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CHAPTER I

Cryptic Summons!

Chief of Homicide Investigation Huntoon Cambourne, parking his light car under the Chicago Elevated-Traction Road this cool, early-fall, grey-skied afternoon, realized grimly that the straw hat murderer must have struck again.

For why, otherwise, the note on his, Cambourne’s, desk, when he got back to his office this afternoon after being away from the Police Commission Building for 10 minutes—the note carrying the single telephone message that had come in:

S.O.T.! No. 633. Will hold everything exactly as is till you, only, come.

deGelder.

For what could S.O.T. stand for but “Same Old Thing”? And 633—633, if it were 633 of South Street—on South Street’s famous Down-at-Heel Row—was no less than the technical number of the murder studio. While deGelder—Aert deGelder was the uniformed patrolman who covered afoot that section of South Street.

Yes, the Straw Hat Murderer—killer of four pianists—must have struck again. Springing—the crazy fool!—across that 7-foot gap in the roofs, three stories up—to get to the single and only ingress that could bring him into the murder studio, the roof trap. Must have struck—unless, perchance, “S.O.T.” stood for something like—like “Samuel O. Torber”—or “Saul O. Tabwith”—at 633 Wabash Avenue—or 633 Dearborn Street—or—

But if he had struck again, Cambourne reflected, leaving the car, had he again left behind him the straw hat which, apparently, he wore, or carried, to every killing, rain, snow, shine or sun? And had he, as in the last four cases, contemptuously, triumphantly, dropped his usual $20 goldpiece into the repository of the blind, deaf beggar around the corner, to mark his own flight to the depot? And thus make evident to the police the sheer futility of search for him? This latter being a theory, only, of Cambourne’s.

Well, if the Straw Hat Murderer had struck again, Cambourne told himself grimly, there was going to be, this day, no huge crowd down on Down-at-Heel Row, milling about a police-marked car parked in front of a dilapidated warehouselike place, stopping all streetcar buses and other traffic, and making things generally difficult. For, parking quietly here on Depot Street, under the overhead L-structure not used for years now because of the subway running far underground, would permit him to amble down to South Street, and around to “No. 633”, probably to some two other vital points, also, like any casual citizen seeking some business address.

And thus he did proceed, and quite casually. A thing possible in view of the fact that he himself was apparently but an ordinary citizen of about 35, clad in grey suit, buttoned tweed overcoat, grey felt hat that matched the grey eyes in his smooth, keen and honest face. Far west could be seen the “double-depot” that marked egress from Chicago to America’s South and Southwest, the one nearer being the low depot made of red brick, and the further, higher, one of pink stone, with a 4-story clock tower. Now he was at South Street, and rounding the corner thereof, still casually, he was face to face with Down-at-Heel Row itself.

A long, long block it was, filled both sides with once bright red-brick but today smoke-greyed 3-story buildings, jammed tight against each other in most cases—all with fly-specked store windows on their ground floors, and dingy doorways to one or the other sides, with windows above which were, in every case, shadowed with heavy soapstone “eyebrows”. On this side there was today no pedestrian traffic to speak of, because most of the buildings down the street could be seen to be getting used only for storage purposes; the very windows up above all looked dirty from years of unoccupancy or were opaquely painted over because of the present use of their buildings. Many—almost most, it might be said—bore keystones at their tops carrying the date 1874, which meant that they had been erected while Chicago had been rising again from the ashes of the Great Fire which had destroyed it all; the date meant indeed, that during the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1892, when Little Egypt had been brought to civilization to entertain Chicago with a new dance called the Hoochy-Koochy, these buildings were no longer new. Today anyone would agree they needed to be condemned—to be razed.

Across the street were stores that were in use—dilapidated catch-penny affairs living almost solely on trade from passengers coming afoot into and towards the business section from the two depots—far, far down on that side were three giant gilded balls hanging out bespeaking “Hardupness”. Far on beyond that block, on that farther side, was famous Honky-Tonk Row Block itself, quiet at this hour, yes, but raucous at night with the strident cries of stripteasers, and redolent with the smell of cooking, garlicky hot dogs.

At this end of the block, across the way, and just off the corner, was a mission with a vertical sign reading “Come All Sinners!”. To its right was a weary-looking motion picture show, carrying lithographs showing where the stars of yesteryear were now playing for $250 a picture; a blond woman back inside the cage might have been the same one who sat in the theatre fifty years ago when it was called, simply, a “nickel show”. Alongside it, to the right, was a store that could plainly be seen to be full of trick stuff—phony money—loaded candy bars—naughty books that were not naughty at all after their paper bands were broken—a store getting first “catch” at the particular depot-fleers flowing Loopward.

Well, here was the chance, Cambourne told himself, to find out, once and for all, whether the killer had done it in the same old way. For here on the sidewalk edge old Piggy-Bank Pete was seated, as usual, behind his upended wooden box, just in from the curb, with his steel “piggy bank” chained to the box in front of him. The crude handlettered sign affixed by tacks to the upended box read HAVE A PLEASANT JOURNEY, and suggested that many—if not a majority—of travelers heading for one or the other of the two depots down Depot Street rounded this corner—perhaps paused here fingering a dubious ten-cent piece or quarter. The various signs over the doorways or stores at this end of the block only, reading such as The Communist Daily Review, The Lithuanian News, The Daily Horse Dope Sheet, and most particularly the one in front of Pete’s “pitch”—The Newspaper for the Blind—showed that one beggar, at least, had found that men working for wages in the typography trade were better and more generous bestowers than hasty travelers hopping off buses to make a train in six seconds flat, or even train-riding irritated people, with suitcases in their hands—such as passed on the other—pressing on toward a Loop hotel.

Cambourne, stepping over to the curb, surveyed the man there helplessly, wondering how on earth to make the request he must make now—before another moment. The 50-year-or-so old blind man, in his pinned-together ragged overcoat, his grey, bedraggled, unkempt hair straggling out from under the edge of his soiled, flopping brown felt hat, with his fearfully seared face and eyeless sockets, was so—so unapproachable. Deaf as he was, in addition to being blind. And—

And at that moment Huntoon Cambourne was to learn that being deaf is an advantage—now and then. For a sudden explosion behind him—a bang like a shell—made him jump seemingly two feet into the air. While the deaf man but sat, stony, chin in hand.

Cambourne had spun about.

“Sorry!” came a voice from the top of the streetlighting pole on that corner. Cambourne looked up. “Sorry I dropped that 1000-watt bulb, sir.”

“Forget it,” said Cambourne, rubbing his ears. “No harm.”

He turned back to the beggar. Paused. Then gazing about at the dingy wooden stairs of the Newspaper for the Blind across the sidewalk’s width, he saw he had the answer. He crossed the sidewalk, and went up the stairs. Into a glass-encased and wall-board-partitioned area of floor.

A foreman of some sort, ink-stained as to exposed forearms, and wearing a blue denim apron, came up.

“Cambourne’s my name,” Cambourne said. “Police Department.” And showed his badge. “What time each day does Piggy-Bank Pete take his pig-bank around on Wabash Avenue for the daily unlocking?”

“Oh,” said the foreman, as one could be practically certain he was, “just before bank close. The pig-bank is at its fullest then. Yes, he takes it then.”

“Well, would you write out for me, in Braille, on a piece of cardboard, the following message?”

And Cambourne wrote out on a piece of paper from his own pocket the message.

“This is Huntoon Cambourne, Pete, of the Police. May I have your piggy-bank and bring you back a receipt for its contents—or you can come along. Must have it opened now.”

The foreman looked at the paper. “You’ll have to come back, sir, in about 5 minutes. The one operator on duty now, who can do that stuff, is out getting a feed. Come back in five minutes, and I’ll have it.”

“Okay,” came back Cambourne. And went down the splintered stairs.

He paused a second out in front. DeGelder said he was “holding the fort”. Maybe there hadn’t been a straw hat murder at all! Maybe “633” represented a number on another street. Maybe—But if this all was a case of the Straw Hat Murderer striking again, then to get hold of the gold piece—to examine it for fingerprints—was the vital thing. And next—if, yes, it was a case of the Straw Hat Murderer striking again—next was to find out from Wily Max if he had again rented the studio. And who, if he had, the victim was bound to be now.

He strode across the street, and down the block about halfway, to where a second-hand office furniture store stood with flyspecked street window showing battered and sometimes varnishless desks and whatnot in the windows, including a couple of dusty typewriters and even an ancient-looking adding machine. On the window was painted, in green letters:

MAX GOLDFARB

Second-hand Office Furniture

(formerly Emmanuel Goldfarb’s Store)

He turned in.

A small Jewish girl of about 6 or 7, with very red lips, black eyes, and in black cotton smock and white bobby socks, was dusting around, her black hair all in disarray.

“Where’s Max?” Cambourne demanded.

“Well—ah—uh—he is—”

“I’m a policeman,” he said.

“Oh?” she said. “Oh, yes.”

Then:

“I will get him.”

She went to a rear partition.

“Papa,” she called out. “A policeman wants to see you!”


CHAPTER II

Max, the Defiant!

Now a tall man of about 30, dark and swarthy, with a huge beak of a nose and glittering black eyes, appeared in the doorway of the partition. His hair was getting thin already. His shirtsleeves were flamboyant.

His face fell when he saw Cambourne.

He came forward, glumly.

“Howdy, Inspector,” he said. “How goes?”

“Max,” said Cambourne, without delay, “have you rented—the piano studio—again?”

He tossed his head around rearward of himself across the street.

Max Goldfarb started.

“Is—is—is anything wrong?” he asked.

Cambourne drew a breath. Knew he must lie.

“No, nothing’s wrong. Except that—except that a friend of mine was told by a friend of his that the studio is occupied—by a friend of his. And—well—what about it?”

Max licked his unusually thick lips.

Spoke.

“See here, Inspector, you—you people—can’t shove me around. I beat you in court, right after my wife died, when you tried to say I had no right—to rent the studio—where murder did occur.”

“That’s right, Max. But generally decency does count. After all, you get nearly full use of that building when you don’t even rent out that—that top floor at all. You—”

“Oh, yeah?” shrilled Max. “I don’t got to have a heated place for storing furniture—but I got me a heated place just the same—all because the old man’s old man, back in days of the 1st World War, signed up for steam-heat from that—that und’ground conduit. So if I have to pay for steam-heat today—when I don’t need steam-heat for storage—then—”

“Oh come, come, Max! The price your grandfather, Abraham Goldfarb, signed up for, in the long long ago, is sheer—sheer peanuts today. It’s a wonder the central heating plant up street and around the corner doesn’t go bankrupt, if it has many old holdovers like you. And—but all right—let’s get down to business. Who’s occupying that studio—now? That dangerous studio,” Cambourne corrected meaningfully, “for—pianists?”

Max Goldfarb shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh, don’t worry so much. There’ll be no more of that weird bump-off stuff. There’ll—”

“I—hope so,” said Cambourne, and almost sepulchrally. “Well, who’s renting it—now?”

“A—a Greek—a youngish guy with—with longish hair—named—named Elftherios Paleogus.”

“Well, that’s Greek, all right, all right! Well, what hours does he do his piano-key hammering—or don’t you know? Oh, I have reason for asking. So answer, please?”

“Oh, if it’s answers you want to people’s piano-poundings, I can give ’em. In this case, I mean. I happen to know he tickles the ivories ’bout every night from 8 to midnight. For he studies all day at the Conservatory.”

“8 to midnight, eh? Hm? And Greek? Hm? Well that latter fact means you got him as you did the Englishwoman who dressed in men’s clothes—and the German before—by putting an ad in a foreign paper. Like—” And Cambourne read off, from personal knowledge and memory, the ad that had gotten the others. “‘For Rent, cheap! A wonderful secluded studio, with $3000 grand piano, for use only by professional piano-student who expects to study at the Chicago Conservatory of Music. Write to Max Goldfarb for particulars, 633 South Street, Chicago.’”

Max licked his thick lips again.

“I—I have my rights. I—”

“You have no rights, Max,” roared Cambourne, “to make it possible for that jumping mountain goat to come—and kill more pianists. I don’t care what you say. I—”

“Then why,” roared Max, lustily, “does the Fire Department say they will fine me $1000 if ever I nail up the roof trap? And why did Judge Woolfather sentence me to one year in jail but suspend the sentence—by request of the damned Fire Department—for closing up that rooftrap the time I did? Why—”

“Because, you fool, there is only one ingress in there today—the way your father bricked up all the windows and front streetdoor—and that is the law. There must be two. Specially a rooftrap so the firemen can pour tons of water, if needs be, down into the place in case of fire. The Fire Department expects you to leave the place unrented. They—oh, what’s the use? Max, your father, Emmanuel Goldfarb was, from all I hear, the finest old man this block ever had. The best man, they tell me, in Down-at-Heel Row. You, Max, are greedy—self-seeking, and, in some ways, a murderer.”

“Don’t—don’t you call me that. I’ll—”

“Sue me,” said Cambourne coolly. “You can’t get a judgment against a policeman for making allegations. Well,” he frowned, “to put a stop to investigations, I’d suggest you tell Paleogus—that he rents the studio at his peril. Or get him out of there. Okay. I’m going.”

And go he did! Back to where he could find whether the killer had struck. Viz, the blind man and the piggy bank!


CHAPTER III

Cut Off from the World

But first—and perhaps, even at that, to get back to the other side of the street where Piggy-Bank Pete held forth at the further corner—Cambourne crossed directly across South Street. Dodging a few motor trucks and Loop-bound streetcar busses to do it.

Here, coming up on the curb, and facing the building directly confronting him, he took it all in once more. And dourly! Wondering just what kind of a ghastly sight lay within at this moment—in case “633” referred to it. And “S.O.T.” to “Same Old Thing”.

Like all the rest of the structures in this block, it was a narrow-fronted once-bright-red brick building now today grey with smoke, three stories high. Its sidewalk-facing window was painted heavily over with opaque black paint, and was even covered by a rusty and rusted steel expansion grating that further said, “Not in use”. The windows looking down on the sidewalk from above were all, without exception, bricked in solid. The door at the side of the storefront was bricked in solidly, too. A sign on the brick there said, “Not for rent, this place. Used for over-flow storage from second-hand office furniture store across street.”

Unlike many of the places in this block, this particular building had a gangway each side of it. A gangway full seven feet wide. Not that the gangway was visible; it was only because Huntoon Cambourne happened to know it was there. For the redbrick front had been extended originally each side, to meet the building next. Old Abraham Goldfarb, Emmanuel’s father, and Max’s grandfather, who had built it during days right after the Great Fire, had wisely foreseen that someday the City Council might arbitrarily pass a cunning law that there had to be gangways between all buildings—thus insuring a great “tear-down” without the preposterous cost of condemnation. Old Abraham had insured that, if this law ever passed, the false front each side, one story high, could be knocked out. Gangway!

It was forbidding, the place was, with its bricked-up windows. Which, on the sides looking down, were bricked up too. As Cambourne knew. And which, out in the rear, were also bricked up. As Cambourne also knew. While this structure was, quite openly, as the sign said, an “overflow depot” for second-hand office furniture, the buildings each side had frankly been converted to being “warehouses”. For each one carried a handpainted sign stating it to be a “warehouse”. The one on the right for machinery. The one on the left for Soda Parlor equipment. The streetfacing windows and storefronts of those establishments were not painted opaquely; they were just plain “dirty”, with dirt and spiderwebs—no one could see through any of them.

Cambourne turned away from No. 633, which was not even a recognizable number—went south on the block till he got back to the entrance of the Newspaper for the Blind. Out at the curb, in front of it, the blind and deaf man had seemingly not moved since he, Cambourne, had been there last. Cambourne went up the splintered stairway. At the head of it, the foreman with the ink-stained forearms and the blue apron was waiting. A greyish oblong of cardboard in his hand.

“Ah, there, Inspector,” he said, extending the piece of cardboard to Cambourne coming up. “Here’s your ticket—to start conversation, anyway, atween you and one deaf and blind man. Hope you can take it from there—or can you?”


CHAPTER IV

In Which Two Go A-Banking!

Cambourne accepted the cardboard oblong with its raised and cryptic Braille figures. The foreman spoke.

“Nothing wrong, I hope?”

“No, nothing. Just—what’s your name?”

“Banbruck, Inspector.”

“Thank you so much for your help in this instance. Getting through with a single pertinent question, to a man who’s both blind and deaf, is quite a problem. Thank you so much.”

“Don’t mention it, Inspector. Glad to be of assistance. Come again, if you have to.”

Cambourne went back down to the sidewalk. Now he had an ingress into the locked brain of a man who was both blind and deaf.

Striding out to the curb, he came to a stop in front of the beggar. Who did not hear, or even know, of his approach. Cambourne leaned forward. Took up the other’s hand from the up-ended box where it lay supinely. Withdrew from his sidecoat pocket where he’d dropped it, his badge. Put the other’s finger upon it. Fortunately, nobody was in the vicinity at this moment.

“Ah,” commented the blind and deaf man instantly, “policeman? Good morning, sir. A crisp fall day, is it not?”

Now Cambourne, withdrawing his badge, put the piece of cardboard in the other’s hands.

The blind man’s fingers went eagerly over it.

He looked up. Startled, even in his orbless eyes.

“Oh-ho!” he said. “I know—I think I know—what’s wrong. He’s struck—again?”

Since there was no way of getting an answer, he spoke on without one.

“I’ll go with you, sir, at once, around the corner, to the bank. Right away.”

With a key he unlocked the chain that wound about his great steel piggy-bank, and held it to the box. Reaching under somewhere, abstracting a white cane, and rising.

Now the two proceeded along Depot Street eastward, and around the corner at Wabash Avenue, to where a busy bank stood with stone pillars in front, and copper-barred windows.

“The first teller, sir, always takes it,” said the blind man.

Cambourne therefore led the way to this teller’s window.

The blind man, coming along too, though not so surely, spoke. To the teller.

“I’m a little early today, sir. This gentleman, from the police department, wants to see, I guess, what’s been dropped in there, and—”

“Since yesterday—when he came last?” laughed the teller. Though towards Cambourne. He took the bank. “This is something new, sir, for me. I’m from New York. A beggar that brings our standard home-savings bank in every day, has it unlocked, takes half the money, and leaves half in a savings account—”

He was unlocking the bank. Tumbling out the money.

Cambourne, peering forward at it, shook his head gravely.

It was there!

The $20 goldpiece that always got left with Piggy-Bank Pete—after every killing by the Straw Hat Murderer!


CHAPTER V

The Homesick One

“Don’t touch that goldpiece,” immediately warned Cambourne, to the teller. “No, don’t touch it.”

“Don’t touch—”

“No! Here!” Cambourne produced a toothpick. And a small cotton lined pillbox. “Slide it in here. Into this little cotton lined box. Yes.”

“Oh, oh? Something criminal, eh?” the teller was commenting.

He followed instructions, however. For he slid the goldpiece deftly into the box, without touching it. And seeing that Piggy-Bank Pete had apparently given permission for all this to Cambourne, slid the box over to Cambourne. The latter put it, with lid fully on it now, down into his inner breast pocket. Though if it were anything like the previous goldpieces, it wouldn’t contain much. Nothing, likely, in fact. But this time the murderer, en route to the depot, may have bungled—taken off his gloves—who knew?—you never can tell!

The teller was shoving back to the blind man half the remaining money. Banking half. Entering it in a book the blind man was now extending.

Cambourne took the chin of the other man gently. Nodded his head, back and forth.

“I get it, sir,” the latter said. “’Twas there, eh? All right. You may have it—I know you do have it. And just bring it—or the equivalent in bills—back to me when all is over.”

And the two, in a trice, were going out of the bank.

Outside, Cambourne patted the blind man on the shoulder. To signify that he was done. And leaving.

And as the blind man turned and started trudging his way wearily back to his box, on the next street west, feeling about in front of him with his white cane, Cambourne stepped into a cigar store lying off the bank. Into a telephone booth off the doorway.

Put in his coin and dialed a number.

A girl’s voice answered. He could see the girl—her name was Daphne—and Daphne was his wife. Blond of hair, blue of eye, her delicate oval face sad from the homesickness, from the loneliness that was eating her heart out.

“Huntoon, Daphne,” he said tenderly.

“Yes, Huntoon?”

“Lord,” he commented, to himself, for her tones were really today those of a homesick girl.

He spoke.

“Daphne, honey,” he said, “you may as well—yes, you may as—start packing our things. For London!”

“A trip back already—Huntoon? Why, you just brought me over.”

“Yes, I know. But I always told you that if things blew up for me here, I’d go back to London, start over in the department there, thanks to that fine letter from Sir Ivor Kenrisborough—and we’d finish our lives in the city where you lived, and I was born.”

“Yes, Huntoon. But things haven’t blown up—for you. So—”

“Well,” he said grimly, “the thing that has knocked four men now out of the homicide investigation department—and back to walking beats!—has happened. The Straw Hat Murderer—has struck again!”


CHAPTER VI

The Straw Hat Murders

The girl on the other end was plainly puzzled.

“The Straw Hat Murderer?” she echoed. “What a—but what do you mean, Huntoon?”

“Honey,” he said, “I didn’t intend, after fetching you here from England—after falling in love with you on a trip home to see the country of my own birth—to bring you back to a mess of crime and blood such as this Chicago is. I intended to give you six months with nothing grisly—ever discussed. And that’s why I’ve never told you about—the Straw Hat Murders. But now—well, I’ve got to—if it’s to mean that I’m to lose my official head, just as four men in the Homicide Department already have.

“You know,” he explained, “after each killing—unsolved—one head must fall—to satisfy the Public?”

“It isn’t that way in England,” she told him, longingly.

“Right you are, honey! Right you are. But all right. Well, darling, to make it brief, the Straw Hat Murders are the work of one and the same man. We know plenty about him. But—not enough! For one thing, we know the general path he takes—that is, from the commencement of crime to flight—because of ineluctable conditions inherent in the affair—and also because he leaves invariably certain traces. For one thing, he leaps across seven feet of space, lying full three stories up in the air, to gain access to a roof he has to gain. He comes down a ladder lying underneath a roof trapdoor whose owner won’t—dare not—lock it or nail it because of court-orders, suspended sentence against himself for fire-laws violation, Fire Department inexorable rules, and whatnot. He—the murderer—oh, we know also that he comes into Chicago from outside—and leaves town immediately after his murder is completed or before next morning is well under way, because he marks his own path up the alley by which he has to attain egress, around and into Depot Street, thence west to the depots, by a goldpiece dropped into the piggy-bank of an old blind and deaf beggar who sits at Depot and South Streets—”

“Huntoon!—are you sure you’re not up against in all of these—a false trail?”

“Honey, you take the chair—the deductive chair—and let me stay home—and do the knitting. For you may be right. Anyway, he does drop it into the bank of a beggar whose friendly sign says ‘Have a Pleasant Journey’ which in some slight way seems to suggest that he, the murderer, hopes to. Or—but all right.”

He paused.

“Well, the Straw Hat Murders really start with old Emmanuel Goldfarb, one of the kindliest and finest old Jews on Down-at-Heel Row here. He had studied piano in his own youth, and could play that instrument to some extent. After his wife died, he became a little bit—well—twisted, I guess. He missed her so. For he reconstructed the old building across the street from his second-hand office furniture store to be a sort of—well, the building in question he’d inherited from his father; it was separated from the buildings, each side of it, by gangways—had continuous and perpetual steam-heat service, incidentally, at absurdly low rates, due to some old contract drawn up with some central heating service around there in First World War days—it was being used for storage of overflow pieces of his stock, and—well anyway, he reconstructed it to be, at least certainly on its top floor, a ‘hideaway music studio’ where he could withdraw himself from the world, stroll about up there, and, in particular, play the songs that ‘mama used to love’. Yes, he moved in a $3000 grand piano into the top unfinished story of the building—he had to cut holes in the carpeting that he’d had laid over the entire floor, and screw it to the floor above pillars he put in on the floor below—a regular engineering job, no less—he created a special stairway, boxed in, at least in one of its stretches, from a rear entrance up, and bricked up all the windows looking out and down, front, side, and back—”

“Bricked up—all the windows? Why?”

“Well, for three reasons, honey, so nearly as I can get it at this late date. One, the instinct to cut the world out entirely. He wanted to be alone I guess—with ‘mama’. Also perhaps, to shut out the noise of the city.”

“Oh yes. I—I hear it all the time, Huntoon. The roar of the—how dreadful. Particularly here in Chicago, where—but what might have been—could have been—the third reason?”

“Coolness, honey! In summer. A brick building whose glassed-in apertures—i.e. windows—are bricked up will remain cool on the hottest days. Those are the points where all the suffocating heat comes in. He wanted his ‘sacred studio’ to be as livable in summer as ’twas in winter, thanks to that certain heat he always had, due to his old contract.”

“Well, all that bricking up of windows suddenly does begin to make sense, Huntoon, when you cite all the reasons. But do go on?”

“Well, he used to go there—having bricked up even the front door to keep out busybodies and so-called ‘bums’ and what—he used to go there, via his rear door, then up by way of his private stairway, and play the songs ‘that mama loved’ on the grand piano—all by himself. And eventually—he died. And lo, when his will was read, it turned out that he’d put in it a steeltight proviso that the studio was not to be demolished, dismantled, nor even to be used for storage for 20 years, nor the piano moved, nor anything. His son, Max, so I’ve been told, tried in court, to prove his father was touched—Max could have inherited anyway, you know—but failed. The courts ruled that a man had a right to have metaphysical theories if he wanted them, and even said that if the old man believed he himself might be coming back there off and on, in some sort of spiritual form, to carry on with his songs—and which seemed to be the old man’s idea as expressed in his will—there was nothing to confute his beliefs. And that—”

“And so Max Goldfarb,” she half giggled, “was stuck with a top floor—he couldn’t rent—nor use?”

“Aye, but he got a musical studio—he could rent! And rent it he did. Easy! To a musical student called Robert Hordon. Who—

“But this was five years ago, darling. I was just an underling in the Department. Well, they found Hordon, seated at the piano, a huge, keenly sharpened knife driven full into his back. The one door downstairs, leading out to the short back yard or alley which were nearly the same, was open. The fire escape stairs on the fire escape of the adjoining building had been pulled down to near ground-level—by a hooked wire. Showing the full course of the murderer.

“He’d pulled the ’scape down—had gone up and onto the roof of the adjoining building—a warehouse, of course—had leaped across, full seven feet, raised a rooftrap in the Goldfarb building—come down a wall ladder inside, and secreted himself under the stairway coming up to that floor. Yes, they found a handkerchief under there he’d accidentally dropped. After the victim had come in, was playing lustily and long on the piano, the killer-to-be had come up the stairs, stood in the doorway with a malevolent grimace on his face—”

“Oh, Huntoon, you’re embellishing—”

“Maybe I am—a bit. For nobody knows exactly what was in his mind, even on his face, as he saw his man at the piano, 22 or so feet away. But he crossed the intervening distance, and plunged his knife into his victim-to-be’s heart, by way of the latter’s back. The musician—fell forward, dead. The murderer apparently—for this was summer—left behind him a straw hat—a sailor hat, to be precise—he wore. And believe me, the police did a lot of tracing of that hat—and got nowhere.”

“Well, what was that about a goldpiece? What—”

“Well, that wasn’t attached to the crime—at that time. That first murder. By pure chance, an old blind and deaf beggar at the corner, turning in his money at a bank around the block, had a $20 goldpiece in his repository. One of these home-savings steel piggy banks where the bank keeps the key. A reporter, in there at the time, wrote a piece on it, to the effect that people still had tender hearts. And there was apparently no connection. But—”

“But Goldfarb—Max Goldfarb—rented the studio—again?”

“Yes, the murder having been figured to have been a case of some private revenge, on the part of some personal enemy of Robert Hordon’s. Not even the police deemed, or sensed, otherwise. Well, Max rented the studio then to a Charles Amodie. Who took over.”

“And it happened—again?”

“Yes. It was fall, this time. Not straw hat weather at all. Amodie wasn’t killed by the blow. But staggered clear across the room. From the piano, obviously, since the overturned bench showed his struggle to get out from it—to anywhere. He fell against a further wall, with hands out against it. And died. But again—the straw hat was found. And—but I’d better tell you how the police were sent to the studio in this case. The teller at the bank, in counting the old blind man’s change, found a $20 goldpiece in it. Put two and two together. Remembering the other incidents had happened the same day. Called in a policeman. Who called his station. The police went—and found—the dead man.

“Now the police knew something about the killer. Knew that he went south after he came out. Rounding the alley corner. Presumably went straight to the depot—one of two depots—lying to the west. If it was early in the evening yet. He either left the coin in triumph—or to show the police the utter uselessness of looking for him in Chicago.”

“And using a blind man made no possibility—of tracing his likeness?”

“Right! Well, there was now a cessation of the murders. For the studio was too accessible to a possible killer. Max Goldfarb, you see, was under warning of a $1000 fine if he nailed up that roof-trap door. By action of the Fire Department. He was under a suspended sentence of one year in jail for having hooked it shut for a while—and having been discovered to have done so by the Fire Department. The judge who gave him the sentence—but suspended it providing he never repeated the violation—well, his wife had burned to death once, in such a place. He was really tough—on that point. And since Max Goldfarb dared not nail it up—claimed he didn’t—he couldn’t use the studio—and—

“Well, he held out—about a year. Then covertly put in an ad in a Berlin paper. Caught a German who wanted to come here. And never had heard of the murder cases. The German came. Looked at the place. Rented it delightedly. And there it was, being secretly used.”

“And how long—before he was murdered?”

“Two months, honey! They found him shot. Leaning forward over the piano keys. And with a straw hat lying nearby, yes. Shot, yes. With the powder marks against the very nape or back of his neck. Showing the gun muzzle was put right against it. End of—Gustav Einhorn.

“Now the police begged Goldfarb not to ever rent the place again. He faithfully promised. And the next—the next was a woman student—from our own country.”

“A woman?”

“Yes. Louise Wanstreet. She wasn’t afraid to go into an alley—under an Elevated Road—and go into a building by the back way. An odd woman, in some respects, for she wore men’s clothing. Anyway, she wanted the studio. Took it. And when they found her–”

“Yes?”

“She was strangled. Right at the piano. Even the usual straw hat lay atop the piano, on rim as tossed there. As shown by a slight dent in it. Yes, the usual straw sailor hat—perhaps I forgot to mention that all of the hats found, though differing in many respects as to size and weave and so forth—were sailors. You know? Those hard crowned things that take one back to—In fact, it was yours truly who, around that time, hypothesized, from that one factor, that the killer was an Englishman—carried fond memories, don’t you know, of the Regatta at—”

“Oh, Huntoon. The Regatta! Do you think we will ever see it together—with all the schoolboys wearing their sailor hats and—”

“I know we will,” he said sepulchrally. “If my head don’t roll in this new development it will be a sheer miracle. But while still on the sailor hat subject, another member of the Department actually hypothesized that the hats always were a pun on ‘sailor’—that the killer impudently announced his calling—sailor, say, on the Great Lakes here, and—Another chap in the Department was quite and assuredly certain that the killer was a man of all of 40 who came up out of that age—delightful to him, perhaps, because he was then a teen-ager or something—when all straw hats were sailors—before all the later monstrosities flooded in like Panama-shaped, and wiggle-brims and—but back to Louise Wanstreet. There she was, when found, strangled by some kind of a cord noose. And left right on her neck. And—”

“This—this is getting kind of dreadful, Huntoon. It’s worse—worse than our Jack the Ripper. Listen, didn’t anybody ever glimpse, from down below, some man seen jumping across the roof gap—or coming covertly out downstairs by the rear door?”

“No, honey. The killer was too smart to get his description recorded by anyone—even in the eyes of a man with short-distance vision, or even a ‘wino’ in the alley. Wino? Bums, so called, from the lodging houses who go back in an alley to get drunk on a 40-cent bottle of sweet wine. He—the roof-jumper—evidently did his roof-jumping—and his downstairs exiting—always between the hours of dusk and dawn. When the piano practisers in there did their stuff in the early night—as the present one who has been having the place now has been doing, the killer came, killed, and went, all probably in the early evening. If they were day-time practisers, Mr. Killer had to get into the place before dawn—do his job that day—and stick around there till dusk at least had come, and then get out. He must have operated that way. Because nobody—not even any alley winos and bums hanging around there, ever came forward to vouchsafe having seen a man coming out of the place—much less any description of such.”

“He—he must be cunning,” was all she could say. “I—I suppose that, to prevent crushing the straw hat that he always brought—you say he always left it, so he must have brought it—to avoid crushing it, in that jump, when he must have landed sometimes on his knees, or face, or on all fours, he—”

“Oh, honey, there would have been nothing to that little problem for him. A hat, encased in a large paper bag, with a piece of brick or stone placed in the bag, can easily be tossed across a 7-foot gap. No air resistance in that case to speak of.”

“No, I suppose not, Huntoon. Getting himself across safely was his only real problem, evidently. And—”

“Well, with the fourth murder,” Cambourne proceeded, “there was really a howl! The police tried to enjoin Max Goldfarb from renting the studio again. The injunction was found to be defective. He did promise, however, not to use the place again—for renting purposes. And—but I find today—well, you now have the story. I got a note—a telephoned message—a while ago, from a patrol officer I know covers Down-at-Heel Row, headed ‘S.O.T.’. Meaning—‘Same Old Thing’. The studio, I find, moreover, Max has rented again. To a Greek youth, this time. The goldpiece is—was—in the blind and deaf beggar’s piggy-bank. And that means—”

“Yes?”

“That means that if we—the Police Department, I mean—is not more successful this time in finding the man who brings to his killings, and leaves behind, a straw hat—that my head will drop. And I won’t stay here—to have it dropped. Or at least to see it—dropped. We’ll go home!”

She was silent.

“Much as I want to go home, Huntoon,” she said, “I don’t want you to be demoted—dropped—whatever it would be. You’ve put in long and earnest work in that department. It may be—may be that this time the killer—the killer, you say, stands under the stairs?—waits till the player is playing?—then comes up the rest of the way?”

“Yes?”

“I’ll pray, Huntoon, that this time, if he has struck, he has left something under the stairs as he waited—that will identify him.”

“Here’s hoping,” he said gruffly. “And now I’ll go on to the studio from here. Here’s hoping!”


CHAPTER VII

Token Bonus

Emerging from the Wabash Avenue cigar store, Huntoon Cambourne walked north, instead of the way he’d come, till he got to President Street, the next one on beyond Depot Street, turned the corner here westward, and again attained South Street—or Down-at-Heel Row of same!—at its other corner. At this end of Down-at-Heel Row the old smoke-greyed brick buildings were neither poverty-stricken newspaper offices, nor storage establishments, but flop-houses, so called. Flop-houses with most regal names! For the one on the corner was, according to a black-painted sign with red letters on it, crossing its whole width, The Queen’s Delight. The one next, according to its over-front sign, was The King’s Lounging Place. And the one beyond, as lettered on its store-front base, The Longchamps of Paris. Unshaven, tired, even discouraged looking men stood about in front like stone pillars or yogis, and between cracks in the painted groundlevel store windows on the sidewalk level could be seen the usual long stark furnitureless main floor, where men, minus the wherewithal, could, for 10 cents, sleep on newspapers spread on the floor, providing they brought their own with them.

He turned up the splintered stairs of the “Longchamps”. A battered desk at the top, with a hanging tin reflector acting as a sort of halo to a flyspecked electric bulb, and an unshaven clerk, pronounced, through a sign on the wall back of it, “No money—no sleep.”

The clerk surveyed his customer.

“Listen, Bo,” he said, “you ain’t ready for this block yet. Try the Conrad-Hilton for a few weeks, on Boul Mich to the east—then you will be stripped, and ready for this.”

Cambourne laughed. Drew out his wallet.

“I only want to pay up a little advance room-rent for Piggy-Bank Pete, whose place of business is one block up the street. He just did me a favor—of sorts. But does he still live here?”

“Hell, he’s our star roomer. For years. And when I say ‘star’—I mean star! Gets in every night before midnight—that is, unless it’s a rainy night and his curbstone pitch is n.g.—gets in sober, Capital S. And—oh, did I hear you scornfully accent the word ‘here’, when you said ‘Does he still live here?’ Hell, a blind deaf man’s got to live near where he labors.”

“I haven’t seen him laboring much,” said Cambourne. “Sitting at an upended box—all day and part of the evening—maybe reading his Braille paper, maybe not—and just waiting for coins. However—well, what does he pay?”

“He pays by the week. Because he gets in before midnight, and sober to boot, we give him a 40-cent cubicle for 35 cents. But because he pays by the week, we charge him $1.50 only per week.”

Cambourne, fishing in his wallet, withdrew a $5 bill. Extended it to the other.

“Mark him paid up, then, for 3 weeks in advance of wherever he stands now, and keep the 50 cents change.”

“Now you’re cooking on all burners, my friend. First tip I ever got in this dump in all my time with it and at it!” The clerk wrote out a penciled receipt. Extended it.

Cambourne took it, and left.

Went down the steps. Musing regretfully.

“It isn’t really enough,” he said, “for him—only $4.50—but after all, my department doesn’t allow me money for tips or bonuses. Perhaps if that gold coin we found today in Pete’s bank bears an identifiable fingerprint—and Number 633 of this block contains the usual dead man—maybe then I can afford to pay up Piggy-Bank Pete’s quarters for a full year to come. We’ll see. So now for Number 633—by its one and only entrance!”


CHAPTER VIII

“Not For Me!”

He went back the way he had come. To President Street. Then east, but only so far as the under-L-Road alley where he was parked today at its other end. A dismal gloomy “ribbon” of land lay under the L-Road pillars, stretching as far as the eye could see—a land where anything could happen, and anyone could walk, without even being seen—and this pillar-studded area was separated from the backs of the west-facing buildings on Down-at-Heel Row only by a narrow alley with highly cracked pavement. Various men, looking exactly like the denizens of the lodging houses out in front, came swayingly out from under the overhanging L-Road structure, wiping their mouths. “Winos”, almost certainly, tipping a bottle of 40-cent muscatel, port, or sherry, where police in the squad car out on the street couldn’t pull them in. As Cambourne turned into the alley proper, a ragpicker, with huge wobbling cart filled with dirty cartons, was coming along toward the street, the ragpicker himself between the thills like a beast of burden. Now a sleepy-eyed newsboy who evidently had a mid-afternoon rest shack somewhere in between the L-Road pillars was coming out, rubbing his eyes—now came frolicking out two yellow dogs minus collars or dog-tags, living on borrowed time till the dog-catchers got them—now, further in, he saw two cats browsing in an empty garbage can, their moth-eaten backsides obscenely up to full vision, their tails moving joyously left to right to show their jaws were crunching on something eatable.

There were no numbers back here anywhere, to show which was the place put up in Post-Chicago-Fire days by Abraham Goldfarb. But none were needed, at least, to find Number 633. For those artificial gangways Abraham had created in the long ago, masking themselves only in front, though only, at that, up to one-story level, made his place stand out, in the rear, in considerable distinction to the solidly jammed-together structures all along. Moreover, the various fences, low, high, rickety, and some practically boardless, that, by law, had to rim in the small back yards, were, at Abraham’s place, an old iron fence, with spiles, something like one sees in old etchings. Most of the spiles, of course, were gone today. Abraham Goldfarb, plainly, had wanted his place pretty in back as well as in front. In the long ago, before even the L-Road had come here, there must have been a garden where No. 633 was, well-flowered and green with grass—a garden in which now and then a call to dinner had come for “Mannie”—Max’s father-to-be.

The gate in this fence was long since gone. Had been gone for many years, plainly. So Cambourne just went in.

No garden today! Only a dismal short back yard of verdureless hard dirt was visible with a broad cement path, in good condition, however, going straight from the gap in the iron-spiled fence to a heavy black-painted wooden door, wide enough to permit the moving in or out of any kind of a piece of furniture, including even a grand piano, side up.

The door seemed like an oasis in a mausoleum-like façade of solid brick, though the later-bricked-in windows were visible as areas of differently hued “smoke-grey”. Now became evident a feature that had, in the past, puzzled Cambourne who’d puzzled much in that same past about the Straw Hat Killings—namely, how on earth the air in this completely “solidified” shell of a building ever got renewed when it did get too thick, or too warmed in a heat-wave. A small heavy-iron-barred circular opening, about 10 inches in diameter, near the top, yet far from anything, and showing in back of the bars the three wide blades of an electric fan, now at rest, established how air could be drawn out of the place by some distant switch, and become renewed by more air drawn through the innumerable invisible chinks and crannies that exist in all old brick buildings—if not perhaps the edges of the great store-window with expanded-steel grating and opaquely painted-over glass out in front.

On the left side of the building, connected to the short back yard cement walk by a fringe-walk of cement, was a cement-paved gangway full seven feet wide, separating it from a “warehouse” to its left which may, or may not, have had a fire-escape out in front. Another cement-paved gangway, also seven feet in width, lay to the right, similarly connected to the rear walk with a cement-paved fringe-walk, and on the building forming the further side of it hung a red-painted fire-escape with swinging steps at bottom.

The fire-escape by which the murderer always reached the roof trap!

Cambourne, still off from the rear door some distance, drew to a stop—surveyed the fire-escape.

It was down!

And not only that, but the bright, gleamingly bright hooked wire which had reached up in the night, and brought the staircase down, so that the murderer could go up it, was hanging from it.

Any doubts Cambourne had had up to now that “S.O.T.” meant “Same Old Thing”—and “633” meant “633 South Street”—were about gone, now. Because the fire-escape set-up was as it always was—when “same old thing” occurred before.

Well, he told himself, clues were more important than gawking at a fait accompli consisting of one dead man!

So he strode down to the building. Turned off at its base, and onto the ribbon of cement that fringed it. Thus to and then into the gangway to his right, and to the swinging staircase of the fire-escape on opposite side.

Went lurchingly up it—lurchingly because the odd depth of the steps did odd things to his feet.

A ragpicker, going down the alley with only a huge basket atop his shoulders, paid no attention to him, as he could see as he rounded floor one, and looked down. He was, he reflected, to the outside world, just a “roofing estimator” going up to figure on a job. So carried on with his climb, climb, climb. Now finally at the topmost “station” of the fire-escape, he saw he would have to do the final ascension by way of iron rungs driven into the building side for a distance of seven or eight feet upward. He didn’t like climbing ladders affixed to buildings—specially three stories up in the air!—but needs must, he realized, when the devil drives policemen, and clues have to be looked for. So up the rungs he went, taking care not to look down. He reached the roof at last. Walking, by all fours, a short distance from the top of the rungs, and then rearing himself to verticality. Now puffing a bit from the effort of shoving his 160 pounds upward by alternate motions of his leg muscles, he turned about and walked diagonally over to the roof edge to a point where, looking across the seven-foot gap to the other roof, he could see, lying close to the still further roof edge, the square roof-trap door which, if Max Goldfarb were ever to nail it up, or even hook it down, he was supposed to get a $1000 fine plus a deferred jail sentence from an irate judge.

Standing there he shook his head.

Not at the suspended sentence and overhead-hanging fine for Max Goldfarb, nor at the petty viewpoint of a petty police court judge. But at the belly-sickening gap between where he stood, and the firm, comfortable edge of that farther roof. He wouldn’t have attempted that jump himself, he knew, for all the money in the tills of the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey. Nor, standing where he was right now, would anybody else—in Christendom. But, for such a man as was willing to make such a jump, that man could proceed backward away from the point by any number of feet—even yards—desired—then lope forward, head and shoulders down like a track runner—and leap! Specially could one do so under the pink-tinged sky that was always in this part of the city from countless neon signs in the Loop business district just to the north—if not the great Steel Mills, to the south. Such a “mountain goat” could even make it to safety if he fell short of his spring—slightly short, that is—for, falling a little short, he could clutch with his fingers on that roof edge—pull himself, elbow himself, knee himself safely up, and—

“Godfrey!” Cambourne said helplessly, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t take that leap to kill my worst enemy. Nor—enemy? Now how could a man who leaped this gap between the roofs here be an enemy to Robert Hordon, Charles Amodie, Gustave Einhorn, Louise Wanstreet—and Elftherios Paleogus? Assuming that Paleogus is a corpse at this moment?”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said to himself, “the ‘enemy’ the Straw Hat Murderer is after—is not—the people he kills. That’s the riddle. That’s the riddle. So get going now, Huntoon. Before deGelder get discouraged, and calls the whole department. Get going!”


CHAPTER IX

Cerberus on Guard!

Clues on roof or fire-escape there had been none. But none particularly had been needed. The swinging stairs at base being down—and the bright long hooked wire hanging from the staircase structure—were clues enough. Except that they were both but S.O.T. “Same Old Thing!”

Now Cambourne was coming down again. First by the stretch of building-affixed iron rungs which he hoped would hold, and which did hold. Then by the more convenient fire-escape structure itself. Then by the pivoted weighted staircase. He let the hooked wire hang where it was, for the time being. The police already had four such put away. The fifth could wait!

He was around now to the solid black door in the back of the building. Rapping loudly on it. Noting the broad silvered disc of its powerful modern lock designed to keep out anyone who had no business here.

He heard footsteps inside. Coming down, doubtlessly, by the stairway he knew to be inside. He expected to see a certain bluecoated patrolman, with stocky head, when the door should open. Though, when it did, there was just a squarishly-blocky-headed blondish woman of about 45, clad in scrubwoman’s blue denim scrub clothing.

“You—you’re Inspector Cambourne?” she said at once.

“Right. Who are you?”

“I am Vilhelmina Berkheyd,” she said.

“Mrs. Vilhelmina Berkheyd—sister of—”

“Oh, sister, maybe—of patrol—ah—officer Aert de Gelder—who patrols this block?”

“Yah, sir. Von’t you come in?”

“Yes.” He was coming in now. Unimpeded quite, by any gloom or darkness, due to the simple fact that light was coming into the place from the door, not yet closed behind him, plus a huge brightly burning electric bulb over the doorway, on its inside. He saw nothing but a solid-looking firebrick wall, 10 feet or so on beyond the door, with an unusually broad doorway of its own in it, carrying a hinged and heavily barred padlocked iron gate, and, through the bars of the gate itself, a congeries of office furniture piled three pieces high, in some cases, and apparently going clear to what must be the front of the place.

To the left of the incoming door, built against the rear wall of the building, was a wooden stairway, a railing on the outside, which had never been painted. And had never even been finished as to its component boards. All of which was fully in line with the fact of old Emmanuel Goldfarb, Max’s father, having built this special “road” to his “studio” subsequently to the construction of the building itself, and which had been by his own father.

The woman was closing the door behind Cambourne.

“You vant dot I draw de bolt?” she asked.

He laughed mirthlessly as, turning completely around, he saw the gargantuan bolt on the inside of the alley-leading door, and the crudely handlettered ink placard that had been affixed to the door by Max Goldfarb, landlord. The sign read:

TENNANT. PLEES TO ALWAYS SHOOT BOLT SHUT WEN YOU COME IN FOR TO PRAKTISE MOOSIC. DISREPABLE KARACKTERS LIKE WINOS AND BUMS ARE SUMTIMES TO BE FOWND IN ALLIE AND UNDER L. AT LEAS IN DAYTIMES.

“What good instructions to shoot bolts closed?” he said dryly. “Rather, what good even bolts themselves around here—when rooftraps are unhooked and unnailed? As evidently five people now—have come to know? Or do people who are dead know anything about why they are dead, or—You’ve got a dead man upstairs, now, I take it? Is he—but here—wait—let’s get things clear as we go along. What relationship have you to this crime? Rather, this place?”

“I am scrubvumman,” she said dignifiedly. “For seferal blaces along here. De odder day did der young Greek who rents opstairs studdio stop off in vun my places vere I scrub and ask if he could get vumman to clean a small flat vunce veek. Dey call me in from back vere I am scrubbing. He talk to me—he say flat is not eckzacly flat but is studio—and make propsition. Vunce veek sveep vid broom, dust an’ vash valls—one tollar an’ half. An’ ve arrange it I meed him downstairs at alley door today at 2—or if you like it besser I put it dis vay, dat he meed me.

“Vell, he wasn’t hier,” she said. “But door—only door dere abbarently iss—in back—yah, she was open—oh, six inches.”

“And so you thought he’d gotten here early, and left it open for you, and went up?” She was nodding. “I can gather you got some shock when you got all the way up. Though fortunate for you—for you and your brother, in fact—you are both the stolid type! Well now tell me, find anything—anything on the stairway—as you went up? This is important.”

“Nein. Find nodding. But find blenty—opstairs! Goot t’ing I am not sqveamish—about dem t’ings. Aert unt me ve grow oop on farm in Holland vere our fadder dit butcher cattle, pigs, hogs, and sheeps himself, and—But ven I see vat I see—yah, heem!—I go qvick back downstairs—take off key I see hanging on nail at side uf door vere ef’dently he kept it ven insite—close door till lock she click, and run down alley to Praseedant Street, w’ere I boom into Aert coming ’round into South Street from Wabash. I tell him all. For maybe he, if he be first into de place, maybe he catch promotion.”

“Ah, the self-seeking motive, always, eh?” commented Cambourne sadly. “Well, go ahead?”

“Vell, Aert he go across sdreed—call you by phone in cigar store boot’—dey say you out for 10 minute, be be back—so he leave message. Den he come back to me. Ve come back hier. He go oop; I stay down hier to vait for you. An’ be vaiting since.”

“Well, all you both did is the thing, or things, I’d have wanted you both to have done. Very good. And for you and Aert’s keeping the set-up pristine—that is, from being messed up by reporters or squad-car cops and whatnot else—for handling it this way, Aert shall have his promotion, if any urging from me will have any weight. Now we’ll go on up, I guess—but wait.”

While he had been turned clear about, scanning bolt and instructions from Max Goldfarb, landlord, his ever-comprehensive gaze had taken in several things simultaneously. One of the things was, to be sure, quite unimportant. It was merely a wooden-lidded toilet seat over near the north wall, over which a doorless telephone booth had at some time been dropped. With its absence of door, and the glass everywhere in it, its crudely painted delineation of its status, minus an “I”—in short, PRIVATE TO LET, was somewhat of a misdescription to say the least. At the rear wall, off the toilet, so as to use the same down drain, was an old zinc lined sink, with a single greenish faucet. Establishing that piano practicers could perform ablutions—could get drinking water, when desired!

The other feature he took in was that there were four snapswitches at the side of the door, all of an unmistakable hexagonally-shaped type known as Distant-Snap; both that, and the fact that a number of small apparently 4-watt bulbs in the ceiling, directly above the stairway, were lighted. If, he knew, he got the right answers now to two questions he proposed to ask, he knew that everything was confirmed very beautifully. About a certain matter, that is! He proceeded to ask his questions.

“I take it that you yourself turned on the powerful light over the door here as you came in?—perhaps with that leftmost lower switch there?”

“Yah, I did.”

“But not the stairway lights themselves? With, I take it, the leftmost upper switch?”

“Dot is right. Dey vere alretty on.”

“Well, that confirms everything quite perfectly. Since the lights here are, of course, wired specifically for ‘distant-snap’. Meaning they can be turned on at either end, turned off at either end. It means the tenant turned on his doorway and stairway lights when he came in. Went on up. Turned both off upstairs. But that the Straw Hat Murderer—that’s the gentleman involved here, Mrs. Berkheyd, in case Aert hasn’t mentioned it!—the Straw Hat Murderer himself turned only the stairway lights on—after his job was done. Wanting light down the stairway flights, yes—but none falling atop him when he went out the door. Yes, quite clear. All right, Mrs. Berkheyd. Now we will go upstairs.”

“Yah—but vait. Just minute. So I can talk vere Aert not hear.”

He had himself turned toward the stairway. Turned back enough to fully face her.

“So that deGelder—your brother—not hear? Why, certainly. What did you want to say?”

“Didn’ van’ to say. Just ask. Do you t’ink Goldfarb, across sdreed, dis time get nailed? I mean—go to prison?” There was a look on her seemingly usually impassive face at this moment of definite hatred.

“Get nailed?—go to prison?” he repeated. “Well, I see by your words ‘this time’ that you know more of the cases devolving about this old building than I thought you did. Well, why did you—but wait!—since you do know more about these cases than I thought you did, did you convey any of—of the history of this place upstairs to the young Greek—who hired you to come here and do work?”

“Soort’ny not,” she said, with supreme dignity. “I am scrubvoman—not s’bosed to tell boss his own bus’ness. Besides,” she exculpated herself, “I t’ink dat, long lader, ven I know him besser, I dell him some dings.” Now she exculpated herself even more. “He even must know—must did know alretty.” She exculpated herself still further. “Sdill dat killin’ sduff anybody—me, too!—t’ink vas all ofer for good. Last vas two year back.”

He looked at her. Well, she had made a case, at that. He now asked the logical question.

“Why do you feel so deeply about Goldfarb getting nailed, ‘this time’? There was a sort of a look on your face—”

“Because he insolt my hosban’—vid a name—yah, a dirty name—den cause’ him to die.”

“To die? How?”

“My hosband, Brinker, he used to come regular’ to dis block on Sat’day afternoon. To stroll. He lik’ de odd Life on it, he say. He come hier not long afder Piggy-Bank Pete up the sdreet he come hier. Brinker come for years. He call dis sdreed his ‘strolling sdreed’. Vun Sat’day he stopped, in strolling, to rest in front of Goldfarb’s vindows across sdreed. Max Goldfarb run out and scream, ‘Get avay from addract’ addention from off my show-vindow you—you plush-horse.”

“Plush—horse?”

“Yah, Plush Horse. Poor Brinker! Maybe he do haf a bright Dutch blue suit on—high crowned white straw hat vid red ribbon on it—bright poorple necktie—shiny yellow shoes—he dress dat vay ven dress’ up.

“Den Goldfarb, looking at him, shout, ‘Vy you don’t, on Sat’days, go on boat excoorsion to Mich’gan City—or Milvaukee—like sane peoples, instead of be poppyjay on Down-at-Heel Row—’”

“Poppyjay—popinjay, eh? Well, he could have used the word maybe ‘dude’ or ‘dandy’ or something like that, but not pop—”

“So poor Brinker,” she went on in a virtual monotone now, “he do just dat next Sat’day. He take passage on excoorsion boat City of Milvaukee. It capsize—about halfvay between. It haf blenty of lifeboats—plenty of life belts. Eferybody get saved—drift in to shore. All but Brinker. Brinker never do. Strange he never get place in boat—nor belt? Strange—” She shook her squarish head frustratedly. Now her face grew hard again. “But he, Goldfarb, he cause’ him to go on dat boat. He cause him to die. I give an’thing to see Goldfarb in prison—not in pretty blue Dutch suit and yellow shoes and straw hat wit red ribbon—but—but in black and white striped prison costume. Yah!”

There was a hatred profound in her tired face. Cambourne shook his head.

He wondered sadly, too, if it wasn’t the old case all over again. Another woman! He had encountered many cases in his life of “dudes” and “dandies” and otherwise highly-dressed individuals who liked to “stroll” being mixed up—or getting mixed up eventually—with “the Other Woman”. Had Brinker Berkheyd, when the City of Milwaukee went down, drifted in boat or belt to the Wisconsin shore—become somebody else? And was today raising cabbages or strawberries or melons—and maybe children? Who could tell? He hoped not.

“I’m sorry to say,” he gave dictum, “that, with respect to your implied—no, stated—wishes with respect to Goldfarb, he won’t be ‘nailed this time’—nor be in prison at all. He had—always has had—a legal right to rent out that space upstairs. Had in previous cases, too. But never a moral right. No, he won’t be in prison. In striped costume in lieu of Dutch blue suit, straw hat with red ribbon, yellow shoes, period!”

“So–o?” she said, as one in whom quaint hopes this day had arisen—and been dashed. “I sort of t’ink dis time dey nail him. An’ make convict out of him. A—a—a—a plush-horse convict!”

He stood helplessly.

She had apparently no more to say. Nor did he.

But speak he did, on point other than what had just been discussed.

“Well, suppose, again, now, we go upstairs.”

And turning, he crossed to the stairway base, and commenced the plodding ascent up, she following stolidly—docilely, even—in his rear. He wishing oddly, at this second, that he was a stolid Hollander himself. For, even though he was a policeman, he was dreading the grisly sight he knew quite well he was shortly to see!


CHAPTER X

Found Under a Stairway

At the top of the stairway was revealed, though only by the tiny 4- or 5-watt bulbs in the ceiling above the staircase, a floor which was, right here, cut off its entire length from west to east by a firebrick wall. A broad open doorway off the stairway was barred, as below, with a wide iron gate, powerfully padlocked, and by the dim eerie light emanating from the tiny bulbs in the ceiling could be seen, through the barred gate only, of course, more office furniture—but particularly, on this floor, old adding machines, typewriters, whatnot. It was more than plain that Mr. Max Goldfarb—and no doubt his father before him—and even his grandfather before him—was in position ever to outfit, not just a fly-by-night office opened by some third-rate entrepreneur—but an entire business of many connecting rooms with business furniture. Indeed, it was plain, by the stuff viewable here, that Max could throw an 8-room office together in 5 hours, and have clicking typewriters and banging billing machines—given the operators—to operate them.

Here the new stairway, unfinished as before, and leading to the topmost story—the latter being the studio itself—ran east and west. It could be seen to carry matchboard partition, at least on its one outer side, cutting most of its underside—indeed, all of its underside—off. Why this was so was anybody’s guess; Cambourne guessed that firefighting equipment had been kept under there once, safe from being jammed, suffocated, and tangled up with other things. Perhaps it had only been mops and pails! This, anyway, was where, so it was hypothesized, the killer always waited till he should hear his prey coming up the other stairway, and turning over onto this one; here under this stairway which led squarely into the studio, he waited till his prey was subsequently engaged in pounding out arpeggios or whatnot on the grand piano. And when he did hear this, he came out from under the stairway, rounded it backwards, tiptoed quietly up it, found himself squarely in the studio able to watch his prey, then crossed over to the rear of his busily-playing victim-to-be. So went hypothesis. And quite reasonable hypothesis, to boot, when one went one floor further.

Since Cambourne himself was first official “examiner” on the spot today—and knew the place hadn’t been combed yet by anybody “official”—he decided at once to make instant search under this stairway or “hideout”. Called back to the woman with just the words, “Wait a minute.” Passed along the stairway base and its matchboard siding. And round the further end of the same. Looked in, and under; could not see, at this moment, anything, so dark was it. So he threw on a pocket torch, and directed the beam in.

The beam of the torch revealed that there was nothing in the way of firefighting equipment, mops nor pails under there, but it did bring out a white label lying in there on the floor.

He stepped in, inclining first his head, then stooping his whole body, and picked it up. Printed on it were the words:

POST-SEASON TAKE-’EM-AWAY-AND-PUT-’EM-AWAY-FOR-NEXT-SUMMER SALE.

Price 39 cents for this hat!

He shook his head. Particularly as he saw the full significance of what he held. A straw hat sale ticket! And realized the picture it portrayed. A great open bin, perhaps in Goldblatt’s down the street, or Sears, or anywhere else, heaped high to the ceiling with all summer’s unsold straw hats. Countless people fighting, scrabbling, shoving, trying them on, doffing them, and trying on larger, smaller, better, or worse. Taking each, his acquisition, to the nearest cashier booth. Taking it away in a bag given forth with his change and cash-register slip.

“Take ’em away!” he said dryly. “As a clue to this murder, the straw hat—if it’s up there as usual—will be worse—than useless!”


CHAPTER XI

—As Even the Killer Himself Had Stood!

He came out from under the stairway, restoring the torch to his hip pocket and stowing the label in his inner jacket breast pocket. The woman was waiting for him, stolidly, deferentially.

He took the lead again. Trudged on up that final flight. Seeing, before his head even got level with the next floor, the wood-runged wall-ladder, some feet off the stairway head, that led down from the rooftrap above to third-floor level—the ladder by which the killer always entered this “impregnable place”.

Now Cambourne’s head was reaching floor-level. Now it was above. He was turning it automatically now to take in the great windowless area above. And which was brilliantly lighted by a ceiling-affixed neon tube, not too far from the stairway top.

The entire floor, up here, was carpeted with brown carpeting undoubtedly picked up at a sale—a sale that probably was a real “distress sale”. It was thus carpeted so that, perhaps, the floor’s original creator could take long walks on it, up and down it, around its edges, across it. Sitting down only occasionally, perhaps, to play “the songs that mama loved so well.” If any original stairway came up elsewhere, from old construction days, long gone, its opening had been boarded up, and covered with the carpeting—was gone. As for the walls, they had all been painted a beautiful white—were white still, and not yellowed. The modern powerful neon fixture in the ceiling, it could be noted by anyone, had been placed at the streetwise end of the area—not the alley end, nor the middle—so that it illuminated particularly the segment up front. Obviously, it was something Max had put in for his illicit but paying tenants. Old Emmanuel had doubtlessly used gas up here.

Straight across that top-story area, from the stairway top, about 20 full feet, as one could only judge, its rear against the further wall, was the famous grand piano itself. A magnificent thing of rich and beautiful mahogany, plainly, studded generously over certain areas with artful bits of inlaid pearl substance. And placed there, that piano—so it had become known—because certain solid pillars on the floor below had permitted it to be screwed or bolted firmly there—and made thus to give forth always its finest notes. This, the expensive piano that Emmanuel Goldfarb, Max’s father, had decreed legally should never be moved. So that perhaps, though in spirit only, he could continue to return to it. And which never had—been moved. But there was more across the carpeted floor from the stairway top than just—the piano! Or, as one might more completely put it, the piano and its last laid-out piece of music! For the latter, in the form of an entire folio or perhaps even opera, stood there, outspread, on the music rack. For, seated on the drawn-out piano bench, though sprawled forward upon the keys, as Cambourne, ascending and ascending even further, and turning his head full roomward as he did, was a human figure, its back of course to the stairway top. It could be seen, even in this position, to at least be wearing grey-belted mauve trousers, and a white silk shirt, with sleeves apparently rolled up to the elbows to expose forearms. For the arms were slightly outspread as though playing a single majestic chord when arrested thus–the fingers of each outspread hand were even themselves outspread, atop the very keys, as though plucking forth, at that instant, from a core of possible tones, a specific chord. A chord which might honor its striker—for the hair atop the fallen forward torso and head could be seen to be black—to be longer than usual—to fall so deeply on the white nape of the neck that it parted slightly there, automatically. And bespoke musician. Lost, lost, lost, lost, in some perhaps divine second—in the chord he was playing.

But there was one more thing about that seated—though sprawled forward—figure.

A vicious knife had been plunged deep, deep into his back, clear to its hilt, in fact. Plunged just off the line of his spine, so that it had gone all the way in. The handle of the knife was black and all of 6 inches long. Which meant that the blade was 7 to 10 inches long, at least. And meant also that to the one powerful blow that had directed the knife, the wielder of it had given everything he had. The welter of blood that had gushed forth, momentarily, where the knife had pinned the very shirtback to the flesh, was like a great, irregular, crimson blot.

That was all there was to be seen. Unless one, looking streetwise—though of course with no street to be seen, thanks to the bricked-up windows—as did Cambourne now, even with his right foot on top floor, took in a worn black leather couch against that wall, a comfortable black leather lounging chair alongside its head, a tall tapestry-shaded floor lamp off the chair, with a silvered steam radiator lying in back of it, and, at foot end of couch, a simple mission-type clothes rack carrying a purple velour hat, a hanging purple tie, a bright woolen muffler, a mauve jacket, and a short grey reefer. Nothing more than these, no.

Now could be seen faithful Patrolman Aert deGelder. Standing off and out of the way of everything—full over in the furthest corner, indeed—hands behind his person either benignly, else holding the so-highly precious “highspot” object found on first examination of the site, so that it might not get kicked about in a later general examination. He was, himself, a short stocky man. About 35. And, in his very blue uniform, was completely Dutch, in every way. The hair that fell to the sides of his police hat was yellow, the face within squarish, the eyes blue. But the face and eyes were 101-percent honest, and dog-faithful to his profession.

Cambourne was well in now, some distance away from the stairway top. The woman behind him was coming lumberingly up, taking some kind of position against the wall with the ladder rungs—one who, having done her part faithfully, was now effacing herself completely.

DeGelder allowed the superior man to speak first. The superior man did.

“You’ve touched nothing, I suppose, deGeld—ah, I’ll call you Aert, say not so?—” And since Aert was quite evidently holding something behind him, Cambourne qualified his words by “nothing about the body, I mean?”

“No, sir. Oh, the body? Well, I did touch his right temple with my fingertip—for pulse—and the pulse-area under his extended right hand, for same. No pulse, of course. Indeed, from all I’ve studied in my class in criminology and crime detection, I’d judge—from the rigidity of the flesh—plus the coldness thereof—that he was killed at about—oh, about 8 o’clock last night.”

“Hm? Not very long after he came in, and started his night’s practicing. For that greedy landlord across the way, who persists in renting this—this death studio—he told me a short while ago that his new tenant’s usual practice-period was 8 to 12 each night.”

“Then this chap’s killer, sir,” returned Aert deGelder, deferentially, “—if he’d worked out the victim’s practicing schedule, as he undoubtedly did—didn’t have to put in much time here last night, did he?”

“No, indeed! ’Twas come—kill—go—all in one evening after dark, and before even 9 o’clock. If you’re right in your death-hour diagnosis, and I’m sure you are. No,” Cambourne shook his head, “’twas in the daytime killings where he had to hang around. Having to get into this place at least before daybreak at the latest—do his job anytime subsequently—and get out only after dark.”

“Might I ask a question, sir? This case—well, I mean the previous cases so—so identical with it—have been of great interest to me.”

“To you, deGeld—Aert? To you? To everybody who reads about them. Specially to me. If I ever write a book about this police game—”

Cambourne said no more. His words, he realized, implied that some book he had in mind would contain those cases preceding the one now at hand—and—this one, too.

“Well, all I want to ask, sir,” pleaded the Dutch patrolman, earnestly, “is do you know—or haven’t you found out yet?—did he drop the usual $20 goldpiece in the piggy-bank of the blind and deaf beggar?”

“Yes. I checked on that, first of all. I knew that if the victim up here were dead, no delay in my arrival would make him any less dead. And besides, you would be here on watch. As per your telephone message to me. But delay in checking the usual concomitants of the crime might be bad business. So I took the old man around the block to the bank. Had the pig opened. The goldpiece was there. I have it in a cotton-padded pill box in my pocket.”

“But if it’s like the old cases,” protested Aert, showing unmistakable familiarity with the “old cases”, “there’ll be no fingerprint on it. Not so?”

“Quite so. A defiant gesture like dropping a $20 goldpiece into a beggar’s bank isn’t designed to put a noose around the dropper’s neck. It’s only to—to exhibit—defiance.”

“And movement toward the depot, sir? Isn’t it?”

“It’s always been thought so, anyway. I think it’s to show that plus the fact that he’s well-heeled—and will give a hell of a legal fight—if caught.” Cambourne shook his head unbelievingly. “Does he think that we’d be balked by the fact he could hire a half a dozen criminal attorneys?” Now Cambourne shook his head almost amusedly. “Too bad,” he commented, “that the date for your sister to have cleaned up in here wasn’t for, say, about 9 or 10 last night. Then we’d have been in here by then—we’d have had men in plain clothes over at the two depots in one of which, presumably, he was sitting right then, waiting some train out—for either the South or Great Southwest.”

“A lot of territory, South and Southwest, sir.” Aert shook his head stolidly. “Sir, couldn’t it be that he drops that goldpiece, when he’s done his job—or before he shakes the dust of Chicago off his heels—because he has a guilt-feeling? And wants to do something, anything, for a poor devil who—”

Cambourne laughed, mirthlessly. “A guilt feeling? Listen, Aert, a man who does what the one in here did couldn’t have the slightest emotion of guilt. None. No, he leaves the goldpiece, so I believe, to show he’s well-heeled and has gone depotward, period.”

Aert deGelder studied deeply and profoundly on this. With hands still, however, held in back of him, not showing what they might be holding.

“All right!” said Cambourne, extending his hand, even at the distance between them. “Since in this Crime No. V, in a series of almost identical crimes, the usual concomitant will be here. All right then, Aert, old boy. The hat!”


CHAPTER XII

Class in Criminology

“Yes, of course,” said Aert, “the hat. Yes, of—”

“But wait, my fine criminological student,” said Cambourne quizzically. “For you say you are a student of criminology. Now let’s see how observant you were, when you picked the hat up from wherever it was—where was it, anyway? No, never mind that just now. Let’s see how observant you were. What was the make of it? Did you read the manufacturer?”

“Yes, sir. Made by Riffle Hats, Rhode Island, Vermont. Brand: Skytop.”

“Ver–ee good, Aert! Well, do you know where ’twas bought?”

“Sears, sir. According to an adjunctory sticker in the band.”

“Why, Aert—you’re the future Police Commissioner of this town. Sears—right down this very street. Now you say you’ve studied, or at least read of, the other cases where hats were left. Or were found, depending on how I should put that. What places were those bought at—”

“Two at Goldblatts, sir, one at the Fair, and one also from Sears—Sears, Roebuck to be fully exact here.”

“And meaning—”

“That he acquires the hats always after he gets to Chicago. So—so as not to betray what city he does come from.”

“Right! At least according to traditional thought. To which I, anyway, take no exception. Well now—the hat size? I’ll bet you didn’t think to record that mentally—”

“8, sir. Different, incidentally, from all the others. Which were all different from each other, too. They were, as I recall it, 9’s, upper 8’s, and one, I recall, a 7-1/4. Which is why I, at least, aver, proves that the killer never wears them here to this place. Even during those murders that took place in summer. Brings them here to leave them here.”

“Not just good, Aert, but perfect! The fact of all the sizes being different shows that conclusively. And now, Aert—what type of straw hat? All were sailors. Two were of brown straw. One of white. One of yellow. Three had short brims. Two had wide brims. One had an enormously high crown. The rest, not so. One had a bright, screamingly bright, plaid band. Two had modest bands, and one black, one brown. Moreover, the last one found had—a grey band.”

“Seems,” commented Aert, dryly, and exceedingly deferentially, “you are some observer yourself. And have looked over the hats in the police collection of famous unsolved-crime clues. Since you were not in your present position during any of the other four murders. I am, I fear, quite nothing compared to you. I never even thought of the possibility of cat—cat—”

“—categorizing, is what you are trying to say?”

“Right. Categorizing the hats as to brim-widths, bands, or straw colors. As apparently have you. I—I am—am somewhat—a—abashed.”

“Don’t be. You put on a mighty good recording performance yourself here this day. And some good sound deductions, to boot. As to my studies of the hats themselves—well, difference and likeness are what make up the world. And any crime. Specially, a—a continuously repeated crime.”

“But it is likeness here, in these crimes, is it not, sir, that point up the whole hidden picture?”

“We–ell, yes, when you have explored each. Now we have deduced the reason for the goldpiece. Defiance—warning of flight from Chicago here—financial means. But we’ve deduced these factors from no other adjunctory factor. We don’t even know why the killer always strikes here. At this studio. There are hundreds of places that you can kill people—and leave straw hats—but why here? Why here? Nobod—”

“But I have figured out why, sir.”

“You—you have figured out why, Aert? Listen, my interesting blue-eyed Dutchman, who is slated for a big place someday in the police department, I’ll humbly ask you one now. Why—why does the murderer—strike here always—in this studio?”


CHAPTER XIII

“Sherlock” de Gelder

Aert stiffened up with pride. To be told by the head of the Homicide Investigation Division that he, de Gelder, was going places some day—from curb pounding—was something and more than something. But to be asked an answer to a question puzzling the head of the Homicide Investigation Division must have filled him with pride. And proudly, he answered.

“It’s quite simple—to me, sir. The killer was the—the victim of a law suit or something, in the long ago, against or by Max Goldfarb—injured financially, some way—but, still worse, in his ego!—yes, sir, I study psychology, too, and know what flaming hates injured ego can create—well, I figure he strikes up here always knowing that sooner or later Max Goldfarb will be pulled up into court, charged with being accessory before the crime—and jugged for a sound number of years.”

Cambourne thought on this. Quizzically—but reflectively, too.

“Well, so help me,” he said, “that is a new one! Officially, that is. I—I heard something—oh, something like it—not too long ago.” He was thinking of Aert’s sister to whom he said he would keep her remarks confidential. “Your form of it, however, is the brilliant form. But Aert, my fond Aert, Max Goldfarb cannot ever be legally convicted of being accessory before a crime. When he does something that the courts have decreed he must do, i.e. leaves that rooftrap up there unnailed and unlatched.”

“Well, I really had reference, sir, to his renting continually to music students—rather, getting them by ads put in foreign papers, so that they never know anything about what’s taking place here off and on.”

“No, Aert. He has the law so much on his side, in all that, that the best the police could do with him was to negotiate a—a gentleman’s agreement about not renting this place again. An agreement which, however, he violates. No, our killer here would be more au fait as to Goldfarb’s legal position than Goldfarb himself. Our killer wouldn’t strike—in hopes of getting back at Goldfarb.”

“But when a man strikes,” protested Aert, almost wistfully, as he plainly saw his theory melting away, “he strikes to get back at someone. These people that rent this place never heard of each other—he struck them all—”

“Aert, we’re all—you and I included—over our heads on some aspects of this affair. So now let’s have a look at the hat. And tell me, too, just where you found it lying. On its crown?—On its side?—How and where?”

Aert was bringing his two hands about in front of him. Both were empty.

He explained this with something that explained nothing.

“When I said I touched nothing here, sir, I meant nothing. Nothing—with respect to all and everything.”

Cambourne faced him in great puzzlement.

“Well,” he said, “you knew—know—all the details about the hat, and showed mighty good mental recording of them. But—where’s the hat? I mean, if it’s where the killer left it, where—”

He swung his eyes over, all around the place. Back of himself. Back in front again.

“Where is the hat, Aert, that you could discover it—and I couldn’t? Where, Aert? Where?”


CHAPTER XIV

The Hat

Aert deGelder answered him

“Just go over, sir, to either side of him—yes, the dead pianist there—and look.”

Cambourne, still a bit fogged, did go over. Toward the latter’s right side. Though stopping automatically at the sight of that awful knife plunged into the other’s back. Whipping out his handkerchief, he took hold of the handle-end of the knife, through the handkerchief only, of course; tried to rock it. It was implanted as though planted in clay. Almost unrockable. He had to make comment.

“This knife went in so powerfully, that even if it had gone in straight, and struck the vertebra, it would have but slipped off that vertebra—and gone in, just the same. And all the way.

“The killer of these pianists always has been an efficient man. I mean a one-stab, one-shot, one-strangle man!”

Cambourne, putting his handkerchief away, made a moue at this utilization of something he’d told his wife Daphne before he’d married her: that he was a “‘one-girl’ man”. Made no further comment. But continued on with what he had started. Which was to get to the side of the sprawled-forward figure.

And there, facing that sprawled-forward figure sidewise, stooping a little, he gazed at the other’s face, able to note now how the black eyes of the slumped dead pianist popped out of the head in sheer agony—how the teeth were bared in a grin of fearful, unbearable pain. But, looking to, and further past, the belly of the victim, he saw it.

The straw hat!

Jammed in between the fallen-forward torso, and the dead man’s left upper thigh.

From light that fell from above, Cambourne could see it was upside down, as forced in. So that maker, brand, store, size number, all, would have been exposed. To the observant Aert deGelder.

But where he was, he could see fully what he’d previously asked Aert:

“What kind of a hat?”

It was exceedingly garish, this one. Almost contemptuously defiant, one might call it. For it was made of black and white straw, woven in concentric circles of black and white, in from the rim end up to the crown, where the crown, excluding the inside band and the label, showed a spiral weave of black and white. It was the kind of hat a giddy youth might buy to take his 16-year-old girl to raucous, customer-baiting Riverview Park, given the wherewithal to go on. Or, had this been the days when this very building was built—rather, to be exact, some quarter century after—to take his gal, of a Sunday, out on the cable-car to the end of 39th Street. As a hat—well, ’twas the hat all right, all right, to leave at a crime like this where contemptuousness showed always, in every detail.

He didn’t try to pluck the hat out from between torso and thigh. He was content to leave it exactly where it was. Where the examination crew from the Detective Bureau would find it. Extract it carefully. Make fingerprint tests on it. And find, here and there, on ridges and rolling surfaces of straws, bits of broken fingerprints which, like in all the other cases, were similar to such broken parts as were found on all the other hats. No full print anywhere. But parts, fragments, segments—making up one straw-hat buyer and one only!

“Well,” Cambourne said, rising to verticality, “this completes the case, I guess, so far as ‘Discovery of the Crime’ and ‘Registration Thereof by Official Registrar’ goes. For here, Aert, is where we let people take over with special apparatus instead of eyes, brains and wagging tongues like ours. I sonorously pronounce it, therefore, one Crime, Classification C., Number V of Series I, II, III and IV—known as ‘The Straw Hat Murders’. Completely in order, as to its customary common denominators. Victim deado! Place of forcible demise the same. Goldpiece deposited at upper corner. Denomination the same. Straw hat left. All I require to do now is to make a small diagram of the place as is. Heavens, the whole place is so simple as to furnishings and accoutrements it’s almost futile to—”

But he did take out his notebook, to make the initial diagram of the site of the murder as required by law for the Official Recording of the Crime. Though stood with the notebook in hand, gazing reflectively forth.

And deGelder spoke. Plaintively.

“Inspector, between others, in official capacities, in other crimes of this series—and you today, in this one—and humble unimportant me, even—it seems that, between the all of us, we must surely have set forth the explanations of most of the highly enigmatic concomi—comcomi—factors in these crimes. All but—but the straw hats—yes, I know. Nobody—me included—has ever rendered explanation of that—a guess—or even a hypothesis. But maybe you, who’ve studied the case, it seems, and have come, officially, right in on one first hand, have—an idea. So I’ll ask. Even if I get stepped on—hard. I’ll ask, Inspector—”

And now Aert’s voice became almost beseeching—a man who, plainly, could no longer take an intellectual frustration. Who had his last chance to hear the opinion of one better schooled than himself in Criminology.

“Why, oh why, oh why, Inspector,” he pleaded, “does the killer of these pianists always leave a brand new straw hat behind him, come spring, come fall, come summer, come even winter? Why?”

Cambourne laughed irritably, mirthlessly, as he freely and gravely gave full reply.

“Whenever we get the answer to that, my friend,” he said grimly, “we’ll know far more than what you’re asking. And which is but the explanation of a single—well—repeated phenomenon. And I used the word ‘whenever’ for the simple reason that I subscribe, myself, to the theory that the solutions of all riddles are invariably found. And that—but what I’m really trying to say, my good friend, Aert deGelder, patrolman, is that those straw hats, being a not just common denominator of all the killings up here, but the utter unexplainable common denominator, are the pivot of the crimes. And the pivot here—contains all the answers to the others. The right answers, no less. And all the answers.”

“Even—” asked deGelder eagerly.

“Yes,” nodded Huntoon Cambourne, authoritatively. “Even the identity—of the killer himself. Watch, wait and see—after my head rolls!”


CHAPTER XV

The Man in Blue Spectacles

The man who was walking toward the tall, white stone Bell Telephone Exchange Building on West Washington Street, Chicago, and carrying in his hand a snappy looking, expensive leather traveling bag, wore blue spectacles and a wraparound tie around his neck. The tie could have covered a regulation tie, and a soft or stiff collar, though not so far as the public was concerned. To them, it was an Ascot tie, nothing else. He wore, as a suit, an expensive tweed one, as a hat an impeccable soft grey one, and was about 45. And he walked with elastic, springy and firm steps.

He was close to the towering Bell Telephone Building, and fully illumined frontwise as to himself, by the late afternoon sun of this brilliant cloudless day, when an oncoming man, in a drab, cheap brown suit and soiled imitation Panama hat, stopped—cried out, “Hi, Mister—wait!” And stop the man with the leather bag and blue spectacles did.

The man who’d cried “wait” came on to the man with the leather traveling bag, who had come to a stop. No one was near the two.

“I beg your pardon, my friend,” said the man who’d cried out “Hi”, “but weren’t you once, in your career, a broad-jumper?—professional or amateur?—or—or participant in an athletic meet where you were important enough to be photographed?”

“Why—why do you ask?” countered the man in the blue glasses.

“Because—well, because, my friend, for some years—for all of nearly 10 years, in fact—and up to 3 months ago, moreover—you were virtually facing me every time I laid down on my bed to rest—or when I laid down in it at night to think or read a while before trying to go to sleep. What I mean is that I lived in a room—rented, yes—that had been all papered with newspaper-clippings. All of athletics—and things athletic. It had been papered that way originally by a young man who followed that stuff voraciously. And had grown up, and gotten married, and left his home. And his people had rented his old room as ‘was’. Keeping the freak wall paper, and keeping it cleaned, too, like as if it were regular wall paper. Well, the one of you—the one I spoke of, anyway—was directly above my head—and downside down, with respect to me—though trimmed a bit as to unused marginal story stuff, it did show itself to have been originally a full page pic. And lighted up from the lamp below, it showed amazing details. It showed a man of—well, some years less than you are now, yes—but not at all different in features, no—in track costume and wearing blue glasses because he was just then, or had been, jumping toward the sun—or—or pole-vaulting toward it or something—anyway the photographer had snapped him just as he rose off the ground like a rabbit. Now—”

“Yes?”

“Well,” said the other man, a little bit embarrassed plainly by that cold “yes”, “I’ve the damnedest memory for small details—such as features and faces—as ever you’ve heard of! Once I see a face, even under ordinary circumstances, I almost never forget it. But seeing it for years on a ceiling above my head—well, could you be—are you—him?”

The man with the natty expensive bag endeavored to laugh. It wasn’t too convincing a laugh. He tried to make it more so.

“Well this is one case, my friend, where you’ve come one of those—those two-persons-alike croppers. I’m not your man. Never was in athletics at all.”

“Well, well, well,” said the other. He was definitely disconcerted. “Well, ’scuse it then, will you?”

“By all means, yes.”

And the two went on in their original directions, the man in the cheap suit and the imitation Panama hat towards the Wells Street Elevated Road, and the man in the expensive tweed suit and grey felt hat toward wherever he was heading, and which could well have been the Bell Telephone Building.

Though the latter did cast a look after the retreating “disconcerted one”.

“My godfrey,” he commented to himself, “what a memory he does have, at that, for faces! Considering that the most important feature of all—the human eyes!—weren’t in that recognition at all. To think that the pic snapped of me that day I won the World’s Championship in the Standing Leap Finals, in the International Tournament—the pic whose caption at the bottom was ‘The Human Frog’—should wind up on a man’s ceiling—and I should remain there face to face with him nearly 10 long years—strange!”

Now the speaker, face forward again, still treading briskly, was at the entrance of the towering white stone building that he’d been heading for. He turned sharply into it. A room giving off the main floor lobby carried a neon-lighted sign over its doorway, reading “Connections With All Foreign Cities. Booth Service.”

Into this he turned. A number of glassed-in phone booths were along a wall, probably ten at least. A broad long table containing many foreign-looking phone directories, obviously obtained from the Directory Division, stood off the line of booths. A desk stood off the entrance with a gold sign reading: “Rates Quoted and Coins for Connection.” It was presided over by a bosomy woman with long earrings.

“What,” the man asked, stopping here and setting down his bag, “are the charges for London?”

“$10 now for 3 minutes. The booths over there carry slots for dollars. You use silver dollars.”

“Well,” he said thoughtfully, “I think you can give me 20 such coins, if you will. Twenty, yes.”

He was reaching down into his trousers pocket as he spoke, brought up a roll of bills. Flicked off two tens, shoved them over.

She put them away in a cash drawer, and reaching down into a cupboard containing cylinders of all colors and sizes, brought up two bearing the printed words “Dollars, 10.”

They were certainly efficient here, he thought! And he could be equally so, he decided. Broke both rolls, dropped the heavy round and brand new silver discs in his right hand coat pocket which held nothing else, thus sequestering them for instant use, and in a trice was tossing the wrappers into a small metal waste-basket off the desk.

The woman, nodding apparent approbation of a gesture that meant no waste of company time while rolls were unwrapped in booths, spoke.

“Just go into Booth III there. Yes, it’s marked III. Raise your receiver and ask for your city and party. The foreign switchboard is connected directly to those booths.”

“Thank you so much,” he said. Picked up his bag. Went over to the line of booths, on to the one which held “III” in gold letters on its door. He went in, set the bag on the floor, drew the door tightly to. Noted with satisfaction that not only was the booth on each side unoccupied, but that all the booths were triple-glassed. Nobody in this place, he saw, was ever going to pick up any valuable stock market tip by listening in, from the outside, on two brokers talking across the Atlantic Ocean about a coup in shares of this, that, or some other company, Incorporated or Limited. He smiled.

Now he raised the receiver, noting the odd set of slots above the phone. Something for just this purpose. They took just quarters, halves and dollars.

A girl’s voice answered promptly.

“What city, sir? And country, too?”

“London, please. The country used to be England. In these days of general disquiet, it may have become some other count—”

She giggled, showing she wasn’t an automaton.

“It’s still England—was an hour ago. Well now have you your coins—ready?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Well we’re instructed here to have you put them in first—just in case—”

“I understand! As evidence of good faith, eh? And intent—to deposit? I have them all ready.”

“Well just drop 10 dollars in the dollar slot, if you will.”

“Well, do you mind if I drop 20?—and you mark me down on your sheet as being good for 6 minutes—”

“Not at all, sir. Six it is! Now drop them, please.”

Bringing them up from his pocket in twos and threes, and in one case four, he fed them into the dollar-slot rapidly, hearing from each one’s descent a hollow-like “bong” that was entirely different from the “ting” made in all regulation slots by all other kinds of coins. It probably took him 30 seconds to drop the 20 dollars in the way he did it. Now they were all in.

“Now the party in London?” she asked.

“Inspector Huntoon Cambourne—at Scotland Yard.”

He paused a second uncertainly, then spelled out the words “Huntoon” and “Cambourne”.

She was registering it mentally, plainly; one could even hear her nod at her end. “Yes, I see. Two ‘o’s in ‘Huntoon’—and an ‘ou’ in ‘Cambourne’. Quite clear. Well, just stand by now, sir. No time-counting will begin till we have your actual party.”

Stand by he did. Being encased by four snug walls, and having nothing to sit on. Before he knew it, a voice was answering. In as clear tones as the girl. Though it was a masculine voice. It said:

“Inspector Huntoon Cambourne speaking—at Scotland Yard.”


CHAPTER XVI

Strange Request

“Good afternoon, Inspector,” the man in the booth began, “—though, after all, it’s evening, well-advanced, there in London, is it not? I suddenly realize, for the first time, that I could have failed quite to get you.”

“I think not,” said the man on the other end, somewhat puzzledly. “They would have put you then onto Gabriel Road, Number 17, Willesden Green, where I live. Well, what can I do for you—and with whom am I speaking?”

“Well,” said the man in the booth, “I daresay the phone girl, your end, told you this call was coming to you from Chicago—but of course couldn’t give you the name of the caller because he is in a public long-distance booth in—well my name’s—however, what does it matter? I read, sometime back, Inspector, an interesting book by you, published over in your country, detailing the 12 murder cases—unsolved ones all, I should state—that have baffled and puzzled you the most.”

“Indeed?” said the man in London, not unpleased. “Well, I’m glad to hear that my work gets over there to America. For this book was published here, only. Probably some American traveler over here bought it, and took it home to read on the boat—or someone of my own country bought it, and took it over for the same reason—in either case it got left in America obviously—”

“Well, you know, Inspector,” laughed the man in the booth, “how the old open bins—in front of the second-hand bookstores—finally catch every book published—and discarded? I understand you have such in your famous Whitechapel District which I would like no end to see. We have them here, in every city, and—Well anyway, I saw your work in such a bin. Priced at 25 cents. Bought it. Read it. And was really—fascinated!”

“I am flattered, I must confess, but still am sure you haven’t called me at nearly four pounds per 180 seconds to tell me that!”

“Well not exactly, no. Well what fascinated me most of all, Inspector, was your Chapter XII—your terminal chapter—your—your highspot chapter—titled ‘The Straw Hat Murders, Number V.’”

“Well, that chapter—rather, the case itself—fascinated me, too! Does yet. Because it was the one that caused me, ten years ago, to catch my congé from the Chicago Police Department. For on all unsolved cases, some higher-up’s head rolls. My own did!”

“Well are you deeply grieved over that?”

“Anything but! I am higher in this department than I ever would have been in Chicago. I have three delightful little daughters who can carry on their lives without fear of being kidnapped—as in America—a still charming and beautiful wife—a—no, I have no complaints whatsoever—except, confound it—”

“Except what, Inspector?”

“Except my own damned frustration—about that case!”

“Is your frustration, Inspector, based on the fact that the committer of all those murders never reached his just dues—execution, in short?—or just your own mystification about its highly enigmatic angles?”

“The latter, I’ll confess. I subscribe to the fact that all killers, eventually, as they get older, commence to get really punished—within themselves—by their own consciences—and Justice gets satisfied that way.”

“What an interesting theory,” laughed the man in the booth. “We really almost need no penal system at all, do we not?”

“Oh, punishment does act—as a deterrent. Because, in nine cases out of 10, culprits catch punishment.”

“But not the one who committed the Straw Hat Murder Number V—and IV—and III—and II—and I, eh?”

“Right, sir. But see here! Am I being interviewed? Or is my lone book catching an American review or something? Or what?”

The man in the booth reflected on this question. To which his answer would have to be—would shortly be “No.” Decided to let it remain unanswered a brief moment longer, because, so long as it was unanswered, conversation would flow freely. Authors, he knew, were immensely flattered, either to be interviewed or to have their work reviewed.

So he answered in different vein.

“Might I offer the slightest of criticisms about your book—about your Chapter XII, I mean?”

He could feel the man 4500 miles away fall a little, spiritually. Criticism! But the other came back gamely:

“Why, yes—yes, of course. Criticism is helpful—though more so, unfortunately, before one’s book is in solid print. What have you to offer?”

“We–ell, I have in mind that your book did say that there were never any repetitions of the strange murders—after Number V?”

“Don’t—tell me,” said the man on the other end, amazed, “that you’re a Chicago newspaper reporter—and that he’s struck again—after ten years—but that’s impossible—”

“Why? No, I’m not a reporter, Inspector. A—a fan, we’ll say. But why is it impossible—that the Straw Hat Murderer should strike again?”

“Why, because the studio has never again—is not today—been rented to any student. And therefore—yes, I am somewhat au fait with things there in Chicago, you see. The chap Aert deGelder, who is mentioned in that chapter, is today—as perhaps you must know—Chief of the Chicago Detective Bureau. Good straight-thinking boy, that Dutchman! While doing my book last year I wrote to him, of course, for some additional facts that I did not have. And which he gave promptly. Indeed, only yesterday I heard from him about Down-at-Heel Row in general. And even about one person in particular who figured though rather obliquely in the old affair—the poor devil who always got the goldpiece! Yes, Piggy-Bank Pete. He’s retired now, it seems.”

“Retired? How does a street-corner beggar—ever retire? I didn’t know beggars made that much—”

“Oh, left the curbstone, I mean! I mean the City recently took him off the curb, and sent him out to the Home for the Disabled, somewhere out on Chicago’s western outskirts—where he is now kept clean and healthy and well-fed—has even become a gardener deluxe, of posies he can’t ever see. Nor—”

“But can smell, no doubt! There’s always something left to us in life—when Fate takes something away.”

“Quite true. But I myself had been about to say that while doing my book I wrote to deGelder, for any additional facts. No, there was no repetition of the killings. For one thing—and I believe my book states this—Max Goldfarb died sometime after Number V—died from being hit by a truck while running across the street from the store to the storage building to get an electric typewriter out of the place for a potential customer—and so—”

“Well that—is my criticism! Might not the public—your public, in this case—believe that Max Goldfarb himself—was the murderer? He dies. There are no more murders. Q.E.D.”

“Oh my, no. No, no. I was the man who checked on Max himself, during days before I was head of Homicide, and before there ever was a murder Number V. Just routine stuff, followed in all such cases. ’Twas never him, however. He was in a Jewish hospital there at the time of two of the murders. Definitely and unequivocally in New York on another, based on hotel registration in a Jewish hotel on—on the East Side. Had a complete alibi on the other. No, we had to rule him completely out. Had to. Had—

“No,” the man in London made haste to say, “the reason there are no more murders there is that the two women, now running the place, have a bit of a—a spiritualist leaning—and believe, I believe, and so does Aert deGelder, that the spirit of old Uncle and Grandfather, respectively, Emmanuel, does come every so often to his studio to play on the grand piano there. And they just don’t rent to any more musical students now, ever. For—

“Oh, the two women? I mean the little girl who was dusting about the stock the day I dressed Max down. Rose is her name. She’s 17 years old today. Max’s only daughter, it seems. He left her considerable money, including money he inherited from Papa Emmanuel and money Papa Emmanuel inherited from Papa Abraham. Chain stuff, you know! Her aunt, a Sarah Steenburg, got herself appointed Rose’s guardian. She is a spiritualist. And has, I gather, somewhat imbued Rose with those ideas. She is in charge. The two women run the business in complete harmony. Thanks to Aunt Sarah—Rose too, I infer—there is no interference today with Grandfather Emmanuel’s comings and goings into his own studio. Nor with his accouterments. No more murders. Q.E.D.”

“I see,” laughed the man in the booth. “I stand corrected then, as to my criticism. Forgive it, please.”

“Gladly. But again, sir, I must ask: Am I being interviewed? Or is my lone book catching a review? Which? Which?”

The man in the booth could now freely answer, and truthfully.

“Neither of those two, Inspector, no. I am but calling, actually, to find if you will do something—for me?”

“What might it be? Not that I’ll do it. But what—”

“Well, it’s to take that $20 American goldpiece which your story speaks of your owning today as a souvenir—of even keeping right there in your office at Scotland Yard, in your drawer of personal items—yes, the one you acquired from your own department when you left Chicago—yes, the specific one that was dropped into Piggy-Bank Pete’s pig after the last Straw Hat Murder, and to whom—Piggy-Bank Pete, I mean— you paid over $20 of your own money as replacement—well, my request is that you take that coin downstairs, and drop it into the tin cup of the blind—though not deaf, in this case—beggar who, according to one of the chapters in your book—Chapter VII, I believe—sits out there on the Embankment in front of the Yard, till near 10 every night.”

“Are you out of your—why?”

“Why? Because protocol—routine—formula—must always be followed rigorously—to the T. And a murder—a murder of sorts, anyway!—is now about to take place here—by me. By me, yes, who is the killer in the Straw Hat Murders Numbers I, II, III, IV and V!”


CHAPTER XVII

Unbelief

The profound silence on the other end was costing somebody about 5½ cents per second. And it went ten full seconds, too. Cost: 55 cents.

“You—the killer?” finally ejaculated the London police head, not so much in unbelief as of one who believed he had heard wrong. “You—”

“Yes. And since a demolishment of a profound mystery is, in a sense, murder—and since a $20 goldpiece was deposited in the cup of a blind, deaf beggar in every one of those murders—then murder again, by same man, requires another gold coin in some beggar’s—well, seems to me everything is copacetic—to carry on as usual.”

“Well I’ll be! See here, sir, is this—a rib?”

“At $20 per phone call? What do you think?”

“I—I think—maybe no. You—you imply that you are now about to demolish the mystery of—of the murders which you allegedly committed—or—or claim to have—”

“No, I state so, not imply.”

“Well—blow me down. I’m not sure—but things might hang together and—You really demand that—about the goldpiece?”

“Oh indeed, yes. Formula must be followed. Must be! Your book states in that Chapter VII that your office is but about 20 seconds from the entrance of Scotland Yard. And that he—Blind Tom—sits there till 10 at night. You have the coin there. So it’s up to you.”

“Well, so help me—I—well, my friend, I’ll deposit the coin all right, after you’ve spoken your—”

“No, not after. Now! You do my required work for me at your end—and I’ll tell you all!”

“Why?”

“Well, didn’t you yourself say something about conscience? As people get older—”

“Well yes, I did. And it could be. A–a–all right! You’ll be on the wire when I—”

“Right, right, right! At $3.33 the minute, too.”

“Hold it!”

There was silence now.

The man in the booth tapped his foot gently.

In less than a moment, the voice in London was back on.

It was huffing slightly, puffing slightly. It was plain its owner had loped downstairs all right. Doubtlessly had done all he’d promised. Since $20 was a cheap price to get the inside story of the crime that had cost him his official head.

“All right,” now said the Londoner, “I’m back on. I dropped it in. Told Blind Tom what it was. He’s biting it now, all around. Confirming it as gold. All right, I’ve played. Now what’s your play?”

“I’m all yours now, Inspector. Well, what would you like to know first?”

“Well—ah—why did you kill all those music students—in that studio?”


CHAPTER XVIII

Inside Story

The man in the booth spoke promptly. Businesslike.

“I killed them all, one by one, because killing them was the only way to eventually get Max into prison. For—for Fire Laws Violation. He was, as even your own story tells, under suspended sentence and suspended fine with respect to nailing up that roof trapdoor. Yet, because of his greed, had to rent that place. Just couldn’t resist it! I figured that he wanted to rent it more than anything in the world. I figured—after each killing I figured it that way—that he’d rent the place again. But the next time he would nail up the rooftrap so that the preceding catastrophe couldn’t happen again. And, finding it nailed—for I checked all the time on that—I’d phone the Fire Department—and have him put in prison.”

“Why—why did you want him—in prison? A—a scrubwoman around there—the scrubwoman mentioned in my story—Mrs. Wilhelmina Berkheyd—she wanted him in prison—wished he would be, that is—because he drove her husband to his death in a steamboat disaster. The boat went down; he wasn’t heard of again. But she wasn’t of mental competence to have figured out a—a frenetic scheme like that. Now you say it was your scheme—why did you want him—in prison?”

“Because he caused my brother—to commit suicide. Yes, my brother strolled into his place years and years ago, with $8000 in his pockets acquired in a series of quick business deals—awfully legitimate and honest deals, these were—my brother went into his store to pick up a cheap desk and swivel chair and to open a little office in Printingtown just one block to the west there. Well, they wound up, instead of selling and buying desks, playing cards—in back of Max’s place. My brother lost everything he had—to Max. Discovered as his last cent went, that the cards were marked. Before he could get one for evidence, Max had thrown them into a burning coal stove that was there. Max wouldn’t give the $8000 back, nor even a part of it. Just laughed at my brother—the way the—the poltroon could laugh. My brother told me all—over the long-distance phone —for I don’t live in Chicago. And then, in a cheap hotel, he blew his brains out.”

“We–ell,” said the man on the other end, quite dumfounded, not fully convinced, either, “that’s—that’s the old hate motive—all right! Which can explain nearly everything in the way of—Except that it seems to me you went to tremendous lengths to—to just put Max into prison for a year—”

“One year for Max, with that well-fed belly of his, eating prison beans and salt pork and whatnot else, would be equal to ten years for somebody else.”

“We–ell, all right. Hate works often from the long end of the lever—yes, to achieve small results. But see here. The woman who expressed an equal hate of Max Goldfarb—the scrubwoman who wanted also to see him in prison—she was out—O—U—T, out—as one who could do the athletic stunts involved. With her short legs, she couldn’t leap over a shoebox. Now you—I don’t know what kind of a build you have—but how’d you get across that roof-gap, each time, with never a mishap?”

“Ah me! If I should tell you that, I’d be getting third-degreed and lie-tested and whatnot else, within 24 hours. Say we let that ride? And that I just flew across?”

“Have it your own way. Well now you haven’t explained all, by any means. Why—why did you bring a straw hat—a new straw hat—to every murder? Every one? Why?”

“Ah,” said the man in the booth with a sudden uneasy laugh, “if I hang on the phone here long enough to give you the whole ins and outs of that, I’ll have to use up all the dollars in the First National Bank and then some. And—but what I really mean, my Inspectorial Friend, is that by that time the call-back here you have instituted via some confrere there when you ran down to put the goldpiece into Blind Tom’s cup, will be through, and completed, and switched to the Detective Bureau, and a squad car will be here, and I’ll be arrested—and so it’ll have to be goodbye. And is—goodbye.”

And abruptly he hung up.

Took up his bag. Swung out of the booth. Hurried out of the place. Was up the street before any necessarily complicated call-back could ever have gotten through, and been completed.

Was ruminating even, and grimly, as he strode briskly along.

“Even as he says himself, in his Chapter XII,” his ruminations ran, “the Straw Hats are the pivot of all those—ah—demises! The full illumination—to all and ever’thing. Indeed, if he knew why they were left at the music-studio, in each case, each time, he’d know the motive I just gave him for killing those five piano-ticklers was the wrong one. And then—then he’d have something further to line his brow, and perplex his soul. Whereas, as ’tis, he’s no longer completely frustrated—at a cost of twenty dollars gold!—and I—I can go on my merry, merry way, and—hi, taxi? This way, please. LaSalle Street Depot. As fast as you can make it!”


CHAPTER XIX

At the Carlton Club, London

“All those crimes—specifically, the so-called ‘Straw-Hat Murders’—though more exactly the last-committed one—took place all of 20 years ago,” said Huntoon Cambourne, in the “Little Parlour” of the Carlton Club in Pall Mall, London, to his friend from Africa. “And were never solved. Officially,” he added, somewhat cryptically.

Leaning back in the comfortable leather armchair in the smaller of the lounges where, at this hour of 2 in the afternoon, this day, none other than the two were there, Cambourne looked fondly at his old friend of schooldays who had elected, several decades back, to make his permanent home in Africa. And who had finally come to London on a visit, after virtually a lifetime spent on his farm in Kenya.

Time, reflected Cambourne, had touched little Guy Standidge since school days. Above his sun-browned face, and clear blue eyes, the once-blond hair was grey. Grey as even the clothing he wore! But, reflected Huntoon Cambourne sadly, Time had touched him, Cambourne, too! And he did not have to look down at himself, buttoned in his dark almost frock-like coat, to see the slight suggestion of paunch back of its cloth buttons; nor in a mirror to see his own marked grey hair, or even the toric spectacles through which his eyes looked today. Yes, time had touched him, too—for wasn’t Diana, his oldest “little girl”, getting married next week?

“Yet you implied, Huntoon,” said Guy Standidge, “a few moments ago—that something had occurred, recently, which threw a huge light on the cases?”

“Did I? Well no harm that I did imply it. Because it was true. And I shall tell you all about it. And even of the blighter who called me up from Chicago, 10 years ago, and almost successfully spoofed me that he was the killer. Except that, alas, for him and his quaint project in calling me, two Chicago detectives happened to be following him, and lo—his odd little scheme blew up before that sundown in Chicago. Since—does the extreme light in here bother you, Guy?”

Cambourne pointed to the so-large window looking out on Pall Mall, through which the London sun—such as one might call it!—was pouring. A scarlet bus was rolling by outside. A pearl-button-covered costermonger across the narrow street was gazing enviously over, almost at this very window. A flower woman sold flowers at the curb, just outside. An old lady, with poke bonnet tied under her withered chin, sang songs in a tremulous threadlike voice, at a window opposite.

London!

“Heavens no, Huntoon,” Guy Standidge was replying. “The sun here in London is—is weak—compared to what I’ve known. Now in Africa, the sun—”

“—the Sun,” said Huntoon Cambourne, purposely paraphrasing the other man’s words, “is no British paper for an outlander like you to have depended on, for years, for news. For they eschew all Chicago stories as being too highly touched up by reporters and official sources. And as for the other paper you read there, The Christian Science Monitor, it never prints stories of divorce—or murder. So—

“But do you know—and referring to the London Sun’s quaint eschewment of certain stories—the Straw Hat Murders couldn’t be touched up. They were already so outré that they needed no dramatic gilding. Nor—but all right. And if the light coming in there yonder doesn’t bother you, I’ll settle back now, more contented.”

Cambourne did. Pausing but a second.

“But first,” he began, “about the blighter who called me up, confound him! I was working late, that night, at the Yard. For not being Chief Inspector there then, as I am today, I had to work! Yes, I was working—when the call came in. Well, there was this blighter on the wire—talking from Chicago. He introduced himself first as having read my new book on 12 unsolved crimes that had baffled me greatly. The work is today out of print. It was that book—my Chapter XII—that made him so au fait on all the details of the Straw Hat Murders. He confessed, on the wire, to having been the killer. But before giving me all the inside facts, he demanded I go down and put into the tin cup of a blind beggar downstairs—one I’d mentioned in one of my other chapters—put into his cup the $20 American goldpiece I’d acquired in Chicago, as a memento, after the case was over which cost me my head. For I had spoken in my book of possessing this coin. Well, I took a chance that all this was on the level, thinking I might be talking to an erratic killer, and loped down and put the coin into the beggar’s cup. Loped back up. Played fair, you see. Well, he told me then a cock-and-bull story anent the man Max Goldfarb across the street—something about a brother of his—yes, the self-admitted ‘killer’s’—having committed suicide because of Max cheating him at cards—at least the story contained the old hate motive which explains so much, so much, so much, in some crimes. For when the hate motive is present, anything can happen. The caller wouldn’t give any name. Nor vouchsafe what he did to make it possible for him to jump—fly—across the roof gap. And just as I asked him about the straw hats, he evidently got his wind up—as now I know—signed off—and was gone!

“But two Chicago detectives,” recounted Cambourne, with a chuckle, “had been following him that day from the Illinois Central Depot where he’d come in. Behind the blue glasses he wore, they thought he was somebody else. Someone they were waiting to pick up—his trail, I mean—at the trainshed, except that that someone didn’t come in. They followed this chap thinking he was the one. They saw him go to the Telephone Building, to the long-distance room. He shortly came out. And as he was about to step into a taxi he’d flagged, to go to another depot, they tapped him. And took him to the police station instead.

“He stood mum. Wouldn’t at first admit he was, or wasn’t, the man they sought. They had no f. p.’s on the man they sought—fingerprints, yes—and, at the moment, couldn’t establish firmly he was the fellow they sought. While they held him, they called up the Foreign-Cities Connection Department at the so-named Bell Telephone Building. By placing the hour and the moment of his calling, and giving his description, of course, they found, with no trouble, whom he’d gotten in connection with. And so called me. I told them what he’d just confessed—and told them even then I was commencing to think the fellow was some kind of a pathological liar or something.

“Well, it turned out he wasn’t one of those pathos. His reason for calling me was different. Anyway, once he knew they had his confession to me, he spilled quickly. For then he was, in a sense, in hot water. Well, the fellow was named Steward Pann. Not Pan but Pann. That name alone, I’d say, was enough to have given him some sort of a mental twist. Think, Guy, of being known as ‘Stew Pann’! Well, he’d once won the World’s Championship Standing Jump in a meet—his photo had been widely syndicated in various widths up to a full page, as ‘The Human Frog’. He’d later had some experiences of various sorts. Including—however, he became eventually a true-crime-story writer. Well, he was willing, in that one instance anyway, to spend twenty dollars just to see me part with a precious memento—to put it in the hand of a beggar. Can you top that?”

“Well, Huntoon, if hate or jealousy were involved, I could understand it. Otherwise not.”

“Oh, they found out. A book of his best true crime stories had been turned down by scores of publishers. He was infuriated by it. But was still more so when he came across, later, a book of mine which I’d got published—with 12 unsolved ones. That was what just burned him up. A book of stories of crimes—without even the solutions. So when in Chicago, changing over from one rail line to another, he decided, almost on the spur of the moment—while near the Phone Building—to call me up in London—spoof me—but make me part with my precious $20 American goldpiece, and thus get satisfaction for himself.

“Incidentally,” said Cambourne, with a chuckle, “I’d rushed downstairs after the call, and paid Blind Tom 5 pounds for the coin. And have it yet. But the blighter’s call did cost me the 5 pounds.”

“Well are you sure, at that, Huntoon, there was nothing to his confession?”

“Absolutely. There was nothing. A comparison of dates showed he was in an iron lung over a period containing two of those murders. And at a track meet, 3000 miles away, judging events, during another. Was in some school, studying some course, at another, and gave a speech that very day in his class. And he was in Hawaii, at the other. Not one of those killings but that he had a 100-percent alibi for.”

“Well,” said Guy Standidge of Africa, “resentment can do it. His resentment should, it seems to me, to have been at a publisher. Not you.”

“Resentment doesn’t always go in the direction we surmise it should. It takes strange paths, like lightning.”

There was a pause.

“But you say, Huntoon,” asked Guy Standidge, “that the murders were—well—illumined eventually?”

“Yes, quite and exactly indeed! Though nothing is known of this officially, yet. Yes, a flood of illumination was at last thrown upon them which was so great and so bedazzling that—well, I can tell you now, and you only of all persons in the world, that the Straw Hat Murders—are solved.”

“Solved? Well, well! And by whom—if I may ask?”

“We-ell,” said Cambourne, a bit embarrassedly, “by me. Huntoon Cambourne. After 20 trying and sterile years. Yes, by me!”


CHAPTER XX

“A New Technique”

Guy Standidge, of Kenya, Africa, facing his old friend of lower school days, now high up in Scotland Yard, but stared helplessly.

“You mean, Huntoon, you solved them over here—by—by ratiocination?—and by deduction?—and by—”

“No, Guy, I didn’t. I solved them, strange to relate, by applying a strange new technique which itself is applicable to crime only, to those crimes. It was set forth in full detail, with many examples culled from old crimes of record, in the Criminological Review of London, of some time back. The technique has to be applied, however, at the site of the crime.”

“How interesting! To think that some bright newcomer to the trade of criminal catching should have written an article that you—old war dog in the field!—should have—who may he have been?”

“Oh, he—oh by the way, may I ask a question, Guy? Your oldest daughter? Whom did she marry?”

“Oh, she married a chap out at home named Basil Broadhurst, who got himself killed by the Mau Maus. She still runs the ranch. Has three children. What has that to do with the Criminological Review or—”

“Well—ah—nothing. Nothing, I confess.”

“Good. Evidently you feared you’d forgotten to ask me that before I settled down here in this chair. Well, once again, who was the new bright young man in your field who cooked up something that could apply to those old American cases?”

“Well, his name was—but Guy, wait! I have one question to ask you. Did your brother ever recover the $50,000 he had in that bank in New York that failed?”

“Well, yes. Yes. He had fortunately put it into a trust fund, payable to himself, prior to the failure. Trust funds are inviolate, you know. The bank could guarantee $50,000 placed thuswise, whereas $10,000 was the limit on United States Federal insurance of accounts, both savings and checking. So he got all of it back.”

“Oh, I am so glad to hear that! Drury was such a fine chap. So—”

“So am I glad to hear it! Well, now—back again. Who was the bright young criminologist who perfected a new technique of criminological analysis—or something—and made it possible for you to somehow apply it—or have it applied for you in Chicago—to the Straw Hat Murders?”

Huntoon Cambourne had thrown up his hands. His face was beet red.

“Well—ah—his name was Cambourne. Like mine. Huntoon, yes. Yes, Guy, I used my own fool method—almost reluctantly and practically without any faith in it—and brought home—the bacon!”


CHAPTER XXI

“Re-Play!”

“Well now!” said the man from Africa with a laugh. “Whose method, after all, is better than one’s own? I’m all ears, Huntoon.”

“Thank you,” said Cambourne, his red fading a bit—or so he hoped! “Well, Guy, I have been impressed, during recent years, after studying and analyzing scores—even hundreds—of solved crime cases in our files, by the fact that the criminal in most cases invariably betrayed his—now what shall I call it?—his category—social, financial, or any of 99 other ‘categories’—by the pattern of the way he performed the steps in his crime.”

“A thing,” said Guy Standidge dryly, “somewhat facilely elicitable, I take it, after the case was closed, and the criminal had confessed or been convicted?”

“Alas, yes! Those things come up beautifully when the thing is an accomplished fact, and all the facts are in, and you can analyze the whole. When, however, one is confronted with a crime enigma—and doesn’t know Mr. Criminal—doesn’t know Mr. Criminal’s steps—it’s purely academic. It’s—

“But nevertheless,” went on Cambourne, “there are countless cases where a considerable number of the steps the criminal has to take, and participate in, are known—have to be known—by the very things he did. It began to be evident to me that had someone—particularly one not of his category—aye, that’s important!—done the steps, there would have been a differentiation in the ‘doing’ due to ‘category’. And—but perhaps I don’t make myself clear, Guy. But I shall.

“Yes, it occurred to me that, given a series of known steps in the committing of a crime, they should be faithfully re-played by an observer or analyst—by two, even—three, perhaps, so as not to accidentally use one in the same category as the criminal—and find the ‘differential’ that set the category of the crime. For there are 7,000,000 people in London, don’t you know, and if we even cut the unknown criminal down to brown-eyed people, we have cut him down to, say one in 3,500,000!—not quite true at that, is it, Guy, considering the so-many people of English extraction that are blue-eyed—but you get the example, I’m sure—well, if we cut him down also to somebody worth 2,000,000 pounds, we cut him down to perhaps one in 70—there are, I happen to know, about 70 persons of great wealth in London, possessing brown eyes—how that has come out, I won’t go into, nor—well, if we cut him down into a limited category, we get rid of, sometimes, millions of possible persons—we—

“Oh,” qualified Cambourne, “such ‘re-playing’ could not be done—cannot be done—in the case of many criminal operations. Because the steps in the operations are just not known! Now take the case of, say, a girl found shot dead by a roadside. Yes, thrown out of a car. We cannot play out the steps in that crime. Cannot even, from the two steps known, find out even the sex of her killer. Who could have been a woman. The girl could have been given a lift—she could have been riding with a lover—she could have been riding with her husband—she could even have been riding in either direction—at any time of day, or even night, perhaps—we just have nothing, in such a case, but two steps—the pressure of a gun to her head, the heave-ho over onto the road side edge. Two steps! Of almost no utility for ‘re-play’.

“But, given a good series of steps, the thing begins to be—different. By studying countless cases, I found that the chance of the ‘differential’ coming up—yes, the ‘differential’ being the difference in the carrying-out of the steps that revealed the ‘category’ of the original carrier-outer!—the chance of the differential coming up was some sort of—of exponential power involving the number of steps, or near-consecutive steps, that could be re-played. Oh, not the square, no. The square wasn’t involved. For, given the square, there would be about 64 times the chance to catch the ‘differential’ in 8 steps than in 2. It was some power, however. Call it, if you like, 11/10th! Or what you want. But, given many steps, the chance grew great, very great. And—again, Guy, given a shorter time-sequence of the steps, or shall I better put it, a short time run for a series of steps that could take longer, the less certain it is a differential could be elicited. Or at least correctly so. For the very simple reason that the carrying-out of the steps under high-pressure may leave out steps that are definitely required for the elicitation of the differential.

“As, say,” drove on Cambourne, “if a man has enough leisure time during commission of a crime inside, say, a residence to straighten out, from a number of paintings on a wall which have been all knocked awry by a boxing match, and not put to rights again since, or by the vibration outside of a heavy motor lorry or whatnot—to straighten out a quiet little thing by some master—he’s at least—an art connoisseur; if he neglects to touch it, but does right some 3-shilling nude, he’s a lusty wretch, or a roué or something. But if he’s so hard-pressed for time he does neither, we get neither categorization. But I think you get the point of the time element having much to do with the ‘re-play’ accuracy. And—

“But now you would, I am sure, like some example of all this. Well, to recount many examples would take considerable time. And to cite them in detail would take forever. But I will try to give you one example anyway. To at least illustrate the point.

“Now there was a case of burglary in a house in Vine Place, Swallow Street. Directly broken into was a study in which was concealed, not too artfully, a diamond necklace, which was purloined.

“Now at the hour this was occurring, the study was ‘bugged’. That means that neither its door—nor its window—could be opened—without a signal being given at some distant watch quarters. This the criminal plainly knew. That meant—well, you tell me?”

“Oh, it meant the culprit knew he must operate very swiftly—once he was in. For it would be then but a matter of a minute or so before a car would be there, with armed men in it—is that the case?”

“Quite so. The distance factor here permitted a few minutes in the place, rather than just one. As a matter of fact, the entrance, by use of duplicate key, and exit, were timed. From a distance. A man, working late in a house rearward of this house but facing on another street, seeing lights go on in this place, timed them. Seeing them go off very quickly, he timed them, too. Then, knocking over of a faience clock on the way out by the prowler confirmed the hour of ‘out’, in another way. Yes, the whole entrance, and emergence out of the place, was a matter of less than a minute.

“A great many things, however, were done inside the study. One of the things being, as you can now surmise, the putting on of light by a push-button wall switch. Another, the drawing down of shade, by a cord carrying a polished copper ball. The outstanding thing was the removal of an ornamental platter in the middle of a library table composed of parquetry work, and the removal of a small 2-inch square mahogany block, covering a repository. Yes, a repository in which the diamond necklace was secreted. A pendulum wall-clock in the room was stopped—yes, its pendulum brought to a stop—its hour hand re-set to a new position to indicate a different ‘entering time’. For an alibi, yes. A wall-switch over a radio cabinet turned on. The radio set for police calls. The inner bolt of the door was shot. In the event of ambuscade—a chance to shoot things out maybe, who knows? A tiny violin on the floor, between two points, was picked up and tossed out of the way. A ceiling light directly over the table was put on, by a cord holding a nickel-plated ball.

“A number of operations, yes. In all—on all described, and others—he left the fingerprints of his right hand, or thumb and fingers. The prints were not of record. He wasn’t worried about this at all. He didn’t use rubber gloves. Wasn’t afraid of any ‘police record’.

“Well, that was one case where I decided to do ‘re-play’. And ordered it done. Had to watch another do it. For I was burned in my own hands at the time by a small oil explosion at home. My hands were in gauze. I had to watch things.

“Though we were handicapped there by the short time-space of the sequence of the action that had been employed—yes, by the fact that the operator had had to work swiftly—that very thing—helped us! We didn’t know the exact sequence of operations, no. But we could estimate different possible—or probable—sequences. Knowing at least Operation I, the main one, the entrance, and the final one, the emergence from the place. Yes, we had several hypothetical sequences. And re-played them all. But do you know, Guy, what came outstandingly out in the re-play of every sequence?”

“Heavens, no. What?”

“Inevitably it came up, that in any pattern of operations of his, carried out in that short time, a perpetrator doing a job with his right hand, would have done another job almost simultaneously with his left. A fact! The most flagrant was in closing the door. And snapping on the room lights. To do both of his operations in his way, he would have had to reach over a wall cabinet, across himself—and turn them on. Again, the clock. He should, by rights, have set the clock hand with his right hand—brought the bob of the pendulum to a stop with his left—or, conversely, set the clock with his left, and brought the bob to a stop with his right. No matter what his pattern of actions selected, some of his operations would have had to be left-handed, given right-handedness of the operator or criminal. And given, also, the short 60 seconds or so of time he had available. Given a longer time, he could have strolled around leisurely, done this, done that, using yes, his convenient and practiced right hand. But, in that short time, he must have worked at high speed.

“Well, it simply meant—that he had only one arm! In short, his category—and in this case in a physical sense—was ‘one-armedness’. Now there are many one-armed people in London—but, believe me, no seven million of them! And the identity of all can be elicited, more or less, by one means or another—clinic and hospital records—artificial arm makers—aid or assistance to the incapacitated records. Believe me, a one-armedness really cuts down the search. There was, however, in the case, one more differential elicited. Which, combined with the fact of—Well, the fellow who had entered had poured himself a drink of whisky from a bottle on a tray, with soda and wineglasses on it. He had not mixed it. No, the soda bottle had not had its spigot pushed—nor was the soda down one iota. No mixing glass had the fellow used. Just the whisky glass.

“Even when replaying it all out, in virtual sequence, and now even knowing that our man was one-armed, and having to extract the whisky bottle cork with his teeth, as must have been the original case, my assistant just could not play that operation without pouring the whisky into a new glass and then shooting in some soda. When I ordered him to re-play it—exactly as the one fingerprint-marred glass showed it had been played originally—he still couldn’t do it without shooting in some soda into the drinking glass, small though it was. He couldn’t down it, otherwise!

“Well the play as it had been originally could then only mean a barfly, with a red nose from inflammation of the stomach lining. There are thousands of so-called bar-flies down in the east end of London. Thousands!

“But ah me! A ‘one-armed barfly’—now that really cut the search—down. We found such a one easily. One, Loudmouth Bill Tewks, a one-time bricklayer living on the end of a huge settlement awarded him for injury on the job—injury which had cost him his arm. Yes, and pulling him in, we soon got the story of the tipoff of the diamond being in the table recess—plus an imprint of the study key—having been given him by a maid in that house who had died after she gave it to him.

“So there you are! I’m sure you have the idea now. ‘Re-play’ gave a double categorization. The one phase of it, only, gave the most vital part of the double-categorization, viz, the ‘one-armedness’. Re-play of any crime, however,—given a knowledge of some of its steps—can well give a categorization that can narrow down, tremendously, the search for the guilty person involved. And—

“But that, in short, was the theme of my article in the Criminological Review. The necessity of one reasonably normal-in-all-respects person re-playing the whole crime, if possible, or as much of it as can be. With the extraction, of course, of the original perpetrator’s category. Re-playing it, yes. To find the point—or rather points—at which the criminal deviated, in method of its commission—or even more, in—in sequence of its various steps!—from what we ourselves, normal persons, will give to it. I emphasized strongly in my article that, given an unusually large number of steps—steps, I mean, absolutely known to have been followed, or having had to be followed, and even better, known to have taken place in some assured sequence based on cause and effect, or by urgency, or what-have-you—re-play was a ‘must’. And—

“So this brings me, Guy, to my trip to America a month ago. Yes, to Chicago itself. On business. For one thing, I was to give an address over there, to a certain society, on certain records-keeping employed by Scotland Yard. Also, to get a deposition accusing a man we had under lock and key, from a man who had said he would give it only to me—and in person. I went too because, confound it, I needed a holiday.

“Well, the famous city hadn’t changed very much in 20 years, I must say! There were quite a number of all-glass skyscrapers up. And the great Prudential Insurance Building, carrying a slab from our Rock of Gibraltar imbedded in its front, was truly a most stupendous sight. Dining in the evening in the Skytower Room there, it was quite a thrill—yes, to see ‘London of the West’ down there, twinkling in the form of myriads of lights.

“Of course, while there, I called on Chief of Police Aert deGelder. Yes, my old humble ‘associate’ in and on the Straw Hat Murder Number V—Aert himself!—had gone up in the world. He’d plugged away, kept his Dutch nose on the grindstone—he was one who never had any wild ideas and so forth like yours truly—well, Aert had continued his plodding plod up the line from Assistant Chief of the Detective Bureau there—was Chief of Police. We had a long and nice chat in his office.

“After which, of course, I strolled—also rode—over to Down-at-Heel Row, drawn there by the most powerful fascination a man could ever feel. For there it was I’d suffered a painful experience that eventually cost me my official head.

“Well, Down-at-Heel Row was more down at heel than before. The old smoke-greyed 3-story brick buildings, each side, were more smoke-greyed than ever. The stone ‘eyebrows’ over the windows of all were really crumbling to pieces now, thanks to their soapstone composition being assailed by Chicago’s rain coming down through Chicago’s smoky air—and become mildly tinged, thereby, with sulphuric acid. Yes, it was, more than ever, on its last legs. Except that there was slight hope of a sort—of its getting a re-birth of sorts—on one side only, however; the side where the murder-studio had been. For there it was about to be—in less than a week—torn down. Yes, signs of owners—and also wrecking firms—announced wrecking would commence on such and such a day, at various spots, were there everywhere. All the stores and places on that side had been completely vacated. So the wrecking could commence with a vengeance! The sordid “flophouses” such as the Queen’s Delight, and the King’s Lounging Place, and The Longchamps of Paris, on the north end of the block, were vacated. The cheap newspaper offices—mere rags their journals had been—on the other end of the block were likewise vacated. All ready, yes, for steam shovels and hundreds of Negroes wielding picks. Yes, there was, so a long explanatory sign said, to be a big municipal parking garage to go up on that side, occupying the whole block and clear back to the L-road structure. One of those places, Guy, where cars wind up and up and around—for 3 stories up, sometimes—with white concrete ramps that look like strands of giant spaghetti, and—

“Studying finally the old building, with bricked up windows and all, where five piano students had met their deaths, I found myself wondering who might own it today—who had gotten the neat financial killing eventuating from the fact that the City had finally condemned it for a project—what might have become of old Emmanuel Goldfarb’s beautiful and expensive grand piano at which, or playing at which, five people, mostly from Europe, had unsuspectingly met their deaths. Turning about where I stood, I saw a second-hand office furniture store on the other side. The name on the window was ‘MRS. ROSE YUDELSON, SECOND-HAND OFFICE FURNITURE’. Rose? Could it be the very little girl who had been dusting about in the place, 20 years ago, that day I had dressed down Max Goldfarb?

“I went across, naturally. And yes, ’twas she. All of 27 today, of course. Her life had been uneventful in some respects—in others, relating more to herself, eventful. But she’d stuck to Down-at-Heel Row and the second-hand office furniture business. She had been orphaned nearly 20 years ago, of course. Had been brought up by her aunt, who’d kept the business going as guardian. Had come into her own estate at 18. And had lost her aunt 5 years before. Had married a clerk in her business, one Sam Yudelson. Had had two children by him. Had lost him. A widow at 27. Quite pretty, too. And quite well to do, too, as I found. She seemed really glad to see me. Told me she had gotten a very nice price for the old place across the street. An uncle had been a lawyer—had made the City pay ‘through the nose’. Another uncle was a wrecking contractor—had got the contract to bring down a number of the places across the street—including hers. They stuck together, those Goldfarbs! She even smiled that she wasn’t angry the way I’d dressed her father down, that day. She even said that, young as she was, she’d been against the re-renting of her grandfather’s musical studio. I think I’d told you she’d been brought up later by an aunt who was a bit of a spiritualist—it had sort of tainted her, I believe—she told me she had just let the studio alone during all the years.

“I asked her dryly if the so-grand piano was still up there in the studio. She nodded, and said: ‘Yes.’ Said she’d instructed her uncle, when he got down to it in the wrecking, to remove it carefully to some place where it would be safe. She had had various offers for it, she said. From even the Academy of Music. But had decided to have it put into her own parlor, at home. So that her own two—Becky and Milt!—could learn their piano playing on it. She loved her grandfather, plainly, and all memories devolving about him. Good girl!

“Well, I bowed myself out when a customer, evidently in a hurry, came in to buy three desks. And went back across the street. Thinking of that old studio remaining there all the years—the old piano—everything as was.

“And, gazing at the place—and thinking of the dramatic incidents that had happened there long ago—some even during my tenureship of office as Chief of the Homicide Investigation Division, something fell right atop my head. No, not the cornice of the old building—it looked old and precarious enough to fall, I’ll admit. No, what fell on me was–”

“I know—I know!” said Guy Standidge, of Africa. “You suddenly realized that the Straw Hat Murder Number V—in fact, any of them, since they were all practically identical—was the ideal crime on which to carry out your remarkable criminological procedure, known as ‘re-play’? Is that right?”

“Right, right, and right!” said Huntoon Cambourne ruefully. “And I’ll tell you exactly why!”


CHAPTER XXII

Preparation

“There were,” explained Huntoon Cambourne, enthusiastically, “so many steps known in the commission of each of the Straw Hat Murders that any one was a ‘natural’ for me. Nor were any lying in what we could call a ‘short-time’ sequence—meaning that their normal procedure was aborted or—or twisted—or the essential in-between steps had been omitted—left out. Such a relatively leisurely long-time sequence was employed in every case—sometimes the murderer used up many hours in what he did—that I could be sure, in any re-play, that I was following the correct sequence of steps.

“Yes, as I studied on it—and the so-beautiful set-up in front of me, I said to myself, ‘Huntoon, you idiot, this is the greatest chance for Re-Play ever given a criminologist. Where have you been that you could even have been in Chicago, and not thought about that?’

“But it was logical enough, Heaven knows, that I hadn’t thought of it: for I hadn’t remotely dreamed, when I’d taken a trip over to Down-at-Heel Row, that the old studio would still be there, even if the old building itself was—let alone the piano—let alone, even, that the very original owner—or at least his daughter—would be the owner today.

“I reflected now upon the problem before me. How big a re-play could I make? How perfect, perhaps I should phrase it. The two depots were still there on Depot Street, off of South Street, quite naturally. If, as we’d always hypothesized—though Lord knows exactly really why—the killer had gone out by one, then he’d come in by one. So I could re-play from—even in back of—his landing in Chicago and, no doubt, locking up his bag in a depot locker. As for the straw hat angle, it was now September, to be sure, and no more to be seen on the streets. However, the post-season ‘take-’em-away’ sales must be on. And—why, I even had my $20 American goldpiece with me—yes, the last of the original five that had been donated by the killer, one by one, to Piggy-Bank Pete—was carrying it with me for just a pocket-piece—and at this juncture of my thoughts I said ‘ouch’, for in a true re-play I must pass it to a beggar, at least blind, if not ‘blind and deaf’. And which—a blind beggar—I’d noted one up the block at the time I’d gotten off the bus in that district.

“Yes, just such a poor devil was there today. On the street corner, as of yore. Blind only, however, this one. And not mutely singing his song with a chain-locked piggy-bank, but with a tin cup full of pencils. As for Piggy-Bank Pete, the original occupant of the begging spot, I could but figure he was dead today. This fellow now there had a ‘corner’ now based no longer on the string of half-bankrupt newspaper offices at that end of the block. But on the fact that now, today, buses ran along Depot Street. Taking people from the depots—or to them. Putting them down at that corner for transfer to South Street, but at the point now, thanks to far-side stops, where the beggar sat. For none of the transferees virtually, were ever going south, because in that direction lay the Negro district. Yes, all going north—to hotels in the Loop—or the more swanky hostelries in so-called Streeterville and the Wilson Avenue and Outer Drive district far up north. Yes, these were the kind of people who could drop a dime or a quarter into a beggar’s cup. And so here was Mr. Beggar, as might be expected. And making an existence, of sorts, out of the fact of the old corner now being a transfer corner.

“Yes, I was beautifully set, in all respects, for a re-play of the Straw Hat Murders—any one of them. I could do everything, everything, the murderer did—”

“Except dispatch one victim?” pointed out the man from Africa.

“Quite. There are limits—even to respectability. But that wouldn’t mean I couldn’t stab him with a rubber dagger, would it?”

The man from Africa gave a moue. Added:

“And there’s one more thing you could not re-play, my hearty. I’ll bet you hadn’t the least idea in your mind of leaping over that 7-foot gap up there on the roofs?”

“Guy,” laughed Cambourne, “you have me there! Believe me, that was one step I had no intention of re-playing. With complete fidelity to detail, that is! I did intend to replay it, just the same—but in a special manner—yes, for me!—to all intents and purposes—well, nearly the same, anyway.

“Well, given my idea now in my brain, I went back across the street to Mrs. Rose Yudelson’s. Who by now had sold the three desks, for, I fancy, a good profit. I told her my intent—or desire—to re-enact the crime that had taken place across the street during my tenure of office as Homicide Investigation Chief, to establish some ‘gaps’—so as to get the complete story for a forthcoming book. She was quite amenable, as to cooperating. Gave me the key to the rear door. Gave me full permission to do all I outlined to her I had in mind to do. Quite cooperative, that Jewish girl, I must say.

“Well, these hurdles successfully over, I went straight over to the Academy of Music on South Wabash Avenue. Asked for the name of some piano student—male, of course—preferably from Europe—see how faithful I am to details, when I’m not asked to jump seven feet across space three stories up in the air?—a student, I described, capable of doing good advanced work on a piano—for doing, indeed, a good long rendition—a student, I simply explained, to do some easy work for me, for a very brief while, for very good fee. They called one in. He was an Armenian chap, about 24 years of age, named Armand Churunian. Taking him off to one of the small teaching studios there, not then in use, I told him, more or less, all I had in mind. He was quite amused by it all—entertained vastly by it, indeed—but oh so tickled at the thought that he would earn twenty-five dollars. For, so help me, I agreed to pay him that! I made an appointment for him to meet me at the building in question—the rear entrance of same, of course—the only entrance as in those other years—at 4 o’clock— so I could show him the studio which would be the site of our operations, and detail a few further points.

“Well, things were shaping up fine now! I went to a huge house-painting establishment on the south fringe of Chicago’s business district, not too far consequently from Down-at-Heel Row. Told them I wanted a railed runway—or cat-walk—platform erected at once across the roofs of the buildings at 631 and 633 South Street, so that I could make a certain examination of the premises for—oh, I didn’t say what. They were delighted at thought of earning $15 for such a simple operation. They did, however, call up Mrs. Rose Yudelson to check on the matter of permission for them to do all this. And found out what I, feeling intuitively purely, had half felt, that she owned today No. 631 as well as Number 633. Everything, Guy, was falling right into my hands. She gave full permission for the cat-walk to be put across. And the painting firm assured me they would get it up that afternoon—and take it down next morning. So that—was that!

“Well, there wasn’t too much more now for me to do but—however, I’ll detail it, say not so? I went to a huge trick and novelty store on Chicago’s Rialto, that I had glimpsed that day. And found what I knew I would find in any trick and novelty store. Namely, a villainous-looking dagger all of 10 inches long, but—of rubber! Yes, all of rubber—but the handle. So you could stab with it at anything—or an Armenian music student, even—with no ill effects!

“Now I went back to the south end of the Loop again. The straw hats, in the Straw Hat Murders, had all been identified as coming from various stores in town. Whether the killer, at times, bought them two or three at a time, I don’t know. But I myself was, this particular time, out for—just one. I found a brisk ‘Sale’ going on at Sears, on South Street to the north. They were piled, almost ceiling high, on three tables, with the usual sign ‘Take them away, please!’ The price, 29 cents—for any. The buyers obviously were completely unknowing that the straw-hat manufacturers would see to it that the style presented by many—the prevailing style for that summer—would not return for as many years as they, the manufacturers, could create cunning variations of all the—the variables existing in any straw hat! For they—the buyers, yes—were lined up—two and three deep. I edged in, somehow—picked a hat out. Paid no attention to size—the killer never did—it seemed to me, in those days, that outside of concentrating on sailors, avowedly the nattiest of all straw hats, so I think, he selected for smartness and for flamboyance—anyway, I picked one out. It was a most flamboyant sailor I must say, since it was made of pink straw! But it was—all in style, at least, as of the summer now passed. Exceedingly short of brim—exceedingly so—with quite a high crown—uncommonly high that year, the crown, yes—the summer’s fashion not destined to come back till Heaven knew when!

“I took my acquisition proudly over to a cashier. Paid my 29 cents. Saw it put into a paper bag without even a blink out of her—that’s how bedazed she was, by that hour, on hats, hats, hats! Had I been going to do a real murder that day, or night, she’d never have been able to identify me as having bought such a hat. For countless such hats were being sold. If I were buying it, and several others, for future use, the same thing. For some customers were buying two and even three. Hats, hats, hats. She was narcotized with hats. With my bag in my hand, I left the place, elbowing my way out one of the main doors with other happy souls with hats, hats, hats.

“And now I had all my props. Which, not knowing the killer’s steps in the earlier part of his crimes, I just locked up in a public 10-cent locker, in the subway station at Van Buren Street, just north of Down-at-Heel Row. So as to have them ready that evening. I put in the rest of the afternoon at the great Museum of Natural History on the Lake Front, and the Museum of Science and Industry at Jackson Park, far to the south. Returning at 4 o’clock. To meet my Armenian piano student in the rear. Where he was even waiting for me. I used the key which had been provided me, and took him up, turning on the lights required as we went, and at top showing him all the stage. And heavens, Guy, it certainly didn’t look changed by an iota in the 20 years that had elapsed. The brown carpeting running from wall to wall over that whole top floor was there, as before, our feet making not a sound on it. Churunian had brought music, which we laid out on the music rack of the piano. Some opera. We discussed all the details, then parted, he now taking the key. All was in readiness for that night.

“And now, Guy, to tell you how I ‘re-played’ that whole murder—Number V, anyway. And to tell you exactly what, in so doing, I found out. And could never, indeed, have found out—in any other way. And what I found out, Guy, solved—the Straw Hat Murders, all of them—yes, all five of them!”


CHAPTER XXIII

Step by Step

“The only assured ‘first step’ in the Straw Hat Murders,” began Cambourne, “that I could be sure of was that the killer entered the dark alley behind the building after dark had set in. Going back of that brought me into more or less nebulousness—as to actions. Which of the two depots he’d come in on could be guessed at—also, what he might have done after he came out of the train shed—if he’d had luggage, he might have put a dime in a coin locker and disposed of it for the time being—he might not, however, have had luggage—to be frank, none of these things could I know with assurance enough to play them out. Indeed, I didn’t really know which end of the alley he went in, back of the old building, when he did go in. Since each was dismal—deserted at night—blighted, even for an alley mouth—it seemed logical to select either.

“So, virtually tossing up a mental coin, I took the south end.

“Going down it earlier that day, I’d noted all sorts of junk and old wire lying around in it and also under the elevated structure at its eastern fringe. But because I believed the killer didn’t rely on ‘luck’ in small things, I had a coil of about 10 feet of stiff wire under my coat: wire I’d bought at Stebbins’ famous hardware store on Van Buren Street, just north of Down-at-Heel Row. Buttoned under the same coat, incidentally, and thrust well, well down into my trousers—and tightly belted there, even—was the rubber dagger that was to be used tonight—as nearly as one can use a rubber dagger! Possibly the killer himself always carried his weapon in one of his trouser legs, strapped to his thigh. But I let that refinement go by default!

“Turning into the gap in the one ornamental iron fence lying back there and which was back of Number 633, of course, and which gap had once been a gate, my wire under my coat, my straw hat in a paper bag in one hand, I walked silently up the short cement path, around the cement-paved fringe of the building, and into the dark gangway between it and Number 631 to its north. Standing under the end of the swinging-steps of the fire-escape affixed to the building to the north—a thing I could determine vaguely by the structure being silhouetted against the pink-tinged sky—I set down my bag, withdrew my wire, straightened it out, bent one end into a sharp hook, and thrust it vertically up, up, and up, till it engaged the outer end of the stairway, hooked it in and on one of the myriad bits of ironwork in it, and drew it down, down, down—all the way down.

“Taking up my paper bag again, I went up the fire-escape steps. Around and on up, to the point where only an iron ladder, affixed to the building like a scab, provided further progress. Putting my bag—its free outer end, I mean—into my teeth like a dog, I went on up that ladder just as I had done 20 years before, that day I’d gone to Number 633 after receiving Aert deGelder’s phoned message. Here, up on the roof itself, I could see about me fairly well—thanks to the tinge in the sky—but couldn’t be seen, of that I was sure. The catwalk, railed on both sides, was there in position, as I’d ordered, and earlier that day had noted, but I took occasion, just the same, to do the thing that the killer—’Human Frog’ as I’ll term him—invariably did. That is, I put a few stones from the gravel roof into the bag containing the straw hat, and tossed the whole lightly over the 7-foot gap. Where it fell with many feet to spare.

“Now I walked majestically across the catwalk, mighty, mighty glad that I wasn’t jumping the gap—under pink-tinged skies! Once across, I resumed my play as Mr. Killer, more faithful to actuality—fully faithful, I was certain.

“For I went straight to the roof trap, up front at the opposite edge, and raised it off its supporting structure—slid it fractionally off enough so that I would be able to enter—and to slide it back on again, over my head. Retrieving my paper bag, I took out the straw hat, dumped out the stones, tore the bag up one side, held it up to the wind which always rages in Chicago at third-story level—and lo, it filled out like a balloon—I let go of it, and I do believe that particular bag came down somewhere, an hour later, either in Chicago’s Rogers park to the north or South Chicago to the south. It did not matter.

“Now moving back to the partly open roof trap, I placed the straw hat brim lightly in my teeth, as it would be held if I were a dog, and proceeded thereafter—at least, for some successive moments or so—to hold it thusly, as would a dog hold a ball. This gave me full opportunity to insinuate myself down into the open trap, find the rungs on the wall inside with my feet, lower myself further, reach up and slide the trap back upon the rectangular support therefor. For it was not going to be necessary for me to exit that way—any more than it ever had been for the killer.

“Down I went into Stygian blackness, till of course my feet touched the well-padded brown carpeting that covered that whole top floor. Transferring my teeth-held straw hat to my now freed left hand, and feeling about upon the wall for the switches at the base of the rungs—or, if you prefer, at the head of the stairway from below—for both points were identical—I found the conventional one marking the room-light, and turned it on. A comfortable light blazed down now from that neon fixture in the ceiling by which I could take general survey of the place—light which nobody outside could see, remember, or time, or anything—because of the place being bricked up as to all apertures.

“I did not even try to leave my point of vantage there at the top of the stairway. I could see all and everything I wished, where I was. Across the floor, northward—straight and directly over—stood the grand piano, ready and waiting for its player—the chap who would tonight play ‘victim’—the music, a ponderous-looking work that looked like it would take some time to play it through, laid out on the rack. Yes, I did no more than take initial survey, then, extinguishing the lighting, and remaining just about where I stood, I turned about and went slowly down the stairway the underside of which was to be my place of ‘concealment’ till my ‘victim’ came.

“Rounding the stairway’s bottom, going along its matchboard-finished outer side that made of its underside a sort of closet, or repository for junk, or anything else, including even brooms or mops, I turned in and under. Kicked at a light wooden box which had been tossed in there, and which I upended in the darkness and sat down upon. Not having now, for what would be a considerable time yet, according to the glowing and identifiable hands of my watch, to sit on dusty floor, nor scootch on my heels. So here I sat, waiting, wondering, wondering, waiting, my idiotic rubber dagger inside my belt, the equally idiotic pink straw hat safe in my possession where I would not ever have to grope out for it when my ‘murder moment’ should come; no, not even atop my knees, where, with one accidental motion, I might send it scuttering and bounding and rolling on its very rim back into the blackness, and turn the whole re-play into a comedy of errors by having to search on hands and knees for the very pivot of the re-play—no, I held on to this idiotic feature for dear life, its brim clutched in my left hand, the outer fingers of my right hand, spanning the crown, clenched upon the crown itself, thus doubly insuring that, at critical moment that very night, the straw hat which, by formula, had to be always left at the murder site, would be as ready and available as was the ‘dagger’ which I could feel pressed against my midriff by my belt; yes, Guy, ready I was, in all accoutermental details, for whenever the proper sounds outside would tell me the ‘moment’ was there to arise with my accouterments, practical or imbecilic as you want to call them, and to ascend ‘murderward’!

“Timing in general was excellent—on both our parts. I had given myself enough time to more than do operations not really too familiar to me. He, on the other hand, got there a little early—as could always happen in the real thing—the victim could be early, could arrive at his usual time, could be late. He came a bit early. Thus, my wait in the darkness under the stairway was not many minutes.

“I could hear him, from my place way up there, unlocking the alley door downstairs. Turning on the light above the inner door. Closing the door. Shooting the big bolt. Turning on the stairlights. Turning off the doorlight. So I interpreted the various wall-switch clicks which came up to me through that eerie, deserted building, aided of course by a momentary lessening of the gloom under the stairway where I was, by small ceiling lights above it coming into being.

“Now I could hear him coming up. Whistling gaily and merrily. A true musician, at heart! And one happy as all get-out, too, to be earning $25 as easily as he was, this evening. I soon heard his footfalls on the stairway directly above my head. Gave him brief ‘peep peep’—yes, a short whistle!—as had been earlier arranged, to let him know that I had come—and that he would not have to do what he’d done all over again later; and he gave me back the same ‘peep peep’ to show me he’d gotten my signal. Good cooperator the chap was, in every way!

“Now I could hear him, above my head, reach out and turn on the big neon ceiling light that brought the music-studio into full being. Then I heard him—detected it naturally, too, by the lessened light available to me under the stairway—turning off the now-useless stairway lights, which I myself, ‘fleeing’ later, would turn on to light myself down to the alley door. No longer was I in complete Stygian blackness now, however—light from that now brilliantly lighted studio, coming down the stairway opening above, gave a bit of diffused light below, which reflecting from the further wall outside of my ‘hiding place’ came back into my nidus, and at least put me somewhat back into the world again. Where I could see—and would later better see—what I was going to do. Listening now—as had the killer himself—I could not even really hear Churunian walk about up there. Because of the carpeting—and its padding, below itself. But I did hear sounds—chiefly interruptions of his musical whistle—that indicated he was depositing, on the clothes rack at the streetside front of the floor, his hat, his jacket, his tie, rolling up his sleeves, so that he too might ‘die’ just as had his predecessor of two decades back, Elftherios Paleogus.

“I could not hear him cross to the piano bench, because, again, of the padded, carpeted floor. Not even did the floor above me shake—so well constructed was that old building. Nor could I hear him draw out the piano bench. Nor adjust it. For identical reasons. But I sure could hear the great melodious triumphant jubilant chord he struck, musicianlike, to assure himself the piano was all there and a yard wide!—all the strings in it—everything in it musically ‘hitting on all fours’. It held about itself, that one triumphal chord, the air of one who ‘knew his onions’, as they say, on the keyboard.

“Now I could hear him play! For the music that sprang almost instantly forth in the great room above, and poured riverlike—or at least a stream of it!—down the stairway above me, setting up echoes on the very floor where I myself was, was such a—a jamboree—a—a fandango—of dancing, leaping, at times thundering musical notes, springing magically into majestic chords—then, by some microscopical instantaneous stretch of melody, into new and quite different chords, that—really, Guy, I don’t know how to describe such things. I am not even musical, as such things go. I don’t know whether he was playing an opera or some grand life-work of some master—I never did know—I could only tell from his very keywork that he felt the joy of what he was playing—the sadness of it, too—the—the—the élan!—the majesty—the very staccato trippery of his playing, here and there, showed that his whole ten fingertips must have been virtually little lambs, gamboling, playing hop, skip and jump—dancing the light fantastic, upon a green consisting of monotonous oblongs that formed a keyboard and—oh, Guy, I’m sure you get what I’m trying to say and can’t?—can’t because I can’t describe music of that nature, nor—well, all I can say, Guy, is that he was certainly, certainly the man for me to have hired—for this strange experiment!

“Well, now it was time for me to ‘strike’. I rose from my upended box, came out from under the stairway, rounded its matchboard side, and ascended it slowly toward the more and still more plentiful light coming down from above. Even had the stairs beneath me creaked—as I’d anticipated they might do, because of my particular ‘stealthy’ ascent—he would never, could never, have heard me. He was off in a world of musical harmony—and spewing forth combinations of notes that, hitting the walls, reverberated back to me on each step, to become—there I go again, Guy, trying to describe—the undescribable.

“I was at the top of the stairway now. Turned about, toward him. Yes, he sat across the room, his upper body thrust forward on the piano bench, in white silk shirt as had been the Greek youth who in the long ago had gotten his disposition in identical circumstances such as these. The vehemence of the music emanating from my ‘victim’s’ energetic playing showed that he was nowhere near the end of his piece. So I started across the intervening space, as had the killer always. Oddly, I was impeded—psychologically, I mean—by the straw hat I’d had to bring along, to follow the outré ‘formula’ the killer had always followed. I didn’t know whether to discard it as I would be ‘striking’ with my right hand—or to hold on to it, at that point, for later complete tossing somewhere, anywhere—or to try then to thrust it, as it had been thrust in the last case, between my ‘victim’s’ forward-fallen torso and his thigh, or to—Yes, I was psychologically impeded, as it were—feeling downright foolish, almost—as I advanced across the floor like a cat, a 29-cent straw hat hooked into the fingers of my left hand, my thumb down its rim and inside, my fingers down its crown, outside, clutching it thus firmly so that it would not slip away and transform the whole affair, at critical moment, into a ludicrous fiasco!

“Thus, across the floor I crept. With footsteps which, even had there been but bare and creaking floor under my feet, would never, never have been heard by him, so immersed was he—or apparently so—in the composition he was playing. No shadow from me fell athwart his music, for the reason that the neon light, far above us both, was out of line with me. And—but do you know what happened then and there, Guy?”

“I haven’t the least, remote idea,” said the man from Africa. “You undoubtedly completed your trip to his rear—drew out your rubber dagger—playfully brought it down on his ‘unsuspecting’ back so that it bent clear around in a ludicrous arc—then tossed the straw hat, with an airy-fairy gesture, to the piano top, or on the floor somewhere, else even thrust it purposefully between your ‘victim’s’ now forward-bent torso and his thighs, and—”

“No, Guy, I never got to that particular stage of my operations. I never got more than halfway across that floor! For, holding the straw hat in my free left hand which was not to be subsequently utilized, pending disposition of the hat, in due course, in one or the other of the ways I have described, I was conscious, suddenly, that the hat was ‘sizzling’—oh, not with heat, no!—was ‘sizzling’, so to speak, in that it was vibrating—yes, vibrating as though a thousand flies were trapped somehow within the hollow of its crown—were buzzing—were beating themselves against the inner face of the crown, and the inner circular side of it. All this due, let me say, to the music filling the room. Which itself, you know, was vibration—in air. It even came back to me, at this instant, though somewhat vaguely, that even while I had sat down there earlier in that understairs hideaway on the upended box, holding the hat in my left hand, and tapping nervously on its crown with the finger of my right, that it had started, even ’way down there, to vibrate ever so gently—yes, coincident with the commencement of the piano-playing upstairs—but I had not given any attention to it. But up here, where the sound was filling the room, it was something hardly to be ignored. Subsequently, Guy, I was destined to investigate this curious phenomenon more intently. In books on physics. In particular, one by a scientist who had done considerable research just in sound alone—one, Professor Quindry Annister Redfern—whose work really explained it by—”

“Oh, Quindry Annister Redfern? Yes, I know of the work. From having it, at home in Kenya. You see, I teach a class of Negro youths in Africa elementary physics—have at least had once to refer to Redfern’s book, but only where I had to get something out of some of the tables in it—like the velocity of sound in air and in water, and—yes, I am familiar with his work and name to that limited extent. And—please pardon me.”

“Well, I was destined, as I say, to later investigate more fully the phenomenon I was experiencing. In various works, but Redfern’s in particular. And it seems, Guy—and perhaps in teaching purely elementary physics to those youths in Africa, you don’t go quite this far—well it seems that any half-closed chamber, like, say, the cylindrical chamber of even the interior of a straw hat, has a basic period of vibration for any air or gas within it—that it will even take up, intensify, any air-vibrations taking place in its vicinity—musical tones, in short—that, in brief, it resonates, as the term is, to certain tones—pitches, yes, those being frequencies of air vibration—combinations of pitches—even multiples and divisors thereof!—the while a congeries of pitches—yes, all kinds of pitches—yes, musical notes—are setting the air in vibration about its open end. And there it was, Guy! The cylindrical interior of that straw hat was resonating—vibrating, if you like that less scientific term better—’buzzing’, if you’ll accept my crude description of the feeling encountered by my fingertips lying against the crown top—was doing all this to the fusillade of musical notes pouring out into that room. And—

“I was completely arrested by it—arrested, yes, by what I had paid little or no attention to, in milder form, earlier, down in the understairs hideout, when I encountered it in fainter, almost tenuous form—was arrested by it because, somehow, it struck me, then and there, that it might be part—of some picture. A picture not, however, yet, I’ll confess, fully adumbrated within me. A picture—

“Thrusting the rubber dagger, which I’d already drawn out, back into my trousers belt, I brought the hat around in front of me, and holding it with my left hand by its rim, its open side outwards from me, I put all the fingertips of my now freed right hand on the crown. Got the ‘buzzing’ or vibration going on it, ever so clear and unmistakably, by use of all of my fingertips. Now, experimenting a bit, I brought it around back again to my left side, then, never removing my fingers from the crown top, I swung the hat in a wide arc from my left clear about me to my right. And Guy, as it passed the direct line between me—or, say it—and the piano, it ‘buzzed’—vibrated!—as though not a million flies were futilely zooming around in it, but as though a million tiny grasshoppers were hopping about in it! Yes, it showed objectively, in this one clear-cut manifestation, that not only was music being played in its vicinity—but it showed, thus operated, the exact source of the music by its position where it gained maximum vibrating intensity.

“And then and there, Guy, it fell on me. Really fell on me—like the proverbial ton of bricks. The man—the man who brought these straw hats to the crimes he committed up there had no way on God’s green earth to know just when music was being played—and the player’s attention, consequently, full upon his keyboard, or his notes, or both. Much less did the killer in those 5 cases, who could not ever risk a misfire with his one powerful stab or shot—much less did the killer have any way to determine, ever unerringly—to fully cognize, yes—his exact direction from top of stairway to source of music—yes, piano!—to make unerring catlike progress toward it.

“In short, Guy, the man who brought those straw hats up there was blind—and deaf! Yes, both blind and deaf. And—”

“Don’t tell me,” said the man from Africa, leaning forward in his chair, his mouth falling partly open, “that the Straw Hat Murders were done by the mendicant up the street who always presumably received a $20 goldpiece after each and every one? And deposited it in his bank? And—”

“Yes, Guy, I do tell you so. The murderer, in all those ghastly homicides, was Piggy-Bank Pete, deaf and blind street-corner beggar!”


CHAPTER XXIV

“This Way, Cabby—and Drive Fast!”

The man from Africa was passing a hand now feebly over his forehead.

“Huntoon,” he said, “you—you dumfound me. Surely a blind beggar could never—would never attempt to—leap a 7-foot gap, 3 stories up in the sky, nor—but you must have a new explanation of that. Surely you don’t mea—but if your own experience with the straw hat indicated that it did serve as a detector of sound—musical sounds, to be exact—and even as a guide or director toward the sound—then—”

“I knew all that with such certitude,” said Cambourne, “at the moment I spoke of, that I did not even bother to carry the ‘re-play’ through to the actual ‘killing’. I but strode forward, tapped my Armenian collaborator on the shoulder, told him I had acquired enough information for my purposes. We left the place together, as we’d—rather, he—had come in. I went back across the street, turned back the key to Mrs. Rose Yudelson, who was still in the store. And thanked her for her help, without vouchsafing any hint of what I thought I might have gotten out of it.

“Now, coming out from her place, the question was: Was Piggy-Bank Pete alive today? For if he were dead, all my hypotheses would have to remain hypotheses, and—

“I went into a tavern up the street. A lonely bartender, about 50 years or so of age, mopping away, drew me a brandy at my request. And adequately answered my specific question. Yes indeed, he said, he remembered Piggy-Bank Pete—he was himself, he said proudly, an old-timer to that block—he remembered well the time the City sent the poor devil out to the Home for the Disabled; not only that, the bartender said, but he could even tell me that Piggy-Bank Pete was definitely alive. For he, the bartender, had himself seen the ex-beggar in person, but a few weeks back, when he, the bartender, had been out to the Home for the Disabled, visiting some relative of his own. I drank my brandy, and went into a glassed telephone booth at the end of the bar. Looked up the telephone number of the Home, and called it, even though it was nighttime. I got the superintendent himself. Well yes, so he told me, the old boy was alive. Pretty old today, yes. And right then in the Infirmary. Even more, dying, the superintendent told me regretfully. Dying of some incurable disease I couldn’t get the lowdown on. He wasn’t even expected, the superintendent said, to live the night through. Certainly I could see him if I’d known him in the long ago. Come right out!

“So out to the curb in front of the tavern I sped. Flagged one of Chicago’s garishly yellow taxicabs which could only have been cutting through that hopeless district to get from some profitable thither to some more profitable yon, told the driver where I wanted to go, and told him to take the straightest and quickest route he could to get there. A matter, I told him, of a man not expected to live.

“He did me nobly. Deposited me somewhere out on the western fringe of the city within 40 minutes. The Home for the Disabled was a fine big—indeed, noble place—occupying an area all of a city block square out there in the country, surrounded completely about by a mesh iron-work fence 10 feet high. The building itself, back inside, was four stories high, and built of modern pressed orange brick, in a starkly unornamented style that would insure it not getting out of date in a hundred years. The whole place spelled peace—of a sort, rest and protection. The lawns surrounding the building were well kept—no wonder, considering the many people there to keep them!—flowers were to be seen. Well trimmed hedges, too. Lights were on in the building itself.

“Inside the main entrance, the superintendent greeted me in person. Visiting dignitary, you know? Yes, I’d told him on the phone I was a Scotland Yard man who once, long ago, had police duties of a sort on Down-at-Heel Row. He took me personally in and up to see the old chap. Who was in a little room on the third floor. Being looked in on only now and then by the floor orderly.

“Well, the old boy was really old now! Lying there in the bed, in some kind of an institutional gown, his horribly seared visage was now crowned by snow—yes, his snow-white hair; his ghastly eye-sockets stared out into the room like holes. Talking to him now was not going to be too difficult, so the superintendent had explained on the way up. A new machine had been invented within recent months which made speech audible to even a man who no longer had eardrums. The Home, he said, had installed several. The machine stood there on a rolling table, near the bed. Just a black box, about a cubic foot in size, with a couple of turn-knobs on one of its panel-like faces, and connections to a wall-plug, and two flexible cords, each leading to a different device. The superintendent adjusted these devices to the two of us. Around my neck he placed and drew lightly to, a sort of a flexible metal collar, which it seems would transmit the sounds of my voice by the vibrations in my throat, in my vocal chords. Around and under Piggy-Bank Pete he put some device whose tips pressed at the bones in back of his ears. Which would catch my voice-vibrations—and transmit them directly to his brain-centers for hearing.

“Then the superintendent bowed himself courteously out. Closed the door behind him. Went. And I was alone with Piggy-Bank Pete, murderer of five pianists!”


CHAPTER XXV

Solution of an Old Enigma

“I told him first of all who I was. He remembered me well. I then asked him, of course, how he was. He told me quite calmly and unperturbedly that his time was up—that he was glad to go. Of that I had little doubt, considering his ghastly life. I told him then frankly of what I had found—elicited—while there in Chicago. That I could now establish—prove, as you like it—that the straw hats had been taken, in each instance, to the site of those murders for the purpose of transmuting the musical vibrations into hat-crown vibrations—to, in short, take the place of hearing and sight.

“He sighed. Stirred fitfully. Nodded resigned acquiescence, there in that bed. And he talked freely. For he knew, Guy, he would not even ever live long enough to be indicted. He knew, he knew, he knew!

“Yes, he told me frankly, he was the killer. Yes, he’d been able to become completely familiar with the music studio—the simple layout of the things in it—the stairways—everything—because old Emmanuel Goldfarb, who had preceded Max, had told him—yes, the beggar—that he could run in there on any cold night when he hadn’t a decent ‘take’—or his lodging house had filled up—that the place had continual heat in it due to an old central-heating contract—even told him he could sleep on the floor off the lone entrance door, or even go upstairs into the music studio, and sleep on the couch. He’d taken him over the place to show him. Had, moreover, given him a special key which—”

“Now wait, Huntoon,” said the man from Africa. “I fear that at this point I am just a bit—at a loss. How—how could old Emmanuel Goldfarb, ’way back in days before any device, or anything like you yourself were now employing, had been invented—how on earth could he have talked to this deaf beggar?”

“Well,” explained Cambourne, “he had, it seems, taken in, in one of his various mass purchases of office equipment, a typewriter which typed in Braille. A thing so generally inutile, that he’d never been able to re-sell it. He had the beggar come into his back rooms—yes, in the store across the street from the warehouse building—and typed out the messages in Braille. Yes, as I was about to say, he’d even given Piggy-Bank-Pete a special key to that rear alley door of the place. The door, it seems was equipped with a so-called L-L lock—making possible a master-operation in unlocking it, by use of a master-key, no matter who changed the lock, or how many times it might get changed. Something, yes, by which a landlord could evict a tenant when the tenant thought to lock him out. Old Emmanuel was afraid, plainly, of his son Max, and warned Pete to not ever tell Max, much less anybody else who could themself tell Max, that he, Pete, had a secret key to the place. And so when Emmanuel died, Max never knew about this key—didn’t even know, it seems now, he had an L-L lock on the rear door.

“So Pete did use the place often—to sleep in. Yes, after Emmanuel even had died. Getting out early in the morning. A thing he could determine by feeling the vibrations of heavy trucks pouring out of the city at dawn—or by feeling the hands of an old battered watch he carried. But one morning, going out, he encountered a man coming in there at dawn. And who, believing that he himself had accidentally left the door open the night before when he’d left, that Pete had but strayed into the place, wrathfully told Pete that—”

“Again—if you’ll pardon me—told him—how?”

“The Braille typewriter stood in there now, off the door, on an upended box. Eventually Max was to sell it. But it was there, then. The man coming in used it to convey what he was saying. And which was a warning. He warned Pete that he, Robert Hordon, was renting that studio upstairs to practice long musical compositions uninterrupted—and that he, beggar Pete, need no longer ever expect to find the door left open again—and to not ever count on it again. He told Pete that he would say nothing to anybody about this one-time unauthorized use of the premises.

“Well that was all—Pete needed to know! That a piano student—yes, I said student, please note—was scheduled to be up there for long hours alone. That was a–a–all he wanted to know! For, Guy, he had a virtually insane hatred of all piano students—a hatred so great it had seared his life as his face was seared—had twisted his brain—had—

“And he told me, there under the eerie light in that little room, what had happened in his life, to create that hatred. Back, of course, before he had wound up on Down-at-Heel Row. And when, so it seems, he was a normal person like you and me.

“This happening had taken place in Buffalo, where, on vacation—or on holiday, as you and I term it—from his regular calling, he was living in a 2-room apartment court flat building, under the name of Peter Katterjohn. That wasn’t his real name, however. Being of a—a sort of experimental mind, and having read in a small magazine that changing one’s name markedly changes one’s personality and even one’s destiny, he had elected to sort of try the thing out, at least for one summer—see to just what degree a changed name did affect a man’s outlook, his acceptance by others, his relations to the world—and it to him. His actual home was in Boston, his correct name was—”

“Wife there?” asked Guy Standidge, a bit wryly. “Children? I ask humbly, wondering as to how she reacted to writing to her husband under the name of ‘Peter’ or ‘Katterjohn’ or anything el—”

“He had no wife, Guy. Nor children. Was quite a lone wolf there in Boston. His calling was—but what is of greater interest at this point is that he worked ‘under contract’. Not on salary. Which meant that he could never—at least as of commencing that particular calling—be eligible to so-called Social Security pension in America, because, of course, in those days, self-employment—yes, work under contract, and by the year—was not embodied in social-security provisions. Had he known all that was to happen in his life—but does anybody ever know that?

“Anyway,” went on Cambourne, gravely, “he met up with rather horrible catastrophe in that building. A young man who lived in it—he went by the name of Mabley Gilfoil—he was a piano student, studying for professional piano playing, at some musical school there—well, this young man placed a canister, with explosives in it, down in the rear courtway one night—with a fuse in it, ignited, and set to explode and wake everybody in the place up.

“Coming in very late, to his own apartment, by the back way, with a big bag of groceries from a delicatessen in his arms—blocking his vision this way, of course—Peter Katterjohn, if that’s what we will elect to call him for the moment, came face on to the canister just as it exploded. It blew one eye virtually out of his head—strewed his face with burning oil and stuff so that subsequently the whole face was permanently seared—the force of the explosion blew out both his eardrums—and damaged his other eye enough that, some time later, it had to be extracted. Taken to the hospital as Peter Katterjohn, he wound up with his only touch with the world the doubtful and fading sight of one eye. While suffering there—mentally more than physically, of course—Gilfoil—or the student who called himself by that name—came defiantly to his bed; said, by writing it out, he had nothing to effect settlement with—never would—could not ever be effectively sued—laid down, though almost contemptuously, on the bedside stand at the other’s bed, five $20 goldpieces which he said had been given to him once by an older brother who’d secretly sequestered them during the days of the turning over to the government of all gold by Americans—and had subsequently died. But had given them to his younger brother, yes, the fellow Gilfoil. Then, defiantly, Gilfoil had left the injured man, yes, the hospital. Peter Katterjohn, reading the paper next day with but the one eye he still had, read how the young man had been killed by an automobile right up the street while waiting for a bus; but the startling facts that came out in the story revealed that he was Monte McEvilly, scheduled to come into a fortune of $100,000 the day after he died.”

“How was that, Huntoon?”

“The will of his uncle, Simon McEvilly, had left him the fortune based on the contingency of his—yes, Monte—living till his 22nd birthday, which, you see, was the day after he called on that poor devil in the hospital, and defiantly left him a hundred stinking dollars for all he’d done to him.”

“How dreadful! I mean to—to be so parsimonious. How—”

“Well, he didn’t come into the fortune, you see. He died—just about 8 hours too early! Even though Pete Katterjohn now knew the facts from the newspaper, he couldn’t sue Monte McEvilly. For Monte McEvilly had failed to qualify for his uncle’s estate—had failed thus to have an estate of his own.

“Well, Pete’s other eye went quickly. A splinter from the explosion created an abscess in it. There were no antibiotics, as you’ll recall, in those days—and it had to go. And there he was, cut off from the world entirely—from his former work—from everything—unable even to get revenge—or take revenge, against the young man who had ruthlessly and contemptuously ruined him.

“It was here, as you can surmise, that festering hate within him rose to almost insane hate. Hate, however, of all piano students. For it’s the same old thing, Guy, that happens regularly in life. We always hate the class of the individual—when the individual himself has hurt us. For instance: a young woman gets her painting declined for hanging in an exhibit. Then, she hates not the three judges who rejected it—but all judges, connoisseurs, etcetera of art. Talks against such—acts against them, even, if she can. Some, in such cases, have even circulated weird character-destroying stories about art judges and so forth. A man is hurt exceedingly—perhaps financially only—perhaps emotionally—by a blonde golddigger. Thereafter, he hates—all blonde women! He thereafter describes the whole class as immoral, detestable, unreliable, perhaps even vile. All hatreds of the Jewish race, Guy, stem out of the fact that one Jew has injured the hater some time in the past. Then the whole race gets hated—by the victim. So it was here. From hating a piano student who had maimed and ruined him for life—and contemptuously paid him off with 100 dollars, Pete Katterjohn hated all piano students with a blind, maniacal hatred.

“So much so indeed, that he felt in those days he was recovering that he would like, in exchange for that $100 or 5 goldpieces, to kill five of the ‘vermin’. Five, yes, five. One for each contemptuous goldpiece. One for—

“He was discharged from the hospital. Dropped like a plummet out of life. At least his former life. Went bitterly to Chicago. Got himself a tin cup—in this case, the famous piggy-bank!—and a place on the curb—at Down-at-Heel Row. Learned Braille. And became one of the lost people of the earth. But finally—ah, finally—he got his chance! For revenge, according to his new emotional slant. Got it when he’d acquired free access to old Emmanuel Goldfarb’s old building—and the music studio upstairs—and learned, in long later course, that it was being secretly rented by Emmanuel’s son, Max. He had already learned the whole layout of the building—the studio too—from feel—steps and rails, and whatnot; he now proceeded to learn the student’s hours. Yes, by hiding under that second-floor stairway—and detecting—yes, with a straw hat!—when the latter had come in and the music above had started to fill the place—and when the student obviously went. This, in criminal parlance, Guy, is known as ‘casing the job’! He was a criminal now, you see. An insane criminal, let us charitably call him. He had knives and a gun amongst his scant possessions. A man had checked a packet with him once—a juggler or knife thrower or something. Had never come back. Had died, obviously. So he, Pete, had the weapons. He did the first job, just as he was destined to do the subsequent ones. He let himself into the place after dark set in. He needed no lights, of course. He went up the stairs, and in under the second-floor staircase. And waited, with his detecting hat in his hands held properly—till he felt ‘buzzing’ or vibration of the crown, against the sensitive fingertips of his other hand. Knew then the room or floor above was filled with music—quivering air-waves—flowing down the stairs—to the layer of air comprising floor two. Then he acted. Came out. Went silently up the stairs. The hat held in his left hand, his right-hand fingertips never off it. Across the floor he crept. Guided by the presence of music in the air—he crept unerringly toward the victim-to-be by the hat crown, and its varying intensities according as to when the hat crown lay off or on the direct line with the source of the music. And at the piano bench itself—19 steps it always took him, he told me, from the head of the stairs!—he struck. And thus he killed Robert Hordon. Number one. And subsequently the others.

“Turning off from his victim, he always tossed the hat contemptuously away, or stuck it somewhere. No Chicago policeman, he knew, would ever be able to make head nor tail—of that. He turned on the streetlights at the top of the stairway purely as a blind. To emphasize a seeing man escaping; actually, he needed no lights whatsoever. Down he went. And out. Around by the cement fringe walk into the cement-paved courtway or gangway between No. 633 and 631. There, with a wire already prepared, and tossed there on his way in, he drew down the pivoted fire-escape stairs. To show how he’d gotten up to the adjoining roof—over—and into the place. Then he disappeared into the darkness. Went home, yes, to his ‘flop’. Except that, next morning, he would deposit one of the 5 hateful pieces of gold he’d received for his career and lost happiness in his piggy-bank—as payment to himself, at long last, for the life of one piano student. The first, as I’ve told you, was found at the bank by the cashier unlocking and emptying the piggy-bank, and was not tied up at all to the crime on Down-at-Heel Row. But the second was, because of having appeared contemporaneous with a like crime. Thereafter, the $20 goldpieces were parts of the crimes, and were looked upon by the police as part of the psychology of the killer. Which, in truth, they were!

“Of each of his crimes, Piggy-Bank Pete would read fully in the Braille-printed daily paper he used to read out there at his begging point on the curb—and which paper is but a neat condensation and abstraction of the news appearing in a Chicago sheet known as the Sun-Times. Yes, after each crime, there he would read—all about it. Studying just what part he had done wrong—what part he had done well—what he would have to modify a bit—on the next time. And—

“But now,” Cambourne broke off, with a gesture, “you know the full story of the Straw Hat Murders. Done by a man with a maniacal hatred of piano students—because just one such had wrecked his own life. I consider myself, Guy, that I but worked out the solution by luck—luck, I mean, that I should have pressed myself, that day on Down-at-Heel Row when I was re-visiting Chicago, to make a ‘re-play’ of that crime. For, in the re-play, I got the phenomenon that betrayed the identity of the killer. And, studying various books of physics, including the work of our mutual academic friend, Quindry Annister Redfern, specialist on sound, I got the explanatory rationale of what took place in the music studio. You have it all now. Piggy-Bank Pete, incidentally, died that night while I was out there at the Home—died between 3 and 4 next morning. But not before, hearing his story, I’d unleashed myself momentarily from the quaint talking apparatus, gone up the floor to a little office at one end, and rolled down to Piggy-Bank Pete’s hospital room a typewriter on a rolling stand, and on which I’d typed out a mighty good condensation of all he’d told me, including of course the facts of his earlier contractual employment in Boston, and all. All of which, having placed back upon myself the speaking apparatus, I then read off to him. And which—but in the presence of the ward orderly, called in only then for a witness—did he sign. Having told Chief of Police Aert deGelder when I parted with him that I intended to send him something on his birthday, which is tomorrow, if I could think of it—something connected with police work—I just mailed him this complete ‘clear-up’ of that famous old crime, or rather series thereof. Mailed it this afternoon, in fact, by trans-Atlantic airmail. And he’ll have it tomorrow, and will be deeply delighted, I’m sure, to have it. Indeed, with its appearance tomorrow in Chicago papers, that marks ‘finis’ to the Straw Hat Murders, not so? Any questions, Guy?”

“Good heavens, no, Huntoon! You have certainly fully completed your amazing story commenced earlier in this room when you told me about the murders themselves. No, almost nothing, I guess. Unless—well, yes, one. One question, yes. What on earth ever gave that poor old blind and deaf fellow the idea that a straw hat would serve as a—a detector of music being played in its vicinity—and even as a director toward the source thereof?”

“That’s a good question, Guy. How could, how would, a blind, deaf and penniless beggar know that a straw sailor hat, with its circular crown creating an interior column of half-confined air—the lid of the crown itself a diaphragm, even—and the brim of the whole thing a handle, was a scientific device known, technically, as a ‘portable resonating chamber’? Well, this is really not so enigmatic at all when you know the answer. For you see, Piggy-Bank Pete, back in days when he had been something other than a blind, deaf, penniless street corner beggar, had been a professor in the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Professor of Acoustics and Phonetics. And his name had been—Quindry Annister Redfern, M. S., Ph. D.!”

THE END
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