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CHAPTER ONE

1.

The great bell of St. Paul’s boomed the hour. All the little bells from Holborn to the river, from the Temple to the Tower, clamoured like a pack of undisciplined puppies in its enormous wake. It was five o’clock. Every doorway in the City and along Holborn began its evening disgorging of threadbare clerks and dingy typists into the wretched drizzle of the cold April night.

Taggert Leighton and Archie Paige burst down the uncertain staircase of Messrs. Applegood, Doubs, Coulter, Doubs and Applegood’s chambers in Gray’s Inn, and came to a full stop in the narrow Adam doorway.

Archie Paige peered out into the murky pall hanging over Jockey’s-fields.

“Taggert,” he said with a groan, buttoning his Burberry closely about his neck, “this is perfectly putrid weather.”

“Absolutely foul,” agreed Taggert cheerfully, drawing at his asthmatic pipe until it wheezed and glowed to his complete satisfaction. “Ready? The old bus is around in Theobald’s-road.”

“Oh Lord!” Paige pulled the battered brim of his gray felt hat down over his comically stricken face. “The Underground’s nearer, Taggert. And it doesn’t leak.”

The suggestion ignored, heads against the icy fine penetrating drizzle, they turned up the road, avoiding other bent hurrying figures by a sort of intuitive mutual agreement that people with umbrellas have with people without them.

It was not until they reached the corner of the Inn and Theobald’s-road that they were even aware of the woman with an umbrella who had been hurrying along a dozen feet ahead of them up the road. Probably they would not have noticed her even then, except that she hesitated, and then, letting her umbrella fall back an instant, looked up at the sign on the corner lamp post. The yellow light fell for a second on her white uplifted face. Taggert Leighton heard Archie’s quick intake of breath; and with a certain instinctive tact they lowered their heads again and wheeled around the corner towards Gray’s Inn-road, just as the woman raised her umbrella and turned left towards Lamb’s Conduit-street.

Neither of them spoke until Taggert Leighton unlocked his Cowley saloon parked at the kerb across the road and they had settled themselves inside.

“Was I right, or am I wrong?” demanded Archie above the noise of Taggert’s trying to start his cold motor.

“What I mean is,” he continued, “was that Diana Barrett or wasn’t it? And what the devil is she doing down here this time of night?”

Having started his motor, Taggert Leighton turned his attention back to his pipe. He was quite as puzzled as Archie Paige at the strange apparition, white-faced and haggard, under the street lamp in—for Diana Barrett—an out-of-the-way district of London. If he had told the truth, he was not only equally puzzled but much more troubled. Archie, as far as anyone knew, had never been troubled about anything, whether it concerned him personally or whether it didn’t. His position in all matters was one of serene detachment. Taggert Leighton was not so detached, and in this particular case he was not detached at all. Nevertheless he made it a point never to appear puzzled, and after his pipe was wheezing satisfactorily he remarked calmly, “She’s probably got a hot tip on some-thing, Archibald, my son.”

Archie grunted coarsely.

“A hot tip that’s turned stone cold,” he said. “You know, Taggert, Nevins told me last week that she dropped a couple of thousand at Newmarket last season.”

Taggert’s silence, punctuated by the bronchial distresses of his pipe, implied strongly that personally it was none of his business if Diana Barrett dropped a couple of million, at any place she liked.

“I say, Taggert, don’t you ever sluice that filthy thing?—I mean, it’s not fair to the pipe. But no joking, you know; I think it’s not safe for her to be down here alone like that.”

“What do you suggest, Archibald?” his friend inquired amiably. “Go back and say ‘By the way, Mrs. Barrett, we don’t think you ought to be out so late, we really don’t?’ What do you think Mrs. Barrett would say?”

Archie grinned, and when he did that he looked exactly like something carved out of stone for a cathedral waterspout in the twelfth century.

“Oh, I know, I quite get your point.”

“Still, she didn’t appear quite in character, just now.”

“That’s what I mean,” cried Archie. “That’s it exactly. What I mean is, she had the wind up about. something. She looked ... well ...”

“I know,” said Leighton.

Everyone always knew—to his great relief—what Archie meant after the first three words. Thus he never had to bother about knowing what he meant himself. Schoolmasters were the only people who had never seemed to know. Waiters to Archie’s mind were much more intelligent. He’d had doubts about train people since his first long vacation when he was up at Oxford. A man sold him a ticket to northern Italy. He’d wanted to go to Iceland. Not that it made any difference to Archie, except that he met Aunt Gertrude in Florence and had to look at pictures in galleries. All things being equal, he would have preferred fishing for salmon in open streams. But, as he remarked to Walter, his scout, when he got back, it just showed you what life was like.

“The best thing for us to do, old son,” remarked Taggert Leighton as he threaded skilfully through the heavy evening traffic until they came triumphantly out in Knights-bridge and continued out the Old Brompton-road, “is to forget we saw her entirely.”

“Absolutely,” Archie agreed, as if for his part he’d already done so. “But nevertheless, Taggert, what I mean is, I don’t think women ought to be allowed to have anything to do with horses. They don’t know anything about them, they’re sure to lose every bean they’ve got.”

Taggert grinned. Archie reddened slightly. His own genius for never placing a horse, and his persistence in trying, were known to both of them,

“You know what I mean, Taggert.”

“I know,” said Leighton.

2.

Diana Barrett made her way quickly along Theobald’s-road, stopping now and then to peer up at the faded numbers on dingy doorways. The street was crowded with people hurrying along, jostling her, jolting her umbrella. She hardly noticed them, but many of them noticed her. Theobald’s-road is used to a moderate squalor, hunger, poverty on the faces of its people. Her face had none of them, but it had terror and despair.

She crossed a narrow street and stopped in front of a dingy shop with overhanging second storey. She put down her umbrella and shaded her eyes, trying to peer inside. A single electric light hanging from the low ceiling in the middle of the room blurred the outline of a counter piled with odds and ends of objects she could not make out. She glanced at the contents of the darkened windows in front of her, and shuddered.

Diana Barrett did not often shudder; she was not the shuddering kind; quite the contrary. But peering through the dirty windows across the grimy oddments and misfits that made up the visible stock in trade of S. and D. Craikie, 8-A Theobald’s-road, the ignominy of her position became increasingly clear and abhorrent.

It was the old business of the spider and the fly. That was clear, too. What made her shudder was exactly that. She was the fly, going inside to the black spider sitting behind his web of dirty windows and filthy oddments. Fortunately, however, Diana Barrett was not gifted with any very delicate imaginative nature; she was a sporting woman, simple, perfectly matter-of-fact, and direct. Her position here was clear. She had borrowed money from S. and D. Craikie. She had not regarded them as spiders as long as they advanced the money she needed. Now, when they demanded payment, spiders or not, fly or not, she must go in.

She put her gloved hand on the iron knob and turned it. The door opened. She heard a sharp far-off tinkle, tinkle. The very sound gave her confidence. In some purely subconscious way she recognized that spiders do not have bells to announce their flies. She closed the door behind her and advanced a couple of steps into the tiny clear area in the center of the room.

She stood there looking about at the neat piles of clothing, the stand of walking sticks in the corner, the ornamental clocks on the shelf near the window. Everything, she thought, was apparently grist to the Craikie mill.

She heard a shuffling of feet, and turned to the opening in the rear of the shop, curtained with a piece of striped cotton. A pair of Empire urns caught her eye for an instant. They were like the pair in her own drawing room. Suddenly all the various assortments—walking-sticks, clocks, clothing, vases, jewelry—took on a new meaning. Each one was the token of some person’s dire need; and the shuffling feet behind the cotton curtain were the spider, coming stealthily nearer and nearer.

She stared in fascinated horror at the curtain. She saw four long thin fingers clutch slowly at the cloth, push it as slowly back. David Craikie stood in the doorway, peering myopically through thick converging lenses into the shop.

He came forward.

“Good evening, madam,” he said.

The sound of a human voice gave Mrs. Barrett back her courage.

As a matter of fact there was nothing terrifying about David Craikie, except perhaps his calling. Mrs. Barrett saw a man of medium size, with sparse grey hair and a closely cut grey beard. His eyes were lost in the concentric depths of his glasses; and there is no doubt something about straightforward eyes that is in itself reassuring. Mr. Craikie shuffled because he had on a pair of carpet-slippers that were too large for him.

Diana Barrett took him in with an eye that was accustomed to appraise horses and men. The terror that the two young men had seen in her face under the street lamp was gone. Mrs. Barrett was dealing with a man, and a man is, to a woman, a known quantity. Mrs. Barrett was afraid only of unknown quantities.

“Good evening,” she said briskly. “You’re Mr. David Craikie, aren’t you?”

He bowed.

“I only know your brother, but you’re very like. I am Mrs. St. John Barrett.”

He bowed again. There was a barely perceptible flicker behind the heavy lenses.

“I talked with your brother yesterday,” she continued confidently. “He said he wanted the five thousand pounds I have due him to-day paid in full. Perhaps…you know about it?”

She hesitated an instant, looking into the impenetrable crystal barrier before his eyes.

“I understood that my brother expected to see you today,” said Mr. Craikie.

“Yes, exactly,” she said quickly. “That’s just it. I was to have seen him in a tea-shop in the Strand at four o’clock. But I couldn’t get away, and when I did get there at quarter of five he was gone. So I came here. I must see him.”

Mr. David Craikie nodded.

“I see,” he said.

“Will you tell him I’m here, please.”

Mrs. Barrett’s voice trembled in spite of her efforts to keep it firm. The business of the spider and the fly kept coming back into her thoughts.

“I’m sorry, madam.” said Mr. Craikie calmly. “My brother is not in.”

“Then what shall I do?”

It was almost a cry of despair.

“Listen: my husband mustn’t know—do you hear?—and I can’t pay you to-day. I must have another month.”

Mr. David Craikie bowed.

“You must take that up with my brother,” he. said. “I’m sorry that he is not in at present.”

“Then I’ll wait.”

“I’m sorry; my brother will not be in to-day.”

Mr. Craikie shuffled towards the door.

“Good evening, madam,” he said politely. “When my brother comes, I will tell him you called.”

He bowed again; and Diana Barrett, her face again a mask of terror, literally fled into the biting April night.

She had gone two long blocks before she remembered her umbrella. Suddenly she laughed hysterically. He could have it. In a few days he would have her town house, perhaps her clothes, to put with his misfits and his oddments. She hailed a taxi.

“Redcliffe-court,” she almost sobbed, sinking into the dark corner of the cab.

3.

Mr. Simon Craikie, the S. of S. and D. Craikie, was in the habit of figuring with almost demoniac accuracy, and of getting value received down to the last fraction of a farthing in whatever commodity he happened—chose rather, for things seldom happened with him—to be dealing. It sometimes happened, because Mr. Simon Craikie chose it to happen, that his clients were unaware of the exact nature of the commodity. That was the case with Mrs. Barrett. In that sense, and not in the one that she had in mind, she was right in regarding herself as a fly caught in an intricate web. The web was much more intricate than she had any notion of, the path more devious, the goal worth much more to Mr. Simon Craikie than five thousand pounds. For that matter, it was worth more to her, unless, as was highly probable, her present financial situation had dulled her sense of what constituted a compromising position in modern English society.

Diana Barrett would have been nearer the truth if she had regarded herself as a Queen in an involved gambit that Mr. Craikie was playing. And it turned out that the Queen became merely a significant pawn in the hands of the Master Player.

Mr. Craikie, grey-bearded like his brother, peering myopically through lenses even thicker than his brother’s sat at the head of a long table. Unlike his brother, he was a man of some mystery. Few people had ever seen him. Half the gambling, racing aristocracy of London know his thin wiry signature. It came in the early morning post; sometimes when it came it made a considerable difference in the taste of morning Mayfair coffee. Simon Craikie always paid by cheque, always demanded payment by post. In either case his client’s position was irrevocable.

There were a few people who had seen him. Mrs. Barrett was one of them; she had seen him twice. Once in Hyde Park at eight o’clock in the morning, when she was riding with her husband’s niece and two of her schoolfellows. Diana had drawn her horse from a canter to wait for her charges. He stood pawing the path impatiently, and she had dropped her riding crop at an unexpectedly sudden start. She smiled graciously at the little man in the grey ulster and heavy glasses who was standing nearby and retrieved it for her. That was in September, some months before Newmarket Week. When she next met him he was sitting at the end of a long table, tapping a paper with the tip of his long middle finger.

4.

Mr. Craikie tapped a single typed sheet with the tip of his long middle finger. It was a gesture that indicated victory in the field where Mr. Craikie’s victories were won.

His voice was ominously pleasant.

“It was understood by me,” he was saying, his eyes glittering down the long tunnels of his thick lenses, “that our agreement was at an end the first of April. I made my arrangements accordingly. I am willing to extend your time, for reasons of my own. It is now the seventh of April. I shall be here May 1st.”

Half an hour later, Mr. Simon Craikie, the interview at an end as far as he was concerned, still sat at the table.

5.

There was nothing remarkable about the man in the taxi rattling along Victoria-street towards St. James’s. Nothing, that is, visible to the naked eye. To outward appearances he was very like any other grey-haired Englishman of fifty or thereabouts who had just had the devil’s own time at Victoria, trying to compete with hundreds of other Englishmen, tourists, and their porters, in the race for taxis from the Paris boat train.

Everybody, it seemed, had waited until the last moment of the Easter holidays to return from the Continent. There they all were, half of England at least, versus The Rest, mulling about, trying to get taxis. And all the taxis, as Mr. Arthurington had remarked testily to the irate gentleman whom he was forced to remove almost bodily from the cab he had decided was his by right of having spotted it first, might nearly as well be in Bagdad for the service they rendered to travelling Britons.

Mr. Arthurington was still puffing a little with annoyance, although he had a definite tingle of self-righteousness at having held his own in the nearest approach to the primitive conquest that most civilised Englishmen of his age ever reach. He had even recognised the man he had had the encounter with; didn’t know him of course, but had seen him—around town, at the theatre, at the Royal Albert, in Piccadilly, at Lord’s.

Mr. Arthurington readjusted his grey felt hat, looked over his luggage to see that both bags and the dispatch-case were still there, felt in his waistcoat pocket, and, inwardly noting that he had enough loose change to pay for his taxi, crossed his legs, encased in carefully pressed grey trousers, glanced out of the window to see that the driver was taking him to his club by the proper route, and settled himself to wait until he got there.

There was, nevertheless, something remarkable about Mr. Arthurington as he rode up Victoria-street. All along his path for some hours the long crooked finger of circumstance had been pointing at him, and there was loud and insistent clamouring in the wings of the stage where Mr. Arthurington trod the boards in the latest song and dance hit called Life. It seems hardly fair that the actors in any given role in the universal tragi-comedy are never allowed to see the book with their parts clearly down in black and white. They simply have to blunder on and off, getting their cues as they may. They are not permitted to put in lines of their own when they think the piece is falling flat, and they can never leave lines out, because the Prompter is always in the wings. The unfortunate part of it is that they never know who the Management is; thus there is no way of lodging a formal complaint.

And so Mr. Arthurington, his own highly respectable leading man, rode, perfectly satisfied with the rôle he had been given, and not a little pleased with the way he had acted it, to St. James’s, paid the driver, greeted the boy who came out to take his luggage, and walked into his club to spend the night. It was then half-past eleven.

“Wretched crossing; very wretched,” he said shortly when the secretary, knowing Mr. Arthurington’s longstanding feud with the Channel, asked—with the vestige of a smile—how he’d managed. It was a matter he usually preferred not to discuss. Then Mr. Arthurington went to bed. England and bed were solid stationary comforts, or so he thought on April 8th.

At ten o’clock the next morning, bathed and shaved, and refreshed by an excellent breakfast of bacon, grilled tomatoes, toast, marmalade and coffee (thank God he was in England again where breakfast was breakfast), Mr. Arthurington stepped out into St. James’s, and walked briskly up the road, nearer and nearer to his immediate destiny. His destiny meanwhile was waiting, had been waiting for some time, in Mr. Arthurington’s own library in his own home in South Kensington. Mr. Arthurington strode towards it as briskly as fifty years and a hearty breakfast will permit. All things being equal, with Mr. Arthurington, back in England and an English breakfast back in him, striding so briskly up St. James’s, the April air should have been bracing. The sun, still chilly actually but warm with the promise of summer, should have been shining, and all the rest of it. But things are never quite equal in England, and the morning of April 9th was cold, foggy and raw—in fact, a perfect morning for an Englishman to return to his castle.

Mr. Arthurington had gone abroad on the sudden death of his wife in a motor accident on the Bath Road the preceding August. Since then England, even London where wives are comparatively unimportant, was not quite the same. Almost immediately after the funeral he had retired to the continent with his daughter Joan, closing his modest town house in Redcliffe-court after one sad brief week, leaving it shuttered, with contents swaddled in the dust covers that his wife had put on before they went to the country in July. In spite of his apparent sufficiency Mr. Arthurington realised, more than anyone else, the difference their bereavement had made to him and Joan.

Now, on the ninth of April, tenants departed, Mr. Arthurington proposed to resume the occupancy of his home. After his short brisk walk he boarded a Number 14 bus in Piccadilly, mounted to the top, covered his lap with the apron provided for those stalwart Britishers who like to ride above yet keep their knees dry, and rode, apparently with all the pleasure of the returned prodigal, out past the residences of the Duke of York and the Duke of Wellington, past St. George’s Hospital, past Tattersall’s, past Harrod’s, past the Brompton Oratory and the Victoria and Albert Museum; and descended at the intersection of the Old Richmond-road and Earl’s Court-road.

He there entered the offices of Messrs. Peabody, Frampton and Littlejohn.

“Good morning, good morning!” he said cheerfully to the proprietors in their separate cubicles, and included in his blanket greeting a particularly sheep-faced young clerk.

Mr. Peabody, Mr. Frampton and Mr. Littlejohn came forward beaming.

“It’s ripping to be in England,” said Mr. Arthurington, and waved away apologies for the weather.

“England’s best, rain or shine. Do you know, I feel almost like a boy, getting back. I swear that when I got off that bus I felt like a boy outside a Christmas door.”

In due time the business of Mr. Arthurington’s keys came up, and of Messrs. Peabody, Frampton and Little-john’s stewardship. Mr. Witt the tenant, a ship-builder of Perth, West Australia, had left the corrected inventory. He had got away, it appeared, with a considerable amount of crockery. At least he had paid, before he left, for a considerable amount (some of which Joan had broken when she was six). Mrs. Arthurington’s aunt’s inventory of her wedding gifts had been used as the basis of the list. On the whole, Mr. Peabody suggested, things were really in better shape than when the Arthuringtons had left. And now, if Mr. Arthurington was ready, Mr. Littlejohn would accompany him to the house and formally turn the keys over to him.

“Very satisfactory indeed,” Mr. Arthurington said; and he, Mr. Littlejohn, and the sheep-faced clerk—three steps behind, carrying the keys—made their way along the road, and turned into the great wrought iron gates of Redcliffe-court, where Mr. Arthurington’s house occupied the exact center.

Mr. Littlejohn placed his hand ceremoniously on the key; the sheep-faced clerk inserted it in the solid green door and turned it. The door swung back slowly. Mr. Littlejohn stepped back. The clerk stepped back farther. Mr. Littlejohn bowed; the clerk bowed. Mr. Arthurington bowed, took formal possession of his house, and entered it.

In the hall he glanced about. Everything seemed in order. The house was cold and dank, as English houses are in April. He beamed. Together, the sheep-faced boy following discreetly, they approached the library; opened the door of the dark shuttered room, snapped on the lights. Then they stopped short, struck to motionless pillars of horror and amazement.

Seated very quietly at the library table was a man. Mr. Littlejohn sprang forward. Mr. Arthurington turned as white as salt. For the man was obviously dead.


CHAPTER TWO

1.

Inspector J. Humphrey Bull took the single sheet of paper that Superintendent Dryden pointed to on the long table where he and Inspector McBride were working on the Bexhill ciphers, and glanced over it.

“I don’t suppose for a minute there’s anything in it, but you might have a go at it,” Dryden said casually.

“Sounds pretty much like the rest of the Camden-town hoaxes,” Bull said soberly. He would have liked to add “Why not turn it over to Richards?”—Richards being the district sergeant. But he didn’t. Instead he read the few sentences on the paper again, mumbled something about getting on with it, and went back to his own box of a office.

Superintendent Dryden emitted a dour chuckle. Let Bull have a go at digging up back gardens for a bit. Dryden had dug up enough in his time. These young inspectors don’t know what spade work is. Now these damned ciphers. . . .

Inspector Bull put the single page on his desk pad, sat heavily down in front of it, twisted his large and stolidly unexpressive face into a savage scowl, and read the message for the third time.

“To Scotland Yard:

“A certain person has done away with a mother and three little ones and buried them in the back garden of No. 51-A Chalk Farm-road.

“Justice.”

The scowl on Inspector Bull’s face relaxed and disappeared. Long training had made the careful handling of all things second nature to him, and he automatically took the paper gingerly by one corner and put it, unfolded, in a large envelope. He then placed the envelope on a pile of other envelopes in the second drawer of his desk on the right-hand side, closed the drawer and locked it. He got up and put on his dark brown great coat, which made him look like an elephant in the clothing of a brown bear.

In the lift he glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes before nine. Chalk Farm was a goodish run if he took his car, not so bad if he took the Underground. He decided on the Underground, and turned out of the Yard into Whitehall.

It was a drizzling April day, and while Inspector Bull was too stolidly British from his thick-soled brown boots to his brown felt hat to mind the weather, which was only equally British, nevertheless he had a private opinion of Dryden for sending him out on a wild goose chase in it. He was, however, essentially an optimist, in an inoffensive way. Between boarding the train at Westminster and getting out at Chalk Farm he had concluded hopefully that there might be something in it after all. And after all if a mother and three children had been foully done to death and thrown into a pit—Bull’s characteristic interpretation of “buried in the back garden”—then obviously it was some one’s duty to lay hands on the fiend.

It was a quarter past nine when he came to Number 51-A and went up the flight of stone steps without so much as pausing at the bottom. It might be nothing, and if so the neighbours would have thought he was the Gas. It was one of Bull’s weaknesses to believe that he could be mistaken for the Gas. He happened to know there were neighbours, because, out of the carefully trained corner of his eye he had spotted a shadow behind a lace curtain at the front window next door. The curtain moved ever so slightly. Bull had little doubt at the moment who had written the letter.

He pushed the bell on the door frame and waited. He had nearly come to the conclusion that there was no one in the house, when he heard a far-off door close. Then another; and finally some one coming. He stepped a little closer to the door. It opened, and a woman stood in the doorway.

She was not an attractive woman. She was-forty at least, in the first place, and Bull preferred women under thirty. She was tall and gaunt, and her mouth was clamped so tightly that her lips made a single straight line under a long deeply cleft upper lip. Several coarse black hairs grew from a mole on her chin. Her hair was sandy grey, carelessly arranged. At the same time there were, Bull thought, several remarkable things about her.

The first was her eyes. They were brown, bright, large. Something in them kept changing while Inspector Bull was talking to her. And the second remarkable thing was the number and kind of cats that the house seemed to be full of. They kept coming and sedately walking away again. Before he had been in the house two minutes Bull had counted six. He knew enough about cats to know that they were not of any common back-street variety.

The third remarkable thing was the woman’s voice. Perfectly audible, it was so soft that it was almost a velvety whisper. Coming from between those granite lips it was uncanny.

“Good morning, madam,” he said. “I am Inspector Bull of Scotland Yard.”

It was then that he noticed the changing lights flickering in her eyes.

“Will you come in?” she said promptly. “My name is Sarah Porter. This way.”

She led him into a sitting room as common-place as the front of the house itself, filled with a cheap jacquard over-stuffed suite and cheap varnished tables and stands supporting a veritable forest of cactus, fern and aspidistra; carpeted with a bright red and green linoleum rug of the sort advertised in women’s magazines. Still another cat on the sofa opened one eye and closed it again. Miss Sarah Porter sat stiffly in a straight backed chair, and waited. Bull noted again the curious flicker in her eyes, the iron face.

He explained that he had come with a police order to investigate certain rumors regarding certain digging in her back garden. His workmen would be there shortly; in fact they were undoubtedly in front at that moment. He produced his warrant. He would disturb her as little as possible; he was merely acting formally on information received.

Miss Porter was not angry, and not disturbed; if anything, Bull thought, she was almost pleased. Without a word she hurried to the door. A constable and a workman with a spade were standing by the steps.

“Come this way, sir,” Miss Porter said quietly.

Bull, genuinely mystified, beckoned to the men. They went through the dining room into the kitchen. It was a dark dreary house, with a heavy odor of furniture and metal polish and dark musty hangings. They went through the scullery and out into the back garden.

In the middle of the tiny garden was a freshly dug hole, only partly refilled. The earth that had come out of it was still piled by the side. Miss Porter looked at it brightly, then at Inspector Bull.

“You’ll be chilly out here, madam,” said Bull stolidly. “You’d best go inside.”

Miss Porter smiled, picked up the big tortoise-shell cat that had come out with her in spite of the dampness, and returned to the house without a word.

The workman looked after her, turned to Bull and tapped his temple significantly.

“Zany’s what she is, sir,” he said. “Last night a bloke at the Cock and Bull, the public, sir, was sayin’ she’d ’ad ’im dig up this ’ere ’ole. Gold in this ’ere perishin’ yard, she says. Crazy as a loon, sir. Everybody knows that.”

Bull nodded.

“Let’s have it up again, anyway,” he said shortly.

The workman sank his spade into the loosely packed earth. The pit seemed to be about five feet square and four or five feet in depth.

Inspector Bull, facing the house and apparently intent on the job in front of him, was watching the upstairs windows of the house next door. Some one there was much interested. Bull decided that he would pay a short call there before he left Chalk Farm-road.

The person behind the curtains next door was not Inspector Bull’s only spectator. The gaunt form of Miss Porter watched too, her eyes bright, her breath coming in sharp quick spasms. She stood well back from the window on the first floor, her feet silent on the deep velvet rugs. The tortoise-shell cat with yellow eyes rubbed against her black skirts. She was waiting.

“Nothink ’ere, sir,” said the workman in the pit. He took off his hat and mopped the perspiration from his forehead. “Not nothink!” He struck his spade sharply against the solid earth.

Bull nodded.

“Right,” he said. “Let’s have a go at this one.”

The constable and the workman stared. Bull pointed to a second freshly dug spot at the bottom of the garden, near the dingy brick wall that separated Miss Porter’s place from that of her curious neighbor.

“Right, sir,” said the workman. He began with the evident abandon of a man who knows he is digging for something that isn’t there and might as well get it over with. His spade suddenly struck something firm and resisting. He turned to Bull with a sudden excitement in his eyes.

“Somepin there, sir,” he said.

“Get on with it,” then,” said Bull stepping forward.

A minute’s work revealed a large cardboard box. Bull was on his knees in an instant. He tore off the loosely secured lid.

The workman offered the only adequate comment, which is unprintable. Bull stood up quickly. The constable stood up.

In the box, neatly arranged, lay an inferior grey tabby cat; one semi-tortoise shell kitten on one side of her, two on the other.

Bull brushed off his knees. “Cover that damned thing up again,” he said shortly. “That’ll be all, constable.”

Perhaps it was because Inspector Bull had learned by experience that one must be philosophical about things that can’t be helped, that he found himself hardly annoyed at the result of his chase. He returned to the house, apologized to Miss Porter, and expressed his sympathy with complete equanimity.

“I have so many,” Miss Porter whispered.

Bull nodded. There was no difficulty in agreeing with that. There were seven in the room at that moment.

He handed her a police card to sign. She had no pen downstairs, she said softly; might she take it upstairs to sign ?

While she was out of the room Bull examined it casually, from mere force of habit. When she returned he was stroking the willing head of the fine white angora cat with great china eyes who had not moved from the sofa.

“This is a fine cat, Miss Porter,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “And so is this one. Toby!”

She whistled softly. A gorgeous blue Persian stalked’ majestically into the room and rubbed his chin against Bull’s outstretched hand.

Outside Bull decided to abandon the idea or calling on the woman next door. He was anxious to get back to Scotland Yard. He grinned a little sheepishly. Dryden would like the cats.

Superintendent Dryden did like the cats. In fact Superintendent Dryden did not get over them for several weeks.

“Jolly old Bull!” he roared, giving his knee a resounding thwack. “How I’d like to have seen you with the kittens!”

Bull grinned amiably. When Dryden went out he turned to Commissioner Debenham, who sat at his desk with an amused twinkle in his grey eyes.

“I haven’t told you all of it, sir,” Bull said. “There’s something funny about that place. It’s not right. There’s something wrong there.”

The twinkle remained in the Commissioner’s eyes.

“Bull,” he said, “a joke’s wasted on you.”

Then the twinkle disappeared.

“If there’s something wrong there,” the Commissioner went on, “you’ll have to tell me about it later. I have a real job for you. Arthurington—you know the calligraphy expert?—came back from France last night, and went out to South Kensington this morning to open his house. Redcliffe-court. When he opened it this morning he found a man sitting at his library table—murdered. That was fifteen minutes ago. I want you to take charge of the case, Bull.”

2.

Joan Arthurington was curled up in a snug furry ball in the corner of a first-class carriage of the boat train from Dover to London. Now and then she turned her head, sleekly encased in a closely fitting shiny black straw, hat, and stared out of the window into the opaque blanket of yellow mist that shrouded all of Kent. The fog was so thick that the train, shrieking intermittently, seemed literally burrowing itself a tunnel through the solid banks.

“Whoever said ‘Oh to be in England now that April’s there’ was insane,” Joan remarked to her companion who was curled up in the corner across from her reading a paperbacked book.

The other girl raised her head and glanced out the window.

“Did somebody?” she asked incredulously.

“Don’t be stupid, Nancy. Of course somebody did,” Joan said severely. “A poet.”

“He must have been out of England a very long time,” Nancy returned calmly. “Personally I’d rather be back in Nice. If it hadn’t been for Uncle Timothy, I don’t think your father would have minded our staying on till June. Oh Joan,” she added, closing her book and throwing it across into the aisle, “just think: in two more years I may have my wretched £400 to do with as I like. I can stay in England in the winter and go to the Sahara in the summer. I can climb Alps in January and scorch all by myself in town in August, if I choose. My dear, you’ve no notion how sick I get of Uncle Timothy’s periodic summons. Like this.”

She opened her bag and took out a legal looking envelope, extracted from it a sheet of paper and read it with solemnity.

My dear Nancy:—

“I am advised that it is April. I suggest, therefore, that you return to England on the 8th instant, and take up your residence in such apartments as Miss Mandle thinks suitable.
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