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  Chapter One


  The Summons


  If anyone had told him, on the afternoon of May 15th, that only a day later he would be in Paris: that he would be involved in the rather sensational murder case which came to
  be known as the affair of the Four False Weapons, even as a spectator: he would have suspected someone of having surprised his dreams. And it would have embarrassed him beyond measure.


  On the afternoon of May 15th he sat at his desk by the window, looking out dourly into Southampton Street, W.C.I. He was Mr. Curtis, junior, or our
  Mr. Richard, of the law-firm of Curtis, Hunt, DArcy, and Curtis. But at the moment he was reflecting that anyone who voluntarily becomes a solicitor must be a prize mug. It is true
  that he was lucky to be a junior partner, and lucky to look on even so non-hilarious a thoroughfare as Southampton Street, W.C.I. The offices of Curtis, Hunt, DArcy,
  and Curtis consist of a vast series of small cubicles or compartments run together like a maze round inner courts and air-wells. A visitor is under the impression that everybody must have to walk
  through everybody elses room in order to get anywhere. The premises are somewhat mouldy, and are not enlivened by spinster typists and pictures of dyspeptic-looking gentlemen with
  beards.


  The truth of the matter was that Mr. Richard Curtis, Junior, was thoroughly bored with things in general.


  A client (supposing one to have been sent in to him, which occurred seldom) would have been deceived by his appearance. A client would have seen a sturdy, solid, sedate-looking young man in blue
  serge, with an air of listening in courteous gravity to the clients troubles. This was due to the training of his father, the head of the firm, who had a beard like the men in the pictures.
  But the client would have been deceived. Under some papers, which he had arranged with a decent show of being busy, Richard Curtis had re-written the first lines of the Lawyers Ode to
  Spring:


  
    
      Whereas, on sundry leaves and boughs,


      Now divers birds do sing;


      They mingle in aforesaid trees


      To wit: their carolling.

    

  


  Which was one way of blowing off the steam of boredom, less obvious than shouting, Yah! and biting Miss Breedon, the senior typist. For it was spring verging into
  summer through Southampton Street, to which his pulses responded.


  Thus a client would have been surprised at the daydreams with which Richard Curtis peopled this office. While he looked his sternest, his imagination went another way. Into this office (say)
  would come a distinguished Personage in a black cloak with the collar turned up, and look round swiftly.


  Mr. Curtis, the Personage would say, I have a mission for you to undertake. I must speak quickly, for we are watched. Here are three passports and an automatic pistol. You
  will proceed at once to Cairo, in whatever disguise you think fit; but take care that you are not followed by a man whose cufflinks take the form of a small black cross. Arrived in Cairo, you will
  proceed to the Street of the Seven Cobras, to a house which you will identify by


  Some severely practical instinct at the back of Curtiss head told him that this was a lot of flapdoodle, and that even in dreams one ought to be right about the facts. But it was a fine
  dream; he rioted in it.


  and there you will meet a Lady; need I say a beautiful lady? the Personage would add, rather superfluously. Here, then, are a thousand pounds for current
  expenses


  At this point, in the actual world of the office, there was a knock at Curtiss door. It was not a Lady, a beautiful lady; it was Miss Breedon, the senior typist, and she said:


  If you please, sir, Mr. Hunt would like to see you in his office.


  Curtis got up and went towards Hunts office without enthusiasm. Since his father had retired from active duty, Hunt was the senior acting partner. And young Curtis had been disappointed
  in Hunt. For a little time he had hoped for great things from the dry, lean, snuffy model of dignity which was Charles Grandison Hunt. There was a current rumor that there was More in Old Hunt than
  Met the Eye. It was even reported that he was fond of limericks. Curtis doubted this. To him the idea of old Hunt reciting a limerick was as fantastic as any Personage offering a thousand pounds
  for current expenses. All the same, he had sometimes imagined even Hunt saying, Mr. Curtis, I have a mission for you to undertake


  He tapped at Hunts door, and was asked to enter in the familiar voice which always seemed to be preceded by a strong inhalation through the nose. Hunt sat at his desk, his pince-nez on
  his nose and his chin drawn in.


  Mr. Curtis, said Hunt, with an even stronger inhalation, I have a mission for you to undertake. Could you be prepared to go to Paris by the evening plane?


  Curtis was not quite able to believe his ears.


  Could I! he said.


  Mr. Grandison Hunt deprecated this, eyeing him up and down. He sniffed again; he even dropped the formal style of address.


  No, no, Richard, he said. This will not do. I perceive in you a certain unfortunate vein ofahpop and sizzle, which we must eliminate if we are to make you a
  credit to Curtis, Hunt, DArcy, and Curtis. He considered. Now tell me frankly, Richard: do you consider our offices in the least a humdrum place?


  Well, sir, what do you think? inquired Curtis. Ive been sitting at that blasted desk


  Precisely, interposed Hunt, raising one finger as though he had proved a point. Another question. You are aware, of course, he nodded towards the tiers of steel boxes
  behind him, that our professional dealings are chiefly with the more conservative families of Great Britain, and certain English families abroad?


  Ive been allowed to know that much, anyhow. Thats why


  Ah! That is why you consider it necessarily humdrum? Over Hunts face went a shadow which in anyone elses case might have been a smile. At the moment, Richard,
  I have not the time to go into the matter fully. But a little mature reflection will convince you that dealing with such families is precisely the reverse of humdrum. In the nature of things it
  must be so. With such families there is leisure. There is money. There is a freedom from that stern respectability which makes England the most moral nation in the world. As a result, they produce
  moremoreah


  Loonies? suggested Curtis, with deplorable candor. Here, I say! This is plain Socialism.


  Hunt came as near a sputter as his nature would permit.


  Not at all, he said. I believe it can be demonstrated that there is a higher level of intelligence and achievement in the House of Lords than in the House of Commons. You
  will say,he took his pince-nez off his nose, forestalling the objection,that this proves little. I agree. Nevertheless, I state the fact. What I wish to point out is
  this: the more conservative the legal firm, the more dangerous will be the affairs it must handle. The most familiar legend of the great Doctor Samuel Johnson is that Boswell once asked him,
  Sir, what would you do if you were locked up in a tower with a baby? The great doctor appears to have been annoyed at this, and the whole world has united in terming it the
  outstanding example of an asinine question. I do not agree. Boswell was a lawyer, and knew exactly what he was about. It is precisely the sort of question which we must know how to answer,
  and precisely the sort of situation with which we must know how to deal.


  We will now return to business, Hunt concluded, setting his pince-nez back on his nose by way of emphasis.


  Well, sir?


  I am sending you to Paris, pursued Hunt, on behalf of a client of ours who lives there, a Mr. Ralph Douglas. You have heard of him?


  If hes the one I think you mean, Curtis said, I certainly have. Wine, women, and song, isnt it? His Dame de Trefles won the Grand Prix last year.
  Afterwards he had that party


  Yes, he has been rather a pink un, said Hunt with judicial gravity. He coughed, correcting himself. However, that is not the point. What I wish to impress on you,
  Richard, is that Mr. Douglas is an irresponsible young man no longer. No longer! I am instructed to say that never has there been a more complete transformation. He sees the dawn up no longer. At
  the request of his future mother-in-law, he has even sold his racing-stable; though I fail to see, added Hunt, acidly, that the sport of kings is not a sport for gentlemen. But his
  future mother-in-law, I believe, has stern views as to the morality of racing


  You mean Douglas has fallen in love and reformed?


  Exactly, agreed Hunt, with a sort of pounce as though his companion had coined a refreshing new phrase. He is to be married next month to Miss Magda Toller. His future
  mother-in-law is Mrs. Benedict Toller, widow, and now head of the travel-bureau called Tollers Tours. Do not form the wrong impression of Mrs. Toller, Richard: she is neither old nor dowdy.
  On the contrary, Mrs. Toller is a woman in the prime of life; extremely fashionable, extremely hard-headed; and you might call her handsome but for a very large, very thin nose, which tilts up
  slightly and is to me an abomination. Her moral views . . . but no matter. She has made strenuous opposition to her daughters marriage to Mr. Douglas. Her own candidate, I believe, was Mr.
  Bryce Douglas, Ralph Douglass brother, a go-ahead young gentleman in the Diplomatic Service. Her consent to the present marriage was gained with extreme difficulty.


  Curtis still did not see where his own mission entered into this.


  Her consent? he repeated. Isnt the girl of age?


  She has reached the age of discretion, said Hunt, and therefore finds it more convenient to obey her mother. I should describe Miss Magda Toller as one of ourer,
  sensible beauties. Again, do not misunderstand. There seems no doubt that the young pair are altogether in love; butthere is a difficulty. That difficulty is a certain Mlle. Rose
  Klonec.


  An old flame of Douglass?


  Yes.


  Who wants to be bought off.


  No, said Hunt.


  He opened the drawer of his desk and took out a closely written sheet of notepaper. After studying it again, with a sharper inhalation, he pushed it across to Curtis. It was headed, 35bis
  Avenue Foch, Friday night, and ran:


  
    
      Dear Hunt,


      This is the fifth draft Ive made tonight of a letter attempting to explain things, and still I cant get at it. It goes on and on, and gets much too complicated, so that I have
      to break off about the second or third page without anything really said. I have decided that the only way it can be done successfully is in person. Its like this: I am having a spot of
      bother, and I need advice. I should be damnably obliged if you could come over to Paris, if only for a few hours. I would come to London like a shot, only Magda and Mrs. Toller are here (at the
      Crillon) and I cant get away.


      I suppose you know about my being mixed up, a couple of years ago, with a poule-de-luxe named Rose Klonec. I kept her for over a year, and ruddy expensive she was, too. Now,
      waitmy difficulty isnt what youre thinking, breach of promise or the like. La Klonec (she is Polish-English) is well known here, and had a string of backers before she met
      me. In fact, I seem to have been the only one who ever chucked her before she got everything he had. Probably because I met Magda and cooled off.


      The trouble is this. When we first got together, I bought a villa on the edge of the Forest of Marly and installed her in it. Its one of those too-fancy places: red spotted marble
      like the Trianon, and windows going up to the roof, and all the trappings. When we broke up she moved out, and the place has been empty ever since. But theres something very, very fishy
      going on about that villa now, and La Klonec is concerned in it. Thats all Im going to tell you here, except that I think its serious.


      Could you possibly manage to come over here and have a talk?


      As ever,


      RALPH DOUGLAS.

    

  


  Though Curtiss imagination was already at work, he read it through with a puzzled frown.


  But whats on his mind, sir? Whats bothering him?


  I have not the slightest idea, said Hunt with some austerity. That is why you are going to Paris. You will take the evening plane, and put up at the Meurice. I will cable
  Mr. Douglas that you will call on him at his flatmake a note of the addressat ten oclock tomorrow morning precisely. It is Sunday; but that should have a sobering effect on the
  conversation. I only ask you to remember Boswell and the baby. The matter may not be of the least importance. On the other hand, does anything strike you about the letter?


  Yes. I was wondering whether the Tollers know anything about Rose Klonec.


  Hunt frowned, an expression which gave to his face an acutely dyspeptic look. That I cannot tell you. But I should imagine so.


  And do we know anything about her?


  Not as yet. I knew, of course, that he was attached to some suchahpoule-de-luxe, as many of our most distinguished clients are. His financial accounts alone showed
  that. The lady seems to have had a remarkable taste for jewellery. But, as to information about her, that was the next point I wished to bring up. Hunt considered him, drawing a deep breath,
  before he added: Tell me, Richard: did you ever hear of a gentleman named Bencolin?


  Curtis had a feeling that his imagination had been not so far out after all.


  You dont mean, he said, the greatest of all the French detectives? Or was, rather; he resigned during those political rows a couple of years ago. The man is so much
  of a legend that Ive wondered whether he really existed.


  Henri Bencolin, said Hunt, eyeing the ceiling, is a man after my own heart. I know him well. Do not be deceived by his grave airs and stately calm. I have never known a
  fellow with a finer taste in limericks. At alcoholic singing, particularly in quartets, he can carry the bass with remarkable effect. Yes, he has retired. I think you will find him far more mellow
  than the lean and hungry criminal-hunter you have been led to expect


  Thats bad.


  I wonder, mused Hunt. They tell me that in retirement he is a littleahgone to seed, sartorially. I have often thought that his famous white tie and
  Mephistophelian twirl were careful stage-trappings, which he found useful in his business. In his retirement he does not, thank heaven, grow roses. He spends most of his time fishing and shooting,
  for he must always catch something. But to business. He cleared his throat. Bencolin has no longer any connection with the police, but he is in close touch with them. It may be very
  useful to usyou follow me, Richard?to learn all we can about Mlle. Rose Klonec. I will give you a letter to deliver to Bencolin. His present address is unknown to me, but if you
  present your credentials to M. Brille, the present chef de Sret, at the Quai des Orfvres, you will easily obtain it.


  Hunt bobbed up behind his desk, a dry little figure with parted hair that looked suspiciously like a wig, and the wrinkles of his face suggesting that he meant to impart advice.


  That is all, Richard. I am depending on you to deal with this matter in a way that will reflect credit on Curtis, Hunt, DArcy, and Curtis. As soon as you have seen Mr. Douglas, you
  will, of course, report fully to me; by telephone, if necessary. Should I consider the position serious enough, it will be incumbent on me to join you. I do not anticipate such a contingency, but I
  shall hold myself in readiness . . . Ah, just one moment, Richard!


  Yes, sir? said Curtis, turning at the door.


  I wonder, said Hunt gravely, whether you have ever heard this one? There was a young girl from Hong-Kong


  He recited gravely, in the manner of one reading a lesson to a Sunday School. It was not until Curtis had gone on to his own office, controlling himself so as to avoid exploding in the face of
  Miss Breedon as she came in for dictation, that he realized he had really been admitted to the firm at last.


  


  Chapter Two


  Rose Klonecs Last Bed


  At just before ten oclock on Sunday morning, Richard Curtis, slipping along the rue de Rivoli in one of those new, sleek, wine-colored taxis which have replaced the
  quacking cabs of old, breathed pure enjoyment. Over Paris floated a faint, warm haze of morning, through which the sun was breaking out across the Place de la Concorde. It caught a glitter from the
  forest of lamps, and from the green vista along the river, and flashed from the tops of tiny motor-cars crawling up the green hill of the Champs Elyses to where a great Arch showed misted
  in the sky. The occasional hoot or howl of a motor-horn emphasized Sunday morning. You heard them swish past, as you heard the swish of brooms when men in white aprons came out, lonely, to dust the
  pavement.


  Here (Curtis thought) was a wider sky, and a redder skyline, and low-lying houses spread under a screen of trees. What sort of adventure couldnt happen here? He had not seen Paris for
  several years; he was not prepared for the way it took him. Even the smell of tobacco-smoke from a Yellow cigarette, which the taxi-driver was smokingnobody in France ever does draw at a
  cigarette; it is simply allowed to waggle in one corner of the mouth until it burns itself outeven this smoke was associated with the town. As they crossed over into the Champs
  Elyses, he began to pick out landmarks. That slope of lawn where the white-covered tables were being set out, with skeins of lights above: that was Le Doyen on the left. On the
  right, behind those chestnut trees, was Laurent; and was the Ambassadeurs still there? All these new open caf-fronts, frosted and painted inside like the stage of a
  theatre for musical comedy, were new but not alien; at night they would blaze. Mr. Curtis, junior, had to remind himself that he was here as a man of business. But there was no conceit in him, and
  he thought: what ruddy good is my advice on a morning like this?


  He assumed a suitable gravity when he got out at number 53bis Avenue Foch. The Avenue Foch, under broadening sunlight, was shady and deserted. Possibly from its nearness to the Bois, you think
  of it less in terms of houses than of gardens. Few of the steel shutters were opened on the windows. But the concierge of number 53bis was astir, banging and beaming with a mop in the entrance
  hallway. Ah, Monsieur Dooglaz? she cried, as though at mention of the name she were hearing a great and surprising secret. Jespre quil va
  mieux, she added, with hearty sympathy. Quatrime tage, monsieur.


  Curtis, wondering what was wrong with him, went up in the lift. He had barely time to press the door-buzzer before the door was opened.


  Morning, said a genial if rather shaky voice. Youre from Hunt, arent you? Good, good. Come in.


  Even in the bearing of his host, as he was led into a back room where a breakfast-table was set by a window giving on a garden, Curtis felt a certain relief. Ralph Douglas almost bustled with
  relief.


  Surprised to find me up and dressed so early? he inquired. Then he seemed to feel that this struck the wrong note, or required explanation, for he added, ErI had
  rather a bad night last night, unfortunately. But Id got Hunts cable, and I kept it in the back of my mind that I had to be on duty this morning. A Turkish bath put me right; I feel
  fine now. Coffee?


  Thanks.


  They appraised each other, and Curtis liked his host at once. Douglas was not at all the type he would have pictured as a playboy: he was not washed-out enough, not bored enough: he seemed too
  robust and interested. He was what the French might have called an Anglo-Saxon type, lean, fair-haired, blunt-nosed, with a broad mouth and an amiable blue eye. There was nothing at all
  distinguished about him except a certain sharp intelligence in that eye, or possibly a greater knowledge of the world than you might at first have guessed. Except for a slight puffiness of the
  eyelids, and a scrubbed look, he gave no sign of a nights drinking. He sat with his hands on his knees, his elbows poked out, studying Curtis; and his loose gray suit seemed to give him a
  great breadth of shoulder.


  Then Ralph Douglas grinned.


  Well, he said abruptly, Im glad they didnt send somebody with a beard. I feel enough of a fool as it is.


  Dont let that worry you. Fire away or not, just as you like; Ive got all the time in the world.


  You see, Douglas went on slowly, what I want is not only legal advice. I want to talk to a countryman. The French are all right, but He stared out of the
  window. Im supposed to speak French very well; Ive got a lot of friends here; I like Paris. And yet if I had to hear nothing but French spoken for six months, I think I should
  go crazy. Understand?


  Yes, Curtis admitted, Ive felt the same thing.


  Its different, thats all I know. On the other hand, all the English or Americans I know here would only think my situation was funny. At least, I want a disinterested
  countryman, and no damned humorous He hesitated, his hand moving in the air, and then brought it down on his knee. Whats more, if we were at an office in London, I
  shouldnt be able to tell you what Im going to. Not as honestly, anyhow. Values are different. I should stutter or dry up. There it is. Again he stopped. Look here, what
  do you say to a drive? I can have my car round in half a tick. We could talk while we drive, and I could do with some fresh air. We mightdrive as far as the Forest of Marly.


  Five minutes later they were flying down towards the Etoile in Douglass two-seater, Douglas lounging at the wheel and speaking as though to the wind-screen.


  Before I bring up my little riddle, he said, Id better emphasize whatever outline Hunt gave you. Magda, my fiance, is the finest thing ever made.
  Mamma Toller is a bitch. B-i-t-c-h, bitch. In addition to her objections to me, shes got quite a crush on my brother Bryce, and wants him for a son-in-law. Bryce is a very decent sort; but
  hes one of these calm Foreign Office fellows who say the right, wise, and sensible thing on every occasion, like squeezing a toothpaste-tube; he can talk about everything and give you the
  impression hes really interested in nothing. Finally, when it comes to Rose Klonec


  Just a minute. Does Miss Toller know about Rose Klonec?


  Yes. Everything, including the villa. Good Lord, said Douglas, turning his head with a violence of surprise, she doesnt mind in the least, provided
  its all over. I told her all about it. And I think shes even rather pleased about having ditched a notorious charmer like Rose. Shes interested: she asks was Rose this, was
  Rose that, and so on; but she doesnt mind.


  What about Mrs. Toller?


  No, Mamma Toller doesnt know anything. Thats part of the trouble.


  Im not going to give any advice until I hear about it, Curtis told him meditatively. But one thing jumps up here. As man to man, now: if you love this girl, and she
  loves you, why dont you tell Mamma Toller to go pickle her head in brine, and marry the girl?


  Douglas seemed to be aiming viciously at a pedestrian as they swung into the Avenue de la Grande Arme.


  Thats easy enough, in theory, he said, letting off steam, but you dont understand the family situation, or the stranglehold that old vixen has on Magda. It
  isnt an ordinary question of wanting to obey mamma, or not wanting to obey her: its blackmail, in a way. By God, thats what it is: its blackmail! Itswell,
  Ill tell you about it when I get the rest of the story straightened out.


  Now, about Rose Klonec. I was tied up with her for over a year. I was never in love with her. Oddly enough, its Magda whos the really beautiful one and Rose whos the
  more or less plain one. But Rose has something: oh, definitely. Red hair. All that. And something that isnt in the least what we call sex-appeal; a stimulation, a sort of mental twistiness,
  thats made saner men than I go broke. Mind you, shell break you if she can. She isnt consciously cynical; its as natural as breathing, not greed at all; and its
  this naturalness that Philistines like myself cant understand.


  Rose isI cant help if its an old termRose is a lady. Ive never heard her use a crude word, or an obscene word, as long as Ive known her. She has
  really good manners, and a real delicacy. Youll say its only my Philistinism towards foreigners which could be surprised at that. But again, there it is. On the other hand, I once
  asked her, Are you capable of really falling in love? She said, Yes, I am sure of it. I said, Supposing that, would you go with anyone for love alone, without a
  question of money? She said rather sharply, No, of course not. There is no relation between the two. Of course, when I am old and do not attract men any longer, I shall have to pay
  them to make love to me.


  That, my boy, is what makes my mind freeze up. Its practicality gone mad. At least its simple. But I have a simple mind too, and I dont follow it. Now Im
  inflicting all this on you . . . and its a relief to get it off my chest . . . for just one reason. Rose and I parted the best of friends, rather like a film-divorce. She went over to a chap
  named De Lautrec, whos been after her for some time. I think Rose is genuinely fond of me, as I am of her. But if she saw the opportunity of picking up a few thousand extra francs by getting
  in the way of my marriage, and ruining things, Rose would do it. There would be no animus. It would merely be pratique.


  Douglas had been speaking with great animation, his voice deepening, his foot unconsciously pressing harder on the accelerator so that they whipped out through the dingy-looking suburbs round
  the Porte Maillot. He turned round and added:


  Well?


  The question is, Curtis said, what you have to be afraid of. Not breach of promise, as you said yourself. It doesnt matter whether youve written any letters or
  made any promiseshe thought he saw Ralph Douglas flushin her case. Are you worried about whether she might give the show away to Mrs. Toller?


  No, not in the least. I shouldnt mind telling the old girl myself.


  What is it, then?


  There are three queer incidents; thats my puzzle. The first of em, you may say, isnt much. Ive had an offer to buy the villaits called the Villa
  Marbrewith its furniture, all in a lump. A jolly good offer, too. But the offer comes from that fellow De Lautrec, who took over Rose. Youll say Rose was attached to the place, and
  wanted him to buy it for her. Youll say De Lautrec, being practical himself, thought it would be cheaper to get a bower ready-made-and-furnished rather than fit out a new one for her.
  Butto me it had a wrong sound. The offer came too late; Rose has been with him eight to ten months.


  That may not be important; but the next part of it is. De Lautrec rang me up on Thursday. I said I had been wanting to sell the place anyway, especially since I was getting married, and
  wouldnt he come round and talk the matter over? De Lautrec said he was going out of town for a few days; but when he returned he would get in touch with me.


  Right! So far so good. On Friday morning I thought Id drive out to the villawhere were going nowto have a look round, and make sure tramps or burglars
  hadnt been fooling about. As I wrote to Hunt, its been empty ever since; and the furniture and general fittings are rather fine stuff. It isnt big enough for a caretaker, being
  merely a setting for a fancy lady. But I paid the nearest agent de police to keep an eye on it when he went his rounds, and a gardener to look after the grounds occasionally.


  Well, it was all locked up; shutters on the windows, covers on the furniture, dusty, and just as gloomy and undisturbed as when Id left it. Just as I went in, automatically, I
  touched the light-switch in the hall. When my finger was on it I realized that the light wouldnt go on, because I had ordered the light and water cut off; the trouble was that, lo and
  behold, the light did go on.


  I thought that was funny, because I distinctly remembered phoning the company about it. But I began to wander through the place. Nobody had been there in my absence, that was
  certain. Then I went upstairs, to what had been Roses roomelaborate place, with a bed like Du Barrys at the Little Trianonand had a look round. When Rose went away, with
  her severely practical soul, she took all the table-linen and bed-linen; she said she had a use for it. Yet I looked at that confounded bed, and there were pillows and bed-linen on it.


  Douglas was so engrossed in his story, turning round to look at his companion, and hitting the flat of his hand on the steering-wheel, that he had almost ceased to notice where he was going. But
  Curtis did not call his attention to the road. Ralph Douglass very face was becoming more human with the relief of pouring this out.


  Mind you, he went on jerkily, it wasnt as though anybody had been living there, or using the place. The linen was absolutely untouched and new. It was
  justthere. I tell you, I stood in that stuffy place, with the very faint light coming through the slits in the shutters, and I began to get a creepy feeling.


  I went downstairs again, to the kitchen, and tried the water-taps over the sink. The water was on. Then I heard the electric refrigerator humming, and I opened that. The refrigerator was
  fully stocked with stuff for a late supper: truffles, foie gras, things like that. And in one corner were six half-bottles of Roederer Champagne. By the way, Rose Klonec always drinks half
  a bottle of Roederer before going to bed at night. But there was one more reason why I knew I had ordered the light and water shut off, and someone had later countermanded the order to the
  company in my name. That reason was the electric clock.


  Electric clock?


  Yes. Theres an electric clock that stands on top of the refrigerator, and is connected with the same base-plug that runs the refrigerator. The clock was going, but it was pointing
  to some crazy hour. Now, that clocks an excellent timekeeper; I found that out. But you see what had happened? When the current was shut off by the company, the clock stopped. When the power
  was turned on againat someone elses orderthe clock simply picked up action again where it had left off before.


  Well, I was feeling a bit queer. I went out and got hold of the policeman, a chap named Hercule Renard, I had paid to keep an eye on the house. And it seems somebody had been
  hanging about: round the walls of the villa, at least. Hercule had seen a very queer customer on Wednesday night, and again on Thursday, who always disappeared. Hercule said he was like a
  scarecrow, and wore a corduroy coat.


  I dont know what Im suggesting. All I know is that theres something damned funny going on. The trouble is that I dont dare see Rose to find out, or even ring
  her up. The Tollers are in Paris, and Im in constant attendance on them. If something should slip . . . This is where we turn.


  Paris lay well behind them now. They were in a rolling country of whitewashed villages straggling into each other, which fell away now at the crest of a hill where the Forest of Marly showed
  almost colorless under noonday sun. A good road branched off at the edge of the forest, and they drove for some quarter of a mile along it.


  There it is, said Ralph Douglas curtly.


  What impressed his companion, as the car stopped, was this woods absolute quietness, even secretiveness, under that blaze of sun. When the noise of the motor was shut off, it was as
  though stillness slipped in physically and took its place. Curtis heard each beat of the motor as it died. When he stepped out, he heard his foot swish loudly in the grass at the road-side. They
  were in the shadow of a high stone wall, fronting on a sanded pathway inside the grass-bank, and pierced by two gates. With the same air of secrecy, beyond the wall rose up a square of tall
  poplars, grayish-green, set close together, with a sort of dry shimmer under the heat.


  The gates open, said Douglas, his voice sounding very loud. Here! I had it padlocked.


  The iron gate creaked as they went inside. At the end of a sanded path they saw the Villa Marbre as though framed in trees. It was built of reddish mottled marble, long and low, with two short
  wings towards them. Its arched squarepaned windows, stretching to the terrace like doors, had their frames and joinings painted white. Though it was two storeys high, the topmost one resembled an
  attic, with its windows as miniatures of the white arches below. All these windows were closed with steel shutters, having blank lines of slits. And there was something wrong with the villa.
  Through slightly wavering shadows of branches, sunlight reflected the polish of its red marble; and its terrace was banked in color, the yellow of iris against the blue of delphiniums; yet there
  was a dry, oppressive look about it. It seemed drained, or on the edge of decay.


  Then one of the shutters moved, and began to fold back.


  They were within half a dozen paces of that ground-floor window. Ralph Douglas cursed once, and ran up the two shallow steps that led to the terrace, as the leaves of the windows were pushed
  open. Out on the terrace jumped a little, middle-aged woman in black, with a white apron.


  Ah, my God! said the woman dramatically. Truly, you have made my heart jump.


  She stared at Ralph, blinking and wrinkling her already-wrinkled eyes as though to get closer into his face. She was a sturdy body, with a face grown coarse from too-intensive use of powder to
  lighten her complexion, and a square sagging jowl. On the bridge of her nose there was a deep red mark, as of glasses. Then suddenly she seemed to recognize Douglas. The drama dropped from her, as
  her hand dropped from her bust; even the tone and pitch of her voice altered. She ceased to peer. Her voice grew cheerful, even respectfully jocose and wheedling.


  It is you, Monsieur Dooglaz! she said heartily. Good morning, Monsieur Dooglaz! I am stupid. You slept well, I trust?


  I said Douglas, and stopped.


  She became respectfully confidential. But I did not hear you go out, monsieur. You were not in your own room; and of courseconsideringI did not wish to wake madame, you
  understand.


  I do not understand, replied Ralph, in husky French.


  The chocolate is prepared, which monsieur may wish to take up himself. She became deprecating. And now perhaps monsieur may wish to give me my little gift, and permit me to
  return to Paris? Monsieur may be good enough to add the bus-fare. Andreaching into the pocket of her apron, she took out a folded handkerchief and carefully spread it out to reveal a
  pair of eyeglasses with one lens gone and the other splitwithout doubt monsieur would wish to replace the poor glasses, on which monsieur stepped last night?


  Who, said Ralph, who the devil are you?


  Monsieur?


  I said, who the devil are you? What are you doing here? What is this about glasses? And Again he stopped, putting his hand to his collar.


  But I am Hortense, of course. Madames maid. That is to say, I left her service two years ago; but, as I told monsieur last night, I was happy to be invited to serve her again, if
  for one evening only


  Madame who?


  Madame Klonec, who spent last night here, as monsieur did himself.


  Would it interest you to know, said the other, that I did not spend last night here; that I have not seen madame for nearly a year; that I think this is a


  A new and sharper expression had come into Hortenses wriggling eyes; but she drew back, and became heavily reproachful. Monsieur, you are mocking me. Ah, no; this is too much; it
  is not gentil! It is certain that you were here. You gave me my instructions yourself. You said


  Where is Madame Klonec now?


  Upstairs, in her room, asleep. You said


  Douglas pushed her gently to one side, and took one step through the window; but on the threshold he turned round to Curtis. His naturally high color had come back, and his expression was one of
  heavy earnestness.


  Look here, he insisted. The first thing youre going to think of is that Im putting up some sort of game on you, dragging you out here, and . . . oh, anything
  you like to think. I swear to you I wasnt here. I swear I dont know what this woman is talking about. All I know is that some sort of game is being put up on me. Come on.


  The room inside, a very long drawing-room which occupied most of the wing, was almost dark. Hurrying through this room, Ralph Douglas went out into a large central hall, and up a fine staircase
  at the rear. The door towards which he went was of the rearmost room in the left wing. He banged on it sharply. They heard Hortenses squeaking shoes come up the stairs.


  Rose!


  He banged the door again, rattled the handle, and found that it was open. Without more ceremony he went inside.


  Curtis, following him, found that it was as dark as the rest of the villa. Though the shutters were not closed on the high windows facing them from across the room, heavy tasseled curtains had
  been drawn across the windows, so that there were only chinks and glimmers of light. It was sufficient for them to make out that the biggest article of furniture in the secrecy of this room was the
  bed against the right-hand wall. There was a feeling of humankind here, an atmosphere as of powder and dishevellment, which they felt even before they saw the outline of a person under the
  coverlet. The woman lay very peacefully on her back, the coverlet drawn up almost to her neck. Though Curtis did not like to approach closely, he could see that the waxy eyelids were closed, that
  the large plump face was composed; and her long bobbed hair, of a deep auburn color, was spread out on the pillow. She wore what looked like a peach-colored night-gown, and one heavy bare arm was
  crooked across her breast outside the coverlet.


  Ralph Douglas took her none too gently by the shoulder, and then he stepped back.


  Rose!


  Again he touched her shoulder, tentatively; this time he drew back with even more quickness, and remained moving his own shoulders a little.


  I say, Curtis. Come over here and touch. Shes stone cold. I think


  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE FOUR FALSE WEAPONS

‘A master magician . . .
the King of the Art of Misdirection’
Agatha Christie





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/blue.jpg





