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A Note from the Publisher

This book is a child of the 1930s and contains language or depictions that some readers may find outdated or offensive today. Our general approach is to leave the book as the author wrote it. We are not endorsing its language or depictions; we are recognizing that the book has literary or historical value. We encourage readers to consider the work critically and in its historical and social context.




Introduction

RIGHT FROM the start, readers will know that they are in for a pleasurable ride with C(harles) Daly King as “The Transcontinental” pulls out of Grand Central Station on a three-day, nonstop trip to San Francisco.

The humor is omnipresent, a bit situationally but mostly tonally, as the author’s voice indicates that he is pleasantly bemused by everything and everyone that he observes.

A prominent banker, Sabot Hodges, eager to board the train but equally desirous of avoiding publicity by giving an interview, was “motioning surreptitiously to the porters; it was obvious that he cherished hopes of escape. He nearly made it.”

Dr. L. Rees Pons, one of the psychologists selected for the celebrity-laden voyage, wondered why he had been invited for the trip because “lately his contributions had been widely spaced.” He “had a family and his family ate food.” To earn a living he had taken to writing popular novels, earning the disdain of his colleagues, so he reckoned that the publicist in charge of the guest list “must have consulted a Who’s Who of previous years.”

For a bit of wordplay, perhaps mainly to amuse himself, Daly names the very efficient secretary Entwerk. His full name is Xavier Lewis Entwerk. Which can be reduced to X.L. Entwerk. Get it? Excellent work.

As was true of Daly’s earlier novel Obelists at Sea, there are psychologists on board, each a practitioner of a different school of thought. Making a repeat appearance in the present book from King’s first novel is Dr. Pons, perhaps the most likable of the pedants whose intellectual duels helped to slow down the progress of the investigation. Also returning is King’s young series protagonist, Lieutenant Michael Lord of the New York City Police Department, this time with a larger role.

For those of us who occasionally think that life would have been better in the simpler times before World War II (forgetting dentistry for the moment), the description of the train and its amenities is irresistible. In addition to the luxury staterooms and dining car, the coast-to-coast train has a “recreation room” for bridge, ping pong, and dancing, as well as a headline-making swimming pool that nicely serves as the murder venue.

Hodge is the perfect victim because no one seems to mind that he’s dead. He had enemies in business and quickly found a way to make another one on board. When Hodge is fished out of the pool, the ship’s doctor cannot immediately determine the cause of death so an autopsy informs one and all that he didn’t drown and there are no poisons in his system. Discovering how he died, as well as the identity of the person who abetted the process, falls into the capable hands of Lt. Lord.

Although he had a very modest number of mystery novels to his name (seven, though only six were published), King has been (rightly) recognized as being among the most clever and original plotters in the golden age of the detective story, even mastering its most challenging sub-genre, the locked room mystery. Two of his novels are outstanding examples.

In Careless Corpse (1937), victims are poisoned in well-guarded areas where it would be impossible to administer.

In Arrogant Alibi (1938) the victim is stabbed to death in a locked room that appears to be impenetrable; there are nine suspects, all with airtight alibis.

Most remarkably, each of the stories in The Curious Mr. Tarrant (1935) is a masterpiece of the form, with such incredible episodes as crews abandoning a ship every time it sails, none surviving; a closely watched road on which headless torsos are discovered with no sign of the perpetrator—or of the heads; and the murder of a woman in a confined area accompanied by two men, neither of whom killed her.

It was the intent of classic detective story writers during its golden age to be fair to readers, slipping clues into the narrative that the observant reader could use to build a case against the murderer. A handful of authors were so scrupulous about the notion of fairness that their detectives would point to objects, statements, or moments to which the characters (and, by extension, readers) should pay special attention.

None were as meticulous about inserting clues as King, going so far as to include an Appendix at the back of the book called “The Clue Finder,” in which hints are catalogued as they relate to the weapon, the method, a motive, etc. The Clue Finder is preceded by a warning: Do not open until you have finished the story, adding: To cheat others is dishonorable; to cheat oneself is merely ridiculous. The Clue Finder appears at the back of all three “obelist” titles but not in his other books.

By the way, in the first edition of Obelists at Sea (1932), King defined an obelist (a word he invented) as “a person of little or no worth.” When it was published in America the following year, he changed the meaning to “one who views with suspicion,” the same definition he used in Obelists en Route and, later, Obelists Fly High.

Fair warning: If you read King’s first book, you will have noticed that its sprightly pace was interrupted on several occasions as the four psychologists trying to solve the murder expounded on their preferred practices. In the present volume, Noah Hall, an unpleasantly argumentative technocrat, engages Hodge in a debate on economics that endures for more than six pages. Worse, Lt. Lord, an otherwise attractive character, inexplicably brings the action to a screeching halt with a non sequitur lecture on a different branch of economics at even greater length. Feel free to skip both of those sections as they have absolutely nothing to do with the story and do not contain clues or, indeed, anything of relevance. Or, for that matter, interest. Whatever King could have been thinking when he intruded these sections in an otherwise delightful novel eludes me. Equally, one has to wonder if his editor was sane or sober when he allowed them to remain.

King was born in New York City in 1895 and was educated at Yale, where he graduated as a Phi Beta Kappa. After serving as a second lieutenant in the field artillery during World War I, he received a commission as a captain in the Reserves, which he resigned in 1926.

Deciding to return to school, he received his master’s degree in psychology from Columbia in 1928 and a Ph.D. from Yale for an electromagnetic study of sleep. He divided his time between Summit, New Jersey, and Bermuda, where he wrote his detective novels. When World War II broke out, he stopped writing fiction but continued practicing psychology and wrote five books on various elements of the subject until his death in 1963.

One of the books, Integrative Psychology (1931), was cowritten with W. M. Marston and Elizabeth H. Marston, the couple credited with having invented an early version of the lie detector. King became close friends with his colleagues and you may have noticed that Obelists en Route was dedicated to William Moulton Marston.

Marston had another claim to fame: he went on to create perhaps the most famous female fictional character of all time—Wonder Woman.
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[image: A vertical map, titled ‘Route of the Transcontinental Limited’, illustrates the journey of the luxury train in the book. The schematic diagram depicts the line running from New York through major stops like Chicago, Omaha, and Denver, eventually reaching San Francisco. Small branch lines indicate connecting routes. This map serves as a critical spatial reference for the ‘closed-circle’ mystery occurring during the cross-country trip.]



[image: A technical diagram, titled ‘The Transcontinental Limited’, provides a detailed floor plan of the luxury train featured in the book. It illustrates the arrangement of various cars, including sleepers and dining areas, positioned along a curved track. This layout is essential for depicting the ‘closed-circle’ setting, allowing readers to track the movements of the suspects and psychologists within the confined, high-tech space during the investigation.]



[image: A technical diagram, titled ‘The Transcontinental Limited’, displays the internal floor plans for the Refrigerator Car and Club Car. The Refrigerator Car features a mail compartment alongside specialised storage and refrigeration units. The Club Car includes a buffet, various seating arrangements like easy chairs, and a barber chair. These architectural details provide spatial context for the locked-room mystery.]



[image: A technical diagram illustrates the floor plan of the Recreation Car on ‘The Transcontinental Limited’. It features a large central dancing space, bridge tables, and an observation platform at the rear. The car is equipped with luxury amenities of the era, such as a wireless telephone and a radio-victrola. This layout provides essential spatial context for the psychologists' investigation during the train journey.]
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Part One



ANONYMOUS: BEHAVIOUR




New York

Saturday, 10.30 p.m.

“… IN THE feat about to be witnessed, the first uninterrupted run across the continent, there is food for thought. Records are broken. Technological civilisation once again smashes space and time. We live in a different age, and we must employ new standards, new methods. As a representative of Technocracy, I greet you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hall, thank you.” Hans Summerladd, Publicity Director of the very new Transcontinental Limited, gently pried loose the unexpectedly strong grip from the microphone standard. It was not his intention that any one should use it for more than five minutes.

He wiped his forehead, as Mr. Hall departed lingeringly. Then he started forward as there approached across the concourse of the Grand Central Terminal an imposing group. Sabot Hodges, Chairman of the Board of the International Cities Bank, accompanied by his daughter, his secretary, his valet and three laden porters, would have been glad to escape attention and reach his accommodations unnoticed; but in the circumstances he could scarcely hope to do so.

“Good-evening, Mr. Hodges.” Summerladd placed himself squarely in the path of the financier, so that the whole party was halted perforce and another member of it, a stout, well-fed gentleman with a careful Van Dyke, caught it up.

“Summerladd,” said Hodges, and indicated the new arrival. “Dr. Raquette, psychoanalyst. Going out with me.”

While Summerladd was acknowledging the introduction, he took care to edge around toward the girl. “How is it going off, Hans?” she asked. “It certainly looks like Christmas or Old Home Week or something. I like your orchestra.”

“No idea,” he admitted. “I’ve been so busy right here, I haven’t seen anything else at all. Glad you like the tunes; but you’re the finishing touch, you know. You promised to be on the observation platform for the pictures; you won’t forget?”

Edvanne Hodges laughed, a laugh of pure enjoyment. She was delighted with the excitement and ballyhoo. “I meant it,” she promised, and added in a lower tone, “And thanks for the flowers, Hans. I love them.”

Her father was motioning surreptitiously to the porters; it was obvious that he cherished hopes of escape. He nearly made it.

“Oh, Mr. Hodges.” Summerladd caught his arm at the last moment. “Just a word over the air to our patrons,” he pleaded. “If you will. Nothing much, just a couple of sentences.”

The financier saw no way out. He took the microphone grumblingly.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he cried in a loud voice. “Hr-rmph. Pleasure to speak to you. We are about to leave on the first trip of a great train. Railroad has been good enough to invite me as well as others for the run. Take this opportunity to express my thanks publicly. Thank you.

“Now, Summerladd, do let us get on,” he added, relinquishing the standard.

Summerladd grinned and Edvanne squeezed his arm, as the Hodges procession got under way. “Poor dad,” she smiled, “he can’t take it.”

The publicity man wiped his forehead again and looked about. The scene was certainly animated, although by this time it was approaching ten o’clock and the Terminal would ordinarily have been but little filled. Now it was jammed. Across the floor from the Vanderbilt Avenue steps a wide passageway had been roped off, leading to the entrance to Track 26 where “The Transcontinental” awaited its first guests in all its splendour. Near the entrance a popular orchestra sat amid its traps and instruments, enlivening the hour with music, and some distance away the microphone had been set up, with Summerladd in attendance to capture the celebrities for the purposes of the air. The western balcony, decorated for the occasion, (as indeed was the whole station), and the broad spaces of the concourse itself were covered by the idle, the curious and the up-to-date who came, many of them in evening clothes and top hats, to witness the departure of the most famous, at any rate the most publicised, train in the world. Noise, commotion, music, commotion, noise.

Not without effort and imagination had “The Transcontinental” come into existence. It was the railroad’s answer to the challenge of air travel. Extra luxury against extra speed. It was really an adaptation of the “land cruise” trains of 1928, with its recreation car possessing observation platform, radio-victrola, dance floor, two wireless telephone booths, games and ladies’ hairdresser; its club car with valet and barber service, public stenographer, buffet and six kennels in a separate compartment; and its stateroom suite cars with accommodations for valets and maids in the rear. Each suite comprised a bedroom with twin beds and two easy chairs, a lavatory and a baggage compartment to hold three trunks and hand luggage. An innovation was the swimming pool car, including bath and showers. The pool itself was no canvas tank improvised in an ordinary car, such as had been carried before on western runs; it was a real tiled plunge, built into a car specially designed and constructed in the Pullman workshops. It had not, as a matter of fact, been unusually difficult to construct, but it was a new thing and, when the train was opened for inspection, commanded by far the greatest interest. The Transcontinental Limited made no passenger stops across the continent; it was to leave Grand Central Terminal in New York for its first run at 10.30 p.m., Saturday, May 13th, making its journey in three days flat and arriving in San Francisco 10.30 p.m. the following Tuesday.

Summerladd, appointed its Publicity Director, was largely responsible for the atmosphere of the first run. He had arranged the days of public inspection, the ceremonies at the Terminal, the microphone, the flashlights, the orchestra, the dedication. He had also suggested that on its maiden trip this pet train should carry as passengers only invited guests, a list of whom was taken bodily from Who’s Who and included prominent business and professional men, scientists, artists and other notorious persons.

Now, with a moment’s breathing space, he watched the initial development of his plans. A tall, cheerful-looking German boy, with an infectious grin and a pleasant face, he glanced about over the heads of the throng, while the noise continued unabated and behind him the orchestra broke into the lilting melody of the moment.

Then he raised his wrist and regarded his watch. Ten minutes past ten. The President must now have begun his dedication speech beside the train, in the glare of the news-reel cameramen. When he had finished, there would only remain to be taken the pictures of the observation platform as it receded along the track and slipped forth to the west. He meant to be on that platform with Edvanne; no reason why that Entwerk fellow, old Hodges’ secretary, should get more of her time than could be helped.

First, however, he looked down the now empty passageway in search of late arrivals. Sure enough, down the steps came a large, heavy man, fanning his flushed face and grey hair with a white felt hat of generous proportions. His companion, slight, darker, with an alert and questing manner, seemed as cool as the other was overheated. Dr. Pons, perspiring profusely, approached Summerladd.

“Evening, doctor,” the latter greeted. “You’re just in time; I was about to make a farewell speech and go in to the train.”

“Hello, Summerladd. Ah—it’s hot, isn’t it? Lots of doings. Ah—uh—by the way, do you know Michael Lord?” The two young men shook hands. “He’s a detective,” Pons added, sotto voce. “Younghusband to me, Lord to you.”

Summerladd looked confused and Lord smiled. “First time I’ve seen Dr. Pons since we crossed on the Meganaut last year,” he explained. “I was on a case then and went by the name of Younghusband. I’m assigned for your trip, by a request to the Commissioner, just in case any crooks or cranks smuggle themselves aboard, but there’s no reason why I need any name but my own. Lord it is.”

“Lord it is,” Summerladd responded. “I wouldn’t mention the detective part too widely, though. It’s safe with me. Now, doctor,” turning to Pons, “the uses of publicity——”

“Are sweet indeed,” Pons finished, stepping up to the microphone with little hesitation. He spoke briefly and well, as one used to such occasions. Lights flashed, his picture was recorded for the morning papers. As he handed back the instrument, he remarked, “You ought to call it ‘The Hollywood,’ Summerladd; if I ever saw an M.G.M. opening, this is it.”

“We strive to please, with circuses, if not with bread. If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll go along with you.” Summerladd pulled a paper from his pocket, read his concluding speech over the air and putting the microphone in charge of a pair of studio men hovering nearby, turned away with Lord and Dr. Pons.

•    •    •

Everything in the relatively small space at the stationward end of the track was distinctly élite. Here there were only silk hats and evening gowns. Booths had been roped off and chairs placed in rows; some hundred of the elect reclined in them, while Sherry’s servitors handed around trays of small sandwiches and what might have been champagne. The New York Central was having a time.

The President, his speech concluded, stood beside the last car, dedicatory bottle in hand. Titus Nutt, conductor of “The Transcontinental,” was savouring the proudest moment of his life at the car’s entrance.

Ten-thirty.

Titus Nutt snapped his watch shut, and blew a shrill blast on his whistle. Instantly the train began to move; he stepped aboard. Crash! went the President’s bottle against the car’s side, his words drowned out in the applause.

Cameras clicked, their lights flashed, friends shouted last farewells to friends over the clapping and tumult. Edvanne was pressed against the rail of the observation platform quite oblivious to the fact that Summerladd, who had pushed his way through the crowd until he stood close behind her looking over her shoulder, was holding her hand. She smiled and waved with the other hand; she cried out something that was lost in the noise.

The President, standing beside the empty track with the broken neck of the bottle still in his hand, looked just a little foolish.

“The Transcontinental” was off.




Harmon

Saturday, 11.20 p.m.

“THE TRANSCONTINENTAL” slid to a smooth stop at Harmon. The electric locomotive was quickly uncoupled; it pulled away rapidly, shunting leftward over switches into the maze of green, red and yellow lights that spangled the dark tracks. A minute later a darker mass loomed up out of the blackness ahead; it bore down on the stationary cars, slowed, crept up to them. A slight jog ran through the train, and there came the low hiss of released brakes. Then a little forward jerk. The platform lights started slowly gliding past.

By this time the excitement of departure had abated. In the recreation car two games of contract were in progress, but for the most part the passengers were still engaged in settling their quarters or, quietly appreciative of their new easy chairs, in glancing through the magazines with which most had provided themselves. Some had even begun to retire, but for the majority the unusual send-off had left them thoroughly awake; they were still exploring their novel quarters, opening and closing the trunks in their private luggage compartments, wandering through the train.

Dr. Pons, who had a stateroom suite to himself, had sat down in it shortly after leaving New York to look through the latest number of Psychological Abstracts.fn1 His two large valises, his only luggage, still reposed on one of the twin beds where they had been placed when he first came aboard. He had passed from “407. Lindley, S. B. A rotary electric switch. J. Gen. Psychol., 1932, 6, 221-222” through “489. Ingram W. R. & Ransom, S. W. Postural reactions in cats following the destruction of both red nuclei. Proc. Soc. Exper. Biol. & Med., 1932, 29, 1089” and “502. Cheney, R. H. Buffer influence upon response of striated muscle to caffeine stimulation in fatigue studies. Proc. Soc. Exper. & Med., 1932, 30, 3-7,” to “732. Freistadt-Lederer, A. Das Dumme Kind. 1st Dummheit heilbar? Psychol. Rundschau, 1932, 4, 128-130.” At this point he had tired of the perusal and his thoughts wandered off into a reverie centering about the question as to how he happened to find himself en route to San Francisco, a luxuriously tended guest of the railroad company.

Publicity accounted for the unusual run of the train, of course; the doctor, no amateur himself as concerned that matter, was favourably impressed with Summerladd’s accomplishment. But he was still a little puzzled about his own inclusion. Now Professor Irrtum, he thought, was understandable. A visiting celebrity from the University of Berlin, the latter had already received considerable attention from the press and was certainly one of the momentary notables, if it came to a question of scientists. Moreover, the professor was a leading, if not the leading, exponent of the Gestalt school of psychology,fn2 a movement that had recently succeeded in making a substantial stir. Dr. Pons promised himself a chat with this professor during the trip; it was possible, he considered, that there might be something more in the Gestalt ideas than appeared in the Gestalt literature.

But himself. Pons came back to his own problem. And, for the matter of that, what could one make of the case of Dr. Iva Poppas, the female Hormicfn3 psychologist from Vassar, whose name Pons had noticed on the passenger list handsomely printed and carefully laid on each twin bed by the railroad? Dr. Pons knew Dr. Poppas casually, and she was certainly no celebrity. She was doubtless a competent teacher (which was, after all, her job) but she had not made any elaborate researches upon rats nor had she published those innumerable tracts, articles and/or books whose contents almost instantly vanish from memory but with which the academic reputation is inflated. Pons shook his head and decided that some of the original invitations had been unavoidably declined; obviously the question of alternates had arisen.

His perplexity over his own solicitation was not a matter of modesty. He was well aware that he had made a name for himself with his experiments in the field of the emotions; and he knew that his inception and construction of Integrative Psychology, as a result of those experiments, was no temporary over-emphasis of some viewpoint or other but a comprehensive framework within which the complete science could develop.

But lately his contributions had been widely spaced. Dr. Pons had a family and his family ate food. To provide it the doctor had been writing popular novels and syndicated articles which his colleagues regarded with the more disdain the more practical their results turned out to be. Underneath his genial exterior and the obvious rationalisations that applied to the case, Dr. Pons undoubtedly indulged the academic implication to a slight degree. Sufficiently, at any rate, to make him conclude that Summerladd must have consulted a Who’s Who of previous years.

“Ah, me,” sighed the doctor; and went back to “770, Horst, P., The chance element in the multiple choice test item. J. Gen. Psychol., 1932, 6, 209-211.”

•    •    •

Michael Lord, meantime, had quickly arranged his quarters to his satisfaction and betaken himself to the recreation car at the end of the train where many of the passengers lingered for some time after “The Transcontinental” had pulled out of the Grand Central. It was his intention, now that he had the opportunity, to make a thorough inspection of the train. And not only of the train, but of the passengers as well. He was on board for a purpose; and, in the case of an event involving as much ballyhoo as the current one, he realised as well as did his hosts, that his presence was not exactly far-fetched.

However, there were no criminals, so far as he could observe, in the gay throng that stayed on in the recreation car. He remained until most of them had departed forward, when he began a leisurely progress through the train. First he encountered two stateroom suite cars. The doors of most of the staterooms were open and he looked casually into all that thus offered themselves for inspection. He noticed Dr. Pons, apparently engaged with his reading, and passed along without disturbing him.

The diner came next. Here the lights had been dimmed; no waiters were in sight but there seemed to be activity in the kitchen at the rear end. Then two more stateroom suite cars, in all respects like the previous ones, and he stepped into the swimming pool car.

Lord observed it with interest, not having seen it before. To begin with, one ascended three steps just after passing the vestibule; this made the roof rather low, since the car’s height was the same as those of its companions, but accommodated the relatively large tanks with which it was equipped, underneath the flooring, where they were protected from the sun’s heat. Ahead of him there then stretched a narrow passageway, to the right of which was the entrance to the men’s dressing room and showers; to the left was a series of compartments for ladies, containing showers and lavatories, together with the single compartment that boasted a life-size bathtub in place of the shower.

Emerging from the passage, Lord came to the swimming pool itself. Its sides were raised about three feet from the floor level, below which it protruded to an extent of five feet, giving it a reasonable depth at one end, a depth that sloped up to a mere three and a half feet at the other end. It was narrow, admittedly, since it had been necessary to leave a two-and-a-half foot passage beside it; the broad windows along both sides were dark now, but he could see that it would be sunny and cheerful in the daytime. At the farther end, opposite his entrance, he perceived a considerable space left for the occupance of several small tables, some wicker chairs and a number of cigarette stands.

He could scarcely fail, either, to notice the girl who stood in her striking red, white and black bathing suit at the edge of the pool opposite him. The modern one-piece bathing suit has rapidly attained the point where it might better be described as consisting of one piecelet; it leaves little to the imagination. For many, such a suit would have been a distinct disadvantage, but this girl undoubtedly donned it without the slightest qualm. She had long, slender legs, goldenly tanned; for the rest, contrary to the doubtful fad of not so long ago, she possessed definite curves in very definite places. She had, in fact, a femininely lovely body.

It was certainly a tribute to her face that men, confronted by all her physical beauty, could with difficulty look away from it. It combined the piquant with the beautiful in some unusual way. Delicate brows over long-lashed dark eyes, a short, straight nose just a trifle tip-tilted, lovely lips that were really, rather than artificially, curved and a small, firmly rounded chin with an actual little dimple in it. Michael Lord, who was not especially susceptible, found himself very nearly staring.

The girl, who had not noticed his arrival, laughed gleefully at her companion in the pool. Edvanne Hodges had not enjoyed herself so much for a long time. Accustomed to most of the dance floors of New York, as well as to those of London, Paris, Berlin and Rome, she had skated at Tuxedo, sailed at Newport, golfed from Florida to California, tobagganed at Placid; these things begin to get monotonous after a time. But “The Transcontinental” was a brand new plaything; it was really novel to her experience and she gloried in it. Characteristically, she had seen the swimming pool and decided to try it now, not to-morrow.

As Lord watched, she entered the steps leading into the pool, flung herself forward in a shallow dive. Underneath the water, one stroke brought her to the end at his feet, where she turned, still under water, and with a strong push of her small feet sped back toward the other end. Three times she came the length of the pool and returned, then, rising in the shallow water, shook the rivulets from her bathing cap and drew long breaths of air. Her gracefulness made her companion, a strongly built, dark-haired young man, appear almost awkward.

Lord walked forward, glancing down as he passed. The girl smiled up at him. “Better try it,” she invited. “It’s not cold, really.”

He smiled back. “To-morrow,” he responded, and passed on. He was not exactly naive, but the manners of young ladies continued to surprise him. He had not the faintest notion who this remarkably good-looking girl was. He hardly blamed the man at her side for the slight scowl that had appeared on his face.

Now he stood at the entrance to the club car, beside the buffet at its rear end. Considering the hour, it was comfortably filled. Half-way up the car a distinguished-looking, lean and hawk-faced gentleman was noticeable, glancing through a late edition of the Post. Nearly opposite sat a lanky individual who frequently ran his left hand through the unkempt, sandy-red mop on his head. He was talking to a woman who sat beside him, who seemed somehow just a little dowdy as a passenger on this slick and elegant train but who was listening to him, at any rate, with a flattering attention.

With a smooth acceleration “The Transcontinental” was just pulling out of Harmon.

Lord advanced up the car and took a chair next to the lanky man.

The latter turned about in his seat at once and regarded him with a curiously blank expression. “Are you a scientist?” he asked.

“I’m afraid not.” The abruptness of the inquiry had startled the detective.

“Oh. I was just explaining to Miss Poppas here that, if anything is to be done about it, the scientists must band together and do it.”

Lord leaned forward, as did the lady also. They exchanged names; it was indicated that the lanky man was called Hall.

“I am in the dark,” the newcomer confessed. “If we are to do what about what?”

“Civilisation,” said Hall, shortly.

Miss Poppas leaned forward once more. “We were speaking of technocracy,” she informed Lord. “Mr. Hall is a technocrat, I understand.”

“Are you interested?”

“Somewhat,” Lord acknowledged. “I have ideas on economics myself.”

With scant ceremony Mr. Hall retorted, “It’s not a matter of ideas; it has become a matter of facts. The facts, if you know them, speak for themselves. The Energy Survey of North America is not a theory.”

“I believe, however, that there is some dispute concerning the accuracy of the figures.” The statement was almost a question.

“Paugh!”

“At any rate,” Lord conceded, “I’d like to hear it discussed with authority. So much that we hear is denied afterwards as being unauthorised. But why not,” he added, “if we’re to have a discussion, include Mr. Hodges, right opposite? He’s an important banker. Between you, the question ought to be well opened up.”

“We never argue,” Hall stated belligerently. “We never answer criticisms.”

Miss Poppas intervened. “But you won’t object, will you, Mr. Hall? I agree that it would be interesting to hear the two points of view.”

“It is useless to——” Hall began. But Sabot Hodges, who had heard his name mentioned across the aisle, was looking in their direction. Lord got up immediately.

“You are not acquainted with me, Mr. Hodges,” he said, “but I know you by reputation. Mr. Hall, here, is about to discuss technocracy with us and I wondered if you would care to join? It has a bearing on banking, I believe.”

“Hr-rmph,” replied Hodges. “Don’t abject. Poppycock, though,” he added into Lord’s ear for the latter’s benefit alone. He drew his chair into the centre of the aisle and introductions were made.

“We state facts,” said Hall at once. “We don’t argue. Earthquakes don’t argue and neither do the tides. Some of the facts you probably know. Up to the year 1800 no civilisation on the earth was able to utilise more than 2000 kilogram-calories of energy consumption per capita per day; to-day in America we consume 150,000 kilogram-calories of energy per capita per day. Most of this increase has occurred since 1900. It results not from machines but from the competent use of machines, which is technology. Now we have not only machines that improve the use of hand tools, but machines that oversee and operate other machines, hundreds of them sometimes.”

“Sam Butler mentioned that. Machines almost a novelty then.” Hodges chuckled.

“Facts,” snapped the technocrat. “Not frivolous theories.”

He continued. “The Energy Survey of North America has shown that we have a continent here still supplied with every necessary resource, with a technological equipment for its use and trained men to operate that equipment. All previous history is that of a static social state because, despite outer differences of custom, dress and other nonessentials, it was based upon an unvarying energy degradation ultimately referable to the transformation-abilities of the human machine. We have turbines now that multiply the human energy conversion per twenty-four hours by 9,000,000. We have achieved a fundamental social change, we have a society of a different order of magnitude than ever before, just because the order of magnitude of any society depends ultimately upon its energy conversion rate. This change is susceptible of measurement in scientific units.”

Dr. Poppas was heard endeavouring to break into the flow, and Hall hesitated momentarily. “But human nature remains the same after all,” she contributed.

“Human nature, what’s that? Can you measure it? Value has no metrical equivalent; we disregard it. The way men live depends on the mensuration of their energy conversions. And on nothing else. What you can measure you know about and what you can’t, is merely nonsensical. For the first time in history we have the equipment, plant and services, to organise a civilisation on a continental scale that can easily supply every necessity and even luxury. Why doesn’t it?”

Hodges’ voice was definite. “Unemployment.”

“Unemployment, my God!” cried Hall shrilly. “Don’t you know that unemployment will increase anyhow? In two and a half years there will be 20,000,000 unemployed, under the very best conditions. Even with a return to those of the last artificial ‘boom.’ Not anything else but machines are putting men out of work and that has only begun. The Gaussian curve shows it distinctly as the next most probable social state.”

“Hr-rmph.”

“Just a minute,” Lord interrupted. “What makes you think so. I’ve heard otherwise.”

“You’re thinking of new industries,” Hall answered more calmly. “There’s nothing in that. Under present conditions new industries reach their peak of employment even before their peak of production, and thereafter employment is reduced rapidly. And mere repair work won’t employ more than a small fraction.”

“But after all everybody doesn’t work in a factory.”

“It’s the same everywhere. In farming certainly; man-hours per cultivation-area have gone down as rapidly as anything else. The salesman with his Ford sells ten times as much in a day as he used to on foot. No, unemployment is here to stay and you might as well face it. The problem has nothing to do with it anyway; the problem is that of the quantitatively balanced load, the problem of production and distribution as a single, uninterrupted process. And for that problem no sociological nonsense put forward now will suffice, not capitalism, not communism, not fascism. All of them depend on an antiquated and superstitious price system that technocracy has smashed. How could you look to a set of scalawags like politicians and bankers, anyhow? Scientists have produced technology, not bankers.”

“Hr-rmph, what do you mean, sir—scalawags.”

“I mean what I say. What have these incredible ‘prices’ got to do with anything? There is no article in the land that cannot be accurately measured in ergs or joules. That is its equivalent, not some fictitious designation that fluctuates from day to day. No one in his senses would use a variable as a measuring rod. It’s plain enough why financiers cling to a ‘gold standard,’ though. It’s a racket they’ve got, hanging like leeches on the shanks of technology and rigging their ridiculous ‘values’ to their own ends.”

Sabot Hodges’ face had taken on a slight flush. “I object to your language, sir,” he remonstrated. “Bankers are not leeches; they are reputable men who have much to do with the very production you are talking about.”

“Who produces automobiles?” Hall demanded impatiently.

“Among others, the bankers who supply the capital.”

“Paugh! Bankers have never supplied anything but debts. Their whole racket is built on debt creation and they have never created anything else. Fictitious fol-de-rol. What has debt to do with production? No one expects the debt claims of this civilisation to be paid, ever; in another ten minutes the ‘interest’ alone will be more than the national income. I would no more concern myself with a banker’s criticism than I would with his piddle about plant being ‘worth’ so many billions one day and half as much the next.”

The Chairman of the International Cities Bank made as if to rise. “I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse——”

“No, you can excuse me,” cried Hall, on his feet first. “I thought I was discussing matters with fellow scientists and I have no intention of wasting my time with outmoded dunderheads. I’d like to meet a few of you bankers on a good dark night. Paugh!”

He turned and before any one could say a word, strode out of the now almost deserted car. At the rear end Titus Nutt, sitting pleasantly with his dreams of glory, glanced up curiously as he passed.

For a space of some minutes there was silence in the forward half of the club car, where so much noise had been. Lord turned in his chair and peered through the dark window behind him. Across the river a few scattered lights twinkled, but that was all. “The Transcontinental” was roaring up the Hudson shore at some seventy miles an hour, but the tiny lights beyond the black waters told Lord nothing of its position.

As he turned back he smiled somewhat ruefully. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hodges. I’ve never seen the fellow before. I’d no idea he would become abusive, when I asked you over.”

“Not your fault,” the banker acknowledged, the flush on his high cheekbones gradually ebbing away. “Preposterous ass, with his mensurations and conversions and what-not. If that’s a scientist, they’re better out of affairs of business.”

“But he’s not!” Dr. Poppas’ tone was nearly a wail. “That man isn’t anything like a scientist. Science welcomes criticism; it doesn’t refuse to entertain it. All scientific theories pass through one critique after another before they are accepted. But such force he had, such a terrific striving behind that purpose; he could be dangerous if his incentives pile up high enough. He—he—oh, he gave me a headache with all his drive. Really, he tired me all out. I think I’ll go to bed if you gentlemen will excuse me.”

“Too bad,” Hodges grunted. “Damned shame. Don’t see how he got on the train.”

As Miss Poppas rose, Lord got to his feet. Good-nights were said and she trailed down the car; even her back looked weary, as she vanished into the passage beside the buffet counter.

Lord sat down again and stretched. “You know,” he remarked, “it may have tired her out but it woke me up. I’m not a bit sleepy now.”

“Unanimous. Never wider awake. Talk some more if you care to.”

The financier pulled out two long, vicious-looking cigars. “Strong—good,” he announced. “Made for me in Cuba. Have one?”

Lord declined the offer, but produced some Piedmonts from his coat pocket.

“What’s your real opinion, Mr. Hodges,” he inquired, “of the economic mess we’ve gotten into? You wouldn’t deny that we are in a mess, would you?”

Hodges said, “Bad mess. Damned bad mess. But not the first; not last, either. Had ’em before, have ’em again. This one’s worse because it’s wider, more complicated. Foreign trade mixed up in it, international commerce, war debts. Bad, those debts; had a lot to do with bringing it on.”

“You think, then, it’s simply the usual thing on a broader scale?”

“No question about it. World’s pretty small now, nations close together compared to thirty or forty years ago. Finance linked up internationally. Of course we’ve had a bigger depression; bigger stage for it. Bigger prosperity too, in the end.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Lord reflectively, “that under our present arrangements there will ever be a real prosperity again. At most we may achieve a final gasp of inflation before the last crash.”

The banker leaned forward and tapped him friendlily on the knee. “Look here, young man,” he adjured, “don’t get silly about it. World wasn’t built in a day. All kinds of fads and poppycock get started when things go wrong. Half a dozen cranks under every bush. Don’t be fooled by plausible nonsense. Readjustment periods very healthy now and then. Disagreeable. Don’t think I haven’t lost money.”

“You take it calmly, I’ll admit.” The detective smiled. “And I’ll admit, too, that it’s possible that a series of lucky circumstances could bring back one more artificial boom. But I do think the depression we’ve had, has shown, once and for all, that if we want to keep going as we have in the past, it’s absolutely necessary for us to make some very definite changes.”

“What changes?” Hodges asked. “Wouldn’t put everything in charge of magnified works-managers, as they call ’em in England, would you? That’s what that jackanapes who just left wanted. Fine mess we’d have then.”

Lord smiled. “No,” he said, “I wouldn’t. As a matter of fact, in my opinion technocracy is looking more for a nice, fat job than for a solution. And it’s afraid of criticism probably just because it needs it so badly. Some of their statements are certainly on the edge of the ridiculous. The tremendous population increase they postulate on the earth during the last hundred years or so, for example. There’s a phantasy that’s hardly scientific; to suppose that the planet can alter one of its most essential characteristics in a millionth of a split second of its existence … But I would do something.”

“Well, what?”

“Well, what would you do?” Lord smiled back.

“I do? Just what was being done before all these silly codes and N.R.A. nonsense came along. Monetary deflation always comes about in depressions. Big factor, necessary to oppose it. Cheap money schemes fallacious. Thing to do is inflate credit—nine-tenths of our monetary system, anyhow. When credit is cheap and abundant, always comes a point when enterprise reorganises and takes advantage of it for renewed activity, people employed, prices rise, back comes prosperity. Unless this N.R.A. greenback inflation, or dollar cheapening, same thing, upsets the whole applecart. Might be necessary to cut down a few debts. Some mortgage obligations. R.F.C.’s the best remedial measure possible.”

“But not all mortgages, eh? No general moratorioum or cancellation of debts?”

Hodges snorted. “Pshaw! Wild ass nonsense out of the prairies. Banks supposed to be the villains. Want to cancel all the mortgages and other obligations to the banks; willing to cancel all depositors’ claims against the banks, too? Anarchy, that’s all. Never recover from it.”

“I agree with you, as a matter of fact.”

“Thought you didn’t. Something in your mind. What is it?”

“Oh, I believe a change has got to be made, all right. I was in England last year and I met a chap named Douglas in London. Major Douglas. An engineer, I believe, who got interested in economics during the war. He’s got a theory of the necessary correction to make capitalism work out under mass production conditions. The real solution, I think. It’s a little hard on bankers, maybe, but I think they would gain more in the end than they’d lose by it. Ever heard of the A-over-A-plus-B Theorem?”

“Never have. Sounds like a crank scheme. Half a hundred of ’em around now.”

“It’s a scheme to be judged on its merits, certainly. But the necessity for some kind of corrective factor seems perfectly plain to me. We have a plant that is capable of producing at capacity $100,000,000.00 of goods per annum, perhaps more. We are distributing a little less than half that amount in purchasing power per annum. Isn’t it obvious that our effective demand is about 50% of our actual demand, for the fact remains that we could
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