Sooper, on leaving, told the girl he was going back to his station, permitting himself one of those unveracities which were wholly justifiable in his own eyes. He spent an uncomfortable time at the Yard, interviewing his superiors, but the discomfort was mainly theirs. In the space of two hours he demolished, in detail and in general, at least twenty-two theories and side theories. And this he accomplished with such a wealth of malignant comment and illustration that even the Chief Commissioner sighed his relief when the door closed upon him.
He left Scotland Yard and made for a fashionable picture theatre, not because he was tempted by the programme, but because at this particular resort the lights were not raised, between the feat ures, and Sooper slept best in the dark. For two hours he sat crouched in a chair, his head on his chest, his arms folded, and the terrific adventures of popular and well paid artists flickered and gleamed before his unconscious figure.
Men performed daring deeds; gallant heroes leapt abysmal chasms; fair maidens were rescued from heart-thrilling dangers; and Sooper slept on, till an attendant touched his shoulder and asked him if he would kindly stand up to allow a stout lady to pass him. Refreshed, he went into the theatre restaurant, drank three cups of coffee in rapid succession, ate a large wedge of indigestible cake, and went forth a new man.
His objective was Fregetti's, and in point of exclusiveness Fregetti's had nothing to fear from the Ritz-Carlton or from any other establishment, however magnificent. Fregetti's is in an unfashionable quarter, being at the lower end of Portland Street, but is generally conceded amongst epicures that the restaurant is the best in London.
Sooper took up a position and waited. Car after car stopped before the glass awning and deposited its well-dressed cargo.
But it was quarter after nine before a cab slowed at the door, and the two men for whom Sooper was waiting stepped forth.
The first was Elson: he was in a dinner jacket, and wore at the back of his head a shiny silk hat, which somehow seemed incongruous. There followed him from the cab a more elegant gentleman, who wore—his well-fitting clothes with greater ease.
He stopped whilst Elson paid the cabman, and then disappeared behind the glass doors of the restaurant, and Sooper grunted his satisfaction. "I hope you enjoy your dinner, Lattimer," he said. "You're looking pretty spry for a tired man!"
Lattimer strolled through the palm court into the half darkness of the restaurant. Beyond the dim illumination afforded by cornice globes, the only light in the room came from the table lamps, which brought to the saloon a strange sense of intimacy. To Elson the half-darkness was welcome: he hated light almost as cordially as he hated company, and he made his way with quick if unsteady steps to the table in the far corner that he had booked by telephone.
"Where did you leave that old fool?" he growled, as he seated himself, and reached for the cocktail that stood waiting.
"Sooper? Oh, he's in London somewhere," said Lattimer, as he took a cigarette from a gold case and lit it. "You needn't worry about him."
"If you think I'm worried about him, why, you've made one big mistake," snapped Elson. "No, sir, I've no respect for the English police."
"Thank you," said Lattimer.
"You don't suppose I think a hell of a lot of you, do you?" demanded Elson savagely. "Where's that waiter?"
The waiter came at long last, and, having served them, melted into the darkness.
"Now what do you want?" asked Elson, putting down his fork and sitting back.
"I want another five hundred," replied Lattimer coolly.
"It doesn't sound much in dollars," grumbled the other, "but it's a whole lot in pounds! I gave you a hundred a fortnight ago: what have you done with that?"
"You lent me a hundred," corrected Lattimer carefully, "and I gave you a receipt. What I did with that doesn't matter. I want five hundred now."
Elson's face went dusky with anger. "How long do you think you're going to milk me?" he asked. "If I went to that old guy and told him—"
"But you won't," said Lattimer softly. "And really, I don't know what you're making a fuss about. It's worth your while to keep on good terms with me. I've saved you from a heap of trouble, and I'm willing to go on helping you. I've got a big enough pull to help you out of almost anything except murder."
Elson shuddered. "What's this stuff about murder?" he asked loudly.
Somebody at the next table turned their head to look towards him, and he went on in a lower voice: "I guess you'll be useful one of these days, and if you're not well, it wouldn't look too good to your captain to see the receipts I hold of yours. I'm going to give you that five hundred, not because you've got anything on me, because you haven't, but because I kind of like you. I've nothing to fear from the police an' never had—"
"Except in St. Paul," interrupted the other, with a twist of his lip. "You're wanted by the St. Paul police on a charge of robbery with assault. You have served two terms in State penitentiaries for robbery and other offences, and if the extradition law works it isn't going to be difficult to pull you in at any time. Beyond that," he said, smiling into the scowling face of the man, "I've nothing on you."
"You're a blackmailer," said Elson between his teeth.
"And you're a fool," replied Lattimer, in excellent temper. "See here, Elson, or Alstein, or what ever your name is, I may be pretty useful to you—I've an idea I'm going to be. And you might remember that it isn't what I've got on you that counts—it is what Sooper has in his mind that matters."
"Does he know about that St. Paul trouble?"
"It doesn't matter if he does," was the cool response. "It wasn't an extraditable offence…"
"How's that?" said the dumbfounded millionaire. "But you told me—"
"I've told you a lot that wouldn't pass on the witness stand: I'm telling you the truth now. So long as you remain in England you can't be pinched. And you needn't look ugly, because I didn't know about this until today." He leant across the table and lowered his voice. "Elson, there is going to be trouble over Hannah Shaw. Sooper sent me down to Cambridge to test your story, and it doesn't stand examination. I came back with a yarn that I'd found the garage where you put your machine for the night—but I never found any such garage. You weren't there!"
Elson moved restlessly in his chair. "How do I know where I was? Didn't I tell you I was soused? I got an idea I was somewhere near a college, that's all."
Sergeant Lattimer's eyes were fixed on the uncomfortable man. "Come across, Elson," he invited softly. "You've got something to tell—spill it, boy!"
The other man shook his head. "I've nothing to spill," he said sourly. "What's the matter with you? You know it all—why ask me?"
Elson's eyelids narrowed till they were slits. "Maybe you don't know anything about that!" he sneered. "Maybe you don't know where she was all afternoon!"
"Why should I?" demanded Lattimer, with an air of unconcern.
"Perhaps you never met Hannah Shaw at the end of the lane after dark? And some days, when she went out riding in her flivver, you didn't meet her and go long rides together?" asked Elson, watching him closely. "I guess your Sooper doesn't know that."
"He doesn't know everything," was the cool reply.
"I'll bet he doesn't! Hannah Shaw and you were pretty well acquainted, it seems to me; too well acquainted for you to come and ask for information. She told me one or two things about you that wouldn't sound good before a judge. If it comes to a show-down, Lat, you're going to look pretty foolish. You've been playing Hannah for months. Sooper doesn't know, and Cardew doesn't know. I've been reading the papers this morning—at least, my secretary has been reading them to me—and it seems that when they searched Hannah's room no money was found. I happen to know"—he spoke slowly—"that when Hannah disappeared, she had four hundred thousand dollars. Never mind where she got it—I know she had it. Where is that money?"
Lattimer made no answer.
"You're a crook, Lat, like most fly-cops who've got ideas above their pay envelope. There's nothing you wouldn't do for money. You've been months trying to persuade Hannah to take shares in a dud syndicate. You told her a week ago that you'd do most anything to get ten thousand dollars. That looks mighty bad to me."
"Order another bottle of wine," said Lattimer, "and let's talk of something else."
It was past midnight when Elson's car came cautiously up the drive and stopped before the house. Elson got out and, swaying to the door, succeeded, after several futile attempts, in opening it. He got into the hall, steadied himself against the wall, and pushed the door close before he made his erratic way up the stairs, clinging to the balustrade. He succeeded in reaching the settee, and fell instantly to sleep. It was the sharp point of his dress collar that roused him to semi-consciousness.
He woke, his head in a painful whirl, his legs so weak that they scarcely sustained the weight of his body when he eventually came to his feet. Sleepily he tugged at the collar, and, after many attempts, tore it off. All the lights in the room were burning, and in a dim, fuddled way he realized that he might sleep better if they were extinguished. As he crossed the room with unsteady steps, he peeled off his coat, wrenched open his shirt, and, leaning against the wall before he turned the switch, kicked loose his shoes.
The change to the ghostly light of dawn partially sobered him. He went back to the settee, poured himself out a stiff brandy and soda and, drinking it down at a gulp, felt instantly wide awake.
The morning was warm: he walked to the window, pushed open the casement, and, leaning out, drank in deep draughts of the sweet dawn air. And then he became conscious that, almost beneath him, a figure was moving along the edge of the flower-bed, stooping now and again to pluck a bloom. His left hand already held a big bunch.
For a second, Elson thought that his eyes were playing him tricks, for the garden still lay under the shadow of the passing night. And then he heard the man humming a tune.
"Hi!" he shouted. "What are you doing here?"
The figure looked round. It was too dark to see his face.
"What are you doing here?" roared Elson angrily when the man made no answer.
As he spoke, the intruder leapt across the bed and ran rapidly towards the cover of the drive.
"I'll get you!" yelled Elson, in an insane rage.
"The Moorish king rides up and down Through Granada's royal town. Ay de mi Alhama!"
For a while Elson stood, grasping the window-ledge, his face grey, his eyes staring.
The refrain was dying away in the distance, but Elson did not hear. He lay in a heap on the ground, an unclean, shivering thing, croaking blasphemy and supplication, screaming in terror, for he had heard a voice from the grave.
But there was, within the very shadow of the house, one whom that song galvanized to life. Sooper, keeping his watch at the end of the lane, heard the song, caught a momentary glimpse of the singer as he flitted like a shadow across the road, and in another instant his crazy motor-cycle was exploding like a machine-gun as he drove down the lane to intercept the night wanderer.
The tramp saw him, broke back across a field, and dived into a wilderness of bush and woodland which formed the corner of an adjoining estate. Sooper's noisy machine turned, and he flew down the main road and swung round an angle of an old wall just as the tramp broke cover.
The man ran like the wind, still grasping in his hand the flowers he had picked; and just as Sooper came abreast of him, he turned at right angles, leapt a ditch and sped across a meadow. Sooper made a quick calculation, sent his cycle along the road at a remarkable speed, slowing to take the corner of a cart track which he knew ran parallel with the meadow across which he had seen the man running, and his manoeuvre was successful. As the tramp staggered out on to the road, Sooper leapt from his bicycle, caught him under the arms, and gently lowered him to the ground.
"Steady, my friend!" said Sooper.
The tramp looked up with a queer smile on his bearded face.
"I'm afraid I've given you a lot of trouble," he said faintly.
His voice was the voice of a cultured American, but for that Sooper was prepared.
"No trouble," he said cheerfully. "Can you stand?"
The tramp climbed to his feet shakily.
"Think you'd better walk with me to the station and have some food," said Sooper kindly, and the other obeyed without demur.
As they walked slowly along the road towards the town, Sooper expressed his inward satisfaction by an inevitable garrulity.
"A week ago I'd have treated you rough, I admit it. Got an idea you were a pretty bad man."
"I'm not at all a bad man," said the other simply.
"I'll bet you're not," agreed Sooper. "No, sir! I've done a lot of the'rizin' an' deductin' about you, an' I guess I've got you right. I know your name."
The man smiled. "I have so many names, I wish I knew the right one," he said.
"I'm going to tell you the right one," replied Sooper. "By logic an' deduction an' the'ry, I've decided that your name is John Kenneth Leigh, of the United States Treas'ry!"
XVII. SOOPER'S SENSATION
Mr. Gordon Cardew put down his compasses, took off his glasses, and stared open-mouthed at his visitor. Having produced his sensation, Sooper did everything except purr.
"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 eggs and potatoes, and leave them on her doorstep. Sometimes he left flowers."
"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 at tributed 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 the whole thing worked out?" he asked sardonically. "Murder committed by a left-footed man?"
Mr. Cardew could afford an indulgent smile. "I have done nothing quite so clever," he said. "But I have learnt a very important item from the city surveyor of Pawsey. He tells me that the bungalow was built on the site of an old cottage, and beyond doubt there are cellars somewhere beneath the floor of the kitchen."
Sooper sighed. "For the love of Mike!" he said softly, "won't they forget those cellars? And how did the feller escape—through a crack in the floor? Or maybe through a worm-hole? And ain't there any thin' about secret springs—maybe the whole house revolves like the trap in the shop of Sweeney Todd, the barber."
"At any rate, I am so far convinced that no harm can be done by excavating," affirmed Mr. Cardew, 'that I am perfectly willing to give my permission, and since the house is my property, I don't see what objection there can be—I will pay for the work."
"Know my sergeant?" interrupted Sooper in his abrupt fashion.
"Lattimer? Yes, I know him. He has been here on several occasions," replied Cardew in surprise.
"Has he ever tried to be friendly?"
Mr. Cardew hesitated. "No," he said. And then, "I don't think that I should speak about the man to his superior officer, but…"
"But what?"
"Well, he once hinted very broadly that he'd like to borrow a little money."
"Huh!" grunted Sooper. "He did, eh? Did you lend it?"
"No, I did not. I was rather annoyed, as a matter of fact. One does not expect a responsible officer of police to make that sort of suggestion. I never told you about this before, Superintendent, because, as I say, I have no wish to get the man into trouble."
Sooper ruminated on this, then pointed to the plan again. "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."
He walked with Sooper to the front door, and again the old policeman went off at a tangent.
"Mr. Elson's ill," he said. "Had a fit or sump'n. Sounds like booze to me. That fellow is a soak of soaks. I asked the doctor this mornin' if it was delirium trimmings, but he didn't give me any satisfaction: these doctors are closer'n oysters."
"Where is your tramp?" asked Mr. Cardew at parting.
"Mr. John Kenneth Leigh, of the United States Treas'ry," said Sooper carefully, "is in a nursing home, being nursed. That's what nursing homes are for."
"And his daughter?"
"Miss Elfa Henrietta Leigh—she's with him, tryin' to get him to talk about his experience, but all he does is to sing that foolish song about the King of Spain ridin' up an' down. 'Oh, dear, Alhambra' or sump'n'. It may be a mighty fine song, but it don't thrill me. But it was his favourite song apparently—I saw it on the top of her piano when I was makin' a call on the young lady. Also books on Spanish poetry. That's what made me start deductin'. 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.
Mr. Leigh had been removed to a nursing home in Weymouth Street, London, and Sooper found time later in the morning to call and inquire after his patient. The girl, who came down to the reception-room, had undergone a subtle transformation. There was a new colour in her cheeks, a new brightness in eyes that still showed signs of tears, which had almost changed her appearance.
"He's sleeping now," she said.
"Does he know you?" said Sooper.
She shook her head. "Not really," she said. "I must have changed a lot in the last six years. He asked me if I knew his little girl." Her lip trembled. "If I'm a fool and cry, shake me, Sooper. Isn't it wonderful—finding him again?"
"I found him," said Sooper.
She took his rough hand between hers and squeezed it. "Of course you did," she said softly. "Nobody else would have connected the song with daddy. And the queer thing is that I heard him singing that night when I lay on the cliff. Then I thought I had been dreaming."
"Didn't you know about this tramp who sang Spanish songs?"
She shook her head again. "No," she said, "if I had, I should have been certain it was daddy, although I believed he was dead. Poor darling!" she said softly. "It was he who left food on the doorstep in Edwards Square. He must have remembered something of the past. What I can't understand is why he never came to the house or made himself known. He has been hiding for all these years—why?"
Sooper's ferocious grin was the answer.
"That's just what I've been the'rizin' about for a long time," he said.
A few doors from the nursing home was the house of the great surgeon whom Sooper, on his own responsibility, had summoned to make a superficial examination. It was Sooper's good fortune to find the doctor at home, and the report he received was distinctly encouraging.
"I wouldn't describe him as insane, although obviously he's not responsible for his actions. Every symptom points to pressure, and there's a chance, if that is relieved, Mr. Leigh will become normal. It is by no means certain, but the operation is justified. I have had a visit from an official of the American Embassy, and no expense is to be spared."
"When will you operate?" asked Sooper.
The great surgeon shook his head.
"That I can't tell you. The man at the present moment is not fit to endure the shock of a big operation. We must build up his vitality."
"Do it soon, Doctor," said Sooper; "I want to get this case finished before the Long Vacation—there's an Old Bailey Sessions in six weeks: maybe I could make it."
He took a little diary from his waistcoat pocket and consulted it. "Yes, they'd get the trial over in June, and they'd be hung in July, in time for my holiday—never like to go on a vacation till I've got my man properly dead. What with these courts of appeal and pleas of insanity and unconscious v'lition, you're never sure of your man till you've got him on the drop."
He left the mystified surgeon undecided as to whether he had been drinking or was suffering from sunstroke.
There was no need for Sooper to introduce himself to the desk sergeant at Marylebone Lane police station, and he secured an interview with the officer in charge by the simple process of walking into his room and shutting the door behind him.
"I want a day and night watch on 59 Weymouth Street," he said. "There's a member of the American Embassy there named Leigh, and here's a list of the people who mustn't see him."
He laid a paper on the officer's table.
"I've told the matron that he's to have no food but what comes from the kitchen; no fancy truck, chocolates, grapes or any other vegetables donated by kind an' lovin' friends. All I want your man to do is to see that nobody gets into the house after nightfall." He then proceeded to explain at greater length the importance and seriousness of the charge that was committed to his care. Most divisional inspectors would have resented the appearance of a 'foreigner' from another division, and grown a little apoplectic at his peremptory tone. But Sooper was Sooper, and he strode forth into the sunlight of Marylebone Lane, satisfied that his instructions would be carried out to the letter.
His work completed, he could indulge in the luxury of a friendly call on Jim Ferraby; and such was his extraordinary memory for the habits and characteristics of his friends that Sooper arrived simultaneously with the object of his search on the steps of Jim's club.
Jim almost fell upon him in his anxiety to procure news.
"I've been trying to get you all morning," he said. "Miss Leigh phoned me the wonderful news, and since then I've been unable to get in touch with her. The tramp is her father? It doesn't seem possible."
"None of the coops I bring off seem possible," said Sooper, who throughout his life had resolutely refused to give any but an English pronunciation to the French words that have crept into our speech. "Thought I'd call on you; restaurants are pretty expensive in London, and the cooking here's good."
It was not until lunch was finished and they were sitting over their coffee in the smoke-room, that Sooper revealed his mind.
"That Spanish song didn't mean a thing to me," he said, 'though it told me that the tramp was a different kind to the usual run. So I got on to the trail of this feller, picked up information from all over the country, through the local police, and discovered that this singing tramp was pretty well known—he'd been in prison for a week at Canterbury, on a charge of vagrancy. Wonder is the prison doctor didn't spot the fact that he was nutty. But it was the news you gave me on Sunday about the eggs and potatoes bein' left on the doorstep of Miss Leigh's old house that got me thoroughly interested. To my mind that could mean only one thing: that somebody was fond of Miss Leigh, but didn't know she had left the house, was dropping these little gifts. That could only mean somebody who had a crazy notion she was starving; and the only person I who'd feel that way would be her father. So I called on the young lady, and it was a pretty simple bit of the'rizin' to link up the tramp. The doctors think that an operation may bring him to his senses, and then we're goin' to learn a whole lot of romantic things that you don't dream about."
"Such as…?" asked Jim suggestively.
"Remember that feller I told you about—Brixton, the City alderman?" Jim nodded. "A close, mean sort of feller."
"Well, what about him?" asked Jim.
"Noth'n'," replied Sooper casually. "I just wondered if you remembered my mentioning him."
"What has he to do with the tramp?"
"A considerable lot," said Sooper, "and with the murder. You mark my words, that feller, Sir Somethin' Brixton, is going to be a highly interesting witness."
He took out his pocket-book, laid it on the little table where their coffee had been deposited, and, groping in its capacious depths, produced a folded envelope.
"Remember that?"
Jim nodded. It was the envelope that had been found on the kitchen floor on the night of the murder.
"Only two people know about that," he said, "you and the young lady. Even Lattimer doesn't know. The man who wrote the letter that was inside this here envelope was the man who killed Hannah Shaw. That's certain. He may have come down the chimney, he may have come up from the subt'ranean depths of the earth, out of secret cellars and other remarkable places; or he may have leapt through the front door, or he may have leapt through the winder; but the man that typed that,"—he tapped the envelope impressively—"pulled the gun that killed that unfortunate female. Maybe she's not so unfortunate as some people think. Personally, I've got an idea she's well out of it."
"Out of what?" asked the puzzled Jim.
Sooper waved a comprehensive hand.
"Everythin'," he said. "If you want to order me a liqueur, I'll have an old brandy—I don't like the stuff with sugar in it."
He gave Jim the address of the nursing home, and, retrieving his motor-bicycle from the garage at Scotland Yard, where it had been an object of wonder to many young constables, he exploded himself back to his headquarters.
Lattimer was not there. He had sent him, earlier in the morning, to Pawsey to make inquiries. The inquest was on the following day. Sooper had his case to prepare, and it was no easy task to disentangle the evidence he could give in open court from that which, in the interests of justice, must be suppressed.
From time to time he lifted his head, put down his pen, and indulged himself in certain malignant reflections, amongst which appeared most frequently the knowledge that Mr. Cardew must be torn from his work of criminal investigation and kick his heels in a stuffy little coroner's court.
Lattimer returned towards night, and reported the result of his investigations. "I followed the field path south of Pawsey for three miles," he said. "It would be impossible for a car to go that way. The track is narrow, and there are two stiles. It joins the London-Lewes Road, as you suggested."
"As I knew," corrected Sooper. "A car couldn't get that way, eh? I'd have been disappointed if it could."
Lattimer opened his eyes. "Why, I thought you expected—"
"I'd have been mighty disappointed if a car could have got that way," said Sooper with satisfaction, and, as Lattimer turned to go: "That man Elson's better, they tell me."
"Didn't even know he was ill," said Lattimer indifferently.
"I don't know whether delirium trimmings is illness or whether its just experience, but he's better," said Sooper. "You might shoot up there tomorrow morn in' an' make a few tender inquiries. I'd send him flowers, only it seems premature. And, Lattimer, I want you at court tomorrow."
"Very good, sir."
Adjoining the police station was a small cottage, which was Sooper's habitation. It possessed a microscopic garden, two bedrooms and a sitting-room all on one floor, whilst at the back of the house was a little field, wherein his priceless Buff Orpingtons lived on the fat of his neighbours' land, for they were chronic trespassers, and seldom came home except to sleep. Such was the magic of Sooper's name, however, that complaints were few, though his feathered brigands raided corn-fields and gardens for sustenance. There were other marauders, however, who respected neither Sooper nor his chickens. From the copse on the hill came brown, slinking shapes at nights—Sooper discovered the way the foxes came, and set a spring gun, with disastrous consequences to the local hunt. It was a good spring gun, home-made but good.
It was dark when Sooper went out to the small shed wherein his motor-cycle was stored. He had promised himself a tightening up of certain bolts and the cleaning of a carburettor, and some time after midnight was his favourite hour for effecting repairs.
Though his eyesight was excellent, he invariably guided himself to the shed by the simple process of putting up his hand and running his finger along the overhead flex which connected the house with the shed. Sooper was not a very good electrician, and he had fixed the lighting apparatus of the shed somewhat crudely.
When he put up his hand, he found, to his surprise, that the wire had gone. Stooping, he groped and found it trailing limply on the ground. There was nothing remarkable about a broken wire, except that, when Sooper had seen it in the daylight, it had stretched tautly, and there was no means by which the connection could have been destroyed.
Sharply he turned and went back into the house, carrying the loose end, and disconnected the plug through which the current was supplied. Under the light of a table lamp, he examined the flex. It had been cut: he saw the unmistakable pressure marks of pliers.
"Dear me!" said Sooper mildly.
If there was one thing more certain than another, it was that no practical joker dared play a trick on Sooper. The wire had been cut for a good and sufficient reason, and the object could not be to his advantage.
Going into his bedroom, he pulled a box from under his bed and took out a large and heavy Colt revolver, loaded it, and, after a search, discovered a police torch. Thus armed, he returned to the yard, and with cat-like steps moved silently towards the hut. N o sound broke the stillness of the night save the distant sleepy cackle of a hen. Mentally he reconnoitred the position. The danger lay in the hut.
Sooper had fixed the electric light in the hut, but had forgotten the switch until the work was completed. In consequence, the switch was outside, protected from the weather under the eaves of the roof. The door was never fastened. It was a simple matter, both to gain admission to the yard and to enter the hut.
He walked cautiously forward, lighting his way with the lamp, and his hand touched the latch of the door. Keeping to one side, he suddenly jerked the door open. There was a deafening explosion, followed by the sound of breaking glass.
When the smoke cleared away, Sooper peered through the crack of the door. He knew the spring gun: it was his own. But he had not set it on the floor of the hut, with the barrel pointing towards the door, nor had he fastened the trip wire by a cord to the door. When he had seen that spring gun last it was some hundreds of yards away, cunningly concealed between two bushes.
He heard someone calling and went back to the house, to admit Lattimer.
"Hullo!" he said. "Thought you were in bed?"
"I heard an explosion: what was it? it was too near to be the trap gun." Lattimer was unusually agitated.
"Come right in," said Sooper. "Here's an opportunity for the younger school of detectives to figger out causes and effec's."
"Has any damage been done?" asked Lattimer breathlessly.
"Three panes of glass smashed, twenty-five high-class chickens woke out of their beauty sleep, but that's about all."
A cloud of smoke hung in the heavy air, and the not unpleasant smell of burnt gunpowder pervaded the cottage.
Lattimer followed his chief into the hut and inspected the spring gun, a primitive arrangement, made all the more crude by Sooper's amateur workmanship.
"Did you leave the gun in the hut?" asked Lattimer.
Sooper made an impatient clicking noise.
"Certainly I did," he said sarcastically, "and tried to commit suicide. Sort of hobby of mine." He looked owlishly at the reeking weapon and then shook his head.
"Gosh! he's getting scared!" he said.
"Who?" demanded Lattimer quickly.
"The feller that laid this little trap for me. Plumb scared. I'll bet he's just the sickest dog for miles around. He knew I'd turn on the light before I opened the door, and thought I might see the gun in time, so he cut the wire. He's the cutest little thing, that Big Foot. Now I'll tell you sump'n', Sergeant: if that man Elson had kept in bed, this wouldn't have happened. No, sir. If he'd been put in a strait-jacket and tied down so as he couldn't go wanderin' around, that spring gun would be right up by the covert."
"Do you think Elson did this?"
"No, sir, I don't," said Sooper, "and I never said so. Don't go puttin' words into my mouth that I didn't use. I merely remarked that if that guy had been put into a padded cell, I shouldn't be in the position tomorrow of payin' good money for new glass. I thought you were in bed, Sergeant?" he said again.
"No, I don't feel so tired as I did. I was walking up and down the road smoking, when I heard the shot fired. This case is getting on my nerves."
"You're temp'ramental," said Sooper. He slouched back to the house, the sergeant just behind him. "Go sleep, my son. You'll lose all your pretty colour."
He waited till Lattimer had gone back to his quarters, then he returned to the yard with a lamp, and began a systematic search of the grounds. There were a dozen ways by which his murderous-minded visitant might have secured admission, but traces of his enemy were non-existent. The ground was dry and hardened. The intruder had left no trail.
"I might have got one of those well-known bloodhounds," said Sooper next morning, as he shaved. "Most all detectives use bloodhounds. I'd have got one myself, only I don't know one hound from another."
"Do you think," asked Lattimer, "that somebody put the gun there with the intention of killing you? It may have been a joke."
"It doesn't take a lot to make me laugh," said Sooper, screwing up his face as the razor rasped round his chin, "but that sort of joke wouldn't get a single ha-ha from me, not in a million years. Or ten millions," he added.
"Where did you see the gun last?"
"At the far end of the field, near the hawthorn bushes. I put it there to discourage fox huntin'. Suppose I'd opened that door without knowin', what would people have said? They'd have said: 'That old fool Sooper put the gun back in the shed an' forgot it was there.' Verdict of accidental death, with a vote of consolation for the widder, which, as I'm not married, would have been superfl'us. Can't understand where juries get that sentimental stuff. There'd have been a three-line par in the dailies, maybe four. And possibly a line or two in the back-chat gossip. Lattimer, when I pass out at the hands of miscr'ants and roughnecks, I want a column, with a pitcher. I know what I'm entitled to. When I think about the dirty dog who put that gun in the shed, I get all flushed and hectic. The explosion might have done fearful harm to my machine. As it is, the paint around the handle-bars is all cockled up and blistered. I'll have to put a new coat on Firefly—how does a deep orange strike you, Sergeant?"
"All of a heap," said Lattimer.
Sooper stropped his razor with a far-away look in his eyes. "Elson's better. He'll be walkin' about the grounds tonight. I've phoned the war department to send me a tank. At least, I haven't, but I'm thinkin' of doing so."
Jim Ferraby, who was one of the witnesses at the inquest, had arranged to bring his car to pick up Sooper and Lattimer on his way to Pawsey. He found the old man in a very agreeable, even jocular, frame of mind, and certainly could not have guessed from his demeanour how narrow an escape from death he had had in the early hours of the morning. Whilst he was waiting outside the station for Sooper to deliver one of his eleventh-hour orations to the officer in charge of the station, he saw Cardew's machine pass and the lawyer stopped the car.
"No, thank you, I've arranged to drive Sooper to Pawsey." said Jim to the kindly invitation.
Cardew smiled grimly. "I hope to have the pleasure of driving him back," he said. "I believe I can give him a definite line as to how the murder was committed. It came to me in the night when I was half asleep, and the more I think of it the more certain I am that I've found the true solution for what seemed an inexplicable mystery. What is more," he went on impressively, "I have turned up a case almost parallel—the Starkie murder which was committed in 1769, and which was fully reported in one of the old calendars. It appears that a man named Starkie…"
But Jim had neither the time nor the wish to listen to the details of a hundred-and-forty-year-old murder, and excused himself as Sooper appeared on the station step, pulling on the second of a pair of gloves which were so patently misallied that Jim at tributed the queer effect to Sooper's absent-mindedness.
"One isn't as bad as the other," said Sooper, as he settled himself by Jim's side and stretched his legs luxuriously. "I always lose the left hand of my gloves—wonder nobody ever thought of selling gloves singly; there'd be a fortune in it. There goes old Cardew in a cloud of dust, his mind filled with hypotheses and conjectures! He's got what they call a legal mind—in other words, he can't see straight."
"He has a theory to expound to you," said Jim, as the car, gathering speed, rapidly overhauled the slower limousine in front.
"I should say he had," said Sooper comfortably.
"It came to him in the middle of the night."
"Too ashamed to be seen around in the daytime," said Sooper. "Gosh! I wouldn't have that man's mind for ten million pounds! It's full of atmospherics—a term," he explained, 'that I've picked up from studying the wireless. No, sir, I can tell you in advance what his the'ry's gain' to be—he won't have the nerve to pull that secret cellar stuff on me. His the'ry is that Hannah Shaw was murdered by Miss Leigh."
"What!" almost shouted Jim, and in his agitation he sent the car swerving across the road.
"Forgive me if I holler," said Sooper, who did not indicate any desire to 'holler'. "My nerves are not what they used to be. But that's his the'ry, I'll bet! Miss Leigh met Hannah Shaw—didn't she wire for her?—that there was a quarrel, and that Miss Leigh shot her, got out of the house and locked the door."
"But that's preposterous!"
"Of course it's preposterous," said Sooper cheerfully, "but that's the kind of the'ry that a highly romantic man like Mr. Cardew would get."
"He never struck me as romantic," smiled Jim, as, with a warning blare from the electric horn, he swept past the subject of their discussion.
"He's romantic," said Sooper; "otherwise, what does he read all these books about anthr'pology for? If there's anythin' more romantic than deduction, show me to it!"
A little later he mentioned casually, as it were a matter of no great importance, the incident of the spring gun.
"Scared me a bit. But not so much as the price that window man Isaacs asks for puttin' in new glass. He says there's a glass trust, and all the prices are up. He was lying likely enough: Isaacs couldn't tell the truth to a Rabbi."
He looked back over his shoulder. Mr. Cardew's machine was a long distance away.
"When a professional man gets the fever for publicity he never knows where to stop. There'll be pitchers of him in all the papers tomorrow, and none of these newspaper men will ask me as much as to smile. Personally, I like to work without publicity. I'm one of the strong silent types that you read about in books. Ever noticed that?"
"No," said Jim truthfully.
"It's a fact," said Sooper. "I hide away from these reporting lizards. 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."
Sooper's modesty was not very apparent when they reached the Town Hall where the inquest was to be held, for Jim noticed that he instantly attached himself to the largest group of reporters, and soon after disappeared at the head of the gang in the direction of the Royal Hotel. The group returned in time for the opening of the court, and Sooper justified himself. "I just set up one round for the boys. I didn't want 'em to mention me, so I thought I'd better tell 'em so. Nothin' like gettin' on the right side of the Press if you want to keep your name out of the papers."
It was rather remarkable, Jim noted that evening, when he was skimming the report of the inquest, that, in spite of Sooper's precautions, every newspaper not only mentioned him by name, but had a most flattering reference to his perspicuity, his genius and his many admirable qualities.
The proceedings were longer than Jim anticipated. Sooper's evidence was a marvel or condensation, but it took some considerable time to give. He himself was on the stand for half an hour, whilst Cardew's evidence took an hour to hear, and it was well into the afternoon before the court again adjourned.
"Did you hear that feller Cardew givin' evidence?" asked Sooper bitterly. "I knew he'd drag in measurements—he did it to spite me. When that fool coroner thanked him for his very valuable data, he almost bust himself with pride."
They had tea at the hotel before they began their journey back to town, and 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. Jim tried to switch him on to a fresh track, but Mr. Cardew would not be denied.
"I mentioned to Ferraby this morning, Superintendent, that I'd hit upon what I feel is the solution of this remarkable mystery."
"Listen to this, Lattimer," said Sooper, with ominous politeness. "A young officer can't know too much. And when you get a gen'leman like Mr. Cardew pullin' out the'ries, you ought to listen. It may be an education. On the other hand it may not. You never can tell. Sit up an' listen!"
But Lattimer had needed no such injunction: he was listening intently.
"As I understand the evidence," Mr. Cardew began, "you three 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, locked and 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. His eyes were wide open, his ugly mouth gaped; his very moustache seemed to bristle. "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.
Not a word did Sooper speak on the journey from Pawsey to his station. He declined Jim's invitation to sit by his side, and huddled himself up in the back with Lattimer, and only once on the journey did Jim hear him so much as grunt. At parting he broke his silence.
"I'm taking back a lot I said about Cardew—not all, but a lot," he said soberly. "I never thought lawyers of that kind had much use except to write letters to people who haven't paid the coal bill. But that Cardew's done sump'n' that no other feller could do, Mr. Ferraby." He poked his long finger in Jim's chest. "He's given me confidence in myself! He's shown me that I'm cleverer than him, and a man that can do that is what I might term a public benefactor."
"But in what way are you cleverer than he?" asked Jim in amazement.
"He didn't mention Big Foot. Now I "—he tapped himself in turn—"I know who Big Foot is! Know him as well as I know Lattimer." He glared round at the sergeant. "And I know it without the'ries, deductions, hypotheses, or any other book stuff. For days I've had Big Foot in my office. I could introduce you to Big Foot just when I like."
"The murderer?"
Sooper nodded. "Big Foot was certainly the murderer."
"And he came in through the back door of the bungalow?"
Sooper nodded again. "Yes, sir; he carne in various ways, but he certainly came in by the back door of the bungalow."
Jim was bewildered. "But did Hannah Shaw know him?"
"No, sir, Hannah Shaw never heard them feet of his, never saw them. She was dead before Big Foot came."
"But, Sooper, you said she was murdered by him?"
"So she was," said Sooper, turning to enter the station. "The'rize on that, son. And, Sergeant, get me an evening paper; I want to see what those stenographic criminals have been sayin' about me."
XVIII. THE PASTRY
The privilege which had been exclusively enjoyed by Sooper was extended to Jim. He was permitted to stay half an hour in Elfa Leigh's little fiat, and hear the latest report on her father.
"They would not let me stay the night at the nursing home," she said, "and perhaps they are wise. He is quite cheerful and happy in his way, and really most tractable. It all seems like a dream to me, a pleasant and yet unpleasant dream. It is dreadful to think of those years when he was wandering about the country, without anybody to care for him."
Jim had also seen the great surgeon; the date of the operation had been fixed. The doctor and his assistant were hopeful of the result and had recited a very cheering list of similar cases that had made good recoveries.
"No, I'm not worried about the operation," she said quietly, when he asked her. "I'm not really worried at all, because the Embassy are doing everything for him. They have been most sympathetic and kind, and have offered me an income until he recovers, so that there's really no necessity for my going back to Mr. Cardew at all."
"Have you heard from Cardew?"
"Yes, he telephoned in e this morning," she said. "He was awfully kind, but very vague. I had the impression that he is so absorbed in the problem of poor Miss Shaw's death that he really cannot bring his mind to bear on my affairs. He is rather a dear."
"Who—Cardew?" Jim smiled. "I know one man who doesn't share your view."
"Sooper? Of course! But then, Sooper is a law unto himself, for one cannot imagine Sooper—how easily one falls into the habit of using that nickname!—holding views remotely resembling ordinary people's! He is a dear too. Is he really as tough as he seems—he talks so queerly?"
"Sooper is one of the oldest officers in the force," said Jim. "I could never quite make up my mind whether his education is as deficient as he pretends. But then, Sooper has so many poses that it is difficult to keep track of them…"
The telephone bell rang at that moment, and the girl took up the instrument and listened, with a gathering frown.
"No, I sent nothing…yes, I'm sure. Please don't give it to him. I will come round."
She put down the instrument, and her face wore an air of concern.
"I can't understand it," she said. "The matron of the nursing home called me up to ask if I had sent a small cherry pie for my father. Of course I haven't. A messenger brought it, with a note supposed to have come from me."
Jim whistled.
"That sounds queer," he said.
When the girl went hurriedly into the room to dress, he bethought him of Sooper, and in a moment of inspiration called that gentleman on the phone. By great good fortune, Sooper was within a few feet of the instrument when it rang, and listened without comment whilst Jim told him of the call from the nursing home.
"Tell 'em to hold that pie until I come. And after you've seen Miss Leigh to her apartments, wait for me outside the nursing home. If you see an officious young man who's interested in your loafing around, mention my name."
It was the first intimation Jim had had that the home was being watched.
When they arrived at the place where the sick man was lying, they were admitted to the matron's private room. On the centre of the table, wrapped in grease-proof paper, was the suspicious confectionery.
"I didn't like to give him any until I was absolutely sure you had sent it," said the matron. "Mr. Minter was very emphatic on that point."
"Did you say there was a letter?"
The matron gave her an envelope. At the first glance at the superscription, Elfa said: "This is not my writing.".
Nor was the brief note inside. It was on plain paper, her address in Cubitt Street being written at the top, and was a brief request that the pastry might be given to her father.
"Do you know the writing?" asked Jim.
She shook her head. "I have never seen it before," she said. "But why send the pie at all? Is it—oh no, that can't possibly be." Her face went white.
"Probably some well-meaning friend," Jim endeavoured to soothe her.
"But who would wish to harm father?" she asked. She looked down at the innocent-looking pastry fearfully.
"What am I to do with this?" asked the matron.
"Keep it, please," said Jim quickly. He glanced significantly at the girl, and the woman understood.
Though he made light of the incident, Elfa had no doubt in her mind as to its significance.
"I heard you telephoning Mr. Minter," she said, as they were driving back to Cubitt Street. "Is he coming to town?"
"He'll be there when I get back. You're not to worry about this, Elfa."
She noticed the more intimate term of address; it seemed very right that he should call her 'Elfa'.
"There is so much behind my father's absence that is inexplicable, that I don't think I'll try to disentangle the skein," she said, with a hopeless gesture. "I shan't go to bed just yet. Will you telephone me if anything is discovered?"
With this assurance he left her and returned to take up his post outside the nursing home. As Sooper anticipated, no sooner had he paused by the doorway than out of the darkness from the opposite side of the road appeared a stranger, who, without preliminary, asked him his business. Nor was Jim's explanation too readily accepted, for the detective is by nature sceptical. Fortunately, in the middle of the argument there came, from the direction of Cavendish Square, the sound of a machine-gun being fired at irregular intervals and a few seconds later Sooper, on his loud machine, came into view.
"Hit her up to forty on Barnes Common," said Sooper with illegal satisfaction. "Traffic cop tried to stop me at the railway cross-roads, but he might as well have tried to take two big handfuls of a flash of lightnin'." Propping the machine against the kerb, they went into the house, and the pie was brought out for his examination.
"Yes, it looks good," said Sooper. "I'll take it away, if you don't mind, miss. I suppose you couldn't remember what station the district messenger came from?"
"I think it was from Trafalgar Square," said the matron. "In fact, I'm sure."
They stopped only long enough to deposit the pastry at the police station, with instructions that it should be sent in a sealed jar to the public analyst the first thing in the morning, and went on to interview the messenger. Jim persuaded Sooper to leave his alarming vehicle at the police station, and it was by taxi that they travelled to Trafalgar Square.
There was no difficulty in confirming the matron's story. The parcel containing the pie had been left apparently by a nondescript individual, who was evidently a messenger of the real sender.
"A loafer picked up in the streets for a few pence," said Sooper. "We shan't find him without advertisin', and then, with the natural cunnin' of the criminal classes, he'll not turn up."
"He may not be a member of the criminal classes."
"He's a loafer, an' all loafers are criminals," said Sooper, who had a weakness for sweeping generalities.
He came out into Trafalgar Square and stood on the side of the kerb, contemplating Nelson's Monument thoughtfully. "Wish I could run across Lattimer. He's in town somewhere and he's the very feller to put on to trail this loafer—Lattimer has got a natural affinity for people who won't work. I'll have to report this to the Yard, and I hate doin' it," he said. "That long-nosed Deputy will probably put another feller into the case, and that will get me all wrong."
With seeming reluctance he went down Whitehall, and had the satisfaction, when he got to the Yard, of discovering no one of sufficient importance on duty to take the case out of his hands, yet one having enough authority to deal immediately with the inquiry.
There was little to tell, yet Jim telephoned to the girl, relating the results of the investigations.
"Do you think it was poisoned?" she asked.
"Sooper isn't sure. We shall know for certain tomorrow." It hurt him to hear the anxiety in her voice.
When he rejoined Sooper, that genius made a strange confession. "Got an idea I'd like to go back in comfort. Where's that old bus of yours?"
"My car is garaged quite close here, and I'll take you down with pleasure. But I thought you were wedded to your infernal whizz-bang."
"I'm scarcely wedded," Sooper said.
Jim went off in a taxi to the garage and picked up Sooper at the police station. The old man had the cycle waiting, and lifted it on to the back of the car. "Queer how ideas come to you, isn't it? Like Mr. Cardew's, in the middle of the night. I've just had an idea that made me feel very joyful." He refused, however, to share his joy with Jim.
The run back was quick and eventless. "Come inside," said Sooper. "I won't keep you a minute. Maybe there's a spot of news."
News there was; the desk sergeant reported that he had received a visit from a motor-cyclist.
"He says that somebody fired two shots at him on the road a mile out of town," he said, and Sooper sighed happily, "They didn't hit him, eh? I guess they misjudged the rate he was travelling. He's probably one of these drivers who can't get more than twenty-five out of his machine. Now, if I'd been on Firefly, doing my forty, they'd have got me sure."
"You!" gasped Jim. "Were they shooting at you?"
"You bet they were shooting at me," said Sooper calmly. "You talk about my being wedded to Firefly—that's just what I want to be. I'd hate to know that Firefly was a widder."
Jim understood now why Sooper had seemed anxious to return by car. Supposing that the explosion of the previous night had not been an accident, and that his life had been attempted, he would be an easy mark for an ambuscade, The noise of his strange machine could be heard for miles (it afterwards appeared that the cyclist who had been fired at was also astride a particularly thunderous engine). "I shouldn't be surprised at anythin' happenin' now," said Sooper philosophically. "But they've got to be quick. Lattimer back?"
"No, sir," said the station sergeant, "he's in town."
But here he said that which was not true. At that identical moment Lattimer was sitting on a fence between two high bushes on the dreariest part of the London road, a large automatic pistol in his hand and a very resentful feeling towards his chief in his heart. For he had not seen Sooper pass.
XIX. SMOKE FROM HILLBROW
It seemed the most natural thing in the world to Jim Ferraby that he should call at Cubitt Street in the morning, wait till the girl came down, and drive her the all too short distance which separated Cubitt Street from Weymouth Street. He had not the excuse that it was on his way; it was, in fact, so much out of his way that it doubled his journey. This aspect of his service was pointed out to him on the first morning, and was emphasized at night when he called for her at Weymouth Street. Mr. Leigh had had a good day, sleeping most of the time.
The nurse reported that it was in the night that he was most wakeful.
"He must have got into the habit of sleeping by day and moving about in the dark," she said. "I have an idea that he recognized me this afternoon. He looked in such a puzzled way, as if he was trying to recall something or somebody. Just before I came out he asked me if I could not take him to the sea. He said he wanted to look after 'three' and 'four'. According to the matron he made the same request to her last night. Who are 'three' and 'four'?"
Jim shook his head. "I must pass that piece of information to Sooper. Did you see the doctor?"
She had interviewed the surgeon, and the operation was fixed for Saturday. He had made certain tests and was satisfied that Leigh could be restored to normal health.
Her first question that morning was about the pastry and Jim had answered glibly that the analyst had discovered no sign of poison. She did not seem convinced. On the way back to Cubitt Street she asked again.
"I got through to Sooper, and he told me that there was no poison," he assured her, but Elfa Leigh's scepticism was not dispelled.
"I have been wondering today whether father witnessed the murder, or knew the murderer," she said. "At lunch time today I went to King's Bench Walk and saw Mr. Cardew, and he is quite certain that, if an attempt was really made upon father last night, it was because he had seen things happen at the cottage. Daddy lived in a cave within view of Beach Cottage, you know that, of course? Sooper told me this morning that the cave had been explored by the police, and there's proof that he must have been living there for years. He used to let himself down the cliff face by a rope ladder at night and climb up before daybreak, pulling the ladder after him. It was so white with chalk that Mr. Minter said it could have escaped notice, even in the daytime."
"You've seen Sooper, then?"
Sooper had apparently made a very brief call at Weymouth Street, but with some skill had avoided discussing the analyst's report on the pastry.
After Jim dropped her at the door of her fiat, he lingered awhile, waiting the invitation to enter.
"I'm going to be inhospitable and let you go home without a cup of tea," she said. "I'm so awfully tired." Again he urged the recuperative value of tea in the park, with a Guards' band playing. She did not even grant that request.
"I wish it was all over," she said. "I have a feeling…such a horrid feeling of danger…as though something terrible was going to happen."
"You sound as if you were a perfect subject for tea in the park," said Jim enticingly, but she smiled her farewell and the door closed upon her.
Jim was at a loose end. He had kept himself free for the evening, and though there was work waiting for him at home, the very thought of it produced a kind of mental nausea. It was a fine evening; he did not feel inclined for a solitary dinner, and mechanically he turned his car westward. His first inclination was to visit Sooper, but when he arrived he found that worthy gentleman had gone away to an unknown destination. Even Lattimer was invisible. Jim 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 Mr. 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 at the inquest. 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."
"Added to which, the doors were locked on the outside," suggested Jim, and Cardew nodded.
"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—er—normal?"
"Normal" was a word outside the gardener's vocabulary. "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.
XX. THE WARNING
Sergeant Lattimer waited for darkness to fall before he strolled out of his lodgings and, taking a circuitous but secluded route, made his leisurely way towards the American's home.
He did not enter by the front gate but found a gap in the hedge, familiar enough to him, and, penetrating a thicket, came to the little green gate in the wall. This time Mr. Elson was not there to meet him, nor was his presence necessary.
Lattimer fitted a key, passed through the door, closed and locked it behind him, and, after a brief reconnaissance, walked noiselessly across the gravel drive to the front door. He did not knock. He had certain work to do, and this he performed rapidly.
From his pocket he took a sheet of white paper; the back of which was evidently gummed, for when he licked and pressed it to the centre panel of the door, it adhered. This done, he half-circled the house, and, coming to a pair of french windows which opened on to the lawn, he tapped gently. For a time there was no response, and he knocked again, and heard the creak of a chair, saw the heavy curtains pulled aside, and Elson's frightened face peering out into the darkness.
"You, is it?" growled the man.
"Me," said the other laconically. "And you can put your gun back in your pocket; nobody is going to hurt you."
He pulled the curtains close after him, and, dropping into a chair, reached out his hand mechanically to the open cigar box.
"Sooper's gone to town," he said.
"He can go to hell so far as I'm concerned," snarled the other. The mark of his heavy drinking was visible; his face was scarcely recognizable to those who had seen him a week before; his hands were shaking, his loose lip quivered at the slightest provocation.
"I dare say…Sooper would go to most places if he could get a good killing."
"He'd better be careful…" began the man in a loud voice, but Lattimer's raised hand and pained expression silenced him.
"There's nothing to shout about."
"He's got nothing on me."
"Maybe he thinks he has," said Lattimer, biting off the end of the cigar with his strong teeth. "You never know what's at the back of Sooper's mind. I've been wondering if he suspects me. He gave me a long lecture this morning on the advantage of turning State's evidence. He said he'd go a long way to help any member of a gang who was prepared to spill it."
Elson licked his lips. "I don't see how that affects you or me…" he began.
"Don't let us slide into personalities," said Lattimer lazily. "I'll take one small nip at the whisky; it'll be all the less for you—been having a bonfire tonight?"
"Me? What do you mean?"
"I saw your old chimney smoking. It seems a pretty warm night to have the furnace going."
Elson considered before he answered. "I was getting rid of a lot of old junk," he said shortly.
They smoked without a word for five minutes, then Lattimer asserted, rather than asked: "You went into town this morning."
The man looked at him suspiciously. "I wanted to get out of this cursed place. No harm about me going into the City, is there?"
"What sort of a cabin did you get?" Elson jumped; his jaw dropped. "The C.P.R. route is a pretty comfortable one. I suppose you didn't like risking the direct line into New York?"
"How did you know?" gasped the other.
"I guessed you were flitting. I've had that feeling for a long time. And naturally, it's worried me," said Lattimer lazily. "I don't like to see a source of income slipping away."
"I thought you called the money 'loans'," sneered the other. "Why I gave you anything I don't know."
"I am useful," said Lattimer. "I may be more useful next Saturday. Naturally, you don't want anybody to know that you're leaving the country. I suppose, when you're safe in Canada—"
"I'm safe anywhere," exploded Elson violently. "I tell you, the police have nothing on me!"
"You've told me that so often that I almost believe it," laughed Lattimer. "Now come across, Elson; what's the hurry?"
"I'm tired of England," said the other doggedly. "Since Hannah was killed, my nerves have gone. Say, Lattimer, what has happened to that tramp?"
"The fellow Sooper pinched? Oh, he's in London somewhere. Why?"
"I don't know—just interested," said Elson huskily. "I saw him in my garden the morning he was pinched—the chauffeur was on the road when Minter took him. That tramp sort of rubbed me raw. Nutty, isn't he?"
"Mad? Why yes, I think he is—at least, Sooper thinks he is. I haven't got a licence to think when Sooper's around."
"Listen, Lat "—Elson leant forward and dropped his voice to a hoarse whisper—"you know the law of this country…nobody'd take notice of what a nutty fellow said, would they? I mean, the law? Suppose he starts something—sort of charges people with—things? The law wouldn't fall for that nutty stuff, would it?"
Lattimer was eyeing him steadily. "What are you afraid of?" he asked.
"Afraid of nothing," snapped Elson. "Did I tell you I was afraid of anything? well! Only I'm curious; I've got a hunch I've met that fellow in America somewhere. Maybe down in Arizona, when I was—I was farming and did him dirt—I've done a lot of people that way; you see what I mean? That's the only thing I'm scared of."
He was lying, and Lattimer knew he was lying. "I guess they wouldn't take very much notice of what a madman said—I hope they wouldn't anyway. But he's not going to be mad very long. Sooper told me there is to be an operation and there is every hope of his recovering."
Elson leaped to his feet, his face livid. "That's a lie! A lie! He couldn't get right! God, if I had known—if I had known!"
Lattimer was watching him unemotionally. Not a line of his saturnine face moved. "I thought so; he's the fellow that has got the pull on you. You can make your mind easy. John Leigh will be days and weeks before they let him talk—if he ever talks."
The other man was calmer now, and something in Lattimer's tone arrested him as he turned to the half empty decanter by his side.
"What is he to you, anyway?" he asked.
The sergeant shrugged. "He means nothing to me," he said.
Still Elson made no attempt to move. His swollen face was thrust downwards towards Lattimer. "Suppose he's not as mad as you think he is? They say he's got a cave or something up in the cliffs near Beach Cottage. It is likely he wasn't so far away when Hannah went out. How would that affect you?"
Lattimer laughed and sent a cloud of smoke up to the ceiling.
"How would it affect you?" he asked significantly. "You're wrong if you think that I know this man Leigh. I've heard of him, naturally, but I'd never seen him until Sooper put him into the cooler—I don't know that he was even in the cooler; when I saw him, he was in Sooper's office, drinking tea."
He saw Elson's hand raised, enjoining silence. The man was listening intently. Presently he pulled out his watch. "My servants are back," he said.
"Will they come in here?"
"Not unless I ring for them."
Almost as he spoke, there came a tap at the door. Lattimer rose quickly and slipped behind the curtains, as his host went to the door and unlocked it. It was his valet.
"Excuse me, sir," said the man, "I didn't want to disturb you—"
"Well, why have you?" asked Elson harshly.
"Well, I was wondering, sir, if you'd seen the notice on the door? I couldn't get it off; it was gummed on tight."
"Notice on the door?" demanded Elson, in a different tone. "What are you talking about?"
He dashed past the servant and ran across the hall, the lights of which were now burning. Jerking open the door, he saw the white square of paper pasted on the panel and read it slowly, unbelievingly.
'FIRST HANNAH SHAW. YOU WILL BE THE NEXT TO GO.'
His hand went up to his throat; he tried to articulate, but nothing escaped but a thin whine of anguish. Staggering back to his study, he slammed the door and locked it.
"Lattimer!" he gasped. "Lattimer!"
He jerked aside the curtains, but Lattimer was gone the way he had come.
XXI. TEA IN THE PARK
There came from Sooper's backyard a "chicka-chick-bang!" which was fairly familiar to everybody who lived within a radius of one mile. The proprietor of the local picture house had once hired Sooper's bicycle to produce the effects in a great battle scene, and that was about the only time that the engine of Firefly (he called it The Hawk in those days) had been known to run without producing sounds suggestive of a trench raid.
Once a party of admirers had subscribed to buy him the latest and the most silent of machines; the presentation had been made in the presence of the Mayor, the Corporation and the local ministry. Sooper kept the machine for exactly a week, and then it disappeared. He told a thrilling story of it having been smashed up, but it is an open secret that he sold it by public auction, and out of the proceeds of the sale added an incubator to his poultry yard, a new coat of paint to Firefly, and a not inconsiderable sum to his account at Barclay's Bank.
It was very early in the morning, before most citizens were abroad, though it could not be said with truth that anybody within range was sleeping. He had mounted the machine upside down on a kitchen table, and was engaged in regulating a piece of mechanism which was only complicated because it was Sooper's own repair work.
A respectful officer stood by in his shirt-sleeves. This policeman had some knowledge of mechanics, and he was invariably employed, on such occasions as these, to agree with all that Sooper said. He remained a mechanical authority just so long as he adopted this attitude.
"Noise is nature, Constable," said Sooper, plying a spanner. "Never heard that anybody put a silencer on thunder, did you?"
"No, sir."
"'The sheep make noises, and the cattle within thy gates', to quote that well-known expression."
"I only suggest, sir, that you could put a better silencer on the machine," said the officer respectfully.
"It would be a waste of money, Constable. Besides, people like the sound of Firefly. They just turn over in their beds and they say: 'Everything's all right; Sooper's around.'"
At that particular moment, many people were turning over in their beds without experiencing a glow of satisfaction that he was on hand.
"But, Sooper, isn't it a bad thing; suppose a farmyard robber hears you coming—"
"They'd never hear me coming," said Sooper, glaring at the officious man. "This machine's highly ventriloq'al. You think you hear it coming in one direction when it is really coming in another. What's the matter with you this morning, Constable? You're arguin' an' arguin'. Gosh! I can't get a word in edgeways!"
Thereafter the constable remained discreetly silent.
Sooper finished his work to his entire satisfaction, lit his pipe and examined the morning sky, and found it good. Disappearing into the hut, he came back with a large bag of chicken-feed, which he slung over his shoulder and carried to his clamouring children. The inspection of hen-houses and collection of eggs being concluded, Sooper went in to perform his toilet, and had reached the stage when he was hissing into his rough towel, when Lattimer reported for duty.
"Where were you last night, Lattimer?" asked Sooper, growling over the edge of the towel.
"It was my night off, sir."
"There used not to be such a thing as a night off in my days," grumbled the old man. "Bring my letters."
Lattimer came back with a small wad of official correspondence, and Sooper sorted his mail accurately.
"That's a bill, that's a complaint about Firefly, that's a hue-and-cry, that's a letter from that smart Alec in the Pay Department," he muttered rapidly, as envelope after envelope passed through his fingers. "And that's what I want."
It was in a plain envelope, Lattimer noticed, and the letter had some sort of printed heading which he could not read.
"Humph!" said Sooper, when he had scanned the contents. "Ever heard of aconite?"
"No, sir. Is it a poison?"
"Slightly poisonous. As much as would go on the head of a pin would kill you, Lattimer, though it wouldn't kill me, bein' more robust an' not spending my nights jazzin' an three steppin' with a parcel of girls."
"Is the letter from the analyst, sir?" asked Lattimer.
"It is. You might put through an inquiry and find out if anybody's been buyin' aconitine. It's not usually sold. Ask the Yard. Never heard of aconitine, eh?"
Sooper was fastening his collar, his twisted face upturned to the ceiling.
"No, sir, I've never heard of that drug."
"I'll bet you old Cardew, the famous amateur sleuth, could tell you a dozen cases where It's been used."
"Very likely," agreed Lattimer.
"I don't like poisoners," mused Sooper, tying his cravat with unusual care. "They're about the meanest kind of murderers; they never confess. Did you know that, Lattimer? A poisoner never confesses, not even when he's toeing the 'T.'"
"I didn't know that, sir," said the patient Lattimer.
"I'll bet old Cardew knows. I'll bet he's got books about murderers and about poisoners that would make your hair curl. I must get a subscription to one of these scientific libraries; I'm so far behind the times that it's catching me up in the first lap."
He concluded his official correspondence in a very short time, and, mounting his machine, began a round of important calls. They would not appear to be very important from any other viewpoint than Sooper's. He was a quarter of an hour in the telephone exchange, interviewing another kind of superintendent; he was nearly two hours at the village stationer's in the High Street, and during that period obtained a very considerable knowledge of writing papers, their watermarks and characteristics. At the typewriter agency, his stay was brief but informative. But it was not until he had left his district far behind him, and was wandering around the side streets that lead from the Strand, that his really important inquiries could be said to have begun.
Jim saw him quite by accident, as he and the girl were driving along Whitehall on their way to Green Park. A little to his distress, Elfa insisted upon stopping and running back nearly a hundred yards to overtake the long-striding old man.
"We're driving to Kensington Gardens; won't you come?" she asked.
Sooper looked round at the distant car. "I don't suppose that young feller will be wantin' me, Miss Leigh. I'm not, an' never have been, the sort of man that 'd come, so to speak, between two young lovin' hearts."
"Our hearts are young, Mr. Minter, but they are not loving," said Elfa, going very red. "Mr. Ferraby has been most kind to me."
"Who wouldn't be?" murmured Sooper. "You're sure he won't mind?"
"Of course he won't mind," said Elfa, slightly annoyed. "Why should he mind?"
Sooper got on board with a show of reluctance. "I was just sayin' to this young lady that far be it from me to go buttin' in when two young people want to be alone."
"We're very glad to see you, Sooper," said Jim stiffly.
"I always say that young people have got plenty of time to canoodle an' hold hands an' do things of that kind, and there's no sense in gettin' sore when some old feller walks into the parlour without coughin' or knockin'. I've never been in love myself," he reflected sadly. "There was a certain affair between a widder woman—did I ever tell you about that temp'ramental widder?"
"I expect she missed you when you left her," said Jim viciously.
"She did—by inches. The plate hit the wall too near to be comfortable."
It was the only reference he had ever made to the cause of his breach with the temperamental widow.
"I like to see people marry young," he rambled on. "By the time they're old enough to be divorced, they've settled down."
"You're not exactly cheerful this evening, Sooper," said Jim, laughing in spite of himself.
"I never am cheerful at this time of the day."
As they passed the magazine in Hyde Park, the sentry on duty came stiffly to attention and presented arms. Sooper took off his hat solemnly.
"He was saluting the officer on the other sidewalk," explained the girl.
Sooper shook his head mournfully. "I thought appreciation had come at last," he said. "If I had my due, the church bells'd ring every time I came into London."
Over a third cup in the alfresco tea ground, he made a passing reference to the business which had brought him to town. And then, with characteristic abruptness: "That pie had been doctored, young lady. I'm not going to pretend that it hadn't—anyway, you wouldn't believe me."
"You mean poisoned?" she said, going pale.
Sooper nodded vigorously. "Got an idea somebody doesn't want your father to get his mind clear. Maybe he saw too many things from that little cave of his. In fact, I am inclined to think that it is somethin' which he saw before he went—before his mind changed. It's no use askin' me who did it, because I'm not at liberty to tell you, and if I told you, I haven't got evidence to arrest him."
His eyes wandered over the surrounding tables. "When I was a young officer, I never dreamt of walkin' about like a gentleman, eatin' ice cream," he said.
So rapid was the transition from one subject to the other that the girl was bewildered, but Jim, who knew Sooper's queer habits, followed the direction of his eyes. At a table on the outskirts he saw a familiar face. "Did you bring Lattimer here?"
Sooper shook his head. "Eat in' ice cream!" he said bitterly. "Like a young girl! Now, when I was his age, I'd have been takin' a sociable and manly glass of beer."
"Has he seen you?" asked Jim, dropping his voice.
"You bet he's seen me. That Lattimer sees everythin'. He's like the well-known spider with forty million eyes, or maybe four million."
Yet, if Lattimer saw him, he made no sign. He was indeed engaged in the operation of consuming a plate of ice cream, and did not betray any proper shame when Sooper came over and sat down facing him. Looking across, Jim saw the old man speak, and from his expression he guessed that Sooper was in him most vitriolic mood, for as he came stalking back, Lattimer summoned the waitress, paid his bill and disappeared somewhat hurriedly.
"I gave that feller strict instructions not to leave the station," he said, "an' here he is eatin' ice cream like a young lady! Got the time on you, Mr. Ferraby? I don't carry a watch myself. There was some talk of presentin' me with one, but it fell through. If you ever find yourself with an old watch you don't want, maybe you'll shoot it down to me?"
When Jim had told him the hour, he got up. "I'll have to go now; I've left my joy-waggon in the Bayswater Road; it's only a step from here."
With a nod to the girl he was gone, before she could ask even one of the questions she had made up her mind to put to him.
From where they sat they could see the road and the bridge leading across the lake. As Sooper strode off, Jim saw a man cross the road and follow at a respectful distance. It was Lattimer.
"I wonder what he's doing. Sooper said he'd sent him back to his headquarters, but he doesn't seem to be in any hurry."
They waited for half an hour, talking aimlessly, then strolled off to the car, which was parked by the side of the road. Jim was getting in when somebody addressed him by name. "Excuse me, Mr. Ferraby," said a voice.
He looked round, and his eyes fell upon an unknown face that he yet seemed to know. From his gaping boots to his battered straw hat, 'tramp' was legibly written on every garment. "Remember me, sir? Sullivan. I was the gentleman you was good enough to prosecute at the Old Bailey."
"Moses!" said Jim softly. "You're the brute that ought to be doing time!"
"That's right, sir," said the man, unabashed. "Haven't got the price of a bed about you, have you, sir? I've been sleeping out for a week."
Jim, who had no sentiment in matters of this kind, looked round for a policeman, but evidently Sullivan had taken the precaution of reconnoitring the ground for the same purpose.
Jim saw the smile trembling at the corner of the girl's mouth and turned to her hopelessly.
"This is the 'poor fellow' to whom you once referred, Elfa. You remember I prosecuted him?"
"And you did it well, too, sir," said Sullivan ingratiatingly.
And now Jim saw, coming round the bend, a very welcome sight. It was a mounted police patrol. Sullivan saw him also.
"If you give me a couple of shillings, sir," he said rapidly and earnestly, "you'll be doing me a great favour. The only money I've earned was a shilling I got last night from a gent to take a pie to Trafalgar Square."
The keen-eyed patrol was coming forward at a trot as Sullivan turned to fly, but Jim's arm kept him.
"Come here, my friend. What's this story you tell me about carrying a pie? Who gave it to you?"
"Some fellow—I've never seen him before. He came up to me on the Embankment and asked me if I'd like to earn a shilling—I won't lie to you, sir, It's truth—by taking a parcel to the district messenger office."
"Did you see his face?" asked Jim quickly.
Sullivan shook his head. By this time the patrol was abreast of them and, bringing his horse to a standstill, was eyeing the vagrant unkindly. Jim stepped out into the road, and in a few words introduced himself and told the gist of the tramp's story.
"Yes, sir, we've had that inquiry in station orders," said the patrol, and beckoned to Sullivan. "You can come a walk with me," he said. "If you try to run I'll murder you."
That evening, Sullivan was taken down to an interview with Sooper. His story had many disappointing feat ures. In the first place, he had not seen the stranger's face, and in the second, he was not prepared to identify him in any other way.
"He talked very sharp and official, sir. I thought he was a busy at first—I mean a detective."
"Say what you mean, bo'," said Sooper gently. "I'm sufficiently acquainted with the common talk of the lower orders to know what a 'busy' is. Sounded like a detective, did he?"
"Yes, sir, the way he ordered me about."
Sooper turned to the Central London man who had conducted Sullivan to the station. "He's been identified by the district messenger, has he? Good! I seem to remember Mr. Ferraby telling me that he asked him for the price of a bed? He's goin' to get one tonight, and it's goin' to cost him nothin'. Put him in the refrigerator where he'll freeze to death," said Sooper, with a lordly gesture, and Sullivan made a complaining exit.
XXII. CHLOROFORM
Mr. Gordon Cardew was an omnivorous reader, and since he had retired from the practice of the law, he had devoured more books than the average gentleman's library contains. It was his practice to take a book to bed with him, for he was not the best of sleepers, and to resume in the early hours of the morning where he had left off the night before.
Of late years his studies had been exclusively directed to that department of science, the mention of which never failed to arouse Sooper's derision. Yet anthropology can be a fascinating subject, and the bald records of dead criminals more thrilling than the most modern of romances. Cardew had discovered that not a day passed which did not increase his store of knowledge and widen his outlook upon the criminal, his method and his psychology.
He was still in bed, with Mantegazza's well-intentioned but misguided treatise on physiognomy set against his knees, and his mind divided between the theories of that great criminologist and the adjourned inquest which would be resumed in a few days' time, when the maid brought him his morning tea, and set it on the table beside the bed.
"Mr. Minter is downstairs, sir."
"Minter? Good heavens!" said Cardew, jerking himself up. "What time is it?"
"Half past seven, sir."
"Minter, at this hour? Tell him I will be down in a few minutes."
He scrambled into his dressing-gown and slippers, and, carrying his tea in his hand, went down to find Sooper sitting bolt upright on a hall chair.
"I've got a feller in the cooler named Sullivan," said Sooper, coming at once to the point. "I don't suppose yon remember him. He tried to break into Elson's house…"
"I remember the circumstances. Of course, he was the man whom Mr. Ferraby prosecuted."
"That's why he got off," said Sooper unkindly. "He was pulled in last night. I don't mind tellin' you that I'm pretty worried, Mr. Cardew, and I wouldn't have come out here because, honest, I don't think there's anythin' in the'rizin' or anthr'pology or any of that truck. But you're a lawyer and I'm an ignorant old man, and I've got an idea that this feller's keepin' somethin' from me, that he knows more than he'll say. I've tried every way of persuadin' him, short of beatin' his head off, but he won't spill what I want him to spill. Now to tell the truth," said Sooper, with an obvious effort, "I've always guyed your ideas an' notions, because I'm an old fashioned policeman with old-fashioned ways; and all that magnifying-glass and Chopping's Sonata stuff doesn't mean anythin' in my young life. But I'm a broad-minded man and I've never stopped learnin'." He paused, and seemed to expect Mr. Cardew to say something.
"Well, what do you want me to do?"
"You're a lawyer," said Sooper doggedly. "You're used to gettin' fellers on the stand and turnin' 'em inside out…"
"And you want me to cross-examine him? But that's highly irregular. Why don't you get Mr. Ferraby, who is in the Public Prosecutor's Department?"
"He publicly prosecuted Sullivan and Sullivan got off," said Sooper disparagingly. "Of course, you needn't come, only I got an idea. In the middle of the night," he added. "It is queer how ideas come to a man in the middle of the night."
"Precisely," said Mr. Cardew eagerly. "If you remember, my theory as to the murder occurred to me at two o'clock in the morning."
"I don't remember the exact time, but I seem to remember that it did."
Mr. Cardew considered the matter for some time. "Very good," he said, "if you think there is no impropriety in my questioning the man, I will come, though I warn you that I am quite unused to criminal practice."
Sooper made no disguise of his relief. "I've been layin' in bed worryin' about this Sullivan—a reg'lar grasshound he is; a lot of people think I wouldn't lower myself to ask advice, but I'm not that sort. You can pick up ideas from most anybody if you give your mind to it."
He seemed blissfully unconscious that his speech lacked graciousness but Mr. Cardew was not offended. "Now, tell me what offence this man is charged with, and what it is you wish to discover."
"Attempted murder," said Sooper, "accessory to, or before the act," and seeing the look of surprise that came on the lawyer's face, he expanded the charge, yet was brief in his elaboration.
"This Sullivan took a small cherry pie from a stranger on the Thames Embankment. He had to take same to the messenger office with a letter, and the whole lot was to be delivered at a nursin' home in Weymouth Street. In that pie was poison—aconitine. This Sullivan says he don't know the man who gave him the parcel, and he lies like a dog! An' clever as I undoubtedly am, I can't catch him out."
Mr. Cardew pursed his lips. "An extraordinary story," he said at last; "you are quite serious—you are not—er—fooling me?"
"I wish I was," said Sooper, "not that I'm capable of doing so, but I wish I was!"
The lawyer, with his chin in his hand, looked thoughtful. "A remarkable story—it hardly seems possible that in the twentieth century, in the very centre and home of civilization…"
"An' cultcher," suggested Sooper, when he paused.
"That such things could happen. Very well, Superintendent, I will see this man, and such poor skill as I may possess will be at your disposal. You do not in any way connect this man with the murder?"
"I assuredly an' certainly do," said Sooper.
He went back to the station and aroused the slumbering Sullivan. "Wake, bo', it's your last hour on earth!" he said. "Courage, mon onfons—which is French, you poor loft-lounger."
Sullivan sat up on the hard bench and knuckled his eyes. "What's the time?" he asked drowsily.
"Time's nothin' to you, tramp—an' will be less," said Sooper evenly, "there's a firs' class lawyer comin' along to turn you inside out an' don't lie to him, bo', because he's a whale on psychol'gy an' he can see into your black heart. An' further, you'll tell him all about the man you met on the Embankment…an' the truth!"
"I don't remember the man," said the frightened Sullivan; "don't you think I'd tell you if I remembered?"
Sooper shook his head sadly. "Never heard of brimston' an' fire, an' what happens to a feller that can't talk straight? Didn't you have a mother that taught you sump'n'?"
"I don't know, so I can't tell you," Sullivan almost screamed the words. "To hell with your lawyer!"
"You wait!" warned Sooper, and turned the key on his prisoner.
He strolled to the entrance of the station in time to see Cardew's limousine flying down the street. With a grinding of brakes, the car stopped and a dazed chauffeur leapt out on to the sidewalk.
"Superintendent, will you come at once…Mr. Cardew has been chloroformed in his room…"
"Why didn't you phone?" shouted Sooper in a fury, as he jumped for the car.
"The wires have been cut," said the man, and Sooper showed his teeth.
"That Big Foot thinks of everythin'!' he said.
"I went back to my room and lay down on my bed to think out your unusual request," said Mr. Cardew. He was the colour of chalk and had, in fact, been very sick. He was stretched full-length on an ottoman, and the room was heavy with the sweetness of chloroform.
"I must have dozed…I didn't sleep too well in the night, and I have no recollection of anything happening until I felt my servant shaking me by the shoulder. He came into the room by accident and apparently saw me lying with a piece of folded lint over my face, and he must have disturbed my assailant, because he found the window wide open."
Sooper crossed to the window and looked out. He saw a shining object on the flower-bed immediately below and, going downstairs, went out into the open air and retrieved it. It was a broken bottle, labelled 'Chloroformii B.P.' it had been newly opened, and now the fumes of its contents were rapidly destroying the flowers amidst which the bottle had fallen.
Sooper looked up at the open window. It was an easy drop. There were no footprints on the narrow flower-bed under the wall, but anybody jumping from the window must inevitably miss the bed and strike the gravel path.
He looked at the bottle label. It bore in the corner the initials of a well-known wholesale chemist, and would be difficult to trace. The telephone wire ran along the wall at this spot, within reach of a man of average height. It had been neatly cut.
"Same pliers that cut my wire," said Sooper.
Going back to the stricken lawyer, he found he had so far recovered that he was able to sit up in a chair.
"You hadn't seen anybody about the grounds—where was your gardener?"
"This morning he is in the potting sheds; none of the outside staff would be in view. I certainly heard a scraping noise as I was lying on the bed, but I gave no great attention to it."
"The window was open?"
"Half open and fastened with a hook which could easily be lifted from the outside. It was wide open when my man came in." Sooper examined the folded lint. Though chloroform is one of the most volatile of liquids, the lint was still damp between the folds. He pulled away the pillow on which the lawyer's head had been resting and then looked under the bed. Ill as he felt, Mr. Cardew smiled.
"No, I didn't expect to find him there," said Sooper, impervious to ridicule, "I got an idea that I'd find sump'n. They didn't scratch your hands, did they?"
"Scratch my hands? What on earth…"
Sooper inspected the lawyer's hands, finger by finger, in his near-sighted way—he saw excellently in the dark, and there were many, Lattimer amongst the number, who regarded that peering habit of his as a pose.
"I thought they would have scratched your hands." He seemed disappointed. "That upsets one of my the'ries—I'm pickin' up the'ries pretty rapid. I'll have to give you police protection, Mr. Cardew."
"You'll do nothing of the kind," protested the lawyer vigorously, "I am quite capable of protecting myself."
"Looks like it," was all that Sooper said.
XXIII. THE WARRANT
The task that should have been Mr. Cardew's fell to Jim Ferraby, peremptorily summoned from Whitehall, as he believed, for an important consultation. Officials of the Public Prosecutor's Department are not amenable to the autocratic demands of superintendents of police, even though a superintendent is a very important person indeed, and would in the United States be called captain. The irregularity of the proceedings occurred to Jim Ferraby on his way from town, and were emphasized by the coolness of Sooper's request.
"But, my dear man," said Jim irritably, "you do not give the third degree in this country! Sooper, you'll get me hanged!"
"I'm never goin' to rest until somebody's hung, Mr. Ferraby," said the imperturbable man. "I wouldn't have troubled you, but the Feller That Thinks of Everythin' got at the grandest anthr'pologist of the age just as he was goin' to put it all over that low thief Sullivan."
"Mr. Cardew? What has happened to him?" asked Jim quickly. Sooper so seldom laughed that Jim stared in amazement.
"Big Foot got him—clever. That fellow's got brains as well as feet. General the'ry is that he was in the house listenin' when I was havin' a little conversation with Mr. Cardew. And I've known that sump'n was goin' to happen to Cardew all this last week. I suppose I might have put on a squad to protect him," he mused, "but who'd ever think they'd catch a feller that's on speakin' terms with Lombosso, or what ever that Eytalian's name may be?"
Jim looked at him suspiciously. He was never quite sure how near to laughter Sooper was in his more solemn moments. "Tell me what occurred," he said, and Sooper gave a very graphic description of Cardew's unhappy experience.
At the old man's earnest request he went into the cell and for an hour questioned and cross-questioned the angry tramp. Sooper left him to his task. "I never thought you would," he said, when Jim reported failure. "Naturally, that feller's got a superior feeling towards you, Mr. Ferraby. He bested you once. I never thought you'd get him to talk."
"But, my dear good man, Sullivan is speaking the truth," said Jim, nettled.
Sooper closed his eyes wearily. "I suppose it sounds that way to you. It's a great pity." He shook his head again. "You're not going, Mr. Ferraby?"
"Yes, I am," said Jim. "And really, Sooper, I don't know why on earth you brought me here."
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."
What Sooper described as a 'path' was no more than a foot-wide track, that twisted and turned mazily, sometimes running into hollows, occasionally marching parallel with the fence boundary.
"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," he said steadily. "Elson, I ought to have pinched you this mornin' an' saved your life!"
XXIV. AMBUSHED
"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. "The same man that chloroformed Cardew, the same man that shot Hannah Shaw, the same man that handed the pastry to that human fish in the tank—the same brain, the same hand, the same motive. He's consistent. I can admire a man who's that way. An' he 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. "I wouldn't have seen him, only a bird was lightin' on that furze an' changed his mind quite sudden. I was always partial to birds. I got twenty chicks incubated this mornin'. It's not nature, but it pays."
The last thing in the world that Jim Ferraby wished to discuss was Sooper's poultry farm. "Where is he now?" he asked, glancing back over his shoulder.
"Him—oh, 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 motor-cars, 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. Anybody seen Lattimer?"
"He was not at the station when I left, sir," said a uniformed sergeant. "I left word that he was to come on here."
Sooper said nothing.
Crossing to the gorse bushes, he worked round them, his eyes on the ground. The exploded shells were there for all to see, but beyond motioning to an officer who followed him to pick them up, he paid them no attention. He was sniffing and snuffling for all the world like an old dog.
"Got a wonderful nose," he said, addressing Jim. "Smell anything?"
"No—except the gorse."
Sooper volunteered no further information; he was still looking for something, parting bushes, lifting sprawling tendrils, searching with his fingers amongst the debris that the seasons had left upon the ground.
"He must have taken it away," he said. "I banked on his leavin' it in his hurry. But he's too thoughtful."
"What did you expect to find?" asked Jim curiously.
Sooper sat back on his heels—he was kneeling at the time—and looked into Ferraby's face.
"Your latchkey, or—here it is, by gum!"
He scraped from under the bush a small golden object. Jim Ferraby recognized it instantly, though he had not seen the thing for a very long time. "It is my sovereign purse!" he exclaimed. It was a relic of the golden age, when money was metal.
"Remember when you lost it?" Jim remembered perfectly, it was one Sunday two years before. He had called to see Sooper on his way to town and missed the purse from the end of his watch-chain.
"I thought I had dropped it in the car, and Lattimer searched the machine. The swivel was always a bit groggy—it is now—and I think I must have lost it a dozen times before it finally disappeared. But how came it here?"
"He left it—the Big Foot man. He left somethin' at Beach Cottage. I guessed it would be a little souv'nir of yours…I wouldn't have been surprised if he's left a pair of Cardew's eyeglasses. But, lord! he wouldn't dare do it, not on him!"
"But what did he leave behind at Beach Cottage?" asked Jim.
"His feet," wa5 the laconic reply.
A doctor was examining the body when they came back, and had already given orders for its removal.
"Come a little walk," said Sooper, and returned to the gorse bush. "He went this way." He pointed to a space between the blackberry bushes. "You just follow me and I'll give you an imitation of a bloodhound."
Jim was feeling physically sick. The sun was hot; there was in his nostrils the very aroma of death. Sooper, on the other hand, might have been discussing a game of tennis in which he had been beat en, so respectful was he to the man who had baffled him.
"Got an idea you ought to have police protection too, Mr. Ferraby:" he said, "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 operation?"
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. "Got no side. I knew a hangman that wanted patty de fay grass for breakfast, but this new man's one of the plain beer and cheese kind. 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.
"If cases were brought into court on suspicion," said Sooper, continuing the thread of his argument, "that chap'd do nothin' but barberin'. And there's nothin' to be made out of that trade, especially in a coal-minin' village, where fellers only shave once a week. He told me that this safety-razor craze had taken pounds out of his pocket. He's a good feller; I'd like to find him a job."
Jim had learnt that, when Sooper was thinking, he talked, and that speech helped him pretty considerably. The subject on which he spoke, and that which was in his mind, were entirely different.
"It's curious," he went on, "that when a man commits a fairly clever murder, everybody says he must be mad. You'd expect to find Big Foot with straws in his hair—he turned off here," he said suddenly, and, lifting the branches of a young crab-apple tree, he crawled out into a grass-covered clearance.
Before them was a plain wire fence. Leaning over, Sooper gazed up and down the sunken road which acted as boundary between the two properties.
"That's Cardew's field," indicated Sooper. "It's not so much of a wilderness…I wonder if he's still alive?" he asked calmly, and Jim was shocked.
"You don't think that…?" He did not finish his sentence.
"You never know," said Sooper, climbing over the fence and cautiously descending the steep slope to the dusty road. This he examined carefully. "It's narrow enough to jump. At the same time, if we walked on the grass…Hullo!"
A man was coming leisurely down the road, the butt of a cigar between his teeth, a derby hat on the back of his head.
"Look at Lattimer comin' to work," said Sooper sourly.
"You'd never think that the factory bell had been ringin' for the past half-hour. Good afternoon, my bold Sergeant," he said, as the officer came within hearing. "Been to a weddin'?"
"No, sir, I only just heard that there was trouble here."
"Did you just?" asked Sooper sardonically. "Was that why you were runnin' like mad?"
"I didn't think it was necessary to run, Sooper," said the other coolly. "One of the servants up at the house told me what had happened, and I thought I'd come round the cut road in the hope of picking up a trail. It is obvious he must have broken this side or the wilderness."
Sooper did not reply.
"Can I pick up anything here, sir?"
The old man pointed to the road.
"There's a whole lot of dust, if you're makin' a collection," he said. "Go up to Mr. Cardew's house an' tell him what's happened, an' stay by him till I relieve you. He's not to be let out of your sight, and the house must be patrolled at night. Got that?"
"Yes, sir. Am I to tell Mr. Cardew that he's under police protection?"
"Tell him anythin' you like," said Sooper. "But when he sees you sittin' on the doorstep, maybe he'll guess. And, Sergeant, if he wants to go to the wilderness to take measurements, humour him, but let him go when there's plenty of people in the grounds. I'm holdin' you responsible for his life, an' if he's found dead in his room I'll take no excuses from you."
"Very good, sir," said Lattimer, and turned back the way he had come. Jim stood watching him till he disappeared on the main road.
"Lattimer's a good feller," said Sooper, "but he's got no instincts. All animals have got instincts, including detective sergeants, if they only like to cultivate 'em."
"You trust Lattimer rather much, don't you, Sooper?" asked Jim quietly.
"Don't trust anybody," was the surprising reply. "I may seem to trust him, but that's my artfulness an' cunnin'. To be a good policeman you've got to be artful an' trust nobody, not even your own wife. That's why policemen ought never to marry. Lattimer will make a good detective sooner or later if he doesn't go crook. That's a temptation that comes to every young detective. He mixes with such bad company."
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."
Before returning to town, Jim went up to see the lawyer. It seemed to Ferraby that Mr. Cardew was much less confident about his own immunity from danger than he had, from Sooper's description, apparently been in the morning. He sat in his library, a pallid man, ready to jump at every sound, inexpressibly agitated by the news which Lattimer had brought.
"Tragedy on tragedy!" he said hollowly, as Jim was shown in, "This is awful, Ferraby. Whoever would have thought that poor Elson…" he choked. "You know, of course, that he was warned? Sergeant Lattimer told me the story. A piece of paper was pasted on his door the other night."
Obviously the warning worried Cardew as much as, if not more than, the murder, for he constantly came back to the subject. His passion for criminal investigation was momentarily in eclipse. Jim saw the covered model, well knowing what it was, but Mr. Cardew seemed to have lost interest in it. Jim was entirely ignorant about the sheet of paper that had been gummed to Elson's door, and he wondered why the superintendent had not thought it worth his while to tell him of this remarkable occurrence. Probably, had Elson been arrested, that fact would have come out. He mentioned this circumstance and Cardew stared at him.
"Elson was to have been arrested? Why?" he gasped. "What had he been doing?"
"He had stolen something, or at least had stolen property in his possession. I was not particularly keen on signing the warrant: it is the first time I have ever put, my name to that type of document: but Sooper was so insistent that I fell. He had come up to effect the arrest when he discovered the murder."
"But Elson to be arrested?" repeated Cardew incredulously. "I can't understand it. My mind is all muddle and confusion! I hope they will not require my evidence at the adjourned inquest. I am completely knocked out by this new horror."
And yet the ruling passion must have been very strong, for he went on: "Is it possible that Hannah and Elson were really married, and that some unknown rival destroyed them both? There have been such cases." He made a gesture of despair. "I am a fool to bother my head about these things. Men like the superintendent are so much better equipped, for all my learning and my studies. I am beginning to feel a sense of my own inferiority," he said with a faint smile.
Lattimer was sitting in the garden when Jim went out. He had brought a chair to the shade of the mulberry tree, and was apparently half asleep, for he started when Jim called him by name.
"Thank heaven you're not Sooper!" he said. "This is a drowsy kind of place."
From where he sat, Jim saw that he commanded a view both of the front entrance of Barley Stack and the windows of Mr. Cardew's study.
"Do you share Sooper's view that Mr. Cardew is in danger?"
Jim thought he detected a hint of irony in the reply.
"Were you with Sooper when the body was found, Mr. Ferraby? How was he killed—shot?"
"Yes," said Jim quietly, "and we were lucky that we were not found with him."
Lattimer opened his eyes.
"Really?" he said politely. "Did he, they, or whoever it was, shoot at you too? That fellow has some nerve! I thought Sooper was a little peeved. That accounts for it. You didn't see the shooter, I suppose, Mr. Ferraby?"
"No," said Jim. He thought the question was a little superfluous.
"Sooper didn't see him, or think he saw him? Sooper has very good eyesight, though he pretends he hasn't. Two years ago he pretended he'd gone stone deaf, and half the station were deceived. Shot at you, eh?" he mused, looking at Jim with a speculative eye. "That's why they're giving Mr. Cardew protection! This Big Foot is certainly some bird." He stifled a yawn. "I was up late last night," he said, and took out a handkerchief and wiped his lips. As he did so, Jim was conscious of a faint fragrance.
"That is a vanity I should never imagine you would indulge in, Sergeant," he said good-humouredly.
"The perfume?" Lattimer sniffed at the cambric. "My landlady put a satchet amongst my handkerchiefs. I don't think she will do it again."
And then, with a cold sensation at his heart, Jim's mind flashed back to the scene of the murder, to Sooper snuffling about the bush. Controlling his voice with an effort, he was about to ask a question when Lattimer supplied the answer.
"Sooper would raise hell if he smelt that. He's got as keen a scent as a fox-hound. That man is superhuman." He yawned again."
"I should like to think I was getting to bed early tonight," he said.
It was late when Jim Ferraby returned to Whitehall, but his chief was still at the office and sent for him the moment he heard he had arrived.
"You seem to be tumbling into murder cases lately, Ferraby," said old Sir Richard. "What is the inside story of this?"
Jim told him all he knew, which was not very satisfying.
"Sooper's in charge," said the chief thoughtfully. "There couldn't be a better man. Is he very mysterious?"
"Painfully so."
The Public Prosecutor laughed. "Then you may be sure that he's very near to an arrest," he said. "It is when Sooper is open and frank that the situation is most hopeless."
Jim finished his work, which Sooper's summons had left in arrears, and hurried off to call on Elfa. She was still at the nursing home when he reached Cubitt Street. There had been a consultation between the surgeons, at which certain decisions had to be taken, and her consent was necessary. She was looking fagged and weary when he met her at the corner of Cubitt Street.
"They are not operating until next week," she told him, "and Mr. Cardew has sent me a most urgent message asking me if I will come down to Barley Stack. He has some work that he wants done at once, and he says he cannot leave his house."
"You will certainly not go to Cardew's," said Jim peremptorily. "He himself is under police protection, and I can't allow you to run a risk."
He was saved the trial of telling her of Elson's death: she had read it in the evening newspapers, but her anxiety about her father's health had been so overwhelming that she had been almost too absorbed to realize what had happened.
"I scarcely knew him," she said, "but in any circumstances that would not keep me away from Barley Stack. Only I'm so tired, Jim, so utterly, utterly tired!"
"Cardew can wait," he said resolutely.
But evidently Mr. Cardew could not wait. When he followed the girl into her sitting-room, the telephone bell was ringing furiously, and it was the lawyer who spoke. As soon as he realized who it was, Jim took the instrument from her hands.
"It's Ferraby speaking," he said. "I've just come in with Miss Leigh, and she's far too knocked out to come down to Barley Stack tonight."
"Persuade her to come," urged Cardew's voice. "Come down with her if you wish. I should certainly feel safer if there were somebody I knew in the house."
"But won't this wait?"
"No, no! The business is vital!" The trouble in the lawyer's voice carried across the wire. "It is absolutely necessary that I should settle my affairs immediately."
"But surely you do not think there is any great danger?"
"I am certain of it," came the vigorous reply. "I want to get the thing finished and the girl out of the house before any trouble comes. Sooper has forbidden me to leave the grounds. Could you not come with her?"
He was so insistent that, covering the mouth of the receiver with his hand, Jim explained the situation to the girl.
"Is he really in that state of mind?" she asked in surprise. "I never dreamt Mr. Cardew could be so panic-stricken." She hesitated. "Perhaps I'd better go," she said. "Will you take me?"
The prospect of spending a night under the same roof, of the drive through the cool of the evening, had entirely changed Jim's attitude on the subject. And yet he could not regard his own selfish wishes as paramount, and he tried to persuade her not to go, but there was a certain half-heartedness in his argument which she, womanlike, detected.
"Tell him I will come down," she said. "The change will be good for me, and perhaps for him too."
Jim delivered the message and hung up the receiver.
"I've been keying myself up to meet the strain of the operation," she said. "I suppose that is why I feel so flat. If you will go down to the car, I will pack my bags and join you." She had had no dinner, but would not wait. "Mr. Cardew dines very late," she said, "and he will probably be waiting for us."
In this surmise she was justified. They found Cardew pacing his library, his hands clasped behind him, and the girl was shocked at the change which had come over him since she had seen him last. In the presence of his danger he seemed to have aged ten years; and he was conscious of her concern at his appearance.
"It was very good of you to come," he said, grasping her hand warmly. "I waited dinner. I hope you have not dined? I may be a little more normal when I have eat en something—I can't remember my last meal!"
He did not as a rule indulge in wine, but on this occasion there was a golden-necked bottle on the ice, and under some of the stimulant Mr. Cardew's spirits rose, and he approached nearer to normality.
"It is partly this awful happening to Elson and partly the knowledge that I am what the superintendent calls 'under police protection', which has so thoroughly upset my nerves. And yet"—he paused, his glass in hand—'this infernal passion for investigation has become so ingrained in my system that I find myself engaged in what Minter calls 'the'ries an' deductions'.
Later, he explained why he had sent for the girl.
"In my saner moments I do not imagine that there is the slightest danger to me personally," he said. "And yet my training as a lawyer tells me that I must be prepared for any eventuality. It came as a shock to me this afternoon to realize that I have made no will, that I have done nothing to put my papers in order—in fact, that I am as unprepared for dissolution as any layman whose muddled affairs occupy the time of our courts. My will I have drafted. When Miss Leigh has made two copies, I will ask you, Ferraby, to glance over it and witness my signature; one of the servants can be the second witness." And then, as the girl was about to speak, he smiled. "Unfortunately, you cannot be a witness, because I have taken the liberty of making you a large beneficiary."
He stopped her protest with a gesture. "I am an old man—I never felt so old in my life as I do tonight—without any relations whatever, with very few friends, and very few people towards whom I have a sense of catching." He smiled. "I have at least made the amende honorable to Superintendent Minter, for I have left him my criminological library."
He laughed for the first time, and Jim could enjoy the joke.
"I may add," Cardew went on, his eyes twinkling, "that I have also bequeathed him a sum of money which will enable him either to buy a house in which the library can be displayed, or to purchase a motor-cycle which does not make his fellow citizens leap out of their shoes every time he brings it on to the road."
After dinner, he and the girl went to the library together, and Jim, left to his own resources, strolled out to smoke a cigar in the garden. He had not taken two steps before the inevitable watcher appeared. It was not Sergeant Lattimer, Jim noted, but a detective whom he had met in Sooper's office.
They talked about the weather, and the fineness of the night, and the prospects of the candidates in the forthcoming Derby—everything, in fact, except the object of the inspector's vigil. As they paced up and down the walk, the blinds of Cardew's study were raised, and he could see the lawyer sitting at one side of the desk, Elfa at the other, and she was writing rapidly at his dictation.
"Isn't that a little dangerous?" asked Jim nervously. "Those people must be plainly visible from the plantation."
"Perhaps you'd ask them to pull down the blinds, sir?" said the man.
Not wishing to interrupt the lawyer himself, Jim sent a message in by one of the servants, and had the satisfaction of seeing the shades drawn down.
"I wonder that Mr. Cardew didn't think of that himself," said the officer. "I understand he makes a hobby of police work."
At that moment, from the plantation came the first few liquid notes of a nightingale, and then silence.
"Perhaps you'll go inside now, sir?" said the officer respectfully.
Jim stared at him in wonder.
"My relief is coming," explained the man, "and Sooper might not like to see me talking with you."
Jim went into the house puzzled. He strolled up to his bedroom and unpacked his suit-case, which he had picked up at the club. After he had given the relief time to come and go, he walked out into the garden again, and was surprised to find the same officer on duty, more surprised to discover that the blinds which had been pulled down were raised, and that Cardew and his secretary were visible.
"Sooper thought we ought to be able to see into the room. He said anything might happen behind closed blinds."
"Was Mr. Minter here?"
"Only for a minute, sir," said the other, and was not disinclined to continue the conversation. Accepting one of Jim's cigars, he plunged immediately into a complicated complaint about the iniquity of the police pension system. It was a quarter to one when the girl came out and invited Jim into the library.
"I think we've finished everything. It's rather a gruesome business, and made my blood run cold," she said in a low voice. "And Jim, he's left me an enormous sum! He really ought not, but he refuses to alter the will."
Cardew had rung for his sleepy-eyed servant, his signature was affixed to the document and witnessed.
"I wish you'd keep this," he said, to Jim's surprise, "at least, keep it until tomorrow morning, when I will send it to a place of safety. This has been a very good night's work, and I am glad it is through."
He was calmer, more his old self, brought out, with some pride, the model cottage, and would have launched forth into a restatement of his theories but for the presence of the girl.
"Now, young lady," he said, "you had better go to bed. The maid will show you to your room: it is the old one you occupied when you were here last."
She was glad to escape, and, turning the key in the lock with a feeling of relief, began quickly to undress, and in ten minutes was in bed and had fallen into a heavy, dreamless sleep.
From the plantation, Lattimer saw her light go out and drew closer in towards the house.
XXV. THE NOOSE
Tap, tap, tap!
Elfa heard the sounds in her dream, and stirred uneasily.
Tap, tap, tap!
It was the sound of a blind tassel on the window, she decided, half-asleep and half-awake. Then, just as she was sinking again into a doze: Tap, tap, tap!
She was wide awake now, and raised herself on her elbow. The sound had come from the window; its regularity removed all doubt that it was caused by accident. The night was very still; not a breath of wind moved. She drew aside the heavy curtains. Her casement window was wide open, as she had left it. There was no sign of a dangling blind tassel that could have caused the noise. Outside, the world was wrapped in inky darkness.
As she looked, she heard the soft crunch of gravel and her heart leapt, before she remembered that the house was being patrolled.
"Is that you, Miss Leigh?" a voice whispered.
"Yes," she answered in the same tone. "Did you knock at the window?"
"No, miss," was the staggering reply. "Did you hear somebody knock? You must have been dreaming."
She went back to bed, lay down, but sleep had finished for the night. And then: Tap, tap, tap!
She got out of bed, pulled the curtains aside gently and listened in the intense silence. And then she went softly to the window and leant out, straining her eyes into the gloom below.
She could see nobody, but far away, towards the trees, she saw the dull glow of fire, and guessed that the watcher was smoking a cigarette. Who had tapped at the window? She leant out a little farther and then something hard and supple dropped on her head from above.
Before she could recover herself, the noose about her throat had tightened. She threw up a hand and clutched wildly at the strangling cord. It was dragging at her, pulling her off her feet. She gripped frantically at the window-box, and in her struggles thrust it away from her. It fell with a crash. Then, from somewhere in the garden, a white beam of light flashed out and caught her, and at that instant the silken rope relaxed and Elfa staggered back into the room and fell half-conscious by the side of her bed, the rope still about her neck.
The man in the garden took one leap, caught the top of the window coping below and in a few seconds had swung himself into the room and had switched on the lights. She looked up into the face of a middle-aged man who was a stranger to her. He had drawn the rope from her neck and laid her on the bed before he went to the window and whistled shrilly.
Jim heard the sound and was out of his room in an instant, guessing from the direction that it had come from Elfa's room. He opened the door to find the detective with whom he had been speaking on the night before, bathing the girl's face with a sponge.
"Look after this lady," said the man curtly and, handing the sponge to Jim, darted out of the room and up the stairs which were immediately opposite the door.
Jim heard the sound of his heavy feet in the room above and then a voice hailed him from the garden.
"What's wrong there?" It was Sooper.
Elfa had recovered consciousness, and Jim passed to the window and in a few words told all he guessed from the rope on the floor and the red marks about her throat.
"Leap down and let me in," said Sooper.
Jim flew down the stairs as Mr. Cardew came out of his room, a revolver in one hand, a lighted candle in the other. Ferraby did not wait to explain, but unbarring the door admitted the old man.
By the time they reached the girl's room, she was sitting up on the edge of the bed, pulling her dressing-gown about her slim shoulders. Her throat was sore, she was dizzy, her head was swimming, and every limb seemed to be shaking of its own accord, but she succeeded in telling her story.
At the moment she had finished, the detective who had gone upstairs returned, carrying a long bamboo.
"It is a store-room," he said. "There is a trap-door to the roof. This is all I found—he must have tapped at the window with this."
Sooper did not trouble to take the bamboo in his hand. "He taps at the window, she looks out and he nooses her," he muttered. "And there's the trap-door open for him to escape. I tell you, that feller forgets nothin'! Up on the roof after him! You've got a gun? If you see him, shoot…don't break your neck, It's not worth while, because I think he'll have gone before you can start your search."
Cardew was at the door, clamouring for admission, and with a wearied expression, Sooper went out to tell him the cause of the commotion.
"The room above is a store-room and is never used," he explained superfluously.
Sooper grudgingly opened the door and allowed him to come in. "Know this?" he said. He picked up the rope. It was made of dark red silk and nearly three yards in length. The end had been neatly spliced into a running noose.
Mr. Cardew shook his head. "I've never seen that before;" he said. "It is an old fashioned bell-pull, isn't it? We have nothing but electric bells in the house." He examined the rope carefully. "This is very old—" he said.
"I guessed that," interrupted Sooper. "You can buy that sort of thing at almost any junk shop. Feelin' better, young lady?" She nodded and made a brave attempt to smile. "We'll get out an' give you a chance to dress. I think you'd better come downstairs. It's nearly three an' early risin' does nobody any harm."
At that second the detective came back to report his fruitless search of the roof.
"Where's Lattimer?"
"He's at the side of the house, on the plantation, sir," said the man.
Sooper made no comment. When the girl had hurriedly dressed and had gone downstairs, he walked out on to the lawn. Suddenly Jim heard those three liquid notes of melody that had come from the plantation on the previous night. "I'm a regular nightingale," admitted Sooper modestly. "Always had a gift for bird-calls, but nightingales are my speciality…nightingales an' chickens." And, to Jim's amazement, he gave a remarkable imitation of a brooding hen that at any other time would have moved him to helpless laughter.
"That you, Lattimer?" called Sooper, as the sergeant came running quickly towards them.
"Yes, sir."
Lattimer came into the light. His clothes were dusty and the knee of one trouser torn away. Jim particularly noticed that his hands were covered with grime.
"What's happened to you, Lattimer?"
"I fell down…I was in such a hurry," was the cool reply.
"Seen anybody or anythin'?" asked Sooper.
"No, I heard a commotion at the house, but I knew you were somewhere around. I thought I'd better wait in case anybody tried to break through the wood."
If Jim expected the superintendent to continue his cross examination, he was to be disappointed. Sooper growled an order and turned again into the study, where the girl was putting a light under a spirit kettle.
The young man was not satisfied, and, seizing his opportunity, slipped out of the house, taking one of the two torches which Mr. Cardew kept on the hall table, and made an inspection of the house from outside. He had not far to go before he made an astounding discovery. At the back of the house a long ladder had been reared, and, flashing his lamp upwards, he saw that it extended to the roof. And then, a little above his own height, he saw something hanging from the ladder's side, and, mounting two rungs, he found it was a piece of cloth of irregular shape that had caught on a nail projecting from the side of the ladder. He had particularly noticed that Lattimer was wearing a dark-grey suit with a faint check, which was more obvious by artificial light than it would have been by day, and this piece of cloth was not only of the same pattern, but the piece corresponded in size with the hole in the knee of Lattimer's trousers.
Putting the cloth in his pocket, he went back to the house and, calling Sooper outside, told him what he had found. Sooper listened without interruption, and accompanied him to where the ladder was standing. "That's certainly queer," said Sooper at last. "But Lattimer may have seen the ladder and gone up to investigate."
"He didn't say so."
"No, I admit he didn't say so," said Sooper. "I'll look into this, Mr. Ferraby. And if you don't mind, I'd be glad if you would say nothin' what ever to the other people. It is certainly strange and almost suspicious, but it is quite likely that what I said is right. It'd be his duty to investigate that ladder."
"But he didn't come from the direction of the ladder when you called him, he came from the plantation," insisted Jim.
Sooper rubbed his chin irritably. "That's surely queer," he agreed, and again uttered his warning. "It's likely I'm gettin' past my work," he said. "Things are happenin' that I don't ever expect to happen, and I can't understand why they happen. When a man gets that way, he's goin' bad. In half an hour we'll get some sort of light, and then I think the danger's over for the night."
He lounged into the library, took some coffee from the girl's hand, and sat down on a low settee. "I'm goin' to tell you sump'n' that'll make the roses come to your cheeks, young lady."
"Tell me?" she said in surprise. "Why, what ever do you mean, Sooper?"
"That operation on your father was a great success."
She sprang to her feet, her colour coming and going. "Operation? But it is not until next week."
"Last night," said Sooper. "I arranged with the doctors that you shouldn't know till it was all over. But I thought you must have guessed when the matron told me about the letter you left for him to read as soon as he could read anythin'."
"But I left no letter!" she gasped. "I had no idea that the operation would be last night."
Sooper's eyes narrowed. "Is that so?" he said softly. He grabbed the telephone and gave a number. "She's in bed, is she? Well, wake her up and tell her Superintendent Minter wants to speak to her right now!"
He waited with the receiver at his ear, glaring into vacancy, and then the girl saw his expression change.
"Is that you, Miss Moody? About that letter…yes, the one that Miss Leigh left for her father to read. Do you mind openin' it an' readin' it to me? No, that'll be all right, I've got her permission." He waited, Elfa saw him nod. "Yuh! Thank you," he said at last. "Yes, keep it for me, please."
He hung up the receiver.
"What was in the letter?" asked Elfa.
"Somebody playin' a joke, I think. Tryin' to do you a good turn. It just said 'Love from Elfa to Daddy'…that's all."
Sooper was not speaking the truth. What the letter had contained was one line of writing, which ran: 'Your daughter was strangled last night.'
"Thinks of everythin'," said Sooper, with a cluck of admiration.
XXVI. MR. WELLS
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 tum 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."
"Young lady, too?" asked Sooper.
"No, she's staying with her father. We have arranged a room at the nursing home, so that she will be on hand."
Sooper nodded. "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. An' he's not tryin' to strangle young ladies so as the shock shall send their fathers mad again, just for the fun of murderin'. There's a bit of poetry about 'the tangled web we weave, when first we practise telling lies'."
"To deceive", corrected Mr. Cardew with a faint smile.
"It's the same thing," said Sooper petulantly. "Deceiving is lying, and lying's deceiving. And that's just what happened to this feller, Big Foot. He started deceivin' an' had to go on deceivin', an' every time it looked as though Somebody was going to give him away, out came his little gun an' that was the end of Somebody. There are no what I might term 'sporty murderers' in this world outside of lunatic asylums. A man commits murder for the same reason as a boy washes his neck—because there's no other way of being allowed to go to the party. And behind all these certain crimes there's a party of some kind, or what's as good as a party. A nice home, motor-cars, champagne suppers with chorus girls, an' everythin' else that makes life worth livin'. I know a man who poisoned his wife because she wouldn't let him smoke in the house—that's a fact. You look up the Armstrong trial an' read the evidence. An' I know another man who killed his brother because he wanted money to play the races. Murder is the only crime that people never commit for itself alone. That's where you catch 'em. It's easy to hide up a murder, but it's hard to put away the little crimes that led to the murder. Is Ferraby coming down?"
"Yes," nodded Cardew.
"That's fine," said Sooper.
"There's one thing I wanted to ask you, Superintendent," Cardew broke in suddenly. "My gardener says that you found the marks of a ladder at the back of the house, so deeply embedded in the grass that they could not be mistaken."
"There was a ladder there," said Sooper carefully. "I had it shifted before daylight, because I didn't want to alarm anybody. I don't know where that ladder came from either, because you haven't got one as long. I'll make enquiries. 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. An' he can tell the difference between the stains produced by high eggs and the stains produced by a premachure explosion of dynamite."
"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 associationis 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. He did not see Lattimer, because Lattimer took particular care to keep out of view. But the sergeant had been a spectator both of his coming and going, and followed him back to Barley Stack in a small car, so close upon his heels that, had Mr. Cardew turned his head, he could not have failed to see his pursuer.
Lattimer did not go up to the house: he shot his car beyond the narrow roadway which led to Barley Stack and turned the machine into a cornfield, driving it along by the side of the hedge till it was safe from observation. Only then did he descend and turn up the road on the trail of Cardew.
He strolled carelessly to the lawn, and the officer who had accompanied the lawyer to town hailed him with pleasure.
"Sooper's been asking for you, Sergeant."
"I've been around," said the other. "You can go."
He found a chair and, carrying it to the shade of the mulberry tree, sat down. Mr. Cardew, glancing through the study window, saw him on duty and sent him out a box of cigars.
Sergeant Lattimer smiled his thanks through the window. He seemed to be amused about something.
XXVII. THE FAREWELL FEAST
"Meet Mr. Wells," said Sooper grandly.
The little man who was sitting uncomfortably on the edge of a chair in Sooper's office, rose awkwardly and put out his large hand. He was a mild and inoffensive man, with red hair going grey, carefully parted at the side and brought in a large curl over his forehead. It seemed to Jim that he was unused to wearing the stiff new collar that encircled his neck, and from time to time he moved his head uncomfortably. He wore a silver albert, from which depended two large athletic medals.
"Who is he?" asked Jim when he got Sooper by himself for a few minutes.
"He's a reprimand," said Sooper. "He's a blot on my sheet, he's trouble, an' maybe three months' correspondence with the Deputy. But I couldn't resist it: I just had to ask him down."
"Is he a detective?" Remembering the physique of the man, it seemed impossible that it should be so.
"No, he's not a detective, he's a friend of mine. I told Cardew the kind of bird he was—"
"You're not taking him up to dinner, are you?" asked Jim aghast.
"I am," said the calm Sooper, "and I'll tell you why. I didn't know it when I invited him up, but I've got it since: Cardew's goin' to give us a new theory—by the way, you'll be wanted for that second inquest the day after tomorrow—and I respect Cardew's theories, but at the same time I want to show him where he's wrong. This feller is what I might term the missin' link in the case."
With this explanation, Jim had to b e content. He had not come from town with any great pleasure; it was only the thought that he might afford moral support to Cardew that had made him agree to spend another night under that fatal roof. He did not even know Sooper was dining there until that gentleman told him, and the prospect of sitting vis-a-vis this very commonplace and nervous man added little to his happiness.
"It's Cardew's farewell dinner. Tomorrow, if he's alive…"
"You expect something to happen tonight?"
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. 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." Glancing out of the window, he saw Lattimer at his post. "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. But the outrage which was attempted last night was the last straw…I could not risk another shock like that."
It was ten minutes after the time fixed for the dinner when Sooper came, with the red-haired man riding pillion behind him, and anything funnier than the spectacle of the gaunt superintendent and his nervous little guest clutching him by the waist Jim did not remember.
"Meet my friend Mr. Wells."
Cardew shook hands.
"Lattimer, meet Mr. Wells."
The sergeant came forward and joined the two.
"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. The red haired man looked appealingly at Sooper, and Sooper lifted the one big spoon.
"That one!" he said in a hoarse whisper, and then, in his natural voice: "Before we start this farewell dinner, I'm surprised that nobody wants to know who my friend Mr. Wells is."
"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 again: "Meet Wells, the hangman. And…"
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!
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 killed Hannah Shaw. That's how he got away without going through Pawsey. Across the field path, lifting his bicycle over the stile. 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."
There were three roads which the fugitive might have taken. The first, the direct route through Isleworth; the second, a longer way round through Kingston into Richmond Park; the third, one of the many field paths in the neighbourhood.
Sooper drove back to the station to give his instructions. "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's first step was to double the guard at the nursing home, his next to pay 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.
"Yes, Cardew killed Hannah Shaw. She had a pull on him and wanted to marry him. 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 murdered, 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 arranged to meet her after the marriage—that bluff Cardew put on yon, that he wanted somebody to go with him to the theatre, was easy stuff because he knew you were engaged for the night. But he didn't know how.
"He used to be a motor-cyclist, and there was a machine in one of the rooms at the house. I saw the marks of the handlebars when I was giving the place a look over. 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 coming, and he was afraid he might meet her on the way."
"But why…in heaven's name why? He was a rich man."
"Rich nothin'," said 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!
"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. They were numbered 1, 2, 3, and 4. You remember he talked a lot about '3' and '4'? 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," Sooper went on, "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 boxes 3 and 4 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! All trace of him was lost for twelve months, but there is a possibility that he crawled into Pawsey, where there was a marine hospital, and that he was there for the greater part of the first year. I've seen a record at the Admiralty of an unknown man who was treated for a scalp wound, and the report is marked 'Mentally deficient. Discharged to infirmary'"
"I don't know whether Cardew was in it…maybe he was. But 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. I had planted Lattimer on him months before. Lattimer went up and borrowed money from him; so as to make Elson feel that he had him under his thumb. I was hopin' that one night, when he was drunk, Elson would blow the whole story. Lattimer had to play crook, and I must say he did it alarmingly well. He carried out an my instructions—all except one, when he followed me up to town, because the darned fool thought that Cardew was waitin' for me."
"Then it was Cardew who tried to strangle Miss Leigh?"
"Yes, sir. Lattimer was on the roof—that was his station. We'd planted the ladder there as soon as it got dark. He. heard the tapping, but couldn't see what was happenin' till the trap door came open with a crash. Then Lattimer waited, expectin' somebody to come out, and when they didn't, he guessed the man who thought of every thin' was puttin' up a blind, and slid down the ladder as quick as he could."
Jim was overwhelmed by what he had heard. "What did you mean when you asked Cardew if his hands were scratched that morning he was found chloroformed?"
"And why he was found chloroformed?" asked Sooper, with an absurd smirk of satisfaction. "He tried a very elementr'y trick. Picked up a man on the Embankment and sent him to the messenger office with poisoned food. By good luck we found the tramp and put him inside. I came up to Cardew with a fairy-tale about wantin' him to cross-examine this feller, and I had to use you as a goat, an' I'm truly sorry, Mr. Ferraby. Cardew fell for it at once, until I mentioned casual that the man was the guy he picked up on the Embankment, and then he knew that, the moment he spoke to this Sullivan, Sullivan would recognize his voice. That's why I asked him to come down and cross-examine him. There was only one way to get out of it, and that was for Cardew to fake a story of being chloroformed. He kept a whole lot of drugs on the premises. He soaked a wad of lint, threw the bottle out of the window, lay on the bed, and very nearly went out. In fact, it was a narrow escape for Cardew—he's got a weak heart. When I was examinin' his fingers, I was smellin' 'em, and they smelt of chloroform. I've got a nose for scents. The day he shot at us in the bush I could still smell it. There's a lot of clever fellers who'll tell you that the smell of chloroform will disappear in half a minute. You can send 'em to Patrick Minter and he'll tell 'em different.
"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, because he didn't pull down the blind and put the light on—he could find his way in the dark! There was a month-old memo caught up in the blind."
He put down his tankard with a gasp and clasped his forehead. "I left that little hangman with nowhere to go," he said hollowly.
"Why on earth did you bring him at all?"
"It was the last straw. We tried to frighten Elson into talkin'. Lattimer put a warnin' on his door, and never dreamt what the result would be. Thought Elson would come across with the whole story. But he didn't. Like a fool, after he'd heard Leigh singin' in the wood, he got on the phone and told Cardew. I know because I'd got the telephone exchange straightened. That's where the trouble began. Cardew came down to put my light out that same night. I'll tell you the truth, Mr. Ferraby: I got Cardew wrong. Thought I'd got his nerves so jangled up that he'd drop the whole story. That feller's clever!" He shook his head. "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 I found 'em. 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