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Introduction

If you believe, as I do, that one of the strengths of the modern mystery lies in the broader definition of just what it is—that the best mysteries are good novels first, that they deal with themes of love and loss and what life does to us as we look for happiness—then A Right to Die is worth a second look after thirty years.

A lovely young woman from a family of means is found dead in her New York apartment, her skull caved in. Maybe too many crime novels begin like that; for sure too many lives end like that.

The woman is headstrong, her fiancé equally so. He is soon to be the prime suspect—for the police, if not for Nero Wolfe, who sets out to clear him.

Oh, yes. The victim is white, her fiancé black. Black man, white woman—maybe we look into our hearts and say, “Nothing wrong with that.” But first most of us have to look.

A Right to Die was published in 1964, the year a monumental civil rights act was passed, the year three young civil rights workers were murdered in Mississippi. Coincidence? Yes and no. Not even Nero Wolfe could have predicted that triumph and that tragedy, but Rex Stout wasn’t writing in a vacuum.

Stout may have been doing the final polishing of his manuscript in the summer of 1963, as John F. Kennedy was declaring civil rights a moral issue and Martin Luther King, Jr., was giving words to his dream.

In some ways, to read A Right to Die is to be reminded of how things have changed. Consider this early passage from Archie Goodwin, Nero Wolfe’s ever-present assistant and Stout’s first-person narrator. “A day or two earlier I would have been glad to meet the Negro specimen that Susan Brooke intended to marry, just to size him up. All right, I was meeting him, and he looked like Sugar Ray Robinson after a hard ten rounds, except a little darker.”

It is hard to imagine a present-day reader, or editor, not raising an eyebrow at a passage like that, unless it was crystal clear that the author was trying to say something about the speaker. Something unflattering.

But Archie’s heart is in the right place and in good working order. Later on he says, “When I consider myself superior to anyone, as I frequently do, I need a better reason than his skin.”

Shrewd, tough Archie: deft at lying (only in the pursuit of truth, of course), meticulous in research, skilled arranger of chairs to seat the suspects who are manipulated by Wolfe in his brownstone. Archie is so competent, in fact, that there seems to be nothing he can’t do—except, say, hit a woman in the stomach with the butt of a .45. No, leave that to the Mickey Spillane types.

But speaking of women … well, whenever Wolfe does, he is disparaging. The attitudes of the corpulent, housebound genius detective might have seemed more amusing thirty years ago. They are less so today. Archie knows why Wolfe doesn’t get out much. It’s not that he’s afraid of the world, or even that he finds it that hard to move his one-seventh of a ton in and out of cabs.

Rather, “There are just too many things he likes about the old brownstone on West Thirty-fifth Street.” And what does he like best? “There is no woman in it, and it would suit him fine if one never crossed the doorsill.”

What to make of that dislike? Wolfe himself doesn’t seem to know. “The mind or soul or psyche—take the term you prefer—of any man below the level of consciousness is a preposterous mishmash of cesspool and garden,” Wolfe declares. “Heaven only knows what I have in mine as synonyms for ‘woman’; I’m glad I don’t know.”

Whew. Rantings like that today would be dismissed as the intellectual droppings of, well, a male chauvinist pig, the kind of pig that wouldn’t fly with a lot of readers.

Unless, unless … If one is willing to suspend disbelief to enjoy a good story, one ought to be able (up to a point, within bedrock principles) to suspend harsh judgment as well. Do that with A Right to Die and be rewarded. For the book is a damn good yarn. It is taut and compact and, unlike its hero, has no fat at all.

The hunt takes us to the Midwest, where the victim, Susan Brooke, grew up and went to college. The Midwest seems the best place to look, for there was a tragedy in Susan’s earlier life there, and Stout-Wolfe understood that tragedies spawn their own avenging ghosts. (Not for nothing does that quintessentially midwestern state, Indiana, call itself the “Main Street of America.” A black man and a white woman would draw stares on the Main Street of 1964.)

Archie Goodwin is dispatched to Middle America to find clues for Wolfe to sift in the comfort of his brownstone—between meals, of course. In A Right to Die, as in the other Nero Wolfe adventures, Archie, the tough man of action, is the perfect foil for his orchid-sniffing gourmand of an employer.

Archie, Wolfe tells a listener in Archie’s presence, “is fairly headstrong and can’t be bullied. I stopped trying years ago.” A good thing, too, because the symbiotic relationship solves cases. Much more basic, it drives this plot, as it propels so many others, taking the reader on a splendid ride. The ride ends in Wolfe’s brownstone office when—

Oops, no need to say more. The clues are there all along, for the reader as well as for Nero Wolfe. Once he explains, the solution is quite clear. How does he deduce it in the first place? As Archie puts it, “I gave up long ago trying to figure out how his mind works.”

And what of Stout’s mind? Surely he knew he had spun a fine yarn. Did he smile, wisely and a bit sadly, as events in real life conferred new relevance on his fiction?

Nero Wolfe didn’t tell all his secrets. Neither did Rex Stout.

—David Stout
(no relation to Rex)


Chapter 1

He had no appointment and, looking at him across the doorsill, it didn’t seem likely that he would be bringing the first big fee of 1964. But when he said his name was Whipple and he wanted to consult Mr. Wolfe I let him in and took him to the office, because after a long dull day I would welcome Wolfe’s glare at me for breaking a rule, and also because he was a Negro. So far as I knew, in their hot campaign for civil rights the Negroes hadn’t mentioned the right to consult a private detective, but why not? So I didn’t even ask him what the trouble was. In the office, when I put him in the red leather chair near the end of Wolfe’s desk, he looked around and then leaned back and closed his eyes. I had told him that Wolfe would be down in ten minutes, at six o’clock, and he had nodded and said, “I know. Orchids.”

Sitting at my desk, I swiveled when the sound of the elevator came and was facing the door when Wolfe entered. When he was in far enough to see the man in the chair he stopped and turned to me, and the glare was one of his best. I met it square.

“Mr. Whipple,” I said. “To consult you.”

He held the glare. He was deciding whether to turn and march out, to the kitchen, or to bellow. But suddenly the glare became a frown, and he said, not a bellow, “Whipple?”

“Yes, sir.”

He wheeled for a look at the man, circled around his desk to his outsize chair, sat, and aimed the frown at the man. “Well, sir?”

The man smiled a little and said, “I’m going to make a speech.” He cleared his throat and cocked his head. “The agreements of human society embrace not only protection against murder, but thousands of other things, and it is certainly true that in America the whites have excluded the blacks from some of the benefits of those agreements. It is said that the exclusion has sometimes even extended to murder—that in parte of this country a white man may kill a black one, if not with impunity, at least with a good chance of escaping the penalty which the agreement imposes. That’s deplorable, and I don’t blame black men for resenting it. But how do you propose to change it?”

He turned a hand over. “I’ll skip a little. But if you shield him because he is your color there is a great deal to say. You are rendering your race a serious disservice. You are helping to perpetuate and aggravate the very exclusions which you justly resent. The ideal human agreement is one in which distinctions of race and color and religion are totally disregarded; anyone helping to preserve those distinctions is postponing that ideal; and you are certainly helping to preserve them. If in a question of murder you permit your action to be influenced …”

He went on, but I wasn’t listening. My eyes were at him, but I wasn’t seeing him. I was seeing a small room in the Upshur Pavilion at Kanawha Spa, West Virginia, as it had been late one night many years ago. Wolfe was on a chair not big enough for his seventh of a ton, facing an audience of fourteen colored men, cooks and waiters, seated on the floor. He knew, and so did I, that one of them had a vital piece of information regarding a murder, and for two hours he had been trying to find out which one, with no success. Around two a.m. he tried another angle and made a long speech, and that did it. It loosened up a twenty-one-year-old college boy, Howard University, named Paul Whipple, and he blurted it out. And the man in the red leather chair was delivering, word for word, parts of the speech Wolfe had made that long-ago night.

I left Upshur Pavilion and came back to what I was looking at. Should I have recognized him? No. Then he had been young and slim with no extra meat on his face muscles; now he was middle-aged, going bald, with saggy cheeks, wearing cheaters with black rims. But the name, Whipple, should have rung a bell, and it hadn’t. It had for Wolfe. I did not like that. I will concede that he is a genius and I am not, but on memory I’ll concede nothing.

He stopped—in the middle of a sentence, because that was where he had interrupted Wolfe that night. He glanced at me with a little smile, settled back in the chair, and shifted the smile to Wolfe.

Wolfe grunted. “You have a good memory, Mr. Whipple.”

He shook his head. “Not really. Not usually. But that speech was a high spot in my education. I wrote it down that night. If I had a good memory I could do a better job at my work.”

“What is your work?”

“I’m a teacher, an assistant professor at Columbia. I’m afraid I’ll never move up.”

“Anthropology?”

Whipple’s eyes widened. “Good lord, talk about memory. You remember that?”

“Certainly. You mentioned it.” Wolfe’s lips puckered. “You have me cornered, sir. I know I am beholden to you. But for you I might have been stuck there for days—weeks. And of course you have tickled my vanity, quoting me verbatim at length. So you need me for something?”

Whipple nodded. “That’s putting it bluntly, but I know you’re always blunt. Yes, I need you.” He smiled, more of a smile than before. “I need help on a very confidential matter, and I decided to come to you. I doubt if I can pay what you would normally charge, but I can pay.”

“That can wait. I have said I have an obligation. Your problem?”

“It’s very … personal.” His lips worked. He looked at me and back at Wolfe. “In a way, it’s related to what you said that night; that’s why I quoted it. I have a son, Dunbar, twenty-three years old. Do you remember that you quoted Paul Laurence Dunbar that night?”

“Certainly.”

“Well, we named our son Dunbar. He’s a good enough boy. He has his share of shortcomings, but on the whole he’s a pretty good boy. He works for the ROCC. Do you know what the ROCC is?”

Wolfe nodded. “The Rights of Citizens Committee. I have sent them small contributions.”

“Why?”

A corner of Wolfe’s mouth went up. “Come, Mr. Whipple. Another speech to quote?”

“I could use one, or my people could. My son could. He’s pretty good at a speech. But he’s what I—he’s the problem, or rather, he’s in the problem. He has got involved with a white girl and he’s going to marry her, and I can’t talk him out of it. So I need help.”

Wolfe made a face. “Not mine,” he said emphatically.

Whipple shook his head. “Not to talk to him. To find out what’s wrong with her.”

“Except for the innate and universal flaws of her sex, there may be nothing wrong with her.”

“But obviously there is.” His brows were up. “She is—not speaking as an anthropologist—of good family. She is young, attractive, and financially independent. For her to marry a Negro is absurd. Obviously—”

“My dear sir. Instead of another speech I could quote for an hour. Benjamin Franklin: ‘A man in a passion rides a wild horse.’ Or, by courtesy, a woman. An ancient Latin proverb: ‘Ex visu amor.’ Loving comes by looking. Pfui. Nothing in nature is absurd, though much is deplorable.”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes.” Whipple smiled. “Do you remember that when you asked me how old I was and I said twenty-one, Moulton told me to say ‘Sir’? Passion or love is not the point. A white woman taking to a black man, even going to bed with him, there’s nothing absurd about that. But not marriage. I say if this Susan Brooke wants to marry my son there’s something wrong with her. She has a screw loose. All the difficulties, the snags, the embarrassments, the complications … I don’t need to list them for you.”

“No.”

“She couldn’t possibly be a good wife to him, and she ought to know it. There’s something wrong with her. It may be something specific in her past, or it may be her basic character. If I can find out what it is I can put it up to my son; he’s not a fool. But the finding out—I don’t know how, I’m not equipped for it. But you are.” He turned his palms up. “So here I am.”

Wolfe said distinctly, “Pride of race.”

“What! Who?”

“You, of course. You may not be aware—”

Whipple was moving, up. On his feet, his eyes, half closed, slanted down at Wolfe. “I am not a racist. I see I have made a mistake. I didn’t think—”

“Nonsense. Sit down. Your problem—”

“Forget it. Forget me. I should have forgotten you. To accuse me of—”

“Confound it,” Wolfe bellowed, “sit down! An anthropologist disclaiming pride of race? You should know better. If you are an anthropos you have it. The remark was not offensive, but I withdraw it because it was pointless. You have been moved to action; what moved you is immaterial. What moves me is the fact that I’m indebted to you and you have dunned me, and I’ll pay. But first I have a comment. Will you please sit down?”

“I suppose I’m touchy,” Whipple said, and sat.

Wolfe regarded him. “The comment is about marriage. It’s possible that Miss Brooke is more realistic than you are. She may be intelligent enough to know that no matter whom she marries there will be the devil to pay. The difficulties, snags, embarrassments, and complications—I use your words, though I would prefer sharper ones—are in any case inevitable. If she marries a man of her own color and class, the grounds for them will be paltry, ignoble, degrading, and tiresome. If she marries a Negro the grounds will be weighty, worthy, consequential, and diverting. I have never met a woman with so much sense, but there may be one. What if it is Miss Brooke?”

Whipple was shaking his head. “No, sir. Of course that’s very clever. It’s good talk, but it’s talk.” He smiled. “My father used to say about a good talker, ‘He rides words bareback.’ No, sir.”

“You’re fixed.”

“Yes. If you want to put it that way, I am.”

“Very well. You remember Mr. Goodwin.”

Whipple shot me a glance. “Of course.”

“Will you arrange for him to meet Miss Brooke? Perhaps a meal, lunch or dinner, with you, her, and your son? With some plausible pretext?”

He was looking doubtful. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible. She knows what I—my attitude. Does Mr. Goodwin have to meet her? And my son?”

“Not necessarily your son. Her, yes. I can’t proceed until he has seen her, spoken with her, and if possible danced with her, and reported. This may even settle it. His feeling for attractive young women, his understanding of them, and his talent for gaining their confidence may be all we’ll need.” He turned. “Archie. Have you a suggestion?”

I nodded. “Sure.” He had asked for it. “I meet her, feel her out, understand her, get her confidence, bring her here and install her in the south room, and you seduce her and then marry her. As for the difficulties, snags, embar—”

Whipple cut in. “Mr. Goodwin. You can joke about it, but I can’t.”

I met his eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to, Mr. Whipple. I was merely reacting to Mr. Wolfe’s joke about me and attractive young women. But of course I’ll have to meet her. He never leaves the house on business. How urgent is it? Have they set a date for the wedding?”

“No.”

“How sure are you they’re not already married?”

“I’m quite sure. My son wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t dissemble with me—or with his mother.”

“Is his mother with you on this?”

“Yes. Completely.” He turned to Wolfe. “You said your remark about pride of race was pointless, but you had made the remark. With my wife I suppose it could be called that. Is it pride of race if she wants her son’s wife to be a girl, a woman, with whom she can be friends? Real friends? Speaking as an American Negro, as a man, and as an anthropologist, can she expect to get true familial intimacy from a white woman?”

“No,” Wolfe said. “Nor from a colored woman either if it’s her son’s wife.” He waved it away. “However, you’re fixed.” He tilted his head to look at the wall clock: forty minutes till dinner. “Since Mr. Goodwin’s suggestion isn’t feasible, let’s see if we can find one. Tell me all you know about Miss Brooke.”

I got out my notebook.

It took only half an hour, so there were still ten minutes when I returned to the office after escorting Whipple to the front, helping him on with his coat, handing him his hat, and letting him out. Wolfe sat with his current book, closed, in his hands, gazing at it with his lips tight. He had been cheated out of a full hour of reading.

I stood and looked down at him. “If you expect an apology,” I said, “you’ll have to expect. When you make personal remarks about me with company present, I react.”

His head came up. “Of course. You always do. I’m in the middle of a chapter.”

“I didn’t know that. As for my letting him in and not telling you, there are exceptions to—”

“Bah. You wanted to see if I would recognize him. I didn’t until I heard the name. Did you?”

“Since we’re being frank, no. Not his face or voice. With me too it was the name.” I went on. It’s better to keep going after a lie. “Anyway, it’s a new slant on civil rights. She has a right to marry the man she loves, and look who’s trying to stop her. He had a nerve to begin by quoting that speech.”

He grunted. “I’m obliged.”

“Yeah. We’re really going to tackle it?”

“You are.”

“You leave it to me?”

“No. We’ll discuss it later.”

“There isn’t much to discuss. No matter what we dig up about her, he’ll probably—”

There were footsteps in the hall, and Fritz was at the door to announce dinner. Wolfe put the book down, stroked it with his fingertips, and rose.


Chapter 2

That was Monday, February 24. Forty-two hours later, at one o’clock Wednesday, I had lunch with Susan Brooke at Lily Rowan’s penthouse on 63rd Street between Madison and Park.

In the random assortment of facts Whipple had supplied there had been nothing to bite on. She had graduated from Radcliffe four or five years ago, and not long after had come to New York. She was living with her married brother, an electronics engineer, in his Park Avenue apartment, and so was her mother. They were from Wisconsin—Racine, Whipple thought, but wasn’t sure. He didn’t actually know that she was financially independent; he had assumed it, because for more than two years she had been working for the ROCC as a volunteer, no pay, and she had made cash contributions amounting to $2350. Not office work; she made contacts and arranged fund-raising parties and meetings.

That was about all Whipple knew, except for a couple of dozen useless little details and a few even more useless guesses.

The Lily Rowan idea was of course mine, since she was my friend, not Wolfe’s. My first suggestion, Monday evening after dinner, was that I would phone the ROCC office, speak with the executive director, Thomas Henchy, and tell him that Wolfe was considering making a substantial contribution, that he would like to discuss it, and that in my opinion the best person to see him would be Miss Susan Brooke because I had heard that she made a good impression with men. That was vetoed by Wolfe on the ground (a) that he would feel committed to a substantial contribution, at least a grand, and (b) that with an attractive young woman I would get farther sooner if he wasn’t present. Of course the real ground was that she was a woman. There are many things he likes about the old brownstone on West 35th Street, which he owns: the furniture and rugs and books and soundproofing; the plant rooms on the roof; Fritz Brenner, the chef; the big kitchen; Theodore Horstmann, the orchid nurse; and me, the man and the muscle. But what he likes best is that there is no woman in it, and it would suit him fine if one never crossed the doorsill.

So I suggested Lily Rowan, to whom a grand is peanuts, and that was satisfactory. When I rang her, that evening, she said she didn’t like to discuss dirty work on the phone so I had better come in person, and I went, and got back to 35th Street and to bed at a quarter past two. Since I take a full eight hours short of murder, I didn’t get to the office Tuesday morning until after Wolfe had come down from his two hours in the plant rooms—nine to eleven. Around noon Lily phoned. Miss Brooke would be there tomorrow for lunch at one o’clock, and I might come earlier for more briefing.

The two miles crosstown and up to 63rd Street is one of my favorite walks, but that Wednesday it took plenty of man and muscle. When it’s twenty above and at every corner a snowy blast that has been practicing ever since it left Hudson Bay lowers your chin and clamps your mouth shut and bends you nearly double, you have to grit your teeth to go on by all the handy doors to shops and bars and hotel lobbies. When I finally made it, shook the snow off of my coat and hat under the canopy and in the lobby, took the elevator and left it at the top and pushed the button, and Lily opened the door, I said, “The nearest bed.”

She raised a brow, a trick I taught her. “Try next door,” she said. She let me by and shut the door. “You didn’t walk!”

“Sure. You could call it walking.” I put my hat and coat in the closet. “If they walked up Everest, I walked here.”

We linked arms and entered the living room, with its 19-by-34 Kashan rug, a garden pattern in seven colors, its Renoir and Manet and Cézanne, its off-white piano, and its glass doors to the terrace, where the wind was giving the snow a big play. When we sat she poked her feet out, the shins parallel, and muttered, “Antelope legs.”

“In the first place,” I said, “that was many years ago. In the second place, what I said was that you looked like an antelope in a herd of Guernseys. In a crowd you still do. We will now discuss Miss Brooke, though she probably won’t make it in this weather.”

But she did, only ten minutes late. Lily let the maid admit her but met her at the arch to the foyer. I stood in the middle of the Kashan and was introduced as Mr. Goodwin, her business adviser.

The description that Whipple had given us of her had been biased. She wasn’t skinny. She was small, a couple of inches shorter than Lily, who came up to my nose, with smooth fair skin, brown hair and eyes, and hardly any lipstick on her wide full mouth. Her handshake was firm and friendly without overdoing it. Lily told me afterward that her brown woolen dress was probably Bergdorf, two hundred bucks. She didn’t want a cocktail.

I left it to Lily. At lunch—mushroom chowder, lobster soufflé, avocado salad, pineapple mousse—she stuck to ROCC: people, record, policy, program. Susan Brooke knew it all and knew how to tell it. It was a good pitch for almost anybody this side of Governor Wallace or Senator Eastland.

The question whether Lily should give her a check or stall was for Lily to decide, but the further question, whether to give it to her before getting personal or after, had been left to me. Lily made her decision before we left the table; she rubbed her eye with her middle finger. Yes, on the check. I considered my question. Would she be a better quiz prospect while she was still wondering if she had made a sale, or after it was in the bag? My understanding of attractive young women wouldn’t tell me, so I fingered in my pocket for a quarter, slipped it out, and glanced at it. Heads. I rubbed my left eye and saw that Lily got it.

Back in the living room, when coffee had been poured, Lily excused herself and left us. In a minute she returned, went to Miss Brooke, and handed her a little rectangle of blue paper. “There,” she said. “It won’t get me into heaven, but it may help a little. Green pastures.”

Susan Brooke looked at it—not just a glance, a full look. “The lovely lunch and this too,” she said. She had a nice soft voice but ran her words together some. “Many-many thanks, Miss Rowan, but of course they’re not just from me, they’re from all of us. Is it all right to list you as a patron?”

Lily sat. “Certainly, if you want. My father made that money building sewers with one hand and playing politics with the other.” She picked up her coffee cup and sipped. “Since you can afford to donate your time, I suppose your father knows how to make money too.”

“Yes, he did.” She closed her bag with the check inside. “Not building sewers, real estate. He died six years ago.”

“In New York?”

“No, Wisconsin.”

“Oh. Omaha?”

Lily was showing me how smart she was. We had driven across Nebraska on the way to Montana. Miss Brooke politely didn’t smile. “No, Racine,” she said.

Lily sipped coffee. “I suppose I’m being nosy, but to me it’s—well, you’re fascinating. I’m not lazy or stingy, I’m merely useless. I simply don’t understand you. Do you mind if I try to?”

“No, of course not.” She tapped her bag. “Your money isn’t useless, Miss Rowan.”

Lily flipped a hand. “Tax-deductible. But your time and energy aren’t. Have you been doing this ever since you came to New York?”

“Oh no. Only two years—a little more. There’s nothing fascinating about me, believe me. When I finished college—I barely made it, I’m Radcliffe ‘fifty-nine—I went home to Racine and got good and bored. Then something happened, and— Anyway, my father was dead and only my mother and me in a big house, and we came to New York. My brother was here and he suggested it. But you didn’t ask for my autobiography.”

“Yes, I did. Practically. You live with your brother?”

She shook her head. “We did for a while, but then we took an apartment—my mother and I. And I got a job.” She put her empty cup down, and I got up and filled it. I was glad of the chance to contribute something.

“If you can stand any more,” Lily said, “what kind of a job?”

“I can stand it if you can. Reading manuscripts for a publisher. It was terrible—you would never believe what some people think is fit to print. Then I got a job at the UN, a desk job. The job was about as bad, but I met a lot of different people, and I realized how silly I was to do dull paying jobs when I didn’t need the pay. It was a girl I met at the UN, a colored girl, who gave me the idea of the ROCC, and I went and asked if I could do something.” She drank coffee.

“Absolutely fascinating,” Lily declared. “Don’t you think so, Mr. Goodwin?”

“No,” I said flatly. A business adviser should be tough. “It depends on what satisfies a person, that’s all. You ladies both have all the money you need, and in my opinion you’re both rather selfish. You could make a couple of men secure and happy and comfortable, but you won’t take the trouble. Neither of you is married. At least—you haven’t been married, Miss Brooke?”

“No.”

“And don’t intend to be?”

She laughed, a soft little laugh. “Maybe I will. After what you’ve said, I’ll feel selfish if I don’t. I’ll invite you and Miss Rowan to the wedding.”

“I’ll accept with pleasure. By the way, which publisher did you read manuscripts for? I had one rejected once, and it may have been you.”

“Oh, I hope not. The Parthenon Press.”

“Then it wasn’t you. Another by the way, this will amuse you. When Miss Rowan got the idea of making a contribution to the ROCC she asked me to check a little, and I asked around, and one man said there was probably some Communist influence. Of course people say that about any outfit they don’t like, but he mentioned a name. Dunbar Whipple. He had no evidence, just hearsay. But Whipple might like to know about it. I’d rather not name the man who said it.”

No flush or fluster. She even looked a little amused. “I hope,” she said, “this isn’t a new way of asking me if I’m a Communist.”

“It isn’t. I’m plain and simple. I would just say are you?”

“And I would just say no. At first, when people tried to ask me if I was a Communist without really asking it I got indignant, but I soon saw that was silly. I handle it better now. Are you a Birchite, Mr. Goodwin?”

“I refuse to answer. I’m indignant.”

She laughed a little. “You’ll get over it. As for Dunbar Whipple, he’s special. He’s young and he has a lot to learn, but he’ll be the first Negro mayor of New York City.” She turned. “I warn you, Miss Rowan, some day I may ask you for a different kind of contribution—to the Whipple for Mayor campaign fund. Would you vote for a Negro?”

Lily said it would depend, that she voted for Democrats only, in respect to the memory of her father. I arose to pour coffee, but Miss Brooke looked at her watch and said she had an appointment. Lily gestured toward the terrace and said it was a day to ignore appointments, but Miss Brooke said she couldn’t, it was a meeting about a school boycott. She gave Lily a healthy thank-you handshake, but not me, which was proper, since I hadn’t said definitely that I wasn’t a Birchite. As Lily convoyed her to the foyer I filled my cup and took it to the glass doors to admire the weather.

Lily came to join me. “Quite a gal,” she said. “Fighting her way through that to talk school boycott. If she’s fascinating, it’s lucky for me I’m not.”

“It’s one of your best points,” I said, “that you’re not fascinating.” I put the cup on a plant stand.

“And that I’m rather selfish. Look me in the eye, Escamillo. Take that back about making you secure and happy and comfortable.”

“Not me. I merely said a man.”

“Name one.”

“Nero Wolfe.”

“Ha. What will you bet I couldn’t?”

“Not a dime. I know him, but I know you too. No bet.”

“You would have to move out.” She had a look in her eye, I would say the look of a tiger stalking a herd of deer if I had ever seen a tiger stalk deer. “We would fire Fritz, and of course Theodore. He would read aloud to me. We would ditch the orchids and take out the partitions in the plant rooms and have dancing parties, and you wouldn’t be invited. For lunch we would have peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, and—”

I clapped a palm over her mouth with my other hand at the back of her head. With no effort to break away, she tried to bite. I said, “When you’re ready to discuss the subject, shut your right eye.”

She shut her right eye, and I took my hands away. “Well?”

“I stand pat,” she said. “She’s fascinating.”

“To you. It’s perfectly simple. She’s a status-seeker. She wants to be the mayor’s wife.”

“Uhuh. I always laugh at your cracks to make you secure and happy and comfortable, but may I skip that one? You’re trying to get something on her that will keep that colored man from marrying her. Right?”

“That’s the idea.”

“Then two things. First, I don’t think you’ll get anything unless you invent it, and I know you wouldn’t. I don’t think there’s anything to get—anything bad enough to count. Second, if there is, I hope you don’t get it through anything you heard here. I couldn’t blame you, but I would blame me. If she and that Negro want to get married they may be darned fools, of course I think they are, but it’s their lookout. So do me a favor. If you stop it, and something you heard here got you started on what stops it, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. That’s me. You know?”

“Sure.” I looked at my wrist: a quarter to three. “If I had any personal feelings about it they would be about the same as yours, but I haven’t. Rights all over the place. She has a right to marry him. He has a right to marry her. The father and mother have a right to butt in, they’ve been doing it for ten thousand years. Nero Wolfe has a right to meet an obligation to a man. I have a right to earn my pay by doing what I’m told, providing it doesn’t clash with my right to stay out of jail. So I’ll run along and drop in at the office of the Parthenon Press, which is only a few blocks from here.”

“There won’t be anyone there. Look at that snow. I can beat you at gin. Don’t they send people home?”

I looked. “They might at that. May I use the phone?”

She was right. I got an answer, but not from the switchboard girl. Some man told me that everybody had gone. When I hung up Lily called through an open door, “I’m in here. Come on. I have a right to win enough to pay for the lunch.”

She did, about.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Stou_9780307756145_epub_003_r1.jpg
@&

THE VIKING PRESS INC - PUBLISHERS
625 MADISON AVENUE - NEW YORK - N Y - 10022
Clle: Vitpss Tolphons: (313) PL 3020

April 29, 1964

M. Rex Stout
Righ Nesdov
Brevster, New York

Dear Rex:

We avait your bll of particulars vith
inpatience. Tom s in California amd vill
be back early next veek. I suggest that you
let us know vhat day vill suit you to discuss
then, and I'11 see that he is svailable. We
don't give wp easy, any more than you do.

In fact a divorce seems 5o unthinkable to us
that one copy of the NS 1s at the printers
for estimating and the other is vith Bll
English for the jecket. I'LL get them back
for you imediately, 1f you vish, but T hope
1t can valt until next veek.

Yours,

PN archatl
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Denr Iorshall:

In a few days I'1l send detailed
comnents on your letters of the 23rd;
but from their content and tone it
scems highly unlikely that we are
goins: to agree on terms, so please
send me the manuscript = both copies -|
of ARIGHT TO DIE at your eirly con-
venienco.

Youre.
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April 23, 1964

going through the mill for
be sure ve seaat it. Ve do, acd

Neanubile ve have received a mouscript called

70 DIE which three of us have read and
highly diverting -- 1o fact alaost as good
a8 say book by Rex Stout, It has also been read
by the Mystery Guild, vho are oot iotisidated by the
theae aod vant to use 1t in spite of their southern
subscriders, Ve think of offering the suthor a
contract 0o the same terms as the ones ve have
with you, but 1ncluding the boous provision for
cheap edition income, What do you thiok?

Stocerely yours,

Marbatl

WaBzobe
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