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CHAPTER I

SOOPER AND THE UNEXPECTED SPRING

(Wednesday, 14 May 1924)

It was a coincidence that Sooper made a call at Barley Stack this bright spring morning, for at that moment he knew nothing of the attempt to burgle Mr. Stephen Elson’s house, was ignorant that such a person as Sullivan the tramp existed, or that his crazy companion in crime was wandering loose around the fair countryside, singing foolish little songs about love, and those in a foreign and unintelligible language.

But Barley Stack had for Sooper the fascination which the flame has for the moth, or, a better illustration, the battle for the veteran war-horse. Though he must have known that at this hour Mr. Cardew had long since departed to the City, for Gordon Cardew, though retired from his profession, had the nine o’clock habit ineradicably implanted in his system.

Nevertheless Sooper called. Failing a more poignant thrill of crossing swords with this man Cardew, there was generally a certain amount of satisfaction to be had from an encounter with Hannah Shaw. Mr. Cardew’s attitude of mind towards him was one of resentment, for Sooper had hurt him. Hannah, on the other hand, was incapable of feeling or expressing the fine nuances of personal regard, and hated this ancient superintendent of police with a loathing which she never attempted to conceal.

Hannah stood squarely in the porch of Barley Stack, and the malignant light in her brown eyes might have spoken for her. She was a woman below middle height and rather plump, and her black alpaca dress did not enhance her comeliness. Comely she was, in a way. Her heavy face was unlined, the thick black fringe over her forehead untinged with grey, though she was well past forty. If her features were big they were regular, and in spite of her proportions it would have been unfair to describe her as dumpy.

“Nice weather we’re havin’”, murmured Sooper. He leant languidly against his dilapidated motor-bicycle, his eyes half closed as though, in the warmth of the morning and the beauty of the surroundings, he was predisposed to take his siesta. “And the garden’s looking lovely too. Never seen so many lilac as you’ve got in the park, and carnations too! Got a good gardener, I’ll bet. Mr. Cardew in?”.

“No, he isn’t!”.

“Out followin’ the trail of the Boscombe Bank-hold-up, I’ll bet!”, said Sooper, shaking his head in simulated admiration. “Soon as I saw that hold-up in the papers, I said to my sergeant, ‘It wants a man like Mister Cardew to trail that gang, ord’nary police couldn’t do it. They’d never find a clue, they’d be baffled from the start’”.

“Mr. Cardew has gone to his office, as you very well know, Minter”, she  snapped, her eyes blazing. “He has something better to do than waste his time on police work. We pay rates and taxes for the police, and a precious lot of use they are! An incompetent, ignorant lot of men who haven’t even an education!”.

“Can’t have everything”, said Sooper sadly. “Stands to reason, Mrs. Shaw”.

“Miss Shaw!”, Hannah almost shouted the correction.

“Always think of you that way”, said Sooper apologetically. “I was only sayin’ to my sergeant the other day, ‘Why that young lady doesn’t get married beats me: she’s young…’”.

“I’ve no time to waste on you, Minter”.

“Mister Minter”, suggested Sooper gently.

“If you’ve any message for Mr. Cardew I’ll take it - otherwise, I’ve a lot of work to do and I can’t waste my time with you”.

“Any burglaries?”, asked Sooper as she half-turned to go.

“No, there aren’t any burglaries”, she answered shortly. “And if there were, we shouldn’t send for you”.

“I’ll bet you wouldn’t”, said Sooper fervently. “I’ll bet Mr. Cardew would just take the size of the burglar’s footprint an’ look him up in his book on anthro…  whatever the word is, an’ the poor nut would be pinched before night”.

Miss Hannah Shaw turned round on him in a fury.

“If you think you’re being clever, let me tell you that there are people in London who can make you look small, Minter. If Mr. Cardew went to the Secretary of State and told him half of the things you do and say, he’d have your coat off your back before the end of the week!”.

Sooper examined his sleeve critically.

“What’s the matter with it?”, he asked, as she slammed the door viciously in his face.

Sooper did not smile, nor was he annoyed. Instead he filled his foul pipe with great deliberation, gazed admiringly at the glorious colouring of the spring flowers that filled every bed in sight, and, stopping only long enough to fix a stolen pimpernel in the lapel of his worn jacket, went noisily down the drive to the main road.

Half an hour later: “When a man’s got to my age ‘n’ exalted position”, said Sooper, blinking rapidly at the sober-faced young officer who sat on the other side of the table, “he’s entitled to be temp’ramental. I’m temp’ramental today. There’s a touch of spring in the air, an’ I’ll bet I didn’t hear a cuckoo last Sunday? And when there’s a cuckoo around and the bluebells are growing in the woods, I’m temp’ramental. Besides, I’ve just had a talk with the Belle of Barley Stack, and my head’s full of sentimental ideas. You ask me to give a good look at this here tramp an’ I reply that I’d sooner go chasing primroses on the river’s brink”.

Sooper was tall and angular and very untidy. His suit had been an old one in pre-war days, and now, cleaned and turned, was a mockery of clothes. His lank, brown face and awkward grey eyebrows gave him a distinction which his garb did much to dissipate. Hannah Shaw’s contempt for his wardrobe was one of his dearest joys.

There were many superintendents of police, but when you spoke in Metropolitan Police circles of Sooper, you meant Superintendent Patrick J. Minter and nobody else.

“Go you and interview the vagrant, my good sergeant”. He waved his big hand with a lordly gesture. “The serious business of criminal detection belongs to my past, it was too simple! Got me going senile, that’s why I took this job, where I can live in the country an’ keep chickens an’ rabbits an’ study nature in all its majesty an’ splendour”.

“I” division of the Metropolitan Police covers that part of rural London which comes up against the Sussex border. It is notoriously a sleepy division, a backwater into which men drift gratefully from the turbulent waters of Limehouse and Greenwich and Notting Dale. “I” division dealt mainly with such surprising crimes as vagrancy, poaching and rickfiring.

Sooper was transferred from Scotland Yard to this pleasant haven, not as a mark of his superiors’ appreciation of his excellent services - he was one of the Big Five that smashed the Russian gang in Whitechapel - but because he was a thorn in the side of certain police officials. Sooper was a source of constant irritation to headquarters. He respected nobody, from the Chief Commissioner downwards; he was polite to nobody; he agreed with nobody. He wrangled, he argued, and occasionally he defied. Most irritating of his qualities was the fact that he was generally right. And when he was proved right and his chiefs were wrong, he mentioned the fact some twenty or thirty times in the course of a working day.

Sergeant Lattimer was too wise a man to interrupt his superior until his garrulity showed signs of running dry. This seemed a favourite moment to interject a remark.

“But, Super, this isn’t an ordinary burglary. According to Sullivan, the other tramp who was with him would not allow him to get into Mr. Elson’s house and take money. He wanted something else…”.

“Deeds of the family estate, maybe”, interrupted Sooper thoughtfully. “Or the birth certificate of the rightful heir? This is a case for Cardew, maybe you can tackle it. Go to it, Sergeant. You’ll get your pitcher in the papers: and you’re a good-looker too. Perhaps you’ll marry the girl that’s supposed to be a housemaid but turns out to be the daughter of the duke, having been pinched by gipsies in her youth: Go on!”.

Sooper left his subordinate and rid his motor-cycle. He was oddly restless. And too much absent-minded to note that an old car was following him.

After a brief trip in this sunny country-side, Sooper was returning to his Police Station, when he sighted a stationary car on the left side of the road. In a few moments he recognized the figure of Hannah Shaw who stood squarely next to this car. She lifted an arm towards him: “Can you help me?”.

She wore a grey tight blouse that enhanced her comeliness. Indeed, her rather plump body did move into its habitat on this sunny and wealthy spring day. But despite the warm weather, her blouse was buttoned up to her neck. This was enough to entrap Sooper like a spring fly.

He was already on his knees, checking a wheel of her old Ford that looked punctured. She came close, towering over him. Her blouse was now buttoned down to her sternum, showing an intriguing look over her plump breast in full bloom.

Her thick black hair was ruffled along her shoulders like for a wild wind. But there was no wind, just a light spring breeze. 

“It’s very warm today, Mister Minter. Don’t you think so?”.

“It’s really warm, Miss Shaw”, Sooper stood up without thinking about.

“I know like you look at me, Sooper”, Hannah Shaw whispered. “I’m not that stupid you think. And I’m not a passed woman. I can still choose my man”, she said with a pride not lacking of a stout justification. 

Sooper was astonished.

“It’s very warm, Sooper. I need some shadow...”, Hannah brought her hand over her forehead and she walked behind a shrub, far enough from the sun and far enough from the road.

Sooper followed her and when he looked behind this shrub, he found her on the ground, like in a faint. He fell on his knees: “Can you hear me, Miss Shaw?”.

“I can hear you, as you can touch me...”, and she led his hands to her breast, while her brown eyes flashed behind her wild hair. 

Sooper was caught into Hannah’s vortex and he lost for a while the meaning of the time and the space.

He didn’t understand if this vortex lasted for five minutes or for a couple of hours. The only thing that he could understand was that Hannah was no more on the ground together him. Sooper stood up and returned to the car.

Hannah Shaw was sitting on the driver seat. Her tight blouse was perfectly buttoned up to her neck and her hair was carefully tidy. Hannah’s show was over. ‘Nomen omen’, thought Sooper.

The old policeman changed the wheel and said her: “I do suppose that you don’t need to repair this wheel...”.

“May be it lost some air just before your arrival... These things do happen. Especially in a warm spring...”, but her smile was cold like ice. “If only you weren’t a poor policeman... Anyway, thank you for your help, Mister Minter”.

And she had gone as she had come.  

CHAPTER II

THE UNEXPECTED HANNAH

(Wednesday, 14 May 1924)

“I took Sullivan because he was sleeping in the neighbourhood last night, and he has now practically admitted that he ‘felt’ the house of Mister Elson for an entry”. The young officer was insisting on his superior, now returned to the Police Station after a trip of more than two hours.

Sooper stared meaningless like after waking up from a dream.

“The point is, sir, would you care to see this man Sullivan? He has practically confessed that he went to Hill Brow to commit a burglary”.

Sooper stared menacingly, and then, to Lattimer’s surprise, nodded. “I’ll see this Sullivan: shoot him in”.

The sergeant thought that something of strange had to be happened to his superior during his recent trip, but at least he was now ready to see Sullivan.

Lattimer returned in a few minutes accompanied by a very big, a very unprepossessing, and an altogether embarrassed tramp.

“This is Sullivan, sir”, reported the officer, and Sooper, sat at his desk, put down his pen, wrenched off his pince-nez and glared up at the prisoner. “What’s this stuff you’ve been giving us about the hobo who wouldn’t let you go into Hill Brow?”, he asked unexpectedly. “And if you’re lyin’, tramp, lie plausibly!”.

“It’s true, Sooper”, said the tramp huskily. “If I die this minute, this crazy fellow nearly killed me when I tried to open the window. And we had it all fixed, he told me about the place and where this American kept his ‘stuff’. If I die this very second…”.

“You won’t: hobos never die”, snapped Sooper. “Sullivan? Got you! You went down for three at the London Sessions for robbery: Luke Mark Sullivan, I remember your holy names!”.

Mr. Luke Mark Sullivan shuffled uneasily, but before he could protest himself an injured and innocent convict, Sooper went on: “What do you know about this crazy tramp?”.

Sullivan knew very little. He had met the man in Devonshire, and had heard something about him from other knights of the road.

“He’s plumb nutty, Sooper: all the fellers say so. Goes about the country singing to himself. Doesn’t run with any gang, and talks queer: swell stuff and foreign languages”.

Sooper leaned back in his chair: “Where’s his pitch?”.

“Everywhere, but I got an idea he’s got a real pitch near the sea. He used to ask me - I’ve been on the road with him for a week - if I liked ships. He said he looked at ‘em for days passing on the sea, and got to wondering what kind of ships couldn’t sink. He’s crazy! And after we’d fixed to go into this house, what do you think he said? He turned on me like a dog and said: ‘Away!’, just like that, Sooper, ‘Away! Your hands are not clean enough to be the...’, well, something about ‘Justice’, he’s mad!”.

The superintendent stared at the uncomfortable man for a long time without speaking.

“You lie in your throat, Sullivan”, he said at last. “Put him in the cooler, Sergeant. We’ll get him hung!”.

Mr. Sullivan was back in his cell, before Sooper moved from his chair. 

“Know anything about this American feller Elson?”, asked Sooper to his sergeant.

“No, sir, except that he’s a bit of a rough diamond. They say he’s very rich”.

“That’s my deduction too”, said Sooper. “When a man lives in a big house an’ has three cars an’ twenty servants, I put two an’ two together and deduce that he’s well off. I’m goin’ up to see him”.

A few minutes after, Sooper was leaning his bicycle against a tree. He walked slowly towards the big house of Mr. Elson, up the broad steps, and halted in the open doorway.

The hall was empty, but he heard voices, a woman’s and a man’s. The sound came from a room that opened from the hall. The door was ajar, he saw four plump fingers at the edge as though somebody had paused in the act of pulling it open.

Sooper looked round for a bell-push and then saw that it was in the centre of the front door. He was stepping into the hall to reach the push when...

“Marriage or nothing, Steve! I’ve been kept fooling around too long. Promises, promises, promises…! I’m sick of ‘em…! Money? What’s the use of money to me? I’m as rich as you...”.

At that moment the door opened and the speaker came into view, and though

her back was towards him, Sooper recognized her. It was Hannah Shaw. For everyone, the ungenial housekeeper of Barley Stack. But for him, a spring tempest still upsetting.

For a second he stood looking at the figure, and then noiselessly stepped back to the angle of the wall, dropped lightly over the balustrade of the steps and melted out of sight.

Hannah did not even see the shadow of him as he passed. To make doubly sure that his presence should escape notice, Sooper wheeled his bicycle a mile before he mounted.

CHAPTER III

A LAWYER LOSES A CASE

(Thursday, 15 May 1924)

Jim Ferraby, strolling at leisure from Fleet Street to his rooms in King’s Bench Walk, paused by the fountain to rescue a small girl’s hat from destruction, and passed on, whistling softly, his hands deep in his pockets, his brow unruffled, a good-looking and contented young man on the indiscreet side of thirty.

He reached the walk, paused again on the stone steps of his chambers, and surveyed, with evidence of approval, the silvery stretch of river visible from this point. Then he slowly mounted the gloomy stairs, and, stopping before a heavy black door, pulled a massive key from his pocket and inserted it in the huge lock.

He was twisting the key when he heard the door open on the opposite side of the landing, and, looking round, flashed a smile at the girl who stood in the open doorway.

“Morning, Miss Leigh”, he said cheerfully.

The girl nodded. “Good morning, Mr. Ferraby”.

Her voice was very soft and curiously sweet. It was Elfa Leigh’s voice which had first attracted him to old Cardew’s secretary.

Their acquaintance, extending over a year, had begun on that dusty landing, and had progressed with a certain primness.

There was really no reason why old Mr. Cardew should have an office in King’s Bench Walk, for he was a non-practising member of his profession.

Once upon a time the firm of Cardew and Cardew had enjoyed a clientele unequalled in quality and wealth in the whole of London. They had been agents for great estates, trustees of vast properties, legal representatives of powerful corporations, but during the war the last of the Cardews had grown weary of his responsibilities and had transferred his clients to a younger and, as he said, more robust firm of solicitors.

He might have followed the traditions of the profession and taken a partner, preserving the name of a house that had existed for one hundred and fifty years. He preferred to wash his hands of his practice, and the large gloomy office on King’s Bench Walk was now exclusively devoted to the conduct of his own prosperous affairs, for Mr. Gordon Cardew was a man of some substance.

“I suppose you won your case and the poor man has gone to prison?”.

They stood now in opposite doorways, and their voices echoed across the hollow hallway.

“I lost my case”, said Jim calmly, “and the ‘poor man’ is now, in all probability, drinking beer and sneering at the law he cheated”.

She stared at him.

“Oh... I’m sorry…! I mean, I’m not sorry that the man is free, but that you lost. Mr. Cardew said he was certain to be convicted. Did the other side bring fresh evidence? What a shame!”.

She talked cold-bloodedly of ‘the other side’, as lawyer’s clerk to lawyer.

“The other side brought fresh evidence”, said Jim deliberately. “Sullivan was acquitted because I prosecuted him. The truth is, Miss Leigh, I have a criminal mind, and all the time I was talking against him, I was thinking for him. It is the first case in which I have ever appeared for the State, and it will be the last. The judge said in his summing up that my speech for the prosecution was the only reasonable defence that the prisoner had made. From now on I’m just a nameless official at the office of the Public Prosecutor”. 

She laughed softly at his solemn declaration, and at that moment came a firm step on the stair and, looking down, Jim saw the shining top of Mr. Cardew’s immaculate hat.

A grave, aesthetic face, eyes that gleamed good-humouredly from under shaggy brows, a punctilious neatness of attire, and a pedantic exactness of speech: that was Mr. Gordon Cardew.

His furled umbrella was under his arm, his hands were clasped behind him as he came up the stairs, and momentarily his face was clouded. Looking up, he saw the young man.

“Hullo, Ferraby, your man got off, they tell me?”.

“Bad news travels fast”, growled Jim. “Yes, sir: my chief is furious!”.

“And so he should be”, said Cardew, with the ghost of a smile in his fine eyes. “I met Jebbings, the Treasury counsel. He said... well, never mind what he said. It isn’t my business to make bad feeling between members of the Bar. Good morning, Miss Leigh. Is there any urgent business? No? Come in, Ferraby”.

Jim followed the lawyer into his cosily furnished room. Mr. Cardew closed the door behind him, opened a cigar-box and pushed it towards the young lawyer.

“You’re unfitted for the job of prosecuting the guilty”, he said with a quizzical smile: “Socially and financially, there is no reason why you should follow a profession at all. So I don’t think, if I were you, that I should worry very much about what happened at the Central Criminal Court today. I am naturally interested in the case, because Mr. Stephen Elson is a neighbour of mine, a somewhat overbearing American gentleman, a little lacking in polish but a good fellow, they tell me. He will be annoyed. Anyway I have yet another interest in Sullivan. As you probably know, I am something of a student of anthropology. In fact, I rather flatter myself that there is a good detective wasted in me. And really, when one sees the type of man who occupies important positions in the police force, one wishes that the system was reorganized so that persons of ripe experience and erudition could find an opportunity for exercising their talents. We have a man in charge of my division who is simply...”.

Words failed him. He could only shrug helplessly, and Jim, who knew Superintendent Minter, concealed his amusement. It was common knowledge

that Sooper had a most profound contempt for all amateurs and theorists: it was the attitude of the good workman towards the indifferent artist.

Jim was wondering what was the reason for this unexpected invitation into Cardew’s private office: it was his first visit, though he had known the lawyer off and on for five years, and that the invitation had a special meaning was obvious from the older man’s behaviour. He was obviously worried, and nervous, pacing the room with irresolute steps, and stopping now and again to adjust some paper on his desk or to move a chair to a different position.

“All the way up to town you have been in my mind”, he said suddenly, “and I have been wondering whether or not I should consult you. You know my housekeeper, Hannah Shaw?”.

Jim remembered very well the sulky-faced woman, who spoke in monosyllables, and who, ever since he had spoken well of Sooper, had never made any attempt to hide her dislike for him.

Mr. Cardew was eyeing him keenly. “You don’t like her”, he stated, rather than asked. “She was rather annoying to you the last time you came, eh? My chauffeur, who is something of a gossip, told me that she had snapped at you. Undoubtedly she is snappy and dour, and a most disagreeable person. But she suits me in many ways, and is, moreover, a legacy from my dear wife: she took her out of an orphan asylum when she was a child, and Hannah has been practically brought up in my home. With all respect I might liken her to one of those Aberdeen terriers that snaps at everybody except his master”.

He put his hand in his pocket, took out a leather case, opened it and showed some papers, and finally spread one on the table.

“I am taking you into my confidence”, he said, and looked up again at the door to see if it was closed. “Read this”.

It was a sheet of common paper. It bore no address or date of any kind. There were three hand-printed lines of writing, which ran:

I HAVE WARNED YOU TWICE

 THIS IS THE LAST TIME

YOU HAVE DRIVEN ME TO DESPERATION

The note was signed ‘Big Foot’.

“Big Foot? Who is Big Foot?”, asked Jim, as he read the note again. “Your housekeeper has been threatened, she showed you this?”.

Mr. Cardew shook his head. “No, it came into my possession in a curious way. On the first of every month Hannah brings me the household bills, places them on the desk in my study, and I write out cheques for the tradesmen. She has a habit of carrying bills around in her pocket and her bag, and scrambling them together at the last moment: she is the reverse of methodical. This letter was in the folds of a grocer’s bill: she must have taken it hurriedly from her bag without realizing that she was giving me a private letter”.

“Have you spoken to her?”.

Mr. Cardew frowned and shook his head.

“No”, he hesitated, “I haven’t. In a clumsy way I have hinted to her that, if she is ever in any kind of trouble, she must come to me, but Hannah just snarled at me, there is no other word, she snarled! It was - well, not to put too fine a point upon it - impertinent”. He sighed heavily. “I hate new faces”, he said, “and I should be very sorry to lose Hannah. If she had adopted another attitude, I should, of course, have told her of my discovery. And now, to be perfectly honest, I am scared to tell her that one of her letters is in my possession. We have had one serious disagreement over a stupid joke of hers. The next will end our association. What do you make of the letter?”.

“From a blackmailer of some kind”, suggested Jim. “The letter is written with the left hand with the object of disguising the writing. I think you ought to ask her for an explanation”.

“Ask Hannah?”, repeated Mr. Cardew in tones of alarm. “Great heavens, I dare not! No, the only thing I can do is to keep my eyes open, and at the first opportunity, when I get her in an amiable mood - and she is amiable at least twice a year - broach the subject…”.

“Why not consult the police?”, asked Jim.

Mr. Cardew stiffened. “Minter?”, he suggested icily. “That uncouth, unimaginative policeman? Really, my dear fellow. No, if there is any mystery in the matter, I think - I rather think - that I am capable of probing the thing to its depths. And there is a mystery outside of, or consequent upon, this letter”.

He looked at the door, behind which his innocent secretary was working, and lowered his voice.

“As you know, I have a little bungalow on the foreshore of Pawsey Bay. It used to be an old coastguard station. I bought it for a song during the war, and have spent some very pleasant hours there. I go there very seldom nowadays, and usually I give my servants the use of the place. In fact, my secretary, Miss Leigh, had it for a week last year, and went down with some girl friends. Most unexpectedly, Hannah came to me this morning and asked if she could have the bungalow from Saturday to Monday. She has not been there in years; she hates the place, and told me as much only a week ago. Now I’m wondering whether that sudden trip to the coast has not something to do with the letter”.

“Have her watched”, suggested Jim, “by private detectives”, he made haste to amend his suggestion.

“I have considered that”, replied Cardew thoughtfully, “but I am loath to spy on her. Remember she has been in my service for nearly twenty years. Of course, I’ve given her permission, though I am a little worried in view of these facts. Usually Hannah spends her spare time driving about the country in an old Ford - my chauffeur taught her to drive some years ago - so that it isn’t a change of air she wants. I pay her well; she could afford to stay at a good hotel, and there is no reason whatever why she should go to Pawsey, unless, of course, it is to meet this mysterious Big Foot. Do you know, I sometimes think that she is a little...”, he tapped his forehead.

Jim was still wondering why he had been consulted: he now learnt.

“I am giving a little dinner-party on Friday at Barley Stack, and I want you to come down and use your eyes. Two heads are better than one. You may see something which escaped me”.

Jim’s mind was busy hunting up excuses when Cardew went on: “You won’t mind meeting Miss Leigh socially? My secretary I mean, she is coming down to index a new library I bought the other day at Sotheby’s. A complete set of Mantagazza’s works...”.

“I’ll be delighted”, said Mr. James Ferraby with great heartiness.

CHAPTER IV

DINNER AT BARLEY STACK

(Friday, 16 May 1924)

“You know Mr. Elson?”.

Jim Ferraby knew Mr. Stephen Elson well enough to be satisfied in his mind that he did not wish to know him better.

He had been the principal (if reluctant) witness in the case of the State against Luke Mark Sullivan, and Elson had taken that light-fingered tramp’s acquittal as a personal affront.

Jim was prejudiced against Elson for many reasons, not least of which was that gentleman’s insolent admiration of Elfa Leigh. It was insolent from Jim’s point of view, and, he hoped, from Elfa’s. Not that she meant anything in his life. She was merely the girl on the other side of the landing.

“I had quite forgotten that you had met Elson”, Mr. Cardew said aside. “It is very embarrassing, but the truth is, it was Hannah’s suggestion that he should be invited. In fact, every time that man has been to this house it has been Hannah’s suggestion. She pointed out to me that we had not asked him to dine in a year, and I thought this would be an excellent opportunity”.

Jim laughed. “I am not at all embarrassed”, he said, “though he was infernally rude to me after the case. What was he, and how did he come to settle in England?”.

Cardew shook his head. “That is one of the little matters for investigation which I shall take up some day”, he said. “I know nothing about him except that he’s very rich”. He looked across the drawing room to where the broad-shouldered American was engaged in a frolicsome conversation with the girl. “They get on well together”, he said irritatingly; “I suppose because they’re both from the same country”. 

“Miss Leigh is not an American?”, said Jim in surprise.

Cardew nodded. “Yes, she is an American girl: I thought you knew. Her father, who was unfortunately killed during the war, was an official of the American Treasury, and I believe spent a great deal of his time in this country, where Miss Leigh was educated. I never met him - the father, I mean - but he occupied quite a good position. In fact, she was recommended to me by the American Ambassador”. 

It was obvious to Jim Ferraby that Mr. Cardew was ill at ease. So much so that he seemed to have forgotten the excuse of Jim’s visit, and never once referred to Hannah. From time to time he looked at his watch and glanced anxiously, almost fearfully, towards the door; and when at last Hannah Shaw appeared, more stiff, more black, more forbidding than ever, and stated brusquely that dinner was ready, the lawyer almost dropped his glasses in his apprehension.

“Will you hold dinner”, he begged, “for a few minutes? The fact is, Hannah, I’ve invited a friend of ours - the superintendent - to come along”.

She bridled, but said nothing.

“I met him today: he was very civil”, Mr. Cardew hastened to excuse himself for his daring, “and really I don’t see why we should be bad friends. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this...”.

He floundered into a morass of unintelligibility. It would have been pathetic if it were not amusing, this spectacle of the tyranny wielded over the master of Barley Stack. To Jim it was no new experience, for he had seen something of the sort on his previous visit. But Elfa could only stare in amazement as the woman stalked out of the room, disapproval in every line of her figure.

Cardew rubbed his chin uneasily. “I’m afraid Hannah doesn’t like our friend... and really, It’s very disturbing, most disturbing”. He looked pleadingly at Ferraby as though imploring some moral support.

“Few housekeepers like to see their plans changed”, said Jim soothingly.

Five uncomfortable minutes passed, and then Hannah reappeared. “How long are we to wait, Mr. Cardew?”, she rasped.

“We’ll go in immediately, Hannah”, said Cardew, with a quick glance at his watch, and something of relief in his face. “I don’t think our friend can be coming”.

The girl sat next to Ferraby at the round table, with a vacant chair at her side, which should have been occupied by Superintendent Minter. “Poor Mr. Cardew!”, she murmured under her breath.

Jim grinned, but a glance at the face of the woman, seated immediately opposite him, arrested his amusement. She was glaring at the girl with a malignity which for the moment took his breath. And then, as the soup plates were being removed, came the tardy guest.

“Sorry, ladies and gentlemen”, murmured the guest, looking round the company through his half-closed eyes. “Never take dinner at night as a rule, and only remembered your kind invite just as I was going to bed. Good evening, Miss Shaw”.

Hannah’s eyes slowly rose and met his.

“Good evening, Superintendent”, she said icily.

“Nice weather we’ve been having, the warmest weather I can remember for this time of the year. But never have the blinds drawn, Mr. Cardew?”.

The bow windows of the dining-room were uncovered except for diaphanous casement curtains that draped the lower halves. The half-light dusk lay on the lawn outside, and the tall sycamores at the end of the garden showed black outlines against the deep blue of the sky.

“No”, said Cardew, in surprise. “Why? We’re not under observation, the public road is nearly a quarter of a mile away”.

“Just wondered”, apologized Sooper. “I don’t know much about swell houses: live in a cottage myself, an’ always pull the blinds when I eat. How many gardeners might you have here?”, he asked.

“Four or five, I forget”, said Cardew, and Sooper was impressed.

“That’s a lot to find sleepin’ room for”, he said.

“They don’t sleep here: my head gardener has a cottage near the road”.

“Why, I thought you had to keep gardeners or odd men around at nights to water the flowers an’ trap moles?”.

Gordon Cardew was obviously bored. “No; my gardeners leave at seven o’clock. I certainly would not allow them to prowl around: what is wrong, Superintendent?”.

Sooper had risen and was walking to the door. Suddenly there was a click, and all the lights went out. “Stand back from the table against the wall, all of you!”, his harsh voice was vibrant with authority. “I turned the lights out: there’s somebody in the shadow of those bushes and he’s got a gun!”.

Sooper came softly from the front door and stepped into the garden. The dining-room looked out from the side of the house, and he moved with incredible swiftness towards the bushes.

After a few minutes, Sooper turned back.

“Did you see anybody?”, asked Mr. Cardew anxiously and somewhat incoherently.

“Maybe Minter’s imagination’s working”, growled Elson. “You might see a man, but I’ll be darned if you could see a gun in this light!”.

“Saw it gleam”, said Sooper, staring hard at the wood. “Just saw the light on it... must have been a gun. Got a lamp, anybody?”.

Mr. Cardew returned with an electric lantern.

“Stood here”, said Sooper, and flashed the lamp on the grass. “No marks, ground’s too hard. Nothing...”.

Swiftly he darted downward to the grass and picked up a black oblong something, and, holding it on the palm of his hand, whistled softly.

“What is it?” asked Cardew.

“Magazine of a .42 automatic, chock full of shells”, said Sooper. “.42 automatic marked United States Naval Department, dropped out of his gun”.

Mr. Cardew’s jaw had also dropped: it might have been his imagination, but Jim fancied that the face of the amateur detective had gone a shade paler. Possibly, he thought, this was the first occasion on which Mr. Cardew had been brought face to face with the grim actualities of criminal detection.

Jim walked away with Elfa. “How long are you staying here?”, he asked.

“Until tomorrow afternoon. I have some indexing to do, and in any circumstances Mr. Cardew would not let me stay after his housekeeper left. She is going away for the weekend”.

“What do you think of her?”, he asked.

She did not answer at once. “She may be nice when one gets to know her”, she said diplomatically, and then Sooper’s long figure showed close: “Come for a stroll with me, Mr. Ferraby, an’ help me psychologize and anthropologize. Elson’s got to go home tonight, and I’m deducin’ that this miscreant with the gun will try to take a crack at him”, he said. “The whole thing’s subtle an’ mysterious. One American tryin’ to shoot another American! Angels have wept for less”.

“You think the stranger on the lawn was an American?”.

“He had an American gun: therefore he’s American. I’m gettin’ into this deduction business, it comes natural after a bit. My deduction is that he’s a singer”.

“What makes you think that?”, asked Jim in surprise.

“Because I heard him singin’”, said Sooper. “Deduction’s fine but seein’ and hearin’s better. Know anything against Elson up in Whitehall?”.

“You mean at the Prosecutor’s office? No, I don’t remember hearing or reading anything, and I’ve charge of the alien section”.

“Never call an American an alien: it makes him wild. I myself was in Washington during the war, till our headquarters found I was efficient: then they shot me home. They can’t stand efficiency”.

Jim was considering whether he should, at the risk of displeasing his host, take Sooper into his confidence. He came to a decision. “Sooper, you think that man in the garden was after Elson? You’re mistaken”.

“That sounds impossible”, said Sooper, “but I’m open to conviction”.

Briefly Ferraby told him of the letter which Gordon Cardew had shown him the day before, and the superintendent listened without interruption.

“Big Foot, eh? Sounds like one of those nancy Wild West Injun names. But what’s Hannah done? That’s pretty big news, Mr. Ferraby, an’ slightly alters things”.

Cardew’s voice called them from the house. “Come along and finish your dinner”.

“Wait”. Sooper’s sinewy hand gripped the young man by the sleeve. “Just wait whilst I get the logic an’ psychology of this. She’s going away for a weekend, you say... I know the house on Pawsey Beach. Cardew drove me down there once before we took the mat on the question of criminal science. A dog lonely place, miles from everywhere except the sea... big cliff with hundreds of smugglers’ caves... house stands on an old post road that runs under a cliff but isn’t used much since the new road was made over the cliff top. It’s dangerous. Part of the cliff fell down the year I went there an’ old Cardew made a fuss with the Pawsey Town Council because they didn’t clear up the mess an’ open the road. He knows a lot about that side of the law”.

“Are you people coming in?”, Cardew was walking out towards them, and they turned in the direction of the house.

“Don’t hint that you know anything”, muttered Jim, and Sooper grunted his reluctant agreement.

It was past one o’clock that night when Jim knocked at the door of Mr. Cardew’s study to bid him good night. By the light of a table lamp the lawyer was reading from a large and thick volume.

“Come in, Ferraby. Has the superintendent gone?”.

“Just gone, sir”.

“Well, what do you think of Hannah? Nothing very suspicious about her attitude, eh?”.

“She is less distressed than I thought possible”, said Jim quietly, and Mr. Cardew’s mouth opened in a gasp of consternation.

“Good heavens...! I never thought of connecting the letter with... I must have taken leave of my senses!”, he had gone suddenly white.

“I wondered why”, said Ferraby.

Sooper had wondered too, and had privately expressed his surprise before leaving. It had required all Jim’s powers of persuasion to prevent the old man from interviewing Cardew on the subject. But this Jim Ferraby did not reveal, though he knew that it was inevitable that Sooper would sooner or later discuss the matter with the master of Barley Stack.

“I never dreamt of connecting the man in the garden with Hannah”, said the lawyer thoughtfully. “This is truly astounding! I almost wish that I had told Minter”.

“Get him on the ‘phone and tell him”, suggested Jim, anxious to unburden his conscience.

Mr. Cardew hesitated, took up the telephone and put it down again.

“I must sleep on it”, he said. “If I tell him now, he’ll come back and there will be a fearful scene with Hannah. Frankly, I’m scared of Hannah Shaw... terrified. It is absurd... I despise myself. And I’m a lawyer, supposedly without sentiment. No, leave it until the morning, or later. I’ll ask the superintendent to come up to dinner. Hannah will be away”.

It occurred to Jim as he was undressing that to leave the matter until Hannah had departed on her mysterious weekend trip had certain advantages. He almost regretted that he was taking an early departure and would not be present at the interview.

He prepared for bed leisurely, and a distant church clock was striking two when he finally put out the light. Whether the excitement of the evening or the ten minutes’ nap he had snatched on his way from town was the cause, he could not sleep. He had never felt quite so wakeful in his life. For half an hour he lay, his mind working through the house from Elfa Leigh to Cardew, from Cardew to Hannah, and back again to Elfa. At last, with a sigh, he rose, walked to the little table where he had left his smoking materials and, lighting his pipe, walked to the window.

The moon was in its last phase, a thin rind of white in a clear sky, and its faint and ghostly reflection covered the world with pale radiance.

From where he sat on the window seat, he could see one brilliantly lighted window in a wing running at right angles to the outer wall of his own room.

Was it the girl’s room, or Cardew’s or Hannah’s? Whoever was in the room was busy, he saw an indistinct figure pass and repass the semi-transparent curtains, and presently his eyes accustomed themselves to the light and curtain veil, and he recognized the figure of Hannah. She was fully dressed and was engaged in packing a suit-case that she had placed on the bed. The gentle night breeze blew the curtain aside for a second and he saw into the room. By the side of the bed were two open trunks, and she was clearing out her wardrobe.

Jim Ferraby frowned. A week-end visit? She was packing like one preparing for a long absence. For an hour he watched, and then her light went out.

By this time the grey of dawn was in the sky, and as the lamp was extinguished he felt a sudden overwhelming desire for sleep.

CHAPTER V

THE STORY OF THE $100 BILLS

(Saturday, 17 May 1924)

The morning after, Sooper was back to Barley Stack: “Anything new?”, he asked to Ferraby.

“Hannah Shaw is going away”, said Jim, and told what he had seen during the night.

Sooper scratched his grey head. “I’ll bet Cardew doesn’t know she’s goin’ for keeps”, he said. “You got a motorcar, Mr. Ferraby?”.

“Yes, but not here. I came down by train”.

Sooper nodded. “Might bring it along to my stationhouse tonight, somewhere round dusk. I’m thinking of goin’ down to Pawsey. It’s off my ground, and that skinny-gutted deputy at the Yard’s certain to raise hell if anything comes out. But I despise him, an’ when I despise a man, the grave’s his only hope. I’d like to take you along with me to get the proper psychology of the position, I’m short on that”. Sooper did his best laughing with his eyes and left Ferraby.

Jim was walking in the garden when he saw a slim figure in grey walking away from him, and his heart raced for a second or two.

“I am full of courage this morning. Did you sleep well?”, asked Elfa.

“To be truthful, I didn’t sleep at all”, he admitted, and she nodded.

“My room is next Miss Shaw’s, and she was moving about all night”, she said.

He could have confirmed that information, but she went on: “I shall be glad to get back to my own little apartment. Barley Stack and Miss Shaw have a very bad effect on my nerves. I’ve only spent one night in the house, a year ago; and that was a most unpleasant experience. Miss Shaw was in worse than her usual bad temper. She wouldn’t speak to me or to poor Mr. Cardew. She shut herself up in her room and refused to come to meals because, Mr. Cardew told me, she thought he had slighted her. And then she did an extraordinary thing. Very early in the morning, when I woke up and looked out of the window on to the little side lawn, I saw the letter ‘B’ picked out on the grass with dark paper. There was something rather familiar about those little oblong slips, and I went downstairs to make sure. The pieces of paper were hundred-dollar bills, there must have been fifty of them, and they were fastened to the earth with long black pins!”.

Jim could only look at her incredulously.

“Did Cardew know?”.

“Yes, he’d seen them from his window, and he was furious”.

“Was anybody else staying here at the time?”.

She nodded and made a little face. “Mr. Elson. His house was in the hands of the repairers and Mr. Cardew asked him to come and stay. I don’t think he’s been here since until last night. It was Miss Shaw’s suggestion that he came at all, he told me that”.

“But how do you know Hannah marked the lawn with bills, it may have been a

freak of Elson’s: I can well imagine his doing such a crazy thing”.

She shook her head. “It was Miss Shaw. She came and gathered up the money after Cardew sent for her. He pressed her for an explanation but she would give none, she wouldn’t even tell him where she got the money”.

And then Jim remembered what the lawyer had told him. This, then, was the ‘stupid joke’ which had nearly led to a domestic breach.

“I think she is a little mad”, said Elfa, “and that is why I hated the thought of coming to Barley Stack”.

There was nothing to betray her energetic night in Hannah’s face when she appeared at the breakfast table. The dark eyes were as birdlike as ever; she was a model of composure and self-possession. Cardew, on the other hand, was irritable and snappy, though apparently he had slept well enough. He was one of those admirably-tempered individuals who bring the essence of their grievances to the breakfast table. The day dilutes them down to their normal strength and importance, but in the first hour of waking they overcloud the morning sun.

“Even now I’m not sure that this pestiferous fellow hasn’t been playing a joke on me. I personally saw nothing, and I think my eyesight is as keen as anybody’s. If there had been a man in the shadow of the hedge, as he suggested, why is it that nobody else saw him? As to the magazine, well, that might have been part of the stupid joke,” said the suspicious Mr. Cardew to Jim Ferraby.

“What time do you go, Hannah?”, he looked over his glasses at the stolid woman.

“At eleven”.

“You are taking your machine? Thompson tells me that the hood needs repair”.

“It is good enough for me, and should be good enough for Thompson”, she said shortly, and thereafter Mr. Cardew’s interest in her plans ceased.

He himself was going into town to get his letters, and offered to drop Jim at his flat in Cheyne Walk. “As soon as breakfast is over”, he said, and it appeared to Jim Ferraby that he had fixed the hour so as to be out of the house before his sour housekeeper.

During the journey to the City, Cardew switched the conversation to the subject of Hannah: “I have been thinking the matter over very carefully and very thoughtfully”, said the lawyer, “and I have decided that I cannot go on in the way I have been during the past few years. I have tolerated Hannah because she is at heart a good girl. But I’ve only just begun to realize how tremendously my whole life is determined by her whims and fancies. And then there is this infernal mystery, and I will not have mysteries, at least, not at Barley Stack. There is another thing: I cannot help thinking that there is something between Elson and Hannah. You may think that is a preposterous idea?”.

In truth Jim Ferraby thought it extremely preposterous, for at that time Sooper had not taken him wholly into his confidence.

“I have intercepted glances between them. Once I came upon them talking at the end of the road. They saw me and scuttled like rabbits, and to this day they’re under the impression that I did not see them. I don’t know what this Elson is, whether he is a bachelor or whether he is married. He is a very disagreeable person, yet, if he has any liking or affection for Hannah - which is extremely doubtful, for such a man could not have any true affection for anybody but himself - well, I should be very glad. On one point, however, I am determined: Hannah must go”. He struck the floor of the car with his umbrella to emphasize each word.

“She is getting on my nerves”, he went on. “I would willingly pay a thousand pounds if she decided to take another position”.

“You know, of course, that she has packed all her boxes?”, began Jim, when the older man jerked round at him.

“Packed her boxes?”, he almost squeaked. “How do you know?”.

“I saw her in the night through my window. She made no attempt to hide the operation. She cleared all her dresses out of the wardrobe, and, so far as I could see, packed them in her trunk”.

Mr. Cardew was silent for a long time. His ordinarily smooth brow was wrinkled in the scowl which accompanies concentrated thought.

“I don’t think there’s anything in that”, he said at last. “She has packed her trunks before, when she has been annoyed with me, and like an everlasting fool I have invariably gone down on my knees to her, metaphorically speaking, and begged her to stay. But this time...”. The wag of his head was ominous. And then, miserably: “I wonder what the devil Hannah is doing at Beach Cottage tonight, I’d give a lot of money to know”.

Jim might have promised to supply the information, but discreetly he refrained. Cardew dropped him in Whitehall.

CHAPTER VI

A JOURNEY SOUTHWARD

(Saturday, 17 May 1924)

The street lamps had been lit and the last glow of light was fading from the west, when Ferraby’s big Bentley shot down the main street of a countrified suburb and pulled up before the most rustic of all London police headquarters.

Sooper was in his tiny office. “We’ll make a start soon”, looking up at the clock.

“I’ve sent Lattimer down in advance, because he’s a useful kind of man, but if anything comes out, he’s not in it”.

“You mean, if there’s any trouble about your going beyond your territory?”, Sooper nodded. “I like Lattimer, though I never let him know it”, he said. “A young fellow gets all puffed up if you hand him bouquets, and he’s temp’ramental, the same as me. He doesn’t like work”.

As Sooper was shuffling about, finding coats and wraps, Jim thought it was an opportune moment to tell him Elfa’s story of the banknotes in the shape of a ‘B’. Sooper listened intently.

“Elson was there that night, was he?”, he said softly. “That’s rather a wonderful coincidence, for that woman is sweet on Elson, or my deductions are wrong. And she’s got a pull, too. I seem to have an idea that we’ve got to be pretty clever sleuths tonight to understand all we see, I almost wish Mr. Cardew was coming along. Have you brought a mackintosh?”.

“I’ve one in the car”, said Jim.

“You’ll want it”, replied Sooper laconically.

The moon showed wanly through a fog of cloud as they struck Horsham Road, and they had not gone a dozen miles before the southern horizon flickered and glowed redly, and little swirls of dust showed in the light of the headlamps.

Sooper sat huddled by Jim’s side, and did not speak for a very long time.

They were on the outskirts of Horsham when the rain began to fall, and Jim stopped to fix the hood. The roll and growl of thunder was audible now.

“Like thunderstorms”, said Sooper cheerfully. “Nothing subtle about a thunderstorm. Thunderstorms are facts: there’s no psychology to ‘em. They’re just like catching a man in the act”. And then, when the car had cleared Horsham and was thundering up the Worthing Road, he said: “When a woman’s got her heart set on marriage, she’s about as reasonable as a hungry wolf in a meat store: I wonder what ‘B’ stood for?”.

“I suggest Big Foot”, said Jim. “That’s a beauty!”.

Ahead of them the skies suddenly cracked whitely, blindingly.

Sooper waited until the crash and roll of the thunder had made him audible. “Big Foot? Yes, possibly”. And then: “Why do you think I am risking my life this stormy night by the side of a speed fiend, dashing madly into the ragin’ elements? To satisfy my curiosity about Hannah Shaw? No, sir. I’m going”, he spoke slowly and deliberately, “to unravel a mystery… that’s the expression, unravel a mystery”.

“And what is the mystery, if it isn’t Hannah’s peculiar behaviour?”, asked Jim good-humouredly.

“I’ve been on the track of this mystery”, said Sooper, nodding solemnly, “for six and a half years. It’s the mystery of an appointment that was never kept!”.

Jim stared at him.

“I’ll buy it, Sooper”.

“There’s nothing to buy”, said Sooper complacently. “It’s just a fact, like that there flash of lightning, and the artillery of the heavens, if one may use a high-class expression that I read in a book, the name of which I forget. Never could remember the names of books. Six and a half years”, he ruminated. “It’s a long time, but it’s a short time for an old man. Flick! It comes and it goes, quicker than lightning, an’ that doesn’t exactly loiter. He asked me to go to his house in Chellamore Gardens. Sir Joseph Brixton was his name, and he was an alderman of the City of London. He’s now dead and pop’larly supposed to be in heaven. But he asked me to go to his house, and I went, and he was not at home. At least, he said he wasn’t at home, but sent me a letter by his butler, thanking me for all the trouble I’d taken, and two ten-pound notes. Which I gave to a charity”. Sooper paused. “The charity that begins at home”.

“What on earth has this to do with our wild adventure tonight?”, asked Jim, cleaning the rain screen for the hundredth time.

“A whole lot”, murmured Sooper. “I’m just beginning to enjoy this trip, I hope Lattimer has got his oilskin”.

“Did you know why Brixton sent for you? I remember the man very well”.

Sooper nodded in the darkness.

“I do know”, he said. “And I know why he broke his appointment”.

“But you said…”, began Jim.

“I know what I said. I pretty well know why. But it’s the how that’s got me all temperamental”.

The rain was pelting down, the lightning was so incessant that Jim had no need of his headlamps. He turned off the post road and struck a secondary that led to Great Pawsey village.

That ancient hamlet was in darkness except for the light that streamed from the windows of the village inn, as he skirted the broad green and began the steep descent to the beach road.

Great Pawsey was separated from Little Pawsey by some five miles, by a whole universe in some respects, for Little Pawsey, as it appears still on the maps of the ‘eighties, has long since dropped its contemptible prefix. The small fishing village has become a fashionable watering-place; its name, ‘Pawsey’, is picked out in huge electric lamps on the face of the cliff. It has a winter garden and a parade and a pier. Bands play in its ornamental gardens, great actors appear in its mammoth theatre. It has hotels of such magnitude and importance that even the hall porters are called ‘Mister’.

Two roads connect Pawsey with its poor relation. One, that crosses the downs parallel with the cliff, and the other the Lower Beach Road that runs by the side of the sea. The former is perfectly metalled and expensively illuminated; the lower is little more than a cart track. On the higher thoroughfare, the municipality and town council of Pawsey have lavished the taxpayers’ money; its disreputable companion, being the object of a feud between the War Department, which owns a slip of the foreshore, and the city fathers, remains very much as it was in the days of our fat hers. From time to time the local newspapers splashed a hectic headline, “The Lower Road Scandal”, and fiery statements were made at council meetings denouncing the War Department for its refusal to co-operate in the cost of repair, but the net result of all the speaking and all the writing was not visible in any kind of improvement.

“It’s certainly a hell of a road”, said Sooper, as the machine bumped and slithered down the rocky hill. “We’ll park the car at the bottom, if you don’t mind, there’s a sort of old quarry there”.

“You know the place?”, asked Jim in surprise.

“Ordnance map”, was the explanation. “Been studyin’ all mornin’. The house is five hundred ‘n’ fifty yards from the foot of the hill an’ two miles three furlongs from Pawsey. We ought to find Lattimer when we strike the level,  dim those lamps of yours, Mr. Ferraby”.

Lattimer, a moist and shining figure, stood in the shelter of an overhanging ‘cut’; they would have passed him unnoticed if he had not stepped out of cover.

“Nobody has come to the house yet, sir”, he reported, as they stepped out of the car.

“What! But Miss Shaw came here early this morning”, said Jim.

“I’d have been surprised if she had”, said Sooper. “In fact, I knew she hadn’t come this mornin’”.

Ferraby was staggered.

“That’s deduction”, said Sooper complacently; “deduction an’ logic. Maybe it’s psychology too”.

“But how did you know that she hadn’t come this morning?”, insisted Jim.

“Because Lattimer ‘phoned me an hour ago”, was the calm reply. “That’s proper police logical work: havin’ a man on the spot an’ gettin’ him to ‘phone. And deduction, I deduce that he’s tellin’ the truth. Put that car right back so that nobody can see it, Mr. Ferraby; Sergeant, show your lamp... now all lights out, please”.

The rain beat down mercilessly, though the thunderstorm had passed. Out at sea the white ribbon of lightning showed at intervals as they stumbled along the road, aided by occasional flashes from the sergeant’s lamp.

Beach Cottage stood between road and sea, a squat stone bungalow, almost surrounded by a brick wall, breast high. At each end of the house there was a gap in the fencing to admit a rough carriage track.

“Sure there’s nobody there?”.

“Certain, sir; the door has a padlock on the outside”.

“What’s that building behind: a garage?”.

Jim could see no building other than that which loomed before them, but Sooper had cat’s eyes.

“No, sir; that’s the boat house. It’s empty. When Mr. Cardew used the place, so a boat man told me, he had a skiff, but that was sold”.

Sooper tried doors and windows without result.

“Surely she can’t be coming”, said Jim. “Probably the storm scared her”.

Sooper grunted something derogatory to the storm as a factor in Hannah Shaw’s plans.

“I’m not saying that she’ll come”, he said. “Maybe I’ve been the’rizin’: that’s my trouble, I think too much”.

Jim thought he had never seen a more desolate dwelling. On one side was the sea; on the other, beyond the road, the grim escarpment of the cliffs, only to be guessed at in the pitch darkness of the night.

“The place is honeycombed with caves”, said Lattimer, “most of them quite inaccessible”.

They had withdrawn to the road and were walking slowly towards the place where the car was concealed.

“I don’t wonder that there’s not a rush to rent Cardew’s summer cottage”, said Jim.

“What’s the matter with it?”, asked Sooper. “It’s the kind of place I’d like to retire to when I take my pension. I’ll bet it’s a peach of a house in the sunlight; and anyway, what’s there to do at night but to sleep?”.

He dived into his clothes, and Jim saw the phosphorescent glow of his watch dial.

“Eleven, as near as makes no difference”, he said. “We’ll give her till twelve, and then I’ll start apologizing”.

“What did you expect to find here?”, asked Jim, putting into words the question he had been asking himself all that evening.

“That’s goin’ to be difficult to say”, drawled Sooper. “Only… when a middle-aged spinster gets keen on marriage, and when she says what she’s goin’ to do if she don’t get married, I’m entitled to be interested in her. Maybe I expected to get a stronger line than I look like gettin’, maybe…”.

He clutched suddenly at Jim’s arm and drew him to one side.

“Behind that rock, quick!”, he hissed.

CHAPTER VII

TWO BULLETS

(Saturday, 17 May 1924)

On the road had approached two dim lights, the lamps of an approaching car. Jim tripped and stumbled towards the cliff and found cover, Sooper crouching at his side, Lattimer flat on the ground behind them. The car was moving quickly. It was abreast of them before Jim imagined it was possible on that rough road. As the little machine flashed past he had a fleeting vision of a dark silhouette, a woman with a wide-brimmed hat, bent forward as though to meet the rain that swept along the beach.

In a few seconds the car had turned into the opening in the wall and had come to a standstill before the door of the house.

“She’s opening the door”, whispered Jim, as the squeak and grind of a key turning in the padlock was borne to them on the wind.

Sooper said nothing. Presently they heard the door slam, and then he rose.

“No conversation”, he warned them under his breath, and led the way towards the bungalow.

The car stood squarely before the door. Moving like a cat, he crept to its side, felt the radiator and was satisfied. The windows, he knew, were shuttered. He passed round the house to the back. There was no sound from within; no light showed. Coming back to the door, he found the padlock loose and, bending forward, listened. His efforts were unrewarded, and he came back to the man he had left by the wall.

“Somebody else is coming”, he said. “She’s not here for the night, she’s left the car running. She’s certainly heavy on juice!”.

They went back to the rock that had served them for a hiding place and settled down to their vigil. A quarter of an hour, half an hour passed, and then they heard the door open and close again, and there came to them the sound of the padlock being fastened.

“She’s not stayin’”. Sooper was surprised: his hurt tone was that of a man who had been cheated. “Now why in thunder, get under cover, she’s taken the dimmers off!”.

From the little car, invisible until then, shot two rays of strong white light, but only for a second. They were dimmed again almost immediately, and so remained until the machine shot through the second opening and turned towards them.

They had just time to drop out of sight when the headlamps glared out of the darkness. Again they caught a glimpse of the bowed head and the wide-brimmed hat, and then the car was gone and only the faint rear lamp gleamed dully.

Sooper rose with a growl.

“I’m apologizin’”, he said. “Both deduction an’ psychology are punk. She goes in and she comes out and she disappeareth no man knows whither. With a bit of luck we ought to be able to pick her up and trail her to the place where she really lives”.

But after a little while, Sooper opened wide his mouth in disbelief: “Have you heard...? An owl! A woman owl!”, and he began to rush towards the cottage, soon followed by Ferraby and Lattimer.

Sooper walked around the bungalow sniffing close to the windows.

“Ferraby, I hope you can understand that it’s a matter of life or death. Although I hope to be wrong...”, and without waiting for any reply, the old policeman searched the cottage little outhouse.

“Sooper, I heard nothing...”, said Ferraby, undecided.

But Sooper didn’t care of him. He broke the padlock with an iron tool and flashed his lamp into the dark interior. It was a small lobby. Beyond was a second door, the upper half of which was panelled in glass. It opened at a touch and he found himself in a narrow passage that ran from the front to the back of the house. 

“Stay where you are”, he warned them. “I’m goin’ to make a search an’ I guess I’d like to be alone”.

The two rooms opening from the passage on the right were first explored. They were bedrooms, very plainly furnished. The beds had been stripped of clothes, and he guessed that the linen was in the locked presses that he found in each apartment.

Sooper went back to the front of the house and examined the first room on the left. It was a dining-room, and a quick examination revealed no remarkable feature. In one wall was an opening covered by a shutter, evidently a servery communicating with the kitchen, which was the only room now left unexplored. He tried the kitchen door; it was locked, and he called Jim.

“Smell anything?”, he asked. “Seems like somethin’ burnin’ to me”.

Ferraby could detect a peculiarly pungent odour that was queerly familiar to him.

“Cordite!”, he said suddenly. “A rifle or revolver has been fired here, and recently!”.

“Thought it was”, said Sooper, not so calmly. “Got an idea I knew that hot-iron

smell. Door’s locked. And also the shutter of the servery is fast”.

He went back to the main door and he returned with the rusty tool he found before. Sooner chose to break the shutter, something suggested him to do in this way. It was clear they were near a crime scene and it was better to enter the kitchen in the most discreet way.

Sooper, fixing the claw of the tool between shutter and wall, worked at the lock. Presently, with a crash, it broke, and he slid back the cover. Now the rank smell of cordite was marked.

Leaning through the opening, he was searching the room with his lamp, and suddenly the white circle of light, moving slowly along the floor towards the door, revealed a boot. The toe was pointing to the ceiling... the light moved... another foot, the edge of a dark skirt... his heart pulsed in his throat.

A woman sat with her back to the door, her head sunk forward drunkenly on her breast. Sooper could not see her face, but he knew it was Hannah Shaw, and he did not need the evidence of the rivulets of blood on the wall to know that she was dead.

Spring was dead very soon this year.

Sooper withdrew his head from the aperture. He had understood too much late. It wasn’t a real owl, but a kind of presentiment, a sensation, a silent owl. Anyway, he had understood too much late. The best part of that mystery was dead. 

“Lattimer has to find a doctor… Mr. Ferraby, you can drive the officer...  no, I guess you’d better stay. You may be concerned in this case”, said Sooper. Lattimer volunteered to drive the car to the village, and, after a whispered consultation with Sooper, departed hurriedly.

“Not that any doctor’s goin’ to be any use, but I want they check her”.

“What has happened?”, asked Ferraby.

“Follow me, if you are interested to know it, Mr. Ferraby”. With an unexpected agility, Sooper wriggled through the hole in the wall, and Jim followed.

“Pull the shutter close: I’m going to light the lamp”. Sooper lifted the glass chimney of a small kerosene lamp that stood on the kitchen table, and lit it carefully, laying the matchstick on the table.

Jim Ferraby was gazing awe-stricken at the inanimate figure by the door.

“Is it suicide?”, he asked, almost in a whisper.

“If it is, we’ll find the gun”, replied Sooper. “She’s dead... that’s a fact. I’m sorry I got so fresh with her. She wasn’t a bad woman, as women go”.

He looked at her but her thick and ruffled hair was covering her face and he had no much will to meet again her eyes in a colourless face.

“Not a suicide, I think”, said Sooper. “Murder… but how? Here’s the door locked on the inside, see the key? And the servery shutter locked, key on the inside, notice that too?”. He tried the heavy shutters that covered the window: they were bolted.

On the table was a woman’s handbag, which had evidently been turned out, for a medley of small feminine belongings and a packet of paper money was scattered on the table.

“Fifty-five pounds English and two thousand dollars in American bills”, said Sooper, counting. “What’s the brick mean?”.

It was a red brick, well-worn on one surface. Attached to this was a circle of rubber, which in turn was attached to a string.

“The floor is of red brick”, said Jim.

“Yes... noticed that”, Sooper took up the lamp and stooped, searching the floor. Immediately under the centre of the table was an oblong cavity that the brick exactly fitted.

“The rubber is what we used to call a ‘sucker’ when I was a boy”, meditated Sooper. “They call ‘em ‘vacuums’ nowadays: that’s how he or she pulled out the brick”.

Going down on his knees with the lamp at his side, he peered into the shallow hole.

“There’s been something hid here”, he said; “that’s what she came down to get”.

“But how did the killer get back...”.

Sooper shook his head. “Got a lot of things to think about just now”, he said. “Anyway, we did come down for something…”.

Again he looked at the quiet figure, his unlighted pipe clenched between his teeth, a frown of anxious concern adding to the lines of his forehead.

“Can’t move her till the doctor comes”, he said. “She was shot twice at close range, he must have stood on this side of the table... somewhere about here”, he pointed. “Probably an automatic, though I can’t see the shells anywhere. She was standing to the right of the door: see the blood on the wall. Then she walked a step and slid down by the door. One bullet went through the heart, I think, and dead people often walk a pace or two. Left glove on and right glove off. She never intended staying. Do you notice anything, Mr. Ferraby, anything very remarkable?”.

Jim shook his head helplessly. “There are so many things that are remarkable that I can’t differentiate”, he said.

Sooper’s nose wrinkled. “Cardew would have seen it before I did”, he said. “She’s got no hat on, and no coat”.

It was true the figure was bareheaded; there was no sign of coat or mackintosh.

“And look at that clothes peg on the wall... see anything on the ground?”.

“Water”, said Jim.

“Ran off her raincoat. She hung it up when she came in, anyway. Where did she leave her coat and hat?”.

“Probably they are in one of the other rooms”, suggested Ferraby.

“They’re not in the house. I didn’t comb the rooms, but I had a good look at ‘em. And those clothes are not in this house. There’s the doctor,” added Sooper, with a bit of anxiety in his voice. “He’ll have to come through the hole in the wall, an’ if he’s fat he’ll hate it”.

But the doctor proved to be a young man, who made light of the business of entering the kitchen.

He lifted the hair from the face of Hannah Shaw and he checked the rolled, half close eyes of the woman. Her mouth was still open like at the moment of the deadly disbelief to be killed.

“Well, I have phoned for an ambulance. Sergeant Lattimer told me what had happened, he talked about a desperate case or probably a corpse. But I think this woman is more a living corpse than a desperate case”, said coldly the doctor.

“Living…?”, Sooper stared in disbelief at the young doctor... Had he heard well? His heart pulsed fast. Perhaps Hannah Shaw was still alive...

“Yes, living”, but Ican’t do much for her.

Hannah Shaw was - yes - still alive, but only for a while, it was clear to everyone, even without to be a doctor. The woman was not dead in that tragic kitchen, but she was going to die inside an ambulance, seeking to reach an hospital that for her would have been - unluckily - too much far.

Sooper stared into the rolled, lifeless eyes of Hannah Shaw: she looked like a poor fish dying on the sand. He got the will to help her, but he knew that there was not so much to do. She was fatally wounded, the doctor had confirmed it, and even if she was still alive, she was so close to death that her breath was barely perceptible even for a doctor and an expert policeman like Sooper himself.

“I’ll wait till she’s gone before I do any more”, said at last Sopper, almost in trance.

When, a few minutes later, the motor ambulance had arrived and the poor Hannah Shaw was taken away, still unconscious while the doctor shook again his head, Sooper felt free of a big weight. He unbarred the shutters and opened the window. Only Jim Ferraby and himself did remain there. The doctor and Lattimer had gone away with the ambulance.

“Are you sure you don’t mean to follow Miss Shaw to the hospital? She is still alive, after all...”, Ferraby had understood that Sooper was in such a way anxious for the woman fate.

“Lattimer will be next to her if she is going to tell anything, but I fear we are more useful here, Jim. You did see her like I did: I don’t think Miss Shaw has a long path to run in front of herself...”, said Sooper, trying to show himself as much imperturbable as he could on that moment.

Jim nodded.

“It’s still raining”, said Sooper, looking out of the window. “Fine English spring weather. Look at that”. He laid on the table a long yellow envelope. “Found it under her when she was moved”, he said.

Jim examined the cover.

“Empty”, he said, and read the typewritten address and gasped.

DR JOHN W MILLS

Coronor of West Sussex

Hailsham, Sussex

“Then it was… suicide?”.

Sooper folded the envelope before he replied.

“Dr. Mills hasn’t been coroner of West Sussex since five years”, he said, “that being the amount of time he’s been dead. I happen to be certain about that because I went to his funeral”.

“But whoever wrote that didn’t know?”.

“They certainly didn’t know”, said Sooper, with a touch of his old mysteriousness.

“No weapon of any kind in the place”, he went on, “no shell on the floor. Nothin’ but an empty envelope addressed to the coroner... did Miss Shaw use a typewriter, do you know, Mr. Ferraby?”.

“I believe she did: Mr. Cardew told me that she had an old one”.

“It was written by an amachoor”, said Sooper, taking the envelope from his pocket, “and somebody who hasn’t written ‘coroner’ very often: it’s spelt wrong. Few people can spell on a typewriter. I got to have that raked for fingerprints”.

He had dug the bullets from the wall, two bent steel cylinders, and they lay on the table. “These are two .42 automatic”, he said, as he put away the envelope. “Same calibre as those in the magazine we picked up on the lawn. Not an unusual size of gun, so don’t draw conclusions: they are only made in two sizes. She couldn’t have owned one; women are afraid of firearms, and besides, Cardew would have known”.

He stopped and bent his head, listening. Through the open window came the

ceaseless ‘hush hush’ of the waves striking the sandy beach.

“There’s somebody fumblin’ at the door”, he said, and, picking up the lamp, walked softly into the passage.

Standing on the step was a slim figure, rain-drenched, dishevelled.

She stared at Jim Ferraby stupidly.

“Help me”, she muttered, as she stumbled forward into his arms. It was Elfa Leigh.

“Don’t move, listen!”.

Sooper hissed the words, and Jim stood motionless, the unconscious girl in his arms. From somewhere in the darkness and from far away came the mournful cadences of a song…

“Hell!”, roared Sooper, as he put down the lamp and dashed past them into the night.

CHAPTER VIII

THE MESSAGE

(Sunday, 18 May 1924)

Day had broken greyly when he came back to record his failure.

“He must have been singing from the top of the cliff”, he grumbled. “That musical tramp gets an engagement first time I reach within gunshot of his nibs… Now, what about this young lady?”.

“I’ve built a fire for her in one of the bedrooms”, said Jim. “She is quite recovered”.

“Have you told her anything?”.

Jim shook his head. “No, I didn’t think that was wise in her present state. Poor girl, she’s had a terrible time”.

Elfa heard the voices in the passage and opened the door an inch. “Is that Mr. Minter? I will be out in a little while”.

She appeared in a few minutes, wrapped in Jim’s mackintosh. “Where is Miss Shaw?”, was the first question she asked. “Has anything happened? Why are you here?”.

“Well, we just came down to have a look round”, replied Sooper. 

“Where is Miss Shaw?”, she asked again.

“She’s gone away”, said the Superintendent.

The girl looked from one face to the other, trying to read the grim riddle of their presence. “Something has happened”.

“It seems to have happened to you, Miss Leigh, anyway. How did you come to be around here in the middle of the night?”.

“Miss Shaw sent for me”, was the unexpected reply.

She went back to the bedroom and returned with two telegraph forms covered with writing. Sooper adjusted his pince-nez and read. The telegram was addressed to Elfa at her lodgings in Cubitt Street.

I want you to do me a very great favour. As soon as you receive this come to Mr. Cardew’s cottage on Pawsey Beach. If I am not there wait for me. However late you arrive you must come. Have never asked you favour before but your presence will have an influence on my life. I want you to be witness to a very important matter. I appeal to you, as one woman to another.

It was signed ‘Hannah Shaw’. The telegram had been dispatched from Guildford, Surrey, at six o’clock the previous night.

“I received it soon after seven”, said Elfa, “and I really didn’t know what to do. The fact that I do not like Miss Shaw very much made my task all the more difficult. At last I decided I would go, and after dinner I caught the last train at ten o’clock, and got down at the station Halt…”.

“Go on, Miss Leigh. What were you doing between then and the time we found you?”.

“There is a footpath down the face of the cliff which cuts off much of the road”, the girl continued. “I know every inch of the ground and have explored the cliffs as far as Pawsey, so I didn’t have any doubt about finding my way, the more so since I brought a little pocket-lamp with me, and that helped considerably. There was another reason why I came down the cliff path: it was a terribly stormy night and the cliff gave me cover from the rain. What I didn’t know was that there had been a landslide here last summer, and half-way down the path had been swept out of existence. The first knowledge I had was when I stepped on a loose stone and found myself sliding down, as I thought, to certain death. I found myself lying on a narrow ledge of chalk, and, not daring to move, I lay there, waiting for the light. I saw two cars come along the road: one went to the cottage, which was quite visible from where I lay, and the other didn’t seem to pass much farther than the end of the sea road. I shouted in the hope that I would be heard, but the wind must have carried my voice away. You can’t imagine how desolate I felt when I saw the two cars disappear and I was left alone. I was terrified. I think I must have got hysterical, for I imagined the strangest things happening”. She shuddered as at an unpleasant memory.

“Did you see anybody?”.

“No, nobody.”

“No tramps or anything?”.

“No. I lay quiet for a while, but then I grew desperate, and tried to crawl inch by inch across the face of the slope. And of course I failed. I went down, down... oh, it was dreadful! And yet it wasn’t so terrible after all, for I landed at the bottom without hurt and within a few yards of the house. I don’t know how I walked to the door”.

Sooper took the telegram from her hand and read it again. ‘I want you to be witness to a very important matter’, he read, and scratched his chin.

“Where is Miss Shaw?”, she asked again. She read the answer in Sooper’s eyes and shrank back, white-faced. “Not... not dead?”. He nodded: “She went hopeless to the hospital”.

“Oh, no!”.

“She was shot, there”, he jerked his head towards the kitchen. “Twice. Nothing to do for her. Now listen, Miss Leigh; you are going to be an important witness, because you lay in sight of the cottage all night”.

Jim knew that the decision as to whether Scotland Yard should be called in was largely determined by the wishes of the local authorities. Except in the area of London, Scotland Yard has no official position. Local authorities may, and generally do, ask the help of the Yard when they consider that they have a case too big to deal with.

Elfa sat shocked to speechlessness by the news. Hannah Shaw dead or deadly wounded! She could hardly believe it possible.

“As soon as your clothes are dry I’ll get Mr. Ferraby to take you back to town”, said Sooper. “I suppose there’s nothing more you can tell us?”.

“Nothing”, she said numbly. “How terrible, how terrible!”.

“You use the typewriter, don’t you? Did you type this?”. He showed her the envelope.

“No, that is not my work”, she said. “It wasn’t even typed on my machine. I believe Miss Shaw had an old machine of her own that she used; I know because she once asked me to recommend her a good book on typewriting”.

It was broad daylight now, and though the skies were grey, the rain had ceased to fall. Leaving the girl to dry her clothes, the two men walked out of the front door, and Sooper scrutinized the cliff with interest.

“Just as Lattimer says, the face of the cliff is honeycombed”. He pointed to the hundreds of little black gaps that showed in the white chalk. “If anybody’s there, it’s goin’ to be difficult to find them”, he said. “At the same time, logic an’ deduction tells me it’s just as hard for a fellow who lives there to get there. I don’t think it’s goin’ to be possible or practicable to make a search of any except the lower caves, and I’ll have the police workin’ on that today”.

As he turned his head to look up the road, a police car swung into view. The driver pulled up the machine near his chief and jumped out.

“There’s a reserved urgent message for you by Sergeant Lattimer, sir”, and the policeman delivered an envelope in the Sooper’s hands.

After reading the message, there was an odd expression in the Superintendent’s eyes.

“Hannah Shaw is dead, like we knew”, said Sooper to Jim. “Lattimer has found this round her neck”, he showed a small chamois leather bag, a little bigger than a postage stamp, which was attached to a thin gold chain.

Sooper pulled open the neck of the bag and shook out on to his palm a bright gold ring.

“Looks to me like a wedding ring”, he said. “A wedding ring, and a new wedding ring”, he said thoughtfully. “The question is, did she ever wear it? It looks as if she didn’t. The man who put this on knows considerably more about this murder than we shall ever learn”.

They walked leisurely by the side of the house towards the beach. The tide was coming in.

“Not a bad place for a bit of sea bathin’ for those who like it”, murmured Sooper.

Jim saw the look of bewilderment which came to the old man’s face, saw his jaw drop. “Suffering snakes!”, said the old policeman.

He was looking down at a footprint, half obliterated by the rain, but all too distinct. It was the print of a huge, naked foot, some eighteen inches in length, and broad in proportion.

“Christopher Columbus!”, muttered Sooper, staring fascinated. He turned his eyes towards the sea, and slowly walked in that direction. The prints were clearer as they reached the hard sand, and they went in one direction, towards the house. Big Foot! Those words meant something, after all! Not until they came to the sea’s edge did they stop, though the prints persisted, and they saw them again in a shallow pool, lately made by the incoming tide. Sooper looked at Jim. “Got any the’ries or deductions?”.

“I’ll admit I haven’t”, confessed Jim.

“That’s too bad, because I haven’t either, not at the minute. Merciful Moses! But this has got me properly temp’ramental… Poor soul! She was always throwin’ that up into my face that I was short on class. An’ now she’s dead an’ I’m alive. Which shows that education’s nothin’ but an illusion. Is that psychology?”.

“Sort of”, said Jim.

CHAPTER IX

THE SEALED ENVELOPE

(Sunday, 18 May 1924)

Though Jim Ferraby was half dead for want of sleep, he was compelled to listen to the man who sat by his side as he drove the car towards Pawsey. For Sooper was brighter and more garrulous than Jim ever remembered him. He might have risen from a long and refreshing sleep, he was so very alert.

The car drew up before the Grand Hotel, where Mr. Cardew was waiting for some news about his housekeeper.

A resplendent porter fussed forward and assisted them to alight. Mr. Cardew had had the good fortune to find a vacant suite facing the sea.

“Is there any news?”, he asked, almost before the door closed behind them. “Poor Hannah is dead?”.

“She’d got no hope, Mr. Cardew. No hope at all. I’m sorry”, replied Sooper.

“But I want see her for the last time, if she’s still alive, Mr. Minter”, insisted the lawyer.

“She’s dead before to reach the hospital, Cardew. I’m sorry again. Now we have to wait for the auto… auto-psy of the body, so nobody can see her. And – on the other hand – they told me she has no livin’ parents, and she was a single with no children...”.

“But I am his master!”, protested Cardew. 

“Not enough, Mr. Cardew. Not enough. Very sorry”.

“At least for her funeral, I hope you are going to consult me!”, said the lawyer.

“The Coroner in charge will manage it, after post-mortem examination or ‘autopsy’, as they call it today. But her funeral will be very brief and discreet, like they use to do in these tragic cases of murder...”.

“Dead! Hannah’s dead! Why couldn’t they save her?”, asked Cardew.

“Unfortunately she got two fatal wounds and there was nothin’ to do for her. Well, she was a single after all, even if...”, Sooper suddenly turned around his previous words.

Cardew stared in disbelief to Minter, waiting for his words like they could be a kind of Universal Judgement.

Sooper told him of the wedding ring that had been found.

“Married? Hannah married? Impossible!”, he said vigorously. “I don’t care what information you have, or what you have discovered: Hannah Shaw was not married!”.

“Why are you so certain, Mr. Cardew?”.

The pale face of Gordon Cardew was puckered in thought, and it was a little time before he answered, and then in a less agitated tone. “I have acted as Hannah’s lawyer for many years”, he said. “She had no secret that I didn’t know. She might have felt some affection for a certain person, and I have been contemplating the possibility of her marrying for some time; but she could not get married without my consent!”.

Even Sooper was dumbfounded.

“But why?”, he asked, and Cardew’s explanation was a simple one. When his

wife died, she had left to Hannah Shaw an annuity - a very considerable sum - on the condition that she didn’t marry without her husband’s consent.

“My poor wife could not bear the idea of my being left alone without somebody to look after me”, said Cardew. “That was the object of the legacy, the conditions being that she remained in my employ, and, as I say, that she did not marry”.

“How much was the annuity?”.

“About two hundred pounds a year, a considerable sum to Hannah. But there  is one exception…”, he went on, after a second’s hesitation, “Hannah Shaw told me all her secrets, the exception being that, about three years ago, she gave me a large sealed envelope, which she asked me to keep for her. I very naturally asked what these documents were that she had given to me for safe keeping, but here she resolutely refused to supply information. Naturally I did not press her, because her history had been a very unhappy one. We took her from a charity institute, and there was some mystery about her parentage, which I have never been curious enough to investigate or attempt to investigate. She, on the other hand, never ceased to make inquiries, and I have an idea that the envelope contained the results of her search”.

Sooper nodded.

“That certainly is highly mysterious”, he said, “and of course I shall have to get that envelope. Where is it kept?”.

“In my rooms in King’s Bench Walk”, said Cardew. “If you care to send up today, you will find it in a small black japanned box, marked ‘H.S.’ It is one of the very few deed boxes that remain in my office. There are certain other papers which include, if I remember aright, a copy of the clause in my wife’s will, the correspondence we had with the manager of the orphanage, her birth certificate and similar documents, more or less unimportant”.

He reached out and pulled his clothes from a chair, and handed the Superintendent a bunch of keys. “Here are the keys of the office”, and then, “can you tell me the details of your inquiry?”.

“No problem, listen to me, Mr. Cardew”, said Sooper, and he told the story. “How she came back and got in, with ourselves practically sitting on the doorstep, is certainly one of the most remarkable pieces of conjury that has ever been known in a murder case”.

Cardew fingered his unshaven chin. “I have my own theories, but I would like to test them before I put them to work”, he said.

He saw Sooper’s lips curl, and, in spite of his distress, smiled wanly. 

“You are not a great believer in theories? Yet I will swear that my theory as to how the murderer escaped from the kitchen is accurate”.

“Let’s hear it”, said Sooper, a little coldly.

“The two went into the kitchen, poor Hannah and the murderer. Either he or

she turned the key. The murder was committed, and she fell against the door. The man hadn’t the nerve to move the body, and decided to escape by way of the servery. Once he was in the dining-room, it was a simple matter to pull the shutter close, and as it is a spring lock...”.

Sooper smacked his knee. “That’s it, that’s just it!”, he agreed with some reluctance. “That’s certainly a wonderful piece of the’rizin’, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re nearly right. But how did he get in and get out without be seen?”.

“There is a back door…”, began Cardew.

“Bolted and locked on the inside,” replied Sooper promptly. “All the windows are shuttered and the shutters are covered with bars, and nobody got in or out that way. If the murderer escaped by the back door, how did he bolt the door behind him? No, Mr. Cardew, that’s no solution”.

Cardew nodded slowly. “I agree”, he said, “perhaps some day I will outline a hypothesis that will be acceptable even to you, Superintendent”.

On the way down the stairs, Sooper said: “‘Hypothesis’ is a new one on me. When these fellers start talkin’ Latin I’m sunk! But he’s surely right about the way the murderer escaped from the kitchen, and I’m disappointed. I thought he’d the’rize a secret panel in the wall, or a subterranean passage under the floor… I’m going up to Cardew’s office to take a look at that envelope of Hannah Shaw’s: maybe you’ll come along with me?”.

The worshippers were streaming out of Temple Church when the mud-stained car stopped before Cardew’s chambers.

Jim, who knew the place, led the way up the stairs to the big oak outer door. In the Temple every set of chambers has a double door: the ‘oak’ which, when closed, means that the inmate does not wish to be disturbed, and which stands open in his office hours; and the inner door, which, open or closed, is an invitation to enter. The oak was unfastened; the detective was slipping the big key into the keyhole when he felt the door yielding to his pressure.

“It’s not locked”, he said, and walked in.

They were in a narrow passage, a door on the right leading, as Jim knew, into Elfa Leigh’s office. This door was closed, but that which opened into Mr. Cardew’s sanctum was wide open.

Sooper stood in the doorway, silently surveying the room for a minute. Then: “Looks as if we’ve come rather late”, he drawled.

The few deed boxes that the office contained lay on the floor, their contents scattered in all directions. Cardew’s roll-top desk was wide open and its surface littered with papers.

“Certainly looks as if someone’s been here before us”, said Sooper again.

He turned the open boxes over one by one.

“Here’s the ‘H.S.’”, he said, “and it’s empty”.

CHAPTER X

LATTIMER’S UNCLE

(Sunday, 18 May 1924)

Jim accompanied Sooper to the City Police office, and at last, glad to be released, he went back to his home, and, without troubling to undress, lay down on his bed and fell instantly to sleep.

It was past sunset when he awoke, and his first thought was of Elfa Leigh. He did not risk telephoning, but, finding a taxi, drove to Cubitt Street, and, by great good fortune, met her on the doorstep coming out.

“Have you seen Mr. Minter?”, was her first question. “He left a few minutes ago”.

“Doesn’t that man ever sleep?”, asked Jim in amazement. And then: “Did he tell you about the burglary at the office?”.

She nodded. “He came for that purpose this afternoon”, she said, as she walked by his side. “Apparently the burglars didn’t go into my office at all, for the door was locked. Do you know about Big Foot?”, she asked suddenly.

Jim wondered why Sooper had told her of this discovery.

“He wanted to know whether I had ever heard the name used”, she went on, unconsciously answering his unspoken question, “and of course I had not. What is the association, Mr. Ferraby?”.

He told her.

“No, I have never heard of Big Foot. It is all very terrible and mysterious. I can’t believe that it’s true that Miss Shaw is dead: it is too horrible to think about”.

She was walking towards Holborn, and Jim was speculating as to what had brought her out at that hour of the evening, unless she was on her way to the park. She stopped at the corner of Kingsway.

“And now I’m going to unravel a little mystery of my own”, she said with a faint smile, “and it is so very unimportant that I wouldn’t dare to ask your assistance, although it is mysterious”.

“The smaller the mystery, the more useful I shall be”, said Jim eagerly, “and the only reason I suggest you should go, wherever you’re going, by taxi, is a purely selfish one: I can smoke”.

“You can smoke on top of a bus”, she said, as he called a cab. “Taxis are bad habits”. Nevertheless, she made no other protest, and gave an address in Edwards Square.

“I am going to see my tenant”, she explained. “That sounds very grand, doesn’t it? When daddy died, he left me the house we had been living in. It’s a very small property, but much too large for me. I have put it out to rent, and the income, small as it is, is very acceptable. I’m not afraid of losing my tenant, because house property is at a premium; but the poor little man is getting more and more nervous about the eggs, and I’m afraid if something isn’t done he will find another house”.

“The eggs?”, said the puzzled Jim.

She nodded solemnly.

“Eggs; sometimes potatoes; occasionally a few cabbages. But eggs constitute the principal mystery, because they come more frequently. Mr. Lattimer treated it as a joke, of course...”.

“Lattimer?”, interrupted Jim. “Is he any relation to the gallant sergeant?”.

“His uncle. Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer is a very well-to-do provision merchant and a bachelor, even if he seems to disapprove the job of his nephew; he thinks he’s lowering the family standard…”, she laughed softly.

“But please tell me about the eggs”.

“The whole thing is so absurd that I thought it was a joke when I heard about it first. Ever since Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer has been living at I78 Edwards Square, these extraordinary gifts have been arriving. Usually they are found on his doorstep in the early morning, and, as I say, the donations range from eggs to carrots! Sometimes there will be a dozen potatoes, wrapped in a dirty old piece of newspaper, but invariably during the summer months these gifts are accompanied by flowers. Mr. Lattimer’s servant opened the door on Friday morning and found the top of a lilac tree! It has lasted too long to be a practical joke, and it seems to be getting on my tenant’s nerves. I’m rather glad you came, because you may find some solution”.

Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer saw the cab stop and came down the little path to meet them. He was short and stout and bald.

“Come in, Miss Leigh”, he said, and graciously inclined his head in acknowledgment of Jim’s presence. “You got my note? I am sorry to have bothered you, but really, this thing is becoming an intolerable nuisance”.

He led the way to a mid-Victorian drawing-room. “The truth is”, he said, “that I was almost inclined to complain to the police. Hitherto, I have regarded these extraordinary marks of attention in the nature of a practical joke, or possibly an attempt on the part of some poor creature I have helped to reward me, in his humble way, for my charity. I have now reached the conclusion, and I think that there is justification for my view, that the almost weekly appearance of these articles is nothing more or less than the act of some ill-balanced vulgarian, to remind me that I am, in fact, a tradesman. A successful man makes enemies”.

“It seems a fairly innocent sort of offence, Mr. Lattimer”, smiled Jim, after he had been introduced. “After all, you have the advantage of receiving marketable commodities!”.

“Suppose they were poisoned?”, asked Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer icily. “I have sent several of the articles to the public analyst, and though I admit no trace of any deadly drug has been discovered, yet what is more likely than that the first series of so-called gifts should be free from danger, in order that I should be lured on…”.

“That seems to me to be fairly unlikely also”, said Jim. “Have you spoken to the police?”.

“Not yet”.

“Why don’t you discuss the matter with your nephew. I understand Sergeant Lattimer is a relation of yours, Mr. Lattimer?”.

A look of pain passed over the provision merchant’s face.

“John Lattimer and I are not exactly friends”, he said, “in fact, we are scarcely acquainted. In his early youth he declined a very excellent offer I made him to enter my counting-house, in a humble capacity, to be sure, but then, one must work upwards from the very bottom. That is an American method, one of the few American methods of which I approve. And he refused, sir. For my dear brother’s sake I endeavoured to persuade him, but no, that kind of life had no interest for John. And to emphasize his ingratitude, he took the extraordinary step of joining the police force. An admirable body of men”, he added hastily, “without whose guardianship we should be in a very bad way. But not exactly the profession one would have expected my brother’s son to adopt”.

“It’s a very honourable profession”, said Jim.

Mr. Lattimer shrugged his shoulders. “No, I do not think I shall consult John. I wished to see Miss Leigh, because I thought that possibly she might have been able to throw some light upon the subject. She occupied this house for many years...”.

He looked inquiringly at the girl, but she shook her head.

“We never had anything like that happen, Mr. Lattimer”, she said, “and I can only suggest that you report the matter to the police”.

“Do these things come in any great quantity?”, asked Jim.

Mr. Bolderwood Lattimer shook his head. “There are generally as much as a man could carry in his pocket, the lilac bush was an unusual gift. I am an omnivorous reader, and I have read a great deal about the mysterious warnings which are sometimes given to the intended victim of these black-hand gangs. Do you think, Mr. Ferraby, from your wide experience, that these articles come into that category?”.

“It is unlikely”, said Jim, keeping a straight face with an effort. “Take my advice and consult the police. They will probably relieve your annoyance”.

Mr. Lattimer pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I am very comfortable here and I do not wish to leave the place. In fact, as Miss Leigh knows, I have made her several offers for the purchase of the freehold. But recently I have seriously considered whether it would not be advisable for me to move my residence, to see whether I am still pursued by my tormentor”.

“That seems a fairly cumbersome method of making the discovery”, smiled Jim, “and rather like burning down the house to roast the pig. No messages come with these gifts?”.

“None what ever”.

That practically concluded the interview.

CHAPTER XI

THE LILAC BUSH

(Sunday, 18 May 1924)

The car of Hannah Shaw had been found abandoned, on the top of the cliff, with the words ‘Big Foot’ written across the body; inside the car there were her mackintosh coat and her hat. Still Big Foot, but no other remarkable clues.

The bells were ringing for evening service when Sooper summoned Lattimer.

“Just been having a phone talk with Mr. Ferraby”, he said. “Somebody’s been bombarding your uncle with garden truck and eggs an’ lilac, bet it’s the first time anybody threw flowers at him, but the eggs must seem like ol’ friends”.

“I hope some of them got on the target”, said Lattimer viciously.

“Seems a nice feller”, mused Sooper. “And a very strange idea came to me when I remembered the beautiful lilac of Barley Stack, and when your uncle’s remarks about Police did sound to me in such a way like they were so familiar... already heard… several times heard... We’ll see if next week he’ll receive more lilac...”, and then, abruptly: “Elson’s back. Got to Hill Brow at 5.53. Car covered with mud, one of his lamps smashed and both fore mudguards all ways. Thought I’d go up and see him,” said Sooper, looking out of the window. “I’ll just leap up to Hill Brow: you hang on to the office for any message that comes through from Pawsey, I’m in charge of that case, heard from the commissioner two hours ago”.

Sooper ‘leapt up’ to Hill Brow on his ancient machine with a thunderous leap that frightened children, that interrupted servants, that distressed the sick and lame, for his motor-cycle was at its worst on the Sabbath, when most of the world noises are hushed.

He was surprised when the door was opened by Elson’s valet and he was invited in.

“Mr. Elson is expecting you”, said the man. “I’ll show you the way”.

Elson lay sprawled on a big settee; he was unshaven, grimy; his boots, Sooper noticed, were thick with dried mud, and his unprepossessing appearance was not enhanced by the strip of sticking-plaster which ran from temple to jaw. As Sooper came into the room, he was holding a large glass, half filled with amber fluid, and an open decanter stood on the table within reach of his hand.

“Come in, Minter”, he said shakily. “I wanted to see you. What’s this story about Hannah Shaw being killed? I saw it in the Sunday papers”.

“If it was in the Sunday papers, I’d like to know the feller that wrote it”, said Sooper calmly. “We didn’t discover the murder till daybreak this morning”.

“I saw it somewhere, maybe I heard of it”, said Elson, and pointed a trembling finger to a chair. “Sit down, won’t you? Have a drink?”.

“Teetotaller from birth”, said Sooper, seating himself with the greatest care. “As it wasn’t in the Sunday papers, you must have heard of it”.

“It was in the later editions of the Sunday papers: I saw it in London”, said Elson doggedly. “What’s the idea? Think I know anything about it?”.

There was a defiant note in his tone. Sooper shook his head gently. “Last person in the world I should have thought knew anything about it was you, Mr. Elson”, he said. “Didn’t even know Hannah Shaw, did you?”.

Elson hesitated.

“I’ve seen her at Cardew’s house, that’s all”.

“Maybe she came over here once or twice?”, said Sooper ingratiatingly, almost apologetically. “Housekeepers sort of run round when they get short of things. I’ll bet she’s been over here once or twice?”.

“She’s come over once or twice”, admitted Elson. “How did it happen?”.

“Been over to see you once or twice, hasn’t she?”, persisted Sooper. “Got an idea I’ve seen her comin’ out the front door, perhaps comin’ out of your room. Got a sort of memory of it”.

Elson looked at him suspiciously. “She came over once to ask me”, he hesitated again, “a question about her, about some business. That’s the only time she’s been here. And if any of these damned servants say that she has been oftener, they’re lying!”.

“Haven’t talked to the servants”, said Sooper in a shocked tone. “Never discuss a gen’leman’s business with his servants! She’d come over to talk business, wouldn’t she? What kind of business would that be?”.

“It was her private affair”, said Elson shortly, and gulped down the remainder of the whisky in the glass. “Where was she killed?”.

“Where was she killed? Why, down at Pawsey. She went to spend a week-end there, and... she was killed”.

“How?”.

“I’ve got an idea she was shot”, said Sooper, screwing up his face as though he were making a tremendous effort to remember something that had been casually mentioned to him. “Yes, I’m pretty sure she was shot”.

“At the bungalow?”, asked the other quickly.

“It was a kind of bungalow”, admitted Sooper, “a sort of summer cottage belonged to Mr. Cardew. Know it?”.

The man licked his dry lips. “Yes, I know it”, he answered curtly. And then, to Sooper’s surprise, he leapt to his feet and shook a clenched fist at the window. “Hell! If I’d only known...”. He stopped suddenly, as though conscious of the detective’s curious eyes.

“Yes, I’ll bet if you’d only known it’d have been different”, said Sooper sympathetically. “If you’d only known what?”.

“Nothing”, snapped Elson. “Look at my hand”. He held out his hand and it was shaking like a leaf. “This has got me…! Shot like a mad dog, that’s what!”.

He strode up and down the apartment, his hands clasping and unclasping in his agony of mind.

“If I’d known!”, he said huskily.

“Where were you last night?”, Sooper put the question without violence.

“Me?”, the man spun round. “I don’t know. I was drunk, I guess. Sometimes I get that way. I slept some place, Oxford, was it? Lot of students in caps and gowns wandering about the streets. Yes, I guess it was Oxford”.

“Why did you go to Oxford?”.

“I don’t know... just went... had to go somewhere. God! how I hate this country! I’d give that hand and that hand”, he shook them both before Sooper, “and three parts of my money to go back to St. Paul!”.

“Why don’t you go?”, drawled Sooper.

The man glowered down at him. “Because I don’t choose”, he said harshly.

Sooper fingered his bristling grey moustache. “What hotel might you have stayed in at Oxford?”, he suggested.

Elson stood squarely before him. “What’s the great idea?”, he asked. “Think I know anything about this shooting of Hannah Shaw? I tell you I was at Oxford, or maybe at Cambridge. I lost the way and went to a big heath where there’s a race track, Market something”.

“Newmarket”, Sooper nodded. “You were at Cambridge”.

“Call it Cambridge, what does it matter?”.

“You’d stay at a pretty big hotel, and give your own name, Mr. Elson, wouldn’t you?”.

“I may have done; I don’t remember. How was she killed, tell me that? Who found her?”.

“I found her, and Mr. Ferraby found her, and Sergeant Lattimer found her”, said Sooper and saw the man wince.

“Was she dead when...?”.

“Not so dead. But she was agonizin’, there was nothin’ to do for her”, Sooper shook his head.

“Why not? Why didn’t you help her?”.

“Mr. Elson, she was shot twice into her bust at close range. Walls and floor of the bungalow were soaked of her blood. Really there was nothing to do for her when we arrived there. She’s dead just before to reach the hospital. I’m sorry, she was unlucky. But why are you so worried if you know nothing about?”. 

Again Elson resumed his restless pacing. After a while he grew calmer. “I know nothing about it”, he said. “I’ve certainly met Hannah Shaw: she came here to ask me a question which I answered to the best of my ability. A man wanted to marry her, or she wanted to marry a man. I don’t even know who he was, but I believe they got acquainted on one of her car trips”.

“Is that so?”, Sooper received the news with every evidence of polite interest. “On one of her car trips, eh? Now, isn’t that too curious? I’ve been deductin’ and the’rizin’ over this case, and that was just the conclusion I came to, that she met him on one of her car trips”.

“Then you know about it?”, asked the other quickly.

“I only know a little bit; just a soopsong. That’s a foreign expression, which maybe you’ve heard, Mr. Elson”. He slapped his knee, a preliminary signal to his rising. “Well, I won’t be keeping you much longer. A lovely garden you’ve got, almost as good as Mr. Cardew’s”.

Glad to be off a subject which was uncomfortable to him, Elson crossed to the window.

“Yes, it’s pretty good”, he said, “but people come up from the town and steal things. Someone took the top of that lilac bush, just cut it right off”, he pointed, but Sooper did not look. He was thinking very intensively.

“Top of the lilac bush, eh?”, he murmured. “That’s certainly queer”.

CHAPTER XII

ELFA LEIGH’S HOME

(Monday, 19 May 1924)

Elfa Leigh had carried with her, from the house of the pleasant years in Edwards Square, all the intimate personal possessions which she had shared with her father. They had been great friends, this motherless girl and the dreamy, seemingly helpless man whom she called father; and when the curt intimation had come from the British Admiralty, prefaced by the mechanical expression of regret, that the U.S. transport Lenglan had been torpedoed off the south coast of Ireland in a gale, and, with its escorting destroyer, had been sunk with all hands, the news had left her numb and unbelieving.

John Kenneth Leigh was returning from Washington, where he had been called into consultation with his chief. Throughout the war he had been a liaison officer between the British and American Treasuries, and had been largely responsible for the British end of the financial arrangements which had been made between the two countries. When America came into the war, he was transferred to the army department, and for twelve months Elfa had seen very little of her father. He seemed to spend his life moving between the two countries, and it was inevitable that the narrow escapes he had had should culminate in disaster. Elfa had to face a new life, and this she did with a courage beyond praise. She gave up the house in Edwards Square, moved to the three rooms on the top floor of 75 Cubitt Street, and started to build from the wreckage of her broken life. 

She had some relatives in the United States, but she had preferred to remain in a city which was almost hallowed with memories of her father; and it was in the tiny suite on Cubitt Street that she regained some of her balance. The walls of her pretty sitting-room were covered with the prints and watercolours which her father, no mean connoisseur, had collected in his lifetime; the old chair he loved held the place of honour near the window; his pipe-rack was above the mantelpiece, beneath his sword, he had once served in the American cavalry.

Elfa had practically no friends of her own sex, and few acquaintances amongst the other. She did not encourage callers, but Sooper had become a privileged person, and when her landlady’s maid brought his card on the Monday afternoon, she sent down a message inviting him up. Sooper climbed

the three flights of stairs slowly, came into the pretty little sitting-room, hat in hand, on his face that substitute for a smile which so terrified the uninitiated.

“Pretty room you’ve got, Miss Leigh, and mighty comfortable. Play the piano?”.

“Yes, I play it sometimes”, she said.

“Nobody’s educated until they can play the piano. Most anybody can play a gramophone. Got over your bad night?”.

She nodded.

He did not sit down, but wandered about the room, looking at the pictures.

“Pretty nice pictures, eh? You painted this yourself, I’ll bet?”, he pointed to

a water-colour painting of a landscape.

“No, that was painted by a great French artist”, she said.

“That’s a fine lot of books you’ve got”, he fingered the volumes which filled three long shelves. “Nothin’ about anthr’pology? You haven’t caught that disease? Or maybe psychology? I don’t see a single book about crime”.

“I’m not greatly interested in crime”, said Elfa. “Those were my father’s books”.

He took out a volume, turning the leaves slowly. When he had replaced the book, he said: “He was killed in the war. I met him once”.

“My father?”, she asked quickly.

He nodded.

“Yes; one of the clerks in his bureau stole some money, and I was called in. He seemed a very nice man, your father, I mean”.

“He was the best man in the world”, said the girl quietly, and Sooper nodded his approval.

“That’s the way I like to hear children talk about their parents”, he said. “When I hear a lad call his father ‘old horse’, I’m glad I never married”.

“Then you are a bachelor?”, she asked, anxious to turn the conversation to a subject which was less sacred to her.

“Me? Why, yes. Only had one love affair in my life, and that wasn’t exactly a love affair. She was a widow with three children, but she was temp’ramental, the same as me. There’s no room in one house for two temp’ramental people, and there would have been five, for the children were the most temp’ramental of the lot, used to have their breakfast in bed, which is the most temp’ramental thing I know. Mr. Cardew been to the office today?”.

She shook her head. “No, he telephoned me this morning. He is back at Barley Stack. I think he must have recovered from the shock of poor Miss Shaw’s death, for his servant told me that he was very hard at work in his study”.

“The’rizin’ an’ deductin’”, said Sooper gloomily. “That’s what he’s at the’rizin’ an’ deductin’!”. 

“You’re not a great believer in the deductive method, Mr. Minter?”.

“Call me Sooper”, begged the old detective. “You’re wrong, I am, miss; I believe in science. There’s not enough in the police force; that’s what we’re short of. She bought that hat at Astor’s, in High Street, Kensington. She wanted that kind, though it was a year old. Funny thing, a woman wanting a hat that’s out of fashion”.

The transition from the detective’s opinions on art to the mundane subject of clothes was so rapid and unexpected that Elfa was taken aback.

“You mean Miss Shaw? What kind of hat was it?”.

“A big yellow straw with a curtain veil all round it, you know the kind that just comes down to your nose? She bought it on Saturday just before the store closed, and it didn’t suit her. The girl in the shop said it didn’t suit her. She must be honest. Very few shop girls would tell a customer that a hat doesn’t suit her... but she said that was the kind she wanted, and she had it”. 

Sooper was back at the bookshelf and was taking book after book in his hand, running his thumb along the pages, and giving the contents no more than a casual glance. “Ever meet Mr. Elson... like him? He’s an American too, isn’t he?”, he asked suddenly.

“Yes”, she said.

“He can read, just; and write, nearly. Keeps a secretary to run his correspondence, but can spell out a few words himself”.

“Is that so?”, she asked in surprise. “I thought there was nobody in the world who couldn’t read or write”.

“He’s a nobody, in a manner of speakin’,” said Sooper.

A few minutes later she went out of the room to order tea, and, coming back, found the police officer at the bookshelf again. “You’re very fond of books?”.

“‘J.K.L.’”, he read on the flyleaf. “That was your father, Miss Leigh?”.

“Yes, that was in my father’s name, John Kenneth”.

“A nice man, I should think”, said Sooper reflectively. “Not the kind of man who’d make enemies”.

“He hadn’t an enemy in the world”, she said. “Everybody loved him”.

Sooper made a sympathetic noise. “That’s a thing that’ll never be said about me”, he remarked. “A list of the people who don’t love me would fill that bookshelf, Miss Leigh, and there’d be enough left over to paper the room”.

“I’m sure you’re not so very unpopular, Sooper”, she said, as she poured out tea.

“I ain’t, but I’m goin’ to be”, said Sooper darkly. “You watch out, Miss Leigh. I’m goin’ to be one of the most unpopular men in the force, and soon”.

CHAPTER XIII

SOOPER’S SENSATION

(Tuesday, 20 May 1924)

That morning Sooper got up feeling a strange excitement. Like something that was happening or that was just happened.

He was waiting, since Sunday, a definitive call from the hospital where Hannah Shaw was admitted, still unconscious, after a tremendous surgery. They gave no chances to her and Sooper knew they were right. But something in that woman was different from what it did seem, and Hannah Shaw was silently showing a great, may be desperate will to live.

Sooper kept very secret the place of the hospital, and to be more sure that nothing worse still could happen her, Lattimer was in charge to watch her, and for everyone else Hannah Shaw was already dead. Sooper’s strategy was approved by Scotland Yard.

That morning, indeed, the hospital did call, and for urgent news.

Sooper was called to the bedside of Hannah Shaw, since the woman was at last awaked, but still menaced very close by death. 

His heart pulsed in his throat when he saw her again, but he barely recognized the woman on the bed. Now Hannah Shaw looked twenty years older, like a passed woman in her sixties.

“Sooper... Sooper... do you remember... the wheel... the strain... the fire...”.

“Was it fire for you, Hannah?”, he asked, with an odd personal meaning.

“I have cold now... Sooper...”, Hannah’s voice was full of anxiety for her fate. She knew that she was playing her last chances to survive, if any. She looked consumed and depressed. But she didn’t want to surrender and that was the main thing.

“Listen to me, Hannah. You have lost one lung. You can’t talk long. I need to know who shot you”, asked Sooper quickly.

“I lost my legs...”.

“No, you still have ‘em, but may be you won’t use ‘em anymore”.

“How much time... do I have...?”, asked Hannah, with a dark fear in her consumed face. She was waiting for Sooper’s reply with the mouth open.

“Nobody knows, Hannah. It’s better you tell me who shot you...”, Sooper asked again.   

“What matters now?”, replied Hannah with a strange, mad expression in her eyes. “I lost all... but I have my breast...”, she breathed in difficulty.

“Seems that your breast has slightly diverted one of the bullets. That bullet was probably aimed to your heart, but it destroyed your lung instead than your heart. You are a tough woman, Hannah”, Sooper told her the truth.

“Sooper... Sooper...”.

A nurse said him the time was over. She was very feeble. She couldn’t talk more.

In such a way, in a cynic way, Hannah Shaw was a finished woman. Barely she was going to leave alive the hospital, and surely not on her legs; and anyway she could survive a few years more having one lung only, since diseases and complications were very common in these cases.

But after all she was still alive after getting two bad bullets in her bust, and this - in such a way - made her special. She was still an intriguing woman, at least for Sooper.

Her voice, calling him like through a London fog, haunted him for the rest of the day and even more in his lonely night. This voice remembered him that wild morning when - together Hannah Shaw - a fast spring became a hot summer.

The morning after Sooper received another surprise, and he decide to visit Barley Stack.

Mr. Gordon Cardew put down his compasses, took off his glasses, and stared open-mouthed at his visitor.

“But I understand from the young lady that her father was killed in the war?”.

“He’s alive”, said Sooper unnecessarily, “and in a nursing home”.

Mr. Cardew looked from the plan of the cottage to the detective, as though he were not quite sure in his mind whether the news was sufficiently startling to justify the interruption in his work.

“I am very glad”, he said at last, “extremely glad. I have heard of such cases, but never dreamt that one would come within my personal experience. That, of course, explains why Miss Leigh did not come to me when I wired for her”.

And there, so far as Mr. Cardew was concerned, he was prepared to let the matter end. For whilst the advent of a lost father more or less might be interesting to Sooper in his official capacity, Mr. Cardew was only mildly intrigued, until: “There’s no doubt he was the feller that did the singin’ on the night of the murder”, said Sooper. “Got an idea that he lived in one of those caves high up, an’ had a rope ladder which he let down at night when he came out, an’ took up in the mornin’ when he got back. He practically told me so”.

“The tramp!”, gasped Cardew. “Not the man who was in the garden the night

you dined here?”.

Sooper nodded.

“But a tramp... Miss Leigh’s father! It is incredible! What on earth was he doing? A tramp!”, he was shocked.

“Just what tramps do”, said Sooper, “loafing around, picking up things. He must have remembered, in a wild kind of way, where he lived, and I think he had a crazy notion that his daughter might be starving. He used to collect things like potatoes, and leave them on her doorstep”.

“Isn’t he quite right in his head?”, asked Mr. Cardew anxiously. “I should not like to think that that was so. These derangements are frequently hereditary”.

“He’s right in his head and yet he’s not right in his head”, was the unsatisfactory explanation which Sooper offered. “The doctor thinks there’s a pressure, a bit of bone, there’s a four-inch scar on his scalp. Somebody gave him a crack that he won’t forget in a hurry”.

The lawyer put the tips of his fingers together and looked up at the ceiling. “Possibly it was a splinter of shell: I have heard of such cases. But in that event, I can’t understand how he came to be a tramp. It must have been a very pleasant shock for Miss Leigh to have discovered her father was still alive. I hope you broke the news gently, although joy does not kill”.

“Yes, sir, I broke it tactful”, nodded Sooper. “I got her on the phone and told her I didn’t think her father was as dead as she’d calculated. And that sort of prepared her for the news”.

Mr. Cardew pursed his lips dubiously. He was really not interested in the remarkable recovery, except in so far as Leigh’s presence at Pawsey on the night of the murder brought a new element into the case.

“I understand you had a theory that this man was associated with the crime?”, he said. “In fact, if I remember rightly, you thought he might be Big Foot?”.

“I never thought anything of the kind!”, snarled Sooper, who resented nothing so much as having views attributed to him which he did not hold. “I just didn’t think anythin’ of the kind. You’re the’rizin’, Mr. Cardew”, he looked down at the plan, criss-crossed with innumerable straight pencil lines. “Got all your the’ries properly fixed?”, he asked, and Cardew laughed aloud.

“I don’t mind your gibes, Superintendent”, he said good humouredly, “because I realize there’s no malice in them. But if I were a betting man, which I am not, I would wager that I am nearer to the truth about that murder than you”.

“If you get any crackajack ideas about this bungalow murder, Mr. Cardew, you know my telephone number, I’d be interested. The London police told me that they’ve got no new clue about the burglary at your office”.

“I am hardly surprised”, said Mr. Cardew dryly. “Yet the connection between the murder and the burning of poor Hannah’s documents must be fairly clear, even to Scotland Yard”.

“Nothing’s clear at Scotland Yard”, said Sooper unkindly, before to go back to

his headquarters.

Lattimer was not there and neither to the hospital. He had sent him, earlier in the morning, to interview his uncle. 

Lattimer returned towards night, and reported the result of his investigation.

“It was not so easy to talk with my lovely uncle, sir, but now it’s done. It’s really incredible, but my uncle has a relation with Hannah Shaw. They casually met in the London countryside since she was doing a trip by her old Ford. Of course she gave him another surname, Frazer, but the number plate of that car is the same of Hannah Shaw’s car. And all the external details about Anna Frazer do fit perfectly Hannah Shaw’s profile. But the most strange thing is that their behaviour is very different. According to my uncle’s tale, Miss Frazer is a very romantic woman, passionate, pleasant and very sweet, at least with him. They met again several times after the first one. And they began to talk about their marriage. After sometime, my uncle found not only potatoes but also lilac and eggs on his doorstep. But he has received no more lilac and eggs since the day of the murder. He was in tears when I said him that...”.

“Good work, Lattimer”, Sooper was not so surprised. “Go on”.

“Hannah Shaw is not going better, sir. She asks of you, and I think - if I can suggest - that you should visit her very soon, before than…”.

“You can’t suggest, Lattimer, you are poor of psychology... I will see. Instead, you can return to Miss Shaw’s bedside, may be she is going to tell us who shot her, before than…”.

“Very good, sir. I’m just going”.

The following afternoon, Sooper and Ferraby had tea together. Inter alia, they were talking about press and reporters.

“It’s a fact”, said Sooper, “I hide away from any reporting lizards or stenographic criminals. The Surrey Comet once said: ‘Superintendent Minter likes to work in the dark’; I’ve got six copies of that paper. I’ll show it to you one of these days”.

Suddenly Mr. Cardew, uninvited, joined them, though he might have known, by the steel in Sooper’s eyes, that it was neither the moment nor the opportunity for exposing his hypothesis.

“Well, Superintendent, I’d hit upon what I feel is the solution of this remarkable mystery. As I can understand”, Mr. Cardew began, “you two gentlemen were concealed on the beach road when poor Hannah made her appearance. You saw her as she passed silhouetted against the sky; you noticed her hat and her figure; saw her stop before the door. You did not see her get out”.

“Perfectly true”, murmured Sooper. “That’s a bit of deduction you ought to be proud of”.

“Well, you said you didn’t see her get out”, said the other good-humouredly. “And if you did not see her get out, you did not see the man who was concealed in the back of the car, crouching down to escape observation. He had probably jumped on to the car unknown to Hannah, and, waiting until she had opened the door, sprung on her, silenced her cries, and dragged her inside. The locked kitchen almost proves that he was using that place as a prison”.

“The door shut behind him, I heard it slam”, said Sooper wearily.

“He could have closed it with his foot”, was the quick response. “What happened in the kitchen we shall never know. It is certain that they had not been there very long before this murderous scoundrel shot the poor woman. What did he do then?”.

“Ah! What did he do?”, asked Sooper.

Cardew looked at him face to face. “He put on her coat and hat”, he said slowly, “came out of the door, padlocked it, got into the car and switched on the lights. You say they were on for a few seconds and then turned off, and the reason is obvious: when he put on the lights they would fall upon the wall immediately in front of the headlamps, and light would be reflected back and would reveal to any person who happened to be within sight the fact that it was not a woman but a man, in spite of the woman’s hat he was wearing”.

Sooper was silent.

“He then turned the car up the road”, Cardew went on, evidently enjoying the mild sensation he had created, “came to the top of the cliff, threw away the coat and hat, and made his way on foot to where a car was waiting, probably a small car, easily concealed”.

Sooper was staring blankly at the lawyer.

“That’s one of the most remarkable the’ries I’ve ever heard”, he said at last, and Jim knew that he was not being sarcastic. “That’s one of the most remarkable the’ries I’ve ever heard! By gosh, you’re right!”.

There was a dead silence. Then Sooper rose slowly and extended his huge hand and grasped Cardew’s.

“Thank you”, he said simply.

CHAPTER XIV

SMOKE FROM HILLBROW

(Saturday, 24 May 1924)

Two days after, Jim Ferraby sent the car up the hill to Barley Stack, and had the satisfaction of surprising the amateur criminologist, who was pacing his lawn, his hands clasped behind him, his high forehead corrugated in thought.

At the sound of the whining engine he turned and waved a cheery hand.

“If there is one man I wanted to meet tonight, that man is you, though I have no particular reason except... well, I suppose I’m suffering from the reaction of poor Hannah’s death. It still seems so unreal that every minute I expect to hear her domineering voice”, he hesitated, “I don’t want to be unkind... poor Hannah!”, he sighed heavily. “The servants, I am sorry to say, do not show the amount of sorrow one would have expected for a hard task-mistress. Hannah was hard, but then, there was a lot of good in her that nobody understood”.

They had walked to the far end of the lawn, along the smaller grass plot that ran at right angles, and from here they had a view of Hill Brow. There was something sinister about that great red house, Jim thought. And then he heard an exclamation from his companion.

“It is rather a warm evening for fires, isn’t it?”, he asked.

From one of the tall pseudo-Elizabethan chimneys, a cloud of white smoke was drifting.

“I happen to know”, said Mr. Cardew slowly, “that that chimney connects with Elson’s furnace. Now why on earth has he lit his furnace on a night like this?”.

The two men stood in silence, watching the strange phenomenon. Evidently the furnace was being very incessantly fed, for the smoke did not diminish in volume.

“Perhaps they are burning garden refuse”, suggested Jim.

Mr. Cardew shook his head.

“There is an incinerator in the grounds for that purpose. Besides, at this time of the year everything is so green, and the leaves have not begun to fall”.

Jim watched the chimney, not quite certain in his mind whether the spectacle was as remarkable as the lawyer thought.

“He may be making a clearance of old papers”, he suggested. “I have that kind of urge once a year, and I never stop to consider whether it is appropriate weather”.

Mr. Cardew smiled mysteriously. “I do not know our friend very well”, he said, “but he never struck me as being a man with a tidy mind, I wonder what he is burning?”.

He looked round and summoned the surly-faced gardener whom Jim had seen on an earlier visit.

“I want you to take a note over to Mr. Elson”, he said, and disappeared into the house to write it.

When the man had gone on his errand, Cardew explained his subtle scheme.

“I’ve asked Elson to come over to dinner tomorrow”, he said. “Not that I want him! But I have an idea, when Frederick gets to Hill Brow, he’ll find Elson alone in the house”.

“Which will prove...?”, asked Jim.

“It will prove nothing, except that for some very pressing reason Elson has sent away his servants whilst he indulges in this orgy of burning”, said Cardew. “And now I would like to show you something very interesting”.

Jim followed him to the study, and he guessed what the ‘something’ was, when he saw a bulky object on the library table. It was covered with sheets of paper, and these Mr. Cardew removed, revealing a perfect model of Beach Cottage.

“I had it constructed by a model-maker in twenty-four hours”, he said, with pardonable pride. “The roof comes off”, he lifted it as he spoke, revealing the tiny rooms beneath.

“The man didn’t get the colouring, but that is unimportant; and I have had to rely upon my memory for the position of the various articles of furniture. This”, said Cardew, indicating a space with a penholder, “is the kitchen. The model is drawn to scale; you will observe the bolts on the back door. And here is the servery”, he slipped back a tiny panel, and showed the connection between kitchen and dining-room. “Now, here is a remarkable fact”, he said impressively; “from the time Hannah Shaw went into the house until she, or somebody else, came out, is considerably less than five minutes. It is clear that she or they went immediately into the kitchen: why?”.

“To get the letter”, said Jim, and Cardew gaped at him.

“The letter!”, he squeaked. “What do you mean by letter?”.

“There was a letter addressed to the coroner of West Sussex; Sooper found the envelope and a loose brick in the kitchen immediately under the table, where this document had evidently been concealed”.

Mr. Cardew’s distress was comical. “A letter?”, he said. “That didn’t come out until now. This upsets my theory to a very considerable extent. I wish to heaven that old man wouldn’t be so infernally reticent!”.

“I probably shouldn’t have told you about the envelope at all”, said Jim.

Mr. Cardew sat down, eyeing the model gloomily. “It may fit in”, he said at last, but some of the confidence had gone from his tone. “I did not allow for there being another motive for the murder”, he said. “The envelope was addressed to the coroner; is it suggested that this was a case of suicide?”.

“Even Sooper wouldn’t suggest that”, smiled Jim. He was already blaming himself for betraying Sooper’s mystery to the rival.

“It is a queer thing that the idea of suicide occurred to me, but then, of course, no weapon was found, and that makes it impossible. Yes, I’ve got to start all over again. But I’m determined to find an explanation. I respect Superintendent Minter, who works on what I would describe as the rule of thumb method, which certainly does produce roughly good results. But I am convinced that this is not a case where the rule of thumb system can be successfully applied”.

He took a folder from his cabinet and turned over the leaves, and Jim was amazed at the industry of this investigator. One page was covered with times and measurements. On another was a rough plan of the sea-front covered with lines which indicated the height of the tide at certain hours. There were innumerable unmounted photographs, showing the cottage from various angles. Yet another was a survey map of Sussex, over which Mr. Cardew had scrawled in red ink what Jim supposed were possible routes of escape which the murderer might have taken. They were examining this when the gardener returned.

“I gave Mr. Elson your note, sir”, he said.

“Did he answer the door himself?”, demanded Cardew eagerly.

“Yes, sir; it was five minutes before he came up. I think the servants must be out”.

Cardew leant back in his chair with a smile. “How was he dressed, Frederick? Tell me that. And did you notice whether Mr. Elson’s face and hands were normal?”.

“They were black”, he said. “Looked as if he’d been sweeping the flues. He only had on his trousers and shirt, and he looked very hot to me”.

Mr. Cardew smiled again. “Thank you, Frederick”, he said, and, when the door closed, his eyes met Jim’s.

“There is something doing”, he said. “I was sure of it! And in how far is his recent curious behaviour connected with poor Hannah’s death? Remember”, he waved the penholder at Jim, “that he knew Hannah, and had met her secretly. I know from servants’ gossip which has come to me since her death that she was a frequent visitor to Hill Brow. Now this is a fact that since that tragedy Elson has not been sober. He drank heavily before, but now he has thrown aside all restraint. Two of the maids left yesterday, and his valet is leaving him this week. He wanders about the house at night, and has had more than one fit of screaming terror”.

He rose and replaced the roof of the model, covering it carefully with paper. “Hitherto my investigations have been in the region of the abstract. I will now venture into a new field, for which neither my years nor my physique qualify me”.

“In other words?”, said Jim.

“In other words, I am going to find out the secret that Hill Brow holds”, said Mr. Cardew.

CHAPTER XV

THE WARRANT

(Saturday, 24 May 1924)

“I don’t know why on earth you brought me here, Sooper”, said Jim. 

Sooper looked up at the clock; the hands pointed to within two minutes to four. “I’ve been strugglin’ an’ wrestlin’ with myself all afternoon”, he said, “Justice v. pers’nal ambition. An’ Justice has won”. He opened his desk and took out a blue blank, filling it in laboriously, and Jim watched him, wondering whether this was one of Sooper’s gestures of dismissal. “Don’t go, sir. You’re an officer of the Public Prosecutor’s Bureau, and I think you can sign this”.

Jim looked at the document which had been turned to him. It was a warrant for the arrest of Elson, on a charge of unlawful possession!

“Do you seriously wish me to sign this?”.

Sooper nodded. “Yes, sir. According to my knowledge, you’re a Justice of the Peace”.

“But unlawful possession of what?”.

“I don’t know till I pinch him”, said Sooper. “Mr. Ferraby, I’m taking a risk. I’ll swear the information later. Give me that warrant now”.

Jim hesitated for a second, picked up a pen and scribbled his name on the bottom of the blank.

“Good!”, said Sooper. “Justice has won. You come up with me and you’ll see

sump’n’”.

A servant answered the knock, and invited them into the hall before she went upstairs. They heard her tap at Elson’s door, and presently she came down again.

“Mr. Elson isn’t in the house”, she said. “He may be walking in the garden. If you will wait here...”.

“Never mind, miss”, said Sooper. “We’ll find him. I know my way about these grounds”.

There was no sign of Elson. The servant, who stood in the doorway waiting for their return, suggested that he might be in ‘the wilderness’, a stretch of uncultivated bush land that had once assisted a singing tramp to make his escape. The wilderness, aptly called, lay at the foot of a gentle slope, beyond the red wall, and from the crest of the slope any moving object could be seen, for most of the bushes were no more than shoulder high.

“I shouldn’t like to think that he’s made a getaway”, said Sooper.

“But what is really the charge?”.

“I just want him, that’s all”, said Sooper. “I got an idea he’d flit this morning”.

“Do you want him in connection with the murder?”.

Sooper nodded.

“But you don’t wish to charge him with the murder, is that right?”.

“That’s so, sir”, said Sooper. “You’re guessin’ right almost every time”.

Shading his eyes, he looked across the bush land. “There’s a path runs to the left”, he said suddenly, “it’ll do no harm if we walk to the end of the property”.

“I don’t think he’s here”, said Jim. “Do you really think he’s gone away?”.

Then, to his amazement, Sooper snarled round at him. “What’s the use of askin’ me questions?”, he demanded with sudden wrath. “Can’t you see this thing’s right on top of me?”, and then, exercising his marvellous self-control, he showed his teeth in a grin. “Start kickin’ me right away, Mr. Ferraby, because I deserve it. I’m just temp’ramental today, as temp’ramental as I’ve been for years”.

“I’m sorry I annoyed you”, said Jim, “but I’m trying to get your mind”.

“It ain’t worth havin’, Mr. Ferraby”, said Sooper.

Jim held up his hand to command silence. From somewhere in the wilderness

came a peculiar sound, the ‘Klop! Klop! Klop!’ of an axe against a tree.

“He’s cutting wood”, he suggested, but Sooper did not answer.

After five minutes’ walk, they turned the corner of the path, which led down to a saucer-shaped depression, and here it was necessary to push the bushes aside to make any progress.

Sooper went through first and stopped, holding back the bush for the other to pass. At first Ferraby thought that this was an act of politeness, and then, looking ahead, he saw the crumpled figure in the path and the pool of blood in which it lay.

It was Elson! Sooper tiptoed forward and turned the thing upon its back.

“Shot one, two, three times, once more than Hannah Shaw, the murderer’s taking more precautions”, he said steadily. “Elson, I ought to have pinched you this mornin’ an’ saved your life…”.

“For God’s sake, who did this?”, asked Ferraby in horror.

Sooper, kneeling by the figure, looked up with a bland expression which seemed shockingly callous. “Who did it?”, his voice was sunken so low that Jim had to listen intently to hear him. “A man who thinks of everything. Don’t go standing up, Mr. Ferraby. I’m not kneelin’ here for rev’rence but for safety. One of us ought to get back alive in the int’rest of justice”.

A cold chill crept down Jim’s spine. “Is he here, in this bush?”, he whispered.

Sooper nodded. “Murder was committed less than ten minutes ago. Remember that ‘plop-plop-plop’ we heard? You thought it was somebody cuttin’ down trees. It wasn’t. A gun an’ a silencer, that’s all”.

All the time he was speaking, his eyes were ranging the immediate vicinity, his keen ears strained to catch the sound of breaking turf or rustle of leaf.

Presently, Jim, sensing the search the old man was conducting, saw him concentrate upon a patch of gorse, a golden splash of colour to the left front. His big hand came out stealthily, and the motion it made was towards the bush through which they had pushed their way.

“Jump!”, he hissed, and as, his flesh like ice, Jim Ferraby stumbled and jumped to cover, Sooper flung himself face downward on the ground.

‘Klock! Klock!’.

Something went “Whang!” near Jim’s head, he heard the staccato flutter of breaking twigs and severed leaves, and in another second, Sooper had plunged into the bush after him.

“Run! An’ keep your nut down!”.

They flew up the path to the cover of a new bush clump and on to the protection of a second covert.

“Slow down, he won’t follow”, said Sooper, dropping into a walk.

“Where is he now?”, asked Jim, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Him…? He’s movin’ to safety. He didn’t wait after he fired. I ought to carry a gun, but I’m old-fashioned. I’m givin’ Cardew police protection tonight, I ought to have given it before”.

“You think he is in danger?”.

“Sure”, said the other shortly. “I’ve always known he was in danger ever since he started to the’rize in public about how the murderer got into the cottage. His the’ry wasn’t quite right, but near enough to be dangerous to him”.

They reached the slope, and Sooper hardly paused to look back across the green tops of the bushes.

“He’s gone”, he said, and for ten minutes was fully occupied at Elson’s telephone.

Almost as soon as he had finished his several conversations, the police reserves began to arrive, by bicycle, by commandeered motorcars, and a large party in the hospital ambulance. A few of them were armed, and with this party, Sooper led the way back to the wilderness and to the place where he had found Elson. He had left the figure on its face, but the pockets had not been turned out, as they now were.

“We interrupted him when we arrived, and he went to ground hopin’ to finish the good work”.

A doctor was examining the body, and had already given orders for its removal.

“Got an idea you ought to have police protection too, Mr. Ferraby”, said Sooper, “an’ I’m pretty certain that nobody wants it more than me. At the same time, there’s a chance that, if I leave myself open, I’ll catch Big Foot before the doctors get busy on Leigh”.

“Does much depend upon that head surgery?”.

Sooper nodded. “If Leigh had got his mind back, the whole thing’d be so simple that a police recruit could clear up the case. As it is, I’ve got no proof, only suspicion. Juries don’t like suspicions. What they want is two witnesses who saw the murder committed an’ took a photograph of the feller while he was doin’ it. And they’re right. Know the hangman?”, he asked abruptly, as he made his painful way along the bush path.

“I haven’t the pleasure of his acquaintance”.

“He’s a good feller”, said Sooper. “As modest a man as you could wish to meet. He keeps a barber’s shop in Lancashire. Shaved me many a time”.

Jim shuddered.

They made their slow way back to Hill Brow, Sooper devoting himself to a search of the dead man’s room. He found little of importance except a steamship ticket, a letter of credit for an extraordinarily large sum, and a quantity of English money. There were practically no documents in the drawers of Elson’s writing-table, except tradesmen’s bills and the deed conveying Hill Brow. His secretary, an anaemic looking female of middle-age, told Sooper that he had no correspondence.

“I don’t think he read or wrote very well, poor man!”, she whimpered. “And he’s never taken me into his confidence about his private affairs”.

“Perhaps he didn’t have any private affairs”, said Sooper.

In the basement, where the furnace was, there was evidence confirming Mr. Cardew’s suspicions. The furnace was filled with the ashes of burnt paper. There were traces of two books, but what had been their nature, it was impossible to say.

“He certainly had papers of some kind, whether he wrote them himself, or whether they were written for him; most certainly he burnt ‘em. In fact, he was preparing to do a quiet flit. Thinks of everythin’”, said Sooper, with a cluck of admiration.

CHAPTER XVI

MR. WELLS

(Saturday, 24 May 1924)

Mr. Cardew had taken a decision. He would close up the house, dismiss the servants, and either take a house in town or spend the remaining days of the summer abroad.

“That seems a good idea to me, and you can’t go too soon”, said Sooper, when he was told. “I’d like you to leave tonight”.

Cardew shook his head in a hesitant way. “No, I don’t think I could get away tonight. I have to pack…”.

“A couple of my men will help you to pack”, said Sooper.

“I’ll stay the night”, decided the lawyer, after consideration. “Perhaps you will come up and dine?”.

Sooper shook his head. “Can’t do it”, he said. “Got a friend of mine comin’”.

“Bring him along”.

It was Sooper’s turn to hesitate. “Means takin’ advantage of you. This feller’s not what you might call a swell, and yet he’s a man I admire. He never argues with me, an’ he’s not clever. An’ when a man doesn’t argue with me an’ he’s not clever, he’s a man after my own heart”.

“Superintendent”, said Mr. Cardew, “I’ve never asked you if you have any very definite views about these outrages which have been committed in our neighbourhood, or to people we know. I am going to ask you tonight. Bring your friend along by all means. Mr. Ferraby has also promised to come”.

“You ask me whether I’ve got any definite views. Well, I have and I haven’t. I’ve got views but no proof. And I can’t get proof without motive, because it stands to reason this fellow Big Foot ain’t going round the country killin’ people to keep his hand in. That sort of thing doesn’t happen except in books, and I should say not in the best books. Is Ferraby coming down?”.

“Yes”, nodded Cardew.

“That’s fine”, said Sooper. “And about this friend of mine, Mr. Cardew, he’s like me, he won’t know one knife from another, and he’s sure to get all hot and bothered over the glasses. He’s not much of a talker either”.

“You’re certainly doing your best to discourage me from inviting him”, laughed the lawyer. “But you can bring him along; I shall be glad to meet him”.

“Man named Wells”, said Sooper absently. He seemed to invite further inquiry, but evidently Mr. Cardew was not curious.

Suddenly the superintendent slapped his thigh with an exclamation of annoyance. “Knew I’d forgotten something! I asked that sergeant of mine, Lattimer, to come in and meet him!”.

“Bring Lattimer too”, said the other cheerfully. “Lattimer at least will know what knives to use. He always struck me as being a man of education, a little too good...”, he hesitated.

“Say it”, groaned Sooper. “But he’s really not too good for the police, Mr. Cardew. In fact, he’s one of the comin’ men. He’s got a line on anthr’pology that certainly gets me baffled. How many toes has a horse got? Lattimer knows”.

“Superintendent, you’re pulling my leg, and I won’t allow it”, said the good-humoured Cardew.

He insisted on going to town that afternoon, and reluctantly agreed to Sooper’s suggestion that he should be accompanied by a police officer, who took up his station outside King’s Bench Walk, while, single-handed, Mr. Cardew conducted his business. He had a number of letters to write; yet found time to phone through an inquiry to the nursing home. When she learnt who it was, Elfa came to the instrument.

“How are you feeling yourself?”.

“Desperately tired”, she said. “I was just lying down when I heard you had called. Are you in town, Mr. Cardew?”.

“Yes, I’m here for an hour; I am returning to Barley Stack tonight. Tomorrow I am shutting up the house, and shall be in London for a day or two. This means, I fear, that our pleasant association is about to finish”, he added, “and I have taken the liberty of posting you a cheque in lieu of notice. You remember the burglary at this office? Seems years ago, doesn’t it?”.

“It was last week”, said the girl.

“I’ve just been going through my papers, and I pretty well know now what was stolen and why it was stolen. Even Sooper will not deny me the credit for my discovery”.

“What was the reason?”, she asked curiously, but he would not satisfy her. It was evident, she thought, as she went back to her little room, that Mr. Cardew’s revelation was of so stupendous a nature that he would not take the risk of being forestalled.

He came down into King’s Bench Walk, posted his letters, and, beckoning to his protector, re-entered the car.

CHAPTER XVII

TWO WORDS

(Saturday, 24 May 1924)

“It’s Cardew’s farewell dinner. Tomorrow, if he’s alive...”.

“You expect something to happen tonight?”, asked Jim to Sooper.

Sooper nodded. “If he’s alive tomorrow, he’s going to town, and from London he’s going abroad. Mr. Leigh’s operation was successful”. He turned the subject in his quaint way. “Recognized his daughter this afternoon, an’ that’s good. But he’s still too weak to make a statement. What’s worryin’ me to death, Lattimer will be there”.

“At dinner?”.

Sooper nodded solemnly. “You’ll like Lattimer: he can eat with both hands, and has never been known to drink water out of a finger-bowl. Lattimer’s got swell manners, an’ he’s a whale on psychology, or they think so. We ought to have a pleasant evenin’ when him an’ Mr. Cardew get on to Lombosso, the well-known the’rist”.

Jim went up to the house before the others, and the lawyer asked him not to dress for dinner. “I’ve told Sooper to come up, and he’s bringing Lattimer, his sergeant, and a friend... have you met his friend?”.

Jim smiled. “I hope you’re not going to be very shocked, but he looks rather like an odd man to me”.

“He must be pretty odd if he’s a friend of Sooper’s”, said Cardew dryly. “I’m getting into the habit of calling him by that absurd name myself. Ferraby, I shall miss this place. I’m only now beginning to realize how much I am attached to Barley Stack. I’ve had a very happy time here”, he said in a low voice.

“You expect to come back?”.

Cardew shook his head. “No. I shall sell this place: I’ve already written to an agent asking him to negotiate the sale. In all probability I shall take up my residence in Switzerland, and endeavour, in my humble way, to add my contribution to the literature of criminology. I shall certainly earn the undying scorn of Superintendent Minter”, his lips curled, “but for that I must be prepared”.

“You really don’t think that you’re in danger, do you, Mr. Cardew?”.

To his surprise, Cardew nodded. “Yes, I think I’m in the gravest danger. For the next few years at any rate, I intend residing abroad. And the superintendent agrees with me. I couldn’t endure very much of this protection”, he said, “it would drive me mad! Now tell me about the superintendent’s odd friend”.

Jim described him with greater faith than kindness.

“It doesn’t seem that he will add greatly to the gaiety of the evening”, said Cardew, “but I really had to invite them both. Sooper had asked him down for the evening, and I particularly wanted our old friend at what is virtually my farewell dinner. I wish,” he said with a sigh, “it could have been given in happier circumstances, and that dear girl could have been here”.

It was ten minutes after the time fixed for the dinner when Sooper came.

“Meet my friend Mr. Wells”.

Cardew shook hands.

“Now”, said Cardew, “I think we had better start dinner. The soup is already on the table”.

They followed the lawyer into the dining-room; Cardew indicated their places, and they sat down. It was not true that the soup had been served, but the maid was ladling it out on the sideboard, and presently the plates were set. 

“Before we start this farewell dinner, I’m surprised that nobody wants to know who my friend Mr. Wells is”, said Sooper.

“I confess I am one of the curious”, said Mr. Cardew.

“Stand up, Mr. Wells. Meet Mr. Cardew, the lawyer. Mr. Cardew, meet Mr. Topper Wells”, he paused, “public executioner of England!”.

Cardew shrank back, his face puckered up into an expression of distrust, and even Jim, staring horrified at the nervous little man, had a feeling of sickness.

“Meet him, Lattimer. Maybe you’ve met him? And you’ll meet him again”, Sooper’s eyes were fixed upon the sergeant. “And don’t touch that soup, Lattimer. Nor any of you, because…”.

“What do you mean…”, began Mr. Cardew.

“Because it’s doped”, said Sooper.

Cardew sat back from the table, the same look of surprise and distrust on his face that Jim had seen before. “Poisoned?”.

“Poisoned”, said Sooper. “And there is something more, Mr. Cardew: I have one good new for you, and one bad...”.

Cardew was waiting the news.

“The good one is that you don’t risk anymore to become very soon a widower, because the life of your wife is out of danger; the bad one is that your wife, Mrs. Hannah Shaw Cardew, is going to become very soon a widow”, said Sooper, enjoying his own words.

But it happened before he could realize the man’s intention. With one stride, Cardew was at the door; in a second he was through and the lock snapped.

“Window, quick!”, said Sooper. “Take a chair to it. He’s fastened the window, you can bet”.

A heavy chair wielded by Lattimer crashed through the window. In another second the sergeant had followed.

“Round to the back of the house”, grunted Sooper. “Ought to have had another squad on duty up here!”.

Jim was running, he did not know where or why. His mind was in a whirl. Cardew? Impossible! Hannah Shaw still alive? Impossible!

They came into the stable-yard panting. Cardew was nowhere in sight. Sooper pulled open a door that was unfastened. Beyond was a path which sloped down to a side road. It was the tradesmen’s entrance to the kitchen. For a second they saw him, just his head moving with extraordinary speed level with the top of the hedge. And then he was gone.

“Motor-bicycle”, said Sooper, “the same as he had in his flivver when he shot Hannah Shaw. That’s how he got away without going through Pawsey. Across the field path. Get your car, Ferraby... get it quick!”.

Sooper flew back to the library, and he had only to lift the hook to know that the line had been cut.

“Thinks of every thin’”, he said under his breath. “Cut before dinner, too. He was mighty sure he would put us all to sleep”. As he came back to the drive, Lattimer was climbing into the car. “Don’t stop!”, yelled Sooper, and swung himself to the running-board as the machine gathered speed.

There was a patrol at the cross-roads, but no motor-cyclist had been seen.

“He doubled back”, said Sooper, looking at the sky anxiously. “It’ll be dark in half an hour”.

Sooper drove back to the station to give his instructions. The first step was to double the guard at Hannah’s hospital and Leigh’s nursing home. “Cardew’s ordered a private machine tonight to fly him from Croydon to Paris”, he said. “He’ll guess we’ll stop that, so we’ll rule that out. His only hope is to get to London, and that he’ll do. I tell you, this feller’s a pretty quick thinker, and he sees a long way ahead”.

He came out of the station and stood, gloomily surveying the car.

“Yes, he’ll go to London, but not to his flat and not to his office. Bound to have a bolt hole somewhere. He’ll be easy to recognize”, he was speaking to himself, “so he won’t try the rail, and certainly won’t try a car, and I’m bettin’ against him goin’ by air”.

When they arrived in town, Sooper paid a visit to Cardew’s town apartments. The lawyer had not been there, he learnt, nor had he been seen in King’s Bench Walk. Joining Jim in the street, he accepted his invitation to join him in a hasty meal.

Sooper started his tale: “Yes, Cardew shot Hannah Shaw. She wanted to marry him, I think just to achieve a better social position. He hated her worse than poison. And she held over his head a letter he’d written years and years ago, an’ threatened to expose him till he agreed. They were married the day she was shot, at Newbury Registry Office, in the name of Lynes. She didn’t mind the name so long as she got him. But she was determined that he should acknowledge her, so she wired Miss Leigh to go down to the cottage that she should be a witness. He got the letter - that was the price of her marriage - and then he shot her. He’d arranged to meet his wife late that night; they were to drive down to the cottage together, but on some excuse he persuaded her to let him ride in the back part of the car, and crouched down so that nobody could see him. He thought of everything, I tell you! He planned the hat she should wear and the coat. And when he shot her he put it on, because she’d told him about the girl comin’, and he was afraid he might meet her on the way. I told to you all and to press reporters that Hannah Shaw was dead to protect her from another murder attempt. I got the approval of Scotland Yard. Anyway, at the beginning, it did seem that Hannah Shaw was indeed fatally wounded, but very slowly - after a tremendous surgery - she has been recently declared out of danger. She has shown a great will to live, no doubts about it. It can look strange, but she didn’t want to tell me who shot her. She was consumed and depressed by her bad wounds and I needed to work on her psy... psy-chology - I suppose that - to hear, at last, by her same mouth, the fatal words: ‘my husband’. To achieve this result I promised her that I’m going to assist her after the hospital, and I’m going to do it”.

“Do you like her?”, asked Jim.

“May be she’s not so bad as they tell, anyway she’s a so damned tough temp'ramental woman, and that’s sump'n…!”. 

“You look odd, Sooper...”, laughed Jim. “But I like your change and I’m glad that Miss Shaw... well I mean Mrs. Cardew, is going to survive to such bad wounds”.

“Not a change, by the way! It’s psy-psy-psychology, my dear Ferraby!”, Jim laughed again.

“But why... in heaven’s name why? Cardew was a rich man”.

“Rich nothin’”, replied Sooper. “He’d got money... yes, but how did he get it? I’ll tell you the whole story, and though I’m guessin’ some of it, Leigh won’t contradict me. I’ll bet money on that! And I hope Hannah is not too badly involved, because in such a case she’ll have to face a trial”, said Sooper seriously. “Mr. Leigh was a Treas’ry official; came from America in the last days of the war, bringing over in his personal charge four large boxes of currency. The ship was torpedoed in a storm off the south coast of Ireland, but rescued by a destroyer. They only had time to get two of the boxes on board before the vessel sank, and the little destroyer, with all her wireless blown to blazes, made the best of her way across the Irish Channel and up the English coast. The storm lasted for three days. She could neither make harbour nor communicate with the shore, until she came into Pawsey Bay; and that was her bad luck. She was blown out of the water by a German submarine. Now at that time Cardew was broke, and worse than broke. He had a lot of money entrusted to him by his clients, and he had lost it in every kind of foolish speculation. One of his clients started makin’ a fuss, a man named Brixton, a City alderman, and he even wrote to the Yard, and said he had a statement to make to the police. I was sent down to interview him, havin’ got a line as to the trouble, an’ knowin’ pretty well from things I’d heard that Cardew was in Queer Street. Instead of hearin’ the story, I got a message from Brixton saying that he had nothin’ to communicate. And for a good reason... he’d been paid. And why had he been paid? I’ll tell you”.

Sooper drank a large glass of beer.

“This fellow Cardew was in his cottage on the night of the shipwreck. He’d made up his mind what he was going to do. He was going to row out to sea and drown himself. But before he went, bein’ a lawyer an’ somewhat precise, he wrote a long letter to the coroner, givin’ a full confession of the amount of money he’d stolen from his clients. An’ then he heard the explosion. His skiff was on the beach, and for a few minutes he must have been a human man. He drove into the sea, and found two men clingin’ to a raft. You’ll hear some day that two money boxes were lashed to a raft, which was carried on the main deck of the destroyer. He got them off and towed them ashore. One of the men was Leigh, nearly dead. The other was Elson, a cattle-man who had shipped as a stoker to get out of the hands of the police. Elson knew about the money and told Cardew. They got the boxes high an’ dry, an’ then Leigh recovered. Elson knew that the money was in his charge, and that the only hope of getting it was to put him out. He may or may not have consulted friend Cardew, but he certainly hit John Leigh over the head with an axe and flung him into the sea. How he escaped, God knows! Anyway they got the boxes into the cottage, and Hannah had to know. She was staying there at the time, looking after Cardew. The boxes were opened, the money taken out, and the wood destroyed. They had to share with Hannah, and it’s likely that she knew for the first time the terrible position that Cardew was in. My the’ry is that the letter was written and signed when the explosion took Cardew out of doors. She had a chance of readin’ the letter, which he’d hid and which he probably forgot all about”.

“But you guess this?”.

“I know... The envelope written to the coroner told me a lot. I’ve dealt with suicides. Cardew had a house at Barley Stack, on which there were heavy mortgages. He paid off the mortgages, met all the demands of his creditors, and got out of his business, as he could well afford to do. He might have gone on for ever and ever, only Hannah had her ambitions. She wanted to take the place of the woman who had befriended her, and she never gave Cardew a minute’s peace. Once she put the initials of the lost ship on the grass under his window to remind him of the pull she had on him, you remember that?”.

“But have you known all this long?”.

Sooper nodded. “You bet I’ve known a lot of it!”, he said. “The thing I was scared about was what would happen to Elson, once he got it into his thick head that Cardew had killed the woman”.

Jim was overwhelmed by what he had heard.

“Mr. Ferraby, I’m not goin’ to speak against amateur investigators any more. That Cardew learnt a lot of things quick. I’m gettin’ a high respect for anthr’pology, an’ psychology has gone into the first class. That burglary at the office, when he burnt all Hannah’s papers. It must have been him. That Big Foot…”.

“Big Foot?”.

“Surely, Big Foot. I’ve got ‘em in my room under the bed. Pair of prop boots that he bought from a theatrical man, a feller in Cath’rine Street. He never forgot anythin’, prepared for everythin’! He had those trick feet ready to leave his mark on the sand and throw all the clever police officers off the track. Only he left ‘em under the seat of the car and we found ‘em. This detail has not been revealed until now, Ferraby. And that story about Hannah Shaw gettin’ a threatenin’ letter was a stall, she never had a Big Foot letter, Cardew was makin’ preparations”.

Jim Ferraby sat back and gazed in open-mouthed admiration at Sooper.

“You’re a genius!”, he breathed.

“Deduction an’ the’rizin’”, said Sooper modestly. “And I’ve just had a brainwave! There’s another way out of London!”.

It was half-past one o’clock in the morning, and the great waterway of London was silent and deserted. Far away to the north the reflected glare of the arc-lamps of dockland glowed in the sky. A big sea-going motor-boat came silently down the falling tide, its green and red lamps reflected in the still water.

It moved steadily, as though its owner were in no great hurry to leave behind him the lights of the romantic river. Opposite Gravesend the speed increased a little, as it turned to the left to avoid a moored steamer. It had nearly passed the vessel when, from the shadow of the big boat, came a fussy little launch that swung broadside over the bows of the motor-boat.

“Who are you?”, boomed a voice from the darkness.

“Motor-boat Cecily, owner the Count de Freslac. Bound for Bruges”, came the answer.

The boats drifted nearer and nearer until the launch had swung alongside. And then the owner of the motor-boat seemed to realize his danger. There was a splutter and roar of engines, and the boat almost leapt forward. But by now the launch was grappled, and Sooper was the first on board.

“Bit of luck for me, Cardew. Never thought I’d catch you first pop”.

“Even your theories and deductions must be right sometimes”, said Cardew pleasantly, as the handcuffs snapped over his wrists.

THE END


