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INTRODUCTION

WHAT, EXACTLY, makes a story “the best”? In all candor, it is no more than the favorites of the series editor and the guest editor for any given year. Granted, as someone who has been professionally involved in the world of mystery literature for more than a half-century, and read countless short stories (well, no, not countless, but a lot, probably 20,000 at minimum, I like to think my taste is a bit more seasoned than someone who is new to the genre.

As a successful crime writer, our guest editor has faced the challenges of creating a good work of fiction that will entertain and satisfy a reader. That visceral, first-hand knowledge of what makes a good story gives them the credibility, and confidence, to select stories that readers will doubtlessly enjoy.

The designation of “Suspense”, also has more nuance than most of the anthologies for which I am responsible. The subjects of such books as The Big Book of Female Detectives, The Big Book of Sherlock Holmes Stories, Golden Age Christmas Mysteries, Murder for Love, Golden Age Locked Room Mysteries, Bibliomysteries, and many others are self-evident.

Suspense? Since this book is identified as a member of the mystery genre, it is reasonable to expect that the possibility of a crime exists and the suspense may be generated by the expectation of mayhem, or the hope that it can be avoided, or how severe it will be, or who is the potential victim of a despicable act, or who will be the perpetrator, or when will be the seemingly unavoidable tragedy occur.

In virtually all of narrative fiction, suspense is an element of the work. Waiting for Godot offers very little other than suspense. When will Godot arrive, or will he arrive at all?

Will Romeo and Juliet find the happiness together that we want for them? Will Indiana Jones escape the snake pit unharmed? Will the young narrator of All Quiet on the Western Front survive the war? Will Winston Smith and Julia be able to continue their love affair and find peace and liberty in 1984?

In the mystery category, suspense can be created in many ways, often with an innocent or unsuspecting victim caught in a web from which escape appears to be hopeless. Sometimes, it is.

On other occasions, as is common in noir fiction and films, people make plans that go horribly wrong. One such satisfying event occurred when Ludovico Sforza invented the unutterably cruel Iron Shroud and became the first individual to be agonizingly killed at its hands in William Mudford’s 1830 short story. It is reasonable to say he brought it upon himself without regarding the potential consequence of his vile contraption.

Similarly, the Regent Morton in Scotland invented the Maiden, a variant of the guillotine deliberately designed to inflict more pain than that infamous French device (charitably created to make executions fast, certain, and painless, at all of which it was successful). He was himself beheaded on it. Speaking of the guillotine, it is inexorably linked to the Bastille, which was built by Hugues Aubriot, Provost of Paris. When the doors of that dark, unforgiving structure opened, Aubriot was the first person to be led through the door and introduced to one of its cells, having been found guilty of heresy.

If one can have a favorite moment of schadenfreude when contemplating horrors, my uncharitable memory conjures an event in ancient Greece when Perillos of Athens attempted to curry favor with the dictator Phalaris by creating a device designed to execute criminals in an especially barbaric manner. He constructed a hollow bronze bull into which a criminal could be locked in its belly, after which a large fire could be set beneath it to roast (or would it be bake?) the miscreant. Phalaris was immediately taken by this monstrous contraption but claimed that he wanted to be certain it would work as described, so he asked Perillos to step inside, whereupon it was locked and the makings of a fire ignited. The macabre device proved to work exactly as described.

Novels and stories of suspense have been a staple of storytelling since the first caveman told of his adventures with a saber tooth tiger and it retains its popularity to the present day. The suspense involved with the presumably exciting encounter with a saber tooth (which is not, in fact, related to the animal we know as a tiger today) was probably minimal as we know that the hunter lived to tell about it. Suspense (and its related cousin, terror) may vary in degree and can emanate from any source but readers have enjoyed being terrified—in the comfort of their easy chair or pillow-stacked bed since the invention of storytelling.

It has been said that reading mystery and suspense carries great value, allowing the catharsis of homicidal tendencies to be satisfied in fictional form. I know this is true for many of the authors who have created scenarios in which they place characters who inspired by real-life figures that they despise and who consequently emerge less well than they had been. This notion of punishing or polishing off undesirable acquaintances between the covers of a book can be effective in any sub-genre of mystery fiction, ranging from suspense to detective stories to noir tales and beyond.

The suspense story is rarely a whodunnit. It should more accurately be described as when-will-it-be-done. There are innumerable ways to approach the creation of a suspense story, resulting in an enormously varied type of suspense story. As the cliché goes, there is more than one way to skin a cat. I do not know if this is true, having neither seen nor performed the skinning of a cat, but the adage has been around so long I am forced to give it credence.

I do know it is true for the invention of suspense stories and the results in the following pages will provide ample evidence of the fact.
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THE TWENTY-FOURTH HOUR Jerome Beatty

Cornell Woolrich, writing as William Irish, wrote the heart-stopping suspense novel Phantom Lady with its race against the clock to prevent an execution of an innocent man. Jerome Beatty (1886-1967), beat him to it by a decade in this story.

Born in Lawrence, Kansas, Beatty was educated at the University of Kansas and began his writing career as a newspaper reporter, dramatist, and sports editor for a number of publications and organizations, including the Kansas City Star, New York Globe, American Press Association, and New York Tribune. He contributed articles to various film magazines and wrote numerous stories for Collier’s, Munsey’s, McClure’s. Reader’s Digest, and other magazines.

He moved to the film business as the publicity director with Essanay, handling the popular serial The Strange Case of Mary Page. For the Thanhouser Studio, he prepared news releases and articles for Picture-Play, Photoplay, and other magazines. In 1916 he moved to McClure Pictures and then Famous Players-Lasky, later known as Paramount. In the mid-1920s he served as assistant to Will Hays, who was named to monitor and regulate the motion picture industry in the wake of several scandals. In 1927-1928 he was publicity director for First National Pictures.

Beatty died in Newtown, Connecticut; his sole survivor was Jerome Beatty, Jr., a successful author of children’s books who also wrote for The Saturday Review and other publications.

“The Twenty-Fourth Hour” was originally published in the January 4, 1930, issue of Collier’s; it was first published in book form in Best American Mystery Stories of the Year, Volume 1, edited by Carolyn Wells (New York, Dutton, 1931).


The Twenty-Fourth HourJerome Beatty

THEY HAD been there for three hours, the girl and the man. It was now noon and a white-haired old Negro set the catch on the high carved doors that led from the Governor’s regal anteroom, where they sat, out into the wide foyer. No more callers were admitted after noon on Saturdays.

As the morning passed many visitors had presented their names to the Governor’s secretary, were admitted to the sanctum and had gone. There were state senators, representatives, a judge or two, fifteen members of the baseball team that had won the state championship, a delegation of club women who lodged a protest about something or other, the mayor of a near-by city who wanted the Governor to deliver a Memorial Day address.

But the Governor’s secretary had ignored the two, now the huge room’s only occupants, who sat in the high-backed throne-like chairs by the broad window.

The man shook his head in doubt. His name was Montgomery H. Latham and he was known as one of the greatest criminal lawyers in the state. He was a sturdy man of sixty, with bushy black hair. He was immaculate in a blue suit and gray gaiters. On a table beside him lay his camel’s-hair topcoat and his brown velours hat.

“Looks bad,” he said to the girl. “I’m afraid—”

“I’m not,” she said sharply.

“We’ve got only a little more than twelve hours,” he reminded her.

“Fourteen hours,” she declared firmly. “Fourteen hours and,” she looked at her wrist watch, “and twenty-six minutes!”

She rose and walked to the window. There was firmness in her carriage. In her soft brown eyes was a competent gleam and the pitch of her chin showed a fighting heart. She was young, she was beautiful, she was lithe—like a thoroughbred.

Hundreds of girls could sing and dance and deliver lines better than Alice Rankin but her’s was the name that shone in electric lights, while the others still were in the chorus. She had charm. Not sex appeal, charm. When men and women looked at Alice Rankin they knew at once that she was all right.

Her fox fur was loose at her throat. She pushed back her coat and set her knuckles on her lips. Her tiny feet were apart and she looked out of the window at the world and defied it.

“After all,” the lawyer said, “you must admit that we haven’t a very strong argument for the Governor.”

She did not turn her head. “Jack didn’t do it,” she retorted. “That’s the strongest argument in the world. They don’t hang innocent men.”

Latham shrugged his shoulders and picked up a morning newspaper that he already had read four times.



The Governor ran a hand through his long, tawny hair and looked over the gold-rimmed glasses that perched perilously on the end of his nose.

“Did you want me, Governor?” The Attorney General had entered through a private door that led from a secret hallway into the Governor’s office. The Attorney General was tall and gray and lean, and his mouth was small and hard.

“Yes, General,” said the Governor.

“Sit down.” He waved a hand toward a massive leather chair on the other side of the elaborately carved mahogany desk. “I was just talking to G. W.,” indicating with a nod the Lieutenant Governor, who was sprawled out in another chair, chewing a long cigar.

The Attorney General lighted a cigarette, kicked a suitcase out of his way and dropped into the chair and crossed his knees.

“G. W. and I are going to drive to Pine Lake to spend Sunday,” the Governor observed. “Want to go along?”

The Attorney General shook his head. “I bought a new set of matched clubs. My golf is getting good.”

“We need a quart or two of rye,” said the Lieutenant Governor. “Can you——”

“Sure. Stop at my house. I’ll phone the missus.” He looked inquiringly from the Governor to the Lieutenant Governor. “Is that why you got me in here?”

“Oh, no. I forgot for a moment.” The Governor picked up a pencil and began to make crosses and squares on his blotter. “The Rankin girl is outside. Latham, Van Dyke’s attorney, is with her. I’m rather inclined——”

The Attorney General threw his legs apart and lunged forward. He pounded a fist on the desk. “For crimeny’s sake, Governor, don’t be a fool!”

“That’s what I told him,” the Lieutenant Governor agreed promptly.

“I thought,” the Governor offered, “I thought I might grant a stay of, maybe, a week.”

The Attorney General was emphatic. “Jack Van Dyke is guilty. You’ve granted two stays already. The execution is set for tonight. Let him hang!”

“The girl phoned my secretary this morning. She says she has absolute evidence that Jessie Duke is in town and that she’ll have a statement from her before Monday.”

“Jessie Duke!” the Lieutenant Governor laughed. “Ha!”

“That’s the song and dance they gave you twice before,” the Attorney General protested. “Don’t be a sucker! The papers are riding you hard enough now, and if you mention Jessie Duke once more you’ll be the biggest joke in the state. The cartoonists and funny writers haven’t entirely forgotten yet and if you give them another opening—good night!”

“But just a week—” the Governor suggested.

“Don’t you remember all those cartoons last Christmas when you gave Van Dyke a stay on this same cock and bull yarn?” the Attorney General declaimed. “How Jessie Duke must be Santa Claus and all that? We got an election in November, and if you don’t sit tight the papers will Jessie-Duke us right out of these jobs. He shot Bernstein. Let him hang!”

“Sure,” the Lieutenant Governor put in. “The jury said he was guilty, the Court of Appeals said he was guilty, everybody in this state agrees. There’s been too much talk already about how Van Dyke will never hang because he’s a rich man’s son. You’ve given him almost a year——”

“Ten months,” said the Governor. “This is the last of April.”

“If they can’t find their witness in ten months,” the Attorney General sneered, “there isn’t any witness.”

“But there’s Latham,” the Governor began. “I don’t want to offend him.”

“Rats!” The Attorney General dismissed Latham with a wave of a hand. “Latham himself thinks Van Dyke is guilty. He’s just going through the motion. He put up the best defense he could and now he’s paid off and ready to wash up. Old Man Van Dyke and all the relatives believe the boy did it and are ready to let him ride. It’s the Rankin girl that’s keeping things hot. I’ll bet a thousand dollars that Latham knows this Jessie Duke story is all a lot of hooey.”

“I sort of feel sorry for the boy,” said the Governor. “He’s a nice kid.”

“Humph!” the Attorney General snorted. “He’s a Van Dyke. His father stole every cent he’s got. The sisters are tramps. Society folks!” He snorted his disgust. “He murdered a man. Let him hang!”

“That’s what I say,” the Lieutenant Governor declared.

The Governor shrugged his shoulders. “All right, then,” he agreed. “The sentence stands.” He looked at the clock. “We better be going, G. W. Won’t you change your mind, General?”

“Not me. I’m just about set to shoot me a ninety with my new clubs.”

“Steel shafts?” the Governor asked.

“No, wood. You can’t get——”

“I changed to steel shafts,” the Governor began, “and…”

While the man and the girl waited outside, alone in the big room, the question of steel shafts vs. wooden shafts was debated for fifteen minutes. When the argument reached an impasse the Governor picked up his bag and told his secretary to go out and say that under no circumstances would he interfere with the due process of law in the case of the State vs. John Van Dyke, legally convicted of the murder of Lucky Joe Bernstein, and sentenced by the court to hang at 2:30 A.M. on Sunday, April 28th. That moment now was less than fourteen hours away.

As the Governor’s secretary opened the door, Alice whirled from the window and stepped toward him, her eyes seeking an answer. The Governor’s secretary looked past her at Latham, who had risen slowly to his feet.

“Well?” the girl demanded.

“What news, Dockery?” Latham asked.

The secretary shook his head. “Nothing doing.”

“He’ll see us, though?” Alice asked quickly.

“I’m sorry. He’s gone for the day.”

“Gone! Where?” she protested.

“On a personal matter.”

She seized his coat. “Where’s he gone?” she snapped.

“Er—Pine Lake—to the hotel. Over Sunday.”

“There’s a telephone there, if we need him?” Latham asked.

“Oh, yes. But, Mr. Latham, really—there’s no hope. Really.”

“No hope!” Alice disputed. “Don’t talk nonsense. Jack didn’t shoot Bernstein. They don’t hang innocent men!”

“I trust not, Miss Rankin,” the secretary offered.

She looked at her watch.

“Now, Dockery,” Latham began, “don’t you suppose we could catch the Governor? If I could just have a little talk with him, perhaps——”

“Never mind that talking thing,” the girl interrupted sharply. “We have work to do. Come on!”

“I’m afraid we’re sunk, Miss Rankin,” said Latham. They were in his limousine, riding from the state capitol to his office.

She turned on him fiercely. “Are you going to be like all the rest?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, uneasily.

“You believe Van, don’t you? You know there is such a person as Jessie Duke?”

“Of course.” There was a strut in his voice as he added: “Didn’t I establish that at the trial?”

She ignored his boast. “You know, don’t you, that she saw the murder committed—that she knows who was standing behind Van and who did the shooting?”

“If we find her, Miss Rankin,” he evaded, “she won’t tell.”

“She will tell,” she muttered through clenched teeth. She gripped Latham’s arm so tight that it hurt him.

“Well,” he agreed, “if we find her, at least that may be sufficient to make the Governor give us another stay. But, Miss Rankin, the real murderer—” he paused, “if, er, if it——”

“If what?” she demanded. “Do you mean, if it wasn’t Van?”

“No, no,” he said hastily. “The real murderer knows that Jessie Duke saw him. Even if she wanted to tell, he and his gang would stop her. Look at this sensibly. We——”

“Sensibly!” she raged. “That’s what has left Van without a friend but me—looking at it ‘sensibly’! That stuffed shirt of a father of his and his sisters—they’re being ‘sensible.’ Look at it sensibly! That’s the alibi of quitters. They all believe he’s guilty—everybody but me. Me—” she added, “and Jessie Duke and the man who really fired the shot. Van’s people know that if he’s freed he’ll marry me—me, a musical comedy actress. They’d rather see him dead! And that isn’t all! His sisters and the other relatives know that if Van dies they’ll get more of the old man’s money. What a fine lot of swine. They’re murderers! Killing Van for his money!”

“You might as well be calm,” Latham tried to soothe her. “Perhaps, as you say, we’ll save him. But if we can’t find Jessie Duke in time—I would advise you to prepare. The shock, I’m afraid——”

“I’m no quitter, Mr. Latham. I love Jack and he loves me and I’m a one-man dog. I’m going to get him out of there. I told him I would and he believes me. I’m going to make good!”

“Jessie Duke may be dead. They may have killed her.”

“Why should that priest telephone me then?”

“He may not have been a priest,” he suggested. “I’m afraid that it was some cruel practical joker.”

“He said she was dying of tuberculosis and wanted to see me.”

“But he was evasive. He would not tell his name, nor when you could see her, nor where. It doesn’t hold water, that story.”

“There’s nothing the matter with that story. It was true talk. Those gunmen, he said, were going away over Sunday and probably I could sneak in and see her.”

“Well,” Latham resignedly gestured with his hands, “it will do no harm to hope.” He looked at his watch. “At three o’clock, he was to call?”

“Yes, and he’ll call, too.”

“Umm,” said Latham, as the limousine stopped at their destination.

They pushed through the group of reporters who were waiting in Latham’s outer office.

“No news yet, boys,” he said. “I may turn up something though. I’m working with might and main.”

“Humph!” said Alice, who had gone on ahead.

They sat down in Latham’s office and he glanced at the evening paper that lay on his desk. A headline all the way across the page read: VAN DYKE TO HANG BEFORE DAYBREAK.

Alice leaned forward.

“Liars!” she said.

She looked at the bronze clock on the desk.

“We’ll get a call in five minutes,” she predicted. “He’ll phone at three.”

Latham was looking through some papers on his desk.

“Isn’t it queer,” he mused, “how little things affect lives? Here is a case that I am trying next month. If a man had not stopped to tie his shoe, he would be alive today.”

“That’s nothing. If Van hadn’t forgotten about daylight-saving time he would have been on a train for New York when the murder was committed.”

“This is a most interesting case. Down at Thirty-second and Main——”

“I’m interested in only one case, Mr. Latham.” She rose and went to the window. “Go ahead with your work. Don’t mind me.”

The telephone bell rang sharply. She strode toward the desk as Latham took off the French phone.

“Hello,” he said.

Alice stood tense beside him.

“Oh, hello, Bill,” he said, and looked up at her and shook his head.

Her tired shoulders sagged as she walked back to the window and she clenched her fists as Latham and a man named Bill decided whom they would get to make the fourth in their Sunday golf game.

Finally Latham replaced the phone.

“Wasn’t him,” he said.

“So I gathered.”

Five minutes passed. Ten minutes. Half an hour. The execution was only eleven hours away.

Latham looked up from his papers. The girl still was standing by the window, looking at the sky as if searching for inspiration from the sunshine.

“Won’t you sit down?” he said.

She shook her head and smiled wanly. “I’m praying,” she said, simply.

Suddenly the telephone bell rang. Latham reached out, but Alice was ahead of him.

“Hello!” she said….

“Yes, this is Miss Rankin….”

She turned to Latham. “It’s Jessie Duke!” she exclaimed.

Latham leaped to his feet.

“Yes, yes, I hear you,” Alice was saying. “Apartment 4D, Number 2236 North Dollinger Place.”

Latham hastily wrote down the address. His fingers were trembling.

“Yes,” Alice said. “I’ll start immediately. Thank you, thank you…. What’s that? Hello! Hello!”

She quickly hung up the telephone.

“She’s ready to talk!” she cried. “Let’s go!”

A group of men and women were talking excitedly with a policeman on the sidewalk in front of the dingy apartment on Dollinger Place as Alice and Latham jumped out of Latham’s limousine.

“Hey, where you goin’?” the policeman yelled.

“A business call,” said Latham, with dignity.

“Where?” the policeman insisted.

“I fail to see that it is any concern of yours,” Latham declared.

“Apartment 4D,” Alice said quickly. “Come on,” she said to Latham.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute, whoa there!” the policeman blocked their way. “Maybe you know somepin.”

A dozen people crowded around them.

“Here is my card,” said Latham.

“Oh.” There was awe in the policeman’s manner now. He stepped aside. “I’ll go up with you, Mr. Latham.”

“What’s happened?” Alice demanded.

“You come too,” said the policeman. “Get back, all of yuh!” he growled at the bystanders.

They climbed three flights of stairs to Apartment 4D. It consisted of two tiny rooms and a bath, cheaply furnished, but clean.

“She’s gone!” Alice exclaimed.

“Yeah,” the policeman agreed. “Just a little while ago two men carried her out, screamin’, and put her in a car and drove away. The neighbors called me, but it was all over when I got here. Know anything about it?”

“They overheard her talking to me!” Alice declared. “I thought I heard a funny noise, sort of like a scream, just before the phone was hung up.” She turned to the policeman. “You’ve got to find her, you’ve got to! Right away!”



Under the lash of frantic demands from Montgomery H. Latham, the police were searching the city. Now the great criminal lawyer was alert, eager. If he found Jessie Duke it would be one more triumph. He would save a man’s life—but more important than that, Montgomery H. Latham’s picture would be in the papers.

Alice was waiting with him in his office. She sat beside his desk. It was now after midnight. The late editions of the afternoon papers lay on the desk. Alice glanced at the headlines, which promised an execution at 2:30 A.M.

At the first click of the bell he seized the telephone.

“Yes?” he said. There was a long silence as he listened. Alice leaned forward, taut, her clenched fists on the newspapers.

“Great!” Latham said. “I’ll be right down.” He jumped up.

“They’ve found her!” he shouted and reached for his hat and coat. “Shot in the back, beside a road out in Engledale. She’s still alive—at the city hospital. They’re operating. She’ll live!”

Alice pointed to the telephone. “Call the Governor.”

“Right!”

He got the little hotel in Pine Lake and asked to speak to the Governor.

“Lots of noise,” he said to Alice. “They must be having a wild party.” He turned quickly to the phone. “Hello! Hello, Governor?… Oh, it’s you, G. W. The Governor there?… When will he be back?… Well, listen, G. W….”

He told the Lieutenant Governor about Jessie Duke.

Evidently the Lieutenant Governor answered, “Well, what of it?”

“What of it?” Latham yelled. “I want the Governor to telephone the Warden and order a stay! That’s what of it!… How do I know it’s Jessie Duke? Well, I know! I’m certain of it…. Yes, that’s true, but, G. W., this time I’ve got her…. Hey, wait a minute!” He turned to Alice, crestfallen. “He hung up. He said to get the Chief of Police to telephone the Governor that the Chief has positive evidence that it’s Jessie Duke and that she is ready to talk.”

“All right,” said Alice, promptly. “Let’s go find the Chief.”

“But,” Latham was in despair, “they don’t know. There’s nothing on her to identify her, and nothing in her apartment.”

“Ask her who she is! Get a statement from her! My God!” she raged, “are you going to stand there and——”

“Don’t you understand!” he interrupted. “She’s on the operating table, under ether, and she won’t be able to talk until morning! We’re lost!”

“Lost!” she denied fiercely. “They don’t hang innocent men, I tell you!” Her eyes fell on the headlines in the newspaper. “Liar! Liar!” she shouted. “He’ll never—” she stopped suddenly.

Latham was putting on his coat. She looked at the newspaper. She read something there. Tense, like a mechanical man, holding her breath, she raised a hand to her temple and let her hand, pressing hard, slide down her face, her eyes fixed on the words she read. “I’ll go to the prison,” she said softly, as if she hardly dared to speak aloud. She grasped the newspaper tight.



“You can see the boy at two o’clock,” the gray-haired old Warden said, kindly. “Just before he goes—er, into the yard. That won’t be long.”

“He’s not going into the yard,” she declared.

The Warden shook his head doubtfully. “I wish you were right, Miss Rankin. I—I’ve talked a lot to that boy and, Miss Rankin, I don’t believe he did it.”

“Of course he didn’t do it! And you’re not going to hang him! Will you please let me see the court order?”

He took it out of his desk. She held the newspaper in one hand pressed against her breast and reached for the document with the other. The order commanded the Warden to hang John Van Dyke at 2:30 A.M. on Sunday, April 28th.

She nodded and returned the legal form to him.

“Thanks,” she said, and relaxed in her chair. “You can’t hang Jack on that order.”

He looked at it quickly, then his eyes met hers. He was irritated. This was no time for joking and he was about to tell her so, but in her eyes he saw something that stopped him.

“Why not?” he asked, scanning the document with its legal seal and three signatures.

“You are ordered to execute him at 2:30 A.M.”

“Yes.”

“You can’t execute him at two o’clock—nor at three o’clock?”

“No, of course not. Half-past two is the time.”

She unfolded the newspaper. She pointed to a box on the front page. She read the headline to him, “Set Your Watches Forward Before You Go to Bed.”

She glanced quickly at the Warden’s puzzled face and resumed reading aloud: “By act of Legislature, Daylight Saving Time officially goes into effect at two o’clock tomorrow morning. One hour is dropped out of the twenty-four, so tomorrow legally is only twenty-three hours long. The lost hour will be picked up when Standard Time is restored in September.”

The Warden seized the paper and read the item.

“I don’t get you,” he said.

“There is no 2:30 A.M. this morning. The state orders you to set your clock ahead one hour at 2 A.M. Two o’clock legally becomes three o’clock. An hour is lost—utterly lost.”

“But—why—it can’t be possible that——”

“The same authority that commands you to hang Jack at 2:30 has legally wiped out that hour. There is no such time in this state. Understand?”

“I think I see what you mean,” he guessed vaguely. “But—” He picked up the court order and read it carefully. Then he reached for the newspaper. He read the item again and he scratched his head. He muttered to himself, confused.

“By George!” he exclaimed. “I hope you’re right! But—but it doesn’t seem reasonable, someway. I guess I better phone the Attorney General.”

“You can get his opinion tomorrow. It’s up to you to use your own judgment. You think Jack is innocent, don’t you? Well, you can’t legally hang him tonight.”

“I don’t want to do anything I oughtn’t to,” he said cautiously. “I’ll call the Attorney General.”

The Attorney General, roused from a sound sleep, listened to the Warden’s problem, then gave his opinion.

“All right, sir,” said the Warden, despairingly, and hung up the receiver. He turned to Alice. “He says it’s nonsense and for me to go ahead with the execution at 2:30 A.M., Standard Time.”

“It’s not nonsense! You’ve got to wait for a new court order!”

She looked up. Latham had just opened the door and, before he entered the office, was assuring the newspaper men, waiting outside, that he was moving heaven and earth. He came in and closed the door.

“Not a chance,” he lamented. “She can’t talk for hours.”

“Listen to me!” Alice ordered.

She told him of her discovery.

“Great!” he exclaimed. “Wonderful!” he rubbed the palms of his hands together and looked questioningly at the Warden. “That ought to settle it, don’t you think?”

“The Attorney General says to go ahead,” the Warden said.

Latham’s face fell. “You don’t mean that you will go ahead—illegally?”

“What else can I do?”

“Well,” Latham pondered. “The Attorney General knows his law. If he says so——”

“To hell with the Attorney General!” Alice raged, and pointed to the telephone. “Get the Governor!”

The Governor was called to the telephone at Pine Lake. Latham began to explain the situation. The Governor interrupted.

“You can too, be bothered,” Latham yelled…. “I say the execution cannot legally take place until the court issues another order. You have got to grant a stay. Hear me?”

Latham turned to Alice. “There’s a lot of noise there,” he said. “I can’t make him understand.” He turned back to the telephone. “I’ll tell you again, Governor. It’s this way….” He sighed. “He doesn’t get it,” he said. “He says to let the Attorney General decide.”

“Let me talk to him!” Alice seized the telephone. Her voice was crisp and sharp: “Governor, you signed a Daylight Saving Bill that abolishes one hour to-day. In that hour Jack Van Dyke is sentenced to hang. If you do not stop the execution you will have allowed an innocent man to be murdered! To-morrow morning Jessie Duke will make a statement that will clear Jack. And you will be run out of the state because I am going to tell the newspapers— What’s that?” She turned to the Warden. “The Governor wants to speak to you,” she said.

The Warden flung open the door of his office. Close behind him was Alice, followed by Latham.

“The Governor has granted a stay, boys!” the Warden announced.

The reporters rushed toward him, asking questions furiously.

Alice dragged him by the hand. “Come quick!” she ordered. She spoke to the reporters: “Mr. Latham will tell you all about it.” She dragged the Warden toward the doors that led to the cell block.

“Well, boys,” Latham began, “I happened to get an idea….”

The iron doors behind her, Alice ran down the corridor toward the cells of the condemned.

“It’s all right, honey,” she cried. “It’s all right. Didn’t I tell you?”






RED WINE Lawrence G. Blochman

“Red Wine” was one of the most successful stories written by Lawrence G(oldtree) Blochman’s (1900-1975), whose more than fifty books and hundreds of short stories were adventure and popular fiction, often set in the Far East. He created two series characters, Inspector Leonidas Prike in India and Dr. Daniel Webster Coffee in the fictional midwestern town of Northbank, but most of his novels and stories were stand-alones, as is “Red Wine.”

Set in a jungle outpost, the solution to a wonderfully constructed dilemma is solved in a surprise ending. The story served as the basis for several episodes of the popular radio anthology series Escape and other programs.

A Californian born in San Diego and a graduate of the University of California at Berkeley (1921), Blochman’s career in journalism began in California but he soon was assigned to posts in Japan, Hong Kong, Calcutta, and France, after which he resigned to become a full-time free-lance writer.

A television series titled Diagnosis: Unknown, based on his Dr. Coffee stories, aired in the early 1960s, starring Patrick O’Neal as the pathologist and Chester Morris as the policeman. Films made from his work include Bombay Mail (1934), based on his novel of the same name, starring Edmund Lowe; Chinatown Squad (1935), based on an original Blochman story, starring Lyle Talbot and Valerie Hopkins; and Quiet Please, Murder (1942), based on “Death Walks in Marble Halls,” starring George Sanders, Gail Patrick, and Richard Denning.

“Red Wine” was originally published in the June 1, 1930, issue of Adventure magazine; its first book appearance was in Best American Mystery Stories, edited by Carolyn Wells (New York, Albert & Charles Boni, 1931).


Red WineLawrence G. Blochman

A RAUCOUS toot from the whistle of the yellow funneled K.P.M. steamer echoed from the jungle covered headlands to arouse Heer Controleur Koert from his afternoon nap. Heer Koert did not swear; the day was too hot for any such exertion as swearing. He opened one eye and peered through the haze of his mosquito netting. Below his veranda lay a collection of glaring tin roofed sheds, whitewashed Chinese shops, and attap huts clinging to the green edge of the low river bank.

Some distance offshore, beyond the muddy swirl made by the river as it pushed brown fingers into the unruffled blue of the sea, the mail steamer was smoking impatiently, the only connection between Tanjong Samar and civilization. And since Heer Koert was the official representative of civilization in Tanjong Samar, he opened the other eye.

He watched the swarm of praus and sampans streaking for the ship, and estimated that he would have half an hour before being forced to make any further movement. In half an hour he would arise, dash tepid water on himself from a Java bath jar, drink a cup of coffee and button his white duck jacket high about his neck. Thus he would be fit to sit at his desk and properly receive the official communications and two weeks’ accumulations of the Bataviasch Nieuwsblad which his dusky skinned aspirant-controleur would bring ashore.

The controleur’s leisurely routine was somewhat rushed, however, when he saw that the first boat ashore did not debark his slow moving assistant, but a brisk walking white man he had never seen before. The stranger made such a rapid climb to the controleur’s bungalow that Heer Koert had barely time to make himself dignified before there was a knock on the screen door of the veranda. He waddled ponderously to answer.

A man in a pongee suit and white topee stood there, wiping his perspiring face with a silk handkerchief. He was a well fed appearing man whose movements were good natured and deliberate. His frank smile caused deep dimples to dot either side of a face that gave an impression of virile intelligence—an impression somehow strengthened by the droop of his right eyelid over a vaguely pale eye. The alert vitality of the good eye was penetrating enough for two.

“Are you Mr. Koert?” asked the man in the pongee suit. “My name is Paul Vernier. The governor-general promised me your coöperation. Has he written you?”

“You are here before the mail,” said the controleur. “But you have my coöperation anyhow. Won’t you sit down please?”

“I’ll come right to the point,” said Vernier, sinking into a high, fan backed Bilibid chair. “I’m looking for a killer.”

“Dayaks, maybe?” said the rotund controleur. “You must go far up the river to find them. And they are not killing so much any more. Instead of letting them hunt new heads for marriage ceremonies, we are persuading them to use old heads——”

“Dayaks don’t interest me,” said Vernier. “I’m looking for an American—an American murderer named Jerome Steeks. I’ve traced him to Tanjong Samar.”

Koert clapped his hands and shouted something in Malay, which was answered by a grunt in another room.

“I am offering you coffee,” he explained. “This is coffee time. Later is gin time. Where is your baggage?”

“I have all the baggage I need in my inside pocket—extradition papers for Jerome Steeks, approved by the governor-general in Batavia. I’ll pick up Steeks as soon as you tell me where he is, and I’ll take him aboard the steamer before she sails.”

“You can’t do that,” said the controleur simply.

“Why not? I’m positive Jerome Steeks is in Tanjong Samar.”

“There is nobody with that name in my district.”

“Naturally, he wouldn’t be using his own name. But it shouldn’t be so hard to locate my man in this bustling metropolis. Isn’t there an American here?”

“There are three Americans.” Vernier’s eyebrows raised slightly as Koert continued, “All three are on the Kota Bharu rubber estate up the river. The round trip to the plantation will take two hours, not counting time for looking for the Americans. The steamer leaves in one hour. Shall I send out for your baggages?”

Vernier’s gaze fixed Koert for a moment. Then his pursed lips spread into a smile.

“All right,” he said. “If it won’t be too much trouble.”

Koert clapped his hands again and muttered more Malay. A servant appeared with a tray.

“They will get it for you,” said the controleur. “And now we can drink our coffee.”

There was no coffee pot on the tray—only cups, sugar bowl, a pitcher of hot milk and a small jug. Vernier watched Koert pour a spoonful of black essence from the jug into each cup, then add the steaming milk. The resultant liquid looked and smelled a little like coffee.

“And now,” said Koert, passing a cup, “tell me about this man you want to arrest. Does he know you?”

“No.”

“Good. In that case he will not suspect. You can arrest him a few hours before the next ship calls. That will save unpleasant makeshifts. We have no good jail here. You will recognize this American? You have his photograph?”

“Jerome Steeks is a very clever man,” said Vernier. “He planned a perfect escape from a nearly perfect crime. There isn’t a single picture or set of fingerprints of him in existence. I know him only by description; medium height, slight build, pale complexion, dark hair and small black mustache.”

The controleur suddenly grasped his ample girth with both hands, threw back his head, opened his mouth wide and emitted loud cackling sounds. After a moment Vernier decided Heer Koert was laughing.

“You must have come to the wrong dessa,” laughed the controleur. “All three men are medium height, but all are quite strong looking, clean shaven, brown as coffee by the sun, and none has dark hair.”

“I told you Steeks was clever.” Vernier smiled, a little wistfully. “But I’m positive he is here. He came here from Batavia six months ago.”

“All three men came from Batavia six months ago, by the same boat. The estate changed hands and the new owner wanted Americans to run it, because American planters know how to bud the trees and double the rubber yield… What sort of man is the murderer?”

Vernier gulped the bitterish coffee.

“Utterly ruthless,” he said, “yet a polished gentleman. Strange combination. He has lived a great deal in Europe, where he was known as a connoisseur of music, women, good cooking and fine wines. I heard of him first when I was in France.”

“Ah, France,” said Heer Koert, looking steadfastly at Vernier’s drooping eyelid. “Then it was in France that you——”

He made a vague gesture, as though afraid to touch on a delicate subject. Vernier saw the gesture and smiled.

“Yes,” he said. “A piece of shrapnel. It started me on my present career, I guess. One eye isn’t enough for the infantry, so they took me off the line and put me into the Intelligence. I made so many French contacts that after the Armistice I followed them up. Stayed on in Paris to study Bertillon methods with the French Sûreté. Just before I came home I remember reading of Jerome Steeks attending the annual banquet of Paris vintners, entering the usual wine tasting contest and identifying by taste as many unlabeled vintages as the oldest professional taster.”

Heer Koert made clucking sounds with his tongue.

“A gourmet,” he commented.

“He was rich. Nobody questioned the source of his money, which was undoubtedly—well, extralegal. Three years ago he married a San Francisco heiress, took her to Europe, brought her back to California. Shortly after their return, Mrs. Steeks’s body was found lying on the end of a little used pier, a bullet in the brain. Tire marks on the pier led to a search for the Steeks’s car, which was found in the bay. Steeks was supposed to have been drowned in the plunge. A note told of a suicide pact. They had run through the heiress’s fortune, lost staggering sums at Monte Carlo and decided on death rather than poverty. Although Steeks’s body was never found, in view of the tides, the discovery of two empty shells in a revolver, and the fact that Mrs. Steeks’s fortune was indeed dissipated, the police accepted the double suicide theory.”

“And of course it was false?”

“Of course. It was a case of cold-blooded murder for profit. A year later a prominent shyster lawyer got into a jam, was arrested, and in his safe cops found a letter from Steeks, written from Batavia. The lawyer had apparently been salting away the wife’s missing fortune and was to notify Steeks when he could come back safely. Well, the Secretary of State asked for extradition right away, and I slid out to Batavia to pick up the trail. Clews can get pretty cold in a year, and evidence can be camouflaged. But I’ve got Mr. Steeks here now. With no steamer for two weeks, he can’t very well get away from me.”

Controleur Koert shook his head in a puzzled manner.

“I am not so sure,” he said. “There is no gourmet and no polished gentleman at Kota Bharu estate. There is just Americans.”

“One of them is a murderer. When can we go and pick him out, Mr. Koert?”

The controleur scratched himself behind the ear.

“First I must attend to the steamer,” he said. “Then I will talk with you about best methods.”

“In the meantime I’ll walk about the town a bit,” said Vernier, arising. “It’s cooler now. Maybe I can learn something.”

“Mr. Vernier, please don’t open that screen door yet,” cried Koert, rushing after the detective in a panic. “Wait.”

He rolled a newspaper into a small torch, lighted it and waved the flame against the screen to cremate whatever mosquitoes had gathered on the outside waiting a chance to enter.

“Now,” he said. “Go. And shut the door quickly. In an hour and a half come back. We will have gin pahits and discuss methods.”

The controleur persuaded Paul Vernier to wait until next morning before starting his man hunt. The sun glinted with hard brilliance on the coffee colored river when the two men—Koert in whites, Vernier in khaki—walked down to the shore. They threaded their way among carved, high stemmed praus, drawn up on the beach, with red and blue demons grinning from their leaning masts. The two white men crawled under the palm thatched canopy shading the middle of a long narrow sampan. Paddles dug into the brown water, churning the current. The craft swung upstream.

The sampan slid between low banks of mangrove and nipa palms, behind which arose mountains of verdure, cliffs of tangled palms and creepers, slashed by the broad fresh green blades of plantains, flecked by the white puffs of ripe tree cotton, the yellow of cannas and the flame of lantana.

Four naked mahogany torsos glistened as four paddles swung in unison. The steersman aft of the canopy chanted.

After a few minutes on the river Vernier drew Koert’s attention to another sampan following them, stroke for stroke.

“Yes,” said Koert. “That is your baggages. I had them sent by another sampan because we are already crowded in this one.”

“But I don’t need baggage,” said Vernier. “I won’t have to stay at the plantation. I’ll pick my man and come back to stay with you—if you don’t mind.”

“I would be more than pleased. But I am afraid you will have to stay longer. I know the three Americans. None of them fits your description. You will have to study them closer. The governor-general said I should help you, so I sent word ahead that we would come for makan at noon today and that you might want to stay on for a few days to see how rubber is made.”

The round faced detective’s dimples appeared.

“I wouldn’t like to do that—accept a man’s hospitality and then clamp the bracelets on him. If I find I have to stay there to complete my identification, I’ll tell them so right out. Not likely that my man will escape from this place. That way it will make it an open battle of wits, and I’ll feel better about staying with the men.”

“Oh, no, no!” exclaimed the controleur. “You can’t do that. I have already said you were a stockholder and for that reason wished to stay on the plantation. You can not contradict the controleur.” Vernier’s dimples disappeared.

“Can’t you say you misunderstood me?” he inquired.

“Should the governor-general hear I was misunderstanding people, I might not get my promotion to be sub-resident in Java. Besides, it will be easier for you to work quietly like I plan.”

“Well, all right. We’ll try it for awhile,” said Vernier soberly. A pucker grew between his eyebrows.

A rickety little pier, two tin roofed sheds and a clearing of the jungle to make way for the symmetrical rows of hevea trees marked the place where the Kota Bharu rubber plantation reached the river. From the river it was a five-minute walk to the large bungalow, raised on piles, which served as quarters for the white plantation managers.

The three managers puzzled Vernier as they were introduced—Prale, Wilmerding and Doran. The controleur had been right. There was nothing of a cultured bon vivant among these rough and ready Americans, and all were light. Prale was a bland looking, sandy haired fellow with a smart Aleck twist to the corners of his mouth and a turned up nose. Wilmerding was blond, almost tow headed, with a vigorous handshake. Doran, keen eyed and restless, had light reddish hair. Which one of the trio was the black haired Jerome Steeks? None of them, Vernier would have said, had he not definite information that the murderer was here. One of them must be Steeks.

“Hope you don’t object to rystaffel,” said Doran as they filed into a darkened room for lunch. “That’s all our cook ever gives us for noon.”

“From what I had of it in Java,” said Vernier, “I rather like it.”

“I don’t,” said Wilmerding. “Rystaffel’s enough to give dyspepsia to a herd of buffaloes.”

Whatever the reaction of buffaloes to the national dish of the Dutch colonial in the Indies, Wilmerding was apparently not afraid of dyspepsia for himself. He heaped his plate high with rice and proceeded to decorate it with all the accessories which two servants brought to the table: curried eggs, fried bananas, onions, chutneys, shredded cocoanut, tiny red dried fish, peppers and various unidentified spiced meats and vegetables. Vernier watched Wilmerding mix the conglomeration in approved Dutch East Indies style. Wilmerding caught Vernier’s eye, guessed his judgment on the score of inconsistency, and said——

“Well, we have to eat something.”

“Rystaffel’s not bad with a glass of beer,” said Vernier.

“We never have any real cold beer out here,” Wilmerding complained. “No ice. And warm beer is nasty.”

Vernier studied Wilmerding a moment. He was attacking his rystaffel with as much gusto as his two companions, but for a flash, Vernier thought he had detected a styled movement on the lifting of a fork. Perhaps not, inasmuch as Wilmerding wiped his mouth with the back of his hand after taking a draft of beer. Still——

“I ran across some pretty good wine down in Batavia and Sourabaya. Why don’t you fellows get some of it sent up?” Vernier suggested.

“Never learned to drink wine,” said Wilmerding. “We got plebeian tastes. Just beer—and a little gin or Scotch at night. Prale over there talks a lot about the wine he drank, but if you ask me, he’d a lot rather have an ice cream soda. A lot of us would, I guess.”

He ran his fingers through his blond hair, thoughtfully sipped some beer, then went after his rice with renewed vigor.

Talk ranged from baseball back in the States to the classic argument as to which is worse, mosquitoes or citronella oil; the amours of the contract Javanese laborers and reports of a head hunting expedition by Dayaks in a neighboring district occupied some of the conversation. It wasn’t until an amazing amount of rice had been consumed, however, that Vernier saw his first indication as to which of the three might be the cultured murderer. The detective pricked up his ears when Wilmerding suggested that Doran give him some music.

“Music?” echoed Vernier.

“Yeh. Doran plays,” said Prale. “He plays a mean phonograph.”

Yes, the phonograph was his, Doran admitted. What would Mr. Vernier like to hear? Probably nothing, because it was damned hard to keep up a decent repertoire out there in Borneo, where the new records had to be shipped in and half the time arrived broken.

“May I look?” said Vernier.

He slid back the disks, one after the other, expecting to find recordings of operas, symphonies and other more serious compositions—probably French composers dominating. He found only jazz numbers, out-of-date sentimental ballads, Irving Berlin, pre-Gershwin dance music. No trained, cosmopolitan taste here.

“Play anything,” he said.

The phonograph squealed, sang and strummed away. Wilmerding sat smoking a pipe with Heer Koert. Prale walked to the edge of the veranda and looked through the screen toward the river. Doran was sorting over his precious records. Vernier walked slowly about the room, taking in details with his one alert eye. He stopped in front of a bookcase and began reading the titles.

“Hello,” he said. “Who owns the French books?”

“They were here when we came,” said Wilmerding. “There was a French planter on the estate before us. He left the books.”

“Anybody here read them?” Vernier inquired, taking down a volume bound in yellow paper covers.

“Prale practically invented the French language,” said Doran. “Just ask him.”

Vernier was holding the French book close to his face, slowly turning pages. “I studied French,” he said, as if to himself. Then, watching the room over the top of his book, he said, as though reading, “Il y a un meurtrier dans cette maison.”

He paused, watching for a reaction to his announcement in French that there was a murderer in the house. He was disappointed. Prale looked stupidly sheepish as the others overwhelmed him with banter.

“What’s it all about, Prale?” demanded Wilmerding.

“Translate for us,” ordered Doran.

“Why, it’s all about houses,” said Prale. “Maison—that’s French for house.”

When the laughter had subsided, Heer Controleur Koert arose and mopped his ruddy face.

“You will excuse me, I have to return to the dessa for important official business,” he said, with as much equanimity as if every one present did not know that the important business was his daily siesta. “And you, Mr. Vernier? Are you going to pay a visit of some days to this estate?”

“If I’m not in the way,” said Vernier.

The drooping lid of his sightless eye quivered just a trifle.

“Plenty of room,” said Wilmerding.

“Even if there wasn’t, we’d make room by putting Doran out to sleep with the mosquitoes,” said Prale.

“Which would spare me from listening to Prale’s wisecracks,” countered Doran.

“I would like very much to have a chance to see how you fellows get a dozen golf balls and a set of balloon tires out of a tree,” said Vernier. “But I warn you—” he paused and looked at Koert—“I warn you that you’ll have me prowling all over the place, asking questions like a woman at a ball game. I’m curious—about all sorts of things.”

He worked his curiosity overtime during the next few days. He prowled and asked questions at all hours. He would follow Prale down the estate in the misty dawn at tapping time, listening as he offered profane suggestions, half English, half broken Malay, to the Javanese who were shaving the diagonal scars on the trunks of the hevea trees so that the milky latex would ooze out into grooves, through a spigot into tiny porcelain cups. After the sun had become hot enough to stop the flow of sap he would make the rounds with Wilmerding, watching Javanese women in gay sarongs collecting latex in buffalo drawn tank carts. Then he would stand, where Doran, at the chemical shack, received the latex, pouring it into vats to be coagulated into rubber.

But in three days he got nowhere. He still believed that one of the planters was Jerome Steeks. And he still did not know whether it was Prale, Doran, or Wilmerding. One thing he did know for certain: Steeks’s hair had changed color in the last eighteen months. The dark murderer of San Francisco had become a blond. Hydrogen peroxide or some other bleaching agent must have been in use here. In use constantly, too, because for three days Vernier had looked closely to find one head of hair that was darker at the roots. Vain search. The new growth was apparently being bleached as fast as it came out. This might be a clew.

The following day, when the three planters had gone out into the steamy morning, Vernier remained at the bungalow, pleading a headache. He lay on his springless tropical bed until he no longer heard the servants stirring about. Then he arose, went directly to Prale’s room and started systematically to examine every corner of it. He ran hurriedly through a chest of drawers, and a steamer trunk green with the quick mold of the tropics. He had little expectation that a man as clever as Jerome Steeks would leave telltale papers around, but he hoped to find that bleaching agent. As a matter of fact, he found nothing but clothes, a photograph of an old woman in a moldy leather case, a catalog from a Chicago mail order house——

He repeated the procedure in Wilmerding’s room. As he was opening a trunk he thought he heard steps outside the door. He arose quickly, listened, looked out. He saw no one. He returned to his task; again fruitless. Doran’s room was equally devoid of evidence.

But Doran was in the chemical shack most of the day! Just the place to hide a bleach and a little henna dye. A bottle more or less among the other chemicals would not be noticed. So Vernier went out to do a little noticing. He asked questions of Doran, who was busy with the latex. He picked up bottles and tapped metal drums. Doran gave a satisfactory explanation for everything. Another blind clew.

Prale? Wilmerding? Doran? He shut himself up alone that afternoon to reflect, to work out some plan of attack. He was so wrapped in thought that he was late for dinner. An animated conversation was in progress before he reached the table, but it stopped suddenly as he appeared in the doorway. As he sat down, conversation was resumed on trivial matters, obviously forced in an effort by the planters to cover up a change of subject. Vernier knew they had been talking about him.

After dinner there was a poker game. The four men sat about a table on the veranda. Perspiration glistened on faces and naked arms, golden in the lamplight.

A cloud of insects buzzed and flickered about the lamp, one occasionally diving into the flame with an odorous sizzle, sometimes falling among the cards in a wing beating frenzy. Vernier was unusually quiet. He was studying his three opponents.

Jerome Steeks had been somewhat of a gambler. He might betray himself at the game. One of the three planters did, in fact, display considerable more card sense than the others—Prale. Luck was against him, however, and the chips piled up in front of Vernier. The trio were not good sports about losing, either. At least, Vernier attributed a certain tensity in the hot atmosphere to his consistent winnings. Conversation seemed strained, tonight, and what little talk there was was rarely directed at him.

Finally, when he had raked in a jack pot with four sixes over Prale’s ace full, Doran tossed his cards to the center of the table and cleared his throat.

“Say, Vernier,” he began, looking the detective full in the face. “Just exactly what are you doing in Borneo, anyhow?”

“I thought Koert explained,” said Vernier. “I’m——”

“We mean the real reason,” said Wilmerding. “Of course, the stockholder story is out, because there aren’t any stockholders in Kota Bharu rubber. The whole estate belongs to one man. I know that for certain.”

Vernier laughed. It was a genuine laugh, for although he felt the situation rapidly growing more uneasy, he could appreciate the joke he had played on himself by accepting the controleur’s suggestion to act the rôle of stockholder.

“Do you boys think I’m out here to sell you gold bricks or something?” he said genially.

His joviality was not reflected by the three planters. There was an embarrassed silence for several seconds. Then Prale said with a drawl——

“What kind of gold bricks were you looking for in my room this morning?”

Again a leaden moment of silence. All eyes were fixed on Vernier. The detective held the deck of cards between his hands and was ruffling the edge of the pack with his thumb. It made a sharp crackling noise, repeated several times as he scanned the three faces around the lamp. He was thinking about the footsteps he had heard while he was in Wilmerding’s room that morning. A spying servant, seeking to ingratiate himself by bearing tales to his employer?

“In your room?”

“Yes,” said Wilmerding. “We understand you did a little prospecting to-day—to cure your headache.”

“I don’t like this business—your coming here lying to us, Vernier,” put in Doran. “How do we know what crooked game you’re up to? You’re probably a spy of some kind.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“He’s not ridiculous.” It was Wilmerding speaking. “We’re living on the frayed edge of civilization here. We’ve got to look out for our-selves. We’ve got a perfect right to be suspicious of strangers. There’s nothing ridiculous in a man protecting himself against potential enemies.”

“How did you just happen to come to Tanjong Samar, which most people never heard of?” demanded Prale. “Why did you pick Kota Bharu estate out of the hundreds of rubber plantations in the East Indies?”

Vernier was still ruffling the pack of cards with his thumb. The three men about the table looked at him in ominous silence. They were serious, these faces that perspired in the lamplight; suspicious, challenging and perhaps just a bit contemptuous. Vernier dropped the cards to the table carelessly. A gecko in some dark corner of the veranda uttered a series of explosive cries that sounded uncannily like human words. Insects continued their monotonous buzzing about the lamp. Vernier leaned forward easily on his elbows.

“I’ll tell you why I came to Tanjong Samar,” he said at last. “I came here to arrest a murderer.”

There was a little movement by each of the three planters. Surprise, perhaps. Resentment——

“I’ll be quite frank with you boys,” Vernier continued. “I told the controleur he’d better pass me off as a stockholder until I found out which one of you three was the man I wanted. I had definite information that the murderer was on the Kota Bharu rubber estate.”

Vernier’s smile again flashed, and his one eye shone so with frankness that the planters leaned back in their chairs. The tension was eased for a moment.

“I’ll bet Doran is the guy you’re after,” said Prale.

“If you stick around long enough, you can pick me up for killing Prale. I feel it coming on,” said Doran.

“What’s the murderer’s name?” asked Wilmerding.

“Jerome Steeks.”

Vernier’s keen glance shifted from one face to another, but he detected not so much as the flicker of an eyelash.

“Never heard of him.”

“Sounds like a vegetable to me.”

“Which one of us is he?”

Vernier leisurely lighted a cigarette over the lamp chimney before he replied.

“None of you,” he said. “I hadn’t been here long before I decided that the tip I had was wrong. Jerome Steeks had dark hair. You men are all naturally light—nothing phony about your wigs. So I’m going to go back to Java on the next K.P.M. steamer. Then home. I kick myself, though, for having had you all under false suspicion, even if it wasn’t my fault. To put myself right, to show there’s no ill will on my part, I want to throw a party for you boys. We’ll make it on steamer day, and you can declare a holiday, because I know the captain of the Van Laar is a real epicure. He has a fine cellar aboard—specializes in Chambertin—and has a great cook. I’ll have him lend me the cook and a few rare old bottles for the occasion. You’re invited to take a rest from rystaffel and have a real feed. How about it?”

There was no immediate response to the invitation. The planters seemed a little bit wary. Wilmerding spoke first.

“Sure, we’ll eat your chow,” he said.

“Fine,” said Vernier. “I’ll promise you a banquet you won’t forget. How would boar with Madeira and mushroom sauce do for the roast? I’ll furnish the wine sauce if there’s boar to be had around here. I’ll shoot one myself if some one will lend me a gun.”

“I’ll shoot you a pig,” said Doran. “I don’t like strangers using my gun.”

Next morning Vernier went down the river to Tanjong Samar and called on the controleur.

“Mr. Koert,” he said, “when does the East Borneo steamer leave Batavia?”

The controleur studied red lines on a wall map and consulted books.

“Is there any way for me to get through a communication to the ship before she leaves Java?” said Vernier, while Koert turned pages.

The controleur stroked his two chins a moment before replying.

“There is wireless at Balik Papan,” he said. “For twenty-five guilders I can get an Orang Laut to paddle up the coast to Balik Papan to the wireless station. He would get there in time. Why?”

“I want the U. S. consul in Batavia to get some things on that boat for me. The consul knows a good cellar in Batavia. I want him to get me some Chambertin of the same vintage he produced when I was there. And I’ll want other wines, and a cook. He can get me a cook from the Hôtel des Indes and put him on the boat, too, with ingredients for a menu I’m going to indicate. And ice. We must have ice——”

He sat down and began drafting his message.

“Very good,” said the controleur. “If you will give me the twenty-five guilders, and the price of the message, I will see it goes at once. And in the meantime I am glad you are here. If you had not come, I should have gone after you this afternoon. You must stay with me until your steamer comes.”

“Why so?”

“Because your life is no longer safe on the plantation.”

“What makes you think so?”

“I know. I hear from natives. Servants talk. Talk travels. In the end, it always reaches me. You told the planters at Kota Bharu of your mission——”

“I protected you. The governor-general will never know anything derogatory.”

“But your man will certainly kill you before steamer day.”

“Oh, no,” said Vernier, smiling. “We’re all good friends now. I’m giving this dinner to show there’s no hard feelings. Besides, I must go back to the estate. Everything depends upon my being there.”

“Well, suit yourself; but remember I warned you.”

“I consider myself warned. And in the meantime hurry that SOS for food, wine, and ice. You’re invited, of course.”

Cordial relations were apparently reëstablished when Vernier returned to the rubber estate
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