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Chapter One

In a Benighted Land

A gust of hot wind, clammy with the moisture of the Bay of Bengal, swept up the hill, rustled the dusty leaves of the parched peepul trees along the road, and slammed the front door to the dak bungalow. The impact released a shower of dirt, broken thatch, and startled insects, which rained down through the torn and mildewed ceiling cloth to the table at which Bill Gabriel was writing.

Gabriel sprang up, his right hand reaching for his hip pocket. He advanced across the room, paused to listen behind the door, suddenly kicked it open. For a moment he stood on the threshold, an automatic in his hand, his forefinger taking up the slack in the trigger as he peered into the night. Then he put up his gun and breathed deeply.

The breath was purely a gesture of relief, because there was no freshness in the air. In fact it would have been cooler inside, if there were a punkah coolie to put action into the moldy strips of matting that now hung motionless below the sagging ceiling. Gabriel, however, had neglected to tell the khansama to call one tonight, and the Shakkarpur dak bungalow, opened only once or twice a year for the rare traveler, was without a regular staff of servants. Moreover, Bill Gabriel had no personal bearer. Being a non-conformist American, he thought it his duty to prove that an able-bodied white man might possibly travel in India without benefit of a beturbaned flunky. Besides, he was embarrassed by the idea of having someone hold the end of his trousers every time he stepped into them.

After he pocketed his gun, Gabriel stood a while longer in the doorway, his gaze shifting from the greenish glitter of the fire-flies in the mango trees at the crest of the hill, to the dim, smoky pattern of light made by the ant-runs of the town below. Then he returned to his table, shoveled away the debris of thatch and insects with a piece of blotting paper, and finished putting the address on an envelope. He wrote: Inspector Aubrey Dumbarton, Criminal Investigation Department, Delhi.

He put down his pen, mopped the perspiration which was running down his broad forehead into his small, deep-set eyes; then, because his shirt stuck to his back like a mustard plaster, he peeled it off and dropped it to the crazy-china floor. The ruddy fuzz which grew profusely on his wide, plump shoulders, and the well-fed bulge of stomach above his silver belt buckle, glowed suddenly golden in the lamplight. He put the envelope carefully aside, took a sheet of note paper, and began his letter.

Dear Aubrey, he wrote. You were right. This Fred Oaks is my man and no mistake. I haven’t yet figured out why the guy my client is after turns out to be a bird with a dossier in the files of the C.I.D., but I expect to find out shortly—and it better be very damned shortly, because I am anxious to get out of this hole which you and the atlas call Shakkarpur, but which I have nicknamed the Cloaca of the Universe, the Fundament of Creation, or, if you want another, the Spot which God Has Deliberately Overlooked:

Gabriel leaned back in his creaky chair to re-mop his brow and insert the blunt end of his fountain pen between his full, humorous lips as he contemplated his handiwork. He was satisfied with his first paragraphs—no casual act of self-appraisal, because Bill Gabriel considered himself the most literate private detective outside of fiction. Christened “William Shakespeare Gabriel,” he had always considered that his given names predestined him to a life of belles-lettres. True, an early inaptitude in spelling caused the newspaper on which he chose to serve his literary apprenticeship to assign him to the police beat, from which he did his writing by telephone. But Gabriel was not deterred. He studied at night. He had already finished two feet eight inches of Dr. Eliot’s highly-instructive shelf when Fate whisked him from journalism to the pursuit of crime. Fate acted through a reportorial assignment, during which he put two and two together and got four years for the suave-but-predatory young man who made off with old Mrs. Purvington’s emerald bracelet. Gabriel was consequently engaged as special investigator (at four times his newspaper salary) by the grateful Five Continents Detective Agency, which had been retained by the insurance company most interested in the bracelet.

Ever since, the stifled man of letters had never lost an opportunity to write long and detailed reports to his home office in San Francisco. In the present case he was writing not to his office but to the man who had offered him a guiding hand upon his first professional excursion to the Orient. Inspector Dumbarton, of the Indian C.I.D., was returning the favor Gabriel had once done him by locating, in several California banks, 20 crores of rupees which had mysteriously vanished from the household accounts of the Maharajah of Zunjore.

Gabriel removed the pen from his mouth and continued his report to Inspector Dumbarton:

I am determined, as I say, to clean up my case and get out of this hole in a day or two, because there are good prospects for an early outbreak of large quantities of mayhem and violent death in which I have no personal concern. As you probably know, the Hindu festival of Shivarat (whatever that is) begins tomorrow, and the Hindu pilgrims are already moving in on Shakkarpur, because it seems that the local temple of Shiva puts on a colossal show. By unlucky coincidence (I don’t know yet who it’s going to be unlucky for, and I hope I never find out), the Mohammedan festival of Muharram also reaches the pay-off tomorrow, and according to what they tell me, nothing pleases a faithful Mohammedan better than a good, rousing, Hindu pogrom for the last day of Muharram. Which is why I am closing out my current business on or before said date.

Again Gabriel paused. The hot night vibrated to the shrill whistle of the Madras Mail, hooting derisively as it made its brief condescending halt for Shakkarpur.

But to get back to Fred Oaks, who seems to be your business as well as mine, Gabriel continued, I don’t know what you have against the guy, but this is what I have dug up. He is posing as a buyer of oil seeds for some Canadian firm, but he has been hanging around here for nearly a month, in spite of the fact that the sesame crop is very poor this year, and he could have bought up all the seeds in Shakkarpur in about three days. He says he is buying a little indigo on the side, but he doesn’t spend nearly as much time with James Curring, who manages most of the anil plantations around here, as he does with Mrs. Curring. He also spends a lot of time with a blue-eyed dame called Virginia Hatton, who is the sister of the District Officer here. All in all, I would say that Mr. Oaks is probably not quite kosher.

At that, he is probably just as kosher as my client Lucy Steel, who is no bargain herself. As I wrote you from the train, I left her in Calcutta, so I wouldn’t be hampered down here in case she turned out to be bad news. All she tells me about the case is that I’m to locate Fred Oaks—alive. In Calcutta she asked me to find out about bigamy laws in India, but she wouldn’t tell me why she wanted to know about bigamy. However, it is not the policy of Five Continents Detective Agency to investigate its own cash clients, particularly when a cash client lays 3000 smackers on the line, pays all traveling expenses (which itself is quite a bag of smackers when you fly from San Francisco via Pacific Clipper, K.L.M., and Imperial Airways), and has another 3000 ready to turn over as soon as I dig up Fred Oaks for her. Of course my own opinion of Lucy Steel is that—

Gabriel stopped writing, his pen poised an inch above the paper. A drop of perspiration fell from his wrist and blurred the last words. Without looking up, he knew that someone had come into the bungalow. And because he had actually heard no one come in, but merely sensed a surreptitious presence, he sprang from his chair and reached simultaneously for the automatic in the hip pocket of his white drill trousers. Then he grinned sheepishly and sat down again.

“Hello, Lucy,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

The question was purely rhetorical, because it was quite obvious what Lucy Steel was doing: she was straining her cold gray eyes trying to read the current literary composition of William Shakespeare Gabriel upside down. After a brief, futile search for the blotter, Gabriel covered the letter with his two moist hands and leaned forward expectantly.

“I came in on the Mail,” Lucy replied at last. She was a tall, self-composed blonde, full-fashioned and a little full-blown. She looked more as though she had just come from a cosmetician’s than from a long, hot train ride. Every well-bleached hair was in its tightly waved place beneath her small red hat, and the heat had had no apparent effect on her long, mascara-beaded lashes, the added color of her cheeks, or the hard, crimson lines of her lips. Her calculating gaze was unperturbed by the fuzzy nudity of Gabriel’s glistening torso.

“I thought I told you to stay in Calcutta,” Gabriel said.

“You did,” Lucy Steel admitted. “But I decided maybe you needed someone to keep you honest. I haven’t heard from you since you left Calcutta. You aren’t trying to give me what the Orientals call ‘the regal run-around,’ are you, Mr. Gabriel?”

“You mean the royal raspberry, perhaps,” said Gabriel. “Why, no, Lucy, you know I wouldn’t do a thing like that to you. And now if you’ll have a seat while I get a shirt on, I’ll see about getting you a place to stay.”

“I’m staying right here,” said Lucy. She turned and motioned to her bearer, a twisted, hunchbacked little Hindu with a black beard, who stood behind her, loaded down with two suitcases, a hat box, and a bedding roll. Then she asked, “Who are you writing to?”

“Friend of mine,” Gabriel said.

“Funny you couldn’t find time to write to your clients,” Lucy said, with jagged metallic edges on her words, “instead of the Criminal Investigation Department.”

“Listen,” Gabriel said. “There are 315,196,396 people in India, not including Fred Oaks. It would have taken me nine years to locate Oaks in that cozy little group without a steer from my pal Inspector Dumbarton. I was just writing to thank him.”

“Well—did you find Oaks?” There was the slightest hint of a tremor in the blonde’s voice.

“He’s here all right.”

“Is he—married or anything?”

“Not as far as I’ve been able to find out.”

“Oh.” Lucy was visibly less tense. She smiled faintly and took a cigarette from a tiny gold case that dangled from her wrist. Then she sat down. “All right,” she said. “Make yourself decent. I’ll wait here while you bring in the elusive Freddie.”

“Now, wait a minute, Lucy. Not so fast. You’re a client of mine, so I’ve got to warn you that Oaks may be in a jam with the police.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Lucy said, exhaling a nonchalant cloud of smoke. “What’s he done now?.”

“I don’t know yet. All I can say is that the C.I.D. folks are keeping an eye on him. He’s probably a fugitive from justice and for all I know he’s wanted for murder. That’s what I’d like to find out before you contact him. It’s my duty to warn you, as my client, that you might be getting mixed up in something sticky. Better give me another day so I can find out what you’re letting yourself in for.”

“I know what I’m letting myself in for.”

“Then how about letting your trusted investigator in on it, too?”

“Your job is to find Fred Oaks, Mr. Gabriel.”

“Sure, I know. But I’ve got to protect myself and my client, don’t I? And you rushed me out of San Francisco so fast that I didn’t have time to dig up all the background on this case.”

“Really?” Lucy Steel’s tone was that of bored incredulity. “And I don’t suppose your office did anything to check up after we left the Alameda airport?”

“That’s just the point,” Gabriel said.

“Well, didn’t they cable you the whole story?”

“They cabled me that Fred Oaks was the wayward son of George Francis Oaks, the big sugar and molasses man who died aboard his yacht at Catalina the day before you came into the Five Continents Office. They also cabled me that Fred Oaks was disinherited, with considerable publicity, nearly ten years ago, so apparently he doesn’t come in for any of the estate which will run close to $3,000,000, tax paid—unless, of course, there’s a subsequent will. Is there a subsequent will, Lucy?”

Lucy squinted narrowly through the curling smoke. “What does your office cable you about that?” she countered.

“The Oaks will hasn’t come up for probate yet. But the fact that you’re spending a right handsome penny to chase half-way around the world after Fred Oaks makes me think that maybe there is a new will.”

“Fancy that,” said Lucy. She flipped her cigarette across the room, watched it smolder on the mosaic floor.

“Are you married to Fred Oaks? Or were you once?”

“That,” said Lucy, abruptly transferring her attention to her blood-red fingernails, “is a matter which Fred and I might discuss privately. It doesn’t concern you—in spite of what may have happened at Hong Kong.”

“Or Singapore or Calcutta,” Gabriel added.

“Look, Bill,” said Lucy. “You’re one of the nicest private dicks I’ve ever known, publicly or privately, but business is business. I hired you to find Fred Oaks. When you bring him to me, your job is over. I’ve got your ticket home and the rest of your money right here in my bag. If you bring Fred here tonight, you can clear out tomorrow. You’ll love that, because you don’t like India any more than I do. Do I get Fred, or will I have to fire you for breach of contract?”

Gabriel made a gesture of surrender. “All right,” he sighed. “But you’re not going to meet him here.”

“Why not?”

“Because in about ten minutes you’re checking in at Seaside House, Shakkarpur’s leading hotel.”

“I didn’t know there was a hotel in this dump.”

“It’s more of a legend than a hotel. Thirty years ago it was a pretty flossy joint. On long week-ends, the best people of both Calcutta and Madras used to stay there—with their stenographers. Right now it’s a sort of memory, preserved in lavender by a slightly balmy old dame by the name of Gwendolyn Small. She didn’t have a single guest for two years—until now.”

“Who’s the single guest?” Lucy asked.

“Oaks.”

“Oh. And if he’s there, why aren’t you there, too?”

“Because I’m not one of these detectives that goes around flashing a badge and writing down answers in a leather notebook. Oaks says he’s a buyer of oil seeds. All right, I’m a buyer of teak logs. I’m looking over the ground to build a mill right here, if I can figure a cheap way to float Nagpur logs down the river to Shakkarpur. With everybody building battleships, there’s a boom in teak….”

“I think I’ll run down to Seaside House while you’re getting dressed,” Lucy interrupted.

“Oaks isn’t there now. He’s dining out.”

“Where’s he dining?”

Gabriel’s answer was a faint, knowing smile. Without a word he folded his half-finished letter, slipped it into the envelope. As he picked up his shirt from the floor, he said, “I’ll be with you as soon as I’ve washed behind the ears, Lucy.”

He closed the door of the adjoining room behind him, crossed to a little alcove in which a Java bath jar stood on a raised wooden grating. He stripped off his trousers, mounted the grating, dipped water out of a jar with a rusty tin ladle, poured it over his perspiring body.

As the water streamed off his shoulders, he peered absent-mindedly through the tiny latticed window that pierced the wall at the level of his eyes. He could look out on the murky twinkle of the town below, on the dull gleam of the crooked river and the thin line of phosphorescent sea breaking along the shore beyond. The nasal drone of some Brahman chanting Mantras carried up faintly on the hot wind—a wind that must be blowing from the burning ghats, because the night was redolent with sandalwood and the queer tainted odors of charred flesh.

A sudden cold tremor ran along Gabriel’s spine. He thought it odd, because the water in the bath jar was tepid. It didn’t occur to him that he was experiencing his first flash of awareness of India, a brief sense of the great age and deep wisdom and intangible strangeness of the East which had been swirling about him unnoticed for the past weeks. It didn’t occur to him that he was undergoing a subconscious experience, because consciously he was contemptuous of the India he had seen. It was a primitive, benighted land, teeming with an unhygienic, inferior people who could hold no mystery for a smart detective. Yet the India he did not know had suddenly thrust itself upon him in a fragment of minor melody and a whiff of charnel smell, the smoke of flesh and sandalwood, the fragrance of death and incongruous beauty. He did not know it, perhaps, but he knew that he felt abruptly and inexplicably depressed, weighed down by a senseless foreboding, a chill foretaste of impending doom, an intuitive warning that he had made a grave mistake in coming to India with the blond and buxom Lucy Steel.

As he reached for a towel, he stopped to take a bottle of whisky from his suitcase. He poured himself half a tumblerful. It was warm, but he drank it without an intervening breath.


Chapter Two

A Hasty Departure

Fred Oaks was dining with Mr. and Mrs. James Curring. At least he thought so when he accepted the invitation. He still thought so as he walked along the beach, beyond the cluttered streets of the bazaar, to the Curring bungalow. Then, opening the screen door, he noticed that the table was set in a dark corner of the veranda and that there were only two plates. He knew what that meant even before he heard the fluty voice of Rhoda calling through the thin partitions, “Sit down, Fred darling. I’ll only be a minute. The khansama will give you a drink.”

The khansama was even now setting a decanter of whisky before Fred, pushing the little glass ball into the patent neck of the bottle of charged water.

Fred picked up his glass and carried it gloomily into the drawing-room. The Curring drawing-room always depressed him vaguely. It had the air of a provincial museum about it, with its blue-and-white striped shatranji rugs and the jumble of Tanjore brasses on every available piece of furniture. He walked restlessly about, his unseeing eyes seeming to study the Rampur shawls which adorned every wall…. He was a rather tall man, but not as tall as his lean, hard-muscled body made him seem. His arms and legs—the quick, alert limbs of a man of action—did not match his face, which was the portrait of pleasure-loving, well-bred indolence. His features were tanned, but with a handsome tan that suggested Deauville or Palm Beach, just as the angle of his head suggested golf scarf or white tie, interchangeably.

His slow, irresponsible smile made him look younger than his 30 years, but his eyes made him look older. They were searching, cynical eyes, dark with disillusion. They gave the impression that there was a little of the rascal in Fred Oaks, just as his smile gave the even stronger impression that there was much that was likable about him. The two traits had a contradictory appeal to women, who undoubtedly explained to themselves that he really had a good heart and needed only the steadying influence of a great love to become a solid citizen; whereupon they could go ahead and admire his proud forehead, his thin, sensitive nose, his stubborn chin, and his wavy hair. They probably would never admit that if his hair had been straight and darker and parted in the middle, he might have been taken for a gigolo.

Fred Oaks was not a gigolo. He was not even a remittance man, although he might have been if he had had any relatives sufficiently interested in him to remit. He had never found any difficulty in living by his own resources. He did a number of things well, but found little satisfaction in the act of doing them—not even in making love. Women were mildly amusing, but they rapidly became either predatory or monotonous or both; and they were never as helpless as they pretended or as independent as they thought. They were neither as stimulating as wine—and the morning after was worse—nor as soothing as opium—and opium made him violently ill. Most of the men who had posed as his friends made him violently ill, too, although he was always careful not to puncture their pose until after he had used them. They were his career.

Technically, Fred Oaks was a soldier of fortune, although he had never loved fortune enough to hang on to it when he had it within his grasp; and he was a rotten soldier. He had tried being a soldier, of course. He liked the idea of danger—it was the only true escape from boredom he had found—but he had a strong aversion to the idea of dying, impersonally and untidily, on some battlefield. This was strange because, in his more soberly morose moments, he had no particular love for living either. It may have been just the perverse result of the notion that his death would make no difference to anyone. If one person, only one, anywhere, would have been somehow affected by his disappearance from the face of the earth, he probably would have been glad to die—just to be contrary. That is why, he told himself, he had pulled out of the Spanish civil war, after six weeks and four brief engagements, although he told people he had quit because he got no pleasure out of killing women and children.

And the reason he had left Spain—not the war—was that an Intelligence Officer in Burgos had discovered that Fred had been born in India and could speak Hindustani. A court-martial for desertion would only be robbing the cause of a potentially useful agent, he decided, so the Intelligence Officer called in five of his colleagues. None of the officers spoke Spanish, and their English, when they shouted at Fred, was thick with both German and Italian accents. “We do not trust you, Oaks,” they told him, “but we need you. And we have men in Shakkarpur who will watch your every move. So that if you attempt to desert again, or if you plan to betray us—” The implied menace did not bother Fred Oaks in the least. He was quite pleased at having escaped an Insurgent firing squad, and he was even more pleased at the prospect of doing what he liked best: Employing his charm and disarming smile to take advantage of people who otherwise would be only too happy to take advantage of him. It was because of this that he visited the Currings.

He had no special desire to take advantage of Rhoda Curring; it was her husband that he had been using—professionally, of course. Once or twice Fred wondered if Curring didn’t suspect that he might be an unwitting tool of international intrigue, but always dismissed the thought immediately. James Curring was a lumbering, obtuse sort of person with only one-tenth the awareness that Rhoda had.

Rhoda came out of her bedroom, a flutter of pale gold chiffon which was just the right shade to set off her halo of copper-colored hair. She was a small woman, rather thin—but not too thin. Otherwise she would not have dared, even on the excuse of the heat, to wear such a provocatively diaphanous dress, which struck an exact balance between concealment and revelation. From gallant habit, Fred arose and held out his hand. Rhoda held out two hands, with just the proper angle of invitation between them, and before he knew what he was doing, Fred had kissed her. He regretted it instantly. The light in her green eyes disturbed him.

“Fred darling,” she said, “we’re in luck. Jim’s been detained at the plantations. He won’t be back before tomorrow.”

“Unexpectedly, of course.”

“But naturally, darling. Otherwise I wouldn’t dare ask you to dinner. You know how people talk.”

“Yes, I know.” Fred wanted to say that something equally unexpected had come up which made it impossible for him to stay for dinner, but he didn’t. He found himself, for once in his life, at a loss for words. Staring down into Rhoda Curring’s keen, sensuous face, he realized that he had known her complete psychology the moment he first laid eyes on her. She was a romantic, who had dreamed of India with the aid of Rudyard Kipling, and who had married a gaunt, taciturn, raw-boned, painstaking man 20 years her senior, largely because he represented her chance to see the glamorous East. She had thought she was coming to the India of durbars and levees and Maharajahs’ garden parties, of gay uniforms and polo and gallant flirtations in fabulous cities sweet with incense and heavy with the mystery of the Arabian Nights. Instead she had found herself a prisoner in Shakkarpur—in an India of squalor and unbelievable smells, of people who lived in hovels plastered with cow-dung and drank water from tanks green with scum, of damp hot nights that strangled sleep and brought on the maddening rash of prickly heat; of, above all, the soul-suffocating boredom of the small out-station. Fred Oaks supposed he should pity her, but he didn’t. He felt nothing for Rhoda Curring but the most profound indifference. The only reason he was staying for dinner at all, he told himself, was that her Madrassi cook made a superlative yellow chicken kedgeree, and Fred thought he could detect the pungent aroma of curry drifting from the kitchen.

When the dinner turned out to be overdone mutton chops and curried brinjal, he began to lay plans for an early escape. He talked just enough to divert the conversation into channels other than the one he felt was inevitable. He was unable, however, to prevent Rhoda’s sudden question:

“Freddie darling, are you in love with that silly Hatton girl?”

Fred put down his fork with a ring of annoyance and turned on his most charming scowl. “Virginia Hatton is not silly,” he said, “but I am not in love with her. As a matter of fact, I have always made it a point of dishonor never to become emotionally involved with any woman I happen to make love to.”

“What a pity!” Rhoda said. “Because you make love so extraordinarily well that some day your emotions are going to play you a rotten trick and get completely out of control. Or someone else’s control.”

Fred laughed. “Certainly not yours, Rhoda.”

“Why not? If I were in love with you, I should definitely do drastic things to keep you.”

“But you’re not in love with me,” said Fred jauntily, to cover a feeling of uneasiness.

Rhoda leaned across the table, suddenly very tense, and grasped his hand in her slim, hot fingers. Her lips were white beneath the lipstick as she said, “As a matter of fact, Fred darling, I am.”

“Nonsense.” Fred wondered if he could best break her mood by being insulting, or merely paternal. “It’s just the heat,” he said.

“It’s not the heat.”

“It’s the heat,” Fred repeated, “plus Shakkarpur, plus the rest of India, plus a virulent case of chronic ennui. Why don’t you get Jim to send you to Ootacamund or some other hill station for the hot weather?”

“When are you leaving Shakkarpur, Fred?”

“Next week, probably.”

Rhoda’s hand still clasped Fred’s. Her fingers tightened. “Take me with you, darling,” she said.

“No.”

“Please. I’m not asking you to marry me.”

“Thanks.” Fred grinned broadly. “I appreciate your disinterested offer and all that, but—”

“There is someone else, isn’t there, Fred?”

“Of course there isn’t. I’m traveling light, that’s all. I can’t be encumbered with excess luggage.”

“I won’t be excess luggage, Fred. I swear it. I’d go mad if you went away without me. I do love you, darling. And please don’t tell me again it’s the heat.”

“All right, it’s not the heat; it’s the humidity.” Fred’s grin grew broader, but he was getting more and more uncomfortable. He tried unsuccessfully to disengage his hand.

“You are in love with that Hatton girl!”

“I’m not.”

“If you were, I think I could kill her.”

“You say that very glibly—with the glibness of someone who has never killed a human being.”

“Have you ever killed anyone, Fred?”

Fred looked at her curiously as he deliberately wiped his lips with his napkin. A disquieting thought flashed through his mind. Was this an act—to trap him into some damning admission? She did seem sincere…. “I wonder if I could have some more of that brinjal curry,” he said. “It’s very good.”

Rhoda at last withdrew her hand. She stood up, her lips parted, as though ready for a peroration. Before she could say anything, the bearded khansama came in and murmured something to her in Urdu. Without troubling to excuse herself, Rhoda went quickly to the side door.

Fred turned to watch her, but she held the door partly closed, so that he could not see who was outside. She talked for a moment in low tones. He heard the indistinct rumble of a man’s voice answering her, but he did not recognize it. He was about to get up and satisfy his curiosity, when Rhoda banged the door shut and came back directly to Fred. She bent over him, grasped his shoulders. When he looked at her, he felt a jab of cold at the pit of his stomach.

The change in Rhoda’s face was startling. The pink spots of make-up on her cheeks seemed detached, unreal, like paint on the waxen cheeks of a doll. Her drawn lips were tight against her teeth. The avid restlessness, the thwarted hunger in her green eyes, was gone. In its place there was a nameless fear, closely akin to horror. Her hands trembled violently as they gripped his shoulders. With great effort she managed to say:

“Darling—the Calcutta Express—in half an hour—we could take it….”

“No, Rhoda.”

“Is that—final—Freddie?”

“Final as the Day of Judgment.”

“Then you take it, Freddie—alone.”

“But I’m not leaving until next week, Rhoda.”

“You’re leaving now. You must.”

“Now, wait a minute.” Twenty minutes ago, Fred would have been overjoyed at the prospect of escape from the Curring bungalow. Now that Rhoda wanted him to go, he resisted. It wasn’t entirely the obstructionist in him, either. He had to know what caused the amazing change in Rhoda. He asked, “Was that your husband you were talking to just now? Did he come back unexpectedly?”

“Jim would have come into his own house. He wouldn’t have talked to me through the screen door.”

“Was it the durwan, with advance word that Jim would be back tonight, after all?”

“This has nothing to do with Jim. It was no one you know, Fred. You must go! It’s not safe for you to stay!”

“Safe?” Fred threw back his head and laughed loudly—but briefly. His teeth clicked shut. “Why isn’t it safe?” he snapped.

“You know better than I do, Fred. Too many people know. You must leave, Fred! Now!”

Fred Oaks leaned back in his chair and smiled. He meant it to be his usual disarming smile, but it wasn’t. It was cryptic, with a hint of defiance at the corners of his mouth. Something of Rhoda’s panic had communicated itself to him, yet he couldn’t follow her command to flee. He had to find out what it was all about. He had to make her talk. And if he left now, he would learn nothing.

“I can’t go yet,” he said. “I haven’t had my coffee and brandy.”

“Please go, Fred!”

“Now, Rhoda! What kind of a hostess have you turned out to be? You wouldn’t send a guest away without—”

“Fred!” Rhoda stared at him, her whole slim body frozen in a gesture of frantic despair. Her back was rigid, her elbows pressed closely against her sides. Only her fingers moved, twisting and untwisting a napkin she had picked up from the table. Then, without a word, she turned and walked swiftly into the next room. A door slammed.

Fred looked thoughtfully at the closed door for an instant. Then he got up. She would be back. She always came back. He got up and sauntered to the buffet in which he knew Jim Curring kept his cigars. He found a Trichinopoly cheroot, lighted it, sat down again. The khansama came in to clear away the dishes.

“Coffee and brandy, khansama,” Fred ordered, loudly enough to be heard in the next room.

The red-turbaned servant set a cup and a verre à dégustation in front of him. Fred drank half the brandy, poured the rest into his coffee. His eyes did not leave the door of Rhoda’s room as he sat puffing nervously on his cheroot. When the tobacco had burned to within an inch of his lips he began to wonder about the strange silence in the house. He called the khansama again.

“Tell the mem-sahib I am leaving,” he said.

“The mem-sahib is not here, Sahib.”

Fred dropped ashes down the front of his shirt. “Not here?”

“No, Sahib. She left by the back door ten minutes ago.”

Fred sprang up, tamped out his cheroot in the bottom of his coffee cup. He brushed past the khansama, strode through the drawing-room, flung open Rhoda’s door.

The bedroom was empty. There were traces of a hurried departure—a half-open dresser drawer, high-heeled slippers that had been kicked off and lay as they had fallen, clothes hangers on the floor, the pale gold chiffon dress thrown across a chair in careless haste. Fred was asking himself why, if she were in such an obvious hurry, Rhoda had taken time to change. Then the gleam of metal caught his eye. He stepped forward, intent on half a dozen lead-nosed brass cylinders scattered on the bed—as though an uncertain hand, trembling with nervous precipitation, had spilled them there while loading a revolver.

Fred picked up one of the little cylinders. It was a .32 caliber cartridge. He dropped it into his pocket, rushed from the room, leaped down the veranda steps three at a time.


Chapter Three

The Trouble Brewer

Reginald Hatton was much too important a man to be District Officer of the zil’a of Shakkarpur. He was convinced of it. Shakkarpur had, by easy stages, become perhaps the most insignificant port between Bengal and the Coromandel Coast. The craftsmen who made its once-famous muslins and chintzes had been displaced, first by Manchester white goods and more recently by Japanese cotton. Its garrison had been moved away by Kitchener in 1906. Most of its sugar factories had closed in the late 1920’s. Even the carefree Calcutta ladies who used to drink shandygaff on the white beach and run squealing into the surf under the tutelage of sleek black Tamil fishermen with miterlike bamboo hats, no longer came to Shakkarpur. Thus when Shakkarpur suddenly threatened to become important not only to India, but to the Empire, perhaps to the peace of the world, Reginald Hatton was delighted.

For the past ten days there had been several terse warnings from Delhi. Look out for trouble…. Look out for Hindu-Moslem riots…. Look out for subversive activities…. Send for troops at first sign of outbreak…. India must be kept in hand while the situation at home is rolling toward the climax…. Germany is determined to go into Poland and England is just as determined not to go into anothèr Munich…. Hatton gloried in ignoring the Viceregal warnings. He welcomed the rotation of Hindu and Mohammedan calendars which brought Muharram and Shivarat so close together, and he was glad that Shakkarpur had both a great temple of Shiva and a mosque sacred to the Shia Mohammedans—because he could see how these facts might suit the ambitions of the new imperialists.

It was an ingenious technique the upstart empire builders were using against England: Keep the British lion worried overseas so his claws can’t be too sharp in Europe. The Germans were busy among the Boers in South Africa and would doubtless continue to be busy, even if war were declared and Herzog gave way to Smuts and a strong pro-Empire policy, British prestige was being sapped in Egypt. The Arabs had been goaded into bloody revolt in Palestine. It was normal that India should come next. Keep India in ferment and England won’t dare withdraw her 100,000 white troops when trouble explodes in Europe. Make India dissatisfied and the great source of manpower will no longer be available to augment a British army fighting a European war. It was simple—and Shakkarpur offered an ideal starting point. But Shakkarpur would remain calm. Moreover, it would remain calm without a show of force. No matter what happened in Europe, Reginald Hatton wouldn’t need troops. He merely called Hajji Ahmed and Ganeshi Lal to his bungalow late that afternoon and talked sense to them.

Hajji Ahmed was head of the Moslem community. He was portly, bewhiskered, and rich. He made his money furnishing coolies to labor recruiters from the Malayan rubber estates, the tea gardens, the indigo plantations—anybody who needed contract labor. He also dabbled in foreign exchange and cotton futures. He kept a herd of cows, which he allowed to roam the Hindu bazaars by day, because the Hindus, regarding the cows as sacred, would feed them. At night the cows came home to be milked and Hajji Ahmed sold the milk to the Hindus.

Ganeshi Lal was not head of the Hindu community, but he was just as influential as though he were. He was not religious at all, which made him that much more dangerous. He had been to school in America where he had picked up a lot of silly ideas about men being created free and equal. He was cynical. He was married to an avowed Communist. He was frankly hostile to the British raj, and he sneered at his father, a wise and pious Brahman, who said, “The very fact that you dare agitate against the British, my son, shows that you have confidence in them as civilized and humane administrators. Under the Great Moghuls, you would have been impaled on an iron spike. Under the Italians, you would be killed with castor oil. Under the Japanese, you would be shot. Under the Germans, you would be beheaded….”

Hajji Ahmed was dangerous because he adhered to a militant, fanatical, fatalistic religion. Ganeshi Lal was dangerous because he believed in nothing except himself and the destiny of a self-ruled India.

Hatton called them both together on his veranda and said, “I have information that there may be trouble between the members of your two communities during the present religious festivals. You have probably been misled and urged on by a despicable person named Fred Oaks, whom I intend to arrest shortly. I have brought you here to tell you that there must be no violence of any kind. If there is any bloodshed, I warn you that I will send both of you to the Andamans for life. You need not reply. There is nothing for you to say. Good evening.”

Whereupon the District Officer went off to the Alvin Brinkers’ for dinner and an evening of bridge. Brinker was the somewhat bombastic manager of the Bank of Shakkarpur who lived near Hatton with his 200-pound wife and a dog that understood both Hindustani and Tamil. Brinker had recently been promoted to an important post with a bank in Bombay and was leaving Shakkarpur as soon as his successor arrived. In Bombay he would probably be more pompous than ever. Hatton hoped that his successor in Shakkarpur would turn out to be a better bridge player….

Brinker arrived at his bungalow at the same time Hatton did. He came down the path, swinging his cane by its curved handle, and was obviously excited.

“I’ve just had the most distressing conversation with Jim Curring,” he announced as they went up the veranda steps together. “Most distressing.”

“What’s his wife done now?” Hatton asked.

“It’s not Rhoda this time. Somebody’s stolen a ton of dynamite from Curring’s estates.”

“What’s Curring doing with dynamite on an indigo plantation, anyhow?”

“It’s all very complicated,” Brinker said, mopping his brow. “As a matter of fact, I promised Curring I wouldn’t say anything to you about it, but I do feel you should know, in view of the situation here. Curring thinks Hajji Ahmed’s got hold of the dynamite, and he agrees with me that it might be used against us somehow. Says there’s enough to blow us all to Madras, if Hajji Ahmed, wanted to.”

“Hajji Ahmed wouldn’t dare,” said Hatton. “I’ve just told him there’s to be no violence.”

“You’re not asking for troops, Reggie?”

“No,” said Hatton.

“Curring seems to think this Fred Oaks had something to do with the dynamite disappearing.”

“I’m not surprised,” said the District Officer. “The time’s come to take Oaks into custody anyhow. Old Nev Chamberlain’s got his back up at last, and we’re bound to be at war before long. I can hold Oaks under the Defense of the Realm Act. Walk over to Seaside House with me after dinner, Brinker, while I arrest him.”

“Righto,” said Brinker.

The great bulk of Mrs. Brinker loomed in the doorway like a dreadnaught moving into battle formation. “Hurry and mix the chota-wallas if you’re going to give the D.O. a drink, Alvin,” she said. “Dinner is ready.”


Chapter Four

The Man Who Was Followed

Fred Oaks walked along the beach with such long, rapid strides that the man who materialized from the shadows of the Curring bungalow as Fred came down the stairs had difficulty in following him.

When he reached the curious Victorian façade of Seaside House, several hundred yards farther along the shore, he stopped, hesitated as though pondering the advisability of entering, and the man who was following almost caught up with him. But Fred, remembering the cartridges on Rhoda Curring’s bed, decided against stopping at the hotel. He turned right into the narrow, squirming, swarming streets of the bazaar, determined to intercept Rhoda. He did not know where she had gone, but he suspected it was one of four or five places. One of them was Virginia Hatton’s. He did not think there was any connection between the cartridges and Rhoda’s jealousy of Virginia. Although that seemed genuine enough at the time, the business of Rhoda’s abrupt flight put an entirely new complexion on the matter. After all, Virginia Hatton was indeed involved, however innocently, in the grim climax to his mission, which would end in a few days now. He was sure that Virginia was not aware of the fact; he was not so sure about Rhoda, after tonight. So he plodded on toward the river, toward the Temple of Shiva, and the green compound of the District Officer beyond—the bungalow of Reginald Hatton, Virginia’s brother.

The man who was following him was an elderly Hindu, whose voluminous white dhoti impeded the progress of his short, swarthy, bare legs. On his head was a faded blue turban and around one shoulder was the sacred double thread of the Twice Born. His wrinkled brown forehead was emblazoned with a scarlet lozenge and triple white lines—the caste marks of a Shiva worshiper. The beggars he passed greeted him with cringing salaams, for he was a Brahman.

As Fred elbowed his way through the congested streets of the bazaar, the Brahman shortened his handicap to a mere 20 paces. It was slow going, because the bazaar was choked with pilgrims come to Shakkarpur for the Festival of Shivarat. Under the striped awnings of open-front shops, plump brown merchants were doing a thriving business in palm-leaf fans, Hindu rosaries of carved sandalwood beads, ghi-soaked sweetmeats, wreaths of jasmine blossoms, and phallic lingams carved of soapstone. Then, as the crowds grew thicker and the traffic was complicated by an occasional sacred cow, its painted horns bedecked with flowers, Fred at last became aware that he was being followed.

He did not see the Brahman for several minutes, but he knew someone was following, partly by some sixth sense, partly by the eyes of the shopkeepers he passed—the covert glances of a Bunya money-changer or a seller of buffalo curds, glances which slipped instantly from Fred’s own face to someone behind him.

Fred slackened his pace. He could do so naturally, because he was approaching the main gate of the temple, and the surging crowd of pilgrims was packed solid, watching some minor preliminary rites to the celebration of Shivarat. The light from 50 torches sent bizarre shadows wavering up over the great, sweeping gate tower until they died in the night. The glittering howdah of a ceremonial elephant swayed above the mosaic of bobbing turbans. Suddenly Fred stopped, turned, reached back to grab the Brahman by one shoulder.

The Brahman quailed. He drew back in a movement of retreat, but his knees refused him. He recovered himself quickly.

“Salaam, Sahib,” he said. “You startled me.”

“Salaam, Shivaji Lal.” Fred retained his grip on the Brahman’s shoulder. “You’ve been following me.”

The faded blue turban wagged once to the right in a non-committal gesture. “Yes and no, Sahib,” the Brahman said. “If I have been following you, it is because our paths lead in the same direction. You were going to my house, Sahib?”

“No. I was on my way to the District Officer’s bungalow.”

“She is not there, Sahib.”

“Who’s not there?”

“Miss Hatton. She is not in her brother’s house.”

“What makes you think I want to see Miss Hatton?” Fred Oaks demanded.

The old man smiled wistfully. There was a touch of humor in his eyes, the pale brown eyes of the Deccani Brahman. His light skin, too, and his regular Aryan features told that he was not of Southern India.

“I have seen sixty-five monsoons come and go, Sahib,” he said. “As the seeing of the senses grows dim, the seeing of the mind grows sharper. Even a blind man sees more at sixty than a youth at twenty—or thirty. How old are you, Sahib?”

Fred ignored the question. He looked closely into the old man’s face. He was positive the Brahman had been following him, yet he also knew that Shivaji Lal would tell nothing he did not want to; there was no way of browbeating him. He released his grip on the Brahman’s shoulder.

“How do you know Miss Hatton is not at her brother’s house?” he asked at last.

“Because she is at my house, Sahib.”

“Why?”

“I do not know, Sahib. I saw her go in after I had left. I did not go back, because she seemed distressed. She seemed on the point of tears. A girl like Miss Hatton cries alone.”

“Then why did she come to your house?”

“The shoulder of an old man is a friendly form of solitude….”

“What’s the matter with her brother’s shoulder?”

The Brahman chuckled mirthlessly. “The shoulder of her brother the District Officer,” he said, “is designed only to bear the White Man’s Burden. A girl does not cry upon the shoulder of a man whose veins run cold with the clear water of duty, and whose compassion is poisoned by the fever of ambition, whose—”

“Where’s Mrs. Curring?” Fred interrupted.

The Brahman avoided his eyes. He hesitated a fraction of a second before he replied, “I cannot tell you, Sahib.”

“You can’t tell me—but you know where she is?”

“No, Sahib. I do not. Would you like to see Miss Hatton?”

“No.”

“Nevertheless you will come to my house?”

Again Fred was about to say No when something in the Brahman’s tone rang a warning bell in his subconscious. Virginia Hatton, the Brahman said, was on the point of tears. Perhaps she knew where Rhoda Curring had gone, after loading a revolver….

“All right, Shivaji Lal, I’ll come,” he said.

The Brahman’s house was not far from the temple, almost on the edge of the tree-studded green which contained the residences of the District Officer and several other members of the tiny European colony. In contrast to the well-groomed European bungalows beyond, the Brahman’s domicile was a hovel, which nevertheless wore an air of neatness, despite the crazy angle of the doorway, the tired slant of the walls, and the sagging bamboo ridgepole which gave the gray-tiled roof the appearance of being continually on the verge of cascading off the eaves. On the mail box was a badly-printed card which read: Pundit Shivaji Lal, B.A., Head Master, Shakkarpur High School.

At the doorway, Fred stopped, again scrutinized the Brahman’s face for some sign of guile. “You go first, Pundit-ji,” he said.

Shivaji Lal backed away a step. He said, “I just now recall that I promised to visit my son and his wife who live next door. I will join you later. Please go in and make yourself at home.”

Without waiting for a reply, he trudged down the dutsy road and turned in at the next house.

With some misgivings, Fred Oaks watched him go. He was still afraid of an ambush. A few hours ago he was certain that no one in Shakkarpur knew enough about him to want to lay a trap for him. Tonight, however, Rhoda Curring had said he was no longer safe. He drew a deep breath, crossed the threshold, went up the wooden steps. He walked quietly, so that he reached the Brahman’s more-than-modest sitting-room without being observed. The room was literally bare, except for a gaudy blue painting of Krishna on one of the mud-plastered walls, a badly-worn dari rug on the floor, and a single chair—the Brahman’s only concession to an occasional European guest—in one corner.

Virginia Hatton sat in the chair, playing with a starved-looking kitten. She had her back three-quarters turned to Fred, and the glow from the floating wick burning in a bowl of oil that stood in a wall niche wreathed her hair with deep, luminous golden browns, like sunlight shining through an old wine of Samos, Fred stood a moment, looking at the way the ends of her hair curled just above her young shoulders, remembering that it was as fine as gossamer to the touch. He remembered, too, although he could see only the merest suggestion of her profile, that her patrician forehead would be high and pale; that her long, dark lashes would be lowered over surprisingly blue eyes—the soft, wistful eyes of a dreamer who looked with gentle, continual reproach at a world which would not share her dream; that her classic nose was straight, and her lips full and a little disdainful, as though challenging her elders to call her a mere child. Sitting very straight in her chair, she was almost stately, almost as self-consciously dignified as the long line of her Empire-building forebears.

Fred Oaks silently closed the door behind him. The oil light flickered, dimmed and flared again. Virginia sprang up—and immediately her stateliness disappeared. The slim torso which a moment ago had been statuesque was now merely young and vital. Facing Fred in her simple print dress, her bare legs and low-heeled white shoes, she was even a little awkward, in an unaffected, boyish way. The whole vibrant poise of her body was eloquent with the appealing earnestness of the very young or the very sincere who have not yet seen enough mean and petty people to lose faith in human kind.

“You!” she said.

Fred came further into the room. “Who were you expecting?” he asked.

“Where’s Shivaji Lal?” Her tone was defiant.

“He’s next door visiting his unsanctified, occidentalized son. Won’t I do?”

Virginia stared at him for a moment. The kitten rubbed itself against her ankles, mewing for attention. She sat down. “Perhaps you will,” she said. “Perhaps you know as much about it as Shivaji Lal. Is it true—is there going to be trouble?”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Serious trouble—between the Hindus and Moslems.”

“There’s been trouble between the Hindus and Moslems for the last eight hundred years,” Fred declared. “Ever since the first sack of Delhi by Mohammed-ben-Sam.”

“I mean now—here in Shakkarpur—perhaps tomorrow.”

Fred sat on his haunches in front of the girl, Hindu-fashion. The kitten jumped to his knees.

“Why don’t you ask your brother, the D.O.,” he said. “If there’s going to be trouble, he’d ask for troops, wouldn’t he?”

“That’s just it. Reggie thinks it would be a reflection on his ability as an administrator to ask for troops. Ever since he settled the Untouchables’ uprising singlehanded last year, he thinks he’s infallible. You don’t know Reggie.”

“Yes, I think I do know Reggie.” Fred nodded. He was sure he knew Reginald Hatton. The D.O. was a congenital collector of kudos. He would make any sacrifice to be a hero. And it was his stiff-necked attitude that Fred was counting on for the success of his own mission of discord. Hatton would not call troops until it was too late to avoid bloodshed, and another Amritsar massacre at this time would be just the spark needed to touch off general disorders in India which would make the Palestine riots look like a cricket match. He continued, “Reggie is serving his apprenticeship to the glorious Hatton tradition before standing for Parliament or going into the Foreign Office. He’s a true son of Sir Godfrey Hatton, M.P., K.S.I., and what not, prospective Cabinet Minister, pillar of the Conservative Party, frequent visitor to Cliveden, writer of letters to The Times which are published in full even though they run to three columns and nobody reads them but sub-editors, compositors, and proofreaders….”

“Fred, I’m dreadfully worried,” Virginia interrupted.

“Worried?” Fred threw back his head and emitted a hearty deep-seated laugh.

Virginia flushed. “What’s so amusing?”

“You are.” Fred’s laugh subsided into a sympathetic grin. “You were never so solicitous about the White Man’s Burden before. On the contrary, you’ve always seemed to hold the unorthodox belief that Hindus are people. Almost everything you do is a discredit to your brother—in the eyes of the European colony. They think it’s letting the Empire down for the sister of a District Officer to have tea and crumpets with persons of an off-white color like Shivaji Lal or Hajji Ahmed. They consider you a radical because you go to Swaraj Meetings and listen to speakers who damn Britain for destroying the traditional handicrafts of India with their Manchester white goods. And you help at Dr. Forsythe’s Clinic for Untouchables, which is hardly a genteel occupation for an English lady. You—”

“Fred, you haven’t been frank with me.”

“Haven’t I? How could I be franker? I told you that. I was a blackguard, a scoundrel, and a budmash. I gave you a brief and unattractive picture of my life. I told you about most of the unpleasant places I’d been—jails, expensive drawing-rooms, sweating stokeholds. I told you I’d been in perfumed palaces of pleasure, in stinking swamps hiding out from Constabulary anxious to collect the price on my head, in hospital wards full of dying men, in—well, in trouble, let’s say, for most of my career. I’ve—”

“You didn’t tell me you were in Spain—just before you came here.”

“I see.” Fred’s smile faded, and with it his exuberant manner. He stood up, soberly expectant. “Did your brother tell you that?”

“He didn’t tell me—but he knows. You were in Spain with Franco. You were fighting for the Insurgents.”

“Fighting is hardly the word. They did give me a uniform three sizes too big—and a Mauser rifle and some German ammunition. I was shot at, off and on, for several weeks, but—”

“Fred, you’re in Shakkarpur to—to stir up trouble!”

“Am I?” No use trying to be facetious now. This is serious—deadly serious. “Is that what your brother thinks?”

“Yes.”

There was a pause. The kitten tried to climb up Fred’s trouser-leg. Its sharp claws bit into his calf, but he was scarcely aware of them. He asked, “When is Mr. Hatton going to arrest me, Miss Hatton?”

Another pause. Virginia seemed tremendously interested in the painting of the blue Krishna, standing on his five-headed snake, and playing the flute with two of his four blue hands. She did not look at Fred as she said, “Tonight.”

“You might tell your brother,” Fred declared, “that it will take a bit of doing. Tell him Shivaji Lal’s son has a writ all prepared. He’s a lawyer, you know—Harvard, I think—and while he may not be as cantankerous as a Bengali lawyer, he can be extremely annoying. Your brother, in his capacity of magistrate, will of course have to honor the writ—unless he declares martial law or a state of emergency, which is exactly what he does not want to do….”

“He may not be able to help himself. There’s going to be war in Europe—very soon now.”

“Going to be?” Fred laughed. “Europe hasn’t been at peace since 1914.”

“I don’t mean the white war, or whatever you call it. I mean actual hostilities. England is going to fight. Reggie’s had word.”

“Well, well.”

“Fred, it’s going to be awful for you here—being a Nazi.”

“I’m not a Nazi.”

“A Fascist, then.”

“I’m not a Fascist either, particularly. I have no political convictions.”

“But you served with Franco….”

“That was purely business—like selling motor cars, or Vickers machine guns. A man must live—and some men, according to Nietzsche, must live dangerously.”

“Don’t you believe in anything you do, Fred?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh, Fred….”

“We can’t all be social-minded like you, Virginia. We can’t all hypnotize ourselves with the idea that we have a message for humanity.”

“If only you believed in—oh, even Fascism—I—I—”

“You might not detest me quite as much?”

“I do detest you, Fred. I can’t help it. I detest everything you stand for.”

“I don’t stand for anything. That’s the great advantage of my philosophy. But don’t let that stop you. Go ahead and hate me. You undoubtedly have a great capacity for fine, virulent hate, and if you haven’t enough reasons of your own, I can always give you a few more. May I see you home?”

“Thank you, but I’m waiting for Shivaji Lal.”

“Better lock the door while you’re waiting, then.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Fred.”

“I try not to be too ridiculous. But lock the door anyhow. Have you seen Rhoda Curring tonight?”

“No.”

“Good. Don’t see her. Keep the door locked. And if you won’t let me see you home, let Shivaji Lal walk as far as your compound with you.”

The girl looked at him with uncomprehending eyes, her lips parted. The kitten, having safely negotiated Fred’s knee finally made its claws register in the fleshy part of his left thigh. With an absent-minded gesture he brushed it off, started for the door.

Virginia stooped to pick up the miauling kitten. She arose from her chair, called sharply, “Where are you going?”

Some unaccustomed note in the girl’s voice made Fred stop. He turned around. “I’m going home,” he said, “to be arrested. Good night, Virginia. See you in the District Magistrate’s court.”

“Good night.”

Fred touched his right hand to his forehead, smiled briefly, made a jaunty exit. He went quickly down the few stairs, cautiously opened the street door, looked in both directions. The sound of the milling crowd of pilgrims chanting devoutly before the Temple of Shiva came to his ears like the distant roar of the sea. Above it he imagined he could hear the shrill fanatical shouts of the Moslems in their mosque, a quarter of a mile away, working themselves into an intolerant climax for the fast of Muharram. And one sound which he did not imagine, but which came to his ears clearer and stronger and shriller than either, was the high, hollow piping of a bamboo flute, and it came from the house next door. It was, he knew, the class-conscious musicianship of Ahalya Bai Lal, over-educated and unorthodox daughter-in-law of the Brahman, playing the Internationale.

Fred thrust his hands into his pockets and hurried into the night.


Chapter Five

A Curious Design in Red

William Shakespeare Gabriel, having installed Lucy Steel in the dilapidated, musty, mid-Victorian pile that was Seaside House, went off in search of Fred Oaks. He walked directly to the Curring bungalow, because previous research had disclosed that Fred was dining there tonight. He did not know exactly how he was going to approach Oaks on the subject of meeting Lucy, but he felt instinctively that unless he used subterfuge the meeting would not take place. Lucy’s eagerness, he was reasonably sure, would not be shared by the party of the second part.

As he climbed the stairs to the Curring veranda, Gabriel was rehearsing his strategy. When he reached the top step, he heard a man’s voice raised in ill-tempered monologue. He recognized the voice, even though it was changed by anger, and while he could not hear the entire harangue, he made out a few scattered phrases that startled him: “… bitch … kill me … one or the other … thought I didn’t have the guts, eh…?” He knocked for a full minute before the tattoo of his knuckles against the frame of the screen door brought a response. James Curring himself opened the door.

“Greetings,” said Gabriel. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

Curring’s cold, saturnine manner told him plainly that he was. The moment of hostile silence would have embarrassed anyone but Bill Gabriel, who had always been able to maintain his plump good nature in the face of any odds. With a cheery wave of his squarish hand, he made an unbidden entrance.

“How are you, Gabriel?” Curring managed at last.

“Fine,” said Gabriel. He crossed the veranda, preceded Curring into the drawing-room. He was anxious to see the object of Curring’s angry vehemence, but he was disappointed. From all appearances, Curring had been engaged in soliloquy. There was no one in the room. “How’s Mrs. Curring?”

“Rhoda’s quite well,” said Curring. He was a tall, gray-haired man, with deep rictus folds making sharp shadows on either side of his grim, thin-lipped mouth. He added curtly, “Sit down and have a drink, Gabriel.”

“Thanks, I won’t stay,” Gabriel replied. “I just looked in to see if this fellow Fred Oaks was here.”

“He’s not here,” Curring said.

“So I see.” Gabriel nodded. “As a matter of fact, I didn’t expect to see you here either, Mr. Curring. I heard you’d gone to the estates for a few days.”

“I just got back,” Curring answered. “I haven’t been in the house five minutes.”

There was an awkward pause. Gabriel thought he heard footsteps in the next room, but he wasn’t sure until the door opened and Rhoda Curring came in. Two spots of color burned in her cheeks and she was out of breath. Gabriel had the impression that her elbow trembled as the fingers of one hand hastily verified the unruly ends of her copper hair.

“Hello, Mr. Gabriel,” Rhoda said. “How’s the teak market?”

“Fine,” said Gabriel. “I just dropped in to look for Fred Oaks.”

“He’s not here,” Curring repeated.

“I haven’t seen Fred today,” Rhoda said. “He promised to stop by this evening, but he didn’t come. He’s probably with that Hatton girl.”

Gabriel studied the peculiar expression in Rhoda’s green eyes. She wasn’t a very convincing liar, he mused. Her husband did much better; either that, or Curring was telling the truth.

“Well, I’ll mosey on, then,” Gabriel said. “Good night.”

“Good night,” said Rhoda.

Curring said nothing, but Gabriel felt his suspicious, resentful stare follow him out the door. It seemed to strike the back of his neck like a breath of cold air.

For the next 20 minutes Gabriel made the rounds of several places where he might find Fred Oaks. After an unsuccessful search, he returned to Seaside House to make excuses to Lucy Steel. He would tell her Fred was on his way….

On the veranda of Seaside House, Gabriel met Alvin Brinker, manager of the Shakkarpur Bank. The pompous Brinker was pacing restlessly up and down, a malacca cane hooked in the angle of his elbow, a cigar between his buck teeth, his baldish, oversized head a little on one side as though he were suffering from a perpetual stiff neck—which was impossible, because he had no neck to speak of. The glow from the end of the cigar made his sallow, wrinkled face seem more sallow than ever, his tiny, pig-like eyes brighter than they really were.

“Good evening,” Brinker said. Then, quickly, as if eager to explain his presence in such an unlikely place as the outlandish Seaside House, he added, “I’m waiting here for the District Officer.”

The District Officer himself emerged at that moment with the promptness of an actor who has been waiting in the wings for his cue.

“Hello, Gabriel,” said Reginald Hatton. “I’ve been looking for a compatriot of yours. Haven’t seen Fred Oaks by any chance, have you?”

“No, I haven’t,” Gabriel replied.

“Miss Small says he’s in, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone in his room.”

“What do you want with him?” Gabriel asked.

“Nothing important, really.” Hatton’s offhand manner was too studied. He continued, “Tomorrow will do just as well. There’s no way he can get out of Shakkarpur any more tonight, unless he sprouts wings—which I doubt very much. By the way, who is the mem-sahib with the golden hair who came in on the Mail tonight?”

“Why ask me?”

“I understand she went directly to the dak bungalow.”

“Oh, that’s Miss Steel,” Gabriel said. “She didn’t know there was a hotel in town. I sent her to Seaside House. Thought she’d be more comfortable down here. Anyway, I’ve been vaccinated against blondes. Have you seen her?”

“No, but I thought you might know her,” said the District Officer. “I understood she was from the States. What’s she doing in Shakkarpur, of all places?”

“Probably one of these lady authors,” Gabriel ad-libbed. “America’s full of them. One of our chief exports, in fact. They travel all over hell, digging up dirt to shock their high-minded public. Go to the ends of the earth to find the same sordid stuff they left behind in their native Ozarks—or in the slums of any of our cities over 20,000. They write—”

“I say, Reggie,” Brinker interrupted, poking Hatton playfully with the tip of his cane, “there’s a bridge game waiting for us. Mrs. Brinker is going to give me the devil if we’re any later.”

“Sorry, old man.” Hatton started off. “Well, cheer-ho, Gabriel.”

“ ’Night,” said Gabriel.

He went immediately to Lucy Steel’s room and entered without knocking. A damp, musty smell of long abandon pervaded the dim Victorian interior of the chamber. A kerosene lamp was burning on a marble-topped stand, and Lucy’s elaborate cosmetic kit was spread out on the marble-topped dresser. Her suitcases were open, and half a dozen dresses were laid out carefully on the great, English-looking walnut bed and on each of the red-plush chairs. A gecko uttered his impolite two-toned croak from some unseen corner. But Lucy Steel was not in the room.

Gabriel went out, shutting the door after him. He walked down the corridor, its dingy pink walls streaked with mildew, to Fred Oaks’s room—three doors below and on the opposite side. He knocked insistently, got no answer. He tried the knob. The door was locked, but he had the distinct impression that there was someone on the other side. He was aware of the almost imperceptible sound of slow, cautious movements, of the rhythmic whisper of breathing. He took out the pass key which he had had the foresight to have made the day after his arrival, slipped it carefully into the lock. The rusty tumblers dropped into place with a protesting click—but he found it impossible to turn the knob. The latch was frozen, as though a strong hand were clamped desperately to the knob on the other side.

Gabriel stomped away down the corridor, making all the noise that he plausibly could. Then he came back silently, leaned against the wall next to Oaks’s door, and waited. It was five minutes before the door started to open, very slowly.

“Hello, Mr. Oaks!”

Gabriel wheeled out from the wall, had one foot inside the door before Fred could close it again.

“You surprise a man, to say the least,” said Oaks. His face was more than surprised; it was anxious, almost haggard. He smiled, but the old, jaunty charm was not there. The smile was like something modeled in papier-maché by a not-too-skillful hand.

“I’d like to speak to you privately, Mr. Oaks,” Gabriel said. “Shall we go into your room?”

“Let’s not.”

“It’s pretty important, Mr. Oaks.”

“We’ll walk along the beach, then. It’s damned hot in here.”

“I had a hunch you might be hiding something pretty hot—the way you were hanging on the door knob a few minutes ago.”

“So that was you?” Fred laughed briefly. “Pass key?”

“Oh no. Just a Yogi trick I’ve learned since coming to India. The triumph of mind over locksmiths….”

“I suppose you have some Yogi gift of second sight, too—so you know what’s inside the room.”

“We Yogis are pretty clever,” Gabriel said.

Fred Oaks searched the rotund face of the detective for several long seconds. He seemed to be holding his breath. Suddenly he relaxed, breathed again. He said. “All right, come on in. We may as well get it over with as quickly as possible.”

He flung the door wide. Gabriel walked in. The room was a replica of Lucy Steel’s room: same marble-topped tables and commodes, same red-plush chairs, same heavy, Victorian walnut bed. The only difference that struck Gabriel at first glance was that the mosquitto netting had already been let down and tucked in around the mattress. At second glance he noticed that the mosquito bar was imprinted with a curious design in red, a series of irregular crimson smudges. He took two rapid steps forward.

Through the haze of the netting he could see Lucy Steel lying in bed. The white sheet, drawn up under her chin and molding her ample contours, also bore a pattern in crimson—a crude, stiffly-sketched interrogation mark. Lucy’s eyes were closed as though in sleep.

But Lucy Steel was not asleep. To the practiced eyes of Bill Gabriel, the grayish pallor of her face, the eloquent rigidity of her well-rouged lips, strangely red against the ashen waxiness of her skin, meant only one thing: Lucy Steel was dead.


Chapter Six

A Lesson in Anatomy

“You work fast,” Gabriel said.

“You talk fast,” said Fred Oaks.

“You better think fast.” A stubby finger of gun-metal suddenly appeared in Gabriel’s fist. “And you better hoist those mitts of yours even faster.”

“Why?” asked Fred Oaks. His hands, defiantly limp, remained at his sides.

“Because a guy named. Samuel Colt developed a pretty efficient type of side-arms in Hartford, Connecticut, some years ago. Let’s see your calloused palms.”

Fred still did not move. His gaze would have been insolent were it not for the faint, knowing smile at the corners of his mouth. He said, “You should have parked that corn-fed American accent if you expected me to take you for a legal representative of George Rex, Emperor of India and the Dominions beyond the seas.”

“Can’t you think of anybody but a cop who might want to pull a gun on you, Mr. Oaks?”

“No.” Fred still refused to raise his hands. “Just what is your gun-toting racket, Mr. Gabriel?”

“I happen to be a private investigator,” Gabriel said. “And the lady in bed there is my client.”

“Was your client,” Fred corrected. “Although I admit the relationship might have been fairly recent. The lady is still warm.”

“She was hot an hour ago—when I saw her last. How long since you saw her last, Mr. Oaks? Alive, I mean.”

“I never saw her before—alive.” Fred Oaks’s voice was so deliberately even, pitched so carefully low that all emotion could be squeezed out of it; and his gaze was so steady and so aggressively defensive, that Gabriel decided at once he was lying.

“You must be blind as a bat without your glasses, Mr. Oaks,” he said. “How long since you saw her dead?”

“She was dead when I came in—about fifteen minutes ago.”

“Were you here when the District Officer knocked at your door?”

“Several people knocked at my door. I don’t know who they were—except you.”

“You know the lady’s name, of course.”

Fred Oaks moistened his lips. “No,” he said.

“How do you know she’s still warm? The mosquito bar’s tucked in.”

“I tucked it in” Fred declared.

“Was it down when you came into the room?”

“Yes, it was down.”

“But you raised it—to investigate?”

“Wouldn’t you investigate if you came home and found a strange blonde in your bed?”

Gabriel did not reply. He walked up to Fred slowly, stopped when he was two feet away. Then he kicked Fred violently in the shins.

Automatically Fred’s hands emerged from his pockets. His right hand looped out. Gabriel ducked and lunged, his shoulders catching Fred low, at the off-balance limit of his swing. A second later, Fred was on the floor and Gabriel was sitting on top of him, quickly exploring his pockets, his arm-pits.

“All right. You can get up now,” said Gabriel. “I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t pull a gun.”

Fred got up. He brushed himself off as he was catching his breath. He didn’t look at the detective as he said, “You know, Gabriel, I don’t think I’m going to like you.”

“Let’s not get personal,” Gabriel said. “There was nothing personal in that little solar plexus workout. Just a routine I have for birds who refuse to put their hands up.”

“I still don’t like you.”

“Suit yourself,” Gabriel shrugged. “Shall we have a look at the corpus delicti?”

“I’ve already looked,” Fred replied. “It’s no treat.”

“Then have a chair, if you don’t mind.”

Fred apparently did mind. He remained standing, lit a cigarette with a gesture of elegant insouciance.

Gabriel backed away from him until he was on the opposite side of the bed. The automatic and the tail of his glance were still very much occupied with Fred Oaks while his left hand carefully lifted the hem of the mosquito netting and hung it on the overhead frame. He looked down at Lucy Steel, and, suddenly, he felt very much in need of a drink.

Death was no novelty to Bill Gabriel. Death was an abstract thing, the breaking of a thread, regrettable sometimes, more often not, when encountered professionally. A corpse was not an object of terror but a challenge to his skill, a goad to his curiosity. Yet as he gazed, fascinated, at the motionless finality with which Lucy Steel’s bleached hair lay upon the pillow, he felt distinctly shaken. It was not, he knew, that she meant much to him personally. There may have been a faint twinge of pity, the residue of a brief and casual intimacy during their descent into the tropics, but there was more than that, too. There was something profound and inexplicable that shook him, something like the strange sense of foreboding that had chilled him earlier in the evening, when the fragrance of incense had come to him with the smoke of the burning ghats. In spite of himself, he said, “Poor Lucy!”

“Lucy?” The echo came from Fred Oaks with the spontaneity of an involuntary exclamation.

Gabriel looked up in time to catch a blur of vague, wordless questioning in Fred’s eyes. A cloud of cigarette smoke immediately veiled the expression.

“Lucy Steel,” said Gabriel. “Name mean anything to you?”

“Nothing.”

“What was her name when you knew her?”

“I never saw her before, I told you.”

“I know that’s what you told me—only I don’t have to believe it.”

The brief exchange was enough to restore Gabriel’s composure. He was all detective again, and the woman in bed was an impersonal object of investigation. He lifted the sheet, drew it back slightly. Then he had another shock.

Lucy Steel’s body was nude.

He drew the sheet completely back, seeking a wound, some sign of what had killed Lucy. There was no mark on the body. The head and torso, as white and impersonal as alabaster, were without a blemish. There was only one thing that made Gabriel frown: Lucy still wore one stocking—a single stocking of sheer beige silk that was rolled down just below her left knee.

Gabriel pulled up the sheet again, studied the question-mark pattern in red he had noticed earlier. It appeared to be blood, yet there was no blood on the body. Again he frowned.

“Aren’t you going to call the police?” Fred Oaks asked casually. “It’s usual, isn’t it—even for a private dick?”

“Is it?”

“I don’t think it will add anything to your reputation to turn over a ready-made solution to the constituted authorities. Not in Shakkarpur. There’s not an Associated Press or a Reuter’s correspondent within two hundred miles.”

“So what?”

“So you’re wasting your time, straight-arming innocent bystanders. Why don’t you call the District Officer, instead of stalking clues like a Junior G-man?”

Bill Gabriel tried to scowl, but his mouth imitated a shark’s about to gulp a small herring. It startled him to realize that Fred Oaks was right. What the hell was he doing, acting like a one-man homicide squad, when all he was now was a private detective out of a job? The momentum of professional habit had carried him knee-deep into the investigation of murder, but actually his mission had ended with the death of Lucy Steel. Or had it ended? After all, he still had $3000 and his ticket home coming to him from Lucy, dead or alive. Until he collected, he supposed he was technically still in the employ of the dead woman. He’d stay on the job anyhow, until he heard from Inspector Dumbarton, or from San Francisco.

“Look here, Oaks,” Gabriel said. “Do you know why I came to Shakkarpur?”

“Sure,” said Oaks. “Teak.”

“I came here because Lucy Steel hired me to find you.”

“I’m deeply flattered.”

“Do you know what she wanted with you?”

“You took the question out of my mouth. I’ve been wondering vaguely how she happened to pick my bed to die in. Suppose you tell me why.”

“You know as much about this as I do. More, I suspect. What did you do with her clothes?”

“I haven’t seen any clothes.”

“You expect me to believe that she came down the hall to your room without even a stitch of underthings on?”

“What sort of underthings?” Fred asked.

“Black lace step-ins,” said Gabriel. “And—”

“You’re quite an investigator, aren’t you, Gabriel?”

“None better—as you’ll find out presently.”

“If you’re not going for the D.O., I think I’d better go for him myself,” Fred Oaks said. “He might be interested to learn just how familiar you are with the color of the dead lady’s lingerie, how you came into the room waving a gun, how reluctant you seem to be about calling in the constituted authorities, how—”

Someone knocked at the door.

Fred and Gabriel looked at each other. The detective slipped his automatic into his coat pocket but kept his fingers tightly clasped around the butt. There was a moment of silence. The knock was repeated. Fred called, “Come in.”

The door swung open. An old man stood on the threshold, a scuffed leather bag in one hand. The black alpaca coat which hung slightly askew from his frail, stooped shoulders was several sizes too large, and his duck trousers were too tight. He was bareheaded, and his thin, silvery hair seemed blown about his bald spot in an untidy whirl. His scraggly gray beard and bushy, jet-black eyebrows gave him a savage expression that was instantly contradicted by his mild blue eyes.

“Good evening, Dr. Forsythe,” Fred Oaks said.

The old man took a hesitant step into the room. “Where’s the patient?” he asked in a querulous voice. “Miss Small said there was someone—”

“Did Miss Small send for you?” Gabriel snapped.

“I presume it was Miss Small,” said Dr. Forsythe. “One of the chokras from the hotel came for me, and—”

“Did you just see Miss Small? Did she send you to this’room?”

“No, I haven’t seen Miss Small, I came directly here. The boy said there was someone in Room 9 who—”

“I’m afraid you’re too late, doctor,” Gabriel said. “Come in.”

Dr. Forsythe closed the door softly behind him. He came over to the bed. His thin shoulder blades made sharp wings on the back of his alpaca coat as he bent over Lucy Steel’s body.

“Much too late,” said the doctor, looking into the eyes of the dead woman. “Who is she?”

“Her name is Lucy Steel,” Gabriel said. “She came in on the Madras Mail tonight.”

Dr. Forsythe made faint clucking sounds with his tongue. “She had a very short stay in Shakkarpur,” he said.

“What killed her?” Gabriel asked.

“Mr. Gabriel is a detective so he always suspects foul play,” Fred Oaks said. “Let’s put it this way, doctor: what did she die of?”

Dr. Forsythe continued to make clucking sounds as he pursued his examination. The tip of his beard brushed the waxen flesh as he scrutinized every inch of the body. He slipped his hands under Lucy’s shoulders, raised her gently, turned her on one side. At last he straightened up.

“The lady was shot.” he announced.

“Shot? There’s no blood….”

“You’re a detective, Mr. Gabriel?”

“That’s what he thinks,” Fred volunteered.

“You should own a copy of Gray’s Anatomy, Mr. Gabriel,” said the doctor. “Every young man in your profession should be familiar with Gray. Then you could determine for yourself that the bullet entered the left side between the ilium and the floating ribs—here….” He pointed to a small dark spot, no larger than a shoe button. “And since there is no other wound, you could also judge that the bullet remained in the body. The bleeding you mention is all internal. A small caliber bullet—not over a .32, I should say—making a clean wound on entering the body, could destroy half a dozen vital organs in the abdominal cavity and leave scarcely a drop of blood on the skin—just enough to make that trickle on the sheet, perhaps. I once saw a man shot in the abdomen. In the excitement of the gun fight, he didn’t even know he was hit, although his intestines were perforated in nineteen places. He walked two hundred yards before he dropped dead.”

“You think, then, doctor,” Gabriel said, “that Miss Steel may have walked into this room after having been shot somewhere else—and not knowing that she was mortally hurt?”

“I don’t know, young man,” Dr. Forsythe replied. “I’m not a detective. I’m just an old missionary doctor, a relic of the previtamin era.”

“I think I’ll go for the District Officer,” said Gabriel suddenly. He started for the door immediately.

“I’ve already sent word to Mr. Hatton,” Dr. Forsythe called after him.

But Gabriel was already in the corridor, closing the door after him.


Chapter Seven

The Smashed Lamp

Bill Gabriel had no intention of going for the District Officer. In fact, there were several things he was anxious to accomplish before the murder of Lucy Steel became a matter of official interest. He walked down the hall to Lucy’s room, went in, left the door slightly ajar so that he would be aware of any troop movements in the corridor.

Once inside he realized for the first time that he had not seen Lucy’s bearer since his return to the hotel. Ordinarily the bearded hunchback would be squatting idly on his haunches outside the door—unless he was busy inside. He was not inside, but there was evidence that he had been. The ancient zinc tub on the bathroom floor was half filled—enough water to represent a dozen trips from the hotel kitchen with buckets. Between the tub and the corner of the bathroom in which a rusty grating screened the drain hole, the cement floor was wet, as though the bearer’s aim with a bucket had been bad. Gabriel tried the bath with one finger; it was lukewarm. Clean towels, still folded, and an untouched cake of soap stood on the wooden washstand.

Gabriel returned to the bedroom. He made a hurried search for the white silk dress that Lucy had worn on her arrival. The red hat was on the dresser, and the red patent-leather belt hung from the back of a chair, but the dress was not to be found. The sight of the red belt recalled something Lucy had said early in the evening: “I’ve got your ticket home and the rest of your money right here in my bag….” But where was Lucy’s red patent-leather bag? It might be a good idea to find it and get what money was coming to him, before the dead woman’s effects were sequestered by the District Officer.

Gabriel made another hasty but systematic search of the room. He explored drawers, the bed, the bedding roll, Lucy’s valises. The red bag, too, was missing.

In one of the valises he came across a small letter-case of embossed morocco. On the entire journey from San Francisco, Lucy had taken particular care of that case. She had avoided questions about it, and all of Gabriel’s efforts to have a private look at its contents had been unsuccessful.

Gabriel heard voices in the hall. He quickly thrust the leather case under his belt, buttoned his coat, waited. The voices passed, one of them—that of Reginald Hatton—rasping with annoyance. Gabriel heard them go into Fred Oaks’s room. Then he slipped out, walked in the opposite direction. He wanted to talk to the proprietress of Seaside House before the District Officer did.

There was no one in the office of the hotel; there never was. But a door at the back led directly to Gwendolyn Small’s apartments. Gabriel hesitated with his hand on the knob. He knew the legend of Gwendolyn Small, of course. A rising young star of the London stage just after the turn of the century, she had abandoned the theater to follow the man she loved, traveled in India with him. At this point her lover was removed from the scene and the legend reached a cross-road. One fork said he had been removed by death; the other, by a case of acute fickleness. Whichever it was, his disappearance left Gwendolyn Small with a fashionable seashore hotel and intermittent attacks of mild dementia. As the vogue of the hotel decreased, the dementia increased, although it was always harmless. Gabriel, in his brief acquaintanceship with Miss Small, was not even convinced it was always genuine. He had to admit, of course, that anyone who constantly wore black in Southern India, or who dressed in Edwardian style in the Age of Munich, was, to say the least, eccentric. There were times, however, when he had the impression that he was watching a performance of Ophelia by a chronic actress on a still-hunt for an audience. He opened the door.

Gwendolyn Small was sitting at a tall teakwood secretary, laying out dog-eared playing cards. She was a perfect match for the Victorian furnishings of the room, and for the faded photographs which covered the walls—photographs of Gwendolyn Small in her theatrical heyday, Gwendolyn in leg-of-mutton sleeves and high-bosomed décolleté, Gwendolyn in wasp-waisted, heart-shaped bodices, in sporty straw sailors, in big-bottomed, trailing evening gowns. Gwendolyn in person, her white hair brushed up imposingly into a flaring pompadour, was still beautiful. There was a loveliness, almost a youthful loveliness, in the fullness of her features, even though Gabriel knew there were wrinkles beneath the careful bloom of rice powder and the four-strand choker of pearls. There was witchery in the faint, fixed smile which showed the ruins of her dimples, and charm in the imperious gestures with which she dealt the cards.

“Sit down, Gabriel,” she said, without looking up, “I’m just telling your fortune. You’ll want to know how it comes out.”

Bill Gabriel gaped in silent astonishment. He was always a little astonished by the clear, ringing tones of Gwendolyn Small’s voice, and at this moment he was doubly amazed by her grotesque calmness in the face of what she apparently knew had just happened. For several seconds he was speechless. He found himself staring at the cards, vaguely noting that they were foreign to any cards he had ever seen, with strangely-shaped pips, and unfamiliar figures as kings and queens. At last he managed to say:

“Listen, Miss Small. There’s no time to talk nonsense about fortunes. I want you to—”

“Is she dead?” There was a fine carelessness in her rising inflection. She continued to lay out the cards.

“She’s dead,” Gabriel blurted, before he fully realized the import of the question.

“Good,” said Gwendolyn Small.

Gabriel finally got a grip on himself. He put his hands into his coat pockets.

“I guess you saw it happen, then,” he said.

“No, of course not.”

“But you sent for Dr. Forsythe?”

“Naturally. I sent for the doctor as soon as I heard the shot.”

“You must have taken a peek later then, Miss Small.”

“I haven’t budged, Gabriel. I’ve been very busy, very busy.”

“Then how did you know where to send the doctor?”

“The cards,” said Miss Small. “The nine came out right after the shot. I knew it was Room 9.”

“That’s Fred Oaks’s room,” Gabriel protested, “and you said—”

“I knew it couldn’t be Mr. Oaks because the red queen came up right after the nine. There’s only one blond woman in my hotel, Gabriel.”

At last Gwendolyn Small looked up, a mad gleam in her eyes. Or was it mad? Again Gabriel had the feeling that he was watching a performance, that the crazy widening of the pupils was an expression of triumph, the true expression of feelings which all this talk of cards and fortunes was meant to conceal.

“Why are you glad she’s dead, Miss Small?”

“I didn’t like her looks. I disliked her the moment she came in here. She stood between me and the light. She didn’t have any petticoats on.”

“They don’t shoot women any more for not wearing petticoats, Miss Small,” Gabriel said. “Hadn’t you heard? There was a general amnesty declared, when George VI came to the throne.”

“And I don’t like red hats,” said Gwendolyn Small, her voice taking on a colorless, irrational tone. “Not that color red anyway. And she smoked cigarettes like a man—not like a lady. She inhaled. Besides, she called me ‘Miss Little.’ ”

“Now that’s different,” said Gabriel, in his best humor-the-child manner. “That’s serious, Miss Small. ‘Miss Little.’ I don’t blame you for shooting her.”

“I didn’t shoot her,” Miss Small protested. “But I might have. She came here to make trouble for Mr. Oaks.”

“Fancy that,” said Gabriel, his small eyes widening. “How do you know that, Miss Small?”

“I like Fred Oaks,” said Miss Small in a childish voice. She was laying out the cards again.

“Well, well!” said Gabriel. Well, well, my eye, he said to himself. Lucy Steel is in Shakkarpur a little over two hours, and people know as much about her as I do. More, probably, since somebody knew enough about her to want to kill her. “And who told you Miss Steel came here to make trouble for Fred Oaks? The cards?”

“No, not the cards,” Gwendolyn Small said’.

“Fred Oaks himself, maybe?”

“No, not Mr. Oaks. It was Mr. Curring. Or Mrs. Curring. I don’t recall which.”

“You must remember whether it was Mr. or Mrs. Curring,” Gabriel insisted. “Which one was here tonight, Miss Small?”

“I can’t recall,” said the ex-actress. “They both come here frequently to have their fortunes told.”

“And you can’t remember which it was tonight? You can’t remember whether it was a man or a woman?”

“I was very busy at the time,” said Gwendolyn Small. Her voice trailed away, as though pursuing her mind into happier and more ethereal worlds.

“What kind of trouble did they say Miss Steel came to cause Mr. Oaks?” Gabriel prompted.

Miss Small’s eyes seemed to focus again. “What kind of trouble can a woman cause a man?” Her voice came back in all its clarion overtones. She was declaiming. Probably a speech from an old play, Gabriel thought. “What kind of troubles can there be between man and woman? Woman—some women—are millstones around the neck—around the neck of the gods….” The voice was fading again. The faraway look came back into her eyes. “Grindstones—they grind exceeding fine—small—but slowly—so slowly….”

Gabriel stared at her. If he could only be sure that she was really screwy, or just putting on a show. He must make a note to read a little abnormal psychology when he got home.

“There!” announced Gwendolyn Small, as she laid down the last three cards in the deck. “That’s done it! There’s your fortune, Gabriel. Blood! Or red-headed women! Or both. The cards aren’t quite clear. But there’s a letter in the night…. A letter or a telegram. And trouble. There’s trouble, Gabriel. Stay away from women—!”

“Now, Gwendolyn,” said Gabriel, coming around the desk to put a paternal arm around the white-haired woman. “You know I don’t even look at any other woman but you.”

“I’ll thank you not to call me Gwendolyn,” said Miss Small.

“Anything you say, Miss Small. But there’s one more thing I’d like to know. Did Lucy Steel leave anything with you for safekeeping?”

“She did not.”

“She didn’t put any valuables in the hotel safe? Not even a handbag—a red, patent-leather handbag?”

“Nothing.”

“Well.” Bill Gabriel pursed his full lips in a silent whistle. “Maybe we ought to go see Mr. Hatton,” he suggested. “I can hear him sounding off down the hall. Something’s happened to hang cow bells on his well-modulated voice.”

When Bill Gabriel left Room 9, closing the door upon the mild objections of Dr. Forsythe, the old missionary doctor unhooked the stethoscope from his ears and said, “I wonder if I should have let him run off like that.”

“I’ll go after him,” Fred Oaks volunteered.

“Hold on now, young man,” said Dr. Forsythe. “You’ll do nothing of the kind. How do I know you two aren’t confederates? After all, I know nothing about either of you, practically, except that I found you both in here with a dead woman. You’ll wait until Mr. Hatton comes.”

The doctor maneuvered himself between Fred and the door. Fred smiled at the optimistic defiance of the frail old man. Then he turned his head at a slight sound behind him.

One of the window shutters, unfastened, was swinging in the wind. It banged shut, swung open again to reveal the leaden gleam of the sea, obscured at rhythmic intervals by a moving shadow—probably the shadow of a palm frond bending to the wind. The muscles along Fred’s jaw tightened.

Dr. Forsythe saw the slight change in his expression. He said, “You keep away from that window too, young man.”

Fred turned back, smiled again. Then the light went out. The darkness that leaped into the room was accompanied by the tinkle of breaking glass and the crash of the lamp being overturned.

“Stay where you are, Mr. Oaks!” Dr. Forsythe called. “Don’t move. I warn you.”

There was no answer. The shutter slammed shut. Dr. Forsythe groped his way across the room, fumbled in his bag for a flashlight.

“Mr. Oaks!” he called again. His old fingers sought the button. A feeble beam of light sprang into being, darted ineffectually about the room. It did not find Fred Oaks.

The shutter creaked open again. Dr. Forsythe went to the window, looked out. He could see the phosphorescent line of the surf, the stiff silhouettes of the tal palms against the whiteness of the beach. He saw no human figures. He reached out, was about to close the shutter, then reconsidered. He came back, picked up the kerosene lamp from the floor, struck a match, touched it to the wick. The chimney and shade were smashed beyond repair, but the wick flared with a yellow, smoky, odorous flame.

Dr. Forsythe returned to the bed, made another searching examination of the body of Lucy Steel. His thick, black eye-brows simulated most of the curves in Euclid before he finally snapped out his flashlight and replaced it in his bag. He got down on his hands and knees, looked under the bed, then rose stiffly, walked to the walnut clothespress. He pulled at the mirrored door, made several clucking sounds when it swung open. He spent ten minutes looking at the suits hanging there, going through the pockets. When he heard footsteps in the corridor, he quickly closed the door to the clothespress, buttoned his alpaca jacket combed out his beard with his fingers.

“Thank God you’ve come, Mr. Hatton,” he exclaimed as the District Officer opened the door.

Reginald Hatton surveyed the dim-lit room, an annoyed expression on his ruddy, equine face. He touched his small reddish mustache, barely visible on his long upper lip, with two exploratory fingers.

“What’s going on here, Forsythe?” he demanded in bored tones. “Something important, I hope. You’ve taken me away from—”

“A deceased female, Mr. Hatton,” said Dr. Forsythe, nodding toward the bed.

“I say.” The District Officer came into the room, followed by Alvin Brinker, an Indian police officer, and two native constables. He glanced briefly at the corpse, turned away quickly. “Who is she, Forsythe?”

“Why, that’s Lucy Steel!” Brinker exclaimed.

Hatton looked at the bank manager curiously. “Friend of yours, Brinker?” he asked.

“Hardly.” The banker’s buck teeth shone in a sickly grin. “That’s the American woman who came in on the Mail tonight. This chap Gabriel said her name was Lucy Steel.”

“Yes, of course. I recall it now,” said the District Officer. “What happened, Forsythe?”

“I’m sure I can’t say, Mr. Hatton. Miss Small sent for me, and I found two men in here with the corpse….”

“Two men—in her room?”

“This isn’t her room, Mr. Hatton. It’s—”

“Yes, of course. This is Oaks’s room isn’t it? Where’s Oaks?”

“He’s gone, Mr. Hatton.”

“Gone? How—?”

“I’m sure I don’t know how he did it. Someone smashed the lamp. It couldn’t have been Oaks. At least I don’t believe it was Oaks. He was standing on the opposite side of the room. But the lamp did go out. I think someone outside hit it with something. The shutters weren’t fastened….”

“Why weren’t the shutters fastened?” demanded Hatton. He strode across the room, his face growing even more red with the rage of thwarted authority.

“It’s none of my affair, Mr. Hatton. I was merely called as a physician—”

“Where’s Miss Small?”

“I haven’t seen her.”

“Damned irregular. And a damned nuisance, just at this time. Who was the other man? Gabriel, I suppose?”

“Yes,” said Dr. Forsythe. “He says he’s some sort of a detective, and—”

“Detective!” Merely pronouncing the word had a strange effect on Reginald Hatton. His British reserve, the dignity of his office, and the usual cold arrogance of his official voice vanished in a sudden sulphurous outburst of expletive. He touched briefly on the subject of Americans in general, detectives in general, and American detectives in general. His remarks became more extended and more vehement when they concerned William Shakespeare Gabriel in particular. The violence and apparent lack of reason for the outburst left Brinker, the doctor, and the police official gaping in astonishment. They were still gaping when Bill Gabriel made his personal appearance.

“Pardon me for eavesdropping,” said Gabriel, when Hatton’s roar had subsided, “but didn’t I overhear my name mentioned in muted whispers?”

He held the door open with one hand, and with the other kept a firm, possessive grasp on the arm of Gwendolyn Small. Miss Small surveyed the scene with complete detachment.

“Hello there, Gabriel,” said the District Officer, resuming his normal voice. “As a matter of fact, I was asking about you. You helped Fred Oaks escape, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t notice he was gone,” Gabriel said. “Anyhow, he can’t get out of Shakkarpur any more tonight, unless he sprouts wings—” He grinned maliciously at the District Officer “—which we all doubt very much. Don’t we, Gwendolyn?”

This time Miss Small did not object to Gabriel’s familiarity. She said quietly, as she stared at the red question mark on the bed sheet:

“I’m sure all this could be explained quite simply. Let me lay out the cards for you, Mr. Hatton. The cards will tell us. The cards will show us the knave—the black knave….”

“Will you stop this nonsense!” the District Officer bellowed. “You brought her in here just to confuse matters, Gabriel. But I warn you that any attempt to obstruct justice—”

“Why, I wouldn’t do a thing like that to you, Mr. Hatton.” The upper areas of Bill Gabriel’s plump cheeks began to crinkle under the eyes. “Fact is, I just noticed that justice seems to be obstructing itself.”

“I don’t intend listening to your ill-mannered levity, Gabriel.”

“Suit yourself,” Gabriel shrugged. “Only I should think an investigating officer might be sort of curious about whatever it was that smashed that lamp.” He gestured with his thumb.

The District Officer walked slowly in the indicated direction, stooped over to examine the dark patch of spilled kerosene. There, in a glitter of broken glass, lay a small .32 caliber automatic pistol.


Chapter Eight

A Strange Household

Fred Oaks had seen the automatic a few seconds before it came hurtling between the open shutters to extinguish the lamp. It had startled him at first; unable to identify the hand which held it, he could not know what function it was about to perform. He did know, however, that whatever happened, the moment had come for him to take abrupt leave of Seaside House. The corpse of Lucy Steel had set his plans somewhat awry.

Fred had made all arrangements to forestall arrest on any vague political complaint the District Officer might devise, but he was not prepared to meet a charge of murder. It was inevitable that he would be saddled with the death of Lucy Steel as soon as they found out why Lucy had come to Shakkarpur, and they were certain to find out. In the long run he would clear himself, but legal chicanery was slow when the charge was murder, and Fred Oaks was in a hurry. He needed another 24 hours at least to finish sowing his crop of dragon’s teeth, and it might be 48 before he could shake the powdery dust of Shakkarpur from his heels, jump to Pondicherry to collect his money for a bad job well done, and get out of India. When the lamp smashed to the floor, Fred leaped through the open window.

Cactus spines jabbed at his underquarters as his heels sank into the sandy soil. He stumbled forward, plumped into the arms of the man standing in the darkness. His body stiffened, his hands moved upward seeking the man’s throat. Then a voice murmured in his ear, “Easy, Fred. Let’s go.”

Fred relaxed, caught his balance. The man was Ganeshi Lal, lawyer son of the Brahman.

“This way,” Ganeshi said. “The D.O. and his minions are galloping down the other road.”

They hugged the wall of the hotel—as closely as Gwendolyn Small’s cactus borders permitted—then cut back through the unkempt, neglected garden. Fred Oaks led the way, heading for the anonymous crowds of the bazaar. He could hear Ganeshi’s breathing close behind him, for Ganeshi suffered from asthma. He could almost hear Ganeshi’s silk shirt as well, for one of the effects of American higher education upon the Hindu lawyer was a predilection for loud shirts with violent stripes, an addiction to pinch-backed pongee suits, and a talent for expressing displeasure by expelling air sharply between the tip of the tongue and the upper lip. All these foreign affectations were symbolic of Ganeshi’s revolt against orthodoxy. They stood between him and his own people almost as much as his refusal to go through a Brahmanic purification cerempny on his return from abroad, and his marriage with a girl of another caste. And, since they nevertheless brought him no closer socially to the West whose ideas he had adopted, they were also his badge of contempt for the Occident. Ganeshi Lal was a complete individualist, a one-man insurrection, the living voice of articulate protest. He was a rabid Swarajist, of course, and therefore a perfect setup for Fred Oaks.

“Thanks for the hand, Ganny,” Fred said, when they had cleared the gardens of Seaside House. “That was nice timing—and nice aim. Whose gun was that you tossed at the lamp?”

“I don’t know,” said Ganeshi Lal.

“You’re not in court now. You can tell the truth.”

“Have it your own way,” Ganeshi said. “But that’s straight. I don’t know whose gun it was. I found it.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Right underneath your window. I peeked in, and saw you were in a jam, so I started looking around for a rock or something to throw at the lamp. I found that gun down on the ground among the cactus.”

“How’d you happen to be outside the window in the first place, Ganny?”

“I heard you were due for trouble with the D.O.,” said the Hindu attorney. “So I hurried over. And I took a dekko through the window first to see how deep you were in.”

“Did you break the catch on the shutters?”

“No, the shutters were unfastened.”

“How did you know I was in trouble with the D.O.?”

“The elderly parent told me. I didn’t ask the old man how he knew, because he’d just have quoted from the Bhagavad Gita or something, to make me think he got an exclusive tip from Hindu heaven. Anyhow, I rushed right over with a pocketful of writs. Then I looked in the window and saw that the writs didn’t quite meet the current situation. Why did you kill that blonde. Fred?”

“I didn’t kill her. I found her in my bed.”

“Well,” said the Hindu. “I didn’t know you were a necrophile.”

“Go home and wash your eyes out with soap, Ganny. You’ve been looking at those bas-relief friezes in the Temple of Shiva again.”

“Not since I was ten years old. If you didn’t kill the blonde, Fred, why did you jump out the window when I smashed the lamp?”

“Because Hatton would just as soon jug me for murder as on any other pretext. And I’m just as determined not to go to jail as Hatton is to send me there—at least until after Shivarat.”

“What are you going to do? Leave town?”

“That’s the simplest way of getting caught.”

“Who told you it was any simpler than a European trying to hide in a small Indian town? The D.O.’s men will ferret out your hiding place inside of two hours.”

“The D.O. won’t think of looking in the place I’ve picked,” said Fred Oaks. “Not for a while, at least.”

“Why won’t he look there?”

“Because I’m going to hide in his own house,” Oaks said.

“You’re a genius,” the Hindu said, “if you can get away with it. How will you get around the servants?”

“I think I can get around the servants. I’ll have to, that’s all. I’ve got to be there tomorrow morning, anyhow—to give instructions for the delivery of the rifles.”

“You’re crazy, Fred. You haven’t had the rifles sent to the District Officer’s bungalow!”

“‘Sure, I have,” was the reply. “They’re arriving from Madras addressed to the D.O.’s sister. She thinks they’re wheelchairs for Doc Forsythe’s Pariah Clinic.”

“You are a genius!” Ganeshi Lal stopped to whistle in admiration. “Not to say a louse, a fox, and a budmash of the first degree. As one angle-worker to another, I salute you.”

“That’s fine,” Oaks said. “Now suppose you salute yourself off into some side street and let me continue my solitary way to the D.O.’s.”

“Don’t you want me to come with you, Fred?”

“No.”

“Listen, Fred, if you need—”

“I’ll send for you.”

“What about the rifles? The men will be here at dawn tomorrow.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve decided what to do about them.”

“No stalling now, Fred. I warn you, you can’t let me down. My men have to have the rifles tomorrow.”

“Why this sudden and un-Oriental show of speed, Ganny?”

“You know why. You’ve been following the news from Europe. England’s going to war.”

“That’s what they said just before Munich.”

“I know, but it’s real this time. Even a Halifax will turn in the end. This is our big chance, Fred—the chance we should have grabbed when England was in a spot twenty-five years ago. We’ve got to strike now—while Britain is in no position to deny us. How are you going to let me know about the rifles, Fred?”

“By heliograph, pony express, or mental telepathy. Trust to my ingenuity, Ganny.”

“I do, Fred. But—”

“Then scram.”

Virginia Hatton waited for 15 minutes after Fred Oaks left the domicile of Shivaji Lal. When the Brahman did not put in an appearance, she went next door to the unhallowed house of his son. No one paid any attention to her as she entered the drawing-room, but she was accustomed to that. The Lals were a strange family—neither cod nor Bombay duck nor good red marinated herring—and fitted appropriately into the heterogeneous house of Lal the Younger.

The elder Lal was there, as Fred Oaks had predicted. He was squatting on the floor, balanced precariously but without effort upon his bare toes. His hands held his congress gaiters, one of which he used to make an occasional gesture of emphasis beneath the nose of his son. Virginia could not hear the subject of his argument for he spoke in his usual low, calm tone. She only remarked that Ganeshi seemed self-consciously bored as he leaned back in his imported leather chair, smoking his very English brier pipe with very un-English sucking sounds, and that the fingers of his left hand were rhythmically busy buttoning and unbuttoning the six buttons at the front of his dazzling silk shirt.

Ahalya Bai, Ganeshi’s wife, sat in an imported rocking chair in the background, gently rocking herself as she played the Internationale on her flute. Despite her surface unconventionality, she was less westernized than her husband. She still wore a sari—a purple one, shot through with gold threads—wrapped around her small, lithe body and brought up, cowl-like, across the back of her glossy black hair. She wore the traditional red mark of the married woman on her forehead, but Virginia suspected that this was only because it was becoming to her deep olive complexion—for the same reason that she used kohl to make her eyes brighter. Ahalya Bai seemed quite as oblivious of the men’s argument as they were unaware of her persistent tootling. For them she was as much a part of the scenery as the pictures on the walls: Karl Marx, Stalin, Rosa Luxemberg, Gandhi, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Susan B, Anthony, Lloyd George, Tagore, Amelia Earhart, and Mr. Justice Frankfurter in academic cap and gown. All except Marx, Rousseau, and Rosa Luxemberg, which were cheap prints, the portraits had been cut out of the rotogravure sections of Sunday newspapers and framed with window glass and passepartout.

Virginia waited near the door for a moment, gently clearing her throat at intervals. When nobody seemed to notice her presence, she ventured a few more steps into the room and said:

“I’m afraid I’m intruding.”

Shivaji Lal suddenly stopped waving his congress gaiters, slipped his feet into them, stood upright.

“Please come in,” he said.

Ahalya Bai Lal put down her flute, picked up a small box of Jaipur enamel beside her rocking chair, and came forward, her silver bangles jingling about her bare ankles. “Won’t you have some pan?” she offered. “I’ve just rolled it myself. The betel leaves are freshly picked.”

“Thank you,” said Virginia.

“What’s on your mind, Miss H?” Ganeshi Lal demanded. He continued to loll with important nonchalance in his leather chair, talking around the stem of his pipe.

Virginia wanted to say, You know what’s on my mind, because it’s on your mind and everybody’s mind. You were talking of it as I came in, I’m certain. She didn’t, however. Only yesterday these people had been her friends—queer friends, perhaps, but sincere, charming, who spoke her language and seemed to make sport of the old Kipling gap between East and West. Tonight they were strangers. Some barrier had arisen between them, as sudden and intangible as the formless mists which rose from the river at nightfall, obscuring, distorting, giving strange new shapes to familiar outlines. Something had happened which made her an alien in a hostile household. Little things which yesterday had been amusing peculiarities tonight assumed large and symbolic importance. The golden button which gleamed in the right wing of Ahalya Bai’s nose, the caste marks blazing on Shivaji Lal’s intelligent forehead, the red-rimmed teeth of the pan-chewer which showed when Ganeshi smiled—they were all big with outlandish meaning tonight. They were foreign, yet they were at the same time familiar, so that it was Virginia who was foreign, insignificant, the object of condescension. So she said meekly, foolishly, “It’s such a hot night, I’ve been out for a walk. I happened to be passing by…. Please don’t let me interrupt….”

The Brahman looked at her curiously. “We were engaged in a somewhat academic discussion of the deplorable decline of Shakkarpur since Kitchener removed the garrison away in 1906.”

    “Since the collapse of the sugar market,” Ganeshi Lal corrected.

“Since chemical dyes have ruined our indigo plantations,” Ahalya Bai amended. “Industrial capitalism has killed Shakkarpur.”

“It’s too bad, really,” said Virginia in a monotone. And she was thinking, You’re lying, all of you. That’s not at all what you were talking about. How can any sensitive and intelligent person talk of anything else, when the sultry air is so full of impending trouble that you can already hear the mutter of the storm and smell the ozone of the approaching lightning! How can you talk of the Shakkarpur of 1906 when the Shakkarpur of today is a-tremble with the fanatical shouts of thousands of Moslem pilgrims, parading the image of Burak, the vehicle that carried Mohammed to heaven, spoiling for a fight with the thousands of Hindu pilgrims, come to do homage to Shiva! The slow progression of the calendars has brought Muharram and Shivarat together and there is hate in men’s hearts, instead of awe and reverence in their souls!

“You are not chewing your pan,” said the young Mrs. Lal. “You need not be afraid. I made it especially for you—without much lime. It will not make your teeth red.”

Virginia looked down at her hand which still held the pan—a small green cornucopia of a betel leaf neatly pinned with a clove. She had often indulged in this social digestive rite with her Hindu friends, and it had seemed as natural as an after-dinner cigarette. Now, however, she felt as though she could not possibly bear the taste of the areca nut inside the rolled leaf. She glanced at the Brahman again. His pale brown eyes were fixed upon her with a cold, piercing intensity she had never noticed before. She thought of hypnotists—Yoga—all the strange occult powers in which India was said to be steeped….

“Is he still there?” the Brahman asked.

“Who?” Virginia countered—although she knew very well without asking.

“The Sahib with the eyes of a rogue and the smile of a boy. Fred Oaks, of course.”

“No. He’s gone back to Seaside House.”

“Your brother is going to arrest him,” said the Brahman. “When? Tonight?”

“Yes, tonight,” Virginia blurted, before she had recovered from her surprise of the Brahman’s knowledge of what she had supposed was a secret.

“Tonight, eh?” Ganeshi Lal at last took the pipe from between his teeth, rose from his chair. “Then I’d better drop over and see him. He’ll be needing me. Pardon me while I get some papers together.”

The Brahman’s son slipped on his pongee jacket, buttoned it carefully, sauntered into the next room.

“I must be going, too,” Virginia said.

“Good night,” said Mrs. Lal.

“Salaam, Missy Sahib,” said the Brahman. Virginia thought she detected a trace of ironic condescension in his voice as he employed the respectful form of address used by Hindu servants in speaking to their European betters. He pressed the palm of his hands together in front of his face, in Indian-style greeting.

“Good night,” said Virginia. When she reached the street outside the house, she realized she was still holding the tiny cornucopia of pan in her hand. She flung it away, started walking.


Chapter Nine

An Unwilling Accomplice

Virginia did not know where she was going, but she felt an imperative need to walk, to breathe the night air, to think. She could not quite understand why she was so upset tonight—but she was. Her thoughts were in a turmoil. It could not be the prospect of Hindu-Moslem rioting, although she had a natural abhorrence of violence and bloodshed; she had gradually grown to feel an almost Oriental fatalism since she had been in India with her brother; and she had gone through the threat of similar disorders during the uprising of the Untouchables the year before with a sense of worry that was purely mental, with nothing of the emotional stress she now felt. It was not that she experienced any sense of personal danger. She knew that she would be the first to benefit by the limited police protection at the District Officer’s disposal. And it could not be that she was disturbed by what was happening to Fred Oaks, because she truly detested Fred Oaks. She hated everything about him, except, perhaps, his slow, disarming smile. Yes, and she hated his’ smile, too, because it was not really part of him, but something he wore like a flower in his buttonhole. Or was it that she hated herself for not hating his smile sufficiently? Whatever it was, for the first time since she had fled to the East, she wished fervently that she were back in England.

Virginia found herself walking in the direction of the sea. She passed in front of the Temple of Shiva, spent half an hour trying to lose herself in observing the noisy, wholesale rites going on in the square by the light of torches that flared yellow when ceremonial salt was thrown on them. When she grew ‘bored by the jostling hordes of pilgrims fighting for the privilege of having cow-dung ashes smeared on their foreheads by officiating Brahmans, she moved on. It was only when she reached the seashore that she remembered Fred Oaks’s admonition about not going home alone. At the seashore she saw Rhoda Curring.

Rhoda was hurrying along the beach, her copper hair flying in the wind. She was half running, half walking, between the high-tide mark and the wave line, where the sand was hard and her heels would not sink in. She passed within a few yards, so Virginia definitely recognized her. Then, in a few seconds, she was lost in the darkness.

The suddenness of the apparition and the recollection of what Fred Oaks had said earlier in the evening made Virginia’s heart skip a beat. There was nothing unusual in Rhoda’s walking along the beach, because she was headed in the direction of her own bungalow; but the sight of the sedentary, fastidious Rhoda running bareheaded through the night instead of lolling in a chaise longue with a cigarette in her mouth and a chota peg at her elbow, was indeed unusual. Virginia turned and started home immediately.

She was inside her own compound and was walking along the path past the badminton courts when a man stepped out from behind a jasmine bush directly in front of her. She stepped back in fright. Before she could scream, he had placed a large hand over her mouth. It was Fred Oaks.

“You, again!” she muttered through his fingers. “What—”

“You’re coming with me,” Fred Oaks declared. “I’ve got a job for you.”

Virginia resisted—but not for long. Fred had flung his right arm around her in a crushing grip, was leading her across the compound toward the lopsided one-roomed hut that served as headquarters for the watchman.

“Where are you going?” she gasped, when she decided that it was useless to dispute superior strength. “That’s the chokidar’s lodge.”

“It was,” Fred admitted. He said no more until he had pushed the girl into the hut and closed the door.

The, girl looked about her in panic. The watchman’s lantern was standing on the floor in a corner, still burning. The tiny room was foul with the hot smell of kerosene and the reek of rancid ghi. The watchman’s belongings, most of them, were still there—a cocoanut-shell hookah, a string-frame bed, some earthenware pots and brass utensils, a small stove that burned cow-dung cakes.

“Where’s the chokidar?” Virginia demanded.

“He’s left on an extended leave of absence.”

“Fred, what have you done to him?”

“Nothing.”

“The chokidar wouldn’t leave like this, without—”

“Wouldn’t he?” Fred grinned. “Two hundred rupees isn’t very many pounds or dollars—but it’s six months’ pay for the chokidar. He’s gone off to his village for a little holiday.”

“Fred, what—?”

“Listen to me. I’m going to stay in this lodge tonight, tomorrow and perhaps tomorrow night. I’ll be here at least until dark tomorrow, so I’ll need a few provisions. As soon as you can do it without being seen, I want you to bring me anything you can find in the kitchen—bread, some cold cuts perhaps, a chatti of water, a bottle of your brother’s best Scotch whisky if you can lay your hands on it surreptitiously.”

“I’ll do nothing of the kind.”

“You’ll have to, Virginia. I’m in a jam.”

“It’s none of my doing.”

“But it’s going to be your undoing—unless you help me.”

“What rot!”

“Rot for you, maybe, but not for me. Fred Oaks has no intentions of rotting in jail.”

“I thought you had everything arranged with Ganeshi Lal—so they couldn’t hold you.”

“There’s been a slip-up. They want me for murder, now.”

“Murder? How ghastly! Who—?”

“A lady who arrived in Shakkarpur this evening: Lucy Steel.”

“You killed her, Fred?”

“No, but somebody did—in my room.”

Virginia’s lips moved, but she did not reply. She looked at Fred blankly, as if stunned. Then her long lashes fanned downward over her blue eyes and her young shoulders stiffened. She was making an obvious effort to summon all her dignity, to make her voice as impersonal as the official hauteur of her brother, as she said, “So you think I’m going to shield you, do you? You think I’m going to hide a—a fugitive from justice?”

“Certainly,” Fred replied.

“What’s to prevent my calling my brother? Hasn’t it occurred to you that I might very well pretend to do what you ask, and then simply turn you over to the police?”

“It has occurred to me. But you won’t do that.”

“And why not? Certainly not because you’ve squired me about Shakkarpur for the past month. Or because you’ve made a few cynical contributions to my work at the Clinic for Untouchables. I know you don’t care tuppence about helping the Untouchables—or anyone else, for that matter. You were simply amused because I was doing something my brother objected to, and you encouraged me merely because you thought the other people here would be shocked.”

“That’s right,” Fred chuckled.

“And you certainly aren’t presuming that I’ll shield you because—because I let you kiss me the other night!”

“Of course not. You weren’t really kissing me. You were showing gratitude to the map who promised to donate wheelchairs to Dr. Forsythe’s clinic.”

“Then what makes you think I’d raise one little finger to keep you from going to prison—if you belong there?”

“You can’t help yourself,” Fred grinned. “You’re an accomplice.”

“I’m nothing of the kind!”

“You’re an accomplice all right, even if you don’t know it. Those wheelchairs I ordered for you—for Dr. Forsythe’s clinic—they’re arriving tomorrow on the Mail from Madras.”

“Well?”

“Only they’re not wheelchairs. They’re rifles. And they’re addressed to you.”

Virginia blanched. She stepped back as though she had been struck. Her blue eyes blazed with reproach and anger, then grew soft and liquid with pain and disappointment. Her lip trembled. For an instant Fred was almost sorry for her. For an instant she was not a descendant of the Hattons who had built an empire, but only a little girl who had been hurt. Her voice was scarcely more than a whisper as she finally said:

“Why have you done this to me, Fred? Why have you—destroyed—” She stopped.

“Don’t say I’ve destroyed your faith. I’ve never given you any reason to have faith in me. I’ve told you frankly that I’m nothing but a scoundrel.”

“That’s just it! You have been so frank, so open, that I couldn’t believe you’re completely bad. I do like you, Fred. Or I did—until just now. But if you think that because you’ve involved me that you can force me to shield you—”

“I think it would be showing excellent judgment on your part.”

“You don’t know me, Fred.” The girl’s eyes flashed a challenge. Her chin tilted in what she meant to be defiance. It was not a convincing gesture. She herself must have felt it was not convincing, because she added boldly: “I’m not afraid—of you—of consequences—of anyone!”

“There are those rifles—addressed to you.”

“I’ll tell the truth about them!”

“Nobody will believe you, I’m afraid.” Fred sighed, but there was no sadness in it. “As you’ve just said, Virginia, you’ve been going around with me more than your brother approves of, and you’ve done a good many non-conformist things such as consorting with Hindus and other subject races, so that your fellow countrymen here will be only too glad to believe the worst of you.”

“You—you—!” The girl came at him, stammering, her fists clenched to stop the trembling of her hands.

“I’m sorry, Virginia, believe it or not,” Fred Oaks said, all the hard facetiousness gone out of his voice. “I’m sorry the way this has turned out. As I planned it, you wouldn’t even have known I was borrowing your name for my own sinister purposes. You would have signed an order for the transfer of the packing cases from the railway to the clinic. I would have looked after the transportation. Somewhere between the station and Dr. Forsythe’s, they would have disappeared. However, since this Miss Steel was inconsiderate enough to get herself murdered in my room, I’m obliged to ask for your unwilling co-operation. I can count on it, can’t I?”

The girl did not reply. Her lips tightened, her whole body grew rigid with the contempt and disdain which her eyes refused to express. She nodded curtly.

“Good night,” she said. “And good-by.”

She turned quickly and opened the door.

“You can bring those provisions any time before dawn,” Fred called to her back. “And if you can’t find any Scotch, brandy will do.”

The door shut with a bang. Fred looked at it for a hesitant moment, then opened it a crack. The thin blade of light that sliced the darkness illuminated Virginia’s appealing young figure for an instant before she vanished down the path. She was walking with a firm, proud step—as proud as any Hatton, Fred noted with a pang of dismay.


Chapter Ten

The Watchman’s Pipe

Bill Gabriel stepped outside the Shakkarpur station of the Bengal-Nagpur Railway. Around him, like so many heaps of soiled linen, a score of sleeping Hindus lay on the ground, huddled together in grotesque poses. Other Hindus squatted in groups about their household belongings—cloth-tied luggage, hookahs, brass pots. Big-bellied, naked children, astride their fathers’ hips, slept. As they talked, the waking men peeled wrappings of plantain leaves from moist lumps of cooked rice and ate. They were all waiting for trains that would pass next day—when, they knew only vaguely. Time was of such little importance.

Just beyond the circle of light from the insect-clouded station lanterns, Gabriel saw the dim outlines of a bund-ghari—a squarish carriage like a packing box on wheels, closely shuttered to protect purdah women against the profane gaze of strange males. He passed it without a thought and had taken perhaps fifty steps before he realized that the. ghari was following and that the nose of the broken-down horse was almost at his shoulder. He side-stepped, stopped. The ghari stopped, too. The wooden shutter dropped with a bang, and Gabriel jumped back, his hands plunged into his coat pockets.

“Gabriel.”

The voice of Rhoda Curring called softly from the interior of the carriage. Gabriel approached cautiously.

“Yes, Mrs. Curring?”

“I—I saw you go into the railway station, Mr. Gabriel. I was wondering if you planned to leave Shakkarpur soon?”

“I was just sending a telegram,” said Gabriel. “There’s no more trains tonight, anyhow.”

“I thought there might be some special pilgrim trains.”

“Not that I know of. And I couldn’t take it if there was. The D.O. is holding me as a material witness. Released me on my own recognizance, but I’m on probation, sort of. Or maybe you haven’t heard about the mur—”

“Yes, I heard,” interrupted Rhoda quickly. “Frightful thing. Mr. Gabriel, is it true that you’re a—a criminologist?”

“Well, yes, sort of, I guess. I’m a detective.”

“I should like to engage you. Will you take a case for me?”

“Glad to, as soon as I clean up the case I came here on. I don’t usually work on two cases at one time.”

“This won’t take much of your time, I’m sure. But I need your help at once.”

“What about?”

Rhoda opened the door of the ghari. “Get in.”

“I’m walking,” said Gabriel. “I’m due at the D.O.’s bungalow right now.”

“Get in. I’ll drive you there. We can talk on the way.”

“I’d rather walk.” Gabriel closed the door of the ghari.

“I see.” Rhoda fumbled in the darkness, extended her hand through the window. “There’s your retainer. Come and see me when you’ve finished at Mr. Hatton’s.”

“It may be late. Your husband won’t like your receiving visitors at three in the morning.” He ignored the extended hand.

“My husband’s not there.”

“He was about two hours ago.”

“Yes, I know. But he’s gone away again. Please take this.”

When Gabriel remained motionless, Rhoda tossed something toward him that fell noiselessly in the soft dust at his feet.

“I shall be waiting for you,” she said. Then she rapped on the wooden panel of the ghari and called to the driver, “Sidhe age chale jao. Jaldi, syce.”

The carriage rattled off down the road.

Gabriel stooped to pick up a tightly-folded wad of paper. His fingers smoothed out the multiple creases of the big, unwieldy diplomas that the Government of India uses for bank notes of large denomination. There were five thousand-rupee notes!

The detective put the money into his pocket and whistled to himself as he pointed his steps toward the District Officer’s compound. He stopped whistling to cough when a cloud of dust swirled up from the wheels of a uniformed cyclist coming from the railway station.

Reginald Hatton was holding court on the veranda of his bungalow, flanked by Dr. Forsythe, Alvin Brinker of the Bank of Shakkarpur, and the native Subadar of police. When Gabriel came in, the District Officer barked at him with shrill, terrierlike impatience.

“We’ve been waiting for you, Gabriel. Where have you been?”

“I told you I had things to do. I had to move my stuff from the dak bungalow down to Seaside House.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t try to send a telegram?”

“I sent a wire, yes.”

“You thought you sent a telegram,” declared Hatton smugly. He got up, waved a salmon-colored telegraph form triumphantly under the detective’s nose. “By my order, it was not despatched. It was brought to me here.”

“What’s the big idea?”

“I might ask you the same question—in English. Why do you find it necessary to telegraph the C.I.D. in Delhi?”

“Inspector Dumbarton is an old friend of mine,” Gabriel explained. “I’ve been keeping him in touch with this case.”

“Weren’t you aware, Gabriel, that I represent full police authority in Shakkarpur?”

“Sure. You’d never let anybody forget that you practically represent God himself around here.”

“Then why did you find it necessary to try to go over my head in this matter?” Hatton tore Gabriel’s telegram into strips as he spoke. Gabriel watched him, and a slow smile spread across his plump face.

“I didn’t know you wanted to keep the death of Lucy Steel a secret,” Gabriel said. “I didn’t know you had any reason for holding out on Delhi.”

The detective’s stare bored deep into the eyes of the District Officer.

“This isn’t a question of ‘holding out on Delhi,’ ” said Hatton. “It’s a matter of procedure. My reports go through certain routine channels. They reach Delhi only through the Provincial Superintendent of Police. I’ll ask you not to interfere further.”

Gabriel shrugged and sat down. Hatton glared at him. Alvin Brinker cleared his throat and said, “You were going to speak to him about the disposition of the body, Reggie.”

“I was coming to that,” Hatton said. A chaprassi came in and handed him a telegram. He continued speaking as he opened it. “Dr. Forsythe will tell you that it is impossible to keep a corpse in this climate. For reasons of hygiene, some disposition must be made early tomorrow. There is a small European cemetery in the old cantonment. Or if this Miss Steel has any sentimental relatives who would care to receive her ashes, I can order a cremation.”

“I don’t know anything about Lucy’s relatives,” Gabriel said, “and since I’m ruled off the telegraph wires, I won’t have a Chinaman’s chance of finding out before tomorrow. But you better cremate anyhow.”

“Very well,” said the District Officer, unfolding the telegram and glancing at it. “I must warn you, however, that the cremation will be done in the Hindu manner at the burning ghats. If you have any objection—” He stopped, staring at the telegram with wide eyes. Slowly he raised his head until he confronted the detective with a searching, puzzled gaze. Two fingers of his left hand touched the ends of his reddish mustache in a bewildered gesture. “How do explain this, Gabriel?” he demanded, drawing his upper lip taut over his teeth, in an effort to be very much the personification of Empire.

“Explain what?” Gabriel held out his hand for the telegram, which Hatton promptly withdrew out of reach.

“This message is from the Provincial Superintendent of Police,” Hatton said. “Let me read it to you: ‘Please permit William S. Gabriel co-operate solution murder Lucy Steel. Delhi requests you give him every assistance.’ ”

Gabriel leaned back in his chair and smiled broadly. “That just goes to show that the Provincial Superintendent of Police has good judgment,” he said.

“How did the Superintendent of Police learn of the existence of Lucy Steel—to say nothing of her murder?”

“You said yourself that your routine channels take your reports first to the Superintendent of Police,” Gabriel suggested.

“But I haven’t sent my report as yet.”

“No? Why not?”

“That’s neither here nor there. How did you get your news past my orders to the telegraph office? Have you a private wireless set, by any chance?”

Gabriel smiled again. It was a plump cherubic smile that might have meant that he was just as astonished as the District Officer—or that he was mightily pleased with himself. He said, “That’s neither here nor there, either. You’ve practically got orders to hand me the assignment to crack the Lucy Steel case for you. What about it?”

The District Officer stopped fingering his mustache, sighed with resignation. “If I must, I must,” he said. “No doubt you know already who killed Miss Steel.”

“Do you?”

“I’m morally certain that it must have been this Fred Oaks person, but I’m quite at a loss for a motive,” said Hatton.

“I’ve found plenty of motive for Oaks,” Gabriel said, “but I’m just as certain morally, or immorally, that he didn’t kill her.”

“What’s the motive?” Hatton asked.

“There’s no use my telling you, since it’s only going to make you more convinced that the wrong man did the job.”

“I insist on knowing everything you’ve discovered,” Hatton declared. “After all, I’m—Hello, Virginia. What do you want?”

Virginia Hatton had come in silently, and was standing at her brother’s side. She was out of breath, and very pale. Her fingers gripped the edge of Hatton’s desk tightly, as though she were afraid that they might betray the agitation that she was fighting to keep out of her facial expression.

“I’d like to speak to you, Reginald,” she said.

“Later,” Hatton said impatiently. “I’m terribly busy at this moment.”

“This is important, Reg.” The girl’s lips were colorless.

“It can’t be any more important than what I’m doing. There’s been a murder committed, Virginia—”

“Yes, I know. That’s what I wanted to speak to you about.”

The District Officer showed sudden interest. “Do you by any chance know where this scoundrel Oaks is hiding?” he demanded.

“I said I’d like to speak to you—privately,” the girl insisted. “May I?”

“All right, in half a moment,” Hatton said. “Sit down. Now, Gabriel, what about this motive?”

“It’s not exactly conclusive,” Gabriel replied. “And, as I said, it’s more than likely misleading. But here it is for what it’s worth.” He produced the morocco leather letter-case he had found in Lucy Steel’s luggage. “As you may have guessed already,” he resumed, “I came to India with Lucy Steel. She retained me in San Francisco to locate Fred Oaks.”

“Why?” the District Officer interrupted.

“Believe it or not,” Gabriel said, “I’m not sure. I didn’t know when I left San Francisco, and on the way I was given to understand by Miss Steel that it was none of my business. I suspected in Calcutta that there was a legacy involved. Oaks was the black sheep and the sole heir of a very wealthy family. His father, a sugar millionaire, died the day before I was retained by Miss Steel. He publicly disinherited his son some years before his death. Whether he put Fred back on the gravy train before he died, I don’t know. But if he did, Lucy Steel knew about it. Lucy Steel was Fred Oaks’s wife.”

“Wife?” The question came from Virginia Hatton. It was a small, startled cry that might have escaped her involuntarily. She was sitting forward on the edge of her chair, staring at Gabriel incredulously.

“Sure, wife,” said Gabriel, “At least they were married once. I can’t say if the marriage was legal or not, or if they were divorced since.” He opened the morocco letter-case. “But here’ a marriage certificate showing that Fred Oaks and Lucy Steel were hitched in New Orleans in 1933.”

As he passed the certificate to the District Officer, Gabriel stole a glance at Virginia Hatton. The girl still sat on the edge of the chair, as motionless as a statue. In her rigid face only her eyes moved, following the paper in the detective’s hand.

“What makes you suggest that this marriage may not have been valid?” Hatton asked.

“There was a previous marriage.” Again Gabriel dug into the leather case. “In 1932 Oaks was married in Reno, Neveda, to a woman named Marjory Root. This is a photostatic copy of the records.”

“The man has wives to burn,” cackled Alvin Brinker.

“Whether the marriage to Marjory Root was ever terminated by divorce, annulment or the death of Miss Root, I don’t know,” Gabriel went on. “My guess is that it wasn’t. Lucy Steel was too much interested in bigamy laws in India, and was too disappointed when I told her a Mohammedan could have up to four wives without breaking any laws. Of course, Fred Oaks wasn’t a Mohammedan. Lucy Steel, I’m afraid, came here for the express purpose of putting the bee on Fred Oaks for a million dollars or so, even though I don’t know what she had on him except the old wedding yoke.”

“A common blackmailer!” said the District Officer.

“Not at all common, if you ask me,” Gabriel objected. “She had a way about her. She did things in the grand manner.”

“In any event, this Oaks person certainly had good reason to kill her—if what you say is true.”

“Sure, he had reason. That’s what I said before. But I don’t think he did it.”

“Come now, Gabriel.” The District Officer was unpleasantly patronizing. “It couldn’t have been anyone else. The woman hadn’t been in Shakkarpur two hours before she was murdered. She didn’t know anybody here except Oaks—or you. And you seem to have been given a character by Delhi. It must have been Oaks.”

“I still got a hunch he didn’t do it,” Gabriel insisted. “He’s too smart to be caught flatfooted with a corpse in his room. He’d have done it some other way—since there wasn’t any hurry, as far as I can see. He’d have shot her some place else, so he could get back and go through her luggage and destroy any evidence she might have against him—like these marriage certificates.”

Suddenly Virginia Hatton began to laugh—softly at first, then more loudly. Gabriel, watching her closely, saw no sign of mirth in her tense, pale face. She stopped on a shrill, slightly hysterical note, as suddenly as she had begun.

“I seem to give you a chuckle,” said Gabriel.

“It’s so silly!” Virginia declared. “You’re all being very silly.”

“No one has asked your opinion, Virginia!” said the District Officer coldly.

“What’s silly?” asked Gabriel.

“The idea that a man as completely without inhibitions as Fred Oaks should be intimidated, to the point of murder, by the mere threat of someone revealing that he has a wife or two too many.”

“Don’t you think Fred Oaks is capable of committing murder, Miss Hatton?” Gabriel pursued.

“Not over such a trifling matter as blackmail; not over an unorthodox number of wives. I can’t imagine Fred going to the trouble of killing a woman merely to keep her from denouncing him as a bigamist.”

“There may be a million dollars involved,” Brinker volunteered. “That makes a difference.”

“Not to Fred, it wouldn’t. He’s not an acquisitive person. He doesn’t care any more about money, in the mass, than he does about such abstract concepts as honor, or—or love.”

“Why did he run away, if he’s such a misjudged lamb?” the District Officer demanded.

“Because there’s only one thing in the world that Fred Oaks does care about, and that’s his personal independence.”

Well spoken, Bill Gabriel thought. She knows the man’s a Grade A chiseler, but she likes him anyhow, and she’s going to see that the Devil gets his due. She’ll polish up the only white spot on a black character—like defense counsel telling the jury the man who burned down the orphan asylum is good to his mother. Nice performance.

“Nevertheless,” the District Officer was saying, “I’m arresting Oaks as soon as I lay hands on him, which should be very soon. The Subadar has a dozen men looking for him, and he can’t hide for long in a place like Shakkarpur. By the way, Virginia, you said you wanted to speak to me?”

The girl sat back in her chair. It was an uneasy movement.

“Yes,” she said.

“What’s it all about?”

“You’re busy, Reg. I’ll wait until you’ve done.”

“Is it about this Oaks?”

“I’d rather speak to you alone,” the girl insisted.

Of course it’s about Oaks Gabriel said to himself. She knows where he is and she can’t make up her mind whether to front for him or to tell her brother. Trouble is, her brother’s going to make up her mind for her. I wouldn’t give a wooden rupee for Oaks’s chances right now. The girl probably never told a firstclass lie in her life.

“Let’s not have any nonsense, Virginia,” Hatton said testily. “Do you know where Oaks is hiding?”

The girl hesitated. She leaned forward again.

“I’d sort of like to speak to Miss Hatton myself,” Gabriel interposed. “As long as I’m going to work on this case with you, Mr. Hatton.”

“I shouldn’t wonder she could be a great help to us,” Hatton said, getting up. He walked over to his sister, looked down at her with silent bluster in his glance. She met his accusing glare with proud, frank, unflinching eyes. Hatton continued, “She always was a queer duck, she and that twin brother of hers—scarcely like Hattons at all, Sir Godfrey always said. A Hatton wouldn’t be seen about with a man like Oaks—I say, Brinker, will you see who’s making all that row on the steps?”

An altercation was in progress at the veranda entrance. Through the screen door, the red turban of the Sikh doorman could be seen making vehement negative movements. His loud and contemptuous Hindustani all but drowned out the protestations of the man he was addressing.

The bank manager was back in an instant with an explanation.

“It’s your chokidar,” he said.

“Chokidar?” The echo came from Virginia. She arose abruptly.

“The watchman,” Brinker went on. “He said he started off for home, but in the excitement of getting an unexpected leave, he forgot his hookah. Since he couldn’t envisage a holiday without his favorite pipe, he came back for it, but he couldn’t get into his lodge. The door was locked and no one answered his knocking. He wants to know if you wouldn’t let him in to get his cocoanut shell pipe.”

“Strange,” said the District Officer. “I didn’t give the chokidar leave. I wonder—” He stopped suddenly, shot a quick glance at his sister. Virginia was still standing, staring at him, her lips pressed lightly together. Hatton nodded over his shoulder to his Subadar of Police. “Yusuf,” he ordered, “take ten armed men and surround the watchman’s lodge. If anyone tries to get out, shoot without warning. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

“Yes, Sahib.” The Subadar started for the door.

“And on your way out, Yusuf, send the watchman in to me.”


Chapter Eleven

A Sinister Visit

The veranda of the Curring bungalow was dark except for the glowing end of a cigarette in a far corner—a nervous spot of light that grew brighter and dimmer like the luminous pulsations of a firefly. For a long time there was no sound except the impersonal, restless murmur of the sea. Then there came the faint scrape of a shoe on the wooden steps. The figure of a man was silhouetted in the screen panel of the door.

“Come in, Mr. Gabriel,” Rhoda Curring called softly.

As soon as the door opened she sprang up, cold with the realization that she had made a mistake. The silhouette did not have the plump outlines of William Gabriel. It was a thin, angular shadow.

“A disagreeable surprise, Mrs. Curring,” The man said. “I am not Mr. Gabriel.”

The peculiar phonetic combination of a chichi accent and an American intonation told Rhoda that the visitor was Ganeshi Lal, but did not reassure her. She did not like the Hindu pleader. She did not like any Indians, in fact, and the educated ones were worst of all. Not only did they fail to acknowledge their inferiority to the European, but they actually acted quietly superior at times. It was a mistake to educate these people—dangerous.

“I fancy you’ve come to bring me word from Mr. Oaks,” she said. “Is he safe?”

“He’s safe. But that is not exactly what I’ve come for.”

“Is he—Is Mr. Oaks in custody?”

“Not yet, thanks to me.”

“Thank God!” Rhoda sat down. Ganeshi Lal also sat down, unbidden.

“So you shot her,” the Hindu said abruptly.

Rhoda drew in her breath sharply. “Who?” she demanded.

“Come, come,” said Ganeshi Lal. “Sooner or later they’re going to trace that gun to you.”

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

“You know certainly that an American woman named Lucy Steel was murdered tonight in Fred Oaks’s room at Seaside House.”

“I did hear something to that effect,” Rhoda admitted. “But I haven’t been near Seaside House tonight.”

“No, of course not.” Ganeshi Lal chuckled. “And you don’t even know where Fred Oaks’s room is—or how to unfasten the shutters from the outside, So you could get in without having to pass through the hotel where you might be seen. You’d never done that before, I suppose?”

“I don’t intend to be insulted by you!” Rhoda declared. “What business have you coming here anyhow?”

“I’m Fred Oaks’s lawyer,” the Hindu said. “I want to know why you shot Lucy Steel.”

“But I didn’t, I tell you!”

“Of course. Of course. I suppose your story is going to be that you did possess a .32 caliber pistol, but that you lent it to someone—or that it was stolen—and dropped outside of Fred Oaks’s room merely to incriminate you. Because you must know that by this time the gun is in the hands of the District Officer.”

Rhoda was silent.

“Well, why did you shoot her?” Lal persisted.

“Now see here!” Exasperation was getting the better of Rhoda. Her voice shrilled. “Suppose I did shoot this woman. What is it to you, you—you—”

“Nigger,” prompted the Hindu. “That’s what you were going to call me, wasn’t it? Or jungliwalla. Or suwar-ka-bachcha. Or merely Babu—if you thought that derogatory enough. That’s all you know about India, isn’t it?—how to mistreat us who live here. But not for long now, Mrs. Curring. It won’t be long before our own land will belong to us again. It won’t—”

“Bas!” Rhoda interrupted. “If you’ve come here to bore me stiff with your political oratory, I must ask you to leave. In fact, I shall ask you to leave, regardless. Good night, Mr. Lal.”

“I’m not going until I find out the answer to my question. Please understand, Mrs. Curring, that I am completely indifferent about whether you killed Lucy Steel or not. I’m interested only in knowing why.”

“Good night, Mr. Lal.”

The Hindu did not budge. He said: “Let me reconstruct the crime for you, Mrs. Curring. Let us say it was a crime passionnel. You looked through Mr. Oaks’s window. You saw a strange woman in his bed. You shot her. It is quite understandable. Women kill for passion in all lands—even in such backward lands as India. That is why we Hindus once invented the jolly old custom of burning widows on the funeral pyres of their deceased mates. We found it discouraged adulterous wives from poisoning suspicious husbands. Very well. You were in a jealous rage—”

“I was nothing of the kind!”

“I advise you to say ‘yes,’ Mrs. Curring.” A new note of sinister chillness had crept into Ganeshi Lal’s voice. “Because if you did not kill Lucy Steel out of jealousy, your own life is in grave danger.”

“Preposterous!”

“Is it indeed? I have been generous in my readiness to believe that your interest in Fred Oaks is purely romantic, but—”

“Whatever it is doesn’t concern you!”

“Yes, it does, Mrs. Curring. These next few days are extremely vital to me personally, probably vital to the whole idea of Swaraj, possibly vital to the history of India. I can’t have them nullified by any woman—dead or alive.”

“Isn’t it rather fanciful to attach so much importance to the late Lucy Steel?” Rhoda asked in her best bored manner.

“You might ask your husband.”

“Mr. Curring never saw the woman.”

“I’m afraid he did. He spoke to her tonight just after she got off the train. He was at the station when she arrived, and they spoke for perhaps two minutes.”

“That’s impossible. My husband spent the day on the plantations.”

“You know better than that, Mrs. Curring. You know that your husband spent a good part of the day in conversation with Hajji Ahmed, Shakkarpur’s leading Mohammedan citizen.”

“I know nothing of the kind.”

“Well, I do. Good night, Mrs. Curring.”

“Wait, Lal—Mr. Lal. Just a moment. Please!”

Ganeshi Lal did not bother to reply. He bowed, walked slowly to the door, opened it.

“Mr. Lal!”

The door slammed as the Hindu went down the steps.

Rhoda hurried to the screen, pressed her face against the dusty copper mesh, peered into the night to watch the direction Lal was taking. She strained her eyes, to follow his progress along the beach. Her cigarette, burned down to her fingers, reminded her that time was passing. She flung it away, opened the door, ran out after the son of the Brahman.


Chapter Twelve

The Attack on the Lodge

A lantern swinging from the lower branches of a tamarind tree glinted dully on the rifle barrels of the Sikh constables surrounding the watchman’s shack. Six of the constables were drawn up in front of the lodge, red turbans piled proudly on their erect heads, their square beards savagely dark in the lamplight. The rest were deployed on the other three sides of the little building.

The District Officer came up behind the line and addressed his native police captain.

“Has he tried to get out, Subadar?”

“No, Excellency. There has been no movement, no sound inside.”

The District Officer pushed his way between two riflemen, strode boldly to the front door of the shack, rapped twice.

“Come out, Oaks!” he ordered. “I have a warrant for your arrest.”

There was no response. Hatton tried the door. It was locked. He kicked at the bottom panel.

Virginia Hatton, standing far to the rear, felt her mouth go dry. She wondered vaguely why she had come. She didn’t want to see this, yet some strange fascination had compelled her to follow her brother after he had wrung the story from the chokidar that Oaks had given him money.

The District Officer raised his left forearm level with his eyes, half turned so that the light from the lantern fell upon the dial of his wrist watch.

“I’ll give you half a minute, Oaks,” he declared to the door. “If you don’t come out peacefully, we’ll come in after you.” He stepped back a pace. “Have your men get ready to fire through the door, Subadar,” he ordered.

Cold moisture formed on the palms of Virginia’s hands. She felt her knees buckle. Reaching out for support she grasped the arm of Bill Gabriel who stood next to her, watching the proceedings with detached calm.

“Take it easy, sister,” Gabriel said. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

All right! In the deathly silence she could almost hear her brother’s watch ticking away the seconds. She had to act—and quickly. Whatever she did, Fred would think she had betrayed him. No matter. Anything was better than having him shot down in cold blood. She released Gabriel’s arm, ran. She heard Gabriel call to her but she ignored him. She ran past the gleaming line of rifle barrels, flung herself upon the District Officer.

Hatton pushed her aside. “Stand back!” he said.

“You can’t do this, Reg,” she pleaded. “You can’t shoot a man without a chance.”

“He’s had his chance. Get out of here.”

“No, Reg. He’ll come out for me. Let me ask him.”

Hatton hesitated. He glanced at his watch. Then, “All right. Half a minute more. Go ahead. Try.”

Virginia pressed her cheek against the door panel. Her heart was beating violently in her throat, choking back her breath. She could not force the words to her lips. The seconds were ticking by again. She swallowed.

“Fred!” she gasped at last. “Please come out. This is Virginia. Please! Don’t make them shoot!”

No answer. She could picture him behind the door, waiting with that reckless half-smile of his, his arms crossed defiantly, waiting in supremely confident silence.

“He’s not there,” the District Officer said. “This is a trick of yours to gain time.”

“He’s there, Reg. I’m sure of it.”

“Then stand aside.”

“No, Reg. Please. His blood isn’t going to solve anything.”

“Get back!”

“No, Reg.”

The District Officer seized the girl’s arm, flung her roughly beyond the line of Sikh constables. “Hold her, Brinker!” he ordered.

Brinker and Gabriel caught her arms, drew her further back behind the bristling rifles. Gabriel said, “Take it easy, sister.”

“Ready, Subadar?” the District Officer asked.

“Ready, Sahib.”

“Fire!”

The hot night trembled with the roar of flaming rifle muzzles. Slumbering tree-tops awoke to the terror of screaming monkeys and shrieking birds. The haze of dust and splinters settled to silence in front of the watchman’s shack as the echoes died. Wide-eyed and speechless, Virginia watched the District Officer again step up to the bullet-marked door.

“You know we’re in earnest now,” Hatton said. “Come out, Oaks.”

Silence.

“Probably killed him,” said Alvin Brinker. He laughed.

Virginia made a small convulsive sound in her throat. It sounded far away, as though someone else had sobbed. Her own throat was numb, incapable of feeling, just as her mind was incapable of explaining her own spontaneous behavior.

“Break it in, Subadar,” the District Officer was saying.

Rifle butts smashed against rotten wood. The door cracked, shuddered, crashed in.

Revolver drawn, the Subadar stepped into the watchman’s lodge. An instant later he reappeared.

“Nobody’s inside, Excellency,” he reported.

The District Officer blinked incredulously. He, too, stepped into the hut. When he emerged, he walked directly to Virginia. For an eternal five seconds he stared at her—through her, it seemed. She fancied she could hear the grinding of his teeth as his jaw champed sidewise in barely perceptible movements of suppressed fury.

“You lied to me!” he said at last.

“I didn’t, Reg! He was there. I swear it. You heard what the chokidar said.”

“The chokidar was evidently repeating what you told him to say. This is all a clumsy trick to give your filthy friend time to get away. Friend! He’s probably been your lover. At any rate, you’re certainly his accomplice. Come with me, Subadar.”

He strode off in the direction of his bungalow, leaving Virginia with the cold, lonely feeling that whatever slight bond there had been between brother and sister was definitely sundered. She was no longer the District Officer’s sister. She was a stranger—and Fred Oaks’s accomplice!

Accomplice! The full meaning of the word burst upon her like a blinding light. With dismay she remembered what Fred had told her scarcely an hour ago. In the morning a shipment of contraband rifles—labeled wheelchairs—would arrive. They would be addressed to her. Accomplice!

Suddenly she became aware that Bill Gabriel was still standing by her side, watching her intently. She turned to him. Gabriel cleared his throat apologetically.

“Well, I guess I’ll be getting on,” he said. He took a few steps, then came back. He added, “I’ve moved down to Seaside House—Room 3—in case there’s anything you might want to tell me.”

Even in the darkness, she thought there was a look of sympathetic understanding on his chubby face, sensed a friendly tone in his voice. As she watched him go off into the night, she felt less alone.


Chapter Thirteen

Lucy’s Dossier

William Shakespeare Gabriel stopped briefly at his new quarters in Seaside House to change his sweat-soaked shirt, to pour himself a drink, and, because the urge to compose was strong within him at the moment, to continue his unfinished letter to Inspector Dumbarton of the C.I.D. He unfolded the sheets he had gathered up in such a hurry when Lucy Steel appeared unexpectedly at the dak bungalow that evening, and unscrewed the cap of his fountain pen.

Dear Aubrey, he wrote. I had to interrupt this letter on account of my case coming to an abrupt termination. My client has just been shot from under me.

I guess you know the bare facts already—and I mean bare—because Hatton, the D.O., got your wire shoving me in on the official investigation. Your stooge here sure shot you the news fast, whoever he is. I cant figure out yet who he is and how he put the flash on the ticker so quick, but I’ll bet a rupee to a pants button that it is not Hatton, because the D.O. isn’t having any spasms of joy over me co-operating with him, and I don’t expect much vice versa from him personally. Anyhow, since you want my help on the case, I feel you’d want to know how things stack up as of present date. So here goes.

I found Lucy Steel’s body in Fred Oaks’s bed in Seaside House. She’d been shot through the left side, probably with a .32. I’ll know the caliber for sure when Doc Forsythe, the missionary medico here, digs out the slug before they cremate her. She was as naked as the truth except for one stocking. There was no blood around to speak of, except a few smears on the mosquito netting, which was down, and a faint red squiggle on the top sheet, like somebody had tried to draw a question mark. Oaks was in the room when I found her, but made a break about twenty minutes later when somebody outside tossed a .32 automatic through the window and smashed the lamp. Oaks hasn’t been seen since, so of course the D.O. thinks he killed her. Hatton is specially sure Oaks killed her since I told him that Lucy was Fred’s wife—either ex—or bigamous—come to hunt him down.

As I already told you, I personally wouldn’t trust Oaks with a blind man’s lead pencils, but I don’t think he did this particular job. In the first place he was in the room with the body for ten minutes that I know of, which is plenty of time for him to climb out the window, which he did later, and manufacture himself an alibi. Also that gun which somebody tossed at the lamp couldn’t have been his or the one he used, or he’d have got rid of it in the Bay of Bengal which is practically in the front yard. Either that or he’s dumber than I think.

Well, that’s the set-up, Aubrey. And here are the leads I’m working on:

1. Lucy’s dress, lingerie, and one stocking have disappeared. I’m still looking for them.

2. Lucy’s bearer, a little Hindu with a hump like a camel and a beard like a black goat, vamoosed after packing in her bath water from the hotel kitchen. He’s still missing. So is a red handbag that I happen to know had a lot of cash money in it.

3. Gwendolyn Small, the screwy old dame who runs this hotel, tells a cock eyed story. She sent for the doctor as soon as she heard the shot, told him right where to go, and who was hurt—but she claims she didn’t see a thing that happened. All the answers came out in her fortune-telling cards, she says. She’s lying of course, and I’m going to find out why, and if she didn’t cook up this story with the doctor, maybe.

4. That gun that came through the window had been fired and there was one shot missing in the magazine. Alvin Brinker, manager of the Shakkarpur Bank, admits the gun belonged to him, but says he loaned it to Rhoda Curring two months ago. Seems Mrs. Curring always has a gun in her bungalow for protection when her husband is away on the indigo plantations. She had one of her own, but something went wrong with the extractor two months ago, so she borrowed Brinker’s.

5. Mrs. Curring is a good shot, according to people I’ve talked to, and shoots at targets while reclining in a chaise longue on her back lawn. Mrs. Curring is sweet on Oaks and might have resented Lucy.

6. James Curring, the husband, was supposed to be away at his plantations but was back at the time of the murder. Now he’s supposed to be away again. I’m checking.

7. I’m also checking on the D.O. himself, confidentially. I don’t quite like the way he tried to keep the news of the murder from getting out of Shakkarpur. It’s far-fetched, probably, but I’m going to find out if he didn’t possibly know Lucy before she came here.

So you see, Aubrey, I’ve got—

Gabriel paused, listening intently. He heard a faint sound, like a dog scratching at his door. He got up, tiptoed across the room. He stood with his hand on the knob, staring down at a white triangle that grew larger as it wiggled in under the door, then became a rectangle. It was an envelope too bulky to be pushed in easily. Abruptly he pulled the door open.

“Good evening, Miss Small,” he said.

Gwendolyn Small straightened up. Her dignity was not at all affected by the fact that her white hair bristled with leather curlers or that her red silk dressing gown gaped immodestly in the haste of her sudden change from stooping to standing.

“There’s a letter for you, Gabriel,” she said, every inch the grand duchess in Act III. She looked at the detective as through a lorgnette, and the gesture with which she handed him the bulky envelope suggested a silver tray.

“Thanks,” said Gabriel, “I didn’t know there was a midnight delivery by the Shakkarpur post office.”

“The letter didn’t come by post,” said Miss Small.

Gabriel glanced at the envelope. It was addressed to Wm. S. Gabriel, Esquire, Shakkarpur. It bore no stamps. Down in one corner were the words By Hand.

“Who brought this?” Gabriel demanded.

“Some chokra. A ragamuffin from the bazaar.”

“Why did he bring it to you instead of to me?”

“I intercepted him. I happened to be on the veranda for a breath of air. I frequently suffer from insomnia. Oh, you needn’t act so surprised, Gabriel. You knew it was coming.”

“Did I?”

“I told you. My cards told you. A letter in the night. Blood—or a red-headed woman. Trouble. Aren’t you going to open it, Gabriel?”

“Seems sort of superfluous,” the detective said. “We both know what’s in it—from the cards. Thanks for bringing it, Miss Small. Good night.”

Miss Small did not go. She said quickly:

“You mentioned the cards, Mr. Gabriel—you remember Mr. Hatton laughed when I told him the cards could find the murderer for him? He was wrong to laugh, because the cards could tell him.”

“I’m sure they could, Miss Small, but—”

“Won’t you let them tell you?”

“Not tonight, Gwendolyn.”

“In the morning, then.”

“That’s right. In the morning. Good night, Miss Small;”

He closed the door in the face of Gwendolyn Small, turned the key. He looked at the envelope closely. He wondered if the flap hadn’t been steamed open. Maybe not. Everything you touched in Shakkarpur was warm. Warm at night and hot in the daytime. And that dampness could have come from perspiration on the hands of the person who brought the envelope. He tore it open, shook out a sheaf of typewritten pages. A handwritten note fluttered to the floor. He picked it up, read:

Delhi, Saturday.

My Dear Mr. Gabriel:

Inspector Dumbarton has asked me to send you the enclosed copy of our dossier on Lucy Steel, alias Lucy Oaks, alias Lucile Stepton, alias Luella Stoll. The information is from our own C.I.D. files, supplemented by reports from London, from the Deuxième Bureau of the French Sureté, and from the Federal Bureau of Investigation at Washington. I trust you will find it useful.

Very truly yours

D. D. Smith, Deputy Inspector.

Gabriel sat down, began reading the typewritten sheets:

Lucy Steel, born August 19, 1898, at Pueblo, Colorado, U.S.A. Height 5 ft. 5 in weight, circa 8 stone 10. Believed to be natural brunette, although hair is variously blond or red; artificially wavy. Gray eyes, small pointed nose, full lips.

Arrested in Bombay, Nov. 22, 1928, on suspicion of extortion; charges dropped; insufficient evidence.

Arrested in London, July 1, 1929, on charge of extortion and attempted blackmail; released when complaining witness refused to prosecute.

Investigated by U. S. Department of Justice Agents in New Orleans, Louisiana, in October, 1932, following information from Mexican Government indicating implication in gun-running plot for abortive revolution at Tampico. No arrest. Evidence incomplete.

No record 1933-6, but believed involved in smuggling and revolutionary activity in Central and South America.

Watched by French agents in Spanish Morocco and Tangiers in 1936-7. Believed in communication with General Franco in the early months of the Spanish civil war. Escaped to Algeciras just before apprehension by the French Deuxième Bureau at Algerian border. Sailed for New York from Gibraltar.

Spent 1938 in California as scandal reporter for West Coast Tattler, scurrilous Hollywood publication which thrives on blackmail of film stars and other prominent persons with more money than discretion. Believed to maintain contacts with Franco agents on Pacific Coast.

Gabriel put down the pages thoughtfully, chewed the end of his fountain pen for a moment, then resumed his letter to Inspector Dumbarton.

Another interruption, Aubrey, he wrote. I have just received your dossier on Lucy Steol, delivered by your mysterious but efficient stooge in Shakkarpur—whoever he is. It looks like I might have to change my whole angle. I thought this case was a simple matter of stopping blackmail, but it seems to have political angles, too. That means I will have to check on the native politicians that Oaks has been playing with—Shivaji Lal, the Brahman, and his lawyer son, Ganeshi Lal. Also Hajji Ahmed, the local Mohammedan big shot. I think—

Again Gabriel paused. There was another sound at his door. Gwendolyn Small was no doubt still outside, eavesdropping.

Again he went to the door, listened, opened suddenly. As the door swung in, something heavy fell against the detective. He staggered back, recovered his balance, flung his arms around the tall, inert figure which slid clumsily off the door, toppled into the room.

Gabriel drew the sagging body further into the room, let it slump gently to the floor. He glanced quickly into the corridor, came back, closed the door and locked it.

Then he bent over the unconscious form of Fred Oaks, his plump fingers groping for a pulse, his ear pressed against Fred’s chest, listening for a heart beat.


Chapter Fourteen

A Body for Safekeeping

When Virginia Hatton left the watchman’s hut, Fred Oaks put out the lantern and groped his way to the string bed to sit down. After a moment his olfactory nerves became dulled to the Oriental odors the chokidar had left behind and he found he could think in terms other than those of smells.

He wondered how long he would have to wait before Virginia came back with food. That she would come back, he had no doubt, yet he found himself thinking of her without a sense of triumph. This fact surprised him. He was certainly not developing a conscience at this late date. He had never before hesitated to use women as best suited his convenience because they had never hesitated to take advantage of him in the past and would continue to do so in the future—if he let them. Even Virginia, with all her innocent altruism, would use him for her own ends if she got a chance. She had already started. She would try to make an honest man of him, an instrument of social welfare and decency—her instrument, to bolster her own ego. No, it could not be Virginia who was responsible for this unprecedented feeling of emptiness.

He was not ashamed of his job, either. He was just helping out Providence. It was Providence, not Fred Oaks, which had made Hindus and Moslems hate each other. That abetting this enmity to the point of violence might give comfort to European or Asiatic enemies of Great Britain was merely incidental and no concern of his. That people would probably be killed by the firearms and explosives that he was bringing to Shakkarpur was of no importance either. They’d be killed anyway, very likely, and bullets were more merciful than being beaten to death with lathis, or battered by stones. Moreover, death meant nothing in India. It meant nothing to a country that already had so many mouths to feed that nine-tenths of its population could find only one meal a day. It meant nothing to a Moslem, except direct ascent to a Paradise peopled with beautiful women and flowing with wine that did not intoxicate. And it meant nothing to a Hindu except the breaking of one more link in the chain of karma which bound his soul to the unpleasant series of terrestial incarnations separating him from blissful union with the Infinite. Virginia, of course, would disagree with his attitude, would call it cold-blooded, but then Virginia was a sentimentalist. He had no business thinking of Virginia now, anyhow. Damn it, she—

Someone was at the door. Fred stood up, listened. He heard the chokidar announcing himself in Urdu, holding forth at length on the impossibility of enjoying a holiday without one’s favorite hookah. After a while the chokidar gave up trying to get in and debated with himself for a moment as to the best way of getting his hookah. He was bound to get that hookah, even if he had to get the District Officer to unlock the lodge for him. He was so insistent, that Fred decided he was full of palm toddy. Either that, or—

Fred swore under his breath. He swore in Spanish, for no particular reason except that he had learned a lot of virulent Spanish cuss words during the Asturian campaign and he was in a virulent mood. Then, suddenly, he was no longer in a virulent mood. There was cold perspiration beading his forehead and he had a heavy lump at the pit of his stomach. He had made a bad mistake, probably two bad mistakes. He had not taken precautions enough so that the watchman would not come back, and he had been counting too much on Virginia. The watchman had apparently gone away, but he may have just gone to some toddy shop for another drink. Or he may have gone to the District Officer. Quite possibly it was not the watchman at all, but someone Virginia had paid to stand outside the door and recite a monologue calculated to scare Fred out, to get him out of the compound. That was quite possible—Virginia paying him back in his own coin. Whatever it was, one thing was certain: he could not stay here.

He opened the door a crack, peered out. Slowly, cautiously, he stepped outside, locked the door, and threw the key away. Then he started walking to the rear of the compound, toward the mildewed wall that separated the D.O.’s domain from that of the Alvin Brinkers. He had gone about fifty yards when he realized that there was a man walking along beside him. The man was a Hindu and his bare feet made no sound as he fell into step with Fred.

“Salaam, Sahib,” he said.

Fred did not reply. He looked at his uninvited companion. In the dark he could tell nothing about him except that he was as tall as Fred himself, that he wore a white turban and dhoti, that his torso was bare, that he had a large mustache, and that he smelled strongly of cocoanut oil. He seemed to have an enormous scar on one cheek. On this basis Fred could not decide whether to sock him and run or merely to ignore him.

“I come from Ganeshi Lal,” murmured the Hindu. “Will you come with me to meet him?”

“No,” said Fred.

“Ganeshi Lal wishes to see you. Will you go alone, if you do not trust me? He is waiting at Chunder Bose’s godown.”

Fred continued to walk. He said nothing. The godown of Chunder Bose was the place to which the rifles were to be sent ultimately, and its mention seemed to establish the Hindu as an authentic messenger of Ganeshi Lal. But Fred had told the lawyer he would get in touch with him if necessary; there was no reason for Lal to send word to Oaks.

“Shall I tell Ganeshi Lal you will come?” the Hindu persisted.

“No.”

Fred felt a sudden grip on his right wrist. His arm was twisted brutally behind him. He squirmed, trying to work around to an angle from which he could swing on the Hindu, but his man was standing behind him, clung to him tenaciously. There was a sharp jab of pain in Fred’s forearm. He swung wildly, kicked backward, at last landed a glancing blow on his adversary’s shoulder. The Hindu ran.

Fred ran after him. He felt a strange constriction about his chest, as though his lungs would burst with each short, difficult breath. His legs, too, were giving him trouble; they began to grow numb after the first few steps. A great, warm drowsiness took possession of him. He made a conscious effort to force his legs to work, to make them work faster. That was it—faster, faster. He had overcome that numb drowsiness. He was running, racing along so rapidly that the wind roared in his ears. He was fairly flying through the night, flying, and the night was suffused with a queer, rose-colored glow. The night—

Fred had fallen face downward in a clump of bamboo. After a moment the tall Hindu with the walrus mustache came back, prodded him with his bare toes, picked him up, carried him to the wall, boosted him over. On the other side the Hindu retrieved a large chaddar from under a hedge of stunted pomegranate, unfolded it, wrapped it loosely around the inert form of Fred Oaks. He hoisted Fred to his shoulder like a roll of carpet, started with him through the back streets of the bazaar.

When he came within sight of Seaside House, the Hindu parked his burden under a gold-mohur tree, went off to reconnoiter. Gwendolyn Small was pacing the veranda in her red dressing gown, making peculiar sweeping gestures with her arms with each slow, stately step. The Hindu came back to the gold-mohur tree, pulled the chaddar from Fred Oaks’s face, examined him closely, felt his pulse. Then he squatted beside him to wait.

From under the tree he watched until he saw Gwendolyn Small go into the hotel. He waited another ten minutes, then picked up his burden, shouldered it, and went in himself. In front of William Gabriel’s room, he unwound the chaddar from around Oaks and propped him against the door, wedging him into the shallow angle made by the frame. Then he took a folded bit of paper from the voluminous folds of his dhoti, slipped it into the pocket of the senseless man, rapped lightly at the door, and ran silently away.

For what seemed a long time; Bill Gabriel remained bent over the torso of Fred Oaks, listening for a heart beat, hearing nothing but the excited rush of blood in his own ears. At last he caught the rhythm of a faint throb, very slow, very faint, but steady. Oaks was still alive. In fact, at that moment he snored.

The plump little detective picked up the unconscious man and staggered with him to the bed. He loosened Fred’s clothes, began examining his head for the wound that had knocked him out. Snoring, he remembered, was a symptom of brain concussion. His fingers explored the scalp, seeking a bruise or the telltale feel of a skull fracture. There was none.

He carried his examination further, noticed dried blood on the right hand. There was a smear of blood on the right forearm, too, and a small, jagged wound above the swollen veins of the wrist. In the midst of the clotted blood of the wound, there was a tiny metallic gleam. With his finger tips, Gabriel pulled out the broken end of a hypodermic needle. He sniffed.

Putting the piece of fine hollow steel carefully away in his wallet, the detective started to go through the pockets of the senseless Oaks. The contents were not particularly revealing—until the side coat pocket produced a grimy piece of paper on which was printed in crude, pencil-drawn block letters:

This man will sleep until eight o’clock tomorrow morning. He has taken a barbituric acid derivative and needs no attention unless his face begins to discolor within an hour. If bluish tinge appears in face, he should be treated for shock of respiratory centers immediately. Picro-toxin is an antidote. Dr. Forsythe has some.

The note, of course, bore no signature. Gabriel filed it in his wallet. He glanced at Fred Oaks’s face. The color seemed normal. He continued to look at Fred as though he expected his parted, motionless lips to utter some clue to this new snarl in a growing tangle.

Who had given Fred Oaks a shot of one of these new barbituric compounds? (What were they now? Probably evipal or pentathal.) And, particularly, why? Whoever had done it did not mean Fred permanent harm, or the syringe would have contained poison. And there would have been no instructions regarding the antidote. Someone, apparently, strongly desired to see Fred Oaks out of commission for one night only, and had delivered him to Gabriel for safekeeping. For his own good—to keep him out of danger? To keep him from meddling in some event scheduled to take place before dawn and which he might have stopped? To establish an alibi for him, in spite of himself, for some crime which would be committed while he was unconscious?

Well, whatever it was, here was something to write to Inspector Dumbarton about—but not tonight. Tonight there was work to do, plenty of work before Fred woke up.

Gabriel rearranged the sleeping man in what seemed to be a comfortable position, turned his head to one side on his pillow so that he would not swallow his tongue—and, incidentally, so that his face could not be seen from the entrance to the room. To obscure the man’s identity further, Gabriel let down the mosquito netting and tucked it in. He took another look at the color of Fred’s face. Then he turned out the lamp, and left, locking the door after him.


Chapter Fifteen

The Missing Husband

As Gabriel passed the hedge of thorny babul that surrounded the Curring bungalow, a blinding light burst silently in his face. He sidestepped nimbly out of the glare. His arm shot out. His fingers seized the flashlight. His wrist swiveled. Rhoda Curring now stood blinking in the cone of brightness.

“What are you doing out here, Mrs. Curring?”

“Waiting for you,” Rhoda said. She moistened her lips.

“Out here?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you wait in the house?”

“I’m afraid.”

“Afraid to wait in your own house?”

“Yes.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“I don’t know. I’m just—terribly frightened.”

Gabriel made an incredulous clucking sound with the back of his tongue and his palate. The aroma of alcohol was strong on Rhoda’s breath, but she wasn’t drunk. At least she didn’t sway as she stood in the searching glare of the flashlight, a slight but shapely figure in lounging pajamas of green transparent velvet. She did have a wild, drunken look in her green eyes, but fear could do that as well as whisky.

“Let’s go in,” Gabriel said. He prodded her gently with the flashlight.

Rhoda stood her ground. “You go first,” she said.

The detective hesitated. He tapped her well-molded hips, felt her armpits—although he knew she had no gun. Those thin, snug-fitting pajamas wouldn’t hide a gun; they didn’t hide anything. He turned her around. Between her shoulders the velvet was dark with perspiration.

“All right,” he said. “Come on.”

He led the way into the bungalow, walked through the darkened rooms, spraying the walls with light. Rhoda followed him so closely that he could feel the flutter of her wide sleeves against him.

“There’s nobody here,” he said. “Are you still afraid?”

Rhoda made no reply. She took the light from Gabriel, opened a door, beckoned him with her head. The detective followed into the bedroom. Rhoda locked the door.

“Hey, listen,” Gabriel said. “I just came here on business.”

Rhoda snapped out the light. “I want to be sure we won’t’ be overheard,” she said. “This is the safest place in the house. Sit down.”

Gabriel didn’t. He said, “Where’s your husband?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I don’t know. He left two or three hours ago.”

“Where was he going?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

“Just stalked out—in high dudgeon?”

Rhoda didn’t reply.

Gabriel struck a match, walked across the room, lit the lamp on a wicker table. The glass chimney creaked as he lowered it into place.

“Don’t!” Rhoda said. “Please! I’d rather talk in the dark.”

Gabriel thought: I can’t watch your face in the dark. He fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette, raised the still-burning match, drew deeply, blew out the flame with a cloud of smoke.

“I can’t talk in the dark,” he said. “I make gestures. All right, tell papa. What’s the trouble?”

“I want you to take me to Fred Oaks,” Rhoda said.

“Last woman who asked me to take her to Fred Oaks got murdered.”

“I don’t care about that. I’ve got to see Fred. You know where he is, of course.”

“Vaguely, yes.”

“He’s—alive?”

Gabriel nodded.

“Then take me to him.”

“Why?”

“Because—I’m paying you. I’ve engaged your services, haven’t I?”

“Is that what you hired me for—to find Oaks?”

“That’s part of it.”

“What’s the other part?” Gabriel came over and sat down close to Rhoda. She turned to him, raising her small, pointed chin until she was looking at him along her sharp, straight nose. Her scarlet-tipped fingers brushed back the curly edges of her copper-colored hair. She was trying to be very deliberate.

“Well, I know Fred’s got himself into a dangerous pickle,” she said. “I want you to get him out—to get him out of Shakkarpur—safely. I want him to know that I’m doing this for him, so he’ll be grateful to me, when I go to him afterward. Of course you’ll help me go to him.”

She paused. For several seconds she appeared to be watching a chameleon that ran along the top of the picture molding in pursuit of a mosquito. Gabriel waited. The chameleon stopped, uttered several small chirping sounds.

“Tell me more,” Gabriel said at last.

“There’s no more to tell.”

“Oh, yes, there is. You wouldn’t hire a guy who’s been only a week in the country and doesn’t know the ropes or the language—you wouldn’t hire a greenhorn for a ticklish job like sneaking a fugitive away from the cops. Not that I couldn’t do it. People may talk and look and smell different here than they do where I come from, but inside they’re just about the same. A smart dick shouldn’t have any trouble anywhere in the world as long as he keeps his eyes and ears open, and his mouth and trousers shut. Trouble is, you don’t know that. Now. What’s the real low-down?”

“My husband—”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. Did Curring ask you to send for me?”

“No. But I think Jim is mixed up in this, too. I think—Well, he may even have killed this Lucy Steel.”

“Why?”

“That’s what I want you to find out—so you can tell him if he ought to plead self-defense, or insanity or something—or just try to get away.”

“You want me to help your husband beat the rap?”

“Yes.”

Gabriel took out his wallet, counted off the thousand-rupee notes Rhoda had given him earlier, dropped the money in her lap. He stood up.

“Good-by, Mrs. Curring,” he said.

“Mr. Gabriel, where—?”

“I’m quitting before I start. I’m not going to walk into another case blind. I’ve got to know what it’s all about.”

“But I’ve told you.”

“You haven’t told me the truth. In one breath you say you want me to work on Oaks, so you can ditch your husband and run away with Freddie. In the next breath you want me to work on your husband because the poor fellow’s in a jam. It just doesn’t add up. Either you’re screwy or I am.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gabriel. I have been confusing. My head’s been going around and around. Please sit down. I’ll try to think straight for you. Would you care for a chota peg?”

“No, thanks. Liquor don’t stay in me long enough to do any good in this climate. Comes right out through the pores.”

Rhoda went to a decanter next to the lamp, poured three inches of whisky, splashed a spoonful of soda into it. She drank it, crossed to a chest of drawers, came back with a single beige silk stocking.

“Does this mean anything?” she asked.

The detective grabbed for the stocking, examined it carefully. It had been worn only once or twice, and the mark of the American manufacturer was still stamped on the toe. It appeared to be the mate for the stocking Lucy Steel wore when her body was found. The color was a match, anyhow.

“Where’s the rest of it?” Gabriel demanded.

“What rest?”

“The lingerie, the white dress, and the red patent-leather bag?”

“I don’t know anything about those.”

“Where’d the stocking come from?”

“I found it—outside Seaside House.”

“On the ground?”

There was a second of hesitation before Rhoda replied, “Yes.”

“The ground outside Seaside House is pretty sandy. Funny a few grains of sand didn’t stick to it.”

“Well, it was caught on a bush.”

“Lady, you’re lying again!” Gabriel declared.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because there’s tobacco crumbs caught in the folds of the thick top part of this stocking. It’s been in some man’s pocket.”

“That’s right. I found it in my husband’s pocket.”

“Another lie?”

“No, that’s the truth. When Jim came home tonight, he hung his coat across the back of a chair. When he went into the bathroom, I looked in his pockets.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to see if he had a gun.”

“Well, did he?”

“No. There was just the stocking.”

“What’s Curring’s story of how it got there?”

“I didn’t have a chance to ask him,” Rhoda said. “We had a terrific quarrel—about something else. Then you came in, remember? He left right after you did.”

“Let’s begin at the beginning.” Gabriel sat down again. “Curring spent the day on the indigo plantations?”

“That’s where he said he was going. Apparently he didn’t. Ganeshi Lal says he spent the afternoon with Hajji Ahmed, the Mohammedan labor contractor.”

“When did you see Lal?”

Rhoda told him at some length of the Hindu lawyer’s visit. “Mr. Lal told me,” she said, “that Jim was at the station when Lucy Steel arrived tonight, and that he spoke to her for several minutes. But I shouldn’t be telling you that, should I?”

“Why not?”

“Because it makes it seem as though Jim knew this Steel woman before—that he may have had some reason for killing her.”

“That’s what you brought me here to tell me, isn’t it?”

“Don’t say that, Mr. Gabriel. You make me seem so much worse than I really am.”

“All right, skip it. Did your husband know that Fred Oaks was having dinner with you tonight?”

“I don’t think so. If he had known, he would have come here directly.”

“Instead of going where?”

“To the hotel. Fred and I were just finishing dinner when Mr. Brinker came to the side door and—”

“That’s Brinker, the bank manager?” Gabriel interrupted.

“Alvin Brinker, yes. He was quite excited. Or out of breath, to say the least. That’s about as close to excitement that Alvin Brinker ever gets. He said that Jim was on his way to Seaside House to have it out with Fred. He said, ‘Your husband has blood in his eye; Rhoda. If I were you, I’d hurry over and stop him before he does anything he’ll be sorry for. If you can keep Jim occupied for an hour or so, you’ll be safe, because I hear the D.O. is planning to arrest Fred Oaks tonight.’ ”

“So you dropped everything and ran?”

“Not right away. I tried to persuade Fred that he was in danger and ought to leave Shakkarpur at once. He laughed at me. He’s very stubborn. So I changed my—I put on other slippers—”

“Why?”

“A woman can’t run very well in high heels, you know. I was in a hurry.”

“You took your gun with you?”

“Not mine. I took a 32 that Mr.’ Brinker lent me several months ago.”

“Then you intended shooting your husband?”

“No, no. Oh, no. I thought I might have to frighten him—to prevent him doing anything rash. It was for his own good, understand.”

“Of course. So you went to Seaside House. Who did you see there?”

“No one at first. I went to Miss Small and asked her if she had seen Jim. She said she hadn’t.”

“Did you and Miss Small discuss the arrival of Lucy Steel?”

Rhoda hesitated. Then, “Not that I recall. Miss Small was frightfully busy with her fortune-telling cards. She was in one of her gypsy moods. I believe she insisted on telling my fortune, but I wasn’t listening. I’d left the door open, so that I could see if anyone came into the corridor. I saw no one but a little Hindu hunchback who was carrying bath water from the kitchen. After a while I got up and went out. I walked around the hotel several times, then sat down on a bench in the garden, where I could watch the roads leading to the hotel.”

“Where was the gun all this time?”

“I had it in my bag while I was with Miss Small. In the garden I took it out and held it in my hand. I don’t know how long I sat in the garden. Perhaps half an hour. Then I saw a light go on in Fred’s room.”

“Were the shutters open?”

“No, they were closed. But I could see the light shining through the wooden slits. I went over to see who was in the room.”

“And you saw Lucy Steel?”

“No. I didn’t see anybody.”

“Now, look here, lady!” Gabriel brandished his cigarette stub under Rhoda’s nose. “If you can’t make up your mind to tell the truth—”

“But I am.” Rhoda drew back slightly. “I didn’t see a soul. I started to open the shutters—”

“How? The catch is on the inside.”

“They can be opened from the outside—if you know how.” Faint spots of color appeared in Rhoda’s cheeks.

“Was the mosquito netting tucked in,” Gabriel asked casually, “or did you tuck it in afterward?”

“It was tucked in—as far as I know, that is. It usually is at that hour of the night, you know, to keep the mosquitoes from getting up into the folds just before bedtime.” Rhoda was talking rapidly, but she watched Gabriel’s face carefully to see if he had noticed her slip. The detective’s expression did not change. “Of course I didn’t see it. I wasn’t in the room. I didn’t even get a chance to open the shutters. Just as I’d started to open them, someone put his hand on my shoulder. I was terrified. I jumped half out of my skin. I turned around and backed away. Could I borrow a cigarette, Mr. Gabriel?”

“Go on,” the detective ordered. He shook a cigarette out of his package, struck a match. Rhoda inhaled deeply, closed her eyes. She opened them only halfway as she exhaled through her nostrils. She seemed to be looking at Gabriel as from a great distance.

“Well?” the detective prompted. “Someone grabbed you. Then what?”

“Where were we? Oh, yes. Well, it was my husband. When Jim saw the gun in my hand, he took hold of my wrist—hard, like this—and the gun went off.”

“The gun went off—bang!—as simple as all that?”

“Yes.”

“Then it must have been already cocked.”

“Yes, it must have been cocked.”

“Why would you carry the gun already cocked if you weren’t out gunning for somebody?”

“I wanted to be ready, just in case.”

“In case you met your husband?”

“I already told you, Mr. Gabriel, that I thought I might have to shoot to frighten him.”

“All right. Did the gun fire through the shutters?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Sure the shot couldn’t have hit someone inside that room?”

“I don’t see how it could have. Jim had turned me half around, and I wasn’t facing the window.”

“Did someone open the shutters to see what the shooting was about?”

“No.”

“Nobody came out of the hotel? Nobody at all was attracted by the sound of a pistol shot?”

“Not that I know of. Jim rushed me away from there in such a hurry. When the shot went off, Jim twisted my arm and I dropped the gun. He wouldn’t even let me stop to pick it up. He said. ‘You little fool! You silly damned fool!’ Then he rushed me home. I was so pleased at getting him away from Seaside House that I went quite willingly. But when we got home, the nervous reaction set in. I blew up.”

“You told Curring that you didn’t love him any more, that you hated India, that it was a tragic mistake to have married a man old enough to be your father—”

“You must have been eavesdropping, Mr. Gabriel. How long were you waiting outside the veranda before you came in this evening?”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” Gabriel said. “Not a single drop. I was second-guessing. And did you tell Curring that you’d found your true soul mate in Fred Oaks?”

“He seemed to know about Fred.” Rhoda blew a thoughtful smoke ring. “He was surmising, of course. He said, ‘It won’t do you a bit of good to go mooning around over this Oaks person. You’ll never have him. If the D.O. doesn’t do for him, I will.’ I said, ‘Don’t go talking like someone in a stage play, Jim. After all, we’re both sensible people and we can settle this like civilized beings. You won’t hold me against my will.’ And he laughed. He said, ‘I probably won’t have to do a ruddy thing because we’re all likely to have our throats cut or be blown to bits in the next forty-eight hours, thanks to your darling Fred.’ I said, ‘Don’t talk rubbish, Jim.’ ‘It’s not rubbish,’ he said. ‘Nearly a ton of dynamite disappeared from my godowns last night, and it hasn’t just been mislaid. Fred Oaks stole it. And I can’t go to the D.O. about it because the whole circumstances of my having the dynamite are so utterly grotesque that Hatton probably won’t believe me. More than likely he’d have me locked up as Oaks’s partner in crime, the stiff-necked so-and-so! I’ll have to locate the explosives myself.’ Then he went out.”

“Let’s go back a few questions, Mrs. Curring,” Gabriel said. “While you were sitting in the garden—if you were sitting in the garden as you seemed to think a moment ago—did you hear a dull, explosive sound that might have been a muffled pistol shot?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Did you see anyone enter or leave the hotel, beside your husband—who just materialized out of thin air?”

“No one.”

“All right. Now exactly what do you want me to do?”

“Take me to Fred Oaks.”

“Mr. Oaks can’t possibly see you tonight any more,” Gabriel said. “But I’ll arrange a meeting just as soon as it’s feasible. You can put that down as a promise. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a few little things to do before I go to bed.”

The detective arose.

“Mr. Gabriel!” Rhoda seized his sleeve.

“Now what?”

“My husband is dead.”

Gabriel pushed a cigarette into his mouth, looked at Rhoda curiously.

“My sympathy and condolence,” he said casually. “Where’s the corpse?”

“You don’t believe me, Mr. Gabriel.”

“No, of course not.”

“I know Jim is dead! I can feel it.”

“Has Gwendolyn Small been telling your fortune with cards?”

“As a matter of fact, she has. She saw Death.”

“And you believe all that hocus-pocus—from a lunatic?”

“No, not precisely, but—Mr. Gabriel, if Jim wasn’t dead, he would have come back.”

“How do you know he intended coming back? You said he didn’t even tell you where he was going.”

“That wasn’t quite true,” Rhoda admitted. “I do know where he was going. He was looking for the dynamite that disappeared. He came back an hour ago and told me he hadn’t found a trace of it. Then I gave him an idea of where it might be, and he went out again.”

“Where?”

“Seaside House.”

Gabriel sniffed. “I suppose Fred Oaks was keeping it under his bed in a white porcelain urn,” he said.

“The upstairs floor of Seaside House hasn’t been used in ages,” Rhoda insisted. “There are at least a dozen rooms that haven’t even been opened in ten years. Jim was going through the upper floor—and he hasn’t come back.”

The detective lit his cigarette at last. “Maybe you’ve got something there,” he said. “I’ll hop over and have a look. No, never mind the money. You can pay me if I locate the corpse for you. That’s really what you want, isn’t it, Mrs. Curring?”

“You’re being rather cold-blooded, Mr. Gabriel.”

“Sure, I know.” The detective shrugged his plump shoulders. “Well, I’ll be seeing you in the morning.”

Gabriel sauntered out. His interview with Rhoda Curring had given him two interesting bits of information. He was sure that Rhoda had been in the room in which Lucy Steel was killed. And he was practically sure that her sole purpose in retaining Bill Gabriel was to convince him that her husband was guilty of murder. Whether this was the truth, or merely part of her scheme to get Curring out of the way so she could have Fred Oaks, Gabriel didn’t know.


Chapter Sixteen

The Rope in the Attic

Bill Gabriel dropped in to see if Fred Oaks needed a dash of picro-toxin. As soon as he entered the room, he had a feeling that someone else had been there in his absence. His eyes took a slow, panoramic inventory, seeking some detail that did not correspond with his memory of the room as he had left it. Had the chairs been moved? Or his suitcases on the floor? Or the bowland-pitcher on the marble-topped wash stand? Or was it the corner of the mosquito bar which hung down at the foot of the bed? He thought he had tucked it in all around, but he was not sure.

He went over to the bed and looked at Oaks. The man’s face showed no signs of discoloration. His nostrils stirred slightly with his even breathing. The detective lifted the netting and pinched Fred’s arm. No reaction. Fred was sleeping soundly all right. Gabriel would like to put in a little sleeping himself. He looked at his watch. Two o’clock. There was really not a great deal more he could do tonight. It could all wait until morning. Why not crawl in beside Fred Oaks and catch a few winks until the drugged man woke up?

There was Rhoda Curring’s story of her husband on a still-hunt for dynamite at Seaside House that needed checking, of course. Probably it was just a story. The lady with the copper hair had a great talent for fiction. She was just as screwy as Gwendolyn Small, in a different way, of course. What the hell got into women here in Shakkarpur?

Maybe he’d better have a look around the second floor after all. There was an off chance that Rhoda was telling the truth, or part of the truth. It wouldn’t take long just to look around. What if he did feel like a boiled dish cloth? A drink would give him a jolt of energy for just one more chore.

He took the whisky bottle from his suitcase, tilted it up for a healthy swig—and instantly spouted whisky against the wall. Coughing violently, he lurched into the bathroom, rinsed his mouth out with water, gargled his smarting throat. Then he wiped the tears from his eyes and looked at the label on the bottle. It was his whisky bottle, all right, but it wasn’t his whisky. In fact, it didn’t taste like whisky at all.

Gabriel’s hunch was correct about someone having come into the room while he was away—someone who thought that American detectives gulped their liquor without tasting it—someone who was annoyed by Gabriel’s presence on earth, or at least in Shakkarpur. This certainty was all the stimulant the detective needed. He no longer thought about sleep. He would get on with his job.

He took another look at the sleeping Oaks, went out and locked the door. He struck a match, worked the flame around the doorknob until the porcelain was dark with smoke. He should have done this before, he told himself. Then he wouldn’t have made the mistake of the whisky. Lucky he didn’t swallow any.

Gabriel walked quietly down the corridor. Outside Gwendolyn Small’s room, he paused. Gwendolyn had not yet gone to bed, apparently. He could hear her moving about inside. For a moment he considered going in, then decided-against it. Gwendolyn already had her inquisitive nose in too many corners of this case. Gabriel would conduct his examination of the upper story without her.

The marble steps and the gilded railing of the rusty iron balustrade, mute testimony to the departed glory of Seaside House, had been freshly dusted, but in the upper corridor the powdery white grit of Shakkarpur crunched beneath Gabriel’s shoes. He whipped out a tiny flashlight, no larger than a fountain pen, flung a thin lance of radiance through the hot darkness. The beam of light slid along the mildew-streaked walls, picked out ghostly tongues of fungus that hung from the ceiling, exuding a warm, damp odor of decay. Rhoda Curring was right about the complete abandon of the upper half of Seaside House, whatever the truth of her story about hidden dynamite and a dead husband. Spiders had woven their spectral shrouds over every lifeless door in the hall. No, not every door. Gabriel stopped in front of one that was free of its cobweb barrier. Shreds of dusty gossamer still sagged from the frame, but the webs had been torn by someone who had entered the room—recently, very likely, for the spider was already at work repairing the damage.

Gabriel turned his light downward. Yes, someone had been in the room. The thick dust had been disturbed. There were no distinct prints, but it was evident that feet had passed this way. Moreover, there was—

Quickly the detective dropped to one knee. There was a dark splotch near the threshold, where something had been splashed, something liquid and dark red. It was dry now. Blood, probably. Gabriel arose, thrust his pass key into the lock, pushed the door open. The hinges groaned.

The flashlight beam swept in a slow, exploratory semicircle. Shadows wheeled upright, crawled along the wall, expired in gloom. Gabriel heard a dry, whispering sound at his feet. He depressed the light, sprang backward. A snake slithered out from under the bed, squirmed across the crazy-china floor toward the bathroom. Gabriel watched it with round, uneasy eyes. When it had disappeared into the drain, he advanced farther into the room.

The detective contemplated the desolate picture of tropical nature reclaiming its own from the intrusion of Man. A bougainvillea vine had thrust a slender, thorny branch through a broken window to bloom wanly inside the room. A clump of pale weeds had sprung up from a heap of dirt and refuse in one corner. A lizard scampered up the tattered, rotting window curtains. The chest of drawers leaned forward at a crooked, tired angle, and a pile of wood dust surrounding the broken foot told a story: white ants.

There was nothing in the whole dreary scene to indicate to Gabriel that the room had any significance in his investigation—yet someone had broken through the cobwebs across the door. He looked under the bed. Nothing. He walked toward the window—and a flash of red caught his eye. An instant later he had picked up Lucy Steel’s red patent-leather handbag from the floor back of a moldy chair.

Gabriel straightway began taking the room to pieces. He didn’t have to go far, however. He found Lucy Steel’s clothing wadded into a compact bundle at the bottom of the tall walnut clothes-press. Carefully he unfolded the bundle. The black lace lingerie and the white dress. The dress wasn’t very white any more. A large, dark, reddish-brown stain covered part of the back. The discolored material was stiff beneath Gabriel’s fingers. Later, perhaps, he could get Dr. Forsythe to make a test for blood—if necessary. In the meantime, he examined the underthings carefully, going over every inch of the lace with the flashlight. He frowned.

He directed the light downward again, systematically sweeping the floor with the beam. There must be some clue to the murderer’s identity on the floor. After all, the man did not walk on the ceiling.

This time he saw something that had escaped him before. In the corner beyond the clothespress gleamed a dozen tiny points of light like the hard, faint sparkle of morning frost. He moved closer, bent down. The sparkle came from a hundred tiny fragments of shattered glass, scattered on the mosaic floor like microscopic diamonds. Something metallic, too, gleamed among the broken glass—small, shining globules that lay in the dust like bird shot. Gabriel reached out his hand to touch them, then, suddenly, he snapped out the light. He stood up. He had heard a disturbing noise.

He held his breath, listening in the darkness. It was a faint sound, repeated at slow regular intervals, a distant, timid thumping—or a stealthy footstep.

Gropingly, Gabriel put Lucy’s clothes back in the bottom of the clothespress, listened again. The sound had ceased.

He tiptoed toward the door, was in the corridor before he again heard the faint, measured rapping. This time he thought he could localize the sound. It seemed to come from above, as though someone were walking cautiously, so cautiously, that four or five seconds elapsed between each footfall. He squeezed the flashlight contact. At the far end of the corridor, the light outlined the rusty steps of a ladder-like iron staircase. There was evidently a garret above him. And someone was up there.

Gabriel climbed the rusty stairs. He looked at the overhead trapdoor, then put out the flashlight, exchanged it for his automatic. He found he could lift the trap with one hand, raised it a few inches. A cloud of dust blew into his face There was a garret window open—or, more likely, with its glass panes knocked out. When he was sure he was not going to sneeze, he raised the trap another few inches. Nothing happened. He opened it all the way, crawled up on the attic floor, remained crouched for a moment, waiting. He no longer heard the sound of ghostly footsteps.

His thumb found the safety of his automatic, slipped it off. Still crouching, he moved a few cautious steps away from the open trap. He could see a dim gray oblong—the window through which the wind was blowing from the sea. The faint gleam of starlight did little to dispel the thickness of the blind gloom. Gabriel could barely make out vague masses about him—trunks, probably, and discarded furniture. He could feel the warm, damp wind on his face, and the moisture beading his eyelashes. And inside him he felt a cold, tightening sensation, an instinctive warning that he was not alone in the darkness.

He was about to stand up when he heard the ghostly footfall again. At the same moment he saw something move, directly in front of him. He ducked behind a dusty box.

“Hold that pose!” he ordered. “You’re covered.”

There was no answer.

The slow, muted tapping continued.

Puzzled, Gabriel raised his head until his eyes were above the edge of the box. He peered hard into the gloom. Again he saw something move. He thought he saw, in fact, what was causing the sound that had intrigued him. His scalp crawled.

He stood erect. His left hand sought his pocket lamp. A pencil of light bored through the blackness, sketching a flare of scarlet, a gleam of new hemp rope. The rope was fastened to a rafter overhead. Hanging from the end, her feet eighteen inches off the floor, was Gwendolyn Small in her red dressing gown. She was swinging gently in the breeze from the open window, and her bare heels kicked an overturned chair at regular intervals. There were cobwebs in her white hair, and her face was dark with the purple of strangulation. She stared at Gabriel with horrid, bulging eyes.

Gabriel slashed the rope with a pocket knife, lowered Gwendolyn Small gently to the floor. There was still warmth in the body, but no life. The old-time actress had played her last role.

The detective reached for the overturned chair, to set it upright. One of the front legs came off in his hands. It did not break. The wood merely disintegrated between his fingers, and he was grasping a handful of sawdust. White ants, again.

Gabriel’s lips pursed in a silent whistle.


Chapter Seventeen

The Prodigal Who Didn’t Return

The detective’s soundless whistle continued for a full minute as he tried to fit his jumbled thoughts around this new and unexpected piece which had been abruptly added to the puzzle. What was his next move? He would have to notify Hatton, of course, that Gwendolyn Small was dead. On the other hand, there was the problem of what to do with the sleeping Fred Oaks while the District Officer was prowling through Seaside House. Awkward. Gabriel didn’t want to turn the ex-husband of Lucy Steel over to Hatton until he himself had a chance to talk to him—at length. Besides, he was sure that the D.O. would consider the case closed once Oaks was locked up; and it wouldn’t be closed—not by a mile.

Gabriel took off his jacket, preparatory to spreading it over the dark, swollen face of Gwendolyn Small, as a gesture of common decency. With one arm still in a sleeve, he suddenly paused. A flashback had intruded itself into his mental kaleidoscope. Twenty minutes ago, he had heard someone moving about in Gwendolyn Small’s apartment—yet twenty minutes ago Gwendolyn was dead; she had probably been dead for nearly an hour. Who, then, had been in Gwendolyn’s room, while Gwendolyn was hanging in the attic, not yet cold? In a trice the second arm had slid out of the jacket, and Gabriel was on his way down the iron stairway.

Gwendolyn’s apartment was unlocked. Gabriel went in quietly. Light was shining through the half open door from the next room. The first thing that struck his eye was a picture of disorder. Gwendolyn’s fortune-telling cards were scattered over the desk and floor, as though a gust of wind had caught them. Drawers of the desk were pulled out and ransacked. Keys had been pulled off the rack and dropped at random. Even the theatrical photographs on the walls were askew. The place looked as though a cyclone had struck it—a human cyclone, Gabriel decided suddenly, as he heard a sound in the next room. He flattened himself against the wall. The light fanned out into a wider beam, as the connecting door opened all the way. A shadow slid across the floor in front of the detective. He gripped his automatic—waiting.

“Hello,” said Virginia Hatton casually.

Gabriel grinned sheepishly. He put up his gun.

“Hello,” he said. “Find that you were looking for?”

“I wasn’t looking for anything. You mean all this topsyturvy disorder? I didn’t do that: I’ve just this moment got here. Where’s Miss Small?”

Gabriel thought he had better not say anything about Miss Small’s whereabouts for the present. “What do you call ‘just this moment’?” he countered.

“Two, perhaps three minutes before you arrived. Have you seen Miss Small?”

“Do you usually call on Gwendolyn at three in the morning, Miss Hatton?” Gabriel challenged.

“Not usually. Not at all, in fact. I came to see you, Mr. Gabriel. Don’t you remember saying to me that if I had anything to tell you, you were at Seaside House, Room 3? I couldn’t sleep, so I came—but your door was locked.”

Gabriel seized the girl’s wrists, turned them. The palm of her right hand was smudged with soot. She was telling the truth about trying his door.

“What did you want to tell me?” he asked.

“Nothing, really. I wanted to ask you—”

She paused. A look of genuine embarrassment came into her face.

“You wanted to ask me about Fred Oaks?”

“Yes.”

Another one, Gabriel thought. First Lucy, and then Rhoda Curring. Even Gwendolyn Small had said she liked Fred Oaks. Yes, it must be the climate in Shakkarpur. Not a healthy climate, either, for women curious about this Oaks: fatal for Lucy and Gwendolyn, and certainly not much of a tonic for the nervous, guileful Curring woman. Virginia Hatton’s interest, however, was not quite the same. There was something fresh and wholesome about it, even if she knew it wasn’t what the doctor ordered. Gabriel thought he might be able to use it—for his own purposes.

“You don’t want to see Mr. Oaks, by any chance?” he asked.

“Yes—oh, yes.” The girl’s tone was eager. That decided Gabriel. He gave a final look around the upset room, decided he could return to that later.

“Come with me, sister,” the detective said.

Outside his room, he hesitate was he put his key into the lock, he added, “Just a minute, later, before we go in. Can you take it?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I mean that you’re not going to any Sunday school picnic. If you don’t like things to happen that aren’t nice and ladylike, you’d better not come in. If you can’t stand strong meat, you’d better go right home now.”

“I’m not going home. I came here for a purpose.”

“O.K., then.” Gabriel opened the door. He watched the girl’s face as her eyes found the sleeping form behind the haze of mosquito netting. The look of agony that came over her was real, involuntary, heartfelt. She took a faltering step toward the bed, stopped, turned an appealing glance upon Gabriel.

The detective took his time about answering her unasked question. He was savoring the correctness of his own judgment. There was nothing phony about this girl’s concern over Oaks. She was genuine. She could be useful.

“He’s all right, I think,” Gabriel said. “He’s been needled with some barbiturate—evipal or pentathal, probably. He’s due to sleep for another three or four hours. Will you stay with him?”

“Yes, of course.”

“You’ll have to stay in the dark, and I’m going to lock you in. You won’t be afraid?”

“Why should I be?”

“Well, this Seaside House has turned out to be more of a charnel house.”

“I don’t think Lucy Steel’s ghost will haunt me.”

“There’s two ghosts now, Miss Hatton.”

“Oh, no! Who?”

“I just found Gwendolyn Small hanging in the attic.”

“How awful! Did she destroy herself after all?”

“That’s what your brother is going to say,” Gabriel said. “But she didn’t. She was murdered.” He paused. “Want to change your mind?”

“No, I—it doesn’t make any difference. I must speak to Fred when he wakes up. I can’t have him believing that I let him down—over that business with the chokidar.”

“I wouldn’t let that would you, sister. Just figure that Fred Oaks has been let down by nty of women before this. He must be used to it. It’s not important.”

“It is important—to me. I’ve found out a good many things about myself tonight, Mr. Gabriel—confusing things. I must get straightened out.”

“I see.” The detective shoved a cigarette into his mouth but didn’t light it. With the tip of his tongue he rolled it against his upper lip from one corner of his mouth to the other. “All right, listen,” he said at last. “Did anybody see you come to Seaside House tonight?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Did you see anybody—in Miss Small’s rooms, or any place else?”

“No.”

“Good. Now, I’ve got a little work to do in Miss Small’s apartment After that I’ve got to rout your brother out, and tell him what I found in the attic. He’ll come right back here with his crew, naturally. I’ll do my best to keep him away from this room. Don’t open the door for anybody. When I come myself, I’ll use my key. I’ll probably be here before dawn. Will you hold the fort till then?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“That’s plenty for anybody,” Gabriel said. “Good luck, then.”

He turned out the lamp and left.

Virginia stood perfectly still when he had gone, listening to the sullen murmur of the sea, waiting for her eyes to become accustomed to the darkness. When she could see the tent-like outlines of the mosquito bar, she walked to the bed, lifted the edge of the netting, ducked under, sat down on the side of the mattress. Almost instantly her fingers were seized by a large, warm hand.

“Fred! I thought you wouldn’t wake for hours!”

“Sorry to disappoint,” said Fred Oaks drowsily. “Probably didn’t get a full dose. Is this Gabriel’s room?”

“Yes.”

“How’d I get here?”

“I don’t know, Fred.”

“Why the devil should that flatfoot want to give me drops?” Fred mused. “Why didn’t he just have me killed? It would have been just as easy. Or if he wants glory, why hasn’t he turned me over to the authorities?”

“I’m sure I can’t tell you.”

“I’ve got to get out of here.” Fred sat up suddenly. Virginia leaned forward to grasp both his hands with her small, hot fingers.

“Wait, Fred,” the girl pleaded. “It’s only three o’clock. There’s plenty of time for you to go before daylight. Will you wait?”

“That’s right. You came over to call on me, didn’t you?” Fred chuckled. “I heard you telling Gabriel while I was still half dozing.”

“Will you listen to me, Fred?”

“Yes, of course.” Fred could make out only the merest silhouette of the girl’s patrician head against the blur of the netting. He could see the graceful line of her hair that curled at her shoulders—hair that was fine and silken to the touch. He reached out his hand to caress its soft resilience. “Of course I’ll listen,” he said. “You came to tell me why you had me smoked out of the chokidar’s lodge.”

“But I had nothing to do with all that! I didn’t know the chokidar was coming back for his precious pipe.”

“You don’t owe me any explanation, Virginia. You were following your natural inclinations and your natural loyalties. And even if you feel no particular loyalty to your brother, why shouldn’t you want to hit back at me, after I’d told you how I’d planned to use you? I’d have been as vindictive myself. You had every reason to be resentful.”

“But I wasn’t resentful, Fred. That’s just the point.” The girl’s voice was vibrant. “I was hurt, at first. I did go to my brother with every intention of telling him where he could find you. But when I got to him, I discovered I couldn’t say a word. Every instinct that had always seemed right and natural, suddenly appeared wrong and against the grain. I felt as though I wasn’t Virginia Hatton any more, but somebody else, somebody entirely different. I was terrified. I’m still terrified—but I’m not sorry. I’m happy, really happy, that I didn’t give you away—not even after I learned that you had—wives to burn.”

“Who told you that?” Fred’s tone was sharp.

“Mr. Gabriel has Lucy Steel’s marriage certificate. And he has a record of a marriage to a Marjory Somebody. Marjory Root.”

“Wives to burn!” Fred laughed briefly, bitterly. “I never really had a wife,” he said.

“You don’t have to tell me about it. It doesn’t matter. Or rather it did matter—to you—once. I fancy it would explain you, all of you, the way you are now. But even without your telling me, I think I understand.”

“You’d better stop being so damned understanding and noble and self-sacrificing. If you don’t, you’ll get really hurt, badly hurt. Haven’t you enough trouble, as you are? You’re honest. That’s enough of a handicap in our modern world. That’s—”

“You see, it does matter,” the girl interrupted. “What did she do to you, this Lucy Steel?”

“Nothing.”

“Then it was the other one. What sort of person was Marjory Root?”

“She was fascinating,” Fred mused. “She was also cheap, designing, and completely unscrupulous. But she was very beautiful. That was all that mattered at the time.”

“When was this?”

“I was still in college—my last year. I hadn’t been brought up as the typical pampered rich man’s son. My father was a despot, with theories. He didn’t believe in giving anyone anything he hadn’t sweated for, not even his own son. I didn’t have much money to spend, and I was still fairly naïve, in spite of my having been raised in India until I was six, and in Europe for several more years. When I met Marjory, I was completely obsessed with her. I knew from the first time I saw her, I would have to marry her. Nothing else mattered. I introduced her to my father—who said ‘No,’ quickly and loudly. He said Marjory was a tart, and not a very high-class tart, either.

“I knew my father was stubborn, but I was just as stubborn. In this case, nothing would have made any difference. I quit college. Marjory and I jumped into my car and drove over the Sierras to Reno, to get around the three-day marriage law in California. I thought the old man would soften up, when he was faced with a fait accompli. I told Marjory I was sure he would.

“He didn’t, though. He chartered a plane and had one of his attorneys fly to Reno with a copy of his new will—in which I was definitely and efficiently disinherited. The lawyer was waiting for the newlyweds outside the office of the Justice of the Peace. As soon as the ceremony was over, he read us the clause in the new will which he thought might interest the bride and groom. It interested the bride, all right—and how! She promptly had hysterics, called me every name I’d ever heard and a few that were new to me, for deceiving her and marrying her under false pretenses. Then she ran off. The marriage was never consummated. I’ve never seen her since.

“The old man expected that I’d come crawling back, after this humiliation, admit I was wrong, ask forgiveness, and beg to be taken back into the family fold—and fortune. The lawyer intimated as much. He also told me that my father had had private detectives investigating Marjory, and could very easily have shown me documentary proof of her worthlessness. Instead of that, he chose to make it a question of blind obedience to parental authority—knowing that the marriage wouldn’t be valid inasmuch as Marjory had an undivorced husband serving time in the Oregon State penitentiary, so that her marriage to me was bigamous and would be declared null and void by any court whenever the old man chose. But the old man overlooked the fact that I was his son, after all, and had inherited all his pride and stubbornness. I didn’t go back.

“I got into my car and headed East—but the old man wasn’t through yet. He’d given me the car for a birthday present, but he’d kept the registration in his own name. So he had me picked up and held under the federal law prohibiting the transportation of stolen cars across a state line. It was a dirty trick, even though I knew that all I had to do was telegraph abjectly and he’d have dropped all charges and sent me a ticket home. I was too mad to do that. I was going to be just as stubborn as he was. I kept my mouth shut, and pleaded guilty.

“The court suspected that there was something wrong, and suspended all but ten days of my sentence. But they had to take the car away.

“After that I hitch-hiked and rode freights pretty much all over the country. I worked at odd jobs—farms—restaurants—garages. I drove a taxi in Kansas City for a while. I worked for a bootlegger in St. Louis. The connections I made there took me to Mobile and then to New Orleans, working for rum-runners mostly, until Prohibition was repealed.

“In New Orleans, I met Lucy Steel. She seemed to be crazy about me. At any rate, she didn’t think I was a millionaire’s son—or if she did, I didn’t know it. There didn’t seem to be any ulterior motive in her making a play for me. I couldn’t think of anything I had that she wanted—except my love. ‘But there was. She wanted my name—any name—for a passport. She was mixed up with some Central American gun-runners, and the finger was on her. As Mrs. Fred Oaks, she thought she’d be safe for a while.

“It wasn’t until we were deep in the Caribbean, and she disappeared on her own business, that I realized what she was after. I got a divorce in Yucatan. I don’t know whether she was ever informed of it. Maybe she thought she was still my wife—Yucatan divorces have been challenged, I know—and came here to put the bee on me. Well, all that’s ancient history. Or I thought it was, until yesterday. Say, this is funny.”

“What’s funny?”

“My boring you with the story of the prodigal who didn’t return. A minute ago, I told you I was a good listener—but I’ve made you listen to me. Why?”

“Because I asked questions,” the girl replied.

“Yes, I guess maybe you did. I wonder—”

Fred stopped speaking. The fingers that had been caressing her hair suddenly tensed, drew her head toward him. Beneath the tenuous silkiness of her hair, the back of her head felt very small, fitting snugly into the throbbing palm of his hand. He could see tiny points of light in her eyes, and her breath was sweet on his cheek.

Abruptly he snatched away his hand, swept his arm brusquely upward to lift the netting. He swung his feet off the bed, stood up.

“You better get out of here!” he declared gruffly.

Virginia did not move.

“You better get out of here, right now,” Fred repeated. “That shot in the arm seems to have affected my judgment. I’m getting silly and sentimental. In another minute I’ll be getting maudlin. I might even say, ‘Virginia, let’s chuck all this and get the devil out of here. Let’s run away from the world and ourselves—our old selves.’ ”

Again Fred paused. The girl remained sitting on the edge of the bed. He could barely see her in the dark, sitting rigidly erect. The mosquito netting had fallen back and was draped over her head and shoulders like a wimple—or a bridal veil. Her voice was hardly more than a whisper as she said:

“Well—why not?”

“Because it’s impossible—even if I wanted it,” Fred declared curtly. “I can’t stop this thing I’m in now. It’s gone too far and I’m in too deep. If I try to back out, I’ll be tracked down and wiped out, sooner or later. If I go through with it—which I will, of course—I’ll be automatically a fugitive from India and all that’s British. In either case, I can’t take you with me. I’ve drawn a pattern for my life that will have to he the same as long as I live—which probably won’t be too long. I’ll always be a fugitive from something, a rover, a pirate of sorts. I’ll never have a home, or even a country for long. It’s not a bad life, if you like it. I do. But you won’t. You couldn’t.”

“I could try,” said Virginia softly.

“The trial might last a fortnight—or a month. Perhaps even two months. Then what?”

Virginia stood up. She went up to Fred and put a hand on his shoulder.

“I told you I was a changed person,” she said. “You’ve changed too, Fred, although you haven’t said so. You’re thinking of the future—a whole month ahead. Yesterday you told me you lived for the day—that tomorrow morning could always take care of itself.”

“You haven’t changed, and neither have I, Virginia. That’s only wishful thinking. If we ran away together, you’d only try to make a useful citizen of me. And when you didn’t succeed, you’d reproach me for being what I am. I’ll always be a scoundrel, according to your lights. I can’t change now. I’m not the man for you.”

“I’m afraid you are.” The voice that pronounced this phrase of capitulation was gentle, but it was not meekly submissive. There was still a note of Hatton pride, a sureness, a complete lack of doubt, that found victory even in surrender. Fred was startled.

“No,” he said. “No, you’re wrong.”

Then he caught the girl in his arms, buried her slim shoulders in his hard, impulsive, crushing embrace. Her quick gasp was smothered by his lips. Long and hungrily he kissed her. He felt her heart beating violently against him, while her fingertips touched his face, crept up his cheeks like the searching fingers of the blind. He kissed her eyes, the smoothness of her forehead, the fragrance of her hair. Then he breathed deeply, and shook his head in the darkness, as though to clear his brain of the insidious, heady bouquet of desire.

“It’s no use,” he said in a voice he did not recognize. “We’re ten years too late.”

The girl still clung to him. He kissed her again.

Then he heard voices outside in the corridor. Footsteps passed the door. He recognized the voice of the District Officer, arguing coldly. The footsteps receded.

“Good-by,” Fred breathed.

He kissed the girl once more. Then he groped his way across the room. He knocked against a chair. He found the window, fumbled with the shutters, opened them cautiously He stared into the night until the stiff, black silhouette of tal palms against the sea told him where he was. He looked down. Luckily he was on the ground floor. An instant later he had straddled the window sill and was gone.

Virginia watched him go. The feeling of elation that sang within her persisted long after he had vanished, and she stood motionless just as she was when he kissed her the last time, as though afraid the sorcery of that moment would vanish, too, if she moved. She wondered vaguely if Fred had thought, when he said “good-by,” that he imagined he was saying good-by forever. She knew that he was not, and she thought that he, too, must know. He certainly could not have forgotten about the shipment of rifles that was coming in on the Mail from Madras in the morning, the boxes labeled “invalid chairs” that were consigned to her. She had not forgotten. They were contraband rifles, surely, and they might lead her into turbulent and muddy waters, but she didn’t care. She would follow them. She would see Fred again in the morning.


Chapter Eighteen

A Puzzle of Torn Paper

William Shakespeare Gabriel sat on the floor of Gwendolyn Small’s apartment, surrounded by torn bits of paper and fragments of photographs. He was so engrossed in trying to fit pieces together that he did not notice the District Officer come in. Hatton watched the detective for a moment with faintly contemptuous interest, before he said:

“Working puzzles, I see, Gabriel.”

“Yes,” the detective said. “I’m a pushover for puzzles.”

“I’d like to speak to you a moment, if you could leave your juvenile amusements long enough to get up off the floor.”

“We can’t all be mental giants like you, Mr. Hatton,” said the detective, without looking up. “You were in the attic for quite a while. What’s your conclusion?”

“Quite obvious,” the District Officer said. “Miss Small killed herself by hanging.”

“It’s obvious, all right,” Gabriel agreed, “but she didn’t kill herself. She couldn’t have. That overturned chair carefully placed beside her so we’d think she kicked it over after she stuck her head in the noose couldn’t have supported her weight long enough for her to make the rope fast to the rafter. It was rotten with termites.”

“I noticed one of the legs was broken,” said the District Officer. “But I assumed the leg broke under Miss Small’s weight.”

“It couldn’t have supported the lady; it turned to sawdust when I touched it. No, Hatton, I’m afraid Miss Small was strangled right here in this room by someone who carried her to the attic afterward and hung her up for artistic effect.”

“Nonsense, Gabriel. Why should anyone go to all that trouble and subterfuge, only to leave these rooms in such disorder? The whole thing is obviously and simply the illogical act of an unbalanced woman. We’ve all known that Gwendolyn Small hasn’t been completely sane for years.”

“You can blame me for the condition of the room,” Gabriel said. “I’m positive it would have been neat and clean if I hadn’t blundered into finding the body ahead of schedule. The murderer was here when I went upstairs tonight, and decided he’d better clear out, leaving things as they were, rather than risk getting caught with his alibis down. And I’m afraid he found what he was looking for.”

“What, for example?” The District Officer was not impressed.

“I wish I could tell you,” Gabriel said, frowning at the puzzle of torn paper on the floor. “I wish I could tell why the murderer tore up some photographs and papers, and left others intact. And why he carried away large pieces of everything he tore up. I’ve got far enough along with my solution to be able to say that for sure. He’s a collector.”

“Gwendolyn Small was insane, I tell you.”

“Oh, sure, she was a little on the screw-ball side,” Gabriel agreed. “But she wasn’t suffering from any gnawing melancholia or shrinking violet complex. She wouldn’t have sneaked off quietly to hang herself secretly in the attic. She’d have made a large and noisy exit in full view of her public, leaving a long and full explanation of her final act, penned in her own hand, stuck in the mirror for all to read.”

“She did leave a note,” said Hatton.

“She did?” At last Gabriel seemed more interested in the District Officer than in his puzzle. He got slowly to his feet. “Where?” he asked.

“With me,” Hatton replied. He took an envelope from his pocket. “She must have been contemplating suicide for some time, because she brought this to me day before yesterday, and asked me to keep it in my safe. She’s written on it, ‘To be opened only in the event of the death of Miss Gwendolyn Small.’ As soon as you came to me tonight, I realized it was undoubtedly a suicide note, so I got it out to bring along.”

“Let’s open it,” Gabriel said.

Hatton held the paper close to his face as he read it.

“It’s not a suicide note exactly,” he said when he’d finished. “But it amounts to the same thing—shows she anticipated death. It’s her last will and testament. She leaves everything to—”

“I can read,” said Gabriel, looking over the District Officer’s shoulder. “I, Gwendolyn Small, being of sound mind and disposing temperament, do hereby leave and bequeath my entire estate, consisting of Seaside House and its contents and contingent revenues, in fee simple and clear title, to Dr. Zachary Forsythe of Shakkarpur, India. Any other moneys are also to go to Dr. Forsythe to aid in converting Seaside House to a hospital and laboratories for continuation of his research into the cause and cure of Black Fever. Pretty fancy language for an ex-soubrette,” Gabriel concluded.

“The town is overrun with Babu pleaders and solicitors,” Hatton said.

“Or maybe Doc Forsythe himself helped out with the lyrics,” Gabriel suggested. “By the way, where is the Doc? Didn’t he come down from the attic with you, Hatton?”

“He’s in the corridor,” said the District Officer. “I asked him to stop outside a moment while I talked with you.”

Gabriel opened the door, poked his head out. “Hey, Doc!” he called. When he closed the door, there was a peculiar gleam in his small eyes. He said, “The Doc isn’t there.”

“Gone on to wait on the veranda, no doubt,” said Hatton.

“Or further,” said Gabriel. “You don’t suppose he might have left quite suddenly, do you, after listening outside this door for a while?”

“Why should he have done that? I’m afraid I don’t follow you, Gabriel.”

“Forget it, then,” said the detective. “It was just a crazy idea that popped into my mind.”

He pursed his full lips, no longer humorous for the moment, and fixed the District Officer with a pensive stare. He was thinking of the shattered glass and tiny metallic globules he had found on the floor of the room upstairs when he discovered Lucy Steel’s blood-stained clothing, and he realized that he might very well have been looking at the remnants of a broken clinical thermometer.


Chapter Nineteen

The Doctor’s Story

Dr. Forsythe was not on the veranda. Gabriel didn’t really expect he would be, but he was determined to find out why not. He walked with the District Officer as far as the official government bungalow, largely to get him away from Seaside House, then continued along the river bank to the fringes of the town, where Dr. Forsythe lived.

None of the buildings in the missionary doctor’s compound were pukka-built. The hospital had been a sugar godown, in the heyday of Shakkarpur and the sugar market, and the doctor made his residence in the old offices at one end. One of the outbuildings had been converted into a chapel, where a native Christian pastor officiated most of the time. Dr. Forsythe didn’t care too much if his patients could recite the Lord’s Prayer in Urdu or Tamil or Canarese. He didn’t insist on a hymn before giving a man quinine. If the patient wanted to pray afterward, so much the better, but the doctor didn’t trade surgery for faith. Goodidea, Gabriel thought, much better to teach a man how to care for his body before starting to save his soul. Besides, it opened up a new market for Occidental pharmaceuticals.

A light shone through the mango tree outside the doctor’s window, but the detective did not go immediately to investigate. He wanted to have a look around, first. He walked along the old godown, clambering into a tree to peer through the high windows that had been cut into the warehouse walls. The bare, barnlike interior was lighted only by flickering oil lights, and it was difficult to make out the patients on their long row of cots. From his second tree, however, Gabriel thought he recognized a face he knew—a dark, goat-bearded, Hindu face, and the twisted outlines of a deformed body under the chaddar. He tried to remember the name of Lucy Steel’s hunchbacked bearer, decided he had never heard it. He whistled softly through the window screening, called out all the Hindu names he could think of. The goat-bearded hunchback turned over so that Gabriel could not see his face. A gaunt, black nurse came to chase the detective away from the window, refused to open the door for him.

There was no other entrance to the ward except through Dr. Forsythe’s quarters, so Gabriel went back to tackle the doctor. The door opened instantly.

“Come in,” said Dr. Forsythe. “I was about to go to bed, but come in.”

Gabriel took a quick glance about him. An old-man smell pervaded the room, a reek not unlike that of rancid butter. An iron cot’ stood in one corner, and a big roll-top desk in the other. On the desk was a litter of papers, musty books, a microscope, and racks of test tubes, plugged with cotton. One wall was lined with medical books, gray with tropical mold. A ragged pair of black, crocheted slippers stood on the floor by the bed. The room had more the air of an alchemist’s den than the room of a twentieth-century doctor.

“You left Seaside House in a hurry,” Gabriel said.

“There was nothing I could do for her, poor soul,” sighed the doctor. “And I was badly in need of rest. This has been a strenuous day, and I am no longer young.”

“I won’t keep you long, Doc,” Gabriel said, leaning against the edge of the desk. “There’s just one question I want to ask. What happened, before you came to India, that somebody might want to blackmail you about, Doc?”

The doctor’s blue eyes flared savagely beneath their shaggy black brows. Then a look of infinite sadness came into them. He sat down on the bed, and his stooped shoulders seemed to sag a few inches more.

“So you’ve come to bring that up again?” he whispered.

“Not surprised, are you, Doc?”

“It was so long ago.” The doctor shook his head. “I’ve tried to make amends, in my own way.”

“You killed a man!” the detective guessed at random.

“Not a man,” Dr. Forsythe protested. “He would not have been a man, even if he had lived. It was a new-born infant. A monster. It would have been a crime to let it live—a crime against the monstrous child, against the parents, against society. It was a crime, too, to let it die—but it was a lesser crime, I thought. They didn’t think so, the others.”

“You ran away?”

“No, I didn’t. I left England, after they struck my name from the register, but I didn’t run away. I tried to make amends by patching bodies and saving lives for people who didn’t care whether my name was on the register or not. It’s amazing how hard I had to work and how far I had to travel before I found people who didn’t care. I served with a mission on the Bombay side, served for several years, before they found out and asked me to leave. I served with an American mission in Hyderabad for a while—until they asked me to go. I’ve been here for the longest time of any—until now.”

“How much did Lucy Steel ask to keep her mouth shut?” Gabriel demanded.

“Lucy Steel? But I—I never spoke to the woman!”

“Come on, now, Doc. No use keeping up the masquerade any longer. I know you’re hiding Lucy Steel’s battle hunchback bearer in your hospital.”

“I—it’s possible there’s some such patient in the ward. But I assure you, young man, that I never addressed a word to Lucy Steel in my life.” The doctor avoided Gabriel’s eyes.

“But you killed her,” Gabriel said calmly.

“That’s utter nonsense, young man.”

“Is it? You hid Lucy’s clothes in an upstairs room at Seaside House. And you hid them in a terrible hurry, because you didn’t even stop to sweep up the pieces of the thermometer that slipped out of your pocket and broke on the floor. You better not try to deny that, Doc.”

Dr. Forsythe stared at the detective for a long moment. Then he shook his head gently.

“You’re quite right,” he said at last. “It’s useless to deny it—because it’s true, and because Gwendolyn Small is dead. I lied, yes—to protect Miss Small.”

“You had a funny way of protecting her,” Gabriel laughed.

“I loved Miss Small,” the old man said. “Not the way you think. I loved her because she believed in my work. When no one else would help me, Miss Small did. She supported my research. It was only a few rupees now and then, but it was enough. She knew how important it would be if I should discover the cause of kala-azar—the black sickness—and I think I’ve found it. Rogers knew the parasite, of course—Leishmania Donovani—but he thought it was transmitted by the bed bug. Even Donovan thought it was transmitted by a plant louse, the conorhinus, that sometimes feeds on humans. But I’ve discovered the true host, young man: a small, stinging, nocturnal fly. See here.” Dr. Forsythe reached under the bed, and drew out a gallon glass jug, in which a cloud of gnats swarmed. He held up the jug, which he regarded with rapt tenderness. “I’ve bred them myself,” he added, “and I’ve found—”

“Forget your bugs for a minute,” Gabriel interrupted. “Why did Gwendolyn Small support your experiments?”

“She was a very good woman.”

“Where did she get the money? Her hotel hasn’t made a rupee in years.”

“I don’t know where she got it. It wasn’t much, of course.”

“But you knew she had money. And you knew that if she died, she was going to leave it to you—and the hotel, as well, so you could finish your experiments before you got too old to roll the taste of glory around on your tongue, and make faces at the stuffed-shirts at home who decided you weren’t good enough to juggle pills in their exclusive, expensive company. In other words, you took two more lives for the benefit of society—and your own satisfaction.”

“Young man, you show advanced symptoms of hypnogenic dementia. As far as I know, Miss Small did not even leave a will, let alone make me her beneficiary.”

“Well, she did and you are. So you better start explaining how you got mixed up in the murder of Lucy Steel.”

“Gladly,” said Dr. Forsythe. “I stopped in at Seaside House early this evening to present my respects to Miss Small. I found her in something approaching a state of collapse. I administered a sedative, and discovered that a woman, who had just arrived, had been somehow killed in her bathroom. This was Lucy Steel, of course. Miss Steel was lying on the floor, partially unclothed….”

“Just a minute, Doc. How partially was she unclothed?”

“She was in her underthings and stockings.”

“Both her stockings?”

“Well, yes. One stocking was partially rolled down, as though she were in the act of taking it off when she was killed. In fact, I think it highly probable that she was bending over to take it off when she was struck from the back.”

“But both stockings were still on her feet?”

“Yes, both, definitely. As I said, she was on the floor, lying partly on a white dress that had evidently been pulled from the back of her chair as she fell. One of her shoes was also lying under her. There had been some bleeding from the mouth and nose. Apparently she had been killed by a blow from behind, which fractured the skull.”

“Hey, wait a minute, now. What’s all this fractured skull business, when you said before that Lucy was shot to death?”

“I was lying, young man, as I shall explain presently. There is no doubt that death was caused by skull fracture. The fracture was almost unnoticeable from exterior signs, but there are some regions of the brain in which the slightest hemorrhage will cause death. This is apparently one of those cases.”

“What kind of weapon caused the fracture, would you say? A gun barrel, maybe?”

“I hardly think it was anything metallic,” the doctor replied. “And it was certainly nothing with sharp or protruding edges. Either would have caused noticeable superficial scalp wounds, as well as fracturing the skull. I suspect that the murderer must have used some kind of club. I looked for the instrument that might have served, but found nothing.”

Some kind of club, Gabriel mused—and something clicked in his brain! What was it Gwendolyn Small had said when she told Hatton that the cards would clear up the mystery? “The cards will show us the black knave….” Black knave—black-jack—jack of clubs! Maybe Gwendolyn had something there.

“Could it have been a black-jack?” he asked.

“A black-jack, I believe, is usually covered with leather?”

“Yes, usually.”

“Yes, it could have been something of the sort—or merely a wooden club.”

“Go on,” said Gabriel. “Where was Gwendolyn Small when you arrived?”

“She and the Hindu bearer were standing in the doorway.”

“What doorway?”

“Not the room in which you found the body. In Miss Lucy Steel’s room, across the hall and several doors down. She was gasping for breath and was very much upset, as I said. I questioned the bearer, who said he had been gossiping with me cook in the kitchen, after carrying bath water, and returned to find Miss Small in his mistress’s room, and his mistress dead. Miss Small could tell no coherent story.”

“Did you ask her what had happened?”

“Naturally. She replied she didn’t know. She said she hadn’t seen anything or anyone. She was very positive about having seen nothing, so positive that I suspected immediately that she herself had killed the woman.”

“Why?”

“Well, Gwendolyn Small had been suffering from a mild case of paranoia, and it occurred to me that possibly her trouble had reached the stage of homicidal mania, which it sometimes does in its normal progress. In any event, I was greatly indebted to Miss Small, as I already told you, and was determined to protect her at all costs. I told her to go to her room and stay there for ten minutes, after which she was to discover the body and send for me. In the meantime I intended to conceal all evidence of violence.”

“You gave Miss Small her instructions in an ordinary tone of voice?” Gabriel asked.

“Yes. There seemed no reason to lower my voice, as there was no one in the vicinity.”

“The door was open?”

“Yes, I believe it was still open.”

“So that anyone in an adjoining room might have heard you?”

“There was no one that I know of.”

“But the murder had been committed only recently?”

“Within a few minutes, I should say. That’s one reason I was convinced that Miss Small had done it.”

“Then the murderer did not have time to go far. He—or she—could have been hiding in a room nearby?”

“Possibly.”

“All right. Tell me more.”

“Well, I cleaned up the blood and hid the clothing where you found it. I lifted the body into a chair, and then took the Hindu bearer to my hospital, where I intended keeping him until the matter had quieted down. When Miss Small sent for me, I was to diagnose the case as heart failure.”

“And while you were gone,” Gabriel said, “the dead woman got up, walked across the hall, and went to bed in Oaks’s room.”

“I—I can’t explain that,” Dr. Forsythe said. “Miss Small sent me a chit saying that soon after I left she had heard a shot fired, and upon investigation, found that the body had been removed to Room 9. She could offer no reasonable explanation and insisted that she saw no one enter or leave the hotel, but that she would not have, since she was following my instructions and remained locked in her rooms.”

“I guess that’s about where I came in,” Gabriel suggested. The old doctor’s story was fantastic, yet there was a ring of truth about it.

“Exactly,” Dr. Forsythe agreed. “Miss Small’s report of hearing a shot made me change the story. The traumatism I pointed out to you as a bullet wound was a superficial abrasion caused by her falling upon a sharp corner of her high-heeled shoe when she was struck. And that’s all there is to tell, young man, except that during a brief period between the precipitous flight of Mr. Oaks and the arrival of Mr. Hatton, I made a rapid, surreptitious examination of the room, in an effort to discover some clue as to how and why the corpse had been moved there. I regret to say I found nothing.”

“And what about Gwendolyn Small? Did you tell the District Officer that she hanged herself?” the detective asked.

“N-no,” Dr. Forsythe replied hesitantly. “I merely told him that death was caused by strangulation.”

“Then you don’t think she killed herself—in spite of her mental condition?”

“I think it highly improbable.”

“Why so, Doc?”

“Because the condition of the skin and flesh indicated that the rope had been placed around Miss Small’s neck after her death.”

“Who put it there, Doc?”

“I haven’t the faintest notion.”

“Do you know where Gwendolyn Small’s money came from?”

“I do not.”

“Do you know the name of the man who gave her Seaside House?”

“I have never felt it was my place to ask her, and she did not volunteer the information. I know the legend, of course, that it was a gift from some rich American for whom she gave up the stage many years ago. But I have never heard a name mentioned except in wildest conjecture. And, as I said, it was certainly none of my affair. You have no objection to my bringing Miss Small’s body down here from her hotel, have you, Gabriel?”

“I guess it’s all right.”

“Then I’ll send for her,” said Dr. Forsythe. “I’m having one of my former patients build a coffin for her. I thought I’d bury her in the little European cemetery in the old cantonment, early tomorrow morning. I’ll read the services myself—just a few verses from the Bible—very simple. You’ll come, won’t you, Gabriel?”

“I’ll come,” the detective said. “But that’s tomorrow. Right now I think we ought to go into the ward and have a talk with the late Lucy Steel’s hunchbacked bearer.”

“It’s no use talking to him,” said Dr. Forsythe. “I’ve already questioned him, and he swears he knows nothing and saw nothing. He swears it, holding to the tail of a sacred cow, which you may take as gospel from a pious Hindu.”

“He doesn’t look particularly pious to me,” Gabriel said.

“Perhaps not. But he’s superstitious—which makes the oath even more binding.”

“Another thing, Doc: Have you any picro-toxin in your tool kit?”

Dr. Forsythe gave a peculiar laugh. “Strange you should ask that,” he said. “I received some picro-toxin only this afternoon. It came by post.”

“Who sent it?”

“I haven’t the faintest notion. It was accompanied by a note which suggested I keep it on hand for a few days, in case of emergency.”

“You didn’t recognize the handwriting?”

“No. But it was obviously written by some munshi.”

“What’s a munshi, Doc?”

“A public letter-writer. There are a good many of them in the bazaar. Only about one Indian in ten can write, you know.”

Gabriel yawned. “O.K., then, Doc,” he said. “I guess I’ll go home and get some sleep.”

He got it, too—but not immediately. He first returned to Gwendolyn Small’s room at Seaside House and carefully picked up the playing cards that had been scattered on the floor. He counted them: fifty-two. They were all there. He looked through the deck for the two black bowers and studied them carefully, particularly the jack of clubs. He could find nothing unusual in either card. He held them up to the light at all angles, looking for finger-nail marks, rubbings, or other devices used by card sharpers. He looked in vain for traces of writing, front and back. Then he studied the faces again, looking for some clue in the design. Nothing—only the familiar faces. Either his brain was tired, or he had been wrong about Gwendolyn’s oracular declaration. He dropped the cards into his pocket and went to his own room.

He was surprised to find Fred Oaks and Virginia Hatton gone, but not greatly worried. Unless Fred was a sleep-walker, the barbiturate had merely worn off ahead of time, but he was in good hands, and Gabriel was confident he could find him again when he needed him. What he needed most, for the moment, was a little rest.

He was snoring loudly and unmusically almost before he had his clothes off.


Chapter Twenty

The Secret of Gwendolyn Small

After two hours and fifteen minutes of noisy, open-mouthed slumber, Bill Gabriel was awakened by what seemed to his sleepy mind to be a gentle seismic disturbance immediately underneath his perspiring bottom. He opened his eyes. Hot, steamy sunlight was pouring into the room, and a dusky face was peering through the mosquito netting. Suddenly conscious that the seismic disturbance was caused by the owner of the dusky face bouncing the mattress from below, Gabriel sat up. He blinked. Gradually his awakening mind added such details to the face as a long scar, a huge yellow-gray walrus mustache, a white turban, a bare brown torso, and a dirty white dhoti. The ensemble was familiar, but for several seconds Gabriel could not remember where he had seen it before.

“What the hell?” he demanded.

“Chota hazri, Sahib,” said the Hindu, raising the netting with one hand and placing a tray on the table beside the bed. On the tray was a cup of tea and two pale-yellow lady-finger bananas. At last Gabriel remembered that he had moved from the dak bungalow to Seaside House and that this Hindu, now engaged in the questionable East Indian practice of serving early tea, was a servant he had noticed during the past day or two.

The Hindu stole a glance about the room, then began to retreat.

“Hey, wait a minute,” called Gabriel, now fully awake. “How long have you been working in this place?”

“Kya manta, Sahib?” The Hindu paused. “Ghusl manta?”

“I said, ‘How long have you been working here?’ Did Miss Small hire you or did you come with the hotel, like the lizards in every bedroom?”

“Angrezi nai janta, Sahib. Main fakat Hindustani bol sakta hun.”

“All right, all right. Get the hell out of here then,” Gabriel ordered. He would get Hatton to act as interpreter and talk to the walrus later—unless the walrus was one of the servants already questioned by the District Officer.

The detective went into the bathroom and splashed tepid water over himself for a few moments. He tied a towel around his middle and wrote another letter to Inspector Dumbarton, bringing his report up to date. He had just finished drafting a cablegram to his home office in San Francisco and was contemplating the disagreeable necessity of getting dressed, when there was a knock on his door.

Alvin Brinker, manager of the Bank of Shakkarpur, stood outside. His sallow face, almost yellow against the starched whiteness of his fresh drill jacket, was lined and haggard. He carried a fat briefcase in one hand and a lighted cigar in the other.

“Morning, Gabriel. Not dressed yet, I see.”

“Sure, I’m dressed. I’ve just gone native, that’s all,” the detective said, tightening the towel around his ample waist. “What have you come to peddle at this hour of the morning—breakfast food?”

The banker essayed a smile, which was not much of a success. “I’ve come on a very serious matter,” he said. “I haven’t slept a wink all night, worrying about it. May I come in?”

“Sure, why not?” Gabriel said. He watched Brinker take off his toupee, noted that his bald spot was spangled with perspiration. The man was obviously nervous. As he sat down, he clasped his briefcase tightly with both hands. “What’ve you got in there?” Gabriel asked. “Your detailed confession—or another body?”

Brinker didn’t even try to smile this time. His tiny eyes stared at Gabriel insistently for a moment, before he said, “Then you have suspected me. I was sure of it.”

“I haven’t suspected you particularly,” the detective said. He picked up one of the miniature bananas from his chota hazri tray, began peeling it absent-mindedly. “What made you so sure I did?”

“Well, from the first, I’ve always fancied you as a rather astute person,” said Brinker. “I don’t see how you could do otherwise than suspect me, once you had all the facts. If you don’t—yet—it must be merely because you haven’t the facts.”

“What facts?” Gabriel bit off the end of the banana.

“Well, for example. Has your home office in San Francisco cabled you anything about me?”

“Not a word.”

“Well, they will,” Brinker declared. “That’s what I said to myself last evening, when I learned that you were in some way connected with this Lucy Steel, and that she was a former wife of young Fred Oaks. I said to myself, ‘Brinker, you’re in for it. They’re going to blame you for this.’ I should have spoken to you about it then and there, except that it was rather a nasty shock. But after this horrible thing happened to Miss Small last night, I knew I couldn’t hesitate any longer. I had to come and talk to you.”

“Why?” asked Gabriel casually. He tossed the banana skin in the general direction of the slop jar. It fell short, landed squarely in Alvin Brinker’s lap. The banker ignored it.

“Why?” echoed Brinker. “Don’t you know—? But of course you don’t, if your home office didn’t cable you. But haven’t you even tried to guess the name of the man for whom Gwendolyn Small gave up her career—the man who gave her Seaside House?”

“Adolf Hitler?” suggested Gabriel idly, starting on the second banana.

“George Francis Oaks!” Brinker announced. “The late George Francis Oaks.”

Gabriel dropped the banana. “Fred Oaks’s old man?” he asked.

Brinker nodded. “I was sworn to secrecy, of course, but it can’t matter now, since they are both dead.”

“I still can’t see how that makes you guilty,” Gabriel said.

“It doesn’t,” Brinker replied. “But it makes me a suspect, definitely. You see, the Bank of Shakkarpur handled the entire financial relationship between Gwendolyn Small and Mr. Oaks, Senior. The Bank of Shakkarpur, in fact, was owned by Mr. Oaks until he gave up his sugar interests here, about twenty years ago, and the bank was taken over by the Bank of India, Burma, and Malaysia. We still handle the trust fund, however.”

“I didn’t know there was a trust fund.”

“Oh, yes. When the hotel began to go down hill, Mr. Oaks created a trust of £40,000, the income of which was to support Gwendolyn Small. You were bound to find that out ultimately, of course. And since Lucy Steel came to India, you say, in some connection with the Oaks legacy, it would be only natural for you to assume that she had some knowledge of this trust fund.”

“I begin to get it,” Gabriel said. “I might suppose you killed Lucy because she came to accuse you of embezzling away the trust fund?”

“Exactly. And Miss Small for the same reason. It’s true, isn’t it, as the D.O. says, that you believe Miss Small was murdered?”

“Very much so.”

“There’s no possibility that it might have been suicide?”

“Not the slightest.”

“There it is, you see.” Brinker sighed. “A tragic coincidence that might have the most unfortunate effect upon me. So I thought it best to clear the matter up at once, without waiting for you to gather your clues. As you know, I’m leaving for Bombay within the fortnight, just as soon as my successor arrives, and I shouldn’t like to go away with this awful thing hanging over my head. Do you blame me?”

“No,” said Gabriel. “Not unless you did embezzle the trust fund. Did you, by the way?”

“Not a penny of it.” Brinker’s voice was resonant with sincerity. “That’s the whole point of my visit.” He began unfastening the straps of his briefcase.

“Here’s the whole story,” he went on, taking out bundles of papers. “Here’s every instrument executed in connection with the trust. Here’s a complete record of the account, with Gwendolyn Small’s signature on each receipt for each payment made to her on account of income. You’ll find it all accounted for—every last rupee, anna, and pice. I’ve even brought the securities themselves, the Consols and Government bonds that make up the portfolio of the fund. It’s a matter of simple arithmetic to compare the total with the figures on the books.”

“They seem to be all there,” Gabriel commented.

Alvin Brinker mopped his perspiring brow. “I got up out of bed at one-thirty this morning to go after these,” he said. “My wife thought I was mad, going to the bank in the middle of the night like that—but as I said, I couldn’t sleep. I even went over the entire record, looking for some inadvertent error that might have made me out a criminal. Thank heaven everything is in order. No doubt you’ll want to have an audit made by some qualified accountant, someone whose impartiality would satisfy you.”

“I’m satisfied with my own impartiality,” Gabriel said, studying the papers. “The whole thing looks on the up-and-up—unless these bonds are forgeries.”

“That’s why I’m suggesting you have an expert opinion.”

“No,” Gabriel said. “If the bonds were forged, you wouldn’t have brought them to me. And if these are just dummies, that you slipped into the portfolio to make up for ones you sold, why, the whole thing will come out when the estate is settled, so you’d be bound to get caught eventually.”

“Would you like to lay the evidence before the D.O.?”

“Not me. You can, if you want. I’ll just take one of these receipts—the last one Miss Small signed—to check on a little point that’s been bothering me. Otherwise I’m satisfied you’re in the clear, Brinker. Looks like you’ll be able to make that trip to Bombay with a song in your heart and all that sort of thing.”

“Thank heaven!” Brinker exclaimed, mopping his brow again.

“I guess you’ll be glad to get out of this dump, won’t you?”

“Rather,” Brinker admitted. “But Mrs. Brinker is the one who is really pleased. Can’t blame her, of course. Bombay is a lovely spot to live, with the big shops, and theaters, and clubs, and all. Then there’s the golf and tennis and bathing. Mrs. Brinker’s quite keen on sport, you know.”

“Is she?” Gabriel would never have guessed it. He couldn’t quite picture the 200-pound Mrs. Brinker in a swimming suit. He said, “I guess you’ve lived in Bombay before, the way you talk.”

“Rather,” Brinker smiled reminiscently. He had made a complete recovery from his nervousness. “Mrs. Brinker and I were married in Bombay, in fact. Her people have been civilians on the Bombay side for generations. I was just a chota sahib then—my first banking job in India.”

“Same bank?” Gabriel asked.

“Bank of India, Burma, and Malaysia, yes,” Brinker said. “They control the Bank of Shakkarpur, you know. It will be quite different, though, going back as a burrah sahib. I’ve been promoted to vice-president. I suppose you’ve heard.”

“Yes, I’ve heard,” said the detective. “I guess you’ve been with the bank a long time.”

“Since ’24. I was in Bombay from ’24 to ’29.”

“And in Shakkarpur ever since?”

“Well, no. We were a year in Calcutta and two years in London. By the way, Gabriel, do you suppose Gwendolyn Small knew of the death of Mr. Oaks, Senior, before she died?”

“I didn’t tell her,” Gabriel replied. “Did you?”

“No. I only heard of it yesterday myself. Air mail letter from his solicitors. I was wondering, nevertheless, on account of her making that will the other day. The D.O. told you, no doubt.”

“Yes, he told me.”

“That’s another thing I thought perhaps might be construed as circumstantial evidence in my disfavor. Why did she deposit the testament with the D.O. instead of with me? After all, I’ve been her adviser for years—the only one who knew her secret. Why did she suddenly lose confidence me?”

“Dr. Forsythe says she was a paranoiac.”

“I fancy that must be—a sudden attack—mania of persecution. And yet she didn’t withdraw her other tokens of confidence in me. This, for instance.”

Brinker drew a yellowed, mildewed envelope from his wallet.

“What’s that?” Gabriel demanded. He pulled over a chair and sat down close to the banker.

“It’s a key to some sort of chest,” Brinker explained, opening the envelope. “This hasn’t anything to do with the case, I fancy, but you may as well know about it, in the event that there is some clue or other in it. It’s just a pretty piece of sentiment, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Well?”

“Do you know, Gabriel, that she’s been writing to old man Oaks for all this time—a letter every mail day for thirty years—and yet never posted a single letter? She kept her word, which was not to try to communicate with her old lover, apparently, yet she couldn’t help writing him, pouring her heart out—and then putting the letters away under lock and key.”

“And that’s the key?”

“So she told me. ‘When I’m dead,’ she always told me, ‘you get them out. They’re all stamped, ready to post, so you may as well drop them in the nearest pillar box. It can’t harm him, can it, once Im dead, to let him know I always loved him?’ Of course there’s no point in posting them now, but if you think it would help your investigation, we could look for them.”

“Let’s,” said Gabriel. “Wait until I jump into a pair of pants. Where do you suppose these letters are?”

“Lord coly knows,” Brinker answered. “She never told me what the key was for. I fancy it won’t be difficult to find out.”

It wasn’t. In ten minutes they found that the key fitted a trunk in the attic of Seaside House.

Gabriel examined the trunk carefully on the outside, then lifted the lid. A strange blend of odors greeted his nostrils, the warm smell of musty dampness and the faint, expiring scent of lavender—the fragrance of memories, struggling to survive the rank, all-destroying suffocation of the tropics. The powdery dust of Shakkarpur had seeped into the locked trunk, and lay in gritty film upon the many bundles of letters.

Gabriel untied the first bundle to hand, ripped open an envelope, began reading at random. The light was bad. He tried to move the trunk.

“She’s heavy,” he said.

“Not surprising,” Brinker said. “Just multiply 52 to 30. Must be more than 1500 letters in there.”

“If you gave me a hand, we might move the trunk over by the window where the light’s better.”

“Gladly,” Brinker said. He lifted his end of the trunk easily. “You’re out of condition, Gabriel,” he laughed. “Been neglecting your golf?”

“Never could play the game,” Gabriel declared. “Never knew enough cuss words to last more than five or six holes.”

They put the trunk down. Gabriel dusted off a spot on the floor, sat down, and resumed reading. As he opened letter after letter, the amazing story of Gwendolyn Small’s mad and hopeless love unfolded—the story of a woman’s heart which had imposed its irrational rule upon a woman’s mind, the story of a mind which had hypnotized itself to obliterate the passage of time. Gwendolyn wrote to her departed lover as though he had just gone away on business, had been annoyingly detained, but would return shortly.

I hope you get back before the season starts, she wrote in one letter, because I shall be dreadfully busy rehearsing, I fear, and won’t be able to be with you as much as I want, darling. I have been reading plays, plays, plays—appallingly bad, most of them. There just aren’t any first-rate playwrights any more, I’m afraid. Perhaps I shall relent and let Sutro write a play for me after all. You won’t be jealous, will you, my love? You know I have never felt anything for him except a certain small respect for his very small talent…. And did you read what Archer wrote about me in the Times last week? The man calls himself a critic! I shall have to do another play, just to prove he is wrong….

Then for a dozen or more letters there would be no more mention of the theater. Her mind was back in Shakkarpur, filling pages with long, gossipy accounts of her daily routine at Seaside House; the price of milk was going to be increased two pice per seer; there was trouble with servants; one of the fishermen had been rude to a guest in bathing and had to be discharged; there was talk in the bazaar of a kala azar epidemic at Ranjibad. And through them all there was the continued closing of her mind to the immediate past, continued talk of a future that was thirty years dead. George would be back soon. George would always love her. She would always adore George.

Gabriel dug through the mass of letters, looking for those of recent months. They were all dated, so it was not difficult. He read the latest ones with great care.

“Looks like she didn’t know old man Oaks was dead,” the detective commented. “She was writing him right up to last week. Unless—why didn’t she write a letter this week, Brinker?”

“She would have written it today,” Brinker said. “This is mail day.”

“She was quite a gal,” said Gabriel, “crazy or not, she was quite a gal.” For a long time he stared into space. Then he asked suddenly, “Brinker, what about the servants in this hotel? Do you know them all?”

“There’s always been quite a turnover,” Brinker replied. “Miss Small wasn’t exactly easy to get along with. The Indians didn’t quite understand her, I’m afraid.”

“What about the bird that brought me my tea this morning? He was a big Hindu, with a scar on his right cheek, and a gray walrus mustache.”

“He’s fairly new here, I believe,” Brinker said; “I’ve only noticed him about these last few days. Don’t recall having heard his name, in fact.”

“Was he here last night when you came to Seaside House?”

“I didn’t notice him. But then as you know, I didn’t go in. I waited on the veranda for Mr. Hatton.”

“I don’t mean the time you were here with Hatton,” Gabriel said. “I mean the time before—when you came with James Curring.”

Brinker stared blankly at the detective. “Who told you I was here with Curring?” he asked.

“Well, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was—after a fashion. That is, I walked as far as the corner of the garden with Curring.”

“And then you hurried back to warn Mrs. Curring that her husband was on the warpath?”

“I see now.” Brinker seemed relieved. “You’ve been talking to Rhoda. She told you of my visit?”

“She told me a lot things. I was just wondering why you hadn’t told them to me yourself, since you’ve gone to all the trouble of coming down here to pay me a call before breakfast.”

Brinker took out a handkerchief and blew his nose deliberately. “I came here to exculpate myself,” he said through the handkerchief, carefully weighing every word. “I didn’t see it was my place to incriminate another.”

“You know what the D.O. says about obstructing justice.”

“But I’m not obstructing justice. I’ve merely neglected to relate perfectly innocent circumstances which might place poor old Curring in a bad light.”

“For instance?”

“Well, a casual witness might say that Curring met Lucy Steel at the station when she arrived last evening. As a matter of fact, he was there to meet me.”

“Tell me more,” said Gabriel.

“Curring sent word yesterday afternoon to ask me to meet him in the refreshment room of the station, fixing the hour. When I got there, the Madras Mail was just pulling out and Curring was standing on the platform, talking to a rather attractive blond woman. Naturally, when he came over to me, I asked him about his gaudy new friend. He said he hadn’t the slightest notion who she might be—that she had merely asked directions to the dak bungalow.”

“And you believe him?”

“I see no reason not to. After all, it was quite natural for her to address the only European she saw on the platform.”

“You don’t think his rendezvous with you was just a ruse to explain his being at the station when the Madras Mail came in?”

“It’s possible, of course. On the other hand, Curring did have a legitimate reason for wanting to talk to me. His affairs have been going very badly of late. Indigo plantations practically gone to pot, in fact. The Bank of Shakkarpur holds several considerable notes of his that he has no prospect of meeting. He was wondering what the new bank manager would do about the notes when I leave, and whether it wouldn’t be better to give up and go through bankruptcy. We discussed the matter over several chota pegs, and then went for a walk along the beach.”

“As far as Seaside House?”

“Beyond, if I’m not mistaken. Then we came back.”

“You didn’t see Lucy Steel come down the hill to Seaside House as you were walking along the beach?”

“I didn’t, no. I can’t say about Curring. He didn’t mention it, in any event. When we got as far as the corner of the hotel garden, Curring suddenly said, ‘Damn it all, I’m going in and have it out with Oaks!’ ”

“About Rhoda, was it?”

“That’s what I supposed, naturally, and I still think it was in the back of his mind, although Jim Curring is not a chap to talk about his domestic troubles. He had another story—about Oaks getting him into some jam with Government.”

“How?”

“Well, it seems that Fred Oaks claims to have found the same geological formations on Curring’s plantations as in the Vizagapatam manganese fields—post-tertiary with outcroppings of Gondwana strata, I think—and talked Curring into doing a little speculative mining. Curring ordered dynamite, and Oaks hired the labor through Hajji Ahmed. Oaks paid the bills and was to get a small share in the company that would be formed to exploit the manganese—if there was any. Curring was of course delighted at the prospect of getting out of his financial difficulties, and readily agreed to everything—including Oaks’s plea for secrecy. Then the dynamite disappeared, and he began to suspect that he was being used as a blind to furnish explosives for some Moslem uprising. He spent the afternoon talking to Hajji Ahmed, who of course denied everything. Then he made the appointment with me, to ask my advice.”

“Why didn’t he go straight to the D.O. and tell his story?”

“I don’t know, really. He seemed to think that Hatton wouldn’t believe him. Might think he was an accomplice of Oaks. Queer chap, Curring. Never was any love lost between him and the D.O. At any rate, he preferred to have it out with Oaks himself.”

“Why did you get Rhoda Curring to put in her oar?”

“Because I rather like Curring, and didn’t want to see him get into any worse trouble. I thought his wife would keep him from doing anything rash—if only for the sake of Oaks.”

“And then you went home to your game of bridge?”

“Wasn’t much of a game,” Brinker said. “We didn’t finish a single rubber, what with the D.O. buzzing off every quarter hour on one thing or another, and dragging me with him.”

Gabriel stood up, replaced the packet of letters he had been reading tenderly in the trunk, closed the lid. For a long time he stood looking out the window, his eyes half closed against the dazzling blue of the Bay of Bengal.

“Brinker,” he said after a long pause, “I think I know who killed Lucy Steel and Gwendolyn Small.”

“Good!” the banker exclaimed. “I hope you see that they get what’s coming to them.”

“I’ll do my best,” the detective said. “Do you happen to know where Jim Curring is this morning?”

“No, I don’t. Home, I fancy.”

“You didn’t stop by the Curring bungalow on your way over here, did you?”

“No, I didn’t. I was rather in a hurry to get to you before you left the hotel.”

Gabriel continued to look out the window. “You know, Brinker,” he said, “I have a sneaking hunch that Curring didn’t come home last night.”


Chapter Twenty-one

The Riot at the Station

At daybreak, Fred Oaks was safely if uncomfortably hidden in a pile of empty boxes on a balcony opposite the railway station. The balcony jutted from the second story of the shop of a Marwari dealer in religious ornaments, specializing in lingams and other Shiviate trappings. The second story was crowded with empty boxes these days, because the Marwari was doing a land-office business in lingams imported from Japan—this year’s Shivarat pilgrims being apparently unprejudiced against having their phallic emblems stamped “Made in Osaka” particularly as they were large and handsome, made of imitation ivory or bronze, and costing no more than the crude native-made lingams of wood or soapstone. Fred had picked the place because of its proximity to the station and because of the obvious pragmatism of the importer of phalli—whose good-will he purchased by the old expedient of giving him half of a hundred-rupee note and promising the other half on good behavior. The Marwari was behaving very well.

Fred had a good view of the station, and when the sun came up, he knew he would not have much longer to wait. He had sent a chit to Ganeshi Lal, saying there had been a slip-up in the arrangements for the delivery of the rifles, and suggesting how they had best be taken possession of. Ganeshi Lal did not have to be told twice.

The men began to drift into the station half an hour before the arrival of the Mail from Madras. Fred spotted them at once, although they were a motley lot—Ooria coolies, water venders, beggars, pilgrims, bikhri-wallas. Something about each one of them—perhaps a sort of impatient muscularity—distinguished them from the legitimate passengers. He chuckled with satisfaction as he saw the bullock carts take up their strategic positions, and approved Ganeshi Lal’s sense of timing as the sacred bull was maneuvered into the crowd, just as the train pulled into the station. He did not see the exact technique used on the bull, but he heard the bellow, and saw the instant outbreak of the make-believe riot in front of the station.

It was not entirely make-believe, either. The two Moslems who had been set upon because they were accused of striking Nandi, the sacred bull of Shiva, were soundly whacked. So were the Hindu whackers, when the first Moslem reinforcements arrived to aid their fellows. And there were encores all around when the police came and began laying on indiscriminately with their lathis.

Ganeshi’s men kept the uproar and pate-cracking going in front of the station until the train was again on its way. The distraction was so successful that no one noticed that the dozen large packing cases which had been unloaded from the luggage van had been immediately appropriated and loaded upon waiting bullock carts. No one that is, except the Assistant Station Master (who was quickly overcome and locked in the men’s room for third-class passengers), and Fred Oaks (who enjoyed every moment of it), and Virginia Hatton.

Fred was so fascinated by the neatness and artistry by which Ganeshi Lal had accomplished the rape of the contraband rifles that he didn’t notice Virginia until the last of the bullock carts was rolling down the dusty road.

The girl was standing in the doorway of the first-class waiting room. The glittering debris of a broken window pane lay at her feet, and an occasional overripe mango spattered against the wall beside her, but she seemed completely indifferent to the battle still going on before her. She even ignored the efforts of the Subadar of Police to get her back inside the station, out of range of stray missiles. She continued to stand in the doorway, a determined little figure in a blue linen dress and a big straw hat with black ribbons that hung down her back, like a school girl watching a parade, craning her neck and standing on tiptoe to see something or someone she was especially looking for. When Fred saw her, she had just caught sight of the bullock carts, rumbling down the dusty road, and from her demeanor he knew that she realized that the big packing cases contained rifles—the rifles that had been addressed to her. For a moment he thought she was going to call to the Subadar, to send him and his men off in pursuit of the bullock carts, but she didn’t. She continued to turn her head and crane her neck, looking for someone.

Fred swallowed hard, as he watched from bis hiding place on the balcony across the street. He wanted very much to go to her, but that was impossible, of course. Besides, there was no good in his telling her how much he admired her recklessness in coming down alone to beard the lion, to take over the cases she knew were contraband. There was no good in his trying to be protective and rushing her out of range of the trumped-up riot, which was subsiding anyhow. She was obviously making a last minute attempt to show him, by her own courage, that he was following a blind and futile road and that he had better detour while there was still time to follow her to a useful and social life.

Useful life! Strange that he should be thinking in such terms. He had never pretended, even to himself, that his own life had been anything but useless, yet he had always been content with it—until last night. Ever since he fled from Seaside House, with the fragrance of Virginia’s kiss still sweet upon his lips, he had been thinking of the emptiness of his petty triumphs in the past, the hollow ring of excitement which had been his music for so many years, the paltry use to which he had put the independence he prized so highly! He had even questioned, for the first time, this thing he was doing in India—not the violence of it, which was unimportant, but the fact that it was destructive, illogical. Why wouldn’t it be just as exciting, he seemed to hear Virginia say, to make all the perverse factors of modern India work together, instead of driving them further apart? Shakkarpur was modern India in a microcosm: The tradition-steeped fanaticism of Hajji Ahmed; the quiet, mystic wisdom of Shivaji Lal; the agnostic, aggressive modernism of the younger Lal; the selfless Occidental science of Dr. Forsythe; even the stern, colorless, English justice of Reginald Hatton. Why wouldn’t it be exciting to take a hand in welding them into the new India—with Virginia? Probably it would be. Anything would be exciting with Virginia—anywhere.

He crawled a little farther from his packing case to see her better. The girl was still looking for someone. The proud stance of her blue-clad figure, young, eager, brave, was calling to Fred, eloquently, persistently. He rose to his knees to answer, then, with a deep pang of forlorn hopelessness, sank back again. It was no use. By his own actions he had cut himself off from her forever. He could not stay here with her because British justice would separate them. He could not take her away with him because in fairness to the girl he could not condemn her to the fugitive’s life he had chosen for himself. He had spoken the truth last night when he said it was too late. He wanted her desperately, yet he knew he could never have her. He would stand by the decision he had made. He would put Virginia and Shakkarpur behind him just as quickly as possible—and he would do it irrevocably, so there would be no regrets from any quarter.

He had finished his job in Shakkarpur. Ganeshi Lal and his Hindu hot-heads had been furnished with rifles. Hajji Ahmed and the Moslems had dynamite. They would be fighting by nightfall, and the ferment of unrest would be carried across India by the thousands of the pilgrims of both sects when they returned home. Fred wouldn’t even, have to start the fighting, probably. The little melee at the station would be enough impetus to carry through the day, building up to a violent climax at night. If it didn’t, he had two sure-fire devices in reserve. He would see that a pig was released in the Mosque, and a sacred bull killed somewhere near the Temple of Shiva. That would be all that was needed. The gentlemen Fred had met in Burgos should be well pleased. Yes, he could pull out tonight.

Fred turned his back on the station, tore a sheet of paper from his notebook, began writing:

Dear Rhoda:

Last night you wanted me to take you away from Shakkarpur on my own terms. If you still want to get away, here are the terms: the railway, of course, is out of the question. However, there is an indigo dhow from down the coast tied up at River Ghat today. Since it is unloading indigo to be fermented in your husband’s vats, you will have a legitimate excuse to visit it. Talk to the captain, and arrange for him to sail us down the coast as far as the first port of French India. Yanaon will do, if he can’t make Pondicherry, although we will have a harder time getting transportation beyond. See that the dhow is stocked with enough civilized food and drink for the trip; nothing fancy; just a tin or two so that we won’t have to subsist entirely on dried fish and cold boiled rice, but not enough to arouse suspicion ashore. Arrange to go aboard after dark, and you had better forget about luggage. I’ll join you aboard by nine-thirty or ten and tell the captain that we had better get under way immediately after.

I shall be eternally grateful to you, Rhoda dear, if you can make these arrangements—although I cannot promise to be eternally faithful. You know exactly how I feel in the matter, I think. We shall merely be a couple of rogues together—and for as long as we can stand the sight of each other, which probably won’t be inconveniently long for either of us.

If you can possibly make the arrangements with the captain of the coastal boat, just take a ghari to Chunder Bose’s godown before three this afternoon, and ask for Major Smith. There is no Major Smith, of course, but I shall know then that everything is in order, and will join you aboard tonight.

Yours,

F.

Fred arranged for the Marwari to send the chit to Rhoda. Curring’s bungalow. He was fairly certain that Rhoda would not fail him.


Chapter Twenty-two

The Listening Woman

During the course of the morning Hindu crowds set fire to four Mohammedan butcher shops rumored to be selling beef. Moslems retaliated by wrecking six Hindu shops in the cotton bazaar as a starter, then by dismantling a Hindu chhinal-khana and chucking into the river the Madam and eight bedizened, bewildered inmates, still tired and sleepy from the overwork of pilgrim season. A Hindu mob caught a Mohammedan elder and pulled his beard out in handfuls—a humiliating experience for one of the Faith. The police and Dr. Forsythe’s clinic were never busier. And through it all, at irregular intervals, the bullock carts which had rolled away from the railway station just after the arrival of the Mail from Madras, returned to Chunder Bose’s godown, their large packing cases now hidden under loads of sugar cane or millet or sacks of dal.

Ganeshi Lal, the sleeves of his gaudy silk shirt rolled up, was himself directing the unpacking and the storing of the rifles. His wife, her dainty hands and bright sari smeared with cosmolene, was taking an active part.

The actual work of unpacking was being performed by the pseudo-drivers of bullock carts and those principals of the railway station riot who were not in jail. They were husky Orientals, ex-sepoys and Calcutta pahare-wallas, most of them, and they could all handle a rifle. They constituted Ganeshi Lal’s army of liberty—a small army, to be sure, but large enough to take over the railway station, the telegraph office, the bank, the District Officer’s headquarters, and the police station with its miniature arsenal. Troops would probably be despatched from Andherabad, the nearest cantonment, and that would be the signal for an uprising at Andherabad. Young Lal had been in communication with a militant Swarajist there. First, however, the possibility of opposition from the local Moslems must be removed. The Moslems had dynamite. It must be destroyed—tonight.

Early in the afternoon, Shivaji Lal came in. The old Brahman squatted on his haunches, watching in detached silence as his son bustled officiously about, gesturing ostentatiously with a .38 revolver, a little souvenir from America that the younger Lal had smuggled past the customs on his return to India. As the afternoon wore on, the old man’s solemn expression grew more and more wistful. At last he spoke to his son’s wife.

“Those are Mauser rifles,” the Brahman said.

“What difference as long as they shoot straight?” said Ahalya Bai.

“How can you fight for freedom with the weapons of oppression?” the Brahman protested. “How can you expect to secure liberty with the weapons designed to enslave Europe? What good will come of fighting an old imperialism with the help of a new imperialism?”

“You must take the long view, father,” said Ahalya Bai. “We accept whatever means will accomplish our end. Look at China. Chiang Kai-shek accepted Communist aid to unite China. He used the Communists as long as he needed them. Then he liquidated them. We accept German or Italian or Japanese aid in the same spirit.”

The Brahman shook his head sadly. “And I suppose,” he said, “that you will liquidate Fred Oaks when he has served you.”

“Oaks is no real friend of ours,” said Ahalya Bai.

“He is a friend of mine,” the Brahman declared.

“He’s a double-crosser,” said Ganeshi Lal, “but he hasn’t fooled me. Unless he comes through with more rifles and more ammunition, I’m going to let the raj get rid of him.”

“Why?” asked the Brahman.

“Because he doesn’t give a damn for our cause. All he wants is to see the raj embarrassed and the British discredited with Islam.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because Oaks has furnished the Moslems of Shakkarpur with dynamite. He’s let Hajji Ahmed think that the movement of liberation will be a Mohammedan movement, that Mohammedans will rule when India is free. But Hajji Ahmed will never get to use that dynamite. Not against us. We are exploding it tonight,” said Ganeshi Lal, with smug satisfaction.

“What is all this talk of dynamite?”

“Ahalya Bai knows where it is stored,” said Ganeshi. “She is friendly with one of the young men who brought it down from Curring’s plantations. The dynamite is in Hajji Ahmed’s chambers in the north minaret of the mosque. We have verified this fact. And tonight, at nine o’clock, the dynamite will blow up.”

“Why must you fight the Moslems?” asked the Brahman. “How can you have a free India, if you do not have a united India? Why must you be such an easy prey to the tyrant’s device—divide and rule?”

“If we do not destroy the dynamite,” Ganeshi declared, “the Moslems will use it against us. Tonight at nine o’clock, during the procession of the Taziyas, there will be no one near the north minaret of the mosque, they will all be marching with their papier-mâché biers to the river. Oh, there may be a sentry or two, but nothing to stop a man firing a rifle bullet into the dynamite. I know where it is. It is in a corner of Hajji Ahmed’s chambers, covered with prayer rugs. One bullet will detonate the lot. Don’t go near the mosque at nine o’clock tonight, father.”

The old Brahman shook his head again. “I prefer not to listen to all this,” he said. “I am going to the temple to offer a garland to Shiva, asking him to let you see the light.”

He went out quickly, not waiting to lock the heavy door behind him, ignoring the protests of the sentries who locked up after him.

Just outside the door of the godown he saw Rhoda Curring. She moved away rather awkwardly, made futile little gestures with her lipstick, as though to cover her embarrassment at being caught eavesdropping, then belatedly recognized the Brahman.

“Salaam, Mem-Sahib,” said Shivaji Lal, the ghost of an amused smile upon his lips. “You were wishing to see someone?”

“I was looking for Major Smith,” said Rhoda. “Is there a Major Smith inside?”

“You have been misinformed, Mem-sahib,” said the Brahman.

“Isn’t this Chunder Bose’s godown?”

“It is. But there is no Major Smith here.”

“Then there must be some mistake. Sorry,” said Rhoda. She dropped a closely smoked cigarette and got back into her ghari.

The Brahman watched her drive off. Then he looked down at his feet. There were two cigarette stubs on the ground, both tipped with lip rouge, both burned down to the last half-inch.

The Brahman made mental computations as to the time it took to smoke two cigarettes. He tried to remember the exact conversation that had gone on inside during the past ten minutes.


Chapter Twenty-three

The Trap

Virginia hatton spent a miserable day. She had been so certain that she would find Fred Oaks at the station after the Mail came in from Madras that the disappointment was doubly bitter. At least she had expected to claim the “invalid chairs” and to make contact with Fred that way. The device of the riot in front of the station had come with such suddenness that she did not realize its import until the last of the bullock carts was far down the road. By this time the Subadar of Police was by her side, insisting that he would be held responsible if she were injured. She was afraid of attracting his attention to the carts. If she set out in pursuit, the Subadar would follow—and Fred would again accuse her of having betrayed him to the authorities. By the time she could get rid of the Subadar, she had lost the bullocks—slow as they were—and an hour’s effort to find them proved in vain.

She called on the Brahman, but there was no response to her repeated rapping on the door or the closed wooden shutters. The house of Ganeshi, his son, was also deserted.

She went to Dr. Forsythe’s clinic. There was no sign of Fred, but there was work to be done. Until long past noon, she helped bandage cracked heads and disinfect knife wounds—the result of the fighting in the cotton bazaar. It kept her from thinking too much. She went home for tiffin.

Her brother was so busy that he scarcely noticed her presence at the family table. He was sending and receiving messages, consulting with the Subadar of Police, arguing with William Shakespeare Gabriel. The American detective ate heartily, in contrast to the nervous gulping of an occasional spoonful of curried dal by the District Officer, and said little. He seemed to avoid Virginia’s eyes, every time she tried to look at him across the table. He had no comment on her brother’s latest theory of the Lucy Steel murder. James Curring was obviously the culprit. Curring had spoken to Lucy Steel when she arrived; he had not been seen since the death of Gwendolyn Small; he was therefore guilty. Fred Oaks was of no further interest to the District Officer. Fred had fled the country, now that he realized that his game was up. He was fleeing charges of inciting to sedition, rather than charges of murder. Good riddance.

Alvin Brinker came in while they were eating dessert. He, too, was full of questions. No, there had been no troops sent for, and there would be none, said the D.O. No need for troops. The police were taking care of everything quite efficiently. They had kept order without firing a shot. They, would not have to fire a shot. There hadn’t been one life lost and there wouldn’t be. A few bloodied noses and bruised heads were nothing. A D.O. who couldn’t administer his own zil’a without the aid of the military wasn’t worth his salt. A Hatton could always run his own show without outside help, and the people of Shakkarpur knew it. There was no danger. There would be no serious uprising. After the final procession of the Muharram holiday tonight, everything would quiet down.

After tiffin Virginia got Gabriel alone for a moment on the veranda. Before she could say anything he shook his head.

“What happened?” he asked.

“He woke up just after you left,” the girl replied.

“You were going to take care of him for me until I got back.”

“Yes, I know. I tried.”

“And he wouldn’t stay?”

“He wouldn’t listen to me.”

The detective made a small noise with his tongue.

“Funny how many bad guesses I make these days,” he said. “I would have sworn he’d listen to you. Did you—talk to him right?”

“I did the best I could.”

“Look, sister.” Gabriel lit a cigarette. “Why don’t you just forget about him?” He blew a thin funnel of smoke in the general direction of a shaft of sunlight slanting in through bamboo blinds, and watched the swirling eddies turn blue and golden brown in the hot brilliance.

“Mr. Gabriel! You haven’t changed your mind? You don’t think he’s guilty after all?”

“I don’t know, sister. I got a cable from San Francisco this morning. My office sent me the highlights of his old man’s will. It’s a funny document. The old man seemed to have a fit of remorse just before he died and is taking it out on Fred. The boy gets all the money on condition he locates every woman he ever walked out on or lied to—and makes proper financial retribution. Do you happen to know if Fred ever walked out on Lucy Steel?”

“Fred told me he divorced her in Yucatan.”

“Without her knowledge, wasn’t it?”

“Fred doesn’t know whether she was informed of the divorce or not.”

“That’s the angle, then,” Gabriel said. “Lucy came to India because she had a two-way claim on some of the Oaks money. Either she was going to insist that she was still Fred’s wife—those Yucatan divorces don’t always hold up in American courts, you know—or she was going to cut herself in for a big slice as a poor, abandoned woman who’d been treacherously ditched in the Caribbean.”

“Are you sure that Lucy Steel knew the terms of this new will?” the girl asked.

“Sure I’m sure,” Gabriel replied. “My San Francisco office has been digging into the case. According to my cable, Lucy had been snooping around the offices of old man Oaks’s attorneys and made friends with a young law clerk who gave her the inside dope. Lucy had a way with young law clerks.

“And here’s another point. Do you know who the Oaks will’ named as judge to decide whether Fred had done right by the women in his past? Gwendolyn Small—as long as she was alive. In case of her death, the Oaks attorneys were to decide when, if, and how much of the money was to go to Fred. It seems to me, if I was in Fred’s shoes, I’d rather take a chance on the tolerant masculine viewpoint of a firm of attorneys than on the judgment of a woman who’d been jilted herself!”

Gabriel blew a huge smoke ring to punctuate his declaration.

The girl looked at him blankly for a moment. When the significance of Gabriel’s report dawned upon her, she said, “But Fred couldn’t have killed Miss Small! He was unconscious—in your room.”

“That’s what I thought. But apparently he was conscious when I left him with you—and was playing ’possum. Maybe he wrote that note about barbiturates himself.”

“And is that why you say I should forget him?”

“That’s part of it. Do you know where he’s hiding?”

“No. Do you?”

Gabriel shook his head.

“What’s the other part, Mr. Gabriel?”

“Well,” the detective began. He stopped, smoked for a moment, then resumed, “When a man makes up his mind—or when he makes up his mind not to make up his mind—there’s nothing much to do but let him fry in his own fat-headedness.”

“What about the other side of it, Mr. Gabriel? When a woman makes up her mind?”

“That’s another reason you ought to forget about him,” he said. He started away, then came back, taking a deck of cards from his pocket. “By the way,” he said, “do you recognize these?”

“Should I?”

“I don’t know. I found them on the floor of Gwendolyn Small’s rooms.”

“Then they’re probably Gwendolyn’s. They’re dog-eared enough to be hers, poor thing.”

“Funny thing,” the detective said, “but I could have sworn the ones she was telling fortunes with last night were different.”

“In what way?”

“They were foreign looking. The spots were funny shaped, and the kings and queens didn’t look much like kings and queens.”

“Oh, those. They were continental cards.”

“You remember them?” Gabriel asked eagerly.

“I gave them to Gwendolyn. They were sent to me by my—my brother. Oh, not Reggie. I used to have another brother, although we’re not supposed to talk about him. He was a little like me—not quite a Hatton. He volunteered to fight for the Loyalists in Spain. He was killed on the Ebro.”

“What about the cards? What were they like?”

“They were proletarian cards. I’m not sure they were Spanish; perhaps Russian. My brother sent them to me because he thought I’d be amused by the way the ultra-democratic card designers had done away with kings and queens, even in pasteboard. The kings were all workers or farmers. Instead of scepters, they held hammers in their hands, or sickles.”

“Hammers, eh? And what did the jacks hold?”

“The jacks? Oh, the knaves. I don’t remember exactly. I think one was a fisherman, and one a shepherd. Why don’t you look at Gwendolyn’s deck?”

“That’s just the point,” Gabriel said. “It’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“I’ve been over those rooms again with a fine-tooth comb. There’s no trace of any cards but the ones I found scattered on the floor—the ones I just showed you.”

“Why should anyone want to steal cards, I wonder?”

“I don’t know—yet. You haven’t another deck somewhere about, have you? The funny ones?”

“Yes, I think I have,” Virginia said. “I’m not sure where it is, but I could probably find it for you.”

“I wish you’d look when you get a chance,” Gabriel said. “I’ll see you later. I got to go now. I got work to do.”

He went down the veranda steps three at a time.

Virginia returned to Dr. Forsythe’s clinic. There was a lull in the emergency cases, however, because Shakkarpur had actually quieted down, as Reggie had said. Or perhaps it was just too hot to fight. In any event, she had plenty of time to think. And at the end of the afternoon she realized what Bill Gabriel had been trying to say to her.

“When a woman makes up her mind … That’s another reason you ought to forget about him….”

She had really known what woman Gabriel was talking about, almost immediately, but it had taken most of the afternoon to get herself to admit as much. Strange, how the mind could shut out unpleasant facts.

Virginia had a peculiarly empty feeling as she knocked at Rhoda Curring’s door. There seemed to be nothing inside her but a great, uncertain, tremulous coldness. She was foolish to come, she knew. She had no claim on Fred, really—no more than Rhoda, except that Rhoda was already married. Yet she could not have stopped herself from coming. It was her last chance and she was driven to it by the knowledge that Fred Oaks was the one man in the world she wanted, a knowledge that had come to her painfully, in spite of everything she had believed in before. She had told him so, shamelessly, and she supposed she should feel humiliated because he had spurned her, run away when he knew he could have taken her for the asking. But she didn’t. It was because he had run away that she was here now. He still had a spark of something fine left in him, something noble, even. That was why he had run away.

“Come in, my dear. Do come in and have a cup of tea with me. The water must be boiling now.”

Rhoda Curring was very gracious and very lovely in a fluttery green négligée. She held the door open with such a gesture of welcome that one would have thought that Virginia was a very old and dear friend. And Virginia knew that she detested all women on general principles.

“Thank you,” said Virginia. “I won’t stay but a moment.”

She sat down in a fan-backed chair while Rhoda stretched herself languidly in a chaise longue and called for the khansama to bring the hot water. She directed the making of the tea and the serving of it with almost imperceptible movements of her slim white hands, and a few lazy words of Hindustani to the servant.

“It’s been a trying day, hasn’t it, dear?” said Rhoda when the tea had been poured and they were alone.

“Rather,” said Virginia. “Any news of Mr. Curring?”

“Not a word,” said Rhoda. “But I’m not worried. Jim’s no doubt in the plantations again. He’s been very busy these days.”

“Yes, of course.” No, naturally Rhoda Curring wasn’t worried about her husband. She wasn’t even thinking of him, unless it was to rejoice in his absence. Because she was certainly rejoicing. There was a triumphant glow about her, a happy radiance of a great, turbulent joy that must be temporarily suppressed—the complete, self-contained happiness of a woman in love, a willful woman who has at last got what she wants. As she looked at the shapely, feline loveliness of Rhoda stretched on her chaise longue, studied the perfect poise of her head, the strange light of both satisfaction and anticipation in her green eyes, Virginia knew that she was right in her supposition. She said abruptly, “So you’re running off to join Fred Oaks after all?”

Rhoda made a slight purring sound. “Wherever did you get that notion, my dear?” she asked languidly—too languidly to hide the emotion that Virginia’s question had produced.

“Just looking at you,” Virginia replied in a voice she did not quite recognize. “You’re the perfect picture of love triumphant.”

“Is that why you’ve come?”

“Yes.”

“To be the first to congratulate me? Or to prevent my making a horrible mistake?”

“Neither. I merely stopped by to say good-by to Fred.”

Rhoda made a careless gesture to brush back a wisp of copper-colored hair from her temple. She was working very hard to maintain her casual, gracious composure, but her eyes were shrewdly appraising Virginia. Clearly she was on the defensive. She said, “My dear, aren’t you being rather naïve?”

“Possibly. But I thought that you might allow yourself the luxury of being generous—now that you’ve won.”

“I hadn’t realized there was any serious competition,” said Rhoda. “Surely you don’t imagine that Fred is here now?”

“No. But I did think this was the first step on the road to seeing him.”

“Hadn’t it occurred to you, my dear, that if Fred wanted to say good-by to you, he would have made an effort to see you?”

“Under the circumstances, it might be difficult. Impossible, even,” Virginia said.

“And I assume that if I refuse to send you to him, you’ll have me arrested in the interests of public morals. Or perhaps you’re planning to have me followed constantly, so that you can enjoy the revenge of a woman scorned and see Fred in prison.”

“I didn’t come to make threats, Mrs. Curring. I’m merely asking a favor.”

“My dear, you seem very sure of yourself. You behave as though you thought he actually wanted to see you.”

“I think he does,” said Virginia.

“You don’t—No, that would be too ridiculous. You aren’t deluding yourself, are you, my dear, that Fred might be a little in love with you?”

“I’m not deluding myself. I’m fairly certain of it.”

“Not really? Yes, of course. I see. He doesn’t know it himself, but in saying good-by, he will awaken to the realization.”

“He knows it,” said Virginia.

“Really?” Rhoda laughed six tinkling notes of a descending chromatic scale. “And I suppose that’s why he is going away with me?”

“Precisely.”

“My dear, you do have a romantic conception of men—particularly of Fred. Do you actually think Fred has decided he is not worthy of you and is making the great gesture of renunciation by running off with a—well, an erring wife—just to prove his unworthiness?”

“It’s not quite as simple as that, Mrs. Curring.”

“In that case, you’re blaming me. I’m the wicked siren who is using all her wiles to entice the upright young man into the ways of evil. Is that it?”

“I wish I could flatter you by saying yes,” Virginia said. The catty atmosphere was affecting her. She could almost feel fur rising along her spine, was ready to give meow for meow. “But I don’t think you have that much influence on Fred. He’s too used to having women like you swoon at his feet to be at all impressed, let alone enticed.”

“But you think he’ll listen to you?”

“I don’t know. I love him. I’d like to see him once more.”

“And persuade him that he belongs to you?”

“There’s no use of my denying that, Mrs. Curring. I’ve been, quite frank with you—because I think you’d appreciate knowing there might be a doubt in Fred’s mind. You might hesitate to take a definitive, irreparable step, if you knew Fred’s heart belonged to someone else.”

“Thank you so much.” Again Rhoda’s laugh rippled down a few chromatic intervals. “Do you know, my dear, you are not only naïve, but positively egotistical. And since you are being frank with me, I may as well confess that until a few days ago, I thought you might be right—that Fred might be a little bit in love with you. Not really in love, I should say—but intrigued, rather, by the idea of finding anyone in India still possessing childlike, romantic ideals. I know now, of course, that I was wrong.”

“Were you?”

“Quite wrong. Fred has proved it—as you seem to have found out somehow. He has made his choice—and it is not you.”

“Since you are so certain of him, why not let me say good-by to him?” Virginia asked once more.

Rhoda raised herself on one elbow. She was no longer on the defensive; she was ready for the attack. Her smile was hard, her manner brittle. Only her voice remained gently condescending.

“That’s exactly what I intend to do, my dear,” she purred. “I only wish I could send him to you now, to end your suspense. But there’s really no way I can put you in touch with him before tonight. As you know, he’s more or less playing hide-and seek—”

“Yes, I know. But tonight?”

“Tonight,” said Rhoda deliberately, looking Virginia squarely in the eyes, “at a few minutes before nine o’clock, he will be at the mosque—in Hajji Ahmed’s chambers in the north minaret. I’m not sure you’ll be able to get in. You know how the Moslems are about women and their mosque—particularly European women.”

“I’ll get in.”

“Be there a little before nine—in the north minaret,” said Rhoda. “And if Fred isn’t there, wait until he comes. Or perhaps you’d better not. It may be dangerous.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You realize that Fred is involved in a perilous game—that you might be hurt, or even killed.”

“I’m not in the least afraid.”

“And of course you’ll say nothing to anyone about where you are going, or why.”

“Of course.”

“And you must remember that I warned you about going there—about the danger—if anything should happen.”

“Thank you.” Virginia arose to go.

“Then good-by, my dear.” Rhoda extended a limp hand. “Shall we part friends? I can wish you luck—because I know you’re wrong. I’m afraid your interview at the mosque isn’t going to be at all what you expect.”

“I shall do my best to disappoint you.”

“I’m sure you won’t, my dear.”

“Good-by, Mrs. Curring.”

“Good-by.”

Virginia went down the veranda steps, her head high. She had the same feeling of elation she had experienced the night before at Seaside House. As she turned to walk along the shore to her brother’s bungalow, she saw Shivaji Lal talking to a group of Hindu fishermen. The old Brahman apparently did not see her. At least, he was looking out to sea as she passed.


Chapter Twenty-four

The Room in the Mosque

Virginia Hatton did not question the authenticity of Rhoda’s information regarding Fred’s whereabouts. It seemed to be the gloating gesture of a cocksure woman, certain that a lesser rival would receive a final rebuff. There appeared to be no motive for sending her on a wild goose chase; if she did not want Virginia to see Fred again, it would be so much more in character for a woman like Rhoda to have merely said “No,” with queenly disdain. Besides, Fred had been in frequent contact with Hajji Ahmed and it was quite plausible that he should be at the mosque. There was never any doubt that Virginia should go.

Reginald Hatton gave his sister specific orders to stay indoors that night, because of the possibility of street fighting, but he took no steps to see that she obeyed him. He was too busy. At eight o’clock she went to the servants’ lines and borrowed a full, pleated Mohammedan skirt and a veil from her ayah. Then, with her face covered like a purdah woman’s, and with silver anklets jingling about her bare feet, she started off for the mosque across the river. No one would address a purdah woman, and she had no fear of being recognized. Even Shivaji Lal, whom she passed on the bridge across the river, seemed not to recognize her.

On the slope leading to the mosque she was caught in the crowds of Moslems on their way to celebrate the end of Muharram, their annual period of mourning for a tragedy thirteen centuries old. From the tense faces and fanatical glitter in the eyes of the men who jostled her rudely aside, she could have believed that it was only yesterday that the Prophet’s grandson had been murdered at Karbala. For ten days they had been whipping up their traditional religious grief until tonight it had reached a high emotional pitch—so high that they were no longer certain just what emotion had set their nerves a-tremble. It would be a simple matter for their fervor to find other outlets—so easy that Virginia began to fear for her rendezvous. She made her way out of the crowd, took a wide detour to reach the top of the hill.

Near the mosque the procession of the Taziyas was already forming. Men were carrying grotesque objects of papier-mâché fashioned in the shape of the tomb of the late-lamented Husain. There were also biers for his brother Hasan and their father Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law. Dozens of torch bearers led the procession, moving in a circle, with the belated mourners punctuating the rhythm with shouts of “Ya, Hasan! Ya, Husain!” An old man was following them, beating his breast, and screaming “Ya, Ali! Ya, Ali!” Virginia skirted the mosque to approach the north minaret.

Two men were standing near the base of the minaret. They were big men, probably Mohammedans from the north, and Virginia could see the torchlight gleam on knives at their waists. They were watching the ceremony in front of the mosque and did not see Virginia as she approached the pointed arch of the window. The window stood high from the ground and she could barely look through it. There was a single lamp burning in a filigree copper bowl suspended from the ceiling. There was no one in the room. After another glance at the two sentries, she gathered up her borrowed skirts. With a supreme effort, she scrambled up the wall, swung herself over the sill into the room.

Once inside she looked about for a place to hide—in case someone should look through the window and see her before Fred arrived. There was a pile of prayer rugs flung over some sort of chest against the far wall. She lifted one of the rugs, slipped underneath, drew it over her head, settled down to wait for Fred. He would not be long now. She looked at the luminous dial of her wrist watch.

It was seven minutes of nine.


Chapter Twenty-five

The Warning

From his hiding place in the Marwari’s phallic emporium, Fred Oaks had seen Rhoda Curring ride past on her way to Chunder Bose’s godown, had seen her stop before the rambling structure and get out. He knew, then, that arrangements had been completed, that he would escape tonight in the indigo dhow for Yanaon. He allowed himself to sleep for an hour or two in his packing case, since there was nothing further to do until dark.

After nightfall, he went out the back way and made for the river bank. He would not be molested tonight, he was certain. Hatton’s police were too busy breaking up street fights to be bothered looking for him. He had seen a platoon of them scurrying through the Maidan near the station in late afternoon. Later he had heard them firing warning volleys over belligerent crowds of pilgrims near the Temple of Shiva. The Marwari had told him the details when he gave him the other half of the hundred-rupee note. A crowd of Mohammedans on their way to the mosque had encountered a procession of Hindus dragging the great chariot in which Shiva and his wife Parvati were being exhibited. A Moslem had been trampled by one of the temple elephants, and the fight had started. Fred had heard none of his own rifles being fired as yet. He wouldn’t have to wait much longer, however. Ganeshi Lal would grow impatient—and the big tamasha would be on in earnest. The gentlemen at Burgos should be pleased. Perhaps they would send him to North Africa next.

Not that Fred wanted to go to North Africa particularly. Anywhere would do, as long as it was far from Shakkarpur—and Virginia. With Europe on the verge of war, there would probably be hell breaking loose in North Africa soon, and the excitement would make him forget that he had been on the point of going soft like a moon-struck school boy, that he might still go soft if he saw any way of doing it without causing endless trouble for the girl he was running away from.

Fred took the narrow back streets of the bazaar. They were deserted. The cautious shopkeepers had put up their shutters against the wreckers and the looters. Broken glass and scattered merchandise indicated shops which had been too late with their precautions.

Fred reached the river just beyond the burning ghat. A pall of heavy, pungent smoke, redolent with the smell of mortality, lay along the river bank. A few glowing heaps of embers smoldered on the steps leading to the water. A solitary figure was silhouetted against the ruddy haze—some surviving relative waiting to consign the charred bones of his dead to the sacred bosom of the flowing stream. They must have cremated Lucy Steel here this morning. Strange, for their paths to have crossed again like this in India. He had not the slightest twinge of emotion as he thought of her. She belonged to another world, another incarnation.

Fred picked his way among the sampans and big, globular fish baskets drawn up among the mangroves that fringed the river. A weir of woven rattan stretched out halfway into the stream, and beyond he could see the great truncated pyramids of the gopurams, towering above the gates of the Temple of Shiva. The sweeping towers glowed now saffron, now pale yellow, as purifying salt was thrown upon the torches below. The roar of the crowd and the squeal of elephants told of another exit of the glittering images of Shiva and Parvati from the inner sanctum.

Ten minutes later Fred could see the masts of the dhow moored to River Ghat. He could smell the stench of fermented indigo emanating from the hot hold of the native craft and wondered how the fastidious Rhoda was going to like such an odorous trip. She’d have to like it.

Suddenly Fred stopped dead. The shadow of a man arose from the mangroves immediately in front of him.

“Salaam, Sahib!” said the shadow.

Fred took a step backward, looking behind, to both sides.

“Hello, Shivaji Lal,” he said. “Is this an ambush?”

“In a way, Sahib. I wanted to say good-by to you,” said the Brahman.

“How did you know I would be passing this way?” Fred asked uneasily.

“It was surmise on my part,” the Brahman replied. “I saw Mrs. Curring steal away from her house not long ago. She took such infinite precautions not to be seen that—you must pardon an old man’s curiosity—I followed. When she went on board that indigo dhow, I thought you would come shortly. I am not blind, Sahib. I know what goes on. I know your work is finished, that you would go quickly—and secretly. So I waited.”

“Damned nice of you,” Fred declared. “Well, good-by.”

He held out his hand. The Brahman grasped it in both of his.

“Good-by,” said the Brahman. “I congratulate you on having done your work so thoroughly. It was very clever, the way you arranged for word of Hajji Ahmed’s dynamite to reach my daughter-in-law. You knew of course that my son would lay plans at once to blow up the mosque.”

“Your son does not share the Mahatma’s theory of non-violence, Shivaji Lal.”

“At nine o’clock tonight he will blow up the mosque. He will shoot a bullet into the dynamite, in the north minaret.”

“That’s no business of mine. I’ll say good-by, Shivaji Lal.” Fred tried to withdraw his hand, but the Brahman held on tightly.

“I hope you will soon be cured of your illness, Sahib,” said Shivaji Lal.

“I’m not ill. I’m in perfect health.”

“You are quite ill, Sahib. You are suffering from a severe case of earth-bound, sense-chained malnutrition of the spirit. You are a prisoner of Maya—illusion. You live by your senses, you know only a sensory world—which you find inadequate and sickening. You have not learned to liberate yourself, to find reality behind Maya. You are alone in your own false world—quite alone.”

“Good-by, Shivaji. I haven’t time to listen to—”

“You see a rose, admire its color, are exalted by its fragrance,” continued the Brahman, retaining his determined grip on Fred’s hand. “You enjoy the velvety touch of a rose petal against your cheek, perhaps like the sound of its name. You may even relish the taste of rose-petal wine. But in the end you are left with a feeling of frustration because you cannot go beyond the senses, Or a woman: You are caught by her beauty and do not rest until you have enjoyed her with all your senses—but you find only empty disappointment because there is still something of her that eludes you, despite the fact that you have possessed her with every means at your command. You are still alone. You—”

“Why have you picked this moment to read me Hindu philosophy, Shivaji Lal? I’m in a hurry. I have a rendezvous.”

The Brahman still did not relinquish his grip. Fred knew he could overpower the old man without difficulty, yet something in the Brahman’s tense, earnest, rapid speech made him wait to learn what lay behind all this talk.

“You did not attend the cremation this morning?” the Brahman asked.

“No.” Here it was at last, Fred thought.

“Is it true that Miss Steel was once your wife?”

“Yes—in a way—long ago.”

“It is a pity that your union with her was on only a material, inferior plane. Otherwise her death might have cured you. To be united to someone spiritually—to love her dearly, as you would say—and then to lose her, to see the body destroyed by flames—only to discover that something higher and finer survives—that, Sahib, is an experience to open the inner eyes of men blinded by Maya. Well, good-by, Sahib.”

“Good-by again.”

“You have not said good-by to Miss Hatton?”

“No.”

“It is a pity you have not the time.”

“I haven’t time, Shivaji Lal?”

“She is waiting for you, you know.”

“For me? Virginia Hatton?”

“She is waiting at the mosque—in the north minaret.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Why should she go to the mosque?”

“That I cannot say, Sahib. Perhaps someone told her you would be there—Mrs. Curring, for instance. I saw her going up the hill. She was wearing a sari over her face, like a purdah woman, but I recognized her.”

“But I don’t—The Mosque—Didn’t you say the dynamite—?”

“Yes, Sahib. At nine o’clock tonight.”

The Brahman at last released his hold of Fred’s hand. Fred did not move.

“What time is it now, Shivaji?”

“Ten minutes before nine. It is a pity you do not have time.”

Fred heard a sound in his ears like the roar of the sea—or the murmur of an angry crowd—or the rolling echo of a distant explosion. A feeling of cold passed over him like a gust of icy wind. Then he was hot and trembling. There was perspiration running down his face and in the palms of his hands. He looked at the masts of the indigo dhow ahead of him, then stared hard into the eyes of the Brahman. With an effort he made himself look off to the right, toward the brow of the little hill, where the minarets of the mosque pointed slender fingers to the stars. Again he looked at the Brahman. The old man did not move.

Fred opened his mouth to say something, but no words came. Then he turned and started running toward the hill, toward the minarets, running like a madman.

The mosque was half a mile away.


Chapter Twenty-six

An Interrupted Letter

The District Officer, having himself put Seaside House under lock and key, was forced, reluctantly, to accommodate Gabriel in his own bungalow. The detective retired to the guest room after a hectic dinner and sat down to write his latest report to Inspector Dumbarton. He had just written Dear Aubrey when the District Officer bustled in, smiling smugly.

“It’s all over, Gabriel,” he said. “We’ve got him.”

“Good,” said Gabriel. “Who have you got?”

“The murderer,” Hatton replied. “I’ve just got a wire from the Collector at Sumunderbad. They caught him trying to board a train for Calcutta.”

“Congratulations,” said Gabriel, “but who did they catch?”

“Why, Jim Curring. Whom did you think?”

“I didn’t think. What was Curring doing in Sumunderbad?”

“He was trying to get away, of course. He knew he wouldn’t have a chance taking a train here, with the station watched. He drove all night in an ekka. Fancy driving fifty miles in an ekka! A man must be damned desperate to ride more than fifty yards in one of those infernal bone-crackers.”

“What did he say when they arrested him?” Gabriel asked.

“Nothing. Said he had no explanations to give anyone, that he had a perfect right to do what he was doing, and that we had no reason to hold him. I fancy we’ll have reasons enough when they bring him here tomorrow, eh, Gabriel?”

“Sure, I fancy,” said Gabriel without enthusiasm.

“By the by, my sister left these. Said I was to give them to you.” Hatton handed Gabriel a deck of cards. “Probably thought you’d have plenty time for a game of patience, now that your job is finished.”

“Probably,” the detective said. He glanced at the cards. It was a new deck and the seal was unbroken. He looked curiously at the District Officer. “How’s your job?” he asked.

“I think I may safely say the situation is well in hand,” Hatton replied. “There will be no real trouble. The people here know me better than that. Firmness and foresight are much more efficacious than repressive punishment and hindsight. And we won’t need troops, as you see. Well, good night.”

“Good night.”

When Hatton had gone, Gabriel opened the cards. They appeared to be replicas of the queer-looking deck Gwendolyn Small had been using. The face cards were completely proletarian: the queens, without crowns, were engaged in such useful pursuits as harvesting wheat and trampling out wine grapes; the kings were all horny-handed workers; so were the jacks. The jacks!

Gabriel quickly shuffled out the two black jacks. The jack of clubs was a miner, with a candle in his cap and a pick in his hand. The jack of spades was a shepherd, knee-deep in sheep, holding a crook. Gabriel studied the two cards for fully five minutes, trying to discover what message, if any, Gwendolyn Small had been trying to convey. Then he slapped the table with the flat of his hand and swore loudly.

The shepherd’s crook! Yes, that was it! The staff with the hooked end—and the bloody question mark smeared on the bed sheet that covered Lucy Steel’s corpse! Gwendolyn Small was not so crazy after all. It was William Shakespeare Gabriel who was crazy—for not taking Gwendolyn’s hint when she first dropped it!

He picked up his pen, pushed the cards aside, and began writing furiously. He had plenty to tell Inspector Dumbarton now.

I mailed you an interim report this morning, he wrote, telling about Doc Forsythe’s changed diagnosis in the death of Lucy Steel, about Brinker coming over all in a dither to show me that there was nothing wrong in his accounts with Miss Small, and about Miss Small’s letters. After I wrote you, I took specimens of the Small signature and checked it with the last will and testament she left with Hatton. I thought maybe the will was forged and that either Hatton or Doc Forsythe had ransacked Gwendolyn’s rooms to destroy all genuine signatures—not knowing that there was a trunk full of letters for comparison. I’m convinced that neither Hatton nor Forsythe knew about those letters, or about Gwen’s signatures at Brinker’s bank. And Brinker, knowing about both, wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of destroying signatures in Gwen’s rooms. So that was a false lead.

Next I cleared up the mystery of the missing stocking. I found a footprint of Rhoda Curring’s rubber-soled sneakers on the window sill in Fred Oaks’s room this morning. It wasn’t a very clear print and probably wouldn’t stand up in court, but it ties in nicely with what Rhoda told me last night. She practically admitted—unwittingly, of course—that she had been in Fred’s room while Lucy’s body was there. Rhoda didn’t commit the murders (she couldn’t have packed a big woman like Gwen Small all the way to the attic), but she did, I’m convinced, take that stocking off the dead body of Lucy Steel.

Rhoda Curring is so infatuated with Fred Oaks that she can’t see straight—or think straight. She never did love her husband, but since Fred came along she hates him. She’d even frame Curring for murder so she could have Fred, apparently. When Brinker warned her that Curring was after Fred, she went out gunning for her husband, as she told me last night. She saw a light in Fred’s room—and went in, thinking Curring was in there. When she saw the corpse, she thought maybe Fred had something to do with it, or that anyhow he would be accused. So she took the stocking—a clue that would point elsewhere.

Curring must have caught her climbing out the window and there was the tussle that she told me about, and the gun went off. Curring probably thought she was trying to shoot him—and maybe she was—because I heard him yelling at Rhoda about it afterward. I overheard only the words “bitch” and “kill me” and “thought I hadn’t the guts, eh?” and for a while I thought he was talking about Lucy. Apparently, though, Curring was merely telling Rhoda that he was fed up with the whole situation and was going to clear out. He did, too—only they pulled the poor guy off the train at Sumunderbad and are bringing him back.

Rhoda must have planted the stocking in one of Curring’s coats and did her best to lure me to her house so I’d find it, and put the bracelets on her husband—she knew he’d been seen talking to Lucy at the station, because she told me so—and leave Fred in the clear. When Curring took a powder, she got me over to tell me a lot of cockeyed stories so I’d still be suspicious of Curring and even brought out the stocking—diverting attention from Fred. And this morning I saw her down by the river, talking to the black skipper of a coasting dhow so I figure she’s ready to run off with her great passion.

Next point I tried to clear up was, who gave Fred Oaks the needle last night and why? I figured out that the little note pinned on Fred was the work of one of these munshis or public letter-writers they have in the bazaar here, so I got Hatton’s flat-foots to help me round up every munshi in town. It was easy to find the guy who wrote it, because he remembered the big words—barbituric, etc.—and also remembered who hired him to write the letter. It was a big Hindu with a walrus mustache and a scar on one cheek.

Now, I know this Hindu walrus has been a servant at Seaside House the last few days, but he disappeared right after breakfast this morning and I haven’t been able to put the finger on him yet. Moreover, I can’t seem to find out anything about the big dinge. The munshi said he had a funny accent and must be from the North. However, regardless of not being able to fit him or the needle into the picture, I have got the murders pretty well figured out, and would make the arrest right now if I only had an answer to the wire I sent you this morning. I wired you, asking for full details on the arrest of Lucy Steel in Bombay in 1928, but you haven’t answered. When I get the details, I think I’ll have the motive for the murders. And even if I don’t get them—I’ll wait until the telegraph office closes—I think I’ll grab my man tonight, anyhow.

I must admit, Aubrey, that I wasted a lot of time trying to tie the two murders together with the same motivating principle: the millions of the late George Francis Oaks. The only people in Shakkarpur, apparently, who might have anything to do with the Oaks money were Fred Oaks, Alvin Brinker, and Dr. Forsythe. I already told you why I ruled out Oaks from the start, and how Brinker convinced me that his connection with the Oaks estate was on the up-and-up. As for Forsythe, I couldn’t quite figure why a doctor would go in for hanging and skullcracking when he has so many more refined ways of killing right at his finger-tips. So I had to fall back on the theory that Gwendolyn Small was killed simply to save the skin of the original murderer. Gwendolyn knew who killed Lucy Steel, and practically committed suicide trying to tell me so. I didn’t understand her round-about method, but the murderer did. If I’d been a little smarter, Aubrey, I might have saved Gwendolyn’s life.

Let me reconstruct the murder of Lucy for you. First, let me say it was not premeditated. It was an impulsive act of surprise and fear. Lucy, having practiced the profession of blackmail on five continents, had the bad luck to run into a former victim almost immediately upon her arrival in Shakkarpur. The victim’s conscience must have prompted him to think that Lucy had come to hunt him down to extract heavier tribute, or to destroy the new life he had built for himself. He caught her at her first unguarded moment, and instead of saying, “It’s a small world, eh, Lucy?” he cracked her skull.

He fled immediately—but must have heard footsteps in the corridor, Gwendolyn Small’s footsteps. He ducked into the first room he found open—No. 9, apparently—although not soon enough, as it turned out. Gwendolyn must have seen him.

Once in Room 9, he set his weapon down on the bed while he examined himself for blood stains. There would be none on his hands or clothing, because the weapon he used was fairly long. But there was a little blood on the end of the weapon and it made a smear on the sheet where he laid it down—like a question mark. He picked it up again and wiped it clean against the mosquito bar above the bed.

It is quite possible that while waiting behind the door of No. 9, scared green that somebody would walk in on him, the murderer overheard Dr. Forsythe fixing things for Gwendolyn Small. That was all very well, but it wouldn’t explain the blood smears on the sheet and mosquito bar of No. 9. Therefore, when Gwendolyn had gone to her room, as per instructions, and Dr. Forsythe had gone off to the hospital with the hunchbacked bearer, the murderer returned to Lucy’s room, picked up Lucy’s body, carried it across the hall, and deposited it neatly in Fred Oaks’s bed. That would divert suspicion; it would confuse the whole case; it would explain—mistakenly—the blood on the sheet and netting if any question was raised. Whereupon the murderer went home for dinner.

Later that night Gwendolyn tried to tell me who the murderer was. Why she didn’t tell me in so many words, I’ll never be sure. Maybe she just wanted to be dramatic and mysterious. I think, though, that she was afraid of retaliation. (And she had reason to be.) She thought if she just gave me a hint, I‘d find out for myself, and she would be safe from possible reprisals, because the murderer would not be able to accuse her of having betrayed him. She was wrong, of course, because the murderer was smarter than I was.

Gwendolyn wanted to lay out the cards to find the guilty party. She said, “The cards will show us the black knave.” Three men were with me when she said that: Dr. Forsythe, Alvin Brinker, and Reginald Hatton, the District Officer. One of the three knew right away what Gwendolyn was driving at. He knew that she was using a deck of continental cards, with funny kings, queens and knaves on them. He knew—or he found out pretty quick—that one of black knaves (the jack of spades) carried a shepherd’s crook in his hand. That told him that Gwen was trying to give him away. He consequently strangled her, strung up her body in the attic, and destroyed the deck of continental cards. Just in case someone else had an idea to investigate the jack of spades, he called attention to another deck of Gwen’s cards by scattering them on the floor. The face cards in this deck were orthodox; the jacks carried broadswords. The rest of the disorder in Gwen’s room was caused by haste—by my going upstairs too soon, while the murderer was still inside. It is quite likely that he was rummaging about to see if Gwendolyn had written her weekly letter for the trunk in the attic. She wasn’t regularly due to write until today, which is mail day, but the murderer wanted to be sure she hadn’t recorded what she knew of the death of Lucy Steel—since she obviously knew plenty and just as obviously was trying to pass out the information discreetly.

Now, at this point Bill Gabriel becomes a card reader. What was the meaning of the shepherd’s crook in the hands of the jack of spades? I pick on the shepherd’s crook because the smear of blood on the bed sheet was shaped like a shepherd’s crook, because Gwendolyn Small had seen the blood and knew I had seen it. This seemed the only possible interpretation. To the best of my knowledge there were no shepherds wandering in and out of the halls of Seaside House. There was, however, a man who carried a walking stick that had a curved handle like a shepherd’s crook. Dr. Forsythe said Lucy’s skull was probably fractured by a wooden club. A walking stick is a wooden club. Held at the end, like a golf club, it could be swung from behind against the base of the skull with terrific force.

The man who carries a crook-handled cane was one of the three who heard Gwendolyn Small mention the black knave. He was by his own admission in the vicinity of Seaside House about the time of the first murder.

He was the only man in Shakkarpur who knew about Gwendolyn’s letter-writing and might want to stop her committing her testimony to paper. He held Gwen’s economic future in his power and if he should go free, after she betrayed him, he could starve her to death, so she might have been afraid to accuse him outright. He played golf. He had the strength to carry the dead Gwendolyn Small to the attic; I tried him out, lifting a heavy trunk. He was at the station when Lucy Steel arrived. He was in Bombay in 1928, when Lucy was arrested there on suspicion of extortion. He is going back to Bombay, as an important officer in the same bank he served in 1928. The sudden appearance of Lucy, a ghost from an unsavory past, might very well shock him into drastic action to preserve his future which now looms so bright.

His coming to me with a false motive for murder which he deliberately set up in order to tear down with his frankness and documentary proofs, was a clever decoy to distract me from the true motive. He was at the same time offering an alibi in advance in case I should find out that he was absent from his home at the time Gwendolyn Small was killed. He told me, with disarming frankness and without even being asked, that he had gone to the bank.

Now, Aubrey, if only you’d have been a good boy and sent me the details on Lucy’s arrest in Bombay in 1928, I’m sure we’d have a perfect case. If—

Gabriel suddenly stopped writing. He was aware that someone was standing behind him, reading over his shoulder.

“You’ve written enough, Gabriel. Drop that pen.”

The detective turned his head slowly—until he was staring into the muzzle of a revolver.

“Why, hello, Brinker,” he said, trying desperately to keep his voice steady. “I was just writing about you.”


Chapter Twenty-seven

The Rifle

Fred Oaks fought his way up the hill toward the mosque, pushing, jostling, squeezing through the frenzied crowds of Moslems milling on the slope to join in the ecstasy of grief for the death of the Prophet’s grandson. The air was vibrant with the shouts of “Ya, Husain! Ya, Hasan! Ya, Ali!” The flickering torchlight illuminated rapt, bearded faces, bobbing turbans, glittering, gold-braided caps, outstretched arms, the grotesque Taziyas dancing on the shoulders of the Faithful, moving in a mad circle that grew larger and smaller, then larger again, but always faster, faster.

The procession of the Taziyas was edging toward the river, and Fred found himself flung back as the crowd gave way. He struggled to the fringes of the mob, found at last that he had open space before him. He ran, keeping his gaze fixed on the stately tower of the north minaret. He could not bring himself to look at his watch. It was enough to know that the minaret still pointed to the sky. At least he was not too late. Even if he reached the minaret at the moment it crumbled in a roaring torrent of dust and mortar, it would not be too late—not if he could join Virginia first. He did not mind dying now that he had found himself, that he was willing to admit to himself that he was not alone, that he did not want to be alone. He knew, too, that Virginia would not mind dying, if they were together. He hurried his steps, until his breath burned in his throat.

There was a light shining through the window near the base of the minaret. He hurdled the sill, landed panting in the little room, looked about him frantically.

“Virginia!” he called. “Virginia!”

There was no answer.

Then he saw something stirring beneath a pile of prayer rugs against the far wall. He hurried across the floor.

A closed ghari rumbled along the side of the mosque, stopped opposite the base of the north minaret. The shutter dropped.

A rifle barrel slid out the window, resting on the top of the lowered shutter.

Ganeshi Lal took careful aim. It was easier than he had expected. There was a light in Hajji Ahmed’s chambers, and he could draw a perfect bead on the pile of prayer rugs.

He squeezed the trigger.


Chapter Twenty-eight

The Showdown

Alvin Brinker backed away a few steps to prevent Gabriel grabbing for his pistol. Perspiration streamed from his big, baldish head as he circled the table to face the detective.

“You’ve written enough,” Brinker repeated. “Tear it up, now.”

“Why, Mr. Brinker!” Gabriel managed a sickly grin. “After all the trouble I’ve taken to—”

“Tear it up—or I’ll shoot.” Brinker made a gesture with the revolver.

“Just my luck,” sighed Gabriel, wondering how long he could stall for time. “I’m going to get shot before I find out why Lucy Steel put the bee on you in Bombay in 1928. I suppose you stole from your bank to play the market and guessed wrong. What was it? Cotton futures? Or jute?”

“I’m not going to argue with you, Gabriel. I’m going to count to three. If you don’t tear up that letter, I’ll—”

“I suppose someone lent you the money to put back in the bank,” Gabriel went on, “so you felt very brave and honest and charged the poor girl with extortion.”

“One,” said Brinker.

“I can see why you’d want the charges dropped,” Gabriel said. “Wouldn’t sound right, having Lucy tell her stories in court about a banker, even if the books showed they were lies. I can’t see how you happened to bring charges in the first place.”

“Two,” counted Brinker.

Gabriel suddenly dropped to his knees, ducked under the table. The roar of a pistol shot beat upon his eardrums and he had the fleeting sensation of being hit. There was a grunt, a cry, and the crash of overturned furniture, and Gabriel dove through to the other side of the table, prepared to grab Brinker’s legs with a flying tackle. But he could not find Brinker’s legs. There were only a pair of brown legs draped in the loose, voluminous folds of a dhoti.

The detective crawled out from under the table. The tall Hindu with the walrus mustache and the scarred cheek had the banker clasped tightly in his arms. He was holding him upside down, as though ready to bounce his bald head against the floor. Brinker’s pistol hand was clamped tightly between the Hindu’s bare knees.

“Hold his legs for me, will you, Bill, old man?” said the Hindu, speaking with a perfect Oxford accent. “He’s kicking to touch with one of my ears.”

“Aubrey!” Gabriel exclaimed. He immediately proceeded to relieve Alvin Brinker of his revolver, and a moment later the banker was handcuffed.

“I just happened to look through the window and noticed you were in a little trouble,” said Inspector Dumbarton, “so I thought I’d pop in and ask if I could be of any service. You couldn’t give a man a proper cigarette, could you? I’ve been smoking dried leaves for nearly a week now.”

Gabriel was mentally removing the mustache, turban, scar, shaven pate, and brown complexion as he tried to picture the inspector in one of his usual natty tussah silk suits. He passed the cigarettes.

“Nice job of make-up, Aubrey,” he said admiringly. “You fooled even me—at first.”

Inspector Dumbarton chuckled. “Walnut juice,” he said. “Wears off eventually.”

“I don’t suppose you got my letters and telegrams.”

“I got their gist. I’ve been in touch with Delhi, you know. Matter of fact, I’ve got the details of that Bombay case for you. Thought I’d bring them to you myself tonight, after the big show was over.”

“Was this the bird?” Gabriel nodded toward the sullen taut-jawed Brinker.

“Alvin Brinker was complaining witness in the case against Lucy Steel,” Inspector Dumbarton said. “And Mrs. Brinker’s brother, the Hon. Henry Connington-Trent, was King’s Counsel. Strangely enough, the K.C. died before the case came to trial—and charges were dropped immediately.”

“Nothing strange in that,” Brinker growled. “Connington-Trent died of typhoid.”

“But you dropped charges.”

“Naturally. I didn’t want to prosecute in the first place. It was Connington-Trent who insisted. That was one of the conditions on which he—he—”

“Put up the money to cover your shortage at the bank?” suggested Gabriel.

“Well, yes, he did lend me the money. But I’ve paid it back to his estate—every penny of it. And you needn’t try to pin his death on me, because—”

“We’ve got plenty as it is,” Gabriel said.

The District Officer made a breathless entrance.

“I was down the road,” he panted, “when I could have sworn I heard a pistol shot. Did you—? I say, Brinker, what’s going on?”

“Say, Mr. Hatton,” said Gabriel, “I’d like you to meet my good friend Inspector Aubrey Dumbarton, C.I.D. Aubrey’s been down here these last few days to help me crack this case.”

“Your name’s not Gabriel for nothing, is it, Bill?” Inspector Dumbarton chuckled.

“I don’t understand,” the District Officer began. But he was interrupted by the hasty entrance of the Subadar of Police.

“Shivaji Lal, the Brahman, is on the veranda, Sahib,” he blurted. “He says the sahib’s sister is in grave danger. She is at the mosque—”

“What the devil is she doing at the mosque?” demanded Hatton.

“I do not know, Sahib. But the Brahman says there is dynamite stored in the mosque.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said the District Officer. “Hajji Ahmed knows I wouldn’t stand for anything of the sort. He wouldn’t dare—”

“He’d dare all right,” said Inspector Dumbarton.

Hatton stared open-mouthed at first one man, then the other. “But—” he began.

“The Brahman says the dynamite is to be exploded at nine o’clock tonight,” the Subadar continued.

“Then what the devil are you waiting for?” Hatton barked. “Don’t stand there gabbing like a woman! Get along to the mosque and stop it. Take as many men as you need. Go on, Hurry!”

“There’s no need to hurry,” said Inspector Dumbarton quietly.

“But there is, Sahib. The Brahman assured me that the dynamite will explode at nine o’clock.”

“Hurry along, then!” ordered the District Officer.

“I assure you that there’s no hurry,” insisted Inspector Dumbarton calmly, “because the dynamite will not explode.”

“Who said it won’t?” asked Gabriel, suddenly interested. “That dynamite was probably stolen from Jim Curring—”

“It was certainly stolen from Curring,” said Dumbarton. “That’s why I’m sure it cannot be detonated.”

“The Brahman says someone will fire a rifle bullet into it.”

“It is highly questionable whether the rifle—no doubt aimed by the Brahman’s son—will fire a bullet,” said Dumbarton. “But I can vouch for the dynamite, because I personally supervised its shipment. It is a very special kind of dynamite. The wood meal of which it is composed is saturated with the purest of glycerine—but not with nitro-glycerine. It won’t explode.”

“What do you mean, you supervised the shipment?” Gabriel asked.

“I’ve been watching the Shakkarpur plot grow for the past month,” said Inspector Dumbarton, “and for the past week, I’ve been exceedingly busy—I, and perhaps twenty other agents. By the way, Hatton, there are a number of Mauser rifles in the godown of Chunder Bose that you might want to confiscate quietly in a day or so.”

“Day or so!” snorted the District Officer. “I’ll do it immediately. Subadar!”

“I should advise waiting until things calm down a bit,” said Inspector Dumbarton. “The rifles are useless now, because they are without proper ammunition. I had a dozen experts from the Dum Dum arsenal working all night in the luggage van of the Mail from Madras, carefully removing the powder from I don’t know how many thousand cartridges.”

“But that’s incredible and rather stupid!” Hatton declared. “If you knew of these shipments of arms and explosives, why didn’t you confiscate them at once?”

“For the same reason you didn’t call for troops, Hatton,” said Inspector Dumbarton.

The Subadar of Police looked at his immediate superior somewhat dubiously, shrugged and left the room.

“You see, Hatton,” Inspector Dumbarton continued, “we in Delhi decided it would be much more effective, in the long run, to let useless or defective arms be delivered to prospective rebels. In that way we discredit those foreign agents who promise help to malcontents, but who furnish only duds. At the same time we demonstrate that order can be preserved and authority maintained in characteristically British fashion, and therefore that the British raj is essentially a just and humanitarian government able to rule without recourse to the harsh methods of others—or of our own former methods at Amritsar.”

“Say, Aubrey,” Gabriel interposed. “You must be the guy that needled Fred Oaks last night.”

“That’s right.”

“What was the idea?”

“I wanted to keep him out of circulation until I was sure my harmless weapons had got into the proper hands,” Inspector Dumbarton said. “Oaks is rather a clever boy, and I wanted to be sure that he didn’t discover my little deception and take steps to remedy it.”

“But if you knew he was an agent provocateur, why didn’t you just turn him over to the D.O.?”

“Delhi decided against it, as a matter of policy,” said the Inspector. “Oaks is an American from a prominent and wealthy family, so that his arrest would be bound to cause undesirable publicity. The story would be certain to reach the press—the American press is extremely enterprising, you know—and call attention to a condition of unrest being fomented in India by outside influences. Stories of unrest would serve to feed unrest, and encourage further agitation. As long as we can cope with the situation quietly, we find it much preferable simply to deny that the situation exists.”

“But good lord, Dumbarton!” the District Officer protested. “You can’t be lenient with a man as dangerous as Oaks at a time like this. Or aren’t you aware how tense the European situation has become in the last twenty-four hours? I’ve just had another despatch—”

“Yes, I know,” said Inspector Dumbarton. “War. German troops have already crossed the border. We’ll be in it in no time.”

“Exactly. That’s why we must seize Oaks.”

“No,” said the Inspector. “I repeat, Oaks is an American. The Government at home is going to great lengths to insure a favorable press in America for everything British. We musn’t risk spoiling it by doing anything drastic to Oaks—particularly since he’s done no real damage down here. Naturally, I don’t intend that he shall remain much longer in India.”

“You won’t have to worry about that,” Gabriel said. “I’m taking him back to the States with me. My home office cables me that he’s needed in San Francisco in connection with his father’s estate.”

“You mean he’s going to inherit all those millions after all?” asked the District Officer.

“Looks that way, eventually,” Gabriel replied.

“Well!” Hatton smiled broadly. A faraway look came into his eyes. “I wonder if my sister knows about that,” he said, half to himself. “She’s always been fond of young Oaks.”

The Subadar came rushing back into the room.

“The Brahman says his son also has side-arms, Excellency!” he exclaimed. “In addition to the rifle, he also has a revolver which he smuggled in on his return from America!”

“Has he ammunition for the revolver?” Inspector Dumbarton asked.

“Yes, Sahib. The Brahman says he has ammunition.”

The smile faded from the face of the District Officer.


Chapter Twenty-nine

A Hypothetical Risk

Virginia Hatton’s head emerged from the pile of prayer rugs. She was smiling happily.

“You’re very prompt,” she said.

“Quick!” Fred ordered. “Get out of here!”

“But, Fred—”

Fred stopped, swept the girl into his arms, bolted across the room.

“Run!” he panted. “Run like hell!”

“Where, Fred?”

“Anywhere. But run. I’ll join you.” He swung the girl over the window sill, pushed her through, sprang after her.

Directly in front of him he saw the closed ghari on a little rise, saw the long rifle barrel gleam dully in the torchlight. He ran toward the rifle muzzle, keeping in line with the window behind him. Silently, desperately, hopelessly he ran, his arms raised above his head, expecting at every step to see the universe explode in flaming thunder. He scarcely heard the harmless click of the firing pin, the repeated snap of the breech-bolt, the curses of Ganeshi Lal.

He was surprised to find his hands closing about the rifle barrel. Automatically he wrested it free, swung the stock against the bony rump of the ghari horse.

As the horse bolted, the face of Ganeshi Lal flashed briefly at the carriage window. The last vestige of Occidental veneer had been stripped from it and his lips, twisted with rage, screamed imprecations in a dozen Oriental dialects. There was a revolver in the hand that he thrust toward Fred.

A dazzling bud of fire blossomed before Fred’s eyes, then another, smaller flower. Two more shots, further away, shook the hot night as the careening carriage rattled off into the darkness.

Fred found himself on his knees. A streak of searing pain burned his cheek. His right arm was numb, and refused to respond when he tried to pick up the rifle that had slipped from his limp fingers. He got to his feet, was relieved to discover that he could stand. Virginia was beside him, her arms around him.

“You didn’t run,” he said.

“Not without you—Fred, you’re hurt.”

“Don’t you know you might have been blown to bits?”

“Stop talking nonsense. You’re bleeding!”

“Just a scratch. I can walk all right. See?”

“You’re trembling, Fred. What happened? Tell me, Fred!”

“Nothing happened. It was all Maya—all illusion.”

“You talk just like Shivaji Lal.”

“That’s right.”

“You’re sure you can walk, Fred?”

“Quite sure. See?”

“Then you’re running away—tonight?”

“No.”

“When are you running away?”

“Never. I’m through running away. I’ve found what I want.”

“You’ve found yourself.”

“I’ve found you.”

“Fred darling! But we can’t stay in Shakkarpur. My brother—”

“We’re going to see your brother now. I’ve got lots to tell him.”

“But you can’t. He’ll put you in prison.”

“It won’t really matter. Nobody can put me in prison now—not really.”

They walked in silence to the bank of the river. Suddenly Virginia stopped. She said:

“I’m terribly happy. Do you suppose it could be just—Maya?”

“I’m sure it’s quite real,” Fred replied.

He felt his knees buckle, made a supreme effort to remain standing. The pain of his useless right arm was now throbbing in his shoulder, his whole side. He wondered if he would have the strength to walk all the way to the District Officer’s bungalow.

“Sit down and rest for a while,” Virginia said. “Let me try to stop the bleeding.”

“Never mind the bleeding,” Fred replied. “Kiss me, darling.”

She did. She kissed him six times before he became aware, looking over her shoulder, of a naked Ooria boy, watching them with wide, wondering eyes. He became aware, too, beyond the boy, of a thicket of masts swaying gently against the stars as the tide rippled into the river mouth to stir the native craft moored at River Ghat. The indigo dhow must still be there.

“Virginia,” Fred began softly, “did you know I was going away with Rhoda Curring tonight?”

“Yes, I knew.”

“Did you know that Rhoda was afraid that if I saw you again I wouldn’t go—so afraid that she was willing to send you to a horrible death?”

“She did nothing of the kind, darling. She did me a tremendous favor.”

“If she did, it was quite by accident. She’ll be consumed by rage when she finds out. Whatever Rhoda’s qualities may be, selfless generosity isn’t one of them.”

“Rhoda’s not really bad, darling.”

“No, I suppose not. Very few people are. But Rhoda has a very great talent for making herself unhappy. Sometimes I think she actually enjoys being miserable. She’d carry that wretched, gnawing restlessness with her no matter where she went. I was just wondering how much she’d relish carrying it on a long, smelly journey alone.”

“Fred darling, you can’t let her go away by herself!”

“No, I suppose not,” Fred admitted. “I haven’t anything against Jim Curring, but I’m afraid I’ll have to send Rhoda back to him.”

“Yes, do.”

“All right. Reach in my pocket for a two-anna bit and give it to that boy standing there watching us.” He called the Ooria lad. “Chokra!”

The boy approached respectfully. “Sahib?”

“At River Ghat there is an indigo boat from down the coast,” Fred told the boy in Hindustani. “On the boat there is a memsahib with copper-colored hair. Understand?”

“Yes, Sahib.”

“Go to the mem-sahib on the boat, chokra, and tell her not to wait any longer for the rascally sahib who was to come to her tonight. Tell her the sahib is sorry, but he has been detained—for a hundred years or so.”

He watched the naked boy disappear in the direction of the ghat. He closed his eyes. He could feel Virginia very close to him, her arms about him.

“That was rather a decent gesture you just made,” he heard her saying. “Was it very painful?”

“Not very.” Fred smiled. “But I’ll have to watch myself, in case it’s habit-forming. You might not love me if I turn into a stolid, civilized member of society. Or would you?”

“That,” said the girl, “is a purely hypothetical risk we may never have to face.”

She kissed him again.
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