feel old. Liquor and birthdays never seem to affect me much. Some people can’t take too much of either one without havin’ trouble. Me, I ain’t like that.’
She looked him over appreciatively, said: ‘Some people just don’t seem to get old. You’re just in the prime of life. You’re waiting to see him after he gets finished?’
‘To take him home.’
‘Perhaps you can tell me who’s in there now?’
‘Yep,’ Gramps said. ‘I could.’
‘Well?’ she asked.
Gramps grinned at her. ‘Perhaps you could tell me what he really wants to see you about.’
‘Why should I?’
‘Why should I tell you who’s in there?’
‘I really don’t know what he wants to see me about, but I’m very anxious to know whether – well, whether a certain party is in there.’
‘Who?’
She studied him for a moment, said: ‘Harvey Stanwood.’
‘You know Stanwood?’
‘Yes.’
‘Know him well?’
‘Yes.’
Gramps puffed on his pipe. ‘Perhaps that’s what he wants to see you about.’
‘Perhaps it is. It won’t do him any good. I’m free, white, and twenty-one. I can do anything I please. There’s no law against a girl having boyfriends or having a good time.’
‘That’s right,’ Gramps said.
‘Is Harvey in there?’
Gramps said: ‘Come over here, sister. Sit down beside me where I can talk to you without my voice carryin’ into the other office.’
She moved over to sit down beside him.
Gramps said: ‘Yep. Harvey Stanwood’s in there. Lookin’ kinda green around the gills, too, if you ask me.’
Eva Raymond’s quick intake of breath was almost a gasp. She said: ‘I’m going right on in there, then.’
‘I’d advise you not to.’
‘Why shouldn’t I?’
‘Looks kind of as though you was afraid to have your boyfriend face the music,’ Gramps said. ‘Ain’t no reason why he can’t take care o’ himself. He ain’t got nothin’ to conceal, has he?’
‘No, of course not.’
‘What’s the district attorney want to see him about?’
‘I don’t know. That’s what I’d like to find out.’
‘Perhaps just gettin’ some financial details ’n’ stuff,’ Gramps said.
‘Perhaps.’ Her tone showed that she didn’t place much credence in that theory.
Gramps said abruptly: ‘What was Stanwood’s motive for murdering him?’
She jumped as though he had slipped a piece of ice down her neck. ‘What in the world are you talking about?’
‘Just asking what his motive was,’ Gramps said.
‘I don’t know … He didn’t have any, of course.’
Gramps said musingly: ‘Kinda funny the district attorney would bring him all the way up here from Los Angeles. If it was routine information he’d wanted, he’d have got it through the Los Angeles police.’
‘Well, he’s bringing me all the way up here from Los Angeles,’ Eva Raymond said.
Gramps looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. ‘Doggoned if he ain’t,’ he said.
There was silence for a moment; then Eva Raymond asked, ‘What sort of a man is he? Is he the sort that browbeats you and shouts at you?’
‘Not Frank,’ Gramps said positively. ‘He’s the smooth, slick kind. He’ll apologize all over the office for getting you up here from Los Angeles. He’ll ask you some innocent questions, and make you think you’re just about finished, and then he’ll slip over a fast one, and the first thing you know you’ll be floundering around trying to explain what you said and getting in deeper all the time.’
‘You’re wrong there,’ she said. ‘Nothing like that is going to happen to me, because I have nothing to conceal.’
‘Oh, sure,’ Gramps admitted, just a little too readily to be convincing.
She looked at her wristwatch, said: ‘I wonder what he’s asking Harvey about … And I wonder why he can’t ask Harvey and me questions together.’
Gramps said: ‘Perhaps he wants separate answers. Did you know George Karper?’
She didn’t move her head, nor did she change expression; but her blue eyes slowly slid around to appraise Gramp Wiggins. ‘Why do you ask that?’
‘I was just wondering if maybe that’s what Frank was askin’ Stanwood about.’
‘What’s Karper got to do with it?’
‘That’s what I was wondering,’ Gramps said.
‘Karper,’ she told him, ‘is in the cattle ranching and subdividing business. I don’t think he and Mr Pressman had anything in common.’
‘You know him?’
‘I know him when I see him.’
‘Ever talked with him?’
She hesitated for a moment, then said definitely: ‘No.’
‘Harvey Stanwood know him?’
‘I believe he does. He’s told me something about him.’
‘Harvey talk over business with you occasionally?’
‘Nothing of a confidential nature.’
‘But things generally?’
‘Naturally. Our futures depended upon what Harvey could do.’
‘How come he ain’t in the Army?’
‘They rejected him the first time on account of some minor physical ailment. I understand they may call him back and re-examine him.’
‘When were you two going to get married?’
‘You want to know a lot, don’t you?’
Gramps grinned at her and said: ‘Uh huh.’
‘Well, suppose you try minding your own business for a while? It’ll be quite a change for you.’
‘Okay,’ Gramps said, and promptly walked over to the table which held the magazines, started pawing around through them, mumbling under his breath. He finally came back with one of the popular weeklies, sat down in his chair, said: ‘This is a hell of a district attorney’s office. Ain’t a detective magazine in the place.’
Eva Raymond maintained an aloof silence and Gramps started reading.
After three or four minutes’ cogitation Eva began to squirm. ‘How did you know anything about Karper?’ she asked abruptly.
‘I don’t know anything about him,’ Gramps said.
‘But you knew his name?’
‘Yes.’
‘How did you know that? You must have learned that from the district attorney.’
The only answer Gramps gave was an inarticulate grunt which might have meant anything. He devoted his attention once more to the magazine.
‘Did Mr Duryea say anything about George Karper?’ she demanded abruptly.
‘Thought you didn’t want to talk with me.’
‘Well, I want to know the answer to that.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I – It means a lot.’
‘Nothin’ else I asked you made very much impression on you,’ Gramps observed shrewdly. ‘But I start talkin’ about Karper, an’ right away you get all excited. What’s the angle?’
She said indignantly: ‘There isn’t any.’ She looked toward the door of Duryea’s private office, opened her purse, took out a compact, and put finishing touches on her face.
Gramps said casually: ‘Looks like a new compact.’
She said absently: ‘Just a cheap thing. I picked it up this afternoon in a drugstore.’
‘Too bad the other one got broken,’ Gramps observed.
She looked at him then, lowering the compact, her eyes staring into his with cold hatred. ‘I suppose you’re trying to make something out of the initials that were on that other compact the police – Well, it’s a lie.’
‘What is?’ Gramps asked.
‘What you’re insinuating.’
‘What was I –?’
The door of Duryea’s private office opened very abruptly. The district attorney bowed Harvey Stanwood out into the outer office, said: ‘Thank you very much, Mr Stanwood. I –’
There was no mistaking the surprise on Stanwood’s face as he saw Eva Raymond sitting there. ‘Why, hello, Eva! Did you come up to get me?’
‘Hello – dear. No. The district attorney sent for me.’
Duryea explained suavely: ‘Just a few routine questions I wanted to ask her, Mr Stanwood.’
‘Why,’ Stanwood exclaimed, ‘this is a surprise! I didn’t know she was out here. I – Well, I’ll go on in with you, Eva, and then we’ll go back down to Los Angeles together.’
‘I’d prefer that you waited out here,’ Duryea said politely, but with crisp authority in his voice.
Stanwood frowned, started to say something, then thought better of it. His eyes turned to Gramps, dismissed him, then flashed back to give him the puzzled scrutiny of someone who is trying to place a face he has seen before.
‘Evenin’,’ Gramps said cordially.
Duryea said: ‘Just come right in, Miss Raymond.’
Eva said: ‘Can’t Harvey –’
Duryea bustled her on into the office as her words died away. The door clicked shut.
Stanwood walked over to the table which contained the periodicals, made a pretence of a selection, but kept looking at Gramp Wiggins, studying him furtively, quite evidently trying to place him.
Gramps beat him to it. ‘I seen you some place before,’ he said, ‘not very long ago. Where’d I meet you?’
Harvey Stanwood laughed nervously. ‘I was just trying to place you,’ he admitted.
Gramps got up and pushed out a gnarled hand. ‘Wiggins is my name,’ he said.
‘I’m Harvey Stanwood.’
They shook hands.
‘Hell of an assortment of magazines,’ Gramps grumbled. ‘Ain’t a detective story in the outfit.’
Stanwood said: ‘I was looking for a financial journal or some serious reading. This is just popular fiction.’
‘That’s right. Personally, I like detective stories or horse racing.’
‘Horse racing,’ Stanwood said with a laugh, ‘is a little outside my line. I –’ His voice suddenly dried up in his throat. His eyes contained startled recognition.
‘Looks like you’ve placed me,’ Gramps said.
‘Weren’t you in Los Angeles this morning?’
‘Yep.’
‘In a saloon on Grand Avenue figuring out some dope on the ponies from a newspaper?’
‘By gum,’ Gramps exclaimed. ‘That’s right! You was sittin’ over there in a booth right across from me. I remember now, seein’ you and the fellow with you.’
Harvey abruptly lost interest in the magazines. ‘By George,’ he said, ‘one thing I forgot to mention to the district attorney.’
‘Yes?’ Gramps asked encouragingly.
‘Well, in a way,’ Harvey said, ‘I was – it was partially –’
He walked abruptly over to the door of the private office and knocked.
It was almost thirty seconds before Duryea opened the door. He was scowling, and the glance he flashed at Gramps indicated he thought Gramps had been the one who knocked. Then he saw Stanwood standing by the door and said: ‘Yes, what is it?’
Stanwood said: ‘One thing I didn’t get straight, Mr Duryea, and I thought I’d better explain.’
Duryea continued to hold the door open. ‘What is it?’
‘When you asked me about Karper, there was one thing I forgot, and – and another thing which I deliberately suppressed.’
‘Why?’ Duryea asked, snapping the question at him with the explosive force of a rifle shot.
‘Well,’ Stanwood said, ‘my position in the matter is not entirely clear. I’m still in the employ of the Pressman interests, and there are some matters of business which simply can’t come out at the present time.’
Duryea said: ‘If you impede the investigation in this case, or make any false statements because of business matters, you’ll be apt to find yourself in a very unenviable position.’
‘I realize that,’ Stanwood admitted. ‘It’s thinking that over which makes me want to correct my statement.’
‘All right, what’s the correction?’
‘You asked me if I had seen Karper lately, and I told you I hadn’t. As a matter of fact, I did have a brief discussion with Mr Karper about some business matters.’
‘When?’
‘Today.’
‘What were the matters?’
‘Well – I don’t think I’m really free to go into those. They’re highly confidential, and I don’t see how they make any difference whatever in clarifying the situation you’re investigating.’
‘Anything that would have given Karper a motive for murdering Pressman?’
‘Good heavens, no! Mr Karper is hardly the sort of man one would associate with murder, regardless of the motive.’
‘I’m afraid,’ Duryea said, ‘you’ll have to leave that to me. What I’m interested in learning from you is the general background, the interests of the various people, and the possibility of motivation … What did you and Karper talk about?’
‘Generally, it was some highly confidential business transactions he’d had with Pressman.’
‘What was their nature?’
‘Ostensibly,’ Stanwood said, ‘Karper and Pressman were at loggerheads. As a matter of fact their relationship wasn’t – well, it wasn’t exactly what it appeared on the surface.’
‘You mean Karper was working for Pressman?’
‘No, not exactly that, but there were certain things they were doing together, certain interests they had in common.’
‘Did Mrs Pressman know about that?’
‘No. I don’t think Mr Pressman confided in his wife – particularly of late. No one knew about it, except Karper and myself.’
‘And Mr Pressman, of course?’
‘Oh, yes, naturally.’
‘Tell me more about what they had in common,’ the district attorney commanded.
‘Pressman had let Karper in on a quarter of those oil rights. No one knew anything about it. Ostensibly Karper hated Pressman. In reality, they were partners to the extent of a quarter interest in this oil business.’
Duryea thought that over. Abruptly, he said, raising his voice so Eva Raymond could hear every word: ‘All right, Stanwood, I’m going to be frank with you. There’s evidence indicating you may have been short in your accounts. There’s also evidence indicating Mr Pressman may have found out about that shortage, and may have been preparing to do something about it unless you made restitution. What have you to say to that?’
Stanwood became properly indignant. ‘Mr Duryea! Are you accusing me of embezzling money?’
‘Not yet,’ Duryea said patiently. ‘I’m asking questions. But make no mistake about it. The accusation may come later – unless those questions are satisfactorily answered.’
Eva Raymond’s voice came from the inner office. ‘Well, I can tell you the answer to that, Mr Duryea. Every penny that you think was short was deposited –’
‘Wait a minute, Eva,’ Harvey interrupted, moving forward to stand in the door. ‘Let me answer this question. I’m afraid there are some things which even you don’t know.’
‘Go ahead and answer it,’ Duryea said.
Stanwood said: ‘Because the transactions between Mr Karper and Mr Pressman were so highly confidential, the financial matters were handled in an irregular manner. Such expenditures as Mr Pressman made on behalf of the joint venture were taken out of the business without any form of voucher or any record whatever. The funds were simply lifted bodily out of Pressman’s business.’
‘And then?’ Duryea asked.
‘And then,’ Stanwood said, ‘when the amounts became large enough, I would get in touch with Mr Karper, tell him how much we had expended, how much his contribution was to be, and Mr Karper would give me that amount in cash. I’d take it and deposit it, in such a way that there would be no real record of that transaction as a deposit … In other words it would simply balance the money which had been lifted from the business without vouchers.’
‘A highly irregular procedure,’ Duryea said.
‘It was necessary in order to preserve absolute secrecy.’
‘And your conversation with Karper had to do with getting the books balanced?’
‘No,’ Stanwood said, ‘it didn’t. As a matter of fact, it happened that I had taken up the matter of Karper’s balance with him the day Mr Pressman died. Although, of course, neither of us knew of his death at that time. In fact, as I understand the matter, our adjustment was made several hours before Pressman’s death.’
‘And what happened?’
‘Mr Karper gave me quite a large amount of cash. I used that cash to balance the shortages which had been incurred because of joint expenditures.
‘The way Mr Pressman insisted upon this business being handled would have made it appear I was short – during the intervals between the expenditures and the receipt of Karper’s remittances – although that hadn’t ever occurred to me until just now. You see, since Mr Pressman knew all about it, and wanted it handled that way – but in the event of his death – well, I can see how you were misled, Mr Duryea.’
‘Can you make me a list of those joint interests?’ Duryea asked.
‘I could,’ Stanwood said with proper hesitancy, ‘but I don’t see any reason for doing so.’
‘I want to have them.’
‘I’m very sorry, Mr Duryea. I’d have to have a written authorization from both Mrs Pressman and Mr Karper before I could do that. You’ll appreciate my position. I’m a subordinate, an employee. I have no right whatever to take the responsibility of making decisions.’
‘And I think you understand my position,’ Duryea said. ‘I’m a district attorney investigating a murder, and I’m not going to be stalled off.’
‘Yes, I can appreciate your position.’
Duryea said: ‘Very well then, get busy and make out a list of those expenditures. If you need permission from Mrs Pressman and Mr Karper, get that permission, but get me the list.’
Stanwood said: ‘Very well, Mr Duryea,’ and then to Eva, ‘I don’t think I’ll wait for you, Eva. I’ve been on the go all day, and I’m about dead.’
‘You’d better wait,’ Eva called. ‘I won’t be very long. Will I, Mr Duryea?’
‘I don’t know,’ Duryea said. ‘It depends on how truthful you are,’ and closed the door.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Jane Graven regarded Gramp Wiggins with the suspicion reserved for salesmen, reporters, and income tax auditors.
Gramps smiled back at her, and the twinkle in his eyes, the friendliness of manner, and that slight air of wistfulness which was at times so characteristic of him, softened the shell of her reserve.
‘Just wanted to find out one or two things about Mr Pressman,’ Gramps said. ‘Just a question or two.’
‘I’m sorry. I can’t answer questions about Mr Pressman’s affairs … You aren’t connected with the police, are you?’
‘Nope.’
‘Then I’m afraid I can’t help you.’
‘Ain’t exactly just snoopin,’ either,’ Gramps explained. ‘Sort of interested.’
‘Just what did you want to know?’
‘How long’s he been married?’ Gramps asked.
‘About five years.’
‘Hmmm … Wife younger than he is?’
‘Yes.’
‘Much?’
‘Quite a bit.’
‘Got along all right, didn’t they?’
Jane Graven’s delicately arched eyebrows rose perceptibly. ‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Just wanted to know if they got along all right,’ Gramps said.
‘I’m afraid, Mr –’
‘Wiggins.’
‘I’m afraid, Mr Wiggins, that I can’t help you at all. You’ll have to ask Mrs Pressman anything you wish to know about her domestic affairs. I am merely Mr Pressman’s secretary.’
‘How long had he had that cabin up there at Petrie?’
‘I can’t answer that question. Mr Pressman didn’t see fit to confide in me. He merely gave me instructions about the matters he wanted handled.’
‘Tell me somethin’ about Pressman. Had he ever been poor an’ lived in a cabin?’
‘He was a prospector for several years – before he struck oil.’
‘I sorta thought so. When you see a man take as good care of a cabin as that – bet he got kinda homesick at times, wantin’ to be out somewhere all alone, bachin’ it in a cabin.’
She didn’t say anything.
‘And how about Stanwood?’ Gramps asked.
‘What about him?’
‘What does he do? Where does he have his office?’
She smiled, motioned toward the open door. ‘That’s his office. He isn’t in. He is an accountant and auditor for the business.’
Gramps’ eyes twinkled friendly understanding. ‘Well now, p’r’aps you could tell me just a little about Stanwood.’
‘Why should I?’
‘I’ll put it to you the other way,’ Gramps countered. ‘Why shouldn’t you?’
‘Just what business is it of yours?’
‘Well now,’ Gramps said, ‘I’ll tell you. My granddaughter married the district attorney up in Santa Delbarra County, and I’m just sort of tryin’ to give the boy a hand.’
‘Does he know it?’ Jane Graven asked, her eyes softening somewhat.
Gramps paused to get just the right words to describe the conditions in Santa Delbarra. ‘He knows it,’ he said. ‘But he don’t appreciate it.’
Jane Graven laughed outright at the lugubrious expression on the old man’s face. Then, as she saw that expression change, there was a flash of sympathy in her eyes. ‘Why try to help him then?’ she asked.
‘Well, you see, it’s this way,’ Gramps explained. ‘I’ve always been interested in crime stuff. Read all the magazines and just about all the good mystery stories.’
‘I see. I –’ She broke off, turned toward the door. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Baxter.’
Pelly Baxter gave Gramps a quick, appraising glance, then said to Jane Graven: ‘I would like to talk with you for a few moments if you don’t mind.’
There was that in the quiet, almost ominous insistence of his manner that made Jane arise at once. ‘We can talk in here,’ she said, indicating one of the inner offices. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I guess that’s all, Mr Wiggins.’
‘Oh, I’ll wait,’ Gramps said easily. ‘I’m in no hurry. I’d like to talk with you just a little more.’
Pelly Baxter stood impatiently waiting for Jane to join him. When she had led the way into the inner office, Baxter promptly closed the door.
Corliss Ramsay, pounding away at the typewriter, gave Gramps a casual glance, smiled at the friendliness in his eyes, and went on with her typing.
Gramps wandered around the office for a few moments, then strolled casually into the office of Harvey Stanwood.
It was a neat, efficient, businesslike office, with good, substantial furniture, volumes of reports on income tax decisions, copies of tax laws, and books on accounting.
Two newspapers were on the corner of the desk. Gramps absently fingered one of the newspapers, noticed that it was dated the twenty-fourth. He looked at the other, saw that it, too, was dated the twenty-fourth. And then Corliss Ramsay was in the doorway. Kindly, but firmly, she said: ‘The waiting room is out here, if you don’t mind.’
‘Oh, beg pardon,’ Gramps said, and followed Corliss Ramsay back into the outer office, where he seated himself and browsed through an illustrated magazine for the quarter hour which elapsed before Pelly Baxter left the office.
Jane Graven did not emerge. The door remained half open. Gramps looked at Corliss, saw she was busy with her typing, said, as he got up: ‘Guess she’s waiting for me to come in,’ and walked boldly through the half-opened door into the inner office.
Jane Graven was sitting with her elbows propped on a desk. She looked up as she saw Gramps in the door, and Gramps instantly realized she had been crying. Gramps closed the door.
‘That’s all,’ Jane managed to say, in a firm, businesslike voice. ‘Nothing more.’
Gramps crossed over to the desk. ‘Now you listen to me, sister. If anybody’s pushin’ you around –’
She rolled back the swivel chair, got to her feet, managed a very crisp, businesslike manner, despite her slightly swollen eyes. ‘That’s all, Mr Wiggins. I have nothing further to communicate.’
‘Well,’ Gramps admitted, ‘when you say it in that voice, I guess that’s it … But you just remember me, sister. The name’s Wiggins. Everybody calls me “Gramps”. You can reach me care of the district attorney up in Santa Delbarra County – at least until this case gets cleared up. If there’s anythin’ I can do to help you, let me know.’
‘Thank you. There’s nothing.’
Gramps gave one more wistfully longing look at the office of Harvey Stanwood on the way out.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Sitting in the lobby of a downtown hotel, with an afternoon paper of the twenty-fourth, Gramps took less than fifteen minutes to realize that every word in the so-called suicide note that had been in the Petrie cabin had been cut from a newspaper of this date. The headlines were all there. One of them, in italics on the back page, was the caption for an editorial. The others were conventional headlines.
Why, then, did Harvey Stanwood have two of these newspapers on his desk?
Gramps gave that problem careful consideration, then with the blade of a razor-sharp penknife, carefully cut from his paper the same words which had been pasted to the sheet of paper so as to form the so-called suicide note.
Having done this, Gramps folded the narrow strips of paper and pushed them down into his vest pocket. Then he folded the newspaper, started to crumple it and drop it into the refuse can near the corner. Abruptly another thought struck him. He smoothed out the mutilated paper, looked at it long and thoughtfully, then, smiling, folded it carefully and left the hotel, his manner that of a man who has become obsessed with a very definite idea.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Milred Duryea said: ‘I have a feeling of impending disaster.’
‘Gramps?’ her husband asked, smiling.
‘Yes. Whenever I don’t know what he’s doing, I become uneasy. When I find out what he’s done, my worst suspicions are invariably confirmed. What do you suppose he’s doing?’
Duryea said: ‘I was rather short with him last night when he faked a toothache to come busting into the office and try and get in on the examination of those witnesses. I think probably I hurt his feelings. Haven’t seen him since.’
‘You may have hurt his feelings,’ she admitted, ‘but you probably didn’t cramp his style any.’
‘Well, after all,’ Duryea said, ‘we can’t worry about him. I like him, but –’
‘You don’t get me,’ Milred interrupted. ‘As long as this murder case is unsolved, Gramps is out doing something. Heavens knows what it is.’
Duryea seemed strangely good-natured about it all. ‘Oh, well, if he gets pleasure out of it, let him go. As a matter of fact, any citizen can read about a crime that’s been committed and go out and start trying to solve it. Only, thank heavens, they don’t.’
‘Gramps,’ Milred announced, ‘never does the expected.’
‘He’s probably headed back toward Mexico with his feelings hurt.’ the district attorney said. ‘He’ll think it over for a while, let the hurt wear off, and some morning we’ll hear the old rattletrap wheezing and banging into the driveway.’
Milred slowly, deliberately wiped the flour off her hands, walked over to Frank Duryea’s chair, placed firmly determined fingers under his chin, elevated his head, and said: ‘Open your eyes – wide.’
‘Why, what’s wrong with my eyes?’
‘You,’ she announced, ‘are deceiving me.’
‘That’s a blanket accusation! You’ll have to be more specific before I dare commit myself. I might ’fess up to something that you didn’t know about. Give me a bill of particulars.’
She said: ‘You’re solving that Pressman murder case. That’s why you don’t care what Gramps is doing.’
‘Well,’ he admitted, ‘we’re making headway.’
‘And holding out on me.’
‘Well, not exactly.’
Milred sat down on the arm of the chair. ‘The biscuits,’ she said, ‘are practically ready to go in the oven. Standing isn’t going to do them any good. Then I did intend to take some of that biscuit dough, add a little more shortening and sugar to it and when we’re about halfway through dinner, slip it in a nice hot oven to cook up for strawberry shortcake. The strawberries are all crushed and sugared in the icebox. There’s a big bowl of cream all whipped and sugared … And I thought I’d take those slabs of hot shortcake right out of the oven, spread on a generous amount of butter, put on a layer of crushed, sweetened fruit, let the ice-cold strawberry juices mingle with the melted butter and run down the outside of the shortcake. Then I’d put on another slab of hot shortcake, put more berries on that, put on great gobs of whipped cream, and bring it in for dessert. But – if you continue to hold out on me, I won’t have time.’
The district attorney ostentatiously wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Woman,’ he said, ‘you’re making my mouth water so I’m about to drown. Go get that strawberry shortcake ready, and quit pulling a Gramp Wiggins on me.’
She said: ‘I sit right here until you give me the low-down on that Pressman case. Don’t think that any husband of mine is going to hold out on a murder case and get away with it.’
‘It isn’t ready to close yet. We still have some work to do on it.’
‘Tell me what you know, and quit stalling.’
‘You didn’t used to be like this.’ Duryea laughed.
‘I know. It’s the Wiggins in me. Gramps hangs around here and brings out all the worst that’s in me. I was almost becoming a Duryea, and now that horrible Wiggins streak has come to the surface. But, that’s just the way it is. No information, no shortcake.’
‘All right.’ Duryea surrendered. ‘I’ll tell you.’
‘And tell me all of it. Don’t hold out anything.’
Duryea said: ‘We’ll start with the gun. There’s a methodical, regular way of tracing guns, although it would never do to tell one of the gifted amateurs like your grandfather a thing like that.’
‘Why not?’
‘Oh, he doesn’t go in for the painstaking routine steps which point toward success. He wants some subtle clue to follow or something like that.’
‘I get you. The way the gun’s clasped in the dead man’s hand, for instance.’
‘That’s right.’
‘Well, what about the gun?’
‘The gun,’ Duryea said, ‘is an old one. It was manufactured twenty-seven years ago. It was sold to a dealer in Butte, Montana. The dealer sold it to a cattleman who is now dead. We located this man’s widow. She remembered that he had such a gun of which he was very proud, and that he had sold it to some dude from California. She couldn’t remember the dude’s name.
‘We then started a methodical investigation to find if any of the men who might possibly be connected with the case had ever had any contact with this cattleman.’
‘Well,’ Milred asked, her eyes sparkling with excitement, ‘did you have any luck?’
Duryea cocked his eyebrow at her quizzically. ‘You,’ he announced, ‘are getting worse than Gramps.’
‘But it’s so darned interesting, Frank. It’s a chase.’
‘It’s a darn chore,’ he said. ‘Just a lot of things you have to run down in a regular, methodical manner.’
‘All right, have it your own way, but tell me the answer. What did you find out?’
‘We found,’ he said, ‘that a Pellman Baxter of Los Angeles had been on a neighbouring dude ranch, and we found that a “Pelly” Baxter was a close friend of Pressman. Naturally, we started investigating Baxter.’
‘When was it he was up at the dude ranch?’
‘About five years ago.’
‘And this cattleman has been dead how long?’
‘Three years … Well, that’s all there was to it. The cattleman’s widow remembered the name of Baxter when we called it to her attention, remembered all about Pelly Baxter, and remembered he’d bought the gun.’
‘Then what?’
‘Then we moved in on Baxter. He remembered the gun distinctly, and said he’d bought it for a friend.’
‘And the friend?’ she asked.
‘Pressman.’
‘He’d given it to Pressman?’
‘Yes. He said he knew Pressman was very much interested in a gun of that particular type, and he’d given it to him as soon as he got back from Montana, and had forgotten all about it, completely dismissed it from his mind until we called it to his attention … It seems Baxter is quite a collector of firearms; has revolvers, rifles, shotguns of ancient and modern vintage hung up on the walls of his den, in his library – in fact, all over his place.’
‘Married?’ Milred asked.
Duryea laughed. ‘What’s that got to do with it?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. I was just wondering. You mentioned his house.’
‘No,’ Duryea said. ‘He isn’t married. He’s a bachelor, quite a sportsman, keeps a house so he has room for his various possessions, says he can’t stand to be cramped, and doesn’t like apartments.’
‘Then you think it was really suicide?’
‘What makes you ask that?’
‘It being Pressman’s gun.’
Duryea smiled. ‘We discounted the suicide theory almost at the start.’
‘Well, if he was killed with his own gun –’
‘That,’ Duryea said, ‘opens an interesting possibility. We made a quiet investigation of Mrs Pressman. She’s in the thirties. He was in the fifties. They’d been married five years. He devoted virtually all his attention to his business. You can appreciate how a younger wife would feel about that.’
‘May I quote you on that?’ she asked.
Frank laughed.
She said: ‘Go ahead, elaborate on that theme some more. I don’t care anything about the solution of the case now. Just keep telling me about what happened in the Pressman household.’
Duryea said: ‘I’m afraid I can’t give you any of the spicy, salacious details, so dear to the heart of a woman.’
‘Why not?’
‘It’s all cut-and-dried, all the same old methodical routine pattern.’
‘And what’s the pattern?’
‘Well,’ Duryea said, ‘we enlisted the aid of the butler, a man who apparently was very much attached to Mr Pressman. We explained to him what we were looking for, and he made a careful search of the house.’
‘What were you looking for?’
‘A newspaper with certain phrases cut out of it – three phrases, to be exact – which were pasted together to form a message that was intended as a suicide note.’
‘Did he find that paper?’
Duryea nodded wearily. ‘In the glove compartment of her car.’
‘And what happens next?’
‘Oh, it means another disagreeable legal chore. I’ve notified Mrs Pressman to come up here tomorrow morning. The sheriff and I will interview her.’
‘Will that be what they call a third degree?’
‘It will follow the same old routine pattern,’ Duryea said. ‘We’ll be very courteous and sympathetic. We’ll get her to tell her story over and over. We’ll look for some little discrepancy in it. We’ll ask her about her domestic life, let the questions get more and more personal until she gets really angry … The same old sparring match. She’ll be frightened, desperate, and hopeful by turns. She’ll mix in a few falsehoods with the truth, try to move us with tears, become indignant when we crowd her, make more and more slips, then get rattled, and finally probably break down and tell us the whole story.’
‘You make it sound very disagreeable and unromantic,’ Milred said.
‘I hate to spar with people when their lives are at stake … Although probably her life isn’t at stake.’
‘Why not?’
‘Women with beautiful figures never get the death penalty.’
‘Is that all?’ Milred asked.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Are you holding out anything else?’
‘Oh, just the usual incidentals,’ Duryea said somewhat wearily.
‘What do you mean by that?’
‘Oh, the usual wild-and-woolly clues.’
‘Now just what is a wild-and-woolly clue?’
‘All the anonymous tips, and things of that sort.’
‘You act as though there were hundreds of them.’
‘Sometimes it seems that way … Notice that when an airplane is lost dozens of people will come forward to tell of seeing mysterious lights in the mountains, hearing planes flying overhead, hearing crashes, and seeing mysterious flares in the night sky.’
‘Yes,’ she said, suddenly thoughtful. ‘I’d never realized before just how many of them there are.’
‘It’s the same way with a murder. When a murder has been committed, every crank in the country hypnotizes himself to attach some great significance to some trivial affair.’
‘Such as what, in this particular case?’ Milred asked.
‘Oh, for one thing, Jane Graven, Mr Pressman’s secretary.’
‘What about her?’
‘I had an anonymous tip over the telephone that she was having an affair with Pressman and trying to poison his mind against his wife; that she’d probably make some attempt to drag his wife into it; that if she did, I should go after her hammer and tongs.’
‘Who gave you the tip – man or woman?’
‘A man’s voice.’
‘You have no idea who he was?’
‘No. I didn’t get a chance to trace the call.’
‘Anything else?’
‘That woman’s compact that was found on the porch of the house.’
‘Have you identified it?’
‘I think so.’
‘Whose is it?’
‘A girl by the name of Eva Raymond. She’s a lady of leisure.’
‘Professional?’
‘Well, what you might call a gifted amateur with commercial tendencies.’
‘I see. And how did her compact get there?’
‘I’m not exactly certain,’ Duryea said. ‘She denies it’s her compact. We’re pretty certain she’s lying, but we can account for her time up until midnight of the twenty-fourth. According to the autopsy surgeon, Pressman must have been dead by eleven o’clock. That leaves her out as having anything to do with the murder, but – well, I don’t like it.’
‘Don’t like what?’
‘All these women in Pressman’s life. It doesn’t sound right.’
‘Why not?’
‘He wasn’t that kind of a man.’
‘Don’t be silly, Frank. All men are “that kind” when they are tempted by good-looking women.’
‘That’s the point,’ Duryea said. ‘He wasn’t the type that good-looking women would tempt. He was cold, austere, selfish, undemonstrative, and he lived his life for only one purpose – the pursuit of wealth.’
‘Perhaps he had another side to his nature which people didn’t see.’
‘Quite possibly,’ Duryea admitted, ‘but if so, it was a side which came out from hibernation only at rare intervals, and sneaked back as soon as it had accomplished its purpose.’
Milred said: ‘Frank, you’ve got to quit that job.’
‘Why?’
‘It’s making a dirty, nasty cynic out of you. You’re getting world-weary while you’re still a very young man.’
Duryea laughed. ‘Oh, it’s just that these things follow a pattern.’
‘I’m going to make you get out of that job. I’ll – I’ll just turn Gramps loose – and then you won’t have any job.’
‘We’d starve to death in private practice, the way things are now.’
‘All right, we’ll starve then … And, in the meantime, what you need is a darn good stiff drink.’
Duryea grinned. ‘You haven’t any of that delightfully mild liquor from Mexico, have you?’
‘I wish I did have. You just need something like that. You – Oh, oh!’
‘What’s the matter?’ Duryea asked, looking up to see her staring out of the window.
She said: ‘I’m becoming psychic. Your path is about to be crossed by a little old man who’s unusually active for his years, a man who will ask you if you wouldn’t like a nice, mild drink, and –’
‘Do you see that man now?’ Duryea asked.
‘I see a rattletrap car and a home-made trailer swinging around so that the trailer can be backed up into our driveway.’
Duryea said: ‘Doggoned if I’m not going to be glad to see the old reprobate. I could just go for one of his cocktails tonight, and I wouldn’t care whether he made it mild or not.’
They heard steps on the porch, and Gramps came in with just a little too much enthusiasm, like a small boy who has been in mischief and tries to overcome the tendency to sneak in quietly by making his feet deliberately loud.
Milred looked at her grandfather appraisingly. ‘You,’ she announced, ‘have been up to something.’
Gramps’ eyes were as innocent and guileless as clear pools of mountain water. ‘Up to somethin’? Been sorta traipsin’ around, that’s all.’
Duryea said: ‘We were talking about one of your cocktails, Gramps.’
Gramps’ face lighted. ‘Were you now!’
Milred said: ‘Don’t let him change the subject, Frank. He’s been up to something. I can tell it.’
Gramps grinned at her. ‘You’ve been associatin’ too much with district attorneys. Maybe a good cocktail will fix you up. How’s for havin’ dinner with me, folks?’
‘No, you’re going to have dinner with us,’ Milred said, ‘but go ahead and fix up that drink.’
When he had gone, Milred Duryea looked at her husband, said: ‘I’ll give you ten to one.’
‘That he’s been up to something?’ Duryea asked.
She nodded.
Duryea said: ‘Don’t try to worm it out of him, Milred. It might be better if I didn’t know – just find out whether he’s been in this county, or down in Los Angeles. If it’s here, I suppose I’ll have to do something about it. If it’s down in Los Angeles, we’ll let Nature take its course.’
She said: ‘You don’t know Gramps. He has all the capacity for destruction of a five-thousand-pound bomb.’
Duryea said positively: ‘I don’t care about that. If the thing that he’s done wasn’t done in this county, and if he didn’t use his connection with me to put it across, I don’t care a hoot what it is.’
‘He wouldn’t use his connection with you,’ Milred said. ‘I know that. He’s scrupulously careful on that score … But what would you do with him, if he got into trouble, Frank?’
‘In Los Angeles County?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s easy,’ Duryea said. ‘I’d let him go to jail or get fined for contempt of court, or take whatever would happen to any ordinary person who interfered with the administration of justice. In other words, I’d wash my hands of him and let him learn not to interfere in the future.’
‘Is that a promise?’
‘Yes.’
‘Okay then. I feel better. That’s the only way we’re ever going to teach him a lesson.’
Duryea was filling his pipe when Gramps came in, agitating the shaker.
‘Now this here cocktail,’ Gramps said, ‘is just a leetle mite different from the one you had the other night. This won’t taste quite as smooth, but it ain’t got too much dynamite in it – not too much.’
Milred said: ‘We didn’t put any limitations on the dynamite, Gramps. Frank’s feeling low, and we need to cheer him up.’
Gramps stopped shaking the cocktail shaker as though someone had touched a button that switched off the current which was animating his activity. ‘What’s he low about?’
‘Just the routine of things,’ Duryea said.
‘What kind of routine?’
‘The routine of office.’
‘You worried about that murder case?’
‘I’m always worried about an unsolved murder case.’
‘Ain’t solved it yet, eh?’
‘Not entirely. I have a very disagreeable duty to perform tomorrow. I’m dreading it.’
‘Careful,’ Milred warned.
Gramps shook the shaker, very slowly, very deliberately. ‘Humph! Looks like you’ve uncovered some new evidence that points to an attractive woman. … Ain’t that man’s secretary, is it?’
‘Whose secretary?’
‘Pressman’s.’
Milred said: ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Frank.’
Duryea said: ‘So far as I know, I have nothing to discuss with Pressman’s secretary. I don’t think she killed him.’
Gramps brought the tempo of his cocktail shaking back to its former gusto. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘that settles it, and as far as I’m concerned, I wouldn’t pull my punches none. I’d go after this here woman, whoever she is, hammer and tongs.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Duryea asked.
‘Pressman’s widow,’ Gramps said. ‘Where the heck are those cocktail glasses, Milred?’
‘Who said anything about Pressman’s widow?’ Duryea asked sharply.
‘You did.’
‘I certainly did not.’
‘Well, you might as well have said it. All blue about some duty you’ve got to perform. Looks like that had to do with pickin’ on a woman. You’re that type. A man you wouldn’t mind about, but a woman, yes … You’d get the idea you were tryin’ to trap her into a betrayal, that she was tryin’ to save her life an’ you were tryin’ to take it. All that sort of stuff. Lots of people wouldn’t feel that way, but you’re just the kind that would. Okay, it has to be either Mrs Pressman or the secretary. If it isn’t the secretary, it’s got to be Mrs Pressman. Personally, I’d give her the works. If you ask me, she’s a cold-blooded little –’
‘That’s just the point, Gramps,’ Milred said laughingly. ‘He hasn’t asked you. No one’s asked you. All we asked you for is a drink.’
Gramps, no whit abashed, poured the cocktail into the glasses. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘I was just volunteerin’ a little advice, wasn’t I? Shouldn’t do that. No percentage in it. Wait until they ask for it. Then they appreciate it more … Well, try this; it’ll cheer you up.’
Gramps passed the glasses. ‘Now the way to drink this here cocktail,’ he went on, ‘is to get the first one down fast, while it’s still got air bubbles in it from the shaking. Then the second one you take kinda medium, and the third one you take right slow to enjoy the flavour.’
Duryea glanced across the rim of his glass at his wife; then tossed off the cocktail. He made tasting sounds with his tongue against the roof of his mouth, said: ‘Milred, there’s no use talking. It’s the silver lining.’
She laughed and held out her glass for more.
‘Taste all right?’ Gramps asked.
‘Like nectar,’ Duryea said. ‘What’s in it? More of this Mexican liquor?’
‘Nope. This here is all north of the Rio Grande, but there’s just a leetle touch of somethin’ in it to shake off the raw taste. You wouldn’t like it if I told you what that was, so just drink it and quit worryin’. What’s this about a silver linin’?’
‘It’s the name Milred and I are giving this cocktail. You wouldn’t understand.’
‘No,’ Milred agreed, ‘not unless you’d read Emerson’s law of compensation.’
Duryea joined in her laugh at Gramps’ mystification.
‘I don’t get that law of compensation business either. Silver linin’ – law of compensation … Oh, well, what do I care! Go ahead an’ drink her down.’
After the second cocktail, Milred felt a warm glow stealing through her veins. She felt a surge of friendship for the somewhat wistful old man, who seemed in some ways so anxious to keep their friendship, and yet in others to be so completely independent of it.
‘You,’ she told her husband, ‘can try sipping the third cocktail. I personally am going to lay off it.’
‘What’s the matter?’ Duryea asked.
‘I feel it.’
‘Can’t feel that,’ Gramps insisted. ‘That’s as mild as coconut milk. Just got a little fruity tang to it that stings your throat and stimulates your digestive juices, that’s all. Ain’t enough alcohol in it to hurt a kitten.’
Milred said: ‘Nevertheless, I’m going into the kitchen while I can still get there under my own power. I’ve weighty responsibilities. And if you, Gramp Wiggins, knew what was cooking you’d be the last one to suggest that I betray my trust.’
Gramps pulled his black briar from his pocket. ‘Okay,’ he announced. ‘I ain’t never one to argue with a person against his moral convictions.’
Milred went out into the kitchen, still feeling that great glow of physical and mental well-being. Once or twice during the next fifteen minutes she looked into the living-room, and, on the occasion of her last inspection, surreptitiously lifted the receiver from the telephone and left it dangling.
The district attorney of Santa Delbarra County was rapidly getting in no condition to answer the phone, and Milred was glad of it. Frank had been taking himself and his responsibilities altogether too seriously. That prosecutor’s job was going to make an old, cynical man out of him before he’d really had a chance to enjoy his youth. And he needed to let go more, to get out and relax. After all, Gramps was a pretty good influence for them … Look at Gramps. Somewhere around the seventies, and younger in many ways than any of them. Responsibilities had never weighed heavily on Gramps. He’d always been a man of wild enthusiasms, always chasing some particular mirage. It had always been a mirage. He’d never caught up with it, but he’d always been just as keen to start out chasing the next one. Perhaps that was the secret of it. Gramps never got discouraged over a failure. He enjoyed the chase as much as the goal itself … There was a moral there. She’d have to think it out sometime … Mildred realized that Gramps certainly had loaded those cocktails.
She poured herself a cup of black coffee.
From the living-room she heard the hilarious roar of Frank Duryea’s laughter.
‘A good belly-laugh,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Someone’s held out a story on me – and it’s been a long time since I’ve heard that roar from Frank.’
She got the dinner on the table, called the others.
Duryea was having a complete reaction from the blue mood which had gripped him earlier in the evening. Now, he was hilariously joyful. Gramps seemed to be completely unchanged, but from the twinkle in his eye and the continued chuckles from her husband, Milred knew that the men had been having a good time. The old man, she realized, was just about immune to alcohol. A case-hardened old sinner who lived his own life just as he damn pleased.
Milred was glad she’d had that coffee.
Gramps flashed her a shrewdly appraising glance, then said to Duryea: ‘How’d you like to talk over that murder a little bit, son?’
‘I wouldn’t like it,’ Duryea said.
‘Definitely not,’ Milred announced.
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘I got a clue that I think Frank should know about before he talks with Mrs Pressman.’
‘A clue or a theory?’ Milred asked.
‘A clue.’
Duryea had picked up his salad fork and was spearing the ice cube in his water glass, trying to hold it under water, laughing quietly every time it bobbed up.
‘Consider the ice cube, my dear,’ he said. ‘You can’t hold it down. Every time you think you’ve got it anchored, it bobs up again. Just goes to show what a little determination will do … Reminds me of someone we know.’
‘Determination is right,’ Milred said. ‘I have a very strong suspicion that Gramps has deliberately tried to soften the blow he’s about to land, with an alcoholic cushion.’
‘Good old cushion,’ Duryea said. ‘That’s the stuff, Gramps! Always cushion your blows. Hit me again sometime.’
‘What,’ Milred asked Gramps, ‘is your clue? Something seems to tell me this is going to be very, very serious.’
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘I’m going to tell you something. I’ve found the newspaper that the suicide message was cut from.’
Milred heard a clatter of silver against glassware and looked up to see Frank Duryea’s wet salad fork lying unnoticed in his plate. All of the hilarity had left him. He was coldly efficient, and, Milred realized, suddenly sober.
‘You have what?’ he asked.
‘I got that newspaper,’ Gramps said.
‘Where did you get it?’
Gramps said: ‘Well, now, that’s a funny story. You promise me you ain’t goin’ to be sore at me, Frank?’
‘Where did you get it?’
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘I – Now wait a minute, folks. Let’s not let this interfere with the dinner. Let’s go ahead and start eatin’. Things are goin’ to get cold, and –’
‘Where did you get it?’ Duryea repeated.
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘I dropped into Pressman’s office to talk with Pressman’s secretary.’
‘What was the object in doing that?’ Duryea asked ominously.
Gramps said: ‘Well, I wanted to know a little bit about Pressman – wanted to find out if maybe he used to live out in a cabin somewhere.’
‘Go on,’ Duryea said quietly.
Gramps said: ‘Someone came in to see Miss Graven while I was there, so I sort of rubbered around the office. This man Stanwood that was in your office the other night … You know he works there.’
‘I’m still waiting,’ Duryea said, ‘to find out where you got that paper.’
‘Well,’ Gramps went on, after the manner of a small boy explaining how the rock slipped out of his hand to crash through the plate-glass window, ‘I went on into Stanwood’s office, an’ I noticed a newspaper on the desk. It wasn’t a current newspaper. It was dated the twenty-fourth. I looked at it an’ happened to notice some headlines. I noticed they was the same headlines that was on that suicide note, so, later on, I got to lookin’ through the paper an’ found that every one of the pieces that made up that message had been cut from that same newspaper … Now that newspaper was put out on the twenty-fourth. It’s a Los Angeles afternoon newspaper. It doesn’t get up to Petrie until around eight o’clock in the evenin,’ maybe a little later than eight o’clock. … Figure that one out, son.’
Duryea said: ‘I’m not figuring anything out right now. Where did you get that newspaper that has the words cut out?’
Gramps said: ‘Nope. I’m not gonna say another word until I’ve had some of this grub. ’Tain’t right for Milred to slave her fingers to the bone out there tryin’ to get grub for you, if you ain’t goin’ to enjoy it, an’ ’tain’t right for you to get yourself all excited on an empty stomach. Didn’t know you were goin’ to carry on so about it, or I wouldn’t have mentioned it until after dinner … Milred, how about some of those biscuits while they’re hot?’
Gramps reached across the table, calmly selected three biscuits from the napkin-covered dish, opened them, put a generous slab of butter in each, and closed them to let the butter melt.
‘That’s the way with biscuits,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to let the butter melt an’ soak right into ’em.’
Milred nodded to her husband. ‘Go ahead, Frank. Let’s start eating. I know Gramps when he gets one of these fits. You can’t budge him with dynamite.’
Duryea didn’t say anything, but ate with grim, unsociable silence. Watching him, Milred suddenly remembered the emergency operation she had performed on the telephone and made an excuse to leave the table and put the receiver back into place.
When Gramps had finished with his biscuits and honey, fried chicken and mashed potatoes with country gravy, he pushed back his plate, said hopefully: ‘Don’t tell me there’s dessert.’
‘Strawberry shortcake,’ Milred said.
Gramps grinned across at Frank Duryea. ‘Son, I guess it’s the Wiggins strain in her. That woman certainly can cook.’
Duryea said nothing, registering an austere, silent disapproval.
Gramps said: ‘Now son, you don’t want to be like that. You just go ahead an’ enjoy this strawberry shortcake, ’cause somethin’ seems to tell me when I get done tellin’ you about this here clue, you’ll be makin’ a beeline for the office.’
Milred said suddenly: ‘Look here, Frank, you can trust this man if you want to, but he’s my own flesh and blood, and I know him like a book! I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw a truck by the steering wheel with one hand.’
Duryea said sternly: ‘Gramps, if you’ve been interfering in this case, you’re going to have to take it right on the chin. I’m not going to intercede for you.’
‘Intercede for me!’ Gramps exclaimed indignantly. ‘Well, I should hope to say you ain’t. Nobody ever interceded for me in my life, an’ we ain’t goin’ to begin now.’
‘That’s the old spirit, Gramps,’ Milred said, ‘but I have an idea you’re going to jail. My husband really takes his official duties quite seriously.’
‘Let ’em put me in jail if they can catch me,’ Gramps said, and then added with a grin, ‘that’s always been my motto. Where’s that strawberry shortcake?’
Gramps helped Milred clean off the table. She brought in the dessert, and it wasn’t until after they had finished it that Gramps pushed back his plate, pulled his villainous pipe from his pocket, grinned across at Duryea, and said: ‘Well, son, I says to myself, says I to myself, says I, “Now suppose you had cut out headlines from a newspaper and pasted ’em together to make a sort of a note? That paper that the headlines had been cut from would be sort of an incriminatin’ piece of evidence. Of course, you could get rid of that piece of evidence all right, but then s’pose somebody got to lookin’ through a file of newspapers you had, an’ found every one except the newspaper of the twenty-fourth. That would be sort of a giveaway, too.” So I started snoopin’ around.’
‘And found what?’ Duryea asked.
‘Found the paper that had pieces cut from it – the same pieces that was on that message. Now then, son, as soon as I found that, I started puttin’ two and two together, an’ –’
‘Where did you find that newspaper?’ Duryea interrupted.
‘In Stanwood’s automobile,’ Gramps said. ‘An’ that was the natural place to find it, too. Right in the glove compartment of the automobile.’
‘Where is that newspaper?’ Duryea demanded.
‘You mean you ain’t interested in hearin’ my conclusions about it?’ Gramps asked in a hurt voice.
‘Not in the least,’ Duryea said.
Gramps turned to Milred. ‘You heard him say that?’
‘Definitely and distinctly, and, what’s more, Gramps, I’m warning you. He means it. This is his official mood. He isn’t to be trifled with.’
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘you can’t ever say that I didn’t offer to give you my theory an’ my explanation.’
‘That’s right,’ Milred said. ‘No one’s ever going to claim that, Gramps.’
‘Get me that newspaper,’ Duryea said. ‘I should have had it as soon as you came in. That may be one of the most important clues in the entire case.’
‘That’s what I was tryin’ to tell you!’ Gramps said. ‘Now, the way I figure it –’
‘I – am – not – interested.’
Duryea pronounced the words slowly and distinctly and with an emphasis of cold finality. Then he added: ‘I want that newspaper – now.’
Gramps pushed back his chair, trotted out across the kitchen to his trailer.
‘Watch him, Frank,’ Milred warned. ‘He’s as full of guile as a sausage skin is of sausage. He planned this whole business carefully, dropping in on us just before dinner, mixing up one of his dynamite cocktails, getting you off your guard, and then springing this business about the newspaper.’
Duryea said grimly: ‘He’s carried this thing too damned far. If there’s anything phoney about that newspaper, he’ll go to jail, and he’ll stay there.’
They heard the door on Gramps’ trailer slam, heard his quick steps on the porch; then he was in the house, smiling disarmingly, handing a newspaper to Duryea.
‘Here you are, son. See for yourself where these things are cut out.’
Duryea snatched at the newspaper, opened it, studied carefully the places where the sections had been cut out, then said to Gramps: ‘All right, Gramps, you’ve stuck your neck out. It happens that I have in my office the original newspaper of this date from which the phrases which composed that message were cut. Obviously then, this paper is spurious, a red herring designed to draw the police off the track. And the planting of such a red herring is a serious offence.
‘Now, then, it probably hasn’t occurred to you, but it’s readily possible to prove that this clue has been planted and that this paper is a fraud, by a very simple method. I am having made a series of photographic copies of the so-called suicide note. These photographs are exactly the same size as the original. By using those photographs to check the edges of the cuts in the paper, I can prove my newspaper is genuine and that this is spurious … Get your hat. You’re going to my office, and you can consider yourself virtually in custody until this matter is clarified.’
Gramps said soothingly: ‘Tut, tut now, Frank. You’re getting yourself all worked up. You shouldn’t get nervous right after you eat.’ He beamed at the district attorney paternally, said: ‘And don’t tell me to get my hat an’ come to your office as though that was some kind of punishment. You know darned good an’ well that’s more of a treat to me than takin’ a kid to a three-ring circus … Come on, son. Let’s get started for your office before you change your mind.’
Milred said: ‘Watch him, Frank. He’s pulled a fast one. Looks to me as though he might be protecting someone. And with a masculine Wiggins, of any age, the thing to remember is cherchez la femme. I’d consider the secretary, myself.’
Duryea said: ‘I’m quite certain he’s planned all this carefully – and the moment I demonstrate the strips which were cut from the newspaper and used in that message don’t fit in with this newspaper Gramps gave me, he’s going to jail, and unless he then gives a satisfactory explanation, he’s going to spend the night in a cell. So don’t look for him back.’
Gramps shook his head deprecatingly. ‘No wonder,’ he announced dolefully, ‘so few people really try to help the law. Officials just don’t seem to want to co-operate … Come on, son. Let’s go.’
They went to the courthouse in Duryea’s car. Once in his office, Duryea called the sheriff, asked him to come at once. The sheriff brought with him freshly developed photographic, full-size copies of the message which had been found in the room with Pressman’s body.
‘Now then, Gramps,’ Duryea said grimly, ‘I’m going to show you something.’
He opened the newspaper Gramps had given him, laid the cut spaces over the photographic copy, comparing the edges which had been cut, and looked at Gramp Wiggins accusingly.
‘What’s the matter?’ Gramps asked innocently.
‘This newspaper is a plant,’ Duryea charged. ‘It doesn’t agree in the least with the edges of the words pasted on that message.’
‘Well, now,’ Gramps said, ‘ain’t that somethin’.’
‘That very definitely is something,’ Duryea told him coldly. ‘It means that you’ve tried to bamboozle this office with a spurious clue.’
Gramps raised his eyebrows. ‘Meanin’ me? Meanin’ that I have?’
‘Yes.’
‘What’s your proof of that?’
‘You produced the newspaper,’ Duryea said, ‘and that means you’re responsible for it.’
Gramps’ eyes were twinkling. ‘Well now, son,’ he said, ‘let’s not go off half-cocked on this thing.’
‘I’m not going off half-cocked on it,’ Duryea said. ‘It happens that I have the original newspaper in my office safe, the one from which these phrases which make up the message had actually been cut.’
‘Well, now,’ Gramps said, ‘what I was gettin’ at is that before you go talkin’ about me cuttin’ up newspapers an’ drawin’ red herrings across the trail, you’d better be certain that it ain’t someone else who’s takin’ you for a ride.’
Duryea said: ‘One genuine clue and one spurious one. You have produced the spurious one. In view of your activities in the case, I think we’ll place the burden of proof on you.’
Gramps was not in the least ruffled. ‘Okay, son. Okay, that’s all right. But you keep talkin’ about this other newspaper bein’ the genuine one, the one from which the message was clipped. Don’t you think you’d sorta oughta compare that one with the message?’
Duryea started to say something, then with cold dignity opened his safe, took out a newspaper, opened it, and spread the cut places over the message.
For a moment there was a puzzled scowl on his face as he kept moving the newspaper around, trying to adjust its position; then the scowl gave way to an expression of incredulous surprise.
Gramp Wiggins, observing this expression, fished his pipe from his pocket. ‘There you are, son. Both of ’em are spurious – and, under those circumstances, it might not be such a good idea to stick your neck out by givin’ this here Mrs Pressman a third degree tomorrow. It just goes to show you can’t trust evidence that turns up after a crime has been committed.’
Duryea glanced up at the sheriff, said wearily: ‘All right, Gramps. We won’t need you any more.’
‘Then I ain’t under arrest?’ Gramps asked with some surprise.
‘You are not under arrest,’ Duryea told him, ‘– not as yet. And the sheriff and I have some things to discuss in private … And it might be a good thing for you to keep this entire affair in strict confidence … And if I ever find out who is planting evidence in this case,’ Duryea said with sudden savage anger in his voice, ‘I’ll put him in jail and keep him there.’
‘Attaboy!’ Gramps said. ‘Now you’re whizzin’! When you get him, give him the works … Now then, son, would you like to have my theory about that?’
‘I would not,’ Duryea said coldly.
Gramps looked as though he had been struck in the face. ‘You mean after I went to all the trouble of findin’ this an’ –’
‘Exactly,’ Duryea said. ‘This isn’t a game. It isn’t a puzzle contest. It’s a murder case. Someone has been fabricating evidence in that murder case. Frankly, I’m just a little afraid that someone is you.’
Gramps registered an expression of wounded dignity.
‘I don’t think you’re deliberately trying to shield a murderer,’ Duryea said, ‘but I do think you’re trying to protect someone, probably a woman, who has enlisted your sympathies. Under the circumstances, the less you say the better. I’m going to handle this case my own way. You can’t give me any help, and I don’t want any hindrance.’
Gramps grinned. ‘I guess that means you’re wishin’ me good night.’
‘That’s right.’
Gramps fumbled with his hat for a moment, walked to the door, paused with his hand on the knob as though about to say something, then grinned, said, ‘Goodnight,’ and ducked out into the corridor.
When he had gone, Duryea looked up at the sheriff, reached wearily for the telephone. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I may as well call Mrs Pressman and tell her she needn’t come up tomorrow.’
‘You think he planted that newspaper?’ Sheriff Lassen asked after Duryea had completed the call.
The district attorney nodded. ‘Probably both of them.’
‘Somehow, he doesn’t seem to me like a man who’d do that.’
‘You don’t know him,’ Duryea said. ‘He wouldn’t do it to protect a murderer. He wouldn’t do it to hamper our investigations. He’d do it to aid them. But his idea of aid would be to have us concentrate on some particular person that he thought was guilty.’
‘Yes,’ Lassen admitted. ‘I guess there’s something in that.’
‘Tell you what, Pete. Have you got someone you can trust, some deputy on duty that’s immediately available?’
The sheriff nodded.
Duryea walked over to the courthouse window, looked down at the parking space, said: ‘He’s left his car and trailer out at my place. Get your deputy to rush out there and shadow him. If he’s planting evidence, he’ll go out to that shack before midnight. If he goes out there, I want to know about it. We’ll catch him red-handed, and then I’ll teach him a real lesson.’
‘We’d better handle this kinda quietly,’ the sheriff said. ‘You can’t throw your own relative in jail.’
‘The hell I can’t,’ Duryea said with emphasis.
Pete Lassen gently shook his head.
‘Why not?’
‘Not with the fight against the courthouse ring that’s going on in this county. You put one of your relatives in jail for tampering with evidence, and by the time the voters got done with us, we’d both be laughed out of office.’
Duryea’s face held an expression of angry futility. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Get your deputy on the job. At least, I can scare him to death.’
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Harry Borden, the deputy assigned by Sheriff Lassen to ‘keep an eye’ on Gramp Wiggins, telephoned in his first report about forty minutes after Gramps had left the district attorney’s office.
‘This party I’m shadowing,’ he reported to the sheriff, ‘has a jane in the car with him. She was parked in his trailer, keepin’ under cover.’
‘Describe her,’ Lassen asked.
‘You don’t need a description,’ Borden said. ‘She’s the one who was up here answering questions the other night, that snappy-looking number from Los Angeles. I’ve been trying to think of her name.’
‘You don’t mean Pressman’s secretary?’ Lassen asked.
‘No. Wait a minute … I’ve got it now. Eva Raymond.’
‘What’s the old man doing?’ Lassen asked.
‘Right at present,’ Borden reported, ‘Richard Milton, the opposition candidate for district attorney, is making a speech, and the old man has found a parking place for his car and trailer, and is sitting there, taking it all in.’
‘Don’t lose sight of him,’ Lassen instructed, ‘and keep an eye open for any violation of the letter of the law. We can’t pinch him, but we’ll throw the book at him on everything from violation of the Mann Act to tampering with witnesses.’
Lassen hung up and reported to the district attorney.
Duryea pushed his hands down deep in his trouser pockets, and then suddenly, as the humour of the situation struck him, he began to chuckle. ‘Cherchez la femme,’ he said, ‘and at his age!’
‘It isn’t funny,’ Lassen reproached. ‘It’s serious, damn serious.’
‘I know it is,’ Duryea said. ‘That’s what makes it so damned funny.’
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Richard Milton was going strong. A fiery glib-tongued courtroom orator of the dramatic school, he rose to heights of forensic eloquence under the hypnotic effect of his own voice. Now, with an interested crowd gathered around the bandstand in Santa Delbarra’s municipal park, Milton raised his voice and inquired: ‘What sort of district attorney does this county have? What does he do for his county in return for his salary?
‘Let’s answer that question, by looking for a minute at some of the things he does not do.
‘Let’s look at Petrie, for instance.’
Milton made dramatic pauses to let his statements soak in. When he saw that the audience was properly receptive, he went on. ‘He has not protected the property interests of this county. He has not protected the citizens of the Petrie district. Frank Duryea is a lawyer. He’s supposed to know the law. He should have known that this cloud on the title of all that fine citrus property out east of Petrie was a dangerous menace to the welfare of this county. He was in a position to have done something about it.
‘Now that oil-drilling has been started, and the citizens of this county are being subjected to legalized blackmail, it’s too late. But for years those oil rights slumbered along quietly. Now I’ll tell you what I’d have done if I’d been district attorney of this county.’
Once more Milton paused, struck an aggressive pose with jaw thrust forward, fist clenched in front of him, a pose which he was using on his campaign posters.
‘I would have had the county assessor quietly boost the assessment on those oil rights until the taxes amounted to more than the persons who held those oil rights wanted to pay. Then a committee of citizens could have gone to the owners of those oil rights and purchased them for a nominal consideration. But what happens? The county authorities organized into an exclusive little courthouse ring, feeling secure in their jobs, drawing their salaries as a matter of routine, avoiding every bit of unnecessary work, going to sleep on the job. In place of having to pay high taxes, the owners of these oil rights find themselves confronted with an ideal situation for their legalized blackmail. They sit tight and do nothing because they don’t have to do anything. The situation drags along until some sharper from Los Angeles buys those oil rights and starts a campaign of legalized blackmail.
‘I am not the only one who so characterizes it. Let me read you an editorial from the Petrie Herald.’
The candidate, with a dramatic gesture, whipped a newspaper up from the little table at his side, crackled it open to the editorial page, folded it, and read Everett True’s editorial in a voice which rang out with honest indignation.
Gramp Wiggins, sitting in his car, lit his disreputable pipe, looked across at Eva Raymond, and said: ‘That bird’s smart. You know it?’
Eva Raymond regarded him with eyes that were half closed in thoughtful calculation. ‘They say he’s a young attorney with a future,’ she said, ‘– a bachelor.’
‘Yep,’ Gramps announced. ‘Reckon that boy’s going places.’
‘You think he’ll win the election?’
‘Nope.’
‘Why not? It sounds like he’s making a good point, and you can tell from the expression on people’s faces that they think so, too.’
‘Yep,’ Gramps admitted. ‘It’s a good point.’
‘But why isn’t he going to win the election?’
‘Because the election is some time off, and I don’t aim to let him win it.’
‘You don’t?’
‘Nope.’
‘What can you do?’
‘Well,’ Gramps said, ‘that’s somethin’ that kinda depends on circumstances … Wonder if he’ll talk about that murder case next … That’s Karper sittin’ up there on the platform with him. Got a big subdivision out there back of Petrie, and he hates Duryea like poison … Believe you said you knew him.’
‘Yes, I know him when I see him.’
‘I was kinda lookin’ for Everett True,’ Gramps said. ‘Thought he’d be down here. They say he’s keepin’ the paper sorta neutral, but he’s due to come out for Milton a couple of weeks before election. That’s the dope I get. Afraid Duryea ain’t none too popular out there around Petrie.’
Eva Raymond said: ‘I think he’s wonderful. I’d like to meet him.’
‘Duryea?’ Gramps asked in surprise.
‘No,’ she said, nodding her head toward the young orator. ‘Mr Milton.’
‘Well now,’ Gramps said, ‘that might be arranged.’
She looked at her diamond-studded platinum wristwatch. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘it’s getting late. You told me that you just wanted me to go out to that cabin and show you exactly where I stood, and –’
‘Yep, but I’d kinda like to see this man. True first … Wait a minute. There he is.’
Gramps darted out of the car and wiggled through the outskirts of the crowd with the smooth ease of a trout threading his way through the pool of a mountain stream.
‘Hi-ya!’
Everett True turned to regard the grinning old man who thrust out a cordial hand.
‘My name’s Wiggins. You’re True, editor of the paper up there at Petrie, ain’t you?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Just heard him reading that editorial,’ Gramps said, ‘a mighty nice piece of writing, mighty nice!’
‘Thank you.’
Gramps said: ‘I got my car parked over here. Thought maybe you might give me a minute or two soon as the speechmaking is over.’
‘What was it you wanted?’ True asked.
‘Just wanted to ask you a couple of questions,’ Gramps said.
True edged over towards the limits of the crowd. ‘What sort of questions?’
‘Something about that murder out your way.’
True looked at him with quick appraisal. ‘Are you an officer?’
‘Nope.’
‘I’ve seen you somewhere before. I – Oh, I place you now. You were out there at the cabin … Related to the district attorney, aren’t you?’
‘Well, in a way,’ Gramps admitted.
True became slightly cautious. ‘I’ve told all I know to the district attorney.’
‘Yep, I know,’ Gramps said, ‘but this is different. This is just a question I wanted to ask you about the man you heard in that cabin when you and Sonders went out there.’
‘What about him?’
‘You think that was Pressman?’
‘Why, certainly … That is, if Reedley was Pressman, that’s who it was.’
‘Couldn’t have been a woman that was in that cabin?’ Gramps asked.
‘A woman!’ True exclaimed.
‘Uh huh.’
‘I’m afraid I don’t get you.’
‘Well now,’ Gramps said, ‘you don’t know that was Pressman in that cabin. All you know is you heard somebody moving around.’
‘Well?’
Gramps said: ‘I was sort of wondering if maybe Pressman might not have been all alone. Maybe someone was with him. Maybe that’s why he didn’t want to come to the door, or talk with you … Might have been a woman.’
‘No,’ True said. ‘I think not. I think those steps were definitely the steps of a man. I gathered the impression that it was a man moving rather stealthily. You could hear the boards creak under his weight.’
‘Didn’t hear any high heels, like as if it had been a woman?’ Gramps asked.
‘No.’
Gramps tilted back his sweat-stained sombrero, dug with scratching fingertips at the curly grey hair above his left ear. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I reckon that’s that, then.’
‘What,’ True asked, ‘gave you the idea that it was a woman?’
‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Gramps said. ‘Just sort of wonderin’ why Pressman wouldn’t have told you to get off the place or have come to the door an’ told you he didn’t want to give you an interview or –’
‘Wait a minute,’ True interrupted. ‘Here’s Sonders … Oh, Hugh! Look over here a minute … Hugh, this is Mr Wiggins, related to the district attorney. He wants to know if the person we heard moving around in that cabin could have been a woman.’
‘No,’ Sonders said. ‘It was Pressman. At any rate, it was a man. I saw a man’s arm when the last shade was being pulled down.’
Gramps became suddenly excited. ‘Then this man could have seen you?’
‘He must have. That was why he was whipping down the shades.’
‘He saw you gettin’ out of the car,’ Gramps went on. ‘An’ you had a paper in your hand!’
‘A paper?’
‘Yes. The proof of the editorial.’
‘Why, yes – what’s that got to do with it?’
Gramps said: ‘Might have had a lot to do with it – particularly if that wasn’t Pressman in that shack, but was the murderer, an’ he pulled down the shades so you couldn’t look in an’ see the corpse.’
True was instantly alert for a story. ‘What’s that? What makes you think –’
But Gramps had turned away and was threading through the crowd, headed for his trailer.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Duryea telephoned his house, and when Milred answered, said: ‘I’m afraid I’m going to disrupt your family. Perhaps you’d better be in on it.’
‘What’s the matter, Frank?’
‘Your esteemed grandfather.’
‘What about him? What’s he doing now?’
‘According to reports we have just received, he has attended a political rally and listened to the speech of an opposition candidate. Now he’s headed toward Petrie, very probably intending to break into that cabin.’
‘Going to arrest him if he does?’
‘As the sheriff pointed out to me a few minutes ago, I can’t very well do that.’
‘Why?’
‘With an election coming up in a couple of months, I could hardly afford to give the opposition press that sort of ammunition. You can feature the headlines, and the editorials:
“IT’S ALL IN THE FAMILY – DISTRICT ATTORNEY ARRESTS WIFE’S GRANDFATHER. UNABLE TO FIND PRESSMAN’S MURDERER, DISTRICT ATTORNEY SWOOPS DOWN ON WIFE’S RELATIVE”
– No, I can’t arrest him, not now anyway.’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘In about five minutes,’ he said, ‘I’m going to pick you up; then you and the sheriff and I are going out to Petrie. If Gramps is in that cabin, we’re going to throw the book at him. It will be a star chamber session, and we’ll give him what’s known as a floater … But I think you get the idea.’
‘You mean scare the pants off him?’
‘Exactly. Your paternal grandparent is about to be completely denuded of trousers. We’re going to give him the cure.’
‘I’ll be standing out in front ready to hop into the car,’ she promised. ‘But don’t be too rough with him, Frank.’
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The big county car glided smoothly along the road. Sheriff Lassen, studying the speedometer, abruptly reached forward and dimmed the headlights. ‘We’re within a mile of the place now,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to use our parking lights and crawl along for the rest of the way.’
The car slowed to but little more than fifteen miles an hour.
‘Of course,’ Milred pointed out, ‘Gramps may not be here.’
‘I think so,’ the sheriff said. ‘Borden reported from Petrie. He didn’t dare follow the old man too closely – said he’d get out to the cabin, and if your grandfather wasn’t there, he’d leave a signal for us.’
The car rolled along over the paved road. Ahead, they could see the tall forms of the eucalypti silhouetted against the starlit sky. ‘Getting close to the place,’ the sheriff said. ‘Must have been a little closer than I thought when I switched off the headlights. I hope he didn’t see us, or –’
The sheriff broke off abruptly as a hand flashlight blinked ahead in the darkness.
‘What’s that?’ Milred asked.
‘Probably Borden,’ the sheriff announced, but he slid his hand under his coat and hitched his gun forward so that it would be in readiness.
‘Better switch off the lights,’ Duryea said in a low voice.
The sheriff clicked the car into darkness.
They waited a moment, then saw the vague outline of a figure. The beam of a spotlight stabbed through the darkness to illuminate the forward licence on the automobile; then the spotlight was extinguished, and a low whistle came from the darkness.
The sheriff rolled down the glass on his left, said in a low voice: ‘That you, Borden?’
‘Okay, Sheriff,’ the voice came from the darkness. A moment later, the huge figure of Harry Borden cat-footed up to the side of the car. ‘Had to make sure it was you,’ he explained. ‘Don’t know just what’s going on.’
‘What’s happened?’
‘He’s down the road here about half a mile. Thought I’d come up and tip you off. I don’t know what he’s up to … Perhaps he knows you’re coming.’
‘What’s he doing?’
‘He drove the trailer up to the cabin. The girl got out. The old man has a key to the cabin, or else he has a passkey that works the lock … He’s evidently been in there before. He didn’t hesitate for a minute, just fitted the key in the lock and clicked the door back.’
‘If he went in that cabin, we’ve got him right where we want him,’ Duryea said.
‘He didn’t go in. The girl did.’
‘What’s the idea?’ Lassen asked.
‘I don’t know.’
‘What did he do? Go back to the trailer?’
‘No. That’s the funny part of it. He left the trailer parked there; then he walked up to the end of the driveway and took up a position right at the intersection of the driveway and the main road … He’s waiting for somebody.’
‘An appointment he’s made with someone?’
Borden said: ‘I don’t think so. He’s got a gun.’
‘You’re certain?’ Duryea asked in surprise.
‘Absolutely. I worked up close enough so I could see the starlight reflected from the metal.’
‘It might have been a flashlight,’ Duryea said. ‘I doubt if he’s got a gun.’
‘I think it was a gun,’ the giant deputy said with quiet confidence. ‘The way he was holding it and everything.’
‘I’m taking Mr Borden’s side of that argument,’ Milred said. ‘Heavens knows what he wants it for, but I bet it’s a gun.’
Lassen turned to Duryea. ‘What do you want to do, Frank?’
The district attorney turned things over in his mind, then said abruptly: ‘We’ve got enough on him now. We’ll pick him up, and pick the girl up … Remember, so far as he knows, it’s a bona fide arrest.’
‘All right, Harry,’ the sheriff said to the deputy, ‘you’d better make the arrest, then.’
‘We’ll drive up in the car,’ Borden suggested. ‘You slow down within about fifty yards of the turn-off. I’ll be standing on the running board, and will jump off when you slow. He won’t know that I’m anywhere around. You bring the car to a dead stop just before you come to the driveway. Just a few feet. That’ll force him to show his hand. If he comes out to the car, I’ll be right behind him. If he doesn’t you can wait there in the car until you get a signal from me.’
‘Sounds okay,’ the sheriff said, ‘but if he’s got a gun, don’t take any chances.’
‘I won’t,’ Borden promised. ‘I’ll play it safe.’
Milred said to her husband: ‘Tell him to be particularly careful, Frank. If Gramps has a gun – well, I just don’t trust him, that’s all. You can’t tell what he’s up to.’
Duryea said to the sheriff: ‘As far as I’m concerned, Pete, when the old boy starts packing hardware around, taking into consideration his particular type of cussedness, I think we should throw him in the cooler and keep him there.’
‘You can’t afford to,’ the Sheriff said. ‘No matter which way the cat jumps, you’re licked. If he turns out to be a harmless old coot, a little on the barmy side, you’ve made yourself ridiculous. If there’s anything sinister about it, you’re licked. You can’t win.’
The car swayed slightly on its springs as Harry Borden climbed on the running-board. ‘It’s all right,’ he said with calm confidence, ‘I can handle this. No one will know anything about it.’
Borden’s hand reached in through the open window to hold the top of the car for support. The sheriff eased in the clutch, and the car rolled ahead.
‘Better turn your headlights on to the bright,’ Borden said. ‘That’ll dazzle him, and keep him from seeing me jump off.’
The sheriff switched the lights on to the high beam. The brilliant illumination blazed the road ahead into brilliance, a gleaming tunnel of light in the centre of which stretched the white ribbon of pavement.
After a few seconds Borden said in a low voice: ‘Okay, Sheriff. Slow her down. I’ll hop off. Go about a hundred feet and then stop … Better switch out your lights when you stop, so be can’t recognize you.’
‘Okay,’ the sheriff said, slowing the car.
Borden swung out from the running-board, balanced himself for a moment over the flowing ribbon of cement, and then, with hardly a sound, dropped back into the darkness. The sheriff ran on for a few seconds, stopped the car, and switched off the lights.
Dark silence enveloped the little group waiting in tense expectancy in the automobile.
Thirty seconds became a minute. The minute stretched on towards two minutes. The little noises of the night which had been frightened into silence by the automobile once more chirped into existence; then suddenly stopped in an ominous silence which indicated something was moving in the night.
The sheriff, scowling in concentration, peered out into the darkness. Milred, leaning toward Frank, had just started to whisper, when suddenly there was the sound of a commotion from the darkness beside the road not over twenty feet from the automobile.
They heard Borden’s voice in a gruff command; then Gramp Wiggins shrilling with excited indignation.
‘Okay, Sheriff,’ Borden called.
The sheriff’s spotlight cut through the darkness.
Borden had his left arm thrown around Gramps from behind, his forearm under Gramps’ chin. His right hand held Gramps’ right wrist. The beam of the spotlight showed the revolver clutched in Gramps’ hand.
‘You handle it, Pete,’ Duryea said. ‘I won’t come in it until the last minute.’
The sheriff opened the car door, got to the ground. ‘You got a licence to carry that gun?’ he asked.
‘Who is it?’ Gramps asked.
‘This is the sheriff.’
‘Oh, that you, Lassen?’ Gramps said, relief in his voice. ‘I didn’t know –’
There was no cordiality in Sheriff Lassen’s voice. ‘All right, Wiggins, what’s the gun for?’
‘Well, I – I sorta thought –’
‘You got a licence to carry that gun?’
‘Well, not in this county, no –’
‘Or in this state?’
‘Well, not if you come right down to it, no.’
Lassen said: ‘I guess you’d better put the handcuffs on him, Borden.’
‘Now, you look here,’ Gramp Wiggins shrilled. ‘You’ve got no right to do that! You’re interfering with the cause of justice. You can’t put no handcuffs on me, like I was a common, ordinary criminal.’
‘I don’t see why not,’ the sheriff said. ‘You may be related to the district attorney, but so far as I’m concerned, you’re just the same as any other citizen. You’re hanging around by the side of the road with a drawn gun waiting to ambush automobiles – attempted highway robbery committed with a gun. You know what that means.’
‘Attempted highway robbery nothin’,’ Gramps retorted in a voice made high and reedy with anger. ‘You certainly can’t be as dumb as that!’
Borden still holding Gramps’ wrist in a firm grasp, said to Lassen: ‘You’ve seen the gun all right, Sheriff?’
‘Yes. I’ve seen that he has it in his hand.’
‘All right,’ Borden said. ‘Drop it.’
He twisted the wrist until the gun dropped from Gramps’ fingers; then, shifting his hold suddenly so that he held both of Gramps’ hands imprisoned he slid handcuffs from his belt, and with a quick dextrous slapping motion fastened them around Gramps’ wrists.
‘All right, Wiggins,’ the sheriff announced, in the patient, weary voice of a man who is merely performing a duty, ‘you’re under arrest. Anything you say can be used against you. Get in. We’re going back to the county seat.’
‘Wait a minute. You can’t take me away from here.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because – because it’d make trouble.’
‘Not for you. You’re in plenty of trouble already.’
‘Don’t you understand? I got –’
‘What have you got?’ the sheriff asked as Wiggins abruptly became silent.
‘Nothin’,’ Gramps said.
‘You all alone out here?’
Gramps hesitated for two or three thoughtful seconds, then said sullenly: ‘Yes.’
‘No one with you?’ the sheriff asked.
‘Don’t be a sap,’ Gramps told him. ‘Do I look as though I had anyone with me?’
Duryea said to the sheriff: ‘Go ahead. Load him in. He’s got to find out that I’m here sooner or later, and we may as well get it over with.’
‘All right, Borden,’ Lassen said. ‘Bring him up to the car.’
Duryea leaned forward. ‘Gramps, I warned you that you were on your own,’ he said.
‘Oh, so you’re here?’
‘Yes.’
‘Humph!’ Gramps said. ‘I begin to smell a rat now.’
Bordon hustled him forward, opened the door in the rear of the car, bundled the old man in.
‘And you’re here, too, Milred?’
‘Yes.’
‘Humph!’ Gramps said again, and then added after a moment: ‘Helluva note, when us Wigginses can’t stand together.’
Duryea said: ‘You had your warning, Gramps. I told you not once but a dozen times.’
‘Watcha goin’ to do with me?’ Gramps asked.
‘Take you in to the county seat,’ Lassen announced promptly.
‘You can’t hold me.’
‘Why not?’
‘I haven’t committed any crime.’
Lassen laughed. ‘Try telling that to a jury. You didn’t know who was in this automobile. We were law-abiding citizens, driving along a public highway. We stopped the car, and you came stalking us with a gun. The implication was plain. You were trying to hold up an automobile.’
Gramps thought for a moment, then suddenly began to laugh. ‘Got it all now,’ he said. ‘It’s a damn, dirty frame-up.’
‘That’s what they all say,’ Lassen announced.
‘How’d you know I was here?’ Gramps asked. ‘Tell me that.’
‘I didn’t have to know you were here. I simply stopped the car –’
‘Stopped the car after you’d let this young cat-footed giant out to come sneakin’ up on me … Sort of thought I heard somethin’ movin’ behind me, but was so interested in findin’ out what was goin’ on in the car, I didn’t pay enough attention … You ain’t goin’ to make yourself ridiculous along about election time, by throwin’ an old man in the cooler for tryin’ to get evidence?’
‘Evidence of what?’ Lassen asked.
‘Evidence of murder, of course.’
‘And in order to get it, you arm yourself and go out on to the public highways ready to pounce on the first unsuspecting motorist who comes along,’ Duryea announced sarcastically.
Gramps looked at him with piercing eyes. ‘You’re kinda overdoin’ it a little bit, son,’ he said. ‘Guess the idea is to throw such a scare into me you’ll make a good dog out of me, huh?’
Duryea said: ‘Once and for all, I’m telling you that you’re on the same footing as any other citizen.’
‘Yeah, I know, but you wouldn’t come pouncin’ down on any other citizen this way – not if you knew him an’ knew what he was workin’ for.’
‘Just what are you working for?’ Lassen asked.
‘Tryin’ to get the murderer for you.’
‘And you expected that he’d come along here and stop, so that you could have a little chat with him?’ Duryea asked.
‘No, I didn’t,’ Gramps said. ‘But I expected he’d come along an’ try to go into that house, an’ when he did, I wanted to be right behind him.’
‘Why should he go into the house?’ Duryea asked. ‘What specific reason is there for him to show up at this time and go into the cabin?’
Gramps started to answer that question, then suddenly thought better of it and kept quiet.
‘I’m afraid your little story won’t hold water,’ Duryea observed.
That brought a torrent of speech from the old man. ‘Now you listen to me,’ he said. ‘You’ve certainly overlooked all the important clues in this case … The first one is the time element.’
‘Go ahead,’ Duryea said. ‘Get it out of your system, but remember that anything you say can be used against you.’
‘First rattle out of the box,’ Gramps said. ‘You’ve got a regular clock, an’ you don’t pay any attention to it. That oil lamp uses up just so much oil every hour. I know somethin’ about oil lamps. Pressman knew somethin’ about oil lamps, because he’d lived out in a little cabin when he was a poor prospector. Now then,’ Gramps said, suddenly turning to Pete Lassen, ‘what makes a lamp smoke?’
‘I don’t know,’ Lassen admitted.
‘It smokes because it’s turned up too high,’ Gramps said. ‘If the wick is trimmed even, about the only thing that’ll make a lamp smoke is bein’ turned up too high.’
‘I suppose so,’ the sheriff agreed.
‘Now then,’ Gramps went on, ‘you light an oil lamp an’ there’s some oil in the wick. The minute the match touches the wick, the lamp starts burnin,’ but as it gets hotter an’ starts drawin’ more oil up through the wick, the lamp will begin to burn more brightly. A person that knows anythin’ about oil lamps turns the wick way down when he lights ’em. Then after four or five minutes, he’ll adjust the flame … You get me?
‘Let’s suppose that it was dark when the murder was committed. Pressman was there in the house. When it got dark, he’d have lit the lamp. He would have known how to light a lamp, an’ he’d have had the wick down low, an’ it would have gradually come up to just about the right height. He knew oil lamps.
‘Therefore, we have to figure that it was the murderer who lit the lamp. Now if it had been dark when the murder was committed, the lamp would already have been lit … Figure that one out.’
‘Then the murderer must have lit the lamp in broad daylight,’ Duryea said, smiling. ‘Your own reasoning is getting you all mixed up, Gramps.’
Gramps shook his head. ‘Nope. Not unless the lamp had been filled durin’ the night. When the body was discovered, the level of the kerosene in the lamp indicated it had been burnin’ just about so long. The amount of kerosene used up by a lamp is a pretty good clock. I figure that lamp was lit about six hours before I first saw it – an’ I saw it about the time the sheriff got there – around nine o’clock.’
‘Then the murder couldn’t have been committed then – that would have been at three in the morning,’ Duryea objected.
‘Yep,’ Gramps said, ‘that’s right. The autopsy surgeon says that murder was committed between four o’clock an’ eleven o’clock on the twenty-fourth. Just because a light was burnin’ everyone thinks the murder was committed after dark … I’m tellin’ you that burnin’ lamp didn’t have anythin’ to do with the murder. The murderer made two trips to the cabin.’
‘Then when was the murder committed?’ Duryea asked, interested now in spite of himself.
‘The murder was committed a little before five o’clock on the afternoon of the twenty-fourth,’ Gramps said, his voice fairly crackling with positive assurance.
‘It couldn’t have been. The evidence shows that Pressman was alive at that –’
‘What evidence?’ Gramps shrilled. ‘How does anyone know it was Pressman that was in that house? Sonders says he saw somebody pullin’ the curtains down the minute the car turned into the driveway. Both Sonders an’ True say they heard someone walkin’ around inside the house. Both of them admit the man in there wouldn’t say a word. Both of them say that there was somethin’ ominous about the way he come to the door – made ’em think that he had a gun an’ was figurin’ on shootin’ … All right, just because they hear somebody movin’ around in the cabin an’ know Pressman’s in the cabin, they jump at the conclusion that it was Pressman they heard movin’ around … I’ll tell you somethin’ about the man that was movin’ around inside that cabin. That person was the murderer, an’ Ralph G Pressman was lyin’ dead on the floor at that very moment.’
Lassen turned to Duryea. The look which he flashed him was filled with significance.
Duryea swung around, elevating one knee to the cushion of the seat so that he could see Gramps to better advantage. ‘By George,’ he said, ‘you may have something there!’
‘You’re ring-ding-tootin’ I’ve got somethin’ there,’ Gramps said, ‘an’ remember that at that time the shades were all drawn. When the body was discovered, the shades were all up an’ the light was burnin’.’
‘The murderer could have waited until Sonders and True drove off, then lit the lamp and raised the curtains.’
‘Nope,’ Gramps said. ‘The lamp shows that it was lit right around three o’clock. That lamp ain’t doin’ any lyin’… I tell you the murderer made two trips to that cabin … Now, take a look at that suicide note. The printin’ on it was cut from a newspaper that didn’t get to Petrie until after nine o’clock in the evenin’. That suicide note took a little thought to work out – an’ a little time … Not much thought an’ not too much time, but some.’
‘What are you getting at?’ Lassen asked.
‘That there suicide note was planted when the murderer made the second trip to the cabin. An’ somethin’ happened to frighten the murderer, so that he never stayed long enough to make the lamp burn right, an’ keep the chimney from smokin’ … That was right about three o’clock in the mornin’. Now I’ll tell you what that somethin’ was. It was that girl, Eva Raymond, came out to try an’ use a little soft soap on Pressman an’ put in a good word for her boyfriend – with maybe a couple of good words for herself. She came up on the porch, saw the body, screamed, and ran pell-mell. That’s when she dropped her compact … It had to be that way. An’ the murderer had to be in there, right at that time.’
Duryea said in a crisp, businesslike tone: ‘All right, Gramps, let’s quit stalling. Where’s Eva Raymond?’
‘She’s in that cabin,’ Gramps said sheepishly. ‘I was sorta makin’ a little test.’
Duryea said: ‘Take the handcuffs off of him, Borden. All right, Pete, let’s get going … It’s a crackpot theory, but it might hold water.’
‘Crackpot nothin’,’ Gramps sputtered. ‘It’s logic, cold, hard, remorseless logic. You can’t get away from it in a hundred years, not in a million years … And I tell you somethin’ else. The only way you’ve got of makin’ that murderer betray himself is through this Eva Raymond. He ain’t sure but what she saw him through the open window. That’s the thing that’s scaring him stiff. He’s got his tracks all covered except for that one thing.’
‘It would have simplified matters a lot if Eva Raymond had told me the truth,’ Duryea said dryly.
Gramps rushed to her rescue. ‘Now you can’t be too hard on that little girl,’ he said. ‘She’s had to make her own way in the world ever since –’
It was Milred’s bell-like laughter that interrupted him. ‘Remember what I told you,’ she said to her husband. ‘In dealing with a male Wiggins, cherchez la femme.’
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Thirty minutes later, when Gramps had produced Eva Raymond and made additional explanations, when the feeling that he had been restored to the good graces of the officers had given him additional self-confidence, he said: ‘Now then, the murder was committed with Pressman’s gun. That means either one of two things: that it was a premeditated job and someone got hold of Pressman’s gun so as to make it look like suicide; or that the person that killed him didn’t intend to kill him. But something came up, and there was an argument, and Pressman’s gun was lying where it could be reached … Now, the way I figure it, if it had been premeditated right from the start, the murderer would have had that suicide note all worked out, and wouldn’t have had to get it from a newspaper that didn’t arrive in Petrie until four hours after the murder … Now that there suicide note is significant. I’ve read a lot of true detective stories. Every time a man makes a note by cutting words out of a newspaper, it’s because he don’t want his handwriting to be recognized. It’s a stunt they use for kidnap notes and things of that sort … Ain’t that right, Sheriff?’
‘That’s right,’ Lassen agreed, smiling tolerantly and winking at Duryea.
‘Well,’ Gramps went on, almost quivering with eagerness, ‘that’s the way it was here. The person who fixed up that suicide note was trying to keep from having to use his own handwriting. Now if Pressman had been writing that suicide note, naturally he wouldn’t have gone to all that trouble. So the minute you see a suicide note made from pieces cut from a paper, you realize it’s just a red herring … Ain’t that right?’
‘That’s right,’ Duryea said, flashing a glance at Milred. ‘Even in our humble and amateurish way, Gramps, we recognized that as soon as we saw the suicide note.’
‘All right,’ Gramps went on, ignoring the sarcasm. ‘If that suicide note wasn’t intended to deceive anybody into makin’ ’em think it was suicide, then what was the object of leavin’ it?’
‘I’ll bite,’ Duryea smiled. ‘What was it, Mr Sherlock Holmes?’
‘I’ll tell you what it was,’ Gramps said. ‘It was because the murderer was tryin’ to make people think he was dumb, that he was so dumb he’d think the authorities would take the thing as a suicide; but mostly he was tryin’ to make the authorities think he didn’t know who Pressman was.’
‘How do you get that?’ Lassen asked.
‘Because he intimated in the note that Pressman was committin’ suicide because he didn’t have enough money an’ had a lot of financial worries … Now, right away the authorities could be expected to say to themselves: “This murderer ain’t very bright. He wanted us to think this was a suicide. He wanted us to think the man had killed himself over financial worries. Therefore, he certainly didn’t know the man was anything other than an obscure chicken rancher.” You get me?’
Milred said suddenly: ‘Go ahead, Gramps. I think you’re doing swell.’
‘You’re doggoned right I’m doin’ swell,’ Gramps said, ‘because I’m stickin’ to cold, hard logic. Now then, you folks just come up here on the porch, an’ I’ll show you something. You might sort of s’pose that we’re Everett True an’ Hugh Sonders comin’ to call on Pressman … Now, then, I’ll take the front door an’ be Sonders, an’ you folks go around to the back door just the way Everett True did, an’ when you hear me start knockin’ and poundin’ on the door, why, you start knockin’ an’ poundin’ on the door, an’ I’ll show you something about the way the murderer gave himself away. Eva, you go with the officers.’
Duryea said good-naturedly: ‘All right, folks, come on, let’s go. Gramps has done so well so far, it seems a shame to deprive him of an opportunity to pull some more rabbits out of the hat.’
‘You just go right around to the back door now,’ Gramps said. ‘Come on. Let’s get started.’
The little group filed around towards the back of the house. Borden, splitting away from the others, said: ‘I’ll just take a look around the yard and be seeing you soon as I know the coast’s clear.’
‘The old man has something on the ball,’ Duryea said.
‘Something!’ the sheriff exclaimed. ‘He’s making a safe hit every time the ball comes over the plate!’
Duryea said: ‘All right, here’s the porch. We go up and knock.’
The little group filed up on the back porch.
‘Go ahead and start knockin’,’ Gramps called from the front of the house.
Lassen grinned and said: ‘Sounds a little foolish, but here we go.’
He knocked on the door and called: ‘Open up.’
From the front of the house, they heard a banging on the door, then Gramps’ shrill voice: ‘Hey, open up in there! Come on, open up!’
The sheriff knocked again.
In the interval of silence that followed, the little group listened to the banging that came from the front of the house.
‘Sounds like he’s trying to kick the door down,’ Duryea said. ‘One thing you have to admit is that when Gramps does anything, he –’
Milred’s hand grasped his arm. ‘Frank,’ she said. ‘Listen.’
For a moment there was silence, and from the inside of the house could be plainly heard the sound of a surreptitious step, the creaking of a board.
‘Hey,’ the sheriff shouted abruptly, ‘open up that door! Who’s in there?’
There was no further sound from the person in the house.
‘You there,’ the sheriff called. ‘This is the law. Open up that door!’
From the front of the house, Gramps’ voice cried: ‘That’s right, Sheriff. You’re doin’ fine. Keep poundin’. Make a lot of racket. You’ll – Holy Christmas, Sheriff, somebody is in there! He’s comin’ toward the front door. Look out!’
The sounds of knocking ceased abruptly. Gramps’ voice, sounding just a little frightened, called: ‘Oh, Sheriff!’
The sheriff flashed one look at Duryea, said: ‘You women get back. Keep under cover.’ His hand streaked to the holster at his hip.
‘Okay.’ Frank said, ‘let’s go.’
Their shoulders hit against the door.
Eva Raymond screamed.
Milred said: ‘Watch your step, Frank.’
The door bent, creaked, then suddenly exploded inward, to crash against the wall, and rebound shivering on its hinges.
The sheriff’s flashlight illuminated the interior of the little cabin, showing the kitchen, neat, clean, and utterly devoid of human occupancy. The flashlight sought out the door of the room in which Pressman’s body had been found.
Duryea crowded forward. The sheriff shouldered him back. ‘Look out, Frank,’ he said. ‘I’ve got the gun.’
‘This is the law,’ he called. ‘Whoever’s in here, get your hands up and keep ’em up.’
Gramps, pounding away at the front of the door, yelled: ‘Are you in there, Sheriff? Get this door open. Someone’s in there. Let me in on this, too.’
Lassen and Duryea paid no attention to the excited old man. They entered the room in which Pressman’s body had been found.
That room was empty.
The little bedroom also was empty.
The sheriff looked at the district attorney in startled surprise.
Duryea said: ‘There’s a trap door or a hidden passage somewhere.’
Gramps, pounding at the door in a frenzy of impatience, shrilled: ‘You open this door. I’ve got a right to be in on this. Who is it that’s in there with you? Who you talkin’ to?’
Duryea called: ‘Gramps, go around and protect the women.’
‘Protect the women, hell!’ Gramps yelled. ‘I want to get in on this, too. I’m the one that gave you the idea in the first place. You open that door.’
‘It’s locked,’ Duryea said, trying the knob. ‘You’ll have to go around to –’
But Gramps was running around the house before Duryea had finished the sentence.
The beam of the sheriff’s flashlight shot in swift searching circles around the cabin. ‘Watch out for closets, Frank,’ he cautioned.
‘There aren’t any,’ Duryea said.
‘There’s either a closet or a trap door,’ the sheriff insisted. ‘Wait a minute,’ Duryea pointed out. ‘How about the ceiling?’
The sheriff raised his flashlight to the tongue-and-groove ceiling, said: ‘There’s a trap door up there in the ceiling … Look out, Frank, I’m going up.’
‘It’ll take a ladder,’ Frank said.
‘Here’s a chair I can stand on.’
The sheriff dragged a chair out into the middle of the floor. Gramps, who had circled the house, came running excitedly in the back door. ‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Who was it? Somebody came and stood by the front door. Heard him just as plain as day –’
‘You get back out of the way,’ the sheriff ordered. ‘Keep an eye on those women.’
Gramps said: ‘The women can look out for themselves. You ain’t goin’ to put me in any feminine corner. You –’
‘Gramps!’ Milred exclaimed.
The sheriff got up on the chair, poked at the trap door with the muzzle of his revolver.
‘Gramps!’ Milred said again.
‘You girls get out of here,’ Duryea ordered.
‘GRAMPS!’ Milred shouted.
Gramps turned to meet her eyes.
The sheriff pushed the trap door out of its seat, said: ‘You up there, come on out, or I’ll shoot.’
Milred said: ‘You can rest at ease, Frank. It was Gramps.’
‘What was?’
‘The man in the house.’
‘What do you mean?’ Duryea demanded.
‘Look at him,’ Milred said.
Gramps tried, but he couldn’t keep guilt from showing on his face as Milred stared at him accusingly.
‘What the devil are you talking about?’ Duryea asked impatiently.
‘The man you heard in the house was Gramp Wiggins,’ Milred asserted. ‘Don’t you remember? He had a key to that front door. All he had to do was to open it, pound on the front door, then tiptoe through the house, stand quietly by the back door, tiptoe back, and start pounding.’
Sheriff Lassen, who had raised himself so that his head protruded through the trap door, brought a cobweb-covered countenance down far enough to glare at Gramp Wiggins. ‘I don’t think it was,’ he said slowly, ‘but if it was –’
Borden who had been prowling around the grounds, suddenly appeared at the back door.
The sheriff started to say something to him, then at the expression on Borden’s face, stopped.
Borden said: ‘A car stopped down the road about fifty yards, switched off the lights, and a lone man got out. Thought you’d ought to know.’
Gramps said dryly: ‘All right, boys, that’s it. The murderer has one chink in his armour. He can’t tell whether Eva Raymond did or didn’t see him through that window when she screamed and ran. She didn’t, but the murderer doesn’t know that. I thought by takin’ her out here, I could sort of get him to tip his hand.’
Abruptly Sheriff Lassen thumbed the flashlight into darkness.
‘He’ll be most apt to make for my trailer,’ Gramps muttered, ‘an’ when he finds nobody’s in there, he’s goin’ to come to the house. I wouldn’t show any light. He just might be kinda dangerous.’
‘Who is it?’ Lassen asked.
‘Good heavens,’ Gramps said with exasperation, ‘don’t you know who it was yet?’
‘Remember the demonstration Gramps made of the man walking in the house,’ Milred said.
There was a moment’s silence. Duryea said: ‘Okay, I get you. Now everybody keep together and keep quiet.’
CHAPTER THIRTY
They waited for what seemed an endless succession of slowly ticking seconds. Then there was a faint scraping noise on the porch. A moment later, a very faint beam of light appeared around the edge of the keyhole; then the light was extinguished. Apparently, the man outside was listening.
Just when the nerves of the little party of watchers seemed strained to the point of being raw, a key rasped in the lock. A well-oiled bolt clicked back.
It was another five seconds before the door slowly opened.
The beam of the sheriff’s flashlight stabbed Hugh Sonders full in the face.
As the man instinctively drew back, throwing up his left hand to shield his eyes, the sheriff said dryly: ‘Drop that gun, Sonders, or I’ll blow you apart.’
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Gramp Wiggins, despite his protests, was herded outside along with Eva Raymond and Milred Duryea as the sheriff, the district attorney, and the deputy sheriff took down the man’s confession.
Gramps, taking Milred’s arm, drifted across the darkened yard, over toward his trailer. The note of wistfulness in his voice seemed more apparent than ever. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘guess I’ve done all the good I can do. They don’t want me here no more.’
‘Don’t talk like that, Gramps.’
‘Nope. Time for me to be ramblin’.’
‘But, Gramps, aren’t you going to wait? You’ve solved the case. Good heavens, you –’
‘Nope,’ Gramps said modestly. ‘I didn’t do a thing … Looks better that way,’ he explained as he heard Milred take a quick breath preparatory to an indignant interruption. ‘Election’s comin’ along. An’ anyway there ain’t nothin’ in particular I did. I just figured out what might have happened. I reckon Sonders came out here to call on Pressman for a private sort of a showdown. That worked into a fight. Pressman was scared of Sonders, an’ he pulled a gun. Sonders grabbed him by the arm an’ doubled his arm back, goin’ to make him drop the gun. Pressman hung on to the gun, an,’ in doing that, squeezed the trigger sending a bullet up through his head at just such an angle you wouldn’t have thought it possible for him to have had the gun in his hand when it was fired … But he must have had. If Sonders had got the gun away from him, he wouldn’t have needed to use it, because he was so big an’ strong. If he hadn’t had hold of Pressman, Sonders would have been the one that got shot. Then Sonders started in tryin’ to cover up, because he knew he could never make it appear it had been anythin’ except cold-blooded murder.
‘He went in to get True an’ bring him out here. That was where he pulled the alibi stunt that seemed so clever at the time. Evidently he found two keys to that front door. He stuck one of ’em in Pressman’s hand, and kept the other. Then, while True was poundin’ on the back door, Sonders opened the front door and walked in. Afterwards, all he had to do was to lie about hearin’ someone inside the house, to make his statement coincide with True’s … An’, of course, it was Sonders who said he saw someone pullin’ down the curtains as they drove up. True didn’t see that.’
‘But why on earth did he come back at three o’clock in the morning?’ Milred asked.
Gramps said: ‘Because while he was runnin’ around in here, that folded sheet of editorial proof dropped out of his pocket. When True asked him for it, he realized he’d lost it. He stuck right close to True until around three o’clock in the morning, so he’d be sure to have an alibi, but he knew that if, when the body was discovered, that marked editorial was found inside the cabin, it would be just the same as though he’d left the signed confession. He had to come back an’ get it, but he didn’t want to come back an’ get it until he knew enough time had elapsed so he’d have a good alibi … Knowin’ the autopsy surgeon could tell just about the time of death.
‘An’ there was one other reason. He had to have the shades down when True came out with him, but he had to have ’em up afterwards.’
‘I don’t get that,’ Milred said.
‘Because he had to have the body discovered soon enough so the autopsy surgeon could tell the time of death,’ Gramps explained. ‘Otherwise, his alibi wouldn’t have been no good. Even if it hadn’t been for losin’ that editorial, he’d have had to come back here to pull the shades up an’ leave the lamp burnin’. If they hadn’t discovered the body for two-three days, his slick alibi wouldn’t have been worth a darn.
‘While he was foolin’ around with Everett True, killin’ time, he got the idea of makin’ a suicide note, not to make the authorities believe it had been suicide, but to make ’em believe the murderer didn’t know that Reedley was Pressman. That would give him just a little more chance of divertin’ suspicion in case anybody ever became suspicious about that story of the man who was movin’ around in the house.
‘Probably he hadn’t been here over a minute or two when Eva Raymond came walkin’ in. He’d lit the lamp, raised the shades, an’ picked up the proof sheet of the editorial when he heard the scream an’ the sound of feet runnin’ off the porch … It’s a darn good thing Eva Raymond ran … Sonders made his choice when he decided to cover up. After that, he couldn’t back up. When he heard Eva Raymond scream, he knew it was her life or his. He might not have killed her, but – well, he came back here tonight when he knew that I’d gone out to the cabin with Eva Raymond.’
‘But how did he know that it was Eva Raymond that was on the porch?’ Milred asked.
Gramps said: ‘A compact marked “ER” – an’ then he seen me gallivantin’ around with a girl named Eva Raymond. I saw to that,’ Gramps said, grinning. ‘I knew that Sonders an’ True were at that political rally tonight. I made it a point to ask ’em whether the person they heard in the cabin might not have been a woman – intimating I thought that person was the one who did the killing. That was gettin’ pretty close to home for Sonders.
‘I figured,’ Gramps announced with obvious pride, ‘that that bait would fetch him out here, at least to see what was goin’ on … It did … Well, I’ll be shovin’ off. You tell Frank goodbye for me, an’ tell him that I don’t enter in this case at all. He an’ the sheriff did all the solvin’ of it. An’ tell him to check up on Harvey Stanwood. I found that cut paper in his automobile just like I said I did. It was probably a practice attempt to see what he could do with it. Guess he figured he’d plant a cut newspaper with Mrs Pressman to sort of drag her in for some third-degree stuff, so there wouldn’t be too much inquiry about himself. An’ I wouldn’t be a mite s’prised if a third degree would have got Mrs Pressman in kind of a spot – then Frank might have had to prosecute her an’ maybe lost a case, or p’r’aps got an innocent woman sent to the pen.
‘An’ you tell Frank to give that Eva Raymond girl a break. She’s a darn nice kid! Told me I wasn’t old at all, said I looked to be just in the prime of life. What do you know about that?’
Milred laughed. ‘I know all about that,’ she said.
Gramps seemed hurt.
‘When will we see you again, Gramps?’ she asked hastily, trying to atone for her laughter.
‘How in hell should I know?’ Gramps said. ‘I don’t travel on no schedule … I’ll be parkin’ in your driveway sometime when I’m driftin’ by.’
Milred said: ‘Gramps, you’re getting lonely. You want a home. Why don’t you come live with us?’
‘Lonely!’ Gramps shrilled in high indignation. ‘Me? Settle down? Hell, no! An’ I ain’t lonely, anyway. I ain’t got no use for a home. You see that Eva gets home. I’m pullin’ out.’
Milred looked up at him, her eyes moist. ‘It’s a mighty generous thing you’re doing, Gramps … How about kissing your grandchild goodbye?’
‘Yep,’ Gramps said jauntily. ‘No Wiggins ever turned down a chance to kiss a good-lookin’ dame – not even if she was related to him … An’ me – Hell, I’m just in the prime of life.’
Erle Stanley Gardner Novels
Published by House of Stratus
Synopses
Published by House of Stratus
![]() | The Adventures of Paul Pry Paul Pry, one of Gardner’s least-known and strangest characters is showcased for the first time in this short story collection which was first published as a collection after Gardner’s death. |
![]() | The Case of the Careless Cupid Selma Arlington is engaged to a wealthy widower. His heirs don’t want him to tie the knot. Perry Mason is asked by Selma to prove she is neither a gold digger nor a murderer of her first husband, but incriminating evidence comes to light. |
![]() | The Case of the Fenced-in Woman Morley Eden finds an unwanted guest on his property. The ex-wife of his dream house’s contractor claims that the property is one-half hers. Eden calls upon Perry Mason to resolve a dispute that is linked to murder. |
![]() | The Case of the Mischievous Doll A mysterious young woman, Dorrie Ambler, wishes to prove her identity to Perry Mason. She wants him to witness her appendectomy scar, claiming she has a double. The double turns out to be Minerva Minden, madcap heiress of Montrose. Mason has his work cut out for him when his investigation leads him to a dead man in an apartment building. |
![]() | The Case of the Musical Cow Rob Trenton, an American dog trainer by profession, makes a tour of Paris and Switzerland with fellow passengers from his ship. Artist Linda Carroll arouses his curiosity. Strange Merton Ostrander joins them for the return. When New York Customs search Rob for contraband after a fake tip-off, Rob’s life turns upside down. |
![]() | The Case of the Nervous Accomplice Sybil Harlan is aware of her husband’s dalliance with an alluring business associate. Sybil asks Perry Mason to help her sour the real estate deal and win back her errant spouse. Unfortunately a blackmailer gets wind of the scheme and murder takes place. |
![]() | The Case of the Perjured Parrot The only witness to a millionaire’s murder is a parrot that keeps repeating phrases that may identify the killer. |
![]() | The Case of the Phantom Fortune Horace Warren pays five hundred dollars to have Perry Mason attend a buffet dinner to observe his guests. He also wants Mason to investigate a fingerprint and suspects his wife is being blackmailed. Mrs Warren’s mystery past may hold the clues. |
![]() | The Case of the Postponed Murder Perry Mason is hired to protect Mae Farr from a presumed stalker, wealthy playboy PennWentworth. When Mason learns that Wentworth wants Mae for forging his name on a cheque, things get complicated. But fatal gunplay leaves Wentworth dead, Mae a wanted woman and Perry Mason in trouble. |
![]() | The Case of the Restless Redhead Evelyn Bagby has ambition, bad luck – and red hair. When she is caught with stolen diamonds is looks like an airtight case. But Perry Mason believes she has been set up. Then comes news of another crime and Mason finds the charge against his client is murder. |
![]() | The Case of the Screaming Woman Joan Kirby doesn’t believe her husband’s story about picking up a stranded woman in the middle of the night and dropping her off at a hotel. She asks Perry Mason to cross-examine him. Mason uncovers a much murkier trail involving murder, illegal adoption, stolen narcotics and blackmail. |
![]() | The Case of the Shoplifter’s Shoe After her wealthy Aunt Sarah is caught shoplifting, Virginia Trent suspects kleptomania. Some valuable diamonds left in Sarah’s care go missing and Virginia turns to Perry Mason. When the gem dealer is murdered however and Sarah is seen running from the crime scene, the old lady becomes the chief suspect. |
![]() | The Case of the Smoking Chimney A crafty businessman arrives incognito in a small town, where he takes up residence at a cabin. Using another name he starts buying up property. When he is found dead in his mountain cabin there is no shortage of suspects. Amateur detective Gramps Wiggins has to piece together the clues. |
![]() | The Case of the Spurious Spinster Wealthy Amelia Corning, owner of the Corning mine interests, might be an old lady in a wheelchair but she doesn’t miss a trick. Secretary Susan Fisher has to call in Perry Mason when she finds her boss’s seven-year-old son holding a shoebox stuffed with hundred-dollar bills. Then Miss Corning’s life is at risk. |
![]() | The Case of the Stepdaughter’s Secret Harlow Bissenger Bancroft is head of a corporate empire and happily married. None of his lawyers can help him however when a blackmailer threatens his family’s future. After he calls upon Perry Mason for help, the blackmailer is found dead. |
![]() | The Case of the Stuttering Bishop Julia Branner claims her millionaire father-in-law forced her to give up her baby girl for adoption years before. When a woman appears claiming to be her long-lost daughter, Julia insists she is a fake after the family fortune. As events take a sinister turn Julia calls in Perry Mason. |
![]() | The Case of the Vagabond Virgin Platinum blonde, Veronica Dale, is arrested on a charge of vagrancy, yet she has a hotel reservation in her name. Addison, head of a department store, booked the room for her and is now being blackmailed. Perry Mason can’t decide who is hiding what and then comes murder and one of Mason’s toughest trial scenes. |
![]() | The D.A. Breaks a Seal Major Doug Selby, Madison City’s ex-DA is at the Madison Hotel on leave. When a Kansas lawyer called Roff drinks a coffee laced with cyanide Selby becomes involved. A mystery blonde and Carr, the defence counsel, complicate the mystery further. |
![]() | The D.A. Calls a Turn The DA series is Gardner at his peak. The plots are fast and tightly constructed. Perry Mason fans can enjoy reading about another prosecutor. Doug Selby is an imaginative crime solver, whilst the other side’s lawyers are at best disrepuatble, with clients who are obviously guilty. |
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