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INTRODUCTION

When I first became involved in publishing mystery fiction, I felt it necessary to educate myself on the business end of the genre that I had previously known only as a reader and a collector. To this end, I read stacks of reference books, each one promising to contain the last word on the subject. And though I learned a lot of valuable information, I also absorbed a good deal of received wisdom that, due to its dogmatic nature, was almost certain to be proved wrong throughout the forty years of experience I’ve had since. For example, I learned that the private eye story is dead­—so yesterday; that short story collections and anthologies don’t sell; and that humorous detective stories do not appeal to mystery readers.

I’m not sure what these critics were responding to, or what vision they had of the future of mystery fiction, but, from where we now stand, it’s clear that they were misled. Of course, the number of outstanding writers of private eye stories has never waned, for which we can all be thankful, else there would have been no Robert B. Parker, no Sue Grafton, no Stephen Greenleaf, no Sara Paretsky, no Robert Crais. If short story collections don’t sell, how did Lee Child’s Jack Reacher collection, No Middle Name, hit number one on the bestseller lists? And why is The Best American Mystery Stories of the Year entering its twenty-second year of publication? Why didn’t anybody tell Carl Hiaasen, Donald E. Westlake, and Janet Evanovich that they were wasting their time by writing humorous crime fiction?

Fortunately, Craig Rice never read the same reference books that I did, else she might have been discouraged from writing her hilarious novels, many of which featured John J. Malone, the Chicago lawyer whose marginal practice reflects his greatest interest—whiskey.

Born in Chicago in 1908, Georgiana Ann Randolph Craig was raised by various family members after her parents moved to Europe early in her life. Because of her enormous popularity in the 1940s and 1950s, she was often interviewed but was as forthcoming as a deep-cover agent for the Central Intelligence Agency. How her pseudonym was created is a question that remains unanswered sixty years after her premature death. Equally murky is the questions about her marriages, the number of which remain a subject of conjecture. But we do know a number of biographical details with some certainty: She was married a minimum of four times, possibly as many as seven, and is known to have had numerous affairs. She had three children. She started her career working in radio and public relations, and tried her hand at music, poetry, and novel-writing without success before finally turning to writing the detective novels that brought her fame and fortune.

Rice is perhaps best known for the Malone series, though the fictional career of the character began with him being the friend of a madcap couple, press agent Jake Justus and his socially prominent bride-to-be, Helene Brand. Malone’s “Personal File” usually contains a bottle of rye. Despite his seeming irresponsibility, Malone inspired great loyalty among his friends, including the Justuses, Maggie Cassidy, his long-suffering and seldom-paid secretary, and Captain Daniel von Flanagan of the Chicago homicide squad. The series began with Eight Faces at Three in 1939 and ran for a dozen novels and two short story collections, the second of which, The People vs. Withers and Malone (1963), was a collaboration with another giant of the Golden Age of the American detective novel, Stuart Palmer.

Another of Rice’s series featured the unlikely crime-solving duo of Bingo Riggs and Handsome Kuzak. Starting out as sidewalk photographers, they graduated to being con men, solving murders out of self-preservation. Typical of their cases is The Thursday Turkey Murders (1943), in which they acquire a turkey farm in Iowa where several hundred thousand dollars is reputedly hidden.

Home Sweet Homicide (1944) is arguably Rice’s best and most popular novel. It features a woman who is trying to write a mystery novel, struggling to avoid being distracted by her three children—and by the murder next door. Told from the point of view of the children, it recounts their efforts to solve the crime while trying to arrange a romance between their mother and the detective assigned to the case. Given the similarity of the main character to what we know of Rice’s home life, the book appears to be at least somewhat autobiographical—presumably sans murders. It inspired a motion picture of the same title, released in 1946, that closely followed its storyline. Directed by Lloyd Bacon with a screenplay by F. Hugh Herbert, the film starred Peggy Ann Gardner, Dean Stockwell, and Connie Marshall as the kids, with Lynn Bari as their eccentric mother and Randolph Scott as Lt. Bill Smith.

Rice had numerous connections to Hollywood in addition to having several of her books and stories filmed, including Having Wonderful Crime (1945), with Pat O’Brien, George Murphy, and Carole Landis, and The Lucky Stiff (1949), starring Dorothy Lamour, Brian Donlevy, and Claire Trevor. She also wrote the screenplays for two of the sixteen films in the popular series about The Falcon, The Falcon’s Brother (1942) and The Falcon in Danger (1943), the first of which starred George Sanders in the titular role and introduced Tom Conway (Sanders’s brother in real life), who then assumed the role of Falcon for the rest of the series.

Rice’s association with George Sanders led to her writing a mystery novel, Crime on My Hands (1944), under the byline of the actor. Having worked as a press agent for Gypsy Rose Lee, Rice also was long-believed to have ghost-written two novels for the famous burlesque queen, The G-String Murders (1941) and Mother Finds a Body (1942); however, Jeffrey Marks’s recent biography, Who Was That Lady? Craig Rice: The Queen of Screwball Mystery, unearthed enough evidence to prove that Lee wrote the books herself. A copy of Mother Finds a Body in my own library has a long, warm inscription from Gypsy Rose to Lee Wright, the editor of Simon and Schuster’s Inner Sanctum Mystery series, in which she thanks her editor for all her work on the manuscript, lending further credibility to, and evidence of, Lee’s authorship.

Though at one time Rice was one of the handful of the most popular and famous mystery writers in America, becoming the first author of detective fiction ever to appear on the cover of Time magazine (the issue of January 28, 1946), her work has largely been forgotten today. This is mostly due to the fact that complications concerning the copyrights of her work have left the novels and stories unavailable for quite some time. With this reissue of Home Sweet Homicide, I am thrilled to be bringing her most idiosyncratic and hilarious work back to light; stay tuned for more gems from her remarkable career.

—OTTO PENZLER


While the characters and situations in this work are wholly fictional and imaginary; do not portray and are not intended to portray any actual persons or parties, I would like to dedicate it, with my deepest gratitude, to my children: Nancy, Iris, and David. If I had never known them, I would not have had the idea for the story. If they had not given constant help and occasional collaboration, I never could have written it. And, finally, if they had not granted their permission, it could never have been published at all.

—CRAIG RICE


THE KING TUT ALPHABET

(Note: In King Tut, all words are spelled out.)

A—a

B—bub

C—cash

D—dud

E—e

F—fuf

G—gug

H—hash

I—i

J—judge

K—kuk

L—lul

M—mum

N—nun

O—o

P—pup

Q—q

R—rur

S—shush

T—tut

U—u

V—vuv

W—wow

X—x

Y—yum

Z—zuz

Double letters, as in “well,” are followed by the word “squared.” Thus, “well” becomes wow-e-lul-squared.


Cast of Characters

Archie Carstairs, aged ten, the financially solvent member of the Carstairs brood

April Carstairs, aged twelve, small, blonde, and seemingly fragile. The cleverest of Mrs. Carstairs’ children

Dinah Carstairs, aged fourteen, “the healthy type”

Marian Carstairs, their mother; a successful mystery story writer, whose lack of a “personal life” disturbed April

Polly Walker, an actress, and definitely (as April remarked) “a slick chick”

Flora Sanford, who lived next door to the Carstairs family. Now quite violently deceased

Bill Smith, a police lieutenant who was lonely

Sergeant O’Hare, his assistant, who had “brought up nine kids of his own”

Wallace (Wallie) Sanford, Flora Sanford’s young husband, who decided that concealment was the better part of valor

Luke, proprietor of Luke’s Place, who dispensed malteds and credits with equal facility

Rupert van Deusen, who started as a figment of April’s imagination, and ended by becoming a startling reality

Mrs. Carleton Cherington III, who evinced a keen interest in the interior of the Sanford home

Henry Holbrook, the Sanford lawyer, whose interest was equally keen

Pierre Desgranges, a man of many parts and many names, who painted nothing but water

Frankie Riley, a bullet-riddled small-time racketeer and blackmailer

Betty LeMoe, a kidnap-murder victim, who had been a burlesque star

“Uncle Herbert,” a portrait with one eye shot out

McCafferty, a uniformed policeman, who didn’t understand child psychology

Carleton Cherington III, whose photograph belied his name

Armand von Hoehne, an artist, present in the name, but not in the flesh

Slukey, Flashlight juvenile members of “The Mob”

Peter Desmond, whose other names turned out to be purely coincidental

Cleve Callahan, who demonstrated that his alias had been assumed for reasons of love


Chapter 1.

“Don’t talk droopy talk,” Archie Carstairs said. “Mother can’t have lost a twelve-pound turkey.”

“Oh, can’t she!” his older sister Dinah said scornfully. “She lost a grand piano once.”

Archie snorted skeptically.

“She really did,” April added. “It was when we moved from Eastgate Avenue. Mother forgot to give the piano movers the new address and they got there after everything else had gone, so they just rode the piano around until she phoned the company. And meanwhile Mother had lost their name and address, so she had to call up all the piano movers in the telephone book to find the right one.”

There was a little silence. “Mother isn’t really absent-minded,” Dinah said at last. Her voice was thoughtful. “She’s just busy.”

The three young Carstairs sat on the front porch railing, dangling their bare brown legs in the late-afternoon sunshine. From upstairs in the big old stucco house they could hear the faint purr of a typewriter, working at top speed. Marian Carstairs, alias Clark Cameron, alias Andrew Thorpe, alias J. J. Lane, was finishing another mystery novel. When it was done, she would take a day off to have her hair shampooed and to buy presents for the young Carstairs. She would take them extravagantly out to dinner and to the best show in town. Then the next morning she would begin writing another mystery novel.

It was a routine with which the three young Carstairs were thoroughly familiar. Dinah, in fact, claimed that she could remember it as far back as when Archie was in his cradle.

It was a warm, lazy afternoon. In front of the house lay a wooded valley, swimming in a soft haze. Here and there a roof showed through the trees; not many, though. The house had been picked for its quiet seclusion. The only house close by was the pink near-Italian villa of the Wallace Sanfords, a few hundred yards away and set off by a vacant lot, a small grove of trees, and a tall box hedge.

“Archie,” April said suddenly, in a dreamy voice, “go look in the sugar bin.”

Archie protested, violently. Just because she was twelve and he was only ten, he didn’t have to run errands for her. Let her go look in the sugar bin herself. He closed his argument by demanding, “Why?”

April said, “Because I say so.”

“Archie,” Dinah said firmly, with the full authority of her fourteen years, “shove in your clutch.”

Archie grumbled, and went. He was small for his age, with unruly brown hair and a face that managed to look innocent and impudent at the same time. He was always just a trifle soiled, save for the five minutes immediately after his bath. Right now one of his tennis sneakers was untied, and there was a small tear in the knee of his corduroy slacks.

Dinah, at fourteen, was what April called scornfully, “The healthy type.” She was tall for fourteen, and well proportioned. She had a lot of fluffy-brown hair, enormous brown eyes, and a pretty face that was filled most of the time with either laughter or elder-sisterly anxiety. She was fashionably dressed in a bright-red skirt, a plaid Okie shirt, green bobby socks, and dirty saddle shoes.

April was small, and looked deceptively fragile. Her smooth hair was blonde, and her eyes—also enormous—were a smoky gray. The chances were that she would grow up to be a beauty; even better that she would grow up to be lazy, and she knew it. Her white sharkskin slacks and shirt were immaculate, she had on red laced sandals, and a red geranium was pinned in her hair.

Archie’s returning footsteps sounded like a galloping colt. He let out a loud whoop as he slid through the front door and bounded back up on the railing. “I put the turkey in the icebox,” he yelped. “How did you know it was in the sugar bin?”

“Simple deduction,” April said. “I found the new sack of sugar in the icebox after Mother put away the groceries this morning.”

“Are you a brain!” Dinah said. She sighed. “I wish Mother would get handcuffed again. We need a man around the house.”

“Poor Mother,” April said. “She doesn’t have any personal life. She’s all alone in the world.”

“She’s got us,” Archie said.

“That isn’t what I mean,” April said loftily. She gazed dreamily over the valley. “I wish Mother would solve a real life murder,” she said. “She’d get a lot of publicity, and then she wouldn’t have to write so many books.”

Archie kicked his heels against the wall and said, “I wish she’d do both.”

Later April declared that Providence obviously had been listening in. Because that was the exact moment when they heard the shots.

There were two of them, close together, and they came from the direction of the Sanford house. April clutched Dinah’s arm and gasped, “Listen!”

“Probably Mr. Sanford shooting at birds,” Dinah said skeptically.

“He isn’t home yet,” Archie said.

A car roared past on the road, hidden from the young Carstairs by the shrubbery. Archie slid off the railing and started toward the vacant lot. Dinah grabbed him by the collar of his jersey and hauled him back. A second car went by. Then there was silence, save for the sound of the typewriter from the room upstairs.

“It’s a murder!” April said. “Call Mother!”

The three young Carstairs looked at each other. The typewriter was going particularly fast right now.

“You call her,” Dinah said. “It’s your brain storm.”

April shook her head. “Archie, you go.”

“Not me,” Archie said firmly.

At last the three of them went up the stairs, quietly, like mice. Dinah opened the door to Mother’s room a few inches and they peered in.

Mother—J. J. Lane, at this moment—didn’t look up. She was half hidden behind a battered brown wood desk which was littered six inches deep with papers, pages of manuscript, notes, reference books, used carbon paper, and empty cigarette packages. Her shoes were off, and her feet were curled around the legs of a small typewriter table which seemed to be fairly dancing as she typed. Her dark hair was pinned up every which way on top of her head, and there was a black smudge on her nose. The room was thick with smoke.

“Not even for a murder,” Dinah whispered. She closed the door softly. The three young Carstairs tiptoed down the stairs.

“Never mind,” April said confidently. “We’ll make the preliminary investigation. I’ve read all Mother’s books, and I know just what to do.”

“We ought to call the police,” Dinah said.

April shook her head firmly. “Not until we’re through investigating. That’s the way Don Drexel, in the J. J. Lane books, always does. We may find an important clue to save for Mother.” As they started across the lawn she added, “And you, Archie, keep quiet and behave yourself.”

Archie jumped up and down and yelled, “I don’t hafta.”

“Stay home, then,” Dinah said.

Archie quieted down and came along.

At the edge of the Sanford grounds, they paused. Beyond the neatly clipped box hedge was a small vine-covered arbor, and, beyond that, a wide, well-kept lawn bordered by a bed of painted daisies. There was gaily colored garden furniture in front of the house, not quite the right color, April reflected, to go well with the pink stucco.

“If there hasn’t been a murder,” Dinah reflected, “Mrs. Sanford is going to make with a tizzy. She chased us off the lawn once before.”

“We heard shots,” April said. “Don’t back out now.” She led the way through the arbor, then paused. “There were two cars,” she said speculatively. “Both of them turned into the road from the driveway after the shots. Maybe somebody already knows who the murderer is, and is chasing him.” She looked at Archie from the corner of her eye and added, “Maybe the murderer will come back. Maybe he’ll think that we were witnesses, and he’ll shoot us all.”

Archie gave a small squeak. It wasn’t a very good job of pretending to be scared. Dinah frowned. “I don’t think the murderer would do that.”

“Dinah,” April said, “you’re too literal-minded. Mother always says you are.”

They crossed the lawn to the driveway. Its cement was crisscrossed with tire marks.

“We ought to photograph these,” April said. “Only we haven’t got a camera.”

The lawn and garden were deserted. There wasn’t a sound or a sign of life from the pink-stucco villa. For a moment the three stood by a corner of the glassed-in sunporch, wondering what the next move should be. Then suddenly a long gray convertible turned into the driveway, and the young Carstairs ducked hastily out of sight, around the corner of the porch.

The young woman who stepped out of the convertible was tall and slender and lovely. Her hair was somewhere between red and gold, and it fell to her shoulders in big, loose curls. She had on a flowered print dress and a wide leghorn hat.

April gasped. “Look!” she whispered. “That’s Polly Walker. The actress. Is she a slick chick!”

For a moment the young woman seemed to hesitate, halfway between the car and the house. Then she walked boldly on up to the door and rang the bell. After a long wait, and after pushing the bell several more times, she opened the door and walked in.

The three young Carstairs peered cautiously through the windows of the sunporch, from which they could see dimly into the large living room beyond. Polly Walker came in through the front door, stopped dead just inside, and screamed.

“I told you so,” April murmured.

The young woman took a few slow steps into the room and bent down, momentarily out of sight of the watchers. Then she rose, went to the telephone, and picked up the receiver.

“She’s calling the cops,” Dinah whispered.

“That’s okay,” April whispered back. “They’ll find all the clues and Mother’ll interpret them. That’s the way Bill Smith works, in the Clark Cameron books.”

“That ain’t the way Superman works,” Archie said, in a shrill, piping voice. “He—”

Dinah clapped a hand over his mouth and hissed fiercely, “Shut up!” Then she said, “In the J. J. Lane books, the detective goes around planting false clues to confuse the police.”

“Mother’ll do that too,” April said. She added prophetically, “And if she doesn’t, we will.”

Polly Walker, inside the house, put down the telephone, glanced toward the floor, shuddered, and rushed out. A moment later she appeared in the driveway, white-faced and shaken. She ran to her car, ripped off the wide leghorn hat and tossed it onto the front seat, then sat down on the running board, her elbows on her knees, rubbing her hands over her face and through her hair. Then she sat up straight, with a quick little shake of her head, reached in her purse for a cigarette, lit it, took two puffs, and ground it out under her heel. Then she buried her face in her hands.

Dinah said, “Oh!” out loud. It was the same sound she made when Archie fell and skinned his knees and elbows, or April flunked another math exam, or Mother got a letter in the Monday morning mail requesting revisions instead of a check. She ran forward instinctively, almost automatically, plumped down beside the stricken girl on the running board, and put an arm around her shoulders.

Archie’s reaction was similar, but it expressed itself in a different way. His big, gray-blue eyes filled with tears, his lip trembled a little, and he said, very softly, “Please don’t cry!”

The young actress looked up, her face white. “He killed her. He killed her. She’s dead. Oh, why did he do it! It wasn’t necessary. He shouldn’t have done it. But he killed her.” Her voice sounded like a phonograph record running just a little too fast.

“You’d better shut up,” April said. “Suppose the police heard you say that. Button your lip, pip.”

Polly Walker looked around her and blinked, bewildered. “What on earth—I mean, who are you?”

“We’re your friends,” Dinah said solemnly.

A small smile moved the corners of Polly Walker’s lips. “You’d better run along home. There’s been some trouble here.”

“Sure,” Archie said. “There’s been a murder. That’s why we’re here. Because—” April kicked him savagely on the shin; he yelped once and was silent.

“Who was murdered?” Dinah asked.

“Flora Sanford,” Polly Walker breathed. She covered her eyes with her left hand, and moaned, “Oh, Wally, Wally, you stupid fool. How could you!”

“For Pete’s sake!” April exploded. “You’re going to have to make with fancy answers to the cops practically any minute now, and you can’t go into that ‘How could you’ routine. In the first place, it’s corny, and in the second place, he didn’t do it.”

Polly Walker looked up, stared at April, and said, “Oh!” There was a faint and distant sound of sirens, growing louder and nearer. She straightened up and pushed a strand of hair back into place.

“Powder your nose, too,” Dinah said sternly. She looked at April and said, “Who’s he?”

April shrugged her shoulders and said, “How should I know?”

The first police car turned into the driveway with a last little moan of its siren. Polly Walker stood up. She murmured, under her breath, “You’d better go home, you three. This may be unpleasant.”

“Not for us,” April said.

The police car stopped beside the gray convertible and four men got out, all plain-clothes men. Two of them stood looking at the house, waiting for orders. The other two walked around the car and came over to where Polly Walker was standing. One of them was a slender man, of medium height, with thick, straight, graying hair, a deeply tanned face, and bright-blue eyes. He seemed to be a person of authority. The other was a big man, tall and stout, with a round red face, greasy black hair, and a perpetually skeptical look in his eyes.

“Where’s the body?” the big man said.

Polly Walker shuddered slightly, and pointed to the house. The big man nodded, motioned to the waiting two, and led the way. The gray-haired man said, “And who are you?”

“Polly Walker. I phoned the police. I found her.” She spoke evenly and calmly, but the skin around her mouth was white.

The police officer wrote it down, looked around, and said, “Are these her kids?”

“We live next door,” Dinah said with icy dignity.

The big, red-faced man came hurrying out of the house and said, “The dame’s dead, all right. Shot.”

“Mrs. Sanford invited me over for tea,” Polly Walker said. “I rang the bell when I got here, and nobody answered. I went right in and—found her. Then I called the police.”

“The maid’s out, Lieutenant,” the big man said. “Nobody in the house. Could have been prowlers.”

“Possibly,” the police lieutenant said. The tone of his voice made it plain he didn’t think it was. “You notify the medical examiner, O’Hare. Then try to locate her husband.”

“Okay,” O’Hare said. He went back into the house.

“Now, Miss Walker.” He looked at her thoughtfully, offered her a cigarette and a light. “I know this has been a shock. I’m sorry to bother you with questions right now. But—” He smiled, and his face became disarmingly friendly. “Maybe I’d better introduce myself. I’m Lieutenant Smith of the Homicide Bureau.”

Dinah interrupted him with a little gasp. “Oh! What’s your first name?”

He glanced at her, slightly annoyed. “Bill.” Before he could turn back to Polly Walker, Dinah had gasped again, louder. “Why?” he demanded. “What of it?”

“It’s such a coincidence!” Dinah said, excitement in her voice.

“My being named Smith? There’s millions of people named Smith.”

“Yes,” Dinah said. “But Bill Smith!”

“All right. There’s probably millions of people named Bill Smith, too. What’s a coincidence about that?”

Dinah fairly danced up and down. “You’re a detective. Mother has a character—” She paused. “Oh, never mind.”

He scowled at her. “Listen kid, I’ve got work to do here. I haven’t time to listen to a lot of double talk. Run along now. Beat it.”

“I’m sorry,” Dinah said contritely. “I didn’t mean to bother you. Mr. Smith, are you married?”

“No,” he snapped. He opened and shut his mouth two or three times, without making a sound. “Look here. Go on home. Scram. Vamoose. Get the—get out of here.”

Not one of the three young Carstairs moved as much as an inch.

Sergeant O’Hare reappeared. “Svenson already called the medical examiner,” he reported. “And Mr. Sanford left his office a while ago; he oughta be home soon.” He looked from his superior to the three young Carstairs and said, “Never mind, I’ll handle ’em. I raised nine kids of my own.” He strode up and struck a threatening pose. “What do you think you’re doing here?” he roared.

“Don’t be rude,” April said coldly. She raised herself to a good five foot one, and looked him squarely in the eye. “We came here,” she said with magnificent dignity, “because we heard the shots.”

Lieutenant Smith and Sergeant O’Hare looked at each other for a long moment. Then the lieutenant said, very gently, “Are you sure they were shots—not backfire?”

April just sniffed, and said nothing.

“I don’t suppose,” Sergeant O’Hare said, with elaborate casualness, “you happen to know what time it was when you heard the shots?”

“Of course we do,” April said. “I’d just gone in to look at the minute-meter to see if it was time to put the potatoes on. We heard the shots. Somebody had been killed.” Suddenly her voice rose to a scream. “Killed!”

She sank into a limp little heap on the grass, screaming and sobbing. Dinah flung herself down on her knees. “April!”

Polly Walker jumped up from the running board and said, “Get a doctor!”

Police Lieutenant Smith turned pale and said, “What’s the matter with her?”

Dinah felt a good hard pinch from the still screaming April. She looked up apologetically. “It’s the shock. She isn’t very strong.”

“Get a doctor,” Polly Walker repeated. “The poor child—”

Dinah leaned close and heard one fiercely whispered word, “Home!” She looked up again. “I’d better take her home. She—she might have a fit.”

Archie got into the spirit of the occasion and added, “When she has fits, she breaks things.”

“I’ll carry her,” Bill Smith volunteered.

Dinah caught a signal from April’s eyes that said “No!”

“She can walk all right,” Dinah said. “In fact, it’ll be good for her.” She pulled April to her feet and held her with one arm. April continued to sob loudly. “We’ll take her home,” Dinah said. “Mother’ll know what to do.”

“Mamma!” April wailed. “I want my mamma!”

“That’s the right idea,” Lieutenant Smith said, wiping his brow. “Take her home to her mother.” He added, almost as an afterthought, “I’ll come over and talk to you later.” April’s moans were fading in the distance by the time he said sympathetically, “The poor little kid!”

Sergeant O’Hare looked at him coldly. “I’ve raised nine kids of my own,” he said again, “and that was the phoniest fit of hysterics I ever saw outside of a courtroom.”

Out of sight and hearing of the Sanford villa, April paused and drew a long breath. “Remind me,” she said, “to take back everything I’ve said about the Junior Drama teacher.”

“Remind yourself to explain what that was all about,” Dinah said sternly.

Archie just looked on, goggle-eyed.

“Don’t be moronic,” April said. “We’re the important witnesses. We can fix the exact time of the crime. But we don’t want to fix it yet. Because we might want to give somebody an alibi.”

Dinah said, “Oh!” and then, “Who?”

“We don’t know yet,” April said. “That’s why we had to stall for time.”

“Tell me, tell me, tell me,” Archie yelled. He hopped up and down with impatience. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You will,” April said.

The three stood for a minute just inside the front door, looking at each other and thinking. The typewriter was still going hard upstairs.

“We’ll manage it somehow,” April said.

A thoughtful look came into Dinah’s brown eyes. “I’m going to cook dinner myself tonight,” she murmured. “So Mother won’t have to cut work. I’m going to bake the slice of ham in a ginger-ale sauce and make candied sweet potatoes and mashed white potatoes, and a big salad with Roquefort dressing, and hot corn muffins.”

“You do know how to make corn muffins,” Archie said.

“We’ve got a cookbook,” Dinah said. “And I can read. Cream pie, too. She drools for it.” She nodded, slowly. “You two had better come on out in the kitchen so we can talk,” she finished, “because we have some other plans to make. Important ones.”
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