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The Affair at
the Victory Ball

Pure chance led my friend Hercule Poirot, formerly chief of the
 Belgian force, to be connected with the Styles Case. His success
brought him notoriety, and he decided to devote himself to the
solving of problems in crime. Having been wounded on the
Somme and invalided out of the army, I finally took up my
quarters with him in London. Since I have a first-hand knowl-
edge of most of his cases, it has been suggested to me that I
select some of the most interesting and place them on record.
In doing so, I feel that I cannot do better than begin with that
strange tangle which aroused such widespread public interest
at the time. I refer to the affair at the Victory Ball.

Although perhaps it is not so fully demonstrative of Poirot’s
peculiar methods as some of the more obscure cases, its sensa-
tional features, the well-known people involved, and the tre-
mendous publicity given it by the press, make it stand out as a
cause célebre and I have long felt that it is only fitting that
Poirot’s connection with the solution should be given to the
world.

It was a fine morning in spring, and we were sitting in Poirot’s
rooms. My little friend, neat and dapper as ever, his egg-shaped
head tilted slightly on one side, was delicately applying a new
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pomade to his moustache. A certain harmless vanity was a char-
acteristic of Poirot’s and fell into line with his general love of
order and method. The Daily Newsmonger, which I had been
reading, had slipped to the floor, and I was deep in a brown
study when Poirot’s voice recalled me.

“Of what are you thinking so deeply, mon ami?”

“To tell you the truth,” I replied, “I was puzzling over this
unaccountable affair at the Victory Ball. The papers are full of
it.” I tapped the sheet with my finger as I spoke.

“Yes?P”

“The more one reads of it, the more shrouded in mystery the
whole thing becomes!” I warmed to my subject. “Who killed
Lord Cronshaw? Was Coco Courtenay’s death on the same
night a mere coincidence? Was it an accident? Or did she delib-
erately take an overdose of cocaine?” I stopped, and then added
dramatically: “These are the questions I ask myself.”

Poirot, somewhat to my annoyance, did not play up. He was
peering into the glass, and merely murmured: “Decidedly, this
new pomade, it is a marvel for the moustaches!” Catching my
eye, however, he added hastily: “Quite so—and how do you
reply to your questions?P”

But before I could answer, the door opened, and our landlady :

announced Inspector Japp.

The Scotland Yard man was an old friend of ours and we
greeted him warmly.

“Ah, my good Japp,” cried Poirot, “and what brings you to see
us?”

“Well, Monsieur Poirot,” said Japp, seating himself and nod-
ding to me, “I'm on a case that strikes me as being very much
in your line, and I came along to know whether you’d care to
have a finger in the pie?”

Poirot had a good opinion of Japp’s abilities, though deploring
his lamentable lack of method; but I, for my part, considered
that the detective’s highest talent lay in the gentle art of seek-
ing favours under the guise of conferring them!

“It’s this Victory Ball,” said Japp persuasively. “Come, now,
you’d like to have a hand in that.” .

Poirot smiled at me.
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The Affair at the Victory Ball

“My friend Hastings would, at all events. He was just holding
forth on the subject, n’est-ce pas, mon ami?”’

“Well, sir,” said Japp condescendingly, “you shall be in it too.
I can tell you, it’s something of a feather in your cap to have
inside knowledge of a case like this. Well, here’s to business. You
know the main facts of the case, I suppose, Monsieur Poirot?”

“From the papers only—and the imagination of the journalist
is sometimes misleading. Recount the whole story to me.”

Japp crossed his legs comfortably and began.

“As all the werld and his wife knows, on Tuesday last a grand
Victory Ball was held. Every twopenny-halfpenny hop calls it-
self that nowadays, but this was the real thing, held at the
Colossus Hall, and all London at it—including young Lord
Cronshaw and his party.”

“His dossier?” interrupted Poirot. “I should say his bioscope
—no, how do you call it—biograph’?”

“Viscount Cronshaw was the fifth viscount, twenty-five years
of age, rich, unmarried, and very fond of the theatrical world.
There were rumours of his being engaged to Miss Courtenay of
" the Albany Theatre, who was known to her friends as ‘Coco’ and
who was, by all accounts, a very fascinating young lady.”

“Good. Continuez!”

“Lord Cronshaw’s party consisted of six people: he himself,
his uncle, the Honourable Eustace Beltane, a pretty American
widow, Mrs. Mallaby, a young actor, Chris Davidson, his wife,
and last but not least, Miss Coco Courtenay. It was a fancy-dress
ball, as you know, and the Cronshaw party represented the old
Italian Comedy—whatever that may be.”

“The Commedia dell’ Arte,” murmured Poirot. “I know.”

“Anyway, the costumes were copied from a set of china
figures forming part of Eustace Beltane’s collection. Lord Cron-
shaw was Harlequin; Beltane was Punchinello; Mrs. Mallaby
matched him as Pulcinella; the Davidsons were Pierrot and
Pierrette; and Miss Courtenay, of course, was Columbine. Now,
quite early in the evening it was apparent that there was some-
thing wrong. Lord Cronshaw was moody and strange in his
manner. When the party met together for supper in a small
private room engaged by the host, everyone noticed that he
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and Miss Courtenay were no longer on speaking terms. She had
obviously been crying, and seemed on the verge of hysterics.

The meal was an uncomfortable one, and as they all left the

supper room, she turned to Chris Davidson and requested him
audibly to take her home, as she was ‘sick of the ball.” The young
actor hesitated, glancing at Lord Cronshaw, and finally drew
them both back to the supper room.

“But all his efforts to secure a reconciliation were unavailing,
and he accordingly got a taxi and escorted the now weeping
Miss Courtenay back to her flat. Although obviously very much
upset, she did not confide in him, merely reiterating again and
again that she would ‘make old Cronch sorry for this!” That is
the only hint we have that her death might not have been
accidental, and it’s precious little to go upon. By the time Da-
vidson had quieted her down somewhat, it was too late to re-
turn to the Colossus Hall, and Davidson accordingly went
straight home to his flat in Chelsea, where his wife arrived
shortly afterwards, bearing the news of the terrible tragedy that
had occurred after his departure.

“Lord Cronshaw, it seems, became more and more moody as
the ball went on. He kept away from his party, and they hardly
saw him during the rest of the evening. It was about one-thirty
A.M., just before the grand cotillion when everyone was to un-
mask, that Captain Digby, a brother officer who knew his dis-
guise, noticed him standing in a box gazing down on the scene.

“ ‘Hullo, Cronch!” he called. ‘Come down and be sociable!
What are you moping about up there for like a boiled owl?
Come along; there’s a good old rag coming on now.’

“ ‘Right!’ responded Cronshaw. ‘Wait for me, or I'll never find
you in the crowd.’

“He turned and left the box as he spoke. Captain Digby, who
had Mrs. Davidson with him, waited. The minutes passed, but
Lord Cronshaw did not appear. Finally Digby grew impatient.

“ ‘Does the fellow think we’re going to wait all night for him?”’
he exclaimed.

“At that moment Mrs. Mallaby joined them, and they ex-
plained the situation.

“‘Say, now,” cried the pretty widow vivaciously, ‘he’s like a
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bear with a sore head tonight. Let’s go right away and rout him
out.’

“The search commenced, but met with no success until it
occurred to Mrs. Mallaby that he might possibly be found in the
room where they had supped an hour earlier. They made their
way there. What a sight met their eyes! There was Harlequin,
sure enough, but stretched on the ground with a table knife in
his heart!”

Japp stopped, and Poirot nodded, and said with the relish of
the specialist: “ Une belle affaire! And there was no clue as to the
perpetrator of the deed? But how should there be!”

“Well,” continued the inspector, “you know the rest. The
tragedy was a double one. Next day there were headlines in all
the papers, and a brief statement to the effect that Miss Cour-
tenay, the popular actress, had been discovered dead in her
bed, and that her death was due to an overdose of cocaine. Now,
was it accident or suicide? Her maid, who was called upon to
give evidence, admitted that Miss Courtenay was a confirmed
~taker of the drug, and a verdict of accidental death was re-
turned. Nevertheless, we can’t leave the possibility of suicide
out of account. Her death is particularly unfortunate, since it
leaves us no clue now to the cause of the quarrel the preceding
night. By the way, a small enamel box was found on the dead
man. It had Coco written across it in diamonds, and was half full
of cocaine. It was identified by Miss Courtenay’s maid as belong-
ing to her mistress, who nearly always carried it about with her,
since it contained her supply of the drug to which she was fast
becoming a slave.”

“Was Lord Cronshaw himself addicted to the drug?”

“Very far from it. He held unusually strong views on the
subject of dope.”

Poirot nodded thoughtfully.

“But since the box was in his possession, he knew that Miss
Courtenay took it. Suggestive, that, is it not, my good Japp?”

“Ah!” said Japp rather vaguely.

I smiled.

“Well,” said Japp, “that’s the case. What do you think of it?”

“You found no clue of any kind that has not been reported?”
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“Yes, there was this.” Japp took a small object from his pocket
and handed it over to Poirot. It was a small pompon of emerald
green silk, with some ragged threads hanging from it, as though
it had been wrenched violently away.

“We found it in the dead man’s hand, which was tightly
clenched over it,” explained the inspector.

Poirot handed it back without any comment and asked: “Had
Lord Cronshaw any enemies?”

“None that anyone knows of. He seemed a popular young
fellow.”

“Who benefits by his death?”

“His uncle, the Honourable Eustace Beltane, comes into the
title and estates. There are one or two suspicious facts against
him. Several people declare that they heard a violent alterca-
tion going on in the little supper room, and that Eustace Bel-
tane was one of the disputants. You see, the table knife being
snatched up off the table would fit in with the murder being
done in the heat of a quarrel.”

“What does Mr. Beltane say about the matter?”

“Declares one of the waiters was the worse for liquor, and
that he was giving him a dressing down. Also that it was nearer
to one than half-past. You see, Captain Digby’s evidence fixes
the time pretty accurately. Only about ten minutes elapsed
between his speaking to Cronshaw and the finding of the
body.”

“And in any case I suppose Mr. Beltane, as Punchinello, was
wearing a hump and a ruffle?”

“I don’t know the exact details of the costumes,” said Japp,
looking curiously at Poirot. “And anyway, I don’t quite see what
that has got to do with it?”

“No?” There was a hint of mockery in Poirot’s smile. He
continued quietly, his eyes shining with the green light I had
learned to recognize so well: “There was a curtain in this little
supper room, was there not?”

“Yes, but—"

“With a space behind it sufficient to conceal a man?”

“Yes—in fact, there’s a small recess, but how you knew about
it—you haven’t been to the place, have you, Monsieur Poirot?”
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“No, my good Japp, I supplied the curtain from my brain.
Without it, the drama is not reasonable. And always one must
be reasonable. But tell me, did they not send for a doctor?”

“At once, of course. But there was nothing to be done. Death
must have been instantaneous.”

Poirot nodded rather impatiently.

“Yes, yes, I understand. This doctor, now, he gave evidence
at the inquest?”

“Yes.”

“Did he say nothing of any unusual symptom—was there
nothing about the appearance of the body which struck him as
being abnormal?”

Japp stared hard at the little man.

“Yes, Monsieur Poirot. I don’t know what you're getting at,
but he did mention that there was a tension and stiffness about
the limbs which he was quite at a loss to account for.”

“Aha!” said Poirot. “Aha! Mon Dieu! Japp, that gives one to
think, does it not?”

I saw that it had certainly not given Japp to think.

“If you're thinking of poison, monsieur, who on earth would
poison a man first and then stick a knife into him?”

“In truth that would be ridiculous,” agreed Poirot placidly.

“Now is there anything you want to see, monsieur? If you’d
like to examine the room where the body was found—"

Poirot waved his hand.

“Not in the least. You have told me the only thing that inter-
ests me—Lord Cronshaw’s views on the subject of drug taking.”

“Then there’s nothing you want to see?”

“Just one thing.”

“What is that?”

“The set of china figures from which the costumes were cop-
ied.”

Japp stared.

“Well, you're a funny one!”

“You can manage that for me?”

“Come round to Berkeley Square now if you like. Mr. Beltane
—or His Lordship, as I should say now—won’t object.”
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We set off at once in a taxi. The new Lord Cronshaw was not
at home, but at Japp’s request we were shown into the “china
room,” where the gems of the collection were kept. Japp looked
round him rather helplessly.

“I don’t see how you’ll ever find the ones you want, mon-
sieur.”

But Poirot had already drawn a chair in front of the mantel-
piece and was hopping up upon it like a nimble robin. Above
the mirror, on a small shelf to themselves, stood six china
figures. Poirot examined them minutely, making a few com-
ments to us as he did so.

“Les voila! The old Italian Comedy. Three pairs! Harlequin
and Columbine, Pierrot and Pierrette—very dainty in white
and green—and Punchinello and Pulcinella in mauve and yel-
low. Very elaborate, the costume of Punchinello—ruffles and
frills, a hump, a high hat. Yes, as I thought, very elaborate.”

He replaced the figures carefully, and jumped down.

Japp looked unsatisfied, but as Poirot had clearly no intention
of explaining anything, the detective put the best face he could
upon the matter. As we were preparing to leave, the master of
the house came in, and Japp performed the necessary introduc-
tions.

The sixth Viscount Cronshaw was a man of about fifty, suave
in manner, with a handsome, dissolute face. Evidently an eld-
erly roué, with the languid manner of a poseur. I took an instant
dislike to him. He greeted us graciously enough, declaring he
had heard great accounts of Poirot’s skill, and placing himself
at our disposal in every way.

“The police are doing all they can, I know,” Poirot said.

“But I much fear the mystery of my nephew’s death will
never be cleared up. The whole thing seems utterly mysteri-
ous.

Poirot was watching him keenly. “Your nephew had no ene-
mies that you know of?”

“None whatever. I am sure of that.” He paused, and then
went on: “If there are any questions you would like to ask—"

“Only one.” Poirot’s voice was serious. “The costumes—they
were reproduced exactly from your figurines?” :

8



The Affair at the Victory Ball

“To the smallest detail.”

“Thank you, milor’. That is all I wanted to be sure of. I wish
you good day.”

“And what next?” inquired Japp as we hurried down the
street. “I've got to report at the Yard, you know.”

“Bien! I will not detain you. I have one other little matter to
attend to, and then—"

“Yes?”

“The case will be complete.”

“What? You don’t mean it! You know who killed Lord Cron-
shaw?”

“Parfaitement.”

“Who was it? Eustace Beltane?”

“Ah, mon ami, you know my little weakness! Always I have
a desire to keep the threads in my own hands up to the last
minute. But have no fear. I will reveal all when the time comes.
I want no credit—the affair shall be yours, on the condition that
you permit me to play out the dénouement my own way.”

“That’s fair enough,” said Japp. “That is, if the dénouement
ever comes! But I say, you are an oyster, aren’t you?” Poirot
smiled. “Well, so long. I'm off to the Yard.”

He strode off down the street, and Poirot hailed a passing taxi.

“Where are we going now?” I asked in lively curiosity.

“To Chelsea to see the Davidsons.”

He gave the address to the driver.

“What do you think of the new Lord Cronshaw?” I asked.

“What says my good friend Hastings?P”

“I distrust him instinctively.”

“You think he is the ‘wicked uncle’ of the storybooks, eh?”

“Don’t you?”

“Me, I think he was most amiable towards us,” said Poirot
noncommittally.

“Because he had his reasons!”

Poirot looked at me, shook his head sadly, and murmured
something that sounded like: “No method.”

The Davidsons lived on the third floor of a block of “mansion”
flats. Mr. Davidson was out, we were told, but Mrs. Davidson
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was at home. We were ushered into a long, low room with
garish Oriental hangings. The air felt close and oppressive, and
there was an overpowering fragrance of joss sticks. Mrs. David-
son came to us almost immediately, a small, fair creature whose
fragility would have seemed pathetic and appealing had it not
been for the rather shrewd and calculating gleam in her light
blue eyes.

Poirot explained our connection with the case, and she shook
her head sadly.

“Poor Cronch—and poor Coco too! We were both so fond of
her, and her death has been a terrible grief to us. What is it you
want to ask me? Must I really go over all that dreadful evening
again?”

“Oh, madame, believe me, I would not harass your feelings
unnecessarily. Indeed, Inspector Japp has told me all that is
needful. I only wish to see the costume you wore at the ball that
night.”

The lady looked somewhat surprised, and Poirot continued
smoothly: “You comprehend, madame, that I work on the sys-
tem of my country. There we always ‘reconstruct’ the crime. It
is possible that I may have an actual représentation, and if so,
you understand, the costumes would be important.”

Mrs. Davidson still looked a bit doubtful.

“I've heard of reconstructing a crime, of course,” she said.
“But I didn’t know you were so particular about details. But I'll
fetch the dress now.”

She left the room and returned almost immediately with a
dainty wisp of white satin and green. Poirot took it from her and
examined it, handing it back with a bow.

“Merci, madame! 1 see you have had the misfortune to lose
one of your green pompons, the one on the shoulder here.”

“Yes, it got torn off at the ball. I picked it up and gave it to
poor Lord Cronshaw to keep for me.”

“That was after supper?”

“Yes.”

“Not long before the tragedy, perhapsP”

A faint look of alarm came into Mrs. Davidson’s pale eyes, and
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she replied quickly: “Oh no—long before that. Quite soon after
supper, in fact.”

“I see. Well, that is all. I will not derange you further. Bon-
jour, madame.”

“Well,” I said, as we emerged from the building, “that ex-
plains the mystery of the green pompon.”

“I wonder.”

“Why, what do you mean?”

“You saw me examine the dress, Hastings?”

“Yes?”

“Eh bien, the pompon that was missing had not been
wrenched off, as the lady said. On the contrary, it had been cut
off, my friend, cut off with scissors. The threads were all quite
even.”

“Dear me!” I exclaimed. “This becomes more and more in-
volved.”

“On the contrary,” replied Poirot placidly, “it becomes more
and more simple.”

“Poirot,” I cried, “one day I shall murder you! Your habit of
finding everything perfectly simple is aggravating to the last
degree!”

“But when I explain, mon ami, is it not always perfectly
simple?”

“Yes; that is the annoying part of it! I feel then that I could
have done it myself.”

“And so you could, Hastings, so you could. If you would but
take the trouble of arranging your ideas! Without method—"

“Yes, yes,” I said hastily, for I knew Poirot’s eloquence when
started on his favourite theme only too well. “Tell me, what do
we do next? Are you really going to reconstruct the crime?”

“Hardly that. Shall we say that the drama is over, but that I
propose to add a—harlequinade?”’

The following Tuesday was fixed upon by Poirot as the day for
this mysterious performance. The preparations greatly in-
trigued me. A white screen was erected at one side of the room,
flanked by heavy curtains at either side. A man with some
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lighting apparatus arrived next, and finally a group of members
of the theatrical profession, who disappeared into Poirot’s
bedroom, which had been rigged up as a temporary dressing
room.

Shortly before eight, Japp arrived, in no very cheerful mood.
I gathered that the official detective hardly approved of Poirot’s
plan.

“Bit melodramatic, like all his ideas. But there, it can do no
harm, and as he says, it might save us a good bit of trouble. He’s
been very smart over the case. I was on the same scent myself,
of course—" I felt instinctively that Japp was straining the truth
here—""but there, I promised to let him play the thing out his
own way. Ah! Here is the crowd.”

His Lordship arrived first, escorting Mrs. Mallaby, whom I
had not as yet seen. She was a pretty, dark-haired woman, and
appeared perceptibly nervous. The Davidsons followed. Chris
Davidson also I saw for the first time. He was handsome enough
in a rather obvious style, tall and dark, with the easy grace of
the actor.

Poirot had arranged seats for the party facing the screen. This
was illuminated by a bright light. Poirot switched out the other
lights so that the room was in darkness except for the screen.
Poirot’s voice rose out of the gloom.

“Messieurs, mesdames, a word of explanation. Six figures in
turn will pass across the screen. They are familiar to you. Pierrot
and his Pierrette; Punchinello the buffoon, and elegant Pul-
cinella; beautiful Columbine, lightly dancing; Harlequin, the
sprite, invisible to man!”

With these words of introduction, the show began. In turn
each figure that Poirot had mentioned bounded before the
screen, stayed there a moment poised, and then vanished. The
lights went up, and a sigh of relief went round. Everyone had
been nervous, fearing they knew not what. It seemed to me that
the proceedings had gone singularly flat. If the criminal was
among us, and Poirot expected him to break down at the mere
sight of a familiar figure, the device had failed signally—as it was
almost bound to do. Poirot, however, appeared not a whit dis-
composed. He stepped forward, beaming.

12
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“Now, messieurs and mesdames, will you be so good as to tell
me, one at a time, what it is that we have just seen? Will you
begin, milor’?”

The gentleman looked rather puzzled. “I'm afraid I don’t
quite understand.”

“Just tell me what we have been seeing.”

“I—er—well, I should say we have seen six figures passing in
front of a screen and dressed to represent the personages in the
old Italian Comedy, or—er—ourselves the other night.”

“Never mind the other night, milor’,” broke in Poirot. “The
first part of your speech was what I wanted. Madame you agree
with Milor’ Cronshaw?”

He had turned as he spoke to Mrs. Mallaby.

“I—er—yes, of course.”

“You agree that you have seen six figures representing the
Italian Comedy?”

“Why, certainly.”

“Monsieur Davidson? You too?”

“Yes.”

“Madame?”

“Yes.”

“Hastings? Japp? Yes? You are all in accord?”

He looked around upon us; his face grew rather pale, and his
eyes were green as any cat’s.

“And yet—you are all wrong! Your eyes have lied to you—as
they lied to you on the night of the Victory Ball. To ‘see things
with your own eyes,” as they say, is not always to see the truth.
One must see with eyes of the mind; one must employ the little
cells of grey! Know, then, that tonight and on the night of the
Victory Ball, you saw not six figures but five! See!”

The lights went out again. A figure bounded in front of the
screen—Pierrot!

“Who is that?” demanded Poirot. “Is it Pierrot?”

“Yes,” we all cried.

“Look again!”

With a swift movement the man divested himself of his loose
Pierrot garb. There in the limelight stood glittering Harlequin!
At the same moment there was a cry and an overturned chair.

13
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“Curse you,” snarled Davidson’s voice. “Curse you! How did
you guess?”

Then came the clink of handcuffs and Japp’s calm official
voice. “I arrest you, Christopher Davidson—charge of murder-
ing Viscount Cronshaw—anything you say used in evidence
against you.”

It was a quarter of an hour later. A recherché little supper had
appeared; and Poirot, beaming all over his face, was dispensing
hospitality and answering our eager questions.

“It was all very simple. The circumstances in which the green
pompon was found suggested at once that it had been torn from
the costume of the murderer. I dismissed Pierrette from my
mind (since it takes considerable strength to drive a table knife
home) and fixed upon Pierrot as the criminal. But Pierrot left
the ball nearly two hours before the murder was committed. So
he must either have returned to the ball later to kill Lord
Cronshaw, or—eh bien, he must have killed him before he left!
Was that impossible? Who had seen Lord Cronshaw after sup-
per that evening? Only Mrs. Davidson, whose statement, I sus-
pected, was a deliberate fabrication uttered with the object of
accounting for the missing pompon, which, of course, she cut
from her own dress to replace the one missing on her husband’s
costume. But then, Harlequin, who was seen in the box at one-
thirty, must have been an impersonation. For a moment, ear-
lier, I had considered the possibility of Mr. Beltane being the
guilty party. But with his elaborate costume, it was clearly im-
possible that he could have doubled the roles of Punchinello
and Harlequin. On the other hand, to Davidson, a young man
of about the same height as the murdered man and an actor by
profession, the thing was simplicity itself.

“But one thing worried me. Surely a doctor could not fail to
perceive the difference between a man who had been dead two
hours and one who-had been dead ten minutes! Eh bien, the
doctor did perceive it! But he was not taken to the body and
asked ‘How long has this man been dead?’ On the contrary, he
was informed that the man had been seen alive ten minutes
ago, and so he merely commented at the inquest on the abnor-
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mal stiffening of the limbs for which he was quite unable to
account!

“All was now marching famously for my theory. Davidson
had killed Lord Cronshaw immediately after supper, when, as
you remember, he was seen to draw him back into the supper
room. Then he departed with Miss Courtenay, left her at the
door of her flat (instead of going in and trying to pacify her as
he affirmed) and returned post-haste to the Colossus—but as
Harlequin, not Pierrot—a simple transformation effected by
removing his outer costume.”

The uncle of the dead man leaned forward, his eyes perplexed.

“But if so, he must have come to the ball prepared to kill his
victim. What earthly motive could he have had? The motive,
that’s what I can’t get.”

“Ah! There we come to the second tragedy—that of Miss
Courtenay. There was one simple point which everyone over-
looked. Miss Courtenay died of cocaine poisoning—but her sup-
ply of the drug was in the enamel box which was found on Lord
Cronshaw’s body. Where, then, did she obtain the dose which
killed her? Only one person could have supplied her with it—
Davidson. And that explains everything. It accounts for her
friendship with the Davidsons and her demand that Davidson
should escort her home. Lord Cronshaw, who was almost fanati-
cally opposed to drug taking, discovered that she was addicted
to cocaine, and suspected that Davidson supplied her with it.
Davidson doubtless denied this, but Lord Cronshaw deter-
mined to get the truth from Miss Courtenay at the ball. He
could forgive the wretched girl, but he would certainly have no
mercy on the man who made a living by trafficking in drugs.
Exposure and ruin confronted Davidson. He went to the ball
determined that Cronshaw’s silence must be obtained at any
cost.”

“Was Coco’s death an accident, then?”

“I suspect that it was an accident cleverly engineered by
Davidson. She was furiously angry with Cronshaw, first for his
reproaches, and secondly for taking her cocaine from her. Da-
vidson supplied her with more, and probably suggested her
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augmenting the dose as a defiance to ‘old Cronch!”

“One other thing,” I said. “The recess and the curtain? How
did you know about them?”

“Why, mon ami, that was the most simple of all. Waiters had
been in and out of that little room, so, obviously, the body could
not have been lying where it was found on the floor. There must
be some place in the room where it could be hidden. I deduced
a curtain and a recess behind it. Davidson dragged the body
there, and later, after drawing attention to himself in the box,
he dragged it out again before finally leaving the Hall. It was
one of his best moves. He is a clever fellow!”

But in Poirot’s green eyes I read unmistakably the unspoken
remark: “But not quite so clever as Hercule Poirot!”
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The Adventure of
the Clapham Cook

At the time that I was sharing rooms with my friend Hercule
Poirot, it was my custom to read aloud to him the headlines in
‘the morning newspaper, the Daily Blare.

The Daily Blare was a paper that made the most of any
opportunity for sensationalism. Robberies and murders did not
lurk obscurely in its back pages. Instead they hit you in the eye
in large type on the front page.

ABSCONDING BANK CLERK DISAPPEARS WITH FIFTY THOUSAND
POUNDS’ WORTH OF NEGOTIABLE SECURITIES, I read.

HUSBAND PUTS HIS HEAD IN GAS OVEN. UNHAPPY HOME LIFE.
MISSING TYPIST. PRETTY GIRL OF TWENTY-ONE. WHERE IS EDNA
FIELD?

“There you are, Poirot, plenty to choose from. An absconding
bank clerk, a mysterious suicide, a missing typist—which will
you have?”

My friend was in a placid mood. He quietly shook his head.

“I am not greatly attracted to any of them, mon ami. Today
I feel inclined for the life of ease. It would have to be a very
interesting problem to tempt me from my chair. See you, I have
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affairs of importance of my own to attend to.”

“Such as?”

“My wardrobe, Hastings. If I mistake not, there is on my new
grey suit the spot of grease—only the unique spot, but it is
sufficient to trouble me. Then there is my winter overcoat—I
must lay him aside in the powder of Keatings. And I think—yes,
I think—the moment is ripe for the trimmings of my mous-
taches—and afterwards I must apply the pomade.”

“Well,” I said, strolling to the window, “I doubt if you’ll be
able to carry out this delirious programme. That was a ring at
the bell. You have a client.”

“Unless the affair is one of national importance, I touch it
not,” declared Poirot with dignity.

A moment later our privacy was invaded by a stout red-faced
lady who panted audibly as a result of her rapid ascent of the
stairs.

“You’re Monsieur Poirot?” she demanded, as she sank into a
chair.

“I am Hercule Poirot, yes, madame.”

- “You’re not a bit like what I thought you’d be,” said the lady,
eyeing him with some disfavour. “Did you pay for the bit in the
*paper saying what a clever detective you were, or did they put
it in themselves?P”

“Madame!” said Poirot, drawing himself up.

“I'm sorry, I'm sure, but you know what these papers are
nowadays. You begin reading a nice article ‘What a bride said
to her plain unmarried friend,” and it’s all about a simple thing
you buy at the chemist’s and shampoo your hair with. Nothing
but puff. But no offence taken, I hope? I'll tell you what I want
you to do for me. I want you to find my cook.”

Poirot stared at her; for once his ready tongue failed him,
I turned aside to hide the broadening smile I could not con-
trol.

“It’s all this wicked dole,” continued the lady. “Putting ideas
into servants’ heads, wanting to be typists and what nots. Stop
the dole, that’s what I say. I'd like to know what my servants
have to complain of—afternoon and evening off a week, alter-
nate Sundays, washing put out, same food as we have—and
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never a bit of margarine in the house, nothing but the very best
butter.”

She paused for want of breath and Poirot seized his oppor-
tunity. He spoke in his haughtiest manner, rising to his feet as
he did so.

“I fear you are making a mistake, madame. I am not holding
an inquiry into the conditions of domestic service. I am a pri-
vate detective.”

“I know that,” said our visitor. “Didn’t I tell you I wanted you
to find my cook for me? Walked out of the house on Wednesday,
without so much as a word to me, and never came back.”

“I am sorry, madame, but I do not touch this particular kind
of business. I wish you good morning.”

Our visitor snorted with indignation.

“That’s it, is it, my fine fellow? Too proud, eh? Only deal with
Government secrets and countesses’ jewels? Let me tell you a
servant’s every bit as important as a tiara to a woman in my
position. We can’t all be fine ladies going out in our motors with
.our diamonds and our pearls. A good cook’s a good cook—and
when you lose her, it’s as much to you as her pearls are to some’
fine lady.”

¢

For a moment or two it appeared to be a tossup between
Poirot’s dignity and his sense of humour. Finally he laughed and
sat down again.

“Madame, you are in the right, and I am in the wrong. Your
remarks are just and intelligent. This case will be a novelty.
Never yet have I hunted a missing domestic. Truly here is the
problem of national importance that I was demanding of fate
just before your arrival. En avant! You say this jewel of a cook
went out on Wednesday and did not return. That is the day
before yesterday.”

“Yes, it was her day out.”

“But probably, madame, she has met with some accident.
Have you inquired at any of the hospitals?”

“That’s exactly what I thought yesterday, but this morning,
if you please, she sent for her box. And not so much as a line to
me! If I'd been at home, I'd not have let it go—treating me like
that! But I'd just stepped out to the butcher.”
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“Will you describe her to me?”

“She was middle-aged, stout, black hair turning grey—most
respectable. She’d been ten years in her last place. Eliza Dunn,
her name was.”

“And you had had—no disagreement with her on the
Wednesday?”

“None whatever. That’s what makes it all so queer.”

“How many servants do you keep, madame?”

“Two. The house-parlourmaid, Annie, is a very nice girl. A bit
forgetful and her head full of young men, but a good servant if
you keep her up to her work.”

“Did she and the cook get on well together?”

“They had their ups and downs, of course—but on the whole,
very well.”

“And the girl can throw no light on the mystery?”

“She says not—but you know what servants are—they all
hang together.”

“Well, well, we must look into this. Where did you say you
resided, madame?”

“At Clapham; 88 Prince Albert Road.”

“Bien, madame, I will wish you good morning, and you may
count upon seeing me at your residence during the course of
the day.”

Mrs. Todd, for such was our new friend’s name, then took her
departure. Poirot looked at me somewhat ruefully.

“Well, well, Hastings, this is a novel affair that we have here.
The Disappearance of the Clapham Cook! Never, never, must
our friend Inspector Japp get to hear of this!”

He then proceeded to heat an iron and carefully removed the
grease spot from his grey suit by means of a piece of blotting-
paper. His moustaches he regretfully postponed to another day,
and we set out for Clapham.

Prince Albert Road proved to be a street of small prim houses,
all exactly alike, with neat lace curtains veiling the windows,
and well-polished brass knockers on the doors.

We rang the bell at No. 88, and the door was opened by a neat
maid with a pretty face. Mrs. Todd came out in the hall to greet
us.
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“Don’t go, Annie,” she cried. “This gentleman’s a detective
and he’ll want to ask you some questions.”

Annie’s face displayed a struggle between alarm and a plea-
surable excitement.

“I thank you, madame,” said Poirot, bowing. “I would like to
question your maid now—and to see her alone, if I may.”

We were shown into a small drawing room, and when Mrs.
Todd, with obvious reluctance, had left the room, Poirot com-
menced his cross-examination.

“Voyons, Mademoiselle Annie, all that you shall tell us will be
of the greatest importance. You alone can shed any light on the
case. Without your assistance I can do nothing.”

The alarm vanished from the girl’s face and the pleasurable
excitement became more strongly marked.

“I’'m sure, sir,” she said, “I’ll tell you anything I can.”

“That is good.” Poirot beamed approval on her. “Now, first
of all, what is your own idea? You are a girl of remarkable
intelligence. That can be seen at once! What is your own expla-
nation of Eliza’s disappearance?”

Thus encouraged, Annie fairly lowed into excited speech.

“White slavers, sir, I've said so all along! Cook was always
warning me against them. ‘Don’t you sniff no scent, or eat any
sweets—no matter how gentlemanly the fellow!” Those were
her words to me. And now they’ve got her! I'm sure of it. As
likely as not, she’s been shipped to Turkey or one of them
Eastern places where I've heard they like them fat!”

Poirot preserved an admirable gravity.

“But in that case—and it is indeed an ideal—would she have
sent for her trunk?”

“Well, I don’t know, sir. She’d want her things—even in those
foreign places.”

“Who came for the trunk—a man?”

“It was Carter Paterson, sir.”

“Did you pack it?”

“No, sir, it was already packed and corded.”

“Ah! That’s interesting. That shows that when she left the
house on Wednesday, she had already determined not to re-
turn. You see that, do you not?”
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“Yes, sir.” Annie looked slightly taken aback. “I hadn’t
thought of that. But it might still have been white slavers,
mightn’t it, sir?” she added wistfully.

“Undoubtedly!” said Poirot gravely. He went on: “Did you
both occupy the same bedroom?”

“No, sir, we had separate rooms.”

“And had Eliza expressed any dissatisfaction with her present
post to you at all? Were you both happy here?r”

“She’d never mentioned leaving. The place is all right—"" The
girl hesitated.

“Speak freely,” said Poirot kindly. “I shall not tell your mis-
tress.”

“Well, of course, sir, she’s a caution, Missus is. But the food’s
good. Plenty of it, and no stinting. Something hot for supper,
good outings, and as much frying-fat as you like. And anyway,
if Eliza did want to make a change, she’d never have gone off
this way, I'm sure. She’d have stayed her month. Why, Missus
could have a month’s wages out of her for doing this!”

“And the work, it is not too hard?”

“Well, she’s particular—always poking round in corners and
looking for dust. And then there’s the lodger, or paying guest
as he’s always called. But that’s only breakfast and dinner, same
as Master. They’re out all day in the City.”

“You like your master?”

“He’s all right—very quiet and a bit on the stingy side.”

“You can’t remember, I suppose, the last thing Eliza said
before she went out?”

“Yes, I can. ‘If there’s any stewed peaches over from the
dining room,” she says, ‘we’ll have them for supper, and a bit of
bacon and some fried potatoes.” Mad over stewed peaches, she
was. I shouldn’t wonder if they didn’t get her that way.”

“Was Wednesday her regular day out?”

“Yes, she had Wednesdays and I had Thursdays.”

Poirot asked a few more questions, then declared himself
satisfied. Annie departed, and Mrs. Todd hurried in, her face
alight with curiosity. She had, I felt certain, bitterly resented
her exclusion from the room during our conversation with An-
nie. Poirot, however, was careful to soothe her feelings tactfully.
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“It is difficult,” he explained, “for a woman of exceptional
intelligence such as yourself, madame, to bear patiently the
roundabout methods we poor detectives are forced to use. To
have patience with stupidity is difficult for the quick-witted.”

Having thus charmed away any little resentment on Mrs.
Todd’s part, he brought the conversation round to her husband
and elicited the information that he worked with a firm in the
City and would not be home until after six.

“Doubtless he is very disturbed and worried by this unac-
countable business, eh? Is it not so?”

“He’s never worried,” declared Mrs. Todd. *“ ‘Well, well, get
another, my dear.” That’s all he said! He’s so calm that it drives
me to distraction sometimes. ‘An ungrateful woman,” he said.
‘We are well rid of her.””

“What about the other inmates of the house, madame?”

“You mean Mr. Simpson, our paying guest? Well, as long as
he gets his breakfast and his evening meal all right, he doesn’t
worry.”

“What is his profession, madame?”

“He works in a bank.” She mentioned its name, and I started
slightly, remembering my perusal of the Daily Blare.

“A young man?”’

“Twenty-eight, I believe. Nice quiet young fellow.”

“I should like to have a few words with him, and also with
your husband, if I may. I will return for that purpose this eve-
ning. I venture to suggest that you should repose yourself a
little, madame; you look fatigued.”

“I should just think I am! First the worry about Eliza, and
then I was at the sales practically all yesterday, and you know
what that is, Monsieur Poirot, and what with one thing and
another and a lot to do in the house, because of course Annie
can’t do it all—and very likely she’ll give notice anyway, being
unsettled in this way—well, what with it all, I'm tired out!”

Poirot murmured sympathetically, and we took our leave.

“It’s a curious coincidence,” I said, “but that absconding
clerk, Davis, was from the same bank as Simpson. Can there be
any connection, do you think?”

Poirot smiled.
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“At the one end, a defaulting clerk, at the other a vanishing
cook. It is hard to see any relation between the two, unless
possibly Davis visited Simpson, fell in love with the cook, and
persuaded her to accompany him on his flight!”

I laughed. But Poirot remained grave.

“He might have done worse,” he said reprovingly. “Remem-
ber, Hastings, if you are going into exile, a good cook may be
of more comfort than a pretty face!” He paused for a moment
and then went on. “It is a curious case, full of contradictory
features. I am interested—yes, I am distinctly interested.”

That evening we returned to 88 Prince Albert Road and inter-
viewed both Todd and Simpson. The former was a melancholy
lantern-jawed man of forty-odd.

“Oh! Yes, yes,” he said vaguely. “Eliza. Yes. A good cook, I
believe. And economical. I make a strong point of economy.”

“Can you imagine any reason for her leaving you so sud-
denly?”

“Oh, well,” said Mr. Todd vaguely. “Servants, you know. My
wife worries too much. Worn out from always worrying. The
whole problem’s quite simple really. ‘Get another, my dear,’ I
say. ‘Get another.” That’s all there is to it. No good crying over
spilt milk.”

Mr. Simpson was equally unhelpful. He was a quiet inconspic-
uous young man with spectacles.

“I must have seen her, I suppose,” he said. “Elderly woman,
wasn’t she? Of course, it’s the other one I see always, Annie.
Nice girl. Very obliging.”

“Were those two on good terms with each other?”

Mr. Simpson said he couldn’t say, he was sure. He supposed
$O.

“Well, we got nothing of interest there, mon ami,” said Poirot
as we left the house. Our departure had been delayed by a burst
of vociferous repetition from Mrs. Todd, who repeated every-
thing she had said that morning at rather greater length.

“Are you disappointed?” I asked. “Did you expect to hear
something?”

Poirot shook his head.
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“There was a possibility, of course,” he said. “But I hardly
thought it likely.”

The next development was a letter which Poirot received on
the following morning. He read it, turned purple with indigna-
tion, and handed it to me.

Mrs. Todd regrets that after all she will not avail herself of Mr.
Poirot’s services. After talking the matter over with her husband,
she sees that it is foolish to call in a detective about a purely
domestic affair. Mrs. Todd encloses a guinea for consultation fee.

“Aha!” cried Poirot angrily. “And they think to get rid of
Hercule Poirot like that! As a favour—a great favour—I consent
to investigate their miserable little twopenny-halfpenny affair
—and they dismiss me comme ca! Here, I mistake not, is the
hand of Mr. Todd. But I say nol—thirty-six times no! I will spend
my own guineas, thirty-six hundred of them if need be, but I
will get to the bottom of this matter!”

“Yes,” I said. “But how?”

- Poirot calmed down a little.

“D’abord,” he said, “we will advertise in the papers. Let me
see—yes—something like this: ‘If Eliza Dunn will communicate
with this address, she will hear of something to her advantage.’
Put it in all the papers you can think of, Hastings. Then I will
make some little inquiries of my own. Go, go—all must be done
as quickly as possible!”

I did not see him again until the evening, when he conde-
scended to tell me what he had been doing.

“I have made inquiries at the firm of Mr. Todd. He was not
absent on Wednesday, and he bears a good character—so much
for him. Then Simpson, on Thursday he was ill and did not come
to the bank, but he was there on Wednesday. He was moder-
ately friendly with Davis. Nothing out of the common. There
does not seem to be anything there. No. We must place our
reliance on the advertisement.”

The advertisement duly appeared in all the principal daily
papers. By Poirot’s orders it was to be continued every day for
a week. His eagerness over this uninteresting matter of a de-
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faulting cook was extraordinary, but I realized that he consid-
ered it a point of honour to persevere until he finally succeeded.
Several extremely interesting cases were brought to him about
this time, but he declined them all. Every morning he would
rush at his letters, scrutinize them earnestly and then lay them
down with a sigh.

But our patience was rewarded at last. On the Wednesday
following Mrs. Todd’s visit, our landlady informed us that a
person of the name of Eliza Dunn had called.

“Enfin!” cried Poirot. “But make her mount then! At once.
Immediately.”

Thus admonished, our landlady hurried out and returned a
moment or two later, ushering in Miss Dunn. Our quarry was
much as described: tall, stout, and eminently respectable.

“I came in answer to the advertisement,” she explained. “I
thought there must be some muddle or other, and that perhaps
you didn’t know I'd already got my legacy.”

Poirot was studying her attentively. He drew forward a chair
with a flourish.

“The truth of the matter is,” he explained, “that your late
mistress, Mrs. Todd, was much concerned about you. She feared
some accident might have befallen you.”

Eliza Dunn seemed very much surprised.

“Didn’t she get my letter then?”

“She got no word of any kind.” He paused, and then said
persuasively: “Recount to me the whole story, will you not?”

Eliza Dunn needed no encouragement. She plunged at once
into a lengthy narrative.

“I was just coming home on Wednesday night and had nearly
got toe the house, when a gentleman stopped me. A tall gentle-
man he was, with a beard and a big hat. ‘Miss Eliza Dunn?’ he
said. ‘Yes, I said. ‘I’'ve been inquiring for you at Number Eighty-
eight,” he said. ‘They told me I might meet you coming along
here. Miss Dunn, I have come from Australia specially to find
you. Do you happen to know the maiden name of your maternal
grandmother?” Jane Emmott,” I said. ‘Exactly,” he said. ‘Now,
Miss Dunn, although you may never have heard of the fact,
your grandmother had a great friend, Eliza Leech. This friend
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went to Australia where she married a very wealthy settler. Her
two children died in infancy, and she inherited all her hus-
band’s property. She died a few months ago, and by her will you
inherit a house in this country and a considerable sum of
money.’

“You could have knocked me down with a feather,” con-
tinued Miss Dunn. “For a minute, I was suspicious, and he must
have seen it, for he smiled. ‘Quite right to be on your guard,
Miss Dunn,’ he said. ‘Here are my credentials.” He handed me
a letter from some lawyers in Melbourne, Hurst and Crotchet,
and a card. He was Mr. Crotchet. ‘There are one or two condi-
tions,” he said. ‘Our client was a little eccentric, you know. The
bequest is conditional on your taking possession of the house (it
is in Cumberland) before twelve o’clock tomorrow. The other
condition is of no importance—it is merely a stipulation that you
should not be in domestic service.” My face fell. ‘Oh, Mr.
Crotchet, I said. ‘I'm a cook. Didn’t they tell you at the house?”’
‘Dear, dear,” he said. ‘I had no idea of such a thing. I thought
you might possibly be a companion or governess there. This is
very unfortunate—very unfortunate indeed.’

*“ ‘Shall I have to lose all the money?’ I said anxious-like. He
thought for a minute or two. ‘There are always ways of getting
round the law, Miss Dunn,’ he said at last. “‘We lawyers know
that. The way out here is for you to have left your employment
this afternoon.’ ‘But my month?’ I said. ‘My dear Miss Dunn,’ he
said with a smile, ‘you can leave an employer any minute by
forfeiting a month’s wages. Your mistress will understand in
view of the circumstances. The difficulty is time! It is imperative
that you should catch the eleven-five from King’s Cross to the
North. I can advance you ten pounds or so for the fare, and you
can write a note at the station to your employer. I will take it
to her myself and explain the whole circumstances.” I agreed,
of course, and an hour later I was in the train, so flustered that
I didn’t know whether I was on my head or my heels. Indeed
by the time I got to Carlisle, I was half inclined to think the
whole thing was one of those confidence tricks you read about.
But I went to the address he had given me—solicitors they
were, and it was all right. A nice little house, and an income of

S



Hercule Poirot’s Early Cases

three hundred a year. These lawyers knew very little, they’d
just got a letter from a gentleman in London instructing them
to hand over the house to me and a hundred fifty pounds for the
first six months. Mr. Crotchet sent up my things to me, but there
was no word from Missus. I supposed she was angry and
grudged me my bit of luck. She kept back my box too, and sent
my clothes in paper parcels. But there, of course if she never
had my letter, she might think it a bit cool of me.”

Poirot had listened attentively to this long history. Now he
nodded his head as though completely satisfied.

“Thank you, mademoiselle. There had been, as you say, a
little muddle. Permit me to recompense you for your trouble.”
He handed her an envelope. “You return to Cumberland im-
mediately? A little word in your ear. Do not forget how to cook.
It is always useful to have something to fall back upon in case
things go wrong.”

“Credulous,” he murmured, as our visitor departed, “but per-
haps not more than most of her class.” His face grew grave.
“Come, Hastings, there is no time to be lost. Get a taxi while I
write a note to Japp.”

Poirot was waiting on the doorstep when I returned with the
taxi.

“Where are we going?” I asked anxiously.

“First, to despatch this note by special messenger.”

This was done, and re-entering the taxi, Poirot gave the ad-
dress to the driver.

“Eighty-eight Prince Albert Road, Clapham.”

“So we are going there?”

“Mais oui. Though frankly I fear we shall be too late. Our bird
will have flown, Hastings.”

“Who is our bird?”

Poirot smiled.

“The inconspicuous Mr. Simpson.”

“What?” I exclaimed.

“Oh, come now, Hastings, do not tell me that all is not clear
to you now!”

“The cook was got out of the way, I realize that,” I said,
slightly piqued. “But why? Why should Simpson wish to get her
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out of the house? Did she know something about him?”

“Nothing whatever.”

“Well, then—"

“But he wanted something that she had.”

“Money? The Australian legacy?”

“No, my friend—something quite different.” He paused a
moment and then said gravely: “A battered tin trunk . . .”

I looked sideways at him. His statement seemed so fantastic
that I suspected him of pulling my leg, but he was perfectly
grave and serious.

“Seriously he could buy a trunk if he wanted one,” I cried.

“He did not want a new trunk. He wanted a trunk of pedi-
gree. A trunk of assured respectability.”

“Look here, Poirot,” I cried, “this really is a bit thick. You're
pulling my leg.”

He looked at me.

“You lack the brains and the imagination of Mr. Simpson,
Hastings. See here: On Wednesday evening, Simpson decoys

“away the cook. A printed card and a printed sheet of notepaper
are simple matters to obtain, and he is willing to pay a hundred
fifty pounds and a year’s house rent to assure the success of his
plan. Miss Dunn does not recognize him—the beard and the hat
and the slight colonial accent completely deceive her. That is
the end of Wednesday—except for the trifling fact that Simpson
has helped himself to fifty thousand pounds’ worth of negotiable
securities.”

“Simpson—but it was Davis—"

“If you will kindly permit me to continue, Hastings! Simpson
knows that the theft will be discovered on Thursday afternoon.
He does not go to the bank on Thursday, but he lies in wait for
Davis when he comes out to lunch. Perhaps he admits the theft
and tells Davis he will return the securities to him—anyhow he
succeeds in getting Davis to come to Clapham with him. It is
the maid’s day out, and Mrs. Todd was at the sales, so there is
no one in the house. When the theft is discovered and Davis is
missing, the implication will be overwhelming. Davis is the
thiefl Mr. Simpson will be perfectly safe, and can return to work
on the morrow like the honest clerk they think him.”
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“And Davis?”

Poirot made an expressive gesture, and slowly shook his head.

“It seems too cold-blooded to be believed, and yet what other
explanation can there be, mon ami. The one difficulty for a
murderer is the disposal of the body—and Simpson had planned
that out beforehand. I was struck at once by the fact that al-
though Eliza Dunn obviously meant to return that night when
she went out (witness her remark about the stewed peaches),
yet her trunk was already packed when they came for it. It was
Simpson who sent word to Carter Paterson to call on Friday and
it was Simpson who corded up the box on Thursday afternoon.
What suspicion could possibly arise? A maid leaves and sends for
her box, it is labelled and addressed ready in her name, proba-
bly to a railway station within easy reach of London. On Satur-
day afternoon, Simpson, in his Australian disguise, claims it, he
affixes a new label and address and re-despatches it somewhere
else, again ‘to be left till called for.” When the authorities get
suspicious, for excellent reasons, and open it, all that can be
elicited will be that a bearded colonial despatched it from some
junction near London. There will be nothing to connect it with
88 Prince Albert Road. Ah! Here we are.”

Poirot’s prognostications had been correct. Simpson had left
two days previously. But he was not to escape the consequences
of his crime. By the aid of wireless, he was discovered on the
Olympia, en route to America.

A tin trunk, addressed to Mr. Henry Wintergreen, attracted
the attention of railway officials at Glasgow. It was opened and
found to contain the body of the unfortunate Davis.

Mrs. Todd’s check for a guinea was never cashed. Instead,
Poirot had it framed and hung on the wall of our sitting room.

“It is to me a little reminder, Hastings. Never to despise the
trivial—the undignified. A disappearing domestic at one end—
a cold-blooded murder at the other. To me, one of the most
interesting of my cases.”
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“Mrs. Pengelley,” announced our landlady, and withdrew dis-
creetly.

Many unlikely people came to consult Poirot, but to my mind,
‘the woman who stood nervously just inside the door, fingering
her feather neckpiece, was the most unlikely of all. She was so
extraordinarily commonplace—a thin, faded woman of about
fifty, dressed in a braided coat and skirt, some gold jewellery at
her neck, and with her grey hair surmounted by a singularly
unbecoming hat. In a country town, you pass a hundred Mrs
Pengelleys in the street every day.

Poirot came forward and greeted her pleasantly, perceiving
her obvious embarrassment.

“Madame! Take a chair, I beg of you. My colleague, Captain
Hastings.”

The lady sat down, murmuring uncertainly: “You are Mon-
sieur Poirot, the detective?”

“At your service, madame.”

But our guest was still tongue-tied. She sighed, twisted her
fingers, and grew steadily redder and redder.

“There is something I can do for you, eh, madame?”

“Well, I thought—that is—you see—"

“Proceed, madame, I beg of you—proceed.”

Mrs. Pengelley, thus encouraged, took a grip on herself.
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“It’s this way, Monsieur Poirot—I don’t want to have any-
thing to do with the police. No, I wouldn’t go to the police for
anything! But all the same, I'm sorely troubled about some-
thing. And yet I don’t know if I ought—"" She stopped abruptly.

“Me, I have nothing to do with the police. My investigations
are strictly private.”

Mrs. Pengelley caught at the word.

“Private—that’s what I want. I don’t want any talk or fuss, or
things in the papers. Wicked it is, the way they write things,
until the family could never hold up their heads again. And it
isn’t as though I was even sure—it’s just a dreadful idea that’s
come to me, and put it out of my head I can’t.” She paused for
breath. “And all the time I may be wickedly wronging poor
Edward. It’s a terrible thought for any wife to have. But you do
read of such dreadful things nowadays.”

“Permit me—it is of your husband you speak?”

“Yes.”

“And you suspect him of—what?”

“I don’t like even to say it, Monsieur Poirot. But you do read
of such things happening—and the poor souls suspecting noth-
ing.

I was beginning to despair of the lady’s ever coming to the
point, but Poirot’s patience was equal to the demand made
upon it.

“Speak without fear, madame. Think what joy will be yours
if we are able to prove your suspicions unfounded.”

“That’s true—anything’s better than this wearing uncer-
tainty. Oh, Monsieur Poirot, I'm dreadfully afraid I'm being
poisoned.”

“What makes you think so?”

Mrs. Pengelley, her reticence leaving her, plunged into a full
recital more suited to the ears of her medical attendant.

“Pain and sickness after food, eh?” said Poirot thoughtfully.
“You have a doctor attending you, madame? What does he
say?P”

“He says it’s acute gastritis, Monsieur Poirot. But I can see

that he’s puzzled and uneasy, and he’s always altering the medi-
cine, but nothing does any good.”
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“You have spoken of your—fears, to him?”

“No, indeed, Monsieur Poirot. It might get about in the town.
And perhaps it is gastritis. All the same, it’s very odd that
whenever Edward is away for the weekend, I'm quite all right
again. Even Freda noticed that—my niece, Monsieur Poirot.
And then there’s that bottle of weed-killer, never used, the
gardener says, and yet it’s half empty.”

She looked appealingly at Poirot. He smiled reassuringly at
her, and reached for a pencil and notebook.

“Let us be businesslike, madame. Now, then, you and your
husband reside—where?”

“Polgarwith, a small market town in Cornwall.”

“You have lived there long?”

“Fourteen years.”

“And your household consists of you and your husband. Any
children?”

“No.”

“But a niece, I think you said?”

_ “Yes, Freda Stanton, the child of my husband’s only sister.
She has lived with us for the last eight years—that is, until a
week ago.”

“Oho, and what happened a week ago?”

“Things hadn’t been very pleasant for some time; I don’t
know what had come over Freda. She was so rude and imperti-
nent, and her temper something shocking, and in the end she
flared up one day, and out she walked and took rooms of her
own in the town. I've not seen her since. Better leave her to
come to her senses, so Mr. Radnor says.”

“Who is Mr. Radnor?”

Some of Mrs. Pengelley’s initial embarrassment returned.

“Oh, he’s—he’s just a friend. Very pleasant young fellow.”

“Anything between him and your niece?”

“Nothing whatever,” said Mrs. Pengelley emphatically.

Poirot shifted his ground.

“You and your husband are, I presume, in comfortable cir-
cumstances?”

“Yes, we'’re very nicely off.”

“The money, is it yours or your husband’s?”
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“Oh, it’s all Edward’s. I've nothing of my own.”

“You see, madame, to be businesslike, we must be brutal. We
must seek for a motive. Your husband, he would not poison you
just pour passer le temps! Do you know of any reason why he
should wish you out of the way?”

“There’s the yellow-haired hussy who works for him,” said
Mrs. Pengelley, with a flash of temper. “My husband’s a dentist,
Monsieur Poirot, and nothing would do but he must have a
smart girl, as he said, with bobbed hair and a white overall, to
make his appointments and mix his fillings for him. It’s come to
my ears that there have been fine goings-on, though of course
he swears it’s all right.”

“This bottle of weed-killer, madame, who ordered it?”’

“My husband—about a year ago.”

“Your niece, now, has she any money of her own?”

“About fifty pounds a year, I should say. She’d be glad enough
to come back and keep house for Edward if I left him.”

“You have contemplated leaving him, then?”

“I don’t intend to let him have it all his own way. Women
aren’t the downtrodden slaves they were in old days, Monsieur
Poirot.”

“I congratulate you on your independent spirit, madame; but
let us be practical. You return to Polgarwith today?”

“Yes, I came up by an excursion. Six this morning the train
started, and the train goes back at five this afternoon.”

“Bien! I have nothing of great moment on hand. I can devote
myself to your little affair. Tomorrow I shall be in Polgarwith.
Shall we say that Hastings, here, is a distant relative of yours, the
son of your second cousin? Me, I am his eccentric foreign friend.
In the meantime, eat only what is prepared by your own hands,
or under your eye. You have a maid whom you trust?”

“Jessie is a very good girl, I am sure.”

“Till tomorrow then, madame, and be of good courage.”

Poirot bowed the lady out, and returned thoughtfully to his
chair. His absorption was not so great, however, that he failed
to see two minute strands of feather scarf wrenched off by the
lady’s agitated fingers. He collected them carefully and con-
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signed them to the wastepaper basket.

“What do you make of the case, HastingsP”

“A nasty business, I should say.”

“Yes, if what the lady suspects be true. But is it? Woe betide
any husband who orders a bottle of weed-killer nowadays. If his
wife suffers from gastritis, and is inclined to be of a hysterical
temperament, the fat is in the fire.”

“You think that is all there is to it?”

“Ah—uvoila—I do not know, Hastings. But the case interests
me—it interests me enormously. For, see you, it has positively
no new features. Hence the hysterical theory, and yet Mrs.
Pengelley did not strike me as being a hysterical woman. Yes,
if I mistake not, we have here a very poignant human drama.
Tell me, Hastings, what do you consider Mrs. Pengelley’s feel-
ings towards her husband to be?”

“Loyalty struggling with fear,” I suggested.

“Yet, ordinarily, a woman will accuse anyone in the world—
but not her husband. She will stick to her belief in him through
thick and thin.”

“The ‘other woman’ complicates the matter.”

“Yes, affection may turn to hate, under the stimulus of jeal-
ousy. But hate would take her to the police—not to me. She
would want an outcry—a scandal. No, no, let us exercise our
little grey cells. Why did she come to me? To have her suspi-
cions proved wrong? Or—to have them proved right? Ah, we
have here something I do not understand—an unknown factor.
Is she a superb actress, our Mrs. Pengelley? No, she was genu-
ine, I would swear that she was genuine, and therefore I am
interested. Look up the trains to Polgarwith, I pray you.”

The best train of the day was the one-fifty from Paddington
which reached Polgarwith just after seven o’clock. The journey
was uneventful, and I had to rouse myself from a pleasant nap
to alight upon the platform of the bleak little station. We took
our bags to the Duchy Hotel, and after a light meal, Poirot
suggested our stepping round to pay an after-dinner call on my
so-called cousin.

The Pengelleys’ house stood a little way back from the road
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with an old-fashioned cottage garden in front. The smell of
stocks and mignonette came sweetly wafted on the evening
breeze. It seemed impossible to associate thoughts of violence
with this old-world charm. Poirot rang and knocked. As the
summons was not answered, he rang again. This time, after a
little pause, the door was opened by a dishevelled-looking ser-
vant. Her eyes were red, and she was sniffing violently.

“We wish to see Mrs. Pengelley,” explained Poirot. “May we
enter?”

The maid stared. Then, with unusual directness, she an-
swered: “Haven’t you heard, then? She’s dead. Died this eve-
ning—about half an hour ago.”

We stood staring at her, stunned.

“What did she die of?” I asked at last.

“There’s some as could tell.” She gave a quick glance over her
shoulder. “If it wasn’t that somebody ought to be in the house
with the missus, I'd pack my box and go tonight. But I'll not
leave her dead with no one to watch by her. It’s not my place
to say anything, and I'm not going to say anything—but every-
body knows. It’s all over the town. And if Mr. Radnor don’t
write to the 'Ome Secretary, someone else will. The doctor may
say what he likes. Didn’t I see the master with my own eyes
a-lifting down of the weed-killer from the shelf this very eve-
ning? And didn’t he jump when he turned round and saw me
watching of him? And the missus’ gruel there on the table, all
ready to take to her? Not another bit of food passes my lips
while I am in this house! Not if I dies for it.”

“Where does the doctor live who attended your mistress?”

“Dr. Adams. Round the corner there in High Street. The
second house.”

Poirot turned away abruptly. He was very pale.

“For a girl who was not going to say anything, that girl said
a lot,” I remarked drily.

Poirot struck his clenched hand into his palm.

“An imbecile, a criminal imbecile, that is what I have been,
Hastings. I have boasted of my little grey cells, and now I have
lost a human life—a life that came to me to be saved. Never did
I dream that anything would happen so soon. May the good God
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forgive me, but I never believed anything would happen at all.
Her story seemed to me artificial. Here we are at the doctor’s.
Let us see what he can tell us.”

Dr. Adams was the typical genial red-faced country doctor of
fiction. He received us politely enough, but at a hint of our
errand, his red face became purple.

“Damned nonsense! Damned nonsense, every word of it!
Wasn’t I in attendance on the caseP Gastritis—gastritis pure
and simple. This town’s a hotbed of gossip—a lot of scandal-
mongering old women get together and invent God knows
what. They read these scurrilous rags of newspapers, and noth-
ing will suit them but that someone in their town shall get
poisoned too. They see a bottle of weed-killer on a shelf—and
hey prestol—away goes their imagination with the bit between
its teeth. I know Edward Pengelley—he wouldn’t poison his
grandmother’s dog. And why should he poison his wife? Tell me
that?”

- “There is one thing, Monsieur le Docteur, that perhaps you
do not know.”

And, very briefly, Poirot outlined the main facts of Mrs. Pen-
gelley’s visit to him. No one could have been more astonished
than Dr. Adams. His eyes almost started out of his head.

“God bless my soul!” he ejaculated. “The poor woman must
have been mad. Why didn’t she speak to me?P That was the
proper thing to do.”

“And have her fears ridiculed?”

“Not at all, not at all. I hope I've got an open mind.”

Poirot looked at him and smiled. The physician was evidently
more perturbed than he cared to admit. As we left the house,
Poirot broke into a laugh.

“He is as obstinate as a pig, that one. He has said it is gastritis;
therefore it is gastritis! All the same, he has the mind uneasy.”

“What’s our next step?”

“A return to the inn, and a night of horror upon one of your
English provincial beds, mon ami. It is a thing to make pity, the
cheap English bed!”

“And tomorrow?”
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“Rien a faire. We must return to town and await develop-
ments.”’

“That’s very tame,” I said, disappointed. “Suppose there are
none?”’

“There will be! I can promise you that. Our old doctor may
give as many certificates as he pleases. He cannot stop several
hundred tongues from wagging. And they will wag to some
purpose, I can tell you that!”

Our train for town left at eleven the following morning.
Before we started for the station, Poirot expressed a wish to see
Miss Freda Stanton, the niece mentioned to us by the dead
woman. We found the house where she was lodging easily
enough. With her was a tall, dark young man whom she intro-
duced in some confusion as Mr. Jacob Radnor.

Miss Freda Stanton was an extremely pretty girl of the old
Cornish type—dark hair and eyes and rosy cheeks. There was
a flash in those same dark eyes which told of a temper that it
would not be wise to provoke.

“Poor Auntie,” she said, when Poirot had introduced himself
and explained his business. “It’s terribly sad. I've been wishing
all the morning that I'd been kinder and more patient.”

“You stood a great deal, Freda,” interrupted Radnor.

“Yes, Jacob, but I've got a sharp temper, I know. After all, it
was only silliness on Auntie’s part. I ought to have just laughed
and not minded. Of course, it’s all nonsense her thinking that
Uncle was poisoning her. She was worse after any food he gave
her—but I'm sure it was only from thinking about it. She made
up her mind she would be, and then she was.”

“What was the actual cause of your disagreement, mademoi-
selleP”

Miss Stanton hesitated, looking at Radnor. That young gentle-
man was quick to take the hint.

“I must be getting along, Freda. See you this evening. Good-
bye, gentlemen; you're on your way to the station, I suppose?”

Poirot replied that we were, and Radnor departed.

“You are affianced, is it not so?”” demanded Poirot, with a sly
smile.

Freda Stanton blushed and admitted that such was the case.
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“And that was really the whole trouble with Auntie,” she
added.

“She did not approve of the match for you?”

“Oh, it wasn’t that so much. But you see, she—" The girl came
to a stop.

“Yes?” encouraged Poirot gently.

“It seems rather a horrid thing to say about her—now she’s
dead. But you’ll never understand unless I tell you. Auntie was
absolutely infatuated with Jacob.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes, wasn’t it absurd? She was over fifty, and he’s not quite
thirty! But there it was. She was silly about him! I had to tell her
at last that it was me he was after—and she carried on dread-
fully. She wouldn’t believe a word of it, and was so rude and
insulting that it’s no wonder I lost my temper. I talked it over
with Jacob, and we agreed that the best thing to do was for me
to clear out for a bit till she came to her senses. Poor Auntie—
I suppose she was in a queer state altogether.”
~ “It would certainly seem so. Thank you, mademoiselle, for
making things so clear to me.”

A little to my surprise, Radnor was waiting for us in the street
below.

“I can guess pretty well what Freda has been telling you,” he
remarked. “It was a most unfortunate thing to happen, and very
awkward for me, as you can imagine. I need hardly say that it
was none of my doing. I was pleased at first, because I imagined
the old woman was helping on things with Freda. The whole
thing was absurd—but extremely unpleasant.”

“When are you and Miss Stanton going to be married?”

“Soon, I hope. Now, Monsieur Poirot, I'm going to be candid
with you. I know a bit more than Freda does. She believes her
uncle to be innocent. I'm not so sure. But I can tell you one
thing: I'm going to keep my mouth shut about what I do know.
Let sleeping dogs lie. I don’t want my wife’s uncle tried and
hanged for murder.”

“Why do you tell me all this?”

“Because I've heard of you, and I know you’re a clever man.
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It’s quite possible that you might ferret out a case against him.
But I put it to you—what good is that? The poor woman is past
help, and she’d have been the last person to want a scandal—
why, she’d turn in her grave at the mere thought of it.”

“You are probably right there. You want me to—hush it up,
then?”

“That’s my idea. I'll admit frankly that I'm selfish about it. I've
got my way to make—and I'm building up a good little business
as a tailor and outfitter.”

“Most of us are selfish, Mr. Radnor. Not all of us admit it so
freely. I will do what you ask—but I tell you frankly you will not
succeed in hushing it up.”

“Why not?”

Poirot held up a finger. It was market day, and we were
passing the market—a busy hum came from within.

“The voice of the people—that is why, Mr. Radnor. Ah, we
must run, or we shall miss our train.”

“Very interesting, is it not, HastingsP” said Poirot, as the train
steamed out of the station.

He had taken out a small comb from his pocket, also a micro-
scopic mirror, and was carefully arranging his moustache, the
symmetry of which had become slightly impaired during our
brisk run.

“You seem to find it so,” I replied. “To me, it is all rather
sordid and unpleasant. There’s hardly any mystery about it.”

“I agree with you; there is no mystery whatever.”

“I suppose we can accept the girl’s rather extraordinary story
of her aunt’s infatuation? That seemed the only fishy part to me.
She was such a nice, respectable woman.”

“There is nothing extraordinary about that—it is completely
ordinary. If you read the papers carefully, you will find that
often a nice respectable woman of that age leaves a husband she
has lived with for twenty years, and sometimes a whole family
of children as well, in order to link her life with that of a young
man considerably her junior. You admire les femmes, Hastings;
you prostrate yourself before all of them who are good-looking
and have the good taste to smile upon you; but psychologically
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you know nothing whatever about them. In the autumn of a
woman’s life, there comes always one mad moment when she
longs for romance, for adventure—before it is too late. It comes
none the less surely to a woman because she is the wife of a
respectable dentist in a country town!”

“And you think—"

“That a clever man might take advantage of such a moment.”

“I shouldn’t call Pengelley so clever,” I mused. “He’s got the
whole town by the ears. And yet I suppose you're right. The
only two men who know anything, Radnor and the doctor, both
want to hush it up. He’s managed that somehow. I wish we’d
seen the fellow.”

“You can indulge your wish. Return by the next train and
invent an aching molar.”

I looked at him keenly.

“I wish I knew what you considered so interesting about the
case.”

“My interest is very aptly summed up by a remark of yours,
Hastings. After interviewing the maid, you observed that for
someone who was not going to say a word, she had said a good
deal.” :

“Oh!” I said doubtfully; then I harped back to my original
criticism: “I wonder why you made no attempt to see Pengel-
ley?”

“Mon ami, I give him just three months. Then I shall see him
for as long as I please—in the dock.”

For once I thought Poirot’s prognostications were going to be
proved wrong. The time went by, and nothing transpired as to
our Cornish case. Other matters occupied us, and I had nearly
forgotten the Pengelley tragedy when it was suddenly recalled
to me by a short paragraph in the paper which stated that an
order to exhume the body of Mrs. Pengelley had been obtained
from the Home Secretary.

A few days later, and “The Cornish Mystery” was the topic
of every paper. It seemed that gossip had never entirely died
down, and when the engagement of the widower to Miss Marks,
his secretary, was announced, the tongues burst out again
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louder than ever. Finally a petition was sent to the Home Secre-
tary; the body was exhumed; large quantities of arsenic were
discovered; and Mr. Pengelley was arrested and charged with
the murder of his wife.

Poirot and I attended the preliminary proceedings. The evi-
dence was much as might have been expected. Dr. Adams
admitted that the symptoms of arsenical poisoning might easily
be mistaken for those of gastritis. The Home Office expert gave
his evidence; the maid Jessie poured out a flood of voluble
information, most of which was rejected, but which certainly
strengthened the case against the prisoner. Freda Stanton gave
evidence as to her aunt’s being worse whenever she ate food
prepared by her husband. Jacob Radnor told how he had
dropped in unexpectedly on the day of Mrs. Pengelley’s death,
and found Pengelley replacing the bottle of weed-killer on the
pantry shelf, Mrs. Pengelley’s gruel being on the table close by.
Then Miss Marks, the fair-haired secretary, was called, and
wept and went into hysterics and admitted that there had been
“passages” between her and her employer, and that he had
promised to marry her in the event of anything happening to
his wife. Pengelley reserved his defence and was sent for trial.

Jacob Radnor walked back with us to our lodgings.

“You see, Monsieur Radnor,” said Poirot, “I was right. The
voice of the people spoke—and with no uncertain voice. There
was to be no hushing up of this case.”

“You were quite right,” sighed Radnor. “Do you see any
chance of his getting off?”

“Well, he has reserved his defence. He may have something
—up the sleeve, as you English say. Come in with us, will you
not?”

Radnor accepted the invitation. I ordered two whiskies and
sodas and a cup of chocolate. The last order caused consterna-
tion, and I much doubted whether it would ever put in an
appearance.

“Of course,” continued Poirot, “I have a good deal of experi-
ence in matters of this kind. And I see only one loophole of
escape for our friend.”
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“What is it?”

“That you should sign this paper.”

With the suddenness of a conjurer, he produced a sheet of
paper covered with writing.

“What is it?”

“A confession that you murdered Mrs. Pengelley.”

There was a moment’s pause; then Radner laughed.

“You must be mad!”

“No, no, my friend, I am not mad. You came here; you started
a little business; you were short of money. Mr. Pengelley was a
man very well-to-do. You met his niece; she was inclined to
smile upon you. But the small allowance that Pengelley might
have given her upon her marriage was not enough for you. You
must get rid of both the uncle and the aunt; then the money
would come to her, since she was the only relative. How clev-
erly you set about it! You made love to that plain middle-aged
woman until she was your slave. You implanted in her doubts
of her husband. She discovered first that he was deceiving her
—then, under your guidance, that he was trying to poison her.
You were often at the house; you had opportunities to introduce
the arsenic into her food. But you were careful never to do so
when her husband was away. Being a woman, she did not keep
her suspicions to herself. She talked to her niece; doubtless she
talked to other women friends. Your only dificulty was keeping
up separate relations with the two women, and even that was
not so difficult as it looked. You explained to the aunt that, to
allay the suspicions of her husband, you had to pretend to pay
court to the niece. And the younger lady needed little convinc-
ing—she would never seriously consider her aunt as a rival.

“But then Mrs. Pengelley made up her mind, without saying
anything to you, to consult me. If she could be really assured,
beyond any possible doubt, that her husband was trying to
poison her, she would feel justified in leaving him, and linking
her life with yours—which is what she imagined you wanted
her to do. But that did not suit your book at all. You did not want
a detective prying around. A favourable minute occurs. You are
in the house when Mr. Pengelley is getting some gruel for his
wife, and you introduce the fatal dose. The rest is easy. Appar-
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ently anxious to hush matters up, you secretly foment them. But
you reckoned without Hercule Poirot, my intelligent young
friend.”

Radnor was deadly pale, but he still endeavoured to carry off
matters with a high hand.

“Very interesting and ingenious, but why tell me all this?”

“Because, monsieur, I represent—not the law, but Mrs. Pen-
gelley. For her sake, I give you a chance of escape. Sign this
paper, and you shall have twenty-four hours’ start—twenty-four
hours before I place it in the hands of the police.”

Radnor hesitated.

“You can’t prove anything.”

“Can’t I? I am Hercule Poirot. Look out of the window, mon-
sieur. There are two men in the street. They have orders not
to lose sight of you.”

Radnor strode across to the window and pulled aside the
blind, then shrank back with an oath.

“You see, monsieur? Sign—it is your best chance.”

“What guarantee have I—"

“That I shall keep faith? The word of Hercule Poirot. You will
sign? Good. Hastings, be so kind as to pull that left-hand blind
halfway up. That is the signal that Mr. Radnor may leave unmo-
lested.”

White, muttering oaths, Radnor hurried from the room. Poi-
rot nodded gently.

“A coward! I always knew it.”

“It seems to me, Poirot, that you've acted in a criminal man-
ner,” I cried angrily. “You always preach against sentiment.
And here you are letting a dangerous criminal escape out of
sheer sentimentality.”

“That was not sentiment—that was business,” replied Poirot.
“Do you not see, my friend, that we have no shadow of proof
against him? Shall I get up and say to twelve stolid Cornishmen
that I, Hercule Poirot, know? They would laugh at me. The
only chance was to frighten him and get a confession that way.
Those two loafers that I noticed outside came in very useful.
Pull down the blind again, will you, Hastings? Not that there
was any reason for raising it. It was part of the mise en scene.
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of Johnnie Waverly

\

“You can understand the feelings of a mother,” said Mrs. Wav-
erly for perhaps the sixth time.

She looked appealingly at Poirot. My little friend, always sym-
pathetic to motherhood in distress, gesticulated reassuringly.

“But yes, but yes, I comprehend perfectly. Have faith in Papa
Poirot.”

“The police—"" began Mr. Waverly.

His wife waved the interruption aside. “I won’t have any-

thing more to do with the police. We trusted to them and look

what happened! But I'd heard so much of Monsieur Poirot and
the wonderful things he’d done, that I felt he might possibly be
able to help us. A mother’s feelings—"

Poirot hastily stemmed the reiteration with an eloquent ges-
ture. Mrs. Waverly’s emotion was obviously genuine, but it as-
sorted strangely with her shrewd, rather hard type of counte-
nance. When I heard later that she was the daughter of a
prominent steel manufacturer of Birmingham who had worked
his way up in the world from an office boy to his present emi-
nence, I realized that she had inherited many of the paternal
qualities.

Mr. Waverly was a big, florid, jovial-looking man. He stood
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with his legs straddled wide apart and looked the type of the
country squire.

“I suppose you know all about this business, Monsieur Poi-
rot?”

The question was almost superfluous. For some days past the
paper had been full of the sensational kidnapping of little John-
nie Waverly, the three-year-old son and heir of Marcus Wav-
erly, Esq., of Waverly Court, Surrey, one of the oldest families
in England.

“The main facts I know, of course, but recount to me the
whole story, monsieur, I beg of you. And in detail if you please.”

“Well, I suppose the beginning of the whole thing was about
ten days ago when I got an anonymous letter—beastly things,
anyway—that I couldn’t make head or tail of. The writer had
the impudence to demand that I should pay him twenty-five
thousand pounds—twenty-five thousand pounds, Monsieur Poi-
rot! Failing my agreement, he threatened to kidnap Johnnie. Of
course I threw the thing into the wastepaper basket without
more ado. Thought it was some silly joke. Five days later I got
another letter. “Unless you pay, your son will be kidnapped on
the twenty-ninth.” That was on the twenty-seventh. Ada was
worried, but I couldn’t bring myself to treat the matter seri-
ously. Damn it all, we’re in England. Nobody goes about kid-
napping children and holding them up to ransom.”

“It is not a common practice, certainly,” said Poirot. “Pro-
ceed, monsieur.”

“Well, Ada gave me no peace, so—feeling a bit of a fool—I
laid the matter before Scotland Yard. They didn’t seem to take
the thing very seriously—inclined to my view that it was some
silly joke. On the twenty-eighth I got a third letter. ‘You have
not paid. Your son will be taken from you at twelve o’clock noon
tomorrow, the twenty-ninth. It will cost you fifty thousand
pounds to recover him.” Up I drove to Scotland Yard again. This
time they were more impressed. They inclined to the view that
the letters were written by a lunatic, and that in all probability
an attempt of some kind would be made at the hour stated.
They assured me that they would take all due precautions.
Inspector McNeil and a sufficient force would come down to
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Waverly on the morrow and take charge.

“I went home much relieved in my mind. Yet we already had
the feeling of being in a state of siege. I gave orders that no
stranger was to be admitted, and that no one was to leave the
house. The evening passed off without any untoward incident,
but on the following morning my wife was seriously unwell.
Alarmed by her condition, I sent for Dr. Dakers. Her symptoms
appeared to puzzle him. While hesitating to suggest that she
had been poisoned, I could see that that was what was in his
mind. There was no danger, he assured me, but it would be a
day or two before she would be able to get about again. Return-
ing to my own room, I was startled and amazed to find a note
pinned to my pillow. It was in the same handwriting as the
others and contained just three words: ‘At twelve o’clock.’

“I admit, Monsieur Poirot, that then I saw red! Someone in
the house was in this—one of the servants. I had them all up,
blackguarded them right and left. They never split on each
other; it was Miss Collins, my wife’s companion, who informed
me that she had seen Johnnie’s nurse slip down the drive early
that morning. I taxed her with it, and she broke down. She had
left the child with the nursery maid and stolen out to meet a
friend of hers—a man! Pretty goings-on! She denied having
pinned the note to my pillow—she may have been speaking the
truth, I don’t know. I felt I couldn’t take the risk of the child’s
own nurse being in the plot. One of the servants was implicated
—of that I was sure. Finally I lost my temper and sacked the
whole bunch, nurse and all. I gave them an hour to pack their
boxes and get out of the house.”

Mr. Waverly’s red face was quite two shades redder as he
remembered his just wrath.

“Was not that a little injudicious, monsieur?” suggested Poi-
rot. “For all you know, you might have been playing into the
enemy’s hands.”

Mr. Waverly stared at him. “I don’t see that. Send the whole
lot packing, that was my idea. I wired to London for a fresh lot
to be sent down that evening. In the meantime, there’d be only
people I could trust in the house: my wife’s secretary, Miss
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Collins, and Tredwell, the butler, who has been with me since
I was a boy.”

“And this Miss Collins, how long has she been with you?”

“Just a year,” said Mrs. Waverly. “She has been invaluable to
me as a secretary-companion, and is also a very efficient
housekeeper.”

“The nurse?”

“She has been with me six months. She came to me with
excellent references. All the same, I never really liked her,
although Johnnie was quite devoted to her.”

“Still, I gather she had already left when the catastrophe
occurred. Perhaps, Monsieur Waverly, you will be so kind as to
continue.”

Mr. Waverly resumed his narrative.

“Inspector McNeil arrived about ten-thirty. The servants had
all left by then. He declared himself quite satisfied with the
internal arrangements. He had various men posed in the park
outside, guarding all the approaches to the house, and he as-
sured me that if the whole thing were not a hoax, we should
undoubtedly catch my mysterious correspondent.

“I had Johnnie with me, and he and I and the inspector went
together into a room we call the council chamber. The inspec-
tor locked the door. There is a big grandfather clock there, and
as the hands drew near to twelve, I don’t mind confessing that
I was as nervous as a cat. There was a whirring sound, and the
clock began to strike. I clutched Johnnie. I had a feeling a man
might drop from the skies. The last stroke sounded, and as it did
so, there was a great commotion outside—shouting and run-
ning. The inspector flung up the window, and a constable came
running up.

“‘We’ve got him, sir,” he panted. ‘He was sneaking up
through the bushes. He’s got a whole dope outfit on him.’

“We hurried out on the terrace where two constables were
holding a ruffianly looking fellow in shabby clothes, who was
twisting and turning in a vain endeavour to escape. One of the
policemen held out an unrolled parcel which they had wrested
from their captive. It contained a pad of cotton wool and a
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bottle of chloroform. It made my blood boil to see it. There was
a note, too, addressed to me. I tore it open. It bore the following
words: ‘You should have paid up. To ransom your son will now
cost you fifty thousand. In spite of all your precautions he has
been abducted at twelve o’clock on the twenty-ninth as I said.’

“I gave a great laugh, the laugh of relief, but as I did so I heard
the hum of a motor and a shout. I turned my head. Racing down
the drive towards the south lodge at a furious speed was a low,
long grey car. It was the man who drove it who had shouted,
but that was not what gave me a shock of horror. It was the sight
of Johnnie’s flaxen curls. The child was in the car beside
him.

“The inspector ripped out an oath ‘The child was here not a
minute ago,” he cried. His eyes swept over us. We were all
there: myself, Tredwell, Miss Collins. “‘When did you see him
last, Mr. Waverly?’

“I cast my mind back, trying to remember. When the consta-
ble had called us, I had run out with the inspector, forgetting
all about Johnnie.

“And then there came a sound that startled us, the chiming
of a church clock from the village. With an exclamation the
inspector pulled out his watch. It was exactly twelve o’clock.
With one common accord we ran to the council chamber; the
clock there marked the hour as ten minutes past. Someone must
have deliberately tampered with it, for I have never known it
gain or lose before. It is a perfect timekeeper.”

Mr. Waverly paused. Poirot smiled to himself and straight-
ened a little mat which the anxious father had pushed askew.

“A pleasing little problem, obscure and charming,” mur-
mured Poirot. “I will investigate it for you with pleasure. Truly
it was planned @ merveille.”

Mrs. Waverly looked at him reproachfully. “But my boy,” she
wailed.

Poirot hastily composed his face and looked the picture of
earnest sympathy again. “He is safe, madame; he is unharmed.
Rest assured, these miscreants will take the greatest care of him.
Is he not to them the turkey—no, the goose—that lays the
golden eggs?”

50




The Adventure of Johnnie Waverly

“Monsieur Poirot, I'm sure there’s only one thing to be done
—pay up. [ was all against it at first—but now! A mother’s feel-
ings—"

“But we have interrupted monsieur in his history,” cried
Poirot hastily.

“I expect you know the rest pretty well from the papers,” said
Mr. Waverly. “Of course, Inspector McNeil got onto the tele-
phone immediately. A description of the car and the man was
circulated all round, and it looked at first as though everything
was going to turn out all right. A car, answering to the descrip-
tion, with a man and a small boy, had passed through various
villages, apparently making for London. At one place they had
stopped, and it was noticed that the child was crying and obvi-
ously afraid of his companion. When Inspector McNeil an-
nounced that the car had been stopped and the man and boy
detained, I was almost ill with relief. You know the sequel. The
boy was not Johnnie, and the man was an ardent motorist, fond
of children, who had picked up a small child playing in the
streets of Edenswell, a village about fifteen miles from us, and
was kindly giving him a ride. Thanks to the cocksure blundering
of the police, all traces have disappeared. Had they not persis-
tently followed the wrong car, they might by now have found
the boy.”

“Calm yourself, monsieur. The police are a brave and intelli-
gent force of men. Their mistake was a very natural one. And
altogether it was a clever scheme. As to the man they caught
in the grounds, I understand that his defence has consisted all
along of a persistent denial. He declares that the note and par-
cel were given to him to deliver at Waverly Court. The man
who gave them to him handed him a ten-shilling note and
promised him another if it were delivered at exactly ten min-
utes to twelve. He was to approach the house through the
grounds and knock at the side door.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” declared Mrs. Waverly hotly.
“It’s all a parcel of lies.”
far they have not shaken it. I understand, also, that he made a
certain accusation?”
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His glance interrogated Mr. Waverly. The latter got rather
red again.

“The fellow had the impertinence to pretend that he recog-
nized in Tredwell the man who gave him the parcel. ‘Only the
bloke has shaved off his moustache.” Tredwell, who was born on
the estate!”

Poirot smiled a little at the country gentleman’s indignation.
“Yet you yourself suspect an inmate of the house to have been
accessory to the abduction.”

“Yes, but not Tredwell.”

“And you, madame?” asked Poirot, suddenly turning to her.

“It could not have been Tredwell who gave this tramp the
letter and parcel—if anybody ever did, which I don’t believe.
It was given him at ten o’clock, he says. At ten o’clock Tredwell
was with my husband in the smoking room.”

“Were you able to see the face of the man in the car, mon-
sieur? Did it resemble that of Tredwell in any way?”

“It was too far away for me to see his face.”

“Has Tredwell a brother, do you know?”

“He had several, but they are all dead. The last one was killed
in the war.”

“I am not yet clear as to the grounds of Waverly Court. The
car was heading for the south lodge. Is there another en-
trance?”

“Yes, what we call the east lodge. It can be seen from the
other side of the house.”

“It seems to me strange that nobody saw the car entering the
grounds.”

“There is a right of way through, and access to a small chapel.
A good many cars pass through. The man must have stopped
the car in a convenient place and run up to the house just as the
alarm was given and attention attracted elsewhere.”

“Unless he was already inside the house,” mused Poirot. “Is
there any place where he could have hidden?”

“Well, we certainly didn’t make a thorough search of the
house beforehand. There seemed no need. I suppose he might
have hidden himself somewhere, but who would have let him
in?”
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“We shall come to that later. One thing at a time—let us be
methodical. There is no special hiding place in the house? Wav-
erly Court is an old place, and there are sometimes ‘priest’s
holes,” as they call them.”

“By gad, there is a priest’s hole. It opens from one of the
panels in the hall.”

“Near the council chamber?”

“Just outside the door.”

“Voilal”

“But nobody knows of its existence except my wife and my-
self.”

“Tredwell?”

“Well—he might have heard of it.”

“Miss Collins?”

“I have never mentioned it to her.”

Poirot reflected for a minute.

“Well, monsieur, the next thing is for me to come down to
Waverly Court. If I arrive this afternoon, will it suit you?”

““Oh, as soon as possible, please, Monsieur Poirot!” cried Mrs.
Waverly. “Read this once more.”

She thrust into his hands the last missive from the enemy
which had reached the Waverlys that morning and which had
sent her post-haste to Poirot. It gave clever and explicit direc-
tions for the paying over of the money, and ended with a threat
that the boy’s life would pay for any treachery. It was clear that
a love of money warred with the essential mother love of Mrs.
Waverly, and that the latter was at last gaining the day.

Poirot detained Mrs. Waverly for a minute behind her hus-
band.

“Madame, the truth, if you please. Do you share your hus-
band’s faith in the butler Tredwell?”

“I have nothing against him, Monsieur Poirot. I cannot see
how he can have been concerned in this, but—well, I have
never liked him—never!”

“One other thing, madame. Can you give me the address of
the child’s nurse?”

“One forty-nine Netherall Road, Hammersmith. You don’t
imagine—"
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“Never do I imagine. Only—I employ the little grey cells.
And sometimes, just sometimes, I have a little idea.”

Poirot came back to me as the door closed.

“So madame has never liked the butler. It is interesting, that,
eh, Hastings?”

I refused to be drawn. Poirot has deceived me so often that
I now go warily. There is always a catch somewhere.

After completing an elaborate outdoor toilet, we set off for
Netherall Road. We were fortunate enough to find Miss Jessie
Withers at home. She was a pleasant-faced woman of thirty-five,
capable and superior. I could not believe that she could be
mixed up in the affair. She was bitterly resentful of the way she
had been dismissed, but admitted that she had been in the
wrong. She was engaged to be married to a painter and decora-
tor who happened to be in the neighbourhood, and she had run
out to meet him. The thing seemed natural enough. I could not
quite understand Poirot. All his questions seemed to me quite
irrelevant. They were concerned mainly with the daily routine
of her life at Waverly Court. I was frankly bored and glad when
Poirot took his departure.

“Kidnapping is an easy job, mon ami,” he observed, as he
hailed a taxi in the Hammersmith Road and ordered it to drive
to Waterloo. “That child could have been abducted with the
greatest ease any day for the last three years.”

“I don’t see that that advances us much,” I remarked coldly.

“Au contraire, it advances us enormously, but enormously! If
you must wear a tie pin, Hastings, at least let it be in the exact
centre of your tie. At present it is at least a sixteenth of an inch
too much to the right.”

Waverly Court was a fine old place and had recently been
restored with taste and care. Mr. Waverly showed us the council
chamber, the terrace, and all the various spots connected with
the case. Finally, at Poirot’s request, he pressed a spring in the
wall, a panel slid aside, and a short passage led us into the
priest’s hole.

“You see,” said Waverly. “There is nothing here.”

The tiny room was bare enough; there was not even the mark
of a footstep on the floor. I joined Poirot where he was bending
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attentively over a mark in the corner.

“What do you make of this, my friend?”

There were four imprints close together.

“A dog,” I cried.

“A very small dog, Hastings.”

“A Pom.”

“Smaller than a Pom.”

“A griffon?” I suggested doubtfully.

“Smaller even than a griffon. A species unknown to the Ken-
nel Club.”

I looked at him. His face was alight with excitement and
satisfaction.

“I was right,” he murmured. “I knew I was right. Come,
Hastings.”

As we stepped out into the hall and the panel closed behind
us, a young lady came out of a door farther down the passage.
Mr. Waverly presented her to us.

“Miss Collins.”

Miss Collins was about thirty years of age, brisk and alert in
manner. She had fair, rather dull hair, and wore pince-nez.

At Poirot’s request, we passed into a small morning room, and
he questioned her closely as to the servants and particularly as
to Tredwell. She admitted that she did not like the butler.

“He gives himself airs,” she explained.

They then went into the question of the food eaten by Mrs.
Waverly on the night of the 28th. Miss Collins declared that she
had partaken of the same dishes upstairs in her sitting room and
had felt no ill effects. As she was departing, I nudged Poirot.

“The dog,” I whispered.

“Ah, yes, the dog!” He smiled broadly. “Is there a dog kept
here by any chance, mademoiselle?”

“There are two retrievers in the kennels outside.”

“No, I mean a small dog, a toy dog.”

“No—nothing of the kind.”

Poirot permitted her to depart. Then, pressing the bell, he
remarked to me, “She lies, that Mademoiselle Collins. Possibly
I should, also, in her place. Now for the butler.”

Tredwell was a dignified individual. He told his story with
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perfect aplomb, and it was essentially the same as that of Mr.
Waverly. He admitted that he knew the secret of the priest’s
hole.

When he finally withdrew, pontifical to the last, I met Poirot’s
quizzical eyes.

“What do you make of it all, Hastings?”

“What do you?” I parried.

“How cautious you become. Never, never will the grey cells
function unless you stimulate them. Ah, but I will not tease you!
Let us make our deductions together. What points strike us
specially as being difficult?”

“There is one thing that strikes me,” I said. “Why did the man
who kidnapped the child go out by the south lodge instead of
by the east lodge where no one would see him?”

“That is a very good point, Hastings, an excellent one. I will
match it with another. Why warn the Waverlys beforehand?
Why not simply kidnap the child and hold him to ransom?”

“Because they hoped to get the money without being forced
to action.”

“Surely it was very unlikely that the money would be paid on
a mere threat?”

“Also they wanted to focus attention on twelve o’clock, so
that when the tramp man was seized, the other could emerge
from his hiding place and get away with the child unnoticed.”

“That does not alter the fact that they were making a thing
difficult that was perfectly easy. If they do not specify a time or
date, nothing would be easier than to wait their chance, and
carry off the child in a motor one day when he is out with his
nurse.”

“Ye-es,” I admitted doubtfully.

“In fact, there is a deliberate playing of the farce! Now let us
approach the question from another side. Everything goes to
show that there was an accomplice inside the house. Point num-
ber one, the mysterious poisoning of Mrs. Waverly. Point num-
ber two, the letter pinned to the pillow. Point number three,
the putting on of the clock ten minutes—all inside jobs. And an
additional fact that you may not have noticed. There was no
dust in the priest’s hole. It had been swept out with a broom.
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“Now then, we have four people in the house. We can ex-
clude the nurse, since she could not have swept out the priest’s
hole, though she could have attended to the other three points.
Four people, Mr. and Mrs. Waverly, Tredwell the butler, and
Miss Collins. We will take Miss Collins first. We have nothing
much against her, except that we know very little about her,
that she is obviously an intelligent young woman, and that she
has only been here a year.”

“She lied about the dog, you said,” I reminded him.

“Ah, yes, the dog.” Poirot gave a peculiar smile. “Now let us
pass to Tredwell. There are several suspicious facts against him.
For one thing, the tramp declares that it was Tredwell who
gave him the parcel in the village.”

“But Tredwell can prove an alibi on that point.”

“Even then, he could have poisoned Mrs. Waverly, pinned
the note to the pillow, put on the clock, and swept out the
priest’s hole. On the other hand, he has been born and bred in
the service of the Waverlys. It seems unlikely in the last degree
that he should connive at the abduction of the son of the house.
It is not in the picture!”

“Well, then?”

“We must proceed logically—however absurd it may seem.
We will briefly consider Mrs. Waverly. But she is rich, the
money is hers. It is her money which has restored this impover-
ished estate. There would be no reason for her to kidnap her son
and pay over her money to herself. Her husband, now, is in a
different position. He has a rich wife. It is not the same thing
as being rich himself—in fact I have a little idea that the lady
is not very fond of parting with'her money, except on a very
good pretext. But Mr. Waverly, you can see at once, he is bon
viveur.”

“Impossible,” 1 spluttered.

“Not at all. Who sends away the servants? Mr. Waverly. He
can write the notes, drug his wife, put on the hands of the clock,
and establish an excellent alibi for his faithful retainer Tredwell.
Tredwell has never liked Mrs. Waverly. He is devoted to his
master and is willing to obey his orders implicitly. There were
three of them in it. Waverly, Tredwell, and some friend of
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Waverly. That is the mistake the police made; they made no
further inquiries about the man who drove the grey car with
the wrong child in it. He was the third man. He picks up a child
in a village nearby, a boy with flaxen curls. He drives in through
the east lodge and passes out through the south lodge just at the
right moment, waving his hand and shouting. They cannot see
his face or the number of the car, so obviously they cannot see
the child’s face, either. Then he lays a false trail to London. In
the meantime, Tredwell has done his part in arranging for the
parcel and note to be delivered by a rough-looking gentleman.
His master can provide an alibi in the unlikely case of the man
recognizing him, in spite of the false moustache he wore. As for
Mr. Waverly, as soon as the hullabaloo occurs outside, and the
inspector rushes out, he quickly hides the child in the priest’s
hole, and follows him out. Later in the day, when the inspector
is gone and Miss Collins is out of the way, it will be easy enough
to drive him off to some safe place in his own car.”

“But what about the dog?” I asked. “And Miss Collins lying?”

“That was my little joke. I asked her if there were any toy
dogs in the house, and she said no—but doubtless there are
some—in the nursery! You see, Mr. Waverly placed some toys
in the priest’s hole to keep Johnnie amused and quiet.”

“Monsieur Poirot—" Mr. Waverly entered the room—"have
you discovered anything? Have you any clue to where the boy
has been taken?”

Poirot handed him a piece of paper. “Here is the address.”

“But this is a blank sheet.”

“Because I am waiting for you to write it down for me.”

“What the—" Mr. Waverly’s face turned purple.

“I know everything, monsieur. I give you twenty-four hours
to return the boy. Your ingenuity will be equal to the task of
explaining his reappearance. Otherwise, Mrs. Waverly will be
informed of the exact sequence of events.”

Mr. Waverly sank down in a chair and buried his face in his
hands. “He is with my old nurse, ten miles away. He is happy
and well cared for.”

“I have no doubt of that. If I did not believe you to be a good
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“But above everything—no publicity,” said Mr. Marcus Hard-
man for perhaps the fourteenth time.

The word publicity occurred throughout his conversation
with the regularity of a leitmotif. Mr. Hardman was a small
man, delicately plump, with exquisitely manicured hands and
a plaintive tenor voice. In his way, he was somewhat of a celeb-
rity and the fashionable life was his profession. He was rich, but
not remarkably so, and he spent his money zealously in the
pursuit of social pleasure. His hobby was collecting. He had the
collector’s soul. Old lace, old fans, antique jewellery—nothing
crude or modern for Marcus Hardman.

Poirot and I, obeying an urgent summons, had arrived to find
the little man writhing in an agony of indecision. Under the
circumstances, to call in the police was abhorrent to him. On
the other hand, not to call them in was to acquiesce in the loss
of some of the gems of his collection. He hit upon Poirot as a
compromise.

“My rubies, Monsieur Poirot, and the emerald necklace—said
to have belonged to Catherine de Medici. Oh, the emerald
necklace!”

“If you will recount to me the circumstances of their disap-
pearance?” suggested Poirot gently.

“I am endeavouring to do so. Yesterday afternoon I had a
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little tea party—quite an informal affair, some half a dozen
people or so. I have given one or two of them during the season,
and though perhaps I should not say so, they have been quite
a success. Some good music—Nacora, the pianist, and Katherine
Bird, the Australian contralto—in the big studio. Well, early in
the afternoon, I was showing my guests my collection of medi-
eval jewels. I keep them in the small wall safe over there. It is
arranged like a cabinet inside, with coloured velvet back-
ground, to display the stones. Afterwards we inspected the fans
—in that case on the wall. Then we all went to the studio for
music. It was not until after everyone had gone that I discov-
ered the safe rifled! I must have failed to shut it properly, and
someone had seized the opportunity to denude it of its contents.
The rubies, Monsieur Poirot, the emerald necklace—the collec-
tion of a lifetime! What would I not give to recover them! But
there must be no publicity! You fully understand that, do you
not, Monsieur Poirot? My own guests, my personal friends! It
would be a horrible scandal!”

. “Who was the last person to leave this room when you yent
to the studio?”

“Mr. Johnston. You may know him? The South African mil-
lionaire. He has just rented the Abbotburys” house in Park Lane.
He lingered behind a few moments, I remember. But surely,
oh, surely it could not be he!”

“Did any of your guests return to this room during the after-
noon on any pretext?”

“I was prepared for that question, Monsieur Poirot. Three of
them did so. Countess Vera Rossakoff, Mr. Bernard Parker, and
Lady Runcorn.”

“Let us hear about them.”

“The Countess Rossakoff is a very charming Russian lady, a
member of the old régime. She has recently come to this coun-
try. She had bade me goodbye, and I was therefore somewhat
surprised to find her in this room apparently gazing in rapture
at my cabinet of fans. You know, Monsieur Poirot, the more I
think of it, the more suspicious it seems to me. Don’t you
agreer”

“Extremely suspicious; but let us hear about the others.”
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“Well, Parker simply came here to fetch a case of miniatures
that I was anxious to show to Lady Runcorn.”

“And Lady Runcorn herself?”

“As I dare say you know, Lady Runcorn is a middle-aged
woman of considerable force of character who devotes most of
her time to various charitable committees. She simply returned
to fetch a handbag she had laid down somewhere.”

“Bien, monsieur. So we have four possible suspects. The Rus-
sian countess, the English grande dame, the South African mil-
lionaire, and Mr. Bernard Parker. Who is Mr. Parker, by the
way?”’

The question appeared to embarrass Mr. Hardman considera-
bly.

“He is—er—nhe is a young fellow. Well, in fact, a young fellow
I know.”

“I had already deduced as much,” replied Poirot gravely.
“What does he do, this Mr. Parker?”

“He is a young man about town—not, perhaps, quite in the
swim, if I may so express myself.”

“How did he come to be a friend of yours, may I ask?P”

“Well—er—on one or two occasions he has—performed cer-
tain little commissions for me.”

“Continue, monsieur,” said Poirot.

Hardman looked piteously at him. Evidently the last thing he
wanted to do was to continue. But as Poirot maintained an
inexorable silence, he capitulated.

“You see, Monsieur Poirot—it is well known that I am inter-
ested in antique jewels. Sometimes there is a family heirloom
to be disposed of—which, mind you, would never be sold in the
open market or to a dealer. But a private sale to me is a very
different matter. Parker arranges the details of such things, he
is in touch with both sides, and thus any little embarrassment
is avoided. He brings anything of that kind to my notice. For
instance, the Countess Rossakoff has brought some family jew-
els with her from Russia. She is anxious to sell them. Bernard
Parker was to have arranged the transaction.”

“I see,” said Poirot thoughtfully. “And you trust him implic-
itly?”
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“I have had no reason to do otherwise.”

“Mr. Hardman, of these four people, which do you yourself
suspect?”

“Oh, Monsieur Poirot, what a question! They are my friends,
as I told you. I suspect none of them—or all of them, whichever
way you like to put it.”

“I do not agree. You suspect one of those four. It is not Count-
ess Rossakoff. It is not Mr. Parker. Is it Lady Runcorn or Mr.
Johnston?”

“You drive me into a corner, Monsieur Poirot, you do indeed.
I am most anxious to have no scandal. Lady Runcorn belongs to
one of the oldest families in England; but it is true, it is most
unfortunately true, that her aunt, Lady Caroline, suffered from
a most melancholy affliction. It was understood, of course, by all
her friends, and her maid returned the teaspoons, or whatever
it was, as promptly as possible. You see my predicament!”

“So Lady Runcorn had an aunt who was a kleptomaniac?
Very interesting. You permit that I examine the safe?”

‘Mr. Hardman assenting, Poirot pushed back the door of the
safe and examined the interior. The empty velvet-lined shelves
gaped at us.

“Even now the door does not shut properly,” murmured
Poirot, as he swung it to and fro. “I wonder why? Ah, what have
we here? A glove, caught in the hinge. A man’s glove.”

He held it out to Mr. Hardman.

“That’s not one of my gloves,” the latter declared.

“Aha! Something more!” Poirot bent deftly and picked up a
small object from the floor of the safe. It was a flat cigarette case
made of black moiré.

“My cigarette case!” cried Mr. Hardman.

“Yours? Surely not, monsieur. Those are not your initials.”

He pointed to an entwined monogram of two letters ex-
ecuted in platinum.

Hardman took it in his hand.

“You are right,” he declared. “It is very like mine, but the
initials are different. A ‘P’ and a ‘B.” Good heavens—Parker!”

“It would seem so,” said Poirot. “A somewhat careless
young man—especially if the glove is his also. That would be
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a double clue, would it not?”

“Bernard Parker!” murmured Hardman. “What a reliefl
Well, Monsieur Poirot, I leave it to you to recover the jewels.
Place the matter in the hands of the police if you think fit—that
is, if you are quite sure that it is he who is guilty.”

“See you, my friend,” said Poirot to me, as we left the house
together, “he has one law for the titled, and another law for the
plain, this Mr. Hardman. Me, I have not yet been ennobled, so
I am on the side of the plain. I have sympathy for this young
man. The whole thing was a little curious, was it not? There was
Hardman suspecting Lady Runcorn; there was I suspecting the
Countess and Johnston; and all the time, the obscure Mr. Parker
was our man.”

“Why did you suspect the other two?”

“Parbleu! 1t is such a simple thing to be a Russian refugee or
a South African millionaire. Any woman can call herself a Rus-
sian countess; anyone can buy a house in Park Lane and call
himself a South African millionaire. Who is going to contradict
them? But I observe that we are passing through Bury Street.
Our careless young friend lives here. Let us, as you say, strike
while the iron is in the fire.”

Mr. Bernard Parker was at home. We found him reclining on
some cushions, clad in an amazing dressing gown of purple and
orange. I have seldom taken a greater dislike to anyone than I
did to this particular young man with his white, effeminate face
and affected lisping speech.

“Good morning, monsieur,” said Poirot briskly. “I come from
Mr. Hardman. Yesterday, at the party, somebody has stolen all
his jewels. Permit me to ask you, monsieur—is this your glove?”

Mr. Parker’s mental processes did not seem very rapid. He
stared at the glove, as though gathering his wits together.

“Where did you find it?” he asked at last.

“Is it your glove, monsieur?”

Mr. Parker appeared to make up his mind.

“No, it isn’t,” he declared.

“And this cigarette case, is that yours?”

“Certainly not. I always carry a silver one.”
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“Very well, monsieur. I go to put matters in the hands of the
police.”

“Oh, I say, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” cried Mr. Parker
in some concern. “Beastly unsympathetic people, the police.
Wait a bit. I'll go round and see old Hardman. Look here—oh,
stop a minute.”

But Poirot beat a determined retreat.

“We have given him something to think about, have we
not?” he chuckled. “Tomorrow we will observe what has oc-
curred.”

But we were destined to have a reminder of the Hardman
case that afternoon. Without the least warning the door flew
open, and a whirlwind in human form invaded our privacy,
bringing with her a swirl of sables (it was as cold as only an
English June day can be) and a hat rampant with slaughtered
ospreys. Countess Vera Rossakoff was a somewhat disturbing
personality.

“You are Monsieur Poirot? What is this that you have done?
You accuse that poor boy! It is infamous. It is scandalous. I know
him. He is a chicken, a lamb—never would he steal. He has
done everything for me. Will I stand by and see him martyred
and butchered?”

“Tell me, madame, is this his cigarette case?” Poirot held out
the black moiré case.

The Countess paused for a moment while she inspected it.

“Yes, it is his. I know it well. What of it? Did you find it in the
room? We were all there; he dropped it then, I suppose. Ah, you
policemen, you are worse than the Red Guards—"

“And is this his glove?”

“How should I know? One glove is like another. Do not try
to stop me—he must be set free. His character must be cleared.
You shall do it. I will sell my jewels and give you much money.”

“Madame—"

“It is agreed, then? No, no, do not argue. The poor boy! He
came to me, the tears in his eyes. ‘I will save you,’ I said. ‘I will
go to this man—this ogre, this monster! Leave it to Vera.” Now
it is settled, I go.”

With as little ceremony as she had come, she swept from the
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room, leaving an overpowering perfume of an exotic nature
behind her.

“What a woman!” I exclaimed. “And what furs!”

“Ah, yes, they were genuine enough! Could a spurious count-
ess have real furs? My little joke, Hastings . . . No, she is truly
Russian, I fancy. Well, well, so Master Bernard went bleating to
her.”

“The cigarette case is his. I wonder if the glove is also—"

With a smile Poirot drew from his pocket a second glove and
placed it by the first. There was no doubt of their being a pair.

“Where did you get the second one, Poirot?”

“It was thrown down with a stick on the table in the hall in
Bury Street. Truly, a very careless young man, Monsieur
Parker. Well, well, mon ami—we must be thorough. Just for the
form of the thing, I will make a little visit to Park Lane.”

Needless to say, I accompanied my friend. Johnston was out,
but we saw his private secretary. It transpired that Johnston had
only recently arrived from South Africa. He had never been in
England before.

“He is interested in precious stones, is he not?” hazarded
Poirot.

“Gold mining is nearer the mark,” laughed the secretary.

Poirot came away from the interview thoughtful. Late that
evening, to my utter surprise, I found him earnestly studying
a Russian grammar.

“Good heavens, Poirot!” I cried. “Are you learning Russian in
order to converse with the Countess in her own language?”

“She certainly would not listen to my English, my friend!”

“But surely, Poirot, well-born Russians invariably speak
French?”

“You are a mine of information, Hastings! I will cease puz-
zling over the intricacies of the Russian alphabet.”

He threw the book from him with a dramatic gesture. I was
not entirely satisfied. There was a twinkle in his eye which I
knew of old. It was an invariable sign that Hercule Poirot was
pleased with himself.

“Perhaps,” I said sapiently, “you doubt her being really a
Russian. You are going to test her?”
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“Ah, no, no, she is Russian all right.”

“Well, then—"

“If you really want to distinguish yourself over this case, Hast-
ings, I recommend First Steps in Russian as an invaluable aid.”

Then he laughed and would say no more. I picked up the
book from the floor and dipped into it curiously, but could make
neither head nor tail of Poirot’s remarks.

The following morning brought us no news of any kind, but
that did not seem to worry my little friend. At breakfast, he
announced his intention of calling upon Mr. Hardman early in
the day. We found the elderly society butterfly at home, and
seemingly a little calmer than on the previous day.

“Well, Monsieur Poirot, any news?” he demanded eagerly.

Poirot handed him a slip of paper.

“That is the person who took the jewels, monsieur. Shall I put
matters in the hands of the police? Or would you prefer me to re-
cover the jewels without bringing the police into the matter?”

Mr. Hardman was staring at the paper. At last he found his
voice.

“Most astonishing. I should infinitely prefer to have no scan-
dal in the matter. I give you carte blanche, Monsieur Poirot. I
am sure you will be discreet.”

Our next procedure was to hail a taxi, which Poirot ordered
to drive to the Carlton. There he inquired for Countess Ros-
sakoff. In a few minutes we were ushered up into the lady’s
suite. She came to meet us with outstretched hands, arrayed in
a marvellous negligee of barbaric design.

“Monsieur Poirot!” she cried. “You have succeeded? You
have cleared that poor infant?”

“Madame la Comtesse, your friend Mr. Parker is perfectly
safe from arrest.”

“Ah, but you are the clever little man! Superb! And so quickly
too.”

“On the other hand, I have promised Mr. Hardman that the
jewels shall be returned to him today.”

“So?P”

“Therefore, madame, I should be extremely obliged if you
would place them in my hands without delay. I am sorry to
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hurry you, but I am keeping a taxi—in case it should be neces-
sary for me to go on to Scotland Yard; and we Belgians,
madame, we practise the thrift.”

The Countess had lighted a cigarette. For some seconds she
sat perfectly still, blowing smoke rings, and gazing steadily at
Poirot. Then she burst into a laugh, and rose. She went across
to the bureau, opened a drawer, and took out a black silk hand-
bag. She tossed it lightly to Poirot. Her tone, when she spoke,
was perfectly light and unmoved.

“We Russians, on the contrary, practise prodigality,” she said.
“And to do that, unfortunately, one must have money. You
need not look inside. They are all there.”

Poirot arose.

“I congratulate you, madame, on your quick intelligence and
your promptitude.”

“Ah! But since you were keeping your taxi waiting, what else
could I do?”

“You are too amiable, madame. You are remaining long in
London?”

“I am afraid not—owing to you.”

“Accept my apologies.”

“We shall meet again elsewhere, perhaps.”

“I hope so.”

“And I—do not!” exclaimed the Countess with a laugh. “It is
a great compliment that I pay you there—there are very few
men in the world whom I fear. Goodbye, Monsieur Poirot.”

“Goodbye, Madame la Comtesse. Ah—pardon me, I forgot!
Allow me to return you your cigarette case.”

And with a bow he handed to her the little black moiré case
we had found in the safe. She accepted it without any change
of expression—just a lifted eyebrow and a murmured: “I see!”

“What a woman!” cried Poirot enthusiastically as we descend-
ed the stairs. “Mon Dieu, quelle femme! Not a word of argu-
ment—of protestation, of bluffl One quick glance, and she
had sized up the position correctly. I tell you, Hastings, a wo-
man who can accept defeat like that—with a careless smile
—will go far! She is dangerous; she has the nerves of steel;
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she—" He tripped heavily.

“If you can manage to moderate your transports and look
where you're going, it might be as well,” I suggested. “When
did you first suspect the Countess?”

“Mon ami, it was the glove and the cigarette case—the dou-
ble clue, shall we say?—that worried me. Bernard Parker might
easily have dropped one or the other—but hardly both. Ah, no,
that would have been too careless! In the same way, if someone
else had placed them there to incriminate Parker, one would
have been sufficient—the cigarette case or the glove—again not
both. So I was forced to the conclusion that one of the two things
did not belong to Parker. I imagined at first that the case was
his, and that the glove was not. But when I discovered the
fellow to the glove, I saw that it was the other way about.
Whose, then, was the cigarette case? Clearly, it could not be-
long to Lady Runcorn. The initials were wrong. Mr. Johnston?
Only if he were here under a false name. I interviewed his
secretary, and it was apparent at once that everything was clear
and aboveboard. There was no reticence about Mr. Johnston’s
past. The Countess, then? She was supposed to have brought
jewels with her from Russia; she had only to take the stones
from their settings, and it was extremely doubtful if they could
ever be identified. What could be easier for her than to pick up
one of Parker’s gloves from the hall that day and thrust it into
the safe? But, bien sir, she did not intend to drop her own
cigarette case.”

“But if the case was hers, why did it have ‘B.P.” on it? The
Countess’s initials are V.R.”

Poirot smiled gently upon me.

“Exactly, mon ami; but in the Russian alphabet, B is V and
Pis R.”

“Well, you couldn’t expect me to guess that. I don’t know
Russian.”

“Neither do I, Hastings. That is why I bought my little book
—and urged it on your attention.”

He sighed.

“A remarkable woman. I have a feeling, my friend—a very
decided feeling—I shall meet her again. Where, I wonder?”
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“Truth,” I observed, laying aside the Daily Newsmonger, “is
stranger than fiction!”

The remark was not, perhaps, an original one. It appeared to
incense my friend. Tilting his egg-shaped head on one side, the
little man carefully flicked an imaginary fleck of dust from his
carefully creased trousers and observed: “How profound! What
a thinker is my friend Hastings!”

Without displaying any annoyance at this quite uncalled-for
gibe, I tapped the sheet I had laid aside.

“You’ve read this morning’s paper?”

“I have. And after reading it, I folded it anew symmetrically.
I did not cast it on the floor as you have done, with your so
lamentable absence of order and method.”

(That is the worst of Poirot. Order and Method are his gods.
He goes so far as to attribute all his success to them.)

“Then you saw the account of the murder of Henry Reed-
burn, the impresario? It was that which prompted my remark.
Not only is truth stranger than fiction—it is more dramatic.
Think of that solid middle-class English family, the Oglanders.
Father and mother, son and daughter, typical of thousands of
families all over this country. The men of the family go to the
city every day; the women look after the house. Their lives are
perfectly peaceful, and utterly monotonous. Last night they
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were sitting in their neat suburban drawing room at Daisy-
mead, Streatham, playing bridge. Suddenly, without any warn-
ing, the French window bursts open, and a woman staggers into
the room. Her grey satin frock is marked with a crimson stain.
She utters one word, ‘Murder!” before she sinks to the ground
insensible. It is possible that they recognize her from her pic-
tures as Valerie Saintclair, the famous dancer who has lately
taken London by storm!”

“Is this your eloquence, or that of the Daily Newsmonger?”
inquired Poirot.

“The Daily Newsmonger was in a hurry to go to press, and
contented itself with bare facts. But the dramatic possibilities of
the story struck me at once.”

Poirot nodded thoughtfully. “Wherever there is human na-
ture, there is drama. But—it is not always just where you think
it is. Remember that. Still, I too am interested in the case, since
it is likely that I shall be connected with it.”

“Indeed?”

.“Yes. A gentleman rang me up this morning and made an
appointment with me on behalf of Prince Paul of Maurania.”

“But what has that to do with it?”

“You do not read your pretty little English scandal papers.
The ones with the funny stories, and ‘a little mouse has heard
— or ‘a little bird would like to know—" See here.”

I followed his short stubby finger along the paragraph: “—
whether the foreign prince and the famous dancer are really
affinities! And if the lady likes her new diamond ring!”

“And now to resume your so dramatic narrative,” said Poirot.
“Mademoiselle Saintclair had just fainted on the drawing-room
carpet at Daisymead, you remember.”

I shrugged. “As a result of Mademoiselle’s first murmured
words when she came round, the two male Oglanders stepped
out, one to fetch a doctor to attend to the lady, who was evi-
dently suffering terribly from shock, and the other to the police
station—whence after telling his story, he accompanied the
police to Mon Désir, Mr. Reedburn’s magnificent villa, which is
situated at no great distance from Daisymead. There they found
the great man, who by the way suffers from a somewhat unsav-

71



Hercule Poirot’s Early Cases

oury reputation, lying in the library with the back of his head
cracked open like an eggshell.”

“I have cramped your style,” said Poirot kindly. “Forgive me,
I pray . . . Ah, here is Monsieur le Prince!”

Our distinguished visitor was announced under the title of
Count Feodor. He was a strange-looking youth—tall, eager,
with a weak chin, the famous Mauranberg mouth, and the dark
fiery eyes of a fanatic.

“Monsieur Poirot?”

My friend bowed.

“Monsieur, I am in terrible trouble, greater than I can well
express—

Poirot waved his hand. “I comprehend your anxiety.
Mademoiselle Saintclair is a very dear friend, is it not so?”

The Prince replied simply: “I hope to make her my wife.”

Poirot sat up in his chair, and his eyes opened.

The Prince continued: “I should not be the first of my family
to make a morganatic marriage. My brother Alexander has also
defied the Emperor. We are living now in more enlightened
days, free from the old caste prejudice. Besides, Mademoiselle
Saintclair, in actual fact, is quite my equal in rank. You have
heard hints as to her history?”

“There are many romantic stories of her origin—not an un-
common thing with famous dancers. I have heard that she is the
daughter of an Irish charwoman, also the story which makes her
mother a Russian grand duchess.”

“The first story is, of course, nonsense,” said the young man.
“But the second is true. Valerie, though bound to secrecy, has
let me guess as much. Besides, she proves it unconsciously in a
thousand ways. I believe in heredity, Monsieur Poirot.”

“I too believe in heredity,” said Poirot thoughtfully. “I have
seen some strange things in connection with it—moi qui vous
parle . . . But to business, Monsieur le Prince. What do you want
of me? What do you fear? I may speak freely, may I not? Is there
anything to connect Mademoiselle Saintclair with the crime?
She knew Reedburn of course?”

“Yes. He professed to be in love with her.”

“And she?”
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“She would have nothing to say to him.”

Poirot looked at him keenly. “Had she any reason to fear
him?”

The young man hesitated. “There was an incident. You know
Zara, the clairvoyant?”

“No.”

“She is wonderful. You should consult her sometime. Valerie
and I went to see her last week. She read the cards for us. She
spoke to Valerie of trouble—of gathering clouds; then she
turned up the last card—the covering card, they call it. It was
the king of clubs. She said to Valerie: ‘Beware. There is a man
who holds you in his power. You fear him—you are in great
danger through him. You know whom I mean?’ Valerie was
white to the lips. She nodded and said: ‘Yes, yes, I know.” Shortly
afterwards we left. Zara’s last words to Valerie were: ‘Beware
of the king of clubs. Danger threatens you!’ I questioned Val-
erie. She would tell me nothing—assured me that all was well.
But now, after last night, I am more sure than ever that in the
king of clubs Valerie saw Reedburn, and that he was the man
she feared.”

The Prince paused abruptly. “Now you understand my agita-
tion when I opened the paper this morning. Supposing Valerie,
in a fit of madness—oh, it is impossible!”

Poirot rose from his seat and patted the young man kindly on
the shoulder. “Do not distress yourself, I beg of you. Leave it
in my hands.”

“You will go to Streatham? I gather she is still there, at Daisy-
mead—prostrated by the shock.”

“I will go at once.”

“I have arranged matters—through the embassy. You will be
allowed access everywhere.”

“Then we will depart—Hastings, you will accompany me? Au
revoir, Monsieur le Prince.”

Mon Désir was an exceptionally fine villa, thoroughly modern
and comfortable. A short carriage drive led up to it from the
road, and beautiful gardens extended behind the house for
some acres.
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On mentioning Prince Paul’s name, the butler who answered
the door at once took us to the scene of the tragedy. The library
was a magnificent room, running from back to front of the
whole building, with a window at either end, one giving on the
front carriage drive, and the other on the garden. It was in the
recess of the latter that the body had lain. It had been removed
not long before, the police having concluded their examination.

“That is annoying,” I murmured to Poirot. “Who knows what
clues they may have destroyed?”

My little friend smiled. “Eh—eh! How often must I tell you
that clues come from within? In the little grey cells of the brain
lies the solution of every mystery.”

He turned to the butler. “I suppose, except for the removal
of the body, the room has not been touched?”

“No, sir. It’s just as it was when the police came up last night.”

“These curtains, now. I see they pull right across the window
recess. They are the same in the other window. Were they
drawn last night?”’

“Yes, sir. I draw them every night.”

“Then Reedburn must have drawn them back himself?”

“I suppose so, sir.”

“Did you know your master expected a visitor last night?”

“He did not say so, sir. But he gave orders he was not to be
disturbed after dinner. You see, sir, there is a door leading out
of the library onto the terrace at the side of the house. He could
have admitted anyone that way.”

“Was he in the habit of doing that?”

The butler coughed discreetly. “I believe so, sir.”

Poirot strode to the door in question. It was unlocked. He
stepped through it onto the terrace which joined the drive on
the right; on the left it led up to a red brick wall.

“The fruit garden, sir. There is a door leading into it farther
along, but it was always locked at six o’clock.”

Poirot nodded and re-entered the library, the butler follow-
ing.

“Did you hear nothing of last night’s events?”

“Well, sir, we heard voices in the library, a little before nine.
But that wasn’t unusual, especially being a lady’s voice. But of
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course, once we were all in the servants’ hall, right the other
side, we didn’t hear anything at all. And then, about eleven
o’clock, the police came.”

“How many voices did you hear?”

“I couldn’t say, sir. I only noticed the lady’s.”

“Ah!”

“I beg pardon, sir, but Dr. Ryan is still in the house, if you
would care to see him.”

We jumped at the suggestion, and in a few minutes the doc-
tor, a cheery, middle-aged man, joined us, and gave Poirot all
the information he required. Reedburn had been lying near the
window, his head by the marble window seat. There were two
wounds—one between the eyes, and the other, the fatal one, on
the back of the head.

“He was lying on his back?”

“Yes. There is the mark.” He pointed to a small dark stain on
the floor.

“Could not the blow on the back of the head have been
caused by his striking the floor?”

“Impossible. Whatever the weapon was, it penetrated some
distance into the skull.”

Poirot looked thoughtfully in front of him. In the embrasure
of each window was a carved marble seat, the arms being fash-
ioned in the form of a lion’s head. A light came into Poirot’s
eyes. “Supposing he had fallen backward on this projecting
lion’s head, and slipped from there to the ground. Would not
that cause a wound such as you describe?”

“Yes, it would. But the angle at which he was lying makes that
theory impossible. And besides, there could not fail to be traces
of blood on the marble seat.”

“Unless they were washed away?”

The doctor shrugged his shoulders. “That is hardly likely. It
would be to no one’s advantage to give an accident the appear-
ance of murder.”

“Quite so0,” acquiesced Poirot. “Could either of the blows
have been struck by a woman, do you think?”

“Oh, quite out of the question, I should say. You are thinking
of Mademoiselle Saintclair, I suppose?”
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“I think of no one in particular until I am sure,” said Poirot
gently.

He turned his attention to the open French window, and the
doctor continued:

“It is through here that Mademoiselle Saintclair fled. You can
just catch a glimpse of Daisymead between the trees. Of course,
there are many houses nearer to the front of the house on the
road, but as it happens, Daisymead, though some distance away,
is the only house visible this side.”

“Thank you for your amiability, Doctor,” said Poirot. “Come,
Hastings, we will follow the footsteps of Mademoiselle.”

Poirot led the way down through the garden, out through an
iron gate, across a short stretch of green and in through the
garden gate of Daisymead, which was an unpretentious little
house in about half an acre of ground. There was a small flight
of steps leading up to a French window. Poirot nodded in their
direction.

“That is the way Mademoiselle Saintclair went. For us, who
have not her urgency to plead, it will be better to go round to
the front door.”

A maid admitted us and took us into the drawing room, then
went in search of Mrs. Oglander. The room had evidently not
been touched since the night before. The ashes were still in the
grate, and the bridge table was still in the centre of the room,
with a dummy exposed, and the hands thrown down. The place
was somewhat overloaded with gimcrack ornaments, and a
good many family portraits of surpassing ugliness adorned the
walls.

Poirot gazed at them more leniently than I did, and straight-
ened one or two that were hanging a shade askew. *“ La famille,
it is a strong tie, is it not? Sentiment, it takes the place of
beauty.”

I agreed, my eyes being fixed on a family group comprising
a gentleman with whiskers, a lady with a high “front” of hair,
a stolid, thick-set boy, and two little girls tied up with a good
many unnecessary bows of ribbon. I took this to be the Og-
lander family in earlier days, and studied it with interest.
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The door opened, and a young woman came in. Her dark hair
was neatly arranged, and she wore a drab-coloured sportscoat
and a tweed skirt.

She looked at us inquiringly. Poirot stepped forward. “Miss
Oglander? I regret to derange you—especially after all you
have been through. The whole affair must have been most
disturbing.”

“It has been rather upsetting,” admitted the young lady cau-
tiously. I began to think that the elements of drama were
wasted on Miss Oglander, that her lack of imagination rose
superior to any tragedy. I was confirmed in this belief as she
continued: “I must apologize for the state this room is in. Ser-
vants get so foolishly excited.”

“It was here that you were sitting last night, n’est-ce pas?”

“Yes, we were playing bridge after supper, when—"

“Excuse me—how long had you been playing?”

“Well—" Miss Oglander considered. “I really can’t say. I sup-
pose it must have been about ten o’clock. We had had several
rubbers, I know.”

“And you yourself were sitting—where?”

“Facing the window. I was playing with my mother and had
gone one no trump. Suddenly, without any warning, the win-
dow burst open, and Miss Saintclair staggered into the room.”

“You recognized her?”

“I had a vague idea her face was familiar.”

“She is still here, is she not?”

“Yes, but she refuses to see anyone. She is still quite pros-
trated.”

“I think she will see me. Will you tell her that I am here at
the express request of Prince Paul of Maurania?”

I fancied that the mention of a royal prince rather shook Miss
Oglander’s imperturbable calm. But she left the room on her
errand without any further remark, and returned almost im-
mediately to say that Mademoiselle Saintclair would see us in
her room.

We followed her upstairs, and into a fair-sized light bedroom.
On a couch by the window a woman was lying who turned her
head as we entered. The contrast between the two women
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struck me at once, the more so as in actual features and colour-
ing they were not unalike—but oh, the difference! Not a look,
not a gesture of Valerie Saintclair’s but expressed drama. She
seemed to exhale an atmosphere of romance. A scarlet flannel
dressing gown covered her feet—a homely garment in all con-
science; but the charm of her personality invested it with an
exotic flavour, and it seemed an Eastern robe of glowing colour.

Her large dark eyes fastened themselves on Poirot.

“You come from Paul?” Her voice matched her appearance
—it was full and languid.

“Yes, mademoiselle. I am here to serve him—and you.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything that happened last night. But everything!”

She smiled rather wearily.

“Do you think I should lie? I am not stupid. I see well enough
that there can be no concealment. He held a secret of mine,
that man who is dead. He threatened me with it. For Paul’s
sake, I endeavoured to make terms with him. I could not risk
losing Paul . . . Now that he is dead, I am safe. But for all that,
I did not kill him.”

Poirot shook his head with a smile. “It is not necessary to tell
me that, mademoiselle. Now recount to me what happened last
night.”

“I offered him money. He appeared to be willing to treat with
me. He appointed last night at nine o’clock. I was to go to Mon
Désir. I knew the place; I had been there before. I was to go
round to the side door into the library, so that the servants
should not see me.”

“Excuse me, mademoiselle, but were you not afraid to trust
yourself alone there at night?”

Was it my fancy, or was there a momentary pause before she
answered?

“Perhaps I was. But you see, there was no one I could ask to
go with me. And I was desperate. Reedburn admitted me to the
library. Oh, that man! I am glad he is dead! He played with me,
as a cat does with a mouse. He taunted me. I begged and im-
plored him on my knees. I offered him every jewel I have. All
in vain! Then he named his own terms. Perhaps you can guess
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what they were. I refused. I told him what I thought of him. I
raved at him. He remained calmly smiling. And then, as I fell
to silence at last, there was a sound—from behind the curtain
in the window . . . He heard it too. He strode to the curtains and
flung them wide apart. There was a man there, hiding—a
dreadful-looking man, a sort of tramp. He struck at Mr. Reed-
burn—then he struck again, and he went down. The tramp
clutched at me with his bloodstained hand. I tore myself free,
slipped through the window, and ran for my life. Then I per-
ceived the lights in this house, and made for them. The blinds
were up, and I saw some people playing bridge. I almost fell
into the room. I just managed to gasp out ‘Murder!” and then
everything went black—"

“Thank you, mademoiselle. It must have been a great shock
to your nervous system. As to this tramp, could you describe
him? Do you remember what he was wearing?”

“No—it was all so quick. But I should know the man any-
where. His face is burnt in on my brain.”

“Just one more question, mademoiselle. The curtains of the
other window, the one giving on the drive, were they drawn?”

For the first time a puzzled expression crept over the dan-
cer’s face. She seemed to be trying to remember.

“Eh bien, mademoiselle?”

“I think—I am almost sure—yes, quite sure! They were not
drawn.”

“That is curious, since the other ones were. No matter. It is,
I dare say, of no great importance. You are remaining here long,
mademoiselle?”

“The doctor thinks I shall be fit to return to town tomorrow.”
She looked round the room. Miss Oglander had gone out.
“These people, they are very kind—but they are not of my
world. I shock them! And to me—well, I am not fond of the
bourgeoisie!”

A faint note of bitterness underlay her words.

Poirot nodded. “I understand. I hope I have not fatigued you
unduly with my questions?”

“Not at all, monsieur. I am only too anxious Paul should know
all as soon as possible.”
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“Then I will wish you good day, mademoiselle.”

As Poirot was leaving the room, he paused, and pounced on
a pair of patent-leather slippers. “Yours, mademoiselle?”

“Yes, monsieur. They have just been cleaned and brought
up.

“Ah!” said Poirot, as we descended the stairs. “It seems that
the domestics are not too excited to clean shoes, though they
forget a grate. Well, mon ami, at first there appeared to be one
or two points of interest, but I fear, I very much fear, that we
must regard the case as finished. It all seems straightforward
enough.”

“And the murderer?”

“Hercule Poirot does not hunt down tramps,’
friend grandiloquently.

>

replied my

Miss Oglander met us in the hall. “If you will wait in the draw-
ing room a minute, Mamma would like to speak to you.”

The room was still untouched, and Poirot idly gathered up
the cards, shuffling them with his tiny, fastidiously groomed
hands.

“Do you know what I think, my friend?”

“No?” I said eagerly.

“I think that Miss Oglander made a mistake in going one no
trump. She should have gone three spades.”

“Poirot! You are the limit.”

“Mon Dieu, I cannot always be talking blood and thunder!”

Suddenly he stiffened: “Hastings— Hastings. See! The king of
clubs is missing from the pack!”

“Zara!” I cried.

“Eh?” He did not seem to understand my allusion. Mechani-
cally he stacked the cards and put them away in their cases. His
face was very grave.

“Hastings,” he said at last, “I, Hercule Poirot, have come near
to making a big mistake—a very big mistake.”

I gazed at him, impressed, but utterly uncomprehending.

“We must begin again, Hastings. Yes, we must begin again.
But this time we shall not err.”

He was interrupted by the entrance of a handsome middle-
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aged lady. She carried some household books in her hand. Poi-
rot bowed to her.

“Do I understand, sir, that you are a friend of—er—Miss
Saintclair’s?”

“I come from a friend of hers, madame.”

“Oh, I see. I thought perhaps—"

Poirot suddenly waved brusquely at the window.

“Your blinds were not pulled down last night?”

“No—I suppose that is why Miss Saintclair saw the light so
plainly.”

“There was moonlight last night. I wonder that you did not
see Mademoiselle Saintclair from your seat here facing the win-
dows?”

“I suppose we were engrossed with our game. Nothing like
this has ever happened before to us.”

“I can quite believe that, madame. And I will put your mind
at rest. Mademoiselle Saintclair is leaving tomorrow.”

“Oh!” The good lady’s face cleared.

“And I will wish you good morning, madame.”

A servant was cleaning the steps as we went out of the front
door. Poirot addressed her.

“Was it you who cleaned the shoes of the young lady up-
stairsP”

The maid shook her head. “No, sir. I don’t think they’ve been
cleaned.”

“Who cleaned them, then?” I inquired of Poirot, as we
walked down the road.

“Nobody. They did not need cleaning.”

“I grant that walking on the road or path on a fine night
would not soil them. But surely after going through the
long grass of the garden, they would have been soiled and
stained.”

“Yes,” said Poirot with a curious smile. “In that case, I agree,
they would have been stained.”

“But—"

“Have patience a little half-hour, my friend. We are going
back to Mon Désir.”
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The butler looked surprised at our reappearance, but offered no
objection to our returning to the library.

“Hi, that’s the wrong window, Poirot,” I cried as he made for
the one overlooking the carriage drive.

“I think not, my friend. See here.” He pointed to the marble
lion’s head. On it was a faint discoloured smear. He shifted his
finger and pointed to a similar stain on the polished floor.

“Someone struck Reedburn a blow with his clenched fist be-
tween the eyes. He fell backward on this projecting bit of mar-
ble, then slipped to the floor. Afterwards, he was dragged across
the floor to the other window, and laid there instead, but not
quite at the same angle, as the doctor’s evidence told us.”

“But why? It seems utterly unnecessary.”

“On the contrary, it was essential. Also, it is the key to the
murderer’s identity—though, by the way, he had no intention
of killing Reedburn, and so it is hardly permissible to call him
a murderer. He must be a very strong man!”

“Because of having dragged the body across the floor?”

“Not altogether. It has been an interesting case. I nearly
made an imbecile of myself, though.”

“Do you mean to say it is over, that you know everything?”

“Yes.”

A remembrance smote me. “No,” I cried. “There is one thing
you do not know!”

“And that?”

“You do not know where the missing king of clubs is!”

“Eh? Oh, that is droll! That is very droll, my friend.”

“Why?”

“Because it is in my pocket!” He drew it forth with a flourish.

“Oh!” I said, rather crestfallen. “Where did you find it?
Here?”

“There was nothing sensational about it. It had simply not
been taken out with the other cards. It was in the box.”

“H’m! All the same, it gave you an idea, didn’t it?”

“Yes, my friend. I present my respects to His Majesty.”

“And to Madame Zara!”

“Ah, yes—to the lady also.”

“Well, what are we going to do now?”
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“We are going to return to town. But I must have a few words
with a certain lady at Daisymead first.”

The same little maid opened the door to us.

“They’re all at lunch now, sir—unless it’s Miss Saintclair you
want to see, and she’s resting.”

“It will do if I can see Mrs. Oglander for a few minutes. Will
you tell her?”

We were led into the drawing room to wait. I had a glimpse
of the family in the dining room as we passed, now reinforced
by the presence of two heavy, solid-looking men, one with a
moustache, the other with a beard also.

In a few minutes Mrs. Oglander came into the room, looking
inquiringly at Poirot, who bowed.

“Madame, we, in our country, have a great tenderness, a
great respect for the mother. The mére de famille, she is every-
thing!”

Mrs. Oglander looked rather astonished at this opening.

“It is for that reason that I have come—to allay a mother’s
anxiety. The murderer of Mr. Reedburn will not be discovered.
Have no fear. I, Hercule Poirot, tell you so. I am right, am I not?
Or is it a wife that I must reassure?”

There was a moment’s pause. Mrs. Oglander seemed search-
ing Poirot with her eyes. At last she said quietly: “I don’t know
how you know—but yes, you are right.”

Poirot nodded gravely. “That is all, madame. But do not be
uneasy. Your English policemen have not the eyes of Hercule
Poirot.” He tapped the family portrait on the wall with his
fingernail.

“You had another daughter once. She is dead, madame?”

Again there was a pause, as she searched him with her eyes.
Then she answered: “Yes, she is dead.”

“Ah!” said Poirot briskly. “Well, we must return to town. You
permit that I return the king of clubs to the pack? It was your
only slip. You understand, to have played bridge for an hour or
so, with only fifty-one cards—well, no one who knows anything
of the game would credit it for a minute! Bonjour!”

“And now, my friend,” said Poirot as we stepped towards the
station, “you see it all!”
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“I see nothing! Who killed Reedburn?”

“John Oglander, Junior. I was not quite sure if it was the
father or the son, but I fixed on the son as being the stronger
and younger of the two. It had to be one of them, because of
the window.”

“Why?”

“There were four exits from the library—two doors, two win-
dows; but evidently only one would do. Three exits gave on the
front, directly or indirectly. The tragedy had to occur in the
back window in order to make it appear that Valerie Saintclair
came to Daisymead by chance. Really, of course, she fainted,
and John Oglander carried her across over his shoulders. That
is why I said he must be a strong man.”

“Did they go there together, then?”

“Yes. You remember Valerie’s hesitation when I asked her if
she was not afraid to go alone? John Oglander went with her—
which didn’t improve Reedburn’s temper, I fancy. They quar-
relled, and it was probably some insult levelled at Valerie that
made Oglander hit him. The rest, you know.”

“But why the bridge?”

“Bridge presupposes four players. A simple thing like that
carries a lot of conviction. Who would have supposed that there
had been only three people in that room all the evening?”

I was still puzzled.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand. What have the Og-
landers to do with the dancer Valerie Saintclair?”

“Ah, that I wonder you did not see. And yet you looked long
enough at that picture on the wall—longer than I did. Mrs.
Oglander’s other daughter may be dead to her family, but the
world knows her as Valerie Saintclair!”

“What?”

“Did you not see the resemblance the moment you saw the
two sisters together?”

“No,” I confessed. “I only thought how extraordinarily dis-
similar they were.”

“That is because your mind is so open to external romantic
impressions, my dear Hastings. The features are almost identi-
cal. So is the colouring. The interesting thing is that Valerie is
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ashamed of her family, and her family is ashamed of her. Never-
theless, in a moment of peril, she turned to her brother for help,
and when things went wrong, they all hung together in a re-
markable way. Family strength is a marvellous thing. They can
all act, that family. That is where Valerie gets her histrionic
talent from. I, like Prince Paul, believe in heredity! They de-
ceived me! But for a lucky accident and test question to Mrs.
Oglander by which I got her to contradict her daughter’s ac-
count of how they were sitting, the Oglander family would have
put a defeat on Hercule Poirot.”

“What shall you tell the Prince?”

“That Valerie could not possibly have committed the crime,
and that I doubt if that tramp will ever be found. Also, to convey
my compliments to Zara. A curious coincidence, that! I think I
shall call this little affair the Adventure of the King of Clubs.
What do you think, my friend?”
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In company with Poirot, I have investigated many strange
cases, but none, I think, to compare with that extraordinary
series of events which held our interest over a period of many
years, and which culminated in the ultimate problem brought
to Poirot to solve. Our attention was first drawn to the family
history of the Lemesuriers one evening during the war. Poirot
and I had but recently come together again, renewing the old
days of our acquaintanceship in Belgium. He had been handling
some little matter for the War Office—disposing of it to their
entire satisfaction; and we had been dining at the Carlton with
a Brass Hat who paid Poirot heavy compliments in the intervals
of the meal. The Brass Hat had to rush away to keep an appoint-
ment with someone, and we finished our coffee in a leisurely
fashion before following his example.

As we were leaving the room, I was hailed by a voice which
struck a familiar note, and turned to see Captain Vincent
Lemesurier, a young fellow whom I had known in France. He
was with an older man whose likeness to him proclaimed him
to be of the same family. Such proved to be the case, and he was
introduced to us as Mr. Hugo Lemesurier, uncle of my young
friend.

I did not really know Captain Lemesurier at all intimately,
but he was a pleasant young fellow, somewhat dreamy in man-
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ner, and I remembered hearing that he belonged to an old and
exclusive family with a property in Northumberland which
dated from before the Reformation. Poirot and I were not in a
hurry, and at the younger man’s invitation, we sat down at the
table with our two new-found friends and chattered pleasantly
enough on various matters. The elder Lemesurier was a man of
about forty, with a touch of the scholar in his stooping shoulders;
he was engaged at the moment upon some chemical research
work for the Government, it appeared.

Our conversation was interrupted by a tall dark young man
who strode up to the table, evidently labouring under some
agitation of mind.

“Thank goodness I've found you both!” he exclaimed.

“What’s the matter, Roger?”

“Your guv’nor, Vincent. Bad fall. Young horse.” The rest
trailed off, as he drew the other aside.

In a few minutes our two friends had hurriedly taken leave
of us. Vincent Lemesurier’s father had had a serious accident
while trying a young horse, and was not expected to live until
morning. Vincent had gone deadly white, and appeared almost
stunned by the news. In a way, I was surprised—for from the
few words he had let fall on the subject while in France, I had
gathered that he and his father were not on particularly
friendly terms, and so his display of filial feeling now rather
astonished me.

The dark young man, who had been introduced to us as a
cousin, Mr. Roger Lemesurier, remained behind, and we three
strolled out together.

“Rather a curious business, this,” observed the young man.
“It would interest Monsieur Poirot, perhaps. I've heard of you,
you know, Monsieur Poirot—from Higginson.” (Higginson was
our Brass Hat friend.) “He says you're a whale on psychology.”

“I study the psychology, yes,” admitted my friend cautiously.

“Did you see my cousin’s face? He was absolutely bowled
over, wasn’t he? Do you know why? A good old-fashioned
family curse! Would you care to hear about it?”

“It would be most kind of you to recount it to me.”

Roger Lemesurier looked at his watch.
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“Lots of time. I'm meeting them at King’s Cross. Well, Mon-
sieur Poirot, the Lemesuriers are an old family. Way back in
medieval times, a Lemesurier became suspicious of his wife. He
found the lady in a compromising situation. She swore that she
was innocent, but old Baron Hugo didn’t listen. She had one
child, a son—and he swore that the boy was no child of his and
should never inherit. I forget what he did—some pleasing medi-
eval fancy like walling up the mother and son alive; anyway, he
killed them both, and she died protesting her innocence and
solemnly cursing the Lemesuriers forever. No first-born son of
a Lemesurier should ever inherit—so the curse ran. Well, time
passed, and the lady’s innocence was established beyond doubt.
I believe that Hugo wore a hair shirt and ended up his days on
his knees in a monk’s cell. But the curious thing is that from that
day to this, no first-born son ever has succeeded to the estate.
It’s gone to brothers, to nephews, to second sons—never to the
eldest-born. Vincent’s father was the second of five sons, the
eldest of whom died in infancy. Of course, all through the war,
Vincent has been convinced that whoever else was doomed, he
certainly was. But strangely enough, his two younger brothers
have been killed, and he himself has remained unscathed.”

“An interesting family history,” said Poirot thoughtfully. “But
now his father is dying, and he, as the eldest son, succeeds?”

“Exactly. A curse has gone rusty—unable to stand the strain
of modern life.”

Poirot shook his head, as though deprecating the other’s jest-
ing tone. Roger Lemesurier looked at his watch again, and
declared that he must be off.

The sequel to the story came on the morrow, when we
learned of the tragic death of Captain Vincent Lemesurier. He
had been travelling north by the Scotch mail-train, and during
the night must have opened the door of the compartment and
jumped out on the line. The shock of his father’s accident com-
ing on top of shell-shock was deemed to have caused temporary
mental aberration. The curious superstition prevalent in the
Lemesurier family was mentioned, in connection with the new
heir, his father’s brother, Ronald Lemesurier, whose only son
had died on the Somme.
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I suppose our accidental meeting with young Vincent on the
last evening of his life quickened our interest in anything that
pertained to the Lemesurier family, for we noted with some
interest two years later the death of Ronald Lemesurier, who
had been a confirmed invalid at the time of his succession to the
family estates. His brother John succeeded him, a hale, hearty
man with a boy at Eton.

Certainly an evil destiny overshadowed the Lemesuriers. On
his very next holiday the boy managed to shoot himself fatally.
His father’s death, which occurred quite suddenly after being
stung by a wasp, gave the estate over to the youngest brother
of the five—Hugo, whom we remembered meeting on the fatal
night at the Carlton.

Beyond commenting on the extraordinary series of misfor-
tunes which befell the Lemesuriers, we had taken no personal
interest in the matter, but the time was now close at hand when
we were to take a more active part.

One morning “Mrs. Lemesurier” was announced. She was a tall,
active woman, possibly about thirty years of age, who conveyed
by her demeanour a great deal of determination and strong
common sense. She spoke with a faint transatlantic accent.

“Monsieur Poirot? I am pleased to meet you. My husband,
Hugo Lemesurier, met you once many years ago, but you will
hardly remember the fact.”

“I recollect it perfectly, madame. It was at the Carlton.”

“That’s quite wonderful of you. Monsieur Poirot, I'm very
worried.”

“What about, madame?”

“My elder boy—I've two boys, you know. Ronald’s eight, and
Gerald’s six.”

“Proceed, madame. Why should you be worried about little
Ronald?P”

“Monsieur Poirot, within the last six months he has had three
narrow escapes from death: once from drowning—when we
were all down at Cornwall this summer; once when he fell from
the nursery window; and once from ptomaine poisoning.”

Perhaps Poirot’s face expressed rather too eloquently what
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he thought, for Mrs. Lemesurier hurried on with hardly a mo-
ment’s pause: “Of course I know you think I'm just a silly fool
of a woman, making mountains out of molehills.”

“No, indeed, madame. Any mother might be excused for
being upset at such occurrences, but I hardly see where I can
be of any assistance to you. I am not le bon Dieu to control the
waves; for the nursery window I should suggest some iron bars;
and for the food—what can equal a mother’s care?”

“But why should these things happen to Ronald and not to
Gerald?”

“The chance, madame—Ile hasard!”

“You think so?”

“What do you think, madame—you and your husband?”

A shadow crossed Mrs. Lemesurier’s face.

“It’s no good going to Hugo—he won’t listen. As perhaps you
may have heard, there’s supposed to be a curse on the family
—no eldest son can succeed. Hugo believes in it. He’s wrapped
up in the family history, and he’s superstitious to the last degree.
When I go to him with my fears, he just says it’s the curse, and
we can’t escape it. But I'm from the States, Monsieur Poirot,
and over there we don’t believe much in curses. We like them
as belonging to a real high-toned old family—it gives a sort of
cache, don’t you know. I was just a musical comedy actress in
a small part when Hugo met me—and I thought his family curse
was just too lovely for words. That kind of thing’s all right for
telling round the fire on a winter’s evening, but when it comes
to one’s own children—I just adore my children, Monsieur Poi-
rot. I'd do anything for them.”

“So you decline to believe in the family legend, madame?”

“Can a legend saw through an ivy stem?”

“What is that you are saying, madame?” cried Poirot, an
expression of great astonishment on his face.

“I said, can a legend—or a ghost, if you like to call it that—
saw through an ivy stem? I’'m not saying anything about Corn-
wall. Any boy might go out too far and get into difficulties—
though Ronald could swim when he was four years old. But the
ivy’s different. Both the boys were very naughty. They’d discov-
ered they could climb up and down by the ivy. They were
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always doing it. One day—Gerald was away at the time—Ron-
ald did it once too often, and the ivy gave way and he fell.
Fortunately he didn’t damage himself seriously. But I went out
and examined the ivy: it was cut through, Monsieur Poirot—
deliberately cut through.”

“It is very serious what you are telling me there, madame.
You say your younger boy was away from home at the mo-
ment?”

“Yes.”

“And at the time of the ptomaine poisoning, was he still
away?”

“No, they were both there.”

“Curious,” murmured Poirot. “Now, madame, who are the
inmates of your establishment?”

“Miss Saunders, the children’s governess, and John Gardiner,
my husband’s secretary—"

Mrs. Lemesurier paused, as though slightly embarrassed.

“And who else, madame?”

“Major Roger Lemesurier, whom you also met on that night,
I believe, stays with us a good deal.”

“Ah, yes—he is a cousin, is he not?”

“A distant cousin. He does not belong to our branch of the
family. Still, I suppose now he is my husband’s nearest relative.
He is a dear fellow, and we are all very fond of him. The boys
are devoted to him.”

“It was not he who taught them to climb up the ivy?”

“It might have been. He incites them to mischief often
enough.”

“Madame, I apologize for what I said to you earlier. The
danger is real, and I believe that I can be of assistance. I propose
that you should invite us both to stay with you. Your husband
will not object?”

“Oh no. But he will believe it to be all of no use. It makes
me furious the way he just sits around and expects the boy to
die.”

“Calm yourself, madame. Let us make our arrangements me-
thodically.”
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Our arrangements were duly made, and the following day saw
us flying northward. Poirot was sunk in a reverie. He came out
of it, to remark abruptly: “It was from a train such as this that
Vincent Lemesurier fell?”

He put a slight accent on the “fell.”

“You don’t suspect foul play there, surely?” I asked.

“Has it struck you, Hastings, that some of the Lemesurier
deaths were, shall we say, capable of being arranged? Take that
of Vincent, for instance. Then the Eton boy—an accident with
a gun is always ambiguous. Supposing this child had fallen from
the nursery window and been dashed to death—what more
natural and unsuspicious? But why only the one child, Hastings?
Who profits by the death of the elder child? His younger
brother, a child of seven! Absurd!”

“They mean to do away with the other later,” I suggested,
though with the vaguest ideas as to who “they” were.

Poirot shook his head as though dissatisfied.

“Ptomaine poisoning,” he mused. “Atropine will produce
much the same symptoms. Yes, there is need for our presence.”

Mrs. Lemesurier welcomed us enthusiastically. Then she took
us to her husband’s study and left us with him. He had changed
a good deal since I saw him last. His shoulders stooped more
than ever, and his face had a curious pale grey tinge. He lis-
tened while Poirot explained our presence in the house.

“How exactly like Sadie’s practical common sense!” he said at
last. “Remain by all means, Monsieur Poirot, and I thank you for
coming; but—what is written, is written. The way of the trans-
gressor is hard. We Lemesuriers know—none of us can escape
the doom.”

Poirot mentioned the sawn-through ivy, but Hugo seemed
very little impressed.

“Doubtless some careless gardener—yes, yes, there may be
an instrument, but the purpose behind is plain; and I will tell
you this, Monsieur Poirot, it cannot be long delayed.”

Poirot looked at him attentively.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I myself am doomed. I went to a doctor last year.
I am suffering from an incurable disease—the end cannot be
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much longer delayed; but before I die, Ronald will be taken.
Gerald will inherit.”

“And if anything were to happen to your second son also?”

“Nothing will happen to him; he is not threatened.”

“But if it did?” persisted Poirot.

“My cousin Roger is the next heir.”

We were interrupted. A tall man with a good figure and
crisply curling auburn hair entered with a sheaf of papers.

“Never mind -about those now, Gardiner,” said Hugo
Lemesurier; then he added: “My secretary, Mr. Gardiner.”

The secretary bowed, uttered a few pleasant words and then
went out. In spite of his good looks, there was something repel-
lent about the man. I said so to Poirot shortly afterwards when
we were walking round the beautiful old grounds together, and
rather to my surprise, he agreed.

“Yes, yes, Hastings, you are right. I do not like him. He is too
good-looking. He would be one for the soft job always. Ah, here
are the children.”

‘Mrs. Lemesurier was advancing towards us, her two children
beside her. They were fine-looking boys, the younger dark like
his mother, the elder with auburn curls. They shook hands
prettily enough, and were soon absolutely devoted to Poirot.
We were next introduced to Miss Saunders, a nondescript
female, who completed the party.

For some days we had a pleasant, easy existence—ever vigilant,
but without result. The boys led a happy normal life and noth-
ing seemed to be amiss. On the fourth day after our arrival
Major Roger Lemesurier came down to stay. He was little
changed, still carefree and debonair as of old, with the same
habit of treating all things lightly. He was evidently a great
favourite with the boys, who greeted his arrival with shrieks of
delight and immediately dragged him off to play wild Indians
in the garden. I noticed that Poirot followed them unobtru-
sively.

On the following day we were all invited to tea, boys included,
with Lady Claygate, whose place adjoined that of the Lemesuri-
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ers. Mrs. Lemesurier suggested that we also should come, but
seemed rather relieved when Poirot refused and declared he
would much prefer to remain at home.

Once everyone had started, Poirot got to work. He reminded
me of an intelligent terrier. I believe that there was no corner
of the house that he left unsearched; yet it was all done so
quietly and methodically that no attention was directed to his
movements. Clearly, at the end, he remained unsatisfied. We
had tea on the terrace with Miss Saunders, who had not been
included in the party.

“The boys will enjoy it,” she murmured in her faded way,
“though I hope they will behave nicely, and not damage the
flower beds, or go near the bees—"

Poirot paused in the very act of drinking. He looked like a
man who has seen a ghost.

“Bees?” he demanded in a voice of thunder.

“Yes, Monsieur Poirot, bees. Three hives. Lady Claygate is
very proud of her bees—"

“Bees?” cried Poirot again. Then he sprang from the table
and walked up and down the terrace with his hands to his head.
I could not imagine why the little man should be so agitated at
the mere mention of bees.

At that moment we heard the car returning. Poirot was on
the doorstep as the party alighted.

“Ronald’s been stung,” cried Gerald excitedly.

“It’s nothing,” said Mrs. Lemesurier. “It hasn’t even swollen.
We put ammonia on it.”

“Let me see, my little man,” said Poirot. “Where was it?”

“Here, on the side of my neck,” said Ronald importantly.
“But it doesn’t hurt. Father said: ‘Keep still—there’s a bee on
you.” And I kept still, and he took it off, but it stung me first,
though it didn’t really hurt, only like a pin, and I didn’t cry,
because I'm so big and going to school next year.”

Poirot examined the child’s neck, then drew away again. He
took me by the arm and murmured:

“Tonight, mon ami, tonight we have a little affair on! Say
nothing—to anyone.”

He refused to be more communicative, and I went through
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the evening devoured by curiosity. He retired early and I fol-
lowed his example. As we went upstairs, he caught me by the
arm and delivered his instructions:

“Do not undress. Wait a sufficient time, extinguish your light
and join me here.”

I obeyed, and found him waiting for me when the time came.
He enjoined silence on me with a gesture, and we crept quietly
along the nursery wing. Ronald occupied a small room of his
own. We entered it and took up our position in the darkest
corner. The child’s breathing sounded heavy and undisturbed.

“Surely he is sleeping very heavily?” I whispered.

Poirot nodded.

“Drugged,” he murmured.

“Why?”

“So that he should not cry out at—"

“At what?” I asked, as Poirot paused.

“At the prick of the hypodermic needle, mon ami! Hush, let
us speak no more—not that I expect anything to happen for
some time.”

But in this Poirot was wrong. Hardly ten minutes had elapsed
before the door opened softly, and someone entered the room.
I heard a sound of quick hurried breathing. Footsteps moved to
the bed, and then there was a sudden click. The light of a little
electric lantern fell on the sleeping child—the holder of it was
still invisible in the shadow. The figure laid down the lantern.
With the right hand it brought forth a syringe; with the left it
touched the boy’s neck—

Poirot and I sprang at the same minute. The lantern rolled to
the floor, and we struggled with the intruder in the dark. His
strength was extraordinary. At last we overcame him.

“The light, Hastings, I must see his face—though I fear I know
only too well whose face it will be.”

So did I, I thought, as I groped for the lantern. For a moment
I had suspected the secretary, egged on by my secret dislike of
the man, but I felt assured by now that the man who stood to
gain by the death of his two childish cousins was the monster
we were tracking.
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My foot struck against the lantern. I picked it up and switched
on the light. It shone full on the face of—Hugo Lemesurier, the
boy’s father!

The lantern almost dropped from my hand.

“Impossible,” I murmured hoarsely. “Impossible!”

Lemesurier was unconscious. Poirot and I between us carried
him to his room and laid him on the bed. Poirot bent and gently
extricated something from his right hand. He showed it to me.
It was a hypodermic syringe. I shuddered.

“What is in it? Poison?”

“Formic acid, I fancy.”

“Formic acid?”

“Yes. Probably obtained by distilling ants. He was a chemist,
you remember. Death would have been attributed to the bee
sting.”

“My God,” I muttered. “His own son! And you expected
this?”

Poirot nodded gravely.

“Yes. He is insane, of course. I imagine that the family history
has become a mania with him. His intense longing to succeed
to the estate led him to commit the long series of crimes. Possi-
bly the idea occurred to him first when travelling north that
night with Vincent. He couldn’t bear the prediction to be fal-
sified. Ronald’s son was already dead, and Ronald himself was
a dying man—they are a weakly lot. He arranged the accident
to the gun, and—which I did not suspect until now—contrived
the death of his brother John by this same method of injecting
formic acid into the jugular vein. His ambition was realized
then, and he became the master of the family acres. But his
triumph was short-lived—he found that he was suffering from
an incurable disease. And he had the madman’s fixed idea—the
eldest son of a Lemesurier could not inherit. I suspect that the
bathing accident was due to him—he encouraged the child to
go out too far. That failing, he sawed through the ivy, and
afterwards poisoned the child’s food.”

“Diabolical!” I murmured with a shiver. “And so cleverly
planned!”
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“Yes, mon ami, there is nothing more amazing than the ex-
traordinary sanity of the insane! Unless it is the extraordinary
eccentricity of the sane! I imagine that it is only lately that he
has completely gone over the borderline. There was method in
his madness to begin with.”

“And to think that I suspected Roger—that splendid fellow.”

“It was the natural assumption, mon ami. We knew that he
also travelled north with Vincent that night. We knew, too, that
he was the next heir after Hugo and Hugo’s children. But our
assumption was not borne out by the facts. The ivy was sawn
through when only little Ronald was at home—Dbut it would be
to Roger’s interest that both children should perish. In the same
way, it was only Ronald’s food that was poisoned. And today
when they came home and I found that there was only his
father’s word for it that Ronald had been stung, I remembered
the other death from a wasp sting—and I knew!”

Hugo Lemesurier died a few months later in the private asylum
to which he was removed. His widow was remarried a year later
to Mr. John Gardiner, the auburn-haired secretary. Ronald in-
herited the broad acres of his father, and continues to flourish.

“Well, well,” I remarked to Poirot. “Another illusion gone.
You have disposed very successfully of the curse of the
Lemesuriers.”

“I wonder,” said Poirot very thoughtfully. “I wonder very
much indeed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mon ami, I will answer you with one significant word—red!”

“Blood?” I queried, dropping my voice to an awe-stricken
whisper.

“Always you have the imagination melodramatic, Hastings! I
refer to something much more prosaic—the colour of little Ron-
ald Lemesurier’s hair.”
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I laid down my bankbook with a sigh.

“It is a curious thing,” I observed, “but my overdraft never
seems to grow any less.”

“And it perturbs you not? Me, if I had an overdraft, never
should I close my eyes all night,” declared Poirot.

“You deal in comfortable balances, I suppose!” I retorted.

“Four hundred and forty-four pounds, four and fourpence,”
said Poirot with some complacency. “A neat figure, is it not?”

“It must be tact on the part of your bank manager. He is
evidently acquainted with your passion for symmetrical details.
What about investing, say three hundred of it, in the Porcupine
oil fields? Their prospectus, which is advertised in the papers
today, says that they will pay one hundred percent in dividends
next year.”

“Not for me,” said Poirot, shaking his head. “I like not the
sensational. For me the safe, the prudent investment—les
rentes, the consols, the—how do you call it’—the conversion.”

“Have you never made a speculative investment?”

“No, mon ami,” replied Poirot severely. “I have not. And the
only shares I own which have not what you call the gilded edge
are fourteen thousand shares in the Burma Mines Limited.”

Poirot paused with an air of waiting to be encouraged to go
on.
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“Yes?” I prompted. :

“And for them I paid no cash—no, they were the reward of
the exercise of my little grey cells. You would like to hear the
story? Yes?”

“Of course I would.”

“These mines are situated in the interior of Burma about two
hundred miles inland from Rangoon. They were discovered by
the Chinese in the fifteenth century and worked down to the
time of the Mohammedan Rebellion, being finally abandoned
in the year 1868. The Chinese extracted the rich lead-silver ore
from the upper part of the ore body, smelting it for the silver
alone, and leaving large quantities of rich lead-bearing slag.
This, of course, was soon discovered when prospecting work
was carried out in Burma, but owing to the fact that the old
workings had become full of loose filling and water, all attempts
to find the source of the ore proved fruitless. Many parties were
sent out by syndicates, and they dug over a large area, but this
rich prize still eluded them. But a representative of one of the
syndicates got on the track of a Chinese family who were sup-
posed to have still kept a record of the situation of the mine. The
present head of the family was one Wu Ling.”

“What a fascinating page of commercial romance!” I ex-
claimed.

“Is it not? Ah, mon ami, one can have romance without
golden-haired girls of matchless beauty—no, I am wrong; it is
auburn hair that so excites you always. You remember—"

“Go on with the story,” I said hastily.

“Eh bien, my friend, this Wu Ling was approached. He was
an estimable merchant, much respected in the province where
he lived. He admitted at once that he owned the documents in
question, and was perfectly prepared to negotiate for this sale,
but he objected to dealing with anyone other than principals.
Finally it was arranged that he should journey to England and
meet the directors of an important company. ®

“Wu Ling made the journey to England in the S.S. Assunta,
and the Assunta docked at Southampton on a cold, foggy morn-
ing in November. One of the directors, Mr. Pearson, went down
to Southampton to meet the boat, but owing to the fog, the train
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down was very much delayed, and by the time he arrived, Wu
Ling had disembarked and left by special train for London. Mr.
Pearson returned to town somewhat annoyed, as he had no idea
where the Chinaman proposed to stay. Later in the day, how-
ever, the offices of the company were rung up on the telephone.
Wu Ling was staying at the Russell Square Hotel. He was feeling
somewhat unwell after the voyage, but declared himself per-
fectly able to attend the board meeting on the following day.

“The meeting of the board took place at eleven o’clock.
When half-past eleven came, and Wu Ling had not put in an
appearance, the secretary rang up the Russell Square Hotel. In
answer to his inquiries, he was told that the Chinaman had gone
out with a friend about half-past ten. It seemed clear that he had
started out with the intention of coming to the meeting, but the
morning wore away, and he did not appear. It was, of course,
possible that he had lost his way, being unacquainted with Lon-
don, but at a late hour that night he had not returned to the
hotel. Thoroughly alarmed now, Mr. Pearson put matters in the
hands of the police. On the following day, there was still no
trace of the missing man, but towards evening of the day after
that again, a body was found in the Thames which proved to be
that of the ill-fated Chinaman. Neither on the body nor in the
luggage at the hotel was there any trace of the papers relating
to the mine.

“At this juncture, mon ami, I was brought into the affair. Mr.
Pearson called upon me. While profoundly shocked by the
death of Wu Ling, his chief anxiety was to recover the papers
which were the object of the Chinaman’s visit to England. The
main anxiety of the police, of course, would be to track down
the murderer—the recovery of the papers would be a second-
ary consideration. What he wanted me to do was to co-operate
with the police while acting in the interests of the company.

“I consented readily enough. It was clear that there were two
fields of search open to me. On the one hand, I might look
among the employees of the company who knew of the China-
man’s coming; on the other, among the passengers on the boat
who might have been acquainted with his mission. I started
with the second, as being a narrower field of search. In this I
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coincided with Inspector Miller, who was in charge of the case
—a man altogether different from our friend Japp—conceited,
ill-mannered and quite insufferable. Together we interviewed
the officers of the ship. They had little to tell us. Wu Ling had
kept much to himself on the voyage. He had been intimate with
but two of the other passengers—one a broken-down European
named Dyer, who appeared to bear a somewhat unsavoury
reputation, the other a young bank clerk named Charles Lester,
who was returning from Hong Kong. We were lucky enough to
obtain snapshots of both these men. At the moment there
seemed little doubt that if either of the two was implicated,
Dyer was the man. He was known to be mixed up with a gang
of Chinese crooks, and was altogether a most likely suspect.

“Our next step was to visit the Russell Square Hotel. Shown
a snapshot of Wu Ling, they recognized him at once. We then
showed them the snapshot of Dyer, but to our disappointment,
the hall porter declared positively that that was not the man
who had come to the hotel on the fatal morning. Almost as an
afterthought, I produced the photograph of Lester, and to my
surprise the man at once recognized it.

““Yes, sir,” he asserted, ‘that’s the gentleman who came in at
half-past ten and asked for Mr. Wu Ling, and afterwards went
out with him.’

“The affair was progressing. Our next move was to interview
Mr. Charles Lester. He met us with the utmost frankness, was
desolated to hear of the Chinaman’s untimely death, and put
himself at our disposal in every way. His story was as follows: By
arrangement with Wu Ling, he called for him at the hotel at
ten-thirty. Wu Ling, however, did not appear. Instead, his ser-
vant came, explained that his master had had to go out, and
offered to conduct the young man to where his master now was.
Suspecting nothing, Lester agreed, and the Chinaman pro-
cured a taxi. They drove for some time in the direction of the
docks. Suddenly becoming mistrustful, Lester stopped the taxi
and got out, disregarding the servant’s protests. That, he as-
sured us, was all he knew.

“Apparently satisfied, we thanked him and took our leave.
His story was soon proved to be a somewhat inaccurate one. To
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begin with, Wu Ling had had no servant with him, either on the
boat or at the hotel. In the second place, the taxi driver who had
driven the two men on that morning came forward. Far from
Lester’s having left the taxi en route, he and the Chinese gen-
tleman had driven to a certain unsavoury dwelling place in
Limehouse, right in the heart of Chinatown. The place in ques-
tion was more or less well known as an opium den of the lowest
description. The two gentlemen had gone in—about an hour
later the English gentleman, whom he identified from the
photograph, came out alone. He looked very pale and ill, and
directed the taxi man to take him to the nearest underground
station.

“Inquiries were made about Charles Lester’s standing, and it
was found that, though bearing an excellent character, he was
heavily in debt, and had a secret passion for gambling. Dyer, of
course, was not lost sight of. It seemed just faintly possible that
he might have impersonated the other man, but that idea was
proved utterly groundless. His alibi for the whole of the day in
question was absolutely unimpeachable. Of course, the propri-
etor of the opium den denied everything with Oriental stolid-
ity. He had never seen Wu Ling; he had never seen Charles
Lester. No two gentlemen had been to the place that morning.
In any case, the police were wrong: no opium was ever smoked
there.

“His denials, however well meant, did little to help Charles
Lester. He was arrested for the murder of Wu Ling. A search
of his effects was made, but no papers relating to the mine were
discovered. The proprietor of the opium den was also taken into
custody, but a cursory raid of his premises yielded nothing. Not
even a stick of opium rewarded the zeal of the police.

“In the meantime my friend Mr. Pearson was in a great state
of agitation. He strode up and down my room, uttering great
lamentations.

“ ‘But you must have some ideas, Monsieur Poirot!’ he kept
urging. ‘Surely you must have some ideas?’

“‘Certainly I have ideas,” I replied cautiously. ‘That is the
trouble—one has too many; therefore they all lead in different
directions.’
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6 ¢

For instance?” he suggested.

For instance—the taxi driver. We have only his word for it
that he drove the two men to that house. That is one idea. Then
—was it really that house they went to? Supposing that they left
the taxi there, passed through the house and out by another
entrance and went elsewhere?’

“Mr. Pearson seemed struck by that.

“ ‘But you do nothing but sit and think? Can’t we do some-
thing?’

“He was of an impatient temperament, you comprehend.

“ ‘Monsieur,” I said with dignity, ‘it is not for Hercule Poirot
to run up and down the evil-smelling streets of Limehouse like
a little dog of no breeding. Be calm. My agents are at work.’

“On the following day I had news for him. The two men had
indeed passed through the house in question, but their real
objective was a small eating house close to the river. They were
seen to pass in there, and Lester came out alone.

“And then, figure to yourself, Hastings, an idea of the most
unreasonable seized this Mr. Pearson! Nothing would suit him
but that we should go ourselves to this eating house and make
investigations. I argued and prayed, but he would not listen. He
talked of disguising himself—he even suggested that I—I
should—I hesitate to say it—should shave off my moustache!
Yes, rien que ¢a! I pointed out to him that that was an idea
ridiculous and absurd. One destroys not a thing of beauty wan-
tonly. Besides, shall not a Belgian gentleman with a moustache
desire to see life and smoke the opium just as readily as one
without a moustache?

“Eh bien, he gave in on that, but he still insisted on his
project. He turned up that evening—Mon Dieu, what a figure!
He wore what he called the ‘pea-jacket,” his chin, it was dirty
and unshaved; he had a scarf of the vilest that offended the nose.
And figure to yourself, he was enjoying himself! Truly, the En-
glish are mad! He made some changes in my own appearance.
I permitted it. Can one argue with a maniac? We started out—
after all, could I let him go alone, a child dressed up to act the
charades?”

“Of course you couldn’t,” I replied.

3
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“To continue—we arrived. Mr. Pearson talked English of the
strangest. He represented himself to be a man of the sea. He
talked of ‘lubbers’” and ‘focsles’ and I know not what. It was a
low little room with many Chinese in it. We ate of peculiar
dishes. Ah, Dieu, mon estomac!” Poirot clasped that portion of
his anatomy tenderly before continuing. “Then there came to
us the proprietor, a Chinaman with a face of evil smiles.

““You gentlemen no likee food here,’ he said. “You come for
what you likee better. Piecee pipe, eh?’

“Mr. Pearson, he gave me the great kick under the table. (He
had on the boots of the sea, too!) And he said: ‘I don’t mind if
I do, John. Lead ahead.’

“The Chinaman smiled, and he took us through a door and
to a cellar and through a trapdoor, and down some steps and up
again into a room all full of divans and cushions of the most
comfortable. We lay down and a Chinese boy took off our boots.
It was the best moment of the evening. Then they brought us
the opium pipes and cooked the opium pills, and we pretended
to smoke and then to sleep and dream. But when we were
alone, Mr. Pearson called softly to me, and immediately he
began crawling along the floor. We went into another room
where other people were asleep, and so on, until we heard two
men talking. We stayed behind a curtain and listened. They
were speaking of Wu Ling.

“ ‘What about the papers?’ said one.

“ ‘Mr. Lester, he takee those,” answered the other, who was
a Chinaman. ‘He say, puttee them allee in safee place—where
pleeceman no lookee.’

“‘Ah, but he’s nabbed,’ said the first one.

“ ‘He gettee free. Pleeceman not sure he done it.’

“There was more of the same kind of thing, then apparently
the two men were coming our way, and we scuttled back to our
beds.

“‘We’d better get out of here,” said Pearson, after a few
minutes had elapsed. ‘This place isn’t healthy.’

““You are right, monsieur,” I agreed. ‘We have played the
farce long enough.’

“We succeeded in getting away, all right, paying handsomely
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for our smoke. Once clear of Limehouse, Pearson drew a long
breath.

“‘I'm glad to get out of that,” he said. ‘But it’s something, to
be sure.’

“ ‘It is indeed,’ I agreed. ‘And I fancy that we shall not have
much difficulty in finding what we want—after this evening’s
masquerade.’

“And there was no difficulty whatsoever,” finished Poirot sud-
denly.

This abrupt ending seemed so extraordinary that I stared at
him.

“But—but where were they?” I asked.

“In his pocket—tout simplement.”

“But in whose pocket?”

“Mr. Pearson’s, parbleu!” Then, observing my look of bewil-
derment, he continued gently: “You do not yet see it? Mr.
Pearson, like Charles Lester, was in debt. Mr. Pearson, like
Charles Lester, was fond of gambling. And he conceived the
idea of stealing the papers from the Chinaman. He met him all
right at Southampton, came up to London with him, and took
him straight to Limehouse. It was foggy that day; the Chinaman
would not notice where he was going. I fancy Mr. Pearson
smoked the opium fairly often down there and had some pecu-
liar friends in consequence. I do not think he meant murder.
His idea was that one of the Chinamen should impersonate Wu
Ling and receive the money for the sale of the document. So
far, so good! But, to the Oriental mind, it was infinitely simpler
to kill Wu Ling and throw his body into the river, and Pearson’s
Chinese accomplices followed their own methods without con-
sulting him. Imagine, then, what you would call the ‘funk bleu’
of Mr. Pearson. Someone may have seen him in the train with
Wu Ling—murder is a very different thing from simple abduc-
tion.

“His salvation lies with the Chinaman who is personating Wu
Ling at the Russell Square Hotel. If only the body is not discov-
ered too soon! Probably Wu Ling had told him of the arrange-
ment between him and Charles Lester whereby the latter was
to call for him at the hotel. Pearson sees there an excellent way
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of diverting suspicion from himself. Charles Lester shall be the
last person to be seen in company with Wu Ling. The imper-
sonator has orders to represent himself to Lester as the servant
of Wu Ling, and to bring him as speedily as possible to Lime-
house. There, very likely, he was offered a drink. The drink
would be suitably drugged, and when Lester emerged an hour
later, he would have a very hazy impression of what had hap-
pened. So much was this the case, that as soon as Lester learned
of Wu Ling’s death, he loses his nerve and denies that he ever
reached Limehouse.

“By that, of course, he plays right into Pearson’s hands. But
is Pearson content? No—my manner disquiets him, and he de-
termines to complete the case against Lester. So he arranges an
elaborate masquerade. Me, I am to be gulled completely. Did
I not say just now that he was as a child acting the charades?
Eh bien, 1 play my part. He goes home rejoicing. But in the
morning, Inspector Miller arrives on his doorstep. The papers
are found on him; the game is up. Bitterly he regrets permitting
himself to play the farce with Hercule Poirot! There was only
one real difficulty in the affair.”

“What was that?” I demanded curiously.

“Convincing Inspector Miller! What an animal, that! Both
obstinate and imbecile. And in the end he took all the credit!”

“Too bad,” I cried. °

“Ah, well,  had my compensations. The other directors of the
Burma Mines Limited awarded me fourteen thousand shares as
a small recompense for my services. Not so bad, eh? But when
investing money, keep, I beg of you, Hastings, strictly to the
conservative. The things you read in the paper, they may not
be true. The directors of the Porcupine—they may be so many
Mr. Pearsons!”
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Alec Simpson, R.N., stepped from the platform at Newton Ab-
bot into a first-class compartment of the Plymouth Express. A
porter followed him with a heavy suitcase. He was about to
swing it up to the rack, but the young sailor stopped him.

" “No—leave it on the seat. I'll put it up later. Here you are.”
“Thank you, sir.” The porter, generously tipped, withdrew.
Doors banged; a stentorian voice shouted: “Plymouth only.

Change for Torquay. Plymouth next stop.” Then a whistle blew,

and the train drew slowly out of the station.

Lieutenant Simpson had the carriage to himself. The Decem-
ber air was chilly, and he pulled up the window. Then he sniffed
vaguely and frowned. What a smell there was! Reminded him
of that time in the hospital, and the operation on his leg. Yes,
chloroform; that was it!

He let the window down again, changing his seat to one with
its back to the engine. He pulled a pipe out of his pocket and
lit it. For a little time he sat inactive, looking out into the night
and smoking.

At last he roused himself, and opening the suitcase, took out
some papers and magazines, then closed the suitcase again and
endeavoured to shove it under the opposite seat—without suc-
cess. Some hidden obstacle resisted it. He shoved harder with
rising impatience, but it still stuck out halfway into the carriage.
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“Why the devil won’t it go in?”” he muttered, and hauling it
out completely, he stooped down and peered under the seat . . .

A moment later a cry rang out into the night, and the great
train came to an unwilling halt in obedience to the imperative
jerking of the communication cord.

“Mon ami,” said Poirot, “you have, I know, been deeply inter-
ested in this mystery of the Plymouth Express. Read this.”

I picked up the note he flicked across the table to me. It was
brief and to the point.

Dear Sir,
I shall be obliged if you will call upon me at your earliest conve-
nience.
Yours faithfully,
Ebenezer Halliday

The connection was not clear to my mind, and I looked in-
quiringly at Poirot.

For answer he took up the newspaper and read aloud: “ ‘A
sensational discovery was made last night. A young naval officer
returning to Plymouth found under the seat of his compart-
ment the body of a woman, stabbed through the heart. The
officer at once pulled the communication cord, and the train
was brought to a standstill. The woman, who was about thirty
years of age, and richly dressed, has not yet been identified.’

“And later we have this: “‘The woman found dead in the
Plymouth Express has been identified as the Honourable Mrs.
Rupert Carrington.” You see now, my friend? Or if you do not,
I will add this—Mrs. Rupert Carrington was, before her mar-
riage, Flossie Halliday, daughter of old man Halliday, the steel
king of America.”

“And he has sent for you? Splendid!”

“I did him a little service in the past—an affair of bearer
bonds. And once, when I was in Paris for a royal visit, I had
Mademoiselle Flossie pointed out to me. La jolie petite pension-
naire! She had the joli dot too! It caused trouble. She nearly
made a bad affair.”
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“How was that?”

“A certain Count de la Rochefour. Un bien mauvais sujet! A
bad hat, as you would say. An adventurer pure and simple, who
knew how to appeal to a romantic young girl. Luckily her father
got wind of it in time. He took her back to America in haste. I
heard of her marriage some years later, but I know nothing of
her husband.”

“H’'m,” I said. “The Honourable Rupert Carrington is no
beauty, by all accounts. He’d pretty well run through his own
money on the turf, and I should imagine old man Halliday’s
dollars came along in the nick of time. I should say that for a
good-looking, well-mannered, utterly unscrupulous young
scoundrel, it would be hard to find his match!”

“Ah, the poor little lady! Elle n’est pas bien tombée!”

“I fancy he made it pretty obvious at once that it was her
money, and not she, that had attracted him. I believe they
drifted apart almost at once. I have heard rumours lately that
there was to be a definite legal separation.”

“Old man Halliday is no fool. He would tie up her money
pretty tight.”

“I dare say. Anyway, I know as a fact that the Honourable
Rupert is said to be extremely hard up.”

“Aha! I wonder—"

“You wonder what?”

“My good friend, do not jump down my throat like that. You
are interested, I see. Supposing you accompany me to see Mr.
Halliday. There is a taxi stand at the corner.”

A few minutes sufficed to whirl us to the superb house in Park
Lane rented by the American magnate. We were shown into
the library, and almost immediately we were joined by a large,
stout man with piercing eyes and an aggressive chin.
“Monsieur Poirot?” said Mr. Halliday. “I guess I don’t need
to tell you what I want you for. You’ve read the papers, and I'm
never one to let the grass grow under my feet. I happened to
hear you were in London, and I remembered the good work
you did over those bonds. Never forget a name. I've got the pick
of Scotland Yard, but I'll have my own man as well. Money no
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object. All the dollars were made for my little girl—and now
she’s gone, I'll spend my last cent to catch the damned scoun-
drel that did it! See? So it’s up to you to deliver the goods.”

Poirot bowed.

“I accept, monsieur, all the more willingly that I saw your
daughter in Paris several times. And now I will ask you to tell
me the circumstances of her journey to Plymouth and any other
details that seem to you to bear upon the case.”

“Well, to begin with,” responded Halliday, “she wasn’t going
to Plymouth. She was going to join a house party at Avonmead
Court, the Duchess of Swansea’s place. She left London by the
twelve-fourteen from Paddington, arriving at Bristol (where
she had to change) at two-fifty. The principal Plymouth ex-
presses, of course, run via Westbury, and do not go near Bristol
at all. The twelve-fourteen does a nonstop run to Bristol, after-
wards stopping at Weston, Taunton, Exeter and Newton Abbot.
My daughter travelled alone in her carriage, which was re-
served as far as Bristol, her maid being in a third-class carriage
in the next coach.”

Poirot nodded, and Mr. Halliday went on: “The party at
Avonmead Court was to be a very gay one, with several balls,
and in consequence my daughter had with her nearly all her
jewels—amounting in value, perhaps, to about a hundred thou-
sand dollars.”

“Un moment,” interrupted Poirot. “Who had charge of the
jewels? Your daughter, or the maid?”

“My daughter always took charge of them herself, carrying
them in a small blue morocco case.”

“Continue, monsieur.”

“At Bristol the maid, Jane Mason, collected her mistress’s
dressing bag and wraps, which were with her, and came to the
door of Flossie’s compartment. To her intense surprise, my
daughter told her that she was not getting out at Bristol, but was
going on further. She directed Mason to get out the luggage and
put it in the cloakroom. She could have tea in the refreshment
room, but she was to wait at the station for her mistress, who
would return to Bristol by an up-train in the course of the
afternoon. The maid, although very much astonished, did as she
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was told. She put the luggage in the cloakroom and had some
tea. But up-train after up-train came in, and her mistress did not
appear. After the arrival of the last train, she left the luggage
where it was, and went to a hotel near the station for the night.
This morning she read of the tragedy, and returned to town by
the first available train.”

“Is there nothing to account for your daughter’s sudden
change of plan?”

“Well, there is this: According to Jane Mason, at Bristol, Flos-
sie was no longer alone in her carriage. There was a man in it
who stood looking out of the further window so that she could
not see his face.”

“The train was a corridor one, of course?”

“Yes.”

“Which side was the corridor?”

“On the platform side. My daughter was standing in the corri-
dor as she talked to Mason.”

“And there is no doubt in your mind—excuse me!” He got up
and carefully straightened the inkstand which was a little as-
kew. “Je vous demande pardon,” he continued, re-seating him-
self. “It affects my nerves to see anything crooked. Strange, is
it not? I was saying, monsieur, that there is no doubt in your
mind as to this probably unexpected meeting being the cause
of your daughter’s sudden change of plan?”

“It seems the only reasonable supposition.”

“You have no idea as to who the gentleman in question might
be?r”

The millionaire hesitated for a moment, and then replied:
“No—I do not know at all.”

“Now—as to the discovery of the body?”

“It was discovered by a young naval officer who at once gave
the alarm. There was a doctor on the train. He examined the
body. She had been first chloroformed, and then stabbed. He
gave it as his opinion that she had been dead about four hours,
so it must have been done not long after leaving Bristol—proba-
bly between there and Weston, possibly between Weston and
Taunton.”

“And the jewel case?”
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“The jewel case, Monsieur Poirot, was missing.”

“One thing more, monsieur. Your daughter’s fortune—to
whom does it pass at her death?”

“Flossie made a will soon after her marriage, leaving every-
thing to her husband.” He hesitated for a minute, and then
went on: “I may as well tell you, Monsieur Poirot, that I regard
my son-in-law as an unprincipled scoundrel, and that, by my
advice, my daughter was on the eve of freeing herself from him
by legal means—no difficult matter. I settled her money upon
her in such a way that he could not touch it during her lifetime,
but although they have lived entirely apart for some years, she
had frequently acceded to his demands for money, rather than
face an open scandal. However, I was determined to put an end
to this. At last Flossie agreed, and my lawyers were instructed
to take proceedings.”

“And where is Monsieur Carrington?”

“In town. I believe he was away in the country yesterday, but
he returned last night.”

Poirot considered a little while. Then he said: “I think that is
all, monsieur.”

“You would like to see the maid, Jane Mason?”

“If you please.”

Halliday rang the bell and gave a short order to the foot-
man.

A few minutes later Jane Mason entered the room, a respect-
able, hard-featured woman, as emotionless in the face of
tragedy as only a good servant can be.

“You will permit me to put a few questions? Your mistress,
she was quite as usual before starting yesterday morning? Not
excited or flurried?”

“Oh no, sir!”

“But at Bristol she was quite different?”

“Yes, sir, regular upset—so nervous she didn’t seem to know
what she was saying.”

“What did she say exactly?”

“Well, sir, as near as I can remember, she said: ‘Mason, I've
got to alter my plans. Something has happened—I mean, I'm
not getting out here after all. I must go on. Get out the luggage
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and put it in the cloakroom; then have some tea, and wait for
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