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Introduction

Series are seldom read in order. By the time the average reader discovers a continuing character the chronicle is usually well advanced, and except in the case of those dreary series whose titles are numbered prominently on the covers, he has no way of knowing at what point in the saga the book he has just acquired takes place. This can cause confusion, particularly if the next book he reads is an earlier entry in which the hero he knows as widowed appears with his wife, or having quit smoking and drinking is seen puffing and guzzling happily away with no explanation for his relapse.

Rex Stout avoided this situation through the simple expedient of never changing his characters. The Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin of A Family Affair, the 46th (and last) book in the epoch of West 35th Street, are essentially the same thought-and-action team we meet for the first time in Fer-de-Lance. And therein lies the secret of the magic.

Under the present technocracy, when even the nine-to-five ethic is threatened, we can find peace in the almost Edwardian order of life in the old brownstone: Plant-rooms, nine to eleven A.M. and four to six P.M., office, eleven A.M. to 1:15 P.M., six P.M. to dinnertime and after dinner if necessary, day in and day out (except Sunday). Like Sherlock Holmes’s corpulent brother Mycroft—an uncle, perhaps? Stout is coy on this point—Wolfe “has his rails and he runs on them.” Nothing short of a major catastrophe, such as a submachine gun assault on the plant-rooms (The Second Confession), can persuade him to alter that comfortable routine or, worse, leave home on business. Barring extreme circumstances, he will be found in those places at those hours in 1975 and 1934 and all the years between with all his virtues and vices intact.

The reader new to Wolfe and Goodwin may be surprised upon reading Fer-de-Lance to learn that it represents their debut. So many references are made to earlier adventures in such an offhand, familiar way by narrator Archie, and his abrasive relationship with his eccentric employer fits them so much like a beloved and well-worn suit of clothes, that the newcomer may be excused the assumption that he has encountered the canon in mid-stride. Throughout the book, and indeed throughout the series, the sense is acute that these two fixed planets and their satellites—laconic Theodore Horstmann of the orchids; Fritz Brenner the unflappable cook and major domo; loyal and efficient bloodhounds Saul Panzer, Fred Durkin, and Orrie Cather; and the volcanic Inspector L. T. Cramer—exist beyond the margins of the pages and that their lives do not start and stop with the first and last chapters. Has any other saga begun with a statement as casual as “There was no reason why I shouldn’t have been sent for the beer that day …”?

When Fer-de-Lance appeared, popular crime literature was divided between the manorial “English School” of puzzle mysteries and the two-fisted American urban variety that took its inspiration from the headlines of Prohibition and Depression. Now, nearly six decades later, that division still exists, but there is evidence that the two camps are drifting closer together as both the grim butler and the sadistic bootlegger pass into history. From the start, Stout wedded the two forms. Nero Wolfe, the eccentric genius swathed in his one-seventh of a ton, is a combination of Sherlock Holmes in his more comtemplative moments and Baroness Orczy’s sedentary Old Man in the Corner. Archie Goodwin exemplifies the hardboiled, wisecracking “private dick” prevalent in pulp fiction. Consider this exchange:


WOLFE: “Your errand at White Plains was in essence a primitive business enterprise: an offer to exchange something for something else. If Mr. Anderson had only been there he would probably have seen it so. It may yet materialize; it is still worth some small effort. I believe though it is getting ready to rain.”

GOODWIN: “It was clouding up as I came in. Is it going to rain all over your clues?”

WOLFE: “Some day, Archie, when I decide you are no longer worth tolerating, you will have to marry a woman of very modest mental capacity to get an appropriate audience for your wretched sarcasms.”



Not exactly the Holmes-Watson relationship, but a symbiotic one. Without Goodwin’s badgering, Wolfe would certainly starve, collapsing under the weight of his own sloth. Without Wolfe—well, learn from In the Best Families that Goodwin can get along only too well without any oddball geniuses around the coddle, but we may assume by how readily he takes up his old post when Wolfe returns from his enforced sabbatical that for all Archie’s grousing he prefers the status quo, as do we.

We read Nero Wolfe because we like a good mystery. We reread him not for the plots, which have neither the human complexity of Raymond Chandler’s nor the ingenuity of Agatha Christie’s, but for the chemistry between the orchid-fancying enfant terrible and his optimistic-cynical amaneuensis and all-around dogsbody, and for the insular complacency of life in the old townhouse where world-class meals are served three times daily; the Cattleyas Laelias continue to get on splendidly with the Laeliocattleya Lustre; a peek through the tricked-up waterfall picture in Wolfe’s office may provide a glimpse of the Great Man relaxing in his custom-built chair with some arcane volume or pushing his lips in and out with his eyes closed over some dense pattern of facts while his legman sits by the telephone, waiting for his cue to gather all the suspects and other interested parties for the denouement.

This is a world where all things make sense in time, a world better than our own. If you are an old hand making a return swing through its orbit, welcome back; pull up the red leather chair and sit down. If this is your first trip, I envy you the surprises that await you behind that unpreposessing front door.

—Loren D. Estleman


Chapter 1

There was no reason why I shouldn’t have been sent for the beer that day, for the last ends of the Fairmont National Bank case had been gathered in the week before and there was nothing for me to do but errands, and Wolfe never hesitated about running me down to Murray Street for a can of shoe-polish if he happened to need one. But it was Fritz who was sent for the beer. Right after lunch his bell called him up from the kitchen before he could have got the dishes washed, and after getting his orders he went out and took the roadster which we always left parked in front. An hour later he was back, with the rumble seat piled high with baskets filled with bottles. Wolfe was in the office—as he and I called it, Fritz called it the library—and I was in the front room reading a book on gunshot wounds which I couldn’t make head or tail of, when I glanced through the window and saw Fritz pull up at the curb. It was a good excuse to stretch my legs, so I went out and helped him unload and carry the baskets into the kitchen, where we were starting to stow the bottles away in a cupboard when the bell rang. I followed Fritz into the office.

Wolfe lifted his head. I mention that, because his head was so big that lifting it struck you as being quite a job. It was probably really bigger than it looked, for the rest of him was so huge that any head on top of it but his own would have escaped your notice entirely.

“Where’s the beer?”

“In the kitchen, sir. The lower cupboard on the right, I thought.”

“I want it in here. Is it cold? And an opener and two glasses.”

“Mostly cold, yes, sir. Very well.”

I grinned and sat down on a chair to wonder what Wolfe was doing with some pieces of paper he had cut into little discs and was pushing around into different positions on the desk blotter. Fritz began bringing in the beer, six at a time on a tray. After the third trip I had another grin when I saw Wolfe glance up at the array on the table and then around at Fritz’s back going through the door. Two more trays full; whereupon Wolfe halted the parade.

“Fritz. Would you inform me when this is likely to end?”

“Very soon, sir. There are nineteen more. Forty-nine in all.”

“Nonsense. Excuse me, Fritz, but obviously it’s nonsense.”

“Yes, sir. You said one of every kind procurable. I went to a dozen shops, at least that.”

“All right. Bring them in. And some plain salt crackers. None shall lack opportunity, Fritz, it wouldn’t be fair.”

It turned out that the idea was, as Wolfe explained to me after he had invited me to draw my chair up to the desk and begin opening the bottles, that he had decided to give up the bootleg beer, which for years he had bought in barrels and kept in a cooler in the basement, if he could find a brand of the legal 3.2 that was potable. He had also decided, he said, that six quarts a day was unnecessary and took too much time and thereafter he would limit himself to five. I grinned at that, for I didn’t believe it, and I grinned again when I thought how the place would be cluttered up with empty bottles unless Fritz ran his legs off all day long. I said to him something I had said before more than once, that beer slowed up a man’s head and with him running like a brook, six quarts a day, I never would understand how he could make his brain work so fast and deep that no other man in the country could touch him. He replied, also as he had before, that it wasn’t his brain that worked, it was his lower nerve centers; and as I opened the fifth bottle for him to sample he went on to say—not the first time for that either—that he would not insult me by acknowledging my flattery, since if it was sincere I was a fool and if it was calculated I was a knave.

He smacked his lips, tasting the fifth brand, and holding up the glass looked through the amber at the light. “This is a pleasant surprise, Archie. I would not have believed it. That of course is the advantage of being a pessimist; a pessimist gets nothing but pleasant surprises, an optimist nothing but unpleasant. So far, none of this is sewage. As you see, Fritz has marked the prices on the labels, and I’ve started with the cheap ones. No, here, take this next.”

It was at that moment that I heard the faint buzz from the kitchen that meant the front door, and it was that buzz that started the ball rolling. Though at the time it appeared to be nothing interesting, just Durkin asking a favor.

Durkin was all right up to the neck. When I consider how thick he was in most respects I am surprised how he could tail. I know bull terriers are dumb, but good tailing means a lot more than just hanging on, and Fred Durkin was good. I asked him once how he did it, and he said, “I just go up to the subject and ask him where he’s headed for, and then if I lose him I know where to look.” I suppose he knew how funny that was; I don’t know, I suspect him. When things got so Wolfe had to cut down expenses like everybody else from bankers to bums, Saul Panzer and I got our weekly envelopes sliced, but Durkin’s was stopped altogether. Wolfe called him in when he was needed and paid him by the day, so I still saw him off and on and knew he was having hard sledding. Things had been slow and I hadn’t run across him for a month or more when the buzzer sounded that day and Fritz brought him to the door of the office.

Wolfe looked up and nodded. “Hello, Fred. Do I owe you something?”

Durkin, approaching the desk with his hat in his hand, shook his head. “How are you, Mr. Wolfe. I wish to God you did. If there was anybody owed me anything I’d be with him like a saddle on a horse.”

“Sit down. Will you sample some beer?”

“No, thanks.” Fred stayed on his feet. “I’ve come to ask a favor.”

Wolfe looked up again, and his big thick lips pushed out a little, tight together, just a small movement, and back again, and then out and back again. How I loved to watch him doing that! That was about the only time I ever got excited, when Wolfe’s lips were moving like that. It didn’t matter whether it was some little thing like this with Durkin or when he was on the track of something big and dangerous. I knew what was going on, something was happening so fast inside of him and so much ground was being covered, the whole world in a flash, that no one else could ever really understand it even if he had tried his best to explain, which he never did. Sometimes, when he felt patient, he explained to me and it seemed to make sense, but I realized afterward that that was only because the proof had come and so I could accept it. I said to Saul Panzer once that it was like being with him in a dark room which neither of you has ever seen before, and he describes all of its contents to you, and then when the light is turned on his explanation of how he did it seems sensible because you see everything there before you just as he described it.

Wolfe said to Durkin, “You know my failing on the financial side. But since you haven’t come to borrow money, your favor is likely granted. What is it?”

Durkin scowled. Wolfe always upset him. “Nobody needs to borrow money worse than I do. How do you know it’s not that?”

“No matter. Archie will explain. You’re not embarrassed enough, and you wouldn’t have brought a woman with you. What is it?”

I leaned forward and broke in, “Damn it, he’s alone! My ears are good anyhow!”

A little ripple, imperceptible except to eyes like mine that had caught it before, ran over Wolfe’s enormous bulk. “Of course, Archie, splendid ears. But there was nothing to hear; the lady made no sound audible at this distance. And Fritz did not speak to her; but in greeting Fred there was a courtesy in his tone which he saves for softer flesh. If I should hear Fritz using that tone to a lone man I’d send him to a psychoanalyst at once.”

Durkin said, “It’s a friend of my wife’s. Her best friend, you know my wife’s Italian. Maybe you don’t know, but she is. Anyway, this friend of hers is in trouble, or thinks she is. It sounds to me like a washout. Maria keeps after Fanny and Fanny keeps after me and they both keep after me together, all because I told Fanny once that you’ve got a devil in you that can find out anything in the world. A boob thing to say, Mr. Wolfe, but you know how a man’s tongue will get started.”

Wolfe only said, “Bring her in.”

Durkin went out to the hall and came right back with a woman in front of him. She was little but not skinny, with black hair and eyes, and Italian all over though not the shawl kind. She was somewhere around middle age and looked neat and clean in a pink cotton dress and a black rayon jacket. I pulled over a chair and she sat down facing Wolfe and the light.

Durkin said, “Maria Maffei, Mr. Wolfe.”

She tossed Fred a smile, showing little white teeth, and then said to Wolfe, “Maria Maffei,” pronouncing it quite different.

Wolfe said, “Not Mrs. Maffei.”

She shook her head. “No, sir. I’m not married.”

“But in trouble anyhow.”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Durkin thought you might be good enough—”

“Tell us about it.”

“Yes, sir. It’s my brother Carlo. He has gone.”

“Gone where?”

“I don’t know, sir. That’s why I am afraid. He has been gone two days.”

Where did he—no, no. These are not phenomena, merely facts.” Wolfe turned to me. “Go on, Archie.”

By the time he had finished his “no, no” I had my notebook out. I enjoyed this sort of business in front of Wolfe more than at any other time because I knew damn well I was good at it. But this wasn’t much of a job; this woman knew what to get down as well as I did. She told her tale quick and straight. She was housekeeper at a swell apartment on Park Avenue and lived there. Her brother Carlo, two years older than her, lived in a rooming-house on Sullivan Street. He was a metal-worker, first class she said; for years he had made big money working on jewelry for Rathbun & Cross, but because he drank a little and occasionally didn’t turn up at the shop he had been one of the first to go when the depression came. For a while after that he had got odd jobs here and there, then he had used up his small savings, and for the past winter and spring he had been kept going by his sister. Around the middle of April, completely discouraged, he had decided to return to Italy and Maria had agreed to furnish the necessary funds; she had, in fact, advanced the money for the steamship ticket. But a week later he had suddenly announced that the trip was postponed; he wouldn’t say why, but he had declared that he would need no more money, he would soon be able to return all she had lent him, and he might stay in this country after all. He had never been very communicative, but regarding the change in plans he had been stubbornly mysterious. Now he was gone. He had telephoned her on Saturday that he would meet her Monday evening, her evening off, at the Italian restaurant on Prince Street where they often dined together, and had added gaily that he would have enough money with him to pay back everything and lend her some into the bargain if she needed it. Monday evening she had waited for him until ten o’clock, then had gone to his rooming-house and been told that he had left a little after seven and had not returned.

“Day before yesterday,” I observed.

Durkin, I saw, had his notebook open too, and now he nodded. “Monday, June fourth.”

Wolfe shook his head. He had been sitting as still and unobservant as a mountain with his chin lodged on his chest, and now without moving otherwise his head shook faintly as he murmured, “Durkin. Today is Wednesday, June seventh.”

“Well?” Fred stared. “Okay with me, Mr. Wolfe.”

Wolfe wiggled a finger at Maria. “Was it Monday?”

“Yes, sir. Of course. That’s my evening off.”

“You should know that evening. Durkin, annotate your notebook, or, better perhaps, throw it away. You are a full twelvemonth ahead of your times; next year Monday will be June fourth.” He turned to the woman. “Maria Maffei, I am sorry to have to give you a counsel of desperation. Consult the police.”

“I have, sir.” A gleam of resentment shot from her eyes. “They say he has gone to Italy with my money.”

“Perhaps he has.”

“Oh no, Mr. Wolfe. You know better. You have looked at me. You can see I would not know so little of a brother as that.”

“Do the police tell you what boat your brother sailed on?”

“How could they? There has been no boat. They do not investigate or even consider. They merely say he has gone to Italy.”

“I see, they do it by inspiration. Well. I’m sorry I can’t help you. I can only guess. Robbery. Where is his body then? Again consult the police. Sooner or later someone will find it for them and your puzzle will be solved.”

Maria Maffei shook her head. “I don’t believe it, Mr. Wolfe. I just don’t believe it. And there was the phone call.”

I broke in, “You mentioned no phone call.”

She smiled at me with her teeth. “I would have. There was a phone call for him at the rooming-house a little before seven. The phone there is in the downstairs hall and the girl heard him talking. He was excited and he agreed to meet someone at half-past seven.” She turned to Wolfe. “You can help me, sir. You can help me find Carlo. I have learned to look cool like the grass in the morning because I have been so long among these Americans, but I am Italian and I must find my brother and I must see anyone who has hurt him.”

Wolfe only shook his head. She paid no attention.

“You must, sir. Mr. Durkin says you are very tight about money. I still have something left and I could pay all expenses and maybe a little more. And you are Mr. Durkin’s friend and I am Mrs. Durkin’s friend, my friend Fanny.”

Wolfe said, “I am nobody’s friend. How much can you pay?”

She hesitated.

“How much have you got?”

“I have—well—more than a thousand dollars.”

“How much of it would you pay?”

“I would pay—all of it. If you find my brother alive, all of it. If you find him not alive and show him to me and show me the one who hurt him, I would still pay a good deal. I would pay first for the funeral.”

Wolfe’s eyelids lowered slowly and raised slowly. That, as I knew, meant his approval; I had often looked for that sign, and frequently in vain, when I was reporting to him. He said, “You’re a practical woman, Maria Maffei. Moreover, possibly, a woman of honor. You are right, there is something in me that can help you; it is genius; but you have not furnished the stimulant to arouse it and whether it will be awakened in search of your brother is problematical. In any event, routine comes first, and the expense of that will be small.”

He turned to me.

“Archie, go to Carlo Maffei’s rooming-house; his sister will accompany you as authority. See the girl who heard the phone call; see others; examine his room; if any trail is indicated phone here for Saul Panzer any time after five; returning here bring with you any articles that seem to you unimportant.”

I thought it was unnecessary for him to take that dig at me before a stranger, but I had long since learned that there was no point in resenting his pleasantries. Maria Maffei got up from her chair and thanked him.

Durkin took a step forward. “About that being tight with money, Mr. Wolfe, you know how a man’s tongue will get started—”

I rescued him. “Come on, Fred, we’ll take the roadster and I might as well drop you on the way.”


Chapter 2

When I parked the big shiny black roadster in front of the number on Sullivan Street Maria Maffei had given me I felt that I might never see it alive and happy again—the roadster I mean—for the street was littered with rubbish and full of wild Italian kids yelling and dashing around like black-eyed demons. But I had had the roadster in worse places than that, as for instance the night I chased young Graves, who was in a Pierce coupé with a satchel of emeralds between his knees, from New Milford all over Pike County, up and down a dozen mountains in a foot of mud and the worst rain I ever saw. It was Wolfe’s orders that after every little rub the roadster should be fixed up as good as new, and of course that pleased me just as well.

It was just another rooming-house. For some reason or other they’re all alike, whether it’s a high-hat affair in the Fifties or a brownstone west of Central Park full of honest artist girls or an Italian hangout like this one on Sullivan Street. With, of course, a difference in details like garlic. Maria Maffei took me first to the landlady, a nice fat woman with wet hands and a pushed-in nose and rings on her fingers, and then upstairs to her brother’s room. I looked around a little while Maria Maffei went to get the girl who had heard the phone call. It was a good-sized room on the third floor with two windows. The rug was worn and the furniture old and sort of broken, but it was clean and really not a bad room except for the noise from the hoodlums below when I opened the window to see if the roadster was still on its feet. Two large traveling bags were stacked in a corner, one flimsy and old and done for, the other one old too but sturdy and good. Neither was locked. The flimsy one was empty; the good one contained a lot of small tools of different shapes and sizes, some of which had pawnshop tags hanging on them, and some pieces of wood and metal and odds and ends like coil springs. The closet contained an old suit of clothes, two overalls, an overcoat, two pairs of shoes, and a felt hat. In the drawers of the bureau which stood between the windows was an assortment, not scanty for a man who had been living on his sister for a year, of shirts, ties, handkerchiefs, socks, and a lot of miscellaneous junk like shoestrings, lead pencils, snapshots, and empty pipe-tobacco cans. In an upper drawer was a bundle of seventeen letters in envelopes all with Italian postage stamps, fastened with a rubber band. Scattered around in the same drawer were receipts and paid bills, a tablet of writing-paper, a few clippings from newspapers and magazines, and a dog collar. On top of the bureau, along with comb and brush and similar impedimenta as Wolfe would say, were half a dozen books, all in Italian except one that was full of pictures and designs, and a big stack of magazines, different monthly issues for three years back all with the same name, Metal Crafts. In the corner by the right window was a plain rough wood table with its top scarred and cut all over, and on it was a small vise, a grinder and buffer with an electric cord long enough to reach the lamp socket, and some more tools like those in the traveling bag. I was looking over the grinder to see how recently it had been used when Maria Maffei came in with the girl.

“This is Anna Fiore,” the woman said.

I went over and shook hands with her. She was a homely kid about twenty with skin like stale dough, and she looked like she’d been scared in the cradle and never got over it. I told her my name and said that I had learned from Miss Maffei that she had heard Mr. Maffei answering the phone call before he went out Monday evening. She nodded.

I turned to the woman. “I expect you’d like to get along back uptown, Miss Maffei. Anna and I will get along.”

She shook her head. “If I’m back by dinner it will be all right.”

I got a little gruff. The truth was that I agreed with Durkin that it was a washout and that there was nothing to be expected from it but fanning the air. So I told Maria Maffei that I could easily do without her and she’d better trot along and she’d hear from Wolfe if there was anything to hear. She shot a glance at the girl and showed her teeth to me, and left us.

I pulled a couple of chairs face to face and got the girl deposited on one in front of me, and pulled out my notebook.

“You’ve got nothing to be scared of,” I told her. “The worst that can happen to you is that you’ll do a favor to Miss Maffei and her brother and she might give you some money. Do you like Miss Maffei?”

She seemed startled, as if surprised that anyone should think it worth the trouble to learn her likes and dislikes, but the answer was ready behind the surprise. “Yes, I like her. She is nice.”

“Do you like Mr. Maffei?”

“Yes, of course, everybody does. Except when he drinks, then a girl should stay away from him.”

“How did you happen to hear the phone call Monday evening? Were you expecting it?”

“How could I be expecting it?”

“I don’t know. Did you answer the phone?”

“No, sir. Mrs. Ricci answered it. She told me to call Mr. Maffei and I called upstairs. Then I was clearing the table in the dining-room and the door was open and I could hear him talking.”

“Could you hear what he said?”

“Of course.” She looked a little scornful. “We always hear everything anyone says on the telephone. Mrs. Ricci heard him too, she heard the same as I did.”

“What did he say?”

“First he said hello. Then he said well this is Carlo Maffei what do you want. Then he said that’s my business I’ll tell you when I see you. Then he said why not here in my room. Then he said no I’m not scared I’m not the one to be scared. Mrs. Ricci says it was it’s not me that’s scared, but she don’t remember right. Then he said sure I want the money and a lot more. Then he said all right seven-thirty at the corner of. Then he said shut up yourself what do I care. Then he said all right seven-thirty I know that car.”

She stopped. I said, “Who was he talking to?”

I supposed of course that the answer would be that she didn’t know, since Maria Maffei had not known, but she said at once, “The man that called him up before.”

“Before? When?”

“Quite a few times. In May. One day twice. Mrs. Ricci says nine times before Monday altogether.” “Did you ever hear his voice?” “No, sir. Mrs. Ricci always answers.” “Did you ever hear this man’s name?” “No, sir. After Mrs. Ricci got curious she asked it, but he always just said never mind tell him he’s wanted on the phone.”

I began to think there might be some fun in this somewhere, possibly even some money. Not that the money interested me; that was for Wolfe; it was the fun I was after. Anyway it might not be just a stick-up and a stiff in the East River. I decided to see what I could get, and I went after that girl. I had heard Wolfe do it many a time, and while I knew most of his results came from a kind of feeling that wasn’t in me, still a lot of it was just patience and hit-or-miss. So I went after her. I kept at it two hours, and collected a lot of facts, but not one that meant anything to me. Once I thought I might be getting warm when I learned that Carlo Maffei had two different women with whom he appeared publicly on different occasions, and one of them was married; but when I saw that wouldn’t tie up with the phone call I threw it out. Maffei had mentioned going to Italy but had given no details. He had pretty well kept his business in his own bosom. He had never had callers except his sister and a friend from his old prosperous days with whom he had occasionally gone to dine. I pumped her for two hours and couldn’t see a gleam anywhere, but something about that phone call kept me from calling it a dull day and putting on my hat. Finally I said to her:

“You stay here a minute, Anna, while I go down and see Mrs. Ricci.”

The landlady confirmed the girl’s version of the phone call and said she had no idea who the caller was though she had tried on several occasions to find out. I asked her a few questions here and there, and then requested permission to take Anna with me uptown. She said no, she couldn’t be left alone with the dinner to get, so I produced a dollar bill, and she asked what time she might expect the girl back, saying that it must not be later than nine o’clock.

After taking my dollar! I told her, “I can make no promises, Mrs. Ricci, when my boss gets started asking questions nights and days are nothing. But she’ll be back safe and sound as soon as possible.”

I went upstairs and got Anna and some of the stuff from the bureau drawer and when we got to the street was relieved to find that the roadster hadn’t lost a fender or a spare tire.

I moseyed along uptown taking it easy, not wanting to reach Thirty-fifth Street too soon, since Wolfe was always upstairs with the plants from four to six and it wasn’t a good idea to disturb him during those two hours unless you had to. Anna was overwhelmed by the roadster; she kept her feet pulled back against the seat and her hands folded tight in her lap. That tickled me and I felt kindly toward her, so I told her that I might give her a dollar if she told my boss anything that would help him out. It was a minute or two after six when I pulled up in front of the old brownstone less than a block from the Hudson River where Wolfe had lived for twenty years and where I had been with him a third of that.

Anna didn’t get home that night by nine o’clock. It was after eleven when Wolfe sent me to the Times office for the papers, and it was well past midnight when we finally hit on the spot that Anna recognized. By that time Mrs. Ricci had telephoned three times, and when I got to Sullivan Street with the girl a little before one the landlady was waiting out in front, maybe with a knife in her sock. But she didn’t say a word, only glared at me. I had given Anna her dollar, for something had happened.

I had reported to Wolfe up in the front plant-room, the sun-room, leaving Anna down in the office. He sat there in the big chair with a red and tan orchid eight inches wide tickling the back of his neck, looking not interested. He really wasn’t interested. He barely glanced at the papers and things I had brought with me from Maffei’s room. He admitted that the phone call had a dash of possibility in it, but couldn’t see that there was anything to bother about. I tried to persuade him that since the girl was already downstairs he might as well take it up and see what he could get; and I added with malice:

“Anyway, she cost a dollar. I had to give the landlady a dollar.”

“That was your dollar, Archie.”

“No, sir, it was an expense dollar. It’s down in the book.”

I went with him to the elevator. If he had had to do his own lifting and lowering I don’t think he would ever have gone upstairs, even for the plants.

He began on Anna at once. It was beautiful. Five years earlier I wouldn’t have appreciated it. It was beautiful because it was absolutely comprehensive. If there was anything in that girl, any bit of knowledge, any apparently forgotten shred of feeling or reaction, that could show us a direction or give us a hint, it simply could not have kept away from him. He questioned her for five hours. He asked her about Carlo Maffei’s voice, his habits, his clothing, his meals, his temper, his table manners, his relations with his sister, with Mrs. Ricci, with Anna herself, with everyone Anna had ever seen him with. He asked her about Mrs. Ricci, about all the residents of the rooming-house for two years, about the neighbors, and about the tradesmen who delivered things to the house. All this he did easily and leisurely, careful not to tire her—quite different from the time I watched him with Lon Graves; him he wore down and drove halfway crazy in an afternoon. It seemed to me he got only one thing out of the girl, and that wasn’t much, only an admission that she had removed something from Maffei’s room that very morning. Wednesday. Little pieces of paper from his bureau drawer with mucilage on the back, and printed on the front S.S. LUCIA and S.S. FIORENZA. Of course they were steamship luggage stickers. From the newspaper file I learned that the Lucia had sailed on the 18th of May and the Fiorenza on the 3rd of June. Evidently Maffei had decided on Italy not once, but twice, and had given it up both times. Anna had taken them, she said, because they were pretty colors and she wanted to paste them on the box she kept her clothes in. During dinner, which the three of us ate together in the dining-room, he let Anna alone entirely and talked to me, mostly about beer, but with the coffee he moved us back to the office and went at it again. He doubled back and recovered the ground, he darted around at random on things so irrelevant and inconsequential that anyone who had never seem him pull a rabbit out of that hat before would have been sure he was merely a nut. By eleven o’clock I was through, yawning and ready to give up, and I was exasperated that he showed not the slightest sign of impatience or discouragement.

Then all at once he hit it.

“So Mr. Maffei never gave you any presents?”

“No, sir. Except the box of chalk I told you about. And the newspapers, if you call that a present.”

“Yes. You said he always gave you his morning paper. The Times.”

“Yes, sir. He told me once he took the Times for the classified ads. You know, the job ads.”

“Did he give you his paper Monday morning?”

“He always gave it to me in the afternoon. Monday afternoon, yes, sir.”

“There was nothing peculiar about it that morning, I suppose.”

“No, sir.”

Apparently Wolfe caught some faint flicker in her eye, some faint movement that I missed. Anyway he insisted.

“Nothing peculiar about it?”

“No, sir. Except—of course, the cut-out.”

“The cut-out?”

“A piece cut out. A big piece.”

“Did he often cut out pieces?”

“Yes, sir. Mostly the ads. Maybe always the ads. I used the papers to take the dirt up in and I had to watch for the holes.”

“But this was a big piece.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Not an advertisement then. You will pardon me, Miss Fiore, if I do not say ad. I prefer not to. Then it wasn’t an advertisement he cut out of Monday’s paper.”

“Oh no, it was on the front page.”

“Indeed. Had there ever been a piece cut out on the front page before?”

“No, sir. I’m sure not.”

“Never anything but advertisements before?”

“Well, I’m not sure of that. Maybe only ads, I think it was.”

Wolfe sat for a minute with his chin on his chest. Then he turned to me. “Archie, run up to Forty-second Street and get twenty copies of Monday’s Times.”

I was glad for something to wake me up. Not that it was anything to get excited about, for I could see that Wolfe was just taking a wink at the only crack that had shown any chance of light; I wasn’t expecting anything and I didn’t think he was. But it was a fine June night, cool but soft and pleasant, and I filled my lungs with good air snatched from the breeze I made as I rolled crosstown to Broadway and turned north. At Times Square I saw a cop I knew, Marve Doyle who used to pound the cement down on Fourteenth Street, and he let me leave the car against the Broadway curb while I ran across the street to the Times office. The theater and movie mob was slopping off the sidewalks into the street, deciding between two dollars at a speak and two nickles at a Nedick’s.

When I got back to the office Wolfe was giving the girl a rest. He had had Fritz bring in some beer and she was sipping at a glass like it was hot tea, with a stripe of dried foam across her upper lip. He had finished three bottles, though I couldn’t have been gone more than twenty minutes at the outside. As I came in he said:

“I should have told you city edition.” “Sure, that’s what I got.”

“Good.” He turned to the girl. “If you don’t mind, Miss Fiore, it would be better if you did not overlook our preparations. Turn her chair around, Archie; there, the little table for her beer. Now the papers. No, don’t rip it off; better intact I think; that’s the way she first saw it. Remove the second sections, they’ll be a find for Miss Fiore, think of all the dirt they’ll hold. Here.”

I spread open a first section on the desk before him and he pulled himself up in his chair to hunch over it. It was like seeing a hippopotamus in the zoo get up for a feed. I took out all the second sections and stacked them on a chair and then took a front page for myself and went over it. At the first glance it certainly looked hopeless; miners were striking in Pennsylvania, the NRA was saving the country under three different headings, two boys had crossed the Atlantic in a thirty-foot boat, a university president had had heart failure on a golf course, a gangster had been tear-gassed out of a Brooklyn flat, a negro had been lynched in Alabama, and someone had found an old painting somewhere in Europe. I glanced at Wolfe; he was drinking the whole page. The only thing that looked to me worth trying at all was the painting which had been found in Switzerland and was supposed to have been stolen from Italy. But when Wolfe finally reached for the scissors out of the drawer it wasn’t that one he clipped, it was the gangster piece. Then he laid the paper aside and called for another one. I handed it to him, and this time I grinned as I saw him go after the article about the painting; I came in second anyhow. When he called for a third paper I was curious, and as he ran the scissors around the edges of the story about the university president I stared at him. He saw me. He said without looking up, “Pray for this side, Archie. If it’s this one we shall have an Angræcum sesquipedale for Christmas.” I could spell that because I kept his accounts for him on orchids as on everything else, but I could no more have pronounced it than I could have imagined any connection between the university president and Carlo Maffei.

Wolfe said, “Show her one.”

The last one he had clipped was on top, but I reached under it and got the next one; the painting piece had been in a large box in the lower right quarter of the page. As I held it out, spread open, to Anna, Wolfe said, “Look at that, Miss Fiore. Is that the way the piece was cut out Monday morning?”

She gave it only a glance. “No, sir. It was a big piece out of the top, here, let me show you—”

I snatched it out of the way before she could get hold of it, tossed it back to the table, and picked up another. I spread it in front of her. This time she took two glances, then she said, “Yes, sir.” “You mean that’s it?” “It was cut out like that, yes, sir.” For a moment Wolfe was silent, then I heard him breathe and he said, “Turn her around, Archie.” I took the arm of her chair and whirled it around with her in it. Wolfe looked at her and said, “How sure are you, Miss Fiore, that the paper was cut out like that?” “I know it was, sir. I’m sure.” “Did you see the piece he had cut out? In his room, in the wastebasket perhaps, or in his hand?”

“No, I never saw it. It couldn’t have been in the wastebasket because there isn’t any.”

“Good. If only all reasons were as good as that. You may go home now, Miss Fiore. You have been a good girl, good and patient and forbearing, and unlike most of the persons I avoid meeting by staying inside my house, you are willing to confine your tongue to its proper functions. But will you answer just one more question? I ask it as a favor.”

The girl was completely tired out, but there was enough life left in her to let the bewilderment show in her eyes. She stared at him. Wolfe said, “Just one more question. Have you ever at any time seen a golf club in Carlo Maffei’s room?”

If he was looking for a climax he got it, because for the first time in all these hours the girl shut up on him. It was funny how plain you could see it happen. For an instant she just looked, then when the question had clicked what little color she had left her till she was dead white and her mouth dropped half open; she looked absolutely like an idiot, and she began to tremble all over.

Wolfe bored at her, quiet. “When did you see it?”

All of a sudden she shut her lips tight, and her hands in her lap closed into fists. “No, sir.” It was just a mumble. “No, sir, I never did.”

Wolfe looked at her a second, then he said, “All right. It’s quite all right, Miss Fiore.” He turned to me. “Take her home.”

She didn’t try to stand up till I went over and touched her shoulder. Then she put her hands on the arms of the chair and got to her feet. He had certainly got her somehow, but she didn’t seem exactly scared, just caved in. I got her jacket from the back of a chair and helped her put it on. As she started for the door I turned to say something to Wolfe, and couldn’t believe my eyes. He was raising himself out of his chair to stand up! Actually. I had at one time seen him refuse to take that trouble for the departure from that room of a woman worth twenty million American dollars who had married an English duke. But anyway I said what I had started to say:

“I told her I’d give her a dollar.”

“Then you’ll have to do it, I’m afraid.” He raised his voice a little to reach the door: “Good night, Miss Fiore.”

She didn’t reply. I followed her to the hall and took her out to the roadster. When we got to Sullivan Street Mrs. Ricci was waiting in front with a glare in her eye that made me decide not to stop for any amenities.
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