

[image: image]



The Innocent Flower

Charlotte Armstrong

A MysteriousPress.com

Open Road Integrated Media ebook


The fictitious characters of three of the children in this story are roughly drawn from three real children of my own. All the other characters are synthetic and do not represent, nor are they intended to represent, in any way any real persons.

Charlotte Armstrong


CHAPTER 1

Late one Sunday afternoon Mac Duff was poking the nose of his coupé along a side street in New Rochelle, groping for the Shore Road, when the hand of God came down and stopped him at Mary Moriarity’s door.

What happened was that the summer rain, changing without any warning into a deluge, put an opaque wall of water all around the car. There was nothing to do but stop and pray that no other blinded car would blunder into him. Duff kept the motor running, but he turned off the windshield wiper since its gasps were desperate, disturbing, and futile. He listened to the weight of the rain. He thought the fact that he could feel it fall was all that made the difference betewen this and being at the bottom of a lake. He rather enjoyed the freakishness of the storm, the queer drowned light, the submerged sensation; but something about it scratched at his nerves just the same.

In three or four minutes the deluge was over, as suddenly as if the rent in heaven’s belly had been zipped together. The pattering rain that kept on falling was like sunshine. As Duff’s horizons cleared, he saw that he was parked a few feet ahead of a driveway, that in the driveway, in a car not more than thirty feet from where he himself sat, there had been sitting another man, whose startled and not-quite-unknown face looked back over his shoulder. Duff thought: The opposite of the aquarium; one caught land creature looks out of his dry tank and sees another.

The man climbed out, came quickly around a hedge, and opened Duff’s door.

“I wonder …” he began. His eyeglasses had caught one drop which trickled eccentrically past his earnest eye. Duff, who was a noticing man, noticed that the head and shoulders thrust in so close were fairly dry. “I know who you are!” the man said, as if someone had accused him of not knowing. “You’re MacDougal Duff. I don’t know if you remember—”

“And you are the doctor with the Scandinavian name who testified in the Baxter case,” said Duff pleasantly. “That’s as close as I can come, sir.”

“Christenson,” said the doctor. “What I was going to say …” He flicked a glance down the street behind them. “I’ve got a little girl in here … want to get her to the hospital …” He spoke in spurts. Obviously, he felt hurried. “Going to take her myself, but water’s got into my engine. Can’t wait for the ambulance now. Want to get her out of the house before the Police Department shows up.…”

“Yes?” said Duff, lying low, not betraying his curiosity.

“A woman just died,” the doctor said, with another frantic glance behind. “Taffy’s got a temperature of a hundred and four. Got to get her out of here. Have you got time to be a Good Samaritan? Have you got the gas?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll take her.”

“Good. Good. I’l tell her mother.” The doctor went up the walk through the rain in a lumbering run with his head lowered.

In the street the water roared and whirled and gurgled, rushing back to the sea or the sewer. Duff raced his engine with a thoughtful toe. A woman has died and the police are coming. The old formula came irresistibly into his mind. That good old parade of interrogatives— What? How? When? Why? Who?

They carried the bundle between them and came at a half-trot. Duff had the door open. The woman got in. “All right, Norry, I’ve got her.” The woman’s hair was black, and her eyes were very blue.

“Mary, this is Mr. Duff. Mrs. Moriarity.” The blue eyes scarcely saw, him, and Duff said nothing but waded quickly around the car to the driver’s seat.

“Don’t worry,” the doctor was saying, leaning in at the door. “I’ve called the hospital. They know what to do with you. I’ll stay here, Mary. At least for a while. Send Eve back if you see her?” This was a question.

“I don’t know,” said Mary. “Are you all right, lamb?”

It seemed to Duff, as he got in, that the inside of his car was filled up with tenderness. The woman who sat beside him was weaving it like a warm cocoon around the child she held on her lap. About 95 per cent of her attention, and all of her nervous force, which Duff felt to be great, was turned to a loving, anxious prayer for the little girl in her arms. Duff felt the intensity of that devotion. He considered himself its servant and waited quietly to be directed.

“If Constance comes, maybe she …?” the doctor said and stopped, leaving it another queston.

“I don’t know,” the woman said again.

She had pulled back a fold of cloth, and now Duff saw the little girl’s face. The exquisite texture of her baby skin was flushed a clear rose, making her look vivid and beautiful. She had a straight little nose, powdered gold with freckles. Under her narrow golden brows, blue eyes, sleepy with fever, looked at Duff and accepted him. He could see the pulse in her temple beating hard where her fair hair swept back.

He said impulsively, “How are you, Taffy?”

Taffy put out her tongue and moistened her pretty mouth. “I’m just fine,” she said.

The bachelor heart in Duff’s scholarly breast turned over, nor was it ever the same again.

“God bless her,” said Mary, “of course she’s fine. Down to the corner, turn right. Then I’ll tell you. It’s not far.”

The doctor slammed the door, lifted his hand like a salute, and let them go. They splashed through subsiding torrents. The rain was slackening. Trees looked washed.

“Is she very sick?” Duff asked quietly.

He felt Mary sigh and relax. “As a matter of fact, she’s not … so very.” Her voice was almost cheerful. “A high temperature doesn’t mean much when they’re little.”

“How little is Taffy?”

“Taffy’s seven.”

“But you worry,” Duff said.

“Yes, I worry. I don’t know what I ought to do. I always stay with them when they’re sick. I always do.” There was a crooning anxiety in her voice. Duff was thinking that there must be healing power in such a loving presence, and so was she, because she went on, “I suppose it’s silly. I suppose it’s germs. I suppose all it takes is science.”

“Who knows,” said Duff, “whether that’s all it takes? Lightning was all around us before we discovered electricity.”

“Um, so it was,” she murmured. “Turn left here. But the trouble is”—she blurted out her trouble—”I have five more children, and they home alone with a corpse! That isn’t right.”

Duff turned left very carefully and steadily. He cleared his throat, swallowing the faint sensation of shock. “No,” he said, “that isn’t right.”

Mary made a little sound, part giggle and part gasp. “A friend, a guest in the house, died quite suddenly,” she told him. “Just now.” She rested her cheek on Taffy’s head and seemed to brood. “My children have never seen death. I don’t like to leave them with it. I don’t like it myself. I … hate it! I ought to go back.”

They crossed a business street and another and a railroad bridge. “Go around to the right,” said Mary. “There it is. Do you see it?”

“Yes,” said Duff. “I see it now. But they’ll take her away, you know.”

“I know,” said Mary, “but in the nighttime … Oh, Lord, I love my children!”

Duff had a capacity for selflessly entering into whatever at the moment concerned a companion. He had a way of approaching a stranger on a level below or deeper than ordinary. People often confided in him quite abruptly, as if they felt him to be really interested, or rather interested in what was real, as indeed he was.

But Mary Moriarity, herself, had put no separating nonsense between them. She hadn’t said, “It’s good of you to take the trouble …” He hadn’t had to say, “Oh, no trouble at all.” She hadn’t said, “I don’t know how to thank you …” He hadn’t said, “Why, I’m glad to do it. Please don’t mention it.’

They had begun by not mentioning it and plunged directly into communication.

That was why, perhaps, Mary murmured as if she had forgotten he would hear, “I didn’t want her to die. I didn’t mean … to kill her.”

“Of course not,” Duff said promptly. “But was she killed?”

Mary was looking at Taffy, whose eyes were closed. “Well … poison …” she said.

Duff found his own way around a maze of corners and pulled up a little way from the entrance to the hospital building. Mary stirred. He held her by not moving. “I’ve had some experience with sudden death,” he said casually, “quite a lot, in fact. I’ve dealt before with policemen and newspaper people and all of that. Would you mind if I went back to your house to help out the children? I am free. I could stay the night and keep bogey men away.”

Mary Moriarity looked at him. His gray eyes were calm and friendly. “Please don’t leave Taffy,” he said. Then, deliberately, “I don’t hate death any more than most.”

Mary’s eyes looked startled for an instant, and then they shone with sudden tears. She seemed shaken with relief. She gave a quick little nod of her head that held all the gratitude Duff ever wanted.

He smiled at her and got out and went around. She let him take Taffy, and they went into the hospital.

Duff carried his heavy, hot little burden down the corridor to her bed. They’d put her in a semi-private room, but the second bed was empty. Duff felt pleased. A nurse hovered. Her starch rustled at his back. The machinery of healing was impatient to take over. But Duff drew away very gently. Taffy was so quiet. Her blue eyes had no reproach for anything. She was sick as a little animal is sick, quietly, patiently, as if she knew it would pass … or it wouldn’t. He kissed her limp little fingers and said, “Good night, Taffy.”

“Good night,” said Taffy serenely. She accepted without surprise this mystery of a tall kind man who had come from nowhere and carried her, and put her down so gently, and kissed her hands.

Mary was standing in the door of the room, talking to a woman in a blue and white nurse’s aid uniform. “… vomited this afternoon,” she was saying, “and now this fever. But the doctor didn’t find anything. It’s only because the house is upset. Eve,”—she put her hand on the woman’s arm—”Brownie was taken quite suddenly. She’s dead.”

The nurse’s aid was a thin, red-haired young woman who looked tense. She put up her hand as if to ward things off and gasped.

“Mary, what do you mean!”

“I know it’s a shock,” Mary said in hospital-hushed tones. “But it was a shock to everyone. We don’t know, Eve. She was all right one minute, and the next …”

“My God,” said Eve. “Oh, my God!”

Mary spoke sharply. “Will they let me stay here with Taffy? I want to stay here. They’ll let me, won’t they?”

“What? Oh, yes, I think so. Mary, how awful! Was it her heart?”

A dither, Duff thought, drawing closer. The dithering type, perhaps. He could see the cords in Eve’s scrawny neck standing out.

“We don’t exactly know,” said Mary desperately and greeted Duff with her eyes.

The woman called Eve turned her head. Her skin was pale, with many tiny lines in it. Her teeth were outlined by the thin, fallen flesh around her mouth. Her eyes lay deep in her skull. The illusion of youth that came from her red hair and thin body was dispelled. She looked, close up, very like a death’s-head.

“Eve, this is Mr. Duff. Mrs. Meredith, my neighbor.”

“How do you do,” said Eve in a high-pitched voice very artificially polite.

Duff bowed to her and said quietly to Mary, “How will I tell the children that I may stay? Can you give me any credentials?”

“Oh.” Mary pushed a lock of black hair off her forehead. “Tell them,” she said with a hint of mirth, “that your mother was one of the Mulligans.”

“I’ll tell them,” said Duff solemnly. “I’m going back now.”

Mary’s mouth opened to say thank you, but she didn’t say it. She looked pleased and excited, like one who had found arms to take against a sea of troubles. Duff went off down the corridor with a certain jauntiness. He heard Eve Meredith’s shrill question behind him.

“Mary, who is that!”

Ah, who indeed? he asked himself.

He was in the elevator, going down, when the reaction came. What kind of sentimental old coot was he turning out to be? How in the name of any kind of common sense could he have been induced to promise to spend a night in a strange house with five strange children? Not to mention a corpse, who was strange, too. For what reason?

Because it had seemed to him that an appealing child needed her mother? Because Taffy was so obviously a darling, and her mother loved her so much? Yes. Yes. Even so. Or because Mrs. Moriarity hated and feared the presence of death in her house? Yet she would have gone back and covered over her fear to keep the kids from catching it. Oh, yes, all that. Even so, why should he, Duff, take it upon himself to spare her that ordeal and solve her problem? Mrs. Moriarity, surely, was not so devoid of friends or even, for all he knew, relatives, that she had to depend on someone plucked from the highway. Literally so.

As for that queer sense of unpremeditated friendship, that direct entering into the responsibilities of a friendly state, that discard of preliminaries, much as if they’d met on a battlefield … Pretty romantic, thought Duff. Some mystic nonsense or other. Mutual, though. There was the catch.

Of course, he conceded, coming earthward, the corpse was an attraction. A musician who stumbled over a grand piano in the backwoods, for instance, would be tempted to run his fingers over the keys. Since the war, private murder, you might say, had occupied less of Duff’s time and thought than what use the government could make of his peculiar talents. He had been consulting, advising, snooping, and listening, for a different kind of villainy.

Well, he was in for it. He felt he could permit himself to look forward to the corpse.

The lobby of the hospital was nearly deserted, but as Duff reached the doors to the street he caught up with a man and woman who paused, as he did, to look at the weather. It was raining again, and quite seriously.

The woman was young and upset. She had a bandage near her eye. The man was somewhat older. He held himself very erect with his head thrown back, and he was talking rapidly to her.

“… get you home and have a stiff drink, I don’t care what they say. Look, we don’t have to wait for a cab. Wouldn’t you rather walk? Get wet. It won’t hurt us. Some fancy weather.” He was batting his eyelashes at Duff in a friendly way.

“Very,” said Duff agreeably.

“Lean on me, Bea. Say, didn’t you come in with Mrs. Moriarity? Was it one of the kids?”

“Yes, it was Taffy,” Duff said.

“Aw, too bad. My name’s Walker. Used to know the family. I wondered … what’s the trouble?”

“Why, I don’t believe she’s very sick,” said Duff. “I think the doctor felt she’d be better off here.”

“I see. That’s good. We had a little smashup. Were you out in that cloudburst? Hit a fence, bunged up the car, but thank God I wasn’t going very fast.” The man seemed to be rattling along out of sheer nervous reaction. “Got to take the train back to the city. Look, you haven’t got a car, have you?”

“I have,” Duff said.

The man looked at his watch. “Never mind. We have plenty of time. It’s only two short blocks.”

“To the station? I’d be very glad to drop you there.” Good Samaritan J. Duff, he thought. But it was not quite so.

They got Bea in between them. She was hysterically silent, if there is such a thing, and kept clinging to the man’s shoulder. Duff trotted out his ulterior motive, right away.

“I’ve got to go back to the Moriarity house,” he said, “and the trouble is, I don’t know the children. I wonder if you could tell me at least their names?”

“You want the kids’ names?”

“Please, if you know them.”

“Oh. I thought you must be a friend of Mary’s.…”

“My name is Duff. I happened along in time to be of service. I’m not much more than a stranger. By the way, do you know a woman they call Brownie?”

“Yes … yes …” Walker said, rather cautiously.

“It seems that she died rather suddenly this afternoon.”

“Brownie!” His voice squeaked with astonishment. The woman, Bea, slumped between them and paid no attention to what they were saying. “Not Brownie! What happend to her? She was a healthy old so-and-so. Excuse me.”

“Mrs. Moriarity thinks poison happened to her.”

“Holy …! Look, turn down here. That’s right. That’s the station. Quaint, isn’t it? Well, I’ll be! Look, I’d like to do something to help Mary out, but you see how this is. I’ve got to get back. I work nights. Besides getting my wife home. What a mess, huh? Sucide?”

“I don’t know. Would you think so?”

“I certainly wouldn’t. Brownie wouldn’t want to die. She never was alive, much. Didn’t know what she was missing. So why die?”

“Oh?” said Duff. “And who was she?”

“Who? Why, she went to school with Mary. Maiden lady, you see. Turns up every once in a while to visit. Courtesy auntie to the children and all that. Old acquaintance. Shouldn’t be forgot.”

Walker stopped talking, and his brown eyes looked thoughtfully at the rain. Duff pulled up at the station. His passengers made no move to get out, and he didn’t urge them.

“Tell me about the children,” he prompted, “if you have time.”

“Oh, Yes. Well … Sit still, Bea, there’s plenty of time. Let’s see, Paul’s the oldest, must be fourteen or fifteen. Then there are the twins, Diana and Alfred, a couple of years younger. Then there’s a girl in the middle, that’s Margaret. She’d be eleven or so. And Rosamund, of course. And the baby’s David. David’s … gosh … five, I suppose.”

“Thank you very much,” said Duff, “But Taffy?”

“That’s Rosamund.”

“And where,” said Duff, surprising himself with a question right out of his subconscious, “is Mr. Moriarity?”

“I don’t know,” said Walker. “He hasn’t been around for quite a While.”

“Five years?” Duff murmured.

“Mary’s not a Catholic, either,” Walker said, and looked embarrassed.

The woman said something. She said, “I feel sick.”

“We’ll get out. Little air. Cheer up, darling … twenty minutes on the train, that’s all. We’ll take a cab from 125th Street.” But he stood in the open door a moment, supporting her. Something was on his mind, and he was hesitating.

“My name is MacDougal Duff,” said the detecive.

The man’s face cleared. “Oh, yes,” he said, “of course. I see. Well, I’m glad to know it. Look, I don’t want to tell tales out of school, you know, and all that. But if it was poison and it wasn’t suicide …”

“Quite,” said Duff dryly.

“Well, there’s always Eve. Eve Norden. I don’t know, but there’s been a feud there. Good old Brownie did her dirt, a long time ago. There’s something wrong back in her family. Eve’s family. Brownie knew. And Eve’s pretty near crazy, you know. If it was me, I’d … uh … wonder. That’s a tip, sir. And maybe it doesn’t mean a thing. You understand …”

“For God’s sake!” said Bea, twisting angrily away. “What is this! I’m sick, I tell you. I don’t want to stand around and gossip! What is this small-town routine? I want to go home and pass out. I want to go home and die!” She had the voice of a sophisticated shrew.

“All right. All right, honey. I’ll get you home, and you’re not going to die.”

“Now, listen …”

Exit, squabbling, thought Duff. He engaged his gear and drove slowly away.

Eve Norden. Eve Meredith. Too many Little Eva’s in the woodpile. “I didn’t mean to kill her,” said Mary Moriarity. What a lie those bare words could tell, if, for instance, they were written down. When he’d heard them, in the car, in the mood, he’d understood perfectly. “I didn’t mean that she should be killed.” That was the real sense of them. Mary had said something, and she remembered it now. She had said something about this Brownie, but she hadn’t meant her audience to assume that the woman needed killing. It must have been something possible of this interpretation. Had somebody so interpreted it? Was that Mary’s trouble, that she must have given somebody an idea?

Duff turned a page of his mind quickly. Unless it was an accident. Oh, possible, for all he knew. Poison, by accident. Not uncommon.

Yet he had a strong intuition that none of the people he had met so far thought Brownie’s death an accident.


CHAPTER 2

A city cop with a gimlet eye let him into the house. Much was being done there, in an efficient kind of bustle. Dr. Christenson, who stood in the hall while the tides of police activity flowed around him, introduced Duff to the county medical examiner, Dr. Surf, a good-looking man with an air of belligerence which turned out to be his playful way of being informal.

About to leave, he said. About to leave. Autopsy, of course. Oh, yes, samples of everything for the toxicologist. Not much doubt she died of poison. Well, get on with it. Dr. Surf would see everybody later. So glad to have met Mr. Duff, sir. He had a clipped kind of handshake. He said to Pring, evidently winding up a bit of gossip, “And if you catch up with our vanishing friend, they’ll give you the county on a platter.”

Pring said, “I’ll bet. Ha ha.” The coroner went away.

Detective Pring was a leather-faced fellow, dark-eyed and somewhat lean. Detective Robin was, on the contrary, portly and pink-fleshed. They were both happy to meet MacDougal Duff. They turned to him now. Nevertheless, Duff knew he was facing Rule Number 1 in the detective’s handbook: no unauthorized person shall be permitted to view the body or the scene of the crime.

So Duff told a whopper. “I’d better explain,” he said quietly, “that Mrs. Moriarity has retained me to look into this business for her. She is upset, naturally. The woman was her friend, and a death of this kind, in her house …”

He made an effect. Robin beamed. “Say, that’s fine. I’d like to see you work, myself.”

Pring shot him a dark and challenging glance. “Sure,” he said, “go ahead, if that’s the way it is. Come on in and take a look at her.”

So Duff met the corpse.

Miss Emily Brown. Age, thirty-eight. Laid out on the shabby red couch in the big colorful worn and lived-in room at the left of the hall. He thought she seemed older. Her unattractive face, ungilded by cosmetics, was benign in death. A rugged nose. A long chin. Black hair shot with gray. Cut off, mannishly. A deep-bosomed, matronly body, tapering off with long legs and large orthopedic shoes. Courtesy auntie. Old acquaintance. Never knew what she missed.

Duff said, “She didn’t do it herself, doctor?”

“No, no,” said Dr. Christenson. “I was here, you see. Just leaving. No, she hadn’t expected it. That was obvious. Respiratory. Very quick. Must have been a tremendous dose.”

“Of what?”

The doctor shrugged. “I don’t want to guess,” he said.

“It was in the wine,” said Pring dourly. Duff raised an eyebrow at him. “I think so,” he went on. “She was O.K. She drank some wine. Five minutes later she was a goner. So I say it was in the wine.”

“And you are probably quite right,” Duff told him heartily. “No one else had any wine?”

“The girl says her mother did. But there was two bottles. It’s a little bit balled up. I …”

Pring settled back on his stocky legs for a long story, but Duff stopped him.

“Don’t bother now,” he said. “I want to talk to the kids a minute. I’m going to stay here in the house. Mrs. Moriarity, of course, will be with her little girl in the hospital. Where are the children?”

“Upstairs,” the doctor said. “And I’ve got to go! I—May I speak to you for a moment?”

Duff and the doctor went out into the hall. Dr. Christenson was tall and thick. He wore a narrow hedge of mustache over his wide mouth and rimless glasses with gold bows through which he peered anxiously with magnified eyes. He would be, Duff judged, about forty, perhaps a little more. A worried man.

“Mary wants you to … er …?” The doctor had a way of not finishing his question.

Duff said, “Mary wants me to stay with the children.”

“Did she really say … er … you’re to work on this … er …?”

“Perhaps that was my own idea,” Duff admitted. “If it’s my fee you are thinking about, don’t. Sometimes I work for love.”

“Well, I did … wonder.” But the doctor was still dubious, still tentative, unconvinced and worried.

Duff drew his mouth down. “I’m in love,” he announced. “I fell like—what is it they say?—a ton of bricks.” His voice was cheerful. “Wonderful sensation.”

“You fell in love?” The doctor looked very nervous indeed.

“Oh, yes. With Taffy, of course.”

“With Taffy!” The doctor sighed. Then his mustache spread with a quick smile, and his eyes seemed relieved, at last. “I see. Yes, of course, I see. Well, I’m very glad … very glad. You will—er—watch everything here? I am glad.”

“I’m glad you’re glad,” Duff murmured. The doctor’s glances were conspiratorial, and Duff didn’t know why.

“I must get out of here.” Business with his watch again. “The kids are in the big room upstairs. Just knock. Introduce yourself. There’s nothing grim about them. I’ll try to get back. My—er—fiancée, a Miss Avery, may come along a little later. I’ve tried to reach her by phone, but I can’t. Can’t head her off. Don’t know where she can be. So I want very much to be back before she—er—walks into this.”

Duff said, “Please, before you go, tell me, who is Eve Norden?”

“Eve Meredith!” The doctor seemed astonished. “She’s Mrs. Meredith now, of course. Lives next door. Where did you ever …? How did you …?”

“I have my methods,” said Duff. “One more question. About Mr. Moriarity?”

“Mary divorced him,” said Dr. Christenson bluntly.

“He is alive?”

“Oh, very much so. As far as I know. But what …? But why …?”

“You’re in a hurry, aren’t you?” Duff reminded him.

The doctor remembered that he was.

The stairs turned back on themselves at a square landing. Duff reached the upper hall and listened. Six white doors were closed and blank. The seventh was ajar, and there were voices behind it. He knocked gently.

Somebody sang out, “Come in.”

The five Moriarity children made quite a crowd. This room was over the living room and just as large. There were twin beds. The walls were lined with shelves of books and toys and two long window seats. It looked a very pleasant place for small fry to live and play.

In one of the twin beds two small human animals sat side by side, hugging their knees under the covers, staring at him brightly. They were in their pajamas. The little boy had great big ears and great big dark-blue eyes. The little girl was as dark as a gypsy, with a black tangle of curly hair falling to the middle of her back, and pale, clear brown eyes. Tan eyes, Duff thought. On the edge of the other bed sat an older girl, sedately. She was plump and tow-headed. Her hair was nearly pure white. Her eyes were dark. The effect was a little startling. Her middle front teeth were very wide and white. She said, “Yes?”

“My name is Duff. I’m the man who took your mother and your little sister to the hospital. I’m going to stay here tonight, in the house, if you don’t mind. Your mother said to tell you my mother was one of the Mulligans.”

All five faces dimpled and broke into understanding smiles. “Oh, my goodness,” said the oldest girl.

“That’s O.K., then,” said the fat tow-headed boy on the window seat.

“How is Taffy?” said the other boy, the one who looked so much like Mary, with his long nose and very blue eyes.

“Taffy’s going to be comfortable, I think. She’s got a room all alone. Nobody in the other bed. And your mother is going to stay with her.”

“That’s good,” they said. There was a wind of sighs.

“Let me see …” Duff looked around at them. “You’re Diana?”

The oldest girl stood up, bent one round leg, and sat down again on her foot. “Well, I am, of course, but I don’t see how you knew that. Don’t tell me Mother gave you my right name! I didn’t think she remembered what she named me.”

Sometimes she does when she’s mad, Dinny,” said the tow-headed boy calmly.

“Are you Alfred or Paul? Alfred, I should guess.” The tow-headed ones would be the twins.

“That’s right He’s Alfie. I’m Paul,” said the boy who looked like Mary. “Can we go and see Taffy tomorrow, do you know?”

“I don’t know,” said Duff regretfully, “but we can find out. Let me get you all straight. That’s David, I suppose.”

The little fellow was embarrassed. He put his head down and squirmed. “Don’t be like that, Davey,” said the gypsy girl plaintively. I’m Mitch.”

“Well,” said Duff, “there’s only one person Mitch could be because there’s only one unidentified child left. Therefore, you’re Margaret.”

They hooted. Alfred said, “Gee whiz, Mom musta been feeling formal. Say, there’s a famous detective named Duff. Hey, Paul, you know who I mean?”

Paul nodded. Five pairs of eyes accused Duff hopefully.

“I am a detective,” he admitted, feeling what little Davey must have felt. “MacDougal Duff.”

“Mac Duff!” shouted Alfie. “Lay on, Mac Duff!” He put his hands on his thighs with a thump.

“Aw, shaddup,” said Paul. “He doesn’t like that. Who would, moron?”

“Oh, boy!” said Alfie. “Listen, are you going to figger out who bumped Aunt Brownie off?”

“Don’t say that!” cried Dinny. “We don’t know anything about it.”

“Yes, we do,” said Mitch. “She got poisoned.”

“Well, all right, she’s dead, isn’t she?” Alfie, like his sister, had two front teeth that were broad and white, so that, with his plump pink face and white hair, he looked something like a jolly young albino walrus—except for those curious eyes, dark like Dinny’s, and as startling under the pale and inconspicuous brows. “She’s a corpus delicti now,” he said.

Duff sat down on a toy chest. No, they weren’t, as far as he could see, grim. They weren’t scared, either. They didn’t seem to think he was there to keep away the bogey man. In fact, Duff got the impression that any bogey man who showed up in this company would soon retire, a confused and frustrated fellow.

“As a matter of fact,” he said, grinning, “I do intend to figger out what happened to Brownie, and I want you to help me.”

“Oh, boy!” said Alfie. “Only we’re starving.”

“Oh, heavens, Alfie, we ate most of it,” Dinny said. “Don’t pay any attention to him, Mr. Duff. He’s always starving.”

“He doesn’t look it,” Duff said. “What’s the matter? Oh … poison?”

“Dr. Norris said not to eat a thing, not to touch it, till they found out whether it was all right.” Dinny’s round face was serious but not alarmed.

“Dr. Norris?”

“Norris Christenson. We’ve known him forever.”

“Well, I expect he was quite right, after all,” said Duff. “Are you really hungry?”

“I am,” Mitch said, bouncing in the most mysterious way, as if some force was lifting her up and down with no visible muscular effort on her part.

“I’m hungry,” Davey said. “I on’y had some eggs.”

“Right in the middle of supper,” Alfie said. “Bingo.”

Duff looked at the daylight. “It’s not late. Your mother doesn’t mind if you go out?” The boys looked insulted. “I don’t know, you see,” Duff soothed. “You’ll have to tell me what the rules are. I was going to suggest that you two— Do you know a dogwagon? How about a mess of hamburgers?”

“Swell!” said Paul.

“Oh, wonderful!” said Dinny.

“Pickles, pickles, pickles,” chanted Mitch.

“Ketchup,” said Davey.

Duff looked at him doubtfully. “Is it all right?” he asked them. “I wouldn’t want to feed you the wrong thing or do you out of your vitamins.”

“We have hamburgers all the time,” Mitch said. “We lo-ove them.” She put on an ethereal look. Her thin dark face lighted and looked pure.

“My favorite fruit,” said Davey, the five-year-old, with great finality.

All the other Moriarity kids howled with laughter.

“He’s sumpin,” Alfie said.

“He’s a peanut,” said Paul.

“One time at the beach I ate five hamburgers with ketchup on,” said Davey. Nobody paid any attention to this remark, although Duff waited.

In the silence, then, he got out his wallet. “Well, suppose you—er—figger out your collected capacity and add on a couple for me.”

“With pickles, I mean relish?” Alfie asked, his tongue stumbling over his ideas.

“Oh, I think with ketchup for me,” Duff said. “Also, what do we want to drink?”

They were suddenly polite and quiet. It seemed to be up to him to suggest something.

“Milk? Ice cream soda? Pop? You don’t drink coffee, I suppose. Or do you?”

Dinny said primly, “No, we don’t. But we like malted milks very much, if that isn’t too expensive.”

“I don’t suppose it’s too expensive,” Duff said gravely. “After all, we need our strength. Five dollars?”

Paul said, “Two eighty-five, if you want a malted, too. I guess coffee is only ten. That makes it two seventy-five?”

“Make mine coffee. Are you a lightning calculator?”

“He’s scientific,” Alfie said.

Paul cuffed at him. “Fifteen cents times eleven,” he explained a little scornfully, “that’s two hamburgers for everybody but Davey …”

“Waw!” said Davey.

“Well, you can’t,” said Dinny. “And Alfie’s going to eat half of Mitch’s second one. He always does.”

“My eyes are bigger than my stomach,” Mitch explained to the stranger complacently.

Duff stood up. His insides were bubbling with the desire to keep laughing. “Does Davey expect five?” he asked a little anxiously.

“Oh, my goodness,” said Dinny, “he never ate five hamburgers. Why, he hasn’t got room!”

“He just thinks he did,” said Paul pleasantly. “He gets ideas.”

“I ate five hamburgers an’ a hot dog,” said Davey, “an’ green ice cream an’ I had a egg stomach.”

“A what?”

“He means a stomach ache.”


“Calm yourself, Davey,” said Paul, “hold eveything, bud.”

“Well, suppose you boys come along,” said Duff helplessly. “I’ll get you past the policeman.”

Pring and Robin and a man with a camera were in the hall near the front door as Duff and the boys came down.

“Yeah, but they’ve got no servants,” Robin was saying. “Nobody here to visit. No callers, no company all day. So it’s an inside job, if it was a job. That’s all I say.”

Pring said, “That maybe. Somebody could get in. Place was wide open.”

“Yeah, but, not empty. People around.”

“If it was in the wine …” They heard Duff and his friends and were still.

Duff asked permission for the boys’ errand, and it was granted. Pring, however, slipped his hands down over the young bodies and the pockets and gave them hard looks before he let them go. Paul looked back insolently. Alfie, however, submitted with a big grin of pure pleasure.

Then the boys were gone into the summer twilight.

Duff gathered around. The man with the camera slouched away. “This wine,” Duff said, “where did it, come from?”

“It was her own wine,” Pring said. “Seems she bought it herself. The girl says she always had some around where she was, thought it was good for her. She bought a bottle yesterday, downtown, here. Had one glass earlier, and it was all right then.”

“It stood open?”

“Yeah, in the pantry. But there’s another bottle of the same brand. Some gone out of that, too. Don’t know where it came from. Maybe Mrs. Moriarity bought it. We gotta go up to the hospital and see her.”

“Could you possibly not bother her tonight? Little Taffy is quite sick, you know.”

“Well …”

“I’m sure you can see her whenever you like, tomorrow. Then it was known that this wine belonged to Miss Brown? That she, alone, was likely to drink it? Is that the situation?”

“I guess it was, yeah.”

“Then if somebody put something in the wine bottle or bottles, he was definitely after Miss Brown?”

“Sure. Or it could be. The girl says none of the rest of them liked it. Dubonnet. Tastes like medicine to her, she says.”

“That makes it harder, doesn’t it?”

Robin stopped chewing gum a moment and Pring said, “Huh?”

“I mean that it could have been done any time, all day. Or at least any time after the bottle was opened. Can’t limit the opportunity.”

“I don’t know about that,” Pring said. “It just so happens maybe we can. Also, we got fingerprints.”

“Do you know whose?”

“Not yet. We’ll have it by morning. We’ve got the bottles. We’ve got prints off of everybody … except Mrs. Moriarity.”

Duff said, “Where were they all when it happened?”

“Having supper in the dining room. The kids and Miss Brown. Seems Mrs. Moriarity was upstairs with the sick little girl, and the doctor was up there with them. Says he came down, and Miss Brown, she got up from the table and spoke to him out here in the hall. Back there. By the stairs. Right by that radiator. Now, lessee … one of the boys was still out in the yard doing some work he wanted to finish. The other boy and the little one and the two girls—Well, wait. The big girl was in the kitchen a lot. She got supper, see. Anyhow, Miss Brown was drinking wine with her supper, and one of the bottles was right there on the table, by her place. She took her glass with her into the hall, and it was all right then, because she offered some to the doc, and he took a sip. She comes back to the table, and he goes to the front door, see, gets his hat, he’s leaving. She pours herself a full glass and gulps it and screams. Doc comes running back. In five minutes it’s all over. I don’t know what’ll do that, but it did it.”

“It was in the wine,” Robin said. “Hadda be.”

“Did you find any poison container?

“Did we!”

“The place is full of poison,” Robin said glumly. “Lousy with it. Cyanide, arsenic, nicotine, bichloride of mercury—what’ll ya have?”

“Mrs. Moriarity has quite a garden,” Pring explained. “She keeps all this stuff for killing bugs. Under lock and key in the stable out back.”

“Yeah, but the key ain’t under lock and key,” said Robin, heaving at his own wit.

“That’s so,” Pring said. “She locks it up so nobody can get it by accident, but the key’s hanging right there. A little bit high up, that’s all.”

Duff felt the feather edge of danger. A shiver whistled along his nerves.

“Has it been disturbed?” he asked.

“Don’t know. Fingerprints. Tell you tomorrow.”

“Good,” he said. “When did Miss Brown arrive?”

“Friday night. She’d come and stay a week or ten days. Oh, two, three times a year. She had money, didn’t have to work for a living. They say she traveled around a lot, winters in California. She’s got a little apartment in New York, but she isn’t … wasn’t often there. She showed up Friday, late in the afternoon, and was going to stay till a week from today. Say, come and take a look at her stuff. She’s gone, you know. Wagon came while you were upstairs. Let’s go up, whadda ya say?”

“You’re being darned co-operative,” Duff said. “I hope I can do as much for you.”

Pring grinned. His leathery face opened reluctantly, as if it hadn’t grinned often. “You and us both,” he said, “we hope. That wine bottle thing. I’m going home and write it down and kick it around awhile.”

They took Duff up to a room at the back of the house, where Brownie had been accustomed to stay. It was a littlé bare, as if the Moriaritys had been too much in need of all the furniture they could find to spare much for the guest room. But it was a pleasant small bedroom, and Brownie’s things were spread on the narrow single bed.

Her clothes. Sedate. Dark silks and dull prints. More health shoes. Her handkerchiefs and her toilet water. Her handbag. Checkbook, ration book, safe-deposit key, coin purse, hairpins, playing cards.

“She had this,” Pring said. It was a snapshot, a very old one. The corners were smeared with something shiny. It was the picture of a baby sitting on a white cloth on the grass. There were flowers in a round bed behind it. The baby had a sad little face. It was swathed in clothing, although the time appeared to be summer. A bonnet with ruffles and ribbons, a beruffled coat of some sort, a white boot with tassels, embroidered skirts. The child was submerged. Babies are not dressed so any more. Even Duff knew as much. This picture was years old. And so, by now, was the baby.

“Doc Christenson says it’s a picture of him,” Pring told Duff. “Can you imagine? Said this Miss Brown got hold of it once and likes to kid him about it.”

“She carried it with her?” Duff said curiously.

“Well, here it is.” Pring threw it down with a shrug. Duff studied it thoughtfully. There was no way, he reminded himself, of telling by that Victorian infant’s getup whether the child in the picture was a boy or a girl. The hair was hidden by the bonnet. Besides, boys were as likely as girls to have long curls in those days. Duff sighed.

“And then there’s this,” Pring said. He put a newspaper clipping in Duff’s hand. It was a headline only, the heading of a small item, type not very large, one column wide. It read: “Actor Burned in Car. Woman Companion Runs Away.” That was all. No date. The paper was fairly white and crisp. Duff turned it over. On the other side was part of an advertisement for a preparation that concealed gray hair. It was the part that contained the address of the maker.

There was a clatter on the stairs.

“Ah,” said Duff, “our hamburgers. Would you care to join us?”

“No,” Pring said, “no, thanks. Uh … we’re going to get out of here. We’ll have to seal the dining room. If you wanna get in there tomorrow …”

“Of course,” Duff said. “Thanks very much.” He shook their hands.

“I won’t leave anyone inside. But the man on the beat will keep an eye out. Just don’t sample the food, eh?”

“We won’t,” Duff promised. “By the way, what do you know about Mr. Moriarity?”

“Oh,” Pring, who had been poised to go, seemed to let his weight fall where he was. “Well, I dunno. He hasn’t been living here.”

“Not for years,” Robin said.

“I just wondered. I don’t see any head nor tail to this thing yet, do you?” Duff was airy. “As a matter of fact, perhaps it was an accident.”

They pulled their eyes from his face. “Well, we wish you luck on it,” said Pring gloomily.

“Be seeing you.”

“We’ll lock up downstairs.”

“Good night,” said Duff.




End of sample
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